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From the Director

Dear Friends,

How lovely it is to write to you on the cusp
of spring. As the world thaws out and warms
up, we look forward to the chance to get out
and about in the community.

Our joint Open House with the Wilmette
Police Department is always a fun way to
kick off the start of warm weather activity.
The Open House will take place rain or
shine on Sunday, May 5 from 1lam to 2pm.
Stop by the Museum at 609 Ridge Road to
explore our current exhibits, plant cucumber
seeds and learn about Wilmette’s pickle
history, look up your house in the research
room, and more! The Wilmette Police
Department at 710 Ridge Road will feature
a tour of the facilities, vehicles on display,
and presentations from the Canine Unit and
others.

With the coming of spring, we’ve also

been talking a lot about the coming of the
cicadas! This year is a historic one for these
insects, as two cicada broods, Brood XIX
and Brood XIII, will co-emerge. The broods

haven’t dually emerged like this since 1803
and won’t again for another 221 years. Our
cicada friends are sure to be in attendance at
the Historic Garden Walk on Sunday, June
30, where four lovely Wilmette gardens

will be on display. You can get your tickets
starting May 1 by using the order form on
the back of this newsletter, going on our
website, or giving us a call.

You may have noticed that we’ve been trying
to get out into the world of social media

a lot more these days, too. We’re serving

up history tidbits in different formats,
including videos about our favorite Wilmette
stories and behind-the-scenes looks at the
collections. If you haven’t yet, we encourage
you to follow and like us on Instagram and
Facebook. Of course, we also encourage you
to message or email us and tell us what you'd
like to see.

All my best,

(R

FEATURE ARTICLE
Sweet and Sour
Grapes

In terms of intoxicating beverages,
Germany is most often — and with good
reason — associated with beer. To be

sure, many of the Gross Point (now west
Wilmette) families with roots in Prussia
opened saloons where patrons were more
likely to drink beer than wine. However,
the region from which many Gross Pointers
emigrated is among the world’s most
renowned for wine production. Likewise,
one may never hear talk of Wilmette’s
terroir today, but some early Gross Point
settlers brought their homeland’s viticulture
with them.

The Mosel River flows through Trier,
Germany, and while not all early

immigrants to New Trier came from Trier
itself, the early European settlers of Gross
Point were nearly all from the Mosel
Valley. Along with picturesque, almost
fairy-tale-like scenery, the Mosel Valley is
known for being one of Germany’s historic
wine regions, among the northernmost

in Europe. (Incidentally: one early-nine-
teenth-century Trier resident who did not
emigrate to Gross Point was Heinrich
Marx, who owned two vineyards and
raised a boy named Karl.)

A collection of letters from the Hoffman
family in early Gross Point to friends and
family back in the Mosel Valley indicate
the difficult farming conditions that pushed
them across the Atlantic and into west
Wilmette.

continue on page 3
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Sweet and Sour Grapes continued

In 1846, Franz Joseph Hoffman wrote that
“everything is much easier for the farmer,
more convenient, more care-free” in Gross
Point. “There are no mountains to climb,
when you step out of your door you are

at your work.” Joseph Francis Hoffman
echoed this sentiment in 1855, writing “Here
you have no mountains to climb.” These
Hoffmans weren’t writing of wine specifi-
cally, but among the defining characteristics
of viticulture in the Mosel Valley are steeply
sloped vineyards, often located directly
above the riverbank. While these terraced
vineyards help to give the region its unique
beauty, they remain difficult and even dan-
gerous to cultivate to this day.

Vineyards in the middle Mosel Valley.
Courtesy of Roger Wollstadtt.

The wine that made the Mosel famous

is Riesling. Today there are many highly
regarded Rieslings, but for reasons that again
relate to Gross Pointers’ decisions to leave
Prussia, this variety long had a reputation for
being excessively sweet, which in turn gave
the general impression that German wine
was a less serious cousin to French wine.
According to Wine Enthusiast, Riesling
grapes “‘can be made into bone-dry, off-dry
and even dessert-style wines.” However,

in the middle of the nineteenth century,
German winemakers responded to a run of
bad vintages by adding sugar to their grapes
before fermentation.

The result was cloying wine and a battered
reputation for roughly the next 150 years.
Still, the outcome was not as catastrophic as
other effects of the bad harvests that drove
Prussians to Gross Point. “Things are very
bad,” Franz Joseph Hoffman observed from

afar in 1847, “especially in Ireland where the
people are starving to death.”

Of course, West Wilmette wine has no repu-
tation to batter, though early Gross Pointers
sometimes grew wine grapes among their
wide variety of crops. Johann Schmitz and
Anna Catherine Hoffman Schmitz note in a
letter from the summer of 1845 that Anna’s
father Bartholomew Hoffman “‘has planted
a vineyard of wild grapes, they are doing
well.” Just how well is uncertain, but a letter
from 1849 indicates that Bartholomew
ordered 100 grape seedlings to be sent

from Germany. Whether it grew from

these seedlings or wild American grapes,
Bartholomew’s vineyard holds a place of
privilege in an 1853 letter from “The Family
Hoftfman” eulogizing him:

“Our dear father troubled himself much with
his new vineyard but the almighty God let
him live long enough to enjoy the fruit of his
labor. He made a keg of genuine red wine
the last year and nearly drank it all, but he
was too generous, treating all his friends and
acquaintances. We often wished we could
let you and our friends abroad sample it, if
the distance had made it possible. Our loving
father also made a just and wise will and he
used the red wine as ink.”

Photo courtesy of Mosellandtouristk GmbH.

In 1855, Joseph Francis Hoffman made note
of a small profit from his own vineyard. But
the only comment in the Hoffman letters on
the quality of Gross Point wine comes from
Franz Joseph Hoffman in 1846: “There are
a lot of wild grapes. We made some wine,
which was very potent but extremely sour.”
So, it may be just as well that Gross Point
wine was out of reach for loved ones in
Germany, and that it remains so for all of us
today.

David Pratt, Curator



