
When I began serving as director in May 1993, 
the Museum was located at what was then the 
former Highcrest School. Although it was a nice 
facility in many ways, it was not very visible 
in the community, and some operations were 
not up to common museum standards. That 
same year, School District 39, which still owned 
the building, canceled the Village’s lease for 
the Museum in order to reopen Highcrest as a 
school. Museum volunteers Jane Textor, Muriel 
Cohen, Sharon Murray, and Cathy Chapman, 
and I got to work dismantling the exhibits and 
packing the collections to be moved to storage. 
We took the opportunity to rehouse everything 
into archivally sound boxes as we packed up. 
The Museum moved out of Highcrest in 1994, 
and I worked from a desk in Village Hall. 

It was fortunate that in November 1990 the 
Village had purchased the 1896 Gross Point 
Village Hall for the Museum. The Historical 
Society agreed to raise funds to renovate the 
building, and a group of creative volunteers were 
busy doing so.

Although it was a great idea to save the Gross 
Point Village Hall (now the historic part of the 
Museum) and repurpose it for the museum, it 
had holes in the roof, wild animals in residence, 
a worn interior, an asphalt parking lot instead of 
a front lawn, and a string of garages across the 
west side, just to name a few of its many flaws! 
Renovation work had to commence with funds 
on hand. A construction management company 
was hired, and a team of talented volunteers 
(Betty Fisher, Bruce Gladfelter, John Hagenah, 
and Jim Kalas) and I began to plan how to 
transform a building that had in recent years 
been home to several businesses into a museum. 
The museum opened to the public on April 8, 
1995, in many ways an amazing turnaround.

In the beginning, public access was limited to 
the first floor. The office was where a workroom 
is now located, programs were held in what 
is currently the “Wilmette Stories” gallery, 

the research library was set up in what is now 
another exhibit space, and there was one exhibit 
gallery. Collections storage was on the second 
floor (now the lecture hall and conference room). 
The lower level is now exhibits, too, but at the 
time, it was general workspace as it did not meet 
Village code for public accessibility. 

I continued to 
be the only staff 
member for 
several more 
years. However, 
with the help of 
great volunteers, 
the Museum 
offered a regular 
schedule of 
changing 
exhibits, public 
events, and 
programs. 

It soon became apparent that an addition was 
needed. One had been considered in the early 
1990s, but funds were not available. Another 
capital campaign was launched. Several 
grants were secured, and many generous 
donors, without whom none of this would have 
happened, again stepped up to fund the addition. 

David Woodhouse Architects was hired to 
design a facility that 
would meld the old 
and new building 
together, while at the 
same time making 
them distinctive 
from one another, 
in keeping with 
historic preservation 
standards. The 
new wing opened 
in 2004 with 
dedicated collections 
storage rooms, a 
research library, 
expanded offices 

for the growing staff, and an elevator. The 
addition meant that the historic building could 
be reconfigured, too, into exhibit galleries and a 
large lecture hall, much as it is today. It will be 
fascinating to see what’s in store for the Museum 
in the future!
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Gross Point Village Hall, ca. 1992.

WHS President John Textor puts 
out the first “open” sign  on April 
8th, 1995.

Wilmette architects (from left) 
John Hagenah, Healy Rice, 
and  Jim Kalas donated their 
time to work on the addition 
with David Woodhouse (seated 
on right).
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