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CALENDAR

The Great Snowflake 
Search 

December 3, 2023 - 
February 15, 2024

Annual Meeting & 
Lecture
January 21

Family Program
Snowflake Snapshots

February 20

Lecture
Unvarnished History

March 10

Lecture
Chicago Beer History

April 28

Details on page 5

Free and open to the
public, WHM is home to
acclaimed programs and
exhibits and a permanent
collection that preserves
the history of Wilmette
for all to enjoy.

You may have heard that Gillson Park 
has recently been nominated to the 
National Register of Historic Places. 
According to the State of Illinois’ 
summary of the National Register, a 
place must meet at least one of the 
following criteria to be on the list:

“be associated with events that have 
made a significant contribution 
to the broad patterns of history; 
be associated with the lives of 
significant persons in our past; 
be distinctive for its type, period, 
or method of construction; or 
represent the work of a master, or 
possess artistic value; or, in the 
case of a district, be representative 
of a significant and distinguishable 
entity whose components may lack 
individual distinction; yield important 

information about the area’s history 
or prehistory.” 

Gaining this designation, particularly 
for a park space, is a true honor. It 
is sometimes surprising to people 
to learn, however, that the National 
Register of Historic Places is 
strictly an honorific. Being on the 
National Register does not have 
any implifications for any possible 
remodeling, alteration, or demolition. 
In most cases, local -- not national -- 
historic preservation measures are the 
ones with teeth.

The 1960s and 1970s are often cited 
as a major turning point for national 
historic preservation efforts, in part 
as a reaction against highly visible 
demolitions.	            Continue on page 3

Understanding Historic
Designations

Road in Gillson Park, looking toward the lake, 1917. This scene shows the earliest days of the 
park, before it was designed to look the way it does today.
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Understanding Historic Designations 
continued

In New York City, the destruction of the 
original Penn Station beginning in 1963 
was a brutal blow to preservationists, but 
local landmark laws were a direct result. 
In Chicago, the Chicago Stock Exchange, 
demolished in 1972, was not only a huge 
architectural loss but also took the life of 
photographer Richard Nickel. Since that 
time, many communities have fostered 
a more thoughtful way of looking at old 
places. 

Founded in 1966, the National Register 
of Historic Places is one result of 
preservation efforts borne from such 
losses. The National Register is 
maintained by the National Park Service 
and has 95,000 properties (some of 
which encompass multiple buildings/
sites). While it is a national list, individual 
states organize the properties for each 
state. The State Historic Preservation 
Office (SHPO) holds information on the 
properties in that state and is a good place 
to start for anyone interested in writing a 
nomination. Anyone is welcome to apply, 
though people and organizations often 
decide to work with professionals to assist 
with writing the nomination. In Illinois, 
there are thousands of National Register 
properties. 

331 Oak Circle, circa 1950. Oak Circle 
National Register District was established in 
2001.

In Wilmette, there are three National 
Register Historic Districts and eight 
individual sites (soon to be nine, with 
the addition of Gillson Park), including  
our Gross Point Village Hall, where the 

Museum is. The Village of Wilmette 
has created a great map of the National 
Register Listings (and Local Landmarks) 
in Wilmette. If you haven’t checked it out 
yet, you should.

United States National Historic 
Landmarks are the highest level of 
the NPS program. Illinois has 89 of 
these properties, including the Adler 
Planetarium, the Chicago Board of Trade 
Building, Fort Sheridan Historic District, 
the Haymarket Martyrs’ Monument, 
the Hull House, The Wayside (in 
Winnetka), and Wrigley Field. Soldier 
Field (“Grant Park Stadium”) was once a 
U.S. National Historic Landmark. It was 
designated in 1987 but delisted in 2006 
due to “the incompatible construction 
and the destruction of substantial historic 
material,” according to the NPS. This 
“destruction” occurred in 2003 when 
extensive renovations led to the removal 
of the Doric colonnades and the addition 
of the steel and glass “spaceship.” As 
of 2016, only 36 Landmarks have been 
delisted.

Being on the National Register certainly 
does have benefits. Co-authors of the 
nomination, Julia Bachrach and Malcolm 
Cairns, recently presented on Gillson 
Park in a Landmarks Illinois virtual 
presentation. If you missed it, you can 
watch the presentation online. They 
pointed out that the 80-page nomination 
will provide important historical context 
and information, and hopefully influence 
the way the park is maintained into the 
future. In addition, historic designations 
can offer financial incentives, including 
a property tax assessment freeze for 
rehabilitation.

For those curious about historic 
preservation in Illinois, check out 
Landmarks Illinois for resources and 
information. At the local level, look 
into the Village’s Historic Preservation 
Commission. And of course, you’re 
always welcome to contact us if you’re 
considering applying for any historic 
designations. 

Village Map of National 
Register Listings

Gillson Presentation

By Rachel Ramirez


