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One of  the highlights of  the year 
was the opening of  the Des Plaines 

History Center’s new exhibit, “World 
War II: Des Plaines and the War against 
Fascism” in February. About 50 guests 
attended the reception. Individuals, 
groups of  people, and veterans from Des 
Plaines and the surrounding area con-
tinue to stream in to view the display or 
to attend other war-related events. The 
History Center’s focus will remain on 
World War II for this year to honor the 
70th anniversary of  the end of  the war.
 “The personal memories of  the 
veterans who’ve attended the programs 
and shared their stories bring an essen-
tial, firsthand account to the events they 
encountered,” said Shari Caine, executive 
director of  the History Center. “There 
has been a real show of  community and 
a need to connect through shared past 
experiences. We’re honored to have this 
chance to bring people together, thank 
those who have served, and remember 
those who are no longer with us.”
 Don Radlein and his family traveled 
from Elgin to view the exhibit, which 
includes his father’s photo and his uncle’s 
Army uniform. He penned the following 
note in the Guest Book: “Thank you so 
much for all of  the time that you spent 
in putting together the World War II 
exhibit! Seeing the exhibit brought back 
wonderful memories of  my father and 
his five brothers. We also enjoyed other 
parts of  the museum as it reminded me 
of  Des Plaines, where both my father 

World War II exhibit now on display

World War II veterans (l-r) Zenon Kalita, John Czerechowicz, and William D. Ritchie 
attended the Coffee Talk program in March.

The new exhibit at the History Center features various World War II artifacts, including 
uniforms worn by Des Plaines residents.
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and mother grew up and met each other after the 
war.”
 The History Center invites the public to view 
the exhibit and attend its programs. The exhibit 
will remain on display through December. Hours 
are Tuesdays-Fridays, 10 a.m.-5 p.m. and Sundays, 
1-4 p.m. There is no charge.
 Other upcoming war-themed events include:
 • April Coffee Talk, “The Journey to Mollie’s War: 
From Inspiration to Publication,” Thursday, April 
9, 1:30-2:30 p.m. at the History Center
 • Homeschool Adventures, “Victory Gardens,” 
Wednesday, May 6, 1-3 p.m. at the History Center
 • May Coffee Talk, “The Germans and their 
Führer,” Thursday, May 7, 7-8 p.m. at the Frisbie 
Senior Center, 52 E. Northwest Highway
 •  May Book Discussion, Unbroken by Laura 
Hillenbrand, Wednesday, May 20, 6-7 p.m. at the 
History Center
 For more information, call 857-391-5399 or visit 
desplaineshistory.org.

Seeking pie bakers and sellers

We need your help to bake and sell pies this June.

Do you remember our popular 
“Pies on the Porch” fundraiser 

years ago at the Des Plaines History 
Center during the annual Taste of 
Des Plaines event? Many people 
do, and we sometimes hear the 
question, “When is the His-
tory Center going to sell pies 
again?”
 This year, the City’s Special 
Events Commission is planning 
a new summer event to be held 
June 12-13 and has asked the 
History Center to once again 
set up our pie-selling station. 
The Board of Trustees dis-
cussed this possibility at last 
month’s meeting and agreed 
to consider the proposal for 
the History Center, depending on 
the availability of a central baking 
location (industrial-type kitchen) 
and enough volunteers to help out. 
We do not yet know if we will have 

enough help to make this happen.
 Details for the new event are still 
in the works, so we are sending out 
an early call for pie bakers to see 
if there is an interest from among 
the History Center members and 

supporters who would like to assist 
by baking, moving, and selling pies. 
 We would need people for the 
following:
• Pie bakers to help bake pies on 

Thursday and Friday, June 11 and 
12, at a central location (not yet 
determined)
• Pie movers with vehicles to help 
transport the pies from the baking 
kitchen to the History Center on 

Friday, June 12
    • Pie sellers and clean-up 
crew to help during the event on 
Saturday, June 13 
      So, if you’re looking for a fun 
summertime activity and a way 
to help out the History Center, 
this is a great opportunity to get 
involved! We would love to hear 
from you by April 20. Just call 
us at 847-391-5399. 
     Without your support and 

commitment, we will not be able 
to move forward with this event. 
We look forward to connecting 
with you! Can’t you just smell those 
delicious pies baking?

Feel free to drop off your cans at the History Center. 
The local 4-H group needs them for its booth at the Des 
Plaines Park District’s Spring Fun Fair. They plan to make 
some children's games that were popular 100 years ago. 
Remember telephone?

Looking for tin cans! 
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Director’s Message
by Shari Caine

Thanks to all who braved the 
cold weather to attend our ex-

hibit opening and evening program 
on February 12. The event focused 
on Des Plaines’ role on the home 
front during World War II, and close 
to 50 people attended. The exhibit 
kicks off  a year of  related programs 

that commemorate the 70th anniver-
sary of  the end of  the war.   
 On March 12, another 39 people 
attended a Coffee Talk program that 
recognized men and women from 
Des Plaines who served during the 
war. At both programs, audience 
members shared their stories and 
experience during the war years. It 
has been great to see the turnout at 
these programs, and we hope this 
trend continues throughout the year.
 In another matter, the City of  
Des Plaines Media Services Depart-
ment has been recording video at 
the History Center in the past few 
weeks. A program series called “Des 
Plaines @ Your Service” appears 

on the city’s website, desplaines.org, 
and is also on the city’s local cable 
station, DPTV Channel 17. 
 The short program segments 
are featured on the website’s Media 
Services Video Archive. The next 
segment in the series, which is about 
the History Center, has recently 
been in production and should be 
available on the website soon, as well 
as on the City of  Des Plaines You-
Tube channel. 
 Other recent videos featuring the 
History Center include the exhibit 
opening program in February. If  
you haven’t yet seen these videos, 
go to the History Center’s website, 
desplaineshistory.org, and look for 
the Recent Videos link on our home 
page. Thanks to Will Soderberg, 
Mitch Johnson, Bryan Cosgriff, Lin-
da Krajniak, and the rest of  media 
services for their work.
 In yet another matter, we are 
facing a serious space issue at our fa-
cility. Here is some background. The 
Des Plaines History Center started 
out as the Des Plaines Historical So-
ciety in 1967 and, by 1969, opened 
a museum in the Kinder House, 
which was located on Lee Street at 
the time. In 1978, the Kinder House 
was moved to its present location on 
Pearson Street and continues to be 
used as a house museum. In 2002, 
the historical museum’s operations 
expanded into the former 1952 Des 
Plaines Savings & Loan Association 
building next to the Kinder House, 
the same year we celebrated a grand 
reopening as the “Des Plaines Histo-
ry Center.”  

History Center Executive Director Shari 
Caine and Curator Philip Mohr thank the 
community for its support of the current 
World War II exhibit.

 We knew when we moved into 
the new visitor center building that 
we would soon fill the space. Ex-
hibits were moved from the Kinder 
House basement to the visitor center 
for greater accessibility. Also, staff  
offices and the archives were moved 
from the second floor of  the Kin-
der House to the visitor center. Not 
only that, but our programs, which 
previously took place in the Kin-
der House, were now moved to the 
visitor center as well. Again, ease of  
access was the primary benefit.
 Today, multiple activities take 
place in the visitor center: exhibits, 
programs, staff  work space, volun-
teer work space, archives collections 
storage, archives research room, 
board and committee meetings, 
greeting groups for tours of  the 
Kinder House, and much more. 
Recent programs and events at the 
History Center have filled the pro-
gram space to capacity. 
 To alleviate some of  the space 
concerns, the History Center has 
begun to evaluate the visitor center 
and how its spaces can be reconfig-
ured. Ultimately, we plan to accumu-
late a wish list of  renovations that 
will benefit all who use the History 
Center. That wish list will then be 
used to form a plan of  action and 
will help determine how much the 
History Center will need to raise to 
begin the renovation process.
 In the near future, we may survey 
History Center members and visitors 
to get more input. If  you are inter-
ested in learning more and sharing 
your ideas, let us know.



Recent 
donation!
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Remembering Des Plaines
by Bruce Muench

Around 1934, when I was a 
grade school boy on the 

west side of Des Plaines, there 
was a man who would walk 
down the center of Jeannette 
Avenue two or three times 
during the warmer weather ply-
ing his trade. We called him the 
“Ding Dong Man.”
 He was a knife and scissor 
blade sharpener. I think he 
would sharpen hoes and hedge 
shears also. 
 He was a short Italian man 
with a thick accent, and he 
wheeled his cart down the mid-
dle of the street. A bracket on 
the large wheel would activate a 
bell on the top of his cart, which 
sounded “Ding, Dong, Ding” 

with each rotation of the wheel. 
 Also mounted on the center 
of the wood frame behind the 
wheel was a round whetstone. 
He walked slowly and would 
loudly call out, “Scissors!” You 
could hear the bell clanging a 
block away with most of the 
windows being open. 
 The housewives at home 
(and in those days, they were 
always at home) would gather 
up the dull instruments they 
wished sharpened and either 
call out the door at him or send 
a child out to tell him to stop. 
 About every half block, he 
would stop, set the frame of 
his outfit down on wooden legs 
and mount a seat behind the 

wheel. If any traffic was com-
ing, they would have to detour 
around him. 
 He would activate the whet-
stone by pedaling the wheel 
in its orbit, applying the tool to 
be sharpened at just the right 
angle. He also carried a closed 
bucket of water with him that 
he could drip on top of the 
turning wheel. 
 We kids would form a cir-
cle around and watch him at 
his craft. It seemed like he 
didn’t know very many English 
words. He charged 20 cents 
for each item he sharpened. 
Try getting that on eBay!
Send in or email your 250-word story 
to contact@desplaineshistory.org.

by Chris Liston

Recently the History Cen-
ter received a model train 

engine and trophy from James Duncan of  Ashland, Or-
egon. It is an HO gauge model of  a Chicago & North-
western Railroad Steam Locomotive—Atlantic Type 
Class D Prototype with a tender. 
 The Chicago & Northwestern Railroad had three 
engines like the model in use for passenger service 
between 1910 and 1942, when they were taken out of  
service in favor of  diesel engines. Paul Duncan, the do-
nor’s father, of  Des Plaines spent two years building this 
model. Except for the wheels and electric driving motor, 
all the parts were constructed by him out of  brass and 
other materials. 

 One very interesting part of  this model is that the 
tender contains real coal. Paul took a piece of  soft coal, 
which the Duncan family used to heat their home at the 
time, crushed it, put it through a sieve, and glued the 
pieces to the tender. 
 A decal on the tender features “DF&W,” which 
stands for Dry Fork and Western Railroad, Paul’s imagi-
nary railroad. He completed the model in 1941 and won 
first prize at the Model Railroader magazine’s third annual 
National Model Contest. This beautifully made piece 
illustrates the connection between the history of  Des 
Plaines and the railroads.
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Curator’s Corner
by Philip Mohr

During the winter, I go to the 
gym to keep up my cardio-

vascular training. I put my earbuds 
in and listen to BBC radio docu-
mentaries or some indie rock. One 
morning in December, I was on the 
elliptical machine and my iPod ran 
out of  battery power. I left the ear-
buds in place so they would muffle 
the music that the gym plays over 
the PA. However, I could still hear 
the conversation of the two men 
working out near me. 
 One man was talking about his 
experience in World War II. He had 
been in the Pacific theater. I did not 
catch which branch he served in or 
what his specific job was. He told 
his friend that the war was the best 
experience of  his life because he had 
gotten an opportunity to travel to 
exotic places and hadn’t been re-
quired to work very hard. It sound-
ed like he hadn’t seen any combat. 
My stomach turned while he talked 
about his wonderful time in the war. 
But then there was a shift. The tim-
bre of  his voice changed dramatical-
ly, and he said, “Not everyone had 
that. A lot of  guys had it real tough.”
 That is permanently stamped in 
my memory. If  not word for word, 
the feeling of  what was said is 
written here. I was already well into 
research for the current exhibit on 
Des Plaines in the war effort. All 
sort of  conversations, documents, 
uniforms, history books, movies, 
and images constantly swirled in my 
mind. I lost sleep because building 
this exhibit consumed me.
 Some mornings I sit in the green 

chairs at the History Center and look 
out the front windows just to think. 
That’s a big part of  being a historian. 
I found myself  sitting in that chair 
the morning of  the exhibit open-
ing. I was considering how to begin 
that evening’s program and how to 
recognize the men and women who 
fought and worked against fascism 
in a war that ended seventy years 
ago. I considered telling the gym 
story, but it didn’t seem 
quite right. So I just sat and 
thought about all the facts I 
knew about World War II.
 Some  information I had 
just researched for the Des 
Plaines Public Library’s 
trivia night floated into 
my head. It was a question 
I had prepared for the 
category “World War II.” 
The question was “Which 
nation suffered the most 
casualties (civilian and 
military combined) during 
World War II?” The an-
swer is the Soviet Union. I 
thought about the statistics 
charts I had looked at to 
write that question.
 That night, as we began the 
program with men from VFW Post 
2992 posting the American Flag and 
leading us in the Pledge of  Alle-
giance, I asked those gathered to 
remain standing for a moment of  
silence. I asked people to consider 
why 25 million people died seventy 
years ago. Silence and a question 
seemed an appropriate way to open 
an exhibit called “World War II: Des 

Curator Philip Mohr adds a finishing touch to his exhibit.                                                    

Plaines and the War against Fas-
cism.”
 I know that 25 million is an esti-
mate of  military dead, and maybe 
not the best one. Combined military 
and civilian deaths total over 60 
million. My voice wavered that night. 
I almost cried. Those numbers are 
astonishing.
 Part of  the exhibit backdrop 
includes all the Des Plaines men and 

women who served in the armed 
forces up to 1944. It contains hun-
dreds of  names, and I am unable to 
share each of  their lives with you. 
In front of  that backdrop are four 
uniforms: Army, Navy, Marines, and 
Nurse Cadet Corps. These highlight 
the unique stories that belonged to 
four local individuals who survived 
the war. Four out of  two billion who 
lived during the war. I am happy to 
be able to tell their stories. 



Des Plaines History Center
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Des Plaines Park District 
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Goodbye, George Fritzler, 1943-2015
We’d like to say a fond farewell to George Fritzler, 

who passed away in March. George was the 
husband of  Sue Fritzler, who worked with the History 
Center for many years as registrar.  
 In addition to being a member of  the History Cen-
ter, George often attended History Center activities 
and was a dependable volunteer at past events, such 
as the July 4 fireworks cookout and the annual Fish 
Boil. Sue worked at the History Center seasonally, and 
during winter she and George would take an annual 
trek in their RV to Texas. 
 Both Sue and George loved to travel and partici-
pated in many recreational activities, such as dancing, 
visiting national parks, and white-water rafting adven-
tures. We wish to thank both George and Sue for being 
longtime members of  the History Center and the 
support they’ve given over the years. 

Every now and then an occasion comes along when you might 
wish to honor or remember somebody in a very special way. 

Making a donation to the Des Plaines History Center as a Memorial 
Gift or to acknowledge a birthday, anniversary, graduation, or retire-
ment–or simply to honor someone–is a thoughtful way to express 
your affection. And your contribution will support the work of  the 
History Center by providing interesting and educational programs, 
preservation of  historic artifacts, community services, and so much 
more. 
 Also, every Special Occasion Gift or Memorial is acknowledged to 
the individual or family as well as to the donor. Gifts are tax deduct-
ible too. 
 The next time you have an opportunity to honor or remember 
someone, please consider making your donation to the Des Plaines 
History Center. Your contribution will be deeply appreciated and will 
support the History Center now and for years to come.   

Try a memorial gift 

Sue and George 
Fritzler pose in 
costume during the 
Lake Wonderland 
event at Lake Park.  
Sue and George 
volunteered to staff 
the History Center 
table at the event.

Image: Des Plaines 
Park District. Photo 
appeared in the 
Cobweb in 2009.



Thank You, Business Members!
The following businesses and organizations are 

current members of the Des Plaines History Center. 

We appreciate your support!

Accurate Auto Clinic
Anderson Lock Company

Choice Cut Landscaping, Inc.
Choo Choo Restaurant

Community Consolidated School District 62
Des Plaines Elks Lodge 1526

Des Plaines Garden Club
Des Plaines Rotary Club

Michael Durbin, DDS, MS Orthodontist
Edward Jones—Scott Seifert

First Congregational Church of Des Plaines
Frisbie Senior Center

G. L. Hills Funeral Home 
Historic Methodist Camp Ground

Horton Chiropractic, Ltd.
Illinois Association of the Swedenborg Church

Maine Township Highway Department
Our Lady of Hope Church, Rosemont

Owl Hardwood Lumber
SS&G, Inc.

The Local Coffee, Tea & Sweets
Village Bank & Trust

Become a Business Member today! 
Call 847-391-5399.

Visit the Des Plaines History Center online at 
 www.desplaineshistory.org, and be sure to check our 
digitization project with the Des Plaines Public Library at 
www.desplainesmemory.org.

Also see the Des Plaines History Center on Facebook and 
Twitter.  “Conant Tweets” is the online Twitter feed from 
Augustus Conant’s 1830s diary. Go to  http://twitter.
com/conant_tweets/, and follow @conant_tweets.

KINDER HOUSE TOURS
Tuesdays-Fridays, 10 a.m.-5 p.m.

Sundays, 1-4 p.m.
group tours by appointment

MISSION STATEMENT
The Des Plaines History Center

collects, preserves, and interprets the history
of Des Plaines and its people and provides 
access to those resources through exhibits, 

educational programs, and research facilities.

The Des Plaines History Center is supported 
by the City of Des Plaines, the Des Plaines 
Park District, its members, and other local 

business and community contributors.
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Shop at the History Center

Looking for spring items? 
Come take a peek at our selection!

Photo by Stan Kotecki
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Address Service Requested

If you enjoyed this issue but aren’t
yet a History Center member, join today!
For more information, call 847-391-5399.

HAPPY SPRING!
Stop in and say hello!

Carl F. Schalk lounging in grass. He was 
born in 1929, raised in Des Plaines, and then 
became a renowned Lutheran composer. He 
lives in Melrose Park.


