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Happy 
Holidays

&
Thank 

You!

We are so thankful to everyone who was a part 
of  the History Center’s Country Fair Tent at 

Fall Fest September 19-20 at Lake Park in Des Plaines. 
Dozens of  children claimed spots at our craft table 
during  
 
 

by Rev. Dr. William G. Grice, III

Ablessing that touches many people each December 
is decorating their home with meaningful keep-

sakes, mementos, and gifts. For years I have enjoyed 
pulling out the above Christmas card and displaying it in 
my dining room. 
 This watercolor, painted by my uncle Alfred Ahbe in 
1966, is named “Skating on the Des Plaines River.” Each 
year, Alfred created a Christmas card portraying a winter 
scene. Often his cards featured images of  his life as a 
young boy growing up in Des Plaines in the early 1900s. 
Alfred would share his paintings as gifts with his family 
and close friends. 
 This image is reminiscent of  the times Alfred and his 

Ever skate on the Des Plaines River?
boyhood friends skated on the river. There was an old 
footbridge that crossed the river, approximately midway 
between the railroad tracks and Algonquin Road. People 
would cross the bridge to visit the campground or forest 
preserve rather than walk to one of  the other bridges. I 
believe I heard that bridge was washed away in a flood. 
It was never rebuilt. The brown building in the back-
ground with the tall chimney represents the old pump-
ing station that was located near Ashland Avenue.
 Alfred Ahbe’s Christmas card paintings are treasured 
family keepsakes that preserve wonderful images and his 
memories of  growing up in Des Plaines.
 See more about skating on the river on Page 4.
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Even the most impressive collection of  objects, pho-
tographs, and archives is rendered useless if  no one 

can find what they are looking for within the collection. 
Making the collection accessible means that to the best 
of  our ability, everything should be in its place and easy 
to locate. This is one of  the things 
one learns while getting a degree in 
library and information science. 
 As an archiving and collections 
intern, I have been helping curator 
Philip Mohr to process the backlog 
of  items intended for the collection. 
In part, this means that I ensure that 
the objects are numbered appropri-
ately, entered into the catalog, and 
given a location, while making sure 
to take proper steps to ensure con-
servation of  the objects I’m working 
with. The goal is to make sure that 
anyone looking for the item, or doing 
research on a subject the item may 
help with, can find it easily. 
 One example of  a project I’ve tak-
en on was the accessioning, numbering, and archiving of  
several boxes’ worth of  donations from a local history 
and city planning enthusiast, which were donated by his 
family after his passing. It was my task to first assess the 
items in the boxes of  donations and determine where 
they’d fit into the archives. Then I divided the items into 
cohesive objects or groupings that would make sense 

being found together. These objects were then entered 
into the catalog with descriptions of  what they con-
tained and given an object number. The items were then 
placed in storage folders and boxes appropriate to their 
size and need–photographs in archival slips, newspapers 

separated with acid-free tissue paper, 
maps laid flat–and placed in a location 
in the archives appropriate to their 
contents. The final step to ensuring that 
the items are easily accessible is to make 
sure that location is clearly entered into 
the objects’ record in the catalog. This 
is key to enabling easy access to the 
objects for future researchers. 
   As a lifelong lover of  history and 
antiques, a career in museums seemed 
like a natural choice. When it came time 
to choose an area of  focus while get-
ting my master’s degree in library and 
information science, I chose museum 
studies. While my coursework is nearly 
completed, and the theoretical knowl-
edge I’ve gained from it is invaluable, it 

is true that “experience is the best teacher.” I have been 
very grateful to have the opportunity to apply what I’ve 
learned in my master’s program and to meet my learn-
ing objectives of  engaging in real-life problem solving 
and hands-on experience–the hands, of  course, being 
properly gloved so as not to leave fingerprints on the 
photographs. 

by Jackie Dennison

Jackie Dennison accessioned Des Plaines 
resident Helen Brown’s ledger from 1940 
during her internship at the History Center.

The History Center offers exhibits, tours, and programs for adults and children throughout the year. The exhibit, “World War II: Des 
Plaines and the War against Fascism,” our ice cream social, and the Día de los Muertos event were a few of this year’s highlights.

Intern enjoys handling some history
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Director’s Message
by Shari Caine

I want to take an opportunity to 
thank everyone who helped make 

the History Center a happening 
place this year! So many great ideas 
were put into motion, and so many 
of  you had a hand in making them 
a reality. We have a dynamic and 
productive staff, a lot of  reliable and 
talented volunteers, a supportive and 
dedicated Board of  Trustees, and a 
City and Park District that recognize 
the value of  having a unique com-
munity institution like the History 
Center. Attendance is on the in-
crease, and people are interested in 
taking part in the many activities that 
are offered here.
 Additionally, I want to thank all 
of  you who have been responding 
to our Half  Year and Joy of  History 
annual giving campaigns. Your trust 
in what we do and your support help 
provide the assurance needed to 
make the History Center a genuine 
home for history for all Des Plaines’ 
residents and visitors. As members 
and donors, you are one of  the pil-
lars of  the History Center’s success.  

The Des Plaines History Center 
staff would like to thank Executive 
Director Shari Caine for her 
unwavering commitment to this 
organization. Her leadership and 
enthusiasm inspire all of us to 
reach out to the community and 
share our knowledge and 
resources and love of this place.

    If  you are looking for other ways 
in which you can help the History 
Center, we would like to continue 
emphasizing the strength of  a large 
membership base. Please let your 
friends and neighbors know that 
all people are welcome to join the 
History Center. Becoming a mem-
ber is easy, and the History Center 
provides a familiar and local destina-
tion for a short afternoon outing or 
a chance to attend interesting events 
and meet with other people. 
 It’s exciting to be a part of  an or-
ganization that is getting noticed in 
its own community and beyond. The 
History Center serves the residents 
of  Des Plaines, who make up our 
primary audience. And, as a product 
of  what we do, the History Center 
also attracts visitors from the wider 
area, including schools in neighbor-
ing communities that are looking for 
the types of  educational programs 
the History Center offers. We hope 
you’ll visit the History Center soon. 
Have a great, safe, and happy new 
year!

Dear Ms. Caine:

I was pleased to note in your recent Cobweb the article, 
“Remembering Des Plaines,” by Pat Calabrese. Espe-

cially of  interest was the photo that shows my dad’s drug 
store next to the Calabrese market (see A. E. Muench 
Drug Store). If  the date of  the photo is correct (1938), 
my dad’s store had moved to this location three years 
previously from the middle of  Center Street. Prior to 
that, his original store was located at the corner of  
Center and Ellinwood.
Sincerely, Bruce Muench

From a member
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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Remembering Des Plaines
Freezing weather was no strang-

er in the 1930s-40s,  and it 
offered us many outdoor skating 
places such as Central School, 
Rand Park, and many creeks in the 
area. But an especially great place 
to skate was on the Des Plaines 
River behind Ken Meyers’ home 
on Des Plaines Avenue. Perhaps 
creating this ideal skating 
place was helpful to him 
later on when he ran and 
became the mayor of  Des 
Plaines.
 I don’t remember 
when he began clearing 
the snow off  the ice with 
those homemade scrapers, 
then later adding spot-
lights for night skating and 
music for the pleasure of  
anyone that skated there. I 
do remember I was not al-
lowed to skate on the river 
when I was very young. 
 The standing unwritten rule was 
the first arrivals were to use the ice 
scrapers to clean the snow off  the 
ice, but even if  it had not snowed, 
to use the scrapers to smooth the 
slices in the ice made by previous 
skate blades. It did not take long to 
clear the ice from side to side of  
the river, which was about 50 feet 
wide. Many of  us who lived close 
enough to the river put our skates 
on at home, fastened those metal 
clamps on the blades, and walked 
to the river. Later on, rubber cov-

erings for the blades were created. 
 In those early days most did not 
have or bring a camera for photos, 
but Alayne Ahbe recently shared 
a photo of  a group of  youngsters 
getting ready to skate on the river at 
Meyers. Also, on the far bank of  the 
river there was an indentation that 
made for an ideal place to build a 

fire and roast hot dogs and to warm 
up if  it was bitter cold. 
 To skate well, the blades had to be 
sharpened occasionally. Many of  us 
tried to do so at home or later with 
a little hand sharpener, but Kinder 
Hardware had a machine that would 
sharpen the blades in a jiffy. Once a 
season was usually enough for most. 
 I learned to skate when I was four 
or five with double-runner sheet 
metal clamp-on skates in a flooded 
side yard, then with some hand-
me-down regular boys’ skates. I 

remember some boys had the long 
14-inch straight speed-skate blades 
and others had double-laced hock-
ey skates. The girls all had white 
leather high tops and curved blades 
for figure skating with spikes on 
the front.  
 One of  the things you learned 
early about skating on the river, es-

pecially if  you ventured 
away from the cleared 
area, was to watch for 
“black ice,” which meant 
thin ice and a plunge 
into the three-foot water.  
Many of  us skated north 
almost to Dam #3 just 
south of  the railroad 
bridge, which was built 
about 1946, or south 
to the Algonquin Road 
bridge.
   In the springtime as 

the ice was beginning to 
melt, it was fun to skate on 

the ice when the whole area sank 
slightly as you skated over it. A 
family legend was my grandfather 
Jefferson reportedly skated all the 
way to Wheeling and up the many 
branch creeks as far as he could. 
That was long before Dams #1, 2, 
and 4 were built. 

Send in or email your 250-word 
story about Des Plaines to 
contact@desplaineshistory.org.

by Thomas Baranski

Des Plaines resident Jim Radlein spent many hours skating on the 
Des Plaines River in 1937. 



Curator’s Corner: Big Move
by Philip Mohr

As many of  you know, most of  
the museum’s historic collec-

tions are not on display. Archives, 
photographs, and objects wait in 
storage for research or an exhibit. 
As you can imagine, storing historic 
furniture and textiles requires a large 
space. We store things in various 
rooms on and off  our campus. This 
year, we had to move every stored 
chair, table, lamp, dress, jacket, and 
quilt to a new location. Since this all 
happened behind the scenes, I’ll tell 
you a little about it. 

 I spent the beginning of  the year 
reorganizing material into boxes 
to be moved around so the collec-
tions made more sense. For exam-
ple, all of  the “Food Technology 
& Equipment” (aka kitchen stuff) 
is in the same storage room in the 
Kinder House, together on a set of  
shelves, in boxes labeled Food T&E 
1 through Food T&E 13. Likewise, 
Medical T&E, Communication 

T&E, and so on are organized in 
this way. This step was important 
so we could organize what material 
could be stored in which room. It 
also aids us in accessing the objects 
for research or exhibit.
 A few weeks before moving the 
bulk of  the material, I worked with 
volunteers to wrap unboxed materi-
al. We used giant rolls of  cellophane, 
just like a mover would use to wrap 
up a piano. You can see in the pic-
ture, though, that we were wrapping 
odd-shaped items and heavy things. 

None of  us are movers or particular-
ly muscled, so thank you very much 
to those who helped in that effort. 
On moving day, the Des Plaines 
Park District lent us several of  its 
crew and trucks. It would not have 
been possible without them.
 The move provided me with 
a particular chance to view each 
object in the collection. True, I work 
with and among these things in my 

day-to-day duties. I try to not open 
random boxes just for fun; otherwise 
I would do nothing else. I now can 
say beyond a shadow of  a doubt 
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 The History Center 
should be proud 
of the amount 
and condition 
of the historic 

material it holds.

that I have a grasp on the full scope 
and content of  our collections. The 
History Center should be proud of  
the amount and condition of  the 
historic material it holds.
 The move has also shaken up the 
collection. Seeing everything brings 
us to wonder why, for instance, we 
have six baby buggies. Would the 
time and space spent on duplicate 
objects be better spent on unique 
material? Buggies are only the be-
ginning. We have duplicate material 
galore in the collections. 
 The museum will soon enter a 
phase where we take inventory and 
think about things we truly should 
not hold for the future. There is a 
formal process called “deaccession-
ing” guided by ethics and policy. 
(For more information, see the 
Fall 2014 edition of  the Cobweb.) 
Volunteers, interns, contractors, 
and I will spend time over the next 
three to five years vetting the collec-
tions.

 It took a few staff members from the History Center and the Des Plaines Park District to 
move stored items from our collections from one location to another in November. The 
crew loaded up a 14-foot U-Haul and two pickup trucks four times to complete the job.



Des Plaines History Center

Officers: Tom Christiansen, 
president; Rev. Dr. William G. 
Grice, III, vice president; Mark 
Thompson, treasurer; Ellen 
Yearwood, secretary; Elizabeth 
Makelim, past president.

Trustees: Agnes Laton, Karen 
Kozenczak, Elizabeth Makelim, 
Arnold Miller, Carol Shannon,
Paulette Tabor. 
Des Plaines Park District 
Liaison: Don Miletic. 
City of  Des Plaines Liaison: 
Mike Charewicz.

Staff: Shari Caine, executive 
director; Philip Mohr, curator; 
Sue Fox McGovern, publicity 
coordinator; Carmina 
Gonzalez, programs assistant.
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Christmas cookies shape our history 
by Kathleen Fairbairn 

What could be more tradition-
al than Christmas cookies? 

When we smell them coming out 
of  an oven, whether from the local 
bakery or our own kitchens, we’re 
suddenly seven years old again. May-
be we’re drinking cocoa with Grand-
ma while she’s making gingerbread 
men. Maybe we’re remembering the 
Christmas when we got a brand-new 
bike or the first Christmas when 
Grandma wasn’t there anymore. 
That year it was really important to 
bake Grandma’s cookies. 

 Cookies evoke so many stages 
in our lives, unique to us and yet 
universal. They also remind us of  
customs that have disappeared and 
reappeared over time. When was the 
last time any of  us mailed a box of  
homemade Christmas cookies to a 
son or daughter? 
 Christmas cookies can be clues to 
history. As many readers know, the 
History Center is currently running 
an exhibit dealing with World War 
II. Does anyone remember using 
molasses and Crisco to make cookies 
during that time? How about oleo-

margarine you had to color yourself ? 
If  your gingerbread recipe calls for 
those ingredients instead of  corn 
syrup or brown sugar and butter, it 
may have come from a World War 
II cookbook that used wartime 
substitutes for ingredients that were 
rationed or in short supply. I found 
one recipe in the History Center’s 
archives that calls for “wartime sub-
stitute” but doesn’t say what it was 
to substitute for. I guess everybody 
“just knew.” 
 Have you ever thought about 

Christmas cook-
ies as social me-
dia? The ones we 
remember from 
childhood tell 
others something 
about us, just as 
Facebook does. 
They may tell an-
other person where 
our parents or 
grandparents came 
from. They may re-

veal where we have 
lived and what we 
learned about that 

place when we lived there. When 
we share our cookies with other 
people, we can learn about their 
origins and how they have lived their 
lives. How many of  us have cookie 
recipes from friends who came from 
other parts of  the world? When 
we use these recipes, we remember 
the good times with those friends, 
some of  them many years back. 
Sometimes they trigger memories 
for people who become new friends. 
Isn’t that what Facebook does? Only 
these are better; nobody can eat a 
Facebook entry!

Do you think anyone still bakes the 
recipes that were found in “Warmest 
Wishes,” a holiday cookbook produced
by the Maine Township High School 
West Home Economics Dept. in 1967?

Kathleen Fairbairn recently created this beautiful batch of Spritz 
cookies and shared them with the staff and other volunteers at the 
History Center. She whipped them up with a cookie press, using a 
recipe from her mother’s cookbook.



Thank You, Business Members 
and Recent Business Contributors!

The following businesses and organizations are 
current members of the Des Plaines History Center. 

We appreciate your support!
Accurate Auto Clinic

Anderson Lock Company
BDO USA, LLP

Choo Choo Restaurant
Community Consolidated School District 62

Condo Care, Inc.
Des Plaines Art Guild

Des Plaines Elks Lodge 1526
Des Plaines Garden Club
Des Plaines Park District

Edward Jones—Scott Seifert
First Congregational Church of Des Plaines

Frisbie Senior Center
G. L. Hills Funeral Home 

Hanlin Management, Inc.
Historic Methodist Camp Ground 

Horton Chiropractic, Ltd.
Illinois Association of the Swedenborg Church

Maine Township Highway Department
Owl Hardwood Lumber Company

R. C. Wahl Jewelers
Roger Hull, AlphaGraphics
Self Help Closet & Pantry

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 like us on Facebook and follow us on 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.
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Buy goodies at our Gift Shop!

Let it snow!                          Photos taken December 2, 2015
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Wishing 
you

peace,
happiness,

and 
joy!

We are open:
Tuesdays-Fridays, 

10 a.m.-5 p.m.
Sundays, 1-4 p.m. 

Des Plaines Lions Club 
members Phil Paulson, 
Paul Ross, and Jack 
Tures paid a visit to 
Santa on a local porch 
in December 1950.


