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On September 27, 1967, twenty-seven people gath-
ered at Oehler’s Funeral Home on Lee Street in Des 

Plaines for the initial organizing meeting of  the Des Plaines 
Historical Society. At this meeting, the organizers  stated 
the reasons and purpose for the new organization: to firm-
ly establish a place for Des Plaines’ future; to collect mate-
rial for Des Plaines history; and to bring together people 
who are interested in history--“past, present, and future”. 

Representatives from the Junior Woman’s Club, the Des 
Plaines Public Library, and the City of  Des Plaines were at 
the meeting. Several committees were formed to begin the 
work of  establishing the constitution, bylaws, and opera-
tions of  the historical society. To commemorate the event, 
a group portrait of  those who attended that first meeting 
was taken by local photographer Connie Blanchette, who 
was also one of  the 27 present at the meeting. This was the 
beginning of  what, today, is the Des Plaines History Center.

As we approach the 50th anniversary, we will post more 
information on the History Center’s web site and on our 
Facebook page. We invite you to contribute to this cele-
bration which will be held throughout 2017. Your con-
tribution may include photos, memories, and other sug-
gestions for commemorating the anniversary. We are also 
hoping to contact any past founders, trustees, and mem-
bers of  the historical society who are still around and 
who would like to help out by contributing information 
or attending some of  our planned events. A 50th anni-
versary committee has been formed, so if  you’d like to be 
involved or know how we can get in touch with some of  
those early founders, please contact the History Center 
at 847-391-5399. We look forward to hearing from you!

History Center set to 
celebrate 50 years  

Photo, above right: Founding members of  the Des Plaines Histor-
ical Society. Photo taken on September 27, 1967, by Des Plaines 
photographer Connie Blanchette.



Changes in the local landscape make 
the preservation of  historical col-
lections like those held by the Des 
Plaines History Center all the more 
significant. While it is not possible, 
nor in some cases advisable, to pre-
serve every element of  the historical 
landscape, historical documents 
such as photographs help us piece 
together and preserve that history. 
Our grandparents may have grown 
up swimming in the river and riding 
in cars across some of  the dams, 
but that’s no longer a facet of  water 
resource management and environ-
mental stewardship. 

The Des Plaines History Center’s 
archives includes several photos of  
dams on the Des Plaines River. As 
you will read further in this issue, 
historical images such as these will 
become a part of  the digital repos-
itory project that is now underway 
and will be made more accessible to 
the public. 

Photos, right column: Area of  Des Plaines 
river near River Road and Miner Street, 
during removal of  Dempster Street Dam, 
taken by Stan Kotecki in 2016.
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After decades of  service, the 
dams of  the Des Plaines River 

are being removed, one by one. 

Recently, Dempster Street Dam, 
Touhy Avenue Dam, and Dam No. 
4 were slated to be removed by the 
Forest Preserve District, the Army 
Corps of  Engineers, and the Illinois 
Department of  Natural Resources. 
This fall, the Dempster Street Dam, 
near the intersection of  Dempster 
and Miner Streets with River Road, 
was next in line to go. During the 
dam removal, History Center Trust-
ee Stan Kotecki took a few photo-
graphs along the river to document 
the dismantling and removal of  the 
dam.

Some of  the dams were built by 
the Cook County Forest Preserve 
District before 1920. One known 
as  Dam No. 2, located two miles 
north of  Des Plaines, was construct-
ed to create suitable conditions for 
recreational activities, and the site 
included a bathhouse, water slides, 
concession stands, boat rentals, and 
a playground. Over time, swimming 
was restricted, but canoeing, kay-
aking, and fishing continued to be 
popular activities on the river. Today, 
the dams are no longer considered 
beneficial. The removal of  the dams 
helps reestablish the natural flow of  
the river, allowing for cleaner water 
and better fish migration. They were 
created for purposes other than 
flood control, so there is no pro-
tective benefit to leaving the dams 
in place according to the natural 
resource scientists and engineers.

Goodbye, 
Old Dams

Photo: left, 
DeWinter fami-
ly driving across 
Dam #4, circa 
1927



Sue kept up expertly with the con-
stant pace of  sending out publicity 
on the History Center’s programs 
and events. We were always hearing 
positive responses from people 
in the community who saw the 
frequency with which the articles 
appeared in the local newspapers 
and on social media. We’re so 
fortunate to have had Sue work 
with us for the past three years. It’s 
hard to believe that it has been that 
long! We thank Sue for all that she 
did to help the History Center stay 
in the public eye and for the warm 
and welcoming presence that she 
provided on a daily basis. Good 
luck, Sue, and best wishes in your 
new job!
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Director’s Message, A Fond Farewell to Sue
by Shari Caine

We’d like to say farewell and 
best wishes to publicity coor-

dinator Sue Fox McGovern as she 
begins a new job. Sue’s last day at the 
History Center was October 21.  

Sue started working at the History 
Center in late 2013. With her strong 
writing skills and background in 
journalism, she soon took over the 
role of  producing the Cobweb, the 
program schedules, publicity, and 
press releases.

As an experienced gardener, Sue also 
took on the additional work of  coor-
dinating the History Center’s gar-
dening committee, even though that 
wasn’t a part of  her job description. 
She cared about making the grounds 
around the Kinder House look 
better, and thanks to all of  the vol-
unteers who helped her plant flow-
ers, clear out weeds, and keep the 
plantings watered, the Kinder House 
lawn always looked  well-tended and 
beautiful.

Also, Sue brought a new interest to 
the History Center--her passion and 
dedication to helping raise aware-
ness of  the endangered Monarch 
butterfly population. Sue published a 
book and web site called “Backyard 
Butterflies,” gave public talks on the 
subject, and taught others how to 
raise Monarchs and other butterflies, 
how to protect them from their 
natural predators, from the caterpil-
lar stage to the cocoon stage, and 
finally how to release the  butterflies 
to the outdoors so that they could 
thrive and continue their migratory 
journeys.

The Joy of  History annual appeal is underway. This 
fundraising campaign is the History Center’s year-

end effort to raise supportive funds for the general 
operating budget for the year ahead. As a nonprofit, 
501(c)(3) organization, the History Center relies on 
contributions from the public to help fulfill its mis-
sion. The money raised from donations helps pay for 
programs, exhibits, and other projects. The new digital 
repository is one such project. While we often receive 

grants to help fund these special projects, most grants 
require matching funds. Every dollar that you donate 
counts toward preserving the history of  Des Plaines. 
Thank you for all that you do to help make the Des 
Plaines History Center a strong community organiza-
tion. If  you would like to donate to the Joy of  History 
Campaign, please drop by the History Center or call us 
at 847-391-5399.

Support the History Center through the Joy of  History

Photos: Left, Sue on her final day at the 
History Center. Above, Sue’s farewll 
cake decorated with monarch butterflies.
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One main goal of  History 
Center programs is to devel-

op people’s visual literacy. This is a 
very important skill in the museum 
profession, but also extremely use-
ful elsewhere. Visual literacy is the 
ability to look at something, iden-
tify what you see, and understand 
why something is the way it is.

Last year I took this photograph to 
a seventh grade class. Each student 
got a print copy to examine close-
ly. I did not prompt any specific 
responses from the students. For 
about ten minutes the floor was 
open for students to point out 
whatever they noticed about the 
picture. Then I asked them why 
they noticed, why it was noticeable, 
and the significance.

One student pointed out it was 
black and white. By seventh grade, 
kids generally know at some time 
there were no color photos (it 
wasn’t an Instagram filter). Since 
we can still take black and white 

photos, it’s important to understand 
ways to identify a truly old photo.

Another student could read the faint 
lettering on the wagon. This led to a 
discussion about the ice industry as 
well as animal-drawn transportation. 
Did you know that it was illegal to 
harvest ice from the Des Plaines 
River one hundred years ago? That’s 
a fact I ran across just from perusing 
a Des Plaines ordinance book from 
1926. So, we can go ahead and relate 
outside information to what we see 
in a photo.

Someone pointed out the cigarette 
advertisement in the mid-ground. 
It was very unusual for people so 
young to see a billboard advertising 
tobacco products. I am more than 
twice their age and hardly remem-
ber when cigarette companies could 
have giant billboards. They were 
stunned to find out that two hun-
dred years ago, doctors would use 
tobacco smoke to “cure” some dis-
eases. One hundred years ago, closer 

to the time of  this photo, cigarettes 
were climbing in popularity, and 
medical consensus would take 
several more decades to fully recog-
nize the harm caused by excessive 
consumption.

The advertisement also opened 
discussion about “orientalism” in 
the visual arts. Painters and writers 
in the nineteenth century used “the 
Orient” (basically what we now call 
the Middle East) as inspiration for 
many works. This fed into and off  
of  perceptions about Turkish to-
bacco in the Western marketplace. 
Stereotypical Egyptian, Arabic, 
Turkish, Persian, or Indian motifs 
adorned all sorts of  products, not 
just tobacco. Even cigarettes pro-
duced fully within the United States 
benefitted from exotic branding 
until culture in general moved away 
from this trend.

Now, that sort of  exercise cer-
tainly relies on broad historical 
knowledge, which I provide to 
the students as we go. However, it 
teaches them that a picture is never 
just a picture, it is an artifact that 
tells us about its time. There are 
infinite ways to look at it: women’s 
clothes, men’s clothes, hair style, 
architecture, nature, foreground, 
midground, background, vehicles, 
decorations, food, and so on, not 
to mention the physical photo-
graphic print or negative as an 
artifact in its own right. All of  this 
without actually telling you any-
thing about Minnich Ice.

Curator’s Corner, Part I: Visual Literacy
by Philip Mohr



Curator’s Corner, Part II: The Digital Repostory Project 
by Philip Mohr

A few weeks ago, I greeted a 
woman who wanted to kill 

twenty minutes before catching the 
Metra train. She asked, “do you 
just have some old pictures I can 
look at?”

After a few seconds of  thinking, I 
led her into the architecture exhib-
it. Three touchscreen programs 
in that display contain at least one 
picture per page (with information 
if  the visitor gets really curious).

This was not the first instance 
where a walk-in asked to page 
through photos. It’s a fun thing to 
do for someone into history. I have 
to admit that when I pull a box of  
photos off  the archives shelves, I 
may spend the next half  hour flip-
ping through instead of  sticking to 
the task at hand. I can justify it by 
calling it a regular “spot inventory” 
to ensure the completeness of  the 
collections.

While perusing the pictures may 
be a recreational activity for some, 
most visitors appreciate some kind 
of  guided experience. A curator 
is supposed to maintain cohesive 
collections and display things 
in meaningful ways. There is no 
practical way to display the approx-
imately ten thousand photographs 
in our holdings. In fact, a collection 
of  that size for a small museum 
presents many challenges to cohe-
sion and accessibility.

We use a computer catalog to track 
each photo by date, description, 
and storage location. If  you asked 
to see every picture we have of  
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A large part of  what we do is 
perform research or assist research 
out of  our archives. Local residents 
frequently ask for information about 
their houses or neighborhoods, and 
it is meaningful to them when we 
show a photo that includes where 
they live. Pictures also play a role in 
identifying the location of  buildings 
and businesses in the landscape, 
especially when archival material falls 
short. Having everything merged 
into a searchable database will facili-
tate our work. 

For the foreseeable future, we do 
not intend to put absolutely every-
thing online. We will post many 
photos on Des Plaines Memory 
(desplainesmemory.org). That web-
site shows select pictures and doc-
uments from the collections of  the 
History Center and the Des Plaines 
Public Library. The content is neatly 
categorized to give users highlights 
of  what we have in the archives. If  
something there piques someone’s 
interest, we offer to aid Des Plaines 
Memory users in finding more 
material in our collections. Having 
more content scanned will expose 
a greater variety of  our holdings to 
a broad audience, thus increasing 
awareness of  the historical resources 
at our museum.

We will also be able to easily incor-
porate pictures into programs and 
publications. Expect to see more 
“Throwback Thursday” posts on 
Facebook. We’ll also be making 
more consistent posts on the Histo-
ry Center’s blog as this project turns 
up gems from the collections.

Above: The first photograph placed into the 
History Center’s collection (supposedly) is 
of  the cornerstone of  the first village hall, 
erected in 1891. 

bridges in Des Plaines, we would be 
able to pull up a list within a min-
ute or two, but we would have to 
spend hours pulling the photos out 
of  storage for you to see. It’s like 
that every time we want to research 
a topic, create an exhibit, or add a 
picture to a slideshow. Fortunately, 
that is all about to change.

The Illinois State Historical Records 
Advisory Board awarded the History 
Center $4,000 to fund the digitiza-
tion of  at least five thousand photos. 
The museum has also put up money 
to match the grant. Together, they 
pay for a scanner, a computer, and a 
contractor to perform the work.

The project’s main goal is to increase 
access to our histoic photos. Not 
everything is going to be in some 
kind of  digital picture book, so 
people who just want to flip through 
shouldn’t get excited just yet.
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Recent Events: Día de los Muertos keeps growing

What started out as a small cultural craft program 
for children is now a major annual event for the 

Des Plaines History Center. The photo (right) taken in 
2004 shows children making marigolds from orange 
tissue paper as they learn about Día de los Muertos, the 
Mexican Day of  the Dead holiday. This year, the event, 
held on Saturday, October 29, welcomed more than 365 
visitors! The activities included sugar skull decorating 
and an altar contest. In 2015, there were around 250 
people at the same event. Many people came dressed 
in costumes ready to decorate sugar skulls. The annual 
Halloween Hoopla parade had just taken place earlier 
in the morning, with various other activities planned 
throughout the day, including children’s programs at the 
library and an outdoor pumpkin race sponsored by the 
Optimist Club behind the Kinder House. It was a festive 
and fun-fi lled day, complete with a face painter and a 
performance by the Sol Azteca dancers from St.Stephen 
church in Des Plaines. Thank you everyone who par-
ticipated, including contest winners Des Plaines School 
District 62 Bilingual Parents Committee, “Nuestros 
Antepasados/Our Ancestors”, Chavela Vargas, “His-
torias de Exito/Success Stories”, and Plato Academy, 
“Our Family”. Thank you also to the sponsors who 

helped make the event possible--John Villegas State 
Farm Agency, Access Community Health Network, 
Ramon Sanchez, J & I Professionals, Inc.--and to the 
Tides Foundation for providing arts funding through 
an Art4Moore grant for the second year in a row. We 
hope everyone will come back again next year and help 
continue the success of  this event.

Roasting chestnuts is an old tradition for the Des 
Plaines History Center. On Friday, December 2, the 

History Center participated in the City’s Holiday Light-
ing event at Metropolitan Square. Roasting chestnuts has 
long been a tradition for the History Center.  In spite of  
the time honored tradition of  “chestnuts roasting over an 
open fi re,” we fi nd many people--especially children--ev-

Left: Children made tissue 
marigolds at 2004 Día de 
los Muertos program. Below: 
families participate in activi-
ties on October 29, 2016.

ery year who have never tasted a chestnut. Reactions 
vary. Some people try one and show no further interest, 
while others keep coming back for more!  As the eve-
ning wore on, the crowds kept coming, until we had 
roasted nearly 50 pounds of  chestnuts. Does anyone 
remember the fi rst time the historical society roasted 
chestnuts at one of  its events? If  you do, let us know!

History Center warms up the crowd with chestnuts

Above: Roasting chestnuts in 1999; from left, Jack Branding, 
trustee; Joy Matthiessen, director; Kent Carlson, member; Judy 
Rosedale, member; and Don Rosedale, trustee.

Above: Roasting chestnuts in 2016; from left, Kathy Vana, trust-
ee; Stan Kotecki, trustee; and Ellen Yearwood, trustee.



Des Plaines History Center

Officers: Tom Christiansen, president; Mark 
Thompson, vice president; Elizabeth 
Makelim, treasurer; Agnes Laton, secretary.

Trustees: Rev. Dr. William G. Grice, III, Stan 
Kotecki, Rhonda Popko, Carol Shannon, 
Kathy Vana, Ellen Yearwood.
Des Plaines Park District Liaison: Don Miletic. 
City of  Des Plaines Liaison: Alderman Mike 
Charewicz.

Staff: Shari Caine, executive director; Philip Mohr, 
curator; Carmina Gonzalez, programs assistant.

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

BDO USA, LLP
Choo Choo Restaurant

Community Consolidated School District 62
Des Plaines Art Guild

Des Plaines Arts Council
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

J.B. Metal Works, Inc.
Owl Hardwood Lumber Company

R.C. Wahl Jewelers
Scharm Floor Covering

Solutions Networking Corporation
Via Roma

Village Bank & Trust

Become a Business Member today! 
847-391-5399

desplaineshistory.org/support

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.

Like us on Facebook @desplaineshistory and follow us 
on Twitter @desplaineshist. You can also follow the 1830s 
diary of Augustus Conant on Twitter, @conant_tweets.
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Dishes from Kinder Hardware 
store keep on giving

Volunteer Arlene Arthur has been helping the 
History Center by clipping publicity articles from 
the newspapers for our reference files. In this short 
article, Arlene shares a family Christmas memory 
that came from Kinder’s hardware store:

“About 65 years ago my brother Paul and I decided 
we would get dishes for our Mom for Christmas. We 
didn’t have many stores to buy dishes in Des Plaines, 
so we decided to look in Kinder’s. They did have a 
small selection, so we decided on a set that had open 
stock, because my Mom broke a lot of  glass. Don’t 
remember what it cost--not a lot by today’s prices--
but a lot for us. My sister still has the dishes. Mom 
broke a few but they are still very usable.”

Do you have a memory of  growing up in Des 
Plaines? Send in your 300-word story to the History 
Center mailing address or email to 
contact@desplaineshistory.org.
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Come in for 
a visit!
We are open:

Tuesdays-Fridays, 
10 a.m.-5 p.m.

Sundays, 1-4 p.m. 

Edward Dittman’s store on Prospect Ave. in 1910. 
Remember local businesses this holiday season!


