The Lake Forest train station was the suburbanltes link to Chicago commerce.

A Special Place

Lake Forest and the Great Depression, 1929-1940

FREDERICK MERCER VAN SICKLE

“By the unique character of Lake Forest we were not subjected to the
same hardships as those living in other cities. If any jobs were
available, it was in Lake Forest. If anyone was in real need, he was
taken care of in Lake Forest. There were always those in the upper
bracket financially who had enough charity in their hearts to lend a

helping hand.”

Willl those words, one Lake Forester de-

scribed his town'’s reaction to the Great De-
pression.! The description was unique be-
cause Lake i 1 “'special

place.”

Lake Forest's reputation as a special place
dated back to the mid-1850s, when pioneer
Chicagoans chose it as the site for a Presby-
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terian seminary (later to become Lake Forest
College).? During the next four decades,
Lake Forest grew famous as a summer
retreat—the ““Newport of the Middle
West"—comparable to Grosse Point, Michi-
Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania; or Scars-
ddiv. New York. Located just thirty miles
north of Chicago’s Loop on the shores of
Lake Michigan, Lake Forest attracted many
of the city’s wealthiest families. It became an

garn;

I'F. Barry Fitzgerald to the author, Dec. 20, 1982, in
author's posse k\illll

2James G. K. McClure, Lake Forest Presbyterian
Church . _,-'m'\ :“'. 1884 (n.p., n.d.), pp. 8-27



114

enclave of the elite, a community of *“*pala-
tial homes, counury estates, and splendid
farms.’?

An insulated and untwypical Illinois sub-
urban community, Lake Forest was the sub-
ject of an extensive oral history project con-
ducted by the author in 1983 and involving
interviews with tweniy-five longtime resi-
dents. Their recollections of the Great De-
pression, supplemented with contemporary
newspaper accounts and other sources, pre-
sent a fascinating view of the city in which,
as historian Hermon Dunlap Smith soaptly
commented, the effect of hard times was def-
initely “‘secondary.”

The years immediately preceding the
Great Depression found Lake Forest flushed
with ten years of substantial expansion. Ar-
thur Meeker, asummer resideni of the North
Shore and a chronicler of Chicago society,
observed during those frenetic years, “Lake
Forest has become so amazingly ‘the thing’
that it is almost impossible nowadays to find
standing room for your household gods.”
The community experienced its greatest
population increase in the 1920s, growing
from 3,600 1o 6.500.8

Examples of prosperity abounded. The
economy was sound and growing, and Lake
Foresters were confident about the [uture.
Gerard Verbeke, a Belgian imigrant who be-
came a gardener on the estate of Louis F.
Swift, recalled: “The ‘twenties were very
good, there was plenty of work. . . . There
was a building hoom, everybody was work-
ing, had good jobs. You couldn’t keep up
with it. . . . These estates here in Lake Forest
were all booming. You could get a job any-
where, just go, and that was it.”"?

Marion Warner Hodgkins, a daughter of
one of Lake Forest’s founding families,
spoke of the city's legendary social life dur-
ing the period: “There was a tremendous
amount of entertaining. People had lots and
lots of servants, They could entertain at
home as much as they liked. . .. There was a
great deal of illegal drinking, because we
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supposedly had Prohibidon, to which no-
body paid as much atention as they
should—even the Presbyterians.’?

In 1928 a syndicate of Chicago business-
men led by utilities czar Samuel Insull paid
$2,500,000 for Mellody Farm, the esiate of
the late J. Ogden Armour. The developers’
plan was to convert the 840-acre estate into
the nation's finest business and country
club. The ceniter of the club was to be the
million-dollar Armour mansion, and
within a year ground was broken for a
$100,000 “locker house” and an eighteen-
hole golf course.®

Upbeat activity continued through 1929,
Sound piclures opened at Lake Forest’s
Deerpath Theatre. A private railroad car,
known formally as the Deerpath and infor-
mally as the "Millionaires’ Special,” was
initiated on the Chicago and North Western
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