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From the Editor’s Desk… 
 

Autumn is often symbolic of new beginnings, 

harvest, and abundance. In DeKalb County, there’s 

an abundance of activities to be enjoyed.  

 

If you’re looking for something “new” with a 

history aspect, try out DeKalb County’s Self-Guided 

Barn Quilt Tour, featured through the DeKalb 

County Convention and Visitors Bureau, and the 

Historical Markers Self-Guided Tours, featured by 

the DeKalb Area Agricultural Heritage Association. 

Make sure to pick up some pumpkins and apples 

along the way. 

 

I really enjoyed reading Jayne Wiese Higgins’ 

memories and historical write-up of Sycamore’s 

Pumpkin Fest (page 8). On your next drive or walk 

down Somonauk Street to enjoy the fall colors, 

make sure to wave at Wally’s statue. 

 

- Jessi Haish LaRue 

 
The last Cornsilk deadline for 2023 is Nov. 15.  

Share your stories by emailing jhaish09@gmail.com 
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As early as 1782, federal legislation was planned 

for systemic education. Of the American popula-

tion, 95 percent lived on farms. In 1791, Article X 

of the Bill of Rights declared public education 

each state’s obligation. It established townships, 

districts, and that local government must take on 

responsibility for education so that no child 

walked more than two miles to school. 

 

In DeKalb County in 1862, there were 144 schools 

attended by 6,000 students. By 1899, the number 

increased to 183 schools, 140 of which were one-

room schools, which eventually grew to 160 one-

room schools in 19 townships over time.  

Old North Grove School is 145 years old this year! 

 

 It was established by the Swedish Lutheran 

Church (which is Salem Lutheran today) in 1878. 

Built at a cost of $211, it was to be used for church 

school and Sunday School. It achieved the honor 

of “Standard School” in 1910, which meant it met 

specifications from the state: Shade trees, good 

pictures on the walls; furnishings, equipment, rec-

ord-keeping, and school design; right kind of 

teaching, behavior, and student work. Of 140 one 

room schoolhouses in DeKalb County, only 8 in 

county were given this diploma. 

 

Boys often only attended in winter, as they were 

needed on the farm for planting and harvesting. 

This sometimes meant that they didn’t finish 8th 

grade till they were 20 years old and had learned 

enough to pass the exam. Male and female teach-

ers were not paid equitably.  One statistic record-

ed male teachers being paid $29.16/month, while 

women were paid $16.43/month. Their living ex-

penses were minimal, as the teacher often lived 

with a board member or a school family. A female 

teacher was not permitted to be married.  

One-room schools were the center of the 

“community.” It was not only for school children 

and their families, but it was also used as a social 

hub for all families in the area. Many functions 

were held there: weddings, box socials, war 

efforts, 4H programs, and potlucks, along with 

school programs where all were invited.  

 

In 1949, the Sycamore Community Unit School 

District was organized and included North Grove 

School in the district. Around that time, the U.S. 

government was pushing to consolidate one-room 

schools. America was no longer as agrarian a soci-

ety as it once had been, and it was believed that 

town schools could offer better education with 

science labs, gymnasiums for physical education, 

and busing to get students to town. Funding was 

being cut to one-room schools. In 1952, North 

Grove School was closed, and students went to 

school in town. DeKalb County’s last one-room 

school was closed in 1957. 

 

North Grove School Association volunteers have 

worked to preserve this one-room school, which 

began with the North Grove Community Club. In 

1970, with a grant from Sears Foundation, the 

school was restored to its 1880s appearance, and 

was placed on the Illinois Directory of Historic 

Buildings in 1979. In the 1980s, a committee 

worked to have the school placed on the National 

Register of Historic Landmarks, and was included 

on February 15, 2012.  

 

If you drive by 26745 Brickville Road in Sycamore, 

don’t be surprised if you see it ensconced in 

scaffolding this fall, as its exterior is being com-

pletely restored in new stain with renovated trim 

and cornices! A much-needed refresh for an ag-

ing, yet treasured gem! 

Back to School with North Grove School Association 
By Jane Dargatz 
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The Illustrious Glidden House Block 
Story and photos provided by Steve Bigolin 

The year 1876 was a time of mixed blessings for 

barbed wire inventor Joseph F. Glidden. On Feb-

ruary 1, his daughter Elva married Chicago busi-

nessman William Bush in the big west parlor of 

her parents' home on DeKalb's West Lincoln 

Highway. Later that month, Washburn & Moen 

Manufacturing Company of Worcester, Massa-

chusetts purchased Joseph's remaining barbed 

wire interests for $60,000 plus royalties. Mean-

while, his younger brother, Josiah Willard Glid-

den, died as the result of a freak farm accident at 

just 54 years old, leaving a wife and five children. 

 

At the same time, recognizing DeKalb's need for a 

good hotel to serve the visiting public in addition 

to traveling business people, Joseph committed 

$30,000 to erecting such a building in the center of 

the downtown business district.  

 

According to an unsubstantiated source from 

1974, he met with Chicago architect George O. 

Garnsey to discuss the idea. If this happened, and 

Garnsey received the commission, then this took 

place a year or so before Garney's earliest previ-

ously known area building, St. Peter's Episcopal 

Church on Somonauk Street in Sycamore, 1877-

1879. The structure was named Glidden House 

Block. 

 

Glidden acquired a site on the northeast corner of 

Second Street and Lincoln Highway for his hotel 

and business block, which measured 80 feet long 

and 100 feet deep. Supposedly his blacksmith 

friend, Phineas W. Vaughan, had his long-time 

shop on part of this property, moving to the north 

side of the 300 block. Glidden's building stood 

three stories above a distinctive limestone founda-

tion, visible along Second Street's slope toward 

Locust Street, as well as from the alley behind it. 

The two street facades were done in red face brick 

with light stone trim for the lintels on the upper 

floors, which were interconnected by horizontal 

stone bands. Smaller windows on the structure's 

west side along the first floor had similar stone-

work. Balconies at the second and third floors ex-

tended completely across the front, and slightly 

around the Second Street side. Another pair were 

present on the northwest corner, but it is un-

known if they wound around to the back.  

 

Whether these were wooden or metal is unknown, 

as they were removed not long after Mr. Glidden's 

death, when ownership of the hotel changed 

hands. The windows opening onto these were so 

tall they functioned as French doors for easy ac-

cess onto them. There are surviving photographs 

showing people standing on the balconies. 

 

The third floor east wall of common brick was vis-

ible only from above the neighboring two-story 

buildings, and contained just a few windows. 

There was a decorative brick cornice at the top of 

the street facades and on the front wall between 

the fifth and sixth windows on the third floor 

were stone blocks with the name “J. F. GLID-

DEN,” and the date "1876." For all intents and 

purposes, this was the cornerstone. 

 

That unsubstantiated 1974 source attributing 

George Garnsey as the architect of Glidden House 

Block includes a pen-and-ink sketch of the pro-

posed building. It depicts the structure with less 

street frontage than it actually had, and a sign 

with “GLIDDEN HOUSE” on it, centered over the 

second floor windows. No such sign ever existed. 

Four businesses were located on the first floor 

originally, all of similar size. 

 

Since the DeKalb Chronicle did not begin publica-

tion until March of 1879, and the hotel opened in 
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May of 1877, we rely on the Syca-

more True Republican as our 

source for describing its interior 

appointments. While retail busi-

nesses occupied Glidden House 

Block's ground floor, the upper 

floors were said to be the hotel 

comprising a total of 35 rooms. 

An 1892 ad for the hotel, howev-

er, says it contained 100. 

 

The second floor consisted of the main parlor, 

overlooking both Lincoln Highway and Second 

Street, which was a center of attention on the 

floor. It was elegantly furnished according to the 

newspaper account and contained a tapestry 

Brussels carpet and costly damask lambrequins 

hanging from the windows. Adjacent to the office 

was a superb billiard room. The dining room was 

finished in black walnut and pine, and for at least 

50 years hosted many community functions, in-

cluding Joseph Glidden's 90th birthday dinner on 

January 13, 1903. The parlors, office and dining 

room were all provided with elegant gas chande-

liers, and the entire building had gas lighting. Un-

fortunately, no good interior photographs survive 

showing what these or other spaces looked like. 
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Following Joseph Glidden's death in October of 

1906, not only ownership and management of the 

hotel changed, but so did its name as the years 

passed.  

 

DeKalb city directories indicate it retained the 

name Glidden House until around 1913. By 1915 it 

was the New Glidden House. Then, in 1919, Hotel 

Glidden. From 1923 to 1957 it was known as Hotel 

DeKalb, when it appears to have been condemned 

and forced to close. The Iskowich family took 

ownership meanwhile, maintaining the first floor 

retail spaces for their rental income, only using 

the second and third floors for storage. 

 

Then disaster struck, as the 85-year-old landmark 

was all but completely destroyed in an arson fire 

on Sunday, April 29, 1962. Two of the three 

ground floor stores -- G. C. Murphy Co. Dime 

Store and Secor's Drug Store -- were a total loss. 

According to Fire Captain Francis Cliffe, who was 

injured in the fire, the heavy old plate glass win-

dows on the building initially resisted the water 

pressure used against them, so police sharpshoot-

ers were called in to weaken the glass with bullet 

holes to get water at the flaming interior. 

 

The alarm was sounded at 5:20 p.m. and the fire 

was not under control until 8:30 p.m. Units from 

DeKalb, Sycamore, Cortland, Malta and Maple 

Park assisted in fighting the blaze. A crowd esti-

mated at 4,000-5,000 persons watched the fire. 

Clouds of dark smoke were visible for miles 

around.  

 

From 350,000-400,000 gallons of water were used 

by the 75 firefighters and volunteers. The fire was 

contained just to the historic Glidden House Block 

itself. The damage estimate was put at $200,000. 

  

The eastern-most section of the building was oc-

cupied by Sohn's Men's Clothing Store. The fire 

gutted the top floor, but the first and second floors 

were deemed salvageable. They received a rather 

plain-looking new brick facade and became Sea 

Breeze Restaurant at 209 E. Lincoln Highway; 

Sohn's having gone out of business. Recent work 

on the Plaza DeKalb development removed the 

second floor, and 209 is now Jamrah Middle East-

ern Restaurant. Looking at the back of 209 from 

Palmer Court gives one some idea of what the 
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rear facade of the venerable old hotel would once 

have looked like. Tall, narrow windows at the first 

floor level have been bricked up, while a taller, 

wider doorway they once flanked has to a great 

extent been filled in with brick and otherwise al-

tered. 

 

In 1964, a single-story structure was built on the 

bulk of the site of the Glidden House Block, open-

ing in 1965 as Schultz Brothers Variety Store, in 

the C. H. Iskowich Building. Plaza DeKalb has 

replaced it. 

 

Very few items survived the fire that destroyed 

the Glidden House Block. The late Chuck Ray-

mond, whose family co-owned the Daily Chroni-

cle, salvaged the “1876” date stone from the rub-

ble. In the late 1990s his widow, Evelyn, donated 

it to Jim and Catherine Hovis for their collection 

of local historical memorabilia at Heritage Square 

Gallery. They in turn gave it to the Joseph F. Glid-

den Homestead and Historical Center, where it is 

currently on display. Local historian Steve Bigolin 

has a glass lightshade with “Hotel Glidden” on it 

which he acquired from a member of the Iskowich 

family. 
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The only certainties in life—according to many—

are death and taxes.  Cemeteries, a word derived 

from the Greeks meaning “sleeping place,” are 

thought to have first come about in the 7th centu-

ry when burials were firmly controlled by the 

churches in Europe. The church was the only in-

stitution allowed to bury the dead and people 

were buried in or around the church building in 

what were called graveyards. 

 

As time went on, the capacity of graveyards was 

surpassed and people began seeking new places 

to bury the dead.  Rural or park cemeteries 

patterned after one in Paris became popular. Be-

fore 1831, America had no formal cemeteries. It's 

not that Americans didn't bury their dead—just 

that large, places of burials did not exist. With the 

construction of Mount Auburn Cemetery, a large 

burial ground in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the 

movement to build cemeteries in America began. 

 

The early settlers in what is now Hinckley buried 

their dead in a farm field south of town that be-

longed to Philo and Sallie Slater. After the Chica-

go and Iowa Railroad was opened in 1871 and it 

looked like more people would settle in the area, 

Slater and several town leaders thought a more 

permanent setting for a cemetery would be on a 

gravel hill a quarter of a mile further west. Thus 

began a move to create Greenwood Cemetery. 

 

The group reached an agreement on January 2, 

1878 to purchased 6.25 acres from the farm of Paul 

and Sarah Nichols for $606. Access to the land in 

the center of the NW ¼ of Section 22 would be off 

Somonauk Road over land owned by John Sebree.  

On October 31, 1878, a certificate of origination of 

the Greenwood Cemetery was issued by Illinois 

Secretary of State George Harlow. A five-member 

board of directors was elected consisting of Philo 

Slater, Frances Merrill, Henry Maltbie, Charles 

Hitchcock and Paul Nichols.  

 

The directors laid out the cemetery in four sec-

tions with a total of 339 lots and several lanes to 

access those lots. A large number of evergreens 

were planted around the cemetery. Nearly 50 bod-

ies from the 

old burial 

grounds 

east of So-

monauk 

Road were 

exhumed 

and moved 

to the new 

cemetery. 

The town-

ship road 

commis-

sioner then 

constructed 

a road to 

the ceme-

tery from 

Somonauk Road across the farm of John Sebree 

and offered to pay damages. The estate of John 

Sebree did not agree with the amount for damag-

es created by the road and appealed several times 

for reconsideration.  A final jury of three township 

supervisors awarded $335 in damages.  

 

Philo Slater had a dream to erect a suitable memo-

rial to the soldiers and sailors of the Civil War. He 

wanted future generations to remember the true 

spirit of patriotism and those who fought to pre-

serve a united country. That dream did not mate-

rialize until 19 years after his death. His son, Philo 

Fernando Slater (P.F.), who followed his father as 

president of the cemetery association, took an ac-

Origins of Our Sleeping Places: Greenwood Cemetery 
Story and photos provided by Bob Pritchard 
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tive part in building the memorial in the center of 

the cemetery in 1913. Most of the money for the 

granite and marble monument was secured by 

personal solicitations. According to the local 

newspaper, nearly 2,500 people attended the dedi-

cation of the monument, which was the first me-

morial of soldiers and sailors in DeKalb County. 

A record of the dedication ceremony is recorded 

in the Hinckley Review. 

 

A state law was passed in 1903 for the organiza-

tion, ownership, management and control of cem-

etery associations. A petition to reorganize the 

Hinckley cemetery as the Greenwood Cemetery of 

Squaw Grove Township was not submitted to the 

Illinois Secretary of State until 1913. The following 

trustees were elected in September to manage the 

cemetery: P.F. Slater, president; William Baie, sec-

retary; and trustees William Von Ohlen, John Se-

bree, Enoch Darnell and John Evans. 

 

Many of the cemetery records have been lost over 

the years so we don’t know all those who have 

served on the cemetery boards. Ray Dienst served 

as president in 1957. The two mausoleums were 

built in 1968 and 1969. The Squaw Grove Town-

ship Board of Trustees passed a resolution in 1977 

recognizing the retirement of Carl Morsch, Harry 

Christensen and Artie Bergstrand and their long 

years of service on the cemetery board. 

 

While cemeteries with their park-like trees and 

beautiful grounds became gathering places for 

families over the years to have picnics as they re-

membered their departed relatives, not everyone 

respected the sanctity of the grounds. Unfortu-

nately, vandals damaged the grounds and mark-

ers at Greenwood Cemetery in the 1970s so that 

the board erected gates in 1979 that could be 

closed at night. 

 

Bob Willrett and Joyce Royer joined the board in 

1985, Gerry and Lois Miller, Jeryl Hintzsche, and 

Al Haseman joined the board in 1987, and Bryce 

Carey and Les Miller in 1989. Gerry Miller served 

as President until 2006. The board negotiated with 

Anna and Lawrence Hoffman, who owned the 

farmland around the cemetery, to buy additional 

property. The 50-foot roadway leading into the 

cemetery was purchased in 1992, while an addi-

tional 2.4 acres west of the cemetery was pur-

chased for $15,000 in 1999 to allow future growth 

of the cemetery. 

 

President Miller asked the American Legion to 

consider erecting a flag pole at the cemetery in 

1993. It only took two months for the pole to be 

put in place with the help of Marion Griesmar, 

Wynn Wahlgren, Owen Kahle, Keith Jordal, Dan 

Morsch and Gerry Miller. 

 

The board in 2006 consisted of Al Haseman, Dave 

Royer, Denny Stiles and Jerry Bahl who was 

named president. Today, they are all ready to re-

tire from the board and are looking for replace-

ments. 

 

Jerry has a goal of organizing the records and cre-

ating digital files before he retires. With the help 

of his daughter Diane Auten, they are investing 

countless hours checking the records that exist 

and the actual graves in the cemetery. They take 

great pride in the cemetery and respect the work 

that has gone into creating the beautiful, park-like 

resting place people enjoy today. 
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Pumpkins of History: The Roots of Pumpkin Fest 
By Jayne Wiese Higgins 

I first moved to Sycamore in 1995 and was imme-

diately enchanted by this lovely small town with 

its historic buildings in the bustling downtown 

and the adjoining streets. Also, I was taken by the 

welcoming culture and the warmth of the people I 

met. The one thing that everyone talked about 

was this Pumpkin Festival they held in October. I 

had witnessed small town festivals before, so I 

looked forward to experiencing a nice little cele-

bration. I had no idea what was about to happen!  

 

When October rolled around, I started seeing lots 

of decorations on houses and wonderful flags fly-

ing from front porches. I have always loved the 

fall season and Halloween, so I joined right in 

with decorations on my porch. On the Wednesday 

of the actual Festival, I heard there was a big cake 

somewhere downtown and trick-or-treating at 

downtown merchants. I took my 8-year-old 

daughter and was amazed at the crowd (I had to 

park blocks away!). But the crowds were festive 

and happy, so we joined in.  

 

I remember going to enter a small carved pump-

kin with my daughter and being overwhelmed by 

the sheer numbers as well as the creativity of 

pumpkins on the courthouse lawn. I had no idea 

one could even do that kind of decorating with 

pumpkins! I also knew I had found the town I 

would love. 

 

Fast forward 28 years, and I find myself absorbed 

in the town and the event. I recently joined the 

Sycamore Pumpkin Festival Committee after be-

ing involved in the House Walk for the Sycamore 

Public Library and then the DeKalb County Histo-

ry Center for 24 years, and my granddaughter 

was a Junior Marshall in last year’s parade. Pump-

kin Fest has been a wonderful part of my life and 

the lives of many of the citizens of Sycamore and 

DeKalb County. However, most people don’t 

know what it took for it to become the large,  

multi-faceted event it is today. Many dedicated 

people have had a hand in creating and support-

ing this whole-town festival that celebrates our 

local not-for-profit organizations and provides 

vital fundraising opportunities for them. 

 

First, there would not have been a festival without 

the main force behind the event: Wally Thurow. 

Wally started the idea in 1956 by placing a few 

decorated pumpkins on his own front yard. Few 

people know, though, that his yard was not in 
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Sycamore! Wally Thurow’s scrapbooks of Pump-

kin Fest from the very beginning are housed at the 

Joiner History Room. Those first pictures are la-

beled in his handwriting and are of his home on 

13th Street . . . in DeKalb!  

 

He continued to expand his display, adding a 

witch, a scarecrow, and a mummy in a coffin. He 

added animation and even spooky voices broad-

cast through speakers. It was so popular that cars 

would line up for several blocks just to view the 

display, sometimes to the dismay of his neigh-

bors. In 1961, Wally moved to Sycamore and 

joined the Lions Club. That’s when the festival 

idea really took root. 

 

In June 1962, according to Lions Club meeting 

minutes, Wally approached the Lions with an al-

ready well-formed idea. He talked to town super-

visors about holding the display on the court-

house lawn and even got art teachers involved in 

helping school children learn to decorate pump-

kins. The Lions approved the idea and ran with it, 

forming committees by their July meeting and 

sending out letters to all the schools, inviting kids 

to participate in this first pumpkin decorating 

contest. That first year, there were more than 300 

pumpkin entries! 

 

That year also featured a Cinderella princess con-

test, the winner selected from the junior high stu-

dent body, based on an essay contest. In 1971, Ki-

wanis took over that essay contest and changed it 

to Little Miss Peanut, which later became the 

Pumpkin Parade Jr. Marshalls, allowing boys to 

enter and extending to both elementary and mid-

dle school students. It now has three categories: 

essays, poems, and stories, with two winners in 

each category.  

 

The first parade was held in 1962 and ran from 

east to west from the courthouse to the Holiday 

Ice Cream shop on Sacramento Street. By 1963, it 

included two bands, Marlyn Majorettes, and 

about 550 kids in costume. It included refresh-

ments for the kids afterwards and a special movie 

at the Fargo Theater for 25 cents. Over 8,000 peo-

ple viewed the parade, and the Lions Club knew 

they had a hit. During the next several years, Wal-

ly worked tirelessly, promoting the festival on TV 
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and radio shows. He and several local kids, in-

cluding winners from the festival, appeared on 

The Bozo Show, Ray Rayner’s show, Tree Top 

House, and the Top of the Morning Show. As a 

result, the festival grew rapidly.  

 

In 1967, Wally Thurow was first dubbed Mr. 

Pumpkin after Police Chief Mattis’ daughter Vick-

ie made a pumpkin in his likeness with a sign that 

read “Mr. Pumpkin, USA.” That entry was picked 

up and publicized on the TV shows, and Wally 

fully embraced it. He soon donned the iconic top 

hat and vest, covered in Pumpkin Fest pins. He 

proudly rode his stylish penny-farthing bike (now 

featured in the DeKalb County History Center’s 

current exhibit) in every parade until just a few 

years before his death in 2012. He could also be 

seen around the festival, posing with anyone who 

asked and attending all of the events.  

 

Over the first years, many ideas were added by 

Lions members and other local organizations. 

There was a pump-

kin pie baking con-

test for high school 

girls, a pie eating 

contest (which is 

still one of the 

events), and a 

Pumpkin A-Go-Go 

dance. The Lions 

also gave away 

pumpkin seeds for 

kids to grow their 

own pumpkins. 

That has changed 

over the years to the pumpkin give-a-way, still 

held the week before the festival. By the fourth 

year, the parade boasted 47 units, including nine 

bands, Marlyn Majorettes, girl scouts, boy scouts, 

fire and police vehicles, the mayor, several floats, 

the Cinderella princess, Shriner’s groups, and cos-

tumed kids. More than 25,000 people attended! 
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The Lions continued to organize the event on their 

own until 1972 when the Sycamore Pumpkin Fes-

tival Council was formed. By this time, the Lions 

realized that many other local not-for-profit or-

ganizations could and should be involved. The 

first director of this group was, of course, Wally 

Thurow. The main idea was to provide a great 

fundraising opportunity for these organizations 

while at the same time getting the work of the fes-

tival done. The concept was that if an organization 

ran an event for the festival, they could also hold a 

fundraiser during the festival. Everyone wins! The 

idea worked beautifully and added lots of events, 

including craft shows, a window painting contest, 

a haunted house, and all the already established 

events. It also meant that organizations set up 

food booths and booths for sales of many other 

items. During this era, there was also a design 

contest to provide a logo for the festival. Elaine 

McCaroll’s logo, the grinning jack-o-lantern inside 

a sycamore leaf, won and was adopted. 

 

The Council did not last long, however, since the 

festival continued to grow rapidly. In 1976, the 

Sycamore Pumpkin Festival, Inc. was incorpo-

rated in the state of Illinois, bylaws were written, 

and officers were elected. The first president of the 

festival was Bill Page, and the secretary was Dave 

Leifheit, who became president in 1982. The origi-

nal bylaws were 4 pages long but have undergone 

many updates, leading to the current 18-page doc-

ument. Funding became a crucial issue, so it was 

decided to solicit a contribution of 10 percent of 

net profits from all participating organizations. 

With that money, the committee could provide 

such things as a brochure of events, port-a-potties, 

trash removal, street decorations, advertising, and 

awards for contest winners.  

October 18, 1974: Governor Dan Walker, right, looks over the Sycamore Pumpkin Festival poster given to him by Wally Thurow, left, as Ray “Dutch” Scott 
looks on. Walker was in DeKalb campaigning for Scott. 
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In 1979, the Chamber of Commerce sponsored the 

first 10K race through the streets of Sycamore. The 

race has proven to be one of the festival’s most 

loved events, with the addition of a one-mile fun 

run this year. Many racers come dressed in cos-

tumes or with groups of friends.  

 

A history of the Sycamore Pumpkin Festival 

would not be complete without a nod to Jerry 

Malmassari, 2023’s Friend of the Festival, and one 

of the longest serving officers of the Pumpkin Fes-

tival Committee, and other than Wally, the one 

person most associated with the success of the fes-

tival. Jerry’s family moved to Sycamore in 1963, 

and his father joined the Lions Club. He grew up 

helping enter the pumpkins and participating in 

many parts of the festival. In 1981, he joined the 

Lions and became president by 1986.  

 

Jerry joined the Pumpkin Fest committee and 

served 8 terms as its president. He spent 36 years 

serving the community and doing his best to 

make sure the festival was a success. Jerry retired 

from the committee this year, and at a recent com-

mittee meeting working on organizing this year’s 

festival, the answer to “Who should do this?” was 

“Well, Jerry always took care of it.” In many 

ways, Jerry “took care of” the festival and made 

sure it ran flawlessly.  

 

Another notable addition to festival events is the 

Pumpkin Fest Carnival. In 1988, the committee 

really wanted to add more entertainment for the 

fest-goers, especially for teens and their families. 

Also, the carnival served to provide much needed 

income that had become insufficient to support 

the festival, which had begun to draw state-wide 

attention and attendance. In 2004, it was split into 

two parts: the teen carnival in the Sycamore Thea-

ter parking lot, and the kiddie carnival in the city 

lot on Somonauk and Elm. The carnival still pro-

vides much of the funding needed to run the festi-

val as well as allowing the committee to add fire-

works on festival anniversary years and for the 

first time this year, to provide scholarships for 

four Sycamore High School graduating seniors. 

The committee is now able to truly give back to 

the community that has resoundingly supported 

the festival all these years and allowed it to grow.  

 

Whether you enjoy the craft shows, the carnivals, 

the food booths, the House Walk, pie eating con-

test, or the myriad other events around town, 

Wally Thurow’s original idea to display the crea-

tively decorated pumpkins on the courthouse 

lawn is still the biggest draw and the center of the 

celebration. With more than 500 pumpkin entries 

and a full slate of events covering five days, the 

Sycamore Pumpkin Festival is one of the most 

successful events in the state of Illinois. Drawing 

more than 200,000 people annually, Pumpkin Fest 

truly fulfills its stated mission: A community cele-

bration, showcasing our local not-for-profit organ-

izations. 

 
Thanks to Rob Glover, Joiner History Room, for assistance with this article. 

Jerry  
Malmassari 
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As an adult I had the pleasure of living on both 

coasts and near two major Midwest cities. But, no 

matter where I lived, my references and stories 

always refer back to where I was born and raised: 

DeKalb< Illinois. I always told stories about how 

our small Midwest town had an “Elote Man,” a 

Mexican Store on every corner, and how I used to 

dance at a Hispanic festival as a child.  

 

During my travels I searched for people who 

looked like me, I looked for restaurants that re-

minded me of my grandma’s cooking, and  I 

searched for art and dance only to realize it was 

the access my hometown provided that I truly 

was searching for.  

 

My last adventure before returning to DeKalb was 

my time spent on the Hispanic Festival Inc. Board 

in St. Louis, Missouri. You wouldn't believe the 

beautiful, vibrant festivals they host: the colors, 

the food, the music, the dancing, and the camara-

derie. It was there that I saw a group of people 

coming together to provide a space for their com-

munity to celebrate and educate the different His-

panic cultures within St. Louis, and from around 

the world.  

 

More importantly, my time spent on the board 

with these amazing people taught me to embrace 

being Mexican-American. They showed me that 

there's a place for my traditions no matter how 

altered they may be. Our first DeKalb Day of the 

Dead “Celebration of Life” was created for first 

generation through seventh generation Hispanic 

children to see their culture being displayed 

across the small Midwest town they live in. I want 

to create a space for our non-Hispanic community 

to ask questions and experience our vibrant cul-

ture through food, song, art and dance! DeKalb 

Day of the Dead is hosted by Create Health Mo-

bility Clinic and co-hosted by DeKalb Public Li-

brary, DeKalb Chamber of Commerce, participat-

ing DeKalb Merchants and our community.  Join 

us from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Saturday, November 

4 at the DeKalb Public Library and downtown 

DeKalb participating businesses. 

 

My vision for this event is to create a space for in-

dividuals to celebrate and honor their ancestors in 

the community they are a part of and to create an 

educational experience for our community 

through: SIGHT: Colors, Art, Dance; SOUND: 

Music, Laughter, Stories; SCENT: Marigolds, In-

cense, Cinnamon; TASTE: Atole and Champur-

rado, Pan De Muerto; and to provide a space for 

anyone who wants to help me educate and share 

their traditions, stories, and experiences. 

DeKalb’s Upcoming Day of the Dead Celebration of Life 
Story and photos provided by Laura Anderson 
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Ringing the Old School Bell 
Story and photo provided by Orrin Merritt 

Sylvia Gronberg Higgins stopped by the Kish-

waukee Valley Heritage Society in Genoa to dis-

cover that we had the bell that hung over the 

Pleasant Hill rural school that she attended for 

eight years.  

 

She remembered walking to the neighbor’s farm 

to get water; however, they had a dog that terri-

fied her and when she returned with the bucket of 

water there wasn't much left.  

 

We opened the Rural School Journeys: A Legacy of 

Learning book to Pleasant Hill school and found a 

picture of the school. She recalled the two out-

houses, one for boys and one for girls. She was 

happy to hear the bell when it was rung. The 

memory of the sound was very nostalgic. 

Looking for FOOD Stories 
By DeKalb County History Center 

The History Center is one of five organizations 

throughout the country selected as part of a 

Smithsonian exhibit project called “FOOD.” This 

opportunity provides a framework that connects 

venues with Smithsonian resources that are com-

plemented by local stories. The exhibit is planned 

to open in spring 2024 with over 15 groups ex-

pressing interest in collaborating including histo-

ry groups, local libraries, Hy-Vee, and the DeKalb 

County Community Gardens. 

 

The History Center wants to talk to you about 

your favorite food stories. We are traveling 

around the county to host community conversa-

tions about the project. Watch for details about 

our upcoming stops.  

Also watch on social media! Food related exhibit 

posts will be part of “Foodie Fridays.” 

 

Send an email to  

info@dekalbcountyhistory.org if you would like 

additional information or to share your own DeK-

alb County “food story”! 
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The Story of an Old Grindstone 
Story and photo provided by J.F. Glidden Homestead & Historical Center 

As Joseph Glidden farmed his land, he experi-

enced what at the time was a national problem: 

inadequate fencing to contain animals. Split rail, 

stone, hedge rows, and smooth-wire fences all 

proved to be either labor intensive, expensive to 

build, or ineffective at keeping cattle contained, 

out of the farm crops and off railroad tracks. 

 

The first wire fence patent was issued in 1853 to 

W. H. Meriwether of Texas. It, as well as others 

that followed in the next two decades, proved in-

effective. In 1873, Henry Rose exhibited a wooden 

rail fence with protruding spikes at the DeKalb 

County Agricultural and Mechanical Society fair. 

It was seeing this idea that sparked ideas for Glid-

den, Isaac Ellwood and Jacob Haish. 

 

According to family lore, Brindle, the family cow, 

forced Glidden to tinker with a more effective 

fence. Using his wife’s hairpins, Joseph began 

twisting them into “barbs.” The barbs were coiled 

with the help of a coffee mill and inserted onto 

stretches of wire by hand every few inches. Henry 

F. Condon, a long-time associate of Glidden’s, de-

scribed this beginning: 

“He had previously made the barb wire by put    

ting barbs on a single wire, but found they re-

volved and would not stay in position but would 

crowd together. In picking up a miscellaneous 

handful of wire, part of which had barbs on and 

part of which had none, he had accidentally tan-

gled it, and from this he gathered the idea of 

wrapping the plain wire around the wire already 

barbed to hold the barbs in place. He was thinking 

about a method of doing this when his eye lighted 

on the grindstone and he formed the idea of twist-

ing the wire by means of the small crank on the 

grindstone. He asked his wife to turn the grind-

stone, which she did. Uncle Joe Glidden explained 

to me that he had not thought of the wire tighten-

ing on the grindstone crank until he had twisted 

about thirty feet of wire and desired to take it off, 

when he found it had tightened and he was 

obliged to cut it away with a cold chisel. Glidden 

took this piece of wire, thirty feet long, and 

stretched it around the barnyard for all to see, 

serving as a testimonial to the utility of his inven-

tion. It proved to be a great success.” 

 

When other farmers saw how effective it was, 

they asked to buy some. The rest, as they say, is 

history. 

 

This summer, a demonstration was unveiled, and 

barbed wire was made in the barn for the first 

time since 1874! This project was brought to life 

by Homestead lead blacksmith Marty O’Connor, 

who acquired the grindstone, forged a small hook 

to attach to the axle opposite the hand crank, and 

found proper wire. He also made the barbs! 

 

We are excited about this living-history element at 

the Homestead, which will illustrate the story for 

years to come. Visit on Sundays from 12-4 p.m., at 

921 W. Lincoln Highway in DeKalb. 
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MUSEUM 

CORNER 

featuring 

upcoming events & news 
from area museums and archives 

Societies and museums can send their news and events to Jessi Haish LaRue at jhaish09@gmail.com 

Sept. 24: Who Really Did Invent Homecoming? 

921 W. Lincoln Highway, DeKalb 

At 12 p.m. at the Glidden Homestead, Mike 

Korcek will present on the legacy of NIU’s home-

coming and other historic celebrations. Korcek is 

NIU’s sports information director emeritus. $5 

admission or free for Homestead members. Ad-

mission includes tour of the Homestead and 

blacksmithing demonstrations. 

 

October 5: Historic Homes Tour Preview 

1730 N. Main St., Sycamore 

This Brown Bag Lunch/Local Lore program will 

begin at 12 p.m., presented by the House Walk 

committee at the DeKalb County History Center. 

 

October 8: Elmwood Cemetery Walk 

901 South Cross St., Sycamore  

At 1:30 p.m., the walk will highlight local farmers 

and stories connected to those buried in Soldiers 

Row, led by a core of dedicated volunteers in-

cluding representatives from the Sons of Union 

Veterans. $5 admission at start of walk. 

 

October 21: Uncle Joe’s Jubilee 

Hopkins Park Terrace Room, DeKalb  

Enjoy dinner and live music by Harrison 

Hintzsche while supporting the Glidden Home-

stead! Artworks by CJ Brown and Kishwaukee 

Valley Art League (KVAL) artists will be availa-

ble for purchase, and all art is inspired by the 

Homestead. Tickets are $45 each, $80 for 2, or 

$320 for a table of 8. Tickets can be purchased by 

visiting the Homestead on Sundays 12-4 pm, or 

by calling 815-756-7904. 

October 28: Historic Homes Tour 

Sycamore 

The “Hidden Gems” Historic Homes Tour will be 

here Pumpkin Fest weekend. Watch DeK-

albCountyHistory.org for more details soon. 

 

October 28: North Grove School Open House 

26745 Brickville Road, Sycamore 

From 10 a.m. to 2 p.m., enjoy the chance to see 

the one-room schoolhouse during Pumpkin Fest 

weekend! Or email info@northgroveschool.org to 

schedule a private tour. 

 

November 2: Family Heirloom Recipes from the 

Illinois State Fair 

420 Linden Place, DeKalb 

This Brown Bag Lunch/Local Lore program will 

begin at 12 p.m., presented by Catherine Lam-

brecht, at the Ellwood House Museum. 

 

December 2: An Old-Fashioned Christmas 

26745 Brickville Road, Sycamore 

From 1 to 4 p.m., enjoy free tours, Santa Lucia, 

refreshments, and the North Grove One-Room 

School decked out for Christmas. Visit 

northgroveschool.org for more information. 

 

December 7: What's Coming Down the Line? 

The Railroad in the American Mind 

1730 N. Main St, Sycamore 

This Brown Bag Lunch/Local Lore program will 

begin at 12 p.m., presented by Mike Matejka, at 

DeKalb County History Center. 



DeKalb 
DeKalb Area Agricultural Heritage 

Association  

 www.daaha.org 
 E-mail: daaha.inc@gmail.com 

 815-756-8737  
 

DeKalb Area Women’s Center 
http://dekalbareawomens  

center.weebly.com/ 

 E-mail: DeKalbAWC@gmail.com  
815-758-1351 

 
Egyptian Theater 

www.egyptiantheatre.org 

E-mail: info@egyptiantheatre.org 
815-758-1215 

 
Ellwood House Museum 

www.ellwoodhouse.org 
E-mail: info@ellwoodhouse.org 

815-756-4609 

 
Glidden Homestead & Hist. Center 

www.gliddenhomestead.org 
Email:  

jessi@gliddenhomestead.org 

815-756-7904 
 

Gurler House & Heritage Assn. 
http://gurlerhouse.org 

815-758-4897 

 
 

At NIU 
Anthropology Museum 

www.niu.edu/anthro_museum 
815-753-0230/815-753-0246 

 

Art Museum 
www.niu.edu/artmuseum 

815-753-1936 
 

Blackwell History of Education  

Museum & Milan Township One-
Room School 

www.cedu.niu.edu/blackwell 
E-mail: blackwell@niu.edu 

815-753-1236/815-753-1241 
 

Regional History Center 

https://library.niu.edu/ulib/
content/collections/rhc/

index.shtml ; 815-753-1779 

 
Genoa 

Kishwaukee Valley Heritage  

Society & Museum 
www.dekalb.illinoisgenweb.org/

KishValHistSoc/New_  
Homepage.htm 

E-mail: kvhsmuseum@gmail.com 
815-784-5559 

 

Hinckley 
Hinckley Historical Society 

www.HinckleyHistoricalSociety.com  

E-mail: hinckleyhistoricalsociety 

@gmail.com 
815-761-4058 (Bob) 

 
Kirkland 

Kirkland Historical Society 
http://kirklandhistoricalsociety.com 

815-522-6260 

 
Leland 

Leland Historical Society   
Leland Area History Center 

www.lelandhistory.org 

Email: info@lelandhistory.org 
815-495-4457 

 
Malta 

Malta Historical & Genealogical  
Society & Museum 

http://www.villageofmalta.net/

maltahistorcialsociety.htm 
815-384-3481 

 
Sandwich 

City Hall and Opera House 

www.sandwichoperahouse.org 
E-mail: operahouse@sannauk. 

com 
815-786-2555 

 

Stone Mill Museum & Sandwich  
Historical Society 

815-786-2513 
 

Shabbona 
Shabbona-Lee-Rollo Museum 

https://slrmuseum.com/  

E-mail: slrmuseum@gmail.com 
Phone: 815-824-2597 

 
 

 
Somonauk 

Olmstead Memorial Museum 

http://themonumentalarchives. 
com/Olmstead_Museum.php 

815-498-2417/815-228-1474 
 

Sycamore 
Family History Center at LDS 

Church 

815-895-0702 
 

Joiner History Room 
www.joinerhistoryroom.org 

E-mail: joinerhistoryroom 

@dekalbcounty.org 
815-895-7271 

 
North Grove School & North Grove 

School Assn. 
www.northgroveschool.org 

E-mail: info@northgroveschool. 

org 
 

DeKalb County History Center 
www.dekalbcountyhistory.org 

E-mail: info@sycamorehistory.org 

815-895-5762 
 

Waterman 
Waterman Area Heritage Society & 

Museum 

www.dekalb.illinoisgenweb.org/   
WatermanSoc.htm 

815-756-4030/815-264-7717 

 

DeKalb County Historical Society, Museum,  
Archive & Cultural Center Resources 

mailto:DeKalbAWC@gmail.com
https://library.niu.edu/ulib/content/collections/rhc/index.shtml
https://library.niu.edu/ulib/content/collections/rhc/index.shtml
https://library.niu.edu/ulib/content/collections/rhc/index.shtml
http://www.hinckleyhistoricalsociety.org/
https://slrmuseum.com/


Wally “Mr. Pumpkin” Thurow and business card, from the DeKalb County History Center archives 

1730 N. Main St. 
Sycamore, IL 60178 


