THE ARBORETUM'S ARCHITECTURAL
HERITAGE: Part II
By Carol Doty
The Morton Arboretum and the Thornhill estate
prospered under Joy Morton's personal guidance
until his death on May 9, 1934. At that time the
Thornhill residence with its immediate acreage
went to Joy's widow, Margaret Gray Morton, and
Joy's daughter, Jean Morton Cudahy, became
chairman of the board of trustees that had been
formed in 1922. Mrs. Cudahy immediately began
planning an administration building in memory of
her father. Holabird and Root (the firm's name
was changed in 1927), who had designed the
Thornhill library, were selected as architects.

John Wellborn Root, Jr., and his partner, John
Augur Holabird, were both sons of famous architects. They had met in Paris in 1910 at the Ecole de
Beaux Arts, where, according to Root, Holabird
"rushed through the school with his share of
medals in the shortest time on record, and when I
finished I found [him] at work with Holabird &
Roche when I applied for a job there." 1 Later,
when the two Johns became the firm's principal
partners, they enhanced the firm's reputation for
meticulous attention to detail and complete responsibility for each project, from design and en-

The Administration Building, ca. 1937
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gineering to interior furnishing.
The Arboretum's new building was approached from Route 53 by way of a gravel courtyard and was sited in relation to the new formal
hedge garden on the east. Made of Wisconsin
limestone, the building was symmetrical and had
a steep central slate roof. Over the entrance was a
copper-roofed canopy supported by columns that
were embellished with leaf imprints made from
actual specimens collected on the grounds.2 Inside, the foyer was panelled with butternut, and
the polished floor was terra-cotta brick. Flanking

the central information desk were doors leading to
the library, the herbarium, and a trustees' room
furnished with memorabilia from Joy Morton's
office in Chicago. All the furniture was custom1

See "John Augur Holabird-An Appreciation" in Illinois
Society of Architects, August-September 1945. Holabird played
an important role in the 1933 Century of Progress World's Fair
and in the plan for Soldier Field. He was influential in bringing sculptor Carl Milles and architect Mies van der Rohe to
this country. Root states that the buildings at the Morton Arboretum were among those which Holabird especially valued.
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Morton Arboretum Bulletin of Popular Information, January
1936; and Chicago Sunday Tribune, September 30, 1934.

The herbarium in 1963 (now the library offices)
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designed by Harold Reynolds of Holabird and
Root. 3 In the library the cabinets and furniture
were made of pollarded English oak, and the
herbarium furniture was made of curly maple
with black leather trim. The library could also be
converted into a lecture room seating seventy-five
people. Off the herbarium were two staff offices
and a circular iron staircase leading down to a
basement workroom, and on the second floor
were two small apartments.
As the Arboretum's first public building, the
Administration Building provided space for the
staff and for the botanical library that was brought
over from Thornhill. It also provided a muchneeded place to receive visitors and inquiries. In a
sense, the opening and staffing of this building in
1935 marked the Arboretum's transition from a
benefactor's personal project to a truly public
institution. 4
In 1940, Margaret Gray Morton died, and her
place on the board of trustees was filled by architect John Augur Holabird. Another new trustee
was appointed the previous year-Joy Morton's
granddaughter, Suzette (then Mrs. Ernest A.
Hamill II). One of the dilemmas the trustees faced
was what to do with the Thornhill residence,
which now belonged to the Arboretum. The building was clearly not adaptable to Arboretum needs,
and its foundation (made with gravel mined on
the grounds) was crumbling beyond affordable repair. For these reasons, the house was razed in
1941, except for the library wing. 5
Holabird and Root were commissioned to design an education center on the same site and to
connect it to the old library, which was to be renovated. 6 The new building, constructed of Wisconsin Lannon stone, took full advantage of the magnificent view from the top of the hill. The main
entrance faced north and was located in the same
place as the front door to the former residence.
The foyer had two glass outer walls with about

The old library ca. 1937 (now the Plant Clinic)
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In 1990, Harold Reynolds visited the Morton Arboretum and
was pleased to find his chairs still in use in the Sterling Morton
Library.
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While the Administration Building was being constructed, a
new house for the superintendent was also underway across
the road, designed by Holabird and Root. It's original flat roof
was changed to the present steep roof five years later. An earlier superintendent's house on the same site, designed in 1922
by Holabird and Roche, had to be relocated to make way for
this one. It was moved across to the east side of Route 53 and
in 1957 was moved again, to Arbordale on the west side.

s The author recently learned that a stone ornament and several
doorways salvaged from the Morton residence were incorporated into a house west of the Arboretum, designed by R.
Harold Zook for Max Finley in 1941. Zook, a graduate of the
Armour Institute (now Illinois Institute of Technology),
worked for architect Howard Van Doren Shaw before starting
his own practice. Some admirers claim that Zook was to
DuPage County what Frank Lloyd Wright was to Oak Park.
6

This building was needed because May Theilgaard Watts had
been hired full-time to develop the Arboretum's educational
program. Incidentally, when Thornhill was razed, a small section of the Morton greenhouse was moved to the Watts house
at 227 East Jefferson Street in Naperville and attached to the
coachhouse.
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John Augur Holabird

four feet of space between them for tubbed plants.
(This later proved to be impractical, and the inner
glass was removed.) On the back wall of the foyer
was a double-glass case for exhibiting plants, rare
books, or botanical prints, which also served as a
window to let light pass into the lecture room beyond. The large lecture room was furnished as a
lounge but could be conyerted to seat 250 people
on occasion. Again, the furniture was custom-designed. 7 Burled English oak was used throughout,
inlaid with designs of a lighter veneer of holly. The
color scheme blended "woodsy tones of browns
and greens, subtly marking the transition between indoors and out." 8 These colors appeared
in the wall paints, the New York bluestone floors,
the Montana Creme travertine marble trim, and
the magnificent draperies woven especially for the
building by Dorothy Lie bes. 9
In renovating the old library, the steep roof was
removed and replaced with a flat roof. Inside, the
plaster ceiling was redesigned with indirect light4

ing, and the fireplace facade was resurfaced with
travertine marble. Sections of the bleached English oak paneling were remodeled, and a new
parquet floor was installed. Joy Morton's personal
books and a small collection of rare botanical
books remained at Thornhill, and all in all, the
new building was truly elegant.
The Thornhill Building was the last major construction project during Mrs. Cudahy's tenure.
She died in 1953 and was succeeded as trustee
chairman by her brother, Sterling Morton. Sterling was interested in practical research on Dutch
elm disease, and he began plans for a modest research wing to be added to the Administration
Building in memory of his sister. Once again, the
trustees turned to Holabird, Root, and Burgee. 10
Although planning for the building began in 1953,
construction did not start until 1955. The new
wing was connected to the back of the Administration Building at an angle, and its central feature
was a glassed-in rotunda with a view through the
central axis of the formal hedge garden. Opening
from the rotunda was a small auditorium, named
for Mrs. Cudahy, and below the auditorium was a
large classroom. The new wing contained a reception area, offices, and laboratories on the main
7

It is not clear who designed this furniture. In a conversation
with the author in 1983, Suzette Davidson attributed the tables to Helmuth Bartsch of Holabird and Root. However, an
undated obituary in the Morton Arboretum archives states
that furniture for the arboretum was designed by Harold
Osborne Warner, founder of Secession Ltd., Chicago's first
decorating firm specializing in contemporary furniture and interior design. This can only refer to Thornhill, so perhaps
Warner designed the side chairs and couches.
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Morton Arboretum Bulletin of Popular Information , June 1943.
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Personal conversation between the author and Suzette Morton Davidson; these draperies are no longer there. Miss
Liebes was almost singlehandedly responsible for bringing
the craft of handweaving from obscurity to international popularity. She learned to weave at Hull House in 1920, and later
opened her own studio in Berkeley, California; her design
philosophy was strongly influenced by Frank Lloyd Wright.
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After John Holabird's premature death in 1945, his son,
William, and Joseph Z . Burgee became partners in the firm.

The lecture room at Thornhill in 1963 ( now t he Audubon Room)

floor, and a library stack room and several guest
rooms upstairs. The building's exterior material
was limestone, matching the main part of the
building. However, the roof was flat, and to conform with it the Administration Building's steep
central roof was removed, and the entryway and
canopy were replaced with a double wind-lock
doorway. When finished, the entire complex
was renamed the "Arboretum Center." It was
dedicated in 1956 on Joy Morton's birthday,
September 27. 11
The disruption caused by the building construction was minor compared to what lay ahead.
The following year, work began on the East-West
Tollway, which cut through the south edge of the
Arboretum, and plans were made to widen Route

53 to four lanes, requiring that four Arboretum
houses near the road be moved. Arbor Lake was
excavated where gravel was mined for the tollway, and the trustees decided to move the four
houses across Route 53 to the north side of the
new lake. They expanded the concept to create Arbordale, an employee housing area that could
also serve as a home landscaping demonstration
for the public. Sterling Morton had the idea of
sponsoring an architectural "small homes competition," and Howard T. Fisher, a progressive Winnetka architect and president of a prefabricated
housing firm, agreed to serve as architectural advisor. Fisher circulated a prospectus in 1957 and
assembled a jury which included noted architects
Douglas Haskell of New York and Philip Will, Jr.

The rotunda and research wing completed in 1955
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This house, the Arboretum's first employee residence, was
designed by Holabird and Roche in 1922. It was moved from
its original site near the present west entrance across to the
east side of Route 53 in 1934 and then to Arbordale in 1957,
where it stands today.

of Chicago. The purpose of the competition was to
produce designs for two- and three-bedroom suburban houses in which the interior and the outdoor environment were closely related. Six hundred fifty entries were received from all over the
United States and several foreign countries. Seven
of the houses were built in Arbordale in 1958. 12
The last architectural project during Sterling
Morton's chairmanship was the building of the
four columns at the east end of the hedge garden
in 1960. Sterling had long been dissatisfied that
there was no focal feature at the end of the hedge
garden's long vista and wanted something built
there. The architect selected was Arthur Myhrum,
whom Sterling's daughter, Suzette, knew
through a circle of mutual friends. Myhrum had
worked with Walter Gropius and had been with
Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill, but was now on
his own and not aggressive about getting jobs.
Suzette was impressed with his outstanding creativity, and she began to promote his work.13 This
was his first Arboretum commission.
Sterling Morton envisioned a simpler version of
the Gloriette at Schoenbrunn for the hedge garden, 14 but Myhrum found his inspiration in
Suzette's Chicago apartment, where four handsome columns divided the main room. These were
salvaged when the Potter Palmer house was razed
and were installed in the apartment by the former

owners, who were Palmer descendants. In designing the Arboretum columns, Myhrum made a
careful study of the columns of the Parthenon, repeating their delicate convexity (entasis) to prevent parallax. The columns, which are just under
nineteen and one half feet tall, were precast by the
American-Marietta Company of Franklin Park
and -are hollow with welded wire armatures. To
ensure a lasting white color, Myhrum selected a
surface aggregate of northern Michigan dolomite.
Once the columns were in place, people became
interested and began asking what they were.
Suzette invented an answer after the fact, and the
columns now represent Joy Morton and his three
brothers, Paul, Mark, and Carl. 15
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South of the building, several greenhouses and propagation
facilities were also built at this time, designed by Lord and
Burnham, greenhouse specialists, who worked with the
architects.
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Information in the Arboretum archives. Philip Will, Jr. was a
founding member of Perkins and Will, noted for designing
Crow Island School in Winnetka (with Elie) Saarinen) and for
nationally significant public housing and tall office buildings.

13

Personalconversation between the author and Mrs. Davidson.

14

Sterling Morton, traveling in Europe in 1951, sent a postcard
picturing the Gloriette to the Arboretum director. It said,
"You know that I have always mentioned that the hedge garden needed some kind of architecture at the top of the hill 'like
Schoenbrunn.' Well, here it is--maybe a bit large and ornate
for us but the idea is good."

15

Personal conversation between the author and Mrs. Davidson.
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Sterling Morton sent this postcard of the Gloriette to the
Arboretum director in 1951, suggesting something similar for the Arboretum's hedge garden. The architect's
inspiration, however, was a set of four columns (salvaged from the Potter Palmer residence) which formed a
room divider in Suzette Morton Davidson's Chicago
apartment.
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(Part III, forthcoming, will conclude this series.)
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