THE ARBORETUM'S ARCHITECTURAL
HERITAGE: Part III
By Carol Doty

Following the death of Joy Morton's son, Sterling, in
1961, the Arboretum came under the leadership of
the next Morton generation. The new Chamnan was
Sterling's daughter, Suzette Morton Zurcher, who
had been a trustee since 1939 and had known the Arboretum since her childhood when it was her grandfather's farm. She plunged into her new duties with
enthusiasm, energy, and a strong background and
love for the arts. Desiring to spend more time at the
Arboretum, she built a weekend residence next to
the Arboretum, designed by Arthur Myhrum. 1
Myhrum received his architectural education at
Harvard and was an unusually creative designer.
Early in his career, he and Walter Gropius, in a joint
venture, designed a modem office building for the
Loop. It was never built, but was important for its
progressive design. In the 1940s he had one of the
winning entries in the Chicago Tribune House Competition. All entries were built, but his was the only
International style. He worked for Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill for several years before going into
his own practice. Myhrum had been called into military service during World War II, and Suzette met
him shortly after he returned, through a mutual circle of friends . She was impressed with his abilities
and began passing opportunities his way when she
could.2 The first was the four columns which he designed for the Arboretum's hedge garden in 1960.
58

Among Suzette's first Arboretum projects was the
much-needed new Sterling Morton Library in memory of her father, with funds donated by her mother,
Preston Owsley Morton. For this she commissioned
Harry Weese, a visionary architect and personal
friend. Weese was well known internationally, and
his work reflected the influences of Eliel and Eero
Saarinen, with whom he had studied at Cranbrook
Academy of Art in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, and
of Alvar Aalto, Finnish modernist, and Le Corbusier,
Swiss-French theorist of the International style. 3
Suzette wanted the new library to have an inviting
residential quality, and Weese achieved this by siting
the room a few steps below the main building and
creating a central oval with a fireplace flanked by
curved, freestanding bookcases. Made of cherry
wood, the bookcases are strongly vertical with thick
plate-glass shelves which seem to disappear, allowing the books to become the dominant visual feature.
The floor, of handmade terra-cotta clay tiles, blends
in with the color of the wood. Around the periphery
of the room, light flows in through clerestory windows in the roof, while the ceiling is lit indirectly by
lights above the bookshelves. The fireplace wall is accented by four large prints of waterbirds.
Just outside the library is an intimate walled garden honoring May Theilgaard Watts, the Arboretum's noted naturalist. A calligraphic slate plaque

--
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naming the garden is mounted on a curved iron grill
opposite the glass door that opens out from the library. It is the work of Father Edward M. Catich,
then a priest at St. Ambrose College in Davenport,
Iowa. 4 Catich was not only an artist, but an internationally recognized authority on the history of the
Roman alphabet, and he had come to Suzette's attention through her own work as a fine typographic designer. Father Catich's work is distinctive for its
artistry and use of rich colors and gold leaf. The library and reading garden were dedicated in the fall
of 1963.
With the library completed, other projects moved
to the fore. To serve the growing number of visitors
to the Arboretum, Suzette decided to convert the second floor of the Administration Building (which had
been staff apartments) into a small eating facility.
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1 For pictures of this beautiful residence, called Cricket Hill, see
"Country Crow's Nest" in LOOK, February 1, 1969. Made of
Chicago common brick and sited above Sterling Pond, it became part of the Arboretum after Suzette moved to California . Its related guest tower proved to be structurally unsound
and had to be razed in the 1980s. The fate of the main house is
uncertain unless an Arboretum program can be found to justify its maintenance.
2 From conversations with Norman Drapelick, former partner
of Arthur Myhrum, and with Suzette Morton Davidson.
3 Among Harry Weese's best-known works are the First Baptist Church at Columbus, Indiana; the subway system in
Washington D.C.; and the U.S. Embassy in Ghana. His
Chicago buildings include the Time-Life Building, the Latin
School, the 17th Church of Christ Scientist, and the federal
prison at Clark and Van Buren. He has renovated Orchestra
Hall, the Auditorium Theater, the Field Museum, and the
Newberry Library in Chicago, as well as Daniel Bumham's
Grand Central Station in Washington D.C. A great admirer of
Burnham, Weese is one of Chicago architecture's elder statesmen and the publisher of Inland Architect. Most recently, he
participated in the Arboretum's celebration of the 25th anniversary of the Sterling Morton Library in 1988.
4 Father Edward Catich was orphaned at 12; educated through
high school at Mooseheart, Illinois; studied at the Art Institute of Chicago; completed his B.A. and M.A. at the University of Iowa; and took his seminary training in Rome. He
spent the rest of his life at St. Ambrose College in Davenport,
Iowa, as a master teacher, artist, calligrapher, and priest. It
has been said that " his extraordinary character and philosophy spurred people to label him as a radical or a genius, depending upon their relationship with him." A memorial exhibition was held at the Davenport Art Gallery in 1983 (catalog
now out of print), and his former classroom at St. Ambrose
University is now the Catich Gallery, where his work may be
seen. The slate plaque in the May Theilgaard Watts Reading
Garden was restored in 1988 by Mary Herrera, curator of the
gallery.

Here Arthur Myhrum designed the Ginkgo Tea
Room and, below it, the Ginkgo Gift Shop. The Tea
Room walls were enhanced by a set of very large
pressed plant specimens, artistically mounted by
Lowell Kammerer, the Arboretum's curator of collections (these were later placed in the Ginkgo Restaurant in the Visitor Center). These facilities were
opened to the public in 1964. 5
For someone with Suzette's great interest in the
arts, the Chicago Art Institute was a "natural habitat," and she served as designer of publications there
from 1949 to 1960. 6 At the time she became Arboretum Chairman, she was also President of the
Woman's Board of the Art Institute and chairman of
the committee that was planning the Junior Museum-a project for which Arthur Myhrum was selected as consulting architect. In the center of the Junior Museum's entry foyer was a delightful sculpture
called the Rain Tree Fountain, placed there in memory of the late Harold Swift. It was the work of Sylvia
Shaw Judson, daughter of architect Howard Van
Doren Shaw7 and a longtime friend of the Morton
family. Suzette liked the fountain and decided to
have a second casting made for the Arboretum. It
was installed in the Thornhill entrance court in 1963
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in memory of Suzette's two sisters, Caroline and Millicent, who had both died in infancy. 8
Mrs. Judson was at the time putting together a
book about her own sculpture, For Gardens and Other
Places. She asked Suzette to design the book, and
Suzette agreed- if Sylvia in exchange would create a
sculpture for the Arboretum's entrance gates. This
congenial collaboration resulted in a beautiful book
and a pair of handsome acorns to grace each of the
Arboretum's entrances from Route 53.
The year 1969 brought the death of Preston
Owsley Morton, widow of Sterling and mother of
Suzette (who the previous year had become Mrs.
Eugene Davidson). She provided generously for the
Arboretum in her will, and with her earlier gift of the
Sterling Morton Library, was one of its major benefactors. Suzette Davidson soon began plans for a
new Visitor Center in memory of her mother, with
Arthur Myhrum as the architect. The facility was
much needed, as visitors were increasing in number,
and the space formerly occupied by the Ginkgo Tea
Room and Gift Shop had been converted into offices
to accommodate a growing staff.
The Visitor Center represented a distinct departure in style from the earlier structures done by Ho-

labird and Root and Harry Weese. Its Lannon stone
exterior and its low profile were in harmony with its
predecessors, but it introduced a new material, CorTen steel with its rusty patina, in the window frames
and the overhead girders spanning the courtyard.
Myhrum deliberately used Cor-Ten-the same material as Chicago's Civic Center (now the Daley Center)
and its Picasso sculpture-to symbolize the Arboretum's relatedness to that city.
Sculptural in appearance, the Visitor Center's
three separate units were inspired by a tripartate
building that Myhrum had seen somewhere in Mexico. Originally it was to have extended out into
Meadow Lake, but it was later sited overlooking the
lake. On the main level, the three separate units
share a courtyard and are connected by a sheltering
overhead roof. Rainwater was deliberately made to
flow down the Cor-Ten uprights, creating miniature
waterfalls. All building interiors were designed by
the architect in collaboration with Suzette. Furnishings and colors were carefully chosen to complement
the limestone walls, slate-black floor tiles, and CorTen beams. Here again, a slate plaque carved by
Father Edward Catich was placed high on the Information Building wall, in memory of Preston Owsley
Morton. 9
Although intended to open in 1972, the year the
Arboretum celebrated its SOth anniversary and the
lOOth anniversary of Arbor Day, the Visitor Center
was not completed until the following spring. Favorably received by visitors, it has been cited by some as
one of the outstandingly beautiful visitor centers in
the United States and is certainly the primary architectural statement of a gifted architect. Sadly, Arthur
Myhrum died suddenly of the London flu in 1973,
just a week before the dedication. It is tragic that he
did not live to further express his outstanding talent.
In 1977, Suzette Morton Davidson retired from
the Arboretum's Board of Trustees and moved to
Santa Barbara, California, where the climate was
more favorable to her health. But there was still an-

other major building project ahead: the Research
Center which had long been planned and toward
which there were still funds from the gift of Preston
Owsley Morton. In 1980, the architectural firm
Keiser and Associates, of Geneva, Illinois, was selected to design this complex. James Keiser10 was a
longtime Arboretum member who in 1968 had created the present circulation area of the Sterling Morton Library by remodeling the space occupied by the

5 At this time Myhrum also designed a house in Arbordale, the
Arboretum's staff housing development. These houses have
become a liability to the Arboretum and are gradually being
removed.
6 Suzette was an accomplished designer of fine books and exhibition catalogs as well as the owner of a private press, the
Pocahontas Press. As a result of her interests in the Art Institute, Sterling and Preston became involved and eventually
donated the Morton Wing, opened in 1962.
7 Sylvia Shaw Judson studied at the Art Institute and in Paris.
Through her father, she was "early impressed with the idea
that sculpture should take its place in an architectural scheme
rather than simply express the individualism of its maker."
Children and animals were her favorite themes, and the
sculptured animals she saw on a trip to China in 1917 (on the
same ship with the Mortons) were a lifelong influence. Her
public works include a monument to Mary Dyer in front of
the Boston State House and the Theodore Roosevelt fountain
at Brookfield Zoo, now sadly in disrepair. Howard Van
Doren Shaw was influenced by the Arts and Crafts movement, and his 1897 Lake Forest home, Ragdale, is today a retreat for artists and writers.
8 Unfortunately, the Arboretum's Rain Tree Fountain was stolen by vandals in the 1970s. Another copy was cast in 1990
from molds at Ragdale, supervised by Mark Fredenberg of
Waukegan. It is awaiting a new location.
9 A Catich slate inscription honoring Sterling Morton is
mounted on the wall of the Chicago Historical Society's library. It was given by Mrs. Davidson in memory of her father.
10 Among James Keiser' s better known projects are additions to
the Mill Race Inn and the Little Traveler in Geneva, Illinois;
he also designed many public libraries and private residences
throughout the Chicago region. Before establishing his own
practice, he was a partner in the distinguished firm, Frazier,
Raftery and Orr. Walter Frazier, noted for designing the
Casino Club of Chicago and many residences throughout the
region, moved his firm from Chicago to Geneva in 1948.
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original herbarium. Keiser was well known for designing buildings that were unified and tastefully restrained.
Attached to the south end of the Administration
Building, the Research Center was dedicated in 1982,
with Suzette Davidson returning from California for
the occasion. The Center is the Arboretum's largest
and tallest building, and was soon occupied to capacity Its facilities include staff offices, a spacious
herbarium, three classrooms; laboratories for ecology/soils, plant physiology, plant pathology, chemotaxonomy, and wastewater treatment; and special
rooms for growth chambers and a scanning electron
microscope. Especially handsome is the botany
teaching laboratory, with its wall of windows looking
out on the grounds. An unusual feature of this building is the use of a different kind of wood for the interior trim on each floor: red oak in the basement, elm
on the first floor, butternut on the second, and
cherry on the third. The attached propagation headhouse and outlying auxiliary buildings are sided
with cedar shakes, creating a naturalistic transition
between the Research Center and the service areas to
the south.
Currently, as the Arboretum nears the end of its
seventh decade, plans are underway to renovate the
Thornhill Building to enable the Education Program

to return to its original location and make room for
other needs in the Administration Building. The rehabilitation is being planned by the Bauer Latoza
Studio of Chicago, and is a sympathetic treatment of
the original design of Holabird and Root, converting
existing space into additional classrooms and up-todate facilities. An adjacent cottage, originally a residence for Joy Morton's chauffeur and used for staff
housing since then, is being renovated as an annex
for staff and Naturalist-Guides. The plan also calls for
reconfiguration of driveways and parking areas, as
well as the addition of a new staging center for school
groups.
In a sense, this exciting project brings the Arboretum's architectural heritage full-circle, for it is on the
same site where Joy Morton started his Thornhill
farm in 1910. Reflecting on the qualities which make
The Morton Arboretum a truly special environment,
this writer concludes that the architecture is a critical
element which, in concert with the landscape, lifts
the spirit and pleases the eye. The quiet, distinguished taste of three generations of the Morton
family has set the tone. We are the fortunate beneficiaries.11
11 Parts I and II of this series appeared in the Winter 1990 and
Spring 1991 issues of The Morton Arboretum Quarterly.

