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Orton Park, a former cemetery, is a three and one-half acre neighborhood park
Tocated eleven blocks east of the square, close to Lake Monona. It comprises
all of Block 180 of the original Doty Plat. The tract is gently rolling with
about a thirty foot elevation above Lake Monona.

Before it became the village cemetery in 1846, this block was part of an
area which was a dense oak and hickory forest with considerable hazelbrush
and quail.

In 1879, a writer in the Wisconsin State Journal described it as "...a handsome
plat of ground, in full view of Third Lake, and with a little clearing out of
brush wood, the erection of seats and the laying out of walks, might be trans-
formed into a park that might be a great source of comfort and pleasure to the
denizens of the eastern part of the city."

In style the park mixes the asymmetrical styles of the picturesque and the
beautiful. These two landscape styles were derived from the eighteenth
century English landscape garden (asymmetrical) tradition, particularly

the works of Humphry Repton and Lancelot (Capability) Brown, and from the
nineteenth century work of Briton J. C. Loudon. In America Loudon's work

was interpreted by Andrew Jackson Downing who identified the two styles

in his book A Treatise of the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening etc.,
1859. It was Downing who laid down the tenets of the styles: the picturesque
was to have clusters of irregular trees such as the larch and the oak; the
beautiful would be characterized by well-spread plantings of elm, maple and
other soft and graceful trees. While perhaps originally more picturesque in
concept, through the maturity of the oaks and hickories, the park now has a
spatial feeling of the beautiful.

In this formative period of American landscape architecture, Downing proclaimed
that the rural cemetery was a clue to the direction of sophisticated landscape
design. In this view he was echoed by Horace W. S. Cleveland who wrote the
influential book Landscape Architecture As Applied to the Needs and Wants of
the West (1873) and who knew Madison as the designer of the State Capitol
grounds and as a lecturer in the City.

Today, Orton Park is a heavily used neighborhood park surrounded by pleasant
houses and a center of activity for all ages. A concrete sidewalk cuts
diagonally through the park and another walk borders all four adjacent streets.
Near the center on the Northwest side is the "bubbler" which has marked the
arrival of summer for several generations of Orton Park neighbors. Children's
play equipment, a softball area, and a basketball court are present in various
locations. Some trees have been lost due to disease and age. Currently a
large green papier-mache' crocodile and a brown ape, also papier-mache' are
perched more than half way up oak trees near the Few-Spaight intersection.
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It was the First City Park. Until Orton Park was formally opened in 1887,
Madison did not have a single local park. Credit for starting the park
must be given to John George Ott and other Sixth Ward residents who peti-
tioned the Common Council in 1875 to remove the cemetery and who commenced
efforts to raise money and improved the park themselves. In 1883 the park
was named after Harlow S. Orton, then Supreme Court Justice and former
Madison mayor and in 1887 it officially opened with a band concert and not
a little breast-beating.

Shortly after the park was opened another luminous event was held there:
"Last evening Orton Park presented a beautiful aspect with the hundreds of
Chinese lanterns strung from tree to tree. Long before the park was reached,
visitors commented upon the appearance and praised the enterprise of the

6th warders in making such a brilliant display. From 2,000 to 3,000 people
gathered under the boughs depsite the cool atmoshpere and all seemed greatly
pleased with the free entertainment provided.

"A prominent gentleman remarked as he stepped into the park, 'The push of
these sixth warders is not equalled by the people of any other part of the
city. It is barely possible that if they set their minds upon it, it would
not rest until they had the capitol out here too'."l

The creation of the park at this period reflects a spirit of municipal im-
provement that was strong throughout the United States but particularly

in the Midwest and in Madison. Realizing the need for open space in a
rapidly urbanizing setting, the City of Chicago had created a park system
in 1869. Similarly, Madison's east side, the growing industrial section
of the city, manifested a need "to give the lungs a bath of pure sunny air,
to give the mind a suggestion of rest from the devouring eagerness and
intellectual strife of town life..."2

Six years after the creation of the park, municipal improvement intensified

as an influential force in the city with the creation of the Madison Municipal h
Improvement Association and the Madison Park and Pleasure Drive Association.

The latter organization under the leadership of John Olin, took up the cause
of creating parklands and drives for the next three decades. By 1911 when
the City Board of Park Commissioners was created there were three more parks
created by citizen activism.
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It has been a focal point of nelghborhood pride and social life for

90 years. Perhaps no other park in Madison has been defended against

so many incursions or out-right attempts to obliterate as Orton. In

1877 the plan was to turn the block into a beer garden, or alternatively,
just another residential block. In 1887 a hospital was the cause celebre
and in 1924 the construction of a diagonal highway through the park was
considered for the convenience of suburban commuters. In each case a
spirited and successful defense was made. (See continuation sheets)

Almost from the day the park opened, it has served as a focal point and
front yard for neighborhood social life. In the 1880's and early 1890's,
regular summer band concerts were held, paid for significantly enough

by local residents. During the early years of this century, the Ladies
Aid of Pilgrim Church (now the Wil-Mar Center) held frequent and fondly
rememberadice cream sociables on its velvet lawn. More recently the

park has served as the site for the neighborhood festival and a weekly
farmer's market.

It was the Village of Madison Cemetery. Soon after Madison was formally
designated a village in 1846, the Trustees purchased Block 180, laid it

off into 256 burial lots and viewed this action as a welcomed advance of
civilization. As early as 1852 it occurred to the Trustees that a 3.5-

acre cemetery would not suffice for a growing village and in 1856 after

the city charter went into effect the Common Council selected a new site
and began to phase out Block 180.

Since the appearance of the cemetery is conjectural at best, one might
assume that its current appearance departs from the original. Presumably
the headstones were simple--most of the early stones which were moved to
Forest Hill were simple slabs--and the landscape itself was probably a
rather simple oak opening to the Take. Only one structure was built on
the Promenade (now Rutledge Street) between it and the water. Now the
park is enclosed by residential development.

lyisconsin State Journal, Madison, August 25, 1887 (emphasis added).

Frederick Law Olmsted, "Public Parks and the Enlargement of Towns,"
American Social Science Association; Cambridge, Mass: Riverside Press,
1879é )(Reprinted in Civilizing American Cities, Sutton ed., MIT, 1971,
p. 78.
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: ROTESTING ‘.against @ the
P -posed plan:of building a boule-

-vard duvcwa) through Orton
~number of proporty

,ecreation SpO appeared befm‘e Afe’

ard of- 1i¢ works at the city haﬂ

[ this afternoon. :

chau-man ‘of:the

member present ;

Wmterlng In ;Florlda, and Franli()
: Being -

i
9

T ard v('as the ‘only.

1 gestion to “me “would - practlcally de

“Dear-Mr." Kittleson'

- *I want to put'in my. protest against’
1he plan ‘as. published- .of ‘cutting"up;
Orton" park _To carry “out - ‘this sag-'v

stroy ‘this park for any park purpos
es. I sincerely hope yeu will take a!
| stapd .against “permitting . this: sacri- .
I legious® use - or-.rather . abus
beautiful little park. It i
located for’ the ‘use . of ¢l :

Madison. " The™, anly’ argument gwen, .
for. the proposltion to-cut it up is the"

alleged necessity of changing the.line’
.jof one’ ot the main streets of the ~eity.

The argument used does not con

{ parks_thhin tpe clly hmits; Instead"if
1 0f. making outvstreets “and idriveways -

he|through the ' parks more easily ‘trav-.

eled- by the automobiles:wwe’ :should

cons:der the other side ot he Propo-:

‘ment in 'a.,,c0mmunication to ‘I’he‘ Stats
Journal, 'He Jhaintains that’parks are
100 prccxous: or_the ‘public’ to.‘permit

s wition, -t is, \a fa.ct that. more. a.cci-

Adents ‘occur-on " our pertectly gooaw
| straight- hlghways ‘than ‘oceur’ (svhere -

4 the highway is.curved which prevernts
1 reckless: dmring of the automobilists.

We_ have.already given ‘way t00. much

s, both as toour: streets and-as:tp out

drives . to accommodate the automo-
bﬂe "o ESN s I R e
Mr. Brandenburg s letter o th edi—
t_.or of ‘The Journal follows; /& ™
A street.through Orton park' What
.I'sane citizen ‘possibly.-.can. endorse a

enburg’ are"vnot residents inthe: are
Laffected by;the. proposed, cuti ity

RJJ.‘;U.

proposition so :;absurd? . What’s the
1 reason? To avoid “dangerous turns.”
If that's a valid reason. then.logically
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‘lmotély plausibl

Rrss Ahe. planhas;

|& diagonal cut should be made!
-through every block. in.all -the: c1ty..
P It sunply ijs no valid reason what-'
ever, ~‘Orton park ‘exhibits no really"
dangerous curves. They all are right-]
angled, "it is. true,but there-are no,
obstructions to the ‘yiew. at any point.j

Easy curves- simply promote.fast and’
‘reckless’ driving, : and such- :driving
-|¢hould not be encouraged Here is a’
little park: only a single block in area

with - streets -~ on.four' sides.’- ;These’
streets .afford abundant :space for all:
‘the: traffic - that. _goes "that :“way, .Or.
ever: is:li ( !
‘should. not be - LA street)
Inrouvh it sunp}y lessens to that ex-
tent ‘its usefulness: and its “safety to:
lehildren” -who pla,y,‘ to ‘others: Wh04
loiter there. . 1f;

gested-for’ this
the public. certamly Wlll welcome it

endorsement ot,
any ‘zoning expert; then; it. seems’ to
11:-his  other 'su,_,gestlons need
c reIuT ‘eonsideration’ and’ prospectlve
tevisxon or‘rejection.. » In:New Yor] j

exists an organizaticn, the American}

: and  Historig: Preservatxon So-,
) mety, ‘one of the: finest’ and most use-

“lful’of its kind“in-all*the world, which;

X constantly is on’ guard to oppoqe én- |
‘feroachment - npon-city-parks, . It- has,
other missions, t0o0,  as its name im-
plies; but.any proposal“to cut streets\
. {through parks or to implant -public
buildings in them: mstantly -encount-
Jers: all the. splendxd 2and mtelli"ent

& pass that we’ ‘must 6rgamze in Mad>
ison {0 save the. parks already estab-;
: ,,have no. doubt .our -Park

Dmve assocmtlon :njﬁl‘

ery far i Now “and: 'hereafter*,

; ks should: not:-be; reduced i,
any m'mner - either oy i rldlromna,
4them:¥ 1th “boulerards” and ‘pathways
or'by the mtroductmn ot addmonail

'ones,~—and - every’ suggeshon i
{species of vandalism: must b et at ]
the “Fery . outset bv stout,: determmed j

iPark re‘altogether tog;

- eadmg« the '
State Journal by my old frlend B B
Clarke, relative to the proposed. dnve-
“yay through Orton park’ which: I’ be-
lieve he - has 80. thoroughly covered,,
aud as a candidate for. alderman of
the “third ward; T want“to say:that if
Iam elected I plédse. myselt to fight

thig piece-of: unwarra.nted movement

{0 the best of my abxht\ Our city
has been clamoring. for,. years. for
more parks and places of recreation’
for. the  children ;where they can be
safe from. the. plush: - haired - vouth
Whose bra.ln is: largely m hls feet so
;that he ‘can- step .on “the gs gas" vuthout
l'ragar(l-*~to;1 the safety,- ot.--.his: fellows‘-;

\vxves. be desecrated i)y the: tmkm
odors ‘of. vasolmq that will “satisfy i

‘ thmk tnat we arewomv to: s t 1d1y
‘'and 0ot put.up’-a.fight-they -are.vi Y
much mlstaken‘, ~_the inhabitants of

ents may’ know’ exactly ~where. I st.an
| I am. wxllmg and erlad to do all I ca

when we are clamonn fo
parks at this time. T’ feel
‘just, unwise'and an msu]t to_the. good
.people-of. the third wa-d. and the peo- v
-»ple of Madlson veneral]y. o
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'on-Retidgnts Appear” ! mdlested."so:that: their children .can
D.: Brandenburg, although notia ! continie fse. 'the. park - ac: a
sxdent ot the Orton park. dlstrxct m-” Zround - without datiger - thar “frafe’
[terposed an ob3ectxon to ;the mvasxon brmg% withh it, 0o e i
£ “Mr. Rarstens urgs 24 the s
*Penlvr s to 'mo {hp matier

B s 10 the attentlon of
ithe cn.zens he- requpsted the " news-
papers to print a’ picture of the pro-]
“posed-iplan.’ . Mr; Parker: staterl that
'.1f 'the ‘xnlerested

mipossible to~ bmld A brldge, acrosq
on-:Spaight street becanse

. nce to acquire pdrt.
fof theﬂoelch trao 7 He  said. he'h'w
- been’ be%xeged th,, s

‘pleaded that. Orton: park lw left*un-




