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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Clearing is 125 acres of land in Door County, Wisconsin, north of 
Ellison Bay. It was originally the summer home of Jens Jensen, who has 
been called the "Dean of American Landscape Architects." Jensen began 
to buy land for the Clearing in 1919 and put in an access road and two 
cabins between 1919 and 1935 when, at the age of 75, he went into semi- 
retirement there. Additional buildings then were added, and Jensen opened 
The Clearing as a retreat and school.

The Clearing sits on limestone cliffs overlooking the waters of 
Green Bay. It has been planted, according to Jensen's landscaping tenets, 
in plants indigenous to Northern Wisconsin. Thus it is wooded with hard 
woods, pine, elder, and maple, and the ground cover is largely of bearberry, 
partridge berry, hepatica, trillium, and Solomon Seal. Sawdut-thickened 
paths wind through the forests and meadows. At one point on the western 
bluffs of the bay a large meadow, accentuated at its edges with pine and 
cedar, widens out to a spectacular view of th.e water.

The name, "The Clearing," refers not so much to the physical setting 
itself as to the cleansing of the mind which Jensen felt accompanied 
closeness to nature. It was to enable others to obtain this clearing that 
the school and retreat was was established.

In 1937 there was a disastrous fire on the grounds which destroyed 
the school's main building and all of Jensen's personal papers. In the 
rebuilding which followed Jensen used local stone and wood to construct 
buildings which he intended to blend with the natural environment as nearly 
as possible. Jensen's friend, Prairie School architect Hugh Garden, helped 
him a little with the design of the rough-hewn wooden dormitories and the 
stone school building. The detailing of these buildings was Gothicized 
to "turn the eyes upward."

Courses at The Clearing emphasize the spiritual and emotional develop 
ment of the student. They are intended to restore the equilibrium of the 
student by putting him back into contact with nature. The handcrafts also 
are emphasized as are the fine arts. After Jensen's death in 1951, The 
Clearing was run by his long-time secretary, Mertha Fulkerson who retired 
in 1969. It is now owned and operated as a school by the Wisconsin Farm 
Bureau.

According to Jensen's secretary, Mertha Fulkerson.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Clearing embodies Jens Jensen f s ideas on the purpose of landscape 
architecture and on the role of nature in American life. Jensen wanted to 
create a landscape which was neither classical nor romantic but was natural 
and essentially American. Jensen was an early member of "Friends of the 
American Landscape," a reader of the works of John Muir, and a friend of 
Aldo Leopold, so he should be known as a conservationist as well as a land 
scape architect.

Jensen'ss landscape designs emphasized the natural possibilities of 
the site. He had a strong sense of "decorum," feeling that every sort of 
natural terrain had a potential expression proper to it, and that the duty 
of the landscapist was to bring out these possibilities in the land rather 
than to impose some false order on it. He insisted that only flora native 
to a locality be used in landscaping it and refused to use imported and 
exotic flowers, trees or shrubs.

It is probably not a coincidence that Jensenls origins were on a farm 
near a small Danish town on a bluff overlooking water. The similar situa 
tion of The Clearing made it a reminder of his earliest contacts with 
nature. Jensen was intensely Danish and did not come to America until 
mature (he did not begin his career as a professional landscape architect 
until he was 40.) He became fond of the Midwestern landscape and is 
thought to have been the first landscape architect to design using the 
prairie as a design motif. Like his long-time colleague, Frank Lloyd 
Wright, he associated the prairie with something essentially American. 
Also like Wright, he had little respect for easterners. Eastern landscape 
architects seemed to him to be merely repeating European patterns without 
regarding the qualities of the American land. The only eastern landscape 
architect he respected was Frederick Law Olmstead.

The Clearing derives ultimately from the Danish folk schools, which 
Jensen knew as a boy, and which were intended to give one a sense of 
tradition, a respect for the natural environment, and a patriotic love of 
the homeland. However, Jensen f s attitude was neither sentimental nor 
precious. He felt that nature was not merely to be preserved for the 
enjoyment to be derived from it, for its role was also restorative and 
spiritual. In 1935 he envisioned a future time when the area around Lake 
Michigan from Gary, Indiana, to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, would be completely 
urbanized. He fought long and hard to preserve some natural areas within 
urban Chicago, and in Illinois, Indiana, Wisconsin and Iowa, and he 
envisioned The Clearing as a place where urbanized Americans could
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8. re-establish contact with their natural roots. Nature courses were taught 
at The Clearing, as were weaving, painting and other handcrafts; but the 
emphasis was on quiet, meditation, and the enjoyment and understanding 
of the natural environment. Jensen intended that his last home should 
instruct his fellow Americans in their natural heritage.
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