
History of the Bush Conservatory
    Historic images courtesy of Bush House Museum

  
   Built in 1882, the Bush Conservatory is 
the oldest in the Pacific Northwest and 
second oldest west of the Rockies. It was 
built by Asahel Bush II for his daughters, 
Sally & Eugenia.                                                     

     Asahel Bush II                                                                                                                       Sally Bush      

   The original wall was a single-stem brick wall covered with a one 
inch thick concrete veneer. There was no evidence of a foundation. 
The wall south of the door is taller due to the location of the original 
wood burning stove.  
   Flowers from the conservatory frequently were used 
in arrangements by Miss Sally for her table, as well as 
her father’s bank. Sally also ‘grew on’ vegetable starts 
in the conservatory for the garden, as well as 

mushrooms under the benches.       
   Plant material in historic photos 
from the early 1890s includes: 
Begonias (including Rex and 
angel-wing begonias), cineraria, hyacinth, purple 
fuzzy-leaved vine, sanseveria, citrus, geraniums 
(scented and Martha Washington), epiphylum, 
jasmine or potato vine, fuchsia, passionflower, 
poinsettia, fern and a citrus tree. 

             Cousin Octavia Nolan

                       Renovated in the early 1930s
   A Moninger Iron Frame and Truss House was installed, partially 
supported by the original wall. Based on the archaeology report, the 
conservatory had been lengthened to the east by eight inches to 
accommodate the iron-frame kit. The ‘new’ east wall was composed of 
poured concrete aggregate. The wood stove was removed and a boiler 
room added at this time with probably either an oil or sawdust-fired 
burner. The registers would have been installed at the same time to 
accommodate the circulating hot water. Radiant heat from the original 
wood stove probably heated the conservatory prior to the new boiler 
room and boiler.



Reconfigured for City use as a
new Bush’s Pasture Park greenhouse

   A cold-frame (south side) was added at some point in the 1950s or 
1960s. This working greenhouse was being used to grow annuals for 
the Parks system. Plants were possibly ‘hardened off’ in the cold-
frame. At some point, a “cactus house” was added to the front of the 
conservatory, encompassing the front door. The cold-frame actually 
extended as far west as the west front of this addition.

Rehabilitated in 1977-78
   Nancy Lindburg, executive director of Salem 
Art Association, supported then head-gardener 
Nobel Bashor in saving the Conservatory from 
destruction.  It is thought funding came from a 
matching grant between SAA and the State 
Preservation folks. The work seems to have 
included possible repair to wood mullions, 
replacement of glass, and rebuilding the plant 
benches. Green Thumb workers did the work.  
   Oral history from Jim Doland (2011) states he 
installed a new oil conversion burner and fire 
box at this time. He stated the boiler which was 

covered in asbestos, and still in use in 2010, probably dated from the 
1930s. There was no burner in place at the time of his installation.
Since there was no evidence of sawdust,, and no evidence of a new oil 
tank, he assumed at that time the previous burner had been oil-fired.  
   SAA then put out the call for volunteers to care for the plants and the 
interior of the conservatory resulting in the formation of the Bush 
Conservatory Gardeners, predecessor to Friends of Bush Gardens 
(FOBG). The conservatory was then opened to the public.  

Replacement of roof in 1997
   The Friends of Bush Gardens installed a temporary roof composed 
of new redwood rafters and Plexiglas panels. It is thought that the 
plant benches were replaced twice between the renovation of 1977-78 
and 2010.

                             

Restored in 2010-11
   The entire structure was dismantled with the exception of the 

registers, bench pipe supports, and the iron frame 
which was held in place with post shores. 
Vertical glass and foundation bricks were saved 
and cleaned to be reused. Additional 1880s brick 
came from under the Bush House porch (from  a 
previous repair to the house foundation) ~ 
approximately 700 bricks ~ 
and from the Palestine 
Baptist Church in Benton 
County which had been 
relocated in the fall of 2010, 
leaving behind the foundation dating from 1882 
~ approximately 1100 bricks.  A proper 

foundation was poured. The single-wythe brick wall was replaced and 
the historic concrete veneer applied (parge coating).  

   All of the vertical ‘legs’ were replaced on 
the iron frame, except those on either side of 
the front door. The lengthwise (horizontal) 
iron members in the roof were replaced with 
heavier members to support the increased 
weight of the thicker laminated safety glass 
required for the roof. Tempered glass was 
also required on either side of the doors. The 

rafters were slightly redesigned to accomm-
odate the thicker glass. Redwood was used to 
replace all the mullions, rafters, sills, etc. of the 
structure. The boiler room was totally rebuilt on 
a new foundation. A high efficiency gas boiler 
was installed and hooked up to the existing 
registers.
   At the time of the restoration, the only original part of the 
Conservatory dating to 1882 was the brick wall.  Therefore, the period 
of significance for the restoration is the early 1930s when the new 
Moninger Iron House was installed. The cold-frame was left in place 
and rehabilitated.



   Four inch thick fir beams were donated to 
be used for the plant benches. Narrow cedar 
boards were affixed to the edge before plant 
material was returned to the Conservatory.
  The historic application of a whitewash 
coating to the glass after the cessation of 
winter rains results in shading the 

conservatory during the summer. Rains the following winter wash off 
the coating.

   These photos 
were taken mid-
February when 
the restoration of 
the Conservatory 
was completed. 
Since then the boxwood hedge has been 

replanted as has other plant material. The flagstone path was restored 
at the entrance. The FOBG Volunteer who built the plant benches also 
designed and installed the potting benches in the boiler room and 
rehabilitated the lids for the cold frame. FOBG is in the process of 
supplementing the plant collection to represent plants typically found 
in a Victorian conservatory

   The Friends of Bush Gardens wishes to thank
 all those community members, foundations and 
businesses who supported saving this historic 
treasure. Over $222,000 was raised for the 
restoration. Donors and volunteers have come 
together to make this possible.
   The restoration of the Conservatory has made 
FOBG aware of the need for signage in the 
greater Bush’s Pasture Park. Stay tuned….

         Friends of Bush Gardens
c/o SAA, 600 Mission St SE, Salem, OR 97302

FOBG – 503-588-2410


