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Keeping the History Alive and Growing 
On a bright August day, I visited the Glenview Park District facility building in Community Park 

West to see the nursery - a rarity for a park district in the Chicago area. 

  

I was met by four Glenview Park District employees, retired and 

current: Jim Warnstedt, Superintendent for Park and Facility Services; 

Mike Sullivan, Supervisor of Park and Facility Services; Ken Wexler, 

Landscape Architect; and Fred Gullen, Past Superintendent of Park and 

Facility Services. Right away I knew I was in for a serious history lesson, 

as Ken handed me copies of old photos and articles regarding one of 

Illinois’ most prestigious nurseries, Swain Nelson & Sons Co.  

 

Swain Nelson nursery was headquartered in 

what is now Glenview became a household 

name in the Chicago area by winning the 

competitive contract to design Lincoln Park in 

1866.  Remnants of this nursery can be found in many of the trees 

across Glenview neighborhoods and parks. As I learned, it is 

impossible to understand the continued tradition of tree production in 

the area without this brief dive into Glenview’s history.  

 

After Swain Nelson went bankrupt shortly after World War II, the 

Glenview Park District moved into the firm’s former headquarters and 

maintenance building. Its greenhouses were ideal for growing annual 

plants for use in the park district’s displays. But as the cost of growing 

annual plants increased, it eventually was no longer cost-effective. In 

the 1990s, the park district’s interest turned to propagating seeds of 

trees and growing seedlings for use in the parks.   

 

The Glenview Park District had its first success with pines, receiving much of its smaller stock 

from Illinois conservation groups and the Illinois Farm Bureau. Not long after these first 

attempts, other seeds were collected from the area and grown in containers as a bit of a hobby 

for the staff.   

Figure 2: One of the 
remaining glass propagation 
houses from Swain Nelson 
headquarters. 

 

Figure 1:  
Glenview Growing Field  



Community Trees News  December 2012, Volume 1, Issue 2 
 

 

It wasn’t until the Glenview Naval Air Station was closed in 1995 that the Park District became 

seriously involved in propagating and growing its own stock. With the base closed, it was 

decided to knock down large tracts of trees for a golf course. To prevent the large-scale loss of 

established and naturally grown trees, the park district decided to collect seed from many of the 

trees and spade others into new locations throughout the parks. As Fred described the turn to 

tree production, “[We] wanted to grow things that you couldn’t find in another nursery or 

propagate things that were unique to preserve the genetics of this area.” It should be noted 

though, that the nursery has never been for profit.  

 

Since then, the park district has continued to collect local seed to grow a variety of trees in an 

attempt to diversify their parks as a safeguard against any natural or invasive predator. Luckily 

for them, their most common park tree is not ash: it’s honey-locust!   

 

With the support of devoted and interested superintendents and councils, 

the Glenview Park District has been able to provide great experience to 

their employees and increase staff investment not only in trees, but in 

other plants. This is bolstered by a positive relationship with the Village of 

Glenview, connecting the community and allowing progress despite the 

funding and staffing concerns of the past few years.  

 

My afternoon concluded with a tour of current and previous park district 

nursery sites. Some areas look more like a weed bed than a seedling 

bed, but I knew better: The park district plants out about 100 trees a year 

on average from their nursery, along with roughly 100 trees bought from 

local nurseries to supplement their spring and fall planting.  

 

All four men continue to support and enjoy the ‘hobby’ efforts of 

propagating and growing stock in their own ‘backyard’ and hope to continue to diversify their 

parks for years to come.  

 

 

Figure 3: A creative way 
to reuse tennis ball 
canisters into container 
for seedlings. 


