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This report has been prepared in accordance with Montclair Code Section 347­
135B(1). 
 
347‐135B(1): Nomination Proposals.  The party proposing for designation under 
this section shall prepare and submit to the Commission a nomination report for 
each proposed property, site or district.  For individual landmark designations, the 
report shall include one or more photographs, the tax lot and block number of the 
property as designated on the Official Tax Map of the township and a physical 
description and statement of significance and proposed utilization of the site. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

I.  Executive Summary 
 
  The Township of Montclair Historic Preservation Commission was created by 
ordinance in June of 1994.  The Historic Preservation Commission is charged with 
accomplishing the protection, enhancement and perpetuation of especially noteworthy 
examples or elements of the township’s environment in order to: 
 

(1) Safeguard the heritage of Montclair by preserving resources which reflect 
elements of its cultural, social, and architectural history 

(2) Encourage the continued use of historic and/or noteworthy buildings or 
structures 

(3) Foster civic pride in the history and architecture of the Township 
(4) Promote the economic welfare of the township through the preservation of 

historic sites and landscapes 
(5) Enhance the visual and aesthetic character, diversity continuity and interest in 

the township and its neighborhoods 
(6) Discourage the unnecessary demolition or other destruction of historic 

resources 
(7) Encourage beautification and private investment in the township 
(8)  Promote the economic welfare of the township through the preservation of its 

historic sites and landscapes 
 

As per Montclair Code Section 347­135A, criteria for designation, "the 
Commission shall consider as worthy of designation those buildings, structures, objects, 
sites and districts that have integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 
feeling and association and that meet one or more of the following criteria: 
 

(1) Are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the 
broad patterns of our history. 

(2) Are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past.  
(3) Embody distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction; 

that represent the work of a master; that possess high artistic values; or that 
represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack 
individual distinction.  

(4) Have yielded or may be likely to yield information important to prehistory or 
history.  

(5) Are otherwise of particular historic significance to the Township of Montclair by 
reflecting or exemplifying the broad cultural, political, economic or social 
history of the nation, state, region or community."  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
II.  History of the Site, Physical Description, Statement of Significance 

 
The Essex County Presby Memorial Iris Gardens was established in 1927 to honor Frank H. 
Presby of Montclair, a leading horticulturalist and a founder of The American Iris Society. 
This living museum, listed on the State and National Registers of Historic Sites, offers a 
spectacular display of thousands of iris varieties to visitors from all over the world. 
 
The history of the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens is one that is deeply entrenched in the 
history of its community, Montclair, New Jersey. The Gardens were started as a memorial to 
Frank H. Presby, one of the founders of the American Iris Society and a leading citizen of 
Montclair. Frank Presby was an iris hybridizer and owned a fine iris collection. It was his 
expressed wish to give a collection of his favorite flower, the iris, to Montclair’s newly 
acquired Mountainside Park. Unfortunately, before he could carry out his plans, he passed 
away in 1924. 
 
Three years later in 1927, Miss Katherine Inness, the first curator of the Montclair Art 
Museum, acted on behalf of the Montclair Museum Board and presented to the Montclair 
government the project of establishing an iris garden as a memorial to Mr. Presby. The 
proposed iris gardens would act not only as place of remembrance, but would also draw in 
visitors and encourage educational projects such as teaching the care, history, and 
hybridization of iris. The Presby Memorial Iris Gardens are the result of the collaborative 
efforts of the Town Council, Parks Commission, the Garden Club of Montclair, and the 
American Iris Society (A.I.S) under the supervision of the newly formed Citizens Committee 
led by its Chairperson, Barbara Walther. 
 
Barbara Walther was a graduate from the University of Chicago with a Botany degree. In 
1918 she and her husband Fred purchased the Upper Mountain property next to 
Mountainside Park. She was a charter member of the Montclair Women’s Club and the 
Garden Club of Montclair where she gave lectures and wrote a variety of articles. Mr. and 
Mrs. Walther were also instrumental in preserving the land for Mountainside Park and 
establishing the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens. She remained a fixture amongst the iris well 
into her nineties and passed away at ninety‐six in 1977, the fiftieth anniversary of The 
Gardens’ inception. 
 
The first irises were planted at a dedication meeting which included the Citizens Committee 
members and the Town Commissioners. Several hundred supporters arrived, bringing iris 
plants. Some of the first plants came from Mr. Presby’s own garden as a gift from his 
children. Other iris plants were donated by the American Iris Society, the Kellogg Gardens, 
and from Great Britain, Germany, and Japan’s countrymen who were international admirers 
of the work being done in Montclair. Local contributors included Joseph Van Vleck who 
donated his Siberica Iris to the Gardens, and A. I. S. President John Wister, who laid out the 
garden design and helped supervise the planting with Barbara Walther. The town supplied 
labor and materials for The Gardens and the Citizens Committee became responsible for the 
management of The Gardens. They were also greatly helped by members of the Garden Club 
of Montclair who from the beginning gave money to secure new irises each year. Jennie 
Bonsal was one of the earliest supporters. She used her considerable skills to organize the 
iris collection into card catalogues. These cards became the basis for the bed books and 
database that today contain information about each iris variety and its location. 
 



The Citizens Committee was formally incorporated in March of 1963 and purchased the 
Walther property in 1977. The house then became the official headquarters for The Citizens 
Committee of Presby Memorial Iris Gardens of Montclair, Inc. 
 
The Gardens are always being improved. A sprinkler system was installed, making easier 
the care of newly planted beds and lawns. A dry creek bed was restored along the spine of 
The Gardens, and two handsome bridges were built to cross it. Specimen trees were planted 
west of the creek bed as well as various grasses around the creek. Siberian, Louisiana and 
Japanese irises are planted in and on the side of the creek. In 2007, a patio with memorial 
benches was installed at the entrance to the gardens. 
 
In 2009, Essex County purchased the Walther House and Grounds from the Citizens 
Committee, saving the gardens from an uncertain future. The Citizens Committee leases the 
house and grounds and continues to fund raise the cost of operating the gardens. 
 
 
DITTIG­WALTHER HOUSE 
 
This house & gardens, along with the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens, is adjacent to 
Mountainside Park and form an important horticultural complex which was added to the 
National Register of Historic Places in October, 1980.  
 
The house with its distinctive Mansard roof now serves as the headquarters of the non‐
profit organization, the Citizens Committee of the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens. It was built 
circa 1858 by a farmer, George A. Dittig, who acquired the property in 1853. A sandstone 
house which previously stood on the property was demolished prior to Word War I. For 
many years this had been the home of Mr. and Mrs. Fredrick P. Walther. Mrs. Walther was a 
leader in the effort to obtain the vote for women. She was instrumental in having the 
adjacent property to the north established as a Montclair municipal park, Mountainside 
Park. This preserved the last area in the community where one can still view the tree‐
covered slope of the Watchung Mountains, which form the western edge of the town. The 
iris gardens were established in Mountainside Park through the efforts of Mrs. Walthers and 
her citizens committee. 
 
In 1927, these gardens were named for Frank Presby, a prominent Montclair resident and a 
founding director of the American Iris Society. Mrs. Walther continued to serve the Iris 
Gardens as chairman of the citizens committee until her death in 1977. She was a well 
known horticulturist and with her supervision, the Presby Iris Gardens became known as 
the “finest collection of all kinds of iris in the U.S.”. Mrs. Walther also developed her own 
projects with rare plant material. 
 

 
Historic Narrative courtesy of the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens.   
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New Search  
Block: 802 Prop Loc: 474 UP. MOUNTAIN AVENUE Owner: COUNTY OF ESSEX   Square Ft: 4410 
Lot: 26 District: 0713 MONTCLAIR   Street: HALL OF RECORDS Year Built: 1830 
Qual: Class: 15D City State: NEWARK, N.J. 07102 Style: 

Additional Information 
Prior Block: Acct Num: Addl Lots: EPL Code: 3 9 622 
Prior Lot: Mtg Acct: Land Desc: 62390SF Statute: 54:4-3.6 
Prior Qual: Bank Code: 0 Bldg Desc: 2.75S2GF Initial: 110177 Further: 110107 
Updated: 01/26/12    Tax Codes: Class4Cd: 0   Desc: PARK 
Zone: R1 Map Page: Acreage: 1.4323 Taxes: 0.00 / 0.00 

Sale Information 
Sale Date: 04/15/09 Book: 12190 Page: 9872 Price: 1100000  NU#: 17 

Sr1a Date Book Page Price NU# Ratio Grantee 
More Info 04/15/09 12190 9872 1100000 17 0 COUNTY OF ESSEX 
More Info 05/25/10 12264 2679 1 15 0 COUNTY OF ESSEX 

TAX-LIST-HISTORY 
Year Owner Information Land/Imp/Tot Exemption Assessed 

 

2012 COUNTY OF ESSEX 404800 0   975500 
  HALL OF RECORDS 570700     
  NEWARK, N.J. 07102 975500     

  
2011 COUNTY OF ESSEX 771000 0   1406600 
  HALL OF RECORDS 635600     
  NEWARK, N.J. 07102 1406600     

  
2010 COUNTY OF ESSEX 771000 0   1406600 
  HALL OF RECORDS 635600     
  NEWARK, N.J. 07102 1406600     

  
2009 CITIZEN'S COMM PRESBY MEM IRIS GAR 771000 0   1406600 
  474 UPPER MOUNTAIN AVENUE 635600     
  MONTCLAIR, N.J. 07043 1406600     

  

Page 1 of 1Property Detail

10/25/2012http://tax1.co.monmouth.nj.us/cgi-bin/m4.cgi?district=0713&l02=071300802____00026...



Appendix B: 
Base Survey 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



~:· 054 
NEW JERSEY OFFICE OF CULWRAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION SECTION 0713 0; 7 
INDNIDUAL STRUCTJJRE SURVEY FORM HISTORIC SITES INVENTORY NO. 

HISTORIC NAME: Di ttig/Walther House 
LOCATION: <4 74 t:pl)e:::" ~,1ountai!~ Ave. 

MUNICIPALITY: '·!ontclair 
USGS QUAD: Orange 
OWNER/ADDRESS: Citizens CO'"-'nittee for the 

?:-esby ~!er.,orial Iris Gardens 

DESCRIPTION 

Construction Date: 

Architect: 

Circa 1858 

Style: vernacu.lar hon:e ,,; 2nd .Em;Jire 
elements. 

Number of Stories: ?'.· + B _, 
Foundation: Stone 

Exterior Wall Fabric: Clapboard 

COMMON NAME: 
BLOCK/LOT 0802/ZG: 6-G/ 21 

COUNTY: Essex 
UI'M REFERENCES: 

Source of Date: 

Builder: 

Zone/Northing/Basting 

National Register 
Nomination Form 

FonnfP!an Type: Ext ended square 

Fenestration: 5 bays; 2/2 J. E. sash w/ shutters. 

RooOChilnneys: Mansard roof, imbricated slate finish. 2 chimneys, 1 interior & 
1 exterior end. Flat roof over rear wing. 

Additional Architectural Description: 

PHOTO 

/·. porch · ... .-j slopir>_g roof, square section colul:-J..'1S &. open balus~rc.de exter~ds 
across nain elevation. 

':'he ·cen+:.er entra~:ce \17/ double doors is· flanP:-ed by ·t, .. ·o 2/2 "s11uttered \--·in.dm .. ·s 
a·~ either side. 

I3.!.'2.C~ets e):ten.d belo1.,; all the roofs & all of the windoh'S have cornices ato-_.-c. 

:\lte:~a~ior:s/I:!odifica~io;.s: The f~ont ;J,orc~. is lz..ter & not part cf the origir-~1 
sr::.~ucture. 

A t\~'o story l;:Jay extends to the so.t:th. 

Map (Indicate North) 

' I 
' I 



SITING, BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION, AND RELATED STRUCTURES: 

Eouse sited at center of 233• x 274' lot. 

:a::--.1: o".Jtbuildir:.z; exists on the nort!':-"-"es<:. coner o: the property. 

SURROUNDING ENVIRONMENT: Urban 0 Suburban til Scattered Buildings 0 
Open Space D Woodland D Residential B Agricultural D Village D 
Industrial D Downtown Commerical D Highway Commercial D Other D 

SIGNIFICANCE: 
This house & gardens, along with the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens, is adjacent 
to Mountainside Park and form an important horticultural complex which was 
designated to the National Register in October, 1980. The house with its 
distinctive Mansard roof now serves as the headquarters of the non-profit 
organization, the Citizens Committee of the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens. 
It was built circa 1858 by a farmer, George A. Dittig, who acquired the 
property in 1853. A sandstone house which previously stood on the property 
was demolished prior to World War I. 

For many years this had been the home of Hr. and Mrs. Frederick P. Walther. 
Mrs. Walther was a leader in the effort to obtain the vote for women. She 
was instrumental in having the adjacent property to the north established 
as a Montclair municipal park, Mountainside Park. This preserved the last 
area in the community where one can still view the tree-covered slope of the 
Watchung Mountains, which fo~ the western edge of the town. The Iris gardens 
were established in Mountainside Park through the efforts of Mrs. Walthers an~ 
her citizens committee. In 1927 these gardens were named for (continued under Co· ent• 

ORIGINAL USE: Residential PRESENT USE: Horticultural Center 
PHYSICAL CONDITION: Excellent 0 Good 0 Fair [XI Poor 0 
REGISTER ELIGIBILITY: Yes !Xl Possible 0 No r:J Part of District 0 
THREATS TO SITE: RoadsD Development 0 Zoning 0 Deterioration 0 

No Threat 5J Other 0 
COM.'AENTS: 
Frank Presby, a prominent Montclair resident and a founding director of the 
American Iris Society. Mrs. Walther continued to serve the iris gardens as 
chairman of the citizens committee until her death in 1977. She was a well known 
horticulturist and with her supervision, the Presby Iris Gardens became known as 
the "finest collectioo of all kinds of iris in the U.S.". Mrs. Walther also deve ped 

Sidney, J. C. Map of Essex County, Newarkz Hiram A. Belding, 1850. 

"National Register of Historic Places Inventory--Nomination Form", Feb. 18, 1980 • 
• 

RECORDED BY: DATE: 
ORGANIZATION: ~·~.::es~::vz.::.ion :;or .. tcla..ir 
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Map Reference:
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Elevation: Ref:

Current
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0713037

DITTIG-WALTHER HOUSE “PRESBY MEMORIAL IRIS GARDENS”

474 Upper Mountian Avenue

Montclair

07043

Essex

Orange

Presby Memorial Iris Gardens

474 Upper Mountain Ave., Montclair

 Laurel Place

 Upper Montclair

        1 (9)

 0802 / 26

 6-G/21

 233’ x 274’

 Private - Nonpro�it

East   0713037-7.jpg 6/21/12

Montclair Inventory of Historic Places         6/21/12              9/16/12

This house with its distinctive mansard roof now serves as the headquarters of the non-

pro�it organization, the Citizens Committee of the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens. It was 

built circa 1858 by a farmer, George A. Dittig, who acquired the property in 1853. A colonial 

sandstone house which previously stood on the property was demolished prior to World 

War I. For many years this had been the home of Mr. and Mrs. Fredrick P. Walther. Mrs. Wal-

ther was a leader in the eff ort to obtain the vote for women. She was instrumental in having 

the adjacent property to the north established as a Montclair municipal park, Mountainside 

Park. This preserved the last area in the community where one can still view the tree-cov-

ered slope of the Watchung Mountains, which form the western edge of the town. The iris 

gardens were established in Mountainside Park through the eff orts of Mrs. Walthers and 

her citizens committee.

This house & gardens, along with the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens, is adjacent to Moun-

tainside Park and form an important horticultural complex which was added to the Nation-

al Register of Historic Places in October of 1980. 
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Attachments Included:

Associated Archaeological Site/Deposit?

Status:Within A Historic District?
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Site Map

Source:
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Maps
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Bibliography &
Sources
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Registration
and
Status Dates

NHL DOESHPO LOCAL / OTHERSR

#

NR

#

Historic Theme:

Registry Note:

MPS Name:

RECORDED:SURVEY NAME: PRINTED: 9/16/2005

Sidney, JC.  Map of Essex County.  Newark: Hiram A. Beldingm, 1850.

Price, Eleanor M.  Individual Structure Survey: Site #0713037,” Preservation Montclair, 

2/18/1981.

Historic Narrative courtesy of the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens.  

In 1927, these gardens were named for Frank Presby, a prominent Montclair resident and a 

founding director of the American Iris Society. Mrs. Walther continued to serve the Iris Gar-

dens as chairman of the citizens committee untiil her death in 1977. She was a well known 

horticulturist and with her supervision, the Presby Iris Gardens became known as the “�in-

est collection of all kinds of iris in the U.S.”. Mrs. Walther also developed her own projects 

with rare plant material.

0713037

Montclair Inventory of Historic Places          6/21/12              9/16/12

    9/17/80      6/25/80

     80002493     1171

  Representative Style Architecture

None        Pending

         None



CONTINUATION SHEET Historic Site #:

1P A G E
Historical Preservation Commission

BASE SURVEY FORM

Property Name:

Property
Description

RECORDED:SURVEY NAME: PRINTED: 9/16/2005

BUILDING DESCRIPTION

The Dittig-Walther House is a large �ive-bay vernacular farmhouse constructed circa 1858, 

with a distinctive mansard roof added sometime in the late 1800s.  There is a large front 

porch with a sloping metal roof and an open square section balustrade which was added 

in the early twentieth century and is not original to the structure.  There is also a single 

story rear wing which is a later addition.  The exterior walls are painted wood clapboards.  

The fenestration is 2/2 double hung wood windows, which probably date from the Second 

Empire style building alterations.  The sash is shuttered and there are decorative scrolled 

window heads above each main window.  There are three gabled dormers across the east 

facade, punctured into the imbricated slate �inish of the mansard roof.  The boxed roof 

cornice contains heavy scrolled brackets, which are also evident above the two-story bay 

window extension which extends from the southern facade and is a later improvement.  

A small early twentieth century frame outbuilding, used for horticultural purposes, sits on 

the northwest corner of the property. 

GARDENS HISTORY

The Essex County Presby Memorial Iris Gardens was established in 1927 to honor Frank 

H. Presby of Montclair, a leading horticulturalist and a founder of The American Iris Soci-

ety. This living museum, listed on the State and National Registers of Historic Sites, off ers a 

spectacular display of thousands of iris varieties to visitors from all over the world.

The history of the Presby Memorial Iris Gardens is one that is deeply entrenched in the 

history of its community, Montclair, New Jersey. The Gardens were started as a memorial 

to Frank H. Presby, one of the founders of the American Iris Society and a leading citizen 

of Montclair. Frank Presby was an iris hybridizer and owned a �ine iris collection. It was 

his expressed wish to give a collection of his favorite �lower, the iris, to Montclair’s newly 

acquired Mountainside Park. Unfortunately, before he could carry out his plans, he passed 

away in 1924.

Three years later in 1927, Miss Katherine Inness, the �irst curator of the Montclair Art 

Museum, acted on behalf of the Montclair Museum Board and presented to the Montclair 

government the project of establishing an iris garden as a memorial to Mr. Presby. The 

proposed iris gardens would act not only as place of remembrance, but would also draw in 

visitors and encourage educational projects such as teaching the care, history, and hybrid-

ization of iris. The Presby Memorial Iris Gardens are the result of the collaborative eff orts 

of the Town Council, Parks Commission, the Garden Club of Montclair, and the American 

Iris Society (A.I.S) under the supervision of the newly formed Citizens Committee led by its 

Chairperson, Barbara Walther.

Barbara Walther was a graduate from the University of Chicago with a Botany degree. In 

1918 she and her husband Fred purchased the Upper Mountain property next to Mountain-

side Park. She was a charter member of the Montclair Women’s Club and the Garden Club

DITTIG-WALTHER HOUSE “PRESBY MEMORIAL IRIS GARDENS”

0713037

Montclair Inventory of Historic Places          6/21/12              9/16/12



CONTINUATION SHEET Historic Site #:

2P A G E
Historical Preservation Commission

BASE SURVEY FORM

RECORDED:SURVEY NAME: PRINTED: 9/16/2005

of Montclair where she gave lectures and wrote a variety of articles. Mr. and Mrs. Walther 

were also instrumental in preserving the land for Mountainside Park and establishing the 

Presby Memorial Iris Gardens. She remained a �ixture amongst the iris well into her nine-

ties and passed away at ninety-six in 1977, the �iftieth anniversary of The Gardens’ incep-

tion.

The �irst irises were planted at a dedication meeting which included the Citizens Commit-

tee members and the Town Commissioners. Several hundred supporters arrived, bringing 

iris plants. Some of the �irst plants came from Mr. Presby’s own garden as a gift from his 

children. Other iris plants were donated by the American Iris Society, the Kellogg Gardens, 

and from Great Britain, Germany, and Japan’s countrymen who were international admir-

ers of the work being done in Montclair. Local contributors included Joseph Van Vleck who 

donated his Siberica Iris to the Gardens, and A. I. S. President John Wister, who laid out the 

garden design and helped supervise the planting with Barbara Walther. The town supplied 

labor and materials for The Gardens and the Citizens Committee became responsible for 

the management of The Gardens. They were also greatly helped by members of the Garden 

Club of Montclair who from the beginning gave money to secure new irises each year. Jen-

nie Bonsal was one of the earliest supporters. She used her considerable skills to organize 

the iris collection into card catalogues. These cards became the basis for the bed books and 

database that today contain information about each iris variety and its location.

The Citizens Committee was formally incorporated in March of 1963 and purchased the 

Walther property in 1977. The house then became the of�icial headquarters for The Citi-

zens Committee of Presby Memorial Iris Gardens of Montclair, Inc.

The Gardens are always being improved. A sprinkler system was installed, making easier 

the care of newly planted beds and lawns. A dry creek bed was restored along the spine of 

The Gardens, and two handsome bridges were built to cross it. Specimen trees were plant-

ed west of the creek bed as well as various grasses around the creek. Siberian, Louisiana 

and Japanese irises are planted in and on the side of the creek. In 2007, a patio with memo-

rial benches was installed at the entrance to the gardens.

In 2009, Essex County purchased the Walther House and Grounds from the Citizens Com-

mittee, saving the gardens from an uncertain future. The Citizens Committee leases the 

house and grounds and continues to fund raise the cost of operating the gardens.
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