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Saving Thurston:

The Fight to Preserve Green Lawn Abbey
By Robin Smith

Separated from the colorful booths fea-
turing the paraphernalia of magic at the
T5th Annual Magi-Fest Columbus, Ohio,
2006, a small space in the registration area
features only a simple PowerPoint presen-
tation. a brochure, and a large display of 2-
1/4 picture-buttons for sale. Their subject?
Howard Thurston, master magician of
magic’s Golden Age, and his final resting
place, Green Lawn Abbey.

The two people 1n the booth have a mis-
sion: They hepe to raise funds to repair and
preserve Green Lawn Abbey and with it,
Thurston's crypt betore 1t is lost to decay
and vandalism. Janice Loebbaka iz a vol-
unteer for the Columbus Landmarks
Foundation, an architectural preservation
organization. She first fell under the spell
of the Abbey a few years ago while visit-
ing it on the Landmarks’ annual Dead End
Bus Tour of allegedly haunted sites. She
was fascinated by the building, but also
remembers the evidence of vandalism: “It
stunk,” she said. “It smelled hike urine.
They were burning incense to cover the
smell tor the tour.”

In 2005, Loebbaka was one of the
organizers of the Dead End Tour. Hoping
to include the Abbey again, she called
Chip Aschinger, trustee of the Columbus
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Cemetery Association. He turned her
down. “He said it was too dangerous for
people to be walking around inside, that
there were blood and bird droppings that
were health hazards,” said Loebbaka.
Remembering the beauty of the building
underneath the damage. she says she
became a little obsessed with the Abbey.
“It was like it took over my mind.” she
said. “T'd wake up in the middle of the
night thinking about it. [ think I was being
called to do something for the place.”

Knowing that Thurston the Magician
was Green Lawn Abbey’s most famous
“resident.” Loebbaka called on Columbus
dentist Dr. Timothy Moaore, her friend and
a dedicated magician. Would he be willing
to do a show at the Abbey for the bus tour?
Moore said, At first I thought it was Kind
of an odd place to do a show, but then |
decided it would be a great way to honor
Thurston’s memaory.” Moore then contact-
ed Rory Feldman, New York magician and
the owner of the largest collection of
Thurston memorabilia mm the world.
Feldman said, “I'd known abeout Green
Lawn Abbey for many vears through my
interest in Thurston.” When asked if he'd
like to be involved in the show, his answer
was simple: “Abzolutely.”
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Loebbaka continued to work on Chip
Aschinger. She knew some magicians who
might be interested in contributing money
to secure the place, she told him. Could she
get inside to take some photos for them?
Since the first floor doors had just been
broken into again and were standing open
anyway., Aschinger gave her permission to
take photos. She called him again: The
first floor wasn't so bad, she said. She
thought she could find volunteers to clean
it up for the Dead End Tour, and they could
do a magic show to attract some attention
and maybe solicit some donations.
Aschinger gave Landmarks permission to
add the Abbey to the tour itinerary.

While preparing for the show and tour;

Loebbaka, Moore and Feldman mulled
over the idea of attempting to raise funds
for the Abbey s preservation. Dr. Moore,
having been a featured performer the pre-
vious vear, suggested an appearance at
Magi-Fest to publicize their quest.
Loebbaka contacted executive director Jep
Hostetler, who was happy to donate a
booth at an already full convention. But
what to display? With little time to prepare
for the February event, Loebbaka, Moore
and Feldman decided to keep it simple: a
presentation of photos of the Abbey, a
brochure detailing its grand history, and
photo buttons using images from Feld-
man’s Thurston cellection, to be sold as a
fundraiser.

Green Lawn Abbey:

Only the Fiest In the middle decades of the nineteenth century, cities across the
United States replaced their aging city burial grounds with new, rural “garden cemeter-
ies.” Their abundant space and high aesthetic standards helped spark a new interest in
aboveground interment. Wealthy families built elaborately designed private mau-
soleums to house their remains in perpetuity. For those aspiring to this “cleaner,” more
“modern” way of death but lacking the funds for a privately built tomb, there were com-
munity mausoleums.

The Columbus Mausoleum Company built dozens of community mausoleums in cen-
tral Ohio, mostly small to medium-size structures. In 1927 the company began erecting
its ultimate showpiece, the two-story 654-crypt Green Lawn Abbey. The Abbey's rusti-
cated gray granite exterior featured an arched stone entry on the first level and a portico
with four solid granite columns on the second floar. The interior was sheathed in
Vermont white marble and the floors tiled in Tennessee pink. Both floors were lit by
finely wrought bronze light fixtures and featured a central fover and chapel area with a
marble lectern. Stained glass windows shimmered in the chapel areas, at the end of each
hall or alcove, and in each upstairs family crypt space.

Besides a serene resting place for the dead, Green Lawn Abbey offered the finest
amenities for the living: restroom facilities, central heat, and the comfort of thick
Oriental carpets and carved wood benches and chairs for visiting mourners.
Unfortunately, Green Lawn Abbey's fledgling perpetual care fund did not survive the
disastrous stock market crash of 1929 and the depression that followed. As the number
of crypts for sale dwindled and the families of its inhabitants died or left Columbus, the
Abbey’s maintenance funds disappeared with them. The Columbus Cemetery
Association was formed in 1928 to care for the mausoleum and its future needs, but by
the [1960s maintenance funds were nearly nonexistent and the building slowly began to
deteriorate.
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