
 
 

From The Ashes 
 

Nearly Two Years After Being Ravaged By Fire, A Historic Maple Bluff Home Is Reborn.  
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MAPLE BLUFF  
Sally Vilas Whiffen was driving home from a card party on the brutally cold night of Jan. 29, 2004, when she saw flames 
rip the sky near Lake Mendota. 
Turning onto Cambridge Road, she saw fire spewing from the landmark mansion her grandparents had built in 1917. 
She'd spent much of her childhood there with a menagerie of dogs and birds, and exotic plants grown in the greenhouse. 
She remembered peaceful winter nights on her grandmother's pumpkin-colored velvet sofas near the fireplace, watching 
the frozen lake through the windows. 
There was nothing peaceful about the house on that winter night two years ago. By the time firefighters arrived, eight-foot 
flames had swallowed much of the home's red tile roof. More than 90 firefighters from 14 Dane County departments were 
at the scene, some coming from as far away as Mount Horeb. 
Temperatures had plunged to 12 below zero with a wind-chill factor of minus 28. As firefighters struggled with water 
hoses in the frigid air, they were glazed in ice. Their hands went stiff and they were rotated in and out of the action in 15-
minute shifts, retreating into a Madison Metro bus to thaw, or to rub brittle gloves in its exhaust. It was a ghastly carnival 
of fire, ice and flashing lights. 
By all accounts, it was the biggest and most spectacular residential blaze in Dane County history. 
\ A long, sad night 
A woman at the scene was screaming. Peggy Hedberg, who had moved into the home at 69 Cambridge Road with her two 
daughters in 1999, was watching nearly everything she owned being destroyed -- family antiques and photographs, her 
cherished art collection. 
Earlier that day, contractors had removed old insulation from the attic crawl space, replacing it  with foam insulation. 
Because of the dust and fumes from the work, Hedberg and her girls were spending the night at the nearby home of her 
fiance, Dr. John Niederhuber. "I kept trying to tell myself, 'It's just a house,' " Hedberg recently recalled. 
It would be a very long night for everyone involved. 
"At some point I realized I was being questioned as an arson suspect," Hedberg said. By next morning, what was left of 
the residence looked like the ravaged palace from Doctor Zhivago, with monstrous icicles hanging like stalactites from the 
roofless walls. Trees had snapped like toothpicks under the weight of ice. The street was clogged with vehicles, many of 
them filled with gawkers. 
The roof had collapsed onto the home's second story, burying it in deep rubble that included roof tiles that weighed seven 
pounds each. Twenty-four thousand gallons of water from fire hoses was freezing in the basement. Everything that hadn't 
burned was damaged by water, smoke, or both. 
The next day, yellow crime scene tape surrounded the house. And while the arson investigation was under way, soggy 
debris continued to deteriorate what remained of the home and its contents. 
Three weeks later the fire marshal ruled out arson. The fire apparently began in the attic crawl space at the north end of 
the house. It moved down, ripping through a daughter's bedroom directly below with heat so intense that a decorative iron 
grate on a window melted. Then it swept down into the first-floor den, incinerating everything in the room. 
One question still has not been resolved. Who, if anyone, was to blame for the accidental fire? Hedberg and her insurer, 
Cincinnati Insurance, allege that the contractor who put in the foam insulation installed it on a day that was too cold for 
the procedure, and left a space heater on in the attic to cure the foam. The civil case is pending. 
In late January, cleared of suspicion, Hedberg could finally enter her home and see what was left. 
Already gone were 265 pieces of artwork and family photos. The day after the fire they were taken by art conservators 
dressed like commandos to the Chicago Conservation Center. Among the art was a large ceiling mural, "Birds of 
Wisconsin," which was as old as the house. Almost everything on the second floor was destroyed. On the first floor, 
furniture and a grand piano were chiseled from the icy floor and most of it could not be saved. Everything that remained 
was boxed and hauled to a warehouse. It would take Hedberg a year to sort through her nearly composted belongings in 
the boxes. 



"Fortunately, I'm not sentimental or I wouldn't have gotten through this," she said. 
Hedberg already been forced to make the most critical decision of all in the chaotic week after the fire. Did she want to 
tear down what was left and build a new house on the site? Bulldoze the house, sell the land, and start over somewhere 
else? 
A third choice, the most complicated and time-consuming, would be to restore the 6,000-square-foot house. 
\ Historical perspective 
Most observers had already said the last rites for the picturesque old mansion. Preservation officials lamented the loss of 
an irreplaceable historic landmark. 
People quickly offered to buy the prime real estate beneath the hulking wreck of Hedberg's home. 
"It probably could have been divided into two lots," she said. "One offer that was really insulting, and it made me angry. I 
didn't want to see two boring new houses built on my land." 
It wasn't just that Hedberg loved the house and wanted to live there. She understood the mansion's value as an 
architectural and historical landmark. She'd lived in old houses in Janesville, where her parents started a business, Lab 
Safety Supply, in their basement. (Hedberg is a former president of the company.) 
The Mediterranean-Revival style home had been built by Maurice Johnson, a son of the Norwegian immigrant John A. 
Johnson, who founded Madison's first big manufacturing company, the Gisholt Machine Co. Johnson was also a 
politician, and Johnson Street was named for him. 
The house was also distinguished by the man who had designed it. 
Madison's best-known early-20th century architect, Frank Riley, was just beginning his career, and fresh off a grand tour 
of Europe, when Maurice Johnson asked him to design a home for him in the new development of Maple Bluff. Before 
then, Maple Bluff was a remote wooded area used mostly for picnics; Maurice Johnson's home was one of the first in the 
village. 
Ten years later Riley also designed another mansion two doors down for Johnson's brother, which is now the Governor's 
Mansion. A third Johnson brother, not to be outdone, had Riley design an even bigger home for him on the village's 
Upper Bluff. 
Riley, who designed about 100 homes in the Madison area, was known as a master of period styles with a gift for 
proportion, detail and finishes. 
Most of his designs were in the Colonial style; just two were Mediterranean Revivals. 
\ The difficult decision 
On the Monday after the fire, Hedberg called preservation architect Charlie Quagliana of Isthmus Architecture, who had 
overseen the recent restoration of the State Capitol. She asked him to inspect her home to see if it could be saved. 
A structural engineer, hanging in a basket hoisted by a crane, saw that the building was not in danger of collapsing any 
further. Some thing, like one of the chimneys, had to be removed immediately. Quagliana and a team of experts went 
inside and crawled over debris looking for cracks, leaning walls, fire damage to floor supports and water damage. 
With some bracing and temporary support columns, the house was s table and safe enough for contractors to tarp the 
second floor to keep out snow and rain. "I told Peggy the house could be salvaged," Quagliana said recently, as he looked 
at the fire photos in his office at Isthmus Architecture. "But the water damage turned out to be much worse than I 
thought." 
Hedberg decided to restore the house. 
"That was possible only because I had very good insurance," she said. She had purchased a special policy to protect her 
extensive art collection. Typical home insurance policies pay to replace a home at today's costs. Hedberg's policy, in 
contrast, had no dollar limit. Her insurer was obliged to pay the cost of restoring the building and its contents to their pre-
fire condition, whatever the cost. Hedberg made sure her attorney accompanied her to meetings with the insurance 
company representatives. It was the largest insurance settlement resulting from a fire in Dane County history, according to 
Quagliana. Hedberg declined to discuss specifics of the insurance settlement. 
While the paperwork dragged on, action was needed to prevent further disintegration of the house and its contents. 
The groaning weight of sodden rubble continued to buckle wood floors and ceilings. Quagliana was in for one of the most 
difficult challenges of his career. 
"We didn't have time to plan," he said. "In most historic restorations you have a long time to figure out how you're going 
to do things. When we were working on the Capitol, every detail had been carefully planned." 
Help came from a surprising source. A cardboard tube, frozen solid, was retrieved from the small area of the attic that 
wasn't destroyed by fire. It contained Frank Riley's original drawings of Hedberg's house on linen, as well as drawings of 
the Governor's Mansion. They were taken to the Wisconsin Historical Society for conservation. 
The drawings gave Quagliana and crew something to work with. Missing, however, were drawings to explain how the 
huge roof, with clay tiles on its sides and flat copper on top, had been built. 



"Lots of math was involved in our trying to imagine how the roof had been built," said Quagliana. "But even then we 
couldn't figure it out." 
Building techniques had changed drastically in the last 90 years. In 1917, the house had been hand-framed on the site. 
Modern construction, in contrast, involves timber trusses. 
"A lot of decisions had to be made on the spot, up on the roof," he said. 
Another problem was finding a match for the old red clay tile roof. 
The company that made the original clay tile was still in operation. But the vein of clay used for Spanish red tiles 
produced in the early 20th century was tapped out. The "red" tiles now being made were actually brown -- very different 
from the orangey-red originals. 
Tile salvage companies across the country were contacted as Quagliana's team searched for a massive amount of old 
orangey-red tiles -- enough to cover the 4,400-square-foot roof. 
They got lucky. An Illinois race track built in the 1920s was getting rid of its original Spanish red roof. It was an exact 
match, made from the same clay, by the same company, in the same time period. To most observers, the roof on 
Hedberg's house looks exactly like it did before the fire. Now, though, a waterproof membrane is stretched beneath the 
tile. The roof is expected to keep the house dry for another century. 
\ An enormous puzzle with many missing pieces 
With the roof on, the painstaking job of restoring the interior could begin. 
The complications were daunting even for the man who had masterminded the restoration of the Capitol. 
When a home has extreme fire and water damage, every move is a wild card. Despite his years of experience with historic 
restorations, Quagliana had never before worked on a fire-damaged building. 
Engineered Construction of Verona, the contractor the insurance company wanted Hedberg to use, had no experience with 
historic restoration. But the contractor knew a lot about fire -damaged buildings, and also how to work effectively with 
insurance companies. 
"It was a forced marriage," Quagliana said. "We didn't trust each other at first. It took a couple of months. But after that, 
things began to move smoothly." 
A forensic team who worked like CSI sleuths got things rolling. Their job: figure out what the house looked like before 
the fire, and what materials had been used to build it. They bored into old plaster to discover original paint colors. Scraps 
of burned paneling were analyzed at Forest Products Laboratory to identify woods. They examined stone used in the 
house, and learned where it had been quarried. 
Almost everything in the house was methodically taken apart, numbered, measured, cataloged. Each piece was restored, 
replaced by salvaged parts or replicated. The Humpty Dumpty house would be put together again. 
About 40 sub-contractors worked on the restoration. Quagliana brought in many of the craftsmen he'd worked with on the 
Capitol: woodworkers, plasterers, masons. Specialists in other areas were also carefully chosen. 
"We wanted to be sure we had the best people doing the work," Quagliana said. 
"I had asked Peggy at the beginning, 'How do you want this house to look when you move back in?' " he said. "She said 
she wanted it to look like it did in 1917." 
\ Changes and updates 
Even so, the project presented the opportunity to install modern conveniences, such as cable connections in every room. 
Every wall had to be replaced. Hedberg had to decide whether they would be made of plaster, as they originally were, or 
sheet rock, which is much less expensive and much easier to work with. And in the future it would be easier to update 
wiring and make other changes if sheet rock was used. But after seeing samples of both, Hedberg chose plaster. 
"In terms of historic appearance, there is no comparison," she said. 
Installing plaster walls turned the planning process on its head. "The plaster had to dry 60 to 90 days, and so that's what 
drove the project," Quagliana said. Sub-contractors' schedules were juggled, and then juggled some more. 
After the walls were plastered, there were floors to contend with. About 95 percent of the wooden floors on the first floor 
survived, but none on the second floor could be saved. 
Surprisingly, the sweeping staircase that begins in the foyer and winds up and around the second floor survived the 
calamity, and needed relatively few repairs. A few scorch marks and gouges can still be seen on the railings. "I didn't want 
them removed," Hedberg said. "They're part of the history of the house, too."  
No attempt was made to return the kitchen to its 1917 condition. It had already been changed several times by various 
owners, Hedberg among them. Kitchens are also used much differently now than they were in those days. Then, kitchens 
were the domain of servants who worked behind closed doors and served their employers in dining rooms. The servants 
had a separate dining room, tiny and plain. 
Hedberg's new kitchen has a vintage look. But rather than being an isolated place for hired help, it's the center of her 
home. During the restoration, a glass conservatory facing the lake was added, which serves as a family room. 



In August, 563 days after the fire, Hedberg and her family moved back home. Most of her art and family photos came 
home too, looking good as new. 
Paintings that arrived in ice-covered frames, some looking like lost causes, were inspected by specialists using an 
"optivisor," a device that shows where pigment was coming loose because of fire or water damage. With syringes, special 
conservation adhesives were injected into the artwork, so pigments would "relax" and reattach to the canvas. Framed art 
was taken apart, slowly dried and carefully cleaned with conservation solvents specially blended for each particular piece. 
"We were able to save all but five pieces in the Hedberg collection because we were in there the next day and caught it in 
time," said Heather Becker, CEO of the Chicago Conservation Center, which is currently working on 2,000 pieces of art 
damaged by Hurricane Katrina. 
This week, Hedberg will open her home to the public to show the results of 18 months of work to restore the home and art 
collection. The "Art and Architecture Tour" of Hedberg's home will benefit the Madison Museum of Contemporary Art. 
"We all went through a lot during this process, but it was worth it," she said. "What I really hope is somebody will still be 
taking care of this house 100 years from now." 
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