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Historical Overview 
 
 
 

This is an excerpt from a Brief History 
booklet that is sold by Preservation Partners 

of the Fox Valley at the Fabyan Villa 
Museum 

 
George and Nelle Fabyan began 

acquiring land in Kane County, along the Fox River, in 1905 when they purchased a10-acre farm from 
Geneva’s Harvey family.  The current "Fabyan Villa" was originally a smaller, "L" shaped farmhouse.  
It initially served as a summer home or country retreat.  In 1907, the Fabyans hired Frank Lloyd Wright 
enlarge and remodel the Villa.  The preliminary plans obtained from Wright’s Foundation depict the 
Villa’s current floor plan.  The architect’s hallmarks can be seen clearly throughout the building’s 
interior and exterior.  The Fabyans also contracted Wright to enlarge the Fox River Country Club, of 
which they were a founding member and owner of the property. 

By 1910, the Fabyans made Geneva their permanent residence.  They amassed 300-plus acres 
along the Fox River which evolved in to a fabulous estate, named "Riverbank." Their property included 
a working farm where they raised Jersey cattle, sheep, goats, corn and wheat, and had a chicken ranch 
(10,000 chickens annually). Additionally, they kept bears, alligators, monkeys, wolves, peacocks, 
parrots, deer, and numerous types of dogs.   

 Mrs. Fabyan interests and hobbies were in gardening and animal husbandry.  Riverbank 
featured an extensive greenhouse system with a conservatory where they could enjoy exotic plants 
during the winter months.  Nelle experimented with roses and successfully developing two varieties.  
There were formal gardens on the estate, including the Centennial Garden anchored by a 50 foot flag 
pole.  A sign in this garden informed all men who passed to please salute the flag.  Adjacent were the 
rose garden with rose-covered arbor, and the Japanese Garden. 

Colonel Fabyan had a deep interest in science and desired to make a lasting contribution to the 
world.  He financed and led landmark research in cryptography and acoustics at his Riverbank  
Laboratories complex that he developed on the west side of Rte. 31.  This research led to leading and 
supporting the U.S. military’s cryptanalysis in WWI.  Additional research included hearing aids, x-
rays, explosives, tuning forks, levitation, bells, radio improvements, and radiation treatment for cancer.  

 The Colonel and Nelle had an extensive interest in Japanese culture stemmed from George’s 
involvement in the Russo-Japanese peace negotiations.  Col. Fabyan served as a liaison to the Japanese 
delegation for the 1905 Russo-Japanese Peace Treaty negotiations in New Hampshire.  In 1910, they had 
a Japanese Garden designed and installed just below the Villa. This Garden remains today, renovated 
and replanted over the past 30 years.   

After their deaths, the Forest Preserve District purchased the 200 acres of the estate including 
the Villa, and the contents of the museum were brought to the Villa. A natural history museum was 
developed, and this museum operated off and on over the years.  The Fabyan Villa contains their 
collections from their private museum, notably Japanese and Chinese statuary, animal mounts 
(including a mako shark, alligators, peacocks, and a lemur), as well as the infamous mummy and a 
marble statue from the 1893 Columbian Exposition, along with many photographs revealing the 
Fabyans’ fabulous estate. 

In 1995, Preservation Partners of the Fox Valley was hired to operate the museum.  We 
interpret the museum as a Historic House, where we discuss the Fabyans, the Frank Lloyd 
Wright redesign, and the estate, particularly Fabyan’s Riverbank Laboratories. 


