
ary Arth remembers strolling up and down Centen-
nial Mall as a little girl with her family on football Sat-

urdays. 
 “It was just awesome looking up at the State Capitol,” she 

said. “It was the best. I thought Centennial Mall was the most 
beautiful place ever.”

She also remembers riding the bus downtown with her sib-
lings, eating macaroni and cheese at Miller and Paine, and 
handing out carnations with a big “N” on football Saturdays as a 
“High Styler” for Hovland-Swanson.

Born in New York City, Mary moved to Lincoln at the age of 
3 with her parents, native Nebraskans Jack and Betty Morrow, 
when her dad started Morrow Motors at 14th and N streets. 

The oldest of the eight Morrow children, Mary first learned 
the importance of community service from her parents. Her 
mother was active in Junior League, the Lincoln Symphony, the 
Cathedral of the Risen Christ Choir and the Orthopedic Hospital. 
Mary recalls as a little girl, she helped her mother with the book 
carts at the hospital. 

Mary met her future husband, Larry, when she was in the 
7th grade. Both graduates of the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 
they married in 1966 and had three children, Laura, Susie and 
Bill, who are now grown and lead successful lives. Laura owns a 
hospitality consulting company, ThePlaceToSpace.com, and lives 
in Washington, D.C. Susie is the Web site editor for ESPN RISE 
in New York City, and Bill works in Lincoln for BBW Capital.

According to Mary, all three are successful because they re-
ceived “the gift of working hard from their father.” Larry was CEO 
of Ameritas Life Insurance Corp. until 2008, when he died of 
cancer. “They saw their father work diligently, and they wanted 
to emulate him,” Mary said. 

Both Larry and Mary shared a deep dedication to making 
their community a better place to live. Larry was a leadership 
force in Lincoln. He served as chair of the Chamber of Com-
merce and was active with other organizations, including 2015 
Vision. 

“He was a big supporter of the University of Nebraska, serv-

ing in a myriad of volunteer capacities, and knew the impor-
tance of creating opportunities in both business and industry so 
that young people would be enticed to remain in the state,” 
Mary said. “Together, we liked projects that helped Lincoln 
thrive.”

When the children were small, Mary joined the Junior 
League and became more active in the community. 

“It was fun being with my friends and learning about the 
needs of Lincoln,” she said. 

She was also involved with the Health Galleries at UNL, 
served as a docent at the Children’s Zoo and helped raise 
money for Madonna’s first handicapped-accessible van.

As a young mother, Mary frequently took her kids to Lincoln 
parks. She says she loves all of the parks, but when pressed, 
she admits her favorites are Pioneers Park and Hazel Abel Park. 
An avid tennis player, she has played on courts at Roberts, Ir-
ving, Woods and Henry parks over the years.

So when then-Lincoln Mayor Mike Johanns appointed Mary 
to the Parks and Recreation Advisory Board in the 1990s, it was 
a natural way for her to give back to the community she loves 
so much.

She served on the board as the City built the first dog run, 
new trails and Star City Shores. In 2002, she helped raise 
money to renovate Sunken Gardens. Mary served as Board 
chair and now is a Trustee of the Lincoln Parks Foundation 
Board.

“Parks are important to Lincoln, because they are for all peo-
ple … babies to senior citizens, 

she said. “From recreation to simple beauty, parks provide a 
wonderful outdoor experience for everyone. Parks serve as a 
very important component of our quality of life.”

When asked to lead the effort to renovate Centennial Mall in 
2009, she jumped at the chance. 

“I think our Capitol is one of the most visible landmarks in 
our entire state,” she said. “When people come to Lincoln, it’s 
one of the first things they see. The mall is the front door to the 
Capitol, and it needs to be just as beautiful.”

Mary Arth of Lincoln Parks Foundation is leading 
the effort to renovate Centennial Mall
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Mary Arth is leading the statewide campaign cabinet effort to renovate Nebraska’s Centennial Mall. PHOTO BY FRANK EKELER
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Built in 1967 to commemorate the state’s 
100th anniversary, Centennial Mall extends 
north from the State Capitol seven blocks on 
what would be 15th Street and connects two 
of Nebraska’s important institutions: the State 
Capitol and the University of Nebraska.

The Mall has functioned as a gathering 
space and rallying point for many different 
events and occasions throughout Nebraska’s 
history. It served as a vigil space for citizens as 
they reflected and grieved following the Sept. 
11, 2001 terrorist attacks. Bob Kerrey an-
nounced his candidacy for President on the 
Mall. In addition, 40,000 of the state’s fourth 
graders walk down the Mall after their annual 
visit to the State Capitol.

Today, the Mall has deteriorated to the 
point where safety and security are a major 
concern. The Mall lacks accessibility, appropri-

ate lighting and, quite simply, no longer func-
tions as an inviting public space.

“If you have it, you have the obligation to 
maintain it. We must take care of what we 
have.  We are charged with that responsibil-
ity,” Mary said. She is grateful that the $9 mil-
lion plan includes $1.5 million for an 
endowment fund, which will ensure that the 
mall stays attractive and viable forever.

Designed by The Clark Enersen Partners, 
BVH Architects, Olsson Associates and Tom 
Laging Associates, the redesign plan recog-
nizes and celebrates the legacy of steward-
ship in Nebraska – past, present and future. 
The strategy will allow education and storytell-
ing of the state’s natural and civic history 
while highlighting many of the unique aspects 
and features of the state. The plan also in-
cludes sustainable components including 

Silva cell technology, pervious pavement and 
150 trees that will frame the view of the Capi-
tol.

Joining Mary on the Centennial Mall state-
wide campaign cabinet are other proven, 
hardworking volunteers including Roger Lar-
son, Patty Pansing Brooks, Liz Shotkoski, Jim 
Krieger, Tom Pansing, Jr., Mike Seacrest, Jeff 
Searcy, Liz Lange, Don Pederson, Eric Brown 
and Christie Dionisopoulos. Former Gover-
nors Tiemann, Thone, Nelson, Kerrey and Jo-
hanns serve as honorary chairs.

Current funding partners include the City 
of Lincoln, the University of Nebraska Founda-
tion, Lancaster County, State Energy Program 
and the Junior League of Lincoln. The cam-
paign is now in its silent phase and is seeking 
private funding partners.

 “Centennial Mall should be as pristine 
and beautiful as the State Capitol,” Arth 
said. “Now is the time to make it safe, edu-
cational and accessible so all Nebraskans 
can be proud of it once again.”

Editor’s note: For more information on 
the Nebraska Centennial Mall project, go 
to www.NECentennialMall.org
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Design images for the planned renovation of Centennial Mall include 1) a plaza view from the Nebraska State Office 
Building, and 2) a fountain and 150 trees that will frame the view of the Capitol entrance. DESIGN IMAGES COURTESY OF 

CLARK ENERSEN PARTNERS, BVH ARCHITECTS, OLSSON ASSOCIATES AND TOM LAGING ASSOCIATES 3) From left: Roger Larson, 
Lincoln Parks and Recreation Director Lynn Johnson and Patty Pansing Brooks review renovation plans on Nebraska’s 
Centennial Mall. PHOTO BY SUSAN LARSON
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