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A Product of His Time
• Born during the 2nd US Industrial 

Revolution.
• Raised in the rapidly growing city 

of Chicago.
• A child during WWI.
• An adult during the Great 

Depression, struggling for work.
• A beneficiary of WPA funds 

available to the Chicago Park 
District.

• An adult during US participation 
in WW II.

• Outspoken in a new, little 
understood profession.

Alfred Caldwell
1903-1998



Familiar Stories?

• Paying for his vision
• Caldwell’s design plan called for wildflowers scattered 

along the ground and planted between stones.
• The Park District was out of money, but Caldwell was 

determined to finish the garden he envisioned.
• With his wife’s OK, he cashed in his life insurance policy.
• He purchased truckloads of flowers in Wisconsin.
• Since the Park District had no money for plants, they

certainly had no money for labor.
• Caldwell chose to plant them himself.



• Alfred Caldwell was a student of Landscape Architect Jens Jensen.
• They both embraced the idea of Prairie School design for buildings 

and grounds.



Familiar Stories?

• Overseeing one of thousands of Works Progress 
Administration projects in Illinois
• WPA idea was part of the New Deal to keep people 

employed during the Great Depression.
• Caldwell was assigned a small, dilapidated Chicago lily 

garden to recreate into something interesting for the 
citizens of Chicago.
• This is one of many WPA projects which resulted in 

something beautiful that is still enjoyed today.



• Alfred Caldwell decided that city dwellers needed to remember the 
beauty of the Illinois prairies and forests.

• So he designed a garden with an artist’s eye of what remains after a 
glacier meanders over the earth.



Familiar Stories?

• Unexpected meetings
• Caldwell was planting those final wildflowers to 

complete his vision of in-city prairies and woodlands.
• Three strangers walked into the garden. One remarked

on the “Frank Lloyd Wright” pavilion.
• Caldwell, overhearing the remark, corrected the 

stranger, stating that he was the designed such that “the 
spreading horizontal structure is like a tree rooted in a 
rock ledge.”
• Though none realized the significance of this meeting at 

the time.
• The three “strangers” became mentors and colleagues 

when Caldwell joined the Architecture program at the 
Armour Institute (now called IIT).



• Those three strangers were recent immigrants in charge of the 
Architecture School at the Armour Institute.

• They were Ludwig Hilberseimer (architect, urban planner), Walter
Peterhans (architectural photographer), and Ludwig Mies vander
Rohe (architect).

• They quickly recognized Caldwell’s talents for design, drawing, 
project completion.

• Each man developed projects with Caldwell over their long careers.



Alfred Caldwell: The Last Prairie-style Landscape Architect of the 20th century.
LP Lily Pool: “The most fully realized surviving example of the work of 
Landscape Architect Alfred Caldwell.”




