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The Area 
Before 
Caldwell

• Waterlogged marshland.

• A dilapidated Victorian lily pool.

• Exotic, non-native plants.



Under 
Caldwell’s 
Stewardship

• The opportunity to create a quiet refuge for city 
dwellers.

• A small-scale representation of the natural history of 
the region.

• “Besides a nature garden”, Caldwell also envisioned “a 
geological statement.”

• Built between 1936 and 1938.
• Opened to great acclaim and enthusiastic attendance.



As the Zoo 
Grew…

• The Park District reclaimed the area in 1946 for the housing the LP 
Zoo’s exotic bird collection.

• As “The Rookery”, the birds took priority over the space.
• Many birds destroyed plants.
• The lagoon edges eroded.
• Bird droppings damaged the pool.

• Lack of maintenance of the landscape resulted additional issues.
• Invasive trees took root.
• The resulting dense canopy of mulberry, box elder and 

buckthorn blocked the sun.
• The lower canopy began to suffer.



The First 
Renovation

• In 1966-68, the Park District changed the park design to address 
the Rookery problems.
• Spent $160,000.
• Added thousands of tons of new stone.
• Added new amenities such as lighting, split rail fencing, 

more bird cages, and a shed.
• The problems were not solved.

• Birds still destroyed land- and hard-scaping.
• Invasive plants continued to outgrow the native plantings 

and destroyed the light and water needed for survival.
• Adding more stones did not stop land erosion.



Crisis Call for Restoration

• In 1997, a local nonprofit (Friends of Lincoln Park) worked with the 
Park District and the LP Zoo.
• To  develop community consensus about the future of the lily 

pool.
• To develop a plan to save it.
• To manage the site as a naturalistic garden and haven for 

migratory birds.



A New Life as 
Caldwell’s Vision

• Rehabilitation began in 2000.

• After two years and $2.5m, the Lily 
Pool reopened.

• It was renamed the Alfred Caldwell 
Lily Pool in acknowledgment of his 
vision for this small city space.



Today

• The non-profit Lincoln Park 
Conservancy (LPC) and the Chicago 
Park District (CPD) have developed a 
plan for the unique needs of this 
space.
• The CPD owns the property.
• The LPC runs the volunteer 

and docent programs.
• In 2003, the Lily Pool was 

recognized by the City of Chicago as 
a Chicago Historic Landmark.

• In 2006, the Lily Pool was 
recognized as a National Historic 
Landmark.


