
Restoration of the Alfred Caldwell Lily Pool 

General message: 
Many people know that the Lily Pool was designed by Alfred Caldwell in 1936-37 to replace an 
earlier Victorian garden and lily pond dating from 1889. The Zoo used it for exotic birds for 
decades until it was restored in 2001 and 2002 to near original Caldwell design.  
 
But the Lily Pool has undergone several other renovations over the years that people are less 
aware of, and the renovations 20 years ago created subtle but profound changes to the lily 
pool.  
 
 
Some of the Less discussed stories 

• Specific additions and removal of stones along the paths and at the pavilion.  
o Eg. the Park District lifted stones Caldwell places and put them back on top of 

the new stone, CPD removed the eastern path to limit public access, we took 
advantage of that to put in wheeled access.  

• The subtle addition of steal reinforcements in the wooded elements of the pavilion and 
gate  

o during the restoration, additions and changes were made to reinforce Caldwell’s 
designs. 

• The original entrance was on Cannon – now the Zoo parking lot 
• The story of the Lily Pool is continued cycles of love and disrepair, we need your help to 

maintain it… 
 
 
Facilitation Tips/Conversation Starters: 
Engage people in conversations, answering their questions, and sharing tidbits to get 
conversation going.  
Examples:  

• Ask if people remember the Rookery, and if so, ask them to share their stories 
• Ask if they remember the restoration and ask them to share 
• You wouldn’t know it to look at it, but … 

 
 
Conclusion/Tips for Facilitation: Please share any specific tips for the facilitation of this 
information and/or connections to other stations that could enrich people’s visits.  

• Thank them for visiting 
• Encourage them to visit the other stations 
• Be sure to let people know if you don’t know the answer a question, and direct them to 

Doug Widener or Rebecca Conant (or other LPC staff person) 
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Brief History: 
Tropical lilies proved hard to grow in Chicago, even in heated pools and the Victorian Lily Pool 
of 1889 fell into disrepair. In 1936, a young Alfred Caldwell, working for the Chicago Park 
District and using Works Progress Administration (WPA) money, re-designed the lily pool to 
reflect a more natural, midwestern environment. 
 
The Lily Pool remained largely as Caldwell had designed it for several years. By 1946, however, 
the Chicago Park District had designated it an area for the Lincoln Park Zoo to exhibit pelicans, 
flamingoes and other exotic fowl, renaming the site as the Zoo Rookery. The wings of the birds 
were pinioned to keep the birds in captivity. The landscape slowly began to decline. Many of 
the birds destroyed plants; caused the erosion of lagoon edges; and their droppings collected in 
the pool. Further erosion occurred throughout the site because invasive trees such as mulberry, 
box elder, and buckthorn took root and created a dense canopy. As less sunlight came in, many 
of the original native shrubs and wildflowers died out. Heavy human foot traffic compounded 
these problems. 
 
To correct the erosion problem and enhance the appearance of the space, the Chicago Park 
District conducted a $160,000 renovation of the site in 1966-68. At that time, the Chicago Park 
District did not address the problems that the birds or the invasive plants were causing to the 
site. Rather, the park district added thousands of tons of new stone as well as new site 
amenities that were not part of the original design such as lighting, split-rail fencing, additional 
cages, and a shed. The site remained the Zoo Rookery. The stone gave the ground level a 
stark appearance. Although the renovation did involve planting some native vegetation, 
invasive plants continued to grow in the area, and a dark and dense thicket of plant materials 
slowly emerged. 
 
In the early 1990s, the Chicago Park District attempted to conduct a pilot restoration project by 
focusing on a small area of the landscape, removing invasive plants, and replanting Caldwell's 
palette. Unfortunately, there was no effort to gain community support, and after the park 
district received complaints about trees being removed the project came to a halt. 
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Features of the Lily Pool: 
The Fullerton Gate: 

The base of the entry gate wall is composed of Caldwell's characteristic stratified layers of 
limestone. Massive horizontal wooden beams rise above the stone base, extending beyond 
and framing the two entry doors.  

● The two massive entry doors are made of diagonal planks of oak.  
● Adjacent to the frame, on both sides of the doorway, there are some delicate 

vertical wooden picket elements with horizontal rails. These are reminiscent of a 
Japanese screen. (This motif appears again along the edges of the Lily Pool pavilion.)  

 
Lily Pool 

In the center of the site is the prairie river, an irregularly shaped lagoon that emulates 
melted glacial waters cutting through rock.  

● Caldwell's mentor, Jens Jensen, included prairie rivers in his plans for many 
properties such as Chicago's Columbus Park to represent natural rivers that once 
flowed through the unspoiled native landscape.  

● The gently curved shape of Caldwell's prairie river adds to the illusion of a larger 
space. As one passes along the edges of the waterway, the views and scenery are 
continuously changing.  

● Caldwell had never intended for the entire edge of the prairie river or areas 
between the stone path and the water to be entirely paved with stone. Originally, 
Caldwell edged some of the lagoon with slabs of limestone, and other areas were 
planted with native shrubs and trees. The center area provided a sun opening; 
another example of his interpretation of an element often used by Jensen.  

● Caldwell planted native emergent and aquatic plants in and along the banks of the 
waterway. Over the years, however, as the landscape suffered decline, the site 
became too shady to support the lilies and other water plants.  

 
Cascade 

On the northwest side of the prairie river, Caldwell created a waterfall composed of 
horizontal slabs of limestone.  

• Like the way Jens Jensen used waterfalls, this element was meant to represent the 
source of the prairie river. Describing the Lily Pool, Caldwell suggested that "A body 
of water presumes a source. Hence the waterfall."   

 
Niagara Limestone 

Stone is a continuous element that unifies the composition and conveys Caldwell's 
metaphor for the geologic history of the Chicago region.  

• In addition to the base of the Fullerton gate, and the waterfall, Caldwell used 
limestone to create a bird bath, ledges, paths, steps, a terrace adjacent to the 
pavilion and the council ring. 

• Caldwell did not use the stone in a frivolous manner. Each of the stone elements 
provides a function. The ledges act as retaining walls along the slopes of the site. 
The paths and steps provide circulation.  
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• Caldwell softened the appearance of the stone by planting between crevices of the 
ledges, and allowing plants to creep between the joints of the limestone paths 
creating the feeling of stepping stones. 

 
Bird Bath 

The bird bath is located on the western edge of the prairie river. It is composed of stacks of 
limestone slabs. Considering the vast number of birds that use the Lily Pool as a resting 
place, the bird bath provides a useful function.  

• Historically it had upper and lower inlets of water, providing two places in which 
birds could encounter water.  

• Over the years, this feature deteriorated. The plumbing did not function, and much 
of the stone was missing and/or broken.  

• During the 2000-2002 project, the bird bath was restored. Because the feature 
provided two water inlets, the Chicago Park District converted the upper inlet into a 
drinking fountain for people.  

 
Pavilion 

One of the site's premier features, which is located on the west side of the lagoon, is the 
pavilion and its adjoining stone terrace.  

• The pavilion is an elegant Prairie style structure that is often erroneously 
attributed to Frank Lloyd Wright.  

• The pavilion is composed of two pergola-like stone and wood shelters joined 
together by a horizontal wood beam. The roof’s overhangs and cantilevered 
beams reinforce the sense of horizontality.   

• Caldwell wrote, "The spreading horizontal structure is like a tree, rooted in a rock 
ledge."  

 
Council Ring 

The council ring sits on a ridge on the southeast side of the prairie river. 
• The council ring, a circular stone bench, was one of Jens Jensen's favorite elements.  
• While Caldwell included council rings in many of his plans for park work, this is the 

only one in the Chicago parks that fully followed his original specifications.  
• The Lily Pool council ring is, in effect, two solid adjoining half circles providing an 

opening for entering and exiting. In the center is a flat hearthstone. 
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Decline of the Lily Pool 
The Lily Pool began a cycle of decline in the 1950s, when the Lincoln Park Zoo was given 
permission to use the Lily Pool as an area to show and breed birds.  

• The birds had a devastating impact on the Lily Pool, then known as the Zoo 
Rookery. 

• The lack of a landscape management plan also had negative implications. As 
invasive plants began to take over, the site became dark and the lush green under 
story soon disappeared. There were eroded and compacted surfaces in which no 
plants could survive.  

 
 
1960’s Restoration 
The 1966-68 renovation involved the installation of hundreds of new pieces of stone. the 
Chicago Park District paved the eroded areas with tons of added stone, and the landscape 
became foreboding. 

● Stone was installed around the prairie river, paving areas that had been intended 
for plant materials.  

● In many cases, the renovation involved lifting original stones and placing them on 
top of new stones. 

● In addition to eroded edges of the waterway and paths, some of the slopes on the 
east and west sides of the site suffered from severe erosion. Here thousands of 
new stones were added, creating a heavy and stark appearance along what had 
previously been subtly designed ledges. 

● Another change that park district landscape architects made to the site in the 1960s 
was the removal of most of the stone path that originally extended along the east 
side of the prairie river and the stone path leading to the original eastern entrance 
of the Lily Pool at Cannon Drive.  
○ The Park District removed these segments of the original path system to limit 

circulation within the site particularly within the areas favored by migratory 
birds.  

● In addition to removing the original stretches of stone paths, the project included 
installing split rail fencing to keep people out of the area. 

● Also, a shed was constructed to provide a warming shelter for zookeepers and 
storage for nets, bird feed etc. The wooden structure was meant to emulate a log 
cabin.  
 
 

1990’s Restoration 
An attempt in the early 1990s to remove undesirable invasive weed trees resulted in outcry 
from the community.  

• The public perceived this as an assault on the Lily Pool. Their resistance resulted in non-
action. The strong community sentiment eventually led to the rehabilitation of the Lily 
Pool. 
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• When Alfred Caldwell was brought to the Lily Pool in the early 1990’s for a lecture, he 
took several steps in from the Fullerton gate and exclaimed, “Dead World.” The project 
for which he had toiled and sacrificed had deteriorated into a sterile and dispossessed 
landscape. One could not help but feel his pain as he lectured at the pavilion area. 

 
 
2000’s Restoration 
In 1997, Friends of Lincoln Park, later became Lincoln Park Conservancy, began a cooperative 
effort with the Chicago Park District to create a concept plan that would preserve the historic 
landscape and improve the site’s ecology while also meeting contemporary needs such as 
accessibility for people with disabilities, and satisfying specific user groups, such as bird 
watchers.  
Receiving a grant from the U.S. Forest Service, the Chicago Community Trust, and the Graham 
Foundation the Friends of Lincoln Park conducted a series of focus group meetings that 
included input from experts on history, ecology, and access for people with disabilities, 
members of specific user groups, and community members at large. 
 About the only thing all agreed on was that something had to be done. 

o Birders were hesitant to see the east side of the site, now fenced off and thick 
with vegetation, cleared for the reinstatement of the walking path Caldwell 
originally placed there.  

o Preservationists advocated changes such as reintroducing the east path that 
would reinstate the original plan. They were also concerned about achieving 
accessibility, adding other modern interventions, and selecting a plant palette in 
a manner sensitive to historic integrity.  

o Ecologists advocated a wider range of plant diversity and improving water 
quality. Without the focus group sessions and community meetings these groups 
may have never achieved consensus. 

o The disabled lobbied successfully for ramps in place of Caldwell’s stone steps.  
• Trade-offs were made to achieve consensus and the resulting plan, with cost estimates 

for restoring and maintaining the site, included accommodations for all the groups. 
o These included expanding the eastern and western boundaries to create 

additional bird-friendly habitat and lessen the potential disturbance from 
humans.  
 This made the reintroduction of the eastern path more acceptable to 

birdwatchers and ecologists.  
 That path enhanced historic integrity and accessibility.  

o Re-opening the site’s original gate also satisfied preservationists and provided an 
accessible entrance near disabled parking places.  

o Another trade off was the removal of some sections of historic stone steps to 
improve accessibility.  
 Preservations were satisfied with the plan because the steps near the 

waterfall and pavilion were retained, and these were considered the 
most historically significant.  
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• After the focus group was incorporated into the concept plan, each of the interest 
groups felt that their most important concerns had been honored, and that the 
trade-offs enhanced the overall project. 

 
 
What Changed: 

• Along with all remaining birdcages and birdhouses, the shed and split rail fencing 
was removed  

• The project also included dredging the lagoon and repairing the original clay liner. 
Tubs were set into the clay liner and sealed so that the water lilies could thrive 
without threatening the integrity of the clay liner. 

• Due to the shuffling of old and new stones, the 2000-2002 rehabilitation project 
involved a very careful process of identifying all original and replacement stones, 
removing 1960s stone, and resetting the older stones in their original configurations. 

• The focus group determined the rehabilitation should be conducted in a manner 
that would allow disabled people access to each of the major features of the Lily 
Pool.  

o The resulting project involved some minor re-grading on the site of the 
original east path and installing a new accessible surface of compacted stone 
screenings that meet with accessibility requirements from the time. 

• To provide an accessible route to the council ring, as well as a linkage to the 
recreated stone path leading to the eastern entrance at Cannon Drive, the project 
team removed a portion of the original stone steps leading to the council ring on its 
north side.  

o Historically, there were stone steps leading to the council ring approaching 
from both its north and south sides. The south side steps are completely 
intact. The lower case of the north side stone steps remain intact, only the 
upper 4 or 5 steps were removed to make way for the new ramp. The stone 
slabs of the new ramp beautifully match the original stone. However, unlike 
the original steps, the path and ramp meet with ADA requirements.  

• During the 1960s, when the Cannon Drive entrance was removed, the path on the 
south side leading to the Zoo allowed heavy foot traffic in and out of the Lily Pool. 
All of this path's stonework has been fully restored. Today, however, the gate into 
the Zoo has been removed. 

• Due to structural problems the entry gate was reconstructed with steel 
reinforcement. None of the steel framework is visually detectable. 

• At the pavilion the stone was largely intact, but the wood needed to be replaced.  
o Over the years, all of the original wooden elements of the pavilion deteriorated 

and rotted.  
 During the rehabilitation process, it was determined that none of the 

wood was salvageable.  
 The wooden elements were reconstructed with steel reinforcement. 

None of the steel framework is visually detectable.  
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 The wooden elements were carefully replicated out of white oak barn 
wood based on original plans and photographs.  

o All of the pavilion's stone elements are original, with the exception of a few 
stones that were damaged and needed replacement.  
 During the rehabilitation, it was determined that 1960s stone had been 

added on top of the eastern portion of the stone terrace. All of this was 
removed and the original terrace stone was repaired and replaced where 
necessary.  

 The only other stones added were in a few areas near the low overhangs 
of the pavilion roofs. Rather than changing the height of the pavilion, 
some small stacks of matching stone were installed to keep people on the 
paths and prevent them from hitting their heads. 

 
 
Restoration of the Plants 
One of the most important aspects of the scope of the rehabilitation work was the removal of 
invasive and inappropriate plants and the replanting of the landscape. 

• Before the 2000-2002 project commenced, the Lily Pool was primarily a forest of two 
types of non-native trees: box elder and white mulberry.  

o In some areas the understory had also been taken over by invasive species such 
as European buckthorn and white popular.  

o The ground plane was devoid of vegetation due to the decades of erosion and 
excessive shade.  

o There were only a few scattered specimens of higher quality trees such as 
hawthorn and birches that survived.  

• The rehabilitation project included the removal of hundreds of undesirable trees. 
• Caldwell's original plans were carefully studied and many of the species from his palette 

were planted.  
o These include native trees such as maples, crabapples, birches, cottonwood, and 

hawthorns; and shrubs such as sumac, prairie rose, and elderberry.  
o The project also involved planting the wildflowers and ferns that were so 

important to Alfred Caldwell.  
o Dozens of varieties of perennials were planted based on the original plans 

including: columbine, shooting star, Joe-pye weed, sunflower, phlox, native 
violets, ferns, and trillium.  

o Among the aquatic plants intended by Caldwell that were reintroduced at the 
Lily Pool are water lilies, iris, and arrowhead. 

• Because the rehabilitation involved removing buckthorn, box elder, mulberry and other 
invasive vegetation, the space is sunny again.  

o Today, there is sufficient light to support water lilies as well as other aquatic and 
edge plantings that have been planted from Caldwell's original palette including 
blue flag iris, arrowhead, and pickerelweed. During the project, an aerator was 
installed to prevent stagnant water. 


