
Natural Elements at the Lily Pool. 

General message: 
Caldwell envisioned the Lily Pool as a refuge from the City. Today, the natural environment it 
embodies not only connects us to our deep past and out natural present, but it also inspires us 
to envision the future.  
 
“This garden is a biographical footnote on the meaning of the Chicago Plain... The trees, 
shrubs  and  flowers  planted  in  this  garden were native to the Chicago Plain. They 
represented scientifically the ecology of the region. They were those plants which, over 
thousands of years had achieved perfect adaptation to the environment of climate and soil. 
Consequently, they were at once the most beautiful and most vigorous and healthy. (Caldwell 
in Blaser 1984, p. 38) 
 
 
Some of the Less discussed stories 

• Despite his love of and knowledge about native plants, there were some he preferred 
that don’t grow well here, and others he detested that do. (Redbuds and Virgin’s Bower) 

• Caldwell was instrumental in normalizing the use of native plants in landscape 
instillations. 

• The stories of the plants in the Lily Pool (and elsewhere) is often surprising to people 
 
 
Facilitation Tips/Conversation Starters: 
Engage people in conversations, answering their questions, and sharing tidbits to get 
conversation going.  
Examples:  

• Do you have a favorite plant in the Lily Pool/One of my favorite plants in the Lily Pool 
is…  

• Caldwell designed the Lily Pool as a work of art and an escape from the City. Which of 
these most speaks to your experience here? 

• Many of the plants Caldwell planted do great here, but he made some choices we 
wouldn’t make now.  

 
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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Caldwell’s vision for the Lily Pool: 
The Lily Pool is part of the prairie school of landscape architecture. The prairie was seen in the 
"broad view" and the "long view," both of which were incorporated into their smaller 
landscapes by the use of foreground plantings of indigenous trees and shrubs. 
 
 
“You must think of a park as a work of art; otherwise you merely have a bunch of trees and 
logs. A park is a spiritual thing to which we respond from inside our being. Without a park as 
art, we are out of order. That's why the park as a work of art is so important." -- Caldwell 
 
“The garden of Lincoln Park was planned as a sanctuary of the native landscape, a place 
sequestered from Megalopolis, the jungle of profound ugliness; a cool, refreshing, clear 
place of trees and stones and running water an exposition, in little, of the structure of the land. 
It was planned as a hidden garden of the people of Megalopolis.”  -- Caldwell 1942 
 
 
 
Talking points 
Deep Past: 

A. Caldwell was deliberate in his choice of materials – both the stone and the plants – to 
create an environment that reflected the history of Illinois/the Midwest. 
1. Used the existing dune structures to create the Lily Pool in a representation of 

Illinois/midwestern glacial habitat. 
a. Build up the dunes to create the hill 
b. Used natural stone to create the sense of a stream  

2. Niagara Limestone:  
a. Bedrock of the City of Chicago – sits 450 to 200 (or less) feet below the city of 

Chicago and suburbs. Many, if not all of the skyscrapers in the loop rest on 
this stone (below the surface). It connects to the Niagara Falls in NY/Canada. 
show geologic map? 

b. The rock developed very slowly in warm shallow seas millions of years ago.  
c. Weathered surface of the rock – first cut, to suggest the deep time and 

underlying history of the Chicago region - (point to weathered surface of the 
rocks – there is one that broke, possibly grab the chunk of stone and make 
available for visitors to look at? 

d. The waterfall is sometimes referred to as grandmother’s pancakes, with 
syrup (water) pouring over the stones. 

e. The source of the water is an open faucet that fills the Lily Pool and then 
drains into the sewer under Fullerton Ave. 

f. Caldwell intended to have the waterfall covered with ferns. We’ve tried 
replanting ferns along the waterfall, but they don’t take.  
 
 

Plants: 
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A. Caldwell grew up surrounded by mentors that valued nature and native plants 
1. Many people know about Caldwell’s relationship with Jens Jensen – Caldwell’s 

teacher and mentor. Caldwell was inspired by Jensen. He listened carefully as Jensen 
spoke about ecology, natural systems, and the need to conserve the region's 
undeveloped lands, and observed how Jensen’s planting selections and designs 
attracted birds.  

o He listened carefully as Jensen spoke about ecology, natural systems, and the 
need to conserve the region's undeveloped lands, and observed how 
Jensen’s planting selections and designs attracted birds. 

2. But fewer people know that Herman Silas Pepoon - Caldwell’s Biology Teacher –
wrote the definitive book of the day about flora of Chicago. It is still used as a 
reference today!  

o Incidentally, Caldwell grew up in Ravenswood  
o He attended/graduated from Lakeview HS (just over one mile from here on 

Armitage at Orchard, so it’s not unlikely that Caldwell was familiar with the 
Lily Pool as it was before he redesigned it in the 1930s). 

 
 

 
 

B. Caldwell was instrumental in normalizing the use of native plants in landscape 
instillations. He expanded on the moto of the City of Chicago, “Urbs in Horto/City in a 
Garden” to create a “City in a Landscape” (the title of his thesis), blending the built and 
natural environments. 
1. To Caldwell, the use of native plants was especially important in the design of the 

Lily Pool.  
o One of the famous stories of Caldwell is that he cashed in his Life Insurance 

policy to personally pay to plant the Lily Pool with native plants (demonstrating 
how important they were to him) 

o The plants Caldwell chose They represented scientifically the ecology of the 
region. They were those plants which, over thousands of years had achieved 
perfect adaptation to the environment of climate and soil. Consequently, they 
were at once the most beautiful and most vigorous and healthy. (Caldwell in 
Blaser 1984, p. 38) 

2. In the planting plan for the Lily Pool, Caldwell drew on his extensive experience with 
native plants to create groupings of plants  

o crabapple (Malus ioensis) sumac (Rhus aromatica), serviceberry 
(Amelanichier canadensis), and hawthorn (Crateaegus crus-galli or C.mollis)  

o underplanted with native shrub roses, viburnum, and literally tens of 
thousands of woodland perennials including included shooting star 
(Dodecatbeon meadia), Joe Pye weed (Eupatorium purpureum), sunflowers 
(Helianthus mollis and H. laetiflorus), columbine-leaved meadow rue 
(Thalictrum aquilegifolium), phlox, iris, asters, and dianthus 
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3. We can see many of the plants Caldwell preferred throughout the year in the Lily 
Pool 
 

C. Plant list: 
1. Caldwell felt that the perennials were especially important.  

a. His detailed drawing of the lily pool calls for groupings of crabapple (Malus 
ioensis) sumac (Rhus aromatica), serviceberry (Amelanichier canadensis), and 
hawthorn (Crateaegus crus-galli or C.mollis) underplanted with native shrub 
roses, viburnum, and literally tens of thousands of woodland perennials.  

b. According to his blueprint, the flowers ordered February 7, 1938, included 
shooting star (Dodecatbeon meadia), Joe Pye weed (Eupatorium 
purpureum), sunflowers (Helianthus mollis and H. laetiflorus), columbine-
leaved meadow rue (Thalictrum aquilegifolium), phlox, iris, asters, and 
dianthus.  

2. Despite his love of and knowledge about native plants, there were some he 
preferred that don’t grow well here, and others he detested that do.  

a. Caldwell’s favorite tree was the downy hawthorn. There is one at the front 
gate, near the pavilion and at the south end of the pool. 

• Downy hawthorns are native to IL and are attractive to migrating 
birds, insect pollinators, nesting birds and songbirds. 

• Downy hawthorns are a member of the rose family, and have the 
typical flowers and fruits of other hawthorns, but are usually not as 
thorny.  

• However, they are prone to ceder rust disease.  
b. Prairie Crabapple/Iowa Crabapple – the Crabapples Caldwell preferred (the 

Prairie Crabapple) is native to Chicago, but prone to many diseases.  
• During the restoration, different species of Crabapples (Snowdrift and 

Prairie Fire) were planted to respect his palette, but these varieties 
also more stable in the Chicago region. 

c. On the other hand, Caldwell detested redbuds, considering them showy and 
superficial. There are several near the council ring.  

• Redbuds are also native to the Chicago region and are very noticeable 
in the spring, both because of their bright flowers, but also because 
those flowers occur not only on the tips of the branches, but also 
along the trunk.  

• Redbuds are a member of the Pea family. Its early flowers attract 
butterflies and other nectar drinking insects, and its pea-like seed 
pods are eaten by a variety of animals in the fall.  

o Encourage people to look for the peapods on the trunks of 
redbuds. There are several near the path just north of the 
pavilions. 

d. Virgin’s Bower (Clematis Virginiana) is another native plant that Caldwell 
chose for the Lily Pool, but it is aggressive and has become a pest 
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• Also known as Devil's Darning Needles and Old Man's Beard, it is a 
beautiful trailing vine fitting to be a bower for a maiden (alludes to 
Queen Elizabeth I). 

• The female flowers, with their feathery tails or plumes, give a hoary 
appearance and are especially showy in late summer that attract 
Hummingbirds, Bees.  It also has beautiful seed heads in Fall 

• Lacking tendrils, the vine supports itself by means of twisted stems, 
or petioles, that wrap around other plants, fences and other shrubs 
along moist roadsides and riverbanks. Very vigorous growth and can 
take over.  

• It is a hallucinogen and has been used in Native medicines. But all 
parts of the plant can be poisonous. The toxic foliage is avoided by 
mammalian herbivores. However, the foliage of Virgin's Bower can 
provide significant cover and nesting habitat for many songbirds. 

 
3.  Some other plants of interest:  

a. sumac (member of the Cashew family) -- - tea from seed pods. The plants are 
insect hosts to butterflies. The berries are winter food. Its berries provide 
food for small animals and birds including robin, sparrows, goldfinch, and 
chickadee. Smooth: the sour fruit, mostly seed, can be chewed to quench 
thirst or prepared as a drink similar to lemonade.  

• Fragrant Sumac shrub (Rhus aromatica) – red-brown bark – crushed 
foliage has a bittersweet fragrance; trifoliate compound leaves are 
quite different from other sumacs; bottom of leaves is velvety. Tiny 
yellow flowers bloom at the twig tips in early spring (April / May) 
before the foliage. Separate male flowers (in catkins) and female 
flowers (in clusters) appear on the same plants (monoecious) or, 
more commonly, on different plants (dioecious). Male catkins form in 
late summer and persist throughout the winter until eventually 
blooming in spring. Female flowers give way in late summer to small 
clusters of hairy, red berries which may persist into winter. Fruit is 
attractive to wildlife. 

• Smooth Sumac (Rhus glabra) – large shrub or small tree with open 
spreading crown – whitish sap – lanceolate, saw-toothed leaves – 
greenish or yellow flower – cone-shaped cluster of red fruit; the only 
shrub native to all 48 contiguous states; found in open uplands and 
wetlands.  
o The smooth sumac trees have a red seed cluster. This color was 

used by Frank Lloyd Wright as Cherokee Red in his homes. 
• Staghorn Sumac (Rhus typhina) – Short, branching tree growing to 25’ 

identified by hairs on young stems. Spreads by seeds and rhizomes 
these sumacs form colonies that outcompete other plants. Its fruiting 
clusters last through winter and the leaves provide great fall color. 
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b. Pasture Rose shrub (Rosa carolina) produces the pink flowers that Caldwell 
appreciated.  

• They flower May to July and are pollinated by long-tongued bees as 
these flowers have no nectar. Wild roses often have single, five-
petaled flowers on once-blooming plants, but semi-double and 
double-flowering wild roses and repeat-bloomers also exist. 

• The red rose hips (fruit of the rose flower) are excellent food for 
wildlife when mature in late August. Rose hips can be used for jam or 
tea.  

• Roses can grow in a variety of environments. Because of their 
tendency to grow in thickets with aggressive root systems, roses are 
resistant to drought, recover from fire and cutting, control erosion 
and shelter wildlife.  
 

4.  Also some herbs: 
a. New England Aster - Showy, bright, rose-purple flowers with orange-

yellow centers bloom in profusion at the tips of the leafy branches –  
• New England Aster is an important late-season food source for 

pollinators, blooming through October and even into November.  
• Bees and butterflies frequent this wildflower through the season. 

Cross-pollination by these insects is essential, otherwise the seeds 
will be infertile.  

• The larvae of many moths feed on various parts of this and other 
asters. Nectar source for Monarch butterflies, and larval host to 
Pearl Crescent (Phyciodes tharos)and checkerspot butterflies. 

b. Joe-pye weed -- native American Joe Pye (Jopi) used to cure typhus  
• The entire plant is edible. The leaves and stems harvested and dried 

in Summer, roots in autumn, flowers used for herbal tea 
• Very attractive to butterflies and other insects; called ‘gravel root’ 

because tea made from roots was supposed to eliminate kidney 
stones.   

• Many people perceive Joe Pye weed to be nothing more than a 
roadside weed and have never seriously considered its outstanding 
ornamental attributes. 

• It is a substantial plant which needs space, but when planted in 
groups or massed can provide spectacular flowering and 
architectural height. Border rears, cottage gardens, meadows, native 
plant gardens, wild/naturalized areas or water margins  

 
 
A variety of animals use the pond through all seasons 

A. The Urban Wildlife Institute of the Lincoln Park Zoo monitors animals in the park, 
including in the Lily Pool. Make sure to visit them, if you haven’t already.  
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B. Because of the abundance of native plants, the Lily Pool is a haven for a variety of birds. 
1. Migratory birds travel through the lily pool in the spring and fall.  
2. over 200 species of birds stop to rest on their way north in the spring and going 

south in the fall.  
This summer we had a family of Sharp Shinned Hawks (they look a lot like Coopers’ 
Hawks) that nested and raised a family in the Lily Pool. When the parents left, the 
four children stayed in the pool for a couple more months.  
 

 
Vision of the Future: 

1. The Lily Pool forms a model, a foundation for the work of the Conservancy at the 
North Pond.  

a. North Pond Restoration seeks to build on our work at the Lily Pool – 
involving community and establishing an ongoing management program 

b. Part of the early restoration plan, increasing the native plants in the area, 
has already begun at the new West Prairie.  
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