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Lake Point Tower, described as "perhaps the most striking skyscraper on Chicago's skyline" (1)
is not only a beautifully sensual expression of Mid Century architectural design, it provides the
backdrop and base for one of the earliest and most ambitious green roof projects in North
America. The 2-1/2 acre landscape, built on top of the building's two-story base was designed
by the landscape architect Alfred Caldwell and completed in 1969. At 40 years old, the park
now boasts trees towering as much as 50 feet over a shallow lagoon with rough hewn stone
edges and a waterfall, a nearby grassy meadow with connecting stone paths, a swimming pool,
children's play area, and other amenities all on top of commercial office space, building support
space, and a heated, enclosed parking garage.

The project was unique from the start; it's site jutting into the lake directly across from Dan
Kiley's modernist park on the grounds of the city's new water treatment plant. "As a landscape
architect, Alfred Caldwell (1903-1998) saw buildings as elements in a larger environment" (2)
writes architectural historian Kevin Harrington in a soon to be published monograph on the
building. "In the case of the garden at Lake Point Tower, he faced a fragmented circumstance.
Immediately adjacent were an elevated multi-lane highway, surface parking lots, and surviving
warehouses" remnants of Chicago's once thriving lake and river front warehouse district at the
foot of then somewhat derelict Navy Pier.




The building was developed as residential rental tower with health club, full-service market,
restaurants, and shops in the base; in short a complete living environment in what was then a
sparsely populated area. The selection of Caldwell, at IIT a former teacher and colleague of the
building's architects, John Heinrich and George Schipporheit, was an inspired choice.
Harrington writes: "A master landscape architect himself, Caldwell had studied and/or worked
with and/or for many masters - Jens Jensen, Frank Lloyd Wright, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,
and Ludwig Hilberseimer." (3) He was already the author of such urban jewels as the Lily Pool
in Chicago's Lincoln Park, Promontory Point on Chicago's south lakefront, and the landscape
surrounding Mies van der Rohe's Lafayette Park, a residential enclave in Detroit.

Describing the Lily Pool, a project with strong similarities to the park at Lake Point Tower,
Caldwell himself wrote "The garden...(is) 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...A small elongate lagoon, made riverlike in character, flows through the garden. This river,
in a sense, has cut a channel through limestone, and the ledges are intermittently revealed. A
waterfall at one end is the river's source. The entire garden is planted as a forest. A stone walk
winds through the forest near the water's edge...The planting is designed as an integral part of
the native terrain and the stones. Sumach, aspen, and crabapple cling to the ledges, anchor in
the crevices. The white blossoms of hawthorn and plum overhang the river. The waterfall
springs from a bluff of white birch"(4).



At Lake Point Tower the plant list remained much the same with some additions, such as fast
growing silver maples chosen to quickly create a canopy and honey locusts tolerant of the
periodic droughts resulting from the relatively shallow growing medium and quick drainage
(although the park is irrigated). A dense thicket of sumac, since removed at great detriment to
the sound quality in the park, filled the northwest corner closest to the exhaust pipes of the cars
that move continuously on Lake Shore Drive. Delicately flowered woodland perennials (again
mostly removed) covered the ground plane under the trees while a grassy meadow provides an
open sunny contrast closer to the 70 story tower. Annual planting beds have grown in size over
the years in response to residents' desire for more vibrant colors but a restoration of Caldwell's
original, more subtle palette is now underway.

The entire composition is surrounded and framed by a 42" high parapet wall of the same dark
green glazed brick used on the exterior of the base of the building.

As with other Caldwell projects, the resulting environment at Lake Point Tower would have
been a signficant work of landscape architecture and a magical oasis anywhere in the city. That
it was created and has endured on the roof of a freestanding building makes it almost
unprecedented. The technical aspects were handled in the same straightforward manner as the
early curtain wall of the tower: rather than go to extreme lengths to keep water out of a particular
detall, it is acknowledged that water does get in and efforts are then concentrated on getting it
out as swiftly and efficiently as possible.



To that end, the reinforced, poured in place concrete of the structure is protected simply with a
pitch roofing membrane consisting of 4 or 5 layers with an average total thickness of 340 mils.
A drainage layer of stone varying in thickness from 2" to 12" was placed directly on top of the
membrane, despite the original drawings calling for a protective layer. The soil was laid directly
on top of the stones without filtering screens or fabric and the concrete structure, consisting of a
waffle slab to the east of the expansion joint and a two-way flat slab with drop panels and
capitals to the west, was sized to carry regular top soil with some "clinkers" added to reduce
weight and improve drainage. The soil averages one foot in depth to the east of the control joint
and four feet in depth to the west. Soil depth at the waterfall was measured at ten feet during a
recent excavation and was noted to have caused some overloading of the structure at that
location.



The membrane is flashed at the perimeter wall and at penetrations through the structure but is
continuous along with the stone layer beneath the concrete slab that forms the bottom of the
lagoon. The lagoon was designed with sloping sides to allow for expansion of the water when it
freezes for the winter; water is left in the lagoon year round and it is used for ice skating during
the winter. Again, the design intent is one of working with nature to make an entirely artificial
construct behave as much like the native environment as is possible.

The results have been remarkable. Protected from UV rays and other wear and tear, the
roofing membrane remains in good condition according to a recent engineering analysis which
concluded that the original membrane waterproofing is "still performing well to prevent moisture
intrusion and leaking" (5). Int the absence of a protective layer beneath the stone drainage
layer, the membrane was observed to be exhibiting "some stress particularly in the top plies.
The top membrane ply was in all cases heavily pitted and irregular with stone embedded" and
there was some root penetration in areas where the membrane was no longer adhering to the
concrete surface. The perimeter flashings and expansion joint were repaired/replaced in the
early 2000's and the engineering report concluded that " if left undisturbed and with regular
maintenance, the existing membrane waterproofing could provide many more years of
serviceable waterproofing protection despite being over 40 years old." (6) compared to perhaps
a 20 year expected lifespan for similar roofing in a typical application.



Over the last 40 years, the park has provided rest and respite from urban life for the building's
residents now numbering approximately 1200 in nearly 650 units (down from a peak of perhaps
1800 in over 800 units before the building converted to condominiums in the late 1980's).
Though clearly visible from heavily traveled Lake Shore Drive, the park remains somewhat of a
hidden treasure in Chicago and is not generally recognized in surveys of or literature pertaining
to green roofs. Yet it represents an enduring example of how landscape architecture of the
highest caliber can be created on top of standard building construction resulting in extended life
and increased insulative value of standard building materials and a life and climate enhancing
amenity of truly inestimable value



