modern world
essay

The honey locust tree
became prevalentin
Midwest horticulture after
the demise of the American
elmtree due to Dutch eim
disease inthe early 20th
century. Loved by land-
scape architects Alfred
Caldwell and Dan Kiley for
its slender trunk and
thorny branches, the tree
is a natural foil to some

of the most highly regarded
buildings of the era,
including S.R. Crown Hall
at the lllinois Institute

of Technology (above).
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Anyone who has toured
America’s midcentury modern
sights will recognize the honey
locust tree (Gleditsia triacan-
thos) at once. It can be seen
around the Illinois Institute of
Technology in Chicago, outside
the Miller House in Columbus,
Indiana, and even in the heart
of Manhattan at Paley Park.
The honey locust’s native
range extends from western
Appalachia to the Great Plains,
with the highest concentration
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on the limestone soils and
stream banks of southern
Indiana and southern Illinois.

It was here, in the Midwest, that
the honey locust first caught
the attention of the burgeoning
modern design movement.

In his 1939 book, Siftings,
Prairie School landscape archi-
tect Jens Jensen wrote, “There
is a certain refinement about
this tree, and in its golden-
yellow autumn color it gives
a soft light to the landscape.”

America’s first patented shade tree is as high design
as a plant can be.
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Jensen further described the
honey locust’s common situa-
tion along the edges of forests:
“Down in central Illinois the
honey locust is at home, and in
some sections is known as ‘The
Farmer Wife’s Tree. This name
has been given to it because of
the fact that... it was the farm-
er’s wife who went into the
wooded areas along the prairie
rivers for locust saplings.” It
was beside such a country
fencerow that Alfred Caldwell,
who had worked with Jensen,
planted some of his first honey
locusts at his Wisconsin farm
in the early 1940s.

Caldwell became a proponent
of the species and later shared
it with Mies van der Rohe when
he collaborated with the mod-
ern master to create “a campus
in a park” at the Illinois
Institute of Technology.
Caldwell’s planting scheme for
S.R. Crown Hall is defined by
irregularly spaced honey
locusts underplanted with haw-
thorn masses. Caldwell may
have purposely selected the
most gnarly specimens at the
nursery so that their form
would stand in sharp contrast
to the gridded orthogonality of
the campus plan and buildings.
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Around the same time,
another important develop-
ment was occurring with the
honey locust. In 1949, a thorn-
less, seedless variety of the
species was patented by the
Siebenthaler Company in
Dayton, Ohio. Gleditsia triacan-
thos inermis, as it is known,
was the first patented shade
tree in North America, and at
the peak of its popularity,
75,000 were sold each year.

It was the new variety of
honey locust that the influential
landscape architect Dan Kiley,
who designed more than 1,000
projects worldwide, selected for
some of his best-known work,
including Eero Saarinen’s
Miller House in Columbus,
Indiana. In contrast with
Caldwell’s irregularly spaced

Top: Dan Kiley famously
planted two rows of honey
locusts at the Miller House
in Columbus, Indiana. The
arbor flanks the western
side of the Eero Saarinen-
designed home, echoing
its geometric lines.

Above: The fruit of the tree is

the long, twisted seed pod,
which forms in late summer
and turns from green to red-
dish brown as it matures.

The pods emit a sweet aroma

when they ripen and are

sometimes eaten by livestock

and wildlife.

Above right: The honey
locust is a deciduous tree,
with a mix of pinnately and

bipinnately compound leaves
that turn bright yellow before

they fall in autumn.

“That there is such a thing as the ‘best tree’
is anillusion, but that doesn’t stop the claims from
being made. Gleditsia traicanthos inermis

was in its day considered one of the best trees.”
Dr. Gerald Klingaman, horticulturalist

groves, Kiley chose to array the
tree in an orderly allée of two
equally spaced rows.

By the mid-1960s, the honey
locust had become common-
place. However, one last project
from this period, far from its
Midwest seedbed, made perfect
use of the tree’s sinuous trunk,
picturesque branching struc-
ture, and bright fall foliage.

At Paley Park, amid the bustle
of midtown Manhattan, Zion
& Breen Associates designed a
soothing oasis with tables and
chairs, where pedestrians can
mingle beneath a finely tex-
tured canopy of honey locusts.
How wonderful, Caldwell had
earlier mused, to see the world
filtered through its leaves, “a
kind of mysterious continuum
of light and shadow.” m
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