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			Graft by sculptor Roxy Paine at the National Gallery of Art on the Mall in Washington, D.C. (Photograph courtesy of Steve Lagerfeld.)
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			The wonder is that we can see these trees and not wonder more.

			—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Nature”

			On a May morning in Washington, D.C., a middle-aged male tourist wearing plaid shirt, tan shorts, and Birkenstock sandals wanders into the National Gallery of Art’s outdoor sculpture garden by the Mall, stops, and begins angling his big-lensed Nikon camera this way and that. He backs up, steps to one side, and clicks away at artist Roxy Paine’s forty-five-foot-tall silver tree, shimmering against a blue sky. Graft is an eight-ton polished-stainless-steel sculpture that towers above the manicured lawns and gravel paths, one bare silvered limb extending lithely up into an airy tangle of branches and twigs while the second large branch (grafted on?) reaches skyward, heavy and gnarled. A grackle lands on one of the uppermost metabranches, reconsiders, and takes off.

			This faux city tree is a showstopper, its enormity and gleaming beauty eclipsing the garden’s honey locust trees and other pieces of modern art. “It’s like something out of a fairy tale,” says a young mother standing hand in hand with her two-year-old girl, both contemplating the sculpture. “In the original Grimm brothers’ version of Cinderella,” the mother explains, “it is not a fairy godmother who grants Cinderella her wishes but a tree that grows on her mother’s grave. In my mind’s eye, that tree was always silver.”

			A piece of art at once so close to nature and yet so metallic and shiny provokes reactions. For Washington Post art critic Blake Gopnik, “Paine’s piece has the strangest effect: It’s grander and more impressive than the live trees already in the garden, but also so much deader. The trees, in a sense, critique the human artifice, ‘That’s the best you can do?’ But the art also seems to flatter trees we might otherwise ignore—‘I wish I could be live like you,’ says the stainless steel version.”

			Roxy Paine assembled the tree, the sixteenth in his “Dendroid” series, with his crew in November of 2009. They pulled up with three flatbed trucks carrying thirty-seven different components and soldered, fitted, and adjusted, often working like arborists from bucket trucks. The stainless-steel tree grew taller in the fall air, its thick trunk convincingly misshapen, its branches realistically windswept and wild. In a matter of days Graft achieved a size that in nature would require decades, and an instant celebrity bestowed upon few city trees.

			Take a diagonal walk across the Mall toward the Smithsonian Castle, and before you stands a worthy rival to the gleaming Graft, a large and architecturally striking American elm, the iconic American tree Ulmus americana, a forest dweller–turned–urbanite beloved as no other tree in our history. “We had rather walk beneath an avenue of elms than inspect the noblest cathedral that art ever accomplished,” proclaimed Henry Ward Beecher, nineteenth-century abolitionist and preacher. Like the young American nation, the elm tree was fast-growing and flourished in the toughest city soils and settings. In time the elms became long-lived wonders, their high, arching branches and lordly architecture perfect for urban streets and parks.

			The National Mall is lined on both sides with twin elm allées, and the standout among those six hundred trees is a living sculpture, the Jefferson Elm. It hews to the apparent rule that classic American elms must have patriotic appellations, though it possesses no plaque to make itself known to passersby. Its name is fitting, for Thomas Jefferson, our third president, cherished old trees, denouncing their destruction as “a crime little short of murder.” During Jefferson’s tenure in the White House, poachers—“these midnight predators”—rustled a grove of seventy towering tulip poplars from District of Columbia public land to sell as firewood. Furious, the president declared at a dinner party: “The unnecessary felling of a tree, perhaps the growth of centuries . . . pains me to an unspeakable degree.”

			The Jefferson Elm, planted more than eighty years ago as the Depression set in, today has a massive pillarlike trunk that rises straight up thirty feet, supporting the muscular forking branches that then spiral sinuously toward the heavens, where on a sunny day its million leaves create a luminous canopy of lime green light and shadows. The arboreal embodiment of power and civic grandeur, it was witness to the departure of the nation’s troops during World War II and their victorious return, to the sonorous roll of  Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech in 1963, and to demonstrations of every political stripe. A sentinel to the inaugurations of thirteen presidents, it could easily be present at another fifty such ceremonies.

			If we had X-ray vision, or if the Jefferson Elm were sheathed not in furrowed grayish bark but in some kind of wondrous see-through glass, this tree would easily eclipse the shiny silver allure of Graft, for it would be a fabulous slow-motion aquasculpture. Crowds would gaze in wonder at the millions of shimmering threadlike columns of water charged with nutrients ascending the elm’s trunk, each thread (known as xylem, from the Greek xulon for “wood”) slowly transporting to the leaves high above water from the network of roots anchoring the tree.

			The tree’s leaves, says dendrologist Colin Tudge, suck up in the course of a day hundreds of gallons of water “from above by a combination of osmosis and evaporation.” As the water transpires out each underleaf’s tiny stomata (from the Greek stoma for “mouth”) into the air, “so the sap that remains in the leaf cells becomes more concentrated—and so more water is drawn from below . . . not in a crude and turbulent gush but in millions and millions of orderly threads. . . . The tension within them is enormous: the threads are taut as piano wires. . . . Water molecules cling tightly together. Their cohesive strength is prodigious.” In short, “trees act like giant wicks.” And as they respire into the air some of that water, trees serve as natural air conditioners.

			But the Jefferson Elm is far more than a noble tree: It is the only elm in the entire District of Columbia with its own name, because it is that rarest of American elms—a flourishing specimen in the prime of life unaffected by Dutch elm disease. In the late 1920s the DED fungus was unwittingly introduced into several East Coast ports via French elm burl logs destined to be furniture veneer. Those shipments unleashed a slow-motion ecological and civic tragedy that would wipe out 100 million elms coast to coast, leaving streets, communities, whole cities bereft of character and beauty. The Mall elms are a poignant reminder of those now largely lost classic American cityscapes, where elms created “cathedrals of shade” along so many streets and avenues.

			It is no accident that the National Mall, sometimes called the nation’s front lawn, features only American elms. The native elm projects a distinct tree persona, writes Michael Pollan, “a soaring, optimistic one, eminently confident, youthful and sociable. For impressive as elms are singly, a whole street or square of them, twining their arching canopies overhead to form the most perfect roof in nature, is enough to make one feel civil, even neighborly. If some trees encourage romance, and others solitary reflection, the American elm seems almost to foster republican sentiments.”

			•   •   •

			The modern American city is a great place to look at and learn about trees, because this fundamentally unnatural environment has a far bigger variety than any crowded real forest. Urban Forests is a celebration of the elm and other great city trees, and of the Americans—presidents, plant explorers, visionaries, citizen activists, scientists, nurserymen, and tree nerds—whose arboreal passions have shaped and ornamented the nation’s municipalities from Jefferson’s day to the present. In an era when four fifths of Americans live in or near cities, we are and have long been highly conscious of our built environment. Yet most of us know little of that other essential part of urban life—our grown environment. We are surrounded by millions of trees, trees of a hundred sizes, shapes, and species: London planes, Norway maples, lindens, Callery pears, ash, locusts, red maples, oaks, and flowering cherries, to name a few. Despite their ubiquity and familiarity, most of us—typical cosmopolites—take them for granted and know little of their specific natural history or many civic virtues. And yet trees, nature’s largest and longest-lived creations, play an extraordinarily important role in our cityscapes. They are not only critical to public and individual health but are also the dominant component of what is now called green infrastructure, defining space, mitigating storm water, cooling the air, soothing our psyches, and connecting us to nature and to our past. “In trees, we see ourselves,” says historian Thomas J. Campanella, “We appreciate the symmetry of human and sylvan life. In the seasons of a tree we find a map of our own lives.”

			Our affinity for trees dates far back to the origins of our species, believes tree canopy scientist Nalini M. Nadkarni. “From the first glimmers of humanity’s dawn, we have evolved with trees. Our grasping hands, opposable thumbs, and binocular vision once enabled us to leap between branches with easy confidence, though we now use those endowments for other things, such as playing baseball and dodging in and out of traffic.” Although we no longer live in trees, we still intuitively appreciate them. The angular ginkgo or flowering horse chestnut seems so palpably alive in spaces dominated by concrete and buildings, and on a sweltering city day we naturally gravitate to the trees, absorbing their shade, their cooler, cleaner air and dappled light.

			In the decades after the Civil War, tree evangelists of the first urban tree movement proselytized so successfully on behalf of the necessity of planting and caring for trees that the celebration of Arbor Day (invented in 1872), the founding of arboretums, and tree planting swept America. In this book we’ll meet the colorful characters who lived (and sometimes died) for the trees that today populate our cities, plant hunters like Ernest “Chinese” Wilson and Frank Meyer, who braved bandits, plagues, and raging rapids in remotest Asia. We’ll also delve into the tales of the trees themselves. Among the wealth of tree species in the United States are many naturalized immigrants from China, Japan, and Europe, including such classic urban examples as the ailanthus (of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn fame), the ginkgo and the dawn redwood (both “living fossils” unchanged since the era of the dinosaurs), the ornamental cherry, and the much-maligned Callery pear.

			Like people, urban trees can have deadly enemies. Often they are human, but a tree’s worst foes are generally foreign diseases and insects. Between 1860 and 2006 global trade served as the means for 455 tree-loving insect species to debark on our shores, and sixteen damaging tree diseases. For decades American chestnut blight (first detected in the Bronx in 1904) and Dutch elm disease (first detected in Ohio in 1929) were the most devastating threats to urban trees. Then came the Asian long-horned beetle (first detected in Brooklyn in 1996), an indiscriminate consumer of half of urban tree species (with a preference for maples) whose lackadaisical lifestyle has limited its presence to a handful of battlefields, where a rare victory may prevail. Far, far more devastating has been the invasion of the Asian emerald ash borer (first detected in Michigan in 2002), now destroying billions (yes, billions) of native ash trees in a swath of twenty-seven states, with further conquests likely when it breaches the Rocky Mountains and heads west.

			In the 1970s, as both huge old trees and small woodlands disappeared in the wake of Dutch elm disease, developers, and old age, city dwellers once again began to experience a visible dearth of urban trees. Many officials who were dealing with other serious financial issues dismissed trees as an unaffordable amenity. In the face of that resistance arose a second wave of American urban tree evangelists, a group of enlightened leaders, citizen activists, artists, arborists, and scientists who helped create an urban-forestry movement, launch million-tree initiatives, and formulate a new body of science that employs the latest technology to illuminate how essential trees are to public and environmental health.

			As we humans wrestle with how to repair the damage we have wrought on nature and how to slow climate change, urban forests can and should serve as one part of an obvious, low-tech solution. Every American metropolis, says U.S. Forest Service scientist Greg McPherson, should have a “maximally functional” urban forest. In truth, every city, where more than half of the eight billion humans on earth now choose to live, should have the lushest urban forest we can devise. “We should shoot for a performance standard,” says McPherson, “like how many megawatts of air conditioning we can save, or how many pounds of nitrogen dioxide we can absorb, reducing ozone and smog.” Today, as trees achieve new status as a kind of green infrastructure, scientist Rowan Rowntree suspects that “we are only 50 percent of the way to knowing what trees really do for us.”

			Not only scientists are looking at city trees with new eyes and questions; so are artists. When Irish artist Katie Holten created her Tree Museum in 2009 along the five-mile Grand Concourse in the Bronx, this conceptual piece featured one hundred of the avenue’s street trees, each marked with a tiny plaque with a phone number that “museumgoers” could call to hear a forester, poet, or local activist talk about that particular elm or ginkgo. “If nothing else,” Holten said, “I hope that people will realize that trees are alive, they grow and they have names: like people.”

			Writer Ian Frazier ventured forth on a soggy July day to attend the Tree Museum, reporting that “Tree No. 3 is an ancient, lofty ailanthus growing out of the base of an apartment building. The Chinese used the bark and the seeds of the ailanthus to treat baldness and mental illness, the recording says. A man in the house next to the ailanthus comes out to say how wonderful the tree’s shade is on hot summer days, when he and his friends sit in folding chairs on the sidewalk.”

			On Frazier’s walk north, listening to the tales of different trees, he encounters many urban scenes, from drug dealers to salsa gatherings. And then he arrives at the far north of the avenue and Tree No. 100, a cottonwood that is “a majestic four-trunk specimen, something you might find in Montana on the banks of the Missouri River.” Frazier dials up the cell-phone number on the little plaque embedded on the sidewalk and listens as “the recording tells how neighborhood activists saved this tree from destruction and created a little park around it. . . . In the breeze its leaves shiver silvery-green against the Bronx sky.”

			It is perhaps a solace (or just amusing) to learn that the serious student of dendrology (the scientific study of trees) finds that even “developing a precise definition of a tree is difficult and unrewarding.” We must, then, admire David Allen Sibley of birding fame for attempting to solve the problem. In his guide to trees Sibley writes: “If you can walk under it, it’s a tree; if you have to walk around it, it’s a shrub.” We’ll stick with that definition. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			“So Great a Botanical Curiosity” and “The Celestial Tree”: Introducing the Ginkgo and Ailanthus
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			Left: Ginkgo Biloba. (Courtesy of the LuEsther T. Mertz Library of the New York Botanical Garden.)  Right: Ailanthus altissima. (Courtesy of the Peter H. Raven Library of the Missouri Botanical Garden.)
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			On July 7, 1806, the wealthy Philadelphia plant collector William Hamilton, sixty-one, dipped his quill pen into an inkwell and began a postscript to a letter to President Thomas Jefferson, who was summering down at Monticello. “In the autumn, I intend sending you if I live,” wrote Hamilton, then in the throes of searing gout pain, “three kinds of trees which I think you will deem valuable additions to your garden.” Hamilton took competitive pride in possessing every possible botanical rarity. Over the course of twenty-five years, he had transformed the Woodlands, his six-hundred-acre estate overlooking the Schuylkill River, into the young nation’s premier showcase for exotic plants and trees. Jefferson, himself an ardent gardener, had pronounced his friend Hamilton’s country home “the only rival which I have known in America to what may be seen in England.”

			Nothing gave Hamilton more joy than showing off his vast greenhouse with its ten thousand plants and his landscaped “natural” pleasure grounds, whose lawns sloped down to the river, artfully “interspersed with artificial groves . . . of trees collected from all parts of the world.” He relished his visitors’ amazement as they stared at strange “foreign trees from China, Italy, and Turkey,” fingering the unusual leaves and bark, inhaling their “balmy odours.” As Massachusetts congressman Manasseh Cutler recalled of a visit to the greenhouse: “Every part was crowded with trees and plants, from the hot climates, and such as I have never seen. All the spices. The Tea plant in full perfection. In short, [Hamilton] assured us, there was not a rare plant in Europe, Asia, Africa, from China and the islands in the South Sea, of which he had any account, which he had not procured.” Another botanical pilgrim to the Woodlands favored with a personal tour peered in pleasure at “the bread-fruit tree, cinnamon, allspice, pepper, mangoes, different sorts, sago, coffee from Bengal, Arabia, and the West-Indies, tea, green and bohea, mahogany, Japan rose, rose apples. . . . The curious person views it with delight, and the naturalist quits it with regret.”

			Hamilton, famous as a genial host and a great talker, was not, however, generous with his green prizes. Once during a dinner party, he entered his greenhouse to pick a special camellia for the table’s centerpiece and came upon a young lady with said flower in her hair. Hamilton hurled a curse, exclaiming, “Madam, I had rather have given you one hundred guineas than that you should have plucked that precious blossom.” Philadelphia nurseryman Bernard McMahon complained to Jefferson that while he had bestowed upon Hamilton “a great variety of plants . . . he never offered me one in return. . . . I well know his jealousy of any person’s attempt to vie with him, in a collection of plants.”

			And so it was no small gesture for Hamilton, dismissed by a neighbor as “interested only in his house, his hothouse and his Madeira,” to be offering Jefferson among his gifts one of his rarest treasures, an offspring of his “Ginkgo biloba or China Maidenhair tree . . . said by Kaempfer to produce a good eatable nut.” In 1784 Hamilton had again bested his plant-collecting rivals, securing before all others in America these exotic ginkgoes with their distinctive fan-shaped leaves. He had sailed to London that year to settle various debts, and while there he had ordered his private secretary back at the Woodlands to “take time by the forelock” and begin sowing seeds in large quantities of native trees such as “white flowering Locust, the sweet or aromatic Birch, the Chestnut Oak, Horsechestnuts, Chinacapins, Judas Trees, Dogwoods, . . . Magnolias,” and not to fail to “put into a nursery handsome small plants of Elm, Lime, Locust, sweet Birch, white pine, ash leaved maple, sugar maple, aspen poplar, Zantoxylon or tooth ache tree, magnolia,” etc. In a subsequent letter Hamilton asked his secretary about the fate of seeds he had sent home by sea: “Did not any of the seeds vegetate of a Bushel of Horsechestnuts, a peck of Spanish chestnuts, 3 pounds of pistichia, 11 quarts of Portugal Laurel, 5 pound of silver Fir . . . or have they all gone to the Dogs too?” And as winter approached in 1785, he instructed, “Secure the tender plants from the severe weather, otherwise all my pains will have been to no purpose,” mentioning specifically his ginkgo.

			The first ginkgo seeds were long believed to have been brought to Europe from Japan in 1693 by Engelbert Kaempfer, a physician-botanist with the Dutch East India Company. Those seeds produced a tree at the Botanic Garden in Utrecht, Holland. By 1754 England’s Kew Gardens had acquired its first ginkgo, and today we presume that it was that tree’s offspring that came to grace Hamilton’s grounds.

			For all Hamilton’s considerable botanical mastery, he could not have known, as the leaves of his growing ginkgoes turned a pure yellow each autumn, that this species had been commonplace in the temperate North American forests of the Jurassic age. An abundance of fossils record that the ginkgo tree was among the many fauna and flora of North America that were glaciated out and effectively driven into extinction on the continent by the Ice Age. When Hamilton brought the ginkgo back to one of its former habitats, he was unwittingly reintroducing an evolutionary superstar: Scientists now know that the ginkgo biloba tree or its ancestors have existed on earth for 250 million years, longer than any other tree now living. (Both the eighteenth-century Utrecht and Kew Garden ginkgoes are still alive today.)

			Nor, one suspects, could Hamilton have envisioned how rampantly ginkgo would eventually recolonize the New World, though not as a part of the forests it once dominated. Instead, ginkgo’s modern incarnation would be as a cultivated urban tree, an elegant urban denizen valued for its distinctive fan-shaped leaves and above all its ability to grow in the smoggiest of cities, indifferent to poor soil and polluted air, a tree that had also survived whatever pests had once afflicted it in the era when dinosaurs stomped through ginkgo forests.

			Such was Hamilton’s reputation as a fanatic plant collector and propagator extraordinaire that on March 22, 1807, Jefferson wrote to alert him that explorer Meriwether Lewis would soon arrive at the Woodlands with packets of some of the precious seeds—“these public treasures”—gathered on the three-year Lewis and Clark expedition. Wrote Jefferson, “I am sure I make the best possible disposition of them.” During his presidency Jefferson continued to trade various plants and trees with Hamilton, dispatching to the Woodlands on March 1, 1808, eight aspen trees with “paper whiteness of the body . . . and [stem and leaves] more tremulous.” In a long letter the president praised Hamilton, saying, “Your collection is really a noble one, & in making & attending to it you have deserved well of your country.” Some thought the less-than-patriotic Hamilton, who had faced two trials and acquittals for treason during the Revolutionary War, was lucky to have held on to his family’s estates and the five hundred acres that were the site of Lancaster, Pennsylvania. That town’s ground rents, while a never-ending headache to collect, were the basis of his great wealth.

			After Hamilton’s death in 1813, the Woodlands declined, as subsequent owners failed to maintain the expensive grounds. Factories, oil refineries, and railroads soon overwhelmed the nearby bucolic landscape, and in 1840 the estate’s last owner sold it to a cemetery. Yet the ginkgoes lived on, still such a rarity that not long after the cemetery opened, a young Hudson River nurseryman named Andrew Jackson Downing showed up to wander its new paths in search of these legendary trees. Jackson, twenty-six, soon vaulted to fame as the nation’s original home and garden guru, the Martha Stewart of his day, by publishing his Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening (1841). The first such book aimed at an American audience, it would eventually go through eight editions and sixteen printings.

			A slight, poetic man with intense brown eyes, dark, curling locks, and a square jaw with a dimpled chin, Downing had strong opinions about tasteful architecture, the intricacies of pomology (apple raising), and the necessity of beauty in gardens and everyday life. The youngest of five children, he had grown up in Newburgh, New York, with a beautiful view of the Hudson River and the mountains. He completed school at sixteen and went to work in the family’s commercial nursery, situated on the ten acres surrounding its home and offering customers hundreds of varieties of apple, pear, peach, and cherry trees. In 1838, at age twenty-four, Downing married Caroline Elizabeth DeWint, whose mother was a niece of John Quincy Adams.

			During regular visits to nearby wealthy estates as part of his work, Downing came to know and admire a number of ardent gardeners, including Henry Sargent, a wealthy New York banker who was beautifying his new estate, Wodenethe, across the Hudson. Sargent and other clients became friends, opening Downing’s eyes to a world of aesthetics, culture, and knowledge that he would embrace and share with other aspiring Americans through his writings and landscape design.

			After locating Hamilton’s fifty-six-year-old ginkgoes amid the new Woodlands Cemetery grave sites, Downing described the tallest as being fifty-five feet high and three feet, four inches in circumference. Another famous ginkgo, not as tall, could be admired in Boston, wrote Downing, “standing on the north side of that fine public square, the Boston Common. It originally grew in the grounds of Gardiner Green, Esq. of Boston; but though of fine size, it was about three years since, carefully removed to its present site, which proves its capability for bearing transplanting. Its measurement is forty feet in elevation, and nearly four in circumference.” Through Henry Sargent, the up-and-coming Downing would meet horticulturally inclined Boston Brahmans, including (we speculate) a very young second cousin of Henry’s named Charles Sprague Sargent, who decades later would become America’s most influential tree expert.

			As Downing became famous, a steady stream of visitors began to appear to admire his faux-sandstone Elizabethan villa and parklike gardens on the family land in Newburgh. They described a slight, almost Spanish-looking man of “easy elegance,” who with his lovely wife (they had no children) “seem to live for the beautiful and the agreeable in life amid a select circle of friends . . . and a cheerful and unembarrassed social intercourse seems to characterize the life of this circle.” In contrast to William Hamilton, who was stingy with his plants and flowers, a guest of Downing’s who exclaimed in pleasure over a creamy magnolia blossom would soon find one perfuming his place at the breakfast table each morning for the rest of his stay. One observant guest noticed that amid all this ease, lush gardens, and laden fruit trees, Downing, a passionate tree lover, was in his study very early working, and often returned there long after guests were asleep.

			And so we like to imagine Downing toiling discreetly away before dawn some fine morning, writing in his Treatise about the ginkgo: “This fine exotic tree, which appears to be perfectly hardy in this climate, is one of the most singular in its foliage that has ever come under our observation. . . . The fruit is a drupe, about an inch in length, containing a nut. . . . They are eaten after having been roasted or boiled, and are considered excellent.” Or so he had read, for when Downing wrote this, no female ginkgo in America had yet reached puberty and begun the tree’s uniquely active sex life. “Abroad,” he noted, the ginkgo “has fruited in the south of France, and young trees have been reared from the nuts.” “The ginkgo tree,” added Downing, “is so great a botanical curiosity, and is so singularly beautiful when clad with its fern-like foliage, that it is strikingly adapted to add ornament and interest to the pleasure ground.” Of course, he soon installed one of these lovelies in his garden.

			The ginkgo was by no means Hamilton’s only big arboreal claim to fame and urban legacy. For in the same year—1784—that he sent his ginkgoes back to the Woodlands, he also secured his other great Oriental novelty: the tree of heaven (Ailanthus altissima) from northern China. The ailanthus was more than just an ornamental fast grower. Its wood was well suited to the kitchen steamers basic to all Chinese cuisine, while one treatment for mental illness called for an elixir of ground-up ailanthus root mixed with two liters of the urine of small boys and a paste of black soybean and various other medicinal herbs, left overnight, boiled, and then administered once daily. For balding men hoping to stimulate hair growth, Chinese pharmacists proposed a pulverized mixture of ailanthus, peach, and catalpa leaves, their extracted juice smeared on bald spots.

			Like the ginkgo, the ailanthus had a colorful provenance. In the mideighteenth century the Chinese imperial court banned foreigners from the Celestial Kingdom, except for certain seaports. However, the emperor did accept the presence in Peking of a handful of French Jesuit priests, well schooled in science and technology. One, Father Pierre Nicolas Le Chéron d’Incarville, joined the mission in 1740 at age thirty-four. He had studied botany under Bernard de Jussieu, superintendent of the Jardin Royal des Plantes in Paris. Arriving in Macao and traveling up through South China to Peking, d’Incarville soon began sending herbarium specimens and seeds back to Jussieu as best he could. Mistaking the ailanthus for the highly valued Chinese varnish tree—their slender, pinnately compound leaves are very similar—in 1751 he sent a supply of the ailanthus’s papery seeds back to Paris.

			In France, Jussieu planted some and dispatched a few more across the Channel to the Royal Society. English nurseryman Philip Miller of the Chelsea Physic Garden sowed some of them and watched his little trees of heaven grow at a prodigious rate, three to five feet a year until they reached sixty feet tall, with plentiful suckers (growths from the roots) that made it easy to raise yet more trees. The tree was already popular in Europe when Hamilton dispatched one home so that he could become the proud first possessor in America of this rarity.

			Also like the ginkgo, the ailanthus was destined to become an American city tree par excellence. But while the ginkgo grew at such a slow pace that it remained a precious collectible for another century, the tree of heaven would enter the nursery trade by the 1820s, heavily promoted by the Robert Prince Nursery of Flushing, New York, for its rapid growth, frothy foliage, and indifference to coal smoke and insects. Downing, in his Treatise, championed the exuberant ailanthus, enthusing that, in its first half dozen years of life, it “outstrips almost any other deciduous tree in vigour of growth, and we have measured leading stems which had grown twelve or fifteen feet in a single season. . . . There are, as yet, no specimens in this country more than 70 feet high; but the trunk shoots up in a fine column, and the head is massy and irregular.” Unlike ginkgoes, ailanthus rarely live more than sixty years, and Downing made no mention of having seen any when he visited the Woodlands Cemetery. By then, Hamilton’s original ailanthus specimens may have perished but certainly would have sired many hundreds, if not thousands, of offspring.

			Was it any surprise, then, that in New York and Philadelphia, wrote Downing, who was often in these cities to meet his publishers and growing public, that “the Ailanthus is more generally known by the name of the Celestial tree, and is much planted in the streets and public squares. For such situations it is admirably adapted, as it will insinuate its strong roots into the most meager and barren soil, where few other trees will grow, and soon produce an abundance of foliage and fine shade. It appears to be perfectly free from insects; and the leaves, instead of dropping slowly, and for a long time, fall off almost immediately when frost commences.”

			Even as Downing wrote these words, the ailanthus had already effectively conquered New York City. Some five years earlier, citizens of the “uptown districts” had watched in bafflement as squads of men wielding axes began chopping down stately horse chestnuts, lindens, and other street trees that had “converted the arid pavements into refreshing and pleasant avenues, their widespread heads throwing cooling shadows on the walls and windows and porches of those New Yorkers’ dwellings,” making summer in the city bearable. But in this antebellum era, before the invention of window screens, “a lady has been startled with a caterpillar in her drawing-room: another lady has been very much annoyed with similar visitors; and a third has been tormented daily with perfect showers and swarms of insects of various kinds, blown into the open windows upon her elegant furniture.” The old-fashioned, familiar trees with their troublesome insects were soon supplanted along the streets and avenues of Gotham by the reportedly bug-free ailanthus, “until,” complained one fan of the old trees, “‘uptown’ has become completely orientalized.”

			It was during the ensuing decade, as the ailanthus became the most common street tree in New York, that Downing emerged as the authority on fashionable horticulture, landscaping, and small-town architecture. Passionate, well informed, and with a winning style, he wrote, edited, and authored Cottage Residences (1842), Gardening for Ladies (1843), and, with his brother Charles, his next blockbuster, The Fruits and Fruit Trees of America (1845). In the course of thirteen printings, the book elevated Downing to the rank of top pomologist in an era when an agricultural nation obsessed over the merits of the Newtown Pippin apple over the Belle de Boskoop.

			Although Downing was ascending new heights of fame and influence, in 1846 he became engulfed by money woes and entangled in a bitter lawsuit with his father-in-law, John Peter DeWint. Downing quietly sold the nursery he had bought from his father and another piece of land before the lawsuit was resolved in his favor in April of 1849. Those money troubles may have figured in Downing’s accepting a job in July 1846 as editor of The Horticulturist, a new journal whose popularity provided an ideal bully pulpit for what was becoming one of Downing’s major preoccupations: the need for Americans to cherish, value, and plant more “trees—the noblest and proudest drapery that sets off the figure of our fair planet.” He was perplexed by his countrymen’s willingness to live in a world without trees, evidenced in “every desolate, leafless, and repulsive town and village in the country.” Surely, he inveighed, “if our ancestors found it wise and necessary to cut down vast forests, it is all the more needful that their descendants should plant trees. . . . The first duty of an inhabitant of forlorn neighborhoods . . . is to use all possible influence to have the streets planted with trees.”

			In an 1847 editorial Downing rhapsodized about the “beautiful towns and villages of New England, where the verdure of the loveliest elms waves like great lines of giant and graceful plumes above the house tops.” He further lamented that “in Philadelphia, we have seen with regret, whole rows of European Linden cut down within the last ten years, because this tree, in cities, is so infested with odious worms that it often becomes unendurable. On this account that foreign tree, the Ailanthus, the strong scented foliage of which no insect will attack, is every day becoming a greater metropolitan favorite.”

			By July 6, 1850, when Downing sailed for Liverpool aboard the steamship Pacific on his first trip overseas, he had received a Gold Medal of Science from Frederick William IV of Prussia, while Queen Anna of Holland had bestowed on him a garnet ring. English nobility welcomed and feted him in their highest horticultural circles. The Duke of Northumberland showed him the ancient trees of Syon House, the Duke of Devonshire hosted him at Chatsworth, and Sir William Hooker squired him about the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew. Downing marveled above all at London’s public parks, “laid out,” to his delight, “in the main with a broad and noble feeling of natural beauty. . . . This makes the parks doubly refreshing to citizens tired of straight lines and formal streets, while the contrast heightens the natural charm.” St. James’s Park struck him as “more like a glimpse into one of the loveliest pleasure-grounds on the Hudson, than the belongings of the Great Metropolis.” He observed with close professional interest the tremendous popularity of these great English public parks, conscious of how Americans flocked to the greenery of picturesque cemeteries in or near cities.

			When Downing debarked back in New York that fall, he brought with him a new partner, landscape architect Calvert Vaux. What Downing had seen abroad convinced him that public parks, where city dwellers could linger among trees, gardens, and shaded walks, would be “better preachers of temperance than temperance societies, better refiners of national manners than dancing schools, and better promoters of general good feeling than any lectures on the philosophy of happiness ever delivered in the lecture room.” He began advocating for what he referred to as a “central park” for New York City.

			Not long after Downing settled back into his home in Newburgh, he received a letter offering the greatest commission of his career: an invitation from President Millard Fillmore to come to Washington, D.C., on November 25 for a meeting to draw up a landscaping plan for the whole of the National Mall, from the foot of the U.S. Capitol grounds all the way up to the White House. These 150 acres were described as a “bleak, unhospitable common,” notable for its muddy roads, deep ditches, and barrenness, there being but a few scraggly sycamores. Downing envisioned numerous different sections, all connected by serpentine paths, carriage drives, meadows, and hundreds of “choice trees in the natural style.” He supervised the grading and draining of the area and then the planting of the first section of the park around the Smithsonian with young trees in the spring of 1851, promising his supporters: “If you gentlemen who have influence in Washington will stand by me I will make the capital ‘blossom like a rose.’”

			Then, on July 28, 1852, a bright, blue summer day, Downing embarked from Newburgh with his wife, her mother, and her siblings on the luxury steamer Henry Clay for a journey down the Hudson River to New York. Starting in Albany, the captain raced another steamboat, pausing only to take on passengers at appointed stops. At 2:45 p.m., as the steamer gained speed and raced toward Yonkers, the Henry Clay’s boiler overheated and burst in the engine room, engulfing the craft in flames and smoke. As the passengers panicked, the steamboat ran aground, and a wall of fire left those attempting to flee only one line of escape: overboard into the river’s deep waters. Downing, a strong swimmer, helped his wife and her family off the vessel as best he could, but when the chaos subsided, he, at age thirty-six, was among the seventy dead. Without his charismatic presence, the Washington mall project quickly petered out, and the antebellum United States lost its most passionate and knowledgeable advocate for trees and nature in the fast-industrializing cities.

			Yet even as subscribers to The Horticulturist learned of Andrew Jackson Downing’s untimely death, they opened the August 1852 issue to discover his final crusade. His editorial, “Shade Trees in Cities,” proclaimed, “Down with the ailanthus!” He now condemned the once-favored tree of heaven as a foreign invader that respected no boundaries, inveighing, “The vices of the ailanthus [are] . . . it smells horribly, both in leaf and flower . . . [and] it suckers abominably, and thereby over runs, appropriates and reduces to beggary all the soil of every open piece of ground.” With the United States already alarmed about the “wrong kind” of immigrants undermining the nation, ailanthus had become a proxy for their troublesome incursion. Downing admitted his was in part “a patriotic objection. . . . This petted Chinaman or Tartar, who has played us so falsely . . . has drawn away our attention from our own more noble native American trees, to waste it on this miserable pigtail of an Indiaman.”

			Why, Downing demanded of his readers, do we “fill our lawns and avenues with the cast off nuisances of the gardens of Asia and Europe”? ”Take refuge, friends, in the American Maples. Clean, sweet, cool, and umbrageous, are the Maples. . . . No tree transplants more readily.” Or, he suggested, consider that tree used far too rarely: “We mean the Tulip Tree. . . . What can be more beautiful than its trunk—finely proportioned, and smooth as a Grecian column? What more artistic than its leaf, cut like an arabesque in a Moorish palace—what more clean and lustrous than its tufts of foliage. . . . what more lily-like and specious than its blossoms—golden and bronze shaded? And what fairer and more queenly than its whole figure, stately and regal as Zenobia?”

			Such was Downing’s sway, even from the grave, that the ailanthus was soon widely denounced and scorned as a vile, malodorous foreigner, perhaps even poisonous, sickening the vulnerable with its loathsome emanations. On Capitol Hill horticultural authorities “executed capital punishment on all the unfortunate Ailanthus found in the capital grounds.” With similar denunciation afoot in Gotham, one citizen warned late that year, “See how many streets and public places are every where planted with this tree. To cut them down or dig them up, what an inconvenience, what a loss! And how dismantled those streets will look without them. We shall all be old, and perhaps dead and forgotten before other trees can be brought to yield such shade, and produce such an effect as these do. . . . If the flowers are really offensive, have them cut off before they open.”

			For the next decade the editors of the New York Daily Times kept up a steady campaign against the ailanthus, proudly proclaiming themselves “Know-Nothings, decidedly, in our opposition. . . . While we have so great a variety of hardy, sweet and beautiful indigenous trees, many of which grow as rapidly as the ailanthus, it is altogether too bad that our streets and public grounds should be encumbered by this filthy and worthless foreigner.” A fan jumped to the poor tree’s defense, pointing out that its unpleasant-smelling flowers were in bloom for only nine days and that during the rest of the year, “it is beautiful to the eye, refreshing as a shade, of quick growth—but above all it is always free from those jumping or measuring worms.” And so the debate went, year after year.

			Indifferent to such xenophobia, the ailanthus, even as it was slowly removed as a street and official park tree, more than made itself at home in the New World, its large, papery seeds sailing easily through the air, conquering new territory, establishing new beachheads. One New York writer said in wonder, “Give it a handful of cinders, plaster dust, or crushed asphalt, and it will flourish.” One suspects that the tree of heaven has become far too much of a common upstart to please William Hamilton, its original American patron. It remains the most successful introduction of a tree ever made to the American urban landscape.

			•   •   •

			In the decade before his early death, Andrew Jackson Downing had also served as the pivotal voice in the nascent movement to preserve forests and plant more trees. While Hamilton and other wealthy men like Thomas Jefferson were preoccupied with beautifying their own private estates with trees, most American settlers were cutting down the primeval forest, with its ancient trees of a size and scale unknown in Europe or England. In Hamilton’s day the destruction was not far advanced, as Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord reported while in exile here in 1794. The French aristocrat found himself, not 150 miles beyond Philadelphia, guiding his horse through “wild nature in all its pristine vigor . . . ; forests old as the world itself . . . here and there the traces of former tornadoes that had carried everything before them. Enormous trees all mowed down in the same direction.”

			A mere fifty years later, George Emerson, a mathematician, educator, tree lover, and part-time botanist, wrote in an 1846 report to the Massachusetts legislature regarding the state’s forests: “A few generations ago, an almost unbroken forest covered the continent. Now those old woods are everywhere falling. The axe has made, and is making, wanton and terrible havoc. The cunning and foresight of the Yankee seems to desert him when he takes the axe in hand. The new settler clears in a year more acres than he can cultivate in ten, and destroys at a single burning many a winter’s fuel, which would be better kept in reserve for his grandchildren.”

			When studying the denuding of Massachusetts hills, Emerson had reported, “All along the coast of New England, numerous little streams, which were formerly fed by the forests, and often rolled a volume of water sufficient to turn a mill in summer, are now dried up at that season, and only furnish a drain for the melting snows of spring, or the occasional great rains of autumn.” With the trees gone, the woods could not absorb and soften the rains and wind nor moderate the harsh heat.

			The following year Downing, writing in The Horticulturist, likened “to murder in the fourth degree” the way “settlers, pioneers, and squatters girdle and make a clearing, in a centennial forest, perhaps one of the grandest that ever God planted, with no more remorse that we have in brushing away dusty cobwebs.” Other contributors to the magazine begged to differ: “Our ancestors had a valid excuse for thus destroying the primeval forest. . . . Each tree afforded a secure shelter for the savage Indian, who, with tomahawk and scalping knife, darted from behind huge grey boles, to inflict a sanguinary death upon those who ventured beyond the ‘clearing;’ thus he who destroyed a tree brought his labor to an excellent work.”

			Out in California New York Tribune correspondent Bayard Taylor, passing through Sacramento while covering the Gold Rush, admired giant oaks and sycamores six feet in diameter, saved from the original forest to line rude streets. But “the emigrants have ruined the finest of them by camping at their bases, which, in some instances, have burned completely through, leaving a charred and blackened arch for the superb tree to rest upon. . . . The destruction of these trees is the more to be regretted as the intense heat of the summer days when the mercury stands at 120 F and renders their shade a thing of absolute necessity.”

			Elbert Hubbard, founder of the Arts and Crafts movement, recalled with shame the arboricides of his nineteenth-century Illinois boyhood: “I can well remember when men and boys would cut down some mighty oak, that had been over two hundred years in growing, just to catch an innocent possum that had taken refuge in its branches. When this great tree, which had defied the storms of centuries would fall to the ground with a thunderous crash, we would lift a savage yell of exultant triumph. I have seen a fire started in black walnut, birch, beech and elm trees to smoke out and kill a swarm of bees. Not only did these ‘first citizens’ kill the swarm of bees, but they killed the tree. . . . And so recklessly and completely did ax and torch do their work that, in certain sections, millions of acres have been rendered almost uninhabitable. . . . The miasma of ignorance, and the impulse to destroy spread like a fog over our entire land. . . . The woods were the place where lurked the enemies of man—savages, wildcats, bears, snakes, bees and all things that were supposed to strike scratch, sting, and bite.”

			As late as 1885, historian Francis Parkman wrote, “The early settler regarded the forest as an enemy to be overcome by any means, fair or foul, as the first condition of his prosperity and safety; and his descendants do not yet comprehend how completely the conditions are changed. The old enemy has become an indispensable friend and ally.”

			As these settlers and the lumbermen systematically waged war on the ancient trees and forests, they often spared the American elm, because its wood was considered inferior to that of the English elms planted by the first Puritans. The American elm’s high, arching branches and light, dappled shade did not interfere much with growing crops or pastures but offered welcome respite for cattle and farmers on hot days. As those spared elms grew, they became admired local landmarks: “The American elm, is, in most parts of the state,” wrote Bostonian George Emerson, “the most magnificent tree to be seen. . . . The sturdy trunk and the airy sweep of the branches are always there, and few objects of the kind are more beautiful.” Like Downing, Emerson was pleased to see that in “the excellent practice, becoming every year more common, of ornamenting towns and villages and sheltering sunny roads, with rows of trees, the elm is chosen often to the exclusion of all other trees.” Nothing transplanted as well as the American elm, grew so quickly, required so little attention to thrive, and lived to such a respectable old age.

			To underscore this point, Emerson published pages of elm data, including one set gathered by Oliver Wendell Holmes, poet and newly minted Harvard physician. Equipped with measuring tape, Dr. Holmes headed west from Boston in September of 1837 to locate gargantuan specimens. When he encountered the Great Elm in Springfield, Massachusetts, he placed his tape five feet up its massive trunk and found its circumference to be twenty-four feet, five inches. In Medfield, at the home of Thaddeus Morse, a towering elm was thirty-seven feet in circumference. Perhaps no tree in America was more famous than the Washington Elm in Cambridge, Massachusetts, “so called because beneath its shade or near it [on July 3, 1775], Geo. Washington is said to have first drawn his sword, on taking command of the American army.” Emerson made sure that its girth too was duly recorded. The honors were done by a Mr. Dixwell, who reported that one foot up from the ground, the circumference of the historic tree’s trunk measured thirteen feet, two inches.

			When Henry David Thoreau witnessed the felling of a huge old elm, fifteen feet in circumference, in Concord (residents worried the tree might topple upon their houses when it creaked during a bad storm and cut it down), he mourned, “Our town has lost one of its venerables.” Thoreau viewed its destruction as close to a crime. “Is it not sacrilege . . . for [the tree] is of greater moment to the town than that of many a human inhabitant would be. . . . How the mighty have fallen! Methinks its fall marks an epoch in the history of the town.”

			Downing himself was an enthusiast of elm-bowered New England towns. By 1847, ever exhorting “persons of taste and spirit” to mobilize around civic tree planting, Downing regretted that “there is a fashion in trees, which sometimes has a sway no less rigorous than that of a Parisian modiste.” He cited the ill-fated Lombardy poplar fad, which had ended with streets full of trees “decrepit and condemned.”

			With Downing’s death, the woods and the city trees lost their most high-profile and passionate spokesman and advocate, a man who could write, “If our ancestors found it wise and necessary to cut down vast forests, it is all the more needful that their descendants should plant trees. We shall do our part, therefore, towards awakening again, that natural love of trees, which long warfare against them—this continual laying the axe at their roots—so common in a new country, has, in so many places, well nigh extinguished. We ought not to cease, till every man feels it to be one of his moral duties to become a planter of trees.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“No Man Does Anything More Visibly Useful to Posterity Than He Who Plants a Tree”: Inventing Arbor Day and Cities of Trees
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			The first schoolchildren’s Arbor Day in 1882 in Cincinnati, Ohio. (With permission from American Forests.)

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			At 2:00 p.m. on Friday, April 27, 1882, John Bradley Peaslee, superintendent of schools in Cincinnati, Ohio, stood on a ridge in that city’s hilly Eden Park enjoying the sun, the breeze, and the sight of Governor Foster leading a procession of three companies of police, marching bands, the Veteran Guards, the Duckworth Club, and seven thousand blue-uniformed girls and boys from thirty school districts up into the park on Gilmore Avenue. In their wake surged thousands upon thousands of citizens, women with frilled parasols and men in derbies or top hats, all pressing in as best they could by streetcar, carriage, and foot.

			Peaslee, forty-one, a handsome Dartmouth graduate and lawyer with wavy brown locks and a Van Gogh beard, had been orchestrating these festivities for months. He registered with satisfaction the discipline of his students trooping upward under blue banners, each school district then forming a human circle, square, or triangle along the mile-long park ridge. Before the Civil War these gentle slopes had been part of the Longworth family’s famous “Garden of Eden” vineyard, ruined when powdery mildew struck its Catawba grapes, which were said to produce a sparkling wine rivaling French champagne.

			What wondrous occasion was attracting this cheering and singing throng (reported the next day to have numbered thirty thousand) on such a gorgeous spring afternoon? For half a century tree lovers had been bemoaning America’s status as “a nation of wanton destroyers of our unparalleled heritage of trees,” and yet here were the people of Cincinnati gathering to cheer on something unprecedented—a vast pageant to inaugurate a new state holiday dedicated to planting and honoring trees: Arbor Day. A decade earlier, J. Sterling Morton, pioneer, farmer, newspaper editor, and Lincoln-loathing political activist, had dreamed up Arbor Day in Nebraska as a practical celebration to encourage settlers to improve the state’s economy by creating woods and fruit orchards on the treeless plains.

			But in the ensuing ten years, despite Arbor Day’s success in Nebraska—where farmers had indeed planted millions of young trees—only Kansas and Minnesota had signed on. Now Superintendent Peaslee, when asked to arrange some appropriate event for Ohio’s first Arbor Day and America’s first American Forestry Congress (taking place here in the “Queen City”), had recast the former as an inspirational school holiday. “I will take the public-school children into the Park on that day,” he declared to the forestry organizers, “and have them plant and dedicate trees to American authors.”

			Peaslee himself was as passionate about literature as he was about trees, and the latter love affair had started when he was very young in Atkinson, New Hampshire. Spotting a little sugar maple (Acer saccharum) sapling near his fishing spot, Peaslee dug it up, brought it home, and planted it. “With what exultant joy I showed that tree to my father,” he recalled. As the seasons passed, he installed more small maples alongside that original, their red leaves making a brilliant show each autumn lining the road by their house. “Now, after more than forty years,” he wrote, “my attachment to these maples is so strong that I have almost as great a desire to see them as I have to visit the friends of my boyhood.”

			Clearly the idea of honoring American literary celebrities with trees struck a chord, and while Peaslee and his seven thousand students arrayed themselves across the six-acre slope to versify and declaim at what would be known as the Author’s Grove, elsewhere along this milelong former vineyard, prominent ladies, Civil War veterans, and local community leaders dedicated Peaslee’s other arboreal projects: the Presidents’ Grove, Citizens’ Memorial Grove, Pioneers’ Grove, and Battle Grove, the latter poignantly stocked with a Bunker Hill elm, a Valley Forge oak, and trees from every major Civil War battlefield from Gettysburg to Stone Mountain to Chickamauga.

			A few students from each of the eighty districts stepped forward to dedicate their school’s tree—a maple, an elm, or a sweet gum—to a chosen writer, such favorites as Washington Irving, Lucy Larcom (“He who plants a tree plants hope”), Nathaniel Hawthorne, and (from the colored district) the best-selling author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and poet Phillis Wheatley. Students read short personal essays and a few lines of their author’s stories, recited poems (“Woodman, spare that tree!” of course), attached a wooden ID tag to each slender trunk, and then threw handfuls of dirt on the christened tree.

			Over in the Presidential Grove atop the ridge, Dr. and Mrs. F. M. MacKenzie, he a Civil War veteran and she a great-great-niece of President George Washington, were planting a tree with a revolutionary pedigree: a little white oak they had reverently dug up six years earlier as a sapling from near the first president’s tomb at Mount Vernon. Nurtured in their home garden in Delhi, Ohio, they were now patriotically ceding their horticultural prize to this memorial grove for the ages. Using a silver-plated steel spade with an ebony handle, Mrs. MacKenzie flung dirt onto the planted young oak, announcing her hope that “future generations may look thereon and recall the noble deeds of the immortal Washington.”

			Thomas Jefferson was honored with a young bur oak, a tough Midwest native, its sapling size giving no hint of its massive maturity and future offspring—acorns the size of small hen eggs, topped with wild hairy acorn caps. (Hence the tree’s other name: the mossy cup oak.) The assembled ladies and handful of presidential descendants dedicated a total of twenty-one trees, one for each American president to date, including another bur oak for native son James A. Garfield, dead just seven months. By the end of the afternoon, the new Presidential Grove featured four American elms, five bur oaks, five red oaks, three pin oaks, two scarlet oaks, one swamp oak, and one sugar maple.

			We can forgive Superintendent Peaslee some hyperbole when he later avowed, “No sight more beautiful, no ceremonies more touching, had ever been witnessed in Cincinnati.” The spectators saw “the first memorial groves ever planted in America. . . . [It was] the first great celebration of a memorial tree-planting on the continent.” (Peaslee was making a fine distinction, for the superintendent of the U.S. Botanic Garden in Washington, D.C., William R. Smith, had been planting memorial trees on his grounds for years, collaborating with men as varied as ardent abolitionist Pennsylvania congressman Thaddeus Stevens, who chose an Oriental sycamore, and Shakespearean tragic actor Edwin Forrest, whose tree was a weeping cypress. But it was true that these were not actually groves.)

			On the following Arbor Day Peaslee returned with seventeen thousand students to expand the Author’s Groves, this time installing eight-inch-square granite markers with the name of each school and its honored author recorded in chiseled, raised letters. By then the American Forestry Congress, the nation’s first conservation organization, had formally proposed that states and students everywhere adopt Peaslee’s version of Arbor Day, a charming new American holiday on which schoolchildren could learn about and plant trees. “Should this celebration become general,” said Peaslee, “such a public sentiment would lead to beautifying by trees of every city, town, and village, as well as the public highways, church, and school grounds, and the homes of the people.” And indeed, promoted by the Forestry Congress, Arbor Day now picked up new momentum.

			•   •   •

			J. Sterling Morton, the founder of Arbor Day, had had his epiphany as a young man in early April of 1855 while standing for the first time on the elevated ridge of his 160-acre homestead in Nebraska City in the Nebraska Territory. A strong, compact figure with a large, well-shaped head, the twenty-three-year-old newlywed from Detroit, Michigan, stared out at the vast undulating prairie before him and felt he “could not but be oppressed by the sense of treelessness. . . . No forest was visible on either side, as far as the eye could reach, and only here and there, along the banks of small creeks and in deep ravines, would a few fire-spared trees be found. Even these were mostly maimed, scarred and deformed by the surges of flame which had swept down upon them from the burning prairies during nearly every fall of their precarious lives. Thus everywhere the waves of rich land stretched bare of shade to the horizon.” Suddenly Morton realized how much he missed trees.

			Unlike Peaslee, an exemplary young Quaker active in every form of civic betterment from serving as director of the Humane Society to membership in the German Literary Club of Cincinnati, Morton was something of a hellion, a pugnacious bantam of a man quick to act and rare to repent. Expelled twice from the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor just before he was due to graduate, Morton wangled a degree out of Union College in Schenectady, New York. He then enraged his parents by marrying his high school sweetheart, Caroline, and departing for the Nebraska
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