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ABSTRACT 

This senior thesis identifies a contradiction in a normalized practice in the United States. 

In the wake of 9/11, hundreds of thousands, if not millions of Americans planted trees to 

commemorate the trauma, shouting ‘never forget!’ as they created tributes that would inevitably 

fade and die. The question remains, if the memorial tree does not and cannot preserve a memory 

in perpetuity, what is its purpose? This question explores the definition of memorialization, 

attempting to understand if and how the memorial tree might change what it means to 

memorialize trauma in the United States.  

Beginning with a singular site, the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, this thesis identifies the 

primary tensions that arise in relation to the memorial tree, as well as its unique contributions. 

Major national newspapers and the publications of conservation organizations provide accounts 

of how the primary issues arising in the Garden were resolved by stewards and communities 

across the country, allowing this thesis to develop into a commentary on a memorial form rather 

than a treatise on a single site. Analyses of attempts to overcome or acknowledge the 

impermanence of the tree, its exploitation to advance another cause unrelated to the trauma, the 

high levels of community participation that it requires, and finally its mundane embodiment of a 

distinguished, even sacred symbol reconcile the tree’s apparent failures with its functions.  

This thesis argues that while the mortality of memorial trees fails the conventional, 

memory preservation purposes of memorials, the continued movement to plant trees in the wake 
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of both World War I and 9/11 is an effort to integrate death into the life of a community. The 

memorial tree’s neglect or death contextualizes trauma in the ordinary life events that follow in 

its wake. Its ability to do serve more than one purpose makes memorialization a tool for solving 

ordinary problems. Community participation transforms memorialization into an activity and a 

way to serve the community, and finally the memorial that is distinguished by mundane images 

found in nature grounds emotional experiences in ordinary moments rather than special 

occasions and spaces.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The Underside of Life 

 It is easy to miss the plaque that marks the entrance to the two towering allées outlining 

the Brooklyn Botanic Garden’s esplanade. The trees are the primary focus and they draw the eye 

of the onlooker into the sky rather than towards the mulch bed where the plaque lies. A humble 

rock bears a bronze tablet inscribed with two sentences:  

“These scarlet oaks are dedicated in remembrance of events of September 11, 2001 and 
to those who lost their lives that day. The Norway maples that grew as the first generation 
of trees on this site were planted in November 1918 to commemorate the WWI 
Armistice.” [See Appendix Figure 1] 
 

 The sting of the memory of 9/11 stops most patrons in their tracks. The grove assumes a 

new, somber significance; the lofty oak is no longer a canopy to shade a Sunday stroll, but a 

symbol of the tragic events of that clear September day. Casual conversation inevitably drifts to 

silent reflection. Each allée is twenty trees deep; the overall effect is two parallel columns, 

invoking the image of the Twin Towers. The representation was not intentional; the allée is a 

convention in landscape design and has been employed to compose the Garden’s main esplanade 

since the Garden first decided to develop the space in the 1910s, but the image is striking 

nonetheless and it makes it all the more difficult to divorce the grove from the memory it is 

intended to preserve. Individual plaques at the base of each tree link names to the trauma. Alan 

K. Jensen, “Who perished September 11, 2001,” had a wife, listed as his widow on the small 

rectangular sign, and two sons. [See Appendix Figure 2] Maria Isabel Ramirez lost her life on a 

day when she was going to work. The tree that bears her name is evidence of the promise that her 

colleagues inscribed in bronze: “We will never forget.”   
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  Indeed, regardless of the level of personal connection that a visitor to the Garden shares 

with Maria, passing by her memorial tree reminds all of her life and her loss, but the plaque that 

marks the entrance to the grove reminds visitors that the lives of World War I soldiers have been 

forgotten. Before Maria and Alan were immortalized, the lives of World War I soldiers were 

honored in the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. Eighty trees of the Norway maple variety stood in the 

same place the scarlet oaks now occupy. [See Appendix Figure 3] The life expectancy of a 

Norway maple is eighty years, and in 2001 their decay required uprooting and replacement. The 

only remnant of the memorial to Armistice is a single line on an often-overlooked plaque. The 

sacrifices of husbands, sons, and brothers have been otherwise erased.  

 The same fate awaits the Garden’s scarlet oaks, designated the “Liberty Oaks” at their 

dedication in 2002. The Brooklyn Botanic Garden has crafted a policy that attempts to confront 

the reality of tree death. The memorials within its walls have an expiration date; memorial status 

only lasts for the life of the tree.1 In approximately ninety years, the memory of 9/11 will fade, 

its edges dull and its witnesses dead. The same can be said of World War I today. The spouses, 

parents, and friends of the soldiers commemorated are long gone. Their children are in their 

nineties if they are still living. For the majority of Americans, World War I is an abstract event; it 

lives in historical documentaries, black and white photographs, and books rather than lived 

experiences. Given the temporal arc of memory, the memorial tree may seem like an evolved 

form, allowing us to express our grief and sorrow when it is fresh and to move on when our pain 

has receded. However, the Brooklyn Botanic Garden’s policy frames a complex problem, rather 

than a progressive solution. The natural loss in memory over time is the primary impetus for 

                                                
1 Leslie Findlen (Vice President of Development and Membership, Brooklyn Botanic Garden), interviewed 

by Anna Frenzilli, Brooklyn, New York, October 5, 2015. 
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memorialization. Statues, arches, and obelisks are meant to ensure that people, tragedies, 

sacrifices, and triumphs endure.  

  In spite of their mortality, memorial trees are not exempt from the expectation of 

permanence. In 1920, when the memorial form was introduced to the American public in a 

magazine article authored by the president of the country’s foremost conservation organization, 

the American Forestry Association, the tree was praised as an improvement in memorial 

practice, not a reinvention of its standards and purposes. Association President Charles Lathrop 

Pack christened the memorial tree, “The Memorial that Lives.”2 [See Appendix Figure 4] Pack’s 

title was meant as foil to the stone and bronze forms that dominated the American landscape. 

The aftermath of the Civil War revealed a demonstrated preference among Americans for statues 

and plaques to commemorate trauma. 1909 marked the height of a memorial frenzy in the nation; 

over the course of the decade more stone and bronze memorials had been constructed than in any 

previous decade combined.3 In contrast to the static and lifeless statue, the tree breathed and 

grew and changed. The argument for a memorial that showed signs of vitality and strength was 

especially persuasive as the nation attempted to mourn the loss of productive, energetic young 

men. However Pack’s praise fails to acknowledge the consequence of a memorial that lives: a 

memorial that dies.  

 A memorial that dies challenges the essence of memorialization. As a memorial, the tree 

is meant to be a symbol of a life or a historical event—something that preserves something lost. 

As a tree, it is destined to wither—to betray the memory it is meant to keep. The loss of 

Brooklyn Botanic Garden’s Norway maples, called the “Armistice maples” by present and past 

                                                
2 Charles Lathrop Pack, “The Tree—The Memorial That Lives,” American Forests 26, no. 313 (January 

1920): 29-37, accessed October 15, 2015, https://archive.org/stream/americanforests26natiuoft. 
 
3 Alice Fahs and Joan Waugh, The Memory of the Civil War in American Culture, (Chapel Hill: University 

of North Carolina Press, 2004) 65. 



4 
  
 

Garden staff, is evidence of failure if the memorial is defined in terms of its fortitude. While the 

conflict between a purpose intimately tied to permanence and a reality of impermanence seems 

irreconcilable, the nation continues to pursue memorial planting with enthusiasm. The Brooklyn 

Botanic Garden was not alone in its choice to commemorate 9/11 with trees. Thousands of 

memorial trees took root in forests, parks, schoolyards, and the yards of suburban homes across 

the country in the aftermath of 9/11. 599 sites, spanning all fifty states, are registered in the 

USDA Forest Association’s national registry of living memorials.4 The easiest justification for 

their choice is myopia. Like Charles Lathrop Pack, are post-9/11 planters failing to consider the 

inevitable end of their tributes?  

This thesis is an investigation into why and how the memorial tree is firmly planted in the 

memorial category. Questioning the memorial on this fundamental level suggests that it may 

perform some other function, apart from preservation, or perhaps change the conventions of 

memorialization altogether. In the chapters that follow, I seek to understand the ways in which 

the memorial tree fails and the reasons for pursuing it anyway. This inquiry centers on a 

particular memorial form, rather than a particular site, and as a consequence, the Brooklyn 

Botanic Garden will not be its primary focus. Rather, the Garden will serve as a lens through 

which the primary tensions that the memorial tree presents will be examined. The tensions and 

contributions of the memorial tree that are revealed in the Garden will be examined in the 

context of other sites across several communities.   

 Beginning to understand the memorial tree, both in terms of its tensions and its 

contributions, lies in understanding its history, development, and public definition. As previously 

mentioned, the earliest champion of the memorial tree was Charles Lathrop Pack, and his feature 
                                                

4 USDA Forest Service, “Living Memorial Project Interactive Map,” LivingMemorialsProject.net,  
http://www.livingmemorialsproject.net/registrymap.htm (accessed October 15, 2015).  
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article in American Forests, the American Forestry Association’s magazine, “The Tree—The 

Memorial That Lives,” was an unveiled attempt to persuade community leaders and average 

citizens to forsake statues for trees. Pack was writing in the shadow of the City Beautiful 

Movement which inspired national consciousness for aesthetic and architectural design, in spite 

of its decreasing influence at the onset of World War I. Order and harmony were two of its most 

prized design values.5 Reaching its peak at the turn of the century, the City Beautiful Movement 

is responsible for the grandeur of the National Mall and the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. The 

ambitious architectural designs, inspired by antiquity as well as a desire to innovate, were an 

attempt to cultivate a relationship between the urban population and its environment.6 Grand 

boulevards and impressive central buildings were imagined as the source of pride for a devoted 

citizenry.7  

The City Beautiful Movement included landscape design as well. Frederick Law 

Olmstead was commissioned to transform the fairgrounds of the 1893 Chicago World Fair into 

picturesque gardens. Olmsted and his brother, John later developed the first plans for the 

Brooklyn Botanic Garden. These plans ultimately went unused, but the selected designs of 

Harold Caparn, the Garden’s first lead landscape architect, were also influenced by the ideals of 

the movement.8 Caparn sought to reveal the harmony and balance inherent to nature by 

                                                
5 Daniel M. Bluestone, “Detroit's City Beautiful and the Problem of Commerce”. Journal of the Society of 

Architectural Historians 47, no. 3. (September 1988): 245, accessed March 20, 2016, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/990300. 

 
6 Bluestone, “Detroit's City Beautiful and the Problem of Commerce,” 245. 

 
7 Ibid., 245.  

 
8 The Cultural Landscape Foundation “Brooklyn Botanic Garden,” tclf.org, 

https://tclf.org/landscapes/brooklyn-botanic-garden (accessed March 20, 2016). 
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highlighting its organic, original form rather than artificially manipulate its features.9 While 

impressive statues were essential to city beautification, improving the community through lush 

landscaping was an equally important pursuit. Communities were incomplete without trees lining 

their streets and decorating their town squares.  

The City Beautiful Movement’s attention to landscape design also served the 

conservationist goals of the American Forestry Association. By making nature an object of 

beauty, the City Beautiful Movement gave the Association another justification in its fight to 

protect nature. The American Forestry Association was founded in 1875 “to protect the existing 

forests of the country from unnecessary waste.”10 Its conservationist mission was directed at the 

American public; American Forests magazine, the platform that Pack used to disseminate his 

article, is written for both experienced horticulturists and novice gardeners. Announcements for 

new horticultural publications are positioned alongside informative guides on recycling wood. 

Pack’s article includes step-by-step instructions, assuming ignorance from all audience members 

because the practice of memorializing the dead by planting was relatively unheard of in the 

United States in 1920. The partnership between the American Forestry Association and the 

memorial tree is ultimately a practical one. Planting more trees, whatever the motivation, 

advances the cause of environmental protection and improvement. Investing meaning in trees 

also puts a safeguard in place for their survival.  

Although Pack does not directly engage conventional memorial forms in his case for the 

use of memorial trees, the history of living memorials is entangled in a debate over the merits of 

stone and bronze memorial forms typically used to immortalize the war dead. As World War I 

                                                
9 Oliver Chamberlain, Landscapes and Writings of Harold Caparn (West Conshohocken, PA: Infinity 

Publishing, 2013), 181.  
  
10 American Forests, “History,” AmericanForests.org, https://www.americanforests.org/who-we-are-about-

us/who-we-are-history/ (accessed March 20, 2016).  
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drew to a close in the United States, the living memorial, a term that encompasses buildings and 

spaces that have an everyday use, like town halls, auditoriums, and public swimming pools, as 

well as parks, gardens, and trees constructed or planted in honor of the deceased, was suggested 

as an alternative to more traditional memorial forms including statues, obelisks, and arches. This 

critical conversation was largely limited to an elite group with training and education in art and 

design. Andrew Shanken, an architectural and urban historian, chronicles the development of 

living memorials in the United States, focusing on the post-World War II boom in the practice, 

but the earliest actors he cites, the ones most vocal following the Great War, are art critics with 

platforms in scholarly journals.11 Pack’s article, marketed for the general public, may signal the 

end of the highbrow debate or at least an attempt to popularize the practice via public support. In 

contrast, the decision to plant memorial trees in the aftermath of 9/11 faced almost no serious 

debate. Mass planting efforts seemed an automatic response, organized only days after the 

attacks in some cases.  

Between past debate and present normalization of the practice, the memorial tree has 

evaded substantial documentation of its implementation and use. Local newspapers may report 

on planting ceremonies if key community actors are involved, but the majority of these 

memorials, created informally and with the resources of a local school, church, civic group, or 

individual are known only to their stewards. The Brooklyn Botanic Garden even failed to keep 

official records of the dedication of the “Armistice maples.” The Garden’s Annual Record 

mentions the grove in 1942, but there is no prior announcement of its dedication.12 In addition to 

                                                
11 Andrew Shanken, “Planning Memory: Living Memorials in the United States during World War II,” The 

Art Bulletin 84, no. 1 (March 2002): 134-147, accessed October 15, 2015, 
http://www.ced.berkeley.edu/downloads/pubs/faculty/shanken_2002_planning-memory.pdf. 

 
12 “Trees in the Brooklyn Botanic Garden,” Brooklyn Botanic Garden Record 31, no. 1 (January 1942): 1-

47, accessed October 15, 2015, https://archive.org/stream/mobot31753003558803. 
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the inevitable death of the tree that calls its memorial status into question, healthy memorial trees 

are vulnerable to forgetting. The mundane connotation of the tree itself does not lend the 

memorial tree distinction, but rather aids in the minimization of its status. A poorly marked 

memorial tree is likely to fade into the background of the community in which it was planted. 

Vulnerability to forgetting raises the conflict between permanence and impermanence once 

again—is a memorial that we cannot recognize or remember a memorial at all?  

This central question of the effect of impermanence on the status of a memorial was 

articulated in the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, making it the framework for my approach to this 

investigation. We begin at the Garden because it raises the key issues for investigation. The 

shortcomings and inconsistencies, as well as the benefits and functions of the memorial tree are 

presented in the Garden’s efforts to implement and regulate the form over time. For example, the 

attempt to control for the limited lifespan of the tree at the Garden led me to investigate 

perceptions of the permanence of memorial trees more broadly. Searching major newspapers like 

the New York Times and the Washington Post as well as publications like American Forests 

magazine for documentation of memorial tree plantings both after World War I and in the wake 

of 9/11, I sought evidence of an awareness of imminent tree death among stewards. Additionally, 

I looked into cases of tree death, seeking evidence of a sense of betrayal akin to the anxiety over 

the loss of a memory begotten by the loss of a memorial tree that transformed the Brooklyn 

Botanic Garden’s seemingly uncontroversial decision to create a memorial for the victims of 

9/11 into a slight to the soldiers of World War I. Using the Garden as a model for the problems 

central to the memorial form, this study moves beyond the Garden to examine the ways in which 

its struggles play out in memorial plantings across two time periods and across several different 
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communities. The result is not a treatise on a single site, but a commentary on a particular 

memorial form.  

The Brooklyn Botanic Garden also links the two phases of memorial creation that this 

study focuses on: World War I and 9/11. The memorial death and replacement that took place at 

the Brooklyn Botanic Garden is rooted in both time periods. The decision to create the “Liberty 

Oaks,” may be interpreted as a statement about the value of marking Armistice; the present 

moment calls memory of the past into question. Present anxieties are also situated in the context 

of origin stories and initial concepts of what the memorial tree would mean. Initial failure to 

acknowledge the mortality of the tree and break with expectations of permanence may account 

for present disillusionment in the face of tree death. The exchange between World War I and 

9/11 at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden was coincidental; the eight-decade lifespan of the Norway 

maple variety put it on a path to die as the nation confronted an unimaginable trauma. However, 

beginning with World War I allows us to examine the original meaning of the memorial tree and 

if and how that meaning has changed over time. Ultimately, the story of the memorial tree is a 

story about loss over time and two different time periods are essential to capturing its richness.  

Using the origins and context of a memorial in order to understand its significance, both 

to the community and to the official memory of the event or individual that it immortalizes, is 

not a new approach. In fact, this is the method most scholars who study memorials employ. As 

Andrew Shanken explained, the emergence of the living memorial following World War II can 

be traced by examining the debate taking place in architectural and art publications.13 He 

identifies strong public opposition to traditional memorial forms (statues, arches, etc.), and 

portrays living memorials as a response to criticism of tradition. Shanken also draws on the 

                                                
13 Shanken, “Planning Memory,” 134-147. 
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technological and cultural developments of the period. The brutality of modern mechanized 

warfare and the growing sentiment that war could no longer be captured by images are cited as 

primary reasons for the choosing living memorials over idealized statues. The Federal Service 

Agency’s post-World War II campaign for improved fitness standards also embeds living 

memorials, which often took the form of gymnasiums and recreational facilities, in a national 

effort to promote health and exercise. However, the context that Shanken draws on limits his 

study to the question of merit of the memorial form. He begins and ends with the highbrow 

conversations that were taking place at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden when the “Armistice 

maples” were first being planted. Shanken fully investigates how and why living memorials 

gained legitimacy, but he does not explore the future issues tied to their implementation. My 

study takes root after the decision to plant has been made. Taking the “Armistice maples” and 

the “Liberty Oaks” as proof of a basic respect for and acceptance of the form, understanding 

what this form means in practice becomes more important than ideas about what it means in 

theory.  

Shanken is perhaps the only scholar that analyzes the living memorial as a memorial 

form. Cal Snyder’s Out of Fire and Valor, an anthology of the war memorials in New York City 

from World War I through 9/11, defines the form and describes its prominence and use, but 

Snyder does not question its origins or inherent complications.14 The memorial tree is a point of 

interest in New York’s rich memorial culture, and although Snyder distinguishes it from stone 

memorials, giving it its own chapter, the memorial tree is presented as a reality of New York’s 

memorial landscape. Rather than accept the memorial tree as a given, I will examine its use and 

function. Although the majority of scholars who study memorials focus on conventional forms, 

                                                
14 Cal Snyder, Out of Fire & Valor: The War Memorials of New York from the Revolution to 9/11 

(Piermont, NH: Bunker Hill Publishing, 2005). 
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certain consensuses among them frame the key ways in which memorial trees perform new and 

different functions. For example, there is a general consensus among scholars that the practice of 

memorializing captures public affect. John Bodnar, a professor of history at Indiana University 

and author of Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the 

Twentieth Century, links memorial making to an effort to develop feelings of national identity.15 

Bodnar explains, the flagpole positioned in the foreground of the Vietnam Veterans memorial 

was not a requirement of Maya Lin’s design, but rather the result of fears of allowing a “text 

composed only by and about ordinary people and ordinary emotions stand alone.”16 Memorials 

in his view are not tools for telling individual stories, but rather tools to unify disparate, personal 

experiences. The memorial itself, often by means of popular national symbols, creates a single 

public image of the event.  

Erika Doss identifies a similar tendency in what she calls “memorial mania,” a frenzied 

obsession with public commemoration in the United States. According to Doss, the memorials to 

9/11 in the United States are a text for reading public feeling in the wake of the tragedy.17 Rather 

than accurately capture the details of the trauma, Doss finds that the design of the memorial is a 

road map to how the public was interpreting and experiencing the trauma. For example, she 

interprets the image of a crying eagle against the backdrop of smoking Twin Towers that was 

circulated on posters and public murals as an attempt to claim American innocence in the wake 

of 9/11.18 According to Doss, the tearful national symbol portrays the United States makes the 

                                                
15 John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Patriotism, and Commemoration in the Twentieth 

Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991). 
 
16 Bodnar, Remaking America, 12.  
 
17 Erika Doss, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 

2010). 
 

18 Doss, Memorial Mania, 121. 
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United States appear like helpless, grieving victims. She also claims that minimalist details and 

abstract design, like Michael Arad’s design for two large waterfalls in the footprints of the World 

Trade Center, are the product of “bearing witness to unfathomable and ‘unrepresentable’ 

histories.”19 However, both Doss and Bondar relegate the public to a single, ambiguous whole. 

The convention of addressing a general ‘public’ is partly practical; formal memorials are 

typically constructed without direct community involvement. Public design competitions are a 

popular means of ensuring public input, but ultimately a select commission makes the final 

decision about the way in which a trauma will be represented. In contrast, the research on the 

practice of planting in response to 9/11 completed by USDA Forest Association researchers, 

Erika Svendsen and Lindsay Campbell, centers on the stewards responsible for creating and 

caring for the memorials.20 Svendsen and Campbell, who spent a year studying the development, 

uses, and meaning of living memorials in communities in the New York City Metro area, suggest 

that the story of memorial trees is a story of community action. Asking stewards why they chose 

to get involved with a memorial planting, common responses included efforts to reengage in a 

neighborhood devastated by personal and environmental loss. Stewards most commonly wanted 

to contribute to and find meaning in a larger system and to commit to the future rather than 

establish a official narrative of the event. A key difference between the memorial tree and the 

stone and bronze memorials that Bodnar and Doss comment on emerges. For the memorial tree, 

the gesture of creating a memorial is arguably more important than the memorial’s official 

commentary on the trauma. Juxtaposed against the disillusionment engendered by the death of 

                                                
19 Doss, Memorial Mania, 124. 

 
20 Erika S. Svedsen and Lindsay K. Campbell, “Living Memorials: Understanding the Social Meanings of 

Community-Based Memorials to September 11, 2001,” Environment and Behavior 42, no. 3 (2010): 318-334, 
accessed October 15, 2015, http://www.nrs.fs.fed.us/pubs/jrnl/2010/nrs_2010_svendsen_001.pdf. 
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memorial trees, community action fixes the memorial tree in the present and presents a challenge 

to the idea that the memorial’s primary purpose is in preservation.  

Diverging from preservation is the primary reason for contesting the memorial, but what 

the memorial tree does, its purpose and work, is defined by this apparent shortcoming, or what it 

does not do. Forgetting is not the weakness of the memorial tree, but rather its unique 

contribution to the community’s experience of the traumatic event it commemorates. In this 

thesis, I will argue that while the mortality of memorial trees fails the conventional, memory 

preservation purposes of memorials, the continued movement to plant trees in the wake of both 

World War I and 9/11 is an effort to integrate death into the life of a community. The memorial 

tree is not just different from conventional stone and metal memorials, it is subversive. Memorial 

planting makes memorialization a participatory activity. The memorial tree does not occupy a 

distinguished or cordoned area, but decorates residential streets and shades walking paths. It 

invites mundane interaction during its creation as well as all of the days that will follow. The 

pilgrim visiting the Vietnam Wall, the Lincoln Memorial, or the 9/11 Memorial at Ground Zero 

is seeking an opportunity to interact with trauma—to reflect, to grieve, but their experience is far 

from ordinary. Death resides in a particular space that they can travel to and leave behind. It’s 

significance and weight is impossible to mistake.  

In contrast, the memorial tree inserts death into daily life. The planter not only creates 

everyday moments for reflection and memory, but he or she also transforms a trauma into 

something that has a productive function. The fear that this unassuming form facilitates 

forgetting is legitimate, but planting ceremonies are rarely marked by the intention of forgetting. 

The memorial tree is a primary means through which the community processes grief in the wake 

of a trauma, and those feelings often grow less acute with the passage of time. The tree adapts to 
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changing levels of public emotion, fading into the landscape of a neighborhood seeking to heal 

from a trauma that irrevocably altered their realities. The absence of their loved ones must at a 

certain point become a fact of life; the tree grows matter-of-factly as well.  

The memorial tree’s simultaneous innovation and failure—it’s unique attempt to 

normalize death—will be illustrated in four parts. The first chapter raises the central problem of 

memorial trees—their death—to consciousness. Anxieties over the death of a memorial are 

motivated by a fear of disrespecting the dead. Forgetting or minimizing the significance of death 

is often associated with disrespect, resulting in a memorial culture characterized by reverence 

and distance rather than participation and coexistence. However, the anxiety in the Brooklyn 

Botanic Garden was not solely focused on the death of the trees, there was also concern over 

their easily exploited meaning. The second chapter is focused on the expansive meanings of 

memorial trees, particularly the opportunity they present to honor more than the singular trauma 

for which they are named. Campaigns for environmental causes that are linked to memorial 

forests undeniably divert attention away from the trauma commemorated, but this diversion does 

not mean that the tree is an unfit memorial. The intersection of death and causes essential to the 

daily life of a community, like the environment and neighborhood improvement, moves death 

into the sphere of daily life. ‘Failing’ death gives memorial trees a new purpose: community 

action. The third chapter explains how this form makes memorialization an accessible activity. 

The final chapter examines the effect of nature on conceptions of death. Representing death 

through this medium directs attention from the death event and the life lost and shifts focus 

towards life itself. The tree emphasizes the vitality of a dead soldier rather than his death; it is 

also often cited as a way to continue a life cut short. Attention to the tree’s representation of life 

rather than death creates disillusionment when the tree decays, but it is not a naïve oversight. 
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Nature lends sanctity to the memorial, allowing the tree to conform to more traditional 

understandings of what a memorial is and does, while also naturalizing the dying process.  
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I 

The Problem With Memorial Trees 

 The Brooklyn Botanic Garden placed a sign at the entrance to its “Armistice maples” in 

2001. The once vibrant specimens’ splitting branches and scarce foliage indicated that something 

was amiss in the grove, but it was small black letters on a rectangular plaque that made their 

demise official. The message was supposed to be informative but not explanatory—a good-faith 

effort to keep regular visitors abreast of a new development that had been opened and closed 

internally. 21 Under the heading, “Removal and Replanting of the Norway maples,” the public 

learned: 

At over 83 years of age, the Norway maples (Acer Platanoides "Schewedleri") planted in 
double rows on both sides of the cherry esplanade have reached the end of their lives. 
The remaining two rows of maples will be removed this fall and replaced with scarlet 
oaks (Quercus Coccinea), sturdy long-lived native trees with brilliant red fall leaf color, 
in the spring of 2004.22 
 

These words greeted Rochelle Gurstein, a columnist for The New Republic, author, professor, 

and most importantly New Yorker and patron of the Brooklyn Botanic Garden on an autumn day 

in 2001 with a sense of finality. In an editorial in The New Republic she described an irreversible 

loss; the sign indicated that “The deed was done.”23 Eighty memorials planted to commemorate 

countless young lives given in the Great War were lost forever, replaced by something brighter 

and more vigorous. The Garden was careful to avoid characterizing the Norway maples as 

memorials to Armistice in its announcement. The dedication of the newly planted scarlet oaks is 

                                                
21 Mark Fisher (Director of Horticulture, Brooklyn Botanic Garden), interviewed by Anna Frenzilli, 

Brooklyn, New York, October 7, 2015. 
 
22 Rochelle Gurstein, “On the Lifespan of Trees,” New Republic, December 2, 2004, 

https://newrepublic.com/article/62026/the-lifespan-trees. 
 
23 Gurstein, “On the Lifespan of Trees,” New Republic, December 2, 2004. 
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also missing from the paragraph, but Gurstein’s frequent visits to the Garden made her well-

acquainted with the special purpose of the decaying maple trees. Looking to the stone that bore a 

plaque with their dedicatory note for a final record of their existence, she was ultimately 

informed of their total elimination. The plaque now reads, “Liberty Oaks.”  

 Although the death of the “Armistice maples” was inevitable, their replanting represented 

an injustice. Gurstein invoked the intentions of the maples’ planters, individuals she imagined 

with intimate connections to the soldier dead as well as ties to the man holding her hand as she 

strolled under the shade of the majestic allées and the children skipping in front of them. Not 

only were they honoring their loved ones, but these parents, wives, children, and siblings “were 

launching the memory and dreams of their own time into ours.”24 In Gurstein’s view, the 

memorial encapsulates a relationship between the past and the future, no matter its form. The 

memorial is a promise to “fix the event in public memory as much as in place,” representing an 

agreement that the future will not forget.” Allowing the memorial tree to fade is a betrayal of the 

trust that the past invests in the future.  

The permanence that Gurstein identifies as essential to memorialization was in fact 

prominent in the imaginations of the pioneers of memorial planting in the United States. Charles 

Lathrop Pack, the aforementioned President of the American Forestry Association, and the 

memorial tree’s first prominent advocate, left death out of his feature article on the memorial 

tree.25 The article, also previously referenced, “The Tree—The Memorial That Lives,” places its 

entire focus in the renewal of life in the face of loss. The tree is praised as a “living Sentinel” for 

                                                
24 Ibid. 
  
25 Pack, “The Tree—The Memorial That Lives,” 29-37. 
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future generations and a symbol that “life is ever renewing.”26 The article advises certain 

safeguards for preserving the life of the tree, providing careful transplanting and care instructions 

for new gardeners, but the implications of a dead tree are not considered. In place of plans for 

replacement upon death, the tree’s timeline is portrayed as indefinite, stretching across time as 

“Much of the history of the world has been made beneath trees.”27  

Rather than reconcile the tree’s mortality with the expectation of permanence that is 

invested in memorials, Pack ignores the tree’s death. Rochelle Gurstein’s confusion and 

frustration over the loss of a memorial tree follows logically from Pack’s promises of 

permanence, but confronting the reality of tree death changes the connotation of the Brooklyn 

Botanic Garden’s decision to replace and rededicate an entire grove of memorial trees. Leslie 

Findlen, the current vice president of Development and Membership at the Garden, maintains 

that the Garden’s actions were an example of practical problem solving rather than the flippant 

denial of history that Gurstein observes.28 The death of the Norway maples was not a surprise to 

the Garden’s experienced horticulturists, but rather a predictable, natural event that would 

require the selection of a new, heartier specimen for replanting.29 Dedicating the trees to the 

victims of the attacks on September 11, 2001 was not a slight to the soldiers of World War I, but 

an effort to respond to the present needs of a community searching for a place to grieve and 

reflect. 

While Charles Lathrop Pack ignores the limited reality of the memorial tree, institutions 

like the Brooklyn Botanic Garden are left to parse out how a mortal object passes as a memorial. 

                                                
26 Ibid., 29.  
 
27 Ibid., 29. 

 
28 Findlen (Brooklyn Botanic Garden), interviewed by Anna Frenzilli, October 5, 2015. 

 
29 Ibid. 
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Placing an official expiration date on the “Liberty Oaks” and allowing the “Armistice maples” to 

fade are attempts to control the contradictions that undermine this form. Permanence is not 

essential to memorializing for Leslie Findlen, who attributes a “lifespan” to events.30 Contrasting 

the Garden’s long lifespan with 9/11’s relatively short one, she asserts that the Garden will 

continue to exist into the future, forced to respond to technological and cultural changes and to 

relate to its surroundings, while 9/11 will transition from a current event to a historical event and 

ultimately affect emotions and attitudes less acutely. The death of the memorial tree and the 

expiration of its memorial status is an advantage in this changing landscape; impermanent 

memorials allow the Garden to respond to trauma and move on when its memory has faded. 

Forgetting is conventionally the antithesis of memorialization, but the policies set forth by the 

Brooklyn Botanic Garden reveal that the memorial tree may play an important role in 

minimizing the memory and ultimately the effects of a trauma.   

The Brooklyn Botanic Garden’s attempt to reconcile the impermanence of the tree with 

its memorial status is not without contradiction itself. While the Garden suggests that forgetting 

is not the detriment, but rather the purpose of the memorial tree, Findlen expresses reticence to 

erase a memorial completely. She justifies the replacement of the “Armistice maples” with an 

analogy, reasoning that the “Liberty Oaks” have the same significance and objective as the 

“Armistice maples:” to symbolize and provide peace.31 Early in the process, newsletters 

published by the Garden and announcing the planting and dedication of the “Liberty Oaks” 

attempt to diminish the act of replacement by portraying the “Armistice maples” as a monument 

to a specific moment in time.32  The letter explains that the maples became a memorial after 

                                                
30 Ibid. 
 
31 Ibid. 
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Armistice—they were responding to a current event. In the same way, the letter asserts that the 

oaks will be a memorial to their current moment: 9/11.33 The Garden later contradicts this 

message with a formal invitation to visit the grove. Announcing the planting’s two-thirds 

completion mark, a newsletter from spring 2002 states, “We are honored to offer New York City 

this enduring, beautiful place of remembrance, hope and healing.”34 Several temporary 

memorials were erected in New York City and Brooklyn specifically in the immediate aftermath 

of 9/11. From make-shift shrines created from photographs of lost loved ones, flowers, and 

teddy-bears, to the Daffodil Project, a city-wide initiative to plant daffodils in open spaces in fall 

of 2001, New Yorkers and many others around the country acted quickly to publically 

commemorate their losses. [See Appendix Figure 5] As winter came, those same New Yorkers 

allowed the daffodils to die and the posters and tokens to be removed from the streets. In 

contrast, the Liberty Oaks are being offered as an official gathering place for New Yorkers, a 

space reserved for reflection and intended to endure.  

The attachment to permanence renders the memorial tree both a success and a failure. 

The permanent monument successfully preserves the memory with which it was entrusted. 

Portrayals of endurance, like the previously described advertisements of Charles Lathrop Pack, 

even if they are illusory, lend the memorial tree a sense of legitimacy. In contrast, realizations of 

the tree’s impermanence are interpreted as problems and throw the tree’s memorial status into 

question. The longevity of the memorial tree was developed in several American Forests articles. 

One author envisioned enduring fame for the trees, claiming “The trees being planted now will 

                                                                                                                                                       
32 Judith Zuk, “From My Window,” in Member’s News (Brooklyn: Brooklyn Botanic Garden, Spring 

2002), 2. 
 

33 Zuk, “From My Window,” 2. 
 

34 “Donations,” in Member’s News (Brooklyn: Brooklyn Botanic Garden, Spring 2002), 5. 
 



21 
 
 

be famous fifty years from now and even more famous in a hundred years.”35 The oak, another 

popular variety for memorial trees at the beginning of the planting movement in the United 

States, was praised for its strength. The author of an article describing a large shipment of oak 

seeds given to Europe for reforestation and memorial forests reflected, “Even then, if they grow, 

the oaks will be vigorous after the other trees have completed their growth and are serving the 

needs of the people.”36  

Memorial designs that accounted for tree loss still sought to preserve an illusion of 

permanence. Acknowledging death as a reality involved creating a plan to minimize its presence 

and effects. A grove of elm trees in Central Park dedicated to World War I soldiers was designed 

so that its aesthetic would be obviously altered when one of its trees died. Plans placed forty 

American Elms in two identical rows outlining the mall. The loss of a single tree would interrupt 

the symmetry of the avenue and ruin a vista reminiscent of two uniform rows of soldiers standing 

at attention.37 Highlighting loss in this way necessitated quick replacement, allowing the trees to 

continue to offer the “promise of becoming immortal.”38 Although still a problem that required 

solving, tree death was made into an expected event with an outlined solution in this particular 

grove and most importantly, efforts were made to convey a sense of permanence.  

Similarly, along Bedford Avenue in Brooklyn, the impermanence of trees was not a 

deterrence to their use as a memorial or a threat to the idea that they would endure. In spite of 

                                                
35 “Memorial Trees—Our Heroes’ Hall of Fame,” American Forests, 26, no. 314 (February 1920): 111, 

accessed October 15, 2015, https://archive.org/stream/americanforests26natiuoft. 
 

36 “A Gift to Europe,” American Forests 26, no. 315 (March 1920,): 175, accessed October 15, 2015, 
https://archive.org/stream/americanforests26natiuoft. 

 
37 “Honor Solider Dead with Trees in Park,” New York Times, December 1, 1918, accessed October 15, 

2015, ProQuest Historical Newspapers.  
 
38 “Honor Solider Dead with Trees in Park.” 
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their vulnerability to loss, the tree had a fixed significance that required preservation. The vision 

for the replacement of 2,200 memorial trees destroyed by a subway route through northwest 

Brooklyn centered on selecting a location that best fulfilled the original mission of the grove.39 

The local chapter of the American legion argued that the proposed site, Prospect Park, did not 

provide the prominence that Bedford Avenue offered and accordingly failed the grove’s initial 

objective: awareness and grandeur.40 The trees, planted in May of 1919, mainly due to the efforts 

of family members of the deceased, were motivated by their personal grief and desire to 

remember, but reconstituting the memorial was not just an effort to placate mourning mothers. 

The memorial was intended to deliver a message to future generations; it was meant to live on. 

Eastern Parkway, a main thoroughfare south of Bedford Avenue, was selected by the Park 

Commissioner and a Brooklyn-born Brigadier General to “fill the mission” originally assigned to 

the uniform rows outlining Bedford Avenue.41 In contrast to a grove, Eastern Parkway preserved 

the aesthetic design of the Bedford Avenue memorial. A canopy of branches over a well-traveled 

street was meant to inspire awe and capture the attention of passerby; the beauty of the scene was 

intended to “speak of the beauty of sacrifice for our country.”42 The thoroughfare was also 

positioned to deliver this message to the masses in a way that a secluded grove could not.  

 The impermanence of the tree is also overcome by adding elements common to more 

traditional memorial forms to their bases, trunks, or the section of sidewalk that they stretched 

across. These attempts to minimize the tree’s divergence from convention are attempts to resolve 

                                                
39 “Memorial Avenue Plan for Brooklyn,” New York Times, December 30, 1923, accessed October 15, 

2015, ProQuest Historical Newspapers. 
 
40 “Memorial Avenue Plan for Brooklyn.”  
 
41 Ibid. 

 
42 Ibid. 
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the tension between the tree’s reality of impermanence and the expectation of permanence 

invested in memorials. American Forests’ beginner’s guide to living memorials advertised an 

official bronze tree marker that gardeners can send away for and affix to their tree.43 The marker 

includes the name of the soldier or battalion that the tree is dedicated to, the party responsible for 

the dedication, the date of dedication, and the large banner: “Memorial Tree, World War I.” [See 

Appendix Figure 6] The same article praises the tree for the ways in which it defies certain 

conventions of memorialization, mainly, the lifeless and generic representations offered by 

statues, but the addition of a formal plaque proves that this new memorial form cannot dispense 

with convention entirely. Presumably, without the plaque, there is nothing to separate the 

memorial tree from surrounding nature, save the knowledge and sentiment of the planter.  

 Ultimately, attempts to obscure the tree’s “failure” highlight its shortcomings. The 

dichotomy between permanence and impermanence is sharpened by efforts to make the tree 

permanent. The New York City Parks Department’s plan to affix bronze tablets bearing the 

names of soldiers to American Elms along the Central Park Mall was criticized for its 

“incongruity” and “dissonance.”44 While the opinion writer objectively agreed with city efforts 

to honor the war dead, he could not reconcile the combination of “immortal bronze” and a 

“perishable tree.”45 Pointing to the pattern of sickness and death among American Elms already 

planted in the Park, he questioned the hope that the memorial Elms would have a different fate 

and concluded, “a memorial of soldiers should have a more enduring form.”46 His answer, the 

                                                
43 Pack, “The Tree—The Memorial That Lives,” 35. 

 
44 “Tree Tablets in Central Park,” New York Times, December 3, 1918, accessed October 15, 2015, 

ProQuest Historical Newspapers.  
 
45 “Tree Tablets in Central Park.”  
 
46 Ibid. 
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memorial arch, supposedly avoids the uncertainty and “pett[iness]” that will characterize the 

plaques when the trees that they are attached to inevitably die.47 

In practice, the attempts to permanently mark memorial trees with a stone structure are a 

detriment to the growth of the tree. In 1939, nearly three decades after planting, thousands of 

plaques were removed from New York City trees. The plaques not only impaired growth by 

blocking root systems, but they required constant maintenance because the roots they were in 

contest with forced them out of the ground.48 The city seized this opportunity to advocate for a 

more permanent memorial and promised residents a single bronze tablet displaying the names of 

the fallen soldiers in a central location. Their logic was simple: “the tree is an impermanent 

fixture at best,” making stone or bronze the superior choice. The public protest that followed the 

city’s decision is not described in detail, but it included vocal opposition to the city’s proposal 

and reveals a stubborn denial of reality.49 The public, convinced that fixtures that had been hailed 

as memorials in their community for thirty years could not be uprooted and thrown away, was 

also convinced that they were making a logical argument. The trees that they demanded be 

replaced were not ordinary landscape elements, bust enduring symbols of lives that had been 

lost. The logic of both groups is grounded in the belief that a memorial is meant to arrest time, 

but the city’s preoccupation with the mortality of the tree creates an irreconcilable difference 

between the tree and the memorial. The memorial that dies simply cannot be a memorial. In 

contrast, the citizens find a way to conceive of the memorial tree as a permanent symbol and 

struggle to understand how the tree can be removed.  

                                                
47 Ibid. 
 
48 “Plaques on Trees in Parks Removed: Thousands of Such Memorials to War Dead Are Found Menace to 

Growth,” New York Times, June 5, 1939, accessed October 15, 2015, ProQuest Historical Newspapers.  
 
49 “Plaques on Trees in Parks Removed.”  
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Present fears that a memorial tree will blend into its surroundings, forgotten and 

undistinguished confront the memorial’s tree’s impermanence. Forgetting the memorial tree does 

not include its physical destruction or death, but it denies the tree permanent status. A forgotten 

memorial fails to preserve a memory in the same way that a dead memorial does. Although 

forgetting is portrayed as a problem by post-9/11 planters, the indistinction of the memorial tree 

also has utility. The form’s subtle nature allows it to integrate into the life of the community that 

it inhabits. A pattern of forgetting undermines the pedestal that the majority of memorials are 

designed to sit upon. While this incites panic, it also frees the memorial from its rigid attachment 

to permanence. In an attempt to prove the legitimacy of American Forests’ post-9/11 call for 

renewed planting efforts, a writer for the magazine, Debora Gangloff, wrote about the endurance 

of a World War I memorial at Arlington County Court House.50 Gangloff gives Charles Lathrop 

Pack’s original words an impression of permanence by titling her article, “Memorials that Live 

On.” However, the subject of her piece is a large oak in the center of a parking lot that she 

stumbled upon rather than set out to find. [See Appendix Figure 7] Gangloff emphasizes the 

tree’s age and the tangible connection that it bears to the past, but its subtle presentation seems to 

challenge the argument that it has survived well. Gangloff however is not discouraged or 

dissuaded by the tree’s understated demeanor; her unexpected discovery is powerful, inserting 

reflection into an otherwise ordinary moment. She was called upon to remember the Great War 

eighty years after its end, when she was merely walking to her car.  

In apparent failure, the memorial tree constitutes a new purpose. Although the memory of 

9/11 may “interrupt” the Sunday stroll of a visitor to the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, the walker is 

                                                
50 Deborah Gangloff, “Memorials that Live On, ”American Forests 109, no.1 (Spring 2003): 5, accessed 

October 18, 2015, Academic Search Premier.  
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free to return to their stroll after a moment of reflection or a silent prayer.51 Rochelle Gurstein 

describes how the “Liberty Oaks” and the meaning they carried distracted from her enjoyment of 

an ordinary spring day, but she also describes continuing to move throughout the Garden, 

eventually sitting on a bench to enjoy the vibrant cherry blossoms that occupy the center of the 

esplanade.52 Rather than making a pilgrimage to Ground Zero, perhaps with a box of tissues in 

hand and the intention of mourning and honoring the nearly 3,000 individuals who lost their lives 

in the attacks, people find everyday moments to remember the trauma beneath the shade of a 

majestic oak.  

The hundreds of thousands of trees planted in the United States after November 1918 also 

reconstituted the aesthetics of certain communities, but the massive planting efforts created an 

aesthetic that was normalized in a way that statues and imposing towers never were. Most of the 

landscaping in Washington, DC can be attributed to memorial planting. The George Washington 

Memorial Parkway was dedicated to George Washington in 1927 in honor of his approaching 

200th birthday, but the majority of the trees framing its winding path were dedicated to the 

memory of soldiers lost during the First World War.53 In contrast, efforts to erect monuments to 

World War I became a “large-scale” building project that constituted a new aesthetic for city 

centers and local parks.54 The subtitle of a 1930 New York Times article reads, “The faces of our 

                                                
51 Rochelle Gurstein, “‘Liberty Oaks’,” New Republic, May 17, 2011, accessed October 15, 2015, 

https://newrepublic.com/article/88500/ground-zero-september-11-memorials-liberty-oaks. 
 
52 Gurstein, “‘Liberty Oaks’.” 

 
53 Mark Jones, “Origins of the George Washington Memorial Parkway,” Boundary Stones: WETA’s Local 

History Blog, March, 11, 2015, accessed October 15, 2015, 
http://blogs.weta.org/boundarystones/2015/03/11/origins-george-washington-memorial-parkway. 

 
54 Virginia Pope, “Living Memorials To Our Soldier Dead: The Faces of Our Cities Are Altered as New 

Walls and Columns Rise in Tribute to Fallen Heroes,” New York Times, May 25, 1930,  accessed October 15, 2015, 
ProQuest Historical Newspapers.  
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cities are altered as new walls and columns rise in tribute to fallen heroes.”55 Kansas City is just 

one example of a city that would never be the same. Its now iconic tower, the “Liberty 

Memorial”, was completed in 1926. [See Appendix Figure 8] The 217-foot structure was 

designed to make an impression, “guarded by two Sphinxes carved on the colossal scale 

employed by the Assyrians.”56 The memorial also leaves little room for interpretation; topped 

with four angel figures labeled Honor, Courage, Patriotism, and Sacrifice, it celebrates and 

prominently pays homage to the ideals of war. It is meant to be noticed and most of all 

respected—to inspire awe, reverence, and hushed tones.  

While The New York Times references the Kansas City “Liberty Memorial” as one of the 

“most characteristically American” of all the new monuments to the Great War, it did not mark 

the start of a trend of adorning suburban homes with altars of victory and winged figures.57 In 

contrast, lining streets with uniform rows of trees evolved into a standard of urban and suburban 

beauty. The Brooklyn Botanic Garden may have borrowed from design choices initiated by the 

City Beautiful movement. American Forestry, an earlier title for American Forests magazine, 

features a piece on selecting shade trees in its September 1916 edition and includes photographs 

of a residential Brooklyn street outlined with Norway maples.58 [See Appendix Figure 9] Over 

time, the maples will grow together, forming a canopy over the street similar to the allée created 

at the Garden. While the memorial tree may be the product of increased interest in planting and 

                                                
55 Pope, “Living Memorials To Our Soldier Dead.” 
 
56 Ibid.  
 
57 “Lonesome Tree in Lafayette Ave. to Have Company.” 
 
58 “Ornamental and Shade Trees,” American Forestry 22, no. 273 (September 1916): 543, accessed October 

15, 2015,  https://archive.org/stream/americanforestry221916amer/#page/543/mode/1up.  
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conservation, it also reinforced this trend, further standardizing planting and the idea that a whole 

community is one with lots of trees.  

This overlap and reciprocity is a recipe for mistaking special trees for ordinary ones, but 

memorial trees that embrace ordinariness and appear like any other tree insert trauma into a more 

familiar, accessible context. The “Survivor Tree,” a callery pear tree discovered in the rubble of 

Ground Zero, is situated amongst nearly 400 oak trees planted throughout the 9/11 Memorial. 

Although it is unmarked, its status as a memorial is undeniable. It is a monument to the events of 

that day as well as a witness. It was also pulled from the rubble and rehabilitated in a Bronx 

nursery for nine years.59 The careful observer will be able to pick it out—it is identifiable by its 

white blossoms in the spring and its mangled, scarred trunk—but its overall effect is to blend 

into its surroundings rather than stand out. [See Appendix Figure 10] The memory of 9/11 is 

immense at the Ground Zero memorial, and this may be a factor in the Survivor Tree’s subdued 

presentation, but the tree’s willing conformity to its surroundings normalizes the memory that it 

is designed to provoke. Once again, the visitor has the opportunity to reflect and discover a 

fragment of memory in a location that is part of their life after the trauma. The Survivor Tree’s 

ability to infiltrate aesthetics that are not associated with the attack allows the memory of the 

attack to travel and infiltrate other areas of life. Rather than reside in a separate space and time, it 

can permeate and blend into ordinary activities and moments. 

While neglecting a memorial seems like a betrayal of the memory that it was designed to 

preserve, forgetting is also a transformative process. To allow a memorial to fade into the 

background of a community—to be absorbed into its landscape—blurs the lines of convention 

but it also cultivates a new relationship between the community and its experience of a trauma. 
                                                

59 Scott Elliott, “The 9/11 Survivor Tree Returns Home,” New York Times, March 26, 2015, accessed 
October 15, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/26/nyregion/the-9-11-survivor-tree-returns-home.html.  
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The tree in the parking lot of the Arlington County Court house does not attract many visitors, 

but it lies in wait for community members to pause beneath its branches. Neglected maples lining 

Washington D.C.’s 16th Street from Alaska Avenue to Varnum Street are evidence of time’s 

effect on memory.60 [See Appendix Figure 11] For the majority of residents, unaffected by 

World War I and far removed from the dedication, the trees are beautiful shade givers and 

nothing more. The pedestrian that stumbles upon a small surviving plaque at the base of the tree 

may look at the specimen with a new understanding, coexisting with this vestige of the past. 

Finally, I return to the “Liberty Oaks.” The plaque still marks their entrance, signifying their 

original purpose, but in the context of the hundreds of thousands of plants in the Garden, they 

fail to stand out, blending into the greenery and standing guard over the cherry blossoms. 

Accepting, even celebrating these trees as normal, normalizes the memory that they keep. The 

Garden is a place to interact with 9/11, but it allows us to both remember and move on.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
60 John Kelly, “Living Memories of Long Ago War’s Dead,” Washington Post, May 31, 2010, accessed 
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II 

And then 9/11 happened . . .  

 On September 12, 2001, a line snaked along the block surrounding the Brooklyn Botanic 

Garden. What seemed like hundreds of people were waiting, mostly in silence, for their chance 

to step inside the Garden’s gates. The majority of the staff had been dismissed from work the day 

before and excused from their posts on the twelfth, but many returned to the Garden in search of 

maintaining some semblance of a routine and opened its doors for regular business.61 Visitors 

seeking peace, quiet, and comfort beneath the trees quickly flocked to the Garden’s main gates 

when they realized it was open. When she saw the line, Brooklyn Botanic Garden Vice President 

of Development, Leslie Findlen, knew that she and her colleagues were standing in the middle of 

something much larger than themselves. She recalls a sense of responsibility shared by her 

colleagues—the sense that the public pain and suffering incurred by 9/11 was not going to 

dissipate in the near future and that the Garden had to step up and do something.62  

 9/11 did not just change the average September attendance numbers for the Brooklyn 

Botanic Garden, it was an event that shifted their landscape and even their mission. As 

previously discussed, 9/11 coincided with a practical problem in the Garden: the death of the 

“Armistice maples.” In the summer of 2001, an internal horticultural committee was convened to 

decide how to best fill the increasingly unsightly space. The only two criteria in their selection 

were to find a native species and to complement the colors of the cherry blossoms that occupy 

                                                
61 Leslie Findlen (Vice President of Development and Membership, Brooklyn Botanic Garden), interviewed 

by Anna Frenzilli, Brooklyn, New York, October 5, 2015. 
 

62 Findlen, interviewed by Anna Frenzilli, October 5, 2015. 
 



31 
 
 

the center of the esplanade.63 The scarlet oak is native to North America. It grows in high 

concentration in the eastern United States and can be raised in New York without difficulty. Its 

deep purple color also complements the vivid red hues of the cherry blossoms in autumn.64 

Planting began in August, without even the suspicion of the looming attack that would take the 

lives of thousands or plan of dedication. The primary concern of the gardeners responsible for 

the trees was to ensure their healthy growth. And then 9/11 happened . . . 

 The attacks on the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and Flight 93 were a catalyst in the 

Garden that transformed eighty trees with an ambiguous relationship to Armistice, their 

predecessors’ cause, into a sacred grove for innocent victims of terrorism. Saplings that were 

imagined as tools to fill a void gained new and important meaning. The mass gathering in the 

Garden on September 12 was not only proof of the community’s need to grieve and unite, but it 

was evidence of the meaning that a previously undedicated, mundane object could hold. In a 

moment of crisis, citizens sought out nature to reflect on the loved ones they lost, to feel safe, 

and to heal. The redefinition of the trees was comprehensive, erasing their obligation to honoring 

the past as well as their utilitarian, undistinguished origins. The president of the Garden at the 

time, Judith Zuk, integrated the trees into the Garden’s mission. Reflecting on the plan for the 

trees and Garden’s actions following 9/11, Zuk quoted the words of the Garden’s first director, 

Charles Stuart Gager:  

It should be gratifying to the trustees, as it is to the staff, that while a gigantic and ruthless 
effort is being made in one part of the world to disrupt and destroy what has gone before, 
the work of the Botanic Garden is part of the constructive, enduring activities of 

                                                
63 Mark Fisher (Director of Horticulture, Brooklyn Botanic Garden), interviewed by Anna Frenzilli, 

Brooklyn, New York, October 13, 2015. 
 
64 Fisher, interviewed by Anna Frenzilli, October 13, 2015. 
The alternate choice, the red oak, adopts a shade of red that is too similar to the cherry blossoms’ autumnal 
hue. The committee was looking for contrast and found it in the purple scarlet oak leaves.  
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mankind—of perpetuating and enriching a civilization having its roots in the past but 
evolving into something better and nobler.65 

The high purpose of creating a better future separates the memorial tree from its mundane 

counterparts. While the “Liberty Oaks,” still provide shade, they are not defined by this ordinary 

task in the same way shade trees are. In contrast, the “Liberty Oaks” preserve memory and honor 

lost lives. Trauma, whether it is a war, a natural death, or a terrorist attack, imbues the tree with 

meaning that it did not possess before the trauma, and this transformation distinguishes the tree, 

placing it in a context divorced from conventional tasks and expectations. The memorial tree’s 

redefinition in the wake of trauma occurs in two main ways: (1) the scenario described above, in 

which ordinary trees or gardens are repurposed as memorials, and (2) trees that serve some 

secondary cause are given memorial status to give distinction to and advance the secondary 

cause. The second method still places the tree in a distinct context, but the introduction of 

secondary causes distract from memorialization. Exclusive focus on the trauma is substituted for 

concerns more relevant to everyday life, like environmental conservation or saving a forest 

marked for logging. The repurposing that takes place in the first method is a practical choice. 

The “Liberty Oaks” proved themselves readily available resources for commemoration when 

they played spontaneous host to the Brooklyn community on September 12. While designating 

the tree as a memorial recognizes the special work that it may be doing, it also blends the 

extraordinary with the ordinary. The recreational park turned memorial tree grove is ultimately 

an attempt to insert mourning and commemoration into a more familiar context.  

Where a secondary cause is in play, trauma expands the meaning of the tree, transforming 

narrowly defined projects into national recovery and healing efforts, but this transformation is by 

no means exclusive. The memorial grove leaves room for causes and initiatives beyond its 
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articulated focus to remember death. 9/11 was the salvation of a forest in eastern Maryland. A 

scientist and resident of the area, Joan Maloof, documents her efforts to combat the county’s 

plans to clear a forest adjacent to her property in her book, Teaching the Trees.66 The attacks 

were an ‘aha! moment’ for Maloof who was struggling to come up with a way convince county 

officials that the trees were worthy of preservation. In the wake of the attacks, Maloof heard a 

story about a group of Thai monks that were determined to save a forest from logging, not unlike 

herself.67 The monks’ solution was to ordain the trees as monks, thereby making it a sin to cut 

them down. Maloof’s thoughts immediately drifted to finding a symbol that American loggers 

would feel equally bad about destroying. She describes the answer as an epiphany: “And then it 

came to me: the victims of the September 11th tragedy.”68   

The goal of both the conservationist and the commemorator are the same: preservation, 

making the two causes a logical match. However, using a memorial to advance some other cause 

is also potentially exploitative. Maloof celebrated the duality of the memorial forest that she 

planned to create—it was a fortunate intersection of events that allowed her to accomplish her 

original goal and do something widely recognized as good and honorable. She happily 

explained, “We could honor the victims with a memorial and at the same time save the forest.”69 

However, her happiness was tempered with anxiety; she worried that she was using the victims. 

The sacred nature of honoring a death requires a singularity of purpose; duality offends the 

respect and reverence that the memorial aims to offer the deceased. A memorial with multiple 

causes motivating it will, as Maloof fears, often seem like an inconsiderate attempt to use a death 
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for something else. The conventional thought processes governing memorials resemble a zero 

sum game—one life or event is honored or nothing is accomplished.  

The integrity of this form is once again thrown into question—is a memorial that serves 

multiple purposes a memorial at all? In spite of her conservation-based objectives, creating a 

memorial facilitated an intimate and personal relationship with the tragedy for Maloof. Upon 

receiving a list of all of the names of the deceased—fifty-four pages long—the victims became 

“individuals with names, ages, nationalities, occupations, and a place of death” instead of a 

“mass of unfortunate strangers.”70 Each death was again made personal when Maloof and 

volunteers attached the names to individual trees by hand. No formal ceremony accompanied the 

dedication, but serious personal reflection and tears were common.71  

Maloof reveals that the memorial can present a solution to a problem that is plaguing a 

community. Conceiving of memorials as tools to solve community problems unrelated to the 

trauma in question gives them value in everyday life. However, Maloof also reveals that solving 

a community issue with a memorial inevitably introduces the trauma into the community. The 

community expecting some advantage from its new monument can also expect to experience the 

trauma more acutely. Ultimately, the coexistence of multiple causes leaves room for honoring 

loss while also reminding us that there is life beyond a trauma. After installing a memorial, 

Maloof’s forest was no longer solely a place of beauty and natural wonder. It was also a place of 

solace and healing. Death lived among its trunks and branches, but did not stifle or paralyze the 

humble wanderer. The forest contextualized Maloof’s grief, developing into a place for 
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recognizing that “we are grieving, yes, but…our very grief is a small but natural part of this 

tremendously large, complex, amazing web of life.”72 

9/11 similarly transformed Eddie Bauer’s reforestation project into a nationwide 

memorial planting campaign. Beginning in 1995, the popular outdoors company partnered with 

American Forests, the same organization responsible for American Forests magazine and at the 

forefront of efforts to create American living memorials, in the Global ReLeaf project.73 The 

scheme was simple: add one dollar to any purchase at an Eddie Bauer store and a tree will be 

planted in North America on your behalf in an area of “crucial need.”74 Need areas stretched 

across all fifty states and were most commonly destroyed by wildfires. The rules did not change 

in the wake of 9/11, one dollar still equaled one tree, but the project’s aim was altered. Trees 

previously aimed at environmental conservation emphasized commemoration and reflection 

instead.  

An article in American Forests announcing the partnership fails to mention Eddie Bauer’s 

past involvement in the conservation campaign, rebranding the post-9/11 efforts as a new 

endeavor.75 In the years since, Eddie Bauer has continued the campaign, redirecting the funds 

back to forests ravaged by wildfires, but it continues to single out the memorial groves efforts. 

On an internal blog describing Global ReLeaf, planting 9/11 memorial groves is a separately 

listed accomplishment, singled out amongst backing urban forest initiatives, distributing 
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seedlings to customers, and battling wildfire deforestation.76 The funds accrued for memorial 

groves are also listed separately; while Eddie Bauer has collected nearly $5 million to date under 

the banner of Global ReLeaf, according to its website, it has also collected $500,000 for 9/11 

memorial trees.77 The 9/11 initiatives are still counted under the Global ReLeaf Project, but clear 

lines distinguish them from its more general objectives.  

 In contrast to Joan Maloof, the Eddie Bauer Company does not celebrate the opportunity 

to accomplish two goals at once. Although the company does not voice anxieties about 

exploiting a tragedy for the advancement of an unrelated cause in the same candid way Maloof 

does, its attempts to distinguish its efforts to commemorate 9/11 are evidence of discomfort with 

layering multiple causes. The 3,000 trees that the organizations planted for the victims of the 

attacks of the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and Flight 93 are explicitly for the purpose of 

honoring the 3,000 men, women and children that lost their lives. While Eddie Bauer is proud of 

its conservation-based partnership with American Forests, boasting a twenty-year relationship 

and 6.5 million reforested trees, it does not invoke its primary mission and the substance of its 

business in this particular exercise. The memorial trees call on individuals to reflect; they are not 

tools to enable “future generations [to] enjoy exploring the outdoors as much as we do,” as 

reforested trees are, but rather are markers of loss and mechanisms for healing.78  
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Eddie Bauer’s belief that a memorial should be singular in its motivation reveals the fear 

that adding additional causes distracts from the life or event that the memorial is dedicated to. 

However, this fear does not consider the ways in which distraction might be constructive. An 

additional cause does pull focus from the trauma in question, but it also contextualizes the 

trauma, integrating it into mundane activities and situations, rather than isolating it. Deborah 

Gangloff, the previously cited American Forests identified two coexisting goals for the groves: 

“The trees we plant this year will not only stand as living legacies, they will provide 

environmental benefits like clean air and water for future generations.”79 Gangloff’s statement 

does not suggest the exploitation of the memorial. Rather the tree helps the community to 

remember while also providing the community with tangible and practical benefits for life after 

the trauma. Joyce Johnson, the wife of Lieutenant Dennis Johnson who died during the attack on 

the Pentagon, also remarked that jogging among the groves in Washington, D.C. invoked 

memories of walking and running with her late husband in the woods.80 The beauty and shade 

that the trees add to her running route do not undermine their devotion to the victim’s lives. 

Rather, inserting the trauma into the activities that make up her life allows Johnson to reflect in 

ordinary moments.  

Where secondary causes are not in play, but rather undesignated trees and forests are 

repurposed as memorials, the ordinary connotations of the tree do not disappear. The repurposed 

shade tree or park grove gains importance and distinction, but the decision to dedicate a part of 

the community landscape also exploits the commonplace positioning of the tree. The American 
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Legion in Scarsdale New York repurposed trees in a local park in order to bring honor and 

attention to the victims of 9/11, but they also wanted to allow the community to interact with the 

trauma. The garden that housed the trees was already home to multiple living memorials. [See 

Appendix Figure 12] Created after WWII, it was designed to educate Scarsdale citizens about the 

municipality’s participation in American wars since the Revolution.81 The garden was a space 

that was open to residents of all ages and placed history alongside a game of catch or a spring 

picnic. The unassuming nature of the memorials ultimately worked to their disadvantage. They 

fell victim to the anxiety discussed in chapter one: forgetting. Over time, the American Legion 

members had become the garden’s only visitors. Although it is situated in the center of the 

town’s community pool, athletic fields, and children’s enrichment center, the majority of 

Scarsdalians rush by the garden on their way to some other destination.  

The wave of patriotic feeling spreading throughout the country in the aftermath of 9/11 

was what the American Legion members needed to get people back into the space.82 The 

dedication of the 9/11 memorial in May of 2002 also re-opened of the garden to the public. The 

memorial committee laid out plans for an annual 9/11 sunset ceremony to allow residents to 

continue to grieve and heal, as well as special events for Flag Day and Veterans Day and guided 

tours for school children.83 While the dedication events drew special attention to the 9/11 

memorial trees, the approach to the new grove was the same as the approach to the groves 

already in place. The American Legion made a memorial out of an ordinary object in hopes that 
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the community would be able to interact with it. The Legionnaires’ plea to bring more people 

into the garden is an attempt to make death and remembrance a more regular part of the 

Scarsdale residents’ lives. Students especially are invited to walk around, read the plaques, and 

reflect on the sacrifices and service of their neighbors.  

Planting trees in order to create a living memorial trail in the South Bronx also makes 

death a mundane event. The South Bronx, an area known for high rates of poverty and crime, 

lacks green and recreational spaces. Pollution has also made asthma a problem in much of the 

borough. The restoration of a trail linking major residential areas of the Bronx, from Hunts Point 

Riverside Park to the South Bronx Greenway, was planned shortly after the attacks on September 

11, 2001. [See Appendix Figure 13] The plan was in part a direct response to the upheaval and 

feelings of chaos caused by the attacks; the USDA Forest Service’s research team, tracking the 

implementation and use of living memorials for 9/11, observed that this project and others like it 

felt like a “permanent future” in communities reeling from the devastation.84 However, this 

forward-looking perspective aims at normalizing the community’s experience of the trauma, 

rather than showcasing and preserving grief or reverence. Greening for Breathing, the 

organization directing the initiative, selected the trail because it was in need of repair. It was 

overgrown with weeds, littered with trash, and defaced with graffiti.85 Their memorial intention 

was earnest; project coordinator Elena Conte described that she was most excited to be able to 

tap into the community’s emotions.86 The trail is in fact an outlet for individuals seeking to 

reflect on and remember the lives lost. However, it does not demand sorrow or any specific 
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emotion from its visitors. It is first and foremost a place where the community can reconstitute 

its daily life in the wake of the trauma and attempt to determine their new reality.  

Unsurprisingly, early critics of living memorials feared that the open-ended form would 

lose its connection to its sacred cause: honoring the bravery and glory of fallen soldiers. This 

criticism explains the anxiety that many stewards express as they acknowledge the multiple 

functions of their memorial trees; conventional expectations for memorials reach from the past 

into the present and continue to frame how we conceive of memorialization. However, the 

argument posed by advocates of more traditional forms also denies the memorial any practical 

role or function in mundane life activities. American architect Ralph Adams Cram discredited 

the form as it was starting to gain popularity after World War I, comparing it to the 

“disingenuousness of presenting a pair of rubbers to a child for Christmas.”87 In other words, the 

living memorial falls tragically short of meeting the expectations of mourners and patriotic 

citizens. In comparison to the semi-circular arches in the Romanesque style that Cram features in 

his memorial at the Oise-Aisne American cemetery in France, [See Appendix Figure 14] the 

memorial tree and other living memorials, like town halls, highways, and swimming pools, are 

half-hearted representations of the sacrifice that inspired them and pragmatic to a fault. The 

practical sensibility of the form is an unmistakable advantage for the actors discussed in this 

chapter. The tree allows environmental conservationists to do two things at once. Joan Maloof, 

and Eddie Bauer would vehemently deny allegations that their commitment to memorializing the 

victims of 9/11 were disingenuous or half-hearted, but their attempts to blend their private goals 

with honoring a national trauma throws the primacy of the national trauma into question. It is 

impossible to ignore the presence of death when standing before Cram’s memorial. Not only is it 
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in a cemetery, but it is also decorated with statures of soldiers, engravings of military equipment 

like gas masks and artillery shells, and the inscription:  

 These endured all and gave all 
 That honor and justice might prevail and 

That the world might enjoy freedom and inherit peace.88  
 
The arch was constructed with attention to aesthetic design—it was meant to be beautiful—but 

its primary purpose is to honor the war dead; without the causalities of the battle, the memorial 

would not stand. It is impracticality that makes Cram’s memorial a memorial.  

Cram is not incorrect. The layering of multiple causes frequently observed when the tree 

is used as a memory site, whether planned or inadvertently communicated, draws attention from 

the life or event that is being memorialized, but the memorial that achieves practical objectives 

still interacts with trauma in a meaningful way. The memorial that adds beauty to an urban 

landscape or ensures the preservation of an endangered forest makes trauma a productive tool as 

well as a fixture in regular community life. From the start, American Forests did not attempt to 

disguise its belief that memorial trees may have multiple purposes. The president of the 

organization throughout World War I, Charles Lathrop Pack, remarked that tree planting had a 

value outside of memorialization.89 Pack devotes a section of his feature article advocating the 

use of memorial trees to the natural benefits of the planting. His plea for the new memorial form 

is tied up in the shelter and shade that all trees provide, the beauty that they lend to 

neighborhoods, and their air purification capabilities; Pack even suggests that individuals could 

take up planting efforts without memorialization in mind.90  
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The last point belies Pack’s conservationist motives and the opportunity that World War I 

provided to amplify those motives, but Pack’s candor rests in his confidence that the memorial 

can be both practical and legitimate. The trees’ ordinary, un-manipulated features illuminate the 

personal characteristics of the individuals that they honor. As an earlier article in American 

Forests puts it, “The trees will be in their very greenness and robust strength, reminders of the 

youths who gave their vigor to win the big war.”91 Shade-giving, air-purifying leaves remind us 

of who the fallen were, how they once breathed with energy and enthusiasm. Rather than set 

death aside in a revered statue, the tree makes it familiar, forcing us to grow accustomed to its 

presence and to integrate it into the context of our lives in its aftermath. Pack concludes,  “Our 

sorrow is a private, personal affair and needs no telling to the world in bronze or stone. Instead 

let us plant trees to tell of their glory, for that is the way they who went to the great adventure 

would have it.”92  
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III 

Memorialization As Civic Activity 

 Clad in red t-shirts emblazoned with the slogan: “Change the world,” a small group of 

employees from Scripps Networks Interactive spent an early September day on their hands and 

knees pulling weeds from the beds of the Liberty Oaks at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. [See 

Appendix Figure 15] Scripps, a company founded in 2008 and headquartered in Knoxville, 

Tennessee has no explicit connection to 9/11.93 And while HGTV, one of the cable television 

channels launched by the company, may broadcast gardening and lawn maintenance tips, the 

project was not filmed for the entertainment or education of viewers at home. The thirteen 

volunteers were not actively mourning the loss of a loved one or participating in a routine work 

project, they were serving the greater good. Working with two Garden arborists, they spread 

mulch and removed branches and weeds from the bases of the Liberty Oaks in an effort to 

prepare the grove for the eleventh anniversary of the attacks.94 Their matching shirts, although 

designed for dirt and grass stains, also appropriately added to the structured nature of the event; 

their service was not spontaneous, but organized under the banner of a national day of service.  

 Following 9/11, there was a renewal in feelings of patriotism, citizenship, and 

community. One of the most cited examples of the patriotic fervor sweeping the nation is the 

number of American flags purchased in the days and weeks following the attacks. On September 

12, 2001 Wal-Mart sold 250,000 flags. 95 On the same day in 2000, the company only sold 
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10,000 flags.96 The national call to service was even codified in law. The Unity in the Spirit of 

America Act, an amendment to the National and Community Service Act of 1990, was signed 

into law on January 10, 2002. The National and Community Service Act of 1990 authorized a 

Commission On National and Community Service to make grants to states or individual 

applicants to enable them to carry out national or community service programs. In the wake of 

9/11, Congress anticipated that there would be a demand for funding for special projects 

intended to honor the losses of the day. While the 1990 Act is still in affect, the Unity in the 

Spirit of America Act was an attempt to update it and earmark portions of its funding exclusively 

for service projects related to 9/11. Specifically, The Unity in the Spirit of America Act inserts 

an additional title into the National Community Service Act of 1990, title IV: “Projects Honoring 

Victims of Terrorist Attacks.” Title IV allots federal dollars to efforts to commemorate the dead, 

but it is not a fund for the commissioning memorials, it is a fund for community action. The law 

entrusts Points of Light, a nonprofit volunteer service organization, with administering the 

grants. Points of Light, which is aimed at creating opportunities for service, may award a grant to 

project applicants so long as the projects meet two main criteria: (1) advances the goals of unity 

and improves the quality of life in rural communities, (2) enactment occurs shortly after the 

Unity in the Spirit of America Act is passed.97  

The memorial tree makes no appearance in this vague language, but it quickly emerged 

as one of the ideal applicants. The Living Memorials Project, a tree-planting effort launched by 

the USDA Forest Association, secured most of its funds from the United States Government 

                                                
96 Barnes, “As Demand Soars Flag Makers Help Bolster Nation’s Morale,” New York Times. 
 
97 Unity in the Spirit of America Act, HR 3338, 107th Cong., 1st sess., Congressional Record 147, pt. 20: 

27117. 



45 
 
 

through this grant.98 The national call to service was also answered with neighborhood cleanups, 

assembling hygiene kits for American troops, and making sandwiches for the hungry, but in 

schoolyards, backyards, and town squares across the country, children and adults picked up 

shovels and planted gardens and trees in remembrance of people that they had never known. The 

act of remembering was not only perceived as an appropriate form of service to a country 

burgeoning with new feelings of national pride, but the memorial itself was an activity that an 

entire community could participate in—a tangible way to create something productive and to 

restore or improve the community. Memorialization was a form of service, and service a way to 

memorialize.  

Memorials have long been a public good, meant for the education and benefit of an entire 

community or nation, but the idea that those people should be active participants in creating the 

memorial is an innovation. Harold Caparn, the landscape architect at the Brooklyn Botanic 

Garden from 1911 into the early 1940s, was an advocate for alternate memorial forms, especially 

parks and gardens, following the war.99 However, he maintained that all memorial design 

required vetting by the proper authorities.100 Chiming in on the emerging debate over the best 

way to honor and represent the thousands of war dead, Caparn warned against “graven 

images.”101 Not only did he believe that idealized forms caricaturized the soldier dead, but he 

also feared that the average American preferred idealized representations.102  The smooth skin 
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and muscular bodies common to Civil War memorials was evidence of a near obsession with 

perfection.103 Expert oversight was a service to the public, a way to save them from their 

uninformed tastes. Caparn urged, “[t]ell the average citizen straight and strongly about 

something that he doesn’t really understand and he will believe you.”104 

The job of producing memorials therefore rests squarely in the hands of the “intelligent 

class,” who Caparn adds is in abundance at Garden clubs.105 Caparn emphasizes that the war 

memorial should suit its locality, suggesting a memorial pier in Atlantic City, New Jersey and 

highlighting the importance of community ownership or stake, but memorialization is in his 

opinion for the community, not by the community. Memorialization remains the job of the elites; 

Caparn concludes that anything less than design by the “best skill” is a “degradation to the 

memory of the heroic dead and a mortification and incubus to the living.”106 

Other critics of living memorials tie the important community functions of the memorial 

to their opposition to communal participation in its design. As living memorials gained more 

popularity following World War II, Lewis Mumford, writing for Good Housekeeping in 1945, 

was part of a dwindling group of proponents of the exclusive use of traditional stone memorial 

forms. Mumford argued that war memorials performed the critical task of reminding citizens of 

their obligation to their country and the world: 

Plainly, such a practical result cannot be achieved by an auditorium or a swimming pool, 
perfunctorily named a memorial. These useful structures do not bind us to the dead; they 
do not stir the feelings or rouse the energies that will keep us from being content with 
such debilitated efforts at cooperation as would merely give us the illusion of “peace in 
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our time.” That higher function and that higher purpose belong to the sphere of art, and 
such art is essentially of a religious character.107    

 
Developing and even defining the collective attitude of a community places the memorial in the 

center of the community, but the importance of this task simultaneously removes the memorial 

from the community’s grasp. Implicit in Mumford’s statement is the assumption that the 

community should be told how to feel. While the design created in a town hall meeting or a Boy 

Scout project might be the product of grief and sorrow, Mumford assumes only formal art is 

capable of perpetuating these feelings over time.  

 In contrast to Caparn and Mumford’s demand for educated influence in memorial design, 

the American Forestry Association was unconcerned with qualifications of the individuals 

planting memorial trees. In fact, the first major call for planting was addressed to amateur 

gardeners. As previously described, Charles Lathrop Pack’s article announcing the 

organization’s official advocacy of the form reads like a ‘how to’ guide. Pack assumes nothing of 

his audience, focusing his writing on the basics of landscaping. He provides a comprehensive 

overview of everything from where to buy a tree for planting, to preparation and planting 

instructions, insect extermination, and remedying injuries to the tree.108 Pack describes entire 

streets lined with memorial trees, so called “Roads of Remembrance,” but he also comments 

specifically on planting styles for front lawns and individual properties.109 While community 

groups, like neighborhood associations and church congregations, are ideal candidates for 

planting, the memorial tree is even accessible to widows, parents, and families acting alone.  
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Pack’s praise for the memorial tree, one of the “finest of all monuments,” centers on its 

intimate relation to the individual. Pack opens his article: “Plant the ‘tree that looks at God all 

day and lifts its leafy arms to pray,’ and in the planting you will have erected the finest of all 

monuments—not alone to the hero of a war—not alone to mark a date—but the finest of all 

monuments to your self.”110 In contrast, an article published in The New York Times in 1930 on 

the general state of World War I memorials in the country admits, “[s]tatues have been erected, 

almost without number.”111 Rather than see personal influences in the stone and bronze 

memorials dotting the landscape, the author sees an innumerable and ambiguous mass of 

sculpture. The idealized forms common to many statues further isolates them; to the civilian who 

is ignorant of the experience of combat, the “doughboys, clear of vision, and firm of tread, 

knapsacks over their backs, rifles over their shoulders” provide no sense of familiarity or 

connection.112 “Visualized in the manner of the Greeks,” the statues more closely resemble 

something in a museum or mythology than a brother, friend, or even one’s self.113 “Graven 

images” are not the product of low public tastes as Caparn argues, but rather evidence of a 

problematic disconnect between public experience of the trauma and its memorial representation. 

The visual connection between a tree and the individual’s experience of the war can only be 

achieved through metaphor and analogy; the tree does not command a particular, often 

unrelatable image but rather requires an individual to relate their personal emotions to an object 

with many potential meanings.  

                                                
110 Ibid., 29. 
 
111 Pope, “Living Memorials to Our Soldier Dead.” 
 
112 Ibid. 
 
113 Ibid. 
 



49 
 
 

Most importantly, the tree offers immediate connection to the people that created it as the 

product of an individual’s labor and personal attention and care. Unlike the bronze or stone 

statue, the memorial tree offers a unique opportunity for personal involvement. No formal 

committee, permit approval board, or art critic stands between the individual seeking to create a 

memorial tree and the process of planting. The gift is therefore directly endowed and the planter 

maintains a strong connection to the act and the memorial itself. While personal or communal 

loss is motivating memorial planting, Pack’s “monument to your self” diverts attention from the 

deceased to the individuals left behind. Pack’s diction immediately informs the prospective 

planter that this memorial is concerned with the present rather than the past. Pack did not deny 

that the memorial tree would have future significance, but the stewards emerge as its most potent 

legacy, rather than an image or understanding of the event it is dedicated to. Pack asserts, “In the 

planting of a tree you will leave behind a living sentinel that you gave to Nature that she might 

give back again in abundance to others who came after you.”114 In contrast to Lewis Mumford, 

the aforementioned traditional advocate, who argues that the memorial must perpetuate a 

cohesive image of and attachment to a past event, Pack contends that the memorial tree may 

simply serve the ordinary needs of a future community.  

The memorial tree is free of the preoccupation with memory that memorial scholar Erika 

Doss identifies in conventional stone and bronze forms. Doss’s study of the practice of 

memorialization in the United States from the Civil War to present day identifies “an obsession 

with issues of memory and history and an urgent desire to express and claim those issues in 

visibly public contexts.”115 In her opinion, memorials are not just records of what happened in 
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the past, but sites where national narratives are formed. By nature, the tree is not illustrative of 

any particular narrative; its design is fixed and hard to manipulate or distinguish. The “Liberty 

Oaks” were identical to the “Armistice maples” in composition, thereby undermining the idea 

that the memorial tree grove strongly represents a particular narrative. The tree however offers 

an opportunity to express the present experience of a trauma. In the wakes of both World War I 

and 9/11 the Liberty Oaks reflected attempts to process profound disruptions in reality.   

John Bodnar builds on Doss’ argument by highlighting the role of memorials in 

cultivating a sense of citizenship. His study of commemorative practices in twentieth century 

America isolates official, patriotic motifs as requisite memorial elements, attached so the 

experiences of “ordinary people” and “ordinary emotions” may not stand alone.116 Flags, heroic 

images, and “God Bless America” are important unifiers in the face of multiple disparate 

experiences and memories vying for face time.117 According to Bodnar, the symbol-laden 

memorial is a means to reinforcing loyalty to larger, national structures in the wake of a trauma. 

However, the memorial tree is free of patriotic imagery. Some are decorated with flags or red, 

white and blue ribbons, but the vast majority are planted without adornment. They are left to 

nature, often blending into their surroundings. The tree is not a display for the observation and 

study of nationalism. Visitors cannot perceive what it means to be a patriot from simply looking 

at the tree, but this difference is crucial to understanding the innovation inherent in this new 

memorial form. The tree cultivates community through participation. Belonging comes from 

participating in the planting and creation of the memorial itself. Memorialization is therefore a 

civic activity—it is not simply a way to honor the dead, but a means to establish yourself as a 
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productive and loyal member of a community. Participation in the ritual is a sign of good 

citizenship.  

In 1923, Charles Lathrop Pack published Trees As Good Citizens, a manifesto of sorts on 

the intersection of citizenship and planting. His book portrays the tree as a model for citizenship; 

its selfless and unwavering service of the community emerge as its most admirable and defining 

characteristic. Pack begins, “Since time began, the shade tree has been the changeless and 

unfailing friend of the human race. It has graced earth with its beauty, and to every generation 

has given freely of its protective shelter.”118 The tree’s record of service not only stretches across 

time, but it is also supremely egalitarian; “To every human being the shade tree is a benefactor; 

to every community a blessing and a benefactor.”119 In spite of the international animosities 

settling in the wake of the losses and devastation of World War I and the very real racial and 

class divisions in the United States at the start of the second decade of the twentieth century, the 

tree emblematizes the egalitarian principles put forth by the Founders.  

Many of the actors that emerge as the primary stewards of memorial trees have service-

based missions. The Girl Scouts of the USA, founded in 1912 with the broad goal of developing 

leadership qualities in girls, seeks to empower young females with volunteerism and community 

activism. The organization’s website emphasizes that its earliest members hiked and swam and 

created a sense of community amongst themselves, but “most importantly…they offered a 

helping hand to those in need and worked together to improve their corner of the world.”120 In 

the summer of 2002, a local Girl Scout troop from the Washington, DC area identified a project 
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where they could work together for the common good: restoring memorial trees planted for the 

World War I dead. The Girl Scouts, collaborating with local chapters of veterans groups, like the 

American Legion, took up the task of tying ribbons around memorial trees planted by American 

Forests in a single grove near its L Street NW headquarters in 1921.121 The grove, weathered by 

years of neglect and vandalism, was a shell of the site it was originally conceived as. Following 

9/11, restoring the broken plaques and caring for the damaged trees was identified as a way to do 

something right and good. As a twelve-year-old Girl Scout put it, "It is nice to be putting ribbons 

here for people who were actually in those wars [World War I and World War II]. It's really 

important now, especially since we just had September 11th."122 Not only does the restoration 

work beautify a neglected community space, but the Girl Scouts’ gesture recognizes and honors 

the service of men and woman in the armed services. The convergence of service and 

memorialization is related to the surge in patriotism following 9/11. Honoring the war dead was 

a quick way to prove a commitment to national causes. However, the importance of the 

memorial tree cannot be discounted in this convergence. The tree is medium through which 

ordinary citizens are able to claim agency and participate in memorialization; commemorating 

the dead is transformed into an accessible way to serve the community at large. The tree’s 

natural life cycle, while problematic for its status as a preserver of memory, provides continual 

opportunities for stewardship and service. Putting the decayed tree back together is a good deed; 

in a single day, a quickly formed group can remove an eyesore from the community and create 

something that adds aesthetic value to their neighborhood. 
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Video documentation of the dedication ceremony for the Hunts Point Living Memorial 

Trail centers on community togetherness. This project was first examined in the second chapter 

as an example of trauma, in this case 9/11, catalyzing action unrelated to the trauma. The effort, 

organized in the fall of 2004, to restore a neglected pathway through a South Bronx 

neighborhood has two practical goals: improved community beauty and increased safety, but 

involving the community in the creation of the memorial also diverts attention from the death 

that the memorial commemorates. Planting participants are observed in uniform green t-shirts, 

more closely resembling a team than a group of mourners. Bongo drums and speakers are also 

visible in the background, setting the scene for a party with live music. A young girl walks into 

and out of the camera’s view, skipping with a hula-hoop, demonstrating the light, family-

oriented nature of the planting ceremony. A somber, serious occasion seems to have transformed 

into a block party. [See Appendix Figure 16] Calling on a community to create something is 

different from assembling a group to mourn and reflect. The invitation to participate in the 

creation of the memorial infuses new energy and purpose into the event. The project leader, who 

is also a prominent community member, expresses an acute connection to the tragedy in a speech 

before the crowd. He describes the loss of a nephew who was a member of the New York City 

Fire Department.123 However he relates the newly planted trees to their impact in the community. 

He hopes that the local youth will look to their growth and beauty as a symbol of “what can 

be.”124  

The Sunflower Project NYC, created shortly after 9/11 by native New Yorker, Bianca 
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Bob, classifies itself as a volunteer organization in the business of making memorials.125 The 

original mission of the group was to plant 3,000 sunflowers throughout the summer of 2002 so 

they would be in bloom for the first anniversary of the attacks. This timeline was important to 

Bob and her fellow gardeners, who anticipated a long interlude between the trauma and the 

construction of an official memorial for families and friends to make a pilgrimage to.126 Bob 

asked, “Instead of waiting on The Official Memorial to happen, which could take years, why not 

have thousands of beautiful living memorials now?”127 Her slogan also became, “Remember 

each life one flower at a time,” reinforcing the memorial purpose with which she endowed each 

seed.128 However, the development of the Sunflower Project was practical rather than 

ideological. Described by the USDA Forest Association as “guerilla gardeners,” project 

participants took to the streets of New York City and New Jersey armed with shovels and seeds 

and the desire to restore their devastated landscape.129 The goal of this early planting was to 

place a flower wherever there was open space—sidewalk planters, medians, traffic circles.130 

[See Appendix Figure 17] Going forward without formal planning or design, the primary 

objective was action.  

The sunflower was in part selected because of its height. The Northern Research Station 
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for the USDA Forest Association observed that the overall effect of the plantings was to make 

people look up.131 A religious or spiritual pedestrian may look to the sky and reflect on the 

afterlife of their lost loved ones, but looking up also connotes moving on, and directing attention 

away from the death and tragedy that irrevocably changed the nation. Over 7,000 seeds were 

eventually planted, far surpassing Bob’s goal of 3,000, but the success of the blooms is difficult 

to track because of their spontaneous planting patterns. Bob’s flowers, chaotically scattered 

throughout the city, were also overshadowed by artist Xavier Roux’s sunflower outline of the 

twin towers. In September of 2002, Roux’s design received attention in The New York Times 

while Bob escaped mainstream press recognition.132 The sunflower project has faded since 2002. 

Its primary legacy is a collection of photos and the memories of the participants. It was never 

meant to be permanent, defying the conventions of memorialization. The ultimate death of the 

flowers does not mean that the original words of Bob were false. However, her hope that each 

flower symbolize a life was not the main point of the exercise; the gesture of planting, creating, 

and acting emerges as the primary purpose of a temporary memorial, rather than simply honoring 

a memory. 

Reflecting on the roots of the planting response in New York City, the Northern Research 

Station referenced a Brooklyn woman who planted a tree in honor of her son, lost in the Vietnam 

War. The Director of the Northern Research Station, Michael Rains, conceived of the Living 

Memorials Project in the wake of 9/11, taking inspiration from a conversation he had shared with 

the woman.133 The only history that surrounds this tree is oral. Although it probably still stands, 
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it is not marked on any maps and there is no formal photograph collection to document its 

existence. A description of the tree might get you somewhere in a Brooklyn neighborhood, 

perhaps a longtime resident is familiar, but there are likely several other trees planted by mothers 

or relatives of fallen Vietnam soldiers dotting the landscape, or even more likely, the majority of 

residents are unaware of the memorial designation of the trees they pass by every day. Michael 

Rains and the USDA Forest Association were not impressed by the enduring and impactful 

memorialization that the tree enacted; they were struck by the act of creating a memorial. The 

mother is arguably more important than the fallen son she seeks to memorialize. In discussing 

the tree, Rains does not reflect on the bravery of the son, but rather the productivity of the 

grieving mother.134 The memorial tree will remain a permanent reminder of her son in her 

ongoing life. Each day she passes by it, she will reminisce about the boy that she lost. However, 

the tree has a different appearance to the community at large. The mourning mother who plants a 

tree takes an extraordinary, painful experience and transforms it into an opportunity to participate 

in the often mundane activities that constitute community life. Her loss is not a time to stop her 

daily life and the lives of her neighbors, but rather an occasion to get involved in community 

improvement and to reconstitute or reaffirm a sense of belonging and citizenship. 
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IV 

Finding Meaning in Nature 

 The Brooklyn Botanic Garden circulated an information guide for Garden volunteers in 

January 2002 so that they would be able to answer questions from visitors about the newly 

planted “Liberty Oaks.”135 [See Appendix Figure 18] The guide includes factual information 

about the scarlet oak variety. Its lifespan: 100 to 150 years; its expected height: seventy feet.136 

The cost of dedicating a tree ($10,000) is also noted in case curious visitors inquire about 

endowing a memorial for one of their loved ones.137 The guide even provides volunteers with a 

heartfelt slogan: “It is our hope that these trees and their graceful allées will provide a lasting 

place of peace and renewal for generations to come.”138  

This seemingly sincere wish commonly attached to mourning rituals like memorials and 

funerals, is followed by an assertion: “Oak have long been held in regard as the foremost of 

trees.”139 The guide also assigns the oaks mythic origins dating back to the Ice Age 10,000 years 

ago. It claims that oaks grew from the newly exposed soil after the glaciers began to recede in 

Europe.140 The oak is finally praised for its unique beauty: “Its leaves start out bright red in the 

spring, and after a summer of green, turn into brilliant shades of dark red in fall.”141 The Garden 

volunteer has not only been equipped with the factual information necessary to describe the 
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“Liberty Oaks,” but he or she has also been armed with arguments to defend them. The natural 

strength of the oak makes it an enduring tribute. Its resilience primes it as a symbol for 

rebuilding in the wake of trauma and persisting in the face of hardship. The color change creates 

a connection with 9/11—the trees assume a new, more distinctive character at the moment when 

their memorial status is most acute: the anniversary of the trauma they stand in tribute to. 

The Garden’s defense of the memorial tree is based in the tree’s natural attributes. Its 

trunk conveys the physical strength of the soldier dead and the strength of character of the 

mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, and children lost on 9/11. Its leaves and branches provide 

shelter and security to loved ones mourning unexpected losses and attempting to heal. Its height 

stretches towards the heavens, invoking the divine and ideas about life after death. Its colors give 

it distinction, forcing the passerby to take notice and reflect on the trauma that it preserves. 

Without manipulation, the tree communicates many of the messages we expect from a memorial. 

However, the natural elements of the memorial tree also challenge the traditional idea that loss 

should be distinguished and preserved in perpetuity. When it is represented by the landscape, 

death is allowed to fade. Rather than consider this a failure of memory, the tree provides a new 

way to interpret loss. Subject to nature’s timeline, memory operates on a schedule that more 

closely resembles the realities of human experience. Death does not constantly command 

attention, unchanging and fixed in stone or bronze representation, but rather it waxes and wans, 

presenting itself when grief or nostalgia is most acute.  

The composition of the Liberty Oaks conveys a message about how we should remember. 

Arranging the Liberty Oaks in allées alone primes them as memorials. The allée is a 

conventional landscape design element frequently employed in botanic gardens and parks. It 

does not have an explicit connection to mourning or memorialization and it is typically used to 
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formalize a space. The prominence that it often assumes in a space however makes it ripe for 

dedication. The Oaks’, measuring approximately twenty feet in height, have long upper branches 

that are beginning to grow together. [See Appendix Figure 19] The result is a thick canopy over 

the cement pathway that they line. Light filters through the leaves and branches. The opposite 

end of the allée is only visible as you progress down its path; it gradually comes into view. The 

view of the opposite end reveals that the shade provided by the canopy is broken on the 

pavement, creating two distinct spaces: one light and one dark or shaded. [See Appendix Figure 

20] 

This pattern of dividing space into two is repeated, demonstrating the coexistence of two, 

potentially opposing concepts. Darkness and light, although distinct, also exist in the same space. 

Their difference is worthy of recognition, but they exist in the same sphere. In the same way, 

death cannot be fully integrated into life, but it is also not deserving of exclusion. The observer is 

likely blind to this subtle pattern of separation, reinforcing the idea that the line between the 

traumatic event memorialized and the everyday is blurred over time. The oak limbs extend 

perpendicularly at approximately the same height dividing the trunk space (which the visitor 

walks alongside) from the branch space (which the visitor walks beneath). Four weeping cheery 

trees mark the northern ends of each allées. The curved lines of the weeping cheery tree branches 

contrast the linear oak limbs. [See Appendix Figure 21] The branches of the weeping cherries 

sweep down into the trunk space, and this unexpected foliage frames the allée and the viewer’s 

entrance or exit. The overall effect softens the linear trunks and reaches out to the viewer as he or 

she passes. The exit, which is also a point of distinction, from darkness to light is therefore also 

softened.  
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The emergence of the movement to plant living memorials in the United States in the 

wake of World War I drew on the romantic representations of nature in poetry and literature to 

justify the tree’s memorial value. Beyond the visual connections that the Brooklyn Botanic 

Garden invokes in its information guide, Charles Lathrop Pack and other early advocates support 

their arguments that the tree makes a fitting memorial with ideas about nature’s inherent 

harmony and divine order expressed in nature poetry. Pack’s aforementioned book, Trees As 

Good Citizens, opens with the first eight lines from William Cullen Bryant’s A Forest Hymn. 

Bryant is widely recognized as a nature poet, and while no formal school or movement 

accompanies this title, his oeuvre reflects an obsession with describing his physical environment 

and the majority of his work is devoted to writing about the natural elements.142 A Forest Hymn, 

published in 1824, goes beyond describing nature, portraying the contents of a forest as a 

majestic church. Quoting Bryant, Pack begins: 

The groves were God’s first temples. Ere man learned 
To hew the shaft, and lay the architrave, 
And spread the roof above them—ere he framed 
The lofty vault to gather and rollback 
The sound of anthems; in the darkling wood, 
Amidst the cool and silence, he knelt down, 
And offered to the Mightiest solemn thanks 
And supplication.143 
 

Nature’s form is not wild, but refined. Close inspection reveals design elements and artistic 

composition comparable to some of the most exquisite examples of architecture: churches. This 

praise of the forest’s natural organization positions it next to manmade memorials and moves to 

argue that the tree may serve as a worthy substitute. However, fine architectural design is not the 
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exclusive reason for invoking the church. Portraying the groves as “God’s first temples” endows 

nature with divine significance. The forest is explicitly a fitting place to worship God in Bryant’s 

imagination, but it is also implicitly a place that might bring the visitor to their knees, in awe of 

the divine force responsible for its inspired design. The tree, as the product of divine creation is 

blessed in a way that statues, plaques, and arches are not. A memorial with connections to the 

divine ultimately grounds the trauma or loss in a larger context. Mourners find comfort in the 

idea that their loved ones have continued on and connecting their tribute with “proof” of a higher 

force allows the mourners to move on with their own lives. Although Bryant doesn’t mention the 

inevitable death and vulnerability of the tree, if this too is the design of a divine force, then 

human death becomes a more acceptable, natural process.  

 Joyce Kilmer’s poem, Trees, was a favorite marketing tool of the American Forestry 

Association following World War I. It appeared in Pack’s feature article as a selected reading for 

planting ceremonies.144 Kilmer, an American poet and writer who today is probably best 

remembered for Trees, wrote the poem in 1913. It achieved instant popularity, but its notoriety 

grew in 1918 when American Forests began publishing it widely. Kilmer’s service during World 

War I and his heroic death, for which he earned the French War Cross, or the Croix de Guerre, 

made his work especially ripe for exploitation at the hands of a patriotic cause. His connection to 

trees may have even lent credibility to the form’s apparent lack of patriotism. Kilmer also 

attaches a sense of divinity to the trees. His poem is an ode to their otherworldly beauty, which 

he makes clear by concluding: “Poems are made by fools like me/But only God can make a 

tree.”145 The tree itself is also a line of communication with God; she “looks at God all day/And 
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lifts her leafy arms to pray.”146 Like Bryant, Kilmer never suggested that the tree be made into a 

memorial, but his characterization of the tree and the language that he used to describe it lend 

support to its implementation. Kilmer’s words were so persuasive that upon his death, people 

were lamenting the fact that his gravesite was without trees.147  

 Kilmer was buried at the Oise-Aisne American Cemetery in France, the home of Ralph 

Adams Cram’s Romanesque memorial first described in chapter two. Aside from Cram’s 

conventional tribute to the dead, the cemetery as a whole favors neat lines and uniformity. [See 

Appendix Figure 22] The addition of trees between the evenly spaced rows of identical 

headstones would interrupt the organization. However, the lack of greenery in the final resting of 

place of Joyce Kilmer is described as “egregious.”148 This comment, published in American 

Forests magazine by an unnamed author in March 1920, is part of the wide plea for memorial 

planting that the organization was making in the wake of World War I. While this bias discounts 

the objectivity of the author’s observation, it reveals how Kilmer’s work was translated in the 

minds of memorial tree advocates. The unnamed author’s grief is intimately tied to Kilmer’s 

language. Finding the tree a fitting and necessary memorial to Kilmer’s death rests in a 

newfound belief that its beauty is ordered, divinely inspired, and artistically composed. Kilmer’s 

opening stanza, “I think that I shall never see/A poem as lovely as a tree,” elevates the natural 

form above his own long-practiced art.149  

Poems, a medium for metaphorical story telling and painting images with words, deal in 

representation. Trees is not a painting or an image of a tree, but it seeks to deliver an image 
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through carefully constructed language, and in this process, it brings to light an image invisible 

to the naked eye. Inferring that Kilmer was not attempting to make an obvious platitude and 

denigrate poetry in his first two lines, the tree conjures images and emotions more powerful than 

a poem. Nature is more than an unrefined backdrop to daily life—she is personified for one, 

wearing a nest of robins in her hair and living intimately with the rain, or as Kilmer writes:  

A tree that may in Summer wear 
A nest of robins in her hair; 
 
Upon whose bosom snow has lain; 
Who intimately lives with rain.150 
  

Kilmer’s ability to see the human self as well as the divine in nature is something that many have 

instinctively felt. The unnamed American Forests author defends his or her grief with the 

sentiment that “Mankind has always regarded the tree as friendly and often as divine.”151 

Kilmer’s words legitimize this feeling—it is no coincidence that the popularity of his poem 

corresponds with the advent of the living memorial movement in the United States. Finding the 

lack of trees at a gravesite “egregious” was in part an attempt to further legitimize Kilmer’s ideas 

but it was also proof of his impact. In the span of seven years, memorial planting could claim the 

space of a natural, expected response.  

 The tree’s natural aesthetic qualities are portrayed as its most evocative. An article in the 

April 1918 edition of American Forests makes the claim that trees are affective—their image and 

experience conjures feeling, even transporting someone to another place.152 While the 

conventional stone or bronze memorial’s power also lies in its ability to evoke feeling, memory, 
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and emotion, it uses extraordinary means to do so. John Bodnar, the author of Remaking 

America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century, argues that 

a memorial’s power comes from its ability to conjure a collective feeling among the American 

public.153 However, he identifies symbols and architecture as the primary means through which 

conventional stone and bronze memorials communicate. The Vietnam Wall portrays the 

disillusionment and immense loss associated with the conflict through the careful layout of its 

stone panels, which are inserted into the earth, inviting visitors to descend and allowing them to 

visualize and experience the darkness of the struggle.154 [See Appendix Figure 23] Symbols 

typically affixed to memorials like American flags are also tools create feelings of unity and a 

shared sense of loss.155 

 In contrast, nature is composed of elements that stimulate the senses. The 

aforementioned article, entitled “Roads of Our Lives,” engages readers with the promise of a 

tactic to fight insomnia. So called “dream roads” are a visualization technique meant to transport 

the restless to a calmer state. “Dream roads” which are often based on memory—some real and 

pleasant experience that the dreamer can call upon in vivid detail—are according to the author, 

Smith Riley, “endless in the National Forests of this country.”156 Riley’s mind’s eye produces a 

mundane but stimulating image of nature. Visualizing a turnpike he travelled throughout his 

childhood, he describes “actively worked fields of brown soil” contrasting with “bright stretches 

of winter wheat,” all being “whipped later into wonderful waves of movement by the gusty 

winds of thunderstorms, or when, in the still hours of dusk, this grain being golden ripe for 
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harvest, fire flies arose in countless numbers giving forth their yellow light.”157 Imagining this 

scene tingles all five senses; “Upon a forest trail one awakens into consciousness.”158 Nature 

produces a unique opportunity to connect to our everyday surroundings more acutely. It conjures 

awe and a sense of calm, but above all it stimulates awareness. While the mundane gains value, 

vesting value in the mundane also grounds the experience. Nature remains a study in simple 

pleasures; Smith points to the sleepy twittering of birds, and delicate flowers growing on the 

banks of streams rather than natural wonders and landmarks.159 Wonder lies in wait in everyday 

life, its discovery is natural. Commemorating a life with a tree capitalizes on the affective power 

of the tree, but it also grounds commemoration in an everyday experience. Remembering 

remains an emotional experience, but it is not reserved for special occasions—it can be found at 

the banks of a river or the song of the birds that wake you each morning.  

In World War I, the tree was also essential to everyday life. Apart from figurative and 

romantic associations, the practical necessity of the tree to the war effort was essential to its 

characterization as an appropriate memorial form. Americans were not just exploiting emotional 

intuitions and affects, they were repurposing a useful and productive component of their 

environment. Each issue of American Forests magazine published during WWI concludes with a 

list of “American Foresters in Military Service”. The majority of the men serve in the Army’s 

regiments of forestry engineers, but some are carpenters, managers of sawmill operations, or 

messengers for the US Forest Service on the home front. The neatly ordered list is interrupted by 

a box reserved for the fallen. [See Appendix Figure 24] “The Roll of Honor” figures prominently 

in the center of the page and is meant to be a small token of remembrance and respect for the 

                                                
157 Ibid., 234. 

 
158 Ibid., 232. 
 
159 Ibid., 232-33.  
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men who gave the ultimate sacrifice. The signing of Armistice in November 1918 ended the war 

and eliminated the need for both a list of active servicemen and a Roll of Honor, but in July of 

1919, American Forests began printing a National Honor Roll for memorial trees. Through 1921, 

American Forests dedicated at least two pages of their monthly edition to maintaining a record of 

the trees being planted and dedicated to the memory of WWI soldiers in communities across the 

country. Each municipality receives its own heading; the names of the individuals responsible for 

the planting and the soldier or soldiers to whom the memorial is dedicated are recorded below.  

 Planting in honor of men who dedicated their careers to forestry is not a revolutionary 

idea. The tree represents one of the things they cared most about in life; it captures a part of their 

spirit and invokes an obvious association for their loved ones. However, the tree’s primary 

significance during the War was its productive capacity, and its employment as a living 

memorial bears a direct link to its productive associations. The men initially featured in the 

“American Foresters in Military Service” were using trees to help win the war; they were 

featured because of the connection between their actions and trees. The 10th and 20th regiments 

were responsible for providing Allied Forces with the timber that fueled camps and protected 

bunkers.160 The memorial trees that eventually replaced their names were not just symbols of 

who they were, but representations of what they did and examples of ways in which the 

community could continue to be productive.  

The first planting efforts following WWI were reforestation missions in Europe. The 

United States sent thirty-six million forest tree seeds to France, Belgium and Great Britain in 

1920.161 Deforestation had serious economic and environmental effects and made clear the 

                                                
160 “The 10th and 20th Forestry Engineers of World War I,” The Forest History Society, last modified 2012, 

accessed October 15, 2015, http://www.foresthistory.org/research/WWI_ForestryEngineers.htm. 
 

161 “Tree Seeds Presented to Our Allies,” American Forests 26, no. 314 (February 1920): 71. 
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productive importance of trees. Planting was a practical measure to reconstitute lost fuel and 

animal habitats. In October 1919, the New York Bird and Tree Club donated fruit trees to the 

French government in an effort to replace the orchards that were destroyed during the war.162 

The Club sent the gift with conditions, specifying that the trees would be memorials to “those 

who sacrificed and suffered that the ideals of civilization might not perish.”163 The war to end all 

wars was meant to spread democracy, but civilization also has a tangible meaning. War creates a 

landscape of desolation and planting is an effort to recreate a productive society.  

There was no similar need to reforest in the United States, but the tree was widely 

popularized as a way to create and sustain communities during the war. The memorial was more 

than a symbol, but a practical exercise that could continue to grow and produce depending on its 

care. Scarce food resources also served as a constant reminder of the land’s bounty. The National 

War Garden Commission was organized in order to help Americans supplement their limited 

rations and reserve resources for the Allies. The Commission’s advertisements hailed gardens as 

essential to the war effort, brandishing slogans like “Every Garden a Munition Plant” and “Can 

Vegetables, Fruit, and the Kaiser Too.”164 [See Appendix Figure 25] The garden was a means by 

which civilians could contribute to the war effort in a substantive way. Certain trees were also 

necessary resources for airplane propellers and technologies used in combat. American Forests 

optimistically told its audience “Your Walnut Will Help Win the War.”165 The Brooklyn Botanic 

Garden also participated in the war garden movement, holding basic vegetable growing classes 
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for both children and adults and reserving space for a Children’s War Garden. The vegetable 

gardens establish a basic understanding of the productive capacity of the land preceding the 

dedication of the Armistice memorial. The tree was a tool during World War I, and after World 

War I Americans continued to put it to work.  

Returning to the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, a relationship between World War I and 9/11 

emerges. Rochelle Gurstein, the editorial author who reacted to the replacement of the 

“Armistice maples” with shock and frustration, grieved for the memory of the First World War 

that was apparently lost. However, Gurstein failed to ask why a 9/11 memorial could seamlessly 

fill the previously occupied space. The two memorials are nearly identical in layout, both 

exploiting nature in the same ways to pay tribute to a national trauma. Although the site reading 

that opens this chapter includes some elements that are unique to the “Liberty Oaks,” the 

weeping cherries for example, the general division of space found in the Liberty Oaks also 

applies to the “Armistice maples.” Nature is being manipulated in the same way in both 

memorials, revealing an internal consistency between memory and experience of World War I 

and 9/11. In 9/11 we also find that World War I ideals about the relationship between nature and 

death are still relevant. Gurstein’s fear that the replacement of the memorial reflected over-

familiarization with the trauma is also the realization of the familiar relationship that nature was 

tasked with cultivating in the wake of World War I.  

The early stages of debate over the construction of a permanent memorial at Ground Zero 

reveals a shift in what constitutes everyday life in the twenty-first century. The reservation of the 

entire sixteen-acre area affected by the attack on the World Trade Center for a park-like 
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meditation space was unimaginable.166 The romantic associations articulated by William Cullen 

Bryant and Joyce Kilmer motivated the pitch for a park. The man responsible for the idea, Dr. 

Sherwin B. Nuland, an instructor at the Yale School of Medicine and the author of a book about 

the dying process, imagined a “parklike oasis of foliage and trees and benches and secluded 

walkways and fountains and small statuary and above all retreat, in the midst of the towering city 

and the din around it.”167 Trees and lush greenery provide the ideal environment for Nuland’s 

primary objective: reflection and meditation.168 However, such an environment was quickly 

identified as a block to commercial activity and the full restoration of a once thriving capitalist 

center. Construction on the 4.5-acre site where the Twin Towers actually stood was deemed 

necessary for regeneration.169 The idea that trees are an impediment to daily life may be unique 

to New York City, an urban center where large concentrations of trees are only found in 

designated locations. Above all, the rejection of trees reflects an attempt to engage what will 

make such a monumental trauma less so—what elements will allow the memory to be honored 

while also converging with a sense of normalcy? In suburban communities and urban 

neighborhoods, trees are still a reliable answer to that question. 
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CONCLUSION 

Living With Trauma 

 When I approach a memorial, my first question is almost always ‘what story is it 

attempting to tell me about the trauma, event, or individual that it commemorates?’ Many of the 

memorial scholars that influenced this thesis like Ericka Doss and John Bodnar ask the same 

question in their analyses of memorial culture in the United States. The narrative that 

accompanies the majority of memorials in this country is a political battle over historical details 

and public interests. However, this narrative does not apply to the memorial tree. When we 

approach the memorial tree, no dominant image of its dedicatory purpose emerges. Even worse, 

when the tree dies no record of the trauma it was meant to preserve remains. In this thesis, I have 

illustrated that these divergences define the form. The features of the memorial tree that are 

criticized as its failures constitute its purpose. The memorial tree does not tell us how to 

remember, but rather it is a tool to contextualize a trauma in the ordinary life events that follow 

in its wake.   

  By blending into its mundane surroundings, advancing multiple goals unrelated to the 

trauma for which it was dedicated, inviting community participation, and exploiting ordinary, 

unmanipulated aesthetics, the memorial tree forsakes the responsibilities that convention gives it 

and adopts a new, practical role in its community. While the memorial that dies or is forgotten 

betrays the memory it was intended to preserve in perpetuity, it also works to allow a community 

to move on from traumatic memories that inevitably fade over time. The memorial that advances 

conservation efforts or some other cause may exploit the death that it is named for, but it also 

transforms the memorial into a tool for solving community problems. Viewing memorialization 

as a participatory activity emphasizes present gestures and present experience of a trauma over 
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the trauma’s enduring legacy and memory. And the memorial that is distinguished by mundane 

images found in nature grounds emotional experiences in ordinary moments rather than special 

occasions and spaces. 

 The claim that the memorial tree transforms the memorial from an instructive text into a 

functional exercise raises questions about the integrity of public memory. The exclusive pursuit 

of memorial planting potentially risks collective amnesia. This thesis’ singular focus on an 

impermanent form may be broadened to examine how the creation of memorial trees groves to a 

specific trauma relates to the creation of permanent memorials to that trauma. Memorial planting 

does not often exist in isolation, rather it is carried out in concert with the construction of stone 

and bronze forms, suggesting that a memorial that solely serves a functional purpose cannot 

stand alone. Examining the stewards who were active in New York City post-9/11 and their 

awareness of the 9/11 Memorial at Ground Zero and its implications for public memory should 

reveal if impermanence is an accepted reality among planters or if it is something they can only 

accept when memory preservation measures are in place. This thesis also provides a framework 

to examine the present call for a permanent stone memorial to World War I on the National Mall 

in Washington, DC. The World War I Memorial Foundation is petitioning Congress to restore 

and redesignate the District of Columbia War Memorial as a monument to all American World 

War I soldiers.170 The hundreds of thousands, if not millions of memorial trees planted to honor 

the World War I dead are not specifically cited in the foundation’s call for a memorial, but the 

petition is motivated by a fear of forgetting American military efforts and suggests that the tree 

has not successfully established itself as a memory keeper.  

                                                
170 “The Quest,” National World War I Memorial Foundation, accessed October 15, 2015, 
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  The utility and present focus of the memorial tree also makes it a lens to study 

community-healing processes and the effect of a trauma on a community. Aforementioned 

USDA Forest Service researchers Erika Svendsen and Lindsay Campbell completed a report on 

the motivations, uses, and meanings supporting memorial plantings for 9/11. Svendsen and 

Campbell’s intent was to understand the memorial tree, but their study could be repurposed to 

understand the community that is creating the memorial and its particular experience of the 

trauma.  

 The methods of memorial planting presented in this thesis remain constant over the span 

of eighty years. My argument attributes this consistency to the memorial tree’s functional 

purpose and detachment from preserving a single image of the past as well as nature’s ordinary 

connotations. The conclusion of the fourth chapter however alludes to potential shift in 

conceptions of ‘ordinary.’ In downtown Manhattan, we observed that nature interrupted the 

activities of daily life. Facebook and other social media platforms have recently emerged as 

platforms for memorializing the dead.171 Relatives and friends create pages for the deceased 

allowing other users to comment, share photographs, and express grief. Social media has rapidly 

become an essential component of our everyday realities. Beginning with the idea that that a 

memorial can be a functional tool to contextualize trauma in life, these online tributes can be 

identified as memorials. Although 9/11 reflected widespread efforts to plant, future research may 

find functional memorials taking other forms and consequently reveal shifts in how we conceive 

of the mundane.  

 Finally, this thesis’ discovery of meaning in apparent failure expands the memorial 

category. The rigidity of the memorial category is reinforced by the tendency to classify forms 
                                                

171 Bruce Feiler, “Mourning in a Digital Age,” New York Times, January 12, 2012, accessed October 15, 
2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/15/fashion/mourning-in-the-age-of-facebook.html?_r=0.  
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that don’t meet its essential criteria, like permanence and visibility, as failures. The memorial 

culture in our nation is rich, as Jonathan Hyman illustrates in his study of commemorative 

practices in the tri-state area after 9/11, but the tributes he photographs, like tattoos, teddy bears, 

street murals, and of course plantings are often disregarded as illegitimate or at the very least 

ephemeral.172 The memorial tree demonstrates that the memorial category can be dynamic at the 

community level, changing to suit individual and present needs. Other overlooked or ‘failed’ 

forms likely offer instances of innovation in the memorial category rather than unconstructive 

deviance. Studying these alternate forms not only offers the exciting prospect of understanding 

the ways in which memorialization has changed, but it also promises to illustrate where and how 

convention is still important in mourning and remembering trauma. By juxtaposing acceptance 

of the memorial tree with arguments against it, I keep the memorial tree in conversation with 

convention. Permanence seems to be cast aside with relative ease in the immediate aftermath of 

trauma, but decades after the trauma has passed, as its memory fades, permanence becomes a 

concern, revealing space to subvert convention in the chaotic wake of a trauma but not in the 

long term. Observations like this reveal stasis rather than the dynamic change that I suggest, 

setting up an interesting challenge to my findings.  

 This thesis was an attempt to make the everyday strange, to raise a seemingly 

commonplace practice to consciousness and question it. I found that memorial planting, while 

normalized in our present day, was very strange to the American public in 1918, and the early 

explanations of it helped me to understand its purpose. However, my conclusion normalizes this 

practice once again. The work of the memorial tree rests in its ability to make a momentous, 

traumatic event: death, less momentous. The memorial tree, although innovative, is meant to be 

                                                
172 Jonathan Hyman, The Landscapes of 9/11: A Photographer’s Journey (Austin: The University of Texas 

Press, 2013). 
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overlooked, to fade, to occupy an ordinary space. It is not about how we remember or distinguish 

a trauma, but how we begin to live with it.  
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APPENDIX 

FIGURE 1 

 
Anna Frenzilli, Liberty Oaks dedicatory plaque, October 14, 2015, JPEG file.  

FIGURE 2 

 
Anna Frenzilli, Individual dedication plaque for Liberty Oak grove, October 14, 2015, JPEG file. 
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FIGURE 3  

 
Louis Buhle, “Esplanade, BBG. Showing Its Use by the Public As of 1932.” May 18, 1932, Brooklyn Botanic 
Garden Historic Image Collection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



81 
 
 

FIGURE 4 

 



82 
 
 

 



83 
 
 

 



84 
 
 



85 
 
 



86 
 
 

 



87 
 
 



88 
 
 

 
Charles Lathrop Pack, “The Tree—The Memorial That Lives,” American Forests 26, no. 313 (January 1920): 29-  
37, accessed October 15, 2015, https://archive.org/stream/americanforests26natiuoft. 
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FIGURE 5 

 
Daffodils planted in the space surrounding a New York City memorial statue after 9/11. 
“The Daffodil Project,” Living Memorials Project, accessed October 15, 2015, 
http://www.livingmemorialsproject.net/registry_results.asp?myID=94200391033AM_9748. 
 
FIGURE 6 

 
American Forestry Association WWI Tree Marker in  “The Tree—The Memorial That Lives” by Charles Lathrop 
Pack, American Forests 26, no. 313 (January 1920): 35, accessed October 15, 2015, 
https://archive.org/stream/americanforests26natiuoft. 
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FIGURE 7 

 
Memorial tree "dedicated to the boys of Arlington County, Virginia, who gave their Lives in the cause of 
Humanity,” in “Memorials That Live On” by Deborah Gangloff, American Forests 109, no.1 (Spring 2003): 5, 
accessed October 18, 2015, Academic Search Premier.   
 
FIGURE 8 

 
Kansas City, Missouri Liberty Memorial, Wikimedia Commons, July 4, 2008, accessed October 15, 2015, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Liberty_Memorial_2008.jpg. 
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FIGURE 9 

 
“A Well Planted Street,” in “Ornamental and Shade Trees,” American Forestry 22, no. 273 (September 1916): 543, 
accessed October 15, 2015,  https://archive.org/stream/americanforestry221916amer/#page/543/mode/1up.  
 
FIGURE 10 

 
Survivor Tree, in “New Video Highlights Survivor Tree Seedling Program,” by Scott Elliott, The Memo Blog, 
9/11Memorial.org, April 24, 2015, accessed October 15, 2015, https://www.911memorial.org/blog/new-video-
highlights-survivor-tree-seedling-program. 
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FIGURE 11 

 
John Kelly, Maryland resident Lee Rogers with World War I memorial tree on 16th Avenue NW, Washington Post, 
May 31, 2010, accessed October 15, 2015, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp- 
dyn/content/article/2010/05/30/AR2010053003218.html. 
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FIGURE 12 

 
Pathway in Scarsdale American Patriot Garden, in“Land-markings: 12 Journeys through 9/11Living Memorials: 03 
Hudson River” (video) by USDA Forest Service Northern Research Station, August 20, 2014, accessed December 6, 
2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4-. 
 

 
Map of Scarsdale American Patriot Garden, in“Land-markings: 12 Journeys through 9/11Living Memorials: 03 
Hudson River” (video) by USDA Forest Service Northern Research Station, August 20, 2014, accessed December 6, 
2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4-. 
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FIGURE 13 

 
Trees on the Hunts Point Living Memorial Trail, in “Day 501: 9/11 Memorial,” I’m Just Walkin’ Blog, May 14, 
2013, accessed October 15, 2015, http://imjustwalkin.com/2013/05/14/911-memorial-148/. 
 
FIGURE 14 

 
Victor Grigas, Oise-Aisne American Cemetery Memorial, Wikimedia Commons, June 27, 2014, accessed October 
15, 2015, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Oise-Aisne_American_Cemetery_and_Memorial_7.jpg. 
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FIGURE 15 

 
Kathryn Littlefield, Scripps Networks Interactive employee volunteers at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, Flickr, 
September 7, 2012, accessed October 15, 2015, https://www.flickr.com/photos/brooklynbotanicgarden/7972137426. 
 
FIGURE 16 

 
Dedication ceremony for Hunts Point Living Memorial Trail, in“Land-markings: 12 Journeys through 9/11Living 
Memorials: 03 Hudson River” (video) by USDA Forest Service Northern Research Station, August 20, 2014, 
accessed December 6, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4-. 
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FIGURE 17 

 
Sunflower Project NYC planters on a New York City street, Living Memorials Project National Registry, accessed 
October 15, 2015, http://www.livingmemorialsproject.net/registry_results.asp?myID=730200225257PM_9385. 
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FIGURE 18 
 

 
 
 
 
 
KeySpan Scarlet Oak Dedication Information Guide for Brooklyn Botanic Garden Volunteers, Brooklyn Botanic 
Garden, January 16, 2002, Courtesy of Mark Fisher, Director of Horticulture, Brooklyn Botanic Garden. 
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FIGURE 19 

 
Anna Frenzilli, Canopy of branches over “Liberty Oaks” west allée, October 14, 2015, JPEG file. 
 
FIGURE 20 

 
Kathryn Littlefield, View of the end of “Liberty Oaks” west allée, Flickriver, November 11, 2014, accessed October 
15, 2015, http://www.flickriver.com/photos/horsepunchkid/sets/72157648835799069/. 
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FIGURE 21 

 
Anna Frenzilli, Weeping cherry tree branches framing “Liberty Oaks” east allée, October 14, 2015, JPEG file. 
 
FIGURE 22 

 
Headstones at Oise-Aisne American Cemetery, Wikimedia Commons, November 3, 2006, accessed October 15, 
2015, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Oise-Aisne_American_Cemetery_and_Memorial.jpg. 
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FIGURE 23 

 
“A Solemn Visit,” National Parks Service, 2012, accessed October 15, 2015, 
https://www.asla.org/guide/site.aspx?id=35782. 
 
FIGURE 24 

 
Roll of Honor for fallen WWI soldiers in American Forests magazine, American Forests 24, no. 291 (March 1918): 
181, accessed October 15, 2015, https://archive.org/stream/pt1americanfore24natiuoft. 
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FIGURE 25 

 
“‘Every Garden a Munition Plant’,” American Forests 24, no. 292 (April 1918): 219, accessed October 15, 2015, 
https://archive.org/stream/pt1americanfore24natiuoft. 
 
 


