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NEWSLETTER OF TREES FOR CAPITOL HILL, INC. ----2020 

 

2019 Fall Tree Planting 
Beth Purcell, President, TFCH
Trees for Capitol Hill continues to augment Capitol Hill’s tree canopy in cooperation with the Urban Forestry 
Administration (UFA). Our volunteers are working toward the shared goal of adding diversity to our urban forest. Planting 
a wide range of tree species along our streets ensures that some trees will survive if a species-specific disease appears, e.g., 
Dutch elm disease. This diversity also serves an educational purpose -- the UFA is helping educate residents by leaving the 
ID tags on recently planted trees. You can learn more about the UFA at ddot.dc.gov/page/ddot-urban-forestry.   

At the end of August in 2019, the tree selection team made the annual trek to Merrifield Garden Center to select 
specimens. Per usual, our “personal shopper”, Michael Fahey helped us make the best choice for each location. Then we 
waited, in eager anticipation, for November 23 when the Merrifield driver, Tony Lopez, and his crew delivered the precious 
cargo. We planted these street trees in November 2019:  On the corner of 6th Street and Constitution Avenue, NE a 
Katsura (Cercidiphyllum japonicum) and a Willow Oak (Quercus phellos); a Sourwood (Oxydendrum arboretum) in front of 1332 
North Carolina Avenue, NE; a Carolina Silver Bell (Halesia carolina) at 209 14th Street, NE, and a Nuttall Oak, “Ruby 
Spring” (Quercus nutallii) at 1611 E Street, SE.  With financial assistance from One Tree Planted (onetreeplanted.org), we 
planted three Water Hickories (Carya aquatica) at Congressional Cemetery, 1801 E Street, SE. All the new trees are in good 
hands, with committed “sponsors” ready to water them when the inevitable late-summer drought arrives. 

We are very grateful for the help of volunteers on planting day. We couldn’t have managed without them, and hope to 
see them again this year on November 21, 2020, our traditional Saturday-before-Thanksgiving planting date. Volunteering 
for the fall planting is a fun family activity and a great way for kids to learn how to be good environmental stewards! 

 

  
Merrifield driver, Tony Lopez confers with a young volunteer 

This Willow Oak arrived equipped with a bird’s 
nest 
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What a day! What a crew! The last tree goes in the ground at Congressional Cemetery!

  

 

 
    Look at the size of that root ball! 

Baby’s first tree 

  

 
Removing the Katura’s wire basket
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UFA Planting at Eastern SHS 
Elizabeth Nelson, Vice-President/Treasurer, TFCH 
Over the course of the winter, our colleagues at DDOT’s Urban 
Forestry Administration (UFA) completed a massive tree planting 
effort at Eastern Senior High School (1800 East Capitol St. NE). 
Ever sensitive to the wishes of the community they serve, they 
allowed TFCH to make suggestions on the species for the site. The 
result is a veritable smorgasbord of year-round delights. It already 
looks great and will only get better once the tress have a couple of 
years of additional growth.  Way to go, UFA! 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
Ward 6 Arborists, Alex Grieve (above) and 
Steve McKindley-Ward (below) 
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Update on Chestnut Trees in 
Congressional Cemetery  
Mark Grace, Secretary, TFCH 

In August of 2016 Trees for Capitol Hill (TFCH) planted a grove of 
six American Chestnut (Castanea dentata) trees at Congressional 
Cemetery, Washington, D.C. They were donated to TFCH by the 
American Chestnut Tree Foundation (ACTF) www.acf.org, a 
nonprofit American organization dedicated to breeding a blight-
resistant American chestnut tree with a reintroduction into the forests 
of the Eastern United States where it once dominated. The saplings, 
when planted, had approximately three years growth, therefore quite 
young. These trees were part of the ACTF’s “backcross” breeding 
program - a longitudinal experiment of multiple generations of trees 
being genetically bred to be blight resistant. Backcross breeding has 
multiple generations of trees from an orchard holding at least two 
“lines” consisting of two individual pure American trees crossed with 
two separate hybrid chestnuts that are carrying forward Chinese 
blight-resistance. The breeding cycle thereafter is designed to recover 
this level of resistance and then transmit it to the next generation, 
while diluting out all other Chinese traits, until the final tree looks and 
acts like a pure American chestnut but with blight resistance genes. 

Four years later, June 2020, the saplings thrive!  They’ve nearly 
quadrupled in height and have leafed out nicely; granted two appear 
larger than the others but all present as healthy and are branching out 
nicely.   

 

  
 
I’d like to thank the cemetery ground crews and volunteers who 

have been mindful of protecting the fragile skin of bark at the trees’ 
flare (the area where the tree meets the turf) from string weed 
whackers and lawn mower edges.   

Remember, if you are keen on helping new trees survive and want 
to protect your investment know that the tree flare is where begins  

 

 
 
the specialized network of tubes that move 
nutrients and water between the roots and 
leaves, keeping the tree alive.  The tree’s 
“circulatory system” is located in the 
cambium layer between the wood and the 
outer bark. 

Protecting the flare is one easy thing that 
you can do to promote a healthy tree. In the 
first 5 to 7 years of a tree’s life use a bark 
protector at the tree’s base, as eviscerating or 
lashing the tree’s outer bark and cambium 
layer here will have serious if not fatal 
implications to the trees’ health.  

To request a bark protector from TFCH, 
email Elizabeth_knits@yahoo.com with ‘bark 
protector’ in the subject line. 
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  Please Water Trees  
Beth Purcell, President, TFCH  
We are fortunate to have received so many new street trees this year, both through 
our own efforts and those of the Urban Forestry Administration (UFA). A good tip 
for spotting the “newbies” is to look for stakes with wires attached to them; they 
should be sporting a green "tree-gator" tree-watering bag. 
• These trees will need supplemental water for at least their first three summers 

if they are to survive.  
• The District government plans to water twice a month.  Even if they follow 

this schedule, it may not be enough water so we all need to help. We estimate 
that it costs less than $10 to water a tree for an entire summer 

A quick blast from a hose encourages poor root development. Instead, let the water 
trickle for 20 to 30 minutes – or better still, use a watering bag or basin.  A garden 
hose connected to a nearby water source makes this job easy and it provides a 
useful way to measure the amount of water you are delivering.  
• Fill the green tree-gator bag once a week.   
• The hole for the hose is a slit under the paper tag at the top of the bag.   See 

how-to water video on www.caseytrees.org  
• The water will gradually drip out over 24-48 hours.   
• If there has been less than 1.5 inches of rain in the last week, new trees need 

water.   
• Check the "Watering Alerts" on www.caseytrees.org.    

The trees will need an absolute minimum of 10 gallons each week from spring bloom until winter 
freeze - but as much as 20-30 gallons may be needed in very hot, dry weather. Even if you think 
that Mother Nature has been providing enough rain, it doesn’t pay to be over-confident. By the 
time a tree looks like it needs water (is shriveled or drops leaves), it has already been damaged. 
Don’t wait. Be pro-active! 

• A note of caution: watering bags must be removed as soon as they are no 
longer needed. If left on over the winter, they prevent proper bark 
development and can cause permanent damage.  

Watering basins are a good alternative but can be difficult to find.  The advantages 
are that they are easier to fill with a bucket, where hoses won’t reach; and they 
aren’t easily damaged by mowers. The disadvantage is that the holes may become 
clogged, preventing the water from draining into the ground. In very light rain, they 
can block water from reaching the tree. 

Mulch is also important in keeping a tree hydrated. A 2-4 inch layer is sufficient 
but the mulch must be kept away from the trunk. Cleaning weeds and debris from 
the planting space helps in two ways.  First, the tree will not have to compete with 
the weeds for precious water.  Second, water bags are far less likely to be punctured 
by mowers if there is no vegetation to mow.  

Trees for Capitol Hill has a few bags and basins that can be borrowed for the 
season. If you want one, contact Elizabeth Nelson, Elizabeth_knits@yahoo.com.  

Service requests for tree inspection/removal/replanting can be made at 
311.dc.gov or by calling 311. Making the request on-line is preferable because it 
creates a record of your request.  You can create an account or login as a guest. 
This is a direct link to the “All Service Types” menu, which includes several tree-
related options: https://311.dc.gov/citizen/servicetypes/all. 

 
Treegators are easiest to fill by hose 

 
Jack Montgomery and Margaret 
Missiaen filling Treegator with bucket  

No hose? Basins may be easier to fill 
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A New Generation of Tree Huggers 
Elizabeth Nelson, Vice-President/Treasurer, TFCH 

 
I’d been keeping a catalpa in a pot in my backyard nursery, waiting for a diseased maple to be declared dead-enough-for-
removal by the UFA.  I was sorry to see the maple go, because I planted it with a Cub Scout Pack about twenty years ago – 
but it was a sugar maple and, as the summers have gotten hotter, it just wasn’t making it. Finally, the inevitable happened; it 
was cut down and the stump ground out.  I went over to dig the hole and…. a group of Maury ES kids, veterans of the 
Maury Hiking Club, happened by and offered their assistance. It’s always a pleasure to meet a new crop of “tree huggers.” 
And a relief to know there are others queued up to take over the responsibility of caring for our urban forest.  

 
Many hands make light work 

 
     

 Catalpa today 

 
A Tree of One’s Own - “Friends & Family” Program 
Elizabeth Nelson, Vice-President/Treasurer, TFCH 
In addition to planting in public space, TFCH assists neighbors wanting trees for their own yards. They are required to 
prepare a hole on their property and pay the cost of the tree (at our discounted price) plus a pro-rated share of the 
shipping costs. TFCH selects a specimen of the preferred species at the nursery, purchases the tree, arranges delivery and 
assists in planting. These trees are quite large, usually 1-2" caliper, and not inexpensive. Still, they are typically a more 
mature tree than what you could bring home and plant by yourself; the discount makes them much more affordable; and 
you pay much less in shipping and installation costs than if you purchased those services directly from a nursery.  

We also assist those who would like to plant a memorial tree or commemorate a loved one or a special occasion. This 
can be done in public space or on private property. 

If you are interested in either of these programs, email elizabeth_knits@yahoo.com with ‘Friends & Family Tree’ in the 
subject line. 
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Tree Space Beautification Best Practices  
Steve Kehoe, reprinted courtesy of the Capitol Hill Restoration Society 

Residents are encouraged to adhere to these best practices, which will contribute to the robust growth and general health 
of Capitol Hill’s public space trees.  

DO  DON’T  

If adding soil amendments or replacing some soil in a tree 
space, work must be done prior to tree planting. After 
planting, only periodic light cultivation is advised.  

Never try to replace soil around a tree after it has been planted. 
Trying to replace soil around a tree usually results in a dead tree 
within 1 or 2 years—particularly for trees that are just becoming 
established.  

Mulching around a tree is encouraged, as is watering new 
trees when rainfall is less than 1 inch per week. New trees 
need 10 - 20 gallons of water once a week from spring 
bloom until winter freeze. Second- and third-year trees need 
20 - 40 gallons per week.  

Don’t use gravel as a groundcover or deposit soil to increase the 
grade of a tree space. Both are is prohibited (24 DCMR 109.10). 
Piling on additional soil exposes the tree bark to soil borne 
diseases and robs the roots of oxygen.  

Any temporary barrier or fencing must allow the free flow 
of rainwater from the sidewalk into the tree space. This 
applies to permanent tree fences too. DC Dept. of 
Transportation (DDOT) requires a $50 permit for 
a permanent tree fence (24 DCMR 225.1(h)).  

Don’t install any solid border or edging around a tree space. 
This practice prevents or impedes the flow of rainwater from 
the sidewalk into the tree space. DDOT has been enlarging tree 
spaces in an effort to increase the amount of rainwater runoff 
available to trees.  

Limit plantings to annual or perennial plants having a 
shallow root system and a mature height of no more than 18 
inches tall.  

Don’t use plants that grow via a deep root system, spread by 
underground shoots or runners, that climb or intertwine, or that 
are invasive.  

Acceptable plants include perennials such as variegated 
Liriope, Ferns, Hostas, Dusty Miller, Yarrow, Sedums, 
Black-Eyed Susan, and flowering annuals that grow no more 
than 18 inches tall. Plants should be at least 2 feet from the 
tree trunk.  

Don’t plant bamboos and dark green Liriope, which spread by 
underground shoots to form an impenetrable root layer, or 
English Ivy, which climbs. Vegetable plants are not flowers and 
are prohibited (24 DCMR 109.11).  

 
 

 
Excessive shrubbery crowds the 
tree stealing nutrients and water 

 

 
Raising the soil level will smother the roots and kill 
the tree 

 
 
 
 

 
This planting box restricts free flow 
of rainwater, raises the soil level 
and creates a tripping hazard 
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Tree of the Year  - Musa Basjoo, Japanese Banana  
Elizabeth Nelson, Vice-President/Treasurer, TFCH 

Okay, it’s not actually a tree – it’s an herbaceous 
perennial - but it’s delightfully exotic and 
functions as a tree.  

Musa basjoo is a cold hardy banana that is 
native to the Ryuku Islands near Japan. It may 
be grown directly in the ground year round as 
far north as New England and Ontario, Canada. 
This is a large, fast-growing, suckering plant that 
grows to 6-14' tall. Locally, the plants are 
cultivated for their ornamental foliage not for 
their fruit, which is inedible. However, in Japan, 
they are used as a source of fiber for textiles.  

Plants produce huge paddle-shaped leaves 
that grow to 2' wide and to 6’ long. Leaf 
sheathes overlap to form a trunk-like 
pseudostem (false stem). After flowering and 
fruiting, the pseudostem dies, but the roots push 
out new shoots (known as pups), which form 
new pseudostems.  

This variety of banana is winter hardy, if 
proper precautions are taken. Once the leaves 
are killed by frost, the stalk must be cut off a 
couple inches above the ground, and then 
mulched like crazy. It’s big fun to watch it take 
off again in the spring. Each leaf emerges tightly 
furled and pointing straight up, then expands 
and unwinds so quickly it seems to be doing it 
“right before your very eyes.” You can also 

separate the “pups” to share with your friends and increase the 
population. 

 

 

Newsletter Editor Needed  
Elizabeth Nelson, Vice-President/Treasurer, TFCH  
TFCH is in dire need of a newsletter designer. We are limping along (or you would not be receiving this publication) but 
we’re eager to find a more permanent solution. If you have publishing skills and can help with this annual effort, please let 
us know. Contact elizabeth_knits@yahoo.com. 

 

Our Website Receives an “Extreme Makeover” 
Mark Grace, Secretary, TFCH 
Please take a moment and review the updated Trees for Capitol Hill website (www.treesforcapitolhill.org).  The website was 
in desperate need of a refresh which was provided by Margaret Mary Gallagher, a recent Fordham University graduate and 
friend of TFCH.  You’ll find additional pictures and back issues of Arbor Vitae and useful information about whom to 
contact if you wish to commemorate a person or an event or someone with a tree planting donation, and importantly 
knowing when to volunteer for our Fall 2020 tree planting. 

TFCH welcomes on-going improvements from a web-designer/tech-savvy volunteer.  Any “digital natives” out there 
seeking some volunteer experience?  Contact: mark@treesforcapitolhill.org.
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   Trees For Capitol Hill, Inc. 
1330 North Carolina Ave., NE 
Washington, DC 20002 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Friendly neighborhood pollinators 

Trees For 
Capitol Hill 
Who we are: 
Trees for Capitol, Inc., a DC 
nonprofit corporation founded in 1991, is dedicated to 
enhancing our neighborhood by planting and caring for trees in 
public spaces. Our funding comes from generous grants from 
the Capitol Hill Community Foundation, the National Capital 
Bank and individual donors. We are a 501(c)(3) corporation.  
 
To make a contribution, send a check made out to “Trees for 
Capitol Hill” to 1330 North Carolina Ave., NE, Washington, 
DC 20002 

Officers: 
President:  Beth Purcell (544-0178) 
Vice President/Treasurer: Elizabeth Nelson  (543-3512)
   (elizabeth_knits@yahoo.com) 
Secretary:  Mark Grace 
Newsletter:   Elizabeth Nelson 
Web address:  Treesforcapitolhill.org 

 


