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ANDREW JACKSON SOUTHERN MAGNOLIA 
(Andrew Jackson Magnolia grandijlora) 

HALS No. DC-14 

White House, 1600 Pennsylvania A venue, west of south portico, 
Washington, District of Columbia 

U.S. Government, National Park Service 

Memorial and ornamental tree; prominent landscape element 

The Andrew Jackson Southern Magnolia (Magnolia grandiflora) 
at the White House is significant because of its size, longevity, 
location, and association with President Andrew Jackson. 

Jonathan Pliska, Landscape Architectural Historian, 2007 

The Witness Tree Protection Program was a pilot project 
undertaken by the Historic American Landscapes Survey and the 
National Capital Region of the National Park Service. The 
principals involved were Richard O'Connor, Chief, Heritage 
Documentation Programs; Paul D. Dolinsky, Chief, Historic 
American Landscapes Survey; Darwina Neal, Chief, Cultural 
Resources, National Capital Region; Jonathan Pliska, Historian, 
Historic American Landscapes Survey; Jet Lowe and James 
Rosenthal, Photographers, Heritage Documentation Programs. 

PART I. HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

Shortly before 2:00 a.m. on 12 September 1994, a small two-seat Cessna aircraft piloted by a 
mentally troubled man crashed into a venerable southern magnolia tree planted immediately west 
of the south (rear) portico of the White House. Though President Clinton and the First Family 
were not present at the time, the magnolia no doubt spared the Executive Mansion from 
significant damage, while the tree suffered the loss of its largest limb. 1 The magnolia is one of 
over three dozen commemorative trees planted by the Presidents and First Ladies, contributing to 
a landscape that is every bit as historic as the iconic building itself.2 Even at the White House, 
however, this particular tree is special. Oral history holds that it was planted by the seventh 
President of the United States, Andrew Jackson (1767-1845), during his tenure in office (1829-

1 Maureen Dowd, "Crash at the White House: The Overview; Unimpeded, Intruder Crashes Plane Into White 
House," New York Times, 13 September 1994. 
2 William Seale, The White House Garden (Washington, D.C.: White House Historical Association, 1996), 93. 
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37), making it the oldest commemorative tree interpreted at the White House.3 It is, however, 
unique for another reason. While all of the other commemorative trees were planted to celebrate 
the achievements of presidential administrations, mark important events in American history, or 
honor national heroes, this tree recalls the greatest personal tragedy Jackson ever suffered, the 
death of his beloved wife. Rachael Donelson Robards Jackson (1767-1828) died only two weeks 
after her husband's victory in the bitterly contested election of 1828. Accordingly, on the 
morning of 19 January 1829, when President-elect Jackson set out from his home at the 
Hermitage, near Nashville, Tennessee, for the national capital of Washington, D.C., he did so 
with a heavy heart. He purportedly carried with him seeds from one of Rachael's favorite 
magnolia trees, which he planted in her memory.4 The tree known today as the Andrew Jackson 
Southern Magnolia is interpreted as dating from this tragic time in Jackson's life.5 To fully 
recognize the historical significance of the tree, one must appreciate the spirit in which it is said 
to have been planted, and consequently, understand how the Jacksons lived, how deeply they 
valued their marriage, and how the particular circumstances preceding Rachael Jackson's 
untimely death affected the widowed president. 

Andrew Jackson is best remembered as the hard-fighting, uncompromising leader who earned 
the moniker "Old Hickory" because of his robustness and intense demeanor. Commissioned as a 
major general in the War of 1812, he garnered national fame as the hero of the Battle of New 
Orleans, defeating the British on 8 January 1815. His military career continued with campaigns 
against the Creek, Cherokee, Chickasaw, and Seminole tribes of the southern United States. As 
president, Jackson authorized the forced migration of the Cherokee people from Georgia, 
although the Supreme Court previously determined that the tribe constituted a sovereign nation 
and that removal laws were therefore invalid. In response to the ruling Jackson purportedly 
stated, "Well, [ChiefJustice] John Marshall has made his decision, now let him enforce it." In 
accordance with his chosen solution to the "Indian problem," the United States Army carried out 
the Cherokee removal during the harsh winter of 1838-1839. Some 4,000 Native Americans died 
along the Trail of Tears, the forced march of approximately 1,200 miles west to reservations in 
the Indian Territory (later Oklahoma). 

Despite his brutal treatment of Native Americans, most contemporaries regarded Jackson as a 
scrupulous and honorable man, especially toward women. His wife, born Rachael Donelson, was 

3 A white oak planted during the previous administration, that of Jackson's bitter rival John Quincy Adams, died in 
1991 at 159 years of age. See Seale, The White House Garden, 31. 
4 Jeffery Meyer, America's Famous and Historic Trees: From George Washington's Tulip Poplar to Elvis Presley's 
Pin Oak (Boston : Houghton Mifflin, 2001 ), 51. 
5 White House historian William Seale notes that the legend associating the tree with the Jacksons began in the late 
nineteenth century, and that with the absence of contemporaneous evidence it is impossible to definitively date its 
planting to Andrew Jackson's administration. This lack of clear historical evidence also explains why a second, 
nearby, southern magnolia is often also associated with Jackson. No magnolias appear visible in the earliest known 
photograph of the White House, a view of the south front taken by John Plumbe, Jr., ca. 1846. This photograph, 
however, is a so-called "flipped daguerreotype," a mirror-image created by the daguerreotype process. Therefore, 
the area west of the south portico, the location of the magnolia(s), is in the extreme right background of the image, 
and not the left as would be the case in a normal photograph. Moreover, the angle of the shot and the presence of a 
small evergreen tree in the foreground screens this area from view, making a ruling as to the presence or absence of 
the tree(s) impossible. See William Seale, The President's House, vol. 1 (Washington, D.C.: White House Historical 
Association, 1986), 203-04, illustration 28. 
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the eighth of eleven children raised on the American frontier by Col. John Donelson and his wife 
Rachael Stockley. At age twelve, she and her family were among the party that Col. Donelson 
led west along the Cumberland River, founding the town ofNashville, Tennessee, in 1780. Five 
years later, she married Lewis Robards, the son of a wealthy Kentucky family. The couple 
separated in 1790, owing to Robards' unreasoning jealousy, and Rachael returned to Nashville.6 

There she stayed with her mother, as her father had died in 1786, and met Andrew Jackson, a 
boarder at the Donelson home. When Robards arrived to take his wife back to Kentucky, he 
"accused Jackson of stealing her affections," and Jackson allegedly "angrily argued with and 
threatened Roberts," who returned to his home without his estranged wife.7 Robards requested, 
and was granted, a writ of permission to seek a divorce. His accusations may have been justified, 
as Andrew and Rachael traveled to Natchez, Mississippi in 1791. There they were allegedly 
married, although no records have ever been discovered to prove this fact. However, upon 
returning to Nashville the couple discovered that Robards had not actually sued for divorce, and 
was therefore still Rachael's husband. Whether true or not, this second "marriage" to Jackson 
allowed Robards to bring a charge of adultery against his wife. The courts finally dissolved 
Robards' marriage in 1793, and Andrew and Rachael finally, legally married the following year.8 

Rachael and Andrew Jackson enjoyed a loving marriage. However, his military exploits and 
increasingly successful political career - which included serving Tennessee in the United States 
Senate and House of Representatives, as well as acting as State Superior Court Judge, and, 
briefly, Governor of the Florida Territory- often kept Andrew away from their Nashville home 
for extended periods of time. Although he thrived as a public figure, Rachael preferred the quiet 
of family life and religious services. Despite these differences, and Andrew's frequent absences, 
they remained completely devoted to one another. Andrew in particular fiercely defended his 
wife's honor, which, because of the circumstances surrounding her divorce from Robards, would 
forever be maligned by Andrew's foes. He fought 103 duels in his lifetime, many in defense of 
his wife's virtue, and in 1806 faced Charles Dickinson, the only man Jackson ever killed in a 
duel. Historians have long speculated that Jackson's political opponents pushed Dickinson, a 
nationally renowned duelist with twenty-six confirmed kills, to insult Rachael, assuming that 
Jackson would not survive the confrontation.9 

Slander against Rachael reached a pinnacle during her husband's 1828 presidential campaign. 
Four years prior, Jackson had won both the popular and electoral vote, but no candidate held a 
majority, throwing the election into the House of Representatives. Speaker of the House Henry 
Clay threw his considerable support behind Jackson's rival John Quincy Adams, granting him 
the presidency. Three days later Adams appointed Clay his secretary of state, leading Jackson to 
claim that the two had entered into a "corrupt bargain." Jackson championed himself as the 
candidate of common man and vowed to overthrow the Adams "aristocracy." The Adams camp 
in turn branded Jackson an uncultured backwoodsman and relentlessly attacked Rachael's 
character. Charles Hammond, a friend and political ally of Henry Clay, published several 

6 "Rachael Donelson Jackson," in The White House: History and Tours, Past First Ladies, 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/history/firstladies/rj7.html (accessed 13 July 2006). 
7 Meyer, 50. 
8 "Rachael Donelson Jackson." 
9 Chris Wallace, Character: Profiles in Presidential Courage (New York: Rugged Land, LLC, 2005), 80-81. 
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pamphlets condemning the Jacksons. The most famous of these so-called "coffin handbills" 
asked, "Ought a convicted adulteress and her paramour husband be placed in the highest offices 
of this free and Christian land?" 10 The slander clearly affected Rachael; she often sobbed and her 
health steadily declined. She died only weeks after her husband had learned he had won the 
election in a landslide, apparently suffering a fatal heart attack. Andrew was devastated, and he 
never remarried. At the moment of his greatest success Jackson was therefore robbed of his 
greatest love. For the rest of his life he personally blamed Adams for her death, insisting that the 
unrelenting assaults on her character led to an early grave. The two remained bitter enemies until 
their deaths. 

Purportedly planted shortly after his wife's untimely death, the Andrew Jackson Southern 
Magnolia evokes the president's grief and memorializes his lost love. Moreover, it has become a 
prominent and outstanding component of the historic White House landscape. It has appeared on 
the reverse side of the old twenty-dollar bill, been propagated in Texas at Goliad and the 
boyhood home of President Lyndon Banes Johnson, 11 and its progeny are currently for sale 
through the Historic Trees Program of the nonprofit group American Forests. 12 While there is no 
historical evidence that explicitly links the tree with Andrew Jackson or his late wife, such an 
iron-clad guarantee is ultimately unnecessary. Since at least the late nineteenth century, the oral 
history of the White House has told and retold this tale, meaning that for over 100 years 
prevailing culture has provided this connection. By 1998, the link was so strong that when a 
tornado struck central Tennessee, uprooting and destroying many of the historic trees at the 
Hermitage, progeny of the Andrew Jackson Southern Magnolia were planted as replacements. 13 

The fact that such a decision was made proves that the legend is significant, and the tree itself 
fully worthy of both preservation and interpretation. 

PART II. BIOLOGICAL INFORMATION 

Commonly known as the southern magnolia, 14 Magnolia grandiflora is one of about eighty-five 
species within the genus Magnolia classified under the family Magnoliaceae. 15 In 1964, G. H. 
Collingwood and Warren D. Brush, of the American Forestry Association, quoted renowned 
botanist Charles Sprague Sargent as saying that it is "the most splendid ornamental tree in the 
American forests." 16 Such a statement is high praise indeed, as Sargent (1841-1927) was among 
the foremost scientists of his generation, a colleague of Frederick Law Olmstead, the first 

10 White House Historical Association, "The Margaret O'Neal Eaton Affair," part 2 of The Rise of the Jacksonian 
Democracy (Washington, D.C.: White House Historical Association, 2006), 
http://www.whitehousehistory.org/04/subs/04_b_1828b.html (accessed 13 July 2006). 
11 Meyers, 52. 
12 American Forests, Andrew Jackson Southern Magnolia, http://www.historictrees.org/produ_ht/andrjack.htm 
(accessed 18 July 2006). 
13 Meyers, 53. 
14 Also known as the bull bay, evergreen magnolia, big-laurel, and large-flower magnolia. 
15 Liberty Hyde Bailey and Ethyl Hyde Bailey, "Magnolia," in Hortus Third: A Concise Dictionary of Plants 
Cultivated in the United States and Canada, revised and expanded by the staff of the Liberty Hyde Bailey 
Hortorium, Cornell University (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1976), 695. 
16 G. H. Collingwood and Warren D. Brush, Knowing Your Trees, ed. Devereux Butcher (Washington, D.C.: The 
American Forestry Association, 1964), 252. 
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director of the Arnold Arboretum at Harvard University, and actively pursued the conservation 
of American forests. Collingwood and Brush also note that, "The large creamy-white flowers, 
the lustrous, leathery leaves and conspicuous egg shaped fruit are its outstanding 
characteristics."17 The fragrant flowers bloom May to June, and sporadically thereafter. They are 
perfect, meaning that each flower is hermaphroditic - containing both male (stamen) and female 
(pistil) sexual organs. Flowers typically measure 8" to 12" in diameter and are composed of 
either six or nine to fifteen petals, each 4" to 6" long. Some trees may take as long as fifteen or 
twenty years to flower, while others do so within four years. 18 

Magnolia grandiflora is an evergreen tree, and therefore retains its deep green colored leaves 
throughout the year. Lustrous above, they are often covered with soft, short, fine hairs 
underneath. Individual leaves are arranged on alternate sides of branches, measure 5" to 10" long 
by less than half as wide, and are oblong or elliptic in shape. They also exhibit pinnate venation, 
where lateral veins diverge on either side of one large central vein, or midrib. 19 Likewise, the 
distinctive "rose-red" colored, egg-shaped fruit usually ripens September to November. Each 
measures 3" to 5" in length, splitting open to reveal the red seeds contained within.20 These seeds 
measure W' to W' in length, and are drupelike, with a soft, fleshy outer seedcoat and an inner 
stony portion. After the fruit opens, the seeds temporarily hang from slender, silken threads. 
Relatively heavy, they are dispersed primarily by birds and animals. As with age at first 
blooming, individual trees begin fruiting at different ages. Although seeds may be produced by 
trees as young as ten years of age, optimum seed production under forest conditions does not 
typically occur before age 25.21 In addition to the diagnostic flowers, leaves, and fruit, this 
specimen also displays the large scaly plates typical of the gray bark found on older trees. 

Southern magnolia exhibits a moderate growth rate of approximately 24" per year, and most 
individuals reach heights of 60' to 80' and crown spreads of 30' to 50' .22 These trees also 
typically attain trunk circumferences of about 75" to 115".23 Although precise measurements 
have not been obtained, the Andrew Jackson Southern Magnolia appears to have exceeded these 
expected dimensions. If it was indeed planted during the Jackson administration, the tree has 
been a fixture of the White House grounds for some 170 years, and has eclipsed the species' 
minimum life expectancy of 150 years.24 Not surprisingly, the Andrew Jackson Southern 
Magnolia has, for some time, suffered from severe weakness and instability. Despite significant 
cavity repair work conducted in the late 1940s, the entire northwest portion of the tree has 

17 Ibid. 
18 Michael A. Dirr, Manual of Woody Landscape Plants: Their Identification, Ornamental Characteristics, Culture, 
Propagation and Uses, 5th edition (Champaign, Ill.: Stipes Publishing L.L.C., 1998), 599. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Dirr, 599. 
21 Kenneth W. Outcalt, "Southern Magnolia," in Si/vies of North America Volume 2: Hardwoods. Agricultural 
Handbook 654, online ed., tech. coords. Russell M. Bums and Barbara H. Honkala (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of 
Agriculture, U.S. Forest Service, 1990), 883, 
http://www.na.fs.fed.us/spfo/pubs/silvics_manua1/volume_2/silvics_ v2.pdf (accessed 13 June 2006). 
22 Dirr 598; Jeffery L. Reimer and Walter Mark, SelecTree: A Tree Selection Guide (San Luis Obispo, Calif: Urban 
Forest Ecosystems Institute, 2004), California Polytechnic State University, http://selectree.calpoly.edu (accessed 21 
June 2006). 
23 Outcalt, 883. 
24 Collingwood and Brush, 252; Dirr, 598. 
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completely decayed, as has much of the interior, leaving behind an exterior "rind" approximating 
the shape of the number "3."25 Since the 1980s, the surviving portions of the tree have been 
tensioned in place by a 30' 10" telescopic pole attached to several guy wires.26 It is doubtful that 
without this external support the specimen would long survive. 

In addition to the maintenance and care provided by National Park Service staff, the tree's 
survival can be attributed to favorable environmental conditions and pest resistance. Magnolia 
grandiflora is adapted for growth in a wide variety of soil types, from sand to clay, slightly 
alkaline to acidic, and occasionally wet to well-drained. While trees prefer moist soil they will 
not grow in areas that are frequently inundated. Exhibiting a marked drought tolerance and 
extensive root network, the species may even thrive in dry conditions, provided individuals are 
planted in high-quality, nutrient rich soil. Unlike many other strong-rooted species, southern 
magnolia does not pose a threat to foundations, pavement, or underground pipes, and it is highly 
tolerant to both elevated ozone levels and aerosol salts, the type often applied to roads to aid 
drivers in the winter months. It is therefore ideally suited to the urban environment, and has been 
successfully planted along roads, in highway medians, and as landscape screens in addition to 
use as ornamental and shade trees. Planted near the White House in the heavily developed core 
of Washington, D.C., the Andrew Jackson Southern Magnolia is therefore well suited to its 
setting. 

Finally, the species exhibits a significant resistance to both disease and insect pests. While 
diseases such as Verticillium wilt, scales, cankers, leaf spots, blights, scabs, and black mildews 
may damage individual leaves and branches, they rarely threaten the survival of an entire tree, 
and may usually be treated with regular maintenance, fertilizer, and watering. Likewise, weevils, 
borers, and other insects mainly inflict su~erficial damage that, while unsightly, is generally not 
a significant threat to overall tree health.2 Given the exemplary care it receives from the NPS, 
favorable growing conditions, and this pest resistance, the Andrew Jackson Southern Magnolia 
may well grace the White House grounds for years to come, despite its ailing condition. 

25 Due to this severe deterioration, the true age of the tree may never be known. Unlike the John Quincy Adams 
Elm, where the tree's age was determined by ring dating after its death, the trunk of the Andrew Jackson Southern 
Magnolia appears far too decayed to provide such a result. 
26 Information obtained from Irvin Williams, Chief Superintendent of the White House Grounds, 21 March 2007. 
27 Outcalt, 881-82; Edward F. Gilman and Dennis G. Watson, Magnolia grandiflora: Southern Magnolia (Gainsville, 
Fla.: University of Florida, Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences, November 1993), 
http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/ST371 (accessed 12 June 2006). 
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