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ARLINGTON HOUSE DEODAR CEDAR 
(Arlington House Cedrus deodara) 

HALS No. VA-10 

Arlington House, the Robert E. Lee Memorial, west service 
court, Lee Drive, Arlington National Cemetery, Arlington, 
Virginia 

U.S. Government, National Park Service 

Ornamental tree; prominent landscape element 

The Arlington House Deodar Cedar ( Cedrus deodara) is 
significant because of its large size, its longevity, and its 
association with the post-Civil War development of the 
grounds at Arlington House, the Robert E. Lee Memorial. 

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 

Arlington House, the Robert E. Lee Memorial, stands majestically on Virginia's Potomac 
shore, surrounded by the graves of America's honored dead interred in Arlington 
National Cemetery. George Washington Parke Custis, adopted grandson of George 
Washington, designed the Greek revival mansion as a living memorial to the first 
president. Under construction from 1802-18, Custis made Arlington his home until his 
death in 1857. His only child, Mary Anna Randolph Custis, married Robert E. Lee on 30 
June 1831. Lee graduated second in his class at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, 
served with distinction in the Mexican War, and was appointed superintendent of his 
alma mater in 1852. Following the 1859 raid on Harper's Ferry perpetrated by radical 
abolitionist John Brown, Lee led the federal forces dispatched to retake the arsenal. When 
the Civil War broke out in 1861, his loyalty to Virginia led him to enter the Confederate 



ARLINGTON HOUSE DEODAR CEDAR 
HALS No. VA-10 

(page 2) 

military, though he was offered a Union command. Lee resigned his commission in a 
letter he penned in his second floor bedchamber at Arlington. In retaliation, the U.S. War 
Department seized the Arlington estate and established both the current national cemetery 
and Freedman's Village, the most prominent of all the federally operated Civil War-era 
African American refugee camps, on its grounds. In command of the Army of Northern 
Virginia, Lee exhibited exceptional tactical skills leading his outnumbered and ill
equipped forces to several victories before suffering crushing defeat at Gettysburg in July 
1863. Although the National Park Service now interprets the mansion and immediate 
vicinity as a memorial to his life on the eve of the Civil War, Lee never owned Arlington, 
as his wife retained title after their marriage. 1 

From May 1861, when Union forces seized the estate, until just prior to the turn of the 
twentieth-century, the War Department focused on creating the physical infrastructure 
necessary to ensure proper internment for increasing numbers of deceased veterans, the 
dedication of memorials to Civil War heroes, and the beautification of the grounds. 
Landscape architect David H. Rhodes oversaw the re-greening of the estate, largely 
stripped of its vegetation by occupying Union soldiers and former slaves. Rhodes 
directed the installation of flowerbeds and formal gardens, as well as hundreds of 
ornamental trees. In the spring of 1874, he planted two small deodar cedar saplings near 
the center of the west courtyard, bounded by the rear of the mansion and servants' (slave) 
quarters.2 One of the trees died within a few years of planting, and in 1896 the survivor 
had its top broken off in a hurricane that toppled more than 300 trees on the Arlington 
grounds. Considered for removal, cemetery staff instead chose to preserve the tree. 3 

Today this once severely damaged specimen has grown into one of the largest example of 
its species in the United States. 

At the close of the nineteenth century, the sinking of the USS Maine and the onset of the 
Spanish-American War led to an increased focus on historical interpretation. The bodies 
of the American sailors who had died in the explosion were interred at Arlington National 
Cemetery and a monument to the lost ship erected. Popular response to the incident was 
enormous, and spurred a renewed public interest in the site. As one historian put it, 
Americans came to Arlington "in honor of Washington, in reverence of Lee, in mourning 
of those recently lost - all with curiosity for a landscape etched deeply with the 
ideological struggles of the nation."4 

However, with the passing of the Civil War generation, interpretation at Arlington 
changed dramatically. The prominent Union monuments and gravesites were increasingly 
screened with trees and hedgerows to present a more historically accurate, pre-war view 

1 For a thorough history of Robert E. Lee and Arlington House, see Murray H. Nelligan, Old Arlington: 
The Story of the Robert E. Lee Memorial (Burke, Va.: Chatelaine Press, 2001). 
2 Jennifer Hanna, Arlington House, the Robert E. Lee Memorial: Cultural Landscape Report, vol. 1, 
History (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of the Interior, National Park Service, National Capital Region, 
Cultural Landscape Program, October 2001), 98-110. 
3 Ibid., 125-26. 
4 Ibid., 127. 



ARLINGTON HOUSE DEODAR CEDAR 
HALS No. VA-10 

(page 3) 

to and from the house. Although vehement disagreements persisted, in 1925 Congress 
settled a longstanding debate over what period the mansion and its immediate environs 
should be restored to, ordering that the area be returned to the "condition in which it 
existed immediately prior to the Civil War."5 This transformation began under the 
jurisdiction of the U.S. War Department and continued after the NPS took over 
management of the house and adjacent grounds in 1933. The goal was to have it appear 
that the "Lee family of 1860 had gone out for the afternoon and would soon return."6 

Upon their return, they would be shocked to discover an enormous deodar cedar 
dominating what had been a functional, open courtyard. Other large trees planted during 
the same period have been removed because they were not present prior to Union 
occupation, most notably two large magnolias planted along the mansion's eastern 
foundations. Planted by Rhodes in 1878, they were cut down in 1954, as the trees' growth 
had completely obstructed the front view of the house wings, leaving only the central 
section visible.7 Located toward the house's rear, the deodar cedar did not interfere with 
this critical view, and this location, along with its sheer size, is most likely what spared it. 
Given the mission of interpreting the mansion as it existed in the last months of the Lee 
family occupancy, the Arlington House Deodar Cedar is a historical anachronism, and in 
the words of Kendell Thompson, Site Manager at Arlington House, the Robert E. Lee 
Memorial, "an interloper just as surely as was the Union Army." But Thompson does not 
want the tree removed, believing that "it also offers a good launching point for us to 
explain the concepts of historic preservation and interpretation," and of course how the 
beliefs, goals, and values of the fields have changed over time. 8 

PART II. BIOLOGICAL INFORMATION 

Commonly known as the deodar cedar, Cedrus deodara is native to the western Himalaya 
Mountains, from Afghanistan to western Nepal.9 However, following its 1831 
introduction to North America, its growing zone has expanded to cover much of the 
southern United States, from Maryland to California and even as far north as Oregon. 10 It 
is one of four or fewer species of large, coniferous evergreen trees classified under the 
genus Cedrus within the family Pinaceae. 11 The presence of a bluish, grayish, or whitish 

5 Ibid., 133. 
6 Ibid., 144. 
7 Ibid., 161. 
8 Kendell Thompson, "The Problem with Lovely Invaders," Volunteers Monthly Newsletter 6, no. 6 (June 
2005): 1. 
9 Also known as the Himalayan cedar; Michael A. Dirr, Manual of Woody Landscape Plants: Their 
Identification, Ornamental Characteristics, Culture, Propagation and Uses, 5th ed. (Champaign, Ill.: 
Stipes Publishing L.L.C., 1998), 198. 
10 Ibid; Edward F. Gilman and Dennis G. Watson, Cedrus deodara: Deodar Cedar (Gainsville, Fla.: 
University of Florida, Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences, November 1993), 
http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/ST134 (accessed 12 June 2006). 
11 Liberty Hyde Bailey and Ethyl Hyde Bailey, "Cedrus," 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),) 239. 
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glaucous (waxy) coating on the leaves aids in identifying the species, although the 
material is easily ribbed off. The sharply pointed needle-like leaves are typically 1" to 
1 Y2" in length, ranging in color from light blue to grayish green, sometimes with a 
silvery hew. Overall appearance is another useful way of identifying the species. When 
young the habit is pyramidal, but with age the trees become spread out, with drooping 
branches and flat-topped crown, features that help differentiate the deodar cedar from 
other members of the family. Trees have a characteristically graceful appearance, with 
powerful limbs branching out horizontally, the tips sometimes reaching down to the 
ground. The bark is initially a smooth gray-brown, but becomes furrowed and scaly with 
time. 12 After reaching maturity in two to three years, small, green, inconspicuous flowers 
appear in the spring. They are wind pollinated and monoecious, meaning that individual 
flowers are either male or female but both appear on the same tree. 13 The seeds are 
carried by ovoid cones, approximately 3" to 5" long and 3" broad. They are bluish when 
initially formed but turn a reddish brown when mature. 

Cedrus deodara grows at a medium to fast rate, averaging 2' per season when young and 
a maximum of 3' per season overall. 14 Reports vary concerning typical size, but heights 
range between 40' and 70', with a crown spread of20' to 30'. Horticulturist Michael A. 
Dirr cautions that although these heights are often reached in trees planted in European 
gardens, in the southeastern United States a 40' to 50' high specimen ''would be an 
anomaly." However, he also reports that extremely rare examples can reportedly reach 
heights of 150' to 200' and spreads of 150'. 15 There is no National Champion Cedrus 
deodara listed in the American Forests 2006-07 National Register of Big Trees, but the 
largest reported U.S. specimen is the California State Champion. At 98' high, with a 
trunk circumference of228" and a crown spread of 85', it is the largest deodar cedar 
known to exist in the United States, with 347 total points. 16 Although considerably 
smaller than this giant, the Arlington House Deodar Cedar is one of the largest examples 
east of the Mississippi River. When first measured in 1986, it stood 75' tall, with a 140" 
trunk circumference and 102' crown spread, for a total of236 points. 17 However, since 
experiencing a lightning strike in 2006, the tree's overall size has been considerably 

12 Ibid; John R. Seiler, Edward C. Jensen, or John A. Peterson, "Deodar Cedar," in VTree ID (Blacksburg, 
Va.: Virginia Tech Forestry Dept., 2006), 
http://www.cm.vt.edu/dendro/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=456 (accessed 19 June 2006). 
13 Plants for a Future, "Cedrus deodara," in Plants for a Future: Edible, Medicinal, and Useful Plants for a 
Healthier World, adrnin. Rich Morris (The Field, Penpol, Lostwithiwl, Cornwall, United Kingdom, June 
2004), http://www.ibiblio.org/pfaf/cgi-bin/arr_html?Cedrus+deodara (accessed 19 June 2006). 
14 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). 
15 Dirr, 197-98. 
16 Reimer and Mark; Total points= Height (feet)+ Circumference (inches)+ [Crown Spread/4 (feet)] 
17 At this time the Arlington House Cedrus deodara was the largest of its species planted in Vriginia, 
making it the Virginia state champion deodar cedar. See Richard Salzer and Greg Zell, "Tree Detail for 
Cedrus deodara," in Virginia Big Tree Database (Blacksburg, Va.: Virginia Polytechnic State University, 
Forestry Dept., 2006), http://www.cm.vt.edu/4h/bigtree/bigtree _ detail.cfi:n? AutofieldforPrirnaryKey=450 
(accessed 23 June 2006). 
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reduced. Its most recent measurements, obtained shortly thereafter, reflect this damage: 
height: 40'; circumference: 155"; crown spread: 78'; total points: 215.18 

Planted in 1874, the Arlington House Deodar Cedar is 133 years old in 2007. The 
species' longevity is listed as greater than 165 years, 19 but Dirr again cautions that this 
figure may be grossly over-inflated, and that "the end user should be cognizant that 10 to 
20 years may represent the species' useful garden life."20 Though set apart from much of 
the formal gardens at Arlington House, the deodar cedar was planted as an ornamental 
tree designed to aid in the beautification of the landscape. It has reached a remarkable age 
in this capacity. 

This reduced life expectancy not withstanding, Cedrus deodara has been successfully 
used as a street tree or planted in highway medians because the roots do not pose a threat 
to pavement, underground pipes, or foundations. However, these roles usually necessitate 
that the lower branches be heavily pruned or removed entirely, a process that removes 
much of the celebrated elegance and grace from the trees' appearance. The species is 
highly drought tolerant, exhibits no significant vulnerability to pests or disease, and is 
suited to a variety of soil conditions - from sand to clay, slightly alkaline to acidic, and 
occasionally wet to well-drained.21 Although references state that the species is hardy to 
minus 12 degrees Fahrenheit, this information is suspect yet again, as deodar cedar is also 
susceptible to crown dieback or even tree death due to cold temperature. 22 

The Arlington House Deodar Cedar remains healthy today, remarkable given the loss of 
nearly 50 percent of its height and 25 percent of its crown. Considering its protected 
location and the care afforded it by NPS professionals, the tree holds excellent potential 
to meet or exceed its previous size. 

18 Due to the losses incurred by the lightning strike, the Arlington House Cedrus deodara is at present the 
fourth largest deodar cedar known to exist in Virginia. See Virginia Big Tree Database (Blacksburg, Va.: 
Virginia Polytechnic State University, Forestry Dept., 2007), 
http://www.cm.vt.edu/ 4 h/bigtree/bigtree _ results.cfm ( accessed 13 December 2007). 
19 Reimer and Mark. 
20 Dirr 198. 
21 Gilman and Watson, Cedrus deodara: Deodar Cedar. 
22 Dirr, 197-98. 
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