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LADY BIRD JOHNSON PARK EASTERN COTTONWOOD 
(Lady Bird Johnson Park Populus deltoides var. deltoides) 
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HALS No. VA-14 

George Washington Memorial Parkway, Lady Bird 
Johnson Park, south terminus, near Boundary Channel 
Bridge, Arlington, Virginia 

U.S. Government, National Park Service 

Ornamental and shade tree 

The Lady Bird Johnson Park Eastern Cottonwood (Populus 
deltoides var. deltoids) is significant because of its 
longevity and as an excellent example of a massive pioneer 
tree. It pre-dates the 1932 opening of Arlington Memorial 
Bridge and the 1929-32 extension of Mount Vernon 
Memorial Highway across Columbia Island, as well as the 
formal creation of the island itself. 

Jonathan Pliska, Landscape Architectural Historian, 2006 

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 

Lady Bird Johnson Park is a constructed 157-acre island located immediately south of 
Theodore Roosevelt Island along the Virginia shore of the Potomac River. According to 
the park's cultural landscape inventory, it was originally known as Columbia Island and 
was created between about 1915-30 to "serve as the western terminus of Arlington 
Memorial Bridge and a symbolic entrance to the Nation's Capital."1 Prior to this time, the 

1 Kay Fanning and Judith Early, Lady Bird Johnson Park, George Washington Memorial Parkway: 
National Park Service, Cultural Landscapes Invento1y, rev. ed. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of the 
Interior, National Park Service, National Capital Region, Cultural Landscapes Program, 2004), (1)5. 
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Potomac flowed swiftly through narrow channels north of Theodore Roosevelt Island 
(HALS DC-12) and much more slowly to the south, where the river widened out into 
deeper tidal waters. These conditions resulted in the accumulation of sediment loads and 
the formation of muddy shoals at the present site of Lady Bird Johnson Park even before 
formal construction began, and by the late nineteenth century, the site was covered by a 
narrow silt bar.2 From 1872-1911 the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers coordinated the first 
attempt to improve navigation in the river, resulting in the creation of a channel capable 
of supporting large ships. 3 In 1892, a training dike, a line of dredged mud and roughly 
piled stone set below water level, was built along the Virginia shore in order to "increase 
the scouring effect" of the Potomac River and remove the extensive sedimentation load 
that had accumulated south of Theodore Roosevelt Island.4 

In 1901 the Senate Park Commission, commonly known as the "McMillan Commission," 
began to develop plans for the present design of Washington's monumental core. The 
commission's plan for the National Mall, heavily influenced by the City Beautiful 
movement, has become one of the defining features of Washington, D.C. Less well 
known is the commission's plan for a "Columbia Island" to be developed south of 
Theodore Roosevelt Island, with a narrow water channel separating the two. 
Congressional acceptance of this plan modified the objectives of the Potomac River 
project to include the reclamation of sedimentation into usable land. By 1915, the Army 
Corps of Engineers had begun depositing dredged material south of Theodore Roosevelt 
Island, possibly incorporating the 1892 training dike.5 By 1927, these dredging actives 
resulted in the formation of Columbia Island, although the unfinished island had already 
been added to Washington, D.C.'s park system in 1922. An aerial photograph of the area 
taken ca. 1922 provides a visual record of this development. Large trees can be seen 
growing in the partially completed spit ofland. Given the size of these specimens, it 
seems that they were naturally established in a pre-existing sand bar prior to the start of 
the Army's work. 6 Several of these naturally occurring specimens, or their successors, 
persist to the present day. The massive eastern cottonwoods (Populus deltoides) are the 
most prominent of these pioneer trees. As a riparian species, cottonwoods can withstand 
occasional inundation by water, silt, and gravel, and it is possible that some parts of the 
trees, possibly only the roots, survived the deposition that created Columbia Island.7 The 
oldest cottonwoods may well pre-date the 1932 opening of Arlington Memorial Bridge 
and the 1929-32 extension of Mount Vernon Memorial Highway across Columbia Island, 
as well as the formal creation of the island itself. 

2 Ibid, (2A) 1. 
3 Ibid, (2A)2 .. 
4 Gordon Chappell, Historic Resource Study, East and West Potomac Parks: A History (Washington, D.C.: 
National Park Service, 1973), quoted in Fanning and Early, (2A)3. 
5 Chappell, 56; KressCox Associates, P.C., Historic Structures Report: Arlington Memorial Bridge, 
Washington, D.C. (Washington, D.C.: National Park Service, 1985), 175-76. 
6 Fanning and Early, (2A)5. 
7 Ibid., (3B)l. 
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The historic significance of the cottonwoods is, however, relatively unknown as later 
plantings have since come to define the public's perception of the island's landscape. 
Large-scale plantings did not take place until the Beautification Program of the Lyndon 
B. Johnson Administration. This work included the planting of over one million daffodils 
(Narcissus sp.) in 1967-68 and 260 deciduous and evergreen trees in 1968. Also in 1968, 
Columbia Island was renamed Lady Bird Johnson Park to commemorate the First Lady's 
beautification and conservation efforts across the nation. The same year, landscape 
architect Edward D. Stone, Jr. began a tree-planting plan for the park that is still in the 
process of being implemented in the present day. This plan includes more than 2,000 
dogwoods (Cornusflorida), nearly 1,000 pines, and approximately 800 deciduous canopy 
trees. 8 Installed as part of Lady Bird Johnson Park in 197 6, the Lyndon Baines Johnson 
Memorial Grove was designed as monument to the former president and his conservation 
ethos. In addition to the massive, roughly carved granite megalith at the center of the 
grove, approximately 900 white pines (Pinus strobes) are planted on the seventeen-acre 
site. 9 Because of the prominence of President and First Lady Johnson, the plantings 
installed under their direction and in their memory are the most obvious and best
documented vegetation present on the island. Though considerably older, the historical 
significance of the cottonwoods is not as readily apparent. This disconnect may help 
explain the current lack of opposition to a construction project that threatens many of 
these trees. As of 2002, the Federal Highway Administration plans to demolish the 1932 
Boundary Channel Bridge (HAER DC-19) and replace it with a modem counterpart 
designed with a longer, lower curvature. Located at the southern terminus of Ladybird 
Johnson Park, this project will likely require the removal of the oldest and grandest 
eastern cottonwood tree remaining on the island. 

PART IL BIOLOGICAL INFORMATION 

Commonly referred to as the eastern cottonwood, the typical eastern variety (var. 
deltoides) of Populus deltoides is native to North America, with a range stretching from 
"southern Quebec westward into North Dakota and southwestern Manitoba, south to 
central Texas, and east to northwestern Florida and Georgia."10 It is one of approximately 
thirty to forty species classified under the family Salicaceae, comprised of aspens, 
cottonwoods, and poplars. 11 The genus name, Populus, is Latin for poplar and the species 
name, deltoides, refers to the trees' triangular leaves. The eastern cottonwood overlaps 
with another variety, the plains cottonwood (var. occidentalis, Latin for west), along its 
western boundary. The leaves most easily differentiate the two varieties, with those of 

8 Ibid., (3A)l. 
9 Ibid., (2B)2. 
10 This variety is also known as the southern cottonwood, Carolina poplar, eastern poplar, necklace poplar, 
and alamo. See David F. Van Haverbeke, "Eastern Cottonwood," in Silvics of North America: 1. Conifers. 
Agricultural Handbook 654, online ed., tech. coords. Russell M. Burns and Barbara H. Honkala 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, U.S. Forest Service, 1990), 1044-45, 
http://www.na.fs.fed.us/spfo/pubs/silvics _manual/volume_ 2/silvics _ v2.pdf ( accessed 13 June 2006). 
11 Liberty Hyde Bailey and Ethyl Hyde Bailey, "Populus," 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 Baily 
Hortorium, Cornell University (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1976), 900. 
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deltoides slightly smaller and less coarsely toothed than occidentalis. 12 The namesake 
leaves of deltoides measure 3" to 6" long, are arranged alternately on twigs, pinnately 
veined, and serrated around the edges. They are green in color before turning a modest 
yellow in the fall and, being deciduous in habit, falling in the winter. The gray, deeply 
ridged bark of mature trees also greatly aids in identifying the eastern cottonwood, as 
does its stout, yellowish twigs. These twigs, as with several other members of Salicaceae, 
have a bitter aspirin taste. 13 Flowers take the form of catkins, compact and often droopy 
forms quite different from the open petal types produced by many other species. Because 
they require airflow for wind pollination, they bloom from February to April before the 
leaves appear. The species is dioecious; each specimen of deltoides is unisexual with 
male and female catkins occurring in separate trees. Male catkins are reddish in color and 
more conspicuous than females, but also smaller at 3" to 5" versus 6" to 1' in length. Up 
to forty-eight million seeds may be produced per season by a single tree. 14 

As it was naturally established on a pre-existing sand bar before the development of 
Columbia Island, the precise age of the Lady Bird Johnson Park Eastern Cottonwood is 
unknown. However, since the tree predates these construction efforts, it germinated no 
later than 1915, the year work on the Columbia Island project commenced. Therefore it is 
at minimum ninety-one years old. This age is impressive given that the eastern 
cottonwood is a relatively short lived tree and rarely lives more than eighty years. 15 The 
Lady Bird Johnson Park Eastern Cottonwood is therefore not only chronologically old 
and physiologically mature, but also exhibits superior longevity. Though generally short
lived, an average eastern cottonwood grows rapidly and typically reaches heights of 75' 
to 100', a crown spread of 50' to 75', and a trunk circumference of 108" to 144".16 The 
Lady Bird Johnson Park Eastern Cottonwood exhibits exceptional size in all three 
categories. 

The tree is well suited to the park's recreational use due to the large amount of shade it 
casts, and contributes to the beautification of the overall landscape. Although relatively 
tolerant of dry soils and a pH range of 4.5-8.0, eastern cottonwoods grow best in moist, 
well-drained, fine, sandy or silt loams, and are intolerant of heavy clay soils. 17 It appears 

12 Haverbeke, 1044-45. 
13 John R. Seiler, Edward C. Jensen, or John A. Peterson, "Eastern Cottonwood," in VTree ID (Blacksburg, 
Va.: Virginia Tech Forestry Dept., 2006), 
http://www.cm.vt.edu/dendro/dendrology/sy11abus/factsheet.cfm?ID=64 (accessed 20 June 2006). 
14 Haverbeke, 1047; Liberty Hyde Bailey and Ethyl Hyde Bailey, "Dioecious," 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 Baily Hortorium, Cornell University (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1976), 
1214. 
15 U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service, Plant Materials Program, "Plant Fact 
Sheet: Eastern Cottonwood, Populus deltoides," in PLANTS Database (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of 
Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service, National Plant Data Center, 5 February 2002), 
http://plants.mcs.usda.gov/factsheet/pdf/fs _pode3.pdf ( accessed 23 June 2006). 
16 Ibid; Erv Evans, "Populus deltoides," in Plant Fact Sheets (Raleigh: North Carolina State University, 
2003 ), http://www. ces.ncsu. edu/ depts/hort/ consumer/factsheets/trees-new/populus _ deltoides.htrnl 
(accessed 21 June 2006). 
17 Evans. 
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that the Lady Bird Johnson Park Eastern Cottonwood was initially self-sown in the ideal 
conditions of a Potomac River sandbar, and later adapted to the drier conditions created 
by the subsequent construction. While eastern cottonwoods are tolerant of the compacted 
soil conditions stemming from construction projects, their roots are notorious for causing 
damage to pavement, foundations, and pipes. 18 Ongoing development along the George 
Washington Memorial Parkway and the proposed widening of its Boundary Channel 
Bridge will bring vehicular traffic much closer to the tree. The high probability that its 
roots will negatively impact the busy thoroughfare threatens the future of the Lady Bird 
Johnson Park Eastern Cottonwood and increases the likelihood that it will be removed 
even if the highway does not expand to cover its precise location. 

18 G. H. Collingwood and Warren D. Brush, Knowing Your Trees, ed. Devereux Butcher (Washington, 
D.C.: The American Forestry Association, 1964), 147. 
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