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HISTORIC AMERICAN LANDSCAPES SURVEY 

PRINCE WILLIAM FOREST PARK AMERICAN BEECH 
(Prince William Forest Park Fagus grandifolia) 

Location: 

Owner/Manager: 

Present Use: 

Significance: 

Author & Discipline: 

Project Information: 

HALS No. VA-17 

Prince William Forrest Park, approximately one mile from 
visitor's center, south bank of the south fork of Quantico 
Creek, about seventy-five yards upstream from its 
confluence with Quantico Creek, near Birch Bluff Trail, 
Triangle, Prince William County, Virginia 

U.S. Government, National Park Service 

Ornamental and shade tree 

The Prince William Forest Park American Beech (Fagus 
grandifolia) is significant because of its size and its unique 
130-year genealogical chronology of family names 
inscribed in the bark of the tree. 

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 

On the morning of Sunday, 11 November 1917, Marine Corps recruits H. F. Davidson 
and Pete Wood embarked on a day hike to the town of Dumfries, some five miles east of 
their camp at Quantico, Virginia. Receiving its charter on 11 May 1749, Dumfries is the 
oldest continually chartered town in Virginia. Here the pair discovered a well-preserved 
but obviously no longer active cemetery, the oldest tombstone dating to 1686 and the 
latest to 1810. They also explored a nearby pyrite mine, filled their pockets with 
arrowheads found lying on the ground nearby, and investigated an old mill site. 
According to Davison, during the return trip the two men came across "several old beech 
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trees, all carved up with names, put on a long while ago."1 One carving in particular 
caught Davison's eye, the name of his grandfather, J. R. Hoy, a soldier in New York's 
144th Volunteer Infantry Regiment during the Civil War. The name W. Murray was also 
incised nearby. That night Davidson wrote to his mother: 

I put HF Davidson right over the Hoy and Pete put P.P. Wood, USMC. on the 
other side of the tree. This is just about halfway between Washington and 
Fredericksburg on ground that was fought over during the Civil War. Was it 
possible that grandfather was in this section and that that might have been his 
inscription? Was there a W Murray in his company or regiment? It seem a 
strange coincidence that I should run across it so many years later, if it is his, so 
far from home, and in uniform too.2 

When H.F. Davidson died in August 1987, his son, Allan Davidson, discovered a hand 
drawn map of the tree's location among his father's personal effects. Its instructions read: 
"From Dumfries follow the bed of an old narrow gauge railroad-rails and ties removed-to 
an old mine dump-cross brook and follow dirt road, back past two shacks, until it fords 
creek and find tree in right opposite comer."3 Having grown up hearing stories of how his 
father chanced upon "the tree," Allan Davidson was understandably intrigued. For the 
next ten years the younger Davidson considered going to look for the tree, but did not do 
so, believing that "if Mother Nature hadn't gotten the tree, probably civilization had." 
Nevertheless, Davidson did make several inquiries to the Marine Corps base at Quantico, 
where officials "showed a polite interest, but no action.',4 In 1997, Davidson's Air Force 
squadron, the 484th Bomb Group, selected Falls Church, Virginia, as the site of their 
annual reunion. After the gathering, Davidson decided to search for the tree himself, and 
traveled the thirty-five miles south to Dumfries. 

He quickly discovered that the landscape had changed much since his father drew the 
map nearly seventy years prior. With many of the features absent or severely altered, 
searching out the tree's location was not as simple as merely following the directions. 
However, with the help oflocal resident Joe Caplin, he succeeded in locating the old 
railroad bed and crossed Quantico Creek, the brook described in the directions. 
Unfortunately, the two shacks had long since been removed, and after crossing a second 
creek the men were confronted by what Davison described as "a stand of old pine trees 
and almost impassable briar bushes. Not a beech tree in sight!" Davison later stated that 
he was "about ready to give up, conceding to time and nature, but Joe encouraged me on, 
telling me that we were then on Prince William Forest National Park land; and to go talk 

1 H. F. Davison to his mother, transcription of letter dated 11 November 1917, reproduced in Alan L. 
Davidson, "The Tree," in Delaware County NY Genealogy and History Site (Delaware County, N.Y.: Joyce 
Riedinger, 2004), http://www.dcnyhistory.org/storydavi.html (accessed 18 July 2006). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Alan L. Davidson, "The Tree," in Delaware County NY Genealogy and History Site (Delaware County, 
N.Y.: Joyce Riedinger, 2004), http://www.dcnyhistory.org/storydavi.html (accessed 18 July 2006). 
4 Ibid. 
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to the Park Rangers."5 Utilizing an early twentieth-century topographical map that 
marked the locations of the shacks, old dirt road, and more importantly, the south fork of 
Quantico Creek (the second crossing given in the directions), the Rangers led Davidson 
to the tree, which he observed was indeed "right where my father's map said it was!"6 

Finding the tree, however, proved easy compared with the difficulties Davidson 
encountered while attempting to place his Great-Grandfather and W. Murray together in 
Dumfries during the Civil War. Inaccuracies regarding Hoy's term of service and 
Murray's identity led to much confusion and implausible theories designed to make the 
various pieces of the puzzle fit together. Then, in the year 2000, after three years of 
research, Davidson learned that Hoy enlisted in late August or early September 1864, 
when a Federal recruitment party, which likely included Sgt. William Murray, stopped 
near his home in Delaware County, New York. The group then traveled south, probably 
at least as far as Dumfries, before boarding a ship for Hilton Head, South Carolina. Hoy 
and Murray presumably carved their names into the tree during the interim. Although the 
details necessary to confirm this scenario as fact remain missing, it is certainly possible 
and even probable. As Davidson argues, "The area where the tree is located is only about 
a quarter mile from the old Telegraph Highway, the main north-south road in those days. 
The perfect place to make camp and wait for the boat to Hilton Head."7 

Regardless of gaps surrounding the story's particulars, the facts are clear: John Robertson 
Hoy enlisted in the Federal Army in August or September 1864 and marched south. His 
name appears carved into an American beech tree near Dumfries, Virginia. Upon 
encountering the same tree fifty-three years later, his grandson added his own name in 
1917, and his great-grandson in tum sought out the tree in 1997. Clearly the Prince 
William Forest Park American Beech has captured an amazing historical coincidence 
and, even more importantly, united three generations of Allan Davidson's family across a 
span of more than 130 years. However, the carvings have become severely worn and 
largely illegible, though they do appear to be the correct names. Their placements, at 
least, match the locations given in H.F. Davidson's 1917 letter. 

PART IL BIOLOGICAL INFORMATION: 

Commonly known as American beech, Fagus grandifolia is one often species classified 
under the genus Fagus within the beech family Fagaceae. 8 Trees present a robust and 
striking appearance, created by a wide branching habit comprised of many horizontal 
branches. Said to cover the "trunk and branches like a skin," the silvery gray bark is 
smooth and tight fitting. Mottled with dark, irregular bands and blotches, the bark's 

5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Liberty Hyde Bailey and Ethyl Hyde Bailey, "Fagus," 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), 470. 
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unique coloration and pattern allows American beech to be identified at a distance.9 

Upon closer inspection the species is found to bear glossy, serrated, ovate-oblong leaves. 
Dark green above and light green below, they are arranged alternately on branches and 
measure 2" to 5" long x %" to 2 Yz" wide. Parallel veins diverge from both sides of a 
central vein, or midrib, with each terminating at a pointed tooth along the perimeter. 
Being deciduous, they tum a showy golden bronze in the autumn. Leaves may persist into 
the winter, but the silvery bark and heavily branched skeleton assure that American beech 
remains prominent in the landscape after they finally fall to the ground. 10 

In April or May the leaves reemerge accompanied by flower blooms. The flowers are 
monoecious, meaning both male (staminate) and female (pistillate) forms appear on the 
same tree. Staminate flowers appear as round (globulose) heads measuring 1" in diameter 
and hang from stems of about the same length. Pistillates are arranged as aggregates of 
two to four flowered spikes. Both sexes are an inconspicuous yellow or yellow-green 
color. Following fertilization, the pistillate flowers produce brown, three-winged nuts. 
Solitary or occurring in groups of two or three, the nuts are triangular in shape and 
wholly of partially enclosed by a prickly pouch (involucre) measuring about %" long. 11 

American beech begins producing appreciable quantities of nuts at age forty, increasing 
production during physiological maturation. Large annual yields are attained by age 
sixty. Dispersal distance is severely limited due to the size of the nut, although some may 
roll down inclines, be carried short distances by rodents, or several miles by birds, blue 
jays in particular. Because of this short range, young saplings commonly ring older 
trees. 12 

Fagus grandifolia is a moderately slow growing and long-lived species. Trees grow in 
height at a maximum rate of2' per year. Typical trees reach heights of 50' to 70', 
although some outstanding individual specimens may grow as tall as 120'. Crown spread 
is usually less than or equal to tree height, and only the largest attain trunk 
circumferences greater than 150" or 4' diameter at breast height. 13 American beech 
continues growing throughout its life, and the largest trees are also the most venerable, 
often 300-400 years old. 14 Although the Prince William Forest Park Fagus grandifolia 
has not been measured, it appears to be a large specimen tree. Given its size at present, 

9 G. H. Collingwood and Warren D. Brush, Knowing Your Trees, ed. Devereux Butcher (Washington, D.C.: 
The American Forestry Association, 1964), 185. 
' 0 Dirr, 369. 
11 Ibid.; Collingwood and Brush, 184-85. 
12 Carl H. Tubs and David R. Houston, "American Beech," in Si/vies of North America: 1. Conifers. 
Agricultural Handbook 654, online ed., tech. coords. Russell M. Burns and Barbara H. Honkala 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. Forest Service, 1990), 656, 
http://www.na.fs.fed.us/spfo/pubs/silvics _manual/volume_ 2/silvics _ v2.pdf (accessed 13 June 2006); John 
R. Seiler, Edward C. Jensen, or John A. Peterson, "American Beech," in VTree JD (Blacksburg, Va.: 
Virginia Tech Forestry Dept., 2006), 
http://www.cnr.vt.edu/dendro/dendro1ogy/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=47 (accessed 19 June 2006). 
13 Collingwood and Brush, 184; Dirr 369; 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). 
14 Tubs and Houston, 653. 
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moderately slow growth, long lifespan, and known history, the tree is also likely at least 
200 years old, and possibly significantly older. 

Although drought tolerant, American beech is a mesophytic species, adapted for optimal 
growth in a moderately moist environment. 15 It prefers deep, rich, well-drained soils and 
grows best when the upper levels retain moisture."16 The trees are suited to coarse
textured, sandy soils and silty medium-textured soils, but not the clay composition of 
fine-grained soils. With a soil pH range of 4.1-7 .2, Fagus grandifolia shows a strong 
affinity for acidic conditions, and may suffer from iron chlorosis in a more alkaline 
environment. 17 This iron deficiency is not usually caused by a lack of available iron, but 
high soil pH, which causes other elements to interfere with iron absorption. Iron chlorosis 
is characterized by diminished chlorophyll production, stunted growth, withered leaves, 
decreases flower blooms and fruiting, and may cause death in severe cases. 18 The species 
also suffers from attacks by various diseases and insects, including leaf mottle, beech 
bark disease, cankers, aphids, wood borers, beech scale, beach mealybug, and 
caterpillars. Although these pests may cause discoloration or partial dieback among trees, 
they are not particularly serious and can be treated with pesticide application in most 
cases. 19 Today, the Prince William Forest Park American Beech remains in good 
condition, without substantial damage from disease or pests. 

15 Ibid., 654. 
16 Collingwood and Brush, 184. 
17 "Conservation Plant Characteristics for: Fagus grandifolia, American Beech," in PLANTS Database 
(Baton Rouge: U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. Forest Service, National Plant Data Center, 2007), 
http://plants.mcs.usda.gov/cgi_ bin/topics.cgi?earl=plant_ attribute.cgi&symbol=F AGR ( accessed 12 
December 2007). 
18 Edward F. Gilman and Dennis G. Watson, Fagus grandifolia: American Beech, (Gainsville, Fla.: 
University of Florida, Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences, November 1993), 
http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/ST243 (accessed 12 June 2006); Elton M. Smith, "Iron Chlorosis," in Ohio State 
University Extension Fact Sheet, (Columbus: Ohio State University Extension, 2006), 
http://ohioline.osu.edu/hyg-fact/1000/1009.html (accessed 7 September 2006). 
19 Collingwood and Brush, 185. 
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