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Thomas Jefferson (inset) did extensive tree
planting and landscaping at Monticello, his
home in Virginia.
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Left: The Mount Vernon estate of George
Washington (inset), who once wrote that
growing trees was “among the most rational
avocations of life.” Below: Montpelier,
home of James Madison, is located near
a woodland of oaks, tulip poplars, hickories
and ash.

a look at the forest legacies of
washington, jefferson and madison
by john carey

S

troll southeast from Montpelier, the
historic Virginia mansion of fourth
President James Madison, and within a
few steps you will find yourself in a forest of
towering oaks and tulip poplars, impressive
hickories and ash trees, and a wealth of other
species. It’s a 200-acre sylvan retreat from
the bustle of Charlottesville 25 miles away,
and a remarkable remnant of the rich woodlands that once covered much of Virginia’s
Piedmont region. And it’s a reminder of a
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lesser-known facet of the lives and talents
of the nation’s founding fathers. George
Washington, Thomas Jefferson and Madison
all loved trees and forests. They created magnificent landscapes on their Virginia estates,
with sweeping vistas and tree-lined paths.
Washington enjoyed planting trees and living
hedges at Mt. Vernon and wrote that raising
trees was “among the most rational avocations of life.” Jefferson scoured the world for
exotic species and created a parklike forest
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he called the Grove at Monticello as part of
his extensive landscaping. Visitors marveled
at “Jefferson’s pet trees.” Madison brought
the forest and its deep shade right to the edge
of his Montpelier lawn. And in an extraordinary 1818 speech, Madison lamented “the
excessive destruction of timber.” Humankind’s very survival depends on preserving
nature and the environment, he said, so
woodlands must be saved or restored.
Today, the foundations and organizations
that maintain these historic estates are
dedicated to the forest conservation ethic so
eloquently expressed by Madison and shared
by Jefferson and Washington. These groups
are carefully nursing the remaining tulip
poplars and other trees planted by Washington himself, restoring Jefferson’s Grove and
the clumps of trees Jefferson arranged at his
Poplar Forest retreat near Lynchburg and
using Madison’s Landmark Forest to teach
the benefits of old growth, among many
other projects. “What we are trying to do
is to preserve the forests that we have,”
says Dean Norton, chief horticulturalist
at Washington’s Mt. Vernon.
The unavoidable fact, however, is that
preserving woodlands has never been an easy
task—not during the birth of our nation and
not during the centuries since. Just a short
walk in the beautiful Montpelier forest with
an experienced forester like Thomas Dierauf
tells a tale not of preservation but rather of
extensive land clearing, intensive cultivation
and subsequently abandoned fields. While
a few of the oaks and hickories date back to
Madison’s and Jefferson’s time, their gnarled
trunks show that they grew up in the open,
not in a forest. Meanwhile, the gullies and
exposed red subsoils are mute testimony of
rich topsoil having been washed away, unprotected by tree roots or canopies. And the old
stumps are evidence of extensive past logging. “When James Madison died [in 1836],
it probably was a pretty ugly looking place,
with eroded hills,” says Dierauf, who recently
led a crew of volunteers who studied the forest and its history. “After he died, the forest
began to recover.”
A similar tale of intensive use is written
in mounds of earth and charcoal at Jefferson’s Poplar Forest retreat, where he went to
escape the throngs of visitors at Monticello.
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A historical map of Mount Vernon shows extensive wooded areas around the mansion house and crop fields.
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Much of the land on
Madison’s estate, as in
the rest of Virginia, was
cleared for cultivation
and pasture in the 18th
century. “When James
Madison died [in 1836],
it probably was a pretty
ugly looking place,
with eroded hills,” says
forester Thomas Dierauf,
who recently wrote
a history of the
Landmark Forest.
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Pollen preserved in the mounds (from soil
excavated to build the house in the early
1800s) came mostly from ragweed growing
on abandoned fields. Meanwhile, charcoal
found in the slave quarters shows that the
good hardwoods—oak, hickory, chestnut—
used for cooking and fuel in the mid- to
late-1700s gave way to pine and junk wood
by the 1790s. The original rich forest must
have been cleared, says Jack Gary, director of
archeology and landscapes at Poplar Forest.
“It’s been a really interesting study of the
effects of plantation agriculture,” Gary says.
Overall, the effects of cultivation were
devastating. Growing tobacco and other
crops quickly exhausted the soil, requiring
more and more land to be cleared. “You have
to keep in mind that when you built a plantation, the first thing that had to go was the
trees,” says Mt. Vernon’s Norton. By the time
of Madison’s famous 1818 speech, Virginia
was actually facing economic ruin, writes
Andrea Wulf in her compelling book Founding
Gardeners: the Revolutionary Generation, Nature,

and the Shaping of the American Nation: “Two centuries of tobacco cultivation had ravaged the
once fertile soils.” Farmers were abandoning
Virginia in droves for new lands in the South
and across the Appalachians. A depression
in the 1830s also forced plantation owners
like Madison to sell most of their hogs, cattle,
sheep, oxen and horses.
Thanks to Washington’s pioneering farming methods, including rotating crops and
collecting and spreading manure, Mt. Vernon’s
fields and forests survived better than most
Virginia plantations. Even Washington,
though, complained about the “shameful”
waste “committed on my timber and Wood,”
and wrote that it “is indispensably necessary
to save timber and labor.”
The stark truth is that our first presidents
had to make a living, forcing their lofty ideals
to be tempered with reality. The founding
fathers saw beauty in their forests, but—like
others of their time—also believed woodlands were there to be cleared and used.
“Jefferson didn’t like trees felled, but at the
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Thomas Jefferson had what Monticello expert
Peter Hatch calls “an ambiguous treatment
of the forest.” He created and carefully tended
an 18-acre ornamental forest, the Grove
(both photos on this page), “but he also used
ungodly amounts of wood” for heating and
cooking, Hatch says.
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same time he’s a plantation owner and
has to make money,” says Gary. “In
the 1800s, he’s still clearing larger
amounts of land for planting.”
Adds Peter Hatch, recently retired
director of gardens and grounds at
Monticello and author of A Rich Spot
of Earth: “Jefferson loved trees and
had grand conservation concepts.
But he also used ungodly amounts
of wood for the fires and the house
and for charcoal. He had what you
could call an ambiguous treatment
of the forest.”
© THOMAS JEFFERSON FOUNDATION AT MONTICELLO
Moreover, the natural world that
the three presidents seemed to appreciate the most wasn’t the native forest, but
rather a landscape heavily shaped by man.
The men used trees extensively as architectural features or to provide practical benefits.
In January 1785, for instance, Washington
writes of riding through the forests between
his five farms “in search of the sort of Trees
I shall want for my walks, groves & Wildernesses.” Washington planted hundreds
of trees around his estate, many of them dug
up from his own forests, and he took great
pleasure in pruning and shaping them, says
Norton. “I can see this man with his pruners
and a huge smile on his face.”
Jefferson was perhaps even more passionate about trees—and what they could be
used for. “Under the constant, beaming,
almost vertical sun of Virginia, shade is our
Elysium,” he wrote. He planted tulip poplars
to cast their shadow over his Monticello
house and paper mulberries at Poplar Forest
to shade the porches and rooftop decks
on the wings. He also aimed to recreate the
magnificent gardens he’d admired during
stints in England. In America that meant
cutting trees, pruning limbs to leave only
high branches, clearing the underbrush and
adding grass and arrangements of shrubs
to fashion an open woodland carpeted with
grass. Jefferson designated 18 acres on the
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northwest side of Monticello mountain to be
such an ornamental forest, the Grove. The
idea was to slowly transition from deep forest
to a highly manicured garden as visitors
traveled up the mountain to his mansion.
As he planned his gardens and ornamental
forests, Jefferson had a surprisingly wide
variety of trees and shrubs from which to
choose. He planted European larch from
France, snowberry brought back by the Lewis
and Clark expedition, Kentucky coffee trees
from the Midwest, southern catalpa and even
Asian species like chinaberry. He was also
fond of experimenting, testing scores of
varieties of beans to figure out what grew
and tasted best, and seeing how trees would
grow in new ecological niches.

charcoal from the slave quarters began to
come from hardwoods again in the 1830s,
says Gary. But the new growth also repeatedly
fell to the ax. For the organizations that took
on the task of restoring and maintaining
the founding fathers’ grand homes, “money
is everything and hard to come by,” explains
Mt. Vernon’s Norton. “Timbering was a way
to make money for preservation of the estate.”
Mt. Vernon, for instance, was extensively
logged in the late 1800s and early 1900s, so
that the trees now average about 100 to 125
years of age. At Montpelier, “a tremendous
amount of timber cutting has been done
since Madison died,” says Dierauf. And the
forests on the mountain at Monticello were
heavily cut in the 1960s.

“Timbering was a way to make money for preservation of the estate.”
—dean norton, chief horticulturalist at washington’s mt. vernon
The experiments were not always a success. Weeping willows were a favorite tree,
for instance. Jefferson talked of lining
Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C.,
with willows, and he planted them at
Poplar Forest. But he chose to plant them on
mounds of soil, “the stupidest thing he could
do, since willows like wet soils,” says Hatch.
He also embraced a scheme to end slave labor
on sugar plantations by replacing cane sugar
with a sugar maple industry “which requires
only the labour of children,” he wrote. But
most of the scores of sugar maples Jefferson
planted at Monticello quickly died. The
hoped-for industry never materialized.
What the three founding fathers did
leave us was a legacy of diverse and beautiful
landscapes, with artful mixes of lawn, garden,
tree-lined walks and manicured woodlands.
We might think of them, as Wulf does in her
book, as the nation’s “founding gardeners,”
rather than as protectors of their native woodlands. Out of necessity, those native forests
were cleared to create fields or cut for fuel.
In the centuries since, the presidents’ forests
have faced more challenges. Once farmers
left Virginia for more fertile fields in the
early 1800s, pioneer species like tulip poplar
quickly colonized the abandoned plantations
and the forests regrew. At Poplar Forest, the
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The good news is that this pattern of logging
is now over. The Montpelier forest was the
first to recover. When the estate was bought
by William duPont in 1901, the family dramatically slowed timber harvesting there and
concentrated on raising thoroughbred horses.
And after William’s daughter Marion duPont
Scott inherited the estate in 1928, several
hundred acres were completely preserved.
Even with the original topsoil eroded away,
the trees have thrived. “It’s really kind of
amazing how well the forest has grown with
that kind of erosion,” says Dierauf.
Now, the forest demonstrates succession
in action. “It’s a maturing forest,” explains
Dierauf. “The black oaks, which probably
originated under open field pine stands,
are dying, and the red maple and beech are
coming on.” The forest is also starting to
rebuild the soil. In another hundred years or
so, soil scientists speculate, rich topsoil like
that of the pre-plantation era will return.
Now, the Montpelier Foundation is using the
Landmark Forest to educate visitors about
the history and importance of woodlands.
Monticello’s woodlands are further from
recovery. The forest on the ridge to the east
of the house, for instance, is “still pretty
rough,” says Hatch. “It was a straggly pine
forest, now the hardwoods are coming back.”

Protected for the past
eight decades,
Madison’s Landmark
Forest is thriving. The
foundation running
Montpelier uses the
forest to educate
people about the history and importance
of woodlands.
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Hatch also took a crack at restoring Jefferson’s
ornamental Grove. “It’s a pretty place, with
openings in the forest and wildflowers in
the spring and fall, and a nice respite from
the hot mountaintop,” he says. “But we had
trouble keeping up with pruning the trees,
and it’s hard to grow grass.”
Flanked by the Potomac River on one
side and suburban development on the
other, Washington’s Mt. Vernon estate is
now 400 acres in size, down from 8,000 in
Washington’s day. Of that, about 70 percent
is forested. The trees, however, are well
cared for. “We’re fortunate enough to have
a million people walk through our gates, so
we can spend $50,000 or more each year on
trees,” says Norton. Some of the money goes
to caring for the 14 trees that date back to
Washington’s time, for instance making sure
that limbs don’t fall on buildings or visitors.
Norton is also tackling the forest’s biggest
problem—deer browsing.
“Our forests are declining,” he explains.
“The trees that are alive and growing are fine.
But when they die and fall, regeneration is
not occurring because of the overpopulation
of deer.” So his team has fenced off 12 areas
in the forest that have openings in the canopy.
Oaks, maples, poplars, sycamore and holly
are sprouting. “Even in nature, the forest that
regenerates is like a patchwork. That’s what
we’re recreating,” Norton says. “I’m excited
about this project.”
And so the story of the presidents’ forests
is both a cautionary tale and a hopeful one.
The founding fathers were towering figures,
with timeless ideals. They created beautiful
gardens and landscapes, and shared a strong
conservation ethic. Yet they were also men
of their times—and in their era, clearing
the land and exploiting the forests were
economic necessities. But now, we can put
into practice the principles of land stewardship that the founding fathers believed
in. We can protect their legacy and their
remaining forests.
Freelance writer John Carey earned a degree in
forestry before becoming a writer at Newsweek
and a senior correspondent for BusinessWeek.
His stories now appear in publications such as
Scientific American, Conservation and
National Wildlife.
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