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90thth ANNIVERSARY  
TREE TOUR

2

Happy birthday, Washington Park Arboretum (1934–2024)! For 
nine decades, this beautiful park and plant collection has been 
connecting the residents of Seattle and the larger region to the 

wonders of the natural world. To celebrate the occasion, we have created 
a walking tour that will teach you about some of the history behind the 
Arboretum’s plants and collections. 

It starts with a look back at the land, pre-development, and ends with an example of how the 
Arboretum collection is continuing to evolve and grow today. For each passing decade or era, we’ve 
selected a representative tree specimen—12 in all—to help tell our story.

A Short History of the Arboretum  
Plant Collection Told Through 12 Specimens   		

B y  R a y  L a r s o n  &  N i a l l  D u n n e  

1  PRE-1900 
Abies grandis | Grand fir,  
t’uxw (Lushootseed)

Location: At bend in Arboretum Creek, west of 
the Loop Trail, south of Viburnum Collection.
Accession number: 3153-20*A
Map grid: 22-4W

Before the land—in what is now the Arboretum—
became the city’s fourth park in 1900, it was 
logged twice by the Puget Mill Company in 
the late 1800s. In those days, generally only 
the largest trees were removed, with smaller 
or less easily milled trees left behind. When 
the Arboretum was founded in 1934, one of the 
first steps in developing the overall master plan 
was surveying the existing landscape, including 
measuring the diameter of the trees. In the 1935 
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survey that informed the Olmsted Brothers 1936 
design plan, this grand fir specimen was noted as 
being 26 inches in diameter. Given that measure-
ment, it was already a sizeable tree and probably 
nearing 100 years of age. By luck or chance—or 
perhaps given its hard-to-access location at a 
sharp bend in Arboretum Creek—the tree was 
spared from the axe. It is currently one of the 
tallest trees in the Arboretum and a promi-
nent reminder of the some of the land’s native, 
pre-development character. In recent decades, 
it has developed more than one leader at the 
top—typical for this species. In 2019, the speci-
men was measured at 146 feet tall. Visible from 
much of the middle sections of Azalea Way, the 
Loop Trail, and even the Lookout Gazebo, it has 
long been one of my (Ray’s) favorite trees in the 
Arboretum—a beautiful specimen that is one of 
the largest of its kind in the Seattle area.

2  PRE-1934
Platanus orientalis | Eastern plane tree,  
Oriental sycamore

Location: Forming the allée at the north side 
of Lake Washington Boulevard, west of the 
Madison Street entrance to the Arboretum.
Accession number: X-77
Map grid: 4S-8E, 5S-8E, 6S-8E, 7S-8E

Forming an allée of nine trees between the Stone 
Cottage and East Madison Street at the south 
entrance to the Arboretum, Platanus orientalis 
(Eastern or Oriental plane) is a relatively rare 
species in cultivation. It is a parent—along with 
Platanus occidentalis (American sycamore)—of 
the more well-known London plane (Platanus 
× acerifolia). Native from the Balkans to Turkey 
and the eastern Mediterranean, and on into 
Iran, the tree gets its species name from the t
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Latin word “oriens,” or “east,” which histori-
cally meant anything on the eastern side of 
the Mediterranean and beyond. Ten trees were 
listed as “Sycamore” in the 1935 Olmsted Brothers 
survey of this portion of the Arboretum, and nine 
of them were later keyed out to Platanus orien-
talis. Though we don’t have records for exactly 
when the trees were planted, we know they were 
installed at some point during the “Boulevard 
Era” of Washington Park, between 1904 and the 
opening of the Arboretum in 1934. In the 1935 

survey, the trees ranged from 10 to 20 inches 
in diameter, and several “sycamore” were 
designated for this location in the Olmsted’s 
1906 planting plan for the Boulevard. It seems 
likely they were planted soon thereafter. 
Platanus orientalis is a fast-growing deciduous 
tree with maple-like foliage and attractive, mottled 
and peeling bark. Pollution tolerant—though with 
rather messy leaf-fall—it needs a lot of room to reach 
its potential in urban environments but is used as a 
quick-growing species for immediate effect.

The late 1930s was a 
busy period at  the 
Arboretum, as workers 
began to execute the  
1936 Olmsted Brothers’ 
general design plan 
using Works Progress 
Administration funds 
and labor. The work 

included clearing 180 acres of brush and stumps 
(remnants of the logging era), installing water 
mains, and building architectural elements 
such as early maintenance structures, the Stone 
Cottage, the Lookout Gazebo and Arboretum 
Drive. More than a mile of lagoons were 
dredged in the Arboretum wetlands, and the 
first plant collections were installed, including 
many conifers in the Pinetum. The Arboretum’s 
now-prized Oak Collection, just west of the 
current-day Graham Visitors Center, also was 
heavily planted, with many specimens coming 
from sister arboreta and botanic gardens in 
the eastern U.S. Two stunning examples of 
the swamp chestnut oak, dating to 1938, were 
planted just west of the north end of Azalea 
Way. They are now both more than 60 feet 
tall. Native to the U.S. Southeast, the tree (as its 
common name suggests) is adapted to wet soils. 
Its large, toothed, oval-shaped chestnut-like 
leaves turn dark red in fall.

Platanus orientalis  continued

3  1930s
Quercus michauxii | Swamp  
chestnut oak 

Location: Southeast side of the Oak  
Collection, adjacent to the main collection 
trail, overlooking the bench at the very  
north end of Azalea Way.
Accession number: 613-38*A.
Map grid: 41-1E
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4  1940s
Prunus subhirtella ‘Pendula’  
| Weeping Higan cherry

Location: West side of Azalea Way, across 
from Woodland Garden lower pond.
Accession number: 151-41-L
Map grid: 31-2W

The early 1940s saw the completion of the 
initial plantings along Azalea Way, the iconic 
backbone of the 1936 Olmsted design. An 
important component were dozens of flower-
ing cherry trees representing several different 
varieties. Especially popular at the time were 
weeping forms, which helped provide a contrast 
to the promenade’s many azaleas, magnolias and 
eastern dogwoods, as well as its many upright 
or broadly growing flowering cherries. While 
recent decades have seen the loss of many speci-
mens of Prunus subhirtella to brown rot and 
other pathogens, several of our early plantings 
have been maintained with careful treatment 
and monitoring. One prominent example is 
the specimen of Prunus subhirtella ‘Pendula’ 
growing just west of the Woodland Garden. 
This was received in January 1941 from the 
W.B. Clarke Nursery in San Jose, California, in a 
batch—along with 87 other four- to five-foot high 
saplings. The purchase was sponsored—as were 
many other plantings along Azalea Way—by the 
Seattle Garden Club (which also funded the 1936 
Olmsted plan). While this species is no longer 
planted due to disease pressures in our climate, 
the weeping form and cheery-pink March flowers 
of this specimen continues to be a beautiful part 
of the Arboretum’s historic landscape.

5 1950s
Magnolia ‘Wada’s Memory’ | Wada’s 
Memory hybrid magnolia

Location: Upper Rhododendron Glen, on 
the southeast side of Arboretum Drive, as it 
curves past the small, hydrangea-lined trail 
on northeast edge of the Camellia Collection.
Accession number: 1137-57-A
Map grid: 10-7E
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Magnolia ‘Wada’s Memory’ (syn. Magnolia 
× kewensis ‘Wada’s Memory’) is probably the 
Arboretum’s most significant plant introduction 
in its long history. This cultivar was originally 
part of a batch of seedlings of Magnolia kobus 
sent by Koichira Wada of Hakoneya Nursery, 
Japan, in March 1940. It was planted in 1947 in 
the upper reaches of Rhododendron Glen, north-
west of Arboretum Drive, just west of the small 
trail in the Camellia section leading into the 
Glen. In 1949, the young tree began to flower, 
and it soon became apparent that the speci-
men was unlike other Magnolia kobus from that 
batch—or indeed any typical description of that 
species. The fragrant white flowers were much 
larger and borne more profusely that those 
typical of M. kobus, and the tree exhibited strong 
and dense growth. By 1957, cuttings were made, 
and its first progeny (accession 1130-57-A) was 

planted in the Arboretum—in a location within 
view of the original, just southeast of Arboretum 
Drive. Mr. Wada was asked by his friend, then 
Arboretum director Brian Mulligan, to name the 
selection upon its publication as a distinct culti-
var in 1959. Today, the specimen is a magnificent 
tree nearly 40 feet tall, well worth visiting each 
April, when it’s in full, glorious flower. Since the 
debut of ‘Wada’s Memory’, it has been distrib-
uted all over the globe and remains one of the 
finest white-flowering deciduous magnolias 
available. Thought to be a natural hybrid of the 
Japanese species M. salicifolia and M. kobus, it 
has gone under both these names over the years, 
as well as the hybrid name M. × kewensis. Widely 
honored, it was given an Award of Garden Merit 
by the Royal Horticulural Society in 1993 and 
was selected as a Great Plant Pick (greatplant-
picks.org) for the maritime Northwest in 2003.

Magnolia ‘Wada’s Memory’ continued

6 1960s
Acer japonicum ‘Takinogawa’ | Full 
moon maple 

Location: Woodland Garden, just east  
of the lower pond.
Accession number: 784-66*A.
Map grid: 32-B

Though the Arboretum’s Woodland Garden was 
marked on the 1936 Olmsted master plan—and 
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its dramatic water features and rock work were 
developed in the early days—its magnificent 
collection of Asian maples came later, with 
planting stretching over several decades (primar-
ily from the 1940s to the 1960s). The Garden 
features one of the largest and most diverse 
collections of Japanese maple (Acer palmatum) 
varieties in the country—making it a fall foliage 
destination for our region. It also has some 
lovely specimens of the much less common full 
moon maple, Acer japonicum, with its rounded, 
multi-lobed leaves. In the 1960s, the Arboretum 
received a large shipment of plants from 
Indianapolis-based maple collector Rod Searles, 
who sourced many of his specimens directly 
from Japan. This included the full moon maple 
cultivar ‘Takinogawa’, which was planted along 
the creek just east of the lower Woodland Garden 
pond. It has grown into a beautiful, 30-foot-high, 
vase-shaped tree. In mid-October, the foliage turns 
a fiery mix of red, orange and yellow.

margins. The foliage turns pink to red in the fall, 
and the tree’s peeling, pale-brown bark is also 
a treat.

8  1980s
Stewartia monadelpha  
| Orange-bark stewartia

Location: Joseph A. Witt Winter Garden,  
north side of lawn, just west of the bench.
Accession number: 220-88*A
Map grid: 35-1E t

7 1970s
Acer mandshuricum  
| Manchurian maple

Location: Dan Hinkley Asian Maple  
Collection, along the trail just above  
the Hybrid Rhododendron Garden.
Accession number: 22-71*B.
Map grid: 26-B 

Due to a budget crisis, tied to a two-year period 
of recession in the early part of the decade, 
the 1970s were relatively quiet in terms of the 
development of the Arboretum’s plant collec-
tion. However, here and there, new specimens 
were added, such as this rare, small, slender 
maple species from Eastern Siberia, Manchuria 
and Korea, accessioned in 1971 and planted out 
in the Asian Maple Collection. Like the impres-
sive paperbark maples (Acer griseum) growing 
nearby, Manchurian maple has trifoliate leaves 
(foliage divided into three leaflets) with serrated 



18  `  Washington Park Arboretum Bulletin

In the late 1980s, the Arboretum’s Winter Garden  
underwent a major renovation—guided by UW  
Landscape Architecture professor Iain Robertson 
—and it was dedicated to Joe Witt, a longtime 
curator of the Arboretum who had a special 
interest in winter-blooming plants. Originally 
designed and planted in 1949, the garden was 
reimagined as an open, circular lawn space 
surrounded by a diverse array of trees, shrubs 
and perennials exhibiting late-season interest. 
These include plants with winter flowers, colorful 
foliage and striking bark. Stewartia monadelpha 

Stewartia monadelpha continued

is a small, deciduous tree from Japan with an 
elegant, pyramidal form and absolutely stunning 
orange to cinnamon-brown peeling bark. Like 
many plants in the Winter Garden, it provides 
ornamental interest throughout the year—such 
as white-and-yellow, camellia-like flowers in 
summer and scarlet-red foliage in fall. The speci-
men at the north end of the garden was donated 
in 1988 by landscape architect Richard Haag, 
famed for his designs of Gas Works Park and 
Bloedel Reserve. It was grown from seed origi-
nally collected at the Arboretum.

The early 1990s saw a major redesign of the 
Sorbus (Mountain Ash) Collection, which was 
dedicated to former Arboretum Director Brian 
Mulligan, who had a special affection for 
the genus. Again, Iain Robertson oversaw the 
work, which involved creating a new pathway 
and circulation system; the reorganization and 
replanting of much of the collection according 
to leaf shape; and the addition of many new 
plants. One of these was a specimen of Sorbus 
tamamschjanae, a small tree native to Armenia 
and Turkey. It bears handsome, simple, oak-like 
leaves, with rounded lobes; panicles of white 
flowers in spring; and lovely red pome fruits in 
late summer and fall. Since its accession in 1992, 
the tree has grown to be about 15 feet tall with a 
nice oval form. Some taxonomists have proposed 
placing this species in the new genus Hedlundia, 
made up of hybrids between two different 
subsections of Sorbus. 

9 1990s
Sorbus tamamschjanae

Location: Brian Mulligan Sorbus Collection, 
south end, just west of the main trail.
Accession number: 144-92*A
Map grid: 22-4E 
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and additional planting space was opened up 
to the south of the original Pinetum. South of 
Newton Street, spruces were grouped together 
to form a new display. Many new acquisitions 
were planted, including examples of the Likiang 
spruce, Picea likiangensis, which consists of 
several subspecies and varieties native to higher 
elevations of western China. Wild-collected seed 
from P. likiangensis var. rubescens was received 
in 2000, and three trees were planted out in 
2010.  These make attractive, pyramidal trees 
with evergreen, bluish-green, 3/8- to 5/8-inch 
needle-like leaves and dark-red young female 
cones. In the wild, the species can reach 150 feet 
tall, living for several hundred years. Our best 
example is now 25 feet tall.

t

10 2000s
Picea likiangensis var. rubescens  
| Likiang spruce

Location: Spruce section of the Pinetum, 
west of the main north-south trail, close 
to the larches.
Accession number: 55-00-A
Map grid: 32-6W

The Pinetum has some of the oldest plantings in 
the Arboretum, with many trees dating from the 
1930s. As you might expect, given our conifer-
dominated native landscape, we can grow 
conifer species very well in the Seattle area, 
and the original Pinetum was soon insufficient 
to house a broad survey of this diverse group of 
trees. Brian Mulligan realized this early on in his 
tenure and placed additional conifer collection 
areas, focusing on different genera, through-
out the Arboretum. For example, firs (Abies) 
were planted north of Rhododendron Glen, and 
hemlocks (Tsuga) were grouped south of the 
Woodland Garden. Even with the addition of the 
Conifer Meadow extension to the north of East 
Lynn Street in the early 1980s, the Pinetum was 
in need of a better organizational and circulation 
plan. This was developed in 2004, following the 
guidance of the 2001 Arboretum Master Plan. 
Expanded and improved trails were installed, 

11 2010s
Nothofagus menziesii | Tawhai (Māori), 
Silver beech

Location: The New Zealand Forest portion of 
the Pacific Connections Garden, in the Silver 
Beech section, along the lower trail to the 
Lookout Gazebo.
Accession number: 69-13-M
Map grid: 9-2E
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The New Zealand Forest was opened in 2013 
and is the most recently completed of the five 
planned forest regions of the larger Pacific 
Connections Garden—another project outlined 
in the 2001 Master Plan. Nothofagus, or south-
ern beech, is the dominant genus of trees in 
much of New Zealand, and silver beech—or 
tawhai in Māori—is one of three Nothofagus 
species showcased in our two-acre Forest, the 
others being mountain beech or N. solanderi 
var. cliffortioides, syn. Fuscospora cliffortioides, 
and red beech, Nothofagus fusca, syn. Fuscospora 
fusca. In its native land, silver beech is more 
common in mid-to-lower elevations and gener-
ally wetter sites than mountain beech, while red 
beech prefers well-drained sites on valley floors. 
It features small, evergreen, glossy leaves and 

Nothofagus menziesii continued

grows up to 60 feet tall in cultivation. Nothofagus 
menziesii (now called Lophozonia menziesii by 
New Zealand taxonomists) has been growing 
in the Arboretum since 1968, with our oldest 
current trees dating from 1990. In 2012, the tallest 
specimen was moved to the New Zealand Forest 
from its original location nearby, and it has now 
reached more than 35 tall. An additional 24 
silver beech were planted in the Forest during its 
construction that year, and some are now 15 feet 
tall. It makes a beautiful tree, narrowly growing 
in youth with an attractive, tiered branching 
structure. A moderate grower, it becomes 
broader and more elegant with age. It does well 
in our climate, is a good candidate for urban 
gardens and should be more widely planted.

Collection restoration is an important compo-
nent of the 2001 Master Plan, and—in 2019 —the 
Arboretum began a four-year restoration of one 
of the park’s most iconic spaces, Rhododendron 
Glen, which dates to the late 1930s. The project 
involved opening up the overgrown canopy, 
restoration of the stream bed, and the addition 
of hundreds of new understory plants. One of 
these newbies was another example of Wollemi 
pine planted above the rockery on the north 
slope of the Upper Glen, alongside two older 
trees, creating a three-specimen grove. Part of 
the Arboretum’s Conservation Collection, the 
Wollemi pine is a critically endangered species 
in its homeland of Australia. Indeed, the yew-like 
conifer (actually a member of the Araucariaceae, 
and so related to the monkey puzzle tree) was 
known only through fossils and thought to have 
gone extinct thousands of years ago, until it was 
observed alive in the wild in 1994, growing in 
isolated gorges not far from Sydney. With new 
onsite signage, the grove creates an opportu-
nity for the Arboretum to educate visitors about 
the important role botanic gardens play in the 
conservation of biodiversity.

Ray Larson is the Curator of Living Collections 
and the Associate Director at UW Botanic Gardens. 
Niall Dunne is the editor of the “Bulletin.”

12  2020s
Wollemia nobilis | Wollemi pine

Location: Rhododendron Glen, upper bowl,  
on the north hillside.
Accession number: 54-17*A
Map grid: 14-6E


