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The Magnifi cent Trees of Capitol Hill
Part 2 – Identifying Capitol Hill Trees

article and photos by Rindy O’Brien

T
hree parks near the 

Capitol South Metro 

stop included in last 

month’s city tree walk 

could very well be 

nominated as the Hill’s “Most Valu-

able Asset.” Th e trio of parks fl ow eas-

ily into one another. Folger Park sits at 

the corner of Second and D streets SE 

and is neighbor to Providence Park at 

Second and E streets SE. Th e third 

park, Garfi eld Park, is a block away, 

situated between the on-ramp to In-

terstate 395 and the Capitol Hill Day 

School. Th e park begins at First and 

F streets SE and covers three blocks 

over to Th ird Street SE.

Th ese Capitol Hill parks provide 

open space, quiet locations for medi-

tation, playgrounds for children and 

families, dog runs and soccer fi elds 

for young children. In fact, Garfi eld 

Park features a children’s playground, 

lighted tennis and basketball courts, 

and two bocce ball courts – the only 

public bocce courts in DC. 

Th e beauty of these parks begins 

with their trees, which are some of 

the most magnifi cent trees on Capi-

tol Hill. Many of the trees have been 

present since the parks’ creation more 

than one hundred years ago. 

It is easy at a single glance to see 

the diff erence between these mature 

trees and the struggling street trees. 

Th e huge park trees have benefi ted 

from centuries of care, pruning and 

watering. Th ey also have lots of space 

for roots and limbs to expand. Th ese 

trees have protection from the direct 

contact with automobile pollution and 

other damaging factors with which 

street trees must contend. Some of 

the larger trees in the parks have even 

been cabled or wired to fortify limbs 

that may have been weakened over 

time. 

Th e parks also have historic land-

scape plans that specify the kind and 

number of trees to be planted and 

years of information to guide present-

day arborists and park workers. With-

out a doubt, the early park planners 

had very good tree sense and chose 

trees that would thrive in the Wash-

ington, DC, climate. 

Folger Park
In 1885, 1,000 trees were planted 

in the newly designated park that was 

named after Charles J. Folger, secretary 

of the treasury in the administration of 

Chester A. Arthur. Folger died while 

still in offi  ce in 1884. Th e federal gov-

ernment purchased the land back in 
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Folger Park – The two Southern 
magnolias in Folger Park serve as 
magnifi cent focal points in the center 
of the park. Folger Park trees are more 
than a hundred years old.
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1791, and it dates back to the L’Enfant plan. Th e 

park is managed by the National Park Service that 

recently hired a new tree service to care for the huge 

elms, sycamores and Southern magnolias. 

Th e two magnolias in the center of the park are 

some of the fullest on Capitol Hill. Margaret Mis-

siaen, of Trees for Capitol Hill, admires these trees 

but cautions homeowners that these trees require a 

lot of space to thrive. She says, “Th ey just are too big 

for most of our small Hill yards.” 

Several huge Deodar cedar trees are 

at each end of the park, and the evergreen 

serves as a buff er from the street noise. 

Th e tree is related to the Cedar of Leba-

non, and its pine cones grow up rather 

than down. Th e European copper beech 

tree trunks have been defaced with graffi  ti 

but are lovely in structure and size. Unlike 

a number of other parks around the Hill 

where benches have been removed, Fol-

ger Park has a series of benches down the 

middle of the park to encourage medita-

tion and visiting.

Providence Park
In a historical sense, Providence Park is 

relatively new and has been through a vari-

ety of uses over the years. In 1871, nuns established 

Providence Hospital in a house on the square south 

of the park site at Second and D streets SE. Even-

tually the hospital was torn down, and in the early 

1980s, Congress bought the site with the intention 

of building a school and dormitory for Capitol Hill 

pages. However, the neighborhood had come to en-

joy the open spaces, also known as “X Park” because 

of the walkways that cross it, and an intense debate 

occurred. In the end the space has been preserved 

as a park. 

Th e Architect of the Capitol oversees the 

park and has planted, in a very thoughtful and 

attractive way, a number of trees along the park’s 

edges. Th e trees break up the fl atness of the park, 

providing shade for families using the space, and 

the variety of trees planted are bringing song-

birds back to the area. 

Of special note is the lovely curve of Zelkova 

trees planted along Second Street. Crab apple trees, 

sugar maples and Japanese red pines also give the 

park excellent color this time of year. Th e trees are 

relatively new but will grow into a great tree canopy.

Garfi eld Park
Like Providence Park, Garfi eld Park has had a 

checkered history of ownership. It passed between 

the federal government and railroad companies be-

fore being transferred to jurisdiction of the District 

of Columbia for Southeast/Southwest Freeway con-

struction. At that time, Second Street, which had 

been a through street in the park, was closed to traf-

fi c and became a park. 

Th e stately oak trees that are well over a hun-

FROM LEFT to RIGHT (Opposite Page)
1.  Providence Parks’ Zelkova trees have been planted 
in a graceful curve along Second Street helping give 
the park more character.
2.  Margaret Missiaen leads Trees for Capitol Hill, 
which was founded in 1991.
3.   The oak trees in Garfi eld Park thrive, because 
they have room to spread and are prominent in the 
three-block park.
4.  Squirrels are populous in Garfi eld Park because of 
all the burrs and hollow trees to give them room to 
nest. The squirrels do no harm to the trees.



dred years old are some of the best species 

of oaks in Southeast Washington. Th ere 

are Northern red oaks with their pointed 

leaf lobes, as well as white and Bur oaks. 

Distinguishing between the diff erent oaks 

can be a challenge, even for a well-trained 

eye. It sometimes takes putting together all 

the clues of leaf shapes, looking at sinuses, 

acorn size and the kind of cap on the acorn 

to make the right identifi cation. Both the 

Northern red oak and Bur oak are native 

to North America and can live to be 200-

300 years old. Th e vastness 

of Garfi eld Park gives these 

oaks the room to thrive and 

helps absorb some of the 

pollution that fi lls the air 

from automobile exhaus-

tion on the freeway.

Th e Friends of Garfi eld 

Park, a nonprofi t organiza-

tion that has been working 

hard to replant and beautify 

the park, has raised funds 

and replanted Higan cherry 

trees, crape myrtles and 

other smaller trees to bring 

spring and late summer col-

ors to the park.

Margaret Missiaen also 

shares her organization’s re-

sources and expertise with 

volunteers who are caring 

for the trees and fl owers. 

Missiaen notes, “Th e trees 

at Garfi eld Park have not 

been taken care of in the 

same way that the other 

parks have because of the 

lack of city funds.” 

Another barrier has 

been that, while the park 

is managed by the District 

Department of Parks and 

Recreation, the depart-

ment does not have any 

staff  trained to care for 

trees at their parks, so an-

other agency picks it up. 

Th e city’s renewed interest 

in greening our neighbor-

hoods is beginning to bring 

more resources to Garfi eld 

Park.

It is amazing to think 

of the variety of trees that we have here on 

Capitol Hill in such an urban environment. 

Th anks to the dedicated volunteers, like 

Missiaen, Friends of Garfi eld Park, Casey 

Trees and dedicated public servants from 

the city, the Capitol, and US Park Service, 

Capitol Hill’s  rees are being cared for and 

should continue to provide us with all of 

their beauty and other benefi ts for many 

years to come.

On Nov. 21, Trees for Capitol Hill will 

be doing its annual fall planting. Last year, 

the organization planted 19 diff erent trees 

across the Hill. Th e group needs volunteers 

to help with this year’s planting. If you can 

help, please give Margaret Missiaen a call at 

202-546-8681 or e-mail her at missiaen@ve-

rizon.net. Due to the lead time of getting city 

permits to plant the street trees, they cannot 

add any more tree boxes to this year’s planting 

list but would be happy to talk to you about 

future plantings. 

Rindy O’Brien is a longtime resident of Capi-
tol Hill, and serves on the board of directors 
for the Pioneer Forest, a sustainable hard-
wood forest in the Ozarks. She is working a 
special art photography project about trees. For 
thoughts or comments, she can be reached at 
rindyob@mac.com.  ★
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Founded on service,
dedicated to quality

• Kitchen and Bath Renovations
• Plumbing and Electrical Services
• Design & Build with Bright Design Group
• Full line of Drywall and Painting Services
• Doors and Windows
• Handyman Services etc.

Many satisfied and returning clients
right in your neighborhood!

For free consultation, please call

202-528-9606
www.sestakremodeling.com

contact@sestakremodeling.com
Licensed - Bonded - Insured

European Craftsmanship

CALL US FOR REAL
ESTATE MANAGEMENT

For a limited time, 25% discount to take
over the management of your Condominium
Association, Coop or HOA Association, based

on what you are currently paying (or your
budget if self managed). This offer good

until Jan. 31, 2010

Joel Truitt Management, Inc.
734 7th Street, SE (between G & I)

Joel Truitt, Broker

202-547-2707
Quality Since 1972

Full service property management with monthly/quar-
terly reports, budgeting, funds managements & special
accounts, delinquent notice & collections, building
inspections, project & maintenance bidding, project
planning, contract monitoring, quality maintenance –
and more, at your service (M-F 8-6, Sat 8-12)




