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By Erik Nelson

Don’t forget about the trees
just because it’s cold outside!
Trees benefit from winter care
and here are some things to
keep in mind:







Trees may still need water
in winter. The best way to
head this off is to mulch
and water areas around
the tree thoroughly to
compensate for winter
drought. Trees have a
tough time drawing water
from frozen ground, so
until they are big enough
to grow roots below the
frost line, help them out.
Salt and chemicals used on
sidewalks and paths can
cause severe tree health
decline. Don’t put down
chemicals where your
trees can get into them!
Winter is a great time to
prune most trees. The
“bones” of the trees can
be seen when the leaves
are gone, and arborists
can properly train and
form trees best now.

The City of Fredericksburg lays claim to local
hero Hugh Mercer, a Scotsman who fled his
homeland in 1746 after the British crushed the
Jacobite uprising at Culloden.
Mercer settled in Pennsylvania and got caught
up in the French and Indian War. During that
conflict, he befriended George Washington,
who convinced Mercer to establish himself in
Washington's hometown of Fredericksburg.
He is remembered locally as having run an
apothecary shop as well as serving as a soldier
in the American War for Independence. His
statue, commissioned by the U.S. Congress,
stands in a prominent location overlooking our
own Washington Avenue.
The Mercer name migrated from Fredericksburg to Savannah, Georgia with Hugh Weedon
Mercer, a U.S. soldier and then a Confederate
soldier, whose great grandson would be John
Herndon Mercer (1909-1976). That young man
became a songwriter, singer, and founder of

Capital Records. He is better known to the world
as Johnny Mercer. The house that the greatgrandfather began to build is still known as the
Mercer House and was a central feature of the
book Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.
The Mercer name travelled to California when
direct descendants of Hugh Mercer with the
name of Patton moved there from Virginia. The
Pattons also had Civil War connections. Waller T.
Patton had been killed at Gettysburg and George
Smith Patton died at the third battle of Winchester. George S. Patton, Jr. (1885-1945) also became a soldier. His career spanned a period that
included chasing Pancho Villa in Mexico to commanding armies during World War II.
There is a Mercer County in Pennsylvania, as
well as in seven other states. There are at least
four Pennsylvania towns with Mercer as part of
their names. There is a Mercer Street in New
York.
And then there was the Mercer Oak on the
Princeton battlefield, in New Jersey. During the
Revolution, George Washington launched a tenday campaign when he crossed the Delaware
River on December 25, 1776. He surprised and
defeated a Hessian force at Trenton the next
day, and then maneuvered to catch British forces by surprise as well. The two
sides ran into one another on
January 3, 1777, at Princeton. During the close-in
fighting, British foot soldiers
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The mercer oak (cont. from pg 1)
ran General Mercer through with bayonets, but the determined Scotsman stayed on the field. He is reputed to have leaned against an oak
tree, while encouraging his troops to hold the line.
Washington prevailed at Princeton, which culminated that brief midwinter campaign. Success in those winter battles helped to revive the
American forces, encouraging them to remain in the field. Those ten
days gave the American Revolution the potential for success. As for
General Mercer, he succumbed to his wounds within two weeks.
Artist’s depiction of the plans for Princeton battlefield. The
descendant of the original Mercer Oak, enclosed by a fence,
is at the upper edge of the middle field, with a road behind it.
Image by Peter Giraudeau, for the American Battlefield Trust.

The oak tree under which Mercer had rested became a battlefield landmark and eventually became part of the Princeton State Park. Later development threatened the integrity of the battlefield scene, and the American
Battlefield Trust recently stepped in to help acquire additional acreage
around the Mercer Oak. At $4 million, the cost of that acreage was prohibitive, but donors responded to the American Battlefields Trust and that
purchase is now complete. Plans are in the works to develop walking trails
and an interpretive program.
As for the old oak tree itself, a storm in 1973 knocked a large branch off. A local artisan reclaimed some of the wood from the historic tree and used it as inlays in the woodwork of a nearby restaurant. Another storm in 2000 dropped the remaining branches
from what was by then a 300-year old tree. Later that year, volunteers from the Princeton Historical Society planted an eight-foot
sapling, grown from an acorn from the original tree, inside the stump of the original tree. Eighteen years later, this new White Oak
grows strong and continues to memorialize the site where Hugh Mercer received his mortal wounds.

Homage to the Next generation - A Challenge

Diane Beyer, City Arborist

Perhaps we are spoiled a bit by the abundance of healthy trees in our City and we don’t give enough thought to the “next generation” or what would happen if there was no next generation. The homage paid to the Mercer Oak by the planting of a new generation, grown from the old, shows a foresight that we must not forget. Trees provide so much benefit and really don’t ask for much
from us, although we should provide for them to assure their health and longevity.
Trees give, in life and in death, and are one thing I would not like to think of our City, or our world, without! One of our Urban Forestry program goals is to maintain, tree for tree, as we can. Take one, plant one. That isn’t an instant “fair trade”, but it’s what we
can do. Eventually, the tree grows and others die and the cycle continues. But it IS a cycle, and it’s important to continue it.
So, my challenge to you is….
The next time you’re walking along a City street, or relaxing in a City park, take note of the trees.
Are they young, old, a mix?
Can you identify any of them?
Who might live in them?
Are they malformed? What do you think may have caused that? Notice how they adapt.
Notice the roots. Are you parked on them? (How would you feel if someone parked on YOUR feet?) Have
the roots adapted to a less than desirable environment? Isn’t that amazing? Can YOU do that?
Give thanks to the trees in the City for providing all that they do. They don’t ask for much.
And the payback is often immeasurable!

First Heritage tree Announced!
The Brompton Oak, located on the grounds
of Brompton (Marye’s Hts) on the campus
of the University of Mary Washington, has
been named Fredericksburg’s first Heritage
Tree!
This tree is a winner in two of the programs
categories, specimen and historic.
The Brompton Oak is called a witness tree. A witness tree is a
tree that is a living witness to a particular historic moment(s).
This tree is documented as such in this picture taken in May
1864 by Matthew Brady.
Brompton was serving as a
hospital and was under
Union control after the
Battle of the Wilderness
when this photo was taken.
Dr. William Howell Reed
describes the day of May
23rd 1864 this way:
“Monday the 23d of May
1864 was a most lovely
day. The breeze came fresh and cool from the north, the air
was pure and clear, the sky perfectly cloudless…. It was a day
for the convalescents, and it seemed as if those who were near to
death must be revived by the delicious softness of the bracing air. We
moved them out of the stifling rooms to the lawn … a grand old oak
… gave shelter to nearly fifty men.”

Today, the aging Brompton Oak witnesses a more peaceful
scene and is stewarded by arborists at the University. It is
located on private property, but can be seen from Hanover
Street near Brompton.
The Brompton oak is a White Oak (Quercus alba). White oaks
are notoriously long lived, the oldest known felled in WVa in
1938 at almost 600 years of age!
A presentation honoring Heritage trees will be made in the
spring, near or
on Arbor Day.
Have a tree
you’d like to
nominate?
Call 372-1023
for a brochure
and nomination
form.

Sycamore pens available!
At the corner of Princess Anne
and Amelia Streets lived a
grand old sycamore tree.
This tree had seen many
events take place in the
City and had graced
this corner for almost
80 years.
In November of
2017, the tree’s
roots were found
to be undermining
nearby brick infrastructure, and sadly, the tree had to
be removed.
As a way to honor
this tree’s service to
the City, some of the
wood was given to
local artists to create
items that could then be
sold at the local visitor
center and gifted to special
guests.
American Sycamores (Platanus occidentalis) were
used frequently in the United States in the 1920s era
as street trees due to their hardiness and beauty.
Unfortunately, they grow to a great size, which is not always
appropriate for urban streets. This species is native to the
Fredericksburg area and is most happy when located on
streambanks or other wet areas.
A common name for the sycamore is “buttonwood” and
an interesting US fact is that the agreement signed in
1792 forming the New York Stock Exchange is called
the "Buttonwood Agreement," because it was signed
under a buttonwood (sycamore) tree at 68 Wall
Street, New York City.
Pens created from this tree are now available at
the Visitor Center for $25.99 each. Each pen is
boxed and comes with a story card
about this special tree.
The pens were crafted by
local woodworker,
Steve Schwartz.

TREE PROFILE
Nuttall oak (Quercus nutallii)

Spring planting
It’s not too early to start thinking about
spring planting! It’s sort of our version of
looking through the seed catalogs while
it’s cold and blustery outside.

Several volunteer tree plantings are being planned for the spring, including areas along Rt 2 (Dixon Street). Stay tuned
to the City webpage for more information and how you can
help.

Tree city report
Each year, the City must sub33 y ears
mit a report to the Arbor Day
Foundation to retain its status as a
Tree City. The report for 2018 was filed in December and grows the number of years as Tree City to
33 for Fredericksburg!
Requirements include having a tree committee,
spending at least $2/capita on a tree program,
holding an Arbor Day ceremony and having a community tree ordinance.
Fredericksburg excels in Tree City requirements,
spending an estimated $10+/capita which includes
many volunteer hours!

Fredericksburg Public Works
Urban Forestry Program
715 Princess Anne Street
PO Box 7447
Fredericksburg, VA 22404
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Since oaks prevail in this issue, let’s focus on one of the oaks on the street tree
list.
All oak species tend to the larger spectrum in size, so are not appropriate for
most street tree applications. There are, however, 5 oaks on the street tree list
that can be used in areas where the utility strip is 60” or wider and where there
are no overhead power lines.
Here are some reasons we have chosen this little known oak gem to be on the
list:
 Nuttall oaks combines all of the good qualities of the pin and red oaks while
lacking their weaknesses.
 It grows quickly into a pyramidal tree with a central leader.
 It tolerates most soils, even odd pHs
and wet soils.
 Leaf drop is complete, no hangers
throughout the winter.
 Nattalls leave plenty of headroom
under the canopy, making it an excellent urban choice.
 It doesn’t develop surface roots and
won’t invade water lines.
 Nutalls have lovely fall color, turning
orange to bright red.
This species is native to North
America and has been underutilized in urban forest applications. As described above,
it has fairly good “street manners” and is fairly resistant to
disease.
See if you can find these trees
planted in utility strips in
Fredericksburg.

