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The long season of trees
By Erika Howsare

M y children have a library book right 
now that tells us trees appeared in the 
middle Devonian Period, over 350 

million years ago. The drawings of these early 
specimens look strange to my eye, not as graceful 
as the trees out my window, but the proto-trees—
Lepidosigillaria and Eospermatopteris—were 
doing important work. “Deeper roots and more 
plant matter meant that a significant amount of 
dirt—more correctly, soil—began to build up for 
the first time,” says the book. 

No soil before this—and the Earth was already 
nine-tenths of the way through its 4.5-billion-year 
history! I praise trees firstly because, on a planet 
made of naked rock, where the vast majority of life 
was confined to the oceans, they made the soil. In 
life, their roots broke that rock down and mined 
its minerals; in death, their decomposing trunks 
provided organic matter to feed bacteria and fungi. 
They became the producers of the conditions on 
which so many other beings depend.

I praise the trees as I weed my garden, with the 
trees’ new idea—soil—finding its way under my 
nails. In the spring, the weeds I pull sometimes in-
clude tree seedlings. Once in a while we’ll discover 
a baby walnut tree still attached to a split-open 
underground walnut, a perfect illustration of tree 
reproduction, and a reminder of who really owns 
this land. If we didn’t keep up with our mowing 
and weeding, the trees would quickly reclaim it. 

Actually, they already have. In our 13 years 
here, an area we used to call “the back field” has 
become a forest of slender young poplars, per-
petually shady in the summer. They don’t flower 
yet; they’re concentrating their energy on gain-
ing height, making leaves, making sugars. When 
they’re a bit taller, they’ll turn their attention to 
producing the orange and yellow cuplike flow-
ers that give them their other name—tulip tree. 
These poplars are still kids, not yet arrived at 
adolescence or the necessities of reproduction. 

In the front of the house, too, brash young 
white pines have swiftly grown to block what was 
once our view. They’re on the neighbor’s land, so 

SHUMARD OAK
DOWNTOWN JEFFERSON-MADISON REGIONAL LIBRARY

This knobbly, asymmetrical Shumard oak looks old and wise—a perfect match for 
its location outside the library. On one side, circular scars are visible where branches 
have been removed over the years. On the other side, the tree’s sturdy limbs reach 
horizontally for 20 or 30 feet, far enough to keep you dry while you wait at the corner 
of Market and Third on a rainy day. 

Shumard oaks are native to the Atlantic coastal region. This tree was likely planted 
in the 1940s, though the exact date isn’t known.

we can’t do anything about it; anyway, the smell 
of their needles when struck by the sun makes 
up for the vista we lost. 

Still, I praise especially the tree elders that dot 
our land, survivors of the time when our property 
was logged several decades ago. Big stumps here 
and there tell me that some sizable specimens 
must have been cut. But we still have tall, mature 
poplars; statuesque walnuts; an enchanted grove 
of Osage orange where the trunks form rainbow 
arcs my kids love to climb. We have oaks of me-
dium age and young Norway maple. We have 
redbud, black locust, and a small tree we’d never 
heard of until a neighbor identified it: hackberry. 
I praise the hackberry’s warty bark, which I now 
spot in lots of places, and the little green berries 
it makes in the summer. 

I praise all this variety and this fecundity. Even 
on scarred land, the trees are growing with a feroc-
ity that gives me hope. Their crowns know how to 
spread and spread until they find each other, then 
stop. Their roots hold the soil in place. Their leaves 
produce oxygen and the haze that makes the Blue 
Ridge blue. They continue to clean the air, quietly 
resisting a tide of pollution. 

I praise my favorite scent on earth: the pungent 
black walnuts we sometimes break open with rocks 
on our lawn, picking out the meat of the nuts with 
dark-stained fingers. I praise the leaves, more tender 
than lettuce, that we pluck from sassafras seedlings 
and munch on while we walk in the woods. I praise 
their curvaceousness: some having one lobe, some 
two (like a mitten), some three. I praise the way they 
turn red and yellow so early in the fall, or even late 
summer, a teaser for all the bombastic beauty to come. 

I could, and do, praise the trees for providing a 
place for animals to live—screech owls, raccoons, 
squirrels, tentworms, tree frogs, hornets, ants, wood 
thrush, and woodpecker. But when I sit in my house, 
or sit on my deck, shaded by trees, it’s clear that I 
live in the trees, too. I sleep in a wooden bed; I eat 
at a wooden table. Wooden frames surround the 
images I’ve chosen to adorn my wooden walls.

I praise the paper, made from wood pulp, on which 
this library book is printed. It tells me that most of 
the time there’s been an Earth, the trees were not yet 
here. And yet compared with the trees, people are 
an extremely recent experiment. I praise them for 
sharing this place with us. I hope we will be worthy 
of their company.
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Uncovered
How racist redlining shaped our urban forest
By Brielle Entzminger
reporter@c-ville.com

T he trees you see around town are more 
than just nice to look at. On a hot day, 
they provide much-needed shade. When 

it rains, they absorb flood waters. They help filter 
air and absorb noise pollution, especially when 
planted near busy streets. And they’ve been linked 
to reducing stress and anxiety, among other benefits. 

But thanks to decades of racist zoning laws and 
housing covenants, many low-income, formerly 
redlined neighborhoods in Charlottesville—and 
around the country—have little to no tree cover.

According to the Tree Commission’s latest tree 
canopy study, historically Black neighborhoods 
Starr Hill and 10th and Page have less than 20 
percent tree canopy, the lowest in the city. Mean-
while, neighborhoods where racial covenants once 
prevented Black people from renting or buying 
homes—like Venable and Locust Grove—have 
more than 40 percent tree cover, which exceeds 
the commission’s goal for the city. 

“We got here not accidentally, but [by] creating 
our cities and our policies historically,” says Brian 
Menard, chair of the Charlottesville Tree Commis-
sion. “With the systemic racism that disadvantaged 
minority communities, we created these [neighbor-
hoods] where trees were either never part of the 
environment, or increasingly couldn’t be a part 
of [it] because there was no ability to plant them.”

With few trees to reflect the sun’s rays, the asphalt 
roads and concrete sidewalks in Charlottesville’s 
low-canopy neighborhoods absorb and radiate heat, 
making them up to 30 degrees hotter than their 
high-canopy counterparts. This is especially danger-
ous during the summer—heat-related illnesses kill 
up to 12,000 people in the U.S. per year, and climate 
change is only causing more intense heat waves. 

Higher temperatures also make it harder to 
breathe, and have been linked to respiratory illness-
es like asthma. Diabetes, high blood pressure, and 
obesity, already prevalent in the Black community, 
are worsened by heat, as are mental health issues.

A sparse tree canopy takes a toll on residents’ pock-
ets as well. With fewer shady places to gather during 
the summer, people are more likely to stay cooped up 
inside and run their air conditioners—if their unit 
includes one—all day, which leads to high energy bills. 

At the height of Jim Crow, redlining systemically 
kept Black people from becoming homeowners 

in white, typically healthier neighborhoods. Black 
neighborhoods—regardless of income level—were 
considered “hazardous” for private and federal 
loans. Only white families were deemed worthy 
of investment, allowing them to easily attain mort-
gages and build generational wealth. 

White homeowners could usually plant trees on 
their own property, or lobby their local government 
to fill their neighborhoods with parks and other green 
spaces. Black residents, largely forced into renting, had 
to rely on their landlords, who often had very little 
incentive or desire to invest in Black neighborhoods. 

To make things worse, “poor communities of all 
colors in cities were often put where the slaughter-
houses, mills, and factories were—places that were 
already environmentally inequitable,” says Menard. 

“Now we don’t have that kind of industry in most 
places….[but residents] are still suffering from the 
effects years and years later.”

The solution is “way more complicated” than just 
planting trees, warns Tree Commission member Paul 
Josey. The city cannot plant trees on private property 
without permission, and there are lots of places where 
there’s little room on public land for vegetation.

Additionally, the commission—which is cur-
rently all white—does not want to continue the 
city’s legacy of imposing the will of white people 
on people of color. Instead, it’s focused on “building 
long-term relationships and trust” with communi-
ties, says Josey, mainly by educating residents about 
the dangers of too few trees, and helping those who 
want trees, get them for free.

SOUTHERN RED OAK
VENABLE ELEMENTARY

Standing on the steps of Venable Elementary, the grand white columns of the school’s fa-
cade fill your view. Take a few steps back, maybe cross the street, and the picture changes. 
From here, the splendid Southern red oak next to the school dominates the scene.

The tree’s branches float outside classroom windows, the stuff of daydreams for the 
elementary schoolers within. In the fall, its crisp brown leaves blanket the playground 
and the school’s front yard. It’s the 10th-largest Southern red oak in Virginia.

Thanks to 
Charlottesville’s 
long history of 
redlining, low-income 
neighborhoods have 
few to no trees, making 
them up to 30 degrees 
hotter than their high-
canopy counterparts. 
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Ash disaster   
Local ash trees face their own pandemic
By Carol Diggs

A s if COVID-19 weren’t enough, central 
Virginia is fighting another plague, only 
this one—the emerald ash borer—threat-

ens our trees. The beetle may look like a tiny jewel— 
it’s a bright metallic green, small enough to sit on a 
penny— but it’s been scything down local ash trees 
like a malevolent Paul Bunyan. 

“No ash tree is safe,” says Jake Van Yahres, co-
owner of Van Yahres Tree Company, which his 
great-grandfather founded in 1919 during another 
pandemic. “If you have an ash tree and don’t get it 
treated, it will die.”

The emerald ash borer, native to northeastern 
Asia, was first detected in the U.S. in Michigan in 
2002, and in Albemarle County in 2017. The beetle 
lays its eggs in the ash’s bark in spring; when the 
larvae hatch, they tunnel through the bark and feed 
on the layer beneath all summer, effectively cutting 
off the tree’s nutrients. The following spring, they 
emerge as adults to eat leaves, mate, and lay more 
eggs—killing the tree in three to five years.  

Katlin DeWitt, forest health specialist with the 
Virginia Department of Forestry, says ash is a popu-
lar landscaping and urban species because it is hardy, 

their noble shape makes them common ornamen-
tal trees, and their loss will be felt by even casual 
observers. One of the city’s largest ash trees stands 
just behind the Albemarle Charlottesville Historical 
Society building downtown. “Losing that tree would 
change the entire block,” says Ronayne.

DeWitt recommends homeowners check their 
ash trees for signs of infestation: patches of light-
colored inner bark exposed by woodpeckers seeking 
the tasty larvae; canopy die-back; sprouting from the 
tree’s base; and small, D-shaped holes in the bark 
where borers have eaten their way out. If you see these 
signs—or aren’t sure whether it’s an ash tree—hire an 
arborist to evaluate the damage and outline options.

Infected ash trees can be salvaged as firewood, 
which should be burned that season before ash 
borer pupae emerge again in the spring—but to 
prevent spreading the infestation, don’t sell the 
wood. Homeowners buying firewood should pur-

chase wood from their immediate area, or 
make sure it’s labeled heat-treated.

Spending money to protect a tree 
may not seem to make financial sense, 
but it’s worth it, say many home-
owners. “My parents’ house in 
Charlottesville has a huge ash tree, 
hanging over the entire house,” says 

Van Yahres. “It’s being treated, and 
it’s still up. If we had to take that tree 

down, it wouldn’t feel like home.”

From 2018 to 2019, the commission knocked 
on hundreds of doors in Belmont—which had the 
most available planting area—and asked homeown-
ers if they wanted a free tree in their front yard. With 
help from the Charlottesville Area Tree Stewards, 
they were able to plant around 45 trees.

“We did a similar effort to bring trees to some 
of the city’s public housing...Our education and 
advocacy in several cases led to actual trees going 
into the ground,” adds Menard. “We’ve already 
identified some low-canopy neighborhoods we 
want to start working with, but the pandemic has 
halted that for now.”

With more trees comes concern about gentri-
fication. Adding green space—along with parks 
and playgrounds—to low-income neighborhoods 
could encourage more-affluent people to move in, 
increasing property values, and forcing the folks in 
need of the benefits of trees out because they no 
longer can afford to live there.

Josey says preventing gentrification requires 
fully addressing the socioeconomic consequences 
of redlining. The city must work to offer better 
employment opportunities and increase home 
ownership among Black residents, in addition to 
improving its zoning codes and building more 
affordable housing (with trees).

“The fact that there has been systemic injustice 
within housing needs to be righted,” he says. And 

“the key way to build investment within neighbor-
hoods is through home ownership.”

In order to keep climate equity at the forefront, 
both Josey and Menard emphasize that a diverse 
array of community groups—from the Public 
Housing Association of Residents to the Commu-
nity Climate Collective—must continue to work 
together to address this multi-faceted issue. 

“This can’t be something that we just lead, be-
cause we are just volunteers,” says Josey. “It takes a 
lot of work, and a lot of stakeholders...It’s not just 
about putting a tree in the ground.”

WHITE ASH
ALBEMARLE CHARLOTTESVILLE HISTORICAL SOCIETY

The crown of this magnificent ash is visible from all around the block, its powerful branches 
climbing almost vertically into the sky. To see the trunk, though, you have to enter the 
historical society’s side garden from High Street. There, you can walk up to the base of 
the huge tree and run your hand along its thick, grooved, moss-spotted skin.

The tree is more than a century old. Ash trees across the country have been killed in 
scores by the invasive emerald ash borer, but this tree has been treated for protection.

Thirty-seven ash trees are currently being  
treated in Charlottesville to protect them against  
the emerald ash borer. 

fast-growing, and shapely. “After we lost elms, people 
planted with ash,” she says. Just ask UVA—it has 
hundreds of ash trees on the Lawn, Carr’s Hill, the 
East Range, and along Rugby and McCormick roads. 

A tree can be protected by injecting insecticide 
around its base, but the treatment has to be admin-
istered by a certified arborist and repeated every two 
years. If started in time, treatment ($350-$600 per 
tree, depending on size) can be more cost-effective 
than removal. But if the tree is significantly damaged, 
removing it may be preferable; while living ash trees 
are strong and hardy, dead ones quickly become 
brittle and pose a danger if they are near 
a building, roadway, or public space.

Michael Ronayne, urban forester 
with the city, says Charlottesville is 
currently treating 37 trees that are 
particularly large or well-placed; 
in 2018, the city spent $86,000 on 
emerald ash borer protection. Ash 
trees make up roughly 2 percent of 
the forest mix in central Virginia, but 

“If you have an ash tree and 
don’t get it treated, it will die.”     
JAKE VAN YAHRES, VAN YAHRES  
TREE COMPANY
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