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It's a Catalpa tree with broad green leaves that 
hang over a sidewalk along North L Street near 
Division Avenue, providing a canopy of shade for 
anyone who might want to grab a burger and soft 
drink at Frisko Freeze, and shield themselves on 
a hot summer day. 

It's one of many trees in the area that date 
back through much of Tacoma's history.

And like many of the city's older trees, it sits 
unprotected from any num-
ber of threats: the latest de-
velopment plan, or someone 
wanting to chop it down to 
clear some space or open up 
a view corridor.

That last facet has spurred a small group to 
explore the creation of a new historic register 
to afford some protection to the city's heritage 
trees.

By now, most people are familiar with regis-
ters for historic buildings.

But historic trees? Isn't that unusual?
"Not in the tree world," says City of Tacoma 

Urban Forester Ramie Pierce, who is working on 
a comprehensive revision to the city's street tree 
ordinance that, when finished, could include a 
heritage tree register. "It may seem unusual to 
somebody who is not in the industry. But it's be-
coming more and more commonplace. People are 
appreciating trees a lot more, and they're more 
aware of the significance of larger, secure trees."

Other Pacific Northwest cities have their own 
heritage tree programs.

The City of Vancouver created its program in 
1998, and now lists 19 trees on its register -- in-
cluding an apple tree dating back to 1826. Trees 
added to Vancouver's register must be in good 
condition and have the consent of the property 
owner. Nominations are reviewed twice per year.

The City of Seattle created a heritage tree pro-
gram in 1996. Today, its regis-
ter includes 59 trees. 

Tacoma, however, doesn't 
have such a register.

"It seems like [Tacoma] is 
old enough now," comments 

Pierce. "Why don't we have this? Other people 
have requested a similar program, so I know 
there is interest."

When Pierce arrived at City Hall as an intern 
last spring, she quickly noticed the code was out-
dated.

"Parts of the ordinance haven't been updated 
since 1927," she says. "Other parts haven't been 
updated since 1960 and 1990. Basically, the ordi-
nance is incredibly old and out of date with cur-
rent urban forestry standards."

During her internship, she researched the is-
sue, and even wrote a draft version of a revised 
ordinance that touched on all aspects of the code 
-- not just heritage trees. When she was hired 
full-time earlier this month, that work continued 

full-steam. A committee comprised of residents, 
landscape architects, tree care companies, real-
tors, as well as members of the Master Builders 
Association, Tacoma Public Utilities, the city's 
community and economic development depart-
ment, and code enforcement has met twice to 
discuss the ordinance revision. She hopes a pro-
posed ordinance revision could be reviewed by 
City Council as early as January. 

Still, Pierce adds, it's too early to know what a 
heritage tree register would look like. 

Would historic tree nominations go through the 
city's landmarks preservation commission? Or 
would there be a separate commission to review 
nominations? And what would happen to trees 
that died naturally? Would they be de-listed?

"It's too early in the process," she says, adding 
that she has looked at programs in Seattle, Van-
couver, Olympia, and Portland as models.

Tacoma historic preservation officer Reuben 
McKnight agrees it's too early to know how the 
program would function.

"I think we're just at a real 
preliminary stage," he says. 

What role would the land-
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Saving Tacoma's 
Urban Arbor

Will the city create a register 
of historic trees?

A tree near the Rust Mansion in Tacoma's 
North Slope Historic District could be a 

candidate for a register of historic trees. The 
City of Tacoma is currently revising its street 
tree ordinance and considering the creation 

of a heritage tree register.



marks com-
mission have 
in creating 

and maintaining a heritage tree 
register?

"I don't know yet," he says. 
"We would probably advise on 
development of a program. If 
there was any management of 
it, we would have to figure it 
out. It's very specialized. It de-
pends on what would go with 
it. Sometimes the designation 
is completely honorary. It's sort 
of a different animal. You can't 
manage trees like you manage 
historic buildings. We probably 
would have to look at practices 
of other organizations and cit-
ies. Maybe it's something that 
comes out of Raime's office. It 
may or may not affect any future 
action involving a tree. It may 
be a pure recognition piece. All 
those things are possible. The 
landmarks commission could 
potentially be a reviewing body. 
But we don't have an arborist 
[on the commission]. Raime is 
the City's expert."

Recognizing and preserving 
Tacoma's old trees is something McKnight says 
would benefit Tacoma.

"The fact of the matter is that Tacoma has some 
very spectacular examples of heritage trees," he 
adds. "We have many Champion Trees, especially 
in Wright Park. It's something that, in the past, 
I've been surprised hasn't come up before."

One person who would like to see a register of 
historic trees is North Slope Historic District res-
ident and preservation activist Marshall McClin-
tock. He has spent hours in the Northwest Room 
at the Tacoma Public Library searching through 
archives that document the city's street beauti-
fication projects. He's also consulted "Champion 
Trees of Washington State" by Robert Van Pelt to 
learn more about heritage trees. 

McClintock has identified three trees in and 
around the North Slope that could be added to 
the register if it's created: 

-- A Cedar of Lebanon tree located near the 
historic Rust Mansion on North I Street. Mc-
Clintock estimates it was part of the mansion's 

original landscaping, and could date back as far 
as 1905-1910;

-- A large Spanish Chestnut tree located on a 
parking strip near North Sheridan Avenue and 
North Fifth Street. McClintock estimates it was 
planted between 1890 and 1910 as part of a street 
beautification project;

-- And the Catalpa tree located near Frisko 
Freeze. This, too, dates back between 1890 and 
1910, according to McClintock.

"These trees are ones that are recognized and 
people sort of consider them to be iconic," says 
McClintock. "People know, 'Oh, the big Chestnut 
tree.' They are aware of it. In fact, I think they 
would probably want to register more of them. I 
get a number of calls from people who are upset 
when large trees are taken down."

One concern for McClintock is that many of Ta-

coma's older trees are located on parking strips 
between sidewalks and streets -- an "ambiguous" 
area owned by the city, but maintained by indi-
vidual property owners.

He thinks heritage designations for trees could 
provide protection in these areas.

"I would like to make sure [these trees] are 
protected, and they remain as long as they are 
viable trees," says McClintock. "Trees, obviously, 
are living things. They're not like buildings. They 
do have a life cycle and they do eventually die. 
What I would like to avoid is a situation where 
the city, or a homeowner, basically decides, 'Oh, 
we're just going to get rid of that [tree].'"
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ABOVE: A Catalpa tree looms over Frisko 
Freeze. RIGHT: A Spanish Chestnut tree along 
Sheridan Avenue. According to one historian, 

both trees date back between 1890 and 1910.
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