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Viewed from below, it spreads
roof like, a canopy of green through
which slivers of sunlight streak onto
the brick patio.

Viewed from above, itOs a flower
garden of periwinkle blue, where birds
and butterflies gather.

This roof, this Bowerbed, is really
a tree. And though getting old b it
was probably planted close to 70
years ago D it has fresh status as a
national champion.

The Vitex agnus-castus of Wing
Haven, a garden and bird sanctuary in
Charlotte, is such a grand one that
American Forests of Washington has
declared it the national champion of its
species and put it on the National
Register of Big Trees 2000. The tree,
MecklenburgOs first and so-far only
national champion, thus joins 30 other
trees from North Carolina and 10 from
South Carolina as champion trees.

Wing Haven staff and tree lovers in
Charlotte are proud of the honor and the
attention it gives to a relatively
unknown species of ornamental tree as
well as to the value of protecting all trees
so that they grow to glorious maturity.

" think itOs historic. If we are going
to consider ourselves a tree city b and
most of us consider that we are D itOs in

our best interest to be known that way
nationally," says Dr. William Logan, a
Charlotte dermatologist who chairs
MecklenburgOs Treasure Tree
Committee, which nominated

the vitex to American Forests, a
nonprofit conservation organization.
"This calls attention to trees, to the
vitex and to Charlotte."

Logan points out the vitexOs urban
location is unusual among national
champions. "Not many come from
cities, most are in the forest or other
wild lands, not in the cities. And (Wing
Haven) is a wonderful place for
people to appreciate a given species at
its very best."

The vitex is also a sentimental
favorite. Wing HavenOs founders, the
late Elizabeth and Edwin Clarkson,
were quite attached to it and regularly
dined D even in their overcoats b
under its ever-spreading canopy.

It grows to the side of the houseOs
back door, a multi-stemmed tree
rising 22 feet and spreading 28 feet,
which is bigger than textbook
dimensions for the species.

While details of the treeOs source
and the precise planting date are
unrecorded, Wing Haven staff think it
went into the ground in the early 19300s,
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based on their knowledge of the
gardenOs development. Dia Steiger,
interim director of Wing Haven,
believes the prominent location in the
rear garden and the treeOs attraction to
birds reveal its significance to the
Clarksons.

"This had to be a special tree for her
to plant in that spot,” she says.

"It is a gorgeous tree," says Charlie
Williams, a member of MecklenburgOs
Treasure Tree Committee, who
measured the vitexOs height, spread and
trunk circumference. "And one that
comes out (in bloom in early summer)
at a time when we donOt have a lot of
other blooming trees."

Charlotte landscape designer Pat
Rodgers, a member of the Charlotte Tree
Commission and the Treasure Tree
Committee, nominated it as a Treasure
Tree. Later, when she and other
committee members noticed that it was
bigger than the reigning national vitex
champion, they nominated it to the list-
keepers at American Forests.

Rodgers believes age and the fact
that the Clarksons allowed the vitex
to grow freely made it the huge
specimen it is.

"She let it grow into a tree form
rather than pruning it and keeping it as
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a bush form," says Rodgers. Often
people cut the tops of their vitex plants
back, into shrub form. To make a tree,
let the top grow while removing limbs
on the lower third or so of the trunk.

"ItOs so much more attractive as a
tree,"” adds Steiger. Even today, those
working on the tree are careful to
remove only dead or broken wood,
limbs bumping into other ones and
the odd growth on the lower
portion of the trunks.

The Treasure Tree list of
Mecklenburg County comprise about
36 trees, including various species of

oak, as well as sassafras, sophora,
dogwood, Chinese chestnut,
hackberry and red cedar.

Florida, with 170 national
champion trees, leads the nation, but
Katie Byrne, coordinator of the Big
Tree program of American Forests,
says that is largely due to FloridaOs
unique ecosystem with many species
that grow nowhere else.

Except for Florida, she says state
ranking often depends on the interest
and activity of people looking for big
trees. Weather can play a devastating
role in state rankings, too. In 1987,
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South Carolina ranked 8th, with 22
national champions, but many were
lost when Hurricane Hugo ravaged
the state in 1989. Now it has just 10
and ranks 17th. North Carolina has
moved up to 11th place with 17
national champions in 1987 to ninth,
with 31 champs this year.

Logan says his committee will
look for more big trees in
Mecklenburg County.

"We think there are more
here," he says.
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