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In October 1950, a giant tree at 509 Q St. in Sacramento blew down in a windstorm. It tore up a truck-sized

chunk of sidewalk, crushed a car repair shop and narrowly missed the row house next door.

Despite the damage, Sacramentans didn't turn against their trees.

Today, the house is gone and the block is entirely occupied by the Governor's Square Apartments. But there

are even more trees. Dozens, in fact, completely shade the sidewalk for lunch-hour office workers out for a

stroll.

This story is just one of many tales on display in a new exhibit at City Hall. A 50-year-old photograph of the

fallen tree, with a tiny boy standing next to the giant root ball, is one of 20 images on display that illuminate

Sacramento's often stormy romance with trees.

Many of the photos in the exhibit, "Living With Trees," were taken by The Bee's photographers in the course

of gathering news. They will be on display until Jan. 15 in the Robert T. Matsui Gallery on City Hall's first

floor at 915 I St.

"It's kind of a love-hate relationship," concedes Scott Reynolds, the current owner of a home on 41st Street

in East Sacramento that is featured in a 1968 photograph on display.

Reynolds' home and much of his street are deeply shaded by giant London Plane trees, which give the

neighborhood tremendous character. But the trees also explode with pollen, coating the sidewalks and

causing the street to echo with sneezes for several weeks each year.

And that's not all.

"They have a peculiarity," said Reynolds. "In early summer, they start absorbing a lot of water and for no

reason at all, limbs will fall off. There are stories up and down the street of people getting the roofs of their

cars bashed in. But nobody wants to take them out."

Sacramento has long defined itself with trees.

It began in the early days of settlement, when immigrants arrived with seeds in their wagons from eastern

tree species. More trees, they reasoned, would help ease the scorching-hot summers, and also dry up what

was then largely swampland.
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Later, city luminaries who could afford to travel marveled at the tree-lined streets of Europe. Among them

was C.K. McClatchy, (1858-1936), who was editor of The Bee for more than 50 years. He used his editorial

powers to press Sacramento to plant more trees, said Lisa Prince, a curator at the Center for Sacramento

History who helped select images for the exhibit.

McClatchy, it is said, was the force behind an ordinance that allowed the city to plant trees in the public

right-of-way along sidewalks – whether the adjacent homeowner wanted a tree or not.

Today, every neighborhood in town enjoys the shade, beauty, clean air and bird song provided by those

trees.

"Despite the negatives, people love trees in this city and they've always worked hard to make sure there is a

system to maintain the urban canopy," Prince said.

That system is under pressure. Budget cuts have slashed the city's Urban Forestry Services in half, from 60

employees to 30, said Ray Tretheway, a city councilman and executive director of the Sacramento Tree

Foundation.

The result is that more of the city's tree tending and planting is being done by contractors, or not at all.

The foundation hopes to partly fill the void with its new campaign urging residents of the six-county region

to plant 5 million trees by 2025. Pledges as of Friday amounted to 40,781 trees.

The foundation also paid the $2,000 cost of the City Hall exhibit. It includes a work of sculpture donated by

Coloma artist Cheri Ibes, which embodies the ways in which we love trees while also, at times, fighting

them.

The piece is an arrangement of bare branches from a manzanita (not technically a tree) that she cleared

from her property to reduce fire danger. She calls the sculpture "Preservation."

"Trees are just an example of the whole relationship we have with nature," said Ibes. "It's either adversarial,

like we're trying to conquer and control it, or we're trying to live with it and we're in awe of it and we want

to capture it and put it in a planter."

The exhibit includes a bulletin board where people can write comments on index cards about trees in their

lives.

An anonymous comment captured both the yearning and the pain that come with our communal obsession

for trees.

"When I moved to Sacramento eight years ago, I had a limited budget for the backyard landscaping," the

penciled note reads. "I found an evergreen that a neighbor ripped out and threw in the gutter as if it were

not a living thing. I rescued it and it is my favorite and best tree!"
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Share

Call The Bee's Matt Weiser, (916) 321-1264. Follow him on Twitter @matt_weiser.

Buzz up!
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Sacramento Bee file photo 

1971: Cars swerve around an oak tree planted in the middle of Markham Way in Curtis Park. 



 

RANDY PENCH rpench@sacbee.com  

2010: The same oak tree is still on Markham Way, bigger, but missing a few limbs. 
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Sacramento Bee file photo 

A boy is dwarfed by the root ball of a fallen tree at 509 Q St., which was knocked over during a 
windstorm in October 1950. The Governor's Square Apartments now occupy the block, along 
with even more trees. This photograph is one of 20 at the Robert T. Matsui Gallery on City Hall's 
first floor, and will be on display until January 15th. 
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