 “Old Roots To Arbor Day”
By Jerry A. Chenault, Urban Regional Extension Agent,

Urban Affairs & New Nontraditional Programs

There are probably very few of us who haven’t imagined what it would’ve been like to have rolled westward in a covered wagon back in the old days. The television show “The Monroes” (from my childhood) sealed that vision in my memory. I even had a “Monroes” lunchbox in elementary school. So I’ve definitely considered pioneer days and struggles. But one struggle we don’t often think of pioneers having is a tree shortage. But they did!


Well, let me clarify that last point please. Some of the early pioneers found a shortage of trees available. It depended upon where they went, didn’t it? Some places (such as Nebraska and Kansas) were covered with native grasslands, and trees were pretty scarce. Since the early settlers only needed trees for shade, windbreaks, food, fuel, and for building materials (for fences, houses, barns, sheds, chairs, tables, cabinets, outhouses, etc.), they were just a little bit important. Lowes and Wal-Mart were hard to find back then.


This situation is what prompted J. Sterling Morton, editor of Nebraska’s first newspaper, to set out on an endless pursuit of advocating tree planting in his adopted state of Nebraska. He was as busy as a bee and as tireless as a hound treeing a coon. In 1872 Morton was the person responsible for proposing a tree planting holiday – “Arbor Day” – at a meeting of the state board of agriculture. I’ll bet no one called him a “tree-hugger” back then.


That first “Arbor Day” in Nebraska was a big deal! Prizes were offered to individuals and to counties for properly planting the largest number of trees on that day. It ended up yielding around 1 million trees planted in one day! That was pretty awesome. This event sparked other states to pass legislation to observe Arbor Day in their states too. By 1882 the schools were celebrating Arbor Day, and by 1894 it had spread to every state in the union.


So, what did Mr. Morton think of all this? He thought it only proper and fitting, as well as necessary. He is quoted as having said, “Other holidays repose upon the past; Arbor Day proposes for the future.” I suppose it’s a lot more difficult for those of us blessed to live to consider how important trees are to us – because they’re all around us. But not everybody is so lucky. If today’s city planners don’t consider protecting and maintaining green space and the urban tree canopy, future populations will have much to regret.


Consider J. Sterling Morton’s warning to us. “Each generation takes the Earth as trustees. We ought to bequeath to posterity as many forests and orchards as we have exhausted and consumed.” I think the day will come when our U.S. cities will wish we had listened.
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