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By Rebecca Fater

I t was a spring day in May at the Texas
Discovery Gardens when a desperate
bride-to-be ran from staff member to

staff member, begging each one to do
something about the puffs of white cotton
that littered the garden where her dream
wedding was scheduled to begin. 

But the culprit – a towering cottonwood
tree shedding its annual spray of seed –
was simply following the laws of nature.
And Melissa Martin, executive director of
the Gardens, had seen enough springs to
know the tree was in charge. 

“The cotton was everywhere,” Martin
says, chuckling at the memory. “In the
pond, in our air conditioning system. We
were like, ‘That’s one thing that you can’t
do: control nature.’”

That unhappy bride would probably
have smiled at the sight that unfolded
March 25, when a 120-ton crane and a
crew of tree care workers dismantled the
massive tree limb by limb. 

The decision to remove the tree – which

had stood on the historic grounds of
Dallas’ first public botanical garden, possi-
bly since 1936 – was made inevitable by
the slow but determined decay that had
eaten away at the cottonwood over the last
few years. 

“Every year, more and more of it would
die back,” Martin says. “In the spring, we
could tell branches weren’t going to green
out. We weren’t quite sure that we could
trust it to maintain its branching.” 

A tree that requires a lot of water, Martin
suspected this one had survived Dallas’

brutally dry summers thanks to a leaky
man-made pond nearby. It was after that
leak had been repaired that Martin believes
the tree began to suffer. 

The decay that slowly took over the tree
created a hazard, not only for visitors and
employees, but also for the Gardens’ main
administrative building – itself a historical
landmark as the only remaining “House of
the Future” constructed for the 1936 Texas
Centennial Exposition.

“We were concerned that it could possi-
bly damage the house,” she says. “Or if it
were to hit a human being, it would be dev-
astating.”

The city requested a professional opin-
ion, and Preservation Tree Services, an
organic tree care company located in
Dallas, delivered the final, fatal sentence. 

“Probably a third of it, at least, was
dead,” says Kenneth Smith, Preservation
Tree Services production manager, who
first assessed the tree’s health back in May
2007. “And once you cut (the deadwood),
structurally the tree wouldn’t be very
sound.”

The decayed cottonwood threatened the Texas Discovery
Gardens’ main administrative building – a historical landmark
as the only remaining “House of the Future,” sponsored by
Portland Cement, Company and constructed for the 1936 Texas
Centennial Exposition. Photo courtesy of Sharon Van Buskirk.
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The cottonwood was not infected or
infested with insects, Smith adds, but the
tree was crowded by the house and nearby
pond, preventing its roots from expanding
enough to support the tree’s 70-foot height
and approximate 45-inch trunk circumfer-
ence. In addition to hindering the tree,
those obstacles – as well as a nearby arbor
further crowding the space – challenged
Smith and his crew. They realized they
couldn’t handle the tree’s height and
weight alone in such a tight space.

“It was by far one of the largest trees
down there, if not the largest tree,” says
Smith, who decided to call in the assistance
of a crane for the job. “It was a very limit-
ed amount of space to get into there and get
that size of a tree out.”

Preservation Tree, a TCIA member since
1994, was the first TCIA accredited com-
pany in the Dallas/Fort Worth area, having
achieved Accreditation in 2006.

Along with five of Smith’s own crew
members and two additional people operat-
ing the crane, Preservation Tree workers
spent the entire day bringing down the tree.
Cut portions weighing as much as 3,000
pounds were bound and lifted over the
house and placed down gently in safe terri-
tory. 

“It was a pretty good sized job,” Smith
says. “It was a big day for us.”

The crew was forced to anchor the crane
on sloping ground, due to the awkwardness
of the site, says Martin. 

“It was a huge crane. It was very scary.
And they worked really hard to keep it as
safe as possible and not have any swinging
(of the branches being transported),” she
says.

Despite the crew’s efforts, a branch did
swing out of control and strike one of the
building’s windows, smashing the glass to
bits, Martin adds. 

“But it was very minor compared to
what could have happened,” she says. 

The day was a sad one for staff mem-
bers, who have cared for and admired the
tree for years. Native to northern Texas,
cottonwood trees normally grow in areas

The crew used a 120-ton crane to dismantle the 70-foot-
tall, 45-inch DBH cottonwood limb by limb.
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Because they had a very limited amount of space to work in to remove this large a tree, five Texas Discovery Garden crew
members, two crane operators and the Preservation Tree crew spent an entire day bringing down the cottonwood. Here,
Preservation Tree’s Kenneth Smith watches as co-workers rig a piece of the tree.
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near moisture, and served as a beacon to
settlers looking for water on the prairies
hundreds of years ago, Martin says.

But just how far back in the museum’s

history this particular tree stretches is any-
one’s guess. 

“We don’t really know how old it is,”
says Martin, adding that the staff hopes to
find a clean cut on a portion of the trunk to
count the rings for an age estimate. “There
are a lot of things that weren’t recorded
really well (about the property).”

It is also unclear whether the tree was
actually planted purposefully in that
spot, or if it sprouted up of its own
accord. The garden was at one time
maintained as a very formal garden,
Martin says, which makes the cotton-
wood’s crowded placement a very
awkward addition. Cottonwoods are also
not a common choice for inclusion in a
yard or garden, because they demand so
much water. 

“They just don’t let trees grow that way,”
she says. “It’s not natural.”

The Texas Discovery Gardens are
included in the Fair Park region in Dallas.
Home to nine museums and six perform-
ance facilities, Fair Park receives more
than 7 million visitors annually, according
to the city of Dallas Web site. From the last
weekend of September through the third
weekend of October, the entire region is
fenced in and transformed into the state fair
grounds.

Some returning sightseers might stop
and take note of the tree’s absence this

coming fall, Martin predicts. 
“A lot of state fair visitors tend to come

back over the years. They have their own
photographs and tend to compare things,”
she says. “I’m sure we’ll get some com-
ments this year. That’s one thing I’ll be
listening for and thinking about.”

But it’s not just people who might miss
the cottonwood. The fair’s events include a
show featuring birds of the world – some
of which have been known to leave the
next-door amphitheater and take advantage
of the cottonwood’s branches for shelter
from the spotlight. 

“Every year we would have a macaw or
a red-tailed hawk who would come down
and land because it was tired of being
where it was supposed to be,” says Martin.
“Last year a red-tailed hawk landed in the
tree. One of the squirrels living in that tree
decided he didn’t want the hawk there.
That silly squirrel jumped at it and (the
hawk) flew off. It was the most hilarious
thing I’d ever seen. I couldn’t believe he
would be so bold.” 

While they couldn’t save the tree, Martin
says portions of the trunk may be carved
into something to preserve the memory of
the cottonwood, such as a chair or totem
pole. But then again, there are some things
about the tree that no one will miss.The
cotton was everywhere,” she says. “It gave
us a lot to maintain.”

Preservation Tree crew members working the job includ-
ed, from left, Santos Zetino (green shirt), Alfredo Benitez
blue shirt in back), Miguel Ventura (with saw in fore-
ground), and Kenneth Smith (at the chipper). This same
image apeared on the cover of TCI’s May 2008 issue.

Cut portions of the tree weighing as much as 3,000
pounds were bound and lifted over the house and placed
down gently in safe territory. 


