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THE URBAN FOREST 
DO YOU KNOW A REMARKABLE TREE? 
By Geoff Steadman for the Fairfield Forestry Committee 

In our previous articles about the urban forest and Fairfield’s Community Forestry Program, we 
talked about the many benefits that trees provide.  We discussed their ecological benefits, how they 
enhance property values, and their vital contributions to Fairfield’s quality of life. 

Another aspect of trees that we haven’t talked about yet concerns the personal connections we have 
to them.  Most of us have memories of trees going back to our childhoods.  We remember some trees 
because of their uncommon size and beauty, others because they're connected with important times 
in our lives.  Some trees are so exceptional they not only give us inspiration, but also increase our 
awareness and appreciation of the natural environment and the role of personal stewardship in caring 
for that environment. 

In this article we’re going to discuss some remarkable trees and announce a special event called 
“Fairfield’s Fantastic Trees” that will give everyone in town a chance to share their thoughts about 
memorable trees in their lives. 

What makes a tree remarkable?  Age, size, and history certainly come to mind.  The most famous 
tree in our state’s history is the Charter Oak, a giant White Oak in which Connecticut’s colonial 
charter was supposedly hidden from agents of the King of England in 1687.  By many accounts, the 
tree was well over 500 years old when felled by a storm in 1856 and so big that 27 men once stood 
together inside its hollow trunk.  Descendants of this remarkable tree were grown from its acorns 
and live throughout the state, including one that stands today in front of Fairfield’s Old Town Hall. 

The first list of the state’s important trees was compiled by Katherine Matthies and published in her 
1934 Trees of Note in Connecticut.  This engaging book in the library of the Fairfield Museum and 
History Center includes a description of Fairfield’s “oldest living inhabitant”—an Oak that 
witnessed the lives of Native Americans, the founding of the town, and events of the American 
Revolution.  That tree is now gone, but other trees continue to be, and always will be, the town’s 
oldest inhabitants. 

To learn more about remarkable trees, I called Glenn Dreyer who is Director of the Connecticut 
College Arboretum and author of Connecticut's Notable Trees, a 1989 book describing the state-
wide project that identifies Connecticut’s most impressive trees.  Dreyer uses the term “notable” to 
refer to both exceptionally large trees and historic trees, and says the Notable Trees Project was 
started because many uncommon trees throughout the state were being cut down for new 
development in the 1980’s. 

The project’s database, which provides information for land use decision-makers and promotes 
public interest and awareness for tree conservation, has grown to include over 300 varieties of trees 
and over 2,750 individual trees.  To be included, trees are nominated by land-owners, town officials, 



and anyone else who thinks they know of a special tree.  The trees are then measured by volunteers 
and ranked according to a formula that takes into consideration not only the tree’s height but also the 
girth of its trunk and the expanse of its branches.  The tallest tree, therefore, may not be the largest.  
A “state champion” is listed for each species; Fairfield has several on the current list, including the 
state’s largest Red Maple, White Bark Magnolia, Dawn Redwood, and Sweet Cherry.  You can learn 
more about these special trees on the Notable Trees website http://notabletrees.conncoll.edu.  The 
largest tree in the state, by the way, is the “Pinchot” Sycamore in Simsbury which is dedicated to the 
Connecticut native who became the first head of the U.S. Forest Service.  Connecticut also has a 
number of New England champion trees and several national champions. 

Maintaining and updating the Notable Trees list to add newly discovered trees and refine old 
measurements depends on dedicated volunteers such as Don Snook, a retired Tree Warden who lives 
in Westport.  For many years, Mr. Snook has been measuring trees throughout the state for the 
Connecticut Botanical Society.  When we talked about Fairfield, I learned that the town's largest tree 
is probably a Copper Beech on Greenfield Hill (its massive trunk has a circumference of 19 feet); the 
oldest may be a White Oak in Southport that’s thought to be at least 250 years old; and the tallest is 
either a Tulip or Sycamore, both at least 132 feet tall.  These are just a few of many impressive trees 
throughout the town—trees that have framed roads, graced homes, and provided landmarks since 
well before our time and are likely to be here long after we’re gone.  They’re remarkable not only 
because of their age and size but also because of their relationship to our lives and history. 

For more information on the Fairfield Community Forestry Program and Forestry Committee, 
call the Tree Warden’s office at 256-3178. 


