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NATURE; Honoring Loss With The Power
Of Green
By ANNE RAVER SEPT. 5, 2002

Correction Appended

THE first memorials were spontaneous outpourings: photographs, flowers,
flags, candles, poems, teddy bears, old work boots inscribed with names. They
covered the fence around St. Paul's Chapel, where a grove of sycamores protected the
church from the impact and flying debris when the World Trade Center towers
collapsed on Sept. 11. Memorials were also taped to the stone wall at Eagle Rock
Reservation, a promontory overlooking the Hudson River in West Orange, N.J.,
where people rushed to watch, helpless.

These shrines were passionate and temporary. ''The overall effect was of
reverence,'' said Shielah Bowden, who lives in Glen Ridge, N.J. She lost her son,
Thomas H. Bowden Jr., 36, an equities trader at Cantor Fitzgerald. When the
weather tore at the messages, people would put them back together with duct tape.
But duct tape can't stanch the wounds of that day. And the survivors must go on.

One Brooklyn gardener and artist, Susan Rowland, was so moved by the first

weeds that sprouted at the edge of ground zero that she pressed them onto inked 
plates. One memorial garden in Seattle is being grown on compost made from a 
million flowers left at a downtown fountain. At Liberty State Park, which was used as
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a triage center, the New Jersey Tree Foundation will plant a grove of 691 trees native
to New Jersey, one for every person lost from that state.

Maybe it's their size, their magnificence, their ability to outlive generations, but
trees have always been symbols of strength and renewal. One living example is the
Survivor Tree in Oklahoma City, an American elm that remained standing when the
Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building was bombed in 1995. Trees are being planted
everywhere now in honor of the victims of Sept. 11. There will be dogwoods on a bluff
in New Jersey, smoke trees in Staten Island and crape myrtle at a park in the
Rockaways, where people also watched the towers fall.

It was trees that inspired the United States Forest Service to set up the Living
Memorials Project. The Forest Service first responded to the attacks by supplying
rescue workers. But when Matthew Arnn, a landscape architect working for the
Forest Service in New York City, walked down Broadway two days after the attack,
he could not stop looking at the devastated trees in City Hall Park.

''I saw rescue workers at Battery Park City sitting on benches under the linden trees,''
Mr. Arnn said. The trees were shrouded in ash, he said, ''but they still offered solace
and an opportunity to get away from the pile.''

He thought of E. B. White's words in ''Here Is New York'' about an old willow
tree in Turtle Bay: ''It is a battered tree, long suffering and much climbed, held
together by strands of wire but beloved of those who know it. In a way it symbolizes
the city: life under difficulties, growth against odds, sap-rise in the midst of concrete,
and the steady reaching for the sun.''

Within weeks, the Forest Service asked Congress for money to help
communities memorialize the loss with plants and trees. With $1 million it set up the
Living Memorials Project (www.livingmemorialsproject.net) and started soliciting
proposals that emphasized the word ''living.'' More than 20 organizations will
receive money and technical assistance to honor not only the lives that were lost but
also those people left standing on the bluff. The Forest Service received about 30
applications before its deadline in May. (As more living memorials spring up around
the country, they are added to the national registry posted on the Web site; about 70
have been listed so far, with images and contact information.)
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''I had to read every single proposal,'' said Dr. Morgan Grove, a social ecologist
with a master's degree in community forestry. One thing that struck him was how
many applicants wanted to plant a memorial either on a spot with a view of where
the World Trade Center once stood or where people had gathered to share their grief.

They wanted to create a sacred space, a focal point for their memories. The
Eagle Rock site, where George Washington once stood and where generations of
young lovers have gone to look at the twinkling lights of New York, already holds
centuries of meaning. The community had decided to put memorial statues there,
one of a girl clutching a teddy bear, another of a bronze eagle. Those memorials will
be surrounded by a grove of dogwoods, thanks to Anthony Gardner, of Wayne, N.J.,
who lost a brother.

''I wanted to make a living memorial in New Jersey where people could go and
grieve and reflect,'' said Mr. Gardner, who is chairman of a support group for 800
family members or people who survived the attack (www
.wtcunitedfamilygroup.org). The $30,000 from the Living Memorials Project will
help pay for landscaping and a grove of seven dogwoods, to symbolize the four
downed planes, the twin towers and the Pentagon.

''The memorial was going to be a tribute to the people who died at the World
Trade Center, but that idea has expanded to include every victim,'' Ms. Bowden said.
''For many of us, there is no place for us to go to. But this is the place. This is our
connection.''

On a traffic median across from a fire station that houses Rescue Company 5
and Engine Company 160 in Staten Island, which lost 11 men, another group has
received a grant from the Forest Service. ''We're planting 78 smoke trees, because
that's how many firemen's lives we lost from Staten Island,'' said Carolyn Pinto, a
member of one of six clubs on Staten Island that belong to the Federated Garden
Clubs of New York State, which is helping to pay for the garden. The group also
received $15,000 from the Living Memorials Project.

The smoke tree (Cotinus coggyria), which takes its common name from the
smoky clouds of mauve flowers that billow from its limbs in late summer, may
trigger memories of the smoke that poured from ground zero for months.
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Ms. Pinto would rather avoid such obvious connections. The club, she says,
chose the tree for its hardiness and grace. It sees the garden as a living symbol of
healing, rather than a literal-minded memorial like the huge stone dedicated to
firefighters 12 years ago on this same site.

''I want the garden to be a sign of compassion to the people who have suffered,''
she said. ''When I see a tree, it makes me feel alive.'' On Monday, firefighters from
Rescue Company 5 and Engine Company 160 will help the club plant the trees.

''A living memorial is not a snapshot,'' David Kamp, a landscape architect
working with the project, said. ''The first gesture sends ripples into the community.
Sometimes it will trigger a memory. Sometimes not.'' It takes on a life of its own.

In the Rockaways, which lost 80 people, residents flocked to a section of beach
overlooking Jamaica Bay to watch the towers burn. ''The community was reeling,''
Liz Sulik, the president of the Chamber of Commerce of the Rockaways, said. Before
Sept. 11, she had been spearheading a plan to build a $300,000 waterfront
recreation area.

''We began to think about making a park that was more of a tribute, a place to
reflect,'' she said. ''And it became more and more clear that it had to be that spot
where people had stood and watched the towers burn.''

The group has secured some of the natural stone from the World Trade Center
to cap the sea wall that edges the site. ''But we'll keep part of the beach, so kids can
wade and people can fish,'' said Dan Mundy, a retired fire captain involved in the
project.

With donations and $36,000 from the Living Memorials Project, the group will
plant things that can take the salt and wind, like crape myrtle, juniper, Leland
cypress, Rosa rugosa and fountain grass.

''Planting a garden is an act of faith that you will be there to take care of it -- or
someone will,'' said Nadia Murphy, a horticulturist who is married to a firefighter in
the Rockaways. ''This is a place for us to come together as a community, to help each
other heal.''
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That day last September, tall sycamores protected St. Paul's Chapel of Trinity
Church from the full force of the impact, said the Rev. Lyndon F. Harris, the chapel's
pastor. This spring, Mr. Harris looked up in one of the sycamores and saw a sparrow
making a nest out of the remaining debris.

''How's that for a metaphor?'' he asked.

It is the sparrow, not the phoenix, that is rising from the ashes in New York. It is
the weeds poking out of ground zero. It is the people planting trees. These acts
combined become a form of healing that transcends, yet never forgets, a single life
lost.

Gathering First Sprouts After Disaster

AFTER Sept. 11, Susan Rowland, a gardener and artist, remembered that
Europeans loved the butterfly bush because it was the first plant to come back in
cities that had been bombed. So on Mar. 11, as soon as she noticed plants sprouting
in her Brooklyn garden, she set out for the World Trade Center site to look for the
first survivors. ''I wanted to print the first plants that showed up,'' she said, ''the
weeds, the volunteers.''

Unable to get into the site itself, she skirted its edges until she found a few tiny
seedlings sprouting in the shelter of a south-facing brick wall at the corner of Edgar
Street and Greenwich Avenue.

Ms. Rowland had no idea what they were, but she honored them by making
impressions of the leaves and stems on inked plates, with the help of Marina Ancona,
who owns 10 Press Studio in Brooklyn. (Some of Ms. Rowland's prints are at
Youngblood, a shop at 26 Madison Street in Sag Harbor, N.Y.; they run from $500 to
$3,000; (631) 725-6260.

Last week, Michael Sundue, a botanist at the New York Botanical Garden, was
asked to look at the prints and venture an educated guess. His answer was that the
plant was either a mugwort or a knotweed.

Ms. Rowland also made a print of a heroic weed with big heart-shaped leaves
that appeared a few weeks later on Greenwich Avenue between Edgar and Rector



NATURE; Honoring Loss With The Power Of Green - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2002/09/05/garden/nature-honoring-loss-with-the-power-of-green.html 6/6

Streets. Mr. Sundue said it might be Paulownia tomentosa, which is native to
Eastern Asia and thrives in sunny, disturbed places.

''It could easily grow 10 feet in a year,'' he said. ''In an evolutionary sense you
could think of it as a giant snapdragon tree.''

Hale to Paulownia! And those little weeds, too, for growing where the towers
fell. ANNE RAVER

Cor r ection: September 12, 2002, Thursday A brief report with the Nature
column last Thursday about a series of prints made by Susan Rowland, an artist,
using the impressions of plants she found growing near ground zero, misstated the
name of the Brooklyn printing shop owned by Marina Ancona, who helped her. It is
10 Grand Press, not 10 Press Studio.
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