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That was the headline in the Washington Post on March 28, 1912.
Just a short, one-paragraph article. Only five people were there.
No photographers, and no reporters.

The Post said “the planting was unofficial,” whatever that means.

Over the years, we’ve all heard the story about how the trees came
to Washington. “In 1912 the Mayor of Tokyo, Yukio Ozaki, in a ges-
ture of friendship, gave 3,000 Japanese cherry trees to Washington.”

End of story.

But the truth, like all stories, is a lot more complicated — and it’s
also a lot more interesting. It involves some very fascinating
people, whose lives and interests all connected in some way to
bring the trees here.

Samazama na
mono omoidasu,
sakura ka na.

Ah, †he cherry
blossoms! I recall
so many things...
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The Cas† of
Characters

PP AA RR TT   OO NN EE

There’s EElliizzaa  SScciiddmmoorree (pronounced sid-more),
the first woman writer for the National Geographic
Society, and also their first female trustee. Eliza
Scidmore visited Japan in 1885 and fell in love 
with the cherry blossoms. When she returned to
Washington, she waged a one-woman campaign 
to get the trees planted somewhere, anywhere in
Washington, and she never gave up — for 24 years.

There’s DDaavviidd  FFaaiirrcchhiilldd, the head of the Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s global plant exploration office.
He was sort of the “Indiana Jones” of the plant king-
dom. He scoured the world for plants that could
strengthen American agriculture. Fairchild was the
first person to plant Japanese cherry trees in the
Washington area — at his own home in Chevy
Chase — and he proved that they could grow here.  

Then there’s HHeelleenn  HHeerrrroonn  TTaafftt — Nellie Taft —
the First Lady of the United States. Now, you might
think that the tree-planting on March 27 was just
a typical First Lady “show up and smile” activity. 
No way. Nellie Taft was the “decision-maker” — the 
decider — at every step of the way. In fact, her 
husband President William Howard Taft used 
to refer to her as “the real President” and “the 
Commander-in-Chief,” even though in those days
she couldn’t vote because she was a woman.  

And here’s an interesting fact: Nellie Taft had vis-
ited Japan a number of times before she became
First Lady, and she was fascinated by the place! 

So let me group these three people together and
call them the “advocates” — the people who
wanted to see cherry trees planted in Washington.

Eliza Scidmore David Fairchild Helen Herron Taft

TTHHEE  AA DDVVOO CCAATTEE SS ..   SSOO   WWHHOO   WWAA SS   II NNVVOOLLVVEEDD??
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The B&O railroad station, now the site of the National Gallery 
of Art

There’s another group that’s important to this
story. But before I describe them, consider this:
There are 300,000 Japanese cherry trees in Macon,
Georgia, but only 4,000 here in Washington. There
are cherry trees all over the world, so why are ours
so well-known?

The answer is the site, the location. It’s the beauty
of the entire picture — the white of the memorials,
the pinkish-white of the trees, the blue of the sky
and water, the green of the grass and surrounding
trees. It’s the openness of the entire place. To be
able to see this many trees — all at once — with
such an unobstructed and magnificent view. I don’t
think there is anywhere in the world where you can
see a site that compares. 

But all this didn’t just happen. 

CC II TT YY   BB EE AA UU TT II FF UU LL

In 1892, just 20 years before the planting, there 
was no Jefferson Memorial, there was no Lincoln 
Memorial. In fact, there was no land for them 
either. Just the PPoottoommaacc  RRiivveerr, which comes up 
almost all the way to the Washington Monument. 

And the National Mall? It was filled with woods
and railroad tracks, and even a train station. The
BB&&OO  rraaiillrrooaadd  ssttaattiioonn stood where the National
Gallery of Art is today. 

The change from that to what we see today is
thanks to the leaders of what was called the “City
Beautiful Movement.” They were some of the most
famous names in American architecture and 
design. They were determined to realize the original
vision of President George Washington and PPiieerrrree
LL’’EEnnffaanntt to make our city one of the most beauti-
ful, magnificent capital cities in the world. When
we talk about the cherry blossoms, the role that
the City Beautiful movement played in Washing-
ton is seldom discussed. However, the leaders
played an important role.

There was FFrreeddeerriicckk  LLaaww  OOllmmsstteedd, the father of
American landscape architecture. He was the man
who designed Central Park in New York and laid
out the grounds of Capitol Hill. The master planner
was DDaanniieell  BBuurrnnhhaamm, the author of the Plan of
Chicago, which preserved the lakefront and created
one of American’s most beautiful cities. He also 
created Union Station. Another famous architect
who got involved was CChhaarrlleess  MMccKKiimm, of the famous

architectural firm McKim, Mead and White. McKim
added the West and East Wings to the White House
in 1902. The sculptor in the group was AAuugguussttuuss
SSaaiinntt--GGaauuddeennss. Perhaps his m ost famous work is
not a sculpture, but a coin — the $20 gold piece,
the Double Eagle, which is still considered the most
beautiful American coin ever minted.

These men are legends. And they were all involved
in creating the city and the National Mall area that
we know today.

But it was a little known figure, an Alexandria, 
Virginia architect named GGlleennnn  BBrroowwnn, who made
it all happen. He brought these giants together to
Washington. He was the catalyst. Glenn Brown 
became the Executive Secretary of the American
Institute of Architects (AIA) after the Institute
moved its national headquarters from New York to
Washington in 1898. Glenn Brown built the public
and the political support to reclaim L’Enfant’s 
vision of a majestic capital, a city that Americans
could proudly showcase to the world.

So that is the City Beautiful group.

Frederick Law Olmsted Daniel Burnham Charles McKim Augustus Saint-Gaudens Glenn Brown Pierre L’Enfant

In 1897, Congress passed a bill establishing the area of the Tidal
Basin as a public park.
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TT HH EE   CCOO NN NN EE CC TT II OO NN   TTOO   JJ AA PPAA NN

We know that there were at least three Americans
who wanted the trees. But why would the Japan-
ese want to give them to us? 

When Mrs. Taft said she wanted the trees planted,
she told the Army officer in charge to scour the
country and find every Japanese cherry tree he
could. He found 90 Japanese trees in a nursery — 
in Pennsylvania! So the first cherry trees that Mrs.
Taft had planted came from West Chester, Penn-
sylvania, not from Tokyo. 

So how did the Japanese get involved? What was
Japan’s interest in all this?

Enter MMaayyoorr  YYuukkiioo  OOzzaakkii,, and one of the fathers
of modern chemistry, DDrr..  JJookkiicchhii  TTaakkaammiinnee. 

Dr. Takamine was the first person in history to 
isolate a human hormone — adrenaline (epineph-
rine).  He also developed a digestive enzyme called
taka-diastase.  He lived and worked in the U.S. for
a number of years and was the founder and first
chairman of The Nippon Club, which was estab-
lished in New York to strengthen the Japanese
community in the U.S.

His forward-thinking approach to other cultures
and his entrepreneurship set him apart from 
others. He was married to an American from New
Orleans, a very unusual marriage in those days.
Many people say it was the first-ever marriage 
between a Japanese and an American.

Left: Mayor Yukio Ozaki.
Above: Dr. Jokichi Takamine, Photo Courtesy of 
the Great People of Kanazawa Memorial Museum

The original idea to give thousands of cherry trees
to Washington actually came from Dr. Takamine.
And so, according to most sources, did the 
funding to pay for them. When Dr. Takamine
learned that First Lady Helen Herron Taft planned
to plant cherry trees in a park along the Potomac,
he proposed a gift of 2,000 cherry trees. But, as 
a private businessman, scientist and goodwill 
ambassador, Dr. Takamine didn’t think he should
be “out front” on this, so he and Japan’s Consul
General in New York agreed that the gift should be
made through official channels, with the trees
given to the City of Washington by the City of
Tokyo — from one capital city to another. Mayor
Ozaki agreed and the rest, as they say, is history. 

So there they are — the cast of characters, the
three groups — the cherry blossom advocates, the
City Beautiful movement, and two visionary Japan-
ese who cared deeply about their country’s rela-
tionship with America. And looming behind them,
touching the actions of all three groups, was the
larger than life leader of a new and progressive
America, President Theodore (Teddy) Roosevelt. 

Roosevelt strongly supported the City Beautiful
movement and the AIA. He encouraged them in
what they were trying to do: transform Washing-
ton into a capital city that was worthy of a new
global power. 

Without Teddy Roosevelt, there would have been
no First Lady Helen Taft, and therefore no cherry
trees. That’s because in 1908 Roosevelt threw his
support to William Howard Taft, his Secretary of
War, to replace him as President. 

As for the Japanese, while more liberal officials were
grateful to Roosevelt for mediating an end to
Japan’s war with Russia in 1906, others in Japan
were not. There was growing anti-American senti-
ment in Japan, including anger about the treatment
of Japanese immigrants in California.

Roosevelt was concerned about Japan’s growing
military power in Asia. In 1907, just two years before
Mayor Ozaki and Dr. Takamine made their offer,
there was a war scare between the U.S. and Japan.
So Roosevelt sent the Navy’s Atlantic Fleet, called
the “Great White Fleet,” which at that time was

So there †hey are - the cas† of characters, †he †hree groups - the cherry 
blossom a∂voca†es, †he Ci†y Beau†iful movemen†, an∂ †wo visionary 

Japanese who cared ∂eeply abou† †heir country’s rela†ionship wi†h America.
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One of four photographs of cherry trees in Japan sent by David Fairchild to Helen Herron Taft

most of our Navy, all the way to Japan, and then
around the world. It was a 14-month journey, and
its purpose was to show that America could protect
its interests in the Philippines, China, and elsewhere.

So as this tale of the beautiful cherry blossoms 
unfolds, there is this larger geopolitical backdrop
of mounting tensions between the United States
and Japan. 
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How i† all 
came †ogether

PP AA RR TT   TT WW OO

In 1789, the new U.S. Government came into being,
and New York City was our first capital. Our first
Capitol building, called Federal Hall in New York,
was designed by Pierre L’Enfant, a French engineer
who had served in the Continental Army during
the American Revolution.

Two years later President George Washington 
announced that a permanent capital city would be
built on the land where the Potomac and Eastern
Rivers come together. Washington asked L’Enfant
to produce a plan for the new capital city. 

Washington and L’Enfant saw eye to eye — they
both wanted something magnificent, something
huge. America’s capital city would be situated on a
100-square mile tract of land. For a new country
with few people and little money, the audacity 
was staggering. L’Enfant envisioned putting the
Congress on top of the highest hill in the area in 
a building that would be the biggest ever built in
the Western Hemisphere. The President’s mansion
would be one mile away, down an avenue that
would be 400 feet wide.  

L’Enfant produced his plan in just five months. But
L’Enfant’s artistic temperament was not suited for
a democratic government, and it didn’t take long

for him to run afoul of Thomas Jefferson and the
officials who were overseeing his work.   George
Washington fired him less than a year after he was
hired. L’Enfant never got paid for his work. He died
with only $46 to his name.

Washington, D.C. became the Nation’s Capital in
1800. But L’Enfant’s vision remained unfulfilled. As
a city, Washington was still a backwater. 

HHOOWW  IITT  AA LLLL  CCAA MMEE  TTOOGGEE TTHHEERR

L’Enfant’s Plan for the City of Washington

8



1110

When Charles Dickens came here for a lecture tour
in 1842, he described what he saw this way:

• Spacious avenues that begin in nothing, and
lead nowhere

• Streets a mile-long, that need houses and 
inhabitants

• Public buildings — that need a public 

He called Washington, 
• The City of Magnificent Distances
• The City of Magnificent Intentions

As the year 1900 approached, the AIA and Glenn
Brown began preparing to celebrate the 100th 
anniversary of Washington, D.C.  

The leaders of the City Beautiful movement had
worked together on the Chicago World’s Fair, 
officially called the World’s Columbian Exposition,
in 1893, and they created something the world 
had never seen — a beautiful city of 630 acres, with 
gardens, waterways, and over 200 buildings, mostly
temporary buildings meant to be torn down after-
wards, and all built in a classical architecture style. 

The “White City” at the Chicago World’s Fair was a
make-believe city — the Disneyland of its day. But
Glenn Brown, the AIA and the giants of the City
Beautiful movement wanted to achieve their vision
in a real city, and what better place than Washing-
ton, D.C., Charles Dickens’s “City of Magnificent 
Intentions.” 

The City Beautiful movement wasn’t just about 
architecture. It had a political and social agenda. By
1900 our cities had seen explosive growth, not just
in population, but also in crime, poverty, and all
kinds of social ills. The City Beautiful movement 
believed that a beautiful city could be an uplifting
experience — that great buildings, open spaces,
beautiful parks, cultural attractions, and so on
would raise the social and moral virtues of its 
 residents and also attract residents back to the City.

The Ci†y Beautiful movemen† believe∂ †ha† grea† buil∂ings, open spaces,
beautiful parks, cultural a††ractions, and so on woul∂ raise the social and
moral virtues of i†s residen†s an∂ also a††rac† residen†s back †o †he City.

George Washington Charles Dickens

The result of their effort was the McMillan Plan, the
“1901 Plan for Washington,” whose goal was to 
finally make Washington, D.C. the magnificent city
envisioned by L’Enfant. The National Mall would be
restored and lined with museums. The railroad
tracks and train station would be removed (and so
Union Station was created). The swamp lands of

the Potomac would be reclaimed. A memorial
would be created to honor President Abraham 
Lincoln, and another memorial would be placed 
at the Tidal Basin, which had just been reclaimed.  

So now the site — the land — was ready for some-
thing to happen.

The McMillan Plan of 1901 for Washington, D.C.
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EENNTTEERR  TTHHEE  AADDVVOOCCAATTEESS ,,  AAGGAAIINN

Eliza Scidmore had been writing to just about 
anyone who could read since 1885, promoting the
idea of planting the Japanese cherry trees. She said
they listened politely, but nothing happened. 

In 1902, David Fairchild traveled to Japan, where he
learned about the wide variety of Japanese cherry
trees. He had some sent to the U.S., but the Agri-
culture Department put them in their garden in

Chico, California, where they died in the summer
sun. The next year Fairchild shipped some to Wash-
ington, D.C. In 1905, he and his wife purchased a
home in Chevy Chase, in part, he wrote, so he
would have a place to plant the flowering Japanese
cherry trees.  

Fairchild said it was all an experiment in those days.
And it worked. Not only did his trees thrive, but he
also started getting trees for his neighbors, and
soon they were lining the streets of Chevy Chase.
Then he began to donate cherry trees to schools in
Washington D.C., one per school, on Arbor Day. At
one Arbor Day ceremony in 1908, he suggested
that the new Speedway (what is called Potomac
Drive today) would be an ideal place for the trees.
Eliza Scidmore came that day, and now they had a
common cause.

One of four photographs of Japanese cherry trees sent by David Fairchild to Helen Herron TaftDavid Fairchild in his Washington, D.C. office“In the Woods,” David Fairchild’s home in Chevy Chase, MD
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The next year, on March 4, 1909, Nellie Taft became
First Lady of the United States. Her biographer says
that she organized two dinner parties for members
of Congress, but soon became bored. She wanted
to make a larger mark.  

On April 1, the idea came to her. She decided that
she wanted to create a public area in Washington
where everyone could enjoy the outdoors. She
thought of the new Speedway area (Potomac Park).
She got in her car and drove there herself, and by 
afternoon she had put the plan in motion. She
would build a band stand, and there would be 
outdoor public concerts. 

On April 5, she received a letter from Eliza Scid-
more, who suggested that Japanese cherry trees be
planted there. Nellie wrote back just two days later,
on April 7, and said “I have taken the matter up and
am promised the trees.” 

Dr. Takamine, who was visiting Washington with
the Japanese Consul General in New York, Kokichi
Mizuno, soon heard about this, and the next day
he asked whether Mrs. Taft would accept a gift of
2,000 trees from Japan. Two days later, on April 10,
Mrs. Taft replied that she would. Eliza Scidmore was
overwhelmed. She had been conducting a fund-
raising campaign at the time aimed at planting just
100 trees every year, and now there would be 2,000
— just like that.  

Consul General Mizuno suggested that the gift
should be put into official channels. But who
should officially make the gift? In Japan, it was 
decided that the trees would officially be given
from one capital city to the other, from Tokyo to
Washington, D.C., as a gift of friendship.  

In 1897, Congress passed a bill establishing the area of the Tidal Basin as a public park.

Memorandum
from Tokyo City
Office describing
2000 cherry trees.

“Memorandum

2000 Cherry
Trees, Averaging
about 10 feet 
in height and
two inches in 
diameter Pre-
sented to the
Government 
of the United
States for the use
of the City of
Washington, D.C.
Shipped on the
SS Kaga Man 
  at Yokohama 
on the 24th Nov
due at Seattle 
on 10th Dec.”
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January 7, 1910: Upon their arrival, the flowering cherry trees
were inspected by the Entomologists and Pathologists of 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture at the Garden Storehouse 
on the Washington Monument Grounds. TTHHEE  SSHHIIPPMMEENNTTSS

The trees arrived in Washington the next year, in
January 1910. Unfortunately, to everyone’s shock,
the trees were infested with at least 16 different
kinds of insects and diseases. Although everyone
feared a diplomatic incident, they had to be burned
so the infestation would not spread. 

But Dr. Takamine was not concerned. He again
stepped forward and offered to arrange for a 
second shipment — this time not 2,000 — but
3,000 trees.

On February 2, 1912, Mayor Ozaki wrote to say that
3,020 trees were on their way to Washington, D.C.

The Japanese spent a lot of time trying to deter-
mine what was wrong with the previous shipment.
They focused on the soil and the age of the trees.
As a result, the new batch of trees was produced in
new soil. The new shipment arrived in Seattle in
early March1912. The plant quarantine inspectors
said that they had never seen a shipment “cleaner
and freer from insect pests.” The trees were then
transferred to a refrigerated railway car and sent on
to Washington, where they arrived on March 26.

Mrs. Taft couldn’t wait. The very next day, March
27, 1912, she planted her tree.

Two years later Mrs. Taft published her autobiog-
raphy. In it she wrote, “I watched the [trees] that
were planted later with great interest, and they
seem to be doing very well. But I wonder if any of
them will ever attain the magnificent growth of the
ancient and dearly loved trees of Japan.” 

Portrait of Helon Herron Taft (Nellie Taft, The First Lady of the United States)
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Mayor Ozaki and his wife, Yei Theodora Ozaki

Right: January 7, 1910: Japanese Cherry trees
pruned and ready for heeling in. 

Below: October 26, 1911: Wild cherry of Japan
on which Japanese flowering cherry is grafted.
Shows the excellent root system produced
from the cutting. 

Ozaki paid a heavy price for his opposi†ion †o †he righ† wing in Japan.
He opposed Japan’s increased military spending; he opposed †he Japanese 

government ’s move †o s†ifle poli†ical dissen† ; he opposed Japan’s alliance 
with Nazi Germany; and he calle∂ for peace wi†h †he Uni†ed S†a†es. 
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In October, 1909,
an official letter
from Tokyo
Mayor, Yukio
Ozaki, notified
the Superinden-
dant of the Public
Buildings &
Grounds Depart-
ment in Wash-
ington, D.C. that
the city of Tokyo
intended to 
donate 2,000
cherry trees to
the United States.
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January 6 1910: U.S. 
Propagating Gardens,
Washington, D.C. House 
in which flowering cherries
from Japan were stored
until they could be 
inspected and planting 
in the spring.

January 7, 1910: U.S. Propa-
gating Gardens, Washing-
ton, D.C. Japanese cherry
trees as they were received
from Japan.

Utagawa Hiroshige (1842?-1894) Woodblock print triptych depicting cherry blossoms in full bloom along the Sumida River.
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Planting Plan of Cherry Trees, East Potomac Park, date?

Aerial view of the Tidal Basin and East Potomac Park The Tidal Basin with its rows of cherry trees is a favorite spot for artists

Aerial view of the National Mall and Memorial Parks Cherry tree planting
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The diseased trees are burned 

Telegram from the U.S.
State Department 
to the U.S. Embassy in
Japan regarding the 
destruction of the trees.

Diseased Japanese cherry trees are destroyed
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Wha† happened       
af†erwar∂

PP AA RR TT   TT HH RR EE EE

Glenn Brown stayed at the AIA until 1913 and then 
returned to private practice. He retired in 1925. Later, the
Washington chapter of the AIA established the Glenn
Brown Award “to honor an individual who has raised public
awareness of architecture and its benefits to society, and
who has improved the quality of life in Washington, D.C.” 

David Fairchild retired to Miami, to an eight-acre com-
pound he called the “Kampong.” He continued to scour
the world for tropical plants to place in his “Kampong,”
which today is the Fairchild Tropical Botanical Garden.
During his years as a plant explorer, Fairchild is credited
with having introduced more than 200,000 species 
and varieties of plants into the United States, including 
nectarines and mangoes, dates and pistachios, and, of
course, the Japanese flowering cherry trees. 

What about Eliza Scidmore, the woman who would not
give up? She continued to travel the world and write
about it. She was in Geneva at the League of Nations in
1928, when she expired at the age of 72. Her remains were
taken to her beloved Japan, where she was buried in the
Foreigners Cemetery in Yokohama. Today, there are four
cherry trees near her grave. 

One of the most famous and respected Japanese in Amer-
ica, Dr. Jokichi Takamine, continued to do everything that
he could to promote better understanding between the
land of his birth and the land that he loved, which 
afforded him great success. In addition to founding the

WWHHAATT  HHAAPPPPEENNEEDD  AAFF TT EERRWWAA RRDD
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Nippon Club, he was one of the founders of the
Japan Society of New York and the Japanese Amer-
ican Association of New York. He continued his
legacy of science and innovation and became the
first president of the pharmaceutical company
Sankyo Seiyaku, known today as Daiichi Sankyo.
For more than a century, the impact of his discov-
eries has helped millions of patients all over the
world. He died in 1922 at the age of 67, and is
buried in New York.  

One month after the tree planting, Nellie Taft suf-
fered a stroke. Nellie always wanted her husband
to be President, and she had achieved her dream.
But as Taft’s first term came to an end, Teddy 
Roosevelt turned against him, and the Republican
Party — and the Republican vote — split. Taft lost.
He and Nellie then went to Yale, where he taught
constitutional law. 

In 1921, Taft got his dream wish and was named
Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court.
That brought Nellie and him back to Washington,
where for years she enjoyed taking family and
friends down to the Tidal Basin to see “her trees.”  

Taft died in 1930 and was buried in Arlington 
National Cemetery. Nellie joined him there 13
years later, just one month after the Jefferson 
Memorial was dedicated, and the scene at the
Tidal Basin became complete. 

And finally, Mayor Yukio Ozaki. From the 1920s
onward, Ozaki paid a heavy price for his opposi-
tion to the right-wing in Japan. He opposed Japan’s

Mayor Ozaki touring the Tidal Basin during a visit to Washington, D.C. in 1931 with his two daughters.

Dr. Jokichi Takamine

increased military spending; he opposed the 
Japanese government’s move to stifle political 
dissent; he opposed Japan’s alliance with Nazi 
Germany; and he called for peace with the United
States. He told the New York Times in 1933 that 
he thought he might be assassinated; and indeed
people did try to kill him — a number of times.
During the war he was watched constantly and 
was arrested for allegedly insulting the Emperor.

In 1945 the war was over and Ozaki continued to
be elected to The National Diet of Japan, Japan’s

legislature. By the end of his political career he had
set a record for Japan that has never been broken.
He was elected to Japan’s very first Parliament in
1890, where he served continuously for 63 years. He
was called the god of constitutional government.

Interestingly, in Ozaki’s autobiography, when he
talks about his time as Mayor of Tokyo, he never
mentions the gift of the trees. Ozaki came to Wash-
ington, D.C. in 1910, a year after he offered the
trees, and again in 1919 and 1931, but he never
wrote about the trees. So why is that? One can only

Taka-Diastase, part of Dr. Takamine’s legacy of pharmaceutical
innovation
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speculate. Ozaki’s autobiography is an intensely 
political document. His primary concern was 
always establishing democracy and constitutional
government, and trying to prevent the slide to 
military government and war. Compared to that,
how important can trees be , as beautiful as they are? 

But then something happened that changed him.
In 1950, Ozaki was invited to the United States. 
He was 90 years old and in failing health, but he 
decided to go. It was the first time he traveled over-
seas by airplane. When he arrived in Washington
in June 1950, he was invited to Congress. It was only

five years after the war ended, and here he was, 
in the city that had led a world war against his
country, and which now was the capital of the free
world. On the last page of his autobiography, 
for the first time, Ozaki talks about the trees. He 
describes his trip to Washington and the welcome
he received. 

In what seems to be something unprecedented,
Ozaki was invited to sit on the floor of the United
States Senate, not in a special gallery seat upstairs,
but on the floor, among the Senators. And as the

Chair read out a proclamation praising Ozaki 
for the gift of the trees, the Senators from the 48
states came up, one by one, to thank him and shake
his hand. 

Perhaps, when it came from his peers and when 
it came from fellow political leaders, he finally 
understood what the trees meant to everyone in
America. 

Ozaki returned home to Japan, and on October 6,
1954 he died in his sleep, at the age of 95. 

There’s one more “whatever happened to” question?
In 1912 there was no Jefferson Memorial. It wasn’t
completed until 1943, 31 years later. 

So what was the Tidal Basin used for? What did the
cherry trees look at every day? It was Washington’s
own little beach. For years, that’s where Washing-
tonians went swimming. 

Now, the 1901 McMillan Commission report said
that there should be a monument at the Tidal Basin,
either to one distinguished American or to a group

And as the Chair read out a proclamation praising Ozaki for 
the gift of †he †rees, the Senators from the 48 sta†es came up, 

one by one, to †hank him and shake his hand.

of Americans. So in 1925, there was a competition
to design a Theodore Roosevelt Memorial, which
would be placed right there at the Tidal Basin.

They picked the winning design, but the Congress
never appropriated the funds to build it. And then
seven years later, in 1932, Teddy’s cousin Franklin

was elected President. Unfortunately for Teddy,
Franklin was a Democrat, and he thought the
honor at the Tidal Basin ought to go to the founder
of the Democratic Party, and the author of the
Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson.

The Jefferson Memorial at bloom time



34 35

First Lady, Lady Bird Johnson plants a cherry tree, 1965Japanese ambassador and his daughter at the
Lantern Lighting Ceremony, 1954

His Excellency Roichiro Asakai, Ambassador of Japan, and
Noriko Ikida, daughter of the Prime Minister of Japan, 1961

Dedication of the Japanese lantern, 1954. The lantern is lit once a year during the National Cherry Blossom Festival
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The meaning 
of †he trees

PP AA RR TT   FF OO UU RR

WWhhaatt  ddoo  tthhee  ttrreeeess  mmeeaann  ffoorr  uuss  ttooddaayy??  

First, of course, the blossoms remind us of their 
origin — Japan. They were given to us as a gesture of
friendship, as an act of soft power. We remember
that, and every year we light the Japanese lantern at
the Tidal Basin. The two-week National Cherry
Blossom Festival celebrates not just the arrival of
spring but also our ties and friendship with Japan.
Our great national institutions — the Smithsonian,
the National Geographic Society, the Kennedy 
Center, the Library of Congress and others — join
with us and use the time of the Festival to highlight
our ties to Japan. The Japan-America Society puts
on the largest annual Japanese festival in the world,
outside Japan. 

I sometimes think that our Japanese friends don’t
fully understand how much the trees mean to our
nation and to us personally here in Washington,
D.C. It’s more than just looking at the beautiful
trees. Every year the capital of the United States 
of America celebrates our friendship with Japan
through our National Cherry Blossom Festival, 
and that celebration extends far beyond the Tidal 
Basin. It’s like an annual World’s Fair with only one
country — Japan. We don’t do that for anyone else. 

There’s another meaning for us. In Japan, the 
blossoms are seen as a metaphor for the ephemeral,
the fragile and often tragic nature of life. The cherry
blossoms are beautiful but short-lived, and as they
fall, they give rise to great sentiment. 

In a Japanese movie, a falling blossom can mean
that someone, a young warrior or a young woman,
has died. Here in Washington, we share the Japanese
admiration for the flower’s beauty, but we don’t 
attach the same philosophical and mystical mean-
ing to them. To us, the blossoms are not a symbol
of the fragile nature of life, and their falling is not a
metaphor for death. They are a symbol of life — of
rebirth — and renewal. 

View of the Tidal Basin in Springtime

TTHHEE  MMEE AANNIINNGG  OO FF  TT HHEE  TTRREEEE SS
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The blossoms are what spring is all about. In a city
whose other symbols are made of marble and
bronze, this symbol of Washington, D.C. is alive. 
As someone said, it’s not springtime in America
until the cherry blossoms bloom in Washington.

The blossoms mean that spring is finally here. The
flowers are blooming, the weather is warming up,
and the world seems new again. Like animals com-
ing out of hibernation, we get outside, we start to
move around, and once again we appreciate the
beauty of this city. Our community comes alive. 

The blossoms come back to us every year, no matter
what the state of our economy, no matter whether
our nation is at peace or war. No matter whether
you’re rich or poor, no matter what happiness or
tragedy you might have had in your personal life 
in the past year, no matter what language you
speak, whether you’re Japanese or American or
from any other country, the staggering beauty of the
blossoms is there for everyone to admire and share.
The blossoms belong to all of us — they are universal. 
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Photographs of festival activities courtesy of the National Cherry Blossom Festival®
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Like many other people, I have long admired the beauty of the flowering
Japanese cherry trees, and I knew the basic facts about Mayor Ozaki and how
the trees came to Washington. But as I started to read about Japan’s gift to
America, I learned that there were many other people involved in making
this happen, each for their own reasons — Eliza Scidmore, Dr Jokichi
Takamine, David Fairchild, and Nellie Taft. As I studied more, that led to 
learning about the people who were instrumental in transforming the 
physical appearance of Washington at the beginning of the 20th century, 
creating the site where the trees were planted — the City Beautiful 
movement, Teddy Roosevelt, and even, in a way, Pierre L’Enfant. 

Learning and telling the story of how the trees came to Washington — and
it’s a great story — made me realize that at the end of the day, history is about people — the dreams they
hold and the things they do. By definition, planting a tree is an act of faith in the future, and what these
people did a century ago is still with us today. We should all be grateful to them.  

John Malott began his 31-year career in the United States Foreign Service, holding positions such as 
Ambassador to Malaysia, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for South Asian Affairs, Consul General in
Osaka, and Director of the Office of Japanese Affairs. After leaving public service, he served as President
of the World Affairs Council of Orange County (California) and later as President and CEO of the 
Japan-America Society of Washington D.C.
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“The cherry trees I sen† abroad
Wi†h †he hope of increasing the 

ra∂iance of †heir spring
Have blossome∂ elegantly.”

A POEM BY FORMER MAYOR YUKIO OZAKI OF TOKYO, WRITTEN IN 1950 AT THE AGE OF 91


