Remarks of Edward  C. Papenfuse, State Archivist

At the announcement of the Wye Oak Legacy Desk for the Governor of Maryland

May 15, 2003

Governor and Mrs. Ehrlich, Mr. and Mrs. Rosenberg, members of the press, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen.

Up Oakdale Street from our house is small oak tree from which these leaves were pruned last evening.  It was planted there two and a half years ago as a tribute to our 100 year old neighbor and unofficial mayor of Roland Park, Emily Johns.   It is a seedling of the Wye Oak which last June was blown down in a violent thunderstorm after standing for more than 450 years in the village of Wye Mills on Maryland's Eastern Shore. Identified by Maryland's first State Forester, Fred Besley, in 1909 as a Champion Tree which would eventually hold the title of the largest white oak in the United States, the Wye Oak was truly inspiring to behold at 96 feet high, with branches that spread out over 1/3 an acre.

Acquired by the State in 1939 for $6,150, in 1941 it became the honorary State Tree when Governor O'Conor signed into law a bill designating the White Oak (Quercus alba) as the State Tree (Chapter 731, Acts of 1941). Over the years, as the center piece of the

smallest State Park in Maryland the tree was well cared for by the State and widely photographed.  Seedlings were not only planted as living memorials to loved ones such as Mrs. Johns, but also on the grounds of the U. S. Capitol in 1976 in recognition of the Bicentennial of the United States.

As Senator J. Glenn Beall pointed out in 1976, the lifespan of the towering giant "completely encompassed the entire history of ... British North America and the United States. The sapling [on the Capitol grounds] embodies ... a form of immortality for this great tree. ... The Original Wye Oak has seen the settlement of 13 British colonies along the eastern coast of North America, the American Revolution; and the emergence of a small, weak, loosely united nation; and its subsequent emergence as a continent-spanning

superpower.  It has also overseen the constant struggle, by our people to "establish a more perfect union" --based  on liberty, equality, freedom, and justice."  The first Marylander's arrived on St. Clements’ Island in the Potomac when the tree was already one hundred years old, and it was well into its second century when the foundations were laid for this state house in 1772.

Dr. Frank Gouin, Professor Emeritus of Horticulture at the University of Maryland also recognized that the tree, at its advanced age, demonstrated a remarkable resistance to disease and the gypsy moth.  He replicated the Wye Oak's genes by grafting buds from the tree onto seedlings from its own acorns, cloning the tree and passing on those benefits to future generations.  Two of those replicas of the Wye Oak now grace the grounds of Mount Vernon where they were planted in April 2002, just months before the venerable tree lost its last battle against the wind.

Today, thanks to the generosity of Mr. and Mrs. Henry A. Rosenberg, we are here to pay tribute to the grace, beauty, and symbolism of the Wye Oak in another dramatic and appropriate way.  When the tree fell, the most immediate question was what to do with the wood. The Departments of Natural Resources, Agriculture, and General Services

worked together to preserve as much as possible, inventorying and storing the pieces, and calling for suggestions for an appropriate use.   Mimi Calver, of the Archives staff, served for many long hours on a committee that gathered ideas, among which was one proposed by the members of the public and the Archives, one which, contrary to a recent  published report, was considered favorably. Indeed, it was the second highest priority for the use of the wood. The Committee felt that there could be no more fitting use for some of the wood than a legacy desk for the Governor, a place where many of the most important decisions affecting the lives of our citizens will be made. Such a desk would serve as a reminder to the governor of the milestones of good government that the life of the Wye Oak encompassed, not the least of which were those that took place in this very state house.  

Here in the room below us, on December 23, 1783, George Washington resigned his Commission as Commander in Chief, making his bow to civil authority, and establishing firmly the principle of civil government in the United States.  Here in the room below us, on January 14, 1784, Congress, then sitting in Annapolis, ratified the Treaty of Paris that brought our fledgling nation into being; and here in the room across the hall from the Old Senate Chamber, the first printed agenda for a bill of rights was presented by a former governor and future Federal Judge, William Paca, whose Wye Plantation was not far from the Wye Oak.

Through a mutual friend, Joe Coale, I approached Mr. Rosenberg with the idea of a legacy desk for the governors of Maryland made from the wood of the Wye Oak.  He graciously offered to underwrite the whole of the gift. On his behalf, the Archives staff sought craftsmen from the Eastern Shore with the skills and the knowledge of local woods necessary to create a desk of the highest quality and design.

Jim Mc Martin and Jim Beggins of St. Michaels Maryland fit the bill perfectly.  Between them, they have over 25 years of experience of working with local, Eastern Shore woods, milling the pieces themselves and using 18th and 19th century techniques to make 

beautiful, hand-crafted pieces that are now in some of the most historic homes in Maryland.  Mr. Mc Martin and Mr. Beggins are with us today as we begin the year to 18 month process of crafting the Wye Oak Legacy Desk.

Governor,

Mr. and Mrs. Rosenberg would like to present you with a special memento for your office of the commencement of this project,  and I know that you have something similar for them as a token of our appreciation for their gift.

[exchange of gifts]

Leaves for Drew from Mrs. John's Tree; 

Abraham Lincoln wrote: 

“Character is like a tree and reputation like a shadow. The shadow is what we think of it;  the tree is the real thing.  May this governor and future governors who use this desk maintain both the reputation and the strength of character that the Wye Oak and its

many descendants represent.”

This morning, my wife, Sallie, received a note from a fellow teacher who accompanied her and the third grade of Boys’ Latin School on a tour of Annapolis and the State House. It was written in response to a newspaper article of this morning concerning the Wye Oak Legacy desk. Ms. Gardner’s son is a soldier in Iraq.  She wrote: 

“Sallie, I love the idea of a desk being made from the Wye Oak.  Finally, an idea with integrity that can be appreciated for the next 420 years." 

Thank you.

