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A People’s History of Portland’s Urban Forest 

St. Johns Plaza, Business leaders advocated for tree planting, 1979.
City of Portland Archives, A2010-003 
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“We don’t have to engage in grand, heroic 
actions to participate in the process of change. 
Small acts, when multiplied by millions of 

people, can transform the word.”
— Howard Zinn, 

A People’s History of the United States
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“The Walhamette River From a Mountain," by Paul Kane, 1847

Presettlement Willamette 
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Interior of a Takelma Plankhouse, image from Bureau of Land Management 

Indigenous Forest Management 
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Willamette Valley Oak Savanna, Image courtesy of Oregon State University Department of Horticulture 

Oak Savanna
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We inherit the actions of our ancestors 

“Stumptown” by Lorenzo Lorain, 1857, image courtesy of Oregon Historical Society Research Library 

Stumptown, 1857 
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We inherit the actions of our ancestors 

Portland’s South Park Blocks, The West Shore, 1882

Treetown, 1882
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Arbor Day in Portland’s Nineteenth Century Schools 

Oregonian, April 22, 1888.

Oregonian, April 11, 1896.

Oregonian, April 7, 1889.

Oregonian, April 9, 1891.
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Immigrant’s Trees

Henry Miller Papers, Oregon Historical Society

Henry Miller, a 
German immigrant 
and Oregon Trail 
pioneer, offered a 
diverse list of trees 
at his nursery in 
Goose Hollow.
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Miller’s Neighbors Were  Horticulturalists

Chinese gardens and houses in Tanner Creek Gulch, 1892, City of Portland Archives A2004-002.2544
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Portland’s Tree Replacement Crisis

In 1899, a visitor is alarmed 
by the city’s aging poplars.

“urges the planting of trees 
with reference to the future, 
and at a distance from each 
other sufficiently great to 
insure against the eventual 
crowding of the foliage”

– Oregonian, Sept. 3, 1899
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https://tclf.org/pioneer/emanuel-mische

Emanuel Tillman Mische
Studied Horticulture at Harvard 
and the Kew Gardens in England

Propagated and planted species 
from allover the world, 

especially Asia 

Employed by Olmsted firm and 
does initial design work for 

Parks all over Portland

Portland Parks Superintendent 
and Chief designer 1908 - 1916
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Designing for “the spirit of the trees”

1910, Preliminary plan of Laurelhurst Park, A2013-007, City of Portland Archives.  
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Mische Planned Street Trees for Elite Neighborhoods

From a 1919 sales booklet, Laurelhurst and its Park
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Homes and Trees of Laurelhurst

From a 1919 sales booklet, Laurelhurst and its Park



www.PortlandParks.org

Homes and Trees of Laurelhurst

21 SE Floral St. 
Several Large Ash, Fraxinus spp. 
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What about street trees for all of Portland?

Woodpile on “characteristic” Portland street, 1939, http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/fsa2000003835/PP/ 



www.PortlandParks.org

What about street trees for all of Portland?

Portland Hooverville, 1936 http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/fsa1998019440/PP/
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Portland’s First Tree Inventory: 
1938 Works Progress Administration

1935 WPA cleanup of Laurelhurst Park, City of Portland Archives, A2000-025.1121
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Portland’s First Tree Inventory: 
1938 Works Progress Administration

• “Shade Tree Planting can be much more effective if based upon a plan”

• Employed 20 workers for 6 months during inventory 

• Employed 12 workers for 5 months during mapping and analysis

• Mapped 78,886 trees growing in street right-of-way

• Identified 173 species*

• Individual tree health assessments

• Developed pruning, spraying, and replanting schedules

• Plan never fully funded or implemented

*Tree species were not consistent; a mix of Latin and common names, some included shrubs.
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Campfire Girls Tree Planting and Inventory

Oregonian, March 15, 1959, p. 40.
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Flowering Cherries of Albina

Photo by Dave Hedberg
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Albina Tree Planting Program, 1964, courtesy of Oregon Historical Society, 52657.

Albina Tree Planting Program
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Oregonian, Dec. 28, 1962, p. 23 Oregonian, Feb. 12 1966, p. 15.

Inspired Other Model Cities Neighborhood Plantings
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Oregon Journal, Feb. 13 1980, p. 15.

Urban Forestry not established until 1974

• 1972: Portland’s first City Forester

• 1974: Park and Street Tree Division

• 1975: Street Tree Advisory Committee

• 1975: Urban Forestry planted 20,000 

new street trees

• 1976: “57% Street Tree Inventory”

• 1995: Urban Forestry Management Plan

Comprehensive Organizational review, Urban Forestry Subcommittee, 1997
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Everyday people have shaped Portland’s urban forest

Group of Camp Fire girls after planting a tree, 1962, A2010-003, City of Portland Archives
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Every day you can see their work in the landscape

Group of Camp Fire girls after planting a tree, 1962, A2010-003, City of Portland Archives
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Never complete, 
it has been an ongoing process for millennia

Group of Camp Fire girls after planting a tree, 1962, A2010-003, City of Portland Archives
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How will your work today benefit future generations?

Group of Camp Fire girls after planting a tree, 1962, A2010-003, City of Portland Archives
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