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ABSTRACT

The katsura tree at Dumbarton Oaks is among the oldest of the
species in North America and pre-dates the design of the garden.

Japanese master gardener Kurato Fujimoto was commissioned
to inspect and lead the construction and installation of a series of
branch supports, known as “hoozue” in Japan, to rejuvenate this
venerable tree that was in decline. The assessment of the tree
included the inspection of the branch structure with a projection
toward post-installation growth over the next several decades.
Materials such as rope, bark fabric, nails (kasugai), and the
wooden hoozue themselves were fabricated and installed with
indigenous knowledge and experience, which were described in
the text and drawings and documented in a series of photographic
sequences. This article narrates the process of this preservation
work, demonstrating the significance of this indigenous Japanese
technique.

The katsura tree (Cercidiphyllum japonicum) at Dumbarton Oaks
in Washington, D.C. is among the oldest species in North America
(Fig. 1). Records indicate that this specimen was mature in 1920,
at the time when the landscape architect, Beatrix Farrand, began
her work with Mildred Bliss to design and construct the gardens of
Dumbarton Oaks that are considered one of the greatest American
gardens of the twentieth century.

Farrand noted the “magnificent Katsura tree, and an equally fine
Japanese Maple” in her Plant Book for Dumbarton Oaks. “These trees
and shrubs make a foliage border to the lawn difficult to equal for
character and delicacy. The old plants, such as the Cercidiphyllum
and the Japanese Maples, were growing in these places when the
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HIGHLIGHTS

* It studies an indigenous Japanese arboriculture technique that has
time-tested success yet may be different from accepted practices

« It describes an entire installation process of Hoozue, which
preserves and rejuvenates the aging katsura tree at Dumbarton
Oaks that is one of the oldest of the species in North America

» The preservation work offers a model for the study of emerging
branches of arboricultural research, indigenous cultural practices,
plant humanities, etc.
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land was acquired by Mr. and Mrs. Bliss. The new planting has been
made in an effort to bring out these beautiful old plants.”""!

A survey of the property by James Berrall, dated July 5, 1922,
shows a 20-inch diameter tree in the present location of the katsura,
flanked by a 12-inch diameter Japanese Maple!” (Fig. 2). These
markings correspond with Farrand’s notes, and back-dating from a
20-inch diameter katsura in 1922, it is believed the tree was 20 or
30 years old at the time of the survey. This would correlate with the
availability of katsura trees from John Saul’s nursery in Washington,
D.C., who first listed the tree in his inventory in 1895, suggesting
that this is one of the earliest katsura trees in North America.

This legacy specimen is characterized by an octopus-like
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branching habit with long, horizontal branches that are at risk of
structural damage. Evidence indicates that they have previously
broken or pruned back to sprouts as several branches exhibit a
distinct vertical growth just back from the location where the
branches were cut. Revitalization of this legacy tree by promoting
its new growth—while also supporting at-risk branches and
limbs—is the ambition of the preservation work in 2023.

Kurato Fujimoto, Japanese master gardener, was invited to
assess and lead this preservation effort using branch supports,
known as “hoozue” ({Z 37 Z.), to rejuvenate this venerable tree.
The term “hoozue”—"hoo” means chin and “zue” means cane—
refers to the bodily posture of resting one’s chin in the palm of
one’s hand while resting one’s elbow on a table. Hoozue were
fabricated and installed at key structural locations along branches
and at branch extremities where the addition of hoozue promotes
new leaf, branch, and biomass growth to collect energy to return
to the tree’s core. This technique contrasts with current North
American practices which recommend retrenchment—pruning
outer branches to concentrate energy in the tree’s core.

Hoozue are often used in old plum and pine trees in Japan. They
not only support the branches and reduce the stress on the trees,
but also have the meaning of respect. So people should look at the
tree while feeling how long it has been cherished and protected
since ancient times.

The general outline of the preservation work included five
aspects: 1) research the history of the katsura tree; 2) identify
hoozue locations and techniques, 3) collaborate on sourcing,
fabricating, and installing hoozue with Dumbarton Oaks Garden
leadership and crew; 4) provide experience to Dumbarton
Oaks staff and invited visitors about indigenous Japanese tree

099

1. The katsura tree at Dumbarton Oaks,
immediately prior to preservation work
in 2023.

2. Berrall Survey excerpt showing a 20-
inch tree which is assumed to be the
katsura tree.

3. The project workbook is a folding
orihon sketchbook with the inventory,
drawings, specifications, and
techniques for constructing and
installing the hoozue.
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preservation techniques; and 5) monitor and provide scholarly
research on the performance of the tree preservation technique. The
work is being documented as part of global research on indigenous
horticultural practices as well as to compare these techniques with
prevailing models of arboriculture in North America.

The assessment of the tree included inspection of the branch
structure with a projection toward post-installation growth over
the next several decades. Materials such as rope, bark fabric, and
the wooden hoozue themselves are fabricated and installed with
indigenous knowledge and experience which are described in
an orihon (an accordion-fold sketchbook) with drawings from
Ron Henderson (one of the authors of this article) and text by
Fujimoto (Fig. 3). The hoozue were sourced as treated pine poles
from Cardinal Home Center in Madison, Virginia and installed over
a four-day period in March 2023 with a collaborative crew from
Dumbarton Oaks, Illinois Institute of Technology, and Hillwood
Garden working with Fujimoto (Fig. 4).
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The process for assessing and positioning hoozue is a unique
manner of working—from a gardener’s perspective—that requires
ingenuity, invention, and adjustment to the specific site conditions
(Figs. 5, 6). The locations of hoozue must be determined by
assessing the branch structure which is highly variable as with
“chibi,” the shortest hoozue (Fig. 7). The height of the poles must be
measured and cut precisely. A crosspiece, roughly twice the length
of the diameter of the branch it supports, is joined at the top of the
poles using a shallow, vertical mortise and tenon joint reinforced
with a vertical lag bolt and a pair of kasugai, u-shaped nails, on each
side to connect the posts to the crosspiece. Shallow 18-inch holes
are dug to plant hoozue into the ground with gravel placed at the
bottom for drainage and to shim hoozue snug to the branches. The
hoozue are hoisted into place (Fig. 8) pushing lightly against the
tree branch which is locally wrapped by a cushion of cedar bark
fabric available in Japan.

Once securely positioned, the hoozue are lashed to the branch
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VOLUME 12 /ISSUE 3/ JUNE 2024

© © Ron Henderson

—
o
o

4. Hoozue were positioned at the places where branches
were damaged, where new sprouts anticipated long-
term future growth (front left), where branches elbow had
a shallow “seat” (top right), or where there was sharp
upward growth from pruning (top left).

. Hoozue design sketch, by Ron Henderson.

. Field sketch locations for hoozue.

. “Chibi” with otoko musubi, the finishing knot.

. Hoisting a two-legged hoozue into place.

. Sketch of lashing of hoozue to tree branch.
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using 3-strand coconut palm fiber rope also imported from Japan.
The length of the rope is measured by Fujimoto holding the rope in
his hand with his arm outstretched and then pulling the rope across
his body to his opposite outstretched arm. The rope is then cut after
about 14 or 15 arm-to-arm lengths, depending on the size of the
branch. The lashing begins by doubling up the rope and slipping
the two loose ends through the middle loop and then around the
crosspiece. The lashing proceeds by wrapping the rope very tightly
(tugging strongly) and working inside to outside along each side
of the crosspiece: around the crosspiece, up and over the branch,
around the opposite side of the crosspiece, around the opposite
side of the branch, and repeat around and around (Fig. 9). A shino,
a kind of pry bar, is used to whack the rope tightly after each pass of
the rope. The rope was then secured with a special “man knot,” otoko
musubi, which is “similar to a square knot but with a few more steps”®’.
Outlining the spirit of the work, Fujimoto held that among the
many trees at Dumbarton Oaks this katsura tree is very old and
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10. The katsura tree at Dumbarton Oaks, immediately after the preservation work.
11. Hoozue used in the preservation of Usuzumi-zakura in Motosu, Japan, shown in
March 2012

has a presence and beauty suitable as a symbol of the garden—
other katsuras do not have this grandeur—and will continue to
amaze everyone as a worthy tree that should be passed on to future
generations (Fig. 10).

However, a katsura of 100 years old is affected by branches and
trunks. The hoozue must have both functionality and beauty. The
supports are made of straight pine because pine trees have sap and
are strong against the rain. Fabrication is done by chiseling and
inserting the tenon post into the crosspiece. Beside bringing the
cedar wrap, palm rope, and “kasugai,” u-shaped nails from Japan,
Fujimoto decided which thickness and length to use on which part
of the branch upon his years of experience.

The work on the supports has been completed but this is not the
end of everything; instead, the support is the start of a new era. We
must determine how the supports will change the way we protect
the katsura and what we should do going forward. Although we do
not know what this katsura will be like in 100 years, by doing this
support, the katsura will live a longer time."

In addition to the collaboration at Dumbarton Oaks, the core
team of Fujimoto (master gardener), Ron Henderson (landscape
architect), and Johann Friedl (graduate student and garden
apprentice) have completed the work for the 240-year-old Betsey
Williams Sycamore at Roger Williams Park in Providence, Rhode
Island; for a pair of cherry trees at the United States National
Arboretum in Washington, D.C.; for the redbud trees at Wrightwood
Gallery in Chicago, Illinois; and for an oak tree at the historic
Caldwell Farm in Bristol, Wisconsin. Fujimoto and Henderson also
collaborated on the preservation work for a 100-year-old Japanese

maple on the campus of Pennsylvania State University with the
Japanese architect, Kibo Hagino, and the university’s Grounds
Maintenance Division.

Such preservation work offers a model for the study of emerging
branches of arboricultural research, indigenous cultural practices,
plant humanities, and other scholarly areas. The Dumbarton Oaks
katsura preservation project, and the other allied preservation
projects, are successive efforts for both scholarly research and public
enjoyment. Given the Japanese examples of 1,500-year-old trees—
such as Usuzumi-zakura (Fig. 11), Miharu Takizakura, and Yamataka
Jindai-zakura—the garden team expects to inspire a centuries-long
preservation of irreplaceable living monuments with indigenous
horticultural practices as well as cultivate global exchange in the
preservation of legacy trees.
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