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WASHINGTON — The pink
and white cherry blossoms that
color the nation’s capital and draw
a million visitors each spring
began with trees that have sur-
vived for a century.

It was 100 years ago this month
when first lady Helen Taft and the
Viscountess Chinda, wife of the
Japanese ambassador, planted two
Yoshino cherry trees on the bank
of Washington’s Tidal Basin. They
were the first of 3,000 planted as
part of a gift from the city of Tokyo
as a symbol of friendship. The
original pair still stands, though
gnarled and showing their age,
along with about 100 of the origi-
nal trees transported from Japan. 

Arborists and horticulturists
working for the National Park
Service have taken special care of
the original cherry trees, pruning
and watering them to keep them
alive as long as possible,
spokesman Bill Line said. Cherry
trees typically live about 60 years
in high-traffic areas where soil
and roots become compacted
beneath visitors’ feet.

“None of us were around then,
and obviously the people who
planted the trees then are no
longer with us now,” Line said.

So the trees are the living links
to the beginning of a tradition, he
said, “that literally timeless con-
nection that we have.”

Most of the trees reached their
peak bloom of the season last
week. Still, the National Cherry
Blossom Festival runs through
April 27 with dozens of events
planned in Washington.

It’s a tradition that almost did-
n’t happen. In 1910, a first gift of
2,000 trees was shipped from
Japan to Washington. But agricul-
ture officials discovered the trees
were infested with insects and dis-
eased, and they were burned.
Diplomats wrote letters of regret

to officials in Tokyo. Two years
later, they tried again with a ship-
ment of 3,000 trees that made it to
Washington in good condition.

Workers spent years planting
the trees around the Tidal Basin
and in a nearby park along the
Potomac River. The original
planting was re-enacted in 1927,
and the first Cherry Blossom Fes-
tival followed in 1935.

That original genetic line of
trees could have been lost over
time if botanists at the U.S.
National Arboretum hadn’t began
working to replicate them in the
1980s. By that point, many of the
3,000 had died and were replaced
with new trees bought at U.S.
nurseries.

Scientists took small cuttings of
the original trees and perfected a
process of using hormones to
stimulate root growth and grow
clones. The cuttings were careful-
ly grown in greenhouses with
daily checkups and pains taken to
keep the soil from drying out.
Over several years, the tiny plants
grow into trees that can be planted
once again. 

In 1997, the arboretum pro-
duced 500 new trees from the
original line to provide the
National Park Service with
replacements for the Tidal Basin
trees. It has also saved clones to
have a permanent genetic reposi-
tory of the trees, according to
Margaret Pooler, a research
geneticist at the arboretum.

“This way, that original gift that
came in 1912 is going to be pre-
served as well,” Pooler said. Tak-
ing on that responsibility, she said,
has become a “source of pride.”

More recently, the arboretum
and the park service sent 120
clones of the original trees back to
Japan so scientists there can also
retain the genetic line. Another set
of trees has been sent to Pittsburgh
to be planted in parks there.

A photograph of fallen Cpl. Mike Ouellette is held by his mother,
Donna, and his sister, Stephanie. The Marine was posthumously
awarded the Navy Cross for heroism displayed in Afghanistan.
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Incredible battlefield stories are given

“Those were his guys, and they
were family,” his sister said. “He
was very clear about it.”

Afghanistan was much differ-
ent from Iraq, and Mike’s mother
hoped he would be safer there.

“The last communication was
him telling me how beautiful the
mountains looked with the snow,
that he was OK, and thanks for the
care package,” Donna said.

On March 22, 2009, Mike and
fellow Marine Cpl. Anthony
Williams, 21, were killed when an
improvised explosive device deto-
nated in Afghanistan’s Helmand
province.

“I cannot say enough about
how terrible that day was,” his sis-
ter said while commending the
Marines for guiding her family
through the tragedy’s aftermath.

Soon after Mike’s death,
incredible stories from the battle-
field began to trickle in. The only
people not surprised were those
who knew him best.

With his left leg blown off and
shrapnel embedded deep inside
his skin, Mike called out and
warned his Marines to brace for
another attack. Moments later,
enemy fire began, and his team
was ready.

“Even as a corpsman worked to
stem his massive bleeding, Cpl.
Ouellette continued to direct the
fire of his squad,” an official mili-

tary account reads.
The Marine, who refused to

leave the battlefield until his
entire squad was safe, later died
in an ambulance. While his hero-
ism earned him the nation’s sec-
ond-highest military honor, his
loved ones knew what mattered
most.

“It was very important to make
sure they all came home,” the fall-
en hero’s mother said. “And they
did, every last one he trained.”

Early last year, in one of the
most rugged areas of southern
Afghanistan, Marines took to a
sandy hilltop and started building
a base. When they were finished,
the installation was named Com-
bat Outpost Ouellette, with
Mike’s picture and Navy Cross
citation hanging inside.

Responsibility for the remote
outpost was recently transferred to
the United Kingdom. That’s when
Donna Ouellette got something in
the mail from a British comman-
der.

“I got a letter saying that they
would not change the name,” she
said. “I’m awed.”

True leaders are national trea-
sures.

Cpl. Mike Ouellette was one of
them.

“He protected his men,” his
brother said. “That’s what’s most
important about his legacy.”

Science, care help
protect U.S. capital’s
original cherry trees

Officials: Woman
faked PTSD to
duck jury duty

DENVER (AP) — Susan
Cole of Denver stood out in a
jury pool last summer, with
mismatched socks and shoes,
and her hair in curlers.

District Judge Anne Mans-
field dismissed the cosmetol-
ogist and author from jury
duty after Cole said she
“broke out of domestic vio-
lence in the military” and had
post-traumatic stress disorder.

But when Cole told a radio
show months later that she
went to court disheveled to
appear mentally ill, the judge
was listening.

Prosecutors charged Cole
on Wednesday with perjury
and attempting to influence a
public servant.

An arrest affidavit says
Cole felt emotionally drained
and unprepared to serve on a
jury after wrongly believing
her cousin was in a fatal acci-
dent. However, investigators
say Cole couldn’t prove she
was diagnosed with PTSD.
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