
“I think that I shall never see
 A poem as lovely as a tree . . .”

- Alfred Joyce Kilmer, American poet, 1913

Most of us know the Catalpa 
tree as a scrawny bush-like 
tree growing along the 
banks of the area’s beautiful 

creeks, where we find our yellow and 
black Catalpa worms used for fish bait. 
However, recently a Clay County speci-
men of the Catalpa tree was recognized as 
a State Champion Tree. When a group of 
family, neighbors, and friends gathered 
under this magnificent tree at the Eloise 
[DeVaughn] Samuels property in 
September 2008 for the official award cer-
emony, it was already beginning to show 
a hint of autumn color in its leaves. 

With a circumference of 200 inches, a 
height of 64 feet, and a crown spread of 
68 feet for 281 total points, this specimen 
also holds the record for the oldest 
Catalpa tree in the state of Alabama. At 
212 years of age, this tree began its 
growth in 1796, only 20 years after the 
birth of our nation. The champion tree has 
witnessed the Louisiana Purchase, as well 
as the War of 1812, Mexican War, 
Spanish-American War, Civil War, World 
Wars I and II, Korea and other crises 
since. It also witnessed the birth of the 
state of Alabama in 1819 and that of Clay 
County in 1866. This stately tree has also 
been present and used as a backdrop for 

personal DeVaughn family events such as 
weddings, picnics, reunions, and Sunday 
afternoon get-togethers over the genera-
tions of the family. In fact, the original 
house on the property was sited mainly 
because of the presence of the tree as 
front yard shade and a horse hitching 
facility.

The Samuels property at the site of the 
champion Catalpa tree was initially 
acquired by Eloise’s great grandfather, 
Wesley Freeman DeVaughn in the mid-
1850s. After the property passed through 
her grandfather, Eloise inherited it from 
her father, John W. DeVaughn in 1978. In 
mid-1998, Eloise and her now-deceased 
husband, Ed Samuels, applied to have 
their property certified as an Alabama 
TREASURE Forest. After a rigid 
inspection by a 
forester, wildlife 
biologist, and soil 
conservationist, 
the property was 
certified in the 
autumn of 1998. 
This is the only cer-
tified TREASURE 
forest in Clay 
County that has 
“aesthetics” as the 
primary management 
goal. Anyone driving 
down Blakes Ferry 
Road cannot miss the 

well-manicured home, flower gardens, 
fields, and forests of the Samuels farm. It 
is obvious Eloise feels a strong attachment 
to this family land. It has been said that 
land is the soil of the soul that teases 
man’s body and spirit. Particularly in the 
South, it holds a firm grip on the psyche 
and is the source of much we cherish and 
value.

As Eloise’s son, Vaughn, reflected dur-
ing the award presentation, “This tree’s 
great life reminds us how temporary our 
own are in comparison.” This huge 
Catalpa is much more than just a tree . . . 
it’s also a member of the DeVaughn fami-
ly and a witness to most of our nation’s 
history.”
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Alabama’s Champion Catalpa Tree
(Catalpa bignonioides)

By Don C. East, member of the Clay County Forestry Planning Committee
(Reprinted in part with permission from The Clay Times-Journal)


