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says, "The glory here are the trees—it is the trees that tie the grounds together." He knows them all. This white oak—a monster tree was planted by President Herbert Hoover in 1931; FDR shoveled the dirt in planting this littleleaf linden six years later; and President Kennedy—"Now there was a man who was interested in gardening," says Williams, and he relates how Kennedy commissioned him and Rachel Lambert Mellon, devoted gardener and collector of rare gardening books, to redesign many areas of the grounds, and particularly the Rose Garden, a tranquil retreat for one, and a perfect outdoor auditorium for 600 at ceremonies.

After Kennedy's death, Mellon and Williams redesigned the East Garden, following the general scheme Beatrix Farrand had set down for Ellen Axson Wilson, first wife of President Woodrow Wilson. Lady Bird Johnson, whose broadened vision of gardening changed the face of America, named the East Garden the Jacqueline Kennedy Garden which it remains during Democratic administrations.

But it is the trees that make it all.  Lush lawns have been heaped up into hillocks and berms for security reasons, and one has a certain topsy‑turvy feeling walking among them on the south side, feeling that he is walking in some meadow a thousand miles from the seat of so much activity. Over this terrain, the magnificent trees cluster in romantic forests that seem they might go on forever.

Many are commemorative. President Hayes seems to have started the idea, although some of the trees are older than his time. He planted buckeyes from his native Ohio. There was already a magnolia grandiflora (southern magnolia) put beside the south portico by Andrew Jackson, and it is blooming prodigiously as this is written. Benjamin Harrison added a scarlet oak; Frances Folsom Cleveland planned a Japanese threadleaf maple, now grown massive and gnarled, like a giant bonsai; and on down to modern times, when Rosalynn Carter planted a Japanese maple; Jimmy Carter a Cedar‑of‑Lebanon. And Bill and Hillary Clinton in 1993 a willow oak.

The White House garden is the president's, just as the house is his. Presidential influences upon the grounds have been strong.

Grand plans, then, have never beer the way in gardening at the White House. Not a single one has been followed to the letter. Olmsted's area idea has lighted the way. Yet ideas, even his, work best without too many specifics. There is a tennis court, a swimming pool—there was Amy Carter's tree house—not to mention the most discreet little ribbon of a running track snuggled next to the south driveway. Not all of it is Beautiful, but neither is it overdesigned.

The plan that is proposed by the National Park Service is the most ambitious of any for the 82 acres since the 19th century. The White House does change, of course, but not so radically. In viewing this new plan, one asks what of the historic rectangle Bulfinch set down as a park, soon named for the Marquis de Lafayette, our first guest of state? Will the new mirror pools—so curiously placed—be wetter than the present ones, which are dry all the time? What of the heroic bronze statuary that is there, not least the smallest, the pair of exquisite copies of Renaissance vases, cast in 1871 from Civil War cannon to show off through symbols of peace and beauty the skis of our Navy Yard's foundry, one of the finest in the world?

And Andrew Jackson's ghost—well known to Harry Truman and others— must now politick to keep the grand planners from bending the iron fence a riving Jackson flattened to a rational straight line 163 years ago. James Monroe had tried that crooked approach and it didn't work. The comment of the ghosts on the "Town Square" here can be imagined. What's the Mall for, anyway? The White House, remember, is a home, and the renewed peace and quiet of its surroundings today, if for that alone, seem to justify President Clinton's closing of the Avenue. One can even hear the birds now in Lafayette Park.

Gardens are living things, and no less is true of the President's Park. The presidency is chronicled in the accumulation of the garden's trees and paths and shrubs. Old trees die and are replanted. Flower beds are replenished nearly every year. Most ideals of design are uncomfortable in the White House garden with the overpowering presence of history. In that lie the greatest weaknesses of grand plans.

