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The Copper Beech at Auburn Heights: The “famous” copper beech tree on the front lawn at 
Auburn Heights is supposed to come down today. It was extensively damaged by a sheering 
wind that went across the front of the property during a heavy rainstorm in the summer of 2011. 
The eastern 1/3 of the tree was torn off and toppled during that brief noon-day storm, and the 
remaining 2/3 has leaned precariously toward the front driveway since that time. 
 
My Aunt Anna Mancill (my father’s sister) told me she thought the tree was planted in 1912, 
the year she was married. If that is correct, it was 15 years younger than several trees still on the 
property, all planted the year the house was built in 1897. In the 12 x 20 photograph taken from 
the hillside across Creek Road in 1914, there appear to be several small trees in the location of 
the copper beech, and it cannot be definitely identified. From that time on, however, it must 
have grown rapidly, soon taking over much of the front lawn. In my first remembrance of the 
beech about 1930, it was a BIG tree even then and great fun to climb with its twisting limbs 
making it easy for short arms and legs to cling to. 
 
My mother called it a purple beech, and only in the past 25 years or so have we preferred 
“copper beech.” I really don’t know which is correct. The leaves are green when they first come 
out in April, but they soon turn to purple or copper-colored before midsummer. She would 
comment that she could not keep a nice green lawn in front of the house, as the shade from the 
big tree blocked out the sunlight. By the 1970s, we realized that we had a very special asset in 
our front yard, and I would have one of the tree companies feed it periodically. A few cables 
were also inserted to help support the weight of the far-reaching limbs. With no firm sod 
beneath, the soil close to the roots would erode, so in early spring each year we would rake the 
area and then spread grass seed. The seed would take hold and grass would spread over the area 
for one or two months before the shade from the foliage would kill it. While this was not ideal, 
at least it kept erosion under control. 
 
Several of the limbs would twist and grow back into themselves, becoming attached at both 
ends. Shortly after 2000, the State Parks people told us we had a champion tree, the runner-up 
to the first-place copper beech in Delaware. It was spectacular, and when viewed through the 
porte co-chere near the front porch, it was framed perfectly for a photograph. We understood 
that the state champion, possibly in Bellevue State Park, was destroyed before the damage to 
our tree, so for a short time, ours was the State’s #1 Copper Beech. (There is a nice stand of 
copper beeches at Longwood Gardens, along the drive between the Pierce House and the 
Conservatory.) The part of our tree that had remained after the wind damage seemed alive and 
reasonably healthy for a while, but its health deteriorated during the past year, and it’s time for 
it to go. Gary Bryde, a Hockessin attorney and an accomplished wood carver, plans to preserve 
some of the wood. Good bye, old friend. 
 
Work Report: On Tuesday, February 16, thirteen volunteers were on hand, in addition to those 
who attended the Events Committee meeting in the office. They were Ted Kamen (in charge), 



Steve Bryce, Jerry Lucas, Jerry Novak, Bob Jordan, Dennis Dragon, Ed Paschall, Mark Russell, 
Mark Bodenstab, John Schubel, Mac Taylor, Jay Williams, and Tom Marshall. 
 
A new prospect named Dan was introduced to our activities by Mark Russell, and we hope he 
will want to join FAHP and be a mechanical volunteer. Ed Paschall cut up more shop rags, 
much needed. The electric train crew of Jay, Mac, and John checked the voltage on all parts of 
the layout and began making plans for Train Day on May 1. Mark Bodenstab and Tom 
modified the plumbing under the boiler of the Model 735 in order to raise the return line from 
the condenser to the water tank. Jerry Lucas worked on the Model H-5 engine but found a 
defective steam pipe fitting that supports the front of the engine through the hanger strap; he 
will make this repair and continue to re-assemble next week.  
 
The ’37 Packard crew of Bob Jordan, Ted Kamen, Dennis Dragon and Jerry Novak continued 
on the wiring harness project, and the next step is marking the light switch wires. Steve Bryce 
emptied and cleaned three 55-gallon drums in anticipation of our annual kerosene delivery (400 
gallons was delivered on Thursday). 
 
On Thursday, February 18, thirty mechanical volunteers attended the special meeting to plan the 
way forward. Emphasized at the meeting was the improvement of our shop areas, both for 
cleanliness and efficiency, so we can be proud to show these along with the museum when we 
are open to the public. It was also decided to try a third work session each week to be held on 
Wednesday afternoons from 1:00 to 4:00, starting on March 9. More information will be 
forthcoming soon.  
 


