
two new trees replace poisoned predecessors
toomer’s corner at auburn University once again a campus Gathering place
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in January 2011, two live oak trees on the auburn Univer-
sity campus were deliberately applied with an herbicide 
used to kill trees (spike 80dF, also called tebuthiuron) in 
lethal amounts. the trees, located at an entrance to the 
University known as 
toomer’s corner, had 
traditionally been used 
as a gathering area 
for auburn fans fol-
lowing team victories. 
the act of vandalism 
to the two trees, which 
were estimated to be 
over 80 years old, 
was perpetrated by a 
University of alabama 
sports fan and was 
widely covered by the 
media.

the university badly 
wanted to save the 
majestic trees that 
had long been a 
fixture of the campus, 
and attempted to 
remediate the effects 
of the poison for three 
years. Ultimately, they 
were not success-
ful. after conducting 
extensive soil testing, 
they decided to 
remove the trees and 
dispose of all the con-
taminated soil. in May 
2014, silva cells were installed to enhance the rooting 
area for the replacement trees that they hope will restore 
the site to its former glory.

tommy Holcombe, with Holcombe norton partners 
landscape architecture, was responsible for the redesign 
of toomer’s corner. He intended for the new trees to 

grow to at least the same age as their predecessors, and 
therefore needed to provide them with plenty of soil. He 
decided to make the openings of the tree wells as large 
as possible, and then used a one-layer silva cell system 

to extend the planting 
area underneath the 
sidewalk and slightly into 
the rounded entranceway 
to the campus.

the central (round) area 
between the two trees is 
classified as a bioreten-
tion zone, with 3’ of clean 
granite stone - neutral 
pH for the trees - topped 
with permeable pav-
ers. the idea is to keep 
water on-site rather than 
sending it to a storm pipe. 
there is an underdrain at 
the bottom of the stone 
with an upturned elbow 
and another underdrain 
at 6’ deep. there will be 
a large reservoir of water 
available for the trees 
at all times. where the 
silva cells are directly 
adjacent to the circle, the 
tree roots will only have 
access to rainwater within 
the stone. the intent is for 
the roots to get in there 
and use the water and air 
provided.

the new, replacement trees were planted the follow-
ing winter, at which time they were dormant and the 
conditions were better for establishment. the new trees, 
like their predecessors, are live oaks. according to a 
statement released by the University “the loose soil was 
removed and the pits graded to drain away from the



proposed tree locations to a low spot and be intercepted 
with a new permanent underdrain system. this new 
drainage system will ensure the pits will drain via a grav-
ity system to a storm drain near Biggin Hall. this will al-
low any remaining traces of the tebuthiuron to be flushed 
out of the site.” a monitoring well has been installed to 
test the soil and water in the future to make sure that they 
know immediately if contamination is still leaching out of 
the surrounding soils.

on Valentine’s day, 2015, hundreds of auburn fans and 
community members gathered to witness the historic 
event of the tree planting. the new trees, which frame a 
corner entrance to the auburn campus on college street 
and west Magnolia avenue, rise like sentries and re-
establish an important gathering space for school spirit, 
celebration, and the commitment of the university to the 
symbols of its success.

Installation Summary 
average soil volume per tree: 800 ft3 
number of trees: 18 
total silva cells: 140 Frames, 140 decks 
installation date: May 2014 
installation type: trees 
project site: Break-out zone; plaza 
project designer: Holcombe norton partners 
contractors: Vision landscapes

 
For more information, please contact leda Marritz 
(leda@deeproot.com or 415-746-1555).


