
 

The History of Arbor Day 
 
 

 Arbor Day is the result of a dream, a vision of the future, by a steadfast and 
dedicated man, J. Sterling Morton of Nebraska.  Born in upper New York State in 1832, 
educated in Michigan, young Morton followed the westward movement of the pioneers and 
in 1854 settled on the west bank of the Missouri River near the present town of Nebraska 
City.  
 Arbor Day is purely American in origin and grew out of conditions peculiar to the 
Great Plains.  This is a country practically treeless over much of its area, but in the mid 
1800’s there was a flourishing agriculture as well as a soil and climate able to nourish good 
tree growth. 
  Arbor Day originated and was first observed in Nebraska in 1872.  The plan was 
conceived by Mr. Morton, then a member of the State Board of Agriculture, and later United 
States Secretary of Agriculture.  At a meeting of the State Board of Agriculture of Nebraska, 
held at Lincoln, January 4, 1872, he introduced a resolution to the effect that Wednesday, 
the 10th day of April, 1872, be set apart for tree planting in the State of Nebraska and named 
Arbor Day. 
 Wide publicity was given to the plan and more than a million trees were planted in 
Nebraska on that first Arbor Day.  Before 1872, however, tree planting had been haphazard.  
The adoption of the Arbor Day plan meant organization of tree planting work.  As early as 
April 4, 1895, the state had become so active in tree raising that the legislature passed a 
resolution that the State be popularly known as the Tree Planters’ State.  Under the Kincaid 
Act, the Forest Service distributed 2,000,000 young trees from the Federal nursery to 
10,000 residents in addition to the planting done on government land in Nebraska.  
 Morton loved trees for their own sake, for their beauty and for the creation of an 
enjoyable environment.  He planted the grounds of his home, “Arbor Lodge,” with rare and 
exotic trees from all over the world.  “Arbor Lodge” is now a Nebraska State Park.  The 
magnificent trees Mr. Morton planted more than a century ago may be viewed and enjoyed 
by all.  
 Morton’s trees grew and flourished.  He encouraged his neighbors to plant.  He then 
conceived the idea of planting trees over all the bleak plains of Nebraska.  He knew how 
important trees were in developing a pleasing home environment and in controlling the 
rigors of a harsh climate.  
 The Arbor Day idea quickly spread to neighboring states.  Within the next twenty 
years practically all the states celebrated Arbor Day by planting trees with appropriate 
ceremonies.  Indiana first celebrated Arbor Day in April, 1884.  By the turn of the century it 
was well established and became almost traditional everywhere.  
 Schools have always been foremost in celebrating Arbor Day.  Many parents and 
grandparents think fondly of the day when they helped plant a tree.  Some of the oldsters 
often revisit the site to admire a magnificent specimen they planted as a small sapling many 
years ago.  Children today will some day come back to visit their school and say, “I helped 
plant that tree.” 
 J. Sterling Morton achieved fame and prosperity in his state and nation.  He served 
his state and his country as a leader of various activities.  But after all his other 
achievements and rewards are forgotten, one remains – the establishment of Arbor Day.  
His dreams that made it possible go on and on in the hearts and minds of people.  


