o g fo ol Ry s
Cvst G S

VIGIL AT TREATY OAK

[ CONTINUED FROM PAGE 133} tone of
voice that betrayed his own emotional at-
tachment to the patient. Two years earlier,
Giedraitis had proposed to his wife be-
neath Treaty Oak’s branches.

“There was never any question in my
mind that Treaty Oak was where [ would
propose,” he said. “That's the power spot.
That’s the peace spot.

“This is a magnificent creature,” he
said, standing back to survey the ravaged
tree with its startling network of life-
support equipment. A series of screens 55
feet high guarded the tree from the sun
and made the site look from a distance like
a baseball stadium. A system of plastic
pipe, carrying Utopia Spring Water donat-
ed by the company, snaked up its trunk,
and every half hour the spring water
would rain down upon the leaves.

“You know,” Giedraitis went on, "it’s
hard to sit here over the last six weeks like
I have and think it doesn’t have some sort
of spirit. You saw those roots. This thing
is pressed to the earth. This thing is alive!”

Giedraitis said he thought the tree might
have been poisoned as long as five months
before the crime was discovered. He first
noticed something wrong on March 2,
when he took a group of visiting urban
foresters to see Treaty Oak and happened
to spot a few strips of dead grass near the
tree. The dead grass was surprising but
not particularly alarming—it was prob-
ably the result of a city employee’s care-
less spraying of a relatively mild chemical
edger at the base of the tree.

Treaty Oak seemed fine until the end
of May, when a period of heavy rains
caused the water-activated Velpar that was
already soaking the roots of the tree to rise
from its chemical slumber. On the Friday
before Memorial Day weekend, Connie
Todd, who worked across the street from
the tree, noted with concern that its leaves
were turning brown. She thought at first it
must be oak wilt, which had been deci-

"mating the trees in her South Austin

neighborhood. But when she looked
closer at the leaves, she saw they were
dying not from the vein out—the classic
symptom of oak wilt—but from the edge
inward. Todd called Giedraitis, who

Jooked at the leaves and knew that the tree

had been poisoned.

But by what, and by whom, and why?
Whoever had applied the poison had |
noured it not only around the base of the
tree. but also in a peculiar half-moon pat- |

tern to the east. Giedraitis called in tree
experts from Texas A&M and the Tex-
as Forest Service. Samples were taken
from the soil to see what kind of poi-
son had been used. Eight inches of top-
soil were removed. Amazonian microbes

and activated charcoal were injected into

the ground.

When the [ab reports came back on
the potson, Gredraiis was stunned. Vel
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par! Velpar is the sort of scorched-earth
herbicide that is used to eliminate plants
and competing trees from pine plantations
and Christmas-tree farms, Velpar does not
harm most conifers, but it kills just about
everything else. The chemical is taken up
into a tree by its roots and travels eventu-
ally to the leaves, where it enters the chlo-
roplasts and short-circuits the chemical
processes by which photosynthesis is con-
ducted. The tree's reaction to these non-
functioning leaves is to cast them off and
bring on a new set. But in a Velpar-
infested tree, the new leaves will be poi-
soned too. The tree dies by starvation. It
uses its precious reserves of energy to
keep producing new leaves that are unable
to fulfill their function of turning sunlight
into food.

When Giedraitis and his colleagues dis-
covered that Velpar was the poison, they
immediately realized that Treaty Oak
was in a desperate condition. As its taint-
ed leaves fell to the ground and a deadly
new crop emerged to replace them, out-
raged citizens called for the lynching of
the unknown perpetrator from the very
branches of the ailing tree. They suggest-
ed that he be forced to drink Velpar. Du
Pont, the maker of Velpar, offered a
$10,000 reward for information leading to
the conviction of the person who had so
callously misused its product. The Texas
Forestry Association chipped in another
$1,000. Meanwhile a 26-person task
force bankrolled by H. Ross Perot con-

vened in Austin and considered courses
of treatment. The sun screens were erect-
ed, and the tree’s upper branches were
wrapped in burlap to prevent them from
becoming overheated because of the loss
of the leaf canopy overhead. Samples
showed that the soil was contaminated to
a depth of at least 34 inches, and so the
dirt around the base of the tree was dug
out, exposing the ancient roots that had
bound the earth beneath the oak for hun-
dreds of years. When the root system be-
came too dense to dig through, the poi-
soned soil was broken up with high-
pressure hoses and sluiced away.

A Dallas psychic named Sharon Cape-
hart, in Austin at the invitation of a local
radio station, told Giedraitis that the
workers had not dug far enough. The tree
had spoken to her and told her what their
samples confirmed—that there were still
six inches of poisoned soil.

Capehart took off her shoes and crawled
down into the hole and did a transfer of
energy to the tree.

“It was a tremendous transfer,” she told
me. “But she needed it so much. It was
like she was drawing it out of me.”

Capehart had determined that Treaty
Oak was a female. In another lifetime
—when the tree was in human form-—
it had been Capehart’s mother in ancient
Egypt. The tree had a name, which it
passed on to Capehart, stipulating that she
could release it only to the person her
spirit guides had revealed to her.
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Meanwhile the vigil in front of the
Treaty Ozk continued. Sharon Capehart
wasn't the only one beaming positive
energy to the tree. To the protective chain
that now cordoned off the Treaty Oak,
visitors attached all sorts of get-well exot-
jca: holy cards, photographs, feathers,

-poems (“Hundreds of you/Fall everyday,

/The Lungs of the World, /by our hands;
taken down. /Forgive us, Ancient One.”),
even a movie pass to the Varsity Theatre,
made out in the name of Treaty Oak. Peo-
ple had set coins into the brass letters of
the historical marker, and on the ground

before it were flowers, cans of chicken

soup, crystals, keys, toys, crosses, every-
thing from a plastic unicorn to a bottle of
Donnagel diarrhea medicine.

All of this was so typical of Austin.
Looking at this array of talismans, I was
convinced anew that Austin would always
be the never-never land of Texas. What
other city would take the plight of an as-
saulted tree so grievously to heart or come
to its rescue with such whimsical resolve?

There was a suspect. Sharon Capehart
had an intimation of a “sandy-haired gen-
tleman with glasses, around the age of
thirty-eight,” and that was about what the
police turned up, though the man was 45.
His name, Paul Stedman Cullen, had been
put forward to the police by several differ-
ent informants. Paul Cullen worked in a
feed store in the nearby suburb of Elroy
and lived alone in a truck trailer, where he
read science fiction and books on occult
magic with solitary fervor. According to
the police, his arrest record —~for drunken
driving, for drug possession, for burglary
—dated back more than twenty years. He
had lived in California in the sixties in the
salad days of the drug culture, and now he
drove a truck with a sign in the rear win-
dow that read “Apollyon at the Wheel”
and was a self-confessed member of the
Aryan Brotherhood.

Everything about Paul Cullen suggested
a hippie who had gone over to the dark
side. He had poisoned the tree, the infor-
mants told the police, because he wanted
to entrap its spiritual energy to win the
love of a woman or to ward off a rival.
They described the poisonous circle he
had drawn at the base of the Treaty Oak
and mentioned the books—including one
called The Black Arts—that he might have
used as ritualistic manuals.

“Any pagan knows better than to kill a
tree,” an outraged Austin pagan known as
Bel told me. “And The Black Arts 1s noth-
ing but metaphysical masturbation. The
reaction of the pagan community to this
act is one of disgust.”

Before Cullen could be charged with a
crime, the tree had to be coolly appraised,
using a complicated formula devised by
the Council of Tree and Landscape Ap-
praisers. The formula takes into account a
tree’s species, location, condition, histori-
cal value, and trunk size. (According to
the guidelines, the current value of a “per-
fect specimen shade tree” is $27 per

" square nch of [ CONTINUED ON PAGE 180 }

luu

t

=W W BRI

i

g

: JEFF ANDREWKEYSTONE RESURT

3



{ CONTINUED FROM PAGE 168 ] trunk cross
section: “The cross section area is de-
termined by the formula 0.7854D° where
D equals the diameter measured.”) When
all the figures were applied, the mighty
entity of Treaty Oak was judged to be
worth $29,392.69. Because the tree’s
value was more than $20,000, Cullen
was charged with second-degree felony
mischief.

“It's tree worship!” Cullen’s atiorney,
Richard C. Jenkins, shouted at me over
the phone as he proclaimed his client’s in-
nocence. “In my opinion, Paul is a politi-
cal prisoner. He's being sacrificed in a
new kind of witchcraft rite. He could go
to jail for life! People have really jumped
off the deep end on this one. Usually this
kind of treatment is reserved for murder
victims. Rape victims! Child-molestation
victims! But a tree? Come on! I mean, it’s
a rree!”

r l Yhough the poisoned soil had been

removed from the base of Treaty

Oak, the tree was still full of Vel-
par, and the chemical crept slowly up its
trunk and branches, killing off the leaves
flush by flush. As a last desperate mea-
sure, the tree scientists drilled holes in the
trunk of the tree and injected 35 gallons of
a weak potassium-chloride solution, hop-
ing that this salty flood would help the tree
purge itself of the poison.

Sharon Capehart, in Abilene for a radio
talk show, felt the tree weeping and call-
ing out to her for another energy transfer.
As soon as she was able, she got in her car
and headed toward Austin. “Around
Georgetown I could really feel her weep-
ing and wanting me to hurry hurry. I told
her, ‘Just wait. I'm putting the pedal 1o the
metal. I'm getting there.” "

Capehart arrived at Treaty Oak wearing
high heels, a tight black skirt, and a red
jacket. Her blond hair was teased in a
manner that made it look as if it were flar-
ing in the wind. There were four or five
other women with her, students and assis-
tants, and they made a circle around the
tree, holding out their hands and drawing
the negative energy—the Velpar itself-—
into their bodies and then releasing it into
the atmosphere. [ was told I would be able
to smell the poison leaving the tree, and [
did detect an ugly gassy smell that may
have been Velpar or may have been fumes
from the Chevrolet body shop next door.

’\em*‘i ar;é ?25’ team ész one ¢ EH

all csgwrgys on the trunk, laying 3&&1?
hands flat against the bark. Capeharn
head jerked back and forth, and she
swayed woozily as a couple of squirreis
skittered around the trunk of the tree just
above her head.
“Are we not dot
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Capehart’s spirit guides had told her that
I was the person to whom she should re-
veal the name of the tree. “Your name
was given to me before you ever called,”
she told me in her hotel room after the
transfer. “They let me know you'd try
to understand.”

She dabbed at her lipstick with a paper
napkin and tapped the ash off her
cigarette.

“Her name is Alexandria,” she said.
“Apparently Alexander the Great had
started the city of Alexandria in the Egyp-
tian days, and she was named after that.
She was of royalty. She had jet-black hatr,
coal-black, very shiny. She was feminine
but powerful. She had slate-blue eyes and
a complexion like ivory.”

Alexandria had been through many life-
times, Capehart said, and had ended up as
a tree, an unusual development.

“None of the guides or spirits I've com-
municated with have ever come up in a
plant form before,” Capehart said. “This
is my first as far as plant life goes.”

The energy transfer, she said, had gone
well. Alexandria had told Capehart that
when she began to feel better, she would
drop her leaves upon the psychic’s crown
chakra. Sure enough, as Capehart stood at
the base of the tree, she felt two leaves fall
onto her head.

“There ain’t no way that tree is dead.
That spirit has not left that tree. She is a
high-level light being. They never leave
without letting everybody notice.”

ntrusted with the name of the tree,
EI felt compelled to visit it once
again. She—I could not help but
think of it as a female now—did not look
to me as if she could ever recover. There
was a fifth flush of poisoned leaves now,
and the tree’s branches seemed saggy and
desiccated. There was not much cause for
optimism. At the very best, if Treaty Oak
survived, it would not be nearly the tree it
had once been.
But even in its ravaged state it remained
a forceful presence, a hurt and beckoning
thing that left its visitors mute with rever-
ence. And the visitors still came, leaving
cards and crystals and messages. All of
the attention paid to the tree had created,
here and there, a discordant backiash. An
anti-abortion crusader had left a prophe-
oy, saymg that, because of all the babies
“slaughtered without mercy” by the city of
t he tree that sm Emﬁ wi il wither

shouid have been gsvé
the Indians.

mm»é on the tree
for the poor, the menally ill,

They saw the circus surrounding the tree
as a sign of cruel indifference, as if this
speniancoas display of concern subtracted
from, rather than added
store of human svnaa;m

16, the world’s

from Treaty Oak for years and who used
to climb it as a boy, working his way up
its steady branches to its spreading sum-
mit. Another neighbor, Gordon lsrael,
had gathered up some of Treaty Oak's
acorns with his children a year before and
now had some eighty seedlings that in
another five or six hundred years might
grow to rival the parent tree. A local
foundry operator had put forth the idea to
cast the tree in bronze, so that in yearsto
come a full-size statue would mark the spot
where Treaty Oak lived and died. And
there were other memorial acts planned:
The Men’s Garden Club of Austin would
take cuttings from the dying tree, and cor-
porate sponsors were being sought out to
pay for an expensive tissue culture that
would ensure genetically identical Treaty
Oazk clones. .

“I hope you live so I can bring my chil-
dren to see you,” read a note left at the
tree by 1. J. Allbright, of La Grange, Tex-
as, age 9. There were innumerable others
like it—from other children, from grown-
ups, from mystics, from bankers, from
pagans and Baptists, all of them talking to
the tree, all of them wanting in some way
to lay their hands upon its dying tissue and
heal it. Perhaps this was all nonsense and
I had just been living in Austin too long to
realize it or admit it to myself. But I was
enough of a pagan to believe that all the
weirdness was warranted, that Treaty Oak
had some message to deliver, and that no
one could predict through which channel
it would ultimately be received.

My own sad premonition was that the
tree would die, though not in the way Sha-
ron Capehart had predicted, in an ascend-
ing glory of light. 1 felt that at some point
in the months to come its animate essence
would quietly slip away. But for now it
was still an unyielding entity, mysteri-
ously alive and demanding, still rooted
defiantly to the earth.

Standing there, feeling attuned to the
tree’s power and to the specter of its
death, I recalled with a shudder a ghastly
incident I had not thought of in years.
When I was in college, a young woman 1
knew slightly had burned herself to death
at the foot of Treaty Oak. I remembered
her as bright and funny, carelessly good-
looking. But one day she had walked o0
the tree, poured gasoline all over her
body, and struck a match.

According to a newspaper report, a
;szg’;?}@r heard her moan and rushed to

e lon wine bci ie

bey séﬁ pain, Waiting for
&a amb,z ance, they carried on a conver-
sation. She asked the man to kill her. He
of course refused, and when he asked her
why she had done this to herself, she
would not respond. But why here? he
wanted to know. Why do it here at the
Treaty Oak? For that she had an answer.

“Because,” she said, “it's 3 nice place to
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Treaty Oak Tribute

Flowers, letters, and blankets — all part of the effort to show support for the
Treaty Oak. And now a group gravely concerned about the prognosis of the tree,
plan a new tribute with music, song, and dance. On Oct. 6 at 8 p.m., this performing
arts event, Treaty Oak - An Evening of New Age Music and Modern Dance, features
the talents of Austin new age composer Fred Mitchim and Austin modern dancer and
choreographer Ann Mary Carney.

“This is not a wake, because I don’t believe this tree will die, it’s a tribute,” says
Mitchim. “It’s a living tree, not just a plant, and any gesture of positive energy
towards the tree can affect the Treaty Oak.” A

Because of his strong feeling about the tree, and because of his desire to work with
Carney, Mitchim put together a 43 minute array of new age music, half instrumental
and half not, commemorating the Treaty Oak. Six modern dancers (Carney, Pat
Stone, Cari Kerkhofs, Katherine Mattia, Deah Gulley, and Mary Ganzon) choreo-
graphed continual dancing that complements the music, and Gina Evins Doylg, an
Austin photographer, provides a slide show of the tree through the years, serving as
the backdrop for the dancers. -

To prepare for the show, the group went to the Austin History Center, both for
pictures and to do some research on the tree. “It was so easy to compose because we
found so many interesting facts about the tree. V

“Indians have been hanging around the tree for 100 years. I think the Treaty Oak
has a lot to do with why Austin is the capital. It (the Treaty Oak) has been a place of
politics for 100 years, even before settlers,” says Mitchim about his findings.

Mitchim is no newcomer to producing tributes of Austin. Hig localiy-produced
new age album River City, features song titles such as “Laguna Gloria,” “Barton
Springs,” and “Mount Bonnell.”

The tribute, presented by EuroExport Entertainment and co-sponsored by New
Texas Magazine, is at the Hillside Theatre in Zilker Park at sunset. Admission is free

. to the public. For addjtional information, contact Larry, Evans.or Laura Smith at
452-2701.
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Austin American-Statesman

Mystery witness fails
to show for 3rd time
in Treaty Oak case

Judge gives defense one more chance

By Berta Delgado
American-Statesman Staff

A man who allegedly knows who
poisoned the Treaty Oak remained
a mystery Friday when he failed to
appear to a court hearing for the
third time.

.But the judge overseeing the
bond hearing for the man charged
with the crime said he will give the
defense one more chance to pro-
duce the long-promised mystery
witness.

-“If he {the witness) knows some-
thing about this case, we want to
make sure he comes in with the in-
formation,” District Judge Bob
Perkins said.

Defense attorneys for Paul Sted-

man Cullen, who has been charged
in the poisoning, have said the wit-
ness will testify that Cullen is not
guilty.

Attorney Terrence Kirk said the
witness told Travis County sher
iff's deputiss that he would be at
Friday’s hearing,

When the witness
rived by 11 a.m., Perkins ¢
vled the hearing for Tuesday
morning,

Perkins said the remaining evi-
dence will be heard Tuesday, re-
gardless of whether the witness

appears in court.

Perkins will decide after the
hearing whether to reduce Cullen’s
bail from $20,000 to $5,000.

The ihitial hearing was held
Sept. 22 in Perkins’ court.

Perkins rescheduled the hearing
for Sept. 25 when the witness failed
to appear. Then, the hearing was
reset for Sept. 29.

Cullen, 35, of Elroy has been in
the Travis County Jail since his ar-
rest June 29, :

He was charged with criminal
mischief, a second-degree felony,
for causing more than $20,000
damage.

Police say Cullen poured Velpar,
a herbicide, around the tree during
a ritual. :

Chances for survival of the tree
at 507 Baylor St. will not be known
until next year,

i has argued
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. & maximum
punishment of one vear in the
county jail and a $2,000 fine.

A conviction on the felony
charge could mean a sentence of up
to life in prison and a $20,000 fine,

Saturday, September 30, 1989
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"= AUSTIN, TX — Why would someone polson a B
- tree? That Is what people asked when the Treaty A
Oak, a historic, 400-year-old tree, was polsoned
«last spring. Now tree experts are doing all that

they can to keep the Treaty Oak allve. Many people
have even sent get-well cards to the tree. No one
knows yet If it will survive.
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