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AGENDA FOR THIS OVERVIEW 
• Background of National Champion Trees

• The National Register of Champion Trees

• Measuring and Scoring of National Champion Trees

• My top-three favorite National Champions in Virginia
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BACKGROUND

Frederick Wilson Besley
Source: www.stateforesters.org

• Maryland’s first state forester

• Graduate of Yale School of Forestry and mentored by 
Gifford Pinchot

• Helped create Maryland’s Roadside Tree Law in 1914

• Helped create Maryland’s Big Tree Program in 1925

• Created the measurement and scoring system used 
today nationally for crowning champion big trees
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BACKGROUND

“The American Forestry Association 
heartily endorses the appeal by Mr. 
Joseph L. Stearns for the discovery and 
preservation of the largest specimens 
of outstanding American tree species.”
~ September, 1940
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BACKGROUND

Lillian M. Cromelin
• Associate editor of American Forests Magazine
• Created the initial program for registering big tree champions in 1940
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1940: American Big Trees

1961: The Social Register of Big 
Trees

1978: The National Register of 
Big Trees

2014: The National Register of 
Champion Trees

THE NATIONAL REGISTER
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THE NATIONAL REGISTER

2020 Register
• 761 champion and co-champion 

trees
• 543 native and naturalized 

species and sub-species
• 42 states have at least one 

champion tree
• Top-5 states are VA, FL, TX, AZ, 

and CA
• Currently 188 eligible species 

are without a champion
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MEASURING & SCORING

1. It’s living
2. It’s an eligible species
3. It’s the largest of its species
4. It’s been verified by an expert

Champions: one tree with the most 
total points
Co-Champions: two trees that are 
within 3 points or 3% of each other
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MEASURING & SCORING

TRUNK CIRCUMFERENCE

Composite functional circumference 
measurement on multi-trunk form 
when it is atypical for the species
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MEASURING & SCORING

TREE HEIGHT
The tree height equals your 

horizontal distance (HD) from 
the tree plus your height (HT)
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TREE HEIGHT
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MEASURING & SCORING

AVERAGE CROWN SPREAD
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MEASURING & SCORING

SCORE CALCULATION

o Is it an eligible tree? Eligible species, Eligible trunk form

o Measure trunk circumference at 4.5’ above ground line*: ____(inches)

o Measure tree height from ground line to highest branch: ____(feet)

o Measure average crown spread (1st max. ⊥ 2nd max.): ____(feet)

150

100

(90’, 70’) 80

Circumference        (1 point per inch)
+ Height                   (1 point per foot)
+ Crown spread      (¼ point per foot)

Big Tree Score Total

150 points
100 points

20 points

270 points
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TOP-3 FAVORITE CHAMPS IN VA

Osage-orange
(Maclura pomifera)
Co-champ

Charlotte County

65’ height

93’ crown spread

328” trunk girth

416 points

1970

Mabel O. Bellwood
John McCormick
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TOP-3 FAVORITE CHAMPS IN VA

American elm
(Ulmus americana)
Co-champ

City of Chesapeake

110’ height

116’ crown spread

252” trunk girth

391 points

1986?

Richard Salzer
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TOP-3 FAVORITE CHAMPS IN VA

Cherrybark oak
(Quercus pagoda)
Champ

City of Portsmouth

114’ height

138’ crown spread

331” trunk girth

480 points

1987

Byron Carmean
Gary Williamson
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