Pear tree fans hope cloning will carry on tree's history 

By Michael Puffer 
Staff writer 
A pear tree that crossed the Atlantic by ship around 1630 and was planted in the groves of the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony is still bearing fruit here, allowing Danvers to claim the honor of hosting the oldest cultivated fruit tree in North America. 

And locals want to keep it that way. 

Last week, an arborist working with the Danvers Preservation Commission carefully clipped 12 slender shoots from the treasured Endecott pear tree and handed them to Preservation Commission member David Kayser. 

The shoots will be grafted onto new roots and nurtured in a greenhouse until the nearly genetically identical copies have grown into saplings strong enough to be planted in various locales around Danvers. 

"We want to have some backups nearby so if lightning does strike, or if (the tree) dies, we can have a replacement in a day's time," Kayser said. 

Tucked behind the OSRAM-Sylvania building on Endicott Street, the gnarled and twisted fruit tree is unremarkable at first glance. About 15 feet tall, it's held upright by a metal cable threaded through a hollow in the main trunk. It is flanked by taller evergreen trees but not too closely. The venerable tree is boxed in by a 6-foot-tall chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. 

"It really is a national treasure, although it doesn't look like one where it is now behind a cyclone fence," said Town Archivist Richard Trask. 

A tree's rise to fame 

Days haven't always been pleasantly fruitful for the tree. In the 1960s, vandals hacked off all the pear tree's limbs. Locals reacted with horror at the attack and police eventually arrested a local 14-year-old, whom police Chief Joseph Nangle described as "hard as nails." 

That's when the fence went up. 

At the time, a few residents tried to clone the tree but failed. Eventually, the bare trunk sprouted shoots on its own. 

The attack was chronicled by newspapers and magazines. The tree has long been something of a celebrity in the press, occasionally making national news. 

Accounts of the tree stretch back to the early 1800s, contained in the diaries and journals of then-prominent locals. 

The Rev. William Bentley sent a collection of Endecott pears to President John Adams in 1810, along with a few shoots so the green-thumbed chief executive could grow Endecott offspring of his own. 

In 1946, The Associated Press carried the headline "Soil Stripping Dooms 316 Year Old Pear Tree." An investigation by Grange members found the property owner had dug away soil from the tree's base, leaving it "high and dry." Residents voted to secure an easement to protect the tree, but the selectmen were apparently never able to reach an accord with the property owner. 

Today, a mural of Governor Endecott planting his pear tree greets visitors to Danvers Town Hall. 

Fruitful legacy 

Even with all this exposure, most Danvers residents probably don't know the first thing about the pear tree. Still, that doesn't mean it isn't worth preserving, Kayser said. 

This is the last survivor of hundreds of trees that once graced the 300-acre plantation of Massachusetts' first governor. Since its planting, the landscape has changed almost completely. A huge industrial building sits where Endecott built his home. The lone pear tree stands as perhaps the last living remnant of the nation's earliest days, he said. 

"It really is a living thing that was alive when John Endecott, John Winthrop (the first Massachusetts governors) and the rest of the early settlers were here. There really is nothing to compare to it," Trask said. 

The three or four saplings expected from the latest effort will be planted in three to five years. The main body of the new trees will be genetically identical to the original, but they will sit atop roots from another pear tree. 

The Danvers Historical Society agreed to host one of the clone trees at the Glen Magna Estate. A Revolutionary War re-enactment group known as the Danvers Alarm List Company will nurture another at the Rebecca Nurse Homestead. And Kayser said he is trying to reach an agreement with the town to have a third planted in a park. 

"You have a tree that's lived since 1632," Kayser said. "I can't keep a pine tree alive in the back yard for 20 years. I guess that's an impetus to say let's keep this baby going."

