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I am writing to express my opposition to the requested removal of the two strangler figs in the Historic Key 
West Cemetery.  

These trees have been established, growing old along with the historic graves they shade. They are living 
monuments, qualifying for historic recognition, and are often the subject of artists and photographers visiting 
our unique cemetery. Aesthetically they have “taken over”; the fig's natural roots entwining a headstone 
creates a dramatic, mythical, and visually striking image that many find beautiful and inspiring. This "lost 
world" aesthetic is a significant draw for visitors to this outdoor museum, enhancing the sense of 
timelessness and natural history. In various cultures and religions, fig trees hold significant spiritual and 
symbolic meaning, often representing enlightenment, wisdom, resilience, abundance, and peace. Removing 
such a tree could be seen as disrespecting these deeply held beliefs. Tree number two is home to one such 
shrine. The presence of each tree represents a natural process unfolding within a human-made historical 
context, showcasing the powerful intersection of nature and human history. Furthermore, these native 
keystone trees are some of the few remaining large canopy trees offering shade in the cemetery. They are 
resilient in storms and provide food and shelter to many species of migrating birds. 

Most of the burials beneath these trees are historic, dating back to the 1880’s, interred at a time when metal 
caskets were rare and costly (they were first patented for prevention of graverobbing in the mid-nineteenth 
century but were very costly and not popularized until after the war in the 1960’s). To imply that bodily fluids 
are now leaking into the ground from these historic graves is inaccurate. Nor is it accurate to imply that it is 
neglectful or disrespectful to those buried beneath these trees by allowing nature to become a part of this 
hallowed ground. Current sources of contamination come not just from human remains, but also embalming 
fluids, coffins, and materials such as varnish, hinges, nails. Never mind the medical devices, implants, and 
dental work. There are many studies on necroleachate contamination. The multiple wells located throughout 
the cemetery were capped in the 1970’s as a public safety precaution. Fortunately, our water supply comes 
from the mainland. The bigger threat to public safety is the coconut palms lining many of the avenues. 
 
The best management solution is to allow this intended or accidental, commemorative element to remain a 
part of our historic cemetery. Attempting removal and disrupting those buried beneath will cause irreversible 
damage from both a practical, archeological, historic, and aesthetic standpoint. More damage will result 
from attempting to remove these trees. Leaving a large stump would be an eyesore. Proper restoration of 
historic markers is very costly. How will these historic fences, copings, cradles, and markers be properly 
restored? How will human remains be sorted and reinterred? Who is financing this project? How will the 
many descendants react to this irreversible disturbance? Have they been notified and granted written 
approval? 
 
The presence of mature, long-established strangler figs in our historic cemetery is viewed by the community 
as a part of the site's unique character. Yes, this site was designated as a cemetery in 1847, but why would 
we be in a hurry to erase its 178-year-old history and character? To suggest removing these two trees is 
unnecessary and unacceptable. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
Mary Ann Matter 
1309 Elizabeth St 
Former Archivist, City of Key West Cemetery 
 



Tract #6 Fourth & Laurel Tree # Two 

 

  



Thomas (1929) & Romaldo (1903) Russell Lot #265  
A Spiritual Tree for Many 
 

 



Spiritual Mementos (Crucifix, Charms, 

Crystals, Elegua, Cane, Stones & Dog Bone) 

 
 
  



The following are the six lots affected by tree number two, with a total of 99 burials.  

 

  



 

  



 

  



 

  



 

  



 

  



Two Largest Canopies 

 

  



Tract #7 Lots 113 – 118 Tree # 1 
 

 
  



The following are the six lots affected by tree number one, with a total of 69 burials.  

 

 
  



 

  



 

  



Nature Intersecting with Human History 
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