
TEMPERA TE RAIN FORESTS

O lym pic  N a tio n a l P a rk  has o ften  b e en  
referred  to as th ree  g reat parks ro lled  into 
one because o f its rugged m ountainous core, 
scenic ocean strip, and lush tem perate  rain  
forest. It is the rain  forest for which the 
park  has been  recognized internationally  as 
a Biosphere Reserve and World Heritage Site.

T ake a mild coastal clim ate, which rarely 
freezes in w inter o r goes above 80 degrees 
in sum m er, add a good dose of rain-say 
twelve feet o r so a year, add som e sum m er 
fog, and you have th e  ingred ien ts for a 
tem perate  rain forest.

T he tree  which is m ost closely associated 
w ith the  tem p era te  ra in  fo rest o f N orth  
A m erica is the Sitka spruce. It grows in a 
narrow  band along the coast and up  w estern 
facing river valleys from  sou theastern  A las-
ka to southern  O regon, w here it b lends into 
redw ood forest. Indeed, som e use the term s 
Sitka spruce forest and tem perate  rain  forest 
interchangeably.

H owever, w hen m ost peop le  speak o f the 
tem perate  rain  forest in N orth  A m erica they 
are usually thinking of those found in  the 
w estern facing valleys o f the Olympic Penin-
sula.

A temperate rain forest is recognized by the 
following hallmarks when found in combina-
tion:

1. The presence of Sitka spruce.

2. Nurse logs-usually fallen Sitka 
spruce upon which seedlings of trees grow.

3. Colonnades-which are the trees standing 
in a row as a result of their getting a start on 
nurse logs.

4. Trees standing on stilts - a result of seedlings 
sprouting on stumps which later decay away 
leaving a tree standing on the roots.

5. A profusion of mosses and lichens.

6. Big leaf maples with clubmoss draperies. 
Big leaf maples are really not that common in 
the temperate rain forest as they tend to be 
restricted to coarse, well drained soil.

P eop le  o ften  w onder if the m osses and 
lichens hanging from  the limbs of big leaf 
maples, vine maple, and o ther trees harms 
these trees. The answer is no, except for an 
occasional breaking of limbs from  trem en-
dous weight. In fact, these trees often send 
special roots out from  the branch crotches 
into the mats of mosses and lichens and tap 
nutrients found there.

A  tem perate  rain forest is m ore than a col-
lection of trees, mosses, and o ther plants. 
W oven into the fabric is a population of 
animals including the R oosevelt elk, after 
whom  the park  was alm ost nam ed. Birds 
such as the varied thrush, w estern robin, 
w inter w ren, p ileated  w oodpecker, gray jay,



junco, and raven add texture to the fabric of 
the tem perate  rain  forest. M am m als such as 
black tailed deer, cougar, black bear, river 
o tter, Douglas squirrel, jum ping m ouse, and 
shrew dwell there. So do insects, reptiles, 
and am phibians. T here  are  no rain  forests 
in the easte rn  Olympics. Ind ica to r tree  
species for the "dry" (100") side are  w estern 
pine and m adrone. Big leaf m aples are 
replaced by vine maples.

How do tem pera te  rain  forests com pare 
with tropical rain forests? B oth are the 
result of a g reat deal of rain. In tropical rain 
forests, the rain  tends to be m ore evenly 
d istributed throughout the year, although 
there are  still "dry" and "wet" seasons. In 
fact, there  may be two of each during the 
year. R ain  frequently falls as strong shower 
bursts. In  tem pera te  ra in  forests, th e re  
tends to be one long w et season and a fairly 
dry sum m er w here fog provides the neces-
sary m oisture.

A verage tem p era tu res  in a tropical rain  
fo rest are  w arm er and tend  to vary less 
during the year, than do daily and nighttim e 
differences.

Tropical rain  forests tend to look like the 
"typical jungle" with a profusion of vines and 
climbing plants such as strangler figs.

T he  m ost com m on tree s  are  broad lea f  
evergreens', w here in a tem perate  rain  forest 
the m ost com m on trees are evergreen con-
ifers, such as Sitka spruce, w estern hem lock, 
w estern  redcedar, and D ouglas-fir. T he 
broad leaf trees associated with tem perate  
rain forests, such as b igleaf m aple, vine 
m aple, a lder, and  black cottonw ood are 
deciduous, not evergreen. W hereas palms, 
bam boos, tree  ferns, and sim ilar plants grow 
in tropical ra in  forests, they are  absent on 
the Olympic Peninsula.

T here  is a g rea te r variety o f p lan ts and 
an im als in trop ica l ra in  fo rests  th an  in 
tem perate  rain forests, although surprising-

ly th e  la t te r  m ay su p p o r t m o re  liv ing  
m aterial. This is because tem perate  rain 
forest trees tend  to be taller and bigger 
around than their tropical counterparts, a l-
though the tropical trees often  have large 
swollen bases called flying buttresses.

M uch m ore anim al life occurs in the canopy 
of tropical rain forests than in tem perate  
rain forests, i.e., a host of monkeys, birds, 
snakes, and o th e r creatures dwell there, 
som e of which are brightly colored, som e of 
which have loud piercing voices, and some 
which are  poisonous.

M ost o f the anim al life in a tem perate  rain 
forest are ground dwelling and Olympic N a-
tional Park contains no poisonous snakes. 
T em perate  rain forests are m uch gentler 
places on the whole.

Tropical rain  forests are m uch m ore vul-
nerable than  tem perate  rain forests. Once 
destroyed, they require  a m uch longer time 
for their complex in terdependent structures 
to rebuild. T he torrential rains which rapid-
ly leach the soils are probably also a key 
factor.

The staff o f  Olympic National Park hopes you  
will have many opportunities to explore and 
enjoy the temperate rainforests and other very 
special places which together form  Olympic 
National Park.


