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From  atop  M oro Rock you can grasp the  
m ultip le superla tives th a t brought 
Sequoia —and eventua lly  Kings Canyon — 
in to  the N ational P ark  S ystem  so ea rly  
th a t Sequoia is now our second oldest na-
tion a l p ark . To the north lies the G iant 
F orest p lateau  w here sequoias rise above  
their fo res t neighbors. In ca thedra l-like

G iant F orest stands the 2 7 5 -fo o t-ta ll Gen-
era l Sherm an giant sequoia tre e , whose  
tru n k w eighs an estim ated  1 ,3 8 5  tons and 
w hose circum ference a t the ground is 
nearly 1 0 3  fee t. To the w est, in co n tras t 
to these g argantuan  conifers , are  the d ry  
fo oth ills  covered w ith  low -grow ing  chap-
a rra l vegetation  descending to w ard  the

San Joaquin V a lley . To  the south, and 
down, down m ore than  5 ,0 0 0  vertica l feet, 
the M iddle Fork o f the K aw eah  R iver 
th reads its  rugged canyon. To  the east, 
snowcapped peaks o f the G rea t W estern  
D ivide and the K aw eah P eaks top out on 
M t. K aw eah  a t 1 3 ,8 0 2  feet. Ju s t out of 
sight beyond the d ivide, the h ighest m oun-

ta in  in the contiguous 4 8  s ta tes , M ount 
W hitney, reaches 1 4 ,4 9 4  fee t o f e levation. 
Big trees , high peaks, and deep canyons in 
N orth  A m erica’s longest single continuous  
m ountain  range: superla tives abound  
am idst g lorious scenery. P ioneering con-
servation is t John M uir explored and 
named the G iant F orest. “When I entered

th is  sublim e w ilderness the day w as  
nearly done,” he observed, “the tre es  w ith  
rosy, g low ing countenances seem ed to  be 
hushed and thoughtful, as If w aiting  in con-
scious re lig ious dependence on the sun, 
and one n a tu ra lly  w alked  so ftly  and aw e-
stricken  am ong th em .” M ay you fo llo w  in 
M uir’s footsteps.

E a rth ’s L arg est L iving Thing
In volume of total wood, the giant sequoia 
stands alone as the largest living thing on 
Earth. Its nearly conical trunk—like a club, not a 
walking stick—shows why. At least one tree 
species lives longer, one has a greater diame-
ter, three grow taller, but none is larger. In all 
the world, sequoias grow naturally only on the 
west slope of the Sierra Nevada, most often 
between 5,000 and 7,000 feet. There are some 
75 groves in all. The General Sherman tree is 
between 2,300 and 2,700 years old. Its largest 
branch is almost seven feet in diameter. Each 
year the General Sherman adds enough wood 
growth to make a 60-foot-tall tree of usual 
proportions.

Most of the Sierra trees die of disease, fungi, 
etc.," John Muir wrote, "but nothing hurts the 
Big Tree. Barring accidents, it seems to be 
immortal." Muir was partially right. Chemicals 
in the wood and bark provide resistance to 
insects and fungi. The main cause of death for 
sequoias is toppling. Sequoias have a shallow 
root system with no tap root. Soil moisture, root 
damage, and strong winds can also lead to 
toppling.

1990
Centennial for Sequoia, 
America s Second Oldest 
National Park
San Joaquin Valley resi-
dents and others pressed 
Congress to protect Si-
erra tracts against logging 
in the 1880s. Some park 
proponents sought to 
protect water supplies for 
irrigation; others, the Big 
Trees Preserving land for 
scenic and recreational 
values was an infant idea 
then.

Sequoia National Park 
was created on Septem-
ber 25,1890. A week 
later Congress tripled its 
size and created General 
Grant National Park to 
protect Grant Grove. In 
1893 a Sierra Forest 
Reserve protected more 
lands, and in 1926 Kern 
Canyon was added to Se-
quoia. In 1940 General 
Grant was merged into 
the newly-created Kings 
Canyon National Park. In 
1978 Mineral King was 
added to Sequoia. Since 
1943 Sequoia and Kings 
Canyon have been man-
aged jointly.

Upper Dusy Basin in Kings Canyon National Park

Sequoia Facts

Height: To 311 tt.
Age: To 3.200 years 
Weight: To2 7 million lbs 
Bark: To31 in thick 
Branches: To 8 ft diam 
Bases: To 40 ft diam

Reproduce: By seed only 
Seed size: Like oat flakes 
Cone size: Like chickens eggs

The General Sherman tree, 
world’s largest living thing, is 
in Giant Forest, Sequoia Na-
tional Park. The General Grant, 
the Nation's Christmas Tree, 
is in Grant Grove, Kings Can-
yon National Park.

The world s first, second, third, 
and sixth tallest trees grow 
within a mile of each other on 
Redwood Creek along the 
northern California coast.

Cone ready to disperse seeds

cones to open, but fire 
is the key agent in the

Sierran Wildlife
Mule deer are the prime 
prey sought by elusive 
mountain lions. Pine mar-
tens, fishers, and wolver-
ines pursue squirrels and 
other smaller animals. 
Black bears may take 
fawns or eat carrion but 
subsist mostly on vegeta-
tion. Marmots and pikas 
inhabit the mountains. 
Coyotes, gray fox. bob-
cats, raccoons, and ring-
tail cats patrol foothills.
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introduced non-native

brown, brook, golden, 
and cutthroat trout, but 
rainbow trout and Little 
Kern golden trout, native 
to the Sierra's west slope 
streams, are being 
restored.

Brook trou t

Rainbow trou t

Loggers pose on a fallen mon-
arch. Cavalry troops (below) 
protected the park in its early 
years.

Deep C anyons and H igh Peaks

John Muir
Conservationist and au-
thor John Muir’s re-
sponse to the logging of 
giant sequoias was; As 
well sell the rain clouds 
and the snow and the 
rivers to be cut up and 
carried away, if that were 
possible."

Muir explored and named 
the Giant Forest, where 
stand 4 of the world's 5 
largest trees, and pio-
neered Mt. Whitney's 
steep east face. Fie would 
prove the geologic role 
of Sierran glaciers, a new 
theory disputed by Cali-
fornia's state geologist, 
Josiah D. Whitney.

The Snowy, Sawtoothed 
Mountain Range
More than 400 miles long 
and 60 to 80 miles wide, 
the Sierra Nevada ex-
ceeds the whole Alps 
area—French, Swiss, and 
Italian. Palisade Crest in 
Kings Canyon National 
Park and the Mt. Whitney 
group in Sequoia each 
boast six peaks over 
14,000 feet in elevation.

No roads cross the range 
hero; intimate apprecia-
tions of the mountains’ 
scale and grandeur are 
hard-won afoot or with 
packstock. Panoramic 
vistas can be had from 
atop Moro Rock; from 
roadside pullouts along 
the Generals Highway; 
from Panoramic Point 
near Grant Grove; and 
from roadside pullouts 
before Kings Canyon 
Flighway descends into 
the canyon. Mineral King 
Valley provides superla-
tive hiking access to 
meadows, alpine lakes, 
and Sierra peaks.

Because park roads top 
out at 7,800 feet of ele-
vation, most people who 
visit the parks do not ex-
perience the alpine coun-
try. Above 9,000 feet the 
harsh climate cannot sup-
port tall trees or dense 
forests. Above about 
11,000 feet, no trees 
grow. Flereare mostly 
boulders, rocks, and 
gravel punctuated with 
small alpine lakes, mead-
ows, and low-growing 
shrubs. Summer flour-
ishes but briefly. Pre-
paring for winter, the 
marmot stores body fat; 
the pika stores small piles 
of hay. Mountain lakes 
dot Sierran highcountry, 
many set in small glacier- 
carved bowls

Douglas squirrel
tiispersai of seeds, it 
causes the cone to dry, 
open, and drop its seeds. 
The fire also consumes 
logs and branches that 
have accumulated on the 
forest floor. Their ashes 
form fertile seedbeds and 
enhance sequoia seed-
ling survival. The fire cy-
cle ensures seed release 
and seedbed fertility.
illustrations by John Dawson

Steep and barren, the parks’ canyon areas 
seem skeletal and cut to their geologic quicks. 
Kings Canyon reaches a depth outside the park 
of some 8,200 feet from river level up to Span-
ish Mountain’s peak. There, just downstream 
from the confluence of the Middle and South 
Forks of the Kings River, the canyon is without 
peer in North America—deeper than the Snake 
River s Hells Canyon in Idaho, or the Grand 
Canyon in Arizona. Kern Canyon in southern 
Sequoia National Park is 6,000 feet deep, and 
several other canyons exceed 4,000 feet in 
depth. Sierran canyons show both stream-cut, 
V-shaped profiles and U-shaped profiles charac-
teristic of glacial gouging. Both Generals High-
way and Kings Canyon Highway thread through 
canyons. At Roads End on Kings Canyon High-
way (closed from about November 1 to May 1), 
you can stand on a flat, glacial valley and stare 
up at canyon walls rising nearly a mile above 
the river’s level.

Giant Sequoia Ecology
Sequoias do not die of 
old age, and they are 
fiercely resistant to fire 
and insect damage. Top-
pling becomes the chief 
agent of their demise. 
These behemoth trees 
sprout only from seeds so 
small and light they look 
like oat flakes. Mature 
trees may produce each 
year 2,000 chicken's egg-
sized cones, collectively 
bearing 500,000 seeds— 
dispersed only as cones 
are opened. Cones hang 
on the tree green and 
closed for up to 20 years. 
Douglas squirrels or the 
larvae of a tiny cone-
boring beetle may cause

Reproduce: By seed or sprout 
Seed size: Like tomato seeds 
Cone size: Like a large olive

Sequoia and Redwood Compared
The giant sequoia has a 
column-like trunk, huge 
stout branches, and cin-
namon-colored bark. Also 
called Sierra redwood" 
and "Big Tree," its scien-
tific name is Sequoia- 
dendron giganteum. The 
taller and more slender 
coast redwood, Sequoia 
sempervirens, is more 
conifer-like in profile.

Sequoias grow naturally only on the 
west slope of the Sierra Nevada. 
Redwoods grow naturally only in a 
narrow strip along the Pacific Coast.

The Senate Grove

Redwood Facts

Height: To 367.8 feet 
kge: To 2.000 years 
Weight To 1 6 million lbs 
Bark: To 12 in thick 
Branches: To 5 ft. diam. 
Bases: To 22 ft diam

V is iting  the  P arks
How  to  G et H ere Vehicle access is by High-
way 180 into Kings Canyon, or Highway 198 into 
Sequoia. The Generals Highway connects the 
two, making loop trips possible. There is no road 
access from Highway 395 on the parks east 
side. (See Highway Access map.) Public trans-
portation to the parks is limited to small tour 
companies outside the parks. Air, bus, Amtrak, 
and rental cars are available in Fresno and Vis-
alia. See maps for detailed road access within 
the parks.

The Sequoia Bark, a free newspaper, gives 
current park information, schedules of natural-
ist programs, and lists of facilities and services. 
Information brochures are available in German, 
Spanish, French, and Japanese at visitor centers 
and entrance stations. For park information call 
(209) 565-3456. For 24-hour recorded road and 
weather information, updated 9 a.m. daily, call 
(209) 565-3351.

Camping
The park’s campgrounds 
range from foothills 
(2,100') to mixed-conifer 
forests (7,500'). Lodge- 
pole, Atwell Mill, and 
Grant Grove camp-
grounds are near 
sequoia groves. Some 
camping is available year- 
round. Campgrounds are 
first-come, first-served, 
except Lodgepole. In 
summer, reservations can 
be made by visiting a 
Ticketron outlet or by 
writing to: Ticketron,
P.O. Box 62429, Virginia 
Beach, VA 23462. Tele-
phone 1-900-370-5566. 
Group campsite reserva-
tions are made by writing 
to the parks.

Trails
Short or long day-hikes 
are available in all areas. 
Trail maps should be 
used for extended day- 
hikes and backpacking. 
Wilderness permits are 
required for all overnight 
trips into backcountry. 
Reservations may be 
made by mail only, be-
ginning March 1. A lim-
ited number of permits 
is available on day of 
departure on a first-come, 
first-served basis. Fiorses, 
burros, and llamas are 
allowed, but there are 
specific regulations for 
some trails and forage 
areas. Ask for details at 
visitor centers. Permits 
are required. For wilder-
ness information, call 
(209) 565-3307.

Black bears are attracted 
by the odors of food 
people bring with them. 
Bears cause thousands 
of dollars of property 
damage trying to get that 
food. Keep all food and 
anything that has an at-
tractive odor in the lock-
ers provided. Keep a 
clean camp and deposit 
all garbage in trashcans 
or dumpsters. If a bear 
approaches, try to scare 
it away by making loud 
noises and throwing 
stones, but keep a safe 
distance and use good 
judgment. While their col-
ors may vary, all park 
bears are of the species 
called black bears.

Black bear illustration by George Founds

Mountain Hazards
The Generals Highway 
and Highway 180 are 
steep, narrow, and curvy. 
Access to the parks for 
trailers and large vehi-
cles is easier via High-
way 180 from Fresno. 
Downshifting prevents a 
burned-out transmission 
when going uphill, and 
burned-out brakes on the 
downgrade. Pull over into 
a safe turnout to look at 
scenery. Slow-moving 
vehicles snould pull over 
to let others pass. Seat- 
belts save lives. Please 
use them! Motorcyclists 
should avoid the oil 
buildup in the center 
of the uphill lane. No 
motorbikes or mountain 
bikes are permitted on 
any park trails.

Rivers, streams, and wa-
terfalls can be treacher-
ous at all times, but 
especially when water 
levels are high in spring 
and early summer. Be 
cautious and alert for 
undermined banks and 
slippery rocks. Fast cur-
rents and cold water are 
a deadly combination. Do 
not swim above water-
falls or in swift water. 
Keep children in sight. 
Giardia iamblia is a pro-
tozoan in the natural wa-
ters of the parks. If you 
choose to drink surface 
water, boil it for 3 min-
utes. All piped water is 
treated and safe to drink.

You could encounter a 
rattlesnake almost any-
where in the parks. Al-
ways be sure you can

see where you are step-
ping or reaching.

If you camp or hike in the 
foothills, check your 
clothes frequently for 
ticks. If you are uncertain 
about proper removal, go 
to the nearest visitor 
center for help. Ticks can 
carry Lyme disease; if 
you have been bitten, 
ask for information at any 
visitor center.

When a thunderstorm 
threatens, get inside a 
large building or vehicle. 
Do not stand under a 
natural lightning rod such 
as an isolated tree; avoid 
open meadows and high 
places such as Moro 
Rock; stay away from 
bodies of water. If you

should feel your hair 
stand on end during a 
thunderstorm, drop to 
your knees and bend 
forward, putting your 
hands on your knees. Do 
not lie flat on the ground.

Please do not feed any 
park animals. All animals 
should be allowed to live 
in natural conditions—for 
their protection and 
yours. Rodents in the 
parks can have fleas that 
carry plague. Do not try 
to touch or feed ground 
squirrels or other animals.

Winter
Entry roads are kept open 
to Grant Grove and to 
Giant Forest-Lodgepole, 
but may be closed tem-
porarily for plowing. Tire

chains may be required 
at any time. The Generals 
Highway between Lodge- 
pole and Grant Grove is 
kept open as conditions 
permit; it is usually closed 
during heavy storms. Vis-
itor centers are open at 
Ash Mountain, Lodge- 
pole, and Grant Grove. 
Naturalist programs are 
given on weekends and 
holidays. Concession 
facilities are available at 
Giant Forestand Grant 
Grove. Activities include 
crosscountry and down-
hill skiing and snowshoe- 
ing. Ask about dangers of 
hypothermia, carbon 
monoxide poisoning, 
snowplay, and winter 
driving.

Visitor centers are 
equipped for first aid, 
and many rangers are 
trained to help with inju-
ries In an emergency, 
call 911 from any park 
phone; no coins needed. 
The parks make every 
effort to inform you of 
dangerous situations, but 
ultimately you are re-
sponsible for your safety.

Concession Facilities
Lodging, food, gasoline, 
and souvenirs are avail-
able in each major park 
area. Call (209) 561-3314 
for reservations.

For more information, 
write; Superintendent, 
Sequoia and Kings Can-
yon National Parks, Three 
Rivers, CA 93271.
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Moving from west to east in this cross section, the distance from the North Fork of the Kaweah River to Mount Whitney is approximately 34 miles

P ro file  o f the S ie rra  Range
Phenomenal changes in topographic relief that char-
acterize these parks are illustrated in this geological 
cross section through the Sierra Nevada from Mt. 
Whitney, the parks highest point, straight west through 
the Giant Forest to the North Fork of the Kaweah River.

Fo oth ills  C haparra l
Dry, hot summers in the Sier-
ra s western foothills give rise 
to chaparral, a drought-resist- 
ant shrub community adapted 
to withstand periodic fire.

Winter rains bring wildflower 
bursts in spring before grass-
lands and chaparral go brown 
for summer and fall.

The G iant Sequoia Belt
The world's 75 giant sequoia 
groves grow on moist, un-
glaciated ridges on the 
Sierra s west slope, between 
5,000 and 7,000 feet of eleva-
tion. Only 8 groves lie north 
ot Kings River-scattered 
over nearly 200 miles. The 
rest occur south of the river 
at intervals of 4.5 miles or less 
in a 60-mile-long belt. This 
Big Tree s range had shrunk 
to this area by about 2.5 mil-

lion years ago when climates 
became drier. Some 60 mill-
ion years ago its ancestral 
species ranged more widely. 
Visually dominant in their 
groves, sequoias are part ot 
the mixed-conifer torest that 
includes white fir, sugar pine, 
yellow pine, and incense- 
cedar. The largest remaining 
sequoia groves are at Red-
wood Mountain in Kings 
Canyon National Park and at 
Giant Forest in Sequoia Na-

tional Park. Redwood Moun-
tain grove covers 3,100 acres 
and has 15,800 sequoia trees 
more than one foot in diameter 
at their bases. Giant Forest is 
1,800 acres and has 8,400 
such trees. About 36,500 
acres of sequoia groves re-
main in the Sierra, mostly un-
der federal or state protection. 
The groves are labeled and 
shown in dark green in the 
diagram below.

M t. W hitney
Mt. Whitney crowns the Si-
erra Nevada —highest point 
in the contiguous United 
States. Named for California 
State Geologist Josiah 
Dwight Whitney in 1864, it is 
visible from the west only 
from remote backcountry. Vis-
itors to the Owens Valley east 
ot the park see it from High-
way 395 near Lone Pine.

E levatio n  and  
P recip ita tion
The Sierra Nevada forces 
moist, eastbound air upwards. 
As it rises the air is cooled 
and forced to release its mois-
ture as precipitation. Drought- 
resistant chaparral covers 
lower west slope elevations.

Gargantuan sequoia/mixed- 
coniter forests cover middle 
elevations. Air masses crest 
the mountains mostly deplet-
ed of moisture. East of the 
Sierra Nevada, in its rain- 
shadow, lies the semi-arid 
Great Basin. Generally speak-
ing, on the Sierra's west 
slope, precipitation increases

with elevation to about 8,000 
feet. Maximum precipitation 
occurs between about 5,000 
and 8.000 feet, correspond-
ing with the sequoia belt and 
its luxuriant forest develop-
ment.

M oro Rock
Moro Rock is a dome-shaped 
granite monolith. Common in 
the Sierra Nevada these 
domes form by exfoliation, 
the spalling or casting off in 
scales plates or sheets of

Moro Rock parking area is 
1 5 miles from Giant Forest 
Village A '.-mile trail climbs 
300 vertical feet between the 
parking area and Moro Rock s 
summit {elevation 6.725 feel), 
a strenuous hike

rock layers on otherwise un- 
lointed granite Outward ex-
pansion of the granite results 
in exfoliation Expansion re-
sults from load relief when 
the overburden that once 
capped the granite has

eroded away the source of 
compression is removed and 
the granite slowly expands 
Fractures that form during 
exfoliation tend to cut cor-
ners This ultimately results 
in rounded dome-like forms
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From seed to seedling
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