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Frontispiece. The General Grant Tree, Grant Grove, Kings Canyon National Park. This tree, second
only to the General Sherman in volume size, is regarded by many visitors as the more beautiful of the
two. Its location is optimal for rapid growth; estimates based on increment borings suggest that this tree
is less than 2000 years old. Photo by National Park Service.
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Preface

It is our intent to present as accurate and up-to-date an
account as possible of Sequoiadendron giganteum (Lindl.)
Buchh., known popularly as the giant sequoia, big tree, or Sierra
redwood, and to correct much of the error, distortion, and incon-
sistency which has, unfortunately, pervaded the literature since
the discovery of this species in 1852. What follows is a synthesis
of the writings of others together with the results obtained from
our field studies, begun in 1956.

The factual errors and distortions about the sequoia may have
arisen from that curious mixture of man’s attitudes and the ro-
mance attending the exploration and settlement of the American
West. In that mixture, it seems, humility was too often subservi-
ent to curiosity: as though the tree’s dimensions were less thar
admirable, the sequoia became taller, greater in diameter, and
older than it actually was. Certainly, not all this was intentional.
It must be realized that in those early days most visitors to
sequoia groves were untrained in the natural sciences and that
their instruments for measurement were crude at best. Even more
frustrating is the realization that many scientists of the time ac-
cepted and passed on these errors, apparently with little chal-
lenge. Curiously, a few of the distortions have survived the test of
time and appear in some contemporary writings, occasionally by
authors of considerable note.

[t must be acknowledged that, more recently, some of the
early observations have been verified as indeed accurate by
modern and more sophisticated instruments. But, in those early

Xiii
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days, it was difficult to separate fact from fancy, and fanciful
exaggerations, apparently having the greater appeal, were more
often passed on as facts.

The contradictions of “‘fact,” so prevalent in sequoia litera-
ture, eventually evoked challenge and led, finally, to objective
investigations. As a result, much of the fancy and certainly some
of the romantic appeal of the sequoia story disappeared as the
sequoia became less ancient, shorter, and smaller in girth. We feel,
however, that the story is no less fascinating for these later dis-
coveries.

Our account here is certainly incomplete. It brings together
what we consider the best possible information on the giant
sequoia to date. The case of the giant sequoia has confirmed the
maxim that any research worth its salt poses more questions than
it answers. In predicting, therefore, that the end to this story may
never be told, we hope its pursuit may provide many others with
such pleasures and gratifications as we have shared in a most
pleasant research laboratory—the sequoia forest communities of
the Sierra Nevada.

Our research program was both encouraged and supportedl by
the U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, the
chief custodian of these majestic trees. We are deeply indebted to
the service, and especially acknowledge the personal interest and
encouragement of park administrators, biologists, naturalists,
rangers, and forestry personnel. Largely thanks to them, many of
our early hypotheses and premonitions have borne fruit to be-
come segments of the sequoia story. We are also indebted to the
following persons for invaluable assistance in the production of
this book: Glenn Harris for technical services, especially those
relating to accuracy of reference citations and quotations; Bonnie
Doran for secretarial services; Ivan Linderman and Loren Green
for art and graphic work; Winthrop Stiles III for photographic
services; Carl W. Sharsmith and James P. Heath for their meticu-
lous review of the rough draft; and the many others whose sug-
gestions have been incorporated in this text.

Richard J. Hartesveldt

H. Thomas Harvey

Howard S. Shellhammer
June 1972 Ronald E. Stecker

I Contract 14-10-9-900-254



1
Introduction

Our hope is to present the story of the giant sequoia and the ecological
interrelationships with its associated biota, including man, and with its insepara-
ble abiotic environment. The story which follows may, at times, prove provoc-
ative and disturbing, but hopefully challenging to the imagination. The ecolog-
ical concepts discussed are basic and not peculiar to the giant sequoia
communities.

The presence of Western man, however, created problems among the sequoias
not anticipated in the earlier years, namely, that of the impact of visitors upon
the once pristine sequoian forests. Investigations designed to determine the
extent of the impact brought to light many aspects of the sequoia story that
were not previously known or but poorly understood.

Because of its rather singular attributes of enormous size and longevity, its
majesty, and its rugged mountain setting, the giant sequoia has, from the time of
its discovery, drawn people into its native Sierra Nevada in ever-increasing
numbers. Man has seemed compulsively inclined to visit the largest specimen, the
oldest specimen, to drive through the tree with the tunnel in its trunk, or to see
still other specimens with novel attributes—novelty itself being an attraction. As
men came in unplanned-for numbers, mostly in the three summer months, they
placed a great strain upon certain groves or on limited areas within groves,
causing degradation of both the living communities and their physical environ-
ments. The more heavily visited specimens were literally in danger of being
“loved to death™ by the admiring public. Growing concern over the integrity of
this national treasure moved us to write this book.

As studies of the human impact progressed, shedding considerable light on its
various aspects, corrective measures were conceived and implemented. A most
valuable by-product of these studies was the determination of many gaps i1 the
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written life history of the species, especially in its ecological relation to other
plants and animals. To better insure programs of protective management,
specific studies were directed at these gaps, and gradually, as in a puzzle of many
parts, the picture took on form and clarity. The giant sequoia’s life story now
holds even greater potential interest for scientist and layman alike. The resulting
appreciation is often reflected in the respect and careful protection given these
trees by visitors to the sequoia groves. We hope our interpretation of the sequoia
story will further that end.

A major goal of ours is to maintain the highest level of scientific integrity
without sacrificing readability. While we intend this presentation to be more
factual than impressionistic, it may be somewhat difficult at times, and perhaps
undesirable, to eliminate completely the latter aspect.

Scientific words and concepts must be employed to convey the story in its
fullest meaning. There is no pretext for avoiding such terminology when con-
cepts must be expressed exactly. We believe most of these terms, where their
meaning is not implicit, are adequately explained in the text where first used.
The appendixes list the scientific names of plants and animals found as associates
in the sequoian communities but not importantly connected with the sequoia
story. For the reader who wishes to enrich his experience and knowledge, the
appendixes also contain additional material too detailed for inclusion within the
text.

Discovery

It is intriguing to wonder what thoughts may have run through the minds of
those who first saw these colossal trees, so greatly exceeding in size any tree
previously recorded. One may think of their reacting with a flurry of adjectives
and grandiloquent phrases expressing awe and wonderment. But such was not
the case. For the people moving westward in the early and mid-19th Century, a
first-priority consideration was that of just remaining alive. Then, too, dis-
coveries were rather commonplace during that period of America’s history, so
that immediate responses may have been somewhat subdued, or perhaps the
uncommon was expected.

The news of the tree’s discovery, announced in 1852, seems to have captured
the attention of the civilized world. Any lack of grandiloquence on the pioneers’
part has since been rectified many times over by people with far more leisure,
and the flow of impressionistic rhetoric has not yet ceased.

The first authentic record of the giant sequoia was published at Clearfield,
Pa., by Leonard (1839). Leonard was chronicler for the Joseph Reddeford
Walker party, which crossed the Sierra Nevada in the autumn of 1833. In almost
stoic tones, he relates that they ‘. .. found some trees of the redwood species,
incredibly large—some of which would measure from 16 to 18 fathoms around
the trunk at the height of a large man’s head from the ground.” We must
remember that the time was late autumn, the weather was growing colder, and
their shoes were badly worn. Undoubtedly, the pioneers feared being trapped in
the winter snows of the Sierra and were bent on reaching the more amiable
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climate of the San Joaquin Valley. There was no mention of their having col-
lected either foliage or cones. Their reference to “redwood species’ indicates at
least a familiarity with the coast redwood, discovered 64 years earlier, in 1769;
but possibly this reference to redwoods was interjected as an afterthought while
the journal was being prepared for publication.

The route the Walker party followed across the Sierra is not clearly docu-
mented. Leonard did, however, refer to a very deep valley to the south of their
route which could have been Yosemite. If so, then the sequoia trees he described
must have belonged to either the Tuolumne or the Merced grove, both of which
are now included in the western portion of Yosemite National Park. None of the
other northern groves of sequoias fits the relationship of a deep valley to the
south quite so well as these groves do.

Despite the Walker party discovery in 1833, the world was not to learn of the
sequoias’ existence for another 19 years. It seems that the printing shop in
Clearfield burned to the ground and that only two copies of Leonard’s narrative
were rescued. The disposition of these copies following the fire appears undocu-
mented at this time, but clearly the contents were either not made known to the
world or simply not accepted by the public at large. At least one copy turned up
some 65 years later, when the Burrows Brothers Co. of Cleveland, Ohio, re-
printed its contents in 1904 and again in 1908. By that time, however, the tree’s
existence was hardly news, although Leonard’s version of the discovery did
increase the confusion as to who really had seen it first. Perhaps the most
incredible aspect of the Walker party’s discovery is that there is still no record of
its members ever having mentioned the big trees to anyone else. Possibly their
stories were laughed off as the preposterous exaggerations with which mountain
folk of the early West were often credited.

The loss of the Leonard narrative insured the prevalence of another tale of
discovery in the literature. A. T. Dowd, an employee of the Union Water Co. at
the town of Murphy’s in the Mother Lode Country, apparently discovered one
of the two Calaveras Groves while tracking a grizzly bear he had wounded. His
report of the unusually large trees he had stumbled upon was regarded as an
unfounded extension of the truth by the men in the camp and not one of them
would consent to make the hike to see for himself. Rather than defending his
story of the trees, therefore, Dowd resorted to a trumped-up story about a huge
grizzly bear he had shot, and thus lured severa! others into accompanying him to
the grove, where his earlier claim was, of course, quickly verified.

An article in the Sonora Herald, in June 1852, reported Dowd’s discovery of
the Calaveras Grove. Other than the Leonard narrative, this is the first printed
record of the giant sequoia to appear in the public press, and its publication
remains the sole reason for using the term ‘“effective discovery date” for the
species. Shortly thereafter, the article was carried in San Francisco’s Echo du
Pacific, and within a year London’s Athenaeum and the Gardener’s Chronicle
had announced the giant sequoia to Europe.

With the news out, others began to claim discovery of the tree—at earlier
dates than Dowd’s, of course. The Walker party’s failure to speak up on behalf
of its valid claim is again perplexing. Shinn (1889) and others record the story of
John Bidwell, who claims that in 1841 as a boy, he passed through a grove of
exceptionally large trees while on a hunting trip. Why he also kept this tempting
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secret is puzzling indeed, and it was only after Dowd’s discovery that he volun-
teered the comment, “Those are my trees; I’'m glad they have been found.”
Bidwell, who later ran for President of the United States, reportedly conveyed
this information to Col. John C. Fremont, although no written record appar-
ently exists. This, and his failure to speak up on his own behalf until after the
Dowd discovery, renders his story suspect.

Other contenders for the honor of discovery—J. Marshall Wooster, William
Quirk, and a Mr. Sanborn—were collectively given credit for discovering the
Calaveras Grove in May 1850 (Todd 1870). In a letter to the editor of the San
Andreas Independent, dated 26 September 1857, Wooster relates carving their
initials in the burnt part of one of the trees. He also claims, however, that a Mr.
Whitehead, a prospector, had visited the same grove in April of that year. The
carved initials of Wooster, Quirk, and Sanborn were verbally verified by “some-
one’’ at a later date.

Joly (1883) reported discovery of the sequoia in 1850 by a Capt. Boling;
Krussman (1966) credits the Prince of Wied (Germany) with the honor between
1832 and 1834; John Barrington, in a personal communication, mentions the
sending of a packet of seed to his father in Ireland in 1844; and Prince (1854)
claims that he and 12 others were in the Calaveras Grove in 1849. Still others
refer to the arrival of sequoia seeds in Europe before 1853. The most vulnerable
point in these last-mentioned stories is that they were all written following
Dowd’s discovery in 1852, and therefore still remain suspect.

Once the sequoia was “discovered,” its fame spread rapidly around the civi-
lized world and brought visitors from near and far. Some came out of curiosity
to verify the great tree as fact or to disprove it as fancy; a few came in awe, and
some out of piety; others came to transport the tree’s progeny to the far reaches
of the earth; and a goodly number came to cut it down.

Human interest

Once the sequoias’ existence and its novel attributes became known, publicity
was quick to follow. The vital statistics of girth, height, and age were in great
demand but in short supply. Anyone who had visited a sequoia grove was con-
sidered an authority, and his reports of the trees’ dimensions were both indis-
putable and highly publishable. However, the circumferences were measured by
methods that seem wanting in the light of today’s demands for precision. Pacing,
outstretched arms, and lariat lengths were all in common employ. Undoubtedly,
the lariats’ elasticity was greatest when stretched out for measurement. Some
measurements were admittedly “by eye.” Only the relatively recent literature
mentions steel tapes of known accuracy. Yet some of the older figures have been
repeated over and over as gospel.

Whereas the more conscientious measured the circumference in a horizontal
plane above the trees’ butt swell, others made ground-level measurements, which
were then converted directly into diameters without the slightest compensation
either for butt swell or for the measurement possibly being made on a steep
slope. Others reported unabashedly the circumference of fused doubles and
triples. The trees’ attraction assuredly grew when diameters of 45-50 ft were
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recorded in several publications, all using the same source of information. But
not everyone accepted the figures as true, and challenge was inevitable. Starker
(1935) said of the studies that followed, ““Many claims have shrunk under the
glare of investigation, some dissolved into the atmosphere.”

The trees’ heights were understandably more difficult to measure than their
diameters. Triangulation was crude at best and might better be called guesswork.
Fallen trees should have been another story, but were not. It is beyond
comprehension that fallen specimens could be so inaccurately measured; many
works reported the “Father of the Forest” in the Calaveras Grove to be 450 ft
long as it lay on the ground— 140 ft longer than the tallest specimens measured
by modern surveying instruments. There are several early reports that the tallest
sequoias approached 600 ft, and one Londoner even predicted that specimen
trees, if undisturbed, would eventually reach 50 ft in diameter and 1000 ft in
height (Anon. 1876).

With the credibility gap between early Westerners and the rest of the world, it
occurred to American showmen that they could prepare and ship sections of the
big trees to almost any place on earth for exhibition purposes, thus silencing the
doubting Thomases. Exhibit sections were prepared for this purpose with great
labor and expense. But the American fancy for size so exceeded the availability
of downed specimens that, to satisfy the curious, some of the larger living trees
were selected for sacrifice, apparently without qualms or regrets.

The carnage began in the same year as Dowd’s discovery, 1852. Saws of such
gigantic proportions being understandably not available, pump augers were used
to weaken the first of the many trees cut. According to Remy (1857), 25 men
worked 10 days drilling the holes that finally set it off balance until it toppled.
The tree dropped with a thundering crash, its reverberations exceeded only by
the furor of a private citizenry incensed over its destruction. The trunk
reportedly hit the ground with such force that “mud and stones were driven near
100 feet high where they have left their mark on the neighboring trees” (Anon.
1855a). If some Americans seemed callous over the felling, others were certainly
greatly troubled. Several articles, singularly alike in tone, expressed unbelieving
revulsion: this was, in time, to forge a movement which later resulted in the
public reservation of nearly all sequoia lands.

An example of the more classic rhetoric in this vein comes from the editor of
Gleuson’s Pictorial Drawing Room Companion (Anon. 1853):

To our mind it seems a cruel idea, a perfect desecration, to cut down such a splendid
tree. But this has not been done, however, without a vast deal of labor. It was
accomplished by first boring holes through the body with long augers, worked by
machinery, and afterward sawing from one to the other. Of course, as the sawing
drew to a close, the workmen were on the alert to notice the first sign of toppling,
but none came; the tree was so straight and evenly balanced on all sides that it
retained its upright position after it had been sawed through. Wedges were then
forced in, and a breeze happening to spring up, over went the monster with a crash
that was heard for miles around. The bark was stripped from it for fifty feet from the
base, and is from one to two feet in thickness. It was taken off in sections, so that it
can be placed, relatively, in its original position, and thus give the beholder a just idea
of the gigantic dimensions of the tree. So placed it will occupy a space of about
thirty feet in diameter, or ninety feet in circumference, and fifty feet in height. A
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piece of the wood will be shown, which has been cut out from the tree across the
whole diameter. We are told that this piece of wood shows a vestige of bark near the
middle, and that this bark was evidently charred many centuries ago, when the tree
was comparatively a sapling. At last accounts, the tree was in Stockton, on the way
to San Francisco, where it was to be exhibited previous to its shipment to the
Atlantic states. Probably it will not be very long, therefore, before our readers will be
able to get a view of this monster of the California woods for a trifling admission fee.
In Europe, such a natural production would have been cherished and protected, if
necessary, by law; but in this money-making, go-ahead community, thirty or forty
thousand dollars are paid for it, and the purchaser chops it down, and ships it off for
a shilling show! We hope that no one will conceive the idea of purchasing Niagara
Falls with the same purpose! The Mammoth Cave of Kentucky, is comparatively safe,
being underground; and then it would be impossible to get it all the way through the
limited size of the entrance! So, for the present, at least, we need not except the cave
this way. But, seriously, what in the world could have possessed any mortal to
embark in such a speculation with this mountain of wood? In its natural condition,
rearing its majestic head towards heaven, and waving in all its native vigor, strength
and verdure, it was a sight worth a pilgrimage to see; but now, alas! it is only a
monument of the cupidity of those who have destroyed all there was of interest
connected with it.

However well taken, the points made above did little to slow the destruction.
A second specimen was to be exhibited in the Crystal Palace at Sydenham,
England.

Because means of transportation were primitive, the weight of large
specimens created difficulties. The tree chosen for the Crystal Palace display was
the ““Mother of the Forest,” another resident of the Calaveras Grove. Its bark
was stripped to a height of 120 ft above the ground from scaffolding erected for
that purpose (Fig. 1). Because the weight of the trunk’s whole section would
have been tremendous, only the bark was shipped. Even this posed engineering
problems, for the “Mother’ had a basal diameter of 31 ft. The remaining portion
of the tree (most of it) was left in place, where it fared rather poorly. It
reportedly remained “alive” for a few years; but, divested of its bark, it was
assured of premature death. Even so, its remains stood intact until partially
destroyed by fire in 1908, and the remaining snag is a prominent landmark of
the North Grove today.

The skinning of the tree was utterly deplored by John Muir, who often set
the tenor of feeling about such matters. In Muir’s words, this was “...as
sensible a scheme as skinning our great men would be to prove their greatness”
(Wolfe 1938). The display at Sydenham was immensely popular, however, and
remained so until fire consumed both the Palace and the ‘“Mother’s” vestments
in 1866. With the tree’s removal from its ancient mountain home, hastened by
many centuries, its value to mankind came to an untimely end.

In 1876, another tree was cut from the Grant Grove for Philadelphia’s
Centennial exhibition. The uneven surface of its stump bears testimony to man’s
struggle in bringing it down. Except for the portion removed for exhibit, the
trunk still lies in front of its more fortunate neighbor, the famed General Grant
Tree.

One of the better-known sequoias felled for exhibition in 1891 was the Mark
Twain Tree in what is now called Big Stump Grove, Kings Canyon National Park
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Fig. 1. Mother of the Forest, Calaveras Grove. In order to prove the great size of the newly discovered
mammoth trees of California, the bark of this 31-ft sequoia trunk was carefully removed by means of
scaffolding erected to a height of 120 ft. The sections of bark were reassembled for a display at the
Crystal Palace, Sydenham, England. The dead snag of this once great tree remains as a monument to
man's mood during the 1850s. Photo by permission of Harpers Magazine.
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(Fig. 2). Early photographs show a near-perfect specimen without serious fire
scars. Because of its excessive size and weight, an extensive feather-bedding
trench was dug to prevent its breakage in felling. Some 8 days of labor were
required for the felling, a monument to the engineering skill of the loggers,
whose pride undoubtedly exceeded their monetary recompense. Collis P.
Huntington gave the basal section of the tree to the American Museum of
Natural History in New York City, where it remains today. The next higher
section, presented to the British Museum in London, has remained there since.
The remainder of the tree was cut up for grape stakes and fence posts, so that
only the stump remains. Surely, these cross sections of the tree have been of
great interest to viewers, but can it possibly be as great as if it were today a living
museum piece in its native Big Stump Grove?

Though much to be regretted, the cutting of exhibit sections was only a
fraction of the tragedy that was to befall the giant sequoia.

Fig. 2. The Felling of Mark Twain Tree, Big Stump Grove. In what is now a part of Kings Canyon
National Park, this excellent specimen was cut in 1891 for museum display sections. A great loss to the
lovers of nature, its felling was regarded as a great feat of logging engineering. Photo by National Park
Service.



Introduction 9

Sequoia lumbering operations

Logging entrepreneurs were interested in far more than a few verifiable
measurements to satisfy the curious. The thought that a single sequoia log
contained more board footage than a whole acre of northern pine held, for a
Lake States logger, a pocket-jingling interest. Imagine the thrill of cutting 3000
fence posts from one tree, enough to fence in an 8000-acre ranch, plus some
650,000 shingles that would cover between 70 and 80 roofs (Andrews 1958); or
imagine one tree providing enough wood for a telephone pole 40 miles high!
These are but a few of the size criteria the lumbermen used. The literature, filled
as it is with just such materialistic comparisons, bears out their eminent success
in this field.

Several groves in the southern Sierra were logged of virtually all marketable
species, including the giant sequoia. No matter how questionable the cutting, a
market for it existed, and so the sequoia was cut. Its wood, resembling that of its
coastal cousin, although more even-grained and much-more brittle, was marketed
under the same name, which probably adds to confusion between the two trees
in the public mind today.

Although the wood’s great resistance to decay was a distinct advantage, its
low tensile strength and brittleness made it unsuitable for most structural
purposes. When felled, the dry, fine-grained sequoia often broke across the grain,
or in almost any direction. Steele (1914) described it picturesquely as breaking
into ““more wasteful shapes than so much frozen water.” Consequently, as the
cedar gave out, the king of trees was converted into such plebeian items as fence
posts, grape stakes, shingles, novelties, patio furniture, and pencils for
Europe—ignoble uses for a most noble tree. While the storm of resentment
gathered, whole groves were cut down for these purposes beginning in 1856 and
continuing intermittently until the mid-1950s.

The giant sequoias’ size, which was, in essence, the trees’ undoing, posed
various problems for the most experienced logging engineers of the time. But the
problems of logging were a challenge, and challenge in the old West daunted few
and encouraged many. Always, Yankee ingenuity rose to the occasion, as
manifest in the felling, skidding, and milling. The task of getting the trees down
was of Herculean proportions and the slightest miscalculation could result in
great losses of wood and, of course, danger for man. To log a tree of sideshow
proportions took men with sideshow imaginations. Undercuts on the larger
specimens were enough for a man to stand in upright, or pose upon a horse or
mule. Saws had to be welded together to span the breadth of the larger trees.

Felling often caused the wood to shatter, wasting as much as 75% or more of
individual trees. Challacombe (1954) reflects the feeling of many; it was a “real
national tragedy,” and the term ‘“arboricides” was coined specifically in
reference to the sequoia loggers.

With increasing lumber prices, more and more sequoias were cut. Some were
left shattered on the ground and, although a few of the remnants were salvaged
when intact, this was small consolation to those vigorously opposing their
cutting. The shattering of the big logs had a double minus value: not only was
the splintered wood useless for harvest, but the debris, according to Muir (1894),
was “‘a certain source of future fires,” a prediction which frequently has proven
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true. Despite the general belief that sequoia wood is not especially flammable, it
burns hotly when splintered and dry.

The sections of sequoia logs that did not shatter with felling still presented
problems of handling and transportation. Logs 20 ft and more in diameter could
not be handled in the same way as the “diminutive” species of sugar pine and
ponderosa pine. Where splitting by wedges was not feasible because of size, auger
holes drilled into the ends of the logs were filled with explosives to blast the
huge trunks apart. This method was a gamble, often producing nothing but a
great quantity of unusable splinters.

Reduced to a workable size, the sequoia logs were milled in the normal
manner, although some new methods of transportation were introduced. In the
Converse Basin operations, the wood was first milled in the area of cutting and
then sent 54 miles by flume to Sanger, where it was further milled to finer
requirements. The flume’s water capacity and its gradient controlled the rate of
water flow. Andrews (1958) vividly reports this portion of the sequoia tragedy.
Despite its depressing overtones, it is well worth reading. The author records
flume velocities of up to 50 mph, a speed of commercial log transport
unmatched in that period. The flume was also used to transport supplies, mail,
and occasionally human beings, whose safety was understandably in jeopardy.

After several years, a large portion of the flume burned in a forest fire and the
rest was finally dismantled, a fitting finale to an era of wanton forest
destruction. The devastation and wastage in sequoia logging are almost beyond
belief. Healing will take centuries; the shambles remaining are perhaps the
greatest monument ever to man’s destructive lumbering enterprises in this
country. Of the many thousand sequoias in the Converse Basin, only one
escaped the ax. Curiously, it was the largest.

In a spectacular setting overlooking the Canyon of the Kings River is a tree
with the largest diameter of all sequoias—35 ft. Its size was undoubtedly its
salvation. Because of the tree’s great bulk and rocky habitat, it is unlikely that
enough wood could be salvaged to make it worth the felling. The logging
company was thus persuaded to spare the great tree, which was then named for
Frank A. Boole, the Superintendent of the Converse Basin Mill, who had
overseen the cutting of the Basin’s 2600-acre sequoia forest. Today, the Boole
Tree (Fig. 3) seems a monster out of place among the diminutive but thick
stands of Scouler willows which encroached after the logging. Its 268 ft stands
out starkly against the distant skyline of Spanish Mountain north of the Kings
River. In its greatly modified environment, with few serious competitors, the
Boole Tree is probably growing faster than before the logging. Ironically, it may
well escape future serious fires because of the greatly reduced fuel in its vicinity,
and it will perhaps continue to grow uninterruptedly for many centuries. Still,
this preservation of one tree hardly compensates for the destruction of its more
easily merchantable compatriots.

By the time of their final inroads, the loggers had cut some 34% of the
original sequoia acreage. Fortunately, not all the groves they cut were ruined as
the Converse Basin was. An informative and interesting record of the logging era,
with good detail, is “The Status of Sequoia gigantea in the Sierra Nevada,” a
report to the California State Legislature (1952) compiled and written largely by
Frederick A. Meyer, then chief state park forester, from data gathered by him






