
"This is the best tree-lover's 
monument that could be found in 
all of the forests of the world. You 
have done me great honor and I 
am proud of it Saving these 
woods from the axe and saw, from 
the money changers and water 
changers (dam builders) is in many 
ways the most notable service to 
God and man I have heard of since 
my forest wandering began." 

-John Muir, upon learning that the national monument 
was to be named for him 

The Story of the Woods 
Redwoods belong to an ancient family of 
trees, the swamp cypresses. Only 16 
members of this family, in scattered relic 
stands, survive. These include the redwood, 
bald-cypress, and giant sequoia in North 
America; the dawn redwood and Chinese fir, 
Cunninghamia, in China; and the Japanese 
cedar, Crytomeria, in Japan. 

Redwoods first appeared in late Mesozoic 
forests, when dinosaurs walked the Earth. 
The warm, moist climate of the early Cenozoic 
(Age of Mammals) allowed them to grow in 
arctic regions. They spread into Asia by way 
of Alaska and into Europe by way of 
Greenland. By 30 million years ago, they 
were widespread in the northern hemisphere. 
But the rising of modern mountain ranges 
and the Ice Ages produced such severe 
climates that redwoods were eliminated from 
the Earth except in a narrow band along 
California's coast. 

Neither the Indians nor early Spanish settlers 
apparently took much interest in the 
redwoods. With the onset of the Gold Rush, 
however, the ancient forests were rapidly 
felled. They provided lumber and fueled brick 
kilns. Remains of those forests are found now 
in San Francisco's Victorian mansions. 

Muir Woods was spared only because it 
stands in an isolated box canyon. The ridge 
to the east was so steep, and Muir Beach 
provided such poor anchorage, that logs 
could not be removed. By 1900, new logging 
techniques made cutting the woods feasible. 
But by then local conservationists, inspired 
by writer-naturalist John Muir, promoted the 
value of the few such remaining wild places. 
They persuaded businessman and outdoors-
man William Kent to raise $45,000 and buy 
the woods so it could be preserved. The trees 
were still not safe, however. In 1907, a suit 
was brought to condemn the canyon for a 

reservoir. Kent then offered to donate the 
land to the federal government if the woods 
could be preserved. Using the Antiquities 
Act, Theodore Roosevelt proclaimed the 
woods a national monument in 1908. Rather 
than have the monument named for himself, 
Kent suggested the honor go to John Muir. 

Redwood stands have now been preserved 
in Redwood National Park and in several 
California State Parks, but Muir Woods is the 
only such primeval forest readily accessible 
from the metropolitan Bay Area. 

The Redwood Forest 
The land where the redwoods grow has been 
shaped by global forces. Just west of Muir 
Woods the San Andreas fault lies under the 
Pacific Ocean. Here the westward-creeping 
North American crustal plate is squeezed 
against the Pacific plate. The force of this 
collision pushes up coastal mountains. The 
highest of these by San Francisco Bay is Mt. 
Tamalpais. 

When winter storms sweep in from the 
Pacific, Mt. Tamalpais catches the clouds, 
and successive rains saturate it. Only the fogs 
piling up along the coast relieve the long 
summer's drought, however, and the water 
then drains slowly out of the mountain. Upper 
ridges dry first: Human carelessness with fire 
may quickly turn the mountain into a torch. 
Flames are suppressed when they reach the 
lower canyons, however, because moisture 
and cool air have settled there. In these 
canyons the redwoods grow. 

Redwoods are water-loving and fire-resistant. 
Their sapwood contains abundant water but 
no pitch. Their bark is virtually fireproof. 
While other trees are killed and must start 
new forests after each fire, old redwoods 
along the canyon floor have survived 
repeated conflagrations. 

Redwoods dominate Muir Woods by both 
their size and their numbers. Growing rapidly 
in height, once they reach the top of the 
forest canopy they can shade out most of 
their competition. Muir Wood's largest trees 
are in Bohemian Grove. The tallest is 76 
meters (250 feet); the widest 4 meters (131A 
feet). 

To live here, lesser trees must find space 
among the redwoods as best they can. Red 
alders grow along the creek near the park 
entrance, Douglas-firs on hillsides, and 
California bay-laurels, which have fragrant 
leaves, in forest openings. Tan-oaks and big-
leaf maples, growing in deeper shade than 
most trees, are often found in the forest 
interior. Shade-tolerant smaller plants of the 
forest include redwood sorrel, Clintonia, tril-
liums, and several fern species. 

Because redwood bark is toxic to other 
plants and animals, few of the usual forest 
insects are found in Muir Woods. And few 
insects means few birds. Steller's jays, winter 
wrens, chestnut-backed chickadees and 
Oregon juncos are often seen, however. 
Ravens are often heard at their nests in 
treetops. 

Animals in Muir Woods are used to human 
presence and therefore easily observed if 
not disturbed. Sonoma chipmunks are active 
in summer. Blacktail deer are seen most of 
the year, and especially in autumn when they 
come down into the woods to eat tan-oak 
acorns. 

Before the Gold Rush a redwood forest would 
have been regarded as barren compared to 
other areas around the Bay, which boasted 
numerous animals and birds. Today, Muir 
Woods is one of the few places where we can 
still see animals living as they did long ago. 
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Visiting Muir Woods 
Muir Woods lies 27 kilometers (17 miles) 
north of San Francisco. It is reached by a loop 
road off California Route 1. The roads to the 
park are steep and winding. The entrance 
gate opens 8 a.m. and closes at sunset. 
Weather is usually cool; jackets are 
advisable. 

Find snacks and souvenirs at the concession 
shop near the visitor center. The nearest 
gasoline and service stations are at Mill 
Valley. 

No picnicking or camping is permitted. Find 
picnic facilities at nearby park areas. Pets 
are not permitted in the park, except for 
seeing-eye dogs. 

Trails are for walking only; motorized 
equipment, horses, and bicycles are 
prohibited. The main, mostly level trails 
along the canyon floor are paved and 
accessible to wheelchairs. Unpaved trails 
lead out of the canyon and connect with trails 
in Mt. Tamalpais State Park. Stay on trails at 
all times. Trampling destroys living woodland 
plants and also compacts soils so that it takes 
years before new plants can grow. 

Flowers, mushrooms, ferns, and other 
natural features may not be picked or 
removed. Do not feed or disturb wild animals 
in any way. 

Muir Woods is administered by the National 
Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior. 
The superintendent's address is Mill Valley, 
C A 94941. 
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