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PLANT PORTRAITS

SEQUOIADENDRON — “The Biggest Living Thing on Earfi

Leonid Enari

ONE of the sequoidendrons in Sequoia
National Park has dimensions which
have earned it the title, ‘“The Biggest
Living Thing on Earth.” The tree is the
General Sherman. Its age is believed to
be between 3,000 and 4,000 years and
there is no sign of senility.

Dimensions of the General Sherman
Height

.............................................. 272 4 ft
Circumference at base . 101.6 ft
Diameter at base Ve T (e

Diameter at 60 ft. above ground ... 17.5 ft.
Diameter at 120 ft. above ground .. 17 ft.
Diameter at 180 ft. above ground ... 14 ft.

Height to first larger branch SR b
Diameter of largest branch ooz R A
Volume of trunk ... 50,010 cu. ft.
WOlght of tumk o0 n nea 625 tons

Weight of tree soresnceee....... 1,000 tons (est.)
There are trees of other species that are
taller and older than the General Sher-
man, but there is nothing as mighty as
this tree.

Sequoiadendrons, also known as glant
sequoias, big trees, or the Sierra red-
woods, grow in more or less isolated
groves on the western slopes of the Sierra

Nevada in Central California. Most of ® . ”Mﬂ”'.sbermm
these groves are at elevations between The General
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4,400 and 7,500 ft., although some occur
as low as 3,000 ft. and a few as high as
8,900 ft. The best stands grow in pro-
tected locations where the average annual
precipitation is from 45 to 60 inches and
where the precipitation occurs in the form
of snow during September to May. The
temperature occasionally drops to -12 F
and seldom exceeds 100F. Sequoiaden-
drons do not form pure stands, except in
small groves, but are associated with
other trees among which sugar pines, pon-
derosa pines, white firs, incense cedars,
and California black oaks are most com-
mon.

The first sequoiadendron stands are be-
lieved to have been discovered by mem-
bers of the Joseph Walker exploration
party which came upon the Merced and
Tolumne groves in 1833. The groves now
belong to the Yosemite National Park.
The largest sequoiadendron forest, how-
ever, remained unknown until 1858 when
Hale Tharp, a settler, was guided by the
Indians to the grove which in 1875 was
named by John Muir, ““The Giant For-
est,” and which in 1890 became the
Sequoia National Park. It was here that
Tharp built a summer cabin in a fire-
hollowed sequoiadendron log which he
ocupied for many seasons and where he
entertained John Muir in 1879. Tharp's
log today is a popular attraction for park
visitors.

The age limit of sequoiadendrons is
unknown because there is no record of
one dying of old age. It is certain that
they live 4,000 years, reasonably certain
that they can live 5,000 or 6,000 years,
and probable that they may live even
7,000 or 8,000 years if protected in na-
tional parks. There is a record of a felled
S¢quoiadendron that had 3,126 annual
"ngs, and John Muir reported one tree
stump in Converse Basin that was 4,000
years old. The age of the biggest stand-
Ing mguoiadendrons, however, can only

estimated because the coring instru-
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A sequoiadendron at the Arboretum.
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ments used to determine the age of lesser
trees will not penetrate to the heart of
these giants.

Sequoias never die on their feet, they
fall. The tremendous weight of the ma-
ture tree makes it sensitive to any change
in the stability of the ground on which
it stands. It has no tap root. Its massive
but shallow roots are brittle and without
great strength. It is kept erect by the bal-
ance resulting from equal distribution of
weight upon the base. If ground condi-
tions change, for example, by stream ero-
sion cutting away the soil from one side
of a tree, or the soil being softened by
changes in underground drainage—the
balance of the tree is threatened. Once a
tree loses its balance it cannot be restored.
Loss of balance is usually followed by
an increasing degree of tilting until final-
ly the tree, its roots unable to hold,
crashes to earth. It usually happens when
the ground is wet from melting snow.
Occasional winds may provide the final
push. The falling of the tree opens up
the ground so that the seedlings can es-
tablish themselves, and a new generation
comes into being,

Sequoiadendrons produce cones and
seed, after reaching maturity, in great
numbers. It is estimated that a mature
tree produces about 2,000 cones per year,
each single cone containing 100 to 300
seeds.

The seeds are very light, about 91,000
per pound on average, and may be car-
ried for great distances by air currents.
The greatest distance that wind will carry
the seeds is not known although a case
has been reported of seed being carried
580 feet.

The seedlings usually become establish-
ed only on disturbed soil or on ashes in
burnt-over area. Only very few seedlings
are found in groves where the litter is
high and dry, Although records are not
available, probably only one seed in a
million germinates under natural condi-
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tions and only a small percentage of these
survive.

Sequoiadendrons have no dangerous
enemies, except fire. A single fire cn
destroy seedlings and saplings but not
mature trees protected by 1- to 3-fod
thick fire-resistant bark. Many fires are
needed to seriously damage these tress
It is believed that practically every old
tree has been subject to fire not less than
once every twenty-five years prior to pi-
tection by national park status. Thus, &
tree three thousand years old may have
withstood a hundred or more fires. How
ever, some trees have been killed by ]:;
peated fires, as evidenced by. the bl ;
monuments presiding over their descen
ants in several groves. _

Botanically, this species was md“dhj
in the genus Sequoia until 1939 wist,
John T. Buchholz, an American b'oftfmmt
suggested that it belongs to 2 {:-II etheﬂ
genus he named Sequoiadendron. Fi¢ 4
transferred it to the new genus 351 )
guoiadendron gigantewm. (L10CE
Buchh.

the
Sequoiadendrons can be sezr:bo a:etﬂﬂ'l
Los Angeles State and Counetycoadlm

in quadrat 0 8 (south of th
close to the road) where two 3 e
grow side by side. They ongmﬁldi
seed Dr. Russell Seibett, forfncfh
of the Arboretum, collected 10 ';‘;e
mite National Park in 15’51.l ol
were planted in their present 0‘-; .
February 1954, and are now*fl‘::llct o
23 years old. Their almost pt‘:rld i
idal slope suggests they wou
perfect outdoor Christmas tree:
Standing in the front of these A
may wonder how long they Wlas bas e
Will they live 3,500 years  ecome 8
General Sherman? Wllivtlzymn? Only
mighty? Will they gro also
timge :rill tell. Sequoiaderldl’%r;:a?n Ia
be found at Descanso Gaf :
Canada and at South Coast

Botan!
Garden in Rolling Hills.



ImEE BHL

Biodiversity Heritage Library

Enari, Leonid. 1974. "Plant portraits: Sequoiadendron - "The biggest living
thing on earth"." Lasca leaves 24, 120-122.

View This Item Online: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/130958
Permalink: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/139933

Holding Institution
Missouri Botanical Garden, Peter H. Raven Library

Sponsored by
Los Angeles Arboretum

Copyright & Reuse

Copyright Status: In copyright. Digitized with the permission of the rights holder.

Rights Holder: The Arboretum Library at the Los Angeles County Arboretum and Botanic
Garden

License: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Rights: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/permissions

This document was created from content at the Biodiversity Heritage Library, the world's
largest open access digital library for biodiversity literature and archives. Visit BHL at
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org.

This file was generated 26 July 2023 at 20:18 UTC


https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/130958
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/139933
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/permissions
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org

