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When Captain Cook visited the Pacific coast of
North America in 1778, the trees and plants grow­
ing there had only Indian names, which differed
from tribe to tribe. The largest tree was often called
the "big tree" or the "real tree" - in Squamish,
" Kwekwel hay". In the ship's diary, Cook referred
to this "real tree" as fir, because its appearance
resembled the true firs of Europe.

In 1792, Archibald Menzies, a naturalist of the
famous Vancouver expedition and the first European
scientist to visit the Pacific coast, collected
herbarium specimens of local trees. From this col­
lection the botanist Lambert, the leading English
authority on conifers, described the "real tree" as a
pine, Pinus taxifolia.

In 1825, the Royal Horticultural Society sent
David Douglas, a Scottish botanist, to the Pacific
coast to study the local forests and bring back seed
of any species he considered suited to the Englisn
climate. Douglas recognized the "real tree" as an
unknown species and gave it its present generic
name, Pseudotsuga menziesii (false hemlock). In his
honour, it became generally known as "Douglas-fir".

Douglas-fir played an important role in the lives of
British Columbia's first settlers, the Indians. It was
the most important source of fuel; the bark was
eagerly sought because it burned with a hot smoke­
less flame. The word "p'elan" meant fuel or bark
to the Salish around Sechelt, B.C., and "p'elaney"
meant Douglas-fir. Pitchy wood and branches were
used for torches.

Because of its hardness and resistance to
splitting, Douglas-fir was rarely used in woodwork.
However, tools, harpoon shafts, spears, handles,
utensils, fire tongs and other articles were made of
fir. Fir knots were molded into curved halibut and
cod hooks by seaming and bending them to the
desired shape. The finished hook was rubbed with
tallow to keep its shape.

In the sweat lodge, Douglas-fir boughs were
put over hot rocks. A dye prepared by boiling the
bark was used to make nets invisible to fish. Hides
were tanned by rubbing them with rotten wood.
The pitch was used to patch canoes and other water
vessels.

Pitch was also applied to sores and wounds as
a poultice. Boiled with or without needles into a
tea, it was used as a cold medicine. Buds were
chewed for sore throat or sores in the mouth.
Needles were boiled to make a tonic tea. Heated,
they were applied to the chest to "draw out the
pain", or burned to ashes and mixed with animal fat
and used as a general ointment. For "moving pains
in the bones", half-burned ashes or coals were
placed on the affected parts and allowed to burn
slowly into the flesh. Tho e who lacked e coura e
to se th"s hero'c ea were e d by e"r
f "e ds d rt e nrn,r'aclCt
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fir regenerates under its canopy. On these dry sites,
even Douglas-fir stands are typically open. Regen­
eration estab' bes under the mature ca p and
assumes the role of a climax species.

Within its natural range, Douglas-fir is the
species preferred by foresters. It regenerates suc­
cessfully after logging where seed is available
and is planted even on sites where, under natural
conditions, it would be rare. Natural stands of
Douglas-fir often start with several thousand seed­
lings per acre. At 100 years, 300 trees per acre
on poor sites and only about 75 trees per acre on the
best sites constitute a fully stocked stand. Sup­
pressed trees are shaded out and die.

When Douglas-fir develops in closed stands,
the lower shaded branches die rapidly. However,
breaking off of dead branches or "natural pruning"
is slow because the dead branches resist decay.
Generally, on sites of medium quality, 30 feet of
clear bole is achieved at about 100 years. The
massive trunks of mature trees, clear of branches
for 80 to 100 feet, are usually straight with only
a sl ight taper.

The tree has only a narrow ring of sapwood,
seldom over two inches thick. The sapwood is
usually yellow; the heartwood is yellowish brown
to reddish brown and becomes more distinct upon
exposure to air.

On young trees, until they reach about 12 inches
in diameter, the bark is ashy brown, often chalky
in patches, and thin and smooth. On old trees, it is
typically rough and deeply furrowed, dark brown
on the outside and reddish brown when cut. It may
be as much as 16 inches thick at the base of
the trunk.

The typical crown form of young trees is a
broad, sharp pyramid. The lower branches are
drooping, the higher ones trend upward, forming a
rather open crown top. As the trees grow older,
the crowns become rounded and flattened.

The young foliage is deep yellow-green; mature
foliage is usually dark green on the Coast and blue­
green in the Interior. The needles remain on the tree
for about seven years; they are usually 1 to 1~
inches long, flat, soft and blunt-pointed.

Male and female cone buds form on the new
shoots in late summer and are distinguishable by
early September. Female buds usually occur just

below the terminal buds; the male buds are fur­
ther down the shoot.

Reproductive buds of both sexes open in April.
Female cones are receptive to pollination within
a week of opening. At that time they are flame-red
and erect, with prominent, three-pronged bracts.
These long, three-pronged bracts distinguish Doug­
las-fir cones from any other species. Soon after
pollination, they turn light green and hang down.
Male cones, yellow-green during pollination, are
on the underside of the twigs; after pollination they
wither and break off. The actual fertilization of
the female cone takes place about two months after
pollination and cones ripen by early September.
The seed is provided with a wing and wind dissemi­
nation occurs two to four weeks after ripening.

With a few exceptions, Douglas-fir trees do
not produce seed until about 15 years old, with



maximum seed produc ion a about 200 years. Heavy
s e crops occur 0 ce every ree 0 15 years.
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injury, drought, competition. frost. insects or dis­
ease. Some shade is beneficial for seedling estab­
lishment on dry sites, bu older seedlings grow
best in full light. Height growth is usually completed
during August; diameter growth may continue until
October.

During the first few years. the tap roo is he
most important root of the root system. but la erals,
growing obliquely into the soil, soon penetrate a
large volume of soil and provide water, nutrition and
relative stability, even in high winds. Generally,
the root system spreads over an area three to six
times larger than that covered by the crown. and
overlapping of root systems in a stand is normal.
Young trees up to about 30 years of age have
extensive root systems; as the trees grow older.
growth takes place more to fill in the spaces
between the roots than to enlarge the area of the
root system.

During development, Douglas-fir stands are subject
to damage from a variety of agents. On clay soils,
heavy rains and high winds rtlay cause losses from
wind-throw. Heavy snow and ice may break the
tops of young trees. Fires may destroy stands of
any age, although the thick bark makes older
trees less susceptible.

The Douglas-fir beetle kills trees from pole­
size stage to maturity, and sometimes epidemics
cause extensive damage. Trunk and root rots reduce
the merchantable volume in both young and mature
stands. Poria weirii, a root decay, is the most serious
fungus enemy in British Columbia. Heartwood de­
cay is caused by Polyporus schweinitzii and several
Fornes species. In the dry, hot climate of the nte­
rior, dwarf mistletoe may cause brooming, dead
ops, decreased growth and even mortality.

Deer sometimes cause serious damage by
browsing in young stands.

The future of Douglas-fir is brighter than that of
almost any other important tree species. Most of its
range lies under the moderating influence of the
Pacific Ocean, and enjoys long growing seasons,
mild winters and abundant rainfall. The favourable
climate allows full utilization of its inherent vigour.
Steep topography and rocky soils in the north and
high altitudes in the south exclude further encroach­
ing of agriculture on the forest land.

Fire protection has developed into a science;
detection from infrared photographs transmitted
from satellites is almost immediate and water bomb­
ers usually extinguish fires before they reach un­
manageable proportions.



Present clear-cut harvesting practices remove
shade-tolerant competitors and preserve the site
for Douglas-fir. Inherent early and high fertility pro­
vides seed for regeneration of most sites; where
natural regeneration fails, progressive forest com­
panies use artificial means to restock forest land.
Harvesting is generally based on the "sustained
yield" principle, which ensures that in any manage­
ment area no more is harvested in any year than
the amount of annual increment.
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