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A TALE OF A TREE
by John Parminter
One of the most enduring and controversial stories about local big trees concerns the so-called Cary
Fir, reputedly a large Douglas-fir felled in 1895 in Lynn Valley, North Vancouver by a logger named
George Cary. It was supposed to have had a stump diameter of 25 feet, circumference of 77 feet,
height of 417 feet and bark thickness at the base of 16 inches -- making for a very large tree indeed.
However, its very existence has often been called into question. A photograph supposedly of the
Cary Fir has commonly been pronounced a hoax perpetrated by some Canadian lumbermen on their
American counterparts. The story is anything but straightforward.
It may have begun at the turn of the century but rose to prominence courtesy of the August 1922
issue of the trade journal Western Lumberman. Its cover was graced by a photograph of the butt of
a large felled tree, complete with a group of people perched on the bole and an adjacent ladder. The
photo was provided by a Mr. Oscar L. Mullett of Vancouver, a scaler for the B.C. Forest Branch, who
had been given it by a Mr. M. Laval (or Lavell). The latter claimed to have both witnessed the felling
of the tree and to be one of the people in the photo. This image has been reproduced more than a
dozen times in various journals since its original appearance in print over 73 years ago.
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Although both the existence of the giant tree and the authenticity of the photograph were accepted for
several decades, doubts were eventually raised as to whether the photo is genuine and if the tree is
in fact a Douglas-fir or a coast redwood being passed off as a Douglas-fir. There is some room for
suspicion here since the major dimensions given (25 by 417 feet) correspond exactly with those of a
notable (but felled) coast redwood, a portion of which was put on display in Chicago at the
Columbian Exposition of 1893.
It is curious that publicity about the tree was uncommon until 1922, some 27 years after the tree was
reportedly felled. That date varies somewhat, is often given as 1910 and even as late as 1940. The
date is much less changeable than the location, w hich also includes Lynn Creek instead of Lynn
Valley, the Capilano watershed and Seymour River valley. As part of a series of items about recordsized trees, the Vancouver Sun publicized the details of the Cary Fir in October of 1946. Mr. C.L.
Armstrong of the B.C. Forest Service expressed the opinion that the photo is indeed of a Douglas-fir
with a butt diameter of at least 18 feet. Foresters with the U.S. Forest Service subsequently wrote to
the paper and expressed scepticism regarding the measurements.
Major J.S. Matthews, archivist for the City of Vancouver, knew George Cary and in 1960 recalled how
Cary used to hunt ducks in a pond which became the grounds of the Vancouver Art Gallery on
Georgia Street, possibly cut a trail up the North Shore mountains which became Lonsdale Avenue
and logged extensively in Lynn Valley. Matthews stated that Cary denied the existence of such a tree
and certainly denied having felled it. The whole thing was, according to the archivist, likely a hoax
perpetrated by the lumbermen of the Concatenated Order of the Hoo Hoo through the use of a
doctored photo of a coast redwood tree.
Silviculturists and foresters continued to disagree as to whether the tree was a coast redwood or a
Douglas-fir. Professor C. Frank Brockman -- formerly of the University of Washington -- and several
of his colleagues there examined the evidence in 1979 and believed the photo to be of a Douglas-fir.
They also felt that the background shown is more typical of the coastal Douglas -fir region of B.C. and
Washington than of the coast redwoods of California. Dr. Phil Haddock of the University of B.C. and
Dr. Dale Thornburgh of Humboldt State University in Arcata, California disagreed and considered the
photo to be of a coast redwood.
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While Douglas-firs do not usually exhibit such prominent bark ridges as are shown in the photo, the
largest trees of that species (such as the Westholme Tree, DBH of 17 feet and the Mineral Tree,
DBH of 16 feet) do in fact have such ridges. If they are common to the rarer, very large Douglas-firs
then most people would be unfamiliar with this feature. In addition, if the photo is really of a coast
redwood it likely would already have been known to those in the industry in the Pacific Northwest. So
any attempt by Canadian lumbermen to pull the wool over the eyes of their American brethren by
promoting the story of a felled giant Douglas-fir through the substitution of a photo of a coast
redwood probably would have failed.
The Cary Fir photo has never been found in collections of coast redwood prints, despite diligent
investigations by several researchers in Oregon and California. It has been examined by photo
processing professionals, who could find no evidence that the image had been tampered with or
faked in any way. While current digital technology may permit this sort of trickery, the technology of
1922 was much more primitive and any fakery should be detectable.
It has often been claimed that George Cary is the man on the ladder and that possibility could have
been conclusively dealt with by Major Matthews, who knew Mr. Cary. Curiously, Matthews never
seems to have stated one way or the other if the man was in fact George Cary. On the other hand, a
Mr. R.M. Essie, in a letter dated October 23, 1930, stated that there “...is not the slightest doubt that
the tree was felled in the vicinity of Vancouver. Several of the people in the picture can be identified
as residents of this district.”
So, if we consider the photo to be both genuine and of a Douglas -fir felled in the Vancouver area near
the turn of the century, then what is the story? Firstly, a large Douglas -fir was felled in Lynn Valley
but that was in 1902, not 1895. It was, according to North Vancouver historian and naturalist Mr.
Walter Draycott, only 14 feet 3 inches in diameter inside the bark five feet above the base. The
outside bark diameter at that point would have been 16 feet 4 inches. Access to this tree was by
rough skid roads only and it is highly unlikely that women and children (as shown in the photo) would
have traveled into the area.
Secondly, a large Douglas-fir was felled in the Kerrisdale area in 1896 and the details of it were
related to Draycott by several men. One of these was Mr. Julius Fromme, who was the
superintendent of timber operations for the Hastings Mill, Vancouver. Fromme handled the
Kerrisdale tree and reported that the butt log was 13 feet 8 inches in diameter and the total length of
the tree was nearly 400 feet -- the largest Douglas -fir he had ever seen. Mr. Harold Fromme, Julius’
son, also recalls his father talking about the big tree from Kerrisdale.
This tree, in contrast to the real Lynn Valley tree felled six years later (but not the Cary Fir), was
easily accessible and crowds of people went to see this significant local curiosity. Livery stables did
a good business hiring out horses and buggies for the purpose. It is quite likely that a photo taken of
the Kerrisdale Tree would include both lumbermen and ordinary citizens, as are present in the
famous Cary Fir photo. Walter Draycott was quite sure that the photo is actually of the Kerrisdale
Tree and not the supposed Cary Fir.
However, the photo appears to depict a tree that is about 15 or 16 feet in diameter -- slightly larger
than the figure of 13 feet 8 inches reported by Julius Fromme. Such large trees were often split by
powder charges before being hauled to the mill and so the lowest portion may have been lost in the
process. Also there is the question of bark thickness, which can easily be 1 1/2 feet on trees of this
size. That would add nearly three feet to Fromme’s figure, most likely given for the diameter inside
bark only because he would be interested more in the wood content alone.
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Could Douglas -firs of this size have existed at all? Another with similar dimensions was felled in
1902 by the Tremblay brothers on the present site of Argyle Road, off Mountain Highway in North
Vancouver. It was situated on the property of Alfred John Nye, the first pre-emptor of land in the
area, who measured the felled giant at 415 feet in length, with a diameter of 14.2 feet and a bark
thickness of up to 13 1/2 inches. The largest sections of this tree were split with powder before
being taken to the mill at Moodyville on Burrard Inlet. Ten years later the stump was removed to
allow for construction of Argyle Road.
The conclusions to be drawn from this convoluted story are:
• although George Cary -- the supposed faller of the Cary Fir -- was involved with the timber
industry and did exist, the tree named after him did not,
• a large Douglas-fir was felled in Lynn Valley in 1902 but it was neither the Cary Fir nor the one
shown in the famous photo,
• the photo is genuine and very probably of a large Douglas -fir, not a coast redwood,
• the Kerrisdale Tree, as reported by Julius Fromme and others, did exist, was felled in 1896 and
visited by many local curiosity seekers,
• the famous photo is most likely of the Kerrisdale Tree but this has not yet been proven
conclusively and
• that the Cary Fir story was a hoax perpetrated by Canadian members of the lumbermen’s Hoo
Hoo Club on their American colleagues is also in doubt. Although Major Matthews considered this
to be true, there is little evidence to back his theory.
There are two myths involved here -- the myth of Cary Fir and the myth of the phoney photo. If the
tree could talk we would know the story but doubtless it is now part of a few buildings in B.C.,
California and/or Australia -- common destinations for prime Douglas-fir (and coast redwood!)
lumber in bygone days. Little do the occupants of those buildings know of the controversy which has
raged on through the decades regarding the origins of their lumber.

Al Carder, a long-time member of the FHABC, began his research on big trees in August of 1977 as
a retirement project. This work was described in the very first issue of this newsletter in December
of 1981. The fruits of his labours were recently published by Fitzhenry & Whiteside of Markham,
Ontario. Entitled “Forest Giants of the world, past and present,” the book makes for fascinating
reading and will interest foresters and naturalists alike.
This story was written from background material provided by Al Carder, additional information from
his book, archival sources and other published works, including:
Carney, Todd. 1976. A fir tree of the mind. Raincoast Chronicles First Five, collector’s edition.
Harbour Publishing, Madeira Park, B.C. pp. 142-143.
Tiemann, Harry. 1935. Where are the largest trees in the world? Journal of Forestry 33(11):903915.
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ACTING PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
by Geoff Bate
It is with regret that I advise that Bob DeBoo has resigned as President of the Forest History
Association of B.C. Bob has been a keen participant for many years and his contributions will be
missed.
At a recent meeting of your Executive, and at their request, I accepted the position of Acting
President to August 31, 1996. I have appointed Director Bill McLachlan to chair a nominating
committee which will identify persons willing to be nominated for the position of President. Then it is
proposed that an election will take place, as usual, at the annual general meeting slated for this June.
With the completion of Jack Fleetwood’s book entitled “On the F line - poems from the working
rainforest,” the association is looking forward to its next project. I welcome ideas, input and
suggestions from all members on this or any other relevant subject. Please contact me at 2278
Cooperidge Drive, Central Saanich, B.C. V8M 1N2. Phone (604) 652-5360 or fax 652-5358.

NEW PUBLICATIONS
Carder, A.C. 1995. Forest giants of the world, past and present. Fitzhenry & Whiteside, Markham,
Ontario. 283 p.
Corley-Smith, Peter and D.N. Parker. 1995. Helicopters in the high country: 40 years of mountain
flying. Sono Nis Press, Victoria, B.C. 93 p.
Moore, Patrick. 1995. Pacific spirit - the forest reborn. Terra Bella Publishers Canada Inc., West
Vancouver, B.C. ii + 110 p.
Pattison, Lorraine. 1995. The Garnet fire: true stories of monster cross winds and a violent fire
storm in Penticton, British Columbia, July 1994. Lorraine Pattison, Penticton, B.C.
xiv + 138 p.
Robson, Peter A. 1995. The working forest of British Columbia. Harbour Publishing, Madeira Park,
B.C. 167 p.
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REQUEST FOR INFORMATION
Research is underway regarding the history of the Crow’s Nest Pass Lumber Company and its
logging and milling activities in the East Kootenays. The company operated a sawmill (until 1940)
and a planer mill (until 1962 or 1963). Wardner and Galloway, between Cranbrook and Fernie, were
its main bases of operation. The researchers would like to hear from anyone with information about
or photographs related to the company’s operations.
Information is also desired regarding the company’s directors: John Breckenridge, President; William
Carlin, Vice-President and Peter Lund, Managing Director, Secretary and Treasurer, as well as the
relationship of the Crow’s Nest Pass Lumber Company to other regional lumber companies and the
railway.

Please contact:
Mr. Chris Graf
# 307 - 475 Howe Street
Vancouver, B.C. V6C 2B3

CONFERENCE ANNOUNCEMENT
FHABC member Dr. Richard Rajala is a co-organizer of an upcoming conference sponsored by the
Department of History of the University of Victoria. Entitled “Environmental Cultures: Historical
Perspectives,” the conference will be held at the Harbour Towers Hotel in Victoria on April 26 and 27,
1996. The preliminary program includes the following sessions:
Day one
Colonial use of natural resources for healing and regeneration
Agriculture, rural society and the state
Aboriginal peoples and resources on the Great Lakes
Victorian science
Forest policy and community stability: the U.S. west
Indigenous identities, historic interactions and current conflicts over water resource
management in industrial societies
The utility of bioregion

7

The cultural construction of salmon
The urban environment
Nature and the B.C. economy
Salmon, science and empty nets
Day two
Wildlife and natural history societies in western Canada
Indigenous agriculture and vegetational change in industrial contexts
Indian policy and resources
Constructing culture in Alaska
Colonial forestry
Parks, indigenous peoples and the state
Mining mineral wealth
Dams and environmental change
Land ethic case studies
Resource workers
The New Zealand environment
Protecting environments, preserving control
Presentations of particular interest to our members will be:
Rob Diaz, University of Northern B.C.: Perceptions of a northern town: Prince George, B.C.,
1910 - 1930.
Paula Eng, University of Victoria: Power struggle: Strathcona Park, resource extraction and power
development in the 1920s.
Michael Hibbard, University of Oregon: Federal land management and the creation of the timber
towns of the U.S. Pacific Northwest: case study of a public policy dilemma.
Bill Waiser, University of Saskatchewan: Park prisoners: the untold story of western Canada’s
national parks, 1915 - 1946.
For further information contact Dr. Rajala at the Department of History, University of Victoria, P.O.
Box 3045 MS 7381, Victoria, B.C. V8W 3P4. Phone (604) 721-7382 or Fax 721-8772.
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ONE TREE MAKES A FOREST
by Jack Long
Long years ago a man planted a tree
Midst the stumps of a forest that used to be.
With the passing of time, the tree he forgot,
And he never knew if it lived or not.
Growing old he looks back on life’s road
And wonders if he’s carried his share of the load.
Would the world be a better place for his passing by?
No reason can he find as hard as he try,
No great achievements, no honours to claim -In the scramble of life little more than a name.
One day he remembered that little tree
And went out to find it just to see
If it had survived and how it had grown,
For somehow he felt it was still his own.
Had he not grown it from a tiny seed,
Nurtured it and cared for its every need?
There it stood, a most beautiful tree,
Tall and straight as a tree should be.
Its offspring covered the hillside ‘round,
Not just a tree but a forest he’d found.
He realized then that the world would be
Of lesser worth had he not planted that tree.
This poem was written some time ago, after a trip to Campbell River, when I had an opportunity to
look at some of our early plantations. I came away feeling rather good about what I saw and perhaps
a little proud that I had been involved from the very start of those plantations. What the poem
suggests could be related to a number of people whom I could mention, particularly those who
worked hard and long to keep the project going when there was little support coming from any
direction. The general public could care less and even accused me of wasting their money - planting
trees when there were trees wherever one looked!

This newsletter is the official organ of the Forest History Association of British Columbia. It is
distributed at no charge to members of the association, libraries, archives and museums. Items on
forest history topics, descriptions of current projects, requests for information, book reviews, letters,
comments and suggestions are welcomed. Please submit newsletter material and send changes of
address to the Editor: Mr. John Parminter, # 1 - 949 Pemberton Road, Victoria, B.C. V8S 3R5.
Phone (604) 595-0374 home or 356-6810 office.
Membership in the association is $7.00 yearly, or $30 for five years. Please send dues to the
Treasurer: Mr. Edo Nyland, 8793 Forest Park Drive, Sidney, B.C. V8L 4E8. Phone (604) 656-9276.
The Acting President, Geoff Bate, can be reached at 2278 Cooperidge Drive, Central Saanich, B.C.
V8M 1N2. Phone (604) 652-5360 or fax 652-5358.

