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I. Introduction.

The published commentariesof our earliest visitors are one of the few
wayswe can reconstruct the vegetation patterns arourrl Palo Alto before
the population influx affected the laOOscape. Naturally the physical
characteristics of soil and soil depth, exposure, rainfall, etc., all help
in the final evaluation of what were probably the original plant
communities; I do not here attenpt to evaluate this evidence. I have
provided an historical overview in order to place the people whamI have
quoted in the greater context of what was happening, particularly
botanically, in California. The quoted passages are by necessity at times
condensed; nevertheless I have tried to keep the original wordingexcept
where paraphrasing adds general knowledgeabout their location or
activities. In addition to narrative commentaryI have looked for early
maps, although the search was by no meansexhaustive. A record of
pictorial impressions rerxiered by early visitors remains to be researched,
and mayprove quite rewarding.

The bibliography for a subject such as this is always OPenfor
additions. I would enjoy talking with any readers whoare interested in
this subject.

Mythanks go to the manypeople with whamI discussed this project,
particularly to Alan Grundmannfram whamcamethe original idea, John
Thomaswhopointed out William Carey Clarke's thesis, and Herb ~ler
whoseenthusiasm for the subject has provided memuchpleasure.



1769-70.

1769. Nov.

II. Historical overview~
Table of major events and participants

Gaspar de Portola. OVerlandexpedition from San Diegoto
Monterey. Discovered San Francisco Bayby accident,
by-passing Monterey. Diary. First report (Nov. 1769) of
the plain by San Francisquito creek ''well woodedwith live
oaks am. muchpasture." (Portola~ 1909, p. 39)

Miguel CostansO. AccompaniesPortola. (CostansO,1910 &

1911)

1769. Nov. & Fray Juan crespi. Acconpani.esboth Portola (in 1769) and
1772. Mar. Fages (in 1772). (crespi, 1927, p. 18 & 285) and (Galvin,

1971). Mentions tPe Portola San Francisquito camp(Nov.
1769) am. area betweenCoyoteand Milpitas. (Mar. 1772).
Drawsmap, 1772. (Galvin, 1971).

1770. Nov. Pedro Fages visits Santa Clara valley. (Fages: 1911, p.
1772. Mar. 151) am. (Fages: 1937)

1770. San Carlos mission fourrled in Monterey. Search for suitable
settlement sites includes such factors as year-around water,
presence of Indians, good soil, and available wood.

1774. Nov. FernandoRivera y Moncada. Traveled in the south and
western parts of Santa Clara Valley. (Rivera y Moncada,
1774)

1774. Nov. Padre Francisco Palau. Acconpani.esRivera y Moncada. One
of the best early aCCOlU1ts,particularly reo chaparral.
(Palau, 1926v.3, p. 261-264)

1775. Juan Manuelde Ayala. First to enter San Francisco Bayby
boat. Acconpani.edby Caiiizares, whodraws a map. (Galvin,
1971)

1776. Mar. Juan Bautista de Anza. Leads colonists north to fourrl the
presidio and mission at what becomesSan Franicisco.
(Bolton, 1930, v.3, p. 124, 126, 134)

1776. Mar. Pedro Font. Diarist for the Anza~tion. (Font: 1911~
Font: 1933~and Bolton, 1930, v.4 p. 323-29, 344, 352-54)

1777. Pueblo of San Jose and Santa Clara mission fourrled.

1786. Sept Jean-Francois Salaup de Ia Perouse stops at Monterey~mapof
San Francisco and Montereybays (not reprcx:1uced).
Accorcpmiedby botanist Collignon whocollects Abronia
umbellata, the first westem plant to be grownin Europe.
(Ia Perouse, 1799)

1791. Sept Alejandro Malaspinaexpedition anchors in Montereyharbor.
Botanists 'IhaddeusHaenke(1761-1817)and Louis Neecollect
in Santa cruz Mts. Haenke's collections were described by



Karel BoriwogPresl. Needescribes QUercusaqrifolia and ~
lobata. '!hey collect Berberis ¢.nnata, Heteromeles, and
Zausdmeria califomica. (Presl: 1832-1858)

1792. Nov. Vancouverexpedition stopS in San Francisco bay~ travel fram
San Francisco to Santa Clara mission. Famousremark about
the oak parkland. (Vancouver,1798, v.2, 16-20)

1792. Nov. Archibald Menzies. Vancouver's botanist. Gives Lt.
Johnstone's report about trip on the peninsula. First to
collect Sequoia sempervirens, Al:butusmenziesii,
Umbellularia califomica and lllpinus arboreus. (Menzies,
1924, p. 276-77)

1797. San Jose mission foundedon east side of south S.F. Bay.

1806. Apr. GeorgeHeinrich von Langsdorff. surgeon naturalist on the
von Krusenstem expedition. visits shore of bay near Palo
Alto. Mentions SUaedacalifomica Watson. (Langsdorff,
1813, p.3)

1810. 8,000 head of cattle in California. Numberbegins to
multiply rapidly. (1,000,000will die from lack of food in
drought of 1862)

1810. Mexicobegins revolt against Spain. Irrlependent in 1821.

1816. Oct. otto von Kotzebue. C01m'rarrls the Russian ship "Rurik."
Accampaniedby ship's surgeon JohannFriedrich Eschscholtz
(1793-1831)and naturalist Adelbert von Chamisso
(1781-1838). Collect plants in bay area inCluding Myrica
califomica, Rubusursinus, R. vitifolius, Solanum
umbelliferum, Scrophularia califomica, Ceanothus
thrvsiflorus, Artemisia californica, Inpinus chamissonis,
and Rhamnuscalifomica. Eschscholtz visits San Jose.
Chamissonamesour California poppyEschscholzia californica
for his colleague. (Mahr,1932)

1820. 3,270 settlers and soldiers in california.
20,000 mission. Indians in california.

1824. Kotzebuereturns to San Francisco bay, travels by boat to
San Mateopoint where he ate un:ier the shade of spreading
oaks. (Kotzebue: 1830, II, p.39)

1822. Mexicaniniependence from Spain brings relaxed canunercial
policy and beginning of the hide and tallow trade. Missions
secularized, begin decline.

1826. Nov & Dec. Captain Frederick WilliamBeecheyand ship surgeon
Alexan:ier Collie travel downpeninsula fromSan Francisco to
Coyotecreek and on to Monterey. (Beechey:1831& Hooker:
1830-41)



1827. Jan.

1829.

1830-32.

1830.

Bernard du Hautcilly. Onpeninsula. (Ben1aJ:ddu Hautcilly,
1929, p.236: also pp.131-166, 214-250, 306-336)

Alfrec1Robinson. Arrives in California. Earliest "tourist"
,account. (Robinson:i1891)

David tuuglas (1798-1834),plant collector for Royal
Horticultural Society in Montereyand San Francisco: also
probably on Mt. Diablo because he collects Calochortus
Plllchellus. Collects numerousother species including Pinus
lambertiana, P. sabiniana, Iris douglasiana, Calochortus
luteus, C. albus, Trillium ovatum, and Rhusdiversiloba.
Manyof his plants were later describec1by John Linlley.
Unfortunately, Douglas' California joumaJ. was lost in a
shipwreck on the Fraser River in 1833. '!he infonnation we
have is from his letter to Sir W.J. Hooker, 23 Nov. 1831,
where he describes his collections fromhis year spent at
Montereyand mentions his trip north to San Francisco and
beyond. (D:>uglas:1836)

Non-Indianpopulation of California: 4,256.

1836.

1831-32

1833-36.

'IhomasCoulter (1793-1843)in Santa CruzMountains. His
notes and journal are lost but his 1,500-2,000 specimens
survive. Collects Abies bracteata, Pinus coulteri, Romneya
coulteri. Travels overland through the Salinas Valley and
on to southern California and Arizona. later becomes
curator at the herbarium at Trinity College. (Eastwood,
1939)

38 land grants madein the Santa Clara Valley.
Secularization of missions complete. First commercial
vinyard established, 1833, by vignes. First commercial
orchard establishec1, 1836, by Wolfskill. Mostagricultural
land in private ownership.

'IhomasNuttall (1786-1859)collects Aesculus californica at
Montereyand Alnus rhombifolia. (Eastwood,1939)

1837. OctJNov.Richard Brinsley Hinds. surgeon-naturalist on British
survey ship H.M.S.SUlphur, under canunandof Fdward
Belcher• .Accol'1'pani.edby Geo~e Barclay, plant collector
sent by the Royal Botanical Gardenat Kew. Travel to Santa
Clara. Geo~e Benthamdescribes the botanical collections.
(Bentham:1844-46)

1841. Dlflot de Mofras. Onpeninsula he singles out San Mateo
creek and San Francisquito Creek as having laurels of
"••• regal proportions and extraordinary height." Publishes
good mapof bay area. (ruflot de Mofras, 1844)

1840s 'Ihe Woodsideand Portola Valley redwoods(knownthen as the
Pulgas redwoodsor San Francisquito woods,dependingon
which side of the creek you took them) supplied the limited
neec1for woodof both San Francisco and Santa Clara missions
and presidio and pueblo. Handcutting utilizing sawpits



1841. Oct.

1841. Aug.

1844-46.

meant limited woodwas cut, but manypeople were working in
the area. (Brown,'1966)

William D.mlopBrackenridge (1810-1893),assistant
naturalist with the Oregon-california overland contingent of
the U.S. Exploring Expedition uooer COIl1l'l1aI'rl of Charles
wilkes. Reports on the salt marsh near Santa Clara.
Collects first plants for aU. S. collection (the
Smithsonian) including the Darli.nqtonia californica.
OMaloney,1945, p.334, and Eastwood,1945)

Charles Wilkes stays several months in the bay area. Gives
California population figures at this ti1ne as:

Whites, 3,000
Mexican, 2,000
Irrlian, 8, or 9,000

(Wilkes, 1856)

John Charles Fremont (1813-1890)reports that in Santa Clara
Valley there are four to five varieties of wild clover am
that there are almost inpenetrable fields of wild mustard,
ten to twelve feet high. (Fremont,1848, p. 148)

r

1845JanjFeb Fremontis in San Francisco, NewAlmaden,San Jose, am
crossed from !.os Gatos to Santa Cruz. (Fremont, 1887, p.
456.)

1845.

1845.

1845.

1846. Feb.

1846.

1848.

ca. 1848.

1849.

1849.

NewAlmadenquicksilver mine opens near San Jose.

All desirable land in private holdings (land grants) .
Cattle are dominanteconomy.

'IheodorHartweg (1812-1871),botanist sent by the Royal
Horticultural Society to collect, is in Montereyand the
Santa Cruz Mountains. (Hartweg:1848, & Bentham:1848)

EdwinBtyant mentions the wild oats and mustard between
Santa Clara and Palo Alto. (Btyant, 1849, p. 318)

U.S. war with Mexico, cession of California to U.S.

Firt water powersawmill in California, DennisMartin on the
San Francisquito Creek.

William Kelly visits California as a tourist. Gives the
first negative account of the climate, inllcating the sununer
water shortage. (Kelly, 1851)

Dr. Albert Kellogg (1813-1887)foums California Academyof
Sciences. Collects Lilium oardalinum.

William Lobb, plant collector for English nurseryman,
William Veitch, collects Sequoiagigantea. Died in San
Francisco in 1863.



1848.

1850.

,1853.

Population in Califomia is 15,000.

Population in Califomia is 100,000.

15 water poweredsawmills. Rapid cutting of redwoodsbegins
on eastenl side of the Santa cruz Mts. crest. Prior to this
time sawpits and bani sawingwas the only meansof
obtaining timbers. Adobeconstruction required very little
wood- only beamsand door lintels. (Brown:1966)



III. Quotedobservations from oriainal sources

1769. November. Fray Juan Crespi.
At the GltadalupeRiver betweenSan Jose and the bay Crespi reports
that a scouting party of the Portola expedition found "••. a river with
a considerable flow of water and a bed well-woodedwith different
Jd.njs of trees." Arxljust east of Palo Alto along San Francisquito
Creek he writes, ''we caIt'pedabout four or five leagues fram the erx:lof
this estuary, about a league fram it, in a level plain whichmust have
been at least six leagues wide, woodedwith oak and samelive oak. We
stopped near a good stream of water that flowed through the middle of
the large plain and estuary. All the land is so very good and mellow
that it can not be excelled." (Crespi: 1927, p.28)

1770. November. Pedro Fages.
In the Santa Clara Valley betweenCoyoteand San Jose: "DJring this
whole day's journey the land was level and good, with manyoaks and
same live oaks." (Fages: 1911, p.lS1) ArxlbetweenSan Jose and the
tidal narshes fringing Coyotecreek at the southam ern of San
Francisco Bay: "This area was said to be a goodcountry populated with
oaks, live oaks, and other trees whichthe membersof the expedition
did not recognize. Somewherenear the muth of Coyotecreek they
crossed a dry arroyo whichwas heavily wooderlwith alders (or
sycamores) and other trees. Nearbywas a fresh water lagoon
surround.edby rushes (iuncos), cattails (eneas), and extensive
pasture. (Clarke: 1952, p.138)

1772. March. Fray Juan Crespi.
BetweenCoyoteand Milpitas: "Theregion just north of Coyotewas
well covered with grass and grownwith oaks and live oaks. Farther
north, about at San Jose, the valley was all black, mellowsoil, well
covered with several sorts of hems and grass and with manyoaks arrl
live oaks. In the distance to the west they could see manytrees
which they judged to be on the GuadalupeRiver. Theytried to reach
the mouthof Coyotecreek, but were stopped by the tidal marsheswhich
were so miry that they had samedifficulty getting out of them. '!hey
campednear Milpitas on an arroyo with samealders in its bed.
(Clarke Paraphrase (ibid) of Crespi : 1927, p.285)

1774. November. Padre Francisco Palou.
Near Calabazas creek (CUpertino): ''weagain took the road.•. following
the plain of good land, partly woodedwith small trees resembling
junipers [probably Adenostomafasciculatum], and amongthem same
larger madroi'io,with froit the size of a chick pea, but not yet ripe."
Urrloubtedlythis latter was a species of Arctostaphylos. Further
toward Palo Alto: "Theday's march, although it has not been more
than four hours and a half, has been heavy, for although it has all
been over level grourxi, yet it has been troublesomeon account of the
thick groves of junipers and madronesthat I spoke of yesterday,
although the woodswere interspersed with goodspots of oaks." He
adds that they crossed three arroyos, all with manytrees. '!hese
wouldhave included the present Stevens Creek, Permanentecreek, San
Antonio Creek, and Madera creek. At San Francisquito Creek: "Its
course is well grownwith cottonwoods,willows, alders, laurels,



blackberries, and others not known. Near the crossing there is a
grove of very large redwoodtrees, and a hurrlred steps farther down
another very large one of the sameredwood,which is visible morethan
a league before reaching the arroyo." '!hey continued north from Palo
Alto "'••. by the sameplain or valley of gcxxlland and I1U.1chPaSture,
grownwith oaks and live oaks. The estuary comesvery near on the
north, and to the south there is a high mountainrange covered with
redwoodtrees. At the foot of it there is a range of hills of gcxxl
land, pasture, am groves of oaks and live oaks. '!he whole plain nms
in the samewaywith groves of live oaks in places." Somewhereclose
to San Carlos (two and a half hours fromSan Francisquito Creek) they
turned into the hills because their leader, Rivera, was afraid of
"•.• striking one of the marshes that are in the neighbomoodof the
shore of the estuary ••• " (There is a small hill that carnesquite
close to the shoreline betweenthe present San Carlos and Belmont;
they probably preferred to travel up the Pulgas Creek rather than
crossing the hill.) In the foothills they crossed a stream (probably
Bel1nontCreek) " ... well forested with trees." Palou and Rivera
climbed Buri Buri Ridge to the west of SanMateoand looked downon
the western side of the bay (they could not see the eastern side on
account of a light fog). ''Wesaw its entire shore, which is full of
small lagoons, small estuaries, and arroyos whichemptyinto the large
estuaty. Judging by the tule beds whichwehave seen on its banks, it
mayhave manymarshes, and for this reason I SUSPeCtit will be very
difficult to get to the very shore of the estuary .•. " (Palou : 1926,
v.3, p.263-273)

1776. March. Juan Bautista de Anza.
'!he GuadalupeRiver course near Agnewshad "... abundant and gcxxl
timber of cottonwood, ash, willow,-and other kinds." He reports a
great aburrlanceof firewood and agricultural land in the area and
states the general suitability for a settlement here. -In continuing.
north from Calabazas Creek to San MateoCreekhe canunents,"all the
arroyos mentionedtoday, and a larger numberwhichhave been passed
dry shod, wehave found grownwith manytall and thick laurels of
extraordinary and most fragrant scent." Just south of San MateoCreek
he reports, "here en'is the abundanceof oaks, live oaks and other
trees whichwe have had on all sides on the wayfrom San Bemadino
[Gilroy]." (Bolton: 1930, v.3, pp 126-134)

1776. March. Pedro Font.
Near Calabazas Creek Font climbed a hill and looked dOlN'I'lat the south
end of the bay where he reported "••. several small inlets and a large
stretch of bad, muddyand salty land this side west of the water; but
it appears that the estuary extends at times through all that margin
and flat." An arroyo just north of Calabazas, either Stevens or
Pennanente Creek, was called "Arroyode los Iaureles" because of the
laurels along its course. Somewherein this area he notes, "•.• a very
dense grove of abrojos, which they call El BosqueEspinosa, although
it does not have thorns." He reports San Francisquito Creek to have
".•. various laurels, ash, and other trees, and a few spruce trees
which they call redwood,a tree that is certainly beautiful; and I
believe that it is very useful for its timber, for it is very straight
and tall ... " '!hey continued north fromPalo Alto through ".•• a very
beautiful plain full of oaks, whichwe sawall the wayyesterday and



tcXIay,am which are likewise seen at a distance. Thus it appears
that they are fourxi in all the plain shich surrounds the estual:y am
which is continuous with yesterday's plain [santa Clara Valley]." A
little later Font says that the IJ.anode 108Robles, so-named

'\ " .•• because it is very thickly grownwith oaks of all sizes .•• " enjs
somethree leagues (ca. eight miles) north of San :Francisquito Creek.
Of San MateoCreek he writes, "it has manylaurels am ash trees on
its banks, am in all this stretch, which likewise is level country,
there are nany laurels ani also oaks ani samelive oaks." Arrlof the
shore of the bay near San Mateo, "the estuary is very large, but has
very bad shores, for eve1:yWherefor a good stretch it is surroun:ied.by
marshy lams ani little bays which nm out fram it am exterrl for a
greater or less distance through these shores ani flats. But outside
of the flats the lani is level ani very green." (Font: 1930, v.4, pp
325-344)

1792. November. GeorgeVancouver.
Reporting on the trip south fram San Francisco, they have just left
what is probably San MateoCreek: ''Wehad not proceeded.far from this
delightful spot whenwe entered a country I little expected to find in
these regions. For about twenty miles it could only be comparedto a
park, which had originally been closely planted. with the true old

r English oak; the undeJ:WOOd,that had probably attended its early
growth, had the appearance of having been cleared away, ani had left
the stately lords of the forest in c.onpletepossession of the soil,
which was covered.with luxuriant herbiage, and beautifully diversified
with pleasing eminencesand val1ies; which, with the range of softly
rugged.mountains that boundedthe prospect, required only to be
adorned.with the neat habitations of an industrious people, to produce
a scene not inferior to the most studied effect of taste in the
disposal of CJrounds... " (Vancouver: 1798, p. ) A little waysouth
fram Palo Alto on the wayto the mission of Santa Clara :they.leave the
oak parklams and enter an openmeadowa fewmiles in extent. Then,
before reaching the mission, they pass through six miles of low swarrpy
country, with their horses nearly knee-deep in water and mud. (Clarke
: 1952, p.142)

1792. November. Archibald Menzies.
Menzies, the botanist on Vancouver's expedition, was unable to make
the trip due to sickness. His report is based on the testioony of a
Lieutenant Johnstone, whodid accompanyVancouveron the trip south.
Fromthe mission they travelled sametwenty miles before they halted.
for a lunch stop "on a verdant plain skirted with samerising groun::i
am beautifully diversified with groves of trees through which a
liIrpid stream of fresh water mearxierdin its course ani gave a novelty
to the prospect, which fromthe aridity of the countJ::ywas but seldom
met with; in short a spot moredelightful they all agreed.could hardly
be met with on the wholeglobe... Theywere yet scarcely half way,
and excepting a few Indian huts there was no other house or shelter
between them and Santa Clara•.. The road they pursued was plain ani
level as a bowling green without even a stone to iIrpede their
progress, as they advanced.they passed.through forests of fine oaks,
[OUercuslobata] the greatest part of whichthey left on their right
hand, these oaks were scatterd so far apart, that instead of
incommodingor obstructing their way, they contributed mch to rerrler


