


THE DOUGLAS FIR FLAGSTAFF
AT KEW.

By F. R. S. BALFOUR.

IN the spring of 1911 the writer was in British Columbia,
and while in Victoria he had an opportunity of meeting
the Premier of the Province, the Hon. Sir Richard
lVlcBride. He then made the suggestion to him that it
would be a graceful act on the part of British Columbia
to present a ne\v flagstaff of Douglas Fir to Kew, to take
the place of the' old one erected in 1861. The Premier
\Jvelcomed the idea, but no definite steps were taken in the
Inatter till the spring of 1914, \vhen Mr. J. H. Turner, the
Agent-General of British Columbia in London, wrote to
Sir Richard M cBride with the definite suggestion that a
fine spar be sent to Kew by the Government of British
Columbia, as the old one had been taken down in the
previous year owing to decay. The provincial authorities
took the matter up with alacrity, and after carefully
" cruising" the woods for a suitable tree, one was even
tually selected growing some 30 miles North of Burrard
Inlet on the mainland. The intervention of the war
prevented the shipment of the tree till November, 1915.
On the ~th of that month the s.s. "Merionethshire"
sailed from British Columbia with an immense spar
stowed on deck. It had been loaded by crane and slid
on to the deck from the vessel's stern.

The original tree was probably over four,hundred years
old and must have measured 300 ft. to the tip of its
leader, but after th~ spar had been prepared by axe, saw
.and adze the dimensions were 220 ft. long and 33 in. in
diameter at the base; it was squared for the first 15 ft.
~n.d then made octagonal up to 157 ft., from which point
It. IS round to the top with a taper from 19 in. to 12 in. in
dIameter. The weight of the spar when discharged from
the" Merionethshire" into the Thames on December 29,
1915, was 18 tons, the largest individual piece of timber
ever brought to Europe. The tree \vhen felled had a
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girth of 18 ft. at the base, and when it had been shaped
and all sapwood removed, the original centre of the
annual rings of growth was s! in. from one side of the
butt end. Of the rings as shown on the prepared butt it
was found that the tree had grown one· hundred years to
make 171 in. of lateral growth on the one side; the next
one hundred years added 7-1 in.; and the next one
hundred years only 3! in. Mr. J. S. Gatnble judged from
these measurements H that the tree was a dominant one
for about one hundred years putting on diameter incre
ment; then the surrounding crop caught it up and
passed it, so that it increased in length to compete
with them at the expense of its thickness. It clearly
kept its place with them to the end and must have
been closely surrounded, but having had the advantage
of light when young was sturdier and stronger, and so.
was probably selected as the finest of the crop."

To anvone familiar with the wonderful close stands.
of Douglas Fir, "White Pine" (Pinus nlonticola), Western
Hemlock (Tsuga A lbertiana) , "'fideland Spruce" (Picea
sitchensis), H Red Cedar" (Thuya gi~al1tea),and the several
great Silver Firs of the forests of the North Pacific Coast,
the dimensions of the tree selected for the Kew Flagstaff
will cause no astonishment. These immense stems
growing on very deep humus, the accumulation of vege
table matter through the ages, seem to have a normal
life of from three hundred and fifty to over five hundred
years. They are far surpassed in girth and age, though
not in height, by Sequoia gigantea of the Californian
Sierra Nevada mountains. The first botanist to see them
was Archibald Menzies who accompanied Vancouver in
his exploration of those regions in 1793. Thirty years
later another Perthshire man, David Douglas, the intrepId
botanical explorer sent out by the Royal Horticultural
Society, made his headquarters on the Columbia River in
1825-1827, and sent home seeds of all these conifers. It
\vas from Douglas' seeds we owe the many older specimens
of Douglas Fir and other Pacific Coast trees throughout
the kingdom. It would perhaps be \vell to mention here,
however, that the Wellingtonia (Sequoia gigantea) was.
not discovered till 1841, and seed of it was first sent to
England in 1853, by Willtam Lobb, Messrs Veitch's
collector.
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RAISING THE FLAGSTAFF AT KEW.
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THE DOUGLAS FIR FLAGSTAFF AT KEW ON ARMISTICE DAY,

NOVI£MBER 1 I, 1921.
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From the docks the Kew spar was towed by a tug up
the river and made secure to the south bank opposite the
end of the Sion Vista in the Gardens. During a provi
dential high tide it was hauled to the-towing path and
eventually brought on rollers by a devious route to the
north side of tbe artificial mound in the Gardens,where
it was destined to be reared and where its predecessor
had stood.

For nearly four years it lay there raised on blocks and
admired by countless visitors to Kew, who compared its
immense proportions with the seemingly insignificant
older flagstaff which lay alongside, the length of which
was a mere 159 ft. with a weight of 4! tons. By the
erection of a derrick, over 100 ft. high, the spar was
raised successfully and on October 18, 1919, the work was
complete. It rests on a block of steel fitted into a notch
at the base and above a substructure of cement. En
gineers of the Canadian Forestry Corps had set in the
ground four itnmense blocks of concrete some distance
from the base, and in these the steel hawser stays were
made fast. The flagstaff is stayed from two points, and
these stays are entirely responsible for its security as the
\vhole spar is above ground. The contractors· who did
the work were Messrs. Coubro and Scrutton, professional
mast riggers, who are greatly to be congratulated on the
complete success of their calculations. The accom
panying photographs, for the use of which the writer is
indebted to H.M. Stationery Office, vvill clearly show the
method adopted of raising and staying this the greatest
flagstaff in Europe. Before erection it was carefully
treated with antiseptics. The hot summer of 1921 caused
some longitudinal surface cracks to appear, but these are
not thought to be serious and have closed up since the
break in the drought. On Armistice Day, 1921, a huge
Union Jack was hoisted, and spectators found it hard to
believe that this great flag measured 36 ft. by 12ft.; it is
the same size as the largest flag flown on the Victoria
Tower at Westminster. The flagstaff towers far above
the surrounding trees of the gardens and is the most
conspicuous object in the vvhole landscape.


