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EUCALYPTUS IN CALIFORNIA 
By Renate Coombs 

 
Here is the familiar scenario: Eucalyptus trees are noxious weeds. Therefore, their 
introduction into the California environment more than a century and a half ago amounted 
to extreme recklessness. But for this reckless act, California would have been spared its 
current dilemma about these ubiquitous trees. Even though the perpetrator cannot possibly 
be alive anymore, for justice sake the hunt for the true culprit must go on. A number of 
prominent Californians (Elwood Cooper, Abbot Kinney, Adolph Sutro, and John Muir 
among others) have made the list of prime suspects, but acknowledging one of our own as 
the guilty party is painful. What a relief then to discover German-born Australian botanist 
Baron Ferdinand von Mueller, renowned eucalyptus enthusiast and author of a ten-volume 
work entitled “Eucalyptographia.” Given such damning association with the object of the 
misdeed, he must be guilty until proven innocent! 
 
What’s wrong with this picture? Plenty - it reflects serious distortions and misconceptions 
based on partial knowledge and fueled by the battle raging between proponents of the trees 
and environmentalists; it also defames a pioneering scientist who deserves better. 
 
To begin with, the characterization of eucalyptus as a “giant alien weed” presupposes that 
eucalyptus growing in California is a universal menace and serves no beneficial purpose 
whatsoever. Nothing could be further from the truth. When first introduced from its native 
Australia, eucalyptus was known to have a multitude of uses many of which remain valid 
today. These uses include: (1) providing forest cover in the many treeless regions of 
California; (2) serving as windbreaks reducing soil erosion and wind damage to crops and 
livestock; (3) shading homes, streets, towns and roadways; (4) furnishing southern 
California with its sole source of firewood; (5) yielding pilings for wharves with superior 
resistance to destruction by certain salt-water worms; (6) reducing the frequency of the 
annual grass fires by suppressing the growth of ground vegetation; (7) providing year-round 
nectar for honey bees when other plants are not flowering; (8) supplying a ready source for 
eucalyptus oil with its wide spectrum of medicinal uses; and, most astonishingly of all, (9) 
suppressing the spread of malaria. 
 
One of the most fascinating chapters in the history of eucalyptus is the early claim that the 
trees suppress the spread of malaria. Today few people know that California had a sizeable 
malarial problem, mostly in the Sacramento Valley and in Kern County, with the disease 
reaching its peak in the 1880s. The cause of malaria was not known, but poisonous vapors 
rising from marshes or other decomposing matter were suspected. There was no cure, but 
eucalyptus was known throughout the world as “fever tree,” because it generally stopped 
the spread of deadly fevers. Many scientific and medical publications reported the blue gum 
eucalyptus’ unexplained ability to arrest the spread of malaria. Even the California State 
Board of Health and the State Medical Society advocated the planting of these miracle trees 
in the late 1800s.  
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Message from the Board of Trustees 
 
Be proud of your Guild! 
As we enter the 2007 season, we wish all of you much success.  
 
The honor and excitement of the Presidency became more realistic as I began 
writing this message.  Thank you for your trust in me to lead the Guild.  I will do 
my best to fulfill the duties of this position inspired by my previous two terms on 
the Board of Trustees, and those who have served before me; I have the confidence 
to know how this job should be done. 
 
Thank you to the outgoing board members for all their hard work and dedication:  
Mary McCloy, Susan Guergey, Edie Marwedel, Joan Wollenberger, Liz Burton, 
and Robin Perry. 
 
We had our first meeting and all positions have been voted on and filled as follows.  
 
President 
Barbara White  - friscofran@rcn.com  (415-821-6322) 
We will be in need of volunteers for various committees.  It is a great way to give 
back to the Guild, and I am looking forward to hearing from you. 
Vice President  
Bert Holmberg - bthsf@hotmail.com  (415-474-5042) 
Secretary: 
Cecilia Olkowski - colkowsk@mindspring.com  (510-388-0900) 
Cecilia and I will be working on a policy & procedure manual to create an easier 
transition for new board members. 
Program Co-Chairs  
Claire Manhart - claire2344@earthlink.net  (415-885-6570) 
Madelon van Lier - madelonvanlier@aol.com  (415-485-1355) 
Public Relations 
Joe Ries - joeries100@aol.com  (415-751-5115) 
Joe is working directly with the Northern California Concierge Association for 
their Concierges Trade Show, April 10, 2007.  
Certification 
Bert Holmberg - bthsf@hotmail.com (415-474-5042) 
Bert is arranging test dates (see page 8).   
Mentorship/Hospitality 
Diane McNeely - dideem@juno.com (925-228-4893) 
Diane will be working with Jason to welcome new members. 
Membership 
Jason Cohen - jcohen1@pacbell.net (510-387-9335) 
Jason has the master member roster; let him know if you have any roster changes.  
 
Membership Qualifications: Any person who is in good standing and: 
1. Has been accepted by a majority vote of the Board of Trustees; 
2. Agrees to abide by the Guild’s Code of Ethics and Professional Standards; 
3. Currently resides and works in or about the San Francisco Bay Area as tour 
guide or escort; 
4. Agrees to actively pursue continuing education by attending two Guild events 
annually, with non-compliance resulting in a non-active membership status. 
5. Has dues paid current. 
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Many people surrounded their houses with blue gum 
trees, and the Southern Pacific Railroad planted 
eucalyptus between its train stations and nearby marshes.  
This strategy mostly worked, reinforcing the belief that 
with their “antiseptic camphorated emanations” the trees 
acted like giant air fresheners.  Finally, the cause of the 
disease was discovered, and the blue gum’s role in the 
eradication of malaria could be explained.  The anopheles 
mosquito carries the malaria parasite and injects it into 
the human blood stream.  The fast 
growing blue gum absorbs large 
amounts of water, thereby draining 
swampland and destroying the habitat 
of the mosquito – not a miracle, but 
enormously beneficial nevertheless. 
 
Viewing the introduction of eucalyptus 
into California as the conscious act by 
an individual and condemning it as 
reckless presumes that but for this 
irresponsible act the importation of the 
foreign tree would have been 
preventable. Again, nothing could be 
further from historical fact. As so many other 
developments in the Golden State, the arrival of 
eucalyptus was an inevitable byproduct of the population 
explosion sparked by the gold rush. It is not certain who 
actually brought the first eucalyptus seeds to the state, 
Australians or Americans who had been to Australia or 
who knew of the tree and had seed shipped in. 
 
In the early 1850s, many gold seekers were leaving the 
Australian goldfields to chase their dreams in California. 
They arrived on impressive ships mostly constructed 
from blue gum timber and brought with them the tree’s 
almost mythical reputation as a true friend to the settler 
serving most of a pioneer’s needs. At the same time, 
many Americans arrived on ships that had sailed to 
distant places including Australia. 
 
Despite the factual uncertainty and the risk of political 
incorrectness, the city of Fairfield claims for its founder, 
famous clipper ship captain Robert Waterman, the 
distinction of introducing in 1853 eucalyptus into 
California – supposedly he ordered seeds to be brought 
from Australia for planting around his home. However, 
according to most historical accounts, the distinction 
more likely goes to W. C. Walker who was the owner of 
the Golden Gate Nursery in San Francisco located at 
Fourth and Folsom Streets. Also in 1853, he is believed 
to have planted the first seeds from 14 different species. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
This is where Baron von Mueller (1825 – 1896) comes 
into the picture. Born in northern Germany into a family 
with a history of early death from tuberculosis, Ferdinand 
Jakob Heinrich Müller sailed in 1847 to Port Adelaide in 
South Australia in search of a warmer climate. Before 
acting on his doctor’s advice, he had studied pharmacy 
and earned at the age of 21 a doctorate in botany from the 
University of Kiel. 
 

Soon after his arrival in South Australia, he 
started exploring its flora and publishing 
scientific papers in Germany and in London. In 
1852, he moved to Melbourne, capital of Victoria 
and then a booming gold rush town. Almost 
immediately, he was appointed Government 
Botanist in the Colony of Victoria. Two years 
later, he was invited to join the Gregory 
expedition to northern Australia (1855 – 1857) 
and brought back thousands of specimens, many 
of them previously unknown. 
 
Upon his return, he was appointed Director of the 
Melbourne Botanical Garden, a job for which he 

was ill suited. Not being a gardener or landscapist, he was 
only interested in creating a living scientific textbook, to 
the total exclusion of any ornamental aspects of a public 
garden. After sixteen years of quarreling with politicians 
and influential citizens, he was removed from his post. For 
the remaining 23 years of his life, he continued his 
scientific work in a specially built facility just outside the 
garden gates. 
 
Ferdinand von Mueller was a prolific writer of scientific 
papers and tireless correspondent spreading the word 
about Australia’s exotic flora around the world. He wrote 
2,000 letters per year and exchanged thousands of seeds 
and plants with other botanists. Quite a few of them 
undertook the arduous voyage to Australia to study under 
this internationally renowned expert. 
 
One such botanist, who went to Australia not once, but 
twice, to work with von Mueller, was German-born Dr. H. 
H. Behr of San Francisco, a friend of Alexander  von 
Humboldt. It is generally accepted that Dr. Behr was 
instrumental in getting the first seeds to California. It 
makes sense that Dr. Behr would have given the seeds to 
nurseryman and fellow San Franciscan W. C. Walker for 
care, nurture and experimentation. 
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