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David Douglas is one of the best-known botanists in Oregon history, primarily because of the tree
that bears the common name Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii, once Pinus douglasii), the
Oregon state tree. From humble beginnings and through fortunate circumstance, he became a
highly regarded collector of Pacific Northwest plants and animals, which he sent to the Royal
Botanic Gardens, Kew, in London, England, during the years before his death in 1834. His name is
attached to more than eighty species of plants and animals.

Born in the village of Scone on June 25, 1799, just north of Perth, Scotland, Douglas was the son of
stonemason John Douglas and Jean Drummond. He attended local schools, and by the time he
was eleven, he was working as a gardener for local landowners, the Earl of Mansfield and Sir
Robert Preston. While working at the Botanical Garden in Glasgow, he became acquainted with the
garden’s curator, Stewart Murray, and British botanist Sir William Jackson Hooker. Douglas
attended Hooker’s lectures and had access to private libraries. Hooker later described him as a
person of "great activity, singular abstemiousness, and energetic zeal."

In 1823, on Hooker's recommendation, the Royal Horticultural Society chose Douglas as a
botanical collector. The Society intended to send Douglas to China, but arrangements fell through
so he ended up going to eastern North America. In 1824, he found passage on a Hudson's Bay
Company vessel, the William and Ann, and arrived in Fort Vancouver on the Columbia River on
April 7, 1825. Among his duties were keeping a journal of his activities and collecting seeds and
plant specimens that might be useful as horticultural plants in England. Douglas visited North
America three times, twice to the Pacific Northwest and California to look for plants, particularly fruit
trees, forest trees, and oaks.

On his 1826 trip to present-day Oregon, Douglas took careful notes on the local vegetation as he
traveled up the Willamette Valley. On September 30, he recorded one of the earliest descriptions of
the Indian use of fire: “Most parts of the country burned; only on little patches in the valleys and on
the flats near low hills that verdure is to be seen. Some of the natives tell me it is done for the
purpose of urging the deer to frequent certain parts, to feed, which they leave unburned, and of
course they are easily killed. Others say it is done in order that they might the better find wild honey
and grasshoppers, which both serve as articles of winter food."

In October, he traveled farther south to near present-day Roseburg on the Umpqua River, primarily
to collect the cones of the sugar pine (Pinus lambertiana). On October 26, he described an
encounter with a local man who led him to the "long-wished-for pines." While shooting the cones
out of a tall tree, which Douglas described as hanging at the tips of branches “like small
sugar-loaves in a grocer's shop,” he attracted several Natives who seemed "anything but friendly."
After a tense standoff, one man indicated that they wanted tobacco, and Douglas responded that
he would oblige them if they brought him more cones. The men went in one direction, and Douglas
with three cones and a twig went in another.

Douglas was interested in all aspects of the landscape, including animals. Those named in his
honor range from the pigmy short-horned lizard (Phrynosoma douglasii) to the Douglas squirrel
(Tamiasciurus douglasii). He shipped a number of specimens to Great Britain for examination by
leading scientists. Some species, such as the mountain beaver (Aplodontia rufa), were new to
science. Douglas also reported seeing—and shooting—California condors (Gymnogyps
californianus) on the Columbia River.

In 1827, Douglas traveled through the Northern Rockies and then to York Factory on Hudson Bay
before returning to London. He worked on his collections until October 1829, when he again
traveled to Fort Vancouver. He spent time on the California coast in 1831-1832, collecting plants
and animals and making geographic observations. In 1832, on his return to the Columbia River, he
made his first visit to the Hawaiian Islands. He explored the Fraser River district in 1833 and left the
Northwest on October 18, 1833, for a return trip to the Hawaiian Islands and a planned return to
London. Douglas had been intrigued by Hawaii and wanted to continue collecting. Unable to get
prompt transportation to England, he spent extra time in the islands. It was there, on July 12, 1834,



that he met his end, trampled by a bullock in a deep pit designed to capture cattle.

Douglas introduced more than two hundred Pacific Northwest plants to Great Britain, many of them
important in British gardens today, including Oregon’s red-flowering current (Ribes sanguineum). At
Scone Castle, near Douglas's birthplace, stands a magnificent Douglas-fir, grown from seed that he
sent back from western North America in 1826. His introduction of Sitka spruce (Picea sitchensis)
to Britain forms the basis of that country’s modern conifer forestry.

Douglas was an indefatigable botanist and natural historian whose name is honored in more than
eighty species of plants and animals. David Douglas High School in Portland is named for him.
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