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Update on Oak Tree at Jack London State Historic Park 
 
 
 

 
“Jack’s Oak” 

 Oak Tree at Jack London State Historic Park 
Estimated to be 200-400 years old 

 
Amidst the 1400 scenic acres that make up Jack London State Historic Park there are many 
beautiful trees. There is the “Grandmother Redwood” estimated to be 2,000 years old and a 
historic orchard with trees over 100 years old which still bear fruit. But no tree is as famous as 
“Jack’s” Oak tree standing just outside the cottage that Jack and Charmian London called home 
when they lived at their Beauty Ranch. This tree, under whose limbs Jack sat to contemplate 
and write and which he gazed at from his writing porch, is estimated to be 200-400 years old 
and has come to the end of its life cycle.   
 
For the past year, in close collaboration with the State of California, the Valley of the Moon 
Natural History Association, which operates Jack London State Historic Park, has consulted 
many experts, arborists, naturalists as well as California States Parks’ senior archeologist 
examining the status of the tree and exploring any and all options to save it.  
 
It has been determined that there are structural issues with the tree and also pathogens present 
that cause rot; in addition there have been at least three major limb failures in recent years. In 
December 2012, a limb measuring 30 inches in diameter, one of the sprawling branches on the 
side facing away from the cottage came crashing down in a storm, damaging the fence around 
the tree. 
 
As a result, State Parks has identified the tree as a potential hazard and undertaken a number 
of steps to address this hazard, which may ultimately result in removing the tree. When and if  
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removal of the tree occurs is currently pending the results of further tests.     
        
The Senior State Archaeologist for California State Parks, E. Breck Parkman says: "Like Jack 
London himself, this old tree is a vital part of the cultural landscape, which has long been 
designated a National Historic Landmark. Unlike London, however, the tree has lived an 
exceptionally long life, siring untold offspring and nourishing generations of people and wildlife 
alike. While we are saddened by the tree's failing health, and the need to remove her, we 
recognize that this is a natural outcome of a lengthy and rich life. Jack London is gone and yet 
we keep his memory alive for all who visit the park. We will do the same for this tree." 
 
After discussions with three arborists including consulting arborist John Meserve from Glen 
Ellen, it is clear that the tree is not suffering from Sudden Oak disease. Two types of pathogenic 
fungi are fruiting near the recent limb failure–annulohypoxylon thouarsianum and Inonotus 
andersonii. Both of these cause severe strength reduction in the wood and dieback of the green 
canopy. Multiple trunks are originating low and too close to each other due to poor vertical 
spacing, which has caused weak unions between these main sections of the tree. If the tree 
was well away from the cottage and pathways, then perhaps natural forces (which are already 
in process) could be left to have their way.  
 
Consulting arborist Meserve further explains that “wood decay found throughout the west side of 
the trunk and lower canopy significantly compromises the structural integrity of this tree. The 
previous failure of large limbs indicates a history of structural failure that is expected to continue 
as this tree declines. We are estimating that the tree is nearly 400 years old based on the size 
of the trunk, and has reached the end of its natural lifespan. At this point in time it has been 
determined that the tree has a high probability of failure in the near future. Without any 
significant targets in the fall and drop zone, this tree could be allowed to fall in due time. The 
target of Jack London’s cottage, however, is within the fall zone and is considered a high value 
target. The combination of poor structural integrity with the high value target makes this tree 
extremely hazardous. We have looked at pruning and other measures, and have found no 
mitigation measures that would be effective in reducing this hazard to an acceptable level. This 
beautiful tree has outlived most of its brothers and sisters, but unfortunately it may need to be 
removed before it causes significant damage or injury”.  
 
Tjiska Van Wyk, Executive Director of Jack London Park Partners, which operates the park 
observes: "We share and understand the public’s sadness about letting the tree go. It's a huge, 
beautiful oak that's central to Beauty Ranch and has been a life force for wildlife and one of the 
largest producers of acorns for Native Americans in the area. None of us wants to lose this tree, 
but we now know from the many experts who have consulted with us, that we are witnessing the 
natural decline of this mighty tree. Our goal is to preserve Jack London’s Beauty Ranch and 
guarantee that this historic State Park is safe and thriving for future generations. With that as 
our mission, we are planning to honor this important and majestic tree with several celebrations 
including having local children gather the tree’s acorns to be planted giving life to new Oak 
Trees. We are hopeful that the outpouring of emotion from the community about this tree will 
translate into their sharing these celebrations with us as we honor this natural cycle.”  
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