Eucalyptus: “ the gasoline tree”

Southern California Edison
(SCE) contractors proactively
and routinely trim trees in the
Heights that could contribute
to a fire event. California codes
require that branches be kept 10
to 12 feet from powerlines. SCE
often trims eucalyptus trees, and
sometimes seeks permission from
property owners to remove some
eucalyptus trees altogether (see
the Mayor’s Corner on page 3 of
the April 2021 Heights Life). For
information about SCE trimming
efforts, including protecting the
local environment and wildlife,
please visit sce.com.

from the Kimball groves were not as strong, and railroad spikes would often
split them. The Kimballs’ aspirations were further thwarted by a huge flood
and subsequent drought that devastated their property, and they abandoned
their eucalyptus enterprise in 1916.
However, the sheer size of the Kimballs’ much-publicized eucalyptus
forest increased the popularity of the trees in the region, and large groves
were planted throughout Southern California, including the Whittier area.
The demand for “blue gums” continued for decades. The ubiquitous tree
became a pervasive symbol for the state, and its scent was sometimes
called “the smell of California.”
So it isn’t surprising that during the early 1920s, real estate developer
Edwin G. Hart planted fast-growing eucalyptus trees on the bare hills
of a new community he was building called La Habra Heights.
It was still considered “the wonder tree” at the time.
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But a few decades later, the eucalyptus tree would acquire
a very different reputation and a yet another nickname,
this one coined by firefighters: “the gasoline tree.”

Major fire hazard
Cal Fire (fire.ca.gov) has officially
designated blue gum eucalyptus trees as
“fire-prone” and encourages removing them
from Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones
(VHFHSZ) such as La Habra Heights (see the
related story on page 4).
The very oils that give eucalyptus its
signature scent—terpenes, including
cineol, pinene and limonene—also make it
exceedingly combustible, especially when
trees have been dried out by hot weather and
lack of water.
Eucalyptus are also prone to barkshedding and leaf loss, which create piles of
oil-rich, flammable fuel around bases of trees.
When our frequent Santa Ana wind events
dry out waving eucalypus canopies, hot
trees release flammable gases that can ignite
explosively into fireballs.

No removal permit required
Because of concerns about protecting
wildlife and our community’s unique rural
lifestyle, removing live trees in La Habra
Heights usually requires a city-issued permit.
However, because the La Habra Heights
Fire Department has identified eucalyptus
trees as a fire hazard, no permit is required
to voluntarily remove these trees from your
Heights property.
Although such removal is advised, it is

not required, and the city will not pay for it
or provide financial assistance. (For more
information, see La Habra Heights Municipal
Code section 7.12.50: Tree Preservation.)
If you choose to keep eucalyptus trees on
your La Habra Heights property, it is essential
that you trim them regularly and remove
bark and leaf accumulations from the ground
around the bases of trees.

Because these trees are often very tall, it is
advisable to hire professional tree trimmers
to help maintain them properly (see pages
5, 11, 12 and 13 for ads about tree-trimming
services).
In all cases, your trimming and fuelremoval efforts must comply with brush
clearance requirements posted by the LHH
Fire Department (see lhhcity.org for details).

The Hacienda Fire

ucalyptus trees contributed to a tragic
event in La Habra Heights history: the
Hacienda Fire on September 2, 1955, in
which six firefighters lost their lives.
It was 107 degrees F on September 1, 1955,
the hottest day of the year. Just after noon on
the following scorching day, a small brush
fire started near the intersection of Hacienda
Road and Cañada Sombre Road.
Two Los Angeles County Fire Department
engines responded along with a crew of
young men from Los Angeles County
Forestry Camp 5-1. The engine crews quickly
extinguished a small spot fire, and no other
flames were visible in the vicinity.
Fourteen crew members entered a grove
of eucalyptus trees and began building a
firebreak. Suddenly, engulfing flames literally
exploded above and around them.
Fire Captain Glenn E. Rockey grabbed a
firehose and charged into the inferno in an
attempt to save the endangered crew, but
he was overwhelmed by the raging fire and
died at the scene. Five more—Franklyn Fay,
La Verne Pendergast, Terry Kelly, Gregory
Sambrano and William Strack—also died.
Captain Rockey was posthumously
awarded the Los Angeles County Fire
Department Medal of Valor in May 2012.
On January 7, 2017, the City of La Habra
Heights installed a memorial plaque at City
Hall in a solemn ceremony attended by
city and county firefighters, local and state
officials and the family of Captain Rockey.

Note the eucalyptus trees
in all these photos.

Top: LA County inspectors visit the site of the fire
in 1955. Middle: The fire site today. Bottom: LHH
firefighters undergo wildland training at the fire site.
Sources: La Habra Heights Public Safety & Emergency
Preparedness Committee, LA County Fire Department,
Cal Fire, Rancho Sante Fe Historical Society, San Diego
History Center, Heights Life (February 2017).

Photo credits (clockwise from previous page): Rancho Santa Fe Historical Society, Pexels, Dan Stracner, LA County Fire Department, Michael Higgins, Dee Whitford.
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ust a few years after eucalyptus trees were
introduced into Northern California from
Australia in the early 1850s, Californians
began calling them “wonder trees.” They grew
well in California—and quickly, about 15 feet
a year. They were also prolific propogators.
These were considered highly beneficial
characteristics since California had a scarcity
of native trees suitable to meet demands
of the rapidly expanding, Gold Rush-driven
population and the resultant building boom.
It was in many ways a wooden world back
then, and eucalyptus wood could be used
for buildings, for tool-making, for fuel (it was
said to burn better than coal) and for making
potash used for fertilizer.
Medicinal qualities of fragrant, camphorous
eucalyptus bark, leaves and gum were widely
hailed as nothing short of miraculous,
paticularly for treating respiratory ailments
and fevers. It consequently gained another
sobriquet: “the fever tree.”
Moreover, the tall, long-branched trees
were quite beautiful, especially when their
uppermost canopies were swaying in the
wind. Writers waxed eloquent, often calling
the trees “ethereal.”
By the 1880s, hundreds of thousands of
eucalyptus trees—mostly the blue gum
variety from the Australian island of
Tasmania—had been planted throughout
the state. In Southern California, they were
particularly valued as ornamental shade trees.
The largest single
eucalyptus planting
occurred in what is
now Rancho Santa Fe
when brothers Frank
and Warren Kimball
sowed seeds for more
than three million trees
on 8,800 acres between
1906 and 1910. They
intended to harvest and
sell wood to the Santa
Fe Railroad for fuel and railroad ties.
As the Kimballs had learned, Australians
had, in fact, successfully used eucalyptus logs
for railroad ties. However, the Australian trees
were “old growth” with dense wood. Young logs
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