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Roosevelt designated the spot a national 
monument, the country’s tenth, and Kent 
suggested it be named after conserva-
tionist John Muir. Muir Woods National 
Monument was born.

Since then, not much has changed. 
Some paths were paved, a new visitor 
center was built and a new sewage sys-
tem added. But for the most part, the 
300-foot, 1,000-year-old trees remain ex-
actly the way they were a century ago. 

For a quarter of that century, Mia 
Monroe has worked as a ranger at the 
park, and if there’s anyone who can ex-
plain why the park is special and where 
it’s headed, it’s her. I met Monroe on 
Monday outside the visitor center. She 
wore worn leather boots and a straw hat 
that sat atop wavy brown hair. She spoke 
passionately and authoritatively as she 
led me on a short walk in the woods.  

We crossed a wooden bridge over a 
gurgling stream and followed a damp 

path under swooping oak branches. The 
air was cold and moist and filled with the 
soft, soothing sounds of dripping water 
and chattering children. 

“Everyone who comes to Muir Woods 
walks away feeling better than when they 
started,” said Monroe. She says the park 
is special because, unlike other gems in 
the state, Muir Woods is close to down-
town San Francisco, and has paved paths 
that making walking easy for everyone. 

People are drawn to the woods for the 
woods, says, Monroe, not for any specific 
thing. “It isn’t that tree or that one view 
or that one spot,” she says, “it’s simply the 
guy actually breathing fresh air, being in 
a place that’s ancient and peaceful.”

“It’s so amazing that just on the other side 
of the path there’s a whole other world,” she 
added. Beyond the simple wood fence that 
lined the path, ferns so green they glowed 
brushed the air. Redwoods disappeared in a 
nest of needles, their towering trunks worn 
with ridges and ruts like a rumpled land-
scape on some ancient topographic map. 
Beneath the trees was a green carpet of red-
wood sorrel.

Monroe approached a visitor in a grey 
winter cap who was leaning over the 

fence inspecting a patch of bright red 
mushrooms. 

“Coral fungus,” she said. 
The man digested this information 

and pegged the ranger with a question: 
“Find many four-leaf clovers?” he asked 
in an Irish accent.

Monroe pointed out that the green 
clover-looking carpet was actually red-
wood sorrel. 

Further on, the path widened at a pop-
ular spot for photos, in the nook of a large 
redwood. A couple stood taking pictures 
and beside them, a man with a pony tail 
and orange yoga pants stood in a shaft of 
light with his hands raised to the sky as if 
in prayer.  

“This is a dark forest,” said Monroe, 
“but people don’t feel like it’s dark and 
haunted. It feels friendly.”

Monroe said one of the main challeng-
es of the first one hundred years has been 
how to handle the park’s popularity and 
keep the tremendous numbers of visitors 
from having too big of an impact. Man-
agement efforts have included offering 
shuttle services to the park to reduce the 
car traffic on the minor entrance road, 
installing boardwalks and paved paths on 

the most popular hiking paths and intro-
ducing “quiet days,” the next one of which 
is to occur Monday. Visitors are asked to 
refrain from using cell phones and speak 
in whispers, if they talk at all. 

Monroe says that balancing conserva-
tion with the forest’s popularity will con-
tinue to be a challenge for park officials 
but the next century will bring new is-
sues too, including how to confront global 
warming and sudden oak death and how 
to preserve endangered species. 

The park will also launch several re-
search projects. Sound technicians will 
study the noises of the forest and biolo-
gists will use modern laser tools to de-
termine the height of the trees, many of 
which have never been measured before. 

“It makes a really good office,” said 
Monroe, as she marveled at her office-
mates, both human and arboreal. 

“If I look and listen,” she said, “I can 
almost hear the trees whispering through 
the ages.” 

For more information on Muir Woods 
centennial events go to: http://www.nps.
gov/muwo/planyourvisit/ 
muir-woods-centennial.htm. 

A visitor at Muir Woods National Monument shimmers in a shaft of light. Muir redwoods top out at 258 feet. Some are 1,200 years old. Photos by JN.


