
Tree rings 
are (sometimes) annual 

M o r e than four centur ies • 
a g o , w h e n o u r o ldes t 
m o u n t a i n ash was just a 
sapling,: L e o n a r d o da V i n c i 
r e c o g n i z e d the annual 
character o f tree r ings . 

In Austral ia , 
d e n d r o c h r o n o l o g y — the 
dating o f tree r ings — is a 
f ield still i n its infancy. 
H o w e v e r , wi th the 
r e c o g n i t i o n that anc ien t tree 
r ings can g ive us a c l u e to 
the c l imate in w h i c h they 
were fo rmed and the 
a tmospher ic c o m p o s i t i o n at 
the t ime, the subjec t is 
rapidly g r o w i n g . D r G r a e m e 

Pea rman and his c o l l e a g u e s 
at the C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f 
A t m o s p h e r i c Phys i c s are 
e x a m i n i n g 2000-year-o ld 
h u o n p ines f rom T a s m a n i a 
for e v i d e n c e o f prevai l ing 
c o n d i t i o n s i n past mi l lenn ia . 

T a s m a n i a n conifers are 
desirable: s p e c i m e n s to w o r k 
o n because they are 
long- l ived and, as anybody 
w h o has l ived o n the is le wi l l 
appreciate, n o t even a tree 
c a n fail to tell w h e n winter 
has c o m e . G r o w t h r ings 
therefore s h o w a regularly 
annual pattern. 

T h a t is n o t always true for 
the rest o f Austral ia , 
especia l ly for this 
con t inen t ' s m o s t abundant 
trees, the eucalypts . W h i l e 
d e c i d u o u s trees g o th rough a 
regular annual c y c l e , the 
evergreen g u m trees g r o w 
w h e n they c a n — after rain 
usual ly . 

M o s t o f Austral ia 
exper iences seasonal c l imate 
variations o f o n e sort or 
another , and eucalypts d o , o f 
c o u r s e , s h o w g r o w t h r ings . 

This Eucalyptus tetrodonta was 22 years old, a fact not 
readily apparent from its rings. 

But b e warned that even 
L e o n a r d o w o u l d p robab ly 
arrive at the w r o n g age i f h e 
tried c o u n t i n g them. 
Because o f d rought , fires, 
unseasona l weather , and 
p lagues o f leaf-eating 
insects , g u m trees are p r o n e 
to leave out r ings , or put o n 
extra o n e s , as easi ly as d rop 
g u m nuts. 

In a recent ly pub l i shed 
paper, M r Stefan M u c h a o f 
the C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f Fores t 
R e s e a r c h relates h o w even in 
m o n s o o n a l D a r w i n , w h e r e 
the summers are always very 
we t and the winters 
ext remely dry, tree-ring 
c o u n t i n g is diff icul t and 
beset wi th l ike ly errors. 

F o r 2 years M r M u c h a 
measured m o n t h l y the girth 
o f n ine Eucalyptus 
tetrodonta. T h e s e s p e c i m e n s , 
g r o w i n g near D a r w i n 
airport, we re protected f r o m 
fire, but were o therwise 
typical o f m u c h o f the l o w 
o p e n forest o f the T o p E n d . 
A s expec ted , the trees' 
g rowth was dis t inct ly 
seasonal ; it was c o n f i n e d to 
the we t season. 

W i t h this k n o w l e d g e h e 
sough t trees o f k n o w n age , 
keen to c o u n t their r ings . H e 
f o u n d a stand k n o w n to have 
regenerated (after c lea r ing) 
be tween 24 and 27 years 
earlier. T h e y t o o had b e e n 
protected f r o m fire. 

W h e n the trees (14 o f 
them) were fe l led , M r M u c h a 
was surprised to f ind h o w 
indis t inct the g r o w t h r ings 
were . E v e n after s m o o t h i n g 
wi th a very f ine-grained 
sandpaper unt i l the larger 

cel ls (the vessels) we re 
v i s ib le under a hand l ens , 
the r ings o n e a c h sample 
d i sc were n o clearer than i n 
the s p e c i m e n s h o w n in the 
pho tograph . 

Undaun ted , he set to w o r k 
to date the trees. W i t h c l o s e 
examina t ion o f m a n y radii , 
and re jec t ing a n u m b e r o f 
false r ings , h e was able to 
correct ly date 9 ou t o f the 14 
to wi th in the appropriate 
3-year t ime span. 

Tha t ' s n o t bad, but then 
h e k n e w what answer h e was 
l o o k i n g for. H e tried s o m e 
other samples o n s ix forester 
co l l eagues . T h e s e samples 
were 38 c ross -sec t ions o f 
eucalypts o f u n k n o w n age 
f rom M e l v i l l e Is land. 

Resul t s this t ime were not 
so g o o d : in n o ins tance d id 
all the foresters agree . 
A l t h o u g h they had n o 
specia l t raining or 
expe r i ence i n r ing c o u n t i n g , 
the extent o f the 
d i sagreement was 
remarkable . O n l y o n c e d id 
three o f t h e m agree , and 
agreement b y t w o o c c u r r e d 
in just 14 o u t o f the 38 
samples . 

O n e forester assessed 
twice as m a n y r ings as 
another o n the same sample . 

T h e r e ' s m o r e to 
d e n d r o c h r o n o l o g y than 
c o u n t i n g r ings , i n Austral ia 
i f no t i n Italy. 
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