
LETTERS TO 
ECOS 

Apatites 
I greatly en joyed read ing the 
article ' Fos s i l m a g n e t s : keys 
to the past' by John 
S e y m o u r in Ecos 3 5 , 
A u t u m n 1983. 
Unfortunately, the reference 
o n page 16 to w o r k by ou r 
f iss ion track dat ing g r o u p at 
the Universi ty o f M e l b o u r n e 
con ta ins t w o signif icant 
errors w h i c h I th ink it is 
important to correct . 

First, it is not alpha 
particles that p roduce tracks 
in apatites but the m u c h 
m o r e massive , and less 
c o m m o n , f ission fragments 
arising f rom the 
spontaneous f ission o f 2 3 8 U . 

S e c o n d , far f rom b e i n g 
'perplexed ' by the pattern o f 
y o u n g apatite ages f o u n d by 
Mar i lyn M o o r e a long the 
sou th coast o f N e w S o u t h 
W a l e s , w e were de l ighted , 
because that is exact ly what 
the pro jec t set out to 
observe . W e had previous ly 
f o u n d ev idence o f s imilar 
heat ing events o n rifted 
con t inen ta l margins 
e l sewhere , and predicted 
that they should b e 
except iona l ly we l l d isplayed 
in south-eastern Austral ia . 

A . J . W . G l e a d o w 
Depar tment o f G e o l o g y 
Universi ty o f M e l b o u r n e 

Classifying soil 

T h e article ' G i v i n g l o c a l 
soi ls international c lass ' 
(Ecos N o . 33) seems to us to 
p l ace a more favourable 
interpretation o n ' S o i l 
T a x o n o m y ' as d i scussed at 
the N o v e m b e r 1981 mee t ing 
(a Brisbane w o r k s h o p o n 
this A m e r i c a n so i l 
classif icat ion system) than 
w a s the case . Indeed , in our 
o p i n i o n as participants, the 
case for ' S o i l T a x o n o m y ' 
c o u l d on ly b e said to b e ' no t 
p roven ' . T h e general 

react ion to it s eemed less 
than favourable. 

W e agree wi th o n e 
purpose stated in the s e c o n d 
paragraph o f the article, 
namely , ' to deve lop a 
c o m m o n language for 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n , so that 
d iscover ies made in o n e 
p lace may be applied 
e lsewhere ' , because this is 
o n e funct ion o f 
classif icat ion. 

H o w e v e r , this stage 
canno t be attained unt i l it is 
established that a g iven 
classif icat ion is, in fact, 
g r o u p i n g 'like wi th l ike ' , 
and no t confus ing the issue 
in s o m e way. O n this poin t 
the s y m p o s i u m o n ' R e d -
b r o w n Earths o f Austral ia ' , 
presented in O c t o b e r 1980, 
gave o n e o f us ( K . H . 
Nor thco t e ) an oppor tuni ty to 
test the classif icat ion o f 
Prescott 's or iginal red-
b r o w n earth by ' S o i l 
T a x o n o m y ' . T h e result was 
s imply that the red-brown 
earth lost bo th identity and 
properties it d o e s have, and 
b e c a m e e n d o w e d ' w i t h 
properties it does n o t have! 

T h e Ecos article states 
that overseas scientists d o 
n o t k n o w the 'Fac tua l K e y ' , 
o n e o f Austral ia 's t w o 
current so i l c lass i f ica t ions . 
T h e 'Factual K e y ' i s , 
howeve r , o n e o f several 
p rominen t so i l 
classif icat ions presented in 
the n e w A m e r i c a n 
publ ica t ion ' S o i l 
Classif icat ion ' edi ted by 
Char les W . F ink l , Jnr. and 
distributed by A c a d e m i c 
Press (1982) . Clear ly the 
K e y is k n o w n , but perhaps 
n o t as w ide ly as ' S o i l 
T a x o n o m y ' . 

Fur thermore , j u d g e m e n t s 
made ' f rom the papers 
appearing in international 
journa ls o f soi l s c i ence ' are 
u n s o u n d w h e n it is k n o w n 
that many s u c h journals 
d e m a n d reference to ' S o i l 
T a x o n o m y ' . 

It is a lso stated in the 
article that 'at any rate in 
the Uni t ed States o f 

A m e r i c a ' the ca tegor ies o f 
' S o i l T a x o n o m y ' 'apparently 
agree w e l l w i th the uses to 
w h i c h soi ls are put ' . 
H o w e v e r , that is n o t what 
D r Southard ( o f Utah State 
Univers i ty , w h o addressed 
the w o r k s h o p ) h i m s e l f said 
regarding soi ls in Utah, for 
these, he said, d o n o t fit 
comfor tab ly w i th ' S o i l 
T a x o n o m y ' w h e n land use 
is cons ide red ! 

O n e message f rom the 
N o v e m b e r 1981 m e e t i n g 
was that the c lass i f ica t ion o f 
Austral ian c rack ing c lay 
soi ls by ' S o i l T a x o n o m y ' 
was sadly awry. O n l y 
Austral ian soi l scientists 
c o u l d cor rec t this , a c c o r d i n g 
to D r Southard. H o w e v e r , to 
ach ieve this wi th in the 
f ramework o f ' S o i l 
T a x o n o m y ' requires stated 
pr inc ip les that are n o t 
presently available. Surely , 
s c i e n c e requires p r inc ip les . 

A few m o n t h s before this 
mee t ing , t w o o f us ( K . H . 
N o r t h c o t e and G . M . 
B o w m a n ) had the g o o d 
fortune to drive D r Southard 
f rom Armida l e to Ade l a ide 
and s h o w e d h i m s o m e 
p r o b l e m s l ikely to be 
expe r i enced in us ing ' S o i l 
T a x o n o m y ' in Austral ia. 
Genera l ly , these s tem f rom 
the failure o f Nor the rn 
H e m i s p h e r e so i l scientists 
to appreciate the propert ies 
o f Austral ian d u p l e x soi l s . 

W e are very m u c h in 
favour o f s o u n d inter
national c o m m u n i c a t i o n in 
soi l s c i ence , i n c l u d i n g soi l 
c lass i f icat ion. P robab ly the 
recent creat ion by the 
International S o i l S c i e n c e 
Soc ie ty o f a w o r k i n g g roup 
for the d e v e l o p m e n t o f an 
International R e f e r e n c e 
Base for So i l Class i f ica t ion 
is the first posi t ive step 
towards ach iev ing a useable 
W o r l d S o i l C l a s s i f i c a t i o n . 
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