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Marri or WA. redgum (Eucalyptus
calophylla) has had mixed fortunes.
Revered by botanists - calophylla
means “beautiful leaves” - a century
ago it was only considered useful as
a shade tree, while jarrah ayd karri
were financing the development of
the colony. Now, marri is a major
export earner, and is emerging as
having potential for making fine
furniture.




PECIMENS of marri were first

collected in 1801 by Robert Brown,
the botanist on Matthew Flinders’ voyage
around Australia, on the shores of Princess
Royal Harbour (later Albany). Marri is
one of the most widely distributed South-
West eucalypts. It grows naturally from
Walkaway in the Murchison to Cape
Leeuwin in the South-West; to Cape Riche
80 kim east of Albany, and inland beyond
Narrogin.

It grows on a range of soil types,
including the gravelly loams in the valleys
of the Darling Plateau, between jarrah
covered laterite ridges. Here, marri was
considered by early settlers to be an
indicator of goed agricultural soil, so,
outside State forest or national parks,
most higher rainfall marri country has
been cleared and cultivated.

The marri tree has an astonishing
variety of forms. On the limestone heath
between Cape Naturaliste and Cape
Leeuwin and on coastal granites it is a
gnarled bonsai-like shrub sometimes less
than a metre high. On the eastern side of
the Darling Plateau on the edge of the
Wheatbelt it is a perfectly shaped tree
around 15 metres fall, with a straight
bole, spreading limbs and a dense canopy.
In karri forest it grows up to 60 metres
tall and has a sparse crown.

Pink flowered varieties are usually
grown in parks and gardens, but in the
wild marri is noted for its prolific crearmy-
white blossom in midsummer (see
Landscope Autumn 88). The quality and
quantity of marri nectar makes it popular
with apiarists.

Ancther distinguishing feature of
marriis its seed capsules. “Honkey nuts”
became famous in their own right when
May Gibbs created the stories of the
gumnut babies Snugglepot and Cuddlepie.
The capsules hold the largest seeds of
any eucalypt, sometimes over 2 cm long,

Because of the lack of demand for
I marri timber, many thousands of trees
were left in South-West paddocks to
provide shade for stock; now marri is
about to come of age as a plantation
timber tree.»

Once you've learnt to identify marri
you quickly realise it is the most common
roadside and farm tree of the South-
West. In the early days of the timber
industry, marri timber was never as easy
to secure in sound pieces as jarrah or
karri. As a result, thousands of big marris
have been left in South-West paddocks
for shade and shelter.

BLOODWOODS

Marri is botanically groupedwith the
“bloodwoods™ - some 50 or so eucalypt
species mostly found in the tropical north
of Australia. A few species occur down

the eastern coast, but not as far as
Tasmania. There are three bloodwoods
in south-western Australia, marri
(Eucalyptus calophylla), mountain gum
{E. haematoxylon) and red-flowering gum
(%. ficifolia).

Bloodwoods are also found in the
Pilbara, Kimberley and central desert.
The name derives from the blood red
“surn’”, or kino, that seeps through cracks
in the tree’s fibrous grey bark, possibly
in response to fire, frost, drought, insect
attack or storm damage. All eucalypts
preduce kino, but bloodwoeds, and
especially marri, have so much that
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pockets of “gum veins” interrupt the
continuity of the wood fibre.

“Shakes”, or large cracks, are common
in the sawn timber of bloodwoods, and
planks fall apart as they dry. This and the
high incidence of gum gave marri its
poor reputation as a timber species.

TIMBER

For the first 140 years of timber-
cutting in W.A. marri was considered
more a nuisance than an asset. It had
little commercial value and competed
against the valuable jarrah and karri in
the forest, particularly the forests near
Manjimup. In a mixed karri/marri forest
where only karri was felled, the open
areas left in the forest were rapidly
recolonised by the vigorous marri left
behind.,

The turning point came in the late
1960s when it became commercially viable
to harvest marri as pulpwood. By 1976
an overseas export market for marri chips
allowed forest managers to harvest marri
and karri simultaneously and use
regeneration techniques which allowed
karri to re-establish quicker than marri.
This ensured that the regrowth forests

grows as a stunted mallee on the heath

I Marri assumes many guises. Here, it
near Cape Naturaliste. &

form to compete for light with the
much taller karri, growing as a tall,
sparse forest tree.p

I At the other extreme, marri adapts its

were the same as the stand’s composition
before being cut.

When solid marri logs are milled, the
timber is tough and strong, has a milky
to golden hue which mellows to yellow/
grey with age, and is easily worked, all
desirable characteristics for fine timber.
Foresters had promoted the qualities of
sawn marri timber for decades, but were
defeated by economics. More recently,
improved sawmilling techniques and a
revised royalty structure for sawlogs
resulted in much higher recovery of sawn
timber from marri logs.

Before long, crafters, conservationists,
sawmillers and others also began to see
the value of this fine timber resource,
The Department of Conservation and
Land Management (CALM) therefore
developed specifications for marri similar
to those for karri and jarrah. Marri logs
could be classified as first or second
grade sawlog or chip log. Over 10 years
only 1.6 per cent of felled marri was solid
enough to be sold as sawlogs - compared
to over 70 per cent of karri in 1988.
There are many buyers for first grade
marri sawlogs but not enough quality
trees.

Over the years there has been little
research aimed at improving the
preductivity of marri as a timber tree.
However, there is a strong correlation
between insect borer attack and kino
formation, and borer activity has increased
in recent below average rainfall years.
Many large marri have sound wood in
the centre but the outer wood is severely
attacked. It is also known that better
quality trees tend to grow in areas free
fromn high intensity bushfires, Future
research will clarify these aspects.

NEW INTEREST

For many years foresters and others
have harboured a latent interest in growing
marri for use as fine timber. “Special”
seed has been collected and this year at
least one private plantation of marri, and
several research plots, will be established.

By selecting seed from guality timber
trees and genetically improving marri
through a long term tree breeding
program, along with careful site selection,
preparation and special fire management,
marri will emerge as another important
plantation timber resource of W.A.
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Effluent disposal ponds from
industry disfigure an idyllic striv of
coastal land. But restoration work
and a new conservation park are
planned for the Leschenault
Pennsula, near Bunbury.

Turn to p.8.

Wood that was once only suitable
for firewood can now be used fo
make high grade furniture.

Find out how on p.24,

With spring approaching, the bush
beckons...but without proper
planning your walk could tumn fo
disaster. See p.40.
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A spectacular landscape, with an
astounding array of plants and
animals lies inland from Jurien
Bay. Read about the Mf Lesueur
area on p.28.

A population explosion of coral-
eating snails threatens the unigue
reefs of Ningaloo Marine Park.
How does CALM plan to counter
their attack? See p.14.

In WA.'s far north, Aboriginal
rangers with ties to land now in
national parks draw on the
traditional wisdom of their people
for use in Park management.
Photo-Robert Garvey
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