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redwoods living 2 000 years and longer
have shown durability of wood to be the
main factor in achieving their impressrve
lifespans. It was therefore a surprise to
forest scientists to discover that while
janah's wood is also very durable, the
individual tree is shortlived. This is true
for many eucalypts. Dendrochronological
techniques used in unlogged forests of
karri (E. diuersicolor) have shown that the
largest karri-which rivals the sequoiaas
one of the tallest trees in the world-is
less than 350 years old, with many mature
forest stands no older than 250 years.
Studies of woodland trees have found a
wandoo (8. uandoo) aged 420 years and a
salmon gum (]4 salm onophloia) a$ed460
years.

The information to be gleaned from a
set of growth fings stretches far beyond
the mere age ofthe tree.Across-section of
a tree-trunk is like an encyclopaedia of
climatic events and disturbances. Fire,
frost, insect plagues, and forest dynamics
can all be interpreted from
dendrochronological evidence. The
technique can also be applied in human
culture, through thearchaeological dating
of prehistoric settlements andtimberused
in old buildings. It has even been used in
the exposure of fraud, enabling an expert
to date the timber of a violin, allegedly
made by the 17th century master
crafuman Stradivarius, as having been
harvested no earlier than 1910.

Jarrah's survival in the face ofcolonial
settlementand more thana hundredyears
of development is testament to its long-
evolved preference for inhospitable
habitats. The rocky lateritic soils where it
grows bestwere the least arable ard hence
the least attnctive to farmers, who were
also put off by the lack of permanent
water, the coinciding presence of poison
shrubs, andthe sheerdifficultiesof clearing
the big trees. Clearing for farming and
settlement in the South West since the
late lgth century led to a progressive
shrinkingof forestareastowards the prime
jarrah belt, a swathe 30-50 kilometres
wide running from Perth to Albany, which
has stayed largely intact, and which
represents more than 50 per cent of the
original jarah foresb.

The surprising statistics on the age
ofjarrah trees were revealedwhen forest

I fr?rlf Diagrammatic r€presentation of
I a jarrah root system.
I
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large trees are usually kept, along with
many more small and medium-sized trees.
The goal of this research into tree hollows
is to refine and improve CALM,s
management of animal habitats, rn
conjunction with logging.

DIVINING FIRE HISTORY
Although jarrah with its thic[ fi brous

bark has a strong natural resistance ro
fire, an intense blaze leaves evidence of
stem injury which is easily read by
dendrochronologists. Invisible on the
outside, 'fire scars' show up in sections
of large, established trees, where strips
of trunk matter have been killed in a
moderate or high-intensity fiye and then
encased in new wood. Dendrochronology
ishelping CALM determine the intensity
and frequency offire in the forest before
and after colonial settlement.

A recent CALM research project
examined sections from 107 ofthe biggest
trees at 14 sites around the State forest,
to assess the patterns of fire. The full
climatic range of the main jarrah belt
was represented. The evidence showed
the incidence of fire to be much more
frequent and less intense before the
colonial period. This is thought to be
because of  the d isp lacement  of
Aborigines, who carried out regimes of
frequent low-intensity burning in the
forest. Without the traditional Aboriginal
buminE practices, there was a greater
build-up of fuel (forest growth) between
wildfires, whichwere consequently more
intense. A return to prescribed burning
in the 1960s, although controversial,
again reduced the intensity ofwildfires,
and may have brought the forest closer
toitsecoloEyundertheregimepractised
byAboriginal people for many thousands
of years.

TIME IN PERSPECTIVE
Just why eucalypts should be such

short-lived trees is still a matter of
conjecture. Butwhatever their age, they
are still trees, and for that fact still
command a sense of wonder. A jarrah
that is more than 200 years old may not
be considered old when compared with
its ancient counterparts on other
continents, but it still set down its roots
before European colonists arrived in WA.

Tremendous change has confronted
thejarrah since thattime. Tough enough
to weather the ravages of its natural

environment, the best of the jarrah forest
has alsowithstood the pressure ofalmost
all the early efforts at conquest and
exploitation. However, in 150 years of
settlement-about half the lifespan of a
single tree-it is the introduction of
weeds and disease pathogens such as
Phytophthora cinnan omi (the organism
which causes dieback) that has added
the mostchallenging layers of complexrry
to jarrah's survival story. Ongoing
research will enable CALM to minimise
the impact of logging on the forest
system, as well as prevent the spread of
disease. With responsible management,
the jarrah will continue to survive and
thrive long after this generation,s
scientific questions are answered.

I Top: Tree hollows are important
I habitats for animals such as th€
a ringtail possum.
Photo - Geoff Taylor/l,ochman Transparencres

l, boue.' Dendrochronological evidence
I has shown that the incidence of fire in
! jarrah forest was much more frequent,
but less intense, before the colonial
period.
Photo - Dennis Sarson/Lochman
TransDarencies
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The thick-bilbd grasswren is one of
se\eral animak that mag be
reintroduced to Shark Bag as part of
an ambitious project. See 'Retum to
Eden' on page 22.

TURNING A NEW LEAF
UZBARBOUR & AUSON FUSS

HEALTHY FARMTAND, HEALTHY BUSHLAND
KATE HOOPER & RICHARD GEORGE

YALGoRUP NATIONAL PARK: A ptAcE oF LAKES
DAVTDG0UGH &CHRtS P0RT10CK..................................... 45

WESTERN PETALUM
ANDREWWILLIAMS &MATTHEWWI1UAMS........................ 52

IN PERSPECTIVE

BUSH TEI.EGRAPH

ENDANGERED WESTEBN 8RIsT1E8IRD,...,,,,............... 34

URBAN ANTICS

35
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