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HOTES ON USE OF TREE RING DATES

Use of Dead Wood in Earlv Construction
Number of Dates required per structure

DS

Florence H. Ellis

The problem of the number of dates needed for satisfactorily
establishing the time of comstruction of a site is tied up witih
the problem of use of dead wood and re-use of salvage wood from
.older structures. The matter of dates from wooed which had been
dead for some time when taken for construction purposes was
discussed by O'Bryan ia 1949 in connection with prehistoric
Anasazi {Basketmaker~Pueblo) sites in the Southwest, and the
data is directly applicable to the prcehlem of Navaho sites.

0*'Bryan peints out (O'Bryan, Deric, "Hethods of Felling
Trees aad Tree—~Ring Dating ia the Southwest', American Antiquity
Vol. XV, No. 2, 1949, pp. 155-56} that

A dead trunk, seasoned hard, is extremely resistant
to the blows ¢of a stone axe and fairly unvieldipg
to a keen axe of steel. A high percentage of wood

specimens from ruins in the Scuthwestern United
States which furnish outer ring dates before A.D.

600 are parts of trees that were dead before they
were felled; they are often weathered, and sometimes
show signs of having been afacked by secondary insect
pests. :

Beams from the earliest dated ruins in the Southwest
appear to have heen felled and trimmed by burning
and breaking... {Examples of suck from early sites
are here listed.)

A limber, growing tree is harder to fell by burning
or breaking than a dry, brittle, dead trunk. The
softer wood of growing trees was appreciated by the
stone axe men; most of the well preserved wood
specimens furnishing outer ving dates in the 600°'s
or later bear larger chopping scars than could have
been made on a dead trunk. -

O'Bryan then gives data to indicate that
grocyves or side notches for existed
suins dating in the ‘moA AT S
of wood having been - for construction and
date appreoximating tnat of the construcrtion was
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But - to turn to the Navaho problem - the manufacture of stone
axes by theme people at any time is questionable: the varied
assortment of styles in stone implements found upon the early
Navaho sites indicates that they picked up implements from ruins
when they chanced to encounter them. Stone axes were considered
rarticularly valuable because of their parity and usefulness.
Burning and breaking timber for use in building their hogans

and windbreaks thus would have been Navaho custom, as for the
Pueblos before 600 A.D., except in cases where stone axes were
owned and until metal axes came into common use. Some metal

axes undoubtedly were obtained by trade ot theft from Puehlos
.and whites before trading posts were opemed in the Navaho
country, all of which were of post Ft. Sumner date except for

two (See list), but advent of trading posts would pot immediately
mark the end of using salvage wood already sc obtained or of
obtaining more by the same ralatively easy method. Indeed,

in the April hearings, Navahos spoke of having further trimmed
old logs from earlier structures by use of the metal axe befor
again building with them. This, of course, puts the marks of
a metal axe on wood which actually may be of the pre-metal axe
period,

e

The question of how long timber séﬁnds in strong and
usable shape after death of the tree is important in interpretation
of dateg which may derive from such material. O'Bryan gives
examples, first quoting Dr. Edmund Schulman, who had iptensively
studied tree growth records from southern Ganado tc northern
Mexico:

The chronology in living trees might conceivably

be extended backwards in time by the record in stand-
ing dead trees. Only ome such tree at Mesa Yerde,

a promising Douglas fir, was examined in late

August, 1945. This tree grew, with its roots along
cracks. on a bare ledge....It was about tea feet high
and some ten inches in lower stem diameter: all
branches had been eroded from the stroangly spiralled
stem. Toppled with some effort, sectioned, aad
dated. it proved to he only 250 vears in age, about
half that of the oldest living firs at Mesa Verde.
But it bhad died in A.D. 181% and was stili well
braced 126 vears later.

Comments O'Bryan: "Tals log would have been very aseful to 2

man without an axe .’
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0'Bryan, in giving ancther exsmple of hov long dead it
sound trees may stand, tells of beving dated & core sample he
tock from & log which recently bad been used in stabilizing
cne of the prehistoric Mesa Verde kivas. In taking the core,
he bad thought he wms collecting from one of the originald kiva
beasms, 8ol when he found that it dated at 1740+, be quickly
checked with the Park Service men for an expisoation. {Mess
Verds dstes before the end of the 13th cemtury). The forth-
ceming date added to the gwmrprise, for in 1934 thie log had
besn secur=d for use in the repair work from & grove of firs
growing within the Park, "It was scund, peasoned, and
eminently ussble 88 & congiructicn timber almost 200 years
after the tree bhad died.” As & footnove, the aut corrbimued
"Todmy we do not use logs 88 roof rafiers the year in vhich
they sre cut, Sripping piter, and Timbey through belng vnseseaned.
The Indians of Pmeble Bonlto and CLiff Palace probably were
equally senaible.”

In spplying this informetion to the matter of interpreting
tree ring dates in ralation to gtrustiore revressnted, O'ryan
proffers some advice {note publication date: 154Q):

4 dmte sssigped to the cubermost risg of & log
need in & ruln o the Sowthwest has been ao-
capted tacitly as the comgtruction date fTor the .
perticwiar archeecleglonl site. Tryioualy this
23 sp inexact practice if the baxk ring I8 noi
present om the specimen { bare oate), snd I
highly gquestiomeble even if the Tark ring is
preserved. Thne bark date estsbllshes the year
oF the dmmih of the tres; the besm from the lyrme
could not bave been used prior to that datae.

i3

L
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I offer the following suggesticns regsrding the
imterprtation of the tree-ring dstas for ruins
in the ssutinmegl: -

1, The tree-ring dste precedes the date of use
of the congsraction log, Plrewoed, or srillsct by
& vemy or two at least, conoelvably Ty 200 veers
in extrese cases. Dowewer, series of bark dates
{ow even plus dates) fram 8 single structure or

{ o

R s

gite mey indicate the probavie construction date
within a few years. - N

(Bote: C'Bryan wes uot using tbe plus sigp sfter & late
an todsy, o Indicsbs 3 few 7o 3
Juher rings gtill sxdstent oX A
another footnota: The plus sip
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