
THE AGE OF TREES 

I f  you Imk  at a cross section of a tree 

How doem m 
trunk. you will ace that I,.. it is marked hy a series 

, , of concentric rings. 
Rolrghly, these rings 

tell the tree's age. Each growing sea- 
son. a tree adds a layer of new wood to 
its girth. During the cold months, when 
the sap ceases to flow, growth is t e m p  
rarily halted and the tree rests. Thus the 
rings are clearly markcd. By counting 
the rinks, an expert can arrive at a rea- 
s1)nably accurate estimate of the trec'r 
ngc. 

When a lree trunk is sawed up into 
lengths of lumber, the pattern of che 
r i n g  forms the "grain" of the wood. 

The powth rings of very old t reu 
can also tell us much about weather 
conditions i n  long.ago limes. I n  periods 
of great drought. the rings do not grow 

as thick as in seasons wl~en rainfall is 
plc~~t i ful .  From l l ~ a l  fact. scientific his- 
torians can piece together many refrets 
of tlre long-dcad past. One of the most 
dramatic i~~stances of this tree-ring his- 
tcrry.book cor~ccrns the ancient clin 
dwellcrs.ol southern Colorado. 

About two thousand years ago, the 
cliff.dwelling Indians built villages high 
up on the sheer sides of canyon walls. 
I n  thorn days. the cmntryside d that 
part of Colbrado was considerably 
greener than i t  ir now. with sufficient 
rainfall to  make mgriculture possible. 
The Indians cultivated thr iv in~ fsnns 
on the t o p  of the mesas above their 
cliff towns. They also pastured their 
Rocks of turkeys and goats there. 

Then. i n  abou~ the year 1276. more 
than two centuriu before Columbus 
landed o n a e  shores of the New World. 
a devastating drought struck the area. 
The crops withered and died. Grass 

*""".I rhm, hd1c.t. . . o h  In* 
m.W ..r I*. p n  I..,). Wldlh p l  *. li.. ."I., lloll I.., 10 ,.'* 
-I ~h. rn-.o.. ov ,.s,.n, pro. 

dug. nu,- r*..; -.I ..a,.",. 

brood ~ l n q a ,  1mn.d on #hi8 Lno-1. 
.dw, m a  ran no1 M)I oppoomi. 

nol. th. DO. 01 Ih. I,.., but 

ole. dm- cmlu*ionm obeul Ih. 
- W h n  d o l k r  ~ t w . 1  ahensrn- 

dried up, a1111 111e wild game left l l ~ e  
country. Springs went dry. and t l ~c  
rivers that had cut out the canyons 
ceased to Row. 

This period 111 drough~ and fanline 
lasted fur twentyfour years. and during 
this interval, t l ~ e  Indians. abancfc~ncd 
their cliflside homes and migrated l o  
new and more hospitable Iantls. 

l low can scientists be so sure of these 
dates and events? By a careful study of 
the growth ringsof the ancient trees that 
survived! 
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