Big oaks, little acorns


I should have known that if I visited three foresters in one day, I'd become a nut case.  I started out at Sam Brown's house, after spending a few days helping him do a timber cruise.  Sam is one of the pioneers of low-impact logging in Maine, and his woodlot in Cambridge is a testimony to the benefits of conservative forestry and careful logging.  


As I was driving home on this early December morning, on the spur of the moment I decided to drop in on Mel Ames, whom I hadn't visited in years.  Mel, who started buying woodlots in the late 1940s, has been widely recognized for the exceptional quality of his management and his forests.  Last year, Yankee magazine profiled him as one of a handful of outstanding "forest defenders" in New England.  


Mel lives with his wife Betty in an octagonal house on a hill surrounded by fields.  When I arrived, I found Mel out standing by the house, working on some equipment.  He took me inside and introduced me to his granddaughter with her baby and his ninety-six-year-old mother.  Had one of his eight children been around, I would have seen five generations of the Ames family.


After chatting a while, Mel took me down to his forest.  Committed woodlot managers love to show their latest management, and Mel is no exception.


Despite the many years of cutting in his 600 acres, Mel has nearly doubled the standing timber.  The forest is well stocked with well spaced trees, some of which are quite large and of impressive quality.


"I've been cutting the worst and leaving the best all along, " Mel told me, "Now I'm cutting the worst of the best."  Much of what he is cutting now can be sold as quality sawlogs, rather than pulp. He is now reaping the benefit of a very patient money investment.


Mel noticed my interest in his red oak trees--a species which is absent in my woodlot.  Because Mel does not cut his crop trees until they stop growing or until their value is about to decline, he has some magnificent specimens that were truly inspiring.


  Although I live north of Mel, oaks can still grow in my area.  Indeed, there are red oaks scattered along the banks of the Mattawamkeag River, which runs through my town.  Thirty miles to the north there is even a town called "Oakfield."  I've seen occasional red oaks in the Scientific Forest Management Area of Baxter State Park.  I am told they were planted by blue jays, who carry the acorns some distances from the seed sources.


Years ago, my wife and I planted some bur oaks in gaps in the woods around our house.  Some of these (that we protected from deer) survived, and are just starting to take off.  We also planted butternuts, that occassionally yield nuts, a couple of chestnuts, and a couple of black walnuts.  But we have no red oaks.  I planted some red oak acorns a decade ago, but did not protect them, and the abundant and varied wildlife destroyed every one of them.


As I was about to leave, Mel told me to wait.  He went into a shed, and came back with a small bucket of acorns he had picked.  I was moved and decided to honor this gift by getting some red oaks established on my woodlot.


On the way home from Mel's I made another stop--this time at the farm of Ron Locke, another forester of note in Sebec, just north of Mel's land in Atkinson.  Ron has also tended his woodlot for many decades, and he is a careful observer of the changes that come from various woodland activities.  


When I told Ron about my little bucket of acorns and asked for advice about how best to plant them, he took me out to his woodlot to show me how he had introduced red oaks over the years.  In the fall, he gathers up acorns and stores them in a cool place until he is ready to plant.  He then dumps the acorns in a pot of water for a few minutes.  The acorns that float, he discards.  These are often dried out or infertile. He also throws out acorns with worm holes or mold.


Ron takes a sack of his select acorns to his woodlot, and looks for sites where oaks are likely to thrive.  The soil should be fertile and well drained.  There should be a gap to allow adequate light. Young red oaks do not do well in deep shade.


Ron pokes a hole an inch or two deep next to a large stump and puts in an acorn.  He might put in two or three around such stumps.  The advantage of planting around a stump, he told me, is that the young seedlings are protected from logging machinery, and the rotting stumps can be a source of moisture and nutrients.


Ron's method of planting takes little time, but, he concedes, the success rate is only around five percent.  Seed failure, insects, squirrels,, deer, and other wildlife take their toll.  But, if one plants a couple of hundred acorns a year, that still gets you a dozen trees that survive.  And he has maturing oak trees as testimony to his system.


After getting home, I did not plant out my acorns immediately.  Indeed, for a few days, I got involved in milling out some timbers in my woodlot with my Alaskan chainsaw mill.  During these days, the weather turned quite cold and the ground froze.


Although Mel and Ron both told me it is best to plant in the fall, I assumed it was too late and I would have to wait until spring.  I checked out a few sites on the web
 that suggested that it is essential to plant in a timely manner in the fall, but that acorns could be stored in a cold, not freezing, area if stored in plastic bags half filled with peat moss. 


While working in the woods, I found I could easily poke a hole in the ground with my peavey.  I sent a message to Ron asking if the acorns could survive if planted this late.  He suggested it was better to plant now than to wait.  I decided to plant.


I put the acorns in a pot of water and sadly discovered that most of them floated.  Still, there were enough sinkers to keep me busy poking holes with my peavey around stumps in woodland gaps and planting the acorns.  I also saved a dozen acorns to plant in our tree nursery where we are growing hundreds of fruit trees.


The literature I read on the web suggests that direct seeding in the woods is far superior to planting out seedlings because the roots of direct seeded trees are more vigorous.  It is too easy to damage the young seedling's taproot and apical meristem when transplanting.  My garden, however, is now protected from deer, and if the woods seeded acorns do not survive, there is still the option of planting seedlings, however flawed that may be.  The bur oaks we established were planted as seedlings and protected with individual fencing.


I also saved a few acorns in my cellar to try to germinate in the spring.  Might as well try every combination of strategies and see if one or more will work.  


Even if I do get a few red oaks established in my forest, it is doubtful I will live long enough to see the trees reach sizes remotely like those in Mel's forest.  It makes more sense for young people to plant oaks so they can reap the acorns in their lifetime.  But then, people, such as Mel's mom, are living a lot longer these days, so, who knows?  Anyway, those who do forestry work are not just doing it for themselves; the consequences of today's actions, good or bad, will be felt for generations to come.


�see http://www.growtube.com/directseeding.html


