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ToJim Sedell
1944-2Or2
"What's the story?"
He set us on this path.

- partOne _

Those left standing cannot run or turn away.
Mosses cover the bodies with a blanket
ofgreen, out ofrespect, but the trees
can only drop needles and seeds.

Decompo sition and Memory
AARON M. ELLISON

The clothed apes have visited the bones
year after year, discussing,
their elegant experiment.
But the study will never be over, not even then.

First impressions-thehead is enthralled,the heart is repulsed.
There is something interesting and exciting going on here. Ecologists-members of my tribe-were here! I revel in the familiar: tall
and wide plastic collars are set to measurelog respiration-the loss
of COzfrom these decaying logs-and plastic funnels move water
running offthe moss-coveredlog into plastic carboys that collect
the throughfall for future analysis.
How do decaying logs contribute to the carbon balance of the
forest?
What are thesetubular excrescences?
Are they part of the log?
Melting into the log? No,just silicon skirts connecting them to the
log. Why is one pipe erect, and the other recumbent? Logs decay
after centuries, a plastic cup takes at least 25oyears to decay;how
long will the pipe tube cylinders last? Across the path, a plastic
funnel and a plastic bucket (no, not a bucket, a carboy) broken;
shards on the forest floor becoming the nanoparticles of the future
soil. Will they end up in some earthworm, some mushroom, some
newt? This installation violates the inte$ity of the forest.
Thereis wrongnesshere.
Secondthoughts-what has beenlearned?
I know this experiment. It is a canonical example of a truly longterm study. Establishedin 1985,intended to run for two hundred
years,it will reveal elementsof the processof decomposition heretofore unappreciated by ecologistsand foresters.The experiment
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- PartOne-

-

was designed thoughtfully,

with careful attention to replication,
sampling interval, and analysis. I explore the archive of the H. J.
Andrews Long-Term Ecological Research site; there are scant
publications on this experiment, and then only from the first few
years after it was established. Data are posted online, in some cases
through zoor, in others only through rg88. Available data on log
respiration measurements run through r9g5 and have never been
published. Are data still being collected from the respiration tubes;
looked at and analyzed; prepared for publication? How fast are
theselogs decaying?
These logs are impermanent.

The forest is impermanent. This
world is impermanent. Are any parts of the log permanent-the
molecules, the atoms? The carbon in these logs was in the atmosphere, was fixed by the trees when they were still alive and used to
build cell walls, trunks, branches, leaves.This carbon is now being
returned to the soil, to the water, and back to the air. It is respired
by the log, it is ingested by the mushroom and the flies, and it is
reinspired by the trees around us.
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RESEARCH AND REVELATION

_

Experiment established
2 Infrastructure begins to decomPose as logistical challenges
of maintaining long-term experiments mount while funding
opportunities for monitoring and maintenance decline

k

Data are lost as media disintegrate, decompose,
or become unreadable as technological advances
outpace ability to maintain data
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New directions and short-term
rewards distract researchers from
long-term experiment; details
become vaguer as investigators
age. Recruiting new investigators
becomes increasingly diffi cult
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Accidental yet
catastrophic losses
ofexperiments
(e.g., trees fall and
crush infrastructure)

Death ofinvestigators
and loss ofscientific
memory

H
bl)

Time
Figure 1.06.From William K. Michener,JamesA. Brunt, John J. Helly, ThomasB. Kirchner,
and Susan G. Stafford,"Nongeospatial Metadata for the Ecological Sciences,"EcologicalApplicationsT, no.LGggz):33o-+2, http://lits.bio.ic.ac.uk:8o8o/litsproject/MicheneretahggT'pdf'

It is enough to know this; I do not need to know how much or
how fast.

two thousand years? Maintenance becomes more critical as sampling interval lengthens, but it also becomes easier to put offmain-

The next day-what

tenance for another season.
It is similarly difficult to maintain the integrity of the data
themselves-numbers on paper, magnetic bits, optical codes,drop-

we rememben what weforget.

What is remembered in a day, much less after two hundred years?
The log decays,and as figure 1.o6-a modification of Michener et al.
(r997)-shows, we envision a simultaneous decay of the integrity of
the experiment.
The log decomposition experiment is not just the data. Recalling specific details, juggling idiosyncrasies of methods (in fact, the
methods for measuring respiration changed in rggz),and ensuring
validity of future measurements all are contingent on maintaining
the experimental apparatus. The collars are only weakly attached.
Silicon plugs (for temperature probes?) are exposed, extruded, or
fallen. Is this experiment maintained or unmaintained? Does it
matter, when the sampling interval is eight years, sixteen years,

lets in the cloud of the World Wide Web. The half-life of storage media is falling as quickly as new media are invented.
And the interpretation and publication of the data are themselves data. If the data are not published and interpreted, will
future generations of scientists know they exist? Will twentysecond-century graduate students be inspired to continue maintaining this experiment, measuring tissue-mass loss, log respiration, throughfall chemistry? The broader issue: How do we maintain continuity of research and researchers?How do we maintain
enthusiasm for ecology, for this science?Do ideas and intellectual
fashions decompose, too, only to be reborn in a new experiment, a
new subdiscipline, a new journal?

- PartOne-

Scienceis narrative,and thesedecomposinglogs tell a story.But
even though only twenty-five years have passed,the story is
al_
ready fragmenting. Like the monks poring over the reric of saint
Leibowitz,what do we now think of theselogs'original state_g.golo
outer bark, 4.ooloinner bark, zg.5olosapwood, and
5g.6olehearr_
wood-and what will we think two hund.redyears from now? I can
seeno outer bark, and I don't know if it even mattered.I don,t even
know how to read the story of the bark. The logs remind me of
the
stonewalls of my New England home. The forestswere cleared;
the walls werebuilt, and they boundedand definedthe livesof the
early Europeancolonists.Thecolonistsmoved on; their storiesare
in fragments;and like thesefallen logs,the stonewalls meander
through the now-regrown forest.
Boulders erode, logs decay. We know the ,.big picture,,_cel_
lar holes,pasturewalls, boundary walls-but the details are rost:
whosehouse,what was he thinking the morning he laid the first
stoneor placedthe last?
More fragments.

The passive voice astonishes. Who was responsible? Who built
the roads? Who gave priority to saving old-growth trees over saving small trees? How did he feel when the big trees came down,
were bucked into pieces,were yarded into place?
All to learn that logs decay.
I drive the 15o6road through the old growth, past the regrowing clear-cuts. Without a map, without a guide, it would be impossible to know where the logs came from, where their final resting
place is.
The logs decay,the trees inspire, the forest returns.

Thecost-what is thisknowledgeworth?
The scientistin me learns the details:53ologs, metersper log,
5.5
eacho.5metersin diameter, removed from intact standsand clearcuts along the 15o6-63o,15o6-32o,15o6_35o,
and 15o6_354
roads.I
calculate:rSzlS71cubicmetersof wood,or about5o cords.Enough
to heat the average-size,
modestly insulated New England home
for ten winters. Accessroads into old-growth forestswere built simply to haul in and emplacethe logs (damagewas minimi zed);
after
the logswereentombed,the roadswereclosed,pyramids resealed.
Logswere measured,experimentswereestablished,datawerecol_
lected.
So many trees,so much wood. Clear-cutsrending the forestin
the serviceofscience.
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