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FORENSIC DENDROCHRONOLOGY

The following paragraph, and the associated references, are from

Studhalter (1955, p. 53): "Numerous legal cases involving property rights

have been settled in court from the blazes left by surveyors on the trunks

of trees along boundary lines (P. C. Smith, 1883; Child, 1883; Hotchkiss,

1894; Fernow, 1888, 1897). In nearly all cases the court accepted the

dictum that tree rings are annual; however, at least one case is on record

(Child, 1883) in which the court ruled that growth layers are not infallible

indicators of age. A case was recently brought to court in Alsace in which

tree rings were used as evidence of ownership (Senn, 1933). Tree rings were

used also by Tharp (Sellards, Tharp, and Hill, 1923) in a boundary dispute

between the States of Texas and Oklahoma, and by Cowles (1915) in an

extensive Federal lawsuit in Arkansas involving riparian boundaries."

Perhaps the most famous use of tree rings in a legal case was that of

the Hauptmann trial in the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby. Hauptmann

used a homemade ladder to reach the second -story bedroom window -- and he

left the ladder leaning against the house. Through an amazing bit of

detective work, the commercial lumber in the ladder was traced to Hauptmann.

The real cincher, however, came from one rung that was not made from the

same wood as the rest. Apparently, he ran short of wood and made the final

rung from a piece of floorboard in his attic. The piece was matched by a

combination of saw marks, nail holes, and the pattern of the annual growth

rings in the sawn ends. Thus, the ladder found at the scene was identified

with the Hauptmann residence. A technical report was made by Koehler (1952).

An article by Christensen (1977) was based upon this report and incorporated

some broader aspects of the case.

This technique, the matching of plant material to its source, has been

used to an advantage in legal cases regarding plant theft. In 1979, plant

thieves stole an estimated $600,000 worth of rare plants in Arizona. A

booming worldwide market in rare cactus species, combined with a protection

force that can't cover the whole state, makes plant theft a lucrative

business. However, the courts are accepting the matching of plant parts,
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usually the roots, to tie the suspected thief to the site of the crime.

The work of C. W. Ferguson has been cited in this regard (Anon., 1979).

In conjunction with riparian boundary litigation, tree -ring ages of

narrow -leaf cottonwood, Populus angustifolia, and spruce, Picea spp.,

were studied in the Snake River floodplain near Jackson, Wyoming

(Ferguson and Berg, 1985). Approximately 17 islands along 40 miles of

the Colorado River from New Castle to DeBeque are being investigated

and studied by the Bureau of Land Management to determine federal or

private ownership. Since the U. S. Surveyor General's Office made original

surveys in the 1890's, the Colorado River has changed course in some

cases, thus warranting further examination and study of the river corridor.

The purpose of the investigation and study is to determine the current

status and ownership of the involved lands. Selected trees have been

cored and are being analyzed to determine age. A single cottonwood tree

on the floodplain of the Colorado River near Blythe, California, developed

an extensive history when it became part of a court case.

The cutting of firewood without a permit has provided fuel for court

cases. A cord of oak firewood was reconstructed and the base of two trunks

was matched to two stumps. A bristlecone pine, partially cut when the

act was discovered, was demonstrated to be 1300 years old. And in the

common Christmas Tree Caper, the basal sections of illegally cut Christmas

trees were matched to stumps in the forest. And all of this without

permission; the evidence in court was very incriminating. (Title and case

number for the above are available upon request).
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