What is the Most Common Tree in the (Marlboro College) Forest?

Abraham Stimson, ‘08
Lab partners: Josh Lande, Erin Spevak

Empirical Science Workshop

March, 2006
Introduction

This survey was an attempt to answer the potentially ambiguous, yet interesting, question: what’s the most common tree in the forest?  Though an easy question to ask, its answer is surprisingly difficult to attain because of the plethora of variables one could take into account, the difficulty of finding sampling sites that accurately depict the species composition of the forest being studied, and of course, the vagaries of what should actually be considered a “tree” or a “forest.” 
We chose to count only trees with a DBH (diameter at breast height) greater than 3 inches, thus streamlining our data by ruling out the smallest trees and scrubby underbrush.  Specimens with more than one trunk were counted as multiple trees if they forked at ground level.  An exception to our 3-inch DBH rule was made we encountered trees that commonly remain small in diameter, such as the striped maple; we counted them when they were large enough to seem well-established, i.e., having a DBH greater than 2 inches.  
Our strategy for tree sampling was fairly simple.  We chose two separate sites, one about a quarter mile up the Town Trail North of the Marlboro campus, and the other about an eighth of a mile South of the water tower, and on each of them we extended along tape measure 300 feet due North in as straight a line as we could.  This was achieved by eyeball and with the aid of a compass.  Beginning at the South end of the tape and working North, the three of us walked along its length, three in a line, finger tip to finger tip, and covered approximately a 17-foot-wide swath wherein we identified and recorded every tree we bumped into that met the above criteria.  Between the two sites, we identified and recorded a total of 105 trees.
Results
The two sites returned rather different results, the most striking being relative abundance of red spruce and sugar maple.  The first survey returned 18 red spruces and 5 sugar maples, and the second survey returned zero red spruces and 26 sugar maples. Beaches were the most consistently abundant among the population sampled in surveys one and two, and we found 19 in and 14 individuals, respectively.  Table 1 shows the tree species recorded and their abundance in each of the two sites. 
Table 1 - Abundance of tree species from two sampling sites

	Tree Species
	1st Survey
	2nd Survey
	Total (1st + 2nd)

	Beach
	19
	14
	33

	Sugar Maple
	5
	26
	31

	Red Spruce
	18
	0
	18

	White Ash
	2
	4
	6

	Red Maple
	4
	0
	4

	Hornbeam
	1
	3
	4

	Eastern Hemlock
	2
	1
	3

	Striped Maple
	1
	1
	2

	Coconut Palm
	0
	0
	0

	Yellow Birch
	1
	1
	2

	White Birch
	0
	2
	2

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total counted:
	53
	52
	105


Discussion

The variation in species composition we saw in woods from site to site was quite pronounced—indeed, this patchwork pattern is one of the more interesting things about our forests here in Vermont.  A single-tailed t-test comparing the data from the two sampling sites returns a coefficient of 0.487, which is quite low and suggests that the samples have different means.  Since our two surveys returned such different results, we must ask the question: are two sampling sites enough, or should we have performed more in order to get a better picture?  One could conclude that since there were 18 red spruces in the first sample and none in the second, it is not impossible that a sample three could contain, for example, no beaches at all.  
From experience here in the Marlboro woods, it is apparent that beaches are universal in all parts.  One can go nowhere without a beach tree in plain view, which cannot be said about any other tree.  Sugar maples are plentiful, but they are still scarce in some places.  I have seen a great deal more hemlock than are represented in the data, but they are still patchy and cannot be found everywhere.  

In light of the data collected and my own experience, I am willing to conclude that the beach is the most common tree in the Marlboro College woods.
