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ABSTRACT 

Both r~tdial and vertic;il variations o f  specific gravity within trees for sweetgum were analyzed. 
Upland and bottomland \ites were studied. Six different sites (three l~p land and three bottomland) 
were selected: three dominant or codominant tree5 per site were cho5en. I n  general, specific gravity 
was found to he a highly variable property o f  sweetgum wood. I t  f luct~~ates with both height and year 
of deposition, hut the patterns were not consistent either within or among trees. 

Kr?n,orti.c: Specific gravity variation. radial variation, height variation, site influence on specific 
gravity. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Specific gravity is perhaps the most studied property of wood. This property 
has been found to be a highly heritable trait in conifers and can be used as a 
direct indicator of p ~ ~ l p  yields (Zobel 1977). When these facts are considered in 
conjunction with current utilization strategies, it is easy to understand why spe- 
cific gravity has been evaluated more extensively in conifers than in hardwoods. 

Specific gravity of selected hardwood species has been receiving increased 
attention. However, the scope of basic data has not kept abreast of the increased 
need for a better understanding of wood properties of some of the more important 
hardwood species. 

Sweetgum (Liyrtidrrlnhrrv styrtrc.ij7rrrr L.) specific gravity ranges from 0.428 to 
0.607 (Carpenter and Hopkins 1966) with an average of 0.496 for the "green" 
moisture content (Panshin and deZeeuw 1970) and 0.530 for the oven-dry con- 
dition (Forest Products Lab 1964). This species also exhibits important sources 
of variation, both within and between trees. 

Research dealing with sweetgum seedlings has yielded consistent results in the 
evaluation of specific gravity variations (Winstead 1972: Randel and Winstead 
1976). However. sweetgum research dealing with stems past the sapling stage is 
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not as conclusive. Carpenter and Hopkins (1966) found significant differences in 
specific gravity due to sample height within the stem. Hunter and Goggans (1968) 
reported significant variation between points at the same sampling height, and 
Webb (1964) noted significant variation between growth rings within a single 
height. Conversely, Jett and Zobel (1975) found no change in specific gravity 
between juvenile and mature wood. 

This research deals with the variation of specific gravity within the tree. Both 
radial and vertical gradients are considered. 

MATERIALS A N D  METHODS 

Three dominant or codominant sweetgum trees were selected for analysis on 
six different sites. Of the eighteen total trees, nine were from upland sites and 
nine were from bottomland sites. A disc was removed at 1.2-m intervals from 
each tree starting at the base (15.24 cm above ground level) and proceeding to 
the top of the stem. A complete description of field sampling is contained in Ezell 
(1977). 

Specific gravity was determined for sample sections taken from the western 
directional axis of each disc. By utilizing sections from uniform locations in each 
tree, potential error due to alteration of sample location around the stem was 
removed. 

The growth rings that had been deposited in the years 1974, 1970, 1965, 1960, 
and subsequent intervals of five years were used for all specific gravity measure- 
ments. These growth rings were determined by ocular count along a fresh cross- 
sectional surface. Rings selected for measurement were isolated from adjacent 
rings. Size of the sample varied both within and between rings due to variable 
growth patterns. 

Specific gravity was measured according to the maximum moisture content 
method as described by Smith (1954). Samples were first dried for 96 h in a 105 
C oven. Periods of time for both drying and soaking were reduced by the small 
size of the samples. After drying, each sample was weighed to the nearest 0.1 
mg. The oven-dry samples were then placed in a large desiccator and subjected 
to 28 inches of vacuum pressure. Before releasing the vacuum, the desiccator 
was filled with water. To ensure total saturation, the samples were allowed to 
soak for at least 96 h with intermittent vacuum pressure. No final weight mea- 
surements were recorded until fluctuations in sample weight were less than one 
percent as determined by weighings on successive days. 

The ratio of maximum moisture weight: oven-dry weight (Mm:Mo) was then 
calculated and specific gravity derived directly from the table constructed by 
Fogg (1967). If the Mm:Mo ratio was not within the realm of the table, the specific 
gravity was calculated from the equation given by Smith (1954). 

RESULTS A N D  DISCUSSION 

Average values for all sample years and sample heights are presented in Tables 
1 and 2. There was no apparent trend in the occurrence of maximum or  minimum 
average specific gravity with respect to sample height or year of deposition. 

Specific gravity in this study was generally in agreement with comparable val- 
ues reported in earlier work on sweetgum. Deviations from previous reports were 
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of individual sample nature, such as a single growth ring or sample height. When 
overall averages are considered, no great discrepancy was detected. 

Correlation analyses of sample height with specific gravity produced varied 
results. Correlation coefficients ranged from strongly positive (r = 0.732, P < 
0.01) to negative (r  = -0.441, P < 0.05) (Table 3). Six of the eighteen inten- 
sively-sampled trees had correlation coefficients that were significant. Four trees, 
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three from bottomland sites, had highly significant (P < 0.01) coefficients, and 
two trees had a significant (P < 0.05) coefficient (Table 3). 

However, when the data were grouped for analysis, all analyses resulted in 
positive correlation coefficients. The correlation for trees from bottomland sites 
was higher (r = 0.284, P < 0.01) than for trees from upland sites (r = 0.185, P 
< 0.05) or for the overall correlation of all trees (r = 0.227, P < .01). 

These correlations provide a more effective evaluation of specific gravity vari- 
ation with increasing height than the work of Carpenter and Hopkins (1966). They 
reported a significant difference between heights, but their research was based 
on only three sample heights per tree. Webb (1964), in his more intensive study 
utilizing trees from bottomland sites, did not find height to be an important source 
of variation in sweetgum specific gravity, whereas the highest correlation coef- 
ficients in this study were for trees grown on bottomland sites. 

One important consideration that arises from the analyses of grouped data is 
the fact that all correlation coefficients are positive; if, in fact, specific gravity 
does increase with increasing height, the butt log of sweetgum trees would contain 
wood of the lowest average specific gravity in the tree. Utilization evaluation 
could therefore be biased by any judgments based solely on samples from butt 
logs. Since more of the tree can now be utilized due to technological advances, 
earlier specific gravity values for a species which were based on samples from 
the lower portion of the stem may need to be adjusted to include samples from 
the entire stem. 
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Correlation analyses were used to evaluate the relationship between specific 
gravity and year of deposition. Results for individual trees are presented in Table 
3. Individual tree correlations are extremely variable, with a range of coefficients 
from strongly positive ( r  = 0.918, P < 0.01) to strongly negative (r = 0 . 7 3 2 ,  P 
< 0.05). 

Grouping the data did little to clarify this relationship. Group correlations were 
all positive, and though the coefficient for trees from bottomland sites (r = 0.161) 
was higher than for trees from upland sites (r = 0.11 I), the only significant cor- 
relation was for trees from all sites (r = 0.145, P < 0.05). 

Even though the comparison of year of deposition to specific gravity is not 
completely comparable to an analysis of age or distance from the pith, there are 
two notable similarities. First, all deal with variation in a radial direction, and 
second, all compare an increase in one variable (i.e. later years, increasing age, 
or greater distance from the pith) to fluctuations in specific gravity. In terms of 
these generalities, restricted comparison to earlier work may be undertaken. 

Past research efforts that measured the variation of specific gravity over a 
radial dimension in sweetgum have yielded variable results. Hunter and Goggans 
(1968) found both consistent and inconsistent patterns of variation, Jett and Zobel 
(1975) found no effect of radial position, and Webb (1964) reported a very con- 
sistent effect of radial position. 

Specific gravity fluctuation over a radial dimension in sweetgum, therefore, 
appears to be extremely variable, regardless of what radial parameter is used to 
explain the fluctuation. Based on the results of the analyses in this study, any 
general statement concerning the effect of year of deposition on specific gravity 
is inadvisable due to low correlations for groups and extreme variation in cor- 
relations from individual trees. 

In summary, specific gravity is a highly variable property of sweetgum wood. 
It fluctuates with height and year of deposition, but the patterns are not consistent 
within or among trees. 
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