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Of acorns, labels and change
As I stroll through my nursery, marveling at Q. urbanii Trel., Q. resinosa 

Liebm., Q. carmenensis C.H. Mull. and countless others, I am overwhelmed by 
the beauty and vigor of these baby trees and the realization that there is so much 
to be discovered, to be learned, about oaks. Collecting in Mexico is of course the 
perfect place to grasp the abundance of mysteries offered by the genus and conse-
quently how important it is to support collecting and research efforts. 

The year 2011 was a spectacular acorn year here at the Arboretum des Pouy-
ouleix in terms of number of fruiting species grown from seed collected all over 
the world. Being rather strict about only planting trees grown from wild-collected 
seed we will not grow these acorns but their presence is a beautiful sight and proof 
again of the incredible adaptability of oaks.  

In Paternity and Pollination in Oaks: Answers Blowin’ in the Wind (Inter-
national Oaks, Issue N°. 22) Mary V. Ashley demonstrates – as has been cor-
roborated by other studies – that even in the wild, in the midst of a “pure” stand 
(difficult to find in the best situations) pollination can indeed come from afar. And 
so, it is not necessarily the trees next to the tree that you are plucking acorns from 
that have pollinated the flowers. No one who has taken the time to grasp specific 
differences and nomenclatural complications should despair about their (in)abil-
ity to identify oaks: the babies that grow from a correctly identified species can 
still hold surprises. The corollary to this is of course that everyone who is planting 
oaks should be wary about labels and spend more time looking at their trees!

Similarly, one must not despair or have malevolent feelings about those who 
undertake taxonomic revisions and name changes: it is impossible for botanists to 
examine all of the populations of a species at once (unless its distribution is ex-
tremely restricted, as is the case for example with Q. deliquescens C.H. Muller). 
A very good recent example of this is the new species Q. delgadoana Valencia, 
Nixon and Kelly (see the NEWS section at internationaloaksociety.org). What 
was thought to be from north to south one species, Q. eugeniifolia Liebm., was 
studied more closely to reveal sufficiently significant differences between popula-
tions to warrant the creation of a new name for some of them.

The science of genetics is not an oracle: there is unfortunately nothing in the 
DNA of Q. fulva Liebm. that screams up through a microscope, “Hey! I’m Q. 
fulva.” Much as a morphologist will decide that petiole length between 0.4 cm and 
1 cm indicates one species and petiole length between 1 cm and 1.4 cm another, 
so geneticists must decide what delimiting markers they will use to interpret who 
is what. In both cases these decisions are not arbitrary but they are based on our 
understanding at a given moment in time in the context of a specific theory. 

Ever since Darwin, and the theory that biological evolution was a slow and 
steady process, the significance that was given to the “gaps” in the fossil record 
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was that the various forces involved in fossilization and other forms of preserva-
tion of organic material were not always present, or at best, faulty. With the theory 
that proposed evolution as a process of punctuated equilibrium formulated by 
Stephen Jay Gould and Niles Eldridge, the gaps no longer signified “something 
missing” – they signify stasis. As our understanding changes and our theories 
are modified, the significance of facts changes (although not necessarily in that 
order).

Change, not stability, is, after all, the essential ingredient of any evolution. 
This issue of International Oaks is the last one to have Guy Sternberg as 

Editor. He has held this position since Issue N° 16 (2004) and his involvement 
in these editorial activities reaches further back. He has devoted a lot of time and 
effort to producing our journals and his editorial footprint will remain in these 
published documents. Having worked in scientific publishing for nearly 20 years, 
I know that the difficulties and challenges he has encountered have not been easy. 
His retirement from the Board will give others the opportunity to imprint their 
talent and commitment to International Oaks.

The International Oak Society is a unique dendrology society because of the 
uniqueness of the genus Quercus. There is none other that holds as much scien-
tific, esthetic, cultural, popular, historic and economic significance. The editorial 
responsibilities that are to be taken on for International Oaks must reflect this if 
we are to achieve our general goal of furthering knowledge and appreciation of 
this genus.


