Underwater surveys located one such
outpost, known as Stingray Lagoon, in
1991. Excavations conducted through this
year have yielded numerous well-pre-
served items once used in salt produc-
tion, McKillop reports. Inhabitants of
Stingray Lagoon apparently boiled sea-
water in large, thick-walled open bowls,
each of which sat on three bolts embed-
ded in a clay base. Numerous examples of
all these artifacts emerged from the site,
the Louisiana anthropologist says.

Investigators also found abundant
pieces of charcoal and the remains of a
hearth, clear signs of extensive fire use.

Many ceramic artifacts at Stingray La-
goon, such as pots bearing distinctive
stamped designs and figurine whistles,
apparently came from inland commu-
nities that traded with the salt producers,
McKillop holds.

Salt probably left the site in bulk quan-
tities, she adds. The lack of fish bones at
Stingray Lagoon indicates residents did
not use salt to dry fish for transport
elsewhere.

Several additional underwater Maya
sites in the vicinity of Stingray Lagoon
show signs of less intensive salt produc-
tion, McKillop says. One of them, known
as Wild Cane Cay, has also yielded obsid-
ian objects and other items intended for
elite groups. That settlement may have
served as one hub for regional trade
routes, she suggests. — B. Bower

Minor climate change
can unravel a forest

A modest climate cooling several hun-
dred years ago upset the balance of tree
species inhabiting southern Canada, sug-
gesting that even changes spread over
several centuries can dramatically alter
forests and reduce their productivity, two
Canadian scientists report.

lan D. Campbell of Forestry Canada in
Edmonton, Alberta, and John H. McAn-
drews of the University of Toronto stud-
ied how forests in southern Ontario re-
sponded to the Little Ice Age, a global
cooling that lasted from roughly 1200 A.D.
to 1850 A.D. in Canada. Studies of pollen
deposited in lakes during that period
suggest that the predominantly beech
tree forest gave way first to oak and then
to pine trees after the start of the cooling.
But while pollen can reveal the com-
position of an ancient forest, it cannot
provide information about the land’s pro-
ductivity — the number of trees present.

To test the impact of the climate cool-
ing on woodlands, the researchers simu-
lated the period using a forest model run
on a supercomputer. Campbell and
McAndrews mimicked the Little Ice Age
by gradually lowering the mean annual
temperature in southern Ontario by 2°C
over the 650-year cool span.

The simulation showed a succession of
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For years, stars just a few times more
massive than the sun have seemed the
neglected stepchildren of astronomers.
Deemed too massive to form planets yet
too lightweight to strongly influence the
interstellar medium, these stars’ evolu-
tion was largely overlooked by re-
searchers. Now, astronomers have for
the first time caught some 2,000 inter-
mediate-mass stars in the act of form-
ing.

Ranging from three to eight times the
mass of the sun, these stars belong to a
Milky Way cluster known as NGC 6611.
Based on visible-light and infrared ob-
servations, astronomers find indirect
evidence that some 20 percent of these
newborns have disks or spherical enve-
lopes of dust surrounding them, says
Lynne A. Hillenbrand of the University
of Massachusetts at Amherst.

That compares with the 60 percent of
low-mass stars thought to have disks
(SN: 1/16/93, p.36). But the new obser-
vations may have found only the tip of
the iceberg. Intermediate-mass stars
have a far shorter youth and their disks
may last for just a million years — one-
tenth the average lifetime of dusty mate-
rial encircling a low-mass star —
Hillenbrand says. In fact, she adds, the
study hints that disks play as important
arole in the evolution of intermediate-
mass stars as they seem to play for less
massive ones.

Hillenbrand and her colleagues report
their study in the November ASTRONOMI-
CAL JOURNAL.

Disks around sun-like stars may sur-
vive long enough to provide the raw

Evidence of disks in nuddlewelght stars

Stars in the young duster NGC 6611,
with the Eagle nebula at center.

material for planets, but those around
heavier bodies are most likely dragged
into the stellar core before planet making
begins. Regardless of mass, however, the
formation of a disk may funnel material
into a developing star and hasten its
growth, Hillenbrand speculates.

The team also finds evidence that
some members of cluster NGC 6611,
known as Be and Ae stars, are much
younger than believed. Astronomers
had thought that bright emission lines in
the spectra of these stars stemmed from
mass loss that occurs when the stars
reach about 100 million years of age. But
that’s inconsistent with the youthfulness
of the rest of the cluster stars, which are
no more than a few million years old.

The researchers suggest that the Ae
and Be stars in the cluster are newborns
and that starbirth processes account for
the spectra. —R. Cowen
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tree types resembling the pattern of
change recorded by ancient pollen. Going
beyond the pollen record, the computer
experiment also provided a measure of
the total amount of biomass within the
forest. The biomass declined by 30 per-
cent during the Little Ice Age, indicating
that the cooling knocked the region's
woodlands far out of equilibrium.

“Nobody had ever demonstrated before
that such a minor climate change could
have such a large impact,” Campbell says.

The finding relates to concerns about
future global warming, he notes, because
it indicates that climate change does not
simply alter the mix of trees in a forest by
swapping cool-temperature species for
warm, or vice versa. Instead, the slow
cooling of the Little Ice Age caused a
cascade of reactions that is taking centu-
ries to play out.

The forest biomass declined steeply
because the disappearance of beech
trees cleared large sections. This
prompted the spread of oak, which
thrives in open spaces. Once the forest
thickened, the oak died back, giving way
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to more shade-tolerant pine trees. By the
end of the simulation, the year 2000, the
forest still had not recovered its former
productivity, the researchers report in
the Nov. 25 NATURE.

Climate experts debate how the Earth
will react to the buildup of greenhouse
gas pollution in the atmosphere, but most
predict that the warming will proceed
several times faster than the cooling
modeled by Campbell and McAndrews.

“Most people are predicting fairly sig-
nificant and rapid climate change. It's a
warming instead of a cooling. But my
research shows it was the rapidity of the
change that was important, not the direc-
tion,” Campbell says.

Some ecologists note that Campbell
and McAndrews did not demonstrate that
the model they used accurately repre-
sented how the real forest responded to
the Little Ice Age. In particular, the simple
model did not incorporate wildfire and
other types of disturbance that other
researchers have shown to play an impor-
tant role during shifts in climate.

— R. Monastersky
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