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Holbrook, AZ – R A short distance to the east of here lies a quiet reminder of the apparent inconsequentiality of man.  Spread about the floor of the desert are numerous chunks of petrified logs documenting the last 200 million years of our planet.
The logs are indeed beautiful pieces of what is now stone.  There is a tremendous temptation for a visitor to take pieces of the logs with them, so rangers are stationed at each exit of the national park to discourage such poaching.  In only a few years tourists could disassemble what nature has taken so long to create.

The petrification process is not still fully understood.  Apparently a unique combination of flooding, chemical deposits, earthquakes, sand storms and other weather events over millions of years transformed pine-like trees into stone.  This metamorphosis is even more remarkable because it spanned those millions of years – in fact, it could be argued that time itself was the essential ingredient.  We could certainly collect all the chemical ingredients today in a laboratory, but I know of no scientist who can compress 200 million years with a Bunsen Burner or a beaker.

I always have difficulty comprehending time in terms of millions of years.  When a conversation starts about a span of time four orders of magnitude greater than any human has ever lived, I typically become squeamish and try to change the subject.  Our experience here on Earth is truly but a wink of the eye compared to the age of our planet (5 billion years), and even less compared to the Universe (14 billion years).  Even those petrified logs are cosmic short-timers in this light.
Most people visiting the Petrified Forest here did not appear to me to be dwelling on such esoteric thoughts of relativity.  The most frequent question I overheard being asked to a park ranger was “Where can I get a drink of water?”

I thought you might like to know.
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