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… move along these shades

In gentleness of heart; with gentle hand

Touch – for there is a spirit in the woods.

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, FROM
‘NUTTING’ (1798–9)
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INTRODUCTION

One impulse from a vernal wood

May teach you more of man

Of moral evil and of good

Than all the sages can.

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, FROM ‘THE TABLES TURNED’,
LYRICAL BALLADS (1798)

One of the lovely things about trees is that, just by standing beneath them and gazing up into their branches, we can feel a sense of reassurance and calm. We may also feel an empathy, however faint, with generations of people stretching back into our most distant past. Trees, after all, were part of our landscape long before we even set foot here; it feels as if they are woven into our genetic make-up, half-forgotten but ever-present, a reminder, if we will take the time to hear it, of the natural cycle of life and death, of decay and rebirth. Compared to us, in our daily rush across the surface of the Earth, trees are static: it is easy to forget that they are living beings at all. But they can teach us so much. Their ‘pulse’ may be slower, their wavelength longer … yet their wisdom is deep, and their gift is infinite.

At the end of the last glacial period, estimated to be around 12,500 years ago, the freshly exposed landscape that we now know as Britain began to rise up once again after millennia of being crushed by ice; and into this fertile terrain came the seeds of pioneering trees: birch, aspen and sallow, followed by pine, hazel, alder, oak, lime and elm. By about 4500BC, the prehistoric ‘wildwoods’ of Britain were at their peak; small groups of early humans would have travelled the land in pursuit of elk, red and roe deer and aurochs, gathering nuts and berries and living in seasonal shelters.

Our earliest understanding of trees would have been instinctive, based on recognising the properties of different species; over time, and with contributions from a multitude of different cultures, this understanding was interpreted into tradition and folklore, and as remedies for all kinds of ailments, however strange or outrageous they might appear to us today. Such wisdom was passed on simply by word of mouth; it is only in comparatively recent times that we have started to record our ideas, history and stories. Writing, quite often, demands logical explanations when there are none: listeners sitting around an Iron Age fire would have found little to question, and may well have added embellishments of their own at the next retelling. For them, there were no boundaries between history, lore and legend.

Britain’s rich blend of cultures is evident in our interpretation of trees, and certainly in the way we use them. When we walk in the woods, we can almost hear the sage voices of druids, the battle cries of Norse warriors, the proclamations of Anglo-Saxon kings. With this in mind, it is fascinating to learn more about our trees: which species, for example, were fashioned into shields and why? Which twigs were carried as talismans, and which trees were to be avoided when setting out on a journey? Were elder trees growing around your house regarded as a good or a bad thing? And why should you never dig up a hawthorn? These are old stories whose origins are lost, but don’t be fooled into thinking they are obsolete: many of our tree-related superstitions are still practised, quietly and carefully, perhaps even unconsciously. The last time you expressed hope for a good outcome did you use the phrase ‘touch wood’?

In the eyes of our ancestors, trees were the home of ethereal beings – elves and dryads, gods and goddesses, witches and fairies, who could be mischievous, benevolent or vengeful according to their whim. Some trees were seen as a portal to the underworld, while others transmitted spirit messages through their leaves. While most of our surviving ancient monuments are made of stone, it is interesting to ponder how many wooden structures may have been lost. At Woodhenge in Wiltshire, concentric rings of post holes are the ghosts of a large building whose purpose we can only conjecture; and at Seahenge on Holme Beach in Norfolk, wooden posts encircle the trunk of a huge oak tree that was deliberately positioned upside down – the relic, perhaps, of some ceremony that took place in the early Bronze Age.

A regular glimpse into our medieval past is offered in the form of village festivals, many of which involve trees in some shape or form. Through centuries-old songs and processions, the fears and hopes of former generations come alive again before our eyes: the midwinter ‘wassailing’ of orchards, the May Day processions and maypole dancing, the kindling of Samhain fires at Halloween. Figures such as the Green Man or Jack in the Green symbolise rebirth and renewal, while morris dancers wield their rods of hazel and the Nitch Ladies of Great Wishford carry their sprigs of oak into Salisbury Cathedral. Birch branches are still used in many places in ‘beating the bounds’, a ceremony that reaffirmed the boundaries of a parish to all its inhabitants.

Looking at the countless remedies and potions that have been handed down to us over the centuries, it seems that there is no ailment for which a tree cannot offer some kind of cure. For wounds and burns, leaves were made into a soothing poultice, and the shoots of some trees were chewed to relieve pain long before modern research identified the anti-inflammatory and antiseptic compounds that they contain. Restorative infusions were made from bark and roots, certain berries would ease a sore throat, and if none of that worked there was a battery of superstitions to fall back on, some of them simply demanding that the sufferer carry a twig or a nut in his pocket, and others necessitating a degree of discipline, faith or magic, depending on the patient’s point of view.

Under certain circumstances, individual trees were believed to be capable of miraculous healing: weary pilgrims would tie scraps of cloth to trees that grew by sacred wells, and the strange power of a ‘shrew-ash’ even exerted itself over stiff-backed Victorians. Trees had a darker role, too: the corpses of criminals would be left dangling from the long limbs of hanging-trees as a stark warning to would-be offenders. Convicted witches, after execution, were often buried with a stake through the heart just for good measure; the knowledge of which tree to carve it from was crucial to the question of whether he or she would rise again and cause further trouble.

In medieval Ireland, it seems that the knowledge of trees was less of a science and more of an art form. In an ancient poem known as Aidedh Ferghusa meic Léide, the king of the fairies holds forth on the individual properties of trees as firewood, while the ruler of Ulster and all his courtiers listen. They are told that the trees themselves are imbued with magical properties, such as the elder that furnishes armies with horses from the fairy realm, and the ash that turns battle into flight. Some, like the willow, should not be burned, as it is a tree ‘sacred to poems’, while the holly and the oak are the best providers of heat. Meanwhile in the Book of Taliesin, one of the four ancient books of Wales, a poem known as the Cad Goddeu describes a battle between the trees themselves: a sorcerer, Gwydion, uses a staff to transform them into warriors, and tribute is paid to each in turn.

Ogham script, an early form of writing that originated in Ireland, is still preserved in some precious examples of stone carvings. Different versions of the Ogham alphabet have been proposed by scholars, but some of the oldest symbols are understood to represent trees – for example, beith, meaning ‘birch’, and feàrn, meaning ‘alder’. Some historians have speculated that every symbol may have had its own corresponding tree. It is interesting also to consider that the words ‘tree’ and ‘trust’ both stem from the Old English treow. This may help to explain why an ancient oak or yew, steadfast witness to centuries of history, was often chosen as a venue for important discussions and decision-making.

Throughout the ages, trees have played a significant role in literature. Shakespeare, for example, often compares his characters to trees, or uses them to enhance the atmosphere of a scene; sometimes the story hangs on the behaviour of the trees themselves. The Romantic poets looked to the trees for inspiration and found beauty, joy and sadness. William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge regularly composed poetry in the woods, and John Keats declared that ‘… if poetry comes not as naturally as the leaves to a tree, it had better not come at all’. Thomas Hardy, in weaving his tales of love and tragedy in rural Wessex, endowed his characters with an intuitive understanding of the English landscape. ‘To dwellers in a wood,’ he wrote in Under the Greenwood Tree, ‘every species of tree has its voice as well as its feature.’

The question of which trees to include in this book was one that demanded careful consideration. In addition to our native trees, which arrived with no human assistance, it was important also to include archaeophytes or ancient introductions; I have also included some trees that are comparative newcomers, but now feature prominently in our landscape. This task reminded me that our countryside is constantly changing – sometimes rapidly, and sometimes over centuries so that the shift is almost imperceptible in a human lifetime. Certain species have been repeatedly ravaged by disease, and some are making a defiant comeback. All we can do is lend them all the support we can and take time to fully appreciate the trees that are here now, in our own lifetimes – and teach our children and grandchildren to do the same.

Recent evidence shows that trees are far more responsive and intelligent than we think. For instance, they can identify the saliva of certain insects munching on their leaves and call on small parasitic wasps to come and feed on them. Trees of the same species growing together can communicate via fungal networks around their root tips, as well as by electrical impulses. In some ways, trees are an analogy of what we aspire to be – grounded in our awareness and dependence upon the Earth, interconnected to our own mutual benefit, strong yet pliant in the face of storms, and patient in the knowledge that spring sunshine will always return. Perhaps this is why trees, for more centuries than we can count, have always played such a major role in our survival, in our history, and in our affections. We are more like trees than we realise: no matter how far apart we appear to be, in terms of geographical distance or ancestral origin, we have all arisen from the same root, and we are all individual leaves of the same tree.

NOTES ON THE TEXT

COPPICING AND POLLARDING

Coppicing and pollarding are two terms that I use quite often in this book. Both are traditional methods of pruning, designed to encourage fresh growth in a living tree so that its wood can be harvested repeatedly. While coppicing is done at ground level, pollarding involves removing branches at a height of about 7–8ft (2–2.5m), beyond the reach of grazers. The new shoots are then cut for a multitude of uses such as firewood, fencing or cattle fodder. A coppiced wood is sometimes called a copse, and an individual tree that has been coppiced is known as a stool.

FLOWERS

The flowers of trees are sometimes showy and distinctive, while others can be small and hard to spot. Some trees, such as oaks, bear both male and female flowers separately on the same tree, and are described as monoecious. Others, like holly and yew, carry male and female flowers on different trees, and are described as dioecious. Wild cherry and crab apple are among those trees that are hermaphroditic, meaning that both male and female parts are contained in the same flower.

FAMOUS BOTANISTS

Throughout this book, I refer to some influential works by authors whose legacy is still celebrated after several centuries. They were colourful characters themselves, with strong opinions that influenced monarchs and probably helped to save lives …

John Gerard (c. 1545–1612) was an English botanist whose Herball, or Generall Historie of Plantes was first published in 1597 and became hugely popular. Gerard referred to the works of early Greek writers as well as his contemporaries, speaking of the ‘vertues’ or properties of plants. With a reputation as a skilled herbalist, he worked for 20 years as superintendent of the gardens of William Cecil, the famous advisor to Elizabeth I, and was also curator of the Physic Garden at the College of Physicians.

Nicholas Culpeper (1616–1654) was a botanist, a herbalist, a physician and a rebel. He set up a pharmacy in Spitalfields, London, using various fields of science, including astrology, to treat his many patients. His abiding belief was that medicinal knowledge should be shared with the general population, rather than kept as the secret preserve of the Royal College of Physicians. To this end, in 1652 he published a collection of his remedies in an affordable volume called The English Physitian, which later became known as Culpeper’s Complete Herbal.

John Evelyn (1620–1706) was a philosopher and founding member of the Royal Society who enjoyed close ties to the royal court of Charles II. His great literary triumph, Sylva, or, A discourse of forest-trees, and the propagation of timber in His Majesties dominions (1664) was a landmark treatise on the management of trees. The work had begun life as a report, written in response to an appeal by the Royal Navy to address a shortage of timber for shipbuilding. But Sylva had a much wider impact, helping to change our perceptions of trees and forests and inspiring generations of landowners to improve the management of their woodlands.

THE WORK OF THE NATIONAL TRUST

Appropriately for a charity whose emblem is an oak sprig with acorns, the National Trust cares for 26,000 hectares (64,000 acres) of woodland throughout England, Wales and Northern Ireland, and is dedicated to conserving and protecting them from the spread of disease. Many diseases affect one species in particular: ash dieback, for instance, was first confirmed in the UK in 2012 and poses a serious threat to our ash population. The disease is caused by a fungus, Hymenoscyphus fraxineus, and causes leaf loss and crown dieback. The National Trust is taking all possible steps to help tackle the disease on its land, and is also working with the Forestry Commission, the Woodland Trust, the Food and Environment Research Agency and Defra.

Our oak trees are threatened by pests and diseases such as oak processionary moth and acute oak decline. The National Trust is one of several charities involved in the Action Oak Partnership which is funding research, monitoring changes in the oak population, and working with owners and managers of trees and woodlands. Other species such as box and juniper have recorded instances of specific fungal attack, and the National Trust is working with other organisations such as the Royal Horticultural Society and Plantlife in efforts to find solutions. They deserve our wholehearted support.

A WARNING

There are few tree species that do not have at least one age-old medicinal use. Some of these remedies have since been borne out by science, while others continue to baffle us with their weirdness. Under no circumstances should any of the information contained in this book be interpreted as medical guidance.
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ALDER

Alnus glutinosa



Alders have a gentle, almost ethereal presence, which seems to hover between the realms of earth and water. These trees flourish in damp areas, often bending low over tumbling streams and tranquil pools, their roots submerged in the wet ground. They are neither tall nor showy, but in the eyes of our ancestors few trees held more significance in terms of protection and prophecy.

The bright green, almost pear-shaped leaves are quite distinctive, being deeply veined and slightly indented at the tip. Dark pink female flowers appear in early spring, before the leaves are out; more conspicuous are the male catkins, golden lambs’ tails that are slightly more compact than those of hazel. After pollination, cone-shaped green fruits ripen and release reddish-brown seeds; if these drop into water they can survive for at least a year, thanks to little pockets of air that give them a natural buoyancy. Fast-flowing rivers carry them away to colonise new areas downstream, and meanwhile the dry, empty cones remain on the tree until the following spring.

As a food plant, the tree is host to several moths including the delightfully named alder kitten; alder catkins are an early source of nectar and pollen for bees, and the seeds are eaten by birds such as siskins and redpolls. Alder has an important symbiotic relationship with a bacterium, Frankia alni, which forms nodules on its roots. These absorb nitrogen from the air and make it available to the tree; in return, the alder provides the bacteria with carbon. In this way, alder improves the fertility of the soil where it grows, creating nutrients for species that follow it onto new ground.

The value of alder was not always recognised by landowners, much to the disgust of John Evelyn in the seventeenth century: ‘There are a sort of husbands,’ he wrote, ‘who take excessive pains in stubbing up their alders, where-ever they meet them in the boggie places of their grounds, with the same indignation as one would extirpate the most pernicious of weeds; and when they have finished, know not how to convert their best lands to more profit than this (seeming despicable) plant might lead them to, were it rightly understood.’ (Sylva)

Alder’s strength lies in its resistance to decay, even under water. The cities of Venice and Amsterdam were built upon alder piles: once submerged, the wood gradually becomes as hard as stone. For this reason, Neolithic settlers chose it for building tracks over the Somerset Levels, while in Scotland, Iron Age island dwellings known as crannogs were constructed on beds made of alder trunks. When exposed to the air, however, waterlogged alder quickly begins to decompose.

In England, alder woods were often called ‘carrs’ from the Old Norse kjarr, meaning a swamp, and the ‘carr’ element has been preserved in some place names. In addition, places such as Allerton, Allerbeck and Ellerslie recall the existence of an alder wood. The old Gaelic word for alder is feàrn: author Gavin Maxwell’s house on Skye was called Camusfeàrna, ‘the bay of alders’. The Welsh form is gwern, sometimes mutated to wern, and these crop up so often in the east of Wales that historians have wondered whether alder trees were grown there commercially in medieval times, so that their timber could be sold to rich Norman estates in Herefordshire and Shropshire. The theory is that the wood may have been made into clogs for farm workers.

In the Welsh Mabinogion, the alder is the emblem of the Celtic giant-god, Brân

In the Welsh Mabinogion, the alder is the emblem of the Celtic giant-god, Brân. One story tells how Brân’s sister, Branwen, was being mistreated by her husband, Matholwch, King of Ireland. Brân calls his men together and sets off to rescue her; when they come to the River Llinon, they find that the only bridge has been dismantled on the orders of the Irish king, so Brân lies down across the river to allow the men to pass over his body. This may be a reference to the alder’s natural empathy with water.

Sure-hoofed is my steed impelled by the spur;

The high springs of alder on thy shield;

Brân thou art called, of the glittering branches.

Sure-hoofed is my steed in the day of battle:

The high sprigs of alder are in thy hand:

Brân thou art, by the branch thou bearest

Has Amaethon the Good prevailed!

TRANSLATION OF WELSH ENGLYN ASSOCIATED WITH THE CAD GODDEU,’THE BATTLE OF THE TREES’ IN THE FOURTEENTH-CENTURY BOOK OF TALIESIN

Once it has been cut down, the pale wood of alder turns deep orange and releases a reddish sap; it can almost appear as if the tree is bleeding. Perhaps it was this phenomenon that earned alder its reputation as the ‘tree of war’, inspiring early warriors to carve it into shields. One example is the Kiltubbrid Shield, an Iron Age relic which was unearthed from a bog in County Leitrim, Ireland, in the nineteenth century.
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ALDER

Catkins and cones



In spite of their love for the qualities of its wood, the Irish considered it unlucky to pass an alder tree on a journey. This may derive from the fact that alder groves were usually dark, boggy places where evil spirits were thought to dwell. Given the widespread distribution of alder, this must have given rise to some lengthy journeys! It was also believed that putting some alder leaves in your shoes at the start of a long walk would cool the feet and prevent soreness.

Is there any more romantic name than Deirdre of the Sorrows? According to an Irish legend, the royal storyteller at the court of King Conchobar mac Nessa had a beautiful daughter named Deirdre. She was destined to marry the king, but she fell in love with Naoise, a handsome warrior. To escape the king’s wrath, Deirdre and Naoise fled across the sea to Scotland where they hid













CRAB APPLE

Malus sylvestris















































ASH

Fraxinus excelsior







































ASPEN

Populus tremula








































BEECH

Fagus sylvatica































BIRCH

Betula spp.































BLACKTHORN

Prunus spinosa
















































BOX

Buxus sempervirens













































ALDER BUCKTHORN

Frangula alnus




















PURGING
BUCKTHORN

Rhamnus cathartica


















WILD CHERRY AND
BIRD CHERRY

Prunus avium and Prunus padus













































HORSE CHESTNUT

Aesculus hippocastanum
































SWEET CHESTNUT

Castanea sativa



























THE ARMADA TREE

COUNTY ANTRIM






DOUGLAS FIR

Pseudotsuga menziesii






















ELDER

Sambucus nigra










































ELM

Ulmus spp.


















































THE DANCING TREE

MORETONHAMPSTEAD







HAWTHORN

Crataegus monogyna










































HAZEL

Corylus avellana



































HOLLY

Ilex aquifolium













































HORNBEAM

Carpinus betulus




























JUNIPER

Juniperus communis






























LARCH

Larix decidua
































LIME

Tilia spp.

















































FIELD MAPLE AND
NORWAY MAPLE

Acer campestre and Acer platanoides

















































BLACK MULBERRY
AND WHITE MULBERRY

Morus nigra and Morus alba
































OAK

Quercus spp.









































THE BIRNAM OAK

DUNKELD







THE PONTFADOG OAK

CHIRK







WILD PEAR

Pyrus pyraster

























SCOTS PINE

Pinus sylvestris



























THE FAIRY TREE

ABERFOYLE






LONDON PLANE

Platanus × hispanica























BLACK POPLAR

Populus nigra ssp. betulifolia




































WHITE POPLAR

Populus alba

















ROWAN

Sorbus aucuparia




































SPRUCE

Picea spp.


















SYCAMORE

Acer pseudoplatanus










































THE CORSTORPHINE SYCAMORE

EDINBURGH







THE TOLPUDDLE MARTYRS’ TREE

DORSET






WALNUT

Juglans regia




























WAYFARING TREE AND GUELDER ROSE

Viburnum lantana and Viburnum opulus























WHITEBEAM

Sorbus aria
















WILD SERVICE TREE

Sorbus torminalis





























WILLOWS, SALLOWS AND OSIERS

Salix spp.


























































YEW

Taxus baccata




















































THE ANKERWYCKE YEW

RUNNYMEDE
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