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Dedication
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Introduction



For more than three hundred million years, trees have graced the earth’s surface. Extending their roots into the soil and firmly establishing a hold on this orbiting sphere, they rise with woody trunks toward the heavens. They reach their branches up toward the light and sprout all manner of leaves, blossoming flowers, ripening fruit, and needles in every shade of the rainbow. They support a dynamic and diverse range of fauna and are the foundation of vibrant ecosystems, silently adapting to their environment and thriving in synchronicity with the earth’s many cycles.

Since the dawn of humanity, people have had an intimate relationship with trees. We’ve used them for practical purposes, seeking shade and shelter under lush canopies of leaves, utilizing the wood for all manner of products—tools, fuel for firewood, and construction materials for ships, furniture, musical instruments, and more—and consuming their fruits, sap, resin, and nuts. We’ve also honored and revered trees as links between heaven and earth, viewing them as homes for deities and symbolic representations of sacred beings. Trees have inspired art, music, and poetry and are an integral part of the human experience and landscape.

It’s easy to drive through a neighborhood street or walk through a city park and just accept that trees are there, silent sentinels watching over human activity below. But we would be remiss to forget the vital role trees play in the earth’s ecosystem and the long-held cultural beliefs and rituals involving trees that have existed throughout the ages. As humanity is rediscovering the magic of forested lands, the wisdom of trees, and the eternal lessons inherent in nature, an illuminated ancient awakening reminds us that we evolved and exist as part of a complex global ecosystem that has endured in a delicate dance of balance for millennia.

While many indigenous cultures have long understood the value of living harmoniously with forested areas, more recent efforts to combat deforestation, overfarming, and the dangers of unchecked fires are developing in a concerted effort to preserve and protect the world’s trees. As more and more science emerges about the innumerable benefits trees and forested areas provide, it is more important than ever to contemplate how humanity can take efforts to exist in a thoughtful way with respect and regard for the incredibly complex plant and animal life that surrounds us.

Experiencing the seasons through trees is a lesson in life—witnessing the first delicate buds of spring that burst forth and bloom fully in a vibrant spectacle is a visual allegory for the fullness of life. The waning and spectacular process of leaves turning color and dropping to become nutrient-rich fertilizer for the next cycle is a reminder that every new beginning comes from another beginning’s end. The many cultural celebrations that embrace the symbolism of trees are a testimony to the enduring spirit of hope and promise of renewal that exists across lands and traditions.

In the Company of Trees explores humanity’s appreciation for and knowledge of trees throughout the ages. From practical uses to symbolic rituals around the globe, trees are a source of wisdom and mystery and a life-giving resource to cherish. From deserts to rainforests, vast coniferous forests and lone arboreal landmarks, trees are our companions, partners, and quiet teachers in this terrestrial existence. Come for a walk in the woods and explore trees and sacred groves around the world, on every continent, and as part of cultures across the globe. The forest awaits.
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“Trees are as close to immortality as the rest of us ever come.”

—Karen Joy Fowler, American author
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    Wollemi Pine: A Living Fossil

    

In 1994, while walking with friends deep in a rugged, undisturbed forest in Australia’s Blue Mountains west of Sydney, National Parks and Wildlife Service officer David Noble came across an unusual pine branch. Taken with its unique appearance, which featured concave bowing branches and bark that resembled bubbling chocolate, Noble brought the branch home to assess its identity. A team of botanists studying the plant sample quickly realized they had one of the most significant historical botanical discoveries on their hands when they confirmed that the branch was a living fossil of the Wollemi pine, believed to have been extinct for more than two million years. With fossil records dating to the time of the dinosaurs, the wild Wollemi pines are one of the oldest and rarest tree species in the world. Named for Wollemi National Park where they were first discovered, the pines’ namesake comes from an Aboriginal word meaning “look around you, keep your eyes open, and watch out.” The Wollemi pines exist in small groves in the Blue Mountains, which are kept hidden from the public to preserve the fragile survival of this ancient species. Barely more than one hundred of the species are living today, many of which have survived for more than a thousand years. In an effort to cultivate the critically endangered species, today Wollemi pines are sold worldwide for in-home or garden use with the hope that the trees will continue to thrive and exist as more than just fossils for years to come.
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Inhale, Exhale



Since the beginning of time, trees have created clean, fresh air through a miraculous biological process called photosynthesis. During this process, trees use the power of the sun to absorb carbon dioxide (CO2) through tiny openings on their leaves called stomata, and they turn water consumed through their roots into chemical compounds like sugars that are used to support the tree’s growth. As part of this conversion, which is crucial for sustaining life on Earth, oxygen is released by the leaves back out into the surrounding world. When trees mature to a decade old, they are capable of absorbing forty-eight pounds of CO2 each year, and one large tree can provide a day’s worth of oxygen for up to four people.
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Arboreal Water Authority



A stream meandering through a grove of trees is more than just a pretty sight. While the nearby trees may appear to be passive bystanders to the aquatic life below, they are in fact active participants in fostering vibrant aquatic health and helping establish a vital source of drinking water. A forest watershed is a critical ecosystem that exists in a harmonious balance to support clean water. Trees help remove excess nutrients and pollutants from water and mitigate sediment runoff, and they provide a shady canopy that ensures a temperate water climate. Falling leaves and other arboreal detritus also provide a source of nutrient-rich matter for fish and other aquatic wildlife. Preserving a forested watershed near an urban center can support a clean source of drinking water for millions of people.
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The Celebration of Tu Bishvat



Long before our modern Arbor Day tree celebration, ancient Israelites honored humanity’s relationship with nature through a tradition known as Tu Bishvat. Falling on the fifteenth day of the Jewish month of Shevat, which usually occurs in mid-January through mid-February, the holiday began as a way to keep track of fruit offerings. First mentioned in the Mishnah, or Jewish law, which dates back to 200 C.E., Tu Bishvat was established to help rabbis monitor crop years and account for timely tithing of fruits that were given as offerings at the Temple in Jerusalem. Marking the beginning of Israel’s spring season, when trees are awakening from their winter slumber and beginning to bud, the holiday has evolved into a celebration of gratitude for nature and its cycles of renewal and rebirth. Practitioners of Judaism celebrate the holiday with a traditional Tu Bishvat seder meal featuring native fruits. The celebration is a reminder to honor God’s gift of the environment and to remember humanity’s responsibility to be stewards of creation and obligation to share the earth’s gifts and resources with each other.

“What a noble gift to man are the Forests! What a debt of gratitude and admiration we owe to their beauty and their utility! How pleasantly the shadows of the wood fall upon our heads when we turn from the glitter and turmoil of the world of man!”

—Susan Fenimore Cooper, American author and naturalist
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An Ancient “Tree” Alphabet



With origins dating to the third century C.E., the Ogham alphabet is an ancient Celtic form of writing in which letters are assigned a tree or plant name. Eight of the original letters of the Ogham alphabet were assigned to trees—birch, alder, willow, oak, hazel, pine, ash, and yew. Building on the tree names, scholars in the Middle Ages assigned other trees to the remaining letters, thereby creating a “tree alphabet.” Each letter is represented by a mark along a central line, like branches extending from a tree trunk, and the words are read from right to left and from bottom to the top, like a tree reaching for the sky. Inscriptions are found across Ireland and western Britain, mostly along the edges of large stone slabs that may have indicated property markings or ownership.
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Ireland’s Fairy Tree



Native to Ireland, the hawthorn tree has a rich tradition and place in Irish folklore and is commonly known as the home of or gateway to the fairy world. Long used as a hedging plant, the hawthorn served as an ideal barrier for farmers thanks to its gnarled, thorny branches. Each spring, the tree unfurls blooms full of small white flowers that fill the air with a trademark scent, harkening the start of summer. As summer progresses, the tree bears fleshy fruits known as haws that are popular among birds and have long been made into jams, jellies, wines, and liquors. Because of the tree’s place in Irish fairy legend, it is local custom to not disturb the hawthorn. Often farmers would roll boulders up against the tree trunk to protect it, leaving lone hawthorn trees standing solitary in fields or pastures. Even as recently as 1999, when a major roadway was being constructed from Limerick to Galway, construction was halted and ultimately rerouted so as not to disturb a legendary hawthorn tree. The tree is also known as a symbol of death—perhaps because of the scent of its flowers, which resembles that of decaying corpses. Some believe the crown of thorns used at Jesus’ crucifixion was made of hawthorn branches, and tradition holds it to be bad luck to bring any branches or flowers of a hawthorn tree indoors.
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The Dark Hedges



In the late 1700s, James Stuart, a relative of King James I of England and VI of Scotland, built Gracehill House in Northern Ireland, naming it for his wife, Grace Lynd. He also planted more than 150 beech trees along the road leading to the Georgian estate. As the trees matured, their branches entangled and intertwined, creating a visually spectacular tunnel known as the Dark Hedges. Legend has it that a ghost known as the Grey Lady haunts the Bregagh Road under the trees, vanishing when she passes the last tree. The ancient trees—many more than three hundred years old—gained recent fame after being featured as the Kingsroad in the television series Game of Thrones.

“How right it is to love flowers and the greenery of pines and ivy and hawthorn hedges; they have been with us from the very beginning.”

—Vincent van Gogh, artist
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St. Cynog’s church, Wales


The Immortal Yew Trees



Among the most ancient native trees found in Ireland and England, yew trees have a life span of millennia. Considered magical in ancient times, the tree releases a gas on hot days known as taxine that has been known to cause hallucinations. An evergreen tree with poisonous leaves and small, plump red berries, the tree was often regarded as a symbol for eternal life and for the cycle of death and rebirth by druids and was later incorporated by Christians as symbolic of Christ’s resurrection. The tree’s branches grow down into the ground, forming new stems that then grow up and around the older tree as a separate but connected entity. Thought of as “immortal” thanks to their ability to regenerate after periods of decay, the yew grows most often in old forests and is frequently found in churchyards. An ancient yew, more than five thousand years old, that grows in the yard of St. Cynog’s church in Wales is believed to be Britain’s oldest tree.
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Divining the Rings



Just as a stone tossed into still water creates ripples that flow outward, concentric tree rings develop from a central point, holding untold secrets about what that plant has experienced over its lifetime. During each season of growth, a new ring is formed in a tree’s woody trunk. The rings vary in thickness and opaqueness, all revealing information about the growth year in terms of weather patterns and environmental conditions. Dendrochronologists, scientists who cull tree data using clues from the tree’s rings, use radiocarbon dating to measure amounts of carbon stored in tree samples, revealing the age of organic material within the tree. Dendrochronology can be used to piece together information about groups of trees, when wood originated in an area, and when human activity emerged in conjunction with the trees’ growth.

“You will find something far greater in woods than you will find in books. Stones and trees will teach you that which you will never learn from masters.”

—St. Bernard of Clairvaux, French abbot
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