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For all my Tree Teachers




Introduction



One crisp autumn morning, when I was ten years old, I set off with my father on a walk in the local woods to gather conkers for a 200-year-old ritual. In those days, the childhood pastime of gleefully smashing horse chestnuts against each other marked the highlight of the school year in an age before computer games. As we rummaged through the carpet of fallen leaves in search of the finest and shiniest seeds to take home ready for the upcoming playground competitions, my dad suggested that we keep one to plant in a pot and watch it grow.

In my youthful rashness, I suspected this endeavour to be a slow and unexciting journey – not exactly a great spectator sport – yet I agreed, not fully grasping the significance of the proposal. Little could I have imagined how this small and simple act would lead to a remarkable transformation. Over the years, that little conker sprouted into a young sapling which quickly outgrew its pot and was eventually relocated to the front garden, where it spread its roots and started to reach for the skies.

As I grew older and ventured out into the world, I always enjoyed returning home to witness the tree’s evolution – its branches strengthening, new leaves unfurling and the promise of conkers emerging with each passing season. I felt a deep-rooted connection as we grew together, even in our distance. Three decades later, it still stands there proudly, 20 feet tall, almost uprooting the wall next to which it was buried as a testament to our shared journey and the essence of home.

Trees are part of the family of life on Earth and it is about time they got the recognition they deserve. For me, walks in the woods fuelled an active imagination and a taste for adventure. A childhood spent outdoors inspired a thirst for stories of what lay beyond the fields and hedgerows of our green and pleasant land, and a curiosity about a time long ago, before the plough and tiller set to work. Back to an age when my forefathers lived among the trees, and from where they received their name.

Like many children, I came to understand what a true forest was through popular culture. I have vague recollections of reading The Jungle Book, watching black-and-white Tarzan films, and of course documentaries by Sir David Attenborough about the Amazon rainforest, which filled my head with visions of jaguars, parrots and monkeys. I was lucky to be blessed with a family that, despite living in a decaying city, had a healthy respect for nature. My mother read books to me like The Magic Faraway Tree by Enid Blyton, and my father, an avid nature man, took me to see the great trees of Sherwood Forest.

One clear night, I remember staring up at the sky and him telling me, ‘There are more trees on Earth than there are stars in the Milky Way.’ Three trillion, in fact. It occurred to me then that I should probably take a more active interest in them.

Both my grandfathers also encouraged a fascination with trees. On my father’s side, Levison Wood (the Third) gave me a detailed description of his own adventures fighting the Japanese in the jungles of Burma during the Second World War. He told me about the perils of leeches and tigers, endless rains and gargantuan spiders, and that is before the jungle’s grisly man-made dangers of pits filled with sharpened sticks, exploding booby traps and snipers tied to the canopy.

The jungle was no place for a boy, he told me, unless you had the good fortune, like Mowgli or Tarzan, to be raised by wolves or apes. Given his own teenage experiences among the trees, it is easy to forgive his reservations. Yet, despite his warnings, I kept dreaming of forests and what rewards these fantastical places might be concealing.

My other grandfather, Peter Curzon, claimed tenuous descent from Admiral John Benbow, whose great naval legacy included chopping down many of Britain’s finest oak trees to turn into ships. Grandad Curzon took a different approach towards encouraging an appreciation for the outdoors. Every Saturday he would hide a 20-pence piece in his ‘jungle’ – a small thicket of rhododendron bush in his suburban garden. The jungle, he told me, was full of magic: hidden ruins, secret temples, exotic animals and wild people that carried spears and bows and arrows. Suspicious as I was, given that the jungle was in the middle of Stoke-on-Trent and surrounded by semi-detached houses, I felt it was necessary to be fully prepared.

I packed my little rucksack with all the essentials for such an expedition. It included a hand-drawn map that my grandfather had ‘discovered’ in the attic, an old military compass, a plastic pirate’s cutlass (in case I encountered any fearsome warriors) and some rations in the form of a banana sandwich. And with that, I set off down the garden path with a mission to find the lost treasure. Following each discovery, I became more enraptured with the idea that one day I might set off on a voyage of my own, to a real jungle. Perhaps even the Amazon rainforest itself.
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I finally fulfilled this boyhood dream in 2019. I had spent some time in jungles before, beginning with six weeks sleeping in hammocks and getting bitten by mosquitoes in Belize as part of survival training in the Army. I had walked the length of the Nile and the Himalayas west to east, traversing stretches of tropical rainforest along the way. I had also spent a few weeks in the Congo, exploring the Virunga region with its population of gorillas and forest elephants.

But the Amazon was a different proposition altogether; an area that had haunted my imagination for years. It was the stuff of legends, and I felt a mixture of excitement and trepidation to be finally visiting this iconic landscape. It was a wilderness that had thwarted countless adventurers, inspiring tales of hidden gold and lost cities. As I boarded a fishing boat at the port of Manaus and set sail upstream, I remember being awestruck by a symphony of sounds – the chorus of cicadas and primaeval growls of howler monkeys. I was an interloper in this domain, and felt within me the rainforest’s ancient, inscrutable power.

I have been travelling the world for over 20 years now, mainly on foot. This slow method of travel has allowed me to immerse myself fully in the environments that I am treading through and to get eye-to-eye with the people who live there. My journeys have taught me to stay present in the moment and observe the rhythms of life around me. I have seen with my own eyes the tragic effects of deforestation on communities and cultures. How, in my lifetime, we have witnessed the greatest loss of forests since the last ice age. All because of human impact.

The sad reality is that for many people these days, trees are simply resources – things that hold only monetary value as a potential desk, building material or a piece of charcoal to burn. Often that view is held by those who are desperate due to poverty and need to fell a tree to feed their family. At least that is excusable. But for those who willingly forsake nature, either out of ignorance or greed, there can be less sympathy.

I returned to the Amazon a couple of years later on a very specific quest. My mission took me to the state of Acre, a remote region in Brazil, close to the border of Peru. The journey to get there was intense, including six plane rides from London, the last of which was a small, rickety four-seater. As we flew over the forest, I could not take my eyes off the view below me, a thick carpet of vivid greens. At first the forest seemed endless, but then scars would appear on the landscape, like rips in an ancient tapestry. Deforestation had transformed vast areas into grazing and pastureland, the timber being sold off, and great herds of cattle taking the place of the trees.

Since my first visit in 2019, the Amazon may have lost up to 23.7 million hectares of forest, an area almost as large as the entire United Kingdom. It was a shock to the system, a tug of war between man and nature playing out before my eyes.

I had come to the forest to meet Benki Piyãko, a revered spiritual leader of the indigenous Asháninka people of Apiwtxa. He was a shaman, a medicine man famed for visiting the Dalai Lama and inspiring the tribes to unite against corporate greed. Local villagers, under Benki’s guidance, had planted over 2 million trees and waged a battle to preserve their land and culture. Their way of life is a recipe for environmental protection and unity with nature. I spent ten days living with the Asháninka people, participating in their ceremonies and helping to replant trees.

When I asked Benki what had inspired him to do his work, he looked at me with serious yet sympathetic eyes. ‘It’s simple,’ he shrugged. ‘We are the trees, and they are us. We are not apart from them. We are nature.’

Shortly after I left the Amazon, a combination of devastating droughts, wildfires, and ever-expanding illegal logging resulted in most of Benki’s trees being destroyed. In the face of such destruction, it is hard to be optimistic about the future of forests, and yet there is still hope amid the despair.

Throughout history, indigenous cultures like Benki’s have harboured a deep reverence for the natural world and have passed down wisdom that recognizes the interconnectedness of all life. From cultures that range from the Amazon to the Congo, intimate knowledge of the land and the indigenous people’s harmonious coexistence with nature can provide invaluable lessons for us all. By embracing their wisdom and incorporating it into modern conservation efforts, we can forge a path towards a more sustainable and respectful relationship with the natural world.

Benki’s story and message was a revelation for me. It made me look back on my own life and expeditions differently. Perhaps he was right. Despite all the environmental destruction I had witnessed, the answer was in plain sight and has been told over and over again throughout our human history, but we have not always been listening to it. We are more connected to trees than we could ever have imagined. I vowed to discover more and set out on a mission around the world to answer a critical question: does rekindling our ancient connection with trees hold the key to addressing the global crises we face? And what rewards might await us if we succeed?
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In this book, I would like to take you on a global journey of discovery. To look at the world through the eyes of our arboreal cousin, the humble tree, and to examine the profound significance of forests. In order to explore our human relationship with trees, I have structured this book into three parts: The Tree of Life, Paradise Lost and Return to Eden. The story of forests is the story of humanity, in all its complexities. Of course, the true, detailed story of trees cannot be condensed into a narrative as simple as this. However, I trust this framework will emphasize a crucial point: that being human means being inherently connected to nature.

In our pursuit of progress, we often forget this bond, leading to the destruction of the very ecosystems that sustain us. By reconnecting with trees and rebuilding these ancient partnerships, we can not only find solutions to many of our current problems, but also rediscover a more harmonious and sustainable way of living that enriches our understanding of ourselves and our place in the natural world.

Few entities have played as vital a role in shaping our entire world and the planet’s history as the majestic and enigmatic forests. These sprawling and diverse ecosystems, with their towering trees and intricate web of life, have not only provided us with a home but also influenced the very essence of our existence.

For a very long time, people have looked to trees for knowledge. The origin of the word for Tree in itself is revealing. In Old English it was Treow and before that its Germanic ancestor was Trewa or Drewom.

In Ancient Greek, Tree was Dendron. Go back to prehistory and their Indo-European roots intertwine. For the prehistoric nomads of Western Asia, a tree was Doru, which in itself derived from Deru, meaning to be firm and unwavering, to show commitment or make a promise. Or, in simple terms, to be True. It is no coincidence they sound similar, for the tree is truth.

I am no tree expert. I simply happen to have an appropriate surname and an affinity to the wild. But in the process of researching and writing this book, I have spoken to countless people who are. The word ‘amateur’ is often used critically, to suggest naivety, but the root of the word is Latin for love. If we have no love for nature, it seems unlikely that we will protect it. And without spending time in nature, often and with purpose, it is hard to see how we can nurture that love. But by exploring the interconnectedness of all life, we can uncover the potential for a hopeful future, one where we prioritize the protection of wilderness areas, conserve biodiversity and restore the delicate balance between humanity and nature.

Together, we can ensure the preservation of these vital ecosystems and secure a sustainable legacy for generations to come, and to understand that there is no us and them.

In the words of Benki Piyãko: ‘We are the trees, and they are us.’

Levison Wood

London, 2024




Act One

The Tree of Life

Say the planet is born at midnight and it runs for one day. First there is nothing. Two hours are lost to lava and meteors. Life doesn’t show up until three or four a.m. Even then, it’s just the barest self-copying bits and pieces.

From dawn to late morning – a million million years of branching – nothing more exists than lean and simple cells. Then there is everything. Something wild happens, not long after noon. One kind of simple cell enslaves a couple of others. Nuclei get membranes. Cells evolve organelles. What was once a solo campsite grows into a town.

The day is two-thirds done when animals and plants part ways. And still life is only single cells. Dusk falls before compound life takes hold. Every large living thing is a latecomer, showing up after dark. Nine p.m. brings jellyfish and worms. Later that hour comes the breakout – backbones, cartilage, an explosion of body forms. From one instant to the next, countless new stems and twigs in the spreading crown burst open and run. Plants make it up on land just before ten. Then insects, who instantly take to the air. Moments later, tetrapods crawl up from the tidal muck, carrying around on their skin and in their guts whole worlds of earlier creatures.

By eleven, dinosaurs have shot their bolt, leaving the mammals and birds in charge for an hour. Somewhere in that last sixty minutes, high up in the phylogenetic canopy, life grows aware. Creatures start to speculate. Animals start teaching their children about the past and the future. Animals learn to hold rituals.

Anatomically modern man shows up four seconds before midnight. The first cave paintings appear three seconds later. And in a thousandth of a click of the second hand, life solves the mystery of DNA and starts to map the tree of life itself.

By midnight, most of the globe is converted to grow crops for the care and feeding of one species. And that’s when the tree of life becomes something else again. That’s when the giant trunk starts to teeter.

– Richard Powers, The Overstory




Chapter 1

In the Beginning



The clearest way into the Universe is through a forest wilderness.

– John Muir, John of the Mountains

Once upon a time there was a man named Methuselah. He was said to have lived before the time of the Great Flood that engulfed the Earth some 5,000 years ago. According to the biblical legend, Methuselah, son of Enoch, was a contemporary of the famous Noah, and lived for an extraordinary 969 years.

Modern sceptics regard this unlikely age as a myth, a translation error, or a symbolic number. Whatever the truth of the matter, Methuselah became synonymous with longevity and gave his name to a life form that did emerge almost 5,000 years ago and survived not for a mere 969 years, but longer – to this day.

Hidden among valleys of the Inyo National Forest of California lies a grove of ancient Bristlecone pine trees. After five hours driving north out of Los Angeles by car, I arrived at the end of the road sometime after three in the afternoon. Just as the sun was retreating behind the White Mountains, casting a long shadow across the mysterious valley, we set off on foot. The pines all around us looked ancient, their bows withered, torn and snakelike. I wondered what calamitous phenomena these majestic beings had witnessed over the millennia. Earthquakes, fires and us, humans, with all our hubris and meddling intent. And yet, here they were, standing proud and triumphant – a symbol of defiance and unlikely survival in the old West.

The trail wound east, following the contours of the ridgelines and offering occasional glimpses towards the aptly named Death Valley some 20 miles distant. Death, it seemed, was never far away in this place. Jagged stumps, torn branches and desiccated tinder littered the forest floor. The scree was loose and dry underfoot from lack of rain. I wondered aloud what wild creatures could lurk in such a ruinous place, but my companion Charles assured me that predators did not dwell at this altitude. He had not even bothered bringing the usual bear spray. The only sign of mammal life was a solitary chipmunk scuttling through the scrub.

As we followed the meandering rocky path around an escarpment, excitement and solemnity competed in symbiosis. After coming from the bustle of LA, the silence of the desert was so conspicuous that it seemed almost loud. No cars, nor even birdsong. Only the crunching of stone beneath our pilgrim footsteps. Our venerated destination was no man-made church or brick-built temple, but one of nature’s most sacred offerings. We were in search of a thing so holy that a shaman described it as ‘the antenna of the gods’.

It took just over an hour of hiking to find the spot that we had been somewhat unreliably informed was that of this elusive tree. The US Forest Service has deliberately removed any reference to the location of the actual Methuselah tree in order to protect it from the grasping and damaging hands of tourists. There are a few images online, but most of them are of another, more picturesque pine in a nearby valley, so the vast majority of visitors go home thinking they have found the right tree, but in reality have only met Methuselah’s far younger cousin.

I say far younger, but the reality is that most of these trees predate the walls of Rome or even the gardens of Babylon. And the truth is that there are probably others older than Methuselah hidden away in some ancient grove unrecorded by the pen of man. As we wandered, deliberating which one of these twisted stumps was the object of our search, I began to think that, in reality, it mattered not which pine was the sire of this grove. They were all connected, regardless of which predated the other. Each and every one, like a large tribe, was related. Some were distant relations, others more immediate offspring, some separated by hundreds of years, others by thousands.

Far from the beaten track, on a steep slope shaded by escarpments of red rock, lies a tree so battered by time that it almost looks dead. Almost. This gnarled and twisted tree is very much alive and has been around for 4,800 years. The age of trees can easily be calculated if they grow in an environment where there are distinct seasons. In summer, when there is plenty of sunshine and moisture, they grow quickly and produce large wood cells; in winter, when growth is slow, the cells are smaller and the wood more dense.1

This produces annual rings in the trunk, which is how we know that this tree began its life when mammoths still roamed the Earth, and predates the pyramids of Giza by hundreds of years. It emerged out of the biblical Great Flood, and has outlived the empires of Assyria, Alexander the Great, Rome and Great Britain, to name but a few. This tree has survived every major war in history, and is older than all of our popular religions.

She had been given a man’s name, Methuselah, and yet she was most certainly a Goddess. Cool to touch and yet warm in her embrace. Immovable, unshakeable, resolute. Her gaze across that silent valley belied a timeless consciousness and understanding of the seasons, of the land and the stars that we are only now beginning to comprehend.

As the cool air settled among the pines and the sky reddened to a warm winter glow, we sat among Methuselah’s roots in a symbolic ritual of thanksgiving. This was the mother tree, to which we owed our very existence. She had been giving us the air we breathe for five millennia. Her roots were intertwined in the deep shale, snarled around rocky outcrops and twisted like the embrace of a serpent or the double helix of our own DNA.

I felt thirsty just looking at her shrivelled and barren trunk. She looked so dry. But deep inside and underground, she had been storing moisture for centuries, slowing her growth and shedding her needles so as to avoid any unnecessary effort. She was merely sleeping, waiting – rain, or snow, would come to replenish her soon. She could wait.

Trees live on a timescale unfathomable to us, and yet they live nonetheless. They breathe, they communicate, they listen and they respond in their own way.

The National Park Service would have you believe that the Methuselah tree is the oldest tree on Earth, but truly ancient trees are not limited to Northern California. The Llangernyw Yew, nestled in an old Welsh churchyard, stakes a 5,000-year claim, as does the Fortingall Yew in Scotland. In Japan, the Jōmon Sugi cedar tree is purported to be 7,000 years old, although since it is hollow we will never know.

If we throw tree clones into the conversation – those which are able to self-replicate from their original roots systems – then we can go back even further. Old Tjiko is a spruce in Sweden whose roots are 10,000 years old. The Juropa oak is a clonal colony tree that may be 13,000 years old. But all of these claims pale when compared with the Pando cluster of quaking Aspen in Utah, which, as a system of identical clone trees, stretches back 80,000 years to the beginning of the last ice age.

The ancestors of these trees were some of the first forms of life on Earth, spectators of the changing of climates and the rise and fall of countless species that developed around them. It is difficult to imagine just how short a time our own species has existed on Earth, but it is something that we should attempt to grapple with so that we can understand how small a role we have had in the grand scheme of time.
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Let’s go back to a world without trees. Four billion years ago our planet was exactly that: a dystopian Armageddon – the atmosphere filled with carbon dioxide, with violent storms and volcanic eruptions dominating the landscape; a world utterly different from the one we know today. And yet it was a world waiting to give birth to life, a planet pregnant with potential. Despite this tumultuous backdrop, the miracle of life began to unfurl. The first stirrings of existence emerged from the depths of the ancient oceans, as tiny, single-celled organisms wrestled with the challenges of their environment.

The development of life on Earth has been a remarkable feat, achieved against all odds. The environmental conditions that favoured the emergence of early life forms were a complex interplay of chemistry, geology and cosmic happenstance. Deep beneath the surface of the oceans, hydrothermal vents provided the perfect crucible for the formation of organic molecules. These vents, rich in minerals and driven by geological activity, served as the cauldron where amino acids, the building blocks of life, first came into being.

From this ‘primordial soup’, the first microorganisms arose, simple yet resilient, the pioneers of life on Earth. Over time, utilizing constant energy from the sun, these building blocks allowed proteins to flourish and eventually create microorganisms that multiplied and spread across the globe.

Humans and trees are more closely related than one might think, sharing a common ancestor in the distant past. When eukaryotic cells (organisms whose cells contain a nucleus and organelles) evolved about 2 billion years ago, life on Earth began to diversify. At this point, organisms began to develop different strategies for survival. Over time, one significant evolutionary split occurred, leading to two major branches of multicellular life. One group, the ancestors of modern plants, evolved to harness energy directly from sunlight through the process of photosynthesis, creating their food from light, carbon dioxide and water. These organisms became the green plants we see today, including trees.

The other group, the ancestors of animals, took a different path. Instead of producing their food, they evolved to consume organic matter, either from plants or other organisms. This shift set the stage for the rich diversity of animal life, including humans.

Although this evolutionary split marked a departure from our common ancestry with trees, our genetic code reflects that shared origin. We still share 45 per cent of our genetic material with trees and plants at the molecular level.
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If you were to dive into the warm oceans 520 million years ago, you might encounter all sorts of strange sea life – trilobites and other invertebrates hunting, scavenging and filter feeding. Things on land were a different story, though. For starters, the atmosphere had oxygen levels much lower than today, uninhabitable for humans without assistance. The Earth’s continents were covered in dry, rocky landscapes, and the primary form of life was mere patchy films of microbes spread across the surface and occasional algae near water.

It is fascinating to think that during the early Cambrian period, as it is known, there was no variety of terrestrial life, let alone anything resembling a tree. And yet, despite that miserable scene, this period played a crucial role in the evolution of all multicellular animals that exist on Earth today.

Fossils from the Cambrian period reveal the appearance of the first arthropods, molluscs and early chordates – fish and animals with a backbone. The emergence of hard shells, vertebrae and exoskeletons allowed these creatures to explore new ecological niches and ushered in an arms race of defence and predation.

Around this time a kind of green algae made its way out of the ocean and clung to coastal rocks, making it the first photosynthetic organism to colonize the land. Over the course of many millions of years it slowly spread its slimy tentacles, changing the terrestrial landscape forever. As the continents merged into the supercontinent Gondwana, plant life started evolving, with simple forms like algae and mosses appearing.

Fast forward another 70 million years and the Earth experienced a biological event of unprecedented magnitude. In the geological blink of an eye, life on our planet erupted into a dazzling array of forms, a radiant burst of diversity that has captivated the curiosity of scientists for centuries. ‘The Cambrian Explosion’ was not a single, uniform event, but a series of spurts of diversification occurring over tens of millions of years. It was a time of experimentation, with countless species attempting novel body plans, methods of locomotion and feeding strategies. Many of these experiments did not survive the test of time, but some laid the foundations for entire lineages that persist to this day.

The evolution of plants on land is considered one of the major biological innovations of the period. As plants spread across Earth, they absorbed significant amounts of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. This absorption led to a recycling of carbon dioxide, which in turn resulted in a ‘greenhouse effect’, causing the climate to become more stable for longer periods. Gone were the extreme, uninhabitable conditions and in their place were more amenable fluctuations in temperature with periods of warming and cooling, and while they triggered several mass extinctions, they also enabled new adaptations and life forms to exist.

During the Devonian Period (around 419 to 359 million years ago), plants such as mosses, liverworts, and eventually more complex, early tree-like plants began to thrive on land. This epoch marked a crucial milestone in the colonization of terrestrial environments. These early land plants adapted to survive in harsh conditions and developed vascular tissues that allowed them to transport water and nutrients more efficiently. As a result, plants grew ever larger and more complex, forming dense forests and providing new habitats for a variety of organisms.
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New York is not a place one usually associates with forests, but rewind 386 million years and it was home to one of the world’s oldest known forests. Stretching from Hudson Bay to Pennsylvania, it is one of the few places in the world where fossil records reveal the root systems of individual trees within the ancient soil from a time before the dinosaurs. Like dinosaur footprints, these root structures provide scientists with insights into the behaviour of living organisms – and, in this case, the dynamics of forest ecology.

But New York’s ancient trees have recently been dethroned. I grew up in England as the son of a geology teacher and, as such, my childhood was spent collecting fossils on the beaches of our little island. I was excited, therefore, when, during the process of writing this book in March 2024, I heard the news that Dr Chris Berry, a British palaeobotanist, had announced a remarkable discovery.

After years of digging around the cliff faces of the Bristol Channel, Berry announced that he and his team of researchers from the universities of Cardiff and Cambridge had unearthed what may be the oldest tree fossils on Earth – just a stone’s throw from a Butlin’s holiday resort.

Four million years older than the fossil forest discovered in New York, nestled in sandstone cliffs, these fossils reveal a forest of Calamophyton trees – prototypes of modern trees. Imagine thin, hollow trunks about 2–4 metres tall, and, more bizarrely, their branches covered with hundreds of twig-like structures instead of leaves. They reproduced not by seeds but through spores that would be carried by the wind for miles. These early trees shed twigs and branches onto the forest floor, creating a nutrient-rich habitat for the first land-dwelling invertebrates.

‘When I first saw pictures of the tree trunks,’ said Dr Berry, ‘I immediately knew what they were, based on 30 years of studying this type of tree worldwide. It was amazing to see them so near to home. It is our first opportunity to look directly at the ecology of this earliest type of forest, to interpret the environment in which Calamophyton trees were growing, and to evaluate their impact on the sedimentary system.’2

The region where these fossils were found tells an even broader story. During the Devonian Period, what is now southern England was part of a landmass connected to present-day Belgium and Germany, where similar Devonian fossils have been unearthed. This hints at the widespread extent of these early forests and their impact on shaping the planet’s surface.

‘The Devonian fundamentally changed life on Earth,’ said Berry’s co-author, Professor Neil Davies from Cambridge’s Department of Earth Sciences. ‘There wasn’t any undergrowth to speak of and grass hadn’t yet appeared, but there were lots of twigs which dropped and had a big impact on the landscape.’3

Rivers, which had once flowed freely over barren plains, began depositing sediment that trees like Calamophyton stabilised with their primitive root systems. It was the first time that such tightly packed plants had grown on dry land and their continual disposal of litter shaped the way in which English rivers flowed.4 ‘It changed how water and land interacted with each other,’ said Professor Davies. ‘The evidence contained in these fossils preserves a key stage in Earth’s development, when rivers started to operate in a fundamentally different way than they had before, becoming the great erosive force they are today.’5 Earth had reached a pivotal moment in which its entire surface would be changed – all because of fallen twigs.
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By the late Devonian Period, forests had become lush and diverse as new types of trees evolved. The spread of vegetation helped to stabilize the soil, reduce erosion and create a more hospitable environment for other forms of life. Their ability to absorb carbon dioxide and create stable environments has had profound effects on the evolution of life on our planet. As plants continued to evolve and diversify, they interacted with insects and other animals, fostering complex ecological relationships.

The rise of trees and other plants was crucial in shaping the ecosystems of the time, influencing climate, and enabling the evolution of diverse life forms. So that by the time we reached the Carboniferous Period (around 359 to 299 million years ago), the humid climate with its vast swamp forests gave rise to ferns, conifers and a smorgasbord of other plants and trees.

Compared to the cacophonous noise of a modern rainforest, or even British woodlands, these ancient Devonian and Carboniferous forests would have been eerily silent. No herbivores yet existed that could eat the new plants, leaving them largely unmolested to grow in peace.6 Nevertheless, the falling detritus created a planet covered in soil, which now provided a warm, moist home for a variety of millipedes and an array of insects. It was from these early bugs that vast dragonflies, some two feet long, and giant spiders emerged.

Following them came huge amphibians to eat the insects, and then reptiles – the forerunners of dinosaurs. At this point, as the Carboniferous gave way to the Permian, the Synapsids also emerged, introducing to the world a very strange creature, half-lizard and half-mammal; an evolutionary experiment that 250 million years later led to the primates that gave birth to you and me.

And all of that because of trees like the ancient Calamophyton.

The great green giants had arrived. Life on Earth – as we know it – was born from the conditions that these amazing organisms created. From the moment we split in the evolutionary tree, they have been fostering our environment for shared benefit and continued survival. We owe them everything and it is time we started to treat them with the respect they deserve – as living, breathing entities.




Chapter 2

Treespiracy


It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.

– attributed to Charles Darwin

‘The trees are alive!’ scream the hobbits, as the giants emerge from their slumber to join the fight against the forces of evil. They are led by Treebeard, oldest of the Ents – ancient, mythical beings who dwell in Fangorn Forest. In Tolkien’s fantasy it is the Ents, wise and deliberate, who are the guardians of the forest and the shepherds of the trees.

Back when the Oxford don published The Lord of The Rings in 1954, little was known about how trees communicate with each other. It was not until several decades later, in the late 20th and early 21st century, that researchers began to uncover the complex ways in which trees and plants ‘talk’ and how this might demonstrate a sort of intelligence.

Now, modern science is revealing that Tolkien was remarkably accurate with his description of Ents and their language; that their communication is incredibly slow by human standards. In the world of trees, everything is in slow motion. Their long lives give them a different timeline to us. While we measure our lives in decades, trees measure theirs in centuries and sometimes millennia.

Over a hundred years ago, the renowned biologist Charles Darwin proposed the intriguing idea that plants possess a brain-like structure in their root tips. It was a heretical suggestion, like so much of his work, and even though he was somewhat off the mark with this one, modern research does indeed show that while plants do not have brains, the way they act communally suggests a form of intelligence.

We already know that plants turn their leaves towards the light, which in itself is an ability to sense, but more and more scientists are in agreement that plants have other senses too and can not only detect sunlight and temperature, but also sniff out chemicals, feel vibrations and even register music. What’s more, they even appear to be able to communicate with each other.

Scientists are beginning to understand that plants are much more ‘intelligent’ than we have ever given them credit. In our short stint on planet Earth, self-absorbed humans have often regarded plants and trees as merely a staging post for our theatrics; a backdrop to the fast-paced dramas, relationships, tragedies and triumphs of our own existence. In the short time we have been here, we have waged wars over vast lands, altered the entire climate system, built empires and cities. In ‘developed’ societies, we are so obsessed with our own intelligence and innovation that we have often forgotten the knowledge and teachings from the trees that have lived on this Earth for so long before us.

While many people are fascinated with the sci-fi notion that we might one day meet and communicate with aliens from far-away planets, it is only recently that we have remembered that it might be worth talking to the giants that live on our own planet. It has not always been this way; early societies respected nature, and indigenous communities around the world still heed its wisdom.

Indigenous peoples have traditionally observed and interpreted natural signals, known as bioindicators, to guide their activity and survival. This knowledge has been passed down through generations and remains relevant today.

My journey had taken me deep into the Arctic Circle, to Northern Finland. I had come here to learn from the Sami, an indigenous people whose lives are intertwined with this frozen wilderness. In these remote regions, spanning across northern Norway, Sweden, Finland, and the Kola Peninsula in Russia, the Sami have thrived for centuries, guided by a profound understanding of the natural world. I trekked across the crisp, white plains with my Sami guide, Maria. I marvelled at her ability to read the landscape like a map. She explained that the Sami have long relied on these natural signals to guide their activities and ensure their survival in these harsh conditions.

As we paused near a small grove of birch trees, Maria gently touched one of the trees and pointed to the ground. ‘The birch trees tell us a lot about what’s coming,’ she said, her breath forming wispy clouds in the cold air. I watched as she examined the fallen leaves. ‘If they drop early, we know a harsh winter is ahead.’

Reindeer herding, a cornerstone of Sami culture, relies heavily on understanding the subtle changes in snow and ice conditions. Maria showed me how the reindeer’s behaviour can predict weather patterns and seasonal changes. Studies have also shown that the Sami’s knowledge of their local conditions, gleaned from generations of observation, often aligns with modern meteorological data. Their deep, intuitive connection to the world around them gives the Sami people a unique ability to read nature’s signals, an invaluable skill in a world that often forgets to listen. ‘Nature is so knowledgeable, we don’t need technology to learn from it,’ Maria told me. ‘Nature is intelligence.’

Our modern societies are un-superstitious and grounded in science, but if we are willing to think beyond this, towards alternative non-materialistic avenues of perception, we might just discover the true consciousness of nature. Ecologist and philosopher David Abram describes it as nothing less than ‘magic’. He writes:

In its perhaps most primordial sense, it is the experience of existing in a world made up of multiple intelligences, the intuition that every form one perceives – from the swallow swooping overhead to the fly on a blade of grass, and indeed the blade of grass itself – is an experiencing form, an entity with its own predilections and sensations, albeit sensations that are very different from our own …1

Abram’s perspective comes from visiting native cultures around the world to learn from their understanding of mankind’s connection with nature and combining this with scientific knowledge and a philosophical approach to humans and nature interacting. In his book The Spell of the Sensuous, Abram discusses the idea that the natural world, including trees, has its own forms of sentience and subjectivity. He believes that the environment communicates with us in various ways.

While still a subject of much debate, there have been a lot of studies suggesting that plants might be able to make sentient, intellectual decisions. Proponents of plant neurobiology suggest that rather than simply being hardwired to respond to certain external stimuli in predetermined ways, plants may exhibit more complex and purposeful behaviour.

Researchers at the University of Murcia placed potted French bean plants in cylindrical booths, with some plants placed alone and others with a cane planted 30 centimetres away. They found that the shoots of the bean plants grew along more predictable paths in the presence of the canes, as though they had an awareness of their presence nearby.2

‘It is one thing to react to a stimulus, such as light, it is another thing to perceive an object,’ said one of the researchers. ‘If the movement of plants is controlled and affected by objects in their vicinity, then we are talking about more complex behaviours, not reactions, and we should be able to identify similar cognitive signatures to those we observe in humans and some animals.’

Consciousness extends beyond the human experience. It is an intricate mental state, encompassing awareness, perception, and subjective experiences. In the world of animals and other non-human life forms, consciousness is shown by their ability to see, hear, feel and interact with what

























































ops/images/9781856755641.jpg
HOW FORESTS HAVE
SHAPED OUR WORLD

A
O
O
=
Z
O
2
>
53
—






ops/images/title.jpg
The Great Tree Story

How Forests Have Shaped
Our World

Levison Wood

Gai





ops/images/orn.jpg





