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To my brother Douglas Preston

Remember that tree we used to climb when we were boys?





Those who dwell among the beauties and mysteries of the earth

are never alone or weary of life.

RACHEL CARSON
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is narrative nonfiction. The characters are real and the events are factual, told to the best of my understanding. Passages in which I narrate a person’s thoughts and feelings and present dialogue have been built from interviews with the subjects and witnesses, and have been fact-checked. So many incredible things happen in our world that are never noticed, so many stories never get told. My goal is to reveal people and realms that nobody had ever imagined.

RICHARD PRESTON, 2007

MAPS AND ILLUSTRATIONS

BY

ANDREW JOSLIN


OF BOTANISTS AND TREES

Botanists have a tradition of never revealing the exact location of a rare plant. Contact between humans and rare plants is generally risky for the plants. Many of the giant trees I describe in this book, as well as the groves they inhabit, have only recently been discovered, and in some cases have been seen by fewer than a dozen people, including myself. To honor the tradition of botany, I won’t reveal the exact locations of giant trees or groves if these locations have not been previously published. If a tree’s location has been published, or if the tree is no longer alive, then I will give its location.
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VERTICAL

EDEN

NAMELESS

ONE DAY IN THE MIDDLE OF OCTOBER 1987, A Baby-Blue Honda Civic with Alaska license plates, a battered relic of the seventies, sped along the Oregon Coast Highway, moving south on the headlands. Below the road, surf broke around sea stacks, filling the air with haze. The car turned in to a deserted parking lot near a beach and stopped.

A solid-looking young man got out from the driver’s side. He had brown hair that was going prematurely gray, and he wore gold-rimmed spectacles, which gave him an intellectual look. His name was Marwood Harris, and he was a senior at Reed College, in Portland, majoring in English and history. He walked off to the side of the parking lot and unzipped his fly. There was a splashing sound.

Meanwhile, a thin, tall young man emerged from the passenger side of the car. He had a bony face, brown eyes, and a mop of sunstreaked brown hair, and he wore a pair of bird-watching binoculars around his neck. Scott Sillett was a junior at the University of Arizona, twenty-one years old, visiting Oregon during fall break. He took up his binoculars and began to study a flock of shorebirds running along the surf.

The interior of the Honda Civic was made of blue vinyl, and the back seat was piled with camping gear that pressed up against the windows. The pile of stuff moved and a leg emerged, followed by a curse, and a third young man struggled out and stood up. “Mardiddy, this car of yours is going to be the death of us all,” he said to Marwood Harris. He was Stephen C. Sillett, the younger brother of Scott Sillett. Steve Sillett was nineteen and a junior at Reed College, majoring in biology. He was shorter and more muscular than his older brother. Steve Sillett had feathery light-brown hair, which hung out from under a sky-blue bandanna that he wore tied around his head like a cap. He had flaring shoulders, and his eyes were dark brown and watchful, and were set deep in a square face. The Sillett brothers stood shoulder to shoulder, looking at the birds. Their bodies were outlined against decks of autumn rollers coming in, giving off a continual roar. Scott handed the binoculars to his younger brother, and their hands touched for an instant. The Sillett brothers’ hands had the same appearance—fine and sensitive-looking, with deft movements.

Scott turned to Marwood: “Marty, I think your car should be called the Blue Vinyl Crypt. That’s what it will turn into if we fall off a cliff or get swiped by a logging truck.”

“Dude, you’re going to get us into a crash that will be biblical in its horror,” Steve said to Marwood. “You need to let Scott drive.” (Steve didn’t know how to drive a car.)

Marwood didn’t want Scott’s help with the driving. “It’s a very idiosyncratic car,” he explained to the Sillett brothers. In theory, he fixed his car himself. In practice, he worried about it. Lately Marwood had noticed that the engine had begun to give off a clattering sound, like a sewing machine. He had also become aware of an ominous smell coming from under the hood, something that resembled the smell of an empty iron skillet left forgotten on a hot stove. As Marwood contemplated these phenomena and pondered their significance, he wondered if his car needed an oil change. He was fairly sure that the oil had been changed about two years ago, in Alaska, around the time the license plates had expired. The car had been driven twenty thousand miles since then, unregistered, uninsured, and unmaintained, strictly off the legal and mechanical grids. “I’m worried you’ll screw it up,” he said to Scott.

Steve handed the binoculars to his older brother and climbed into the back of the Blue Vinyl Crypt. “Dudes, let’s go,” he said. “We need to see some tall redwoods.”

They planned to go backpacking in one of the small California state parks that contain patches of ancient coast redwood forest. None of the young men had ever seen a redwood forest. Steve seemed keyed up.

THE COAST REDWOOD TREE IS AN EVERGREEN CONIFER AND A MEMBER of the cypress family. Its scientific name is Sequoia sempervirens. It is sometimes called the California redwood, but most often it is simply referred to as the redwood. No one knows exactly when or where the redwood entered the history of life on earth, though it is an ancient kind of tree, and has come down to our world as an inheritance out of deep time. A redwood has furrowed, fibrous bark, and a tall, straight trunk. It has soft, flat needles that become short and spiky near the top of the tree. The tree produces seeds but does not bear flowers. The seeds of a redwood are released from cones that are about the size of olives. The heartwood of the tree is a dark, shimmery red in color, like old claret. The wood has a lemony scent, and is extremely resistant to rot.

Redwoods grow in valleys and on mountains along the coast of California, mostly within ten miles of the sea. They reach enormous sizes in the mild, rainy climate of the northern stretches of the coast. Parts of the North Coast of California are covered with temperate rain forest. A rain forest is usually considered to be a forest that gets at least eighty inches of rain a year, and parts of the North Coast get more than that. A temperate rain forest has a cool, moist, even climate, not too hot or cold. Redwoods flourish in fog, but they don’t like salt air. They tend to appear in valleys that are just out of sight of the sea. In their relationship with the sea, redwoods are like cats that long to be stroked but are shy to the touch. The natural range of the coast redwoods begins at a creek in Big Sur that flows down a mountain called Mount Mars. From there, the redwoods run up the California coast in a broken ribbon, continuing to just inside Oregon. Fourteen miles up the Oregon coast, in the valley of the Chetco River, the redwoods stop.

The coast redwood is the tallest species of tree on earth. The tallest redwoods today are between 350 and close to 380 feet in height—thirty-five to thirty-eight stories tall. The crown of a tree is its radiant array of limbs and branches, covered with leaves. The crown of a supertall redwood has a towering, cloudy form, and the crowns of the tallest redwoods can sometimes look like the plume of exhaust from a rocket taking off.

Botanists make a distinction between the height of a tree and its overall size, which is measured by the amount of wood the tree has in its trunks and limbs. The largest redwoods, which are called redwood giants or redwood titans, are usually not the very tallest ones. In this way, they are rather like people. A football player is often bigger than a basketball player—more massive, that is. The basketball player is taller and more slender. So it is with redwoods. The tallest redwoods are often slender, and so they aren’t the largest ones. Even so, the most massive redwoods (the redwood titans) are among the world’s tallest trees anyway, and are more than thirty stories tall. Today, almost no trees of any species, anywhere, reach more than three hundred feet tall, except for redwoods. The main trunk of a redwood titan can be as much as thirty feet in diameter near its base.

Many people who are familiar with coast redwoods have seen them in the Muir Woods National Monument, in Marin County, just north of the Golden Gate Bridge. Muir Woods, which is visited by nearly a million people every year, is a tiny patch of virgin, primeval redwood forest, and it is like a small window that reveals a glimpse of the way much of Northern California looked in prehistoric times. Though the redwoods in Muir Woods are hauntingly beautiful trees, they are relatively small and are not very tall, at least for redwoods. The redwoods you can see in Muir Woods are nothing like the redwood titans that stand in the rain-forest valleys of the North Coast, closer to Oregon. These are the dreadnoughts of trees, the blue whales of the plant kingdom.

Nobody knows the ages of any of the living giant coast redwoods, because nobody has ever drilled into one of them in order to count its annual growth rings. Drilling into an old redwood would not reveal its age, anyway, because the oldest redwoods seem to be hollow; they don’t have growth rings left in their centers to be counted. Botanists suspect that the oldest living redwoods may be somewhere between two thousand and three thousand years old—they seem to be roughly the age of the Parthenon.

THE ROAD BECAME THE CALIFORNIA COAST HIGHWAY, AND THE SILLETT brothers and Marwood Harris drove past Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park, in Del Norte County. They didn’t stop to look at the redwoods there. They went through Crescent City, a tired-looking town. They passed a Carl’s Jr. fast-food restaurant, and a lumber mill, and bars and taverns, dark in daylight, where you could get a beer for a dollar and maybe get a fractured skull for nothing.

The redwood forests around Crescent City had been logged. The road went past stretches of open land covered with bare stumps, and past seas of young redwood trees growing on timber-company land, which looked like plantations of fuzzy Christmas trees. Here and there on the ridges were a few last stands of virgin, ancient redwoods, looming above everything else. They looked like Mohawk haircuts.

The road entered Del Norte Coast Redwoods State Park, and the highway was suddenly lined with extremely tall redwoods. Steve Sillett began thrashing around in the back of the Crypt. “Stop the car! I’m getting out.”

Marwood pulled off to the side of the road. Steve squeezed out of the back seat and took off, running into the forest. Scott and Marwood waited in the car.

“What’s he doing?”

“He’s looking at the trees.”

“Oh, God.”

They rolled down the windows. “Steve! We’re not there yet! Get back in the fricking car!”

TWENTY MILES FARTHER DOWN THE ROAD, THEY CAME TO PRAIRIE Creek Redwoods State Park. The park occupies a sliver of wrinkled terrain, eight miles long and four miles wide, lying along the Pacific Ocean on the northern edge of Humboldt County. The North Coast along those parts is covered with rain forests, and the forests are often hidden in clouds and fog. The beaches along the North Coast are made of gray sand, gnawed by waves the color of steel. The beaches rise into bluffs, which become the California Coast Ranges, a maze of ridges and steep, narrow valleys, clad with deep temperate rain forest. The forest is dominated by coast redwoods.

As they entered the park, Steve was hunched over, staring at a map. Marwood slowed to a crawl. Trucks whipped past them. Steve ordered Marwood to stop, and he pulled off the highway and rammed the Blue Vinyl Crypt into the underbrush, to get it out of sight. They were planning to camp in some wild spot among the redwoods, but it is illegal to camp in the redwood parks except in a few public campgrounds, and they didn’t want the rangers to notice their car.

They put on their backpacks and hurried along a trail that went westward, climbing toward a ridge and the ocean, passing through a redwood forest. The trees had stony-gray bark. They looked like the columns of a ruined temple. The ground was made up of rotting redwood needles, and it was covered with sword ferns—tall, stiff ferns—growing chest high. Everywhere there were spatters of redwood sorrel—small, emerald-green plants with heart-shaped leaves.

The trail came to the crest of a ridge and dropped down into a valley that opened toward the ocean. As they went over the ridge, the sound of trucks on the highway faded away. A hush came over the world, and it grew dark. There was no sunlight at the bottom of the redwood forest, only a dim, gray-green glow, like the light at the bottom of the sea. The air grew sweet, and carried a tang of lemons. They became aware of a vast forest canopy spreading over their heads.

STEVE SILLETT MOVED OUT AHEAD ALONG THE TRAIL, AND MARWOOD Harris followed close behind him. Scott Sillett lingered, holding his binoculars in his hands and looking and listening for birds. It was so quiet in the redwood forest that he could hear the sound of his breathing. The trunks of the redwoods were grooved pedestals extending upward into hidden structures. He imagined that they were silent ruined towers of Middle-earth. Birds were moving in the canopy, but the birds were few and were quiet, for they don’t sing in the autumn. He was hoping to see a varied thrush.

“Scott, we need to keep moving.” Steve was standing up ahead, tapping his foot restlessly.

Scott watched his younger brother disappear down the trail. He thought that there was something fragile about Steve. Steve was a restless person, driven, passionate, intense, and he always seemed to be running out of time. He concealed his insecurity and sensitivity in a shell of prickliness and a weird sense of humor. Steve had a gloomy streak, and a tendency to be moody, to become angry and depressed, as if he had a hidden wound that oozed and could never heal. He also had an impulsive, generous nature, and his kindheartedness could get him into trouble.

The Sillett brothers had grown up sharing a bunk bed in a little bedroom in a duplex house with a neat yard in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Scott had claimed the top bunk, because he was older, and Steve had slept in the bottom. As children, they had invented a private language, which no one else could understand, and they still sometimes spoke it with each other. It sounded like some kind of bizarre German. Their father, Terence B. Sillett, had majored in mathematics in college but had been unemployed for a number of years. Before he stopped working, he had been a salesman. He had sold insurance, real estate, and auto parts, and he had also worked as a chimneysweep, but he had developed spiritual longings. Eventually, he grew a beard and began meditating and spending a lot of time reading books on reincarnation and Hinduism and esoteric forms of Christianity. “I wanted to understand what the being called Christ was,” Terence Sillett explained to me once.

The boys’ mother, Julianna Sillett, discussed matters with Terence, and they decided to switch roles. She became the full-time money-earner in the family. She was a registered nurse, and she got a job working in the labor-and-delivery room at a hospital in Harrisburg. Terence stayed at home during the day and took care of the boys and their sister, Liana, the youngest of the Sillett children. He did the grocery shopping, cooked meals for the children, made their school lunches, supervised their homework, and he tucked them into bed when their mother was working the night shift at the hospital. Alcohol became a steady companion of Terence Sillett.

In their little bedroom, the Sillett brothers found openings into other worlds. They became deeply involved with the books of J.R.R. Tolkien, especially The Silmarillion and Tolkien’s Unfinished Tales, and with The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, a series of fantasy novels by Stephen R. Donaldson. They spent days and weeks on end playing Dungeons & Dragons in their bedroom, sometimes staying up until one o’clock in the morning with the game. Terence would go upstairs to tell them to get to bed, and he would find his sons lying on the floor with a twenty-sided die between them, lost in a quest. The brothers’ fantasy games involved friends of theirs, too. Scott’s character was assassinated through treachery—some of his friends conspired to kill him—and after that Scott was reborn as a Dungeon Master.

For a while, Julianna didn’t focus on the fact that Terence was drinking all the time. She had seen alcoholism in patients at the hospital, and she was shocked that she had been unable to recognize it in her husband. She told him that she would end their marriage if he didn’t get himself into a hospital. He checked into the rehab unit of the Caron Foundation in Pennsylvania, and he stopped drinking. Back home, he continued his meditation and his spiritual researches. Steve broke off his relationship with his father for a time, and Scott’s relationship with him was awkward and painful. Terence Sillett ended up becoming an addictions counselor with a private practice.

The Sillett family never had much money. When they went on vacation they camped out, or they visited Terence’s parents, Charles and Helen Poe Sillett, who had a cabin in the mountains near Gettysburg. The boys’ grandmother was known in the family as Poe. When Steve was eight and Scott was ten, Poe began taking them on bird-watching hikes in the forest around her cabin. Poe was a gruff, big-boned woman with flaming auburn hair and a scar across her face. She chain-smoked menthol cigarettes and was crusty and inscrutable. Squinting up into a tree through binoculars, she taught the boys how to identify birds. Poe couldn’t always see them very well, but she could hear them perfectly, and she could tell their species by listening to their songs. She explained to the boys that a hermit thrush has a very different song from a wood thrush, and she taught them how to tell warblers apart by differences in their plumage. The song of the hermit thrush particularly moved Poe, and Steve noticed tears in her eyes as she listened to it, with a Salem stuck to her lip. Scott and Steve became birders as children, and they built up large life lists of birds they had seen. Poe had a passion for botany, too. She often used the scientific names of plants when she talked with the boys. To Poe, the buttercup was Ranunculus. Poe was not particularly fond of Homo sapiens.

She was a bit of a cheapskate. At Christmas and on birthdays, her main present to each of her grandchildren was typically a can of honey-roasted peanuts. She also gave them each five dollars, but she put the money in a savings account and told them she wouldn’t let them touch it until they turned twenty-one. Poe believed that she was related to Edgar Allan Poe. Steve seemed to have inherited the writer’s eyes: dark and big, looking out of the depths of a hidden mind. Poe offered to put a hundred dollars in the savings account of any grandchild of hers who would add the name Poe to his or her middle name, so that the famous name wouldn’t vanish from the House of Sillett after she was gone. Steve and Scott thought that Poe’s offer was a little cheesy, and they held out for more money, but Poe stood firm: “It will earn interest, and when you’re twenty-one you’ll get more than a hundred bucks,” she told them, or something like that. They didn’t add Poe to their names.

Steve finished high school in three years, with straight A’s. He would come home on the school bus, hurry into the dining room, spread out his books on the table, and start doing his homework—often having forgotten to take off his coat. He went to a community college for a year and then applied to Reed, where he got a full scholarship.

When Scott turned twenty-one, he cashed in a lifetime of Poe dollars to buy a pair of bird-watching binoculars. They were Zeisses—really good. He had recently decided to become a scientist and study migrating songbirds. He had told Poe that she was the reason for his choice of a career, and she seemed pleased in a gruff way.

Where Steve was going was more of a mystery. As he had stared through binoculars up into the trees near Poe’s cabin, searching for birds, he had found himself looking at the branches. They’re huge flowering plants, he would say to himself. In some mysterious way that he would never be able to explain, Steve Sillett became involved with trees. There seemed to be another world in the trees. A forest was not what it seemed to be, but a web of life extending upward and out of sight. He would lose himself in the patterns of their branches. He wondered how old they were, and what lived in their tops. With Poe coaching him, he began to see how things in a forest are connected, sometimes invisibly, and how there is a logic to events as they unfold. Every year, as spring begins, birds arrive in a forest only after the insects hatch, because, before then, there is nothing for the birds to eat. The connections run through both space and time. Steve became sensitive to the movement of time in a forest. Time has a different quality in a forest, a different kind of flow. Time moves in circles, and events are linked, even if it’s not obvious that they are linked. Events in a forest occur with precision in the flow of tree time, like the motions of an endless dance.

HIKING FAST, LEADING THE WAY ALONG THE TRAIL THROUGH THE redwoods that day in Northern California, Steve Sillett came to the banks of a west-running creek. He stopped and looked around. There was a grove of big trees there, near the creek. He wanted to see them more clearly. He went off the trail and began bushwhacking through undergrowth. Marwood went into the thickets after him.

Scott hurried along, and found that Steve was leading them into a tunnel of greenery that arched over the creek. The tunnel ended abruptly, opening out into a stand of big coast redwoods. Steve and Marwood took off their backpacks and explored the area, and eventually they ended up standing at the base of a large redwood, looking into its crown.

“What’s your opinion, Tree Badger?” Marwood said to Steve in a low voice.

“I’m lusting for this tree.”

Scott asked them what they intended to do. They didn’t really answer him. They began walking in circles around the base of the redwood, staring up into it. The redwood was about three hundred feet tall—thirty stories tall—with a diameter of about fifteen feet near its base. The trunk was an enormous, furrowed cylinder, with no branches on its lower reaches. Far above the ground, a few whiffs of small branches popped out of the trunk, and then, higher up, a tangle of limbs emerged and wandered out of sight, buried in clouds of foliage. They couldn’t see the top. It is doubtful that anyone had ever paid much attention to the tree, at least not since Europeans had come into the country. The land around Prairie Creek was originally inhabited by the Yurok people. As far as I know, the Yurok didn’t give names to individual redwoods, although surely they were familiar with the giants. This nameless tree was a redwood giant.

“There’s no way,” Marwood said thoughtfully, gazing up the trunk.

“I see a way,” Steve said.

Scott was standing next to them. “You guys aren’t going to try to climb this tree, are you?” he said.

No answer. Steve took a few steps backward and then made a running leap at a small redwood standing next to Nameless. He grabbed a branch on that small tree that was eight feet above the ground, and suddenly he was standing on top of the branch—he had managed to swing himself up to it in a fluid movement. Then he began climbing from branch to branch, laddering his way up the little redwood. Marwood glanced at Scott with a distracted look on his face, dusted his hands together, and leaped up and began following Steve. The two Reed students were free-climbing the tree—climbing it without ropes or safety equipment.

“Hey. You guys? I really think this is not very smart,” Scott called up after them. “You know what, we need to keep going. Are you listening? Steve? Marty? Steve?”

IN LESS THAN TEN MINUTES, STEVE SILLETT HAD GOTTEN CLOSE TO THE top of the small tree. The topmost portion of a tree is called its leader. The leader is a kind of finger that the tree uses to probe its way toward the sun.

Steve started climbing up along the leader, moving carefully and slowly over delicate branches. It narrowed to a pole that was thinner than his wrist, and it began swaying under his weight. Eventually he found himself standing seventy feet above the ground, balancing on a branch and holding the leader with one hand, having climbed as far as he could go, looking across at Nameless, the giant redwood.

A spray of branches frizzed out of a monstrous trunk across from him. The trunk was about twelve feet in diameter at this point, and it looked like a curving wall. A little branch stuck out of the wall, directly in front of him. He wanted to grab that branch. He edged closer to it, and the leader of the smaller tree began to bend under his weight.

There was a gap of empty space between the branches of the little redwood and Nameless. Marwood and Steve hadn’t noticed the gap when they looked up from the ground. They had thought that the little tree’s branches touched the big tree’s branches, so they could walk across.

Steve studied the situation. If he could just reach out far enough he might be able to grab the little branch on Nameless. This is going to be a big extension, he thought. Keeping one hand wrapped around the leader, he reached his other hand out as far as possible. He ended up standing spread-eagled. He threw his weight outward. The little tree started bending closer to Nameless, but the target branch was still out of reach.

He was in a crux.

Marwood Harris clung to the branches below Steve Sillett, staring up at him through his gold-rimmed spectacles.

Steve paused. He looked up into the crown of Nameless. It was deep, explosive, mysterious. He looked seventy feet down.

Steve Sillett suffered from acrophobia, a fear of heights. It was a compulsive, uncontrollable fear of heights, which most people have to some degree and some people have to an extreme degree. His acrophobia wasn’t overwhelming, but it could come on suddenly. Up in a high place, he would begin to feel dizzy and a sense of panic would creep into his soul, and his mind would fill with a horror of the void below. He would start whispering to himself, saying, Oh… oh, and he would begin to get a sensation of weightless acceleration, until he could actually feel his body falling down through space to death.

A distance of fifty feet above the ground is known to climbers as the redline. They hold it as a rule of thumb that if you fall fifty feet to hard ground you will very likely die. Indeed, an adult human can easily die after falling ten feet, if he lands on his head.

A person who is dropping in free fall through space often turns upside down and falls headfirst. This happens because, with most people, the upper half of the body is heavier than the lower half, and so the person tips over and plunges head-downward, like an arrow with a weighted point. In a headfirst landing after a fifty-foot fall, the shock crushes the skull and breaks the neck, destroying the brain and shearing the spinal cord off at the base of the skull. Instant death. No matter which way the victim lands, the impact normally breaks the victim’s back, leaving him paralyzed (if he survives). If the person happens to land feetfirst, a shockwave travels up the legs, breaking them in many places, shattering the lower spine, and cutting the spinal cord. The lungs can collapse from the force of the impact, or they can be punctured by broken ribs, and the flattened or torn lungs can fill up with blood, causing the victim to drown in his blood. Major internal organs, including the liver, the kidneys, the spleen, and the bladder, as well as the aorta, can burst during the impact. If they split apart, they flood the body cavity with blood—catastrophic internal hemorrhage.

Steve Sillett was at about the height of the big top in a circus. He began to feel a bad sensation in his stomach, as if he were about to let it all go in his pants. Not good, since he was standing above Marwood. He tried to focus his mind on the problem. The gap was really not very large, he thought. He would have to let go of the small redwood and make a leap into the big tree, and catch a branch with his hands, like catching the bar of a trapeze. He had to jump high, or his body wouldn’t clear the branches of the little redwood and he’d get tangled and would fall. If I was standing on the ground and I had to make this jump, I could do it, he thought. So if it’s physically doable on the ground, why can’t I do it up here? He tried to force his hand to just let go of the tree. Just let go.

DOWN ON THE GROUND, SCOTT SILLETT SAW THAT HIS BROTHER WAS getting ready to jump. “Oh, my God,” he whispered. “Steve!” he cried out. “What the hell are you doing? Are you crazy, Steve?”

No reply.

“Listen to me! If you fall, you will die. Do you understand that concept?” Scott screamed. He tried to get Marwood’s attention. “Marty, talk to him! Tell him not to do it!… You fucking idiots, we’re miles from help! If you guys fall, I’m going to have to squeegee your corpses off the forest floor! I’m going to have to drag your shattered bodies out of here.…”

Marwood Harris wasn’t really listening. This is just one of those hairy things, he said to himself.

“Goddammit!” Scott screamed at his brother. “Listen to me!”

The branch on the big redwood looked delicate. Steve couldn’t really tell if it was strong enough to support his weight.

The lowest branches on the trunk of a redwood are called epicormic branches. Epicormic branches occur on many kinds of trees. They often arise out of scars left from broken branches, and they often come out in fan-shaped sprays called epi sprays. In redwoods, these branches are not solidly attached to the trunk, and can easily break or fall off the tree.

Steve Sillett didn’t know what an epicormic branch was.

There was another problem, although Steve and Marwood didn’t realize it. Hanging from the branch was a yellow jackets’ nest the size of a cannonball; it wasn’t visible from the small redwood.

“I can’t watch you die, Steve!” Scott shouted. “I’m getting out of here! I’m going to look for birds.”

Scott swept into the undergrowth. He was furious with his younger brother. He started hiking down along the creek, heading for the sea. He didn’t go very far. How could he abandon Steve? He couldn’t, so he waited by the creek in silence, feeling incredibly angry. The only thing he could hear was the sound of running water. He dreaded hearing a scream followed by a meaty thud.

In the top of the young redwood tree, Steve Sillett let go, and jumped into redwood space.


THE KINGDOM

As STEVE SILLETT LEAPED OUT OF THE SMALL TREE, Its Top sprang upward. He felt gravity go to zero, and everything seemed to slow down. Feeling alert and calm, he watched the branch of the large redwood approach with drawn-out and perceivable slowness. The branch came into his hands. He closed his fingers around it.

There was a jerk. He found himself hanging from the branch by both hands, bouncing, with his feet kicking around in the air. He immediately began to travel along the branch, going hand over hand as he hung from it, trying to get himself over to the trunk. It wasn’t a difficult move, it was just a monkey hang. Any kid could do it on a jungle gym. He didn’t dare look down. He got himself over to the trunk, then he snapped his body upward and got one foot on the branch, and in one fluid movement he stood up on the branch, grabbed another branch above him and swung up to it, and stood balancing, motionless.

“It’s doable,” he said to Marwood. He was surprised at what had just happened, and his thoughts went: we’re primates, and those opposable thumbs are awesome.

Marwood climbed into position and got ready. He thought, Well, if Steve can do it… He actually felt fairly confident that he could pull off the move. It was just that there was no safety rope to stop his fall if he made an error. Blow the move and lose your life. He got himself into focus and jumped.

THE NEXT THING STEVE KNEW, MARWOOD WAS HANGING BY HIS HANDS from the lowest branch of Nameless and screaming. The branch was shaking, and Marwood was writhing under it. He looked as if he were getting electric shocks. “Shit, there’s bees!” he screamed. He was surrounded by darting yellow jacket wasps.

Marwood traveled hand over hand in a monkey hang, while the wasps stung him on the neck and hands.

For one bad moment, Steve thought that Marwood might get stung in the eyes, and would let go of the branch and fall to his death. But Marwood wasn’t about to let go, no matter what. He got over to the trunk, got his feet planted in the bark, and hauled himself up onto the branch and stood on it, swearing loudly. Holding on to the bark with one hand, balancing himself on the branch, he swatted the yellow jackets off his neck and face, and then, still cursing, he began to climb upward at remarkable speed.

The approach of Marwood Harris in a swarm of wasps encouraged Steve Sillett to keep climbing higher. He went from branch to branch. Marwood followed below him. The yellow jackets faded away.

Farther up the trunk, Steve arrived at a blank zone, where there were no branches. He couldn’t see any way to climb higher. Above him, extending twelve feet, was an empty, grooved surface of bark. At the top of the stretch of empty trunk there was a strong-looking branch.

He looked down. Mistake. He was ninety feet up. The fear of heights came over him in a sickening wave, worse than before. What am I doing here? he thought. I’m going to die. He began to climb upward along the surface of the bark, Spider-Man style, jamming his hands and feet into cracks in the bark. This climbing tactic is known to rock climbers as crack jamming, or crack climbing. To perform a crack-climbing move, you jam a hand or a foot into a crack, get it stuck there, and then put your weight on the stuck part of your body and lunge upward with one hand, jamming it into a crack that’s higher up.

[image: image]

FRAGILE. Epicormic branches on a redwood. Like dog’s hair, many of these branches are shed from the tree. Drawing by Andrew Joslin.

With a series of crack-climbing moves, Steve climbed up the twelve feet of sheer redwood bark. He managed to get to the next branch, and he grabbed it, swung himself up onto that branch, and stood on it. He was somewhere in the lower tiers of Nameless, in the patchy zone of epicormic branches, where sprays of epi branches grow like fuzz on a redwood’s trunk. He badgered Marwood, telling him it was easy, dude, and that he should have no problem getting up twelve feet of bare bark.

They both ended up standing on a big branch, at around 120 feet above the ground. They had arrived at the base of the crown of Nameless.

IN ITS FIRST TWENTY YEARS OF LIFE, A COAST REDWOOD CAN GROW from a seed into a tree that’s fifty feet tall. In its next thousand years, it grows faster, adding mass at an accelerating rate. A redwood can go from a seed to a big tree in about six hundred years. Around age eight hundred, which is the end of its youth, it may reach its maximum height—its thirty-something-story height. Redwoods are extremely shade-tolerant. They can survive in dark places, at the bottom of a forest, in the deep shade of their elders, where few other trees would survive. A small redwood living in deep shade hardly grows at all, but it doesn’t die; it goes into a kind of suspended animation. If it is hit by light, it grows with relentless speed.

As a redwood enters middle age, it typically loses its leader. Its top spire dies back. I suppose this is a little like a man going bald. The top spire turns into a bleached skeleton, and it falls off the tree. The bark of a redwood is usually a reddish-brown color, but as some redwoods get old their bark can turn stony gray. Even when its top falls off and its bark turns gray, a redwood is still growing and, in fact, may have hardly begun to grow. In this respect, it is not like a person at all.

A redwood reacts to the loss of its top by sending out new trunks. The new trunks appear in the crown, high in the tree, and they point at the sky like the fingers of an upraised hand. The new trunks grow straight up from larger limbs, rising vertically and traveling parallel to the main trunk. As the new trunks rise and extend themselves over centuries, they send out branches. These branches eventually spit out yet more trunks, and those trunks grow branches that send up more trunks, and so on. The tree is becoming a grove of redwoods in the air, containing redwoods of all sizes, from tiny to large. This aerial grove is connected to the ground through one main trunk. The whole structure is, of course, a single living thing.

With the passing of centuries, the extra trunks begin to touch one another here and there. The trunks and branches of a redwood can fuse and flow together like Silly Putty melting into itself. The bases of the extra trunks bloat out and become gnarled masses called buttresses. In the crowns of the largest redwoods, bridges of living redwood are flung horizontally from trunk to trunk and from limb to limb. This cross-links the crown and strengthens it, in much the same way that flying buttresses support the structure of a cathedral. As a redwood gets very old, its crown spreads out, until it can look like a thunderhead coming to a boil. Every five hundred years or so, a redwood may burn in a huge fire. There may be blackened chambers, holes, and rooms in the tree. These are fire caves. After it’s been burned in a fire, even riddled with fire caves, a redwood can grow back. It drops off its charred buttresses and burned trunks, or it sends living wood flowing up around them, and it continues to send out new trunks, until the tree has become a three-dimensional maze in the air, with a complexity that comes close to defeating the human mind’s ability to understand it.

By the measure of overall size—the volume of wood—the largest species of living tree on earth is not the coast redwood but the giant sequoia, a type of cypress that is closely related to the coast redwood. The giant sequoia occurs in sixty-seven small spots on the western slopes of the Sierra Nevada mountains in California. (The species name of the tree is Sequoiadendron giganteum.) The giant sequoia thrives in sunshine, and it gets moisture from melting snow. Giant sequoias (mountain trees) and coast redwoods (coastal fog-belt trees) are never found in the same forest.

The giant sequoia trees typically have thicker and more massive trunks than the existing coast redwoods, but they aren’t as tall as coast redwoods. At present, the world’s largest living thing is a giant sequoia named the General Sherman. The General Sherman Tree grows in Sequoia National Park, in the southern Sierra Nevada, and it is a tourist attraction. The General Sherman is twenty-seven feet in diameter at breast height. (“Breast height,” four and a half feet above the ground, is the height at which tree experts measure the diameter of a trunk when they’re calculating the size of a tree.) The General Sherman is 275 feet tall; it is a very tall tree. Even so, the General Sherman is more than a hundred feet shorter than the tallest coast redwoods. It contains around fifty-five thousand cubic feet of wood. If the wood in the General Sherman were to be cut into foot-wide planks an inch thick, and the planks were laid end to end, they would stretch for 125 miles.

Until recently, the coast redwood seems to have been not only the tallest but also the largest tree on earth, actually bigger than the giant sequoia. The largest redwoods were cut down in logging operations during the twentieth century. One of the larger redwoods was the Crannell Giant, which was felled in 1926 along the Little River, in Humboldt County. Records made when the Crannell Giant was cut up into cylinders show that it contained at least sixty-five to seventy thousand cubic feet of wood—it was a lot bigger than the General Sherman, and it was a lot taller, too. The coast redwood tree seems to be the largest and tallest individual living organism that has appeared in nature since the beginning of life on the planet. (There is something much bigger than a redwood, but it may not be strictly considered an individual. It is an edible fungus called the honey mushroom, or Armillaria, and the largest of those to have been discovered, so far, is a mass that lives mostly underground, putting up individual mushrooms here and there. The whole mass occupies a little over three square miles of the Blue Mountains in northeastern Oregon.)

STEVE SILLETT AND MARWOOD HARRIS BEGAN TO PENETRATE THE crown of Nameless. The branches were bigger and closer together, and there was foliage everywhere—above, below, and on all sides. At this point, they lost sight of the ground. They felt as if they were passing through a membrane and entering another world. Below them they could see nothing but opaque masses of greenery. Above them there was no sky—nothing but layer upon layer of foliage, like tents within tents. They had entered the deep redwood canopy.

The tree hadn’t looked so big from the ground. Marwood could see Steve’s sky-blue bandanna bobbing and weaving among the branches overhead. Steve was such a graceful climber, Marwood thought. Yet there were things about Steve Sillett that annoyed him. He worked out in the gym constantly, and Marwood thought he was a little narcissistic. He was incredibly good-looking, but he seemed to have no understanding of women, and he was barely removed from virginity. He complained endlessly to Marwood about how he couldn’t find a girlfriend. His idea of making himself attractive to a woman was to lose his shirt: the shirt would come off, revealing a body that was like a statue of Apollo; but then he would start talking obsessively about moss and seed pods, things like that. It wasn’t completely effective. Of course, he was still a teenager, a year younger than most college juniors, because he had skipped a year of high school. Reed College was an intense place, with high academic standards. It was clear that Steve was under a lot of pressure. To help blow off some of the pressure, Steve had started climbing trees on campus. Marwood and a few other friends had gotten into the habit of following him up into the trees, and they would chill in the treetops and talk, or take books with them and study. “If it wasn’t for climbing trees and playing Dungeons & Dragons, I don’t know how I could survive college,” Steve said to Marwood one day. Steve Sillett was a science geek trapped inside the body of an Olympic athlete.

Steve was climbing twenty feet above Marwood, and he was concentrating on movement, keeping himself focused so that he wouldn’t fall. At the same time, his senses were being almost overwhelmed by an impression of life all around. The crown of Nameless was loaded with clumps of ferns. The ferns were growing on the branches and down in crotches, where limb systems came together or where trunks grew out of limbs. There were hanging gardens of ferns and other plants. These plants of the air, he realized, had to be rooted in something.

He looked more closely. They were rooted in pockets of dirt. How had the dirt gotten up here, he wondered? He noticed that the branches of Nameless got larger and thicker higher up the trunk of the tree, farther away from the ground. This redwood structure is the opposite of most trees, in which the branches get smaller higher up in the tree. But the redwood forest grew increasingly complicated and more massive higher off the ground. He could only wonder how old the limbs were. If the tree was more than a thousand years old, then some of the larger limbs he was climbing on could have existed at the time of Columbus’s discovery of the New World.

There were lacy things everywhere: flaky, gray-green, and brownish things, sort of like plants. They were lichens. Poe had taught Steve about lichens. Lichens are small organisms that often grow on bark and on rocks. A lichen (sounds like “liken”) is a fungus growing in association with a species of alga or cyanobacterium, forming a single combined organism. Algae use chlorophyll to get energy from sunlight, as plants do, during photosynthesis. Cyanobacteria also collect light and perform photosynthesis. In a lichen, the fungus part of the organism is like a landlord who builds a house, and the alga or cyanobacterium is the tenant, who pays rent to the
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