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						On the last day of the world

						I would want to plant a tree.

						—W. S. Merwin
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				WHAT POSSESSES SOMEONE TO POSSESS A TREE?

				Ten years ago, a man named Len Eiserer introduced himself to me as a tree collector. He lived in Pennsylvania, where he had some acreage. He planted every kind of tree that struck his fancy, cramming them together as closely as he reasonably could. He told me that he had planted 150 different species and cultivars in rows, the way a book collector would line up books on a shelf.

				I remember thinking that trees were an odd thing to collect. They’re large and difficult to move. Collectors’ tastes can change over the years: if you’re into toy cars or antique buttons, you’ll grow tired of the more common ones and want to sell them off in favor of something rare and exquisite. But how do you do that when your collection consists of enormous living, breathing organisms?

				Then I met Dave Adams, from Boise, Idaho, whose collection of tropical trees couldn’t survive the winter. At the first sign of snow, his guest room and garage became a sort of hotel for trees. He was completely out of space, but he still relied on a tropical tree dealer in San Diego to feed his habit.

				Now I knew two tree collectors.

				In 2019, the poet W. S. Merwin died, and his obituaries described the extraordinary collection of palms he’d assembled on his land in Hawaii.

				That was the final straw. Tree collectors were (pardon the expression) coming out of the woodwork. If I’d discovered three without trying, how many more would I find if I went looking?

				Plenty, as it turned out. Just like coin collectors or stamp collectors, tree collectors like to hang out with one another. They form clubs, they hold seminars and swap meets, they share pictures in online forums, and they go on field trips together. Whether you’re obsessed with oak trees, maples, conifers, or magnolias, there’s a tree society for you.

				I started hanging out in these groups and asking people if they would talk to me about their collections. At first, nobody could believe that I wanted to hear about them. Their friends didn’t understand their compulsions. Their spouses had long since grown tired of tree talk. This is the reason they form societies in the first place: as magnolia collector Beth Edward said, “No one else that I know in my career, or even in my family, really shares this interest of mine. I’m the only one. When I’m with the people in the Magnolia Society, I’m just another person. I’m normal.”

				When I started talking to tree collectors, I thought we’d have geeky horticultural conversations about rare cultivars and obscure subspecies. I expected to hear about trips to remote jungles, and about proprietary techniques for grafting. I figured I’d meet indulgent spouses and puzzled neighbors.

				And there was all of that. But there was so much more. When you ask people to tell you about the one activity they do not for money, not out of necessity, but to indulge their deepest passions and their wildest curiosities—well, you’re in for an intimate conversation.

				People told me about their childhoods and their earliest memories of trees. They told me about the parent or grandparent or neighbor who somehow had the foresight to hand an eight-year-old kid a field guide to, say, ginkgoes or eucalypts. Some told me that planting their first tree helped them cope with unbearable loss. Some fell in love on tree-collecting expeditions. Some said their collections helped them to reckon with the past or connect to their heritage. And everyone who plants a tree thinks about the future, and about what lives on after they’re gone.

				How often do any of us get a chance to pour our hearts out to a stranger? Somehow, talking about trees made it possible. By the end of every interview, I felt like I’d made a friend—but more than a friend, really. These tree collectors—my tree collectors, as I came to think of them—seemed more like some distant family I was meeting for the first time.

				Chestnut collector Allen Nichols told me that he was related to the chestnut tree through his mother. I felt that I was related to each of these collectors through their trees. I wanted several of them as surrogate grandparents. Quite a few could serve as cool cousins or quirky aunts. People who spoke no English at all—the botanist in Japan, the community organizer in India—came to seem like family, even when all I could do was sit quietly and let an interpreter handle the interview.

				You might think that fifty conversations with tree collectors would get repetitive, but I learned that no two tree collectors are alike. They’re driven by their own highly individual desires and instincts. Some aim to conserve threatened species, others wish to restore the land, some want to surround themselves with beauty, and some want to make a memorial or create art. Tree planting is a way to renew both the land and the person doing the planting. I started to see that the life of a tree collector is filled with adventure and wonder. It is a life well lived.

				It’s also, like any other type of collecting, a way of expressing a singular obsession. Collectors tend to find a niche and try to possess everything that occupies that niche. This can be a lifelong pursuit. Oak collector Béatrice Chassé told me that this is why she knows so many octogenarians who share her obsession: “Collecting is a passion, and that’s what keeps people alive. Maybe it’s futile, but I only wish that everyone could have such a futile activity.”

				Because the reasons for collecting trees are so varied, I decided to group these collectors according to what I saw as their primary motivations. Healers have found a way to heal their own lives, the lives of others, or even the wounds of the past by planting trees. Artists have forged an art practice through their work with trees. Seekers have taken their passion for trees around the world, or even into space. Community builders have undertaken the remarkable work of knitting people together under an arboreal canopy. It’s impossible to reduce anyone’s kinship with trees to a one-word label, but I hope my classification speaks to the diverse possibilities a life among trees can offer.
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				As a hobby, tree collecting would seem to pose a major barrier to entry: access to land. Any collection takes up space. But surely no one is greedier for land than a tree collector. The story behind many of the world’s most extraordinary private tree collections begins like this: “Back in the seventies, we bought thirty acres of land and started planting.” But who has the funds for thirty acres of land today? Who was able to afford it then?

				These questions led me to think more broadly about collectors and collecting. What about an urban tree-cataloging project? Francisco Arjona began cataloging the trees of Mexico City on his Instagram account. Isn’t that a collection? Sairus Patel manages the extraordinary Trees of Stanford project, which not only tracks every tree on Stanford’s campus but looks back in time and tracks every tree that ever grew on campus. It’s a collection because someone took notice and started counting.

				Some collections, of course, take up very little space. You can pick up acorns in your neighborhood and sprout them in pots on your balcony, and I’ve met collectors who do that. You can graft forty varieties of fruit onto a single tree, like artist Sam Van Aken. Some people collect pine cones, or leaves, or wood specimens. You can store those in a few boxes under your bed.

				But confronting the question of who has land and who doesn’t—and why—led me to the most meaningful stories in this book.

				Joe Hamilton plants trees on land passed down from his formerly enslaved great-grandfather. What started as an 888-acre parcel at the end of the Civil War had shrunk down to 44.4 acres by the time Hamilton and his family inherited it, the balance lost to banks, disreputable deals, and outright theft. Title to the land had never been registered properly. It took a tremendous amount of legal and genealogical research for Hamilton to claim what was left of the land for himself and his heirs. And he planted a collection of just one kind of tree—loblolly pine—to establish long-term, generational wealth for his family through sustainable forestry.

				As a college student, Reagan Wytsalucy learned about the Navajo peach orchards that were nearly—but not entirely—destroyed by the United States Army in the 1860s. She was inspired to try to locate the remaining trees and bring the orchards back to life, and now she’s building a collection that belongs not to her but to the Navajo people.

				A tree collection in Greenland similarly belongs to the public, as does a collection planted to honor girl children in a small village in India. These efforts go beyond the impulse to acquire rare and unusual trees for one’s own property, and they speak to the many and varied ways a tree collection can be rooted in community and cultural values.
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					One other question that arose as I wrote was where, exactly, do these trees come from? Most collectors buy trees the way anyone buys a plant—at a garden center or tree nursery. Some, like Sara Malone, pick up rare trees at swaps or auctions held by a tree society. When a very rare or previously unknown tree is found, such as Tahina spectabilis, botanists might organize a program of conservation that could, at some point, include sales of cuttings or seeds to raise funds to help protect the trees in the wild. Encouraging collectors to grow them away from their natural habitat (called ex-situ conservation) can be useful, creating backup copies in case human activity, disasters, or climate change destroy the original.

				Nonetheless, there are methods of acquiring trees that might seem reckless, greedy, or downright exploitative. In April 2021, The Wall Street Journal ran an article titled “The Newest Status Symbol for High Net-Worth Homeowners: Trophy Trees.” (This isn’t really the newest status symbol: a nearly identical article ran every five or ten years for most of the twentieth century.) Wealthy people who want the biggest and the best will find a way to get it, and that includes spending hundreds of thousands of dollars to transplant mature trees into their lavish landscapes. Salomé Jashi documented the activities of one such collector in her film Taming the Garden and exposed the ways in which poor families in the countryside were left with little choice but to part with beloved trees for a sum of money they simply could not refuse.

				But not every tree relocation is a shady act: some trees are moved to save them from demolition during construction, to make room for other trees to grow to their full size, or simply to place them in a more suitable location. Landscape architect Enzo Enea built a museum in Switzerland entirely from trees rescued from construction sites. A friend of mine remembers a man knocking on his mother’s front door when he was a kid and offering to buy the palm tree in the front yard. It was a poorly situated tree in a small yard, and his mom was happy to see it moved. She sold him the tree.

				There’s also the question of collecting seed from remote forests around the world. I spoke to many tree collectors in their seventies and eighties who remember going on fairly unregulated seed-collecting expeditions decades ago. But today, plant hunters are expected to obtain permits and comply with regulations aimed at protecting fragile ecosystems and making sure that collectors from wealthier nations don’t walk away with the riches they harvest from poorer countries. These protocols have helped to promote equity, conservation, and the sharing of resources around the world.
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					Why collect trees? In addition to all the other reasons—curiosity, desire, aesthetics, acquisitiveness, legacy, or community—being around trees feels fantastic. The Japanese practice of forest bathing, shinrin-yoku, involves fully taking in the forest through all of one’s senses for an hour or two at a time. This practice actually changes the levels of stress and pleasure hormones in the body, decreasing cortisol and increasing serotonin.

				Tree collectors know this. And if being around one tree feels good, their thinking goes, imagine how a hundred trees would feel.

				If this book accomplishes anything, I hope it inspires you to plant a tree. Or two. Or maybe a dozen. Watch out, though—trees can be addictive.
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			PLANT TAXONOMY

			Taxonomists study the genetic relationships between plants. As they make new discoveries, they might reclassify and rename a plant. Some taxonomists like to group several species into one, while others like to subdivide one species into many. Casual observers of this sport often refer to them as “lumpers and splitters.”

			• A TREE’S FAMILY TREE

			
				Taxonomists would place a sugar maple, Acer saccharum, on this branch of the family tree:

			
				
						
						Kingdom: Plantae

					

						
						Division: Magnoliophyta

					

						
						Class: Magnoliopsida

					

						
						Order: Sapindales

					

						
						Family: Aceraceae

					

						
						Genus: Acer

					

						
						Species: saccharum
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			• SPECIES

			
				A group of organisms that share genetic characteristics and are capable of reproducing with other members of the species. As with many scientific terms, this one is not straightforward: some plants can cross-breed between species, for instance. The Latin or botanical name of a plant is its genus and species, such as Acer saccharum, the sugar maple. New species are recognized and registered through the International Association for Plant Taxonomy.

			• SUBSPECIES

			
				A smaller group within a species that can still reproduce with other members of the species but otherwise share some distinctive physical characteristics, usually because of geographic isolation or different climate conditions. A subspecies name is written with the abbreviation subsp., like this: Acer saccharum subsp. nigrum.

			• VARIETY

			
				A naturally occurring variation within a species or subspecies, usually due to a noteworthy physical characteristic like flower color. To the great frustration of tree collectors, varieties are often reclassified as subspecies and vice versa. For instance, the black sugar maple, named for its dark-gray bark, is sometimes described as Acer saccharum var. nigrum. Varieties usually grow true from seed, meaning that the plant’s offspring will carry on those characteristics.

			• CULTIVAR

			
				A cultivar, short for “cultivated variety,” is a plant that has been bred by humans for specific desirable qualities. Cultivars will not grow true from seed, meaning that plants grown from their seeds will not look like the parents. Cultivars generally have to be cloned, through grafts or cuttings, in order to reproduce. Cultivar names appear in single quotes after the species name, like this: Acer saccharum ‘Green Mountain’. New cultivars are registered and recognized through that plant’s International Cultivation Registration Authority. For example, maples are registered through the international Maple Society. Cultivars can also be patented, like any other invention.

			• SELECTION

			A single specimen of a plant that has some desirable characteristic, such as faster growth or an earlier blooming season. (Think of a rancher who selects a particularly good bull for breeding purposes.) A selection can be cloned by a grower or nursery to offer a slightly superior version of a species, subspecies, or variety.

			• HYBRID

			
				The offspring of two different species, subspecies, or varieties, indicated with an × in the name, such as Acer griseum × saccharum, also known by its cultivar name, ‘Sugarflake’.

			• SPORT

			A genetic mutation that causes a new or different physical characteristic to appear on part of a plant, such as a tree with one branch of variegated leaves.

			GRAFTING

			The act of cloning a plant by attaching a twig or shoot from one plant to another.

			Rooting

			The act of cloning a plant by cutting off a stem or twig and placing it in water or soil so that it can grow new roots.

			MONOECIOUS

			A plant that produces both male and female flowers, so that it can reproduce without another plant nearby. For instance, birch and spruce trees are monoecious.

			DIOECIOUS

			A plant that produces either male or female flowers on separate specimens, so that two plants must be in close proximity to reproduce. Maple and aspen trees are dioecious.

			
				WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A TREE AND A SHRUB?

				Trees and shrubs both have woody stems, but trees grow on a single stalk or trunk, while shrubs produce multiple trunks. However, some shrubs, like rhododendrons or camellias, might take the form of small trees. And some tropical plants, like bananas, are commonly called trees even though their tall, single stalk is not woody.
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			“Growing fruit trees is a very simple way to stay in love with our world.”

			When Vivian Keh was a student at the Yale School of Drama, she wrote a play called Persimmons in Winter. “It was about two Korean sisters who survived World War II and the Korean War,” she said. “It was based on my mother’s experience. She went through some very hard times, times of starvation and war. The metaphor is that the sisters are the persimmons. It has always seemed miraculous to me, the idea of a tree producing fruit in winter.”

			She planted her first persimmon tree in 2012, after she and her husband moved to a suburban home on a quarter-acre lot in San Jose. Persimmons are categorized into astringent and non-astringent types; she grew both the non-astringent ‘Fuyu’ type, which produces flat, squat fruits that can be eaten when they’re still firm, and the astringent ‘Saijo’ variety that can’t be eaten until fully ripened. “Those are the ones my elders are familiar with,” she said. “You bring them home from the market and then wait until they get really soft before you eat them. They remember these from when they were young. This was their sweet! They would also eat them dried with a cast over the skin from all the sugar coming out. That’s a delicacy. And there’s something about feeding oneself something sweet when you’ve been through starvation. It means a lot to them.”

			Vivian recalls that in Korean culture, persimmons are a Buddhist symbol of transformation, shared in celebrations and placed on altars and grave sites to honor the dead. But to her, persimmons signify her connection to nature and to her family.

			One fruit tree led to another, and now she has fifty trees, including citrus, quince, apricot, and medlar, an apple relative that also can’t be eaten until it’s so soft that it almost appears rotten. But the persimmons are the centerpiece of her collection, and a sort of spiritual force in her home orchard.

			“The ‘Saijo’ persimmon I planted—there’s something special happening around that tree,” she said. “There’s energy around it. I feel like there’s some connection to my ancestors, to the ones I never knew, even to the ones who’ve been forgotten. All I know is I feel really good when I’m hanging out around that tree. I talk to it, and I thank it.”

			The experience of living with these trees has helped her to reckon with the past, and with the whispered recollections of her elders that she struggles to understand. “I think maybe a couple generations back, some hard choices had to be made. Choices like, do I save my son or my daughter? What I think happened, maybe in my great-grandfather’s generation, is that two girls were left to die. And even though I don’t know their names, I think about them. Because they mattered. They’re the ones I talk to when I talk to that tree. It might sound crazy, but you know, that branch, the original branch that all these grafts came from, it came from Asia. And here we are together in my backyard.”

			Every winter, as the persimmons ripen, she packs up boxes of them and mails them to her relatives. “Being a child of immigrants, relationships can get complicated. One way I feel like I can offer a gesture of love is by giving my elders these fruits that they adore. It keeps me connected to them. Now it isn’t enough to send one box to my mother. She wants more! I’m sending her three boxes a year.”

			It also connects her to a community of passionate fruit tree growers. “You see these T-shirts that say ‘Introverted but willing to discuss books’? That’s me. Introverted but willing to discuss fruit trees.” Every year, she meets up with other fruit tree enthusiasts for an exchange of scion wood, the thin branches used for grafting. Thanks to those exchanges, she’s grafted as many as fifteen persimmon varieties onto one tree.

			“I love starting with small trees and just pruning them and working with them,” she said. “They grow with you, and you help them to grow into the beautiful shapes they have the potential to become. I want to grow old with these trees, so I keep the canopies low. I hope to keep harvesting this fruit into my eighties. Fruit trees are just amazing—they give us so much for so little.”

			Lately that good feeling has mattered more than ever. “There’s so much that really disgusts me about our society right now,” she said. “There’s all this Asian hate crime that we’re seeing. It’s really depressing. But when I harvest these persimmons, and I put them on the cutting board and start cutting…it’s such a pleasure. And I start singing! They really do make me sing. Growing fruit trees is a very simple way to stay in love with our world.”
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			“The trees have taken on the personalities of the people they’re associated with.”

			When Linda Miles and her husband bought a plot of land in Herefordshire, back in the midseventies, it was all farmland. “There wasn’t a tree in sight,” she said. “But a friend who was a tree enthusiast was moving away and gave us some rare conifer seedlings to look after. So we began making space on the land to plant some trees.”

			It was some time before they realized what a gift they’d been given with those first seedlings. “We were on a maple society tour one time, and our guide pointed to a Bhutan pine and said, ‘This is really rare,’ and I thought, Oh, we have fifteen of those.”

			Gradually, they began to fill thirteen acres of land with rare and unusual conifers and maples. They were raising four children and working full-time—she was a geography and geology teacher, and her husband, Tim, was a concrete engineer—but when they could, they traveled through Europe and Japan to find trees.

			“We’ve planted over fifty species of maple, all grown from seed,” Miles said. “The Chinese paperbark especially is just exquisite, with that cinnamon-colored bark and bonfire-red leaves. I’m still after Acer erianthum, which comes from China and puts out reddish-purple fruit in the summer, but it’s difficult to raise from seed and I’ve never managed it.”

			Collectors tend to make the rookie mistake of planting trees too close together, but Miles went in the opposite direction. “What I really wanted was to appreciate each individual. You get used to seeing trees bunched together, and I know they can give marvelous color that way, but I just love the natural look of trees. I set them each apart from the others, so they can grow into their own shape. They aren’t pruned at all, unless a branch dies back.”

			As she walks through her trees—all loosely grouped into islands with wide grass paths between them—it isn’t so much the rarity of any particular tree she thinks about, but the person associated with it.

			“Just as we were coming to view this place for the first time, our dear friend Michael was killed in a car accident. So we didn’t visit the property for about three weeks. But then, when we did move in, one of the first trees we planted was a very beautiful, very regal-looking cedar of Lebanon in Michael’s honor. His children have come back to see it. It’s just huge now, with these lovely horizontal branches, and it reminds us of him.”

			That first memorial tree set the tone for what is now a kind of community of trees, all planted to mark an occasion, celebrate a milestone, or remember a loved one. “With every tree, there’s an association of thought,” she said. “We have four children, and their spouses, and ten grandchildren
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