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INTRODUCTION

There is something we instinctively admire about old trees. Old trees are like old people – they have lived a life, they have witnessed events, they have survived. If only they could speak, what tales they could tell. They have stood still while time has not, and they have quietly got on with growing while human lives, human legacies, and entire eras of civilization have come and gone. A man may plant an avenue of trees that only his great-grandchildren will live to admire in their maturity. Old trees command our respect.

Different species have different lifespans. In general, fruiting varieties are shorter-lived than others; peach and nectarine trees may last as little as fifteen years. Most species of cherry tree live for only forty years or so; apples and pears for up to eighty; date palms for a hundred; and citrus fruit trees, the long-distance runners of the crop tree community, may survive for 150 to 200 years.

A stout oak, on the other hand, can expect to witness 300 years of comings and goings beneath its branches, and a slow-growing ash will reach the age of 350. Pine trees left to their own devices will live for nearly half a millennium – only the blink of an eye compared to the two thousand years routinely achieved by some of the great redwoods.

As with people, the lifespan of trees is affected by their environment, but where human beings have some control over theirs, trees do not. All too often it is human intervention that shortens a tree’s life expectancy, through destruction of habitat, encroachment of the man-made environment, pollution, and climate change. Today, trees planted in confined spaces in pavements on busy streets in the name of ‘urban improvement’ may be dead within ten years thanks to fumes, footfall, undernourishment, vandalism, and restricted roots.
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With or without the interference of humankind, however, some trees – just like some men and women – outlive their fellow beings. In this book you can read about the Endicott Pear Tree, planted in 1630, hemmed in on all sides now by a Massachusetts industrial estate and approaching its 400th birthday. In a secret location completely unspoiled by humanity, the oldest tree in the world – a Great Basin bristlecone pine – has survived more than 4,855 summers and winters. It has been called Methuselah, after the oldest man in the Bible, but its germination predates Judaism and all the world’s other major religions.

It is human history with which this book is primarily concerned. Trees make history not only by outliving the people who make history but by being present at historic events. In a pre-urban landscape, tall trees were natural landmarks, easily found meeting points, and shelters from life’s storms. Proclamations have been read out from them, including one of the first-ever public readings of the Emancipation Proclamation at Hampton, Virginia. Soldiers have rested beneath their shade and generals have signed treaties under them. Kings have hidden among their branches – notably Charles I of England – and gold has been discovered among their roots, as in the case of California’s Oak of the Golden Dream. Both prisons and places of worship have been built within their trunks – there are two chapels in the Chapel Oak in Normandy – and when no church or temple was available, crowds flocked to hear John Wesley’s radical open-air sermons beside them.

Although we admire ancient trees for their sense of permanence, not all trees stay rooted to the spot. One palm tree in Los Angeles has been relocated four times, surely a record for arboreal relocation. The trees of Washington DC’s famous cherry grove began life in Japan, and seedlings grown from them have, in turn, been sent to Japan. One remarkable tree survived being uprooted and buried by that terrible twenty-first century tragedy, the attack on the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York City. Discovered in the rubble of the ruined towers, it was nursed back to health and now holds pride of place in the memorial garden there. The tree is a callery pear with a relatively short life expectancy, but in its forty years it has seen more than its fair share of both humankind’s cruelty and its resilience.
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One group of trees started life by travelling farther than any others. Apollo 14 astronaut Stuart Roosa, who once worked for the US Forestry Service, carried thousands of seeds with him when he circled the Moon in 1971. Many of those seeds survived to become seedlings back on Earth, where they seem as healthy as their earthbound siblings. Trees, so often an inspiration for artists, also play their part in science – the tree still lives in Lincolnshire, England, from which the apple fell that inspired Isaac Newton to develop his groundbreaking theory of gravity.

Some trees witness history; some, like Newton’s apple tree, make history; others commemorate it. The Washington DC cherry trees were a gift from Japan in 1910, to celebrate the continued friendship between the two countries that had begun with a treaty in 1854. Elsewhere, a small arboretum near the city of Bath, England, commemorates the personal victories of more than fifty women who played an important part in the struggle to win suffrage in British politics in the early twentieth century. Those who very publicly stood up for their electoral rights planted holly trees in the grounds of a sympathizer’s house, while women who had risked their lives by going on hunger strike in prison placed conifers there. Hunger strikes took a terrible toll on the women’s health, and many went to the house to recuperate after their release from imprisonment.

The trees thrived long after votes for women had been won and after many of the movement’s leaders had died, but in the 1960s, all but one of these beautiful memorials were felled in the name of progress – a new housing estate. Seeds from the lone survivor are now being collected to propagate a new generation of trees, celebrating both the achievements of women in politics and the fight to protect nature from the follies of humankind. Many of the wonderful trees in this book have been commemorated in this way, perpetuated in seedlings which are the sons and daughters of the originals. A 500-year-old oriental plane is celebrated as the tree under which Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine, taught his students, but since the great man lived almost two thousand years ago, this venerable tree is almost certainly the child, if not the grandchild, of the one under which Hippocrates sat.

Other trees can perpetuate themselves indefinitely through cloning. Long after the original tree has perished, new trees that sprung not from seed but from the roots of the parent are genetically identical to each other and to the original tree. Quaking aspens reproduce in this way, and although individual trees live short lives, one grove of aspen clones known as the Trembling Giant now extends across more than a hundred acres and is made up of more than 40,000 individual trunks. Although each tree lives for only a hundred years or so, the organism that lives on through them is between 10,000 and 16,000 years old.

Trees take their time to live and breathe, and their positive contribution to a healthy ecological environment is well established. They are complex, sensitive biological organisms, just as we are. It might have been better for them if they had never had to compete with humankind for living space, but through time and place they connect us to our past and theirs, and for that we owe them respect and admiration. Their roots are ours.

Colin Salter
Edinburgh, Scotland
February 2025






OLD TJIKKO & FRIENDS

DALARNA PROVINCE, SWEDEN

AGE 9,565 YEARS
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The Norway spruce starts to produce seeds when it is about thirty-five years old, and it can live for up to 300 years. Yet one specimen’s age has been carbon-dated to nearly 10,000 years. The secret to its longevity lies underground.

Old Tijkko stands on Fulufjället Mountain in Sweden and was found by Leif Kullman and Lisa Öberg, a husband-and-wife team who were conducting a census of trees growing on the mountain. The couple named the tree after their pet dog.

It is at first glance an unimpressive specimen, spindly and – when they found it – only around 5 m (16 ft) high. Much of that height is twentieth-century growth, the result of climate change – before then its size was so stunted by the harsh northern environment that it looked more like a shrub than a tree. The growth spurt over the last century has left it lanky, exposed, and vulnerable; in February 2023, heavy snows broke off the top of the tree.

The trunk cannot be more than a few hundred years old but it is part of an organism, its root system, that is capable of surviving the death of a trunk and producing a new, genetically identical one, in a process called vegetative cloning. Further long-term security is provided for the tree by the lower branches, which, when bowed down to the ground by the weight of snow, can root themselves. This useful ability is known as layering.

Because the trunk is younger than its roots, the tree’s age could not be determined by dendrochronology. Instead, it was established by radiocarbon dating of the roots. The seed from which Old Tjikko’s remarkable root system sprang germinated 9,565 years ago. This is all the more remarkable because at the time, this location was in the grip of an ice age when little could be expected to grow at all; it has been suggested that Old Tjikko may, therefore, have been planted and nurtured by human hands.

The Norway spruce, Picea abies, is not the only tree capable of vegetative cloning. The quaking aspen, Populus tremuloides, is another, and one specimen in Utah has produced an entire grove of genetically identical trees, creating the largest cloned grove in the world. The grove, about a mile south of Fish Lake in the western reaches of the Colorado plateau, can be regarded as a single tree with many trunks, and covers an area of 43.6 hectares (108 acres).
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The Trembling Giant or Pando is a quaking aspen in Sevier County, Utah, known as the largest tree in the world.
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The tree is known poetically as the Trembling Giant, or Pando, a Latin word meaning ‘I spread’. The total weight of its 40,000 trunks and extensive roots is around 6,000 tonnes (6,613 tons), making it not only the largest tree but the heaviest organism of any kind on the planet.

The tree’s age has been harder to estimate. Individual aspens live for about 130 years, but extraordinary claims of up to a million years have been made for Pando’s roots. Anything older than 16,000 years would, however, have had to survive a period of glaciation in the area. Quaking aspen has struggled to establish itself in new locations in the climate of the last 10,000 years, although it is now known that the chances of seeds germinating successfully are greater in areas struck by wildfires.

The Trembling Giant is probably somewhere between 10,000 and 16,000 years old. But its future is under threat. Fewer new suckers from the roots are surviving into maturity because of grazing by domestic and wild animals: cattle, mule deer, and elk.

While Pando is made up of thousands of vegetative clones, India’s national tree the banyan, Ficus benghalensis, spreads through layering. Aerial roots reach from branches down to the soil, where they anchor themselves and grow as thick as tree trunks. These stout supports take the weight of the branches and allow specimens to expand their canopy far beyond the normal spread of a tree. Thimmamma Marrimanu is the world’s widest single banyan tree, covering an area of more than three hectares (seven and a half acres). Its age is estimated at between 550 and 660 years.

Marrimanu means ‘banyan trunk’. According to tradition, Thimmamma was a woman born in 1394, who died in 1433 by throwing herself onto the funeral pyre of her late husband, Bala Veerayya. One of the poles used in the construction of the pyre took root and grew into the magnificent banyan that lives on today. The site is sacred to all four of India’s main religions, and a temple dedicated to Thimmamma was built within the pillars of its many roots – more than 4,000 of them – in 2010.

Pilgrims to Thimmamma Marrimanu believe that the sheer numbers of visitors to the tree imbue it with extra energy and vitality, and that childless couples who tie a saffron ribbon around one of its roots will be blessed with a child within a year. The banyan, with its capacity to expand by rerooting itself from its branches, is revered in Hinduism, Buddhism, and other Asian religions as a symbol of fertility, renewal, and life.







METHUSELAH

CALIFORNIA, USA

AGE 4,856 YEARS
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Methuselah, growing in the White Mountains of California, is named after the longest-living man in the Bible, the great, great, great, great, GREAT grandson of Adam and Eve, and the grandfather of Noah. The biblical Methuselah died at the age of 969 years. His namesake has so far outlived him by 3,887 years.

Methuselah the tree is a Great Basin bristlecone pine (Pinus longaeva), a species that thrives in poor soils at high altitudes. The low-grade ground in which the bristlecone grows cannot support dense forests and the tree forms a more open woodland habitat. Its growth is slow, but its life is long – perhaps a lesson for us all. Methuselah stands 2,900–3,000 m (9,500–9,800 ft) above sea level, and probably on a north-facing slope – the average lifespan of Great Basin bristlecones on south-facing hillsides is a thousand years, while on the other side of the mountain it is twice as long.

The species’ seeds are a favourite food of the woodpecker crow, also known as Clark’s nutcracker. The crow plucks seeds directly from the cones, eating some and burying others for later consumption. Sometimes it forgets where these buried seeds are hidden, and they can begin to germinate.

Methuselah started its life in 2,833 bce. In its exposed and remote setting, little may have changed for Methuselah in the ensuing five millennia. The same can’t be said for the rest of the world. In the Mediterranean, the Balearic cave goat, which had existed for five million years, became extinct only about three years before Methuselah was born. As a seedling the tree lived through the earliest years of a golden age in China, the period of the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors, from which the country’s most ancient creation myths derive. When Methuselah was twenty-five, a comet landed between the continents of Africa and Antarctica leaving a massive crater 29 km (18 miles) wide, 3,800 m (12,467 ft) below the surface of the Indian Ocean. This created a mega-tsunami that may well have been felt on Californian shores. In the White Mountains, the Paiute people had already been living there for six thousand years by the time Methuselah germinated, and they supplemented their diet with pinyon nuts gathered from pine trees, close relatives of the bristlecone. They probably ate some of Methuselah’s seeds, too.

Researchers know Methuselah’s precise age thanks to the science of dendrochronology. Samples of a tree’s annual rings can be taken with a narrow auger, which inflicts relatively little damage on the tree. The rings can then be counted to reveal the tree’s age. When Methuselah was first sampled in 1957, its age was put at 4,789 years.

Another Great Basin bristlecone pine has not been so lucky. In 1964, research student Donald Currey was examining the climate effects of the Little Ice Age by taking dendrochronology samples. For reasons which have never been clear, he completely felled one specimen in White Pine County, Nevada. The tree proved to be at least 4,862 years old and possibly as old as 5,000 years. It was posthumously named Prometheus, after the Titan from Greek mythology who stole the secret of fire from the gods to give to mortals. Currey felled Prometheus with a chainsaw.

By their very nature, Great Basin bristlecones grow in remote, inaccessible places. There may well be other venerable specimens out there still undiscovered. Tom Harlan, part of the team that determined Methuselah’s age in 1957, claimed to have found and dated an even older bristlecone – still alive in 2010 after 5,062 years. Harlan, however, kept the location of his find a secret, and after his death in 2013, no record was found and his sample has been lost. If that tree still survives, it is now 5,076 years old.

The US Forest Service does not reveal Methuselah’s precise location. Some claim to have identified it from photographs and visited it, and British naturalist David Attenborough was given permission to film beside it. The best advice, however, is to keep well away, to live and let live. Very few species of flora or fauna benefit from interaction with humans – we are more of a biohazard than a blessing to the natural world. No one knows what the potential maximum age of a Great Basin bristlecone pine is, but after 4,856 years, Methuselah deserves to be left in peace.







THE ASHBRITTLE YEW

SOMERSET, ENGLAND

AGE 3,000–4,000 YEARS
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On top of a prehistoric mound stands a prehistoric tree, one that began life while Stonehenge was still in use as a sacred site. Tales of ancient bones are associated with the Ashbrittle Yew, but it guards the secrets within its mound tenaciously.

Tree and mound are now enclosed in the yard of the fifteenth-century Church of St John the Baptist in the village of Ashbrittle. It was common practice for early Christian sites in Britain to use locations that were already in pagan religious use. By associating the new religion with the old, the Christian Church hoped to build on existing spiritual connections with a place.

The mound is a bowl barrow, a circular burial mound with the appearance of an upturned bowl. It was constructed during the Bronze Age, between 3,200 and 5,300 years ago; based on estimates of the yew’s age, it may well have been planted on top of the mound at the time of its construction. Like many ancient yews, the Ashbrittle Yew has lost its heartwood to decay, and the trunk, now split, has the appearance of half a dozen separate trees. Together they have a circumference of 12 m (40 ft), and some individual sections are almost 9 m (16 ft) in girth.

Yew trees are male or female – this one is male. Of the three younger yews that also live in the churchyard, one is male and two are female, with circumferences of 2–3 m (6–9 ft). Yews are traditionally planted in graveyards, perhaps precisely because of their longevity as memorials. It was believed, erroneously, that their roots grew straight down, thereby disturbing the bones of the dead as little as possible.

But bones have turned up in the vicinity of the Ashbrittle Yew. A skeleton found in the churchyard had been aligned north–south, a Neolithic practice compared to the more common Christian east–west arrangement. Excavation of the mound is impossible as long as the yew grows there, and this has allowed several fanciful, or at least unverifiable, stories to develop. One says that the church was built not just beside the mound but on the site of an old stone circle. Another tells of a battle between the local Celtic tribe and the invading forces of the Roman Empire, after which victorious Celts brought the skulls of the beheaded Romans to the mound for burial. (The yew would by then have been well over 1,000 years old.) There is speculation that the barrow may contain the burial of a pre-Roman Celtic chief. The Bronze-Age barrow is not the only sign that this was a site of prehistoric religious significance. A spring emerges near the yew and now runs beneath the foundations of the church. Flowing water, a symbol of health and life, was revered by pre-Christian societies, an attitude that persists in the Christian Church in the act of baptism.




Little has happened in Ashbrittle since the yew was planted. Its population of a little more than two hundred has been affected by the big changes of history but has participated little in them. The village was recorded in William the Conqueror’s survey of the country in 1085 and became the property of someone called Bretel – the name Ashbrittle means ‘Bretel’s ash trees’. The first named office bearer of a church in the village was Richard Sinclair, at the end of the thirteenth century. The lordship of the manor of Ashbrittle has been in the same family for 500 years. An Ashbrittle man was a steward on board the Titanic and drowned with it. A maple tree was planted next to the yew in 1981 to mark the wedding of the then-Prince of Wales, Charles III, to Lady Diana Spencer.

The Ashbrittle Yew is in robust good health for a 3,000-year-old organism, and when it experienced a period of ill health in 2015, reports of its demise were premature. Some branches have wilted, some leaves have fallen – the yew, Taxus baccata, is normally an evergreen – but it is not dead yet. Perhaps it will never die; in the Bronze Age, the yew was regarded as immortal.

[image: No image description]
A weathered plaque in Somerset claims that the Ashbrittle Yew tree located here is more than 3,000 years old. Despite its historic appearance, even the plaque is hesistant in committing to its claim of definitive age.
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