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Foreword


By Maria Popova

“The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the eyes of others only a green thing that stands in the way,” William Blake wrote in his most passionate letter. “As a man is, so he sees.”

Because we are social apes who descended from the trees and invented language to tell each other what we see, saying is a way of seeing. To name something is to instate it in the family of things, to make it a node in the relational web we call reality. A word can be a pinhole, pinching a vista of complexity to a narrow point, but it can also be a magnifying glass for the invisible processes and nuances that tessellate that complexity. Few things in this world are more complex, more dazzling and dynamic, more irreducible and irrepressibly alive, and therefore more needful of proper naming, than a forest and its fractal, the tree.

With a poet’s precision and a naturalist’s reverence for reality, Hannah rewilds the imagination with words you’ve never heard and words you know in different contexts, from nautical engineering to music theory, that mean something entirely different in the arboreal realm. Together, they constellate a lexicon of wonder that invites you to eavesdrop on ancient silent conversations with gravity, time, and light in the language of hormones and motor cells, revealing a universe of symmetries and deviations, mathematical yet sensual, full of its self-healing wounds and chemical whispers, resinous with metaphors for resilience and self-reliance, for belonging and love, for the art of letting go and the meaning of enough.

What emerges is a reminder that wording is an instrument of worlding; that if “the word for world is forest,” as Ursula K. Le Guin so prophetically wrote, then to word the forest—to name its majesty and its mystery, the subtlety and vehemence of the phenomena pulsating through it—is to reclaim the world.






INTRODUCTION The Astonishing Strangeness of Trees


All my life I have been surrounded by trees. They lean over my house, swaying above me while I sleep. The rural roads I drive on are like tunnels in summer, winding through leafy green archways. The well-beaten path behind the house slips between massive rhododendrons and into the woods beyond. It is a path into the cool heart of the earth, much like the woods behind the house I grew up in—familiar and comforting, a refuge. My two kids make their way down to the little ephemeral stream to get their boots stuck in the mud and walk across bridges of fallen logs.

And yet, one day, I stepped outside and looked around and thought, How strange. I was surrounded by the trees that had always been there, but for a moment I saw them as if I were coming upon them suddenly for the first time. They sprang from the land like enormous bristles from the face of a brush, swaying on trunks that seemed perilously skinny for their height. The branches forked and forked again, stretching in all directions. They shook their leaves and blocked the sun.

Even more remarkable, these massive entities standing in great numbers all around me—they were alive! Living, breathing organisms that sucked water from the soil with roots that broke rock and tangled beneath the very ground I stood on. We are at their mercy, I thought, which might seem like an odd idea, considering how many forested landscapes we have laid to waste, but neither was it wrong, considering how much we depend on them. The sensation that overcame me, breaking into that otherwise ordinary moment, was perhaps something like the old Romantic sense of the sublime, that soul-shaking mixture of fear and awe.

I don’t walk around thinking of trees this way all the time—that would be exhausting—but sometimes I purposefully try to conjure the sensation again. I want to remember the exquisite strangeness of the world, the unlikeliness that it exists, just so.

Although recent research has opened up fascinating new realms of possibility regarding the embodied intelligence of the plant world, there is much we don’t know. Trying to understand, we are tempted to compare their way of being to our own, but if we’re not careful, these comparisons can blind us to the mystery of never truly knowing another species. As humans, however, we apply language, our great meaning-making tool, to describe what we’ve learned of their world as best we can. How we do so often says as much or more about us than it does about that of which we speak.

This book began with a fascination with the words we use to talk about trees. As I learned the human vocabulary of forest ecology and botany, each word became a doorway, a way to see more clearly the lives and processes it describes and their marvelous otherness, but also to see more clearly myself in relationship to them.

As I spent time in this forest of words, my experience in the actual forest became layered with greater nuance. At their heart, so many of these words and concepts seemed to reflect a blurring of the line between life and death, between the individual and the whole. Forest time operates on a scale indifferent to the rush of human time; it is slower and wider, riding the waves of geologic time, reaching toward spacetime. Always in flux—always already growing, dying, changing, and regenerating—the forest embodies the truth that impermanence is a constant state of being.
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So many of these words and concepts seemed to reflect a blurring of the line between life and death, between the individual and the whole.



A glimpse into this other world requires a shift in thinking. With each glimpse, each shift, a wild ecology of wonder grew up around me. I believe we have to be open to these shifts—to seeing forests in a context that is thrillingly different from the one we are used to—if we are to be better stewards of these ecosystems in our uncertain future. After all, in the end, we are all part of the same great unfolding mystery.

Trees are still the backdrop of my life. I see them, blink, and look again.








PART 1 SEED & ROOT
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PREFOREST Begin Again


Before a forest, there is preforest. After a forest, there is preforest. It is the time and space between forest and forest.

After a severe storm or fire or clearcut, after acres of trees are brought to the ground, a new window of time opens, perhaps only briefly. Most of the trees are gone, their remains replenishing the soil. In their place, bathed in a new flood of light, shrubs, grasses, and herbs take root and blanket the scarred landscape. Huckleberries grow sweet in the sun. Rabbits hide in the brush and brambles. Butterflies search for blooms.
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The trees will be back, but for now, a flash of blue as brilliant as the exposed sky—a bluebird finds a home in a hollow snag. Woodpeckers flock to the standing dead wood.

Full-throttled life moves in.
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SEED BANK A Forest Lies Waiting


On a frozen island in a remote archipelago above the Arctic Circle is a large vault set 430 feet into a sandstone mountain. Inside are millions of seeds, wrapped in foil packets and stored in sealed boxes, genetic insurance for food crops from around the world. This is the Svalbard Global Seed Vault. The history of human-made seed banks goes back to the early twentieth century, when scientist Nikolai Vavilov began to collect seeds as a bulwark against famine; he later died in a Stalinist prison for his dedication to science. When Leningrad came under siege by Nazis, this same seed bank was barricaded by scientists, some of them starving to death beside packets of beans and rice and grain.

That is one kind of seed bank, a buffer against catastrophic human folly. The other kind is tucked into a blanket of soil.

The forest floor is scattered with seeds every year—seeds that have drifted or fallen, or been transported by bird or beast. No matter the species, each contains the same three parts: The embryo, a miniature plant, is already complete with root, stem, and one or more leaves. The endosperm holds ready-made energy the plant will need before it is able to make its own. The seed coat is like the shell of an egg—protection until the time comes for it to break.

Some combination of the seeds in the seed bank will become the future forest. And though they aren’t secured and preserved in a dry, locked vault, they have their own strategies for survival.

Many seeds are viable for a short time and will germinate within a year or perish. Others remain dormant, waiting for the right conditions. A black birch seed might wait several years, until a gap allows enough light to reach it. A tulip tree might wait up to eight years, cherries several decades. Some plants might sleep for a century or more, though this is difficult to prove. The precise longevity of many seeds remains a secret folded within.

A dormant seed that lingers in the seed bank is often protected by a hard seed coat or a hormone that inhibits germination. The frost and weathering of a cold winter’s sleep softens the seed coat, bit by bit. All this armor is designed to be temporary, its breakdown timed so the readiness of the seed meets the readiness of the outside world.

Not frozen in time, the forest’s seed bank is constantly turning over—from year to year, from decade to century, as the forest composition shifts and changes. Some seeds will be successful, and many will not. Some—like so many human endeavors—­will seem at first to have failed, only to spring up at their long-awaited moment. This isn’t a strategy of safety but of faith, tested and retested.

When a seed’s time finally comes, the root breaks through and grows down. The cotyledons, first leaves, pry open the shell and turn their green
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