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INTRODUCTION


The tree which moves some to tears of joy, is in the eyes of others only a green thing that stands in the way. Some see nature all ridicule and deformity … and some scarce see nature at all. But to the eyes of the man of imagination, nature is imagination itself.

William Blake, from his communications with the Reverend John Trusler, 1799



In Cheddington, a sleepy Chiltern village where my grandfather grew up, there’s a row of walnut trees close to the road. We used to scrump walnuts here when I was little, and my mum grew a sapling from one of the walnuts.

The sapling is now a towering tree, although still young in walnut-years. Its broad leaves offer shade to the horses in the field behind the little Buckinghamshire house where I grew up. For years, I’ve witnessed the annual battle for walnuts (grey squirrels 568, Dad 0), and wished the compost heap wasn’t directly underneath, walnut leaves and husks blackening the soil.
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Now my parents’ part of the story is passing and we need to sell the house. I found some walnuts under the tree last autumn, planted them in pots and brought them back to Devon. They have transformed into many tiny walnut saplings needing homes, and I’m wondering: where will the Cheddington walnut family grow next?

We are major parts of the lives of trees, just as trees are major parts of the lives of humans.

If you think that trees have no relevance in your life and my ordinary story sounds like a rural idyll, then consider this. The printed book you are reading, the chair that you are sitting on, the roof of the house you are sheltering in and the frame of the bed you sleep in every night, the fuel in your car, the landscape you travel through and the very air that you breathe … there’s a good chance they are all made from, or shaped by, trees.

Where did those trees put down their roots and throw up their branches to the skies? What kind of trees were they, and what plants and animals lived alongside them? For how many centuries did they grow, before they were cut down and crafted and transported to us? We might take all of this for granted and allow others to worry about sources of timber and their products; but the fact remains that trees have always been fundamental to human lives.

Now, think outside of the human condition, and consider all the other more-than-human species out there. Trees create ecosystems all their own. They provide nectar and shade and shelter and food for thousands of plants and animals and fungi at wildly varying scales. Most land in Britain and Ireland has a tree-history, and it will naturally succeed to woodland of some kind, if left alone for long enough.

And so, trees are fundamental to the whole web of life that we humans are part of. Yet how often, in our busy modern lives, do we take time to stop and notice our trees, let alone to wonder: what is their story?



OUR CHANGING TREESCAPE

When the ice melted around 12,000 years ago, trees gradually returned to the lands we now call Britain and Ireland. Pollen analysis tells us that birch, aspen and willow came first, followed by Scots pine. As the climate warmed, pine retreated northwards, to be replaced by hazel, oak and alder, elm and lime. By the time sea levels rose, around 8,000 years ago, our new islands were covered in woodlands, with grazing animals creating clearings and beavers braiding the rivers. This ‘peak wildwood’ was a time when trees could seed, root, grow, live and die in their own time.

Then humans started to make our mark. Agriculture began around 6,000 years ago, and much land in Britain and Ireland was cleared for crops and grazing. But the remaining woodland wasn’t just abandoned to its own devices; it was managed as coppice or wood pasture for tan bark, woodcrafts, firewood and animals, while larger trees were allowed to grow on for timber, each according to their own qualities and uses. At a very local level, this may have been a sustainable system, but it wasn’t to last. As human populations and technology increased, timber demand began to outstrip supply, and by the seventeenth century, most of Britain and Ireland could no longer be self-sufficient in timber.

John Evelyn’s Silva, published in 1664, was a rallying cry to plant more trees and regenerate woodland. Throughout the next two centuries, landowners planted woodland in estates, landscaped gardens and cities, increasingly ‘collecting’ exotic trees from plant collectors and following fashions for tree species and form. This was the time when sycamore and larch became commonplace and beech and sweet chestnut were widely planted. Meanwhile, as wars raged, remaining timber stocks were grabbed and depleted; land was enclosed and cleared for livestock across Britain and Ireland, preventing any regeneration of trees.

The Industrial Revolution brought cheap timber imports, coal and steel. The old ways of producing home-grown timber and woodland products were in decline. Following the First World War, timber security became a concern and so swathes of upland across Britain and Ireland were transformed with closely planted exotic conifer crops. Following the Second World War, widespread mechanisation led to easier clearance of woodlands and hedges, and the industrialisation of our landscapes accelerated.

By the turn of the new millennium, the original wildwood of Britain and Ireland had dwindled to precious little. Around 2.5 per cent of the UK’s land area is now held by ‘ancient’ woodland (meaning that the land has been under continuous native woodland cover since the 1600s). Less than 2 per cent of Ireland is under native woodland cover. Much new planting in the last century has been conifer plantation, which is of limited use to nature. Yet there are more tree species across these islands than there have ever been before.

The science of ecology has evolved alongside environmental destruction. Modern society knows the truth about the benefits that trees and woodlands can bring us: not just timber and commodities, but shade and cooling of cities, storing carbon and helping to manage flooding at the top of river catchments. We have all the knowledge at our fingertips, and yet the same old stories of profit, power and land ownership still dominate the agenda and dictate the future of our woodlands, as they ever did.

Yet in our imaginations, we still retain a romantic notion of the ‘greenwood’ or ‘wildwood’. It’s a place of freedom and challenge: a tangled thicket of half-remembered connections, necessity of survival and superstition about the unknown. Our cultural relationship with woodlands has probably changed many times down the ages, and yet we can only glimpse this through the fragments of folklore that have survived. The very fact that you are reading this is testament to our endless human curiosity about the meanings and messages of trees, no matter how disconnected we might be from them in our everyday lives.

But trees are just as real as we are, and we can seek their company and reconnect. You share your space with a community of trees right now, whether you live in a city or village, north or south, upland or lowland. As you read about the trees and woodlands here, I strongly encourage you to seek out the places where they grow. Become tree-curious. Widen your circle of species: go to meet these extraordinary leafy beings that we share our lives with and give them some appreciation back.



THE NATURE OF TREE FOLK

The meaning of ‘folklore’ is hotly debated. At its most fundamental, folklore is the essence of local culture and expression of people. But what is genuine and authentic, and where are the boundaries?

To some people, folklore is purely about evidencing and preserving traditions of our ancestors, the more ancient the better. To others, it’s a living, changing practice of creativity that expresses who we are now. To quote Amleth, one of my Beltane Border Morris dance tribe, ‘tradition is doing the same thing as you did last week’.

In reality, those of us who work actively with folk traditions usually craft a mixture of both approaches. There is comfort and identity to be found in reviving old folklore of place and honouring the tradition of those who came before, no matter how quirky it is. But many Morris dancers wear trainers these days and folk singers adapt words to tune their meaning to a modern audience. Folk artists, including storytellers, are reflecting our more inclusive and multicultural society. It’s in the very nature of living traditions to change with the times. There is a blurred line between folk tradition and the broader culture of places and generations; some would say they are one and the same thing.

As an ecologist, my folklore net is cast even wider to the many thousands of other species who share our lives. In this book, I have included tree fact and natural history alongside old and new tree folklore, because all these perspectives help us to explore our connections to trees. You will notice that the folklore of trees is very often informed by the ecology and physical qualities of the tree in question and the land where it likes to grow. As with humans, so with trees.

Folk tales and folk songs are an important part of our folklore heritage. They are rooted in place, handed on from person to person, changing through telling in the oral tradition. They can be abrupt or epic, with many loose ends and inconclusive endings. We don’t know how old many of our folk tales and songs are, or who first created them, but they might be hundreds or even thousands of years old. New folk tales and songs are still being created, and we have no idea which ones will stand the test of time, or how otherworldly and changed they may become.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

The stories in this book are my own versions of traditional folk tales about trees. I have chosen stories that I particularly enjoy, that cover the wide geography of Britain and Ireland, and that resonate with the trees and our connection to them. I have told many of these tales to different audiences, indoors and out in nature, sharing ideas and emotions that the stories provoke. They are for all ages, although some stories are darker than others, and the teller will need to decide which to share with very young ones.

I have hunted out stories, folklore and songs from many different sources: archives and collections, natural history literature and, of course, listening to storytellers and singers. Like all storytellers, I am grateful to those who have collected and shared these down the generations, known and unknown. I have tried wherever possible to pursue a story or song back to its oldest referenced source. A list of sources and further reading is provided.

The trees in this book are presented according to the wheel of the year and the eight Celtic festivals. It’s a way to observe the seasons from a tree’s perspective, from the dark and cold times through the arc of the sun and the unfolding of the year. There are many interpretations of the ancient ‘tree calendar’ in Britain and Ireland, particularly using the Irish system of the Ogham, which speaks to many native trees, but I have not followed this dogmatically. Instead, I have drawn from several sources and my personal experience in attributing trees to seasons, including trees that are relatively new arrivals to our shores. Other trees remain to be explored, including spindle, walnut, wayfaring tree and bird cherry.

I’ve written Tree Folk as a resource to be used for storytelling about our natural world. My aim is to bring our folk heritage about nature to a wider audience. So, even better than reading the stories, do have fun with telling them to others – in your own words, not mine. That is the way that stories change and grow, and stay alive, year on year.

There’s another important reason for sharing these stories and folklore. The nature of Britain and Ireland is in crisis, and so are we. The next few decades will bring challenges beyond any we have ever known. Yet as individuals, we have more agency for positive change than we realise.

I believe the old tales hold wisdom for us: about the resourcefulness of people in times of change; about the values that will help to see us through difficult days; and about the wonders of nature that we must not take for granted. At a time when so much of human discourse isn’t based on anything real at all, folklore and folk tales are a powerful way to reconnect with the emotions and possibilities of place.

After all – what is a folk tale but a tangled woodland of words, where anything could happen?

Walk into the woods now. Take the little path at the wild edges. There is enchantment and wonder here: in the stories, in the songs and in the trees themselves.




1

HOLDING THE LAND
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We begin at the dark of the year and the Winter Solstice. Out in the woods, away from human busyness, there is a delicious stillness. For a few days in late December, the land holds its breath, and the broadleaved trees have drawn all energy to their roots. But if you look closely, nubs of buds and catkins are already waiting on the twigs all around and shoots of acorns peep through the leaf mould.

Meanwhile, the conifers and the holly stand sentinel. Their evergreen leaves are defiant through the harshest of the weather. This is a time of sparse wonder, blessed by the aromatic resin of pine and the intense colour of holly. Months of tough conditions lie ahead, yet we can be sure that the year has turned and the light will return.

HOLLY

TREE OF PROTECTION


As the holly groweth green

And never changeth hue,

So I am, ever hath been,

Unto my lady true.

Henry VIII, King of England, 1522 (fingers crossed behind his back)



When the sun’s power ebbs and the days grow dark, holly leaves shine among the crumpled leaves and rotting vegetation. Folklore decrees that the Holly King rules the waning part of the year. By the time we reach the Winter Solstice, we are ready for holly’s cheerful red berries – but now his work is done, and there is a challenge. The Oak King wins the battle, and so the dance of the year continues for another cycle.

Protection and Cheer

Holly (Ilex aquifolium) is a warrior and protector, ruled by the planet Mars. In many parts of Britain, holly trees were planted near the house as protection from thunder and lightning. In Ireland, holly is known as a ‘gentle’ or ‘noble’ tree and a home of the fairy folk, so be careful – if you misuse holly the fairy folk will not be impressed.

In European folklore, holly is the masculine counterpart to the twining, feminine ivy, plant of Bacchus, the god of wine and good times. This is the reason that so many pubs are called the ‘Holly Bush’ or ‘Holly Tree’. An evergreen holly above the door was the perfect way for English publicans to advertise the quality of their freshly brewed beer.

Until the Second World War and conifer-growing, holly was the Christmas tree of choice for most ordinary folk. Chris Howkins records that in south-east England, green (unberried) holly sprays were given as tokens of appreciation to farm workers by landowners well into the 1960s – but they were only brought into the house on Christmas Eve.

Holly’s midwinter cheer isn’t all about humans. In the old days, holly was pollarded or coppiced for animal fodder, before root crops were grown for the purpose. Leathery holly leaves are nutritious for cattle and sheep in the winter and young holly shoots are favourites of deer and rabbits. In fact, animals are said to love the holly so much that they will become calm if a holly stick comes near.

Song thrushes, blackbirds and fieldfares love holly’s red berries, while blue tits dig out the grubs of the holly-leaf miners that burrow into the waxy leaves. Bright caterpillars of the holly blue butterfly feed on the flower buds and young leaves of the holly in the springtime.

A Prickly Customer

In medieval times, pure holly woods were a common sight, a unique feature of Britain and Ireland that now only exists in a few places. Holly grows on most dry soils, usually in the shade of larger trees such as oak and beech, but it can grow tall with drooping branches, providing its own protection against frosts. It often propagates by suckering underground, but holly berries dropped by birds will also grow in soil enriched by the nutrients from decomposing leaves, leading eventually to a large circle of holly trees, called a ‘ringwood’ in the New Forest. Holly is usually dioecious, meaning that trees are either male or female. A ‘barren holly’ (a tree of one sex, without any others of the opposite sex nearby) is a rare thing, but they are famously very grumpy.

Holly gives a strong, pale, fine-grained timber that polishes well, but it must be seasoned properly. The Ogham letter for holly, Tinne, means ‘iron bar’ or ‘fire.’ This gives us the word ‘tinder’, for holly is very flammable, burns hot, and the timber can be burned green, straight after cutting. If you were a forester or farmer cutting holly in the old days, care was needed: killing a holly tree completely was considered very bad luck. This may be the reason why so many single holly trees remain in the landscape as boundary markers, long after the original hedge has gone.

One of our dancers in Beltane Border Morris has a stick of holly and I can vouch for the hardness of holly wood when you hit it! In ancient times, holly was used to make darts and spears, flails for threshing corn and chariot shafts. The Welsh Romance of Peredur (an early version of ‘Parsifal’, the Arthurian Grail legend) begins with Peredur throwing holly darts in the woods. In the Irish epic, The Táin, Cuchulainn helps to strip and rub holly poles for chariots ‘so smooth that a fly could not stay on them’.

In more modern times, holly was used for the handles of horse whips, butter pats and walking sticks. Small holly saplings were often used to sweep chimneys – for taller chimneys, holly was attached to a rod or ropes pulled from both roof and hearth. Similar to box wood, holly was fine-grained, hard and smooth enough to be used for printing blocks and for bobbins in the cotton mills on the advent of the Industrial Revolution.

Another widely used product of the holly tree was a sticky, glue-like substance called bird lime. This was made by collecting holly bark at Midsummer, boiling it in water for many hours, fermenting the resulting mucilage for a few weeks and mixing the goo with goose fat or walnut oil. Bird lime was used to trap small birds, which were once so numerous that they were serious agricultural pests. The birds could be sold as songbirds but also eaten as part of the protein diet of the poor labouring classes. In the family cooking pot, a stew was called a ‘mess’ (a mixture), but if it contained small birds and other poor meat it was called a ‘trash’ – the origin of the word for ‘rubbish’ in America. The use of bird lime is now illegal, and sadly, small birds are now much rarer due to the widespread destruction of nature in the landscape.
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Holly is increasing in our woodlands today, where it’s not destroyed by deer grazing and human over-tidiness. It tolerates pollution well, and it’s planted widely as an ornamental in towns and cities. No matter where you find it, holly offers us brightness and courage in the dull cheerlessness of winter, in the days of descent and in the long, slow walk back up to springtime.

‘The Holly and the Ivy’

This popular carol was recorded by Cecil Sharp in 1911, but it probably has medieval roots. I know two tunes for this: the well-known Sharp version, and also a Cornish version learned from Ruth Webb.


The holly and the ivy,

When they are both full grown,

Of all the trees that are in the wood,

The holly bears the crown.

(Chorus)

The rising of the sun

And the running of the deer,

The playing of the merry organ,

Sweet singing in the choir.

The holly bears a berry,

As red as any blood,

And Mary bore sweet Jesus Christ

For to do us sinners good.

The holly bears a prickle,

As sharp as any thorn,

And Mary bore sweet Jesus Christ

On Christmas day in the morn.



GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT

The anonymous fourteenth-century poet who wrote the epic poem of ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’ took great pains to describe this most epic of the Arthurian knights. Gawain was the golden boy of the Round Table, ‘devoid of vice, loyal and kind and full of virtue’. His symbol of the pentangle was a ‘five-pointed star that never failed’, demonstrating his faith, fortitude, loving kindness and piety, faultless in his senses and ‘with his five fingers never failing’ (whatever that might mean).

This story is a test of Gawain’s purity of character, dealt out by none other than the Holly King, who can perpetually renew himself. As the old song says, of all the trees that are in the wood, the holly bears the crown – the holly king will always win, and summer will always give way to winter.

A similar motif of the giant with the severed head and his challenge can be found in the eighth-century Irish story of Bricriu’s Feast.
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It was nearly New Year. Arthur looked around the feasting chamber and sighed.

All the good knights, the men and women of the court were falling to their food enthusiastically, as if the more they ate, the stronger they would be in the next turn of the sun. Ambition, chivalry, hopes and rivalries all rose from the company and mingled in the air above the two long feasting tables. This beloved place was a hotbed of gallant deeds and an exemplar of the very best, bravest and beautiful folk in the islands of Britain.

And yet, and yet …

Arthur would not touch his food. He felt suddenly lonely. He felt like the only man who understood that no matter how many high demands and personal quests occurred between folk in this chamber, they would be no match for the challenges in the world outside these walls.

And still he waited.

Arthur held a tradition at New Year: he would not eat until some wonder had revealed itself to him. It was Arthur’s way of divining the boons and challenges that would shape the year ahead, and so far he had never been disappointed.

But this year, the snow was deep. Would anyone want to beat a path to the court, risking their lives in the cold to humour the king?

The great doors at the end of the hall burst open then. Those nearest leapt to their feet. A great man rode in through a whirl of snow and a chill wind, straight down the centre of the room towards Arthur and Guinevere.

This was a mountain of a man, with curling hair and rich robes, but all of him – clothes, hair, skin and horse – were green. Not the green of sea-sickness or putrefaction, but a rich dark emerald, shining like mirrored leaves under the winter sun. He wore no helmet on his head. In one hand he held a fine heavy axe, with a green handle and a green stone blade; and in the other hand he grasped a small holly tree by its stem, red berries peeping out from under the spiny leaves.

The green knight did not wait for any invitation to speak. ‘Who is lord of this place? By this holly in my hand, I come in peace, but I have a challenge for him.’

‘I am High King,’ said Arthur.

The green knight leapt from his horse and came to the high table. ‘I challenge you to take this axe and cut off my head … but only if, in a year and a day, you come to find me and then I can do the same to you.’

There was a sharp intake of breath around the room. Was this fellow mad? Or … was there magic involved? Nobody spoke. Arthur considered what to do next. Violence was not an answer: this was trickery, and it deserved a response in kind.

The silence was too long for the green knight. ‘Oh, look at you all, fine people,’ he spat, pacing about. ‘You think you are so brave, yet not one of you has the courage to take up my challenge, not even your great King. Call yourselves knights? Shame upon all of your heads!’

Arthur’s face reddened. ‘You are quite insane,’ he said. ‘Let me take the axe and I will happily do what you ask.’ But before he could, another voice piped up.

‘My Lord King, allow me to accept the challenge on your behalf.’

It was Gawain. The knight who shone like gold, the man who had the hearts of at least half the women in that room and some of the men too … there were gasps of dismay from the tables.

‘Ah! Good, good,’ cried the green knight, holding out his axe.

Arthur leaned round to Gawain and whispered in his ear, ‘Make a clean cut, then he won’t be bothering us any further. Godspeed.’

Gawain walked forwards and took the axe, heavy as lead. The green knight knelt and bared his neck. ‘Now, make it count. Cut my head off.’

Gawain took a couple of deep breaths, swung the axe back and …

It was a good strike. The head was severed in a clean cut. It rolled away under one of the tables, to the disgust of the ladies.

But there was no blood from head or body. The knight’s headless body got up from kneeling and stumbled about. Under the table, the head called, ‘Over here!’

The hands of the green knight grabbed the hair of his severed head and held it high. Now faces in the court were turning a nasty shade of puce.

The green knight’s body got back on his green horse and held the severed head towards Gawain; its eyes opened, and the lips spoke. ‘Remember your promise, lad! Find me in a year and a day, far to the north and west of here at my chapel, and I shall return the favour.’

He turned his horse and disappeared into the howling blizzard outside.

For a while, this New Year wonder was the talk of the court, but it soon died down because of Gawain, who felt altogether too complicated about it. He was sure that he had done the right thing to protect his King by accepting the challenge – but, if he kept his promise and his honour, how could this story end in any other way than his own death?

As winter melted away and the trees burst into blossom, ignoring it worked – for a while. Arthur said, ‘A lot can happen in a year. We may learn more about this knight and understand the magic that has been cast. Be patient, Gawain. Chivalry always has rewards.’

Soon the trees were in full leaf and the bluebells fading. The birds quietened as they reared their young and long days were merry at court. Yet at the Midsummer Feast, Gawain was a little way apart from his friends, filled with melancholy, for the year had turned, and he still needed to keep his word.

By the time the harvest was gathered, threshed and stored for the winter to come, Gawain had a proper black cloud over him. Just before All Hallows, he spoke with Arthur. ‘I must go to seek the green knight alone,’ he said, ‘and I may not return.’

Arthur knew there was no persuading Gawain otherwise, and so he called for all provisions and help to be given. Guinevere poured down blessings on the sorry knight, and he spent many hours in prayer, but the day of departure came with no inspiration and no guidance for his quest, save from the golden pentangle that was the symbol of all he held as good in the world.

Gawain left the court by the back door, carrying the good wishes of the court with him, together with his sword and scarlet shield, but very little hope.

No man with any sense started a quest on the wrong side of winter. Gawain headed north and west, asking questions of everyone he met, but nobody had heard of the green knight’s chapel. He rode into the great greenwood in the borderlands, so far in among the trees that no tracks could be found and he could only navigate by the skies in the clearings. Still north and west he rode. As weeks passed and the temperature plummeted, he relied on what he could hunt and kill to eat.

Then the snow began, and the land changed.

Now any clearings were deep in snow and impassable. It was only under the green of the holly trees, with their great drooping branches and groves, that Gawain could ride forward for any distance
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