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Quince tree, a chromolithography from 1870.
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A lone tree overlooks the North Kent Downs at sunset.
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The forest floor of the New Forest in Hampshire.





INTRODUCTION


What is a tree? While most people have little difficulty naming a tree when they see one, hard-and-fast definitions are hard to pin down: there are exceptions to almost any simple rule of tree-hood. Trees are not a biologically distinct group. Rather the tree form has been adopted by a wide range of plants from a huge variety of taxonomic groups, and in its broadest sense the term can be applied to flowering and non-flowering plants, to monocots and dicots, to tall plants and small ones, upright and sprawling ones, woody plants and those with other means of making a rigid trunk such as tree ferns, palms and bamboos. Most, but not all, trees are woody plants, with one or more stems, known as trunks, and many, but not all, have the potential to grow tall.

In writing this book I’ve sought to address a different question: not what is a tree, but what do trees mean? Where do they fit in collectively and individually, to the web of experience that encompasses all life on Earth – including humans? I’ve explored some of those uncountable interactions and transactions in the following pages, but ultimately the question is a personal one. What does a tree mean you?


[image: Illustration]

Humans and trees have been hanging out together since our very beginnings.
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Bluebells carpet the floor in beautiful beech woodland.





1ST JANUARY

EMANCIPATION OAK


USA

It was under this huge southern live oak (Quercus virginiana) in the small satellite town of Hampton, Virginia, that local people gathered in 1863 to hear the first Southern reading of President Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, which declared:

‘That on the first day of January in the year of our Lord, one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within any State … shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.’

The tree is also linked with Mary Smith Peake, a free black woman, who defied state law to teach enslaved and free black Americans, continuing even as Civil War broke out. The oak under which her lessons took place was the first teaching space of what ultimately became Hampton University, on whose campus the oak still stands today.


[image: Illustration]

The Emancipation Oak still stands near the entrance to Hampton University Virginia.






2ND JANUARY

THE MAJOR OAK


England

Perhaps the best known of dozens of ancient pedunculate or English oaks in Britain, this vast, hollow specimen growing near the Nottinghamshire village of Edwinstowe is thought to be 900–1,000 years old. Its great age and location in Sherwood Forest have led to a strong association with the legend of Robin Hood. Could the outlaw and his men have rested in or beneath these spreading branches? The possibility is enough to draw hundreds of thousands of visitors a year along the gentle walk from the nearby visitor centre to view the tree. The name Major Oak commemorates Major Hayman Rooke, who wrote a book about notable trees of the area in 1790. Before that it had been known as the Queen’s Oak and the Cockpen tree.


[image: Illustration]

Loss of branches is a natural process in the veteran life stages of ancient trees, but like many much-loved specimens the Major Oak is supported by props to maintain its iconic shape.






3RD JANUARY

SOUTHERNMOST TREE


The southernmost trees on Earth live on the tip of South America – Isla Hornos (Cape Horn Island) off Tierra del Fuego. On eastern parts of the island trees grow in short, dense evergreen forests, offering shelter to breeding colonies of Magellanic penguins. South of the forest are isolated clumps of trees, growing in the shelter of rocky outcrops where they have some protection from the vicious storms for which Cape Horn is famed. Of these, the furthest south is a Magellan’s beech (Nothofagus betuloides). It was identified and mapped in January 2019 during an expedition led by ecologists Brian Buma and Andrés Holz. The tree measured not more than 90cm (35½in) tall, with a trunk 10cm (4in) in diameter. A non-destructive ring count suggested it was 41 years old at the time of discovery.


[image: Illustration]

The southernmost trees on Earth, Isla Hornos, Tierra del Fuego.






4TH JANUARY

‘What lies over there?’ asked the Mole, waving a paw towards a wood that darkly framed the water-meadows on one side. ‘That? O, that’s just the Wild Wood,’ said the Rat shortly. ‘We don’t go there very much, we river-bankers.’

The Wind in the Willows, KENNETH GRAHAME (1908)


[image: Illustration]

Mole discovers the reason river-bankers don’t visit the Wild Wood, illustrated by Paul Bransom.





5TH JANUARY

THE POEM TREE


Wittenham Clumps, England

‘As up the hill
with labr’ing steps we tread

Where the twin Clumps
their sheltering branches spread’

These words formed part of a poem written and carved by local artist, Joseph Tubb, into the bark of a beech tree at Wittenham Clumps, Oxfordshire, between 1844 and 1845. The tree fell in 2012, but the spot is marked by a stone with a bronze plaque bearing a transcription of the poem, and a facsimile of the carving taken as a bark rubbing in 1965.
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Joseph Tubb’s poem grew with the tree for a further 170 years.






6TH JANUARY

WASSAILING


England

The tradition of wassailing in England marks the turn of the year and takes place in the days following the winter solstice. The celebrations begin at Yule or Christmas and culminate on Twelfth Night, when the slight lengthening of daylight hours begins to be perceptible. In some areas the wassailing tradition involves singing door-to-door in return for gifts of food and alcoholic beverages – a forerunner of both carolling and trick-or-treating. In cider-growing areas, however, the tradition focuses on orchards. Fruit trees are decorated (sometimes hung with pieces of toast), doused with cider and exhorted to produce a good crop in the coming year with singing and carousing.


[image: Illustration]

Wassailing apple trees with hot cider in Devonshire on Twelfth Night.Illustrated London News (1861).






7TH JANUARY

OLIVE BRANCH


The Ancient Sisters, Lebanon

A ccording to the Old Testament bible story, a dove flying out from Noah’s Ark as it floated on the Great Flood, returned with a sprig of green from an olive tree, giving hope that the water must be receding and land not too far away.

Lebanese folklore suggests that the source of the branch is was a grove of trees growing in the small town of Bcheale. Known as the Ancient Sisters, the remaining sixteen trees are reputed to be 5000–6000 years old. This would set them among the world’s oldest non-clonal trees, rivalling the bristlecone pines of California (see here).

The age of the trees has not been verified as their trunks are hollow. But they still produce fruit, which is made into highly marketable olive oil by a charity set up to care for the grove.


[image: Illustration]

It is believed an olive branch from one of the Sisters, carried by a dove, signalled to Noah the approach of dry land during the great flood.






8TH JANUARY

MONEY TREES


England

In woodland around Britain there are fallen trees with hundreds of coins hammered into their decaying timber. While the tradition probably has Pagan origins and there are some reports of money trees in the 19th century, the practice appears to have undergone a strong revival in recent decades, in the north of England especially. A tree that fell in high winds at Bolton Abbey in the 1980s was dragged to the side of a popular footpath and soon began to accumulate coins. Now there are similar examples at beauty spots across the Yorkshire Dales and into Cumbria. It should go without saying that this kind of treatment would be highly damaging to living trees.


[image: Illustration]

A wishing tree on the Ingleton Waterfalls Trail in the Yorkshire Dales, where visitors hammer a coin into the tree for luck.






9TH JANUARY

LAKE CHIVERO ROCK ART


Zimbabwe

It has sometimes been observed that plants are almost non-existent in prehistoric rock art. While pictures of animals abound, until around 5,000 years ago images of plants that the artists must have known and depended on are extremely rare. When they do begin to appear, they seem to be shown in a resource context. This finely rendered tree, which was painted at Bushman’s Point on Lake Chivero, Zimbabwe, is a case in point. It dates from around 2,000 years ago, and judging by the small adjacent human figure wielding an axe, appears to show the tree as a commodity.


[image: Illustration]

One of several rock paintings, including one depicting the felling of a tree, at Lake Chivero Recreational Park near Harare, Zimbabwe.






10TH JANUARY

GOSHIN


John Yoshio Naka (1948–1984)

A superlative example of the Japanese art of bonsai, Goshin (meaning ‘protector of the spirit’) is a group of 11 Foemina junipers (Juniperus chinensis var. ‘Foemina’) created by the Japanese-American horticulturalist John Yoshio Naka. The original composition, begun in 1948, comprised just two trees, to which Naka added over the years. By 1964 he had created a tiny forest of seven trees, one for each of his grandchildren. Four more grandchildren and four trees later, Goshin had reached its final composition. Of his painstakingly slow craft, Naka once said ‘… bonsai is not you working on the tree; you have to have the tree work on you.’


[image: Illustration]

The Goshin bonsai on display at the United States National Arboretum in Washington DC, to which it was donated by its creator John Yoshio Naka in 1984.






11TH JANUARY

TREEBEARD


In the high-fantasy world of Middle Earth in J.R.R. Tolkein’s epic The Lord of the Rings, Treebeard (also called Fangorn) is the oldest of the tree-like Ents, and hence the oldest living thing in the entire realm. He appears in The Two Towers, The Return of the King and also in the prequel The Silmarillion. Ents are gifted with a strange, deep wisdom; they are slow to react but immensely powerful when roused, and they play a key part in the battle against the dark wizard Saruman.


[image: Illustration]

Treebeard the Ent creaks to life in the 2002 movie The Lord of the Rings: Two Towers.





12TH JANUARY

CEIBA TREE


In Mesoamerican mythology, the ceiba was a world tree or axis mundi, connecting the terrestrial world of humanity with the heavens and the terrifying underworld, Xibalba (meaning ‘place of fright’). In other representations the trunk was sometimes depicted as a great caiman, standing on its tail. Real world ceibas are large, long-lived, spiny-trunked trees of Central and South America and the Caribbean. They include the kapok (Ceiba pentandra) whose seed fibres make great stuffing.


[image: Illustration]

In this design, taken from the sarcophagus of the Mayan ruler Pakal, the long-reining monarch is shown lying at the foot of a cruciform World Tree.






13TH JANUARY

LAUREL OR DAPHNE


Laurus nobilis

This tree, whose glossy aromatic leaves are widely used in Mediterranean cooking and whose dense growth makes it a popular garden choice for hedging and topiary, was considered divine in the classical world. In Greek mythology, the goddess Daphne, daughter of Gaia, evaded the amorous advances of Apollo and left him with only a laurel tree to adore – he wore wreaths of the leaves ever after. The laurel continued to be a symbol of immortality to the Romans, and wreaths were worn by gods and emperors and bestowed on victors and champions as symbols of their accomplishments. The tradition is continued to this day in literal and symbolic form – for example, in portraiture, in the awarding of baccalaureate qualifications and laureateships.


[image: Illustration]

This reproduction from a fresco in the Roman city of Pompeii shows the nymph Daphne about to escape Apollo’s clutches – note the sprouting laurel branch, the same colour as her mantle.






14TH JANUARY

COMMON DOGWOOD


Cornus sanguinea

Common dogwood is a familiar woodland understory tree in Europe and Asia, easily recognized by its oval leaves with widely spaced, curving veins. Another name, bloody dogwood, is a reference to its red winter stems, but is doubly apt given the suitability of its exceptionally hard wood and straight stems for making skewers, arrow-shafts and spears. This property was evidently well known to Neolithic people, and the mummified traveller known as Ötzi the Iceman, discovered in an alpine glacier in 1991, was carrying dogwood arrows in his quiver when he died over 5,000 years ago. As if to cement an already grim reputation, it is sometimes claimed that the cross on which Jesus Christ was crucified was also made of dogwood.


[image: Illustration]

The glowing winter stems of dogwood mean it is a popular species in horticultural settings, where it provides spectacular seasonal colour.






15TH JANUARY

COLLECTING MAPLE SAP


North America

Maple syrup is the concentrated sap from certain species of maple tree, usually the sugar maple (Acer saccharum) or black maple (Acer nigrum). Maples, like many deciduous trees of seasonal climates, store carbohydrates in their roots in the form of starch. In late winter, they mobilize this reserve, converting it into sugar and transporting it upwards ready to fuel the intense burst of spring growth.

Traditionally, this sap was tapped using a short spile – a metal or wooden tube with a pointed tip driven into the soft wood just under the bark, which contains thousands of tiny vessels that conduct sap up the trunk. Sap trickling from each spile was collected in a bucket and then boiled to reduce its volume about 40 times, resulting in the distinctively flavoured, super-sweet product. Modern systems tend to use plastic collecting bags or tubes that carry sap directly to a central evaporating unit.


[image: Illustration]

Maple sap being tapped the traditional way. The trunks show the spile-scars of previous collections.






16TH JANUARY

TREE OF TÉNÉRÉ


Niger

A lone acacia growing in the Ténéré region of the Sahara Desert, some 350km (217 miles) from its nearest arboreal neighbour, was widely acknowledged as the world’s most isolated tree until 1973. It was a remnant of the savanna landscape that existed before desertification of the region and a landmark so profound that its location remains marked on large-scale maps of the Sahara more than 45 years after it was somehow run over by a lorry. Its remains are held by the National Museum of Niger in Niamey, and a metal tree sculpture now stands in its place.


[image: Illustration]

This poignant landmark in an otherwise empty landscape was once the world’s most isolated tree.






17TH JANUARY

THE THERESIENSTADT (TEREZIN) TREE


Czech Republic

The Theresienstadt Ghetto was a concentration camp in the Czech town of Terezin. As part of a Nazi propaganda exercise, prisoners were allowed to practice religious and cultural activities and to educate their children. In 1943, in celebration of Tu B’Shvat, the Jewish ‘New Year of the Trees’, a teacher-detainee called Irma Lauscher planted a smuggled sycamore cutting, and encouraged the children to tend it. Of more than 15,000 children passing through Theresienstadt en route to Auschwitz, fewer than 200 survived the war. But thanks to their care, and that of their inspirational teacher, the tree lived on into the 21st century. Its preserved trunk stands in the grounds of the memorial Ghetto Museum and hundreds of descendants nurtured from its seeds now grow in commemorative locations around the world. Tu B’Shvat falls in January or February of the Gregorian calendar.


[image: Illustration]

Artwork from the Theresienstadt ghetto (1942–1943). In 1944 the ghetto was ‘beautified’ by the Nazis for a Red Cross visit in Operation Embellishment. The ruse worked.






18TH JANUARY

MORETON BAY FIG OR AUSTRALIAN BANYAN


Ficus macrophylla

These potentially enormous trees begin life as epiphytes – germinating from seeds deposited in the branches of host trees and putting out shoots that descend to the ground to root as well as growing up and out, thickening so that they can support themselves when the host tree dies from strangulation. Mature specimens are distinguished by massive buttress roots, and in some forms by curtains of aerial roots that drop from branches to the ground. The species is native to eastern Australia but has been introduced widely to tropical and warm temperate parts of the world.


[image: Illustration]

A Moreton Bay fig growing in Kings Park in Perth, Western Australia, displays the buttress roots and multiple trunks typical of the species.






19TH JANUARY

THE LONE CYPRESS


USA

This iconic tree growing on a rocky outcrop above Pebble Beach, on the Monterey Peninsula near Carmel in California, is a Monterey cypress (Hesperocyparis macrocarpa, previously known as Cupressus macrocarpa). Thought to have been fairly widespread in prehistoric times, the species’ native range is now restricted to two small populations at Pebble Beach and nearby Lobos Point, though it has been introduced elsewhere, notably in New Zealand.


[image: Illustration]

The Lone Cypress is reputed to be the most photographed tree in North America, and has been trademarked by the local community.






20TH JANUARY

KIIDK’YAAS (THE GOLDEN SPRUCE)


Canada

A highly unusual golden-needled example of Sitka spruce (Picea sitchensis ‘Aurea’) growing on the largest of the Haida Gwaii islands off the coast of British Columbia, and thought to be over 300 years old, was considered sacred to the First Nation Haida people. However, the tree became more famous for the tragedy of its felling in a delusional act of protest by a local logger called Grant Hadwin. By his own account, on 20th January 1997, Hadwin swam the freezing river with a specially purchased chainsaw and cut the tree in such a way that it fell as soon as the wind picked up two days later. Hadwin claimed to be motivated by hatred of ‘university-trained professors and their extremist supporters’. In the run-up to his trial, public outrage was so great that he claimed to fear for his life and refused to take public transport. Instead he set off to court by kayak, and disappeared. His wrecked boat was found months later but Hadwin was never seen again. The mystery of his ultimate fate – drowned, murdered or escaped – has never been solved.


[image: Illustration]

In the mythology of the Haida people, this golden spruce was once a boy who was transfigured as a supernatural punishment for dishonouring nature.






21ST JANUARY

COCO DE MER OR SEA COCONUT


Lodoicea maldivica

The coco de mer was first described from huge seeds washed up on beaches of the Maldives, where they were sometimes attributed with supernatural undersea origins. The seeds are the largest of any known plant, occasionally weighing more than 17kg (37½lb), and they come from the heaviest known wild fruit – a double (bilobed) coconut weighing up to 42kg (92½lb). These extraordinary fruits take six or seven years to mature, and a further two years to germinate.

The popular idea that the tree relied on a long-haul dispersal strategy in which the nuts travelled vast distances by sea belies that fact that the natural distribution of the species is restricted to a handful of islands in the Seychelles. In truth, viable nuts are much too dense to be able to float, and those occasionally found drifting thousands of miles away are rotten.


[image: Illustration]

Coco de mer on the beach of Anse Boudin, Seychelles.






22ND JANUARY

‘I THINK …’
DARWIN’S PHYLOGENETIC TREE OF LIFE


The tree-like diagrams used to show relationships between organisms or species descended from a shared common ancestor are called cladograms. An early version sketched by Charles Darwin in a notebook and never published in his lifetime has become an icon of evolutionary thinking. The original notebook is one of two that went missing from Cambridge University Library in 2000, and which are now presumed to have been stolen.


[image: Illustration]

Charles Darwin’s first diagram of an evolutionary tree, a sketch from his First notebook on transmutation of species (1837).






23RD JANUARY

TREE SCULPTURE



Maelstrom, Roxy Paine (2009)

American artist Roxy Paine is perhaps best known for the huge tree-like sculptures he calls ‘dendroids’. They are constructed to mathematical rules similar to those that govern real tree forms. Maelstrom is intended to represent the swirling, crackling energy of a storm and its impact on a forest, and also, says Paine, the idea of a ‘mental storm, or what I envision happens during an epileptic seizure’.


[image: Illustration]

Maelstom is seen here during its six-month run on the roof of the Metropolitan Museu m of Art in Manhattan in 2009.






24TH JANUARY

CHIPKO ANDOLAN


India

Chipko Andolan is an environmental movement which was formed in the 1970s in the sub-Himalayan state of Uttarakhand in India by villagers protesting the increasingly rapacious exploitation of forests by commercial logging of ash trees. The movement allied itself closely with the sacrifice of Amrita Devi and 363 other Bishnoi Hindus some 240 years previously. While the Chipko leaders were men, women were key to its impact and to the effectiveness of its non-violent direct action. Chipko founder Sunderlal Bahuguna inspired a generation of activists with his assertion that ‘Ecology is the permanent economy.’


[image: Illustration]

The Chipko movement helped to bring the term ‘tree hugger’ into mainstream usage.






25TH JANUARY

WINTER FIRE


Cultivars of common dogwood (Cornus sanguinea) are grown for the spectacular colour of their bare twigs in winter, but also for practical purposes. The fruits of dogwood, while not generally eaten by people, are hugely popular with birds and are thus often grown close to cherry and plum orchards in order to distract from the main crop.


[image: Illustration]

Blue tit resting on a dogwood branch in winter.





26TH JANUARY

‘A human being is bred with a unique set of potentials that yearn to be fulfilled as surely as the acorn yearns to become the oak within it.’

ARISTOTLE, GREEK POLYMATH AND PHILOSOPHER (384–322 BCE)


[image: Illustration]

An oak seedling after one summer’s growth.






27TH JANUARY

MALHAM ASH


England

A solitary ash (Fraxinus excelsior) growing on the limestone plateau of Malham Cove in the Yorkshire Dales is one of the most photographed trees in Britain – as well as one of the hardiest. The strange rock formations, known as limestone pavement, are made up of irregularly shaped blocks (clints) and deep weathered fissures (grykes). The plateau is fiercely exposed, but the grykes provide sheltered microcosms in which a wonderful diversity of plants can thrive, and despite first impressions, there is usually plenty of water which the tree accesses via roots penetrating deep into ever-smaller cracks and crevices in the rock.


[image: Illustration]

A solitary ash dominates the much-filmed and photographed landscape above Malham Cove in North Yorkshire.






28TH JANUARY

TREE HORSETAIL



Calamites spp.

In modern times, horsetails such as Equisetum spp. are familiar plants of damp places, rarely growing more than 1m (3¼ft) high. But over 300 million years ago, giant horsetails, such as Calamites spp., were among the dominant tall vegetation. Some grew as tall as 50m (164ft), supported on woody stems, which were hollow and noded rather like those of bamboo, but with pronounced vertical ribbing. The filamentous leaves were borne on whorls, in a similar way to modern horsetails.


[image: Illustration]

The distinctively whorled leaves of ancient horsetails show clearly in fossils more than 300 million years old from Saxony in Germany.






29TH JANUARY

THE DARK HEDGES


Northern Ireland

An avenue of around 150 beeches planted along the approach to Gracehill House in County Antrim, Northern Ireland, in the late 18th century forms a strikingly atmospheric tunnel. The location appeared as the Kings Road in the blockbuster HBO TV series Game of Thrones, adding greatly to its tourist appeal. When two of the huge trees were felled by the high winds of Storm Gertrude in January 2016, their timber was carved into ten elaborately decorative doors, based on scenes from Season Six of the show. The doors are now fitted in pubs and bars close to other Game of Thrones filming locations.


[image: Illustration]

The stately limbs and glowering shade of ancient beeches of Ulster’s Dark Hedges create an irresistible cinematic atmosphere.






30TH JANUARY

PARÁ RUBBER TREE


Hevea brasiliensis

One of the largest members of the spurge family (Euphorbiaceae), the rubber tree grows over 40m (130ft) tall in its natural state. It is native to the Amazon rainforest, where its latex was harvested by indigenous people. However, rubber trees became botanical gold following the refinement of the vulcanization process by Henry Goodyear, resulting in a more elastic and less perishable product. In 1876, the explorer Henry Wickham stole and smuggled a large consignment of rubber seeds out of Brazil to Kew Gardens in England, and the plants that germinated were used to start vast plantations in the British and Dutch colonies of India, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Malaya (Malaysia), the East Indies (Indonesia) and Singapore.


[image: Illustration]

The rubber tree, as illustrated in the 19th-century herbal Köhler’s Medicinal Plants by Hermann Adolph Köhler.






31ST JANUARY

STRANGLERS OF ANGKOR


Cambodia

The vast 12th-century temple city of Angkor Wat in Siem Reap, Cambodia, was built to last – but centuries of neglect following the decline of the Khmer Empire gave nature an opportunity to take advantage in emphatic style. In parts of the complex, stonework has been variously shattered, prized apart and almost completely engulfed by the roots and shoots of banyans (Ficus spp.), kapok or silk cottons (Ceiba pentandra) and thitpok trees (Tetrameles nudiflora). That the trees have been able reach such sizes rooted in masonry seems extraordinary – but the sandstone from which the temples are constructed is unusually porous, permitting the percolation of sufficient moisture to supply the roots. While some parts of the temple complex are beyond restoration, further tree growth is now strictly controlled by nimble-footed gardeners, who shun ropes and scaffolding that would damage the stonework or obscure it from view. They work instead with secateurs, long ladders and nerves of steel.


[image: Illustration]

In the ancient ruins of Ta Prohm temple close to Angkor Wat, vast trees appear to be part of the architecture.





1ST FEBRUARY

LAM TSUEN WISHING TREE


Hong Kong, China

The stately Chinese banyan trees (Ficus microcarpa) in the grounds of Tin Hau Temple in Fong Ma Po, Hong Kong, are the traditional focus of lunar New Year celebrations. Local people would write wishes on red joss paper scrolls tied to oranges, which were thrown into the branches. If the string caught, the wish was to be granted. The paper and oranges made a striking display, but as the trees aged, the weight of fruit became too much, and in 2005 an elderly man and a child were injured when a branch fell. As a consequence, the oranges used now are made from plastic and they are thrown, not into the banyans, but into replica trees.


[image: Illustration]

The Lam Tsuen wishing trees hung with replica oranges and wish tags during the celebrations of the Lunar New Year.






2ND FEBRUARY

MENARA


Borneo

The Danum Valley, in the Malaysian state of Sabah in Borneo, is home to the world’s tallest flowering plant, a yellow meranti tree (Shorea faguetiana). Nicknamed Menara, meaning ‘tower’ in Malay, the tree was discovered in 2014 and LiDAR scanned by a team from Oxford University and University College London. Further terrestrial laser scanning, manual measurements of the base and a drone survey carried out in 2018 provided tantalizing details of its gigantic stature and estimated its mass at 81.5 metric tonnes. Then, in January 2019, conservationist and tree climber Unding Jami scaled the tree and dropped a tape from its very top, confirming its height at 100.8m (331ft), 30cm (12in) taller than the previous angiosperm record-holder, a mountain ash known as Centurion.


[image: Illustration]

Yellow merantis are part of the emergent layer of the Bornean rainforest – their crowns towering over the canopy formed by less lofty species.






3RD FEBRUARY

SUMMONING HELP


Studies of several species of tree including pines and elms have revealed some astounding alliances with certain species of parasitic wasps, involving a kind of interspecies chemical communication. When one of these trees is attacked by caterpillars, a particular aromatic compound is released, not just from the damaged leaves, but by every leaf on the tree. This compound is recognized by the female parasitic wasps, which fly in and inject their eggs inside the bodies of the caterpillars using a needle-like ovipositor. The wasp grub quickly kills the caterpillar and the tree gains respite from the caterpillar attack. Most impressively, the distress signal that recruits the wasps is only released in response to caterpillar saliva – other kinds of damage, such as snipping of leaves with scissors, or browsing by deer – does not trigger the same cry for help.


[image: Illustration]

The caterpillar of the pine hawkmoth (Sphinx pinastri) is targeted by parasitoid ichneumon wasps, which help ensure the trees are not over exploited.






4TH FEBRUARY

BORTH SUBMERGED FOREST


Wales

On the coast of Ceredigion in West Wales between Borth and Ynyslas, the fossilized remains of an ancient forest can be seen during very low tides. The rising sea levels that drowned this forest thousands of years ago are recalled in the rich folklore of the area, especially the tale of Cantre’r Gwaelod, a kingdom lost under the sea. The preserved stumps are those of pine, oak, alder and birch, which, according to carbon-dating studies, died between 4,500 and 6,000 years ago.


[image: Illustration]

Winter storms and low tides occasionally combine to expose the preserved remains of forests that grew on the coast of Ceredigion in the Bronze Age.






5TH FEBRUARY

MOON TREES


During the Apollo 14 space mission in February 1971, while Alan Shepard and Edgar Mitchell bounced and hit golf balls on the lunar surface, their colleague and pilot of the command module, Stuart Roosa, remained in orbit. He carried with him a packet of 500 seeds given to him by the US Forest Service. The journey seems not to have done them any harm. Back on Earth, 420 of the well-travelled seeds germinated successfully, and from 1973 onwards the Moon Trees they grew into – a mixture of sycamore, sweetgum, redwood, loblolly pine and Douglas fir – were gifted by Roosa and his daughter Rosemary around the world. The most recent, a loblolly pine (Pinus taeda), was replanted at NASA’s Johnson Space Centre in Houston, Texas in 2016.


[image: Illustration]

Members of the Apollo 14 mission touched down on the moon on 5th February 1971.






6TH FEBRUARY

EUROPEAN HORNBEAM


Carpinus betulus

The supremely elegant hornbeam has leaves superficially similar to those of beech but finely toothed, and they retain slight alternating pleats all summer. The papery, green-veined fruits of hornbeam are known as samaras. They hang in bunches and when ripe they attract large flocks of birds, including finches and tits. The hornbeam is prized for the strength of its timber and is often coppiced to encourage it to produce more stems.


[image: Illustration]

An elegant avenue of hornbeams in Dortmund, Germany.





7TH FEBRUARY

DOWNY BIRCH


Betula pubescens

A close relative of silver birch, the downy birch can be identified by the fuzz of soft hairs on small stems and leaf stalks, and the abundance of horizontal scars (lenticels) on its bark, which is usually greyish-brown rather than white, and lacks the papery ‘peelability’ of silver birch. However, the two species hybridize readily, making identification potentially tricky. Downy birch is the most northerly growing broadleaved tree in the world, occurring well into the Arctic.


[image: Illustration]

The distinctively marked bark of downy birch, scored with horizontal lenticels.






8TH FEBRUARY

THE NO PARKING TREE


Sorbus admonitor

This rare hybrid whitebeam is found only in the mixed woodlands around Watersmeet in North Devon. It was first noticed in 1930, growing in a lay-by with a ‘No Parking’ sign nailed to its trunk. It drew attention because, while it was clearly a whitebeam, its leaves were curiously lobed. It took 21st- century molecular analysis to finally prove the distinctive tree was a species in its own right in 2009, by which time just over 100 further specimens had been located in the area.
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