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‘Whoever has learned how to listen to trees no longer wants to be a tree. He wants to be nothing except what he is. That is home. That is happiness.’ 


Hermann Hesse1
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Introduction: The call of the baobab



‘No genuine book has a first page. Like the rustling of a forest, it is begotten God knows where, and it grows and it rolls, arousing the dense wilds of the forest until suddenly, in the very darkest, most stunned and panicked moment, it rolls to its end and begins to speak with all the treetops at once.’  


Boris Pasternak


It is on a June morning in New York City that the baobab trees speak to me. I haven’t been expecting this call. But we have some history, these trees and me. I’ve had an image of a baobab fixed in my mind for a long time, since I was 17. 


I was in Malawi for a year, teaching English. At weekends, I occasionally went on a road trip with two other teachers. It was on such a trip that we came across a baobab tree by the side of a dried-up river. An elderly woman stood on a footbridge, just standing, looking at the memory of the river. Perhaps she was remembering when water flowed. 


The baobab tree is revered as the Tree of Life in many African countries. It is at the heart of villages, a source of nutritious food and precious shade. Maybe this image lodged in my mind because of the juxtaposition between this grand tree, with its swollen trunk and spreading branches, the emptiness of the riverbed, and the slight figure of the woman, contemplating what had gone and what was to come. The baobab stores water in its trunk so it can survive times of drought. This was a time when the rains had not come. Out of shot, in the picture in my mind, under the rainless, cloudless Malawian sky, are white hessian sacks of grain stamped ‘USAID’, piled up outside a shed ready for distribution.


On that June morning in New York City, 27 years later, I leave my apartment on the 24th floor of a building in lower Manhattan, ride down in a mirrored elevator to the Art Deco lobby and say hello to the doorman on the way out. I descend into the subway and hustle my way into a crowded carriage. As I hang on to a pole, swaying to keep my balance and jostled by the bodies of strangers, I wonder at my life lived so much of the time either high in the sky or underground. I navigate the maze of exits at 42nd Street Station, which I now do on autopilot, and walk through the forest of high-sided billboards in Times Square. Good Morning America is being broadcast across the country, shots from the shiny sunny studio filling a giant screen. Theatre signs compete for the attention of tourists who have not yet started to fill the streets. The Naked Cowboy is not yet performing his songs. Office workers like me are making our way to desks high up, behind glass walls. I take a deep breath, inhaling the mix of car exhaust, weary humanity and a sour undernote of last night’s hot dogs and onions. Giant yellow m&ms dance on a tall billboard, looking down at me with wide grins. I look up and smile at the topsy-turvy nature of this world. I feel a little like Alice in Wonderland, surrounded by cavorting confectionery. Alongside me at street level, a few skinny trees stretch their limbs skywards, their body clocks no doubt confused by the 24-hour barrage of lights on Broadway. 


I enter the office through the clunk of the revolving doors, which keep the ice-cold of the air-conditioning in during the summer, and the ice-cold of the New York winds out during the winter. I click my way through the security turnstile and wait for the elevator and its stopping-at-all-floors-particularly-when-you-are-running-late-for-a-9am-call journey. 


I am first into the alcove of an office that I share with two colleagues, with a straight shot view back down to Times Square. I open up my emails. A headline in a newsletter jumps out at me.


‘Giant African baobab trees die suddenly after thousands of years.’1


I read the story beneath the headline. Researchers are attributing the sudden collapse of the baobabs to climate change. I feel a gripping in my heart and grief for these baobabs that are dying. I think of their presence at the centre of village life and the impact on the people who live with them. If these 1,000-year-old trees that have lived through many cycles of drought are dying because of climate change, then what does this tell us about the severity of the crisis that we are facing?


I think about those trees all day, as I sit through calls and put together PowerPoint presentations. My work is as a sustainability consultant. My clients are big corporations and I talk about climate change with them every day as I help them to set goals to reduce their carbon emissions or report their progress against their sustainability targets. But climate change is too often an abstract concept, lines on a graph showing rising concentrations of carbon in the atmosphere and a corresponding rise in global temperatures. I am frustrated that change is not happening fast enough, and that it sometimes feels like tinkering around the edges. 


I know the urgency of the story told by the rising carbon numbers. But the baobabs are an embodiment of the effects of climate change that are happening right now. Who is listening to the message that those trees are sending us? Trees have grown on this earth for 300 million years, long, long before we arrived on the scene. They created the conditions for us to come into being by transforming the atmosphere into one that would support human life. And now we are changing that atmosphere with our carbon emissions, with consequences for all of us. What are we doing? What am I doing? What is my place in this changing world?


I go home that evening to my apartment on Pine Street, the street name a nod to the past. This area of lower Manhattan had once been a forest, and then farmland, before it had become a forest of skyscrapers. I take a fresh notebook from a shelf. I write on the first page. ‘A history of the future of the world in 12 trees. Or maybe 10. Baobab, eucalyptus, oak, redwood, birch.’ What could the trees have to teach us about how to live – before it is too late?


That I am having such a deep emotional response also catches me by surprise. It has been so long since I have experienced such a current of feeling. I have been in an emotional drought. My father had died suddenly eight years before, and my marriage had ended abruptly three years ago. I have closed off my heart to protect myself against another shock. 


At the age of 44, I am separated and don’t have children. This hadn’t been how I had envisaged this stage of my life. I carry the grief of not having children, and grief for the family life that might have been. Life just didn’t work out that way. I am childless by circumstance, or childless not by choice. I didn’t meet the right person at the right time. Friends suggested having a child on my own but that was not something that I wanted, having grown up in a home where my father was often absent, even before my parents divorced. I married at the age of 39, still hoping for children. But that wasn’t to be. I carry the grief, but I have not sat with it, held it. I have shied away from it. It is not a grief that is acknowledged in society, and I have not faced it. Instead, I have numbed my heart. Yet this story of the baobabs has stirred emotion deep inside me. 


On my list of trees to visit, the baobabs are first. The tree of life, which is now dying. 


Then there is the eucalyptus. I breathe in the word. The name itself opens my lungs. And brings back memories, from the eucalyptus trees in Malawi to when I finally met them many years later on their home territory in Australia.


The oak. The iconic tree of England. A feature of the landscape in which I had grown up. 


The giant sequoia. These massive, ancient beings, natives of California, where my father was from. I had visited them in their homeland when I had gone to visit my father there when I was a teenager. And there had even been one in the garden of my childhood home in Derbyshire. 


The silver birch. The tree of Finland. The backdrop to childhood summers, and long days spent by the lake, and of countless walks since then through the woods near my mother’s house. 


Each of the species is already being affected by climate change. Not necessarily in such a dramatic way as the baobab, but the impacts are happening. 


My mind is made up. This is a now-or-never moment. I am so taken aback by the directness of the call to listen to the trees and the stories they have to tell, I feel I have no choice but to say yes. It is as if the baobabs had spoken to me. I have to make this journey to the trees. Who knows if I will get another invitation? The trees aren’t going to ask me twice. 


Three days before I heard the call of the baobabs, I’d been surrounded by tall, dense trees, old-growth hemlocks, covering the steep sides of the Catskill Mountains. I was at Menla, the cultural centre of Tibet House and the Dalai Lama. I was attending a deep ecology weekend course, the simplified meaning of this being how we are all interconnected, human and non-human beings. I had signed up wanting to understand more about the theory and have the opportunity to be in this place, among these trees and mountains, instead of in the urban forest. 


On a break, in the afternoon of the second day, I was sitting by a large pond in the centre of the grounds, looking out across the water to the mountainsides and forest. A tall, elegant, young Black man drifted down the hill to the water’s edge. He pulled two wooden flutes from his bag. 


‘Do you mind if I play?’ he asked. 


‘No, of course not.’ 


He turned the flutes over in his hands, evaluating which to play.  


‘What wood are they made from?’ I asked. 


‘Zebrawood and cherrywood.’ It was clear which was which. One of the flutes was striped dark and light. The other was a rich golden colour, liquid as maple syrup.


He started to play on the zebrawood flute. The sound was as pure and clean as the waters of the pond, as true as the hemlock trees on the valley sides. As he played, a woodpecker started to knock in response. He began to match his playing to this sound. The vibrations echoed between man and bird. Call and response. Each calling, each responding. He stopped, picked up the other flute, played again.


‘Where did you learn the songs?’ 


‘The woods.’


After he left, I continued to sit with his answer. The vibration of the music was still resonating within me. I sat on the soft grass and breathed in the air filled with the forest. Hearing the interaction between man and bird was proof to me of how we are interconnected, if we choose to listen. I had been learning this weekend about the eight principles of deep ecology, which included the richness and diversity of life forms, and their inherent value in themselves. The last of the eight principles of deep ecology is that if we believe in the seven previous principles, we have ‘an obligation directly or indirectly to participate in the attempt to implement the necessary changes.’ I wondered what my contribution could be. And how I could learn the song of the woods. 


Three days later, it seemed like I had received my answer from the baobabs.


I talk with a friend about my journey. ‘We’ve all read stories about climate change that have broken our hearts. We don’t all drop everything to go find out more about it,’ she says. 


I nod my head in agreement. I recognise that the seeming simplicity and straightforwardness of the story of why I wanted to set out on this journey hides layers of complexities I don’t even understand myself. Maybe that is one of the reasons for the journey. To be curious about the why, to understand its roots in my past and, through this understanding, change my trajectory and create a different future for myself. This is a journey not only about the trees, climate change and our collective future, but my own future. I am aware of my position of privilege to be able to quit my job and travel for eight or nine months. I am also aware that I am able to do this because I do not have a partner or children.


I had originally thought to plan out the whole trip at the beginning. But, maybe from listening to the guidance of the trees, I come to the conclusion that I need to leave some room for magic and mystery. I book the flights up until Australia, which will take me four trees into the journey. I will see where the trees take me from there. 


Seven months after reading about the baobabs, I spend my last night in New York alone in a trendy hotel in Brooklyn. I look out of the floor-to-ceiling glass window at the empty streets, white with snow. I am exhausted from a day of final packing, putting my boxes into storage, cleaning and leaving my apartment for the last time. It is bitterly cold outside, even for January, and the wind is swirling. The next day I will fly to Finland. Just like that, I am uprooted. Or I have uprooted myself. Again.
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Seed One: Know your roots 


Silver birch, Finland


‘If we surrendered to earth’s intelligence we could rise up rooted, like trees.’


Rainer Maria Rilke


The snow falls, tentatively at first, as if not sure of itself, of its place here, whether it should still in fact be rain and disappear into the ground, rather than settle on the earth. It gathers its courage, its volume, its pace. The flakes fall and strengthen their belief in the power of the collective. 


Snow conceals but also reveals. My feet are insulated in wool socks and rubber boots. But I want to tread in a way that I can feel this place. Give life to my feet through the memory of running through the garden here, childhood barefoot, stepping on the grass but, perhaps, giving the land life as well through my movement. 


The old yellow barn is in front of me, the paint faded by winter storms and all-night summer suns. Once cows lived here. My mother and her sisters milked the cows and helped their mother to make butter, turning the paddle of the wooden churn. It now stands idle and dusty in a corner and the barn has become a store of old bicycles, garden forks, rakes and snow shovels, tools for each of the seasons. 


The yellow house is behind me. To my left is the oak tree which my mother planted with an acorn brought from England, some years before she moved back. The tree is strong and sturdy, but the trunk is squat, its branches spreading out close to the ground, keeping low to the earth, unsure perhaps of the unfamiliarity of this climate. The snow piled on the branches makes the tree seem an elevated extension of the earth. 


Next to it, by the side of the house, grows the birch tree under which my grandfather and grandmother had their wedding picture taken in the 1930s. I wish that I could hold this photo in my hands, this link to the past, but the image itself has been lost, even if the memory of it has been passed down. The birch tree would have been smaller then. Now it is stately and mature, itself a grandmother tree, with thickened white bark and the characteristic black marks on its trunk. A legend from the Ojibwe people in North America tells that these marks were caused by the tree protecting a boy who went out to get fire from being struck by lightning. In Scotland and in Eastern Europe, birch trees were often planted by the house to protect them from lightning. The birch is a guardian tree. And if the oak is of the earth, the birch’s element seems to me to be air. In the summer, the leaves are translucent shimmers of green light and conduct the whispers of the wind. Now, the snow thickens the branches.


There is a short slope of a drive up to the road from the garden. If it keeps snowing, I will need to do the snow-clearing later, pushing the wide red scoop, making a path.


I feel the snow landing softly on my face. Its touch is not unwelcome. The nerve endings in my skin tingle. The trees are still, holding their branches out to receive the snow like a blessing. The wind is quiet. Sometimes the wind cuts through here, seemingly on an express mission straight from Siberia. 


I listen to the silence. It is hard to believe that only 48 hours ago I was in New York. In another snowy landscape. My home there was no more. I have no address. 


The trees have uprooted me. They have called me on a journey. And as the wind is made visible by the trees, I think that the deep reasons that have blown me here and will carry me onwards will also only be made visible by the trees. 


I have never lived here, but it is the one place I have returned to throughout my life, this house in eastern Finland, close to the border with Russia. I must have visited here every year since I was born, at least once, and often twice. So, at a guesstimate, let’s say 60 times. 


I turn to my left and walk westwards. I can see the edge of the birch woods ahead. Birch trees are said to symbolise beginnings, and also the cycle of life and death. In the beginning is the end. The silver birch tree is the national tree of Finland, so I could say that my tree DNA is 50 per cent birch. I do seem to have beginnings and endings in my blood as well, given how many times I have moved house, or job, or relationships. 


Yet for me they have a different meaning. They are my constant, their white bark with the gleam of a north star. They are sentinels, the keepers of that which is precious, from ancestors, to lakes, to the moss-lined hush of the forest. I had to start my journey here. This is where my relationship with trees is rooted. Yet I realise that while the trees have always been a backdrop to my life, I have taken them for granted. I have spent time with them as I have spent time with family, but not asked questions of them. I have not paid them as much attention as I might have. To begin to understand my relationship with trees, I need to understand the rings and layers that have grown over time. 


The Finnish word for the birch tree is koivu. Birch is harsh-sounding to my ear. Koivu has a soft musicality to it. Its vowels shimmer like the light among the birch leaves and ripple like the water on the lake. The word itself sings, enchants. The pine and the spruce are the dominant species in the Finnish forest, but it is the silver birch (Betula pendula) which has emotional pull. For me, one of the most beautiful sights in the world is the trunks of the birch trees glowing white on a long Finnish summer evening, with the blue of the lake as a backdrop. 


The white bark of the birch is functional as well as poetic. It does not absorb the sun on winter days, as trees with dark bark do. As a result, the trees avoid going through a cycle of rapid heating and cooling which can cause damage. Its whiteness comes mostly from a chemical called betulin. Humans have learnt that betulin has many properties advantageous to them, including being anti-cancer, anti-inflammatory and anti-bacterial. 


The birch trees are the keepers of my ancestors. On Christmas Eve, in keeping with Finnish tradition, my brother, mother, aunt and uncle and I go to light candles in the churchyard where my grandparents and great-grandparents are buried. The silver birch trees grow tall and strong and straight, at the intersections of the paths and at the boundaries, watching over the people and their rituals, sheltering, protecting, comforting with the familiarity of their presence. Looking from above, yet with us at ground level. 


Each Christmas we carry out the same ritual. With my gloved hand, I scoop a hole in the snow in front of the gravestone of my grandmother and grandfather. I light a long match, and my brother shields it from the wind with his cupped hand, as I move the flame to the candle wick. I place one candle in the snow, and then another, and step back and watch them radiating their light into the crystal-white surrounds and upwards towards the names carved on the stone. 


I bow my head in silence and remember. The kindness of my grandfather, the black and white chessboard between us as he taught me to move the pieces. My grandmother feeding me with Karelian stew and meatloaf with an egg in the middle and fresh vegetables dug from the garden. I nodded in understanding as they spoke, but wished I had been able to speak their language. 


We continue to my great-grandfather and great-grandmother’s grave, and that of my grandmother’s cousin, who had no children of her own. In the corner of the churchyard, there is a place to put candles to remember those who have departed but who are not buried here. The snow is aglow with flames of remembrance. There was no funeral ritual for my father, in accordance with the Christian Science religion that he belonged to. There was a silence around his dying, in that he did not tell his children that he was fatally ill. He had never been seriously sick in his life and we all assumed that he would live into his eighties or nineties as his father, mother and aunts had. Yet he was in his early seventies when he passed away. I light a candle for him and find a place for it. In the Celtic tradition, birch trees are said to hold the souls of ancestors. 


Birch trees offer us this lesson – it is our roots which can provide us with resilience in a changing world. For it is the roots of the birch trees which are likely to stand them in good stead as the climate continues to warm. One study1 has shown how rising levels of carbon dioxide allow them to grow more roots and absorb more nitrogen than aspen trees. The work of Suzanne Simard2 has shown how birch trees share nutrients and carbon with neighbouring fir trees through the mycorrhizal networks, sometimes dubbed the ‘wood wide web’. The wider our roots reach, the more likely we are to be able to access the resources which will enable us to thrive. At the same time, if we have those resources, we can then share those with others in need. Generosity is another quality the birch tree is known for. 


I continue on my walk, past the horses in their field, and the farm at the top of the hill, and turn right. I am now entering the woods. Birch trees line one side of the road, pine trees the other. It is February, so the trees are still wintering. They have moved sugar to their roots, like a bear storing fat for the winter. When temperatures rise in spring, the trees will start to move this sugar, dissolved in tree sap, from the roots to the twigs, providing the energy needed for new growth. In Finland, there is a tradition to tap the sap from the trees and make birch water, which can also be fermented. It is recorded that the Governor of Lappeenranta, a nearby town, served his visitors sparkling wine made of birch sap in 1754.3 There is now a rapidly growing market for birch water, driven by the health benefits, which include lowering blood pressure and reducing cholesterol.4 My mother tells me that her mother used to tap the birch trees for the sap, which she then reduced to make a sweet syrup.


Tu Bishvat is the Jewish New Year of the Trees, a holiday which celebrates the sap starting to rise. I wish for rituals in my life which could connect me with the trees. But on my journey, I will have time to learn. 


I have never been here in the spring to see the emergence of the new leaves, or for the all-night bonfires by the lake for midsummer celebrations on 21 June. Or for the turning of the leaves in the autumn, or to see the red caps of the fly agaric mushrooms at the foot of the trees, fed by their sugars, and in turn helping the tree roots to absorb the nutrients from the soil. I have a limited view. My mother used to say that if I would come here for a summer as an adult then I would be able to learn the language. But I would need to come here for a year to start to learn the language of the seasons – and even then I would only be a beginner.


I have felt the loss before of not speaking the Finnish language. Now I feel the loss of not having been witness to the different seasons in this place, which my ancestors would have known and lived with and adapted to, like the trees. I feel like l live out of tune with the seasons. In my life in the city, I observed the trees coming into leaf and the turning of the colours. But I did not adjust my activity or pace according to the time of the year. And then I wondered why I felt a lack of connection to place – and to nature. 


When I was nine years old, I wrote in my diary that my favourite thing to do in the summer was to go swimming in the lakes. Every July, we would come here to my grandparents’ house. We would bicycle to the nearby lake. When we first came the road was unpaved, and it was as ribbed as an old-fashioned washing board, bumping us up and down as we rode on our bikes with brakes that you had to remember to back-pedal if you wanted to stop. At the top of the hill overlooking the lake, we left our bicycles, leaning them up against a tree and fastening a thin lock, not really believing that anyone would take them. If it was earlier in the summer, there might be precious ruby jewels of wild strawberries, punctuating the moss. Sun-warmed sweetness, the concentrated essence of summer. Later, the blueberry spotting would start, picking out the small berries hiding under their leaves. But we were on our way to the lake, so would not pick them right away, apart from a few, just as a taste. The path wound down between the birches and the pines, cushioned with brown pine needles. There would be the first glimpse of the lake, the deep blue glistening beneath the green of the leaves, and our pace would quicken. The path emerged round the corner from the swimming beach that we always went to, with the sand sloping softly into the water. Many of the local children learnt to swim here and they would then graduate to the swimming spot a couple of bays away, where there was a short pier and a diving tower. Their shouts and splashes as they divebombed into the water echoed around the lake. 


I would peel off my clothes to my swimming costume, and venture into the water, the slope of the sand providing a gentle entry up to waist level, at which point I just had to launch myself in. Little fishes swam in the shallows and would sometimes delicately nibble my legs, testing out this invader into their waters. I revelled in this freedom of being. I splashed and swam and floated until my teeth started to chatter. 


Coming out, I wrapped myself in a rough, sun-dried towel. My mother would hand me a snack of my favourite food, a Karjalanpiirakka, or Karelian pie, creamy rice pudding held in thin rye pastry, crimped at the edges, spread with butter and topped with slices of boiled egg, all washed down with a bottle of blackcurrant juice, made with berries from the garden. 


The birch trees were the ones nearest to the water. When I floated on my back, I could see their white trunks lining the edges. They were the keepers of this space of freedom. The wind silvered their leaves and rippled the surface of the water. 


In Swedish, there is a word smultronställe, which literally means place of the wild strawberries, but has the deeper meaning of a special place that is close to your heart, where you feel at ease and at one with the world. This was my smultronställe.


The two landscapes of my childhood, from the age of four, were the Derbyshire countryside and this one. My mother and I, and my brother when he arrived on the scene when I was eight, would spend weeks in the summer in Finland, and then return again at Christmas. My father would sometimes join too, before my parents separated when I was ten. 


We didn’t have woods like these where I lived in Derbyshire. It was farmland and pasture and gardens. I saw trees as individuals rather than as part of the collective. There were the oaks dotted around the fields and the horse chestnuts with their spiky fruits and shiny conkers to collect. At my school, there was a small area of woodland, which we called the dingle, where we could build dens. 


But it was in Finland that I could truly lose myself in the trees. Where the trees created a world. 


I walk on through the woods. If I continue straight on, I will reach the primary school to which my mother and then my brother went. When I was small, I would go ice-skating there, the gravel football field covered with water to transform it into a skating rink. 


But I am not going to take that road today. I turn to the left on to a narrower road. I still haven’t seen any cars. Sometimes I see a dog-walker passing by on the other side of the road. I pass two houses, one on my right, the next on my left. Both are nestled among the trees, both are wooden houses built in the last 20 years or so. One is painted grey, the other is red.


Approximately 75 per cent of the land area in Finland is forest. It is estimated that there are 22 billion trees, which equates to 4,500 trees for every Finn. Finnish forests are the densest in the world, with on average 72,000 trees in a square kilometre. Given this volume and density, the forests in Finland have an important role to play in storing carbon. Trees absorb carbon from the atmosphere during the process of photosynthesis and convert it to woody biomass. Carbon is also stored in the soils in forests. It’s been estimated that the trees in Finnish forests store approximately 700 million metric tons of carbon, with a further 1,300 million metric tons stored in the soil. That adds up to 2,000 million metric tons of carbon locked up in the Finnish forests.5 The balance between the use of the forests as carbon sinks and as the source of renewable raw materials, as an alternative to fossil fuels, is one which will become increasingly important to navigate in the years to come. 


The woods I’m walking through are likely to be owned by a local farmer. About 60 per cent of forest land in Finland is owned by individuals, with approximately 14 per cent of the population being forest owners. This is partly a result of the forest policy that was implemented in the 1920s, after Finland became independent from Russia in 1917.6 Tenant farmers of large estates were able to buy the fields and forests they had been managing, and these have been passed down in families. 


My family don’t own woodland. But we do have a tradition of working in the wood industry. This area has one of the highest concentrations of pulp mills in Finland, partly because of the network of lakes, which means that trees can be floated to the mill. It is a common sight to see a huge raft of logs bobbing on the water, waiting to be processed. My grandfather worked in a pulp factory nearby. It was the main employer in the area and the town itself is called Pulp. The red-painted wooden houses with the broad white porches and swing benches in the gardens, among the birch trees around the lake where we go swimming, were built by the paper company for workers at the factory. 


In my grandfather’s time, pulp and paper accounted for half of Finnish exports. Now, this stands at about ten per cent. But Finns are at the forefront of innovating new ways to use trees that can contribute to the transition to a low carbon economy. Maybe this is because of an abundance of trees and is simply a practical response from innovative people. I like to think as well that it is due to the close proximity with the forests that inspires new uses. 


Finland has set a target of being carbon neutral by 2035, which is 15 years ahead of the timetable set by the Paris Climate Agreement. An article in Forbes magazine cites the ‘kaleidoscope of trees, technology and talent’7 that will enable the city of Helsinki to meet this goal. 


The UPM pulp mill at Lappeenranta used to be a standard pulp and paper mill. It still produces these paper products but is now also a leader in innovation. It is the world’s first commercial-scale biorefinery to produce renewable wood-based diesel and naphtha. Naphtha is the hydrocarbon building block that is used to make fuels and plastics and is usually derived from fossil fuels. UPM have developed a process which allows naphtha to be made from crude tall oil, a residue from the pulp production process. It is turning residue into a product that can be used to replace fossil fuels. The bioplastic made from this naphtha can be recycled in the same way as conventional plastic and the renewable diesel can power vehicles. 


When I’m given a tour of the plant by car, it is by Ville, a bearded scientist who also has a passion for photography. We don’t go into the network of buildings and towers that make up the factory. We stop by the side of the lake that the plant is situated on, a classic picture of the Finnish lake, fringed by trees. ‘I often pause here to take pictures,’ he says. In 2015, Ville was the first person in the world to drive a car powered by this renewable diesel. He shared the moment with his three children, picking them up from school in the test car. With the shift towards the electrification of vehicles, it remains to be seen whether renewable diesel has a long-term future, but it has a role to play in the transition. 


Ville acknowledges that more questions are being asked about what the impact is on biodiversity of the managed forests and whether forests should be left to grow rather than turned into products for our use. But he says that the volume of forests in Finland is still growing – Finnish forest growth has doubled in the last 50 years – and that the forests need to continue to be sustainably managed. 


The pressure on the Finnish forest products industry is likely to grow in the years to come, as the importance of forests as carbon sinks comes to the fore. At the same time, this needs to be balanced with the possibilities that wood and forest products offer to reduce emissions in other areas, whether with bio-based plastics or using wood for construction, instead of concrete. And with forests at the heart of Finnish culture, Finland is starting from a position of strength compared to other countries such as the United Kingdom, which have been deforested long ago. As Ville says, it is important that people have access to the forests so they can maintain their relationship with them. 


As I continue on my walk through the woods, I reach a dense stretch of trees, the road cutting through the middle. The snow has stopped falling but the clouds remain. The woods end and open up to fields. There used to be horses in the field to the left but the family who owned them has moved on. 


The road re-joins the main road, and then I’m back at the farm and the junction where I had turned off before. From the top of the hill, I can see the yellow house. My mother was born in the old wooden house that stood on that land, where the ivy grew through the walls. She had been born in the depths of the Winter War that Finland was fighting against Russia on a day that was 242°C. My mother was a twin. Her father returned a few months later from the front lines to meet not one new baby, as expected, but two.


As a young child, she helped her parents build the yellow house. She left Finland for the first time at the age of 17 to be an au pair in London. She decided that she wanted a job where she didn’t have to sit in an office and which would allow her to travel, so she trained to become a nurse. After she had completed her training in Finland, she worked in hospitals in London and then in the Canary Islands. It was there she met my father who was visiting on business from the United States – my father was an entrepreneur with many different business interests over the course of his lifetime, which led him to work and live abroad. 


My favourite picture of my parents was taken standing on this road, the Christmas before I was born. I would arrive into the world six weeks later in London, a month early. In the picture, there is snow on the ground. My mother is looking impossibly glamorous, like a movie star from Hollywood, wearing a fur hat and smiling with all the happiness in the world. My father is smiling proudly, somehow managing to convey that he is aware he doesn’t belong here but being with my mother gives him permission. I wonder at the distance travelled from this picture to how things ended, and the pictures which my mother has torn in two, an attempt to erase my father but leaving a white jagged line down the new border of the image, an unsightly scar. But then I think of the happiness that was captured in my wedding pictures, and how that joy did not last either. 


My mother moved back to Finland from the UK that same summer I went to Malawi. My grandmother had died the year before. My parents had separated six years before that and my father had moved back to the United States. The three sisters did not want to sell the house. And no doubt my mother saw the appeal of security and being near family, plus putting further distance between herself and my father. But it must have been a huge decision, after having been away for nearly 30 years, to move back to her home village. To pack up the contents of our house in Derbyshire into a container, along with her trusty Volkswagen Polo, and ship it to Finland. To move my nine-year-old brother to a country where he didn’t know the language. To leave me, as she still frequently says. How would all our lives have been different had she stayed? But she felt she had to go. 


As I walk back through the garden, I think of the changes to the climate my mother has noticed. The increase in rain in the spring and summer has affected the harvest from the vegetable garden. The soil becomes waterlogged in the spring, making it difficult to plant the seeds at the right time to make the most of the short growing season. There is less snow in the winter. Some years there is not enough snow to make the cross-country skiing tracks which used to cut across the fields at the back of the house. From my reading, I have discovered there is in Finland an increased risk of forest fires, snow damage and harm from pests, as a result of climate change. 


I stomp my feet on the step to shake off the snow from my boots and pull open the front door of the yellow house. I walk up the steps to the kitchen, the heart of the home. It has an old-fashioned wood-burning stove which my mother uses still, alongside the electric hob and oven. My mum is baking pulla, the sweet white bread, which can be fashioned into cinnamon rolls and fat plaits. She asks me in English how my walk was. 


My mother spoke Finnish to me when I was little. But as soon as I started going to school in Derbyshire, I started speaking back to her in English. The work of Robert Macfarlane and others has highlighted the loss that occurs when we lose nature words from our language – we lose the ability to speak about what they refer to. I do not know Finnish or its 40 different words for snow and ice. 


The Finnish language is classified as ‘Finno-Ugric’, which means that Finnish, Hungarian and Estonian share a common root. The story I had understood was that the Finns had migrated from central Russia, with another branch of the same people migrating to Hungary. Yet, it appears, the roots of the Finns are deeper than I had thought. In the introduction of the Finnish Folklore Atlas, I find this reference: 


‘The Finno-Ugrians are European indigenous peoples who already lived on this continent during the last Ice Age, maybe before it, before the arrival of the Aryan and Slavic peoples. The Finno-Ugrians were among European aboriginals; they were peoples of post-Ice Age sea coasts and inland waterways, part of the ecohistory of northern forests and boglands. They belonged to the peoples who have left the oldest cultural traces on the continent.’8 


The last Ice Age in Finland ended about 11,000 years ago, and humans arrived in the Saimaa area, where my mother lives, over 10,000 years ago, drawn by the waters for fishing and land for hunting. Lake Saimaa is the largest freshwater lake in Finland and the fourth largest in Europe. The birch trees were the first trees to arrive in Finland at the end of the Ice Age. Birch seed is very light, so it is easily carried by the wind. They are known as pioneer trees, as they are often the first to move into an area. It’s not just in the symbolic realm that birch trees are associated with beginnings. 


The birch tree has been a sacred tree in Finland since at least 1000 BC, along with the pine, spruce and rowan. People believed that damaging these trees would result in sickness or some other misfortune. From the 1200s onwards, when various religions attempted to convert the Finns, starting with the Catholics and Pope Gregory IV, there are records of attempts to destroy these sacred trees. But it is thought that in most cases the fear of the trees was so strong that the people did not follow through on orders to cut them down. 


The earliest known document of the Finnic language, dating from the early 13th century, is written on birch bark. It is in Karelian, a Finnic dialect, and was found in Novgorod in Russia. The letters are Cyrillic, and the scratches on the bark look like an arrangement of twigs on fallen snow. There are different translations, but the gist is that it is an invocation against lightning. 


On my mother’s bookshelves, among the books on organic gardening and interiors dating back to the 1970s, and the shelves tracing the evolution of my reading history from pony books through to school texts such as Middlemarch, is a thick-spined, hardback copy of the Kalevala, the Finnish national epic, translated into English. It is a collection of runo, poems or fragments of sung epics, collected by a doctor Elias Lönnrot during his travels in Karelia in the 1830s. John Martin Crawford’s 1887 introduction to his English translation of the Kalevala notes that ‘Finnish is the language of a people who live pre-eminently close to nature… where nature and nature-worship form the centre of all their life’ and therefore in the translation ‘every word connected with the powers and elements of nature must be given its full value.’ This must not have been an easy task.


I’ve dipped into it over the years, when looking for something to read. I now open it again and begin to lose myself in the rhythm of the words. The rhythm and metre of the Kalevala was reputedly the inspiration for the poem ‘Hiawatha’ by Longfellow. In his introduction to the Kalevala, Horatio Clare writes of its music and says, ‘The lead part is sung by the earth itself; the backing singers are a chorus of bards stretching back to the origins of song.’9


‘Kalevala’ means land of heroes, and the book is the story of a number of heroes, including Wainamoinen. It is more than a story, it captures the mythology of the Finns, developed over generations. Sandy Dunlop has written that ‘myth is an early psychology and operating system of a culture.’10 Finnish mythology is rooted in nature, one in which the non-human beings are alive. I feel the double loss, not only of the language, but of the stories of the land, the roots of my ancestors.


The birch tree is one of the characters that is given voice in the Kalevala. As he walks through the forest, Wainamoinen hears the birch tree weeping and lamenting. 


‘I must give my bark to others,


Lose my leaves and silken tassels.


Often come the Suomi* children,


Peel my bark and drink my life-blood.’


The birch is bringing attention to the relationship that people have with it, one which is based on taking from the tree, with uses of its bark including making berry baskets and cups and its branches being used to make brooms. Wainamoinen tries to console the birch tree:


‘Weep no longer, sacred birch tree,


Mourn no more, my friend and brother.’


However, Wainamoinen’s solution is not to stop making use of the birch tree, but to give it a higher use. He creates a harp from the wood of the birch tree, and it plays the most beautiful music, enchanting both humans and non-humans: 


‘Ferns and flowers laugh in pleasure


And the shrubs attune their voices


To the music of the harp strings.’11


He is transforming it into music that enchants.


In Wainamoinen’s adventures, the theme of enchantment is a golden thread. He seeks out ‘Old Wipunen, wise magician’, who is buried deep in the earth, and has trees growing from different parts of his body, including the birch tree from his temple, and the aspen from his shoulder. Wainamoinen implores Wipunen to share his wisdom with him, saying that he will never leave him until he learns his incantations:


‘Never must these words be hidden,


Earth must never lose this wisdom,


Though the wisdom-singers perish.’


And so Old Wipunen:


‘Sings the origin of witchcraft,


Sings of Earth and its beginning…


Sings the orders of enchantment.’


In Wainamoinen’s closing words, he says:


‘Nature was my only teacher,


Woods and waters my instructors.’


The Finns of 200 years ago were people who believed in enchantment, witchcraft and a wisdom rooted in the earth, and the power of stories and songs to carry this wisdom. I think back to the words of the flute-player at Menla, that it was the woods that taught him how to play. 


I had set out to learn to listen to how the trees speak. Here, the birch tree is speaking in the Finnish national epic poem, rooted in the folklore of the Finnish people, passed down through generations. 


Listening to the trees is not something to discover how to do. It is something to rediscover through the ancient stories. I remember the words of Martin Shaw, the storyteller, shared on a storytelling weekend on Dartmoor: ‘We don’t need new stories, we need to go back to the old ones.’ In losing our folklore and ancient stories, we have lost this connection with a world in which the trees speak – and we have the ability to listen. It strikes me that the oral tradition of stories and songs was not only a teacher in terms of their content but also through the embodied nature of listening.


In Finland, and in other Western societies, Christianity has had a large part to play in suppressing these voices of other beings, which earlier peoples took as being an integral part of their world. The author Terence McKenna has written, ‘All of the voices of nature, of the sky and the Earth, were supressed by Christianity in favour of the mystery of the Trinity.’12 When we can’t hear the trees speak, we are denying the sacred that exists in the natural world.


There is much talk about what we need to do to address the climate emergency. But in beginning my journey to listen to the trees, I am realising it is about more than that. It is, in Western societies, about rebalancing our relationship with the world – and this includes, in the words of Terence McKenna, the ‘resacralisation of the world’. It is about recognising the inherent sacredness of nature and letting ourselves be reenchanted by its mysteries. 


The word ‘enchantment’ contains chanter, which means ‘to sing’ in French, and is derived from the Latin cantare, meaning ‘to sing’. Song can enchant us – if we listen.


The greatest gift that my ex-husband ever gave me was a handwritten note, on creamy, rough-textured paper. He left it on my desk, folded in half. I opened it to find the words, written in brown ink with a calligraphy pen: ‘Your job is to listen to the singing of the birds.’ He had drawn the orange outline of a flying bird in the top right-hand corner.


I felt as if he had seen who I was, what I was here for. He had seen in me what I had been searching for all my life – a clear statement of my purpose. 


This statement didn’t come completely out of the blue. He had seen how I had begun to record birdsong on my phone when we went for walks in the countryside. He saw the delight that the birds in our small back garden brought me – the goldfinches that squabbled over the niger seed in the feeder, the bluetits darting in and out from the bird table, the song of the blackbird drawing my attention away from my desk. But he had crystallised it as something which was important and which had meaning.


After our marriage fell apart, I would keep coming back to these words, holding on to them as a marker of who I was. I thought about them when I visited Western Australia later that year. There was a constant accompaniment of the sounds of the natural world – birdsong, frogs, crickets, the ocean – wherever I went. On my last night there, I declared to myself that I wanted to live in a place where I could go to sleep to the sound of the crickets. On my last day, I sat in a field near a river and just bathed myself in the birdsong. 


Katy Payne is an acoustic biologist, who is renowned for her work on the songs of whales and elephants. She has said ‘I see my responsibility, if I have one, as being to listen.’13 And I heard Gordon Hempton, one of the world’s leading recorders of the natural world, say in a podcast, ‘The thing I enjoy most about listening is that when I truly listen I disappear.’14 When I first heard these words, I would never have thought I would find myself in the middle of Amazonia, listening to trees with him four years later. 


In New York, I had heard the call of the trees to listen to them. Some might call this enchantment.


It’s sauna evening. Every Finnish house and apartment building has a sauna. My mother’s house has two – a summer sauna in the outbuilding and a winter sauna in the basement. Only the winter one, heated with a wood stove, is in use now, all year round. 


My mother goes downstairs to start the fire. A half-hour or so later, and it is ready. Birch bark is a good firestarter – the betulin which gives the bark its white colour is highly flammable. I go first, as I can’t tolerate so much heat. If it was summer, then I might have a bundle of birch twigs and leaves known as vasta to take into the sauna, with which to beat your skin. The oils from the birch leaves and the action of them on the skin help to improve circulation. It also fills the sauna with the damp scent of the forest. In the Celtic tradition, birch twigs are known for chasing away stagnant energy, and a witch’s broom is traditionally made of birch to ritually cleanse a space. 


I sit on the bench in the sauna, occasionally dipping a ladle into the bucket and throwing water on the hot coals, waiting for the wave of steam to follow. A sauna is often a communal experience. In the summer, we go to the public sauna by the lake. The women sit and occasionally make small talk, or just ask if they can throw more water over the coals and look out of the window of the sauna to the blue waters of the lake. At home, in the winter, my mother will dash outside to roll in the snow. The release of the feel-good hormone that comes from rolling in the snow or swimming in cold waters as part of the sauna ritual helps to keep spirits afloat during the long winters when light is scarce. In all seasons, the sauna is truly an experience of the elements and the senses. 


A few days later, I take a final walk through the woods. I stop and ask the trees for a blessing for the journey. I place my hand on the trunk of a birch tree. I feel its smoothness and its ridges. I absorb its winter quietness as it rests and gets ready for spring. I think of how it is known as the tree of new beginnings, and the soul of ancestors. As I look to my journey ahead, I ask my ancestors for blessing too. 


My mother and I travel to Helsinki on the train the following day. It’s been a long time since we’ve done this journey through the woods together, a journey that each time feels like both a re-entry into and a separation from a world – the world of my mother’s home, and where I come from too. 


We spend time with my brother and sister-in-law, waiting for the arrival of their first baby, due the day before my birthday. That day comes and goes. The baby prefers to keep tucked away out of the world for an extra while. So we take long walks at the edge of the frozen February sea, cook up nutritious meals, and swim in the heated sea pool in Helsinki harbour.


One evening, we gather in the apartment of my brother and his wife, with my mother and Gloria, my cousin’s wife, who is visiting from the United States. 


Gloria is a concert violinist and composer. She takes her violin out of its case.


‘Why don’t you choose a poem, Olivia?’ she says. ‘You can read it, and I’ll play and we’ll welcome the baby to the world.’


I think for a moment. ‘How about “Wild Geese”, the Mary Oliver poem?’


The haunting strings that Gloria plays are like the call of the wild geese, filling the small space of the apartment:


‘over and over announcing your place/in the family of things.’


To know your place in the world, to be of a place – I wish this for the baby. And for myself. 


She is also being born into a world that is rapidly changing. In 2100, the baby, if she lives that long, will be 81 years old. The predictions are for a 3°C rise in temperatures by then, well above the 1.5°C that is seen to be a ‘safe’ limit. 


The day before I’m leaving, she still has not arrived and is more than a week overdue now. I say goodbye to my brother and his wife before they head to the hospital for observation. Part of me wishes that I was staying, and I wonder if I could have postponed my flight by a few days. But then that would have thrown all the reservations and schedule out. I would have to meet the baby when I get back. 


That evening, I am still struggling to fit everything into my bag. 


‘It has to go, I can’t take it with me.’


I hand the carved wooden Finnish drinking cup, made from birch wood to my mother. My brother had given it to me, no doubt imagining that I could enjoy drinks around the campfire with it on my travels. But it just wasn’t going to fit. This 60-litre rucksack had to carry all that I needed for the next nine months, from the heat of India to an Australian winter in the Blue Mountains, and that was just the beginning. 


So it went on, filling a bag to leave with my mother.


‘You can always buy things if you need them,’ she says.


‘I just won’t be able to fit them in my bag,’ I snap back.


Eventually, I manage to close the zip. I silently curse all those travel bloggers who boast about travelling the world with a 40-litre bag. 


The next morning, I hug my mother goodbye in the apartment we are staying in. When I went to Malawi, she had come to Helsinki Airport to hug me goodbye. That was 28 years ago. We haven’t lived in the same country since then. My mother often says to me about my decision to go to Africa when I was 17, ‘Now I know how my mother felt when I left home at the same age to go to England and be an au pair.’ She was worried for me setting out on my own, but she no doubt recognised something of herself in me. She had always said to me that she just wanted me to be happy. We had never spoken about me not having children, but she was so thrilled when she knew a grandchild was on the way. 


Given my family history, perhaps it was not surprising that I had wanted to travel since I could read and write. I have a book from when I was six years old, called A Book About Me. On the front cover is a green insect with long antennae, wearing a top hat and carrying a giant pencil. In response to the prompt ‘My first magic wish’, I wrote that ‘I wish I had a bird to ride.’ I wrote that the bird could take me to ‘Aprica Finland or Paris Spain Japan Ameripa’ (sic), and that ‘I might even like to visit India.’ I had been fortunate enough to visit all the places on my list, except for Japan and India.


Now, here I am, 39 years after writing that I wanted to go to India, setting out on the journey. The plane taxis through the snow-covered fields of the airport, fringed with forest. 


As the plane takes off, I gaze down at the trees. I think of the story The Birch and the Star, a well-known story in Finland. It was written in 1915 by Sakari Topelius and is set in Finland during a period of Russian occupation, from 1713 – 21. Many children were separated from their parents at this time. Two children, a brother and sister, are taken in by a Russian family. After ten years, they decide they must go and search for home and run away at night. ‘We have a sign on our home,’ the boy says. The sign is a birch tree in the farmyard and a star shining through it. The children walk for more than a year and ask everyone they meet for directions to the birch and the star. They are also guided by two birds. Eventually, the two birds settle in a birch tree on a summer evening, while the first star shines through its branches. The children knock on the door and are re-united with their parents. The lesson of the story: the birch guides you home. But I have a journey to go on first. 
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