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Hundreds of thousands of years ago, as our species began its long, semi-successful transition from ape to human, it descended from the trees to live on the ground. The move involved a major evolution, not only in appearance and residential arrangements but also in socialization, nutrition, and communication.

But we never left the trees behind.

This book makes the case for two important points. First, it shows how particular trees have been central to the development of human society. Trees were essential components of many nations’ culture, buildings, boats, religion, and art. They became the center of stories, poems, folklore, and entire economies. For much of humanity, one species of tree became the living thing they prized most. This book explores the deep identification people all over the world developed with trees and what the trees gave in return.

Second, the book shows how crucial trees are to the future of humanity. When trees prosper, humans are much more likely to prosper as well. When trees are neglected or destroyed, the cost to humanity has been high. The loss is likely to be even greater if we don’t take this into account and adjust our habits and plans accordingly.

From the first footfall on the forest floor, trees—the longest-living organisms on Earth—have meant strength, endurance, and sustenance to the people around them. Societies, economic structures, and belief systems were constructed around trees.

The Bible, the West’s first effort to explain existence, began with the tree of knowledge, and its restarting of human life after the Flood was signified by an olive branch. Yggdrasil, the tree of life, encompassed the nine worlds of the Norse cosmos. The Buddha achieved enlightenment sitting under a bodhi tree. The ancient Celtic priests, the Druids, ascribed a spiritual meaning to each kind of tree and held religious ceremonies in oak groves. By legend, the insight into what held the universe together descended on Isaac Newton from an apple tree. The masts of the ships that brought the world together were tree trunks hung with sails.

Today, those working to preserve the natural world are called tree-huggers. 

Humans have shaped wood, the product of trees, into countless forms, yet it could equally be said that wood has shaped human life. Wooden clubs and spears provided humanity’s first weapons, and then its first breakthrough in military technology with the longbow. In an echo of our early arboreal accommodations, wood was an early and constant source of human housing, from the cedars of Lebanon in palaces to chestnut log cabins to suburban sprawl. Wood has been vital to humans moving from one place to another, from the transportation revolution of wooden wheels to the wooden rafts, canoes, and ships that traversed rivers, then the Mediterranean, and finally the planet’s oceans.

The world’s different societies were shaped by their different trees. Understanding their development and values requires a close look at the particular trees of each place. This book perches on the branches of 20 trees that have been essential to human progress. Each chapter starts with the tree’s biology before examining its role in human history and culture. The last chapter looks beyond individual species to the importance of trees collectively in the present and future.

On both sides of the Atlantic, the oak is a powerful tree, but perhaps a more powerful symbol. It stands for strength, and so do its products, from clipper ships to family heirloom furniture. Oaks support multiple forest species, while acorns offer a proverbial lesson in how the smallest things can grow into the most substantial ones. In the Bible, “oaks of righteousness” are people of firmness and wisdom, symbolizing the strength of God’s connection. Oak formed Viking ships and the oaken invulnerability of the USS Constitution, “Old Ironsides.”

Figs were among the first domesticated crops, perhaps going back almost 10,000 years, and were a major food source in the Middle East. Long-lived and abundant, fig trees symbolize fertility in Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism. Adam and Eve covered their nakedness with fig leaves, creating clothing and a ubiquitous metaphor. For centuries, sitting under one’s own vine and fig tree has been a measure of security and contentment.

Olive trees can live for hundreds of years. Olive oil may have been the first traded commodity, brought across the Mediterranean by the Minoans. In Greek mythology, the goddess Athena’s gift of an olive tree made her the patron of the city of Athens, and the tree became a symbol of wisdom. The Romans spread the olive tree throughout their empire. In ancient Israel, olive oil was used to anoint kings and priests. After the Flood, the olive branch found by Noah’s dove signified the renewal of life and has been a symbol of peace ever since.

In East Asia, the mulberry tree was central to the production of silk; silkworms fed on the white mulberry leaves to create the threads. Going back thousands of years to origins exalted in myth, silk powerfully reinforced social order; it was originally limited to ruling families, and later different colors of silk designated different elite levels of society. The secret of the tree and the worm was carefully guarded for centuries. Silk was used as currency and as international gifts and tribute. It was the core of the world’s first transcontinental trade route, the Silk Road, with Europe at one end and Chinese mulberry trees at the other.

The short-lived blossoms of cherry trees are a dominant symbol of Japan, a permanent reminder of both the force and fragility of beauty. A gift of trees from Japan in 1912 began an annual display in Washington, D.C., where reminders of fragility and transience are always useful. Besides their symbolic power, cherries are a major worldwide crop. Lately, they’re carrying another existential message: global warming has advanced the cherry blossom blooming by about two weeks. 

Northern peoples venerate the birch, a tree that supplied all their needs. In Sweden, the birch is the national tree, and birch twigs are at the center of the midsummer festival. Homesick Russians once worshipped the birch as a goddess; in foreign territory they are said to be “missing their native birches.” Finns build their saunas of birch wood, and the experience includes beating themselves with birch branches. The birch is a symbol of spring in a region where it is eagerly awaited.

For centuries, in Europe and elsewhere, chestnuts, growing better than wheat in mountainous terrain, made up the staple diet. Only the arrival of the potato from the New World relegated chestnuts to food for the poor. The chestnut tree was a major element in early American history, with European arrivals finding huge trees dominating vast forests, with hardwood valued for uses from railroad ties to caskets, and nuts providing a major food source for humans and livestock. But during the 20th century, a pernicious blight arriving from Asia transformed the American chestnut into a historical curiosity.

The yew is one of the oldest European trees, religiously vital from Greece to Britain. Prominent in myth and literature from the Iliad onward, the yew spoke of death and rebirth. The longbow, which the English and Welsh used to dominate European warfare for several centuries, was made from yews. Guns replaced the bow as the dominant weapon only when the slow-growing yew became scarce on the continent. Most recently, the yew, for centuries a relentless agent of death, became a life force when the bark of the Pacific yew was found to contain a remarkably potent element to treat cancer.

On the other side of the world, the breadfruit tree provided the Polynesians with both a basic foodstuff and the wood for the boats that carried them across vast Pacific distances. Europeans, such as Captain Bligh of the Bounty, carried breadfruit to many other tropical countries, where it became a vital crop. Growing up to 85 feet high, amazingly fertile and durable, the breadfruit became a major resource all around the Equator. 

European countries exploiting colonies for their resources suggests diamonds from South Africa or silver from Peru. But North America’s strongest appeal to Great Britain was a tree. The white pine soared strong and straight, 100–200 feet high, from the forests of New England, and was exactly what Britain needed for the masts of the ships that were making it the dominant power in the world. In 1691, William III claimed all white pines more than two feet wide for the crown in perpetuity, marking them with three hatchet slashes. The colonists, who had their own plans for the pine’s timber, resisted long before the Stamp Act or the Tea Act. When the Revolution broke out, George Washington’s secretary designed a flag for the first American ships: the words “An Appeal to Heaven” below a white pine tree.

For thousands of years, the cedars of Lebanon have stood tall in the country’s mountains and in human consciousness, from a vital building block in the Temple of Solomon to the center of today’s Lebanese flag. Already legendary in the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, the cedars are mentioned 70 times in the Bible as symbols of strength and grandeur, and feature in the Quran as trees in Paradise. Besides its strength and appearance, cedar has an enduring aroma, adding to its legend. But all its history and appeal seem unable to protect it against climate change, showing again that humanity’s treasures can’t withstand our activities.

In the harsh climates of Africa, Arabia, and Australia, the baobab tree, which can live for thousands of years, is known as the “Tree of Life.” Baobabs provided people with food, water, and shelter, and their deep root structures defended against soil erosion. Baobabs became sites for rituals and offerings for many traditional African religions. The trees have an especially strong relationship with elephants, which eat the baobab’s fruits and then spread its seeds. 

Another tree of the deserts and grasslands is the acacia. Its sharp thorns hide its essential utility. Each of the different acacias provides its own gifts, but all contain nitrogen-fixing nodules on their roots that help improve the surrounding soil.

For thousands of years, the First Nations peoples of what would become Quebec used the sap of maple trees for sweetening, preserving, and annual ceremonies. When Europeans arrived, maple sugar production became steadily more advanced, as an economic asset and national symbol. Now, Canada maintains a strategic maple syrup reserve. The maple leaf is on the Canadian flag and on Canadian military decorations. Every fall, the color-changing, tourist-drawing maple leaf is a vital part of the regional economy, and the only leaf to lend its name to a professional sports team. 

A relatively small tree that spent most of human history in overgrown obscurity has spawned a $37 billion international market, the mainstay of some national economies. Two thousand years ago, Amazon natives found that the stumpy cacao tree had pods that could produce a tangy drink, and Central American civilizations brought chocolate into religious ceremonies. After the Spanish arrived, chocolate quickly became a fashionable drink in Europe. The development of solid chocolate products and the expansion of the tree into Asia and Africa made cocoa an international commodity, derived from the tree that Linnaeus labeled Theobroma cacao, “food of the gods.”

Once, the now obscure cinchona tree was among the most important to humanity, the source of quinine, the only effective treatment for malaria, one of the most lethal diseases in history. This was just one of various arboreal treatments that began as folk remedies only to be adapted by modern medicine.

Willows have contributed much to humans, from baskets to boats to the vital ingredient that makes up aspirin. They stabilize the land where it abuts water, acting as one of nature’s premier civil engineers. Willows have also long been a symbol of love and loss, from Greece to Japan.

The over 900 species of palms provide some of our iconic foods, such as dates, coconuts, hearts of palm, and açaí. The palm oil tree supplies palm oil that has become a part of almost half the foods sold in groceries. 

Rubber is key to modern civilization. The rubber tree gives great gifts to humanity, but the extraction of rubber for profit has also resulted in some of humanity’s most appalling crimes and abuses.

The book goes beyond our historical relationship with trees to make the case for their vital importance in the future. The future success of humanity is difficult to imagine without trees. Whether for stabilizing and restoring the environment, reducing climate change, or providing timber and food, trees will be our partners going forward.
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“Among the trees, I am the ashvattha [sacred fig tree].”

—Lord Krishna, Bhagavad Gita(1)

One of the world’s most famous journeys was made by a cutting from a tree. The Emperor Ashoka, ruler of much of India, wanted to spread his Buddhist beliefs beyond the subcontinent. Ashoka’s gardeners acquired a cutting from this tree. Ashoka arranged a royal procession to accompany the tree cutting to its new home in Sri Lanka. The Mahavamsa, a fifth-century CE chronicle, tells how the cutting of the tree was sent in a vase of solid gold, surrounded by a large retinue. These included the nobility of the empire, their vast array of servants, musicians, entertainers, guards and numerous hangers-on, along with elephants, horses, and camels. Royal maidens watered the branch in public ceremonies at its multiple stops along its journey. 

At last, the cutting reached the sea. Ashoka’s son and daughter took it by ship to Sri Lanka. As their ship approached, they were met by the king of Sri Lanka along with his nobles, who waded out into the sea to collect the golden vase. The king brought it to his capital, where he planted it and posted a select guard of archers to protect it from foraging monkeys. The new tree thrived and became a fabled site of pilgrimage, just like the tree in India from which it came. That tree was the fig under which Siddhartha, later called the Buddha, developed the precepts of Buddhism.(2) The new tree in Sri Lanka became the center of Buddhism on that island.

For the fig is the tree that has had, and continues to have, the greatest religious importance to humans. Long preceding humans, this unique plant has entranced and awed humanity for millennia.

Biology: The Remarkable Fig

Figs have existed for about 80 million years, outlasting the dinosaurs.(3) The more than 700 species of fig are spread around much of the globe. In multiple traditions and countless languages, humans have blessed and venerated the fig. 

The fig, to be sure, is a very unusual tree. Most trees have flowers, which are pollinated and turn into fruit. Figs have no visible flowers. Ancient Hindu and Buddhist texts describe a hopeless task as “seeking [a] flower in a fig tree.”(4) Fig trees are pollinated by tiny insects, fig wasps, which carry pollen to and from the flowers hidden inside the figs. There are some 750 species of figs and some 650 species of fig wasps, most of which can pollinate only a single species of fig.(5)

While Aristotle was one of the first to note the fig wasp, among the ancients the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder came closest to understanding the fig reproductive method. Pliny stated: 


The wild fig...never ripens itself, although it is able to impart to others the principle of which it is thus destitute...To effect this purpose, the wild fig produces a type of gnat. These insects...wing their flight to others of kindred...there feeding with avidity upon the fig...the moment they effect their entrance, the heat of the sun finds admission too, and through the inlet thus made the fecundating air is introduced.(6)



Pliny was correct in tying fig reproduction to the entrance of the insect but was wrong in assuming that the operative element in reproduction was the air.

DNA evidence suggests that all figs derived from a common ancestor some 90 million years ago, while the fig wasps all descended from a single fig wasp. Both tree and fig wasps then went on to divide into multiple subspecies in concert. Naturalist Colin Tudge wrote, “The net result is a wonderful mutualism. The figs benefit because they get their flowers pollinated... the wasps benefit because they are supplied a good safe place to lay their eggs and a food supply for their larvae.”(7)

Perhaps the appreciation of the fig relates to its extraordinary success as a genus. This success can be linked to the variety of measures figs have developed to ensure their reproduction.

Once fig fruit grows, the fig relies on a large network to help spread its seeds. At least 1,200 species of birds and mammals eat figs, far more than any other type of fruit, and then help disperse the seeds.(8) Before fertilization, figs are full of sticky latex that discourages animals from eating the unfertilized fig.(9) After fertilization, the latex is replaced with sugar, making it a more desirable food. The eaten fig will also act as a laxative, ensuring that the fig seeds are defecated, with the feces serving as fertilizer.(10)

Another cause of the evolutionary triumph of the fig is the extraordinary variation among figs. Figs of different colors and shapes are created, each designed to attract a particular animal to feed on it. For example, F. cereicarpa produces tough brown figs at their base that are a favorite of rats. The green, chestnut-sized figs of F. schwarzii are eaten only by bats, while F. punctata produces red, tennis ball–sized figs eaten only by monkeys.(11) Each type of fig is adapted to the animals most effective in spreading its seed. Figs seem especially adapted for primates, which squeeze figs, assessing their softness, which correlates with their sugar and energy content.(12)

Some of the most successful figs begin life as epiphytes, developing from a seed on the branches of other trees. One large class is “strangler figs,” trees that the naturalist Alfred Wallace called “The most extraordinary trees of the forest.”(13) By starting up on another tree rather than on the forest floor, the strangler fig gains the advantage of increased light, allowing earlier photosynthesis. The strangler fig sends roots down to the ground to absorb moisture and nutrients. The roots of the strangler fig can limit the growth and even kill the original host tree. Wallace wrote, “Thus, we have an actual struggle for life in the vegetable kingdom, not less fatal to the vanquished than the struggles among animals which we can so much more easily observe and understand.”(14)

The success of the strangler fig is also linked to its huge production of figs, with some trees producing up to a million figs a year. Besides leading to the success of the fig, this productivity helps sustain a huge population of land animals and birds, making the fig a keystone species wherever it lives.

Early Civilizations and Creation

Human consumption of the fig certainly preceded both its domestication and its cultural importance. Still, the fig may have been the first plant to be domesticated by humans. Dried figs from 7000 BCE were found in the Neolithic settlement of Gezer in Israel, although cultivation may have started 2000 years earlier.(15) Archaeological evidence of fig cultivation becomes most plentiful after 2500 BCE in Mesopotamia and 2750 BCE in Egypt.(16)

Ancient records begin to mention the fig soon thereafter. Figs are noted in many ancient Middle Eastern civilizations. The Sumerian king Urukagina commended the medical properties of figs in stone tablets around 2900 BCE.(17) Sargon, an Akkadian king, boasted of bringing back figs to his city around 2400 BCE, while figs are also found in the surviving writings of the Babylonians and Hittites.(18) 

Something about the fig made it important to multiple societies and religions. Perhaps the mystery of its reproduction made it a good choice for explaining the world.

Multiple creation stories feature fig trees. Mithra, a Persian deity, was reportedly born out of a rock beneath a sacred fig tree. Mithra hid in the branches of the fig tree, ate figs as his first meal, and clothed himself in fig leaves.(19) The Kikuyu people of Kenya hold that creation began amid a grove of fig trees, while an Indonesian myth tells how the gods formed the first humans from a fig tree, using horizontal slices to create the woman and vertical slices to make the man. The Kutia Kondh people in India told how the goddess-creator Nirantali formed the first human tongue from a leaf of the sacred fig.(20)

Another creation myth about Nirantali tells how she was sent by the other gods to create the world. Nirantali carried with her tiny banyan seeds wrapped in leaves. First, she made the sun, the moon, and the earth; then she created human beings. But the sun beat down on the people...so Nirantali gave them banyan seeds to plant.(21)

In cultures across the world, fig trees connect heaven and earth. Maasai legend tells of a time when the earth and sky were tethered only by a sacred fig tree. From its roots, the Maasai god gave them cattle. The Batak people on Sumatra have a fig as their world tree. This fig grows up to the stars while its roots reach down to the earth. Mortals can climb the tree to reach heaven.(22)

In many Pacific cultures such as in New Guinea and the Philippines, fig trees serve as the abode of spirits and other supernatural creatures.(23) Across the world, multiple creation stories choose the fig as the world’s scaffold, locating it at the center of the cosmic order.

The Middle East and Africa

Fig trees are the first tree mentioned in the Torah. After eating from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, Genesis states of Adam and Eve, “Then the eyes of both of them were opened and they perceived that they were naked and they sewed together fig leaves and made themselves loincloths.”(24)

Some rabbis have concluded the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil was in fact a fig, an idea advanced by Michelangelo on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.(25)

In all, figs are mentioned 37 times in the Torah.(26) Sitting under the fig tree was associated with a sense of hope and security. One passage (Micah 4:4) says, “But they shall sit, every man under his vine and under his fig tree; and none shall make them afraid.”(27) First Kings 4:25 states, “And Judah and Israel dwelt safely, every man under his vine and under his fig tree, from Dan even to Beersheba all the days of Solomon.”(28) 

Figs were also used to teach humility. Proverbs noted, “We live like figs; those who don’t die today will die tomorrow.”(29)

Across the world many legends tell of trees acting as though they had human consciousness. Many of these talk about the trees seeking supremacy in the way a king or god sought predominance. Judges tells such an opposite story: “Then the trees said to the fig tree, You come and be our king! The fig tree replied, ‘Must I forego my sweetness, forego my excellent food, to go and hold sway over the trees.’”(30) This story has an unusual ending, for few trees were visualized as not wanting overlordship. The fig was one.

Jesus reportedly used the fig in his teaching. In the Gospel of Mark, a fig is a symbol for Jesus. “Take the fig tree as parable: as soon as its twigs grow supple and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near. So with you, when you see these things happening, know that he is near, right at the gates.”(31)

In Islam, the Prophet Muhammad is quoted as saying, “If I should wish one fruit brought to paradise, it would certainly be the fig.”(32) In the Quran, Allah swears an oath by “the Fig and the Olive...we have indeed created man in the best of mould.”(33)

A different type of fig (F. sycomorus), the sycamore fig, was the most important fig in ancient Egypt. It was regarded as a sacred tree. Particular fig trees were sacred to different goddesses. All of these trees were given regular offerings of produce from the land, particularly grapes, cucumbers, and figs. Water jugs were placed near the trees so that visitors could say a prayer and give water to the tree.

Most importantly, the sacred sycamore was regarded as the living body of Hathor, goddess of the sky. After death, the soul of the deceased would go to the ancient sycamore in hopes that the goddess would bestow eternal life. In the Egyptian Book of the Dead, the invocation went, “O, Sycamore of the Goddess Nuit, let there to be given to me the air which is in Thee.”(34)

Even while the sycamore fig was sacred, it did not stop the Egyptians from making practical use of the tree. Egyptians were allowed to eat the fruit of the sycamore, while its lightweight wood was used for coffins.(35)

Elsewhere in Africa many revered figs as sacred. Some African traditional religions saw figs as housing spirits connected with their ancestors.(36)

Across both monotheistic and polytheistic religions, the fig shone as a symbol and substrate of devotion.

Figs in Greece and Rome

That union of symbol and substance continued across the classical world. Figs were important to the Greek gods and appear in multiple Greek myths. There were several stories involving the origin of figs. The first tells how the children of Gaia, the Titans, unsuccessfully challenged the Olympian gods. When Sykeus, one of the Titans, was going to be destroyed, Gaia transformed him into the first fig tree. Another story tells that the goddess Demeter gave the fig to humanity as payment for hospitality, while a third attributed the fig to the god Dionysus.(37)

Another Greek myth tells of Tantalus, an imprisoned demigod. Every time he reached for a branch laden with figs, a wind would blow them out of reach.(38) The desirability of the figs reinforced the severity of his punishment in being deprived of them.

Certainly, Greeks in multiple regions used figs to honor the gods. Athenians, who were known as philosykos, literally “fig lovers,” used fig wood to make statues of Dionysus.(39) A Spartan cult gave thanks to Demeter for giving the fig to humanity. A procession at the festival of Dionysus carried a giant phallus made of fig wood. Many cities had groves of sacred fig trees.(40)

The fig, a symbol of the blessings of the gods, became an important political symbol in an age when the spiritual and the political were often linked. The Athenian statesman Solon sought to keep these blessings at home by prohibiting the export of the fig. Perhaps to celebrate the primacy of his gods, the Persian king Xerxes, when he captured Athens in 480 BCE, celebrated his power with a dinner featuring figs.(41)

Romans, who adopted so much from the Greeks, shared their belief in the divine importance of figs. The Roman sacred fig was reportedly the place where Rome was founded. The founders, Romulus and Remus, were suckled by a she-wolf under this tree.(42) 

Figs became more than just religious symbols in Rome. Dried figs were used to feed the Roman army, while wine made from figs was known as caricarum.(43, 44) 

Figs were also used as political symbols. Cato the Elder was implacable in his hatred of Carthage, frequently declaring that Carthage must be destroyed. One time Cato dropped figs on the floor of the Senate, startling the assembled senators. He then told the Senate that they came from Carthage, a mere three-day voyage from Rome. A foe so close to Rome could not be tolerated.(45) 

We may think of olive trees as the quintessential Mediterranean tree, but it was the fig that topped it in importance. Why did so many cultures see the fig as important to the gods and assign it so much symbolic weight? Perhaps it was the mystery of its reproduction or its success in inducing so many creatures to spread its seeds. Perhaps the transformation of fertilized figs from bitter to sweet evoked the supernatural. Whatever the reason, the fig captured the imagination of the peoples of the ancient Mediterranean. 

The Banyan Tree

For all their importance in the West, two figs became at least as religiously important in the Indian subcontinent and southern Asia. The first of these was the banyan tree (F. benghalensis), which starts life in a nook on a host tree, before eventually sending down roots that surround and kill the host tree.

Banyans are extraordinary for their great size. In 326 BCE, the entire army of Alexander the Great reportedly sheltered under a single banyan tree. The tree, still surviving two millennia later on the banks of the Narmada River, west of Mumbai, had a crest of 637 feet when measured in 1999.(46) The Great Banyan that grows in the Indian city of Howrah has 3700 trunks and covers three and a half acres—and yet it is not the biggest banyan.(47) A banyan in Calcutta can shelter more than 20,000 people under it.(48)

Banyans have long been an important part of the myths and religion of Hinduism. One legend tells that “at the time of the deluge [flood], the eternal power had transformed itself into a banyan tree.”(49) The early Hindu scriptures, the Vedas and Upanishads, tell of the relationship between the banyan and Brahma, the innermost spirit of the universe, with the Katha Upanishad saying, “The universe is a tree existing eternally, its root aloft, its branches below. The pure root of the tree is Brahma.”(50)

The Bhagavad Gita tells how the sacred scriptures are the leaves of the Universal tree, stating, “There is a banyan tree which had its roots upward and its branches down, and whose leaves are the Vedic hymns. One who knows this tree is the knower of the Vedas.”(51)

In the great Indian epic the Ramayana, a sacred banyan tree is described as “like a bright cloud... a level and charming spot over which cool breezes blew resembling heaven itself... [a tree] frequented by groups of great sages.”(52)

Multiple Hindu folk religious beliefs are linked to banyan trees. One states that the life of another person can be extended by planting a banyan in his name, caring for it, and watching it grow.(53) In Bengal, the banyan tree is believed to be associated with and inhabited by Shashti, the goddess of childbirth and children. Infertile women may make prayers at a banyan to have children.(54)

Indian women also may fast and worship at a banyan tree to prevent themselves from widowhood, particularly during the month of Jyeshtha (May–June).(55)

Perhaps they are inspired by the story of Savitri and Satyavan that was found in the Mahabharata, the Hindu epic poem written from 300 BCE to 300 CE. Satyavan, the husband, died under a banyan tree. His wife Savitri then challenged Yama, the god of death. In the end, she triumphed and was able to bring Satyavan back to life.(56)

In India, it is not simply the great size of the banyans that makes them important.

Ficus Religiosa and Hinduism

Overshadowing the banyan as the most religiously important tree in India is the sacred fig (F. religiosa), another strangler fig, which is also known as a peepul, pipal, sacred bo, and under certain circumstances, the bodhi tree.

The first people to venerate the sacred fig were the Harappan people of the Indus River Valley, whose civilization dates from 3300 BCE. They left the earliest images of F. religiosa, soapstone depictions of people sitting under or kneeling before the tree. The Harappan civilization was followed around 1500 BCE by nomadic hunters, the Vedic people, who called Ficus religiosa “an abode of the gods” and home of the “universe’s mighty keeper.”(57) The tree was used in important rituals to ignite fire and create a hallucinogenic drink. Medicines were made from the tree’s bark, leaves, and roots, some of which are still used today. It was described both as a tree of knowledge and a tree of life.(58) The rustling of the leaves of the peepul was often associated with supernatural beings living in the tree.(59)

Hinduism values F. religiosa above all other plants. Hindus venerate it as the tree under which the god Vishnu was born.(60) Brahma and Shiva are also associated with the tree, as is the goddess Lakshmi. Seeking the help of Lakshmi with fertility, Indian women may tie a thread around the tree.(61)

Contemporary Hindu India is filled with evidence of the importance of F. religiosa. Naturalist Jonathan Drori writes that in India, “It is rare to find a village without one [peepul] or to find a peepul without a shrine at its base.”(62) Drori adds, “‘To visit the peepul tree’ is a euphemism for going to pray.”(63)

Throughout Indian history, the pipal tree retained major symbolic significance. The expression “she had watered the pipal tree” means the woman has done something pious.(64) Infertile women may remove their clothing at night and circumambulate a pipal tree 108 times to increase their chance of having children. Men without offspring may honor and water the pipal daily to have children.(65) 

Planting pipal trees wins a person merit. Telling a lie while under F. religiosa is considered especially sinful. Oaths taken under the tree are considered more likely to be true than those taken in court.(66) 

Even less than full respect for the tree can be dangerous. One story tells of a king who developed leprosy when he failed to give full honor while passing under a pipal tree.(67) 

The worst thing is to cut down a pipal tree. As Drori notes, the popular view holds that “cutting a peepul tree is more sinful than killing a saint.”(68) Even demons know better than to do that. In the Ramayana, the demon-king Ravana protests, “I have not cut down any fig tree...why then does the calamity befall me?”(69)

Buddhism and the Fig

The pipal is even more central to Buddhism. Around 534 BCE, an Indian prince, Siddhartha Gautama, decided to try to find a life of more meaning than that of court. After six years of wandering, he came to the sanctuary of Bodh Gaya in the province of Bihar. There, Siddhartha found a huge F. religiosa tree. Siddhartha meditated under the tree for seven weeks before emerging with the central concepts of a new religion, Buddhism. Siddhartha was subsequently called Buddha, “The Enlightened One.”(70) 

The tree was renamed the Bodhi tree or “Tree of Enlightenment.” During the initial centuries of Buddhism, the central image was not of Buddha but was instead the Bodhi tree with an empty throne or seat at its base. This symbolized that enlightenment was about transcending the human condition. Buddha reportedly declared, “He who worships [the Bodhi tree] will receive the same reward as if he worshipped me in person.”(71)

In the 3rd century BCE, much of India was under the Mauryan Empire, which was ruled by Ashoka, one of the most unusual monarchs in history. Ashoka’s early years were marked by the killing of his brothers to gain the throne, followed by wars of conquest. The Mahavamsa, a 5th-century CE chronicle, told of how in 260–261 BCE Ashoka slaughtered and conquered the Kalinga nation.(72) Ashoka was forever changed by this conquest. He later had inscribed on stone stelae across India, “On conquering Kalinga the Beloved of the Gods [Ashoka] felt remorse...only conquest by dhamma [moral teachings] [is] a true conquest.”(73)

Ashoka helped change Buddhism from a minor local religion into a world religion. He created multiple dhammas as well as teachers of dhammas to spread the teachings of Buddhism throughout India and to neighboring countries.(74) 

The peepul tree was already sacred to Hindus. It was natural that Ashoka would have had the highest reverence for the tree even before its connection with Buddha. As told earlier, Ashoka carefully took a cutting from Buddha’s tree and sent it with a royal procession to Sri Lanka.

The cutting grew into a huge tree called the Sri Maha Bodhi, which is still standing today. Many of the sacred bodhi trees in Sri Lanka are believed to be descendants of this tree. In addition, the Sri Maha Bodhi is an important pilgrimage site. Cuttings from the tree are found in Buddhist communities around the world.(75)

Meanwhile, back in India, Buddha’s Bodhi tree was still thriving 1100 years after his revelations there. In the early 600s CE, Hiuen Tsiang, a Chinese traveler, described the tree as 40–50 feet tall, surrounded by tens of thousands of pilgrims who bathed the roots with scented water and perfumed milk.(76) Although the tree is no longer alive now, some of its direct descendants, planted over 2,000 years ago, survive.

Buddhist temples were frequently centered around pipal trees. Buddhist tree temples were described as “a pillared gallery surrounding an umbrella crowned and garlanded Bodhi-tree.”(77)

Thus, F. religiosa is the most visible symbol in the world of Buddhism, far outnumbering even statues of Buddha.

The Fig and the Future

The fig is unlikely to be forgotten in the future.

The greatest importance of figs in the future may lie outside their role in religion. For figs are key to supporting ecosystems. The fig has been described as a keystone species in many forests. If figs were absent, the animal and bird species that depend on them might also vanish. Since these species distribute the seeds of other plants besides figs, other plant species would also suffer. Biologist Daniel Kissling demonstrated that across sub-Saharan Africa, the number of fig species in an area determines the local population of fruit-eating birds.(78) More figs lead to more animals.

An experiment in Mexico demonstrated that attraction. Scientists studied five fig trees in Mexican farmland that had once been forest. A fence was put around the figs to prevent cattle from eating them. Within a few years, some 47 species of fruit-eating birds were found visiting the figs. Some 149 new plants were found around the figs, their seeds having been deposited by the visiting animals. Multiple new tree species soon sprang up around the figs.(79)

Figs can play an important role in reestablishing landscapes where they have been damaged. On islands wiped out by volcanic eruptions, some of the first plants to resettle are figs. Figs also can help restore forests that have been decimated. Fig roots grow fast, finding water deep underground. The fast-growing figs provide shade for grasses and animals. The fig trees provide food for animals.(80) Ongoing research suggests that figs can play a leading role in restoring, as well as maintaining ecosystems. The growing number of places destroyed by natural or human interventions means that restoring the land will become even more important in the future.

Many rightly bemoan the destruction of native forests and jungles when they are replaced by palm plantations. The fig may be a key to reversing such destruction. In Borneo, figs are being planted amid palm plantations. The hope is that the figs, by serving as food for so many species, will help lure them back. With their prolific growth, figs are well suited to restoring a state of nature, as results from such a project in Borneo suggest.(81)

In another project, figs were planted in a Thai national park in a portion where the forest had previously been cut down to grow crops. Within a few years, the number of bird species in the area had increased from 30 to 87. In addition, the fig trees had lured in many seed-dispersing birds and mammals. The result was the return of a host of other tree species to the area.(82) 

Figs have long been seen as providing useful medicines and improving human health. Banyan sap can be used to treat bruises and toothache, and its bark to stop diarrhea, while it is also reported to be an aphrodisiac.(83, 84) The bark and leaves of the sacred fig are used to treat diarrhea and the leaves made into a poultice for boils. Powdered bark is used on wounds and to treat gynecological infections.(85) The fruit of the sacred fig is used for many purposes in the Indian system of Ayurvedic medicine, with clinical trials reportedly proving analgesic and anti-bacterial properties.(86)

Figs long have been praised as health-giving. Pliny the Elder wrote, “Figs are restorative...the best food that can be taken by those who are brought low by long sickness...They increase the strength of young people, preserve the elderly in better health and make them look younger with fewer wrinkles.”(87) The prophet Muhammad reportedly distributed figs to his followers, saying, “Eat it as it cures various diseases.”(88) The prophet Isaiah said, “Prepare a poultice of figs and put it on the boil so he may recover.”(89) There are many places where components of figs continue to be used as natural medicine. 

There is extensive modern research looking into the ways in which fig tree products can be beneficial for health. They have been reported to lower cholesterol, blood pressure, and blood sugar, and to lower the risk of breast and colon cancer.(90) Figs have high levels of anti-oxidants, suggesting a role in fighting inflammatory processes.(91) Other studies have documented efficacy against intestinal parasites.(92) One study showed that application of fig tree latex was almost equal to the standard of care, cryotherapy, in the treatment of warts.(93) It is almost certain that figs and fig tree products will be used more in the future in the treatment of human disease.

Many think that figs lost their role as clothing soon after Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Yet for centuries, the bark of certain figs was used to make clothing in both Asia and Africa. Production of clothing from the bark of F. natalensis in Uganda goes back to the 13th century. Recently, there has been a move to revitalize this industry in East Africa.(94)

Fig trees supply a variety of useful products across the world. They are used to make ropes and baskets. Fig leaves are used to preserve other food. Fig sap is used to repel insects. It can even be used to heal the wounds of other plants. The wood of the sacred fig is used to make bowls and spoons, while its bark supplies tannins to dye cloth.(95)

Figs may play a unique role in combating climate change. All trees take in carbon, but most of this is released when the tree dies and decays. In Kenya, certain fig species, besides taking in carbon dioxide for their own organic purposes, have been found to convert some of it to calcium oxalate. When the tree decays this, calcium oxalate is turned into calcium carbonate, the main ingredient of limestone and chalk. This calcium carbonate can also help supply nutrients for new trees.(96) Thus, the fig tree has taken carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and converted it to rock. These Ficus trees may be planted in large numbers to help diminish and lock away carbon dioxide.

Of course, figs are also a delicious food that humans continue to enjoy. As the health benefits of figs become more established, human consumption of figs is almost certain to increase. Thus, the importance of figs now encompasses a much broader realm than in the past.

Yet figs’ religious significance remains. Even in modern India, F. religiosa is a key part of many rituals, including prayers for marital happiness, fertility, health, wealth, and good luck. 

Aishwarya Rai, a Bollywood star and former Miss World, had, according to Indian astrology, been born during an unlucky time, which was likely to doom any future marriage. Her solution was a “tree marriage.” “Tree marriages” can occur between trees, such as one between a pipal and banyan, or between trees and humans or gods. The “tree marriage” may provide strength to the humans involved or can transfer evil fate from the human to the tree.(97) Before she married actor Abhishek Bachchan in 2007, Aishwarya Rai married a F. religiosa tree so it would absorb the bad luck.(98)

Whether it is divine or biological, figs are clearly a blessing.
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Chapter 2: Olive
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“Thy wife shall be as a fruitful vine by the sides of thine house; thy children like olive plants round thy table.”(1)

—Psalm 128

Greek mythology tells how the gods Athena and Poseidon quarreled over who would found the city of Athens. Zeus, the king of the gods, decreed that whoever could give the most useful gift to the people of the area could found the city. Poseidon struck the earth, creating a spring of water. For her part, Athena offered the inhabitants the olive tree. How did the people choose and who chose? Certainly, it was not the women or slaves. It might have been every free man, or maybe it was just the wealthy elite. In any case, the people chose the olive tree as the most useful gift. Athena won the contest and gave her name to the city.(2)

It is a fitting myth for the olive tree (Olea europaea), a tree so central to the histories and cultures of the Mediterranean and Middle East. Given its importance, it is no wonder that it has been credited to the gods.

Biology

The oldest evidence of wild olives goes back 40,000 years. Fossilized olive leaves from 37,000 BCE were found on the Greek island of Santorini.(3) The cultivation of olive trees may have started as early as 7000 BCE in Egypt.(4)

Olive trees are long-lived, some lasting for up to 1000 years and producing fruit for most of that time.(5) Their slow growth led to the Italian proverb, “I planted the vine; the mulberry my father. But my grandfather planted the olive tree.”(6)

They are tolerant of heat and drought, but not of cold. Under ideal conditions, an olive tree can begin to produce fruit after seven years, with increased production as it grows. It can grow up to 30 feet, but regular pruning is necessary to produce the maximum crop. Olive trees are said to do best with warm summers and cold winters, and in a plain rather than on a hillside.(7)

Olea europaea, found in the Mediterranean, is the source of most olive fruit. However, olive species from Africa (Olea europaea africana) grow taller and can serve as a source of olive wood, which is valued for floors, furniture, and sculpture.(8) An infusion of leaves from this tree was historically used to treat eye disorders.(9)

Olea europaea is considered easy to cultivate and transplant. It can be grown alone or as part of huge plantations.(10)

––––––––
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OLIVE TREES IN THE Middle East

Olive trees were important in almost all the civilizations of the Middle East. They were so important that some of the greatest rulers of ancient times made rules about the trade in olive trees and their products. The great Babylonian king Hammurabi created laws governing the trade in olive products in Babylon over 3000 years ago. A thousand years later, the greatest Athenian lawmaker, Solon (640–558 BCE), made rules about olive cultivation an essential part of his law code.(11)

Food writer Fabrizia Lanza concluded, “From the earliest civilization, the olive tree and olive oil have...enjoyed a magical status in lands along the shores of the Mediterranean.”(12) She added, “In many religions and in various eras olive oil was the purest, most precious and most eloquent way to exhibit close relations with the divine.”(13)

For thousands of years, olive trees were used for their wood, branches, and leaves, while the olives themselves were used to make olive oil. Producing olive oil requires major effort compared to eating the fruit, yet consumption of the oil predates eating olives by thousands of years. 

Producing olive oil requires harvesting the fruit, washing it, crushing it in a mill into a paste, extracting oil from the paste, filtering the oil to remove impurities, and then bottling it. We owe a debt of gratitude to that unknown person or people who figured out the wonders that olive oil could bring.

The importance of the tree is shown by its appearance in the crafts of multiple nations. Author John Train commented that olive trees were found on “Egyptian bas-reliefs...Minoan frescos, Greek jars and Carthaginian mosaics.”(14)

One of the first nations to appreciate the olive was the Egyptians, who viewed olive trees as a gift from the gods. Egyptian lore attributed the cultivation of the olive to Isis, goddess of the moon and light.

Egyptians used olive products in many ways. Humans were bathed in olive oil before they approached symbols of the Egyptian gods. Olive leaves were found with mummies, while the tomb of King Tutankhamen featured a silver goblet with olive branches.(15)

Use of the oil for light may date from the fourth millennium BCE. In Egypt, during the reign of Rameses III (1197–1165 BCE), lamps burned olive oil in honor of the sun god, Ra. The use of oil for religious or political anointment evolved into its use as a base for cosmetics, which also may date back to ancient Egypt. Olive oil was also used to make soap and to treat dry skin.(16)

In Ancient Israel

Olive trees were important in ancient Israel, appearing early in the Hebrew Bible. In Genesis, Noah knows it is safe to disembark from the Ark when a dove he sent out returns carrying an olive branch.(6) In Deuteronomy, Moses tells the people, “For the Lord your God is bringing you into a good land...a land of olive trees and honey.”(17) 

Using olive trees for wood was reserved for special circumstances. Several parts of King Solomon’s Temple were made of olive wood. In all, the Hebrew Bible mentions olive trees 100 times and olive oil some 140 times.(18)

Saul, the first King of Israel, is anointed when olive oil is rubbed on his forehead, a custom that continued with the kings that followed.

Olive oil was also the fuel for the lamps of the Temple in Jerusalem. The Torah records, “And thou shalt command the children of Israel, that they bring thee pure oil olive beaten for the light, to cause the lamp to burn always.”(19) The fuel that burned in the menorah in the temple was olive oil. Hanukkah celebrates the miracle that one day of pure olive oil lasted for eight days, until new oil could be brought to the Temple.(20) 

Archaeological evidence suggests widespread use of olive oil in ancient Israel, mostly for lighting, perfume, and religious purposes. A huge olive mill containing more than 100 olive presses has been found outside Jerusalem, dating from around 1000 BCE.(21) Deuteronomy 28:40 commands, “Thou shalt have olive trees throughout all thy coasts.”(22)

The olive tree was also a symbol of beauty. Hosea 14:6 says, “His branches shall spread, and his beauty shall be as the olive tree.”(23) 

Olives and the Greeks

The Minoan Greek civilization on Crete, starting around 2000 BCE, was notable for the export of olive oil. Large amphorae used to hold olive oil and olive presses have been found, along with clay tablets, showing the destination of the oil. The Minoans shipped across the Mediterranean, most notably to Egypt.(24) This may have been the first instance of large-scale maritime commerce.

Mention of olives is found in the oldest tales of Greek civilization. Olive products are referenced in both the Iliad and Odyssey. In the Iliad, the corpse of Patroclus is washed and rubbed with olive oil before being placed on his funeral bier. Odysseus is recognized by his old nurse Eurycleia after she bathes him and anoints him with olive oil.(25) Odysseus proves his identity to Penelope by describing their marital bed: “There grew a thick-leaved olive shrub inside the yard, full grown and vigorous...starting with this I fashioned the bed till it was finished and I inlaid it well with gold, with silver and with ivory.”(26)
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