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Introduction


‘Heaven and earth help him who plants a tree,


And his work its own reward shall be.’


Lucy Larcom


It is hard to write about trees without writing poetry. From the most ancient times, in every corner of the world, we have plaited them into our stories. The pagan hearth was festooned with evergreen branches to resist the winter’s darkness, and we still sense some urgent magic in the air each spring when blossom bursts out amid birdsong. Walking through an orchard sagging with bounty, it is easy to see why our ancestors wassailed and worshipped their fruit trees. Trees have offered us shelter, shade and ships, fruit and flowers, life itself. From Eden’s tree of knowledge to the Norse world tree Yggdrasil, from the Maori forest god Tane to the Buddha’s banyan, trees have been holy to us forever – and they are still.


Trees mark our time for us. Resplendent in summer green or autumn crimson, stark against a frosty sky or gleefully igniting with bud and blossom in the spring, they root us in the landscape and plant us firmly in the present. It can be hard to see the summer die, but for many of us the blazing colours of October are consolation enough – a harvest-time invitation to drink in the last golden hours before winter dawns. And when spring comes again, as it must, trees have spoken to so many of the poets gathered in this volume of resilience, making promises to, as Larkin says, ‘Begin afresh, afresh, afresh.’


Some of these trees are more than trees. Ruth Awolola and Walt Whitman are told something about themselves by the trees they think and write about. For Anna Wickham, her life is an ancient tree ‘And the young buds are your sweet love for me.’ It is hard to rest beneath a tree and not to feel contemplative, not to feel both rooted in the earth and stretched airily above the busy, trivial world. Some of these trees, of course, are only trees. But trees can make a child catch their breath in wonder, or look at the world from a new perspective. Trees give us breath and blessings, feasts of fruit, the busy carol of the birds and the heart-lifting joy of their beauty. Trees are the land’s treasure, and ours.


The poets in this collection introduce us to their personal sylvan pantheons, for trees stand as landmarks in all our lives. We meet both shivering saplings and antique giants, such as Katharine Towers’ great oak – ‘a galleon tilting in the moonlight’. A venerable tree inspires thoughts of the centuries it has weathered, and those who walked and dreamed beneath it long before us. We must wonder how many of Wordsworth’s poems were begun under branches that made ‘A twilight of their own’, and what Warwickshire idyll rose in Shakespeare’s mind when, perhaps, he scratched out ‘Under the greenwood tree’ in noisy Southwark.


In this book are gathered a chorus line of singing, dancing trees. ‘I say,’ writes Mandy Haggith, ‘it’s about listening to the trees’. And what a show they put on! From Sarah Doyle’s ‘flying sunshiny shower’ of birch to Charles Causley’s ‘glancing / Dancing tree’, these poets have beautifully captured the giddy exhilaration inspired by a sea of leaves waving in the wind. Their words can help us hear Sassoon’s ‘chant and whisper of the glade’ when we cannot escape to wander in the woods ourselves. Poetry is our magic carpet.


As children, we built kingdoms among the trees. Though most of us could only envy those lucky enough to have their own treehouse, the idea of a hideaway secreted in the canopy has enduring power, springing up everywhere from Tom’s Midnight Garden to The Simpsons. Whether we clambered high into the branches or looked for fairies or beetles among the roots, trees were our playgrounds. We hoarded their treasures: glossy conkers, sycamore spinners, cherry stones, acorn cups for tiny feasts, tumbled blossom, sticky buds to uncurl in a milk bottle. They furnished us with swords, pilgrims’ staffs and magic wands. They were milestones and boundaries, and a certain well-loved tree might have been – might still be – the landmark that tells us: “You are home.” In ever-changing landscapes, it is like meeting an old friend to see a remembered tree spreading its quiet arms over new houses. We feel a true grief to lose them.
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