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Foreword


by Dr. Alexandra Wagstaffe
Crop Physiologist and Lecturer in Horticulture, Eden Project Learning
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Like a meeting with old friends, this well-researched story of trees reminds us of trees we are familiar with while at the same time intriguing us with details and histories that are less or unfamiliar. Reading this book will provoke curiosity equally among well-seasoned plants people and those who are not, who may simply have stumbled across this impressive piece of work by chance. Nevertheless, there is no question about the value of trees and their contribution in supporting life on our planet as we know it.


The book maintains a delicate balance between fact-finding and storytelling. Each tree is introduced with fascinating botanical facts and examines geographical distribution over time, which seamlessly gives way to delightful anecdotes about how they have changed the way we live. Kevin Hobbs and David West treat the subject with a lightness of touch that belies the many extensive travels and fact-finding missions around the world. Comparable to modern-day plant hunters, their global awareness of the importance of plants to humankind is evident, told in charming, bite-sized ethnobotanical stories covering all continents. All the while, the narrative is set by the trees themselves, with the structure being guided by the chronological order in which they were evidenced to have played an important role in the lives of humankind.


Fascinating stories unfold, such as the English walnut (Juglans regia), ‘one of humanity’s oldest and healthiest foods’, most recently celebrated for its high levels of Omega 3 fats and antioxidants. However, ‘the earliest written reference to the walnut comes from the peoples of Chaldea in Mesopotamia, present-day Iraq. Inscriptions on ancient clay tablets proudly describe walnut groves in the Hanging Gardens of Babylon in about 2,000BC.’ As a child within a European expat community, growing up in modern-day Iraq, historical references to the influence of Mesopotamia fascinate me, and I defy any reader to not find equally compelling stories of trees that have had a direct influence on them and their lives.


With 24 years’ experience in crop physiology and plant sciences, my interest in trees has focused somewhat on physiological questions, such as how trees function. For example, for water to move from the roots to the uppermost leaves it has to travel a vertical distance of approximately 120 metres (393 feet) in some of the world’s tallest trees, such as Sequoia sempervirens, (the California redwood). This truly monumental achievement is made possible by a complex interaction of anatomical adaptations, pathways and pressure differentials. However, it is not only the scientific complexity of trees that is astonishing, they also have the capacity to fill us with a sense of awe in their mere presence; for example, the wonderment we may feel as human beings when standing under trees that have witnessed their surroundings for hundreds and, in some cases, thousands of years.


The role trees play within cultures and communities can be explained by an innate human connection with the natural world, often described as ‘Biophilia’. American naturalist Edward O. Wilson first defined this concept in 1984 as ‘the urge to affiliate with other forms of life’. As such, this philosophy crosses the boundaries between scientific and spiritual exploration, which are successfully combined in The Story of Trees, where the authors have engagingly managed to convey the importance of trees while linking their traits to our human history throughout the ages.
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Introduction


by Kevin Hobbs
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Trees and the kingdom of plants are fundamental to our existence and development as a human race. However, apart from being aware of their contribution to the very air we breathe, few people realize the important role trees played in the lives of our ancestors and continue to play in our lives today – present as the paper on which these words are printed; enjoyed with a coffee from the coffee bean; or keeping us comfortable as a key material of our homes and their contents. We travel around in cars propelled by fossil fuel, on tyres made from rubber, along tree-lined streets. We fill our shopping baskets with numerous tree products, from fruit, nuts, herbs and spices to wine bottles sealed with cork. We decorate our homes using varnish that is a resin produced by a bug that feeds on trees, and clean our wooden-handled brushes with white spirit derived from the sap of a tree. The list goes on and on, encompassing medicine, toiletries, clothing and a great deal more. In fact, the relevance of trees in this modern, technological world continues, as demonstrated by the use of cork bark in the thermal insulation of spacecraft.


Our ancient ancestors, being closer to nature, used their native tree resources fully and often sustainably. For many, trees held great cultural or religious significance and, as such, were seen as a gift from, or representation of, deities. Reverence for the tree is evident throughout antiquity, and, indeed, persists in many cultures today. However, the wealth and ultimate success of many civilizations and countries was built on trade in their own resources, or those of others. Trade routes on land and sea contributed to the expansion of knowledge and the distribution of plant material. Where climate allowed, trees expanded beyond their original range and, often, became subject to natural or man-made hybridization.


Trees were among the first crops to be cultivated as humankind sought to take control of their resources. Unfortunately, the opposite was often the case for trees prized for their wood, or a derivative. They were obtained destructively, their very existence threatened by over-harvesting. Inevitably, civilizations or nations sought to take control of such valuable commodities. Trees and their products were at the centre of many conflicts, often at the expense of indigenous peoples. Great cruelty, as well as slavery, was endured as powerful nations and businesses vied for control. In many cases, trees were farmed in colonies far from their origin, ensuring stabilization of the markets, but often at the cost of ecological balance.


Today, international demand for products derived from trees continues to set commerce at odds with care for the environment. Even in these supposedly enlightened times, we continue to make mistakes in the way we manage farmed and natural trees. Invasiveness, spread of pests and disease and outbreaks of forest fires are among the problems we face. But from a more positive perspective, the appropriate use of trees in our changing climate brings great opportunity and benefit. There are many examples of success in managing biodiversity, bringing with it sustainable income, especially in regions where enterprise is limited.


Modern science continues to reveal fascinating details of plants and trees, both past and present. The earliest known tree grew from spores and belonged to a group of primitive fern-like plants called Wattieza, which has been dated to 385 million years ago. Palaeobotanists have reconstructed this long-extinct tree as being 9 metres (30 feet) tall, and palm-like in appearance. Pre-dating the dinosaurs by 140 million years, the forests of Wattieza and other primitive land plants removed carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, creating suitable conditions for the evolution of terrestrial animals and insects. Further fascinating insights into plant physiology have revealed more examples of the sophistication of trees, from detecting insect infestation in a neighbour to employing biochemical warfare on potential competition. We still have a great deal to discover about such capabilities.


Of the world’s estimated 391,000 species of vascular plant, just over one quarter are considered trees. Many are known but little studied, and there are without doubt many more to discover. We must ensure that the world’s natural habitats are conserved for future generations. A perfect example of a relatively recent discovery is the Wollemi pine, Wollemia nobilis, found just 150 kilometres (93 miles) from Sydney, Australia, in 1994 and identified as a new genus related to the monkey puzzle. Growing in just two stands in a narrow canyon were fewer than 40 trees. During the year that followed, successful propagation in tissue-culture laboratories led to this special conifer being grown in gardens in mild temperate regions, or warmer, throughout the world.


Within these pages, we hope to inform and inspire those who already have a love of trees, as well as those who otherwise may have taken them for granted. The Story of Trees is our story, but also that of our ancestors. It is about our relationship with some of the world’s most important trees, both on a local scale and globally. With so many trees to choose from, we have endeavoured to feature those that have been, and in most cases continue to be, of cultural and practical value to humankind. Trees of every continent are included, with the exception of Antarctica, whose last trees were lost as the deep freeze took hold some three to five million years ago. These wonderful trees are presented in approximate chronological order as to humankind’s first significant interaction with each one, and the book takes the reader from the boxwood implements made by the Neanderthals 171,000 years ago to the persimmon used for golf clubs in the nineteenth century. Height, speed of growth and longevity is given for each tree, and in each case this reflects the wild or natural conditions of its native range, allowing for variables such as altitude and soil type.


Today, a higher percentage of the world’s population live in cities, bringing a much greater need for urban greening. Trees, and plants in general, not only look beautiful, but also have a positive impact on social behaviour and mental wellbeing. They improve biodiversity, and their leafy canopies help to cool and shade the otherwise sun-baked tarmac, all the time improving air quality.


Greater knowledge, respect and care for trees begins outside our front doors, while the story of trees continues, inextricably linked to our own.
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Ginkgo biloba (Ginkgoaceae)


MAIDENHAIR TREE


Bearer of Hope
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The ginkgo is a truly remarkable, deciduous conifer-like tree that earns its description as ‘raining gold’ from the spectacular coloured leaves that fall in autumn. It is, above all, a survivor, the only representative of an ancient order essentially unchanged for 200 million years. The ginkgo is effectively a ‘living fossil’, linking the present to the days of the dinosaurs of the Mesozoic era.


Although it is under threat as endangered in the wild, the ginkgo still grows wild on Mount Tianmu in China’s Zhejiang province and is widely cultivated. In the temple gardens of Buddhism, Confucianism and Shintoism, it is considered a sacred tree, and some ginkgos are reputed to be more than 1,000 years old. An unmatched example of its resilience comes from more recent times. In the aftermath of the destruction of Hiroshima by the atomic bomb, at least six ginkgo trees soon began to reshoot only 1 kilometre (just over ½ mile) from the epicentre of the explosion. This seeming miracle of nature enhanced the tree’s sacred status in Japan, where it became known as the ‘bearer of hope’.


The ginkgo produces a remarkable, buff-yellow cherry-like fruit, which ripens on the female tree in autumn. It is notorious for its slimy, foul-smelling flesh. The fruit is harvested and soaked in water, then the flesh is removed leaving a white shell, which, once dried, is cracked open to reveal an edible green kernel. In Japan, these kernels are eaten roasted, salted or sweetened. They are believed to counteract the effects of alcohol, and are often served in bars. However, they should be consumed only in small amounts, as they contain harmful neurotoxins.


The tree was first planted in Europe in the eighteenth century as an ornamental, and became a popular street tree. To avoid the foul-smelling fruit, only male trees were cultivated, but female trees did somehow join them, and the consequences were understandably unpopular with local residents.
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Taxus baccata (Taxaceae)


YEW


Guardian of the Cemetery
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The yew, a tree of mystery and legend, is one of Europe’s longest-living species. It is a tree full of character, and each is an individual, with beautifully twisted fissured branches, trunks and, often, exposed roots.


A specimen in the churchyard of St Cynog, Defynnog, in Powys, Wales, has been dated as 5,063 years old. It was a seedling in about 3045 BC, and began life 500 years before the Great Pyramid of Giza was built. The oldest yew artefact is 400,000 years old. Known as the Clacton Spear, it was recovered from Palaeolithic sediment at the seaside town northeast of London, and is currently the earliest example of a worked wooden implement in the world.


To ancient Mediterranean civilizations – Egyptian, Roman and Greek – the yew was a symbol of death. In Shakespeare’s Richard II, the tree is described as ‘the double-fatal yew’, most of its parts being poisonous and its wood fashioned for centuries into spears and bows. In the hands of a strong archer at the time of Agincourt, the yew was flexible and powerful enough to shoot an arrow well over 250 metres (820 feet). The need to keep England well armed led Henry IV to empower his agents to enter private land and cut down yews.


Yews abound in churchyards, many of them pre-dating the church buildings themselves, for early Christians often adopted pagan sites, symbols and festivals, whether Druidic or Celtic in origin. Devotees of the Christian Church often used yew branches in place of palms on Palm Sunday.


Sadly, the natural form of Taxus baccata is seldom planted in gardens or the wider landscape. Its many cultivars include those with golden foliage, as well as the popular Irish yew, ‘Stricta’ or ‘Fastigiata’, a neat, tight, upright grower, along with dwarf forms. This handsome evergreen conifer, used for hedging and topiary, deserves a place in every garden, however small.




Buxus sempervirens (Buxaceae)


COMMON BOX


The Art of Clipping
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In 2012, on a building site in Tuscany, Italy, an incredible hoard of wooden and bone implements fashioned by Neanderthal man was unearthed. They were dated to the late middle Pleistocene age, some 171,000 years ago, when the region was inhabited by early Neanderthals. Along with the fossilized bones of Palaeoloxodon antiquus, a straight-tusked elephant, were found box branches worked into tools. At almost 1 metre (3 feet) long, these pieces of box had been sharpened at one end for digging with the other end rounded into a handle. Numerous cuts and grooves indicated the use of stone tools during its manufacture, and superficial charring was thought to be the result of using fire to complete the process, providing a rare insight into the Neanderthal intellect.


The choice of box was a good one. The tree is slow-growing and produces the toughest woods of its natural range. Box wood is so dense that it will not float in water; understandably, unlike Hearts of Oak, there is no song in praise of the box. Bees are attracted to the small creamy-white to yellowish-brown male and female flowers on each plant, although the flowers themselves have an unpleasant fragrance. They are mainly pollinated by the wind, however, and produce modest brown capsules containing black seeds. Box trees also provide a dense, sheltered habitat for small birds, mammals and insects.


Common box has been used in gardens as hedging and topiary since Roman times, and is still seen in formal gardens today. Parterre gardens became popular during the Renaissance, and their precise, symmetrical patterns are testament to the designers, and to those who maintain them. Early examples contained elaborate mazes, labyrinths, topiary of animals and birds, and knot gardens. Sadly, the box is used less often in topiary today, owing to the increasing prevalence of box blight, a fungal disease that produces unsightly bare patches and ultimately leads to the box’s death.
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Ficus carica (Moraceae)


FIG


Pollinated by Wasps
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The fig is probably the oldest cultivated fruit on earth. The deciduous fig tree grows rapidly, sending out – even from the base of the trunk – flexible branches along which the tough green leaves and bulbous fruits appear. The bark of the tree has a silvery sheen, and the fruit varies in colour according to the variety or cultivar. Figs may be green, brown or even a rich deep purple. The flowers of the fig are invisible, as they bloom inside the fruit itself. Figs growing in the wild are pollinated by the small black wasp Blastophaga psenes. The pollinator ultimately dies inside the fruit, where an enzyme called ficin breaks down the wasp into protein.


Fig trees have been cultivated widely throughout the world. They are loved by many and loathed by some – usually those with memories of the wartime laxative syrup of figs, which tasted nothing like fresh or dried figs. A relatively recent discovery by Israeli archaeologists on the shores of the Sea of Galilee shows evidence of fig trees being cultivated some 23,000 years ago. The inscriptions of King Urukagina, ruler of the city-state of Lagash, Mesopotamia, around 2400 BC and author of the first recorded legal code, contain a reference to the fig as a crucial source of food. To the Greeks and Romans, it was the gift of the gods. But in English, the word ‘fig’ has bad connotations. It has long been used to mean something of no importance, and the Shakespearean version of the present-day V sign was known as the ‘fig of Spain’.
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