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‘Eclectic, brilliant and beautifully written, David George Haskell reboots our aromatic memory, reminding us of how our lives are intertwined with the wonder of trees. A treat not to be sneezed at.’


SIR PETER CRANE, FRS





‘Thirteen Ways to Smell a Tree is a transportive olfactory journey through the forest that sets the sense tingling. Every chapter summons a new aroma: leaf litter and woodsmoke, pine resin and tannin, quinine and bay leaf – life in all its glorious complexity. David George Haskell is a knowledgeable, witty and erudite companion, who takes us by the hand and leads us through the world, reminding us to breathe it all in. This book is a breath of fresh air.’


CAL FLYN, AUTHOR OF ISLANDS OF ABANDONMENT
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PREFACE



Tree aromas? What a curious topic. Yet, although we seldom think of them, trees and their smells pervade our everyday lives. Every aroma is an invitation to stories of interconnection between trees and people. The comforting, invigorating smell of a cup of tea reveals the character and origin of Camellia sinensis leaves. The delicious aromas of coffee and chocolate come from roasted, fermented tree seeds. The sharp, rich tang of nuts and olive oils brings trees to our dining tables. During the winter solstice holidays, cloves, figs, pomegranates, fir boughs and Christmas trees carry the scent of orchards and forests into our homes. Stepping outside, we inhale the aromas of trees, whether on city streets or in woodlands. And when it rains, we are bathed in tree smells – raindrops are seeded from clouds by aromatic molecules that trees send to the skies.


Slowing down to smell trees offers delight for our senses and a spur to curiosity. Why does the tree smell this way? What might I learn by following that aroma back to its ecological and cultural roots? Often, what we learn is a story of our bonds with others. No living being is alone. We live always in relationship with other species. Aromas are a reminder of the diversity of these life-giving connections.


Aroma is the most ignored and suppressed of the senses, yet it offers the swiftest and deepest links between the outside world and our memories and emotions, and enlivens all the other senses. Twitch your nose in readiness for a journey into a sensual relationship with our cousins, the trees. This is a multi-sensory experience, and so ready your ears, too. Violinist and composer Katherine Lehman has produced short musical pieces, each a reaction and accompaniment to the text, marvellous evocations of the diverse sensory presences and energies of trees and our relationships with them. You can hear them at soundcloud.com/katherinelehman/albums and in the audiobook edition.


David George Haskell
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I.



HORSE-CHESTNUT, THE ‘CONKER TREE’


Leeds, West Yorkshire, and Denver, Colorado


VINTAGE: circa 1930





I stoop and pluck a spiky green ball from the lawn. Pressing my thumb into one of the three seams that divide its surface, I prise open the outer husk. Inside sits a gleaming mahogany seed with a dull, creamy cap. I’m in a city park in Denver, but as my thumbs bruise the protective shell and the seed emerges, a waft of aroma yanks me back in time to childhood trees in England. No Proustian madeleines for me. Instead, give me conkers.


Many senses powered this time travel. The prickle of the fruit in the hand. The shine of the conker. And, most of all, the strange union of odours as I release the horse-chestnut seed into my hand: from the green shell rises a salad bowl for the nose, wet and vegetative, tinged with composty tang where seams and spike tips have browned. The conker seed’s aroma is tannic, like over-steeped tea. I smell a hint of something acrid and oily too, like bike-chain oil. Don’t even think of eating me, these astringent aromas say. When I finally shuck the conker and sniff the empty shell, I smell a waft of apple core and fruity chewing gum, moist and sweet, then the odours dissipate and resolve into faint leafiness.


Adjectives and similes claw at fleeting impressions of dozens, perhaps hundreds, of aromatic molecules. The experience, though, needs no words. I am a child, playing with my sister and cousins, delighted to be back under the giant horse-chestnut tree down the road from my aunt and uncle’s house, stuffing my pockets with treasure.


We have our neural wiring to thank for the speed and vigour of aromatic journeys. When the nose signals to the brain, it bypasses many of the filters and processing centres that refine and interpret our perceptions of light and sound. Smell plunges directly into remembrance and emotion, its messages carried by nerves that shoot into the brain regions for affective memory. Sniff…and we teleport directly to other times and places. Aroma of reheated mince pie: Christmas lights strung over the TV in my paternal grandparents’ house in Portsmouth. Tang of a box of slug killer: that shelf in the garage of my maternal grandparents in Harrogate, just out of grasp of the reaching hands of children. Yeasty, woodsy smell of the bar at a pub: gathering of friends in London back in college days, conviviality after exams. Unshelled conkers: treasures weighing down my pockets, sister and cousins rushing about under the tree in Leeds on a sunny autumn day.


At the park in Denver, I remember, too, that pleasure delayed is pleasure lost. After just a couple of days, the shine and sharp smell of conkers dull. Over months, they dry and pucker, and lose their pleasing hand-heft. After a year, the handful of fat conkers that I piled into the coal-caboose of my toy train turn to meagre, shrivelled palmfuls like dried beans.


Even the pleasures of sparring with conkers are short-lived. We drilled the glossy seeds, trying not to pierce our hands as we impaled them on skewers or drilled with awls pilfered from our parents’ toolbox. A few we soaked in vinegar, believing the schoolground tale that an acidic baptism would toughen the nuts for battle. We strung them on shoelaces, then swung our conker warriors at one another. The bulging ones cracked first. It was the scrawny, tight ones that prevailed: hard to hit and tight enough to deliver shattering blows. But none lasted more than a few rounds, confounding our hopes that careful preparations would yield a lasting champion. Dangling, broken on the end of the string, the conkers’ white flesh smelled soapy and bitter. Anticipation and hope were more thrilling than the destructive work of combat.


Aromas pluck these joys and disappointments of childhood from the murk of my psyche, raising thoughts and feelings that had not entered my consciousness for forty years.


Aroma carries me inward, into memory, but also into direct physical contact with other creatures. Unasked for, parts of a tree – molecules that were made in plant cells and now drift in air – enter me and bind to my cell membranes. Some of these interlopers dissolve into my blood when I huff them into my lungs. The tree is on and in my body, bits of it quite literally clinging to me and swimming inside. Sight and hearing have the decency to use intermediaries – photons and sound waves – to connect us to others. Not so aroma, the most impudent of the senses.


The connection is ecological and historical, too. I’m sniffing conkers in Denver, but the tree evolved on another continent, in Eurasia. For over four hundred years horticulturalists have been importing to America exotic species they consider more beautiful or useful than indigenous ones, a form of botanical colonialism. Colorado has no shortage of magnificent trees, but this park is graced partly by the wide-spreading crowns of sylvan foreigners. In Leeds, too, I gathered the leavings of an immigrant. The horse-chestnut arrived in the British Isles in the 1600s, brought from the Balkan Peninsula by horticulturalists. The tree’s five- or seven-fingered leaves, profuse garlands of springtime flowers, shady dome and copious conkers made it a favourite for plantings in parks and gardens, especially in the Victorian era. The same was true over much of Europe. In Germany, the trees are often used for shade in parks and other outdoor gathering spaces like beer gardens. Horse-chestnut is now so ubiquitous in British and Northern European parks and gardens that we forget that this is a species whose character evolved in a different place. The bitter smell and taste of the seed are intended to deter the voles, squirrels, deer and boars of southern parts of Europe.


Part of the conkers’ distinctive aroma, then, is a memory of the tussle between trees and their mammalian predators. The defensive chemicals that give the conker its nose bite may also deter weevils and other insects. Now, humans use these weapons of ecological struggle as medicine. Carefully measured doses of conker extracts can stimulate blood flow and relieve oedema. From the Thessaly Mountains to the urban parkland of Britain, and thence to our blood as aroma and medicine.


I leave most of the conkers in the grassy park for the children of Denver to discover. I lift one gleaming sylvan eye to my nose, though, and then slip it into my pocket.
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II.



AMERICAN BASSWOOD


Harlem, New York City


VINTAGE: 1908





We crack open the windows on summer’s first warm days. The city’s air flows into the stuffy interior, and I taste diesel smoke, acid and oily. The fumes rise from the bus stop directly under the fourth-floor apartment. The odour sinks to my gut, a bilious sheen. Across the street, an ice-cream truck runs its chugging generator all day, into the night. The truck parks there most afternoons and evenings, plying children with treats kept cool by the exertions of its decrepit engine. The exhalations cling high in my nose, a bitter sinus-cloud of exhaust.


These are aromas familiar to most modern humans. Pollution plumes flow to our lungs wherever coal, oil, charcoal, wood, diesel and petrol burn. Exhaust pipes and chimneys do not get rid of the toxic exhalations of our engines, they merely spread them out into millions of lungs. The particles lodge inside us. A few cross into the blood, poison our organs, accumulate in our brains. Globally, airborne fine particulate matter from the burning of fossil fuels causes over ten million premature deaths a year. Opening the window of our Harlem apartment unites us with the sensory experience of hundreds of millions of others. Tightness in our chests. Tarry odour in our noses and acid at the back of the throat. Like the smell of conkers, this aroma evokes memories, especially of London in the 1970s and 1980s when air pollution, although lower than the pea-soup smogs of the 1950s, was up to five times worse than it is today. To be outside, close to a road, was to be immersed in the odour and taste of exhaust. Our health remembers, too. Decades later, people in the United Kingdom exposed to bad air pollution in the 1970s have measurably poorer health than those who breathed clearer air. The experience of London air lives on within our cells.


In Harlem, on one morning in June, honey and wild rose reach through the window. A hint of lemon rind rolls close behind. Tree aromas smother and overwhelm the noxious combustion fumes.


For a full week, the street air is drunk on basswood flowers. The knots inside us loosen.


The American basswood trees that give us this aromatic delight are giants. They grow rooted in a roadside park across four lanes of gunning engines from our window. The basswood’s flowers hang in clusters in the canopy. A few droop low, letting us see their creamy, star-like forms. Tens of thousands of these flowers exhale their chemical spells. Alongside them, lime trees originally from Britain and Western Europe, barely taller than saplings, seep their slightly sweeter aromas into the mix. The two species are close cousins and their aromas unite and wrap the neighbourhood in bliss.


The delight we feel on breathing these gifts is not just the result of relief from the monotony and unpleasantness of typical city odours. These tree molecules enter our cells and blood, calming us from within. Herbalists have long used tinctures and teas made from the flowers or leaves of basswood and its sibling, linden or lime, to soothe our harried nervous system. Biochemical studies concur. The tree’s molecules are anodynes, soothing the nerves that tell us of pain. Just as diesel fumes flow into our blood and cells from the lungs, so, too, do the aromas of these trees. As the floral scent enters and embraces us, the trees lay a calming green hand on anxiety’s brow, tranquilize the neural pathways of pain, and weave their aromas into the fractures in our central nervous systems. We breathe the tree, no longer dis-eased.


The fact that we can smell and respond to basswood flower aromas reflects our kinship with the insects. The basswood intends its aromas for bees and other insects, not us, an intention built into its genes and physiology by past natural selection. Despite being separated from the insects by more than six hundred million years, our nerves have the same cellular design, one inherited from yet more ancient ancestral animals. This similarity allows us to detect and enjoy signals sent from basswood to their pollinating bees: we detect aromas with many of the same cellular mechanisms. The same is true for the aromas of many other trees: plums, apples, quince and magnolias. A few trees, the pawpaw, for example, beckon to carrion-loving flies. Here, too, we can detect the aroma, but our evolutionary background as picky eaters tells us to stay away from putrefaction.


The basswood flowers in Harlem fall to the ground later in June and the city reasserts its grip on our senses, a tight haze. But the tree’s presence is not easily dislodged. Pleasure, especially unexpected sensual pleasure, is a powerful forger of memory. Now, thinking of the basswood years later, I still feel the tree’s calming, rosy touch inside me.
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