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For thousands of years, trees have sheltered and nourished us, inspired us and watched over our lives, so it’s no wonder that they shape the landscape of our myths and folk tales, too. They stand proudly at the heart of many ancient stories, as symbols of wisdom, fertility, protection and even life itself.


In this book we will explore the magick and mysticism of trees, travelling across the continents and through history to discover the impact nature’s gentle giants have had on our culture, and picking up some fascinating biological facts about them along the way.


Trees hold a sacred place in many belief systems and are an important focus for rituals and worship. The Little Book of Trees includes profiles of tree deities and also looks at the way trees feature in the creation stories of many religions. There’s even a chapter on spells and rituals to show you how to weave some tree magick of your own.


At a time when many of us would like to reconnect with the natural world, this little book offers the perfect solution. It will help you tune in to the wonderful energy of trees, rediscover nature’s rhythms and get back to your roots… so let’s head off to explore the enchanted forest!


[image: An illustration of a tree with small, green leaves sprouting from its branches and mushrooms at its base.]
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CHAPTER ONE: 
Trees in Folklore






Our relationship with trees has developed over millennia of living alongside them and depending on them for food, fuel, shelter and inspiration. In bygone days, they were the most distinctive feature of an area: the perfect landmark for the traveller, the ideal place for locals to meet in the shade to gossip or sell their goods. A grand old tree was a part of the community to the people who had grown up playing among its branches, and trees were often given names linked to their role: the shearing tree, the trysting tree, the gospel oak.


Trees were (and are) key to our lives, so it’s no wonder that generations of rich traditions have grown up around them. In this chapter, we’ll delve into some of the fascinating tree folklore and wisdom inherited from our ancestors. We look at the customs and cures associated with different species and – since trees are a central theme in many folk tales – we’ll take a moment to discover some of these, too.








[image: ] The Magickal Rowan [image: ]



To the ancient Druids, all trees were significant and had different qualities and associations, but the rowan was particularly magickal. It was thought to provide powerful protection against malevolent forces, thanks to the sacred pentagram symbol that appears on each berry.


There are dozens of fascinating superstitions surrounding the rowan, and it was often planted near homes for its protective qualities. The wood would be incorporated into the lintel above the hearth or formed into a cross to be hung over a barn door to keep livestock safe. It was used to make cradles, ploughs, or pegs for cattle. A rowan walking cane would help you see in the dark, and a rowan stick used as a spoon would stop your milk from curdling. You could protect your cows by tying a rowan twig to their tails, and protect your sheep by encouraging them to jump through a rowan hoop. And if you wanted to add a year to your life, you could eat some rowan berries.


[image: An all-black illustration of a rowan tree: a narrow tree with pinnate leaves.]
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In the autumn, the streets of Santa Cruz, Bolivia, are bursting with the pink and white blooms of the toborochi tree. This tree, a relative of the baobab, develops a hollow, swollen trunk as it matures, which is why it’s nicknamed “the pregnant tree”. The name “toborochi” actually translates as “tree of refuge” since Indigenous people used to shelter in the trees’ hollow trunks.


The themes of pregnancy and refuge are combined in a local legend about the tree, which tells of a princess, Araverá, who was pursued through the sky by evil spirits (Añas) after she became pregnant with the child of Colibri, the hummingbird god. The spirits were intent on killing Araverá because they feared her son would be a god-prince who would destroy them. After many months fleeing the spirits, the princess hid inside the trunk of a toborochi tree, where she safely gave birth to her child. Her son grew up to defeat the Añas, but Araverá remained in the tree, and her spirit is displayed every autumn when the trees blossom.
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These solitary trees are an iconic species on the African savannah. It’s their upside-down appearance that makes them so distinctive – their canopy looks like a root system rather than branches – and several folk tales describe how this came about.


Along the Zambezi some tribes tell the story of a creator god who objected to the baobab growing in his garden. He seized the tree and threw it out of Paradise. It fell down to earth, landing upside-down, and this is the way it has grown ever since. Another tale describes how the baobab tree went roaming around the garden after God first planted it, so he replanted the tree upside-down to stop it from walking away.


Or perhaps the tree’s appearance is down to Hyena. In Namibia, the story goes that God wanted to assign a tree to every animal. The animals gathered to receive their trees, but Hyena was last in the queue. She was so unimpressed with the baobab sapling she was given that she threw it aside, and it landed upside-down.


However the tree came into being, it is certainly a keystone species. Baobabs are a food source for elephants and baboons, a home to storks and bush babies, and provide sustenance and essential materials for humans who live nearby. It’s said that drinking water in which baobab pips have been soaked will give you strength and protection from crocodiles.


The Baobab Amoureux of Madagascar are two trees that have grown twisted around one another. According to Malagasy legend, these trees were two lovers who were forbidden to unite by their rival families. They prayed to their gods to allow them to be together, and their wish was granted. They were transformed into trees, able to embrace one another for all time. Today, many couples visit the trees to seek blessing for their own union.


[image: A black and white illustration of a baobab tree: a tree with a bulbous trunk and gnarled branches.]
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Sturdy and strong, this stalwart of the countryside is revered as a symbol of resilience; it can withstand all but the worst weathers and live for up to a thousand years. It’s no surprise that this king of the forest features in legends wherever it’s found. Oaks were associated with Thor, the Norse god of thunder, and the ancient Druids carried out their most sacred ceremonies in oak groves.


A potent gift offered by this tree is the acorn, and carrying one was believed to bring the bearer luck. Young lovers wishing to discover their future could float two acorns together in a bowl: if they moved towards one another, the couple’s love would last; if they drifted apart, then so would the couple. Oak galls – rounded growths found on some trees – were also used for divination. Placing them in a bowl of water beneath a child’s crib was once a way to tell if they’d been bewitched. Meanwhile, breaking open a gall and examining the creature inside could foretell the fate of the harvest.


[image: An all-black illustration of an oak tree: a tree with a thick, sturdy trunk and lobed leaves.]











[image: ] Hawthorn – the Fairy Tree [image: ]



The hawthorn, or May tree, is synonymous with fertility and bursts into frothy white blossom at Beltane (1 May), the pagan festival of birth. It has stood proudly at the heart of May Day celebrations for centuries. Its blossoms were woven into garlands to adorn the maypole, the revellers, and their homes and barns. The trees themselves were also decorated.


Known as “fairy trees”, hawthorns were often planted near wells to watch over these sacred places. Sprigs were placed above a baby’s crib for good fortune and were also believed to protect against storms at sea. Ill luck would strike anyone who felled a hawthorn, and to this day many are left undisturbed by farmers, particularly in Ireland. Some people believed the blossoms would bring bad luck if brought into the house.


The crown of England was said to be found hanging in a hawthorn tree after the Battle of Bosworth Field. The red haws (berries) and white blossom of the tree made it the perfect emblem for Henry Tudor to incorporate into his heraldic badge, symbolizing the moment he took the crown from Richard III.
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The healing properties of trees have been harnessed for millennia, and many traditional remedies are still used effectively today. The bark of the cottonwood tree has long been used as an anti-inflammatory in the US. The resin is antiseptic, while the buds and bark were used by many Indigenous tribes for pain relief.


The pharaohs of ancient Egypt were prescribed pine resin to treat breathing problems, and today ongoing studies are investigating the use of pine bark extract to treat asthma sufferers. Sap from the bloodwood tree is still used as an antiseptic by Indigenous Australians, who also pioneered the use of tea tree for treating coughs and eucalyptus to combat colds, fever and stomach problems.


Some remedies, however, are not so popular in modern times. A cure for sick children, common in Britain centuries ago, was to pass them through a split made in the trunk of an ash tree. After the children had been lifted through the gap, the tree would be bound back together. If it healed, it was believed, so would the children, and tokens of gratitude would be left at the foot of the tree. In fact, the ash tree was believed to have many healing qualities – including treating snake bites and jaundice – and newborn babies were traditionally given a teaspoon of ash sap to promote good health.


Not all tree remedies were pleasant for the patient: an early treatment for chilblains was to beat them with a holly branch, and toothache sufferers were advised to use a nail to make their gum bleed and then hammer it into an oak tree to banish their pain. If that seems a little gory, you might prefer to carry a hazelnut in your pocket to cure the pain instead. Meanwhile, carrying a walnut in your pocket with a spider inside was recommended for treating a fever.


[image: A green line drawing of a hazelnut tree branch, surrounded by loose hazelnuts.]
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The legendary figure of Johnny Appleseed is known in the US for walking barefoot across the countryside, carrying a satchel of apple seeds and planting orchards wherever he went. A kindly man – whose dream it was to plant the trees so that no one should ever go hungry – he slept outdoors, wore clothing made from sackcloth and even sported a metal cookpot on his head. There are many tales of his adventures, and Johnny has featured in poems, sculpture, books and even a Disney short.


The man who inspired the legend, John Chapman, did indeed walk barefoot across the country, but the trees he planted didn’t produce sweet fruit that could be eaten by a hungry passerby. In fact, the sour fruit – known as “spitters”, because that’s what you would do after taking a bite! – were perfect for making cider, which is what Chapman intended. He owned a franchise of orchards by the time he passed away in 1845. Just one of the trees he planted is still standing today, and at over 180 years old, the tree still bears apples perfect for cider-making.
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The tradition of dowsing – using a wooden rod to detect substances hidden below ground – goes back millennia. The first written account is attributed to Herodotus, who described the use of a rod to find water back in the fifth century bce, but it’s likely that our ancestors turned to “water witching” before that. The ability to find a source of underground water would have been highly valued. Dowsing was also used to detect other substances, from precious minerals to buried treasure, and even to follow in the footsteps of thieves.


Dowsing was seen as a form of occultism, and was frowned upon by the Catholic Church during the sixteenth century. In Europe, the dowsing woods of choice were hazel and willow, but in the US, peach wood was also used. The dowser would carry a Y-shaped branch and walk across the search area with this held in front of them. It was believed that the rod would be dragged down towards the earth when the target was directly beneath them.











[image: ] Birthing and Burial Trees


Trees are sacred to the people of the 500-plus Indigenous Australian and Torres Strait Islander countries and often play an important role in their birthing and burial rituals. In south-eastern Australia, the Wiradjuri people created marara, carved trees that marked the burial place of important members of the community. A large oval of bark was removed from the trunk and elaborate symbolic patterns were carved on the exposed surface of the tree. These marara face the site of the burial.


“Birthing trees”, often large gum trees, are equally sacred sites where a pregnant woman would retreat to give birth in the shelter of the tree’s hollow trunk. (In some areas, this practice continues today.) The new mother and baby might stay within the tree’s safe embrace while recovering from the birth, and for some there was a tradition that the baby’s placenta would be buried beneath the tree, forming a link between the child and its sacred guardian. This custom goes back over 60,000 years and some trees have seen the birth of over 10,000 babies.







Tree Medicine


As well as the many traditional herbal remedies gifted to us by trees, research into some folk cures has led to the development of modern drug treatments. The use of cinchona bark for treating fevers by Indigenous tribes in the Andes led to the mass production of quinine to treat malaria, and white willow bark was described by Hippocrates as an effective painkiller, with the active component, salicin, being developed into aspirin in 1897.


After centuries of use treating digestive complaints, hawthorn extract is proving to be a successful treatment for high blood pressure and chronic heart problems, performing well in clinical trials.


It may seem that the yew tree has little potential for healing: every part of it is poisonous to humans. But extracts from yew clippings can stop the development of cancer cells, and taxane-based drugs are used to combat ovarian, breast and prostate cancers. Meanwhile, extracts from the seeds of the black bean tree, highly toxic unless carefully prepared, are currently being trialled for managing HIV/AIDS.
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