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So many images are conjured when someone mentions the word “forest”. The lush, Lincoln-green oak woodlands of Robin Hood and his Merry Men. The dripping leaves and dense undergrowth of a tropical rainforest, mysterious, moss-clad branches appearing through the mist of its temperate cousin. A cool, still pine forest, sunlight filtering on to a thick bed of crunching needles. Dappled moonlight shining silver on a silent glade at midnight.


Humans have told stories about trees for as long as they have told stories. Towering above us, the cathedrals of the natural world, they are the planet’s tallest living things, often hundreds of years old. They represent strength, longevity, wisdom. The ancients believed that trees have souls, sometimes embodied in supernatural creatures, bound to a specific species, or even a specific specimen. We have learned to use trees in every possible way, for food, warmth, shelter, clothing and medicine, and yet there is still much that we do not understand about these majestic giants.


Our relationship with the wildwood is complex. We need it – for shelter, food, fuel and sanctuary – we hunt in it, walk in it, hide in it, yet even as we do, we are aware that it does not reveal all its secrets. Just as it conceals us, it conceals others, and who knows who – or what – those others may be. Outlaws and cutpurses, spirits and ghosts, wise folk and Gentle Folk (fairies); witches, kindly and otherwise. It would be very easy to get lost in such darkness, never to return.


Writing this book has often been a frustrating experience. Not because there is no folklore, legend or superstition about trees; quite the opposite. Entire books have been written about the legends surrounding a single species, sometimes a single tree. I cannot hope to capture anything but the tiniest crumb from the folktale banquet surrounding woods and forests, and the trees that grow in them. I have hardly touched the myriad life forms, both natural and supernatural, that populate the woods in the human imagination. I can only humbly suggest that this book may act as a springboard to a lifetime of exploration. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of books, articles, stories, legends, superstitions, recipes, spells and histories have been written, spoken and whispered about the forest and its trees. May you enjoy many, many more than I have had room to explore in this book.
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The forest is one of the world’s
most ancient sacred sites,
equal in age only to the rivers
that flow through it and the
mountains it cloaks. Nearly
every culture has its own
version of the sacred grove,
and somehow, even in our
deforested, concrete modern
world, we all retain its image,
buried in folklore, half-memory
and perhaps even our souls.







The world’s sacred groves are of profound religious importance but are also often the last of a community’s protected areas, home to rare and endangered plants and animals. Wherever they are, their stories are often remarkably similar.


The ancient Indian Aranyakas (literally “forest books”) are a series of four Vedas (religious texts) said to have been written by rishis (enlightened scholars) between 700 and 900 BCE. Living apart in forest ashrams, or hermitages, the rishis could meditate close to the spiritual wildwood, away from humanity. The concept of a sacred grove is, however, by no means exclusive to sages. Historically, rural communities protected parts of the surrounding forest as dwellings of the gods, though permission was usually granted for the gathering of medicinal plants.
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The Sacred Grove, Beloved of the Arts and Muses by Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, 1884.





Under colonial rule the system broke down. Ancient village rights were derecognized, and sacred groves considered mere timber. Areas where the tradition survived are often among the most biodiverse habitats on the planet, but even after Indian independence Mahatma Ghandi’s fervent pleas to re-empower rural communities were ignored. From the 1980s a series of “save the forest” campaigns led to the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Rights) Act of 2006. So far, over 3,600 villages in the state of Maharashtra have regained community rights over their surrounding forests, but there is still a long way to go in replacing India’s lost sacred woods.


The ancient Greeks had a nymph for every occasion. Homer talks of the alsea, the nymphs of glens and groves and part of Arcadia, a vision of pastoral perfection. Oracles might be divined at such places, such as the oak grove at Dodona in north-western Greece. Priests and priestesses interpreted the whispering of the wind through the leaves, which may or may not have been the wisdom of Zeus depending on whether you are reading Homer, Euripides, Strabo or Herodotus. In the myth of Jason and the Argonauts, the Argo, Jason’s ship, was capable of similar prophesy because a single timber in its prow came from Dodona.
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Southern Landscape with Classical Ruins by Ferdinand Knab, 1899.







In northern Europe, Bronze Age and early Iron Age rock carvings often carry tree motifs. At Lunda, a Viking farm on the Swedish coast, archaeologists have discovered burnt sacrificial remains on a hillside, potentially marking it as a sacred wood. Lundr is old Norse for “grove”, so adding a deity’s name – for example Freyr, brother of Freyja – reveals that the glade was dedicated to that god. The modern place name Fröslunda translates as “Freyr’s Grove”.


It is clear from mythology and archaeological excavation that forests were important to ancient Germanic peoples, but the first written account is by the Roman senator Tacitus. His historical ethnography Germania, originally called “On the Origin and Situation of the Germans”, tells us that the people of the north consecrated woods and groves in the name of specific gods, which they could see “only with the eyes of devotion”. Tacitus might have taken a long hard look at his own people. There is no record that Roman pilgrims saw their gods by eyes other than devotion either. The Roman lucus (sacred grove) was different from the holy woodlands of the Germans only in that it was cultivated, and often contained a shrine or grotto for travellers to use as a focus for individual rituals such as prayers or offerings to the gods. The lucus was separate from other forms of forest: the silva, a natural wood, saltus (wilderness) and nemus, a planted but unconsecrated forest. The lucus also had its own feast days: the Lucaria, Festival of the Sacred Grove, which took place on 19 and 21 July. It is unclear exactly what form the celebrations took.


The Christian Church was very suspicious of the forest and its pagan connotations. King Cnut outlawed tree worship in the eleventh century, though many have pointed out the similarities between the ancient pagan groves and the soaring, tree-like vaulting of the great cathedrals of Europe.


Before the arrival of Europeans, New Zealand’s Māori revered as gods the great forests of kauri (Agathis australis). These were places to sing and contemplate and tell stories of Father Sky and Mother Earth, locked in passionate embrace. As usual, colonists saw these majestic giants – second in height only to sequoia – as a resource. Today, only a handful survive, solemn and imposing, a reminder from the time of the gods. The two greatest reflect the status they still hold: Te Matua Ngahere, Father of the Forest, and Tane Mahuta, Lord of the Forest.


A similar story of colonization is told in many African countries, though some of the precious groves have also become degraded thanks to the pressures of poverty, corporate greed and climate change. The remaining groves become sanctuaries for wildlife as well as villagers and in many countries everyone – living, dead and unborn – has a role to play in their protection. Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove, on the outskirts of Osogbo, south-west Nigeria, is one of the most famous African groves. The dense forest, its meandering river and clearings, are home to the Yoruba fertility goddess Osun. Covered with shrines and carvings it is recognized by UNESCO as having outstanding universal value but is probably the last of its kind in Yoruba culture. Ghanaian groves also often include a stream, and trees known as Nyame Dua (“God’s tree”, Vachellia xanthophloea), which have healing powers to drive away bad spirits and prevent attack by evil. The Akan people of present-day Ghana and Ivory Coast are protected by the goddess Asaase Yaa, who also lives in a sacred wood. Farming, hunting and even washing clothes anywhere nearby is forbidden, though sometimes the collection of plants for medicine is allowed.


The strange rocks and caves of the Shilin, or Stone Forest, of southern China are a popular tourist attraction, but hidden from the millions of visitors, the sacred Sani groves are places to worship the gods. Like most indigenous peoples, the Sani see their relationship with forests and especially sacred groves as stewardship. The Cultural Revolution saw many of the tallest, oldest trees felled for steel furnaces, and with them the old beliefs teetered. Very slowly, however, the importance of ancient folk traditions is being recognized. Those who have not migrated to the cities are working on community-driven projects to recover the old ways before it is too late, at the same time improving lives and the ecosystem.


A different interpretation of the sacred wood involves the Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove. Disillusioned with the politics and corruption of third-century China, they retreated to the forest to discuss Daoism, poetry and music and have been depicted in Chinese art and literature since the Ming dynasty (1368–1644). In Japan the Seven Sages motif was used as early as the ninth century.


In Japanese Shinto, kami (nature spirits) live in kannabi, natural features including woodland groves, rock formations, waterfalls and mountains. Chinju no mori are small forests surrounding Shinto shrines that may include kusunoki (Cinnamomum camphora), sugi (Cryptomeria japonica) or icho (Ginkgo biloba), roped off with a shimenawa, or twisted rice straw, around their trunks. Such groves are marked by a distinctive torii gate at the entrance.
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The Bodhi Tree with its aerial roots, from The Infinitely Great and the Infinitely Little, 1882.
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The Bodhi Tree under which Gautama Buddha is believed to have attained enlightenment.








Banyan, Balete and Baodhi



Ficus benghalensis, Ficus benjamina, Ficus religiosa


In Polynesia, “Under the banyan tree…” is a traditional fairytale opening, not unlike “Once upon a time…” The phrase harks back to days when storytellers told such tales under the fig tree’s capacious canopy.


Many traditions refer interchangeably to the banyan, balete and bodhi (bo) trees, but although they are all in the same Ficus family, each is a distinct species.


Banyan (Ficus benghalensis) is the national tree of India. It symbolizes the Hindu Trimurti: Brahma the creator, who lives in the roots, Vishnu the protector, who dwells in the bark, and Shiva the destroyer, who resides in the aerial roots. In one form, Shiva sits, beneath the banyan, facing south, where lives Yama, Lord of Death, who is also associated with the tree.


The epic Mahabharata tells of Savitri who, devastated by the death of her husband Satyavan, lays him under a vat (banyan). Impressed by her piety, Yama offers her any boon – except her husband’s life. Savitri asks for a thousand sons. Yama realizes he cannot grant the wish without returning Satyavan and concedes defeat. Ever since, married women have tied ceremonial ribbons around a banyan tree during the festival of Vat Purnima in memory of Savitri.


Banyan is also associated with immortality thanks to the constant supply of new roots, even after the mother root has died, giving the tree yet another name: Bahupada – “one with many feet”. Others call the banyan Kalpavriksha, the granter of wishes, wealth and good luck, but other strong beliefs also loom: that demons, spirits and lost souls lurk nearby, especially around specimens in burial grounds. Despite this drawback, the banyan is so beloved that people often compromise by growing the trees as communal meeting places – on the outskirts of villages, just in case…


The bodhi or bo tree (Ficus religiosa) – also known as the “sacred fig” and “the tree of awakening” – holds enormous significance for the Buddhist faith, for it was underneath such a tree that Siddhartha Gautama is said to have found enlightenment in the sixth century BCE. The original tree, growing in northern India, is long gone, but in 236 BCE a Buddhist nun took a cutting, which was planted at Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka. Today it is the oldest human-planted tree with a known planting date. A sapling from this tree was then returned to Bodh Gaya, where it grows in the grounds of the Mahabodhi Temple in the Indian state of Bihar.
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Weeping fig tree (Ficus benjamina) shown in The Great Square of Malang, Java by Marianne North, c. 1876. Kew Collection.
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Overleaf Banyan trees (Ficus benghalensis) at Buitenzorg, Java by Marianne North, c. 1876. Kew Collection.







According to Polynesian folklore, the deity Hina the Watcher lived on the moon for a while, wearing a tapa (cloth) made from the bark of a banyan growing there. One day a branch fell from the tree and floated down to Earth. Hina’s pet pigeon ate the figs and distributed the seeds across the world. Hina’s “moon banyan” was probably a balete tree (Ficus, including F. benjamina), and this is only one of hundreds of such tales shared across Asia and the Pacific.


The balete is not a “tree” in the purest sense, but a hemiepiphyte. It starts life attached to its host – usually but not always another plant – gaining its moisture and nutrients from the air. As it grows larger, however, it sends down roots to the ground, engulfing its host and gaining a new name: “strangler fig”.


Balete trees are perhaps at their most powerful in the Philippines, where they are both visions of wonder and fear. Hiding within the tree might be the supernatural, humanoid spirits engkantos, dwelling cheek by jowl with duendes (dwarves), diwatas (fairies), kapres (demons) and tikbalangs (bipedal horse-demons). In rural areas people occasionally still leave sacrifices for such beings, but everywhere people treat the trees with respect. On entering a forest they will often excuse themselves by saying “tabi tabi po”, just to make sure they will avoid any diseases or bad luck sent by aggrieved spirits.


Several of the most venerable baletes are tourist attractions in their own right, including the gigantic Millennium Tree in Maria Aurora, said to be largest of its kind, or the hollow balete at OISCA farm in Canlaon City, home to lizards and bats and lit by night by a million fireflies. On the “mystic island” of Siquijor, said to be the home of mambabarang (witches), a spring gushes from yet another famous balete tree.


Balete Drive in New Manila is named for a spectacular specimen that used to stand in the middle of the road. Since the 1950s various versions of an urban legend tell of a mysteriously veiled white lady who waits beneath a tree by night. After passing her, drivers are said to have looked in their rear-view mirror, only to see her lying, bloody, on the back seat. The story has grown and spread with the internet.


Many members of the Ficus family make popular houseplants, but no one in the Philippines brings a balete into the house, for fear of also inadvertently inviting the ghosts that dwell within it.
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Banyan (Ficus benghalensis) from Curtis’s Botanical Magazine, 1906.
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Italian cypress (Cupressus sempervirens) by Mary Anne Stebbing, 1924. Kew Collection.








Cypress



Cupressaceae


While the name “cypress” is given to a large group of trees, not necessarily all in the same family, the classic Italian cypress (Cupressus sempervirens) has been revered since antiquity.


Afamiliar sight dotted through the Italian countryside, the tall, dark green spires studded with tiny spherical cones added height and “architecture” to Moorish, Hellenistic and Roman gardens. The Romans practised ars topiaria – a dwarfing and shaping technique similar to modern topiary – to keep the trees under control. More often, however, it was considered a funerary plant, and can still be found shading graveyards in southern Europe, a sentinel, evergreen mourner representing eternal life. The association with death goes back much further, however.


In ancient Greek mythology, the youth Cyparissus prayed for everlasting gloom in penance after accidentally killing his beloved pet deer. Apollo turned him into a slim, dark tree, dripping “tears” of sap. Similarly sombre, the goddess Aphrodite swathed herself in cypress to mourn her mortal lover Adonis, who spent half his year in Hades after being gored by a wild boar. The impenetrable Oracle of Trophonius talks of the bright white cypress that grows near a spring in Hades but gives clear advice to the traveller: “Go not nigh.” In Persian myth, a cypress by the tomb of the warrior king Cyrus was said to weep blood every Friday.


The association with funerals continued into Victorian mourning “language”, victory over death being symbolized by entwined cypress and palm branches. Yet it has also been a useful wood since ancient times. Noah is said to have built his ark from cypress, and it was a favourite roofing material for temples. A famous example is a church at Verucchio, in the Emilia Romagna region of Italy, dating back to 1200. It is said St Francis himself wished to found a new convent. He helped his followers build a fire, but there was not enough wood, so Francis threw his cypress staff into the flames. The next morning it had burst into life among the ashes. He planted the miracle stick and bult a cloister around the tree it grew into. Cypress’s association with fire can also be found in Zoroastrian fire-worshipping traditions, probably due to the tree’s shape resembling a flame. In more recent times the poor cypress has lost favour as the reviled cultivar Cupressocyparis x leylandii. When it is planted in unsuitable places, its dense, fast-growing nature has gained the species an undeserved reputation as a nuisance.












[image: Illustration]




An axis between the celestial
poles of the world exists in
many cultures. The axis mundi,
where the Earth meets the
heavens, may be an invisible
pillar upon which the planet
spins, a local landmark –
perhaps a mountain, lake or
rock formation – or some
mythical representation. One
of the most common of these
motifs is the world tree.







The world tree is found in folklore across the globe, from Haiti to Finland, Hungary to India, Japan to Siberia. Stories occasionally refer to a specific tree, now long dead, but whose descendants have been carefully propagated and are still revered. More often they are either metaphorical or invisible to human eyes.


Most have three regions, representing the different realms of the world. The gods live in the highest branches, humans inhabit the area around the trunk, while the roots are the domains of the underworld. Various animals may live there, too. Birds are usually wise, noble and all-knowing. The creatures of the ground and underworld are nearly always evil. The biblical story of Adam and Eve tempted by the snake to eat fruit from the tree of knowledge is a typical example.


Perhaps the most famous world tree is Yggdrasil, the great ash (Fraxinus), supporting the nine worlds of Norse mythology. The great eagle at the very top has never met Nídhogg, the dragon that chews Yggdrasil’s roots, but the pair hate each other because Ratatoskr the squirrel spends his days running up and down the trunk relaying insulting messages between them. The tree sometimes shivers and groans, foretelling Ragnarök, the end of the world for gods and men.


Persian mythology tells a similar tale, of the haoma tree, also sacred in Zoroastrian culture. Its seeds populate the world with all plants. In some tales the legendary bird Simurgh lives in its branches, while a frog or snake undermines its roots. A tale told by the Tanzania Wapangwa tribe tells of a great war between humans and animals after the world was created. The animals wanted to eat leaves and fruit from the tree of life, created on a termite mound. The humans wanted to keep the sacred tree pure. The humans won but lost for ever the goodwill of the animals.


The ancient Egyptians believed their gods lived in a giant sycamore fig (Ficus sycomorus), while the Mayans worshipped a giant blue-green kapok (Ceiba pentandra). In Chinese mythology the fusang, “leaning mulberry” (Morus), is the Spirit Tree in which 10 suns used to rest, taking it in turns to climb from the lower branches to the top and back each day. Hou Yi the archer shot nine of the suns out of the sky, leaving just one. In another legend, fusang is also home to a roost of celestial chickens, whose crowing wakes up the poultry of the world each morning.
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Costume sketch for Faunus, a character from Franz Joseph Haydn’s opera, Armida, 1784.
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Yggdrasil, the sacred tree in Norse mythology. It is at the centre of everything, including the Nine Worlds.
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The Gundestrup Cauldron, associated with fertility, abundance and the revival of the dead.





The oak (Quercus robur) is one of folklore’s most popular world trees. Lithuanian and Finnish versions are upright, but Baltic and Slavic traditions sometimes invert the image so its branches spread into the ground and roots reach to the skies.


The world tree is a popular North American First Nations motif, embroidered in moose hair and porcupine quills on deerskin garments in Iroquois, Huron and Algonquian cultures. The borders incorporate arches to represent the sky dome, coils for trees and circles as the sun. In Latvia, the mystical oak tree (Austras koks) is also used in embroidery, furnishings and folk art. It symbolizes world order and is believed to bring good luck to the wearer.





Ash



Fraxinus excelsior


Although most famous for its associations with Norse mythology and the world tree, the ash is also significant in Celtic lore. It is particularly associated with the Welsh mage Gwyddion, whose staff is made from the wood.


One of the great trees of European folklore, the ash may be found from the Arctic Circle to Turkey. It forms a graceful tree with pinnate leaves (three to six pairs of small leaflets, with a single leaf at the end – though in some parts of Britain if you find an even-leafed version it is as lucky as a four leafed clover). The fruits gather into distinctive bunches of “keys” that flutter to the ground on their own “wings”. Ash is in the same family as the olive (Oleaceae) and even produces its own “oil”.


In ancient Greece humankind was said to have originated from a cloud formed by the Nymphs of the Ash. The name derives from the Old English aesc, for spear, and the wood has been used for tool handles and weapons since antiquity. Achilles threw an ashen spear; Cupid twanged arrows of ash. Oddly, the tree was sacred to Poseidon, god of the sea, and in Ireland ash wood was said to be a charm against drowning.


A symbol of paganism, the tree had a tough time with the arrival of Christianity, though people secretly held the ash in esteem and nineteenth-century emigrants carried pieces with them on the long voyage to America.


Negative Christian images of ash persisted. In Scandinavia and Germany, Askafroa, or “Ash Wife” (Askefrue in Denmark) was an evil spirit who lived inside an ash, and it was whispered that witches’ brooms had ash handles. If ash keys failed to appear one year it was believed that a disaster would occur, “proved” by the “fact” that none came in the year Charles I was beheaded.


Eventually the tree’s fortunes changed again. It became bad luck to fell an ash, and several traditions hold that snakes will not cross a circle of ash leaves. In Scotland people gave a drop of its sap to babies. In several parts of Britain ash buds placed in a cradle prevented the fairies exchanging your child for one of theirs. Perhaps this is the origin of a more recent, twentieth-century tradition of children taking ash buds to school on Ash Wednesday – any child who forgot a twig could have their feet stamped on by their mates. Ash Wednesday originates from early penitents bathing in ashes at the beginning of Lent but that didn’t stop the Christian holy day becoming associated with the tree. Neither did it stop bundles of ash faggots being burned during merrymaking at Yuletide.
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