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‘The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the eyes of others 

only a green thing which stands in the way. Some see Nature all 

ridicule and deformity...and some scarce see Nature at all. But to 

the eyes of the man of imagination, Nature is Imagination itself’ 

– William Blake 

Nature has an intensity so strong it gives you a totally different 

view on the world. When you witness Earth’s natural power, it is 

sometimes hard to see its underlying fragility. Yet scratch beneath 

the surface and it is there. This need to protect what we have before 

it is too late has influenced my work for as long as I can remember. 

When you witness first-hand the natural power of the Earth, it makes 

you realize the sheer force of what surrounds us. Trees are one of the 

reasons that we exist, and ultimately our survival depends on them, 

so we must do all we can to protect them. They are part of our life, 

giving us oxygen, storing carbon, stabilizing our soil, cleaning our 

water, nurturing the world’s wildlife and providing us with the tools 

for shelter, discovery and warmth. 

Over the past four years I have immersed myself in the world of 

trees. Trees have lived decades longer than any human being on the 

planet. They are old and wise, and I have acknowledged that with 

this artistic vision – 

A Portrait of the Tree

. 

This book was conceived as a way of illustrating how trees connect 

us all on a universal level. A portrait has to capture the atmosphere, 

beauty, strength and soul in a moment of time. The trees in this book 

have been chosen by a diverse group of people who all have strong 

environmental goals, and the stories behind the chosen subjects 

are an important link to the photographs themselves. Together, they 

offer a powerful tool to help educate people, from children through 

to adults, about the vital role that trees play in all of our lives, which 

in turn gives these trees a voice. 

FOREWORD 
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Trees are the longest-living organisms on the planet and one of the 

Earth’s greatest natural resources. Yet our trees are being affected 

by deforestation, pollution, global warming and disease. The forest 

canopy is the Earth’s secret ocean, but many are vanishing before 

they have even been seen by human eyes. So, it’s up to us to help, 

by raising awareness and finding ways for trees to be protected. 

The inspiration and mindfulness that I have received through 

this journey have been rewarding. I think that understanding the 

importance of our natural world and the need to protect it are part of 

our soul. I have used the knowledge and experience from my life as 

a photographer, understanding composition and light, as well as the 

way light moves across your subject, changing its mood and form 

throughout the day; connecting with the subject as much as possible 

to understand its qualities and capture that moment in its life. I have, 

in some cases, used a warm light source to pick out the structure of 

the tree from its surroundings, mixed with the twilight of the day or 

night, keeping the subject as natural as possible. Stimulating people’s 

understanding of trees – not just through the pictures but also 

through the stories connected with them – is so important. You may 

often wonder when you see ancient trees how old they might be and 

what they have seen in their lives: the stories in this book will tell you. 

My passion is conservation, and I have been lucky enough to have 

travelled to some of the world’s most unexplored and inhospitable 

regions. All of these places have given me a true sense of 

perspective on why it’s so important for us to take care of nature. 

When you understand how insignificant we all are to the natural 

power of our world, you know that we should do our utmost to not 

upset it. I hope this book will enable people to look at trees in a 

different way and not take them for granted. We all need to do our 

part to protect them and our planet. 

Adrian Houston 
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As Head of the Arboretum at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, 

responsible for one of the most diverse tree collections on earth, 

with over 14,000 specimen trees represented from every corner 

of the temperate world, I have so much admiration, fascination 

and passion for these remarkable denizens of nature. I have 

spent much of my working life travelling around the globe 

visiting native forests, observing how trees grow in their natural 

habitat and creating arboricultural programmes modelled on 

these observations. 

At Kew we have pioneered new management and conservation 

techniques such as soil-decompaction and mulching programmes 

in tree root plates to keep trees healthy and stress-free. Following 

technical research, we have developed detailed tree-planting 

specifications to ensure successful tree establishment with few, if 

any, failures. I have also led expeditions collecting seeds to replant 

and replenish the scientific tree collections in the arboretum at Kew. 

This initiative followed the ‘Great Storm of 16 October 1987’, which 

felled over 15 million mature trees in the south-east of England 

alone, with over 700 of these in the Kew arboretum. 

Without trees, both in their natural habitats and in our artificial 

urban environments such as parks, gardens, open spaces and 

streets, we would struggle to survive as they use the carbon dioxide 

that we expel as a waste product to produce, through the process 

of photosynthesis, the oxygen that we need to breathe. There are 

also many other benefits of growing and maintaining a healthy tree 

population, such as the prevention of soil erosion and reduction of 

flooding by slowing water run-off following heavy downpours of rain. 

Trees provide us with much needed shade under their broad, dense 

canopies on hot summer days, while at the same time absorbing 

harmful pollutants and dust from the air that we breathe through 

their leaves and bark, reducing serious respiratory problems in 

humans and animals. Established trees break up the vertical 

INTRODUCTION 
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According to experts, the world is in the grips of a climate 

emergency and teetering on the brink of a tipping point, after which 

the damage to our planet will be irreversible. We need to take drastic 

action, and we need to take it quickly. 

One vital resource in the fight against climate change is the world’s 

trees and woodlands. Through the process of photosynthesis, trees 

capture carbon and lock it away within themselves. According to the 

Woodland Trust, a young wood with mixed species can capture as 

much as 

400+ tonnes of carbon per hectare

. As well as capturing 

carbon, trees can also help prevent flooding and soil erosion, reduce 

temperatures and pollution in urban areas, and support a diverse 

ecosystem – all part of tackling the impact of climate change. 

However, the UK currently has the lowest woodland coverage of any 

European nation – only 13 per cent. The Woodland Trust estimates 

that to achieve the UK’s target of reaching carbon neutral by 2050, 

1.5 million trees need to be planted. 

By planting more trees – and protecting our existing woodland – we 

will also be tackling another environmental crisis: the biodiversity 

crisis. A single tree can support a staggering array of wildlife, from 

small mammals to thousands of different species of invertebrates, 

from bats and birds to fungi and lichen. 

Since 1970, 41 per cent of all woodland species in the UK have been 

in decline, and globally scientists are warning that we are entering 

the sixth mass extinction. By increasing woodland coverage, we 

can support the diverse range of wildlife that thrive there, and help 

combat this decline. 

TREES AND THE 

ENVIRONMENT 
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scale of buildings and hard landscape, and help to absorb city life, 

improving our mental well-being when we are immersed in their 

beauty; and it has been medically proven that they help to speed up 

our recovery time following illness during periods of convalescence 

when we can see trees and all the biodiversity that they are home to 

from our hospital beds. 

THE CHALLENGES WE FACE 

There is no doubt that we are experiencing a shift in our climate, 

with seasonal change in the UK, and are witnessing more named 

storms and extreme weather patterns that bring record weather- 

related events such as 50 mile-per-hour winds and heavy rainfall, 

with single days of over 40 millimetres in the height of summer, 

followed by prolonged periods of drought and record temperatures 

of 30 degrees Centigrade and above becoming the norm. These 

are natural events that test us every day as professional 

arboriculturists, tree planters and managers, as we work hard 

to maintain a healthy treescape. 

Our landscape is also under threat from an increasing number of 

introduced pests and diseases. In the 1960s and 70s, Dutch elm 

disease ravaged our native elm population, spread by a beetle 

vector, changing the appearance of the hedgerows and treescape 

across the British Isles as these large specimen trees were removed 

for health and safety reasons. Today we are faced with a similar 

fungal problem with native ash trees. Chalara dieback of ash, spread 

by wind and causing untold damage to our ash woodlands from 

England to Scotland, Wales and Ireland, has the potential to kill up 

to 80 per cent of our ash population, which will have a devastating 

effect on the landscape. 

Not far away from our shores is the threat of another invasive species 

in the form of a beetle, the emerald ash borer. Native to north-east 

Asia, it was introduced to the USA and has killed tens of millions of 
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native American ash trees so far. Should, or rather when, it reaches 

our shores, it will most probably kill all the remaining ash trees that 

have shown some resistance to and survived Chalara dieback. 

PLANTING FOR THE FUTURE 

We plant trees in our gardens and landscape to enjoy their 

seasonal, ornamental beauty. Whether it be in winter, for the 

skeletal, architectural network of their branching structure and 

outline form; or the spring and summer colour, size and shape of 

the foliage and flowers; running through into the autumn and the 

myriad shades of colour before leaf fall in preparation for another 

round of winter rest. All of these attributes increase the value 

of our trees in the landscape while at the same time producing 

a robust refuge for biodiversity. All trees play an important role 

in supporting myriad forms of biodiversity – including fungi 

and mosses, invertebrates, birds and mammals – and the more 

biodiversity in a tree or a woodland, the healthier and stronger 

the ecosystem is deemed to be. 

Woodland cover in the UK is the lowest in Europe, and we need 

to protect and preserve the trees that we already have growing 

while at the same time increase canopy cover by planting and 

establishing more trees with a diverse population of species that 

will be more resilient to climate change, more resistant to invasive 

pathogens from around the world, and have the ability to absorb 

human activity across the UK and the world, to help mitigate all of 

these abnormal events. To help us do this, we need to inspire more 

people, from children to adults, to have a greater understanding 

of trees, tree biology and the importance of trees. Capturing trees 

at their best through the camera – as Adrian has done in this 

collection – can help achieve this. 

Tony Kirkham, MBE, VMH 

Head of the Arboretum, Gardens and Horticultural Services, 

Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew 
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As the only native pine in the UK, 

the Scots pine provides a natural 

habitat that is of much benefit to 

rare species and local wildlife. 

COMMON NAMES 

Scots pine 

Pinaceae 

DESCRIPTION 

Evergreen conifer with scaly bark and 

needle-like leaves; small red-purple 

flowers mature into grey-brown cones 

HEIGHT 

35m 

Native 

Glen Alladale, Scotland 

• 

October 2020 

SCOTS 

PINE 

(Pinus sylvestris) 
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‘Britain is one of the most 

nature-depleted countries on 

the planet, a result of our “so- 

called” development. The Scots 

pine photographed here has 

spent over 400 years growing, 

clinging to and surviving a steep 

scree face on the north face of 

Glen Alladale. What a life this 

specimen has had, surviving the 

logger’s axe; it’s old enough to 

have seen wolves passing under 

its branches and marking their 

territory on its trunk. However, 

sadly now too old, this so- 

called “granny pine” is unable 

to reproduce, which gave rise to 

Alladale’s planting programme. 

We have hopefully inspired other 

neighbours and landowners 

to follow suit, in an attempt to 

help restore what the Romans 

once called “The Great Wood 

of Caledon”. All too often, we 

humans believe we are apart 

from nature, but very much to 

the contrary, we are part of it.’ 

paul lister 

The significance of trees to the ecology of the UK 

cannot be underestimated, and it is certainly fully 

appreciated by Paul Lister, Laird of Alladale Wilderness 

Reserve in the Scottish Highlands. As he says, ‘Apart 

from their natural beauty, trees, woods and forests are 

of vital importance for all life on Earth. Not only are they 

a refuge for thousands of animals, birds and insects but 

they also mitigate soil run-off, flooding and act as a vital 

carbon store.’ 

Alladale encompasses around 100 square kilometres of 

heather-filled moorland, mist-covered mountains, native 

woodlands, and sparkling rivers and lochs, just an hour 

north of Inverness. Alladale was purchased by Lister 

in 2003 with the intention of creating a sustainable 

the fissures 

of the bark, which 

develop over time, allow for lichen 

to grow. 
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a detail 

of the ancient flora and 

fauna on the forest floor. 

wilderness teeming with wildlife. Trees, and particularly 

the Scots pine, are at the heart of this vision, with 

an ambitious planting scheme underway that Lister 

calls ‘the most significant conservation initiative we 

have embarked upon to date’. In partnership with The 

European Nature Trust and the Scottish Government, 

one million saplings have been planted at Alladale – the 

majority being Scots pine but also including a plethora 

of native broadleaves. 

 

It will, of course, take many years for these saplings to 

grow and become forests, but Lister is hoping that one 

day these forests, alongside other rewilding projects, 

will help foster a growing list of species that once 

thrived here in the Scottish Highlands. 
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this ancient 

Scots pine was 

photographed halfway up the Alladale 

valley. The tree is surrounded by fallen 

rocks and still stands proudly above 

the valley. 
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SCOTS 

PINE 

(Pinus sylvestris) 

Glen Coe, Scotland 

• 

October 2019 

Crowned as the national tree of Scotland 

in 2014, the mighty Scots pine is found in 

abundance in the Scottish Highlands. 

COMMON NAMES 

Scots pine 

FAMILY 

Pinaceae 

DESCRIPTION 

Evergreen conifer with scaly bark and 

needle-like leaves; small red-purple flowers 

mature into grey-brown cones 

HEIGHT 

35m 

Native 
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With its glorious reddish-brown bark and blue-green 

needle-like leaves that remain all year round, the 

Scots pine can grow up to 35 metres and live for up 

to 700 years. Noted for being one of the strongest of 

softwoods, the Scots pine is now widely planted for 

timber, but its origins are much more mystical. Folklore 

that has been passed down through the generations 

reveals that Druids lit bonfires with Scots pine at the 

winter solstice to celebrate the passing of the seasons 

and the rebirth of the sun. Other customs included 

decorating glades of Scots pines with lights, shiny 

objects and stars, as a representation of the Divine 

Light. These ancient rituals have perhaps inspired some 

of our modern-day festive customs such as decorating 

Christmas trees and making Yule logs. 

This particular Scots pine is found in one of Scotland’s 

most famous and scenic glens, the spectacular Glen 

Coe, where the volcanic origins and rugged landscape 

combine to create an otherworldly scenery that has 

appeared in many feature films, including James Bond’s 

epic 

Skyfall

. 

As the only native pine in the UK, the Scots pine is 

incredibly beneficial to rare wildlife of the Scottish 

Highlands. It provides a crucial habitat for creatures 

such as the red squirrel, the capercaillie and the 

Scottish wildcat. 

a detail 

of a fallen 

Scots pine – deadwood 

such as this is an 

important habitat for 

many insects. 

‘The Scots pine is the national tree of Scotland, 

which is where I grew up. These ancient trees 

expanded into Scotland around 8,000 years ago. 

I have spent many days fishing the high lochs 

with the Scots pine as my main companion. I have 

known this particular pine since first visiting Glen 

Coe with my father and catching my first brown 

trout from the river that runs out of the loch. 

The tree’s distinctive shape has been moulded 

by the wind.’ 

adrian houston 





[image: image]





[image: image]

A PORTRAIT OF THE TREE 

27 

this photograph 

was taken as the 

first rays of sunlight moved across 

Loch Tulla, framing the Scots pine in 

its mist. 
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Tolerant of a range of temperatures, 

the pretty silver birch is a popular 

tree in gardens around the UK. 

Glen Coe, Scotland 

• 

October 2019 

COMMON NAMES 

Silver birch 

FAMILY 

Betulaceae 

DESCRIPTION 

Medium-sized deciduous tree with 

distinctive white bark that sheds in layers 

HEIGHT 

30m 

Native 

SILVER 

BIRCH 

(Betula pendula) 
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