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Introduction



From my earliest years I have been drawn to trees. As a child, when I looked at trees they would sometimes hold my gaze a long time, often prompting a kind of waking dream. Beyond their strength and their beauty was a mystery that drew me in and touched me deeply. I wanted to make the acquaintance of the trees. It seemed obvious to me that an exchange with them was possible, that there was a doorway that would give access to a veritable kingdom. But I couldn’t find a teacher who understood what it was that I wanted to learn, and so my interest in trees evaporated.


Many years later my wife Sylvie and I were asked to run a farm for four months while the owners were on holiday. In the space of three days we exchanged our city life for the life of farmers in charge of a hundred and fifty animals: cows, goats and sheep. What we actually knew about what we were doing could have balanced comfortably on a pinhead. Yet it was this very absence of knowledge that made space for real learning. When a problem arose with an animal, all we could do was look it in the eye and try to create a dialogue. To do this we had to explore subtle ways of communicating beyond the realms of language.


Gradually we felt inwardly calmer and more available, which made more space for listening to the animals. Eventually our whole system for running the farm was based on this close relationship we created with them. Looking back on this period after a space of more than twelve years, I realize it was a watershed. The change of attitude we had been compelled to make had opened up new perspectives for me, and from then on I knew I could turn the ideas that interested me in other areas into real experience. Thus I turned my attention again to trees, with the intention of trying out the approach we had learned from our dealings with the animals.


After leaving the farm we went to live in a simple hut in the depths of the forest in central France, about 1,000 metres (3,000 feet) up in a range of mountains. When we went out we were surrounded by huge tracts of forest, without any roads or buildings or walkers. The trees were there waiting, it seemed, just for us, ready to share their secrets. They held out their arms to us expectantly; all we had to do was to go forward and meet them.


But how do you meet a tree? It stands in front of you, unmoving, in all its simplicity and power, and it seems to expect nothing, to be almost indifferent. All the usual props for communication vanish. At first we could only look at the trees and observe without getting much further. We then began to make use of our other senses; we touched the trees, we smelled them, we tasted the buds and the sap when it was feasible. We put an ear to the trunk to confirm that all was quiet as we expected, and to our amazement we heard sounds and noises. Everything we tried gave us great surprises. What we expected to be bitter turned out to be syrupy, what we thought would be sweet was in fact sour, what we assumed to be stiff was actually flexible. To discover the truth of the tree we had to be open to experience what was actually there in front of us. Only through this narrow gate could we gain access to the pathway of discovery and understanding.


We also had to learn to distrust our own expectations. It is so tempting when you’ve had an interesting experience to try to repeat it, but this doesn’t leave any space for new discoveries. In our next phase of experimenting we sat with our backs against the trees, sometimes settling ourselves as comfortably as in an armchair against their rough bark and spreading roots. With our backs to the trunk we discovered that our physical sensations changed and shifted, and by going from one tree and one kind to another we were able to map out the shifts in our physical condition and energy state triggered by this contact, which we felt quite specifically in our own bodies. How often our breathing rhythm changed after a few minutes’ leaning back against a tree, how often aches and pains vanished, how often the digestive passages moved more freely. We also noticed the effect of the trees on our inner state. We would come with a heavy heart to a wild cherry and go away with it lightened, we would come exhausted to a pine tree and go away full of energy again, we would come to a beech tree in a turmoil of doubt and leave it with a quiet mind. These effects were more than transitory, lasting much longer than we expected, and after a while we learned to work with them systematically.


Then we had to assimilate all the surprises that our experimentation had brought to us. The whole effect did not come from the tree; the contact we had with them brought together our own fields of energy and theirs, and the effects we perceived arose from this meeting.


We came to realize that each tree contains a certain kind of energy and that this energy varies from one species to another; some trees have an effect that encourages fluidity, with others it might be gentleness or openness. For more than 20 years now we have been preparing tree oils that embody these qualities of energy. They are a wonderful support for people who want to find a new way to take care of themselves, and who are willing to learn from their problems and gain from them the true benefits of experience.


This book is an invitation for you to share the healing energies of trees. It does not present facts about trees, but offers you techniques and exercises that you can use to initiate experiences of your own. Experience is the best teacher, the door through which we gradually discover the truth about ourselves and our world. How you use the exercises will determine what fruits you harvest from your experiences.










Personal Note


In my work with groups and individuals in the forest, my guiding concern is always how to help people become more autonomous and independent, so they can break through their conditioning and make contact with the consciousness to which humans and nature owe their life.


The exercises in this book guide you on this journey of personal development. However, even when you follow the instructions for an exercise precisely, your experience may be quite different from what you expect. Instead of asking why it did not happen as you anticipated, concentrate on what part of you has been touched by the experience and what you have felt, realized or understood. The guiding rule is always to focus on what you actually experience; the only useful question is, ‘How was it for you?’


Approach each exercise with an open mind. The more you expect, the less available you are for what actually takes place, so it is best to start with an acceptance that nothing may happen. Also, do not allow regrets to distract you: ‘I haven’t found the right tree’ or ‘The climate here is no good for this sort of thing’. Keep your mind in the present by following your curiosity about what is going on inside you and around you. The present is the only place where something new can happen.


My observations of trees are made intuitively at the energetic level, and concern qualities rather than precise botanical detail. I have made a point of talking about ‘trees’ and not only particular species, so the exercises apply wherever in the world you live. They can be done wherever there are trees: in a wood, a copse or a garden. Thus everyone can find new riches and discover more about themselves through the experience of our close connection with nature.


Chapter One explores our relationship with nature and how this has changed and developed since ancient times. Chapter Two then relates our attitude to nature to our attitude to illness, as a reflection of our consciousness. The energetic structure of the body is explained, so that with an understanding of illness and healing as energetic processes we can see how the energies of trees can help us in our own healing. The exercises in Chapter Three focus on increasing your perception of trees and discovering their healing qualities for yourself. In Chapter Four profiles of the nine trees that I use to make my energized healing oils highlight the qualities embodied in them. Chapter Five presents exercises and practical techniques for working with the tree energies you need to promote healing and wellbeing of body, mind and spirit. Take a walk into the heart of the woods. Allow yourself to attune to the atmosphere and the abundant life there, and you will find a source of peace and of serenity. This marvellous adventure will lead you into the heart of yourself, and in this simple intimacy you can come to understand yourself more deeply and find your true strength. Entering the domain of the trees is a wonderful way to reconnect with the life force within and around us.










Chapter One



What Nature Means To Us


The two images that are most often used to symbolize nature are the tree and the flower. The flower represents nature tamed and sharing the life of humans: you can plant it, cut it, bring it into the house and invite it to be present at special occasions, whether happy or sad. Its beauty fascinates but is short-lived. The tree however is seen to represent the forest, where nature is not yet tamed or touched by the depredations of human beings.


Trees are a vital part of the inheritance of humankind. In the diversity of portrayals of the natural world in literature and philosophy, we see how great thinkers and philosophers have been both the initiators and the witnesses of the slow process of evolution that has led humans from experiencing nature as something magical to be feared, to regarding it as something mechanical to be dominated. Since ancient times the tree has been a symbol of power, of wisdom, of fertility and of life itself. Perhaps the universality of these symbols reflects something innate that connects us with the tree at a deeper level than we have imagined until now.


The Bible story of the Creation in the Book of Genesis tells how God planted a garden in Eden, with beautiful trees laden with delicious fruits, and placed man and woman in it. Among them is the tree of life, symbol of immortality, and the tree of knowledge of good and evil. These two archetypal views of the tree are found in the myth, tradition and spiritual teachings of cultures all around the world.


The Tree of Life


Many Creation myths focus on the tree as the powerful central clement. In Norse mythology the great tree Yggdrasil was the axis of the world, its roots holding the lower world of the earth spirits together, its trunk maintaining the middle world of humans and its branches home to the upper world of the gods. In several African myths humans are said to be born from a tree, and from different species in different regions. The name of the great hero of the nomadic Khoekhoe tribe of southwest Africa, Heitsi-Eibib, comes from the word heigib, which means ‘the great tree’.


In the esoteric Jewish tradition of the Kabbala, the key symbols are the sefirot, which embody the attributes of the divine. They are represented as fruits clustered in order on the tree of life, and the links between them symbolize the stages of the soul’s journey toward eternity. The Bodhi Tree under which Buddha was sitting when he attained illumination is both a classic representation of the axis of the world and a tree of life, and in the early iconography represents the Buddha himself.


For the Shia Ismaili Muslims, the tree that reaches beyond the seventh heaven is the symbol of haqiqa, the state of beatitude in which the mystic is reunited with the supreme reality. In Indian tradition God, the source of all life, is the root of the tree, while the trunk and the branches symbolize the earliest communities that grew up with a pure spirituality close to the creator. The leaves represent human beings.


The Passage of Time


With the passage of time the trunk of the tree has grown bigger and the direct link with the source has been blurred. To help humankind find the path again many prophets have come – Abraham, Buddha, Christ, Mohammed – bringing messages of peace, love and freedom, and each one creating new branches. These branches have then further divided into smaller branches, creating a multitude of different languages, sects, cultures, religions and ‘isms’. Chaos reigns, suffocating the tree. However, the tree sheds seeds, which carry within them the divine essence, and any one of which may become a new expression of the divine spirit.


The symbol of the tree of life contains within it a paradox: the tree draws its strength from the earth through its roots, while humans draw their strength from the divine in the heavens. This paradox is acknowledged in the many ‘upside down’ representations of the tree of life. In the Vedic texts and the Upanishads the universe is represented as a tree upside down, spreading its roots into the sky and plunging its branches down below the earth. In these reversed images the branches act as roots and the roots as branches, bringing down the life force into the earth.


In a similar tradition the Lapplanders sacrifice a prize animal every year to the god of vegetation, and place beside the altar a tree with its roots in the air and its crown on the ground. Likewise, the medicine men of certain Australian tribes used in their ceremonies a magic tree, which they planted upside down as a symbolic gesture.


Cycles


The foliage that falls and reappears with each yearly cycle typifies eternal renewal and the continuing evolution of life, as well as reminding us of the place of death in the life process. Many cultures have the tradition of planting a tree when a child is born. As the tree grows toward the sky it acts as a reminder of the qualities of uprightness, maturity and responsibility.


This cycle of unfailing renewal is also taken as a symbol of fertility. In parts of the Middle East, from the Mediterranean across to India, travellers sometimes come across a solitary tree by a spring, hung all over with a blossom of red handkerchiefs put there by women who are infertile in the hope of altering their fate. Among the Dravidians in the south of India it is the custom to ‘marry’ two trees as a mirror of a marriage. The couple plant two sacred trees side by side, one male and one female. Then they make an enclosure around the tree partners, so that they may flourish safely and by their fruitfulness assure the fertility of the human couple.


In the Sioux tribe of North America, and among the Bushmen and Hottentots of southwest Africa, a couple who are going to be married are first betrothed to a tree. Usually, a tree that bears fruit is chosen for the ceremony, so that the couple may share in its fertility. The Waramunga tribe of northern Australia believe that certain trees harbour the spirit of a child, tiny as a grain of sand, which may then leave its tree to enter through the navel into a woman’s womb. In the Mardi Gras celebrations at Hildesheim in Germany, women were traditionally hit with fir branches so that they would bear children.


The Tree of Knowledge


Trees are often associated with the gift of wisdom. Saint Louis, king of France in the 13th century who was renowned for his virtue and integrity, meted out justice sitting beneath an oak tree. In many African communities a special tree is designated as the ‘talking tree’, and it is here where the elders gather to hold their lengthy discussions of village affairs.


Wisdom arises from the knowledge of good and evil, and from this concept the tree has also emerged as a symbol of peace. In the days when the Iroquois nation in North America lived in anarchy and division, a man called Peacemaker came to them. He brought all the leaders of the warring factions together by the shores of Lake Onondaga for the first council of reconciliation, where after much talking the five different nations agreed to be united into one.


As a symbol of this new nation Peacemaker chose the white pine, since its tufts of needles, five in each one, represented the five nations now united. He dug up a white pine growing nearby, revealing a great hole, in whose depths ran a river. All the assembled leaders threw their weapons into this river, and then Peacemaker closed the hole and replanted above it the white pine, which had four mighty roots spreading out in each of the four directions. He told them that anyone who wished for peace could follow one of these directions and so find refuge beneath the great tree of peace.


This peace lasted for several centuries, until the arrival of the European colonizers. In June 1776, ambassadors from the Iroquois contributed their ideas on liberty, the law, democracy and government to a nationwide congress in Philadelphia. Three weeks later the Declaration of Independence was signed and the new democracy was born. The white pine became the symbol of the newly united states, a unique emblem of government, symbolizing federation and a reminder that peace is part of the natural order.


Trees are often planted at the birth of a new era. In France, after the Revolution between 1789 and 1792, sixty thousand Trees of Liberty were planted. Belgians planted trees to celebrate their independence in 1830. And various countries have adopted trees as their national emblem. Canada has a maple leaf blazoned on the national flag; Lebanon is known by its noble cedar. The state of Illinois voted in 1907 to adopt the white oak as its emblem, and the province of the Transvaal in South Africa chose the baobab.


The tree and its fruit also features in company logos as a symbol of prosperity and expansion. Computer companies Apple and Bull have previously used nature as a symbol of communication, a reminder of the structure underlying the organization of information in a computer system.


Tree Traditions


The Japanese mark the New Year week by putting two pine trees of the same height on each side of the front door. According to Shinto tradition, the divinities live among the branches of trees, so the pine trees are placed in the hope of attracting them and their blessings to the house. Since ancient times many cultures have celebrated the shortest day of the year and the triumph of light over darkness.


The Egyptians decorated their houses with palm leaves at this time and the Romans brought branches of evergreens into their homes for the winter festival of Saturnalia. In the Middle Ages the approach of the Feast of the Nativity was the signal to go into the forest and cut down a pine tree to put up in the house. Thus Christianity incorporated an ancient tradition where the rebirth of light after the midwinter darkness was linked with an evergreen tree, which symbolized the continuity of life.


The first specific reference to this pine tree as a ‘Christmas tree’ dates from the 16th century, when it was the custom in Strasbourg to decorate the trees with coloured paper, fruit and painted eggs. Gradually this custom spread across the globe: German settlers and the Hessian mercenaries fighting in the Civil War imported the custom to the US, where in 1804 soldiers at Fort Dearborn hauled trees from the woods to their barracks at Christmas time. The German princess Helen von Mecklenburg, wife of King Louis Philippe’s son, introduced the tradition to the French court in 1840, while Prince Albert, the German husband of Queen Victoria, brought the idea to England.


The Tree Within Us


In the human body many distribution systems are organized around a structure reminiscent of a tree. The blood circulates from the heart, the root, and from there branches into the arteries, veins and smaller blood vessels in ever finer ramifications. Likewise in the respiratory system air enters the body through the nasal passages and travels through the bronchi, which branch into the multiple alveoli of the lungs. The messages of the nervous system too are radiated out from the brain and the spinal cord through the major nerves and then through ever smaller nerve bundles, to reach every part of the body. And then there is the return traffic; the flow returns toward the point of origin as the life force returns from the finest roots and the furthest twigs back toward the trunk.


The same model of the tree can be used to illustrate our mental and emotional processes:




1. An emotion is always triggered by an event or experience which seems to be the reason why we feel as we do, while in fact the true reason, the root cause of our sensitivity, is out of sight in the unconscious, as the tree roots are hidden in the earth.


2. In any given situation that prompts an emotional response we tend to react in the same way. This habit of reaction becomes the trunk of our behaviour pattern.


3. Driven by our feelings, we come up against the need to make a choice: the branches that split off.


4. And if we carry through this choice it will bear fruit as the tree does, whether sour or sweet.


5. After a while, just as we think the problem is solved, it surprises us and reappears, maybe in a different guise but still recognizable as the same old thing. Similarly, the seeds of the tree lie underground for a time, out of sight and forgotten, later reappearing in the form of another tree, or seedling: not an exact copy of the original but a close relation.





Visions of Nature


Nature, or rather the idea of nature that we create for ourselves, is not the same for each of us. Throughout history humans have moved forward between the pulls of two opposing attitudes: the spiritual and the materialist. The persistent ambition to dominate nature is one interpretation of the mythic images of Apollo slaying the serpent Python, and St George defeating the dragon. Humans have exercised their power in the materialist struggle against the forces of nature.


The spiritual view focuses on the living and spiritual aspects of nature, and the belief that the gods, or higher powers, created the natural world and sustain all that lives within it. Natural phenomena are seen as the acting out of the will and the power of these gods. A good harvest is a reward while storms, wind and hail are proof of their anger. All of the indigenous peoples of the world have built up cultures and social structures framed around their concepts of nature, concepts woven from their direct experience of the natural world. They draw from the world about them those things they need to sustain life, to feed and to heal the body, and to build the beliefs that nourish the soul. From this inexhaustible resource come their concepts of life and inspiration for healing and religious practices.


This magical nature, as something to be feared, is seen in the ancient European myths peopled by gods and goddesses, which reflect human efforts to find an order and structure in nature. Socrates, and later Aristotle, rejected this ‘magical’ view, preferring to concentrate on the order they perceived in the natural world, based on principles of beauty and logic and governed by the idea of the good.


By the Middle Ages a view prevalent among philosophers and theologians was that nature was created by God for humans, but independent of them. And here begins the split that separates humans from the rest of the natural world. In the writings of the ancient Greeks, Renaissance thinkers discovered theories that rivalled the accepted Bible version of Creation. Nature was no longer to be regarded in reverent awe. Its multitudinous diversity was open to investigation, experiment and explanation, in the terms of the new sciences of chemistry, physics, anatomy, mathematics and astronomy.
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