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Every creature is a glittering, glistening mirror of Divinity.


—HILDEGARD VON BINGEN


















Preface


There are mysteries and there are miracles. This was both.


In the mesmeric dawn of the Roaring Fork Valley, I awoke cradled by a familiar foe: physical pain. The last few years had been shot through with rivers of undiagnosable illness. I felt pinioned.


The urge to crawl beyond my form sent me walking into the forest. I always received far more than I sought from nature. The thigh-high August wildflowers erupted on the valley floor. The red mountains stretched languidly, their rocky spines a high alpine relevé.


I pushed through a riot of purple thistle and blue aster, the hues puncturing the golden ferns with oracular shine. The air was still—calm enough to hold a single candle flame alight.


I could go no farther; something primordial paused me in place.


The Aspen trees were all over me. I inhaled quick and deep, my fingers instinctively curling into little fists. Bracing against sensation was a fragile barrier to a world of contact.


The knots on their white bark stretched into wide, blinking eyes. They beheld me, diffusing the borders of bodily form.


In their presence, my discomfort waned. A world of care was everywhere I looked.


What is it to be relative to a tree? What is it to relate across skin and bark, feet and soil, breath and wind?


We’re here, the trees seemed to say.


Listen, they cooed.


And then—


The wind came first, starting at my feet, kicking those golden ferns into a whip. It grew stronger—full as a harvest moon—a tide lifting us together in its froth, waxing until the tops of all the Aspens shivered at once. A geyser of ace-shaped leaves revolved like whirling mirrors, ecstatic in rhapsody. Their voice was the most beautiful sound I had ever heard.


The branches exhaled, blushing into an infinity loop. As the leaves spun out to emerge into whatever they would become, one gleamed in bodily ecstasy and whizzed off. As it floated through the air, I felt my own consciousness inside it. The next thing I knew, I could feel what it was like to be a tree, rooted in the Earth, surrounded by my kin, woven with communion.


Sturdy, sensual, symbiotic.


I’d forgotten—the felt sense of being a tree.


I’d forgotten—there is a language we both can speak.


I’d forgotten—trees are a refuge of “endless forms most beautiful.”1



1 












Introduction


Kinship with the Earth is our birthright. But we have forgotten who we are. We are not only of the Earth, we are the Earth. Our health, wellness, and continuity as a planetary ecosystem hinge on our entanglement with each other. Yet we are hurtling through a human-made climate crisis—we are not taking very good care of our kin.


This book is a journey into the idea that our relationship with trees could change the trajectory of climate collapse. The forest might just be the revelation.


Out of the intracellularly connected matrix of forested life, an invitation rises: return home. Return home to the body—return home to the body of the Earth.


Our sentinel elders can carry us through this struggle. Our generous teachers, who defy domination, upend individualism, and subvert scarcity, are waiting to help us remember—with wisdom and love—our connection to everything. Let us press our faces to the soil and listen:


What if we need each other to heal?


What if healing is a collective, embodied ecological process?


What if we are kin?


The steadfast companions capable of deliverance, of repairing our sacred relationship with the Earth, are speaking. We can learn to hear them. We can learn to see them, perhaps for the very first time. If we wake up, we will realize they’ve always been here. Our most ancient forms of life.


They are miracles on all sides.


They are the trees.
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In some beautiful accident in the midst of my chronic illness, I stumbled upon a profound relationship with trees, which began in the Roaring Fork Valley of Colorado. Their luminous care and astonishing powers of healing are shared here as best as I could bring them into being from our remarkable conversations. They are the coauthors of Heartwood.


I started and finished this book during active wildfires. The twin nature of losing what we love and loving what can still live has been its own heat to share these words with you now. Recent wildfires in Western Colorado and Los Angeles swept through the lands I love. Policies under the new presidential administration threaten wild places and long federally protected lands with logging, mining, and oil and gas exploration. Climate science is being erased. National parks are under attack. Now is the time of the trees.


Five years ago, at the onset of an unexplainable chronic illness, while smoke strangled the sky and pain suffocated my body, I sensed an entanglement between myself and the Earth. Was I not deeply interwoven with every single molecule, cell, seed, and speck of soil? I now see that we will get through this together, or not at all. For imbalance is rippling beyond the human. For what happens to nature also happens to us.


Our one Earth is experiencing rampant ecological destruction. Our billions of living beings are facing unprecedented instances of chronic illness. This looks like dying coral reefs and soaring rates of heart disease, species extinction and widespread autoimmune illness, melting glaciers and rising depression, surging temperatures and crippling anxiety, structural racism and acidifying oceans, flash floods and dollars for bombs. Climate change is deeply entangled with health disparities, sociopolitical inequalities, economic gaps, and threats to all aspects of human well-being. These symptoms of the polycrisis point to a fundamental disconnection between humans and the Earth. I amplify Indigenous scholars and peoples who have long said that, in contrast, right relationship with nature is how we will heal both ourselves and the planet. Everything is connected.


Nature’s remedy, balm, and healing elixir for the disconnection crisis is all around us. The wound is our separation from the Earth. The medicine is our homecoming.


Trees can walk us back into the wide field of loving belonging with the living world. With that return will come more life, because aliveness is the code of life within all that is living.


Trees are the oldest living organisms on Earth and outnumber humans 422 to one.1 They are our family and our kin. They keep our atmosphere livable and our air breathable. They nourish our bodies, imbuing us with phytoncides that bolster our immune, hormonal, circulatory, and nervous systems. They soothe our blood pressure, ease our anxiety, and ground us in an ancient and staggeringly beautiful existence.


Trees stand as sovereign and grand individuals, yet through their communal entanglement in forests, they reassure our bodies that we are not alone. Trees are beings that catalyze and regulate connections to myriad other forms of life. They teach us how to be good neighbors and are physical invitations to come home. Even a tree’s death does not end the networked nature of the forest, writes David Haskell in The Songs of Trees.2 The knowledge carried in light and leaves dwells embedded in relationships. Trees embody a form of mutual aid in unending ecological creativity. Trees, indeed, teach us how to be both gracefully unique as well as essential participants in a community of life. They invite us into infinite sensuous relations with the living world. The false binary between individual and community dissolves in the forest. There is no need to assert one’s exceptionalism because the forest is the miracle. How much would change if we could live in such continuous communal care like they do?


But now, even trees are at risk of extinction. Yes, trees are under threat of elimination. In the first Global Tree Assessment by the IUCN Red List, it was found that more than one-third of all tree species worldwide face extinction.3 Another study in Nature warns that there has been a substantial underestimation of the extinction risk for trees.4 And yet again, a recent study foretells that for the first time, due to climate change, forests are losing their ability to store carbon, and by the year 2070, instead of being carbon sinks, forests will instead become carbon producers.5


Without trees, there would be a significant reduction in oxygen and an increase in carbon dioxide in our atmosphere. We would not be able to breathe. Without trees, soil erosion would increase. We would not be able to eat. Without trees, precipitation patterns and water availability would be impacted. We would not be able to drink. Without trees, global temperatures would rise. We would not be able to survive.


Everything is connected. A tree’s life is tied to our life. At every moment of the day, our tree kin are part of our lungs, just as forests are the lungs of the Earth. If all life is entangled in a kincentric web, as Indigenous peoples teach, then taking care of this web of life is, in essence, how we take good care of ourselves. Our health is bound together.


In my PhD research, I discovered that a core reason why people might care about nature but do not act to protect the Earth is because they do not feel close to the living world. As an environmental psychologist, I have experienced how people can reconnect with the Earth through mind, body, and spirit. As an eco-doula, I have heard from countless individuals, in retreats and workshops across the world, that remembering their kinship with nature has transformed them. That this tether is a live wire of loving return into a way of being that enables fuller participation, love, pleasure, and kindness. As a scientist, I understand that individual actions alone will not subvert the damage of fossil fuels on the planet. I know that the systems of big banks that finance fossil fuel projects—those that profit from extraction and the relentless drive for imperial growth—are responsible for environmental destruction. Our recycling habits will not save the blue whale. However, my research underscores what Indigenous peoples have long taught and know: Kinship with the Earth is a powerful wellspring to sustain our compassionate action. An intimate, loving, embodied bond with nature is the very origin source for our protest, action, creativity, art, and endless forms of care on their behalf.


I carried the seed of this bond in me—we all do—but I did not awaken to an intimate eco-love affair with trees until sickness brought me to their feet. Our love has deeply held me since, through pain and grief, both my own and that for our wider ecological family. The relationship they offer is Earthy and as fertile and fecund as soil, yes, but is also emotional, embodied, and erotic. It is a relationship so deep, vast, and weird that it can reorient our capacity to dream together for new worlds, to meet the crisis of the moment we are in with expansive compassion and liberatory creativity. Trees embody the mystery. And it is mystery and moral imagination, more than rationality, that can help us move beyond the tired and violent patterns that have caused climate collapse to begin with.


I named this book Heartwood because the word is both structural, referring to the densest, innermost part of a tree, as well as relational, reminding us that our deepest connections are from the heart. In the Majjhima Nikāya of the Pali Canon, the Buddha is cited as saying that the heartwood, or the point of the spiritual life, is the “unshakable freedom of the heart.” The heartwood points us to what is most precious: a return to sacred relationship with the Earth. In this kinship is a freedom that is for us and for all.


In times as dire as these, we need to lean on the sturdiness of our collective heartwood. And although the trees’ heartwood has ceased to conduct water and nutrients, and the cells in it are no longer living, it is still vital to support their lives. The layer just outside of it continues to grow new cells, and the bark that protects it all, lets us know that the tree we can see with our eyes or touch with our hands is only a small part of what a tree is, of what a tree is connected to. The trees’ heartwood exemplifies the blurriness between life and death. What is discarded is surprisingly what holds life together.


Heartwood traces my experience of how illness brought me into kinship with the trees and how this bond can be healing for ourselves and our planet. This book is filled with stories, conversations with the land from the Roaring Fork Valley in Colorado. We begin in part I, “The Sensory Life of the Body,” where we will explore the sensuous language we can speak with the Earth. Our body is the gateway to presence. Here, we will practice our body’s eighth sense, interoception; learn to talk to the trees, move at the pace of place; and inhabit the landscape of our bodies. In part II, “Nearness: Reveries of Eros,” we will explore the intimate closeness of a relationship with trees and the good things that flow from it, like pleasure, healed attachment injuries, and unitive love. We widen in part III, “Embodied Cosmology,” into sacred reciprocity and how we can truly belong to one another. And finally, in part IV, “Feral Prayers for Liberation,” we explore the liminal and the magical, rooting this relationship with trees in intersectional justice and closing with an invitation to become death doulas for a dying world. Embodiment practices to develop interoceptive awareness, tree prompts to open to kinship with the forest, and reflection questions after each chapter will guide you to experience a sensory, intimate relationship with trees for yourself, unlearn separation from nature, and embark on your own healing pilgrimage. You are invited to become phenomenologically rerooted and rewilded. To practice the ecological creativity of belonging like a forest. To leaf, branch, and widen.


I am often asked if I have hope for the Earth. I will answer that question in the words of the Lady of Deep Ecology, Joanna Macy: “Active Hope is waking up to the beauty of life on whose behalf we can act. We belong to this world.”6 Do I experience beauty, and daily? Immensely so.


Perhaps, then, we need not hope. We need courage. We need intimacy with the Earth. We need appreciation for the myriad ways simply being a breathing, living being is an act of enormous miracle. From this place, active hope, right action in motion, will come.


After working on human and environmental crises for twenty years—mostly in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Central African Republic, South Sudan, India, and Myanmar—I still believe in change. And it is the everyday expressions of generosity that fill me with the belief, day in and day out, that our hearts are mostly good, and will be so if given the chance. We are in this for the long haul. And we shall keep on.


A few notes on language. The Earth is polymorphous, and as Potawatomi botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer writes, “There is no it for nature.” She continues: “Living beings are referred to as subjects, never as objects.”7 Following her lead, in this book, I do not refer to the Earth with gendered pronouns or the disembodied it. Such “grammars of animacy” impact our perceptions, beliefs, and actions.8 I have also avoided the affectionate term Mother Earth to be more inclusive, following a queer, feminist science framing. Instead, I use the pronouns they/them for the Earth and their creatures. I enjoy how this signals a multiplicitousness that upends the notion of the individual. I also capitalize Earth and the proper names of trees to practice the dignity of honoring their personhood.


The term Indigenous can be problematic in that it appears to generalize distinct populations whose experiences under imperialism have been vastly different. In line with a suggestion from scholar and researcher Linda Tuhiwai Smith, I have elected to use the phrase Indigenous peoples in this book to recognize the collective voices of colonized peoples and acknowledge that the world’s Indigenous populations belong to a network of peoples.9


Last, when I use the word healing, I do not mean an end point or the cessation of all painful sensation. Instead, trees have shown me how healing is more of a spiralic experience than a linear compass. Forests have also taught me that healing is dependent on every other creature’s wellness, too. To be close to trees is to heal because it helps me to fully live. Is that not what healing is? To have access to more life in our lives?


Upending the trope of the hero’s journey, Heartwood is instead a rhizomatic refiguring of healing as a process of collective liberation, of healing as a forest. In so doing, healing becomes possible for all. Can healing be more about our kinship than an individual destination? Can healing be too thin a word to describe the sheer magnanimity of life compounding on life?


Throughout our journey to remembering what is held in root and soil, we will play with weirding and queering our notions of time, body, nature, and even knowledge itself out of the binaries and dualities that reproduce damaging ideological frameworks that oppress, extract, and harm bodies. We will plant our sacred relationships with trees into justice for the entire collective, stirring the cauldrons of an equanimous hope that transcends fears for our future peril. A radical revisioning of what is possible is very much at the heart of heartwood.


Although our kinship to trees offers tender emotional, psychological, and spiritual refuge, a relationship with them will not eradicate all suffering. I still live with symptoms. However, they are far reduced and bother me less. When I remember myself as a tree and touch the parts of me that have died or are dying, I know that they are forming my heartwood. I see how what hurts is essential compost for what else is on its way.


My hope for you, dear reader, is that you borrow the qualities of trees that can help you to be kinder, more loving, and more liberated. May you learn to lean on the dense inner column within you that helps a tree not bend or break. May you trust that the compounds of your tender places are also exactly what is needed to preserve your entire being. And may you, like trees, surrender to the alchemy of turning your own sapwood into heartwood to focus your resources, your gifts, and your magic into blessings for the Earth.


May you develop kinship with trees, heart to heartwood.
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I was on my daily meandering walk through the forest when the movement of the wind through the Pine needles caught my attention. But it wasn’t wind, and it was also too late. A four-hundred-pound bear waddled over the rocks in front of me. I froze. The bear descended into a bush, turned around, and locked eyes with me. Was I supposed to look big? Yell? Wave my arms and become a fool?


The bear was less than ten feet from where I stood. Instinct took over—not logic—and I broke into a run for my life.


As I ran, I listened for the bear through wheezing belly breaths. I remembered that you are not supposed to run from a bear when I was already running. My heart beat so loudly I couldn’t hear beyond it. The explosion of cortisol shook my limbs, wobbly with each step on the winding path. Finally, a sudden curve spit me into a wide meadow absolutely crammed with daisies. I didn’t hear any grunts, growls, or pounding of the dirt. Instead, the sound of the river flooded my body, a welcomed sign that marked the end of the trail. I was safe.


In the Rocky Mountains of Colorado, there are between eight and twelve thousand black bears. Despite their name, their fur can range from cinnamon to brown and even blond. They have a sense of smell seven times more acute than a bloodhound and live up to twenty-five years. Black bears maintain the balance of plant and animal populations, aiding in forest regeneration. They are considered an indicator species, meaning that their presence and health reflect the overall condition of the ecosystem. To see a healthy bear is to know that things are well.


The next morning, I sat down to meditate. When I closed my eyes, the bear was there. But this time, the bear’s eyes, so close together on their big bushy face, looked different. Softer. More vulnerable. I wondered, What did they see? Instead of reading threat in the bear’s face, I saw fear. Who was the real predator now?


Humans are the Earth’s apex predators, and everything wild is at risk. But it does not have to be this way. The forest can help us remember a time when humans knew how to be in right relationship with the Earth. The trees can help us make that time today.


In climate collapse and in chronic illness, we must rediscover the sources of resilience that are standing all around us. The unfurling processual life of a tree can remind us how to be sturdy and good neighbors through mutual aid and collective care. The wild entanglement of a forest can invite us to offer our gifts back to the Earth with joy.


As the Earth bends under the weight of change, it is not too late to speak the language of the trees. It is not too late to hear their wisdom about how to coexist in mutual dignity. This mode of being is dripping from their leaves and bursting through their branches.


Now is the time of the trees. In their living sanctuary, may we find the eyes of the bears and earn their trust once again.
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The Sensory Life of the Body
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The Language of Trees




To be native to a place we must learn to speak its language.


—ROBIN WALL KIMMERER





I was lying on a tray about to be fed into an MRI scanner. I was alone in this tube, in a white room with a large screen of projected nature scenes on loop. I felt like bacteria in a dish of agar. No rotating nature photography could comfort me out of this mechanical world. I giggled a little bit, which shook the cradle I was in.


“Don’t move your head,” the attendant had said before escaping the radiation hot zone. The machine started to vibrate deafeningly with a pulsing, smacking sound. This can’t be right, I thought. I moved my head. Oops. I could still make out the attendants through my peripheral vision, little beetles behind a glass wall. But my body was on a platter, sliding into the rotating circle like a fish. The attendant’s voice grew louder, coming through the speakers.


“Hold still. Hold your breath.”


How many other people were on a scanner somewhere at that very moment, waiting for information that could change their lives? I envisioned them—young and old—a sprawling net of animal life. As I lay there, contemplating their fates, I realized how much like a spider I felt—I was caught, suspended by threads I could not find, each tendril spun around my body forming a sarcophagus of liquid protein. A silken tomb. I vibrated in this shared net of vulnerability. The imagined maze hummed all around me. But arachnids have curious relationships with their webs.


Spiders possess what’s called extended cognition. Their webs are not merely structures they build as homes, but extensions of their very bodies, woven from strands of their intelligence.1 Their webs are their consciousness, their bodies repeating in patterns of silken threads, sometimes too thin and delicate to see. Spiders show us that intelligence is not centralized, but rather is extended beyond the body and aspects of the world. If spiders can manifest their cognition through such labyrinthine, embodied networks, might we, too, be bound together in ways we have yet to fully comprehend?


I envisioned myself spinning a silken web of my own, this time instead of to trap me, to free me. I felt it wrap around me in a cocoon, lift me from the room, the hospital, the city, arching across the sky in a kaleidoscope of colors. Even in pain, I sensed my animacy, and my body, couldn’t be confined to the limits of my skin. Was “I” an imagined geodesic dome of continuous sentience? The raucous banging jolted me back into the tube. I was just a human. And I was scared.


A 3-tesla MRI machine generates a magnetic field roughly sixty thousand times more powerful than the Earth’s. But I tried to forget about all that. I recalled that summer day in the Aspen grove. Ever since I’d gotten sick, trees had come into my life. Maybe—well, certainly—they were always there. But I was starting to see them. And I was starting to hear them.


What are trees? Trees offer shelter and care. Through a seamless exchange of breath, trees sustain our lives—what we inhale from them becomes the breath they use to renew us in turn. Trees share nutrients, including carbon and other sugars; they warn one another of danger; and they live in symbiosis with the seasonal cycles. Trees are intelligent, and they never forget their collective responsibility to keep the forest alive.


Trees are also pure beingness. Yes, they are a shape and form, but they are more than that. A tree is a candle flame. A ribbon. A tree is an album. Like an arrangement, trees are a cosmos and a bouquet in their ever-unfurling, processual lives. Trees are an idea unto themselves, offering blueprints of how to coexist with the entire living world. Trees are libraries, coffins, secrets, gifts, letters, tears, and gestures. If poetry is a refraction of the divine put into sensuous symbols, then trees are pure poetry.


I felt the faces of the Aspen, the Cottonwood, and the Redwood take shape in me. These were companions, not just dendrological wonders. And while I’d always appreciated nature, this was otherwise. As if the trees were reaching to speak to me, I turned my head just slightly in that MRI scanner. Could I hear them even from here?


My reverie was pierced by the harsh command of the operator’s voice crackling through the MRI intercom. “Hold still. Hold your breath.”


Was I forgetting my humanness to cope with my chronic health issues? Or was I remembering my place in the biodiversity, liveliness, and presence of the forest?


I was in that scanner because my body was in pain. A lot of it. Unrelenting migraine headaches; internal body tremors; intermittent heat on one side of my face; cognitive decline; eye, neck, and shooting nerve pain; severe fatigue; widespread inflammation; and skin rashes. My body felt awful to be inside of.


The banging stopped, and the MRI powered down. I was thrust back into the sterile room. Neon green trees emblazoned the TV screen. They looked sad and radioactive. We were both disfigured by forces beyond our power.


“Did I do it right?” I asked the attendant.


“Your doctor will contact you with the results. It should take three to seven business days,” he said flatly.


I knew he couldn’t give anything away, but I searched his face for clues. A little crease in the corner of his left eye. A bit of a frown, or was that a smile? Three to seven business days. As if illness adheres to the work week.


“Thank you,” I said as I shimmied off the tray, making a point to make eye contact. I wanted to remember I wasn’t just a specimen in a lab. I still had life in me.


Aliveness is a language. It’s as old as all biological life. It’s as ancient as our ever-expanding universe. It is the first word and will be the last one. It’s a vocabulary of sensation beyond the lines that make the written word. Language is a world.


The Beech tree was originally called Boc by the Anglo-Saxons who migrated to modern-day England. Boc later became the present-day word for book. Before the printing press, people tore thin slices off the Beech tree and wrote on them, creating the very first “books.” Trees gave humans a method to share our written language with each other. But what is their language?


Scientists are only just beginning to learn the language of trees. According to a recent study, trees emit ultrasonic airborne frequencies when they are stressed.2 Trees also communicate through the air. They express themselves outwardly by releasing pheromones and detect the world inwardly through their leaves—a bona fide sense of smell. Even though we don’t know exactly what their pheromones mean or how they communicate within their bodies, we do know they can feel what’s going on around them and experience something analogous to pain. When a tree is cut, they send electrical signals like wounded human tissue does.


In a drought, scientists can detect the erratic sounds of trees. These unique vibrations are made by bubbles forming inside the drought-stressed trees.3 And there’s more. A recent study from the University of Utah published in the New Phytologist found that under heat stress, trembling Aspen trees can succumb to a process that even mimics a heart attack. The trees’ inner hydraulic system falters as they yank and yank at dry soil. A slow embolism unfolds. Drought is causing these heart attacks in Aspen trees as young as three years old.4 If we could hear their language, I think it might sound like screaming.


I thought of myself in that MRI scanner. The glowing ghosts of trees on the screen had emitted a sound. I tried to recall it. A high hum of cackling pixels. I didn’t have to ask what they were saying. I already knew. Perhaps my body, and the trees, were protesting pain in our own way. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so alone.


The language of trees begins with a sound but grows into a song. There is not one voice, but a symphony. Trees are a collective, and so to hear them, we have to be able to listen beyond the individual; we have to stretch toward the chorus instead of a singular note. In the forest, the trees speak of each other. No tree exists without their kin close by.


Western science used to argue that trees were competitors, in line with the Darwinian idea of survival of the fittest. But in recent decades, through the work of forest scientist Suzanne Simard and other researchers, they have found that trees are not rivals; they are in constant collaboration.5 Their language is community. They seem to know that the entire life of the forest rests on the flourishing of each individual working in tandem with one another. This is not an abstracted intuition; it occurs by a precise accounting and redistribution of nutrients. Trees never forget their collective responsibility to each other.


How do they speak to one another? How do they communicate their care? How do they hear? Through tree language.


Perhaps our human yearning for connection is answered in their vocabulary. There’s a fear, a promise, that somehow, we should be able to hear the trees. That we are missing a great song we used to know how to sing.


The author Paul Kingsnorth writes, “I wanted to be a tree, but I am not a tree. I wanted to sing to the forest, but no one ever taught me the words.”6 I, certainly, felt that same ache. I imagine many of us do. But trees are speaking. They are teaching us the words. To learn the language of trees, we must pay attention, from the ground of our shared soil. We must forget the written word. We must listen from the landscape of our bodies.


When I was very sick, I first started to learn the language of trees in the Rockies. A family of Aspens taught me by drawing me close.


The Rocky Mountains were formed by a series of orogenies, mountain-building events, that occurred 55 to 80 million years ago. Where there were once glaciers during the last ice age, now there are U-shaped valleys, carved out as the ice slowly advanced. This dramatic and rugged landscape was made by shifting tectonic plates, ice creep, and surge movement.


In this valley, the shimmering Maroon Creek canyon narrowed, leading toward a soaring cathedral of stone and ice, a 14,025-foot colossus that ascended with ease. This mountain kept watch over river, forest, people.


I had passed so many trees during my unhurried winter walks. It was slow going. But when I saw these three Aspens, perched on a slight bend overlooking Maroon Creek, I surrendered to the rhythm of the land. And stopped at their hearth.


The only sound was the river’s defiant roar below them, refusing to freeze even in the heart of winter. A baby Aspen was to my right, hip-height; two adults faced me. The larger of the three seemed like the elder. Perhaps I was among three generations. Was I the fourth?


At that time, I’d spent about a year in what felt like a Tibetan bardo, a liminal state between birth, death, and rebirth. My chronic health journey was like living at the bottom of a well. I felt thrust into an underworld, a tangle of darkness and dampness where I choked on raw bits of matter and clawed for the sun. I could not break through back to the surface, no matter how hard I tried. So many seconds were excruciating. I felt I’d been consumed by sickness. Eaten by the guts of it. Relief from the torrent was always fleeting, and soon, the next wave would come. The sheer torque of pain and the accompanying fear and sorrow were unbearable at times. How would I survive this?


I smelled Pine, ice, and sun. My hands wrapped around the baby Aspen’s branches, holding their twisted little hand. I rubbed the grains of white powder from their skin between my fingers. What were they saying? What could I hear? It was silent; I did not hear any words, except my own internal dialogue, on loop.


But in my own body, I felt a sensuous language. The sense of the tree seemed to fall from their hands into me. I felt a swelling vitality, such a contrast to my withering form. Our hand-to-hand contact held words. I could hear them. I could feel them.


Language is more than words, I thought. It’s embodied listening.


I touched my face with that white powder, taking them onto my body, borrowing some of their ardor. A language of intrinsic homecoming and unwavering care floated into my body. Was I projecting qualities onto them or hearing them? It felt as if the knowing came from both beyond me and within me at once. How generous, I thought. I can hear the trees.


This family of Aspen trees reminded me of my first language. A language of the senses. This language is beyond words but not without them. This language makes sense of experience through sensations as they arise one by one. Joy Harjo, the first Indigenous US poet laureate, writes, “The land is the first thing we ever knew. It is the first language we learned.”7 I’d forgotten how to speak it in the disconnection of living in the overculture, a term coined by author Clarissa Pinkola Estés to describe the Western norms of capitalism, patriarchy, and imperialism. How hungry I felt for a different way of speaking, communicating, and knowing. How rapturous I felt for this sensory aliveness.


The phenomenal world offers us unending sensory contact. Moment to moment, we can hear the natural world through our sensing bodies. The Earth speaks through sensation. We “hear” this language in our inner soma. Buzzing, tingling, warmth, coolness, heaviness, lightness, zinging, cramping, tightness, butterflies, the beat of the heart, the wave of the breath—this sensational call and response is always occurring. Place your hand on a tree. Feel what’s there. We do not speak the world, we feel it. And in that sensory interplay, a language is born.


Since we have two homes in this life—our physical body and the body of the Earth—and each only exists in relationship with the other, our mother tongue reflects this connection. This is an instinctual impulse, to experience the world through the sensing body. Our form is the linguistic portal to beyond-human kinship. Can we relearn the language of the land? A language that reflects our myriad web of relations?


When my mother was pregnant with me, she often walked along Maroon Creek in the Roaring Fork Valley. I like to imagine she passed by the particular Aspen family I met that day and who has been kin to me ever since. The science of epigenetics shows us that the environment a child experiences in utero, as well as the mother’s own genetics, sheds important light on inadequacies of care and resulting trauma and harm.8 Social conditions produce not only distinct meanings of health, risk, and disease, but also structure the very conditions of life.9 If “embodied harm” encapsulates how environmental factors can cause changes in one’s genes that create future risk, my experience points to embodied connection. I like to think I was better able to recognize my Aspen family because this was the ecological environment where my mother grew me. The Aspens, and this particular valley, are quite literally in my bones. The language of trees is likewise intergenerational too.


Aspen trees taught me their language. Aspens in North America (Populus tremuloides) are known as trembling Aspens due to their shaking and quaking leaves. Their vibrating hands tell stories. They are graceful, white deciduous beings native to the western United States, Canada, and Mexico, and they live an average of 150 years. Their shape speaks in riddles. Aspens are generally found at higher elevations of five thousand to twelve thousand feet, and unlike most trees, they grow year-round. Their outer bark contains a thin green photosynthetic layer that allows the tree to make sugars and keep growing, even when other trees are dormant. Their life cycle communicates creative care.


When standing in an Aspen forest, it’s clear to me that these trees each have a face. The poplar twiggall fly creates smooth, knot-like galls on the twigs of Aspens, which continue to expand for years, stretching into what look like eyes. Their faces are the dwelling place of their body’s language.


By their nature, Aspens are not solitary. An Aspen forest lives and dies as one, and each tree is genetically identical; they very literally embody community.10 In fact, Aspen trees only live between five and fifteen years when outside of their native habitat, severed from their community. Their world is their roots, soil, and the symbiotic organisms that are their family. Their lifespan and health are totally dependent on their connectedness to each other. Their entanglement speaks a language of exquisite belonging. Perhaps I was drawn to them because I ached to belong, too. Perhaps Aspens could teach me how.


There’s no language like the sound of the quivering Aspen. It’s like a hush from the hearth of the Earth. A soothing, familiar lull, for safety, sleep, surrender. The sound of the river and the sound of the Aspen’s shuddering leaves layer into each other—every note deeper on an ascending spiral—a sound shot clear through the universe. I let myself go on this quest—where I become tree, then water, then tree, until there is no distinct difference anymore. The sound of the Aspen tree is unlike any other.


To speak the language of trees, our first language of the land, we begin in the body. In the middle of my health catastrophe, I set out to study the relationship between humans and the Earth in my PhD research. The experience with the Aspen family had opened a great well of questions in me. What had happened that day? What else was possible?


In my doctoral research, I found that interoceptive awareness, also called our “eighth sense,” is our key to speaking the language of trees. Interoception is our body’s inner radar and denotes how closely we can feel our inner bodily signals, like heart rate, respiration, hunger, fullness, temperature, and pain.11 In my research, I discovered that interoception is also our doorway to the language of trees.


It works like this. Scientists theorize that interoceptive awareness, or body awareness, is essential to emotional regulation, and in my research, I found that it is also the foundation for creating a kinship with the Earth.12 If we can accurately sense inwardly, we can connect outwardly. Through a series of studies, I pioneered the discovery that interoception is our doorway into animacy and kinship with the living world. Sensing and feeling, not cognition or information. If we can learn the language of the senses, my research suggests, we can speak the language of nature. We can speak with nature.


Every time our heart beats, it sends a signal to our brain. Our body responds, moment-to-moment, to our internal visceral organs. Why does that matter? Because the degree of how aware and accurate we are of our inner world predicts the degree of closeness we can feel to the outer world. To put this very simply, if I can hear my own heartbeat, I can learn to hear the heart of the Earth.


I find this intuitive, and follow the lead of Indigenous peoples who long knew the importance of interspecies communion, but as a scientist, I now have the data and discovery to support that gut instinct. The more attuned we are to our inner sensational language, the more heightened our capacity to emotionally regulate and connect to another, whether that is a human or a tree.


“The eyes, the skin, the tongue, ears, and nostrils—all are gates where our body receives the nourishment of otherness. The world and I reciprocate one another,” writes David Abram in The Spell of the Sensuous.13 Indeed, the body is the portal to hearing, sensing, and communicating with the Earth. We can only know what we can contact, through our direct, lived, embodied fleshy living. Our breathing bodies long to remember the language of the trees.


We are each born with this innate ability, just like we are born to learn the language of the land, despite mobility differences, illness, or otherwise. The language of trees is the language of the senses. To hear them, we must also feel and hear our bodies. I understand the gravity of this request to a person in pain. But the great paradox is that coming tenderly, lovingly close to the sensations of my lived experience—even, at points, nearly impossible to bear—is the exact pathway that engenders my capacity to hear the living world.


In the middle of waiting for a diagnosis, and during a particularly hard spell of pain, I will never forget what my dear friend Kerry asked me. “Can you bear this?”


I remember how the question felt. Not What can stop the pain? or, worse, What is wrong with you? But rather, a kind invitation to step into my own spine.


I did not want to feel pain, but I could bear it. I could.


Instead of suppressing, numbing, or avoiding sensation, if we can slow down, notice, and feel what is occurring inside the body, a doorway to a universal language can open up. Through growing our discernment in interpreting these signals, we can cultivate the ability to speak the language of trees. As poet and philosopher Gaston Bachelard writes, “The words of the world want to make sentences.”14


By tuning in to our tendermost places, we develop an acuity and attunement to listen to the interiority of the trees. Hearing the Earth in their hurt and in their joy begins heart to heartwood. We can learn the language of the land yet. This mysterious material interflow will unfurl as we open. It’s not too late. As I walk through the forest knowing that Aspen trees have heart attacks because of drought, I place my hands on an Aspen’s body.


What is happening inside you?


Are you getting enough water?


Is your heart suffering?


The MRI results came back: NORMAL. I was equal parts relieved and filled with a deeper dread. My body certainly felt far from “normal,” but perhaps it was exactly this abnormality that was my window to witness the Earth’s ecosystems more clearly. Nothing, actually, was “normal.” The Earth is disappearing under our watch.


In that moment, I knew that I could never become well alone. I wished a doctor could tell me how my brain was connected to the tree roots, and how, if trees are sick, if Aspen trees are having heart attacks, humans naturally would feel the effects of that. Our human bodies—including our beating hearts—are the living world. I wished medical care acknowledged our ecologically entwined life instead of splitting my body into parts. When I opened the results to my blood labs I should see fossil fuel levels instead of my personal C-reactive protein levels, a common measurement of inflammation. When I imagined a diagnosis tuned beyond the binary of normal/abnormal, I see an MRI result that says: ENTANGLED. WEIRD. ANIMAL. Treatment plan: TREES.


In the soft warmth of a Los Angeles spring evening, I walked outside, the air thick with night-blooming jasmine. The dripping white five-petaled blooms hung like lanterns in the night. The aroma swept over me. I realized I was the only one pausing on the street to smell them. I breathed in—for those bound by troubling sickness, confined to Western medicine’s limited view of the body. I breathed in again—for the Earth—the weary, wonderful Earth.


I could sense I was created from a miracle and set into motion, just like the jasmine. I decided in that moment that if I had life, sense, and energy, so does a tree. I could intuit my healing was connected to theirs. I wanted to follow the patterns of nature. Leaf veins and lung bronchi, root tips and neural dendrites. Cell to cell, atom to atom, bacterial community to compost heap, dendrite to mycelium, synapse to rhizome. We live in a collective, chaotic spiral. I don’t understand it, but it’s home.


I looked around me. The moon poured its silvery liquid overhead, the Jacaranda tree wept their purple flowers at my feet, and the jasmine continued to give themself away. The Earth’s bounty is enormous. The Aspen family, the infinite trees. It’s all been given to us in good measure, pressed down, shaken together, and running over. The land is speaking, and we can learn their language. What delicious delights await us in these words beyond words beyond words?






[image: ]










Body Practice: Noticing Sensation


With all of the body practices, feel free to augment them for accessibility and access based on your body and your environment. These are suggestions, and there is no rule that they have to be followed precisely. The intention is to invite you into your body as you feel comfortable and to experience the landscape within. Each chapter will have one body practice and one tree practice. I recommend you do them together as they flow from the content of the chapter, but you can also do the ones that resonate more than others as you desire. With all the body practices, I recommend you try them at least twice a day for a week to fully notice their benefits. If possible, try them in nature. See if there is any difference in how you pay attention to your body among your Earth family. Enjoy and explore.


To begin learning the language of sensation, we will start very simply by tuning in and noticing the sensations that are here.


Wherever you are, find a comfortable position, whether sitting or lying down, where you can take about five uninterrupted minutes for this body scan.


The invitation of this practice is simply to notice physical sensation. This might be different from other mindfulness practices you have done. You do not need to shift your state, but just take note of it.


Begin by taking three deep breaths in through the nose and out through the mouth. Settle into your system.


Now, notice any temperature changes. Perhaps there are subtle shifts in the inhale or exhale. Is your breath quick? Easeful? Long and slow? What is the texture of the breath? What other sensations do you notice in your body? Is there tightness or ease anywhere? What does that feel like?


Now, turn your attention to what’s outside of your body. What textures, sensations, or temperatures do you notice?


After a few minutes in this space of gentle observation, bring your awareness back into your body and let go of the practice. Feel free to reflect with this chapter’s Growing Deeper questions, or simply take note of any expansion, lightness, or ease as a result of paying slightly closer attention to your body. If you do not notice any changes, that is fine, too. Body awareness takes time to develop, and you cannot do it wrong.







Tree Practice: Relationship with a Tree


For this practice, you are invited to create the very beginnings of a relationship with a tree that you will nurture as you experiment with the ideas and concepts throughout the book. In order to be consistent with the tree and encourage the relationship-building process, please choose a tree that is easy to access, perhaps close to home.


To find this tree, let yourself wander, and when you feel drawn to one, pause. Try not to overthink this, and just let your body lead you. Begin by introducing yourself to the tree in whatever way feels right, then listen back for the tree to introduce themself to you. You might take five minutes for this introduction. Then spend a few minutes in each other’s presence, with the sole intention of beginning a relationship. See what happens with an open mind.


Over the course of this book and for at least a week, try to spend at least twenty minutes every day with this tree. During your time together, I suggest having the intention of getting to know one another. You do not need to do anything specific beyond making yourself available.


As you spend time with this tree day by day, invite your senses to be present, mindful, and available to this relationship’s unfolding. Perhaps you get to know the tree and let the tree get to know you. Perhaps you share something with the tree and let the tree share something with you. Perhaps you spend time in stillness and mindfulness together. You might be surprised how you feel about this being after just a week of spending consistent time together. Think of it as building a sacred relationship with a tree.
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Growing Deeper




	Who is the tree you are building a relationship with? What has this process been like so far?


	
When I am with my tree, I sense [image: ] in my body.


	Over the days spent with my tree, I noticed [image: ].


	How have you experienced the language of the senses?


	When you were with your tree, how did the language of trees begin to unfold?


	Do you have experience practicing interoceptive awareness? What is one sensation that indicates you are tuning in to that eighth sense?
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The Body Is a Place




The body is the zero point of the world… My body is like the City of the Sun. It has no place, but it is from it that all possible places, real or utopian, emerge and radiate.


—MICHAEL FOUCAULT





It was March 2020, before I got sick. I’d woken up in the middle of the night. I could hear footsteps racing up the stairs, followed by screaming on the landing and the sound of gunshots. My heart pounded and sweat pooled on my face. But I could not move. I thought I was dead when, suddenly, sensation returned to my limbs, I sprang out of bed and raced into the hallway, only to hear the stillness of night. That was my first sleep paralysis experience. I’d been awake within a nightmare.


The next week, I decided to leave Brooklyn, my home of eight years, and seek refuge in New Mexico. I felt connected to that land. My grandfather died in Albuquerque when he was twenty-seven, leaving behind my grandmother and my mother, who was only three years old at the time. In those days, they didn’t let children into the hospital room. After getting a terminal cancer diagnosis while serving in the Korean War, he was flown back. There he was, taking his last breath. She told me she’d pressed her face to the glass of his Veteran Affairs hospital room to say goodbye. Years later, I still think of my mother’s face, all squishy red cheeks on that cold, hard glass.


During lockdown in New Mexico, I volunteered for a COVID-19 hotline. I was desperate to be useful. The dissolution of felt, enfleshed, collective care hurt more than the social island I lived on. I’d patch into the system and get automatically connected to someone seeking stability in an impossibly unstable world. We were guided to create “islands of coherence” for callers. Yet no one—not the volunteer counselors, the supervisors, and certainly not me—had a sense of ground.


“This is Lindsay with the New York COVID support hotline. How can I help you?” I asked caller number four of the day.


“I’m immunocompromised, and I don’t want to catch it through the window,” a woman told me.


“How close is your window to the street, ma’am?” I asked.


“I’m on the second floor.”


The phone line fell silent.


“I want to see the sun,” she added, “but I’m scared to open the window. Everyone who dies looks like me.”


I heard the subway rattling the windowpane. Click-clack-click-clack.


“I understand. I hear you. This is really scary.”


She explained that she was hiding from the window on the other side of the room. I let the space breathe.


“Maybe—I could open it just a little?”


Rattling pops like the breaking of brittle dinosaur bones indicated she was creaking open the window.


The luminosity of the sun radiates at about 3.86 × 1026 watts every second. Since we are around 150 million kilometers from the sun, only a fraction of that light reaches the Earth. Yet it’s enough. Every photosynthesizing plant, tree, and algae gets what they need to convert light into chemical energy. Magic. Sunlight takes around 8.5 minutes to reach us. We are fed constantly with waves of dispersions of solar fire.


This incandescent power had found her. Her breathing shifted from rapid and short to slow and deep. The place of her body had met the place of the sun. And in that warming, glowing orb, I sensed her relief. Together, we listened to the waterfalls of light.


The body is a place. A topography, geography, and landscape. We are watersheds, valleys, and great basins. We are plateaus, canyons, and ravines. The specificity, location, and dynamic life of the place of our bodies is the pathway to relationship with our Earth family. We can only know a place from a vantage point, a perspective, and a view. Our bodies are that horizon.




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
L)
G
I D

balance





OEBPS/images/9781538778579.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_sline.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_leaf.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
HEART
WOOD

The Wisdom and Healing
Kinship of Trees

LINDSAY
BRANHAM

ccccccc





