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What people are saying about

A Spell in the Forest


The poet who reignites within us passion and wonder for the living world does as much for the healing of the planet as any ecologist. Roselle Angwin is one such poet.


Fred Hageneder, author of The Spirit of Trees and The Living Wisdom of Trees


Seeking the stories beneath the stories, the poet Roselle Angwin explores the forest of Brocéliande and the hidden mysteries of Arthurian and Celtic myth in this delightful immersion at the forest’s heart, where its inhabitants, seen and unseen, have their own tales to tell.


Caitlín Matthews, Celtic scholar, author of Diary of a Soul Doctor and Celtic Visions


…a book in which to immerse yourself, letting go into the deep richness of the forest and its old tales…


Emma Restall-Orr, author on subjects such as pagan ethics and animism, one-time head of the British Druid Order, now managing a nature reserve and natural burial ground


Endorsements from course participants on Tongues in Trees


I have been following a rather wonderful online course, formulated and run by the remarkable poet, author and facilitator Roselle Angwin. The course is called ‘Tongues in Trees’ and invites us each month to observe a particular tree associated with the Celtic Ogham calendar. We are encouraged to relate in a creative way to the trees, through poetry, prose, folklore, land art and ritual. It is, in itself, a truly holistic introduction to each species… but I think the deeper knowledge and understanding of trees and their huge importance in the life of our planet will take me a lifetime.


This course has been an absolute turning point for me. Roselle has brought to my attention the vast richness of the knowledge pertaining to both individual tree species but also the holistic understanding of the importance of trees in the ecosphere (which includes us!).


Roz Cawley


Taking part in this course has made 2019 extraordinary. I have always loved and felt connection with trees, but this is the year I have communicated with trees. I am deeply grateful to Roselle Angwin for her integrity, generosity and for sharing her fascinating writings. My internal and external landscapes have been profoundly enriched.


Leonie Charlton


‘Mindfulness’ is a buzz word at the moment but this course has enabled so much more – a sort of mind-allthesenses-spiritfulness and an enriched awareness of trees as the wonderful, sentient, numinous and giving entities that they are. Roselle’s course modules are brilliant – full of information and suggestions while being open-ended, motivating and inspiring.


This is an update of something that I wrote near the beginning of the course. Since then the sentiment that it expresses has only become richer and deeper: I have never taken trees for granted. But this course has made me more aware of, as well as an aesthetic/spiritual connection with them, an almost visceral bond which I feel I have experienced before – either in this life or another, in this world or another.


Sheena Odle


‘Tongues in Trees’ has been an immersive, transformative experience. I can’t recommend it highly enough. Roselle’s sense of wonder and depth of wisdom have transformed my relationship with the Ogham trees and made me more open to the natural world.


Gabrielle O’Donovan


I had thought I was reasonably switched on, but this course has taken me way beyond that; still much more switching on to do but Roselle has gifted us a magnificent portal through which to dive deeper. I have individual trees I will engage with whenever I can and lots more to get to know – it has been truly marvellous and magical.


Ali Walters
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The way we see the world shapes the way we treat it. If a mountain is a deity, not a pile of ore; if a river is one of the veins of the land, not potential irrigation water; if a forest is a sacred grove, not timber; if other species are biological kin, not resources; or if the planet is our mother, not an opportunity – then we will treat each other with greater respect. This is the challenge, to look at the world from a different perspective.


David Suzuki
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Tongues in Trees


First it was the big old fir in the orphaned


lambs’ field at my cousins’ where, astride


a curved limb, I learned to hear the whisperings


of cedar. That was before Uncle died.


Next it was the cherry; two, in fact,


making a fairy tale of a bungalow garden.


If in spring I climbed high enough


no one could find me for blossom.


Then, solitary adolescent with an old red


bike and a penchant for melancholia


and wild, I found the greenwood, and the ruins


of the hermit’s chapel with its well and thorn tree.


At university, in the city, I filled the bath


with cut willow intending, I said, to weave baskets.


Instead, I let it sprout; lost and uprooted


as I was, willow was my green company.


Now, I walk out into this startling green blizzard


of chlorophyll each morning, every tree shouting


its jubilation of leaves. I know all their names,


though these days I prefer to let them be nameless.


Roselle Angwin









Introduction

The What, The Why, The How

Alongside the accelerating and unprecedented environmental destruction by our species that characterises our time, there is in parallel another and much more positive movement. This is a fast-growing international upsurge of interest in trees, accompanied by some astonishing science (of which more below).


What’s also heartening is that the resurgence of interest in trees and forests isn’t simply an interest in what trees might do for us, but in trees in and for themselves. In my view, one of the worst excesses of our time, encouraged by our Judeo-Christian heritage that stated that we had dominion over the planet and her species, is the viewing of the other-than-human as a ‘resource’, as if everything was put here for our benefit and control. This gathering shift in perspective is uplifting; it seems to me to be one of the most hopeful signs of change, or at least the potential for change.


Although it doesn’t belong in this book, I’m also heartened by the swift-growing worldwide initiatives for forest gardens, which would transform our currently-devastating agricultural practices. Forest gardens allow us to replicate successful and biodiverse ecosystems that produce perennial food crops in symbiotic or at least synergistic layered vertical systems that will not only act as carbon sinks and habitat but also have a much lighter footprint than annual cropping, which devastates soil ecosystems and encourages erosion. Taking up a great deal less space to feed the people of the world means that our current population could co-exist alongside a serious and diverse regreening of our planet and a restoration of habitat, tree cover and species. Once you start to look into forest gardening and its companion, permaculture, no other method of food production makes much sense.


If you are reading this book, I guess you’re already interested in trees. I’d love to think that this book might help entwine you ever more deeply with the other-than-human, in this case the tree community, and that this will bring your life into further harmony with the rest of this beautiful planet.



A crisis of meaning

In our past, not only our physical survival but some of our sense of meaning came from an awareness and direct experience of our connectedness with the land and the other-than-human. Animals, birds and plants, including of course trees were, I like to think, seen as marvellous companions, sharing with us our journey around our star; sharing in, perhaps, what we deemed to be sacred. At least, the rituals of our prehistoric ancestors, and the cave art they left behind, suggests that our view of flora and fauna was rooted in mystery and awe more than in the purely utilitarian.


At our current stage in history a great number of those species no longer exist, and our prey animals are largely shut away from our view in factory farms. At this point in the 21st century my guess is that more children haven’t seen a cow, a sheep, a pig, a chicken ‘in the flesh’ than have. The Oxford Junior Dictionary’s recent excision of common nature words like acorn and conker tells us so much about our contemporary values. I also imagine that more children haven’t built a den in the woods, or climbed a tree, or skinny-dipped in a river than have – probably by quite a long way.


Anyone who grew up with a cat or a dog, or a horse, will know that the kind of uplift and companionship offered by such an ‘other’ is unmatched by anything else. And trees have, or had, a strong presence in children’s lives, and in the fairy stories that are so frequently rooted, at least in northern Europe, in woodland or a forest, with its secrets and terrors as well as its pleasures and enchantments.


The level of detachment from the rest of the natural world experienced in our Western societies is unprecedented. Alongside this exile – for exile it is – in a worst-case scenario, go our imaginative capabilities and a child’s opportunity to learn about compassion.


While this is far from related simply to our deracination and disconnection from the other-than-human, I do believe that a lack of such natural relationships in our lives on a regular basis adds to a sense of meaninglessness, and certainly disconnect: we are isolated beings spinning around in space with sometimes no awareness of any kind of web of being in which we, too, are held.





Gifts of the trees

However, in addition to my proposal that the other-than-human also offers us both joy and a sense of meaning, for a moment let’s recap what trees do for us on the physical level, giving their abundance so freely:



	Produce oxygen (during the daytime, anyway; and they produce four times as much as they need themselves)

	Sequester carbon dioxide, which clearly helps to mitigate climate change; or would do if we weren’t logging, worldwide, around 18.7 million acres of forests annually, which amounts to 27 soccer fields every minute (2019 data). Trees are composed of between 75% and 95% carbon, which is absorbed from the air

	Prevent soil erosion

	Prevent flooding

	Offer shade and shelter

	Play a vital role in the harmony of the hydrological cycle, and ensure a supply of clean water

	Keep the air around and land beneath them cool

	Supply timber for all aspects of building houses, boats, making furniture, fences, containers, fuel, woodchip, sawdust, mulches

	Supply food, medicines, fibres for clothing (viscose, rayon, bamboo fibres), dyestuffs

	Allow us to make paper



And for insects, animals, birds:



	Food

	Homes

	Shelter

	Protection from predators



Max Adams in The Wisdom of Trees has an ironic little passage called ‘What Trees Do’ in which he describes what engineers are currently trying to – well, engineer: a device that will harvest sunshine, capture carbon dioxide and not pollute the planet. ‘The task is to construct a manufactory in which sunlight, water and air are harvested and sugars are produced and refined’, with the potential for indefinite sustainability.


He then offers six specifications for the engineers to consider, and concludes that we already have such a device: a tree.





The healing power of trees

We know (perhaps have always known, consciously or otherwise, but science is just catching up) how simply walking in a forest can be healing for a human. Undoubtedly experiencing the presence of trees, and the colour green, in a broadleaf forest is in itself both uplifting and calming.


It’s no surprise that walking in a forested area has an impact on the immune system that walking in an urban area doesn’t. Leaving on one side the psychological effects, there has been a certain amount of scientific research that confirms that the phytoncides emitted by trees as part of their own protection system can lower blood pressure, lower the heart rate, lower cortisol or stress hormone levels and therefore reduce stress, as well as boosting a sense of wellbeing and also the immune system, which of course helps in the long term to reduce the chances of developing the diseases of our time, such as cardiovascular illness and cancer.


And it’s not just phytoncides. Scientists tell us that when human beings see the colour green, particularly in a natural environment, our bodies manifest chemical and psychological signs of reduced stress and that too helps lower cortisol.1


We’re only now beginning to rediscover what the ancients knew: how spending time among trees is one of the best approaches to health and healing. It’s so significant that recently Japan spent several million dollars in a ‘forest-bathing’ (‘shinrinyoku’) research programme studying the physiological and psychological effects of spending time wandering in a forest.2


Trees also act as mediators on a psychic level, once you learn to ‘speak their language’.


To learn to cherish, I believe, in anything other than the abstract, we need to know that which we wish to cherish; we need to be familiar with its ways; we need to learn to understand and love it. It seems urgent that humans learn to really get to know, and really explore our interdependence with, other species, and recognise the significance and essential (in both senses) nature of a relationship of reciprocal affinity.


It’s to this end that I take groups of people out to work in the woods. By introducing people to the experience of being with individual tree species and trees, I hope first to enable a deepening, and then perhaps to begin to shift participants’ perspectives from the anthropocentric to the ecocentric via, in this case, the arbocentric. As we heal ourselves walking in the woods, so we can start to ‘give back’ and heal our relationship with the other-than-human.





The community of trees

We are only just now learning quite how many extraordinary processes go on out of sight, underground, in trees. Beneath our feet, invisible, is that vast web of interlinked mycelia that might perhaps be more ‘forest’ than the visible tribe of trees. A mature tree will have around five miles of root systems, but its mycorrhizal network (‘fungal highways’) could extend around the circumference of the planet. (George McGavin)


Recent research shows the extent of communication within the trees’ root systems via the mycorrhizal networks that transmit messages, alerts, carbons and sugars between trees.


We know that trees live in an interlinked community that is more than simply many individuals existing in a forest. We know that they tend to thrive better in such communities. We know that trees can choose to ‘feed’ each other when one is weak.


In any forest, there are ‘hub trees’ or ‘mother trees’ that nurture their own young: they send excess carbon through fungal networks to their understorey seedlings and saplings, which they can differentiate from other species’.


We know, says Peter Wohlleben in his amazing book The Hidden Life of Trees, from work undertaken by Massimo Maffei at the University of Turin that trees can also differentiate between their own roots and those of relatives.


‘Mother trees’ will even reduce their own root competition to make room for their own offspring. When such trees are injured or dying, they can transmit carbon and defence signals to their own young, increasing their chances of survival.


And it seems trees will also help neighbouring trees of the same species if necessary, even if they aren’t related: sometimes, for instance, you will see an old stump, even a centuries’ old stump, sprouting green. Wohlleben tells us that this is because it’s being fed sugars by others of its species nearby. When trees die, they seem actively to channel their own nutrients back into the collective ‘placenta’. In other words, each tree nourishes and sustains the others.


Woodland, forest, strikes me as a perfect example of the individual and the community being gracefully, harmoniously and inextricably part of each other. Trees offer themselves so freely, so immediately, to the imagination, and to our responding with story, indent, and in metaphor.





The spiritual aspect


‘…only people who understand trees are capable of protecting them.’


Peter Wohlleben




I believe that when we walk among trees, or notice a particular tree, a kind of exchange happens. As I have written elsewhere, in my experience trees love to be met. That might sound anthropomorphic – but it happens.


Trees have always figured in human awareness, in all cultures. (Think of the Tree of Life; the Tree of Knowledge; the Tree of Good and Evil. Think of talking trees, and of walking trees, in fairy and folk tales. Many dreamers have been ‘taken’ under a tree. Thomas the Rhymer is an example, taken to Faeryland when under a Hawthorn tree.) Our imagination is caught by trees, and we relate to them for more than the physical gifts they offer so freely. Wouldn’t you say this is true?


I am thinking it might be useful to speak of my understanding of the spiritual aspect of relating to trees. What do I mean by ‘spiritual’? In this context, an awareness of subtle dimensions of being beyond the physical/manifest. ‘That which animates’, is another way of speaking of it. Crudely, everything we might sense (intuit or feel) but can’t perceive with our physical senses, although they may lead us there. A sense of a lively and different intelligence in the other-than-human world.


To unpack this a bit: the path I follow in my own life, and out of which has arisen this material, is a convergence of Zen mindfulness practice (being present), mysticism, and an earth-centred spirituality which draws on Bardic and Druidic wisdom teachings.


The reference point for my life, my practice and for the course from which this book arose is that there are non-material planes of being that manifest on the physical plane. Everything around us shares in the web of life, and contributes its own particular characteristics and qualities of energy to that web.


I begin with the belief that everything is sacred and worthy of respect and cherishing. (It’s for this reason, by the way, that I have perhaps rather irritatingly, given each tree a capital initial, as if a proper noun: as a reminder. Fred Hageneder does that in his tree books; and I see that Glennie Kindred has done so in her own recent book too.)


According to this picture, on the densest plane, the physical plane, it may look as if everything is separate, as it appears in differentiated form. This is how we can create deep relationships – via an individual (human, animal, tree and so on). Yet through that individual we learn about the whole. And yet, if we shift our gaze from the one Silver Birch with which we have formed a bond and look beyond it, as it were, to Forest, already we start to see how the whole, the tree collective, has a different, connected, quality of being – trees working in community, in synergy.


If we imagine the soil beneath our feet, we now know what a vast interconnected network exists – not just of tree roots but also of a collaboration of different species, such as fungi, aiding each other’s survival.


Beyond this again, beyond Forest, mystics have always known and scientists too are beginning to recognise, are the physical but also the energetic and invisible webs that link us all through different dimensions of consciousness. The concept that might best embody this invisible energetic spirit field is the Indian notion of ‘prana’. Prana is that particular subtle energy, the life-force, that animates the universe and everything in it.


So when we connect with a tree, we’re connecting not only with the biological organism: cells, xylem and phloem, roots, sap, heartwood, bark, trunk, branch, twig, leaf, fruit and so on, but also with a quality of energy that is unique firstly to the species, and secondly to that particular tree. A tree will be taking in air, light, water – and prana (as we all are). All of those qualities are transformed in a tree – or in any other being, and in one form or another are also transmitted, including to us.


When we walk in the woods and feel a particular sense of wellbeing, only some of that is attributable to, for instance, the phytoncides that the tree emits as part of its own immune defence system and which have a beneficial effect on us and our immune systems, and only some in relation to the colour green, as I mentioned above. Yet further, some of it is the experience of prana, in this case emanating from trees and taken in by ourselves and, by the same token, vice versa.


Each tree participates in a vast ecosystem of consciousness, in which we are all interdependent. Each tree ‘tribe’ and each individual tree expresses a specific quality of archetypal energy, its own ‘take’ on prana – hence the tree calendar alphabet with its depiction of archetypes.


In the moment when we pay attention to the being of the tree, we are also opening a channel for a reciprocal relationship between human and tree. Our job is to be awake to all this: to practise the art of tuning-in to these general and specific qualities; to try and be aware of the exchange of prana and the interrelationship of types of consciousness.


Waking up to this, and to how an individual – tree or human (or anything else) – manifests its own particular gift and qualities from its physical DNA and also its energetic blueprint – the archetype behind it – and to a recognition of how necessary each is to the whole, is part of the tacit underpinning of my work here and what I am putting to you, the reader. One of our practices is to ‘tune in’ to individual tree; beyond that, to individual species; beyond that again to tree tribe; and thus to Tree. To bring back news of it.


And to remember – and feel again – the experience of unity that being in a wood or forest can inspire in us. In the simplest words, to slip the bounds of separative ego and feel oneself to be part of, not apart.


William Anderson in his inspiring book on the Green Man says it well:



‘When an affection for a particular plant or tree is aroused in us we are linked through an emotional bond, more subtle and immediate than the effect of scent, to the greater world of vegetation of which the plant or tree is a part. It is a deep, wise, world, one to which we can only respond because we possess it in our own natures and in the instinctive symbolism of the soul, in the tree of life that forms the spinal column, in the roots of our feet and legs, in the branches of our arms, and in the flowering and fruiting of our thoughts and feelings in the crown of our head.’




And there is a further aspect. As humans, we are meaning-making, or at least meaning-seeking, creatures, and one of the ways we access the means of assuaging this need is through the imagination, and the symbolic life. This is where Soul finds itself most at home: that moist ground between physical being, feeling, imagination and meaning, all seasoned with something of the spiritual, the sacred.


Trees offer themselves so freely, so immediately, to the imagination, and to our responding with story, poetry and in metaphor. The course, and this book, rely heavily on that.





The Ogham tree calendar

Part 11 of this book focuses on 13 native trees, and their significance to our Celtic forebears (there are other sacred trees, too, but these are the ones I focus on).


The book’s life sprang from two sources.


One was my personal experiences of and musings on trees, forest and the greenwood from my childhood and adulthood both, but in parallel much time spent over a few decades, initially occasionally but over the last few years frequently, in a forest in Finistère, Brittany, identified by some with, or at least as a fragment of, the ancient Brocéliande of the Grail corpus.


The second pathway is that for over five years now at the time of writing I’ve been leading workshops called ‘Tongues in Trees’ under the banner of ‘The Wild Ways’, a programme of outdoor courses with writing and other creative arts as means of reflection, exploration and expression. Initially these workshops were offered as day courses, and then as an online yearlong course. The aim behind them has been to enable individuals to reconnect creatively, practically and empathically with the other-than-human on many levels simultaneously.


The course has been rooted in what’s known as the Celtic Tree Calendar and Alphabet associated with Druidic practices*.


It’s hard to over-state the importance and significance of trees, tree-lore, and wood-lore to our Celtic ancestors. Many Celtic and Gaulish tribes were named after trees. Indeed, widespread in worldwide pre-industrial societies, including the Indo-European, was the belief the trees were our ancestral forebears, or that humans were created from trees. (It is still true to say that without trees, we are nothing. Tragically, in the world at present, we are on the inevitable trajectory, manifest most noticeably in climate change, of a scale of deforestation that could yet lead to our species, along with most others, being simply wiped-out.)


In Welsh, many words that concern wisdom, knowledge and consciousness employ the word ‘wydd’, meaning ‘wood’; including the Welsh word for Druid, ‘derwydd’. There are similarities in other European languages, where ‘vid’, or ‘wis’, connected too with wise, wit, and probably vision, (possibly even wizard and witch), also means ‘tree’.


‘Druid’ might derive from the word for Oak, ‘dru’, or ‘duir’ (which has another meaning, too – as I suggest later in the chapter entitled ‘The Wisdom of Trees’), coupled with ‘vid’, wise or wisdom.


There’s a clear line to be found here. In proto-Celtic languages Oak was ‘daru’ or ‘derwā’. A possible etymology for ‘Druid’ is most marked in the Brythonic family group of the Celtic tongue: the Welsh ‘derwenn’, the Cornish ‘derowen’ and the Breton ‘dervenn’. The Goidelic branch offers words for Oak that are not dissimilar: in both Old and Modern Irish Gaelic the word is ‘dair’; in Scottish Gaelic ‘darach’. (Manx has ‘daragh’.)


Throughout recorded history, and certainly at least since the time of Taliesin the Bard in the 6th century CE, the Bards of Britain have used the metaphor of ‘wood’ to describe words, especially poetry. Perhaps this is in part due to our human use of wood and bark for writing over such a long period of history, but it’s more than likely that it reflects the value our ancestors vested in trees, for themselves, as presences, and so would naturally make trees central symbols in their worldview. No surprise, then, that trees might become glyphs, representing what we now know as letters, and also signifying months in a calendar.


There were certain trees that were sacred to our pagan ancestors of the Celtic lands, specifically associated, supposedly, with the Druids. Collectively, they became known as the trees of the Celtic (or even pre- or proto-Celtic) Ogham alphabet (sometimes mistakenly called runes), which was in use, some sources say, from perhaps as early as 2200 BCE; or perhaps from 600 BCE according to other sources, to around 700 CE (records vary).


Each of these trees marked a month of the turning year, and signified a letter, too, with individual trees being chosen for the way their natural qualities seemed to reflect certain metaphysical concepts which we could apply to certain times of year.


I want to stress that what I outline here is not intended to be either a definitive or scholarly contribution to any kind of ‘truth’ in relation to a Celtic Tree Alphabet/Calendar. It represents my own sense of an archetypal symbolic system that works for me on an imaginative level, that’s all. I hope that readers will feel free to disagree with me and find their own tree-calendar, one that works for them.


I find Ogham to be a fine way of marking the months, with each tree representing a lunar month as well as a letter.


I have generally followed Robert Graves’ system of tree-months and corresponding letters from his seminal book The White Goddess; even though this book has received a great deal of scholarly and not-so-scholarly derision, it ‘feels’ right to me, with some exceptions. However, sometimes I’ve departed from it, and generally I’ve made free with this calendar, as suits my imagination and decades of hands-on experience. I don’t pretend this is in any way an academic book: it’s intended more as a prompt to the poetic imagination.


There are many who follow different ascriptions from Robert Graves, and an altogether different number of trees and tree-species and different datings in the Celtic Tree Calendar. (There are many who dispute the veracity of any of this, too.) There are a number of different versions of the Ogham alphabet – the Book of Ballymote which, it is said, is a fourteenth century (or earlier) compilation of older texts, lists 150. Many of the better-known versions don’t agree: on the trees included, the number of trees in a full alphabet, and the order of the trees and their letters.


We can’t know at this late stage from a largely oral tradition exactly how the early calendar/alphabets were laid out; for me, though, the thirteen-month system for many reasons seems relevant. Graves puts forward fixed dates, whereas if it is indeed a lunar calendar (my own sense too), each month’s, and year’s, dates would shift as the moon’s phases do – in other words, in our solar calendar the phases of the moon aren’t a neat annual fit. I’ve stuck with Graves’ dates though as it makes everything simpler.


* The picture of what we know about Druidry, its history and its practices is confused and controversial. Much is a piecing-together of snippets; some is conjecture; some belongs to recent neo-pagan Druid Revivalism. Some people insist the Druids didn’t ever exist. The evidence, and there’s much of it, not least from Ancient Greek and Roman writers, is that Druidry and its practitioners most definitely did exist, though perhaps not in the romantic and also grisly way in which they’re often portrayed. In any case, though, there are literal truths and there are symbolic truths. Whether or not we have an ‘accurate picture’ of Druid history is academic (in both senses) to me: what’s relevant is that the symbolism of the Tree Calendar is a very effective way of deepening my spiritual practice tree by tree, month by month, year by year.




See also the notes on the Song of Amergin in Part 11.










How This Book Works

‘Tongues in Trees’ until now has run as a hands-on outdoor workshop, under my guidance, and then an online course (both self-study and mentored), as I mentioned above. The remit has been simple but the effects often profound, with an early participant mentioning on social media that four years after she attended a one-day version of this workshop with me it has changed her relationship to trees entirely and permanently. At the end of 2018 I launched the yearlong ‘Tongues in Trees’ programme. This, alongside the time I’ve spent over a few years in a forest in Brittany, forms the roots of this book, which is written largely through the lens of my personal experience, coupled with study.

The book is in three parts. The first more personal part occupies itself with some aspects of what we know of trees, and their botanical, cultural and ecological history and mythological/symbolic significances as well as my more lyrical riffs on Forest.

The second is a more in-depth look at 13 particular sacred trees native to and embedded in the consciousness of the Celtic lands of Great Britain, covering a solar year through the trees representing, loosely, lunar months.

You may just want to read this book. But if you would like to approach it in a more experiential way, part three, the final short section, includes the briefs for inspiration and practice coupled with the symbolic representations of the individual tree-species’ mythic qualities that I offer participants in the course programme for use as a creative process to bring about the deep immersion in the tree tribe. This part, and the book, closes with, I suppose, a look at the help we can give, as humans, on a practical level to trees and the planet, as a possible antidote to all the destruction at our hands.

The purpose of the creative aspect is twofold. One part is to feed your imaginal life and hopefully your creative and reflective writing so that new fragments, indents, stories, essays or prose passages might arise from your work over this year. I strongly encourage you to keep a ‘yearbook’ of this work in the form of a really nice biggish notebook in which to keep your notes and writings, any photographs or sketches, bark rubbings, pressed leaves, ideas and quotes.

However, a large part of my intention with such work is to re-envision and hopefully transform our relationship to the other-than-human, as I mentioned in the Introduction. The earth does not belong to us; we belong to the earth. The point of the book is to enable, in however small a way, a reader to become more intimate with the significance, and sentience, of the astonishing tree realm which not only shares our planet but also sustains our and other species’ life on this planet.

You will, I hope, feel a deeper immersion in and relationship with trees, forest and all its inhabitants by the end of your year with trees, if you choose to follow this route.













PART I

 THE FOREST








The Greenwood

Finally you open your eyes. The meadow’s tall grasses curtain you; beyond, the blue hills rise. Emergent sun hazes their summits. You sit up. There ahead of you is the little path, and in the stone wall a small wooden gate.

You stand. Below in the valley swallows and martins skim the mist from the morning river. You stretch. The conversations of birds; the song of the water. Your hand lifts the old wooden latch. You step through. You slip into the green of the woods as into a silk dress.

The path rises gently, sprinkled with light. It’s May and the land is alight with white blossom. The wood swims with the scent of bluebells; the air is lilac with it. A thousand wild bees drone. You’re alone and it’s the first day.

In the green glade pass the ruins of the hermit’s chapel with its green dreams, the short walls grassed and blackbird-capped; the spring bubbling and chattering.

Follow the path in and out of sunlight. Oaks and ashes season the woodland; first bursts of honeysuckle; and look! – in the shade of this larch a host of goldcrests, a corona around your head.

Your feet firm on the good earth. Here there’s no need for shoes, you can shake out the creases in which you hide; the truth is as it is, all around you, spread out.

The trees thin out, a little. In the undergrowth of campion, stitchwort, bramble there are rustles of lives going about their daily cycles. A wren skitters out; a bluetit. A very young vole, the length of your top finger joint, scurries across the path, over your feet, unafraid. In the distance a woodpecker knocks.

Soon, you will arrive. The green glade in the green day; summer still to come; and you are young, you are now, you are always. The threshold waits; and its guardian; and question and response will spring and be answered simultaneously, with no words. You pass through.

And there it is – waiting all your life for you, there before questions, before answers. You knew, and forgot that you knew.








The Forest


the old gods live in stones in trees

in mountains rivers earth and sea

we give each one a human name

and hope familiarity will tame

their raw primeval energy

our minds may settle not to see

beyond our rationality –

our hearts know better all the same

the old gods live

though locked away with reason’s key

in waking hours, they struggle free

to seize our dreamtime and reclaim

their own – then it’s a different game

the old gods live

Sheena Odle



I spend part of my year in a hamlet in a clearing in an ancient largely broadleaf forest in Brittany. A short walk away through the forest is a charming little town with its lake. The forest is populated by, among trees and plants, animals and birds, insects and humans, huge granite boulders like great sleeping animals, rock and tree cohabiting, adapting to and frequently fusing with each other. (In this way, it reminds me of my local Devon Wistman’s Wood, on Dartmoor which, while being an enchanted fragment of ancient forest too, is on a much smaller scale than the wood in Finistère.) This is where I come for stillness, to write, to feel the expansive spaciousness that is ours when we stop cramming every minute full.

This is also where I learn from trees, though to start with I thought I was coming to learn about trees, not from them. This is where, too, I find green healing, remember the way a tree joins heaven and earth – arguably our task, also, psychologically, metaphorically, in our inner lives.

I walk the forest, listen for the birds, the rivers, the cascades, the stories of the wildwood that rustle in the leaves above me and the growth on every side, try and stay aware of the great interlocking network beneath my feet, the mycorrhizal web that keeps each tree in connection with the all, the forest, and carries its own stories of carbon, sugars, water, messages from tree to tree. How much we can learn from such an underground ecosystem – invisible, utterly interconnected, vital.

In the forest, I tread paths trodden since at least the Iron Age (the great oppidum, known as ‘Arthur’s Camp’, crowning the forest, is mentioned in Caesar’s De Bello Gallico, The Gallic Wars, and I like to think that it was the last village to hold out in the face of Roman invasion, as in Asterix the Gaul) and probably since the Bronze Age and the Neolithic before that; maybe even longer. (A kilometre or so away, no doubt part of the original huge megalithic site, is a rock ‘abri’3, where artefacts have been found that date the site to the Mesolithic.) The local prehistoric tribe, the Osismes, have certainly shaped the history, culture and stories in this land of Finistère. Finis-terre. The end of the earth.

In, as well as beyond, the forest, our ancestors live on visibly in the great structures they’ve left; structures whose purposes we’re unclear on, but that they had purpose we can be sure. The area is dotted with menhirs, dolmens, tumuli – great longbarrows, allées couvertes, dating from the late Neolithic or the early Bronze Age, some standing for more than 5000 years.

One menhir stands right beside a hamlet: almost domestic in its benign presence, it has accumulated graffiti over the centuries: a curly-tailed pig, a donkey, a house. One very beautiful tumulus is in a carefully-tended meadow adjoining a small town and from its orientation and lack of trace of burials was probably used for ritual purposes. In the long allée couverte at Commana I smile at the inscribed pairs of breasts – the Great Mother – and the inscribed ‘axes’ that to me look much more like phalluses, but there – who am I to question the experts?

Next to the supermarket, where a road bisects what was clearly a significant prehistoric ritual site stretching over a large area, is a massive mushroom-shaped dolmen, four or five times the height of a human, still standing proud, if isolated, in its incongruous co-opted modern-day site.

Near my favourite pool is a stumpy little standing stone, or menhir, from the late Stone Age that went walkabout for a decade or two, then reappeared.

All of this seems to have grown out of the broadleaf forest that was itself probably once a symbolically, as well as actually, significant site stretching over a large part of Armorica, now Brittany.

Trees also somehow mediate between ourselves and a different reality, a different order of consciousness – pre-verbal, post-verbal, trans-verbal, non-verbal – I find it such a relief, often.

In the forest I step into a different kind of time. It’s not simply that it – in human terms – so clearly stretches back so far into the past, but also that it allows me what Thoreau described as a ‘broad margin’ to my day, and my life. I love this; love the unaccustomed spaciousness where I’m not striving for anything, trying to complete anything, trying to get to the end of/get on top of anything; be responsible to anyone; I’m simply letting the natural rhythms of my day and night unfold in forest time. Everyone needs a broad margin to their day.
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