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Disclaimer


The information given as part of this book is strictly for educational and entertainment purposes. In absolutely no way is it meant as a substitute for proper medical diagnosis and treatment by registered healthcare professionals. It is very strongly recommended that you consult a licensed healthcare practitioner for any physical or psychological ailments you may have.





Introduction

My aim in writing this book is to inspire you to find and create your own practical and meaningful way of working with the magic and mystery of the ancient Celtic Ogham and its trees, for both divination and as a part of your daily life and spiritual practice – if you have one. Once upon a time the Ogham was considerably more than the tree alphabet we know it as today. Many people are drawn to the Ogham precisely because they feel a deep affinity for trees, so the focus of this book is on its associated trees. I have also endeavoured to include their original meanings and other useful information to assist you.

This book is not a history text on the ancient Ogham and does not claim to be. Instead, I have allowed the history of the Ogham and the old sources that give us the meanings behind each of its symbols, as well as later folklore and legend, to inspire this work and the meaning given within it for each of the trees. Trees are amazing, and I hope to share my deep love of and reverence for trees with you in a way that can help you to build up your own meaningful relationship with trees and with Nature, which is all around us if we know where to look.

I wish you every success with the Ogham and with the future.





Part I





Chapter 1

The Letters, Legends and Lore of the Ogham

The Ogham is an ancient magical and mysterious alphabet, the letters of which are closely associated with various trees, as well as a vast storehouse of ancient wisdom. It is much more than just a series of letters though, for the letters, or Fews, are essentially keys that unlock the mysteries, metaphysics, magic and mythology of the Forest and the wider Universe, and provide invaluable insight into what is going on inside our own heads and hearts. Each letter has a myriad of associations, such as a tree, a bird, a craft, a colour, a saint, a king, a body of water, a type of person, and a whole lot of lore and legends. The Ogham has a lot to teach us. All we need to do is listen and learn.


The Letters of the Ogham Alphabet
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Technically the word Ogham only refers to the physical form of the letters, the letters or alphabet itself is known as Beith-Luis-Nin, the first part is named for the first two letters, Beith (Birch) and Luis (Rowan), while the third part, Nin, refers to a ‘forked branch’, so may in fact mean something akin to ‘letter’. This is exactly the same idea as with the name for the Roman alphabet in which you are reading this book, which takes its name from its first two letters: alpha and beta.

The letters themselves were historically called Feda ‘Wood’ or ‘Tree’, or Nin meaning ‘Forked Branch’ but these days are known as Fews or occasionally as Fees. The form of Ogham is unique; the twenty original letters are put into four Aicmi (Aicmi is the plural, Aicme the singular) which are groups or families of five. Each group is named after the first letter of its group. There was a later addition of five extra characters to account for linguistic changes, which are very different in appearance to the others. These extras are known as the Forfeda or ‘Additions’.

The Ogham script is a series of notches or lines called Flesc or ‘Twig’ which are carved or written along a central line called the Druim. Dots are frequently used between words and spaces between letters. The letters are traditionally written from the roots up, from bottom to top, and from left to right.

The wands, twigs, and markers used in Ogham divination, upon which the Few is depicted, are known as Ogham Staves. The word Stave, just like the Fews of the Ogham, is loaded with multiple meanings. Stave may refer to a stanza or portion of poetry, the lines upon which music is written, a supportive walking stick, a magical staff, or a magical sigil. An Ogham Stave is metaphorically and metaphysically all of these things in one.




Mythical Origins

There are two legends about the creation of the Ogham which differ considerably. One is Pagan, the other is Christian.

According to The Book of Invasions and The Scholar’s Primer, Ogham was invented by the Scythian King, Fenius Farsa. The story goes that Fenius, along with Goídel mac Ethéoir, Íar mac Nema and dozens of other scholars journeyed from Scythia to the Tower of Babel in order to study the confusion of tongues – the Biblical explanation for why there are so many different languages spoken around the globe. Once they arrived, they found that the confused languages had already spread out all over the world and so Fenius sent his Academics out far and wide to study the new languages, while he co-ordinated all their efforts from the Tower of Babel. After ten years Fenius created what became known as ‘the selected language’ which apparently took the best of each of the other languages to form a new language, which he named Goidelic after his trusted ally Goídel mac Ethéoir. In order to have a way of writing and further communicating this new language, Fenius also created the Ogham, also known as Beith-Luis-Nin. The names Fenius gave to the twenty-five letters that he created were either the names of his twenty-five best performing scholars or the names of trees.

According to The Ogham Tract, the inventor of the Ogham was Ogma – the Irish God of Eloquence and Poetry. The very first message ever written in Ogham were seven ‘B’s on Birch bark that were sent to the God Lugh as a warning that his wife would be carried away to the Otherworld seven times unless she was protected by the Birch tree. This is explained as being the reason that the first letter of the Ogham is named for the Birch tree and ultimately why all the letters are named for trees.

Ogma’s name, and the name of the Ogham alphabet itself, derive from the Indo-European root word ‘ag-’ meaning ‘to cut’ and the Ogham was indeed cut into wood and stone. Ogma was one of the Tuatha Dé Danann, a mythical, godlike race who once inhabited Ireland. Ogma was known by three epithets which provide us with insight into his character: Grianaineac (‘Sun-Faced’), Cermait (‘Honey-Tongued’) and Trenfher (‘Strongman’).1 The Book of Ballymote tells us that: ‘Ogma, much skilled in dialects and poetry, as proof of his intellect, invented Ogham for signing secret speech known only to the learned to the exclusion of rustics and herdsmen’. This makes it clear that the use of Ogham was originally limited to the Druid and elite classes.

Ogma was a God of the Druids; his Ogham was an essential part of the curriculum at the Druidic Training Colleges, and in the training of Gaelic poets, where students had to learn one hundred and fifty types of Ogham, fifty in each of their three years of study. Our ancestors saw writing as magical, to them it appeared from the Otherworld as a gift from the Divine. Prior to the invention of writing the only method of passing on information was by word of mouth, but writing has the power to carry information across distances and even time. Even after the advent of writing the Druids appear to have had a bit of an aversion to it, because they traditionally placed such great value on learning everything by heart and that is why so much of their wisdom has since been lost.




Historical Origins

Ogham is indeed thought to have been created by one man, although we do not know his name, somewhere around between 600 BCE and 300 CE and there is a lot of arguing amongst experts as to the approximate date. The history of Ogham is a bit of a mystery; there is no evidence to suggest that it existed before the Roman era and the structure of the alphabet appears to have been borrowed from Latin and/or Greek. Perhaps a learned person of Ireland decided to create their own writing form, based on the Roman/Greek one. The Celts certainly had no problems borrowing from other cultures, but any borrowings were usually fully integrated into their own Celtic culture.

There are three main theories as to why the Ogham was created:


	It was created and designed as an esoteric and cryptic alphabet by Druids or Pagan Irish scholars for religious, political or even military purposes.2 The idea is that this alphabet, being very different from the Latin one, would allow the Irish to communicate without the Romans understanding what was being said. We have to remember that at this time the Roman Empire had conquered much of England and was considered a very genuine threat to Ireland.

	The Ogham was created by the first Christian communities that were established in Ireland. This theory puts forward the fact that the sounds of the Irish language were hard to put into Latin letters and so the Christians created their own writing system that would work with the Irish language.3


	The Ogham was originally invented by Gaulish Druids as a secret system of hand signals. This is meant to explain why the letters are grouped in fives and display between one and five lines in the form of a tally, after all we have five digits on each hand. According to this version, the Ogham was first created in around 600 BCE and not used as a writing system until much later, and even then, was first used on perishable materials like birch bark, before it was carved into stone.






Sources

The first evidence that we have of the Ogham in use are the stone inscriptions which are known as the Orthodox inscriptions, that date from between the fourth and sixth centuries CE. These feature only twenty letters. Some of these inscriptions have been successfully translated, others have not. Those which have been translated tend to be territorial markers or memorial stones rather than anything esoteric. Considering we do not know what the others say, and some do appear very cryptic, we cannot say for certain whether they are just mere markers or are in fact something more magical…

The later inscriptions, dating from the sixth to tenth century CE are known as the Scholastic Inscriptions and can include up to twenty-five letters. The Ogham itself is predominantly found in Ireland, where there have been recorded over three hundred Ogham Inscriptions in stone, mostly in Southern Munster, but its influence spread to other Celtic lands, there are around forty Ogham inscriptions in Pembrokeshire in Wales, thirty-four in Scotland, seven in England and five on the Isle of Man.4

Much of our knowledge about the meanings and associations of the Ogham alphabet is derived from later sources, from the Scholastic Ogham of the sixth to ninth centuries CE. Most of these are manuscripts, and some claim to have been based on earlier manuscripts than those which have survived, hence the term Scholastic.

Auraicept na n-Éces or ‘The Scholar’s Primer’ is a highly prized source of information on the Ogham. The Scholar’s Primer is originally thought to date from around the mid-seventh century CE, although the earliest copy we have of it is found in Leabhar Bhaile an Mhóta or ‘The Book of Ballymote’ and is dated to around 1390 CE. This is the earliest record of the idea that the twenty-five letters were named after trees and also records actual uses of the trees, as types of firewood, cattle fodder, what can be made from them, what insects or animals might hide in them, or just simple descriptions of the trees.

In Lebor Ogaim or ‘The Book of Ogams’, better known today as The Ogham Tract is a treatise on the Ogham alphabet that is also found in The Book of Ballymote, but is a separate entity to The Scholar’s Primer. Again, while our earliest copy of this work dates to the fourteenth century CE, the original work appears to be older. The Ogham Tract records over one hundred secret ways of writing and working with the Ogham, some of which are more akin to tallying, while others are various lists of words based on the letters. According to The Ogham Tract the Tree Ogham is just one of almost a hundred Oghams. Others include the Colour Ogham, Bird Ogham, Agricultural Ogham, Art Ogham, People Ogham, etc. These may have been mnemonic devices to assist in learning vast amounts of information.

The Ogham Tract includes ways of signalling or passing on secret messages with the Ogham, such as the Nose Ogham, where you sign the letter by using the fingers of your hand against your nose or the Ogham of Interwoven Thread which shows ways on encoding the Ogham Fews into cloth. It is also from The Ogham Tract that we learn of a specific method of divination involving the letters of the Ogham, which we will look at later.

Bríatharogam or ‘Word Oghams’ are High Mediaeval word kennings that explain the meanings of the names of the letters of the Ogham alphabet. Very little is known about their origin and confusingly there are actually two different versions of one of them. The first two are found in The Scholar’s Primer and so must date back at least to the fourteenth century CE, but the third is not found until much later documents from the seventeenth century CE.

There are three of these Word Oghams:


	Bríatharogam Morainn mac Moín (‘The Word Ogham of Morann Mac Main’)

	Bríatharogam Maic ind Óc (‘The Word Ogham of Maic ind Óc or Oenghus’)

	Bríatharogam Con Culainn (‘The Word Ogham of Cuchulainn’)



The three Word Oghams contain similarities and differences. Each has a very different angle and reflects the aspects and personality of the person to whom they are accredited, although we do not know if they actually composed them. Morann Mac Main was a famous judge and poet, his Ogham is the most straightforward of the three. Cuchulainn was a famous warrior hence the abundance of references to battle and death. Oenghus’ are vaguer and poetic, this is not surprising as he was said to have enjoyed riddles. I include The Word Oghams for each of the Fews in their own section so you can read and examine them as you ponder the traditional meaning of each tree and what each of the trees means to you personally.

De Dúilib Feda Na Forfed or ‘Of the Feda Elements of the Forfeda’ is a very short work that talks of the five extra letters, the diphthongs, that were added later to the original twenty.







Chapter 2

The Ogham and Trees


The Celtic Tree Alphabet

Most of us today know of the Ogham as ‘The Celtic Tree Alphabet’ although trees are only one part of this very complex system. Indeed, Ogham Fews are often now named after and associated with trees, though this was not always the case. It seems that at some point in the past a Tree Alphabet and the Ogham were fused together. In modern Gaelic the letters of the alphabet are very occasionally still, somewhat archaically, referred to by their tree names.

We do not know when the blending of The Tree Alphabet and the Ogham happened, but we do know that it seems to be before the fourteenth century CE because both The Scholar’s Primer and The Ogham Tract assign names of trees to each of the letters. The Ogham Tract tells us ‘It is from the trees of the forest that names were given to the Ogham letter metaphorically’.5 That said, The Ogham Tract actually acknowledges that this was not the case in the past, when in fact only about half of the Fews or letters were named for trees, bushes and the like. The others were named for quite random things such as the colour red, an iron ingot, sulphur and even a type of sound.

The original letters that were always named for trees, plants and their ilk are Beith (‘Birch’), Luis (‘Herb’), Fearn (‘Alder’), Saille (‘Willow’), Duir (‘Oak’), Coll (‘Hazel’), Quert (‘Bush’), Onn (‘Ash’, which then became ‘Gorse’) and Idho (‘Yew’ or ‘Evergreen’). Of the five Forfeda only two are named for trees and such, Iphin (‘Spiny’) and Eamhancholl (‘Twin of Hazel’).

Even once all of the twenty-five letters had been assigned trees, much confusion remained, even in the same document. Here, then, are some examples of this confusion from within

The Ogham Tract:


It is recorded in one place that the Yew is Idho, then later it is recorded as Edhadh.

Uillean is described as both Ivy and Honeysuckle.

Hawthorn is recorded as both Huathe and Ur.

Gort is described as both Ivy and as a Cornfield.



This is why you will often find different trees assigned to certain letters by different modern authors. The truth is that no one is wrong, we are all just working from different parts of the same old source.

The letters themselves became known as Nin (‘Forked Branch’) or Feda (‘Twig’), the notches used to create them are called Flesc (‘Twig’) and represent the branches of a tree and the central line or Druim represents the trunk of a tree.




The Celtic Tree Calendar

In recent times the Ogham has become intricately linked to what is called The Celtic Tree Calendar. This calendar has nothing to do with the ancient Celts and was an imaginative construct by the twentieth-century CE writer, researcher and Revivalist, Robert Graves, who having read the work of a seventeenth-century CE Bard, Roderick O’Flaherty, convinced himself that the names of the Ogham letters contained a calendar, a liturgy of the Pagan God and Goddess and the codification of the ancient lore and wisdom of the Celts and Druids. Ogham’s revival in the twentieth century CE is due in part to Robert Graves’ work, especially The White Goddess, which is an interesting book, but needs to be taken with a large pinch of salt. In it Graves is looking at equating his knowledge of Classical Mythology with Celtic Mythology, and showing parallels between them. In its own way it is a very important book within the Celtic Revival and modern Paganism, and it has given us some fascinating insights into the Ogham and how it can be imaginatively interpreted.

The concept of The Celtic Tree Calendar is that the thirteen Moons of the year are represented by thirteen trees, and so followed the lunar cycle rather than having set dates. Sometimes you may hear these thirteen trees called the lunar trees. Then for practical reasons the dates of the thirteen months became fixed.

The Modern Pagan Festivals were also assigned a tree, as were the mysterious end days of Midwinter, between the Winter Solstice on 21st December when the Sun is seen to standstill in its rising and setting positions and Old Yule on the 24th of December when the days visibly start to lengthen again. These trees may sometimes be referred to as the Solar trees.

Regardless of its origins and history, or lack thereof, the pattern of The Celtic Tree Calendar is quite well designed and thought through. Each one of the trees is indeed doing something particularly interesting around the time it has been assigned, and so seems to emphasise its presence and power during that Moon or month. For example, the Hawthorn flowers during its time of May 13th to June 9th, the Bramble and the Apple have their berries and apples at their ripest during their time of September 2nd to 29th, and the catkins of the Willow are at their best during its assigned time of April 15th to May 12th.

Some like to use The Celtic Tree Calendar in their work with the Ogham because it gives them another way to connect magically and energetically to the trees and offers us a potential time frame when we are divining with the Ogham, while others shun it because it is not genuinely historical. It is completely your choice as to whether or not you use it, adapt it to suit your needs or completely ignore it, but just in case I have provided the relevant information for you under each Few and handy graphic here:
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The Celtic Perception of Trees

That the Ogham became associated with trees is no surprise, for the Celts have long revered and respected trees. In Irish they even have a special word for a ‘Sacred Tree’ – Bile. The first-century CE Roman writer, Pliny, recorded that the Druids of Old practiced their rites in woodland groves, especially those of Oak. It is also worth noting that according to The Living Tree Foundation in Sneem, County Kerry, out of the approximate 16,000 towns in Ireland, around 13,000 are named after trees. That is over eighty percent!

As well as the original sources of the Ogham we can learn a lot about how the Celts and their descendants viewed specific types of trees, and what energies and abilities they were credited with, from several other sources:

Cad Goddeu (‘The Battle of the Trees’) is a fourteenth-century CE Welsh poem in which the Magician Gwydion brings the trees of the forest alive in order to fight as his private army. Each tree is given a little description as to its conduct which alludes to its perceived personality and energy. Where relevant I have added the corresponding line of this poem to the information for each tree. Many Celtic Revivalists and modern Druids believe that the role of each tree in the poem relates to the Ogham and therefore, that ancient Druidic wisdom regarding trees is stored within the poem. Others dispute this, but either way there is something quite powerful about this fascinating poem that echoes our primal fear of, and enchantment with, trees.

The Song of Amergin is a supposedly very ancient poem, dating back to before the time of the Roman Conquest of Britain. The earliest recorded version of the Song is found in the twelfth-century CE Irish manuscript, Lebar na Núachongbála (‘The Book of Leinster’). Amergin was a Bard and Judge for the Milesians of Irish Legend who sought to take Ireland from the Tuatha Dé Danann. They achieved their victory because Amergin called upon the spirit of the land of Ireland itself with a powerful magical incantation that has since become known as The Song of Amergin. Within the song, Amergin states many things, but towards the end he makes five statements that appear to tally with the five vowels and Fews of the Ailm Aicme, and in their relevant order, which seems to be more than a mere coincidence: ‘I am the womb of every holt, (reference to Ailm or Pine who holds the newly born Midwinter Sun).


I am the blaze on every hill, (refers to Onn or Gorse when it is in full flower)

I am the queen of every hive, (a reference to Ur or Heather which is much loved by bees)

I am the shield for every head, (refers to Edhadh or Aspen which was famous for its use for shields)

I am the tomb of every hope.6 (a reference to Idho or Yew that symbolises death and the tomb)



Bretha Comaithchesa (‘Judgements of Neighbourhood’) is an eighth-century CE code within the Brehon Laws of Ireland which governed the everyday life of Mediaeval Ireland. The judgements outlay the offences that a farmer might commit against a neighbour, including damage to the neighbour’s trees. Not only is the damage itself placed into four distinct classes, the trees themselves are placed into four specific classes based on their perceived worth: the Chieftain Trees, the Commoner Trees, The Lower Divisions and Shrubs. Damage to the Chieftain Trees, such as Oak or Hazel was considered a far more serious transgression that damaging a Lower Division Tree. Under each of the trees, you will find their class listed according to these judgements.

Celtic Mythology is rich in mentions of trees. Certain deities were associated closely with certain types of trees, such as the Welsh King and God Bran the Blessed who was associated with the Alder, Lugh who carried a spear made with Holly and the Irish Goddess and Saint Brighid who was associated with the Oak.

Folklore and Superstitions tell us a lot about how people view trees. There are some considered lucky and others that are considered unlucky. Certain trees are associated with healing, while others are said to be linked to death.

Dendrolatry (‘The Worship of Trees’) from around the World can teach us a great deal about how ancient cultures engaged with, worshipped and revered trees. As trees grow so high into the air and so deep into the earth, they were seen to connect the Heavens, the Underworld and our World and allow communication between these different realms. Sacred groves and trees can be referenced in most mythologies and in most countries all over the planet. At such places people communed with their Gods and the spirits. In Mesopotamian mythology the Cedar Forest is the realm of the Gods.7 In Japan many Shinto sites are sacred groves or are based around them, the Druid’s communed with their Deities in groves of Oak, the Vikings made sacrifices to their Gods at the Uppsala Grove in Sweden. Sometimes the Gods talked back, such as with the Oracle of Dodona, where Zeus, the King of the Gods, spoke to his devoted followers through the rustling of the leaves of an ancient oracular Oak tree.8 This tree could not only speak of the words and wisdom of Zeus courtesy of its great canopy that reached up in to the sky, it was also reputed to be able to speak of the mysteries of the Underworld for its equally great network of roots was said to reach all the way down to Tartarus.9 In slightly later times it is also interesting to note that divination was performed at Dodona, as indeed it was throughout the ancient world, by the casting of wooden lots.




Our Modern Perception of Trees

Today there seem to be two general perceptions of trees. For some they are simply resources, they are things to make furniture, medicines, paper, and other material goods from, and this attitude to trees is why there are far fewer of them today than there were in times past. For others, trees are incredible, awe-inspiring and majestic living beings which have so much to offer and teach us. In many ways it is this second attitude that connects us most deeply with how our ancestors viewed trees, although they were not averse to hewing them down. What is truly fantastic is that modern science and ongoing scientific discoveries are revealing some amazing and mind-bending things about trees that fully support the idea that trees are intelligent and amazing beings.

Trees are still loved, revered, and in some cases still worshipped, even today. Companies and schools may take their names or create their logos with trees, or their leaves and fruits because they want to embody something of that tree or invoke its powers. Some parents still name their children after trees, Rowan, Willow, Heather, Holly and Hazel are all quite popular names at the moment and many of our surnames, as well as place names, derive from various trees.

Trees can give us a sense of belonging and a sense of place. As someone who has spent a lot of time in various parts of the UK and Scandinavia growing up, I was always very aware of the differences in what grew in the different areas that I either lived in or visited. The local trees seemed to help give its place its uniqueness and its energy. When I think back on those places and those times, the trees are what jump out at me. For example, for me, Suffolk, in England, was a place of the Pine and the golden Gorse, South Wales was the land of Wild Garlic and the Oak tree, the island of Møn in Denmark was a place of the Beech, and Dalarna in Sweden was a place of the Birch. Many countries still have national or regional trees: Wales, England, Ireland, Poland, Serbia and the United States all have the Oak, Scotland has the Scot’s Pine, North Korea and South Korea each have their own different type of Pine, Japan has the Cherry, Sweden, Finland and Russia have the Birch and Ukraine has the Willow.

Physically and mentally trees and humans have much in common and we are finding more of these commonalities all the time thanks to both science and spirituality. Trees and humans communicate through networks which have a staggeringly similar concept and appearance. We both breathe and have an interdependent relationship on what we each breathe in and out: we need the oxygen they exhale when we inhale and they breathe in the carbon dioxide that we exhale. Trees are the lungs of the planet and our own lungs with all their little airways strongly resemble the branches or roots of the tree. We also stand upright like the tree and our physical forms consist of trunks, a crown and limbs. We both have roots, in our case our roots define where we have come from, in terms of both location and the families that created us – it’s no coincidence that we call the visual representation of our lineage ‘our family tree’. Both trees and humans need certain things to survive and as science has recently discovered, we are both capable of communication, caring for and supporting our young and each other, and we both have strong senses of smell and taste.

Trees are still providing for and supporting us, not only in the form of oxygen, but also as building materials, paper, furniture, medicines and shelter. Recently humankind has realised just how important trees are to combating the effects of climate change for trees can help to prevent flooding, landslides, store carbon and to cool our ever-warming air. Trees are vitally important to well-being of the planet and all the life is supports, which includes humans.

Trees and forests continue to inspire creative souls everywhere. Music, dance, artworks, poetry and prose are all still continually being inspired by them and created in their honour. Tree lover, Naturalist and Poet, Henry David Thoreau, once declared the tree to be ‘living poetry’10.

People still use trees in our rituals and ceremonies. We plant trees and forests to commemorate events, such as the birth of a child or the passing of a loved one, or to commemorate the millennium. Trees may also serve as memorials for those lost to terrorist attacks or disasters, such as the Survivor Tree at the Oklahoma City National Memorial, which survived the Oklahoma bombing in 1995. Woodland burials are also becoming increasingly popular.

People still love and want to be near trees. Humans have a strong desire to live in areas with trees. Commercial areas with trees also attract far more customers than those without. Woodlands are places we journey to for recreation and for healing. Woodlands and wooded parks are among the most popular destinations for tourism all over the world.

We are also rediscovering the amazing medicinal and healing properties of trees, not just in terms of the medicines they can provide us with, but in the sense of healing that their mere presence inspires. I say rediscovering because this is not a new concept at all. In the sixth century BCE, Cyrus the Great, founder of the first Persian Empire, ordered the planting of a garden in the midst of Pasargadae – his capital city, to promote the well-being of the residents. In the sixteenth century CE, Paracelsus wrote: ‘The art of healing comes from nature, not from the physician.’ Then in 1982 CE, Tomohide Akiyama, who worked for the Japanese Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries created Shinrin-yoku (‘Forest Bathing’ or ‘Forest Therapy’) to encourage more people to visit forests, which has since become popular all over the world. In Japan and South Korea, it has become a prescribed therapy for those with depression, anxiety or Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.

Trees are therapists. Walking or just sitting in woodlands or other green areas has been proved to improve our sense of well-being. Being with trees reduces our levels of stress and anxiety, leaving us feeling relaxed and at peace. Crucially, trees, being much larger and older than ourselves, help us to shift our perspective. We are able to perceive and connect with something far bigger and greater than ourselves. Trees help us to achieve a state of mindfulness and awareness, which enables to be more aware of ourselves, our surroundings and the greater planet and Cosmos. By becoming more aware of this we come to care more about it and so trees have helped inspire many people to try and take better care of the planet.

For many people it is their love of trees or a specific tree that inspires them to become interested in saving the planet or advocating for the environment. When these beloved trees are threatened, people seem to spring into action to try and protect them. It does not always work, but once inspired the interest in such activism seems to continue. Trees and other forest beings have also been known to convert foresters and even loggers to their cause. Our modern environmental ethics and the modern American ideas of wilderness preservation are borne out of the work of the once forester and later conservationist, Aldo Leopold. The mycologist, Paul Stamets (who the Star Trek: Discovery character is named after) started out as a logger, felling trees for a living, but had his interest in nature piqued by the fungi he encountered. Stamets’ interest and subsequent research has completely revolutionised how we view fungi, trees and forests as a whole.

Trees have gifted us wisdom in many ways. In the Germanic and Celtic languages there are several words related to wisdom that derive from the root word of vid/wit and wydd respectively, both meaning ‘wood’. These include witiga (‘wisdom’), witan (‘wise men’ and the name of the assembly who counselled the King in Anglo-Saxon England). We can still find its influence in modern English in the words Dr uid, Wit ch or Wiz ard. It is from trees that we have created books which are stores of wisdom and have the ability to pass wisdom on, even through the ages. Our word ‘book’ and the German equivalent Buch derive from boc which technically referred not only to any kind of writing, but also to the beech tree as beech was often used as a material for writing and inscribing on. The French word for ‘book’, livre derives from the Latin Librum which originally referred to the inner bark of trees. The paper we use to create our writings, which for centuries allowed us to communicate with each other before the invention of the telephone or internet was, it turns out, created from a living being that was just as capable of communication as we are.

The more we learn about how trees communicate, the more we realise how complex and intelligent they are. Trees like other close-knit beings and eco-systems rely on each other to survive and thrive. Just as no human is an island, no tree is either. They rely on and support others as we do and are far more social and familial than was generally realised. The network by which trees communicate is called the Mycorrhizal network, but has been nicknamed the Wood Wide Web, a wordplay on how we humans now seem to communicate. This Wood Wide Web, like the World Wide Web, has fascinating parallels with the neurological pathways that exist within the human brain.

The Wood Wide Web is a complex and wonderfully labyrinthine underground system of roots and fungi via which trees communicate messages. All the trees in a woodland or forest are connected to this web, and to each other, in a symbiotic relationship with the fungi. This web is a support network that allows for communication and interaction between the trees and the fungi as well as providing a means by which nutrients, minerals, water, carbon and nitrogen is exchanged. This web allows them to survive, thrive and share information and resources between them.

Our brains and their Wood Wide Web function in a similar manner. Just as with our nervous systems, some of this communication between trees and fungi occurs through electrical pulses or chemical interactions. It turns out that trees can even give off what is essentially an urgent alarm call, by generating a particularly large electrical pulse which creates a crackling sound which is inaudible to us humans but very clearly noticed by other trees nearby. They can also issue warnings to each other by releasing chemicals into the air.

So, now that we know that trees can talk, what do they say to each other? Although modern science has yet to truly decipher this communication, it has been ascertained that trees do send signals and even warnings to each other about resources that they either need or have available for others, and about potential threats to them, such as insect infestations, drought and disease. Trees can, and often will, change their behaviour based on the communications going on within the web, for example, to produce more chemicals that may deter certain bugs should a tree in the network inform them that those bugs have arrived in the forest.

What has been most fascinating about the discovery of the Wood Wide Web has been the revelation of the degree to which many of the trees and plants help each other out, and why they may be doing it. It turns out that parent trees can recognise their own offspring, those seeds which they produced that have since gone on to grow. Parent trees will prioritise and give more of their available resources and support to their own descendants than to others, although they are actually quite magnanimous and will still help others, just to a lesser degree than they help their own kin. Trees are not speciesist, trees of one species appear to gladly help those of other species. Evergreens and deciduous trees also seem to help each other out as needed through the seasons, depending on who is doing better and getting more natural resources at the time. So, it is all give and take. The trees appear to be happy to give to others because they seem to be aware that the others can and will help them when they need it. As a human, especially if you are quite a cynical soul, you may find yourself thinking ‘but there is always one selfish soul, is there not?’ Well, you are right. In the forest it is the Orchid; while they gladly take from the Wood Wide Web, they do not give anything back to it!

For many centuries many humans have been like the Orchid, always taking from the forest and the trees and never giving back. Hopefully now we can change that and become more like trees. We have much to offer them as they have much to offer us and there are many ways even in our everyday lives that we can help and support them, even if it is just choosing the recycled paper option or re-using a mug so we do not need yet another paper disposable one when we order a coffee. Be less Orchid, be more tree.

Given that trees are capable of communication with other trees and even fungi and that humans are also capable of communicating with other humans, and to some extent with other animals, suddenly it no longer seems such a crazy notion that perhaps humans and trees might also be able to communicate with each other…
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