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			Thanks go to my wife and two boys, who let me live among the pines, and to my parents for introducing them to me in the first place.

		

	
		
			Preface

			Between every two pine trees there is a door leading to a new way of life.

			—John Muir1

			When I was a boy, I used to walk from tree to tree high above the forest floor, clinging to pitchy pine branches, feet on a bough like a tightrope walker. At the time, we lived forty-five minutes southwest of Boston in a venerable cape built in 1720, with secret alcoves to escape native attacks and, more importantly to me, acres of woods out back. In the small forest backyard was a grove of towering, majestic eastern white pines that jutted far above the tree line, all twisting and arcing. Hundreds of feet tall and too fat for me to wrap my arms around, they were gathered together like some superior order, commanding the neighborhood. Somehow the noble conifers escaped the suburbanization that went on all around them, the growth for growth’s sake that would see streets of identical houses built in every direction for miles and eventually send my family packing—to the Pine Tree State.

			I loved those trees.

			They were my refuge. 

			In one was my “tree fort,” little more than a platform of boards twenty feet up, where I would sit and play for hours. Sometimes I’d simply lean back against its trunk and read. Other times I’d listen to the wind faintly whisper through the needles as the wind blew, as if it had secrets it wanted to share with me. Sometimes it was make believe Star Wars with my cousin, holding on to the tree like an Ewok of Endor; other times it was a haven from an angry sibling or yelling parent. Often I’d watch the sun go down off to the west and reluctantly climb down to go inside. And then there were those rare moments when I’d hang on and walk through the canopy from one tree to the next, looking down at the rust-red floor of the forest below. 

			I loved those trees.

			My favorite place, though, was up in Maine, where we’d spend a week every summer visiting with family on a peninsula that reached out into one of the Midcoast’s many tidal rivers. Once a saltwater farm where my grandmother spent her childhood, our ancestral plot was mostly wide-open meadow, but as you got closer to the water, a narrow forest of pine and oak clung to the riverbank. In those woods were several giant white pines, and they made the same magic sound when the wind blew, filled with their own secrets. They provided us with shade on hot July days, looked over countless family picnics, held a swing that amused generations of us, and wore a carved wooden sign that told us we’d arrived. 

			I loved those trees, too. 

			Today, I work as a ranger in one of the nation’s last great wilderness areas, a proud member of the thin green line, protecting the park from the people and the people from the park (mostly the former). My duty station? An old sporting camp that used to be called Twin Pines, for the skyscraping pair of white pine towers that frame a jaw-dropping view of Maine’s greatest mountain. 

			Fifteen feet around, seventy-five feet tall, they must be two hundred years old, witness to centuries of lumbering and hunting and now hiking and paddling. Every year they drop giant cones the size of bananas. And lose branches that could take out a car. 

			The eastern white pine has served as the backdrop of my life. And all of these trees have seen a lot. 

			The stories they could tell. 

			Before I began this project, I had no idea exactly how much they’d witnessed. I didn’t know how important they’d been to the native peoples, literally keeping them alive during some particularly brutal winters. Or how valuable they were to King James I, who saw in them a way to build the world’s best navy and dominate a continent. Or to the colonists, for whom they became a symbol of revolution. I didn’t know that a riot in New Hampshire, which began over the cutting of pines, was the inspiration for the much more famous Boston Tea Party. Or that the rebels saw the tree as so central a theme in the build-up to war that they sewed it onto the flags they carried to the Battle of Bunker Hill. Or that the Massachusetts State House in Boston had sculpted pine cones on its dome, a symbol of the integral role the tree played in New England’s development. I was unaware how much the pine meant to the early builders of America. And I had no idea about the value the tree still has to the economy today, whether in the form of boards for building or in the potions and tinctures that herbalists use to cure our many ailments. 

			I just knew I loved those trees. 

			This book doesn’t purport to be a comprehensive history of the eastern white pine. I told a group of young writing students at a workshop last year that there’s no excuse for academic writing, and I’m a man of my word. Besides, who wants to read a doorstop about a tree? Instead it’s intended to be a collection of stories about this magnificent species and the profound impact they’ve had on our world. 

			It’s my attempt to tell the stories they were always trying to whisper to me.

		

	
		
			Introduction: White Pine Riot

			The only reason why the Rebellion at Portsmouth and the “Boston Tea Party” are better known than our Pine Tree Riot is because they have had better historians.

			—William Little1

			The intruders held the Hillsborough County Sheriff spread-eagled, suspended above the floor of his bed chamber, face down. More than twenty of them gathered around him—two on each side gripped fast as the others looked on—their faces painted black with soot. The lawman struggled against them, eyes wide, feet thrashing, kicking over the lamp on the bedside table and sending bedding flying, but they only tightened their hold, resolute underneath their macabre makeup and too numerous to escape.

			Dawn’s first rays were just beginning to glow on the walls of Sheriff Benjamin Whiting’s room at the Aaron Quimby Inn, in Weare, New Hampshire, when the black-faced men burst through the door. The constable had been asleep but he woke with a start and dove for his guns; the large group easily prevented him from reaching them. They jerked him from his four-poster, stripped the bedclothes off his torso, and wrenched him over so that his naked back faced the ceiling.

			Men on each limb clutched Whiting tightly, holding him at waist height, while others brought out the switches. With the snap of a whip but the heft of a stick, the sharp saplings were ideal for what they had in mind, and as the sheriff struggled, rocking to try and pull himself free, the men laid into him, whipping him on the sides and back, keeping at it until he was a raw mess, flesh hanging down, blood dripping onto the rug below. Then they used the sharpened tips of the sticks to dig hash marks into his back—each representing a fine the men owed—and dumped him to the floor. As Whiting would say later: “They almost killed me.”2 

			Down the hall, another group, similarly disguised, was doing the same to Whiting’s deputy, John Quigley. Quigley put up more of a fight, however—and consequently got more of a beating, the men subduing him with repeated whacks from “long poles.”3

			After making their point, the attackers hauled their two bloody captives outside, where the lawmen had left their horses. During the night, the men in blackened faces had shaved the manes and tails and cut the ears of each animal, greatly reducing their value with a few snips—and making them look ridiculous in the process. Pine boughs tied into their fur here and there added to the effect. Sheriff and deputy were hefted onto their motley mounts, facing backwards, and tied in place with rawhide lashes. Then their clothes were thrown at them—these townspeople were no thieves—and the horses were sent cantering down the Mast Road with a slap on the rump to the “jeers” and “jokes”4 of all who had gathered at the inn on Eastman Hill. 

			Benjamin Whiting hadn’t expected this rough treatment when he rode into Weare the previous day, April 13, 1772. The very first sheriff of Hillsborough County—the district had only just organized the year before—he had packed his pistols, but he always carried them when he went to enforce King George’s laws. In remote places like this woods hamlet, rebellious sentiments seemed to fortify the drinking water. Located sixteen miles southwest of Concord, Weare had originally been called Beverly-Canada, and much of its land had been settled by veterans of the French and Indian Wars, who had received parcels as payments for their service. The village was still little more than a couple of inns and a smattering of sawmills, and it had been just eight years since it changed its name to Weare, to honor the town clerk, Meshech Weare. Pines climbed the heights of Mount Dearborn, Mine Hill, and Mount Wallingford, each of which crested at about a thousand feet and spread across all the hillocks and rises beneath. These woods were the area’s primary industry. 

			Sheriff Whiting had ridden into countless communities like this as a proud, loyal representative of an unpopular monarch. He’d personally been threatened on several occasions—the worst was probably that September night in Brattleboro, Vermont, in 1769, when he was transporting a trio of prisoners back to Albany. Then, Whiting had been lodged upstairs in a log home when a “riotous number of men”5 broke in and demanded he release his captives, timber cutters Willard and William Deane. When he refused, the mob spent the night issuing “many violent threats”6 against his life. He barely managed to escape the next morning with the outlaws in tow. The men under arrest that night were to be tried for the same crime that had brought Whiting to Weare—felling the king’s pines.

			By contrast to that night in Brattleboro, however, his errand in Weare looked like it was going to be relatively simple. He’d come to the village to serve a warrant for the arrest of mill owner Ebenezer Mudgett, who, along with several other townsmen, had been caught illegally helping themselves to the king’s pines, the finest trees in the forest. 

			The law was clear: Every eastern white pine tall enough and straight enough to be the mast of a ship had been proclaimed the property of the King of England in the Massachusetts Bay Colony Charter of 1691. In 1722, the New Hampshire General Court had followed Massachusetts’s lead, enacting the law for their own woodlands, ceding the forest’s finest to King George I. “ALL trees of the diameter of 24 inches and upward of 12 inches from the ground” were to be considered royal goods, and every winter Sherriff Whiting and other representatives of the crown walked the woods, selecting pines and marking them with the hated broad arrow—three cuts of a hatchet in the shape of a point. Cutting a king’s pine would cost the perpetrator five pounds and perhaps even a few nights in jail.

			Since first sighting them in the seventeenth century, the English had been obsessed with the evergreens they found in their North American colonies. When they discovered the fastness of New England, where eastern white pines grew long and straight and rolled off to every horizon, raising their crowns high above the tree line, their limbs splayed against the sky as if drawn by a calligrapher’s brush, trundling across mountains and valleys and covering the land as far as the eye could see, they were quick to claim them. Tall and strong, relatively long-lasting, able to bend without snapping, these noble evergreens made just the sort of masts to fly the sails and flags of the world’s greatest navy. The sky-scraping, two-hundred-foot timbers were unlike anything that could be found in the British Isles, where the tallest trees had been swept down centuries before. 

			The English navy—then the most powerful armada on earth—badly needed a constant, reliable source of naval stores, including lumber for their ships’ masts. Before they found the North American conifer, the Royal Navy had to cobble together masts out of two or more trunks from the forests of eastern Europe, and the joining greatly reduced their strength. Worse, they had to trust that mast material could make it from the slopes of the Baltics all the way to the port of London, through waters infested with Dutch and French privateers. The New England pines were strong and stout and the perfect height for masts. Each one alone could become a single spar.

			By the mid-eighteenth century, however, New England residents were cutting the king’s pines where and when they pleased—from Connecticut to the Maine coast—milling the wood and selling it for boards to build homes that were sprouting up like dandelions along the roads spreading out from Boston. The colonists—quickly earning the designation “traitorous rebels” from the English—considered the trees rightfully theirs, crucial to their economic livelihoods and to their very way of life, regardless of the law. The image of a pine tree had been sewn onto their flags as far back as 1686 as a symbol of New England. They had printed the evergreens on their currency—the Massachusetts Bay colony had “tree money,” six-pence coins that showed a pine, dating back to 1652. They considered the noble evergreen an icon of liberty and put it on banners and pamphlets supporting the rights of the colony. However, as rebellion began to foment in New England in the years leading up to the Revolutionary War, pine, like sugar and tea and stamps, marked with the “broad arrow” had become an example of the king’s tyranny. Increasingly, the colonists scoffed at the notion that a monarch 3,279 miles across the sea owned trees quite literally in their backyards. Instead, they adhered to their own “Swamp Law.” Under it, they cut the best and most regal pines for themselves and then carved broad arrows into tiny trees in mockery. They pointed with pride at their pine floorboards, which were considerably wider than the twenty-four inches allowed under law.

			Initially, the king’s enforcement efforts were indifferent to this, and British authorities paid logging outlaws little heed. The woods were vast and the problems were often in areas too remote to worry about. And the Brits only had a few men to cover thousands of miles. They occasionally clamped down, though, as when the king’s surveyor general, David Dunbar, burned the homes of sawyers in Sheepscot, Province of Maine, in 1730. But it wasn’t until John Wentworth became governor of New Hampshire in 1766 that surveyors were regularly dispatched to the woods to search for illegal timbers. The governor even led the inspections himself, transported by a driver to mills across the region. From one end of New England to the other, men were fined and arrested for felling the king’s pines, and nowhere was the problem more prevalent than New Hampshire. A sweep done in the winter of 1771–1772 found illegal logs at mills in Goffstown and in Weare, where mill owners were labeled “notorious offenders”7 by the governor. More than 270 pines between seventeen and thirty-six inches wide and clearly bearing the mark of the broad arrow were discovered at Clements Mill at the Oil Mill Village in South Weare, and many more were found at sawyers in nearby Bedford. 

			Because of the extent of the crimes there, these communities were chosen as places to set an example, to impose the will of the king. Just a few weeks before Sherriff Whiting was accosted by residents of Weare, the February 7, 1772, edition of the New Hampshire Gazette reported that mill owner Ebenezer Mudgett and a few others had been charged with the crime of cutting the king’s pines, and that proceedings had begun at the Court of Vice Admiralty in Portsmouth. The lawyer retained by the sawyers encouraged the men to simply pay their fines and be done with it, and several of the men from Goffstown and Bedford elected to do so. 

			Ebenezer Mudgett did not. 

			When Sheriff Whiting and Deputy John Quigley, of Francestown, arrived in Weare that April, they had found Mudgett easily enough and served him his warrant, meeting him at the aptly named Pine Tree Tavern at Aaron Quimby’s Inn, where the first barrel of rum in Weare had arrived years before and where “the old loggerhead was always kept at a white heat.” Sheriff Benjamin Whiting had delivered many a warrant to such outlaws, and he was working on the assumption that if he locked up Ebenezer Mudgett, the most prominent of the mill owners in Weare, the others who had outstanding fines would simply pay up to avoid arrest. As they sat in the inn, perhaps over a three-pence mug of Quimby’s famous “flip,” a drink made of rum, apple, bran, and pumpkin, they discussed Mudgett’s options. He could cooperate and pay his fine or be manacled and taken back to Exeter for processing. 

			Mudgett seemed amenable enough, and he told the king’s men he’d come back in the morning with his “bail” money. Whiting and Quigley repaired to their rooms at the inn that evening, quite pleased at how simple it had been to serve the warrant, joking with one another that these mill owners were just a lot of “hoodlums with no more spine than rabbits.”8

			Then came the dawn, when the black-faced men burst through the sherriff’s door at the inn and tore him from his bed. 

			Days after his beating, Whiting enlisted the help of a British colonel named Moore and returned to Weare with a large contingent of armed men to confront Mudgett and his cronies. Neither Mudgett nor any of his coconspirators could be found. Storming around town, the sheriff eventually discovered one of the men, who ratted out the others. When they were found, all were charged with rioting, disturbing the peace, and “making an assault upon the body of Benjamin Whiting.”9 Eight men from Weare went to trial in the case—Ebenezer Mudgett, Timothy Worthley, Jonathan Worthley, Caleb Atwood, William Dustin, Abraham Johnson, Jonathan Tuttle, and William Quimby, whose brother owned the inn. They were arraigned, and each pleaded guilty at a hearing at the Superior Court in Amherst in September 1772, standing before four judges. Though they had the widespread support of their New England neighbors who were fed up with the British and their policies, each man ended up paying twenty shillings plus the cost of the hearing for their crimes. 

			Later dubbed the Pine Tree Riot, the incident at the Aaron Quimby Inn was among the first acts of violence against representatives of the British crown by disaffected colonists, and some say it was the inspiration for another event that would occur twenty months later alongside Boston Harbor, where face-painted men told the king what he could do with his policies, ceremoniously upending caskets of tea into the briny. Soon the English-appointed governors in New England would find that a band of tree-cutting rebels were but one small part of their problem, and loyalists like Sheriff Whiting would begin fleeing towns across New England. In 1778, Benjamin Whiting himself was banished as a Tory and his property was seized by New Hampshire rebels. 

			The riots and revolts escalated across Massachusetts until the fateful day when the British discovered the colonists had a cache of munitions stored in Concord, Massachusetts, and marched there to capture both the weapons and two of the primary rabble rousers, Samuel Adams and John Hancock. On their way there, at Lexington, English authorities found just how aggrieved the people of New England felt—about their trees and their stamps and taxes and their tea—and musket balls began to fly.

			And in June 1775, when the colonists met the British at the Battle of Bunker Hill, they did so under a new flag. Featured prominently in the upper left-hand corner of the red banner, dark green against a white backdrop, was the image of a white pine.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Bark Eaters

			Can you hear the dreams crackling like a campfire? Can you hear the dreams sweeping through the pine trees and tipis? 

			—Sherman Alexie1

			New York, New York, November 28, 2013. The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, in its eighty-seventh year, trundled up the Avenue of the Americas. Millions lined the street, staring up at Snoopy and Woodstock, SpongeBob and Buzz Lightyear and the freakish Elf on the Shelf. Jimmy Fallon mugged with Cookie Monster while Cirque du Soleil did head-spinning tricks. The Duck Dynasty clan waved from beneath their beards aboard the Marion Carole, a replica paddlewheeler and the largest showboat to ever float the parade route. Overhead, Ronald McDonald looked down with a lipstick leer, and a grim-faced Uncle Sam gave a thumbs-up. Old rockers the Goo Goo Dolls shilled chocolate for Lindt, and the ageless Richard Simmons glided by on the back of a turtle. A classic Thanksgiving tradition, the parade was loud and brash and colorful, an advertiser’s subliminal dream, all a bit surreal. 

			And, of course, as American as it got. 

			That year, it was more deeply American than many of the millions watching even knew. Among the sixteen hundred cheerleaders, eleven marching bands, fifty-two balloons,2 and dozens of smiling celebrities was another turtle float, this one truck sized, depicting a colorful reptile, its shell all swirling circles, with its legs splayed out in four directions. On the animal’s back was a thirty-foot white pine, roots clinging to the carapace, with a bald eagle in its uppermost branches. Native Americans dressed in traditional garb smiled and waved from balconies located around the float, while others danced in the street. A skirt of wampum beads wrapped around the base of the float interrupted by a big shield that read “Oneida Indian Nation.” 

			These were the First Americans, and the float—the first ever sponsored by an Indian nation—was called “The True Spirit of Thanksgiving.” The Oneida—originally from upstate New York—wasn’t the tribe that celebrated with the Pilgrims at the first Thanksgiving, of course (that would be the Wampanoags). But with this float they gave thanks to something larger than that fraternal feast. In fact, “True Spirit of Thanksgiving” represented the “oldest tradition” of the Iroquois Nation, to which the Oneida belong. 

			The Oneida explained the float’s design this way: “On the Turtle’s back (known as Turtle Island) stands a White Pine Tree. The roots that spread out from the tree are called the Great Roots of Peace, and they spread in the four directions: one to the north, one to the south, one to the east, and one to the west. On top of this Great Tree is placed an Eagle. The Eagle keeps a watchful eye on the roots and if any danger approaches, he will scream loudly, sounding the alarm.”3

			The majestic white pine was an elemental part of many Native American cultures, but it was especially sacred to the Iroquois, the people of the Five Nations. To the Oneida, Cayuga, Seneca, Mohawk, and Onandaga, the resinous conifer represented salvation from years of bloodshed and war. It symbolized brotherhood, harmony, even survival. Just as the tree was at the center of the turtle’s back, it sat at the center of the Five Nation’s creation story. 

			Peter Jemison, caretaker of Ganondagan, a New York State historical park and sacred place of the Seneca, and native Seneca himself, explains:

			Initially the Five Nations were warring against themselves. There was continuous fighting—people sometimes refer to it as blood feuds—between families and between nations. It was a chaotic, dangerous time to be alive. It was a time of great sorrow with people living in fear of each other.

			The story goes that, watching from above, the Creator was disturbed by all of the hatred and violence. “We always say that the Creator took pity on us and sent us a messenger of peace,” says Jemison. 

			Called simply the Peacemaker, the prophet sent by the Creator was a Huron named Deganawidah, who traveled among all the tribes of the Great Lakes region, bringing with him a new law from the Creator. Some tribes challenged him, others accepted him warmly, and two people helped him. One was a Mohawk brave named Hiawatha (“not the same one from the Longfellow poem,” says Jemison). The other was a Seneca woman, whose word carried great weight in the native society, which was both matrilineal and reverential of elders. “We call her, in English, the Mother of All Nations,” says Jemison. “She was the first to give women the rights they now have.”

			After many adventures and trials—and with the assistance of the pair—the Peacemaker convinced leaders of the five tribes to gather for a meeting beneath a soaring eastern white pine. According to tradition, the iconic tree had wide arms, to provide shelter, and an enormous underpinning, just like the one on the Oneida float. “Four roots grew under the tree in the four cardinal directions,” Jemison explains. “The tribes’ weapons were placed under the tree and floated away on an underground stream. And the bloodletting ceased. As the Peacemaker advanced his message, the symbol he chose was the White Pine,” says Jemison, “because its needles come in clusters of five—like the Five Nations—and because the tree was evergreen and continued to grow even in winter. It was seen as eternal, like the confederacy he was trying to build.” 

			The meeting under the tree led to the creation of a sophisticated system of governance that kept the peace—and kept the tribes united—through the centuries of trial and war that were to come. What had been five disparate warring peoples transformed into one of the most powerful forces in the northeast of North America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

			When the Europeans arrived, the French called the five tribes the Iroquois. The English called them the Five Nation Confederacy. “We called ourselves the ‘Haudenosaunee,’” Jemison says, a name that meant “people of the long house.” “The Seneca guarded the western door. The Cayuga, Oneida, and Onandonga kept the central fires burning, and the Mohawk guarded the eastern door.” (Eventually the Tuscarora were invited to join and became a sixth tribe.) 

			An ardent tribal historian, Jemison conducted an oral history with his people, asking elders how long ago and where this meeting was said to have to have occurred. “Many said it happened over a thousand years ago,” he says. “They had heard the story in their native language passed down to them. I also spoke to others who said it might even have been two thousand years ago.” Other historians and anthropologists date the origins of the confederacy to 1142, 1450, and 1600. Neither tribal leaders nor anthropologists are sure where the Great Tree of Peace was located, but there are stories that shed light on possible sites. Jemison tells the story of a visit the Peacemaker paid to the Mohawk. “When he first spoke to the Mohawk they tested him. They made him climb a tree—it could have been a white pine. It was described as a very tall tree on the edge of a cliff above a waterfall. They said they would cut it down [as he was in it], and if he survived the fall they would know he was telling the truth. And he did survive.” That site is generally believed to be at Cohoes Falls in western New York. 

			Other sites from the tale have also been identified. Onandaga Lake in central New York State, where the Onandaga traditionally gathered, became known as the location of the central fire. Ganondagan, the site where Jemison works, was the home of the largest Seneca town, a place of more than 150 houses before it was destroyed in a French raid in 1687, and it’s a sacred ground believed to be the home of the Mother of All Nations and a white pine Tree of Peace.

			The eastern white pine became a revered symbol used in many Iroquois ceremonies, some that Jemison won’t even talk about. “It has a more sacred nature that we don’t go in to [with people outside the tribe].” Anthropologist Arthur C. Parker spent some time studying Iroquois culture and reveals some of these traditions in his essay “Certain Iroquois Tree Myths and Symbols.” He refers to the white pine as the Seneca “World Tree.”

			This tree is mentioned in various ceremonial rites of the Iroquois. With the False Face Company, Hadı˘goⁿ’'să shoⁿ’'oⁿ, for example, the Great Face, chief of all the False Faces, is said to be the invisible giant that guards the world tree (gaindowā'ne˘). He rubs his turtle-shell rattle upon it to obtain its power, and this he imparts to all the visible false-faces worn by the company. In visible token of this belief the members of the company rub their turtle rattles on pine-tree trunks, believing that thereby they become imbued with both the earth-power and the sky-power.4

			Many other tribes shared the Iroquois’ reverence for Pinus strobus, the pitchy evergreen that towers above all other trees in the forests of the northeast. Quick growing, strong, resilient, the eastern white pine earned its name well—it’s native only to North America, with a range that stretches from Newfoundland to Georgia and only as far west as the Boundary Waters of Minnesota—as easterly as it gets. A million-square-mile triangle where it finds the dry soil and cool temperatures that it favors.

			And almost every tribe within that territory had a relationship with the tree in one form or another. Some celebrated the great green conifer almost as much as the Iroquois, placing it at the very beginning of their worlds. The Abenaki of Maine and the Canadian Maritimes tell of Glooscap, often regarded as their Creator, a wandering giant who came from the sky to the land where the sun rose. He paddled his canoe along the shore of North America and “turned it into a granite isle covered in spruce and pine.” 

			Likewise, the Menominee, a people of Wisconsin, have a playful character in their folklore called Manabozho, who created the land. The story goes that he found himself at odds with vengeful spirits that lived in the lakes, and they killed his son. When Manabozho took his revenge, these aqueous demons hunted him “in the shape of a vast flood.”5 He fled, running as fast as he could up a mountain, and the water climbed up after him. Ever upwards he went, and the rising waters followed, until he’d climbed to the summit of the peak. There, he found a towering white pine, and scaled it to escape the flood. The tree grew beneath him, raising him high above the floodplain, but then it stopped. The water quickly caught back up, and Manabozho had to implore the beaver, otter, and muskrat to help him by diving to the bottom and bringing up earth to vanquish the water. Thus, with the help of a tall white pine and some furry friends, he created land. 

			Even when it wasn’t at the center of genesis, the pine featured heavily in many native myths and traditions. The Micmac, of maritime Canada, have a story about the very first pine, which was again created by the great magician Glooscap. He promised to grant the wish of any brave warriors who could make it to his magic island in the clouds. Three brothers overcame all trials placed before them, climbing a sheer mountain of iron, past two giant serpents, and clambering under the crushing Wall of Death to reach his lodge. Glooscap was impressed, and he kept his promise, hearing their desires. 

			The first brother was tall and vain and wished to be even taller to attract more squaws. To that end, he wore a soaring turkey feather atop his head. The second brother wanted to stay forever in the forest, taking in its great beauty, and never having to work. And the third brother asked to live to a very old age and remain in perfect health. Glooscap turned each one into a pine tree. The first brother became the tallest pine on earth, rising high above the forest canopy, with winds whistling around him. The second brother was rooted deeply in the ground so he had to forever remain in the forest and couldn’t work, and the third lived a very long life in perfect health just as he wished. As Frances Jenkins Olcott puts it in The Red Indian Fairy Book, “And if you go into the forest, you may see the tallest Pine Tree with his Turkey feather waving in the wind; and the Tree murmurs all day long, in the Indian tongue: 

			“Oh! I am such a great Indian! — Oh! I am such a tall man!”6

			Another folktale from the Chippewa of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota similarly anthropomorphizes the tree. They tell of a legendary native maiden named Leelinau who did not like the marriage her parents arranged for her and ran away to the woods. She stopped to rest in a grove of pines, under which lived some sprites, and she leaned against a pine, confiding out loud what she’d done. “Be my wife, maiden, beautiful Leelinau, beautiful Leelinau,”7 said a voice that seemed to be coming from the tree. In her sadness, Leelinau agreed to marry the pine tree. Her parents, worried, sent out search parties looking for her, but they never found her, and she never returned home. And it’s said that hunters who venture near a certain tree would sometimes catch a glimpse of a beautiful maiden with a handsome young man, but they’d vanish upon approach. 

			Spend any time gazing up a towering white pine, and it’s not difficult to understand why natives held the tree in such reverence. In most of the northeast, it’s the tallest tree by a significant margin, a true giant of the land, marrying earth and sky. The loftiest white pines, like those at Cook Forest State Park in Pennsylvania, can scrape the sky at 170 feet, and they lord over the forest canopy, noble and powerful. Graceful and beautiful, with arms splayed out wide in welcome, Pinus strobus smells clean and good. And the wind makes it sing in whispers—with a good breeze, pine boughs sound almost like a distant sea. Add to all this the myriad uses the natives found for the tree and its mythic status is understandable. 

			The Algonquin of the northeast had particularly close ties to the eastern white pine, so much so that their ancient enemies the Mohawk used to spit the word “rondak” at them with the utmost derision. In the Mohawk language it meant “bark eater,” and it poked fun at the fact that, to stave off scurvy, and to get through a few rough winters, the Algonquin would peel the bark of the eastern white pine and eat the inner layer. They also used to make a restorative tea with the needles. When the English arrived, they borrowed the word and applied it to a mountain region, only they made it easier to pronounce for their own white tongue—Adirondack.

			The Algonquin weren’t the only tribes to eat pine—even tribes within the Mohawks’ own Iroquois Confederacy were known to munch on the shoots of infant trees. The Ojibwa used the young staminate catkins as a flavoring with stewed meat. They also ate lichen that they found at the base of white pines, boiling it until it was “like scrambled eggs.”8 The Micmac grated the inner bark and ate it to combat scurvy. 

			In fact, there were few parts of the tree that the natives didn’t use. According to tribal historian Johnie Leverett, the Algonquin called the white pine “grandfather”9 because it was seen as a provider. They used the trees not only as food but as shelter and medicine. When they had colds, the Algonquin boiled pine needles as an antihistamine, and they made a poultice of the inner bark to apply to the chest. 

			As much as the Mohawks made fun, they used the inner bark for the same purpose. Many tribes found medicinal uses for Pinus strobus. The Iroquois boiled it and inhaled the steam for relief from chest congestion. At either end of the white pine’s range, the Menominee and the Micmac also used it for the common cold, and the Mohegans and the Montagnais and the Shinnecock each chewed pine pitch as natural cough drops. 

			Wounds were treated with pine poultices by many tribes. The Chippewa used a concoction made from the pine to stave off infection and gangrene, and the Delaware placed poultices on sores to draw out poisons and to relieve boils. The Iroquois and the Menominee did the same with splinters and thorns. The Micmac stopped hemorrhages by filling lacerations with pine sap. The Potawatomi made a salve out of crushed pine bark and wood. The Ojibwa boiled up mashed pine needles and used the steam for headaches and backaches. The Delaware made rubs for babies and ingested ground twigs for kidney and heart ailments. The Iroquois treated stomach pain and cramps the same way.

			When it was time to lie down at night, the Ojibwa crawled onto beds of pine boughs. Piled on the floor of a wigwam and covered with blankets, freshly cut branches lifted sleepers off the ground, providing an insulating layer and removing them from any moisture, and they filled the sleeping space with their beautiful fragrance. 

			Many tribes used the lumber of pine trees to make canoes, shelters, and simply as firewood. And many also put boiled pitch to work as a caulk for weatherproofing boats, ideas that the Europeans would borrow from them. 

			The pine’s usefulness was not confined to the material world, either. Burning needles were believed to ward off evil as well as sickness. In the spring and fall Iroquois tribes would burn needles to fill their longhouses with smoke, ridding their living space of any disease or unwanted spirits. Flaming branches would also be waved at individuals suspected of being possessed by ghosts or dark forces as a form of exorcism. 

			In many ways, the eastern white pine proved worthy of the faith the natives vested it with. It gave of itself endlessly, keeping them alive in winter, curing their ailments, ridding their houses of evil spirits. And of course, it brought peace, according to legend. In a ceremony in 1987—three hundred years after the French Marquis de Denonville and his native allies wiped out Ganondagan to punish the Seneca for trading with the English—Peter Jemison and other tribal leaders founded Ganondagan State Historic Site in Victor, New York. Southeast of Rochester, the site was home to the largest Seneca village in history, and there were concerns that the sacred land might be developed. An Iroquois advisory committee formed and together saved Ganondagan, creating a park and visitor center. Guests can walk miles of trails and tour a full-size replica of a seventeenth-century longhouse, and they can walk the Earth Is Our Mother trail to find a ceremonial white pine “Tree of Peace” planted at the founding of Ganondagan to honor the community’s Iroquois roots. Every June, native Iroquois gather at the site for a Thanksgiving prayer during National Sacred Places Prayer Days, celebrating the Peacemaker, the union they founded so many years ago, and the tree that showed them the way.



OEBPS/OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-Light.otf


OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ANDREW VIETZE






OEBPS/OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-LightObl.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/GP_Bitmap.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/GP_Final_300_Gray.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Infinity_symbol_TM.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-BoldItalic.otf


