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Chapter One

Death: Introduction
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I grew up in an elm wood, one field away from our semi-detached brick house in a cul-de-sac at the top edge of a Northumbrian village. Throughout my childhood – during weekends, on summer evenings and after school – I frequented what we called the bluebell woods, a riverine forest flanking the banks of a tributary of the River Tyne. The west bank was Mirkwood, a conifer plantation, but the east bank, the side closest to the village, was a native woodland full of magnificent elm trees, grand structures that could hold up a cathedral roof. I scuffed about among them, making dens with other children from my neighbourhood, gathering sweet-smelling herbs like woodruff to dry under my bed, looking for fox dens, caterpillars and sticklebacks, sitting quietly at dusk until badgers emerged from their sett. Elms shaped the sacred playground of my childhood.

But then they started dying.

Dutch elm disease, a ruthless killer, had arrived. Looking back, it felt quick. The canopy thinned. The trees began to disintegrate as limbs, bare all summer long, became brittle and snapped in winter gales. What had been a closed, green world became inhabited by ghosts.

The woodland was on ground too steep for cattle or tractors, thus spared the agriculture that otherwise surrounded our village. It swathed a gully gouged out by a stream in its rush to the Tyne, and its luxuriance spread along the north bank of one of the river’s many meanders. The woods connected the willowy valley floor with moorland up above it, forming a corridor for wildlife, dog walkers and feral children through an otherwise intensively farmed landscape.

One winter not long after the elms had died, the riverbank, no longer held together by a living structure of interlocking roots, collapsed during extreme rain. The resulting landslide blocked the road along the riverside for the next two years. During this time, I started at the middle school just a couple of miles away in the next village upriver. Before the slip, we could have walked or cycled along to school, but now we had a ten-mile bus journey involving a detour up out of the valley and then back down again further along.

As part of the road repairs, the fallen elm trees were cut away. Stumps and bare earth were all that remained. What had been the heart of a woodland thronging with life was now suddenly its edge, a precipitous drop to the seething river below. As I grew up, that wounded land became a place I loitered in. At the age of eleven I won a place at a school in Newcastle upon Tyne, something I was supposed to be pleased about, not least because my elder sister and brother both already attended. But my friends in the village went to the nearby comprehensive school, which I would have much preferred, and I was quite reasonably shunned for going to the ‘snob school’ in the city. I was often lonely, and the ghost-filled woods became my solitary haunt. What had once been a place of childhood certainty and comfort, a place to gather and play, was now devastated. The local kids all went elsewhere – down at the riverside among the ever-vibrant willow thickets, along the old railway line or around the allotments and the playing field – but I no longer felt welcome to be with them. In the woods I could avoid the risk of bumping into others: the trees wouldn’t judge or shun me.

At the top of the landslip, at what was now the edge of the woods, with a fine vantage point over the river and of any approaching threats, one of the elm stumps became my stump, my refuge. I visited repeatedly to think my philosophical and mostly angst-ridden teenage thoughts, to smoke my illicit cigarettes while daydreaming about rock star liaisons or unlikely future careers. When there was difficulty at home, I felt safe alone in that scarred space. My stump, a round plate more than a hundred rings in diameter, was easily wide enough to sit on with my legs outstretched, but mostly I’d perch on the edge, kicking my heels on what remained of the trunk. Meanwhile, this great tree bole taught me its lessons, first and foremost that nature is so obviously vulnerable and that life as we see and live it is precarious.

The elms taught me that ecosystems are not closed worlds, and the underlying forces on which they depend – weather, soil and even rocks – are all dynamic. This was the 1970s – fear of a nuclear winter, with a detonation potentially triggering an apocalypse, pervaded our collective psyche. I learned in those times about the ‘butterfly effect’: how in a complex system, a tiny perturbation in one place and time can be magnified, with a ripple transmitted in ever-multiplying form until it becomes first a wave and then a tsunami. A beautiful flutter can snowball into devastation. In my home woodland it wasn’t the wingbeat of a butterfly but that of a beetle that had caused chaos, and I had proof beneath my feet that one tiny insect could precipitate a landslide.

The beetle in question is Scolytus scolytus, the so-called large elm bark beetle, which is actually only about half a centimetre long, a shiny little creature with cherry-brown wing-cases, a polished black thorax and furry head. In itself it’s an innocent enough little borer, and a big elm tree could survive its nibbles without too much difficulty, but its killer impact is as a carrier of infection, specifically the fungus Ophiostoma novo-ulmi, which causes Dutch elm disease.

There are several confusing things about the nationalities in this story: the English elms, which have died in their millions of the disease since the 1970s, weren’t really English at all – they were field elms brought to Britain from further south in Europe by people in earlier millennia. Nor is the fungus in any way Dutch. It arrived in Europe from Canada or possibly the USA, though it isn’t native to either; it had earlier European relatives probably originating somewhere in Asia, and in what sense would a fungus have a nationality anyway? The disease got its name simply by being identified by three female Dutch epidemiologists a century ago.

The beetle’s habit of penetrating under the bark to feed transmits the fungus into the sapwood of the trees, with devastating effect. Death is rapid and almost inevitable. Since the current form of the disease arrived in the south of Britain in the late 1960s, it has gradually moved north, wiping out at least 25 million elm trees. In the USA the toll is more than 100 million elms. The blight is now globally spread by several species of bark-boring beetle, killing elms across Eurasia and America.

This book explores why this matters: the huge significance of losing these trees that have played such a large role in our cultures, as symbols of freedom, of death and the afterlife, of memory and of survival. The story of their battle with Dutch elm disease – from the calamity of its unchecked spread to the careful efforts being made to develop resistance – holds vital lessons for the similar challenges that animals and others trees will surely face due to climate change. Although there are many elm species, I often refer to the whole family collectively as ‘the elm’, and examining its ecology, practical uses, folklore, culture and literature can reveal why the tree is so intimately entwined with our history. By grasping what this iconic tree taught our ancestors, we might just reveal its one present message to humankind. The elm’s fate hangs in the balance, and its survival will be decided by our effectiveness in limiting and adapting to climate change. This is ultimately a story of hope, born from my reverence for both the lost and surviving trees, to show that even in its darkest hour, the elm can be a symbol of the resilience we so urgently need.
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In my early twenties I moved to Scotland and eventually found myself in the Highlands. Over the next two and a half decades, I watched Dutch elm disease steadily progress northwards towards me. A key fact about the Scolytus scolytus beetle is that only on a warm summer day will it venture out of its woody burrow to seek an alternative tree to chew on. New generations of beetles that hatch into overcrowded trunks will find their efforts to expand their territory thwarted by the cold. There is thus a clear line across Russia, Canada and European countries, an isotherm, north of which is a no-go area for adventuring beetles, too chilly for survival. Here in the UK, the dreich and nippy climate of the Highlands of Scotland has prevented not only patio dining, beach bikinis and cultivation of more-than-once-in-a-blue-moon pears; it has also put off the otherwise inexorable movement of Dutch elm disease. The wych elms or Scottish elms (Ulmus glabra) are Britain’s only native elms, here since the retreat of glaciers after the last ice age, but thankfully northern Scotland, though rich in midges, has tended not to have elm bark beetles. Global warming, however, is changing this – each year that crucial isotherm shifts north and west and the beetles’ domain expands.

When I first moved to the Highlands I lived in a hamlet called Struy, up Strathglass. Downstream is the town of Beauly, with its excellent greengrocer, hardware store, artisanal shops, cafés and Indian takeaway. It’s an attractive place with a big central square flanked on the west side by an ancient priory founded in the thirteenth century by a Valliscaulian religious order, leading to the town’s Gaelic name, A’ Mhanachainn, or ‘the monks’. The monk order’s French origins probably account for its English name, from the French beau lieu (beautiful place), though this is apocryphally attributed to a remark by the French-speaking Mary Queen of Scots.

For centuries the priory gates were guarded by a monumental tree, Europe’s oldest elm. It was planted in the 1200s when the church was built. We know this from the monks’ documents and subsequent plans, which show a clear double line of elm trees forming a shady avenue in the approach to the priory. By 1998, when I first met it, the gateway tree was the last one standing: a vast ent-like tree, its trunk so broad it would need several tree-huggers to stretch arms around it, a commanding presence in Beauly’s central square. The community was rightly proud of being host to Europe’s oldest elm, particularly when the continent’s populations of the tree were decimated by disease.

The Beauly Elm stood as a symbol of survival until the early 2020s, when it became clear that it was battling infection and losing the fight. In spring 2022 it put out a few leaves, but as these withered a local artist, Isabel McLeish, formed a plan to commemorate the life and wonder of this marvellous specimen. Together with the arts organisation Circus Arts, she coordinated a community outpouring of feeling for the tree, with people of all ages writing and creating art to honour its passing. I was commissioned to write about my own close encounters and intimate moments with the dying elm.

When I began, I expected to write a piece of mourning, an elegy. The project coincided with my father becoming increasingly frail after my mother’s death and I assumed that my writing would meditate upon senescence and decline. Instead, I found myself marvelling at the tree and I ended up writing a celebration in the voice of the elm itself. For me, the elm was not a single organism but a vibrant living community – from the epiphytes in its crown to the fungal hordes in its roots, from visiting birds to resident wasps, spiders and, of course, beetles. The tree seemed to have much to say about the interdependence of species and about the importance of engaging all our senses and cultural values in wonder. The result is a poem for performance called ‘Elm Tree Talk’, with an accompanying set of ‘rootnotes’ for the version in the commemorative publication Guardian of the Gateway: 800 Years of the Beauly Wych Elm (see Appendix 1).

Circus Arts’ activities culminated in September 2022 in a day of performances and participatory art with a milling crowd of local people sharing stories of what the elm meant to them. Just as the tree was a community of many species, it had connected the human community that has lived alongside it, providing a tangible link to our history through the power of its longevity. Its sheer age gave it profound value. Because trees can transcend our generational limitations, we entangle them with stories and thus they become cultural repositories and storehouses of knowledge.

Elms have a similar cultural significance around much of the world, as there are few places that don’t have one species or other. They are an ancient family of trees, with many different species across the temperate Northern Hemisphere and down into the subtropics and tropics of Asia and South America. Their shapely forms mean that, as well as growing wild, they have been deliberately planted in their millions. The monks in Beauly knew what they were doing when they planted an avenue of elms to grace their beautiful holy place: two parallel lines of elms create a church-like nave, an arch-shaped cloister that draws the eye towards the temple at its end. Town and city designers the world over, from Scandinavia to Australia, have used this effect to give a sense of distance or simply to create welcome summer shade and winter shelter.

Tunnels of American elm were a fundamental part of urban design in many cities in the USA until they were devastated by Dutch elm disease in the mid- to late-twentieth century, and the iconic ‘before and after’ photographs of these cities show just how heartbreaking the disease must have been to millions of people. American tree geneticist David Karnosky’s paper about the disease featured an image of Cornell University, with quadrangles of lawn lined by elm archways, a gorgeous shady environment in which students and scholars strolled at ease.1 After the trees died, it became a stark place, windswept and spartan, with only the severe lines of buildings to frame its learning. A photo by Jack Barger, in communications professor Philip Hutchison’s paper about journalistic coverage of the ‘elm blight’, shows a road in Detroit that seems broad and spacious, with houses offered privacy and shelter by trees, cars parked in dappled tree-light and a circular glow at the end of the tunnel somehow suggesting the optimism of the American dream, contrasted with the later, now treeless, street, which is purely functional, dominated by asphalt and completely lacking in privacy.2 As well as the aesthetic impacts, there were significant financial losses: the absence of the elms’ cooling shade in summer and prevention of wind-chill in winter, plus a reduction in air quality, have been accounted as being worth billions or even hundreds of billions of dollars.3 In many wine-growing regions, such as France and Italy, elms were used to support and shelter vines, and again their losses have been both culturally and economically damaging.
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People form strong emotional bonds with trees. In John Miller’s book about the cultural significance of forests, The Heart of the Forest, he vividly describes the huge social uprising in Sheffield when the local government set about felling thousands of street trees. Emotions often run high when neighbourhood trees are threatened, and the felling of a single garden tree can be soul-destroying for the family who picnicked beneath it, climbed its branches or just enjoyed its calm presence through the changing seasons. During the COVID-19 pandemic, I partnered with Scottish Forestry to research how people feel about trees in the landscape. Participants poured out powerful expressions of how crucial they were finding the presence of trees close to their homes, as living beings, custodians of nature, sources of the very oxygen we need to breathe and, in a phrase used by one person, which became the title of a collective poem that went (modestly) viral on the internet during lockdown, ‘The One Thing We Can Hug’.

Since 2011 I have been running a project called A-B-Tree (A-B-Craobh in Gaelic), inspired by an ancient connection between trees and the written word: in the Gaelic-speaking parts of Scotland and Ireland, a native woodland species is linked to each letter of the alphabet. Known as the Gaelic Tree Alphabet, these links have been around for at least 1,500 years, maybe longer. A-B-Tree shares folklore, poetry and practical and ecological knowledge about the trees, and despite running for more than a decade, the project is far from finished – there is so much tree lore, so much wisdom and traditional knowledge, so many stories and ways that trees have been useful or significant, so much still to learn. In some versions of the Gaelic Tree Alphabet (there’s a debate, as we’ll see in chapter seven), the letter A stands for the wych elm: each letter is the first of a tree name in old Gaelic, and the name ‘ailm’ is ascribed to elm. The Gaelic Tree Alphabet is just one example of the wealth of elm’s cultural connotations and, as later chapters of this book will explore, the lore about elm is as broad as its trunk and as deep as its roots.

Most famously, elm is a tree associated with spirit realms and passages to the afterlife. Whether as a portal to a fairy land, home of a gnome or a stage set for a spiritual ceremony, the elm tree has always been seen as a doorway to other worlds. It would have been a hugely significant choice for monks in ancient times to line their walkway to their holiest place. The Guardian of the Gateway has watched many coffins carried under it on the journey to a grave and whatever follows after. Many of those coffins may have actually been made of elm as it is a favoured material for housing the dead.

Elm also has healing properties – its roots were used to knit bones, its leaves for dressing wounds, its bark to ease gut problems. It has many other practical uses: as well as coffins, elm wood has long been valued for making tools, wheels, boats and even water pipes. This is a tree deeply rooted not only in our lands but in our cultures. No wonder its loss from our woodlands, hedgerows and town centres has left us feeling bereft, though I’d argue we need to do much more to respond to this feeling.

Although treated as an honorary Beaulian while the Guardian of the Gateway celebration took place in 2022, for the past twenty-four years I have lived a hundred miles north-west of there. Uniquely in Britain, old elms are still flourishing near my home along with their assemblage of other species, so far unaffected by Dutch elm disease. I live in a zone of hope, beyond the fringe of the beetle’s range. This isn’t, of course, any kind of guarantee – climate change is shifting the temperature contours northwards; the isotherms on the climate maps are redrawn, little by little, with every year that passes; and the beetles follow. The line between intolerable and hospitable is drawing nearer. So far, we’re still cool enough, just, to put the bark beetles off.

I live on a woodland croft on the rocky shore of a sea loch. It’s a miraculously beautiful environment with wild weather and plentiful biodiversity. Among the twenty-three species of tree in our village there are wych elms. They are not as common as birch, hazel, aspen and willow, but some of them are mighty specimens. We find them teetering in craggy and inaccessible places or gracing our woods with their unique palette of green and gold. Efforts are underway to propagate trees that show resistance to the disease and plant them out to increase our woods’ genetic diversity. This will hopefully ensure all the other species that depend on elm have some to live on for perpetuity.

The elms have come to seem to me a symbol of the quandaries we face in trying to address climate change. We have pumped so much greenhouse gas into our atmosphere that global warming is guaranteed. It’s no longer a question of whether we will warm further, but how much and how fast. How will we run our society, and what changes are we each personally willing to undergo? How we manage this transition will also have huge impacts on how well we adapt to future climatic conditions. How we live and work with our surviving elms in north-west Scotland is a microcosm of these wider questions. It’s unlikely we can stop the beetles’ progress, but can the remaining elms somehow be protected from death by fungus? I want to believe they can.

We’re liable to take nature and the people around us for granted: it wasn’t until my mother was dying, and then very soon dead of cancer in 2016, that I appreciated the foundational role she played in my life and in my identity. Prior to her death I had visited her and my father perhaps once a year, seeing them at family gatherings, arts festivals or when they visited me, but the crisis of Mum’s death and the subsequent need for me and my siblings to care for our father meant that I was suddenly making much more frequent trips to Northumberland and staying there for longer periods than I had for decades. Although the village no longer felt like home, amid all the emotional turmoil the woods were still the refuge they had always been, and I took great comfort in the way the scars in the landscape that had been caused by the loss of the elms had healed over, with oaks, hollies and hazels filling the gaps. Although my mother was no longer with us in bodily form, her presence still felt strong, her significance and guidance still active. I woke from dreams of hugging her, heard her voice giving me good advice, made imaginary phone calls to discuss dilemmas and found that she was still able to resolve them, and I was better able to heed her wise recommendations than I ever had while she was alive.

Mourning is a hugely powerful process. Thanks to support from my sister, in particular, I was able to dive deeply into it and allow it to shape me over the years that followed. I did this grieving in private, however, because the processing of loss does not feature frequently in our culture – that famous British stiff upper lip. When our village lost its elm wood, perhaps we should have had a public outpouring of sorrow, rather than simply getting the bulldozers in to build a new road. I believe our insufficient attention to environmental grief, the lack of mourning for the other life forms we share this planet with, prevents us working hard enough to stave off further losses. Tree disease prevention methods urged by scientists have often fallen on deaf ears; it is politically acceptable to shrug to the loss of trees, and indeed to climate change in general. We know so much, yet our emotional blind spot risks making us incapable of acting sufficiently to avert a crisis. I hope that by focusing on the connections between ourselves and the rest of nature, we’ll be better able to manage the grief of the losses we have already incurred and change our ways of being in the future.

My local elm wood’s collapse was the start of my awakening from childhood and loss of innocence. Can the elm species’ global predicament wake humanity up to our place in the complex spiral of life, to jolt us out of complacency before it’s too late? Elms are more than symbols of death, and their story can be greater than just one of loss. Their against-all-odds survival can act as a spell to teach us to value the rest of nature, and theirs is, above all, a tale of burgeoning hope rooted in resilience.

This book’s ten chapters alternate between themes of death and life. The next two chapters address elm ecology, first by looking at the evolution and global distribution of the tree, and then delving into those ecological relationships that cause Dutch elm disease. The following three chapters turn to elm’s importance to human societies over the ages – the many practical ways in which the elm has supported human life through its leaves, flowers, fruits and sap; the traditional use of elm wood; and a closer look at elm’s fibrous bark, including the story of the world’s earliest paper, made from the bark of the qing tan tree, a Chinese elm relative. We will then explore the lore and stories associated with elms in Europe, which are rich in linkages with death and the afterlife; the elm’s role in national identities in North America and how it has become the tree of liberty; and how Canada and the USA have tried to treat infections by Dutch elm disease and limit its spread. The penultimate chapter explores how elms have been represented in and inspired art and literature around the world. The final chapter looks forwards to consider the possible fates of elms, exploring how botanists and foresters are working to develop resilience in elm tree populations and protect other species that depend upon these beautiful trees. Here lies hope.

At the end of each chapter there is a vignette of a particular tree. In the ‘death’ chapters, these commemorate historically important elms, while the ‘life’ chapters feature meditations on visits to particular trees in my home parish of Assynt in the north-west Highlands of Scotland.
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The Washington Elm

Trees are essential to our survival, as food sources, as protectors of water courses and as climate-changing gas absorbers among other things. While forestry work to provide wood products is necessary, it does not follow that all trees are replaceable or that no tree is individually significant. On the contrary, many individual trees have shaped our cultures and civilisations. Most religions hold particular trees close to their hearts, such as the aspen used for the cross on which Jesus Christ was crucified or the banyan tree under which the Buddha achieved enlightenment. Many nations have an iconic tree where a crucial historical event took place, and this tree and its story can end up playing a key role in that country’s national identity. The globally iconic Washington Elm is one such tree.

Legend has it that on 3 July 1775, General George Washington, aged forty-three, took control of the Continental Army under the shade of the spreading branches of the elm tree on the Common in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Almost exactly one year later, Congress voted for independence of the Thirteen Colonies from Britain, forming the United States of America. George Washington led the army to liberation through the American War of Independence, and in 1789 he became the USA’s first president. He is often referred to as the ‘Father of His Country’. The elm tree under which he is said to have assumed military command lived on long after his death in 1799. Paintings and engravings show it to be an elegant specimen, with a sturdy, handsome trunk several metres tall, branching out into a ring of upwards-reaching limbs forming the classic vase shape for which American elms are so famous. A plaque at its base read: ‘Under this tree Washington first took command of the American army, July 3rd 1775.’

The tree didn’t really come to national prominence until many decades later. In 1861 the American Civil War was looming and a huge crowd gathered around the elm, apparently unorganised, to discuss how to protect the Union. The tree was decorated with Massachusetts state symbols, the Star-Spangled Banner and all manner of shields and signs, and it was subsequently used in propaganda as a symbol of all that New Englanders held dear about their united nation. It was central to the community and became the preferred venue for launches of new organisations and initiatives, such as the Harvard University baseball club, and the terminus of an annual parade through Cambridge on the Fourth of July. It was an essential stop on the itinerary of foreign dignitaries, and by the start of the twentieth century it had become one of Massachusetts’ primary tourist destinations.

The tree died in the summer of 1923, most likely poisoned by traffic fumes. Analysis of its tree rings showed that it was between 204 and 210 years old, which would have made it at least 50 years old, a mature, though not huge, tree, when Washington formed his army. When it finally toppled, there was a frenzy as people tried to secure a twig or a fragment of bark or a piece of its wood. The scenes of axe- and saw-wielding souvenir hunters were so chaotic that the city government had to step in to stop a riot. It then undertook an international distribution programme of the wood with the explicit aim, according to historian Samuel Batchelder, of making the loss of the tree ‘an object lesson in patriotism for the whole country’. The careful placing of more than a thousand fragments of the Washington Elm across the USA and beyond ensured the tree achieved a standing close to that of a religious relic: each of the forty-eight states at the time received its chunk of timber with a request to do something special with it; a cross-section of the trunk showing all of its rings was placed in Washington’s former residence at Mount Vernon; artists carved works of exquisite complexity for public display such as book covers for libraries and picture frames for galleries; a gavel was made for each legislative body in the country; and pieces were presented as formal gifts to allied countries through foreign ambassadors. Pageants and ceremonies at the site of the tree commemorated the events of 1775.

The Washington Elm now has its own significant descendants. In 1902 a scion of the famous tree was taken from Massachusetts all the way to Seattle, in Washington state, and planted in the University of Washington grounds by a history professor named Edmund Meany and other dignitaries in a grand patriotic ceremony. In the years following the death of the Washington Elm in Cambridge, the university campus gardener, Ludwig Metzger, set about propagating from the precious daughter that was in his grounds, and these grandchildren were likewise distributed around the country, including one that was returned to the site where its famous grandfather grew on the Cambridge Common. These progeny of the original Washington Elm cross many people’s paths, including mine. For example, one is down by the harbour in Bellingham, the town closest to where my brother now lives, and my nephew studied at Washington State University, where that daughter elm still stands.

In the USA, some people trace their family roots to the American War of Independence, allowing them to join the Sons or Daughters of the American Revolution. Local chapters of these national patriotic organisations have perpetuated and protected the Washington Elm’s lineage. The Daughters of the American Revolution were particularly active in this process, planting and tending to the trees in their new homes, and to this day, the organisation has many chapters with elm trees on their agenda. A Colorado chapter has been working on micropropagation techniques to keep the Washington Elm descendants coming. The Michael Trebert Chapter has been running an American Elm Heritage Project in the lead-up to the 250th anniversary of American independence in 2026, and in 2022 they led a commemorative planting of American elm saplings in Forks, Washington. They assert ‘the importance of reestablishing American elms in our nation’ as symbols of liberty.4 The lineages of these people and those of the Washington Elm tree are mutually supportive, in a fascinating blend of the significance of family trees, as if when we protect a tree it, in turn, shelters our history.

This symbolism of the Washington Elm and its offspring is hugely compelling, especially because its story is at least partly myth. There was most likely a throng of military people on the Cambridge Common on 3 July 1775, and George Washington was certainly in the area. Around that time he did take effective control of the army. But what is less clear is the relevance of a fifty-something-year-old elm tree, although records show that the weather was poor and it would have offered shelter in the days before Gore-Tex and rubber boots. But there’s really no hard evidence that any ceremonial event actually happened there. A diary entry by Dorothy Dudley refers to the formal taking of command as happening under an elm tree and being ‘a magnificent sight’, but this diary was later revealed to be a literary forgery, a fiction written by author Mary Williams Greely.

Does the lack of historical evidence matter? The meaning of the tree as a representation of freedom from colonial control has grown powerfully in the intervening centuries, as we’ll see in chapter eight. In 2025, descendants of the Washington Elm will be ceremonially planted as ‘liberty trees’ to commemorate 250 years of independence, demonstrating a power that transcends its shaky foundations in documented history. Symbols and stories are powerful because of the meaning we imbue them with, not just their link to real events. The Washington Elm reveals how myths are created and come to influence our societies. Myths are being made all the time, at all levels – few have national or international significance, but we are all subject to them. In the fallout following my own parents’ deaths, I became acutely aware of the stories that our family had told, and re-told, for decades, despite their tenuous roots in reality. Every person, family and nation must find their own myths to bind them together and hold them dear. Sometimes we are so protective of these stories that any attempt to challenge them are met with horror or even fury. This is exactly what happened when Samuel Francis Batchelder argued that George Washington had not, actually, taken control of the army under the elm tree – debate around this raged.5 Those for whom the myth had meaning felt deeply threatened by a truth that could undermine it. Regardless, the University of Washington’s managers have no intention of removing the plaque from their tree – for them, the story is what matters.

The Washington Elm is just one example of the many ways in which elm trees don’t just stand – they stand for something. I’m not alone in having grown up with them as a significant and meaningful part of the landscape of home, the loss of which has reverberated through ensuing decades. At the position of the original Washington Elm, its grandchild tree still stands, on Garden Street across from the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard University. It’s a splendid tree, with a broad crown forming a perfect umbrella curve over a characterful network of forked branches. A circular low metal fence ensures that its inner roots are saved from trampling. Long may it stand proudly with its message of freedom.
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