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INTRODUCTION
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To people of bygone ages, trees were possessed of immanence, an ethos that went beyond that which is simply to be explained in terms of the tangible and material. In a mighty, timeless oak, or a vast wellingtonia, whose lifespan readily outstrips our own, great strength and permanence was perceived. Arising from roots that penetrate deep into the earth, their trunks and limbs reach out to brush the sky. Many years ago an eminent visitor, invited to give a midsummer talk at my school, addressed some surprising words to his young audience that have since taken on a more trendy vogue. He suggested that if we can be sufficiently unabashed to clasp our arms tightly around the oldest and most gnarled of trunks that we can find, there will be a change, and something remarkable will flow out of the tree akin to energy charging a battery. Romantic stuff, maybe, but his words have stayed with me, and more than ever as I grow older, I sense that to walk in a great forest is to enter into a living, breathing organism, a creature of extraordinary beauty, strength and wonder. From whence emanates this mystical engine power of trees? I lack the wisdom to answer such a question. Long ago, people who lived in more intimate contact with nature did, however, possess such insight. A great tree was imbued with a sanctity that made it precious. Its well-being mattered; its death whether by natural cause or premature felling, a rite of passage with profound importance. A spirituality was being destroyed, and thus for many in past ages not only the trees but also such implements as the woodman’s axe bore their own sacred dimension. Much of this sentiment has since been stripped away from our modern and technologically-driven lives, yet each of us is probably still touched in our own private way by the spiritual strength and beauty of these extraordinary life forms.

The vestiges that are left to us of the mighty forests that once clothed the greater part of our world have rightly been described as the lungs of the Earth. We cannot survive without them because they provide much of the air that we breathe, yet perversely we seem bent on their destruction at an ever-increasing rate through an insatiable demand for the necessities of modern lving. We burn hectare upon hectare of woodland to create fresh agricultural land; we obliterate forests to manufacture paper and packing crates, floorboards, telegraph poles and designer toilet seats. Only an impoverished fraction of what we destroy is replaced by planting and this often results in sterile monocultures devoid of other forms of life that rely on trees. This book will, I hope, serve to rekindle a little of our awareness of the intrinsic beauty and irreplaceable value of trees, and the need that we should cherish them for the sake of future generations. It includes some of the loveliest of trees, but also those of indispensible ecological and material value.

The trees are arranged alphabetically by Latin names. Common names vary but Latin is a universal language for the classification of plants and animals. The species span the globe and are chosen for their fine architecture, their floral beauty, and sometimes just for quirkiness.

When a tree is described as being ‘native to’ a particular continent or a region of the globe, this means that it occurs there naturally. It has not been transported and planted by human hand as a cultivated alien. The term is thus synonymous with ‘indigenous to’. Where measurements are given (height, trunk diameter, trunk girth and spread), we refer to the average maximum that a species will reach, though in exceptional cases this can be exceeded by particularly long-lived specimen.
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GRAND FIR

Abies grandis
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The imposing trunks of grand fir soar skywards in a forest in British Columbia, Canada.



A mighty and elegant evergreen tree of the lowland Pacific coasts of North America, the inland Cascade Mountains and parts of central Canada east of the Great Lakes, the grand fir lives up to its name, and its crown stands head and shoulders above much of the rest of the forest canopy. It is the fastest growing of all North American firs, and in northern California it can achieve a height of over 40 metres (131 ft) in just 50 years. It is also a tree of considerable longevity, with some venerable specimens passing 300 years of age.

The geographical range of the grand fir is extensive, stretching from British Columbia in the far north to northern California. Displaying two distinct ecological variants, the coast grand fir and the interior grand fir, the variety found in the lowland coastal regions matures at about twice the speed of its counterpart, which grows on the slopes of the Cascades to an altitude of 900 metres (2,953 ft) and has rather more slender cones with thinner scales.

Like its Nordmann fir cousin in Europe, the tree is cone shaped, although the crown can become more rounded and straggly, even anvil-topped in old age. The grey bark of the trunk and the gently drooping main branches become very thick as they age, typically cracked to expose purplish-red furrows. The needles, containing a pungently aromatic resin reminiscent of turpentine, are borne in two uniform rows on the lower branches, but are spiralled and arise in single ranks towards the crown. Each needle, glossy on the upper surface with two paler stripes beneath, is flattened in cross-section and bears a little notch at the tip. Below ground the tree can be anchored by a deeply probing tap root in dry positions, but substitutes this for shallow lateral roots if ground water is readily available.

The timber is soft and pale in colour, so it is used principally in paper making, as well as for packing-crate manufacture and limited internal building work. In common with the Nordmann fir, propagation is wholly through seed dispersal. Individual male and female flowers form during summer, but then enter a dormant period over the ensuing winter; pollination does not take place until the following spring. When fertilized, the female inflorescence develops into a cone that stands erect on the branch and can be up to 12 centimetres (5 in) long, containing scaly bracts each of which bears a winged seed that is released as the bracts distintegrate and fall off, eventually leaving a central ‘core’ on the tree. The little seedlings, once germinated, are especially vulnerable and over 30 per cent die during the first year of growth.





	GRAND FIR	Evergreen



	NATIVE TO	Western and central North America



	HEIGHT	45 m (148 ft)



	TRUNK DIAMETER	2 m (7 ft)



	TRUNK GIRTH	6.25 m (21 ft)



	SPREAD	5 m (16 ft)
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The aromatic needles arise in little fans before settling into rows.







NORDMANN FIR

Abies nordmanniana
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Young shoots of Nordmann fir bear needles with white bands on either side of a green midrib.



With its downward-sloping branches, the Nordmann fir is among the prettiest of European fir trees, so it is not entirely surprising that in recent times we have often chosen this species for Christmas, in preference to the more traditional Norway spruce. The needles are not sharp and they resist the annoying temptation to shed and carpet the floor. A native of mountainous regions of Turkey and Armenia, chiefly around the Black Sea but also extending into the Russian Caucasus, Nordmann fir was first planted in western Europe in the 1800s, where today it is often cultivated in nurseries.

Many of those growing in the western Caucasus reach truly massive proportions, easily achieving a height of 60 metres (197 ft) and acquiring a girth of up to 5 metres (16 ft). Specimen trees, however, reportedly reach even greater height, as much as 85 metres (279 ft), thus making them the tallest living things in Europe. Growing quickly in the first two or three years from seed germination, and continuing almost as rapidly, only slowing in old age, they require well-drained but moist soil with a plentiful supply of fresh water, hence they prefer life on north-facing slopes experiencing cool, wet summers. The trees can thrive at altitudes of as much as 2,000 metres (6,562 ft), but require annual rainfall of at least 1,000 millimetres (39 in). Two distinct species are recognized: the Caucasian fir and the Turkish fir, which intermingle and hybridize where they meet in northern Turkey.

The tree is broadly conical with light grey bark, and bears single evergreen needles in flat rows of two, or arranged in spirals along the branches. It can hold onto its leaves, remarkably, for up to 26 years without shedding. Scented with aromatic resin, each needle is glossy dark and green above, but underneath reveals two distinctive whitish bands of stomata or breathing pores on either side of a green midrib, or central vein.

The wood is soft, very pale in colour, and in the main it is grown commercially to be pulped for paper making. The timber possesses virtually no insect- or decay-resisting properties, so in general cannot be used for any kind of outdoor construction work.

Nordmann fir is propagated in nature wholly through seed dispersal, although cuttings will also take in summer and early autumn. Individual male and female flowers form high up in the tree, and the females, when fertilized, mature into erect cones. These can be up to 20 centimetres (8 in) long, containing as many as 200 scaly bracts; each bract bears a pair of winged seeds that are released as the bract distintegrates and falls off, not as part of a complete cone, but individually, leaving a central ‘core’ on the tree.





	NORDMANN FIR	Evergreen



	NATIVE TO	Eastern Europe



	HEIGHT	85 m (279 ft)



	TRUNK DIAMETER	2 m (7 ft)



	TRUNK GIRTH	6.25 m (21 ft)



	SPREAD	5 m (16 ft)
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Nordmann fir are popular Christmas trees, as they tend not to shed their needles.
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