

[image: image]







[image: image]










Dedication


To Eva, Molly and Joe










Contents


Cover


Title Page


Dedication


Beginnings


Seeing the Oak


Knowing the Oak


Being With Oaks


Envoi


Acknowledgements


Select Bibliography


Endnotes


About the Author


Also by James Canton


Copyright


About the Publisher









Beginnings
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Some five years ago, I sought solace from the ways of the world by stepping into the embrace of an ancient oak tree. It is a venerable oak tree, eight hundred years old, living on the edge of a wood on a small country estate a few miles from my house. From the first meeting, there grew a strange sense of attachment I did not consciously recognise until I later began to realise the significance that trees, and oak trees especially, can have in our lives. To begin with, I went there for the gentle comfort sitting beside that grand oak offered. I could walk away from my work as a teacher, from my life and responsibilities, and place myself in a world that was something close to Eden. I could go beyond my world into that of the oak. I felt calm descend. Once there I wanted only to watch the comings and goings of the birds, the bees and the rest of the creatures that formed the ecosystem that existed around and about and within that ancient oak tree. I felt a peace envelop me every time I stepped onto the country estate where the oak tree lived. Over the months that followed, I began to visit the oak rather as one might visit a friend. I became better acquainted with it. I got to know the distinctive aspects of the tree and the creatures which lived within its realm. I sat beside the oak tree in all weathers and all seasons, at all times of day and night, until I knew that oak like a member of my family.


With the passing of the years, I can now look back and see what happened to me. There was another reason why I sought the embrace of the canopy of the oak. At the time my relationship with my long-time partner had fractured and begun to break down. She and I had started to live separate lives. From somewhere the notion of spending time beside the Honywood Oak came over me. I cannot say now if it was derived from a desire to avoid home or from a need to find some solitude. In truth, it was no doubt partly both.


* * *


Wherever oak trees grow around the globe, people have developed a connection to them. Throughout human history particular oaks have been favoured – for their setting, for their age and size. Ancient oaks have always been special. People collect beneath their boughs. They may gather there as a place of significance within the landscape or merely as somewhere to shelter. Whereas we humans are creatures of movement, oaks are static beings. They do not shift. They are born and they die on the same patch of earth. It is that surefootedness that is so appealing. Ancient oaks hold a powerful sense of longevity. The sense of security, the sense of attachment to a place across time, enchants us. We are drawn to old oaks. You can stand beneath a grand oak and know that your more distant ancestors did so, too. Oaks hold onto the memories of earlier generations. By touching the skin of the oak it is possible to feel some tentative trace of those that have gone before.


Human beings and oaks have lived beside one another as neighbours since the earliest times and we continue to do so. We no longer need the bodies of oak trees to build our homes, or to fuel our fires, and we no longer need acorns to sustain us through hard years and meagre harvests. Yet on some level we still lean on oak trees. In ways we do not fully understand, we need them.









Part I



Seeing the Oak
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The Honywood Oak lives on the Marks Hall Estate in north Essex. The tree stands in its own circular enclosure: a low wooden railing that separates the ancient oak from the pine trees surrounding it. The oak has lived here for over eight centuries. Its trunk is knurled and ribbed and close to thirty feet around. The spread of its green-leaf canopy stretches a hundred feet into the spring sky. The tree was a mere sapling when the Magna Carta was signed, when King John reigned over England. As a four-hundred-year-old, its canopy sheltered soldiers during the English Civil War. The owner of the Marks Hall Estate was then Sir Thomas Honywood, a Parliamentarian leader who served in the siege of the local town of Colchester in 1648 and after whom, in more recent years, this grand old oak has been named.


* * *


Once there were many oaks, hundreds of ancient trees huddled across these lands. Now there is one. It is a single, lone figure, born on this very foot of soil eight hundred years ago and rose from an acorn to a great tree in the blink of time’s eye. I came one day to see this oak, born so long ago, so far beyond the memory of any living human being. I sat in its presence and knew that here was peace.


Beside the coach house, where I parked my car each visit, there is a simple wooden gate that opens onto the heart of the estate. In the moment of stepping through that doorway something truly magical occurred, some form of transformation that allowed me to cast aside all the cares that had gathered upon my shoulders. Once beyond the gate, I ventured into another world.


The gate leads directly into an orchard through which I would walk down into the gentle valley of the stream that weaves through the estate. A path winds to a stone bridge beside a lake. Beyond is the Honywood Oak. The ritual of that short walk was something like stepping back into paradise. Through the gate, into the orchard, down to the lake, over the bridge, up to the ancient oak. The journey took only a few moments. But in that short time, I was relieved of all burdens.


21 June


I am greeted by Jonathan Jukes. He is a calm, modest man. His job title is curator of trees. We walk down from the coach house and across the stone bridge. I look over to the oak as Jonathan starts to tell me the tale of the three hundred other ancient oaks that also used to live on these lands and once formed part of an extensive deer park. In the 1950s, almost the entire population of those oaks was felled for the value of their timber. Four younger trees of three hundred years or so that grew on the garden edge of the gamekeeper’s cottage were spared. They live on. The burnt remnant of another aged oak tree known as the Screaming Oak stands crippled and disfigured, yet it has somehow managed to keep life in its boughs. Only one of the truly ancient oaks was shown mercy: the Honywood Oak. It is the sole survivor to remain intact.


The Honywood Oak sits on the border of what once would have been some 2,500 acres of ancient woodland. Quite why this individual tree was spared the axe and the saw is a mystery. The man who has thought longest on the matter, Jonathan – who now acts as guardian to this gracefully ageing tree – believes that the tree must have held some special significance to Thomas Phillips Price, then owner of the estate.


‘It may well have been that Phillips Price enjoyed the sight of the grand canopy from the top floor window of the big house,’ Jonathan says. ‘There’s a photograph from that time of a bench tucked against the trunk of the oak.’


He may well have liked to sit under the umbrella of oak leaf that unfurled each spring, to pass a moment in the cool shade of the tree away from the heat of the summer sun. Thomas Phillips Price died in 1932. The big house was demolished in 1950 after falling into disrepair. The truth is that no one alive knows exactly why this one single ancient tree survived the cull of the three hundred other ancient oaks that had lived happily in this hidden corner of England for many hundreds of years.


It is a clear, blue-skied summer’s day. The pine trees that surround us were planted as a replacement for the oaks. In that short time, they have risen to the height of the Honywood Oak and now dominate the landscape. We wander through the undergrowth of this young pine plantation where a tribe of pigs had been let loose to eat away the stubborn mesh of bramble which had built up over the years. The pigs have vacuumed the land clean. Eighteen months since they have cleared the ground, a newfound resurgence of life has emerged. Glorious pink foxgloves reach from the soil; seeds that were dormant for years have now sprung.


Jonathan tells of the time when gangs of woodmen arrived in the woods back in the 1950s. A local firm named Mann’s carried out the work, which must have taken weeks, or even months. I try to imagine the scene. The chopping and cutting with long-bodied axes and with stretched two-man saws that wove back and forth into the deep flesh of the trees, and so into the heart of the woods.


Robert Burton used the somewhat proverbial line, ‘an old oak is not felled at a blow’ in his The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621).1 Some centuries later, Thomas Hardy’s poem ‘Throwing a Tree’ pictured the felling of a tree by ‘two executioners’ who are ‘bearing two axes with heavy heads shining and wide / And a long limp two-handled saw toothed for cutting.’ In the final line, Hardy writes of ‘two hundred years’ steady growth . . . ended in less than two hours’.2


So how long did it take to fell each eight-hundred-year-old oak tree?


‘I met someone recently, at a funeral,’ Jonathan says, ‘who had been here in those days, who had worked at the task of felling the ancient trees. There may well be others in the surrounding villages who were here sixty years ago as young men, earning a few shillings to turn trees to timber.’


If there are, they will all be old men now.


Ronald Blythe told me not long ago that the ancient oaks are loved by country people precisely because they allow a physical way to commune with and to remember their own ancestors. They are often to be found in the centre of village life, either on the village green or on the well-worn pathways that weave around the hedges and fields. Those trees act as conduits to connect us with those who have gone before. Beloved parents, aunts, uncles, grandparents of earlier generations have also touched the ribbed bark of the tree where now living hands brush the same coarse skin. There is a sense of corporeal connection and so a powerful feeling of remembrance in the simple act of touching an old oak. It is a bodily remembrance through time.


‘They had a raw deal,’ Jonathan says as we walk in flickering shade.


He is talking now of the oaks that were felled here. He talks of their lives having been taken. We have arrived back at the Honywood Oak. The tree has reached old age. It is ‘growing back down’, says Jonathan. Just like those last surviving woodmen who swung their axes here in these woods sixty years before, the oak tree is now settling into a peaceful third age.


‘They weren’t all as old as the Honywood Oak, were they?’ I ask.


‘No,’ says Jonathan. ‘I don’t think so. Though there were some of considerable age and certainly some were bigger trees.’


‘So even older than the Honywood Oak?’ I ask.


Jonathan believes so.


There is an inventory of all the significant oaks that once lived on these lands, he tells me, which is held in the Marks Hall archive. After Thomas Phillips Price bought the estate in 1897, his land agent measured all the larger oaks – their height and girth is recorded in ledgers that can still be seen today.


‘So you get an idea of the size and the stature of the oaks that were in the deer park at that time.’


I look about us at the tall frames of the pines. I try to see ancient oaks. It is hard to do, hard to imagine the scale of the loss.


‘They should never have been cut down,’ Jonathan states. ‘It is written in Thomas Phillips Price’s will that “the oaks must never be felled”.’


Yet they were.


One hundred years ago, the ancient oaks of the Marks Hall Estate were not individually named but were collectively known as the Honywood Oaks. At some point after those Honywood Oaks of the deer park were culled in the 1950s, the name became singular.


I am struck with a genuine sense of sadness at their loss.


Ancient oaks have always held our affection but often, too, our awe. Francis Kilvert, writing in 1876 on the ancient oaks of Moccas Park, Herefordshire, knew such contrasting feelings:


I fear those grey, old men of Moccas, those grey, gnarled, low-browed, knock-kneed, bowed, bent, huge, strange, long-armed, deformed, hunchbacked, misshapen oak men that stand waiting and watching century after century . . . No human hand set those oaks. They are ‘the trees which the Lord hath planted’.3


The trees become ‘oak men’ and strange and fearful figures. Perhaps in such a transformation comes their salvation. And they are divine, too. No one wishes to cut down and kill revered beings sown by God’s own hand.


To lose any single ancient tree is to lose an entire woodland community. Each aged oak is home to a complex, multitudinous collection of bats, insects, birds, fungi and plants. Jonathan compares each ancient oak to a block of flats. William Cowper in his ‘Yardley Oak’ (1809) saw the tree as ‘a cave for owls to roost in’.4 But it’s not merely owls given homes. From treecreepers to hornets, the aged oak plays host to a range of bio-diversity unparalleled by any other tree.5


I stand in the wood and strive to imagine the vast lost population of wildlife that would be here were those hundreds of ancient oaks still alive within these soils. Those are the ghost worlds that haunt these woodlands.


3 July


I meet Jonathan in gentle summer rain. We step over the low protective wooden rail and talk about the life of the oak tree. Jonathan says there has been much written and said recently about sudden oak death (Phytophthora ramorum). He is concerned for the health of the Honywood Oak. Already other trees across the estate have had black bleeding patches, the lesions symptomatic of the disease. One older tree near the entrance is on its last legs. Others, younger oaks, have suffered the disease and gradually recovered. No one knows how the disease might spread over the next few years. If the Honywood Oak became infected, it could be in real trouble.


‘In a couple of years it might be dead,’ Jonathan says.


We talk a few moments more in the shelter of the oak. When Jonathan leaves, I watch his truck heading away west through the pines.


I stand and stare. It is the first time I have been here alone beside the tree. For some moments, that is all I do. I am frozen static. Then my hand reaches out to touch the skin of the oak. I brush my fingertips, my palms against the rough bark. Something happens. I feel an ease that has not been felt within me for an age. My heart slows. My spirit stills. I glance around to see if anyone else is around. To be there in the circle of the wooden-railed enclosure, by the oak, suddenly feels strangely like an act of intrusion, an act of trespass into a forbidden space. I am deeply aware of the presence of the oak beside me, but also aware and concerned that someone may appear around the corner of the path through the pines. No one comes. Tentatively, I close my eyes.


Time passes.


A calm creeps over me as though a blanket has been wrapped around my shoulders.


A numinous peace descends.


When I open them, there is only the oak framed before me, the grey bark ridged and still, so still. I feel bewitched. I blink and the oak now seems like a vast and languorous mammoth standing before me with an imposing, giant grace. The bark is bulbous with folds of elephantine skin and the great north-facing coppiced branch is a trunk with vast limbs planted firmly into the earth.


A hare, one of last year’s leverets, appears on the path beside the lake, all ears, lean and jittery, and trots gently up the slope towards me only to disappear into the long grasses and ferns that cover the soft slopes of the stream valley. It is a slice of time laid bare, a moment when the normal flow of life is frozen, when instead another sense of being seems to seize my presence in the world and to take a hold over all.


Buddhists call such fleeting moments satori – when the facade of our normal existence falls and we see beyond, feel the possibility of enlightenment. We live each day of our life feeling, if nominally, in control of our daily journey through life and knowing our regular path in the world. Then, in such moments of wonder, we can only stand and stare. We can no longer see the everyday. We can only feel our presence here as light as air, our feather-like existence upon this earth as ethereal and fragile as a seed head in the wind.


10 July


The peace, the still presence of the oak, draws me back. On the bench a pale blue damselfly drifts past. It is a tranquil summer’s day. I gaze at the tree and think of the oak as a vast compass with each pollarded limb as a pointer marking the positions of celestial objects in the night sky on key moments in the year: sunrise on Midsummer’s Day; the transit of Venus; the radiant point of the Perseid meteor shower.


One limb that acts as a pointer to the North Star has been severed, truncated many years ago. A circle of darkness is etched into the round end-face of the pale wood. It is a woodpecker’s nest and a single under-feather is stuck to the entrance hole. A spatter of rain falls. Sunshine forces through the cloud and strikes the pines, enriching their bark and greening the leaves on the oak, lighting the patches of bark, the exposed cambium shading, splattering chiaroscuro patterns. On the south side of the oak, what looks at first like a swarm of mosquitoes some fifteen feet up is a bees’ nest. Through binoculars I can make out the hexagonal pattern of the honeycomb and think instantly of its close cousin the quincunx lozenge, that blueprint of intelligent design that Thomas Browne in The Garden of Cyrus (1658) would have us believe is evidence for the existence of God.


17 July


A muggy summer’s day. I feel decidedly delighted to be here, sat on the bench beside the oak. All else in the world is irrelevant. Only here and now exist. My heart leaps a little as I settle on the bare wood. I close my eyes. All is well. All is good.


I look up and see a bramble is growing from a seat in the oak tree some fifteen feet from the ground. On the bench I am hounded, badgered and dive-bombed by a fly which is red-eyed and decidedly devilish. It finally settles to allow closer inspection. I have no idea what it is but I have reference books with me. Could it be some kind of stiletto fly? Perhaps it is even a Forest Silver-stiletto (Pandivirilia melaleuca), a fly which is renowned for its aggressive temperament and lives deep in the oak, in the crumbling heartwood core of the ancient tree – the red rot. I only know for certain that this fly now rests on the arm of the bench, with vast red orbs for eyes sticking out from its head, looking utterly alien in mine.


There are speckled wood butterflies flittering through the meadow grasses like burnt ash falling from a bonfire. The air is softly melodious. It is the first sunny day for weeks and all are revelling in the heat, the light. In the south the wild bees are buzzing in and out of their nest excitedly. I step around the circle of the tree. Midges flit in the damp hollows of the buttress where the sun cannot reach. By the truncated pale branch that points to the north, a hornet loops from the canopy, distinct and vast against the azure sky, before vanishing in a single perfect parabola back into the tree. On the bench rests a pile of books on oaks. I have brought a small library yet instead gaze at the life that flies, darts and buzzes about the oak. After an age of damp, unseasonal weather, the world warms.


* * *


Oak trees have been on the earth since the end of the Tertiary period some 2.6 million years ago. They have grown in Britain for over a million years. As glacial conditions swept in from the north, so the oak line fell away south; over time as the land warmed and the ice-sheet melted, the oaks returned. The last return of the oaks was around 10,000 years ago, at a time when the eastern edges of these lands were still attached to mainland Europe. As the climate changed and temperatures rose, oaks spread into Britain to colonise those lands freed of ice. Animals came, too, and were followed by humans.


The history of human existence across the northern hemisphere is tightly tied to oaks. Flint axes were forged to fell and split oak trees, along with pine and hazel, cut from the prehistoric forests. These were what are known as the ‘wildwoods’, which had colonised and eventually covered the land with the end of the last period of glaciation. The hardy souls that lived then used the cut wildwood to feed fires that held the winter from the hearth. The clearing of pine forest by fire and by felling also served to make more space for other oaks to flourish. Around five or six thousand years ago, people started to shift from seasonally nomadic ways to the domestication of animals and the farming of the land. Agriculture began the process of a more systematic destruction of the wildwoods to fashion the land into the first fields for planting crops and to provide grazing for primitive livestock.


Oak trees were special. They gave wood for the fire but their trunks could also be worked to form the frames of the homes that sprung up on the freshly cleared ground. And oaks offered more than merely wood. They gave acorns that could easily be gathered and stored and later eaten so that both humans and animals could feed and stave off starvation in times of famine. There is evidence from prehistoric sites across Europe that those early farmers used acorn flour as a substitute when their own cereal crops failed. At one Bronze Age settlement near Berlin, a metre-deep store-pit was brimful of acorns that had been ‘hulled, split and roasted’ – that is to say prepared for human consumption rather than as swine-fodder.6
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