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Shrugging in the flight of its leaves,

it is dying. Death is slowly

standing up in its trunk and branches

like a camouflaged hunter. In the night

I am awakened by one of its branches 

crashing down, heavy as a wall and then

lie sleepless, the world changed.

That is a life I know the country by.

Wendell Berry  from The Old Elm by the River*
Trees mean something to us. Ancient trees give us pause. They tell us something about our place and ourselves. If we are afraid of mortality, uninterested in history, see only income or outputs, they will not engage us. If we are merely collectors of size or age or nobbliness we may miss significance of other kinds. Something within our culture has enabled many trees to live a long time, is it merely perchance? Pollarded hornbeams or sweet chestnut may have lent an air of age to a newly laid out estate. Venerable coppiced ash may have survived simply doing their jobs. But well beyond the prosaic, old yews and oaks carry their sacredness still. In John Clare’s words they own
a language by which hearts are stirred

deeper than by a feeling clothed in word

from The Fallen Elm*

Mostly trees can be depended upon to stay where they are. They live longer than we do, grow bigger, reach into the underworld and the heavens. In most cultures of the world they draw us to their shade to pass on news, exchange goods, debate issues, decide futures, listen to history and to muse. Some trees give us hope by seeming to die and then to revive each year, others remain forever green. Through them we gain some humility, some understanding of the transience of our own existence. As protagonist or mentor, dependable confidente, repository of the numinous, lightning rod for group memory, the tree can help us to ponder and to tell our stories. Their currency is allegory, their magic is longevity and real presence.   

Trees deeply affect the idiom of a place.  Some localities are defined by their trees, they may be assemblages of locally typical trees, usually more important to the wild life and the landscape, and they may include trees which carry stories from near and far, some may be really venerable and invoke respect and awe. Trees make places. Places are significant to us because of the detail and variegation woven through the warp of nature and the weft of culture. This is Local Distinctiveness.

Oliver Rackham says: 

Every oak or alder planted in Cambridge (traditionally a city of willows, ashes, elms and cherry plums) erodes the difference between Cambridge and other places. Part of the value of the native lime lies in the meaning embodied in its mysterious natural distribution; it is devalued by being made a universal tree. 
In south west Gloucestershire the perry pear orchards awake us in spring, as do the wild cherries of the nearby Wye Valley. DH Lawrence picks up the nuances as he describes his homeplace of Eastwood - 

To me it seemed an extremely beautiful countryside, just between the red sandstone and oak trees of Nottingham, and the cold limestone, the ash trees, the stone fences of Derbyshire. 

High London plane trees shade that city’s central squares and pace them in age. Bournemouth is notable for its Scots, Maritime and Monterey Pines first planted on the heathland in the 1800s as the Victorian town took shape. Privet hedges describe the gardens of many early council estates, holly hedges the estate village of Osmaston in Derbyshire. Sweet Chestnut is happiest in the south east whilst the heartland of the Hornbeam is East Anglia and eastern edges of London.  Pollarded willows march along the rhynes of Somerset, Scots pines in twos and threes mark out old stopping off points for the drovers.

Our culture is riven with trees. We cut clearings in the forest, called our settlements and ourselves, after them. We have made solid buildings from them and sailed around the world in them. We have planted and pollarded, imported and exploited them. Ironically, whilst woodfolk who pollard and coppice have prolonged the lives of trees, some of their worst enemies have been foresters. The tunnel vision of those growing for timber through the twentieth century has defined any ‘overmature’ tree as a waste of space. It is only in the last decade that the industry has begun to appreciate and champion the importance of old trees that have survived against the run of forestry fashion. Conservationists with a long memory will recall the television presenter Kenneth Allsop leading a battle against the Forestry Commission in the 1970’s to stop the felling of Powerstock Forest in Dorset with its old oaks. 

There is much we have forgotten that we knew.

And we are about to forget more. Let us explore what links culture and trees and place using an example in which it has proved an uphill struggle to excite conservation interest amongst professionals but not people at large. Next time you are drinking in the landscape, remember:

when we lose a traditional orchard, we sacrifice not simply a few old trees – 

bad enough some would say… but you also risk losing:

varieties particular to the locality,

the wild life,

the songs

the recipes,

the cider,

the hard but social work,

the festive gatherings,

the look of the landscape,

the wisdom gathered over generations about:

pruning and grafting








aspect and slope 








soil and season








variety and use

These are the cultural links with the land which the removal of an orchard severs. 

Looked at from a different angle if we lose the real cider we lose the need for cider barrels, flagons, wassail bowls, mugs, tools, troughs, presses…. we lose people and their expertise. 

We lose interest in the artefacts and the buildings, including pubs, often particular to their place. 

They are devalued, left to rot, mislaid, broken up and with them fades the knowledge, the self esteem and soon the orchards, the varieties, the wild life….  the community of interest overlaying the community of place which makes local distinctiveness reverberate with authenticity. 

Everything is dependent upon everything else – culture and nature when so finely tuned as in the Somerset or Hereford landscapes with apples is not a still life, but an intimately woven working world. A world that people are proud to live and labour in, a world which outsiders want to look into. 

The orchards may, like that threatened with housing development at Bawdrip in Somerset, have persisted in the same spot since the 16th century. Through this place the history of the village can be told. Call it wood pasture and nature conservationists listen more eagerly. 

The trees may be amongst the oldest of their variety. In Southwell, Nottinghamshire great pride is taken in the fact that this is the home of the original Bramley apple tree. It should carry the name Mary Ann Brailsford for it was this young girl who around 1809 planted pips, a sapling of which was planted in the garden of their cottage in Church Street. Mr Bramley bought the place in 1846. Ten years later 17 year old Henry Merryweather, a fledgling nurseryman recognised the worth of the apples taken from Mr Bramley’s tree and started taking grafts. By 1862 he was selling them and in 1876 he won a ‘highly commended’ from the RHS. By the time the 20th century began, the original Bramley was reclining, it had been blown over by a storm, and in mid century various interventions were made to ensure its survival. We shall never know if they were for better or worse, but it still thrives in the garden with enough vigour to produce a ton of apples as it approaches the start of its third century. 

Apart from grafting and now cloning, the only way an apple variety will perpetuate itself is by sticking an elbow in the soil and growing up again. There are many old trees which have done this, but not enough is made of this mode of regeneration, many old trees are removed because the process is not understood. 

The story persists in Herefordshire of a perry pear tree which covered 3/4 of an acre and each year bore 5-7 tons of fruit back in the 1790s. A single pear may live to be more than 300 years old, this one must have been centuries older: the perry pear too will regenerate itself by falling and growing up. But it is not gone, it lives on. It’s outlying rooted branches are still to be seen at Holme Lacy, on the bank or the Wye by the church – how old is it? 

So, much like the great sweet chestnut at Tortworth, which may date from the 9th century, many trees are capable of creating their own groves and astonishing us with their untidy venerability.  

Across Gloucestershire there are perry pears hanging on along the Severn, or in fields that have evolved from orchards. 60 feet high, washed with white blossom. They seem not to be held in high enough esteem by tree folk yet they may be 300 years old. Likewise the 60 foot cherry tree orchards around Faversham, almost all gone. Is it the same approach which failed to record the black poplars which had been pollarded and also those planted as street trees in and around Manchester? 

Common Ground has explored and championed orchards with some success. We think it is because it touches a nerve, a deep understanding that has meaning to people. In inventing Apple Day, October 21st, we chose the fruit most loaded with symbolism to stand for them all and offered a thousand ideas and examples of how to celebrate locally. This is now taken to be a traditional day in the calendar after only 13 years. Alongside this we offered the idea of community orchards, school orchards, hospital and office orchards. Around the country people run hundreds of events attracting thousands of people. From celebration, curiosity has evolved. Lost varieties have been rediscovered, from our own first national gazeteer of county varieties, county inventories are building in their place, people research and discover the richness of history, ecology and geography. The point is that we have invented something which enables people to begin from where they are, from where their interest lies and to gravitate towards a social valuing of trees and place.

What else can we learn from this?  Above all to add knowledge to the place, not take it away.  Build upon the interests of people, engage their curiosity, offer many ways in, celebrate what they know, create the circumstances for social interchange. Build trust between local knowledge and tumbleweed expertise so that local wisdom about where things are, how they work, what is known can be added into the more academic means of gathering information. Use values and subjectivity – ‘what do you value’ enables anyone to be an expert, builds courage to tell.

We have encouraged the making of Parish Maps using this question to help people chart together what they care about – they could begin with trees, ancient trees. But then how will one find out about the 12th century oak beams or the Purple Emperors that gather in the top of prominent master trees or the old manuscript in the loft that describes the work done on the estate in 1650. Everything is connected.  Tree Dressing Day, the first weekend in December has brought people together to celebrate significant trees in the public domain, to draw brief attention to their importance, age, character which stays in the mind all year. It starts from an exploration of traditions from across the world and reaches across cultural boundaries. 

Ancient trees excite people when they look really old, but many are significantly aged without having great persona. And how are we to encourage the next generation of ancients into our midst championed and protected by local people when so many tree officers, parks people, highway engineers, tree surgeons take one look at a tree and damn it with the words ‘over-mature’ or ‘multi-stemmed’ or ‘ugly’ or ‘untidy’ and prostrate themselves before health and safety or insurance? 

Perhaps we can challenge people to express what they value with the creation of visual inventories of the significant trees of their neighbourhood produced as simple ABC posters or booklets, with tree portraits, names, products and stories together with their ecologies and histories. 

As well as prompting searches for the biggest and oldest trees, we should ask sideways questions, which may lead to the same place. Where are the rookeries, the ancient heronries, what trees do the big thrushes guard in winter, where do the bats and owls live, where do you find mistletoe, are there any master trees favoured by butterflies, what are the landmarks trees, what stories persist, do any have names? Where do you meet in the woods, why was that avenue planted, what is the name of the orchard, were the trees planted with the building?  Does anyone still pollard or coppice? What are your favourite trees? What do they mean to you?

Common Ground’s quest is to create a culture of wanting to care. Statutory protection is no substitute for local understanding and pride. Profound local knowledge linking together with tumbleweed professional expertise is a powerful force. But more discussion, more involvement, more time is needed from both sides. 

Attachment to place can be severed by insensitive change. Local vigilance and active care are easily bruised if not murdered by scientific ramraiding - add knowledge to the place, don’t take it away. We have to do better in our engagement with people and their trees. We need to lift our humanity and imagination and build the importance of trees, ancient and young, into the everyday workings of places. 

Trees, our mute companions,

looming through the winter mist

from the side of the road,

lit for a moment in passing

by the car’s headlamps:

ash and oak, chestnut and yew;

witnesses, huge mild beings

who suffer the consequence

of sharing our planet and cannot

move away from any evil

we subject them to,

whose silent absolution hides

the scars of our sins, who always

forgive – yet still assume

the attributes of judges, not victims.

Ruth Fainlight, Trees *
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