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As autumn seems to have stalled temporarily in the North-east, we take a last check on our adopted 

trees and woods; look forward to what trees will be doing in the coming winter months, and cast an 

eye over our relations with trees.  They have been humans' principal partner in the great adventure 

of cultural evolution.  They have sheltered, healed, sustained and taught us lessons in survival.  We 

are their children as well as their guardians.   

 

Long before farmers began to clear the land of trees to cultivate fields in the Bronze Age, humans 

were managing their environment: taking regular crops from trees to make shelters, tracks and 

implement.  Almost all the basic tools and devices that humans need to start imposing their 

superiority on nature are derived from trees or wood: the spring, wedge and windlass, the spear and 

digging stick.  And wood makes fire – the discovery of charcoal, and the techniques for smelting and 

then forging metal, mark a huge leap in liberating humans from the promethean chains of slavery. 

 

Evidence for the way we have managed trees is easy to find in the pollen record and in archaeology; 

and woods themselves betray many signs of having been managed.  There is no longer any such 

thing as wildwood in Britain; not perhaps in Europe.  Even the Amazon rainforest is now yielding 

traces of having been intensely manged.  Underpinning research into how our ancestors used, 

manipulated and sustained trees and woodland is the observation of their habits, as individuals and 

as woodland.  Trees behave in different ways when they are managed; and the habitats that result 

are surpisingly productive.  Trees are perhaps the best example of how humans and nature can work 

together for mutual benefit.  Today we will take a brief look at how to spot an ancient wood; and 

think about why (and how) we should protect them. 

 

The last thing I want to touch on is the representation of trees in art.  Many myths, fairytales and 

stories concern trees behaving in anthropomorphic ways; and indeed, it's easy to see the human 

shape in a tree.  The way in which artists watch trees, and have responded to them, tells us much 

about how we see ourselves, from John Ward's ancient cantankerous oak to Van Gogh's 

expressionist vision of angst in the garden of his asylum in Provence.   

 


