
The Secret Life of Tree: The
Atonihing Science of What Tree
Feel and How The Communicate

“A tree can be onl a trong a the foret that
urround it.”

BY MARIA POPOVA

Tree dominate the world’ the oldet
living organim. ince the dawn of
our pecie, the have een our ilent
companion, permeating our mot
enduring tale and never ceaing to
inpire fantatical comogonie.
Hermann Hee called them “the
mot penetrating of preacher.” A
forgotten eventeenth-centur
nglih gardener wrote of how the
“peak to the mind, and tell u man
thing, and teach u man good
leon.”

ut tree might e among our luhet metaphor and enemaking
framework for knowledge preciel ecaue the richne of what
the a i more than metaphorical — the peak a ophiticated
ilent language, communicating complex information via mell,
tate, and electrical impule. Thi facinating ecret world of ignal
i what German foreter Peter Wohlleben explore in The Hidden
Life of Trees: What They Feel, How They Communicate (public library).

Wohlleen chronicle what hi own experience of managing a foret
in the ifel mountain in German ha taught him aout the



atonihing language of tree and how traillazing aroreal reearch
from cientit around the world reveal “the role foret pla in
making our world the kind of place where we want to live.” A we’re
onl jut eginning to undertand nonhuman conciounee, what
emerge from Wohlleen’ revelator reframing of our oldet
companion i an invitation to ee anew what we have pent eon
taking for granted and, in thi act of eeing, to care more deepl
aout thee remarkale eing that make life on thi planet we call
home not onl infinitel more pleaurale, ut poile at all.

Illutration b Arthur Rackham for a rare 1917
edition of the Brother Grimm fair tale

ut Wohlleen’ own career egan at the oppoite end of the caring
pectrum. A a foreter taked with optimizing the foret’ output for
the lumer indutr, he elf-admittedl “knew aout a much aout
the hidden life of tree a a utcher know aout the emotional life of
animal.” He experienced the conequence of what happen
whenever we turn omething alive, e it a creature or a work of art,
into a commodit — the commercial focu of hi jo warped how he
looked at tree.

Then, aout twent ear ago, everthing changed when he egan
organizing urvival training and log-cain tour for tourit in hi
foret. A the marveled at the majetic tree, the enchanted
curioit of their gaze reawakened hi own and hi childhood love of
nature wa rekindled. Around the ame time, cientit egan
conducting reearch in hi foret. oon, ever da ecame colored
with wonderment and the thrill of dicover — no longer ale to ee
tree a a currenc, he intead aw them a the pricele living



wonder that the are. He recount:

Life a a foreter ecame exciting once again. ver da in the
foret wa a da of dicover. Thi led me to unuual wa of
managing the foret. When ou know that tree experience
pain and have memorie and that tree parent live together
with their children, then ou can no longer jut chop them
down and dirupt their live with large machine.

The revelation came to him in flahe, the mot ee-opening of
which happened on one of hi regular walk through a reerve of old
eech tree in hi foret. Paing  a patch of odd mo tone he
had een man time efore, he wa uddenl eized with a new
awarene of their trangene. When he ent down to examine
them, he made an atonihing dicover:

The tone were an unuual hape: the were gentl curved
with hollowed-out area. Carefull, I lifted the mo on one of
the tone. What I found underneath wa tree ark. o, thee
were not tone, after all, ut old wood. I wa urpried at how
hard the “tone” wa, ecaue it uuall take onl a few ear
for eechwood ling on damp ground to decompoe. ut what
urpried me mot wa that I couldn’t lift the wood. It wa
ovioul attached to the ground in ome wa. I took out m
pocketknife and carefull craped awa ome of the ark until I
got down to a greenih laer. Green? Thi color i found onl in
chlorophll, which make new leave green; reerve of
chlorophll are alo tored in the trunk of living tree. That
could mean onl one thing: thi piece of wood wa till alive! I
uddenl noticed that the remaining “tone” formed a ditinct
pattern: the were arranged in a circle with a diameter of aout
5 feet. What I had tumled upon were the gnarled remain of
an enormou ancient tree tump. All that wa left were vetige
of the outermot edge. The interior had completel rotted into
humu long ago — a clear indication that the tree mut have
een felled at leat four or five hundred ear earlier.

How can a tree cut down centurie ago could till e alive? Without
leave, a tree i unale to perform photonthei, which i how it
convert unlight into ugar for utenance. The ancient tree wa
clearl receiving nutrient in ome other wa — for hundred of



ear.

eneath the mter la a facinating frontier of cientific reearch,
which would eventuall reveal that thi tree wa not unique in it
aited living. Neighoring tree, cientit found, help each other
through their root tem — either directl,  intertwining their
root, or indirectl,  growing fungal network around the root that
erve a a ort of extended nervou tem connecting eparate tree.
If thi weren’t remarkale enough, thee aroreal mutualitie are
even more complex — tree appear ale to ditinguih their own
root from thoe of other pecie and even of their own relative.

Art b Judith Cla from Thea’ Tree

Wohlleen ponder thi atonihing ocialit of tree, aounding
with widom aout what make trong human communitie and
ocietie:

Wh are tree uch ocial eing? Wh do the hare food with
their own pecie and ometime even go o far a to nourih
their competitor? The reaon are the ame a for human
communitie: there are advantage to working together. A tree
i not a foret. On it own, a tree cannot etalih a conitent
local climate. It i at the merc of wind and weather. ut
together, man tree create an ecotem that moderate
extreme of heat and cold, tore a great deal of water, and
generate a great deal of humidit. And in thi protected
environment, tree can live to e ver old. To get to thi point,
the communit mut remain intact no matter what. If ever



tree were looking out onl for itelf, then quite a few of them
would never reach old age. Regular fatalitie would reult in
man large gap in the tree canop, which would make it eaier
for torm to get inide the foret and uproot more tree. The
heat of ummer would reach the foret floor and dr it out.
ver tree would uffer.

ver tree, therefore, i valuale to the communit and worth
keeping around for a long a poile. And that i wh even
ick individual are upported and nourihed until the
recover. Next time, perhap it will e the other wa round, and
the upporting tree might e the one in need of aitance.

[…]

A tree can e onl a trong a the foret that urround it.

One can’t help ut wonder whether tree are o much etter
equipped at thi mutual care than we are ecaue of the different
time-cale on which our repective exitence pla out. I ome of
our inailit to ee thi igger picture of hared utenance in human
communitie a function of our iological hort-ightedne? Are
organim who live on different time cale etter ale to act in
accordance with thi grander cheme of thing in a univere that i
deepl interconnected?

To e ure, even tree are dicriminating in their kinhip, which the
extend in varing degree. Wohlleen explain:

ver tree i a memer of thi communit, ut there are
different level of memerhip. For example, mot tump rot
awa into humu and diappear within a couple of hundred
ear (which i not ver long for a tree). Onl a few individual
are kept alive over the centurie… What’ the difference? Do
tree ocietie have econd-cla citizen jut like human
ocietie? It eem the do, though the idea of “cla” doen’t
quite fit. It i rather the degree of connection — or mae even
affection — that decide how helpful a tree’ colleague will e.

Thee relationhip, Wohlleen point out, are encoded in the foret
canop and viile to anone who impl look up:

The average tree grow it ranche out until it encounter the



ranch tip of a neighoring tree of the ame height. It doen’t
grow an wider ecaue the air and etter light in thi pace are
alread taken. However, it heavil reinforce the ranche it ha
extended, o ou get the impreion that there’ quite a hoving
match going on up there. ut a pair of true friend i careful
right from the outet not to grow overl thick ranche in each
other’ direction. The tree don’t want to take anthing awa
from each other, and o the develop turd ranche onl at
the outer edge of their crown, that i to a, onl in the
direction of “non-friend.” uch partner are often o tightl
connected at the root that ometime the even die together.

Art b Cécile Gambini from Strange Tree b
Bernadette Pourquié

ut tree don’t interact with one another in iolation from the ret of
the ecotem. The utance of their communication, in fact, i
often aout and even to other pecie. Wohlleen decrie their
particularl remarkale olfactor warning tem:

Four decade ago, cientit noticed omething on the African
avannah. The giraffe there were feeding on umrella thorn
acacia, and the tree didn’t like thi one it. It took the acacia
mere minute to tart pumping toxic utance into their
leave to rid themelve of the large herivore. The giraffe got
the meage and moved on to other tree in the vicinit. ut did
the move on to tree cloe ? No, for the time eing, the
walked right  a few tree and reumed their meal onl when
the had moved aout 100 ard awa.



The reaon for thi ehavior i atonihing. The acacia tree
that were eing eaten gave off a warning ga (pecificall,
ethlene) that ignaled to neighoring tree of the ame pecie
that a crii wa at hand. Right awa, all the forewarned tree
alo pumped toxin into their leave to prepare themelve. The
giraffe were wie to thi game and therefore moved farther
awa to a part of the avannah where the could find tree that
were oliviou to what wa going on. Or ele the moved
upwind. For the cent meage are carried to near tree on
the reeze, and if the animal walked upwind, the could find
acacia cloe  that had no idea the giraffe were there.

ecaue tree operate on time cale dramaticall more extended
than our own, the operate far more lowl than we do — their
electrical impule crawl at the peed of a third of an inch per econd.
Wohlleen write:

eeche, pruce, and oak all regiter pain a oon a ome
creature tart niling on them. When a caterpillar take a
heart ite out of a leaf, the tiue around the ite of the
damage change. In addition, the leaf tiue end out electrical
ignal, jut a human tiue doe when it i hurt. However, the
ignal i not tranmitted in milliecond, a human ignal are;
intead, the plant ignal travel at the low peed of a third of an
inch per minute. Accordingl, it take an hour or o efore
defenive compound reach the leave to poil the pet’ meal.
Tree live their live in the reall low lane, even when the are
in danger. ut thi low tempo doen’t mean that a tree i not
on top of what i happening in different part of it tructure. If
the root find themelve in troule, thi information i
roadcat throughout the tree, which can trigger the leave to
releae cent compound. And not jut an old cent
compound, ut compound that are pecificall formulated
for the tak at hand.

The upide of thi incapacit for peed i that there i no need for
lanket alarmim — the recompene of tree’ inherent lowne i an
extreme preciion of ignal. In addition to mell, the alo ue tate
— each pecie produce a different kind of “aliva,” which can e
infued with different pheromone targeted at warding off a pecific
predator.



Wohlleen illutrate the centralit of tree in arth’ ecotem with
a tor aout Yellowtone National Park that demontrate “how our
appreciation for tree affect the wa we interact with the world
around u”:

It all tart with the wolve. Wolve diappeared from
Yellowtone, the world’ firt national park, in the 1920. When
the left, the entire ecotem changed. lk herd in the park
increaed their numer and egan to make quite a meal of the
apen, willow, and cottonwood that lined the tream.
Vegetation declined and animal that depended on the tree
left. The wolve were aent for event ear. When the
returned, the elk’ languorou rowing da were over. A the
wolf pack kept the herd on the move, rowing diminihed,
and the tree prang ack. The root of cottonwood and
willow once again tailized tream ank and lowed the flow
of water. Thi, in turn, created pace for animal uch a
eaver to return. Thee indutriou uilder could now find
the material the needed to contruct their lodge and raie
their familie. The animal that depended on the riparian
meadow came ack, a well. The wolve turned out to e etter
teward of the land than people, creating condition that
allowed the tree to grow and exert their influence on the
landcape.

Art b William Grill from The Wolve of
Currumpaw

Thi interconnectedne in’t limited to regional ecotem.
Wohlleen cite the work of Japanee marine chemit Katuhiko



Matunaga, who dicovered that tree falling into a river can change
the acidit of the water and thu timulate the growth of plankton —
the elemental and mot ignificant uilding lock of the entire food
chain, on which our own utenance depend.

In the remainder of The Hidden Life of Trees, Wohlleen goe on to
explore uch facinating apect of aroreal communication a how
tree pa widom down to the next generation through their eed,
what make them live o long, and how foret handle immigrant.
Complement it with thi wonderful illutrated atla of the world’
tranget tree and an 800-ear viual hitor of tree a molic
diagram.

—
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