NATURALIST’S CORNER

Historic Trees of New England

When we hike i in the New England forests, we walk by many species of trees, including oak, birch, pine, and many more. Do you ever
think about how these trees shaped the history of New England and the country? One of the most memorable of these trees, which is now
gone from our landscape is the American chestnut, which once dominated the New England forest. Great stands of chestnut grew from
Maine to Connecticut. Almost every structure in nineteenth century New England contained chestnut, including houses, barns, shingles,
beams, siding, fence posts, and rails, along with outbuildings of every size. Chestnut wood is strong and impervious to rot, and many of
these buildings are still with us. This tree also produced a tasty nut that everyone, including mammals and birds, enjoyed. Surprisingly, we
can still see chestnut growing in our forests. As I hike along country roads, I think of how beautiful trees were 150 years ago. This mighty
tree was decimated by the chestnut blight at the turn of the century. By 1920, chestnut trees were almost gone! Even after a chestnut tree
falls, its roots may remain able to produce small, living shoots. Sadly, young trees typically succumb to blight before maturity.
Many other trees have played an important role in our history. The white pine has a great story to tell. Pine was one of the first trees
spotted by British colonists, who encountered great stands of pitch pine at Cape Cod and white pine in forests throughout New England.
Some were set aside for the King’s Navy. The British ruled the waves in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and they needed large
trees for ship building and ship masts for battleships. Large white pines were marked with the King’s arrow and it was a crime to cut them
down. Of course, that all changed after the American Revolution. During the Industrial Revolution, great stands of pine were cut to build
the cities of New England and the Midwest. There are still old growth pine forests in New England, and the Naturalists’ Club has had field
trips to many of these sites. When you see a pine on your hike, think about the history of these trees. Also, remember, the pines were here
when dinosaurs walked the Earth! They are true survivors.
A number of other trees also played an important role in our history. Here’s the story of a great industry in the state of Connecticut
during the nineteenth century. The trees we are going to talk about grow everywhere in New England. The first is the mighty oak, which
dominates the forest around us; also cherry and the mountain laurel, not a tree but important to this story. In the early nineteenth century,
a clockmaker named Eli Terry had an idea about making a wooden works clock. Terry first worked as an apprentice, making brass works
tall clocks, which were very expensive and very time consuming to construct. He thought about the forest and designed a wooden clock
that could be made in a small water-powered shop. The clock’s movement could be made of cherry for the gears and wheels, oak for the
plates that held it all together, and mountain laurel for the shafts to which gears would be attached. Mountain laurel is one of the strongest
woods – it can even withstand bending and breaking. Terry was highly successful building his wooden works clocks and selling them at a
price everyone could afford. A great clock industry grew in Connecticut, becoming one of the largest in the nation during the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, all because of one man’s idea and the New England forests.
As we hike or drive back roads of New England, we see one of the most beautiful trees of our New England forest, the sugar maple which
gives us yellow and orange leaves in the fall and sweet sap in the spring. These trees have always played a part in our lives. Did you ever
notice old maples, side by side, standing near a 19th century farmhouse or the stone foundation where a farmhouse once stood? Each of
these maples was planted over 150 years ago, likely to commemorate a marriage and the building of the farmhouse. They are sometimes
referred to as marriage trees. So, if you see these old maples along a road and nothing else around, look for an old stone foundation hiding
in the grass and brush behind the old maples. Sugar maples grow only in the northern part of North America— in the United States,
from New England to Minnesota, and in Canada, from the Maritime provinces to Ontario and Quebec — nowhere else on the Earth!
Harvesting the sap from these trees and boiling it down, as the Native Americans did to make maple syrup has become an important
industry. Lately these iconic trees have come under siege by an invasive beetle. Losing this tree would be catastrophic. Worcester lost
hundreds of them a few years ago. Hopefully the Asian longhorned beetle will be eradicated soon from our forests. We must be vigilant
and help with this problem!
Another tree in the forest also has a sweet sap — the black birch. It has a history of providing us with that wonderful sweet taste since the
nineteenth century: black birch-flavored candies, medicine and, we can’t forget, birch beer. White birch was used by native Americans to
make canoes. Large birch trees were harvested for the flexible and waterproof bark. These canoes were durable and prized by many tribes
in New England and the upper Midwest.
Other trees have provided tasty nuts, such as oaks, which provide the acorns that are an important food source for many animals and birds
and the main source of protein for white-tailed deer. Acorns were also harvested by humans for centuries. If you have ever tasted an acorn
nut, you know red oak is bitter but white oak is sweet.
The sweetest nut is not from an oak but the shagbark hickory. This tree can be identified by its long strips of shaggy bark. British colonists
learned about the uses of this tree from the Native Americans who harvested shagbark nuts to add to bread and used the wood for arrows.
Colonists used the tree for fuel because its wood burned hot and bright, warming and lighting rooms more intensely than pine or maple.
It was said that a cord of hickory provides warmth equivalent to a ton of coal. This shagbark has a symbiotic relationship with the brown
creeper, a very small bird that searches the tree for insects and builds its nest under the long shags of bark. This tree has certainly made a
mark in the history of the New England forest.
I have picked seven trees to write about, but there are certainly many more that have enriched and enhanced our lives through the
centuries. So, when you hike the forests and mountains of New England, take a moment and think about the trees and how they shaped
history and have inspired us along the way!
					
~ Dave Gallup
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