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A lesson from an old Oak 
Are humans part of Nature?... A walk in the forest; a threat to the trees; values and 
services; seeing different things… Can I really be part of what isn’t there?

MARTIN SPRAY

A tree for all trees
Shortly after our move to the Forest of Dean, I befriended a mature oak on one 
of my walks out from home. It grew by a tiny path, probably made by sheep, 
surrounded by youngsters planted in the middle of the twentieth century. As older 
oaks go, it was rather modest. But I soon had a habit of visiting it whenever I was 
nearby, and this became a simple sort of ritual.1 I put the fingertips of my right hand 
on its bark, and walked clockwise around the trunk, keeping my contact with it. 
Twice. That was all; then either a snack, a refletion, or on with my walk.

It wasn’t that I thought this necessary; rather, it seemed appropriate. It was a pleasant 
thing to do. I got pleasure from it, but I wouldn’t say that I thought this was reciprocal. 
Nor was there any feeling that the tree was offering me something – at least not willfully. 
There was, however, exchange of a sort between us. It afforded (rather than offered) 
me shade, a pleasant sensation, and somewhere comfortable to sit and rest. And it was 
a place for quiet thinking. In return, as it were, although we moved a few miles away, I 
gave it some slight protection by occasionally checking on it and writing articles about the 
need to safeguard its home, the Forest. I probably had the better deal. Calling it my friend, 
of course, was a romance. I find it difficult to imagine some sort of oneness between us.

My ritual was, at one level, simply me reinforcing in me the thought that I ought, if 
necessary, to act to try to protect the tree, notwithstanding it was planted and still 
timber-worthy. In fact, I was probably not so specific. That tree stood for The Oaks 
of the Forest of Dean, or The Trees – indeed, for The Forest of Dean.

At about the same time, when our daughters were young, a friend would visit 
with her young son, and we developed another ritual. We would walk in the forest 
collecting things that appealed to us: leaves, flowers, feathers, sheep wool, interesting 
bits of wood. When we felt we had enough, they were fashioned into small ‘artistic 
creations’, and hung from the branches of trees, usually where these overhung a 
path and would be seen – or felt – by other walkers. Our artist friend, called this 
“honouring the trees”, but I think “because it’s fun” is as good an explanation!

Nice and natural-looking
Anger more than delight, sorrow more than joy, stir people to action. This is pretty 
much what happened here, in response to news late in 2010 that the Dean, along 
with other parts of the public forestry estate, might be about to be “disposed of”.2 

Our anger was eventually rewarded, here and around the country. The threat was 
dropped (i.e. postponed). 

I note from the autumn 2011 National Trust magazine that "When the nation rose 
against the Government’s push to sell swathes of forestry land […] it became clear 
just how much our woodlands and trees mean to us".

This positive remark, like many similar reactions, doesn’t actually tackle the questions 
it begs: How much do we value them? In what ways? And why? The implication 
usually involves notions expressed as, for instance, “escape from modern urban 
life to the wild”, “getting back to nature”, “our inherent love of Nature”; and 
nowadays, the freedom and challenge of wilderness. For example,” ‘saving’ the 
Forest of Dean” normally meant preserving England’s so-called foremost oak forest, 
its wildlife, its amethyst carpets when the bluebells are in flower. And why do we 
want to save our woods and trees?...

Because they have intrinsic value? Because they are ‘natural’, and natural things are 
increasingly scarce? Because they are there? Because we love them?3 Because they are 
our brothers and sisters – and mother? Because we, as much as they, are part of Nature, 
and a hurt to them is a hurt to us?... No. Because we like to look at them (or hear or 
smell them); because we like to walk, run, cycle, ride, and drive through what we think 
of as a nice, wild-and-natural-looking (but actually tame, planted, heavily managed, 
and mostly exotic) landscape; because such a supposedly natural ecosystem forms a 
relaxing / exciting backdrop to our activities, and because we’ve recently discovered 
that they perform a number of ecosystem and cultural services, some of them critical.4

At two with Nature
We are encouraged to value living things, habitats, biological processes such as 
photosynthesis and decomposition, energy flows, and Nature generally, for the 
services they provide for us. Well: that is one way of looking at it; but this has 
implications. It may not be quite what Woody Allen meant by us being “at two with 
Nature”, but it certainly doesn’t make us at one. ‘Service’ implies serving; which 
implies servant; which implies master. Isn’t it just a tiny bit arrogant to call ourselves 
such things as Masters of Nature – or just Managers of the Planet?5 I think it is, and 
try hard to avoid using such language. It is almost impossible. 

There is also the problem that ecology is partly about leaks. I hear someone said I’d 
just described an example of a ‘human ecosystem’. Yes, if that is how you use the 
term. But (for me) ecosystems aren’t – can’t be – discrete. They leak energy, materials 
(all the way up from what one of my teachers delighted in calling ‘toms’ to monstrous 
molecules), - genes, and species. We can’t – nothing can – put a fence around ‘ours’, 
or a wilderness, or any sort in-between. They are, after all, a concept.6

The Forest of Dean is – isn’t it? – more of a garden than raw nature. It is one of our 
first (forest) parks. There is ‘wild’ here, but no wilderness. You might say that it is a 
piece of Nature – but is it ‘natural’?... Silly question: of course it is!

Do you see what I see?
Which way I am voting may not be clear: am I saying we are a ‘part of Nature’, or 
that we are not? No. I mean I think that We – in this case people concerned about 
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Nature staring back...? An ancient oak still standing in an avenue in the Wye valley.

the future of the Dean – if asked that question would express the view that as the 
forest is an entity made up of living things, amongst which other living things live, 
and that either such living things are what we mean by Nature, or at least that 
they are parts of Nature – that is, they are natural. But many (at least) are not: our 
language, our concepts, and our prevailing culture, conspire (as it were) to get us to 
leave aside our knowledge that these things are human-made, or human managed, 
and to put them out of habit in a box (usually labelled ‘Nature’) different from the 
box (which is still sometimes labelled ‘Special Creation’, or ‘Made in the Divine 
Image’) that we put ourselves in.

This does seem to be a mistake – or if not a mistake, a habit that has caused us a 
lot of trouble. 

A part of what isn’t there?
So it seems to me.7 Asking the question “Are humans part of Nature or apart from 
Nature?” can be a useful conversation (or seminar) opener, but it seems to be an 
invalid question. There is no ‘Nature’. Mu. 

If ‘Nature’ is limited to living things – animals, plants, and the rest – the majority, 
down-scale beyond the bacteria and Archaea – it’s a redundant term, an alternative 
to Life. If it is Life, The Universe & Everything – the virtual world of the computer 
included8 –, it isn’t needed as there is nothing left to be not-Nature.

A diverse part of the ancient forest? No: the bottom of the author's garden. 
Photo: Jane Spray
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Redundant, or unnecessary? If the concept is troublesome, could we not manage 
without the word? Isn’t there an opportunity to do as William of Occam suggested, 
and declare a part of the world less complicated? I think it is time we got Occam’s 
razor out of the cupboard…9
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7. ‘Doing without nature’, ECOS 27 (1) 9-13, 2006, was an earlier attempt to write about this. I have adopted
the capital N to indicate the common meaning of everything except humans and their things and doings. 
Questions about where Nature was before there was a distinct thing we can call H. sapiens usually aren’t asked.

8. See Sue Thomas, Technobiophilia, in this ECOS. See also N. Katherine Hayles, ‘Simulated nature and 
natural simulations; Rethinking the relation between the beholder and the world’, in Uncommon ground. 
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9. The English Franciscan philosopher William of Occam (Ockham, Oakham, 1285-1347) may not himself 
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Martin Spray is at spraypludds@hotmail.com

Family ties 
Human views of Nature – 
time to see goodness 
before wildness?
To be human is to be part of Nature. And yet to be human is to be different from the rest 
of Nature. We define ourselves by both, despite the contradiction. Like every teenager, 
the adolescent human species wrestles with the dilemma of wanting to belong, yet 
wanting to be different.

GAVIN SAUNDERS

“To be divided against Nature is to be divided against ourselves.” 
Wendell Berry (In Home Economics 1987)

Exploring difference
We are tribal primates, programmed to draw distinctions, and to notice how we 
differ from others. Looked at negatively we fear that without holding on to those 
dissimilarities we will sink into a greyness of homogeneity, and lose our identity. 
Looked at positively we revel in diversity, take delight in seeing a colourful reality 
which again, is defined by differences. That applies both within human society - to 
race, religion, gender – and without, to our view of humanity set alongside the rest 
of Nature.

We are attuned to difference, otherness, and contrast. Look at a creature with which 
you share 95% of your DNA and you will be more conscious of the differences 
between you and it, than the similarities, partly because we are accustomed to notice 
difference, and partly because the similarities we overlook all tend to be seen as givens 
(bodies, blood, bones, breath) – each one a set of miracles so apparently ubiquitous 
we barely notice them. That myopia is even more exaggerated, and darker, in how 
we relate to otherness in our own species: a Republican/Democrat barely notices that 
a Democrat/Republican is even human, and for some, the colour of the next person’s 
skin is more significant than any other trait – if it’s different from their own.

Yet we (or many of us, at least) yearn to find common ground – with our fellow 
men and women, and with Nature – to emphasise our family ties. By reaching out 
to all humanity, regardless of colour or politics, we want to celebrate our common 
humanity. By reaching out to the rest of Nature, we long to lose ourselves in 
wildness, find the wild creature within, run with the wolves.


