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Tree Music

When I was 26, needing to rest after injuring my back
while landscaping, I realized that I would much rather
relax in the forest of Washington’s Olympic Peninsula
than in Seattle. So I drove out to Graves Creek Camp-
ground on the Quinalt River, and spent four days reading
and playing my guitar next to a giant Douglas Fir tree. At
the end of the four days, right before I left to return home,
the song “The Tree” came flowing out. I looked up at the
big Douglas Fir and said “I bet this is your song.”

For years after that I’d sing “The Tree” and mention that
I thought it was the big Douglas Fir’s song. It seemed like a
nice thought, and as the concept of a tree having “a song”
had never come up in my scientifically oriented Western
education, I only light-heartedly believed it.

A few years later I was invited to a celebration on Orcas
Island, where the Lummi Indians and their allies had suc-
ceeded in saving a place called Madrona Point, where a
developer had hoped to build condominiums on top of a
Lummi Indian burial ground. After a 10-year battle, the
United States Congress appropriated money to buy the
land and give it back to the Lummi people.

The celebration was held at the Oddfellows hall on
Madrona Point near Eastsound. Several hundred people
gathered from the Lummi Reservation and Orcas Island.
There was a huge potluck feast with salmon and berry pies
and salads and fried bread. Spirits were high and children
ran around everywhere.

The man who invited me to the celebration then told me
that the chief wanted me to sing “The Tree.” I expressed
reluctance, however, unsure whether this quiet song could
be heard over the clanking dishes and spirited children.
My friend simply restated, “The chief would like to hear
‘The Tree.’ ”

After I was introduced, the place quieted down and I
began to sing, noticing immediately something that had
never happened before at one of my concerts. While
everyone seemed to be enjoying the tune, the elder Lum-

mis were riveted, holding on to every note, every word. I
felt honored that they would care so much about this song.

Afterwards I spoke with the chief and several elders. I
told them the story of spending four days with the old
Douglas Fir tree by the Quinalt River and how I had always
thought it was the Tree’s song.

“It is,” said the chief, “I recognize the tune. It is a song
from a tree in our region. In Lummi tradition, and for
many of the peoples of this region, we get our music from
trees. Each tree has its own song. We go out and spend
three or four days next to a tree where we fast and pray
and listen for that tree’s song. We take the song and sing it
or play it on the flute. In this era when so many of our
ancient trees are being cut down, we go out and learn their
songs before they die, as a way of honoring the great trees.
We are working to save the last remaining ancient groves
on our territory.”

I have never looked at a tree in the same way since
then. I have never looked at any creature in the same way
since then.

Dana Lyons

Further Reading
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See also: Animism (various); Earth First! and the Earth
Liberation Front; Heathenry – Ásatrú; Music; Music and
Eco-activism in America; Music of Resistance; Pagan
Music.

Trees – as Religious Architecture

It goes without saying that trees are essential to many
architectural creations. Not only do they serve structural
functions, but they are often also imbued with symbolic
meaning as well. This is seen quite clearly in religious
contexts. Examples are found around the world from
ancient to present times. Shinto shrines, Egyptian and
Greek temples, Celtic groves, the Lakota Sun Dance,
Pacific Northwest coast totem poles, Buddhist stupas, and
Christian churches – along with associated “Green Man”
imagery – are briefly examined here as a sample of the
great variety of places that exist.

We begin with Japan and Shinto beliefs. Some of the
oldest Shinto shrines sites are groves or forested hillsides
where rituals were performed in relation to kami. The idea,
and thus the definition, of kami has changed over the mil-
lennia as influences from China, Korea, and India, among
other places, participated in the shaping of Japanese
thought on the subject. In general, however, kami can per-
haps be best understood within a polytheistic context,
where powerful spiritual forces are conceived as embodied
through human, animal, tree, river, rock, wind, sun, or
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