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Preserving and Protecting Boxborough’s Undeveloped Land

Can Trees Talk to Each Other?
by Bradford Gray

“Now Oneleigh stands in a wide isolation, in the middle of a dark gathering of old
whispering cedars. They nod their heads together when the North Wind comes, and nod
again and agree, and furtively grow still again, and say no more awhile. The North Wind is
to them a nice problem among wise old men; they nod their heads over it, and mutter it all
together. They know much, these cedars, they have been there so long.” So writes Lord
Dunsany in his 1908 story, “The Ghosts.”
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It is not uncommon for us to think of trees “talking” in an onomatopoetic sense: they whisper,
they sigh, they murmur (consider Longfellow’s Evangeline and his forest primeval with “the
whispering pines and the hemlocks”). In a more literal sense, in Greek mythology certain oaks
were able to prophesize and deliver oracles and the Druids were said to consult oak trees for
divination. But can trees really talk to each other? Perhaps “communicate” would be a less
anthropomorphic term and, according to a growing and fascinating body of scientific research,
the answer seems to be yes, they can.
Trees, like sponges and coral, are a sessile (immobile) species. Unlike other species,
they cannot flee from or defend themselves against danger, whether it be insect attacks,
herbivorous animals, drought, or pathogenic diseases. Unable to run away, trees have
developed underground fungal networks through which they can send distress signals, or
warnings, to other trees about lethal dangers. We think of trees as competing against each
other for light and water in a Darwinian process of natural selection, but the new research
shows that trees are actually communal and have social networks that work for their common
continued on next page
good in much the same way that insect colonies do.
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Can Trees Talk to Each Other? continued from p1

That trees are not defenseless is a very good thing
for us humans. Since we are not particularly taking
care of them, it is as well that they are taking care
of themselves. Whether we recognize it or not, we
are dependent on them. For one thing, trees produce
and maintain the oxygen content of the earth’s
atmosphere through photosynthesis. In addition,
trees provide water quality protection, air pollution
removal, soil retention, and carbon storage and
sequestration. Forests absorb 16% of the earth’s
fossil fuel emissions.The Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) calculates that a single acre of 50-yearold oak forest sequesters 30,000 pounds (15 tons)
of CO2 per year. It has been estimated that a reversal
of current deforestation trends due to drought, fires,
development, logging, and other causes could allow
forests to absorb as much as 30% of global carbon
emissions.
But wait. There is more than you would ever think or
imagine. Not only do trees warn each other of danger,
but they also nurture the sick among them, care for
their offspring, and nourish shaded seedlings until
they are tall enough to reach the light.
How do they do this? Basically, through an underground
web of mycorrhizal fungi connecting their roots (one
teaspoon of forest soil contains several miles of fungal
filaments!). Not only does the network allow trees
to exchange information, but also to deliver carbon,
nitrogen, and water to trees in need. Remarkably, old
forest giants (so-called “mother trees”) appear to be
able to recognize their own offspring and also exhibit
a form of interspecies cooperation: researchers have
found that fir trees use the fungal network to supply
nutrients to paper-bark birch trees when the fir trees
have extra sugar to spare.
Trees also communicate through the air using
pheromones and other scent signals. Researchers
have found that when giraffes begin feeding on the
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leaves of an acacia tree, the tree sends a signal of
ethylene gas to neighboring acacia trees which then
begin to produce tannins in their leaves which can
sicken, or even kill, large herbivores.
Interestingly, the giraffes have caught on to this
warning system and only feed on trees downwind
of their neighbors. If there is no wind, giraffes will
only feed on acacias more than 100 yards apart, the
maximum distance that ethylene gas can travel in
still air.
Trees also appear to have a sense of taste. When
being attacked by leaf-eating caterpillars, a tree can
detect the caterpillar saliva and send pheromones
that attract parasitic wasps whose larvae destroy
the caterpillars. Other research shows that trees can
distinguish between humans breaking a branch, and
deer feeding upon branches, through the taste of the
deer saliva. When this happens the tree is capable of
producing chemicals that make its leaves unpalatable
to deer.
So what are we to make of all of this? Are trees sentient
beings? Do they possess intelligence? Can they feel
pain? Do they possess consciousness? The answer
to most of these questions is probably not, although
there is still a lot that we don’t know and it depends
on how we define such terms as “consciousness,”
“intelligence,” and “purposefulness.” Certainly it
would be a stretch to call trees sentient beings. After
all, they do not possess nervous systems and there is
the temptation to anthropomorphize. And yet, it gives
one pause.
The next time you are hiking through a stand of old
oaks or maples in Beaver Brook Valley Preserve, Patch
Hill Conservation Area, or Have Not Pond, think about
it. You may not hear anything more than a rustling in
the treetops, but beneath the forest floor the trees are
talking to each other.

.

Oak tree — Photo by Rita Gibes-Grossman

						

Boxborough Conservation Trust Common Ground, Spring 2018 3

Letter from the President
by Rita Gibes Grossman

“A very Faustian choice is upon us: whether to
accept our corrosive and risky behavior as the
unavoidable price of population and economic
growth, or to take stock of ourselves and search
for a new environmental ethic.” —E.O. Wilson
Where were you on the morning of June 14th? Could you
feel the energy and enthusiasm bursting from the Blanchard
Memorial Elementary School’s gymnasium? It was Field Day
and the opening ceremony included the announcements
of the winners of the BCTrust’s art and writing contests.
While tradition for us, it was new and exciting for all the
students, especially the winners. I was most moved by the
idea generated by the writing contest leader, Kathy Luce, to
get students to start thinking about how land gets conserved,
and how it all starts with the landowners. Students were
asked to write a letter to a hypothetical landowner about
why not developing their land would have benefits for all. I
was impressed by the students’ passion for the topic. The
good news is that some of Boxborough’s landowners would
love to see their land stay as open space for nature or as
working land; however, it’s not as easy as a simple decision to
conserve it. Most landowners are not in the position to donate
their land, although some have conserved their land through a
bargain sale by selling it far below the fair market value as with
the acquisition of the Panek parcels which are part of Patch
Hill. Many landowners need to realize all or most of the value
of their land to provide for their families. This is where the
BCTrust steps in to work with the landowners to determine
how to accomplish both goals…save the land, and do so in a
way that works for the landowner. So, as I looked across the
sea of young faces, I thought about their future and the quality
of their water, food and air and the future of all of our children.
What will we leave them? I believe the BCTrust is making a
difference, one acre at a time, to protect our water, air and
nature.
On March 29th at the BCTrust’s Annual Meeting, Professor
Sam Telford from the Cummings School of Veterinary
Medicine at Tufts University gave a compelling presentation
on ticks: their life cycle, what diseases they transmit and how
they do it, and how to limit our risks. As an epidemiologist
focusing on arthropod-transmitted infections, he was most
focused on risk reduction and human health.
Some residents approach tick management by using
pesticides on their lawns, and while this might give a sense of
security, the consequences of long term, continuous
4
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pesticide use poses other significant risks and dangers.
See this website for more information on pesticides: https://
www.beyondpesticides.org/assets/media/documents/lawn/
factsheets/LAWNFACTS&FIGURES_8_05.pdf

The most important “take-home message”:

If you have been walking in the woods,
in tall grass or on your lawn, always,
always, always diligently check for ticks
after contact with known tick habitats,
including the fur or hair of your beloved
dog or cat. Check for ticks. Check your
scalp and wash your clothes.

Professor Sam Telford, Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine

Thank you to board member Alex Kerin for arranging
Dr. Telford’s presentation.
On behalf of the board, I heartily thank Charlet Mallett and
Kathy Luce for another year of organizing the successful art
and writing contests at the Blanchard Memorial Elementary
School. The joy and excitement on the faces of the winners
hopefully translates into a lifelong appreciation of nature.
Thank you to our volunteers, members and supporters. With
your donations of time and money, we continue to steward
the land, and work with landowners to preserve Boxborough’s
natural resources. And, thank you to Lynn Horsky and Brad
Gray for this most informative newsletter.

.

2018 BCTrust Annual Writing & Art Contest Winners

Back Row (L to R): Abby Sjoblom, Sahithi Setty, Patrick Tucker and Iris Shi Front Row (L to R): Sophia Saghir, Jillian Cameron and Allie Harris

1st Place

-

Dear Landowner,
It has come to my attention that you have decided to sell your land to be cleared and developed. I know
it’s not my decision on whether you should sell the land, but I’d like you to take a few elements into
consideration. The first thing I’d like you to contemplate is flooding. If you decide to sell your land, it
will likely be paved. Currently, the land you own has a soft ground that provides easy drainage where
water is less likely to collect and cause flooding. However when it’s paved with asphalt, the ground
won’t absorb the water and the area will flood. A second aspect I would like you to review is the lives of
the wildlife you are putting in danger, such as when trees are cut down. Native species of Boxborough
include spruce, white ash, white pine, oak and maple. Those trees release oxygen and serve as a habitat
for animals. If you cut down these trees, wildlife on your land will slowly disappear until they migrate
and displace other species. A final illustration to take into account is the natural beauty. Picture this:
You step onto the lush lawn of your land. Crisp, clean air fills your lungs. Sun steams through the dense
leaves. Birds soar through the gaps between tree trunks choked with ivy. Tall grasses adorned with
flowers tickle your ankles. A marsh housing fish and beavers stands serenely to your left. If you choose
to build, all of this beauty disappears forever. For the sake of the wildlife, I hope you take my opinion
into account.
Sincerely,
Allie Harris
			

continued on last page
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2018 BCTrust Annual Writing Contest Winners, continued from page 5

2nd Place

-

Dear Landowner,
Why conserve and protect wildlife and forests? We need nature
for good health, places to play and explore, to exercise and let
go of stress. We need the rolling woods for vibrant communities
to be used as gardens, parks and trails that draw people to be
active, where neighbors get together and kids play around, so
that it makes Boxborough a stronger and healthier community.
We need the beauty and bounty of nature to inspire us. Actually
our love for nature is known as biophilia, scientists know and
can conclude that biophilia draws humans to water, woods,
and other natural scenery, and that exposure to nature is show
to boost creativity, suppress ADHD, speed up recovery, an
encourage meditation and mindfulness. Forests really do tie
everything together, and we often don’t appreciate them until
they are gone. Beyond all their specific ecological perks which
itself is a lot, we probably couldn’t live without them, but it’s up
to us to make sure we never have to try. The more we enjoy and
understand nature, the less likely it will turn into a cemented
area used for a shopping complex, but that it is up for you the
landowner to decide.
Sincerely,
Sophia Saghir, a concerned 6th grader

3rd Place

-

Dear Boxborough Landowner,
Today I heard that you might sell and develop the beautiful
forty acres of rolling meadow bordered by hardwood trees,
white pines and Eastern hemlock. And at the far edge of the
parcel is a wetlands area where the light breeze softly flows by
your ears. During the summer months the frogs croak to their
sing-songy rhythm, the birds tweet and the peaceful crickets
chirp all night soothing you to sleep. At the springtime, the
months of life, the baby deer use their legs for the first time as
they wander through the meadow exploring their new world.
And in January, the whole parcel is covered in a light beautiful
blanket of snow. And the cardinals flutter around the winter
wonderland in a beautiful blur of red. Lastly from September
through November the owls hoot, the geese migrate and the
ground is covered with different color leaves. Now imagine
this beautiful piece of land in five years. A gravel road with 40
condos that all look the same on either side of the road. No
birds chirp, no frogs croak and no baby deer wander. But if
you don’t sell this beautiful land, everyone can enjoy it. People
can play in the field, people can walk their dogs. And all the
animals that made their habitats in the parcel can grow without
having to worry about their habitat being destroyed. I hope that
you keep the land a conservation site.
Yours truly,
Jillian Cameron, a Boxborough citizen

Crossword Puzzles Answers
1 Grady 2 Water 3 Stewardship 4 Wetlands 5 Contests 6 OpenSpace 7 Protect 8 Animals 9 TaxDeductible
10 Memberships 11 Inches Woods 12 View 13 Conservation 14 CommonGround 15 Educate 16 ShurtleffWoods
17 Forestry 18 Beaver 19 Trails 20 Land 21 Passive 22 Plants 23 Esker

2018 BCTrust Annual Art Contest Winners

Leaves by Abby Sjoblom

Dragonfly by Iris Shi
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Spider by Sahithi Setty Chipmunk by Patrick Tucker

Protect our natural resources: water, trees, plants and
wildlife; and help save land for farming. Help the BCTrust
preserve Boxborough’s undeveloped land.
The Boxborough Conservation Trust is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.
Contributions are fully tax deductible.

Annual Membership Registration Form
The Boxborough Conservation Trust is actively seeking new members to join and encouraging current
members to renew in the effort of preserving and protecting Boxborough’s undeveloped land. Anyone may
join! Regular (voting) members must be residents of the Town of Boxborough, and 18 years of age or older. All
others are honorary members. Membership is on an annual basis. Renew online at bctrust.org or
complete and mail this form.
There are several giving levels. Please indicate the level of your tax-decductible contribution:

q $30 Member
q $60 Family		
q $100 Associate		

q
q
q

$250

Patron		

$500

Sustaining

q
q

$2500 Preservationist
$__________ Other		

$1000 Sponsor

Name(s) ______________________________________________________________________________
		(please print)
Address ______________________________________________phone# _(_____)-_________________
		
(street)

_________________________________________________________
		

(town)							

Date_____/_____/_______

(state)

(zipcode)

email:________________________________________________________

Please indicate how you would like your name(s) to appear in our membership listings, such as
“The Jones Family,” or “John and Jane Jones,” or if you prefer, you can be listed as “Anonymous.”
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Please make your check payable to The Boxborough Conservation Trust and mail with this form to:
		Treasurer
		

Boxborough Conservation Trust

		

1092 Hill Road

		

Boxborough, MA 01719

An acknowledgement of your tax-deductible contribution will be mailed to you. Please contact your
employer to see if they may be willing to match your contribution.
Your Comments and suggestions are much appreciated. _____________________________________________

_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
Boxborough Conservation Trust 650 Massachusetts Ave., Boxborough, MA 0171
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BCTrust Crossword Puzzle by Tom Bieber
See BCTrust.org for clues!

Down
1 The ______ land was BCTrust’s

1

ﬁrst purchase

2

4 Marshes and swamps
3

6 Fields

4

7 If we don’t do this, the land will be
5

built on

6
7
8

8 Farming...One of the areas that
BCTrust focuses on preserving

9

10

11

9 Donations to The BCTrust are

12
13

___________

14

10 BCTrust gets most of its funding
from these

15

11 Thoreau’s name for part of
16

17

18

Boxborough
13 One of The Trusts primary goals

19

14 Newsletter name
20

22

21

17 Tree Farming
23

18 _______ Brook Valley Preserve
19 We walk on them
20 “They’re not making any more
of it”

Across
2 Our most precious resource
https://crosswordhobbyist.com/390122
3 Trail maintenance
5 Blanchard Memorial annual art and writing _________
8 Fauna
12 What we see

15 BCTrust helps __________ land owners and the public
about land conservation
Page 1 of 2
16 13 acres abuttng Patch Hill
21 ___________ recreation (not active)
22 Flora
23 Glacial deposit
(answers on page 6)

Latest news on Facebook: facebook.com/bctrustorg/
Like Us!
Email updates: bctrust.org/email/
Renew your membership online: bctrust.org/join/
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