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In an age when we are constantly 
reminded of our stressful surroundings, 
not the least for those engaged in the 
inherently stressful practice of law, it 
is refreshing to find that one of our 
colleagues has a sufficiently balanced 
life that he can share with his readers his 
passion for trees.

His is an intriguing book in many ways.  
It is very much a personal account of a 
devoted dendrologist, whose passion is to 

nurture and admire trees – mainly exotics 
– in his Mount Wilson retreat, far removed 
from the daily demands of his busy Phillip 
Street practice.

The book focuses on the various tree 
species planted on his Mount Wilson 
property. They include apples, spruce, 
cedars, oaks, laurels and, of course, 
hawthorns, after which the estate is 
named. each species is dealt with in a 
separate chapter; the chapters share 
a common structure. After a brief 
introduction to the particular species, 

valuable information is given about the 
particular botany and origins of the 
species, its features and characteristics, 
its history and folklore, details of its 
significance to Hawthorn and each chapter 
finishes with a selected relevant poem 
focussing on that particular tree.

The emphasis in the book’s title on history 
and romance is faithfully borne out by 
its contents. There is some fascinating 
historical material, not the least the 
account of how Hitler’s life was spared in 
July 1944 by the solidness of a table’s oak 
legs next to which he was standing when 
Colonel von Stauffenberg set off the bomb 
in the briefcase.  

The author also challenges various 
assumptions we have about particular 
trees. For example, the many who believe 
that the Bible tells us that eve took an 
apple from the forbidden tree in the 
Garden of eden are gently reminded that 
in fact the Bible gives no specific name to 
the fruit and there is every possibility that 
it was a pomegranate, quince or even a 
fig.

There is a deep undertone of romanticism 
in the book, both personal to the author 
and more broadly reflecting the inspiration 
trees have provided in literature and art. 
We are told, for example, that the beech 

tree’s smooth bark tempts romantics 
and extroverts to record and perpetuate 
their thoughts and their names on its 
surface, leading it to be a tree which is 
closely associated with lovers. At times 
the writing is pregnant with sexual 
innuendo. The birch is described as 
being ‘slim and subtle and unmistakenly 
feminine’, with its beauty lying in its 
‘poise, its elegance and its narrow 
uprightness’ (perhaps now referring to the 
male birch). We are reminded how the 
birch has been described as ‘the tree of 

desire, ashimmer with sexual possibility’. 
At times the undertone of sexuality 
becomes even more personal. Perhaps 
reflecting his age, the author reminisces 
about his time at Cambridge in the 
1970s and his appreciation of seasonal 
change, highlighted by how girls seen 
by him in the colder months wrapped 
in shapeless duffle coats and scarves 
emerge transformed in spring, displaying 
‘their bare arms, legs and slender waists 
suddenly discernable in summer dresses 
and little white skirts’. Maybe it was at this 
time that the author learned to hug trees 
so fervently.

The author’s writing style is rich in 
its imagery. In the chapter devoted 
to maples, the author digresses and 
reminisces on his childhood years spent 
in Malaya. He describes his recollections 
of the endless rubber plantations on the 
Malay Peninsular. I especially admired the 
imagery in the following passage :

I used to watch the white latex oozing 

ever downwards along diagonal incisions 

in the bark, which were carefully cut into 

the serried trunks of the rubber trees.  

When the latex had circumnavigated the 

trunk several times, and reached the end 

of the incisions, it plopped rhythmically 

into a rickety tinned cup that was 

patiently waiting its arrival.

each species is skilfully illustrated by the 
Mount Wilson botanical artist, Libby 
Raines. Without wishing to detract in 
any way from the valuable contribution 
made by her drawings, their impact 
would probably have been even greater if 
the drawings were in colour, rather than 
monochrome.

This is a most enjoyable and relaxing book. 
The author candidly describes it as a book 
for the bedside, rather than the coffee 
table. I commend it to all as a soothing 
and refreshing palliative, an alternative to 
BarCare.
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The emphasis in the book’s title on history and romance is 

faithfully borne out by its contents. 




