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Reading Enduring Roots is a bit like spending the
evening with a fascinating raconteur whose interminable
talking is tolerated by all and welcomed by many,
even when she seems oblivious to social expectations.
Samuels has compressed a vast amount of fascinating information about trees in America into under 200 pages,
with lile organization and even less in the way of linear argument. e chapters are loosely centered about
themes such as the apples or family trees, yet they are
held together mostly by associations. e book skips
back and forth between horticulture, geography, history,
gardening and many other topics, sometimes changing
the subject abruptly in the middle of a sentence or paragraph.
Nevertheless, Samuels has a knack for ﬁnding odd
and intriguing bits of information. One chapter, for example, takes its title from a sycamore that was bought
and deeded to itself as a means of preserving it. Having told the story of that tree, another author might
have used to occasion for an extended political discourse
about the nature of property or a philosophical meditation about the diﬀerence between nature and civilization.

Samuels, however, simply moves on.
One section of the book tells the story of the charter
oak, in which the constitution of Connecticut was hidden
from the British. Another tells of the eﬀorts of people
over many decades to introduce trees in a Midwestern
town that was only hospitable to prairie. e pace is so
brisk and the material so colorful that the reader is not
likely to feel bored.
By conventional standards of literary crasmanship,
it is easy to ﬁnd fault with this book. I am, however, reminded of a botanical metaphor used by another author,
the poet eodore Roethke: e stony garden of the spirit
grows ings never harvested in ordered rows.
ough not very suitable either as a reference or as
a contribution to scholarship, this book has an organic
unity, and it would make good reading beside a campﬁre
on a summer night.
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