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The Genesee Valley Oaks 
by Brian Kelley 

E arly one morning in January I met with Professor David Robertson of State University of New York at Geneseo in the Livingston County Historical Museum (Geneseo, New York). I was given a brief tour 

of the exhibition showcasing ñThe Big Treeò, a stump of what was believed to be one of the largest Quercus 

alba (white oak) in the country. The exhibition also shared a look into the history of the Genesee Valley land-

scape and its famous oak savanna.  

Photo É Brian Kelly 
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Oak savannas are ecosystems 
comprised of widely spaced 
trees (predominately oak) and 
prairie grasses. The oak savan-
na at Genesee features a collec-
tion of large, open-grown oak 
trees, of which the most re-
nowned was the aptly named 
ñBig Treeò. The trees occupy a 
relict oak savanna landscape 
associated with former Onº-
ndowaôga:ô (Seneca) settlement 
(up to ca. 1790). The Seneca 
tribe cleared land for hunting 
and growing crops, using peri-
odic burning to maintain hunt-
ing lands. The burnings created 
scattered ñoak openingsò which 
allowed for the oaks seen today 
to achieve their large canopy 
and thick-trunked form.  

During the time of the Seneca 
settlements, the oaks of the valley exhibited adapta-
tions to the periodic burns. These adaptations include 
thick bark, sprouting ability, resistance to rotting and 
scarring, and fire-stimulated acorn germination. This 
allowed large, open-grown oaks to flourish in areas 
burned by the Seneca, where other species could not.  

In the later 18th century the majority of the Seneca 
tribe settlements were destroyed by General Sulli-
vanôs campaign. In 1790, following removal of the 
native occupants, settlers like the Wadsworth family 
shifted the prior stewardship patterns for oak 
trees, beginning with the brothers James and William 
Wadsworth. Rather than employing fire, the broth-
ers stipulated that one shade tree be left per two acres 
of leased land, thus saving the Genesee Oaks from the 
axe.  

In the Genesee Valley today, grazing and mowing are 
used to maintain the open fields around the oak trees. 
However, these methods do not allow oak trees to re-
generate in open conditions as fire once allowed them 
to. If and when the present trees die, there will be no 
new oak trees to take their place. Local landowners 
have taken an interest in preserving this unique and 
historic landscape for future generations by planting 
oak trees in their fields. However, it will be another 
two-hundred-plus years before we see trees the size of 
those standing in the Valley today.  

Editor's note: Photographer/Archivist Brian Kelley formed the 
Gathering Growth Foundation in 2019, with the mission to visu-
ally preserve the legacy of trees and forests, while creating 
awareness around the importance of preservation. To date, 
Gathering Growth Foundation has documented over 300 trees 
and forests across the U.S.  

Find out more at www.gatheringgrowth.org.  

The Badnjak:  
Burning Oaks in a 
Traditional Orthodox 
Christian Ceremony 
by Nikola Ġuġiĺ  

W hen it comes to mythology, mysticism, and re-ligions, oaks have been, and still are, the most 
important trees for the Serbian people. The roots of 
worshipping oak trees come from the Slavic, panthe-
istic period, and they have prevailed until today. Old 
oaks are often sacred trees in villages and hamlets. 
However, young oaks also have an important role as 
part of Christmas customs. In every house, a young 
oak tree is used as a ʙʘʜˁʘʢ (badnjak), a ceremonial 
tree, which the people refer to as a person rather than 
a tree. The badnjak tree is gathered in the morning or 
afternoon on the 6th of January (Christmas Eve in the 
Julian calendar), depending on the region or even on 
the 2nd of January in Luġtica (Bay of Kotor). In vil-
lages all over Serbia, it is still a living custom for peo-
ple to cut down their own trees, while in cities, 
badnjaks are usually bought in the street markets. 
Usually, the elders in the family cut the tree. Once the 
oak is cut down, they would say some short prayers 
and pour some wine and rakia (fruit brandy) on the 
stump together with some bread and corn. The chips 
of wood that come off the tree during cutting with an 

Open-grown oaks flourished in areas burned by the Seneca É Brian Kelly 

http://www.gatheringgrowth.org/
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axe are taken back home as they are an important part 
of tradition to ensure wellbeing during the following 
year. It should be noted that all the mentioned cus-
toms may vary substantially between regions or even 
villages, and this account is just from my personal 
experience.  

According to I. Trajkoviĺ, the choice for a tree to cut 
down is between a Quercus cerris and an ñoakò. The 
term ñoakò (ʭʨʘʩʪ, hrast), may mean any other oak 
species besides Q. cerris, such as Q. robur, Q. frainet-
to, or Q. petraea. The reason for this is the fact that Q. 
cerris is a widespread oak that can grow in associa-
tion with any of the oak species mentioned above, as 
it shares habitats with all of them. Thus people from 
different regions often distinguish only Q. cerris, 
which they have a specific name for, i.e., ʮʝʨ (tser), 
and ʭʨʘʩʪ (hrast), which basically means ñthe other 
oak in the forest.ò 

On the 6th of January, everyone can cut down their 
badnjak tree wherever they want, even on other peo-
pleôs properties. It should be noted that there are some 
exceptions when it comes to species selection: in 

Luġtica (Bay of Kotor), olive trees are commonly 
used as badnjak trees. Once the badnjak is cut down, 
it is used as decoration in front of the house and other 
objects, and even on cars. In the evening, a 
badnjak tree is burned in every household and in 
churches. Badnjak can be understood as an equivalent 
to the Yule log, which is also burned in other Europe-
an traditions. 

Before the badnjak is burned, the stem should be di-
vided into three parts. Honey should be put on top of 
them so that members of household can taste some of 
it to have a ñsweet yearò. Two of the three stem sec-
tions are burned the same evening by the members of 
the household, and one on Christmas morning 
(January 7th) upon the arrival of the first guest, called 
ʧʦʣʦʞʘʿʥʠʢ (ʧʦʣʦʞʘʿʥʠʢ, poloģajnik), who receives 
a special gift from the family. When the oak is put in 
the fire, the person doing so should strike the piece of 
wood on the fire repeatedly to make as many sparks 
as possible. While tapping the fire with the badnjak, 
they chant the following:1  

(Serbian) 
ʂʦʣʠʢʦ ʚʘʨʥʠʮʘ, ʪʦʣʠʢʦ ʩʨʝ˂ʠʮʘ, 
ʂʦʣʠʢʦ ʚʘʨʥʠʮʘ, ʪʦʣʠʢʦ ʧʘʨʠʮʘ, 
ʂʦʣʠʢʦ ʚʘʨʥʠʮʘ, ʪʦʣʠʢʦ ʫ ʪʦʨʫ ʦʚʘʮʘ, 
ʂʦʣʠʢʦ ʚʘʨʥʠʮʘ, ʪʦʣʠʢʦ ʧʨʘʩʘʜʠ ʠ ʿʘʛʘˁʘʮʘ, 
ʂʦʣʠʢʦ ʚʘʨʥʠʮʘ, ʪʦʣʠʢʦ ʛʫʩʘʢʘ ʠ ʧʠʣʘʜʠ, 
ɸ ʥʘʿʚʠʰʝ ʟʜʨʘʚˀʘ ʠ ʚʝʩʝˀʘ, 
ɸʤʠʥ, ɹʦʞʝ ʜʘʿ. 

(Transliteration) 
Koliko varnica, toliko sreĺica,  
Koliko varnica, toliko parica,  
Koliko varnica, toliko u toru ovaca,  
Koliko varnica, toliko prasadi i jaganjaca,  
Koliko varnica, toliko gusaka i piladi,  
A najviġe zdravlja i veselja,  
Amin, Boģe daj. 

(English) 
As many sparks, so 
many fortunes,  
As many sparks, so 
many pairs (money), 
As many sparks, so 
many sheep, 
As many sparks, so 
many piglets and 
lambs, 
As many sparks, so 
many geese and chick-
ens, 
And most of all, 
health and joy, 
Amen, God forbid.  

The main meaning 
of the chant is that 
the more abundant 
the sparks, the more 

The more abundant the sparks... Badnjak in the village of Jablanica 

near Gornji Milanovac, Serbia. 

Photo: Ranko at sr.wikipedia, CC BY-SA 3.0 RS, via Wikimedia Commons  

Quercus frainetto as badnjak tree in 

the village of Samaila, near Kraljevo, 

Serbia, January 6, 2022  
Photo: courtesy Saġa Radomiroviĺ 
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the happiness, money, and above all joy there will be 
in the household. In the past, more sparks could mean 
a wish for more chickens or sheep for the family, but 
in the present day, one may wish for other things as 
well. 

The young oaks cut down are usually growing in 
dense thickets, so their cutting should not do any ma-
jor harm to oak forests. On the contrary, it may even 
be beneficial as it resembles silvicultural cleaning. 

 

S  S  

Quercus leucotrichophora 
A. Camus 
by Meenakshi Negi 

Five species of evergreen oaks grow naturally in the 
Kumaun, western Himalaya. Among these, Quercus 
leucotrichophora (earlier also known as Q. incana) 
forms extensive oak forests. It is known locally as 
banj oak. These forests are distributed from 1,000ï
2,100 m in western Himalaya, extending eastward to 
Nepal, mainly in the outer ranges. It grows on all as-
pects, but attains its maximum dimensions on cool 
northern aspects with deep moist soil. Rhododendron 
arboreum, Lyonia ovalifolia, Pyrus pashia, Myrica 
esculenta, and Cornus oblonga form the major associ-
ates of this forest. At its upper limits, this forest merg-
es with Q. floribunda, and on moist ground at lower 
elevation with Q. glauca. It is also frequently found 
associated with conifers, namely Cedrus deodara and 
Pinus roxburghii.  

The following are various characteristic traits of Q. 
leucotrichophora: 

Leaf shedding AprilïJune 

Shoot initiation AprilïJune 

Flowering AprilïJune 

Seed maturation OctoberïJanuary (annual matura-
tion) 

Seed dispersal DecemberïMay 

Seed germination Juneïearly July 

Seed germination and monsoon rainfall Seed ger-
mination and seedling recruitment are unrelated to 
monsoon rainfall 

Seed predation Seeds vulnerable to predation as they 
wait for a long time for favorable conditions 

Seedling herbivory High because of poor herbaceous 
cover during spring 

Seedling competition Low competition in initial 
stages with herbs for light and space 

Water stress High in initial seedling stage 

Acorn infestation Reported due to Dicranognathus 
nebulosus, Sitophilus glandium, and Curculio sikki-
mensis 

Natural regeneration Low to moderate 

It grows to a height of 15ï25 m. It is an evergreen 
tree bearing stalked, ovate to lanceolate, acuminate, 
serrate, leathery, and dark green leaves, which are 
glabrous above and densely white or gray pubescent 
beneath. Male flowers are slender with drooping 
spikes. Female spikes are sessile and axillary. Acorns 
are solitary or sometimes 2ï3 together on a short pe-
duncle. It is extensively lopped for fuelwood and cat-
tle fodder. The wood of this species has a high calo-
rific value and good burning properties. Leaf litter is 

Fodder collection from Quercus leucotrichophora forests  

É Meenakshi Negi 

Seed germination of Quercus leucotrichophora under laboratory 

conditions É Meenakshi Negi 
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rich in nitrogen and makes an excellent compost ferti-
lizer.  

However, excessive lopping, overgrazing and tree 
felling, together with non-viable seeds due to short 
viability, extreme weevil and pest infestation, and ani-
mal and bird predation, results in low acorn produc-
tion and thus overall poor natural regeneration 
(Saxena 1979). Therefore, the noticeable decline in 
regeneration potential of banj oak is of great concern 
in the Kumaun Himalayan region.  

A study was therefore carried out to improve germi-
nation of this species in laboratory and nursery condi-
tions. Among various pre-sowing treatments, water 
soaking for 48 hours of seeds with the outer shell re-
moved proved significantly best in improving germi-
nation (Negi 2018). Germinated seeds from each pre-
sowing treatment were then transferred to an experi-
mental nursery for mass production of seedlings.  

The outcomes of this study impart simple, easily ap-
plicable, and cost effective methods to improve seed 
germination and rapid mass seedling production for 
commercial and restoration purposes. 

Fr¯re Sennen's Names 
by Patrick Vereecke 

T he author Sennen crops up regularly among the Spanish oaks. He described a number of species 
from Spain and had an eye for hybrids, a trait that can 
also be seen in work he did in other genera. 

Fr¯re Sennen (given name £tienne Marcellin Grani®-
Blanc1) was a French botanist and friar of the Catho-
lic order Fr¯res des ®coles chr®tiennes (Brothers of 
Christian Schools). He carried out great floristic ex-
plorations on the Iberian Peninsula and Morocco, 
publishing numerous nomenclatural proposals. His 

main work was the Exsiccata2 ñPlantes dôEspagneò, 
and he distributed hundreds of thousands of herbari-
um sheets among the main European institutions of 
that time. He interacted with other botanists such as 
Carlos Pau, Hippolyte Jacques Coste, and Pius Font i 
Quer. In addition, within the Christian Schools, he 
had colleagues who collected for exsiccata such as 
Fr¯re Mauricio (Morocco), Fr¯re Elias (Castile), Fr¯re 
Bianor (Balearic Islands), and Fr¯re Jerome (Valencia 
and Murcia), among others. 

Fr¯re Sennen was born on July 13, 1861 in Moussac, 
in Coupiac (Aveyron, France). He died on January 16, 
1937, at the age of 75 at the Maison des Fr¯res des 
®coles chr®tiennes de Saint-Louis-La-Calade, in Mar-
seille. 

French period 

Based for many years at the £cole Chr®tiennes de 
Beziers in southern France, Fr¯re Sennen collected a 
vast number of botanical specimens in the Langue-

1 Sometimes written as Granier-Blanc. His religious name, Sen-
nen, is taken from Saint Sennen, an Early Christian martyr and 
the patron saint, together with Saint Abdon, of Calasaparra in 
Murcia, Spain.  

Left to right: Fr¯re Sennen, Carlos Pau, and Pius Font i Quer  

É Institut Bot¨nic de Barcelona CSIC-Ajuntament de Barcelona 

Sennen in his herbarium  

É Institut Bot¨nic de Barcelona CSIC-Ajuntament de Barcelona  

2 A set of dried specimens such as that in a herbarium.  

https://www.internationaloaksociety.org/content/fr%C3%A8re-sennens-names#_ftn1
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doc. He published work on the flora of Beziers with 
Abb® Hippolyte-Jacques Coste (1858ï1924). 

Recognizing the personal merits of Fr¯re Sennen, 
the Soci®t® botanique de France (Botanical Society of 
France) admitted him in 1894, first as a simple active 
member, then as an honorary member. Later, he was 
elected vice-president of this society, by a unanimous 
vote of the members. 

Catalonian period 

As a consequence of the law of secularization of edu-
cation, Fr¯re Sennen had to leave France in 1904. He 
was first sent to teach at the Colegio La Salle founded 
by French brothers in Figueras (Catalonia, Spain), 
where he was appointed director, and then to Colegio 
La Salle Bonanova in Barcelona. He lived for 30 
years in Spain before being driven from Barcelona by 
the Spanish Revolution of 1936. He settled in Mar-
seille, dying there suddenly in January 1937. 

During his Spanish period, he collected plants in the 
region of Empord¨ in eastern Catalonia and then ex-
tended his studies to the rest of Spain. In the early 
1930s he collected plants in Morocco, especially near 
Melilla. 

He also worked with the University of Barcelona and 
with the Real Sociedad Espa¶ola de Historia Natural 
(Spanish Society of Natural History); he was a foreign 
corresponding member of the Reial Acad¯mia de 
Ci¯ncies i Arts de Barcelona (Royal Academy of Sci-
ences and Arts of Barcelona). 

Starting in 1906, he wrote about his excursions, and 
his botanical reports were published in the bulletins of 
different botanical societies. His persevering research 
and numerous exchanges with botanists of various 
nationalities enabled him to constitute a voluminous 
herbarium. Fr¯re Sennen was the president of the So-
ciedad Ib®rica de Ciencias Naturales (Iberian Society 
of Natural Sciences) and an honorary member of the 
Instituci· Catalana dôHist¸ria Natural (Catalan Insti-

tute of Natural History). 

The herbarium of Fr¯re Sennen is at the Institut 
Bot¨nic de Barcelona (Botanical Institute of Barcelo-
na), one of the best preserved historical herbaria. He 
distributed more than 400,000 botanical specimens to 
the main European institutions of his time. The Sen-
nen herbarium comprises approximately 80,000 
sheets. It was studied during the preparation of Flora 
iberica and to determine various types from North 
Africa, but it still needs to be digitized. This herbari-
um is very important for the interpretation of the nu-
merous proposals made by the author. 

His publications and his Exsiccata 

Fr¯re Sennen wrote articles relating to his herbarium 
and notes on the Spanish flora in Butllet² de la Institu-
ci· catalana d'hist¸ria natural. He published also 
in Bulletin de la Soci®t® botanique de 
France, Bulletin de g®ographie botanique, Bolet²n de 
la Sociedad Ib®rica de Ciencias Natura-
les, and Bolet²n de la Sociedad Aragonesa de Cien-
cias Naturales. 

The presence of Fr¯re Sennen in Barcelona gave rise 
to an active collaboration with Pius Font i Quer and 
with Carlos Pau, considered at the time to be the best 
specialist in phytogeography of the Iberian Peninsula. 
Based on this collaboration, Sennen developed the 
idea of composing a real exsiccata, i.e., a great critical 
and commented work on the Iberian flora. He 
soon became a collaborator of the great Spanish bota-
nists. The 10,309 specimens of the 30 series that con-
stitute his Exsiccata ñPlantes d'Espagneò were pre-Herbarium label of Sennenôs specimen of Quercus manuelis 

Herbarium label from Exsicatta ñPlantes dôEspagneò. The label indi-

cates that the initial name was Quercus michaelis. Someone (who? 

when?) wrote Quercus sennenii A. Camus, an epithet found in Q. 

lanuginosa var. sennenii A.Camus Les Ch°nes, Atlas 2: 40 (1935) 

and Q. Ĭsennenii O. Schwarz Cavanillesia 8: 83 (1936). They donôt 

mention Sennen nor Elias. But one can find Quercus Ĭsenneniana 

A.Camus Les Ch°nes, Atlas 2: 55 (1935). She wrote (in French): "=Q. 

faginea Ĭ ilex. Based on a sample from the Sierra Obarenes, Castille, 

Spain (Sennen et Elias) preserved in the herbarium of E.G. & A. Ca-

mus."  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soci%C3%A9t%C3%A9_botanique_de_France
https://www.ibb.csic.es/ca/
https://www.ibb.csic.es/ca/


                                                                  Oak News & Notes                  

7 

pared and published between 1907 and 1937. 

Another element in Fr¯re Sennenôs systematic work 
in Catalonia is a 71-page catalog, the Cat§logo del 
herbario barcelon®s, published in Barcelona in 1918. 
A supplement to this catalog was published in 1920 
in Butllet² de la Instituci· catalana d'hist¸ria natural. 

An extensive list of his publications can be found in 
S. Llensa de Gelcenôs 1937 article ñUn grand bota-
niste qui vient de dispara´tre: le Fr¯re Sennen (1861ï
1937)ò (A great botanist who died recently: Fr¯re 
Sennen (1861ï1937)), Bulletin de la Soci®t® Bota-
nique de France 84(2), 161ï176 (in French), and in 
an obituary published in Spanish in 1938 
(Cavanillesia 8: 163ï172). 

Please refer to the web version of this article for a list 
of selected Sennen oak names: www.bit.ly/fr-sennen. 

  

O  A  

Oaks on the Rocks 
by Roderick Cameron 

P revious articles in our series Oak Artists have fea-
tured artists who draw, paint, or photograph oaks. 

This one looks at an installation that incorporates liv-
ing oaks as a key element of the work of art. Andy 
Goldsworthyôs A Garden of Stones at the Museum of 
Jewish Heritage in Battery Park City, New York, is a 
powerful memorial of the Jewish Holocaust. It con-
sists of 18 granite boulders, on each of which stands 
a Quercus prinoides (dwarf chinquapin oak), seem-
ingly sprouting magically from the stone. Commis-
sioned by the Museum 20 years ago, the piece is in-
stalled on a second floor terrace with a view of New 
York Harbor, with Ellis Island and the Statue of Lib-
erty in the distance.  

The granite boulders are massive, rang-
ing from just under 1 m to almost 2 m 
high, and weighing up to 13 tons. Their 
number, 18, is not random: each letter 
in the Hebrew alphabet has a numerical 
value, and those that make up chai, the 
Hebrew word for "life" (as in the com-
mon Jewish toast, ñLôChaim!" (To 
life!)), add up to 18. Stone was an im-
portant material for the artist: ñThere is 
life in a stone,ò he says. ñYou can feel 
that stones have witnessed so many 
things.ò In order to create the illusion 
that the oaks were growing out of the 
rock, each boulder had to be hollowed 
out, creating a conical cavity which 

would be filled with soil. Some of the boulders had 
their inside cored out with drills and blasting with 
high-pressure water jets, but others were hollowed 
using a 2,200 ÁC blowtorch, which essentially melts 
the stone. The artist preferred this method as more 
appropriate for the sculpture: ñThe rock surrenders to 
fire, because fire created it in the first place. But fire 
cleans as well as sculpts. Shooting flames at granite 
not only reenacts primordial geology but confers the 
incinerations of genocide into the flames of sanctifi-
cation.ò For Goldsworthy, melting by fire was the ide-
al way to work the stone: ñThe process taps the latent 
energy within the rock, and is much more sympathetic 
to the nature of granite than the clinical cut of the 
saw.ò  

At the top of each cavity, a small opening was made 
for the tree to grow out of. Goldsworthy could have 
installed mature trees in the boulders, but he preferred 
instead to plant young seedlings: ñThereôs something 
very beautiful and profound about a flick of growth 
emerging out of a huge boulder, the fragility of that 
life.ò His original design had called for dwarf oaks, 
but he decided on Q. prinoides after seeing them at 
the Arnold Arboretum in Boston. He described the 
visit in his diary: ñI then saw a small oak that was ex-

A Garden of Stones in winter, with the Statue of Liberty on the hori-

zon, right of center É Roderick Cameron  

Both single stemmed and multistemmed Quercus prinoides grow out of the stones: 

some still have room to grow, others are already pushing against the edges of their 

holes É Roderick Cameron  

http://www.bit.ly/fr-sennen
https://www.internationaloaksociety.org/article-categories/oak-artists
https://www.galerielelong.com/artists/andy-goldsworthy
https://www.galerielelong.com/artists/andy-goldsworthy

