THE MAN WHOQ
CUT DOWN
TREES

ERISYCHTHON PAYS A TERRIBLE PRICE

] n the days when even the trees worshipped the gods
of Rome, their first love was for Ceres, goddess of
harvests, guardian of the seasons, bringer of fruitfulnes.
All the length and breadth of the Roman world, copses
and spinneys were held sacred to Ceres: no one was
permitted to cut them down.

Erisychthon, though, when he looked at a tree did
not see green-robed priestesses, hands upraised in
praise, swaying in elegant dance. He saw firewood.

In fact he shouldered his axe and whistled his way
to a circle of ancient oaks, and there he began to hack

at one so hard that the whole copse shuddered.

“Don’t, Erisychthon!” cried passers-by. “Don’t cut
down the sacred oak! Ceres will be angry!”
“What do I care how the gods feel? A tree is a tree.
It's good for nothing but acorns in the summer and
firewood in the winter. Now get out of my way and
-letr-m‘e”WOrk.""
: Thud, thud, thud: his great axe bit deep into

the tree, and red flecks stained his tunic.
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The oak tree groaned in agony as the axe cleaved to her innermogt

ing, to the oldest central timber. The crowd he j
e wd began to Jeer and throw ¢lods

of carth, trying to make him stop, but Erisychthon only came after them
with his axe and chased them away. Then, with a great nojse like a ship
foundering, the oak tree fell, spilling its green tresses along the ground
Erisychthon began to chop at the next tree, and the next.
Not until all the trees lay lopped and logged did Ceres happen by and

see the crime Erisychthon had committed. She saw the leaves like spilled

teardrops; she saw the blood on the grass, and she wondered what manner

of man had done this to living, holy trees. “Only an empty man, a heartless

man, a hollow man could have done this,” she concluded.
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