The Story of the Three Sisters Oak
There is an oak grove on the grounds of a Benedictine Monastery just north of Winnipeg in the Rural
Municipality of West St. Paul. I have attended spiritual programs there since the 1980’s and I enjoy walking
through this peaceful virgin forest in my contemplation during spiritual retreats. The diagnosis and treatment
of trees draws on arboricultural science, it is a craft and requires a sense of spiritual inter-connectedness
within nature.
Canada has lost much of its old growth forest in the populated and developed regions. Most of the
old-growth trees were used for construction of the first log homes, early industry or for heating fuel. Today,
these last small patches of virgin forest are increasingly encroached by urban developments. They are
threatened from widespread ignorance of the role professional arborists have involving tree preservation,
poor enforcement of forest conservation laws, and eventually are subjected to destructive acts of negligence.
This is unfortunate, since in Europe, trees are often awarded significance and linked to historical events.
Ukraine’s seven hundred year old Zaporizhia Oak once towered over medieval encampments and the signing
of historical documents. But today in Winnipeg, where the Battle of Seven Oaks was fought, nothing remains
of these historic oaks.
The oak grove in West St. Paul is unique as an untouched, virgin forest so close to a major urban
population centre. The grove is featured prominently in aerial photos taken in 1948.

Several of these oaks are about 200 years old and of great significance. Most trees in Winnipeg are
barely a century old since many are elms planted just after the First World War. The oak grove in West St.
Paul is vigorously healthy and exists as a small patch of virgin forest. If protected, this grove may continue to
live for centuries. I believe that every tree has a story to tell and part of my work as an arborist is to uncover
that story. There is one tree within the grove that stands out from the others and I would like to tell you the
story of The Three Sisters Oak.
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The Three Sisters Oak

In 1670, Canada’s western interior forests and prairies were largely unexplored when the Hudson’s
Bay Company received its charter from England’s King Charles II. At the time, The Three Sisters Oak was
most likely a young tree growing its way up through the undergrowth. For perhaps the first 200 years, the
tree grew as a single thick trunk with a large canopy. Indigenous people would have taken shelter from the
summer rains and winter snows. Explorer La Verendrye and his sons would have passed the tree in 1738 as
they travelled along the nearby Red River from Fort Maurepas to build Fort Rouge at the junction of the Red
and Assiniboine Rivers. The Three Sisters Oak would have witnessed many events.
In the mid 1800s, something happened. Perhaps the tree canopy was weighed down with ice from a
severe ice storm. Maybe the single trunk had suffered an injury and was weakened. Whatever the cause, one
day the oak trunk fell over and became a part of the forest soil again. Its nutrients returned to the earth to
enrich its soil. But there are more parts to a tree than the trunk. A tree also has roots and these are the oldest
part of a tree. Nature has given some tree roots the capacity to extend new shoots and restore itself.
The roots of The Three Sisters Oak struggled for survival after the first trunk died. Within a short
time, new shoots began to poke up from the forest floor. There would have been a thick flush of new shoots
and they would have first been feed on by rabbits and deer. Over time, three young shoots grew larger than
the others and became saplings. They would have been young saplings during the Red River Rebellion when
Manitoba became a province in 1870. As the saplings grew taller and the bark protectively thickened, the
oak was restored as three trunks you see today. There is a small groundswell next to them under the forest
floor where the original trunk once stood. This oak may have stood on this spot for 300 years or more.
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(The Three Sisters Oak, continued)

The Benedictine Sisters are the guardians of this small patch of virgin forest. They follow The Rule of
St. Benedict written in 516 AD. There are two rules from this text that apply directly to the care of all
monastery possessions. Rule 31; ‘...regard all utensils and goods of the monastery as sacred vessels of the
alter, aware that nothing is to be neglected. .... not be prone to greed, not be wasteful and extravagant with
the goods of the monastery’. Rule 32; ‘...whoever fails to keep the things belonging to the monastery clean
or treats them carelessly should be reproved. If they do not amend, let them be subjected to the discipline of
the law.’
It is reassuring that a higher power has placed these ‘sacred vessels’ under the protection of a
benevolent monastery. I hope that long after my generations passing, the Three Sisters Oak will continue to
stand and witness the passage of generations that follow.
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