NATURE
“The Queen of Trees”

The beauty of Africa’s natural treasures sometimes depends on the most delicate relationships. A close look at how one creature’s behavior starts off a critical chain of events uncovers an amazing tale filled with drama and intrigue.

NATURE “The Queen of Trees,” winner of a 2006 Peabody Award, encores Sunday, January 21, 2007, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS, in stunning high definition. Emmy-winner and Oscar-nominated actress Patricia Clarkson narrates.

Competing for the title of nature’s oddest couple, the sycomore [sic] fig tree and the minuscule fig wasp share a curious and important co-dependency — a relationship whose influence extends widely across the African bush, supporting hundreds of other plants, animals, people and even fish.  

“The Queen of Trees,” which focuses on how seemingly minor relationships in nature have considerable consequences, presents a glorious panorama of African wildlife. Shot with care and patience, the filmmakers reveal a surprising tale of survival against the odds within the microcosm of a single fig.

The regal sycomore thrives along the riverbanks of southern Kenya, growing up from a small seedling to a massive height over hundreds of years. The tree is the centerpiece of an extraordinary ecosystem, producing several tons of fruit a year and feeding more different types of animals than any other kind of tree in Africa. But the sycomore could not pollinate and reproduce without the help of its resident fig wasp — an insect so tiny it could fly through the eye of a needle.

The wasps aren’t the only creatures to call the tree home. “The Queen of Trees” also stars a family of gray hornbills, among Africa’s largest birds. Filmmakers Mark Deeble and Victoria Stone allow viewers to see the surprising drama inside the nest. In order to have enough food for their chicks, the hornbills must time the hatch to coincide with the rainy season; a small miscalculation could be the difference between life and death.

The queen of trees itself is under constant attack from a variety of creatures. Giraffes and elephants go for its fruit, and many insects feed on its leaves, which are vital to the tree’s own survival. Though it defends itself with foul-tasting latex pumped through the veins of its leaves, the tree is up against a host of ingenious insects that have developed clever techniques to sabotage the tree’s defenses. One of the greatest threats comes right after the rainy season as fig cicadas swarm over the tree, tapping into the sap and squirting the sugary excess all over the trunk — creating a brief feeding frenzy by ants, monkeys and bees.  

But the queen is not without allies. Ants patrol every twig, relentlessly attacking all trespassers. These ants also display a seemingly maternal instinct, helping to raise Hilda bug nymphs by vigilantly guarding them from predators. Several ants gather around each nymph as it hatches, then take it out to “graze” on the fig. The nymph’s sharp mouthparts are able to access the sap of the fig, providing the ants with a sweet reward for their babysitting services.

The tree saves its most precious treasure for its best partner: the tiny fig wasp. The perfume of its figs attracts swarms of female fig wasps several times a year. As the wasps enter the fruit, the story enters a bizarre inside-out world. Each little fig has an internal garden of flowers. The female wasps squeeze their way into the garden, lay their eggs and die. In two months, the eggs will hatch, males will fertilize females and, laden with pollen and eggs, the female wasps will fly off to start the remarkable story all over again. 

The amazing footage featured in “The Queen of the Trees” was captured on site in the remote African bush by husband-and-wife team Mark Deeble and Victoria Stone. Using custom-made revelatory macro photography equipment, the couple spent more than two years documenting the intimate details of fig wasps living, mating and dying inside individual figs. The story of the fig wasp, one of the smallest creatures around, proves to be as large as the grandeur of Africa itself.

NATURE, now in its 25th season, has won close to 400 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community and environmental organizations, including many Emmys, the George Foster Peabody Award and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club.
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