Forest

GUY HAND

hen I first set eyes on the High-

lands of Scotland only the sky

seemed alive, animated by the

brooding advance of storms. Through the mist [

_could find nothing else to focus on, not a house

or a fence or a tree—just the rise and fall of va-

cant land. Rain collecred in rivulets. It tambled

like tears from bare stone. At that moment I would
have sworm it was the saddest place on earth.

I hadnt realized I'd smimbled into a kind of
Highland fable, into a treeless land with a forest
story. I could feel it in the wind as it blew over the
thin, rock-strewn soil; smell it in the smoke of coal
fires; and hear it in the wail of Highland pipes. Yet
I couldn’t make sense of the meaning until [ saw it
as a look in my Scortish wife’s eyes.

For Mairi the Highlands are home, Her black
hair, soft brogue, and dark eyes betray a long an-
cestry there, of the Picts, the ancient people who
stopped the Roman armies’ northern advance at
Hadrian’s Wall. Mairi still carries that fight in her
eyes, and a fierce love for that land. We met there,
and fell in love, She helped me to see her homeland
through a native’s eyes and when she gave that
homeland up for mine, I had hoped to do the same.
But then, there were the trees.

he instant we climbed out of Idaho
sagebrush and into a dense stand of pine,
in the Sawtooth Wilderness Area, [ knew
something was wrong. Wairi fell silent. Her pace slowed.
I glanced over my shoulder to find the distance berween
us filled with shadow and half-light. She had hunched
her shoulders and dropped her head. She moved with
the wary posture of stalked prey. As she passed through
a saber of light I could clearly see the fear in her eyes. [
waited for her, but she walked past, pointed to a clear-
ing, and by way of explanation, whispered, “t00 many
trees.” Meither of us had known, undl thar moment,
thar Mairi held a secret dread of wooded land.
[ felt as if I'd failed her, unable to convey the
closed-in sense of sanctuary I'd always felt in that
forest, the way, even as a child, the thick mar of
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Ultimately it may be the
forgetting, not the loss of
forests, that breaks the
connection between the
wild world and ourselves.

pine needles and jigsaw bits of bark felt lmarious
under my feet; the way the trees provided shelter
against wind and mid-day glare; the way sounds
were bath softened and clarified; the way air held
the sweet scent of pitch and the flutter of wings.

On the scree and boulder slopes above tree line,
the tension drained from her face. She looked off
into a landscape she could again understand: open
country, treeless country, country filled with noth-
ing more than grass, rock, and sky. It was only later,
afrer peering more deeply into her Highland past,
that we learned forests were part of her history,
00, a forest lost to centuries of forgetting.

t firse glance the Highlands and the
Sawtooths have litle in common below
treeline, yet that landscape of heathered
moors, shimmering lochs, and bare-rack mountains
comes as close as it gers to a British version of wil-
demess. There are fewer people there and the land
has suffered less recent development than anywhere
in Europe, After a storm, when the air is crystalline,
the sky Adantic blue, and remnant clouds carch in
the folds of far away peaks, the Highlands appear as
primal, as unsullied as the granite ridges that loom
over the little Sawtooth town of Stanley. Yer the High-
lands are nothing of the kind.

When I stared across that vast, vacant land, I
assumed thar the truth of the place, the bedrock of
Scottish history, lay exposed before me. T was
wrong. A thick wilderness of trees once covered
Highland bedrock, a forest as grand as any on earth.
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Elm, ash, alder and pak shaded the low-lying coastal
plains and inland valleys; aspen, hazel, birch, rowan,
and willow covered the hills; and beauriful, red-
barked Scots pine clung to the glacial moraines and
steep pranite slopes. The Romans called it the For
est of Caledonia, “the woods on heights,” and it
clung to Scottish soil for millennia.

People began weaving their lives among the
trees soon after the forest claimed the land from
Ice Age glaciers. Sertlers builc homes from oak and
hazel, and furnitare from elm and alder They wove

baskets from willow and built boats from pine. The
Gaelic speaking Celts fashioned an alphabet con-
nected, for mnemonic reasons, to the names of trees,
and used it to write of the reverence they felt for themn:

Biech, smooth, blessed,

proud, melodious,

lovely is each entangled branch
at the top of your crest

Like most indigenous cultures, theirs developed
through a long and close connection to land. The early
Scots saw the lives of trees interlocked with their own.
Whether innate or hard-won, they perfected a bal-
anced, reciprocal relarionship with forest, and took
from it knowing their own health depended on its
preservation. Highland historian James Hunter be-
lieves their environmental awareness was unique, pre-
dating any other in Europe by hundreds of years.

With the coming of the English and the Indus-
trial Revolution everything changed. Sixteenth cen-
tury England was hungry for wood. Empire build-
ing had depleted their forests, and as English woods-
men worked their way north, into the Highlands,
they brought with them not only axes, but a pro-
foundly different philosophy of nature—a view ag-
gressively and breathtakingly anthropomorphic, 2
view that pictured everything on earth as intended
for “the benefit and pleasure of man,” and untamed
woodland as something to be feared, exploited, and,
if necessary, erased. Literature of the time bristled
with references to “degenerated nature,” the “de-
formed chaos® of woodland, and odes to trees far
different from those of the Celts:
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