Planting on Barren Ground

What could be more Scottish than heather?
Try pines, birches, willows, alders, elms, ashes, oaks...

EY GUY HAND

8 'M NOT ACCUSTOMED TO HACKING AWAY AT ICONS.
Especially defenseless, shrubby icons. With every half-
@ hearted stab of the spade my enthusiasm fades. Heather is

the consummate Highland symbol, the subject of countless Scot-

tish ballads, and drop-dead beautiful when it bursts into bloom

across the August moorlands. Cutting holes in it troubles me.

I love heather. My wife, who grew
up in these Calluna-clad hills, loves it
even more. She stands nearby, on her
own little heathery hummock, leans
against her unused spade, and shoots
me one of those what-have-you-got-
ten-me-into stares. After all, this was
my idea. I give her an apologetic shrug
and take another feeble stab at the
heather, breaking off woody stems
and burgundy leaves, slowly clearing a
small patch to bare ground. I push my
blade into the dark, peaty soil, pry
open a hole, and pull a bare-root
seedling out of my bag. Then I slip my
first Scots pine into the ground.

We've come here from California
to help restore the Highlands’ wild
forest, but on this dreary April morn-

ing, still jet-lagged and disoriented,
the thought of spending the next
week hacking heather suddenly feels
less like ecological atonement than
petty vandalism.

After all, I once thought the High-
lands were just fine the way they are.
Most tourists and many Scots still do.
When you're caught here between the
wind and white water of the Atlantic
Ocean and the North Sea, it’s easy to
see why. The emptiness feels endemic.
Away from its towns and villages,
this northwest portion of Scotland
holds little industry and few people—
fewer in places than the most thinly
settled parts of the American West.
The Highlands seem primal, pristine.

They are nothing of the kind.

As 1 slip another tree into the
ground, I remind myself that we have
joined volunteers from the Scottish
group Trees for Life to right some
wrongs, many of them ancient. The
Highlands were once covered by what
the Romans called the Caledonian
Forest, a vast mosaic of pine, birch,
willow, alder, elm, ash, and oak.
Within that forest lived a Celtic peo-
ple with a reverence for trees. They
taught their children the alphabet
using the names of trees. They built
their homes, their boats, their lives
from trees. But since those days, Scot-
land has been stripped of 99 percent of
its wildwood (as they call it here) and
most of the attendant flora and fauna.

The forests fell for all the familiar
reasons: for firewood, for timber, to
clear land for crops, to graze animals,
to build ships and cities, to fuel an
empire. They fell, too, because as
Britain became a colonial power it
saw anything untamed as an obstacle
to its fevered dash toward the future.

The ax performed the double-edged
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Glen Affric barbors 14 species of lichen rare in Britain, including one that wasn’t discovered until 1994.
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