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Breathes there the man, with soul so dead,
Who never to himself hath said,
This is my own, my native land!
Whose heart hath ne’er within him burned,
As home his footsteps he hath turned,
From wandering on a foreign strand!
If such there breathe, go, mark him well;
For him no Minstrel raptures swell.

SIR WALTER SCOTT, The Lay of the Last Minstrel
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PRELUDE


Once you have lived on the land, been a partner with its moods, secrets, and seasons, you cannot leave. The living land remembers, touching you in unguarded moments, saying, “I am here. You are part of me.”

BEN LOGAN, The Land Remembers



[1]

February is dreich—cold, damp, and blustery—in the Lammermuir Hills and the coastal lowlands of East Lothian, Scotland, lending the land a gray skeletal starkness during the scarce daylight hours. I’m chilled to the bone. The rawness pervades everything, inside and out. From my promontory on Doon Hill, the northeastern face of the Lammermuirs, the inland sweep of the coastal plain lays a mile off and 500 feet below me. Dunbar sits at the nexus.

Oliver Cromwell, like all southern invaders of Scotland, knew the strategic importance of the place. The bleak, rolling moors atop the 1,400-foot-high shoulders of the Lammermuirs had blocked invading armies for centuries, forcing their advance up the coast to Dunbar, despite the Dunglass and Pease Deans that dissected the plain only miles away near the small village of Cockburnspath. There, a handful of soldiers could stymie an army trying to cross the deep, steep-faced rocky ravines. But the Scots were too busy arguing religion during the spring of 1650 to seize the advantage, allowing the English lord commander’s New Model Army of 16,000 soldiers uncontested entry into the country’s heartland. Preliminary skirmishes ensued from Edinburgh eastward into East Lothian as the Presbyterian Scots mobilized an army of 27,000 troops led by Lord Leslie and a committee of military officers and Covenant presbyters.

By late summer, Cromwell’s fighting force had dwindled to less than 12,000. Months in the field, bad food, dysentery and other diseases, and battle casualties had taken a heavy toll. In response, he withdrew to Dunbar to use the crude local harbors for resupply and reinforcement. He also hoped to draw the Scots out into the open for a climactic confrontation. Leslie repositioned his main force of perhaps 22,000 Scots on the high ground where I stand. Like today, conditions then were deplorable—howling wind driving recurrent rain. But the hill offered a commanding view of Dunbar and its surrounding fields. Only a fool would attack up its face. Leslie also blocked the invaders’ retreat down the coast by controlling the narrow throat of the coastal plain at Cockburnspath. Cromwell was trapped and his decimated army evacuating to England, the Scots thought. The great confrontation and a great Scottish victory were at hand.

On September 1, 1650, Cromwell occupied the Duke of Roxburghe’s Broxmouth Estate just outside Dunbar, gazing up at the superior Scottish force and its apparent strategic advantage. He knew the Scots couldn’t stay atop the hill for long: too exposed to the harsh weather, too hard to supply. Leslie knew it too. Perhaps that’s why a fortification with three concentric rings of ramparts and palisades had been built about 2,500 years ago on the flat ground of Broxmouth, rather than atop the adjacent hill. The Scots had come to fight, not to sit by and await the next English move. Cromwell’s field commanders thought the situation desperate and made plans for retreat. Even the lord commander dashed off an incoherent letter to his council of state warning of possible defeat.

The next morning, Leslie’s massive army descended the heights, abandoning their superior position in preparation for the battle, confident in their righteous cause and command of the situation. Unknowingly, the Scots repeated the same strategic error they made in 1296 during another disastrous Battle of Dunbar fought on the same ground against the same enemy. Cromwell studied their deliberate movements and careful placement all day. Discerning their strategy, he told his commanders, “The Lord hath delivered them into my hand.” That night—“a drakie nycht full of wind and weit”—he repositioned his troops and guns, praying that the Scots wouldn’t attack before dawn as they had twice before that summer. If they did again, his unsettled and vulnerable army would be crushed. The lord commander personally directed the movements, riding a “little Scots nag” in and out of the torchlight, from one emplacement to the next, unaware that he had anxiously bitten through his lip. Blood dripped down his chin. The Scots were oblivious to the commotion, blinded by their belief that the English posed no threat, even though the two armies were only one hundred yards apart in places.

At dawn, Cromwell attacked. “Now let God arise and His enemies shall be scattered,” he told his troops. The Scots were caught off guard and unprepared. Cromwell tactfully used artillery and swift flanking troop movements to trap the Covenanters’ cavalry and foot soldiers on a narrow lip of flat ground between the base of the hill and Brock Burn, a steep-sided gully that separated the hill from the coastal plain. The Scots regrouped and counterattacked. Sections of the English line faltered. The lord commander called his reserves to battle, unleashing the full fury of his forces. Panic engulfed the Covenanters. They broke and ran. The slaughter ended two hours later, redirecting the path of Western history. Thirty of the English lay dead amid the 3,000 dead and 10,000 captured Scots. The union was preserved and the place of the Kirk kept separate from state, setting important precedents for later revolutions.

Just as it did that day, the wind today agitates the surf in the Firth of Forth, carrying heavy, moisture-laden clouds from the North Sea ominously overhead. Storms like this often stay for days here, although some sweep through, leaving in their wake dazzling skies of electric blue and gentle winds that carry the sweet, fecund smell of fermenting hay, moist sheep manure, and bare earth. Through the mist swirling about me this morning, evidence of the landscape’s physical past stands as clear as the legacy of its cultural past.

To my west, Traprain Law, a weathered igneous intrusion rich in local history and lore, looms 650 feet above the glaciated plain. The Bass Rock, another volcanic remnant famous for its physical presence and fascinating history, squats to the north offshore in the Firth. Millennia ago, volcanic activity laid down layers of igneous rock that appear in places where the later deposits of sedimentary rock and glacial till have been eroded—in the deans and deep ravines, and at the sea’s lap in fantastic formations.

At Siccar Point, visible to my southeast, this geological complexity triggered one of the great epiphanies in modern science. In 1788, Sir James Hutton, Sir James Hall, and Professor John Playfair set sail in a small skiff from the beach on Hall’s Dunglass Estate. As Playfair recorded, they set out for Siccar Point, several miles to the south, past Cove Harbor and Pease Bay, skirting the rocky shoreline in search of the termination of the secondary rock strata. What they saw that day crystallized Hutton’s thinking. A lifetime before Darwin published On the Origin of Species, Hutton proposed that forces millions upon millions of years old formed the earth, contrary to the creationist dogma put forth by people like Archbishop Ussher, who calculated the date of creation as March 23, 4004 B.C. Playfair continued,


On landing at this point, we found that we actually trode on the primeval rock which forms alternately the base and the summit of the present land…. Dr. Hutton was so highly pleased with appearances which set in so clear a light the different formations of the parts which compose the exterior crust of the earth…. What clearer evidence could we have had of the different formation of these rocks, had we actually seen them emerging from the bosom of the deep? We felt ourselves necessarily carried back to the time when the schistus on which we stood was yet at the bottom of the sea, and when the sandstone before us was only beginning to be deposited in the shape of sand or mud, from the waters of a superincumbent ocean. An epocha still more remote presented itself, when even the most ancient of these rocks, instead of standing upright in vertical beds, lay in horizontal planes at the bottom of the sea, and was not yet disturbed by the immeasurable force which has burst asunder the solid pavement of the globe. Revolutions still more remote appeared in the distance of this extraordinary perspective. The mind seemed to grow giddy by looking so far into the abyss of time….



Dreich conditions bring life to the long legacy of this landscape, highlighting its formative forces as if we were meant to see the land in this vague light. The coastal crags, the ruins of ancient castles, the doocots, the deans, and the standing stones tell their stories most clearly now. So do the dykes discolored with lichen and the dense hawthorn hedgerows that line the ancient lanes and enclose the turnip, barley, and potato fields and the pastures of sheep. In the Lammermuirs, curious shallow ruts with adjacent rounded ridges still fill a few fields. These remnants of the traditional run-rig farming practices that reach back twenty generations remain in the hills, spared destruction caused by the constant deep plowing on the more fertile farmland along the coastal plain. The long, low, parallel mounds date to the feudal period when most Scots worked the land in common for their laird. Today some 1,500 people own about 75 percent of all privately owned rural land in Scotland, a lingering legacy of that past. Perhaps the promise that common people could own land was more fully realized in what was considered by nonnatives to be the vacant, virgin wilderness of the New World.

The Scots have been gradually reforming their land laws based on historical precedence, current conditions, and future prospects, since the rise of feudalism, reflecting their long-running struggle to realign their relationship with the land. Change has been slow. Often a land law is more easily changed than its effects, and some reforms are as much symbolic as substantial, doing little to address the real issue—the concentration of ownership. That might be beyond legislative remedy. Current efforts seek to codify the traditional right of ramblers to roam the countryside, whether crossing public or private land. This pits the rights of landowners against those of the general public, a carryover of the feudal struggle between lairds and tenants. Other reforms will eliminate the last vestiges of feudal land laws, remnants that for decades have been merely faint reflections of their former importance. No controversy here. However, the plan to empower crofters to collectively acquire private property, perhaps with the use of public funds, raises a storm of contention as strong as the gales that pummel the desolate western shores where many crofters live. The question of crofters’ rights touches sensitive issues throughout Scotland for historical reasons arising in the Clearances, though little land and few people are directly affected.

Yet neither the Scots nor their landscape are frozen in time. The imprints of East Lothian’s past lie embedded in a changing world. I write these thoughts on a laptop computer energized by electricity generated at the Torness Point nuclear power plant that dominates this stretch of dramatic coastline. With the press of a key the Internet instantly transfers them to New York, linking my workplace in the 130-year-old schoolhouse I now let in Cockburnspath to the New World. Below my second-floor aerie stands a mercat cross believed to have been erected in 1503 in the square of this circa 1,000-year-old village. The rippled-glass window distorts my view back into time.

I’ve come from my New World suburban home in the Midwest to this Old World rural landscape thirty miles east of Edinburgh in search of answers to deep-rooted questions about the land and its meaning. Like most Americans, I’ve moved several times in search of better circumstance, taking for granted the phenomenal opportunity to buy and sell land. I take the land for granted, too. It’s mostly just property to me—a commodity, a thing to which I have little historical connection. I know little of its formative forces, physical or social, and have little real contact with it. I garden a bit and care for my lawn, but beyond that we share little intimacy. I live in a vast sea of suburbia and I like it. Yet I also yearn for a more meaningful connection to my home and a deeper understanding of its past. Have I lost something in my freedom of landownership and mobility, some psychological benefit from that connection? Can such a connection enrich in the same subtle, subconscious way that knowledge of one’s lineage enriches?

I’ve asked friends to tell me the story of their landscape home and in response I frequently get a puzzled look followed by a question: What do you mean? Tell me about the place where you live, I reply. How it came to be, what forces most shaped it, how long you’ve lived there, and what it means to you. They grope for thoughts and words. Finally I hear a description of the community’s current land use and a smattering of its recent development story and earlier settlement history.

They speak as if the history of place began only with their personal experience or included only some myopic view of the past. They speak from the head mostly of property values and financial security, of school quality, neighborhood charm, safety, and location convenience, of personal comfort and stability. These are important to me, too. Many have lived in their homes less than twenty years and few adults or adolescents expect to live there much longer. Like me, they hesitate to call it “home.” Instead they refer to it as their “current” home as if shy to really put down roots for fear that a move is in the offing. The past and the future lay in other places. Certainly some people know much more, but from most I learn little else.

What does their heart say? Isn’t there more to the story of place than these immediate, utilitarian concerns: a sense of continuity between the past, present, and future, whether one lives in a high-rise condo or a suburban tract home, or on a farm or a rural estate? In contrast, if I put the same question to my adopted neighbors in Cockburnspath, will I more often hear with little prompting the long history and rich folklore of this place? The question may make more sense to Scots than to Americans because it might address a more common concern in their culture—landscape.

By landscape I mean not just the appearance of our surroundings. The landscape embodies far more than scenery. To see it as simply scenery implies a separation between the viewer and the view. In this sense the landscape is merely a two-dimensional object of our gaze, little different from an Albert Bierstadt or Thomas Cole painting. This perspective strikes me as distant, lifeless, and limited.

Another common definition focuses on physical character—topography, vegetation, and human-built forms. In this sense the landscape has three dimensions, an architectural space defined by attributes like scale, proportion, color, and texture. I find this definition too analytical, too cold, too impersonal. The landscape is alive. It’s much more than an abstraction.

Landscape also includes people. Our activity animates and enlivens it, transforming space into place known through personal experience. Yet place doesn’t fully capture my meaning. Knowledge of the historical events and forces that created the place, together with our actions and experience, inform our sense of landscape. Myth, legend, fact, and folklore communicate its physical and cultural legacy.

[2]

In 1677 thirty-two-year-old John “the Scot” Simpson first set foot in the New World. He sought a new life with land and opportunity around Aquia Creek, a small, meandering tributary of the Potomac River in the fledgling Virginia colony. Today the area lies in Stafford County, downstream of Washington, D.C. I’m the tenth generation to follow.

Little for certain is known of John the Scot, for records are scant and they mention several others who shared his name. This particular John Simpson may have been short and stocky with blue eyes, a full head of brown hair, a prominent nose, and a beard covering a cleft chin. He likely came alone but would be tenderhearted toward the New World family he would soon father. Records suggest he could read and write. Honest and hardworking with a dignified, sober demeanor, he may have been recruited in East Lothian on behalf of George Brent, one of the colony’s most prominent land speculators, to serve as his indentured administrative assistant. During that servitude, John the Scot apparently was permitted to make land deals on his own, perhaps using a 50-acre headright grant as the starting point. In 1678 it appears he and a partner acquired a 627-acre tract adjacent to one of Brent’s extensive holdings. Regardless, my ancestors owned considerable land in Fairfax County, Virginia, during the 1700s. A century later, the family had sold those holdings, severing my lineage of landownership and a lasting presence in the Tidewater. Descendants dispersed throughout the East and Midwest and moved to cities. We’ve continued to move ever since, each generation seeking its place.

Those Scottish roots are long gone. I’ve never spoken with a Scottish burr and I have no apparent Scottish mannerisms. Yet I carry with me remnants of that Anglo-European legacy, as do most Americans, whether of European descent or not, whether urban or suburban, eastern or western. So does our landscape. We carry with us their values and attitudes toward the land, sans the bonds of history that tethered the Old World to its millennia-old settlement past. Those values have governed to a great extent how we’ve manipulated the land—how we’ve husbanded it—since settlement. They remain remarkably unchanged in America since John the Scot’s day. As a result, I think many Americans live as if temporary occupants of the land, transients who never set down roots or form a connection to community. We live as if perpetual newcomers, never acquiring a historical knowledge of our locale. This disconnection affects our stewardship attitudes and behavior just as renters likely invest less care in their homes than owners. I suspect the key for me to find meaning in the land and reconnect with place and people rests with my recognition of and response to these values. Can I stop acting as if an alien from a distant place and abandon my five-hundred-year-old colonial attitudes? Can I become native to the land and learn to know it intimately? Can I behave as if it were my permanent home?

I yearn to be native to a place, to know the landscape in which I live, to sense its changing moods and rhythms, and to pattern my life in response. I long to feel past currents flow into the present, carrying me into the future. Not long ago, people lived intimately with the land, setting roots deep in place and patterning their lives in response. Certainly some people wandered, but most people spent a lifetime in a place and depended upon their knowledge of it for physical and psychological sustenance. Today few of us do. In the span of a few generations, we’ve lost the linkage to the land enjoyed by our ancestors.

This linkage can occur in any setting, not just in rural ones, provided one has lived in a place long enough to become “a partner with its moods, secrets, and seasons.” However, the story of America since its settlement by westerners has been the story of a people on the move: first westward across the continent, then from farm to factory, and most recently from city to suburb. Americans move on average about every seven years, not necessarily from one city to another, but at least from one residence to another. Few of us have the opportunity or the inclination to put down deep landscape roots since we move so frequently. And technology increasingly clothes our daily life for comfort and convenience, further shielding us from truly seeing the landscape in which we live. In many ways, that same technology hinders our sense of community as it often inhibits direct human interaction. Did we lose something of great importance when our linkage to the land was severed? Perhaps those few of us who somehow manage to live in the place of our parents and grandparents know that “the land remembers,” and enjoy an abiding connection to place and commitment to community. Perhaps those fortunate few still derive a deep sense of continuity with their home that is much different from that felt by the rest of us, regardless of whether our home is set in an urban, suburban, rural, or wild world.

[3]

In the cold and damp of another February long ago, young John Muir’s family left their comfortable life in Dunbar, Scotland, and immigrated to the relative isolation in the forest and prairie wilderness of Marquette County, Wisconsin. As an adult, John Muir would become one of America’s most influential nature writers and environmental philosophers, championing the creation of the national park system and our current preservation ideals.

The decision to emigrate was most likely made by John’s father, Daniel, in late 1848, though he had dreamed of settling in the New World for most of his life. By midwinter 1849, family preparations for the move were under way. Daniel announced the actual day of departure to the children the night before. The next morning he gathered John and a brother and sister and set off for Glasgow to board a sailing ship. Daniel hoped the voyage would deliver him to a new life in which he could practice and preach his faith free of constraints in a fertile place where common people could actually own land. Mrs. Muir and John’s remaining siblings would follow that fall once Daniel had built a proper house and harvested the first crops.

During the thirty-eight-day voyage to New York City, the seventy-two Scots aboard the Warren left behind their centuries-old landscape legacy in exchange for the chance to begin a new history. The immigrants were a cross section of those fleeing the economic and social upheavals in Scotland as industrialization reshaped the urban and rural countryside: hopeful newlyweds seeking homes in the New World, young laborers and servants seeking better prospects, and middle-aged tradesmen and farmers with their families seeking a fresh start. Few were older than forty. The Muirs were swept into this flood of people, evicted from the land by the “Clearances” and displaced by the “Enclosures” and agricultural “improvements,” who poured into Glasgow on their way west. The Warren sailed in the armada of ships from Liverpool filled with Scots and Irish fleeing the potato famine and proper Englishmen acting as emissaries seeking land for the groups that would soon follow. The Muirs joined the uprooted from all across the Old World who sought gold in California or work logging the northern pine forests, laying railroad track, or digging canals.

For many travelers, though, a yearning for land lay at the heart of their leap across space and forward in time from the Old World to the New. Come to America where fruitful land is plentiful, cheap, and easily got, the ads proclaimed throughout the Old World. Immigration to America was big business by the mid-1800s. Many people followed family or friends. Word from those who went before them surely told of hardship, deceit, and failure, sober warnings to counterbalance the promotional hype. But they also spoke of opportunity, success, and land. What concept of land was left behind? What sense of connection and continuity was lost and what was gained in their stead? I’ve come to Dunbar to seek an answer, for part of it must rest here, today, and in the past of this fascinating place.

Daniel was not a farmer and perhaps knew less of the land than farmers did. He owned a successful dry goods store inherited from his first wife in the coastal community of about 3,000 people. Yet like so many commoners in the Old World who had been denied land ownership for generations, he sought property. Daniel was also a religious zealot who sought rich soil for God’s work. He found his Eden on the sand hills and marshy bottoms of Marquette County.

Just days after he arrived that spring in the newly formed state of Wisconsin, Daniel did what would have been unthinkable in his prior Old World home—he bought land. For a pittance, and with few constraints compared with his homeland, he purchased 160 acres: the east half of the northeast quarter and the east half of the southeast quarter of Section 14, Township 14 North, Range 9 East. He bought and sold land repeatedly in the years to come, with remarkably little wonder or concern, and moved on in search of more fertile opportunities after he had depleted those at his current location, as did millions of Americans like my ancestors. Some of the answers to my questions lie there, so I’ll follow the Muirs to their Fountain Lake and Hickory Hill Farms in Marquette County, fifty miles north of Madison.

I’ll trespass as I wander the Wisconsin forests, fields, bogs, and knobs of John Muir’s boyhood farms in search of answers to my questions. I’ll trespass, too, in the close, crowded streets and the open, rolling Scottish countryside beyond the sharp edge of his Dunbar home. Why is the land so? What does it mean? What is our place on it and our responsibility toward it? My trespass is more psychological than legal. Of course someone now owns the land, a prerequisite for trespass. Without ownership, trespass would be nonsensical. Yet the practical meaning differs in Scotland. Here, people still enjoy substantial freedom to wander the land, whether public or private. In America, “No Trespassing” signs confront walkers wherever they leave the public right-of-way.

Aren’t we all trespassers on the land, though, merely temporary occupants of that which we can’t really possess? Don’t the philosophical underpinnings of ownership—the concepts of occupancy and improvement rooted in the new ideas of the Enlightenment and perhaps deep in the origins of English common law—miss some fundamental truth found in the prior concepts of property that they replaced? Once possession of the land meant mostly the right to use the land and take what it produced, rather than title to the land itself. Possession was often shared communally and carried with it responsibilities toward the land and village. Now we think we can actually own the land with absolute title, free from communal responsibilities. There’s the rub.

We abstract the wondrous diversity and complexity of the land into maps and deeds when we survey and parcel it into private property often based on an imaginary grid so we can buy and sell it efficiently as we move about. But these things “bound” us, not the land. I’ve lost a connection to the very land I consider my own. That process of abstraction, description, and exchange, and my frequent movement, shape the land and my behavior, environmental and social, far more than I previously realized.

Muir’s Fountain Lake Farm has been broken up and sold off, though most remains farmland. The “home eighty” was designated a national historic landmark in 1990. Erik Brynildson, a crusading landscape architect and restoration ecologist, owns some of this property and lives in a home atop the ruins of the former Muir house. He played an important role in the process that led to the designation of the landmark and now works to restore his property to the character it had when John Muir first gazed in wonder at the land and the small, spring-fed glacial lake it bordered. John Muir Memorial County Park now protects the land around the lake, including the southern portion of the former Muir farm. In 1864 Muir began a lifelong quest to protect the marshy meadow below the home site, foreshadowing his later work protecting Yosemite National Park and creating the national park system. Yet John Muir Memorial County Park wouldn’t be established for nearly a century. Local politics has colored its being since inception, just as it has John Muir Country Park in Dunbar. Bessie Eggleston owns another portion of the Fountain Lake Farm. The land has been in her family since they acquired it from Muir’s brother-in-law about 135 years ago. Economic pressures to subdivide increasingly threatened her cropland, just as they do much of rural America. “Muir Estates”—a pleasant residential trailer park or large-lot “community”—may well be the next use of the property, despite Bessie’s wishes. Homes are often the last crop grown on a farm, Harvard historian John Stilgoe has noted.

Maurice (Morrie) and Mary Kearns now own the particular piece of glacial handiwork that was for a short time the Muir Hickory Hill Farm. The property has been in the Kearns family since his grandfather Thomas bought it in 1873. Morrie and Mary are atypical Americans. They’ve retained a direct lineage on a single piece of land far longer than most of us. Morrie will guide me across his fields, showing me his property and explaining his connection to the land.

Other Marquette County residents will walk with me about their property and tell me of the land and their feelings toward it. Fran Sprain will tell me of her family legacy that dates to their arrival in nearby Russell Flats in 1848. She sees the many ghosts embodied in the history of the place perhaps more clearly than any other resident. Ken Soda sees these ghosts too. His 140-year-old farm is a model of modern ingenuity and technical prowess. Yet he retains a forty-acre woodlot of white pines in part to “listen to the wind” and another stand in which he’s built a medicine wheel to focus the spiritual power of the place. The spirit of the past lives in the land for Fran and Ken, though they function quite comfortably in our contemporary world. Past, present, and future fuse seamlessly for them.

Today the longtime residents of Marquette County and the recently arrived retirees, hobby farmers, and recreational property owners fight over such land-use issues as the preservation of farms, woodlands, wetlands, and riparian corridors from the spread of low-density suburban sprawl. Like most Americans, they struggle to balance individual property rights and responsibilities against those of the community. Do they seek to connect or reconnect to a landscape legacy that our society spent generations ignoring or destroying?

I’ll wander about with Ho-Chunk (Winnebago) people too, looking from a different perspective at their ancestral land along the Fox River adjacent to the Muir Fountain Lake Farm. This land was neither virgin nor vacant when the Muirs arrived, for the Ho-Chunks had inhabited it for centuries. Our concepts of “wilderness,” “permanence,” and “property” made little sense to the land’s original residents. What sense of disconnection have they suffered?

By coercion, the remaining 6,000 or so Ho-Chunk people in Wisconsin now live mostly a Western-style life not far from the Fox River. There, they use the profits generated from their hotels, gift shops, convenience stores, and gambling/gaming casinos to purchase property on which to reestablish a homeland and reinvigorate their culture. Ironically, the profits from casinos that cater to white suburbanites fund the Ho-Chunks’ purchase of farms from retiring whites. They use ground-penetrating radar, global positioning satellite data, and a geographic information system—all the latest computer technology—to identify and assess potential acquisitions, and then buy them on the open market just as the Muirs once bought land. The Ho-Chunks work the discarded farms to build residential subdivisions and to restore bison and elk herds, prairies, and wetlands, while they also raise cash crops and livestock and strive to reeducate a new generation in the traditional stewardship values once on the verge of extinction along with their traditional way of life. At their annual autumn powwow, I’ll try to learn how they merge their traditional values with those forced upon them by the white world. Do their traditional values have relevance for me, perhaps like those of the Scots?

In contrast, will the Scots I’ll walk and talk with struggle to realize the promise of landownership and to disconnect from those nagging aspects of their landscape past that all too often constrain them? I’ll walk the grounds of the Tyninghame Estate with the thirteenth Earl of Haddington and explore with him the role of the great estates, past and present, in shaping the Scottish landscape. His family acquired Tyninghame in 1628. Inheritance taxes forced him to sell the fabulous estate house and gardens in 1986. Now the earl’s family lives in a wing of a sprawling mansion nestled in the heart of their 8,000-acre Mellerstain Estate, while tourists roam the rest of the residence. Do estates like these have relevance today, or should they be relegated to history books like the feudal system from which they emerged? I’ll go to Floors Castle to meet the tenth Duke of Roxburghe, whose family until the 1960s owned the Broxmouth Estate where Cromwell camped. Why was it sold and what meaning does it hold for him today? What does the land mean to these descendants of feudal aristocratic lairds? How have their ancestral holdings changed over time, and what forces—economic, legal, political, social—have triggered those changes?

I’ll walk the Broxmouth Estate with Graham White, an author and environmental activist living in its gardener’s cottage. What does the land mean to him? How does he see the estate, now on the verge of potential redevelopment by an offshore investment company that recently acquired it? I’ll learn how the balance between public interests and private rights reflected in land-use planning differs in the Old World of East Lothian from that in the New World of Marquette County, resulting in far different land development outcomes. The story of estates like Tyninghame and Broxmouth illustrate these differences, as do the management of growth around Dunbar and the creation of John Muir Country Park.

I’ll visit the Dunglass Estate to chat with Frank Usher about these forces. His grandfather bought the estate from the Halls in 1919. Do the many nouveaux riches who’ve recently acquired estates, like the Ushers, feel and act the same toward the land as the ancestral aristocracy from whom they often purchased their property? Frank dynamited the famed Dunglass mansion in 1958 and built a much less extravagant modern house on its site, and he codeveloped a large caravan park (trailer park) on what before was a fabulous beachfront on his property. He also built a tennis court right next to the medieval Dunglass Collegiate Church, just several hundred yards from his new house. Yet in 1992 he received an award from the Royal Highland and Agricultural Society of Scotland for his efforts at developing woodlands. Since the Ushers purchased the circa 800-year-old estate, they’ve gradually sold off one-third of the acreage and many of the cottages. It is doubtful that the rest will remain intact beyond Frank’s lifetime. What meaning does the land hold for him?

Once a year, the Dunglass parish of the Presbyterian Church of Scotland—the Kirk—holds service in the ruin of the collegiate church. Since the Scottish Protestant Reformation in the latter half of the 1500s, the Kirk has profoundly affected the Scottish people and their politics. I’ll attend that service to see how the national religion has shaped their feelings for the land and their sense of community.

I’ll talk with the Hoods, a family who has tenanted land from the Dunglass Estate for about 250 years, and tenant-farmed in the area for over 500 years. What are their attitudes toward the land? Are those attitudes the same as their laird’s? Ben Tindall, the son of East Lothian’s pioneering planning director a generation ago, now owns Cove Harbor, once a part of the Dunglass Estate, just below the Hoods’ farm. Ben is a prominent Edinburgh architect and retreats on weekends to the harbormaster’s old cottage, which is lit by candles and oil lamps and warmed by a coal fire because the decrepit shack has no gas or electricity. What brings Ben here? How do the land and sea affect him? Dozens of fishing boats once anchored in Cove, supporting a lively village on the cliffs above. Today only two fishing boats dock there, and the fishing community has nearly vanished, like the seasonal shoals of herring that for centuries brought life to the tiny harbor towns along this coast. Gordon Easingwood runs one of the few remaining lobster boats working out of Dunbar harbor. Might he enjoy a relationship with the sea and connection to place that offers insights for those of us on land?

Despite the profound historical differences in land parceling, ownership, and tenure, the people here struggle with many of the same land-use issues as their counterparts in Marquette County: the balance of private rights versus public responsibility; the protection of woodlands, coastline, deans, and ravines; and the preservation of a way of life in the face of external development pressures. What lessons are to be learned here? Will the Scotland I’ll come to know be the same as the land I’ll return to? Despite shared roots, does the Old World remain just that: a world shaped by old forces never felt in the New? Will this be evident in the land and the people?

I hope to learn why most Americans like me know so little about our landscape and act so coldly toward it. By comparison, do the Scots know more about their landscape history and lore, and possess a stronger connection to the land and to community, because they live in a landscape shaped so strongly by their feudal heritage? Do the Ho-Chunks retain this connection too?

In both cultures, sense of place is embedded within their language much more than in American English. In Scotland, the names of fields and farms, homes and villages, and many other words have commonly known meanings related to place. Words with literal descriptions of a place, an event, or some physical characteristic form the core of the Ho-Chunk language even more. Their language tells the story of the landscape and their relationship to it in almost every phrase. The history of people and place permeates common speech. American English has little of this quality. Few words have such meanings. Our language is relatively placeless, as is our culture.

What does the land mean to Americans, Scots, and Ho-Chunks? What significance should we attach to these differences? And what does the historical legacy of each landscape mean for its future? Yearning for the Land describes my search for the importance of place as I recall John Muir’s journey from his Old World home in Scotland to his New World home in Wisconsin. Like his, my experience will be a journey in both a physical sense, as I retrace his path, and a psychological sense, as I explore the different perceptions and meanings of the land in the Old World and New.


LOOMINGS


One night, when David and I were at grandfather’s fireside solemnly learning our lessons as usual, my father came in with news, the most wonderful, most glorious, that wild boys ever heard. “Bairns,” he said, “you needna learn your lessons the nicht, for we’re gan to America the morn!”

JOHN MUIR, The Story of My Boyhood and Youth



[4]

Did that February morning leave John and his brother David time for one last look at the remains of ancient Dunbar Castle and the two small fishing harbors it symbolically guarded at the foot of the brae, the rise that partitioned the town into its coastal community along the rugged shore and its town center above. For nearly a thousand years, Dunbar had been the southern gateway into Scotland, and the castle one of the country’s most important medieval strongholds until it was destroyed in 1567 after Mary Queen of Scots fled its safety for the final time. Oliver Cromwell contributed £300 to improve the storm-damaged “old” harbor several years after his victory in 1650. The “new” harbor, named “Victoria” in honor of the new queen, was built in the early 1840s, its sea entrance blasted through the remnants of the castle left by the lord commander and the hand of God. John probably attended its gala christening as a toddler. Did he and David dash down to the rocks and ruins, now indistinguishable after centuries of pounding surf, wind, and cannon fire, where they so often played William Wallace and Robert the Bruce, who first fought each other, then fought the English for Scottish independence, on some of that same ground? Could they see Doon Hill, where they so often reenacted Cromwell’s crushing defeat of the Scots, standing sentinel a mile off over the fields outside Dunbar?

The way to the train was just a few blocks south on High Street, past the homes of family and friends on the upper floors of the stone and harl-clad buildings standing shoulder to shoulder; past the small ground-floor shops and stores whose windows lined the street, watching the villagers walk by; past the everyday places of their lives. Did friends emerge from each crowded close to join in an entourage to the station so near that all could easily walk alongside the wagonload of possessions packed for the journey?

Imagine Anne’s emotions as she watched her family ripped apart, her handsome husband, Daniel, taking sons John (nearly age eleven) and David (age eight) and their older sister Sarah (age thirteen) to somewhere in the wilds of North America. Anne would remain behind with her young twins, Mary and Annie (age two), Dan (age five), and Maggie (age fifteen), to endure the wait until summoned in the autumn. The parents planned to reunite in the New World then, after a permanent home was built and fields planted. Anne likely had little say in the matter, as was the place of the dutiful wife in Victorian Scottish society. Tall and quiet, she had a stern face that belied her gentle disposition and bubbling humor. Nature and gardening were her lifelong passions, cross-stitching, drawing, painting, and writing playful poetry her adolescent pleasures. Despite the life imposed on her by Daniel and Scottish society, Anne lived in “tranquil independence” of the circumstances, neither aloof, passive, nor unaffected, just secure in her own being and able to make her own happiness. John was later fond of saying, “I am always happy at the center,” even during turbulent times. Perhaps he acquired that wonderful gift from his mother.

Daniel’s simple plan outraged Anne’s prosperous parents, David and Margaret Gilrye, who lived across the street in a three-story stone building with “Gilrye Place” chiseled in the tablet above the door. The building and the flats around the courtyard behind housed David’s flesher (butcher) business as well as an extended family of relatives, store workers, servants, and tenants. The stone structure reflected David’s character—solid, stable, and caring. He had served on the town council and was an elder in the Kirk. Now Anne’s children filled his retirement life. David and Margaret always felt that Anne married beneath her station; after all, the Gilryes were descended from a Highland hero, while Daniel Muir had no lineage. They also found his form of religious fanaticism offensive. Their objections to the marriage went unheeded, though, as did their objections to the move, although they compelled Daniel to leave Anne and some of the children initially behind until completion of a comfortable house.

Young John and David were thrilled with the prospects. “No more grammar, but boundless woods full of mysterious good things; trees full of sugar, growing in ground full of gold; hawks, eagles, pigeons, filling the sky; millions of birds’ nests, and no gamekeepers to stop us in all the wild, happy land,” wrote John. “We were utterly, blindly glorious. … To my schoolmates, met that night on the street, I shouted the glorious news, ‘I’m gan to Amaraka the morn!’ None could believe it. I said, ‘Weel, just you see if I am at the skule the morn!’” Grandfather Gilyre knew better. With eyes downcast toward the floor, he spoke to the boys in a low, trembling voice, “Ah, poor laddies, poor laddies, you’ll find something else ower the sea forbye gold and sugar, birds’ nests and freedom fra lessons and schools. You’ll find plenty hard, hard work.” Wisdom wasted on the young, John recalled when a grown man. “Nothing he could say could cloud our joy or abate the fire of youthful, hopeful, fearless adventure.”

Was Daniel Muir blinded by the same emotions? How did he plan to provide for his family in the wilderness? Presumably farming; yet he only knew farming secondhand through his customers and from his memories as an orphaned child reared by relatives on the unrelenting drudgery of their poor tenant farms outside the tiny village of Crawfordjohn in Lanarkshire. Like much of Scotland, it was a hard land of harsh weather and steep, rocky moorland covered by a thin layer of starved soil in which even the heather struggled to survive. Sheep and people fared no better. Scotland “consists of two things, stone and water,” observed Samuel Johnson in the late 1700s. “There is, indeed, a little earth above the stone in some places, but a very little; and the stone is always appearing. It is like a man in rags; the naked skin is still peeping out.” Daniel knew this firsthand. The sentiment caught his son John’s eye many years later in a much different land. John copied the passage onto the endpapers of his personal volume of James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson.

Hard work, hard conditions, and hard times could make the Scots who scratched subsistence in Lanarkshire as hard and dour as the land. It could also make them revel in lighthearted dance, song, and story, and find joy in the simple pleasures of family and friends. And it could fill them with wanderlust to escape in search of a job in a big city or better land free from feudal oppression. America was the destination of choice for many. There, they heard tell, a commoner could get lots of fine land for a song, free of leases and lairds, and rise according to one’s own abilities. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur documented the dream in his famous Letters from an American Farmer (1782). He described Scottish emigrants who fled the “high, sterile, bleak lands of Scotland, where every thing is barren and cold,” lands of the “north of Britain, of the Orkneys, and the Hebride Islands … unfit for the habitation of men,” lands that “appear to be calculated only for great sheep pastures.” Crèvecœur highlighted one “simple Scotchman” he called “Andrew the Hebridean,” who disembarked at Philadelphia in 1774 to pursue his dreams of opportunity. Like many of his countrymen, Andrew arrived pale and emaciated and rose in several years from “indigence to ease; from oppression to freedom; from obscurity and contumely to some degree of consequence,” as he acquired a sizable farm property. The conditions that cast those emigrants from their Scottish homeland intensified over the ensuing forty years, and stories like that of Andrew the Hebridean became part of the Scottish mythos. Perhaps those effects made the Scots ripe for the Calvinism that swept the country in the 1560s. Life in Lanarkshire likely made Daniel as hard as the land and eager to leave it.

His conversion came at age fourteen in 1818. His escape came at age twenty-one, when he simply ran away one morning with only his Bible, a fiddle, and a few shillings. But in the teeming streets of industrial Glasgow—“that great bottleneck of wretched humanity”—he found no job to earn passage-fare to America. When his last ha’penny was spent, he enlisted in the British army in desperation. He was posted to Dunbar as a recruiting sergeant four years
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