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    for my family, always

  

  
     
    Be still and listen to the voices that belong 
To the streambanks and the trees and the open fields. 
There are songs and sayings that belong to this place, 
By which it speaks for itself and no other.


    —FROM “A POEM ON HOPE,”
 BY WENDELL BERRY
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    ALSO BY DARYLN BREWER HOFFSTOT:


    A Farm Life: Observations from Fields and Forests

  

  
     
    INTRODUCTION


    I’VE BEEN THINKING A LOT LATELY ABOUT OUR WESTERN PENNSYLVANIAN landscape and the language we use to describe it, and I found inspiration in a surprising place—a book about the Gaelic language called Thirty-Two Words for Field: Lost Words of the Irish Landscape, by Manchan Magan. Magan tells us that there are thirty-two Gaelic words for one of our English words: field, for instance. In Gaelic, branar is a fallow field and cuibhewann is a field tilled in partnership with a neighbor. Plasog is a sheltered field in which a mare would foal. Abuaile is a field for keeping cattle before milking and chthairin is a field with a fairy dwelling in it. There are twenty-five additional words in Gaelic for our word, field.


    Magan believes these old Irish words are gifts from the ancient past, that they ground us and remind us that we are connected to all things—to fields, hawks, and fairies. And in Ireland, fairies connect people deeply to their environment, so much so that one cannot build a house on a fairy ring. The locals know where those fairy rings are located and such land is strictly protected from human intervention—a fairy conservancy of sorts.


    I have a great deal of respect for fairies. In an essay I wrote about the elder trees on our farm, I made sure not to get on the bad side of the spirits that are supposed to live near that tree. Elder trees come with many myths—the druids thought the tree holy, and in more modern times in Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, the most powerful wand in the world was made from the elder tree. If you cut an elder branch, one myth says, you must be on bended knee with hands folded to avoid the wrath of the “Elder Mother.” You can bet I was on bended knee when I cut a branch to observe its hollow center, such branches having been used by ancient cultures to make into flutes, whistles, and maple syrup spiles.


    Only now are we understanding in this country what the Greeks and Romans understood way before us—the health benefits of the elderberry. The berry is said to help with so many ailments that Hippocrates called the tree “a medicine chest.” Is that a myth? I don’t think so. Native Americans have long used elder for food and medicine. Herbalists recognize its power and Missouri grows it for research. Yet in Pennsylvania, we try to eradicate the tree. It is a weedy looking thing, not trim and compact, and PennDOT sprays the roadsides where elder is likely to grow.


    But why, you ask, am I going on about fairies and ancient cultures and the Gaelic words they use in Ireland? I don’t live in Ireland. I live in western Pennsylvania, where my stories are set. But I take a cue from the Irish here—to listen to the natural world, to give voice to the landscape, the birds, bees, bugs, mammals, weeds, and the native plants that we have here. To learn the legends and folklore and find the vernacular that best describes our geography, the land on which we all live. Maybe even to listen to fairies.


    I try to understand what is happening to these plants and animals and say it to others in a way that makes sense. To slow down, observe and record, to create a language about our western Pennsylvania landscape. “Nature is a language,” Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote. “And every new fact one learns is a new word.”


    I try to give a nod to the ancient peoples who came before us, not only the Celts as in Ireland, but our Native Americans, who know so much more about our earth than we do and who offer us their stories and advice if only we would listen. The Cherokee call trees “standing people.” Native Americans know to eat only the ripe, yellow fruit of the mayapple, minus the seeds; the rest of the plant is poisonous. They know how to use stinging nettle to help with arthritis and other ailments. (The Irish also believe that three meals of boiled nettles before the end of May purifies the blood and assures good health.)


    In Pennsylvania, many people try to eradicate nettles too—think of them as weeds. To quote Ralph Waldo Emerson again: “What is a weed? A plant whose virtues have not yet been discovered.” But nettles’ virtues have long been discovered. An herbalist told me, “Nettles are one of the most nutrient dense herbs we have, full of vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants, and far tastier than spinach.”


    We do have our own language here. We call apples that fruit in summer “July apples.” An apple expert in Maine told me that “July apple” is a local nickname—one he’d never heard before. We call a certain morel mushroom, one of the first to emerge in spring from the forest floor, a rubberneck. Some call ginseng, sang. Ramps are called wild leeks or the ransom. We have ramp festivals in Pennsylvania. We tap maple trees so we have the language of maple sugaring, and we call a break in the mountain a “gap.” We might call our lowlands “hollers” and our streams “cricks.” I grew up calling the thorns on plants “prickers,” but western Pennsylvanians call them “jaggers.”


    Landscape and language that are married to each other.


    Local lore says it will be a mild winter if paper wasp nests hang low to the ground and the more black on a woolly caterpillar the harsher the winter. A friend says if there is a cloud bank over Laurel Ridge that a “storm’s a brewing,” and our babysitter used to say she could hear “the ridge roar.” The last snow of the year, she said, is called “onion snow” because that’s when we should plant onions. I followed animal tracks one winter day to pay witness to those creatures with which I share this small patch of earth. Those animals are not everywhere, but they are here, in our backyards, their tracks a language in themselves.


    A local friend who grew up here, a deer hunter for his whole life, told me bad luck comes to anyone who shoots an albino deer. I have seen only one albino deer in thirty-seven years and it was so shocking I pulled the car over, stopped, and stared. My husband was on horseback when he saw an albino deer and he was so confused by the different coloring he was sure it was a goat. My friend’s father refused to shoot the albino deer, but then a fellow they knew did, and killed it. The myth was shattered because the next day the fellow who shot the deer hit the lottery and won $100,000. But within a month he’d had a heart attack, and according to my friend, has had health problems ever since. Perhaps we western Pennsylvanians do believe in fairies?


    Is it our imagination? Maybe. But I think that fairies and myths and superstition somehow bring us closer to the natural world, give us a bigger stake in it, perhaps make us care about it more, might even make us more inclined to save it.


    We now have in our woods a sad story about our ancient ash tree—a tree once used to make baseball bats, an American pastime if there ever was one. And that story is that we allowed into this country, from Asia, a bright green beetle—the emerald ash borer—and that beetle has decimated our Pennsylvania forests as we had come to know them.


    For an essay on native plants, I learned that chickadees feed their babies six to nine thousand caterpillars for the two weeks the babies are in the nest. That’s one species, and one brood, in one year. That fact—those words, that story— made me rethink the role of caterpillars in our ecosystem; I’ll never look at caterpillars the same way again.


    One of my favorite stories was about the chimney swift—a bird that never alights until it tucks itself into our nineteenth-century chimney at night. And I love the fact that women did much of the research on chimney swifts in the nineteenth century—a story of women and birds. Why? Because the women were at home, while the men were out in factories or in fields, and it was the women who bonded with these small torpedo-shaped birds that lived in their chimneys. And why did the birds live in chimneys? Because we’d cut down the old growth trees that had once been their home—and their name was changed from the American swift to chimney swift. Their numbers are down 70 percent nationwide.


    Or the kingfisher, one of my all-time favorite birds. I love to watch them dive every summer across the pond and listen to their rattling call. The king-fisher has all sorts of Native American myths surrounding it, some positive, others negative, but the one I prefer to apply to our little valley here is that the kingfisher represents peace and prosperity.


    Or snapping turtles that everyone loves to hate and with which they make turtle soup here, yet snapping turtles are so important to our Pennsylvania ponds. They keep our ponds clean by eating carrion and consume vegetation that balances the ecosystem for fish, birds, and dragonflies—and dragonflies eat lots of mosquitos.


    And the story of an eastern phoebe, a bird that has nested every year on the light fixture outside our pantry door, a bird being attacked, I believe, by the house sparrow, a bird we introduced to this country in the 1850s to control caterpillars.


    Or the stories of the floods we now get on the farm living as we do at the base of three hills. What was once the 100-year flood now comes three or four times a year, a story of our changing climate.


    I tried to tell the story of our Pennsylvania bats, but so few are left on our farm now. Where we once had many flying overhead at dusk, last summer when I closed the chicken coop, I saw two each night (up from one the year before). Ninety-nine percent of Pennsylvania bats have been killed by white-nose syndrome, a fungus that we likely moved unknowingly on our shoes, clothing, or outdoor gear from caves in Europe or Asia
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