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I WAS LATE IN ARRIVING in Fortingall having missed a connection in Perth so it was near midnight by the time the coachman dropped me at the doorstep of the kirk. Then there was only time to reacquaint myself with my old friend John, partake of several large glasses of his fine Scotch and wend a weary way to bed.

So it was that my first sight of the old tree came in the flush of morning with a mist on the ground and a stiff breeze in my face. John had told me about the yew in his letters of course but there had been nothing that could have prepared me for the sense of history that the sight of it brought. It is an aged thing indeed, its original core having been long since hollowed out by time and weather leaving a myriad of secondary branches gathered around the remains of a gnarled old trunk that looks more like stone than wood. John joined me for a pre-breakfast smoke as I circled the trunk below the canopy, feeling my way around the thing.

“I knew you would like it,” he said. “I have it on good authority from a professor of Botany at the University that it predates Christ himself. Just think of what memories of Christmas past it could show us if we could only unfold them.”

“I thought they placed yews in churchyards, not the other way around,” I said, laughing.

“For all we know this old tree here is where they got the idea,” John replied and I almost laughed again before I saw that he was being serious.

I did not get a chance to follow up on it for just then his housekeeper called us in for breakfast and I was treated to a mound of eggs, ham and toast that took three pots of strong tea to wash down and all I was fit for during the rest of the morning was sitting in an armchair in John’s study while we caught up with our friendship.

It had been several years since our last meeting. They had been quiet ones for him here in his wee kirk in rural Perthshire, rather less quiet for me in the Transvaal with the regiment. Now here I was home, furloughed, lamed and looking at the prospect of a bleak retirement in the face. That tale of the change in my circumstances is too long and far too dull to relate here. Suffice to say my friend John listened as a friend should and his reply was not to scold or berate me for my depression but to fetch out the smokes.

Once I was feeling more like myself again I turned conversation from my personal woes around to the business of the yew tree. It quickly became clear that John had been putting his quiet time to good use for he had a treasury of knowledge of the tree’s history at his command. He treated me to what he had learned and also much of what he suspected. It was fascinating stuff indeed, but little of it is germane to my story here except for what he said at the last.

“You know, there’s even a story that Pontius Pilate himself sat under this very tree as a boy when his father governed this part of the country for Rome.”

I had to laugh at that.

“It’s Christmas, old boy, not Easter.”

He didn’t rise to the bait and I saw that he had something on his mind.

“Okay, out with it,” I said. “You didn’t ask me up here for the weather. What’s up?”

Before he answered he took two sheets of crumpled paper from his pocket and smoothed them out on the table.

“I have indeed got a story.. But first, what do you make of that?”

I got up, rather reluctantly, and examined the paper. Both pieces had obviously been taken as rubbings, not from brass or stone but from wood. They showed what appeared to be a series of stick figures, most of whom were missing some part of their anatomy, no legs, or one leg but no head, that kind of thing. The figures covered the pages, twenty five lines to each, eight to a line, four hundred little men marching for a reason I could not even begin to fathom.

“It’s Sherlock Holmes you need, not me old man,” I said. “It’s some kind of code, isn’t it?”

“I think so. Although it is a peculiar one that has defeated me for a year to the very day. Are you ready for a snifter? I know it’s not even noon, but it is Christmas after all.”

I wasn’t about to argue and minutes later we were settled by the fire again with fresh smokes lit and glasses filled as he sat with the papers in his lap.
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“AS I SAID, IT WAS A year ago today,” he started. “I went out to watch the sunset and by pure chance happened to be lined up with the tree between me and the last rays of the dying day. I saw, at the base of the oldest part of the trunk, what I took to be ridges hacked into the wood by a blade. At first I thought little of it then I noted their regularity and how they were tightly concentrated in a small space; it was something that had been done with a purpose in mind. The light was going from the sky quickly and somehow I knew I might not get another chance, so I ran indoors, giving my housekeeper a bit of a fright in the process, and came back to make these rubbings.

“Many a night between then and now I have sat here trying to penetrate the secret. And many nights I have gone out to stand by the tree at sunset but—and you will have to believe me on this—I have never again been able to find the little soldiers. It is as if they were only there for that particular minute, existing only for that single spot in time.”

He went quiet then, both of us supping at our drinks and puffing smoke until I broke the silence.

“It is a mystery, to be sure,: I replied, “but hardly one to get yourself worked up over, old boy. The old world is full of such mysteries; stones lined up with the solstices, menhirs used as calendars, that sort of guff. Surely this is just more of the same? The marks on the tree are still there, of course they are. They must be. It’s just that they need the right light for them to show up.”

“My thoughts exactly, or they were, last winter. But as the nights, and the sunsets went on and the marks never again revealed themselves I took to running my fingers over the wood, attempting to trace them by feel. I assure you, they are not there. Maybe they never were. And if you do not believe me, go look for yourself. You’ll only find obdurate old wood, as I have done these many months.”

I saw, too late, that the poor chap had got himself quite worked up. He’d invited me here hoping for some understanding, perhaps a sympathetic ear, and here I was offering him skepticism instead of friendship. I felt quite ashamed of myself. There and then I undertook to do something about it.

He had taken quite the huff with me and did not look up from the fireside as I took my leave and went once more out onto the kirkyard. I took more time with the old thing this time, sitting on my haunches close to the base of the trunk and running my hands over and around the aged bark, trying in vain to find the gouges that had shown up in the rubbings. I had a moment when I thought bad thoughts of my old friend, wondering whether this whole thing might be some fine Christmas prank of his. Then I remembered how he’d taken such a huff and I redoubled my efforts.
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I MUST HAVE BEEN AT it for a good twenty minutes and was no closer to feeling anything but cold bark when the strangest sensation came over me. It started in my fingertips, a buzzing vibration passing from the old tree through to my hands, my wrists, up my arms and into my head where a distant drumbeat started up, a martial rhythm that reminded me of nothing less than facing down the Zulu in the veldt. It quite discombobulated me and sent me back inside seeking sanctuary in the warmth of both the fire and a new glass of scotch in my belly.

By the time the housekeeper called us through to lunch John had quite forgiven me my earlier transgression. Over a fine meal of salmon, potatoes and greens, washed down by strong Scottish ale we reaffirmed the joy of our long friendship and I made a promise to him to stand beside him at the sunset. The vibration in my head had faded with the ale but I was no longer quite so sure that there would be nothing to see come the evening.
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WE SPENT THE AFTERNOON by the fireside again, sipping scotch and trying to make head or tail of the blasted marching stick figures but for the life of me I could see no pattern to the thing no matter how much I squinted at it.

“I’ve looked at it every bloody way I can think of,” John said on seeing my exasperation. “I even showed it to a mathematician—David McLeish, you’ll remember him from Edinburgh back in the day—he had the pages for two weeks in the summer but I brought them home none the wiser on their return. If it is indeed a code it’s a damned devilish one.”

“Have you had any thoughts at all as to why it might have been carved in the tree? Or when?”

“Thoughts, opinions, yes. But nothing in the way of hard facts. I can tell you that judging by the position of the carvings and the state of the bark that I believe the marks to have been made at least as far back as the Roman era.”
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