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    This book listens for the quiet threshold where the living world and the human spirit meet. Where the Forest Murmurs by William Sharp invites readers into a reflective encounter with nature shaped by musical, image-rich prose and a patient, contemplative gaze. Sharp, a Scottish writer active around the turn of the twentieth century, crafts pages that feel like unhurried walks beneath canopies of thought and leaf. The forest here is an atmosphere and a state of attention rather than a mapped locale, a place where observation deepens into reverie. Instead of narrative suspense, the book pursues tonal nuance, intimacy of mood, and a sustained discipline of listening.

Situated in the broad tradition of nature writing and impressionistic prose, the work emerges from a cultural moment steeped in symbolist and Celtic-revival sensibilities in the late nineteenth to early twentieth century. Sharp is also known for writing under the name Fiona Macleod, a background that helps explain the book’s affinity for myth-tinged feeling and inward resonance. Published in the early twentieth century, it participates in a fin-de-siècle fascination with the spiritual textures of landscape. Its setting is the living terrain of woodlands and wild places, evoked not as travelogue but as felt presence, where attention, memory, and mood become the reader’s compass.

Readers encounter a sequence of meditative passages that prioritize atmosphere over plot, inviting an experience closer to remembering a place than visiting it for the first time. The voice is assured yet intimate, guiding with a lyric steadiness that slows the pulse and clarifies the senses. The mood ranges from tender and restorative to faintly uncanny, as if the natural world were always on the verge of articulating something just beyond speech. Without relying on overt folklore retellings, the prose carries a mythic undertone, suggesting that a storied past and a living present coinhabit the same paths, shadows, and clearings.

Sharp’s style favors finely tuned rhythms and a palette of subtle contrasts—light and shade, motion and stillness, solitude and communion. The writing dwells on sensory textures of the outdoors, yet the descriptive surface repeatedly opens into reflection, so that a turn of weather or a change of season becomes an inner event. Images recur with meditative insistence, creating a web of correspondences that link the smallest sensory cue to a larger pattern of meaning. The result is not a field guide or a diary but a sustained cadence of looking, attending, and translating experience into language that retains the freshness of felt encounter.

Thematically, the book explores transience and return, asking how rhythms of growth and decay shape human understanding. It attends to cycles—dawn and dusk, leafing and fall, silence and murmur—and considers the ethical and spiritual implications of recognizing kinship with the nonhuman world. The forest’s “murmur” signals more than sound; it suggests the layered conversation between perception and memory, between what is seen and what is intuited. Throughout, the work probes the boundary where empirical observation gives way to intimations of meaning, raising questions about belonging, reverence, and the forms of attention that grant places their fullest presence.

For contemporary readers, the relevance is both aesthetic and ethical. In an era of distraction and ecological strain, this book models a mode of attentiveness that is spacious, careful, and receptive. Its pages encourage slow looking and patient listening, proposing that the quality of our regard alters what we can perceive. Without polemic, it offers a counterpoint to utilitarian attitudes toward nature, suggesting that value inheres in relationship rather than extraction. It also speaks to readers seeking respite: the work’s measured pace and luminous restraint offer a restorative practice of mind, one that honors complexity without hastening to simplify it.

Approached as a companion for unhurried reading, Where the Forest Murmurs rewards dipping in and lingering, as a sequence of moods and insights that accumulates resonance over time. It will appeal to admirers of nature prose, reflective essays, and writing informed by the tonalities of the Celtic revival. The experience is not destination-driven; it is about learning how to inhabit perception with steadiness and grace. As you walk these pages, expect a conversation between the world outside and the one within, until the book’s title becomes an apt description of the reading itself: the murmur of a living presence met with a listening heart.
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    Where the Forest Murmurs is a collection of nature essays by William Sharp that evokes woodlands, moors, and shores across the Celtic west. Drawing on close observation and inherited tradition, the book’s guiding idea is that the land speaks in quiet tones to any listener who is patient and receptive. Sharp moves through familiar terrains—glens, forests, and islands—attending to weather, light, and the small lives of plants and animals. The prose presents scenes and impressions rather than argument, setting a contemplative pace. From the outset, the work frames nature as a living presence, not as a backdrop, and invites readers into that attentive exchange.

The opening pieces dwell on entry into the woods, where wind in the canopy, leaf-scent, and filtered sun establish a vocabulary of sound and shadow. Sharp describes the hush before birdsong, the first stirrings after rain, and pathways that seem to remember the feet that passed before. He favors details that fix place—damp bark, mossy stones, the reach of boughs—while maintaining a spare, measured tone. These scenes introduce the book’s central method: lingering at the threshold of perception to register minor changes. The forest’s murmur, as he presents it, is not a single voice but the sum of small, recurring intimations.

Subsequent essays trace the seasons as a natural sequence. Spring brings sap and light, with tentative colors along hedges and in undergrowth; summer enlarges sound and scent; autumn pares back, exposing structure; winter simplifies the world to line and hush. Sharp treats seasonal change as both rhythm and memory, the land repeating itself without repetition. He uses recurring images—dawn light, drifting seed, frost patterns—to emphasize continuity across the year. The effect is cumulative: each season revises the one before, deepening the sense that time in nature is circular and patient, and that attentive watching uncovers patterns within apparent flux.

Alongside place and season, the book attends to the creatures that animate the edges of sight. Shore birds, woodland singers, and high moor wanderers appear in brief portraits shaped by call, flight, and habit. Sharp records their presences without cataloging, noting how a sudden cry alters distance, or how a track in peat tells of passage. He treats animals as signs of the land’s health and character rather than as specimens. The emphasis remains on encounter: flashes of motion at dusk, a shadow over water, silence after wingbeat. Through such moments, the essays suggest a shared, responsive rhythm between observer and the living world.

Trees and plants receive a similar, attentive regard. Sharp describes the stance and texture of trunks, the lift of young growth, and the understated hues that settle across heather, bracken, and rush. He links such observation with traditional associations, noting how certain trees occupy protective or threshold roles in local belief. The essayist does not press theory; he sets lore beside detail, allowing each to illuminate the other. Roots bind soil and story; leaves carry weather and memory. In this balancing of tangible qualities and inherited meanings, the book presents vegetation not only as scenery but as character, shaping mood and guiding movement.

Folklore enters as the land’s imaginative echo. The essays acknowledge tales of presences in water or hill, beliefs about second sight, and warnings attached to lonely paths. Sharp treats these as part of the country’s mind, neither proving nor dismissing them. He recounts how certain places feel thinned of distance, how old names cling to ridges and bays, and how custom sets boundaries of respect. Myth, in this context, becomes a way of listening: an attentiveness to what is felt as much as seen. The result is a quiet coexistence of observation and tradition, each moderating the other without contest.

The book widens from forest to shore, following weather across headlands and islands. Sea-wind, tide voice, and the pallor or blaze of sky add a broader register to the murmuring inland. Sharp notes how coastal life—boats drawn up, nets drying, cottages facing the spray—answers the same patterns of patience and change found among pines and birch. Mist and sudden clarity alternate; long swells measure time beyond human pace. By placing sea-music alongside leaf-rustle, he suggests one continuity of sound and mood binding inland and ocean, with islands serving as thresholds where elements meet and echo one another.

Throughout, the writing returns to solitude and attention. The essays prefer lingering to conclusion, valuing a pace that lets perception ripen. Sharp contrasts the close, layered quiet of woods with the noise and haste of towns, not as condemnation but as a reminder of alternative measures of time. He offers no program beyond watchfulness, and no doctrine beyond courtesy toward place. The recurrent counsel is to move lightly, to listen before naming, and to accept that much remains just beyond the edge of clarity. In this way, the book presents nature as companionable without requiring possession or mastery.

The closing pages gather the book’s themes into a tempered affirmation. Change is constant, but the patterns by which wind, water, leaf, and light relate endure. Human presence is brief and local; the land’s presence is patient and encompassing. Where the Forest Murmurs leaves its reader with a sense of continuity: that observation, memory, and story together form a way of dwelling attentively. The final mood is one of quiet recognition rather than argument. The central message is clear: listen, and the country will disclose itself in measures small and sufficient, sustaining a kinship that is ancient, undemanding, and renewed with each season.
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    Where the Forest Murmurs, published posthumously in 1906, is rooted in the landscapes of the Scottish West Highlands and Inner Hebrides, especially Argyll and islands such as Iona. William Sharp, writing as Fiona Macleod, describes woods, moor, and shore in a late Victorian to early Edwardian rural milieu that still bore the impress of older clan society yet was shaped by nineteenth-century upheavals. The temporal setting is contemporary to the 1890s–1905, but the work continually invokes earlier centuries through place-names, tree lore, and oral tradition. This fusion situates the book where modernizing Britain met enduring Gaelic rural life, allowing nature meditations to register broader social history.

The Highland Clearances, a protracted transformation from roughly the 1760s to the 1860s, displaced tens of thousands as landlords converted clan lands into large sheep runs and later deer forests. In Sutherland, removals under the first Duke of Sutherland and his factors, notably Patrick Sellar and William Young, culminated in notorious burnings in Strathnaver between 1814 and 1819. Similar expulsions scarred Skye, Mull, Rum, and parts of Argyll; the Glencalvie clearance in 1845 symbolized the wider crisis. By 1855 many townships were emptied, and kinship structures frayed. The book’s elegiac attention to deserted glens, old pathways, and remnant woodlands implicitly memorializes this depopulation, rendering forest and moor as repositories of memory after human communities were scattered.

The Crofters’ War (1882–1886) brought organized resistance to the post-Clearance order. Rent strikes and confrontations at the Braes on Skye (April 1882) and Glendale (1882–1883) led to the arrest of leaders such as John MacPherson and the appointment of the Napier Commission in 1883. Its inquiry into Highland conditions documented rack-renting, loss of grazing, and pressures from sporting estates. The Crofters’ Holdings (Scotland) Act 1886 established security of tenure, fair rents, and limited rights to common pasture, overseen by the Crofters Commission; the Congested Districts Board followed in 1897. By portraying communal customs, seasonal work, and shared rights in woods and shore, the book echoes the crofter ideal of customary stewardship that reform sought to recognize.

Gaelic language decline accelerated after the Education (Scotland) Act 1872, which instituted compulsory schooling largely through English and often penalized Gaelic use. Census figures reflect contraction: in 1891 approximately 254,000 people reported Gaelic, falling to about 202,000 by 1901, with strongest concentrations in the Hebrides and western seaboard. Cultural organizations emerged to defend language and song, including the Gaelic Society of Inverness (1871) and An Comunn Gàidhealach (1891), which inaugurated the National Mòd at Oban in 1892. The book’s use of Gaelic terms, tree and animal lore, and seasonal rites participates in this cultural preservation, embedding linguistic memory within descriptions of forests, streams, and island coasts.

Nineteenth-century folklore collection shaped the historical backdrop that the author mined. John Francis Campbell’s Popular Tales of the West Highlands (1860–1862) and Alexander Carmichael’s Carmina Gadelica (1900) preserved narratives, charms, and nature-invocations gathered across Argyll, the Long Island, and Skye. Ethnographic and antiquarian societies in Edinburgh and Glasgow legitimated such work as a record of pre-industrial belief and customary practice. Where the Forest Murmurs draws on this evidentiary atmosphere: its attention to birds as messengers, tree-spirits, second sight, and ritual at wells mirrors documented observances, while situating them in specific places. The result is a natural history entwined with social memory, aligning literary description with the period’s documentary impulse.

Religious realignment influenced Highland society and sensibility. The Disruption of 1843 created the Free Church of Scotland, which gained strong Highland adherence and reshaped parish life, schooling, and Sabbath observance. In 1900 the majority Free Church united with the United Presbyterian Church to form the United Free Church, followed by the 1904–1905 Free Church case before the House of Lords and the Churches (Scotland) Act 1905 that redistributed property. These upheavals affected communal rhythms and moral codes. The book’s recurrent preference for a sacramental view of landscape—finding sanctity in groves, shores, and isles like Iona—registers a historical turn toward personal, place-rooted spirituality amid institutional contention.

Late nineteenth-century land use intensified pressures on Highland ecologies. Deer forests expanded dramatically; by the 1890s more than two million acres were reserved for stalking, reducing grazing and limiting access for local communities. Railway penetration accelerated change: the Callander and Oban Railway reached Oban in 1880; the West Highland Line opened to Fort William in 1894 and to Mallaig in 1901, bringing sportsmen and tourists. Estate forestry continued older planting programs, like the Atholl larch schemes, altering native woodland mosaics. Early conservation sentiment grew, exemplified by the RSPB’s founding in 1889. The book’s careful catalog of birds, trees, and seasonal cycles, and its ambivalence toward intrusion, registers this collision between extractive leisure economies and ecological continuity.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the aftermath of dispossession, the narrowing of commons, and the commodification of land for sport by contrasting communal memory with privatized landscapes. Its evocation of empty straths and constrained shorelines implicitly challenges aristocratic power and the class order that produced both clearances and deer forests. By foregrounding Gaelic nomenclature and oral rite, it contests the linguistic assimilation fostered by policy and schooling. Its reverent ecology, attentive to habitat and species, rebukes heedless modern incursions. Without polemic, it articulates a counter-ethic of kinship, customary rights, and stewardship, indicting the inequities that structured the Highlands at the turn of the twentieth century.








Many runes the cold has taught me,

Many lays the rain has brought me,

Other songs the winds have sung me;

Many birds from many forests

Oft have sung me lays in concord;

Waves of sea, and ocean billows,

Music from the many waters,

Music from the whole creation,

Oft have been my guide and master.




The Kalevala.
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“Beauty and solitude, ... these are the shepherd kings
of the imagination, to compel our wandering memories, our thoughts, our
dreams.”


F. M.
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It is when the trees are leafless, or when the last withered leaves
rustle in the wintry air, creeping along the bare boughs like
tremulous mice, or fluttering from the branches like the tired and
starving swallows left behind in the ebbing tides of migration, that
the secret of the forest is most likely to be surprised. Mystery is
always there. Silence and whispers, still glooms, sudden radiances,
the passage of wind and idle airs, all these inhabit the forest at
every season. But it is not in their amplitude that great woodlands
reveal their secret life. In the first vernal weeks the wave of green
creates a mist or shimmering veil of delicate beauty, through which
the missel-thrush calls, and the loud screech of the jay is heard like
a savage trumpet-cry. The woods then are full of a virginal beauty.
There is intoxication in the light air. The cold azure among the
beech-spaces or where the tall elms sway in the east wind, is, like
the sea, exquisitely desirable, exquisitely unfamiliar, inhuman, of
another world. Then follow the days when the violets creep through
the mosses at the base of great oaks, when the dust of snowbloom
on the blackthorn gives way to the trailing dog-rose, when myriads
of bees among the chestnut-blossoms fill the air with a continuous
drowsy unrest, when the cushat calls from the heart of the fir, when
beyond the green billowy roof of elm and hornbeam, of oak and beach,
of sycamore and lime and tardy ash, the mysterious bells of the South
fall through leagues of warm air, as the unseen cuckoo sails on the
long tides of the wind. Then, in truth, is there magic in the woods.
The forest is alive in its divine youth. Every bough is a vast plume
of joy: on every branch a sunray falls, or a thrush sways in song, or
the gauzy ephemeridæ dance in rising and falling aerial cones. The
wind moves with the feet of a fawn, with the wings of a dove, with the
passing breath of the white owl at dusk. There is not a spot where is
neither fragrance nor beauty nor life. From the tiniest arch of grass
and twig the shrewmouse will peep: above the shallowest rain-pool the
dragon-fly will hang in miraculous suspense, like one of the faery
javelins of Midir which in a moment could be withheld in mid-flight.
The squirrel swings from branch to branch: the leveret shakes the dew
from the shadowed grass: the rabbits flitter to and fro like brown
beams of life: the robin, the chaffinch, the ousel, call through the
warm green-glooms: on the bramble-spray and from the fern-garth the
yellow-hammer reiterates his gladsome single song: in the cloudless
blue fields of the sky the swifts weave a maze of shadow, the rooks
rise and fall in giddy ascents and descents like black galleys
surmounting measureless waves and sinking into incalculable gulfs.

Then the forest wearies of this interminable exuberance, this daily
and nightly charm of exultant life. It desires another spell, the
enchantment of silence, of dreams. One day the songs cease: the nests
are cold. In the lush meadows the hare sleeps, the corncrake calls.[1q] By
the brook the cattle stand, motionless, or with long tails rhythmically
a-swing and ears a-twitch above the moist amber-violet dreamless eyes.
The columnar trees are like phantom-smoke of secret invisible fires. In
the green-glooms of the forest a sigh is heard. A troubled and furtive
moan is audible in waste indiscoverable places. The thunder-time is
come. Now in the woods may be seen and heard and felt that secret
presence which in the spring months hid behind songs and blossom, and
later clothed itself in dense veils of green and all the magic of June.
Something is now evident, that was not evident: somewhat is entered
into the forest. The leaves know it: the bracken knows it: the secret
is in every copse, in every thicket, is palpable in every glade, is
abroad in every shadow-thridden avenue, is common to the spreading
bough and the leaning branch. It is not a rumour; for that might be the
wind stealthily lifting his long wings from glade to glade. It is not a
whisper; for that might be the secret passage of unquiet airs, furtive
heralds of the unloosening thunder. It is not a sigh; for that might be
the breath of branch and bough, of fern-frond and grass, obvious in the
great suspense. It is an ineffable communication. It comes along the
ways of silence; along the ways of sound: its light feet are on sunrays
and on shadows. Like dew, one knows not whether it is mysteriously
gathered from below or secretly come from on high: simply it is there,
above, around, beneath.

But the hush is dispelled at last. The long lances of the rain come
slanting through the branches; they break, as against invisible
barriers, and fall in a myriad pattering rush. The hoarse mutterings
and sudden crashing roar of the thunder possess the whole forest.
There are no more privacies, the secrecies are violated. From that
moment the woods are renewed, and with the renewal the secret spirit
that dwells within them withdraws, is not to be surprised, is
inaudible, indefinitely recedes, is become remote, obscure, ineffable,
incommunicable. And so, through veils of silence, and hot noons and
husht warm midnights, the long weeks of July and August go by.

In the woods of September surely the forest-soul may be surprised, will
be the thought of many. In that month the sweet incessant business of
bird and beast lessens or is at an end. The woodpecker may still tap at
the boles of gnarled oaks and chestnuts; the squirrel is more than ever
mischievously gay; on frosty mornings, when the gossamer webs are woven
across every bramble, and from frond to frond of the bronze-stained
bracken, the redbreast tries and retries the poignant new song he
has somehow learned since first he flaunted his bright canticles of
March and April from the meadow-hedge or the sunned greenness of the
beech-covert. But there is a general silence, a present suspense, while
the lime yellows, and the birch takes on her pale gold, and oak and
sycamore and ash slowly transmute their green multitudes into a new
throng clad in russet or dull red or sunset-orange. The forest is full
of loveliness: in her dusky ways faint azure mists gather. When the
fawn leaps through the fern it is no longer soundlessly: there is a
thin dry rustle, as of a dove brushing swiftly from its fastness in an
ancient yew. One may pass from covert to covert, from glade to glade,
and find the Secret just about to be revealed ... somewhere beyond
the group of birches, beside that oak it may be, just behind that
isolated thorn. But it is never quite overtaken. It is as evasive as
moonlight in the hollows of waves. When present, it is already gone.
When approached, it has the unhasting but irretrievable withdrawal
of the shadow. In October this bewildering evasion is still more
obvious, because the continual disclosure is more near and intimate.
When, after autumns of rain and wind, or the sudden stealthy advent
of nocturnal frosts, a multitude of leaves becomes sere and wan, and
then the leaves strew every billow of wind like clots of driven foam,
or fall in still wavering flight like flakes of windless snow, then,
it is surely then that the great surprise is imminent, that the secret
and furtive whisper will become a voice. And yet there is something
withheld. In November itself there are days, weeks even, when a rich
autumn survives. The oaks and ashes will often keep their red and
orange till after St. Luke’s Peace; in sheltered parts of the forest
even the plane, the sycamore, and the chestnut will flaunt their thin
leopard-spotted yellow bannerets. I remember coming upon a Spanish
chestnut in the centre of a group of all but leafless hornbeams. There
seemed to be not a leaf missing from that splendid congregation of
scarlet and amber and luminous saffron. A few yards on and even the
hardy beeches and oaks were denuded of all but a scattered and defeated
company of brown or withered stragglers. Why should that single tree
have kept its early October loveliness unchanged through those weeks of
rain and wind and frosts of midnight and dawn? There was not one of its
immediate company but was in desolate ruin, showing the bare nests high
among the stark boughs. Through the whole forest the great unloosening
had gone. Even the oaks in hollow places which had kept greenness like
a continual wave suspended among dull masses of seaweed, had begun
to yield to the vanishing call of the last voices of summer. Day by
day their scattered tribes, then whole clans, broke up the tents of
home and departed on the long mysterious exile. Yet this sentinel at
the Gate of the North stood undaunted, splendid in warrior array. The
same instinct that impels the soul from its outward home into the
incalculable void moves the leaf with the imperious desire of the grey
wind. But as, in human life, there are some who retain a splendid youth
far into the failing regions of grey hair and broken years, so in the
forest life there are trees which seem able to defy wind and rain and
the consuming feet of frost.

The most subtle charm of the woods in November is in those blue spaces
which lie at so brief a distance in every avenue of meeting boughs,
under every enclosing branch. This azure mist which gathers like still
faint smoke has the spell of silent waters, of moonlight, of the pale
rose of serene dawns. It has a light that is its own, as unique as
that unnameable flame which burns in the core of the rainbow. The
earth breathes it; it is the breath of the fallen leaves, the moss,
the tangled fern, the undergrowth, the trees; it is the breath also of
the windless grey-blue sky that leans so low. Surely, also, it is the
breath of that otherworld of which our songs and legends are so full.
It has that mysteriousness, that spell, with which in imagination we
endow the noon silences, the eves and dawns of faery twilights.

Still, the silence and the witchery of the forest solitudes in November
are of the spell of autumn. The last enchantment of mid-winter is not
yet come.

It is in ‘the dead months’ that the forest permits the last disguises
to fall away. The forest-soul is no longer an incommunicable mystery.
It is abroad. It is a communicable dream. In that magnificent nakedness
it knows its safety. For the first time it stands like a soul that has
mastered all material things and is fearless in face of the immaterial
things which are the only life of the spirit.

In these ‘dead months’ of December and January the forest lives its own
life. It is not asleep as the poets feign. Sleep has entered into the
forest, has made the deep silence its habitation: but the forest itself
is awake, mysterious, omnipresent, a creature seen at last in its naked
majesty.

One says lightly, there is no green thing left. That, of course, is a
mere phrase of relativity. There is always green fern somewhere, even
in the garths of tangled yellow-brown bracken. There is always moss
somewhere, hidden among the great serpentine roots of the beeches.
The ilex will keep its dusty green through the harvest winter: the
yew, the cypress, the holly, have no need of the continual invasion of
the winds and rains and snows. On the ash and elm the wood-ivy will
hang her spiked leaves. On many of the oaks the lovely dull green of
the mistletoe will droop in graceful clusters, the cream-white berries
glistening like innumerable pleiads of pearls. But these are lost in
the immense uniformity of desolation. They are accidents, interludes.
The wilderness knows them, as the grey wastes of tempestuous seas know
a wave here and there that lifts a huge rampart of jade crowned with
snow, or the long resiliency of gigantic billows which reveal smooth
falling precipices of azure. The waste itself is one vast desolation,
the more grey and terrible because in the mass invariable.

To go through those winter-aisles of the forest is to know an elation
foreign to the melancholy of November or to the first fall of the leaf.
It is not the elation of certain days in February, when the storm-cock
tosses his song among the wild reefs of naked bough and branch. It is
not the elation of March, when a blueness haunts the myriad unburst
buds, and the throstle builds her nest and calls to the South. It is
not the elation of April, when the virginal green is like exquisite
music of life in miraculous suspense, nor the elation of May, when
the wild rose moves in soft flame upon the thickets and the returned
magic of the cuckoo is an intoxication, nor the elation of June, when
the merle above the honeysuckle and the cushat in the green-glooms
fill the hot noons with joy, and when the long fragrant twilights are
thrilled with the passion of the nightjar. It has not this rapture
nor that delight; but its elation is an ecstasy that is its own. It
is then that one understands as one has never understood. It is then
that one loves the mystery one has but fugitively divined. Where the
forest murmurs there is music: ancient, everlasting. Go to the winter
woods: listen there, look, watch, and ‘the dead months’ will give you
a subtler secret than any you have yet found in the forest. Then there
is always one possible superb fortune. You may see the woods in snow.
There is nothing in the world more beautiful than the forest clothed to
its very hollows in snow. That is a loveliness to which surely none can
be insensitive. It is the still ecstasy of Nature, wherein every spray,
every blade of grass, every spire of reed, every intricacy of twig, is
clad with radiance, and myriad form is renewed in continual change as
though in the passionate delight of the white Artificer. It is beauty
so great and complex that the imagination is stilled into an aching
hush. There is the same trouble in the soul as before the starry hosts
of a winter night.
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A famous writer of the eighteenth century declared that to a civilised
mind the mountain solitude was naturally abhorrent. To be impressed
was unavoidable, he allowed; to love barrenness and the wilderness,
to take delight in shadow and silence, to find peace in loneliness,
was unnatural. It is humanity that redeems nature, he added in effect.
The opinion is not one commonly held now, or not admitted. But many
hold it who would not admit that they so felt or thought. I have often
asked summer wanderers if they have no wish to see the solitudes in
early spring, when the ptarmigan’s wing begins to brown; in November,
when the rust of the bracken can loom through the hill-mist like the
bronze shields of the sleeping Fianna; in December, when the polar
wind frays the peaks into columns of smoke, the loose, dry snow on
the northward foreheads of ancient summits; in January, when there
is white silence, and the blue flitting shadow of the merlin’s wing;
in March, when in the south glens the cries of lambs are a lamenting
music, and the scream of the eagle is like a faint bugle-call through
two thousand feet of flowing wind. Few, however, would really care
‘to be away from home’ in those months when snow and wind and cloud
and rain are the continually recurrent notes in the majestic Mountain
Symphony. ‘To see in a picture, to read of in a story or poem, that is
delightful; but ... well, one needs fine weather to enjoy the hills
and the moorlands.’ That, in effect, is what I have commonly heard,
or discerned in the evasive commonplace. It is not so with those who
love the mountain-lands as the cushat loves the green twilight of beech
or cedar, as the mew loves troubled waters and the weaving of foam.
I remember, a year or so ago, being impressed by the sincerity of a
lowlander whom I met on the road among the Perthshire mountains, in
a region where the hills frowned and there was silence save for the
hoarse sea-murmur of pines and the surge of a river hidden under boughs
of hornbeam and leaning birch. I forget whence he had come, but it
was from a place where the low lineaments of the fields were hardly
more than long wave-lines on a calm sea; the only heights were heaps
of ‘shag’ by old mines, scattered columnar chimney-stacks. The man had
trod far afoot, and was eager for work. I told him to go on toward
the pass for about a mile, and then to a big farm he would see to his
right, and ask there, and probably he would get work and good pay.
Some three hours later I was returning by the same road, and again met
the wayfarer, but southward set. I asked him why he had turned, for I
knew labour was wanted at the farm, and the man was strong, and seemed
willing, and was of decent mien. “No,” he said, “he had not got work up
yonder.” I knew he prevaricated, and he saw it. With sudden candour he
added, “It’s no the good man at the farm—nor the work—nor the pay.
It’s just this: I’m fair clemmed at the sight o’ yon hills ... eh, but
they’re just dreidful. I couldna’ abide them. They’re na human.
I’ve felt it all along since I cam up beyont the Ochils, but it’s only
the now I’ve kent weel I couldna’ live here amang them.” “Weel, first
and foremost,” he added, when I pressed him further, “it’s the silence.
It fair kills me. An’ what’s more, it would kill me if I stayed.
The wife up yonder gave me a sup o’ milk an’ a bannock, an’ when I
was at them I sat on a bench an’ looked about me. Naething but hills,
hills, hills: hills an’ black gloom an’ that awfu’ silence. An’ there
was a burd—a whaup we ca’ it in the southlands—which fair shook my
mind. It went lamentin’ like a grave-bell, an’ I heard it long after it
was out o’ sicht. Then there wasn’t another sound. Na, na, wark or no
wark, I’m awa’ south.”

And so the wayfarer set foot to the white road again, the south
spelling home and human solace to him. Those dreary coal-lands, where
the green grass is wan and the thorn hedge sombre, and any wandering
water illucid and defiled, those hideous heaps of ‘shag,’ those gaunt
mine-chimneys, those squalid hamlets in a populous desolation—these
meant ‘human comfort’ to him. Or, if they did not, at least they gave
him somewhat which the mountain silence denied, which the gathered
hills withheld, which the moorland solitudes overbore and refuted.

An extreme case, no doubt. But the deep disquietude of hill silence, of
the mountain solitude, is felt by most habitual dwellers in towns and
thronged communities. There is no mountain charm for these except the
charm of release, of holiday, of novelty, of an imagined delight, of
contrast, of unwonted air, of unfamiliar aspect. One of the popular
excursion resorts in the near highlands of Argyll and Dumbarton is Loch
Goil Head. A dweller there told me last autumn that of the hundreds
who land every week, and especially on Saturdays and Fair holidays,
and generally with an impatient eagerness, by far the greater number
soon tire of the loneliness of the hills a brief way inland, and become
depressed, and with a new and perhaps perturbing eagerness seek again
the house-clad ways and the busy shore; and seem content, an hour or
two before their steamer sails, to sit where they can see the movement
of familiar life, and turn their back upon the strangely oppressive
loneliness, so perturbingly remote, so paralyzingly silent.

But for those who love the hills as comrades, what a spell, what
enchantment! To wander by old grassy ways, old ‘pack-road’ or
timeless mountain path; to go through the bracken, by grey boulders
tufted with green moss and yellow lichen, and see nothing but great
rounded shoulders or sudden peaks overhead or beyond, nothing near
but the yellow-hammer or wandering hawk or raven: to feel the pliant
heather underfoot, and smell the wild thyme, and watch a cloud trail
a purple shadow across the grey-blue slope rising like a gigantic
wave from a sea of moors, rising and falling against the azure walls,
but miraculously suspended there, a changeless vision, an eternal
phantom: to go up into solitary passes, where even the June sunshine
is hardly come ere it is gone, where the corbie screams, and the stag
tramples the cranberry scrub and sniffs the wind blowing from beyond
the scarlet-fruited rowan leaning from an ancient fallen crag: to see
slope sinking into enveloping slope, and height uplifted to uplifting
heights, and crags gathered confusedly to serene and immutable summits:
to come at last upon these vast foreheads, and look down upon the lost
world of green glens and dusky forests and many waters, to look down,
as it were, from eternity into time ... this indeed is to know the
mountain charm, this is enchantment.

For the mountain-lover it would be hard to choose any pre-eminent
season. The highland beauty appeals through each of the months, and
from day to day. But, for all the glory of purple heather and dim
amethystine slopes, it is perhaps not the early autumnal mountain
charm, so loved of every one, that ranks first in one’s heart. For
myself I think midwinter, June, and the St. Martin’s Summer of late
October, or early November, more intimately compel in charm. And of
these, I think June is not least. In midwinter the mountains have their
most ideal beauty. It is an austere charm, the charm of whiteness
and stillness. It is akin to the ineffable charm of a white flood of
moonshine on a stilled ocean; but it has that which the waters do not
have, the immobility of trance. There is nothing more wonderful in
dream-beauty than vast and snow-bound mountain-solitudes in the dead of
winter. That beauty becomes poignant when sea-fjords or inland waters
lie at the sheer bases of the white hills, and in the luminous green
or shadowy blue the heights are mirrored, so that one indeed stands
between two worlds, unknowing the phantom from the real. There is a
dream-beauty also in that lovely suspense between the last wild winds
of the equinox and ‘the snow-bringer,’ that period of hushed farewell
which we call St. Martin’s Summer. The glory of the heather is gone,
but the gold and bronze of the bracken take on an equal beauty. The
birch hangs her still tresses of pale gold, ‘that beautiful wild woman
of the hills,’ as a Gaelic poet says. The red and russet of rowan and
bramble, the rich hues of the haw, the sloe, the briony, all the golds
and browns and delicate ambers of entranced autumn are woven in a
magic web. In the mornings, the gossamer hangs on every bush of gorse
and juniper. Through the serene air, exquisitely fresh with the light
frosts which from dayset to dawn have fallen idly, rings the sweet
and thrilling song of the robin, that music of autumn so poignant, so
infinitely winsome. In what lovely words our Elizabethan Chapman wrote
of the robin, of which we also of the North speak lovingly as ‘St.
Colum’s Friend,’ ‘St. Bride’s Sweetheart,’ and the ‘little brother of
Christ’:


“... the bird that loves humans best,

That hath the bugle eyes and ruddy breast,

And is the yellow autumn’s nightingale.”



But it is in June, I think, that the mountain charm is most
intoxicating. The airs are lightsome. The hill-mists are seldom heavy,
and only on south-wind mornings do the lovely grey-white vapours linger
among the climbing corries and overhanging scarps. Many of the slopes
are blue as a winter sky, palely blue, aerially delicate, from the
incalculable myriad host of the bluebells. The green of the bracken is
more wonderful than at any other time. When the wind plays upon it the
rise and fall is as the breathing of the green seas among the caverns
of Mingulay or among the savage rock-pools of the Seven Hunters
or where the Summer Isles lie in the churn of the Atlantic tides.
Everything is alive in joy. The young broods exult. The air is vibrant
with the eddies of many wings, great and small. The shadow-grass sways
with the passage of the shrewmouse or the wing’s-breath of the darting
swallow. The stillest pool quivers, for among the shadows of breathless
reeds the phantom javelin of the dragon-fly whirls for a second from
silence to silence. In the morning the far lamentation of the flocks
on the summer shielings falls like the sound of bells across water.
The curlew and the plover are not spirits of desolation, but blithe
children of the wilderness. As the afternoon swims in blue haze and
floating gold the drowsy call of the moorcock stirs the heather-sea.
The snorting of trampling deer may be heard. The landrail sweeps
the dew from the tall grass and sends her harsh but summer-sweet
cry in long monotonous echoes, till the air rings with the resonant
krek-crake. And that sudden break in the silences of the dusk,
when ... beyond the blossoming elder, or the tangle of wild roses where
the white moths rise and fall in fluttering ecstacy, or, yonder, by
the black-green juniper on the moorland ... the low whirring note of
the nightjar vibrates in a continual passionate iterance! There, in
truth, we have the passionate whisper of the heart of June, that most
wonderful, that most thrilling of the voices of summer.

It is in June, too, that one mountain charm in particular may be
known with rapt delight. It is when one can approach mountains whose
outlying flanks and bases are green hills. The bright green of these
under-slopes, these swelling heights and rolling uplands, is never
more vivid. Near, one wonders why grasses so thick with white daisy
and red sorrel and purple orchis and blue harebell can be green at
all! But that wonderful sea-green of the hills near at hand gives way
soon to the still more wonderful blue as the heights recede. The glens
and wooded valleys grow paler. Rock and tree and heather blend. “What
colour is that?” I asked a shepherd once. “The blueness of blueness,”
he answered, in Gaelic. It is so. It is not blue one sees, but the
bloom of blue; as on a wild plum, it is not the purple skin we note,
but the amethyst bloom of purple which lies upon it. It is beauty,
with its own loveliness upon it like a breath. Then the blue deepens,
or greys, as the hour and the light compel. The most rare and subtle
loveliness is when the grey silhouette of the mountain-ridge, serrated
line, or freaked and tormented peaks, or vast unbroken amplitude,
sinks into the sudden deep clearness of the enveloping sky.

Even in June, however, the mountain charm is not to be sought, as
in a last sanctuary, on the summits of the hills. I believe that to
be a delusion, a confusion, which asserts the supreme beauty of the
views from mountain summits. I have climbed many hills and not a
few mountains, and, except in one or two instances (as Hecla in the
Hebrides), never without recognition that, in beauty, one does not
gain, but loses. There are no heights in Scotland more often climbed
by the holiday mountaineer than Ben Nevis in Argyll and Goat Fell in
the Isle of Arran. Neither, in beauty or grandeur of view, repays the
ascent. Goat Fell is a hundred times lovelier seen from the shores or
glens of its own lower slopes, or from a spur of the Eastern Caisteall
Abhaill: the boatmen on the waters of Lorne, the shepherd on the hills
of Morven, the wayfarer in the wilds of Appin, they know the beauty
of ‘the Sacred Hill’ as none knows it who thinks he has surprised the
secret on the vast brows overhanging the inchoate wilderness. At its
best, we look through a phantasmal appearance upon a phantasmal world,
and any artist will tell us that the disappointment is because every
object is seen in its high light, none in its shadowed portion; that
the direct sunlight being over all is reflected back to us from every
surface; that the downward vision means a monotony of light and a
monotony of colour.

The supreme charm of the mountain-lands in June is their investiture
with the loveliest blue air that the year knows, and the entrancement
of summer cloud. Small feathery cirrus or salmon-pink and snow-white
cumulus emerging behind the shoulder of a mountain or
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