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To my husband, son, and daughter, 
the greatest joys of living on this farm.









“The world and our life in it are conditional gifts.




We have the world to live in




and the use of it to live from




on the condition that we will take good care of it.




And to take good care of it




we have to know it




and we have to know how to take care of it.




And to know it




and to be willing to take care of it,




we have to love it.”




—WENDELL BERRY
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“A friend may well be reckoned the masterpiece of nature.”
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INTRODUCTION





I MOVED TO OUR WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA FARM FROM NEW YORK CITY thirty-five years ago. I was recently married, wanted to live in an old farmhouse, and hoped to raise our not-yet-conceived children in a place where they could catch crayfish in a stream and climb hay bales in a barn. I couldn’t wait to have a garden and a compost heap. I imagined walking in deep snow, cutting our Christmas tree, and hauling it home on a sled. I wanted us to be surrounded by animals.




The literary organization I worked for allowed me to work remotely for a while—way before a pandemic hit and such became common practice—and as I spent more time on the farm and less in the city, I set out to teach myself about the natural world. My husband and I had already become interested in birds—we liked birding in Central Park and when traveling—but I had grown up in the suburbs and worked in cities, so I had a lot to learn. He’s collected, over many years, an impressive array of birding books from around the world, and now those—along with field guides on mushrooms, herbs, insects, butterflies, wildflowers, edible plants, stars, mosses, reptiles, animal tracks, minerals, shrubs, and trees—overflow from the bookshelf at the foot of our front hall stairs. Despite the ease of the Internet, I refer to them regularly. Caterpillars of Eastern North America is my most recent addition, purchased after I read how crucial caterpillars are to a bird’s diet. I still have a lot to learn.




In time, we were lucky enough to have a son and then a daughter, and I tried in my own small way to help them appreciate the wonder of it all. We hiked, rode horses, and snowshoed in the woods, across fields, along streams, through pine forests and swamps—two dogs, sometimes three, always in tow. The children chased fireflies, picked wild blackberries, built forts in the woods. I began foraging, and one of my fondest memories is a warm, spring day when my thirteen-year-old daughter and I were horseback riding. Trotting on a field’s edge, she looked down to see a huge, golden morel. We rode back to the barn, untacked the horses, put them in the field, and returned to that spot, where we found thirty-three gigantic morels, the best stash ever.




Whenever I was in the woods, no matter what the activity, I thought of poet Mary Oliver, who urged her readers to observe nature, be astonished by it, and to tell the world. Her words became my mantra. I observed even more closely, had no shortage of astonishment, and when I found myself wanting to tell about it, I proposed a column to Pittsburgh Quarterly called “A Farm Life,” which has run for six years.




I knew, of course, that we lived in a beautiful valley nestled between two ridges of the Allegheny Mountains, with a barn and a pond and an old spring house that doubles as a chicken coop, but it was only in the writing about the plants and animals on our farm that I came to understand what a special property it is. Our mail carrier told me she once left our property with two large paper bags full of morels. Our furnace repairman used to sneak into the forest with his uncle to hunt ginseng. People from miles away find their way into the woods to dig ramps. Perhaps that’s because the previous owner kept the place intact for forty years, as we have for nearly as long, allowing nature to do as it wishes. As Aldo Leopold said, “The oldest task in human history: to live on a piece of land without spoiling it.” We have tried to be good stewards.




Writing about life on the farm suited me. I loved staying home and living in blue jeans. I didn’t miss the city much—except my friends—and I relished the slower pace. I came to appreciate the art of observation, a trait I fear, with our busy lives and noses stuck in cell phones, is becoming extinct. And it’s not just city children—many children who live here don’t know the flora and the fauna in their own backyards. John Wenzel, then director of nearby Powdermill Nature Reserve, gave me perhaps the greatest compliment when, after reading my New York Times article, “On a Pennsylvania Farm, ‘Nature Is Not Just Carrying On,’” he wrote to say that I was a person who has the insight to KNOW the land on which she lives. (CAPS his.) There were times in my life when I wanted to be fluent in French or write a perfect short story, but when John wrote those words to me, I was immensely satisfied simply to begin to know the land on which I live.




The art of observation is not the only thing headed toward extinction. My first column, in the spring of 2017, described the loss of thousands of ash trees on our farm. We heard limbs crack and watched mighty trunks succumb to the invasive emerald ash borer, which has killed hundreds of millions of trees across North America. In a short period of time, the brilliant green beetle changed the nature of the forest as we knew it, and it will not be the same again, at least in my lifetime. In another column, I found joy watching feral honeybees set up housekeeping in a hole in a walnut tree by our barn—particularly moved, I think, because I knew we’d lost 40 percent of the honeybees in this country. One of my favorite columns described the lives of chimney swifts, fascinating birds that spend all day airborne, whose numbers have fallen by 72 percent and which we’ve allowed to nest in our nineteenth-century chimney.




Observing and writing about these and other subjects has made me understand better the terrible threat of climate change and has convinced me that many people won’t take climate change seriously until they see, with their own eyes and in their own backyards, the climate’s effect on bees, trees, bugs, bats, streams, plants, birds, amphibians, and the land. I consider part of my job writing this column to look at those truths. We take common plants and animals for granted now, but who knows how long bumblebees, chipmunks, black rat snakes, and pileated woodpeckers will occupy my backyard? Or, for that matter, be here at all? Great auks roamed the earth once too . . .




In a column I wrote on stinging nettles, Adam Haritan, a local forager and educator, said, “I don’t think we give the land we live on enough credit. We always want to go to exotic places.” At the beginning of the pandemic, I had some hope that staying home might make us all more aware of the land on which we live, maybe even think about better protecting the plants and animals among us. But so far, I am not seeing the change for which I’d hoped. We have only a short time on this planet to try to make it better, and from my local perspective, we have a lot of work to do.
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The Ash Tree





ASH TREES ARE FALLING ALL OVER OUR FARM—IN THE WOODS, ON THE driveway, by our front door. We walk under these trees, ride horses by them, mow the lawn around their trunks. Dogs doze underneath. I have sat on our porch and watched limbs crash to the ground, grateful I was not planting bulbs in the soil below. I consider avoiding the woods altogether, but I cannot do that; the woods are my solace. Still, when I do walk there, I look up more than usual. Saddest, perhaps, is the ash by our front door, fifty feet high, with a crown like a martini glass. That tree was here long before we were—when we looked at the property in 1988, brought our son home from the hospital in 1990 and our daughter in 1994—standing sentry over this house, and our lives.




Ash trees aren’t just dying in Pennsylvania. They’re dying all over the Northeast, and beyond. “Texas just got on board,” said Brian Crooks, a forester with the Western Pennsylvania Conservancy. A month later, Nebraska was hit, then Delaware, and as of this writing, thirty-five states and five Canadian provinces have been infested with the emerald ash borer (EAB).




The half-inch long, shiny green beetle arrived from Asia in wood packing material, probably in cargo ships, or perhaps by airplane, and was first detected in Detroit in 2002, before which the beetle had never been seen in North America. But Dr. Deborah McCullough, a professor of forest entomology at Michigan State University and an EAB expert, said a tree-ring study subsequently revealed that the beetle had been in Michigan at least ten years before that. This crafty little insect spread across state lines by hitching rides in timber, firewood, and nursery trees—and within a few years an infestation was born. (There is now a quarantine for moving ash across most state borders in affected states.)




The emerald ash borer was first detected in Pennsylvania in Cranberry Township in 2007 and detected here in Westmoreland County in 2009. Now, nearly all the ash trees at our farm look like ghostly skeletons against an otherwise green background.
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The emerald ash borer attacks predominately ash trees, of which there are 305 million in Pennsylvania. We have five native species, the most common being green, white, and black. McCullough said green and black are the “preferred host. They get clobbered.” But in the field in western Pennsylvania, Crooks said he sees the destruction mostly of white ash.




The top third of our sentry ash began to die back first, normal for trees attacked by the insect. Adult beetles feed on the leaves in springtime, causing no damage, but then the females lay eggs, which hatch, and the larvae tunnels inside the tree, forming S-shaped tunnels, where they feed on the inner bark. That’s where the damage occurs, cutting off the tree’s food and water. “Basically, the tree starves to death,” McCullough said. The following spring, adult beetles reemerge, and the cycle begins again.




The beetles are difficult to see in the wild, but not so the beetle’s one-eighth-inch D-shaped exit holes in the tree’s bark, nor the holes left by woodpeckers, which prey on the ash borer larvae. I’ve also seen “bark flaking,” where the bark falls off, leaving the tree bare. Crooks said he sees devastation everywhere in Pennsylvania—in the city, on the turnpike, and in suburban yards, where the ash has been a popular tree with landowners “because of its big-tunnel shade effect.” And as any baseball fan knows, losing white ash trees is bad for the industry, which has traditionally used the wood to manufacture bats. “The emerald ash borer is the most destructive and costly forest insect to invade North America,” McCullough said.




We have begun to cut our ash trees down—starting with the those that pose a danger around the house, about twenty so far—and that’s only the beginning. Felling trees is costly and causes a colossal mess. Chemical treatments exist, which involve drilling into the trunk and injecting insecticide, which McCullough said has improved since 2002, but trees must be treated before they are severely injured. “If half the canopy is alive, it’s worth using,” she said.




Crooks suggested contacting a board-certified arborist to decide what to do with dying ash trees. “Anyone can walk out there with a bucket truck and say they’re an arborist, but they’re not going to give advice about how to replace trees.” When replacing ash, Crooks advised planting different varieties. “Diversity is your friend,” he said, suggesting swamp white oak, American sycamore, London planetree, hackberry, and disease-resistant elm cultivars like ‘Accolade,’ ‘Emerald Sunshine,’ and ‘Morton Glossy.’




In his book The Hidden Life of Trees, German forester Peter Wohlleben wrote that trees transmit electrical signals between themselves to share news about insects, drought, and other dangers via fungal networks at their root tips “like fiber-optic Internet cables,” which some call “the wood wide web.” Trees may communicate also by sound waves, he wrote. Beech, spruce, and oak may register pain when a creature nibbles on them.




Reading that, I thought I would never look at trees the same way again. What, I wondered, might our ash trees might be saying to each other about the emerald ash borer?




My husband and I mourn the loss of our ash trees, and it is sobering to think that neither of us will be around to see so many ash trees this size again. But then I read Diana Beresford-Kroeger’s book To Speak for the Trees, in which she wrote of a giant eastern white cedar which had been felled, leaving only the stump. “The stump before me wasn’t living, not in the same way the tree it belonged to had been, but it was alive. Those big boles still take in water; they change shape; there is a form of life still present in them.”




Ash trees alive, but in a different form? I will sit gingerly on a stump and contemplate this.












Elder





IN HARRY POTTER & THE DEATHLY HOLLOWS, THE MOST POWERFUL WAND IN the world is made from the elder tree.




Who knew that the straggly shrub perched at the edge of our pond held such powers? That its tiny, white, star-shaped flowers have long been used in Europe for syrup and cordials, its dark purple berries for jelly, pies, and remedies? Nor would I have predicted, as I write this sheltered at home during the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic, that people would horde elderberry to ward off Covid-19.




In the British Isles, European elder (Sambucus nigra) is “more like a tree,” said Mason Heberling, assistant curator of botany at Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Museum of Natural History, and, when coppiced or pollarded, is often part of England’s hedgerows. Years ago, my friends in Ireland introduced me to their homemade elderflower syrup mixed with sparkling water, which I loved, but it was years before I realized that the more shrub-like American elder (Sambucus canadensis) is indigenous to Pennsylvania and grows wild on our Westmoreland County farm. When I finally figured that out, I attempted to make my own syrup, failing miserably.




The good news for foragers like me is that elder can be found throughout our country “from the Atlantic to the Rockies, the Gulf of Mexico to Quebec,” said Patrick Byers, who’s studying elder and human health at the University of Missouri. “It has an amazing range.” Greeks and Romans used elder, he said, as well as Europeans, Asians, and Native Americans, but elder products in the U.S. are relatively new. Only recently has elder shown up in craft cocktails, wines, jellies, soft drinks, tea, juice, concentrate, syrup, and more.




In 1997, Byer’s state of Missouri had no cultivation of elder; now they have over three hundred acres, where research is underway to examine the link between elderberry, viruses, and brain health. Initially they studied only the fruit but are currently looking at the flowers too. “There’s great interest now in the elderberry and its medicinal value,” he said.
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According to herbalists, elder’s healing properties are extensive—as a diuretic, laxative, anti-inflammatory, to expel mucus, and to treat gynecological problems, gout, burns, headaches, eczema, coughs, ringworm, and sore throats. Native Americans considered it a blood purifier and a cure for dropsy, liver troubles, and a host of other ailments. Carrying a knotted elder twig in your pocket may ward off rheumatism. In 400 BCE, Hippocrates is said to have called the shrub a medicine chest.




“The tree was once part of every medicinal garden, monastery garden, and farmyard,” wrote Ria Loohuizen in her book The Elder. “People planted it wherever they settled, in order to have its beneficial products always at hand.” But in this country, we’ve been slow to catch on. As Euell Gibbons wrote in Stalking the Wild Asparagus, “elderberry is one of the most abundant, most useful, most healthful and yet most neglected of our native wild fruits.”




Some say the branches, leaves, seeds, and roots contain a form of cyanide and should not be eaten raw or in excess. In 1983, twenty-five members of a California religious community were sickened by drinking juice made of uncooked berries, leaves, and branches of Sambucus mexicana. “We attempted to answer the cyanide concern in our research program,” Byers said. His studies showed that while cyanide precursors were present in the elderberry products they tested, levels were “lower in fact than the apple juice samples.” Still, be prudent when eating in the wild. Byers advised heating or fermenting fruits and flowers and eliminating stems and leaves. “Some people are very sensitive to cyanide and cyanide precursors,” he said.




American elder, once classified as a honeysuckle but now in the viburnum family, grows four to fifteen feet, with white flower clusters called corymbs that are three to ten inches in diameter. The shrub requires relatively high light so is usually seen on the wood’s edge. Nine species exist worldwide, on every continent except Antarctica, and once identified, it’s easy to spot. I’ve seen elder blooming on the side streets in Bogota, Colombia, on Route 95 in south Florida, and on the Pennsylvania turnpike.




“The wood is distinctive because it has a hollow stem,” Heberling said, with a whitish pith easily removed. For that reason, elder stems have been made into peashooters, flutes, whistles, maple syrup spouts, popguns, and bellows. Mature wood is hard, used for carving and whittling, and made into pegs, spindles, and combs.




Myths surrounding the tree abound. The Druids viewed elder as a holy tree, believing that those who sat under it on midsummer’s eve might see the Fairy King and Queen. Sleeping beneath a blooming elder protected against snakes and mosquitos, and elder defended cattle against lightning. When elder crosses placed on coffins sprouted, that meant the spirit had departed. The elder mother—called Lady Ellhorn in Britain and Hylde Moer in Danish—was believed to live inside the tree. She insisted that people obtain permission—hands folded and on bended knee—to cut branches. As I am not one to get on the bad side of an old superstition, you can bet I was on bended knee when I cut a stem to look at its pithy channel.




Should you wish to plant your own, “elder is one of the most rewarding plants in terms of propagation,” Byers said. Hardwood cuttings can be potted in a growing medium or planted directly into soil. Softwood cuttings, root cuttings, and planting seeds are other ways to grow the plant. According to Penn State, elder likes well-drained soil with a pH between 5.5 and 6.5 and cultivation should be shallow. Plants come into full production after three to four years.




When foraging for elderberries “make sure you’re harvesting elderberry, first of all,” Byers said, explaining that elder can be confused with pokeberry and greenbrier. One of the beauties of elder is that there are two harvests—flowers and berries—but leave enough flowers so the berries will come on, and some berries for birds and bears, who depend on the shrub for food. Flower blossoms should be open and dry. “The best aroma is when all the florets are open,” Byers said. Never pick bruised or damaged flowers, remove as much of the stem as possible, and don’t store flowers in plastic. Flowers should be used as soon as possible or dried for later use. Make sure berries are ripe.




The good news is that elder is not threatened or endangered, Heberling said. “It is prolific, with lots of seeds.” However, like many other native species, elder is becoming less common in North American forests due to hungry deer, he said. And since some homeowners consider the scrawny-looking shrub a weed, they chop it down. Byers doesn’t worry about climate change, calling elder “an adaptable and resilient plant.”




I believe my initial failure at making elderflower syrup was boiling the water, which some recipes call for, but my Irish friends do not. In her book, Loohuizen claimed boiling leads to a noticeable loss of flavor and aroma, which was the case with my syrup. Most recipes call for a combination of elderflower, sugar, lemon, and sometimes citric acid. Flowers dipped in batter, fried, and topped with icing sugar is another elderflower favorite, though I haven’t tried it yet.




Linda Sinemus, who sold produce at the Ligonier Farmer’s Market for eighteen years, has made elderberry jelly from her grandmother’s favorite recipe since she was a young girl. She boils elderberries in a steamer, extracts the juice, and combines it with sugar and pectin. “My son doesn’t make peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with anything but elderberry jelly,” she said.




Her father used to drive the tractor to a stand of elder on the farm, put Sinemus on a high lift, and raise her up to fetch the berries, one of her fondest memories. “I’d dive into the middle of the bushes,” she said, snip the flowers and put them in a basket, and her father would lower her down. Trees on her Latrobe farm bloom in late May to early June and berries ripen from mid-July to mid-August. But you’ve got to beat the birds. “They’ll clean the entire bush,” she said.




“Elder grew everywhere when we were younger,” Sinemus said, “but a lot of spraying along the roadways has killed off most of the shrubs.” That is lamentable, she said, as people depended on elder for food, especially during the Depression.




Harvesting food in your own backyard seems like a pretty good idea to me during a global pandemic. Just remember to fold your hands and get down on bended knee.
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