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For the people of the tribe



I made a shift to go forward, till I came to a part of the field where the corn had been laid by the rain and wind. Here it was impossible for me to advance a step; for the stalks were so interwoven, that I could not creep through, and the beards of the fallen ears so strong and pointed, that they pierced through my clothes into my flesh. At the same time I heard the reapers not a hundred yards behind me.

JONATHAN SWIFT, Gulliver’s Travels, “A Voyage to Brobdingnag”

· · · · ·

He was a work-beast. He had no mental life whatever; yet deep down in the crypts of his mind, unknown to him, were being weighed and sifted every hour of his toil, every movement of his hands, every twitch of his muscles, and preparations were making for a future course of action that would amaze him and all his little world.

JACK LONDON, “The Apostate”
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the LAST PLACE on EARTH

WE FALL OUT of bed and into our rags, still crusted with the grime of yesterday. We’re earth stained on our thighs and shoulders, and muddy bands circle our waists, like grunge rings on the sides of a bathtub. Permadirt, we call it. Disposable clothes, too dirty for the laundry.

The sun comes up with the strength of a dingy light bulb, dousing the landscape in shades of gray. The clouds are bruised and swollen. We stand in a gravel lot, a clearing hacked from the forest. Heavy logging machinery sits dormant all around, skidders and yarders like hulking metallic crabs. The weather sets in as it always does, as soon as we venture outdoors. Our raincoats are glossy with it. The air hisses. Already we feel the drips down the backs of our necks, the dribbles down the thighs of our pants. We’re professional tree planters. It’s February, and our wheels have barely begun to grind.

We stand around in huddles of three and four with toothpaste at the corners of our mouths, sleep still encrusted in our eyes. We stuff our hands down into our pockets and shrug our shoulders up around our ears. We wear polypropylene and fleece and old pants that flap apart at the seams. We sport the grown-out remains of our last haircuts and a rampant facial shagginess, since mostly we are men.

We crack dark, miserable jokes.

Oh, run me over. Go get the truck. I’ll just lie down here in this puddle.

If I run over your legs, who will run over mine?

We shuffle from foot to foot, feeding on breakfast buns wrapped in aluminum foil. We drink coffee from old spaghetti sauce jars. We exhale steam. Around here you can hang a towel over a clothesline in November, and it will drip until April.

Adam and Brian are our sergeants. They are exactly the same height and wear matching utility vests made of red canvas. Heads bent together, they embroil themselves in what they call “a meeting of the minds,” turning topographical maps this way and that, testing the hand-held radios to ascertain which ones have run out of juice. Their lips barely move when they talk. Their shoulders collect the rain. We wait for their plan of attack as if it is an actual attack, a kind of green guerrilla warfare.

At the stroke of seven, we climb up into big Ford pickup trucks with mud-chewing tires and long radio antennae. We slide across the bench seats, shoving ourselves in together. Five diesel engines roar to life.

Adam sits at the wheel. He has an angular face, hair and skin turned tawny by the outdoor life, arresting eyes the color of mint mouthwash. He pulls out at the head of our small convoy. His pupils zip back and forth over the road’s unpaved surface. He drives like a man on a suicide mission. No one complains. Speed is the jet fuel that runs our business.

While he drives, Adam wraps his lips around the unwashed lid of a commuter mug. He slides aluminum clipboards in and out of his bag and calls out our kilometers on the truck-to-truck radio. Logging trucks barrel down these roads, laden with bounty like land-borne supertankers. Adam slides his maps into various forms of plastic weatherproofing. Multitasking is his only speed—as it is for all of us—too fast, too much, and all at once. We’re pieceworkers, here to make money, a lot of it, in a hurry. Earning our keep can feel like picking quarters off a sidewalk, and it can feel like an emergency.

Logging routes are like human arteries, main lines branching out into fine traceries. We pass from civilization to wilderness on a road with muddy ruts. Old snow decomposes along the shoulder. The land around here is jaggedly three-dimensional, fissured with gullies and brush-choked ravines. Mountains bulge from the seashore. We zoom through stands of tall Douglas-firs, conifers bearded with lichen. A green blaze, we’re driving so fast, skimming along the surface of our known world.

Most of us are veterans. Crusty, we call each other, like those Special Ops who crawl from war-ravaged mountains with wild hair, matted beards, and battle-mad glints in their eyes. Sean and Pierre were doing this job, they sometimes remind us, when the rest of us were in diapers. Pierre is fifty-five. He tells us he has a resting pulse rate lower than Lance Armstrong’s. He tells us a hundred things, every day, in great detail. He shows us the display screen of his digital camera. He shows us photos of ravens and skunk cabbage. Snapshots from his civilian life—his faraway kids, his foxy lady friends.

Sean is both wiry and muscular. He has a titanium hip. Some of his clothes are as old as his tree-planting career—threadbare, unraveling around the edges. He plants trees for half the year and windsurfs the remaining portions. His lips and cheeks are speckled with liver spots from a life in the sun. But like Pierre, he’s still going.

Jake, at twenty-one, is the youngest. Jake calls Pierre Old Man. He refers to himself as Elfie, in the third person.

Elfie’s not digging this action, he says. Elfie thinks this is fucked up.

Oakley and Jake are best pals. Jake is short and muscular, and he talks in rowdy shouts. Oakley is tall and sturdy. We always know where he’s working, because his lunch box is a plastic tub that once contained a body-building supplement. Find the Mega Milk on the side of the road and you know Oakley’s beavering away behind the rise. Oakley and Jake play Hacky Sack for hours every evening, and Pierre documents this, too, with his digicam.

We spend a lot of time in trucks, and it’s here we get to know one another. The crew cabs are our living rooms, the bench seats our sofas. Nick is redheaded. He reminds us of Richie Cunningham. He doesn’t drink. He says he used to. Some call him Risky, like the business. Carmen knits. She’s a single mom. Her boys are at home with her parents. On commutes she clicks away with her needles at socks the size of kiwi fruits.

Sean has more seniority than anyone, and he has an inexhaustible supply of jokes to prove it.

How many tree planters does it take to screw in a light bulb?

One. But you’ll find five bulbs in the socket.

What do you call a tree planter without a girlfriend?

Homeless.

No one is offended. We’re unisex guys, the men of man-days. The work wears us down and lifts us up, everyone together, equally. Sometimes we glance sideways at the old-timers and we wonder just how long we’ll keep doing this job. We think: Take me out before I end up old and battered and stooped like Quasimodo. But we’re halfway there already. It feels as if we’ve been doing this job for a thousand years, and our bodies are rusted with it.

I nestle among my work comrades as I have done for nearly twenty years. The rituals and routines of planting trees are as familiar to me as boiling water or brushing my teeth. But February always shocks me. Usually, I’m unfit after a lazy, indoor winter. So is K.T. He’s my boyfriend and also my co-worker. We’ve made a life of it—city dwellers in the winter, tree planters come spring. Now, after one week on the job, even my eyelids feel sore. My palms and heels are blistered. I still yearn for the comforts of home. The ease of the easy chair, the depths of my own downy bed.

Soon enough these cravings will evaporate. In eight hours I’ll be too tired to care. To say planting trees is my day job is not quite right, because to do such work is to give one’s whole life, albeit temporarily. There’s no room for taking notes. When I plant trees, both hands are entirely spoken for.

When Adam hurtles us around the bends we slide into one another. Our toes bump against a heavy-duty jack, coffee mugs with broken handles, a soggy wool sock, an empty sandwich bag smeared with mayonnaise. Our breath clouds the windshield. The blower can’t keep up. Someone farts silently, and the smell creeps out among us. We veer down branches and forks. Fat drops tap the windshield, shed from the arms of the trees. We crash through puddles that look like chocolate milk.

Nowhere beyond the village is there a single paved road. No signage, no radar enforcements, nothing to tell us to slow down for the children. There are no bed-and-breakfasts. No cell phone reception. Where are we going at such heedless velocity? We couldn’t point to a map with any certainty and name the road, the creek, the bridge. Most of the time we have no idea where the hell we are.

VANCOUVER ISLAND, a three-hundred-mile stretch of land hovering off the British Columbia coast. Locals call it merely The Island, as if it is self-evident, as if everyone should already know its name. Its southernmost portion dips below the 49th parallel, like a toe, into American waters. Less than a million people live here, most of them clustered on the south end, which is pretty as a postcard—sunny, mild, and bustling with tourists. Shopping malls, hanging flower baskets, hippies in Birkenstocks and crocheted toques, alternative-healing centers and covert marijuana farms. Marinas bristle with yacht masts. Halfway up the island, the temperature drops and the clouds sock in, even at the height of summer. The North End, Up-Island. The kind of raw geography Hollywood seeks out for movies about warriors in furred robes who wield maces and battle-axes. Cold, pewter-toned lakes. Cedar trees with dead spires like sharpened joists rising from the forest. Bald eagles filling the air by the dozens, circling on thermal currents.

Vancouver Island lies in the middle of a region known, in theory anyway, as Cascadia. It’s an area defined not by national borders but by a shared climate and a history of geographic isolation. A strip of land that tilts toward the sea as if nudged to the water’s edge by the coastal ranges. It begins at the 40th parallel at Cape Mendocino in California. It encompasses Oregon and Washington State, as well as portions of Montana and Idaho. It runs north along the coast of British Columbia all the way to the Gulf of Alaska. In popular imagination this is the landscape of the Pacific Northwest, defined by ocean, mountains, and rain.

Weather systems skid toward the coast in spiraling pinwheels, picking up moisture along the way. They make landfall, dumping up to thirteen feet of rain a year. If you were born in the desert or raised in the heat, the monsoons are a form of water torture. The chill works its way under sweaters and scarves. It whistles under the doors. Winter here is a monotonous gloaming of cloud and puddles, a soul-craving for the sun. Mist-loving plants creep in around the edges of civilization. Rooftops, lawns, even cars grow moss. The air smells of mushrooms and compost. Rain seeps into every pore.

Snow seldom persists. Fires rarely burn. The soil is unctuous, like brown shortening. The conditions are perfect for temperate plant life and for several species of decadent tree. In the forests there is nowhere to look without a plant in the way, without ferns and moss and branchy lattices. Chlorophyll proliferates with a patient aggression. The canopy blots out the sky. Sometimes the only sound, besides the dripping, is the silent roar of matter breaking down and melting back into the soil. Amid the huge trunks and sunless rot, one can easily believe that the forests are winning.

Perhaps it’s no surprise that the population of Cascadia is relatively small. It takes all three of the region’s major urban centers—Vancouver, Seattle, and Portland—to make a population rivaling that of New York City. Until the mid-nineteenth century, this corner of the continent wasn’t part of any territory or confederation. It had no European laws or government. Cascadia was little more than an unexplored possibility, a mercantile interest shared between Britain, Russia, and the United States. No infrastructure existed except for the services provided by missionaries and the Hudson’s Bay Company. The United States had declared itself a free country for seventy-two years by the time the Oregon Territory attained any official status. British Columbia joined Canada more than three hundred years after Jacques Cartier stuck a cross on the shores of the Gaspé Peninsula.

European explorers once sailed the long way around to get here, an eleven-thousand-mile voyage around Cape Horn. The trip was so long and stormy and bereft of provisioned harbors that many ships turned back, their crews plagued by scurvy, their rigging battered and in need of extensive repairs. The only other route to the west coast involved an overland journey through what are now eight provinces and ten states—by wagon, horse, and canoe and on foot. So arduous was this trip that a century passed before newcomers began to trickle west from Atlantic to Pacific. The same journey one can make today in an airbus without even needing to eat on the way.

The Pacific Northwest was once the edge of the known world, shielded to the east by snowy ranges. By non-navigable rivers that plunged from dizzying heights into canyons and seething gorges. To the west lay unfathomable sheets of ocean. To get here, you had to be obsessed, greedy, insane, or perhaps a touch of all three—qualities, you might say, that still linger in the air today.

For most of its colonial history, Cascadia was a wet, woodsy hinterland. But behind the geographic challenges lay a gold mine in waiting, a superabundance of natural resources. The Pacific coast has a mild climate and, once upon a time, had a teeming fishery. In pre-Columbian times land and sea fed more people than anywhere else in North America. Since then, Cascadia has supplied the world with bulk ingredients. Furs, fish, metals, and not least, lumber.

Euro-American immigrants didn’t begin to arrive in any serious numbers until the nineteenth century. They came via the Oregon Trail, a grueling two-thousand-mile trek from the Missouri River to Oregon City, now a town on the outskirts of Portland. The journey involved a months-long expedition by covered wagon along a wild, rutted, and frequently muddy track. In some spots the route was so precariously steep that wagons had to be hauled up or lowered down with ropes. When a wheeled conveyance—containing belongings and food rations—bogged down or broke apart it was left by the roadside to weather and disintegrate. For many this was a one-way trip. The mountain grades were so intense they proved impossible to scale in the opposite direction. Departure did not guarantee arrival. Travelers faced snowstorms, floods, wild animals, and disease. Accidents and death due to primitive, trailside medical care. Starvation and even cannibalism. And yet they came in droves. They’d succumbed to the allure of prosperity, a fresh start on the emerald coast.

Perhaps nothing captures these aspirations better than the trees themselves, which grow so prodigiously it defies the imagination. Some of the tallest trees in the world can still be found here. The mighty redwoods of California. The cedars and Douglas-firs of British Columbia. The Sitka spruce, the state tree of Alaska. Some trees are as old as the Magna Carta. They look dead on their feet, rotten hearted. Their growth rings tell of countless droughts and deluges.

The coastal region supports more biomass per square foot than any of the planet’s tropical rainforests. There is simply more living matter breathing, dying, and metamorphosing here than anywhere else. But these are fragmented glades, the remnants of a forest that once spanned, virtually uninterrupted, through twenty degrees of latitude, nearly half the length of the North American continent. Most of the original forests of California, Oregon, and Washington are now gone. The big tracts that remain grow north of the 50th parallel—the world’s last great temperate rainforest by the sea.

OUR TRUCKS climb the nameless mountains the way airplanes ascend, nosing up at the sky. We switch up and back along steep, cobbled surfaces, flattened shards of white rock chiseled from the mountain by road crews who dig and dynamite their way through. We climb into the belly of a cloud. The light brightens; the view widens. Before long, we find ourselves in the middle of a clearing. It feels like relief, this release from the canopy’s darkened tent. Big trees surround us at the edge of the clearing, what’s left of an old, gnarled forest. Storm-battered firs with flattened bonsai crowns. Gnarled cedars with bleached wood tusks protruding from lofty, lime-green foliage. Trees with mileage, like big old whales with harpoons stuck in their flanks. Handkerchiefs of mist drift among them.

We tumble out of our trucks like clothes from a dryer. Fog clings to the warp and weft of our tatters, the fine hairs on our cheekbones. Cigarettes are lit before feet hit the ground. Our smoke drifts up in a communal cloud. Most of us smoke. Brad has a way of making it look delicious, of holding a cigarette high in the crook of his fingers and putting his whole hand to his face. Those who don’t wish they could, just for the portable comfort.

We gear up for the daily grind, grope around in our vinyl backpacks for wetsuit shirts and watertight containers. Gear hijacked from other sports—shin pads, knee braces made of hinged aluminum and Neoprene. We slide our feet down into tall leather boots with spiked soles. Loggers’ boots, made for walking on bark and slick logs, made to bite down and stick. We lace ourselves tight. We slip our hands into heavy-duty gloves. We tug it all on in preparation for battle. We’re proud, and yet ashamed.

There is something bovine about our crew. Brian threads his way around between us. He has a wavy thatch of side-parted hair, freckles, and a devious grin. He is a rapid-fire talker. He barks out a bunch of words so compressed and contracted they sound like a foreign language. We let ourselves be herded this way and that. At the same time we hate to be told what to do. We slide waxed boxes from the backs of the trucks and fling them down at the road. Handle with Care, the boxes read. Forests for the Future. Nothing about this phrase is a lie, but neither is it wholly true.

We chortle darkly, rubbing our palms together. There is nowhere to hide from the cold. No inside to duck into for warmth. A buzz develops all at once and out of nothing at all, the way bees begin to vibrate when they’re about to flee a hive. Box upon box lined up on the side of the road, each one filled with 240 trees. Ready for us, by the hundreds and thousands, lined up together like bullets. A box of seedlings is ripped open. A paper bag torn. Bundles of plastic-wrapped seedlings tumble out. The stems are as long as a forearm, the roots grown in Styrofoam tubules to fit in the palms of our hands. We like this idea, since it lends a kind of clout—trees grown to our ergonomic specifications. Tree planters: little trees plus human beings, two nouns that don’t seem to want to come apart.

Boot spikes crunch around in the gravel. A runaway seedling rolls down the road. We jostle around one another, hungry for the day that awaits us. We throw down our tree-planting bags and kneel next to them and cram them with trees. We do it with practiced slapdash, as cashiers drop groceries into white plastic bags. We bump shoulders, quick fingered and competitive, like grannies at a bargain bin. As if there weren’t enough, thousands and thousands, to go around.

Before long we abandon the scene, an explosion of brown paper and Saran Wrap snaking around on the road. We stomp out in every direction, right and left, up and down the mountain. We lean into the next minute and the next like runners in blocks. We don’t know how to do our work without pitting ourselves against one another, without turning it into an amazing race. Otherwise piecework is grindingly relentless, tiny objects passing negligibly through human hands. An inaudible gun goes off over our heads, and the day begins. Somewhere behind the clouds the sun is our pace clock in the sky.

We came as one, and now the space between us stretches like the filaments of a web. Adam doles out my work space, a hectare of clear-cut hillside. As he points out the boundaries of my daily turf I watch our breath puff out in clouds. And then he launches into his fervent, head-down walk, leaving me to the twists of the day.

At the lip of the road I peer out at the land. My tree-planting bags ride heavy on my thighs. Human saddlebags, one pouch in the back and one on each side. Every day, they turn gravity up a few notches. In my dreams they have sentient, subservient lives, like the magic broomsticks in The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. They fill themselves up, I whistle them to life, and they trot out to do the job on their own.

Until someone invents a tree-planting robot, a plane that shoots seedlings from the sky, it’s just me and my speed spade—a gardening trowel with a long plastic neck and a D-handle, a stainless steel blade shaved down with a grinder to resemble a big spoon. It feels in my hand the way spears must to Masai tribesmen, not merely a tool but something like an emblem, an extension of the hand and limb.

I’m not too bad at planting trees, if only because of the practice. I have climbed the flanks of a hundred mountains and hoisted my limbs over countless logs and stumps. I’ve stuck a million seedlings in the ground. I’ve met quite a few people who’ve doubled and even tripled this number. Or so they claim. I don’t mind reading bush maps or flying around in helicopters or driving big pickup trucks. I hardly ever get cold in the rain. But I am not a natural tree planter. I have the hands of a typist. Being filthy and clammy makes me hate myself. And most of all I’d rather plant a pretty tree than a fast one. Which is one thing a tree planter should never do if she intends to earn a living.

My mornings are hours of reluctance and loathing. I size up the clouds and decide if it will rain or not and if I am wearing the right kind of clothes. I swallow one last cookie. I blow warm air into my fists and scope out the job that looms before me. I eye it up the way rock climbers stand at the bottom of cliff faces pondering spatial puzzles of slope and texture and rock. How many people are doing just this right now, somewhere in the world? Planning and plotting and putting off chores of epic proportions. A hundred boxes of file folders. A great wall of dirty dishes. A graduate thesis. A long row of toilets to attack with just a scrub brush and a can of cleanser. The body recoils. It feels wrong in my cells. My neck hair stands on end.

Planting trees isn’t hard. As any veteran will tell you, it isn’t the act of sowing itself but the ambient complications. It comes with snow pellets. Or clouds of biting insects so thick and furious it is possible to end a day with your eyelids swollen shut and blood trickling from your ears. There are swaying fields of venomous plants like devil’s club and stinging nettle. There are sunburns and hornets. There are swamps rimmed with algal sludge to fall into up to the armpits. There are leeches and ticks, bears and cougars. There are infections and chafe and boils and trench foot. It’s possible to be so cold you feel dreamily warm and so hot you fall into shivers. Over time the work has the bodily effect of a car crash in extreme slow motion. Sometimes our bosses make off to Mexico with all the money. Besides that, the task itself is thankless and boring, which is to say it is plain and silent. It is also one of the dirtiest jobs left in the modern world.

What could compel a person to make a career of such a thing? I have always wanted to find out.

AIRLINERS GLIDE through the skies on their way to Asia. We vanish like fleas into the fur of the land. We look for moss and signs of dirt, searing holes in the ground with our eyes. We find spots, and we stab as if to wound them, throwing our weight behind our shovels. If we’re lucky our blades penetrate slickly, as knives slide into melon. If not, we’ve got roots, rock, wood, grass—barriers to chip at with the blades of our shovels in search of elusive earth. We dig around in our left-hand bags and come out with the trees, one by one by one.

I push into my shovel as if it were a heavy door. A square of earth breaks open at my feet and sighs a moldy breath. I bend at the waist and slide the roots down the back of my spade. My job is to find these trees new one-hundred-year homes, though I seldom think of it that way. Douglas-firs with slick, wet needles, twigs dressed in green whiskers. I tuck them in with a punch of my fist. I haven’t stood up and I’m already walking. Bend. Plant. Stand up. Move on. The work is simply this, multiplied by a thousand, two thousand, or more. Twenty-five cents a tree.

Goodbye, little bastard. Have a nice life.

A rainforest, minus the forest. On wet February days our lives are tinged with dread, a low-grade Sisyphean despair. Moisture comes down in every degree of slushiness. In every shape from mist to deluge, so loud we have to shout over its pattering din. It descends sideways, and it slithers in long strings. We’ve even seen rain fall up, propelled by ocean gusts. There is no way at all to stay dry, despite our rain gear, which comes with intrepid names like Wetskins, Pioneer, and The North Face. The wetness envelops. It begins at the scalp and dribbles down the back of the neck, all the way down the spine until our boots fill up with water.

Some days we’re like bugs crawling around in Velcro. Grubbers in the soil, incapable of dreams. In this gigantic landscape it’s easy to feel small, as if we could flake away from the land and splash down in the open ocean. Sweat trickles between our shoulder blades. We do a lot of gazing down.

Do you like work? we ask one another during the moments in between.

Not really, we agree.

The days go by in intricate visuals and bodily sensation and zooming clouds and hundreds of schlepping movements accompanied by five-second shreds of thought. We look out, at the end of the day, at our fields of seedlings. They shimmy in the wind. There, we say. We did this with our hands. We didn’t make millions, and we didn’t cure AIDS. But at least a thousand new trees are breathing.
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a KIND of TRIBE

TREE PLANTERS OBSERVE a different calendar, not a year highlighted by summer vacations and Christmas holidays, but one aligned with the seasons. We head out to the fields when winter gives way, when the woods are still dormant but the ground is shovel ready—around Valentine’s Day on Vancouver Island. February is our New Year, a time of preparation and departure and excitement mingled with dread.

I spend my Januarys gazing through windows at the mountains, waiting for the snow line to edge upwards. Then, just when the flowering plum trees push out their first blossoms, I start drumming my fingers and cleaning out the perishables in the fridge. I listen to the weather forecast. When I drag out my caulk boots from storage, they fill my apartment with that old familiar smell of mold, sweat, and petroleum. I oil up my boot leather and screw the soles with brand-new gleaming spikes. I make my trips to the forestry supply store and Mountain Equipment Co-op in the hopes of finding some glove, some supersock that might save me from the impending miseries of outdoor life. It’s high time to head out to the cut blocks. I wait for the phone to ring.

The forest has its seasons, too. In winter it sleeps. In spring, when the temperature rises just the right amount above freezing, the soil begins to wake up. The plant world gathers strength. Soon it begins its underground work, knitting and probing and girding itself for the summer’s big push. We plant trees in this window, to give our seedlings time to get used to their new environs before the thirsty months set in.

A northern forest must take advantage of the short beneficence of fair weather. And so, too, must we. Like fruit pickers we are a migratory work force. When spring turns to summer we’ll travel inland and northward, where the thaw comes later and the snows are more persistent. By Labor Day we’ll find our way back to the coast. By late fall the trees harden off in preparation for another winter. The ground frosts over again. It is possible to work as a tree planter from February until October, which nearly negates the need for a home at all. But now we prepare for the rush of work, a new chapter for the arboreal humans, whose lives are measured out not in days or work weeks but in silvicultural increments: seed lots and hectares. Of sleeps and wake-ups. Measured out not in nine-to-fives but in diurnal phases.

A season in the lives of rainforest planters. We have a million trees and then some to plant before the end of spring. Sixty days, says the boss, between us and the solstice. How much is a million trees besides just a number? It’s a tower of tree boxes more than one mile high. With the contents, we could forest five hundred Manhattan city blocks. Silviculture is a business of tiny things rolled out in big numbers, like grains of rice, like leaves of tea in China.

THE NORTHERN tip of Vancouver Island, with its rugged folds and its light dusting of residents, has a history of abandonment. A century ago the Danes arrived, but a decade later they fled. Then other Europeans, Canadians, and Americans came. A hundred years of coming and going, waves of immigrants failing in their various ways to scrape a living from the rain-soaked land and the broody, cold ocean. Here nothing wants to grow but trees. Even the aboriginal peoples have dwindled down, done their own kind of surviving. They are now called the Nahwitti, at least by anthropologists. What would they say if we called this our office, our corner of the world to bash around in?

Far from glinting steel buildings and cappuccino foam and the breath of a million idling cars. The trip from Vancouver involves a ferry, four hours of driving, and, finally, a long, winding gravel road over a mountain pass, pocked with holes in the summer and clotted with snow in winter. A dune of white to climb with tire chains and snow tires.

On the other side is Holberg, a tiny village of woodcutters. For our first job of the season we are headquartered here. Houses nudge up to the jutting inlet amid the tall firs. Trees, trees, trees. From the snowy peaks right down to the tide line, where seaweed often dangles from the lower branches. You could feel pushed out to the edge of the storm-hammered shore. You could lose yourself among them.

The village itself is no more than a primary school, a postal station, a pub, and a convenience store where it is possible to pay three dollars for a small handful of Gummi Bears. The houses here are slapped with remaindered paint in peanut-brown, in the green of Wrigley’s Doublemint. In the center of town sits the biggest stump we have ever seen, hauled from the guts of the bush. It serves as civic sculpture. Like other logging settlements on the island, this town grew up in uneasy permanence, built to be dismantled, as if the entire village could decamp any second.

There are twenty of us, and since there is no facility big enough to house us all, we’re billeted, like a sports team. Some of us live in rented houses peppered throughout the village. Some of us live in the old logging barracks, known by its somewhat correctional name, E Bunk. The exterior is painted a linty shade of gray. There are no flowers and no birdhouses. E Bunk is a long modular building, the kind common to logging camps, mining operations, and industrial sites everywhere. A long hallway lit by fluorescent tubes, insect carcasses trapped behind pebbled plastic panels. Old lino on the floor, grimed with Rorschachs where our liquids have been spilled and emitted and dripped and tracked in and left to dry.

The kitchen is a communal arrangement. Empty beer vessels rest on every horizontal surface. Half-crumpled cans of Pacific beer, craft-brewed bottles of nut-brown ale. A microwave, three fridges, and an old stove encrusted with hardened goo. Dirty dishes stacked up in the sink. A tea bag with the tag slung over the counter. And behind one of the fridges, quite a few strands of spaghetti are stuck to the wall. The bathroom houses a bank of showers and a short row of toilets, the porcelain enrobed in a fur of dust and pubic hair. There’s a sign, written on loose-leaf in black Magic Marker, above one of the toilets that reads: Poo Bandit: We Are Watching You!

What use is there for shaving and hygiene and cleanliness when we’re only going to get dirty again, when fresh rounds of soiling await us? Besides, with the shortage of women, the lack of civilized company, there is no one to impress. Pot smoke, warm beer, musty footwear. The air is thick with male craving. It condenses and runs down the walls.

Despite all of this, the space is friendly and unabashed. A party all are welcome to join if they can look past the proprietary filth. A long row of private quarters. Ten-foot rooms furnished with single mattresses, in-built desks, and orange chairs made of plastic with ovoid cutouts in the seats. Here we fling ourselves into all kinds of oblivion, tangling our legs in the covers. Housekeeping laxity camouflages workday mania. Call us anything but lazy hippies.

WE CAME together at the start of the season, an undifferentiated group of faces. As the early days tick by, names come to mean something—complexions and hair color, our laughs, the way we throw back our lunches, in avid bites or all at once. We get to know the talkers and the joke tellers from the silent observers. Nick. Jake. Brad. Neil. Fin. Jon. The grown-up boys with monosyllabic names.

Soon our men will grow beards, their last decent haircuts pushing out into long shags. Their faces will become wind burnished. The skin of men who toil outdoors, dawn to dusk, tanned in the blunt light of winter. For now our femaleness is limited. We are just two—Carmen and me—in the early days, when the sun drops from the sky before our workday is even over, plunging us into twilight. Other women are rumored to arrive, and we look forward to that day, because until then we are invisible and outnumbered. Or perhaps we are too visible. We endure the talk of rampaging lust, of toilet habits. We get used to the sweaty tang of them, these dudes who surround us on all sides. Like those crewmen on Circe’s island, metamorphosed into pigs.

But, as with families and weather and bad tattoos, what we can’t change we learn to love. We work next to these men, planting trees when the wind stirs the forest around like palm trees in a hurricane. When the wind blows our snot sideways from our nostrils. Together we bend and shove trees into the ground when the rain turns to sleet. When the hail comes down like icy BBs. And when our fingers finally give up, freeze into numb things at the end of our wrists, we ask to thaw our hands in their armpits, and they agree. We stand together, in the field, with our hands tucked under their wings, our hoods pulled tight. We gaze into their faces and see that their brute behavior is just a cover. They’ve been tenderized by inconvenience, the weather pulsing through their hair, running over their scalps, and down the backs of their necks. After all this tapping and needling, their defenses whittle down. What remains is pure personality, turned out, as plain as day. And if it’s happening to them, it must be happening to us, too.

Enter Doug, with his wool beret and his temples rutted with wrinkles. His pensive brow and sloe eyes, his voice sweet and cre-osotey as sauce sizzled down the back of a barbecue. There’s K.T., whose nickname derives from the way he scribbles his initials on our daily tally sheets. Enter olive-faced Jon. Tall, with the build of a decathlete and the gentle demeanor of Ferdinand the Bull. He has the kind of eyelashes that make women groan with jealousy. Fin, with his sunbaked blonde hair and his perennial surfer tan. Whose name, he tells us, is spelled like the end of a French movie. When he talks he sounds like Grover from Sesame Street.

After just two weeks we know exactly who’s disciplined and who’s lazy. And who, left half-alone, would pick our gritty pockets clean. You can tell a lot about people—everything, you might say—by how they look over their shoulder when you come up behind them. How they bend down into their work.

Enter the French Canadians, Pierre and Sylvain. They make a code of their crazy Quebec argot. Even though many of us speak rudimentary French, they know we won’t understand them. In return we take a name as poetically apt as Sylvain and anglicize it to Sly.

There are the men with matching names, the Daves, the Steves, the Chrisses. And so we resort to surnames, as it goes in the military. Maguire. Davidson. Then Oakley, whose name, like his shape, reminds us of a tree.

Some of us have known each other for years, since the days of pimples and cowlicks. Every year we bumble into each other’s company. It’s a loose, coincidental friendship. We Facebook in the winter but seldom call, since we’ve seen too much of one another, overdosed on our common life of planting trees. We’ve known each other through all kinds of vicissitudes. Through long hair and short hair. Through boom and bust. Through girlfriends and boyfriends, through spouses and children and divorce. All these circumstances somehow figuring from a distance, like a moon hugs the oceans of a planet.

A HORSESHOE of mountains, checkered with clear-cuts. A finger of inlet pushes into the land. In the morning we drive out on the valley main lines, climbing the elevation lines. Young trees dot the valley the way hair grows in after a transplant. The loggers crawl the mountains. We see them across the valley. Their trucks budge around in the distance, like white bars of soap carried by ants. Trucks going up, trucks going down. The tidal motions of bush work, up to the peaks in the morning, down to the main lines in the evenings. Sleep in the valley, toil in the sky.

Logging roads cross-cut the landscape like old surgical scars. Few residents but plenty of business. Every crag and knoll cruised, engineered, divvied up, high-graded, surveyed from the air. Creamed, as we are fond of saying. The term is always the same. No matter the province, no matter the branch of the clan. Cream. An absence of impediments to the eyes, hands, and feet. Breezy money, soil as open and inviting as beach sand. The more complete the devastation, the more a clear-cut resembles a lunar surface, the bigger our financial slice. We’re conflicted about this, if only on the bottom shelves of our minds.

Cream can extend to anything in this world—people, food, love—just like the Dutch word lekker refers to all things alluring and delicious. In contrast, we have as many different words for garbage-work as the Inuit use for snow: snarb, schwag, chud, cack. Clipped, Germanic nonsense words, uttered from the back of the throat.

The area surrounding Holberg features mountains rolling down to the Pacific like the soft folds of a blanket tossed over a bed. Nobody has ever logged or ever planted back here before, and the forest floor is untrammeled. The soil is cushy with wine-dark humus built up by hundreds of years of forest creatures growing and dying and dispersing back down into dirt. This job, despite our complaints, is a cream show. Perhaps we complain because it’s a cream show. If we pause in our bitching about the tree prices, the accommodation, or the weather, maybe someone will whisk our good fortunes away. We believe the good times will never end, like Niagara Falls will never end.

But there’s a catch. It’s a crapshoot.

Today we drive our trucks into a new cut block, ripping new ruts in the road. We stop abruptly at a broad crack in the gravel surface where a culvert has been dug out by a backhoe. We get out and prepare to walk the rest of the way. We peer out over jumbles of logs on the roadside’s downward slough. Our noses work the air for the smell of fresh soil, of fragrant mineral rot. Our eyes skim the land for the story of our day’s wages, a hint about our upcoming fortunes. We catch sight of a stretch of beautiful dream-cream. Fresh logging, a sumptuous pancake, plowed clean of debris, we guess, by an overzealous skidder driver looking to chew through some company time. We edge as close as we can without stumbling down the bank. Some of us let out the moans of dogs at the park, trapped behind car windows.

But it’s real estate only one person can have. Brian scribbles on a shred of cardboard torn from the corner of a tree box. He folds it up and puts it in his pocket.

Pick a number, he tells us, from one to a thousand.

Where else is livelihood based on game show rules? We huddle, glancing at each other sidelong. We go around in a circle, announcing our numbers. Some pick low; others too high. I am one of those people who never win anything. Not grocery store pull tabs, not door prizes, not scratch-and-win lottery tickets. But today my number comes up.

Shit, say my workmates, drawing the word out into syllables.

I drop my bags and my dry sack, my boots and my drinking water. The rest of the crew members heave their kits over their shoulders, their shovels with the handles worn down by thousands of slides of the palm. They trudge on down the road in hopes of better fortunes. It’s a terrible freak pleasure, getting away with cream, since it almost always comes at someone else’s expense.

Sean, our most senior vet, has the misfortune of doing the ugly top side, which affords him a view of my bounty. He watches me through the morning, as neighbors do. I watch him, too. I go back and forth, climbing up to the road to refill my bags again while he’s trapped on his weedy knoll. At noon he climbs down from his piece to bag up and find some lunch. He stops above me and leans on his shovel.

Hey, guess what? he shouts down to me. I’m writing a book, too! It’s called Run, Charlotte, Run!

It might be difficult to imagine people fighting over a blasted tract of land, but scarcely a day goes by without some kind of blowup—border disputes and competitive riling and schaden-freude. We’re like cavemen with a hunk of trophy meat to be carved up into pieces. We’re superstitious, perhaps to hide the fact that our job is mercilessly, randomly fair—or unfair, as the case may be. We have no unions, no benefits, no holidays. When the work runs out we’re laid off. Our bosses bid for jobs at silent auctions, and so all our perks come bundled inside the tree price. Everyone gets their time in the weeds.

At the end of a day, cream or crap, we are still the same old blue-collar mortals. I’m a few hundred dollars further away from zero, no more or less happy, with an aching lumbar, throbbing feet, and a pile of empty tree boxes so big I wonder if we plant trees just to compensate for all the cardboard. Brian comes by and snaps a photo of this tower. Then we light it on fire. The cardboard has been waterproofed with wax, which sizzles up like a Roman candle. Sean comes down from the hills to join us. Late in the afternoon, dusk slips over our shoulders. We feel the chill of evaporating sweat. We hold our hands to the flames to get warm. We rotate from front to back, like chickens on a rotisserie, as smoke pours into the sky.

We’re offsetting our offsets, we say.

SOME OF us live in the logging barracks down in the village of Holberg. Some of us are marooned on the edge of town in the “motel,” though there is no neon sign to indicate that’s what it is. The motel is a compound of dwellings with a muddy parking lot where dogs roam, pooping with impunity. Inside these units, we find mouse droppings in all the cupboards, and in the drawers, plates of toxic-looking turquoise pellets. Our bathroom has a tub with a dissolving nylon shower curtain and peach-colored slime all along the hem. Our toilet flushes with a disposable razor tied to a string. But there is TV, always good satellite TV, no matter where in the wilds we find ourselves. We wander around opening and closing doors, turning Survivor on and off. What are we doing besides looking for an escape hatch?

The couples live here because it’s the only place with double beds. I share a small cluster of rooms with K.T. The walls smell of cigarettes, and the carpet shows the footprints of the previous tenants, but we are delighted by this secret boon, a privacy the residents of E Bunk will never know. We cross the threshold and shut the door, feeling as if we’ve gotten away with something.

K.T. is built like a basketball player—tall, with long-fingered hands and ropy forearms. He plants trees like Wayne Gretzky plays hockey, with speed and finesse that elude his own explanations.

If I could clone your boyfriend, our boss often says, I’d be a rich and happy man.

K.T.’s appetite for work is matched by an astounding throughput of food. He eats for fuel and not for taste. When he inhales an entire box of whole-wheat spaghetti, I’m reminded of eating’s thermogenic purpose. Tomorrow these carbohydrates will be converted into human effort, calories transformed into muscle flexion.

K.T. is a goofball Newfoundlander, and I am often the victim of his foolery and leg pulling. It’s a trait his whole family seems to share, expressing their love with gags and ribbing. He’s also a fastidious person, with an aversion to disarray, dust, and filth—it’s a masochistic miracle that he’s chosen the planting life. When he comes down with a cold or gets injured he’s shocked by his own mutineering cells. He’s been planting trees for as long as I have. And like me he’s seldom worn sunscreen. It shows around our eyes and especially at the back of our necks, where the skin is as tired as an old lady’s purse.

In the evenings we attack a fresh batch of chores. We divide and conquer. The boots need oiling, holes need patching, wet clothes need to be hung up to dry. And then we address our bodies, applying salve to the chafe, ice to the elbows, Band-Aids to the hang nails. We tend to ourselves as farmers feed their livestock.

Do you want cheese in your sandwich tomorrow?

I can’t face another sandwich.

Yes or no. Just answer the question.

After the chores K.T. and I watch TV. Often enough, it’s just the Weather Network, an analgesic for the brainwaves. At nine o’clock K.T. strips down and folds his clothes into neat, retail squares, as salesclerks do in stores. I step out of mine, leaving my pants on the floor in rumpled, inside-out tubes. Our bodies buzz with fatigue. We collapse on a worn mattress, rolling into the trough, where we’ll bump spines later in the night. During the tree-planting season K.T. falls asleep faster than anyone I’ve ever known, often in midsentence. Then we drift apart, our muscles electric and twitchy with the ghost motions of the day.

When we go to work we’re like all kinds of modern working couples—pulling for the team but seldom in each other’s company. But here we also work shoulder to shoulder, united in a common purpose. Slash romance: part dirt, part soldier love, annealed in weather and necessity. I wear an engagement ring on days off but remove it when it’s time to get dirty again. I keep it in a Ziploc bag hidden inside a shoe.

Nobody wears precious things to a cut block. If you lose some small object—a button, a contact lens—you will never see it again. It’s like dropping your car keys down a sewer grate or an earring in the ocean. Once you take your eyes from the spot where you lost it, the view ripples over with repetitive shapes that go on in every direction as far as the eye can see.

SIX BILLION trees planted in the province of British Columbia. An unfathomable number, but not quite as mind-boggling as the size of the forest they replace. With these trees you could replant an area roughly the size of Sri Lanka. At the height of the trade there were an estimated 18,500 tree planters in this country, which is about the number of soldiers in the Canadian army. The average career lasts five seasons.

The first tree planters in these woods were unemployed men put to work by the government in Depression-era relief programs. Conscientious objectors planted trees during World War II. They used grub hoes, rendering the work even more ergonomically unfriendly than it is now. They carried seedlings in buckets and burlap shoulder bags, which they put down to rest every time they dug a hole. They planted in crews of a dozen men, working in rows, separated by an arm span or two. Many were Mennonites who’d been shipped far from the Prairies. They were farmers, used to hard physical labor. Work reminded them of home. Their enthusiasm was also a way to transform punishment into a kind of reward. We know this, too. Hard work done reluctantly is more torturous than work done fast and well.

In the sixties the government again made use of the unemployed, along with prison inmates, for its silvicultural labor force. Men worked for fixed wages, planting quotas of just four hundred trees a day—what an average modern planter can pull off in an hour or two. Reforestation began as community service, as rehab for the planters just as much as for the land. There is something of the misfit rebellion that still endures today.

Tree planting, in its modern, high-speed incarnation, has only been around for forty years. Some say it began in the Purcell Mountains. Some say the first professional tree planters were American draft dodgers hiding out on the coast. Maybe nobody can identify the first professional tree planter, but at some point nearly everyone in the business mentions Dirk Brinkman.

In the early seventies, Brinkman was a long-haired tree planter with an entrepreneurial streak who got the idea to bid for his own contracts. At the time most crews still used the old shoulder bags for hauling trees, as well as that medieval implement, the mattock. Brinkman got his hands on specially manufactured seedling carriers—a prototype of the current ergonomic design.

These newfangled satchels sped things up considerably, but more than that, a new kind of mindset took hold. If you could learn to think of manual labor as a sport instead of purgatory, then you could train to become more efficient. You could learn to keep all your parts moving and to perform several motions all at once. When you decreased the number of movements, you shaved seconds. Seconds collected into minutes, and cents cascaded into dollars. Then, as with one of those demonic Sudoku puzzles, the code had been broken. It wasn’t long before everyone caught on. Production doubled and then tripled. Dirk Brinkman didn’t invent tree planting, but you could say he helped turn it from industrial gardening into a competitive, peak-performance event.

Dirk Brinkman is now the CEO of one of the biggest reforestation companies in the Americas. Even the Brinkman children plant trees. They look as if they were genetically engineered for it, tall and lean and broad shouldered. Brinkman’s wife, Joyce Murray, also a former tree planter, is a Member of Parliament. At official ceremonies, when she plants a tree, she might be the only politician who really knows what she’s doing.

IN RICH countries and poor countries, tree planters poke at the dirt with hoes and digging sticks and even earth-moving machinery. People plant trees as carbon credit enterprises. On Arbor Day troops of Boy Scouts break out the shovels. City dwellers plant trees in urban parklands to beautify and oxygenate their neighborhoods. When we do it between the stumps on industrial logging sites it’s called reforestation. When a woodlot is planted in an old, abandoned field, it’s known as afforestation—though in some cases this fallow turf was also once a forest, albeit many generations ago. Then the only difference between these two concepts—between forest renewal and forests anew—is time.

Wherever men make it their business to cut down trees, chances are you’ll find people who make a job of putting them back. Tree slingers. Johnny Appleseeds for hire. Often we work in commodity backwaters, beyond public view, toiling away at the broken land. Mostly, we’re invisible. Still, we’ve seen photos of tree planters elsewhere: in Australia, New Zealand, and Costa Rica. They look a lot like us, dirty and tired and occasionally smiling. We even wear the same tools.

In the United States our counterparts are Mexican migrant workers. Pineros, they are called. Like us, they’re temporary, seasonal, and nonunionized. Pineros migrate, too. They begin in the southern states in the fall and then arrive in the Pacific Northwest come spring. They’re a long way from home. And just like us, they’re pieceworkers. No pennies drop into the piggy bank until the trees go into the ground, no matter the commute or the daily detours or the plethora of prelude chores. But unlike us, they have no insurance, no way into the clinic when they injure themselves, no backstop when they’re laid off.

Many pineros live below the poverty line, earning less than five thousand dollars a year. Sometimes they work on private timberlands, sometimes in national forests. Mainly they work for contractors, some of whom are shady middlemen. And so pineros endure the usual array of occupational abuses. Their paychecks are mysteriously docked or withheld altogether, or their passports are held for ransom. But unlike us they can’t complain. They have temporary H-2B visas, but quite a few have no documents of any kind. As many as twenty thousand Mexicans grunt it out in shorn valleys, out of sight and out of mind.

CLEAR-CUTS ARE illogical landscapes, lunar in their barrenness yet bristling with big texture. The bucked limbs, the twisted trunks, and the rotten heartwood. The logs worth less than the cost of the haul to market. Traveling through clear-cuts is an unstable, three-dimensional affair. Imagine a field piled thick with car parts, knitting needles, coat hangers. Imagine climbing through hurricane wreckage. Add slope and cliffs and waterfalls and weather. Our technique for walking is like jujitsu, performed with both the hands and feet. Slash is a forest’s postmortem revenge, a sharp-toothed terrestrial sea. It’s not our fault, but it might as well be. Every day the land takes a bite out of us.

There is a clear-cut in the Bowron River valley, three hundred miles northeast of Vancouver, that’s the size of a small nation. The largest clear-cut in the world—roughly two hundred square miles. When the cut was fresh, it could be seen from space. In British Columbia we live among clear-cuts like people of the tropics live in the sugarcane. When we fly over our province we see shaved slopes. When we drive, slash and stumps are a highway blur through our windshields. Cut blocks, they are called in the logging trade, like something you could snip at with scissors.

The block, as we’ve come to call it. The bucked limbs, the reject logs, and the shattered scraps, all of it sun worn and gray. We’ve seen fallen logs as big as buses, slash piled high as a house. A sudden flattening of monstrous biomass, like whalebones spread out on a beach. Up above us, slash teeters from the ledges of rock bluffs. Down below it drops abruptly away. Rolling, tumbling, pulled by gravity, settling glacially down into itself.

The chainsaws across the valley sound like mad mosquitoes. We find the loggers’ traces, the crumpled cans, the Coke and the Budweiser, the abandoned jerry cans. We hear machinery clanking and grinding, logs scraped down the mountainsides along skylines of wire rope. Loggers cut. We plant. It’s a strange industrial marriage. And yet, when we look at what’s gone, it seems like more wood than the world could possibly use. We drape ourselves across the stumps as if they were king-sized beds. Does it get to the loggers? Is it getting to us?

Our jokes are associative, communal creations. We fire our verbal rockets into the cosmos, quips that travel out, never to return. We cook up schemes to start a carbon offset business. We’ll sell green credits on the side. We’ll plant our trees with nameplates, the way the International Star Registry sells twinkling points in the night sky. Keep on truckin’, everyone. Crank out more Kleenex, more Starbucks cups, more IKEA coffee tables. By all means, please, mow down the planet. World, we’ve got you covered.

IF WE were to close our eyes at the start of a shift and open them at the end, nothing would look the same—not the scenery, not the weather, not even the people, since our crew is always in flux. Someone is always joining or quitting or rotating through, like traveling salesmen, touring circuses, or flight attendants at an airport bar. Sometimes people stay for as little as a single day before migrating to another crew. The most we can remember about them is the brand of their boots or what they ate for lunch; we might not even recall their names. Showing up, then evaporating—as if they’d never come along in the first place.

Must’ve been a pretty bad day, we joke.

Maguire is the first to quit. He got jumped outside the pub by some local guys, two logger roughnecks with itchy knuckles. He mangled his fist defending himself. Brad and Doug, who witnessed the fight, went to the cops to report what they’d seen. Some officers took Brad’s statement on a scrap of crumpled paper that looked as if it had been plucked from the recycling bin.

To keep the crew full, the boss does continuous rounds of hiring. Fresh recruits, sent our way like numbered Ping-Pong balls in a lottery, pneumatically blown up the pipe. Travis arrives one day with a gaunt face and scruff inching down his neck, looking like he hasn’t eaten or slept in a month. He wears dreadlocks, the kind that gather unintentionally near the nape of an unkempt neck. His backpack was stolen in town, he tells us, snatched out of the open bed of a truck. He lost an array of valuables, including his wallet and his medication. Tells is not precisely right, since the information arrives by chance, as our gossip always does, like old grocery bags blown by the wind. Travis is a recovering addict. And a recently diagnosed schizophrenic. Or so the rumor goes.

In the field Travis beguiles us. We come across his belongings, strewn on the road’s chunky shoulder like garage sale inventory. We look around but can’t find him anywhere, as if he’s been absorbed into the land. When we brush up against his handiwork, it’s hidden in the underbrush. We bend to plant and find his trees at our feet, choked in ferns and brush. They are unhappy things, only half-planted, protruding from their holes. We fix them up sometimes, put them straight in the soil. One or two, until there are too many to repair, and then we turn around and flee.

One day Brian and I catch sight of Travis at work in the field. We stand on the road observing from a distance, as spectators watch athletes warming up around a track. His planting style is a long, exhausted stumble followed by a furious pounce. Brian explains that Travis has been going to work on an empty stomach. He says he can’t afford groceries.

If we know what it’s like to plant trees on an empty stomach, it only happens by accident. Sometimes we leave our lunches behind on the countertops. Or our day bags are ransacked by ravens or bears or planters’ pet dogs. Our blood sugar plummets. By noon we stumble around in a hypoglycemic haze. Our hands fumble, and we tangle our feet in the smallest branches. Our limbs feel like they weigh a thousand pounds. We plant trees, just like Travis does now, with hunger scratching at our bellies.

Travis dips down over the rise. Brian puffs out his cheeks and lets out a long, weary sigh. He pats himself down, as if remembering something crucial he left on the other side of the world. Then he throws himself into his truck and peels away. I catch sight of an escaped seedling that fell out of Travis’s bags. It hangs from a branch, swaying in the breeze, even now drying out and dying.

Back in the kitchens of home, it is reported, food is going missing. Not the iPods or the MasterCards or the laptops. Just the edibles and the drinkables, but never so much that anyone notices. A bottle of beer, a glug of milk, a few slices of bread. We might confuse ourselves into believing we’d consumed these things ourselves. Adam and Brian find empty beer cans rolling around in the back of the trucks. Just one or two, every other day, amid the wet chaff that slops around with our planting bags and tree boxes, the flagging tape rejects and the rotten apple cores.

Crew life enforces togetherness. There is no fate suffered by just one person. No way to hide even the simplest emotion. If we are mad or sad or have come unglued, everyone will know it, sometimes before we do. Our cut blocks are graded like final exams. When one person fails in his or her daily work, we all sink a little bit. There is no way to forget your lunch or your water or your extra dry clothes without impinging on someone else’s. We’re a hundred miles from the nearest hospital. The only ambulance is our ETV, a work-thrashed Ford F-350 with a fiberglass canopy. Our emergency room is a backpack stuffed with first aid supplies and a spine board strapped to the roof rack. If we fall down and crack our backs or get stung by a hornet and swell up like blimps or puncture our veins or get poked in the eyes, we can only hope, when we shout for help, that someone decides to hear us.

Travis develops a bad case of tendinitis in his wrist, which he splints with a tensor bandage and a brace. Because of this vulnerability or perhaps to push it along, we start to call Travis by his last name, which is coincidentally the same as that of a famous Hollywood nutcase. It escapes one set of lips, and then it catches on until we’re all doing it. It must have been this way with fire and cavemen, with plagues in the time before penicillin.

You’ve got to fire that guy, we tell the big boss. Before he runs out of rope.

ROLAND IS the company owner. His Chevy Avalanche is a rolling office, like the bookmobile. We get used to seeing just his upper portions leaning out through the driver’s-side window.

No part of Roland is small. Even his salt-and-pepper hair is big. Some of us say he’s the tallest, most expansive man we’ve ever met. He’s French Swiss, a Euro Paul Bunyan, in glasses with buffed steel frames and enough Patagonia GORE-TEX to make a pup tent. He used to be a hippie, a dyed-in-the-wool Brinkman blowhard. We have seen old photos of him alongside Dirk, surrounded by a whole crew kitted out in Icelandic sweaters, big beards, and long hair parted straight down the middle. They look exactly like us except for their general level of hirsuteness. The grubby knuckles, the ruddy, just-scrubbed facial sheen. The ridiculous, reflexive smiles. The coils of wire rope in the backdrop, the wood planks, the industrial outdoors that resemble the mud bogs of destitute Appalachia. Back then, Roland told me, they worked in a big co-op. One person stayed home every day to stir the soup and bake bread and sometimes to care for the children. He mentioned a wall chart they kept in a company office diagramming which tree planter had slept with whom. It turned into a spiderweb, too crosshatched to be useful.

Roland lives in the small island community of Alert Bay. He raised his kids on soy milk and organic granola. They are not tree planters, these strapping boys. They are athletes and university students. But we are Roland’s children, too. At work, if the weather is awful or if we’re having a sad, unproductive shift, Roland carves out room for us and flicks on the seat warmers. We cram in amid bales of toilet paper, Perrier bottles, and Harper’s  magazines. He prods through our lunches with his index finger and high-grades the Chips Ahoy. In return we smear the mud around on his leather seats.

Roland has a heart as soft as a round of brie, but we think he could break a chair in two with his bare hands if we got him angry enough.

WHEN TREE planters get fired there are no termination letters or requests for resignation. We’re axed or chopped, booted or shit-canned. Gone down the road, quite literally. On the day of our first official shit-canning, Travis is the last to know.

I’m not on the list, he suggests at our morning meeting.

Adam puts a hand on Travis’s shoulder. Today, says Adam, you ride with the boss.

We know precisely what this ride will entail. We’ve seen it before with many of Roland’s unfortunate hires. Roland can’t bear to fire anyone. It takes him many days of agonizing and hand-wringing, but in the end Travis’s occupational breakup will take about an hour, which is the length of time required to drive from Holberg to the highway, where the Greyhound buses connect. The Avalanche whizzes down the road. Roland and Travis sit side by side with their elbows on the armrest, peering glumly through the windshield, like a dad and his criminal son.

Goodbye, little bastard. Have a nice life.

For the rest of us, that morning, it’s back to the salt mines as usual. When we arrive at the block, white sunlight knifes through torn, bulbous clouds—a sign the monsoon is breaking up.

What is that glowing orb thing burning up in the sky?

I don’t know, we joke. But, goddamn, it hurts my eyes.

Today the ravens soar by with their heads and tail flaps swiveling, in search of lunches to attack with their cunning beaks. Ravens and crows, both members of the Corvid family, are the weisenheimers of the bird world. As we work, they sit on stumps heckling us with their caws and catcalls. They hop along the logging roads, strutting around in their lustrous black feathers as if they were little Armani suits. Crows are just like us, at home in both the cities and the woods.

Crows and ravens know how zippers, Tupperware, and Velcro work, as rookie planters often discover the hard way. These birds hang out in complexly hierarchical organizations. They have dialects and gang signs. They mate for life but then cheat on each other. They’re burglars and nest raiders. They collect secret caches of flashy, colorful objects that seem to have no function at all. Rumor has it they’ll gang up on one of their own kind, if they see the need, and carry out an execution. And then they’ll hold a funeral for their departed. A silent vigil before they lift off, all at once, and flap away.

Do you know the difference between a crow and a raven? Sean asks me in the afternoon.

Is this a joke? I reply.

A raven has an extra feather, says Sean, so it’s a matter of a pinion.

If tree planters have a mascot, surely it’s the crow.

On the ramble home at the end of the day, we turn to a common topic of discussion: all the ways tree planters can die on the job. You can lose your footing and tumble from a cliff. You can impale yourself on a stick. You can be mauled by bears or scalped by a cougar’s claws. You can get lost in a hypothermic delirium. Your boat sinks, and you drown on the frigid swim to shore. You can quit, get left behind on a roadside, then vanish in the gnarl of the bush. A tree falls in a windstorm, pinning you to the ground. Or you can get drunk, climb behind the wheel of a truck, and flip yourself into a lake on some urgent, breakneck tear. There is a deadly fungus whose spores puff up from the soil. Bend. Plant. Stand up. Move along.

You can also commit suicide, someone says.

Despite all of this, our job isn’t extreme or deadly or heroic. We have no power tools, no heavy machinery. No guns, no explosives, no underwater breathing. Planting trees is merely almost dangerous. Only as precarious as the speed at which we do it, or how many things we try to juggle at once.

THE WORLD record for planting trees is held by a man named Ken Chaplin, who pounded 15,170 red pine seedlings into a creamy Saskatchewan plain in a single summer day. A record achieved with two sets of planting bags, four tree-planting spades, and three pairs of boots. Not to mention about four days’ worth of calories, incredible musculoskeletal stamina, and no small amount of mental fortitude. Similar feats are pulled off with surprising regularity in the silvicultural backwoods, without TV cameras, fanfare, or Guinness Book adjudicators. Using techniques devised, once upon a time, by Brinkman and his crew of ur-planters.

When one person plants a huge number of trees all by himself, it’s an athletic feat. When many people plant trees all together, it’s a movement. In July 2009, a group of three hundred Pakistani villagers stitched 54 1,176 mangrove seedlings into intertidal mud flats at the mouth of the Indus River. They were all volunteers. Their town was once a thriving port city. But now upstream irrigation siphons off much of the river’s flow. Without this freshwater discharge the soil suffers from saltwater intrusion, which poisons their once-fertile agricultural lands. Mangrove trees are a hardy species, able to withstand the region’s extreme temperatures and high salinity. But the mangrove forests of the delta have all but disappeared. So too has the marine habitat these trees once provided, compromising the fishery on which many of the locals depend.

Tree-planting efforts proceed every day, sometimes with official billing, but mostly with no headlines or photo ops at all. Oftentimes they take place in fragile, compromised environments. Lands with long, high-traffic histories. Generations of plowing, grazing, and by-hand deforestation have exacted a slow toll that nature can no longer pay back. Chances are, the tree planters are locals. In another time they might have been called peasants. They are the fishermen and shepherds whose livelihoods are tied to the environment in the most primary and susceptible of ways. They plant trees because they’ve been involuntarily retired from their traditional ways of life, by edict or circumstance or both. Sometimes they’ve been assigned to the task by their governments, put to work in rehabilitative tree-planting programs. They are farmers whose fields have turned to dust.

Some live in hideously degraded conditions. Their hills are denuded, their valleys alternately ravaged by droughts and flooding. When dust storms howl through, the sky turns burnt orange. In the aftermath the villagers find their houses drifted over to the eaves with dirt. They’re forced to dig themselves out of their front doors. When it rains mountains disintegrate, deluging the rivers with tons of mud and grit. Year by year lakes fill in with sediment. Deserts expand. Dry dunes swallow up highways and encroach on major cities. It’s a constant war for the locals, who must shovel and bulldoze it back.

These scenes might seem biblical, or like glimpses of a dystopian future, but they are a reality in present-day China. After centuries of tree felling and intensive farming, firewood collection and charcoal making, much of China’s landscape has been irredeemably altered. Many of the original forests and grasslands are gone, cleared to make way for settlement and agriculture. China is 27 percent desert but possesses only 10 percent of the world’s arable land, and with this slender allotment of fertile ground the country must feed more than a billion people.

The largest tree-planting initiative in the world is unfolding in China. The Chinese have planted billions of trees since 1978 in a collection of projects known as the Great Green Wall, an environmental rehab offensive designed to undo centuries of erosive land practices. The work is done largely by an army of subsistence farmers. The Gobi Desert is expanding at a rate of about 950 square miles annually. Sand dunes are but an hour’s drive from Beijing, and it’s thought they could reach city limits by 2040. The jury is out on whether all this tree planting is having any effect. Skeptics say the problem is too complex and entrenched, the land too parched to support a forest. Only time will tell.

THE FREEZE creeps down the mountainsides. We wake up to it at dawn, blanketing the contours beyond the windows with an eerie, purplish white. When it snows everything grinds to a halt in the woods. Nature pads itself against us. Even the chain saws fall silent.

Some of us attempt the drive to Port Hardy, though the pass is snowbound, the road to civilization deep and unplowed. On the road from Holberg, where the line on the map turns from solid to dotted, there is a cedar snag nailed with thousands of shoes. Boots worn by intrepid hikers on the way to Cape Scott, as if the old soles exhausted themselves on the voyage. As if these visitors had climbed up and over and become different people, grew new footprints on the other side.

It’s here that we meet a traveling kitchenware salesman, in the notch of the pass. His name is Gunter. His wheels are caked with snow. We help him dress his tires in chains, which he produces still tagged and boxed from the trunk of his Jetta.

We’re tree planters, we tell him.

Thank you for healing the planet, he says.

After that he gives each of us a glinting knife, the kind that never needs sharpening.

Some of us spend the day back in Holberg without even venturing outside. We hole up in front of the TV, roaming the highs and lows of the satellite spectrum. We sprawl over unmade beds. Tree planting is like this, full-throttle production interrupted by jags of furious waiting. No one does it better than us. We push endless variations of fat and sugar into our mouths. We’re bored by our own taste buds, and the boredom feeds our hunger.

In the evening our feet deliver us to the pub. The Scarlet Ibis, a cavern of darkened wood and old carpet, the same red shag featured in the motel. Beyond the windows, the end of the inlet, a diminishing, muddy tide. A wood stove that can’t keep up with the draft. We spend the afternoon here, tipping back beer, watching clumps of snow drop from the eaves. The owner’s name is Pat, a sturdy, jolly woman with a Dorothy Hamill pageboy and a thing for snug-fitting polyester.

The locals trickle in, mostly men in their late forties and fifties with pot bellies and slow, easy demeanors. Union-shop old-timers who take coffee breaks at the control levers of graders, yarders, skidders, backhoes. Old loggers whose chain saws have inflicted a million cuts and back cuts, dug into the bark of countless trees. Like us, they can drink. It’s something we have in common. By dinnertime our crew accumulates. We’re celebrating. Travis is gone, and in his place more women have joined our ranks. Rose is a child of tree-planter parents. She wears an urban bob with a bleached streak and a Hudson’s Bay Company Eskimo parka. Melissa is an Australian with a constant smile, a spray of brown freckles, buxom lips. Heads turned when they arrived. There were sudden bouts of shaving.

We order jugs of generic brew, whatever flows from the taps. K.T. orders a nonalcoholic beer. Our server makes a face and scratches her scalp with her pen. She comes back with a bottle coated with whitish rime.

Just so you know, she tells him. That’s not frost on the bottle. It’s dust.

Plates of food arrive. French fries, steak sandwiches, lasagna. We hover, fork tines poised. Missing parties who go to smoke outside or disappear to the bathroom sacrifice their dinners to our insatiable mouths. We weave between tables in an air of happy drunkenness. Pat eyes us wearily. She’s seen this routine, or versions of it, every night of the week for years and years. She stands behind the bar with her hand waiting for the debit machine to spit out a tongue of paper. She blows a strand of hair out of her eyes.

In the corner sits a mannequin stuffed with old quilt batting and pantyhose for skin. He wears a baseball cap, a flannel shirt, and a pair of bucking pants held up with orange Husqvarna suspenders. His hand stuffed into the handle of a pint mug filled with crumpled brown cellophane. We spend an hour passing him around, snapping photos, holding him in various forms of romantic embrace. We jostle the tables. We spill the beer. We hold our lighter flames to his extremities. The smell of burnt synthetic fiber fills our noses. We’re one beat away from dragging him outside and sacrificing him to the gods.

THE GRUNT work penetrates. It gets inside us, one layer at a time, from our epithelial layers to the innermost connective tissue. In the beginning we collected blisters on our hands and feet. They filled with fluid, only to break and rub away. Now we’re bruised on the hips from the weight of our bags, hairless on the thighs from the friction. The chapped lips, the broken fingernails. We fray along the edges.

Manual toil is not just a labor of the hand, like knitting or surgery or diamond cutting. The whole body becomes involved, including the mind. If we’re lucky we reach a Zen state in which impulses flow between the nerve endings in our fingertips to the brain’s motor controls, bypassing our intellect almost totally. Time whooshes by while appearing to stand still, and the mental chatter falls silent. When we stand up straight at the end of the day we’re changed in some small way, as if we’ve walked out of a theater after a marathon movie. We’ve been somewhere else. A return to the self after an existential pause.

We fall from the trucks at dawn. Nine hours later we crawl back in, stooped like gorillas, feeling as if we’ve been pummeled by small, firm objects, maybe lemons in a pillowcase. Our hands are scratched and scabbed, our finger pads etched with dirt. Swollen and pulsating, they feel like the hands of cartoon characters when they bash themselves with hammers. A fatigue so thorough it bungles speech, so deep the whole world gleams.

We came chubby and pale at the end of the winter. In just a few short weeks, we shrink down and harden, like boot leather dried too fast. We have calluses on top of calluses, piled up on our palms and soles. We have washboard backs as well as stomachs. Arms ropy, muscled and veined. We consume five thousand calories every day. Food goes down without much chewing—not so much eaten as garburated. At night we nosedive into sleep with our engines still gunning, to the sound of our own venous hum.

Everything grows fast. Our hair, our fingernails. Blood whizzes through us. When we cut ourselves we gush horrifying amounts of blood, but in the morning we wake to find new skin grown over the wound. At the same time, sleep ages us. We roll out of bed like Tin Men after a rainstorm. Our big toes go numb, become just tingling protrusions, a pull of skin and bone. You’ve got to give a slice of youthful zeal, kill yourself a little bit each day.
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