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Of Time and Trees 
 
 

When I arrived at the Brander Garden behind the Deveron Arts office in Huntly on 27 March 2015, 

people were busy putting saplings into white paper bags to be carried on parade to the planting site 

in the Bin Forest. In total there were seven hundred trees to be planted over two days: forty-nine 

oaks grown from acorns produced by Joseph Beuys’ 7000 Oaks in Kassel, Germany, and raised for 

three years in this garden, along with birch, rowan and hazel, and many hundred more native plants. 

These were the makings of Caroline Wendling’s White Wood for Huntly, planted in homage to Beuys, 

to time, to friendship and community, and to peace, as part of her project, Oaks and Amity.  

***** 

On Thursday, the day before the planting began, Caroline sent me a photograph. Taken in January 

1945, it shows her grandmother standing with three of her daughters, one of whom is holding a 

young child – Caroline’s cousin. The women are all smiling. Immediately behind them is the wall of 

their home but through the empty spaces that were windows only a few hours before the photograph 

was taken, we can see that two walls and a large pile of rubble are all that remains of the two-storey 

building. The photograph shows the aftermath of an allied bombing raid on the French town of 

Achen near the German border, where Caroline grew up. The women pictured were all hiding in the 

cellar, emerging in the light of day to find the scene we now observe – seventy years later – in this 

image which has the power to haunt and charm in equal measure. 
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Caroline spoke of how, in a way, this photograph was the starting point for her project with Deveron 

Arts. The contexts which surround the image and the project diverge – the first taken during the 

Second World War, the second in part marking the anniversary of the First World War – but we can 

find the underpinning themes of Oaks and Amity looking out at us from its startling depiction: peace - 

in the aftermath of destruction, in the faces of women happy to be alive; friendship and togetherness 

- in the closeness with which they are grouped together; regeneration - a smile in the face of disaster; 

and time - which separates us from these women, this child, in the years that lie between us and this 

moment captured on film, but which this image also gives to us in the form of a trace or an echo. 

The photograph writes – literally, in light (photo – graph) – a moment that we retain, here, in and for 

the future. 

***** 

 ‘I think the tree is an element of regeneration which in itself is a concept of time’.1 

When Joseph Beuys decided to plant 7000 oak trees in the German city of Kassel to mark his 

contribution to the arts festival Documenta 7 in 1982, his concept was one of regeneration for a city 

largely destroyed during the war. More than this, however, Beuys wanted to inspire others to 

continue his vision for ecological renewal. He described his project, 7000 Oaks, as ‘a symbolic start 

for my enterprise of regenerating the life of humankind within the body of society and to prepare a 

positive future in that context’.2  Planting a basalt stele beside each tree offered a means of marking 

that generation, the growth of the tree held over against the stationary ‘quasi-crystalline’ mass of the 

basalt column. Beuys’s original project took five years to complete, the final tree being planted, one 

year after his death, by his son Wenzel, at Documenta 8 in 1987. In the ensuing years his ambition for 

the continuance of an artistic forestation has been taken up by numerous artists and organisations 

around the world, and now by Deveron Arts. 

What seems at first to be a simple and beautiful concept for an art project – to plant a community 

woodland using saplings grown from acorns dropped by some of the original trees planted in Beuys’s 

work – is in fact woven from a complex network of conceptual threads. The continuation of Beuys’s 

project is primary; it was Deveron Arts’s Director Claudia Zeiske’s determination to fulfil Beuys’s 

unrealised hope of planting a wood in Scotland that instigated the Oaks and Amity project. One 

hundred Beuys acorns were collected by Deveron Arts in 2012 and in three years they have grown 

almost half of those into young trees strong enough for re-planting. However, it was Caroline whose 

proposal was selected to bring the project to fruition, in turn imbuing the initial idea with further 

                                                           
1 Joseph Beuys, quoted in Richard Demarco, ‘Conversations with Artists’, Studio International 195 Number 996, 
(September 1982), p. 46. 
2 Quoted in Allan Antliff, Joseph Beuys (London & New York: Phaidon, 2014), p.126. 
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symbolic and participatory potential through her own practice. The basalt steles that Beuys erected 

alongside his trees in Kassel are here replaced by limestone blocks dating from the Lutetian period, 

brought to Huntly from a quarry in France. Rather than exposing the stones as Beuys did, Caroline 

has chosen to bury them in shallow graves next to the oak saplings. Her hope is that as the roots 

develop, in time they will push the stones back up out of the soil so they will be exposed to the light 

once again. Alongside these blocks, small stones collected by Gordon Schools’s pupils from the 

‘Lochnagar’ crater in the Somme are buried with the oak roots, becoming an embedded part of the 

growing tree structure. The trees come from Germany, the stones from France, and they are planted 

in British soil. In this way, three countries pivotally involved in the First World War are brought 

together in the planting of a White Wood, a symbol of peace and amity, in a project commenced in the 

hundred year-anniversary of that conflict.  

There are, however, at least three further symbolic strands to this tapestry. Firstly, Caroline comes 

from the Lorraine region of France, an area contested historically between France and Germany. 

Creating a symbol of amity between these two countries, and with the country where she has lived – 

Britain – for more than two decades, thus holds a deep personal significance for the artist. The 

second is the gesture, implicit in the use of French stones taken from the Western Front, of returning 

French earth – the bedrock of the country – into which soldiers drafted from this area of the 

Northeast were lain during the war, back to Huntly. The white Lutetian limestone is an apt choice; 

the fossils that are visible across its surface speaking mutely to this idea. Third, is the memorial that 

the planted wood makes to conscientious objectors to the ‘Great War’, vilified and ostracised in the 

war years for their unwillingness to fight. Caroline traced four conscientious objectors from the 

Huntly area during her project. It’s hard to know the specific and individual motivations that moved 

them to desist from war, but the gesture of peace that abstaining from conflict becomes can now be 

seen in very different terms, as a claim towards the nullity and tragedy of war. This makes an 

interesting point of contact with the strong military heritage this town has. Huntly was the original 

seat of the celebrated Gordon Highlanders who were active on the Western Front, the regiment 

dating back to the late eighteenth century. There is, thus, a poignant juxtaposition between military 

prowess and conscientious objection at work in the background of this project. However, rather than 

elevate the apparent tensions, Caroline’s work speaks instead to an awareness of the fragility of 

peace, and the complexity inherent in achieving and sustaining it.  

***** 

We left the Brander Garden and walked along Castle Street into the grounds of the Gordon Schools. 

We were joined, here, by a group of students, including those who had collected pebbles from the 

Somme to be planted with the trees, and a party of twenty Argentinian exchange students whose 
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presence brought a welcome and unexpected dimension to the amity symbolised in the event, and 

the awareness of the fragile, tenuous nature of peace between nations. 

As the procession continued down The Avenue towards Huntly Castle, over the Elgin Bridge, and 

up through the gardens of the Castle Hotel, the crowd began to spread out. Most of us were carrying 

a white bag of trees or plants. I was walking with Caroline’s son Arthur somewhere near the middle 

of the group, so could see people leading the way well into the distance, and others a long way 

behind. I had imagined that we would walk more slowly, more contained, perhaps more mindful of 

the project’s far reaching conceptual tendrils. It seemed instead that there was a drive to get to the 

site, to get planting, as though the trees were itching for earth.  

Out the other side of the hotel we turned onto Marquis Drive, leading down to the Huntly-Portsoy 

road, which we crossed in order to follow the Cleanbrae Farm track up into the Bin Forest. Steve 

Brown stood at the side of the path as we approached the planting site, bag-piping us on to our 

destination. A forester for over thirty years, Steve has been influential in both the development and 

delivery of Oaks and Amity. He had developed a protective attitude towards the oaks, understanding 

the care that needs to be taken when planting trees, and understanding equally the hazards and 

complexities involved in large scale volunteer plantings. During the weekend he tirelessly negotiated 

these complexities, demonstrating techniques, offering advice, and generally taking gentle control of 

the planting process, much to everyone’s gratitude, and very much to the long-term benefit of the 

project.  

We rounded a bend in the path and recognised that we were walking along the periphery of the two 

hectare site. A tent had been erected at the point where two footpaths meet, there were tables and 

tools, and a BBC crew waiting to film the planting. Caroline and her colleagues had pre-staked the 

site to mark out the locations where the trees would go. In time, a central clearing will take shape, 

formed by a circle of seven oaks. In her poem ‘Pipistrelles’, Kathleen Jamie describes such a place: a 

‘clear, translucent vessel / tinted like citrine’, held within a circle of Douglas firs.3 This sense of a 

space held, like the interior of a vase, evokes the security and tranquillity that Caroline hopes and 

intends will inspire the future use of the White Wood. 

After Caroline had addressed us, outlining the process of her work and her vision for the White Wood, 

she and Steve demonstrated how to plant a tree, digging a hole next to one of the pre-marked stakes, 

placing the sapling in the hole and returning the dug-out earth, then fitting a biodegradable tree cover 

over the stake and sapling to protect them from deer and voles. We were formed into groups of two 

                                                           
3Kathleen Jamie, ‘Pipistrelles’ in The Tree House (London: Picador, 2004), p. 30. 
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or three and the tools and trees were distributed among us. I was paired with two of the students 

who had brought pebbles back from France, Lauren and Michaela, and we got stuck into the work. 

There was a satisfying physical effort involved in planting the trees. We were, after all, regenerating a 

previously felled conifer plantation, so the ground was rough and in places we found roots and rocks 

close to the surface of the earth. Digging holes and hammering stakes, trying to make sure we didn’t 

damage the trees, and attempting to fit the tiresomely tricky guards over the stakes was concentrative 

work. We worked away in a corner of the site for an hour or so, moving from stake to stake and 

planting seven or eight trees. The birch saplings seemed to me incredibly fragile, no thicker than a 

pencil and shorter than the wooden stakes with which we secured the tree-guards. Once we had 

hammered in a stake and put the guard in place, pressing it down level with the earth, I encouraged 

Lauren and Michaela to address these delicate lifeforms, leaning, as I did, into the top of the guard to 

wish them luck. After all, our silver birch will face their challenges over the next two-hundred years, 

and each of us involved in the event felt deeply the yearning for these trees’ success. 

 

 

When all the stakes in our area were occupied, we turned to find our next planting site. Looking 

around, we noticed, now, how few were the visible unplanted stakes. We had to cross a surprisingly 

substantial section of the area in order to get to the vacant stakes. Such was the output of the 

planters, working away in groups, occasionally moving off to borrow a mallet from a neighbour or 

asking Steve for instructions. Collectively, the wood was beginning to emerge. 
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By the end of the second day of planting everything we had carried up the hill had been placed in the 

ground and sections of ground cover had been cleared to accommodate the new arrivals. A new 

wood like this one is a strange sight, though. All that is visible are the tree guards and stakes. One 

must look into the future to imagine the emergent beauty-to-come. 

 

***** 

In conversation with Volker Harlan, Beuys speaks about ‘co-workers’, other non-human entities 

involved in the production of artworks. The notion of ‘co-workers’ seems to characterise the 

situation at Caroline’s White Wood rather well. For not only did she attract a multitude of planters and 

volunteers, but across the project there were workers quarrying stone, foresters collaborating on the 

woodland plan, people handing out tools, The Rhynie Woman providing – inimitably – coffee and 

food, drivers, writers, photographers, journalists, linen workers and embroiderers; and there were and 

are also innumerable non-human collaborators in the making of the wood: worms, slugs, insects and 

spiders that we encountered  during the planting (much to Lauren and Michaela’s dismay); the bees, 

butterflies and other pollinators; the wind, sun, soil and rain. And what of the billions of bacteria? In 

other words, where do we delineate this artwork? Caroline’s project is extensive and multi-layered. It 

has facets that point outwards from this planting, to her researches into conscientious objection, and 

her Sounds of Peace multimedia installation. At the same time, the wood and the event of planting 

remain absolutely central. But in this sense, Caroline’s artwork is only beginning and it is from this 

point that its processes and production continue. 
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The sense of having a hand in the creation of a woodland struck me powerfully, perhaps most 

poignantly as I walked through the planted area the next day with my one-year-old daughter. Because 

even as we look to the past in commemoration, creating a monument and symbol that gestures 

towards times, lives and events that have gone before, it is to the future that this wood speaks. In 

this, I think we can find a resonance with the image of ruin that Caroline sent to me, the image that 

marks her starting point. Just as that photograph brings something of the past into the future, so this 

act of planting is for the future. It is a statement in the future perfect, to a future-to-come: ‘the wood 

will be’. As Beuys remarked, to plant trees that create a better environment beyond the planter’s 

lifetime is none other than an act of love.4 

I mentioned the installation that emerged from Caroline’s work in Huntly, Sounds of Peace. Here, the 

sounds of peace resonate. Is that not what we hear in the calm amid the shattered buildings, if we 

strain just enough when we attend to the image at the top of this essay? And on the edge of the Bin 

Forest, in two hectares of slowly regenerating woodland, there is a quiet euphony of birdsong, the 

movement of leaves and of grass, and somewhere just out of our reach, the sound of 700 new trees 

growing. 
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