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Flora and the Noble Fir Tree 
By Helen Grant

One hundred and ten years ago, there was no Macrosty Park in 
the town of Crieff. Where the park is now, with its neat paths and 
children’s playground and colourful flower beds, there were fields 
overlooked by a grim stone-built mill. Of course, there were also 
trees and bushes and flowers, but they were all wild ones, which 
grew where they liked. Most of those wild plants and trees were (of 
course) inhabited by spirits, although the human beings who 
sometimes crossed the fields never really noticed them. There 
were spindly green and brown thorn bush spirits and tufty thistle 
spirits with purple quiffs and tiny little nervous flower spirits who 
shivered whenever the wind blew. The only thing that didn’t have 
lively little spirits hiding in it was the green grass, because that is 
simply the carpet that Nature spreads over the open spaces and 
tucks in at the edges. The other spirits chattered to each other, but 
the grass never said anything, though if you listened very carefully 
you might have heard it snoring. 
In the middle of these fields, just about where the bandstand is 
now, there was a large and beautiful fir tree, and this tree also had 
a spirit living in it. People tend to think of spirits and fairies and 
elves as being beautiful things, but the fir spirit wasn’t beautiful. He 
was old and spindly and very crinkly all over, like tree bark. He 
wasn’t a particularly sweet-natured tree spirit either. He wasn’t 
mean or cruel but he tended to put on airs and graces, and that 
sometimes made him a bit ruder than he needed to be. The reason 
for these airs and graces was that the tree he lived in was abies 
procera, the noble fir. The tree spirit knew it was a noble fir 
because he had heard two human beings talking about it in the 
field where it stood. One of them was an older man with tufty white 
whiskers and very fine clothes. This was James Macrosty, though 
the spirit didn’t know that; he took no notice of human names. Mr. 
Macrosty had brought the other man to look at the land he was 
considering donating to the town of Crieff for a park. He pointed 
out the great fir tree where the spirit lived and said, “That noble fir 
was the one I meant.” He had said that that tree would probably 
have to go if the land became a park, but the spirit didn’t know 
that. He just heard the words noble fir and began to preen himself 
mightily. 
James Macrosty wasn’t the only person who visited the field where 
the tree stood. Although it wasn’t public land, sometimes children 
of the poor workers living in the town used to sneak into it to play 
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among the flowers and smell the sweet scent of the grass. One of 
these children was a little girl called Flora McEwan. Most of the 
other children used to play in big groups; they would play tag or 
hide and seek or football if anyone could be found who had a ball. 
But Flora was a very quiet, shy little girl, who preferred her own 
company most of the time. Her mother used to despair over how 
quiet she was, and say that she couldn’t think how Flora would 
ever make her way in the world when she grew up if she didn’t 
learn to speak up for herself. She was a very bright little girl who 
learnt her school lessons very quickly, but nobody ever noticed 
because she didn’t speak up in class. And she was a very pretty 
little girl, with a huge mop of flaming red curly hair and big blue 
eyes, but nobody ever noticed those either, because she always 
had her head down looking at the floor. 
Flora used to go and play on her own in the field quite often. It was 
peaceful in there, and because she was quite wee she could lie 
down in the long grass and be completely hidden. When she was 
alone like that, she didn’t feel shy at all. She would chatter away to 
the grass (which didn’t listen) and the flowers and trees (which did, 
if she had only known it). Occasionally she would even sing to 
herself very quietly too, a song about a tree (the tree in the song 
was a rowan tree, not a fir, but that didn’t matter). Sometimes she 
did think she saw a little face peeping out at her from the heart of a 
flower or around the trunk of a tree, but when she told her mother 
about it, her mother said she had too much imagination. 
Flora liked the noble fir where the tree spirit lived very much. When 
it rained, she could stay dry underneath its spreading branches, 
whatever the time of year. When it was hot in the summer, she 
could find shade there. 
The spirit of the noble fir liked Flora too. It was a bit beneath his 
dignity to like an ordinary little girl, but he did, anyway. He thought 
that her quietness and the way she spoke so softly was out of 
respect for his importance. She said interesting things which he 
liked to hear, and her mop of red curls reminded him of a bright 
flower. He liked to hear her singing, too. 
Things went on like this for quite a while, with Flora growing a little 
taller and little cleverer and a little more beautiful, and the noble fir 
spirit thinking himself the king of the field. Then something 
happened which upset them both very much. 
First some men came and looked at the field where the fir tree 
stood. They had loud rough voices and they looked at the tree as 
though it was a nusiance, which offended the tree spirit. He tried 
throwing fir cones at them, but they didn’t go away. One of them 
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said crossly that there was a lot of wind today and then they went 
back to whatever they were doing. 
Flora saw the men too,and she didn’t dare go into the field in case 
they told her off. So she was sad as well. She had to stay at home, 
which was no fun at all because her mother just gave her jobs to 
do. 
Soon after that, a lot more men came and began work on the fields 
overlooked by the mill. They rooted up bushes and turned over 
patches of grass to make flower beds, and they laid out paths 
leading to and fro. They put in railings to go around the edge of the 
new park and beautiful benches for people to sit on, and they 
began to plant flowers. Everything they did was neat and smart 
and very beautiful, but it was also very different from before. 
Before, the field was beautiful in a different way; it was wild 
beautiful. But it was beautiful in the same way that Flora was 
pretty; it was too quiet to be noticed. Everyone preferred the new 
park, which was colourful and bright and had lots of intriguing little 
paths to follow and lovely places to sit and enjoy the view. So 
everybody was happy, except for Flora – and one other person:
the noble fir spirit. 
The noble fir spirit had had a terrible, terrible calamity happen to 
him. The men had come with axes and ropes and cut his tree 
down. It was right in the middle of the park, and they had other 
plans for that space. Besides, it was blocking the view, because 
the tree was so very old and tall. So they had felled it, and all that 
was left was a big ugly stump, which they cut off as close to the 
ground as they could. All the time the men were working on cutting 
through the tree trunk, the spirit threw fir cones at them and shook 
the branches until they seethed like the sea in a storm, but it did no 
good whatsoever. Down came the tree. All the branches were 
hauled away and nothing was left but the stump and the roots. The 
tree spirit had to move into one of the Douglas firs alongside the 
spirit that was already living there, and as you can imagine, that 
didn’t go very well. 
“Fish and visitors stink after three days” as the saying goes, and 
the Douglas fir spirit was soon pretty fed up with having the noble 
fir spirit in his tree. The noble fir spirit didn’t do anything to 
contribute, like helping to draw water up from the ground to make 
the tree strong, or picking insects off the bark and the pine 
needles. He mostly sat about complaining about the ignominious 
end of his own tree and how he wasn’t used to being treated like 
this, considering he was a member of the aristocracy, coming from 
a noble fir as he did. 
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Flora was sad about the noble fir tree too. She knew that the new 
park was a wonderful thing for the town, but she didn’t have her 
old field any more. So she wasn’t tempted to go and stroll in the 
park on sunny days. Also, she was growing up, and her mother 
said she had to stop wandering about with her head in the clouds 
and help to support the family by working. So Flora brushed all her 
beautiful red curls as flat as she could and plaited her hair up very 
tightly, and she started wearing grown up dresses and went to 
work in the mill. 
Every Sunday she had the day off and after she’d helped her 
mother with the chores at home she had some time to herself, but 
for a long time she never went to visit the new park. So that was 
another sad thing for the noble fir tree spirit, because he never saw 
Flora any more, and she was one of the few human beings he 
really liked, because she was quiet and respectful. 
One Sunday, however, it was so beautifully warm and sunny that 
Flora began to think that she might dare to go and see the new 
park after all. It was a lovely June day, and all the wee birds were 
out singing at the tops of their voices. 
Even then, Flora, who was still shy, might not have gone, but her 
mother was in a terrible scolding mood because she had dropped 
a jug of milk on the kitchen floor and broken it and the baby had 
got into the coal scuttle and come out covered in soot from head to 
foot. There was so much shouting and fussing going on in the 
house that Flora fetched her bonnet and nearly ran out of the front 
door. 
When she got to the park, she was amazed at how beautiful it was. 
In the middle of summer, all the flower beds were full of gorgeous 
brightly-coloured blooms, and the warm air was full of their 
fragrance. The grass was lush and as green as emeralds. She saw 
birds flitting about, and squirrels running up and down the 
branches of trees. 
Flora wandered about for a little while, looking at everything. But it 
was getting close to the middle of the day, and the park was 
beginning to fill up with people. So Flora stepped off the path and 
slipped into the shade underneath a huge Douglas fir tree, where 
nobody would take any notice of her. 
Now it happened that this was the very Douglas fir tree where the 
noble fir tree spirit had taken up residence, billeting himself on the 
poor Douglas fir spirit. He was still there, of course, because he 
had no tree of his own to go back to, and he still thought he was 
above doing any actual chores, so he was just hiding among the 
branches, not doing very much at all. 
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When he saw Flora’s bright red curls below him, he felt a flash of 
excitement. In spite of his airs and graces, he wasn’t quite as 
proud as he had been in the olden days when he had his own tree. 
So he was delighted to see her again, and he climbed down to the 
lower branches so he could take a closer peep at her.
Flora was doing what she used to do when she was a little girl in 
the old field, that is, she was simply dreaming about this and that 
and gazing into the distance without really seeing anything. After a 
while, without realising she was doing it, she began to sing the 
song she always used to sing when she was here, the one about 
the rowan tree. The noble fir tree spirit sat in the branches above 
her head, listening to her with joy. 
Now, it so happened that someone else heard Flora singing. 
Alexander Macrosty, the brother of the James Macrosty who gave 
the park to Crieff, was also in the park that day, taking the air and 
admiring his brother’s splendid gift to the town. Alexander was 
thinking that it was a very beautiful park to look at, with all the 
lovely flowers, and very beautiful to smell, because of the 
fragrance of all those blooms, and wonderful to walk in too, 
because of the soft grass underfoot, but something was missing, 
and he wasn’t quite sure what. 
Then he heard Flora singing the song about the rowan tree, and 
suddenly he realised that what the park needed to make it perfect 
was music! The idea thrilled him. He would pay for a bandstand to 
be built in the middle of the park, so that everyone could enjoy 
music in this beautiful location. Alexander Macrosty could even 
think of the perfect spot for it – the space where the old noble fir 
tree had stood. 
He was so excited by this plan that he strode straight towards 
where Flora was standing under the Douglas fir tree, wanting to tell 
her all about it. But Flora, who was still very shy, took one look at 
this important looking man approaching her, and took to her heels, 
thinking that she was in trouble for leaving the path. 
Alexander was left standing under the tree on his own. Only the 
noble fir tree spirit sitting in the branches above him heard him say 
aloud, “What a shame! I wanted to thank that girl for giving me the 
idea to build where the old noble fir was.” Then he strolled away, 
whistling the rowan tree song under his breath, with his head full of 
possible designs for the bandstand. 
Very soon after that, Alexander Macrosty’s men came and built the 
most beautiful bandstand anyone in the town had ever seen, right 
in the spot he had chosen, where the old tree had once stood. It 
was octagonal, with fine decorative cast-iron railings and slender 
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columns supporting a sloping roof. It was so elegant and wonderful 
that it could have been a pavilion for the Emperor of China or a 
summerhouse for a young and beautiful queen. 
The noble fir spirit was delighted and thrilled beyond all imagining. 
He saw the bandstand and he knew at once that it had been built 
especially for him, as a replacement for his tree and also as a kind 
of royal palace for him to inhabit. The fact that human beings came 
and looked at it didn’t bother him, as most of the time they didn’t 
look carefully enough to spot him, hiding among the curls and 
sweeps of the cast-iron, or in the apex of the roof. Adults never 
looked carefully enough; only a few children ever spotted him. 
Most people, after all, only see what they expect to see. As for the 
music that was played in the bandstand, the noble fir spirit 
assumed that it was laid on for his benefit. He was very pleased 
that at last he was being shown the proper respect. 
The Douglas fir spirit was almost as delighted, because he didn’t 
have his unwanted house guest any longer. 
Although the noble fir spirit was beside himself with pride and 
delight, he didn’t forget the part that Flora had played in getting 
him this splendid new home. “I wanted to thank that girl for giving 
me the idea,” Alexander Macrosty had said. So the noble fir spirit 
was filled with gratitude for Flora, and he vowed that if he ever had 
the chance to repay her kindness, he would take it. 
He saw Flora visiting the park fairly often after the day he had 
heard her singing, and he soon noticed that she was nearly always 
on her own. Now and again she would come and stroll about with 
her younger sister, but mostly she was by herself. The noble fir 
spirit knew very little about the ways of human beings, but now he 
began to take more of an interest, and he saw that most of the 
other girls Flora’s age used to come strolling with a young man. 
Once indeed, a young couple were standing right inside the 
bandstand when the young man took out a diamond ring from his 
pocket and slid it onto the girl’s finger. The noble fir spirit watched 
this very thoughtfully and then he looked up and saw Flora walking 
in another part of the park, all on her own as usual. 
The noble fir spirit couldn’t quite see the attraction of having a 
young man to oneself; he did not think they were very useful 
things, since they had neither bark nor leaves and they were 
seemingly deaf to the song of the wind and the voices of the 
plants. But all the same he could see that most of the young ladies 
who came to the park seemed to have one. He wondered if he 
could possibly find one for Flora too. 
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He thought about it for a long time. He had to find a young man 
who didn’t belong to anyone already, and one who spent time in 
the park, because he himself never went outside it. Someone who 
liked trees and plants and flowers would be good too, because tree 
spirits think that anyone who doesn’t is not a very civilised person. 
At last he hit upon an idea.
The park was maintained and cared for by a group of park keepers 
and gardeners. Most of them were older men and nearly all of 
them were married; the noble fir spirit used to see their wives 
bringing them things they had forgotten sometimes, or coming to 
admire their work. There was a young one, though, who didn’t 
seem to have any wife or girlfriend at all. He worked very hard in 
the park and the work seemed to absorb all his attention. 
Sometimes he brought along books about botany to read during 
his lunchbreak. He wasn’t quite as clueless about trees and plants 
as other human beings, either; sometime he touched them so 
carefully and worked so quietly that the tree spirit thought perhaps 
he really could hear them speaking to him. But how to introduce 
him to Flora? They both needed to be in the park at the same time.
One Sunday, the noble fir spirit was sitting in the bandstand 
pondering this question, when the young man himself came 
wandering past with one of his botanical books in his hand. It was 
a very clear bright day and the young man kept shading his eyes 
to look at the pages. Then he glanced at the bandstand, which was 
seemingly empty today, and decided to come inside and look at his 
book in the shade. So in he came, and leaned against one of the 
slender columns, reading his book all unaware of the tree spirit 
watching him from above. 
A few minutes later, the tree spirit saw Flora coming across the 
grass towards the bandstand. His heart leapt. Perhaps he wouldn’t 
need to do anything at all – they would simply bump into each 
other and that would be that. He looked at the young man, who 
was still engrossed in his book, and willed him to look up and 
notice Flora, who was looking very smart in her best summer 
dress. But the young man was too interested in the chapter he was 
reading to notice anything at all. 
To his horror, the tree spirit saw Flora catch sight of the young man 
in the bandstand and stop walking. Obviously she had thought to 
spend a few quiet moments there by herself, and now that she saw 
someone else was in there, she hesitated. Then she came a little 
closer, rather uncertainly, looking to see whether the young man 
was settled in there, or likely to go. Still the young man didn’t look 
up and see her. The tree spirit wished he had a handful of fir cones 
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to throw at him. What a blockhead, ignoring such a treasure as 
Flora! 
Flora, for her part, took a closer look and saw that the occupant of 
the bandstand was a young man. She blushed and turned away. 
The tree spirit saw her start to walk away and now he was beside 
himself with frustration. He couldn’t imagine there would ever be 
such a wonderful chance for the two to meet, ever again, and here 
was the young man throwing it all away for the sake of a book! 
Admittedly, it was a book about plants, but all the same…
Then the noble fir tree spirit did something he had never done in all 
his long life before. He deliberately showed himself to the young 
man with the book. He stopped making himself blend silently into 
the inside of the bandstand. Instead he slowly made himself 
appear, as large as life and most definitely as ugly, at least in 
human eyes. He was long and gnarly and wrinkled like tree bark 
and his ears and nose and fingers were as scaly as fir cones, and 
his two large eyes were black and shiny and unblinking. The noble 
fir spirit crouched in the ceiling of the bandstand like an enormous 
spider, and then he cleared his throat, with a sound like the 
creaking of timber in the wind. 
That was enough. He didn’t need to say a word. The young man 
looked up and his mouth fell open. His eyes grew huge and round. 
The book about plants fell out of his hand onto the floor of the 
bandstand. Then his face went a strange colour, pale and 
bloodless, as though he was about to faint. 
That was no good. 
“Boo!” said the tree spirit, and the young man gave a strangled 
yell. He tried to run away and stumbled instead, landing on the 
floor of the bandstand with an audible crash. 
Flora had been walking away, but now she turned around. 
Although she was a reserved girl, she was a very kind hearted 
one, and never hesitated to help anyone who was in distress. She 
hitched up her skirts and ran to the bandstand.
“Are you alright?” she cried breathlessly. 
The young man had such a look of terror on his face that she quite 
forgot to be shy at all. She knelt down beside him and took his 
hand. “Whatever is the matter?” she said. 
The young man couldn’t speak. Instead he just stared upwards. 
Flora followed his gaze. For a moment she froze, amazed at the 
sight of the noble fir spirit crouching above them in the roof. Then 
she relaxed, and at last she smiled, tentatively. 
The young man struggled to sit up. “You can see it too?” he asked 
Flora. 
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“Yes,” said Flora, simply. 
“Aren’t you afraid?”
“No,” said Flora. She thought for a moment. “I believe I saw it once 
before, a long time ago, when I was a little girl. I think it belongs to 
the park now and…I think it’s friendly.”
She glanced at the young man, and when she looked up again, the 
tree spirit had vanished from sight. Flora still felt that it was 
watching her though, as she picked up the young man’s book, 
dusted off the cover and handed it back to him. She didn’t mind. 
She could tell that however fearsome the tree spirit was, it didn’t 
mean her any harm. 
“You’re very kind,” said the young man. “What’s your name?”
“Flora McEwan,” said Flora. 
And that was her name, but not for very much longer. The 
following spring Flora came back one day to visit the bandstand, 
and she wasn’t Flora McEwan any more, because she had taken 
the young man’s name. Her new husband came with her, looking a 
little bit nervous in case the noble fir tree spirit appeared again. 
The spirit didn’t show himself, though – perhaps because Flora 
and her young man had each other to look at now instead. If you 
want to see tree spirits it’s no use thinking about anything else. 

THE END

 


