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The world was not always so small as it is now, with all peoples elbow to elbow and the time given to celebration so tightly crammed with hurried smiles and gulped meals and songs sung from rote memory rather than from the heart.

No, once the world was a large place, with far fewer people, living farther apart than anything we can imagine.  In those days, the world was made up of four lands which followed the points of the compass, and 'twas the compass gave them all the naming anyone needed.  The center of the known world was a great sea, which divided the Northlands from the Southlands, and the East from the West.  It had been wondered by peoples of all the lands whether the sea might be gotten round, but those who tried from the North found great mountains to one side and bottomless chasms on the other.  Those from the South who made similar attempts were met with dense forests (in which travelers became hopelessly lost) or with a great raging river which, while it could be said to narrow up-current, never narrowed enough for transit of any sort.  (Some said this river fed the sea, and others said it circled  the world, allowing the sea to feed herself.)  

So it was that The Four Lands were isolated by these barriers,  impassable spokes radiating outward from the salty center... and so it was that none of any land could ever hear tell of their cousins far away.  Except for once a year.

As I've said, life was different then.  In many ways it was more difficult, with folk drawing their living directly from the land around them, as did the mining folk to the North and the long-fingered fishing folk to the East.  Such a life is always the hardest, and for most of each year all able bodies worked from the moment they awakened until slumber finally overtook their efforts late each evening.  There was little time for amusement or idle moments.  As the farm-folk to the South often said, "An empty hour midsummer promises an empty belly when the snows come."

And yet, when the snows did come, there was nought to do but wait for thaw, and it was at such times when children would invent new games and the adults would talk about this one's harvest and that one's barn... and as day turned to evening and days to weeks the talk inevitably got a bit closer to home and heart, and tones were lowered as a husband might be seen glancing toward a young lady not his own, or as a parent reprimanded a child too fiercely, or as the wives discussed the not-quite-thorough-enough work habits of a younger woman.  

If this sounds like what we still remember as Small Town Life, you are not far wrong.  And as is true for so many small towns, the most interesting topic of these winter speculations was always the folks' curiosity about goings on in the other places, the Distant Lands.

Now the quick-minded among you may already be wondering how these folk could even know the existence of such Lands, what with all those mountains and such, and that is the very subject of the tale I tell.  Draw a bit closer, and stir the fire if you like.

As the ending of each year drew nigh, and as Winter seemed its unending bleakest, a Visitor would come calling on each of the Lands in turn, starting first with the Eastern Lands and finishing in the North.  He was known simply as Herald, and whatever he was, he was not as normal folk of any Land.  To begin with there was  his ability to travel from Land to Land, a trial in which neither the strongest nor most clever of folks had ever succeeded, and yet each year the Herald was able to spend time in all four Lands in only a single Evening's time.  He was also of fairer skin than other folk, seeming at moments almost to vanish unless one fixed one's eyes upon him.  The Herald's own eyes were very large, and very bright, and were of no single color but rather shone with all colors and shadings.

But most delightful of all was his voice, and the magic it held, for Herald did not speak as we do.  Herald sang.  He did not sing working songs or hunting songs nor even dancing songs.  His songs were unlike any heard in any Land, lacking even words in any recognizable tongue.  And yet, when he sang, all who heard him knew fully the meaning of each note, knew it in their hearts, meeting each phrase and welcoming it as an old friend.  His songs cannot be described in a tale such as this, but you need only know that they made the folk feel better about themselves and about one another... and always, they told of the folk in the other Lands.  

As each year drew to its close, all the folk would begin making ready for Herald's arrival.  Of course, the Eastern folk worked doubly hard, for they knew they would be first.  They decorated their homes with bright lights, that Herald might find them all the more easily.  They prepared delicious foods, and built fires that glowed with powerful warmth through each night.  

Then, one winter twilight someone would hear it-- the singing.  And he would shout to his neighbors "It's the Herald! 'Tis Herald come again!"  and the folk would rush out to greet him, standing still as statues, holding their breath in the cold as they closed their eyes and listened to his wondrous song... and then he would appear and they would dance about him as if they were children again, and then they would all fall silent to hear the full length of his song... and as he sang they could smell the rich earth of the farmlands to the South... and they would gasp in pain for the Northland miner who lost a finger to a careless pick... 

... and then, just as quickly, he'd be gone... but it seemed that his song lingered, sometimes for days if one listened closely. And the folk would smile at one another and old grumblings would be forgotten and all would feast together, wondering what song the South Folk were hearing....

... even while the South folk offered a warmed flagon of spiced wine to the Herald, and gathered to hear his song of the brave hunters to the West, and of the cold spray in the faces of the Eastern fishing Folk, hauling lines as their women mended their nets.  It went that same way in all the lands, each hearing of the whole year's joys and pains from the other three Lands, each smiling and celebrating this new knowledge of their cousins for days and nights to come.

Some said that the song heard by the Northern folk was always the best, since they had to wait the longest for Herald's visit.  It was certainly true that by his arrival in the North lands, Herald was always quite tired. To journey into the mountains at any time of year was to invite slow frost into your bones, and this was never more quickly true than winter, so that even Herald would appear a bit shaken by the cold. The folk would bundle him in their softest and warmest furs, and lead him to their hot coal fires, and put to his lips a mug of the warmest, sweetest drink you can imagine, velvet and summer moonlight... and so refreshed, he would begin his song...more slowly than that sung in other lands, and it may have sounded sadder to an outsider.  But sorrow is as you find it, and to the miners of the Northern lands, there was never anything more touching or lovely than Herald's song... of quiet earth and flat seas, of newborn babes and ancient wives gone at last to meet their husbands in the Next Lands.  And when Herald was finished in the North, it was said that the whole world felt a kind of peace settle upon it, the hush of every heart opening itself to its brothers, unseen but no less felt.

Then one year, Herald did not come.

The preparations had been made as always, and it was certain that the year would end this very night...but of Herald there was no sign, as twilight gave way to darkness, and darkness to dread.  What could have happened?  Had anyone heard word?  

No one had.

The folk were at a loss-- what would they do without Herald's song?  Of course there was all of the food and drink they'd prepared, but that was of little import.  Huge in all minds loomed the fear that something terrible had happened... and if here, then what of the other Lands?  Were they now truly alone, as they so often wondered during the long year?

As they worried and fretted, one of the children stepped forth, and began to sing.  It was a child's song, certainly not the sort that Herald had brought, but it was a song just the same, and it comforted them with its familiarity.  Soon other children joined her, and before long the adults were singing too.  Then, their leader stepped forward and sang a line about his boat, and when he was done, the rest of the folk echoed him loudly.  Then his wife sang a line about their daughter's new tooth, and again this was echoed... and so it went, with each person singing a bit of his life and his fellows echoing, each echo louder and fuller than the last

To the South, there was the same worrying and fretting which had gripped the East...but as they muttered their concerns one of them said "Listen!" and the others stopped, hoping to hear Herald.  Herald was no nearer, but they did hear something, very faint, almost lost in the rush of the river... but it began to grow louder! There would be a silence, and then a single line, called out in a powerful voice... and then another silence... and then another wonderful call!  Each call held news of the Fishing Folk, and of course the Farm Folk of the South knew what was happening, and knew that they must do the same, so that the Hunters in the Western Lands might know of the year's tidings.  

And so it was that the South folk sang to the West.. and the West folk to the North. And when the North Folk sang a song of their own, the Folk of the East cheered, for they knew that song had made its way to all of the Lands, and they were so filled with joy for the safety of their cousins that they danced and laughed and feasted as if Herald had been there just the same.

Herald never came again, and none could say what had become of him... but then, none had ever been able to say whence he came in the beginning of things, so it seemed somehow fitting.  Each year the Eastern Folk would begin their song, and the song would grow until it circled the world with happiness and every man knew every other man to be his brother.

And that is why we travel to our neighbor's doors, singing each December-- so that we might all know that none of us are alone.

