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THE WINTERS WILD

a smallish Christmas tale

for smallish folk

by Bo Wilson

There is always much to be celebrated as a year comes to its end, and over the years, many different folk from many different lands have made year's end an occasion for all manner of tradition and merrymaking.  Over those many years, the different celebrations have been shared and mingled and changed until people find themselves doing things every December without remembering quite why they do them, knowing only that they feel like what ought to be done.

We are no different.  Ponder a moment those many acts you perform each year as December twenty-fifth draws nearer.  All are great fun, to be sure, but if I were to ask you why you do them, would you have any answer more than "It's what we do every year"?  I think not.  But if you'll pull closer, I'll tell you the story of the lights and the trees, and why we honor them of a winter's evening.

Long, long ago (in the time of your parents' parents' parents' etcetera, times twice ten) the world was a very different place than it is now.  In that time, there were no cities, nor towns, nor even villages.  No, long ago, we all lived in the forest and none of us lived anywhere else.  Our music was birdsong, and we had no roof save the tightly woven arms of the great fir trees, and no better roof ever was.  The days were warm and the nights were cool, and each creature knew the other's tongue, so that squirrel could speak to spider, and lynx to lark, and all things to men and we to them.  We were wild, in the oldest sense of that word; wild in that we knew our home and the names of all who shared it, knew the whispering pine and the solid hum of the stone deep within the ground.  We were wild, and life was good.

As time pushed foreward, some began to wonder what lay beyond the forest, and went seeking it out.  These folk never returned, and were mostly forgotten... until a few more would begin asking what had ever happened to the ones who went away, and decided to go find out... never to return.  So it went as more and more of us left the forest every season, until the last of our greatest grandparents followed, leaving the forest for the other creatures, who clucked and nodded wisely, knowing that we would never really return.

The lives we created beyond the forest were not bad, but they were different.  Without the great trees, we found we had to build shelters, making walls and roofs from stone and stick and whatever we could find.  They kept us safe, but they were not alive, and gave  no warmth.  So we made them bigger, and stronger, and made a friend of fire (who is no friend of the forest's) and managed to keep warm, and over time made a new sort of world for ourselves and our children.  And while it was very different from the place we left behind, I will not say it was a bad world, for as village became town and town became city, many wonderful things were found and made a part of our lives.  We made a new world, and we made a new happiness.

But as each year drew to a close, those among us who were old enough to remember would tell tales of our first home, the forest.  They would tell of the how the beaver got his tail or of the song the elm trees sang, and we would listen and grow lonesome for the world we once had known.  On those evenings, we would walk into the night, gazing toward the horizon, seeing the faint edge of the largest trees, and we would sing what we remembered of the old songs, and sometimes hear a faint reply.  We missed one another, the forest and man, but we had grown our own ways, and were no longer of a kind.

A few men, however, were sheltering seedling pines to be planted the following spring, and they had the idea that each family should have one, and water it in his own home through the winter, and let its tiny whisper come into our dreams, and keep our old home alive in our hearts.  So it was that every family carried home a small piece of the forest that night, and put it in a special place where all who might happen by could see it and smile.  

This filled the folk with pleasure, a pleasure so great that the forest felt it too, and hummed its own happy response.  Late that night, some of the braver forest creatures ventured nearer the strange, cold buildings, hoping to glimpse the source of all this happiness, peering this way and that, darting close and then away.  A Watchman saw them, and smiled at them as at last they hurried away, chittering the story they'd tell their elders when the dawn came.  

When the watchman told of what he'd seen, another idea was born.  The folk thought that they would leave a soft light in each window, and a gift of food at each door, and bring their old neighbors nearer still.  Some were worried that they hadn't food enough for the winter as it was, and after much discussion, it was decided that this would be done for one night only, and that an evening's hunger was small price for a renewed acquaintance with their very first family.

And so that night the animals came again, drawn by the light and overjoyed to find dinner awaiting them (for winter's food is scarce everywhere, even in the forest.)  And the men and women and children came slowly out into the night, and the animals were not afraid, and they talked the old talk and sang the old songs and all was as it once had been.  And when it was over, farewells were said with no tears, for all knew that they would meet again in one years time.

Since that first evening, there have been many tales told of  Christmas Trees and Shining Lights and of The Night the Animals Spoke.  But this is how it happened that very first time, on a winter's night when we yearned to spend an evening like those we spent so long ago, when all of us lived in the forest and none of us lived anywhere else.

