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In Ireland, December 26th is called Wren Day (La an Dreoilín), and the tiny bird has always occupied a special place in Irish mythology. Although the wren is the smallest of birds, it is sometimes called the King of the Birds. 

There is a song that begins, “The wren, the wren, the king of all birds …”
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But how did such a tiny creature become the ruler of all the birds of the air?

In the still pre-dawn air, the bare frost-speckled winter trees were lined with birds.

Every glittering branch bowed beneath the weight of flocks that had gathered from all across Ireland, and the trees were alive with the whispering rasp of their feathers. The birds had kept to their own kin: the blackbirds and cuckoos clustered together, while the smaller birds – the sparrows, robins and thrushes, starlings and swallows – swarmed the upper branches. The lower branches groaned beneath the weight of some of the bigger birds – the falcons and ospreys – while gulls, cormorants and the other seabirds moved across the hard-frozen earth, feet rasping on the thin covering of ice.
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It was the winter solstice, the shortest day of the year, and the birds of Ireland had assembled to choose their ruler.

Boar, oxen, cats and dogs and even the deer had their rulers, but no one had claimed kingship over the birds, and for generations they had been ruled by a squabbling Parliament, mostly composed of black-eyed crows and nervous irritable robins. They could never agree on anything. Finally, the Parliament had turned to Relige, the ancient barn owl, for advice. No one knew how old he was. It was rumoured he had actually seen the birth of the world when it was pushed up from the ocean floor and that he had carried the first seeds to plant the great forests of oak, ash and yew that now blanketed the land. Even the fearsome two-legged humani acknowledged the owl’s wisdom.
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Relige had spent months flying from flock to flock, listening as each one claimed the right to rule. He knew if he simply picked a ruler it would solve nothing: the other bird flocks would not acknowledge them as their leader. Finally, he decided that the only way to choose a king would be by a trial of flight that would be open to all.
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Thousands of sparrow messengers had flitted across the country carrying the news: the king would be chosen on the day of the winter solstice. Any birds interested in challenging for the leadership were to gather at Eo Mugna, the Great Oak at the mouth of the River Shannon and one of the Five Sacred Trees of Ireland.

“Only a few will contest the kingship,” Eala, one of the two snow-white swans, said to Relige. “A lot of the smaller birds will not even bother trying.”

The swans, like the owl, had no interest in the kingship, and would act as judges.
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“No, there will be more,” Aela, her mate, said. “Everyone believes they can be the king.”

“All the birds of Ireland will come,” Relige said with a solemn nod. “If not to take part, then tooo observe and simply tooo be able to say that they were there when the king was chosen. Thousands will come,” he hooted.
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 The day of the solstice dawned bitterly cold, the air from the ice lands at the top of the world carrying flecks of ice and the promise of snow. The birds started to gather just before the dawn. They arrived singly and in pairs, in long trailing V’s across the grey sky or in huge wheeling flocks that moved as one.

Relige sat in the heart of the ancient Eo Mugna with all the flocks around, above and below him. He opened his huge eyes and blinked at the gathered birds. He had been right: there were thousands – no, there were tens of thousands gathered in the vast and ancient tree. The owl would referee the race and make sure that everyone observed the rule: to fly high and outlast all the others. But Relige, Eala and Aela were looking for more than strength and endurance. The king of the birds would have to be cunning and wise and, more importantly, would have to be respected by all the others.

Relige flapped his wings a few times, and gradually the muttering, chattering and twittering died down. Thousands of pairs of eyes – small, hard and black or big, bright and luminous – turned to look at him.

“Now, youuu all know the rules,” he hooted. “Whooever outlasts all others and flies the highest will be crowned the king of the birds. We are looking for courage and heart. We want a king who is both clever and strong. We are looking for a leader.”

A feathery rustle of excitement rang through the trees.

“Aela, Eala and I will crown the king when the race has run its course,” Relige continued. “Anyone found cheating will immediately be disqualified,” he added sternly. Although his body remained still, his huge head spun to look over at the magpies and rooks. They shuffled back and forth on a branch, suddenly deciding to preen their blue-black feathers as they tried, and failed, to look innocent. The two huge swans on the ground beneath Relige turned to glare threateningly at them. The spectacularly plumaged black-and-white birds were extremely unreliable and notorious thieves.

“Now, are youuu all ready?”

Wings opened and closed and for a moment it looked as if the Great Oak and the surrounding trees had come alive with splashes of colour as a multitude of feathers shone and glistened in the grey morning light.

“Any last questions?” Relige asked, head swivelling left to right and back again.

There was a sudden cracking snap above and a twig, heavy with acorns, dropped through the higher branches of the ancient oak to the ground below. The assembled birds gasped: it was forbidden to break any leaves or branches from the sacred tree. Silence fell over the forest. Then, bronze feathers appeared through the leaves above and a sharp-beaked head thrust forward. Bright golden eyes looked down on the assembled birds, before finally turning to fix on Relige.

“I have a question.”

“The assembly recognises Iolar,” Eala honked loudly.

“What is your question?” Relige asked.

Iolar the Golden Eagle ruffled his magnificent feathers and spread his wings to their fullest extent. “Why are we even having this contest? Everyone knows I am the king of the birds. Why not just crown me now?” he demanded. For such a big bird, he had a high and shrill voice, and it made him sound rather petulant.

“We will crown you if you win,” Relige said patiently. He knew that the Golden Eagle already considered himself the king of the birds, and that he had bullied some of the smaller flocks into acknowledging him as their ruler.

Snag, the one-eyed Lord of the Magpies, hopped to the end of a branch and glared upwards, his single black eye fixing on the huge eagle. “How do you know you’ll win?” he demanded.

A murmur of agreement ran through the flocks.

Iolar’s laugh was a discordant squawk. He spread his wings wide again and they stretched almost the length of the branch he was perched on. “I am a Golden Eagle,” he said. “I am the largest, the most powerful and the most beautiful bird here. I deserve to win.” He closed his wings with a cracking snap and the wind buffeted a few of the smaller birds from the branches above his head, sending them spinning to the ground.

“Being big, powerful and beautiful does not give you the right to win.” The owl raised one smoothly feathered wing. “Remember, Iolar, a king must be kind and considerate: speed, power and beauty alone do not make a ruler.”

“But I will still win,” Iolar insisted defiantly. His big head turned, eyes darting at the smaller birds as if defying them to race against him. “There are none here who can compete with me. And none who should compete against me,” he added threateningly.

“You are a bully,” a tiny voice chirruped from the shadows.

“A challenger?” Iolar glared into the thicket of leaves. “Show yourself, if you dare.”

A leaf twisted and a tiny brown wren appeared.

Iolar’s beak opened and closed in astonishment, but no sounds came out.

“I am Dreolin the Wren, and I challenge you.”

A few of the smaller birds cackled in amusement, but the rest remained silent. The tiny and mysterious wrens swarmed unnoticed across many lands, absorbing customs, myth and lore. They got into places off limits to larger birds and animals and were reputed to know the language of the humani.

“Enough!” Relige hooted long and loud, the sound echoing like a horn in the dawn air. “Now, youuu must all remember,” the barn owl said, “this is not a race. Yes, flying high is important, but we are also looking for strength, skill, endurance and strategy. Soo, take youuur time.” He paused and raised his wings again.

“Are you almost ready …?”

The flocks shuffled and settled on the branches.

“Are you nearly ready …?”

They fell silent and the forest grew hushed.

“Are you ready …?”

A sparrow suddenly darted up in a flurry of wings, realised its mistake and fell back with an embarrassed cheep.

“Fly!”

With the sound of thunder, the huge flock of birds took off in an enormous cloud, rising up into the chill solstice morning sky. Branches shook and rattled
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If you enjoyed this story, then tap the cover below for more tales of adventure, magic and wonder …
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