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Introduction

JEAN MENZIES

Maybe it’s the seemingly endless nights so dark you can’t see your frost-bitten nose; or the bitter winds that crawl beneath your skin to infuse your very blood with ice; or even the prospect of spending days on end with family without sufficient ways to entertain them. Whatever it is, there is something about winter which simply demands you indulge in a story or two. Whether it’s reading them to yourself squirrelled away beneath your quilt or sharing them with friends over a cup of something warm and spicy, winter is for storytelling. It always has been.

Folk-tales, fairy tales and myths set during winter are abundant around the world but particularly in the chillier parts of the northern hemisphere. Some tie in with communal celebrations such as Christmas, while others explain the change in the seasons themselves. Here, I have gathered a selection from Japan to North America, via Italy and Sweden, and various other countries in between, so that you might enjoy a range of traditional tales. Yet, no matter their place of origin, you will likely still notice shared themes that shine through. There is good reason for this. For as long as we have been here, winter has been a time to pause, reflect and look forward to what’s next.

Traditionally, the middle of winter, also known as midwinter, was marked by the winter solstice – solstice coming from the Latin ‘standing sun’. This is the day each year where the Earth is at its maximum tilt away from the sun and when we experience the shortest period of daylight. In the most northern and southern parts of the world this can mean a day spent entirely in darkness, which feels somewhat fantastical in itself. Winter is more than just an ending, however; it is also a beginning. With the passing of the solstice, the days steadily grow longer in anticipation of the new year ahead.

In practical terms this means that the land grows less fertile and most crops are unlikely to grow (hats off to the ever-hardy kale for powering through). The harvest has passed and it is now time to take stock and prepare for the year ahead. If you’re a hedgehog you might even think ‘nope, I’m out’ and go into hibernation for the rest of the season. However, for those of us who still have to wake up each day and endure the cold, there are – thankfully – countless gatherings and celebrations to pass the time.

For longer than we’ve been writing things down, humans have been honouring midwinter. In ancient Greece, the Poseidonia festival in honour of the god Poseidon took place over two weeks in December and January. Gifts were exchanged, wine was drunk and everyone had a merry old time. In ancient Rome, the festival of Saturnalia was celebrated mid to late December in honour of the god Saturn. Wreaths of holly were given as gifts and dedicated to the god for whom the plant was sacred. In ancient China, the winter solstice was recognized as a national holiday from the time of the Han dynasty. People took the day off work to spend time with family and pay respect to their ancestors. And this is to name just a few examples.

Today, meanwhile, many of these traditions continue to thrive. Gratitude, love, joy, family and friends are all important parts of winter festivities. We acknowledge what the previous year has given us and share those gifts with others.

Of course, winter is not all gift-giving and cosy blankets. The season can be difficult both physically and emotionally for many. This has always been the case. The cold, the quiet and the darkness can be lonely or even remind us of those we’ve lost – as you’re about to discover, Dickens did not invent the Christmas ghost story. Yet, what better way to explore such complex experiences than through stories?

Through folklore, myth and fairy tale, humans look for ways to understand the world around them, and this is just as true of the seasons as any other part of life. Perhaps this is why we so often personify the season in traditional tales. From the Slavic King Frost to the Germanic Mother Holle, this collection is full of tales of spirits and other magical beings who come to life in winter. These beings embody everything from the snow to the stars, all as part of our reliably human attempts to make sense of something both terrifying and exciting.

Some of the winter stories in this collection are joyous and cheerful while others are a little more mournful. Yet, one thing defines them beyond their chilly veneer and that is the hope for a better new year. So, whether you’ve picked this book up on a cold winter’s night, or at the height of summer to help cool you down, let us do as Hermione requests in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale: ‘Pray you sit by us, and tell ’s a tale.’




THE WEDDING OF ROBIN REDBREAST & JENNY WREN

ELIZABETH W. GRIERSON

The following story was recorded by the twentieth-century folklorist Elizabeth Grierson. Born and raised in the Scottish borders, Grierson dedicated much of her life to preserving the traditional stories of Scotland. This particular tale can be traced back to the early nineteenth century and is actually attributed to the younger sister of Scotland’s national poet Robert Burns, Isabella Burns. In it we follow one of winter’s most recognizable mascots, the Robin Redbreast. No, it’s not just the modern greeting card that pairs the two together. It’s a tradition much older than that, thanks in part to the stark contrast of their plumage against the snowy landscape. Grierson meanwhile recounts ‘The Wedding of Robin Redbreast & Jenny Wren’ with her recognizable brand of wit and charm, bringing to life a classic Yuletide fable from her homeland.
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There was once an old grey Pussy Baudrons, and she went out for a stroll one Christmas morning to see what she could see. And as she was walking down the burn-side she saw a little Robin Redbreast hopping up and down on the branches of a briar bush.

“What a tasty breakfast he would make,” thought she to herself. “I must try to catch him.”

So, “Good morning, Robin Redbreast,” quoth she, sitting down on her tail at the foot of the briar bush and looking up at him. “And where mayest thou be going so early on this cold winter’s day?”

“I’m on my road to the King’s Palace,” answered Robin cheerily, “to sing him a song this merry Yule morning.”

“That’s a pious errand to be travelling on, and I wish you good success,” replied Pussy slyly; “but just hop down a minute before thou goest, and I will show then what a bonnie white ring I have round my neck. ’Tis few cats that are marked like me.”

Then Robin cocked his head on one side, and looked down on Pussy Baudrons with a twinkle in his eye. “Ha, ha! grey Pussy Baudrons,” he said. “Ha, ha! for I saw thee worry the little grey mouse, and I have no wish that thou shouldst worry me.”

And with that he spread his wings and flew away. And he flew, and he flew, till he lighted on an old sod dyke; and there he saw a greedy old gled sitting, with all his feathers ruffled up as if he felt cold.

“Good morning, Robin Redbreast,” cried the greedy old gled, who had had no food since yesterday, and was therefore very hungry. “And where mayest thou be going to, this cold winter’s day?”

“I’m on my road to the King’s Palace,” answered Robin, “to sing to him a song this merry Yule morning.” And he hopped away a yard or two from the gled, for there was a look in his eye that he did not quite like.

“Thou art a friendly little fellow,” remarked the gled sweetly, “and I wish thee good luck on thine errand; but ere thou go on, come nearer me, I prith’ee, and I will show thee what a curious feather I have in my wing. ’Tis said that no other gled in the country-side hath one like it.”

“Like enough,” rejoined Robin, hopping still further away; “but I will take thy word for it, without seeing it. For I saw thee pluck the feathers from the wee lintie, and I have no wish that thou shouldst pluck the feathers from me. So I will bid thee good day, and go on my journey.”

The next place on which he rested was a piece of rock that overhung a dark, deep glen, and here he saw a sly old fox looking out of his hole not two yards below him.

“Good morning, Robin Redbreast,” said the sly old fox, who had tried to steal a fat duck from a farmyard the night before, and had barely escaped with his life. “And where mayest thou be going so early on this cold winter’s day?”

“I’m on my road to the King’s Palace, to sing him a song this merry Yule morning,” answered Robin, giving the same answer that he had given to the grey Pussy Baudrons and the greedy gled.

“Thou wilt get a right good welcome, for His Majesty is fond of music,” said the wily fox. “But ere thou go, just come down and have a look at a black spot which I have on the end of my tail. ’Tis said that there is not a fox ’twixt here and the Border that hath a spot on his tail like mine.”

“Very like, very like,” replied Robin; “but I chanced to see thee worrying the wee lambie up on the braeside yonder, and I have no wish that thou shouldst try thy teeth on me. So I will e’en go on my way to the King’s Palace, and thou canst show the spot on thy tail to the next passer-by.”

So the little Robin Redbreast flew away once more, and never rested till he came to a bonnie valley with a little burn running through it, and there he saw a rosy-cheeked boy sitting on a log eating a piece of bread and butter. And he perched on a branch and watched him.

“Good morning, Robin Redbreast; and where mayest thou be going so early on this cold winter’s day?” asked the boy eagerly; for he was making a collection of stuffed birds, and he had still to get a Robin Redbreast.

“I’m on my way to the King’s Palace to sing him a song this merry Yule morning,” answered Robin, hopping down to the ground, and keeping one eye fixed on the bread and butter.

“Come a bit nearer, Robin,” said the boy, “and I will give thee some crumbs.”

“Na, na, my wee man,” chirped the cautious little bird; “for I saw thee catch the goldfinch, and I have no wish to give thee the chance to catch me.”

At last he came to the King’s Palace and lighted on the window-sill, and there he sat and sang the very sweetest song that he could sing; for he felt so happy because it was the Blessed Yuletide, that he wanted everyone else to be happy too. And the King and the Queen were so delighted with his song, as he peeped in at them at their open window, that they asked each other what they could give him as a reward for his kind thought in coming so far to greet them.

“We can give him a wife,” replied the Queen, “who will go home with him and help him to build his nest.”

“And who wilt thou give him for a bride?” asked the King. “Methinks ’twould need to be a very tiny lady to match his size.”

“Why, Jenny Wren, of course,” answered the Queen. “She hath looked somewhat dowie of late, this will be the very thing to brighten her up.”

Then the King clapped his hands, and praised his wife for her happy thought, and wondered that the idea had not struck him before.

So Robin Redbreast and Jenny Wren were married, amid great rejoicings, at the King’s Palace; and the King and Queen and all the fine Nobles and Court Ladies danced at their wedding. Then they flew away home to Robin’s own country-side, and built their nest in the roots of the briar bush, where he had spoken to Pussie Baudrons. And you will be glad to hear that Jenny Wren proved the best little housewife in the world.




MOTHER HOLLE

BROTHERS GRIMM, TR. CHARLES FOLKARD

The nineteenth-century German brothers Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm are probably two of the most well-known European folklorists today; even if you don’t realize it, you’re probably familiar with at least one of the stories collected in their work in some form or another. I wonder how many of you, though, have come across the story of Frau or Mother Holle before? Mother Holle is a figure of pre-Christian Germanic legend who, like many of her kin, we know very little about. She has, however, always been associated with winter. Though her history is otherwise murky, the Brothers Grimm did offer up one version of her story in their collection of folk-tales. Their narrative hits on many features common in folk and fairy tales; you might even want to do your own comparison between this tale and the upcoming ‘Story of King Frost’ when you get there.
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A widow had two daughters; one of them was very pretty and thrifty, but the other was ugly and idle.

Odd as you may think it, she loved the ugly and idle one much the best, and the other was made to do all the work, and was in short quite the drudge of the whole house. Every day she had to sit on a bench by a well on the side of the high-road before the house, and spin so much that her fingers were quite sore, and at length the blood would come. Now it happened that once when her fingers had bled and the spindle was all bloody she dipt it into the well, and meant to wash it, but unluckily it fell from her hand and dropt in. Then she ran crying to her mother, and told her what had happened; but she scolded her sharply, and said, “If you have been so silly as to let the spindle fall in, you must get it out again as well as you can.” So the poor little girl went back to the well, and knew not how to begin, but in her sorrow threw herself into the water and sank down to the bottom senseless. In a short time, she seemed to wake as from a trance, and came to herself again; and when she opened her eyes and looked around, she saw she was in a beautiful meadow, where the sun shone brightly, the birds sang sweetly on the boughs, and thousands of flowers sprang beneath her feet.

Then she rose up, and walked along this delightful meadow, and came to a pretty cottage by the side of a wood; and when she went in she saw an oven full of new bread baking, and the bread said, “Pull me out! pull me out! or I shall be burnt, for I am quite done enough.” So she stepped up quickly and took it all out. Then she went on further, and came to a tree that was full of fine rosy-cheeked apples, and it said to her, “Shake me! shake me! we are all quite ripe!” So she shook the tree, and the apples fell down like a shower, until there were no more upon the tree. Then she went on again, and at length came to a small cottage where an old woman was sitting at the door: the little girl would have run away, but the old woman called out after her, “Don’t be frightened, my dear child! stay with me, I should like to have you for my little maid, and if you do all the work in the house neatly you shall fare well; but take care to make my bed nicely, and shake it every morning out at the door, so that the feathers may fly, for then the good people below say it snows.—I am Mother Holle.”

As the old woman spoke so kindly to her, the girl was willing to do as she said; so she went into her employ, and took care to do everything to please her, and always shook the bed well, so that she led a very quiet life with her, and every day had good meat both boiled and roast to eat for her dinner.

But when she had been some time with the old lady, she became sorrowful, and although she was much better off here than at home, still she had a longing towards it, and at length said to her mistress, “I used to grieve at my troubles at home, but if they were all to come again, and I were sure of faring ever so well here, I could not stay any longer.” “You are right,” said her mistress; “you shall do as you like; and as you have worked for me so faithfully, I will myself show you the way back again.” Then she took her by the hand and led her behind her cottage, and opened a door, and as the girl stood underneath there fell a heavy shower of gold, so that she held out her apron and caught a great deal of it. And the fairy put a shining golden dress over her, and said, “All this you shall have because you have behaved so well;” and she gave her back the spindle too which had fallen into the well, and led her out by another door. When it shut behind her, she found herself not far from her mother’s house; and as she went into the court-yard the cock sat upon the well-head and clapt his wings and cried out:


“Cock a-doodle-doo!

Our golden lady’s come home again.”


Then she went into the house, and as she was so rich she was welcomed home. When her mother heard how she got these riches, she wanted to have the same luck for her ugly and idle daughter, so she too was told to sit by the well and spin. That her spindle might be bloody, she pricked her fingers with it, and when that would not do she thrust her hand into a thorn-bush. Then she threw it into the well and sprang in herself after it. Like her sister, she came to a beautiful meadow, and followed the same path. When she came to the oven in the cottage, the bread called out as before, “Take me out! take me out! or I shall burn, I am quite done enough.” But the lazy girl said, “A pretty story, indeed! just as if I should dirty myself for you!” and went on her way. She soon came to the apple-tree that cried, “Shake me! shake me! for my apples are quite ripe!” but she answered, “I will take care how I do that, for one of you might fall upon my head;” so she went on. At length she came to Mother Holle’s house, and readily agreed to be her maid. The first day she behaved herself very well, and did what her mistress told her; for she thought of the gold she would give her; but the second day she began to be lazy, and the third still more so, for she would not get up in the morning early enough, and when she did she made the bed very badly, and did not shake it so that the feathers would fly out. Mother Holle was soon tired of her, and turned her off; but the lazy girl was quite pleased at that, and thought to herself, “Now the golden rain will come.” Then the fairy took her to the same door; but when she stood under it, instead of gold a great kettle full of dirty pitch came showering upon her. “That is your wages,” said Mother Holle as she shut the door upon her. So she went home quite black with the pitch, and as she came near her mother’s house the cock sat upon the well, and clapt his wings, and cried out:

“Cock-a doodle-doo!

Our dirty girl’s come home again.”





THE STORY OF BALDER

EMILIE KIP BAKER

Baldr, or Balder as it is spelt in the following text, is the Norse god of light and joy. He is also the son of Odin. Though he was a powerful and beloved god in his own right, Balder is probably most famous for his death. Throughout Norse mythology, Balder’s death is prophesised as the first in a series of events that will lead to Ragnarök, the battle to end the gods themselves. The reason the story is relevant to this collection is the prominent part mistletoe plays. The mistletoe plant has long been associated with winter celebrations in Europe. It is perceived by many as lucky despite the fact that the plant itself is toxic. What role mistletoe has to play in the story of Balder, however, is one you will have to read on to discover.
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In all the city of Asgard there was no god so beautiful or so dearly loved as Balder. Wherever he went it was like the coming of sunshine, and every grief fled away before the brightness of his presence. In all his happy life he had never known a moment’s sadness, and the gods believed that none could ever come to him. So beautiful and joyous and free from care was Balder that he seemed to the gods to be the one among them who could surely never share in the final doom which they knew awaited all the dwellers in Asgard.

The days passed happily for Balder, and
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