This is a story about a man called Downy, Down E. Birch to be precise. “Where are you off to today?” would call his friends. “Wherever flows the rivers low, that’s where I shall go”. But he never understood the words he spoke, it was just something his parents passed on, and he merely repeated what they used to say to him. He wondered about his parents, how they just disappeared one day when he was a young man. Downy was getting on now; his skin was all wrinkled and brown from the constant exposure to the sun. He had a good life, a free spirit who pretty much went his own way.


Then one winter, the snows came, and they fell so deep that everything got covered. Downy peeped out his window, there was no-one outside. When he tried to open the door he couldn’t, the door was stuck with snow. Hastening to open the window he climbed out, the snow just below its sill allowing him to step out easily on to it. Not an animal could be heard. He called out to his friends, “Where art thee Badger Ben?” “Its too cold outside” came the reply. But the snow did not bother Downy. He called again, “Where art thee Foxy Florence?” “It’s too cold” came the reply again, but it didn’t bother Downy.


And he ambled along, in no particular direction, and the snow began to fall again. It fell hard all day – a blizzard in fact. Oh! Thought Downy, ‘I’d best look for shelter’. On turning around he noticed something peculiar. He saw nothing – emptiness. Not a house, a hill, a tree nor mountain. He saw nothing. Everything was white, so he carried on walking. No sooner did he leave footprints did they get covered up again, so that he couldn’t find his way back either. ‘Where is my house’ he thought, and he continued on. When night came he began to worry, he could see nothing and the only thing he could do is keep walking, on and on and on. Night was followed by day and day by week, week by month and month by year. Downy knew something had happened to him. He remembered leaving his house without any food and years later, after seeing nothing in the landscape but snow, he ate not a single thing. ‘How can this be’ he thought. But with all this snow he could cup his hands and give himself a drink. He never felt hungry with the magic snow.


Ages past and Downy soon forgot about his past. And then one day he saw a plume of smoke in the distance. ‘What be that?’ he thought. On hurrying forward he saw a woodcutter amongst a stand of trees. The woodcutter asked him his name. Downy obliged. “But what you do ‘ere?” replied Downy. And the woodcutter said, “I’m keeping warm, these trees are all I have”. Oh! Thought Downy, as he looked at the burning wood. “And where do you come from?” asked the woodcutter. And without thinking Downy replied, “I come from the land of ice and snow where the ground is white and the sky is low”. Downy did not think about his words, he just spoke them. So the woodcutter offered him a drink but Downy refused. “All I require is the magic snow. Here, take some”. The woodcutter thanked him and said, “And in return here is a stock of wood in case you get cold”. So Downy, not knowing exactly why, tied the stack to his back and went on his way.


Not long afterwards he met a builder. The builder greeted him saying, “What brings you here traveler?” And Downy replied, “Wherever flows the rivers low, that’s where I shall go”. But he never understood these words, he just used to repeat what his parents would say to him. “And that bundle of wood” commented the builder, “That may come in handy. Here I will offer you this knife if you may s allow me to take that burden from you.” “Okay” said Downy, “What use have I with a bundle of wood, I have the magic snow instead”. He bid his farewells and continued on.


Now that the woods were behind him he continued on his path, which had widened to about the width of his spreading arms, and glad that the stack of wood was relieved of him. His pace quickened but no sooner had he began hopping when he met a green woodworker of sorts. “That’s a fine knife ye have there fellow. Tell me, from where do ye come and where do ye go?” “I come from the land of the ice and snow where the ground is white and the sky is low”. “Oh, you are traveling, but where to fellow?” “Wherever goes the rivers flow, that’s where I shall tow”. “Ah, but before I let ye go on your way may I enquire about that knife. You’d be coming from my friend the builder would ye not?” “That’s true”, replied downy. “We made an exchange, a stack of wood for this knife”. “Then let me petition you a little further. May I offer you a work of my craft, here, this bowl for that knife?” ‘What use have I for this knife’ thought Downy. “Okay then” replied Downy who took the bowl and continued on his way. The carpenter went off also, very happy with his deal. For Downy, the bowl could be used to store the magic snow, and so he scooped a little into it and carried on.


He sat down to drink from it and emptied the whole lot in one gulp. Downy could be a voracious drinker. On looking around, first in his bowl and then the landscape he could see that the snows were beginning to melt. With every step the crunch of snow under his feet formed ice, and at every corner small outbursts of green vegetation flourished. The long, long winter seem to be behind him now. How long only one can guess. The sight made him think very deeply. In this world of his own he wondered where his place was and what the future could be. Then, in that reverie an old woman came by, smiling a smile of ages. “Your bowl is empty my dear”, said the herbalist, let me fill it for you”. And she placed some herbs in it. But Downy did not eat, at least he never used to, because he had the magic snow. So the old woman rubbed the herbs between her fingers, right beneath his nose, and this made Downy very happy. He got up and started dancing around, singing and trotting along. With herbs in hand he dropped the bowl and forgot about all his adventures. The crone duly obliged and, picking up the bowl, cackled along in the direction Downy had come.


The radiant heat of the sun was on his back, warming to his heightened perception of the spring growth. A mother and her child came his way now. But before she could enquire Downy spoke, “Wherever goes the rivers flows, that’s where I shall tow”. “Oh!” exclaimed the mother “Then you may require this broom in order to help you cross that river. For I was just on my way to getting it repaired by my friend the Green Man in the woods. But you’ll make better use of it, for the current is strong and you’ll need a sturdy leg. You’ll need support And an old man like you shouldn’t be dancing around like a child anyway”. Not knowing what to think he just said, “Oh, why thank you. Here, have these herbs in return?” And she accepted them gratefully. She helped him a little along the path until they came to a house. At this time she bid him farewell to enter it.


The sight of the house induced such deep thought that Downy could not stop looking at it. Such an old man as he, he wondered where home was. Passing the back of the house a young maiden came flinging out of the door, laughing and giggling. She immediately noticed him, and started running around in circles. “Where are you of to then old man?” “Why, to the river I feel”. “And that broom, is it not one of ours, I dare say?”. “It was a gift to me”. “A gift?” quipped the servant girl. “But a broom is not for an old man like you. Here, let me take it off you”. And as she did she giggled and ran into the back of the house. Oh! thought Downy, and he turned around to peer into the near distance. He knew what he heard, the splashing of water, the sloshing of waves. ‘That be my destiny’ thought Downy. He turned to move in that direction but just then the maidservant came back out. “For your journeys old man, I took it from the pantry, but don’t tell my master will you?” “No, of course not”. She quickly wisped away and left Downy looking at the object. It was a jar of honey. ‘Now, what have I with a jar of honey?’ thought Downy. But he thought again, for there was no more magic snow; it had all melted. 

He headed towards the sound of running water and carefully sat down on a stump to muse over his jar of honey and paddle his feet in the river. Just then, a very lordly lady turned up. “You are looking tired my friend. What brings you here?” “Wherever flows the rivers go, that’s where I shall go”. “And a good choice my friend” returned the Queen. Now this was the Queen of all the land, her presence tall and graceful. In her stride the land blossomed beneath her feet, as each foot could germinate another seed. She returned to the old man, but Downy quickly spoke to her directly. “I have no need for this jar my lady. Will you lessen my burden of it?” And the Queen could not refuse. “Why, it is my favorite food. Thank you very much. And in return let me offer you this”. And she gave Downy a staff of wood, one in which would keep him upright. On standing up he took the carven rod, beautiful in its grain. But for Downy it was just a staff, and at that moment he looked into the Queen’s eyes one last time and closed his own. He had never felt so happy as of this moment. Held within a deep sleep he forever stayed by that river.

With time people would visit that very sight. The woodcutter would cut for firewood, the builder for timber, the green woodworker for brooms and bowls, the herbalist for edible sap and medicinal leaves, the mothers of this world for anointing their children at the riverside, the maidens for frolicking nude in the waters, the bees for nectar to make honey. Downy had proved himself to be a worthy counterpart for his Queen, rather passive.

This made a good story during Tree Day when the children planted up a Downy Birch. There are lots of themes here to explore, for instance one can look at Global Climate change, or the passing of the seasons. There is also the concept of whiteness as the dawning of civilization or life as we understand it. The story also carries the ideas of ecological and social history unfolding itself; the simplicity of conversation, the passivity of action, the evolving complexity of motive, the development of trade, returning to traditional values, archetypal figures, a returning to the source as such. The themes are various. In meeting the Queen Downy effectively becomes the King but in so doing he dies a human death to become an eternal tree species. But one may argue that he died at the beginning of the story as the snows smothered everything, and his journey becomes a process of rebirth, born into a kingship, moving from a pure white state of consciousness to becoming the tree that feeds the people and the land.

Do not ponder these concepts too deeply, because the children do not either. The power of story is to work unconsciously.

