A Winter Tale

This story, based on an old Serbian folktale, was written by Milan M. Karlo, my father. 

[image: image1..pict]It appeared on the front page in the December 30, 1964 issue of the American SRBOBRAN.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

There's a beautiful story making the rounds again this Christmas season of bright smiles, firm handshakes and expressions of good will. It's reputedly fact, although local legend may have been included. 

Locale opens in the lot of a poor wood-cutter. He and his young son are busy felling the trees and chopping the same into wood for sale in the local mart, a-swarm with pre-Christmas shoppers. 

Eyeing the bundle he is to shoulder to the mart, the youth expresses hope enough that it will be sold to provide a fine meat dinner for the family. The father congratulates him for always looking "on the bright side." 

Enroute to the market, the youth is accosted by several people, all of whom warn him about an old man on the edge of town who asks passersby to help him with his load. The old man is described, variously, as a potential thief, a miser, and a lazy bum. 

The first "description," as the story goes, comes from a man with a fat goose under his arm. He grins, in a "knowledgeable" way, as he relates how he was too clever to be taken in my the "crafty old codger" who, he alleged, aimed to make off with the goose once it was laid down and the pack picked up.

The second description is furnished by an older boy, a self-styled "go-getter" who first inquired about pay. When told there was none, he turned on the old man with a "miser" charge. 

Next, the youth of the story is warned by a man in a handsome fur coat and top hat, leaning on a gold-headed cane. He is shaking in anger and indignation that he, of ALL people, should be asked to carry a peddler's load. 

At sight of the bundle of wood on the youth's shoulder, his anger mellows. In his best oratorical tones, he congratulates the youth for "shouldering his own load, not like the lazy old man down on the road." 

"He is dressed like a beggar, but he had the AUDACITY to call me his 'friend,'" he related to the youth. Then drawing himself up to his full height, he continued: "I told him, I'm not your 'Friend,' and why you don't carry your own burden instead of sitting there taking your ease?" 

The youth's faith in mankind remained unshaken.  Eventually, he came upon the "frail old man" with a long, white beard. A rough brown hood was pulled over his face. His hands were blue with cold and he was shivering in his thin, poor clothing. 

Yes, he would shoulder the load, he answered. He would pile it atop the one he was already carrying -- and he proceeded to do so. But after several steps, he knew he'd never make it and suggested they proceed the shorter distance back to the boy's home where the old man could be warmed while he (the youth) made two trips to town. 

The climax of the story is reached when the old man is bade fond welcome by the youth's mother, "to warm yourself by the fire" as the youth offers to carry his pack to journey's end. 

"My journey ends right here," came the reply. And to the astonishment of the family, he said, "The heavy pack belongs to you." All sorts of wonderful things tumbled out of his bag as he unsheathed it: foods, toys, and at the bottom, a sack of gold. 

Now the traveler flung back his hood, revealing a noble face and dark eyes shining with love and goodness.

"Bishop Nicholas!" exclaimed the youth's mother as she fell on her knees. He was indeed the kindly bishop from Myra, well known as a generous, saintly man.

As the children knelt for his blessings, he explained that every year he distributed gifts for the Christ child. This year he decided to test the good-will of those who received them, and hence, the "masquerade." 

Turning to the boy, he said: "You alone, my son, proved worthy!"

Fact or fiction, the story makes for good reading.
