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  Dedication


  To: Agnes Claflin Adams and her friend Periwinkle


  Why Fairy Tales?


  Our deepest truths are hidden in fairy tales.


  I remember my grandmother sitting on the patio of our home in California happily absorbing the winter sun. Looking up from her reading, she began talking to me about fairies, who, she insisted, still lived in the world, including our own garden. But I was ten years old and did not believe in fairies. The fact that she did, however, intrigued me. How could a sixty-three-year-old woman, a real “grown-up,” consider such silliness? With my superior knowledge, the conversation did not last long.


  My grandmother went on to write a collection of fairy tales for her growing gaggle of grandchildren. I carried her little book of mimeographed stories with me through six cities, four academic degrees, and fifty-five years of life, but never read it. Recently I dug it out of storage and was stunned. Her fairy tales now spoke to me in a completely different way.


  My education in fairy tales (and the related genres of myth, parable, fable and legend) began in the mid-1990s when I became involved in the men’s movement “ a rising up of midlife men frustrated with the exhausting, soul-numbing, competitive model of masculinity championed by popular culture. The requirement to be strong, confident and stoic in the world when feeling compromised, broken or dead inside was both painful and dishonest. Deep in the Mendocino redwoods of northern California, we came together as men to acknowledge our wounds and explore an alternative vision of manhood, one surprisingly sourced from ancient stories.


  Spread across the daily story-telling portion of these retreats, a single fairy tale or myth would galvanize the gathering for a week, holding each man spellbound as he discovered his own personal connection to its remarkable wisdom. Building on the profound understanding of symbols advanced by the psychoanalyst Carl Jung, mythologist Joseph Campbell, drumming story-teller Michael Mead, poet Robert Bly, and Jungian analysts James Hillman, Robert Johnson, and Allan Chinen, we learned to access the wisdom of these stories in new ways. The Rosetta Stone of depth psychology uncovered insights of timeless value. It was amazing!


  I learned much from the teachers of story and myth. I learned that a simple fairy tale, told over and over across the centuries in the oral tradition preceding the printing press, collected the wisdom and experience of each generation, its symbolism growing ever more profound with time. I learned, too, that we each held a piece of the puzzle, for as we explored our own personal meanings, we were uncovering the story’s deeper archetypal ones. Interpreted symbolically, fairy tales taught us about men and masculinity, women and femininity, and the great adventures of love, sorrow, death and transformation. They nourished every nook and cranny of the tired soul, restoring not only our humanity but, as we will see, our path to divinity as well. And for me, they met a particularly deep and unusual need.


  Since my earliest years, I had been studying the psyche, my own and others’. Turning psychological observations and insights over and over in my mind as a lapidary tumbler polishes stones, I kept looking into the hidden depth and nature of the personality. Of course a child does not understand such a quest – it is only truly appreciated looking back, but for me, the search was always present, growing clearer with each decade. Then, in the swirling and painful chaos of midlife, I listened to Robert Bly explain the symbolism of Iron John and Michael Meade unwrap the deep meanings of The Spirit in the Bottle (fairy tales from the Brothers Grimm) and my mind exploded with the insights hidden in these tales.


  Suddenly I saw how fairy tale, myth, fable, legend and parable – and for that matter, poetry, novels, movies and life itself, spontaneously express the same unconscious themes in myriad and protean ways, constantly renewing humankind’s universal motifs of ultimate meaning. I began to understand the “purpose” of relationship struggles, emotional wounding, and the long journey of life in a new way. As a clinical psychologist, I had been given theories and diagnostic categories for compre-hending the emotional problems of life – heady and scientific; now I accessed the far deeper symbolic significance of these problems.


  Fairy tales and myths became my new diagnostic manual, and for me they made so much more sense than the medical model. It was glorious. I saw how we must all go out into the world like the Prodigal Son, face the death of the hero like Prometheus, and finally mature like Abraham and Moses to a greater understanding of life in old age. Long interested in spiritual growth, I was disappointed to find very few fairy tales describing enlightened aging. Indeed Alan Chinnen discovered that elder stories comprised less than two percent of all fairy tales, suggesting that humankind really has very little experience with old age, which is not surprising when we recall the average life span in the middle ages was twenty-five (it reached forty-five in 1900 and sixty-five when the baby boomers came along). Living now into our mid-seventies and eighties, however, has created a new aging experience but we need new elder tales to fill the void.


  Bedtime Stories for Elders is built upon ten profound and powerful stories revealing the unseen psychological and spiritual dimensions of this new aging, providing a lens through which our own aging will make more sense. With each tale, we travel more deeply into the ultimate meaning and transformational potential of aging. Enjoy these tales but do not rush through them – profound teachings take a long time to digest. Instead, take one story at a time, imagine yourself as the protagonist, carry the story around for several days and let it work in your unconscious, stirring up imagination, dreams, and unexpected insights. For me, this deep absorption in fairy tales is more than an academic exercise, it has become a spiritual practice, and I find it fascinating that we can return to the world’s fairy tales in old age to discover their ultimate wisdom. I encourage you to apply this wisdom to your own life, for the real gold nuggets glitter there.


  Finally, don’t be fooled by the apparent simplicity, superficiality or strange symbolism of fairy tales – they are profound and powerful beyond measure. Even more amazing, like Russian nesting dolls, this book is made of story within story within story, and the most fantastic may just be true. So here is my guarantee: understood deeply, these fairy tales will change you. And for those wishing additional guidance on interpreting fairy tales, please consult the Appendix. Once on board, you can journey on your own into the deep and shining wisdom of fairy tales.


  The Little Elder-Tree Mother


  Dreaming the Adventure of Life


  Our first fairy tale invites us to understand the journey of life from an entirely new perspective. It begins with a little boy in bed with a cold brought on by an adventure with water. By the end of this charming and beautiful tale, we will learn something about the Elder’s gift to humanity and the universal dream of life that we all make our own.


  There was once a little boy who had caught cold; he had gone out and got his wet feet. Nobody had the least idea how it had happened; the weather was quite dry. His mother undressed him, put him to bed, and ordered the teapot to be brought in, that she might make him a good cup of tea from the elder tree blossoms, which is so warming. At the same time, the kind-hearted old man who lived by himself in the upper storey of the house came in; he led a lonely life, for he had no wife and children; but he loved the children of others very much, and he could tell so many fairy tales and stories, that it was a pleasure to hear him.


  “Now, drink your tea,” said the mother; “perhaps you will hear a story.”


  “Yes, if I only knew a fresh one,” said the old man, and nodded smilingly. “But how did the little fellow get his wet feet?” he then asked.


  “That,” replied the mother, “nobody can understand.”


  “Will you tell me a story?” asked the boy.


  “Yes, if you can tell me as nearly as possible how deep is the gutter in the little street where you go to school.”


  “Just half as high as my top-boots,” replied the boy; “but then I must stand in the deepest holes.”


  “There, now we know where you got your wet feet,” said the old man. “I ought to tell you a story, but the worst of it is, I do not know any more.”


  “You can make one up,” said the little boy. “Mother says you can tell a fairy tale about anything you look at or touch.”


  “That is all very well, but such tales or stories are worth nothing! No, the right ones come by themselves and knock at my forehead saying: ‘Here I am.’”


  “Will not one knock soon?” asked the boy; and the mother smiled while she put elder tree blossoms into the teapot and poured boiling water over them. “Pray, tell me a story.”


  “Yes, if stories came by themselves; they are so proud, they only come when they please. But wait,” he said suddenly, “there is one. Look at the teapot; there is a story in it now.”


  And the little boy looked at the teapot; the lid rose up gradually, the elder tree blossoms sprang forth one by one, fresh and white; long boughs came forth; even out of the spout they grew up in all directions, and formed a bush—nay, a large elder tree, which stretched its branches up to the bed and pushed the curtains aside; and there were so many blossoms and such a sweet fragrance! In the midst of the tree sat a kindly-looking old woman with a strange dress; it was as green as the leaves, and trimmed with large white blossoms, so that it was difficult to say whether it was real cloth, or the leaves and blossoms of the elder tree.


  “What is this woman’s name?” asked the little boy.


  “Well, the Romans and Greeks used to call her a Dryad,” said the old man; “but we do not understand that. Out in the sailors’ quarter they give her a better name; there she is called Elder-Tree Mother. Now, you must attentively listen to her and look at the beautiful elder tree.”


  The Elder-Tree Mother spoke for the first time. “Real life furnishes us with subjects for the most wonderful fairy tale,” she said, “for otherwise my beautiful elder bush could not have grown forth out of the teapot!”


  And then the ELDER-TREE MOTHER took the little boy out of bed and held him close; the elder branches, full of blossoms, closed over them; it was as if they sat in a thick leafy bower which flew with them through the air; it was beautiful beyond all description. The little Elder-Tree Mother had suddenly become a charming young girl, but her dress was still of the same green material, covered with white blossoms, as the Elder-Tree Mother had worn; she had a real elder blossom on her bosom, and a wreath of the same flowers was wound round her curly golden hair; her eyes were so large and so blue that it was wonderful to look at them. She and the boy were now the same age and felt the same joys. They walked hand in hand out of the bower, and now stood at home in a beautiful flower garden.


  Near the green lawn the father’s walking-stick was tied to a post. There was life in this stick for the little ones, for as soon as they seated themselves upon it the polished knob turned into a neighing horse’s head, a long black mane was fluttering in the wind, and four strong slender legs grew out. The animal was fiery and spirited; they galloped round the lawn. “Hooray! Now we shall ride far away, many miles!” said the boy. “We shall ride to the nobleman’s estate where we were last year.” And they rode round the lawn again, and the little girl, who, as we know, was no other than the little Elder-Tree Mother, continually cried, “Now we are in the country! Do you see the farmhouse there, with the large baking stove, which projects like a gigantic egg out of the wall into the road?


  “It is beautiful here in spring,” said the little girl, and they were again in the green beechwood, where the thyme breathed forth sweet fragrance at their feet, and the pink anemones looked lovely in the green moss. “Oh! That it were always spring in the fragrant beechwood!”


  “Here it is splendid in summer!” she said, and they passed by old castles of the age of chivalry. The high walls and indented battlements were reflected in the water of the ditches, on which swans were swimming and peering into the old shady avenues. The corn waved in the field like a yellow sea. Red and yellow flowers grew in the ditches, wild hops and convolvuli in full bloom in the hedges. In the evening the moon rose, large and round, and the hayricks in the meadows smelt sweetly. “One can never forget it!”


  “Here it is beautiful in autumn!” said the little girl, and the atmosphere seemed twice as high and blue, while the wood shone with crimson, green, and gold. The hounds were running off, flocks of wild fowl flew screaming over the barrows, while the bramble bushes twined round the old stones. The dark-blue sea was covered with white-sailed ships, and in the barns sat old women, girls, and children picking hops into a large tub; the young ones sang songs, and the old people told fairy tales about goblins and sorcerers. It could not be more pleasant anywhere.


  “Here it’s agreeable in winter!” said the little girl, and all the trees were covered with hoar-frost, so that they looked like white coral. The snow creaked under one’s feet, as if one had new boots on. One shooting star after another traversed the sky. In the room the Christmas tree was lit, and there were songs and merriment. In the peasant’s cottage the violin sounded, and games were played for apple quarters; even the poorest child said, “It is beautiful in winter!”


  And indeed it was beautiful! And the little girl showed everything to the boy, and the elder tree continued to breathe forth sweet perfume, while the red flag with the white cross was streaming in the wind. The boy became a youth; he was to go out into the wide world, far away to the countries where the coffee grows. But at parting the little girl took an elder blossom from her breast and gave it to him as a keepsake. He placed it in his prayer-book, and when he opened it in distant lands it was always at the place where the flower of remembrance was lying; and the more he looked at it the fresher it became, so that he could almost smell the fragrance of the woods at home. He distinctly saw the little girl, with her bright blue eyes, peeping out from behind the petals, and heard her whispering, “Here it is beautiful in spring, in summer, in autumn, and in winter,” and hundreds of pictures passed through his mind.


  Thus many years rolled by. He had now become an old man, and was sitting, with his old wife, under an elder tree in full bloom. They held each other by the hand and talked about bygone days and of their golden wedding anniversary. Now the little girl with the blue eyes and elder blossoms in her hair was sitting high up in the tree, and nodded to them, saying, “Today is your golden wedding!” And then she took two flowers out of her wreath and kissed them. They glittered at first like silver, then like gold, and when she placed them on the heads of the old people each flower became a golden crown. There they both sat like a king and queen under the sweet-smelling tree, which looked exactly like an elder tree, and he told his wife the story of the Elder-Tree Mother as it had been told him when he was a little boy. They were both of opinion that the story contained many points like their own, and these similarities they liked best.


  “ Yes, so it is,” said the little girl in the tree. “Some call me Little Elder-Tree Mother; others a Dryad; but my real name is ‘Remembrance.’ It is I who sit in the tree which grows and grows. I can remember things and tell stories! But let’s see if you have still got your flower.”


  And the old man opened his prayer-book; the elder blossom was still in it, and as fresh as if it had only just been put in. Remembrance nodded, and the two old people, with the golden crowns on their heads, sat in the glowing evening sun. They closed their eyes and— and—


  Well, now the story is ended! The little boy in bed did not know whether he had dreamt it or heard it told; the teapot stood on the table, but no elder tree was growing out of it, and the old man who had told the story was on the point of leaving the room, and he did go out.


  “How beautiful it was!” said the little boy. “Mother, I have been to warm countries!”


  “I believe you,” said the mother; “if one takes two cups of hot elder tea it is quite natural that one gets into warm countries!” And she covered him up well, so that he might not take cold. “You have slept soundly while I was arguing with the old man whether it was a story or a fairy tale!”


  “And what has become of the little Elder-Tree Mother?” asked the boy.


  “She is in the teapot,” said the mother; “and there she may remain.”


  Interpretation


  A bored little boy in bed with a cold, his loving mother, a kindly Elder known as a skilled storyteller, and the mystery of how the child got his feet wet on a dry day, begin this tale – in the world of fairy tales, it’s a recipe for enchantment. Strangely the mother does not ask her son how his feet got wet – she is more concerned with cure than etiology – but she has the innate wisdom to bring him into the realm of the Elder – through the elder tree tea she serves and the old man from above who told a story that came knocking on his forehead.


  Employing his quiet wisdom, the Elder easily solves the mystery of the wet feet with a clever question and the boy inadvertently reveals his budding penchant for stepping into the deep. The Elder then fascinates the boy with his explanation of how stories arise, emphasizing that real fairy tales are not concocted intentionally but visit spontaneously of their own accord from the other world, an explanation that quickly evokes the boy’s – and the reader’s – interest, anticipation and imagination. Connecting the mother’s elder tree tea with the sudden arrival of a new tale, the Elder begins weaving the magic spell of storytelling. He is going to feed this boy’s hunger for the wisdom of deep places, a reference to humanity’s collective unconscious.


  This story centers on the Tree of Life, a symbol of the rich diversity of the human experience through the seasons (later we will explore its place in the mythical Garden of Eden). While variations in our individual experiences are endless, the basic themes remain eternal – mothers, fathers, siblings, love, adventure, betrayal, loss, struggle, divinity, aging and death. From this universal template of branching possibilities, we each grow a tree of our own full of gifts. But there’s more to this particular tree.


  Common to the British Isles, the elder tree has long been known for the cornucopia of gifts flowing through its leaves, flowers, berries and bark. These gifts include herbal tea to sooth and cure colds, sore throats, flu and rheumatism; elderberry wine for ritual and celebration; wood for carving combs, flutes and children’s toys; and, hung in doorways, a way to bless a house or ward off evil spirits. Because of these gifts, the elder tree in particular symbolizes the creative power of the life – a profound and sacred gift given to each of us. And because of its name, this symbol also suggests that this story may be about receiving the wisdom gifts of age.


  British folk tales further speak of the Elder-Tree Mother who lives among its branches to protect and bless those below. She is the third form of the triple goddess – maiden, mother and crone – and can, as the story illustrates, change appearance easily, symbolizing the shape-shifting mystery of the feminine through the life span. Her power comes from the role she already plays in the little boy’s unconscious.


  Psychologically, the triple goddess represents the anima, a term the psychoanalyst Carl Jung used to describe the inner feminine image and consciousness residing in a man’s unconscious. She embodies his capacity for love, intuition, and caretaking. A man unconsciously projects this part of himself onto the woman he loves, romanticizing her as the soul-mate needed to complete his wholeness, just as a woman projects her animus (the masculine capacity for forceful action, singularity of purpose, and tribal defense) onto the man she loves in search of the same union. In essence, anima or animus symbolize the missing part of the self that we long to experience, embrace and express. No wonder the anima or animus projection holds the powerful allure associated with romantic love.


  In fairytale and myth, the anima also serves as guide to the depths of the unconscious, like Dante’s Beatrice. Because she dwells in his unconsciousness, she leads him into himself, stirring the deep call of love, the great adventure of individuation (he’ll do virtually anything for her love), and, in the end, as he withdraws this projection and recognizes the anima as part of his own nature, the ripening of wisdom. All this is what the little shape-shifting elder-Tree Mother symbolizes – virtually the divine feminine in her myriad forms, and this is why she can enchant the boy, evoke the dream of his life, and then become the soul-mate needed to reflect his potential wholeness. She is, in essence, his own soul and he unconsciously seeks her everywhere. And most remarkably, all this is already in the boy’s psyche waiting to be evoked through the events and stages of life, which is why she can reveal the dream of his life before he has lived it!


  The boy in the story, of course, represents youth, a time when we prepare to embark on the great journey of life. With her magic, the Elder-Tree Mother shows him the fiery instinctual energies of youth, symbolized by the powerful play horse that turns into a stallion and the marvelous adventures he will pursue before settling down. She also illuminates the beauty of the four seasons – of the year and of life itself – and, at the end of the story, shape-shifts into the crone whose wisdom comes from remembrance. Bracketed between callow youth and wise old age, this story within a story weaves the whole fabric of life.


  But what is this life the boy has seen? His mother argues with the storyteller, debating whether the story was a dream, a fantasy, a fairy tale, a prophecy, or an actual life preview. While we can defend each assertion, in truth, it is all of them. It is the flowering of the Tree of Life hidden within, and each of us will live our unique variation of its universal themes. We all fall short of the romantic perfection described in this particular tale, for our wounds, mistakes and disappointments seem to represent places where the story failed us – but these, too, are part of the universal tale, often revealing our greatest lessons and gifts. Getting off course encourages us to find our way back; the pain of wounding opens us to the inner life where meaning dwells, and failure teaches us not to identify completely with heroic fantasies. Never be afraid to fail, my father’s father told him, for failure is how we learn.


  The story reveals one more precious thing about aging, specifically: the Elder’s wisdom is born of remembrance, the final review and understanding of the universal story summarized in our own unique life. Remembrance is the aging self reflecting sentimentally on life’s meaning, beauty and “rightness” in spite of all. Whether wise old man or crone, the Elder who knows Remembrance speaks with the wisdom of the ages and kindness of the saint.


  Conclusions


  In the form of a fairy tale, a young boy is given an amazing preview of his life all the way to old age. Though he is too young to understand what he was shown, one day he will realize that the story really came from him – it was stored in his psyche all along waiting to be projected onto the world and experienced as his own life. As we all do, he travels the long and winding road from tender child to adventure-seeking youth, from first love to family, from loss and struggle to wisdom. Each step is a uniquely configured universal experience; each initiates a new stage, transforms his psyche, and reveals a new world.


  At the end of the story-within-a-story, the old man holds his prayer book with the elder tree blossom still in it, symbolizing the holiness of this final time and the sacred gift of remembrance he received. Then the old couple closes their eyes, but the sentence goes unfinished. We naturally assume death has come but all that really happens is that the story ends. This is a tantalizing ambiguity, for as we will later see, perhaps there is another possibility.


  Reflections


  As an eight-year-old, I remember playing for hours along side my older brother in a water-filled sandbox building islands, roads, bridges and towns; building my life. I remember dressing up as a policeman, a cowboy, and a football player in costumes from a toy store catalogue, trying out different versions of manhood. I remember lying in bed as a preadolescent daydreaming about a girl in elementary school who seemed to be everything I ever wanted, and writing an autobiography in the seventh grade – a curious homework assignment for a 13-year-old! – picturing how I would be just like my father when I grew up. In later adolescence, I imagined myself as a psychologist, understanding the secret workings of the psyche. All along, of course, I really just wanted to be my self but needed these experimental variations to see which branch felt right; it was like trying on clothes. Though I sometimes felt that I would never find my real work or deep love, I always returned to my quest, and eventually found them both.


  Looking back, I see how fresh, sensory and tender life was in springtime, how determined I was in summer, how introspective at midlife and soulful in fall, and now, how reflective I am looking backwards, searching for meaning, in order to go forward to the end. I see how profoundly the shape-shifting goddess touched my story and how much I learned about her love over the past six decades. It was all there, all waiting to come out, all part of me already, needing to be felt and lived. Though I could never have imagined the life I actually led, the friends I have found, the many wounds I sustained and the precious family that has grown around me, I always sensed its necessary outlines and felt the absolute imperative of finding a life I could call my own. I am still on my own path as I move into the mystery of old age.


  Your Story


  To encourage your own reflections, I will ask you questions at the end of each story to evoke your connection to its themes. Here are some questions that might open new depths of insight and understanding of your own psychological development. Reflecting on your own story…


  How were you eager as a child to begin the adventure of life? Did you lie on the grass in summertime opening your stored fantasies to preview your life? What adventures did you anticipate?


  Looking back from wherever you currently are, and looking around at the lives of others, can you see how we all live the same seasons of life with the same energies, dreams, wounds and, with luck, the same eventual wisdom of remembrance? What season are you in now?


  How is remembrance turning into wisdom for you? Where are you applying this wisdom? What have you learned so far about the universal story of life and your own version of it?
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