Long ago Ukraine was wilderness and the trees reveled. The oaks, the aspens, and the birch stretched their arms to heaven, thanking God for the sunlight. The chestnut spread his arms, his leaves glittering in the sun. These tall trees formed a natural cathedral in which the more humble trees appeared to worship. The Alder, the Elderberry and the Willow performed their service in the shadows, collecting water and providing berries for the forest animals.

The Willow was a very helpful tree. Its slender, numerous roots held the soil and created natural dams along the stream. Dragonflies grew in the pond she created, eating the noxious insects that would otherwise attack the leaves of every tree in the forest. The Willow's tender shoots provided food for the wild animals in the winter. The more noble trees sent their sons and daughters into the shade of the Willow to sprout, because there they would find rich nourishment and water.

The tall trees, however, ignored the more humble as they strove to grow taller and taller, and to take more and more the sunshine. They spread their leaves so widely that the Willow was starved for sunlight. The Oak and the chestnut dropped their hard nuts on her. The aspens bragged that their feathery seeds would give them sons and daughters on far continents. 

Willow grew pale, skinny, and she lost many leaves standing in the shade. Still, she survived. She had her small tricks. She put her leaves out earlier in the spring, and kept them later in the fall than the bigger trees. She was flexible, a survivor. Once one of the monarchs of the forest, a huge oak, was blown over in a winter storm.  His body fell directly across Willow, crushing her to the ground, and his rotting corpse lay on her for years. But she was flexible. She put out new roots from the branches that were pressed against the earth, pushed up a new trunk, and remained alive even though crushed.

Change came to the forest with the arrival of a new animal. It was not a large animal -- only a little bit larger than the deer, certainly smaller than the bear. But it was tall because it walked on legs. At first this animal was helpful to the forest trees. Its females gathered up dried wood from the forest floor and dried branches from the bottoms of trees, to make fires to keep itself warm. The trees welcome man, because their sons and daughters could rise more easily from the forest floor when there was more sunlight and less of a tangled in their way. The trees rejoiced when the man decided to stay.

But winter came and fire alone could not keep the man warm. One morning the trees awoke to a thumping sound, and then a crash as one of the pine trees fell, and soon another one. The man took these trees to build a house. He stayed warm that winter, and decided to make a permanent settlement.

But the men in the new settlement were lonesome. They missed the relatives that they had left downstream on the big river. Soon their axes were busy again, chopping aspens and birches to make boats, so they could sail along the river. The tall trees of the forest learned to fear man. 

But the Willow was different. She prospered as man cut down the tall trees around her, giving her more light. She helped by offering shade for man and his animals beside the stream. Women loved Willows long, flexible twigs, which they could weave into baskets.

As man settlement grew, his need for food group as well. He could no longer get enough to be from the fish in the river, the animals in the forest and the berries woman could collect. He needed land to plant crops. Soon his axes were busy again, cutting all of the tall trees in many areas, using their wood to build more houses and more boats, and the smaller pieces as firewood. There were crops in the field, wheat and barley and oats, and vines to make wine. The biggest of the trees, that had once made a cathedral for themselves in the forest, were cut and made by man into a cathedral. It is a magnificent work whose ruins you can see even today in a far corner of the country.

Even the children of the tall trees fared badly. Pigs ate the acorns and the chestnuts, and nibbled at the young trees as they grew up. But the Willow was different again. Woman learned that Willow could grow by itself. If she cut a twig of Willow and put it in the water, it would sprout its own roots and become another tree. Woman planted rows of agreeable, flexible Willows along the roads, to separate the road from the land, and the animals from the fields.

The few tall trees to remain on this land often cry, as they remember the grand days when they ruled proudly over the entire forest and the land beneath. But the Willow is content, for her just as she lived to serve when the trees reigned, providing a place for the young forest monarchs to grow, she serves the new master of the land providing shade for his animals, the twigs for building houses, and even the living fences to keep them apart. It is actually the very same Willow, who has been split into many by the cuttings that the women made and planted throughout, and Willow is very satisfied.

