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Ah, Christmas. That most wonderful time of the year – or so they keep trying to convince us. A season of joy, goodwill, relentless social obligations and savagely plundered bank accounts. If you’re reading this book, chances are it was given to you as a festive gift, and you might currently be in the thick of the chaos, claustrophobia and culinary disasters that define a British December (or indeed Boxing Day – see Chapter 10). Or perhaps you’ve recently married a Brit and are about to embark on your first holiday season with your new in-laws, armed with nothing but a tub of Celebrations and a vague sense of dread (good luck – it’s going to be weird, one way or another!). Or maybe you bought it in preparation, in the hope that within these pages lie answers to the excruciating riddles such as what to buy for whom, who to spend your Christmas Day with and how to get through a game of Monopoly without destroying your family. Either way, welcome.


Let’s be honest: the festive season in Blighty is a blooming minefield. It’s a time when perfectly rational people lose their minds over the correct way to fold wrapping paper, when the phrase ‘I’ll just have one more sherry’ spirals into a forty-five-minute monologue about Brexit at the dinner table and when the humble sprout becomes a divisive family (and gastrointestinal) issue. It’s a season where you’ll find yourself trudging to the shops in the rain, queuing for half an hour to buy a novelty mug for a colleague you barely know, only to realise you’ve forgotten your own mother’s present. Again.


And then there are the get-togethers. Oh, the gettogethers. Whether you’re hosting your in-laws, enduring your uncle’s annual rant about the price of eggs these days, or trying to explain to your nan why you’re still single, Christmas is the ultimate test of your patience, sanity and ability to fake a smile while silently plotting your escape to a remote tinsel-less island.


But fear not, dear reader. This book is your British Christmas survival guide. Think of it as the literary equivalent of a stiff gin and tonic, a warm mince pie and a reassuring pat on the shoulder from someone who’s been there, done that and has the mental scars and novelty jumpers to prove it. And, not to boast, but my qualifications extend beyond merely being a Christmas participant; with over 6 million Very British Problems followers across the myriad of social media platforms, I’ve spent years delving into the most absurd and hilarious aspects of British life. And Christmas? Well, it’s the zenith of British awkwardness and calamity – the ultimate showcase of all the quirks, mishaps and traditions that define British life, all rolled into one bonkers season.


Within these pages, you’ll find practical advice, coping strategies and a healthy dose of humour to help you navigate it all with your dignity (mostly) intact. From dealing with the inevitable Christmas parlour game argument (‘No, Auntie Linda, you cannot just “invent” a new rule because you’re losing’), to navigating the terrors of staying at someone’s house – especially when they have a weak flush (and you’re the one who has to break the news) – I’ve got you covered. You’ll learn how to untangle the lights without upsetting nearby small children, how to survive the shops without throttling a queue jumper and how to serve a Christmas dinner that everyone scoffs (rather than scoffs at!). We’ll also cover how to handle the awkwardness of unwanted presents, everything that will happen at the office Christmas party and ways to enter the new year with at least some sense of accomplishment. And loads more! It’s all here in your ultimate guide to making it through the jolly madness in one piece.


So, pour yourself a cuppa, grab a biscuit (why not, even open the posh ones in the tin that you’ve been saving?), pop on Christmas FM and settle in. Whether you’re a seasoned veteran of the festive fray or a wide-eyed newbie about to experience your first pigs-in-blankets-induced existential crisis (‘Why has my mother-in-law only given me one when everyone else has two? Does she hate me?’), this book is here to remind you that you’re not alone. Together, we’ll get through this. And if all else fails, there’s always Pancake Day to look forward to. God save the King. And the Quality Street.


Rob Temple, Cambridge, 2025.
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It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas


(even though it’s still summer)
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‘It seems to get earlier every year!’


—Every adult Brit in the country, every single year


If you’ve received this book as a Christmas gift (lucky you), then it’s probably actually Christmas, and I’m probably just a bit too late to help you (this year, anyway) to avoid most of the festive migraines you’re currently experiencing (in which case, maybe just take some Nurofen or something?). But let’s be honest – Christmas started a while ago. In fact, it began, as is the norm these days, well before December. By August, those tubs of chocolates – your Roses, Quality Street, Celebrations, Heroes et al. – have slowly wormed their way into shops. Once autumn arrives, they start to accumulate in towering stacks, ominously edging towards the end of aisles, harbingers of the looming festive chaos.


Before you can even put on your first scarf of autumn, your mum’s already asking, ‘Where will you be this year?’ as she sets the dining table and frets about how big a turkey to order (she’ll order the same size – i.e. big turkey-size – regardless of whether you’re there or not). Long before Bonfire Night, you’ll receive your first unsolicited festive-themed newsletter from a company you bought exactly one thing from eight years ago. And, of course, your workplace will gently nudge you to fill out a form asking if you’ll be having ‘turkey and trimmings’ or ‘mushroom wellington’ for the office party months in advance.


How does this happen? One minute you’re sipping Pimm’s, watching Wimbledon, and the next… boom – another Gavin & Stacey Christmas Special. And it’s still a shock every year, truth be told.


You try to resist the Christmas creep.* You tut at the mince pies in M&S as you push your trolley past, still piled high with ice lollies (but, let’s be honest, you’ll sneak back for a pack of six ‘deep-filled, best ever’ ones for your next cup of tea). You roll your eyes at early festive-themed social media posts and huff, ‘We haven’t even had Halloween yet!’ You genuinely feel sorry for the poor souls working in retail, who must endure Michael Bublé crooning ‘It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas’ on a loop for five solid months. Inevitably, some annoyingly organised person will announce in October, with a grin that makes you want to throw a trifle at them, that they’ve already started (or even finished!) their Christmas shopping. As someone who typically begins gift hunting in mid-December, this announcement makes me recoil in horror like a startled whelk. Indeed, like trying to hold back a tsunami with a cake fork, resistance is futile: Christmas is now a half-year event, whether you’re ready or not.


It’s not just here in the UK, either; it’s all over the world. The US is probably to blame. At least they have Thanksgiving to serve as a barrier, but I think the Philippines might have us beaten with the world’s longest official Christmas season. It starts on 1 September! When I asked a friend from the Philippines, ‘When exactly is Christmas back home?’ his response was simple: ‘Any month with a ‘ber’ in it.’ In contrast, Japan celebrates Christmas in a short but sweet window from 23 to 25 December, which sounds ideal to me.


But here we are, stuck in dreary old Britain (and you’re only allowed to call it dreary if you’re British, by the way). So, what’s a person to do about the ever-encroaching Christmas madness? Well, I see it as a five-stage process…


[image: ] The Five Stages of Grief: Christmas Creep Edition


Denial: ‘No, No, NO! It’s not Christmas yet!’


You’ve just bought your first packet of burgers for a barbecue, and there it is: a tub of Quality Street, right next to the disposable grills. You shake your head and mutter, ‘This isn’t happening. We’ve only just finished Easter!’ Time to implement The Oblivious Option: pretend it’s actually not happening at all. Pop in your headphones, crank up ‘Summertime’ by DJ Jazzy Jeff & the Fresh Prince (back when Will Smith was known for rapping, not slapping), and loop it until the clocks go back. If you’re lucky, you might make it to November before anyone dares mention ‘Good King Wenceslas’ (whoever he is).


Anger: ‘WHY IS EVERYONE SO OBSESSED WITH BLOODY CHRISTMAS?!’


By now, the Christmas creep is impossible to ignore, and you’re feeling personally attacked. You rant about consumerism, even though you’re a fan of Amazon Prime and get deliveries daily.* Enter The Bah Humbug Option: scoff at anyone who dares utter the C-word and declare that anyone who puts up their tree before December is out of their mind. You decide you’ll wear a black T-shirt as your ‘Christmas jumper’ and loudly declare, ‘Don’t get me anything this year!’ Then, of course, end up secretly upset when no one gets you anything.


Bargaining: ‘Okay, fine, but just one mince pie, but only because you’re having one, all right?’


You start to break. You think, maybe Christmas isn’t so bad. You tell yourself, ‘I’ll just have one mince pie,’ but suddenly you’re standing in front of a fully stocked Christmas aisle, trolley piled with Yule logs and Stilton. Maybe you’ll put a few decs up after all… just a few ornaments here and there. And why not the lights, too? They do look nice. You start to convince yourself that the only way to survive this madness is to give in. And before you know it, you’ve caught yourself humming ‘Driving Home for Christmas’ in the first week of November.


Depression: ‘Actually, I’m getting a bit sick of it now.’


The Christmas machine is now in full swing. Decorations in shops, Christmas music on every corner. The initial high you got in stage three has faded. It’s wearing you down now. Why can’t Christmas just go away? The creep has won again. Maybe it’s time to accept that your life is now a never-ending cycle of Christmas. After a brief period of melancholia, the Can’t Beat ’Em, Join ’Em Option kicks in. Your tree goes up the day after Remembrance Day and you find yourself tossing mini beige breaded snacks into the air fryer with abandon every time you hear Mariah Carey belt out the word ‘I.’ You even start saying, ‘Oh, just a few bits and bobs left to get!’ when people ask if you’re ready for Christmas, even though you have The Complete Bits and Bobs Set™ still to tackle. There’s no stopping it, so you might as well embrace it. Which leads to…


Acceptance: ‘Well… I guess it’s Christmas then.’


You’ve finally accepted the Christmas creep and you’re okay with it – well, mostly. Your tree is up. The Christmas playlist is on repeat. And although the crowds in town still make you want to scream, there’s a part of you that’s kind of… enjoying it. After all, this is just the new normal. You lean in, take a deep breath (and undo your belt at the same time) and grab another individually wrapped chocolate. It’s bloody Christmas, mate – might as well enjoy it!


[image: ] Okay, But Who’s to Blame for the Christmas Creep?


‘From a commercial point of view, if Christmas did not exist, it would be necessary to invent it.’


—Katharine Whitehorn


So who’s to blame for the Christmas creep? Well, the shops, you might not be surprised to hear.


The term was coined in the shoulder-padded 1980s, a time renowned for all things consumption. Not just the decade of the England football team being punched out of the World Cup by a tiny Argentine hand, but the era of ‘greed is good’, Walkmans and battery-powered toys. A time of dramatic technological advancements, rampant advertising, the rise of credit cards and personal debt, and the rapid expansion of shopping centres. Mix that storm together in one overstuffed teacup and you’ve got Yuletide sweeping towards us earlier each year. And again, thanks to the shops, Christmas doesn’t just start earlier – it ends later. I even bought a packet of Christmas cards in January – JANUARY! – because they were £3.50 down to 25p (and I’ve just looked at them properly and realised they say 2024 on the front, so that’s great). I also bought a big reindeer made of felt for 50 per cent off in B&Q.


In fact, this Christmas creep phenomenon existed well before the 1980s. People had been noticing and complaining about it for decades before. In 1947, H. Earl Garzee wrote to the La Crosse Tribune in Wisconsin, saying, ‘We see these decorations a month and a half before the holiday arrives, and when it finally does, we’re so sick and tired of the lights and trimmings that we barely notice them. The whole atmosphere feels dull at a time it should be cheerful.’ Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? It reminds me a bit of the letter I wrote to my local M&S last year, asking, ‘Please can you stop selling Christmas cake and packets of mini chicken Kievs in September? They’re making me really fat.’


Now, fast-forward to the present, where the internet, smartphones and 24/7 ads and offers are constantly flashing in our faces. And what happens? Christmas creeps a little bit more. If you’re reading this in December, you’ll have noticed that Easter eggs are already popping up in stores. Living in the present is becoming increasingly tricky, as it seems like we’re always ahead of ourselves. It’s a bit like being stuck in a permanent festive nightmare, one which was poked fun at in Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life (1983), where it was always Christmas in heaven: an unchanging, consumer-driven spectacle, which might seem appealing at first, but quickly becomes tiresome, sterile and repetitive.


And all this to celebrate one man’s birthday.


[image: ] The Official ‘Christmas Build-Up’ Diary:


So, here it is (did you automatically finish reading that by saying ‘Merry Christmas’ in your head? Like the Slade song? No? Just me then), the official schedule to the LONG lead-up to Christmas:


Mid–late August


• You start to sense that summer is almost over. Well, it was never really summer anyway, was it? What with the endless drizzle.


• You go into the garage to put away the garden furniture cushions and, for the first time this year, notice the Christmas tree in its big storage bag, tucked away like a lump of festive doom. It’s there in the corner, looking suspiciously like a fat bloke (Santa?) in a body bag.


• Slight sense of dread.


Early September


• Someone, usually a retail worker or a work colleague, says, ‘It’ll soon be Christmas.’ You groan and say, ‘Don’t!’ But they’re right, it will soon be Christmas. Oh no, you think. Oh no no no.


Mid-September


• You start buying ‘bits’. A tub of chocolates here (best before November), a roll of Sellotape there. These little bits gradually find their way into the spare room, where you’ll forget about them until Christmas Eve when you’re wrapping presents in a last-minute state of mania.


• For the first time this year, you hear the distant synths of Sir Paul McCartney’s ‘Wonderful Christmastime’, leaking out of shop corners like a musical virus. Ding dong ding dong ding dong…


Late September


• You start to ask your siblings to have a think about what they want for Christmas. They never tell you. You never tell them what you want, either. In December you’ll buy them socks. They’ll buy you the same.


Early October


• You notice supermarket chicken and bacon sandwiches have added cranberry sauce in them and that somehow this addition makes them even drier than before.


Mid-October


• The office Christmas party (see Chapter 3) is booked. You pick a name out of the Secret Santa hat and are now tasked with finding a £5 gift for a man named Terry (who might be one of the last Terrys on earth?). You only know him through brief exchanges in the kitchen, mainly consisting of awkward ‘no rest for the wicked’ comments. You’ll end up buying him a Terry’s Chocolate Orange. ‘Because you’re called Terry,’ you’ll explain. ‘Oh,’ he’ll say, staring solemnly at it. ‘I see. Very good.’


• A catalogue for very expensive ham comes through the letter box and plops on the floor. You leave it there for a month before taking it into the bathroom for toilet reading.


Late October


• The clocks go back. Nobody in Britain can believe how dark it is by 4 p.m.


• Halloween comes and goes. High street chains swiftly abandon Pumpkin Spice and usher in its festive cousin: Gingerbread Spice.


• The Spooktacular chocolate mini rolls are hastily yanked from the shelves and replaced with Fantastically Festive chocolate mini rolls. In the words of Alan Partridge: ‘They’ve rebadged it, you fool!’


Mid-November


• The John Lewis Christmas advert (along with all the others) airs. Everyone on social media has an opinion, ranging from ‘that was pants’ to ‘I couldn’t stop crying when the snowman opened his present and it was a hat!’ You, on the other hand, after so many years, just feel numb.


• Some people (including me) put their tree up.


Late November


• Suddenly, someone – might even be you – will utter the phrase: ‘Don’t eat that, it’s for Christmas.’ There is cheese in the fridge that you’re not allowed to touch. Forbidden pâté has entered the house. A cupboard has now been fully dedicated to special tins of posh biscuits and assortments of crackers. The house smells like blue cheese every time you open the fridge.


• Out of nowhere, you suddenly feel ‘a bit Christmassy’ and you tell the nearest people this fact. It’s the first time this year you’ve felt ‘a bit Christmassy’. You will use it as an excuse to watch The Muppet Christmas Carol, eat twelve pigs in blankets and drink half a bottle of Baileys.


Early December


• Everyone in Britain will collectively gasp: ‘How is it already December?!’ As if we haven’t been talking about nothing but bloody Christmas for the past four months.


• Car parks, public transport and shops will become an unrelenting nightmare. People get livid with each other over proper queuing etiquette.


• The revised bin schedule arrives. You pin this sacred leaflet inside the utility room cupboard.


Mid-December


• Newspapers will start warning you about ‘Carmageddon’ and ‘Festive Getaway Hell’ if you dare to dream of travelling in the next fortnight. Don’t even think about using a motorway.


• You start saying, ‘If I don’t see you before, have a good Christmas,’ to everyone you know.


• Annoyingly wacky people start wearing Santa hats in public.


Mid–Late December


• It’s finally Christmas. Well, it’s been Christmas for about a million years by now, hasn’t it? If you’ve been in a shop at all since August, it’s been Christmas. It’s time to see your extended family, eat the biggest and most important roast dinner of the year, fall out over games of Monopoly and Trivial Pursuit that last for hours and hours (see Chapter 10), have a big leftovers sandwich and gain at least two stone.


New Year Lands


• Hootenanny, champagne, fireworks, diets, long walks, broken resolutions, Pancake Day, council tax renewal,* Easter, a rainy summer, three days of unbearable heat where you’ll consider getting an air conditioner (but never do) and then… Christmas starts again! Yay!


And that list, hopefully, should give you an indication of what awaits you throughout the rest of this book. Enjoy.
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[image: ] 10 Things You’re Definitely Going to Eat Before It’s Even December


1. Mince pie


2. Cheeseboard and crackers


3. Whole tin of posh biscuits – the kind that comes in two layers and is separated by a layer of springy purple cardboard


4. Chocolate log


5. Celebrations


6. Pack of a dozen beige things cooked in the air fryer


7. Pigs in blankets


8. Panettone


9. Trifle


10. Festive sandwich








__________


* No, this isn’t about your uncle – the one who drinks too much and talks a bit too closely so you can see the yellow smear of piccalilli on his chin… ‘Christmas creep’ is an actual term describing the relentless advance of Christmas celebrations earlier each year.


* My household gets so many Amazon deliveries that the company would probably check to see if I was still alive (yeah, right) if I suddenly had a week or so without ordering anything. But then again, all the subscriptions I’ve set up would just keep arriving long after the cats had started to eat me. The front doorstep would turn into some kind of massive shrine to boxes of loo roll and all of my wife’s supplements. So… many… supplements. Do you know how expensive supplements are? This book is effectively paying for a month’s worth of vitamins.


* I wonder if it’ll be a) the same as last year or b) perhaps even cheaper (spoiler: it will not be either of those options).









2


Christmas Cards
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‘Who the bloody hell’s that from?’


—Every British person with a letter box throughout December


We wouldn’t be truly celebrating the birth of JC without sending millions of bits of expensive folded cardboard around the country. And there are several constants in a Brit’s life when it comes to Christmas cards, which I will list for you now…


1. At some point, we all ask, ‘Are we doing cards this year?’


2. If we do send Christmas cards, we have a list of people who always make the cut no matter what: Mum and Dad, Brother, Sister, Children, Grandma and Grandad, and another list of people who only survive the list from year to year if they return the gesture. Fail to send a card back? Bang, you’re off the list.


3. Sadly, the longer we live, the shorter that list gets. Take my parents, for example. At one point in their lives, it would take them an entire day and a couple of pads of paper to cross everyone off. Now, such is life, it’s not such a big job.




[image: ] Christmas Cards in Numbers


Some stats and figures for you – see if you can spot the fake one I’ve thrown in for fun!


150 million


Number of Christmas cards delivered in Britain each year.


16,000


Number of extra staff Royal Mail employs to help get them all sent!


£1.4 billion


The estimated amount spent on greetings cards in Britain each year.


1611


The first-known Christmas card sent in this year by Michael Maier to James I of England and his son the Prince of Wales.


1843


The year Queen Victoria sent the first official British Christmas card.





4. Sometimes, we have no idea who the card is from – like in the Gavin & Stacey Christmas Special where Pam and Mick didn’t know if the card was from mechanic John, John with the glasses or John Snape (they decided it was probably John Snape).




2,050


The number of that first official card printed and sold for a shilling each. The central picture showed three generations of a family raising a toast of wine, which proved controversial at the time.


£22,250


The amount an anonymous bidder paid in 2001 for just one of those 1843 cards.


1.3 tonnes


The total weight of Christmas cards from children addressed to Father Christmas that were incinerated by the UK postal service in 2024.


16 per cent


The percentage of people in a 2023 BBC poll who said they wouldn’t bother sending Christmas cards that year.


(Did you spot the fake one? Yes, it’s the 1.3 tonnes one, because of course the postal service doesn’t do this! All those cards are sent to the North Pole, where Father Christmas incinerates them himself).





5. The best and most important cards from close relatives get the prime spots in the house (mantlepiece, bookcase, windowsill). The less important ones (the one from the local takeaway, the one that’s actually a leaflet from an estate agent disguised as a card, etc.) go in the corner of the kitchen worktop, laid down flat, where they join the pile of other annoying bits: old receipts, unopened warnings from the TV licensing people, random small coins – until January, when they’re unceremoniously chucked away.


6. Every year, we can’t believe the price of stamps.


7. No matter who it’s from, we always hope for money in the card. Even if we’re sixty-two and haven’t received anything in a card for over forty years, there’s always just that little bit of hope.


8. It’s the rule that we must say, ‘Oh, that’s nice,’ when we look at a card fresh from its envelope.


9. We will list, with bitterness, who we didn’t get a card from. ‘I can’t believe your sister didn’t get you a card! We always get her one. And we get ones for her kids! Well… that’s it now’ (I refer you to point 2).


10. One year, we experiment with not doing cards at all (apart from the core ones mentioned in point 2) and it works out fine. Nobody dies, and we never do them again. Someone, somewhere, says what’s mentioned in point 9 about us, but we don’t hear it, so thankfully it has no impact on our lives at all.
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