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INTRODUCTION

Did you know an original 12th-century mince pie could weigh up to 100kg? and were you aware that kissing under the mistletoe derives from a norse myth, thousands of years older than christianity itself? perhaps you have always wondered why we celebrate christmas when we do? if so, The Christmas Pocket Bible is for you.

For many of us, Christmas is an annual holiday of over-consumption, family tension and frantic last-minute shopping that we have come to take for granted. In some 800 million family homes around the world, Christmas has become an annual celebration that crosses cultures and religions.

It is one of the oldest holidays mankind has and a multi-billion pound global industry has grown up around servicing our annual Christmas needs. Yet every year we go through the same routines and customs of overeating, dressing the tree and hanging out our stockings on Christmas Eve without ever wondering ‘Why?’

Is it possible that somewhere along the line the true meanings behind our modern Christmas traditions have been lost in a flurry of wrapping paper and cracker hats?

This book is intended to redress that balance. Packed with facts, trivia, recipes and helpful advice, The Christmas Pocket Bible contains everything you need to know to become a Christmas expert.

From making your own Christmas pudding to throwing the perfect festive bash, we hope that in these pages you will find the answers to all your Christmas queries, plus a feast of helpful tips guaranteed to put the pop into your Yuletide popularity.

You will also find here the real stories that go to make up our modern Christmas traditions, from the ancient Roman feast of Saturnalia to the invention of our very own Santa Claus, while all the time never forgetting the birth of one Jesus Christ, of course.

Untangling the myths, legends and dogma that go to make up this most ancient of feasts, we have tried here to put Christmas into both a historical and traditional context, while at the same time remaining faithful to the true reason for the season.

We hope that the result is a useful and comprehensive reference guide to all things Christmas and that this book will become as much a part of your annual holidays as cold turkey sandwiches and mince pies. Merry Christmas one and all.
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CHRISTMAS TRADITIONS

Many of the modern christmas traditions that we take for granted have their origins far back in the mists of time.

ADVENT CALENDARS

Like many of our modern Christmas traditions, the advent calendar is German in origin. As early as the 16th century it was often family habit in much of German-speaking Europe to mark the days of advent either with the daily lighting of candles or the marking off of days with chalk.

While controversy surrounds the origin of the first printed advent calendar (front-runner to this claim lies with Neues Tagblatt Stuttgart, a Stuttgart newspaper that included a free giveaway calendar in 1904), it is certain that by 1908 Gerhard Lang at Reichhold and Lang’s printing office was creating mass-produced advent calendars in a variety of designs that lasted until the company went out of business in the 1930s.

As other calendars came onto the market, competition started to hot up over the treats that lay behind the calendar doors. In the run-up to the Second World War, religious images were soon supplemented with bible readings and passages and finally sweets, until wartime paper rationing led to the halt of calendar production.

Richard Sellmer in Stuttgart revived the tradition in 1946. By the end of the 1950s advent calendars had become popular throughout Europe and as soon as rationing ended in the UK chocolates started to appear behind the calendar’s miniature doors. See here for how to make your own advent calendar.


Pocket fact

For Christmas 2007, German nanotech scientists created the world’s smallest advent calendar at the University of Regensburg. Etched onto a sliver of gallium arsenide and measuring 8.4 m by 12.4 m (micrometers or microns) it would take more than five million of these calendars to cover one postage stamp.



CANDLES

Burning candles during the winter festivities predates Christianity by thousands of years. Much like the Yule log (see here) the light of the candle helped to keep evil spirits away from the house and helped to renew the sun’s power around the time of the shortest day.

The candle was absorbed into the Christmas tradition and remained popular throughout history. In the 16th century the Protestant reformer, Martin Luther, famously compared the candle-lit tree to the starry heaven from which Christ descended.

During the Victorian era, it was traditional to light a candle on the first Sunday of advent, two candles on the second Sunday and so on, until all four were lit on the fourth Sunday. This custom has largely been replaced with a single candle that burns for an hour on each day of advent.


Christingle

A rather new Christmas candle tradition is celebrated in churches and schools during advent. The word Christingle means ‘Christ light’, and the first Christingle service took place in Germany on Christmas Eve 1747. The bishop wanted to find an easy way to teach people the true meaning of Christmas with a simple symbol, made from an orange and candle (see here). The custom reached the Church of England over 200 years later in 1968 and services usually focus on children.



CHRISTMAS CARDS

The Christmas card is attributed to the Victorian patron of the arts, Sir Henry Cole. During a career that included managing the construction of the Albert Hall, organising the Great Exhibition of 1851, establishing London’s Victoria and Albert Museum and introducing the penny post in 1840, few of Cole’s achievements have had the global impact of the common Christmas card.


Pocket fact

If the nine billion Christmas cards purchased in the UK and US in 2008 were laid end to end, they would circle the earth 54 times.



A busy, modern man, with a personal mission to ‘beautify life’, Sir Henry Cole commissioned prominent British illustrator John Calcott Horsley to create an original card that he could send out to family and business associates. While Horsley’s design, featuring a family surrounded by plentiful food and wine, created uproar from the Temperance Society of the day, the cards themselves were a hit and quickly came to replace the more traditional and time-consuming Christmas letter.

These cards also proved themselves a pretty canny business idea and, capitalising on the popularity of his new penny post, Cole sold them at his Bond Street art gallery. Of the original 1,000 print run, 12 cards remain today in private collections, and in 2001 one of Cole’s personally signed cards sold at auction for an incredible £22,250.

CHRISTMAS CAROLLING

The tradition of carol singing is actually older than Christmas itself. Originally part of Pagan ritual to celebrate the winter solstice (22 December), these songs were probably more associated with dance than singing and the word carol is most likely derived from the old French term, carole (from the Latin choraula), meaning dance of praise and joy.

By AD129 the first official Christmas carol was added to the early Christian canon, when Telesphorous, Bishop of Rome, had decreed that ‘In the Holy Night of the Nativity of our Lord and Saviour, all shall solemnly sing the Angel’s Hymn’.

As the new Christian Church spread across Europe new and old traditions became intermingled as Christmas came to be accepted by the hoi polloi. One such example of this lies in the ancient English tradition of wassailing – see box below.

By the Middle Ages, however, the Christian Church’s reaction against the old customs meant that non-Latin Christmas songs had practically died out in Europe until 1223 when St Francis of Assisi reintroduced the practice of singing popular songs (See here.)


Here we come a-wassailing

Wassailing is still a popular festive pastime in some areas of Britain but it has a history that stretches back long before the birth of Christ. Wassail was a hot alcoholic drink, a bit like mulled cider, that was used to toast the sun as it rose after the shortest day of the winter solstice in order to encourage a bountiful harvest The tradition continued throughout early history and was gradually absorbed into the Christmas proceedings.

By the 16th century, drunken wassailing peasants had become quite a problem. They would stumble from house to house, singing carols and demanding gifts. Their belligerent attitude is evident in the wassailers’ chant, ‘We wish you a Merry Christmas’. After demanding figgy pudding they make it clear that ‘We won’t go until we get some’. The booze-fuelled peasants could often turn quite nasty.

Banned by the Puritans, the tradition fell from favour until it was enthusiastically revived by the Victorians, who turned it into the more genteel practice of carolling from door to door.



Aided by the emergence of professional travelling minstrels and then Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press in Germany around 1439, the 15th century saw the appearance of the first versions of many of today’s most popular carols.

After the Reformation (1517) and the rise of Protestantism across many European countries, the popularity of carolling took another dip, reaching its nadir in England in 1647 when Oliver Cromwell made popular celebrations of Christmas and other saints days illegal (see here).


Carols at King’s

For millions of people around the world Christmas officially begins with the Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols from King’s College, Cambridge. First held on Christmas Eve, 1918, the service derives from an Order created by EW Benson (later Archbishop of Canterbury) for an 1880 Christmas Eve service held in a wooden shed outside Benson’s home in Truro.

Introduced to the college by then Dean of King’s, and ex-Western Front army chaplain, Eric Milner-White, the order of service has remained largely unchanged since 1919 and although successive organists have introduced new carols over the years, the service always begins with Once in Royal David’s City. The first verse of this carol is always sung, unaccompanied, by a lone choirboy. To this day, tradition dictates that none of the waiting choirboys knows which of them will sing the solo until just before the service begins.

First broadcast by the BBC in 1928, the service has gone on uninterrupted (with the exception of 1930) for over 80 years, even continuing through the Second World War when the location of the service remained an open secret. Today, this delightfully British Christmas event is listened to by millions worldwide.



But you can’t keep a good song down and by the 19th century carolling had firmly re-established itself in the new concept of the family Christmas, as popularised by contemporary literature including Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol in which Scrooge threatens a caroller who comes to his door to sing God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.

CHRISTMAS CRACKERS

The man to blame for the obligatory paper hat-wearing and the abysmal jokes associated with Christmas dinner is the inventor of the cracker, Mr Tom Smith from east London. Another Victorian innovation, the cracker first made an appearance in 1847.

Smith, originally a confectioner, was inspired by the tissue-paper wrapped bon-bons he spied on a trip to Paris. With a twist at either end, they looked much like a miniature version of the cracker we know today. Smith imported these sugared almonds and found that the vast majority were bought at Christmas by young men as a gift for their sweethearts. So, the great entrepreneur came up with the idea of adding mottoes and simple love poems to his sweets.

These were competitive times and other manufacturers were quick to copy Smith’s ideas. To stay ahead of the game, Smith added the crack mechanism by chemically impregnating paper strips, and a few years later he discarded the sweet, replacing it with a surprise gift. The modern day cracker was a hit and by the turn of the century, Smith’s firm was producing more than 13 million a year.

When Smith died, his two sons Tom and Walter took over the business and it continued to flourish. Tom junior came up with the addition of the paper hat. By the end of the 1930s the love poems had evolved into jokes and limericks. The company is still flourishing today, making millions of crackers each year and exclusively creating crackers for the royal family. Over the years the firm has created special crackers to honour the suffragettes, war heroes and the Coronation, among others. Their largest ever cracker was nine metres (30ft) high.


Pocket fact

During the Second World War, the Tom Smith Company was commissioned to create a device made up of bundles of cracker snaps. When a special string was pulled these devices mimicked the sound of machine gun fire and were used by soldiers in training.



CHRISTMAS DECORATIONS

Since long before the birth of Christ, evergreens have been used to decorate houses during winter festivals. Our Norse ancestors decorated their homes with fir branches, mistletoe, holly and ivy to remind themselves that light and life would return to the world once more (see box below).

But it wasn’t until the Victorian era that manmade decorations took off. After Prince Albert introduced the Christmas tree to the homes of the masses (see here), demand increased for items with which to adorn it. Before the invention of fairy lights, candles were extremely popular. This is a surprise given that they were mostly made of animal fat and so stank to high heaven, filled the house with smoke and presented a potential fire hazard.

Many early tree decorations were of the edible variety, with sweets and fruits being particularly popular. As time wore on, small presents and ornaments were also added to trees, and by the 1880s glass ornaments were the height of fashion.


Why is it bad luck to leave your decorations up after Twelfth Night?

Early pagan druids believed that evergreens (brought into the home at this time of year) could only possibly stay alive during the winter because they held magical properties. In fact they were believed to contain mischievous wood spirits who were only prevented from causing chaos during the 12 days of the winter solstice festival. Thereafter, they were free to run riot.

Astoundingly we have not managed to shake this superstition off in thousands of years of history, and although very few people know the reason why, it is still commonly held that leaving your decorations up too long will bring bad luck upon the household.



Baubles were created to replace the more traditional apples that were once hung on the tree (as a reminder of the forbidden fruit of the Garden of Eden). The tinsel and various dangly decorations that came later as commercialism crept into the festival have no real significance. But they look very nice.

CHRISTMAS PRESENTS

Gift giving at Christmas is as old as the story itself. After all, it’s in the nativity story: three Kings bearing gold, frankincense and myrrh. In fact, the ancient Romans had been exchanging gifts at this time of year for hundreds of years before Caspar, Melchior and Balthasar drew up their first list. During the Roman festival of Saturnalia (17 Dec–25 Dec), a time of misrule would be in force when slaves became masters and enemies sent gifts. Amongst family and friends lucky fruit called stenae would also be exchanged. It goes without saying that feasting and excess played a large part in the proceedings.

By the time St Nicholas stepped into the Christmas picture, from modern day Turkey, around AD270 (see here), the exchange of good luck offerings for a new year ahead was familiar throughout Europe. By the 16th century Christmas gift-giving had become a common part of the Christian festival in Britain and the Tudors took the annual gift giving so seriously they preserved their annual exchanges with the gentry in a dedicated Gift Role.


Pocket fact

In 1580 Sir Philip Sydney enraged Queen Elizabeth I by trying to dissuade her from marrying the Duke of Anjou. In 1581 he made her a Christmas gift of a jewel-studded whip to show he was back in line.



This period also saw the Reformation create a new, protestant Christmas giver in the form of Christkind, put out to challenge St Nicholas’ popularity on Christ’s birthday. Usually depicted as a young girl with wings and a gold crown or hair, Christkind delivered presents on Christmas Eve and became accepted widely across German-speaking Europe.

The modern commercial Christmas did not really take off, however, until the late 19th century. In fact it took until 1888 for the first Santa’s grotto to appear at a JP Roberts department store in Stratford. By 1889, though, he was everywhere and Christmas became all about the kids overnight.


The gift of giving

• Christmas spending in the UK on gifts annually exceeds £8bn

• Around £78m worth of unwanted gifts are returned to shops each January

• 41% of toys given as presents are broken by March

• The average gift costs about £25

• The average UK child gets their first Christmas stocking aged two

• They get their last aged 15

• 36% of Brits now do all of their Christmas gift shopping online

• The phrase ‘It’s better to give than to receive’ derives from the bible, Acts 20:35, and is attributed by Paul to Jesus: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’



CHRISTMAS STOCKINGS

The link between footwear and gift giving may seem oblique, but it is one that has echoes in many cultural tales and countries around the world. Perhaps the first popular depiction of the Christmas stocking tradition appeared in America in 1863 when German-American illustrator Thomas Nast published his cartoon Christmas Morning showing children rummaging through stockings for gifts. Clement Clark Moore’s famous seasonal poem, ’Twas the night before Christmas (see here), first published in 1823, also contains two references to the stocking.

The original story of the Christmas stocking is attributed to the Greek Orthodox bishop, St Nicholas (also known as Nicholas of Myra), born in modern day Turkey around AD270. Among other things, St Nicholas is the patron saint of sailors, prostitutes, repentant thieves and pawnbrokers, but is still best known as one of the archetypes of our modern Father Christmas (see here).

Among the many tales of charity and good works assigned to St Nicholas, legend has it that the saint got wind of the plight of a poor man with three daughters for whom he could not provide a dowry. In order to help this man without causing the embarrassment of offering him public charity, St Nicholas made a journey to the poor man’s home during the night and tossed a bag of gold through the window to pay for the marriage of the eldest daughter. The second daughter’s dowry was provided in a similar way, but when it came to the youngest it was winter and the window was firmly shut. So Nicholas quietly climbed on the roof and dropped the bag of gold down the chimney. It landed in a stocking that was hung by the fire to dry (or in a shoe in some accounts). Today the oranges left in stockings are said to represent these bags of gold.


Christmas footwear around the world

• In China Muslin stockings are traditionally hung to be filled with gifts from Dun Che Lao Ren

• Le Père Noël fills children’s shoes with gifts in France

• Italian children leave their shoes out on the night before Epiphany (5 Jan) to be filled by the good witch, La Befana

• In Holland, Dutch children traditionally fill their clogs with hay and carrots on Christmas Eve for Santa’s reindeer



THE QUEEN’S SPEECH

One of the more modern Christmas traditions is the reigning monarch’s Christmas message to the Commonwealth. The very first message came from Queen Elizabeth II’s grandfather, King George V, in 1932. It was broadcast on BBC Radio in the year that the Beeb received its royal charter.


Pocket fact

The very first Christmas message, transmitted from Sandringham, began with the words, ‘I speak now from my home and from my heart to you all.’ But these weren’t George V’s own words. They were written for him by none other than the author Rudyard Kipling.
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