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1

THE STORY OF THE NATIVITY
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THE NATIVITY PLAY IS OFF!

I approached an infant school nestled in the heart of the Yorkshire Dales one bitterly cold December afternoon. The surrounding fields and rocky outcrops were hidden under a smattering of snow and the belt of dark pines had a fine dusting of white. The air was icy fresh and the whole area around the small school was a vast white silent sea.

I had been invited by the head teacher, a large jolly woman with the wonderfully-Dickensian name of Miss Sally Precious, to see the rehearsal of the infant Nativity play.

As I walked up the path to the school, careful not to slip on the icy surface, I was met by a group of small children chattering excitedly and apparently on their way home. I stopped a small boy with a shock of ginger hair, close set dark brown eyes and a missing front tooth. A small green candle of mucus appeared from his crusty nostril.

‘Excuse me,’ I said.

‘We’re not supposed to speak to strange men outside school,’ he replied vociferously and regarding me suspiciously. He sniffed noisily and wiped his nose on the back of his hand.

‘I’m here to see the Nativity play,’ I told him.

‘Well, it’s off!’ he told me bluntly.

‘It’s off?’ I repeated.

The boy raised his hand to his head and scratched his scalp. ‘Aye, t’Virgin Mary’s got nits!’
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THE INFANT NATIVITY PLAY 

This innocence of young children is wonderfully illustrated at Christmas when the infant Nativity takes place in many schools throughout the country. Small children acting out one of the greatest stories of all time captures the very essence of Christmas. To see Mary, aged six, draped in a pale blue gown and cradling a large doll representing Baby Jesus never fails to bring a tear to the eye. To see Joseph, wide-eyed and innocent-faced, in a tartan dressing gown and a thick multi-coloured towel over his head held in place with an elastic belt with a snake clasp always brings a sympathetic smile to the lips. Then there are the shepherds, a motley group of children, also attired in dressing gowns and towels, the three kings wearing their cardboard crowns and clutching their gifts and the angels clad in white sheets and tinsel halos.

The delight of the infant Nativity is in the mix of childlike innocence and amusing mishaps. It is hard for the audience not to laugh when another Joseph wearing a brown poncho, which is clearly too big for a small child, treads on the bottom and falls over or when the angry little girl, masked by another infant dressed in brown and green, shouts off stage, ‘Can you tell the palm tree to shift, Miss, he’s blocking my view and I can’t see my Nana.’ At one Nativity play an over-enthusiastic little boy dressed in a soldier outfit and taking on the part of the Little Drummer Boy, proceeded to bang the metal drum around his neck loudly and with gusto. Anyone could see that the girl playing Mary was getting increasingly annoyed. Finally she placed Baby Jesus carefully back in the manger (a large pink doll with frizzy hair) and shouted at the boy, ‘Will you shurrup Darren! I’m trying to gerrim off to sleep. You’re doin’ mi ’ead in!’

For one Nativity play the teachers (or more likely the parents) had really gone to town on the costumes for the children who played the Three Kings. The three little boys entered the stage in regal splendour, resplendent in designer outfits and holding their precious gifts. One child wore a huge silver turban and red cloak embellished with sequins and feathers and a second wore a circlet of gold. The third king sported a most impressive bejewelled crown. The jewels were in fact coloured wine gums which had been glued on to look like rubies and emeralds but they shone brilliantly under the lights.

As the play progressed, the third king began to get rather bored and started yawning and scratching and stretching. Then he proceeded to detach the fruit gums one by one from his crown, pop them in his mouth and chew them vigorously. The other two kings watched him with interest. Finally the second king leaned over and said in a loud stage whisper, ‘Give us one Jason.’ The third king obliged. The drama concluded with the children singing, ‘Oh little town of Bethlehem’ accompanied by the loud chomping of the Magi.
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At the conclusion of one infant Nativity play, Mary and Joseph sat at the centre of a colourful tableau of kings, shepherds and animals (the last being children in cardboard sheep and donkey masks). A group of little angels in white crêpe paper and cardboard headbands with silver stars on the front stood on a raised platform at the back. As the teacher at the piano struck up with the introduction to ‘Away in a Manger’ Mary rocked Baby Jesus – another large pink doll with frizzy hair and eyes which opened and closed – and the doll (one of the talking variety) started to cry and asked for its nappy to be changed. Mary shook it forcefully to shut it up which only resulted in the doll repeatedly crying and demanding to be changed. Mary in desperation pushed the doll roughly into Joseph’s hands. ‘You have him,’ she said. ‘He won’t shut up!’ The small boy playing Joseph looked at a loss what to do as the doll continued to cry and demand to be changed. He shook the doll so forcefully that the head became detached from the body and bounced down the stage just as the angels got to the line in the carol, ‘The Little Lord Jesus lay down his sweet head.’ One of the three kings quickly retrieved the head and passed it to Mary who reunited it with its body. To the sound of laughter from the audience and the crying of the doll, the angels continued to sing lustily. ‘The stars in the bright sky looked down as he lay, the little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay.’
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THE VISIT OF THE SCHOOL INSPECTOR 

This morning, children, we have a special visitor in school.

He’s sitting at the back of the hall.

His name in Mr Leatherboy and he’s a school inspector

Come to watch the rehearsal for our Nativity Play.

I am sure he will leave us very much impressed.

I don’t think he will be very much impressed

By what you are doing Malcolm Biggerdyke.

Donkeys don’t roll about on the floor making silly noises,

Now do they? They stand up straight and pay attention.

Justine don’t do that with Baby Jesus, dear,

And Philip, please stop fiddling with the frankincense.

How do you mean you’ve got your finger stuck in the hole in the lid?

Well how did you manage to do that?

My goodness, that was a silly thing to do, wasn’t it?

Well, if it went in it must come out, wiggle it about a bit.

No, I don’t mean your bottom, wiggle your finger about.

He doesn’t need your help thank you very much Harry.

Yes, I know you are only trying to be helpful.

Just leave the lid alone and put your crown on straight.

Justine, I have asked you not to do that with Baby Jesus,

And Gavin, will you stop that immediately!

Crooks are for holding sensibly and not for swinging about.

You will have someone’s eye out.

Angela dear, I really don’t think the Angel of the Lord

Would wipe her nose on her sleeve, now would she?

Use a tissue. Well go and get one from Mrs Tricklebank.

Tyrone, palm trees stand still, they do not wander about the stage.

Go back and stand on your spot and don’t wave your fronds about.

Justine, I shall not tell you again not to do that with Baby Jesus.

Jonathan Jones, why are you pulling that silly face?

One day the wind will change and it will stay like that.

Yes, I know you didn’t want to be Joseph,

Yes, I know you wanted to be the grumpy Innkeeper,

But there are some things in life many of us don’t want to do

And we just have to grin and bear it and not pull silly faces.

Duane, I did ask you not to wear those red trainers.

Herod wouldn’t be wearing shoes which light up and flash

Now would he? No, you can’t wear your wellingtons.

What is it Justine? Well, I did tell you not to do that with Baby Jesus.

Put him back in the crib and leave him alone.

I am sure we will fix his head back on before the performance.

Well, I think we are about ready to start, Mr Leatherboy.

Oh dear, he appears to have gone.
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THE YORKSHIRE NATIVITY 

I sat in pride of place at the back of the large room as the children performed their drama on the makeshift stage. Of all the nativity plays I have seen over the years this was undoubtedly one of the most original and perhaps the most memorable. The cast had dispensed with the usual attire: sandals, dressing gowns, pasteboard crowns, coloured towels draped over heads, cotton wool beards, cloaks, cardboard wings and tinsel halos and had opted for simple modern dress.

A large, fresh-faced girl with long flaxen hair, attired in black slacks and a white blouse stood at the side of the stage as two children, the boy dressed in jeans and denim jacket, the girl in a bright flowery dress, entered holding hands.

‘And it came to pass,’ said the narrator, ‘that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, the Emperor in Rome, that all the world should be taxed and Joseph, the carpenter, took Mary, his wife, who was having a baby, from Galilee to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, in Judea from where his family came. They walked wearily along the hot and dusty road and into the town, which was crowded with people all there to be counted. Very soon Mary and Joseph, tired from their long journey, arrived at an inn looking for somewhere to stay.’

A boy wearing a blue and white striped apron stepped on stage, his hands on his hips.

‘Innkeeper! Innkeeper! ’As thy any room?’ asked Joseph.

‘Nay, lad,’ replied the Innkeeper. ‘I’ve nowt left. We’re full to burstin’. Place is chock-a block wi’ folk cum to pay their taxes.’

‘That’s a rum do. We’ve been on t’rooad all day,’ Joseph told him, ‘and both of us are fair fit to drop. We’re fair fagged out!’

‘Well. I’m reight sorry, lad, but there’s nowt I can give thee. We’re full up for t’neet.’

‘I’ve got t’wife out ’ere,’ announced Joseph. ‘An’ she’s ’avin’ a babby, tha knaas.’

‘I’m reight sorry abaat that, an’ all,’ said the Innkeeper, ‘but there’s no room in t’inn, and that’s top an’ bottom of it.’

‘Nowt at all?’

‘Theer’s t’stable round t’back. Bit basic like, but it’s warm and dry enough. Tha can sleep theer if tha wants.’

‘It’ll ’ave to do,’ said Joseph. ‘Come on Mary.’

The narrator took up the story. ‘And so Mary and Joseph had to sleep in the barn with the oxen and the asses, for there was no room in the inn that night.’

The holy couple left the stage and two boys and a girl entered. ‘Now nearby, in a distant dale, on a dark, cold night, three shepherds were tending their sheep and watching over their flocks, when suddenly there appeared, in the dark sky, a great shining light.’

‘Hey up!’ said the first shepherd, ‘tek a look at that then!’

‘Weer?’ asked the second shepherd.

‘Theer.’

‘Weer?’

‘Theer up yonder in t’sky.’

‘Wor is it?’

‘I don’t know but it’s gerrin’ brighter.’

A girl entered in a white blouse and skirt. ‘Hey up, lads! Don’t be frit. I’m not gunna hurt thee. I’m Hangel o’ Lord, ’ere wi’ tidin’s of gret joy.’

‘What’s that then?’ asked the third shepherd.

‘There’s a babby boy been booarn toneet, a reight special babby, who’s liggin in a manger, wrapped up in swaddling bands, over in Bethle’em. God’s own lad, Saviour o’ World, Christ the Lord, the Messiah, and does thy know what?’

‘What?’ asked the first shepherd.

‘’E’s a reight bobby-dazzler, that’s what.’

‘Way, ’appen we berrer gu an’ see ’im then, sithee,’ said the first shepherd.

‘Wor abaat t’tups and yows?’ asked the second. ‘I’m not reight chuffed abaat leavin’ ’em on their own what wi’ wolves.’

‘Ne’er thee mither abaat tha sheep,’ said the angel, ‘I’ll see to ’em fer thee.’

The narrator stepped forward and a group of children came on stage. ‘And suddenly the sky was filled with a host of heavenly angels.’ The children sang lustily, ‘Glory to God, Glory to God, Glory to God in the highest and on Earth peace and goodwill toward all men.’ As the angels and shepherds left the stage, the three kings entered. ‘Now far far away in a distant land three kings, wise men of the East, saw a star high in the dark sky which foretold of the birth of the new-born king.’

‘Hey up!’ said the first king, ‘tek a look at that then!’

‘Weer?’ asked the second king.

‘Theer.’

‘Weer?’

‘Theer up yonder in t’sky.’

‘Wor is it?’

‘By the heck, it’s a reight big star.’

‘Tha knaas what that means, dun’t tha?’ said the third king.

‘No,’ chorused the other two.

‘Tha does!’

‘We doaan’t.’

‘Summat special’s ’appenin’ that’s what. It’s a sign from on ’igh. A new babby king’s been born toneet. It were foretold. Come on lads, let’s follow yonder star and see weer it teks us.’

‘Hold up,’ said the second king. ‘We shall ’ave to tek ’im a present.’ The three kings left the stage and picked up three brightly wrapped parcels.

‘So the three kings set off following the star,’ said the narrator, ‘carrying their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh and soon they arrived at a huge marble palace.’ The three kings appeared back on stage. ‘They knocked loudly on the great iron door and from inside came a voice. It was King Herod.’

‘Clear off!’

‘Oppen dooer!’ shouted the first king. ‘We’re t’three kings from t’Orient.’

‘I don’t care who thy are or weer tha from. Clear off!’

‘We’ve got gret news that a new babby king ’as been born this neet an’ we’re off to see ’im? Does tha want to come wi’ us?’

On stage came a small boy with spiky hair and a brightly coloured shirt. ‘What’s all this abaat a babby king then?’ he asked.

‘I’ve just telled thee,’ said the first king. ‘See that theer star up in t’sky?’

‘Weer?’ asked Herod.

‘Theer.’

‘Weer?’

‘Theer up yonder in t’sky.’

‘Wor abaat it?’

‘Well it’s tekkin us to see this new babby king. Get tha cooat on and tha can come wi’ us.’

‘Nay, I’ll not bother,’ replied Herod, ‘but cum back this way will tha an’ tell me weer this babby is and ’appen I’ll go an’ see ’im mi sen and tek ’im a present.’ He turned to the audience and pulled a gruesome face. ‘I’ll tek’ im a present, all reight, and it’ll not be wor ’e’s hexpectin’, I’ll tell thee that. I’m not reight chuffed abaat this at all. There’s only gunna be one king around ’ere sithee and that’s gunna be me.’ Herod stomped off.

The narrator continued as the stage filled with the children who gathered around a small manger. ‘And that night, in a stable in Bethlehem, Jesus Christ was born and the Three Wise Men and the humble shepherds, the angels and the beasts of the fields worshipped him for he was the Son of God, the most wonderful, the King of all Kings and the Light of the World.’

‘Glory be to God,’ chorused the children.

‘And all who saw the child marvelled,’ said the narrator finally, ‘but Mary, holding her new born baby close to her breast, kept all these things to herself and pondered them in her heart.’
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NO ROOM AT THE INN

Mary in a pale blue cloak,

Joseph with a towel over his head,

Approached the cardboard Inn

And knocked.

‘Have you a room?’ asked Joseph.

‘Sorry,’ said the Innkeeper, shaking his little head.

‘But we have travelled far,’ said Joseph.

‘No room at the Inn.’

‘And we are tired, very tired.’

‘We are all full up and have no room.’

‘And my dear wife is to have a baby.’

‘We have no room at the Inn,’ said the Innkeeper.

‘Oh please,’ begged Joseph, ‘just for the night.’

The Innkeeper,

In a pale brown dressing gown

And bright red slippers,

Observed the little travellers

Sad and weary and far from home

And scratched his head.

‘Have my room,’ he said smiling,

‘And I’ll sleep in the stable.’
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PICTURES OF CHRISTMAS

The infant children had been asked to illustrate the Christmas story. One small child had produced a large very colourful effort of Mary and Joseph making their way to Bethlehem. Joseph walked ahead of his wife who was perched on a small donkey. Behind Mary in the picture sat a huge hairy creature with large yellow eyes and long black feelers.

‘What’s that in the picture?’ I asked the child, indicating the monstrous creature behind Mary.

‘The flea,’ replied the child nonchalantly.

‘The flea?’ I repeated.

‘You know the flea, what went with Mary and Joseph,’ explained the child. ‘Miss said that the Angel of the Lord told Mary and Joseph when they left Bethlehem to take the baby and flea to Egypt.’
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