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INTRODUCTION


CHRISTMAS IS COMING
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Christmas is a magical time of year. Twinkly lights, sparkly decorations and bauble-laden trees pop up all over. Catchy Christmas songs blare out wherever you go and you can’t seem to get away from Christmas movies on TV, with important messages about kindness, hope and, er, not letting your parents leave you home alone.
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Throughout December there are holiday parties and lots of exciting preparations for the big day itself. Christmas Day, 25 December, seems to have its own rules, from the food that gets eaten (and how much of it) to the things that you always do. Most people give gifts. (And receive them, too – woo-hoo!)
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You might know the biblical story of Christmas Day already. Baby Jesus was born in a humble stable and visited by angels, kings and shepherds. It was there that he was given gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh by the three wise men.
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Many Christians go to church at midnight on Christmas Eve for a service, known as a mass, to celebrate the start of this special birthday. In fact, the word ‘Christmas’ is a shortened version of ‘Christ’s Mass’.


However, every year, billions of people from all over the world – from many different cultures and faiths – celebrate, share important traditions and create special moments at Christmas, too.


But did you know that Christmas is a time when other truly AMAZING things have happened over the centuries? From the coronation of kings and the amazing Christmas Day truce to wonderful space missions and incredible inventions, there is a whole secret history of Christmas just waiting to be shared.


So, get ready to go on a festive journey through history and around the world to uncover some of the most extraordinary things that have happened on and around 25 December. There are incredible stories, fantastic people and amazing moments to discover, as well as lots of impressive facts about the Christmas traditions you already know and love.









CHAPTER 1


CHRISTMAS DAY CORONATION


[image: A pair of hands holding up a crown.]


On 25 December 1066, King William I was crowned King of England (but not Scotland, Wales or Ireland). Now, you might be thinking that Christmas Day was a strange day to choose for a coronation (for a start, wouldn’t everyone be busy doing Christmassy things?) but it was actually a very clever move by William. As a Frenchman who had ‘won’ the English throne in battle, he wanted to send a message to the people in the country that his reign would be a time of peace and hope, not war. So, what better day to do that on than Christmas Day?


THREE (WOULD-BE) KINGS


To appreciate just how brilliant William’s idea was, we need to understand a little bit of the history and how a Frenchman came to be king of England in the first place. Nowadays, countries with a king or queen usually know exactly who the next one will be. There will be a very clear line of succession – this means the person who will inherit the role – and it’s usually the current monarch’s son or daughter. However, back in eleventh-century England, things weren’t so clear. When King Edward, known as Edward the Confessor, died on 5 January 1066, he didn’t have any surviving children to inherit the throne. His closest relative was his fourteen-year-old great nephew, Edgar the Atheling, who didn’t really want to be king – not to mention the fact that he was only a teenager!


So, who would be king? (At that time, the idea of having a queen reigning alone would have blown people’s minds!) Three people thought that it should be them: King Edward’s brother-in-law, Harold Godwinson, an Anglo-Saxon; William of Normandy, a French duke; and Harald Hardrada, a Viking and the King of Norway. They all had strong reasons for claiming the throne of England. Harold thought it should be him because his sister had been queen, plus he had tonnes of money and was from the largest area in England at that time, Wessex. William was a more distant relative, but he claimed that Edward had promised him the throne in 1051. Finally, Harald was a distant relative of King Cnut, a Viking who had ruled England between 1016 and 1035, and he thought that England should have a Viking ruler again. At that time, many people in England were descended from Vikings.


The final decision was made pretty quickly by a group of powerful English nobleman (people from important families who helped the king run the country). They chose Harold Godwinson, and he was crowned on 6 January 1066, just one day after Edward’s death. What a fabulous late Christmas gift, eh?


Harold seemed like an obvious choice: he was a close relative, lived locally and knew all the nobles. However, William and Harald did not accept the nobles’ decision and they BOTH decided to invade England (separately) and try to take Harold’s place. They were definitely not feeling festive.


BATTLING IT OUT


The new King Harold of England realised that his rivals weren’t going to give up without a fight, so he prepared for battle. He assumed that William would get there first (France is closer to England than Norway is, after all) so he waited in the south of England. However, as it turned out, they both took AGES to arrive and it was Harald that reached England first, in September 1066. He invaded the north of England, so King Harold mobilised his army and marched north as quickly as he could. It took them four days to reach the Viking army, but they still managed to catch them by surprise. The two sides fought it out in the Battle of Stamford Bridge (‘Harold versus Harald’ sounds catchier!) and the English Harold emerged victorious on 25 September 1066. Harald Hardrada didn’t survive the battle and what remained of his army went home to Norway.


Unfortunately, King Harold didn’t have too long to enjoy his victory, as just three days later, on 28 September 1066, William finally arrived on England’s shores with his Norman army. He’d planned to arrive in August, but bad weather had delayed him, which is so typically English that it’s a surprise that William didn’t change his mind about the whole thing and stay in France. Unlike Harald, William didn’t rush into battle straight away, because he wanted to make sure that his army had time to rest after their journey. This also gave King Harold some much-needed time to head back south and gather some fresh troops, before heading even further south to face the Normans. Eventually the two armies met each other at Senlac Hill, just outside Hastings, on 14 October 1066.


THE BATTLE OF HASTINGS


Now, you’ve probably heard of the Battle of Hastings – maybe you’ve even learnt about it in school. It’s pretty famous, thanks to the Bayeux Tapestry, a famous artwork which tells the story of the battle. They didn’t have rolling news channels or YouTube back then, so people had to rely on things like art to find stuff out!


[image: A section of the Bayeux Tapestry showing William’s longboats crossing the sea. Framing the main image on the top and bottom are images of animals and soldiers on horses.]


The tapestry included text written in medieval Latin. This scene shows William ‘… venit ad pevenesæ’, meaning he ‘… crossed the sea and came to Pevensey’, a small village on the south coast of England.




The Bayeux Tapestry was not made in Bayeux (France). The 68.3-metre long embroidered cloth was most likely created in Canterbury, England, by nuns.





The battle started off pretty well for Harold and his army because they had taken up a great position at the top of Senlac Hill. They formed a strong defensive wall with their shields and waited for the Normans to attack from the bottom of the hill. The Norman archers unleashed their arrows, but gravity was working against them and they couldn’t reach the English army. However, William didn’t despair because he had a cunning plan. First, he ordered his foot soldiers and cavalry (soldiers on horseback) to attack the hill and then pretend to retreat. Sensing another victory (and probably keen to get home and stop all this battling), Harold’s army got completely over-excited and abandoned their strong defensive position to chase the ‘retreating’ Normans down the hill.


Soon it was utter chaos and the Normans were able to execute the next stage of their plan. As the English army scattered all over the place, the Normans charged up the hill and stole the advantage. Eventually King Harold was killed – according to the Bayeux Tapestry via an arrow in his eye, although no one can be certain that this is what really happened. Tapestries are notoriously unreliable sources of factual information, plus all the English soldiers were dressed identically. Anyway, Harold’s death meant that the battle was over. Most of the English army fled, and William had conquered.


However, William still had some work (battling) to do before he could become king. His army had to fight several smaller battles to take control of key towns such as Dover and Winchester, which was England’s capital at the time. Unsurprisingly, most English people weren’t hugely keen on having a French king. William could see that his job would not be easy, but he wasn’t about to turn back now.


CHRISTMAS IN 1066


William marched his army towards London because he had decided that this up-and-coming city would be his capital. When he got to London, he declared himself king, becoming known as William I or William the Conqueror. He was determined to try and win as much support as he could from the people of England without further violence, so he planned a grand coronation. He wanted to show his subjects that he deserved to be king and encourage them to follow his new rules. He chose Christmas Day because it was a day when people already felt happy and he thought that this would make them feel more positive towards him.




Many Roman emperors, such as Charlemagne in 800 CE, had also chosen Christmas Day to be crowned. William hoped that by following their famous examples, it would show people how important he was, too.





Willam’s coronation took place in Westminster Abbey, a grand church in London that had been built by Edward the Confessor. Westminster Abbey is still standing today, but only a small part of it is from the original building. Despite William’s intentions, his coronation did not turn out to be a particularly joyous occasion – it was a solemn one.


Bishops gave traditional (boring) speeches in English and French and the people inside the Abbey sang special (boring) songs praising the new king. If only he’d had some Christmas carols to liven things up!


There were tensions between the English nobles (Anglo-Saxons) and William’s French nobles (Normans). Many English people felt unsettled. They’d had three kings in just one year, there had been several big battles and they were worried about what new laws and customs William might have brought with him from France. The atmosphere was strained, and William made sure that he was protected by many guards. Unfortunately, the guards were so worried about keeping William safe that when the congregation started singing loudly (and probably quite badly), they misunderstood and thought that they were shouting angrily and getting ready to attack. The guards panicked and set fire to some nearby buildings, causing most of the congregation to flee. The bishops had to wrap up the coronation pretty quickly after that.


So, William was officially king of England, but his Christmas spirit soon faded. He brought in lots of strict new rules and dealt harshly with anyone who opposed him. Over the years, quite a few different groups tried to rebel against William, including more Vikings. However, one of his main threats came from Edgar the Atheling (remember him?) who had decided that he would like to be king after all. He had support from Denmark and Scotland, but William crushed Edgar’s rebellion and punished anyone who had supported him. Talk about dampening the Christmas spirit.


William was king of England for twenty-one years, but despite his Christmas coronation, his reign was anything but festive. He limited people’s freedom, especially women, and had huge, imposing castles built (including the famous Tower of London) to keep his nobleman safe and show the Anglo-Saxons that the Normans were there to stay.


Next time you pull a cracker and put a paper crown on, just think – for one king, it was a real one!




STOCKING FILLER FACTS


CHRISTMAS DINNER


No one knows what William the Conqueror ate for his Christmas dinner, but food on Christmas Day is definitely a big deal.


Take a look at some Christmas dinners from around the world. Some of them take days to prepare (and nearly as long to eat).


TURKEY AND ALL THE TRIMMINGS


In the UK especially, the traditional Christmas dinner is roast turkey with so many extras that they can barely fit on your plate. These include roast potatoes, stuffing, tiny sausages wrapped in bacon, gravy and cranberry sauce, plus a whole lot of veg too, including Brussels sprouts – which many people HATE and others love.


CHRISTMAS BARBECUE


People who live in hot countries, such as Australia, don’t always want a massive roast dinner on Christmas Day. In fact, many families in the southern hemisphere have a traditional festive barbecue on the beach!


WE FISH YOU A MERRY CHRISTMAS


In many countries, fish is traditionally served as part of Christmas dinner, from salted cod in Portugal and Mexico to herring and smoked salmon in Sweden. On Christmas Eve in Italy, families enjoy Festa dei Sette Pesci (the Feast of the Seven Fish), which, as the name suggests, involves eating SEVEN different types of fish and seafood.


THE TWELVE COURSES OF CHRISTMAS


In Poland, Lithuania and Ukraine on Christmas Eve, it’s usual to eat TWELVE different courses, including lots of fish. Often, the meal only starts when the first star appears in the night sky.


CHRISTMAS IN JANUARY


In Ethiopia, thanks to their different calendar, Christmas Day, known as Ganna or Genna, falls on 7 January. On this day, Ethiopian families eat a spicy chicken stew called doro wat and drink a special type of coffee.


KENTUCKY FRIED CHRISTMAS


Christmas Day is not a public holiday in Japan, but thanks to an advertising campaign in the 1970s it’s now traditional for many families to order KFC on Christmas Day. The queues are so massive that many people pre-order their chicken weeks before.
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