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It was the evening of Christmas Day.


Scrooge lay back on the large bed and sighed. A fine, profound sigh it was as well: as contented a sigh as had ever been sighed in all of London. What a day he had enjoyed! He smiled to himself as he reflected on his encounters with the three Christmas Spirits. What transformation those three ghosts – the ghosts of Christmas Past, Christmas Present and Christmas Yet to Come – had wrought in him! How his family had gaped when he arrived at their party! How must the Cratchits have looked when the prize turkey arrived at their door! He could hardly wait to see Bob back at the office tomorrow. He would play such a joke on him, pretend to be the old Scrooge, the close-fisted, tight-lipped Scrooge. And with such excellent plans cavorting through his mind, Scrooge drifted into sleep.


He was woken by the clock, a chime so unnaturally loud it could have been a great church bell. The room was cold and damp, and full of its very own London fog.


‘Am I late?’ asked a voice.


Scrooge lifted his head. There, partly obscured by the mist, was a figure. It was wearing a set of clothes that appeared to have been applied in layers, as if they had been painted on with a brush. There was a Roman toga, a medieval leather jerkin, and a green frock coat. On his head was a golden bishop’s mitre with a candle sticking up from the top, and around his shoulders a great embroidered cape. From the scarlet sash around his waist hung a golden sickle, a rolling pin, several small blown-glass decorations and a sporran. His white beard sparkled with frost and he smelt strongly of brandy, oranges and spice.


Scrooge rubbed his eyes.


‘Spirit,’ he said tremulously, ‘I was not aware of your coming. It was foretold that only three Spirits would be visiting, and they came last night.’


‘Oh bugger,’ said the Spirit. ‘Typical. Missed my moment again.’ He shrugged. ‘Oh well, we’d better get on with it anyway.’


‘But who are you?’ asked Scrooge, trembling slightly. ‘I have already met the Spirits of Christmas Past, Christmas Present and Christmas Yet to Come. Who are you?’


‘Me?’ the Spirit replied. ‘Oh, I’m the most powerful of all the Christmas Spirits. I’m the one that haunts everybody.’


He grinned.


‘I am the Ghost of Christmas-that-never-was.’







Introduction



Bauble 1: Christmas was always better in the past


In 1912, an editorial in The Times bemoaned the state of modern Christmas.


‘We have lost the art of commanding our feelings so as to fit them to the season; and still more the art of making our pleasures without the help of professional entertainers’, it thundered. ‘Now we have separated very sharply the secular from the sacred part of Christmas.’1 The writer went on to look back, wistfully, to ‘the Dickens Christmas with its high spirits and simple pleasures’ when instead of having to buy children all those pesky gifts you could simply give them a day off from going up the chimney. Happy days.


But if you go back to Dickens’ time, you find exactly the same sentiments. Walter Scott, for example, in his poem Marmion, written in 1808, looked back onto a time of feasting and revelry and merriment, where serf and lord were brought together over a heaving table and where the Christmas banqueting table


Bore then upon its massive board


No mark to part the squire and lord.


…


England was merry England, when


Old Christmas brought his sports again.


‘Twas Christmas broach’d the mightiest ale;


‘Twas Christmas told the merriest tale;


A Christmas gambol oft could cheer


The poor man’s heart through half the year.


This is rather dodgy history. And, frankly, quite dodgy poetry. But Scott believed that the spirit of Christmas had been lost. Go back a few hundred years further and you find the same complaints. Christmas has become ‘a pinch-back, cut-throat churl’ according to a ballad from the 1500s.


And so on, and so on …


We are all haunted by the ghost of Christmas-that-never-was. We’ve all got that sense of Christmas as being somehow better in the old days. But some people are more than haunted; they are positively possessed. Every Christmas they channel their vision of Christmas as they imagine it to have been, and confuse it with what history was actually like. But the thing is that ghosts aren’t very reliable news sources. So this book acts as a kind of exorcism. Because, when it comes to Christmas, people don’t half talk a load of utter baubles.


Fake good news to all men


Misinformation about Christmas is everywhere. And, like the festival itself, it’s growing year by year.


The internet is largely to blame. In the run-up to every Christmas, another sleigh-load arrives, packed with articles, eBooks, blogposts, tweets and assorted festive rants. Some of these are historical: ‘Christmas is really a pagan festival’, ‘Cromwell banned Christmas’, ‘Christians “stole” the date of the festival from an existing Roman festival’.


They might be folkloric: ‘mistletoe is a Druidic ritual’, ‘Christmas is really the pagan festival of Yule’. Or they may be to do with social history: ‘Santa Claus’s costume was invented by Coca-Cola’, ‘Prince Albert introduced Christmas trees to Britain’.


Christians, too, pile them on thick as well. Each year we sing carols that are full of historical nonsense, which tell us that there were three kings, or that Jesus was born in a stable, or that a drummer boy arrived at the Nativity and was, apparently, welcomed.


It’s astonishing how much misinformation there is out there. And it is simply passed on each year, regifted, like that fondue set you have never taken out of its box, and that now serves as an emergency present for someone else.


Christmas is a time of traditions, and one of the strongest traditions appears to be talking utter baubles. And few books sum this up as much as one of the most misinformed, misguided and possibly morally dangerous books about Christmas ever written.


Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Ladybird Book of Christmas Customs.


Obviously, when I started researching this book, I went straight to the reputable sources. And what could be more reputable than a Ladybird Book? For those of us who grew up in the 1960s and 70s, that was how we learned our history: through the Ladybird Books.


I’ll be sharing some of the Ladybird Book of Christmas Customs as we go along. [The actual title of the book is: The Stories of our Christmas Customs: A Ladybird Book, but I’m going to use the shorthand title.] But I have to say I am disappointed. I mean, it’s nicely illustrated, of course (although, as is so typical with children’s books of the early 1960s, there is something of a lack of diversity), but there’s a lack of academic rigour that is alarming. To think that this was the same company that fired up my historical imagination with Alexander the Great, Captain Scott, and the hard-hitting documentary, Tootles the Taxi.


So, frankly, I was forced to do a lot more research than I’d hoped.


Invented traditions and psychedelic reindeer


The ghost of Christmas-that-never-was tempts people with two false assumptions, two mistakes that a lot of historians, antiquarians, quasi-historians, neo-pagans, fundamentalist Christians and people sitting in basements clutching their crystals tend to make.


If it looks old, it must be old


If the story of Christmas tells us one thing, it’s that human beings are always inventing ‘ancient’ traditions.


Take the Up-Helly Aa. The Up-Helly Aa is a New Year fire-festival celebrated in January in Lerwick, on Shetland. The participants dress up as Vikings, swing a lot of flaming things around, and sing, ‘From grand old Viking centuries, Up-Helly Aa has come …’ For ‘Viking’ centuries, read ‘Victorian’ centuries. In reality, the first Up-Helly Aa took place in the 1870s. And while true Viking celebrations generally involved a lot of drinking, the Up-Helly Aa was organised by a temperance society with the specific aim of keeping young men away from New Year drinking.


But it looks old, that’s the thing.


As I said, all traditions have to be invented. And it’s remarkable how quickly they become established, and once established give every impression of having been around for centuries. Once they are invented, give it a few years, and people think they have always been that way. The story of Christmas is full of these events: things that we think have deep roots, but that turn out to have been invented a lot more recently than we think.
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Christmas as it never was. Christmas Revels: Haddon Hall, Derbyshire shows an imagined medieval banquet featuring jesters, a band, a giant, a man with the head of a bird and a boy riding a crocodile chasing a monkey. I told you Christmas was better in the old days.





If it looks pagan, it must be pagan


Time and again, we are told that Christmas customs are really pagan – or even pre-Christian – practices. But, as we shall see, time and again, an investigation of the facts shows no actual line of connection between the pagan past and the pagan-but-in-a-different-way present.


This emphasis on pagan origins is partly to do with a desire to debunk certain Christian practices and traditions that lie at the root of Western society. This is not new; it’s been going on since the sixteenth century. Now, I’m not against debunking in principle. I’ll do a lot of debunking in this book, including debunking a number of Christian practices and assumptions. But people do tend to get carried away. You get weird ideas, like the one about Santa being a Siberian reindeer shaman who dresses in red and white and ingests psychoactive mushrooms. (As, indeed do his reindeer.) What? You don’t know that one?


It arose in a book written in 1967 by an amateur scholar called R. Gordon Wasson, who claimed that shamanistic reindeer herders of Siberia ingested the red and white psychoactive Amanita muscaria in their ceremonies. And then others chipped in with other ‘a-ha!’ moments: the shamans wore red and white clothes, and the reindeer also ate these mushrooms. So both herder and reindeer ended up ‘high’.


It’s a compelling theory. Except for the fact that the shamans didn’t travel by sleigh, that they didn’t wear red and white, and that the connection between Santa and reindeer was invented in the mid-1800s in America. Apart from that, it’s a watertight case.


All that connects Santa with these shamans is the word ‘reindeer’. That’s literally the only thing the two stories have in common. But as happens with so many people, Mr Wasson saw that word and went completely off his sleigh.


Coincidence is not connection. Just because it looks pagan, doesn’t mean it is. Just because the Druids liked groves of oak trees, doesn’t mean that when I go to Oak Furnitureland I am unconsciously channelling ancient pagan roots.


As the old psychoanalytical joke goes, ‘Sometimes, Mr Freud, a cigar is just a cigar.’


Declaration of interest


Actually, I have never been to Oak Furnitureland, in case you think that was a bit of hidden sponsorship. [I’m not a Druid either. Despite the beard. And my secret woad habit.] But talking of that kind of thing, this might be a good time to make one specific declaration of interest.


First, I’m not going to look at the basic historicity of the nativity stories themselves. I’ve written at length elsewhere on those issues, if you want to read that, and I’ll put some book recommendations in the small print. But this is not a book about the story, it’s about the stories people tell about the story.


Second, I’m a Christian. People who have read my previous books will be aware of this (although, even to some of them, it might come as a bit of a shock), but I thought you ought to know straightaway. Because it means that I am naturally predisposed to look at Christmas from a particular perspective.


Having said that, I hope this book will be of interest to Christians and non-Christians alike. Because, all the things that Christmas involves – symbol, tradition, ritual – those are a core part of our basic humanity.


Human beings are ritualistic people: we love rituals, feasts, ceremonies. We look for symbols and meaning everywhere. Even if we have no professed faith, we are, in the broadest sense, deeply religious. The etymology of the word ‘religion’ is obscure, but it is probably connected to the Latin ligare – to bind. [This is how Augustine interpreted it. And he was quite good at Latin.] So ‘religion’ is that which connects us to something greater than ourselves, to the society around us, to each other.


We connect in many ways: through shared celebration, through powerful symbols and myths, and through rituals and traditions (both the ancient ones, and the ones that only look ancient).


Christmas connects us. It’s important.


So it’s kind of crucial that we know what we’re talking about.






Part the First 


Original Baubles


Of equinoxes and epiphanies, ritual and religion, theology, chronology and a very big miscalculation.





 
   

 
   

 




His room, his house, the very city itself had entirely vanished. It was night and the wind was howling all around. In the darkness and gloom Scrooge thought he could make out a single huge figure, as if a giant had been frozen solid. As his eyes made adjustment to the gloom, he realised that it was an enormous standing stone, and that they were in the middle of an ancient, bleak heathland.


‘Where are we?’ he shouted at the Spirit, who, he could not help but notice, was now wearing nothing but a rudimentary – and, given how much of the Spirit he could now see, entirely inadequate – fur pelt.


‘I have no idea,’ replied the Spirit. ‘But it’s flipping cold.’ He gestured at his shabby garment. ‘I mean, look at this wolfskin they’ve given me. It’s not a garment, it’s a series of holes held together with fur. How did they kill the animal? With a power drill?’


Scrooge tried not to look. He couldn’t be sure if it were the journey or the Spirit’s patchy clothing, but he had a sudden feeling of intense nausea.


‘Why don’t you wear something warmer, gentle Spirit?’ he asked.


‘Ah, well, that’s just it, chum,’ said the Spirit. ‘I don’t get a choice, see? That’s the problem with being a figment of other people’s imagination: I have to wear the garments they give me.’


They walked past the stone, and soon found themselves at the edge of a small wood, into which a pathway led. The Spirit led Scrooge into the wood. Mercifully, the wind dropped, which comforted Scrooge, mainly because it meant the Spirit’s wolfskin wasn’t getting quite so many updrafts. As the wind fell, he thought he could hear some low kind of hum or drone, like the purring of a great cat.


The Spirit turned to him.


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I think I’ve worked it out now.’ He pointed through the undergrowth. ‘Look!’


Scrooge followed where the Spirit was pointing. Then he saw it, through a gap in the trees. It was a fire, a blaze of ruddy light, and around it were figures, men and women, children, sitting and squatting, warming themselves. As he watched, he realised that the humming he could hear was the sound of voices, low voices, chanting, softly.


‘What is this place?’ whispered Scrooge.


‘This,’ said the Spirit, ‘is the beginning.’








Bauble 2: Jesus is the reason for the season


Christmas, it is often said, starts with the birth of Jesus. Even the Ladybird Book of Christmas Customs gets this spot on: ‘Every year in December we celebrate the birthday of Jesus Christ, by whose teachings all Christians try to live’, it begins.1


Now, you can’t argue with that on one level. Christmas is, indeed, about Christ. The clue is in the title. [‘Christ’ means ‘anointed’ in Greek, and is a translation of the Hebrew word ‘Messiah’. It’s not Jesus’ surname; it’s his job title.] So, of course, the festival is about Jesus. ‘Jesus is the reason for the season,’ say a lot of often quite Christian pastors, preachers, teachers and bumper stickers. But historically, even for Christians, Jesus was not the only focus: there were a cluster of other saints involved as well. [A lot of Christians don’t acknowledge all, or even any, of these saints’ days. But millions still do, and there was a time when everybody did.]


In fact, here’s a handy calendar of some of the major bits that will feature at some point in this book:








	DECEMBER


	Sacred Festival


	Alternative Celebration











	6 December 


	
Saint Nicholas’s Day 




	






	21 December


	
Saint Thomas’s Day




	
Saint Hermes – patron saint of last-minute online ordering









	24 December


	
Christmas Eve




	
Saint Prosecco









	25 December


	
Christmas Day




	






	26 December


	
Saint Stephen/Boxing Day




	
Saint Paracetamol









	27 December


	
Saint John the Evangelist




	
Celebration of the Holy Sales, aka Saint Primark’s Day









	28 December


	
Holy Innocents*




	
Holy Terrors









	31 December


	
New Year’s Eve




	






	

JANUARY








	1 January


	
New Year’s Day




	
Feast of Saint Ibuprofen; New Year’s Resolutions begun









	6 January


	
Epiphany




	
New Year’s Resolutions ended









	

FEBRUARY








	2 February


	
Candlemas




	
Festival of Solar-Powered Christmas Lights












* i.e. the children slaughtered by Herod’s troops. Not the cheeriest of festivals. Although for many parents at some points during the Christmas holidays it has a certain attraction.




As you can see, the Christmas season actually covers a lot of different things. But it’s the time of year that I think is important. Because the Christmas season is in the heart of midwinter. And humans, and midwinter parties, go way back, right into the depths of pre-history, to a time when a group of humans, dressed in furs, looked around them at the darkness and said, to translate, ‘Chuffin’ heck, I’m cold.’


In the bleak Palaeolithic midwinter


Let’s imagine, for a moment, that you are a cave-dwelling Neanderthal. (Look in the mirror: you might find it easier than you think.) And you live in the north, maybe in Siberia, where it gets (a) very cold, and (b) very dark.


In the warm weather, life is fine. There are flowers in the fields. You take down small birds with well-placed rocks, you hunt mammoth, or, if that is too much of a challenge, reindeer, which are easier to catch because they’re all out of their antlers on psychotropic mushrooms. Life is good.


Then things change. It gets colder. Plants die. What small birds haven’t succumbed to your rock-throwing prowess fly away. Even the reindeer get their act together and gallop off to the south to score some crystal meth. You have to put on the cave’s central heating (i.e. light a flipping big fire).


Most of all, the sun goes away and you are plunged into a period of darkness and uncertainty. You don’t even know if everyone is going to survive. Last year Auntie [sounds like uggh] died. This year Uncle [small grunt] is not looking too healthy. So what do you do?


You do what human beings always do. You pray and you party.


You pray to the animal gods, or the tree gods, or whatever gods you have. You make sacrifices to the gods. You tell stories around the fire. And you come out the other side. Maybe, you think, it’s the party that saved you …


These parties then become an annual event, situated at the turning point, when night is darkest and the days are shortest. [The shortest day is known as the winter solstice. It is usually 21 or 22 December.]


There’s a fire, because you need warmth and light. You might have some greenery, because you’ve noticed that not all trees lose their leaves, so they are a kind of symbol that life persists. You eat food because, well, everyone loves food. And Brother [strange snorty noise] has just invented this drink using some grain that you call ‘Makes-me-more-attractive Water’ and he calls ‘Lightly hopped Siberian IPA’.


And because you are a tribe, everyone has to be involved, even Cousin [moderately drawn-out hissing sound], who has bad breath and tells tedious stories about the mammoth hunts when he was younger.


And there might even be music, played by little [short humming noise] on the nose-flute she carved out of the bone antler.


Year on year you repeat this. It forms a pattern. A ritual. It’s a reminder that the darkness will end.


Afraid of the dark


OK. That’s not technically a scientific explanation of the origin of midwinter feasts, or any other feast come to that, but religion and ritual, fire and feast, prayer and party are part of our DNA. We are creatures of symbol, sign and story. The earliest art is ritualistic in nature. The first known buildings are temples. The oldest man-made structure in the world is … well, actually, it’s a bit of a wall somewhere in Greece, but the oldest man-made structure that is more interesting than a wall is a temple in south-eastern Turkey, at a place called Göbleki Tepe, which means, rather wonderfully, Potbelly Hill. Between eleven thousand and twelve thousand years ago – six thousand years before Stonehenge – human beings worshipped there, had feasts there (archaeologists have discovered caches of animal bones) and found their thrill at Potbelly Hill.


So we have a long relationship with worship. Religion and ritual keep us in touch with the mysterious, whether you’re talking about a prehistoric hunter-gatherer hoping that the sun will come back, a Christian kneeling at the communion rail at midnight mass, or an atheist preparing the traditional Christmas roast and wearing his new hilariously tasteless Christmas jumper.


‘Aha!’ I hear you say. ‘This proves that Christmas has pagan roots.’ Well, no. Midwinter festivals aren’t the property of any religion, whether pagan, Christian, Jewish, Hindu or atheist. Midwinter celebrations are found in many major religions and all around the world.


The ancient Egyptians celebrated the Feast of Isis, who gives birth to Horus, god of the sun. In Mesopotamia, the festival of Tammuz commemorated the death and resurrection of the god of vegetation. From the second century BC comes the Jewish festival of Hanukkah – the festival of lights, which celebrates the rededication, or ‘rebirth’, of the Jewish temple. No doubt many other festivals have been lost to time.


Not all of these were solstice festivals, but my point is this: celebrating in winter is something that many people have done throughout history. They don’t do it because they’re pagan: they do it because they are human.


This is one of the reasons why festivals – real religious festivals – always burst out of the temples and churches. A lot of Christians talk as if only the church services are the true Christmas festival. They are the turkey and all the rest is just the trimmings. But that’s not true. Jesus wasn’t born in a temple; he was born in a home. Part of the message of Christmas is that everywhere is holy: even an animal’s feeding trough.


The services matter – at least I think they do – but so do the other rituals: the feasts with friends, singing, laughing, giving gifts to those we love, the many little traditions that root us to our communities and our families. That’s why it’s hard for us, in northern climes at least, to do without it, and why the churches are fuller at Christmas than they are at the rest of the year. Because at that time of year there is something in all of us that longs for hope, light and love.


Deep down, you see, we are all afraid of the dark.


Which is one reason why the Christian story fits so well into this time. Because it’s all about those things: the darkness and light, the joy of new life, about a star in the night sky, about the idea that peace on earth might actually be possible. 





 
   

 
   

 
   



Dear Antiquarian,


I’ll tell you what I can’t stand. I can’t stand ‘Xmas’. Not Christmas. I like that. I mean the word, ‘Xmas’. You know, when people take the ‘Christ’ out of Christmas. Why do they do it, eh? It really makes me mad.


Yours


Christopher


Dear Xtopher,


You, like a lot of people, appear to be getting very hot under the collar about Xmas. Believe me, it is not ‘taking Christ out of Christmas’; all they are doing is shortening it. The ‘X’ in Christmas stands for the Greek letter chi, which is the first letter of the Greek word Christos i.e. ‘Christ’.


Using the X shorthand is nothing new. It first appears in 1551 as the shorthand X’temmas, and as Xmas in 1721. While in 1882 the poet – and devout xtian Christina Rossetti wrote: ‘I must endeavour to bring out this Carol which is coming out for Xmas.’


But it goes back even further. The early church used the same technique: one of their favourite acronyms was ΙΧΘΥΣ. Pronounced ichthus, it’s the Greek word for fish, but to early xtians it was formed of the initial letters of the Greek words for ‘Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour’. Strangely, a lot of Christians who get a bit frothy about Xmas are quite happy to drive around with a fish sticker on the back of their car.


Yours


THE ANTIQUARIAN








Bauble 3: Christmas is the most important Christian holiday


To anyone looking from the outside, Christmas seems to be the biggest festival of the Christian year. It has the four-week build-up with Advent, there are more carol services than you can shake a yule-log at, and the churches are packed.


But it isn’t the number-one Christian festival. In fact, theologically speaking, it’s fourth, at best.


The early church didn’t bother with Christmas. This was for three reasons:




	Jesus’ death and resurrection was considered far more important.



	Generally, birthdays weren’t seen as that significant.



	They didn’t actually know when it was.






Early Christianity had room for only one big celebration: Easter, or as they called it, Pascha – the name adopted from the Jewish Passover. It was a resurrection-centred religion. Christians would keep awake and watch all night on the eve of Easter, and celebrate with a dawn mass. [The Easter vigil is still maintained in the Eastern church, although in the Western church it is largely forgotten. It’s significant that in the Western church there is only one popular midnight mass these days. And it’s not at Easter, but at Christmas.]




Over time, this celebration expanded into a week – Holy Week, or Great Week as it was known in the East – which the Church filled with ceremonies that recalled the events of the final days leading up to the death of Christ. And then it grew some more, with fifty days of celebrations leading to the second of the major Christian feasts: Pentecost. And finally, they added the forty days of Lent.


Unhappy birthday


Christians weren’t worried about birthdays: they were more concerned with the other end of the life cycle. For much of the first three centuries of its life, Christianity was an illicit, often illegal, religion. Christians were persecuted. They were marginalised, ostracised, mocked, and occasionally arrested, beaten and brutally killed. (As we shall see, one of these victims is heavily involved with Christmas.) The deaths of these witnesses – or to use the Greek word martyrs – were celebrated and remembered by the addition of various saints’ days. 


The early Christian writer Origen (c. 185–254) dismissed birthdays as something only celebrated by tyrants like Pharaoh and Herod Antipas. Origen concluded that ‘Only sinners rejoice over this kind of birthday’, and that ‘The worthless man who loves things connected with birth keeps birthday festivals.’1 Birthdays were something that pagans celebrated, not Christians.
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