[image: image58.png]


CANDY CANES
Candy Canes can be found everywhere at Christmastime as sugary treats and ornaments. Two different stories tell of the origin of candy canes.
One legend claims that the candy cane originated centuries ago as a sweet reward for children who behaved well in church -- or who learned their prayers. This story claims that candy canes were invented in the 17th century and were straight white sticks of sugar candy used for decorating Christmas trees. It is said that around the late 1600s, the choirmaster at the Cologne Cathedral persuaded candy makers to bend the sticks of candy at the end to symbolize the shepherd's crook. He passed the candy canes out to boys and girls who were quiet during the long Living Nativity ceremony at Christmas time.The custom spread quickly throughout Europe.
No one knows for sure when candy canes became red and white striped, but they appeared this way on Christmas cards in the early 20th century.
Another story has candy canes beginning with a candy maker from Indiana around the turn of the 20th century. He wanted to invent a candy that was a witness to Christ and the result was the candy cane. He chose a hard candy because Christ is the rock of ages and made it in the shape of a shepherd's staff to symbolize the "Good Shepherd."
No matter which story you believe, it is a certain that the candy cane had a Christian beginning. 
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 BEESWAX
Beeswax is the oldest wax in the world. It was first used for creating decorations in the 1600’s in Germany where it was discovered that when the wax was melted and poured into a mold used for gingerbread cookies, it would reproduce the most minute details of the mold.

In the 16th century at Christmas time, German bakers traditionally made lebkuchen (gingerbread) and pressed it into ornate wooden molds depicting religious scenes. Since honey was used in the gingerbread, it is thought that while waiting for the cookies to come out of the oven, the bakers may have found the leftover beeswax could be manipulated by hand and pressed into the cookie molds, resulting in an image that could very well be used for a Christmas decoration. The gingerbread makers who produced these ornaments became known as chandlers, or wax workers.

In the late 17th century, the German people brought their art form to eastern Pennsylvania. Colonial women would gather honey from wild beehives found in the wooded areas. As the craft evolved, more elaborate beeswax ornaments were often painted or gilded.

Today, beeswax is used to make Christmas ornaments almost identical to those crafted hundreds of years ago in Germany. The color of the wax figures varies, depending on the type of flower from which the bee collected the nectar. The molds are now made of metal and plastic, as well as wood. Over time, all beeswax develops the dull mottling known as bloom. There are antique beeswax ornaments in German museums today that are over 300 years old.
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 BELLS
Many years ago, bells and noisemakers of all kinds were used by pagans at festivals during winter solstice. These noisemakers were used to frighten away evil spirits in the darkness of winter. They were also used to ward off storms and put out fires. 

Later it was believed that bells had holy powers and they were tolled during funeral processions to ward off evil spirits. As time went on, bells became associated with celebrations. Today bells toll all over the world on Christmas Eve ringing out the good news. 

There are many legends about bells. One legend tells the story of a village in England. The villagers had worked hard to buy their church bells and would gather every Christmas Eve in the church to ring them. However, a calamity occurred when an earthquake buried the church and the bells. It is said, though, that if you truly believe, you can put your head to the ground where the church was buried and still hear the bells ringing on Christmas Eve!
Sleigh Bells
In the early 1900s the first sleigh bells were made, and could be purchased in 20 different sizes. The small, slender sleighs that were pulled by one horse were silent, fast, and without brakes. Bells would be attached to the harnesses of the horse and jingled merrily with the rhythm of the horse’s gait. Hence, the song Jingle Bells! 

The sound of bells ringing at Christmas time is familiar to all of us, whether it is sleigh bells, jingle bells or church bells. 
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 BIRDS

The feasting and sharing associated with the holidays was expanded long ago to include special care of birds and animals at Christmas time.
In Hungary, the last sheaf of grain at harvest is kept, and then given to the wild birds on New Year's morning. In Germany, corn is placed on rooftops for birds on Christmas Eve. And in Sweden, bread crumbs, seeds, or a sheaf of grain are placed at the top of a long pole in an area where birds are known to congregate. It is possible that this custom may have at one time been an offering to ancestral spirits, but over the years it has evolved into a tradition of feeding the birds during the holiday season.
Have you heard the legend of the birds' nest? Good luck is supposed to come to a household that has a nest in its Christmas tree.
There is even a legend suggesting that when the Three Wise Men were on their journey to Bethlehem, they summoned the birds of the woods to follow them. It is said that all of the birds immediately took flight except for the owl who kept muttering, "Who? Who?" as if demanding to know who would dare ask him to leave his comfortable nest to fly off to an unknown destination. This legend goes on to say that the owl refused to go and that every night he still asks, "Who? Who?"
If you feed the birds at Christmas, the sights and sounds of the outdoor festivity can add greatly to the zest and warmth going on inside during this festive celebration. 
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 COLORS
The colors most closely associated with the Christmas season are: red, white and green. Some say that this is because of the red and green plants of wintertime contrasting with the white snow. 
Red: means love and reflects our warmth and love for each other. It is also the color that is considered the greatest excitement. As a religious symbol it stands for fire, blood, and charity. The holly berries and poinsettias are two winter plants traditionally used as Christmas decorations.
Green: means hope and the eternal longing for spring and all the promises of the future. Green is the symbol for nature, youth, and the hope of eternal life. It is for this reason that Christmas is a feast of hope, with a newborn child as its central symbol. Holly, pine trees, ivy, mistletoe are all plants closely associated with Christmas. 
White: means purity and is represented by the crystalline form of water and the snowflake. White is the religious symbol which stands for light, purity, joy and glory. White is seen in the robes of Christmas angels, and in Santa’s beard, as well as in Christmas snow and snow flakes.
[image: image6.png]


 EVERGREENS: HOLLY and MISTLETOE
The custom of decorating homes with evergreens during the holiday season has been practiced worldwide for thousands of years. Evergreens are symbols of enduring life because they stay beautiful in the winter when most plants wither and die. They have always been associated with winter festivals. It was believed that the evergreens held magical power because of their perennial greenness. Homes were decorated with these plants in the hope of enticing the spirits of the woods inside to bring good luck in the coming year.
Legends describe holly as masculine because it uses it's thorns to protect itself the way a man would use a weapon to protect himself. Ivy is considered feminine because it entwines or embraces whatever it is near. Mistletoe is thought to bring good luck and fertility .
A 15th century Christmas carol tells of the contest between the holly and the ivy for the place of honor in the hall. The song is a duet with each part claiming his or her superiority. In the end the holly, with its red berries, wins over the ivy and its black berries.
The legend of kissing under the mistletoe has it roots in a Scandinavian myth. Legend has it that the Norse God, Baldur was protected from evil by everything that came from the elements of fire, water, air and earth. But an evil spirit formed an arrow from mistletoe and killed him. The tears of Baldur's mother, Frigga, became the white berries of the mistletoe. His life was restored and Frigga, being the Goddess of Love and Beauty, is said to have kissed anyone passing under the mistletoe. The myth of mistletoe spread throughout the land and even enemies would call a truce when they met underneath it. 
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 POINSETTIA
The poinsettia is native to Mexico. It has been associated with the Christmas season because the Mexicans thought the plants were symbolic of the Star of Bethlehem. The plant was brought to America over 100 years ago by Dr. Joel Poinsett, our first ambassador to Mexico.
In Mexico it is an old custom to take flowers to church on Christmas Eve and place them at the altar in honor of the birth of Jesus.
The legend of the poinsettia goes like this ...
Each Christmas Eve, the villagers would go to the church and take beautiful flowers to the baby Jesus. Young Mario would only follow the procession and watch because he was too poor to buy flowers for the Christ Child -- this made him very sad.
One year he was kneeling outside the church crying because he had no flowers to give. A voice from the stone angel near the church whispered to Mario to pick the weeds and take them inside to Jesus.
When Mario replied he couldn't give the Baby Jesus weeds, the angel told him that the simplest gifts, when given with love, are the most beautiful.
Mario picked the weeds and took them into the church. As he placed the weeds into the crib the brown stalks turned green and the dried leaves turned into a beautiful scarlet flower. The Mexicans call this beautiful flower the "Flor de la Noche Buena," or the Flower of the Holy Night. 
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 RUDOLPH
For most of us, "Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer" has
always been a part of our Christmas celebrations. Rudolph is definitely a twentieth century creation, as he is one of the few legends that can be traced to a specific date and person.
In 1939, "Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer" was created for Montgomery Ward Department Stores by copywriter Robert L. May. At the request of his employer, May came up with a poem about a misfit reindeer that the store could use as a promotional piece during the holiday season.
May patterned his story after The Ugly Duckling, deciding on an underdog reindeer with a red nose. The story was written in verse and May's four year old daughter loved it. His boss wasn't as sure and he was worried about a story featuring a red nose -- an image often associated with drinking. But a friend of May's from the art department went to Lincoln Park Zoo and sketched some reindeer with red noses. May's boss was pleased and the story was printed.
By the end of 1946, over six million copies of the story had been handed out to eager shoppers. In 1947, May obtained a copyright for "Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer" and it was printed commercially. That year a nine minute cartoon was produced and shown in theatres and Rudolph's popularity soared.
May's brother-in-law was songwriter Johnny Marks and he developed the lyrics and melody for the tune "Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer." In 1949, Gene Autry recorded it and two million copies were sold. It went on to become one of the most popular Christmas tunes of all times. In 1964, a program about Rudolph, narrated by Burl Ives, was produced for television and remains popular today. 
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 SANTA CLAUS
Santa hasn't always been the jolly figure that we know today. Like so many of our holiday traditions, he is the result of the blending of many different cultures and customs.

A 4th century bishop named Nicholas of Myra (what is now Turkey), was probably the most influential person in the shaping of today's Santa Claus. St. Nicholas, as he was later known, was legendary for his kindness and generosity, and he was adopted by many groups as their patron saint.

December 6, the date of his death marked the beginning of the early Christmas season. On St. Nicholas Eve, children would set out food for the saint and straw for his horse and in the morning the good children would find these items replaced with sweets and toys.

St. Nicholas went through many changes throughout the centuries. The Germans had Weihnachtsmann, the English had Father Christmas, the French had Pere Noel and the Dutch had Sinterklaas.

In the 1600's the Dutch brought Sinterklaas to the American colonies. English speaking children pronounced his name "Sainty Claus," and over the years it evolved into Santa Claus.

In 1809, American writer Washington Irving created a new version of the old Saint Nicholas. Irving described Santa as a jolly Dutchman who smoked a pipe, wore baggy pants, and rode over the treetops in a horse drawn wagon dropping gifts down chimneys.

Then in 1823, Clement C. Moore wrote the famous poem, "A Visit From St. Nicholas," now known as "The Night Before Christmas." Moore wrote the poem for his children and traded in Santa's horse and wagon for a sleigh and reindeer.

Until Moore's famous poem, Santa's description was open to personal interpretation. Moore described Santa the way we think of him today -- jolly. Then in 1863, illustrator Thomas Nast solidified this new visual image of Santa Claus by drawing him as Moore had described him.

Nast drew Santa dressed in red and gave him a home in the North Pole. For 23 years Nast drew Christmas pictures for Harpers Weekly magazine -- helping to shape the image of Santa that we have today.

Coca-Cola hired German artist Haddon Sundblom to draw Santa for an advertising campaign in 1931. Sundblom's rendition of Santa -- a grandfatherly man with twinkling eyes - further fixed the public's image of Santa Claus.

Santa Claus has evolved over the centuries into the kind, loving figure we know today. He stands for all the goodness and innocence of childhood. 
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 SPIDERS

One Christmas Eve long ago, a mother busily cleaned her house in preparation for the next day’s celebration. The cleaning, of course, included dusting for cobwebs so the spiders living in the house were banished to the far corners of the attic. The Christmas tree was to be a surprise, so after the children of the house were asleep, the mother carefully decorated the tree which was placed where the children would see it first thing in the morning. When the house was dark for the night, the spiders left their hiding places, and when they saw the beautiful tree, they began creeping from one branch to the other, spinning their webs, until the entire tree was covered. When Santa Claus arrived in the morning and saw what had happened, he was afraid the mother would be disappointed after she had worked so hard to decorate the tree, so he used his magic to turn the webs to shimmering silver and gold. Thus the tradition began to decorate the tree with glittering silver and gold, and to include a spider for good luck.
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 STOCKINGS
In North America, the first images of stockings hung by the fireplace were drawn by the illustrator, Thomas Nast, and by the writer, George Webster, in a story about Santa.
Legend has it that Saint Nicholas loved to give gifts. To prevent people from learning where these gifts came from, he would leave them at night. 
Many years ago, Saint Nicholas heard of a poor, widowed man who had three unmarried daughters. This man had hardly enough money for food and clothing for his daughters and had no money for their dowries. In those days if a woman did not have a dowry her chances of marriage were not good.
As luck would have it, Saint Nicholas was traveling through their village and overheard some of the villagers talking about this man's troubles. The oldest daughter had hung her stockings to dry by the fireplace one evening and the next morning she found a lump of gold in one. No one knew where this money came from, but she now had a dowry and could marry. Shortly after, gold was found in each of the other sister's stockings.
Word quickly spread of this good fortune and soon people all through the village were hanging their stockings by the fire in hopes that Saint Nicholas would leave them treasures also.
Some people believe that an orange in the toe of the stocking symbolizes the lump of gold Saint Nicholas left for the girls. Others believe that an apple in the toe of your stocking and an orange in the heel means that you have been good.
Not all children hang stockings. In some parts of the world the custom is to set out shoes. In Italy, wooden shoes are put out and Le Befana fills good children’s shoes with toys and candy and those who have been bad receive rocks and ashes. No matter whether you hang a stocking or set out a shoe, it is usually filled with goodies and not a lump of coal. 
  

MEXICO
"Feliz Navidad"
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"La Posadas," the remarkable buildup to Christmas Eve, is perhaps the most delightful and unique Mexican tradition. Beginning December 16th, it commemorates the events in the journey of Mary and Joseph from Nazareth to Bethlehem.
After dark, each night of the "Posada," a procession begins led by two children. The children carry a small pine-decorated platform bearing replicas of Joseph and Mary riding a burro. Other members of the company, all with lighted long slender candles, sing the "Litany of the Virgin" as they approach the door of the house assigned to the first "Posada." Together they chant an old traditional song and awaken the mast of the house to ask lodging for Mary. Those within the house threaten the company with beatings unless they move on. Again, the company pleads for admittance. When the owner of the house finally learns who his guests are, he jubilantly throws open the doors and bids them welcome. All kneel around the manger scene or "Nacimiento" and offer songs of welcome, Ave Marias and a prayer.
Now it's time of the "Pinata," refreshments and dancing. The "Pinata" is a pottery (or paper) container, brightly decorated and filled with candy and toys. It is hung from he ceiling or a tree. One by one, the children are blindfolded, turned around and instructed to strike the Pinata with a stick. Usually several attempts are made before the container is broken. Of course, when that happens, there is an explosion of goodies and a scattering of children.
On Christmas Eve another verse is added to the Ave Marias, telling the Virgin Mary that the desired night has come. Small children dressed as shepherds stand on either side of the nativity scene while members of the company kneel and sing a litany, after which the Christ Child is lulled to sleep with the cradle song, "El Rorro" (Babe in Arms).
At midnight the birth of Christ is announced with fireworks, ringing bells and blowing whistles. Devout worshipers surge into churches to attend the famous "Misa de Gallo" or "Mass of the Rooster." Following Mass, families return home for a tremendous dinner of traditional Mexican foods. The dishes vary with the different regions. However, somewhat common are the ,"tamales," rice, rellenos, "atole" (a sweet traditional drink) and "menudo," which is said to be more sobering than strong coffee.
Christmas Day has no special celebration though many have adopted the American style Christmas with a Christmas tree and Santa Claus.
Of Special Note...
Mexican children delight in the game where the "Pinata," a pottery or paper container, many times shaped like a bull or donkey, is filled with candy and suspended from the ceiling on a rope. Each child is blindfolded and attempts to break the Pinata with a stick or bat. The child who succeeds is the hero of the festival and the candy is shared by all.
HANUKKAH
Jewish Celebration
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The history concerning Hanukkah goes back over two thousand years and involves the holy Temple of Jerusalem. It was in the Temple that the holy book of Torah was kept. The Torah contained the writings of Moses as well as the laws and customs of the Jewish faith. Over many years, the Temple was controlled by different rulers, some of whom did not respect the Jewish faith and put statues of their own gods in the Temple. Finally, after many years of war and persecution, the Jews regained control of the Temple but it was in ruins. History has it that the Jews began rebuilding the Temple of Jerusalem in 165 B.C. A legend from that time tells how the Jews found a small amount of oil to light the Temple lamp. It was believed that the oil would only last one or two days. But the oil lasted for eight days and nights. The Jews celebrated during this time and rededicated the Temple. Hanukkah dates vary between the the early month of November and during late December. 
Hanukkah is also known as the "Festival of Lights" because in each synagogue, a holy lamp burns above Jewish scriptures. The light represents a symbol, being the strength of God. Hanukkah is celebrated by lighting of a candle on the Menorah (candle holder) holding nine candles. Eight candles represent the days the oil of the temple lamp lasted. The ninth candle known as Shammes , is a helping candle. The Shammus is the first candle that is lit, and used to light the rest of the candles. The candles are are lit just after the sun goes down. Families sing a Hanukkah song while watching the candles burn. 
Latkes (potato pancakes) fried in oil, jelly doughnuts and many other treats fried in oil are enjoyed during Hanukkah. Families sing various songs play games in the light of the Menorah. Children add to their fun with Dreidels-- a four sided "top" that they spin meaning "A great Miracle Happened There." Like many other Jewish Holidays, Hanukkah is a special time for families to be together and celebrate the festivities of joy and thanksgiving. 
LATKES RECIPE....
One of the best parts of Hanukkah is having Latkes.
3 large potatoes, grated 
1small onion , grated 
2 eggs well beaten 
2 tablespoons flour 
1 teaspoon salt 
pinch of pepper 
vegetable oil for frying 
To makes latkes, mix the grated potatoes and onions with eggs, flour and seasonings. Then heat the oil in a large frying pan. Add the pancake batter to the oil in large spoonfuls and fry until golden brown. Turn the pancakes and fry the other side. Serve the pancakes with apple sauce and sour cream.
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ITALY
"Buon Natale"
Christmas, as it is celebrated in Italy, has two origins: the familiar traditions of Christianity blended with the pagan traditions predating the Christmas era. The greatest feast of the ancient Roman Empire, "Saturnalia" (a winter solstice celebration), just happens to coincide with the Christmas celebrations of the Advent. Consequently, Christmas fairs, merry-making and torch processions, honor not only the birth of Christ, but also the birth of the "Unconquered Sun."   "Natale," the Italian word for Christmas, is literally the translation for "birthday."
A delightful, but rapidly disappearing tradition in Italy, is the ushering in of the coming festivities by the "Piferari" or fifers. They descend from the mountains of the Abruzzo and Latium playing inviting and characteristic tunes on their bagpipes, filling the air with anticipation for the joyous celebration to come.
Christmas Eve is a time for viewing Italy's artistic and elaborate manger scenes or Cribs. They consist of figurines, in clay or plaster , of the infant Jesus, Mary and Joseph. An ox and ass are nearby because legend has it that they warmed the child with their breath. It is around this basic focal point that individual artisans create their own intricate landscapes. There may be grottoes, small trees, lakes, rivers, the lights of "Bethlehem" in the background, angels hung from wires, and occasionally, even local heroes. The most beautiful Cribs are set up in churches. There is often a contest between churches of the same town for the best Crib. People go from church to church to view and compare the Cribs and displays.
Another tradition is the burning of the Yule log, which must stay alight until New Year's Day. This, again, is an example of pagan and Christian blending. The pagan belief explains the purifying and revitalizing power of fire, and that with the burning log, the old year and its evils are destroyed. Christian legend tells how the Virgin Mary enters the homes of the humble at midnight while the people are away at Midnight Mass and warms her newborn child before the blazing log.
Amidst the general merrymaking and religious observance of Christmas Eve, Christmas tapers (long slender candles) are lighted and a Christmas banquet is spread. In some places, Christmas Eve dinner consists largely of fish. There may be as many as 10 t 20 fish dishes prepared. In Rome, the traditional dish of Christmas Eve is "Capitone," a big female eel, roasted, baked or fried. North of Rome a traditional dish may be pork, sausage packed in a pig's leg, smothered in lentils, or turkey stuffed with chestnuts.
Common throughout Italy are the Christmas sweets: "panettone" (cake filled with candied fruit), "torrone" (nougat) and "panforte" (gingerbread) made with hazelnuts, honey and almonds. All Christmas sweets, as a rule, contain nuts and almonds. Peasant folklore theorizes that to eat nuts favors the fertility of the earth and aids in the increase of flocks and family. In ancient Rome, honey was offered at this time of year so that the new year might be sweet.
Of Special Note...
On Christmas Eve, Italian children set out their shoes for the female Santa Claus, La Befana, to fill with gifts of all kinds like toys, candies and fruit. If the children were good, their shoes would be filled on Christmas morning. If they were bad, they would find their shoes filled with coal. La Befan is the best-known legend in Italy.
ENGLAND   "Merry Christmas"
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Christmas is Britain's most popular holiday and is characterized by traditions which date back hundreds of years. Many Christmas customs which originated in Britain have been adopted in the United States. 
The first ever Christmas card was posted in England in the 1840s, and the practice soon became an established part of the build-up to Christmas. Over a billion Christmas cards are now sent every year in the United Kingdom, many of them sold in aid of charities. 
Christmas decorations in general have even earlier origins. Holly, ivy and mistletoe are associated with rituals going back beyond the Dark Ages. (The custom of kissing beneath a sprig of mistletoe is derived from an ancient pagan tradition.) The Christmas tree was popularised by Prince Albert, husband of Queen Victoria, who introduced one to the Royal Household in 1840. Since 1947, the country of Norway has presented Britain annually with a large Christmas tree which stands in Trafalgar Square in commemoration of Anglo-Norwegian cooperation during the Second World War. 
Popular among children at Christmas time are pantomimes: song and dance dramatisations of well-known fairy tales which encourage audience participation. 
Carols are often sung on Christmas Eve by groups of singers to their neighbours, and children hang a stocking on the fireplace or at the foot of their bed for Santa Claus (also named Father Christmas) to fill. Presents for the family are placed beneath the Christmas tree. 
Christmas Day sees the opening of presents and many families attend Christmas services at church. Christmas dinner consists traditionally of a roast turkey, goose or chicken with stuffing and roast potatoes. This is followed by mince pies and Christmas pudding flaming with brandy, which might contain coins or lucky charms for children. (The pudding is usually prepared weeks beforehand and is customarily stirred by each member of the family as a wish is made.) Later in the day, a Christmas cake may be served - a rich baked fruit cake with marzipan, icing and sugar frosting. 
The pulling of Christmas crackers often accompanies food on Christmas Day. Invented by a London baker in 1846, a cracker is a brightly coloured paper tube, twisted at both ends, which contains a party hat, riddle and toy or other trinket. When it is pulled by two people it gives out a crack as its contents are dispersed. 
Another traditional feature of Christmas afternoon is the Queen's Christmas Message to the nation, broadcast on radio and television. 
The day after Christmas is known in Britain as Boxing Day, which takes its name from a former custom of giving a Christmas Box - a gift of money or food inside a box - to the deliverymen and tradespeople who called regularly during the year. This tradition survives in the custom of tipping the milkman, postman, dustmen and other callers of good service at Christmas time.
Of Special Note...
MISTLETOE, considered sacred by the British Druids, was believed to have many miraculous powers. Among the Romans, it was symbol of peace, and, it was said that when enemies met under it, they discarded their arms and declared a truce. From this comes our custom of kissing under the mistletoe. England was the first country to use it during the Christmas season.
Christmas 
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The Date of Christmas
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The idea to celebrate Christmas on December 25 originated in the 4th century. The Catholic Church wanted to eclipse the festivities of a rival pagan religion that threatened Christianity's existence. The Romans celebrated the birthday of their sun god, Mithras during this time of year. Although it was not popular, or even proper, to celebrate people's birthdays in those times, church leaders decided that in order to compete with the pagan celebration they would themselves order a festival in celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ. Although the actual season of Jesus' birth is thought to be in the spring, the date of December 25 was chosen as the official birthday celebration as Christ's Mass so that it would compete head on with the rival pagan celebration. Christmas was slow to catch on in America. The early colonists considered it a pagan ritual. The celebration of Christmas was even banned by law in Massachusetts in colonial days. 
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Mistletoe and Holly
Two hundred years before the birth of Christ, the Druids used mistletoe to celebrate the coming of winter. They would gather this evergreen plant that is parasitic upon other trees and used it to decorate their homes. They believed the plant had special healing powers for everything from female infertility to poison ingestion. Scandinavians also thought of mistletoe as a plant of peace and harmony. They associated mistletoe with their goddess of love, Frigga. The custom of kissing under the mistletoe probably derived from this belief. The early church banned the use of mistletoe in Christmas celebrations because of its pagan origins. Instead, church fathers suggested the use of holly as an appropriate substitute for Christmas greenery. 
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Poinsettias
Poinsettias are native to Mexico. They were named after America's first ambassador to Mexico, Joel Poinsett. He brought the plants to America in 1828. The Mexicans in the eighteenth century thought the plants were symbolic of the Star of Bethlehem. Thus the Poinsettia became associated with the Christmas season. The actual flower of the poinsettia is small and yellow. But surrounding the flower are large, bright red leaves, often mistaken for petals. 
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The Christmas Tree
The Christmas Tree originated in Germany in the 16th century. It was common for the Germanic people to decorate fir trees, both inside and out, with roses, apples, and colored paper. It is believed that Martin Luther, the Protestant reformer, was the first to light a Christmas tree with candles. While coming home one dark winter's night near Christmas, he was struck with the beauty of the starlight shining through the branches of a small fir tree outside his home. He duplicated the starlight by using candles attached to the branches of his indoor Christmas tree. The Christmas tree was not widely used in Britain until the 19th century. It was brought to America by the Pennsylvania Germans in the 1820's. 
Xmas
This abbreviation for Christmas is of Greek origin. The word for Christ in Greek is Xristos. During the 16th century, Europeans began using the first initial of Christ's name, "X" in place of the word Christ in Christmas as a shorthand form of the word. Although the early Christians understood that X stood for Christ's name, later Christians who did not understand the Greek language mistook "Xmas" as a sign of disrespect.
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The Candy Cane
Candy canes have been around for centuries, but it wasn't until around 1900 that they were decorated with red stripes and bent into the shape of a cane. They were sometimes handed out during church services to keep the children quiet. One story (almost certainly false) that is often told about the origin of the candy cane is as follows: 
In the late 1800's a candy maker in Indiana wanted to express the meaning of Christmas through a symbol made of candy. He came up with the idea of bending one of his white candy sticks into the shape of a Candy Cane. He incorporated several symbols of Christ's love and sacrifice through the Candy Cane. First, he used a plain white peppermint stick. The color white symbolizes the purity and sinless nature of Jesus. Next, he added three small stripes to symbolize the pain inflicted upon Jesus before His death on the cross. There are three of them to represent the Holy Trinity. He added a bold stripe to represent the blood Jesus shed for mankind. When looked at with the crook on top, it looks like a shepherd's staff because Jesus is the shepherd of man. If you turn it upside down, it becomes the letter J symbolizing the first letter in Jesus' name. The candy maker made these candy canes for Christmas, so everyone would remember what Christmas is all about. 
Santa Claus
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The original Santa Claus, St. Nicholas, was born in Turkey in the 4th century. He was very pious from an early age, devoting his life to Christianity. He became widely known for his generosity for the poor. But the Romans held him in contempt. He was imprisoned and tortured. But when Constantine became emperor of Rome, he allowed Nicholas to go free. Constantine became a Christian and convened the Council of Nicaea in 325. Nicholas was a delegate to the council. He is especially noted for his love of children and for his generosity. He is the patron saint of sailors, Sicily, Greece, and Russia. He is also, of course, the patron saint of children. The Dutch kept the legend of St. Nicholas alive. In 16th century Holland, Dutch children would place their wooden shoes by the hearth in hopes that they would be filled with a treat. The Dutch spelled St. Nicholas as Sint Nikolaas, which became corrupted to Sinterklaas, and finally, in Anglican, to Santa Claus. In 1822, Clement C. Moore composed his famous poem, "A Visit from St. Nick," which was later published as "The Night Before Christmas." Moore is credited with creating the modern image of Santa Claus as a jolly fat man in a red suit.
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Christmas crackers are a Christmas favourite in the U.K.. They were first made in 1850 by a London sweet maker called Tom Smith. One night, while he was sitting in front of his log fire, he became very interested by the sparks and cracks coming from the flames. Suddenly, he thought what a fun idea it would be, if his sweets and toys could be opened with a crack when their fancy wrappers were pulled in half. 

The Crackers that are used today are short cardboard tubes wrapped in colourful paper. There is normally a Cracker next to each plate on the Christmas dinner table. When the crackers are pulled - with a bang! - a colourful party hat, a toy or gift and a festive joke falls out! The party hats look like crowns and it is thought that they symbolise the crowns that might have been worn by the Wise Men.

The largest Cracker ever made was 181' 11" long and had a diameter of 11' 9"! Now that is one big bang! It was made in December 1998 in a Shopping Mall in Sydney, Australia.
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In Australia, Christmas comes in the middle of the summer holidays! Children have their summer holidays from early to mid December to early February, so some people might even be camping at Christmas!

Australians hang wreaths on their front doors and sometimes go out Christmas carol singing on Christmas eve. People also decorate their houses and gardens with Christmas Trees and Christmas lights. Neighbours sometimes have little competitions as to who has got the best light display. The Neighbours often visit each other to look at the light displays at night. Sometimes the displays are put out as early as December 1st!

In each State capital city there is a large Carols by Candlelight service. Famous Australian singers like The Wiggles, John Farnham, Anthony Warlow, Colin Gery, Niki Webster and many more help to sing the carols. One of the biggest celebrations is held outside in a big dome. The audience stands outside, each person holds a candle. Each year about 100,000 or more people attend the service. This event is broadcast on TV across Australia. There are also huge Christmas pageants in each state capital city, that are also broadcast across the country. Most towns and cities have festivals and parades. In some places, at the local park there is a fireworks display. 

Many towns, cities and schools also hold there own Carols by Candlelght services, with local bands and choirs sometimes helping to perform the Christmas Carols and songs. As it is the middle of Summer in Australia at Christmas time, the words to the Carols about snow and the cold winter are sometimes changed to special Australian words! There are also some original Australian Carols.

Father Christmas comes in a sleigh with his reindeers, and enters houses down chimneys to fills the stocking with presents. Children send letters to Father Christmas asking what they would like for Christmas. They also leave out food and a drink for Father Christmas and carrots and water for his reindeers. 

On Boxing Day a famous Yacht race is held. The boats race from Sydney to Hobart in Tasmania.

The Flying Doctor Service has to work all though-out Christmas and on Christmas Day all the people in the outback send Christmas greetings to each other over the radio network.

Most families try to be home together for Christmas and the main meal is eaten at lunch time. A lot of families have a traditional 'English' dinner of roast turkey, chicken or pork. Although some might have a cold turkey and salad picnic at the beach or even a barbecue! Over the last few years, more people are having a seafood smorgasbord for their Christmas Dinner. On Christmas Eve, fishmarkets are often full of people cueing to buy their fresh seafood for the big day.

Australians often have Christmas Crackers at Christmas meal times.

Thank you to the students at Georgiana Molloy Anglican School for their help in giving me information on Christmas in Australia!
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In France, a Nativity crib is often used to help decorate the house. French cribs have clay figures in them, not wooden ones. During December, some towns and cities such as Marseilles have fairs that sell Nativity figures. As well as having the normal Nativity figures in them, French scenes also have figures such as a Butcher, a Baker, a Policeman and a Priest.

Yule Logs made out of Cherry Wood are often burned is French homes. The log is carried into the home on Christmas Eve and is sprinkled with red wine to make the log smell nice when it is burning. There is a custom that the log and candles are left burning all night with some food and drinks left out in case Mary and the baby Jesus come past during the night.

In France, Father Christmas is called Père Noël.

The main Christmas meal, called Réveillon, is eaten after everyone has returned from the midnight Church Service on Christmas Eve. A chocolate log is eaten for dessert.

Another celebration in France is that 13 different desserts are eaten! All the desserts are made from different types of Fruit, Nuts and Pastries.

Epiphany (see Spain for more information), called Fête des Rois in French, is also celebrated in France on January 6th. A flat Almond cake is eaten called 'Galette des Rois'. The cake has a toy crown inside and is decorated on top with a gold paper crown. 
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On Christmas Eve, children, especially boys, often go out Carol singing in the streets. They play drums and triangles as they sing. Sometimes the will also carry model boats decorated with nuts painted gold. Carrying a boat is a very old custom in the Greek Islands.

If the children sing well, they might be given money or nuts, sweets and dried figs to eat. 

People in Greece also celebrate Epiphany on the 6th January. Children get their presents either on the 1st January or on Epiphany, when Agios Vasilis (the Greek name for Santa) comes, often arriving on a boat.

For the feast of Agios Vasilis Greek families eat a special cake, called Vassilikopita. There is a golden coin hidden in it and the person who finds the coin will be lucky all year.
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Christmas in Greenland[image: image31.png]
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In the villages of Polar Eskimos, families like to visit each other and have parties. They drink coffee and eat cakes and exchanged brightly wrapped parcels. Traditional presents are model sledges, a pairs of polished walrus tusks, or sealskin mitts. Everyone in the village gets a gift and children go from hut to hut, singing songs.

Christmas trees have to be imported, because no trees grow as far north as Greenland. They are decorated, with candles and bright ornaments. Dancing goes on most of the night. After coffee, cakes and carols, a great delicacy called 'mattak', whaleskin with a strip of blubber inside, is passed around. It is supposed to taste like fresh coconut, but is too tough to chew and is usually swallowed.

Another Christmas food is 'kiviak'. This is the raw flesh of little auks (a type of arctic bird) which have been buried whole in sealskin for several months until they have reached an advanced stage of decomposition! Although it sounds strange, it is a delicacy in Greenland.

It is tradition on Christmas night that the men look after the women, serving their coffee and stirring it for them. Games follow the Christmas meal, including one in which an object is passed from hand to hand round a long table under the cloth. It is supposed to be repulsive: round, clammy and rough in texture, such as a frozen egg, wrapped in strips of wet fox fur!
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Christmas in United States of America[image: image34.png]
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The United States of America has many different traditions and ways that people in celebrate Christmas, because of its multi-cultural nature. Many customs are similar to ones in the U.K., France, Italy, Holland, Poland and Mexico.

The traditional meal for Western European families is turkey or ham with cranberry sauce. Families from Eastern European origins favour turkey with trimmings, keilbasi (a Polish sausage), cabbage dishes, and soups; and some Italian families prefer lasagna!

Some Americans use pop-corn threaded on string to help decorate their Christmas Tree!

In New England (the American States of Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Vermont, New Hampshire and Maine), there are shops called 'Christmas Shops' that only sell Christmas decorations and toys all the year round!

People in America like to decorate the outsides of their houses with lights and sometimes even statues of Father Christmas, Snowmen and Reindeer.
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Christmas in United Kingdom[image: image37.png]
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In the UK, families often celebrate Christmas together, so they can watch each other open their presents!

Most families have a Christmas Tree (or maybe even two!) in their house for Christmas. The decorating of the tree is usually a family occasion, with everyone helping. Christmas Trees were first popularised the UK by Prince Albert, the husband of Queen Victoria. Prince Albert was German, and thought that it would be good to use one of his ways of celebrating Christmas in to England.

Holly, Ivy and Mistletoe are also sometimes used to decorate homes or other buildings.

Like a lot of countries, Nativity Plays and Carol Services are also very popular at Christmas time. The Church that I go to always has a Carols by Candlelight Service where the church is only lit up by candles. It is a very special service and always makes me feel very Christmasey! Lots of other British churches also have Carols by Candlelight and Christingle services.

Children believe that Father Christmas, or Santa Claus, leaves presents in stockings or pillow-cases. These are normally hung up by the fire or by the children's beds on Christmas Eve. Children sometimes leave out mince pies and brandy for Father Christmas to eat and drink when he visits them. Now, some people say that a non-alcoholic drink should be left for Santa as he has to drive!

Children write letters to Father Christmas listing their requests, but sometimes instead of putting them in the post, the letters are tossed into the fireplace. The draught carries the letters up the chimney and Father Christmas reads the smoke.

There are some customs that only take place, or were started, in the UK. Wassailing is an old anglo-saxon custom that doesn't take place much today. Boxing Day is a very old custom that started in the UK and is now taken as a holiday in many countries around the world.

In Scotland, some people celebrate New Year's Eve (which is called Hogmanay) more than Christmas! The word Hogmanay comes from a kind of oat cake that was traditionally given to children on New Year's Eve.

Also in Scotland, the first person to set foot in a house in a New Year is thought to have a big effect on the fortunes of the people that live there! Generally strangers are thought to bring good luck. Depending on the area, it may be better to have a dark-haired or fair-haired stranger set foot in the house. This tradition is widely known as 'first footing'. In England it is sometimes said that a stranger coming through the door carrying a lump of coal will bring good luck.

In the UK, the main Christmas Meal is usually eaten at lunchtime or early afternoon on Christmas Day. It was traditionally roast goose, although it's common to have turkey now, roast vegetables and 'all the trimmings' which means stuffing and sometimes bacon and sausages. (In Scotland, some people might even have Haggis instead of turkey!) Dessert is often Christmas Pudding. Mince pies and lots of chocolates are often eaten as well! The dinner table is decorated with a cracker for each person and sometimes flowers and candles.
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Christmas in New Zealand [image: image40.png]
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In New Zealand, like its neighbour Australia, Christmas comes in the middle of the Summer holidays. 

My distant relations that live in New Zealand tell me that there are lots of people out camping or at their Baches (holiday homes) for Christmas.

Many towns have a Santa parade with decorated floats, bands and marching girls. This can be any time from mid November onwards and is really a commercial event but much enjoyed by all.

Many people have a Christmas Tree in their homes and decorate it like people in the USA or Britain.

Many New Zealanders have a barbecue for Christmas lunch and this is becoming more popular. The food cooked on the barbecue is often ham slices or even venison or other exotic meat. Shrimps and other fish are also barbecued!

My relations have an English type Christmas meal in the middle of June (New Zealand's mid winter)! This meal will often be hot food such as roast chicken, roast lamb, cold ham, hot roast vegetables such as potatoes, pumpkin, sweet potato, and other root vegetables and also greens such as peas. Coleslaw is increasing in popularity. All with gravy!

Desserts are also very popular! Many still have a hot fruit pudding with custard and ice cream but cold desserts are popular. These including pavlova and whipped cream, meringues, cold fruit salad, jelly and ice cream. Drinks will include a range of soft drinks. Those who like it often over do the alcoholic drinks too.

They open their presents on Christmas day once the whole family is all together. This is usually before the Christmas lunch.
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Compared to other religious festivals, Christmas is quite a small festival in India due to the number that are Christians (2.3%) compared to people who belong to other religions. Having said this the population of India is over 1 Billion, so there are over 25 million Christians in India!

One of the largest Christian Communities, in India, is in Bombay. A lot of the Christians in Bombay are Roman Catholics. 

Midnight mass is a very important service for Christians in India, especially Catholics. The whole family will walk to the mass and this will be followed by a massive feast of different delicacies, (mostly curries) and the giving and receiving of presents. Churches in India are decorated with Poinsettia flowers and candles for the Christmas Eve Midnight Mass service.

Instead of having traditional Christmas Trees, a banana or mango tree is decorated. Sometimes people use mango leaves to decorate their homes.

In Southern India, Christians often put small oil burning clay lamps on the flat roofs of their homes to show their neighbours that Jesus is the light of the world.

Christians in Bombay often display a manger in a front window, (there's great competition in making the nativity scene). Also families go to great lengths to hang giant paper lanterns, in the shape of stars, between the houses so that the stars float above you as you walk down the road. Every household also makes sure that they have a stock of home made sweets ready to visitors.

In north-west India, the tribal Christians of the Bhil folk, go out night after night for a week at Christmas to sing their own carols the whole night through. They go to surrounding villages singing to people and telling the Christmas story.

In India, Father Christmas delivers presents to children from a horse and cart. 
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The Holly and the Ivy[image: image46.png]



Holly, Ivy and other greenery such as Mistletoe were originally used in pre-Christian times to help celebrate the Winter Solstice Festival and ward off evil spirits and celebrate new growth.

When Christianity came into Western Europe, some people wanted to keep the greenery, to give it Christian meanings and to ban the use of it to decorate homes. The U.K. and Germany were the main countries to keep the use of the greenery and here are the Christian meanings:
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	Holly - The prickly leaves represent the crown of thorns that Jesus wore when he was crucified. The berries are the drops of blood that were shed by Jesus because of the thorns. In Scandinavia it is known as the Christ Thorn.
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	Ivy - Ivy has to cling to something to support itself as it grows. This reminds us that we need to cling to God for support in our lives.


In pagan times, Holly was thought to be a male plant and Ivy a female plant. An old tradition from the Midlands of England says that whatever one brought into the house first over winter, tells you whether the man or woman of the house would rule that year!! But it was unlucky to bring either into a house before Christmas Eve.

In Germany, it is traditional that Ivy is only used outside and a piece tied to the outside of a Church was supposed to protect it from lightning!
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	Laurel - Laurel has been worn as a wreath on the head to symbolise success and victory for thousands of years. It was given to the winners of events in the original Olympic Games. It symbolises the victory of God over the Devil.
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	Fir & Yew Trees - Fir and Yew trees are evergreen and so signify everlasting life with God. Fir is also very commonly used for Christmas Trees.
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	Rosemary - Rosemary was connected with the Virgin Mary (because it was thought to be Mary's favourite plant) and people thought that it could protect you from evil spirits. It is also sometimes called the friendship plant and it was the most common garnish put on the boar's head that rich people ate for Christmas diner in the Middle ages! It is also known as the remembrance herb and was used at Christmas as this is the time that we remember the birth of Jesus. In the late 1700's a special Christmas Rosemary Service was started in Ripon Cathedral School where a red apple, with a sprig of Rosemary in the top of it, was sold by the school boys to the members of the congregation for 2p, 4p or 6p (depending on the size of apple!).
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Boxing Day takes place on December 26th and is only celebrated in a few countries. It was started in the UK about 800 years ago in the Middle Ages. It was the day when the alms box, collection boxes for the poor often kept in churches, were opened so that the contents could be distributed to poor people. Some churches still open these boxes on Boxing Day.

It might have been the Romans that first brought this type of collecting box to the UK, but they used them to collect money for the betting games which they played during their winter celebrations!

In Holland, some collection boxes were made out of a rough pottery called 'earthenware' and were shaped like pigs. Perhaps this is where we get the term 'Piggy Bank'! 

The Carol, Good King Wencelas, is set on Boxing Day and is about a King in the Middle Ages who brings food to a poor family.

It was also traditional that servants got the day off to celebrate Christmas with their families on Boxing Day. Before World War II, it was common for working people (such as milkmen and butchers) to travel round their delivery places and collect their Christmas box or tip. This tradition has now mostly stopped and any Christmas tips, given to people such as postal workers and newspaper delivery children, are not normally given or collected on Boxing Day. 

Boxing Day has now become another public holiday in countries such as the U.K., Canada, Australia and New Zealand. It is also the traditional day that Pantomimes started to play. There are also often sports played on Boxing Day in the UK, especially horse racing and football matches!

The 26th December is also St. Stephen's Day. Just to confuse things, there are two St. Stephen's in history! The first St. Stephen was a very early follower of Jesus and was the first Christian Martyr (a person who dies for their religious beliefs). He was stoned to death by Jews who didn't believe in Jesus.

The second St. Stephen was a Missionary, in Sweden, in the 800's. He loved all animals but particularly horses (perhaps why there is horse racing on boxing day). He was also a martyr and was killed by pagans in Sweden. In Germany there was a tradition that horses would be ridden around the inside of the church during the St. Stephen's Day service!
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