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From hoodening in east Kent to making music at 4am 
in Wiltshire, Marianka Swain sources the most unusual 
local traditions celebrated during the Christmas season
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Christmas, but not 
as you know it

Hunt the Wren, Isle of Man
On St Stephen’s Day (Boxing Day), a band of 
‘Wren Boys’ traditionally hunted down a wren 
and paraded it around the town, accompanied 
by a ballad describing its fate. They asked 
villagers for donations in return for a feather, 
used as a lucky charm to ward off shipwreck 
—important to Manx fishermen. The money 
was used to host a town dance. Nowadays, an 
artificial wren is used, thankfully, and the 
Wren Boys are local men, women and children, 
who ask for donations to a charity, or settle 
for a glass of ginger wine and a mince pie.
December 26

Aldbourne Band, Wiltshire
The Aldbourne Band formed in the mid 19th 
century, and, since about 1919, it has heralded 
Christmas morning by playing in the village 
at 4am. The early start was originally because 
of the bellringers, who wanted to play with 
the band before performing their duties. 
December 25 (www.aldbourne-band.co.uk)

Allendale Tar Barrels, 
Northumberland 

In a tradition stretching back at least 150 
years, the village of Allendale celebrates the 
New Year with a bonfire of tar barrels. At  
a quarter to midnight, ‘guisers’, or disguised 
carriers, parade through the village carrying 
barrels filled with shavings, sticks and paraffin, 
and use them to create a bonfire  in the village 
square. Many guisers with a right to carry 
the barrels have had the honour passed down 
through several generations of their family. 
It’s a true village affair, with a ceilidh in the 
village hall and celebrations in local pubs.
December 31

Hoodening, 
St Nicholas-at-Wade, Kent

Local ploughing teams used to engage in 
‘horseplay’, performing a comic play involving 
a wooden horse’s head on a pole, with a sack-
cloth ‘body’ and a man hiding underneath, 
to entertain others and gather largesse in the 
slack winter season. The St Nicholas-at-Wade 
hoodeners revived the tradition in 1966. ‘It’s 
absolutely unique to east Kent, and always 
has been,’ says organiser Ben Jones. ‘Hooden- 
ing’s not a quirky offshoot of Christmas— 
it is Christmas! It gives you a sense that 
you’re an integral part of village life.’
December 19, 20, 22, 23 (www.hoodening.
org.uk)

Tom Bawcock’s Eve, 
Mousehole, Cornwall

The Tom Bawcock’s celebrations honour the 
fisherman who saved the starving village of 
Mousehole by braving high seas to bring back 
seven types of fish. Today, a pie with whole 
pilchards is served at the Ship Inn, and there’s 
a procession down to the harbour, where paper 
lanterns are floated out to sea and the Bagas 
Degol (Cornish feast-day band) play. The time 
and route of the procession are kept secret.
December 23

North Devon Mummers, Devon
The tradition of mummers dates back to the 
Middle Ages, when a village troop performed 
a play centred around resurrection. The North 
Devon Mummers ‘resurrected’ the event in 
1970, touring nearby pubs with their St George’s 
play. ‘People return to the village from all over 
England, or even abroad, to see the performance,’ 
says organiser Francis Verdigi. ‘The troop 
reforms every year, but is mainly locals.’ 
Throughout the Christmas season (www.
mastermummers.org)

Do you have any local Christmas tradi-
tions? Write and tell us about them at 
countrylife _ letters@ipcmedia.com
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CHrISTMAS often brings out in us 
an unexpected pleasure in archaic 
and picturesque traditions, but 
where do they all come from? For 

instance, we’ve all heard the well-supported 
story that the decorated Christmas tree was 
principally introduced as an English fashion 
by Prince Albert, consort of the young 
Queen Victoria—the two were shown in  
a picture in the Illustrated London News 
in 1846, standing either side of a tree with 
their children. But where did Albert’s own 
family custom come from?

What lies behind our 
festive traditions

Jeremy Musson discovers the origins  
of some of our favourite rituals

Roots of the Christmas tree
The 19th century was the great age of his-
toricism, when Europeans harked back to  
a romanticised vision of life in the Middle 
Ages and traditions were revived. Bringing 
evergreens into the house can be identified 
as a roman custom, and the ancient German 
pagan feast of Yule (held in November) 
included bringing living trees into the 
home—such pagan practices were adopted 
to Christian use in the 4th century. 

The tradition as imported by Prince Albert 
could be traced back to the Paradise Play  
of the 11th and 12th centuries that featured  
a paradise tree, which linked the tree of 
knowledge in the Garden of Eden to the 
promise of the Saviour’s coming. Mistletoe can 
also be identified in the midwinter roman 
festival of Saturnalia—when kissing under 
the mistletoe was thought to boost fertility. 
Holly was similarly associated with Saturnalia. 

St Francis: cribs and carols
One of the oldest Christian customs is  
that of the crib. This is traced back to St 
Francis of Assisi, who, in the 1220s, created 
a scene of statues within a small cave at  
the hermitage at Greccio to help people  
envision the nativity. 

St Francis is also regarded as the founder 
of the Christmas carol sung as a shared  
chorus. The earliest-known carol in English 
is said to have been written by one Mr ritson 
in the 15th century (the manuscript is in the 
British Library). Carols were famously 
banned under the Commonwealth, together 
with many Christian customs, although  
several returned with the monarchy in 1660. 

The proof of the pudding
The fruity pudding, which is such a central 
feature of the modern Christmas feast, can 
be traced back to the 14th century, when  
it was a more porridge-like form, called  
‘frumenty’, based on beef, mutton, raisins, 
currents, prunes, wines and spices. In the 
16th century, this was thickened with bread-
crumbs, eggs, fruit and beers and spirits, 
and had become the traditional course to 
finish a Christmas meal. The pudding was 
also banned under the Commonwealth, 
although it had bounced back with a ven-
geance by the early 1700s.

Gobbling up turkeys
The British Christmas turkey came origin-
ally from the Americas, but is confusingly 
so-named after those who traded in Middle 
Eastern goods, known as Turkey Merchants 
or Turkes. They traded in these fowls, which 
came to be raised in Asia, hence ‘Turkey 
fowls’. Although the turkey was first brought 
to England in the 16th century, it was not 
considered a Christmas speciality until 
Edward VII made it popular—previously, 
the Christmas dish was more often the 
goose (even so, it did not become really 
widespread until the age of the refrigerator 
from the 1950s). 

A winning card
The only tradition that can be seen as pecu-
liarly English in origin—although popular 
around the world—is the sending of the 
Christmas card. The first is thought to be 
that sent by Sir Henry Cole in 1843, designed 
especially for him by the artist John Callcot 
Horsley. In 2007, 1.9 billion cards were 
exchanged in the US alone, and in the UK, 
a still-staggering 740 million.
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