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A history of celebrating the 
Christmas Period 

By Pamela Phillips 

INTRODUCTION 

Late December, when the hours of daylight are short and much of nature appears to have gone 

to sleep, is one of the most important turning points of the year in the northern hemisphere.  It 

is the time of the winter solstice, when the sun appears to be stationary in the sky, before the 

days gradually begin to lengthen and the natural world wakes up once more. 

It's the perfect opportunity to cheer ourselves up with a monumental party and, for those with a 

sense of the spiritual, to honour something greater than ourselves. 

This celebration has been enjoyed for centuries in one guise or another. 

Anyone who looks askance at the amount of food and drink in other peoples trolleys at the 

supermarket might like to reflect on the fact that there is nothing new about having a riotous 

time during the winter solstice, the ancient Romans were particularly good at it as we will see. 

Did the ancient Britons, prior to Christianity once celebrate with a midwinter festival called 

Yule.  There is evidence of this, particularly in the north of England and Scotland, where 

Christmas is still sometimes referred to as Yule.  It is believe by some that this celebration was 

brought over by the Vikings; certainly the word Yule is very similar to a number of Scandinavian 

words.  It is still remembered in the Yule Log, once part of the Christmas celebrations when it 

was the special log burnt on Christmas Day, but today more likely to be a chocolate cake. 

Sometimes tracing the origins of Christmas traditions can be like separating the ingredients 

from an over-baked Christmas Pudding – some have become clumped together and some have 

disappeared altogether. 

So let's see what we can trace for some of our well loved traditions. 

ORIGINS OF CHRISTMAS 

Jesus Birthday?? 

Let's start with the reason many millions of people celebrate Christmas and why it is often 

referred to as the "True meaning of Christmas" –the celebration of the birth of Christ. 

The date of Jesus birth is actually unknown, but, in the fourth century AD  Pope Julius I 

formalized that it should be celebrated on 25 December, around the same time as the Roman 

Saturnalia celebrations (which we'll look at later). 

Why this date? 

Speculation suggests that part of the reason why he chose this date was because he was trying 

to create a Christian alternative to Saturnalia.  Another reason for the decision may have been 
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because, in 274 AD, the Roman emperor Aurelian had declared 25 December the birth date of 

Sol Invictus (Official Sun God of the later Roman Empire) and Julius I may have thought that he 

could attract more converts to Christianity by allowing them to continue to celebrate on the 

same day. 

He may have also been influenced by the idea that Jesus had died on the anniversary of his 

conception; because Jesus died during Passover and, in the third century AD, Passover was 

celebrated on 25 March, he may have assumed that Jesus  birthday must have come nine months 

later, on 25 December. 

As a result of the close proximity of dates, many Christians in Western Europe continued to 

celebrate traditional Saturnalia customs in association with Christmas and the surrounding 

holidays.  Like Saturnalia, Christmas during the Middle Ages was a time of merry making, 

drinking, gambling, and overeating but more of that later. 

Saturnalia 

 

Saturnalia (1783) by Antoine Callet 

Introduction 

So Christmas seems to show a link between Jesus birth and the Roman celebrations of 

Saturnalia but what was Saturnalia? 



3 
 

Background 

Saturnalia was an ancient Roman festival in honour of the god Saturn, held on 17 December and 

later expanded with festivities through to 23 December, that's using the Julian Calendar. 

The holiday was celebrated with a sacrifice at the 'Temple of Saturn', in the Roman Forum, 

followed by a public banquet.  This was followed by private gift-giving, continual partying, and a 

carnival atmosphere that overturned Roman social norms; gambling was permitted, and 

masters provided table service for their slaves.  It was seen as a time of liberty for both slaves 

and freedmen alike. 

A common custom was the election of a "King of the Saturnalia", who would give orders to 

people, which were to be followed and who presided over the merrymaking. 

Saturnalia may have influenced some of the customs associated with later celebrations in 

western Europe occurring in midwinter, particularly traditions associated with Christmas.  In 

particular, the historical western European Christmas custom of electing a "Lord of Misrule" 

may have its roots in Saturnalia celebrations we'll look at that shortly. 

In one interpretation Saturnalia is a festival of light leading to the winter solstice, with the 

abundant presence of candles, symbolizing the quest for knowledge and truth.  The renewal of 

light and the coming of the new year was celebrated in the later Roman Empire at the "Dies 

Natalis Solis Invicti", the "Birthday of the Unconquerable Sun", on 23 December. 

The popularity of Saturnalia continued into the 3rd and 4th centuries and as the Roman Empire 

came under Christian rule, many of its customs were either adopted or at least influenced the 

seasonal celebrations surrounding Christmas and the New Year. 

Role reversal 

Saturnalia was characterized by role reversals and behavioural license.  Slaves were treated to a 

banquet of the kind usually enjoyed by their masters.  Some sources suggest that master and 

slave dined together, while others say that the slaves feasted first, or that the masters actually 

served the food. 

Saturnalian license also permitted slaves to disrespect their masters without the threat of a 

punishment.  It was a time for free speech.  Everyone knew, however, that the levelling of the 

social hierarchy was temporary and had limits; so no social norms were ultimately threatened, 

because the holiday would end. 

The toga was set aside in favour of the Greek colourful "dinner clothes" usually considered in 

poor taste for daytime wear.  Romans of citizen status normally went about bare-headed, but for 

the Saturnalia donned a conical felt cap (sound familiar), called a pilleus, that was usually only 

worn by a freedman.  Slaves, who ordinarily were not entitled to wear the cap wore it as well, so 

that everyone was "pilleated" without distinction. 

Gambling and dice-playing, normally prohibited or at least frowned upon, were permitted for 

all, even slaves.  Coins and nuts were the stakes.  Overeating and drunkenness became the rule, 

and a sober person the exception. 
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Gift-giving 

The Sigillaria on 19 December was a day of gift-giving.  Because gifts of value would mark social 

status contrary to the spirit of the season, instead these were often pottery or wax figurines 

called sigillaria made especially for the day, candles, or 'gag gifts' were also popular.  Children 

received toys as gifts.  Verses sometimes accompanied the gifts, these may be the forerunner of 

our Cracker jokes. 

Unlike several Roman religious festivals which were particular to cult sites in the city, the 

prolonged seasonal celebration of Saturnalia at home could be held anywhere in the Empire.  

Saturnalia continued as a secular celebration long after it was removed from the official 

calendar. 

 

Overeating and drunkenness became the rule 

Lord Of Misrule 

 



5 
 

Introduction 

Like many of the Christmas customs this is believed to have originated as part of the Saturnalia 

celebrations,  But there is some debate as to whether the two are linked. 

Link to saturnalia 

From 17 – 23 December (Julian Calendar) a man was chosen to be a mock king, in the guise of 

the Roman deity Saturn, and appointed for the feast of Saturnalia.  At the end of the festival the 

man was sacrificed – or so some say but I could not find the evidence for this. 

The Evidence 

During the late medieval period (1300 – 1500) many towns in England elected a "Lord of 

Misrule" at Christmas time to preside over the "Feast of Fools".  The Lord of Misrule was 

generally a peasant.  In 1585 The Lord of Misrule is referred to by Philip Stubbes in his 

Anatomie of Abuses where he states that: 

"the wilde heades of the parishe conventynge together, chuse them a grand Capitaine (of 

mischeefe) whom they ennobel with the title Lorde of Misrule" 

He then gives a description of the way they dress colourfully, tie bells onto their legs and 

"go to the churche (though the minister be at praier or preachyng), dauncying and swingyng their 

handercheefes..." 

In 1603, John Stow published his Survey of London, which gave a description of the Lord of 

Misrule: 

"In the feaste of Christmas, there was in the kinges house, wheresoeuer hee was lodged, a Lord of 

Misrule, or Maister of merry disports, and the like had yee in the house of euery noble man, of 

honor, or good worshippe, were he spirituall or temporall.  Amongst the which the Mayor of 

London, and eyther of the shiriffes had their seuerall Lordes of Misrule, euer contending without 

quarrell or offence, who should make the rarest pastimes to delight the Beholders.  These Lordes 

beginning their rule on Alhollon Eue [Halloween], continued the same till the morrow after the 

Feast of the Purification, commonlie called Candlemas day:  In all which space there were fine and 

subtle disguisinges, Maskes and Mummeries, with playing at Cardes for Counters, Nayles and 

pointes in euery house, more for pastimes then for gaine." 

 

In the spirit of misrule - A medieval floor tile, from the Derby Black Friary, with grinning masks in 

the corners and showing a triumphant hunting hare mounted on a dog. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Tile_derby.jpg
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"The King Drinks" painted between 1634 and 1640 by David Teniers the Younger, showing a 

"Twelfth Night" celebration with a "Lord of Misrule". 

Times of change 

During the Protestant Reformation, the Puritans banned the "Lord of Misrule" in England.  It 

remained banned during the Reformation, and the custom was largely forgotten. 

Resurrection – of sorts 

In the middle of the nineteenth century, some of the old ceremonies, such as gift-giving, were 

revived in English-speaking countries as part of a widespread 'Christmas revival'. 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saturnalia#cite_note-Jeffrey-106
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:David_Teniers_(II)_-_Twelfth-night_(The_King_Drinks)_-_WGA22083.jpg
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THE TWELVE DAYS OF CHRISTMAS AND TWELFTH NIGHT 

Introduction 

The Twelve Days of Christmas, also known as Twelve-tide, is a festive Christian season 

celebrating the Nativity of Jesus, or the birth of Jesus.  In most Western ecclesiastical traditions, 

'Christmas Day' is considered the 'First Day of Christmas' and the Twelve Days are 25 December 

until the 5 January, inclusive. 

England in the Middle Ages 

In England in the Middle Ages, this period was one of continuous feasting and merrymaking, 

which climaxed on Twelfth Night, the traditional end of the Christmas season.  In Tudor 

England, Twelfth Night itself was forever cemented in popular culture when William 

Shakespeare used it as the setting for one of his most famous stage plays, titled "Twelfth Night".  

Often a Lord of Misrule was chosen to lead the Christmas revels. 

Some of these traditions were adapted from the older pagan customs, including the Roman 

Saturnalia and Yuletide.  Some also have an echo in modern-day pantomime where traditionally 

authority is mocked and the principal male lead is played by a woman, while the leading older 

female character, or 'Dame', is played by a man. 

In 567, the Council of Tours proclaimed the twelve days from Christmas to Epiphany as a sacred 

and festive season, and established the duty of Advent.  Some suggest, but Christopher Hill & 

William J Federer state that this was done in order to solve the "administrative problem for the 

Roman Empire as it tried to coordinate the solar Julian calendar with the lunar calendars of its 

provinces in the east". 

United Kingdom 

Many in the UK and other Commonwealth nations still celebrate some aspects of the Twelve 

Days of Christmas.  Boxing Day, 26 December, is a national holiday. 

Twelfth Night is the last day for decorations to be taken down, and it is believed to be bad luck 

to leave decorations up after this.  This is in contrast to the custom in Elizabethan England, 

when decorations were left up until Candlemas (2 February), this is still done in some other 

Western European countries such as Germany. 

Christians who celebrate the Twelve Days may give gifts on each of them, with each of the 

Twelve Days representing a wish for a corresponding month of the new year. 

This all gets complicated as it varies depending on the branch of Christianity, which country you 

are looking at and what period.  Much of it was swept away with the Puritans, but then elements 

reintroduced with the Reformation. 

Activities associated with it include: 

 Christmas carols 

 Chalking the door and Having one's house blessed 

 Lighting the Yule log  
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NATIVITY PLAYS & SCENES 

Origins 

Saint Francis of Assisi is credited with creating the first nativity scene in 1223 at Greccio in 

Central Italy.  This was his attempt to place the emphasis of Christmas upon the worship of 

Christ rather than upon secular materialism and gift giving.  The nativity scene created by 

Francis was described by Saint Bonaventure in his "Life of Saint Francis of Assisi" written about 

1260.  Described as being staged in a cave near Greccio, the scene was a living one with humans 

and animals cast in the Biblical roles. 
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Spread of the Re-enactments 

Such re-enactments became very popular and spread throughout Christendom.  Within 100 

years every church in Italy was expected to have a nativity scene at Christmastime.  Over time 

statues replaced the people and animals.  The popularity spread to many Catholic countries.  By 

the 19th century their popularity had spread beyond Catholic places.  The images were made 

from  many different materials such as wood, wax and ivory.  They were often displayed within 

a stable setting. 

 

Different Traditions Emerge 

Different traditions of nativity scenes emerged in different countries.  In Provence small hand-

painted Santon ("little saint") figurines are made of terracotta.  There are 55 individual figures 

representing various characters from Provencal village life such as the scissors grinder, the 

fishwife, the blind man and the chestnut seller.  The first santons were created during the 

French Revolution when churches were forcibly closed and their large nativity scenes 

prohibited.  People who make santons are known as Santonniers.  They tend to be family run 

businesses.  Since 1803 santonniers have gathered in Marseille in December to display and sell 

their wares. 

 

In southern Germany and Austria the figures are usually made of wood but they have also been 

produced in paper. 
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In England 

In England there was a tradition of baking a mince pie in the shape of a manger with would hold 

the Christ child until dinnertime, when the pie was eaten.  The Puritans put a stop to this 

tradition when they banned Christmas celebrations in the 17th century.  They passed specific 

legislation to outlaw such pies, calling them "Idolatry in crust". 

Controversy 

Nativity scenes haven't been without their controversy.  In 2004 there was outrage when 

Madame Tussaud's in London produced a waxworks nativity scene depicting celebrities: 

 David & Victoria Beckham as Joseph and Mary 

 Kylie Minogue as the Angel 

 Tony Blair, George W Bush and The Duke of Edinburgh as the Magi 

 the shepherds were represented by Hugh Grant, Samuel L. Jackson and Graham Norton 

The item was vandalised and the perpetrator fined £100. 

In Krakow, Poland they produce 

szopka.  They date back to the 19th 

c and use historical buildings of 

Krakow as a backdrop for the 

nativity scene.  People would 

display their szopkas along with 

puppets in a form of street theatre.  

They are now listed as a UNESCO 

Intangible Cultural Heritage of 

Humanity. 
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In Spain in 2005  a city council forbad the exhibition of a traditional toilet humour character in a 

public nativity scene, known as a Caganer.  These figures are popular throughout Catalonian 

cultural areas of Spain, but also in Portugal, Andorra and southern Italy.  The name "El Caganer" 

literally means "the crapper" or "the shitter".  Traditionally the figurine is depicted as a peasant, 

wearing the traditional Catalan red cap, with his trousers down showing a bare backside and 

defecating.  This tradition has existed since at least the 18th century.  The figure is usually 

tucked away, nowhere near the manger scene and traditionally children have to find the hidden 

figure. 
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CHRISTMAS CAROLS 

History 

The first known Christmas hymns can be traced to 4th Century Rome.  They were written in 

Latin, but were austere statements of theological doctrine. However, one written by a Spanish is 

still sung in some churches today. 

Carols In English 

Christmas carols in English first appear in 1426, compiled by John Awdlay who was a 

Shropshire chaplain.  He listed twenty five "caroles of Cristemas", which were probably sung by 

groups of 'wassailers', who went from house to house. 

The songs we know specifically as carols were originally communal songs sung during 

celebrations like Christmas.  It was only later that carols began to be sung in church, and to be 

specifically associated with Christmas. 

Many carols which have gained in popularity today were printed in "Piae Cantiones", which is a 

collection of late medieval Latin songs first published in 1582.  Early, Latin forms of carols such 

as "Good Christian Men, Rejoice" and "Good King Wenceslas" can be found in this book.  "O 

Come all ye faithful" appears in its current form in the mid-18th century, although the words 

may have originated in the 13th century but the origin of the tune is disputed. 

Carols gained in popularity after the Reformation in countries where Protestant churches 

gained prominence. 

The publication of Christmas music books in the 19th century helped to widen the popular 

appeal of carols. The first appearance in print of God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen", "The First 

Noel", " I Saw Three Ships" and  " Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" were all in  Christmas Carols 

Ancient and Modern written in 1833. 

 

The singing of carols was further popularised in the 20th century when one of the most popular 

carol books in the English-speaking world, Carols for Choirs was published in 1961. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wassailing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piae_Cantiones
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Good_Christian_Men,_Rejoice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Good_King_Wenceslas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestant_Reformation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestant
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Singing carols in church was instituted on Christmas Eve 1880 in Truro Cathedral, Cornwall. 

The songs that were chosen for singing in church omitted the wassailing carols, and the words 

"hymn" and "carol" were used almost interchangeably.  Shortly before this, in 1878, the 

Salvation Army, under Charles Fry, instituted the idea of playing carols at Christmas, using a 

brass band. 

Today carols are regularly sung at Christian religious services. Some compositions have words 

that are clearly not of a religious theme, but are often still referred to as "carols".  Some of these 

were originally wassailing songs. 

Nineteenth-century antiquarians rediscovered early carols in museums, about 500 have been 

found. Some are wassailing songs, some are religious songs in English, some are in Latin, and 

some are macaronic (a mixture of English and Latin).  Since most people did not understand 

Latin, it is suggested that these songs were composed for church choristers, or perhaps for an 

educated audience at the Royal courts. 

There is a tradition of Christmas carolling (earlier known as wassailing), in which groups of 

singers travel from house to house, singing carols at each, for which they are often rewarded 

with gifts, money, mince pies, or a glass of an appropriate beverage.  Money collected in this way 

is now normally given to charity. 

Christmas Carol – The Twelve Days Of Christmas 

 

The image was published in 1780 

'The Twelve Days of Christmas' is an English Christmas carol that is a form of cumulative song 

with a series of increasingly grand gifts given on each of the twelve days of Christmas that make 

up the Christmas season, starting with Christmas Day. 

The twelve days in the song are the twelve days starting with Christmas Day, or in some 

traditions, starting with 26 December, (Boxing Day or St Stephen's Day), to the day before 

Epiphany, 6 January, or the Twelfth Day). 

Twelfth Night is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as: 

"the evening of the fifth of January, preceding Twelfth Day, the eve of the Epiphany, 

formerly the last day of the Christmas festivities and observed as a time of merrymaking." 
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Origins 

The exact origins and the meaning of the song are unknown.  There is evidence pointing to the 

North of England, specifically the area around Newcastle upon Tyne, as the origin of the carol.  

Husk, in the 1864 excerpt quoted below, stated that the carol was "found on broadsides printed 

at Newcastle at various periods during the last hundred and fifty years", i.e. from approximately 

1714. 

 

Anonymous broadside, Angus, Newcastle 1774 – 1825 

In addition, many of the nineteenth century citations come from the Newcastle area.  Some 

suggest it is French in origin.  However, it is highly probable that it originated from a children's 

memory and forfeit game. 

The best known English version of the carol was first printed in 1780, without music, in a book 

intended for children, "Mirth without Mischief", with the title "The Twelve Days of Christmas sung 

at King Pepin's Ball"; as a memorization game to be played on Twelfth Night.  Participants were 

required to repeat a verse of poetry recited by the leader.  Players who made an error were 

required to pay a penalty, in the form of offering a kiss or confection. 

 

'Mirth without Mischief' (1780) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:12-days-title.png
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In the northern counties of England, the song was often called the "Ten Days of Christmas", as 

there were only ten gifts. It was also known, particularly in Somerset and Dorsetshire.  The 

kinds of gifts vary in a number of the versions, some of them becoming alliterative tongue-

twisters. 

The tune now associated with the carol is derived from a 1909 arrangement of a traditional folk 

melody by English composer Frederick Austin, who also introduced the familiar prolongation of 

the verse "five gold rings". 

It is also worth noting that exactly 364 gifts are given, one for each day of the year besides 

Christmas. The number 364 is counting 1 partridge in 12 verses, 2 doves in 11 verses, 3 hens in 

10 verses, and so on.) 

Christmas Price Index 

Since 1984, the cumulative costs of the items mentioned in the song have been used as a 

"tongue-in-cheek" economic indicator.  It assumes that the gifts are repeated in full in each 

round of the song, giving the total of 364 items delivered by the twelfth day   

This custom began with and is maintained by PNC Bank based in America.  Two pricing charts 

are created, referred to as the Christmas Price Index and The True Cost of Christmas.  The 

former is an index of the current costs of one set of each of the gifts given by the True Love to 

the singer of the song "The Twelve Days of Christmas".  The latter is the cumulative cost of all the 

gifts with the repetitions listed in the song.  The people mentioned in the song are hired, not 

purchased. 

The total costs of all goods and services for the 2015 Christmas Price Index was 

US$34,130.99,or $155,407.18 for all 364 items.  The original 1984 cost was $12,623.10.  

However, the index has been criticised for not accurately reflecting the true cost of the gifts 

featured in the Christmas carol. 

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USD
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CHRISTMAS CARDS 

 

It is claimed that the first recorded Christmas card (a Rosicrucian Hermeticism Christmas card) 

was sent by Michael Maier to James I of England, in 1611.  It is a manuscript on parchment 

discovered in 1979 in the Scottish Record Office (now the National Archives of Scotland). 

 

A Rosicrucian Christmas Card 
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The text reads: 

"A greeting on the birthday of the Sacred King, to the most worshipful and energetic lord and most 

eminent James, King of Great Britain and Ireland, and Defender of the true faith, with a gesture of 

joyful celebration of the Birthday of the Lord, in most joy and fortune, we enter into the new 

auspicious year 1612.  Dedicated and consecrated with humble service and submission, from 

Michael Maier, German, Count Palatine, Doctor of Medicine and Philosophy, Knight and Poet 

Laureate." 

Interestingly a second similar card was discovered in the British Library in the early 1980s, sent 

to his son Henry Frederick, Prince of Wales, by the same person. 

The world's first commercially produced Christmas card was designed and printed in London in 

1843.  It was commissioned by Henry Cole (the first Director of the Victoria & Albert Museum) 

and designed by his friend John Callcott Horsley in 1843.  The central picture shows three 

generations of a family raising a toast to the card's recipient.  On either side are scenes of charity 

with food and clothing being given to the poor.  Henry Cole had helped introduce the Penny Post 

three years earlier.  In total 2,050 cards were printed and sold for a shilling each. 

Eighteen of these cards are still known to exist and in 2010 one of them was auctioned by 

Sotheby's and sold for $7,000. 

 

First commercial Christmas card 

Despite its ingenuity, the first Christmas card was not an instant success.  It depicted a young 

girl drinking wine and brought about disapproval from the temperance league who feared the 

card would encourage drunkenness. 
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Early British cards rarely had winter or religious themes, instead favouring flowers, fairies and 

other fanciful designs that reminded the recipient of the approach of spring.  Humorous and 

sentimental images of children and animals were popular, as were increasingly elaborate 

shapes, decorations and materials. 

In the UK Christmas cards account for almost half of all greeting cards sales, with around 700 

million sold in 2008. 

Official Christmas Cards 

These began with Queen Victoria in the 1840s.  The Royal family today send out cards with 

portraits reflecting significant personal events of the year.  The House of Commons also has 

official cards it produces which MPs can send out to people. 

 

Charity Christmas Cards 

Many organizations produce special Christmas cards as a way of fundraising.  The most famous 

of these is probably the UNICEF Christmas card, launched in 1949, which selects artwork from 

internationally known artists for card reproduction.  The UK-based Charities Advisory Trust 

gives out an annual "Scrooge Award" to the cards that return the smallest percentage to the 

charities they claim to support, although it is not well received by the Christmas card producers. 

Commercial Christmas Cards 

Many businesses send Christmas cards to the people on their customer lists as a way of 

developing goodwill.  They are almost always discrete and secular in design and do not attempt 

to sell a product, they just mention the name of the business.  This practice goes back to the end 

of the 17th century when Trade cards first became popular in Paris and London.  They were for 

advertising but also acted as maps to the stores as no formal street address numbering system 

exited at the time. 

Environment Impact And Recycling 

During the first 70 years of the 19th century it was common for Christmas and other greeting 

cards to be recycled by women's service organizations who collected them and removed the 

pictures, to be pasted into scrap books for the entertainment of children in hospitals, 

orphanages, kindergartens and missions.  With children's picture books becoming cheaper and 

more readily available, this form of scrap-booking has almost disappeared. 

Recent concern over the environmental impact of printing, posting and delivering cards has 

fuelled an increase in e-cards. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/UNICEF
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The U.K conservation charity Woodland Trust runs an annual campaign to collect and recycle 

Christmas cards to raise awareness of recycling and collect donations from corporate sponsors 

and supporters.  All recycled cards help raise money to plant more trees.  In the 12 years that 

the Woodland Trust Christmas Card Recycling Scheme has been running, more than 600 million 

cards have been recycled.  This has enabled the Woodland Trust to plant more than 141,000 

trees, save over 12,000 tonnes of paper from landfill and stop over 16,000 tonnes of CO2 from 

going into the atmosphere – the equivalent to taking more than 5,000 cars off the road for a 

year.  The scheme has had celebrity supporters including Jo Brand, Dermot O' Leary and Sean 

Bean and is the longest running scheme of its type in the country. 

Christmas Stamps 

Many countries produce official Christmas stamps, usually depicting some aspect of Christmas 

traditions or Nativity scenes.  There is some debate as to which is the first Christmas stamp.  The 

Canadian map stamp of 1898 has the inscription "XMAS 1898" but was actually produced to 

celebrate the inauguration of the Imperial Penny Postage rate.  It was proposed to issue the 

stamp on the 9 November to "honour the Prince", meaning the Prince of Wales, but when Queen 

Victoria asked "what Prince?" in a displeased manner she was answered with "why, madam, the 

Prince of Peace". 

 

In 1935 British Forces troops stationed in Egypt were issued with a Christmas stamp for their 

post home.  For many years these were not recognised in the  Stanley Gibbons catalogues, as 

they were classified as seals rather than postage stamps, but they have been included since the 

1960s as they are pre-paid postage.  They should therefore we counted as the first stamp issued 

expressly to mark Christmas. 

 

The next Christmas stamps did not appear in this country until 1966, much later than other 

countries 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodland_Trust
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recycling
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CHRISTMAS CRACKERS 

 

History 

They were invented by Tom Smith. 

 

He was a sweet maker based in Clerkenwell, East London; eventually moving to Finsbury 

Square.  On a trip to Paris in 1840 he discovered the 'bon bon' sugared almond, wrapped in a 

twist of tissue paper.  When he came home he tried selling sweets like that, and included a small 

motto or riddle, but they didn't sell very well.  He developed various promotional ideas such as 

placing a small love message in the tissue paper which created enormous interest in this 

product, especially at Christmas. 

How The Crackle Came About 

According to legend, whilst Tom was sitting by the fire he threw a log on.  The crackle sound 

made by the burning log gave him an idea.  After a lot of hard work and experimentation he 

came up with a cracking mechanism that created a 'pop' as the 'bon bon' wrapping was broken.  

In 1849 the almond disappears and is replaced by various toys, trinkets and jewellery.  The 

wrapping was made bigger to allow for the 'snap' and eventually by 1860, after the sweet was 

dropped and novelties added the cracker we know today was born. 
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In 1861 he launched his new range which he called 'Bangs of Expectation".  It's thought that he 

bought the recipe for the small cracks and bangs in crackers from Brocks fireworks company..  

One chemical used to create the bang is silver fulminate. 

 

Image of early box of Tom Smith's crackers 

Developing The Product 

Crackers were not just for Christmas, the company produced themed crackers created for the 

Suffragettes, War Heroes, Charlie Chaplin, The Coronation and other great occasions.  Exclusive 

crackers were also made for the Royal Family, gaining a Royal Warrant in 1906,  which is still 

held to this day. 

Tom's three sons, Tom, Walter and Henry worked with him and took over the business in 1880 

when he died.  It was Henry (according to their own website, but Walter according to other 

sites) who introduced the paper hats.  The tradition of wearing festive hats is believed to date 

back to Roman times and the Saturnalia celebrations, which also involved decorative headgear.  

Henry/Walter also toured the world to find new and unusual ideas for gifts. 

The company was taken over in 2005 by International Greetings to become IG Design Group UK 

Ltd. 

A memorial water fountain to Tom Smith and his family stands in Finsbury Square, London. 

 


