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The meeting takes place during the South 
African winter. Capetown is in the climatic region 
of winter rains : for the period during which sessions 
will be held in Capeto"\V"Il the mean maximum 
temperature is 62° and the mean minimum is 48°, 
the average rainfall being about 2·5 inches per 
month. About ten hours by rail from Capetown 
the train will cross the line dividing the region of 
winter rains from that of summer rains. At 

Kimberley, Johannesburg, and Pretoria lower tem
peratures will be experienced than at Capetown, 
but clear skies and brilliant sunshine normally 
prevail during the season at which the meetings 
are to be held. 

Local arrangements for the meeting are in the 
hands of the South African Association for the 
Advancement of Science and every endeavour is 
being made to ensure the success of the meeting. 

Christmas Customs and their Origins. 

OF the popular customs associated with Christ
mas, few have a Christian origin. The aim 

of the early Church was to distract its followers 
from the great festivals of the heathen, and conse
quently pagan elements were allowed to be incor
porated as freely in the observance of Christmas as 
they were in the other major feasts of the Christian 
calendar. Here the pietistic sentiment of the Medi
terranean peoples has tended to preserve the mystic 
element of paganism rather than the saturnalian. 
Hence the devotion to the Midnight Mass ; and, 
as the cult of the Madonna enshrines·the popular 
memory of the great pagan mother goddess, 
so the Cave of Zeus, of Adonis, and of Mithra 
survive in the cult of the Manger, in which both in 
the representations in the churches and in the 
popular shrines in the Italian streets, Mary, Joseph, 
and the animals kneel in adoration of the Child.1 

In Spain the Manger is set up even in private 
houses, where one or two rooms may be set aside 
for the purpose. In England the cult may be 
traced in the belief, once common in the west 
country, but not confined to that area, that at 
twelve o'clock on Christmas Eve the oxen kneel 
in their stalls. A connexion, with more than a 
flavour of paganism, may also be inferred in the 
divinatory custom of placing a cake on the head or 
horns of an ox in its stall on Christmas Eve, once 
practised in Herefordshire and other western coun
ties and in the north, the prosperity of the coming 
year bein'! foretold by the direction in which the 
cake fell or was shaken off. To the Manger cult 
may also be ascribed the ' vessel cup' of northern 
England, a box or framework, usually decorated 
with evergreens, containing a doll, or more often two 
dolls representing tlie Madonna and Child, which 
was carried from house to house by ' vessel cup ' 
women or children. In the name ' vessel cup,' a 
corruption of ' wassail,' northern paganism com
bines with that of the south. 

Among northern races, Christmas observances 
take on a different character from those of the 
Mediterranean area. Here Christmas coincided 
with the mid-winter feast of Yule, and popular 
custom, on the whole, has tended to emphasise the 
joyous nature rather than the solemnity of the 
observance. Harsher climatic conditions demanded 
a greater act of faith to believe in the return of the 
sun, and the rejoicing at the winter solstice when 
the sun god turned to his upward path was more 

' A strong Nationalist movement is now endeavouring to rev?ve the 
Manger and displace the )mported Chnstmas Tree, wh1ch 1s a lso 
denounced by the clergy. 
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strongly marked to a corresponding degree. In 
England, in particular, the festival, it was noted 
by early travellers, was kept up with greater zeal 
than in any other country. Here Christmas is 
Yule, and Mediterranean conceptions, though not 
absent, have relatively little influence. 

The feast of Yule, though associated with certain 
of the northern deities, was in its origin a mid
winter feast of sun worship, in which the character
istic features were rejoicing at the passing of the 
solstice, the sacrificial meal, and observances of 
a magical character to ensure the fertility of the 
coming year. Traces of all these survive in Christ
mas practice. There is also another aspect of the 
yule feast which has to be taken into account. It 
was a feast of the dead, and therefore a time of 
peril, when harm from their spirits must be averted. 
It was the time when the ' wild huntsman ' rode 
with his hounds. Hence, even in Scotland, where 
the observance of Christmas is ignored, and at 
one time was made subject to penalty, divinatory 
and good luck practices were followed, similar to 
those of New Year. A dark man must be the first 
to enter the house in the morning, something 
should be brought into the house during the day, 
but nothing, especially fire, must be taken out or 
given away, and so forth. In Scandinavia every
thing in the house had to be left tidy and the tables 
laid for the Christmas meal before the family went 
to church, as the spirits of the dead came to inspect 
while they were away. Sometimes at the Christmas 
feast a special table was set aside for the spirits 
of the dead. Thus was prosperity ensured in the 
coming year. 

In England a group of closely related customs 
connect Christmas with a feast of the dead. These 
are the yule log or yule clog, the yule candle, and 
the yule cake. The custom of the yule log was 
widespread-a huge block of wood was brought 
in with ceremony-sometimes it was provided by · 
the overlord from the manorial· woods-and was 
ceremoniaJly lighted at a ritual hour on Christmas 
Eve and allowed to burn through the Christmas 
festivities. The sacred character of the fire is 
indicated by the injunction that the hands of the 
maid tending it must be clean ; otherwise it will go 
out. A fragment of the log should be preserved 
for good luck and to light the next year's log, so 
that old and new might burn together. If the 
house of a neighbour caught fire, a piece thrown 
on the flames extinguished them. The yule candle 
was also lighted at a stated time on Christmas Eve. 
It should never be snuffed or put out, and no other 
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candle should be lighted from it. Yule candles 
were often presented to their customers by chand
lers. Sometimes when a family feast formed part 
of the observance, the candle stood on the table 
and was lighted at the beginning of the meal. The 
table must bear everything that_ was needed, as no 
one was allowed to rise until the meal was finished. 
The yule cake may be compared with the Soul 
Cake of All Hallows and served a similar purpose. 
In poorer families it was made with flour obtained 
by ' Thomasing' or 'Gooding' (see Calendar, 
Dec. 21), and usually bore a number of crossing 
lines. Everyone who entered the house at Christ
mas must partake of the cake, which was first cut 
at a regular and specified hour. Usually it was 
eaten with cheese. The crumbs were buried in the 
ground with seeds, thus ensuring fertility. At one 
time it would appear that the Church made an 
income by selling cakes for the purpose, appropri
ately marked with a cross. 

The ceremonial fire of the yule log, the lighted 
candle, the solemn meal, and the ceremonial eating 
of the cake, are all practices such as are associated 
with the cult of the dead and of spirits, and by their 
observance secure prosperity and fertility. Nor is 
it unreasonable to attribute to the same origin the 
snap-dragon-the dish of rasins in blazing spirit
and the ignited brandy poured around the Christmas 
pudding. Even the now apparently trivial belief 
that the number of different makes of mince pies 
tasted ensures an equal n urn her of years of prosperity 
or life, links up with the same idea. 

The sacrificial meal among the northern nations, 
without losing its character of a solemn feast of the 
gods or the dead, grew into the convivial banquet 
of the overlord, his peers, and his retainers, when 
unrestricted hospitality prevailed, and even those 
who were not members of the household might 
share the convivial meal. The ceremonial passing 
of the wassail bowl in the manner of a loving cup, 
still marked the solemn nature of the repast. 

Of the dishes, the traditional boar's head, still 
served in Queen's College Hall at Oxford on Christ
mas Day, was carried with all ceremony to the table 
as the midwinter sacrifice to the Scandinavian 
deity, Freyya. It was served with an orange, 
lemon, or an apple in its mouth, and was decked 
with rosemary or evergreens. It was therefore a 
fertility offering. So also the other traditional 
dishes, mince pies_:_a mi:1...-ture of meat and spices 
-frumenty, of which the principal ingredient was 
corn, and the ceremonial goose, were offerings of 
the fruits of the earth to ensure their continuance 
and increase. In England, after the discovery of 
America, the place of the goose was often, and now 
is commonly, taken by the turkey. 

It is not improbable that hmhan sacrifices took 
place at Yule. This may be concluded from the 
action of the mummers, whose house-to-house 
visits, with those of the waits and carol-singers, 
were a regular feature of Christmas celebrations. 
Miracle and mystery plays were substituted by the 
Church, but died out, while the mummers lasted 
do"rn to the nineteenth century, when their place 
was filled by the still surviving waits. In addition 
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to the traditional dances, plays, such as the Cornish 
drama of St. George, were performed by the mum
mers. In these, one or both of the principal 
characters was killed and brought to life again-a 
symbol of the conflict of the seasons, the victory of 
light over darkness, or even, perhaps, of human 
sacrifice. The symbolism was even clearer in some 
of the sword d:i:nces of the north of England on 
Christmas Eve. Sometimes one of the performers 
carried straws in his mouth to represent the bristles 
of the hog to be sacrificed. In other dances one 
of the performers, either ·' Bessy ' or ' the Parson ' 
interfered at the making of the ' knot ' when the 
swords are interlaced into a geometrical figure, and 
was killed. 

It is sometimes said that Christmas observances 
in England are derived from the Saturnalia, and to 
a limited degree and in respect of certain customs 
that may be. Such, for example, would be the 
election of a Lord of Misrule or an Abbot of 
Unreason, sometimes for the duration of the winter, 
or else at Christmas or at Twelfth Night, but this 
custom belonged rather to the Court and houses of 
the great nobles. In the popular observances the 
affinity is with Yule rather than with the Saturnalia, 
just as the Christmas games, bobbing for apples, 
scrambling for nuts, and hot cockles, hoodman 
blind, etc., were the traditional games of the earlier 
autumn and winter agricultural festivals, played 
on a more extensive scale. 

As part of the Christmas feast, and as a magical 
vegetation charm, it was customary for the houses 
to be decorated with evergreens, especially holly, 
rosemary, laurel, bay, box, sometimes ivy, yew, 
and cypress. The last two, however, were not 
so common on account of their funerary uses. 
The early fathers discouraged the use of evergreens 
as a pagan custom, but it soon became a general 
practice in the Church. The mistletoe was used as 
a house decoration, but although Stukely mentions 
a solemn offering of mistletoe placed on the altar 
in York Cathedral at Christmas Eve, it does not 
generally appear to have been used in church 
decorations on account of its heathen associations. 
The custom of kissing under the mistletoe, when a 
berry should be taken from the bough by the man 
for each kiss obtained, may be a relic of the Satur
nalia, but more probably of the licence of the 
older fertility festival. In the north of England, 
although the name mistletoe was used, on account 
of its scarcity the plant itself did not appear. 
The bough to which the name was given was usually 
box, on which had been fastened either oranges 
and apples, or sometimes hazel-nuts attached by 
the insertion of a box-leaf in a hole bored in one 
end of the nut. This rattled when the branch was 
shaken. In Lincolnshire eggs were fastened to the 
bough. 

Sometimes, in the north of England, the name 
mistletoe was also applied not to a bough, but 
to a garland fashioned from flexible willow twigs 
to which sprigs of evergreen of one kind or another, 
little figures on elastic, apples and nuts and coloured 
tapers were attached. Sometimes a pole was erected 
and covered with evergreens, around which the 
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people danced. The garlands and the ' mistletoe ' 
were in use so late as the middle of the last 
century. 

The Christmas tree would appear to have been 
introduced into England from Germany at about 
the time of the Prince Consort, i .e. the middle of 
the last century. In Germany it was and continues 
to be an important institution. A description of 
the Christmas-tree ceremony there at the beginning 
of the last century says that it was a fir tree 
decorated with tapers and placed on a table. At 
its foot were presents which had been prepared for 
the various members of the family. It was placed 
in a room which was kept closed until a fixed hour, 
when the members of the household were admitted 
and the presents distributed. Even in Germany 
it does not appear to be an institution of any 
very great age. The earliest reference to it is in 
the seventeenth century, and it was only in the 
eighteenth century that it. became general. From 
Germany it spread in the early nineteenth century 
to Scandinavia, where it became very popular, but 
it did not reach France, where it was introduced 
by German families, until the nineteenth century, 
after it had reached England. 

The Christmas tree must be regarded as a 
development of the ' May tree ' and as a vege
tation charm to be related to the pole, the gar
land, and the ' mistletoe ' customs of the north 
of England mentioned above, which the eggs
symbols of fertility-nuts and apples fastened to 
the bough, show to be of magical import. The 
connexion of the garlands and the pole covered 
with evergreens with the Mayday customs and the 
May tree is too obvious to need comment. The 
Christmas tree, therefore, although introduced late 
into England, as an emblem of fertility may be 
regarded .as carrying on an earlier tradition. 

In England it is customary for children to hang 
up one or both stockings on Christmas eve to 
receive the gifts of Father Christmas, of which 
apples, nuts, and oranges traditionally form part. 
On the Continent the place of the stocking is taken 
by one or both shoes. . Father Christmas usually 
obtains access to the stockings or shoes by way of 
the chimney ; and traditionally, though not invari
ably, the stockings are hung by the chimney-piece 
or the shoes placed on the hearth. This custom is 
a rite of the hearth analogous to the custom in 
German lore of placing shoes on the hearth to con
tain the payment or receive the gifts of the house
hold elves who in favoured families performed the 
housework while the inmates slept. 

The alternative name for Father Christmas of 
Santa Klaus points to the origin of the custom. 
It was the practice, as is recorded by Hospinian, to 
make gifts to the children on St. Nicholas Day in 
commemoration of certain acts of the saint. In 
Franconia boys fasted on the eve in order that the 
saint himself might come and fill their shoes with 
presents. In the performance of these good deeds 
he passed with his train from village to village 
throughout the night. The stocking appears in 
connexion with the saint's patronage of virgins. 
In various convents in France and Italy it was the 
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custom of the inmates to hang a silk stocking at 
the door of the abbess, each containing a piece of 
paper or parchment on which was written what the 
owner desired of the saint, and the next morning 
the stockings were found filled with sweetmeats 
and other gifts. 

The practice was not confined to children. At 
the Courts of certain of the Italian princes, the 
custom of Zopata--the custom of the shoes-was 
observed, by which on St. Nicholas Day favoured 
individuals found their shoes filled with gifts 
when they came to dress. Sometimes the saint 
himself appears. In Holland on St. Nicholas 
Eve he comes to the houses and holds an inquiry 
into the conduct of the past year, and after a gentle 
reproof for misdeeds and praise for good, disappears, 
the shoes of the children being found full of appropri
ate gifts the next morning. In Germany a similar 
function is performed on Christmas Eve by Knecht 
Rupert, who is usually said to be accompanied by a 
white horse. In a house-to-house visitation, good 
conduct is rewarded by a present from Jesus Christ, 
and bad by a rod for the parents, to be used as the 
case requires . 

Gifts at Christmas, however, are not confined to 
children, but are exchanged between adults. In so 
far as the evidence would point to their association 
with St. Nicholas, among northern peoples, except
ing always Scotland, they have been transferred 
with the children's customs to Christmas. In 
southern Europe, more especially in France, the 
practice of making gifts now belongs to the New 
Year. In both cases the origin may thus be traced 

St. Nicholas to the goodwill and rejoicing 
of the Saturnalia and mid-winter feast. In ulti
mate analysis, Christmas gifts and ' Christmas box ' 
no doubt are one and the same ; but in England 
they must be distinguished. They ·afford another 
exam pie of the co-existence of a northern and a 
southern strain in Christmas observance. The 
custom of making gifts, usually of money, to those 
who may be in a socially inferior position, is of long 
standing. 

'fhe name ' Christmas box ' is said to be derived 
from the custom of placing pence in a box for 
the Christmas masses for the poor ; but its origin 
is even more remote. A whole group of customs 
point in this direction. By ' Gooding ' and 
' Thomasing,' provision was made for the Christ
mas ceremonial meal of the poorer members of 
the community. Mummers, waits, and carol singers 
were regaled with ale and food and received 
money gifts from the houses at which they called. 
Not only did the overlord sometimes provide 
the yule log, but those who were not members 
of his immediate household were at liberty to 
attend at least part of the Christmas meal or 
celebrations. Tradesmen contributed the yule 
candle or part of the articles necessary for the 
Christmas meal of their customers as ' Christmas 
boxes,' a custom which survived until recent years, 
though now perhaps only as the gift of an almanac 
or calendar. It would be a mistake to regard 
these as simply the manifestations of Christmas 
goodwill. The Christmas box was not always a 
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charity; often it was a fee. For in the house-to
house visitation of mummers, waits, and others, at 
other seasonal festivals as well as at Christmas, the 
gifts of money and kind made the donor free of the 
benefits accruing from the ceremony-good luck, 
fertility, and the like. The ' Christmas box,' in 

fact, was an expression of the originally communal 
character of the festival and a reaffirmation of the 
one-time solidarity of the social group when the 
well-being of the whole depended upon the due 
participation of every member in the prescribed 
ritual. 

The 'Old-Fashioned Christmas.' 
By Dr. C. E. P. BROOKS. 

W HEN the rain of Dec. 25, 1927, turned to of the eight days centred round Christmas showed 
heavy snow, t]le remark was probably made for the twelve years 1870 to 1881 in London exactly 

in thousands of homes in Great Britain that this was the same average as for the 30 years 1886 to 1915; 
Christmas weather of the real old-fashioned sort. It while in Aberdeen the twelve years were decidedly 
is equally probable that any meteorologist present less snowy than the general average. On the 
stated with conviction that the old-fashioned other hand, a count of the very snowy and of the 
Christmas is a myth. Prof. W. J. Humphreys, almost snowless winters in the British Isles, as 
of the U.S. Weather Bureau, is particularly severe described in Mr. L. C. W. Bonacina's paper on 
on the similar belief current in America, assuring " Snowfall in the British Isles " in " British Rain
us that statistics prove it to have been" just the fall"for1927,gaveforthe25years1875-76to1899-
same as the new " ; and nine out of ten meteoro- 1900, 12 very snowy and 6 almost snowless winters; 
logists agree with his dictum. It is, however, while the subsequent 25 years gave 7 very snowy 
quite possible to make out a plausible case in and 9 almost snowless, an apparent decrease in 
defence of the popular opinion. snowfall which accords better with the change of 

Meteorological statistics show that recent temperature. 
winters in Great Britain have been abnormally Although, on the whole, the popular belief thus 
warm. Comparable records are available for seems to be justified by statistics, there are several 
more than a century and a half in both London considerations which suggest that the 'old
and Edinburgh, and show several interesting fashioned winter ' was not the winter of a genera
features. In London, after a well-marked maxi- tion ago. The variations quoted above, with the 
mum about 1780, there followed a pronounced possible exception of the cold spell round 1815, 
minimum about 1815. The average temperature were comparatively small fluctuations, scarcely 
of the three winter months of 1814-15 was 32° F., large enough to impress themselves on slow-moving 
this being the coldest winter of the whole series, tradition. Moreover, the belief occasionally crops 
but 1R16 was little warmer. Temperature re- up in the written records of an earlier day. Mr. 
mained generally low until about 1848, after which Bonacina points out, in the article referred to, that 
a second series of warm winters occurred, with its two observers described the snowfalls of December 
crest in 1870. A second period of cold winters 1878 as resembling those of a former generation, and 
centred about 1890; from 1886 to 1895 inclusive, Dr. Glasspoole quoted in the Meteorological Maga
only one winter exceeded 40° F., while both 1890-91 zine for April 1927 a reference, written in 1853, 
and 1894-95 were exceptionally cold. During the to " one of the old-fashioned winters, snow and 
present century the winters have become steadily frost." No doubt there are still earlier references, 
warmer, and the average of the past ten years, but I do not think that Pepys uses the term any-
41·40 F., is the highest since records began. In where in his diary, as would have been likely had 
Edinburgh the rise of winter temperature during the belief been current in his day. 
the twentieth century has been even more marked There seems to have been a real change of climate 
than in London. about 1750. Before that date there was a pro-

A similar result follows from a table included by longed period, approaching a century, of abnor
Sir Richard Gregory in his paper on " British mally dry weather in England. At the same time, 
Climate in Historic Time" (Geographical Teacher, weather in Norway was stormy and snowy; this 
1924), relating to the number of days of skating and other facts suggest that our droughts were of 
in Regent's Park, which totalled 236 during the the ' anticyclonic ' type, which would be accom
ten winters from 1885 to 1895, compared with panied by generally cold weather in winter. This 
only 43 in the nine following winters. After 1904 was the time of the great 'frost fairs' on the 
the records unfortunately ceased, but one knows Thames, notably 1683-84, 1715-16, and 1739-40, 
from personal experience that there has been little events which were likely to impress the memory 
skating in London in the past twenty-five years. of Londoners in a way which mere weather could 

An attempt has been made to discover whether not do, and which were kept in mind by the 
there was any corresponding decrease in the num- numerous 'relics,' such as engravings and ballads 
ber of days with snow, but the figures are difficult from printing presses set up on the frozen river. 
to collect, and such as were obtained were incon- If the 'old-fashioned winter' ever had a real 
elusive. A tendency, generally in evidence, for existence, no series of years is more likely to have 
the number to increase with the passage of time given birth to the tradition. 
must be attributed to greater care in observing, An alternative possibility remains to be con
rather than to a true increase. A specimen study sidered; namely, that the belief results from 
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