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How to have a

Traditional

Scottish
Christmas

Christmas has only been officially recognized in Scotland since 1958 after the end of a nearly 400 year ban.
Learn about the history of Christmas and the many
traditions both old and new that we can share to make
Christmas even more special this year.

From The Editor

Happy Christmas To All
And To All A Good Night
We have so many traditions here in the States.
Many of these are influenced by our ancestors and
modified through the generations to become what
we enjoy today. One tradition in my family is the
Christmas Cracker! I didn’t understand this until
later but I thought everyone did those in America.
Yet, it was something my parents introduced us to
us as young boys. We were living in England, and I
was just five years old. I remember attending kindergarten there and having my first ice cream with
a Cadbury Flake jammed in the top. I also got addicted to Sherbet Fountains, a powdered sugar candy with a black licorice stick. At some point, my
parents were introduced to the Christmas cracker,
and even when we moved away, we continued the
tradition. So I had no idea it wasn’t an American
thing until I was a teen. You can find these a lot of
places now, but I began to wonder, what else am I
missing out on? What cultural delights have been
hidden from view and need to be rediscovered?
In this special edition of The Wee Harp we wanted
to take you through a bit of history around Christmas in Scotland and share some holiday traditions.
Perhaps there is something here that you can add to
your holiday traditions. Hope you enjoy it!

Have an opinion?
Here’s what to do!

E-Mail: ferrochie@gmail.com

If responsible I will answer or direct your comment
to the appropriate individual(s).

First, let’s talk about Yule...

Christmas in Scotland Prior to the 16th century was
known as Yule or Yuletide. Yule began as a indigenous
midwinter festival celebrated by the Germanic peoples of
Europe and then later spread into celebrations surrounding Christmas over time with Christianization. The earliest references to it are in the form of month names, where
the Yule-tide period lasts somewhere around two months
in length, falling along the end of the modern calendar
year between what is now mid-November and early January. Yule being pagan in origin, scholars have connected the celebration to the Wild Hunt, the god Odin and
the pagan Anglo-Saxon Modranicht. The pagan form of
Yuletide was a bloody business. You can read a description
of the ancient celebration on the right. However, in time
with the spread of Christianity, Yule abandoned the more
barbaric customs.

Kringla Leaf from Heimskringla

The single surviving page known as the Kringla leaf (Kringlublaðið)
is kept in the National and University Library of Iceland.

The Ancient Yule Celebration
The “Saga of Hákon the Good” from the Heimskringla (right) credits King Haakon I of Norway (above) with
the Christianization of Norway as well as rescheduling the
date of Yule to coincide with Christian celebrations held
at the time. The saga states that when Haakon arrived in
Norway he was confirmed a Christian, but since the land
was still altogether heathen and the people retained their
pagan practices, Haakon hid his Christianity to receive
the help of the “great chieftains.” In time, Haakon had a
law passed establishing that Yule celebrations were to take
place at the same time as the Christians celebrated Christmas, “and at that time everyone was to have ale for the celebration with a measure of grain, or else pay fines, and had
to keep the holiday while the ale lasted.”
Yule had previously been celebrated for three nights
from midwinter night, according to the saga. Haakon
planned that when he had solidly established himself and
held power over the whole country, he would then “have
the gospel preached.” According to the saga, the result was
that his popularity caused many to allow themselves to
be baptized, and some people stopped making sacrifices.
Haakon spent most of this time in Trondheim, Norway.
When Haakon believed that he wielded enough power, he
requested a bishop and other priests from England, and
they came to Norway. On their arrival, “Haakon made it
known that he would have the gospel preached in the whole
country.”

It was ancient custom that when sacrifice was to be
made, all farmers were to come to the heathen temple and bring along with them the food they needed
while the feast lasted. At this feast all were to take part
of the drinking of ale. Also all kinds of livestock were
killed in connection with it, horses also; and all the
blood from them was called hlaut [ sacrificial blood
], and hlautbolli, the vessel holding the blood; and
hlautteinar, the sacrificial twigs [ aspergills ]. These
were fashioned like sprinklers, and with them were to
be smeared all over with blood the pedestals of the
idols and also the walls of the temple within and without; and likewise the men present were to be sprinkled with blood. But the meat of the animals was to be
boiled and served as food at the banquet. Fires were
to be lighted in the middle of the temple floor, and
kettles hung over them. The sacrificial beaker was to
be borne around the fire, and he who made the feast
and was chieftain, was to bless the beaker as well as all
the sacrificial meat. Next, toasts were to be drunk. The
first toast was to be drunk to Odin “for victory and
power to the king”, the second to the gods Njörðr and
Freyr “for good harvests and for peace”, and thirdly
a beaker was to be drunk to the king himself. In addition, toasts were drunk to the memory of departed
kinsfolk. These were called “minni [memorial toast]”.

The Scottish Reformation...

Yuletide as Christmas continued to develop for several centuries beyond the reign of King Haakon I, spreading across Europe. Prior to the
16th century, Yule in Scotland was celebrated the same way as it was
everywhere with days of Christmas feasting and celebration. Traditions
for Yule developed and even led to The Twelve Days of Christmas. But
everything began to change with the Reformation.
The Scottish Reformation was Scotland’s formal break with the Papacy in 1560. It was part of the wider European Protestant Reformation,
and in Scotland’s case, it culminated ecclesiastically in the re-establishment of the church along Reformed lines and politically in the triumph
of English influence over the Kingdom of France.
The Reformation Parliament of 1560, which repudiated the pope’s
authority, forbade the celebration of the Mass, and approved a Confession of Faith (the Scots Confession), was made possible by a revolution
against French hegemony. Prior to that, Scotland was under the regime
of the regent Mary of Guise, who had governed in the name of her
absent daughter Mary, Queen of Scots (then also Queen (consort) of
France).
The Reformation transformed attitudes to traditional Christian feasting days, including Christmas, and led in practice to the abolition of
Statue of John Knox
festival days and other church holidays; the Kirk and the state being
Leader of the Scottish Reformation
closely linked in Scotland during the Late Middle Ages and the Early
Modern period.
A later 1640 Act of the Parliament of Scotland abolished the “Yule vacation and all observation thereof in time coming”.
The 1640 Act stated....

“

In Middle Scots

“

In English

... the kirke within this kingdome is now purged of all superstitious observatione of dayes...
thairfor the saidis estatis have dischairged and simply dischairges the foirsaid Yule vacance
and all observation thairof in tymecomeing, and rescindis and annullis all acts, statutis and
warrandis and ordinances whatsoevir granted at any tyme heirtofoir for keiping of the said
Yule vacance, with all custome of observatione thairof, and findis and declaires the samene
to be extinct, voyd and of no force nor effect in tymecomeing.

“

... the kirk within this kingdom is now purged of all superstitious observation of days...
therefore the said estates have discharged and simply discharge the foresaid Yule vacation
and all observation thereof in time coming, and rescind and annul all acts, statutes and
warrants and ordinances whatsoever granted at any time heretofore for keeping of the said
Yule vacation, with all custom of observation thereof, and find and declare the same to be
extinct, void and of no force nor effect in time coming.

“

In addition to banning the “Lord’s Mass” all other Yuletide traditions were banned such as the making of Yule
Bread. A loaf of bread would be made for each member of a family and in one loaf there would be a small gift or
trinket to find. The person who found it would have good luck all year. Local bakers were instructed to report to
authorities anyone who requested this Yuletide favorite. So for the next 300 years after the 1640 Act, Scots would
continue to celebrate Yule despite the disapproval of law. However, Scots turned their attentions to another well
established and not as controversial holiday.

Hogmanay Fireworks over Edinburgh

Hogmanay...

Hogmanay is a Scots word for the last day of the year and with centuries
to develop it’s a huge holiday today. Normally seen as an all night celebration lasting through to the morning, it can sometimes last through to the
2nd which is Scottish Bank Holiday.

The etymology of the word is obscure. The three main
theories derive it either from a French, Norse or a Goidelic
(Insular Celtic) root. The word is first recorded in 1604 in
the Elgin Records as hagmonay (delatit to haue been singand
hagmonayis on Satirday) and again in 1692 in an entry of the
Scotch Presbyterian Eloquence, “It is ordinary among some
plebeians in the South of Scotland to go about from door to
door upon New-years Eve, crying Hagmane”.
It may have been introduced to Middle Scots through the
Auld Alliance. The most commonly cited explanation is a
derivation from the Northern French dialect word hoguinané, or variants such as hoginane, hoginono and hoguinettes, those being derived from 16th century Old French
aguillanneuf meaning either a gift given at New Year, a children’s cry for such a gift, or New Year’s Eve itself. This explanation is supported by a children’s tradition, observed up
to the 1960s in some parts of Scotland at least, of visiting
houses in their locality on New Year’s Eve and requesting and
receiving small treats such as sweets or fruit. The second element would appear to be l’an neuf (the New Year), with some
sources suggesting a druidical origin of the practice overall.
The roots of Hogmanay perhaps reach back to the celebration of the winter solstice among the Norse, as well as incorporating customs from the Gaelic celebration of Samhain. It’s
a tradition in Scotland that reaches back as far if not father
than Yule. Areas of Scotland often developed their own Hogmanay rituals.
An example of a local Hogmanay custom is the fireball
swinging that takes place in Stonehaven, Aberdeenshire in

north-east Scotland (over). This involves local people making up ‘balls’ of chicken wire filled with old newspaper, sticks,
rags, and other dry flammable material up to a diameter of 2
feet (0.61 m), each attached to about 3 feet (0.91 m) of wire,
chain or nonflammable rope. As the Old Town House bell
sounds to mark the new year, the balls are set alight and the
swingers set off up the High Street from the Mercat Cross
to the Cannon and back, swinging the burning balls around
their heads as they go. At the end of the ceremony, any fireballs that are still burning are cast into the harbour. Many
people enjoy this display, and large crowds flock to see it, with
12,000 attending the 2007/2008 event. In recent years, additional attractions have been added to entertain the crowds as
they wait for midnight, such as fire poi, a pipe band, street
drumming and a firework display after the last fireball is cast
into the sea. The festivities are now streamed live over the Internet. Another example of a pagan fire festival is the burning
the clavie in the town of Burghead in Moray.
In the east coast fishing communities and Dundee,
first-footers once carried a decorated herring while in Falkland in Fife, local men marched in torchlight procession to
the top of the Lomond Hills as midnight approached. Bakers
in St Andrews baked special cakes for their Hogmanay celebration (known as ‘Cake Day’) and distributed them to local
children.
In Glasgow and the central areas of Scotland, the tradition
is to hold Hogmanay parties that involve singing, dancing,
eating of steak pie or stew, storytelling and drink. These usually extend into the daylight hours of 1 January.

Scots poem by Robert Burns, based on traditional and other
earlier sources. It is now common to sing this in a circle of
linked arms that are crossed over one another as the clock
strikes midnight for New Year’s Day, though it is only intended that participants link arms at the beginning of the
final verse, co-ordinating with the lines of the song that
contain the lyrics to do so. Typically, it is only in Scotland
this practice is carried out correctly.

Stonehaven Fireballs Ceremony
Institutions also had their own traditions. For example,
amongst the Scottish regiments, officers waited on the men
at special dinners while at the bells, the Old Year is piped out
of barrack gates. The sentry then challenges the new escort
outside the gates: ‘Who goes there?’ The answer is ‘The New
Year, all’s well.’
An old custom in the Highlands, which has survived to a
small extent and seen some degree of revival, is to celebrate
Hogmanay with the saining (Scots for ‘protecting, blessing’)
of the household and livestock. Early on New Year’s morning, householders drink and then sprinkle ‘magic water’
from ‘a dead and living ford’ around the house (a ‘dead and
living ford’ refers to a river ford that is routinely crossed by
both the living and the dead). After the sprinkling of the
water in every room, on the beds and all the inhabitants, the
house is sealed up tight and branches of juniper are set on
fire and carried throughout the house and byre. The juniper
smoke is allowed to thoroughly fumigate the buildings until it causes sneezing and coughing among the inhabitants.
Then all the doors and windows are flung open to let in the
cold, fresh air of the new year. The woman of the house then
administers ‘a restorative’ from the whiskey bottle, and the
household sits down to its New Year breakfast.
The Hogmanay custom of singing “Auld Lang Syne” has
become common in many countries. “Auld Lang Syne” is a

Auld Lang Syne is now sung regularly at “The Last Night
of the Proms” in London by the full audience with their
arms crossed over one another.
As Scots (not to mention English, Welsh and Irish people)
emigrated around the world, they took the song with them.
Including right here in America where the song has been
featured in countless films and television shows.
A manuscript of “Auld Lang Syne” is held in the permanent collection of The Lilly Library at Indiana University in
Bloomington, Indiana.

Robert Burns

Poet, lyricist, farmer, excise man

Christmas Returns Officially...

Christmas Day only became a public holiday in Scotland in 1958. Hogmanay, was by far the largest celebration in Scotland
before. The gift-giving, public holidays and feasting associated with mid-winter were traditionally held between the 11th of
December and 6 January. However, since the 1980s, the fading of the Church’s influence and the increased influences from
the rest of the UK and elsewhere, Christmas and its related festivities are now nearly on a par with Hogmanay.
As you might expect, today’s Christmas in Scotland looks a lot like our Christmas in America but steeped in a lot of Yule
and Hogmanay traditions that still endure. Now that you have a small window into the history, let’s look at even more traditions that you can incorporate that will make your Christmas feel a little more special.

Scottish Seasonal Traditions a La Carte
The Yule Log or Christmas Log

The How To: With a group of friends or family go out and select a log* and bring it
into the house. You and your friends parade the log around the living spaces three
times and then those involved are rewarded with a free beer from the proprietor
of the home (traditionally the wife). Once the beers are distributed the Yule Log is
toasted then lit using a remnant of the previous year’s Yule log but if you are doing
this for the first time you are at a disadvantage. Just light it anyway. The log’s role
is in bringing prosperity and protection from evil - by keeping the remnant of the
log all the year long the protection was said to remain across the year.
Optional Extra: Some prefer to garnish the log in pine cones, ivy or holly. Use
your imagination to make this a special event.
An Alternate: Make a Yule Log Cake! This is more of a French tradition but it’s origins come from Yule. You just make a cake that looks like a log and eat it although
you could still parade it around the room, toast it and then eat it. I’d just make sure
you have some Tums handy.
* Traditionally the log was a piece of Birch cut at the end of the summer so it had enough time to dry. If
you’ve never done this before then just grab and the largest one you can find of any species to start.

The Yule Boar a.k.a. The Christmas Ham

About: Rooted in ancient times when the boar was sovereign of
the forest. A ferocious beast, and menace to humans, it was hunted
as a public enemy. At Roman feasts, boar was the first dish served.
Roasted boar was a staple of medieval banquets. As Christian
beliefs overtook pagan customs in Europe, the presentation of a
boar’s head at Christmas came to symbolize the triumph of the
Christ Child over sin. Some “Boar’s Head” festivals are still celebrated today.
The How To: Just serve a nice spiral ham for Christmas. I include this one because I am often surprised by the popularity of a
Christmas Turkey in the 21st century. I have grown up my whole
life having a Thanksgiving Turkey and a Christmas Ham. Christmas isn’t complete without the Boar for me. I guess I’m in touch
with my ancestors maybe.

Burning the Rowen

About: Many Scots still burn a twig of the rowen tree at Christmas as a way to
clear away bad feelings of jealousy or mistrust between family members, friends,
or neighbors. Folk belief states that Rowen had the power to ward of witches and
evil spirits. Rowen is a species native to cold northern climates around the globe.
Here in North America it’s found mainly in the northeast parts of the continent.
In the Canadian provinces of Newfoundland, Labrador and Nova Scotia, this
species is commonly referred to as a “dogberry” tree. In the United States it’s
known as a Mountain Ash. If you don’t live in an area with these types of tree’s,
see the alternate below.
The How To: Light the end of a single twig or a small bundle of twigs. Allow an
ember to form and produce smoke. Walk around the house while gently waving
the stick/bundle so that the smoke spreads to all rooms that need cleansing. Give
extra attention to each room’s doorway, front and back. Be sure to get smoke in
each of the corners of the room. It’s a good idea to carry a lighter and a small
plate to catch any ashes that may fall during the process. Quietly intone an optional blessing of your choice. Open all doors and windows as you go to allow the
smoke to circulate through the house.
Alternate: The Sage Cleansing (smudging) is very similar to Burning the Rowen.
Sage sticks are more commonly available and the process is virtually identical.

European Variety

Yule Bread

About: A loaf of unleavened bread is baked for
each individual in the family, and the person who
finds a trinket in his or her loaf will have good
luck all year.
The How To: There are many recipes online for
Scottish Yule bread but you can pretty much make
whatever you like. I can’t make a suggestion on
what you should put in the lucky loaf of bread
since some of the traditional objects may be unsafe. You get to make that call but perhaps a filling
or some other edible additive that isn’t apparent
will do just fine.

North American Variety

Christmas Crackers

About: Crackers are generally regarded as English in origin but has been a part of
Christmas for me since I was a child.
The How To: First, they are an additional ornament for your tree so spread them
around in the branches as you would any other decoration. Crackers are typically
pulled at the Christmas dinner table or at parties. In one version of the cracker
tradition, the person with the larger portion of cracker empties the contents from
the tube and keeps them. In another each person will have their own cracker and
will keep its contents regardless of whose end they were in. Typically these contents are a colored paper hat; a small toy, small plastic model or other trinket and
a motto, a joke, a riddle or piece of trivia on a small strip of paper. The paper hats,
with the appearance of crowns, are usually worn when eating Christmas dinner.
Alternate: Use crackers to help curb the families urge to open presents early.
Since they are usually sold in packs of six or twelve you can get enough to open
one each for each member of your family leading up to Christmas morning.
Where to find them: Everywhere!! They are becoming more and more popular
in the United States and are sold at stores ranging from Wal-Mart to Restoration
Hardware. If you are looking for them you will find them. Just nobody knows
what they are for. :) WARNING: Inspect the box for the prize contents on the
back. Make sure there are fun things inside that are appropriate for the kids or
your office party.

Bannock

About: The Scottish even have their own Christmas desserts, the traditional “Bannock” is an oatcake; the Selkirk Bannock is a fruit cake - more
akin to what we might call a “traditional” Christmas cake. Recipe online!

Auld Lang Syne
Should old acquaintance be forgot,
and never brought to mind?
Should old acquaintance be forgot,
and old lang syne?

First Footing

About: The first visitor to a home on Christmas Day was called
the First Footer. The first-foot usually brings several gifts, including perhaps a coin (silver is considered good luck), bread,
salt, coal, or a drink (usually whiskey), which represent financial prosperity, food, flavor, warmth, and good cheer respectively. This later became a New Year’s Day tradition but you can do
this when visiting family and friends on Christmas Day too.

CHORUS
For auld lang syne, my dear,
for auld lang syne,
we’ll take a cup of kindness yet,
for auld lang syne.
And surely you’ll buy your pint cup!
and surely I’ll buy mine!
And we’ll take a cup o’ kindness yet,
for auld lang syne.
(CHORUS REPEAT)
We two have run about the slopes,
and picked the daisies fine;
But we’ve wandered many a weary foot,
since auld lang syne.
(CHORUS REPEAT)

Window Candle

The How To: Placing candles in the window to welcome a
stranger is a long-upheld Scottish Christmas tradition. By honoring the visit of a stranger in the night, you honor the Holy
Family, who searched for shelter the night of Christ’s birth.
WARNING: Be careful when upholding this tradition where a
real candle is used. Curtains and other flammables should be
well clear of the open flame. Many people now use bulb candles
for safety.

With so many customs and traditions we cant cover them all.
I hope these few give you some inspiration to make something
new out of the old. Although Christians will never grow tired
of celebrating the birth of Christ it’s safe to say, spicing things
up doesn’t hurt. Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year!

We two have paddled in the stream,
from morning sun till dine†;
But seas between us broad have roared
since auld lang syne.
(CHORUS REPEAT)
And there’s a hand my trusty friend!
And give me a hand o’ thine!
And we’ll take a right good-will draught,
for auld lang syne.
(CHORUS REPEAT)

