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About the Author

Auriol Bishop inherited her love of Christmas from her parents: a mother whose wisdom sparkles through the pages of this book; and a father who drove the horse-drawn cart that brought Father Christmas to their local town.

She first turned her hand to editing anthologies while working as a Creative Director in publishing; and during lockdown began to compile monthly almanacs to send to family and friends, loving the idea that even across distances we can be joined by sharing the same words, ideas and the turning of the seasons. Auriol is the anonymous editor of two volumes of poetry: Poems for a World Gone to Sh*t and Poems to Fix a F*cked Up World. Christmas is Coming is her first book.
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About the Book

Every page holds a treat to unwrap in this gorgeous advent calendar of a book. From Equinox to Solstice, Diwali to Epiphany – countdown to Christmas with poems, inspirational ideas, stories, traditions and little moments of comfort and joy.

How do you like to celebrate this time of year?

Are you a Mother Christmas, decking the halls and table-scaping scrumptious feasts? Or an Elf, planning everything perfectly? Or perhaps you prefer the quiet days afterwards, curling up with a plate of leftovers and a good book . . .

Dip into the pages of this little treasury and you’ll find plenty to inspire you: from the festivals that sprinkle the days of October and November, to a daily delight for Advent and the Twelve Days of Christmas. With poems, stories and ideasfor things to make and do, it’s a celebration of all that we share across time, cultures and continents.

A beautifully wise and calm companion to your festive season.




 

 

 

For my lovely Ma, Polly,

who loved Christmas so.

It’s not the same without you.
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Christmas is coming, the goose is getting fat

Please to put a penny in the old man’s hat;

If you haven’t got a penny, a ha’penny will do,

If you haven’t got a ha’penny then God bless you!

Anon. | Traditional nursery rhyme




 

 

[image: Illustration]HRISTMAS has its roots deep in the prehistoric past, with our ancestors of the Northern Hemisphere finding hope in the darkest times of the year.

It is named for a man from the desert lands many centuries past, remembered by millions across the world as prophet and saviour.

More recently, tradition has sprinkled Christmas with snowflakes and icing sugar, weaving glittering tinsel amongst the ancient Yuletide evergreens.

This little book is a celebration of all we share, across time and across cultures and continents.

From the equinox to Twelfth Night, each page holds something to unwrap: a little piece of history, or inspiration, things you might like to make or cook or do, and sometimes just a quiet thought to bring you peace.
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I grew up in the English countryside, where winter was a time of old man’s beard and teasels, sloe-picking and bonfires, icy puddles and the magical lace of spiders’ webs crystallised with frost.

My mother adored Christmas.

She made it a time of parties and parlour games, transforming our house into a palace of greens and reds and golds; natural candlelight and evergreens; rich homemade fruitcake and mulled wine kept warm by a blazing open fire.

She threw lavish entertainments on a tight budget and loved nothing more than dressing up and dining well, surrounded by interesting people, dear friends and her beloved family.

This book is a tribute to her, to the wonder she brought to us each year in the darkest months.
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Nowadays, I live in London, which brings its own brand of festive magic.

Our suburban neighbourhood booms with fireworks for Diwali, and local children go wild with pagan excitement on Hallowe’en.

Then comes the thrill when the lights go up, strung high over iconic shopping streets with windows bedecked in miniature stageshows of seasonal delights.

Christmas markets sell glühwein and lebkuchen on the banks of the river, and office parties spill out from restaurants celebrating culinary cultures from every corner of the world.

We can fly overnight from winter to summer and back again, and the mind-boggling devices in our pockets have the power to show us, in real time, that even as we cosy up for the long, dark nights, our friends are rejoicing in the sun.

And I’m learning that this time of year has as many meanings as there are people in the world.



~ About this Book ~

Part almanac, part anthology and part guide, this little companion for Christmas begins with the equinox – and through September, October and November, picks out the special days. From December, it’s an Advent calendar of a book, with something for every day in the countdown to Christmas Day, and for the Twelve Days of Christmas beyond.

I’ve filled it with the traditions I’ve inherited from my mother, the ones I’ve created in my own life, and the wonderful things I’m discovering and learning from all over the world.

You’ll find poems and extracts from classic stories, inspiration for things you might like to make or cook or do. But most of all, I hope you’ll find a little escape from the cacophony that Christmas can be.

Rather than adding to your to-do list, I want these pages to bring you comfort, and reassurance that the only perfect Christmas is the one that feels perfect to you.

When you revel in your favourite memories of this time of year, what is it that you love most?

How we celebrate Christmas – how we want to celebrate – is deeply personal. Even when we share cultural traditions, we will have different childhood memories, family circumstances and personal tastes in what we value, love and hate about the season.

Whether you’re a party animal or love that it’s the best binge-watching-TV day of the year, that’s okay. And while we sometimes feel bound by traditions, it’s okay to set yourself free, too: be somewhere different, or have a quiet one, release yourself from obligations and see what that looks like. Think about what you would like to make time for, if you can.

And remember, it’s a time for loving and giving. You don’t have to be the one who does it all. Delegate, share things out. Be like the angels and work together.

~

For me, the practicalities of Christmas – well, any celebration really – can be encapsulated in two things: the treats and the decorations. And you can make those two things as simple or as complicated as you like.

Perhaps you’re a Mother Christmas, with store-cupboards crammed with special Christmas things; or an Elf, who starts making elaborate plans for next year the instant this one is done; or perhaps you’re more like me, who loves the idea of Christmas but somehow it always comes much more quickly than I think and when it does, I haven’t done half of what I planned. I hope you’re more the way I’d like to be, and do the things you love, with the people you love, and enjoy whatever comes. Because, really, pretty much whatever you do, at this time of year it becomes Christmassy. I mean, you can buy Christmas loo roll if you want to. There’s no escape from the festive magic!

So, in the pages ahead you’ll find an introduction to each month that tells us what Mother Christmas and the Elves are up to. As well as inspiration for the ‘Special Days’ with dates set on the Gregorian calendar from 20 September through to 7 January, you’ll find a section for what’s happening in the lunar months: the festivals that move with the Moon.

Dip in, and find what speaks to you . . .



It’s the most wonderful time

of the year!

Slow down and savour it.

Seek out the signs of the shifting seasons.

Wrap up in traditions old and new,

revel in memories and look up at the sky full of stars

we all share.




And the angel said unto them,

‘Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.’



Luke 2:10



Before it all begins, take a moment to yourself. Sit in your favourite spot, treat yourself to your favourite drink, and think:

What, for you, are the essential ingredients of Christmas?

Depending on where you are in the world, it could be about cosying up or hitting the beach.

The most important thing is that it holds what’s special for you, and what you most need from this time of the year.

Think about why it all began, with our ancestors looking for hope in the dark days of winter, wanting to express their gratitude for the light and warmth of the sun.

The most important gift you can give to yourself and to everyone around you is: find what brings comfort and joy, and put that at the heart of everything . . .
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~ The True Meaning of Christmas (to you) ~

This is an important time of year for many faiths and cultures – Christmas isn’t the only significant festival to fall within these months.

Some are celebrations of the natural world or hopes for auspicious planting and harvest times; some are theological: religious observations and reminders of our place in a cosmos so much bigger than ourselves.

Whatever the belief in our hearts, it seems we share so much in the ways we express our joy and gratitude and humility. The traditions of spiritual contemplation, community, charity, gifts and feasting are universal.

And then, of course, there are our individual rituals: the things we always do each year, or something we did for the first time that was so special we hope to do it again and again. The things we inherit, or discover from new friends, or adopt as we experience cultures different from our own. The weird and quirky ways we celebrate that only a handful of those closest to us will ever understand.

This is ‘the true meaning’ of these festive days. What is important to you? Why is this time so special? What is your heritage? And what do you want to pass on?
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Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without a list – so let’s start with a little alphabet of all things naughty and nice . . . !

Angels

Guardians, messengers, bringers of glad tidings of great joy.

Baby Jesus

Christkind, Christ child and also sometimes the bringer of presents and the Christmas tree.

Bells

Church bells, jingle bells, sleigh bells. The sound of Little Jesus letting us know our presents are here at last – or of an angel getting their wings.

Bethlehem

‘House of Bread’, ‘House of Meat’: a desert outpost town famous for its wheat and fertile farmlands. Home of the Church of the Nativity, with its small ‘door of humility’ – and a surprising Christmas tradition of bagpipe band parades. The holy family’s journey to Bethlehem and search for a place to stay is re-enacted in the Latin American tradition of Las Posadas processions from house to house in the nine nights before Christmas. The Aramaic greeting – in the language of Jesus – is Eedookh Breekha, ‘Blessed be your Christmas.’

Camels

Traditional mounts of the three kings, bearing gifts. They like grass or straw and appreciate a bucket of water . . .

Carols

Bright-faced community choirs with a collecting tin, shuffling cheeky kids squeaking on the doorstep, the single pure voice of a choir boy that somehow fills an entire cathedral. Whether you find yourself humming that little festive refrain under your breath or have been practising your solo since September, there’s just no escaping.

Christmas tree

A towering gift between nations, centrepiece of town square or sitting room. Twinkling with faux candlelight or flashing corner disco, artfully designed in this year’s colour scheme or a miniature family museum of handmade ornaments only a mother could love. Sometimes delivered by Santa Claus, or Little Jesus, or the angels. Nothing smells like a real Christmas tree.

Dreaming of a white Christmas

It takes the sighting of just a single snowflake for the UK Met Office to declare a white Christmas, and snow is not impossible in Bethlehem – but the snowy vision depicted on Christmas cards is only guaranteed on mountain tops and in the far Northern Hemisphere. For everywhere else, snowflakes are paper, snowballs are for drinking, and snowmen sometimes built of sand. Capture your snow-filled dreams with icing peaks on Christmas cakes, hot chocolate topped in wild whirls of whipped cream, drifts of pavlova meringue, icicle edging around gingerbread rooftops and flurries of icing sugar. The wonders of modern technology make it possible – and magical – to go ice skating in the most unlikely places; but for skiing, tobogganing and sleigh rides you really need to go to the snow.

Elves

Santa’s little helpers: you’d better be nice or they might steal you away!

Father Christmas

Sinterklaas, St Nicholas, Small Nicholas, Father Frost, Good Old Man, Yule Man, Grandfather Snow, Old Man Winter, Christmas Man . . .

He’s sometimes accompanied by present-giving angels and coal-bringing devils, ‘the trotters’ who scare bad children, or his granddaughter the Snow Maiden. He’s also known to travel with his side-kick Sooty Peter, who does the dirty work of climbing down the chimney – and might snatch naughty children away in his sack. I much prefer the sound of his other assistant Krampus, who leaves golden twigs as a reminder to behave.

Christmas goat

Joulupukki is a rarer Christmas creature than some others and is less scary these days than the beast of long ago: over time he has mellowed from demanding presents to being the gift-giver himself, and is more human than goat – but you still have to be careful to keep him happy, or all you’ll find under the tree is a bag of coal! Prankster goats are also to be found causing trouble amongst the carol-singers. Beware . . .

Midnight Mass

Misa de Gallo, Mass of the Rooster.

The greatest mystery revealed in the dead of night. Candles and incense and the great swelling of song. Tumbling home afterwards for feasting and fireworks and gifts if you’re good!

Mistletoe

Every berry the promise of a kiss!

Nativity ~ scenes, plays, processions . . .

A cave, a bed of straw, and the shepherds who arrived long before the kings: Christ’s birth is a story of inclusivity and humble beginnings.

There are wonderful tales from around the world about who visits the baby Jesus in his manger each year. Alongside the little donkey, the oxen and sheep, you might spot flamingoes or llamas; and far in the corner behind the butcher, baker, policeman and priest squats El Caganer the Catalonian pooping man.

Decorate your nativity scene with flowers and fruit – even letters to the Christchild who may bring you presents on Christmas Day.

Novena

Prayers, carols and food with family and friends for nine contemplative nights before Christmas.

Processions, performances ~ and pantomime!

A donkey stopping traffic on the city streets, children’s eyes shining with light from the lanterns they’ve made, carnival floats that take all year to build. Terrible puns and predictable plots. Dancing, singing, drumming that builds and thrums until the hearts of everyone in the whole world seem to beat the same beat.

Reindeer

Back when he was Old Father Christmas, Santa rode a horse (and Sinterklaas still does) but these days he’s more often seen in his sleigh. Either way, it’s good to leave out some hay and carrots, maybe even special oats, alongside the treats for Father Christmas.

Shepherds

Heroes of the nativity, in some places they even have their own pastorelas – plays – and inspire Father Christmas’s traditional dress.

Shoes, boots, socks and stockings

Give them a good clean and leave them out in the right place at the right time, and who knows what you might find in the morning?

Stars

Guiding the way and topping the tree, lighting windows and carol-singers. Twinkling signs that the night’s celebrations are ready to begin.

Three Wise Men

The feast of the kings, Epiphany, is the climax of Christmas. Gaspar King of Sheba brings frankincense, Melchior King of Arabia brings gold, Balthazar King of Tarsus and Egypt brings myrrh. Leave out your shoes on Epiphany Eve, with some treats for the kings (they’re partial to satsumas and walnuts, I hear), and if you’ve been good they’ll bring gifts for you, too. Apparently, even the coal you get for being naughty is made of sugar . . .

Yule log

Cut specially from oak or elm, cherry or pear tree and sometimes sprinkled with red wine, to burn in the hearth from Christmas Eve until Epiphany. Or delicious bûche de Noël chocolate Swiss roll cake. Take good care of your Tio de Nadal Christmas log, tucking it up in a blanket and feeding it little titbits, and you might get some treats in return.
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