


It isn’t the only way to do it, but it seems to work!

Some thirty years ago I was introduced to the “Brock Family Traditional English Christmas” and I loved it. Since then our two sons have grown up with it and brought girlfriends in to join it and they love it too.  My sister in law has married and her husband has also got seriously into it, despite being neither English nor Christian.  I hear so many people moaning about how they hate Christmas but we just love it; so I thought I’d share with you how we have our Christmas that seems so universally popular.

Christmas starts in the middle of the year when we start to spread the load of the festive shopping by picking up gifts a long time in advance.  Buying the Christmas tree is a ritual in itself; we go (as early as the last week in November sometimes!) to a local farmer who sells trees from his yard.  They aren’t his trees, he buys them in, but his prices are about 45% what the garden centres charge and we have been getting our tree from him for nearly 10 years.  We sample several (dozen) trees until we find one that we agree is the right height, the right density and the right shape; we are looking for a tree with some gaps (for the longer, danglier decorations) and with a nice “bushy bottom” and a flatter back as it goes against a wall.  Once the tree is selected we bring it home and put it in a bucket of water in the back garden, out of its netting snood.  This way it settles into its natural shape.

Around about the 20th we bring in the tree and decorate it.  This again is a bit of a ritual; we bring down the Christmas decorations from the attic and settle in with a large G&T to unpack and decorate.  We have some decorations that date back to my wife’s great-grandparents, but we also have several that were promotional gifts free with four gallons of petrol back in the 1970s!  Every year we buy another decoration or two whilst we are on holiday or when we visit anywhere, this means that it is almost like unwrapping presents as we open each one and the memories and laughs come flooding back.  We have now reached the point where we actually have to have two Christmas trees (one an artificial B&Q special bought in the New Year sale a few years back) just because we have so many decorations.
Around this time we also go and collect holly and ivy and spruce branches to decorate the rest of the house, again this is part of the ritual lead up to Christmas. 

On Christmas morning we all gather in the living room (it used to be on the bed but the family is too big now) to open stockings.  These are not Christmas presents but real woollen socks, each one filled with small, low value items that are a combination of fun and useful.  For instance, spices, sweets, key-rings, pens, post-it notes, knickers, a flannel, toothbrush, miniature of gin or scotch, pocket pack of tissues, chocolate bars.  The last two items are always a Satsuma and a walnut! We have a sort of “secret Santa” arrangement about who fills who’s stocking so that the burden doesn’t all fall on one person.

Pretty much the whole family then helps to prepare Christmas lunch; the table needs laying, drinks providing (during the prep phase and during lunch itself), spuds to peel, sprouts to prepare, carrots and parsnips to scrape, brandy butter to mix, bread and onion to slice, stuffing to make....there is plenty for everyone to chip in with.  The turkey is always cooked slathered in butter and covered in streaky bacon, (this makes for very moist and tender meat) with the neck cavity filled with stuffing and the body cavity containing chestnuts (a combination of store bought and collected by hand, roasted, shelled and frozen back in autumn).  We also have bread sauce and redcurrant jelly with the turkey, sausages wrapped in bacon and a piece of baked ham on the side.

With Christmas lunch we have special crackers.  We always use fill-them-yourself ones and we buy each person a small but personally pertinent gift inside, this may be jewellery, a small inexpensive antique, a scarf, tool or similar.  Part of the fun is in finding and getting appropriate things.

Only after the Christmas lunch is finished and cleared away, and we have all been out for a bracing walk, do we sit down and open our presents.  Each one is opened carefully, because we roll or fold up as much of the wrapping paper as we can and reuse it again next year. 

After Christmas itself is over we have a slowly devour the remains of the turkey and the ham in various tradional ways; stuffed baked potatoes, coronation turkey sandwiches, ham and eggs.  We finally finished the turkey in a turkey and ham pie this year in the 2nd of January.

The decorations stay up until 12th Night, the 5th of January when we reverse the process of trimming the tree.  All the holly and ivy with berries on goes out into the garden for the birds and the non-berried bits and all the spruce goes on the open fire to make a lovely smell throughout the house.

I’m not saying that this is the right way to “do” Christmas but it works for us and everyone else who joins in seems to find it a really nice way to spend this special day.



