A Canadian  Christmas

By Ronald Wolf 

   Christmas day will soon be filled with mothers getting up early to start cooking the turkey.  Sounds of children laughing will fill the homestead; followed by a full festive dinner and later moans and groans on who is going to help clean the dishes. For some, this is how the day will begin and end. It will be different for others. 
   But, like all holidays, it had its beginnings. This is my Christmas gift to all my readers who hunger for the season’s history. I recently found out that Christmas as we know it, didn’t come from one country. In fact, it‘s a mixture of different traditions from many countries.
   When German settlers migrated to Canada in the 1700s, they arrived with many of the Christmas traditions that Canadians still cherish today like Christmas trees, carols,   

   Advent calendars, gingerbread houses, cookies and much more. 

Today, German-Canadian children anxiously await the arrival of Christkindl, representing a messenger from the Christ Child. Their mothers make stollen and decorate hundreds of Christmas cookies. The Tannenbaum is in the place of honour in every home.

   French Jesuit missionaries established Christianity in native villages in the late 1600s. As a result of this heritage, gift giving, feasting, singing, dancing and drumming, games of strength are all a part of the mid-winter celebrations for the First Nations groups. 

Children of the Cree Nation visit the homes of relatives on Christmas Eve and a cloth bag is hung for each child. On Christmas morning, the children collect the bags which have been filled with gifts and candy. 

Missionaries also brought Christianity to the Inuit and today they celebrate Christmas with huge feasts that feature caribou, seal and raw fish, along with turkey. Santa Claus comes for the children and Christmas activities include harpoon throwing, whip cracking, wrestling and igloo building, along with modern day entertainment such as snowmobile racing. 

   In the late 1800s, Ukrainian immigrants arrived in Canada bringing with them a rich blend of Eastern Orthodox and age-old agrarian customs. The religious observance of Christmas for Ukrainian Canadians begins with the Feast of Saint Philip, in which homes, yards and barns are cleaned to perfection. Cleansing of the body and soul takes place too, with fasting and purification. 

   The Eastern Canadian province of Nova Scotia is known all over the world for its fir and pine Christmas Trees, so most families in Canada have a fir or pine Christmas Tree. One Canadian tradition is to send the biggest, best fir tree (grown in Nova Scotia) to Boston, Mass., because of the assistance given during the great disaster known worldwide as the Halifax Explosion. This tradition has been carried on for many years. Bostonians always love and appreciate the Nova Scotian Christmas tree. They place this tree in the city and then light it during a ceremony to begin the Christmas season.

   Mummering is a tradition which takes place in the provinces of Newfoundland and Nova Scotia, more commonly in small towns and villages rather than large towns and city's. People dress up in costumes and knock on someone's door and say in a disguised voice, "Are there any Mummers in the night?" or "Any mummers 'loud in?'", meaning 'are mummers allowed in the house?' Then they sing and dance and have Christmas cake and a cup of something nice before moving on to the next house. In some places, if the host does not guess who the Mummers are, the host must join the Mummers in their merry-making. 
   Going Mummering is a fun Christmas season activity for adults. Mummers usually come out between the dates of Dec. 26 and Jan. 6. (The 12 Days of Christmas.) But some come out only before Christmas Day. In some places it is now banned because people used it as an excuse for begging.

   In northern Canada, some people plan a Taffy Pull. This is held in honour of Saint Catherine, the patron saint of single women. This party provides an opportunity for single women to meet eligible single men.
"Sinck Tuck" is a festival started by the Inuit that is celebrated in some provinces of Canada. This celebration consists of dancing and gift exchanging.

   Labrador City in Newfoundland holds a Christmas Light-up Contest each year. People dress the outside of their houses up with lights and often have big ice sculptures in their front gardens. They have no trouble finding enough snow or ice, because Labrador City has about 12-14 Feet of snow every year.
   At the end of the Christmas season, Jan. 6th, people in the province of Quebec have a celebration called "La Fete du Roi" They bake a cake and place a bean in the middle. Whoever is the lucky discoverer of the bean, gets to be the king or queen, according to tradition. This is similar to a tradition in Spain.

In Southwestern Nova Scotia, many families eat lobster, a shellfish caught off the shores of Nova Scotia in the North Atlantic Ocean, for their Christmas dinner instead of the traditional turkey or ham.

   At Christmas Canadian eats sweets called Barley Candy and Chicken Bones. They are really sweets made by local candy companies. Barley Candy is usually on a stick and is shaped like Santa, reindeer, snowmen, a tree and other symbols of Christmas. Chicken Bones a pink candy that tastes like cinnamon. You melt them in your mouth and once melted, they reveal a creamy milk chocolate center.

	Christmas in Canada has a neat a little history, Canada was claimed by England in the 1400's later in the 1600s a French explorer by the name of Samuel de Champlain founded Quebec City, and Canada became a country with two distinctive backgrounds living as one. 

   Christmas Eve for the French Canadian was the highlight of the holidays preparing for days for the reveillon, the evening meal. They would decorate the tree and place the creche, a Nativity scene under the tree before going to midnight mass. They would then come home from church to a feast of la tourtiere, a meat pie and various other dishes. Topping off the meal was the Yule log, a chocolate cake in the shape of a log to symbolize the birch log burned in the fireplace on reveillon before the French came to Canada. The children would open their gifts from their stockings during reveillon saving the big gifts for New Year's day. Christmas day for the French was a day for relaxation and for children to play and have fun. 
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   Christmas for English Canadian's focused on Christmas Day, with the exchanging of presents on Christmas Day in the morning, and then off to church, and back later for a great feast. Dinner consisted of roast goose or beef and plum pudding. One fun tradition they had was the kissing ball -- a ring of evergreen boughs with candles, apples and nuts hung in doorway. Although it really represented the return of light after the winter solstice, young men used this opportunity to steal a kiss from any single lady standing under it, hence the name of kissing ball. 

   Christmas today in Canada is a conglomerate of cultures and traditions from all over the world. As in the United States, our country was populated with people emigrating from other countries searching for a better life. The Christmas tree came from Germany, as well as the Advent Calendars and gingerbread house, the English introduced greeting cards, from Ireland came the custom of decorating our windows with lights, the  United States gave us Santa Claus, and the French introduced the creche (Nativity) scene and carols. 
   Christmas is truly a day, where different cultures from all over the world, come together to celebrate one of the most celebrated days of the year.
