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Ghosts of Christmas Past

Christmas is coming/ the goose is getting fat/ please 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.

In the late 1700’s it was the custom of the Churchwardens and Overseers of the Poor
to issue items of clothing to the poor of the parish, but only after a thorough
inspection and the items were expected to last for at least 2 years. In the 1800s it
became more common to supply material rather than ready-made clothing. New
clothes for Christmas were often part of the seasonal excitement, in WWI a family of
girls watched the windows of their local linen draper to choose their new frilly white
aprons. Sometimes the outfits were wrapped as presents, sometimes laid out in the
bedroom.

For centuries the approach to Christmas was notable for big livestock sales — all over
the country flocks of geese were driven to markets, their feet dipped in tar to form a
sort of shoe for waddling along the roads. Goose was the main centre of the
Christmas dinner, until replaced by turkey, but beef remained popular. In late
Victorian times the Severn floodplain was famous for the quality of its cattle and
sheep, pastured on the lush saltmarsh. Around Almondsbury a rabbit shoot was
organised by Colonel Masters for the farmers and local gentry, and each cottage
tenant was given a brace (2) of dead rabbits.

In his book “Almondsbury Memories” Frank Gastrell wrote about the Almondsbury
‘Christmas Cheer’, this was a fund started in 1884 by local people to provide a
Christmas dinner and entertainment for the old folk. Local farmers cooked the
vegetables, the baker roasted the meat, Mr Hammond, landlord of the ‘Bowl’ Inn,
provided the beer and various owners provided horse and cart transport. At the end
of the day, after the concert, as each person left, they were given a 4-pound loaf of
bread and some groceries. The following day was for the local children when a huge
Christmas tree was given by Mr R Cann-Lippincott of Over Court, large quantities of
tea and cake were provided, followed by singing and each child was given a present
from the tree as they left.

Some of the oldest readers of ‘In View’ may remember childhood Christmases during
WWII, one person remembered making paper chains with strips of pink and blue
crepe paper stuck together with a dab of flour and water paste. Santa Claus had



problems finding materials so toys were not always new, a second-hand book, a black
doll (several different shades of brown that had come from the Doll’s Hospital —a
local shop where old toys were remade, and much loved because of her
imperfections).

Christmas Day was mainly a family get together but Boxing Day was a day of
activities. In country areas Boxing Day was traditionally a Meet of the Hunt, Mr
Gastrell wrote that “Lord Fitzharding’s hounds met at the Alveston ‘Ship’. They always
came to Almondsbury for a run through the marsh....... It was a grand sight for
anyone watching on the Hill to see riders and horses jumping the hedges and rhines.”

The fondly remembered ‘Pram Race’ started as part of Queen Elizabeth II's
Coronation Celebrations but later moved to Boxing Day. A team consisted of 2 men, 1
in a large pram, and 1, usually dressed as a woman, pushing the pram at a fast walk.
The original ‘course’ was from the Cross Hands Inn to the Kings Arms, and back, but
when the A403 was built, the route was changed to go from the Cross Hands to the
White Horse at Northwick. The teams drank a pint of beer at the Cross Hands, then
another pint at the Kings Arms/White Horse, and back to the Cross Hands.

Pilning Pram Race 1964

Wishing everyone a very Happy Christmas.




