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1 Christmas m Sweden

In modern Sweden many ancient customs and tradi-
tions are cherished, and no festival is more lovingly cele-
brated than Christmas. Old and young look forward to it
with equal eagerness, for Christmas is above all a family
holiday, an occasion for gathering around the home
hearth, and for sharing hospitality.

St. Lucia Day, December 13th, opens the Christmas
season. In this colorful festival the old and the new blend
harmoniously. Lucia was a Christian maiden, martyred
under Emperor Diocletian. The story of her death was
carried to Sweden, where the Christianized Vikings heard
-of her. They imagined her shining figure, crowned by a
halo of light. Since her saint’s day happened to fall on De-
cember 13, when daylight soon will increase after the
-dark winter months, she became even more of a favorite
with the people of the north. Today the Day of St. Lucia
is celebrated in the cities, out in the country, even in fac-
tories and offices all over Sweden. Primarily, though, it
is a family observance. Early in the dark morning, in
hundreds of thousands of Swedish homes, the members of



~ the family are awakened by the young daughter of the
house, who serves them coffee and newly baked Lucia
buns and cakes in bed. She is attired in a white, flowing
gown and on her head she wears a wreath of greenery ot
which are fastened lighted candles. The song she sings,
“Santa Lucia,” is an old Italian melody that still lingers in
the north. '

With Lucia Day, over, preparations for the immi-
nent Christmas holidays proceed with speed and determi-
nation. In many homes, especially in the rural districts,
much of the typical Christmas food is prepared in the fam-
ily kitchen. ‘This is especially true of baking, for the Yule
festival calls for a wide variety of bun$, cakes, and
loaves of many different kinds, shapes,and colors. There
is, for instance, the wort bread, sweet and dark; there
are the fragrant saffron loaves, and ginger snaps in the
form of goblins, piglets, stars and other patterns. In Some
places both headcheese and the Christmas sausagés are
made at home, and there are places where members of the
household still dip their own tallow candles for the holi-
days. This, of course, is only for sentimental reasons,
for today the stores in small cities and large offer almost
the same wide assortment of food, clothing, etc. as we do
in America.

In Stockholm and other cities, the well-stocked de-



‘partment stores are thringed with eager shoppers. The
main thoroughfares are hung with garlands of electric
lights, and the show windows are brightly illuminated,
-contrasting vividly with the tall, dark sky, for at this time
-of the year there are not many hours of daylight.

The most important purchase of all, however, con-
ccerns the selection of the Christmas tree, for without one
there simply is no Christmas in Sweden. Whole. little
forests of fresh spruces seem to grow overnight on the
squares and market places, and the business is brisk. This
is the matter that concerns the whole family, and every
member is consulted as to the size and shape of the tree.
‘When the right spruce has been picked, be it a very mod-
est or a large, wide-branched one, it is carried home by
father or mother, with the children giving a helping
hand. There is a personal pride in finding the suitable
tree, and it is placed in its traditional corner in the dining
room or parlor with something akin to triumph.

Then comes the trimming of the Christmas Tree.
Though Sweden is one of the most extensively electrified
countries in the world, thousands of families still cling to
the old-fashioned custom of lighting the tree with live can-
.dles. It is then decked with tinsel, hung with red apples,
and topped either by a shining star or a miniature Swedish

flag. 4w



By this time, the last presents have been brought,
and the gifts arc wrapped and cloted with red blobs of fra-
grant sealing wax. Another old Swedish custom calls for a
verse, usually in a humorous vein and of a nature that
half reveals, half conceals the contents; to be affixéd' to
each parcel. With the tree shimmering'and ready to be
lighted and the presents all wrapped, Vyeverybody, it

‘seems, stands on tiptoe, eagerly awaiting the arrival bf
the happy holiday season. o

The high point of the holidays comes not on Christ-
mas Day, but on Christmas Eve, Julafton, the '24th of
December. Although not a holiday on the calendar, it is
almost regarded as one. By lunch time the streets become

- emptier, as everybody hastens to his home and the family
midday meal. Old and young now gather in the kitchen‘,
which has been decorated with colored candlesticks and
vases with flowers and fresh pine branches. On the stove
simmers a large iron pot with the drippings of pork,
sausage, and corned beef. Slices of wort bread are speared
on forks and dipped into the liguid until thoroughly satu-
rated. When the dipping is over, luncheon is served in the
dining room,

The dinner is an intimate and close family gathering,
and the menu has been the same for generations and is
served in Swedish homes from north to south. It is usually



prefaced by a smorgasbord. to which the ice cold snaps,
“or Akvavit, is taken in small glasses. Then comes the fish
«course. consisting of lutfisk, which is sun- cured cod,
-cunningly prepared and served with a cream sauce. This
may be followed by a rosy Christmas ham, and the meal
“is topped off with a white, steaming rice pudding or por-
ridge. Inits midst lies a hidden almond. and tradition says
‘that he or she who finds it will marry before the next year
-ends.

The after- dinner coffee is served, followed by al-
‘monds, other nuts, candy, and raisins, in the living
‘room, in close proximity to the Christmas tree. At last the
‘important moment arrives, when the flickering white can-
-dles on the green branches are lighted, and all electric illu-
‘mination in the room is turned off. A rare and wonderful
~ ‘peace descends, as every eye in quiet contemplation
watches the haloed flames. The Christmas spirit has silent-
1y stolen into homes and hearts.

But the children will not long remain still and idle.
“They have cast eager glances at the stack of presents at the
foot of the tree, and they want to know what they con-
win. The distribution of the gifts begins, and if there are
-gogll children in the family, an older male member usual-
3y puts on the familiar red blouse and trousers and the
flowing white beard of Julloméen, as Kris Kringle or Santa



Claus is known ,in Sweden. He knocks-en the door,. and
having been admitted distributes a sack-of gifts on his back
to the little ones— “if .they have  been -geod children
throughout the year,” . which, miraculeusly, ualways
seems to be the case. . .

Juitomten is perhaps less at home today in the big
cities than in the gountry.. There, ancient-custom tells,
the littie gnome is the guardian of the farm, and- if the
cows are to give milk freely during the next year and the
buildings be kept safe from floods and storms, it is advis-
able to remember Jultomten on Christmas Eve. He likes
his porridge as well as any man, and in olden days a big
bow! was placed.in-the hayloft for him to enjoy when he
had made his last round of the barns and the stables. Even
today, the cattle receive their. extra, portion-pf fodder ; and
for the birds large sheaves of grain-are put out on-the poles

in the snow . .

In cities as well as in the country, Christmas Eve,
Julafton, is the high point of the holidays. It is a feast
which puts. special emphasis on tradition, rhonoring the
family as an institution and as the frame within which the
festival is best celebrated.

Christmas Day for centuries has been mostly a day of
rest and of religious observance, -The main church event js
the pre- dawn service, observed all over Sweden. It is,

(2]



perhaps, most impressive and colorful -in the country.-
Faithful to age-old- traditiony the Swedes delight, when-
ever possibley to-drive- 't clurch ir sleighs. -Since the
night is still black, the cliaech-goers in some patts of the
ctintty dight their way through the snowy;"silent forests
with flaring torches: Here and thete the darkness is
pricked by glowing dots, because on Christmas ‘'morn-al-
most every house in Swedén has a lighted candle in each
window. Between the tall pine and spruce trees lies the
country church, the candlelight shining invitingly through
the stained glass windows. Close by the temple, the wor-
shippers toss their torches into a large pile, which flickers
in the dark night and casts its reflection on the snow. At
the door they are met by the organ notes of a stirring
Lutheran hymn, and in front of them the altar shines with
the radiance of hundreds of burning candles.

Sweden gets an extra Christmas day in that Decem-
ber 26 is also a holiday, and since we are then almost
within reach of the New Year, the two festivals may be
said to lock arms in a very happy and effective manner.
From then on, until January 13, when the curtain is
rung down on the gavest and longest of the year’s holi-
days, family parties, country weekends, ski excursions,
and other merrymaking follow each other until the time
has come to face a workaday world again. But even in its



Jast farewell, the Swedish Christmas offers one last dis-
play of colorful customs. For on Twelfth- night the so-
called “Star boys” make their appearance—especially, of
<ourse, in the country. They are youngsters from the vil-
lages, who dress up in strange costumes, often represent-
ing some Biblical character. All carry large, transparent
paper stars, mounted on poles, with lighted candles in-
side. They go from house to house, and the hymns and
folk songs they sing are so old that many of them are not
to be found in any book of music.
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