Catalonia
If you are looking for some of the strangest Christmas traditions in
Europe, look no further than Catalonia. This region prides itself on
being distinct from Spain, and when it comes to Christmas, it’s no
different. Of course, Catalonia takes part in some of those typical
Spanish Christmas customs such as the Mass of the Rooster, a big
Christmas Eve dinner, and The Three Kings on January 6th.
However, what makes the Catalan Christmas so unique, is one
central figure: the Caga Tió (or Tió de Nadal). The Caga Tió quite
literally is a pooping log. Every year on December 8th, the tió is
brought in from the forest. He is given a blanket because he is
cold, and food to eat because he is hungry. In fact, he is given so
much food that, just before Christmas, he has to poop. So,
naturally, being the giving people they are, the Catalans have to
help him with this endeavour. A few kids are rounded up, given a
stick, and begin to hit the tió while singing a song in Catalan that
roughly means, ‘poop sweets tió, if you don’t want to poop, we
will hit you with the stick’. After one, two, maybe three tries, the
children look under the blanket and discover something every kid
would love to see. The tió has ‘pooped’ out sweets.

Barselona, SPAIN

Christmas in Spain
Most people in Spain go to Midnight Mass or 'La Misa Del Gallo' (The
Mass of the Rooster). It is called this because a rooster is supposed to
have crowed the night that Jesus was born. Christmas Eve is known
as Nochebuena. In the days before Nochebuena, children might take
part in 'piden el aguinaldo' where they go and sing carols around their
neighbors hoping to get some money!Most families eat their main
Christmas meal on Christmas Eve before the service. The traditional
Spanish Christmas dinner was 'Pavo Trufado de Navidad' which is
Turkey stuffed with truffles (the mushrooms, not the chocolate ones!)
or 'Pularda asada' (a roasted young hen), although they are not
commonly eaten now. After the midnight service, one old tradition
was for people to walk through the streets carrying torches, playing
guitars and beating on tambourines and drums. One Spanish saying is
'Esta noche es Noche-Buena, Y no Es noche de dormir' which means
'Tonight is the good night and it is not meant for sleeping!'A few
different languages are spoken in different regions in Spain. In
Spanish Happy/Merry Christmas is 'Feliz Navidad'; in Catalan it's
'Bon Nadal'; in Galician 'Bo Nadal'; and in Basque (or Euskara in
basque) 'Eguberri on'. Happy/Merry Christmas in lots more
languages.
December 28th is 'Día de los santos inocentes' or 'Day of the Innocent
Saints' and is very like April Fools Day in the UK and USA. People
try to trick each other into believing silly stories and jokes. 28th
December is when people all over the world remember the babies that
were killed on the orders of King Herod when he was trying to kill the
baby Jesus.New Year's Eve is called 'Nochevieja' or 'The Old Night'
in Spain and one special tradition is that you eat 12 grapes with the 12
strokes of the clock at Midnight! Each grape represents a month of the
coming year, so if you eat the twelve grapes, you are said to be lucky
in the new year.Apart from Christmas, there is another festival that is
celebrated in Spain that is about the Christmas Story. It is called
Epiphany and is celebrated on 6th January. In Spanish, Epiphany is
called 'Fiesta de Los tres Reyes Mages': in English this means 'The
festival of the three Magic Kings'. Epiphany celebrates when
the Kings or Wise men brought gifts to the baby Jesus.Children have
some presents on Christmas Day, but most are opened at Epiphany.
Children believe that the Kings bring presents to them at Epiphany.
They write letters to the Kings asking for toys and presents. And on
Epiphany Eve (January 5th) they leave shoes on windowsills or
balconies or under the Christmas Tree to be filled with presents. Gifts
are often left by children for the Kings, a glass of Cognac for each
King, a satsuma and some walnuts. Sometimes a bucket of water is
left for the camels that bring the Kings! If the children have been bad,
the Kings might leave pieces of coal made out of sugar in the presents!

In Bulgaria, Christmas is celebrated on December 25th. Many
countries in Eastern Europe celebrate Christmas on January 7th
as most Orthodox Churches use the old Julian Calendar, but the
Bulgarian Orthodox Church uses the Gregorian calendar, so
Christmas in on the 25th December.
For many Bulgarians, the preparations for Christmas start with
Advent which lasts 40 days in the Orthodox Church and starts
on November 15th.
One legend in Bulgaria is that Mary started her labor on
'Ignazhden', December 20th (Saint Ignatius of Antioch's Day)
and she gave birth on Christmas Eve but the birth of Jesus
wasn't announced until Christmas Day. The 20th is also the
traditional 'new year' in Bulgarian culture. It's traditional to eat
a special ring shaped caked called 'kolaks' on this day.
Christmas Eve (called 'Budni Vecher') is a very important day
and the main Christmas meal is eaten in the evening of
Christmas Eve.

The meal should traditionally have an odd number of dishes
in it (normally 7, 9 or 11) and an odd number of people
sitting around the table. (Salt, pepper and sugar can count
as separate dishes!)
Straw is often put under the tablecloth and you might even
bring a wooden plough into the house and put it behind the
door! These are meant to help you have good crops during
the next year.
There's a special round and decorated loaf of bread called
'pita' which has a coin baked in it. If you find the good
you're meant to have good luck for the next year! The
bread is normally cut by the oldest person at the meal and
they hand it around the table.

It's normally a rich vegan meal and includes dishes made of
different such as beans soup, 'sarmi' cabbage leaves
stuffed with rice, peppers stuffed with rice, boiled wheat
with sugar and walnuts, different kinds of pastries, some
kolaks, lots of fruits and nuts like dried plums, dried
apricots, oranges and tangerines and 'oshav' a dried fruit
compote. But it's only after midnight that dishes with non
vegan incredients are served and eaten! These will include
foods like 'banitsa' (a pastry filled with yogurt and feta

VIENNA, AUSTRIA

Christmas in Austria
Austria shares many Christmas
traditions with its neighbor
Germany, but also has many special
Christmas customs of its own.
During Advent, many families will
have an Advent Wreath made from
evergreen twigs and decorated with
ribbons and four candles. On each of
the four Sundays in Advent, a candle
is lit and a carol or two might be
sung!
Most towns will have a
'Christkindlmarkt' (Christmas
market) from late November or
early December, selling Christmas
decorations, food (like gingerbread)
and Glühwein (sweet, warm mulled
wine). Cities like Vienna, Innsbruck
and Salzburg have huge markets
and people from all over the world
visit them.
Every town will also have a large
Christmas Tree in the town square.
In homes, trees are decorated with
gold and silver ornaments and stars
made from straw.

Christmas in Austria really starts
around 4.00pm on Christmas Eve
('Heilige Abend') when the tree is lit
for the first time and people come to
sing carols around the tree. The
most famous carol is Silent Night
('Stille Nacht'), which was written
in Austria in 1818.
Traditionally the Christmas tree is
brought in and decorated on
Christmas Eve. Decorations include
candles (now often electric) and
sparklers. For children other
important decorations are sweets,
such as small liqueur-filled
chocolate bottles, chocolates of
various kinds, jelly rings and
'Windbäckerei' (meringue, usually
in the form of rings, stars, etc.).

Some children believe that the 'Christkind' decorates the tree. The Christkind also brings presents to children
on Christmas Eve and leaves them under the tree. (The Christkind is described as a golden-haired baby, with
wings, who symbolizes the new born Christ.)
Some children might also get a present from St Nicholas on December 6th. In Austria, St Nicholas is often
accompanied by the Krampus, He a big horned monster clothed in rags and carries chains. He's meant to
punish children who have been bad!
The main Christmas meal is also eaten on Christmas Eve. It's often 'Gebackener Karpfen'
(fried carp) as the main course; this is because Christmas Eve was considered a 'fasting'
day by many Catholics and no meat could be eaten. However 'Weihnachtsgans' (roast
goose) and roast turkey are becoming more popular. Dessert can be chocolate and
apricot cake 'Sachertorte' and Austrian Christmas cookies 'Weihnachtsbaeckerei' like
Lebkuchen' (honey gingerbread) and 'Vanillekipferl' (almond cookies made in the shape
of a horse shoe).

Christmas in France
In France, a Nativity crib is often used to help decorate the house. French cribs have
clay figures in them. During December some towns and cities, such as Marseilles, have
fairs that sell Nativity figures. As well as having the normal Nativity figures in them,
French scenes also have figures such as a Butcher, a Baker, a Policeman and a Priest.
In French Happy/Merry Christmas is 'Joyeux Noël'. In Breton (spoken by some people
in Brittany, Northern France) it's 'Nedeleg Laouen', in Corsican it's 'Bon Natale' and in
Alsatian (spoken by some people in Alsace, in Eastern France) it's 'E güeti Wïnâchte'.
Happy/Merry Christmas in lots more languages.
One of the biggest Christmas markets in Europe is held in Strasbourg, in North Eastern
France. In the Alsatian language it's called the "Christkindelsmarik".
Yule Logs made out of Cherry Wood are often burned in French homes. An old
tradition is that the log was carried into the home on Christmas Eve and sprinkled with
red wine to make the log smell nice when it was burning. There is a custom that the log
and candles are left burning all night with some food and drinks left out in case Mary
and the baby Jesus come past during the night.
In France, Father Christmas / Santa Claus / St. Nicholas is called Père Noël (Father
Christmas). In eastern France he is accompanied by Le Pere Fouettard, a man dressed
in black. He might be the same person as Zwarte Piet/Sooty Piet/Roetpiet in The
Netherlands.
The main Christmas meal, called ' Réveillon', is eaten on Christmas Eve/early
Christmas morning after people have returned from the midnight Church Service.
Dishes might include roast turkey with chestnuts or roast goose, oysters, foie gras,
lobster, venison and cheeses. For dessert, a chocolate sponge cake log called a bûche
de Noël is normally eaten.

