


A GREAT BRITISH 
CHRISTMAS: 
TRADITIONS, 

CUSTOMS, AND 
CELEBRATIONS 
FROM THE UK



Other Books by Anglotopia

101 Budget Britain Travel Tips
101 London Travel Tips
101 UK Culture Tips

101 Oxford Travel Tips & Tricks
Anglotopia’s Guide to British Slang

Londontopia’s Guide to Cockney Slang
Great Britons: Top 50 Greatest Brits

Great Events in British History
Great British Houses

Other Books by Jonathan Thomas

Adventures in Anglotopia
Anglophile Vignettes
Visions of Anglotopia

End to End: Britain From Land’s End to John 
O’Groats



A GREAT BRITISH CHRISTMAS: 
TRADITIONS, CUSTOMS, AND 
CELEBRATIONS FROM THE UK

By
Anglotopia

Your Complete Guide To 
British Holiday Culture, Food, 

Entertainment, And Royal 
Festivities



Copyright © 2025 by Anglotopia LLC
Cover Design by Anglotopia LLC

Cover Images by Jonathan Thomas
Cover Copyright © 2025 Anglotopia LLC

Anglotopia LLC supports the right to free expression and the value of copy-
right. Copyright encourages writers and artists to produce creative works 

that enrich our culture.
The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is 
a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to 

use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact 
info@anglotopia.net. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Anglotopia Press - An Imprint of Anglotopia LLC
www.anglotopia.press

Printed in the United States of America

1st US Edition: November 2025

Published by Anglotopia Press, an imprint of Anglotopia LLC. The Anglotopia 
Press Name and Logo is a trademark of Anglotopia LLC.

Print Book interior design by Jonathan Thomas, all fonts used with license.

All photographs © Jonathan Thomas

ISBN: 978-1-955273-53-4



TABLE OF CONTENTS
Introduction————1
An Overview of the British Holiday Season————3
A British Christmas Day: How Britain Spends the day————6
The Complete Dictionary of British Christmas————18
British Christmas Traditions: A Festive Guide————26
Christmas Traditions Unknown to Americans————33
Customs That Never Crossed the Atlantic————39
20 Interesting Facts and Figures about British Christmas————44
How the Victorians Created Christmas————49
Christmas During Wartime————54
The Truth About Oliver Cromwell’s War on Christmas————62
Royal Christmas Traditions————64
The Great British Christmas Jumper————73
The John Lewis Christmas AdverT————78
Top 10 British Christmas Carols————85
Best British Christmas Songs————88
Best British Holidays Movies————97
Ten British Christmas Books————101
5 British Christmas Stories Besides A Christmas Carol————105
A History of The Snowman by Raymond Briggs————107
Ten Interesting Facts about Christmas Pantos————109
10 Interesting Facts and Figures about Love Actually————112
Great British Christmas Telly————115
The Christmas Number One: Britain’s Festive Music Battle————122
Radio Times and Christmas————128
Merry vs Happy Christmas: A Transatlantic Tradition————134
Christmas in London: A Complete Guide————136
Five London Christmas Books————151
Visiting London Between Christmas and New Year’s————153
5 Festive Afternoon Tea Spots in London————155
Guide to Christmas Shopping in London————157
How to Bring Britain Into Your Christmas Dinner————159
Five Wonderful British Christmas Treats————166
Mince Pie Recipe ————168
Christmas Pudding Recipe————170
Traditional British Mulled Wine————177
Boxing Day 101————183
Five Unusual British New Year’s Traditions————186
Hogmanay: A Guide to Scottish New Year’s————188
Bonus: Christmas on Gold Hill————190





1

INTRODUCTION
I’ve always been drawn to Britain—its history, its countryside, 

its cozy pubs, its sense of ceremony and tradition. But it wasn’t until 
I experienced a proper British Christmas for the first time that I 
realized some of my favorite “British” things weren’t just British—they 
were British Christmas.

Over the years of traveling to the UK, I’ve been fortunate enough 
to spend two Christmases there, immersing myself in traditions that 
stretch back centuries and feel worlds away from the American 
holidays I grew up with. The crackers at the dinner table, the Queen’s 
Speech at 3 PM, Boxing Day’s leisurely indulgence, the pantomimes, the 
mince pies left out for Father Christmas, the way the entire country 
seems to exhale and slow down from Christmas Eve through Twelfth 
Night—these aren’t just holiday customs. They’re the heartbeat of 
British culture, concentrated into the most wonderful time of year.

Since those visits, I’ve brought home more than just memories 
and souvenirs. I’ve woven British Christmas traditions into my own 
American celebrations: the crackers now sit at every place setting, 
Christmas pudding has earned its spot alongside pumpkin pie, and we 
wouldn’t dream of skipping our Christmas Day Walk. These traditions 
have enriched our holidays immeasurably and given me a way to stay 
connected to Britain even when I’m thousands of miles away.

This book is a collection of everything I’ve learned and loved 
about how Britain celebrates Christmas, drawn from almost 20 years 
of writing and publishing on Anglotopia.net and Londontopia.net. 
From the grand traditions observed nationwide to the quirky regional 
customs that make each corner of the UK unique. Whether you’re 
an Anglophile like me, planning your first British Christmas, or simply 
curious about how the other side of the pond celebrates the season, 
I hope these pages bring you a little closer to understanding why a 
British Christmas is truly something special.

Happy Christmas (and for why they say Happy Christmas instead 
of Merry Christmas, turn to page 134)

Jonathan Thomas
Publisher
Anglotopia
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AN OVERVIEW OF 
THE BRITISH HOLIDAY 

SEASON

Whether you live in America or in Britain, Christmas is a 
wonderful time of the year.  Whereas in America the celebrations 
may be limited to a couple of days, in the countries that make 
up the United Kingdom, the celebrations stretch well beyond 
Christmas Day into the whole Twelve Days of Christmas.

Of course, everything starts with Christmas Eve.  Some 
places might have Christmas Eve off in the States, but in Britain, 
the 24th isn’t a public holiday, so many schools, businesses, and 
public organizations are still open (though people might close 
early).  People may also attend midnight mass or an exceptional 
Christingle service for children (also held throughout the Advent 
season).  During a Christingle service, children are given an orange 
to represent the world with a red ribbon for the blood of Jesus 
Christ, dried fruits to represent the fruits of the Earth, and a candle 
symbolizing Jesus as the light of the world.  While Americans put 
their stockings up well before the 24th, in Britain, stockings aren’t 
traditionally hung until this night.

While Christmas Eve is not a public holiday, Christmas Day 
certainly is.  Much like in America, children run downstairs to open 
the Christmas presents and peek in their stockings to see what 
Father Christmas brought.  Families will also be sure to gather 
together for a Christmas Day meal, typically including a cracker 
filled with toys, jokes, candy, and a paper crown.  Some will also 
attend a special church service, which is the origin of Christmas 
(or “Christ’s Mass”).  Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, will also 
deliver her special address to the United Kingdom.

The Twelve Days of Christmas then kicks off on December 
26th with St. Stephen’s Day, while Boxing Day is celebrated 
concurrently.  The origins of Boxing Day are unclear, but since the 
early 19th Century, the holiday has been a time to present gifts 
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to postmen, employees, and others in service industries.  Though 
it’s a public holiday, the stores will be back open offering post-
Christmas sales, and many football clubs and other sports teams 
will have matches.  For Catholics or those with a love of history, 
December 29th is dedicated to St. Thomas a Becket’s martyrdom, 
as the 29th was the day he was murdered by King Henry II’s men 
in Canterbury Cathedral.

For others, however, the next day to celebrate is December 
31st.  For many in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, New Year’s 
Eve is a time to celebrate the end of the calendar year.  They may 
hit the pub, spend time with friends, and sing Robert Burns’ “Auld 
Lang Syne” after counting down to midnight.  In Scotland, New 
Year’s Eve is known as Hogmanay and, for centuries, was more 
popular to celebrate in that country than Christmas.

Parts of Scotland even have their own celebrations, such as 
Stonehaven, where fireball swinging is popular.  The locals there 
will take chicken wire and shape it into a ball, then stuff flammable 
material in it, and set it alight while swinging the balls on a chain 
or wire.  Bakers in St. Andrews make special cakes for the day 
and offer them to children.  Others hold to the tradition of “first 
footing” or the hopes that a tall, dark man will be the first to enter 
your home after midnight bearing food and gifts to bless you for 
the new year.  Meanwhile, as the New Year’s celebrations die down 
across the rest of the UK, Hogmanay rages on well into January 2 
with food, drink, and friendship.

The very last day of Christmas is often called Twelfth Night, 
or Epiphany Eve, and falls on January 5th, with the Epiphany 
falling on January 6th.  Its earliest religious origins were meant 
to celebrate the Magi’s visit to the young Jesus.  In older times, 
there was a reversal of roles between the high and low of society, 
and a cake was served with a bean in it, that whosoever found it 
would become the king of the feast.  In modern times, the cake still 
features in celebration and features the bean or a figurine of the 
baby Jesus, becoming known as a “king cake.”  What’s more, since 
its earliest performances, William Shakespeare’s play Twelfth Night 
has often had a production or two scheduled for the 5th and 6th.

Sadly, once the day has ended, so has the Christmas season.  
Many homes will start to take down their decorations and put 
them into storage until the Christmas season starts again.  People 
head back to the shops to return those horribly ugly jumpers 
and unwanted gifts.  However, what we take from Christmas, the 
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feelings of good cheer, the time spent with friends and family, and 
the genuine desire for peace on Earth, remain with us all year long.
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A BRITISH CHRISTMAS 
DAY: HOW BRITAIN 
SPENDS THE DAY

The Night Before

Christmas Day in Britain doesn’t truly begin at midnight. It 
begins the night before, when the nation collectively exhales. By 
6 PM on Christmas Eve, the shops have closed, the last-minute 
shopping panic has subsided, and Britain settles into a quietness 
that descends upon the country like snow. The frenetic energy of 
the preceding weeks—the crowded shops, the office parties, the 
endless to-do lists—simply evaporates.

Families gather for a light supper, often something simple: 
soup and bread, a platter of cheese and crackers, perhaps some 
smoked salmon if they’re feeling fancy. The real feast is tomorrow, 
after all. Children are bundled off to bed early, though few actually 
sleep. Parents stay up late, wrapping last-minute gifts, assembling 
toys, and perhaps enjoying a glass of port or whisky by the tree. 
The only sounds are the occasional rustle of wrapping paper and 
the distant chime of church bells calling the faithful to Midnight 
Mass.

Some families attend these late-night services, sitting in 
ancient stone churches lit by candlelight, singing carols that have 
been sung in the same buildings for centuries. But most are home, 
preparing for the day ahead, setting out stockings, perhaps leaving a 
mince pie and a glass of sherry for Father Christmas (and a carrot 
for the reindeer, naturally).

By the time the UK goes to bed on Christmas Eve, the 
entire country has essentially shut down. The trains have stopped 
running. The buses are parked in their depots. Even the motorways 
are eerily quiet. Britain is ready for Christmas.

Christmas Morning: The Great Present Debate

There is no single time when British families open presents. 
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This varies wildly by household, region, and family tradition, 
and asking a Briton when they open gifts can spark surprisingly 
passionate debates.

The Early Morning Brigade: Some families—particularly 
those with young children—begin at an ungodly hour. At 5 or 6 
AM, children who’ve been awake since 4 AM are finally allowed 
to storm into their parents’ bedroom, dragging bleary-eyed adults 
downstairs to the tree. Stockings are opened first: small gifts, 
chocolates, tangerines (a traditional stocking filler dating back to 
when citrus fruits were exotic luxuries), perhaps a book or a DVD. 
The main presents follow quickly because there’s no stopping 
excited children.

These families often have a system: youngest to oldest, one 
present at a time, so everyone can see what everyone else received. 
This can take hours. The living room floor disappears under a sea 
of wrapping paper. Someone is inevitably assigned to collect the 
paper in a bin bag, though this task is usually abandoned halfway 
through. Christmas music plays in the background—Slade, Wham! 
Mariah Carey, or perhaps a more traditional Christmas album if 
the family skews older.

The Post-Breakfast Contingent: Many families exercise more 
restraint, insisting on breakfast before presents. This breakfast 
might be a quick bowl of cereal and a cup of tea, or it might be 
a more substantial affair: croissants and smoked salmon, or even 
a mini version of a full English breakfast. The logic is sound: open 
presents first, and you’ll never get the children to eat. Feed them 
first, and everyone approaches present opening with stable blood 
sugar.

The After-Church Traditionalists: Some families—particularly 
those who attend Christmas Day morning services—don’t open 
presents until late morning or even lunchtime. They rise at a 
civilized hour, dress smartly (proper clothes, not pajamas), attend 
the 10 or 11 AM service at their local church, return home, and 
only then gather around the tree. This approach treats Christmas 
morning as a religious occasion first, a gift-giving celebration 
second.

The “We’ll Do It After Lunch” Rebels: A small but dedicated 
minority insists on opening presents after Christmas dinner, 
treating the gifts as the dessert of the day rather than the appetizer. 
These families are often accused of sadism by their children, but 
defend the practice as building anticipation and ensuring Christmas 
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Day lasts longer.
Whatever time presents are opened, certain rituals remain 

constant. Adults open gifts with exaggerated gratitude, even for 
the slightly odd gift from Aunt Margaret. Children are reminded 
to say thank you. Someone always receives socks (and secretly 
appreciates them). The family dog gets his or her own present, 
usually a toy that will be destroyed by Boxing Day. And someone—
always someone—needs to pause present-opening to put the 
turkey in the oven.

Mid-Morning: The Calm Before the Feast

By 11 AM or noon, most British households have entered 
what might be called the limbo period. Presents have been opened. 
The turkey is in the oven, filling the house with the smell that 
has defined Christmas for generations. Wrapping paper has 
been (mostly) cleared away. Children are playing with their new 
toys. Adults are in the kitchen, beginning the elaborate dance of 
Christmas dinner preparation.

This is when the television comes into its own. Christmas Day 
telly is a British institution, and the TV schedule is planned months 
in advance with the kind of strategic thinking usually reserved 
for military campaigns. The major channels compete fiercely for 
viewers, offering special Christmas episodes of beloved series, 
classic films, and new programming created specifically for the day.

The Christmas Film Marathon: From mid-morning onward, 
classic Christmas films dominate the schedule. “The Great Escape” 
has traditionally aired on Christmas afternoon (despite having 
nothing to do with Christmas), alongside “The Wizard of Oz,” 
“Mary Poppins,” and more recent family films. “It’s a Wonderful 
Life” appears somewhere in the schedule, as does “Miracle on 34th 
Street.” In recent years, “Elf,” “Love Actually,” and “Home Alone” 
have become modern classics in the Christmas Day lineup.

Children’s Programming: The BBC and ITV produce special 
Christmas editions of popular children’s shows, along with 
animated specials and pantomimes filmed for television. Children 
sprawl on sofas, half-watching while playing with new toys, the 
television providing a festive backdrop rather than demanding full 
attention.

The Kitchen Brigade: While the children watch TV and the 
television-watchers relax, one or two family members (let’s 
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be honest, often still primarily women, though this is slowly 
changing) are in the kitchen performing minor miracles of timing 
and coordination. The turkey needs basting. The potatoes need 
parboiling before roasting. The Brussels sprouts need preparing 
(and someone needs to defend their inclusion in the meal). The 
bread sauce needs making. The cranberry sauce needs opening 
(most families use jarred, despite what they tell dinner guests). 
The pigs in blankets—small sausages wrapped in bacon—need 
arranging on a baking tray.

Some families have multiple generations working together, 
passing down techniques and arguing about the “proper” way to 
make gravy. Others have one designated cook who orchestrates 
the meal like a conductor, issuing instructions and maintaining strict 
oven scheduling. Modern families might have ordered half the meal 
pre-prepared from Marks & Spencer or Waitrose, heating rather 
than cooking from scratch—a perfectly acceptable approach that 
sparks no judgment except from the most traditional cooks.

The house is warm, perhaps too warm, from the oven running 
for hours. Someone cracks a window. Someone else closes it, 
complaining about the cold. This argument will repeat throughout 
the day.

3 PM: The Nation Stops for the Monarch

At precisely 3 PM, something extraordinary happens across 
Britain: millions of people stop what they’re doing to watch the 
Sovereign’s Christmas Message. This ten-minute televised address 
has been a Christmas Day fixture since 1952, when Queen 
Elizabeth II delivered her first Christmas message. Her grandfather, 
King George V, began the tradition on the radio in 1932, and it has 
continued through the reigns of George VI, Elizabeth II, and now 
King Charles III.

The message is filmed in advance (usually in early December) 
and broadcast simultaneously on BBC One, ITV, and Sky News. 
For those ten minutes, the United Kingdom collectively pauses. 
In living rooms across the country, families gather around the 
television. Conversations stop. Even the cook emerges from the 
kitchen, wiping flour from their hands.

The speech typically reflects on the year past, acknowledges 
challenges the nation or world has faced, highlights charitable work 
and community spirit, and offers a message of hope and continuity. 
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The King or Queen speaks from one of the royal residences, often 
with a Christmas tree visible in the background and carefully 
selected photographs of family members displayed nearby—each 
photograph analyzed by the media for who is included and who 
isn’t.

For many Britons, particularly older generations, watching the 
Christmas message is non-negotiable. It’s a moment of national 
unity, a reminder that despite whatever divisions or challenges exist, 
the nation shares this tradition. Younger Britons are less religiously 
devoted to it but often watch out of habit or family expectation. 
The message is dignified, carefully worded, and thoroughly British 
in its understated emotion and emphasis on duty and service.

After the message ends, life resumes. Someone returns to 
the kitchen. Someone else checks on the table settings. Children 
go back to their toys or games. But for those ten minutes, Britain 
was united in a ritual that connects the present day to decades of 
Christmases past.

Late Afternoon: The Main Event

Christmas dinner is typically served between 2 and 4 PM, 
though timing varies based on when the family woke up, how 
long present-opening took, and how many culinary disasters have 
occurred in the kitchen. The meal itself is remarkably standardized 
across Britain, with regional variations but a core menu that would 
be recognizable in virtually any British home.

The Traditional Christmas Dinner:

Turkey: The centerpiece, usually a whole roasted bird, 
though some families opt for a turkey crown (breast only) or 
other poultry like goose or capon. The turkey is typically roasted 
for several hours, basted periodically, and presented with some 
ceremony—often carved by the host at the table, though many 
modern families carve in the kitchen to avoid the stress of public 
performance.

Roast Potatoes: Perhaps even more sacred than the 
turkey, roast potatoes cooked in goose fat or oil are the highlight 
of the meal for many. They should be crispy on the outside, fluffy 
inside, and there should be far more than necessary. Wars have 
nearly been fought over the last roast potato.
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Pigs in Blankets: Small sausages (chipolatas) wrapped 
in bacon, a uniquely British tradition that Americans find baffling 
since they use the same name for a completely different food (hot 
dogs in pastry).

Brussels Sprouts: The vegetable everyone claims to hate 
but Britain collectively insists on serving. Often cooked with bacon 
or chestnuts to make them more palatable. Younger cooks might 
shred and sauté them; traditional cooks boil them until they’re soft.

Carrots and Parsnips: Often roasted with honey, 
sometimes boiled and buttered.

Bread Sauce: A white sauce made with milk, breadcrumbs, 
and onions, uniquely British and largely unknown elsewhere. 
Marmite-like in how it divides opinion.

Cranberry Sauce: Usually from a jar, sometimes 
homemade if someone is feeling ambitious.

Gravy: Essential, made from turkey drippings, meat stock, 
and thickened with flour or granules. The gravy quality can make 
or break the meal, and serious cooks take it seriously.

Stuffing: Either cooked inside the turkey (traditional but 
with food-safety concerns) or separately. Sage and onion are 
classic, though many variations exist.

Yorkshire Puddings: Not traditionally part of Christmas 
dinner, but increasingly common, borrowed from Sunday roast 
tradition.

The table is set with the “good” china and glasses. Christmas 
crackers sit at each place setting—those paper tubes that pop 
when pulled, releasing paper crowns, terrible jokes, and small 
plastic toys. Before eating, everyone must pull a cracker with their 
neighbor, don the paper crown (yes, even the adults), and read 
their joke aloud (no matter how groan-inducing).

The meal itself is a marathon, not a sprint. Plates are piled 
high—British Christmas dinner is about abundance, about 
having too much rather than too little. People eat until they’re 
uncomfortably full, then eat a bit more. Conversation flows 
between mouthfuls: discussions of presents received, plans for the 
rest of the week, family gossip, debates about whether the sprouts 
are better this year.

Wine flows freely, though British Christmas is less about 
sophisticated wine pairing and more about having something 
alcoholic available. Red wine with the turkey (despite white being 
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the “proper” pairing), perhaps some fizz beforehand, maybe port 
or Irish cream liqueur afterward. Many families have a designated 
driver who abstains or a general agreement that no one is driving 
anywhere today anyway.

Children eat quickly and are allowed to play with their new 
toys. Adults linger, loosening belts, pushing back from the table, 
declaring they couldn’t eat another bite—which is a lie, because 
Christmas pudding is still to come.

The Pudding Ceremony

After a suitable interval for digestion—perhaps thirty 
minutes, perhaps an hour—comes dessert. While some families 
serve Christmas cake (a dense fruitcake covered in marzipan and 
icing) or trifle or even brandy butter and mince pies, the traditional 
conclusion to Christmas dinner is Christmas pudding.

Christmas pudding is a dense, dark, steamed pudding made 
from dried fruits, suet, breadcrumbs, eggs, and generous amounts 
of alcohol (traditionally brandy or rum). It’s been made weeks or 
even months in advance, allowing it to mature. Some families still 
make their puddings on “Stir-up Sunday” (the last Sunday before 
Advent), with each family member taking a turn stirring and making 
a wish.

The pudding is reheated by steaming, then brought to the 
table with ceremony. In traditional homes, the lights are dimmed, 
and the pudding is doused in warmed brandy and set alight, carried 
to the table in flickering blue flames. This moment is pure theater, 
eliciting gasps and applause, especially from children. The flames 
die down, and the pudding is served with brandy butter, rum sauce, 
or custard (or all three if you’re particularly indulgent).

Christmas pudding divides opinion sharply. Older generations 
and traditionalists love it; many younger Britons find it too heavy, 
too fruity, too alcoholic. But it’s served nonetheless, because it’s 
Christmas pudding, and Christmas requires it. Those who don’t 
want it will have chocolate or cake instead, but the pudding must 
make its flaming appearance.

Hidden in some puddings are silver sixpences or special 
pudding charms. Whoever finds the coin in their slice supposedly 
has good luck for the coming year, though this tradition is fading 
due to choking hazard concerns and the fact that sixpences are no 
longer in circulation.
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Post-Dinner Stupor: The Afternoon Collapse

After Christmas dinner, something predictable happens: 
everyone becomes nearly comatose. This is the Great Christmas 
Nap, the post-prandial collapse, the food coma to end all food 
comas. Couches are claimed, armchairs occupied, and some people 
simply lie on the floor. The heating is on, everyone has overeaten, 
alcohol has been consumed, and the day’s early start (thanks to 
children) catches up with everyone.

The television continues its festive programming, providing a 
gentle background to the dozing. Classic films play—perhaps “The 
Sound of Music” or an Agatha Christie adaptation. Nobody is really 
watching; it’s more ambient comfort than active viewing. Children 
are quieter now, either napping themselves or playing contentedly 
with new toys, the manic energy of the morning having dissipated.

Some families play board games at this point, though this 
requires more energy than many can muster. Traditional games 
like Monopoly, Scrabble, or newer favorites might come out. 
Christmas Day board games have a reputation for sparking family 
arguments—someone always accuses someone else of cheating, 
someone takes the game too seriously, someone gets bored and 
wanders off mid-game.

The kitchen is a disaster zone of pots, pans, and serving dishes, 
but no one has the energy to deal with it yet. Someone might 
make a half-hearted attempt to load the dishwasher, but usually, 
the agreement is that it can wait until tomorrow. Or at least until 
later tonight. Or possibly Boxing Day.

Evening: Revival and Grazing

By early evening—around 6 or 7 PM—people begin to revive. 
The prospect of moving off the couch becomes thinkable again. 
Some families go for a walk at this point, wrapping up in coats and 
scarves and venturing out into the cold, dark evening. The streets 
are eerily quiet, almost every house dark or showing only the glow 
of a Christmas tree through the window. It’s a strange, peaceful 
experience, seeing your familiar neighborhood in this altered state.

The walk serves multiple purposes: aids digestion, gets some 
fresh air, walks off the guilt of massive overconsumption, and enjoys 
the unusual quiet. Some families make this a tradition, walking 
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the same route every Christmas Day, to the same viewpoint or 
through the same park. Churches might still have lights on from 
evening services. Occasionally, you’ll pass another family on the 
same mission, exchanging “Happy Christmas” greetings.

Back home, the evening settles into a pattern of grazing 
and television. Christmas Day evening telly is designed for family 
viewing: Christmas specials of popular series, feel-good films, 
comedy shows. The BBC and ITV compete fiercely for ratings with 
their primetime offerings. Families sprawl across couches, bellies 
still full but somehow finding room for chocolates, nuts, or Quality 
Street passed around in tins.

Evening Grazing: Rather than a formal evening meal, Christmas 
evening is about picking. Cold turkey sandwiches with stuffing and 
cranberry sauce. Mince pies. Christmas cake. More chocolates. 
Cheese and crackers. Pringles. Whatever party food was bought 
for the season. It’s not a meal, exactly, but a prolonged grazing that 
continues until bedtime.

Some families have established traditions: watching a specific 
film together, playing cards, doing a jigsaw puzzle, or simply sitting 
together talking. There’s a lovely languor to Christmas evening, a 
sense that there’s nowhere to be and nothing that must be done. 
The pressure is off. Christmas has been achieved.

The Boxing Day Consideration

As Christmas Day winds down, thoughts turn to Boxing 
Day and the days beyond. For most British workers, the period 
between Christmas and New Year is holiday time. Many businesses 
simply close for the week, giving employees the entire period off. 
Others operate with skeleton staff, handling only emergencies. 
Schools are closed until early January. The country collectively 
exhales and takes a break.

This extended holiday period is sacred to the British. It’s time 
to recover from Christmas, visit family members you didn’t see 
on Christmas Day, attend sales if you’re so inclined, watch football 
(Boxing Day fixtures are a beloved tradition), and generally 
decompress. The frenetic energy of the pre-Christmas period 
gives way to a strange, liminal time where normal life is suspended.

Boxing Day itself has its own traditions. Many families go for 
a Boxing Day Walk—often a longer, more ambitious hike than the 
Christmas evening constitutional. This might be a country ramble, 
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a coastal walk, or simply a long tromp through local parks and 
woods. The Boxing Day Walk serves as penance for Christmas 
Day’s excesses and a way to clear heads and stretch legs.

Sporting events dominate Boxing Day: football matches, horse 
racing, and rugby matches. Pubs reopen, often packed with people 
needing to escape their relatives or eager to compare Christmas 
hauls with friends. The Boxing Day sales used to be a major event—
shops opening early to massive crowds desperate for bargains—
but online shopping has diminished this somewhat, though Oxford 
Street and major shopping centers still see significant footfall.

Some families visit extended family on Boxing Day, particularly 
relatives who weren’t part of Christmas Day celebrations. Others 
treat it as a second, more relaxed Christmas Day, with fewer rules 
and lower expectations. Leftovers dominate turkey curry, turkey 
pie, turkey sandwiches, turkey soup—anything to use up the 
massive bird that seemed appropriate on Christmas Day but now 
feels overwhelming.

The British Christmas Difference

The British Christmas Day has a particular character that 
distinguishes it from Christmas celebrations in other countries. 
It’s more reserved than American Christmas, less demonstrative 
in emotion but no less deeply felt. It’s less religious than Spanish or 
Italian Christmas but retains echoes of Christian tradition even in 
secular households. It’s less about presents (though they matter) 
and more about ritual, tradition, and simply being together.

The day moves at a measured pace—presents, church perhaps, 
food preparation, the Sovereign’s message, dinner, collapse, evening 
recovery. There’s a rhythm to it, a predictability that people find 
comforting rather than boring. The sameness is the point. You want 
Christmas to be like last Christmas, which was like the Christmas 
before that.

The British Christmas is also remarkably egalitarian. Whether 
you’re wealthy or struggling financially, whether you live in a 
mansion or a flat, the basic structure of the day is similar. Turkey, 
roast potatoes, sprouts, the King’s speech, too much food, falling 
asleep on the couch, and evening television. The specifics vary—
some families have more expensive presents, better wine, more 
elaborate table settings—but the arc of the day is shared across 
class and region.
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There’s also a particular British stoicism to Christmas Day. 
Things go wrong—the turkey is dry, family members argue, 
someone burns the roast potatoes, the new toy breaks within 
hours—but you carry on. There’s an understanding that perfection 
is impossible, that something will always go slightly wrong, and 
that’s part of the charm. You tell the story for years afterward: 
“Remember the Christmas when the oven broke?” or “Remember 
when Aunt Jean got tipsy and fell asleep in her Christmas pudding?”

The Evening Wind-Down

By 10 or 11 PM, Christmas Day is winding down. Children 
have been put to bed, exhausted from the day’s excitement and 
full of sugar. Adults are ready for sleep themselves, full of food 
and tired from the early start. The television is still on, probably 
showing a Christmas film or comedy special, but no one is really 
watching anymore.

The kitchen disaster still looms, but most families have given 
up any pretense of dealing with it tonight. Tomorrow. It can all be 
dealt with tomorrow. Tonight is for collapsing into bed, reflecting 
on the day, and experiencing the peculiar mixture of satisfaction 
and relief that Christmas is over for another year.

Some people feel a tinge of sadness as Christmas Day 
ends—the anti-climax after weeks of buildup, the realization that 
it’s over so quickly despite all the preparation. Others feel pure 
relief: they’ve done it, survived another Christmas, fulfilled their 
obligations, and now can relax into the quieter days ahead.

As midnight approaches and Christmas Day officially ends, 
Britain sleeps, full of turkey and contentment, ready to wake up on 
Boxing Day and do it all over again—but more casually, with less 
pressure, and significantly more leftovers.

The Enduring Appeal

Despite changing times—despite increasing secularization, 
despite family structures becoming more diverse, despite 
technology transforming how we communicate and entertain 
ourselves—the British Christmas Day remains remarkably 
consistent. The rituals might seem outdated, the food choices 
questionable (boiled sprouts, really?), the entire day impractical in 
its excess and inefficiency.
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But that’s precisely why it endures. Christmas Day is about 
stepping out of normal time, abandoning efficiency and practicality, 
and participating in traditions that connect us to previous 
generations. When you open presents, eat too much, watch the 
Sovereign’s message, and collapse on the couch, you’re doing what 
your parents did, what your grandparents did, what British families 
have been doing for decades.

The British Christmas Day is about continuity, about family 
(biological or chosen), about sharing a day that’s simultaneously 
intensely private and nationally collective. It’s about the comfort 
of knowing that across the country, millions of other families are 
doing essentially the same thing: arguing about sprouts, wearing 
paper crowns, falling asleep in front of the telly.

And when Boxing Day arrives and you venture out for that 
walk, seeing other families on the same mission, all slightly sheepish 
about yesterday’s excesses but planning to do the same thing next 
year, you understand that Christmas Day isn’t just about what 
happens in your house. It’s about being part of something larger, a 
nationwide tradition that survives because we collectively decide 
it’s worth preserving, year after year, turkey after turkey, paper 
crown after paper crown.

Happy Christmas, indeed.
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THE COMPLETE 
DICTIONARY OF 

BRITISH CHRISTMAS

The holiday season in Britain comes with its own vocabulary 
that can leave Americans scratching their heads. While we share 
many Christmas traditions, the British have developed their own 
unique terminology, customs, and treats that require translation. 
This comprehensive guide decodes the language of a British 
Christmas, from Boxing Day to brandy butter.

THE HOLIDAY CALENDAR

Boxing Day

The day after Christmas is a proper holiday in Britain, not 
just a day for returns and leftovers. Traditionally, this was when 
servants and tradespeople received their “Christmas box” – a gift 
from employers. Today it’s a Bank Holiday (a public holiday when 
banks close and most people get the day off). The modern Boxing 
Day features massive retail sales comparable to Black Friday, 
traditional walks regardless of weather, football matches, and often 
a special lunch of bubble and squeak (fried leftover vegetables and 
potatoes) with cold cuts.

Twelfth Night

Marking the end of Christmas festivities, Twelfth Night falls 
on January 5th or 6th, depending on tradition. The Church of 
England celebrates it on January 5th, the eve of Epiphany. British 
superstition holds that leaving decorations up past Twelfth Night 
brings bad luck for the year ahead. Many Brits religiously strip 
their homes of all Christmas décor by this date, creating a mass 
curbside appearance of discarded Christmas trees on January 6th.


