FATHER CHRISTMAS

    English Father Christmas became part of the greater European Santa Claus in the 1950’s. But until then he was quite a different character. His origins were steeped in the Viking lore, brought by these people when they conquered Britain in the 8th - 9th centuries.

    While St Nicholas was enjoying cult status throughout Europe, with customs developing from as early as the 9th century, he did not arrive in Britain until much later. Here you can see already customs we associate with Father Christmas. The hooded figure, the secret visits, the leaving of a gift.With the Normans came St. Nicholas. Viking and Saxon deities mingled with a Christian element to create a saintly Parish Visitor - a sort of medieval social worker!

     We have no records in Britain to tell us whether he, as 8t Nicholas, was named as the gift giver for children. Nor do we know whether religious establishments gave gifts to children in his name on the Feast day of 8t Nicholas, as was the practice in places such as Germany and Belgium etc… Many of these records would have been lost during the Reformation in the 16th-17th centuries. He was never given the task of filling stockings or suchlike, and he eventually degenerated into a sort of Master of Ceremonies for Christmas parties at the big houses.

    Father Christmas was banned by the Puritans under Cromwell in the mid-17th century. He went 'underground' along with Minced Pies, Christmas games and the like. Occasionally secret publishers would print Broadsheets (a sort of newspaper) with a verse about 'Old Christmas'. He became the personification of everything the British people held dear about Christmas.

    In the 18th century, he began to appear in the Christmas plays of itinerant players. In the middle - of the play, he would appear, heavily disguised, shouting his challenge,

After WWII, there was a great deal of American influence, and that, together with increasing advertisements by the Coca-Cola Company in the British press, changed the image of Father Christmas permanently. Now, he is always fat, always jolly, never admonishes children about whether they are good to their parents, or questions them on their catechisms and schoolwork.

      He is just a 'Jolly Elf, who goes by the name of Santa Claus, which everybody knows, is the popular nickname of Saint Nicholas - Santa - Saint; Claus – diminutive for Nicholas. ​

