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A Dozen People to Thank for Our Modern Christmas
12 CHRISTMAS CREATIVES: 

4.  EDWARD III

I could have picked any 
medieval English king. 
They all feasted on every 
bird and beverage going, 
from Henry II’s chewy 
crane (accompanied by his 
favourite jester, Roland the 
Farter performing his ‘leap, 

whistle and fart’ routine) to King John’s 16,000 
hens and peacock pie. Edward III, though, had 
a nice local connection: he decamped his court 
to Guildford in 1348, spending Halloween to 
Candlemas (a.k.a Groundhog Day) on a three-
month raucous party of cross-dressing, masks 
and animal skins. (If you’re a Guildford resident 
like me, you’ll know little’s changed.) 

5.  MARTIN LUTHER

Luther kickstarted the 
Reformation five hundred 
years ago this year, seeing 
off Christmassy things like 
the crib-shaped mince 
pie (replaced by a round 
one) and an effigy of Mary 
and Jesus to kiss under 

(replaced by mistletoe). But they say his 
more specific Christmas contribution was to 
be the first to bring a Christmas tree inside 
and decorate it with candles – and all just to 
recreate for his wife the beautiful star-lit forest 
he’d just seen. Aw.

6.  OLIVER CROMWELL

The nearest English 
history has to a Grinch, 
Ollie Crommers stopped 
Christmas in its tracks by 
banning it outright in the 
1640s. In his defence, it had 
got a bit out of hand – it 
was mostly feasting and 

rioting – but he even disapproved of the church 
celebrating Christmas. After all, why celebrate 
Jesus’ birthday, when the only birthdays 
mentioned in the Bible are of King Herod and 
Pharaoh in the Joseph Dreamcoat story? Both 
of them celebrate with beheadings rather than 

birthday cake and bumps, let alone mince pies.

1.  JESUS

In chronological order, and 
because he’s got the first bit 
of the festival named after 
him, in at the number one 
spot, it’s that ‘strong and 
stable’ birth. Our Nativity 
plays have added a few 
bits over the years – there 

was no donkey in the biblical story, and no 
innkeeper, and possibly no inn. Yes, it does say 
‘no room at the inn’, but it could just as easily 
translate as ‘no space in the room’. Maybe 
Joseph just got there late to find his extended 
family had taken over the spare room, and all 
that was left was the barn. As for the wise men, 
we’re never told there were three of them – just 
that they carried three gifts. There might have 
been two, with one carrying two gifts, or there 
might have been four, with the one at the back 
sheepishly holding the card.

2.  ST NICHOLAS

Three hundred years later, 
the face of Christmas was 
a generous bishop who 
liked to anonymously part 
with his cash, like TV’s 
The Secret Millionaire. He 
famously lobbed a bag of 
gold through the window 

of a poor widower and his three daughters, 
aiming for the stockings warming by the 
fireside. He did this twice more, but was caught 
on the third time. He swore the widower to 
secrecy – who let’s just say probably didn’t 
keep that secret, because we’re fairly familiar 
with present-filled stockings, and St Nicholas, 
to this day. 

3.  ST FRANCIS OF   
ASSISI

A thousand years later, 
Christmas in church meant 
solemn services in Latin. In 
the Italian countryside, St 
Francis tried a couple of 
different things to engage 
the bored locals. Firstly, 

he wrote songs in local language, so they 
understood the words for once, and secondly, 
he staged the first ever live Nativity play, with 
real animals and a stone baby Jesus. Soon 
every European church or wealthy home had a 
crib scene, and though ours have shrunk, those 
little models today are down to St Francis.

10.  ROWLAND MACY

Meanwhile Stateside, 
Macy’s department store 
had the first in-store Santa 
in 1862, plus the first 
money-back guarantee and 
the first festive window 
display. Those displays 
jumped to London’s 

Selfridge’s and Harrod’s, starting the Christmas 
creep as they got them up before their rivals, 
which led to today’s stores starting the season 

earlier and earlier.

11.  BISHOP EDWARD 
BENSON

Never heard of him? 
Benson pioneered the Nine 
Lessons and Carols service 
in Truro Cathedral in 1880, 
to lure drunks from the 
pubs on Christmas Eve. 
How beautifully beery that 

first must have sounded... Elsewhere, Benson 
told his friend Henry James a ghost story, 
which James turned into festive favourite The 
Turn of the Screw. One of Benson’s sons wrote 
‘Land of Hope and Glory’ too.

12.  BING CROSBY

Bing’s ‘White Christmas’, 
the bestselling song of all 
time, inspired countless 
Christmas songs, while his 
Holiday Inn set the bar for 
Christmas movies. Bing also 
heavily invested in VHS – so 
if you grew up watching 

The Snowman or Home Alone on video, you 

can thank Bing for that too.

7.  WASHINGTON 
IRVING

The world’s first 
internationally best-selling 
author, who created Rip 
Van Winkle, The Legend of 
Sleepy Hollow, nicknamed 
New York ‘Gotham City’ 
(later to be adopted as 

Batman’s place of residence) after a visit 
to Gotham in Nottinghamshire, and even 
inspired the word ‘knickers’ and the pudding 
‘Knickerbocker Glory’. He also spread the 
idea of St Nicholas as a wagon-flying giver 
of gifts to children, and was also inspired by 
a Christmas trip at the Birmingham mansion 
of James Watt (of lightbulb wattage fame) to 
write about the cosy English family Christmas. 

8.  CHARLES DICKENS

“The man who invented 
Christmas”– but really, 
he just helped revive it. 
Dickens took the rosy 
cosy English Christmas 
that Irving had just written 
about, and used it to 
prompt his rich readers 

into thinking of the poor Cratchit-like folks 
at Christmas. A Christmas Carol wasn’t just a 
huge hit, it actually increased charitable giving. 
Our ideal ‘White Christmas’ today is largely 
down to Dickens making his story a snowy 
one, simply because the author’s first eight 
Christmases were white. December 1843, when 
A Christmas Carol hit shelves, was actually one 
of the mildest on record.

9.  VICTORIA  
(AND ALBERT)

Our only woman on the 
list – shocking. Christmas 
history is rather sexist 
(though Mary did quite 
a bit at the start). Queen 
Vic shifted the monarchy 
towards giving rather 

than gorging at Christmas (alright, gorging 
too – she could put away a seven-course 
dinner in just half an hour). Hubby Albert 
brought Christmas trees over from Germany, 
and however the popular royals celebrated, 
everyone else copied. 
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