
 

 

CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS: 

Christmas Food 

 

 



 

A Medieval illustration showing the consumption of frumenty. 

Christmas pudding developed from this 14th century porridge which was made from beef and mutton  

combined with raisins, currants, prunes, wines and spices. Frumenty had a soup-like consistency and was 

eaten on Christmas Eve to line the stomach, before the consumption of much richer food over the  

Christmas period. 

By the late 1590s, cooks were adding eggs, breadcrumbs, dried fruit and spirits to create a thicker mixture 

more like plum pudding. By 1650 it had become a staple Christmas dessert. 



 

Baked goods representing 300 years of mince pie history ( front row 1670 to 1720; back row 

1861 - 1871. ) 

The original pies were made from minced meat - usually shredded mutton or veal but tripe could also be 

included. A range of other ingredients might be added, from raisins and prunes, to dates, mace, cloves and 

orange peel. Despite being savoury, some of the pies were also glazed with sugar. During the 17th and 

18th centuries, specially shaped pies became a way of showing one’s wealth and social status, as only the 

rich could afford to employ the best pastry-cooks. By the 19th century roast beef pie fillings were popular, 

laced with rum, brandy, port and candied peel. It was from this rich sweet-savoury mix, that our modern 

shortcrust pies developed.  

According to Medieval custom, if you eat a mince pie on each of the 12 days of Christmas, you will have 

happiness for the following 12 months. It is also traditional on Christmas Eve for children to thank  

Father Christmas by leaving him a drink and a mince pie, plus carrots for his reindeer. 



 

( Left ) bringing in the Yule Log, 16th century; ( Right ) the tasty modern equivalent. 

The burning of a Yule Log dates back to Anglo-Saxon times. “Yule” was the name given to the winter  

solstice festival in Scandinavia. The Yule log, was originally an entire tree, carefully chosen, felled and 

dragged into the home with great ceremony. The largest part of the tree was placed in the hearth, with the 

remainder sticking out into the room. As the centuries progressed, just part of the tree trunk was used. 

The wood was lit from the remains of the previous year’s yule log and was gradually fed into the fireplace, 

as it burned down. A Yule log was kept burning for the full 12 days of Christmas - if the fire went out before 

that point, it brought bad luck for the household. In some regions the log was sprinkled with wine before 

burning, to give a nice scent to the home. 

Today the Yule log more commonly takes the form of a chocolate cake, decorated to look like part of a  

woodland tree. 



 

 

Steaming the pudding in a copper. 

Before the development of modern cooking aids, a 

sizeable Christmas pudding might take several hours 

to steam.  

In both the 19th and early 20th centuries, household 

cooks opted to steam their pudding in the family  

copper. This was a vast metal basin, filled with water 

from a tap or well and heated by means of a fire  

below. The copper was normally used to boil-wash 

clothing and sheets, however at Christmas it was put 

to alternative use. 



 

Preparing the Christmas pudding on “Stir-up Sunday.” 

The now familiar solid steamed pudding became popular in the 19th century, partly as it was a favourite of 

Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert. On Stir-up Sunday, the last Sunday before Advent, each member 

of the household, servants included, took turns to stir the pudding anti-clockwise and make a wish. 
 

Three charms were traditionally added to the mixture: a ring for marriage; a thimble for a blessed life and a 

coin for wealth. Whoever found a particular charm in their serving of the pudding was said to receive the 

relevant blessing. 



 

Christmas Cake. 

Like Christmas pudding, the traditional festive fruit cake evolved from a plum porridge. By the 16th century 

eggs, flour and butter were added to create something more akin to a cake mixture. Wealthier households 

also added dried fruits and spices and topped their cakes with almond paste.  

Just as charms were added to the Victorian Christmas pudding, coins ( a threepenny bit or a sixpence )

were sometimes added to the cake mixture, bringing good luck to whoever found them. Iced cakes became 

popular during the Victorian period but these were more commonly eaten on Twelfth Night. 


