
 

 

CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS: 

The Christmas Tree 

 



  

 

Queen Victoria’s Christmas Tree, 1848. 

Evergreen fir trees and their branches have been 

used to celebrate winter festivals for thousands of 

years, particularly in Northern Europe. 

Some were hung upside down from chains or  

ceiling hooks. Small cherry or hawthorn plants 

were also potted and brought inside, to flower at 

Christmas time. It was also common to create 

pyramids of wood, decorated with paper, fruit and 

candles to look like trees. 
 

The first Christmas trees came to Britain from  

Germany during the 1830s. They were popularised 

in 1841 when Queen Victoria’s German husband, 

Prince Albert, had a grand tree installed at 

Windsor Castle. Decorated with candles,  

gingerbread, gold-covered apples and toys, the 

Royal tree featured in the Illustrated London News 

of 1848. This helped to start a trend for decorated 

Christmas trees both in Britain and the USA.  

 



 

The Christmas tree market at Covent Garden, London, 1854. 

By the mid 19th century Christmas trees were a popular part of the festive celebration in many Victorian 

homes. They were not without risk, as the tradition of decorating the tree with lit candles led to a number of 

house fires. The first artificial lights were introduced by American inventor, Thomas Edison, during the 

1880s. Mass produced strings of lights appeared in the 1890s - these were initially used for store displays 

but were later used to light domestic Christmas trees. 



 

 

Artificial Christmas Tree, 1930s. 

The first artificial trees were developed in Germany 

during the 1880s and were made from green-dyed 

goose feathers.  

 

The British firm Addis Housewares created a range 

of brush-bristle trees during the 1930s.  

These were made in the same way as toilet  

brushes, using animal bristle. The artificial trees 

became very popular, as they could carry heavier 

ornaments and were less flammable. 

 

Aluminium foil-look trees were introduced from the 

USA in 1958 and were particularly popular  

during the 1970s. Today most artificial trees are 

made from PVC but there is a far greater  

emphasis on creating a natural look, without the 

needle-drop which affects some real fir trees. 



  

Tinsel. 

The first tinsel was made in Nuremburg, Germany 

in 1610, using strands of beaten silver. It was 

used to decorate statues and later Christmas 

trees but discoloured easily and was later made 

from tin and even lead. 

By the early 20th century aluminium versions of 

tinsel were available and special garlands became 

popular during the 1950s. 
 

According to European folklore, tinsel is linked to 

the story of the Christmas spider. A poor but  

hardworking widow lived in a small hut with her 

children. One summer a pine cone fell on the 

earthen floor of her home and took root.  

Her children tended the growing sapling, eagerly  

anticipating having a Christmas tree by winter, 

however by Christmas Eve they could not afford to 

decorate it. Feeling sad, the children went to bed. 

They woke to find that a spider had covered the 

tree with cobwebs - when the first rays of sunlight 

hit the webs they were magically turned into silver 

and gold. The widow and her children were filled 

with joy and never again lived in poverty.  


