
 

 

 



Some New Year & Twelfth Night 
Celebrations 

With the very long bitterly cold winter nights, being followed by only very short 
winter days, the rural world must have seemed a like a very eerie & oppressive place 
in the days before Education, Electricitȅ ϧ ά/ƻǊƻƴŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǊŜŜǘέΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ 
then that the country folk dreamed up all sorts of ways of banishing the seemingly 
endless gloom that hung over their lives in the winter months.  You also have to 
remember, that these people firmly believed in the mischievous and frightening 
spirits of the night, just as much as they believed in the threat laden sermons that 
the local minister used to bellow out at them each & every Sunday.  What with the 
risk of eternal damnation, a lengthy stay in purgatory or the burning fires of Hell, all 
of which were regularly threatened, if you slipped off the path of righteousness & 
virtue even for just a brief moment.  Therefore, the coming of the New Year brought 
hopes of renewal and the promised return of the warm life sustaining sun. 

Therefore, as the fading memories of Christmas ebbed away & the more astute 
amongst them began to sense the days were slowly beginning to lengthen again, 
their thoughts turned to the New Year, renewal, and the future.  Just like their 
forefathers before them, they prepared to do their part in ensuring the prosperity & 
plenty in the New Year that was fast approaching.  Whilst many of these have faded 
away into the pages of history, some still remain & most of us will have taken part in 
at least one of them.  From the tradition of standing in a circle holding hands & 
singing ά!ǳƭŘ [ŀƴƎ {ȅƴŜέ at the stroke of midnight at the passing of the Old year into 
the New.  To the tradition of άCƛǊǎǘ-CƻƻǘƛƴƎέ, which is not only enthusiastically 
celebrated in Scotland, but in the days when my father Ralph ran the Pear Tree; 
Ralph, Luke Readman & our own dear Vic Prentice used to light up & paint Beech 
Row far more brightly than the current illuminations could ever do !!!!! 

We also read of a custom already ancient in the 12th Century of the ά.ǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ .ǳǎƘΦέ  In every kitchen, farm building, & granary store, there used to hang up in 
the rafters a sphere made of Hawthorn twigs or simply a big Hawthorn bough, it was 
kept there all year long until the small hours of New Years morning.  When it was 
carried out into the field that was the first to be ploughed & planted with Wheat.  
There it was burnt, to destroy all the evil spirits that might adversely affect the crop.  
Meanwhile, a new one was made from fresh branches of Hawthorn, the ends of 
which had been briefly burned in the flames of the fire of the old one.  The new 
sphere or bough of Hawthorn was hastily returned to the hallowed place in the 
building to ensure continuing protection.  If you look up into the rafters and beams 
of many old tithe barns you can still see the remains of this ancient custom, one in 
particular can be seen at the Tithe barns at Cressing Temple.  A similar more 
Northern custom is called the ά/ǊŜŀƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭƭέΣ where a bottle of water is 
ƪŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ YƛǘŎƘŜƴΩǎ ŀƭƭ ȅŜŀǊ ϧ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǊŜǎƘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŘǊŀǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭƭ 



 

 
 

ŜŀŎƘ bŜǿ ¸ŜŀǊΩǎ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΦ  LŦ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭ ǿŀǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ƛǘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǎƘŜ 
would find a husband before the coming of the next New Years Eve.   

However, most of the ancient customs were far more concerned with the 
ά9ǇƛǇƘŀƴȅέ ƻǊ ά¢ǿŜƭŦǘƘ bƛƎƘǘέ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Three Wise Men; long before Christianity came to these shores, the time roughly 
around the first & second weeks of January was always deemed to be vitally 
important.  Some believe it was the Danes that brought us these customs, but I 
believe the desperate desire for renewal and fertility dates back to the beginning of 
the history of man & his first attempts & failures at farming.   

Nowadays, mainly because of Christmas card images people tend to associate the 
Three Kings, with the Nativity & Christmas Day itself.  The Gospels of Saint Matthew 
& Saint Luke, are our only very limited sources of information, and they tell us: that 
the Three Wise Men or Three Kings had travelled a very long way as they followed 
ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊ ƛƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άbŜǿ .ƻǊƴ YƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΦέ  !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ мпǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

believed that the three Kings were descendants of 
Noah & they were often portrayed in paintings as 
being of three different ages, races, & continents.  
The Bible also tells us that King Herod intercepted 
the Three Wise Men when they were in Jerusalem, 
he too had heard of the Prophecy and that the 
Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.  King Herod 
directed the Three Wise Men to Bethlehem & asked 
ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ άSEARCH DILIGENTLY FOR THE CHILDΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 
ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿōƻǊƴ ōŀōȅΩǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 
Wise Men had a dream telling them to avoid King 
Herod & to return home a different way.  Feeling 

tricked by the wise men, King Herod in an attempt to assassinate this prophesied 
Messiah, ordered the slaughter of all the first-born Jews under the age of two (The 

Holy Innocents are commemorated by the church on the 28
th

 December).  This leads us to 
another famous Christmas card image, that of Joseph leading a donkey, carrying 
aŀǊȅ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ōŀōȅ WŜǎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ άCƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ 9ƎȅǇǘΦέ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƭƻƴƎ 
after the Christmas & New Year period.  Before they escaped, Luke tells us that the 
baby Jesus was Circumcised, according to 
Jewish tradition 8 days after his birth (The 
Naming and Circumcision of Jesus is 
commemorated by the church on New Years 

Day).  It was not until after this date that 
the Three Kings still following the star 
actually found baby Jesus in a house in 
.ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳ ϧ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ 
9ǇƛǇƘŀƴȅέ (The Epiphany is commemorated 

by the church on the 6th January) and it was 



then that they gave baby Jesus their gifts.  The church also commemorates the Feast 
of the Baptism of Jesus, three days later on January 9th.  Then according to Saint 
Luke & the Law of Moses, forty days after his birth, Jesus was presented at the 
Temple that King Solomon had built in Jerusalem (The Presentation of Christ in the 

Temple is commemorated by the church on February 2nd).  Therefore, it was not until after 
all these events, that Joseph had a dream, warning him to take his family to safety in 
9ƎȅǇǘ ϧ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ IŜǊƻŘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ 

Whereas, for most of us, all that Twelfth Night means is it is time to take down 
the Christmas decorations & put them up in the attic for another year.  However, in 
the past as explained last month this period was often as important as Christmas 
itself.  These too were mostly all about rejuvenation and the harvest to come; on a 
more practical level, it was probably the first time because of the weather that the 
workers could get back on the land.   

¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎǳǎǘƻƳǎ ǿŀǎ ά²ŀǎǎŀƛƭƛƴƎέ ϧ άtƭƻǳƎƘ 
aƻƴŘŀȅΦέ  ²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ ƭŜŀǾŜ ²ŀǎǎŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ȅŜŀǊ ϧ concentrate on Plough 
Monday.  Plough Monday is the first Monday after Twelfth night and was proceeded 
in most areas by Plough Sunday when the Plough was brought to the church for 
blessing at the high altar.  The following day was Plough Monday & nowadays we 
generally associate this locally with Balsham, yet until the late 1930s this ancient 
festival was annually still eagerly celebrated in Hildersham. 

This was the day when ploughmen traditionally blackened their faces and wore 
white shirts.  They would decorate their ploughs and go around collecting money, 
accompanied by someone acting the Fool.  This character would dress in skins and a 
ǘŀƛƭ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀ ǇƛƎΩǎ ōƭŀŘŘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘƛŎƪΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇŀƎŀƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ 
ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴȅ ƛǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ άŎƻǊƴ ŘƻƭƭȅΣέ ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊƴ ŘŜƛǘȅΣ ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ 
in the first furrow cut in a field and buried by the soil from the next furrow to be cut. 

The first record of Plough Monday in Balsham is from c.1750, but it lapsed in the 
inter war years, not being revived again until 1952 to 1956 and then revived once 
more in 1972 and since then has gone from strength to strength to the great village 
event it is today.  This year it will be celebrated in Balsham on Monday 9th January, 
when the Balsham Ploughmen will haul the old plough around the village 
accompanied by the Morris Men from about 5pm, finishing up for a grand finale at 
the Black Bull at approximately 9.30pm.  Unlike the olden days when the money 
ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ǿŀǎ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎΩǎ ōŜŜǊ ϧ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴt, the proceeds 
now all go to charity.  This year the Balsham Ploughmen are supporting MAGPAS & 
ǘƘŜ .ŀƭǎƘŀƳ ǘŜŀƳ ƻŦ άCƛǊǎǘ wŜǎǇƻƴŘŜǊǎέ ǿƘƻ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ƴŜŜŘ ŜȄǘǊŀ ŎŀǎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊ 
for the regular updating of their training.m  



 

East Anglian Air Ambulance 

 
Whilst we are on the subject of good causes, as mentioned last month, on 

Monday December 19th a great night was had by all at the έ!ƴƴǳŀƭ tŜŀǊ 
¢ǊŜŜ !ǳŎǘƛƻƴΦέ  {ŀŘƭȅΣ ƻǳǊ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ŀǳŎǘƛƻƴŜŜǊΣ wŀȅƳƻƴŘ IǳƳǇƘǊŜȅΩǎ ǿŀǎ 
not feeling too well, but his place was temporarily filled by a string of the 
ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΩǎ άƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ  ! ƎǊŀƴŘ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƻŦ ϻуло ǿŀǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ 

£100 being raised by the sale of Air Ambulance donated CD's.  m  

Some Traditional Cures & Remedies 
I think you will have realised by now my real passion for Local, Family & Social 

history & the custom & practices of our forefathers.  One of the true experts on 
Cambridgeshire Customs & Folklore is sadly no longer with us, Enid Porter has 
recently been honoured by having the new room at the Cambridgeshire Folk 
Museum named after her, a very fitting honour as she was the inspiration & curator 
there for many years.  I am privileged enough to have a copy of her masterpiece on 
the subject and along with some of my other history books, I am going to bring you 
over the coming months some snippets of information that might seem quite bazaar 
to us today.   

The inspiration for the next story, comes from the Hildersham Burial register & has 
led me down a long path of research.  The entry comes from the burial of John Nott 
aged just six, on the 20th October 1682.  His father & mother George & Anne Nott, 
like so many other parents of these harsh times had lost many of their children & the 
country in general was still trying to come to terms with the devastation of the Black 
Death a few years earlier.  However, it is none of these that make this entry so 
unusual, underneath the Rector Henry Smith had written the following: 

1682, 20TH OCTOBER - JOHN NOTT, SON OF GEORGE 
HAD A CERTIFICATE TO BE TOUCHED FOR THE EVILL 

άI!5 ! /9w¢LCL/!¢9 ¢O BE TOUCHED FOR THE 9±L[[έ ς what on earth could this 
mean.  Well it actually refers to the άYLbDΩ{ 9±L[έ or an old name for the skin 
condition called ά{/whC¦[!έΣ the glandular form of Tuberculosis in the lymph glands 
of the neck.  From the days of Edward the Confessor to the late 18th Century, in the 



 
 

days when royalty was esteemed as godlike, this condition was supposedly cured by 
the άYƛƴƎΩǎ ¢ƻǳŎƘέ from the Royal Hand.  Although sadly despite young John Nott 
having been given a Certificate to attend a session of the άYƛƴƎΩǎ ¢ƻǳŎƘέΣ with 
Charles II probably during one of his visits to Newmarket.  John, either never made 
it, or the cure most certainly did not work in his case. 

 
King Charles II at a session ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άYƛƴƎǎ ¢ƻǳŎƘέ ƛƴ ŎΦмстл 

Charles I (1600-1649) even managed to go on curing after his death, as it was 
believed that a cure could be had from a handkerchief dipped in his blood after his 
execution.  People paid large sums of money to travel, what 
muǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άTouchΦέ  Charles II 
(1660-1685) was particularly active in this form of healing, 
άTouchingέ over 92,000 of his Scrofulous subjects during his 
ǊŜƛƎƴΦ  !ƭƭ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ άTouchpieceέ of a gold angel, which 
might explaiƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊŜΦ  /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ LLΩǎ ƻǿƴ 
Surgeon, Richard Wiseman firmly believed in the effectiveness 
of this type of cure, however, Wiseman was only a Barber 
Surgeon and also believed that long baths in Salt Water was another excellent cure.  
Hence another name for the illness was called άa!wD!¢9έΣ where later in 1791 Dr 
John Coakley Lettson founded ά¢HE MARGATE INFIRMARY FOR THE RELIEF OF THE POOR WHOSE 

DISEASES REQUIRE SEA BATHINGέ, later more widely known as the άwOYAL SEA BATHING HOSPITALέ. 

Queen Anne (1702-мтмпύ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ wƻȅŀƭǘȅ ǘƻ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ά¢ƻǳŎƘέ 
in England & the Service has not been printed in the Book of Common Prayer since 
1719. 

¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ŀǎ ƭŀǘŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ мфнлǎΣ ŀǎ ŀ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ά{ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎέ 
was called the άwh¸![ .[hh5 aL·¢¦w9Φέ  It was recorded as being used in the 
wƻȅŀƭ bŀǾȅ ϧ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŀǎ άŀ ƳƛǊŀŎǳƭƻǳǎ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ 
Blood Disorders, including Scrofula, Syphilis and various other glandular diseases, & 
effects cures even undŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŀƭǘ ƳŜŀǘ ŘƛŜǘ ƻƴ ōƻŀǊŘ ǎƘƛǇέΦ  m  



 
 

Over Indulged at Christmas 

ϧ aŀŘŜ ŀ bŜǿ ¸ŜŀǊΩǎ tǊƻƳƛǎŜ ǘƻ ƭƻǎŜ ²ŜƛƎƘǘ 

²Ŝƭƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎ ϧ bŜǿ ¸ŜŀǊΩǎ ƻƴǎƭŀǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǊ 
small & dainty figures, here are a few bits of advice from 
years gone by: 

Firstly, some advice from a 1930s home remedy book ς 
ά9±9w¸ Ih¦{9²LC9Ω{ DUIDE TO HEALTH & HAPtLb9{{έΦ ς For stout persons to 
help keep down burdensome fat, use a wine glassful of the 
ōŜǎǘ IƻƭƭŀƴŘΩǎ Dƛƴ н ƻǊ о ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ ǿŜŜƪΣ ϧ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 
too much bacon & bread; or simply use 20 to 30 crushed 
stinging nettle seeds taken daily both night & morning will 
prevent burdensome fat surrounding the kidneys and 
stopping the heart.  It assures us it was tried with excellent 
results.  

In the past for most people being 
overweight was not a problem, the 
endless task of just finding the next 
meal occupied the mind of most poor 
people.  However, fashionable Victorian 
women wanted a curvaceous figure, 
with an ultra tiny waist and full bosom.  
To achieve this  women willingly had 
themselves fastened into life 
ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ŎƻǊǎŜǘǎ ƻǊ ά{ǘŀȅǎέΦ  ¢ƘŜ 
ferocity of the tightness leaving them gasping for breath, 
barely able to breathe, let alone bend.  The consequences in 
health terms are not hard to imagine; internal organs 
squashed, lungs punctured, ribs deformed and incontinence.  
But to gain some respite & leave your corsets off in public 
ǿŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǾǳƭƎŀǊ ϧ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ȅƻǳ ŀǎ ƴƻǘ άbƛŎŜέΦ  ! 



 

Victorian undertaker! Called William Banting devised a high-
protein, low-carbohydrate diet which together with the 
dreaded corset was highly effective.  Following his strict 
ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ά.ŀƴǘƛƴƎέΦ 

It was a popular myth that eating Radish, Garlic & Spices 
or anything causing internal heat and perspiration would 
help you lose weight.  But I love this Dietary Poem by Henry 
Leigh from 1869 purporting to give sensible advice on 
dieting: -  

If you wish to grow Thinner, Diminish your Dinner, 

And take a light Claret instead of Pale Ale; 

Look down with an Utter contempt upon Butter, 

!ƴŘ bŜǾŜǊ ¢ƻǳŎƘ .ǊŜŀŘ ǘƛƭƭ ƛǘΩǎ ¢ƻŀǎǘŜŘ ς or Stale. 

If all else failed then 
there were always the 
άCAT PILLSΦέ  As the 
advertisement on the 
left shows us, which is 
from an early 1900s 

advertisement 
labelled as for ά!LL FAT 

PEOPLEΦέ  It was 
accompanied by a 

glowing list of testimonials from supposedly satisfied 
ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΥ  ! ƭŀŘȅ ŦǊƻƳ [ƛǾŜǊǇƻƻƭ ǿǊƻǘŜΥ άL ƭƻǎǘ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ 
ǎǘƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ōƻȄΦέ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ŀ ƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ 
ŦǊƻƳ [ƛǾŜǊǇƻƻƭ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜΥ άaȅ ǿƛŦŜ 
was for so many yearǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǎƻ ǎǘƻǳǘΧǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜǘǎ ǎƻƻƴ 
reduced the same completely ς You have my undying thanks 


