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INTRODUCTION

CHRISTMAS AT HIGHCLERE is a book about the planning and parties which take place each December at one of the most spectacular houses in England. Highclere Castle enjoys global recognition today through its alter ego, Downton Abbey. It is above all a Victorian home, the period in which the Christmas we know and love today was developed, largely through the influence of Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert. From the richness of the interiors, to the traditional meals and gatherings, through to the challenges of decorating a 250-room house, I look at the way my predecessors celebrated and highlight our own traditions today.

There are magnificent state rooms and formal events, cosy family evenings, with charades and sardines, and fabulous New Year’s Eve balls, complete with Scottish dancing and bagpipes. One hundred years ago, diaries and letters record the enjoyment of all the household staff when they were allowed their own dance with the staff of other local houses invited as their guests.

Entertaining and cooking have always been at the heart of family life at Highclere Castle. The Estate has always had its own farm and glasshouses on which it depended for much of its produce and this tradition continues today with an emphasis on seasonal, local ingredients. The buildings and architecture may have changed over the centuries, but Highclere has been a home for over 1,000 years. This book delves back in time into our traditions and archives to share how we celebrate at Highclere, what we cook and how we prepare for Christmas.
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CHAPTER ONE

CHRISTMAS IS COMING

[image: ]
[image: ] IT IS LATE SEPTEMBER [image: ]

AND I CAN FEEL THE LIGHT CHANGING; THE LOWERING SUN IS WARMING THE EARLY AUTUMN COLOURS LIKE A SLOWLY DEVELOPING PHOTOGRAPH. We are well past the longest day of the year. The cycle of the farm, the landscape and the Castle has begun to find a different gear, as will all those who work with us on the land, in the gardens and around the house.

[image: Highclere’s Saloon welcomes a festive party]
Highclere’s Saloon welcomes a festive party
[image: The dining room table set for feasting]
The dining room table set for feasting

I can hardly believe that, once again, I am discussing Christmas trees and decorations and looking towards the end of yet another year. Time is, undoubtedly, relative and the yearly cycles seem to accelerate as my birthdays multiply.

Abbie, who is a new, but remarkably well-named, member of staff, has been assigned the job of ordering Christmas trees for inside the Castle and the doorways, as well as along the driveways and courtyards. With variations of size, spacing and containers taken into account, along with additional requests from Paul the gardener for new containers, the shopping list rapidly grows.

Abbie reports that the proposed Castle Saloon tree should measure twenty-four feet, and whilst I remain silent contemplating that figure, I can hear John Gundill, our Castle Manager, stride into her office saying, with some degree of controlled panic and urgency, that this was definitely too big. In the following three-way conversation, he calls down the phone to me, ‘Lady Carnarvon, can you remember what happened last time – it was so wide because of its height that we could not get it through the doors on either side in the Saloon. Say no!’

On consideration, I ask Abbie whether we might not need to find a tree closer to eighteen feet. At twenty-four feet the tree would effectively be a man’s height taller. Just imagine a whole John on top of the Christmas tree – it would be far too much – and I think Sally from the gift shop would prefer the fairy or angel option …

Sally tends to be in charge of Christmas at the Castle. Quite early on in the year she and I sit down with the obligatory cappuccino to discuss the themes for this year’s tree and decorations. Once agreed, it then becomes her project, and we all more or less fall into line to become her Christmas elves. In a Castle tradition, borrowed from the film of Bridget Jones’s Diary, everyone involved in raising the Saloon Christmas tree has to wear a suitably festive and ‘sillier-the-better’ Christmas sweater. Competition is always keen, and I think our collective efforts for ridiculous jumpers have long since exceeded those from the film, with the winner, more often than not, being Paul McTaggart, our security officer.

The castle never used to be open at all in December. In fact, we began opening almost by accident by offering to hold an event – a fair to raise money for our local Air Ambulance. This must be some twelve years ago now, and the fair remains one of my favourite winter events that we have held at the Castle. The fair now always takes place in the first week of December, on the principle that it is a good time to begin to celebrate Christmas. Any earlier and it is just too hard to contemplate! We invite various local trades and craftspeople to join with us to sell myriad items from homewares, hats and jewellery to decorations, food and wine. Our kitchen team fills the tearooms with mince pies, hot soups and Christmas quiches, whilst local choirs and bands get us into the festive spirit with carols and music to accompany visitors from stall to stall. We run the fair over two days, with the opening one extending into the evening for those not able to come during the daytime. I’ve heard that men in particular have been known to spend ridiculous sums of money on Christmas Eve, madly panic-buying presents because Christmas has, once again, caught them by surprise, so I hope that our evening opening provides a convivial and effortless way for them to buy a range of presents that their loved ones might actually want.

[image: Carols at Christmas]
Carols at Christmas

[image: Christmas lunch with all the trimmings]
Christmas lunch with all the trimmings

I have myself been on the receiving end of a last-minute, if well-intentioned, gift when Geordie staggered in one Christmas morning bearing something that seemed deliciously heavy for me to open. Excited and mystified, I unwrapped a large, marble pestle and mortar. Lost for words, I looked at my husband, who explained into the silence that on Christmas Eve the only department in Harrods that was not a terrible crush was kitchenwares. Since then he has, wisely, avoided purchasing presents from kitchen departments.

However, cooking, and the kitchen, is in many ways the essence of Christmas. This book is a journey through the festive season at Highclere, both past and present – through food, feasting and celebrations. Winter foods are the fruits and cuts of meat which we gain from the ‘wanton burthen’ of the ‘teeming autumn’ (Sonnet 97, William Shakespeare) and are at the centre of our celebrations, both formal and informal.

Family and friends gather together to share food and gifts, to toast the year past and look forward to new beginnings. It is the time when almost everyone in the world stops, and it is the time when we contemplate and celebrate with those dearest to us the precious gifts of life, love and the hope for a fulfilling and happy new year.

At its heart, Christmas Day is, of course, a Christian religious festival, but today it is observed as a major celebration and public holiday in countries around the world by both Christians and non-Christians alike. In some countries it has simply become incorporated into the calendar through global cultural influences, which has led to many of the more secular aspects of Christmas, such as gift-giving, decorations and Christmas trees, being enthusiastically adopted.

Christmas at Highclere combines both ancient rituals bearing witness to centuries of traditions and more modern customs culled from my own family. Combined with the beauty of the land surrounding us, it provides a heritage that makes Christmas here uniquely special.
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WHITE ONION AND TRUFFLE SOUP

This soup is very much a favourite of my son Edward. It is very pretty and pale, but the truffle oil enhances its flavour. If you can, look for the proper oil – you don’t need much, you are just adding it at the very end.

PREPARATION TIME 10 mins COOKING TIME 35 mins SERVES 6–8


INGREDIENTS


	100g (3½oz) unsalted butter

	4 large onions, sliced

	3 celery stalks, chopped

	1 leek (white part only), sliced

	1 litre (1¾ pints) vegetable stock

	2 bay leaves

	5 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

	5 sprigs of thyme

	300ml (10fl oz) double cream

	Salt and pepper

	Truffle oil, to serve





METHOD

[image: ] Melt the butter in a heavy-based pan over a medium heat. Add the onions, celery and white part of the leek and sweat for 5 minutes, stirring often until softened but not coloured. Add the vegetable stock, bay leaves, garlic and thyme. Bring it up to the boil and simmer for 20 minutes.

[image: ] Blitz with a stick blender until completely smooth. Stir in the cream and season to taste. Return to the heat and simmer for a further 10 minutes or until it reaches your preferred thickness. If the soup is too thick, add a little more cream.

[image: ] To serve, drizzle each bowl of soup with a little truffle oil. We don’t pass the soup, but you can if you prefer.


[image: White Onion and Truffle Soup]
White Onion and Truffle Soup

SLOE GIN

Sloes (the fruit of the blackthorn) grow wild all around the Highclere Estate. This recipe requires no cooking, just patience while you wait for the delicious, amethyst liquor to steep. If you can’t find sloes, blackberries make a good alternative, although the resulting drink will be much sweeter. This makes a wonderful winter warmer for one’s hipflask or else a deliciously sour long drink topped up with tonic water.


INGREDIENTS


	500g (1lb 2oz) sloes

	200g (7oz) sugar

	1 bottle of Highclere Castle Gin





METHOD

[image: ] Prepare the sloes (see tip below), then add them to a large, airtight jar with the sugar and the gin. Seal the jar and set in a cool, dry place. Shake the jar every day for the first week, then shake once a week for at least 2 months.

[image: ] After this time, strain the sloes through a sieve, then through muslin and pour the liquid into sterilised bottles (see page 308). For an even clearer finish, strain through a coffee filter.


[CHEF’S TIP: Traditionalists say one should begin by pricking the sloes all over with a darning needle so as to break their tough skins. However, I have found that by leaving them in the freezer overnight and then defrosting them, this breaks down the skins perfectly.]



[image: Sloe Gin]
Sloe Gin

CHRISTMAS CAKE

There is no clear history to the Christmas cake, it seems quite similar to the Christmas pudding (see page 57) and, like the pudding, can hold its own for a good number of days. It is always there to welcome any teatime guests. It has a lengthy ingredient list and when it is offered at teatime someone likes the icing, another does not like the marzipan (me), but I love the inside stickiness of the fruit cake part.

This is Paul’s recipe, whereas I might add some prunes or figs as well.

I also make it a week or two before I need it and keep it moist with a regular supply of brandy. You need to pierce the bottom of the cake with a skewer and carefully pour over 3–4 tablespoons and repeat every four or five days. Wrap it in baking paper and cling film and store it in an airtight tin at the back of the pantry.

PREPARATION TIME 3 days COOKING TIME 4 hours minimum (maybe 5) SERVES 8–12


INGREDIENTS


	350g (12oz) currants

	225g (8oz) sultanas

	225g (8oz) raisins

	75g (3oz) glacé cherries, chopped

	4 tbsp brandy, plus extra for keeping it moist

	250g (9oz) plain flour

	Pinch of salt

	Pinch of grated nutmeg

	Pinch of mixed spice

	250g (9oz) soft brown sugar

	250g (9oz) unsalted butter

	4 eggs, beaten

	50g (2oz) almonds

	75g (3oz) candied peel

	Zest of 1 lemon

	Zest of 1 large orange

	2 tbsp black treacle





METHOD

[image: ] The day before baking, mix all the fruits with the brandy in a bowl, cover and leave overnight to absorb the liquid.

[image: ] The next day, preheat the oven to 140°C/275°F/Gas mark 1 and grease and line a 17cm (7 inch) cake tin.

[image: ] Sift the flour, salt and spices in a large mixing bowl, making sure you aerate the flour well.

[image: ] In a separate bowl, whisk the sugar and butter together until pale-looking. Now add your beaten eggs to that mixture slowly, one at a time, and keep whisking so as not to curdle.

[image: ] Now gently fold in the mixed spiced flour. Take your time and don’t knock out the air from the flour. Finally, add the brandy-soaked fruits, nuts, peel, zest and treacle. Keep folding (do not beat).

[image: ] Now transfer the batter to the cake tin and place in the oven to bake. Do not feel the need to check on this cake for the first 4 hours – it takes a long time but is well worth the wait.

[image: ] When cooked (a skewer inserted into the centre should come out cleanly), leave the cake in the tin for a good 30–40 minutes before turning out onto a wired rack. When cold, turn it over and make a few little holes evenly over the base with a skewer and drip more alcohol into your cake. Repeat at intervals as Christmas nears, always carefully rewrapping the cake in baking paper and keeping it airtight afterwards.

[image: ] Now you can ice and dress your cake, either with fondant icing or Royal icing, but start with a base layer of marzipan (see page 28).


[image: Christmas Cake]
Christmas Cake

MARZIPAN

PREPARATION TIME 10 mins


INGREDIENTS


	250g (9oz) ground almonds

	130g (4½oz) icing sugar

	130g (4½oz) caster sugar

	1 egg yolk (20g)





METHOD

[image: ] Combine all the dry ingredients, then add the egg yolk and stir in until the mixture is smooth.

[image: ] Form the mixture into a ball and wrap in cling film until needed.

[image: ] When ready to decorate the cake, roll out to a thickness of 5mm (¼ inch) and lay over the cake before covering with your choice of royal or fondant icing.


ROYAL ICING

PREPARATION TIME 20 mins


INGREDIENTS


	700g (1½lb) icing sugar

	3 egg whites (120g)

	1 tsp liquid glycerine

	2 tsp lemon juice





METHOD

[image: ] Sift the icing sugar into a bowl. In a separate bowl, whisk the egg whites until frothy. Now add the icing sugar, folding it in a little bit at a time. Add the glycerine and lemon juice and beat until stiff.

[image: ] Now cover the cake with the icing, swirling it into soft peaks.


FONDANT ICING

PREPARATION TIME 20 mins


INGREDIENTS


	500g (1lb 2oz) icing sugar, plus extra for dusting

	1 large egg white (45g)

	Few drops of vanilla extract

	40g (1½oz) liquid glucose (about 2 tbsp)

	Cornflour, for dusting





METHOD

[image: ] Sift the icing sugar into a bowl. Add the egg white, vanilla and glucose and stir. This will become very stiff, so work it with your hands to soften.

[image: ] When it is all mixed, roll it into a ball and on a worktop dusted with cornflour and icing sugar you can roll it out to cover the cake as desired.


    [image: ]
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RED CABBAGE SAUERKRAUT

Fermented foods have been important to many civilisations as they keep for two or more months, through periods when fresh food was scarce. In the past we did not just feast, we also had to conserve food to survive poor harvests or deep winters. Sauerkraut may have a modern German name but the recipe is steeped in time – as well as in salt. It was probably brought to Europe from China. If you find it a little too tart, simply rinse under some cold water before you heat or eat it.

Often made with white cabbage, this crunchy, dark-red sauerkraut is one of my favourites. Apart from the wonderful burst of colour it brings to a meal, it is a great foil for meats or plain food. You can serve it warmed or cold, with any meal or as a salad. What’s more, it’s packed with fibre as well as healthy minerals, enzymes and phytonutrients.

PREPARATION TIME 15 mins, plus fermenting


INGREDIENTS


	1 small red cabbage, core and outer leaves removed, finely shredded

	2 medium onions, finely shredded

	4 tsp Maldon sea salt

	1 tsp mustard seeds

	1 tsp coriander seeds, toasted

	½–1 tsp chilli flakes





METHOD

[image: ] In a large bowl, combine the cabbage and onions, then massage in the salt, seeds and chilli flakes. Leave to sweat for 1–2 hours. A natural fluid will collect at the bottom of the bowl – keep this for later.

[image: ] When ready, transfer the vegetables to a sterilised, airtight jar (see page 308). Really pack them in, then pour over the reserved liquid to cover the veg by about an inch. (If there is not enough fluid, more brine can be made with a ratio of 1 teaspoon of salt to 200ml/7fl oz water.)

[image: ] Place a sterilised stone, ceramic or glass object into the jar to keep the veg submerged as much as possible. Place the jar out of direct sunlight for 3–10 days, depending on how much you like the flavours to develop. You can store the sauerkraut in the sealed jar in the fridge for up to 6 months.


[image: Red Cabbage Sauerkraut]
Red Cabbage Sauerkraut

SPICED BEETROOT CHUTNEY

Chutneys originated from the Indian subcontinent, and just like pickles they were an excellent way of preserving vegetables and fruit. Today there is not the same practical necessity for preserves, but they remain a delicious accompaniment to cheese or alongside roast meats and stews.

Just as pickling vinegar is used to preserve fruit or vegetables, in the case of a chutney, sugar and spices are added as well and the vegetables tend to be cooked for longer.

PREPARATION TIME 10 mins COOKING TIME 1 hr, plus cooling


INGREDIENTS


	1·5kg (3¼lb) raw beetroot, trimmed, peeled and diced (wear gloves!)

	3 onions, chopped

	3 eating apples, peeled and grated

	Zest and juice of 3 oranges

	2 tbsp white or yellow mustard seeds

	1 tbsp coriander seeds

	1 tbsp ground cloves

	1 tbsp ground cinnamon

	700ml (1¼ pints) red wine vinegar

	700g (1½lb) golden granulated sugar





METHOD

[image: ] In a large saucepan, mix together all the ingredients, then bring to a gentle simmer and cook for an hour, stirring occasionally, until the chutney is thick and the beetroot is fork-tender.

[image: ] While the chutney is cooking, clean and sterilise the jars (see page 308).

[image: ] Pull the pan off the heat and let the chutney sit for 10 minutes, then carefully spoon it into the jars and seal whilst hot.

[image: ] You can eat this straight away but it will be even better after a month. This will keep for up to 6 months in a cool dark place. Once opened, refrigerate and eat within 2 months.


[image: Spiced Beetroot Chutney]
Spiced Beetroot Chutney




PORRIDGE

A bowl of porridge is unbeatable at the start of the day on a winter’s morning.

Here is the basic way to cook the ubiquitous winter favourite, however, often I will add a tablespoon of oatmeal, linseed or chia seeds. Sometimes I might add some blueberries or a teaspoon of honeycomb, it depends on my mood and the morning. I like using the big flakes of oats and sometimes add almond milk (unsweetened, nothing added) as well as water to cook it.

Eat it how you will and enjoy it. As a health benefit it is high in fibre and minerals and helps lower cholesterol – just don’t add sugar, please.

PREPARATION TIME 2 mins COOKING TIME 5–10 mins SERVES 4–6


INGREDIENTS


	200g (7oz) porridge oats

	1·4 litres (2½ pints) water

	Pinch of salt, to taste





METHOD

[image: ] Put the oats into a large saucepan, pour in the water and add the salt. Some people worry about adding salt, but it deepens the flavour of the oats.

[image: ] Gently heat, stirring continuously to avoid sticking or burning the pan for 5–10 minutes.

[image: ] Remove from the heat when the oats have absorbed the water and/or reached the desired consistency.


    [image: ]
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Porridge

ROASTED CHESTNUTS

Think of laid-back Christmas songs and you can hear Nat King Cole singing:


Chestnuts roasting on an open fire

Jack Frost nipping at your nose

Yule-tide carols being sung by a choir

And folks dressed up like Eskimos.



The recipe below is for cooking chestnuts in an oven, but we also put them on a shovel and cook them in a fire, then tip them onto a plate, allow to cool, peel and dip each one into a little salt – just delicious.

If you pass the church and come in through Highclere Park gates by Clerewood Lodge you might notice an old tall chestnut tree. The soil here is slightly acidic and this is in fact an eating chestnut rather than a decorative ‘horse chestnut’ tree. Starchy chestnuts have been eaten for thousands of years, although this tree has only been here for a few hundred. Before wheat or potatoes, the chestnut was a main source of carbohydrate during the winter throughout Europe, and it was traditional to eat roasted chestnuts in Portugal at the start of Advent (St Martin’s Day). Apart from roasting, they can be puréed, canned or conserved as marrons glacé.

PREPARATION TIME 10 mins COOKING TIME 30 mins


INGREDIENTS


	320g (11oz) chestnuts (bigger and shinier ones are best)





METHOD

[image: ] Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/Gas mark 6.

[image: ] Laying each on its flat side, carefully cut a long slit into each chestnut. Place into a roasting tray, one layer deep and not too overcrowded.

[image: ] Roast for up to 30 minutes or until the skins split open further.

[image: ] Allow to cool, then peel away the shells and remove the inner brown membrane, then they are ready to eat.


[image: Roasted Chestnuts]
Roasted Chestnuts

ROASTED FIGS

Figs, like so many other delicious things, were brought to Britain by the Romans. They are one of the world’s oldest trees, featuring in early historical documents including the Bible. Figs have been grown against the south-facing garden walls of the Castle for centuries and you can serve them as pudding with Greek yoghurt, toss them into a salad with some toasted nuts or enjoy them with some Italian prosciutto.

PREPARATION TIME less than 5 mins COOKING TIME 8 mins SERVES 2–4


INGREDIENTS


	8 ripe figs

	A drizzle of runny honey

	Salt and pepper





METHOD

[image: ] Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/Gas mark 4.

[image: ] Score the figs from top to bottom four times. Place on baking paper on a baking tray with a drizzle of honey and season to taste. Place in the oven for just 6–8 minutes.

[image: ] Remove and serve.


[image: Roasted Figs]
Roasted Figs

SPICED ORANGE SCONES

PREPARATION TIME 10 mins COOKING TIME 20 mins MAKES 8 medium scones


INGREDIENTS


	225g (8oz) self-raising flour, plus extra for dusting

	½ tsp salt

	1 tsp ground cardamom

	Zest of 1 orange

	60g (2½oz) unsalted butter, cold and cut into cubes

	40g (1½oz) caster sugar

	140–150ml (4½–5fl oz) milk

	Beaten egg, to glaze (optional)





METHOD

[image: ] Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/Gas mark 6.

[image: ] Put the flour, salt, cardamom, orange zest and butter in a large bowl. Using your fingers, lightly rub the ingredients together until it resembles breadcrumbs.

[image: ] Mix in the sugar and make a well in the centre. Add the milk, little by little, and mix with a fork until the dough just comes together.

[image: ] Knead the dough for a minute or so until it is soft and spongy. Don’t over-knead as this will make the scones tough. Add a little extra milk if the dough is too dry.

[image: ] Place the dough on a floured surface and roll out to 2cm (¾ inch) thickness.

[image: ] Use a 6cm (2½ inch) pastry cutter to cut out the scones. If desired, brush the scones with beaten egg to make them glossy.

[image: ] Place the scones on a lightly floured baking sheet and place in the oven for 17–20 minutes, until the scones have risen and are golden. Best served warm.


[image: Spiced Orange Scones]
Spiced Orange Scones

FRUIT BISCUITS

Something of a curiosity, this recipe dates from about 1810/11 and was found in the papers of the 2nd Countess of Carnarvon. We have tried these and found them interesting, but perhaps not worth a solid hour’s whisking!


Infuse any kind of fruit in an earthenware jar placed in a kettle of water til they are all of mash.

Rub the fruit thro a sieve … a pound of sugar sifted to a pound of the pulp.

Beat them together with a strong whisk for an hour with the white of an egg to each pound of fruit.

Put them into paper or drop them on paper and dry them in a stove or warm place.



CHRISTMAS PUDDING

PREPARATION TIME 30 mins COOKING TIME 15 mins SERVES 8


INGREDIENTS


	400g (14oz) mixed dried fruit

	150g (5oz) sultanas

	100g (3½oz) currants

	40g (1½oz) dried figs, roughly chopped

	30g (1¼oz) glacé cherries

	10g (¼oz) crystallised ginger

	40g (1½oz) candied peel

	125ml (4½fl oz) Madeira

	75g (3oz) self-raising flour

	150g (5oz) soft light brown sugar

	½ tsp mixed spice

	Pinch of salt

	Finely grated zest of 1 unwaxed lemon and 1 unwaxed orange

	50g (2oz) blanched almonds, chopped

	30g (1¼oz) grated carrots

	75g (3oz) fresh breadcrumbs

	150g (5oz) suet

	1 egg, beaten

	1 tbsp golden syrup

	125ml (4fl oz) rum

	125ml (4fl oz) stout

	75ml (3fl oz) milk

	4–5 pound coins wrapped in silver foil (not when making months in advance)





METHOD

[image: ] Pile all the dried fruit and peel into a mixing bowl. Pour over the Madeira and cover with cling film. Leave to soak overnight.

[image: ] The next morning, mix together the flour, light brown sugar, spice, salt, zests, almonds, carrot and breadcrumbs in a large mixing bowl.

[image: ] Gradually stir in the softer ingredients – the suet, the beaten egg and golden syrup – then pour in the rum, stout and milk.

[image: ] Rope in as many people as possible to stir everything up. Everyone should turn the wooden spoon around in a clockwise direction, from east to west, making a wish as they do so.

[image: ] Finally, add the soaked fruit and keep stirring. Taste it and add what you feel it needs.

[image: ] Carefully grease a 1·5kg (2½-pint) pudding basin, and spoon the mixture in so it is about three-quarters full. Push in the wrapped pound coins, if using. Cut a round of greaseproof paper to fit the top, then cover and wrap the pudding bowl in foil to ensure it is watertight.

[image: ] Steam for 4 hours, checking the water level regularly. Always top up with hot water so as not to interrupt the cooking time – this will also save you getting a soggy pudding.

[image: ] Take the pan off the heat. Check the pudding is cooked by inserting a skewer through the foil and paper. If it comes out clean, it is done; if not, return to the heat.

[image: ] Allow to cool and store in a pantry or cool place until Christmas Day.

[image: Christmas Pudding]

[image: ]
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CHAPTER FOUR

DECK THE HALLS


[image: The Oak Staircase which leads from the Saloon at the heart of the Castle]
The Oak Staircase which leads from the Saloon at the heart of the Castle

[image: ] AS WITH MANY OF THE [image: ]

HYMNS WE ALL HAPPILY SING TODAY, BOTH THE WORDS AND MUSIC OF ‘DECK THE HALLS WITH BOUGHS OF HOLLY’ ORIGINATE FROM VICTORIAN TIMES. I have always thought it is all about preparing the home with all sorts of wonderful decorations whilst being encouraged to drink mead, be jolly and enjoying the warmth of the Yule log. The words however refer to the New Year and apparently we should all be dancing to the carols which might make the decorating rather challenging. What is without doubt, is that the time to prepare a home for Christmas has many reassuring traditions and needs planning and preparation.

Given the number of rooms in the castle, we have to make practical choices about which we are going to decorate. It is also better to have a theme, so that it all hangs together.

The Saloon at Highclere is the heart of the house and its sheer size dictates that it is the location for the main tree, whilst a smaller one goes in the Library. Candles are scattered throughout the Castle and garlands are wound around mantelpieces, the dining table is set, clusters of poinsettias are positioned on the tables in the Gallery and holly is trimmed and put in rows of vases. As the Christmas cards arrive they are set on the grand piano, on tables, or – my mother’s choice – hung on lengths of ribbon and strung up around the bookshelves.

NATURE INSPIRES

[image: ]
2 December. The bare brown branches of trees, the muted colours of distant fields and the short days remind me that December is considered by many to be the start of winter. It is certainly starting to feel like it. Walking down towards the gardens, the cold air tingling on my face and the last of the scattered leaves scuffing under my feet, it is a quiet, lonely time of year.

Happily wrapped inside a scarf and coat, a bevy of dogs running around, I have a practical project in mind: I am hoping to find some foliage and berries to provide texture and colour to help us decorate the Castle, both inside and out, for our Christmas public opening. I look out for the bursts of colour – winter berries, spindle plants, euonymus and hollies, both variegated and plain. Field hedgerows also have different textures, some of which can be gathered and brought inside. Highclere’s winter garden holds its own magic, rich with rosehips sprinkled with frost, tiny ice sculptures suspended from uneven stems and cobwebs silhouetted with dewy delicacy.

[image: ]
[image: One of the Cedars of Lebanon in Highclere Park]
One of the Cedars of Lebanon in Highclere Park
There is never a day when I don’t feel lucky to be out walking with the dogs in such a beautiful landscape. The dogs are impervious to the weather, snuffling through thickets of grass, happily exploring all the hollows around the knuckled roots of the beech trees, looking for small puddles of water to drink. It must taste especially good. The dense shapes of the splendid cedar trees cut horizontally across bare vistas, the aged beech timbers seem to be nearly grey, with the sharper white birch catching the light in the woodland.

Nature lies modestly dormant yet remains starkly beautiful. I am not the only admirer, though. The birds remain in residence and will only survive these months with the help of winter berries, acorns and seeds scavenged from the frost-silvered fields. Well aware that I am in competition with them as I head out with the secateurs, I try to ensure we bolster the birds’ meagre winter pickings with fat balls and seed tables.

I hear the robin before I see him. Just inside the wooden gate, the little bright scarlet bird is perched on a bare branch. He is singing passionately, probably to ward off other robins: this is his corner of the garden. The Anglo-Saxons called this little bird a ruddock (meaning redbreast), then eight hundred years later the Tudors added ‘robin’ to the name and, with their splash of colour, considered them lucky. These charming little birds still appear on the Christmas cards that decorate the Saloon and cover the piano in the Drawing Room.
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I spy some holly growing under gnarled oak trees. Birds are able to eat the berries in small quantities but they are poisonous for humans, making them unsuitable for table decorations. I decide to move on. A group of native, green-and-white-tinted hellebores nestle under a yew tree, where they are slowly spreading a pool of winter cheer. Happily, I have seen some large shrubs of evergreen winter box, cornus, viburnum, dogwood and unpruned hydrangea heads along with pine cones and stems of long grasses. As children we would spray long broken twigs gold and silver, making a terrible mess in the process. Nevertheless, they can look rather good and be used to hang baubles on, whilst moss will disguise the trappings needed to hold such arrangements upright. Anything I find that is wet from the weather can be stored in the Beaters’ Room or the old garages to dry until needed.

A little later, once more trailing a procession of dogs, I return to the Georgian courtyard via the broad gravel drive which winds around behind the Castle, where a group of spindly yew trees with ivy scrambling up their trunks reach towards the winter skies. I am always in two minds about ivy as it is reputed to be a harbinger of doom and, I believe, compromises the health of the trees. Yet this ivy has probably been here for a hundred years at least, far longer than I. It covers the remains of the old church that lay tucked up to the west side of the house. Two thousand years ago, Romans wore crowns and wreaths made of ivy; Pliny tells of how he carefully trailed it up trellis in his garden and considered it to be the winter vine. It flowers and fruits long after anything else, and thus bees will be found humming around it even quite late in the year. More prosaically, it looks fabulous with yew sprigs to create the dark foil of background colour for our arrangements on mantelpieces and staircases.

From here it is round to the west side of the Castle, where globes of mistletoe hang in profusion. It is usually, tantalisingly, just out of reach, but I have found that if I clamber onto the bonnet of a high 4×4 car I can, in fact, reach some of it. My son, worried for my wellbeing, kindly asks me to ensure someone is with me on such a foray. My husband asks after the condition of the car bonnet. Mistletoe became a symbol of reconciliation and love from Norse mythology – something my husband might like to take note of!

In fact, mistletoe is steeped in myth as both sacred and medicinal. The tradition of kissing under the mistletoe originated in Ancient Greece, then became part of the Roman festival of Saturnalia and thus, with its associations with fertility, was incorporated into marriage ceremonies, too. Whilst the Druids traditionally cut mistletoe from oak trees, I find it grows best here high amongst the lime trees (it likes the light and thus is not found in woodland) but I have also managed to propagate it by squeezing the white currant-like berries into small scratches I made in the bark of some of the apple trees, where it has taken well and is much lower and easier to pick.

With the dogs emerging from forays in hedgerows and the obligatory rootle around the greenhouses, their coats steaming into the cool winter air, my reconnaissance is complete. Ideas and plans metamorphosing, I retreat indoors to warm up with some steaming hot coffee.

[image: Mistletoe drying in the front hall ready for use in decorations]
Mistletoe drying in the front hall ready for use in decorations
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The Flower Room, situated in the basement next to the Egyptian Exhibition, is the nerve centre for decorating the marquees that will house the Christmas Fair and serve festive afternoon teas. Ever practical, the Castle’s Victorian builders supplied it with its own staircase and door to the outside, shared with the original coal cellars. Head Gardener Paul Barker and his team gather huge piles of budded ivy and various evergreens and leave them at the top of the flower-room steps. Secateurs and gloves at the ready, I start by filling some forty-five terracotta pots with floral foam, before dragging in the greenery and cutting it into suitable lengths. Baubles wired in amongst the greenery add a splash of colour, and with a ribbon tied round the outside they are ready for the banqueting team to deploy round the various tearooms.

As far as the outside of the Castle is concerned, we rely heavily on a profusion of Christmas trees, carefully placed for maximum impact. In the courtyard at the back of the Castle the gardeners have wedged one nine-foot and four seven-foot trees into sturdy containers weighed down with a heavy mixture of soil and sand. On the opposite side of the building, two more nine-foot trees go on either side of the front door whilst a total of twenty-four five-foot equally spaced trees line the driveway.

The first job once the trees are in position is to wind around the strings of lights. I have found a novel way to complete this in record time by initiating a game-show-style competition (sadly without the witty commentary of a professional commentator) adjudicated by Sally and her chief decorator, Sarah. The hastily recruited competitors launch themselves at their respective trees and – voilà – twenty-seven trees are lit, to Sarah’s mildly disdainful yet laughing approval. Next the baubles have to go on, each carefully and firmly wired onto the trees to withstand the often gusty winds that blow through this part of the world. It is a labour of love in the cold, with scratched and sore hands to administer to afterwards, but the finished effect is well worth the effort.

DRESSING FOR DINNER
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Highclere’s dining room, hung in yellow silks with huge, important portraits, is very much a statement in itself, and so exactly how to decorate it for Christmas gives rise to much careful thought. In some ways, the challenge is highly appropriate, given that King Charles I, whose magnificent portrait by Anthony van Dyck dominates the room, directed his noblemen and gentry to return to their landed estates to keep up the tradition of Christmas generosity in bleak midwinters.

However, in 1641 the King led his country into civil war and, following his capture and eventual execution by Cromwell’s forces, the victorious Puritans banned Christmas, deeming it a Catholic celebration

[image: A festive garland decorates the fireplace in the State Dining Room]
A festive garland decorates the fireplace in the State Dining Room




PAPERWHITES & POINSETTIAS
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    [image: Poinsettias and holly bring the outside inside at Christmas]
        Poinsettias and holly bring the outside inside at Christmas











[image: A winter vase casts shadows in the Morning Room]
A winter vase casts shadows in the Morning Room

[image: Poinsettias add colour to the Library fireplace]
Poinsettias add colour to the Library fireplace
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[image: Receipts for Christmas decorations from the early 1930s]
Receipts for Christmas decorations from the early 1930s
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