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INTRODUCTION TO THIS NEW EDITION

I AM PARTICULARLY pleased that How To Survive Christmas is back in print again in this lovely new edition because I think Christmas needs all the help it can get. What should be such a happy time for families to get together and enjoy themselves is so often regarded with unholy dread.

I have only made minuscule changes to the text where things were inaccurate or seemed totally out of date. This is because I think one must remain loyal to one’s prejudices.

Flipping through the pages, however, I did notice that, although the book was written only twelve years ago, life has changed so much that it already seems a period piece. There are no chapters, for example, on how to cope as a working wife or a lone parent, or who should shoulder the burden of cooking and putting the fairy on the Christmas tree in a gay relationship, or how to stop animal-rights campaigners lobbing bombs into Santa’s Grotto because his reindeer aren’t being paid double for working the Christmas night.

But if things have changed, problems remain. In a spirit of goodwill, my favourite divorcé asked a woman who’d been kind to him in New Zealand to spend Christmas in his tiny Chelsea flat. A week later she rang to ask if it was OK for her father, who was nearly eighty, to come and stay as well. As soon as this was agreed, she asked if Daddy could bring his new boyfriend. As it was Christmas, my divorced friend said yes – and a riotous time was had by all.

I was amused when a much younger friend of mine pointed out that it was such bad luck for Jesus having a birthday so near Christmas. But how many of us, as we bellyache about taxpayers’ money and Dome-improvements, remember that the millennium is supposed to be celebrating the birth of the Prince of Peace?

Just as a new-born baby was the centre of attention 2,000 years ago, it is vital not to forget – as the whole fabric of marriage collapses, to be replaced by serial stepfathers, single mothers, extended families, live-in lovers, gay and lesbian relationships and goodness knows what other permutations – that it is the children who matter at Christmas. And as they loathe adults fighting, do try and wait until Boxing Day to murder your ex-husband.
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INTRODUCTION

A FEW YEARS ago on Woman’s Hour, I heard a farmer complaining about the cruel way in which he was compelled to rear turkeys. Because the housewife wanted a cheap Christmas dinner, the wretched birds were force-fed, and put on weight so quickly that they had to stagger round on legs too weak to support their vast bulk, and often had heart attacks long before Christmas. He was caught in a trap, the farmer explained, because he needed the money, and if he didn’t rear turkeys in this way, other farmers would.

Ever since, I have been haunted by this image of the farmer and his turkeys. It seems to symbolize today’s family – particularly the housewife – staggering under the unnecessary toil and financial pressures of Christmas, which should be a season of love and joy, but which many of us dread, feeling only passionate relief when it’s all over.

The reason for this, I think, is that Christmas goes on too long. Not only does the entire country grind to a halt for a fortnight over the actual holiday, but Christmas starts in the shops in September, so that by the time you get to 25 December you’re absolutely fed up to the walnut-filled cavities with the whole thing.

Matters are not helped by journalists – me included – who not only have to write their Christmas pieces weeks, or even months, before Christmas week and before the full horror has started, but who are all so frantic for a new angle that they make their readers feel madly guilty if they are not disguising unsightly loo chains with homemade tinsel, and fricassee-ing burst balloons and cracker mottoes on Boxing Day.

Christmas is also an uneasy mingling of festivals. Originally, midwinter and the return of the sun after the shortest day were celebrated by a prolonged booze-up, a mixture of the Roman Saturnalia and the German Yule, in which people decked their houses with evergreens, exchanged presents, visited friends and generally made merry. It was only later, in about the fourth century AD, that this midwinter holiday was chosen as the most suitable time to celebrate the birth of Christ, with its message of peace on earth and looking after those less fortunate than ourselves.

The conflict thus comes because we feel that we deserve – like the early Romans – to be enjoying ourselves and having a blow-out, but feel – like the early Christians – that we ought to be doing good to others at the same time. Alas, those we should invite to spend Christmas with us – widowed Rich Great Aunt Phyllis who grumbles all the time or the lonely friendless colleague at work – are often the people who bore and irritate us the most.
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Stress is also added these days because so many people are out of work; and the only thing most of them can afford to do over Christmas is to watch television, which bombards them with images of plenty and exhortations to spend more and more. But Christmas in any family is a time of financial pressure, when breadwinners feel they are falling short. Any family can do without a holiday, or a new carpet, or central heating, but at Christmas, because everyone is doing more or less the same thing at the same time, comparisons are inevitable. If you can’t afford a turkey, a tree or presents, you can’t run and hide. This applies whether you are on the breadline in Belfast, or being badgered by your wife in Belgravia to give a party for 300.

One comfort, however, despite the journalists’ constant harking back to the good, old, simple, noncommercial days, is that nothing has really changed. Thus we find poor Lord Fermanagh, on 12 January 1712, wearily writing how relieved he was that Christmas was at last over: ‘It has been a troublesome time, every day with the noise of either drums, trumpets, hautboys, pipes or fiddles, some days 400 guests, very few days under 100, so that, besides the vast expense, it has been very tiresome.

Having decided to write a book about surviving and simplifying Christmas, which would at least help myself, I was then faced with the problem of research. Looking back through my diaries from 1971 to 1984, I found a distressing number of blank pages between the beginning of each December and the middle of each January, because Christmas itself always took over and I was too frantically busy or knackered to chronicle events.
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Last year, whether exhausted, elated, drunk or sober, I made a point of writing my diary every night, right through December and into the New Year; and I hope that this book, drawn largely from these observations, will perhaps help people to avoid some of the pitfalls, or at least realize that their disasters are shared by others, and thus have a happier Christmas.

In the pages of this book you will meet a Christmas family. They consist of a housewife, Scarlett O’Aga, so called because she is always bustling about not very efficiently, saying she’s ‘got to get on’, and has a shiny red face all Christmas from toiling over the Aga. Like many women, Scarlett is an Xmasochist, who only feels she is doing the festive season properly if she worries herself into the ground. Scarlett is married to Noël, so called because he is absolutely no-elp-at-all. Noël has a Scroogian attitude towards Christmas, a mistress called Ms Stress, and an undemanding job in the City, which he feels justifies his spending most of the festive season slumped in front of the telly, or boozing with his cronies in the Dog and Trumpet. Noël and Scarlett have two teenage children, Holly and Robin, two little ones, Carol and Nicholas, and a dog called Difficult Patch.

Finally, if this book appears a little jaundiced, I must apologize. It is simply that, having lived through Christmas 1985 from October to December, I then had to relive it all over again from January to March, as I wrote the book; and two Christmases in six months is rather too much.

Bisley, 1 April 1986



About the Author
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