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  Music of the Season


  Whether in church for Christmas Day worship or attending a ball of the season, music was an ever-present part of the holiday season known as Christmastide.


  Colonial Virginians sang hymns in church and Christmas carols at home. They attended formal balls and hosted large family gatherings where they danced the minuet, country dances, and jigs. The festivities often featured musicians—hired, volunteered, or enslaved—to accompany the singing and dancing.


  A tutor at a Virginia plantation, Philip Vickers Fithian, noted in his diary in December 1773, “Nothing is now to be heard of in conversation, but the Balls, the Fox-hunts, the fine entertainments, and the good fellowship, which are to be exhibited at the approaching CHRISTMAS.” From Advent to the Epiphany, colonists gathered with friends and family again and again.


  Among those who threw parties during the Christmas season were the Free Masons, a semisecret society whose members included such Founding Fathers as James Madison, George Washington, and James Monroe. Every year on December 27, Saint John’s Day, the Masons held a procession from their lodge to the church, where they heard a special sermon in honor of the apostle and evangelist, one of two patron saints of the Masonic order. The celebration continued with a ball and supper.


  Nicholas Cresswell, an English farmer who kept a diary during his three-year stint in the colonies, learned just how raucous a formal ball could get when he attended a Twelfth Night party in Alexandria in 1775:


 
    Betwixt the Country dances they have what I call everlasting jigs. A couple gets up and begins to dance a jig (to some Negro tune) others comes and cuts them out, and these dances always last as long as the Fiddler can play. This is sociable, but I think it looks more like a Bacchanalian dance than one in a polite assembly. Old Women, Young wives with young children in the lap, widows, maids and girls come promiscuously to these assemblies which generally continue till morning. A cold supper, Punch, Wines, Coffee and Chocolate, but no Tea. This is a forbidden herb. The Men chiefly Scotch and Irish. I went home about two o’clock, but part of the company stayed, got drunk and had a fight.




  The parties and balls of the holiday season may have taken a brief respite on December 25, but music remained. Like any other day at church, the Christmas service included hymns. In Williamsburg, congregants at Bruton Parish Church heard the musical accompaniment of organist Peter Pelham, the colonial capital’s resident musician—a treat for out-of-towners who likely did not have organists in their home churches.


  The Reverend John Wright, a Presbyterian minister from Cumberland County, Virginia, documented one evening during the twelve days of Christmas when enslaved people, often granted time off around the holidays, sang hymns as they worshipped on their own: “My landlord tells me . . . they heard the Slaves at worship in their lodge, singing Psalms and Hymns in the evening, and again in the morning, long before break of day.”


  Songs considered traditional today, such as “Joy to the World,” date back to long before Pelham’s time, but they would not have been heard in church. Nor would someone from the twenty-first century recognize the original melody. But they remained popular and evolved into the familiar tunes we sing today.


  The musical sounds of the eighteenth century can be heard in Colonial Williamsburg’s Historic Area throughout the holiday season. Music became a staple of Christmas celebrations in 1936 when local choirs sang carols. In 1940, choirs led a “Singing Candles” ceremony on Palace Green during which townspeople lit Christmas candles from the candles choir members held.


  Today, carolers sing along Duke of Gloucester Street and the Fifes and Drums of Colonial Williamsburg perform during such special ceremonies as the Community Christmas Tree Lighting and Grand Illumination. The Governor’s Musick ensemble hosts holiday concerts in the Governor’s Palace ballroom and the Capitol’s House of Burgesses. The ensemble’s musicians dress in eighteenth-century garb and perform with antique and replica baroque instruments.


  Other musicians can be found playing both traditional and contemporary Christmas tunes. There might be Celtic music meant to get audiences on their feet or holiday favorites played on Benjamin Franklin’s design of a glass armonica, an instrument made of glass bowls.
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  A CHRISTMAS HYMN


  The Church of England allowed only the metrical singing of hymns during worship. Ministers “lined out” psalms in particular meters, and the parishioners repeated them.


  Though Christmas carols would not have been sung in church, Anglican clergymen often composed their own hymns for Christmas and other holidays. The Reverend James Marye, rector of St. George’s parish in Fredericksburg, Virginia, from 1768 to 1780, is credited with composing a Christmas hymn for metrical singing in the 1770s:

     
  

  Assist me, Muse divine! To Sing the Morn


  On which the Saviour of Mankind was born;


  But oh! What Numbers to the Theme can rise?


  Unless kind Angels aid me from the Skies?


  Methinks I see the tunefull Host descend,


  And with officious Joy the Scene attend!


  Hark, by their Hymns directed on the Road,


  The Gladsome Shepherds find the nascent God!


  And view the Infant conscious of his Birth,


  Smiling bespeak Salvation to the Earth!
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  Lights of the Season


  New traditions for celebrating the season—usually with an eighteenth-century connection—emerged after Williamsburg’s restoration in the 1920s and 1930s.


  In 1934, evergreen trees were illuminated with colored lights at eight locations in the Historic Area, including the Raleigh Tavern and Market Square Tavern. A year later, the lighting of the outdoor trees was done away with, and candles appeared in the windows—one candle per window—of restored and reconstructed buildings. A saucer of water was placed beneath each candle, and employees were assigned to keep an eye on the candles to protect against fire. As electric candles became more popular, they replaced the wax tapers. This “white lighting,” as it was known, whether wax or electrical, turned out to be one of Williamsburg’s most influential traditions, one that spread across the country.


  The idea for white lighting came from landscape architect Arthur Shurcliff, who recalled that his family had placed candles in their home’s windows. Ironically, given this tradition is so tied to Williamsburg, Shurcliff’s family lived in Boston. There was some colonial precedent for lighting candles in Williamsburg, though not for Christmas. On occasions such as the monarch’s birthday or the arrival of a new royal governor, candles were lit in the cupolas of public buildings and in the windows of houses of the wealthy.


  In 1940, a “Singing Candles” ceremony took place on Palace Green. Local choirs carried candles, as did many townspeople. That same year, a Yule log ceremony was held at Williamsburg hotels. Participants threw greens on the burning log to rid themselves of the troubles of the past year. A ceremony dating back to feudal England involved placing a log in the baronial hall and lighting it to warm guests. There is no record of Yule logs in Virginia during colonial times, though certainly log fires were a common means of heating rooms, and Virginians undoubtedly gathered round these fires during the holiday season.


  Light began filling the sky when fireworks came to the Historic Area in 1957. The fireworks were part of the celebration for the 350th anniversary of Jamestown, the first lasting English settlement in the New World (and just a few miles from Williamsburg).


  There was colonial precedent for fireworks of another sort: In the eighteenth century during the Christmas season, boys often fired guns. “Guns are fired this Evening in the Neighbourhood,” wrote the tutor Philip Vickers Fithian in his journal entry for December 24, 1773. And in his entry for Christmas Day he complained about being awakened “by Guns fired all round the House.” It should be added that not everyone in Virginia celebrated Christmas as did those in Williamsburg. Two years later, Fithian was in western Virginia. In his diary entry for December 25 he wrote, perhaps with some disappointment: “Christmas Morning—Not a Gun is heard—Not a Shout—No company or Cabal assembled.” But the firing of guns on Christmas was so common that in 1804 the mayor of Richmond wrote to the governor complaining that it was impossible to stop the firing despite a city ordinance prohibiting it.


  In 1959, White Lighting was renamed Grand Illumination, which has grown over the years to include three simultaneous fireworks displays over the Capitol, Magazine, and Governor’s Palace.


  A lighted Christmas tree is also back in the Historic Area, appropriately so, since Christmas trees have been around in Williamsburg well over a century, though they were certainly not a colonial tradition.


  The Christmas season is also lit up by cressets throughout the town. Cressets are raised iron baskets that are filled with burning wood to light the town. They were used in the eighteenth century as well, though not to the same extent as today. Nighttime lights were few. But then as now, parties meant light. “Last night there was a ball and elegant entertainment at the Capitol,” reported Williamsburg’s Virginia Gazette on December 14, 1769, “given by the Gentlemen of the Honourable House of Burgesses to his Excellency the Governour, his Majesty’s Council, and the Gentlemen and Ladies of this city, who . . . made a genteel appearance.”


  Added the newspaper report: “The Capitol was illuminated upon this occasion.”
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  THE YULE LOG


  The nineteenth-century American writer Washington Irving noted that the Yule “clog” ceremony was still practiced in England and that it was accompanied by various traditions and superstitions:


  
     While it lasted there was great drinking, singing, and telling of tales. . . . The Yule clog was to burn all night; if it went out, it was considered a sign of ill luck.




  [The poet Robert] Herrick mentions it in one of his songs:


  

  Come, bring with a noise,


  My merrie, merrie boyes,


  The Christmas log to the firing,


  While my good dame, she


  Bids ye all be free,


  And drink to your hearts’ desiring.

  
  


  . . . If a squinting person come to the house while it is burning, or a person barefooted, it is considered an ill omen. The brand remaining from the Yule clog is carefully put away to light the next year’s Christmas fire.
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  EARLY FIREWORKS


  Fireworks were not a Christmas tradition in colonial times, though they were set off on various occasions. Francis Louis Michel, a visitor from Switzerland, witnessed the fireworks in Williamsburg when Queen Anne ascended to the throne in May 1702. Michel was not impressed.


  
     A master [of ceremonies] . . . was considered the most expert and boasted of his skill. But the result showed that he did not succeed in gaining much honor. . . . [H]e blew up everything at once in a great blaze and smoke. As there were all kinds of fireworks, many and large rockets, he like others had to run and he had his clothes burnt. When the proper time had come, the Governor mounted his horse to superintend the rest of the fireworks himself. . . . This was done with a reversed rocket, which was to pass along a string to an arbor, where prominent ladies were seated, but it got stuck half way and exploded. Two stars were to be made to revolve through the fireworks, but they succeeded no better than with the rockets. In short, nothing was successful, the rockets also refused to fly up, but fell down archlike, so that it was not worth while seeing. Most of the people, however, had never seen such things and praised them highly.
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  NEW YEAR’S GUNS


  New Year’s as well as Christmas was an occasion for gunfire, as the Marquis de Chastellux recorded in his Travels in North-America, in the Years 1780, 1781, and 1782:


  
     I had travelled for enough in the day to hope for a quiet sleep, but, at four in the morning, I was awakened by a musquet fired close to my windows: I listened, but heard not the smallest noise, or motion in the street, which made me imagine it was some musquet discharged of itself without causing any accident. I again attempted to go to sleep, but a quarter of an hour after a fresh musquet or pistol shot interrupted my repose; this was followed by several others; so that I had no longer any doubt that it was some rejoicing. . . . The hour indeed struck me as unusual, but at length a number of voices mingled with musquetry, crying out, new year, reminded me that we were at the first of January, and I concluded that it was thus the Americans celebrate that event. Though this manner of proclaiming it was not, I must own, very pleasing to me, there was nothing for it but patience. . . . In the morning, when I went out . . . I met nothing but drunken people in the streets.
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