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WHEN CHRISTMAS CELEBRATIONS WERE A CRIME 

"Thanksgiv ing b rough t  a s o c i a l  season. 
There was much v i s i t i n g  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  
o f  good cheer f o r  a week o r  two a f t e r  
t h a t  ho l i day .  Towards Chr istmas t h e  f a t  
hogs were k i l l e d ,  t h e  pork  s a l t e d ,  t h e  

. hams hung i n  t h e  wide chimney t o  cu re ,  
3nd t h e  sausages made. The women began 

Lto comb f l a x  and s p i n  l i n e n  t h r e a d -  t h e  
men went d a i l y  t o  c u t  and haui  t h e  
y e a r ' s  f i rewood.  We were t o o  good 
P u r i t a n s  t o  make much account o f  
Chr istmas, though sometimes t h e  young 
people  a t  t h e  main road  g o t  up a b a l l  on 
Chr is tmas eve, b u t  a t  New Year, t h e r e  
was a genera l  i n te rchange  o f  good 
wishes, w i t h  s i f t s  and f e s t i v i t y . "  
[ ~ e m i n i s c e n c e s  of a Nonagenarian, " by 
Sarah Anna Emery, Newburyport, 1879, p. 
r 7 

Since P i l g r i m s  and P u r i t a n s  had banned 
European h o l i d a y s ,  t h e r e  was no 
Christmas, Good F r i day ,  o r  Easter.  The 
Sabbath was kep t ;  bu t ,  s i n c e  t h e  B i b l e  
d i d  n o t  ment ion t hese  h o l i d a y s ,  i t was 
f e l t  t hey  were Church o f  England o r ,  
worse, Ca tho l i c .  

However, by 1621, Governor W i l l i a m  
B rad fo rd  had problems w i t h  some o f  t h e  
new s e t t l e r s  r e f u s i n g  t o  work on 

The General Cour t  o f  
G!C::E:::,tts banned Christmas i n  1659, 

c a l l i n g  it a (con t inued  n e x t  column) 

" d i s o r d e r "  and s u p e r s t i t i o n . "  
Observance o f  Chr is tmas i n  any way was 
punished by a f i n e .  The P u r i t a n s  had 
made a c r ime o f  Chr is tmas observances. 

I n  1685, Judge Samuel Sewel l  w ro te  i n  
h i s  d i a r y  t h a t  " c a r t s  came t o  town and 
shops open as usual .  Some soniehow 
observed t h e  day, b u t  a r e  vexed I 
b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  body o f  people  p ro fane  
it, and b lessed be t o  God no a u t h o r i t y  
y e t  t o  compel them t o  keep it." 

But,  a t  t h e  same t ime ,  t h e  Church o f  
England . was g a i n i n g  ground i n  
Massachusetts. Reverend Robert  
R a t c l i f f e  was t h e  f i r s t  Church o f  
England m i n i s t e r  i n  America, a r r i v i n g  i n  
1686. He performed weddings, ce l eb ra ted  
t h e  Las t  Supper, and prayed a t  f u n e r a l s ;  
as w e l l  as observ ing  Chr istmas. 

S i r  Edmund Andros, t h e  governor ,  was a 
member o f  t h e  Church o f  England. He 
t ook  over  t h e  Old South Meetinghouse i n  
t h e  Sp r i ng  o f  1687 f o r  Church o f  England 
se rv i ces  . 
Al though t h e  an t i -Chr i s tmas  law was 
revoked i n  1681, n o t  u n t i l  1895 d i d  
Chr istmas as we know it today  come t o  
Massachusetts, w i t h  sccompanying 
c a r o l i n g  and exchange o f  Cnr istmas 
cards  and g i f t s .  


