
Wassailing & Caroling

Origins of Wassailing
 Wassailing comes from ancient pagan traditions dating back to the Anglo- 
Saxon people who invaded and settled in England.  The story that has 
become  accepted as the “origin” of Wassailing comes from William 
Sandys' 1853  publication Christmas-tide.  In it he records:

“Rowena, the fair daughter of Hengist, presenting the British king, 
Vortigern, with a bowl of wine, and saluting him with “Lord King 
Wass-heil;” to which he answered, as he was directed, “Drine 
heile,” and saluted her then 
after his fashion, being much 
smitten with her charms.  The 

purpose of father and daughter was obtained; the king 
married the fair cup-bearer, and the Saxons obtained what 
they required of him.” 

In other histories a knight explains to the king that it is an old 
custom of the Saxons, meaning that it is very unlikely that this 
was the first wassail.  

Wassail eventually took the form of a communal bowl, drinking 
out of which carried an association of good luck and fortune for 
the year to come.  At times it was carried around by young 
women to each household of the village who would then charge 
a fare to partake of the bowl.  The wassail bowl soon became a 
fixture of the English household and the English Christmas dinner. 
Instead of wassailers bringing the wassail bowl with them, they 
came to seek a drink from the household's wassail bowl.  It is 
easy to see how these came to be called “luck visits.”  

The 
transition 

from 
Wassailing to Caroling

In the 18th century and into the early 19th century, Puritans 
and Pilgrims became particularly concerned about 
Christmas practices degenerating into worldliness. 

Wassailing was said to be turning into “nothing short of 
armed home invasions.”  The Puritans and Pilgrims went 

as far as to ban Christmas in England and the American 
colonies.  Citizens of New York in the early 1800s were so 



worried about the dangers of gunfire, riots, and drunkenness that they 
actively worked to move Christmas celebrations off the streets and into the 

homes.  Many Christmas practices changed or evolved during this time, such 
as the switch from Wassailing to Caroling, the latter involving more cookies 

and greetings and far less alcohol.

 Christmas Waits
“Waits” was a term originally applied to men who worked as watchmen and 
sounded each hour of the night by playing their horn.  It later came to be 

applied to singers and musicians who played outside 
people's homes at 
Christmastime.  They were 
often paid or at least 
rewarded with drinks from 
the Wassail Bowl and 
perhaps some food.  In the 
19th century wassailers 
began to be referred to as 
waits, and eventually 
carolers.

Origins of the terms
What is a Carol?

There has been great speculation on the origin of the 
term “carol,” but the one most widely accepted by 
scholars today is that it comes from the Old French 
term “caroler” and the Latin “choraula” from the 
Greek “chorauler” meaning a flute-player for chorus 
dancing.  That can be traced further back to “choros” 

which meant a dance performed in a circle.  In terms of definition, 
Percy Dearmer states that “carols are songs with a religious impulse 
that are simple, hilarious, popular, and modern.”  (Modern meaning 
expressed in vernacular and current terms.)  Percy Scholes defines a 
carol as “a religious seasonal song of joyful character in the vernacular 
and sung by the common people.”
So carols were not originally exclusive to Christmas.  A carol is also 
different from a hymn or a ballad.  A hymn directly praises God and 
speaks to Him as in prayer; a carol relies on imagery and references to 
scenery and elements of the Christmas story.  On the other hand, a 
ballad tells a story; it is a definitive narrative.  The carol is closer to a 
poem – it brings in symbolism and imagery.  It is also important to 
note that although “caroling” and “carolers” only became very 
common terms in the 19th century, the practice itself dates back to medieval times, particularly the 14th 

and 15th centuries.



What is Wassail and what does it 
mean?

Wassail is a hot, spiced drink.  Originally it included a 
combination of mulled ale, eggs, curdled cream, roasted apples, 
nuts, and spices.  It later evolved into a spiced ale (or wine) or 
cider, or more often a combination of the two.  The term 
“wassail” comes from the Anglo-Saxon term “Waes-hael” 
meaning “Good health to you.”  In fact the latter half of the term 
(“hael”) is the same root from which we derive “health,” “hale,” 
and “hallo/hello.”  Wassail is often referred to as “Lamb's Wool” 
which is the Enligsh corruption of the Celtic term La Mas Ubhal (pronounced lamasool), meaning “day 
of the apple fruit.”  This goes back to the tradition of wassailing fruit trees.

Examples of “Luck Songs”
We Wish You a Merry Christmas 
God Rest(Bless) Ye Merry Gentlemen

Examples of Dance Carols
Deck the Halls

Ding Dong Merrily On High
Good King Wenceslas (the tune “Tempus Adest Floridum” which 

translates to “Spring has unwrapped her flowers” 
goes back to a 13th century spring/Easter carol)

Wassail Recipe
Ingredients:
5 quarts water

2 cups sugar
5 cinnamon sticks
1 tablespoon whole cloves
1 gallon apple cider (not juice)
½ can of frozen orange juice concentrate
½ can of frozen lemonade concentrate

In a large (16+ quarts) stockpot, combine first 4 ingredients and 
bring to boil.  Turn heat down and simmer 2 hours.  Add apple cider, 
orange juice concentrate, and lemonade concentrate and heat 
through.  Once heated, it is ready to serve.

Figgy Pudding Recipe
Ingredients:

1/2 cup (1 stick) butter, at room temperature
2 eggs

1 cup molasses

17th Century Wassail Bowl



2 cups dried figs (about 1 pound), plumped until soft, stems removed, 
chopped fine

1/3 cup dried currants (plumped)
1/2 teaspoon grated lemon peel

grated peel 1 orange
1 tablespoon marmalade

1 cup buttermilk
1/2 cup walnuts, chopped

2-1/2 cups all-purpose flour
1/2 teaspoon baking soda

2 teaspoons baking powder
1 teaspoon salt

1/2 teaspoon ground cinnamon
1/4 teaspoon ground nutmeg

Garnish: Whipped cream

In an electric mixer, cream the butter until fluffy. Add the eggs and molasses and beat again. Add the 
figs, currants, lemon & orange peel, buttermilk, and walnuts. Blend 1 minute. Add the flour, baking 

soda, baking powder, salt, cinnamon, and nutmeg. Blend until everything is incorporated. 

Grease and flour and 8 by 4-inch souffle dish and pour in the batter. Bake in a water bath in a 325-
degree F. oven for 1 ½ – 2 ½ hours, or until a toothpick inserted in the center comes out clean. 

Spoon the pudding out onto plates or cut it into wedges. Garnish with the whipped cream. 

Activity Ideas
Caroling
Arrange to bring children out to other classrooms or offices in the building and practice their caroling.

Traditions
Have children each share their favorite tradition for that time of year.

Dancing Carols
Have children learn one or more of the dancing carols and singing while dancing in a circle.
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We Wish You a Merry Christmas 


