


M idwinter
legends
When the sun is furthest from us tucked 
away south of the equator, and seems to 
pause in its journey, then winter solstice 
celebrations begin. Traditionally around 
22 December the evergreen foliage of bush 
and tree take on particular signifi cance.  

F rankincense & M yrrh 
Of the three gifts brought by 
the Wise Men, both frankincense 
(Boswellia) and myrrh (Commiphora) 
are derived from the dried sap of trees 
which grow in the Somalia region. 
Myrrh was said to be worth 
more than its weight in gold.                         
                     

M istletoe   

“...the Druids revered 
mistletoe grown on 
oak... Until the early 
years of  the (1900s) 
in most Herefordshire 
cottages the practice was 

to cut the mistletoe bough 
on New Year’s Eve and hang 

it up as the clock struck 
twelve.”  Richard Mabey, 

Flora Britannica.

Myrrh (left) and 
Frankincense 

(right) are 
both tree 
products

Wassailing Of Apple Trees
Around Twelfth Night, wassailing was 
meant to keep the tree safe from evil spirits 
until the next year’s apples appeared.
Oh apple tree, we’ll wassail thee
And hoping thou wilt bear
For the Lord does know where we may go
To be merry another year 
To grow well and to bear well
And so merrily let us be
Let every man drink up his glass
And a health to the old apple tree
Brave boys, and a health to the old apple tree.                   
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F ir Tree – St Boniface and the Christmas Tree   

According to tradition, when he chopped down the pagan Thor’s 
Oak, Boniface claimed a tiny fi r tree growing in its roots as the 

new Christian symbol. He told the heathen tribes: “This humble 
tree’s wood is used to build your homes: let Christ be at the centre 
of your households. Its leaves remain evergreen in the darkest 

days: let Christ be your constant light. Its boughs reach out 
to embrace and its top points to heaven: let Christ be your 

comfort and your guide.” 
So the fi r tree became a sign of Christ amongst the 

German peoples, and eventually it became a worldwide 
symbol of Christmas.

Why not pick up a leaflet from The Great Oak Hall and follow 
Santa’s Reindeer Trail – available throughout December.     

H olly   

“Holly is one of the ancient symbols of the 
midwinter festival... its scarlet berries are 
much admired, red being a colour to ward 
off evil... Inside the house, it would also ward 
off goblins, especially at Christmas.”

“The use of evergreen boughs to decorate houses around the 
midwinter solstice is of very ancient origin; the Romans used laurel and bay, but in 
these islands holly is generally used. The significance of evergreen is that it symbolizes 
the return of the sun, and thereby the leaves on all the other trees, and the fertility 
of the coming season.” J Edward Milner The Tree Book

H awthorn  
 
“The most celebrated old hawthorn 
is the Holy Thorn at Glastonbury, 
which produces flowers and young 
foliage in midwinter, as well as 
blossoming again in May.” 
Richard Mabey, Flora Britannica 

It is said that Joseph of Arimathea 
had thrust his staff into the 
ground, where it took root. 
A sprig from the Glastonbury 
Thorn is still sent to the reigning 
monarch every Christmas.            

PHOTOS CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: ClassicStock/Alamy, BBC Gardeners’ World, Forestry Commission, Diana East, Bigstockphoto and WoodyStock/Alamy
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Get Involved!

The volunteer Guides are responsible for a wide 
range of guided walks around the arboretum, 
throughout the year. Some are general interest 
and some are specialist, such as the Autumn 
Fruits and Berries or American Trees in winter.     

The Guides are a tremendous asset in 
encouraging visitors to look a little, and learn a 

little as they go. The Guides themselves learn 
a great deal about the trees and landscape, and 

enjoy sharing the experience with visitors.

An invaluable group of people –  would you like to join us? 

VOLUNTEER TALES
Meet the GUIDES

▼ ROSEMARY specialises 
in guiding wildfl ower 
walks.
“People’s enjoyment is 
infectious – I am happy 
if I have given them the 
opportunity to have a 
really good time.”  

▼ JOHN, an ex-haematologist, 
is Guide Team Leader, 
responsible for their 
training sessions.    
His wife says “It’s the 
place... he looks better when 
he gets home after guiding 
a tour.”

▼ MARY is a sweeper! 
“No, not with a broom 
– but with persuasion! 
I keep the group together, 
encourage questions to the 
Guide about the arboretum 
and its history, and I carry 
a radio.” 
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Visit our website: www.fowa.org.uk 
Telephone: 01666 880148
or call in at the Great Oak Hall

If you would like to join us as a volunteer 
please contact Cheryl Pearson, Volunteer 
co-ordinator, on 01666 880148 or email: 
volunteering@fowa.org.uk

▼ PETER is passionate about the Holford Heritage Tours 
which he co-ordinates with 5 other volunteers.
“We could do with another 3 Guides”, says Peter. “On the 
walks there is a lovely interaction with people – I learn as 
much from them as I tell them.” 

     DEREK is a trainee Guide.    
“It’s a natural progression from strolling which 
I have been doing. I want to inject a bit of 
humour, and need to learn some tree jokes.”

     ALASTAIR: “I love 
the magnifi cence of 
our natural world and 
it is a real pleasure to 
share Westonbirt`s 
wonderful 
environment. Of 
course the trees speak 
for themselves but 
it helps to point out 
some notable trees, 
and take visitors off 
the beaten track.”

▼ VAL: “I love to share 
things that I know about the 
arboretum. One gentleman 
said: ‘I’ve been coming every 
month for many years, and 
this is the fi rst time I’ve walked 
around with my eyes open!’”

 

 




