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Adestes Fideles! – feast and festivities:  

Advent and Christmas at Liège and New Hall 

30 November 2024 

For those of you were here on this first weekend of last year, you might 

recall that I gave a talk on the ongoing excavations at the community’s 

former home in Liège. Much of that talk revolved around the items 

unearthed, and what they were able to tell us about the type of life that 

the community and it’s monastic familia lived in the eighteenth century. 

You may recall examples of ornate porcelain teacups from China, 

decorated stoneware pottery from Germany, as well as more everyday 

kitchen items. What these items had in common was that they were all 

related to the consumption of food drink. And while the eating and 

drinking are their most base acts of self-sustenance, they are, as we 

know, social activities, which have immense importance for our 

existence as social beings, but also are acts which have huge 

significance religious and liturgical significance – for us, the most 

obvious being the Last Supper and the sacrament of the Eucharist. In 
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light of this I thought it appropriate to accept the invitation to speak, and 

to discuss the subject of ‘feasting and festivities- Advent and Christmas 

traditions’, discussing the ways in which the community marked the 

Advent and Christmas season, and how the community’s own charism 

shaped the way in they were observed and celebrated.  

Christmas is a time in which families each own have their particular 

traditions, be they religious, secular or a mix of both. Religious 

communities are, of course, no different in this respect, but the key 

difference being that these traditions are often documented in written 

form by religious, while those of the family are often preserved in 

memory. At Liège and New Hall the community’s observance of Advent 

and Christmas can be documented thanks to a wonderful archival 

collection, which allows us to shed light on aspects of liturgical life, 

eating and drinking, gifting and socialising – some of which might be 

familiar to you and some perhaps less so.  

The weeks leading up to Christmas are often described as a time of 

preparation for the coming of Christ. This is reflected by the Scripture 

readings used in Sunday Mass, recalling the prophesies of the Old 
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Testament, most famously in Isaiah’s ‘Behold, a virgin shall conceive 

and bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel’) and in the New 

Testament, by the Evangelist Mark, who recalled John the Baptist’s ‘a 

voice of one calling in the wilderness “Prepare the way for the Lord, 

make straight paths for him.”’ Preparation, and making straight paths for 

him, therefore, are at Advent’s core. As well as being a time of 

preparation, Advent is a penitential season. We are reminded of this by 

the use of the liturgical colour of /violet purple, the colour which is used 

during Lent. As is the case with Lent, the restraint of Advent is halted by 

a ‘rose Sunday’ – Gaudate Sunday.  

The readings of the day’s Mass are less penitential, and more joyful, 

with dietary restrictions being lifted. The community, along with 

schoolgirls, pensioners and lay staff would have all participated in 

preparation and penance leading up to Christmas Eve, when the feast 

would be welcomed liturgically by the celebration of Mass and the 

Office, but importantly through feasting and the participation of joyous 

traditions, which permeated community and school life. One of the 



4 
 

dietary books, records that in Advent ‘care was to be taken that there is 

always saltfish & herrings in the house’.  

One of the things that strikes me is how Christmas nowadays both 

begins and finishes incorrectly early – the Christmas season now 

appears sandwiched between Halloween and oddly enough, Christmas 

Day itself. Of course, Christmas Day should mark the beginning of the 

celebration of Christ’s birth. Therefore, historically, the days and weeks 

following the twenty fifth were times of celebration and feasting. This 

was certainly the case at Liège and New Hall, in the days that followed 

Christmas, where there was a series of prolonged wonderful festivities, 

with traditions being brought from the Continent to England upon the 

community’s return in 1794, with many surviving into the late twentieth 

century, and some to present time. Two of the most well-known were 

those at Holy Innocents and Kingstide. 

The feast of Holy Innocents, celebrated on 28 December, 

commemorates famously the execution of all male children who were 

two years old and under born in the vicinity of Bethlehem, carried out in 

the commands of Herod the Great. Traditions exist in many Christian 
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countries to mark the feast, which were usually associated with children 

taking the role of adults. The following is an image from an early 

twentieth-century Spain, with the boy bishop surrounded assisting 

clergy. In England the tradition of ‘boy bishops’ had been popular in the 

Middle Ages, whereby a boy was ‘elected’ bishop. As with many such 

traditions, it was largely eradicated by the Protestant Reformation, with 

forms of it surviving in the exiled Catholic institutions on the Continent, 

and more recently, being revived in the Anglican Church. At Liège the 

practise developed whereby two of the younger schoolgirls were 

‘appointed’ prioress and sub-prioress respectively, assisted by a sort of 

‘Chapter of novices’, who went on to ‘rule’ the house until Kingstide. 

The premise of the practise was that normal life was turned on its head, 

with the new regime making the nuns to do mock penances, such as 

singing songs and so on. The image used in the promotional material for 

today’s talk shows a young prioress and subprioress. The following 

image though dates from the late 1800s, with the ‘nun’ being the young 

Frances (Fanny) Morris. A native of Co. Galway in Ireland, Fanny was 

the daughter of Michael Morris, Lord Killanin, and after leaving New 
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Hall went on to become a Carmelite nun, Mother Frances of Jesus. By 

the 1940s, the practice appears to have modified, with the Chantresses’ 

Books (the community’s liturgical record), showing novices ‘officiating’ 

during the celebration of the Divine Office.  

Documents show that these traditions had been continued even in the 

more irregular circumstances. For example, when the community found 

itself in one it’s temporary homes after having fled Liège in 1794. The 

migration narrative tells us that: ‘We kept Kingstide with all the usual 

privileges. The young ladies had the two largest bed chambers, a lesser 

one and the servants’ hall for their refectory.’ The following year, it 

says, ‘We kept Innocents as usual there being no pentioners the novices 

ask’d the privileges of Rd Mother as the lay sisters do for the feast of St 

Martha. They officiated & sat at Rd Mother’s table but did not sit in 

her’s nor the sub prioresses place neither in the choir nor refectory.’ The 

narrative tells us also that the community renewed their vows on 

Christmas night.  

Harriet Goldie, one of the first girls to be educated by the community 

after their return to England, recalled Christmas in a written her own 
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written account. School studies, she said, concluded on 18 December, 

recommencing only after Epiphany. After midnight Mass, the older 

girls, she said, enjoyed mulled wine with the community, before going 

to bed at the ungodly hour of 02:30! Goldie wrote in much detail about 

Holy Innocents and Kingstide, stating that on Holy Innocents the girls, 

led by the two youngest, processed into the refectory to take up their 

new positions of authority.  

Much of this time she said was spent in preparation for the dramatic 

productions, that would take place on Kingstide, the Sunday following 

the twelfth day of Christmas. Here we can see see an image of the 

Grecian Daughter by the playwright, Arthur Murphy, which comes 

from the community’s collection, which as you’ll see, was performed at 

New Hall on 13 January 1813, containing a list of girls and the roles 

that they played. 

With the completion of the penitential season of Advent, Christmas 

itself was, of course, a joyous occasion, with celebration and feasting, 

along with the dispensing of the usual observances and restrictions, both 

for community and schoolgirls. Christmas was to be observed even 
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under the most trying of circumstances. We have seen previously the 

manner in which celebrations were carried out in temporary premises in 

the 1790s, but the twentieth century brought severe challenges too. In 

1940, for example, records give us a glimpse into proceedings. On 

Christmas Eve, in the afternoon, the offices of Matins and Lauds were 

celebrated, while there was ‘talking at tea’ (most meals usually taken in 

silence). The Chantresses’ Book for this year states that the community 

‘received our presents from Sr. Magdalen Helen, Srs Gertrude and 

Catherine’. Christmas Day was marked by Mass and the usual Office 

observances, along with the blessing of the Crib, and at 15:00, ‘The 

King’s Speech on Wireless’. In 1943, records recall Mass ‘said at 6.0 for 

Italian POW who came into choir… & all went to Holy Communion’ 

(these may have been held at a POW camp at nearby Monks Kirby). 

Both Magdalene and Mary Stephen recall these Italians attending Mass 

on numerous occasions: an example of real Christian charity.  

Records mention Midnight Mass. We are now accustomed to evening 

Masses, especially the Sunday vigil Mass on Saturday night. However, 

before the Second Vatican Council, evening Masses were extremely 
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rare. ‘Vigils’ had historically been held on great Church feasts like 

Easter and Christmas, although the latter had been celebrated in daylight 

hours until the 1956. The celebration of Midnight Mass was another 

way in which the community celebrated Christmas,and marked it out as 

special.  

While liturgical observances were, of course, the most important aspect 

of the community’s festive observances, they were not the only manner 

in which the Incarnation was marked. Afterall a feast is not a feast with 

food! With regard to food, records give numerous glimpses at menus, 

observances and traditions. In one example, ‘the school have mince 

pies, upon Christmas Day, New year’s Day and Epiphany. The school 

have nothing extraordinary the 3 days of Kingstide from the kitchen. 

Christmas Eve the school have buns and sego[?]’. With regard to food, 

it is fair to say that currently the majority of emphasis goes on the meals 

on Christmas Day and St Stephen’s Day/Boxing Day.  

As I mentioned previously, in previous times there was a much greater 

emphasis on feasting in the days proceeding Christmas Day. The records 

attest to practices that were to be observed, which related not only to the 
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religious community and the schoolgirls, but also to lay staff. The little 

snippet shown here, for example, states that the men (lay staff) were to 

have ‘roast meat one of the days of Kingstide & a little mince pye. All 

the meat at that time goes round in dishes, both at dinner & supper & 

fresh at night, the three first days- cheese the four nights’. There appears 

to have been something akin to the post-Christmas buffet that we might 

be familiar with, whereby cold turkey and ham and condiments were 

consumed on a number of days.  

Now many of the foods consumed over Christmas will be familiar to us 

as particularly festive - turkey, mince pies, cakes – foods whose 

popularity has transcended time. However, there are other dishes and 

traditions, whose popularity hasn’t remained strong. On New Year’s 

Day at New Hall in the early nineteenth century there was indeed mince 

pies, but these were not proceeded by roast meats, as one might expect, 

but rather by bacon and pickled cabbage. Similarly, on Kingstide, there 

was brawn and pickled cabbage (brawn being a terrine, often with pig’s 

head), which was said had been asked ‘for by the King’ (I’m unsure of 

the meaning of this).  
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Kingstide was marked by three days of feasting. Records from 1860 

survive, which outline the foods consumed. On the first day there was 

turkey, the second chicken, while on the third there was what was called 

‘made up’s’ ([leftovers?], which I mentioned just a moment ago. In the 

evening then there was cheese, apples mince pies and hot meat.  

Unsurprisingly, one of the foods that features strongly in the 

community’s Christmas tradition is the ubiquitous mince pie. Served 

from Christmas through to Kingstide, both at Liège and New Hall, and 

as we will see after this talk (I hope), this evening in Colchester, along 

with turkey and pudding, the mince pie is perhaps the best-known 

Christmas culinary tradition. Unlike nowadays when chains from Tesco 

to Greggs entice shoppers with them from early November on, 

historically mince pies’ symbolism was much more overtly religious. 

Originating in the medieval period, and containing spices brough back 

by returning Crusaders, whose inclusion was said to have been a 

homage to the Magi, who had brought their own exotic gifts to the 

manger. Before taking its present form, the traditional mince pie was a 

much larger creation, and perhaps in a nod to its Oriental roots, 
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contained meat, fruits and spices (usually cloves, nutmeg and 

cinnamon). During the Cromwellian period of the seventeenth century, 

when Puritan influence was at its zenith, the mince pie was actually 

banned, allegedly being too ‘Popish’. In his History of the Rebellion, 

Marchamont Needham wrote ‘All Plums the Prophets Sons defy, And 

Spice-broths are too hot; Treason's in a December-Pye, And Death 

within the Pot.’ Surviving, in no small thanks to English Catholics, both 

at home and on the Continent, the mince pie by Victorian times had 

regained its popularity, but gradually moving from the larger meat-filled 

self to the smaller, sweeter version that were are accustomed to. Here is 

an depiction of the mince pie by the nineteenth-century artist, William 

Henry Hunt. This particular recipe for mince pies comes from New Hall 

in the very early 1900s. While not specifying the principal filling, the 

remainder of the recipe seems to differ little from the present day, with 

it being heavily spiced, with cloves and nutmeg, and heavily ‘citrus-ed’, 

with brandy being supplemented with port wine. As you can see from 

this image, ‘the young ladies have plumb pudding’ instead.  
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No proper feast day went unaccompanied; wine was served on 

Christmas Eve, and then on Christmas Day twice. Records also show 

that on Christmas Day wine was to be served to ‘men & maids’, and 

during Kingstide, ‘on one night’. By 1921 the number of days in which 

wine was served appears to have reduced. At Christmas, for example, 

wine was served only at supper on Christmas night, while also on New 

Year’s and Epiphany. Interestingly the wine served was ‘homemade’. 

The previous year, in 1919, the prioress, ‘decided to drop all wine nights 

during the winter months, as now tea is given’.  

If you’re wondering what accompanied meals, I was pleased to find that 

the community’s archives say much about the purchase (although not 

to0 much about the consumption) of wine and spirits. Here we have an 

account of the purchases for 1864, which as you might be able to see, 

were for ‘community only’. The inventory included the purchase of 

eighteen bottles of port, a further 114 bottles of port’, and 164 bottle of 

sherry’, and a total of 594 bottles of an unspecified drink, comprised of 

‘Stapleton, Gilbey and Denman’ (which seems to have been a type of 

sherry). The records seem to suggest that with regard to alcohol, sherry 
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(either Porto or Lisbon) and marsala were the drinks that were 

predominantly consumed, with gin, and wine to a much lesser extent 

(this image shows Tarragona – a wine producing region in Catalonia, 

Spain), and finally, as you can see from this image, beer was sometimes 

purchased.  

Christmas would not be Christmas without an element of gifting. The 

practise of giving presents, while it might appear now to be a 

commercial venture, has its roots in the Nativity, when the Magi – the 

Three Wise Men – arrived at the manger offering gifts of gold, 

frankincense and myrrh. The tradition of the community giving presents 

is not a recent one, rather dating back to Liège when lay sisters were 

given presents, and food was given to local workmen. The record shown 

in this image, from the late nineteenth century, mentions Christmas 

gifting traditions. As you can see, it says that ‘Revd Mother gave 1 ton 

of coal… and a pig divided’ ‘amongst all the garden & farm men  

included’. The account went on, saying that ‘the washerwomen have 

each 1 pint of ale at Xmas time, on the day… Xmas day the men have a 

dinner in their hall for 12 Catholics’.  



15 
 

In conclusion, what I’ve tried to do today is give a little sense of the 

ways in the community and its wider family observed Advent and 

Christmas, by looking at various traditions and practises. Food and 

drink is quite a trendy research subject, as it can often be a more easy 

and accessible way for people to access topics which hitherto fore might 

not so accessible. However, there is a seriousness about this topic too; I 

hope I have not simply shown a collection of culinary anecdotes, but 

rather to place these stories within the community’s wider history and 

charism. When I was thinking about how to some up today’s talk and 

offer a little greater meaning than simply stories about mince pies, it 

came to me that the way in which the community observed Christmas in 

fact fitted in with the community’s approach. Religious communities as 

we know are not all the same; different approaches are taken a range of 

issues, from morality, to liturgy, to mission, apostolic/contemplative. 

Approaches to practices like penance, fasting and abstinence can differ 

too. I hope as this talk, and my previous work has shown, that the 

community has historically taken a sensible approach to the above. And 

to finish let I’ll quote the Intriot from the Mass of Gaudete Sunday:  
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Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say, rejoice. Let your 

forbearance be known to all, for the Lord is near at hand; have no 

anxiety about anything, but in all things, by prayer and 

supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be known to 

God. Lord, you have blessed your land; you have turned away the 

captivity of Jacob. 


