
 I was told about the winter Wassail, an English fertility 
ritual of blessing the orchards to ensure a healthy harvest 
of fruit in the autumn.  It all sounded a little wacky to me. 
Nonetheless, I was intrigued. 

Herefordshire, a border county between England 
and Wales, is not only known for its postcard black and 
white timber framed cottages, prize winning Hereford 
cattle, and natural spring water from the Malvern Hills, 
(reportedly Queen Elizabeth II’s favourite bottled water), 
but hands down it is considered England’s apple county.  
And where there are apples, there is plenty of cider, fondly 
referred to as scrumpy in farming circles. A visit to the Cider 
Museum in the capital town of Hereford will reinforce that 
town’s claim to being “The Apple of England’s Eye”. 

Hop fields and apple orchards line the low-lying, 
fertile landscape of the parish towns of the Marcle ridge, 
including Much Marcle, Putley, Pixley and Little Marcle. The 
geography makes for ideal growing conditions; protected 
from the elements by the Black Mountains in South Wales, 
to the west, the scenic Malvern Hills closer to the east, 

Marcle Ridge to the south, and May Hill to the south east, 
in the county of Gloucestershire.  Herefordshire produces 
over 70% of cider supplied to the U.K.  I can’t help but 
wonder if at least some of this success can be attributed 
to the Wassail. 

On a winter’s evening in January, usually Old Christmas 
Eve (January 5),  Twelfth night (January 6) or Old Twelfth 
night (January 17), about 200 townsfolk pull on their 
fur-lined wellies and gather to play witness to a Wassail 
ceremony, which resembles something out of a medieval 
Shakespearean play.  

A Wassail King and Queen lead a torch-held procession 
in song, from orchard to orchard. “The Wassail ceremony 
is a wonderful assault on winter’s dulled senses”, explains 
Norman Stanier, Vice-Chairman of The Big Apple 
Harvestime festival and owner of Dragon Orchard. “It 
has noise, music, drums, procession, torchlight, fires, 
cider, roasted pig, songs, acting and loud noises often of 
shotguns being fired.”

Historically, part of a labourer’s wage was paid in cider. 
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Traipsing through apple 
orchards and slinging 
back ciders in the rural 

hamlet of Much Marcle, 
England, I learned a 

thing or two about this 
renaissance beverage, and 
the eccentric rituals and 

traditions the local 
farmers are keen to 

uphold. 
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Winter Wassail

Herefordshire, UK
Farmers and labourers, whose livelihood depended on a 
robust harvest, placed a lot of faith in the Wassail. Today, 
farmers who are motivated by superstition and tradition 
carry on the pagan ceremony. 

“It did almost die out,” says Norman.  “Now people are 
once again appreciating their age-old connection to the 
land and the food and drink that come from it.  It is also 
about community links, celebration and communication; 
the warp and weft of what binds us together.”

Many Wassails are led by farmers and their families, and 
employees, but others are led by Morris men, such as 
the Silurian Morris men and the Leominster Morris men.   
These are traditional dance and theatre groups who not 
only participate in the Wassail, but provide entertainment 
afterwards at a local pub.  The Leominster Morris men, 
with blackened faces, black hats adorned with flowers, 
and colourful printed jackets, light up the night sky with 
torches, and lead the way from a designated gathering 
place, usually the local pub, and sing their way to an 
orchard. The superstition holds that singing to the trees 
will guarantee a good crop come fall. This practice of 
singing to the trees is known as wassailing, and is said to 
be the origin of caroling. When they arrive at the orchard, 
the Wassail Queen places toast, which has been grilled 
on an open bonfire and then soaked in cider, into the 
bough of an apple tree, and pours cider onto the roots, 
an offering to the Goddess Pomona.  

After much dancing and singing and merriment, the 
evening culminates in gunshots to scare the evil spirits 
away, and the Wassailers head back to the local pub for 
dancing, cider, and entertainment.  The Leominster Morris 
men perform a Mummers play.  Considered to be a relic 
of pre-Christian fertility rites, the Mummers play is an 
ancient combat play, which pitches mythic characters 
against each other in lethal matches. These characters are 
brought back to life later in the play by a doctor.  “This is 
an ancient ritual, which the Morris side are stewards and 
guardians of,” explains Thony Handy, one of 15 members 
of the Leominster Morris men, and primary school teacher 
by day.  “I don’t think you can define all Morris men under 
one ‘umbrella’ definition. Some dance it for fun, some 
for camaraderie, some as a hobby, some from a sense 
of tradition, some because they believe in the magic. 
Whatever their personal motivation, the Morris dancers of 
today are the guardians of the tradition.” 

The annual Big Apple Harvestime festival, held the 
second week in October, is proof positive that the Wassail 
works magic; a bountiful harvest is on display in the 
Great Barn at Hellens Manor in Much Marcle. This 12th 
century Georgian house with a haunted storied past is 
one of Britain’s oldest abodes, and is open to the public 
for tours. There’s Perry making in the Mill House, apple 
identification (there are over 130 varieties in the region), 
fruit tree care, orchard walks, poetry readings, and plenty 
of desserts and cider. Wassail hails from the Anglo Saxon 
word, Was Hal, meaning “be of good health”. Happy New 
Year, and to your health! 

Wassail in 

 
Travelinks

bigapple.org.uk
visitherefordshire.co.uk

ciderroute.co.uk
richardcrompton

photography.com

Where to stay:
Little Acre (Luxury Bed & 
Breakfast), Much Marcle

www.littleacre.co.uk
visitengland.com

Prince Edward County
Raise thy glass to the grapes

 Closer to home, Prince Edward County’s homage to the Wassail 
is a modern twist on the English traditional ceremony.  Instead of 
toasting to a prosperous apple and pear harvest, winegrowers in 
this sleepy community, 2 hours east of Mississauga on Lake Ontario, 
rely on delicious grapes for their livelihood.  During the last two 
weekends in November and the first weekend of December, around 
20 wineries throw a party in celebration of the burying of the vines in 
the fall to protect the crop during the frosty winter months. 

Purchase your $15 Wassail passport and hop aboard a festive 
guided bus tour, or choose a designated driver and sing your way 
to five wineries for mulled wine tastings, food pairings and holiday 
treats.  Caroling songbooks are available along the way.  There’s even 
a Wassail King and Queen.  Kimball and Liz Lacey of Lacey Estates 
Winery in Hillier were crowned King and Queen of Wassail 2014, 
in recognition of their contribution to the Prince Edward County 
Winegrowers Association over the past year. This is the seventh year 
for the Wassail and the King and Queen wore their crowns with pride.  
“We tried to get to every winery this year and take a selfie with each 
winery to celebrate the end to a very long year and extremely long 
harvest due to Mother Nature not cooperating sometimes,” says Liz 
Lacey.  Now that’s why we have Wassails.

Travelink: prince-edward-county.com/wassail
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