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There is no Christmas like a Guyana Christmas they say. I 

would also add that the Christmas of my childhood in 

Guyana cannot be replicated anywhere else. Christmas is 

not a time nor a season, but a state of mind. 

This is the ultimate celebration of all the holidays in 

Guyana. Christmas waves a magic wand over Guyana, and 

behold, everything is softer and more beautiful. The birth 

of the baby Jesus and savior of all mankind tradition goes 

back to the early Dutch in Guyana. Christmas in Guyana 

is about Christianity and family. The entire Country 

prepares weeks in advance. Government workers 

including civil servants, police and army expects their 

traditional bonuses and salary increases. Children are at 

home from school for their Christmas Holidays. Flights 

are jammed up as many Guyanese abroad head home.  

Guyana is missed tremendously at this time for those that 

are unable to return home.  

Christmas is a time for festivity and closeness of family. It is a time when nostalgic adults 

remember what it was to have the innocence of childhood. The Christmas celebrations begin 

months before December 25
th
. The soaking of fruits in wine and rum is the earliest preparation. 

Some may soak fruits a year in advance.  The home is placed in order in the weeks leading up to 

this season. Repairs, painting and other cosmetic improvement are done. 

 As a child in Upper Demerara, our wooden furniture had to be sanded and polished. We had to 

remove the grill work around the windows to wire brushed them and apply fresh coats of antirust 

paint. We worked diligently and did not need any other motivation other than that of Christmas. 

The excitement build as the days drew closer. We brought live meat birds from Old England to 

ensure a fresh supply of chicken for the season. Shops stocked up in preparation. Livestock can 

be seen unloading from boats and Ballahoo as the Butcher shops also prepared.  New window 

curtains went up on all the windows by Christmas Eve. The Christmas Cards would have been 

mailed weeks prior. The smell of Christmas punctuates the entire home. Black cake, Pepper Pot 

and Garlic Pork are made before Christmas. Ginger Beer and Sorel were made days before. 

Christmas carols on the radio was played just a day or two prior to Christmas. The home would 

be fully decorated on Christmas Eve. Sleeping the night before Christmas was difficult due to the 

excitement and anticipation. Our freshly made stiff pajamas didn’t help as we defied sleep to get 

a glimpse of this joyful man in red put the gifts under the Christmas tree. 

We were usually awakened by the sound of cap guns blasting from every home in the 

neighborhood where a boy lived. We would response by firing our own that Father Christmas 

brought. A cap gun was the toy that most boys dreamt of. These were much different that the toy 

that is produced now.  



The gun looked real, had removable parts and was a quality collectable. Many of our toy guns 

were kept year after year. The girls wanted the best doll that was able to talk or walk. They 

couldn’t wait to sew the dolls outfits and play with their new teacup set. 

After prayers, they family would eat breakfast together. Pepper pot or ham and eggs with 

homemade plait bread were served and we hurried to enjoy every minute of this historical day.  

Neighbors, friends and family all greeted each other as all sins were forgiven and people felt a 

sense of renewal and rebirth. Church going on Christmas morning was also a tradition. Short 

early am services were held.  

Those unlucky to have to work on Christmas day had the sympathies of most that were off for 

the holidays. The entire Country was placed on auto pilot as every attempt was made for families 

to be together. 

After a bath we would dress in our Christmas good clothes and 

played with friends. We also listened to Christmas greetings on 

the radio coming from abroad. We all felt so special and like 

the happiest children in the entire world. The closeness and 

happiness we wanted to last 

forever. After a morning of 

rejoicing, playing and feasting, 

the distance whistle and drums of 

the Masquerade band coming 

drove the children wild with excitement. The fearsome Wild Cow 

and Mother Sally were terrifying figures to many children as they 

flounced and danced to the sound of the kittle, flute and drum. 

Some were scared witless at the sight of Mother Sally and the 

Wild Cow and would hide indoors until they were out of sight but 

most children followed the band or were chased around by the man 

in the Wild Cow. The men and boys who accompanied the masquerade bands would perform 

amazing acrobatic movements as they flounced and danced to pick up money that was placed on 

the ground. Some of the members of the masquerade bands would chant: Christmas comes once 

a year and everyman must have his share, poor uncle Wiley in the jail drinking sour ginger 

beer. I frequently wondered who was uncle Wiley and why he was in jail every year at Christmas 

time but none of the adults had an answer that was satisfactory. 

 As children, we emulated the Masquerade band by making our own. I made the Wild Cow out 

of bamboo and cloth. The band included some of my irreplaceable friends like Michael and 

Maurice David, Earl and Robby Stewart, Junior and Daniel Yearwood along with my brothers. 

We danced wearing masks and outfitted in our mother’s old dresses. We divided up the money 

collected and bought caps for our cap guns and carbon to use in celebration.  

When we approached teenage years, we would sneak and smoked Kool cigarettes then played 

games of Skittle at Jimbert’s place. 

All Guyanese celebrated Christmas regardless of Religious beliefs. Black cake was served with 

ginger beer, sorrel or soft drink to those who visited. Everyone made an effort to make this 

special day happen. Homes stocked up with foods that were only afforded at Christmas.  

 

 

 

 



 December 26
th

 or Boxing Day was reserved for visits and 

parties. Yes, the Christmas drinking is still huge. Many would gather 

up an assorted amount of the best spirits in town for the Christmas 

blast. Guyana has never been short in supply of liquor. Many over did 

the drinking but felt justified after all it was Christmas. The imported 

apple cider that came in the large dark brown bottle was a treat for all. 

Boxing Day was used as an extension of Christmas day that no one 

wanted to say good bye to.  

Yet, we did have the Old Year and New Year celebrations to look forward to. The feast, treats, 

songs and harmony of a Guyana and upper Demerara Christmas still lives and represent the best 

Christmas that any Guyanese  has ever known. 

 

MERRY CHRISTMAS AND A HAPPY NEW YEAR TO ALL 


