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“In town and countryside, carollers, waits and wassailers of all kinds sang and played at the door throughout midwinter nights and into the dawn... voices echoing in the cold air.”*
The genesis of Wassail! Carols of Comfort and Joy was a chance conversation four years ago with my friend Stephen Tudway in our Hertfordshire village. Stephen suggested that he and I organise a December gathering in our lovely medieval church for local people to come and sing ‘carols in a folk style’. He lent me his CDs of Maddy Prior and The Carnival Band; I listened to them and was hooked. At the same time, I immersed myself in an album by Coope Boyse and Simpson (quoted above) as well as Kate Rusby’s wonderful Christmas recordings. The event proved so popular – the barrels of real ale and home-made pork scratchings may have contributed to this – that ‘Carols & Capers’ (the name borrowed from one of The Carnival Band’s discs) has become a Christmas highlight in our village. Every year, on a cold December night, I find myself strumming my guitar, surrounded by an ever-growing band of recorders, violins, cajóns (we even had a shawm last year!) and hundreds of people making merry and singing songs together. I can’t imagine Christmas without it, and it’s been in my mind ever since it began to compose a large-scale folk Christmas choral piece, following in the footsteps of Zimbe!, Ahoy! and Song Cycle. When United Learning approached me with the commission, I seized my chance.
‘Wassail’ is a pleasing word; both a noun and a verb, it’s rich with connotations of Christmas, times gone by, celebrations, carol-singing and the wishing of ‘good health’ (the word’s Anglo-Saxon derivation). I was keen to explore the folk heritage of Christmas songs, pre organs-in-churches and ‘Nine Lessons and Carols’. I was equally fascinated by the concept of carols as dances (the word might derive from the French ‘carole’ meaning a circle dance, and so many of these tunes are in compound or waltz time or have irresistible dance rhythms) and also by the tradition of carol-singing and wassailing door-to-door. Carols in the medieval period were often only loosely based on the Christmas story and were primarily used for domestic entertainment rather than devotional purposes. They can be sacred or secular, or a mixture of the two.
The carols I have chosen for this piece vary from Latin songs about the angel Gabriel visiting Mary (Angelus ad virginem, mentioned in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and one of the best compound-time melodies of all in my opinion), through various pagan allusions to holly and ivy, via the secular midwinter song Drive the cold winter away, to a haunting new carol by my wife Joanna on a similar theme, Spring will come again. There is also my own version of the musical panel-game favourite ‘one song to the tune of another’: While shepherds watched has over 70 recorded melodies (many of which are still sung in the pubs of northern England), so I’ve chosen three of my favourites, including one some will know as On Ilkley Moor bar t’at. Likewise, the popular but lyrically non-sensical I saw three ships come sailing in (to land-locked Bethlehem!) fits very nicely to a folk-dance from Cornwall in south-west England. Naturally, I wanted to end the work with a wassail song. Since there are so many to choose from, I have arranged them into a rousing medley to finish the piece.
So, it is to my friend Stephen Tudway, and to the villagers of Wheathampstead, that I dedicate this work. I’m excited to be introducing a new generation of schoolchildren to this rich tapestry of Christmas and midwinter carols and I hope that the spirit of joy, reflection and celebration will bring pleasure to singers and listeners alike, this Christmas and in Christmases to come. Happy wassailing!
Alexander L’Estrange, 2017
* from the album Voices at the door by a cappella folk group Coope Boyes & Simpson 

