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The sweet and spicy smell of gingerbread is a clear indicator that 
the holiday season is in full swing. By the time Gingerbread House 
Day arrives on December 12th, you may have already indulged in 
eating this seasonal treat. Gingerbread, made with ginger root, is 
believed to have originated in East Asia, where ginger was originally 
cultivated. It is believed that ginger and gingerbread were introduced 
to Europe after the Crusades of the 11th century. Gingerbread was 
adopted most heartily in Germany, where monks perfected their 
heart-shaped lebkuchen cookies. These cookies were first made as 
unleavened honey cakes, made in the same fashion as communion 
wafers. With the introduction of ginger, German bakers transformed 
lebkuchen into their beloved gingerbread. In 1487, Emperor Friedrich 
III presented the 4,000 children of the city of Nuremberg with 
gingerbread cookies shaped to his likeness. 
The shape of gingerbread was not limited to hearts, faces, and 
people. Miniature houses made of the cookie were also common. 
This is why a gingerbread house figured so prominently in the tale 
Hansel and Gretel, first published by German folklorists and brothers 
Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm in the 19th century. What better way 
for a witch to lure two children into her home than to build a home 
out of Germany’s favorite cookie? Through this tale, the Brothers 
Grimm spread the popularity of making gingerbread houses beyond 
Germany. It may be surprising that one of the most enduring holiday 
traditions was popularized by the tale of a witch attempting to eat 
two children by luring them into her gingerbread house. But the 
religious significance of gingerbread has deeper roots than Hansel 
and Gretel. Perhaps it stems from the development of gingerbread 
by German monks, or the use of gingerbread in religious ceremonies. 
Whatever the reason, warm, spicy gingerbread has become 
synonymous with the Christmas season.

Waiting for the Sun
In the Northern Hemisphere, the Winter Solstice on 
December 21st brings the longest night of the year. 
Due to the tilt of Earth on its axis, the North Pole 
faces away from the sun. While the interminable 
darkness stretches on, in many cultures this is a time 
to celebrate the light, and has been for centuries. In 
fact, the celebration of Winter Solstice predates the 
Christmas holiday. Perhaps the most famous destination 
for viewing the sun during the Winter Solstice is at 
Stonehenge in England. This famous arrangement of 
massive stones was erected in prehistoric times and is 
perfectly aligned with sunset on the Winter Solstice. 
Scientists have concluded that this was a site of an 
ancient ritual. Less famous is the massive burial mound 
and passageway at Newgrange in Ireland, dated to 
be older than the Pyramids. At sunrise on the Winter 
Solstice, the sun shines perfectly down the passageway 
to illuminate the innermost chamber. This is yet another 
instance where prehistoric peoples heralded the return 
of the light after the longest period of darkness.
Halfway across the world in Iran, Persians also celebrate 
the return of the light. On Shab-e Yalda, people gather 
to light fires to protect each other from the evil of 
the night. They feast and read poetry as they await 
the sunrise. The return of the sun is equated with the 
banishment of evil, the arrival of goodness, and the 
triumph of Mithra, the Sun God, over dark forces. 
Japan, too, celebrates the return of the sun. Toji-sai 
marks the start of a new year, and it is when farmers 

traditionally welcome the sun as the source of their 
bountiful crops. As in Iran, bonfires are lit during the 
night to encourage the sun’s return. It is common to 
take baths scented with the yuzu citrus fruit, which 
is believed to foster good health and fortune. On the 
solstice, don’t despair during the long night. Instead, 
think of all those around the world who, perhaps like 
you, await the return of the sun.

Ruth Jacobs and her volunteer daughter Ellen.

“One kind word can warm three winter months.” 
— Proverb

Making spooky cookies for Halloween.


