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Christmas Eve in the
Carpathian Highlands

In recent years many Carpatho-Rusins—-also
known as Rusins, Carpatho-Russians, Carpatho-
Ruthenians or Ruthenians-—have been showing a
keen interest in their *'roots," history, Uraditions
and cusloms. Some of the traditions, so en-
thusiastically observed by our pioneers in
America, then partially lapsed, are slowly but
surely being revived. With the approach of the
Feast Day of the Mativity of Our Lord, prepara-
tons are being made in many Rusin-American
homes for Holy Supper on Christmas Eve.

For many centuries Holy Supper on the eve
before Christmas was iraditionally a special famd-
Iy meal fof oor Rusing. I was full of meaning and
symbollsm. Even those who have unfortonately
abandoned thiz glorous tradition sl recall and
cherish the childhood memories of *“Svjaty]
Veeer,™

In a booklet printed & few years ago, Fathers
Joseph Ridella, Donald Petyo and Michael Huszti
of the Parma Diocese have emphazized the impor-
tance of observing the traditional Holy Supper in
the fallowing wosds, “This erstorm of faking Hme
fo gather together in joy as a family and to share g
special meal ix nol only something for fond
memortes butl a vital way of regffirming the im-
portarice of the family where we learn to love and
be loved, Beginaing owr Chrizterar celebration
with ‘Holy Supper”® is fust as meaningful foday as
it was years ago; perhaps it is needed even more
Aow than ever before, "' [t is my hope that more of
our Rusin-Americang will heed their call for a
revival of the iraditional Holy Supper on
Christmas Eve.

Recalling his fond childhood memories of
Christmas Eve in the Old Country, a Rusin writer-
~Michael [. D=amka of Cleveland, Ohio-—wrote a

very lluminating article on **Rozdestvo na Yer-
chovini,™ Christmas in the Highlands., The
Carpatho-Rusin article was published thirty years
apo in another fratcrnal newspaper, microfilms of
which are at the Hillman Library of the University
of Pitisburgh. Most of the following paragraphs
are based on notes laken while reading the
microfilm of the article.

Many of our older readers will recall thal a strict
fast was fully observed on the day before
Christmas. Some families—in the Carpathians
and in America-—observed the last so sirictly that
they did not eat any food untll Holy Supper. Only
the drinking of water was permitied. No wonder
everyone walted for Holy Supper!

Faor the wile and mother of a Rusin family the
day before Christmas was a very busy one indeed.
She spent it entirely in the preparation of the
various foods for Holy Supper and in cleaning the
[T

Holy Supper Table

When twilight arrived on Christmas Eve, the
mother covered the table with a white cloth in
miemory of the swaddling clothes of Infant Jesus.
She then set the various foods in their proper
places on the table. The foods, prepared in or with
oil, included fish, herring, bobalki, mushroom
saverkraut soup or lima bean sauverkraut soup,
meatless holupki, stewed plums, mashed polatoes,
honey, garlic, ete. In some villages, there were
twelve foods on the table, symbolizing the twelve
apostles of Jesus Christ.

In the center of the table was a large round loaf
of bread which symbolized Jesus as the Bread of
Life. The candle, which was placed in the bread,
was a symbol of the Star of Bethlehem which guid-




ed the shepherds and wise men to worship and
adore the Light of the Warld.

While mother prepared the table for Holy Sup-
per, the father fed the cattle a littde earlier than
usual. He then picked up some straw and cniered
the hut, saying: ““We wish happiness, fortune and
health with the approaching Feast Day of the
Nativity of Our Lord, and we hope all of us may
live to another Christmas, live in peace and hap-
piness, and we ask God's blessings wpon all of
us. " The straw was strewn on the floor and some
of it was also placed on the table, symbolizing the
fact that litile Jesus lay on the siraw in the
MENgEr.

Immediately before the beginning of Holy Sup-
per, all participanis therein went 0 & nearby
stream or creck to wash their faces and hands.
This was done in the belief that they would be
clean and healthy during the coming new year,
The washing also signified that the shepherds first
washed themsehves before they went o see the
newly born Child.

Returning to the hut, they all enthusiastically
grected each other with ““Christo Rasdajetsja!
Slavite Jeho!" Christ is born! Glorify Him! They
then gathered around the table and the Father,
opening the Heoly Supper with praver, asked
God's blessings on the foods they were about to

cat,

The father then poured himself & drink and pro-
posed the following toast: “Gronr, O God, that
we may live fo an even better Holy MNight next

year. May the Lord give good health to you, my
dear wife, and fo our children, fo my pood and
bad neighbors, to my friends and enemies. May
God bess all Christions here and abroad, and may
He proni eternal memory amnd heavenr o the
departed, And above all, my Little Jesus, born
this day, bring peace, health and happiness!*™*

The mother replied: **Daj Boze!™ Grant it, Oh
Lord! She also took a hittle drink and expressed
sirnilar greetings. The older children were allowed
o take & sip.

A Homeyed Sign of the Cross

After dipping her forefinger into the honey, the
mother made a sign of the cross on the foreheads
of all present incloding herself. The vse of honey
symbolized the mother’s prayer that the lives of all
present will be sweet, without any hifterness.
However, when the mother made a honeyed sign
of the cross on the forehead of her eligible-for-
marriage daughter, she expressed her praverful
wish: “May Jesus grant that the young men will
go after you like the bees go after honey!"™

The mother then dipped garhic into honey and
ench one present had to taste it. Our Rusin
ancestors believed that garlic chased away all
pagan and evil spirits and kept them healthy.
While giving the garlic to taste, the mother said:
“‘May God grant that you be ar healihy as this
garlic!™ Yes, even in this day and age there are
many Rusin old people who belicve that garlic has
curative powers.

With the symbolic preliminaries out of the way,
all started to eal the delicious strict-fast foods on
the table. Mo onc was permitted o by-pass a food;
he or she had 10 taste it at least.

After Holy Supper the cattle also received a por-
tion of each of the foods that were on the table,
thus symbolizing the Fact thai Jesus at His Birth
wis surrounded by catile.

The Holy Sopper cnded with an extem-
poraneons prayer by the head of the houschold
who again expressed gratitude o Infant Jesus and
wished everyone a Happy and Blessed Christmins.

Most of the Rusin parents did not  have
Christmas trees to decorate. Thoss that did have
trecs decorated them with the help of their
children immediately after Holy Supper. Singing
Christmas Carols {kol"ady) and hymns, they plac-
od home-made arnaments on the trees.




Chrisimas Carols

Christmas earols and hymns were sung in every
hut in the village, starting immediately after the
conclusion of Holy Supper. One of the favorile
carol: was “'Bori] Syn dnes” narodilsja,” God"s
%on 15 born today, composed by Bishop Basil
Popovich.

The mothers participated in the carol singing
with their husbands and children. They had no
dishes, pols, pans, knives, forks and spoons (o
clean., There was o superstitions belief thal some-
one who had died in the family was hungry and
would return on Christmas Eve to fill himsell up
with what was lefi on the dishes or in the pois and
pans,

Hut-to-hut singing of carols and hymns also
began after Holy Supper. Young lads, upon enter-
ing the hut, staried singing *“'Rozdestvo Tvoje,”
“Yoor Birth,"" *‘Divnaja Movina,” ““Wondrows
Meows," after which one of them extended the
following greeting: “"Following an anclent custom
we, foo, ke shepherds of old, kave oome to adore
little Jesus, We humbly show owr adovation and
thus glorify Jesus. May we, with His help, be able
fo celebrare these jovous Holy Days in peace and
happiness, We wish all of you peaceful and happy
holy days, ™ Receiving a monctary gift, the lads
departed and continued on their merry and carol-
singing way.

And then came the Bethichem Carolers or
“Jaslickari" to re-enact the Mativity Scene,

stating that they were shepherds who had come
from Bethlehem and who had brought with them
the manger of Bethlehem, While performing the
Mativity Scene, the *‘Jaslickar™ sang a few
Christmas Carols, concluding with greetings from
the Old Shepherd, **Stary] Pastyr''s “My dear
fetlow Christiens, we are deeply grateful for your
warm reception. Owr sincere “Thank You' and the
best af wishes of this Holy Christras Season, May
the pood Lord Jesus grant you all that you need,
May He bless wou with health and happiness, May
these pifts aof the Lord be yours for many wars!""

Shortly after the *Jaslickari® had departed, the
father and the oldest son and daughter trudged
through the snow 1o participate in the midmight
services in the church, during which the entire con-
gregation, led by the pastor and cantor, in unison
welcomed Infant Jesus with enthusiastic, moving
and hearty rendition of “5 Nami Boh," “God
With Lisi*"

Yes, the enthusiastic singing of **5 Mami Boh'
was a climactic conclusion to an unforgetiable
Christmas Eve in the Carpathian Highlands, May
ke just as enthusiastic rendition of “God With
Lis** e a filting climax to an always remembered
Christmas BEwe In the Appalachians, the
Alleghenys, the Rockies, the Plains or anywhere in
Americal

Paraphrasing the Old Shepherd of the
“Jaslickari,” 1 conclude with the following
sincerest greetings: "My dear feflow Christians, I
exfend the best of wisher af this Holy Chrizimas
Seasom, May Infent Jesus grant alf that you need
and may He bless you with health and happiness
novw and during the New Year, Christos Razdaje:-
sfal Slavite Jeho, Christ is Born! Glorify Him!"

Christ Is Born!

Glorify Him!




Christmas Recipes

Christmas Eve Menu

Wine Honey Garlic
Christmas Bread
Mushroom Seup Pirohi
Bobalki Stewed Prunes
Fish Pagach Kapustnik
Fresh Fruit
Hut Rolls Poppy Seed Rolls

FIROHI

1 cup flour
1 egg
about 4 lablespoons waler

Mix flour and egg wilh onough water to make a
50l dough; knead well, Roll oul on floured
Board until thin, Gul inla squares. Place 1 leas-
poon flliing on each square. Fold in half,
making a friangle. Pinch edges well to keep flil-
ing insida. Dvop into bailing salted waler and
cook untll they rise to surface. Cook 5 minutes
longer. Rinsa in colandar with hol waler. Drain,
Pour malted butter over pirohi and sarve.

Cheese Filling: % cup dry collage cheese, 1
egg yolk, 1 feaspoon bulter,
pinch zalt. Mix together.

Potato Filling: 1 large polato cooked and
mashed. Add 1 tablespoon but-
fer. (Optional - grated cheess
o tesfe.)

Lekvar may be used as filling. Cooked
sauerkraul may also bo used as filling, Drain
and rinse savarkraul in cold water. Brown diced
onion in shorfening, add saverkraut, Cook for a
few milniiles.

BREAD FOR CHRISTMAS EVE

1 package dry yeast
Ve ocup lukewarm waler

118 teaspoon sall

Dissolve yeasl In warm water with 1/8 teaspoon
salt and 1 lablespoon sugar. Sal In warm place
to rise. Silt & cups flour in deap bowl, add 2
Cups warm waler, 4 lablespoons sugar, 1 tea-
spoon sall, 4 lablespoons salad ofl,

Knoad well and sal aside 10 rise Whan double
in bulk, punch down, lel rise second time until
double. Punch down. Divide dough in two.
Shape one part Into round bread, cover and lat
stand 20 minutes. Punch down and reshape,
Place in greased pan., Allow 1o rise until double
in bulk.

Baké al 350° for 1 hour.

Mote: The saecond part of this dough will ba
wsed for Bobalki,

CHRISTMAS EVE BOBALKI

Use olher hall ol abova dough for bobalkl.
Krnead and roll on floured board into rope. Cul
and roll into balls about 1 inch in diameter.
Place on floured pan, let rise 15 minutes. Bake
at 350° for 10 minutes or until just slightiy
brown, Cook, then place in deep bowl, pour boll-
Ing walar over just to soak a littke. Drain in col-
ander, Then place in saving dish, heat honay
wilh a litile water, pour ovar bobalki.

Mix % cup ground poppy seed and “% cup
sugar and than add 10 bobalki. Lal stand
seviral howrs in cool place (or refrigerator) for
gaveral hours bafora sandng.

Mote: Some bobarkl are served wilh sweel cab-
baga or sawverkraul. Sauvlee cabbage or
saverkraul with onlon in salad oll, then mix
with bobaiki.




MUSHROOM SOUP (MACHANKA)

Wash dried mushreoms. Soak overnite In
momming Ccook mushrooms In the water. Add
salt and pepper 1o taste, Cook slowly lor 2
hours or more,

Zaprashka [Soup hickening)

Brown 1 choppad anion in 2 tablespoons salad '

oll, add browned onien 10 mushroom soup. To
remaining oil add 2 tablespoons flour slowly,
brown and then add to mushroom soup to
thicken, Cook for a few minutes and sarwe hot.

NUT ROLLS
8 cups four
2 cups milk (scaldad)
4 egg yolks
1 cup sugar

1 large yoast or 3 anvelopes dry yoast

Ye pound buttber

¥s pound oleo oF crisco

1 tablespoon salt

1% teaspoons vanilla

Dissolve yeastin 1 cup lukewarmm milk. Stir well,
Add sugar, shortening and sall to the rest ol tha
milk and cool, Beal egg slightly and add to mdi.
fura, then add the yeast mixture 1o the rest of
ihe lukewarm mixture. Putl half of the flour in a
bowl and add the above mixture a little at a
tima. Mix wall. Add remaindar of flour to maka
sofl dowgh using Just enough flour 10 knsad
willsoul sticking. Gover. Lel rise to double In
bulk,

Keap in warm place. Takes aboul 2 hours 1o
rige. Knoad down a litlke 10 gel out puffiness.
Divido into B parts and et stand 10 minutes.
Roll out and spread with nui miciura, Roll tighi-
Iy and place on gheased baking sheel and let
rige aboul 1 hour and bake in 350" oven Tor 35
to 40 minules. Brush sach roll with silghily
baaten agg bafore baking, Brush with mallad
butter alter baked.

Nul Mixture
4 pounds nuts (ground)
4 cups sugar
1 stick butter (molted)
Ya cup milk jenough to molsten nut mixture)

MUSHROOM SOUP

T cups fresh mushrooma (chopped)

3 gquarls watar

1 quarl sauerkraut julce

Salt and papper (to taste)

1 small onion

3 tablespoons butter

3 tablespoons four

Cook mushrooms in waler aboul 1 hour, Brown
butter and onlon; add louf and brown well. Add
sauarkraul juice and boil this for & minutes.
Add 1o soup and boil ¥ hour longer.

PAGACH

10 cups Mour

2 yoast cakes {or 2 packages dry yeast)

2 sticks margarine

2 aggs, beaten

2 tablespoons salt

Ya CUp sugar

2% oups milk jor moro if necessary)

Knoad all together until well blended as for
bread dough, Let rise double in bulk in warm
place. Punch down, lel rise once again. Tum
cut on fllovred board, separate Into 8 or 10 por-
tions. Let rise until light, With rolling pin flatten
gnough to place about 1 cup of filling In center
of each mound of dough. Bring dough up over
mound and pinch together to shape a round
ball. Let rest about Vs hour with filling then
carafully roll out a5 thin as you want . Placa
on cookle sheet, Bake unfil golden brosn then
butter on both skdes. Rounds should be aboul
14 inches In diameler or as thin as you like
tham,

Filling: Fried cabbage or potato and chease.
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