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Christmas tree’s “506th birthday” and “25th year of freedom!” 

by Andrejs Mezmalis 

 
Workmen in Riga are putting up a Christmas tree, next to the original Christmas 
tree “birthplace site” in Riga. To the left of the Christmas tree is the 700+ years 
old St. Peter’s church; and, to the right of the tree is the “Blackheads House”, 
originally built in 1334, destroyed during World War II and rebuilt by the Latvians, 
after they had regained their independence from the Soviets-Russians in 1991. 
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Riga, Latvia – the birthplace of the Christmas tree tradition 506 years ago! Once 
again, Latvia and its people celebrate their Christmas tree tradition and their 25th 
anniversary of freedom from Russian-Communist captivity; the people of Latvia were 
enslaved by the Soviets-Russians for nearly 50 years, experiencing mass murders, 
deportations and loss of freedom. It was only 25 years ago, under the Soviet-Russian 
occupation, during and after World War II and prior to 1991, when Christmas 
celebrations were officially forbidden in Latvia, the original birthplace of the Christmas 
tree tradition. Now, after nearly 50 years of enslavement by the Russians-Communists 
and after regaining their independence in 1991, the people of Latvia are enjoying 
freedom and celebrating the “506th birthday” of their Christmas tree tradition, thus 
bringing joy and good will toward all men across Europe and the World. 
 
This year, as every year, we all celebrate the Yule season with festive meals and 
decorate our Christmas trees with lights and ornaments. None of us really can feel the 
true spirit of Christmas without a Christmas tree. But, do we ever stop to think, or 
wonder, where did the Christmas tree custom really come from? When, where 
and how did this truly beautiful tradition originate? 
 

The earliest known documentation pertaining to the use a Christmas tree to celebrate 
the birth of Christ is from Latvia. “Surprisingly enough”, writes Phillip V. Snyder in The 
Christmas Tree Book, “the two oldest pieces of documentation are not from Germany, a 
country frequently associated in most peoples’ minds with the Christmas tree, but from 
Latvia and Estonia.” 

 
Next to the Blackheads House is this marker, denoting the original site of the 

Christmas tree in Riga, Latvia in 1510; under the Communists, Christmas 
celebration was officially forbidden and they called it the “New Year’s tree”.  
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Latvia, now a free country after 50 years of brutal Soviet-Russian occupation during and 

after World War II, is now a loyal member of NATO and the European Union. As a result 

of the infamous Stalin-Hitler Pact of August 23, 1939, Latvia was forcibly and illegally 

occupied and annexed by the Soviets-Russians in 1940-1941, occupied by the 

Germans in 1941-1945 and, once again, occupied by the Soviets-Russians during 

1944-1991; during the brutal Soviet-Russian occupation period, Christmas celebrations 

were officially outlawed. However, before that, the Christmas tree tradition or the 

original celebration was recorded in 1510 in the Latvia’s capital City of Riga. Four years 

later, in 1514, a Christmas tree celebration was also recorded in Reval, Estonia. The 

chronicles note, writes Snyder, that “in each city on Christmas Eve, after a festive 

dinner, black-hatted members of the local merchants’ guild carried an evergreen tree 

decorated with artificial roses to the marketplace, where, in a seeming vestige of 

paganism (or an ancient religious rite), they danced around the tree and then set fire to 

it.” But, what were the true origins of this old tradition? Was it some ancient religious rite 

or custom that had survived through the ages? Indeed, the answer lies in the ancient 

religious customs of the Balts, the collective name assigned to the Latvians, Lithuanians 

and the Prussians, and their ancient religious practices. 

We know from history that the last bastions of an ancient and once very influential Indo-

European religion and its associated customs were located in Latvia, Lithuania and 

Prussia. All three of these Baltic peoples shared a common heritage – a 4000-year or 

older culture, religion, language and traditions. These Balts were the last to be 

converted to Christianity in Europe, dating back to the 13th and 14th centuries and the 

so-called Baltic Crusades. However, their religious influence was once spread far 

beyond their borders into Estonia, Scandinavia, Teutonic tribal lands to the west and the 

Slavic  lands to the east. Historian A. L. Bashan of India, writing about the Aryans in 

“The Wonder That Was India”, covering the period 3000-2000 B.C, notes: As they 

entered India, “They brought with them their worship of sky gods and their horses and 

chariots. Some invaded Europe and became the ancestors of the Greeks, Latins, Celts 

and Teutons. Others went to Anatolia and mixed to find the great empires of the Hittites. 

Yet others remained in their home, the ancestors of the Baltic people.” 

This religious influence is also seen in distant past in the use of the Baltic peoples’ 

ancient thunder diety or sky god Perkons (Latvian) invoked in various peace treaties in 

ancient times. For example, the Hittites (a Balt tribe) millennia ago established the 

Hittite Empire in the Middle East (Turkey, etc.); they are also noted in the Old 

Testament of the Bible. History notes that the Hittites fought Ramses II, who ruled in 

ancient Egypt around the time when Moses was leading the Children of Israel out of 

Egypt to their Promised Land. After Ramses’ defeat by the Hittites, a peace treaty was 

written on a gold sheet; on one side of the sheet it was written in Egyptian hieroglyphics 
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and on the other side in the Hittite language, wherein the Hittites invoked their diety 

Perkons, also a “sky god” of the ancient Balt nations. 

The Balts (Latvians, Prussians and Lithuanians) and the Estonians fought the entire 

Christendom for 200+ years during the so-called Baltic Crusades. During this brutal 

historic period, when the Balts were fighting against the German and other crusaders, 

the Balts were not only fighting for their survival and their millennia-old sacred 

homelands, but also for the preservation of their culture, traditions and their ancient 

religion. Noteworthy is a fact that the ancient Balts believed in the same God as the 

Christians and the Jews (God the Almighty and Heavenly Father) centuries before the 

Christians and Christianity arrived in Europe and before Moses led the Children of Israel 

out of Egypt. This fact is supported by more recent medieval records that note that the 

Lithuanian King Gediminas, in November 1323, told the envoys of the Papal Nunzios in 

Riga that he and his people would remain firm  in their Indo-European faith and the 

belief in one God. He told the Papal envoys that he had not promised to receive baptism 

but merely to preserve peace with Christendom: “I had stated verily that I will permit the 

 
Latvians fighting the crusaders during the Baltic Crusades (13th - 14th centuries).  
This ceiling painting is located in the Castle of Riga, the official residence of the 
President of Latvia. 
 



5 
 

Christians to worship God according to the manner of their faith, the Ruthenes 
according to theirs, the Poles according to theirs, while we ourselves will worship God 
according to our customs. We all worship one God…. I shall remain in the faith inherited 
by paternal tradition, and I shall defend it with blood unto death.” 
 

Sunii Kamar Chatterji of the Indian Institute of Advance Studies in India noted in 1966 

that, “One cannot but admire profoundly the civilized and enlightened attitude of a 

non-Christian Baltic King of the fourteenth century, inspired by the national 

inheritance of his ancient Indo-European religion.” This provides a glimpse into the 

ancient Balts’ thinking and the strongly-rooted customs and traditions, among which 

most likely was the use of a Christmas tree to celebrate an old religious rite during the 

winter solstice, which occurs on 21st of December. We must remember that the original 

Christmas was celebrated on the 21st of December for the first three centuries of 

Christianity, afterward changed to the 25th of December. 

But, who were the original Balts? An answer to that question is given to us by historian 

A. L. Bashan of India. He notes that the ancient  Balts  established  their  homelands in 

 
Winter in Riga, Latvia in 2016 with the “Freedom Monument” in the background. 

 

present-day Latvia and Lithuania, Old Prussia, northern Germany and large parts of 

northern Poland; the Baltic peoples shared and practiced a common religion and had a 

well-established religious hierarchy and social order. Among their common religious 

customs of the Balts included holy places of worship - stately oak groves created by 

God, which were the centers of religious activity led by priests (Krivi). The chief priest of 

all the Balt tribes was the “priest of priests” (Krivu krivs); the Krivi also used a common 

written language and kept records, all of which were deliberately destroyed by the 
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Christian crusaders during the Baltic and Livonian crusades in the 13th and 14th 

centuries. In these noted oak groves, or the “temples” created by God, the krivi 

maintained perpetual fires that kept the oak tree foliage green well into the start of 

winter. Death was the punishment for those who allowed the fires to go out. The climax 

of the winter religious activity occurred during the winter solstice on the 21st of 

December of each year; the krivi also maintained very accurate calendars, based on 

celestial observations, to ensure accuracy of their religious activities. This ancient event, 

on the 21st of December (the shortest day and longest night), is very much like the 

summer solstice celebration, Jāņu diena (John’s Day), still practiced today each year on 

the 24th of June. Jāņu diena was originally celebrated on the 21st of June, the longest 

day and shortest night); it is still practiced every year in Latvia and is officially 

recognized as a national holiday of Latvia, marked by festive meals, bonfires, dancing 

and at some places even by ancient religious rites. The maintenance of the perpetual 

fires in December signified everlasting life, victory over death and darkness, and the 

coming of new life and light (spring). The age-old customs and traditions, along with the 

ancient Latvian and Lithuanian languages, which are the oldest living languages in 

Europe, are a heritage for all to share and cherish. Some historians believe that the Balt 

languages hold the key to unlocking the ancient mysteries of the Hittites, the distant 

cousins of the Balts, and possibly the ancient Etruscans in Italy. 

Therefore, it is not surprising and it is very logical that an evergreen, a Christmas tree, 

would be selected by the Christianized Latvians, in 1510 or even earlier, to 

commemorate an ancient and not-yet-forgotten religious rite on Christmas Eve (winter 

solstice) and to celebrate victory over darkness, the coming of new light (longer days 

and spring) and eternal life – the birth and acceptance of Christ. This ancient tradition or 

religious rite was in harmony with the gospels announcing the birth of Christ. 

Acceptance of Christ meant everlasting life! Thus, the medieval Latvians were 

symbolizing this event of everlasting life, Christmas, by an evergreen tree, very much 

like their ancient ancestors had observed their “everlasting life” ritual for millennia earlier 

in their ancestral oak-grove “temples” created by God. Also, it is not surprising, that five 

hundred years ago, the Christmas tree tradition was quickly accepted by the Latvian 

brothers to the west, the Prussians, and by the their Lithuanian brothers to the south, all 

sharing the same heritage and a not-yet-forgotten religious tradition. The Germanized 

Prussians readily and quickly accepted this old tradition and it quickly spread to most of 

northern Germany, Scandinavia and beyond. The Christmas tree tradition that we 

celebrate today, therefore, is a continuation of an ancient Indo-European tradition that 

fuses together the “belief in eternal life” with the birth of Christ. How beautiful and joyful, 

a perfect harmony of the old with the new! 

 

In the Soviet-Russian occupied Baltic States during the 1940-1941 and 1945-1991 

periods, Christmas celebrations were officially outlawed. In place of this beautiful 
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tradition, the Russians had introduced a new tradition, the “New Year’s Tree” to 

represent the coming of the New Year and a “Grandpa Frost” arriving in a polar-bear-

pulled sleigh. For the enslaved Christians in the Baltic States at that time, Christmas 

time became a nightmare of Soviet-KGB activity and terror. Today, the Christmas-tree 

tradition is once again “free in its original homeland”, spreading joy, happiness and 

tidings of good will toward all men! 
 

 
The Christmas tree at the City Hall Square in Riga, Latvia, in 

 December 2016, near the “Original Christmas tree” site of 1510, 
next to the “Blackheads House” that was originally built in 1334. 

 

However, today, the Balts and all the peoples of the Baltic States are once again 

concerned about the Russian aggressive actions and their dubious intentions in Eastern 

Europe; for example, the Russian attack in Georgia, their recent incursion in Ukraine 

and the subsequent and illegal annexation of Crimea by Russia, including their brutal 

bombings of the civilians (women and children) in Syria, are all reminiscent of the brutal 

experiences that the Balts lived through during World War II and under the Soviet-

Russian 50-year occupation. Let us hope that President Vladimir Putin, as the former 

head of the FSB (formerly the NKVD and KGB), does not commit the same kind of 

crimes against humanity as did his predecessors - Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev and the 

other Soviet-Russian leaders of Russia’s recent history.  


