
TAVISTOCK CANAL (Boxing Day 2018) 

Christmas Day has come and gone and while some people may still be nursing 
heavy heads as they reach for the paracetamols for others, a walk on Boxing Day is 
an annual tradition that takes place all over Britain with friends and family. As we 
stroll alongside the canal I recall my recent research concerning why Boxing Day is so-called and will 
share this with you all but I don’t plan to write very much about the actual walk, I’m having a day off. 
My photos will just have to do the talking for me while today’s group ambles along beside the 
virtually still water enjoying the reflections of trees and moving clouds above.  

The first thing I will say about Boxing Day is that its origins have nothing to do with boxing, or with 
putting used wrapping paper into boxes, or with boxing up all your unwanted presents, or indeed 
with football, horse racing, hunting, shopping, or bizarre traditions such as going for icy mass swims 
in the sea, the latter is just the British showing their eccentricity.  

 

Arguments come thick and fast as to why the 26th December is called Boxing 

Day so I hope, like me, you find the reasons and traditions below interesting. A 

'Christmas Box' in Britain can be another name for a Christmas present which 

derives from a time when rich stately home owners with a great number of 

staff expected to be waited on even on Christmas Day but they very 

generously gave their domestic staff the following day off so they could visit their families!!!. On this 

day they received a 'Christmas Box' from the master which included left-over food and they were 

permitted to take this home on Boxing Day to give to their families, big deal! Another version of this 

definition states that the ‘Christmas Box’ 

was an actual box made of earthenware 

where servants would save money 

throughout the year to take home to their 

parents to help fund the festivities, maybe 

both versions are correct.  



Shillamill Viaduct loomed ahead and my mind turned to its construction 

towards the end of the 1880’s, long after the canal itself was built. I could 

picture the bargees travelling along the canal with their horses quietly 

pulling their heavily laden iron barges and how these men would have 

watched in awe as the towers rose upwards from the piers in the 

Lumburn Valley before the arches were finally added to the top to link them together. Then in 1890 

when the railway line officially opened those same bargees would have looked up to witness some 

of the first trains to steam cross the viaduct just as we walkers always watch our little diesel-

powered train traversing Calstock Viaduct.  

After walking as far as we could this morning we 

came across a substantial shrine to 15 year old 

Hannah Bragg from Gulworthy who collapsed on 23rd 

June this year in a nearby field after taking the drug 

Ecstasy. The youngster, a former pupil at 

Tavistock College, sadly died in Derriford 

Hospital in Plymouth.  

Soon all 15 of today’s walkers had 

turned back towards Tavistock and 

although the resident Kingfisher was 

absent this morning, everyone was delighted to see a Dipper perched on the end of 

an overhanging branch and we stopped in our tracks to watch as it bobbed up and 

down before flying off; this unique breed of bird can not only dive into water but can 

walk or swim in search of insect larva too……….….… I will now conclude today’s article with 

yet more origins and traditions concerning Boxing Day and Christmas boxes. 

Another train of thought argues that the tradition began in churches in the Middle-Ages. 

Parishioners collected money for the poor in alms boxes, and these were opened on the day after 

Christmas in honour of St Stephen, the first Christian martyr, whose feast day falls on 26 December. 

This date has been a national holiday In England and Wales since 1871; however in Scotland, it was 

not until as recently as 1974 that those north of the border were also given the day off. More often 

these days the words ‘Christmas Box’ just means a tip of some sort which is given to tradespeople 

who have rendered a service throughout the year, people such as postmen and dustmen. 

As for hunting foxes with hounds, this tradition can trace its roots back to sixteenth century and 

always included a Boxing Day hunt in England. Originally, Red-coated men and women would ride 

across the British countryside accompanied by a pack of hounds in the hope of flushing out a red fox 

which was finally killed by the dogs. The sport is controversial, particularly in Britain and in 2004 a 

ban on hunting foxes with dogs finally came into being to put an end to this bloody sport. After the 

ban on fox hunting, huntsmen and women still got around the ban by following artificially laid trails 

using an animal-based scent, often fox urine, but activists have raised concerns that trail-hunting is 

being used as a cover for blood sport more than a decade after it was banned in the U.K.  

Another ‘sport’ to emerge in recent years is shopping. Sadly, what was once a day of relaxation and 

time with the family now sees the start of the sales which always used to begin in the New Year; the 

desire to grab a bargain and for shops to off-load stock means many sales now begin on Boxing Day. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England


 

 


