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Mistletoe is a Christmas Tradition

By Kaley Rouquette, R-F Heritage 4-H Club

And

Jeanna Godfrey, Aransas/ San Patricio Master Gardener

Before we had the internet and social media, friends and relatives would be frequent visitors to our homes for fellowship and family updates.  This was especially true during the holiday season. Dwellings would be decorated with evergreens and hollies and a sprig of mistletoe would adorn the door or hang from the ceiling.  During family gatherings or holiday parties, anyone caught lingering under the mistletoe was fair game for a kiss.  This tradition has waned in recent years, but the myths surrounding this parasitic plant provide a fascinating glimpse into our horticultural and religious history.

Mistletoes are divided into four plant families, two of which (Viscaceae and Loranthaceae) are of widespread importance.  Most mistletoe is considered hemi-parasitic, capable of photosynthesis on their own but parasitic to the host tree through specialized roots pierced into small limbs and branches.   These roots, called “haustoria” extract nutrients from the tree.  

The prominent European mistletoe, Viscum album, was the mistletoe of legend. It grew on oak trees (revered by ancient Druids), who used the parasitic plant in many of their pagan rituals.  An especially important day on their Celtic calendar was the winter solstice, the shortest day of the year.  This day was held sacred by the Celtics, and Druid priests would harvest mistletoe from the branches of oaks, thinking the plant retained magical and supernatural powers.  They made potions from the plants, believing it would make sterile farm animals fertile, heal a myriad of ailments, and act as an antidote for any poison.  During this same time, mistletoe was often cut, tied in bunches, and hung in front of cottages and stables to protect people and livestock from witchcraft (a crime often attributed to the Druids).  

Even into the last century, the medicinal attributes of mistletoe were widely extolled across Europe.  It was used to treat epilepsy, impotence, and even cancer.  Interest in mistletoe’s purported medicinal attributes revived in the early years of the 21st century.   A famous Hollywood actress publicized her use of mistletoe extract as an adjunct to her breast cancer treatment.  Some research studies, especially in Germany, reported mistletoe plant extracts to kill cancer cells in mice and stimulate the immune system.  However, recent research debunks this evidence and there is no approved medication in the United States made from the mistletoe plant.

But what about the tradition of kissing under the mistletoe?  We must look to Scandinavia and Norse myths to discover its origin.  Traditionally, in ancient Scandinavia, if you found yourself standing under a tree harboring mistletoe and you encountered an enemy, both parties had to abandon their weapons until the following day.  It is assumed this was to allow a “cooling off period” between warring factions.  Over time, this tradition was intertwined with the belief in mistletoe as an aphrodisiac and fertility potion and “kissing under the mistletoe” was born.  Considering the original Anglo-Saxon translation of mistletoe (mistal tan in the old language) meant dung twig, we must assume the Norse idea of romantic gestures differed considerably from those of today!

Regardless of its place in the annals of love, mistletoe can cause stress to its host tree, especially in large numbers.  You can easily remove infected branches by cutting one to two feet below the attachment site of the mistletoe.  This is important as the invading “roots” of the mistletoe may extend up to a foot on either side of the plant.  Simply breaking or cutting the plant off the limb will only encourage further growth of the mistletoe, so if you are harvesting mistletoe for Christmas greenery, it is best to remove the whole branch.  It is also important to remember mistletoe berries are poisonous to people and pets, although devoured by some birds with no apparent ill effects.  

As with a lot of Christmas decorations, artificial mistletoe is readily available. It is a much safer alternative than its natural counterpart and equally effective at stimulating romantic interludes.  Hang a sprig over your doorstep and enjoy some holiday goodwill this season!
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