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A Winter Wassail at Powell Gardens 
By Jill Draper | 1/5/2015 

Warmed by a steaming mug of cider spiked with brandy and the chatter of friends, I grab a pair of wooden 

sticks from a table near the door and step into the bracing air. It’s that magic time when day slides into night, 

and the path ahead is lit by torches flickering wildly in the wind. A short walk later, I reach my destination and 

gather in a circle with 80 others. We’re here in the apple orchard at Powell Gardens to take part in an ancient 

tradition: wassailing the trees to scare away evil spirits and ensure a bountiful harvest. 

 

 

Botanical gardens are easy to love when all is green and flowering, but I’m enticed to make the 30-mile trip 

from Kansas City in mid-January by the chance to take part in a half-pagan, half-Christian English rite that 

dates back hundreds of years. 
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A long, black cloak billows around the wassailing king, wearing a crown made from grapevines, willow boughs 

and dried okra pods (OK, the okra may not be entirely authentic). Someone hands out the words to a verse, 

and we begin to chant in unison, “Old apple tree, we’ll wassail thee…” Silhouetted against the sunset, the 

king spears pieces of toasted bread dipped in cider, then dribbles the cider on tree roots. We bang our sticks 

together and yell to make a ruckus while the festival director raises a gun in the air and fires off several blank 

shots. 

 

Back in the gardens’ visitors center, we cheer and make another ruckus as the chef rolls an apple-in-mouth-

roasted pig into the grand hall for our buffet dinner. Freshly baked breads, assorted root vegetables, and 

homemade applesauce and pickles complete the menu, followed by plum pudding with hard sauce for 



dessert. Two musicians sit by one of the large fireplaces and entertain us with old-time songs played on 

hammered dulcimer, button accordion, fiddle and Irish drum. 

 



 

At the evening’s end, we say good-byes and head back toward Kansas City where the modern world awaits 

with warm beds and high-tech conveniences. Later, as my head hits the pillow, the words I recited to the 

apple trees still resound. “Dream of bud and fruit, full branches and deep root.” Centuries-old advice, but 

perfect for a winter’s lullaby. 

Want to receive weekly digests of the midCetera blog? E-mail blog@midwestliving.com with the subject line 

"Subscribe". 
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