December 20, 1998


Giving Spice to the Holidays

Willie Chance

I love Christmas.  It epitomizes hope in the darkest time.  It is a bright spot in the winter doldrums just like the first Christmas was a light shining in a dark time.

I do not want to downplay other holidays - Hannukah, etc.  I would like to highlight one Christmas symbol from long ago to heighten your interest and enjoyment of the holidays with an article adapted from materials from Kim Coder, Extension Forester.

Gift giving is a holiday tradition.  The first gifts were gold, frankincense and myrrh.  Few gifts would have been as precious in those days.

Gold was a gift for a king or deity.  Frankincense a lovely fragrance.  Myrrh though is quite an interesting substance with many uses.

Myrrh is the dried resin of a desert tree.  It is collected from a small 5 to 15 feet tall tree about one foot in diameter.  The scientific name is Commiphora myrrha, locally called the dindin tree.  The name myrrh comes from the Arabic word for ‘bitter taste.’  A fitting gift for one named the ‘Man of Sorrows.’

The tree has short stubby spines and small, clumped three-part leaves.  It looks like a short flat-topped hawthorne tree.  The trunk is gnarled and the branches are stubby and dark grey.  The whitish-green flowers appear before the leaves in the spring.  The plant looks scrubby and desolate among the rocks and sands of the desert.

Many trees in the Middle East produce resins that are sold as myrrh, frankincense, balm and balsam.  There is also a lot of confusion as to which tree is which and what is true myrrh.

Myrrh is collected in the early summer.  The tree trunk is scarred and left for a couple of weeks.  Then the myrrh that has oozed out of these wounds is scraped off and sold.

True myrrh is crumbly and dark red inside.  The exterior is white and powdery.  The best myrrh has little odor and no oily texture.  False or low quality myrrh is black inside with an oily texture and an aromatic scent at room temperature.  High quality myrrh demanded the best prices in the Roman Empire but it did not ship well.  It was also heated and pressed to from the extremely valuable oil of myrrh.

Myrrh had several uses.  It was used medicinally by doctors and embalmers used it in their art.  An interesting gift for one called the ‘Great Physician’ and the ‘Lamb of God.’  They also used it in cosmetics and today myrrh is found in some flavorings.

These insights into myrrh and other holiday traditions add spice to the season.  Hope this helps you get more out of this time of year.  For more information call the Houston County Extension Office at 542-2020 or 987-2028 or visit our web site at

http://www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston
