
   MOTHERING SUNDAY ≠ MOTHER’S DAY 

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Mothering Sunday, a very British 

tradition, dates back to (about) the 16th 
century.  Yet the actual history behind it 

goes even further back.  In Romain times, 

when there seemed to be a festival for 

every day, in mid-March, the mother 
goddess Cybele was honored.  Later as 

everyone was converting to Christianity 

(including the Roman Empire) the 

celebration became known as Laetare 
Sunday (laetare means “rejoice”) held on 

the fourth Sunday in Lent when people 

honored the mother church (where they 

had been christened).   
 

In about the 16th century (or so...) people would 

return to their mother church (either a large local 

church or the nearest Cathedral)for a special 
service – people who did this were said to have 

gone “a-mothering”. The time-line concerning the 

term Mothering Sunday is rather vague since at 
some point domestic servants were given this 

particular day off in order to visit their mothers 

(and the rest of their families).  It was often the 

only time that whole families could gather 
together.  Children as young as 8 were more often 

than not apprenticed out, learning to become 

servants to the wealthy, and their apprenticeships 

took place in neighbouring towns.  However, 
transportation was not only rare but also expensive 

so for most of the year they didn’t see their 

families.  Needless to say, their presence was 

particularly required for holidays and festivals – 
amongst others Easter.  They were therefore 

allowed to return to their homes for a weekend in 

mid-Lent. 



   

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since during Lent one was not supposed to eat rich 

foods, eggs became relatively abundant, as 

presumably did sugar; Simnel cakes were baked 

using these rich items, and given to working 

children by their masters - merchants or nobles -

to take home to the family.  On their way home, 

it is said that they picked spring wildflowers to 

give to their mothers which explains the tradition 

of giving bouquets today. On the Sunday, the 

entire family would go to Church and present gifts 

to the mothers, and offerings to the church – this 

became known as Mothering Sunday.  It was a day 

of celebration when the restrictions of Lent were 

lifted – in a way, it was the Easter celebration for 

the working classes as after Mothering Sunday the 

children would return to their labours and not come 

home to visit again until Christmas time. 

Other names  include Simnel Sunday, 

Refreshment Sunday and Rose Sunday. 

Simnel Sunday is named after the 

practice of baking Simnel cakes to 

celebrate the reuniting of families 

during the austerity of Lent.  The term 

Refreshment Sunday comes from the 

relaxation of Lenten vows on this 

particular Sunday but is rarely used 

today. Rose Sunday is sometimes used 

as an alternative title for Laetare 

Sunday, and stems from the purple 

robes of Lent being replaced in some 

churches by rose-coloured ones. This 

Sunday was even once known as "the 

Sunday of the Five Loaves", derived 

from the traditional Gospel reading for 

the day. 

In the USA, Mother’ s Day is celebrated on the second Sunday in May.  In 

the UK, and Ireland while the date for Mothering Sunday remains 

unchanged, nowadays  it is often called  Mother’s Day, influenced no doubt 

by the American and Canadian soldiers who served abroad in the 3rd and 4th 

decades of the 20th century. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

In the northern climes, in Lancashire, a type of spiced ale called Braggot, 

Bragget, or Braggat, was served to visiting relations, whence the day was 

called Braggot Sunday.  Should you feel so inclined, here is a recipe for 
Bragget taken from  Haven of Health, published in 1859 :    Take three or 

four galons of good ale, or more as you please, two dayes or three after it is 

densed, and put it into a pot by itselfe; then draw forth a pottle thereof, and 

put to it a quart of good English honey, and set them over the fire in a vessell, 

and let them boyle faire and softly, and alwayes as any froth ariseth skumme it 

away, and so clarifie it, and when it is well clarified, take it off the fire and 

let it coole, and put thereto of pepper a pennyworth, cloves, mace, ginger, 

nutmegs, cinamon, of each two pennyworth, beaten to powder, stir them well 

together, and set them over the fire to boyle againe awhile, then bring milke 

warme, put it to the reste, and stirre alltogether, and let it stand two or 

three daies, and put barme upon it, and drink it at your pleasure. 

Even further north, Carlings were eaten – pancakes made of 

steeped peas, fried in butter. They were traditionally consumed on 

Passion Sunday* particularly in northern England and Scotland, 

hence the name Carling Sunday (or Car-Sunday, in Scotland). 

Recipes varied according to region, and included Pease Porridge, or 

split pea soup.  Any self-respecting school child can chant the 

following : 

Pease porridge hot,             Pease porridge cold, 

Pease porridge in the pot    Nine days old. 

*Passion Sunday is the fifth Sunday in Lent so one week after 

Mothering Sunday. 



Here is another recipe for THE best Simnel cake ever!  It is both lighter, and richer than Christmas 

cake (if such a thing is possible!) and the addition of marzipan is simply heavenly !  The cake is 

decorated with marzipan and can have either 11 marzipan balls (traditional) or 11 small, foil-wrapped 

Easter eggs on it (more modern and colourful).  Why 11?  Because they represent the apostles 

excepting Judas. 

The recipe might seem long and complicated, but it really isn’t!!  

SIMNEL CAKE 

Ingredients        HELP!!  Not exact, but will do the trick! 

8 oz marzipan      8 oz = 225 g  6 oz = 175 g  

8 oz plain flour, sifted     4 oz = 100g  2 oz = 50 g 

1 tsp baking powder 

Pinch of salt 

1 tsp ground mixed spice 

Large pinch of ground mace (you can use nutmeg) 

6 oz softened butter 

6 oz soft brown sugar 

3 eggs 

2 tbsp milk 

4 oz currants 

2 oz sultanas 

2 oz mixed candied peel* 

2 oz glacé cherries quartered* 

Beaten egg white to glaze the cake 

Wide yellow ribbon to decorate 
 

*My family loathe these ingredients, so I just leave them out! 
 

1. Heat the oven to 180°C.  Grease and line a 6 in round tin.  Roll out 1/3 marzipan into a round 

slightly smaller than the tin. 

2. Mix together the flour, baking powder, salt, spices in a small bowl. 
3. In a separate bowl, cream together the butter and sugar till light and fluffy. 
4. Add the aggs, one at a time, beating well, and adding 1 tbsp of flour after each egg. 
5. Fold in the rest of the flour mixture using a metal spoon and add the milk. 
6. Fold in the dried fruit and mix well. 
7. Pour half the mixture into the cake tin and smooth. 
8. Lay the marzipan round on top. 
9. Pour in the rest of the cake mixture. 
10. Bake for 30 minutes, then reduce the heat to 150°C and cook for an hour more, or until a 

skewer comes out clean. 

11. Remove from the oven and leave to cool in the tin for 10 minutes.  Then turn the cake onto a 
wire rack to cool completely. 

12. Divide the remaining marzipan into 2 halves.  Roll one half into a circle to fit the top of the 
cake.  Break the remaining half into 11 pieces and roll each piece into a ball. 

13. Brush the cake top with egg white (or apricot jam) and place the marzipan circle on top.  Brush 
a little more egg white onto the bottom of each ball and place around the edge of the cake. 

14. Tie a yellow ribbon (wasn’t that a song???) around the outside of the cake and secure it with 2 
pins. 


