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Unlike in most Christian countries, the highlight of the Finnish Christmas celebration is the Christmas Eve, December 24th, and not the Christmas Day itself. In the old town of Turku, the former capital of Finland, a special ceremony is held to declare the beginning of  "Christmas peace" period, starting at 12 o'clock noon on Christmas Eve and lasting for twenty days. On Christmas Eve afternoon people start getting prepared for the evening. Some people go to church and light candles on the graves and most Finns have a tradition of going to sauna to bathe and relax before attending the celebrations of the evening. Usually Christmas dinner is eaten on the Christmas Eve but some Finns eat it on the Christmas Day. Oven-baked ham, root vegetable casseroles, mixed beetroot salad, liver casserole and pâtés, meat aspics, gravlax or smoked salmon, fish roe and herring dishes form the basis of the traditional Finnish Christmas dinner. After the Christmas dinner, some families may have a visit from joulupukki, the Finnish Santa Claus. He will bring Christmas presents, which are placed under the Christmas tree. Christmas Day is usually spent quietly at home, relaxing and resting, with some people perhaps attending the early morning church service. The following St. Stephen's Day is traditionally a day for family visits. The Christmas Eve, Christmas Day and St. Stephen's Day (from December 24th to 26th) are all public holidays in Finland. Christmas time ends with Epiphany, January 6th. This day, most people put away the Christmas ornaments and strip down and throw out the Christmas tree. 
