Tracking down Christmas past

Ebeneezer Scrooge would have felt
right at home in this country making
Bob Cratchit work on Christmas Day.
It wasn't until after the mid-1800s that
Dec. 25 was no longer a work or a
school day for many Americans.

The traditional American Christmas
is not so very old at all. Gift-giving,
card-sending, tree-trimming and other
present-day customs did not become
popular until the final decades of the
19th century, arriving then as a pack-
age of Victorian style and business
zeal.

For many years, Thanksgiving actu-
ally was far more special than Christ-
mas in New England. In the South, fire-
crackers were set off Christmas morn-
ing; colored eggs decorated evergreens
in Dutch settlements along the Hudson
River. Well into the 1800s, Santa Claus
‘was portrayed as quite a small, elfish
figure sometimes capped off with.a
feather.

“Technological developments, ad-
vances in transportation, printing and
mail services probably were responsi-
ble for the enormous change and popu-
larization of Christmas day in the Vic-
torian period,” according to Shirley
Cherkasky, a sociologist responsible for
holiday research at the Smithsonian In-
stitution’s Division of Performing Arts.

““Certainly, the publication of
Charles Dickens' “A Christmas Carol,”
with its themes of charity and goodwill,
affected the idea of how people felt
Christmas should be observed,” she
adds.

* EARLY IN THE COUNTRY'S histo-
ry, the Puritan settlers believed Christ-
mas should not be observed at all, and
In 1659 the celebration was outlawed in
Massachusetts by the decree: “Whoev-
er shall be found observing any such

day as Christmas and the like . . . shall
pay for each offense five shxllmgs to
the country.’y

The Purithns associated Christmas
with the Church of England, a painful
reminder of their struggle for religious
freedom. The Dec. 25 holidgy, they
strongly felt, was a human invention, a
fabrication. Christ’s birthdate was un-
known, and therefore, the day should
never have been ordained by the
Church. The Puritans also didn't care
much for the occasion, thinking it too
closely linked to the spirited pagan cel-
ebration of the winter solstice.

But in New York, Pennsylvania and
the southern colonies, Christmas was
another matter altogether. The Angli-
cans, Lutherans, Duich Reformed and
Roman Catholics in these regions cele-
brated with musie, dancing, feasts and
family gatherings.

“TODAY, IF YOU'RE talking about
getting back to a more religious holi-

* day, you might remember that Christ-

mas used to be pretty wild,” Cherkagky
notes. So wild that one early custom
called mumming — knocking on doors,
ringing bells, rattling cans and shooting
off firearms — got completely out of
hand in Baltimore late in the 1800s,
falling into decline when quieter resi-
dents complained.

After years of struggle, the Massa-
chusetts Puritans in 1681 repealed
their anti-holiday decree, apparently
won over by twa reasons: the seasonal
joy they could see their neighbors expe-
nencmg, plus the protection the U.S.
C ion gave to the ion of

and regional differences in holiday cus-
toms. Its themes of kindness and gener-
osity, according to Cherkasky, crossed
many cultural and regional boundaries,
thereby helping to universalize the
Christmas eelebration.

In 1868, Dickens gave readings of the
tale in the United States and, after one
appearance, he wrote: “They took it so
tremendously last night that I
wasstopped every five minutes. One
poor young girl burst into a passion of
grief about Tiny Tim and had to be tak-
en out.””

As it did in other areas of American
life, the Industrial Revolution began to
influence the way Christmas was ob-
served. Christmas cards, for example,
could be produced and mailed inexpen-
sively, gaining wide popularity by 1875.
And for better or worse, the first holi-
day advertising appeared in the 1830's.

But it was not until late in the centu:
ry, when the business and pleasure of
gift-giving began in earnest and that
elaborate Christmas celebrations be-
came an annual American experience.
“Gifts at first were given mainly to

children, servants and tradespeople,” *

Cherkasky notes. “It was a time for
evening up accounts. But that was all
to change.”

“The folk-secular aspect of Christ-
mas was taking precedence over its re-
ligious one,” Cherasky says. “This was
apparent in the increasing importance
of Santa Claus.” Thomas Nast's draw-
ings in “Harper’s Weekly” portrayed
Santa for the first time as a jolly,
white-bearded character dressed in fur.

The ity of the Christmas tree

chureh and state.

By the mid-1800s, Christmas spirit
was on the upswing throughout the
country. Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol,”
published in 1843, helped bridge local
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grew right along with the change inso-
cial customs and prog-

‘Today, if you're talking
aout getting back to a more
religious holiday, you might
remember that Christmas
used to be pretty wild.’

~ Shirley Cherkasky

ress. After Queen Victoria set up a
Yuletide tree at Windsor Castle, the
style was set, reaching the White House
in 1865 during Franklin Pierce’s presi-
dency. .

Thomas Edison's lab came'up with a
string of tree lights in 1882, three years
after the incandescent light break-
through, and immediately this novel
idea became the rage among the
wealthy. Christmas tree parties to
show off the expensive, lighted trees
were major social events.

Today the Christmas season is the
sum of many traditions. “We're so en-
crusted with a whole set of things to do,
compared to the time when the season
was really quite simple,” says Cherka-
sky.

In A Book of Christmas, British au-
thor William Samson puts it this way:
“Christmas from whatever angle you
look at it is complex. When the English-
speaking countries sit down at lunch-
ume to a ‘traditional Christmas din-
ner, they eat Aztec bird beside an Al-
satian tree, followed by pudrlmg spiced
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Perfect Last-Minute Cift ltem...

“Ginger Jar” Lamp

IN STOCK FOR IMMEDIATE “TAKE-WITH"

These pretty lamps do more than illuminate...they add
sparkle to your gift list! The classic Ginger Jar is fashioned
in ivory crackle finish on mahogany base. Oyster pleated
shade. Lamp and shage. 28" tall.

$59 each * 2 for $99

We have 50 Lamps in stock.
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* We're giving you a list. So you can
|: check it twice and find all the gifts
that are priced so nice. Come in and
browse. We've got ideas!

< From $1.50 to whatever you wish

: For people who ski

: (] Ski accessories [ Ski wax (] Edge
ssharpeners [ Meintenance kits O kl
“locks [J Ski totes O] Boot carriers O
- Ski calendars [ Ski posters [ Ski
|- pictures [J Ski bags [J Boot bags
|- Downhill Equipment
- {J Short, mid, racing skis CJ Beginner,
. intermediate or expert[J Ski boots (1
- Bindings O3 Poles
Cross Country
: O Skis (Recreational, Racing, Tounng)
: [ Boots O Bindings (1 Poles 0 Wax
[ Gloves O Hats [ Knickers [0
| Sweaters [ Sox O Jackets :

‘For everyone

Clothing for men, women and children
| O Sweaters 0 T-shirts O Hats, Gloves
1 O Face masks [ Goggles 00 Sun
Glasses O Thermal underwear [1

1 Stretch pants (3 Warm-up pants

I C3'Ski socks T After Ski boots (fur,
Leather, Moon boots) [ Vests [ fow
mittens C] Rope tow protectors j

1 Women'’s Sportswear

i DSweaters 0 Sklrts O Blouses [
Dresses (] Pants [J Velvet blazers

4 EI Wool blazers OJ Shirts C] Scarves

d h)atsD Handbags [J Gloves -

For the younger set
[ Skateboards [} Trucks [J Wheels [J
Knee pads [ Elbow pads O Helmets

O Gloves [ Skates (] Shirts, Pants,

T-Shirts [ Posters [ Stickers

For the Tennis Player

O Racquets [ Bags (J Balls O Shoes

D Presses 0 Racquetball equipment
Eye guards 0 Sox [J Shoes O

thrts Shorts [J Sweaters O Tops

O Hats OJ Warm-up suits

For the Swimmer

[ Swim suits O Bags O Ear plugs O

Swim goggles [ Swim caps larm-

up suits
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(Bon Thomas is open every nite till'9,
Mon-Fri)

Somerset Mall Bloomfield Plaza .

' 643-0400 Telegraph and Maple
Set. 106 | 26-9500
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It All Began With a Gitt...

And the world has never been the same
since, True, then, as now, many did not rec-
ognize the gift, and others failed to see the
importance of it, and some even responded
with contempt. But to- multitudes, the one
gift has been life’s focal point. It has to us.
The gift? Jesus Christ. The giver? Almighty
God. The Event? Today we call it Christmas.
And it all. happened in Bethlehem in Judea
almost 2000 years ago. Today He remains
the world’s greatest gift. We extend to all,
the best wishes of this season that means so

much to us.
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