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			I met Dr. Olapeju Simoyan when she joined the Music and Medicine committee of the American Medical Women’s Association (AMWA), of which I am Chair. It has been a pleasure to collaborate with her on various projects, including conference presentations and the establishment of Humanities and Healing - an Arts in Medicine journal that is a joint initiative of AMWA and the Women’s Health Institute at Rutgers University.

			Music laid the foundation for formative lessons about compassion for me, while serving as a platform for community service. My mother took me to nursing homes and hospitals where I played violin for patients. One memory that stands out was when a patient who had not spoken in weeks began to respond and sing along with the music. This experience illustrated the transcendent power of music and made a profound impact on me. I decided I would harness the healing power of music in my future career as a physician.  

			It is an honor to work with my colleagues who are passionate about music and other creative endeavors, including storytelling, and I was delighted to read Dr. Simoyan’s collection of stories behind several beloved Christmas carols. 

			“I Played My Best for Him!” is a fascinating account of the origins of Christmas favorites, the composers and lyricists who were inspired to write them, and the societal and spiritual influences of their time. Historical contexts and moving accounts of the inspiration behind the songs transport the reader to another time.

			This book highlights how Christmas music represents an instrument of peace and hope for so many around the world. Dr. Simoyan expertly elucidates how music serves as a source of connection and comfort, even in times of war. She writes with passion for her subject as a multitalented physician, musician and author.

			Readers will come away with an informative and absorbing new perspective on traditional Christmas carols. Familiar carols and songs from the past evoke nostalgia and harken to a simpler era. The music remains timeless and brings us together to celebrate and reflect on meaningful themes of the season.

			This engaging book will uplift your spirit at Christmas and throughout the year.

			Mary Rorro, DO

			Chair, Music and Medicine Committee, American Medical Women’s Association

			September 2025
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			I have thoroughly enjoyed writing “I Played My Best for Him!” The inspiration came when I read the story behind “O Holy Night” at an event in December 2023. I thought it was fascinating and started looking into the stories behind other Christmas carols. Having just recorded Peju Sings! The Little Drummer Boy and Other Christmas Favorites, I was motivated to learn about the stories behind all thirteen songs on the album and compile them in a book! As with most other things, it ended up being a lot more work than I initially anticipated. Some details that have become “embedded” in a few of the stories are not verifiable (or have been debunked), so separating fact from fiction was a bit of a challenge. Some of the “facts” reported by sources that were considered reliable were contradicted by other sources. Regardless, the stories are full of intriguing details about people who have blessed us with the gift of Christmas music. In some cases, where there has been enough reason to doubt often-repeated aspects of the stories, I have included a brief discussion addressing the details that are in question. I have attempted, to the best of my ability, to present accurate versions of the stories. However, this is not intended to be an in-depth study of any of the subjects. It is meant to be an easy read, and the essay format allows for this. Readers who are interested in further exploration can access the sources listed at the end of each essay.

			These stories remind us that the composers and lyricists were regular people like us. It is interesting to think about what was going on in their lives at the time they created the songs. Another interesting observation is that several of the songs were not originally written in English and the words in the versions we sing are quite distinct from the original texts.

			For example, the stories behind “Silent Night” and “O Holy Night,” in addition to shedding light on the lives of the creators, highlight the challenges of translating a song from one language into another in a way that it can still be sung to the same tune without losing its meaning. Some would argue that meanings have been changed; so even though we sing the carols in English, we can learn a lot about the intent of the authors by examining the original texts.

			One recurring theme was the role that many of these songs played during times of war. Soldiers on both sides stopped fighting temporarily and sang “Silent Night,” or was it “O Holy Night?” You may have heard it was both. The “Silent Night” story is known as the “Christmas Truce of 1914,” while the “O Holy Night” version may never have happened, since it can’t be verified.

			It isn’t surprising that people would look to songs about peace on earth in times of war, but we can be inspired by these songs all year round. Christmas was probably far from Isaac Watts’ mind as he meditated on Psalm 98 and penned the words that became the song, “Joy to the World.” Regardless of Watts’ intent, this song has become one of the most beloved Christmas carols. The message of Christmas is one of hope, peace and goodwill and it is valid throughout the year.

			The title of this book, “I Played My Best for Him,” is from “The Little Drummer Boy,” which tells the fictional story of a poor boy who came to see Christ, the newborn King, but had no gift to bring with him. He had no money but gave a gift that was priceless – he shared his talent by playing his drum. This is a powerful reminder that even with limited resources, we can make a positive impact on those around us by giving our time, talent and other resources, just like the Drummer Boy.

			I hope you will be inspired and that you will enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it.

			Wishing you peace, joy and love, now and always.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			A Note About Song Lyrics

			Some of the songs discussed in the following chapters are still under copyright. Therefore, those lyrics are not included in this book. For the songs that are in the public domain, the lyrics can be found at the end of each chapter.
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			“The Little Drummer Boy” was written by Katherine Kennicott Davis, an American composer in 1941.

			It was first published with the title “Carol of the Drum,” and is believed to have been based on a Czech melody or inspired by a French Christmas carol. Some people believe that Davis wrote the song while trying to take a nap.

			Composer - Katherine Kennicott Davis (1892 – 1980)

			Katherine Kennicott Davis was born in St. Joseph, Missouri, to Jessie F. Barton and Maxwell Gaddis Davis. She eventually settled in Concord, Massachusetts, a town known for its New England transcendental poets. Her mother was a musician, which may partly explain her passion for folk music. She composed her first piece of music, “Shadow March,” at the age of 15, and eventually composed more than 600 pieces of music. Davis studied music at Wellesley College in Massachusetts, winning the Billings Prize for composition. After graduation, she stayed on to teach music theory and composition. She also studied at the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston and with a private instructor in Paris.

			Carol of the Drum

			The Little Drummer Boy was written just before the Second World War. Times were hard and there was little money for Christmas presents, so it makes sense that Davis would have written a song about a child who had no money to buy a gift for a new-born King.

			“Carol of the Drum” wasn’t popular when it was first released, but that changed after it was recorded by the Trapp Family Singers in 1951 and further popularized by the Harry Simeone Chorale in 1958.

			By 1962, “Little Drummer Boy” had been recorded over a hundred times and at the top of the charts five times. It has been recorded by various artists, including Bing Crosby and David Bowie (1977), Jonny Cash (1963) and Justin Bieber (2011). There are over 200 versions of “Little Drummer Boy” in seven languages.

			A lasting legacy

			Katherine Kenicott Davis never married, and she handled her publishing and finances by herself, something that was unusual for women in her time. In March of 1980, she wrote to one of the companies that published her music, ECS Publishing, to tell them that she wanted to send them a setting of some of Isaac Watts’ verses, called “Songs Abound.” The publishers loved the piece, but unfortunately, Davis passed away before the project was completed.

			The piece ended with these prophetic words:

			Then let our songs abound

			And every tear be dry;

			We’re marching through Emmanuel’s ground

			To fairer worlds on high.

			Katherine Kennicott Davis died in 1980 at 87 and left all her royalties and proceeds to the music program at Wellesley College. Her legacy lives on through the music she created and no doubt, through the impact of her generosity. The words “I played my best for Him” in “The Little Drummer Boy,” spoken by a little boy who had no money, serve to remind us that sometimes the greatest gifts are things that money can’t buy. He had a drum, and he played his best for the new-born King. We, too, can use our gifts, resources and talents to make a difference in the world.
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