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      IS IT “HO! HO! HO!” OR “OH GOD, NO!”

      When we bring up the topic of horror movies, usually the first thing that comes to mind is the holiday of Halloween. What other holiday has ghosts, monsters, witches, serial killers, and supernatural entities galore? Why, Christmas, of course– it has all that and more. Christmas may seem bright, colorful, and cheery, but when you look under the surface, there’s a lot to fear. Krampus, Elves, Santa Claus, Family Dinners, and all manner of horrors are taken for granted during the holidays.

      In this book, we’ll take a look at 75 horror or horror-adjacent films over a span of 81 years that are part of the jolly holiday. They run a range of terror from children’s stories to stuff even adults probably shouldn’t be watching. Some are more comedy than horror, and some leave no doubt as to their slashery intents.

      The world of Christmas horror is a flexible place, welcoming everything from traditional ghost stories—such as the 1951 version of A Christmas Carol, which features "four main and a flock of others"—to such wholesome fare as “The Dorm That Dripped Blood.”

      The filmmaking rules of the 1940s and 1950s were worlds apart from newer films in terms of gore, graphic detail, and even plot complexity, but there are gems from every decade since. Not all of the 75 films included here are gems– far from it, there are quite a few stinkers as well. Then again, sometimes, late at night, a good stinker of a film is exactly what the Grinch ordered.

      HOLIDAY TERRORS OF ALL TYPES
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      Prepare your cocoa and your emergency escape route, because we’ll watch and discuss a bizarre breadth of terrors, including:

      •	Slasher Santas: We lost track of how many times Santa Claus shows up to punish the naughty, often with gruesome results. This includes homicidal maniacs who were traumatized by their childhood Christmas, and even a cyborg version, Robo-Santa, who occasionally reverts to his previous military programming. Santa’s not so cuddly anymore.

      •	The Mythological Mishap: Discover why you need to follow the rules concerning Norwegian barn elves in “There's Something in the Barn” or risk mayhem. We cover the monstrous, child-eating Santa presented in “Rare Exports,” and the darkly satirical figure of “Krampus.”

      •	Creature Features: We explore creatures ranging from lovable, destructive “Gremlins”—who understand far more pop-culture references than their age should allow—to a ridiculously awful killer cookie-puppet in “The Gingerdead Man,” whose voice sounds an awful lot like Gary Busey. And let’s not forget the low-budget masterpiece “Elves,” which somehow manages to include incest, Nazis, and the Antichrist in a Christmas tale.

      •	Holiday Headaches: We include numerous films that manage to terrify simply through human stupidity or agonizing repetition. For instance, the commentary notes that the main characters of “ATM” are just "three different flavors of stupid," and the movie “Christmas Bloody Christmas” features 487 uses of profanity, which we found exhausting. Some of the headaches are the more mundane kind, as we see in “Secret Santa” and “The Melancholy Fantastic.

      HOW THE BOOK IS LAID OUT

      There’s no special order or grouping to the list of films other than the year they were released. Obviously, the tamer films are mostly in the early years, while stuff like “Terrifier 3” appears toward the end. Each film has a full synopsis with full spoilers, in case you can’t find it, as well as our commentaries that cut through the tinsel and address whether these films successfully elevate the genre or fail spectacularly.

      We use a broad definition of the term “Horror,” but generally, if it includes monsters, ghosts, supernatural entities, and numerous bodies, we’ll often count it. Is “The Nightmare Before Christmas” really horror? Well, I remember my young nephew being terrified by some of the creatures in it, so, yeah. “A Christmas Carol” is just full of ghosts, and even “It’s a Wonderful Life” has many horror elements. We include these for the sake of variety, not because there weren’t plenty more holiday horror films out there. These are some of the best, the worst, or the most notorious films out there.
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      Although the majority of films presented here focus on Christmas in particular, the other winter holidays, such as New Year’s, Hanukkah, Thanksgiving, and everything in between, are all represented. A couple of the anthologies even go into a whole string of unrelated holidays.

      Grab the hot chocolate and candy canes, start a fire in the fireplace, put on an ugly sweater, and get ready to be terrified.
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        Directed by Gunther von Fritsch, Robert Wise
      

      	
        Written by DeWitt Bodeen
      

      	
        Stars Simone Simon, Kent Smith, Jane Randolph
      

      	
        Run Time: 1 Hour, 10 Minutes
      

      	
        Trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MpPzGWALrtI
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      SPOILER-FREE JUDGMENT ZONE

      It’s presented as a sequel to 1942’s “Cat People,” and there is a thin connection. Except they didn’t put in any Cat People, and there’s barely any cat. There might be a ghost, but it’s really pushing it to call it horror. It’s an okay family drama about a little girl with an overactive imagination who struggles to fit in without being judged insane. However, she might be skirting the edge of insanity. We’d rate it as just okay, and downright misleading in the title and the scary-looking poster.

      SPOILERY SYNOPSIS

      A bunch of kids take a class trip to the park. Some boys see a black cat in a tree and pretend to shoot it. The girls all pick on Amy because she’s “only a little different.” She talks to bugs. A boy squishes a butterfly, and she slaps him; this results in the parents being called.

      The principal talks to Oliver and Alice, from the first film, about Amy’s lack of friends. “Something moody; something sickly. She’s almost like Irena’s child,” Oliver thinks. Alice says he spends too much time thinking about Irena, and Amy really is Alice’s child.

      Amy has a birthday party, and no children show up. Amy begged to mail the invitations herself, but then she didn’t. It turns out that she put them in an old tree that she imagines is a magic mailbox, not a real mailbox. The three have a small party, just them and Edward, the servant. She wishes to “be a good girl” and act like a normal kid.

      Amy goes exploring at the nearby haunted house, and someone inside gives her a ring. Could it be a magic wishing ring? Amy says, “I wish for a friend,” with her new ring. She tells Oliver about the house later, and he gets angry– she’s just too bound up in fantasies and her overactive imagination.

      Alice tells Amy that she needs to return that ring to the old house. Mrs. Callahan, the teacher, comes over, and they talk about Oliver’s first wife and how he hasn’t really gotten over her. Sometimes, Alice thinks Irena haunts the house.

      Meanwhile, Amy goes back to the old house to return the ring. She meets Barbara Farren, who is sullen and creepy. The old woman comes in, laughing like a maniac, and gives Amy a good scare. “I’ve been watching you,” Julia Farren says. She’s an aging stage actress who doesn’t want the ring back. She doesn’t much care for Barbara, “a liar and a cheat!” The old lady then tells little Amy the story of the headless horseman. Barbara shows them the way out, but she never says a word.

      Julia says her daughter Barbara died when she was six, but adult Barbara swears she’s really Julia’s daughter. “You are an impostor!” the old woman proclaims.

      That night, Amy dreams about the headless horseman, but this time, the wishing ring brings her someone else. A ghost who sings her a Christmas song– in French.

      The next morning, Amy finds a photo of Irena, Oliver’s dead wife. She likes the name and soon sees that the ghost is Irena herself. “I come from great darkness and deep peace. You must promise never to tell anyone about me.” They play all day, but winter is coming, and it’s getting cold outside…

      Christmas is coming, and now everything is decorated. Amy has gotten gifts for everyone she knows, plus one box with no name on it. A bunch of carolers come by, and Alice invites them all inside. Amy sees Irena outside singing along with them, again in French. Amy gives her her present. Later, she takes a gift to Mrs. Farren, who hasn’t even opened Barbara’s gift.

      Soon, Christmas is over, and they burn bits of the tree in the fireplace for luck. Amy finds another photo of Irena, and this time, she tells Oliver that she’s her special friend. “She plays with me in the garden all the time,” says Amy. “She’s there whenever I call her.”

      They go outside. Amy sees Irena, but Oliver doesn’t see anyone. He tries to make her say she doesn’t see anyone, but she doesn’t cooperate. Oliver takes Amy upstairs and spanks her. “First spanking is an important occasion,” says Miss Callahan.

      Oliver tells Callahan about the lies that Irena told herself: “In the end, she went completely mad. She killed a man and then killed herself.” Callahan tells him all about imaginary friends and that it isn’t so unusual.

      Irena appears to Amy and says goodbye before vanishing. Amy goes out into the snowy woods looking for her vanished friend. She hears the headless horseman and hides from him in terror– nope, it’s just a car. She gets lost in the blizzard and eventually ends up at the Farren house.

      The old woman complains, “It was on a night like this that Barbara died.” Barbara tries again to explain that she really is her daughter. Barbara blames all this on Amy. “If that little girl comes by again, I’ll kill her!”

      The police have bloodhounds out looking for Amy, who has passed out in the snow. She hears the dogs and runs away, banging on the old woman’s door. “I must hide you,” says the crazy old woman. She collapses on the stairs, too old to go all the way up.

      Barbara spots Amy and closes in malevolently. “Even my mother's last moment you’ve stolen from me!” Suddenly, Amy sees Irena and hugs her. It’s really Barbara, who hears Amy calling her “my friend” and can’t harm her now. Oliver, Alice, and the police barge in.

      Amy says she still sees Irena in the garden, and now Oliver says he can see her too...

      BRIAN’S COMMENTARY

      This is only marginally related to “Cat People” (1942).  It’s got a couple of the same characters, now married with a child, and the main character returns as a ghost. Other than that, there’s nothing here about cat people or curses at all. It’s mostly about a child with an overactive imagination and how people think she’s borderline insane– or maybe it’s actually a ghost story.

      It’s barely horror. It’s barely a sequel. It’s an OK story, but the whole title is very misleading.

      KEVIN’S COMMENTARY

      The poster is cool, the best part of the whole affair. The movie doesn’t live up to it. Sometimes, when a movie ends, you wonder what happened next to some of the characters, and this gives us a continuation of sorts from “Cat People.” But it’s not really very interesting, and certainly pushing it to call it horror. I’d rate it “meh.”
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      SYNOPSIS

      Walter Craig, an architect, comes to an old country house to do some remodeling on a couple of bedrooms. There are five other guests staying the night as well, but Craig thinks they are a hallucination at first. He’s dreamed of these people before, over and over in a recurring vision. He recognizes the whole group, although he’s never really met any of them. He does claim one more woman will be joining them later if his dream is true.

      

      The Hearse Driver

      In the first tale, Hugh Grainger, the driver of a race car, crashes and wakes up in the hospital. Joyce, the nurse, takes care of him. That night, Hugh wakes up and looks out the window, and it’s suddenly 4 p.m. and daylight. There’s a hearse outside, and the driver looks up and says, “Room for one more, sir!” He looks again, and it’s ten p.m. again. Within a week, Hugh is better and leaves the hospital. It’s daytime, and he gets ready to board the bus. The conductor says, “There’s room for one more,” and Hugh backs off. Soon, the bus crashes, killing everyone on board.

      Back in the linking story, the sixth guest appears, just as Mr. Craig had predicted. Dr. Van Straaten thinks this all may be a trick or a practical joke. Craig explains what’s going to happen to the group, and it’s not a pleasant thing. Could Craig have been given foreknowledge in the same way Hugh was warned in his story?

      

      The Christmas Story

      Mrs. Foley tells her story, which happened one Christmas. There’s a huge children’s party, and they all decide to have a big game of hide and seek. Foley goes upstairs into one of the bedrooms, but she’s quickly found by a boy. She’s cold, and he says, “It’s a cold from beyond the grave,” and that the house is haunted by a boy who had his head nearly cut off by a girl. They get separated, and Sally finds a secret room where she finds a crying boy. She puts the boy to bed and sings to him. Sally goes back to the party and tells the others about the boy, who, of course, turns out to be the dead child.

      Back in the real world, Van Straaten once again tries to debunk the story. Craig is confused because he says he’s going to hit Sally savagely, but that can’t be true because Sally is going to leave in a few minutes. As predicted, Sally’s mother comes in and takes her away.

      

      The Haunted Mirror

      Joan starts her story. She bought her fiancé, Peter, a mirror as a gift. He puts it up on the wall. Later, Peter sees himself in the mirror, but he’s in a different room. Later that night, it does the same thing again. Over the next few weeks, Peter is becoming more and more irritable; he’s not sleeping well. Every time he looks at the mirror, he sees that other room. The room is trying to claim him, to draw him in. “There’s something waiting for me on the other side of the mirror. Something evil.” Joan and Peter look into the mirror together, and he doesn’t see her at all. Peter gets better for a few weeks, and then he starts seeing things again. Joan goes back to the antique shop where she bought the mirror, and she sees the bed that Peter described in his vision. They belonged to a madman who killed his wife and himself in front of that mirror. Peter goes mad, and Joan ends up smashing the mirror, which snaps him out of it.

      Van Straaten once again uses psychobabble to explain it all away, which is starting to annoy the other guests. Craig wants to avoid the horrible fate that awaits him, but the doctor says that’s giving in to his delusion.

      

      The Golfing Story

      Mr. Foley tells his story. George and Larry were golfing partners until Mary came along, and then they became a triangle. They decide to play each other 18 holes, and the winner gets Mary. Oddly enough, Mary is fine with this arrangement. George wins, but Larry thinks George cheated. Larry walks into the lake and kills himself. George then gets engaged to Mary. Foley then plays George, and they come to the hole by the lake. George hears Larry’s voice, the ball jumps around, and the trees attack George. Larry appears and tells George to give up both Mary and golf itself. Larry can’t disappear again, as he’s doing something wrong. George and Mary get married, but Larry is never far behind, even on their wedding night. George accidentally trades places with Larry, and Larry goes into the wedding bed with Mary, with George just… Gone.

      

      The Ventriloquist

      Finally, Dr. Van Straaten tells a story about a ventriloquist who had gone insane. Van Straaten was called in to evaluate the man. The ventriloquist, Frere, won’t talk unless they get Hugo the dummy back to him.

      In a flashback, Sylvester, a different ventriloquist, goes to see Frere, and Hugo the dummy is impressed with him. Frere and Hugo get into an argument and leave the show.

      Sylvester goes to Frere’s dressing room to talk to Frere, but only Hugo is there. Sylvester says it sounds just like the dummy was doing the speaking. “You don’t know what Hugo is capable of,” says Frere. Someone here clearly has mental problems.

      That night, Hugo insults a group in a bar, and Frere gets beaten up. Sylvester goes to Frere’s rescue. Frere explains that Hugo is the one who runs the act. Later, the two men find Hugo in Sylvester’s room, but Sylvester didn’t do it. Frere shoots Sylvester, who is going to recover.

      Van Straaten gives Hugo back to Frere in the jail cell, and Hugo threatens to go with Sylvester when Frere goes to jail. Frere “smothers” Hugo. But it isn’t so easy to get rid of the dummy…

      Back in the real world, things start unfolding as Craig said it would from his dream. Craig says Van Straaten killed one of his friends and then strangled the doctor. Craig then runs from story to story, through the mirror and the game of Christmas hide-and-seek, killing the various other people as he goes. They end up throwing him in a cell with “room for one more inside.” Except he’s not alone; Hugo is in there with him. Hugo then strangles Craig.

      Craig wakes up; he’s had that damned dream again. He gets a call from Mr. Foley to come out to his country home and help remodel some bedrooms. He thinks that name sounds very familiar, but can’t place it. Maybe, by going to that house, it’ll help him get rid of those horrible nightmares.

      COMMENTARY

      The golfing story was done mostly for laughs and almost had a fairytale quality about it, but the other stories all take themselves very seriously. Actually, the golfing story was so over-the-top silly that it really didn’t fit and seemed out of place here.

      I wonder how many stories have been told with the main ideas from the “Room for One More” story? The haunted mirror was stretched out a little too long, but most of the stories were just the right length.

      Unlike most anthologies, this wraparound story actually had a lot going for it and was entertaining itself. Some of the stories were better than others, but overall, it’s a really good, really old anthology film.
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        Directed by Frank Capra
      

      	
        Written by Frances Goodrich, Albert Hackett, Frank Capra
      

      	
        Stars James Stewart, Donna Reed, Lionel Barrymore, Thomas Mitchell
      

      	
        Run Time: 2 Hours, 10 Minutes
      

      	
        Trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iLR3gZrU2Xo
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      BAD ONE-SENTENCE SUMMARY

      An angel shows a banker that money really does solve all problems.

      SPOILER-FREE JUDGMENT ZONE

      This is the ultimate feel-good Christmas movie as far as happy endings go. Okay, that’s technically a spoiler, but considering the age of the movie, that’s probably okay. We watched the full version, as everyone should, but strangely, there’s an edited version that cuts out the angel stuff that contains much of the point of the movie. The full version is lengthy, but it’s really well made, and it builds nicely as it goes along. It’s worthy of being called a classic.

      SPOILERY SYNOPSIS

      It’s snowing in Bedford Falls. Everyone in town prays for George Bailey; everyone wants God to give him a break. Up in the sky, it’s decided to send Clarence to help. They tell Clarence that George is considering suicide, and they want to save George. If he succeeds, then Clarence can finally have his wings. They show Clarence the town and explain it all.

      We see young George and his friend sledding down onto the frozen lake. George’s younger brother, Harry, slides too far and breaks through the ice. George pulls him out, but George ends up getting sick and going deaf in one ear. We also see Mr. Potter, the meanest and richest man in the county. Young Mary and Violet are both interested in young George.

      George’s boss, Mr. Gower, gets a notice that his son has died of influenza, and he’s all broken up about it. George sees a big bottle of poison on the shelf, and George realizes that the old man accidentally put poison in an old lady’s prescription. He tells Gower what he’s done, and the old man is shocked at his mistake.

      We then cut to young adult George. Old Man Gower has bought George a new suitcase with his name on it. Everyone in town knows and likes George. Harry’s about to graduate, and George is planning to go on a world-spanning trip after college. George’s father constantly argues with old man Potter about everything.

      There’s a big dance tonight, and Violet is still stalking George. So is Mary, and George is way more interested in her. They stop slow dancing and do the Charleston. Suddenly, as a prank, the motorized floor is opened up, and there’s a swimming pool underneath that George and Mary end up falling into. Everyone jumps in afterward. Afterward, George tells Mary all his big dreams and plans for the future.

      Suddenly, people drive up and say that George’s father has had a stroke. George gives up his European trip to handle things for his now-dead father’s building & loan. Mr. Potter wants to dissolve the building & loan entirely since George’s father had no business sense. The old man is a serious Scrooge-type, and George takes offense at the old slumlord. The building & loan is one of the few places in town that isn’t controlled by Potter. The board votes Potter down on the condition that George stay in town and run the business.

      George gives up his college education to stay and run the building & loan; he sends Harry to college with his own money. Harry graduates and comes home married to Ruth. Her father gave Harry a good job, but George was waiting for Harry to come and take over the building & loan so he could travel. Once again, George’s plans to see the world are ruined due to his responsibilities.

      After turning down yet another big business opportunity, George and Mary get together and get married.

      On the way to their honeymoon, they stop; there’s a run on the building & loan. George runs to the building & loan to see what’s happening. Uncle Billy is hiding inside; the bank has called their loan, and they don’t have the money to pay it. Potter calls to gloat; he’s behind the angry mob outside. All the people in town want to withdraw their money. Old Man Potter will pay the clients half of their investments to switch to his bank. George explains the old man’s plot to the crowd. Mary offers their honeymoon money, and that’ll hold them over until the bank reopens next week. They have survived the day with two dollars left!

      Some friends like George so much that they still arrange for him to have his honeymoon in a swanky hotel… sorta.

      Years pass, and George and his building & loan finance a whole new housing development, Bailey Park, that they offer to low-income people at cost. This annoys Mr. Potter tremendously. George’s old friend Sam stops in for a visit; an idea George had let him get extremely wealthy, and it’s clear that George is jealous of the missed opportunity.

      Potter meets with George about acquiring the building & loan. George makes $45 a week, which doesn’t let him save much. Potter knows all about George’s dreams of travel and success, and he’s very tempting. The old man offers George $20,000 a year to manage his businesses for him. At first, George jumps at the idea, but then he reconsiders and turns down the old villain. He goes home to find that Mary is pregnant.

      World War II breaks out, and everyone helps out; George and Mary have kids. Potter and Sam make their fortunes even bigger. Harry was a war hero, and many of the characters went off to fight; not George, because of his bad ear.

      Back to Clarence getting his briefing. He watches as George reads in the paper that Harry is getting the Congressional Medal of Honor. At work, the bank examiner shows up. Elsewhere, Uncle Billy goes to deposit $8,000 at the bank but accidentally hands it to Potter instead. Potter figures out what happened immediately, but doesn’t say anything.

      Billy tells George that he’s lost the $8,000, and George flips out since the bank examiner is right there. George actually gets mean about the money: “One of us is going to jail, and it’s not gonna be me.” The old man cries.

      George goes home to his happy family; he knows he’s ruined. He’s grouchy and sullen, and Mary picks up on that right away. “Why do we have to have all these kids?” George tells off his kid’s teacher for sending his kid home with a cold. He finally loses it and trashes the living room in front of everybody, making the children cry. Mary gets the story from Uncle Billy.

      George goes to Potter for help. The DA is looking for George; he will be arrested for the discrepancy in the books. Potter plays dumb about where the money actually went. George does have a life insurance policy, but he’s got no other assets. “You’re worth more dead than alive, George!”

      George goes to Mr. Martini’s bar and prays for help. Then the schoolteacher’s husband punches him in the face. Drunk George crashes the car and walks home. He stops on the bridge and looks down, fingering the life insurance policy in his pocket…

      Suddenly, George sees an old man fall off the bridge, and he jumps in to save him. Later, the old man says he jumped in to save George; suicide is against the law. The old man is Clarence, and he says he’s an angel, second class. “I’m the answer to your prayer.” He’s George’s guardian angel. “You don’t know how much you’ve done.”

      “The town would’ve been better off without me,” whines George. “I wish I’d never been born!” This gives Clarence an idea, and he makes that wish come true. “You’ve never been born.” Suddenly, George’s lip stops bleeding, and his bad ear works just fine.

      The crashed car isn’t where George left it. The town’s name is now Pottersville. They go to Martini’s bar, but Martini doesn’t own the place now. “Every time a bell rings, some angel gets his wings.” Old man Gower comes in, and now he’s the town drunk, a failure after spending twenty years in prison for poisoning someone. Clarence explains that George wasn’t there to save that kid from the poison. George starts to believe Clarence’s story is true.

      George storms off home, alone, and the town is quite different now, with nightclubs, bars, dancing girls, and all manner of atrocities. He sees Violet, who appears to be a prostitute, being arrested. When he gets to his house, it’s been abandoned for twenty years. No Mary, no kids. Officer Bert tries to arrest George, but Clarence uses his magic to get away.

      George goes to see his mother, who runs a boarding house, but she doesn’t recognize him. She says Uncle Billy’s been in the insane asylum for years and years. He wants to talk to Mr. Martini next; he lives in Bailey Park - the area of affordable housing that George developed, but that’s just a cemetery now. He sees Harry’s tombstone; George didn’t pull him out of the frozen lake. All those men Harry saved in the war died as well. “See, George, you really had a wonderful life,” Clarence says, adding that Mary is now an old maid; she runs the library now. George terrorizes her by insisting he knows her, and she screams.

      George runs back to the bridge where he met Clarence and calls for him to return. He wants to go back to his regular life.

      Bert the cop drives by and wants to know what’s wrong with George. He knows George now. George is overjoyed to find that his mouth is bleeding again. He runs through the town of Bedford Falls, wishing everyone a Merry Christmas.

      At home, the bank examiners, the DA, and the lawyers are there to arrest him. His kids are there, but Mary and Billy have gone out looking for George.

      Mary returns and brings in a huge crowd of people. “It’s a miracle,” she says. Uncle Billy brings in a big basket of money. Everyone in town donated money to save George. All the characters have chipped in to save him from ruin. They know how much he’s helped the whole town, and even friend Sam, overseas, has donated what George needs. The bank examiner even puts in some cash.

      Harry finally returns from the war, which makes it even better for George. George then finds a note from Clarence that ties it all together. They hear a bell on the Christmas tree ringing; Clarence has gotten his wings.

      BRIAN’S COMMENTARY

      Uncle Billy's raven, “Jimmy the Raven,” appeared in over 1000 feature films, including every Capra film from “You Can't Take It With You” (1938). Jimmy is the "crow" that landed on the Scarecrow in “The Wizard of Oz” (1939).

      This was ranked as the “#1 Most Inspirational Movie of All Time” by the American Film Institute (2006), as well as the twentieth “Greatest Movie of All Time” in 2007.

      Obviously, the story has been retold so many times that it’s nearly a cliche, but I don't think I ever watched it all the way through before, or at least it’s been so long that I forgot a lot of it. There’s just so much that happens even before Clarence shows up, but that’s the only part I knew about; I had no idea it was so long.

      As I was watching, I commented that it seemed to go on and on with stuff not related to the Clarence plot, but it all builds up to the point where we really sympathize with poor George and what he’s given up. I’ve heard that there are some edits of the film that completely leave out the part where George sees what the world would be like without him. That’s the whole point of the film, but there is a whole story here, even without that.

      This one shifted a lot as it progressed. In the beginning, I thought it was slow and had too much going on, but by the time it was over, I was tremendously impressed with it. It’s not really about the world without George; it’s about George’s world.

      KEVIN’S COMMENTARY

      I had seen the whole thing before, but it had been a while, at least twenty-five years ago. I didn’t remember it being this long, but I was never bored. It starts slow and keeps building on itself. The cast and direction are excellent, with many people playing two versions of themselves. I’d highly recommend it.
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      SPOILER-FREE JUDGMENT ZONE

      This was a solid rendition of the story. Alastair Sim as Scrooge was believable in the role, and the rest of the cast was very good as well. The special effects are minimal and limited to 1951 technology, but they get the job done. It’s not exactly horror in the scary sense, but it is a ghost story, with four main ones and a flock of others seen briefly. If you’re looking for a version to see (there are more than 100 out there), this is a very good one and is thought of by many as “the definitive version.”

      SPOILERY SYNOPSIS

      We hear that old Marley has been dead for seven years. His partner, Mr. Scrooge, runs the business. It’s Christmas, but Scrooge says that’s “a humbug” and leaves.

      Outside, a man asks for more time to pay back the money Scrooge loaned him. On the walk to his office, he runs off some children singing carols. A charity man comes to the office, wanting money for the poor, but Scrooge says they should just send the poor to the workhouse or prison. He refuses to donate anything to charity.

      Scrooge’s nephew, Fred, comes in and wishes his uncle a merry Christmas. Scrooge doesn’t approve of his nephew’s wife, but he’s invited to dinner anyway. Fred is nice, and he wishes the Cratchit family a merry Christmas on the way out. Bob Cratchit is Scrooge’s underpaid clerk.

      We cut to Tim Cratchit and his mother, in town to buy a goose. Tim walks with a crutch. She complains that Bob’s boss makes him work so late on Christmas Eve. If Scrooge had his way, they’d all work through Christmas.

      On the way home, Scrooge sees dead-Marley’s face in the door knocker, but goes inside anyway. He’s creeped out, but he locks the door and sits with his gruel in front of the fireplace. He starts to hear scary noises before he sees the ghost of Jacob Marley. The ghost drags around heavy boxes that are chained to him. Scrooge thinks maybe he’s just got indigestion or something. Marley explains that he wears the chains he forged in life; he made his own curse. He also points out that it’s not too late for Scrooge to turn his life around and avoid the same fate; he will be visited by three spirits tonight.

      At one a.m., Scrooge wakes up to see an old man in white in his room. He says he’s the Spirit of Christmas Past, and he knows all about Scrooge’s younger days. Scrooge sees his boyhood school; young Scrooge is inside, and Fan, his sister, comes in to take him home for Christmas. Scrooge’s father has changed his mind, and now Scrooge is allowed to return home. Scrooge’s mother died in childbirth, and his father never forgave him.

      The scene changes, and now Scrooge and the spirit are at Fezziwig’s Christmas party. This is where young Scrooge apprenticed, and he remembers being very happy here. They watch as young Scrooge proposes to Alice. Fezziwig believes there are more important things than money. We then cut to Fan on her deathbed. Scrooge and Marley are savvy businessmen who weasel their way into majority ownership.

      Time passes, and Marley gets sick. Scrooge works all day and goes over to his partner’s house after closing. When he arrives, the undertaker is there waiting. Marley says, “We were wrong. Save yourself,” just before dying. Scrooge wakes up back in his own bed.

      Then a second ghost appears. This one is the Spirit of Christmas Present, and he shows Bob Cratchit and his family. They all seem happy, even though Tim is a sickly cripple. The Spirit tells Scrooge that the young boy is going to die soon because of a lack of medical care, and this distresses Scrooge. They’re poor but happy, and Bob wants to drink a toast to his boss. Mrs. Cratchit has nothing nice to say about the old miser. The ghostly pair pops over to Fred’s house, and Fred’s family hates Scrooge as well. He then sees Alice, who lives in the poorhouse, helping the sick and destitute.

      The spirit shows him two childlike ghosts, Ignorance and Want. These represent the people Scrooge wanted to send to the workhouse and prisons. The second spirit fades away.

      Then it’s time for the Spirit of Things to Come. Scrooge thinks he may be too old to change his ways now. This ghost doesn’t speak at all.

      They appear outside the window of the Cratchit house. They aren’t looking so happy now, since Tiny Tim has died. Bob comes home; he’s been to the cemetery where they’re going to bury their son.

      Then they pop over to the poorhouse, where the women there talk about stealing from a dead man. They didn’t much like this particular dead man. Old Joe, the “fence,” offers a pittance for the loot. Scrooge’s housekeeper even stole the dead man’s blankets out from under his corpse and the curtains from around the bed.

      They move to the dead man’s funeral. The men don’t want to attend the funeral unless there’s a free lunch provided. Scrooge asks who died, but the Spirit doesn’t answer. They soon move to the cemetery, where Scrooge sees his own grave. Scrooge begs to have the opportunity to change what he sees.

      Scrooge wakes up in his bed again. There’s knocking at the door. The maid comes in, and he asks what day it is, and is shocked to hear that it’s still Christmas Day. He’s happy and giddy to the point of goofiness. He sings, dances, and tries to stand on his head, making the housekeeper think he’s lost his mind. He gives her a Christmas bonus and a raise.

      Scrooge yells down to a boy on the street and tells him to go to the butcher and order the prize goose. “I’ll send it to Bob Cratchit. It’s twice the size of Tiny Tim.” Tiny Tim believes the goose came from Mr. Scrooge, but no one else does.

      Scrooge himself goes to Fred’s party and spends time with his own family. Fred is thrilled, but the others are reluctant. Scrooge apologizes to Fred’s wife for ignoring her all these years. He dances with her, and is nice, and everyone is happy.

      Bob Cratchit shows up for work a minute or two late, and Scrooge makes a big production out of it. He gives Bob a raise and says he wants to help Bob’s family. Scrooge has trouble stopping laughing because he’s so happy.

      Afterward, Scrooge was always a good man and a good friend. Tiny Tim got well and didn’t need the crutches anymore.

      BRIAN’S COMMENTARY

      It’s well acted for sure, but the special effects are a bit iffy. Still, that’s not the point of the story. This is widely regarded as the best version of the Dickens story, and it is very good. It’s fairly close to the book, and there’s not a lot of fluff here.

      KEVIN’S COMMENTARY

      The acting and direction are great. The effects are the best they could do in 1951, but they help tell the story. I haven’t seen a lot of versions of this, but I understand this follows the original story closely, and it is a good one. If you’re in the mood for an interesting Christmas parable, this is a good one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1972 TALES FROM THE CRYPT
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        Written by Milton Subotsky, Al Feldstein, Johnny Craig, Bill Gaines
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      SPOILER-FREE JUDGMENT ZONE

      It’s an anthology of short stories from old comic books, and they all hold up pretty well. “Don’t be a bad person” is the lesson here. Bad people get their comeuppance. The stories are all entertaining.

      SYNOPSIS

      We wander through a cemetery as the credits roll, finally settling on a crypt. A group of people tour the catacombs, and the tour guide warns them not to stray from him; it’s easy to get lost down here. Five people soon get separated from the group. They get trapped in a room with the crypt keeper. He asks them what their plans are for when they leave here…

      

      And All Through the House

      Joanne answers him first. It’s Christmas time, and her husband has gotten her a nice gift and gotten everything ready for their celebration. Joanne kills him with a fireplace poker. She cleans up the blood while her daughter calls from upstairs to see if Santa has arrived.

      The radio alerts her that a homicidal maniac has escaped from the asylum and may be wearing a Santa costume. Sure enough, he starts rattling the doorknobs and peeking through the window at Joanne’s house. She can’t call the police because her husband’s body is still lying in the living room. She runs around, locking all the doors and windows; finally, she’s safe from the maniac. She poses her dead husband’s body to make it look like he fell down the stairs.

      At last, all the blood is gone, and the evidence is set up. She then notices her daughter is missing; her daughter has let “Santa” into the house. And, of course, Santa punishes the naughty.

      

      Reflection of Death

      Carl goes next. He’s packed up and must drive to his morning appointment all night. He goes to his girlfriend’s house; he and Susan are running off together. He’s abandoned his family for her. She drives while he has nightmares in the back seat. The car crashes and burns.

      Carl gets out of the car, but everyone he runs to for help is terrified of what they see. He goes to Susan’s house and finds her there. She’s blind now after the crash; it’s been two years since Carl was killed in the crash. Carl wakes up from the nightmare, and the crash happens again…

      

      Poetic Justice

      Elliot tells his plans next. His elderly neighbor, Grimsdyke, is very popular with the local children. Elliot doesn’t like the old man; he’s just a junk collector. The old man’s wife died recently, and Elliot wants him to move out. Elliot destroys another neighbor’s garden and blames Grimsdyke’s dogs. The police take away the old man’s dogs, which makes the old man sad.

      Grimsdyke talks to his dead wife with an Ouija board. “Danger,” it says. Elliot arranges for the old man to lose his job just a few days short of getting his retirement pay. One of his lost dogs comes home, which makes the old man happy. Elliot turns the local mothers against Grimsdyke, who forbid their children from going near the old man.

      No visitors. No work. No children. Grimsdyke is getting depressed. Elliot makes fake Valentine’s cards, looking like they came from everyone in town, telling how much they all hate Grimsdyke. Several days later, they find Grimsdyke’s body; he has hanged himself in despair.

      Exactly one year later, on Valentine’s Day, old man Grimsdyke rises from the grave and comes after Elliott. Now Elliott is really heartless!

      

      Wish You Were Here

      Jason takes his turn. He’s gone bankrupt from bad investments. He’ll have to start selling his possessions. His wife brings up the little Chinese statue they bought on a trip. It’s got an inscription that says it will grant three wishes to its owner.

      He warns about “The Monkey’s Paw” when his wife wishes for a lot of money. A man in a skull mask follows his car on a motorcycle and causes him to crash fatally. The lawyer tells Jason’s wife she has lots of insurance money coming. She remembers the wish. She wants to wish for her husband to return, but the lawyer tells her the Monkey’s Paw story. She wishes him to return exactly as he was immediately before the accident.

      There’s a knock at the door. Men in suits bring in a coffin. He died of a heart attack before the accident, so he was already dead before the accident. She wishes for him to come back to life, and he wakes up screaming since he’s already been embalmed. She cuts him to pieces with a sword, but he won’t die. She wished him alive forever.

      

      Blind Alleys

      Major Rogers goes last. He’s been put in charge of a hospital full of blind men, and he goes to talk to the patients. Mr. Carter glares at Rogers as he leaves. There’s no heat in this hospital; everyone suffers in the cold. There aren’t even any extra blankets. Carter goes to Rogers to complain, but Rogers says there’s no money for heat or blankets. Rogers doesn’t care about his patients at all.

      Carter explains that blind people aren’t soldiers; their other senses are sharpened. This means that they suffer more in the cold, they taste bad food more, and they hear the bugs crawling on the walls. Rogers is not sympathetic. He cuts their rations, but he eats well himself.

      Carter and several others confront Rogers, but the major sics his attack dog on them. That night, the man in the bed beside Carter dies because Rogers won’t call the doctor.

      The next day, all the blind men donate a bit of their food, and Carter takes a plate to lure Rogers’ dog. They lock the dog in a storage room. “It’s our turn to give the orders now,” says Carter ominously. They lock Carter in the room in the basement next door to the dog. Days pass. Rogers begs Carter to feed his dog. “All in good time,” he answers.

      Finally, the door opens, and Rogers goes outside to find himself locked in a cage lined with razor blades and his own starving dog. One of them’s going to eat the other…

      Back in the crypt, the crypt keeper explains that these visions are not of the future but of the past. These stories tell how these five people died before sending them to Hell. “Who’s next? Perhaps you?” he asks.

      COMMENTARY

      The stories had all previously appeared in the “Tales from the Crypt,” “Vault of Horror,” and “The Haunt of Fear” comic books. Peter Cushing was initially offered the lead in the “Wish You Were Here” segment, but he wanted to try something different and played the kindly, elderly Grimsdyke in “Poetic Justice” instead. He wanted to do this movie so much that he took a lower fee than usual.

      They’re all good stories, but that last one seemed to drag on too long with all the construction and building. The others, however, were well-paced and a lot of fun.

      This one was so successful that they did a sequel, “Vault of Horror,” the very next year. In my opinion, that one was better than this, but it never achieved the first film’s success.
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