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Bran: To my wife, for being the Wagner to my Polaha.


Panda: To Hayley and Lily, the best things to ever happen to me.


Dan: To Sarah, the love of my past, present, future, and forever, and to my two kings, Ray and Jay. Yes, I love you; yes, I’m Decking the Hallmark; and yes, I’ll be home before bedtime.


Alonso: For Bibbs, who opened my eyes, and Dave, who rolled his.
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FOREWORD



It was a balmy and muggy Saturday—July 7, 2018. I was in Florida with my family for the summer and, well, I think it’s only fair to start this foreword by giving you all the facts.


My father-in-law, Max, had just passed away that April, and it was the first death in the family that my three boys and my wife had lived through. We were grieving. Hard.


It was also the summer my mother-in-law thought that she had lost her wedding ring down the toilet. I made sure the ring wasn’t stuck in the porcelain bowl, and I hired a man with a camera to follow the pipes all the way to the septic tank. Then I hired another man to drain the tank, only to find out that he couldn’t accomplish the task because dirt had found its way into the mess through a hole a tree root had made in the lid. All that to say, I volunteered to search for her ring by emptying out the septic tank, with a shovel, by hand. A pretty bleak summer indeed.


Until that hot July night, when I opened up my DMs on Instagram and found a message from a perfect stranger, a guy named Brandon Gray.


Brandon and his two friends Dan and “Panda” were starting a new podcast, and the very first movie they reviewed was Rocky Mountain Christmas. RMC was my second Hallmark holiday movie, and it happened to do very well with the viewing audience, so I was curious what comments these guys would make about this little gem. More like dubious.


Three guys reviewing Hallmark Christmas movies? What. The. Heck. And the name, Deck the Hallmark? What was that supposed to mean? Like, punch Hallmark in the face? What was this podcast going to be?


Brandon asked me, over DM, if I’d listen to their pilot episode, and if I liked it, would I be their first-ever guest on the show? Well, amid suffocating grief, overwhelming heat, and the back-breaking work of shoveling out human waste by hand in a hazmat suit, I listened to their pilot episode late that night while I lay in bed, expecting to be mocked for trying to make a living as an actor.


Instead, I was brought to tears. Tears of laughter flooded my face, and the joy and revelry these three men expressed while talking about the TV movie I’d made lifted my spirits in a way I’d never expected. They had done it. They had brought a male perspective to the female-driven Hallmark movie cultural juggernaut, and it was brilliant. Brandon loves the movies. Panda likes them. Dan despises them. Their podcast is biting, irreverent, hilarious, full of heart, and poignant. Literally, all the things you’d want when listening to a podcast about a Christmas movie.


I’ve said it before: every generation has a voice. If Christmas movies are the artistic expression of our generation—which one could argue that they’ve become—Brandon, Dan, and Panda are the voices of that generation. Uniting us by balancing out the “feels” with humor and levity, they allow us to float into the Hallmark bubble while providing an anchor to reality. At the same time, they offer an entirely different way to escape the sadness and heat and drudgery of our day-to-day lives, by living the example of true friendship and teaching us how to laugh at all the things life has to offer—even the unthinkable work of shoveling out a septic tank—with levity and heart.


I, for one, am a fan. I am also, now, a friend. I hope you enjoy the book you are about to read. I promise it will lift your spirits and make you laugh. And friends, I think we can all use a good laugh.


—Kristoffer Polaha


August 18, 2020, London, UK
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Kristoffer Polaha in Rocky Mountain Christmas








Kristoffer Polaha is an actor whose credits include Jurassic World 3 and Wonder Woman 1984. More relevant to our purposes here, he is a leading Hallmark hunk, whose many films for the network include Double Holiday, Hearts of Christmas, Rocky Mountain Christmas, and Small Town Christmas, all of which are reviewed in this book. Speaking of books, he is the coauthor (with Anna Gomez) of Moments Like This. Let the record show that Mr. Polaha is such a stand-up guy that he is still speaking to all of us. Even Dan.













“HI! I’M BRAN! And I Love Hallmark Christmas Movies!”
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Growing up, I would circle September 16 on my calendar. Why? Because I could officially dust off the 100 Days Until Christmas countdown board that I had made for myself.


It wasn’t fancy—literally just a white board with numbers on it and horrible drawings of Christmas trees and reindeer. I would pull out the cassette tapes that I used to record the radio station that played nothing but Christmas music. Every year, I called the radio station on a daily basis, trying to find out when they planned to make the switch. When I finally got a day and a time, I recorded the transition on a cassette tape so I could listen to it throughout the year. It was magical.


September 16 is also the day I would blow the dust off the flimsy, three-foot Christmas tree that I had bought with money I’d saved from mowing lawns.


You would think I would grow out of these habits, but I didn’t. When I was in high school, I got together with a friend of mine to record my own Christmas album. It was awful, but I loved it. The next year, we did it again. And again the year after that. We still do it to this day. I love Christmas.


I shouldn’t love Christmas as much as I do. I’m an adult who grew up in Florida, dreaming of a Christmas below eighty degrees, much less a white Christmas. Nevertheless, I can’t help myself. The closer the calendar gets to September 16, the more excited I become. It’s been this way for as long as I can remember.


When I discovered Hallmark Christmas movies, it wasn’t a huge surprise that I became obsessed. I had them playing all holiday season long. It was a dream come true—instead of having to wait for a Christmas movie to come on network TV, I could just flip on the Hallmark Channel at nine a.m. and keep it going all day. This was quite a few years ago, before Hallmark Christmas movies really became a “thing.” I began to think of Hallmark Christmas movies as something I could look forward to, starting on September 16.


Eventually, Hallmark Christmas movies became the thing I looked forward to the most. They include everything I love about the holiday season—the traditions, the snow, the decorations. I didn’t always associate troops coming home with Christmas, but I do now. And I love it! So much so that when Hallmark started playing Christmas movies in July, I didn’t think twice about making some hot chocolate and diving into The Mistletoe Secret for the hundredth time.


People ask me all the time how the podcast Deck the Hallmark started. I typically hate it when people say “people ask me all the time,” because we all know that isn’t true. In this case, it is. I’ve been asked that question hundreds of times, and I always start by saying, “It was March, and I was bummed that Hallmark Christmas movies weren’t on.” People laugh because they assume I’m joking. I’m not.


For me, the first few months of the year are the worst… and my birthday is in January. I get really sad when Christmas is over. Deck the Hallmark was birthed out of my desire to watch Hallmark Christmas movies all year long. But just like Christmas, I knew that it would be better with friends. Little did I know that other people wanted to watch these movies all year too.


I joined my first Hallmark Christmas movie Facebook group in March of 2017. An entire community of people who loved these movies as much as I did! Could there really be this many people who wanted to talk about them? Who were content watching the exact same plot unfold the exact same way by the exact same actors, over and over again? It was then that the idea hit me: I should start a podcast.


There’s something you should know about me—I’ve said the phrase “I should start a podcast” a couple dozen times. And I have. I started a podcast about aliens. I started a podcast where I could interview my favorite bands. I started a podcast where I could talk about my love for the Orlando Magic. But a podcast about Hallmark Christmas movies? This one felt special.


I did a quick search for podcasts about Hallmark movies. There were a few, some of them really great. Bubbly Sesh. Hallmarkies Podcast. Did the world really need another Hallmark movie podcast? Well, no. But I decided to call my friends and do it anyway.


We have had the opportunity to do so many amazing things thanks to Deck the Hallmark. We’ve been on Good Morning America multiple times, recorded live shows in some incredible cities that I had never been to, and gotten some absolutely remarkable emails from listeners about how the podcast has helped them get through the holiday season. But my favorite part is still watching the movies with my friends.


The feeling I get when watching a Hallmark Christmas movie is the same feeling I got listening to the radio station transition to Christmas music. It’s the same feeling I got putting up my own little tree. It’s the same feeling I get from creating my own Christmas music. These movies feel like Christmas.


September 16 is still a day I look forward to every year. I still count down to Christmas. But I also start a different countdown—the start of Hallmark Christmas movie season. I’m not sure which one I get more excited about, but there’s one thing I know for sure: these movies will be here long after we stop recording this podcast, and I’ll still be there watching with my hot chocolate. I can’t wait to watch The Mistletoe Secret another hundred times.


Why? Because I love Hallmark Christmas movies!


—Bran













“HEY, I’M PANDA. And I Like Hallmark Christmas Movies.”
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I gave up my job as chief engineer when I was a senior in high school, at the age of seventeen. I gave up the job I had held for as long as I could remember, so I could hang out with a few friends. Or was it to watch a movie? Or to eat lunch with a couple of buddies?


Whatever it was, it wasn’t worth it. Because as soon as I had given up the job, I missed it.


Christmas has always been incredibly magical for me. My mom and dad would decorate the living room and fill it with all sorts of ornaments and festive fare. We would pull out the same artificial tree, which was color-coded by layer, year after year.


I helped put the bottom layers on first. My dad added each layer that I couldn’t reach, until we placed the star at the top. The tree towered over me as a kid, and I stared up at it in all its grandeur. Each year I got taller and assembled more and more of the tree, until I could finally put the star on by myself. Each year we would step back, plug in the lights, and admire our work, our construction.


And then my dad would look at me and say, “Good job, my chief engineer.”


The very thing that makes the holidays so great is also what makes Hallmark Christmas movies simultaneously maligned and passionately enjoyed: tradition.


Each Christmas my family pulled out the same artificial tree, hung the lights, listened to the same songs, drank the same brand of eggnog, heard some variation of the same Christmas sermon, shopped at the same stores, and enjoyed the same holiday foods. It became almost a liturgy of sorts. These rituals were ingrained in me and provided a sense of rhythm to the entire season. If one of the elements were to be left out, the season just wouldn’t feel the same.


No one will ever accuse Hallmark Christmas movies of being too daring. From the very first aerial shot of the big city—which our heroine will inevitably leave to return to her roots—we are treated to a feast of traditions, jam-packed in like gifts in a stocking. The tree farm, the decorating or baking montage, the almost-kiss, the awkward dopey “other” boyfriend, the sweet family members offering sage advice, the carriage rides, snowball fights—it’s all there. And if it weren’t, things just wouldn’t feel right.


When we started Deck the Hallmark, I was excited to watch some cheesy Christmas films, have a few laughs with friends, and then move on. What baffled me is why people would watch thirty to forty new ones. With the same plot. Every year. When I told an acquaintance that I was doing a Hallmark Christmas podcast, he responded, “Oh, the one where the girl meets the guy, moves from the big city, falls in love and breaks up with her boyfriend and kisses the new guy, and they live happily ever after.” He laughed. I laughed. It was a whole thing.


Since then, I’ve heard that joke roughly three thousand times. I don’t laugh anymore. Not because it isn’t true. It is.


I don’t laugh anymore because Hallmark knows exactly what we are looking for. Comfort. Safety. A place to enjoy traditions. You know what you’re getting when you start one of these movies. You aren’t looking for new and exciting, dang it. Just give me the good stuff, Hallmark! Give me my Christmas cookie crawls, doting aunts, charming small towns, galas, and royals from San Senova. Give me my traditions.


Because far too often, as we grow older, those traditions slowly fade away. Life gets in the way. We get busy. We run out of time. And then, looking back, we regret it.


We aren’t our dad’s chief engineer anymore.


After graduating from high school, I went off to a college in Georgia, where I was resolved to make my own path, away from my parents, for the first time. The way I was going to do this was to stay away from home as long as possible my first semester.


Three months away from home, and I had become my own man. Bold. Adventurous. Wise. And I had never wanted to be home more in my life.


So when Thanksgiving break rolled around, I submitted my last paper, hopped in my car, cranked up my iPod to Perry Como’s “(There’s No Place Like) Home for the Holidays,” and cruised home.


I missed the smell of Christmas candles burning, the warmth of our fireplace, and the taste of eggnog. I couldn’t wait to see my dog, and to hug my mom and dad. I wanted to tell them everything that was going on in my life over a nice home-cooked meal of my mom’s legendary enchiritos (because we are all obsessed with Mexican food, even during the holidays).


Then, we pulled out the Christmas tree, and I helped my dad construct it. I wanted to resume my rightful place as chief engineer. Because that’s the thing about traditions—those beautiful liturgies—you don’t realize how much you miss them until you stop doing them.


Perhaps that is why when Hallmark’s Countdown to Christmas finally starts, I don’t mind that I have thirty-plus movies to watch. It’s like coming home. So I watch Hallmark movies each year with a thankful heart. The traditions I have grown up with have shaped me and made me who I am. They will shape my daughter as I pass them on to her.


We will pull out the same artificial tree, hang the lights, listen to the same songs, drink the same brand of eggnog, hear some variation of the same Christmas sermon, shop at the same stores, and enjoy the same holiday foods.


And as we plug in the lights on the tree and step back to admire our work, I’ll look over and say to her, “Good job, my chief engineer.”


—Panda













“I’M DAN, and I Despise Hallmark Christmas Movies.”
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I’ve got a confession to make: I despise Thanksgiving dinner.


The food itself is placed on a pedestal it simply did not earn. Turkey as the star of the show? Dressing? Cranberry sauce? Why are we eating these things? And if these delicacies are so good, why aren’t we eating them all the time?


When I was growing up, every year at Thanksgiving my mission wasn’t to participate in Thanksgiving dinner. It was to survive it. If I somehow managed to do that, I was most handsomely rewarded with my grandma’s world-famous chocolate pie, a chocolate pie so good it deserves a paragraph of its own.


Each year for the holidays, grandma made three desserts: banana pudding, prune cake (spice cake for you Yankees), and a chocolate pie. Truth be told, Grandma’s chocolate pie wasn’t world-famous. It was routinely passed over by everyone that wasn’t a grandkid. And of the grandkids, I was president of the Chocolate Pie Fan Club. Could it have had anything to do with the fact I didn’t eat any dinner beforehand? Maybe. Everything I said after “chocolate pie” is kind of a blur, if I’m being honest. Regardless, Grandma made the chocolate pie every year just for me, her overly picky, overly critical grandson.


A little insight into Dan for you readers: the ratio of criticism to praise for Thanksgiving foods tends to hold steady in my everyday life. I’m critical of quite a number of things, but I really hold tight to the things in which I find value. Is it a flaw? Could be. I choose to look at criticism as a necessary, beneficial, and fruitful part of life. Most people think criticism has to be negative, but the reality for me is that through criticism, I find beauty in the truly valuable things. It’s how I observe and analyze.


All that background leads us here, to this moment. Gang, I’ve done the research. I’ve watched hundreds of Hallmark movies, and I’ve got some bad news. I can unequivocally say that they do not pass Dan’s critical-eye test. Every year, we’re treated to a buffet of eighteen to fifty-five Christmas movies from the world’s cheeriest TV network. They may have started as special scripts, novels, or brainchildren years ago, but all that’s left is a reduction sauce of bleh. I wish no one ill will who works on these movies. I’ve had the opportunity to meet many of the people that make the films, and all of them are wonderful individuals. That doesn’t change my mind about the product.


So why, Dan? Why keep subjecting yourself if you don’t like the movies? The problem is that while I honestly, earnestly despise these movies, they give me the opportunity to exercise my ever-critical brain in a positive manner. They allow me to spend time with some of my best friends, laughing, making a podcast, and bringing joy along the way. More importantly, I’ve discovered that while I have no tolerance for Hallmark movies, there are so, so many people who do.


For millions of Americans, Hallmark movies are their chocolate pie. In a sea of unpredictability, heartbreak, and loss, Hallmark movies are the oasis of normalcy that they dive into every night. Some people don’t want to go to the theater or check out the latest prestige drama on television; they want to cuddle up under a blanket and watch a movie with a guaranteed stamp of predictability. They watch Hallmark movies to forget the tough times and remember the good times. I watch them because they’re a critic’s dream.


If my opinion of Hallmark movies has changed at all in the last few years, it’s on this front: I originally despised them, and now I love to despise them. Finding the hilarity in these movies makes them worth watching. Experiencing the movies and then talking about them with friends and fans around the world is exhilarating. If you find yourself having to endure another Hallmark movie for your loved one, I encourage you to watch them instead of the movie. Find joy in their joy. Seeing others being happy reminds us that life is short. And because it’s short, fleeting moments of joy, even shared joy at watching a downright terrible movie, are all the more special.


A few years ago, my grandma was diagnosed with dementia. The changes were slow at first, but gradually they worsened, and eventually we had to put her in a nursing home designed for memory care. And just like that, so many traditions were gone. Gone were Thanksgiving and Christmas Eve dinners at Grandma’s house. Gone were her wry wit, great stories, and legendary laugh.


Gone was my chocolate pie.


Now, each Thanksgiving night, after miles of traveling to see family, after eating underwhelming food, and after getting cranky, spoiled twin boys into bed, I get to experience a new memory. Each year my loving wife—my high school sweetheart, my forever partner, my life raft in a sea of heartbreak and loss—attempts to re-create that one-of-a-kind chocolate pie. My wife does this just for me, allowing me to remember and relive, to forge forward and to make new memories, while also rediscovering my love of the beauty in criticism.


Yes, I despise Hallmark movies. But there’s something about them that sparks joy. Their essence is a calming salve to people who want to forget, people who want to remember, and, yes, even people who want to be critical. Somehow, against all odds, Hallmark movies manage to produce joy even in this critical soul.


Merry Christmas.


—Dan
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(L to R) Panda likes, Dan despises, Bran loves.









“… AND THIS IS THE DECK THE HALLMARK PODCAST!”…





Honestly, who thinks about Christmas in the middle of April?


Brandon mother-elfin’ Gray, that’s who.


It was a sunny day in South Carolina in April of 2018, and Brandon was lost in thought. Was he thinking about the beautiful spring weather in the Palmetto State? What about his wife and kid? Nope. He was thinking about how much he missed Christmas and how far away it seemed. Most people have long forgotten their yuletide spirit by mid-April, but for Bran, it felt as if the tree had just been taken down yesterday.


Like millions across the world, Bran did the only thing he knew to do—he turned on a Hallmark Christmas movie. In doing so, he temporarily sated his desire for Christmas, but Bran still longed for others to have that same festive feeling year-round. He wanted to share in that Christmas craziness with his friends. It was this feeling that inspired an idea… an idea that would change everything. An idea that would give Bran his ultimate Christmas wish: celebrating the season all year long.


The idea was simple: three dudes talking Hallmark Christmas movies. One loves them, one likes them, and one can’t stand them. Bran didn’t waste time as he got out his phone and shot a text to his good buddy Daniel Thompson, known affectionately as Dan. Bran and Dan used to teach at the same school, the school where Dan was now the principal. Bran pitched the idea; Dan rolled his eyes and lazily agreed to record an episode during his summer break. Never (and we mean never) did he think anything would materialize past that.


Daniel Pandolph, aka Panda, was a no-brainer as the middle chair of the podcast. Panda is a likable guy who is up for anything. Bran, Dan, and Panda had spent years teaching school together, becoming friends, and making each other laugh. They have a natural chemistry. Panda agreed to do the podcast on the spot, Dan came up with the name Deck the Hallmark, and the guys set off on their Christmas journey… in the middle of summer.


In reality, these three guys loved each other’s company, and when they worked together as teachers they became the closest of friends. After Bran and Panda left the school, and all three guys had kids, there just wasn’t a lot of time for them to hang out anymore. The podcast became their weekly appointment to spend time together. On Wednesday nights at ten p.m., they’d gather in Bran’s dining room with some old microphones and a computer. Half of what they said never made it to air, but they rarely stopped laughing. That fun was more contagious than they realized.


In their first episode, the boys reviewed the 2017 classic Rocky Mountain Christmas. And for whatever reason, people listened. The star of the film, Kristoffer Polaha, agreed to come on the show for an interview, thus cementing the presence of Deck the Hallmark in the Hallmark podcasting universe.


Things didn’t slow down from there. As the boys put out more episodes, an audience found them and latched onto their unique take on these made-for-television favorites. Pop culture publications began to notice as well. The boys were featured in the magazines Southern Living, Country Living, and O, The Oprah Magazine, to name a few. A write-up on the website PopSugar turned out to be their big break. (If this were a Hallmark movie, you would cut to someone in an office saying something like, “Did you see this article on the line? It’s going viral.”)


In early November, a producer at Good Morning America saw the PopSugar piece and mentioned it at a production meeting, and the podcast was mentioned on GMA the following morning. In a whirlwind twenty-four hours, the boys were flown to NYC and did GMA live before being flown back to South Carolina, carrying with them a top-ten podcast and a throng of new listeners.


In 2018, Deck the Hallmark reviewed every new Christmas movie released on Hallmark Channel and Hallmark Movies & Mysteries. And while Dan thought that meant his nightmare was finally over, it was clear that there was a market for their podcast year-round, and so the boys kept reviewing movies in 2019. Eventually, the podcast required so much of their attention that Bran and Dan made it a full-time gig, launching the Bramble Jam Podcast Network in 2019.


Deck the Hallmark continued to grow at an exponential rate. The boys traveled the country for Christmas conventions, live shows, and even just to eat kringles. (They mounted an entire road trip from South Carolina to Wisconsin to tour a bakery responsible for making the ring-shaped holiday treat that’s the Badger State’s official pastry.) They reviewed every new Hallmark Christmas movie released in 2019 and 2020. Deck the Hallmark attracted over three million listeners in its first two years of existence, and more find the podcast each day.


All of this so that Bran could find his Christmas-in-April people. Whether you’re a year-round listener, or you just hop on for the season, thank you for taking this sleigh ride with us.
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Hallmark’s very first foray into TV was, appropriately enough, a Christmas show: 1951’s Amahl and the Night Visitors.









A BRIEF HISTORY OF HALLMARK AND CHRISTMAS AND TELEVISION



The Hallmark Channel, which hosts the popular Countdown to Christmas every year, is a twenty-first-century phenomenon. But the history of Hallmark and Christmas on television dates all the way back to the dawn of the medium.


In TV’s earliest days, it was common for families to gather around their set to watch a sponsor-branded program like The Alcoa Hour or The Chevrolet Tele-Theatre or The Kraft Music Hall. The last vestige of those of ad-in-the-title shows is Hallmark Hall of Fame, which for decades was a towering colossus on the small-screen landscape, winning eighty-one Emmy Awards, nine Golden Globes, and various Peabody Awards and Humanitas Prizes.


These days, it’s a title generally bestowed on a Christmas movie with a slightly higher budget and more recognizable star power, but there was a time when a Hallmark Hall of Fame offering drew not only impressive ratings but also critical praise. The very first Hallmark Hall of Fame show, as it turns out, was actually Hallmark’s first Christmas program, as well as the first opera composed for American television: Gian Carlo Menotti’s Amahl and the Night Visitors. Performed live on December 24, 1951, from Studio 8H at Rockefeller Center, Amahl tells the story of a young boy and his mother who have a memorable encounter with the three magi as they are on their way to Bethlehem. Five million viewers tuned in—the most for a televised opera at that point—and Amahl was performed annually on TV throughout the following decade.


Unsurprisingly for a program sponsored by a greeting-card company, Hallmark Hall of Fame would periodically revisit holiday themes over the ensuing decades. “Every couple of years, they would do a Christmas production, but it was either an opera or a type of variety special or a collection of narrative shorts or another kind of musical,” notes Christmas TV expert Joanna Wilson, author of The Christmas TV Companion and Tis the Season TV. “Sometimes they were an hour long; sometimes they were two hours long. They aren’t what we would call a movie—probably more of a TV-special feel.”


That same level of Christmastime experimentation carried over to the early years of the Hallmark Channel, a cable network that came into existence in August 2001, taking the place of the now-defunct Odyssey Network. Hallmark Movie Channel followed in 2004, becoming Hallmark Movies & Mysteries in 2014, and Hallmark Drama launched in 2017. (Hallmark Channel movies skew more toward romantic comedy, while Hallmark Movies & Mysteries and Hallmark Drama titles tend to fall more on the heartwarming and poignant side, although movies have been known to hop from one channel to another.)


In the early years of the Hallmark Channel, “you can see that in terms of their holiday programming, they’re throwing all kinds of spaghetti at the wall to see what sticks and what works,” Wilson told us. “We’re all familiar with Countdown to Christmas as this umbrella holiday-programming block [starting in 2009], but they had a previous programming block for years that they called Home for the Holidays.” (Home for the Holidays has since been repurposed to promote Hallmark Drama’s Christmas programming.)


Hallmark Channel’s first quartet of Christmas movies in 2002 was a mixed bag of genres, including an adaptation of Hans Christian Andersen’s Snow Queen, the comedy Santa, Jr., the dramatic A Christmas Visitor, and the WWII-set Silent Night. But over the following years, the “spaghetti” being thrown at the wall by the network included animation, variety specials, and events like the Tournament of Roses Parade and the National Christmas Tree Lighting.


Wilson points to 2006’s The Christmas Card (here)—voted Favorite Hallmark Christmas Movie by Deck the Hallmark listeners in 2018—as a film that set the tone for the channel’s eventual reliance on female-focused holiday romance; its ongoing influence remains apparent, as it is one of the few Hallmark Christmas movies of the 2000s that has stayed in regular rotation on the network.


Christmas Under Wraps (here) broke Hallmark Channel ratings records in 2014, and that film’s success seems to have locked in many of the key tropes for movies to follow. It’s about an ambitious big-city woman who finds herself stuck in a small town, where she falls in love with a blue-collar hunk, learns about what’s really important in life, and, perhaps most significantly, regains her love of Christmas. (Oh, and there’s a twinkly old man who might be Santa Claus.)


Four Christmas movies in 2002 jumped to a dozen in 2010; with each passing year, the number of new titles grows, with thirty-nine new Christmas movies released in 2019 and forty in 2020. Blocks of Christmas programming originally shown exclusively in December became 24/7 Christmas marathons kicking off in late October. Christmas movies made their way into July, and even to weekly, year-round time slots. More and more, viewers turn to Hallmark’s Christmas programming—whether they love it, like it, or despise it—for a little bit of respite from the real world.
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That’s Garland for ya: Candace Cameron Bure and David O’Donnell find love in Christmas Under Wraps.
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Each episode of the Deck the Hallmark podcast includes the following four main sections. To keep this book from being ten thousand pages long, we’ve included one or two of them for each title:
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“HOT TAKES”: IN WHICH ALL THREE HOSTS (AND ANY GUESTS) GIVE A QUICK SUMMATION OF THEIR OPINION ABOUT THE MOVIE
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“All the Feels”: elements of the movie that gave the hosts warm Christmas feelings
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“Wait, What?”: lines of dialogue, plot points, costume choices, and more that seem baffling
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“What the Hallmark?”: elements of the film that require further explanation or perhaps might inspire a sequel





We started the show in 2018, but we’ve reached back to discuss favorite films from earlier years that our listeners have asked us to review. (OK, they demanded it, but they were really nice about it.) And sometimes on the podcast, we’ve been lucky enough to interview some of the actors, writers, and directors behind these films; we’ve included some of their behind-the-scenes observations alongside our reviews.















ANGEL FALLS: A NOVEL HOLIDAY



PREMIERED DECEMBER 15, 2019, ON HALLMARK MOVIES & MYSTERIES.


STARRING JEN LILLEY AND CARLO MARKS.


WRITTEN BY SAMANTHA HERMAN.


DIRECTED BY JONATHAN WRIGHT.
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Jen Lilley in Angel Falls: A Novel Holiday








In this follow-up to Christmas in Angel Falls (here), angel Anthony (Eric Close) helps bring together small-press publisher Hannah (Lilley) and her former high school rival, now a literary marketing whiz, Ryan (Marks). As the two fall in love, they provide inspiration to author Tina (Rachael Crawford), who hasn’t written a word since the death of her beloved husband.


Hallmark makes you feel good. They’re formula rom-coms—we know in a romantic comedy, they’re going to end up together—but I want to watch the ride, and I want to make popcorn, and I want to watch with my family. And then as far as Christmas goes: man, I love Christmas. I normally put my Christmas tree up in October. —Jen Lilley
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“A LITTLE BIT BORING.”—Bran


“A REAL SNOOZER.”—Panda


“ATROCIOUS.”—Dan
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Dan: Jen Lilley’s mom is maybe a decade older than her. They want to bring on someone to work at the publishing company, and they say, “You could be our special consultant,” and the other person goes, “Ooh, that sounds like an exciting title.” No, it doesn’t; it sounds like a title you give your eight-year-old on Bring Your Daughter to Work Day.


















A BLUE RIDGE MOUNTAIN CHRISTMAS



PREMIERED NOVEMBER 7, 2019, ON HALLMARK MOVIES & MYSTERIES.


STARRING RACHAEL LEIGH COOK AND BENJAMIN AYRES.


WRITTEN BY RICK GARMAN, BASED ON THE NOVEL A CHRISTMAS BRIDE, BY HOPE RAMSAY.


DIRECTED BY DAVID WINNING.
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Benjamin Ayres and Rachael Leigh Cook in A Blue Ridge Mountain Christmas








Willow (Cook), a hotel manager for a big hospitality chain, returns home to Virginia for her sister’s wedding. When the venue becomes unavailable after snow collapses the roof, Willow finds a local inn, run by widowed dad David (Ayres), who is in the process of selling the property. He’s hesitant at first, but Willow convinces him that decorating the inn for a Christmas wedding will make it more attractive to prospective buyers.
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“IT JUST KIND OF WAS.”—Bran


“LACKS ANY SORT OF CHEMISTRY.”—Panda


“AN UNMITIGATED DISASTER.”—Dan
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Bran: I think we can all agree, right?


Dan: There were no feels!
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Bran: David’s a bright guy; he’s a lawyer. He never thought about turning a barn into a wedding venue? Like, have you been on Pinterest? Even once in your life? It’s just full of barns; they should call it Barnterest.
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BRANDON GRAY, DANIEL PANDOLPH & DANIEL THOMPSON

witTH ALONSO DURALDE roreworp BY KRISTOFFER POLAHA
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