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  This sixtieth anniversary edition is dedicated to the late Dr. Don Yoder, who passed away on August 11, 2015. Dr. Yoder devoted his life to the study and cultural preservation of the folk traditions of Pennsylvanians, and he inspired younger generations to revive and maintain the spirit of the Pennsylvania Dutch. His additions to the 1999 and 2009 editions made this book the perfect keepsake, reference guide, and gift.




  As vital as it was in 1959, when it was first published by the Pennsylvania Folklife Society, Christmas in Pennsylvania remains a comprehensive document of the Keystone State’s rich holiday traditions and a prototype of folk-cultural studies in America. It’s hard to improve upon the perfection of these pages. We believe this book stands the test of time, thanks to the knowledge and passion of Alfred L. Shoemaker, Dr. Don Yoder, and William Woys Weaver.




  We invite you to celebrate Yuletides past and present with this collection of essays, historic recipes, and color images showcasing classic Pennsylvania Christmases.






  
Foreword to the 1999 Edition
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  For a decade and a half, I had the pleasure of working closely with the late Alfred L. Shoemaker on several joint projects: the Pennsylvania Dutch Folklore Center at Franklin and Marshall College, and its successor, the Pennsylvania Folklife Society; our journal, first called The Pennsylvania Dutchman and later Pennsylvania Folklife ; and the Pennsylvania Dutch Folk Festival at Kutztown. With the republication of his groundbreaking Christmas in Pennsylvania after forty years, it is fitting to review his career and its effects on Pennsylvania studies and American scholarship.




  Born in 1913 in Lehigh County, Pennsylvania, into a family whose first language of the home was Pennsylvania Dutch, Alfred Lewis Shoemaker was descended from colonial emigrant families from Germany and Switzerland. Among his ancestors was the colorful Lutheran preacher and fraktur artist Daniel Schumacher. Raised in a Pennsylvania Dutch–speaking community, Alfred Shoemaker spoke fluent Pennsylfaanisch all his life, although he once confessed to me that in his early school days he had made some conscious efforts to rid himself of what he considered a handicap—a Pennsylvania Dutch accent in speaking English. His mature English thus bore no trace of a “Dutchified” flavor, and he was an eloquent and moving platform speaker, with more than a touch of the preacher about his style.




  As a student at Muhlenberg College in Allentown, he was inspired by both Preston A. Barba and the inimitable Harry Hess Reichard of the German department, two leaders in the “renaissance” of Pennsylvania Dutch studies in the 1930s. There he developed a compelling interest in studying his own culture. His horizons were broadened by an unforgettable junior year abroad spent at the University of Munich and a graduate year at the University of Heidelberg. His German in fact became so proficient that, despite much theological training along the way, at Crozer and Mount Airy theological seminaries, he decided to become a Germanist. He chose the University of Illinois at Urbana because the German department there favored research in German dialectology. In 1940, he turned out a pioneering dissertation on the Pennsylvania Dutch dialect of Arthur, Illinois, an Amish settlement. It was also at Illinois that he had the good fortune of meeting J. William Frey, a younger York County Dutchman who also got his Ph.D. there with a dissertation on the Pennsylvania Dutch dialect of York County, Pennsylvania. Dr. Shoemaker, the new Ph.D., returned to Pennsylvania, where he first taught German at Lafayette College at Easton, and then served a brief but productive term as director of the Historical Society of Berks County in Reading. There he started a Pennsylvania Dutch column in the local newspaper under the title “Der Rote Gaisbort Schumacher” (The Red Goat-Beard Shoemaker), which referred to the goatee he had grown, probably reflecting European influence. He was then called to Franklin and Marshall College, at Lancaster, where he joined J. William Frey on the faculty. While there Shoemaker founded the first academic program in American folklore in the United States, achieving a reputation locally by sending students out into the field to interview old-timers on their memories of Pennsylvania Dutch culture.




  I had met both Dr. Shoemaker and Dr. Frey in Bethlehem some years before, at an annual meeting of the Pennsylvania German Folklore Society, an organization on whose board of directors all three of us eventually were elected to serve. When I joined the faculty of Franklin and Marshall, my alma mater, in 1949, the triumvirate of Shoemaker, Frey, and Yoder was formed. This force produced the Pennsylvania Dutch Folklore Center in 1949, a research institute modeled on the European university institutes of folk-cultural studies; the journals The Pennsylvania Dutchman, in 1949, and Pennsylvania Folklife, in 1958, which became clearing-houses for both Pennsylvania Dutch studies and research on all of the state’s ethnic groups; and the Pennsylvania Dutch Folk Festival at Kutztown, in 1950, the first folklife festival in the United States.




  Dr. Frey eventually dropped out of the team, but Dr. Shoemaker and I continued the work on all fronts, researching and archiving ethnographic and genealogical data, publishing books, editing the journal (everything down to proofreading and paste-up), and each year planning the special events of the festival. We honored scholars and public figures with citations, including one stellar year, the governor of the commonwealth.




  In the 1950s, both Dr. Shoemaker and I were “converted,” one might say, from the narrowly defined Anglo-American concept of “folklore” to the much broader continental European concept of “folklife” and “folklife studies,” as practiced in Scandinavian and Central European universities, and eventually also in the British Isles, beginning in Ireland. This approach involves studying an entire culture, not just its verbal lore. It differed from anthropology at the time in that folklife scholars analyzed their own cultures in both present and past, relating their development to the key concepts of tradition and community. Dr. Shoemaker had been influenced by the ethnographic methods of Åke Campbell and other Swedish scholars, as well as the British folklife movement, from which we imported the term folklife. I was influenced in turn by my visits to the Rhineland and an all-day interview at the University of Zürich with Richard Weiss, Switzerland’s foremost folklife scholar, whose seminal book, Volkskunde der Schweiz (The Folk-Culture of Switzerland), published in 1946, has been a major influence on my own teaching career. With this broadened perspective, Dr. Shoemaker and I decided in 1958 to change the Folklore Center to the Pennsylvania Folk-life Society. At the same time, we adopted a new title for the journal, Pennsylvania Folklife, in order to promote research on all the ethnic and religious cultures of Pennsylvania.




  Christmas in Pennsylvania grew out of Dr. Shoemaker’s fascination with Pennsylvania Dutch folk customs, their history in the past, and their place in present-day culture. At his request, I contributed the introduction, “The Folk-Cultural Background,” dealing with the history of Christmas celebration (or non-celebration) among Pennsylvania’s religious groups. This essay brought to light the fact that in the past, a great many Pennsylvania groups, led by the Quakers and other Puritan-derived sects, refused to join in the folk celebration of the holiday, accepting it only in the minimal sense of a religious rather than a traditional holiday with all the folk-cultural trimmings that had come down to Pennsylvania from medieval and even pagan times.




  Dr. Shoemaker’s chapters—the bulk of the book—present what can be called a historical ethnography of the Pennsylvania Dutch Christmas festival in all its manifestations, from the Belsnickel to the Christmas tree. The information was derived first from Dr. Shoemaker’s ethnographic interviewing of Dutchmen he met here and there over the Dutch Country, who shared with him their memories of Christmas from their childhood days. He also delved deeply into Pennsylvania Dutch source materials, particularly the German and English weekly newspapers of nineteenth-century upstate Pennsylvania. These proved a treasure trove of Christmas data, with dated and localized descriptions of Belsnickling, of Christmas tree decoration, of Christmas candies and cookies and other foods—the entire range of Pennsylvania Dutch Christmas customs as well as the lore associated with them. Christmas in Pennsylvania was in fact the pioneer book in America analyzing Christmas in one particular American regional culture. And as a pioneer work presenting fresh data on every aspect of Christmas celebration, it has been widely quoted in the books that followed it.




  Alfred Shoemaker had a vision for his Pennsylvania Dutch people: to promote research in every aspect of their culture, to encourage their self-expression, and to foster a sense of their own identity as an American ethnic group. He saw his people and their culture with the double understanding that resulted from his growing up within the culture and then analyzing it from without using all the scientific tools of his broad education in Europe and America.




  Through his work with all classes of Pennsylvanians, college and university colleagues, museum personnel, ministers and schoolteachers, yes, and the Berks and Lehigh County farm folk who supported the Pennsylvania Dutch Folk Festival at Kutztown from its very beginning, he united diverse elements of Pennsylvania’s population. But above all, with his charisma, his enthusiasm, and his genuine interest in all things Pennsylvania Dutch, he inspired others to carry on his work. Among these were Russell and Florence Baver, founders of the Pennsylvania Dutch Folk Culture Society; the Goshenhoppen Historians group in Montgomery County; Historic Schaefferstown in Lebanon County; and the Council of the Alleghenies in Western Pennsylvania and Maryland. All of these groups promote research, publish periodicals, and conduct festivals on the Shoemaker models. Our festival that he so capably directed in its first decade had by 1960 become the largest folk festival in the United States. As the first folklife festival in America, it influenced, among others, the Texas Folklife Festival, the Low German Festival in Kansas, and the National Festival of American Folklife in Washington, D.C.




  In addition, academic research centers, such as the Center for Pennsylvania German Studies at Millersville University in Lancaster County, directed by C. Richard Beam, and the Pennsylvania German Cultural Heritage Center at Kutztown University in Berks County, founded and directed by David Valuska, have been influenced by the work of Shoemaker. And the Department of Folklore and Folklife at the University of Pennsylvania, of which I was the first chairman, has carried on folk-cultural research in the Shoemaker tradition for more than three decades.




  Christmas in Pennsylvania, finally, reflects directly the mind and spirit of Alfred L. Shoemaker, whose work thus continues in many areas in Pennsylvania and other states. It is both a pleasure and an honor for me, as his longtime colleague, to write the new Foreword and the Afterword to the Fortieth Anniversary Edition of this significant book.




  Don Yoder






  
Foreword to the 1959 Edition
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  The purpose of a subtitle in a book is not so much an attempt on the part of an author to say what his book is about as it is to say what it is not about.




  Christmas in Pennsylvania: A Folk-Cultural Study is, needless to say, not an account of the way Christmas is celebrated in the commonwealth today. For nowadays Christmas in Pennsylvania differs not an iota from Christmas in, say, Maine, or Minnesota.




  Nor is it the object of the author of this volume to explore institutional Christmas practices in Pennsylvania, whether religious in nature (as in church or Sunday school) or secular (as in all its commercial aspects). Nor, we add, is this book concerned with how the creative arts—music, literature, and painting—have utilized the Pennsylvania Christmas theme.




  As the subtitle would indicate, our approach to Christmas in Pennsylvania is a folk-cultural one. However, since academic folklore—the realm in which our subject rightfully belongs—has not as yet evolved scientific techniques peculiar to itself, we have taken recourse to a sister discipline, cultural anthropology. And we have applied its most recently developed technique in studying regional cultures—acculturation—to this study. Now so new a word, perhaps, needs to be defined. By acculturation we mean simply the process of cultural assimilation—the give and take that is constantly taking place where two or more differing cultures are brought face to face.




  That the acculturational approach is so well adapted to any folk-cultural study in Pennsylvania is owing to an historic factor: Pennsylvania was settled by peoples representing different folk cultures, one British Isles in background, the other Continental—bearing names: Quaker, Scotch-Irish, and Pennsylvania Dutch.




  The purposes of this volume are (1) to describe the folk-cultural background of Pennsylvania as it relates to Christmas, (2) to describe the many colorful folk practices at Christmas time in the commonwealth, and (3) to show how these Christmas folk practices fared in the acculturation process.




  Alfred L. Shoemaker
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Introduction to the 1959 Edition





  The Folk-Cultural Background
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  DON YODER




  It is always somewhat of a shock to learn that the Puritans did not celebrate Christmas.1 It will be somewhat of a shock to learn that in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, most Pennsylvanians did not celebrate Christmas either. Puritanism is a thing of the spirit, and Pennsylvania’s Puritans—who included the Quakers, Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists, as well as the Mennonites and other plain groups, who were Puritans in spirit—shared New England’s aversion to paying special honor to the 25th of December.2




  Shall we have holidays? asks the Democratic Press of Philadelphia, December 18, 1810. “[F]or the greater part of the citizens of Pennsylvania pay no regard to such days as Christmas, Easter, Whitsuntide, Hallow-eve, etc. . . .”




  Let us take a look then at Pennsylvania’s complex folk-cultural pattern in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and attempt to sort out the Christmas people from the non-Christmas people, the pro-Christmas party, so to speak, from the anti-Christmas party.




  Eighteenth-century Pennsylvania presented to the observer a very mixed pattern, folk-culturally speaking.3 There were British Isles groups and Continental groups. The three dominant groups were the English and Welsh (Quakers and others), the Scotch-Irish (principally Presbyterians), and the German and Swiss groups (the so-called Pennsylvania Dutch). Among the English and Welsh there were of course a few Anglicans, in Philadelphia, Lancaster, York, and at scattered points in the country throughout the eastern counties. There were small settlements of German, Irish, and English Catholics, at Goshenhoppen (Bally) and Conewago, and in Philadelphia and the towns, but their influence then was small, on the common culture, that is.




  Religiously speaking, those groups who organized their year around a liturgy—who in other words preserved some semblance of the Catholic church year—celebrated Christmas. These were the Lutherans, Reformed, Moravians, Episcopalians, and of course the small Catholic group. Those groups who exalted the Sabbath—or the revival season of the conversionists—or who shared the Puritan aversion to revelry and “waste”—made up the anti-Christmas party. These were the Quakers, the Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, the Methodists,4 the Baptists, and the Plain Dutch groups (Mennonites, Brethren, and Amish).




  The groups who celebrated Christmas had two elements in their celebration. The first element was the basic religious Christmas, rooted in the liturgy and sanctified by Catholic tradition, involving Christmas services, Christmas communions, decorated churches, Advent hymns, and Christmas carols. And a folk Christmas or popular Christmas, a Christmas of the home and of the streets rather than the church, was the second element. In the case of the Episcopalians this folk or popular Christmas brought something of the “Merry England” Christmas spirit to early Pennsylvania. In the case of the Gay Dutch (Lutherans and Reformed) it brought such Rhineland customs as Belsnickling and Second Christmas revelry and other customs, which will be discussed in detail in other parts of this volume.




  In this chapter we shall be concerned with the first of these elements rather than the second, except where the folk Christmas interfered or tended to merge with the religious Christmas, and thus came under the censure of the clergy. In the nineteenth century the Sunday school, an Anglo-American church development, entered the world of the churches, and with it came the Sunday school Christmas festival and “celebration.” It is not our purpose to tell that story, since it is a case of a general American Christmas custom which was adopted by Pennsylvania’s churches.5 We shall have to mention, however, the clerical reaction against this invasion of Santa Claus and Kriss Kringle into the church sanctuary.




  Nor will we deal with the Roman Catholic celebration of Christmas as such in Pennsylvania, except to say generally that Catholics always celebrated it with the great joy that it is accorded in all Catholic cultures. Catholics were small in number during the formative period of Pennsylvania’s folk culture (to 1850), and by the time they began to influence the common culture morally and educationally the Pennsylvania Christmas, which had grown out of the pro-Christmas Protestant groups, had reached its full proportions.6 But although Catholics had little to do directly with shaping Pennsylvania’s Christmas observance, except adding a little statistical weight to the pro-Christmas factions of the Episcopalians and Gay Dutch, it is perhaps a tribute to the old mother of Western Christendom that one of her favorite holidays, which she herself had named Christ-mass, the mass of Christ, was never discarded by some of her Protestant children and finally came, through them, to general acceptance in Pennsylvania as well as America as a whole.




  With this introduction we can look briefly at Pennsylvania’s Colonial Christmas.




  Echoes of the Colonial Christmas




  Because of the great religious and folk-cultural variation in Colonial Pennsylvania, there was no uniform eighteenth-century “Pennsylvania Christmas.” If one belonged to the Episcopalians or Lutherans or some other pro-Christmas denomination, one celebrated Christmas; if one was a Quaker or a Mennonite or a Presbyterian, one did one’s best, like the Puritans, to ignore it.




  That there were memories of happy Christmases in the eighteenth century shines through an article published in the weekly newspaper of the Quaker community of West Chester in 1833. Writing from Harrisburg, a correspondent said:




  Christmas was here yesterday, but there was not much made of it—the church bells rang, and a few youngsters tippled eggnog; but it was nothing like the “merry christmas” of olden times, when our grandfathers, in their three cornered hats and eel-skinned ques, marched solemnly to church with our grandmothers in the morning, and feasted and frolicked most devoutly all the rest of the day. But the times are changed—old folks say, degenerated. (American Republican, West Chester, December 31, 1833)




  The reference to the ringing of the bells brings us to an Episcopalian contribution to Christmas joy in Quaker Philadelphia. From the minutes of the vestry of Christ Church, Philadelphia, April 3, 1758, we learn of special provision for holiday bell-ringing:




  Resolved, that the ringers of the bells be paid the sum of 10 pounds yearly, as usual, for ringing the bells for the service of the church on Sunday, etc. And for their ringing on the following holy days, viz: Christmas, Circumcision, on New Year‘s Day, Easter, Whitsuntide . . . they are to receive from the church wardens fifteen shillings for each of said days.7




  On the Western Pennsylvania frontier, where Virginian customs had an influence, Christmas was also a time of joy and revelry. The Presbyterian minister David McClure (1748–1820), describing his visits among the Virginia settlements in Western Pennsylvania “early in 1773,” writes: “Rode 7 miles to Mr. Stevenson’s & preached. The hearers mostly Virginians. . . . Several present, appeared almost intoxicated. Christmas & New Year holly days, are seasons of wild mirth & disorder here.”8




  That some Philadelphians were in the custom of feasting on Christmas Day is evident from the journal of Christopher Marshall. Marshall was of Quaker background and while his journal (1774–1785) is mostly negative in regard to Christmas, he does furnish us one good reference. December 25, 1777: “No company dined with us today save Dr. Phyle one of our standing family[;] we had a good roast turkey, plain pudding and minced pies.”9 And again, note the Christmas invitation from Hannah Thomson, wife of Charles Thomson, Secretary of Congress, writing from New York, where Congress was then in session, to John Mifflin and young Isaac Norris in Philadelphia, September 17, 1786:
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An early Pennsylvania Madonna with Child—a broadside entitled “The Birth of Christ,” printed by Gustav S. Peters in Harrisburg, circa 1845. ARCHIVES AND SPECIAL COLLECTIONS, FRANKLIN AND MARSHALL COLLEGE




  I wish cousin Isaac and you would come & eat yr Christmas dinner here. I will give you as good mince pies & as fat a turkey as you can procure either from Molly Newport or Market Street. You w[oul]d be delighted with the Visiting parties a wishing a happy New Year.10




  The conflict between pro- and anti-Christmas groups is nowhere better seen than in the memoirs and journals of the Pennsylvania Quakers. The Joseph Price Journal at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania contains four references to Christmas, all negative. December 25, 1790: “This Christmas day so called.” December 25, 1796: “This is . . . what they call Christmas day.” December 25, 1797: “Turkey Christmasday.” And finally, December 25, 1818: “This Christmas spent not as ought to do.” The Diary of George Nelson of Philadelphia, also at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, tells us, under date of Monday, December 26, 1791: “After breakfast open’d my store door but not the window being an Holiday and most of my neighbours shut up. . . .” A nice evidence of Quaker respect for dissident opinion.




  As Philadelphia’s secular Christmas began to get out of hand with “frolicking” and night revelries, the Quakers began recording their distaste for it. A glimpse into the Elizabeth Drinker home at various “Christmasses,” through the pages of the Elizabeth Drinker Diary, gives us plenty of this sort of evidence.




  December 25, 1793: Christmass, so call’d, keep’t by some pious well minded people religiously, by some others as a time of Frolicking.




  December 25, 1794: Such a Christmas day is but seldom known, ‘Tho I wont attempt to say, I n’er saw such a one—a green Christmas it is, but I trust it does not follow that we shall have fatt Church Yards. James was busy in the Washhouse cutting up 6 Hoggs.




  December 25, 1795: Called Christmass day: many attend religiously to this, others spend it in riot and dissipation; We, as a people, make no more account of it than another day.




  December 25, 1805: About one o’clock this morn’g I heard a dull heavy thumping, I could not account for after listening some time I heard musick, then concluded that ye first Noise was a Kittle-drum—a strange way of keeping Christmass.




  December 25, 1806: Last night or rather this morn’g I heard the kettle-drum for a long time it is a disagreeable noise in my ears, it was after one o’Clock, and at two, I sat up, and took a pinch of snuff, which I do not do, but when I feel unwell and uncomfortable—I had sleep’t none, nor for some length of time after.11




  With this brief glimpse of frontier revelries, Episcopalian bells ringing out over the rooftops of Colonial Philadelphia, and Quaker ladies being roused from honest sleep by the “kittle-drums” of worldly mummers, let us take a look at a subject which agitated Pennsylvania’s anti-Christmas forces in 1808–1814.




  Christmas and the Legislature, 1808–1814




  Like everything else in Pennsylvania’s mixed colonial culture, the Christmas controversy, for that is what it amounted to, reached the legislature in Harrisburg, where members of the different colonial cultures met to make laws for the new commonwealth.




  In the period 1808–1814 the Christmas question came up in regard to Christmas adjournment. Such a common matter today was not universally acceptable in Pennsylvania in 1808. “Herr Spangler remarked,” a Lancaster newspaper tells us in 1808, reporting a debate at Harrisburg on the 15th of December, “that among the Germans Second Christmas is regarded as a holiday, just like Sunday.” It was his opinion therefore that “no business could be transacted in the House on that day, since the Germans would not be present” (Der Volksfreund, Lancaster, December 27, 1808).




  When it became customary at this time to dismiss the legislature for an extended “Christmas holiday,” a Quaker-dominated West Chester paper expressed nothing but scorn for legislators who wasted tax money by adjourning on Christmas. The question was particularly acute in that America was then engaged in the War of 1812.




  But perhaps the volunteers have only returned to keep Christmas, in imitation of their brother soldiers in the legislature, who this season, it seems, have adjourned for two weeks, all but a day, (from Dec. 23 to January 4). There is one trifling difference, in the two cases: The poor soldier gets only 30 cents a day, in the field, for having (in the language of the seat-of-government paper) “bayonets poked through his ribs and his sides bored with bullets,” while his brother legislators draw three dollars a day for eating Christmas pies. (American Republican, West Chester, December 29, 1812)
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A Pennsylvania Dutch Madonna from the first half of the nineteenth century. The Madonna and angels were obviously copies from a Renaissance print, but the stars could double as Pennsylvania hex signs. FRAKTUR PAINTING 278. USED BY PERMISSION OF THE RARE BOOK DEPARTMENT, FREE LIBRARY OF PHILADELPHIA




  West Chester again attacks the legislature for Christmas indolence in the year 1814:




  They adjourned on the Christmas holydays, as they are foolishly called, and shamefully received pay when they unjustly absented themselves from our employment. This fraud cost the state more than two thousand dollars for doing nothing. . . . Had the Devil been born at the beginning of these holydays, the manner they are kept would better suit his character than Christ’s. A festival to honor Christ by drinking, cursing, swearing and fighting. Fie for shame,—that legislators should countenance such wickedness. Who hath required this at your hand? You may justly answer Anti-Christ, and none else. There is not a man on earth, knows when Christ was born. In the Eastern world, they pretend it was on the 9th of January—in the Western world they imagine it was on the 25th of December. But the subject was never mentioned, before our holy religion was ruined by blending heathenism with christianity. I have read Eusebius, Socrates, Scholasticus, Eviginus, and Dorotheus, and not one word is said about Christmas. The above authors bring us to the sixth century. The word mass was not in use among Christians. This heathenish phrase is of a latter date. Plutarch, a heathen, says the word mass meant the ceremonies used by the heathen priests. A good origin for Christmas indeed! Should any superstitious person keep a Christmas, let him do it. But in the name of common sense, let not our legislators tax our state between two and three [six and seven] thousand dollars, to honor Anti-Christ. (American Republican, December 27, 1814)




  All of which illustrates the power of the anti-Christmas forces in Pennsylvania in the first half of the nineteenth century.




  
The Quakers and the Day Called Christmas12





  Pennsylvania’s Quakers called Christmas “the Day called Christmas,” to show that they did not countenance any papal or superstitious undertones in the word itself. In general Quakers treated Christmas like any other day. If it fell on a business day, their shops and factories were open as usual. As late as 1862 the Philadelphia Quakers were noted for this disregard of Christmas. “There were no places of business open save the fancy goods stores,” writes a reporter in a Philadelphia newspaper, “and a few establishments belonging to Friends, who, eschewing Christmas, look upon all days alike, except the Lord’s.” (North American, December 27, 1862)




  A Doylestown paper in 1874 enlarges on this attitude:




  Forty years ago, in Quaker Pennsylvania there were hundreds of people who would not have known what was meant had you told them that you were going away to spend the Holidays. Most of them knew that the 25th of December was Christmas, but that the day should be considered as different from any other day hardly entered their heads. In a few families, here and there, the children hung up their stockings, but closing schools and places of business, making presents to friends, and observing the day as a holiday, were things undreamed of. (Bucks County Intelligencer, December 22, 1874)




  By 1889 Friends who employed others on Christmas began to see that a Christmas holiday might be justifiable after all:




  We well know how the customs of the present age have cast their toils around us. We know when those in our employ are not willing to carry on the regular work on that day, it may be better to yield to them for the sake of peace and good feeling. We know also, that when the general arrangement for business is thrown out of its course to suit that day, we must arrange our business to meet the emergency. (Friend, Third Month 30, 1889)




  It was a losing battle, but the editor still thought Friends could salve their conscience with the distinction between passive compliance and active participation.13




  The Quaker periodicals reveal for us the trend of nineteenth-century Quaker attitudes to Christmas. Beginning with the Friend (organ of Orthodox Quakerism) in 1828, and with the Friends’ Intelligencer (organ of the Hicksite type of Friends) beginning in 1845, we can trace Quaker attitudes to Christmas throughout the nineteenth century.14




  The results are negative, of course. Christmas, like all “holy” days, did not exist in Quakerism. To the Quaker there was nothing holy but the Spirit. Even “Firstday,” when Friends were accustomed to meet for worship like the others who called it the “Lord’s Day” and the “Sabbath,” was not any holier than any other day in the calendar.15
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Made by a Quaker schoolmaster, circa 1800–1810, this fraktur presents pointed evidence of the Quaker opposition to the Christmas celebration. The piece is entitled “Verses on the Vanity and Superstitious Manner of Some People’s Keeping of Christmas Day. Done by Henry Hill schoolmaster from London. For Mrs. Jane Fell Living in the County of Bucks in Pennsylvania.” PHOTO BY DON YODER WITH THE PERMISSION OF THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PENNSYLVANIA




  Hence year after year ministers and editors urged Friends not to “observe days and times,” like the “foolish Galatians.” The editors of the Quaker periodicals could be counted on for an annual editorial on why Friends should not celebrate Christmas.




  In the earlier period these annual editorials are general, using the older Puritan reasons for condemning “holy days,” occasionally connecting Christmas—Christ-mass—with Roman Catholic superstition, ratio-nalistic in that they deny that the exact date of the birthday of Jesus is known at all. Toward the end of the century, the editors had to caution Friends not to adopt the worldly Christmas customs of their Episcopalian and Pennsylvania Dutch neighbors. Here the analogy was no longer the “foolish Galatians” but rather the “apostate Israelite.”






  



  Let us look at the evidence.




  “That portion of the year that has just opened upon us,” remarks a writer in the Friend for First Month (January) 3, 1835,




  is welcomed by the generality of persons in easy circumstances, as a season of peculiar social enjoyment. While the more sober have looked forward to it as a time that shall again assemble their long scattered family around the cheerful fireside.




  Friends are urged to witness against the “luxurious entertainments during the present winter.” The constant note of the necessity of helping the poor is sounded as the Quaker substitute for the feasting and celebration that the more worldly groups yielded to in the holiday season.




  The editor of the Friends’ Intelligencer, in an article entitled “The Season,” appearing First Month 3, 1846, gives us the full and typical Quaker rationale of opposition to Christmas. Let us listen to his words in full:




  That particular period of time, especially, called Christmas, viewed as a Religious festival, has, we fully believe, tended more to open licentiousness of manners, than to the increase and encouragement of sound morality and religion. The mummery which takes place in some of the churches, so called, at this season, under the ministration of a class of hireling teachers, and the childish and superficial ideas which are propagated through this corrupt and interested medium, concerning the nature and mode of Christian redemption, are wonderfully calculated to enlarge the sphere of stupidity, and to increase the shades of moral darkness over the minds of mankind. The testimony of the Society of Friends against the observance of days and times, had its origin in sound views of Truth, and has reference to the best interests of the community. We are therefore very desirous that none of our members, while they indulge in innocent acts of conviviality, may give their countenance, in any way, to these anniversary institutions as having any real connection with true piety and religion.




  Christmas entertaining was in particular a temptation to Philadelphia Friends. While entertaining of visiting Friends was an accepted and welcome part of “Yearly Meeting Week” in the Spring, when Jersey and upstate Pennsylvania Friends filled the Quaker residences to overflowing and Quaker tables vied with one another to produce evidence of Quaker culinary superiority, the same sort of thing at Christmastime served no practical purpose, and might encourage the neighbors in their own too lavish entertainment practices.




  In particular Friends were cautioned in the 1850s against the “Evening Parties” which had become fashionable in Philadelphia for the holiday season. J. M. E., commenting on an editorial in the Public Ledger on these “Fashionable Parties”—with their terrapins and oysters, champagne and brandy, ice-cream and calves’-foot jelly, claret punch and hock—expresses his opinion that




  While it behooves Friends individually to examine how far this evil is making inroads into the real welfare of their families, I would by no means be looked upon as setting my face against a well-regulated social intercourse. (Friends’ Intelligencer, Twelfth Month 3, 1853)




  The editor, reviewing “Evening Parties” shortly afterwards, expressed his fear that “the contagion is gradually spreading . . .” and felt that women were chiefly to blame, and gave as his firm opinion that where such gatherings did take place, and Friends were involved, guests should leave for home at 10 P.M. (Friends’ Intelligencer, First Month 7, 1854).




  Country Friends were being tempted by Christmas too. The voice of an old-fashioned country Friend is heard in 1889. Writing from Pennsville, he voices his testimony against “falling into the ways of an evil world, either in eating or drinking, or in the vain amusements and pastimes so prevalent in the world.” And, he adds, putting the moral weight of his nearly 79 years behind it,




  I fear that many under our name [meaning Quakers] are too much falling into the practice of making the time called Christmas a day of feasting and mirth, instead of being engaged as we all ought to be, to be prepared for the solemn change that awaits us all. We have need, all of us, to be found watching so that that day may not come upon us unawares and find us unprepared. (Friend, letter dated Twelfth Month 15, 1889)




  This is a genuine Quaker sermon, and could also have passed as a Puritan sermon on the subject in the seventeenth century.




  The editor of the Friend took time in 1900 to outline the familiar Puritan-Quaker argument against holy days:




  Certain conventional days are defended as objects of devout observance, because of the graces and benevolent qualities of heart which they are supposed to inspire. No matter if Christmas-time was observed under other names as days began to lengthen in the year, and by nations however heathen, long before the advent of Christ personally on earth; no matter whether the day is of Scriptural appointment or not, we will cherish it, say its advocates, for the good-cheer, the unselfishness, the thankfulness, and other graces that it is charged with, and that come out of it. (Friend, Twelfth Month 29, 1900)




  This, which amounted to depending upon a day for grace, was, concluded the editor, a superstition.




  Santa Claus makes a brief and unwelcome appearance on the pages of the Friend in 1906, in a quotation from the Evangelical Friend:




  We, as a people, are prone to wink at tradition and mythology and smile approvingly at the children’s momentary enjoyment of Santa Claus and his gifts. We talk about mythology, and about tradition, but the Bible warns against these things, against falsehood and hypocrisy. The time has surely come in the history of the church and of Christianity when we should banish this myth from our midst. A little girl in my home town, like the vast majority of children, has been taught that Santa Claus was her Christmas friend; but finally some one told her there was no Santa Claus. She was disappointed. A few days later she refused to go to Sabbath School. When pressed for a reason why, she replied, “Likely as not this Jesus Christ business will turn out just like Santa Claus.” (Friend, Twelfth Month 1906)




  And, adds the editor of the Friend, “Parents, teachers, let her words dwell with you.”16




  The Friend also reported in 1906 (quoting the Christian Instructor) that news had reached it from Des Moines, Iowa, that one of the Protestant churches “is reported to have had a baby in a manger as part of the Christmas doings,” and the correspondent thought that “we as a nation are going Romeward very fast.”




  In all the churches there is need for watchfulness against such foolish nonsense as is often practiced in the name of Christ during holiday times specially. Christians, like the Israelites of old, often have a desire to be like their neighbors in religious as well as in other things. (Friend, First Month 13, 1906)




  The best of the Quaker accounts of attitudes to Christmas, and Friends’ reactions to practices of neighboring groups, comes from the Friend in 1904, in which a Quaker, following all the stiff Quaker aversion to Christmas celebration, writes of an experience he had with two neighbors’ families in Fernwood, in the Philadelphia area:




  Having occasion to call on some of our neighbors a few days after the day called Christmas, the writer was brought into some exercise of mind to know how to acquit himself of what seemed an unpleasant duty to parents and children, seeing that the lesson which duty would point out, in love of right and in love of both, would much conflict with that in which they had been occupied with great delight. In one of these houses tattered clothing and general appearances denoted a shortness of the necessaries of life. The father was unwell and partly out of employment, yet in one corner of the occupied room was a green bush or tree called “a Christmas tree,” the lading of which had cost both money and time. A little boy approached me saying, “Chris Kinkle did not bring me anything, although I hung my stocking up.”




  In another house where everything bespoke plenty, the father having a good trade, a much larger and more costly laden pine bush filled a corner of the room, and a number of children around it. A little son of the occupant of the house came to me greatly delighted with the false stories he had been made to believe, what “Chris Kinkle” (which is taken from the German meaning the Christ-child) had done, and made demonstrations showing how he got in at the top of the chimney, and tumbled out at the bottom of it.




  It is not supposed that any of the readers of THE FRIEND are guilty of so deceiving their children; and we hope that the fewer number are guilty of setting the example of needless waste of means on any of the so-called “holy days.” But we could but feel sorry for both parents and children of the said families. And on reflecting how, no doubt, many thousands are doing after the same manner, the query arose whether we, the people called Friends, are as clear as the Truth requires that we should be in order that we may, by example and words, by patterns and rightful helpers in these and other things, by heeding the teaching of Divine Grace, which teaches to deny “ungodliness and the world’s lusts,” all that will not work for the glory of our Heavenly Father, and to the furtherance of his cause of truth and righteousness in the earth. We have for years believed that the increase of waste of money in unnecessary and even useless things, as well as the other evils which are getting more and more to abound, calls for a plain and open testimony against the keeping of all so-called “holy days,” and especially against the manner in which they are kept.17




  That the Quakers were originally anti-Christmas but eventually succumbed to a modified attention to Christmas at least as a family festival, is plain from the records. That some of them succumbed earlier than our Friend from Fernwood who watched his neighbor’s child demonstrate how “Kriss Kinkle” came down the chimney, is the implication of an editorial in the Public Ledger in 1847:




  Some say that the custom was introduced into Philadelphia from New England, and is neither more nor less than an imitation of a Yankee Thanksgiving. But this is entirely improbable. The Puritans were a hard-faced set of fellows, and never laughed at anything, and devoured their spare-ribs and pumpkin-pies, their thanksgiving dinners, as solemnly as if they were awaiting the execution of the law. The only difference between their thanksgiving and their fast-days was that, on the first they looked solemn and crammed, and on the second they looked sour and went to bed hungry. Whoever will scan the sunny, joyous, full-fed visage of a Philadelphian on a Christmas day, would peremptorily declare that he never could have borrowed himself from the solemn looking phizzes of Connecticut or the Bay State, and hence that Christmas could not have sprouted from thanksgiving. Besides, Philadelphia is a Quaker city; and whoever knows how the Broadbrims were treated by the long-sided Jonathans, almost as badly as if they had been witches, will never believe that they would have imitated anything in Yankeedom. But we shall be told that the Quakers do not keep Christmas, and therefore that this argument fails. But they keep it quite as much as other Philadelphians. They do not rig out in spruce or hemlock; but they cram themselves with stuffed turkeys, devour mince-pies, and look quite as full and as fat and as rosy and as happy, and as satisfied with the inner man, as the devotees of the green boughs. Therefore we say that, whatever be the origin of Christmas elsewhere, in Philadelphia it began in High Street market, and as the Quakers founded the city and established that market, they must have had something to do with its contents. We believe, beyond all doubt, that, in our city, Christmas is of Quaker origin. (Public Ledger, December 25, 1847)




  Which goes against all that we have said but is quoted not only for its caricature of the New Englander at Thanksgiving18 and the well-fed Philadelphian at Christmas, but for its valuable suggestion about the place of the Farmers’ Market in linking Christmas customs of upstate Pennsylvania with those of the city.




  The Christmas of the Scotch-Irish




  The Scotch-Irish Presbyterians from Ulster, who settled possibly a third of colonial Pennsylvania, transplanted Puritan attitudes to Christmas wherever they settled.




  A descendant of one of them wrote in 1888:




  You know I was brought up Presbyterian and as I now look back through misty recollection I half smile at the semi-grimness of the old time Christmas day. What Macaulay said of the Puritan was true of the ancient Presbyterian as I knew him in childhood—“He objected to bear baiting, not because it hurt the bear, but gave pleasure to the spectators.” In a large measure this has changed and now the day has more of human enjoyment than any special religious significance.19




  Like their Quaker neighbors, the Presbyterians made very little of the Christmas festival in earlier years. A West Chester paper informs us as late as 1867 that




  Neither the Methodist, Baptist or Presbyterian congregations held religious services in their churches. Some of these, if not all, we believe, hold that the observance of any day than the Sabbath, is not enjoined by the Scriptures. (American Republican, December 31, 1867)




  A Reading newspaper tells us that




  For the first time in many years every church in the city was open for public worship. Even our Presbyterian friends who have hitherto steadfastly ignored Christmas—threw open their church doors and assembled in force to celebrate the anniversary of the Saviour’s birth. (Berks and Schuylkill Journal, December 28, 1861)




  The official view of Christmas as a rival to the Sabbath is outlined in the Presbyterian Banner in 1852, which greatly regretted “that the day is ordinarily spent so irreverently by those who would observe it, and who would dignify it with the Saviour’s name.” The editor continues, and here we hear the Puritan voice of Pennsylvania Presbyterianism:




  We would that Christians, since Christ hath left no information and no injunction, could drop the name and cease to regard the season. Alas! how fond men are to do things not enjoined, and to disregard their Lord’s very plain commandments! The Sabbath is the LORD’S DAY, by positive enactment; and the Sacramental supper is the LORD’S FEAST by express command. The day is fixed. The feast is enjoined. The observances of these seasons are all of divine prescription. Let then these be kept—sacredly kept—kept by all. But, if any will also regard Christmas, let them regard it as Christians. Let them thereon and therein, adorn their profession and honour their lord. (Presbyterian Banner, Philadelphia, December 25, 1852)




  That the Presbyterians had made some accommodation to Christmas by mid-nineteenth century is evident from the reminiscences of Robert Blair Risk. Writing in a Lancaster paper in 1912, he draws a nostalgic picture of Christmas among the Lancaster County Scotch-Irish Presbyterians in the nineteenth century, who while they restrained themselves from too exuberant a Christmas celebration, had already adopted some of the customs of the Pennsylvania Dutch neighbors.20 Let us listen as the old gentleman describes his boyhood Christmas:
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Santa Claus as disciplinarian. Here, with his donkey, he brings plenty of gifts for good children, but switches for the naughty ones. Trade card, Shaub & Burns, circa 1880. ROUGHWOOD COLLECTION




  I was brought up in a Scotch-Irish Presbyterian family and neighborhood. If Christmas is overworked now, it was somewhat underdone in the days I speak of, as the community regarded the celebration as a somewhat Pagan custom involving too much hilarity. It was more inclined to make Thanksgiving a festive occasion, as it had a Puritan flavor, and at all times regarded the Sabbath as the Hindoo does his idol—great, although sometimes ugly and harsh. I never saw a Christmas tree till I had almost reached my majority. Such a symbol of Christmastide was too Germanic for Scotch-Irish appreciation. Still, the legend of Santa Claus was told in every household and believed in by every child. But I now think the genial saint was invoked by my elders more for disciplinary purposes than for any poetic appreciation of the myth. About the first of December I was duly told that if I was not a good boy my stockings in the big fireplace would get little or no recognition. To keep out of boyish pranks and mischief for three weeks took some of the charm out of Christmas enjoyment for us young lads. The restraint oft made us feel lonesome and that the great day was coming very slowly and seemed very far off. We also felt we were paying pretty dear for what might turn out inadequate reward. Still, we lads were as good as we could be, even if it did make us lonesome when we saw a fine chance for a prank or some boyish fun. In due time Christmas eve came and hopeful little heads went to bed early in order to be up at the first peep of dawn. Our stockings had been hung on the crane of the big fireplace in the firm belief that Santa Claus would visit them, as he had plenty of chimney room to get down to them, however big his pack might be. Our faith was never deceived, as in the morning we found our hosiery packed full of home-made candies, candles and nuts bought at the village store, a simple toy or two, but no games; a pair of gloves, and, perhaps, some useful wearing apparel. In short, the day, so far as parents were concerned, was one devoted to the children. There was little or no exchanging of gifts between members of the family, or with neighbors or distant relatives. Post cards were unknown, and so friendly greetings were not sent or received. One thing the children missed[:] In those stern old days, the Puritan Presbyterian underdone Christmas by not furnishing the youngsters fairy tales or reading that appealed to the imagination. It was not the day for children’s books as now, but if it had been, stern theology would not have given them through the Christmas stocking. Such books as were made presents had some kind of sermon or moral attached to them which did not appeal to the youthful mind. The imaginative in story or novel was looked at with as much disfavor as was a deck of cards or a glass of wine. This was not right, as I believe I would have earlier acquired a taste for reading and for books had I been furnished with Grimm’s Fairy Tales instead of the Life of Benjamin Franklin—something unsuited for a child. But with it all the simple Christmas the child of sixty years ago received was wholesome. He did not expect too much or get too much. He was not surfeited by too many toys, and so what he received gave him long enjoyment. If he had little to love, he loved it much. He was not taught to save his pennies for one day’s splurge, and so Christmas was more an episode than the greatest day in the year.




  But how did the elders observe the day? Well, in a hearty, simple way. They did not wear themselves out in spirit and purse shopping, or become distracted about exchanging gifts. Very leisurely home preparations went on in the shape of extra baking of cakes and dainties, from a doughnut to a mince pie. The house was set in order with some decorations from the nearby swamp in the line of evergreens. The big turkey had been penned up for double feed, one of Charles Lamb’s “sucklings,” a fine little pig, was a-ripening for the slaughter, and, perhaps, a brace of ducks were in preparation for the feast of fat things. On Christmas morn all work on the farm ceased and man servant and maid servant donned their best attire, for they shared in the coming banquet the same as did the invited relative or near neighbor. The farm house then was a democratic centre and did not draw social distinctions as now. Every one was in good humor, for expecting no gifts they had no regret over none sent in exchange. In due time the feast graced the table and all but the colored folks sat down to it. Hearty appetites and souls free from care, with all the simplicity of honest good will and friendship, took their places and joyous merriment prevailed from the first carving till the dessert completed repletion.




  Next came the peaceful pipe for the men and gentle talk among the women till nightfall approached. Then the poor of the neighborhood, few in numbers, would call and each would go home with cakes and the remains of the Christmas feast. It was all very simple and heartsome and without a heartburn or disappointment.21




  The Episcopalian Christmas




  In the nineteenth century the Episcopalians grew into a more influential group in Pennsylvania than they had been in the eighteenth century. With the exception of some of the more low-church rectors—who thought there was too much levity among Episcopalians at Christmas—churchmen were wholeheartedly in favor of Christmas, both church and secular. With their decorated churches, bells ringing out through the December air, and Christmas feasting, it is a pleasant picture.




  The short story, “Christmas in S———,” which appeared in the Church Register (Philadelphia), February 17 and 24, 1827, will illustrate Episcopalian attitudes in the early nineteenth century.




  First we are given a description of the church decorations.22




  The Episcopal church of S———, at all times well attended, exhibited to the eye of the hasty observer, a spectacle truly gratifying. The taste of the ladies had been busy in devising and executing plans for the most graceful distribution of those symbols of gladness, which are admitted into our places of worship at this season. Wreaths of the richest evergreen were disposed in festoons along the railing of the chancel, entwined around the pillars which supported the pulpit, and hung amidst the rich carving, and the purple drapery which covered it.




  The decorations were so elaborate, in fact, that the “pastor” feared his people’s exertions




  had been animated by no better motive than that “esprit de corps,” which made them anxious their church should support the character of being always tastefully decorated, and of having better music than any other in S———.




  The village of S———was awaiting the Christmas holiday with mixed feelings.




  Scarcely a dwelling could be found in S———where preparations had not been made to distinguish a season custom has rendered almost synonymous with festivity. Even those whose creed prevented them from hallowing it by a religious service, seemed not unwilling to receive it as a domestic holiday, on which they loved to collect together the different branches of their families at the same festive board, mingling in the same assemblage the experience of age, the vivacity of youth, and the playfulness of childhood.




  At the Christmas service the preacher, after laying before his people the religious significance of Advent,




  commented with marked disapprobation on the habitual inconsideration, with which too many of those who were now within the sanctuary, would hasten to engage, as soon as they left its precincts, in every sort of levity, feasting and frivolity, thus hastily effacing every serious impression, the duties in which they had been previously occupied, might be made.




  After the sermon one member said to another, “I think your aunt will not coincide exactly with the sentiments of the sermon. It is sadly against our having any more merry Christmas parties.” And apropos of the minister’s remarks, he said (speaking of poor Mrs. Owen, who used to sit in the next pew to his mother) that




  One Christmas I overheard her whisper to a friend, that she had been so hurried preparing for company, she feared she should have been detained from church; she had even been obliged to make a pie before she came, and she believed that she could not stay to commune.




  In the Christmas party, which makes up the remainder of the story, one guest supports the minister, and adds her disapproval of card playing and theatergoing and novel reading (she is low church!). But the rest give themselves up to the enjoyment of the day’s festivities—perfectly content to be at one moment “occupied in the most solemn services of religion, and the next, apparently as deeply engaged in the frivolous chit-chat of ordinary dinner party conversation.” Which is perhaps a good summary of the Catholic approach to life in general.




  Christmas among the Gay Dutch




  Among the Pennsylvania Dutch the only groups who celebrated Christmas with joy and abandon were (1) the so-called Gay Dutch—the Lutherans and Reformed, who brought the Catholic approach to life and worship to Pennsylvania from the Rhineland; and (2) the Moravians, those emotional sectarians, with their emphasis on their beloved Jesulein, the Baby Jesus, whose glories they sang in some of the most beautiful carols ever sung in America.




  The approach to life that the Gay Dutch had was one of acceptance of the world. They said yes to life and work. They did not attempt to set up a holy community apart from the world, as did the early Quakers and the Plain Dutch groups, the Mennonites, Amish, and others. The world was God’s world as it was, to the Lutheran and the Reformed.




While there was among them some influence of the Pietist movement, especially among the ministry, the people reacted to the American situation by reproducing the attitudes that had been customary among their forefathers in the tolerant and gemütlich Rhineland. In fact the world gemütlich—the very opposite of “Puritan”—can be used to describe these groups and their culture far into the nineteenth century.23




  While in general the Gay Dutch (secular or folk) Christmas and the Moravian Christmas are described elsewhere in this volume, a few details need general treatment here.




  The Lutherans and Reformed in Pennsylvania had a double basis for their Christmas. Because they came from Protestant traditions with a liturgical base, traditions that paid more than usual Protestant attention to the church year, Christmas was defended by the ministry. This pro-Christmas attitude on the part of Lutheran and Reformed religious leaders, allowed the people, in the first century and a half after the first settlement (1700–1850) to establish and develop a folk Christmas of their own, most elements of which had been brought from the Rhineland.




  In the second half of the nineteenth century, when a significant proportion of the Lutheran and Reformed clergy had become either Puritan or High Church in outlook, when also the folk Christmas showed some signs of taking over in the Sunday school—when, as the church papers put it, Kriss Krinkle and Santa Claus began to crowd out the Christ Child—the clergy and the clergy-dominated church press changed their tolerance of the folk Christmas into opposition.




  To illustrate what happened, let us look at the case of Second Christmas.




  Second Christmas




  If the English celebrated Twelve Days of Christmas, as the carol has it, the Gay Dutch celebrated at least two, Christmas Day and Second Christmas, which was the day after Christmas itself.24




  In general Second Christmas was a day of relaxation, not quite so much of a religious holiday as Christmas. Ezra Keller, Lutheran minister in Hagerstown, Maryland, in 1842 attempted to make it a religious holiday. “My German communion I appointed on the second Christmas day,” he tells us; “this displeased some, who although they deem it proper to observe the 26th as a holy day, yet do not think it as holy as the 25th.”25 A Lancaster news item from 1849 gives us the popular attitude to Second Christmas: “On the second day of Christmas we had a fox chase and other amusements. . . .” (Pennsylvanian, Philadelphia, January 2, 1849)
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Moravian Christmas Eve service for 1788 at Lititz, in Lancaster County. The Moravians were among Pennsylvania’s most avid celebrators of the Christmas holiday. ROUGHWOOD COLLECTION




  In the attempt to sanctify Second Christmas, other ministers held church consecrations and Sunday school exercises on the day. William A. Helffrich, the widely known Reformed leader of Lehigh and Berks Counties, tells us in his autobiography of the consecration of the new Longswamp Church on Saturday and Sunday, the 25th and 26th of December, 1852:




  Preached on the first day. . . . The church was at that time the finest in the country. I thought on Christmas, when frost and snow covered the earth, that the sutlers would stay away—but no! even though in not such large numbers, yet the Devil brought them hither. There they stood, behind their “ginger cakes and sugar sticks” [Lebkuchen und Zuckerstängeln], stamping their feet and pulling their coat-collars closer on account of the frost, and used all their arts to entice buyers.26




  What is significant about this is that the people were reacting in the old traditional ways. Second Christmas was to them a day of relaxation. Even though they answered the call of their minister to gather at the church, they wanted to make it a social affair. The sutlers (Marketender) with their cakes and wares reacted also in the traditional manner. It was much like the traditional Kerwe (Kermess, Kirchmess) of the Rhineland villages from whence the Gay Dutch forefathers had emigrated a century before.27




  The people, then, reacted in their usual way. The clergy too, perhaps, were acting in what was a traditional role for them. With their fear of the secular, with their growing dislike for the folk aspects of the culture, they forbade the popular practices.28




  The Church Versus Santa Claus




  While the Sunday school Christmas festival was not of course part of the Gay Dutch folk Christmas, it did become increasingly popular in both Lutheran and Reformed parishes in the second half of the nineteenth century. This again produced tension between the layman’s interpretation of Christmas (the Sunday school was a typically American layman’s church organization) and clerical attitudes. Increasingly in the 1880s, the Lutheran and Reformed leadership became critical of some of the practices of the Sunday school celebration. While the Lutheran Observer for January 26, 1883, comments approvingly on the “Santa Claus pails,” full of candies and dates, which were featured at a recent Christmas celebration in Blairsville, the Lutheran and Missionary of Philadelphia—representing the High Church wing of Pennsylvania Lutheranism, in a stern article on “Christmas Presents for Sunday Schools”—urges the giving of religious gifts rather than clay pipes, jumping jacks, and other secular delights (Lutheran and Missionary, December 9, 1880).




  The folk Christmas practices were bitterly opposed by the Lutherans of the growing High Church school. “Let it be Christmas indeed,” writes the editor of the Lutheran and Missionary in 1881,




  and make Christ more prominent everywhere. It is His Day, and old and young should remember it. The sooner you present the Christ child to your children, the better. Do not suffer this lovely picture to be hidden by the hideous caricature of a Kriss-Kringle, that odious corruption of the German expression Christkind-chen, or Christkindle; and do not substitute for the Babe of Bethlehem, the figment of a Santa Claus. . . . (Lutheran and Missionary, 1881)




  Even the Lutheran Observer was ready to attack the Sunday school celebrations by 1883. It did so in an article entitled “The Heathenism of Christmas. A Protest Against Santa Claus,” signed by “Germanicus” and written expressly for its columns. After giving a biography of St. Nicholas, whose birthday, more than incidentally, was pointed out to fall on “Luther’s birthday too,” “Germanicus” continues as follows:




  The curious customs of St. Nicholas eve, as they obtain in the old country, are interesting and pleasant, and they do not at least partake of the nature of sacrilege. But when the Dutch brought their Sante Klaas to this country, and the Germans during this same month celebrated the feast of the Christ-Kindlein, the Christ-Child, they came in contact with people who gazed in astonishment on these superstitious customs. The New England Puritans had for years been forbidden by law to celebrate Christmas, and even the adherents of the English established church were accustomed to look upon Christmas as a day of feasting and jollity, rather than as a sacred religious festival.




  Thus it was natural for them to combine the customs of the foreigners, the Dutch and the Germans; and Santa Claus and Kriss Kringle, as in their barbarous ignorance of the language they called the Christ-Child, became hopelessly intermingled in the American mind. The festival for both gradually came to be fixed on Christmas.




  And now our correspondent gives us his view of the state to which the American Protestant Sunday school Christmas festival had attained by 1883:




  And now, in a week or two, we shall read notices like the following:




  “Santa Claus in the flesh.—The merry time made by his appearance in the Fourth P. Q. Church.—How Christmas was kept.—Santa Claus held a reception and made a special distribution of gifts in the Fourth P. Q. Church last evening. An army of children was present, whose faces shone with anticipation. The exercises began with a Christmas carol entitled ‘Who comes this way so blithe and gay?’ after which Master William Robinson marched boldly to the front and delivered a speech of welcome. Little Miss Florence Montague then told a story of her last doll, which caused much amusement. Miss Genevieve Parkington then recited the beautiful verses




  ’Twas the night before Christmas
 When all through the house.




  “The Hon. Willard Brown then read a letter from the good saint, expressing that gentleman’s perfect satisfaction with the Fourth P. Q. Sunday-school, its minister, its superintendent, and all its children.




  “At this moment a great commotion was heard outside. The rattle of sleigh bells was heard, and suddenly Santa Claus himself came dashing into church, and with a hop skip and jump stood on the platform, amid the wildest cheers and shouts of the children. After giving a history of himself he began to distribute presents to the children.




  “After the distribution the children sang the following beautiful hymn:




  ‘Oh, this is Santa Claus’ man,


  Kriss Kringle with his Christmas tree.
Oh ho, Oh ho, ho, ho, ho, ho, ho, ho, ho, ho,
 Then jingle, jingle, jing, jing, jing,


  Right merry shall we be,


  Then jingle, jingle,


  Come Kriss Kringle,


  Come with your Christmas tree;
And welcome, welcome, welcome Kriss,
 Right welcome shall you be,


  O there he is, yes, yes, ’tis Kriss,


  ’Tis Kriss with the Christmas tree,


  The Christmas tree, the Christmas tree,


  The Christmas tree, the Christmas tree.’”




  Now this is no overwrought, fancy picture. It is a scene that will be witnessed in hundreds of churches in city and country, and judging from some reports that reached us last year through the OBSERVER, will not be wanting even in some Lutheran churches.




  Not that we have learned it from our ancestors, or from our German brethren. In Germany and in the German churches of this country, Christmas is a sacred day. It commemorates the birth of Christ, God’s unspeakable gift. Through him all good gifts came to men. The mummery of Santa Claus has no place in the ritual of the Lutheran church, excepting where some of our congregations have borrowed the folly from their neighbors.




  Neither is it common among Protestant Episcopal churches, as far as I have observed. Churches that have a Christian year and whose liturgy provides for sacred hymns and services on such occasions, are less tempted to pervert the day to improper uses. But it is among the denominations that have had no other holy-day but Sunday, and that have only recently adopted the Christmas, and then only its outward and oftentimes most objectionable features, that these customs prevail. And as they constitute the great majority, the Santa Claus folly has infected family life, literature, church services, everything almost, at this season.
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