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On January 4th, 1855, four years after California 
joined the United States, the Los Angeles Star de-
scribed the ñChristmas and New Yearôs festivals 
é passing away with the usual accompaniments, 
viz.: Bull fights, bell ringing, firing of crackers, 
fiestas, and fandangos.ò Three years later, the Star 
editorialized nostalgically about the family din-
ners, holly and ivy, and Christmas trees of 
ñChristmas elsewhere.ò It was another step in re-
making Christmas from a centuries-old, weeksð
or months-long public revel of feasting, dancing, 
and sportsðbased on the pagan winter festivals of 
Roman Saturnalia and Germanic Yuleðto a deco-
rous ritual of the middle-class home, spread by a 
rising mass media. With holly and ivy from the 
English, Christmas trees from the Germans, and 
Santa Claus from the Dutch, a wintry tableau in-
vaded sunny California. 

 
Literature é Cheap paper and growing literacy 
spread new ideas quickly. Washington Irving in-
troduced the Dutch version of Saint Nicholas to a 
wider audience in 1809 with his satirical History 
of New York, from Beginning of the World to the 
End of the Dutch Dynasty. In 1823 Irvingôs friend 
Clement Clarke Moore published a Visit from 
Saint Nicholas in a Troy, New York newspaper, 
solidifying the image of a jolly, pipe-smoking elf 
rather than the historical bishop. Thomas Nastôs 
drawings in New York based Harperôs Weekly 
from 1863 gave us Santaôs modern icon. 
 
The first Christmas novella is 1816ôs The Nut-
cracker and the Mouse King by German E.T.A. 

Hoffmann (a Lutheran), introducing the Christmas 
tree to literature. Its 1844 French translation by 
Dumas (Catholic) inspired the 1892 ballet by 
Tchaikovsky (Orthodox), which became a Christ-
mas staple only in 1944 when revived by San 
Francisco Ballet director William Christensen 
(Mormon). 
 
Washington Irving moved to England in 1815 and 
described the Old English country Christmasð
including ghost stories round the fireðto Ameri-
cans in five essays published New Yearôs Day, 
1820. Charles Dickensô 1843 A Christmas Carol 
was an actual ghost story that transformed a 
Christmas Past of feasts and games to a day of 
moral redemptionðand started a vogue for annual 
Christmas stories. 
 
The Christmas Tree é Used among German 
Americans, the Christmas tree suddenly became 
universal in the middle of the nineteenth century. 
In 1848 Queen Victoria and her German husband 
were shown with their family round a tabletop one 
in a woodcut in the Illustrated London News. In 
1850 the picture was altered to represent an ordi-
nary upper-class family and published in Godeyôs 
Ladyôs Book, Americaôs premier publication. By 
1851 the first Christmas tree lot had sprung up in 
Manhattan. Where the English had to import the 
trees, America had pines in abundance. 
 
California also had conifers, though not of the 
kind back East. The 16 December 1885 Alta Cali-
fornia mentions the :dock of the San Francisco 
and North Pacific Coast Railroad é fragrant, with 
the odor of great stacks of Christmas trees and in-
numerable bunches of holly, which have been 
brought down from the redwoods near Howardôs 
Stationò near Bodega Bay. Photographs of 1880s 
Christmas trees in the Oakland houses of amateur 
photographer William Letts Oliver seem to show 
Douglas fir and redwood (through there is an arti-
ficial oneðwith real candlesðon the dining table 
in 1900). Dorothy Unangst Bilodeau, growing up 
in San Louis Obispo at the turn of the century, 
writes in La Vista (1971) of her father building a 
tree fron cedar branches until her uncle brought a 
Monterey pine from Cambria. The ideal was not 
our modern bushy tree but one with sparsely 
spaced branches to accommodate candles, lit 

Santa Claus by Thomas Nast, 1872. 
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Briefly and carefully watched. (The first electric 
tree lights were used in 1882ðby Thomas Edi-
sonôs business partner.) Decorations included toys 
for the children and rare glass balls, as well as 
painted nuts and pine cones, popcorn and cranber-

ry strands, paper chains, Cornucopias of sweets, 
and other homemade trimmings. Bilodeau de-
scribes months making stars and moons from gold 
cigar-box linings and angels from faces in the La-
diesô Home Journal attached to tissue wings. Tin-
sel comes in around the turn of the century. A 
white sheet beneath the tree represented snow. 
 
House Decorations é The English decorated 
churches and houses with evergreens: not firs but 
holly, ivy, ilex, mistletoe, and rosemary. Irving 
mentions holly hung in house windows: Dickens, 
in shop windows. Irving describes family portraits 
and other interior features garlanded with holly 
and ivy, as well as a quarrel between parson and 
sexton over which Druidic mistletoe belongs in 
church. 
 
A wreath hangs above a parlor door in an 1864 
portrait of New Yorkôs Blodgett family, made of 
holly rather than pine. But pine drapes the chim-
ney piece in Nastôs 1872 Santa Claus. Illustrations 
(if not photographs) of Christmas festoons of 
greenery exist; a  pine trimmed bannister is de-
scribed in an Easton, Maryland newspaper in 

1904, and the Alta California in 1908 reports San 
Franciscoôs Bohemian Club decorating its ceiling 
with pine for a Yuleride gala. 
 
Santa Claus/Saint Nicholas é Washington Ir-
vingôs 1809 Saint Nicholas visits on the eve of his 
December 6 feast day. Moore in 1823 transfers 
him to Christmas Eve. Irvingôs version has ña low, 
broad-brimmed hat, a hugh pair of Flemish trunk 
hose, and a pipeò, rides over the tops of trees in a 

wagon; and drops presents down the chimney. 
Mooreôs is dressed in fur, comes down the chim-
ney, and sports a white beard and round belly. 
Both fill stockings. 
 
In Susan Warnerôs 1850 novel The Wide, Wide 
World (the centuryôs bestseller after Uncle Tomôs 
Cabin), two girls old enough to know that Santa 
Claus is ñmamma, and grandpapa, and grandmam-
ma, and aunt Sophia and aunt Matildaò unpack 
their stockings and find a bunch of white grapes, 
horn of sugar plumbs, kid gloves, ball, pin cush-
ion, Cologne water, and scissors, with raisins and 
almonds in the toe. Through much of the nine-
teenth century, adults were given gifts on New 
Yearôs Day. 
 
Christmas Cards é The first commercial Christ-
mas card was ordered by Thomas Cole, who had 
helped introduce penny postage to England. In 
1843, the same year A Christmas Carol was to be 
published, Cole ordered a thousand cards and 

Christmas tree from Godeyôs Lady Book, 1850 

Christmas Tree, William Letts Oliver House, Oakland, CA  1880s 


