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Around the tree – circa 1860

This is the seventh of a series
of articles by John Lamb.  Lamb
is professor of history at Lewis
University and is active in the
Will Country Historical Society
and the Lockport Historic Preser-
vation Council. This article deals
with the Christmas holidays in the
19th Century.

Our picture of Christmas in the
19th century is that
portrayed by Dickens
in such stories as “The
Christmas Carol” and
taken from Harper’s
Weekly as a well-to-
do family gathers
around the Christmas
t ree. It wa s a
memorable holiday
filled with sleigh rides
a n d  c a n d l e - l i t
Christmas trees.

Maybe that was
tr ue,  but  when
Lockport was slowly being built
on the frontier, it passed like any
other winter day.

In 1844, Massachusetts Gover-
nor John Davis visited Lockport to
examine and report on the canal’s
value to the financiers in London.
His personal journals are filled
with detailed information on his
stay here during the month of
December. As already mentioned
in an earlier article in this series,
he attended church twice on
Sunday and wrote in some detail
about it.

However, Dec. 25 seems to
have been a normal business day.
No special mention of Christmas

is made. It is possible that the
Governor’s New England
temperament frowned upon
celebrating Christmas because of
some puritanical scruple. What-
ever the reason, nothing worth
noting occurred in Lockport on
Dec. 25, 1844.

How different it was 16 years
later in 1860. That day was

celebrated just as we imagine they
celebrated  Christmas in the “good
old days.” First of all, there was
little or no pushing of merchandise
by stores. Christmas was only a
big thing on Christmas Eve and
Christmas Day.

In 1860 J. D. Walker wrote for
the Joliet True Democrat about
Christmas in Lockport. On
Christmas Eve about 20 or 30
young people got together and had
a sleigh ride to Plainfield.“The
sleighing was tolerable, the supper
was excellent and the dancing first
rate, particularly when animated
by a gentleman of the party
expressly for the occasion.”  What
kind of music it was is not

indicated, or if it was in fact,
music at all. But whatever it was it
did not come from the radio or the
television set, and it certainly was
enjoyed.

On Christmas day in 1860 the
writer says...“Our village was as
busy as a hive of bees; good
nature and cordiality was the order
of the day.” It was a white

Christmas certainly
because in addition to
the festivities at home,
everybody, families,
juveniles and a
number of young
ladies and gentlemen
were driving all over
town in sleighs.... “to
the merry music of
sleigh bells, shouting
to each other ‘Hurrah!
for Merry Christmas!’
”

The modern reader
can’t help but feel that Walker’s
sentiments about that White
Christmas 117 years ago were
influenced by the fast approaching
war that would hurl some of those
hearty young men into an early
grave. The approaching Civil War
must have given an anxious
quality to the festivities.

But like every Christmas, it
brought more memories than
apprehensions. Wrote Walker,
“What old associations come
thronging about us when we hear
the cry of ‘Merry Christmas.’

 “Our schoolboy days of
reckless gaity [sic], our friends
with whom we gathered around the
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fireside or table, beneath the
paternal roof, on Christmas days,
long, long ago; our sleigh rides
and our frolics, our watching for
Santa Claus till sleep overcame
vigilance, and our gratitude to the
invisible spirit when we grasped
the well filled stocking, and pured
[sic] forth its childish treasures,
the possession of which have given
us more pleasure than would know
the aquisition [sic} of piles of

glittering gold, or innumerable
fleeting senseless honors.  Hurrah,
for Merry Christmas!”

Then Mr. Walker goes on in a
tone and style echoing Dickens’
“Christmas Carol.” “The old man
becomes young, and the young
man becomes old, as the memory
of various scenes of happiness or
care passed through on this day
years ago passes before him and
he laughs or weeps on the annual

return of the great Christmas
festival, as these memories, the
spirit of bygone days, crowd
around him.”

What else can be said of
Christmas 1977 or 1860, except
an impious wish for a White
Christmas, and to say with that
Lockportian who wrote so long
ago, “Merry Christmas and Happy
New Year!”




