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istmas
Around the Regions

Alaska

Following the star

Gary Candelaria
Chief Park Ranger
Sitka NHP

In a country as ethnically diverse as
the United States, variety is the keyword
when describing Christmas holiday
customs. As unique and attractive as any
Christmas traditions are those associated
with the Russian Orthodox Church in
Alaska.

Many historic Russian Christmas
festivities are familiar to those acquainted

with Victorian-era Christmas celebrations.

There is one notable difference, though,
the date. Orthodox Christmas is
celebrated on January 7, in keeping with
the Julian calendar traditionally used in
the Orthodox Church.

At Sitka National Historical Park, in-
terpreters have made a study of Russian
Christmas traditions and customs. Some
of this information has been developed
into a program to acquaint Sitka school
children with their community’s ethnic
past.

Utilizing the setting of the Russian
Bishop’s House, interpreters set up work
stations to help the students, 4th graders,
learn about Russian Christmas, and make
traditional Russian Christmas tree or-
naments. Christmas trees are decorated
by the students with cut paper and foil
ornaments, fruit, nuts, and candies.

A Russian Christmas custom that is
still a part of the holiday throughout the
Orthodox parishes of Alaska is called
“starring.” Following services on
Christmas Eve, a large, ornate, paper
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mache star is escorted by carolers to the
house of each member of the parish. The
six or 12-point star, which revolves, is il-
luminated, traditionally with a candle.
The custom, centuries old in Russia
before being brought to the Russian-
American colony, requires that the star
visit the home of each parish member,
where carolers sing, and then are invited
in for warming refreshments. The starring
continues on Christmas night until each
home has been visited. This can take
several hours, and parishioners often stay
up late to receive the traditional visit.
Historically, Russian Christmas com-
bined both the religious and the secular
aspects of Western Christmas. It was
once described as “twelve days long,
three days of Church service, and nine

days of merriment.” Dances and mas-
querades joined starring as favorite social
pastimes. Toasts to long life, health,
wealth, and happiness were joined by
salutes to the Czar and his family in far-
off St. Petersburg.

In Sitka, and throughout modern
Alaska, most Orthodox believers cele-
brate Western Christmas. Orthodox
Christmas has become mainly a religious
observance. But if you follow an Or-
thodox choir on the night of January 7,
as their glowing paper star moves
through the streets, you can almost hear
the music of balalaikas, the swish of
dancing feet, and ringing toasts to the
Czar ghosting out of the snowy Alaskan

night. 28

Q West

Tumacacori
creates a tradition

N.J. Bleser

Luminaria—a paper sack with sand in
the bottom supporting a lighted votive
candle. The custom of luminarias
originated in New Mexico as farolitos, lit-
tle fires to light the way on Christmas
Eve, and over the centuries its charm has
been carried throughout the country.

The current Luminarias program at
Tumacacori began about 1946 as an an-
nual Christmas party held on December
24 for park neighbors. At the time,
Custodian Earl Jackson wrote: “After the
close of the regular visitor day on
Christmas Eve, persons of the community
erect a large Christmas tree on the
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grounds in front of the mission church. A
bell in the mission is rung at dusk; the
otherwise unused gate just north of the
museum building is opened; and the
crowd enters by a path lined with
‘candelarios,” lighted candles resting on
sand in paper sacks. The children flock
around the Christmas tree and the Santa
Claus who dispenses Christmas stockings
to each, while the adults gather around
picnic tables and consume huge quantities
of doughnuts and coffee and swap
reminiscences of last year’s cotton or beef
crop or the good old days. The party is
financed entirely by private

subscription . . . ”

By 1971 this annual event had evolved
into the present program, most of it still
“financed by private subscription”:
Southwest Parks and Monuments
Association pays for the candles, pur-
chased in Mexico; the donation account
picks up the cost of the home-made Mex-
ican hot chocolate; the volunteer Los
Amigos de Tumacacori feverishly bakes
Christmas cookies as do members of the
staff; then on the afternoon of the 24th |
staff families fill and place the luminarias,
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and, that evening, pitch in to light (and,
if it's windy, re-light) candles, serve
cookies and chocolate, and greet the
visitors.

Each of the 12-pound kraft paper bags
that hold sand and candles must be fold-
ed down in a one-inch strip from the top,
then folded again. This process begins the
day after Fiesta, and the rattle of bags in
the interpreters’ office is deafening. Also,
cups and napkins are purchased in ad-
vance, and arrangements made for carol-
ing as well as two sing-along sessions held
in the church. And finally, inevitably, the
big day arrives.

First, sand is brought up from the
river. Then the bags are filled (just a cou-
ple of inches of sand or there'll be sore

arms the next day) and hauled to various
locations in wheelbarrows. About 700 are
placed along roof lines, walls, walks, and
inside the church itself. The monument is
closed at its regular time, 5:00, and the
lobby of the visitor center cleared. Then,
colorful serapes are placed on counters,
150 dozen cookies arranged on trays,
thirty to forty gallons of Mexican hot
chocolate brought in by the person hired
for the occasion, cups readied, a fire
started in the fireplace, and trash cans
and fire extinguishers strategically placed.
About 5:30 lighting of the luminarias
begins with match and butane torch.
Then at 6:00, greetings of Happy Han-
nukah, Merry Christmas and Feliz
Navidad filter throughout the air as the

front doors are opened and the joy
begins.

The effect of this is dramatic: a quiet
peaceful valley night, lighted only by
flickering candles and perhaps the moon.
Gone are the Santa Claus and the tree of
yesteryear but the warm spirit of
neighborliness remains, stretching to in-
clude Green Valley, Tucson and Phoenix.
Tumacacori discourages publicity but still
the visitors come, and the continued ex-
istence of the program is tenuous, a
potential victim of its own popularity.
Certainly the best time to visit the site is
after everyone has gone, for the candles
flicker quietly throughout the night. 3"
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Parading the lights

John Mohlenrich
Chief Park Interpreter, Lake Mead NRA

The night and the water glow with
Christmas lights and good cheer during
the Parade of Lights at Lake Mead NRA.
Saturday, December 13, beginning at 6:00
pm, the Lake Mead Boat Owners'’
Association presents the annual parade,
this year marking the tenth such festivity.
A fleet of local boats take a dazzling two-
mile run from Lake Mead Marina to
Boulder Beach and Hemenway Harbor,

then circle around the judge’s boat and
return to the marina.

The Parade of Lights is perhaps the
brightest Yuletide procession in Nevada.
Like floating Christmas ornaments, up to
50 vessels go on parade, each trying to
outshine, outsparkle, and outrig the
others with dazzling light and design.
Trophies in a variety of categories (best
overall for commercial boats, private
boats, houseboats, sailboats, cruisers, and
more) reward the creativity of the en-
trants. Last year approximately 25,000
people watched the four-hour cruise, in-
cluding 250 spectator boats sitting in the
water. Many holiday enthusiasts even ar-

rived early, eager for a close look at the
boats receiving final touches just prior to
“show time.”

As the parade of boats has grown
through the years, each year has been
different. Last year, there were boats in
the parade for the first time, boats that
had appeared in each of the eight
previous parades, and boats missing for
the first year since the parade began. The
mixture keeps changing, but the outcome
is always fun as the fantasia flotilla at
Lake Mead fires the water with a
kaleidescope of color.-3&

Trimmed for the holidays

Steven J. Burke
Park Ranger, John Muir NHS

A ticket to the annual Victorian Tea
at John Muir National Historic Site is
becoming harder and harder to get. All
five hundred tickets are usually sold by
Thanksgiving, weeks before the event is
held. Superintendent Phyllis Shaw isn't
surprised by the phone calls she now
receives in July and August from people
wanting to know when the tickets go on
sale. Six years ago at the first tea, a
house load of guests came free and gob-
bled up every cookie in sight within 30
minutes. She knew then that the local
community was sold on the idea of an
old-fashioned Christmas celebration.

Even with an expanded program of six
teas held on two evenings in December
there are still not enough tickets to fill the
demand. “I think people like the idea of
participating in a time when Christmas
was simple,” Shaw said. “Everyone who
comes to the Victorian Tea gets a good
feeling that carries them through the holi-
day season.” In addition, proceeds from
the tea, sponsored by the John Muir
Memorial Association, cover the cost of
the John Muir Birthday Celebration in
April, yet another reason for the com-
munity to turn out in support of the
Christmas event.

Each year, park staff and volunteers
transform the 17-room Victorian mansion
into an old-fashioned wonderland with
homemade garlands, wreaths, bright
bows, pressed leaves, and candles. Quite
a task, especially when all the greenery
comes from the back yards of park
volunteers. Guests, dressed in turn-of-the-
century evening wear, enjoy an array of

Muir house

sweet cookies and breads from silver plat-
ters, along with a cup of hot tea, all
served by gracious junior ranger
hostesses. A string trio creates a festive
mood from a corner in the East Parlor
while Mrs. Muir, portrayed by park
volunteer Dianne Lando, descends the en-
trance hallway staircase to welcome the
guests and share the Muirs’ holiday tradi-
tions.

The 104-year-old home, with its min-
gled aromas of redwood, incense cedar,
laurel, hot apple cider, cinnamon, and
fresh cut flowers, provides a festive
backdrop for each hour-long tea. Park
Ranger Pat Thomas leads the caroling
around a rosewood piano in the West
Parlor, where a California bay laurel
displays its colorful paper ornaments and
strands of popcorn. Muir traditionally cut

down a laurel tree for his wife and two
daughters to decorate, knowing that the
stump would again produce another tree.
The conservationist could not bring
himself to chop into a fir.

Each tea ends with singing along the
path from the Muir House to the visitor
center. Guests drift back, sharing
thoughts of Christmases past. A few early
birds even stop and ask rangers when
tickets for the tea go on sale next year. -3&'

Notes from
the Muir family

Whether at home or traveling around
the world, Muir always took the time to
pen Christmas letters to family and
friends, updating them on his activities
and sending greetings.

Each year, Muir's wife, Louie, gathered
the family to hear a traditional Christmas
story, “Snitch and His Dog, Angel.”

Daughter Helen fondly recalled a typical
California Christmas day, enjoyed while
delivering presents to her Aunt Margaret
who lived up the valley: “I enjoyed the
walk home so much, for this has been the
most perfect Christmas, so warm, clear,
and bright, and perfectly calm.”

Remarking on a Christmas spent one
year in Yosemite, Muir wrote: “Christmas
brought us a cordial, gentle, soothing
snow storm—a thing of plain, palpable,
innocent beauty the frailest child would
love.”
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Pacific Northwest

Historic Christmas in the
Pacific Northwest:
Remembrances of those
who celebrated

December 25, 1805
Fort Clatsop, Oregon Country

At daylight this morning we were awoke
by the discharge of the fire arms of all
our party & a Selute, Shouts and a Song
which the whole party joined in under
our windows after which they retires to
their rooms. were chearfull all the morn-
ing. After brackfast we divided our
Tobacco which amounted to 12 carrots
one,half of which we gave to the men of
the party who used tobacco, and to
those who doe not use it we make a
present of a handkerchief. The Indians
leave us in the evening all the party
Snugly fixed in their huts. I recvd a
presnt of Capt. L. of fleece hosrie Shirt
Draws and Socks, a p. of Mockersons of
Whitehouse a Small Indian basket of
Guterich, two dozen weazils tails of the
Indian woman, & some black root of the
Indians before their departure. . . . The
day proved Showery wet and
disagreeable.

We would have Spent this day the
nativity of Christ in feasting, had we
anything either to raise our Sperits or
even gratify our appetites, our Diner
concisted of pore Elk, so much Spoiled
that we eate it thro’ mear necessity,
Some Spoiled pounded fish and a fiew
roots. (original spelling)

Captain William Clark

So went the Christmas of the Lewis
and Clark Expedition 180 years ago as
that famous “Corps of Volunteers for
Nothwest Discovery” moved into their
newly constructed log fort that we know
today as Fort Clatsop National
Memorial. To commemorate this historic
event and celebrate the holiday season,
Fort Clatsop N Mem will present an ex-
hibit of the gifts exchanged by the Ex-
pedition members. There will be special
films shown in the auditorium, with
living history activities at the Fort.

Every visitor during the holiday season
has a excellent chance to experience
reflections of life at Fort Clatsop as the
Lewis and Clark Expedition did in 1805.
Even the weather remains the same.

“. . .Showery wet and disagreeable.”

December 25, 1845
Fort Vancouver, Oregan Country

Christmas of 1845 dawned on increas-
ing numbers of settlers who had begun
to move into the Territory; fur trade
was booming and the Hudson Bay Com-
pany had established Fort Vancouver as
a trading center. One of the highlights of
Christmas Day at the Fort was the din-
ner served to the gentlemen, sometimes
quite elaborate, and a far cry from the
the “. . .pore Elk,. . .Spoiled pounded
fish and a fiew roots ” that had been the
Christmas feast of the Lewis and Clark
Expedition just forty five years prior.

Today, staff at Fort Vancouver Na-
tional Historic Site celebrate the holiday
season with activities that include enter-
tainment by musicians and carolers in
the brilliantly candlelit mess hall, with
staff and volunteers clothed in period at-
tire. In the fort kitchen, visitors witness
the preparation and cooking of a
Christmas feast featuring mouthwatering
roast beef with Yorkshire pudding, roast
pototoes, glazed carrots, mint peas and
Christmas plum pudding, all reminiscent
of earlier times when settler and fur
traders gathered to celebrate the holiday
season.

December 25, 1847
Waiilatpu, Oregon Country

Christmas Day, 1847, was cold and
dreary at the Mission Site founded in
1836 among the Cayuse Indians by Mar-
cus and Narcissa Whitman. Fifty sur-
vivors of the Whitman Massacre were
being held captive by the Indians. It is
told in one account that a whisper went
around, “Today is Christmas,” and in
their misery the thought of Christmas
brought a moment of happiness. By
now, the captives felt it had been a
lifetime since they were free. Then, on
the day after Christmas, a swift rider
came with the incredible news, “Uncle
Pete has bought you from the Indians.
“Who is Uncle Pete?” the children
wanted to know. “Peter Skene Ogden,
of the Hudson’s Bay Company, down at
Fort Vancouver,” was the answer.
“Thank God, he has come to rescue us!”

Whitman Mission National Historic

Site at Walla Walla, Washington, begins
the holiday season on November 29 with
the observance of the Whitman
Massacre. Although a somber occasion,
the observance brings members of the
community together for a special
remembrance which carries into the
Christmas season a real sense of sharing
in the true spirit of Christmas.

December 25, 1898
The Klondike Gold Rush

“Up this morning at 9:30 but our
stockings were empty. Guess old St.
Nick found too many holes in them to
hold our presents.” Thus wrote Frederick
Flaharty on Christmas morning, 1898, in
a cabin at Chicken Creek, Alaska. He
and three companions had joined the
great Klondike Gold Rush months
earlier. Now, on their claim across the
Alaska-Yukon boundary, they paused in
their mining to celebrate the holiday at a
table “well laden with roast caribou,
lemon pie, fruit cake, escalloped
tomatoes, and coffee.”

Up and down the creeks and beaches,
gold fever momentarily subsided as
miners turned their thoughts to distant
family and friends, and reflected on the
arduous trails that bought them north.
For most, the new year brought disillu-
sionment, and like the Flaharty party,
ultimately they found their anticipation
of riches as disappointing as empty
stockings on a frosty Christmas morn-
ing.

The Seattle Unit of Klondike Gold
Rush National Historical Park, located
in the historic Pioneer Square District in
the heart of Old Seattle, will join with
the Pacific Northwest Regional Office in
hosting a Christmas celebration for
friends and members of the community.

December 25, 1930
Grand Coulee, Washington

When the area around Coulee Dam
was sparsely settled prior to the construc-
tion of Grand Coulee Dam, rural area
residents celebrated Christmas together
at the grange halls or at a neighbor’s
farm. Christmas festivities for the
families of the dry land wheat farmers
and ranchers in Eastern Washington in-
cluded trimming the tree, Christmas
carols, storytelling, refreshments and
hay rides. Families all joined together to
create a spirit of community during

those early days.
(continued, next page)
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(from previous page)

Coulee Dam National Recreation Area
celebrates an “Old Fashioned Christmas”
today, duplicating many of the festivities
of its early rural coummunity. The
sleigh ride is one of the highlights of the
Christmas celebration.

The horse drawn sleigh winds around
a snow covered, candlelit drive to the
site of a huge bonfire where passengers
can warm themselves before the ride
back down. At the ‘barn’ (which is real-
ly a garage in disguise) guests dance to
old-fashioned country folk and square
dance music.

The areas of the Pacific Northwest
commemorate the holidays each with a
different approach, each with a different
theme, but all with a spirit of sharing
with their surrounding communities.
Merry Christmas from the Pacific North-
west Region. &

—Candyce M. Moger
PNWR Public Affairs

Rocky Mountain

Christmas under big
Montana sky

Jim Harpster
RMRO Public Affairs

If it's a nice day, the temperature
may be around zero, although it could
be as frigid as 60 below, too. Sunrise
will come around 8:30, dusk about 4:30
in the afternoon. There could be as
much as four feet of snow on the level,
and if the wind blew last night, there'll
be drifts across the mile-long entrance
road off Montana Highway 43.

That means Maintenance Worker
Mike Allison will have to walk to the
heated garage, start the pickup truck
and put its heavy blade to work clearing
the road. Because even though it's
Christmas Day, there may be a few
visitors and Superintendent Al Schul-
meyer wants them not to be
disappointed.

This is Christmas at Big Hole Na-
tional Battlefield, alone in a 60-mile-long
basin of southwestern Montana where
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even the nearby Bitterroot Mountains
are diminished by an incredible bowl of
sky that extends to the far horizon.

Arguably, Big Hole is one of the
most isolated of all National Park Serv-
ice areas in the contiguous United States.
How isolated?

“Well,” Schulmeyer reflects, “it's 90
miles to Butte and 110 miles to
Missoula. We don't have a dentist or a
doctor; the doc is a circuit rider who
comes to town twice a month or so. The
school bus picks up the high school kids
at 6 o'clock in the morning and delivers
them back here at 6 o'clock at night, so
it's pretty remote, I'd say.”

In this biggest of all of Montana's
counties—bigger even than the States of
Connecticut and Rhode Island com-
bined—Big Hole National Battlefield and
its staff of three are treated to occasional
Northern Lights, displays of native wild-
life and to warm friendships with the
145 residents of the nearest community,
a village with the unlikely name of
Wisdom.

Wisdom is 12 miles from the battle-
field: two motels, a filling station, two
bar/restaurants, a general store, post of-
fice and farm equipment repair shop.

But Christmas and the Christmas
spirit come here, too, no matter the un-
impressive statistics, and last year Schul-
meyer and his staff—Allison, Florida-
born ranger Phil Gomez and longtime
seasonal Chuck Burton—put up a
Christmas tree cut in the nearby Beaver-
head National Forest and strung bright
lights in the lobby of the park visitor
center-museum.

Big Hole hardly rivals Yellowstone
(150 miles to the southeast) in attracting
visitors, so not many people have an op-
portunity to admire the setting.

“We did have six visitors on Christ-
mas Day, though,” Schulmeyer recalls,
“and we had 17 the day after. It was a
real pleasure to greet them and take
them through the museum. It was nice
to have visitors from the ‘outside’ to
spend a portion of the day with.”

How did the Superintendent and his
crew otherwise observe the holiday?

“Phil Gomez had gone back to
Florida for Christmas, Chuck Burton
was with family at their home over at
Darby, Montana, and I'm a bachelor. So
Mike Allison and his family invited me
over to have dinner at their double-wide
trailer. He and his wife, Chris, have
three kids, and they also had over some
friends from a ranch down the valley. It
might not sound like much to people in

]
L
J3
Y
A\
I3y
AR
X
3
A}
AR
A%
R
N
A%

the big city, but it was really a delight-
ful time.”

And this year?

You don’t meddle with success—or
with good times. Superintendent Schul-
meyer says Big Hole National Battlefield
most likely will be open for business
once again. With a splendidly tall,
luminescent Christmas tree there in the
lobby, with bright lights strung all
around, and a smiling fellow in National
Park Service uniform to welcome a few
holiday visitors. 3&

l Q Southwest

Los Pastores:
a Christmas drama

Gilbert R. Cruz, Ph.D.
Historian
San Antonio Missions NHP

Los Pastores (The Shepherds) is a
Christmas pageant representing one of the
oldest colonial traditions linked to the
San Antonio Missions National Historical
Park. In the last 35 years, the San An-
tonio Conservation Society has sponsored
performances of Los Pastores at San Jose
Mission as part of its commitment to the
cultural heritage of San Antonio. Los
Pastores becomes especially important to
park interpreters since visitors seek infor-
mation about the Christmas drama
primarily from the National Park Service.
During the Colonial period, Los Pastores
very likely served as a way for the friars
to instruct the Indians on the basic tenets
of Christianity.

The focus of Los Pastores is essentially
the portrayal in human terms of the
Christian mystery of the Incarnation. The
drama is based on faith since one must
have recourse to the Evangelical accounts
in order to understand its historical foun-
dation. Gila, a shepherdess in the
pageant, stresses this when she proclaims,
“Fellow shepherds, the day has come for
us to leave for the gates of Bethlehem to
witness a joyful miracle,” (Pastores, ha
llegado el dia en que alegres nos par-
tamos para el portal de Belen a ver un
feliz milagro—Part I, Scene 3, Los
Pastores, Leandro Granados).
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Orriginating in Spain in the 1500s, the
play depicts the age-old conflict between
good and evil, with Lucifer and a band of
masked devils trying to prevent the
shepherds from reaching Bethlehem. The
devils wear black satin capes with their
names embroidered on the back. Lucifer
is resplendent in red and black satin and
a mask encrusted with rhinestones and
beads. Protecting the shepherds on the
journey, Michael, the Archangel, with
sword in hand wears gold-sequined wings
and practical tennis shoes.

Designed to instruct neophytes on
Christian morality, the pageant includes
subtle lessons about the seven vices of
pride, avarice, envy, gluttony, sloth, lust
and anger. A scene that embodies human
foible is placed near the end, when the
shepherd Bartolo lies on the grass, reluc-
tant to rise and make the trek to
Bethlehem in order to give a gift to the
baby Jesus. Shepherd Cucharon devises a
scheme and says to Bartolo, “In
Bethlehem there’s plenty of firewater,
white wine and mescal.” (En Belen hay
aguardiente, vino blanco y buen
mescal—Part V, Scene 4, Los Pastores,
Leandro Granados). Arising, the lazy
shepherd proclaims, “I will get up
because I want to become inebriated!” (A
hora si que me levanto que me quiero
emborrachar—Part V, Scene 4, Los
Pastores, Leandro Granados). Obviously,
since earliest times, mankind’s motives for
reaching for the divine have not always
been the most noble. The human frailties
and shortcomings, dramatized by the
shepherds as the play unfolds, generate
anxiety, humor, and, at times, even mer-
riment.

The cast of players come from Qur
Lady of Guadalupe Church, San An-
tonio. They use a version of the play
memorized by Don Leandro Granados in
San Luis Potosi, Mexico, and edited and
published by Father Carmelo Tranchese,
S.]., in San Antonio (1940). Spanish
nativity plays, beginning with the
beautiful and inspiring Los Pastores de
Belen by the literary giant from Spain's
Golden Age, Lope de Vega, are legion. In
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
nativity plays were still being written
both in Spain and America. They were
often enacted in the Southwest, par-
ticularly during the Colonial period.
Aurelio M. Espinosa, the noted literary
authority from New Mexico, includes
them in The Folklore of Spain in the
American Southwest, edited by J. Manuel
Espinosa (1985).

But each play is adapted to the cir-

cumstances of the region where it is
dramatized. The nativity pageant at San
Jose Mission is a plebeian and open-air
stage production. The folk-religious play
is performed by untrained actors who put
on a resplendent two-hour drama of the

Father Carmelo Tranchese editing Los Pastores
for publication while Leandro Granados
reviews his notes on the drama.

Lucifer

four-centuries-old play. The acting is free-
style and often spontaneous. The play is
entirely in Spanish, and is the closest
thing to Spanish folk devotion outside of
the interior of Mexico. 2&

The shepherds complete their hazardous
journey to Bethlehem and approach the Divine
Infant at the close of the Christmas play.
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