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Merry Christmas 
From Your California Division Officers 

May Your New Year Be Bright and Prosperous 

 

CALIFORNIA DIVISION CHAPLAIN: ERNIE POWELL 
CAMP 302, SAN DIEGO 
 
This morning, several of our camp members participated in “Wreaths Across America”. This 
program, which honors fallen and honorably discharged members of the military by laying 
Christmas wreaths on their graves, was started at Arlington Cemetery in 1992, and since 2005 
has spread across the country.  I was honored to place a wreath on the grave of Lt. Rodney J. 
Gettmann, who served in Vietnam. I don’t know much about him – he was born in 1937 and 
died in 2012 - but he survived the hell of war, and his stone reads, “Loved husband, Dad, and 
Grandfather”. Lt. Gettmann, I salute you, and wish your family a blessed and happy Christmas. 

As I placed my wreath, I reflected that three hours earlier, somebody was performing this tribute 
for my parents, who rest in Arlington, and that all across the country, millions of wreaths were 
being laid on millions of these hallowed graves. It seems ironic to celebrate the birth of the 
Prince of Peace by recognizing these men and women who served in war, but Jesus Himself 
said "Greater love hath no man than this; that a man lay down his life for his friends.” 
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I’m not one of those who, clinging to the old superstition that the will of heaven is revealed in the immediate 

results of “trial by combat,” fancy that right must always be on the side of might, and speak of Appomattox 

as a judgment from God. I do not forget that a Suvaroff triumphed and Kosciuszko fell; that a Nero wielded 

the scepter of empire and Paul was beheaded; that Herod was crowned and a Christ was crucified. And, 

instead of accepting defeat of the South as a divine verdict against her, I regard it as but another instance of 

“truth on the scaffold and wrong on the throne.” 

Robert Catlett Cave  

1842 – 1923  



Past CA Div. Cmdr. & Past Camp 302 Cmdr. 

Current California Division Heritage Officer— 

Mr. Steve Smith  

 

It is with great honor to assume the position of the 

California division heritage officer. 

 

I hope to do the division proud. 

 

As a son of the south, I take offense to the war 

against our southern heritage and the fight to 

preserve our heritage harder and harder every 

day. There are attacks on our heritage and 

multiplying on a daily basis. The ignorance of the 

South is amazing and it is up to every one of us, 

heirs of the Confederacy, to continue the fight our 

ancestors fought 150 years ago.   

 

The internet offers ample opportunities to educate 

folks out about our heritage. There are multiple 

blogs, websites we can go on and fight the good 

fight.   I monitor civil war memory website and 

get involved in several "discussions", the website 

is very Contra-Confederate. (My new term of the 

anti-southern folks).   I was able to get a high 

school teacher, Kevin Levine, to surrender and 

admit he did not know that much about Nathan 

Bedford Forrest.  He read one book about 

NBF.  Using a recent issue of "Confederate 

Veterans" magazine I was able to use some facts 

about Nathan Bedford Forrest and call Mr. Levine 

on his misinformation about Nathan Bedford 

Forrest.   The beauty of these blogs/websites and 

depending on the popularity of the website/blog 

many people will see your response, not just one 

or two people. 

 

Now, it takes more than one guy to write and 

defend our heritage, every son of the south needs 

to get involved, each one in the division should 

write at least one write up a year, one week is 

better, get on a website and fight back, just keep a 

few things in mind. 

 

1. Do not cuss, leave the bad language to the 

Yankees, Southern Gentlemen do use foul 

language. 

2. Make sure you have your facts! Verified facts! 

3. Know your source and who is writing the anti-

southern statement. 

4. The idea is to get people to think about what 

they have been taught in school and heard over 

the last 150 years. 

5. If a blog/string of comments really tick you off, 

cool down before you respond, facts not feelings! 

6. Be ready, politicians and schools have pretty 

much made up their minds, the chances of getting 

people like that to change their minds or vote in 

our favor are slim to none. 

 

One site I go on is "civil war memory" I challenge 

all the men in the SCV to sign up and respond on 

this website, currently there are two southern 

subjects getting attacked - H.K. Edgerton and the  

"Myth of the black confederate soldier".  

 

Time get there first with the most (facts) 

 

DEO VINDICE, 

 

Steve smith 

~~~ 

Report from the General John Bell Hood  

Camp 1208 of Los Angeles:  

By Dr. Vern Padgett, Adjutant  

We met Saturday at Whittier Museum at 1 

pm.  We have 2 new members, who 

attended.  They are Dr. Gideon Lowe of 

Pasadena, and Gene Ahearn of 

Montebello.  Gideon has Tennessee roots and 

Gene has South Carolina roots.  The museum 

was closed but we moved on to our second 

stop:   Founder’s Park.  That Park was 2 

cemeteries until the late 1960s, when it was 

turned into a park.  Both John Roberts and Paul 

Henke of our camp grew up in Whittier, and 

have memories of the old graveyards.    

At the Park, we held a short memorial service.  I 

read the names of 5 Confederate soldiers buried 

there, and read some words about the meaning 

of our Confederate ancestors in our own history, 

and mentioned California Confederates Glassell, 

Brent, and Thom, who each had such an 

important role in Southern California 



history.  Margaret Alley provided us with the 5 

names of CSA soldiers in the Park.  I will go to 

the Whittier Museum Saturday and find the 

binder showing all Confederates buried 

there.  There were 2380 people buried there, and 

not all were moved to Rose Hills.  I’m sure there 

are more than 5 Rebels in that ground.  Garland 

Courts started the project of looking for all of 

them, and he tells me that the information should 

still be on the shelf there.     

After our short service, we adjourned to John 

Roberts’s home for refreshment.  The Museum, the 

former cemeteries, and our commander’s home are 

all within a mile or so of each other.  Imagine that, 

in Southern California!  At John’s we enjoyed 

camaraderie, pizza, and beer.  And Steven Knowles 

“magic cookies”!  Former camp commander Mike 

Presswood turned over our camp tent and poles 

and other equipment.  It is now stored at 

John’s.  Gene Ahearn shared his fond memories of 

Charleston South Carolina, and Dr. Lowe told us of 

his life in Tennessee.  I awarded our new members, 

and Steven, copies of Dr. Harry Turtledove’s Guns 

of the South.  It is my favorite book on the War, 

because the South wins.   

 

Moorpark Reenactment 2013 
SCV Mechanized Cavalry & OCR 

Recruitment Tent  

 

 

 

 

OC SCV Camp 1770 Member 
Mr. Steven Knowles 

 
Editor’s Note: At Moorpark, the SCV was represented by the 
Ventura Camp, the Los Angeles Camp, the Orange County Camp 
and the Inland Empire Camp as well as the Mechanized Cavalry 
and OCR. Good work by our members!!!  
 

~~~ 

 
Report on the Moorpark Reenactment— 
 
 

Gentlemen:  

 

The big West Coast reenactment at Moorpark was 

another wonderful event. 

 

This event featured 18+ cannons, large cavalry 

contingents, and several hundred reenactors.  Saturday’s 

battles included the twilight battle too.  Extra pyrotechnics 

added to the performances. 

 

We had the SCV booth set up and manned by Ken 

Koch’s Ventura Camp CSS Virginia, as well as extremely 

well appointed booths for the Mechanized Cavalry and 

the Order of Confederate Rose presented by Steve and 

Denise Knowles respectively. 

 

All these were promoting memberships with emphasis on 

the Friends of the SCV to minimize the common objection 

to join of "not sure of ancestry" or "don't have all the 

ancestry info yet" issues. 

 

Drum Barracks was also represented, and they will be 

having their Christmas events, including a Wet Plate 

Photography booth that will do shots gratis, and only ask 

for a donation to the Barracks for your likeness being 

captured. 

 



Jefferson Davis was able to preach Dixie twice a day in 

front of hundreds of spectators both Sat and Sun, as well 

as meet individuals and other groups while out and 

about. 

Friday AM Jefferson Davis addressed 8 groups of 25 

students each as well. 

 

For more information about the Moorpark event and 

others, upcoming for 2014, visit www.civilwaralliance.com 

 

Lots of public showed up all paying $20 per head for the 

Rotary Club fundraising, so we know interest in this time 

of our history is still alive and well in California. 

 

Deo Vindice,  

John Smoley 

Camp 1742 

 

Santa Visits Camp 1742 

~~~ 

Message from Commander Chuck Norred, 

Camp 1804 Fresno   

I was working a little on my family genealogy and 

pictures this morning-- and found myself in awe 

of all the materials I have collected over the 

years.  

 Sometimes I ask myself:  Is this really 

important for me to do all this work-- and will 

anyone ever appreciate it as much as I do… 

I have three kids (grown-up and on their own!) 

and one thing I learned during my coaching years 

is to never question your judgment!   

But when I really think about it, I take myself 

back to my younger years, and I think of how I 

was trying to develop a career for myself and life 

for my family. I was just like most everyone else, 

climbing the ladder, had an ego, and wanted to be 

successful. I was-- and I am happy about it!!   

I encourage all of you to write it down-- record it 

in some way so that your children's children may 

someday look it over, and enjoy all the hard work 

you have done.    

Express your feelings and your pride so that your 

descendant’s may feel the same pride that you 

do. 

Write it down!!!  

Chuck Norred 

~~~ 

Submitted by Dr. Vern Padgett 
California Division Adjutant 

 

President Dwight Eisenhower wrote the 

following letter in response to one he 

received dated August 1, 1960, from 

Leon W. Scott, a dentist in New 

Rochelle, New York. Scott’s letter 

reads:  

“Dear Mr. President:  

“At the Republican Convention I heard 

you mention that you have the pictures 

of four great Americans in your 

office, and that included in these is 

a picture of Robert E. Lee.  

“I do not understand how any American 

can include Robert E. Lee as a person 

to be emulated, and why the President 

of the United States of America should 

do so is certainly beyond me.  

“The most outstanding thing that 

Robert E. Lee did was to devote his 

best efforts to the destruction of the 

United States Government, and I am 

sure that you do not say that a person 

who tries to destroy our Government is 

worthy of being hailed as one of our 

heroes.  

“Will you please tell me just why you 

hold him in such high esteem?  

Sincerely yours,  

“Leon W. Scott”  

http://www.civilwaralliance.com/


Eisenhower's response, written on 

White House letterhead on August 9, 

1960 reads as follows:  

August 9, 1960  

Dear Dr. Scott:  

Respecting your August 1 inquiry 

calling attention to my often 

expressed admiration for General 

Robert E. Lee, I would say, first, 

that we need to understand that at the 

time of the War Between the States the 

issue of Secession had remained 

unresolved for more than 70 years. Men 

of probity, character, public standing 

and unquestioned loyalty, both North 

and South, had disagreed over this 

issue as a matter of principle from 

the day our Constitution was adopted.  

General Robert E. Lee was, in my 

estimation, one of the supremely 

gifted men produced by our Nation. He 

believed unswervingly in the 

Constitutional validity of his cause 

which until 1865 was still an arguable 

question in America; he was thoughtful 

yet demanding of his officers and men, 

forbearing with captured enemies but 

ingenious, unrelenting and personally 

courageous in battle, and never 

disheartened by a reverse or obstacle. 

Through all his many trials, he 

remained selfless almost to a fault 

and unfailing in his belief in God. 

Taken altogether, he was noble as a 

leader and as a man, and unsullied as 

I read the pages of our history.  

From deep conviction I simply say 

this: a nation of men of Lee’s caliber 

would be unconquerable in spirit and 

soul. Indeed, to the degree that 

present-day American youth will strive 

to emulate his rare qualities, 

including his devotion to this land as 

revealed in his painstaking efforts to 

help heal the nation’s wounds once the 

bitter struggle was over, we, in our 

own time of danger in a divided world, 

will be strengthened and our love of 

freedom sustained.  

Such are the reasons that I proudly 

display the picture of this great 

American on my office wall.  

Sincerely,  

Dwight D. Eisenhower 

~~~ 

A report from Commander Jim Stephens- 

Camp 302 San Diego 

 

Our camp participated in a very successful WAA 

Ceremony that was conducted on Saturday, 14 

Dec 2013 at Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery 

and Miramar National Cemetery in San Diego. For 

the fourth consecutive year, Father A.J. Ryan 

Camp 302 has participated in this patriotic annual 

event that honors our past veterans in their final 

resting place. 

 

Wreaths Across America began 20 years ago 

when Worcester Wreath Company (a for-profit 

commercial business from Harrington, Maine) 

began a tradition of placing wreaths on the 

headstones of our nation's fallen heroes at 

Arlington National Cemetery. Over the years 

Worcester Wreath has donated countless 

wreaths which are placed by volunteers in a 

wreath laying ceremony each December. 

Organizations and individuals donate funds to 

help pay for these beautiful wreaths that are 

delivered by refrigerated trucks to each national 

cemetery. The ceremony is a very moving 

experience. Many organizations participate: 

Junior Cadets, High School ROTC Units, all 

branches of the military are present and color 

guard units to present the colors. Guest speakers 

highlight certain aspects of military events. 

 

Camp Commander Jim Stephens, 1st Lt. Cdr. Dave 

Sanders, and Chaplain Ernie Powell represented 

the camp at Miramax National Cemetery. 2nd Lt. 

Cdr. Jim Millsap was present, heading his Boy 

Scout Group. Adjutant Roy Adair and wife Robyn 

(representing the UDC) and Compatriot George 

Faircloth were present at Fort Rosecrans. 



Wreaths Across America is among the many 

patriotic events that Camp 302 is proud to 

participate in year around. 

 

Jim Stephens 

Commander 

 

Miramar National Cemetery 

 
~~~ 

 
A report from Commander Jon Fowler 
Bakersfield, Camp 2048:  
 
BAKERSFIELD, Calif. (KBAK/KBFX) - It's a Bakersfield 
tradition. For 30 years, the Toy Run has brought the 
biking community together to support needy families 
during the holidays. 
 
"Every year, the one thing that people who ride bikes 
plan on is the second Sunday in December, doing the 
Bakersfield Toy Run," said Don Oldaker, president of the 
Bakersfield Toy Run. 
 
Bikers led the way from Beach Park to the Kern County 
Fairgrounds with toys, canned goods and cash donations 
onboard. 
 
"Everyday people can be heroes every day," said Edward 
Dudley-Robey, an attendee. "People here need help, and 
this is a chance to give it, ride a bike and have some fun 
at the same time. How can you beat that?" 
 
Temperatures in the 30s didn't deter many. 
 

Despite the cold, this year's event saw an estimated 
turnout of 7,000 people, among them Bakersfield Mayor 
Harvey Hall. 
 
"This is another example of Bakersfield cares," said the 
mayor. "Bakersfield cares about the less fortunate and 
wants to do something to make their lives better." 
 
Volunteers collected toys and food by the truckload, 
holiday relief on its way for families the Salvation Army 
supports. 
 
"This is a huge event," said Todd Bradford of the 
Salvation Army. "This is one of our greatest fundraisers. 
Bakersfield is a community that really supports the 
Salvation Army and has a real giving heart." 
 
The Salvation Army estimates this one event helps nearly 
1,000 families each year to have a Christmas. 
 

*** 
A Word from Commander Cooley 

Camp 1770, Orange County:  
 

I’m extremely proud of our members!  
 

Our camp decided several years ago to do 

something for our community; to get involved 
and accomplish something positive. We started 

by collecting canned food for the homeless with 
the intention of donating to the Tustin Rescue 

Mission right before Christmas. Then we 
followed up with a Toy and Clothing drive for 

the needed children housed at the Orangewood 

Children’s Home in Orange. This year we 
collected 215 pounds of canned food and $338 

worth of toys and clothing. Our members feel 
good about giving and being involved under the 

umbrella of the SCV, and I thank them for 
their support and dedication.  

 
On other issues, our members have 

contributed to the Elm Springs Museum Fund 

Raiser and our Advertising Campaign. We have 
members, such as Reverend Danny Fuson who 

host our meetings and allow us to meet for pot 
lucks on his patio. During our Christmas party 

and meeting I conducted a raffle of sorts being 
the season and we gave away a variety of gifts 

for 4 of our luckiest members and guests. Rev. 
Kent Jones conducted a memorial pray to the 

passing of Mandela Nelson. Division Web 

Master, Mike Climo spoke to us about 



Christmas in the middle 1800’s and we 

enjoyed learning about how times and customs 
have changed.  

 
I’m proud of our Lt. Commander, Scott Price as 

he has taken an active interest in heritage 
issues and speaks to us at every meeting. Be 

sure and check out our minutes printed in 
Camp 1770’s newsletter for all our activities.  

 

General Lee’s & Jackson’s 

Birthday Celebration 
January 19th, 2014 

1:00 pm 

Guest Speaker 

Marie Callender’s Restaurant 

1821 N. Grand Ave. 

Santa Ana, CA  92701 

 
California Division Commander 
Farrell Cooley: 

 
As you all know, I’m also the Division 

Commander and we are planning our Division 

Convention to be held in Fresno. Be sure and 
mark your calendars for March 21st – 23rd, 

2014. Commander Chuck Norred volunteered 
to help us make reservations and get this 

convention rock’n. We need everyone who can 
attend to support the SCV in California. This is 

a great time to get together with our brothers 

from around the state.  
 

Keep an eye out for our registration and sign 
up instructions. They will be posted on line at 

www.californiascv.org as well as individual 
e.mail and newsletter. We intend to keep the 

costs reasonable and if we’re lucky enough to 
capture a few bucks during our silent auction 

we intend to keep the monies within the SCV.  

 

California Division Convention 

March 21st – 23rd 

Fresno, CA 

Piccadilly Hotel  
 

More information forthcoming 

~~~ 

Other News: 

 

Past Cmdr. Lou Olker (Sacramento), is working on 

establishing a new SCV camp for Northern 

California.  

 

Cmdr. Ken Koch is retiring from Commander of 

the Ventura Camp. He is looking for an eager 

member within the Ventura area to lead the 

camp.  

 

We offer a friend’s membership which is similar 

to our associate membership for a donation of 

$40 the first year and $30 per year thereafter.  

 

 
Friends of the SCV  

Eric Peterson 

Camp 1770 / Christmas Meeting 2013 
 

 
 

 
Firehouse Meeting Place 

 Inland Empire Camp 1742 

 

http://www.californiascv.org/


Christmas & Thanksgiving 
In the 1800’s 

 
By Mike Climo 

SCV Calf. Division Web Master 

Author: Riverside Examiner 
 

By winter of 1861, the North and South had 
been embroiled in the War Between the States 

for several months. Early hopes for a prompt 
and relatively bloodless conclusion had been 

put to rest and both sides were preparing for a 

long conflict. Unless one was in Missouri, 
Kentucky or Virginia they were not affected 

much, but many of her sons were. Most cities 
in the Confederacy were busy starting 

industries that would turn out war materials. 
Cities with a river or ocean waterfronts were 

employing people to build up a Navy from 
scratch. Also during this time the women of 

the South had been busy sewing and raising 

money for weapons, ammunition and 
gunboats. In addition they were needed to take 

over the duties of their absent husbands, 
brothers, sons and fathers. 

 
What we now consider the holiday season was 

a much more subdued period in the mid-19th 

century. In fact, Thanksgiving was not yet a 
permanent November tradition and Christmas 

was in the early stages of its transformation to 
a major holiday. Hanukkah was only a minor 

holiday on the Jewish calendar. Although the 
first Thanksgiving feast had been celebrated by 

Plymouth settlers and the Wampanoag Indians 
in 1621, Thanksgivings had remained informal 

events, usually called for in response to 

specific occasions. Many of these 
Thanksgivings were days fasting rather than 

feasting. Thanksgiving as we know it today was 
not established as an official national holiday 

until 1863. The idea was in response to the 
urging of Sarah Josepha Hale, editor of the 

first popular women’s magazine Godey’s Lady’s 
Book. Abraham Lincoln issued a proclamation 

in on October 3 of 1863 calling for a national 

day of Thanksgiving on the last Thursday of 
November. Because of the ongoing War and the 

Confederacy’s refusal to recognize Lincoln's 
authority, a nationwide Thanksgiving date was 

not realized in the South until Reconstruction 
was completed in the 1870s. 

 

Confederate President Jefferson Davis 

however, issued his own proclamations. He 
called for a day of Thanksgiving and fasting on 

June 1861 and had issued a proclamation on 
October 31 of that year for the Confederate 

states to observe November 15 as a national 
day of “fasting, humiliation and prayer...in 

their homes or usual places of public worship.” 
All around the South Presbyterians, 

Methodists and Baptists joined together for 

observances of “humiliation and prayer” On 
that Friday morning Southerners gathered in 

great numbers at their local places of worship 
for special services. Although there were many 

Catholic and Jewish congregations at this time 
sources do not reveal how followers of those 

faiths may have observed the day. No one, 

however, had elaborate turkey dinners on this 
day of fasting. 

 
Christmas has a history that often surprises 

the general public. The day had been 
celebrated in Europe with eating, drinking, and 

dancing. It was the Calvinist Puritan 
Congregationalists who attempted to end this 

indulgent behavior, and did so successfully 

when they came to New England. With their 
arrival, Christmas became a serious occasion, 

the purpose of which was to introspectively 
ponder sin and religious commitment. It took 

almost 200 years for our country to move away 
from this Puritan view and enjoy the holidays 

once more. Louisiana was the first state to 
make Christmas a holiday in 1830, and many 

states soon followed. The religious revival of 

the middle 19th century also added to the 
desire to unite, celebrate, and recognize 

Christmas. In the Anglican South more 
festivities occurred with traditions that 

included the medieval Yule log and gift giving 
to children, slaves, indentured servants or 

apprentices. The day was also marked with 

church services and family dinners. The 12 
days following Christmas were sometimes 

observed with revelry. By the 1820s and ’30s 
Christmas began a slow transformation that by 

the time of the War had made it more popular 
and had brought most Protestant Christians 

into the fold of observance, although there 
were hold-outs, especially among some Scots-

Irish descendants. 

 
Many of our modern traditions associated with 

Christmas celebrations in the United States 
began during the War Between the States. It 



was most likely the loneliness and insecurities 

of war felt by citizens and soldiers alike that 
created the need for them to seek solace and 

security. They found it in part by re-
establishing familiar European traditions. This 

created the illusion of love and peace at a time 
when very little of that existed in their daily 

lives. Christmas cards, carols, special foods, 
holding winter dances, all date back to the late 

1850s. Even before the War, it was common to 

cut Christmas trees and take them into the 
home, although they were tabletop size, and 

usually were arranged with other greenery and 
mistletoe, all supposed to bring good luck to 

the household. Union soldiers' letters mention 
decorating their camp Christmas trees with 

salt-pork and hard tack. 

 
As Christmas approached in 1861, 

Southerners tried to keep a semblance of 
normality. Private schools largely remained 

open, hotels still took care of travelers; and 
merchants continued conducting their 

businesses. With most Southern ports yet to 
be captured, the Union blockade remained 

porous enough that goods were still available. 

As one advertisement said, “products direct 
from England, purchased in the last two 

months.” For sale were leather, hay, potatoes, 
feathers, vinegar, peach brandy, gin, rum, 

coffee, flour, molasses, salt, apples, wines, 
teas, window glass, paint and other goods. 

Some stores even advertised a large 
assortment of French candies especially for 

Christmas. Gifts of toys, candy and jewelry 

could still be found in most Southern stores. 
Merchants even provided their customers with 

new gift suggestions like photographs and 
daguerreotypes. Having the image of a loved 

one was a valued artifact for those away at war 
as well as for those remaining behind at home. 

Philharmonics and theaters busily prepared for 

a number of concerts and plays. Since some of 
these events would benefit the poor, the 

newspaper urged that “our citizens must make 
up their minds to attend and in this way 

contribute to the happiness of the needy while 
they are enjoying a pleasant Christmas 

themselves.” Funds raised at concerts often 
would benefit the local militias and the troops 

in the field. As the holiday neared, the papers 

urged citizens to buy their Christmas editions 
because young boys would be the carriers and 

they were often support for families whose 
fathers were away. On December 24, many 

editorial pages urged Christians to keep 

Christmas saying that although “the country is 
at war, and many dear friends whom we were 

want to give a cordial Christmas greeting in 
past anniversaries...are doing the soldier’s 

duty...Still the good, old fashion of keeping 
Christmas must not decline in our Southern 

land, where it has always been celebrated with 
such spirit. No, let us keep up this holiday, if 

all others in the year’s round are neglected.” 

Along with keeping the holiday, Southerners 
were also urged to buy gifts “for the sake of the 

children, who are made so happy by the gifts 
they receive on that glorious annual festival.” 

 
People evidently followed that advice. A few 

days later, papers across the South proclaimed 

“places of business where gifts could be 
obtained were crowded on the 24th and sales, 

despite the hard times, were very good.” 
Gertrude Clanton Thomas of Augusta 

confirmed that in her diary writing: “The day 
before Christmas the streets presented the 

liveliest appearance imaginable.” She noted 
that the confectionary stores were particularly 

crowded. She compared it to Mardi Gras before 

Lent. December 25, 1861, was a typical winter 
day in many places, frosty in the early morning 

and beautifully sunny and warm in the 
afternoon bringing many town folks out to 

walk and visit. While Christmas Eve day had 
been lively, Christmas day itself was a more 

subdued affair, passing off very quietly. Most 
Churches had both a Christmas Eve service 

and Christmas Day noon service. With 

Christmas Day falling on Wednesday that year, 
most Methodists, Baptists and Presbyterians 

evidently followed earlier customs and had no 
Christmas services. 

 
A visit from Santa become a custom, 

popularized first by Clement Moore in the 

1820s with his now famous poem, “A Visit 
From St. Nicholas,” which begins: “Twas the 

night before Christmas.” It was not until 1863 
that cartoonist Thomas Nast plumped Santa 

up a bit. For Christmas of 1861, Santa was 
able to deliver the gifts of Southern children. It 

was only for later Christmases during the war 
that parents had to tell their children that 

Santa could not get through the Union 

blockade. Documents from 1861 noted an 
abundance of presents bestowed upon the little 

ones. For boys, toy pistols and knives, wind-up 
wagons were common; babies got rubber 



animals and rattles; girls received tea sets 

(china or wooden), jewelry, play furniture, 
dolls. Boys and girls both loved books and 

candy. But, the gift that outshone them all was 
the hobby horse. In addition to Santa, parents, 

grandparents and sometimes older siblings 
bestowed gifts on children. Adult gift-giving 

within a family was only beginning to appear 
and was still not expected. 

 

For enslaved African Americans, Christmas 
briefly brought more freedom and less work. 

Most servants received the day off and would 
often travel to see family members who might 

live a few miles away. Some used the time for 
much needed rest. Observing long-time 

tradition of gift-giving to those who worked in a 

household, some families gave gifts to their 
slaves, apprentices and employees. Money was 

an especially welcome token. For those who 
had stocked pantries, a family dinner in mid-

afternoon could include turkey and ham, 
onions and potatoes, perhaps apples. Other 

fruit would have been dried or brandied. 
Eggnog was popular as were brandies and 

punches. Many Southerners enjoyed all of 

these in this first year of the war. 
 

The shortages of goods and foods and some of 
the worst hardships of the war were, for the 

most part, still to come. The war, however, 
made its presence felt in the absence of many 

family members. There were only women and 
children at many Christmas tables. For some, 

the Christmas newspapers brought the grim 

news of loss. Information on war actions and 
lists of deceased soldiers filled much of the 

front pages. A song written about this time in 
the North and published in 1862 would soon 

become popular on both sides of the lines: 
“The Vacant Chair.” Christmas later in the war 

made the Christmas of 1861 not seem so hard 

after all. But war’s end brought hopes for 
better holidays to come. In 1870 President 

Ulysses S. Grant signed a law that made 
Christmas an official national holiday as well 

in hopes of bringing reconciliation to the 
fractured nation. Like other Americans, 

Southerners have been part of those holidays 
ever since. 
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