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Christmas in the American Civil War  

                                                                                                                                        By Robert Turk 
 

Ñ As the 2011 holiday season approaches, it is important to note that this year will mark 

the 150th anniversary of the first Christmas of the American Civil War (1861 to 1865). 
 
    History tells us that Christmas in the American Civil War was celebrated in both the 
United States and the Confederate States of America, although the day did not become an 
official holiday until five years after the war ended. 
 
    Many of todayôs customs began in the early 19th century, but many of the customs did 
not reach maturity until during the Civil War amongst  all the violence, loss of life, and 
chaos.   For instance, Harperôs Weekly, a popular political publication of the time, was the 
first to illustrate Santa Claus as a jolly, rotund man, not in a red suit, as popularly depicted, 
but in a red/blue suit with stars, sitting on a sleigh with reindeer visiting a Civil War camp.  
The image of Santa Claus was created by Thomas Nast (for more on Nast, turn to page 4), 
a German-speaking immigrant and propagandist during the Civil War.   Santa Claus in the 
more traditional red suit would follow years after the war.  Nast also gave us Santa Clausô 
North Pole address after the war endedðbut only so that no other country would claim 
him.  So Santa Claus, in effect, was used as war propaganda! 
 
    Gift giving, carol singing, and tree decorating were already in place during the Civil War 
as Christmas traditions, but festivities would be somewhat limited.  Children during the war 
received presents, but found gifts to be fewer in number.  Children in the war-torn South, 
received even fewer or none at all, as Southern parents warned their children that Santa 
might not make it through a Union blockade.  Stories abound that he was even shot by 
Yankees! 
 
     History records that soldiers in the field, who were not active in a campaign, celebrated 
Christmas in several ways, such as decorating their trees using salt pork and hardtack.  
Some soldiers were treated to special meals by their commanding officers, while others 
received no special treats or privileges.   Todayôs custom of the U.S. Marine Corpôs  ñToys 
for Totsò program might have gotten inspiration from Union soldiers from Michigan dispensing  not toys, but much needed ñfood 
and suppliesò to poor Georgians, complete with mules pulling carts wearing tree branches on their heads  to resemble reindeer.   

In some units, Christmas was not allowed.   Today, we can only imagine the pain 
soldiers endured separated, many for the first time, from their loved ones and 
how that one day, December 25th, served as both an escape and constant 
reminder of the awful conflict. 
 
    Christmas cards were popular in Europe during the 1860s but were scarce in 
the United States.  Most cards, during this period were simply hand made.  It was 
not until the mid-1870s when printing techniques developed, allowing mass 
production of cards which enabled people to enjoy the widespread use of 
Christmas cards.   
 
    Even after the war ended in 1865, it is recorded that propagandists still used 
Christmas to stir up emotions.  Even Thomas Nast had a drawing in the 
Christmas 1865 issue of Harperôs Weekly depicting the heads of several 
Confederate generals at Ulysses S. Grantôs feet in an image that centered 
around Santa. 
 

    For so many of the Christmas traditions that we enjoy today, we must take a moment to thank our forebears for not putting them 
aside and for keeping their traditions alive during the tumultuous years of the American Civil War. 
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Santa Claus in Camp, 1862.  Thomas Nast 
drawing of Santa Claus appeared in the 

January. 3, 1863 issue of Harperôs Weekly. 

Thomas Nast ñCivil Warò Christmas Print, 1863 
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Members of the HPHS News  

 

Ñ  On Behalf of the Board Members of the Holland 

Purchase Historical Society, a thank you to all of our 
new and renewed members during the months of 
September ïOctober 2011. 
 
     It is through our members like you that the museum is able to continue providing 

quality exhibits and educational programs for the community.  Thank you. 

Renewed Members 2012 
Diane Boeheim 
La Noel Brazil 
Emerson Campbell 
Brian & Linda Daviau 
Dorothy Doerrer 
Brenda Emens 
Kathleen Facer 
James Gillen 
Charlotte Greening 
Carol Hertel 

Helen Johnson 
Bill Kaufman 
Joe & Sandra Kaufman 
Steven Kruppner 
Shirley LaSeur 
Max & Jane Mason 
Doris Naegely 
Anne Rupert 
Satkowski Family 
Williams Scoins 
Carol Siembida 

Ronald & Karen Sodoma 
Robert Williams 
Jan & Susan Witkowski 
 
New Membership 2012 
Individual Membership  
Leslie Derby Krajewski 
Susan Lukaszewicz 
 
Patron Membership  
Eric & Laurel Adams 
John & Barbara Holder 

www.hollandlandoffice.com  News  

 

Ñ  The museumôs web-site continues to grow with the addition of new content.  

Under the ñPublicationsò tab, take a nostalgic look into Genesee Countyôs history  
by viewing ñImages of the Pastò, a collection of postcards and other memorabilia from 
the  personal collections of Mr. Walter Zielinski and Mr. James Owen.  New additions 
are added every week.  If you have a postcard you wish to include, please contact the 
museum.   
 
Next month, under the ñWhatôs Newò, ñNewly Accessioned Itemsò, view recently 
acquired items into the Museumôs collection. 
 
Also next month under the ñExhibitsò tab will be a new category showcasing items 
from the Museumôs vast clothing collection.  Sort of a mini ñVirtual Museumò within a 
museum.  The Collections Committee is looking for clothing donations from the 1950s 
and 1960s.  Clothing has to be somewhat relevant to Genesee County to be 
considered into the collection.   
 
    The web-site is your web-site and we welcome suggestions or comments for 
improvement.  Have time to help out with the site?  Contact the museum at  
(585) 343-4727 or email us at info@hollandlandoffice.com.  Enjoy! 

HLOM on WBTA  

 

Listen to Jeff Donahue, Museum Director, the 
first Friday of every month at 9am for up-to-date 
information, commentary and exciting museum 
news. 

Joseph Ellicott  
Wants You!!  

Volunteers Needed  
 

The HLOM is looking for 
Volunteers.  Bring your 
talents to the museum.  
Help with research, tours, 
cataloging, & exhibits.  
 
Call (585) 343-4727 or stop 
by the Museum today!  

HPHS By -Law Amendments & New Board Members  

Ñ  Inserted, is a copy of the By-Laws of the HPHS and noted amendments which are 

highlighted in yellow.  Election of new board members & voting of the by-law 
amendments will be held prior to the HPHS board meeting on December 20th at 6pm.  
All society members are encouraged to attend. 
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Wonderland of Trees 2011  

                                           By Kathy Jasinski, Chairman 
 
Ñ The Wonderland of Trees celebrates the tenth year at the 

Holland Land Office Museum.  Last year 42 organizations, 
businesses, schools and church groups participated with over 500 
visitors viewing the trees, wreaths and holiday décor throughout the 
museum. 
 
     The theme this year is ñSprit of Christmasò with the Annual Gala 
event launching the fun on Friday, Nov. 18th from 7pm to 10pm.  
The displays will run through January 3rd, 2012.  The gala will give 
you the opportunity to see the trees, enjoy the entertainment, hors 
dôoeuvres and 
exciting prizes.  
The cost is just $5 
per person. 
 
    A childrenôs 
Christmas 
program will be 
held at the 
museum on 
Saturday, Dec. 
17th form 10am to 
2pm.  Kids will 
have a chance to 
see the trees, 
make crafts,  
enjoy a Christmas 
movie and lunch 
for $5 per child.  
All children must 
be accompanied 
by an adult.  We 
encourage 
families to attend. 
 
     We hope 
participants from 
the past years will 
return and we 
look forward to hosting new organizations.  There are many ways to 
become involved: you can display a tree, wreath or mantle spray; 
become a Corporate Sponsor for $50; or donate a gift basket, 
certificate or items for our auction.   
 
   This can be a great new tradition for your family and bring more 
meaning to the holiday season.  All proceeds benefit the Holland 
Land Office Museum.   

Santaõs Red Suit? 

 

Ñ  Todayôs traditional image of Santa Claus as a jolly rotund man 

wearing a red and white suit is widely accepted as the norm.  But 
did you know that was not always the case?  Through the 
centuries, Santa Claus has been depicted as everything from a tall 
gaunt man to an elf.  He has worn a 
bishopôs robe and a Norse 
huntsmanôs animal skin.  The suit 
ranged in colors from green to tan. 
 
    For the HLOM Wonderland of 
Trees  event, on display is a 
reproduction of a very unusual Santa 
suit; a blue jacket with white stars and 
red/white striped pants!    
 
    In 1862, Abraham Lincoln asked 
Thomas Nast to draw Santa Claus 
with the thought that showing Santa 
in a Union Camp would boost the 
Northôs morale and demoralize the 
South.  It is reported that drawing 
accomplished both goals.  It is this costume that was illustrated.  
 
    Why? you ask.  Even though Christmas was celebrated in both 
the North and South states, Christmas was the holiday of choice in 
the South while in the North, Thanksgiving was the celebrated 
holiday.  Southerners felt pride in that they ñownedò Santa. 
 
    So how did the red suit come about?  Some believe it was for a 
holiday marketing campaign of Coca Cola in the 1920s.   Truth is, 
the man who drew Santa with propaganda in mind, gave us todayôs 
Santa, years after the Civil War, as his own interpretation of jolly old 
St. Nick.  
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Calendar News at the Museum  

The Holland Land Office Museum welcomes your 

group or party (from 10 to 50) to meet free at the 

museum during the day and to have your news posted 

in the Journal.  Call (585) 343 -4727 to schedule your 

group.  

Compassionate Friends of WNY , 3rd Tuesday, every 
month at 7pm.  Open to the Public.  (585)861-1892 
 
Holland Land Office Quilt Quild , Every Tuesday, noon 
Friends getting together to quilt.  Open to the Public. 
 
Batavia Area Herbal Society ,  meeting date to be 
announced.  Open to the public.  Info: (585)343-4727 
 
War of 1812 re -enactors , Discussions on the 200th 
anniversary of the War of 1812. Open to the public. 
 
Veteranôs Quilt Dedication, Nov. 12th at 1pm.  Dedication 
of quilt honoring veterans.  Open to the public. 
 
Wonderland of Trees Gala , Nov. 18th at 7pm.  Open to the 
public, admission, $5 per person. 
 
Wonderland of Trees Kidôs Gala, Dec. 17th at 10am.  
Open to the public, admission, $5.00 per child 
 
Caboose Lecture , Jan 21st at 1:00.  Open to the public, 
Free admission 
 
Dates & Times are subject to change.  Please call for updates 
 

Thomas Nast  
 

Ñ  While the name Thomas Nast is 

almost forgotten today, there is perhaps 
no person of the latter half of the 1800s 
who had a larger impact on defining 
American culture, and influencing 
American history.  He was responsible for 
creating the popular American icons of the 
Republican Elephant, the Democratic 
Donkey, Uncle Sam, Santa Claus, and 
Columbia.  His artwork played an 
instrumental role in securing Abraham 
Lincolnôs second election to the 
presidency, in the election of Ulysses S. 
Grant, and in the downfall of the corrupt 
political machine of Boss Tweed and Tammany Hall. 

 
    Nast was born on September 27, 1840 
in Germany,  He relocated to New York 
City in 1846.  He studied art in New York.  
He began work as an artist for Leslieôs 
Illustrated in 1855, and for Harperôs 
Weekly in 1859.  Nast began to emerge 
as an artist, satirist, and political 
commentator (through his artwork), in 
1862. 
 
    During the Civil War years his work 
was staunchly pro Lincoln, pro Union, 

and anti Slavery.  His artwork portrayed Southerners as the 
enemy...not just the enemy, but a cruel and barbarous people. 
 
    Nast became very famous due to the popularity of his Civil War 
artwork.  He became a sought after book illustrator, and speaker.  
He is said to have illustrated over 100 books. 
      
 
                                                        

After the Civil War, Nast then began work as a freelance illustrator, 
and even tried his hand at publishing a magazine.  These efforts 
met with limited success.  In 1902, he accepted Theodore 
Rooseveltôs appointment to serve as consul general to Ecuador.  
After six months he contracted yellow fever and died on December 
7, 1902. 
 
    After his death, Harper's Weekly wrote that he belonged ñ...so 
much to the past that the impression has naturally spread that he 
was an old man.ò  Nast was, in fact, only sixty-two when he died, a 
giant in the history of American Art who found himself out of step 
with changing times. 
 
(Written in part with the kind permission of Paul McWhorter of 

www.sonofthesouth.net) 

Tidbits of a Civil War Christmas at Home  
 

Ñ  The Christmas tree came into its own during the Civil War.  

Decorations were homemade: strings of sugared fruit, ribbon 
popcorn, pine cones, colored paper, silver foil, and if the household 
could afford them: spun-glass ornaments.  Greenery, holly, and 
mistletoe were used to decorate mantels, windows and tables. 
 
    Christmas carols were sung at home and in the camps.  Some 
of the most popular were Silent Night, Away in the Manger, Oh 
Come All Ye Faithful and Deck the Halls.     

 
    A pre-war Southern 
Christmas menu might 
consist of baked ham, 
turkey, oysters and winter 
vegetables.  Preserves, 
pickles, relishes, etc. would 
also have been added to the 
table.  Over the years, some 
foods would become 

synonymous with Christmas: mince pie, eggnog and plum pudding.  
But as the Civil War dragged on, deprivation replaced the well-set 
table as familiar faces were absent from the dinner table. 
 
    As expected, presents were scarce during the Civil War 
especially in the South as a Union blockade prevented goods from 
reaching Southerners.   However, most people made do with 
simple homemade gifts. 
 
    The holiday most associated with family and home was a 
contradiction during the Civil War.  It was joyful and sad, 
boisterous and subdued. 

Boss Tweed, Politician 

Thomas Nast 

Thomas Nast: Compromise with the South 
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From the Zielinski Collection  New to the Museum Collection  

Ñ  Every month, the museum receives many items, some donated 

and some purchased, for consideration to be accessioned into the 
collection.    
 
    In this issue, we would like to highlight a few items that were 
recently accessioned:  a George Mahoney painting, an advertising 
thermometer, and one of many wood block planes from an 
extensive collection of tools. 

 
    Donated by 
Mrs. Clara 
McDonough of 
Ohio is a painting 
in watercolor  
from past local 
artist George 
Mahaney.   
Exquisite in 
detail, it shows a 
typical WNY Fall 
day with ducks 
alighting onto a 
pond.  Mr. 

Mahaney painted realistic Western New York scenes primarily 
using watercolors.  This painting is the first of Mahaney watercolors 
in the museumôs art collection.  Mr. Mahaney passed away in 1995 
at the age of 85. 
 
 Recently, an large collection 
of old tools were donated to 
the museum by Bret Cross 
of N. Tonawanda.   It is 
interesting to see the scale 
of these tools when 
compared to the tools of 
today.  The tools were used by local tradesman such as 

cabinetmakers, steam fitters, railroaders, etc.. 
 
    Also added to the collection is this interesting 
advertising thermometer, which was very common 
in the 1930s.  This was used at C.C. Day & Son 
Distributors, which was the first gas distributor in 
Pembroke.  Their business was located on the 
north side of Route 5 in Pembroke and the 
building still exists to this day. 
 
    If you have an interesting  item that is relevant 
to Genesee County or WNY and wish to donate it 
for consideration into the collection, please stop by 
or call (585)343-4727.  

The HLOM acquired more than 2,000 images and memorabilia 
from local collector, Walter Zielinski.  We will feature one of the 
images in each issue of the Journal.  If there is something you 
would like to see, call us at the museum at (585) 343-4727. 

Horseshoe Lake, Batavia, NY  

1910s, Batavia NY 
 
Ñ  This colorized postcard dates from 1914 and shows Horseshoe 

Lake.  Named Fisher Pond after Robert Fisher who had a mill on 
Black Creek until 1890, when Charles Hodges bought the mill 
property and pond and renamed it Horseshoe Lake.  Since 1890, 
Horseshoe Lake has been a popular spot for all to enjoy with 
bathhouses, boat landings/houses, and at one time, a  tavern called 
the Grove.   
 
The back of the card reads, ñ Arrived home.  All O.K..  We are 
keeping those apples to look at.  If I donôt write soon, you may know 
that I am working hard in School.  Mableò   We can only wonder if 
Mabelôs school work was less, if she gave an apple to one of her 
teachers.  We may never know! 

Friends of the International Peace Garden 

Paver Fund Raiser: $20.00 
On Sale in the Museum 

Store or www.1812.ipgf.org 
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Joseph Ellicott Book & Museum Store at the  

Holland Land Office Museum  

WNY Heritage, Fall 2011, $7.00   
 Past issues: $5.00  
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Images of America  
Niagara Falls  
 
Daniel M. Dumych 
 
Two hundred vintage images from the areaôs bustling and vibrant 
past, documenting life as it was in the 1860s to the mid-1960s 
 
128 pp; B/W Illus., Paperback  $21.99 

 

Images of Rail  
Buffaloôs Railroad 
 
Stephen G. Meyers, Michael J. Connor 
 
Buffalo earned the name of the Queen City as it became the 
second-largest city in the state of New York, and it was the railroad 
that brought the city to prominence. 
 
128 pp; B/W Illus., Paperback  $21.99 

 

Postcard History Series  
Along New Yorkôs Route 20 
 
Michael J. Till 
 
The story of Route 20 is told through more than 200 vintage 
postcards showing scenes from the Shaker communities in 
Columbia County to the Lake Erie shore. 
 
128 pp; B/W Illus., Paperback  $21.99 
 

 

Images of America  
Batavia Revisited  
 
Larry Barnes 
 
An exciting look into Batavia's past.  Celebrating Batavia's 
neighborhoods, downtown and landmarks.  A whole chapter is 
devoted to urban renewal of the 60s and 70s 
 
128 pp; B/W Illus. Paperback  $21.99 

 
 

A flat rate shipping charge will now apply to 
phone/email credit card book orders and will 
be shipped via USPS Priority Mail.  Please 
call or email for shipping charges.  Call 
(585) 343-4727 

In This issue:  
Louise Bethune 
Birge Wallpaper 
WNY Historic 
Preservation 
Gowandaôs 
Hollywood Theater 

Western New York Heritage Magazine  

New! 

For almost 20 years, Harper Hill Farm in 
Darien has been breeding Oberhasli 
dairy goats.  An abundance of fresh 
goat milk led to the development of a 

homemade soap.  Pick up a bar of 
Harper Hill Farm Soap at the Museum 
Store or at the Summer Farmerôs 

Markets.  Visit the herd at 
www.harperhillfarm.com  

Images of America  
Around Geneseo  
 
William R. Cook, Daniel J. Schultz 
 
This exciting history not only includes Geneseo, the hub, but also 
the surrounding communities of Avon, Groveland, Leicester, 
Livonia, Mount Morris, and York. 
 
128 pp; B/W Illus. Paperback  $21.99 

 
 

New! 

New! 

New! 


