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Christmas on the Frontier

rissmastraditionsin
Americahad beenwdll
established by thetime

|daho wasfounded, but Christ-
mason thefrontier brought many
chalengesasfamiliessought to
maintaintheir familiar holiday
customs. IntheWest, probably
oneof thefirst Chrissmascel-
ebrationswasheld by Lewisand
Clark’sCorpsof Discoveryin
thewinter of 1805. The expedi-
tion had reached the Oregon
Coast and waswaiting for the
warmer spring weather inasmall
fort they had built. Themen
celebrated theholiday by firing

Christmas in the West

theirriflesand singing. Later, Lewis
and Clark gave presentsto their
men out of thefew suppliesthey
had |eft, handkerchiefsand tobacco.
Christmason thefrontier was
sometimesjust likeany other day.
Milesfrom any big city, fur trappers
living inthe West weremore con-
cerned about surviving thebrutal
weather than having aparty. David
Thompson, an explorer and fur
trapper wroteintheearly 1800's
“Christmas and News Years day
came and passed. We could not
honor them, the occupations of
every day demanded our atten-

Continued on next page

From the
Prospector

Howdy Prospectors

hhhh, I’ mwrapping my
ule sChristmaspresent
d | don’t want himto

know what | got. He'sanosy
critter and it seemslikeevery
year hefiguresout what hisgiftis
beforethebigday. ThisChrist-
mas he wanted a Game Boy, but
| think hishoovesaretoo bigto
hit the buttons. | got him some-
thingalittlemorepractical, anew
feed bag. | know it might not
seem excitingtoyou, but that
critter loveshisoats. Happy
Holiday. I'll seeyou next month.

Lucky Noat




Christmas in the West Continued

tions; and time passed on, em-
ployed in hunting for aliveli-
hood.” Most of themountain men
werea oneand the holiday was not
remarkablein any way, but some-
timesthelonely men got together
andtried to have somecelebration
to keep their spiritsup. In 1833, one
manwrotein hisjourna at a
Hudson’sBay Company trading
post. “Thisbeing Christmasday |
gave the men a liberal regale of
eatables and drinkables, to make
up in some measure for the bad
living they have had all year here,
and they enjoyed the feast as

might be expected men would do
who lived solely on soup since
they came here. Weather till very
cold.”
Chrigmasanditstraditionswere
firstintroduced to the Indians of
|daho by Jesuit missionaries. In
1842 Father Nicholas Point and
Father de Smet travel ed to present
day Northern Idahoto bring Chris-
tianity tothe Coeur d’ Alenelndians.
The Sacred Heart Missonwas
decorated for the Christmas holiday
and Father Pointsinvited thelocal
peopleto participate.

For the pioneer familieswho

arrived afew yearslater, Christmas
wasan event filled with bittersweet
memories. Thepioneerswere often
far away fromfamiliesinthe East
and they had fewer resources
availableto helpthem celebrate.
Food, gifts, decorationswereall
hard to come by, so they had to be
creativein making thesethings.
Whilesomegiftswere ordered from
catal ogs, most were hand made
such asdolls, clothesand toysof all
sorts.

Thetradition of SantaClauswas
popular anong children onthe
frontier aswell and ajournal caled
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“St. Nicholas’ wasavailablefor
children out West. Thisjourna was
published from around the early
1800'stothe 1940's. It was
designedfor childreninisolated
areasand included 500 pages of
stories, poetry, contests, games,
and crafts. Itwasparticularly

hel pful in keeping children enter-
tained duringthelong
winter monthsonthe
frontier.

The Christmastree
in Europe had been
made popular by the
Germansandintro-
ducedinto England by
QueenVictorids
husband Albert.
Americans too have
awaysenjoyedthe
tradition of havinga
tree asthe center of our
celebrations. The
pioneerswereno
exception. If they had
notreethey smply
fastened wooden
scrapstogether inthe
shapeof atreeor
gathered sagebrushto
decorate. Therewere
some store bought
ornamentsbeing made
inthe 1800'ssuch as
glasshallsand eventually eectric
candlesreplaced thetraditional
candles placed on the boughs of
trees. But ornamentsasawholein
theWest were homemade. The
decorations could bemadefrom
evergreen, berries, clipped pictures,
old buttons, lace, ribbons, strings of

applesor paper chains.

InBoiseit wasthecustominthe
1860'sto have acommunity tree
rather thanindividua onesinhomes.
Thenearest evergreenswere on top
of theBoise Foothills, whichwas
several milesfromthetownandfor
most familiesit wastoofar toget a
tree. In 1865 The ldaho Sates-

men announced that “ The Christmas
Treewill beavailabletoal whowish
tocommunicatethroughit withtheir
friends.” Peoplecould bring giftsfor
thecommunity treeand aparty
wouldfollow on ChrissmasEve,
whichwasopen to everyoneto
attend. Organized charity was

usudly not needed because neigh-
borswould helpthosewho werein
need, giving giftstothosechildren
who weregoing through hard times.
When familiesand friendsgathered
for theday itsdlf, they smply en-
joyed each other’scompany. They
sang carols, told stories of past
Christmases, played games, and put
addeatimefor individua
religioustraditions. The
clever way inwhichthe
pioneer familiesbrought
holiday celebrationsto the
Westisasignof their
wanting to makeahome,
no matter wherethey
found that hometo be.
Making themost of a
tough situation, pioneer
CatherineHaunwrotein
1849, “ Although very
tired of tent life many of
us spent Thanksgiving
and Christmasin our
canvas houses. | do not
remember ever having
had happier holiday
times. For Christmas
we had grizzly bear
steak for which we paid
$2.50, one cabbage for
$1.00 and oh horrors,
somemoredried apples!
And for a Christmas
present the Sacramento River rose
very high and flooded the whole
town!”
(Theinformationinthisarticle
was adapted from the book Christ-
masin the Old West A Historical
Scrapbook, by Sam Travers)
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Two of these
twelve Santas are
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