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THE WAR THAT CHANGED CHRISTMAS

By Ward s eQhrstmas had gone from a relatively unimportant
holiday to a day rooted in an idealized vision of home. The way
Americans observed the holiday changed too, setting the stage for

the more modern Christmas observance we know today €



THE WAR THAT CHANGED CHRISTMAS (continued)

Many current Christ mas traditions actually started during the War era.

Al t hough Christmas wasndt an ofUlyssesiSa@ranth onhkdeday unt

itone in 1870. M any Americans had already been obser ving the holiday throughout

the W ar as a way to find comfort and bond with family memb ers. Christmas was

widely ¢ elebrated in Europe for centuries but when the Puritans came to the New

World they brought with them their distaste for the holiday. Instead of the joyful,

family -oriented holiday that it is today, they turned Christmas into a solemn

occasion that involved  praying and reflecting on sin. Feeling that it was more of a

European pagan holiday than a Christian celebration, Puritans officially banned
Christmas in
Boston for over 20
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became the first state to make Christmas a holiday. Other states followed suit and
soon families started sending Christmas cards, singing carols, preparing special
holidays meals and attending winter dances. Children received small, homemade
gifts such as hand -carved toys, fruit and cakes. Families had small Christ mas trees,
which sat on top of a table, decorated with strings of dried fruit and popcorn.

During the War, soldiers had celebrated by decorating their camp with
Christmas trees with hard  -tackandsalt -por k and singing carols such
Ye Faithful 0 an dAftarSShérrean taptiNed Sdvannab in December of
1864, his soldiers dressed their horses up like reindeer by attaching branches to
their headgear . Abraham Lincoln and his family celebrated Christmas during the
first year of the war by holding a Christmas party at the White House. Some
soldiers, especially Union ones , at the beginning of the W ar, enjoyed special
Christmas dinner s of turkey, oysters and pies. O thersmadedowithan A oyster can

full of coffee, a quarter ration of hard -tack and some sow-belly . @The Story of a Common
Soldier of Army Life in the Civil War, 1861 -1865). -2-
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THE WAR THAT CHANGED CHRISTMAS (conclud ed)

Inthe mid-19t h century, t he h odanddestgngesfrom raligiaus t an c e
traditon - grew. Songs and carols | ike AJingle Bellso (18E¢
from St. Nicholaso (1823) set the stage for a fun

around gift -giving and celebration with food and drink.
I n the antebellum South, plan tation owners u sed the holiday to give slaves

passes to marry, food,
alcohol, and other  gifts.
Enslaved people also
incorporated some
traditions from Africa.

The War disrupted not
just the relations

between plantation

owners and the people
. they enslaved, but those

~ within families and
| communities. As both
sides shifted their
resourcest o War, the
ability to give gifts and
. celebrate was
= " dramatically curtailed.
People cast their decision to have more modest , patriotic  Christmas celebrati ons
and children got in on the act, too. Instead of giving and receiving store -bought
gifts, they made more humble gifts like popcorn bal Is or crude homemade toys.
They also learned to temp er their expectations of Santa. fi Acrotchety slave told the
Howell Cobb children not to expect a v isit from St. Nick because the Yankees had
shot hwrites, Bistorian Jame s AlanMarten, Awhi |l e ot her parents off e
sensitive explanations. As a Yankee, Santa would be held up by Confederate pickets

or perhaps Union blockading vessel s had interrupt e dotherssaunjsour ney. 0
and sisters experienced Christmas as an ag onizing reminder of the danger faced b y
men who had gone to War. D iaries and letters ~ from that time  document how many
women felt anxiety, grief and depression around Christmas. In 1861, Margaret

Cabhill wrote to her husband, Thomas, a Union officer, that sh efeltso Anervous and
I o n ethay she could not write to him on Christmas. AWl |l yohbyds g punotw
write to me on Christmas Daygshe wote . iWel | to tell you the truth

BN

able. o ANever before had so sad arot€Baliedt mas dawne
Brook, a Confederate woman fr om Richmond, of Christmas 1861. By the end of the

War in 1865, Christmas had gone from a relatively unimportant holiday to the

opposite d a day rooted in an idealized vision of home. The way Americans observed

the holiday changed too, setting the stage for the more modern Christmas holiday

we know today. (Source: History.com)  -3-


https://books.google.com/books?id=463o0w25SVAC&lpg=PA276&dq=civil%20war%20christmas%20homefront%20letter&pg=PA121#v=onepage&q=howell%20cobb&f=false
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1861 - MACON'S FIRST CHRISTMAS TREE

It seems hard to imagine American culture without the annual Christmas tree
trimming. However, history details that the Germans initiated the custom back in
the 15th Century and immigrants
imported it to America. In Macon,
Georgia a local newspaper carried a
story during the tumultuous holiday
season of 1861 that told of the arrival
of the first Christmas tree. As it would
happen, the firsttim e a Christmas
tree was raised in Macon, it was for
the benefit of Confederate soldiers.

The Macon Telegraph reported,
"Germans have a beautiful custom
each Christmas of decorating a tree
with a variety of presents. The tree is
displayed on Christma s Eve and each
one's presents are designated by a
card attached. The occasion is always
one of great delight as the custom
throws a halo of love and pleasure
over each household, and spreads
gratification throughout the entire
nation at each return of th e
anniversary of our Savio  r's birth. Itis
proposed that we revive this custom
in Macon during our approaching
holidays, to please the young people
and at the same time make a fund for
the relief of our beloved soldiers. The 8, O T
entire community, especially the little P Lo A
girls, are invited to furnish articles of : e
handiwork or beautifu |, useful ornamental Val Elliott Art
presents for this purpose. Contributions may be left at Mrs. Dessau's store.”

On the night before Christmas the same newspaper advised the children of the
City to attend  the Christmas tree ceremony instead of hanging up their stockings.
The managers of the Christmas tree event secured beautiful and commodious
rooms on the second story of the Ayer's Building. Ladies of the area were asked to
send pieces of evergreens forde  corating the rooms. A telegram from Santa Claus
said that the jolly ol' soul had been "filled with patriotism this Christmas but due to
the consequences of War he would not be visiting firesides and adding that sliding
down chimneys would greatly soil his suit of clothing. Instead, Santa would go to
the tree at Ayre's to deposit presents." -4-




1895 - THE CHRISTMAS CANNON

The dark clouds of War eventually passed from the land and Americans, particularly

those in the South, regained the
Christmas spirit th  at had grown
so cold. A local newspaper of
December 26, 1895 informed
that, "nearly all of Macon,
Georgia came out in holiday
attire yesterday. Everyone felt
good and some, even better." In
the years after the War, it had
been the custom with the
residents of East Macon to haul
out a big ol' cannon, around
which "clustered memories of
violent days gone by and make
the rusty throat speak to the
startling of the people of
neighboring counties." It was
said that the cannon, now only
used for celebrating, had b een
captured at Walnut Creek, near
Macon, during the famous

Val Elliott Art

Stoneman Raid of the late War for Southern Independence. A day before this
Christmas the local boys decided to mount the piece of artillery at a familiar spot

called Cutler's Green and make the old piece speak as it never had before.

"Christmas was in their bones and they rejoiced that the past year had been so

much more prosperous than several years previous." In their exuberance, they
wanted "to make a greater holiday demonstration than ever before and shock East
Macon" into the Christmas spirit. Proceeding with their plan, "a huge load of powder

was rammed into the cannon and upon that was packed great quantities of mud
until the barrel was full." At 8 o'clock on the morning just past, before any
celebrations could commence, "an explosion was heard echoing and re -echoing

along the river until the stream almost shook from its bed. The monster gun had

blown to piece s! The load was just too much. Only the breech and the fractured

part of one wheel remai ned. I'tés a wonder
fragments of iron were thrown in all directions; near the Methodist parsonage and

along the Clinton road. Of course no one knew and no one will ever know who

caused this explosion, but East Macon lost a War relic that had been highly prized

for more than 50 years  .-5-
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DID| T REALLY HAPPENJUST THE WAY THEY SAID ?
WAR TIME FA KE NEWS & ELECTION FRAUD

—

"Reading the War News on Broadway, New York," June 15, 1861 (Getty Images)

In the runup to the 2020 election, American life wdull of misinformation about everything from the

security ofmaikin votingto the causes of West Coast wildfird3espiteefforts to help citizenguard
againstd T I 1 S ft&linginisinfor®ation remained controversial and difficult tasBut, while

theplatformsi KI & KSf LJ 62RF2 Q& dzy G NHzi Ka &y 240 kprdblerh y R

itself is nothing new. (Elizabeth Mitchell)
Either/Or - Lincoln Would Crush or Spread Political Misinformation

On May 18, 1864, U.S. troops marched into lower Manhattan and entered the
offices of two key New York City newspapers. Soldiers leveled guns at staff
member sé6 heads. T h dogrswith magokeesd Abhakam Lincoln had
ordered the arrest of the editors and the seizure of the newspapers. That particular
May morning, the papers had run a presidential proclamation announcing a draft of
400,000 new soldiers. The problem: Lincoln had issued no such proclamation.

Although Lincoln declared the bogus proclamation a complete fabrication, nf al

S p ur i omhnish,thé newspapers had passed Awi ckedly and tothe i

American people, he had in fact written and signed an order for 3 00,000 new

se and
t or ous|

soldiers that very same day . He just hadnodt s endandthelikelyt . Hi

constitutionally illegal act of arresting the editors and stopping the newspapers
covered up what was at its core a leak

During the War, Americans furio  usly sifted false from true during a time of
extreme partisan divisions, even amo ng those who wanted  to abolish slavery.
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https://time.com/5887438/trump-mail-in-voting/
https://time.com/5888371/oregon-wildfires-antifa-proud-boys-rumors-false/
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FAKE NEWS & ELECTION FRAUD (continued)

War -era folks even had their own version of the Internet 0 the t elegraph & which
had exposed such stark partisan divisions in the country, that its inventor Samuel
Morse founded an organization to rebuild national unity. In 2020 w e have one key
advantage over our predecessors. War -time newspapers rarely I|isted a

name on an article. In the 1800s, each newspaper was considered a collective voice

and reporters contributed anonymously to that perspective. The lack of personal
accountability made it easy for reporters to slip a fake article into the columns.

Readers had no idea if the shocking piece had been written by one of their most
trusted correspondents, a rascal or even a spy. Lincoln himself used anonymity to
great advantage. His staff members, either anonymously or under pseudonyms,
reported on the excellence of his administration as if unbiased. Correspondence

between a Philadelphia newspaper editor and the Secretary of War suggests Lincoln

himself likely contributed anonymously to th at newspaper while in the White House.
fLest you not see the PrPsessitdoednatyd,s laretnicclloes e ni tt hteo
editor wrote. Now, with bylines and Twitter -handle links, we can track authorship
and weigh the article against a record of accur acy.

Duringthe War , newspapers ran a slug over reports fr
i mportant i f true. 0 Readers understood it to be b

The information was worth considering but not final. Readers were grateful for
glimpse s from the frontlines, however hazy, but were reminded to wait for
confirmation.  (Elizabeth Mitchell i Oct. 2020)

oDead or alive, they al/l had c
Traveling to Baltimore in the fall of 1864, Orville Wood uncover ed the most
el aborate election conspir acyoddwasA nmeerchactfidins br i ef
Clinton County, New Y ork. As a supporter of Lincoln, he was asked to visit troops
from his hometown t o 0l oo kNewaYorkdegislators bad dbntyc a | ticket

establ i shed mal-énvainga systensn April with the inte nt of ensuring the

votes of w hite troops battling the C  onfederate Army.  Troops from New York were

allowed to authorize individuals back home to cast a vote on their behalf. Along

with their mail  -in ballots, troops would assign their power of attorney on slips that

required four signat ur esonauthohized as arecpienba, t he per
witness to the signed affidavit and a fellow officer. These documents would be

sealed in an envelope and shipped back home to be counted in the final vote. This

was the process that Orville Wood intended to uphold, he would testify in co urt
later. He arrived at Fort McHenry in Baltimore to visit with the 91st New York
Regiment. There, an Army captain suggested that there had been irregularities

when it came to the gat hieballotsgrhese suspidohshoffe rraud mai |
were echoed when Wood visited wounded men at the Newton University Hospital.
The rumors of wrongdoing led Wood to the office of Moses Ferry in Baltimore. -7-


https://time.com/4307892/samuel-morse-telegraph-history/
https://time.com/4307892/samuel-morse-telegraph-history/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/08/21/dejoy-testimony-usps-senate/?itid=lk_inline_manual_5

obDead or alive, they @dideda)yhad cas

Ferry had been selected by New York Gov. Horatio Seymour (who ra n against
Ulysses S. Grantin  the 1868 presidential election) to help oversee the voting
process for New Yor kednstoldeWobdithattthe dotesrfeom New
Yorkds 91st Ralgadyteantallidd:ad00 for McClellan and 11 for Lincoln.
Wood returned to the office | ater and, foll owing
signatures of the 16th New York Cavalry. Meanwhile, a clerk sat across the room
signing ballots from the rost er of names Wood h  ad brought with him from home.

P

SOLDIERS VOTING.

An 1864 sketch by William Waud of Pennsylvania saiglivoting(oc)

Wood asked to personally  deliver these fraudulent ballots, but Ferry said they
would have to receive final approval from his colleague in Washington 0 Edward
Donahue Jr. Donahue soon arrived in Baltimore and met with Wood. It was
revealed during this conversation that around 20 co -conspirators were already at
work in D.C. to aid in the plot to deliver votes to McClellan. The following day Wood
watched as Donahue and his crew formed a sort of assembly line, passing blank
papers along to one another to be signed with the names of active enlisted men,

wounded and dead soldiers, and officers who never existed. Also discovered in

Ferrydéds office was a |list of around 400 names bel
soldiers under treatment at a nearby hospital. In reference to the roster, Ferry

joked, ADead or alive, they al/l had cast a good v

Special Thanks to Dr. Renee Su llivan who offered the idea for this article . -8-


https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/11/22/case-against-indicting-trump/?itid=pr_hybrid_experimentrandom_with_top_mostshared_1_na-ans_1

obDead or alive, they @dlded)had ca

Ferry, Donahue, and their fellow conspirators found humor in their work. One
accomplice mocked the outcry he expected from abolitionist newspapers following
the corruption of the election. The men bragged about their past successes in fixing
local elections back home.
Together, the men had shipped crates of fraudulent votes back to New York. But
their schemewasover Woo d reported the operation to authori

was searched, and on the morning of Oct. 27, 1864 d less than two weeks before
the election & he and Donahue stood trial before a military commission.

Arrests in New York and Washington continued to mount as Donahue was on
tial,f ol | owi n g teSinwmy drsl supporting evidence. In the month s following

Lincolnds v iwantwithr 221¢élesb ®or al votes to &8tiClellands 21
abolitionist newspapers a  ttacked his legitimacy, calling the trial another aspect of a

conspiracy conducted by the president to ensure his reelection. (Dustin Waters ~ Aug. 2020 )
Anything for a Story

Alexander Gardner had worked for famed photographer Matthew Brady, thus, many of hi s

most earnest efforts were credited to his boss. In the interest of his own notoriety, Gardner

tried to communicate both pathos and patriotism with his photographs , reminding his

audi ence of Wawitliogt fotgettiaggthee d y supposed superiority of
his side's C ause. Photogr aphs of Union dead are much more rare than
Confederate. Certainly, one effective means of elevating one's own C ause
while demeaning the other was to creat e ascene - byposing bodies - and
then draft a dramatic narra tive to accompany the picture. A b urial party,

on the borders of the Gettysburg battle -field, found, in a secluded spot, a
sharpshooter lyin g as he fell when struck by a bullet. His cap and gun

(left) were evidently thr  own behind him by the shock, and the  blanket,
partly shown, (right) indicat es that he had selected a permane nt position
from which to fire on the enemy. Gardner and his associate Timothy

06 Su |l Ihave #ong been accused of moving this body 72 yards and

restaging it to look like a Confederate sharpshooter. Thisis  one of his more famous  acts of
sacrilege. Gardner ( who was with Sher man 6 shadlehieved acclam forhie Se a)
pictures of the dead at Sha  rpsburg and in this immoral act sought to gain furt  her acclaim

and money. Even contem poraries were critical. Indeed, it was a dark and bloody business

which was sure to appeal to the m orbid curiosity of  human nature.  Brady also traveled to

Gettysburg and began taking images around July 15 after most bodies had been buried. To

meet public expectation of the gruesome, Brady had posed an assistant as a dead soldier.

Hi s fakes received mor e r ecThgdeadshaspshottdrad s Gat @eamer 6s.
appeared in a 1925 issue of Confederate Veteran _ and may ha ve wrongly identified him

as Andrew Hoge of the 4 ' Virginia. 2014 research may have more correctly identified :

23 year old John Rutherford Ashof Co. Aof the2™ GA ( Benni n) &l& JuBB.i -g-



https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/11/22/case-against-indicting-trump/?itid=pr_hybrid_experimentrandom_with_top_mostshared_1_na-ans_1
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/11/22/case-against-indicting-trump/?itid=pr_hybrid_experimentrandom_with_top_mostshared_1_na-ans_1
https://www.loc.gov/resource/cwpb.04337/

