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A NUTSHELL HISTORY OF THE
AMERICAN CHRISTMAS TREE

Many of the Christmas traditions familiar to modern Americans have
developed since 1840. In fact, the tree-trimming ritual wasn’t widespread in the
United States until after our Civil War. In 1850, the English novelist Charles Dickens
referred to the Christmas tree as that ‘“‘new German toy’.

Some say that Hessian soldiers, hired by England’s George Il to quiet his
rebellious colonists, introduced the custom here; but the
claim remains undocumented. Researchers have defi-
nitely established that Charles Follen, a refugee who taught
German at Harvard “‘dressed’ a tree for his young sonin 1832,
while living in Boston. Ten years later in Williamsburg,
Virginia, Charles Minnigerode, a German immigrant
teaching at the College of William and Mary, shared the
traditions of his youth by decorating a tree for the children of
a friend and colleague, Professor Nathaniel Beverley Tucker. A
tree first graced the White House in 1889, during the term of
Benjamin Harrison.

By 1850 city people could purchase toys and shiny glass ornaments for
Christmas use. But many Americans lived simply in rural areas. Using spare bits of
cloth, various nuts and vegetables, wood scraps, and plenty of imagination, these
folk managed to create a Christmas every bit as warm and gay as their wealthy,
worldly neighbors living in towns.

THE WHITE HOUSE TREL

For a second year, the White Flouse’s Christmas tree decorations reflect Mrs.
Ford’s interest in traditional, homemade ornaments. All the trimmings are hand-
crafted and constructed of such readily available, inexpensive materials as acorns,
peanuts, dried fruits and vegetables, straw, pine cones, gaily-colored scraps of fabric,
yarn, ribbon, and so forth. No plastic, foil, or metal has been
used. Most of the simple handmade ornaments have been
created by volunteers in Williamsburg, Virginia, supervised
by staff from the Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Col-
lection.
In our increasingly synthetic world, it is reassuring to
know that one can still make special things from ordinary
ones through the combination of imagination, skillful hand-

CORN HUSK DOLL

MATERIALS:

10 to 12 dried com husks white glue

comnsilk 1” straight pins
heavy brown thread cotton

grocery twine acrylic paint or ink

TO MAKE:

The best time for gathering corn husks is in the fall during harvest. Husks from
sweet comn bought in the grocery store may be used; but they must be dried
thoroughly. Dried corn husks must be dampened before beginning, to make them
pliable. Soak the husks in water for at least five minutes. Select four of the longest
husks and place them flat against each other. Tie the ends of the corn husks tightly
together 1” from the top with brown thread. Round off corners of the short end with
a pair of scissors.

Then turmn upside down and peel back in two sections with two husks on either side. Take a small
piece of cotton and wrap it around the short ends to form a head about 1%" in diameter. Tie the long
ends securely below the cotton forming the head. (Use pinsif necessary to hold husks around the doll's
head.) Take two other long husks and roll up to form a long cylindrical piece, or braid three husks
together. Tie each end of this roll off with brown thread. Insert this roll between the two sections of
husks at right angles to the doll’s head and tie again below this roll forming the doll’s arms. While arms
are still wet, bend into desired position.

Take two fairly narrow (1” wide) husks and wrap them in a diagonal pattern—one across each
shoulder to form the doll's bodice and hold her arms in place. Tie loose ends at waist. Extra skirt may be
added by bending husks in half and tying them at the doll's waist. When doll is dry, the face may be
painted and hair added by gluing cornsilks or unraveled twine on top of doll's head.

Other accessories may be added to suit your imagination with extra pieces of corn husks, tassles,
or kemnels.

THE WHITE HOUSE
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