Christmases Past
Age brings wisdom and fond memories of Christmas gifts past.
By Dr. A.C. Covey
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he ﬁrst Christmas
present I remember
getting was in 1925,
and I didn’t like it. I was 6 years
old, and the present was a climbing monkey. Attached to a heavy
string, the monkey could be made
to climb up and down.
My father was entranced by it.
Beaming with pleasure, he showed
me how it worked, thinking, I’m
sure, that I would be as pleased
with it as he was. I pretended to
be, because of his feelings, but I
wasn’t. He had just joined a coalmining company as their head
engineer, so I thought he could
afford something more expensive,
and I was terribly disappointed.
Later, when I became a parent, I understood his feelings,
for I tended to buy my children
presents that I had always hoped
for but never received. (We never
followed the tradition of asking
Santa for a speciﬁc present. It
took away the surprise.)
I have almost total recall of my
11th Christmas. I was in Catholic
school, a latecomer, and about to
be conﬁrmed. I’d made my ﬁrst
communion and now was about to
become a Soldier of Christ.
Just before we candidates
were about to confront the bishop
who would anoint us as militant
members of the church, we were
assembled in a large room near
the altar. Just then, an older boy
whom I admired—an altar boy
who would serve during the day’s

ceremony—spoke to me. Since it
was just after Christmas, he asked
me what I’d gotten for Christmas.
Now the lies began. I reeled
off a long list of things I’d wanted
but never received, including new

ice skates, skis, a bicycle, a pony
and many, many other things that
perhaps the Rockefellers could
afford, but my family couldn’t!
The boy was very impressed
(and so was I—at my ability for
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improvisation). What I’d really
gotten was a football and some
candy and nuts in the traditional
Christmas stocking.
But for years and years after
that, breaching the faith as I had
before the ceremony, I knew my
conﬁrmation was invalid. I knew
I was doomed, knew that the hottest place in hell had already been
arranged for me. (And I never
had the courage to confess these
horrible deeds in what was then
called confession.)
Though I spent many other
Christmases in various states,
even some in different Canadian
provinces, the three Christmases
I remember best were in Luverne,
Minn., again during the depths
of the Depression. The ﬁrst
Christmas there, my present was
a small shaving kit. It cost only a
dollar, and my parents had tears in
their eyes because they couldn’t
afford more. But I was more than
pleased, for I was just starting
to shave, and the kit contained a
razor, a tube of shaving cream,
some aftershave lotion, even extra
blades. Since my elation was obvious, my parents’ feelings of guilt
were quickly dispelled.
The following Christmas I
got a combination Christmas and
high-school graduation present.
It was a signet ring—the same
present my brothers had gotten
when they graduated from high
school. Knowing what a sacriﬁce
it was for my parents to buy me
such an expensive present (it cost
$10), I strongly objected to it and
insisted that my mother return
it. Tearfully, she insisted that her
parents had given her the money
for it, so it wasn’t the ﬁnancial
burden I thought it was. But I felt
guilty about it for a long time, and

it wasn’t till the 1940s that I felt
comfortable wearing it.
The last Christmas present
I remember getting was a new
guitar. I had an old one that was
barely hanging together, one I
had used to accompany my father
when he played his ﬁddle. I saw
no need for a new one.
“It would cost too much,” I
explained. “I’m never going to be
a real musician, and I can ﬁx up
the old one—at least good enough
to play with Dad when he plays.”
“But it’s special Christmas
money I got from your grandfather again, the most ever, and he
said I could do whatever I wanted
with it,” said my mother. “I’ve
paid all our bills and put some
in the bank, so I had more than
enough for some nice presents.”
Still I was adamant, and we
went ’round and ’round about it.
Finally, her eyes brimming
with tears, she said, “Don’t just
think of yourself then. Think of
your father. He gets so much pleasure when you accompany him
when he plays his old Irish tunes,
so why don’t you keep it for
his sake?” Thinking of it in that
way changed my mind. The spirit
of Christmas wasn’t really about
your own pleasure, but in the pleasure you could give to others.
So I kept the guitar, and every
time I played with my father,
I realized Mother had been
right. The look on his face—
and the obvious enjoyment he
got from the sounds of the new
guitar—was positive proof that
the Christmas spirit had much
more to do with the pleasure you
could give someone than with
any gratiﬁcation you might get
from what you received. ❖
vvv
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