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	Preface

	 

	 

	Thanks to all of you, my dear friends.

	I had a lot of fun writing this book. Especially during my researches, I found lots of interesting news and I am really happy to share them with you.

	In this small volume, you will find the Christmas magic in Old America explained and shared thru songs, in that prolific and amazing period that has been the thirty years between 1930 and 1960.  It’s clear that the American Tradition is much more articulated: Christmas songs or Carols have been taking an important, as you want to say, part of the music of that period and the songs tied to Saints celebration are very numerous. Even thou it was not my intention to create a specific anthology of songs, rather but walk with you throughout the awesomeness of the magical years showing you what usually is hidden behind Christmas songs, protagonists, facts and succulent anecdotes on what often is flown over or that does not come to the honors of chronicle.

	It will be like a jump back in time to revive those atmospheres hidden in the joy and purity of the child inside all of us.  This is the first small volume. Highly probably it will be followed by a second on ancient songs that will widen the vision, to who like me, is in love with Old America.

	For the time being, I can only thank you in advance and wish you all a MERRY CHRISTMAS!

	 

	



	


Index

	 

	PREFACE 

	THE ORIGIN OF CHRISTMA 

	ROCKING AROUND THE CHRISTMAS TREE 

	RUDOLPH, THE RED NOSE REINDER 

	FROSTY THE SNOWMAN 

	WINTER WONDERLAND 

	WHITE CHRISTMAS 

	JINGLE BELLS 

	LET IT SNOW! 

	JINGLE BELL ROCK 

	THE LITTLE DRUMMER BOY 

	BLUE CHRISTMAS 

	SLEIGH RIDE 

	I’LL BE HOME FOR CHRISTMAS 

	I SAW MOMMY KISSING SANTA CLAUS 

	THE CHRISTMAS SONG 

	AMAZING GRACE 

	MERRY CHRISTMAS, DARLING. 

	SANTA BABY

	I HEARD THE BELLS ON CHRISTMAS DAY

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I am a singer and a songwriter. Do you want to listen to the best Christmas songs sung by be? 

	 

	So, connect to my official website   http://www.patriziabarrera.com/

	The Listening is FREE!

	 

	It’s a PRODUCTION
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THE ORIGINS OF CHRISTMAS
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	You will struggle to believe but in reality, Christmas is…. a pagan feast. Actually, for the sake of truth, it is a celebration reserved to wizards and witches that were used to dance around a tree or more probable around stone circles on winter solstice day, that is the 22nd of December. It was an orgiastic celebration, with dances, weed, sex and apt to propitiate the gods’ favor in the winter period, that in ancient time was really scary. 

	The origins? Some say that it was coming from the Druid culture and its roots were Celtics.  If someone of you has ever read Asterix and Obelix comic can, in a funny way, get an idea even thou the esoteric traditions that accompanied these populations were way more complex. The period goes from IV to III century B.C. and the location were the British islands but with long expansions also in Italy, Iberic peninsula and Sweden. We knew them as Britons and probably what tickles us from their past is the mystery of Stonehenge, rather than their religious traditions. Thus, from this extinct people come all the magic and the awesomeness of Christmas, the same we breathe until now.

	The Romans, that defeated and colonized the Celtics in different battles, assimilated their use and customs, and like this, the celebration of winter solstice became a tradition of the empire. In reality the celebration of the winter solstice was present a bit in all the cultures: in ancient times the natural cycles were well observed and the fact that  the shortest day and so the apparent “dereliction of the sun, was happening around the 21st of December represented a well-known fact but not for this considered” automatic. 

	The sun was a God, dispenser of life; and as all the gods, subjected to intemperance, grudges, and violent acts. They had so to ingratiate him so that he would keep giving to humans his heat. The days straight after the 21st of December were lived by the primitives with fear and terror, especially when the light unavoidably was becoming weaker and the nights becoming longer.  The security that the sun was coming back and that a new year was opening for humanity, occurred only on the 25th, the day in which the various astronomic rules, that I will not stay here explain, the sun seemed “reborn” strong and victorious.

	  In a few words that there was a new “Christmas”. This simple interpretation can explain the success of the celebration related to the winter solstice that we find in different cultures around the whole world.

	When the Romans “recycled” the pagan dances they had, practically, discovered the hot water. After them the Christians did it, that joined to the pagan dances of the fetish representatives the Christ divinity and the virginity of Mary, practically joined it to myths and mores way more ancient. The Virgin Mary with the baby, in fact, is not a Christian heritage.

	In Egypt, for example, more than 2000 years before the born of Jesus the God Horus (Sun) was pictured as a baby in the arms of the Goddess Iside (Moon) that was mother and sister.  Even before, in Persia the myth of the God Mitra should make you think: it seems like it was born by a virgin, that he had twelve disciples and moreover that was called “THE SAVIOUR”! the Babylonian Sun God TAMMUZ is not less surprising: Also him pictured in the arms of the Mother Goddess ISHTAR and had a halo made by twelve stars that represented the 12 zodiac signs (12 like Christ disciples, don’t you think?) it seems that even him died and then he resurrected after three days… and this in 3000 B.C.

	I will remain silent on the truculent rites of Dionisio, where the God baby was literally cut in pieces by crazy women, for reborn more beautiful and stronger than before; and only as a hint to a Sun God in Yucatan, also this born by the virgin CHRIBIAS. But I highlight that the rites that accompanied the winter solstice did not concern only the northern hemisphere, but rather also the other, as even the Inca were celebrating the Sun God WIRACOCHA in the opposite season so the 24th of June. 
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	PICTURE 1) This is the extraordinary combination between the Isis goddess and the Christian virgin. The similitudes are a lot: what hit us is the centrality of their figure in the pagan religion and then Christian. Both of them were considered mortal, virgin and correlated to the figure of the “Savior”, Horus for Iside and Christ for Mary, that classic iconography summaries as the baby that they hold in their arms and that both of them are breast-feeding.

	It’s the same the world over, so. All the world was celebrating happily Christmas with many dances and songs between an embrace and a drink. Until when Christianity arrived to take the wind out of the sails. Clearly, they started to forbid sex and amenity of the feast, that they did not match with the image of the purity of Mary; following they stop the dance, considered “gift of the demon”. And in conclusion, it was thought of substituting the pagan songs, that still praised strange divinity of the past confusing them with the Christian ones.

	The first in supplying the original text was the Roman bishop, in 129 A.D. the one who forced the worshipers to sing a HYMN TO THE ANGELS in Christmas; for not being less the orthodox church, in the person of a certain Comas from Jerusalem, that wrote a HYMN TO THE DIVINITY in 720 A.D.

	After that, the writing of religious text to sing for Christmas became a true profession reserved to the monks. It is from the IV century that the initiative to contrast the still numerous celebrations of the winter solstice caused the fixation of the birth of Jesus on the 25th of December. In reality, none of the gospels refers to a precise moment when referring to the birth, Jesus is born and that is it. The theologists took in consideration the fact of the census, leaving out the fact that the Romans had a true passion for the “count” of their subjects, that they loved to take census often also for planning and controlling reasons. Substituting the pagan celebration with the birth of Our Lord was so a brilliant and smart masterstroke.

	However, the people did not appreciate the change at the beginning: their life was already too short and hard for being subtracted one of the few moments of riot throughout the year. Convicted to fasting and moderation in clothes the new Christians refugeed themselves in popular carols, which had the merit to be sung in the native language, they were easily understandable and remembered by everyone. The church, in fact, obliged the mob to learn by heart the Anthem in Latin, and the celebrations were conducted with people sad and staid that forced itself to splutter words of which did not understand the meaning. 

	Lots of Paleo Christian bishops opposed to this thing, as for example S. Ambrogio that even adapted the text VENI, REDEMPTOR GENTIUM to popular music of pagan extraction for allowing the population, even without knowing the text, hum the song in their own way. But they were isolated cases.

	  Between anathemas and threats of excommunicate, the catholic church managed to compose a real musical anthology that imposed to the people and succeeded in carrying it until the middle ages. And of course, not with general cheerfulness. At the beginnings of 1200, the folks lost their willing to celebrate Christmas, and the Birth of Our Lord passed apathetic in sullen families, that the only transgression they had was to be finally able to eat a piece of meat, after the long fasting during the Advent. One of the most attentive and reformer saints of the Catholicism, San Francesco di Assisi, that thought to resuscitate the death happiness for reconciling the population with the sky.

	Understanding the difficulties of poor people he tried a kind of living celebration of Jesus birth, with the Hut and the protagonists which, unlike what is believed, were not static to be admired but rather they were singing traditional verses never faded with accompaniment of pastoral flutes and bagpipes, narrating the short story of the nativity. 

	It was a full week of preparation to Christmas, with games and races, as well as competitions and prizes for the yearly preparation of the best crib. The culmination was the 25th of December when there were cheerful dances both outside that, when the weather was not of the best, in the Church debunking the belief that dances in honor of Our Lord were sinful. 

	It needs to be mention that the Church did not like at first this innovation but the fame of holiness of Francesco was so pure and uncontaminated that the pope let do it, also because the cheerful custom was already arrived in France, Spain, and Germany and gave so much publicity for the Christianity that forbidding  it was like shoot yourself to the foot.
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	PICTURE 2.  Not rarely Francesco participate in theatrical recreation of Christmas, placing in the deep of the night a newly born baby in a crib and celebrating the Holy Mess. Like these the ignorant population was educated on the mystery of Jesus Birth and the Virginity of Mary in a simple and efficient method.

	So, together with the Hymn in Church rigorously in Latin, in Europe they started celebrating Christmas with songs in vulgar, even more accurate and complicated, that were carried around by jongleur and shepherds that taught it to the folk. The French term carol, that indicate actually the profane song related to Christmas usually accompanied by dances and celebrations.

	We don’t have anything written about the first popular songs in late middle ages, because the carols were spreading orally, and the ducts did not transcribe at all. 

	The oldest to be remembered comes from England, dated 1470 and it is the very first version of I SAW THREE SHIPS. I have to say that England was leader in the Christmas song sector, with an enthusiastic population and well organized that brought out the first solo singers, called WAITS (meaning the ones who waited). And they waited all the year as, accompanied by patient musician, tour around various villages carrying Christmas music and living of alms.

	They were the first Street Artist that tradition remembered and, when they arrived, they carried happiness together with the Good News. At the approaching of Christmas, they were going back to the village of origin, where village notables accompanied them singing in public with them.

	So, then the WAITS became WAITNIGHT because, they wore shepherds’ clothes, they stayed outside singing the whole night watching the stars, in memory of the first shepherds that crowed the hut of Jesus. A custom certainly not healthy, considering the rigidity of the weather, that probably stimulated the creation of the first wooden nativity scene around with whole families reunited in vigil the Christmas night or even the whole population of the village, when they were realized natural size. They searched for this “huge nativity scene” a huge stable and here it is, in one shot the physical and spiritual health was preserved.

	The tradition was intensified to the point that the Church of Europe equipped, promising to the folk to celebrate Christmas also with songs.  There was a period in which, also continuing say mess in Latin, to the canons choirs the popular ones were added the one which, narrate in vulgar the birth of Jesus, were not anymore sinful.  Happy people crowed then churches that, at the end, shined to the light of thousand candles: indeed, double happy since the candles, realized in Animal tallow were given to hundreds of hungry faithfuls that… they ate them straight after the function! Oh yeah. Life was really hard in the middle ages. 
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	PICTURE 3. One of the most common mores of English Middle Ages was celebrating Christmas with huge banquets in which the special dish was the living peacock.   The beautiful bird was preventively killed and carefully skinned, for avoid ruining the feathers, then was filled with eggs, spices and roasted. In the end was “re-clad” of his skin and adorned in gold. When the pilgrim friars arrived in America, they substituted, nearly immediately, the peacock with the turkey, that became the gastronomic symbol of American Christmas.

	The times of joyful Christmas were anyway short: The Holy inquisition in Spain and Italy was hard on Dances and Songs that, coming from the Demon as temptation for the flesh, got forbidden and flighted. Germany and England, embracing the new wave of Protestantism, swooped down the population in the deepest austerity. Even the super Catholic France, oppressed by now by rulers of Spain extradition that appeared there for politics weddings, armed with crucifixes and rosaries, lost is dancing nature. In all this darkness the population did not forget the Christmas songs, that were sung privately as sign of protest especially in England, Despite CROWMELL and his strict Puritan rules that brought austerity to the American colonies. 

	It is in 1730 that a scandal revealed by Rev. Mather, who lamented a “deplorable custom” in Massachusetts Bay Colony where, the night of Christmas, the folk “played cards games, guzzled at the table and sung “very vulgar songs about Jesus Birth!” a trend that catch on and that, like in all the self-respecting tradition, had his heroes in the image of the hundreds of troubadour that, despite the English law, had collected all the most popular songs about Christmas in their hometown before landing in the new continent and spread the word.  The custom of the WAITS was then not only dusted but actually well structured, with real theatrical arrangements that, with the coming and going between England and America, went back to the starting point. Rather, the majority of the Old Christmas song that we sing until now, like Stille Nacht or What a Child is This? Were written in the second half of 1700.

	Paved the way, the great powers grew old: in 1822 the historian and deputy DAVIES GILBERT published an anthology of Ancient Christmas Carols, followed by WILLIAM SANDYS, that published some historic songs, as THE FIRST NOWELL or HARK the HERALD ANGELS SINGS. The final shoot was than given in… Victorian ages when the super puritan Queen, who was used to cover for demurely the table legs with a small skirt, married the handsome Prince Albert.

	He was a lover of the Old Christmas Music and strength the forces for reorganize the Celebrations by dissolving them from the tie of “funeral celebration” and giving them back the ancient brightness. Was then Born Christmas in perfect secular style that spread like wildfire all over the world, were people was just waiting for it to happen. From then on next to the Nativity Scenes and the decorated Christmas trees, songs enriched with new symbolism that marked the change of times. Snow, Mistletoe, Reindeer, Santa Claus came on stage that, taking full hands from the traditions of single villages usually not well known, became public heritage at least for Christmas. 

	The lodging of Christmas songs became a true business for Movies, Record companies, and televisions. Thousands of authors became rich creating real successes that make as cry and dream until today, like WHITE CHRISTMAS or THE CHRISTMAS SONG. Then, everything, the lodging has passed, and the market changed. Today everything that we listen about Christmas it’s simply a ri-elaboration of Songs of the past, and the few new things do not become history. Traditions scuttle, celebration is reduced to an arid commerce and people seem like have lost the willing of sing. Why? Where is the Christmas Spirit? Do we have, maybe, lost it? 
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	ROCKING AROUND THE CHRISTMAS TREE

	A…. Modern Christmas!
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	Let’s start our panoramic view on the best song dedicated to Christmas with a song with an endearing melody, a light text and definitely an important signature: Johhy Marks, one of the few composers of Christmas songs rightfully belonging in the Songwriters Hall of Fame.

	Between the thirties and the beginning of the sixties compose Christmas songs was nearly a profession some of the authors got specialized in this branch, that, especially with the coming of television, was very followed, advertised and loved. Every year dozens of authors…Christmas authors proposed to record enterprises their works. Manage then to be recorded from the most famous singers of the times was insurance of success. America, both catholic and protestant, always loved Christmas. 

	Bing Crosby, that in term of songs, recorded really a lot, became the darling of the public with White Christmas and thanks to that popular song speeded his wing in the firmament of the sky. Between the year’s thirties and the forties, time of the swing, jazz and rock’n roll still babies, Christmas songs had a bubbly and happy imprint and some suggestion of dancing. 

	Was only after, in the fifties, that they took a more melodic and suggestive connotation, better adapting to a dreaming and respectable society for which the revival of good feelings characterized a certain kind of traditional family. 

	But ROCKING AROUND THE CHRISTMAS TREE brought fresh air of cheerfulness and dynamism still keeping the recall of the harmony of the domestic firepit so dear to the American population.

	Here it is the lyric:

	Rocking around the Christmas tree

	At the Christmas party hop

	Mistletoe hung where you can see

	Every couple tries to stop

	Rocking around the Christmas tree,

	Let the Christmas spirit ring

	Later we’ll have some pumpkin pie

	And we’ll do some caroling.

	You will get a sentimental

	Feeling when you hear

	Voices singing let’s be jolly,

	Deck the halls with boughs of holly

	Rocking around the Christmas tree,

	Have a happy holiday

	Everyone dancing merrily

	In the new old-fashioned way
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	PICTURE 4. This is the cover of the original album of the 1958, with an infant and smiling Brenda Lee. The disc, produced by Decca, had a decent success. The singer, thirteen at the time, put herself on the wave of the newly born Rock’ n Roll winging the eye to the Christmas tradition in family. Left as only interpreter of the song for nearly thirty years, Lee lost her position from the version of Kim Wilde and Mel Smith in 1987, that placed third in the English Hit of the year. Still present in the collective vision the Rock version of the at the time modest Miley Cyrus, that in 2006 caught the attention of millions of listeners.

	As you can see the text appear at first look light but containing some interesting idea. The term Rocking (dancing) introduce the news of the rock suggestion, exactly as it happened with another song maybe even more famous: Jingle Bell Rock of Bobby Helms. The introduction of rock, even if deprived form the characteristic harshness, was really a news in the wave of Christmas songs and, strangely enough, resulted kindly accepted by the previous, traditionalist generations. That were used to see in the soul of the growing rock a symbol of decade of the society. Magic of Christmas?

	Actually, the song made it up from the beginning for its nature highlighting the fixed traditional themes: the kiss under the mistletoe, the cheerful voices, Christmas spirit and… a nice touch! The union between old and new mentioning even the chorus of the super famous DECK THE HALLS, song symbol of the average grown up American. The song was composed by Johnny Marks in 1957 and entrusted by DECCA to the at the time fourteen years old Brenda Lee, that recorded it twice, in ’58 and ’59. It seems that originally the song was more country and later has been “sewed” on the singing and interpreting peculiarity of the singer. The experiment was a success, if you consider that the recording of Brenda Lee was nearly the only one of this song. 
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	PHOTO 5. A child prodigy, Brenda Lee began her career at the age of 6, finishing first on a scholastic talent, whose prize was to perform live in a very fashionable radio program, Starmakers revue. Her family was very poor and, thanks to the radio interventions of the little girl who performed relentlessly in local radio stations, managed to get by. She was very small, about 145 cm tall, but her voice was so strong that it deserved the name “Miss Dynamite”. She achieved success not with Rocking Around the clock but with the song I ‘m sorry in 1960, for which she was awarded the Grammy Award. Considered by the public as a pop singer, Brenda Lee was nevertheless an illustrious exponent of rockabilly and rock ‘n roll, one of the very few women of the time.

	 

	Johnny Marks (1909-1985) began his career as a composer of songs related to the Christmas atmosphere in 1947 with the song “Rudolph, the red-nosed Reindeer”, based on the eponymous poem written by his brother Robert. A boom without precedents that gave the author the rights to … 30 million copies sold and that in 1964 gave the basis to a very popular television movie of the same name! If we add that the song was recorded by Gene Autry, a very famous singer of the time, well …

	Director of the ASCAP (Society of Authors, Composers and Publishers) from 1959 to 1961 and founder of the equally famous ST. NICHOLAS MUSIC in 1949, he wrote many songs that I invite you to listen to. I will mention only a few: THE NIGHT BEFORE CHRISTMAS (1952) interpreted then by the magical duet Gene Autry- Rosemarie Clooney, another star of the period. RUN, RUDOLPH, RUN (1958) and interpreted by the icon of the rock CHUCK BERRY (and who, if not?) I HEARD THE BELL ON CHRISTMAS DAY (1956) A work set in the civil war and which had important voices like Harry Belafonte, Bing Crosby, Elvis Presley, Frank Sinatra … and many others. In short, lots of beautiful music that would be worth listening to and remembering…

	For the record: Johnny Marks was awarded by the International Society of Santa Claus with the CHRISTMAS SPIRIT award along with another exceptional composer: Irving Berlin, father of WHITE CHRISTMAS and other beautiful songs that we will talk about in one of the next chapters.
 

	               [image: Image]

	PICTURE 6.  A Mature Johnny Marks in an almost intimate picture of the ‘70s.

	The song was recorded in July ‘58 in one of the Decca offices with Nashville producer Owen Bradley. It was one of the hottest summers in recent years and the singer and orchestra could not concentrate. Owen then, in addition to the maximum air conditioning, fired artificial snowballs to cool the air and set up a large Christmas tree, complete with balls and colored lights, in the recording studios in order to … let in in the part the singer and the entire staff. It seems that the trick worked perfectly and that everyone had a great time, to the point that it took only two registrations to finish the single. In 2014, the NPR, interviewing the now elderly Brenda Lee, asked her playful in which direction you have to “rock” around the Christmas tree. The singer’s response was immediate: “Sud. Following the course of the sun.” Although of Jewish origin like his illustrious colleague Irving Berlin, Johnny Marks achieved notoriety as a composer of Christmas pieces. In one of his many interviews to the question if he was happy with his success he openly confessed: “Well, I’m not very happy to be remembered only for some eve songs!”

	RUDOLPH, THE RED NOSED REINDEER

	Praise to Diversity
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	Who does not feel soft by listening to Rudolph’s fable, the red-nosed reindeer? Although it was born many years ago, the fable of the “different” creature and therefore put aside by its peers until it is rehabilitated by Santa Claus in person, is carved in the heart of every child who lives in it and surpasses its own complexes. In reality it is a real innovation in the field of childhood literature, which for the first time becomes aware of the fragility of the “teen” universe oppressed by phenomena of creeping discrimination and bullying. 

	If we think that Rudolph saw the light in 1939, we cannot fail to be amazed by his poetics but extreme current, and not to recognize the very human depth. The little reindeer, born from the mind and heart of Robert Lewis May, lives a simple but courageous story: born with a huge red nose, shiny and almost sparkling, Rudolph is looked at with mockery by the other reindeer, who never play with him but rather they laugh at him. He therefore remains alone, marginalized, destined for perpetual loneliness. The physique does not help him, because the sweet creature is small, thin, very different from the classic image of the chubby and round American baby to whom all the good or evil fairy tale puppies are inspired.
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	PICTURE 7. Here is the very first version of Rudolph, in the original 1939 booklet. Although often compared to Disney’s Bambi, the first Rudolph is not like him at all. As you can see, it is really a small haggard reindeer, with NON-infantile features and very similar to the animal in the flesh. It will only be later, with the advent of cartoons, that his image will be modified. The round head, the big eyes and the bulging body that will be attributed to him recall the classic image of the newborn and are built specially to inspire tenderness.

	 Rudolph therefore grows in the nostalgia of the external world, from which it is closed off; however, solitude does not exacerbate his heart, which is full of love and hope. In his own way he is grateful for the little things that life holds for him, and he enjoys it serenely hoping for the future. And here comes the miracle: Santa Claus has to deliver his Christmas Eve gifts, but the night is so dark and foggy that his reindeer don’t know where to go and they wander about in the sky. 

	There is therefore the risk that all the children of the world cannot receive the Christmas gifts! Santa Claus is distressed but … well, in the darkness of the night he sees a light that illuminates even the heart of the forest. It is the nose of the little reindeer, who is watching the stars by the river. When Santa Claus turns to him for help, the little reindeer will on impulse accept to drive him in delivering gifts to the world that has always refused him, because his heart does not know grudge. That is how Rudolph become a reindeer of Santa’s sleigh, and his place will be a leader, among the praise of the other reindeer who will finally be able to look “beyond” his appearance and recognize the virtues of his “diversity”.

	The Moral leaps to the eye with impressive modernity, especially if we think of the respectable and racist America of the 1940s, the congenital yearning for public uniformity and the pre-war homophobic campaigns. The small reindeer with a big heart conquered even the hardest and least elastic minds, bringing with it a breath of change that not everyone realized instantly, but that would last over time. Another Christmas miracle? Not exactly. Rudolph’s fable presents poignant background, which were then widely publicized with incredible cynicism in the sale of the new character.

	You should know that its creator, Bob May, was a copywriter at the Montgomery War Department Stores d. His work consisted of giving life to new fairy-tale characters which during Christmas holidays helped sell Christmas toys, books and gadgets. Many large companies used this strategy, as well as the music industry that annually churned out new songs related to Christmas. Sometimes these characters became so famous that they involved the production of a whole series of easily saleable accessories that triggered almost “a fashion”. T-shirts, pins, puppets, logos often accompanied this or that new song, this or that character. A bit like what happens today when an impacting film is presented to the public (for example, let’s not forget the wave of gadgets that followed Ghostbusters, or Toy Story and - why not? - the Titanic).

	In the 30s the Toy Shops used to give children coloring books, for advertising purposes. The screams of children to have them would have forced parents to visit this or that store, opening the door to potential purchases. The task of the copywriters was therefore to turn out every year appealing material able to wink at the child public without disturbing the adults too much. But Bob May was also an artist: in an article in the 1975 on Gettysburg Times he will be the one to unveil the background of Rudolph’s birth.
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	PICTURE 8.  Here is a beautiful image of Bob May in the early 1940s. The artist confessed many years later, shortly before his death, that in reality the figure of the little reindeer was inspired by himself as a boy, when he was bullied. The revelation discredited the image of the good American society, which was not at all ready to re-consider the true nature of the pupils of their colleges. Today the phenomenon of bullying is infamous, but in the 1920s and 1930s it was forbidden to talk about it, even within families. May confessed to having made tragic thoughts of suicide and having overcome them thanks to the love of her parents who, though very poor because of the crisis of the Great Depression, managed to make him study and give him a future.

	“A young man by the name of Robert May, infinitely sad and broken-hearted, looked out of the window from which iced draught entered that Christmas Eve night. Barbara, his 4-year-old daughter, crouched in his arms, sobbing. her mother, Bob’s wife, dear Evelyn, was dying of cancer.

	- Why isn’t my mom like any other mom? - asked little Barbara, staring into her dad’s eyes. - Why is she always in bed with her eyes closed and doesn’t play with me? -

	Bob’s jaw twitched and his eyes filled with tears; in his heart he felt so much pain but also so much anger. His life had always been hard, since he was a child, when his strange appearance made him the victim of the jeers and insults of his schoolmates. He was the ugly duckling, but without the hope of turning into a beautiful swan one day. Bitterly remembering the bad names with which he was appealed as a child, he decided to save the pain of being called an “orphan” to his sweet little girl. He would have fought. It was Christmas Eve, what the hell!, and his dear Evelyn was dying. There was no money at home, everything had gone up in smoke in the useless medicines that had not saved the dear girl known and loved since College. 

	He thought of his child, who would have received only his mother’s death as a Christmas present, and he realized that this was no time to surrender.

	“You will have the best Christmas present a child has ever received! “- he decided in his heart. And he spurred himself to write the story of a small reindeer with a large, shining nose who, benefited by the Spirit of Christmas, would forever lighten the dark nights of his childhood.

	This is how Rudolph was born, for the love of a dying woman and a child too small to bear the pain of loss. And when Bob read the story to the dying young woman, she squeezed her daughter for the last time, smiling at the thought of leaving her in the hands of the little reindeer …”
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	PICTURE 9.  I couldn’t find pictures of poor Evelyn, but this one of Bob May with her daughter Barbara went around America and softened the hearts of millions of moms. Was this perhaps the secret of the long-lived fame of the little reindeer?

	Clearly, even if suggestive, it is a fictional story worthy of a writer of another era. The reality was very different and, in many respects, rawer.

	In 1938 the damage of the Great Depression was clearly evident in American society: the crisis had led to a gradual exhaustion of the joy of spending and Christmas had lost much of its attractiveness … consumerism. Dads kept their wallets tight and even the dinner tables of the Feasts seemed less colorful. The atmosphere was gray and the sales of toys in sharp decline: on the other hand, even the large warehouse chains didn’t seem to offer anything new. The notes of classic Christmas songs echoed in the air, and even the lights of the music industry seemed to be off. In short, nobody wanted to take risks and the families seemed to have fully adapted to a climate of austerity.

	But not the Ward department stores, which had a decidedly avant-garde experience in the history of its founder Aaron Montgomery: in spite of the depression and the crisis they recruited the best of their copywriters to give life to a character so engaging even better than Mickey Mouse.

	The story of the founding father of the Grand chain is indicative. He was a simple traveling salesman who had a futuristic idea in 1872: starting a direct sale, producer-consumer, riding suppliers and retailers and lowering prices sharply. His first catalogue, which was sent by mail to the interested parties, consisted of a single page and the first articles were very common tools for farmers. 

	But the idea boomed and after only ten years Ward was able to sell 163 different articles of various uses (including one of the first inexpensive wooden kitchens) by mail through a catalogue, well exposed in 237 pages! It was still Ward, in 1875, who invented the “satisfied or repaid” formula, which led him to leap to the top of consumer ratings! 

	Ward enjoyed a mail-order monopoly until 1886, when Sears was born, which would lead to bankruptcy many years later. However, in 1919 the Montgomery Ward was listed on the stock exchange, inaugurating its chain of stores at the same time, and was one of the very few large companies to survive the crisis of the ‘29, when the stock market collapsed. Untamed as few among its rivals Ward in 1938 decided to invest most of its resources in the future; and he did it through the child public, as it was right for him to be.
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	PICTURE 10.  I give you a treat, the photo of the very first catalogue of ONLY ONE page of the nascent Montgomery Ward empire, signed 1875! In a few years mail order sales skyrocketed and Ward had the bright idea of saving on transport costs by setting a weight limit. It seems that the packaging workers were so scrupulous in respecting these rules that it often happened that heavy clothing items, such as the coats (which were very heavy at the time) were unstitched and sent in two different packages … but equipped with needle and skeins of thread to sew them up!

	The idea was to “launch” a funny but virile character, symbol of the same chain. The first “pupil” of the initiative was a certain Fernando the Bull proposed no one knows by whom and decidedly discarded due to the bad publicity of the Bullfight. May was in contention among the others but favored by far because of her delicate trait and a subdued disposition. Moreover, he was tragically broke, as the sudden illness of his wife Evelyn, who had been suffering from cancer for more than two years, had drained the already meager savings. The economic incentive that Ward promised to the character’s creator would have put things right again. Bob took care of Evelyn and her baby, shuttling madly between the hospital, the home and the office. In view of his situation he was allowed to work most of the time at home: it was there that the artist was inspired and, the only truly poetic note of the whole affair, thanks to his little daughter Barbara.

	The child was a fan of Santa’s fairy tales and her reindeer; she adored the fawns, was moved in front of mother deer and melted in tears whenever she asked her dad to take her to visit the zoo … he, for economic reasons, could not. In the heart of the little reindeer Bob May then infused a large part of his soul: he invented a “different”, alienated, sadly lonely character who was none other than himself as an ugly and bespectacled kid. And he did it by following a poetically childlike drawing dictated by love for his little girl, which fit perfectly into the spirit of Christmas. 
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	PICTURE 11.  Although often compared to Disney’s Bambi, the original features of the reindeer are very different from those of the very sweet fawn. As you can see in the original 1942 image Bambi already shows the signs of the classic iconography of lovable puppies: round head, fat ears, yearning eyes. Disney produced the film in 1942, when Rudolph was now very famous. Coincidence or plagiarism?

	This was the only great miracle of Rudolph’s birth: the rest is just legend. Evelyn did not die on Christmas Eve of 1938, as has often been told. At that time, she was by then in a coma, hospitalized in a very common hospital room where his loved ones often went to visit her. She died in July of the following year, between a crying baby and a copywriter who had not yet found the strength to finish his story. 

	He will succeed, in record time, a few months later due to the unpaid rent and the danger of being thrown out of the house.

	And Rudolph was not the sudden “revelation” that performed the miracle of light on the sales director, the terrible Sewel Avery. Indeed, to tell the truth, Rudolph with that little bit of red nose that recalled that of a drunkard was immediately discarded … and twice! We must understand it: the echo of Prohibitionist was still being heard and proposing to the child public a pseudo-alcoholic image did not seem convenient to the progressive Magazine Ward. 

	But Bob, now determined to go ahead and receive the blessed promotion, pulled out his ace from the sleeve: he asked for the help of a young and promising illustrator, such Denver Gillen, with a hand that was certainly happy and burned by the fire of a tenacious ambition. 

	The young man did neither more nor less what the great actors do when they completely fall into the part: having a chat with little Barbara, the true inspirer of the character, he understood that that red nose was not pure invention but a tasty detail of a certain kind of deer that the child had seen at the zoo some time ago. When he went to the place, he noticed that it was the caribou, a very sweet animal whose puppies appear fragile and defenseless and that at birth have a very unique dark pink nose. 

	His drawings were able to grasp the instinctive tenderness that, despite the not so happy aspect, the little ones know how to infuse in their own species; it turned out a very light sad fairy tale figure suitable for a Christmas of reflection that finally won over the terrible Sewel Avery, Ward’s sales director.
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	PICTURE 12.  Here is the original sketch of the little reindeer in 1939, as presented by Denver Gillen. The features of the character were not beautiful but the fragility of the design, which seems to come directly from a fairy-tale world, conquered.

	Discarded various names, including Rollo and Reginald, the small reindeer was given the name Rudolph, which evoked a surely more “male” image than the previous ones. Following an advertising campaign in beating tambour, the idea worked and the booklet in December 1939 sold more than two million copies, making the story of the little reindeer jump into the Olympus of the Classics.

	It was followed by an invasion of hair-raising gadgets at Disney itself: puppets, pins, children’s accessories, cups … and even Christmas ornaments inaugurated the new fashion of the red-nosed reindeer. America, happy and content, was literally invaded and for 7 years in a row Rudolph was the absolute protagonist of the Holy Holidays. There was no itinerant theater that did not stage its Rudolph-puppets and there was no mother who did not put her child to sleep to tell the tender tale.

	So, everyone happy? Not exactly. Our Bob, after a fleeting moment of glory, was no better off than before. Ward held all the rights of the story and its protagonist and, as they say, it screwed all up while May was burdened with bills and bills. The young man had also remarried with a colleague of his, former secretary of Avery himself, the sweet Virginia Newton with whom he would have put in place other 5 children! 

	In 1946, therefore, Ward had sold 6 million copies of the booklet alone, to which it was necessary to add flamboyant takings from the sale of gadgets, while Bob went on with his only salary as an employee. And now the legend begins: it is said that, no one knows why, suddenly in 1947 the fearsome Sewel Avery evidently touched by Grace gave 100% of the rights to its creator, Bob May, who in just two years became a millionaire and could live of income for life. Most do not explain this sudden repentance of the Ward Warehouses which, it seems, to have some loose springs, causing them to renounce the billionaire revenues that increased their power on the stock exchange. It hasn’t been talked about for years until, just before the failure of the Big Chain in 2001, the altars came to light.

	You should know that in 1944 the fable of Rudolph, the red-nosed reindeer, had appeared in a cartoon-based short made by animation pioneer Max Fleisher, on behalf of Jam Handy Corporation. They were two giants of the nascent cinema industry: Fleisher, inventor of the first animation technique that would give life to the empire of cartoons proposing mythical characters like Betty Boop and Popeye, was universally known as a pioneer of a definitely more sophisticated animation technique and modern than that of Disney, a bitter rival. 

	The Jam Handy Corporation, owned by Henry Jamison Handy, was a rising colossus in the field of media communication. Very much in touch with the US Army for which it had produced various promotional and educational films, it enjoyed the political and economic support of such illustrious clients as General Motors and the very famous Bray Studios and had close contact with Paramount. Sniffing the deal and knowing the precarious living conditions of Bob May, Fleisher contacted the artist, offering real support in the hypothesis of suing Ward Warehouses that for years had not recognized any percentage of copyright and yes, they were hugely enriched behind him. 

	Bob accepted, and in a hurry a private meeting with Sewel Avery was scheduled, to which he was expected to follow up with a fine scandal to the subpoena: which would have made the listing of the Montgomery Ward faltering. this it was why May obtained 100% of the rights to Rudolph, even though his status as an employee of the Great Chain made the attribution in its entirety dubious. Clearly this was not a Christmas present but a gimmick to be able to produce in peace a new animated film, which would have become a cult and would have brought much money into the pocket of all the protagonists. This time it was a very well done and incisive 8-minute film that in 1947 sent millions of Americans into raptures. 

	Then followed several reworkings that gradually transformed Rudolph’s image and fable, depriving it of its originality and leveling it with the popular Disney style. Still noteworthy was the 1951 children’s book with drawings by Richard Scarry, later republished by Golden Books in 1958 in a revised and corrected edition, and also a bit mushy.
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	PICTURE 13.  And here is the delightful drawing by Scarry of 1951, which remained unchanged until 1958. Then, unfortunately, slowly but inexorably, the style changed.

	The alteration of the character was then evident in the special of 1964, where Rudolph even turns into an alienated puppy that runs away from home and where other contour characters appear, outcasts like him. The new story, which has completely lost that light of love and hope that is the pivot of the figure of the little reindeer, is today hailed as a classic …which is certainly the mirror of the times.

	I do not mention the following remakes, which culminate in a very ugly 1998 film, which dangerously lingers on the harassment suffered by the small Rudolph in an atmosphere of a vaguely sadistic flavor, and spreading a pitiful veil on the even more ugly “the island of Rudolph the reindeer with a red nose and the island of Misfits Toy of 2001, in which the magic of history has finally disappeared. The definitive consecration of Rudolph, however, took place in 1949 and was a family affair.

	 One last thing was missing among books, gadgets and films: a symbolic song that would ensure his place in the Olympus forever. The gimmick was from Columbia which, perhaps to give an extra boost to the advertising campaign, entrusted the task of pulling a record-breaking song from Bob May’s brother-in-law: the talented Johnny Marks.

	Up until then, he was just a great promise. Although he had experimented with radio and had the gut of a good composer, he had not yet produced anything exceptional: nevertheless, with Rudolph came out the soul of the true artist who was in him. Over the course of two months he composed a pleasant little song with a light text, which in a few minutes perfectly renders the atmosphere of the Christmas fairy tale. 

	Here is the text:

	Rudolph, the red-nosed reindeer

	had a very shiny nose.

	And if you ever saw him,

	you would even say it glows.

	All of the other reindeer

	used to laugh and call him names.

	They never let poor Rudolph

	join in any reindeer games.

	Then one foggy Christmas Eve

	Santa came to say:

	“Rudolph with your nose so bright,

	won’t you guide my sleigh tonight?”

	Then all the reindeer loved him

	as they shouted out with glee,

	Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer,

	you’ll go down in history.

	Very well done! Now it was only necessary to find someone, a true music star, who made it his own and instilled in it the eternal Grace of public acceptance. Columbia immediately contacted the icon of Christmas, the King of the tearful Strenna, the ubiquitous Bing Crosby; but he twisted his nose and refused. After the great success of White Christmas that had rocketed him into the world of Big, he was afraid of ruining his reputation by playing a children’s story. No one was surprised by the refusal: the dear “Bing” was not distinguished by his intuitive talents. Back in 1942, when an excellent Irving Berlin gave him White Christmas for the movie The Tavern of Joy, the singer came out with a creepy “Here’s another one of your complaints!” 

	However, in the case of Rudolph Crosby he was adamant and so he moved to Plan B. The choice fell on another of the stars of the moment, a singer-actor who appealed to adults and children and who perfectly embodied the image of the good American: I’m clearly talking about Gene Autry. The actor had established himself thanks to some western films of the popular national style in which he appeared as a handsome and always well-groomed cowboy, intent on fighting against the bad guys, frolicking with the beautiful girls and singing country songs by the fire. 

	For years he appeared in a CBS radio special where, directly from his ranch, he gave “lessons” to young listeners who wanted to emulate him, and who went on for about 16 years with a very high approval rating. In addition to this he had been a hero of the Second World War and, dulcis in fundo, also a rodeo champion. In short, he was what every American man wanted to become … and the forbidden dream of all the girls. But Autry turned his nose to the Rudolph affair for another reason, much more understandable: just a few years before he had interpreted a song of his own on Christmas, Here Comes Santa Claus, which was not very successful and was indeed the object of ruthless criticism. However, the actor trusted his wife Ina very much, who had a strong musical taste, which he said much, and much did that in the end Autry capitulated. 

	The single Rudolph, the red noised reindeer, came out in 1949 and was the greatest success of his life. The song, caressing and not dull, sold 2 million copies in a single month, 230 million so far, placing itself in second place among the greatest grossing of all time immediately after … White Christmas. After Gene Autry thousands were the illustrious interpreters: from the very repentant Bing Crosby who finally decided to engrave it in 1950, to Dean Martin in ‘59, Paul Anka in ‘60, the Jacson Five in ‘70 … up to an unsuspected Ray Charles in 1985, a staid Ringo Star in 1999 and a very current DMX that made it a Rap song in 2012! 

	Rightly entered as Santa’s ninth reindeer, Rudolph continues to make adults and children dream with his message of Love that knows no wear and tear. He seems to suggest hoping, not to close our hearts to the ugliness of the world and to keep the immediacy of a child in our soul. That may be why 
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