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A Child’s Christmas in Beamsville

Childhood memories drift together like wood smoke from neighbour-
hood chimneys, each fireplace a sun of its own galaxy of rosy-cheeked 
children and red-nosed uncles, fussing aunts and the faithful dog who 
settles far enough away from any commotion not to get stepped on 
but close enough to still bask in the warmth of the flames. 

Our Christmas always began on Christmas Eve at Midnight Mass. 
While the last parishioners filed in before the service and found their 
places standing down the side aisles and along the back, I would sing 
“O Holy Night” solo from the front choir stall, with only Mrs. Orval 
Smith at the organ for company. My starched ruffled collar scratched 
my neck, my tie threatened to choke off my treble voice, my face and 
ears flushed with nervous heat. As the entire congregation watched 
me, all I could think about was that last high G on “di-vine” and 
whether it would come out uncracked at that late hour. Would I 
have the confidence to think above the note and land solidly on it? 
Would I fear it and crack into silence? Or would I opt out and go 
for the lower third, knowing that everyone in the congregation had 
been waiting for the climactic high crescendo? And then, as if by 
some heavenly ordination, the note came out strong and pure, and 
my mother, who sang alto, sighed, and my father, who sang bass and 
led the choir, released his white-knuckled grip on the hymnal. With 
each passing year, this annual ritual of courage and stamina became 
riskier as my voice approached the breaking stage, after which I would 
never again sing in public. 

The ordeal over, I was soon nodding off during the sermon, and 
again after the Kyrie and the Communion hymn, “O Come, All Ye 
Faithful,” which never lasted beyond the fourth row of communi-
cants coming to the rail. Once again, I hoped that this Christmas 
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Eve the snow would be softly falling outside our candle-lit sanctuary. 
Then we would recess out of the church to the peal of the steeple bell, 
rung double time by Mr. Earle, the Warden, who was sufficiently 
rotund not to leave the floor with each upward yank of the rope. We 
choirboys sloshed into a Christmas morning snowfall wet enough for 
perfect snowballs. Beneath a sky now peppered with stars, among them 
the one star that must still hover over Bethlehem and us, we packed 
ice-balls and pelted each other, half-heartedly missing the dawdling 
parishioners, but not their cars, never their cars. As our black cassocks 
trailed in the slush and our white surplices darkened with direct hits, 
we began to drift back to our parents and our homes, and to the chance 
of opening one present before bed – one small present to quell the 
excitement and perhaps grant our parents a reasonable waking when 
daylight came, though the peace never lasted past the moment our 
eyes opened to greet Christmas Day. 

Canada being the country of the North Pole, Father Christmas 
came to my house first, while his sack was still full. My English friends 
would have to wait their turn. And though our two chimneys were 
sealed shut and the pitch of our roof was as steep as the church’s, he did 
come. While we slept, he loaded the tree with presents tagged in my 
mother’s handwriting, and we never questioned why only one present, 
always the biggest, was from our parents while he had brought so many. 

One Christmas, when I was ten, I sinned. I sinned against the 
understood conventions of Christmas. I discovered an HO-gauge 
electric train set, with the orange diesel engine, stuffed underneath my 
parents’ bed. It would replace the Hornby train I had to leave behind 
in England when we emigrated. Once again, I could wear my Hornby 
Engineers button in my lapel and be part of the imaginary club of little 
engineers I had also left behind when we embarked on our voyage for 
Beamsville in 1953. Canada, where there were grizzlies and lumber-
jacks and red-coated Mounties like Sergeant King, whose adventures 
I had listened to on the BBC, and even wild Indians. Perhaps because 
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it was Christmas, my knowing parents never confronted me with my 
crime, not of finding the train but of looking for it.

When the wrapping paper had been carefully removed and folded 
and put away for next year, and the train tracks, in a figure eight with 
a side spur to a rotary turntable, covered the living room floor, and 
the cats, having exhausted their curiosity with the lighted locomotive, 
were asleep on the arms of the couch like bookends, we sat down 
to dinner. All the smells from the kitchen swam to the dining room 
table set with crystal from my rich Uncle George’s fine china and 
glassware shop in Philadelphia. Mum lit the candles. Dad sharpened 
the carving knife with a flourish of expert strokes of the round file, 
honing each side of the blade to the acid test of sharpness. If the file 
proved too coarse to give the razor edge he sought, out would come 
the whetstone, and the ritual would continue into its second phase. 
Only when he rolled up his sleeve and shaved the hair off the back 
of his wrist was he satisfied that the knife was ready to carve. Finally, 
he would skewer the beast and slice the thinnest slivers off the roast.

“The meat fairly falls apart, my dear,” he would say, knowing this 
would put a modest smile on my mother’s face as she dealt out the 
roasted potatoes and peas and carrots and the richest mushroom 
gravy in the world. 

After my sister and I cleared away the dinner plates, my mother 
produced the desserts – never one but several: apple pie and sour 
cherry pie with ice cream, mince pies, raspberry swirl dotted with 
coloured marshmallows, trifle covered in meringue and Christmas 
pudding dusted with icing sugar and topped with a sprig of real red-
berried holly from the garden. We sampled each one until our bellies 
threatened to burst. And then out came the sherry and the port, and 
my sister and I, the bobby-soxer and the whippersnapper, were per-
mitted a small glass to mark the extraordinary import of the occasion.

The dog cleaned up the scraps, we kids washed the dishes and 
our parents retired to the living room to hear the young Queen’s 
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Christmas message replayed. I mittened up for an afternoon in the 
snow, trying out the new toboggan in the middle of the road or rolling 
heavy balls of snow for the droopy snowman who would guard our 
front door for as long as the cold snap held. Soon I would meet the 
Whitelaw boys, and we’d walk up to the brickyard pond for a game 
of hockey and a chance to wield my new “Rocket” hockey stick like 
Maurice Richard. We got Tommy, who had a severe underbite, to clear 
the ice with the yellow warning sign that always fell down in the first 
freeze-up, because we wanted to hear him say “Trethpathers will be 
Perthecuted.” A rather grubby boy whose name we didn’t know, but 
who had perfect teeth and who always forgot his skates, volunteered to 
play goal. We let him, because although the rule was “no lifting,” Jim 
Hildreth was playing today, and Jim had joined a real team in town 
and knew how to sweep the puck out of reach around the defender’s 
blind side and swoop in for the goal shot, which didn’t always stay 
along the ice.

As the sun went down behind the bulldozed clay mounds, we sat 
around on the snowbanks puffing on Old Port cigarillos and watched 
the pretty figure skaters watching us blow smoke rings. Except for little 
Anna, who took umbrage at one of us for no apparent reason and 
yelled across the pond in our general direction, “You dirty skunk!” 
and stomped off.

When we got back home, our fingers were numb with cold and all 
but shattered, we feared, like that North Pole explorer I had read about 
in Boy’s Annual, whose toes froze black and broke off and crumbled 
away in his hands. Then gangrene set in and they had to amputate 
his feet with only a large Bowie knife and a half-bottle of whisky for 
anesthetic. Mum, not having heard that tale, held my hands under 
the warm tap, and then Dad rubbed the blood back into them while 
I grimaced. Then mugs of hot chocolate were passed around, made 
not with the Nestle’s Quick instant powder we used after school, but 
with real Fry’s Cocoa and brown sugar and steaming frothy milk and 
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a single marshmallow, with a cube of Mrs. Whitelaw’s homemade 
maple fudge on the side. 

Shortly before bedtime, Dad pulled down a tiny copy of A Child’s 
Christmas in Wales, and we tried to listen to him read to us while we 
watched the new coloured electric candles on the tree bubble up and 
down. When he got to the part about “Mr. Daniel looks like a spaniel,” 
my sister went off in a fit of giggles, and then we all started in, and 
then my father pretended to get annoyed and threatened that next 
year it would be A Christmas Carol and that was much, much longer. 

There were to be many other Christmases in the coming years, 
when a chosen dear one sat with us at table and hearth, and then our 
own children. And if these things did not happen exactly as retold 
here, then still they keep Christmas alive for an old man. What is 
Christmas if not a feeling that all is well with the world, and that 
next year it will come again to children and grandchildren who will 
make their own memories?  

 


