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Remembering Christmases Past, in Gloucester
BY JUSTIN PALMER

When I think of Christmas, I think of Gloucester. 55 Eastern Avenue, to be exact. Gloucester 

is where all the Christmas magic happened; hope was always eternal, and the enjoyment of 

loved ones, delicious food, and joyful singing would occur. Every year since 1933, my great-

aunt Corinne and great-uncle Karl would host our family’s Christmas Eve party. 

My favorite memory was singing “The 12 Days of Christmas” while Corinne played the piano. 

Each participant sang a day and had “the stage” to themselves. The best voices in the room 

would sing the verse about the “five golden rings.” Another favorite song for the kids to sing was 

55 Eastern Ave. in Gloucester, where all of our Christmas traditions started 
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“Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer,” 

but it wasn’t just the kids who enjoyed 

it; adults would also dress up in antlers 

and red noses. Everyone joined in the 

fun!

After singing, everyone usually looked 

forward to the  Yankee  Swap  and 

wondered what the most popular gift 

would be each year. In 1983, the most 

passed gift was the Guinness Book of 

World Records.   

Sometimes we held our Christmas Eve party at the Hammond Castle as Corinne worked for 

John Hays Hammond. As you can imagine, for kids to be in a castle on Christmas Eve was quite 

magical.

My grandfather, James Goodwin, enjoying the festivities at Hammond Castle, circa 1970

My aunt, Paige Goodwin Harding, on the couch with her husband,  
William Harding, circa mid 1960s
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I asked my mom for her favorite memories of Christmas. Here’s one I wouldn’t call a “favorite,” 

but it describes a Christmas situation that stuck with her: One year, a snowstorm hit after we 

arrived in Gloucester at my Aunt Corinne and Uncle Karl’s house around 1961. I was six. My 

Dad was home with the flu, and my older brother was behind the wheel. Driving home was so 

scary; it was treacherous, icy, and hard to see as we headed home on Rte. 128. You couldn’t 

even see out the window! Cars were sliding, and some were driving down the wrong side of 

the road. My mom kept saying we needed to go back to Corinne’s. My brother insisted his 

6-year-old sister (me) would wake up in her own bed Christmas morning. We made it home 

safely, and I appreciate my brother’s concern that I experience Christmas at home, and his 

excellent driving skills! 

My mom summarizes our Christmas memories the best: Christmas Eve at Corinne and Karl’s 

house was indeed the spirit of Christmas we looked forward to all year. My first thought is not 

Christmas morning; it is always Christmas Eve. Their house was filled with warmth and love. My 

aunt always welcomed someone that had nowhere to go. Corinne and Karl’s traditions contin-

ue today. Not often can a person say their traditions cover six generations over 89 years. As 

we celebrate, I truly believe those who have passed on are there watching over us and singing 

along. 

My great-grandmom in center with blue dress;  
her name was Mabel Wilmoth, circa 1970
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TThhee  AAnnnnuuaall  CChhrriissttmmaass  EEvvee  TTrraaddiittiioonn  

The house to the right,  55 Eastern Avenue, 
Gloucester, Ma, belonged to my great Aunt Corinne 
Witham.  In 1933, the house was built, and a 
tradition began.  It started with a small group of 
couples, and as babies came and families grew, so did 
the guest list, including cousins, aunts, uncles, and 
friends. In the first year of her marriage, a tradition 
was formed and continues to this day.
When the guests and relatives arrive, the smell of 
cider emanates from the kitchen stove, the fragrance 
of the pine tree from the living room, and the aroma 
of foods baking in the oven would fill the 1300 sq. ft. 
house.  

The Chandelier would be decorated with holly; the 
mistletoe hung in the doorway, and the red tablecloth 
with Christmas carol napkins would be set on the 
table where the buffet and dessert would be selected.   
The Christmas menus would be set yearly, usually 
with one new dish.  
Looking back through the years, consistent dishes have 
been served, and tonight that tradition will continue.  
Recipes used from 1933 and 1983 will be among the 
foods served.  
Continuing the traditions of Christmas Eve’s past, 
after dinner will proceed to the living room, sing 
carols, and conclude with a rendition of the 12 days 
of Christmas.  After singing, everyone usually looks 
forward to the Yankee Swap and wonders what will 
be the most popular gift each year.  In 1983, the 
most passed gift was the Guinness Book of World 
Records.  

Being in North Carolina, the weather will be kind on 
this day; believe it or not, it was good for many years.  
Of course, being in Massachusetts, we had several 
years of numbing cold and hazardous driving 
conditions.  None of these elements forced a 
cancellation of the tradition.  
88 years later, the founding generation of this 
tradition is long since gone, but we will leave you with 
the same wish they left us:  What is Christmas? It is 
tenderness for the past, courage for the present, and 
hope for the future. It is a fervent wish that every cup 
may overflow with blessings rich and eternal and that 
every path may lead to peace.
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Christmas Eve 

Punch with Sherbet
Cheese Ball
Assorted Crackers and 
Cheese
Shrimp Dip 
Turkey
Ham
Sausage and Peppers
Roast Beef
Clam Dip
Stuffed Shells
Lobster pie
Southern Corn Custard
Jellied Salad
Deviled Eggs
Relishes
Stuffed Celery
Wreath of Pears
Peaches
Pineapple
Datenut Bread
Coffee Cake

FFooooddss  SSeerrvveedd  TThhrroouugghh  tthhee  YYeeaarrss
Chicken Wings
Chicken Picatta
Chicken Marsala
Chicken Parmesan
Cream Puffs
Jell-O Mold
Jingle Bell Bars
Chocolate Fudge 
Dat3 Balls
Cherry Squares
Christmas cookies
Mints
Nuts
Ribbon candy
Meatballs 
Taco Bar
Gluten Free and 
Lactose Free Stuff-
Lasagna
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AUTHOR’S AFTERWORD

My great-aunt Corinne’s house in Gloucester was sold in 2002. All my relatives have moved away, and I live 
in North Carolina. And, although we do not spend Christmas Eve in Gloucester anymore, our memories remain 
in our hearts and minds. I’m 43 now. Even as I get older, I still feel something magical that night, and it is up to 
whoever carries on our family’s tradition to see that the magic continues.  

I am happy to share that every year we reunite in Gloucester for the Horribles Parade on July 3. Gloucester is 
like our beacon, signaling us to come home.


