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At The rep, we know 
that life moves fast—
okay, really fast. but 
we also know that 
some things are 
worth slowing down 

for. We believe that live theatre is one of those pit 
stops worth making and are excited that you are going to stop 
by for a show. To help you get the most bang for your buck, 
we have put together Wu? @ ThE rEp—an im guide that will 
give you everything you need to know to get at the top of your 
theatergoing game—fast. you’ll find character descriptions 
(A/S/l), a plot summary (Fyi), biographical information (F2F), 
historical context (b4u), and other bits and pieces (hTh). most 
importantly, we’ll have some ideas about what this all means 
irl, anyway.

The Teacher’s 
Lounge

in an effort to make our  
educational materials accessible 

to students and easy for  educators 
to incorporate into the classroom, our 

study guide is written in a student-oriented format. 
We hope that you will circulate this guide among your 
students in the weeks preceding your visit to The rep, 
encouraging them to browse it before and after class and 
as time allows, using it as a launch point for both pre- and 
post-performance discussions.you may also want to visit 
our website, www.repstl.org, for additional information 
including activity suggestions and behind-the-scenes 
information. Any materials, either from this guide or from 
our website may be reproduced for use in the  classroom. 

As always, we appreciate your making live 
theatre a part of your classroom  
experience and welcome your  
feedback and questions. 

how to be the best audience ever!

TAkE yOur SEAT 
An usher will seat your class as a group, and often we have 
a full house with no seats to spare, so be sure to stick with 
your school until you have been shown your section in the 
theatre. 

SilENCE iS gOldEN 
before the performance begins, be sure to turn off your cell 
phone and watch alarms. if you need to talk or text during 
intermission, don’t forget to click off before the show 
resumes.

brEAk TimE 
This performance includes an intermission, at which time 
you can visit the restrooms in the lobby. intermission is only 
15 minutes though, so hurry back to your seat.

SNACk TimE  
There is no food or drink permitted inside the theatre, so 
make sure you finish your snacks in the lobby before you 
enter the house.

NOW hEAr ThiS 
just as you can see and hear the actors, they can see and 
hear you. Any talking, even whispering, can be heard by 
those around you and those onstage, so please wait until 
the show is over to chat.

NO pApArAzzi plEASE 
The theatre is a camera-free zone. Flash photography 
interrupts the action onstage and is prohibited by 
Actors’ Equity Association rules. you can sneak a peek at 
production photos on The rep’s website at repstl.org.

TAkE A bOW 
let the actors know you respect their work by responding 
to the curtain call at the end of the performance. Show your 
appreciation for a job well done through applause. 

ThANkS FOr bEiNg A grEAT AudiENCE!

rEp EduCATiON dEpArTmENT

director of Education marsha Coplon 
Associate director of Education Sarah brandt 
Education programs Associate brian Coats 



The hero of our story, rAlphie pArker, is just 
a regular nine-year-old trying to make it past 
bullies, dares and every other obstacle that 
threatens to hinder his quest for the perfect 
Christmas gift.

All grown up, rAlph looks back fondly at his 
memories of being just nine years old.

mother keeps the household running 
smoothly and has a lot more spunk and smarts 
than people might think.

ralphie’s father, the old mAn, may seem to 
be a tough guy, but he’s really a softy at heart.

rAndy is a pretty annoying little brother, but 
he can be pretty cute too.

They may only exist in ralphie’s imagination, 
but someone needs to stop the menacing 
BlACk BArt And his gAng of 
desperAdos. 

ralphie’s teacher, miss shields, is tough but 
fair as she deals with a bunch of Christmas-
crazed kids.

ralphie navigates the tough waters of 
childhood along with his good friends and 
classmates fliCk, sChwArtz, helen and 
esther JAne.

bully extraordinaire, sCut fArkAs is every 
kid’s neighborhood nightmare.

festering: to cause irritation or bitterness; 
to exist in a state of deterioration

Celluloid: tough, flammable 
thermoplastic substance

simoniz: a brand of car wax

lexiCon: the vocabulary of a language, an 
individual speaker or a subject

insensAte: lacking sense, understanding 
or humane feeling

poleCAt: a mammal of the weasel family 
from which the domesticated ferret is derived

desperAdo: a bold or violent criminal; a 
bandit of the western u.S. in the 19th century

mAlevolent: vicious ill will, spite or 
hatred; producing harm or evil

ConsummAtion: the act of completing or 
finishing something

inveCtive: abusive or insulting speech, 
expression or language

ovAltine: a brand of powdered milk 
flavoring similar to Nesquik

delusion: a persistent false belief

AvAriCe: excessive desire for wealth or gain

zenith: the culminating point; the highest 
point reached in the heavens by a celestial 
body
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Brrr! Winter is officially here in hohman, 
indiana, but along with all of the snow banks 
and icicles comes the thrill, the fun and the 
mania of every kid’s favorite day of the 
year—christmas. little ralphie parker is no 
different than any other kid in America. just like 
all of his friends, he’s been waiting all year for 
that most special of days, and the wealth of 
treats that comes with it. This year he’s spotted 
the perfect present. it’s the ideal gift—a red 
ryder Carbine Action 200-Shot range model 
Air rifle. Now comes the hard part—convincing 
mom and dad to get it.

ralphie’s first attempt is to hint at his dream gift 
at the dinner table. he can see the absolute 
need for a red ryder, after all, how else would 
he keep the neighborhood safe from the 
menacing black bart and his gang of 
desperados? ralphie’s parents, however, are 
distracted with dinner, crossword puzzle 
contests and cleaning up after his annoying 
brother randy. The one comment he is able to 
get out of his mother is “you’ll shoot your eye 
out.” Strike one.

Trying to get his hands on a red ryder isn’t all 
ralphie has to deal with. making it through the 
rest of the holiday mayhem is enough to test 
even the most angelic child. he and randy 
bundle up in multiple layers of wool socks, 

snow suits and overcoats to head out into the 
frigid indiana winter to make their way to 
school. And as if the brutal weather wasn’t 
enough of a challenge, they also have to make 
it past town bully Scut Farkus who routinely 
tortures ralphie and all of his friends. 

Once at school, ralphie tries not to get in any 
trouble, but as any kid knows, that is 
sometimes easier said than done. Out on the 
playground, ralphie can only watch the trouble 
brewing as his best friends Schwartz and Flick 
engage in a common kid pastime—dares. This 
time Schwartz dares Flick to lick a flagpole. his 
tongue will stick, according to Schwartz. Flick 
isn’t so sure, but he and all of the rest of the 
children soon become believers when Flick’s 
tongue fuses to the pole and he’s stuck. Their 
teacher, miss Shields, certainly isn’t very happy 
with this event, especially when she’s forced to 
call the fire department to free poor Flick.

back home, it’s time to head downtown and 
pick out the family Christmas tree. After some 
haggling, ralphie’s father has picked the 
perfect one and they tie it to the car to take it 
home. They don’t get very far though before 
they are slowed down by a flat tire. No 
problem—the Old man loves flat tires. he likes 
to race the clock and try to beat his best time. 
This time is different though. For the first time 

spoiler 
alert!
This synopsis 

contains spoilers 

about the story of 

the show. If you wish 

to be completely 

surprised by what 

you see on stage, 

you may want to wait 

until after the play to 

read this article.
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spoiler 
alert!
This synopsis 

contains spoilers 

about the story of 

the show. If you wish 

to be completely 

surprised by what 

you see on stage, 

you may want to wait 

until after the play to 

read this article.

ever, ralphie is asked to help. Overjoyed, 
ralphie crouches out in the cold with his dad, 
holding the loose nuts and bolts while the Old 
man feverishly works. Flailing his arms in his 
hurry, ralphie’s dad hits the pan with the nuts 
and bolts and they fly into the evening air, 
quickly lost in the snow. ralphie can’t help it, a 
catastrophe of this magnitude brings out the 
worst in him and he utters his first bad word. 
Not just a bad word, the worst bad word there 
is. And he said it right in front of his dad. This 
is certainly not going to help his red ryder 
hopes.

After a pretty bad night of yelling and getting 
his mouth washed out with soap, ralphie’s 
back to his Christmas quest. his next try is to 

place ads for a red ryder in all of his mother’s 
magazines. Also, miss Sheilds gives an 
assignment to write about what he most wants 
for Christmas so he works extra hard on his 
pitch for the rifle there too. his efforts are 
quashed, however, when he receives no more 
encouragement than another “you’ll shoot 
your eye out,” and his parents attention is 
once again diverted, this time by his father’s 
receipt of a major award from one of his 
crossword puzzle contest entries.

ralphie decides he’s got just one more 
chance. he’s got to ask the big guy himself. 
it’s only Santa who can save his dreams now. 
What do you think—can ralphie find a way to 
get his red ryder?

CHANGE
As an adult, ralph reminisces about his childhood with 
fond memories. looking back from several years into the 
future, ralph’s years as little ralphie are filled with times 
that seem silly and fun, but many of these times were far 
from fun when ralphie was actually living them. problems 
of bullies, toys and snotty brothers seems like nothing next 
to the grown-up problems of jobs, families and money, but 
these childhood problems are serious, life-altering 
catastrophes in the eyes of a young kid. As we get older, 
our lives go through many changes from kid to teenager 
to adult and beyond, but we must always remember to 
take seriously the problems we are going through at the 
time. The same goes for understanding the problems of 
those people who are facing a different time in their lives. 
just because an issue seems minute to us now doesn’t 

mean it isn’t important to someone else.

FAMILY
For ralphie and his friends, the Christmas season has 
totally taken over. School, chores, everything is forgotten 
in the craze to give and/or receive the perfect gift. 
unfortunately, this kind of behavior has become common 
in our modern holiday season. We’ve become so 

concerned with having the biggest stack of presents or the 
most lights on our houses, that often we’ve forgotten the 
real reason for the season. ralphie, however, figures it all 
out in the end. looking back on those wild days, adult 
ralph realizes that it was actually his family that made the 
day special. The special times together came to mean 
more to him than all the presents he could hope for.

MEMORIES
The entirety of a christmas story is actually told as a 
memory, with adult ralph looking back at his childhood. 
he revisits these days of his youth fondly, though he sees 
the events quite differently now that he is all grown up. 
When we think about events that have occurred in our 
past, it is often said that we see them through “rose 
colored glasses,” indicating that we remember things as 
better than they were, or that we forget the bad parts. it is 
possible that what we are seeing is actually ralph’s adult 
version of what his childhood was like, and not what really 
happened—at least not completely. how might memories 
be changed as we age and forget moments? Are our 

memories really always accurate?
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ralphie and his family are living in 1938, a 
year that was nearing the end of a time in 
american history known as the Great 
depression. What is the great depression? 
Even now, decades later, people remember 
this time as the worst and longest economic 
collapse in the history of the modern world. 
beginning in the u.S., the depression spread 
around the industrialized world taking down 
jobs, businesses and people along with it.

during the economic boom of the “roaring 
Twenties,” business was booming and while 
the rich were getting richer, new machine 
labor was cutting the jobs and wages of the 
working majority. Suddenly, on black 
Tuesday, October 29, 1929, the stock market 
crashed, triggering the worst economic 
collapse America had ever seen. The great 
depression was here, and on every corner 
banks were failing, businesses closing and 
millions of Americans found themselves 
unemployed. 

president herbert hoover called the crisis “a 
passing incident” and assured the public 
there would be a return to business as usual 
in as little as 60 days. This promise, however, 
remained unfulfilled, as workers continued 
to be laid off and millions of homeless were 
forced into the decrepit shantytowns that 
were quickly springing up nationwide. in 
1932, with the promise of a New deal, 
Franklin delano roosevelt, a governor from 
New york, won the presidency and 
immediately began developing policies to 
combat the depression. 

roosevelt’s New deal included legislation to 
stabilize the banking system, create 
government relief employment and prohibit 
discrimination. The Agricultural Adjustment 
Act was instated to provide funding to 
farmers who were unable to sell their 
abundance of crops to a bankrupt public. 
during this same time, a massive drought 
coupled with years of poor farming 
conservation led to what came to be called 
the dust bowl. The once fertile soil of the 
great plains dried up and blew away in 
severe dust storms that reached all the way 
to the Atlantic Ocean. Clouds of black dust 
made the sky appear black several states 
away, and farmers began to face a new 
challenge. in 1935, as part of the New deal, 
the federal government began to create 
conservation programs designed to 
rehabilitate the dust bowl. The farmers that 
had not abandoned their land were directed 
in new planting and plowing techniques. 
Skeptical as they were, however, the farmers 
took the government assistance if it meant 
being able to stay in their homes.

So how did all this change the day-to-day 
life of most Americans? middle class families 
like ralphie’s saw lots of adjustments being 
made. Though it meant a lot more hand-me-
downs and a lot less money for frivolous 
things like toys and desserts, families that 
were lucky enough to keep their jobs 
stretched every available dollar to keep food 
on the table and a roof over their heads. 
ralphie may have to eat a lot of meatloaf 
and red cabbage, and his father may have to 
drive a questionable old car, but at least they 
have heat, clothing and dinner—many 
Americans weren’t so lucky.

1931 1933 1935

•	 Stock market Crashes

•	 Food riots
•	 march on Ford motor Company
•	 New york bank collapses

•	 Emergency banking Act, Federal 
Emergency relief Administration,  
National industrial recovery Act, 
Tennessee Valley Authority and The 
Agricultural Adjustment Act are all passed

•	 unemployment doubles •	 WWi veterans set up camp at White house
•	 Franklin delano roosevelt wins presidency

•	 huge dust storm 
destroys crops

1929
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1929
On October 29, the stock market 
crashes and signals the end of a time 
of unparalleled prosperity in 
America. The great depression was 
here.

1930
unemployment doubles and now 
more than 3.2 million Americans are 
without jobs. president hoover 
insists that the worst is over and the 
economy will begin to recover within 
60 days.

1931
Food riots break out all over the u.S. 
hungry men and women smash in 
windows of grocery stores to get 

food for their starving families.

Three thousand unemployed 
workers march on the Ford motor 
Company’s plant in michigan. 
dearborn police and Ford’s 
company guards attack, killing four 
workers and injuring many more.

New york’s bank of the united States 
collapses in the largest single bank 
failure in the nation’s history

1932
between 15,000 and 25,000 WWi 
veterans set up a camp near the 
White house to push for “bonus” 
funding equaling about $1 a day pay 
for military service. The “bonus bill” 
is defeated in the Senate, but the 
vets don’t leave their camp.

Violence erupts when veterans resist 
being moved from their camps. 
president hoover orders Federal 
troops and police to clear the area.

promising relief, president Franklin 
delano roosevelt is elected in a 
landslide victory over herbert 
hoover.

1933 
Fdr announces a four-day bank 
holiday and Congress passes the 
Emergency banking Act. by the end 
of the month, many failed banks are 
back in business.

The Federal Emergency relief 
Administration, the National 
industrial recovery Act and the 
Tennessee Valley Authority are all 
passed to create jobs and boost the 
economy. The Agricultural 
Adjustment Act is passed, paying 
farmers not to grow crops.

1934
A huge dust storm blows hundreds 
of tons of soil off of plains farms, 
crippling farmers and destroying 
crops.

1935
Fdr signs into legislation the Work 
projects Administration, creating 
more than 8.5 million jobs across the 
nation.

The Social Security Act becomes law 
and is financed by a new payroll tax.

1936
Fdr wins his second term as 
president.

1937
The economic recovery hits a 
setback when unemployment again 
begins to rise in what comes to be 
called the “roosevelt recession.”

1938
Congress authorizes $3.75 billion in 
recovery money to boost the 
economy.

1939
The u.S. begins emerging from the 
depression when it spends $1 billion 
to build armed forces. 

World War ii starts with hitler’s 
invasion of poland.

1940
Fdr is elected to an unprecedented 
third term as president.

1941
On december 7, “a date that will live 
in infamy,” the japanese attack pearl 
harbor and the u.S. officially enters 
WWii.

1937 1939 1941

•	 Work projects Administration created
•	 Social Security Act passed

•	 roosevelt recession

•	 Fdr wins second term •	 Congress authorizes $3.75 
billion in recovery money

•	 u.S. begins emerging from depression
•	 hitler invades poland

•	 Fdr wins 3rd term

•	 Attack of  
pearl harbor
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“Now that was a new one. Just one of the many in The Old Man’s endless lexicon of curses. 
Realizing it might come in handy during a ball game or an argument with Schwartz, I made 
note of it for future use.”

ralphie’s father may not realize the influence he is having on his children with his behavior. 
What do you think of this? is he a bad parent for not paying more attention to the example he 
is setting? What should ralphie’s mother be doing when she hears all this?

“In those days we ate a lot of meat loaf and red cabbage. It was like wandering in the 
desert—every once in a while you’d hit an oasis: ham on Easter, turkey on Thanksgiving and 
Christmas.”

Can you imagine living during the depression years? Today we can have mcdonalds or 
Snickers bars almost whenever we want, but raphie and his family were forced to rely on the 
cheapest and unfortunately, least tasty meals on a regular basis. What do you think of our 
current lifestyle compared to theirs? how have our values changed?

“The line stretched all the way to Terre Haute, so we spent what seemed like hours creeping 
closer and closer, until finally we reached the foot of Mount Olympus.”

This exaggeration is one of many that ralphie makes throughout the play. do you think these 
moments are really ralphie’s experiences or do you think the exaggeration has anything to do 
with the fact that it is actually grown-up ralph’s memory? does your memory ever play tricks 
on you? how do our memories change as time goes by?

“Whenever we had a flat, he’d pull into an imaginary pit and have my mother hold a 
stopwatch…and time his tire-changing technique. It was The Old Man’s dream to break four 
minutes, something the experts claimed was impossible.”

ralphie’s family finds fun in changing a flat tire. With today’s lifestyle of smartphones, tablets, 
internet and videogames, can we find entertainment in simple things any more? What would 
we do if we were suddenly without our trinkets?

“It was a good Christmas, because we had love; we had each other. And in the final 
accounting, that’s what it’s all about after all.”

After all of his scheming to receive the perfect gift, this is what ralph finally thinks about his 
Christmas. do you think we still feel that way today? Or have the piles of presents and barrage 
of ads distracted us from the holiday’s true meaning? What is your Christmas all about?
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if you celebrate Christmas in America, mostly likely 
the religious celebration has given way to a barrage 
of shopping, wrapping and opening gifts. The 
decorations, cards and other Christmas paraphernalia 
that stores used to drag out after Thanksgiving has 
now started appearing on shelves before halloween. 
in recent years, religious leaders have spoken out 
against the materialistic mania that many people 
suffer in the holiday months. So what is it about our 
culture that makes us clamor to spend all of our 
hard-earned money on toys and trinkets? 

According to the u.S. department of Commerce, 
since the early 1980s, there has been a shift in the way 
Americans look at money. After the great depression 
and the tough war years, people knew how to save a 
buck, but just a generation later, we were already 
forgetting those lessons. Since the ‘80s, Americans’ 
personal savings have dropped from 11% of their 
income to below zero, and personal bankruptcy 
filings are at record highs. While it’s always been 
appealing to try to “keep up with the joneses,” the 
extravagant lifestyles we see on TV, in movies and on 
the internet make that harder and harder to do. but 
people keep trying. Not content to live within our 
means, too often Americans are resorting to credit 
and buying way more than we can actually afford.

There are lots of factors in our modern culture that 
have led to this crazy consumerism. First, and one of 
sellers’ most powerful weapons, is advertising. it used 
to be that we saw commercials on television, heard 

them on the radio, and read them in the newspaper; 
however, now advertising has begun bombarding us 
with ads in such great numbers and in such wacky 
new places, that we can’t look anywhere without 
getting hit. Advertisers spend millions researching 
the best ways to lure us to their brands. Today you 
see ads and logos as signs on bathroom stall doors, 
as rub-off tattoos on the arms of your favorite athletes, 
and we even see whole movies and TV episodes built 
around a particular product.  
 
A second major problem for Americans today is the 
easy availability of credit. years ago only wealthy 
consumers were qualified for a credit card; however, 
today creditors begin offering cards with super-high 
interest rates to high schoolers as soon as they come 
of age. These credit lines require almost no 
qualification and increase quickly, leaving youngsters 
in a very precarious position. lastly is the problem of 
our high-tech, high-stress lifestyle. With the fast pace 
of American life, people are often dealing with 
multiple stressors—work, relationships, kids, friends—
which weigh on our minds. dealing with all this can 
leave us unable to think clearly about our financial 
situation, and this coupled with the availability of 
online shopping leads to higher rates of spending.  
 
So what’s the answer? especially with our recent 
economic problems, how should americans 
change their lifestyles? their priorities? have you 
made any changes yourself or are you still making 
as long a christmas list as ever?

gimme, gimme!
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in 1998, Stray rescue was officially born. This no-kill shelter is dedicated to rescuing stray animals in 
need of medical attention, restoring them to health, and placing them in loving adoptive homes. 
Virtually all of the pets they save have been abused and neglected. They’ve been dumped on highways 
or remote country roads, abandoned in dark alleys and even left chained to houses when the owners 
have moved away. if you don’t have room in your home to adopt a pet, you can still help Stray rescue 
by donating items or time. dogs need to be walked, fed and played with. Supplies need to be 
gathered. Take time this Christmas to help one of our four-legged friends.

 

With a mission to feed the hungry and also to educate the public about the problem of hunger, the  
St. louis Area Foodbank has grown to become the largest non-profit distribution center for those in 
need. in the cold winter months, help is especially important for people who don’t have enough food 
on the table. Spend a little time this holiday season and volunteer to help in the Foodbank’s 
repackaging center. They can always use the extra hands and you will really be making a difference in 
our community.

if you’ve never known someone who has suffered through a scary medical condition, count yourself 
very lucky. being sick is tough for anyone, but is especially hard for kids. locks of love is a wonderful 
organization that provides real-hair wigs for kids who have lost their hair due to a medical diagnosis. For 
free! Can you imagine being forced to walk the halls of your school totally bald? Well thanks to locks of 
love, many sick kids don’t have to go through this and can instead focus on getting healthy. All it takes 
is a few months of growing your hair out, a quick trip to the salon and viola! you’ve really helped a child 

in need.

‘tis the seAson
After all the wishing and scheming to get his red ryder, even ralphie was finally able to see that all the gifts and 
hoopla aren’t what Christmas is really about. Though materialism and greed seem to have taken over our culture at this 
time of year more than any other, there are still those out there who are trying to bring back the goodness and 
fellowship of the season of giving. Take a moment and check out these charities which operate branches right here in 
our community. maybe you can reach out and lend a helping hand this holiday. After all, that’s what it’s all about right?

Stray rescue of St. louis
www.strayrescue.org

St. louis area Foodbank
www.stlfoodbank.org

locks of love
www.locksoflove.org

A Christmas Story
Warner home Video, 
dVd, 1983

if you haven’t seen it 
already, see the movie 
that inspired the play. 
ralphie’s adventures 
are a holiday tradition 
for many.

A Christmas Story: The 
Book That Inspired the 
Hilarious Classic Film 
jean Shepherd
broadway, 2003

This compilation of jean 
Shepherd’s childhood 
memories served as the 
inspiration for ralphie’s story.

is there another cause that is especially close to your heart? Whatever it is you support, now is the time to get out 
and do your part. help save our planet, our animals and each other. it’s up to us.

learn
More
about it
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First released in 1983, the film version of a christmas story has 
since become a beloved holiday tradition. As recognizable as it’s a 
wonderful life or rudolph, ralphie’s childhood adventures take us 
back to our own days of waiting for Santa Claus and hanging 
stockings. Everyone remembers their favorite movie scenes from 
the leg lamp to the flag pole to the bumpus hounds, but few 
people realize that the man voicing ralphie as an adult is also the 
creator of this story.

jean parker Shepherd was an American radio and TV personality, 
writer, humorist, satirist, actor and raconteur. A master storyteller, 
Shep (as his audience came to know him) wove stories from his 
own childhood into tales of joy and humor to which every 
American could relate. born in Chicago, Shep was actually raised in 
hammond, indiana, a town bearing many similarities to ralphie’s 
fictional home of hohman. After graduating high school, Shep 
earned his amateur radio license. he spent time at various jobs 
including working as a mail carrier, in a steel mill and then during 
World War ii, serving in the u.S. Army Signal Corps. his many 
different experiences provided a wealth of source material for what 

would become his true calling—broadcasting. 

Shep began his broadcasting radio carer on WSAi-Am in Cincinnati 
in 1948. he went on to have a late-night show, a stint on television 
and an overnight radio slot in New york where he delighted his 
fans with stories, poetry and comic stunts. For over 20 years he 
continued this tradition, delighting fans with his unscripted tales of 
American life. 

As an author, Shep wrote a series of humorous short stories about 
growing up in indiana, which were first published in magazines. 
later compiled into books including in god we trust, all others 
pay cash; the Ferrari in the Bedroom; and a Fistful of Fig newtons, 
many of these stories were blended together to create the film 
version of Shep/ralphie’s childhood that we now know. 

Shep died in 1999 of natural causes, but his stories live on in the 
Christmas tradition today. in 2005, he was posthumously inducted 
into the National radio hall of Fame.

Shep and ralphie 

jean Shepherd’s middle name (parker) became ralphie’s family 
name. 

both hammond and the fictional hohman, indiana were the home 
to Warren g. harding School.

The film’s setting is slightly later than Shep’s own childhood. This 
was a result fo the collaboration with the movie’s co-writer and 

producer bob Clark. 

jean Shepherd has a brief cameo in the film as the grouchy man 
who directs ralphie and randy to the back of the Santa line at 
higbee’s department store.

BtW 
A raconteur is a person who is skilled at telling stories and 
anecdotes. Can you think of any popular raconteurs today?

In God We Trust, All 
Others Pay Cash 
jean Shepherd 
main Street books, 1991 

like what you saw on 
stage? Check out more 
of Shepherd’s quirky 
sense of humor and the 
original home of some 
of ralphie’s inspiration.

National Lampoons 
Christmas Vacation
Warner home Video, 
dVd, 1989

interested in some 
more holiday 
craziness? Check out 
the grizwold family in 
another quirky holiday 
classic.

www.flicklives.com
jean Shepherd wasn’t 
only the creator and adult 
voice of ralphie parker, he 
was also a well-known 
radio personality, writer 
and raconteur. Visit this 
website for more 
information about his life 
and career.



Mistletoe and holly

Two hundred years before the birth of Christ, the druids 
decorated their homes with mistletoe to celebrate the 
coming of winter. They believed the plant had special 
healing powers for everything from female infertility to 
poison ingestion. Scandinavians also thought of 
mistletoe as a plant of peace and harmony. They 
associated mistletoe with their goddess of love, Frigga, 
which led to the custom of kissing under the mistletoe. 
The early church banned the use of mistletoe in 
Christmas celebrations because of its pagan origins, and 
church fathers suggested the use of holly as an 
appropriate substitute for Christmas greenery. 

candy canes

Tradition holds that in 1670, the choirmaster at Cologne 
Cathedral was frustrated by fidgety kids at the living 
Nativity, so he had some white sugar sticks made to keep 
the youngsters quiet. The sticks were curved like 
shepherds’ staffs in honor of the occasion. The idea 
caught on, and candy sticks became common at living 
Nativities all over Europe. more than 200 years later, bob 
mcCormack of georgia supposedly made candy canes 
as treats for family, friends and local shopkeepers. 
mcCormack’s brother-in-law, gregory keller, invented a 
machine in the 1950s that automated production, and 
the popularity of the candy cane grew. 

Santa claus
Typically acknowledged as the basis for Santa Claus, 
Saint Nicholas was born in Turkey in the 4th century. One 
legend tells that St. Nicholas took pity on a poverty-
stricken family by throwing gold down their chimney at 
night which landed in a stocking that had been set by the 
fireplace for drying. Nicholas was also noted for his 
generosity with children— he would reward them with 
treats if they had studied their catechism & behaved well. 

The image of Santa Claus we know today is largely an 
American creation. The dutch called him Sint Nikolass, 
which eventually evolved into Sinter klaas. it wasn’t until 
the dutch began entering America that the colonists 
began calling him Santa Claus. 

christmas trees

long before the advent of Christianity, ancient people 
placed evergreen boughs over doors and windows, and 
in many countries it was believed that evergreens would 
keep away witches, ghosts, evil spirits and illness. 
germany is credited with starting the Christmas tree 
tradition that we know today when 16th century 
Christians brought decorated trees into their homes. 

eggnog

in the 17th century a strong ale called nog was very 
popular in britain around the holidays. it was made from 
beer, sugar, egg yolks, lemon rinds and cinnamon. later, 
in the 19th century, North Americans added spirits to the 
French version of the drink called lait de poule, made 
from milk, sugar and egg yolks. With the addition of 
brandy, rum or sherry, we have our own modern day 
eggnog. We now cook the drink to remove the threat of 
salmonella, but the recipe has been very much the same 
for over 150 years.

Yule log
before the rise of Christianity, on the darkest day of year, 
the Winter Solstice, peasants would light a large log on 
fire to help keep away the evil spirits as they waited 
through the longest night for the sun to rise. The cinders 
from the burnt log were thought to protect homes from 
lightning and the evil powers of the devil. later, as 
Christianity spread, the tradition become more closely 
associated with Christmas, especially in England where 
Father Christmas was often seen carrying the yule log. 

ChristmAs trAditions
many of our current Christmas traditions originated centuries ago before Christmas was even a holiday. Early Christians 
adapted many pagan rituals into their own religious celebrations while also bringing new customs into being. 


