
A Toast to 
Christmas 

Past
Harpers Ferry’s annual Olde Tyme 

Christmas weekends transport visitors to 
Civil War–era holiday festivities.

WRITTEN BY JODY MURPHY
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C
hristmas was not always 
the celebration we know 
today. Around the time of 
the Civil War, shops were 
open on Christmas Day. 
The gifts people exchanged 
were simple. “You might get 
stationery or a handmade 

pair of mittens,” says Melinda Day, a park ranger at 
Harpers Ferry National Historical Park.

For soldiers stationed in Harpers Ferry, which 
changed hands between Union and Confederate 
forces 14 times over the course of the conflict, a bit of 
food or a handmade gift would have been a welcome 
distraction from the bloody reality of war.

For the past half century, merchants in Harpers Ferry 
have worked with the National Park Service to recreate 
the stark simplicity of a Civil War–era holiday with 
the town’s annual Olde Tyme Christmas weekends—
returning this year on December 1–2 and December 
8–9, with an opening ceremony on November 30. 

Day has coordinated the park’s Olde Tyme 
Christmas living history events for about 15 years  
with the support of as many as 100 volunteers, 
including reenactors with the Harpers Ferry 
Historical Association. “The program highlights the 
indomitable spirit of man to find any silver lining in a 
cloud, even in the cloud of war,” Day says. 

Members of Harpers Ferry–Bolivar Merchants 
Association enhance the park’s events with their own 
activities and entertainment, making Olde Tyme 
Christmas into a citywide holiday celebration. 

A Tradition Begins
Shirley Dougherty was the town’s original ghost tour 
guide. Laura Galvin, who’s been involved with Olde 
Tyme Christmas for almost 20 years and coordinated 
the St. Peter’s Catholic Church’s Living Nativity 
for the past 17 years, remembers Dougherty as an 
eccentric character. “Best $2 you could spend in 
Harpers Ferry was going on her tour,” she says. “She 
would dress in bright pink, semi-historic outfits. And 
she was a longtime smoker. She was on oxygen and 
still smoking. She was like a character out of a novel.”

Dougherty came up with Olde Tyme Christmas as 
a way for merchants to join in with the park service’s 
historical events. Jay Carroll, who has been involved 
with Olde Tyme Christmas for more than 40 years, 
thinks it all started around 1970, when Dougherty 
operated a restaurant and started merchants’ events 
to coincide with the weekend’s park festivities. “It was 
an obvious thing to do,” Carroll says. “You bring a lot of 
people to the merchants, and they are buying gifts.” 

One of the main attractions of those early years 
was the living nativity scene, which Dougherty 
staged with her seven children. The kids weren’t 

The live nativity 
scene at St. Peter’s 
Catholic Church is 
one of Olde Tyme 
Christmas’s earliest 
traditions, started by 
Shirley Dougherty 
around 1970. C
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Harpers Ferry‘s annual Olde Tyme Christmas festival, held during the first two weekends of December,  
features events in Harpers Ferry National Historical Park and in shops around town.
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always reliable, and sometimes the nativity wound 
up short a shepherd or missing an angel. “If a 
tourist was standing there and had some sense 
about them, she would rope them into the nativity 
scene,” Galvin says. Dougherty roped Galvin’s own 
husband, Dave, into the show. Though no one just 
stepped in to be Joseph or Mary, of course. “You 
work up in ranks in living nativity. You start as a 
shepherd or an angel and hope to work your way up 
to eventually be Mary and Joseph.” 

The nativity started on Potomac Street in a 
“shallow cave,” says Carroll, who has served as 
the display’s narrator for more than 30 years. “It 
was more of a dent in a rock,” he says. “Then they 
moved the event to the base of the stone steps.”

Dougherty and her first lieutenant, Harpers 
Ferry pottery store owner Jane Murto, also added 
luminaries and a Yule log to the festivities, and they 
grew festivities in the park. 

Around 100 volunteers, including reenactors with the Harpers 
Ferry Historical Association, come together each year to make 
Olde Tyme Christmas possible. H
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For more information on Olde Tyme Christmas visit  
www.historicharpersferry.com and @experienceharpersferry, 
@harpersferrynps, and @HFPAssociation on Facebook. 

Pass It On
Dougherty passed away in 2011. Murto retired and moved out of 
the area. The Olde Tyme Christmas tradition continued, though 
it now fell to the merchants association. 

For those two December weekends, Santa and Mrs. Claus roam 
the town, horse-drawn carriages trot about, carolers and a tuba group 
fill the air with Christmas music, and Irish dancers cut a rug in the 
park. Devan Whitacre puts on a one man show of A Christmas Carol, 
and middle and high school choirs and bands perform throughout 
town as well as in the parade. On Saturday afternoon, reenactors 
organize a dance with live music to teach visitors Civil War-era dance 
steps and music. 

The living history events are a staple of Olde Tyme Christmas, 
says Liesel Corder, secretary of the merchants’ association. 
Reenactors discuss and relive the traditions of the Civil War-
era Christmas. Several businesses also get in on the act. True 
Treats, a historical confection shop, provides information on 
candy-making through the ages while holiday movies play in 
the background. Another business, Ten Fold Fair Trade, offers 
customers a hands-on crafting experience. 

Meanwhile, at the park, visitors learn to use 19th century tools to 
craft tinsel and stars out of tin and decorate gingerbread cookies to 
hang on a tree. They can also take part in old-time candy making at 
the park’s historical confectionary, where hot candy is poured into 
metal molds to create large sailing ships and train engines. “These are 
very large and placed as centerpieces on a Christmas table,” Day says. 
She carries the tradition forward in her own family’s celebrations. 

And, more than 45 years after it began, Galvin and Carroll 
say the living nativity is as charming as ever and as homespun as 
Dougherty intended. She recalls some P.T. Barnum–like advice 
she received from Dougherty: “Don’t use live animals or live 
babies.” And, like Dougherty, Galvin is not above shanghaiing 
a wayward tourist to participate. “If I am short a wise man or 
another significant part, don’t put it past me.”

A Tradition Continues
Corder’s favorite event is the annual Olde Tyme Christmas opening 
ceremony on Friday night. “We light a Yule log and walk up the 
street and light the Christmas tree. It gets you in the Christmas 
spirit,” she says. She also enjoys watching Santa and Mrs. Claus 
meet their adoring fans. “Seeing him walking up and down the 
street saying hello to the children warms your heart and makes 
everyone love Christmas so much.”

Day says as many as 400 visitors participate in each year’s events. 
Many return year after year. “It makes their December complete. I 
guess I feel the same connection to the volunteers that they feel: It 
doesn’t feel like I have had my Christmas treat unless I have been at 
this event.” she says. 

For Corder, Olde Tyme Christmas is about much more than 
Harpers Ferry. “It’s the history of American Christmas,” she says. 
“And we get to participate in it.”w

Olde Tyme Christmas festivities include historical demonstrations, 
musical and dance performances, parades, carriage rides, and more.
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