
W
hen I was a child, I
couldn’t wait until
December because

then the Advent calendar
came out of its box. I loved
opening the paper shutters of
each tiny window as a can-
dle, a star, a tree or a toy was
discovered. But I was espe-
cially delighted when the
day’s window revealed a
Christmas character — a
Nutcracker, a wise man — an
angel, perhaps.

As Christmas approaches, I
wonder about my inclination
for people over things. What I
have gradually discovered,
like the curtains of a puppet
show opened by a child, is
that the Christmas “charac-
ters” are important because
of their connection to each of
us. They are here as we gath-
er family, friends, neighbors
and perhaps some new folks,
too. I chuckled aloud when I
realized that these people
more or less represented
those Christmas characters. 

I think about the Christmas
morning gatherings on the

east side of Detroit, and I see
that my friend’s mother, Mrs.
Widmann, was like Babushka
of Russian lore — the obses-
sive housekeeper who was
too busy ironing everything
with her beloved mangle in
the basement, too busy dust-
ing under the beds, to follow
The Star when the Three
Kings asked her to join them. 

Realizing what she had
missed and remorseful,
Babushka later made up for
her remission by abandoning
her treasured home to spend
the rest of her life traveling
to give toys to poor children.
Like Babushka, Mrs.
Widmann’s home was clean
to the point of sterility, but
like the fabled character, she
made gifts for the neighbor-
hood children — knitted mit-
tens from colorful scrap wool
and she created the most ele-
gant of all Christmas treats —
pastel-washed Marzipan
fruits. Later in life,  she real-
ized that the real gifts she
had given to her family were
not ironed sheets, but those

of nurturing. 
Yes, Scrooge was at the

neighborhood go-arounds,
too. That was Mr. Murdock, a
tall, unsmiling man who care-
fully worked with insurance
numbers at his office, adding,
subtracting and gathering
facts. Behind his back, neigh-
bors chatted about poor
Murdock: he always folded
his poker hand first; never
let his spaniel out of the dog
run for a walk; banished his
only child to the kitchen dur-
ing evenings with a radio, so
he and his wife could read
books-of-the month in a small
reading room uninterrupted.
Yet, at Christmas, Murdock
was Scrooge reformed, circu-
lating among the men, carry-
ing a few glasses and a bottle
of his best Scotch.

There was an angel at the
gatherings, too __ Viola
Mullins, a woman of unlimit-
ed kindness and optimism.
Stern neighbors gossiped
that she as a divorcee —
taboo then, a Scarlet Letter
among the holly berries. 

A free spirit, Viola served
children punch in fancy red
glasses, those usually
reserved for adults. She
frosted chocolate cakes with
pointed dollops and called
them porcupine cakes. She
told the children, over the
fence and matter-of-factly,
about boys and girls, love
and romance — and sex —
when their own parents
would not. 

Viola also wore her hair in
a sassy up-do, which we chil-
dren adored. Always a
flower, a bit of ribbon, and
for Christmas, a holly sprig
was tucked in the knots of
hair.

My mother and father were
Mr. And Mrs. Santa. Their
connection as helpers to
Santa became more suspect
and waned, year-by-year, as I
grew older and sadly, more
literal. 

Then there was The
Woodcutter-toy maker,
reminded me of my uncle,
who whittled fishing lures
most of the year, yellow and

green spotted flatfish and
stumpy lures called
Riverunts for walleye. 

But at Christmas, he would
create tiny carved boxes for
my dime store trinkets. 

My tall, stern, German and
Lutheran grandfather was
another character from holi-
day myth, The Forester, who
brought home the tree.
Though living near the cen-
ter of Detroit, he always
brought a scraggly fir branch
to his home, obviously dis-
carded by a more discerning
person. Grandpa set the
branch up as a small tree,
trimmed with my uncle’s gold
paper cigar bands, bits of foil
and always silver tinsel.

These real-life characters
made my holiday rich, but it
was not complete without the
Christ Child, and I had Him
then and still do. He is a tiny
figure, only two inches or so

long. The figure is an antique
— Italian-crafted infant,
beautifully painted, his eyes
open and focused.  

He will come out of the box
of decorations soon, for I
have him still in my heart,
above all the Christmas peo-
ple in my life.

SSaallllyy  DD..  KKeettcchhuumm  iiss  aa  llooccaall
ffrreeeellaannccee  wwrriitteerr  wwhhoo  iiss  aa
sseellff--ccoonnffeesssseedd  CChhrriissttmmaass
lloovveerr  wwhhoo  eennjjooyyss  aallll  tthhee  ttrraapp--
ppiinnggss  ooff  tthhee  hhoolliiddaayy..
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UNIQUE GIFT IDEAS 
& EVERYTHING YOU
NEED TO DECORATE 

YOUR HOME
Lamps & Shades

Rugs & Pillows
Chandeliers

Mirrors
Furniture
Potracks

Bath Lights 
& Accessories

Wall Art & Prints
& So Much More!

A Unique Destination For Lighting, Fans And Home Accents
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LastSpecial Gift Package :
Green fees w/cart, hat or towel,
divot tool & logo ball $49
add $20 per add’l player (green fees w/cart only)

Other  gift ideas:
Punch cards: Silver $99 / Gold $140
Gift certificates available
Call for pick-up or delivery 231.946.9180
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NOW OPEN!

Furniture Made One Piece at a Time,
by Real Amish Craftsmen

Located on US 31 just 4/10 mile east of Interlochen Corners

231-276-9081
Open Daily 10-6 • Sunday Noon-5

Amusement Equipment Makes 
Great Family Entertainment!

GRAND TRAVERSE
VENDING

• Pool Tables • Juke Boxes • Video Games
• Foosball Tables • Pinball Machines

1207 Woodmere,Traverse City
231-946-7003 • 866-339-GAME
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BY ERIN ANDERSON
Special to the Record-Eagle

These are just a few of the
many worthy area charitable
organizations. The following
offers this year’s needs and a
little about what they do:

This year the WWoommeenn’’ss
RReessoouurrccee  CCeenntteerr in Traverse
City is asking supporters to
respond to the wide range of
families’ needs by providing
them with gift cards. 

“Gift cards will give them
the option to buy whatever
they really need at this
time,” said Jody Smith,
WRC’s volunteer coordina-
tor. 

Smith encourages gift
cards from some of the larg-
er, all-inclusive retailers,
such as Target, Kmart or
Meijer, as they offer the most
options to families with a
variety of needs such as gro-
ceries, shoes, clothing and —
especially crucial for the
elderly—a pharmacy where
they can use a gift card to
purchase medications. 

“We often get requests to
sponsor young children, but
many families are extended
and include grandparents or
maybe teenagers. They need
help too,” said Smith. “Our
goal is to fill in some of the
gaps.” 

To donate or volunteer,
call Jody Smith at 941-1210.

CCoommmmuunniittyy  MMeeaallss  PPrrooggrraamm
A hot meal two nights a

week — that’s what Sandra
Svec and friends have been
serving up for over 16 years
as the Community Meals
Program. 

Every Sunday and Monday
night, Trinity Lutheran
Church, in conjunction with
10 other area churches, hosts
a hot dinner for anyone
who’s hungry. The food is
donated by local restau-
rants, while any gaps are
filled with supplies from the
program’s food pantry. While
the Sunday and Monday din-
ners typically feed between
40 and 60 people, the most
well-attended by far are the
holiday meals: Thanksgiving
and Christmas. 

“The number of people
definitely keeps increasing.
A large percentage of our
guests are homeless, the rest
just need a decent meal,”
said Svec. 

These ambitious holiday
undertakings require plenty
of volunteer support to keep
things running smoothly.
During the holiday meals,
donated clothing is distrib-
uted to those in need.

“This year we really need
winter coats, snow pants,
men’s underwear, hooded
sweatshirts — and especially
socks,” said Svec. 

Personal care products
like soap, lotion, and sham-
poo are also given out as
gifts. Christmas set-up is at
8:30 a.m., Dec. 24. Donations
of clothing and other items

are accepted at Trinity
Lutheran Church the day
before the meals. To get
involved call Sandra Svec at
263-7130.

GGrraanndd  TTrraavveerrssee  RReeggiioonnaall
LLaanndd  CCoonnsseerrvvaannccyy

If northern Michigan’s wild
and scenic places have given
you peace, inspiration, or a
chance to connect with fami-
ly and friends, then you
understand their importance
to our quality of life. 

“When you make a gift to
the Regional Conservancy,
it’s an investment in both the
future of our region and the
future of our children,” said
Glen Chown, executive
director. “Your dollars stay
in our area.” 

Love to spend time out-
doors? Volunteer to be a
Preserve or Trail Steward
and help care for properties
that have been protected. To
make a donation call
Desiree Worthington or, to
volunteer, Abby Gartland at
929-7911. 

BBiigg  BBrrootthheerrss  BBiigg  SSiisstteerrss  ooff
NNoorrtthhwweesstteerrnn  MMiicchhiiggaann

“It’s not about big, extrava-
gant gifts or activities, it’s
really just about these kids
having another adult in their
lives who will spend some
time with them,” said Mary
Sue Christian, executive
director. 

Most mentors, called
“Bigs,” spend an hour a

week with their “Little”—a
child between the ages of 6
and 12. And the need for
Bigs’ involvement has never
been greater. There are cur-
rently over 200 children on
the program’s waiting list —
the largest number ever. 

According to Christian,
studies show that 80 percent
of “Littles” have improved
in the area of self-esteem,
and 67 percent have
improved in academically
since they were joined with
their mentor. Children are
paired with mentors on the
basis of common interests
and personalities. Mentors
are supported and trained
by BBBS case managers, all
of them professionals in the
social work field. 

Don’t have the time to com-
mit to weekly visits?
Consider being a “Big for a
day” and pair off with one of
the waiting list “Littles” at
an event. You must be at
least 18 to be a mentor. 

Monetary donations to sup-
port this program are always
welcome, especially this
year, in the wake of serious
budget cuts. 

To make a donation, call
932-7810. To become a “Big”
or to volunteer to work at a
fundraising event, ask for
Gary Swaney, program direc-
tor.

CChhiilldd  &&  FFaammiillyy  SSeerrvviicceess  ooff
NNoorrtthhwweesstteerrnn  MMiicchhiiggaann

For some Michigan chil-

dren,Christmas doesn’t come
with gifts and festivities that
many of us receive. Child &
Family Services currently
oversees over 200 children
in foster care homes, as well
as dozens of other children
and families in various edu-
cational and counseling pro-
grams. 

“Many of the children and
families participating in
these programs will have
very little, if any, of their
holiday wish list fulfilled
without community involve-
ment,” said Gina Aranki,
CFS’s marketing director.

Gift amounts have been set
at $75 per child under 12 and
$100 for teens and older.
Businesses, organizations
and individuals are invited
to sponsor a single child or a
whole family. CFS also runs
a holiday store, which allows
children in need the oppor-
tunity to “shop” for gifts for
their families using play
money. Donated items and
store volunteers are needed.
Cash donations will help
purchase additional store
and Wish List items. To ful-
fill a wish list, to donate cash
or your time, call Gina
Aranki or Kathy Ferguson at
946-8975 by Dec. 17. For
more check their Web site at
www.cfsnwmi.org

AAmmeerriiccaann  RReedd  CCrroossss  
The NW Michigan Red

Cross will be expanding its
Disaster Action Team pro-

gram to more effectively
meet increased local disas-
ter preparedness needs.
DATs are comprised solely
of volunteers and the train-
ing is free. Once volunteers
have training and experi-
ence on the local level, they
are also qualified to assist
with Red Cross national dis-
aster relief efforts.

Quality medical care is one
of the most basic and press-
ing needs for seniors, but
having access to that care
can be a challenge. For
many area seniors who can
no longer drive or who have
mobility issues, just getting
to their doctor’s office can
be impossible feat. 

The Red Cross’ new Senior
Medical Transportation pro-
gram aims to change that.
Beginning in January, the
program will employ a fleet
of volunteer drivers who will
shuttle seniors from their
homes to their respective
doctors’ offices and hospital
appointments, even appoint-
ments as far away as Grand
Rapids and Ann Arbor. 

The Red Cross will partner
with 26 local agencies that
will help identify seniors’
needs. 

To volunteer for the DAT
program or to be a medical
driver, contact Executive
Director Kip Diotte at 947-
7286 or www.redcross.org

EErriinn  AAnnddeerrssoonn  iiss  aa  llooccaall
ffrreeeellaannccee  wwrriitteerr..

Area non-profits have plenty of holiday needs

Real-life ‘characters’ who bring Christmas to life

B Y  S A L L Y  D .
K E T C H U M

Local columnist


