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Every family has its own holiday traditions.  When a family moves 

into the White House, they take on the additional ownership of the traditions within those walls.  

Early presidents usually spent the Christmas season in the warm embrace of their families, often returning to their own homes so the President’s House, as it was known in its first century, had few customs that were passed on.  Franklin Pierce, the fourteenth president may have been the first with a Christmas tree, but there is no doubt that one stood on Christmas night, 1889, in the upstairs oval room when President Benjamin Harrison’s family decorated it with lit candles.  Lighting the tree went high-tech in 1895, when President Grover Cleveland hosted a tree adorned with electrical lights.  

Not all succeeding First Families continued the Christmas tree tradition.  For example, in 1902, conservationist Theodore Roosevelt announced his family would forego a Christmas tree but supposedly son Archie failed to follow his father’s policy and merrily cut down a tree and lugged it inside and hid it in a closet where he decorated it and kept presents for family members.  The story goes that the president was less than pleased by his son’s actions, but legend says the same may have occurred the following year as well.

The Roosevelts also are noted for hosting one of the most unusual Christmas parties -- 600 children of government officials were invited to the White House on December 26, 1903.  They listened to music and enjoyed refreshments served by the president himself.

In 1923, another tradition was born courtesy of Lucretia W. Hardy, an administrator for the District of Columbia Community Center Department, wrote to President Coolidge asking for a national Christmas tree.  This, she believed would allow the opportunity for the public to share a ceremony with the President.  Arrangements were made, and a forty-eight foot balsam fir was cut and delivered from Coolidge’s home state of Vermont.  The tree was erected on the Ellipse, and on Christmas Eve, President Coolidge pressed a button and 2,500 lights sparkled at the crowd.  Choirs sang, and the president delivered the first annual Christmas message.

The Christmas tree and presidential message continues to be a tradition to this day.  Occasionally, the circumstances have changed in accordance with the events of the day.  Because of war concerns, the outdoor tree was not lit during the 1942-1944 Christmas seasons; in 1973, only the top and four outer lights were turned on, and during the Iran hostage crisis in 1979, only the top light and 50 trees (one for each hostage) surrounding the main one were lit, and it was announced all would be turned on when the hostages were returned.  This was repeated the following year since the hostages continued to be held.  Since that time, the White House Christmas tree has been lit in all its splendor for visitors to see.
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