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JAMES EDGAR wears his
first Christmas costume.

Orzgmal department store Santa

ByFREDERICK JOHN
Special to The Gizegie

BROCKTON, Mass. — The
warmth of Christmas . should
have filled the air. The snow
drifted down from {he heavens,
covering the city with a_gentle
blanket of white. Already, the
twinkling Christmas lights had
started to appear in some win-
dows. The stores were gaily
decorated, and the church choirs
were preparing their most beau-
tiful hymns. The grest day was
only days away.

BUT the Christmas mood had
been replaced by the nagging
torment of poverly. The happy
smiles of anticipation on the
faces of children were few and
fat between. The year was 1920
The place was Brockton, Mass,
an industrial city whare too
many factories had closed down.

No person was more aware of
the poverty that exisled in
Brockton than - Charles- F,
Brooks, the cily's lruani officer,

He had discovered that a Jack
of shoes was keeping hundreds

of youngsters homne from school. ~

Money was so tight in Brockton
that year, parents could not ai-
ford lo buy their children new
shoes, or repair the old ones. In
many families, there was only
one good pair of shoes for sever-
al youngsters, and the children
took turns wearing them to
school. The abienlee rate was
{antastle.

THUS IT WAS that Charles
Brooks trudged through the
snow to Edgar’s, the town's
largest department store, that
day in December years age. He
. had an appointment with Wil-
liam L. Wright, store manager.

“What cun L do to help?
asked Wright after Brooks Kad
teld his story.

Just do what the late James
Edgar would have done”
Brooks said. He was referring to
the stote’s founder, who had
died a decade earlier.

Brooks' words  hit  home,
Wright paused and reflected for
a moment. Then he said: "'Jim

Edgar would have helped those -

youngsters, —especially ab this
time of year. Christmas was an
important part of his life. T'm
going to do exactly what Jim
would do, if he were alive to-
day.”

EVERYRODY knows that the
Christtnas season is the biggest
maney-making time. of the year
in the department store busi-
ness.

But at Edgar's in 1920 tiey

. closed down the top floor of the
three-story store at the height of
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the Christmas season. The clerks
and ‘counters and mefchandice
were all moved out. A $3,000
shoe repairing machine was
purchased, and bundies of heels
and shoes, and leather findings
were delivered to the top floor.

A half dozen cabblers, each
paid a weekly salary of $40, a
healthy sum in those days, were
hired. In short order, the James
Edgar Shoe Shop wias ready for
business.

And children lmed up oulside
the department stare and waited
patiently to get upstairs to have
their shoes repaired. The service
was free,

In addition, a huge hogshead
known as “The Edgar Barrel"
was placed inside Lhe front entr-
ance. Local citizens who were
blessed with steady ernployment
that year were urged to deposit
spare shoes their own children
had outgrown.

HUNDREDS and hundreds of
pairs of shoes were left there,
and by Christmas that year, they
were heing worn by children
who needed them.

It has beer estimated that
mare (han 1,000 pairs of shoes
were repaired on the top floor of
the depariment store by Christ-
mas. By spring, when the James
Edgar Shoc Shop finally closed
down, more than 5,000 pairs of
shaes, all of them repaired free
of charge, were walking the
streets of the industrial city..

Department store president
Williamy  Wright had kept his
pledge. It had coest a small for-
tune to do it. But he had done
exactly what James Kdgar
would have done.

JAMES EDGAR, a native of
Scotland who came Lo the Unit-
ed States when he was only a
child, is the man who made
American children more aware
of Santa Claus than they had
ever been before,

Yet, [or some unknown reg-
san, the story of this man has
been lost amid the hustle and
bustle of the modern American
Christmas season. Before the
yellowed newspaper clippings
crumble away, and all who re
member him pass o, his story
should be told.

Jumes Edgar was a tall, well-
stuffed sonl with a ruddy com-
plexion, and a loud and hearty
laugh, He had a rich, warm
voice. And a snowy while heard.

James Edgar was the very
first department store Santa
Clawvs, He was a natural.

THIS CLAIM to fame in jisell
might be considered crass com-
merciglism were il not for the

EDGAR LOVED
children, and

he took them

on parades,

such as this

one stopped

in front of his
Brockton, Mass,,
store, and picnics,
when he hired

all the trolley
cars for annual
outings. But

hest of all

tre loved to bring
children closer

to Christmas.
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very nature of the man. He'

loved children. He would stand

on the roof of his department
store and shower pennles down
on them on Saturday mornings. -
And on the Fourth of July, he
hired all the trolley cars availa-
ble so he could take every
Yyoungster'in Brocklon on a pien-

‘ic in the neighboring community

of Avon. If has been estimated
that some years he hired as
many as 3¢ trolley cars for the
anhual outings, -

¥ he heard of & chlid who was
seriously I, the best medical
care available was dispatched
immediately to the youngster's

- home. The domor was always

anonymous.

If there was a youngster who
needed to earn extra mwoney lo
help out at home, Kdgar was
quick to hire him, even il there
was no real need for a hew em-
pioyee,

“TIMES WERE hard, and I
had to find work even though I
was only a boy,"” recalted famed
artist John Castano, who is now
approaching 80, “James Edgar
hired me on the spat. When he
learned T wanted 1o be an artist,
he pul me Lo work painting sce-
nexy for {he sicre windows. That
was the lirst time I ever painted
anything for money. It was the
star! of my career as a painter."

Edgar opened The Boston
Slore in Brockton in 1B78, Later,
the  establishmenl  became
knawn as Edgar's, He loved
children and it was for this rea-
son Lhat he did, in time, become
Santa Claus for them. He was
married and had a daughter.
Perhaps, his love for her in-
spired the great love he had for
all children.

HE WAS a showman of sarts,
and ke loved to dress up in cos-
tumes to delight hls children at

the annual Fourth of July picn-

ies. One year, he came dressed
up as Uncle Sum. Another time,
he appeared as George Washing-
ton. He also appeared as an
Army general, in an Indian cos-
tume, and in a Scedtish oulfit
camplete with kilts.

Naturaily, he appeared in a
clown's costume, In facl, his
appearance as a clown brought
such a great response he decided
Lo wear the costume in his store
the [ollowing Chrlsimas. Every

- day, he wandered through the

slore dressed as the clown, and
selected the girl with the pretii-
est ribbon In her hair. She re-
ceived a Chris{mas doll,

This wenl on lor three or four
years. Then, in 1890, Edgar de-
cided {o try a new coslume at
Christmas. He rode up to Baston
on the train, and had a Santa
costume tailored at a shop there,
The following week he made hig
first appearance in 2 department
store. The rest is history.

“I CAN still remember see.
ing 8anta Claus for the first
time,” says Edward Pearson,
who was there that first day.
“As long as I live, and I've
llved quite a few years, I'll
never forget that experience.”
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Pearson, who is in his nine-
thes, rmdes on Cape Cod now,

But he still has warm memories -

of James Edgar, and that day his

" parents broughl him to the de-

pariment store to purchase a gift
for an aunt. ]

“Nowadays, Santa Claus is
everywhere,” said Pearson.
“Back in LROO, we saw drawings
of him in the newspapers and
magazines. But you never
thought you'd ever have a
chance to see him in person,
unless you sat up all night on
Christmas Eve beside the fire-
place at home:

“YOU just car't imagine what
it was like, My parents had fak-
en me over {o the Boston Siore
on Main Streel. I remember
walking down an alsle and, 2! of
a sudden, right in front of me, I
saw Santa Claus. I couldn't be
lleve my eyes. And then Sanda
came up and started talking ta
me. It was a dream come true.”

The followirig day, the depart-
ment stofe was crowded with

children, And their parents, (oo, °

They had never enfoyed the
pleasure of a [ace-to-face en-
counter with the merry old soul
either. A week afler Santa made
his debut, there were long lines
outside the store every day after
school got out. All the kids in
town wanted o meet Santa.
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Originally, - Edgar planned to .
appear lor only a\ couple of
hours each day in the Santa cos-
tume, This was supposed ta be
during the late alternoon at the
end-of the school day. But his
idea proved to be so popular he
had to send up to Hoston for a
second Santa outfit. This cos-
lume was worn hy “Jim Grant,
a big floorwalker,”

NOW the children were arriy-
ing by train from Boston and
other surrounding Bay State
communities, Some even came
from Providence, R1. A few
sophisticated New York youngs-
ters showed up. Just about every
child who could persuade mom
and dad to make the {rip to
Brockion visited the department
store that Chrisimas.

During the year thal followed,
word of Edgat's greal suecess
spread across the nation, Thus it
was (hat, in 1891, Sunta made his
first appearance al 2 number of
major stores, By the turn af the
century, he had a throne in-de-
partment stores in Just about
every cily ol any size in the na-
tien.

MNowadays, there are elaborate
parades heralding Santa's arriy-
al fn important cities. bn smalier

cammuntties, he arrives at shep-

ping plazas in a helicopter. Rare

Attentionl!!
YOUR DOWNTOWN
BILLINGS

CPenney

The Christmas Plac

- WILL BE \
OPEN
Sunday, Dec. 24th

4 p.m.

for your last minute
shopping convenience

noon
until

mdeed i the Amedun city,
town, vitlage or hamlet that does
mlh.wentswnstou&nla g

In 1890, wheén James Edgar
first had his idea, only a !ew
thousand chitdren bad an
tunity 1o’ shake- Santa’s h{md
This year, millions- and millions
of eager young children whis-
pered thelr Christmas: secrqts
into Santa's ear.

JAMES EDGAR ence nald "l
have never been-able td under-
stand why the great gentieman
lives al the North Pole, He is
far away. He is only able to see
(he children one day 3 year. He
should live closer to them.” .

This Christmas, as the child-
ren play beneath the tree, paise
for a moment and rcnect on the
goodniess and  kindness of the
man who was James Edgar. a

He loved his chiidren. When
ne was alive, he helped them
when Lhey were most in need of
help. He filled their lives with
happiness, Even in death, he
inspired others to help the
young people of his city.

James Edgar never lived too
far away, He was always close to
his children.

He was a jolly gentleman with
u hearty laugh and a snowy

white beard.

He might well have been San-
{a Claus,
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