
 1 

A Guyanese Christmas 
 

By Ron Cheong 

 

No one wanted the season to come and go without 

marking some meaningful change in their life, however 

small that change might be.  They didn’t want the season 

to come and go, leaving them as it had found them.  And 

this frame of mind was reflected in the sense of 

expectancy as Christmas approached that year and carols 

from Radio Demerara filled the air.  

Wit hardly a break in between, I’m Dreaming of a White 

Christmas came on after Bill Rogers’ Jimmy Black 

Pudding and Souse, and Rudolph the Red Nose Reindeer. 

And even though most of those listening had neither seen 

nor expected to see a white Christmas that did nothing to 

dampen the enjoyment.  It was the festive spirit of hope 

that stood out; a mood very much in contrast to the 

otherwise meagre circumstances of the neighbourhood during the rest of the year.   

Those realities were dislodged for the moment by the aroma of ice-apples, grapes, dates and figs 

in the business areas.  Available only 

at Christmas, special varieties of 

imported fruit dispersed their fragrance 

in the tropical climate in an abundance 

not matched in their natural habitats.  

Importers also brought in Peek Freans 

biscuits, Quality Street toffees, and 

Cadbury chocolates.  There were 

walnuts, raw peanuts, Bulmer’s cider 

and flatties of XM rum that 

storekeepers wrapped in newspaper 

before handing to customers.  

Correia’s sold red wine from wine 

barrels and the soft drink trucks came 

by with Icee, Juicee and Red Spot 

Carbonated Beverages. 
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In the store across the road from the rum shop 

extra bags of sugar, rice, and flour were piled 

high near the doors.  And right nearby there 

were barrels of cooking oil and kerosene.  The 

store was bustling with people jostling for a 

place near the counter from which they could 

get the shop hand’s attention while Simon the 

Chinese storekeeper, who lived with his 

family behind the shop, hung hams sealed in 

tarpaper from hooks fixed to the rafters. 

Most of the hams would soon be spoken for as 

people reserved their personal ham based on the size required for their family, or on the size of 

their pocketbook.   Some made down payments and Simon extended additional trust or credit to 

regular customers.  He kept track of all trust owed on slips of wrapping paper threaded onto wire 

holders on a ledge behind the counter.  Simon seldom left the shop so it was a mystery how he’d 

met the Indian woman to whom he was married.  She could speak no Chinese and he very little 

English, but every year they had a baby, all of them boys.  

In the pan-yard next to Simon’s place, tuners were beating oil drums into steel pans.  And off by 

himself, Big John was using the crumbling foundation of the old Dutch water vat as a makeshift 

work area.  He was creating elaborate headpiece moulds from local alluvial clay for the band’s 

Creature from the Black Lagoon theme.  The dense clay sculptures were covered with layer on 

layer of soggy newspaper scraps, alternately letting them dry in the sun and wetting them down 

over several days.  John’s finished papier-mâché like headpieces were meticulously detailed 

down to cranial ridges and facial muscles.  

 

Back home the ritual Christmas cleanup was going well.  Grandfather brought home some 

glazer’s putty to fix the leaky windowpane and Grandma bought a sheet of new linoleum, which 

she laid on the kitchen floor.  My brother and I helped fasten the new beading to the Berbice 

chair with brass tacks and everybody chipped in to polish the floor with dark Mansion floor 

polish.  As Grandma replaced the hallway curtain, the clean odour of fresh polish and new 

linoleum filled the house.  

 

The Christmas tree nearly complete, we covered its base with white flannel, trimmed it with 

colourful decorations, crowned the top with a tall shiny star, wound Christmas lights around it, 

and spread angel hair over everything.  The whole thing looked very much like the picture on 

one of the Christmas cards displayed on a ribbon against the wall. 

Gifts in Christmas wrapping from mommy, Auntie Pauline, grandfather and grandmother began 

appearing under the tree.  We turned out the house lights and turned on the multicoloured 

Christmas tree lights, which cycled through red to green to blue as they blinked on and off.  Soon 

other lights began to blink on and off at other places along the street. 
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In the kitchen, Grandmother finished baking the black cake in the side oven of the cast iron stove 

and put it to cool on the windowsill over the sink.  Stripping the newspaper wrapping from the 

bottle of rum, she broke its seal and sprinkled a capful of rum on the floor for the “spirits.”   

When the cake was ready, she turned it over from the baking pan into a plate, soaked it with rum, 

and gave it another douse for good measure.  Next was the ham in the tarpaper, which she would 

dress with spices and clove before cooking.   Pepperpot was already ageing in a pot on the stove. 

Auntie Pauline put the fresh cow’s 

milk to scald so that it would keep 

until Christmas morning, when 

mommy would mix the warmed 

milk with beaten eggs, sugar, 

vanilla and grated nutmeg.   My 

brother, sister and I waited for the 

milk to boil, and then skimmed the 

thick cream that formed on top as it 

cooled.  

We were all at the back of the 

house and the sun had just begun to 

cast a low shadow when we heard the rumble of the steelband coming up the road.  The Invaders 

steel orchestra was on the move from Federation Yard.  People along the street hurried to their 

front windows and leaned out for the best view.  Others stood on their bridges, while a crowd ran 

along lining the route.  Traffic was stopped in all directions. 

Topping the din was the deep notes of the heavy full-length bass pans being pushed along on 

platforms mounted on wheels.  As the band got closer we could hear the rhythm pans and first 

pans, which other players carried on broad straps over their shoulders and necks.  Out front of 

the band leading the parade was a large banner stung out over the width of the road and held high 

on poles at its ends that kept it above the heads bobbing up and down.   

The street now a pulsing mass as far 

back as I could see; trampers dragged 

their feet in unison to the beat of the 

music on the hot tar road.  The pans all 

paused in unison making the sound of 

the shuffling feet part of the rhythm; 

another short burst of music, pans 

pause, feet shuffle, and so on, hands 

waving in the air and shirttails 

fluttering. 

The next few rows of trampers were 

strung out across the road like a chain, 

hands over neighbours' shoulders and 
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around waists.  People with all sorts of accoutrements, enamel cups in their hands, whistles in 

their mouth, cowbells ringing, hitting two spoons on their thighs, feet with shoes, bare feet, shirt, 

no shirt, dress, pants, pot, teacup and teaspoon, headband, handkerchief; they were all there, each 

outdoing the other.  And at the center of it all were Big John’s creature costumes.  

The music reverberated against the partitions and rocked small objects as the pans drew 

alongside our house.  A man streaming in perspiration and holding a tin can in his outstretched 

hand ran up the steps.  Grandmother leaned out the window and put a coin through the slit in its 

lid.  He ran up to another house, and the woman gave him a coin and a big drink of water to 

quench his thirst.  The band moved past with a growing trail of revellers bringing up the rear as 

more people joined in along the route. 

No one in the crowd except the standard-bearer knew 

the exact route the band would take.  If they ran into 

another steelband at an intersection pandemonium 

reigned with each band vying for the other’s revellers. 

Many people would find out themselves completely 

lost when the music stopped and the bands disbanded 

until Boxing Day.  

The steelband now moving out of range, traffic began 

to flow again with some on bicycles riding along 

behind the procession.  On Regent Street business 

resumed. 

With our mother was at work, Auntie Pauline took 

my brother and I to Camp Street to buy two short pants lengths for Uncle Winston to sew.  

Carols were playing everywhere along the way.  At the street corner the Salvation Army were 

out in their neat blue suits.  They were accepting donations in a coal pot suspended under a 

tripod with a sign above that read, “Keep the pot boiling.”  One Salvation Army lady rang a bell 

as the others prepared to add to the chorus with their brass instruments and tambourines. In the 

cloth stores scissors were out and cutting, amidst the linty smell of new cloth.  Paper decorations 

and streamers twisted in the wind. 

On Water Street the life sized nativity scenes put on by Booker’s and Forgarty’s were big draws.  

People were barely able to move along in the packed store isles.  Near Bettingcourt’s hucksters 

peddled merchandise from their roadside stalls.   

Eventually shoppers began to thin out leaving late stragglers slim pickings from what stock 

remained.  Stores began closing. Hire cars honked their horns to attract passengers on their way 

home.  The occasional squib went off.  
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It was past our bedtime when we got home.  Everything 

had been building up to this point: the house cleaning, 

gift-wrapping, shopping, cooking and baking, school 

holidays, extended store hours, nativity displays, carols, 

steelband parades, Christmas trees, decorations, apples 

and grapes – everything.  And now Santa would soon be 

making his rounds, which meant that it was off to bed for 

us.  Tomorrow was the day.  As we turned-in, the spectre 

of my misdeeds came to mind.   

Looking back, I can tell you that Santa would be lenient 

with me.  On Christmas morning I would find that he left 

me the exact cowboy gun and holster I had hoped for.  It 

was identical to the one I’d seen in the store window.  

What’s more my brother would get one just like it.  And 

my sister would sit with her miniature tea set pretending 

to have tea with our mother.  

Grandfather would open his gift slowly while talking to 

me as if it secretly belonged to both of us, “Let’s see what in here,” he would say as in a low 

confidential tone.  And Auntie Pauline would declare, “A happy Christmas and a prosperous 

New Year to everybody,” while holding her arms wide open.  Then she would hug each of us in 

turn, slobbering us with kisses. 

 

 

 

 

 


