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Leroy Anderson on Christmas and Christmas Music 
AN INTERVIEW FROM THE EARLY 1960’S
What makes Christmas music so special? 
Well, Christmas music is special because of the fact that Christmas is special; such 
an important religious holiday; so naturally anything associated with it has a special 
place in our lives and, of course, music even more so because music has the most 
special and the most personal place in our lives.
I think probably music more than anything else expresses a feeling of joy at 
Christmas, wouldn’t you say? 
It certainly does because there’s a variety of expression at Christmas that you can’t 
get with just decoration, you can’t get with just a spoken word, because music has a 
wider range of expression. 
When was Sleigh Ride composed? Was it composed with Christmas in mind?
Sleigh Ride was one of the fi rst things I wrote when I got out of the Army and moved 
up here to Woodbury, Connecticut.  And Sleigh Ride, I remember, was just an idea 
because, it was just a pictorial thing. It wasn’t necessarily Christmas music, and it 
was written during a heat wave. As a matter of fact, the strange thing is that it seems 
that all the winter or Christmas things I’ve done have been in heat waves. It was true 
of the Christmas Festival because you see in this case it was done for recording and 
Christmas music is recorded—at the latest—in July, because the records must be all 
processed and everything must be done and reshipped to the distributors by October 1.
So, Sleigh Ride was not written particularly for the following Christmas, it was just 
another piece of music that I wrote.
When you wrote A Christmas Festival, what were you trying to achieve?
Well, I was trying to write a Christmas festival. You see, there are all types of things 
that have been written for various occasions, and in this particular case I was 
working at the time for the Boston Pops. I was the arranger and orchestrator for them 
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for years, and they wanted to record a special concert number—using Christmas songs, 
carols and other Christmas music—for records. Arthur Fiedler asked me to do a concert 
overture, and this is how it came about: I selected the ones that were the most popular 
and best known, and then I took them and tried to give instrumental treatment to them. In 
other words, it’s not a medley, that isn’t what we wanted to do here, certainly what I didn’t 
want to do. I rather took the themes and built you might say a concert overture around the 
Christmas songs. They’re not just carols because in this we end with Jingle Bells, that is, 
of course, a secular song. It’s not a carol, but it’s associated so much with the gaiety and 
spirit of Christmas that you certainly couldn’t leave it out.
Do you have any particular memories of Christmas?
Well, of course, you’re talking about a personal thing here and everyone has his own 
personal memories. You think of when you were a boy; especially as you get older. And they 
also seem to evolve around food because, you see, my parents were born in Sweden, so at 
Christmas time we would have the traditional Swedish foods on Christmas Eve. As matter 
of fact in Sweden they give out gifts on Christmas Eve and not on Christmas morning. So 
for a good many years we had our Santa Claus, you might say, on Christmas Eve. And then, 
of course, for dinner we would have the Hoghead’s cheese and the pickled herring, and 
the pickled beets and various kinds of sausage and other things you usually fi nd on a 
smorgasbord. Then, of course, the rice pudding for dessert. And in the rice pudding they 
always put an almond, and whoever gets the almond, you see, is supposed to have good 
luck during the next year. Of course, it always happens that the youngest child happens 
to get the almond, they’d arrange it that way. Then on early Christmas morning about 5 
o’clock, everyone gets up and goes to church for Julotta, the early morning Christmas 
service. Those are the things I remember…everyone has different memories.
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