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 In This Issue:  Away from Home on Christmas    ZOOM in on America 

Diplomats, like soldiers and 
others who are assigned 
overseas, often must spend 
Christmas away from home. 
Do they feel miserable and 
homesick, or do they make 
the most of what life brings 
by observing other traditions, 
tasting new dishes, grasping 
the spirit of Christmas of their 
host country?  
 
This issue of Zoom in on 
America brings you six real 
stories of Christmases spent 
far from home. Seated com-
fortably in the coziness of 
your own home set off on a 
journey to different parts of 
the world while you read and 
listen to the accounts read by 
their authors.  

Away from Home on Christmas 
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Zoom in on America announces 
End-of-Year Contest:  

 
The Prettiest Cover of 2007The Prettiest Cover of 2007  

 
Read details on page 4 
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entire day. Many Spanish families have adopted 
the American tradition of Santa Claus (“Papa 
Noel” in Spanish) and the children wake up on 
Christmas morning to find presents under the 
Christmas tree. However, the more traditional 
Spanish families still follow the practice of 
receiving presents from the three Wise 

Men on January 6th. 
 
January 6th, called Three 
Kings Day, is the last holiday 
of the Christmas season. The 

night before, the Spanish children leave shoes 
stuffed with straw under their windows. During the 
night, the three Wise Men ride into the children’s’ 
rooms on camels while the kids are sleeping. The 
camels eat the straw and the Wise Men 
leave small presents for the children. The 
most popular Wise Man among the Span-
ish children is Balthazar, who is consid-
ered the most exotic because he has 
dark skin. On Three Kings day, the main 
Spanish tradition involves eating a cake called 
“Roscon de los Reyes” (Roscon is the name of a 
specific type of cake, so in English it is the “cake 
of the kings”), which is decorated with 
various sweets and fruit.  Hidden within 
the cake is a small plastic prize and tradi-
tion says that the person who receives 
the piece with the prize will be blessed 
with good luck for the rest of the year. 
 
                                                  by Michael Sestak 

Prior to moving to Poland, I served in Madrid for two 
years and spent Christmas there both years. The 
Spanish Christmas traditions are a little different 
from American traditions, but it is still considered a 
family holiday in both places. Weeks before Christ-
mas, the Spanish set up elaborate nativity scenes, 
both in public squares and in their homes. In some 
places, the nativity scene is an entire 

miniature city, complete with 
small shepherds and people 
working in the fields! 
 
A major tradition in Spain is the Spanish 
Christmas lottery, which was first held in 

1812. The main lottery drawing, which is called “El 
Gordo” (the fat one), is held the week before Christ-
mas. School children pick the numbers in a cere-
mony that takes three hours and is televised nation-
ally.  Last year, there were 180 winning tickets, with 
each winner collecting 3 million Euros. Needless to 
say, it is a very popular tradition among all Span-

iards! 
 
In Spain, the main Christmas celebration is 
held on Christmas Eve. Most Spaniards 
attend the midnight mass, followed by the 
main holiday dinner, which is served at 

around one in the morning. The dinner is very 
elaborate, lasting several hours, and each region of 
Spain has its own traditional dish. In Madrid, most 
people eat pork or lamb, while fish and seafood are 
more common along the coastal areas. 
 
Christmas Day is a time for families, and includes 
attending mass and sharing meals throughout the 

In SpainIn Spain  

Cars pass under the Christmas lights at Puerta de Alcala square in Madrid  
Photo © AP Images  

Lottery draw in Madrid 
Photo © AP Images 

http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/spain/spain.wma


 ZOOM Page 3 Click to listen:  http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/brazil/brazil.wma 

 1999, Recife, Brazil 
 
American diplomats serving in foreign lands are 
challenged by different cultural conceptions of 
time. These differences can be par-
ticularly pronounced with regard to 
our southern neighbors, as we ex-
perienced in Christmas 1999 while 
serving in northeastern Brazil. Our then-five 
year old daughter attended a local ballet 
class, and one of her fellow prima ballerinas 
lived in the apartment building behind our 
own. The parents invited us to share an authen-
tic Christmas Eve in their home, suggesting we 
arrive sometime around seven o’clock.   
 
We were not entirely inexperienced, and with 
great sophistication arrived at their front door two 
hours later than the suggested time. We 
knocked. The door was opened. The gracious 
and welcoming father ushered us inside – 
dressed only in his underwear. With the greatest 

hospitality he directed us to the living room sofa, 
asked after our preference for beer or wine, ignored 
our meek gringo hints that we could perhaps, I don’t 
know, maybe leave and return an hour later – or in-

deed that there might have been any 
misunderstanding at all – and de-
parted into the back rooms to prepare 
his evening’s toilette. 

 
My daughter, wife and I on the sofa were left 
alone for an hour and a half to contemplate the 
various noises of domesticity before the family 

emerged, fully clothed and ready for holiday celebra-
tion. As if by telepathy, the whole extended ring of 
aunts, cousins, and other relations rang the front 
door, and the party was soon launched in earnest. 
Santa made his appearance a short time later, and 
as is the custom there, the children opened all their 
presents at midnight.   
 

by Duncan Walker 

In BrazilIn Brazil  

A Christmas tree surrounded by fireworks 
during the lighting ceremony at Rodrigo de 

Freitas Lake, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil,  
Photo © AP Images 

Santa Claus rides in a tram 
decorated as a sleigh, in Rio de 

Janeiro, Brazil 
Photo © AP Images 

The official inauguration of an 82-
meter  artificial Christmas tree in  

Rio de Janeiro 
Photo © AP Images 

Photo © AP Images 
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gational aid, a tattered windsock. 
 
All air traffic control was handled by the manager 
of the hotel and head waiter, Saoul. Saoul carried 
a handheld radio, and when approaching aircraft 
called to ask about runway conditions or weather, 
he would walk outside, look at the sky, and clear 
the plane for landing. On the other side of the run-
way from the hotel was the Sea of Cortez, the 
source of La Serinidad’s exceptional normal menu.   

 
The hotel supplemented the sea 
food each Friday by roasting a 
whole pig. The pig would be 
placed on the spit over wood 

coals in the morning, and various of the vil-
lage boys would turn the spit throughout the 
day. At noon small single and dual engine 

aircraft began arriving – from southern California 
and Arizona, New Mexico and Texas, even from 
Oklahoma and Louisiana. For those in the know, 
the pig roast at La Serinidad was known. 
 
The pork was ready at dusk, the music traditional, 
passionate mariachi, the local beer supplemented 
by grande marguerites. We opened Christmas 
presents the next morning. My wife and I shared 
one room of the cabin, my sister-in-law and her 
husband another, and my wife’s parents the larg-
est.  A nice fire dispelled the morning chill, as we 
removed our gifts from panty-hose stapled to the 
mantle in place of forgotten Christmas stockings. 
 

by Duncan Walker 

1989: Mulege, Mexico 
 
Before I was a diplomat I served in the Navy and 
was stationed in San Diego, California. I soon met 
my wife-to-be and was married, and she initiated me 
into the occult rites of driving on the Mexican roads 
of that time. A year and a half went by. It was 1989 
and I had just returned from deployment to the 
Western Pacific and Persian Gulf and needed some 
rest and recreation. Nearby Mexico seemed an ob-
vious location, and Patti suggested 
we spend Christmas somewhere 
there with the rest of her family. 
 
We chose to caravan en masse 650 
miles down the narrow and desolate Baja Cali-
fornia peninsula to a small fishing village on the 
Sea of Cortez called Mulege. In Mulege was the 
La Serinidad Hotel, owned by a retired U.S. Air 
Force colonel married to a Mexican wife. La Serini-
dad carried an unfinished air, with a big central din-
ing room and a pool for the warm days, surrounded 
by small stucco cabins with fireplaces for the cool 
evenings.   
 
Forming the end of the pool was a bar, and affixed 
inside the pool were concrete bar stools. Each eve-
ning a villager would knock on the cabin door and 
sell a few pieces of firewood and a coke can full of 
kerosene to light it with. Alongside the hotel was a 
dirt landing strip. Because all airports in Mexico are 
property of the Ministry of Defense, a single soldier 
was stationed in a hammock at the end of the run-
way, next to the fuel tank and below the sole navi-

In MexicoIn Mexico  

Children wait to get served a slice of the traditional bread 
made during Three Kings Day in Mexico City 

Photo © AP Images 

A flower sales woman checks poinsettias flowers at the 
market in the outskirts of Mexico City 

Photo © AP Images 

A street decorated with holiday lighting in 
downtown Guadalajara City, in Mexico 

Photo © AP Images 
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Growing up in New England, my Christmases as 
a child were pretty similar to Christmases in 
Europe. Even if we didn’t have snow, it was cold, 
and every year we had a big balsam fir tree that 
filled the house with a wonderful smell.  We al-
ways had turkey, stuffing and after the big Christ-
mas dinner, we would go out for a walk and 
come home to relax around a 
fire. 
 
While I’d spent Christmas in 
warm climates before, our first 
Christmas in Accra, Ghana was certainly the 
hottest. Ghana is located in West Africa, right 
on the equator, and in December the harmat-
tan, a dry desert wind from the Sahara, blows 
across the region, coating everything with a layer 
of dust. The harmattan can make people irritable, 
and I had no idea how our family could enjoy 
Christmas in such an inhospitable climate. How-
ever, when living overseas, one has to be re-
sourceful, so my husband and I were determined 
to do our best to create a nice Christmas for our 
family. After a lot of searching, my husband and I 
found a small live tree at a local nursery that al-
most looked like an evergreen tree. We bought 
some locally made wood and brass Christmas 
ornaments that along with our ornaments from 
home gave our tree a Ghanaian feel. There are 
very few shops in Ghana, and no malls, but at 
the local outdoor market we found some red and 
gold garland to decorate the house. For our chil-
dren, there were few toys to buy locally, so we 
ordered presents on-line. We did get them a 

great skin drum and a xylophone made from local 
wood. 
 
Santa Claus also visited Ghana in the shape of a 
plump American colleague who very kindly dressed 
up in a heavy red velvet suit and white beard for an 
expatriate Christmas party. The party was outside, 

and after handing out presents 
to the thirty or so kids, Santa 
slumped down in his chair and 
fainted. Fortunately some wa-
ter and time inside the air-

conditioning was all Santa needed to recover from 
heat stroke. 
 
We had a challenge putting together a Christmas 
dinner. We found a local farmer who raised tur-

keys and sold them at exorbitant prices at Christmas.  
Common vegetables in Ghana are tomatoes and 
peppers, but we couldn’t find celery for the turkey 
stuffing or green beans for a traditional dish we like to 
make, so we resorted to very expensive vegetables 
flown in from Europe to help us make the day feel 
more authentic. 
 
At last, the big day arrived, and it looked pretty close 
to my idea of a “traditional” Christmas. Our kids came 
downstairs to presents from Santa Claus under our 
“tree”. We ate our big Christmas turkey dinner, but 
instead of gathering around the fire after dinner we 
headed off to our local pool to enjoy the sunshine. 
Christmas on the equator does have its advantages! 
 

 by Susan Parker-Burns 

On the EquatorOn the Equator  

A street in Ghana, Photo courtesy of Julian 
Parker-Burns 

Fishing boats on the shore  in Ghana, Photo 
courtesy of Julian Parker-Burns Photo courtesy of Julian Parker-

Burns 

Women walk past the Dagbon Palace in Yendi, Ghana 
Photo © AP Images 
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ZOOM Page 6  Click to listen: http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/costarica/costarica.wma 

“tamal.” The tamal is made of corn meal dough 
stuffed with potatoes, vegetables and meat, cov-
ered by banana leaves and boiled. Making tama-
les is a big undertaking, and many families spend 
much time throughout the month of December pro-
ducing them for various holiday parties, and of 
course for the main holiday meal on December 24.  
Each family has a slightly different recipe and the 

recipes are regarded as an im-
portant family tradition that is 
handed down from one genera-
tion to the next.  
 

Another Costa Rican tradition during the holi-
day season is the “tope,” a tradition stem-
ming from colonial times. The tope is a pa-
rade in which horseback riders from around 

the country come together to show off their horses 
and compete with one another. There are many 
topes throughout the country during the holidays; 
however, the most important ones take place near 
the capital of San Jose. 
 
There may not be snow in Costa Rica at Christ-
mas time, but the country has many strong tradi-
tions which make the holiday season a lovely cele-
bration for all. 
  

by Michelle Riebeling 

As in many countries of the world, Christmas is a 
widely-celebrated and important holiday in the Cen-
tral American country of Costa Rica. Although Costa 
Ricans never wake-up to a “white Christmas,” the 
atmosphere is nonetheless festive and the country 
has many unique holiday traditions. 
 
The holiday season usually starts in Costa Rica in 
November when the weather be-
gins to become a bit cooler and a 
strong wind blows. At this time, 
Costa Ricans start decorating their 
houses and Christmas trees with 
colorful lights. They also set up a “portal,” a na-
tivity scene representing the birth of Jesus, with 
the figures of Mary, Joseph and the three wise 
men that are described in the Biblical account 
of the first Christmas. These nativity scenes are of-
ten the center of each house’s Christmas decora-
tions and because people add additional figures 
each year, they often become quite large. 
 
Traditionally, the figure of baby Jesus is usually not 
added to the nativity until December 25. This is be-
cause Costa Rican children believe that baby Jesus 
arrives and brings presents for them during the night 
of December 24 while everyone is sleeping!  
 
The most popular holiday dish in Costa Rica is the 

In Costa RicaIn Costa Rica  

A float representing peace in 
all the nations of the world is 

seen during the Festival of 
Lights Christmas Parade 

celebrating the holiday sea-
son in San Jose, Costa Rica 

Photo © AP Images 

Costa Ricans watch 
the Festival of 

Lights Christmas 
Parade celebrating 
the holiday season 
in San Jose, Costa 

Rica, Photo © AP 
Images 

http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/costarica/costarica.wma
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In Ethiopia, where I worked from 2004-2006, 
there are no Christmas trees to be found. Ethio-
pian Christians are Orthodox, so Christmas is a 
time to be spent in the church praying, and is 
celebrated on January 7. Candles and singing 
are part of the celebration, and some men gather 
to play “Gena”, which is similar 
to field hockey. The words 
“Gena” and “Leddat” also are 
used for “Christmas.” Families 
gather together to share a meal and a live animal 
is sacrificed that morning. The richest families 
will buy a cow, while most families in the city try 
to buy a sheep. The streets are full of sheep in 
the weeks leading up to the holiday! The poorest, 
who cannot afford a sheep, buy a chicken. So, 

instead of the wrapped package you would expect to 
receive in Europe or the U.S., we bought our maid a 
sheep. Ethiopians cook the meat in a spicy paste 
called berbere and put the meat and some vegetable 
dishes on a large sour pancake called injera. It’s a 

different, but tasty, holiday dish! The 
Embassy community had parties 
where we sung Christmas Carols to 
put us all in the holiday spirit, but for 
Christmas day itself we drove to the 

Embassy campground in the countryside 2.5 hours 
from the capital Addis Ababa. How did we celebrate? 
Well, we relaxed in the sun under some typical Afri-
can acacia trees and caught some fish for dinner.   
 

by Catherine McGeary 

In EthiopiaIn Ethiopia  

Simtayehu, left, from 
Ethiopia, dressed up as 
one of the Three Kings 

and Ina from Stock-
holm, dressed up as a 
Swedish Lucia during 
the presentation of a  

Unicef Christmas Card 
Photo © AP Images 

Merry Christmas to our all  
Dear Readers 

 
Zoom in on America Editors  

A hill at sunset 
in Gode, Ethiopia 

Photo © AP Images 
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Win a Prize!   
 

The answer to the 
November 2007 Contest 

Question was:  
 

Neil Armstrong 
 

The winners are:  
 

Anna, Joanna and 
Leszek 

 
 
 

CONGRATULATIONS 
 

Prizes will be sent to 
you via mail 

 

About ZOOM 
 

Zoom is online at: 
www.usinfo.pl/zoom/ 

 
Free subscription:  
www.usinfo.pl/zoom/

subscribe.htm 
 

Contact us at: 
zoom@usinfo.pl  

 
American Information 

Resource Centers 
 

Warsaw 
Ambasada USA 

ul. Piękna 14, 00-540 
Warszawa 

airc_warsaw@state.gov 
 

Krakow 
Konsulat Generalny USA 

ul. Stolarska 9,  
31-043 Krakow 

KrakowAIRC@state.gov 
 

 Activity Page 
Win a Prize!   

 

December 2007 
CONTEST 

 

What decoration do you 
‘have to’ kiss under at 

Christmas? 
 

Send the answer (with 
your home address) to: 

zoom@usinfo.pl 
 

Deadline: January 5 

 Glossary -  
(in the order of appearance) 

nativity - a picture, carving or model 
representing Christ’s birth                               
usher (v.) - show or guide a person 
somewhere 
meek - quiet, gentle  
launch - start or set in motion 
in earnest - occurring to a greater extent 
or more intensely than before 
en masse - altogether 
stucco - fine plaster used for coating wall 
surfaces  
kerosene - a light fuel oil obtained by 
distilling petroleum, often used in domes-
tic heaters and lamps 
tattered - in poor condition, old and torn 
windsock - a light cylinder or cone which 
shows the direction and strength of the 
wind 
spit (n.) - a thin metal rod pushed 
through meat in order to hold and turn it 
while it is roasted over an open fire 
mantle - a structure of wood or stone 
above a fireplace 
mall - a large building with a variety of 
stores 
slump - sit or fall heavily and limply 
exorbitant - unreasonably high (prices) 
stem from – be caused by 

  Exercise 1. Read the stories on 
pages 2-7 and answer these 

     questions : 
 
In which country ... 
 
1. do children receive presents from 

the Three Wise Men? 
2. is it customary to arrive for the 

party much later than the sug-
gested time? 

3. do people add figures to nativity 
scenes each year? 

4. is Christmas celebrated in Janu-
ary? 

5. are presents placed under the 
Christmas tree? 

6. are the presents opened at mid-
night? 

7. are horse parades and competi-
tions organized? 

8. can you expect to get a live animal 
as a Christmas present? 

 
Who… 
 
1. had to pay a lot of money to get 

the ingredients for Christmas 
dishes? 

2. didn’t really miss snow at Christ-
mas? 

3. spent Christmas Eve with a family 
of local people? 

4. saw that the heat does not quite 
agree with Santa Claus? 

 

 
 
Which of the 2007 Zoom in on America 

covers did you like best? 
 

 Send us your choice and you will partici-
pate in our End-of-Year Special Contest!! 

 
Great PRIZES, No “RIGHT” answers. Visit:  

 

http://www.usinfo.pl/zoom/past2007.html 
 

to see all covers  

Zoom in on America announces 
End-of-Year Contest:  

 
The Prettiest Cover of 2007 

 
Details: 

http://www.usinfo.pl/zoom/past2007.html

