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This year it appears that my Christmas gift to the family may be divorcing them. At issue is the family gift exchange. 
In the past few years, our sensible family of five has grown to 260 percent of its original size, counting mates, offspring, and a few folks we’ve gotten used to whom no one can identify for sure. While all of this makes for great merriment as we celebrate this magnificent holiday, it’s turned shopping into a nightmare for some members in terms of time and money.   
Since husband Jack and I are retired and abounding in both commodities, it’s our children who are hit the hardest, and for the past several years they have been yammering for a sensible exchange of a few gifts to be determined by drawing names.

I should point out here that we welcome our middle-aged children’s more frugal approach to life. Now that they have finally become parents, their views on family finance have come to resemble ours a lot more closely.   For example, the kids now understand why a Lamborghini was not our choice for a family car as they were growing up.  One son has even discontinued the practice of paying a tailor $100 to add a button and button-hole to his leather gloves. 
Having wisely foreseen the current economic crisis months ago, I addressed the following email to our kids, Grandma, and Aunt Connie on August 5.  (Names have been changed here to protect my family’s privacy.) 
From:   Elisabeth Schillinger 
To:   Phong Jones; Ilya Jones; Justin Jones; Liesl Jones; Victoria Jones; Jack Jones; Ruth Jones; Connie Jones 
Sent: Monday, Aug. 04, 2008 2:28 PM

Subject: Xmas Buying Plan for 2008

Dear Family,
Each household is suffering from money woes under the Bush economy and I am implementing the long talked about name-drawing for our Xmas gift exchange this year. If you don't like the idea, respond to all with your comments. I listed all our names in order of age, except for the children, and then went four down to come up with giver and recipient.  See attached.  We can do this more democratically in future, but let's try this system to get us started in 2008.    
Love, Mama
I then attached this visual, which took me only 3 days to devise:
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Foolishly, I thought this would solve everything and that all would be delighted. But no. In less than 2 hours I had garnered the following “reply-to-all” responses.  It was a workday and all recipients were frittering away the time at their office computers, perhaps contributing to the immediate and particularly heavy response. I know this, because each email was signed with the kids’ full name and title, the name of their company, the web address, and a catchy sales slogan.
Here they are, in order of time sent:

Ilya 2:38 pm:  We propose something every year, but it never happens. What if we just set a $20 per gift limit on everybody. People should only be allowed to spend $20 on gifts for each person. And anyone who exceeds the threshold should be doused with eggnog.

Vic  3:14 pm:  I don’t know. I think that it’s really easy to go over the $20 rule and you’d still be shopping for everyone. If we are really trying to control this, I think Mama’s exchange idea is better. Another benefit is that we could use some of the unwrapping time to play a game together. 

Liesl  3:20 pm:  What if we each get one $400 gift for our designated person, satisfying the yearly urge to be generous; but reducing the shopping burden! I would like a Trek 7.5 fx bike, in jolly rancher green or periwinkle. Thanks!

Phong  3:37 pm:  I think its fun buying a gift for everyone at Christmas and especially fun unwrapping. I vote for Ilya’s idea. A limit of $20-$50 max per gift.

Vic  4:02 pm:  So it's already up to $50? Just please make sure to keep it under $75! Liesl, surely someone has written an enlightening piece on how to solve this family dilemma. Do we need a Venn diagram showing Shopping Pleasure, The Meaning of Christmas and Credit Card Debt? I was hoping to roll out the Schillinger idea to my side of the family too, darn it. We'll have 5 kids in my family by Xmas 08 so everyone is in agreement that the focus needs to shift.
Liesl  4:08 pm:  How about we all give each other NOTIONAL gifts, on Facebook--like, A NEW CAR! for free....

Phong  4:10 pm:  Vic - I understand how you feel. My family only gives to the little kids and for the adults we started last year doing Secret Santa and that has worked out great.
Justin  4:18 pm:  I've got an idea--why don't we just buy a bunch of cats for Christmas and herd them around Strasburg?

Ilya  4:29 pm:  This is the only sane idea I've heard yet. I'm glad someone is using their head.
I am not making this up! The only thing I falsified was the date the email exchange was initiated and the responses circulated—actually May 5.  I thought if I did it far enough ahead of time, there was hope. I didn’t even bother to respond to this nonsense, except of course to remind Ilya that he should have written “…someone is using his or her head.” So we enter into the holiday season again in a complete quandary. 
A couple of weekends ago we all gathered at our house for the baptizing of our two newest grandbabies—Guinevere, 13 months, and her cousin Dane, 10 months. The gift exchange problem was raised by all households, but I kept mum, letting them see how inefficiently this tribe would operate were I to go ahead with divorce proceedings. 

I must admit, however, that two things have discouraged me from this course of action: one, the baptism was such a glorious occasion that I realized again how dear these people are to me; and two, without this nutso family, what would I do for material for this column? 
I’ve decided to relent and give them one more chance at a solution. And so I’ve reread their email comments on the first plan and tried to incorporate as many of their ideas as possible. But this revised plan will not be open to a vote or even discussion. The truth is, I’m out of ideas and I just don’t have any more diagrams left in me. 
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Fig. 1:  2008 Family Christmas Diagram


— Suggested Limit $40-$50
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Fig. 2:  New 2008 Family Christmas Diagram


—Suggested limit 1 per individual in season








[image: image3.png]


[image: image4.png]


[image: image5.png]


[image: image6.png]


[image: image7.png]


[image: image8.png]


