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Where It All Started
Children’s noses pressed against cold windows, watching in wonder as sparkling characters 
danced and animals nodded. During the years following the Second World War, Canadians 
who shopped at Eaton’s department stores in cities like Winnipeg and Toronto were treated 
to windows full of Christmas scenes and figures. It is these window displays that make up the 
Western Development Museum’s Eaton’s Once Upon A Christmas display. 

In 1987, Eaton’s offered 
the display to the WDM 
Saskatoon. 

Volunteers – The 
Magic Ingredient
When the WDM acquired 
the display, we knew that we 
did not have enough staff to 
take on the mammoth task of 
refurbishing and maintaining 
it. However, the WDM had a 
group of talented volunteers 
willing to help. Many of the 
motors had stopped working, 
wiring needed to be replaced 
and figures were broken. 
In the first year, staff and 
volunteers racked up nearly 
3,000 hours cleaning and 
repairing.

Since 1987, many volunteers 
and staff have added their 
special touches to keep the 
display up and running. In 
1995, the WDM refurbished 
all the paper surfaces 
and lettering. In 1998, a 
mechanical and electrical 
overhaul was completed. 
In a three-year period, 
volunteers Del Huyghebaert 
and Nelson Remenda put in 
6,000 volunteer hours on this 
overhaul as well as helping 
staff Gene Barlow and 
George Seabrook prepare 
the exhibit.

In 2005, the Women’s 
Auxiliary to the WDM sewed 
new cloaks, dresses and 

coats for the figures. Each 
costume was measured, cut 
and sewn directly onto each 
figure. Hats and scarves were 
knit for miniature bodies. A 
few years later, the Angels 
Sewing Circle received a 
touch up thanks to volunteer 
Cheryl Hill-Hampson who 
carefully brightened the 
angel’s painted faces. 
Visitors in 2022 likely 
noticed refreshed paint work 
throughout the display thanks 
to the talent of WDM staffer 
Jane Reväe McWhirter. New 
in 2023 are new curtains 
for each book in the display, 
skillfully sewn by Women’s 
Auxiliary volunteers. 

For over 20 years, volunteer 
Jim McRae has put in 
thousands of hours assisting 
staff and looking after the 
display. In 2019, Jim was 
joined by Randall Simpson 
to help staff with set up and 
to do daily checks on the 
thousands of moving parts. 
For Jim, “Just to go out and 
make sure it’s running, it can 
give you a good feeling.” 

Thanks to Randall, Jim and 
all of the volunteers and staff 
over the years who keep the 
magic alive. 

Randall Simpson making repairs

Built in 1946 for Eaton’s 
Portage Avenue store in 
Winnipeg, the displays 
complemented the annual 
Santa Claus parade. Ex-
aircraft technicians were 
commissioned to design and 
create the displays. They used 
surplus air force navigational 
motors to power around 
3,000 moving parts that make 
up the display. The figures, 
built from plaster of Paris, 
danced and swayed under 
the power of these motors.

After many years, the scenes 
were put into storage until 
1976 when they were divided 
and sold to Eaton’s stores 
in Saskatoon, Regina and 
Thunder Bay. In 1977, the 
Eaton’s store in Saskatoon 
purchased the units that 
had gone to Regina and 
Thunder Bay and displayed 
them in their Midtown Plaza 
store where they appeared 
annually until 1984. In 1985 
and 1986, the display was 
put up in Midtown Plaza. 
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Making Memories
One of the most popular displays at the WDM Saskatoon is Eaton’s Once Upon A Christmas. 
Every year, we hear from visitors of all ages who make the WDM Saskatoon part of their 
holiday plans. In a time of high tech gadgets and special effects, what is it about the animatronic 
display that is so engaging? Is it nostalgia? Fascination with the past? These are part of it but 
what we hear most from folks is that it’s the memories. Memories of visits with grandparents or 
grandchildren, with the whole family or with friends during a school field trip. 

WDM members Michelle Berg and Meredith Newman kindly shared their memories with us. 
They have visited the display since they were children and now continue the tradition with their 
own children. 

" I really just love the nostalgia 
of the whole display. The smell 
of the WDM and watching the 
joy in my children's faces as 
they take it all in. The Once 
Upon a Christmas display is 
what officially puts me in the 
Christmas spirit. "

WDM Member Michelle Berg

Michelle Berg was six months old when she 
made her first visit to Eaton’s Once Upon A 
Christmas in 1987, the first year it was on 
display at the WDM. She has visited every 
year since. When she was very young, 
Michelle’s grandparents would bring her 
and her older sister Chantelle to see the 
magical figures, like the Winterkins which are 
Michelle’s favourite part of the display. She 
remembers, “standing in front of it for a long 
time taking in all the details.” When Michelle 
got a little older, her parents would bring the 
family and they would also visit the Festival of 
Trees as her Mom would decorate a tree for 
the festival. As a young adult the roles reversed 
as Michelle would bring her grandparents to 
take in the holiday display. 

Michelle and Chantelle still carry on the family 
tradition by bringing their own children each 
year, along with their parents. Michelle’s 
favourite memory is when her daughter Isabel 
was 1 ½ years old because it brought her 
memories full circle, “The wonder of Christmas 
in her young, bright eyes was so exciting to 
see. She would point and exclaim and just 
love every aspect of it.”

" For me it never felt like 
Christmas until I went to see 
Eaton’s Once Upon A Christmas. 
Over the years, I have continued 
to go see the exhibit as it’s 
always held a special place for 
me. "

WDM Member Meredith Newman

Visiting the Eaton’s Once Upon A Christmas 
display is an annual tradition for Meredith 
Newman since she was a young girl. She 
always felt a strong connection to the WDM 
as both her parents had worked at the WDM 
at one-time and her grandfather was a long-
time volunteer. In November 2020 the WDM, 
and the Eaton’s Once Upon A Christmas 
display, became an even more meaningful 
place for Meredith. Meredith and her partner, 
Justin Fetter, planned to take their daughter 
Evelyn to see the display and carry on the 
tradition. Unbeknownst to Meredith, Justin had 
conspired with WDM Saskatoon staff to hide 
an engagement ring in the Angel’s Sewing 
Circle display. When they got to the display, 
Justin pointed to the angels quilting and asked 
if Meredith saw the box. Meredith admitted, 
“At this time I was completely clueless, it 
wasn't until Justin was on one knee with that 
same box that sat in the exhibit, that I realized 
we has proposing.”  

On November 13, 2021, almost one year to 
the day that they were engaged, Meredith 
and Justin were married at the WDM. In 
2022, Meredith visited the Eaton’s Once 
Upon A Christmas display with with Justin, 
Evelyn and their twins, Jamieson and Sullivan, 
who were born in spring 2022. The family 
tradition continues. Michelle Berg and sister Chantelle, 1989

COURTESY OF MICHELLE BERG Justin, Evelyn and Meredith, November 13, 2021.
COURTESY OF MEREDITH NEWMAN

Engagement ring hidden in the Angel’s Sewing Circle 
display.
COURTESY OF MEREDITH NEWMAN
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