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Nora Mae Carmichael and Savona Bailey-McClain 
of the West Harlem Art Fund 

Nora Mae Carmichael, a gifted self-taught artist residing in Harlem, was selected to create an original 
piece of art for the official White House Christmas Tree. Mrs. Laura Bush chose the National Park 
Service as this year’s theme for the tree, in celebration of its upcoming centennial anniversary. Nora 
Mae’s hand-painted ornament, depicting the Hamilton Grange National Park in Harlem, is one of 
391 works representing National Parks across the country and will be permanently archived at the 
White House. 

After being nominated by Savona Bailey-McClain of the West Harlem Art Fund, in August Nora 
Mae received the oversized blank ornament from local officials and transformed it into a one-of-a-kind 
reflection of the namesake of the park. A series of interesting encounters marked the evolution of the 
ornament. 



At the invitation of First Lady Laura Bush who hosted the reception, Nora Mae was one of the selected 
artists to receive an invitation to the White House last Wednesday for an unveiling of the tree. Ms. 
Carmichael’s ornament now adorns the 18 foot Fraser Fir located in the historic White House Blue 
Room. 

This journey to the White House is bitter-sweet because on Christmas day back in 1962, when Nora 
Mae was just 3 years old, she and her siblings were separated from their parents and placed into foster 
care. Her mother, who was suffering with post-partum depression, was institutionalized that day after 
becoming despondent over the pressures of the holidays and the inability to afford Christmas presents 
for her six children. They had been travelling on a local highway in the San Francisco Bay Area 
(where the family was from) when their car broke down. The accumulation of events took its toll and 
the unfortunate story was covered on Christmas Day by a prominent San Francisco newspaper. 

Following the separation, Nora Mae spent most of her childhood shuffling in and out of the foster-care 
system while her mother sadly moved through institutions that knew very little about post-partum 
depression at the time. 

“The memory of that experience remained very vivid for me and I always yearned to be with my family 
and have a sense of peace during the holidays, knowing that if that could happen it would make my 
mother happiest”, says Nora Mae 

Now making her home in Harlem, a community she feels has been calling her since she was a little 
girl, Nora Mae feels at home to express her creativity while overcoming past hardships through her 
blossoming art career. Nora Mae’s artwork is represented by a notable gallery on Madison Avenue and 
has appeared alongside African-American master-artists in museums across the country as part of a 
travelling exhibition from the University of Maryland. Other national exhibitions include the Outsider 
Arts Fair, October Gallery Annual Exhibit, and the National Black Arts Festival. 

Since Nora Mae was three years old the Christmas Holiday has 
stirred painful memories, even more so with the passing of her 
mother earlier this year. But when she was invited to paint the 
ornament for the White House she immediately saw the 
opportunity as a gift sent from her mother to assure her that she’d 
have something to look forward to this Christmas. 

“At times when I felt self doubt while working on the ornament, I’d 
hear my mother’s sweet voice in my heart telling me to keep 
working, to have fun with it, and reminding me to do what I do 
best. I could feel her presence and imagine her beautiful smile; her 
voice telling me that she could see me, and that she was happy”, 
said Nora Mae 

This Holiday Season the White House will host over 60,000 guests 
who will enjoy Nora Mae’s ornament on the official White House 
Christmas Tree. 
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