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This book is dedicated to my mother,
Elinor Burnett Trainer, who never baked
a brownie, forgot my nineteenth birthday,
and stapled my Girl Scout badges onto
my sash because she refused to learn how
to sew, yet was deeply committed to her
big brood of a family and our heritage,
closeness, and future.




Acknowledgments

Traditions are communal, and I am grateful to the many friends and family members who gave me traditions, ideas, and support during the course of writing this book, including Cathy Dow, Concepcion Montalvo, Jose Sanchez, Alison Kolesar, Jonquil Wolfson, Audrey Werner, Alison Benjamin, Steve Swoap, Victoria Rock, Richard and Jeanne Besser, Joyce Bernstein, Eric Widing, Bobbie Crosby, Morty and Mimi Schapiro, Judy and Jenny Raab, Andrea Fox Jensen, Jack Wadsworth, Melissa Greene, Magnus Bernhardsson, Irving Tanzman, Judy Cummings, Jeffrey Burnett, Stephanie Mouse, Laurie Werner, Paulette Wein, Jennifer Ma, Judy Huber, Reverend Carrie Bail, Robin Brickman, Carole Schultze, Everton Sylvester, Julie Applegate, Darra Goldstein, Hans Morris, Steve Greenberg, Deborah Rothschild, Cristin Marandino, Shelley Jurs, Molly Polk, Lincoln Russell, Holly Mines, Diane Cooper, Deborah Coombs, Richard Criddle, Jody Fijal, Kathi Duble, Kaarin Lemstrom-Sheedy, Merritt and Mary Sue Colaizzi, Barry Olsen, Becky Acquaye, Sue Hamilton, Peter Bruun, Katherine Myers, Erik Bruun, Deborah Rothschild, Laura Heon, Dick and Sandy Bisson and the Bisson clan, Gary Flynn, Linda Becker, Linda White, Reverend Peter and Diana Elvin, Chris Howard, Geoff Strawbridge, Richard and Mary Beth Kerns, Darlie Kerns, Elizabeth Kerns, Stephanie Francis, JoAnn Noyes, Melissa Matuscak, Don and Andy Ovans, Jonathan Secor, Jude and Dick Sabot, Mary Saloschin Hubbard, Janette and Will Dudley, Julie Solomon, Alex Fox Coakley, Diana Walczak, David and Jeannie Aplin, Nancy Duble, Cecilia Vogtand, and Hanne Guri Belgau.

To the Ten Speed crew, for their longstanding support and good humor, especially my editor Veronica Randall, who was so patient while I took the time to live and enjoy these traditions, and Katy Brown, who did a beautiful job of designing this book. To Dennis Hayes, Lorena Jones, Jo Ann Deck, and Phil Wood, dear Phil: you are more than one could possibly hope for in a publisher.

To Eric Kerns, who helped enormously with the research, writing, and shaping of the manuscript while adding a vital male perspective. Eric shares my feelings about the profound role traditions play in family life as he and his wife Molly raise their girls Darlie and Zoe, but he also sees life through a humorous lens and is slightly irreverent about anything overly sentimental. My heartfelt thanks to Eric for all his help.

To my families—Trainers, Thompsons, Burnetts, Harveys, and Dubles—who have always shown me know how much family matters.

To my cousins (especially Doug and Lee), who continue the traditions begun at 1 Everett Street, the Cottage, and Camp, and who, as our children grow, do what comes naturally: staying close.

To my three “sisters”—Sarah Purcell, Jeannie Aplin, and Sue Hamel—as well as my dear friend Janette Dudley, who keep me entwined in the sisterhood and are so much fun to experience motherhood with.

To Mary Jane and Jim and the rest of the Thompson clan, who welcomed me into the family with a cow pie and love and who dish up family gatherings with humor and deep affection.

To my dear father, who made me a Swamp Yankee and is one of the brightest stars in my sky. And to Peg, who keeps him shining.

Lastly, to my beloved husband Joe—Big Joe Daddy-O!—and to our children, Trainer and Isabel. You give these traditions value and have taught me so much. I couldn’t have done it without you, nor would I want to.


CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments



INTRODUCTION

PART ONE
Spring

Welcoming Spring

St. Brigid’s Day and Candlemas

Groundhog Day

Valentine’s Day

Tu B’Shvat

Ramadan

Carnival

Mardi Gras

Calle Ocho

Pancake Tuesday

Maslenitsa

Purim

International Women’s Day

Pi Day

The Ides of March

St. Patrick’s Day

Norouz

Vernal Equinox

Spring Cleaning

Sham al-Naseem

Passover

Easter

April Fools’ Day

Daylight Savings Time

Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Day

May Day

Cinco de Mayo

Kentucky Derby Day

Mother’s Day

Vesak

Memorial Day

Acts of Remembrance

Last Day of School

Father’s Day

[image: ]

[image: ]

PART TWO
Summer

Welcoming Summer

Summer Solstice

Independence Day

Baseball Season

Summer Vacation

Once in a Lifetime Trip

Repeat Trips

Back Home

Celebrating a Birth

In the Beginning

Preserving Memories

Ceremonies

Godparents

Unusual Baby Gifts

Happy Birthdays

Recording the Years

Other Birthday Rituals

The Party

Milestone Birthdays

Your Own Birthday

Making Your Child Feel Special

As They Grow

Family Communication

Kids Rule

Bedtime

Coming of Age

Bar Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah

Turning Thirteen

Native American Rites of Passage

La Quinceañera

Male Rites of Passage

PART THREE
Autumn

Welcoming Autumn

Lammas

Sukkoth

Autumnal Equinox

Back to School

Earth’s Bounty

Blessing of the Animals

Oktoberfest

Moon Festivals

Feast Days

National Hunting and Fishing Day

Rosh Hashanah

Yom Kippur

Halloween

Dia de los Muertos

Election Day

Weddings and Anniversaries

The Date

The Dress

Tossing the Bouquet

Bridesmaids

The Best Man

The Cake

Throwing Rice

The Rings

Wedding Customs Around the World

Encore Weddings

Wedding and Anniversary Gifts

Happy Anniversaries

Anniversaries of the Heart

Home and Hearth

Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?

Symbols of the Hearth

Shabbat

Sunday Nights

Home Nights

Family Homestead

Walk When the Moon Is Full

Thanksgiving

The First Thanksgiving

Giving Thanks

What to Do with the Rest of the Day

[image: ]

PART FOUR
Winter

Welcoming Winter

Winter Solstice

Doing the Winter Around the World

Festivals of Light

Hanukkah

Christmas: The Glitter and the Sacred

The Birth of Christmas

Advent

The Tree

Decking the Halls

Holiday Performances

Caroling

The Nativity Scene

Yours, Mine, and Ours: New Traditions for Stepfamilies

Christmas Music

Christmas Movies

Christmas Stories for Children

Christmas Cards and Letters

Gift Giving

Letter to Santa

It Is Better to Give

Giving When There’s a Crowd

Giving to Others

Christmas Morning

The Pageantry of Food

Twelve Days of Christmas

Epiphany

Kwanzaa

A New Year

New Year’s Resolutions

Old Celebrations

New Celebrations

Throughout the World

New Year’s Day

Chinese New Year (Gong Hey Fat Choy)

Super Bowl Sunday

After the Holidays

A Season of Giving

[image: ]

CONCLUSION

SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY


INTRODUCTION

This book was written because it was a book I wanted to read.

Though I’ve always been inclined towards perpetuating traditions—organizing family parties and marching with my cousins and kids in the same small-town Fourth of July parade that my mother marched in as a child—it wasn’t until our son Trainer was born in 1998 that I began thinking consciously about the importance of traditions in our lives. Soon I was asking friends and acquaintances about their traditions as well, and I was startled by the responses.

Almost universally, people first professed to have no traditions. Then several days later they’d contact me and reminisce about the private rituals their family indulged in—be it celebrating a milestone birthday or clipping the first rhododendron blossom or putting a baby in the family clock (really). There were some doozies as well as some terrific ideas that I wanted to try out on my family. I started jotting down the ideas I liked in a notebook, in an attempt to remember them in the haze of early motherhood and to incorporate them into our lives. After a while, I realized I had a book.

And then came Isabel.

I had been gathering book notes and interviewing people as Trainer explored his way through preschool, trying out new ideas on him and my husband Joe as well as dusting off ones I remembered fondly from my own childhood. In October, we’d go apple picking in the orchards up the road in Vermont. In December, I’d embroider the date and some scene relevant to that year on Trainer’s Christmas stocking. At the beach, we’d collect sand dollars, decorate them with glitter, and give them away as tree ornaments to family and friends. And then, when Trainer was four, we got a call that a baby had been born—a Christmas baby!—and soon the three of us were flying to Guatemala to pick up the newest member of our family. Isabel was in our arms by March 27.

With two young children, the book got sidelined for a couple of years. And what a good thing that was, for many reasons, not the least of which was that it allowed me to explore the role traditions play in our lives, especially as our family grew. Like my friends’ traditions, many of mine were handed down to me, and their origins were a mixed bag, inspired by ethnicity, religion, heritage, or simply circumstance. A tenth-generation Yankee married to an Okie, I thought it’d be interesting to incorporate a sprinkling of traditions from around the world in the book. But as my own family expanded and I had the amazing opportunity to embrace a different culture and ethnicity, I found myself drawn to a larger worldview that reflected the needs and interests of our growing family. I think this is true of many families: as a people, we are migrating culturally and becoming a lot less “separate.” Indeed, as our view gets bigger, the world gets smaller. What a great opportunity to savor old traditions and also to create some new ones.

Take, for example, a tradition that starts at the moment of birth: naming. It was easy for me to imagine naming my son “Trainer” after his grandfather H. Potter Trainer. When I looked at my infant son, it was like looking in a mirror, for I could see distinct features of my father, my grandmother, as well as my own reflected in his wide blue eyes, high temples, and reddish-blonde hair. It made sense to name him J. Trainer Thompson. (Another family tradition: give your firstborn male your maiden name as a middle name.) For my daughter Isabel—a feisty streak of a comet—she deserved something different. It seemed ludicrous to saddle this beautiful Mayan baby with her inky dark eyes and black hair that shimmered (“Like a halo, Mom,” said Trainer) with a hardscrabble Yankee name that tumbled from your mouth like nuts from the basket of my family tree: Burnett … Harvey … Easton … Sherlock … Coffin. No, she was Isabel Rose, and when we strolled with her as an infant through the streets of the colonial Guatemalan city of Antigua as Easter preparations were underway, and the women selling their tapestries on the sidewalks gently asked her name, they cooed, “Isabelita,” Little Isabel.

That became her beautiful name, underscoring the fact that we all bring threads to the fabric of our family, and what a precious gift we received from this infant to inherit the culture of her birth, and what a powerful and overwhelming sense of responsibility I felt to do right by this little one in my arms. Looking at her beautiful skin and hair, I was also reminded that, although she didn’t physically resemble her brother or parents, physical characteristics aren’t what make a family. Or as Trainer put it soon after she was born, “Mommy, if you forget the color of our skin, our hair, and our eyes, I think we look just alike, don’t you?” You betcha. And then, of course, at age three-and-a-half Isabel rejected Isabelita. (“It’s only for babies, Mommy.”) And that’s an important lesson, too: traditions are successful only as long as they work for you, and sometimes they need to die a graceful death on the vine.

It also became evident to me as I wrote this book that traditions are important as we parent our children. At first I collected big, fat, obvious traditions (weddings, birthdays, first day of school), but soon it became apparent that traditions do so much more than commemorate a milestone; they can serve as guideposts along the way, helping us to shape our daily lives and foster values—indeed, they can be an oasis in an increasingly hectic and busy world. How do traditions and ritual help our children learn about nature or charity or differences (but also of the power of clan)? Rituals are also helpful as single-parent families, transracial families, and other nontraditional families forge ahead into uncharted territory. According to Newsweek, there are more than 22 million “step” (I’ve never liked that word) families in the United States today. How can children of divorce navigate holidays or weddings through the minefield of ex-spouses, stepsiblings, a new home (with new traditions), and inherited in-laws? How does a stepmother deal with Mother’s Day? How might you instill ethnic pride when a child can’t absorb the culture of her heritage from her environment? Traditions can help us grow and flourish; they reflect and inspire the way we parent and how we honor the passage of time, achievement, and meaningful moments in our lives. In a society that is increasingly chaotic, wired, and weird, they offer a way to connect with a spiritual dimension, a way to feel the embrace of a quieter world, and a chance to teach your children well.

The search for meaning through ritual is ancient, though perhaps more important now than ever before. Often, people live great distances from their families. Children with older parents don’t always have the advantage of knowing their grandparents. Divorce is commonplace. One out of three parents is a stepparent. People work—a lot. Many kids are in extended daycare after school, not home baking cookies and making ornaments. Many good parents simply don’t have as much time as they’d like to dedicate to their kids. Traditions are comforting and predictable. They involve a sense of history—sometimes generational—that affords a strong sense of self and one’s place in the family and the world, both morally and spiritually. They ground us. Think of one simple act: sharing a family meal. According to the Journal of Pediatric Psychology, children of alcoholics are much less likely to become alcoholics themselves if, while growing up, they take part in the simple act of eating with their parents as a family.

Traditions are also a great way to make everyone in your family feel included. Inclusiveness is a key to comfort in any environment, be it at home, work, or in the community. “Rituals foster a sense of belonging and provide comfort and security,” said Barbara Fiese, chair of the psychology department at Syracuse University and lead author of a study on family routines and rituals published in Journal of Family Psychology. “We know we can count on them.” Indeed, according to Fiese, rituals lower stress because they reassure us and add to our well-being. Certainly little kids revel in tradition, and as they get older, these memories can serve as anchors. Adolescents may pooh-pooh family traditions, but they absorb them and, from what I’ve observed, secretly desire them. The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, a study of ninety-thousand youth completed in 1997, indicated that children who feel connected to their families are far less likely to abuse drugs or engage in other risky behavior even if both parents are working.

The traditions in this book aren’t just for children, though. They are a way to mark passages, be it a birthday, holiday, marriage, or death. We impart them to our children, but we also partake in them for our own sake. My mother was one of six children, and her father—who had grown up the product of divorce in the early 1900s—was adamant that Sundays were family days; the kids couldn’t even leave the yard. My aunts still reminisce fondly about those Sundays; they played games in the grass, took care of their two grandmothers who lived with them, and after dinner clustered on the braided rug in the parlor listening to the evening radio broadcast. Indeed, at my mother’s funeral sixty years later, one of her childhood friends talked about Sundays at the Burnett house on Clifford Street and how as a kid he wanted to be a Burnett more than anything else in the world. We all know families like that—big, boisterous, spontaneous clans—and we want to be part of them.

There’s also a lot of yearning inherent in traditions, especially for those who live alone or are in crisis. Can you imagine Christmas while going through a divorce? You’d want to hightail it to the High Atlas Mountains where no one will jingle at you with false cheer. A friend of mine whose parents died when he was young found winter holidays depressing until he and others at his Wall Street firm started a phone-a-thon, using company phones to wish shut-ins a happy holiday, an idea that became a fulfilling annual tradition. My hope is that this book can help people forge satisfying new traditions. Though I miss my mother every Thanksgiving, I know she’s there in spirit when I make her Grand Marnier turkey stuffing from the Silver Palate cookbook—and I know my father’s there in the flesh when he grouses about how much it costs.

So how do you distinguish between a tradition and a rut? Sometimes you do things because you’ve always done them (like going to the same place every summer) and hope they will eventually become cherished memories. Often they do. Sometimes they don’t. Starting a tradition is like growing a garden: you plant the seed, water it, and wait. Sometimes it takes root, sometimes it doesn’t. You’ll know by the flowering whether it was successful. As you read this book, I urge you to keep several thoughts in mind:

[image: ] Don’t wait—until next year, next month, or even tomorrow—to start a tradition. Think about the rest of today. There are dozens of ideas in this book that take just a few minutes to try. We don’t need special occasions to celebrate our lives.

[image: ] Don’t feel obligated—the tradition should never overshadow the spirit of an event. Especially during the winter holidays, there’s no need to host or attend every single event or include every possible ritual every year. Save your sparkle and participate when you have the health, energy, and inclination. Otherwise the fatigue and stress of living up to obligations will kill the fun, and you’ll either do them grudgingly or not at all. I have some Christmas traditions that, rather than attempting annually, I enjoy every two or three years at best. And why not? A tradition doesn’t have to be annual, and when I feel up to it (and have begun to miss a particular ritual) I pick it up, and it feels fresh and fun again. If a tradition feels like a chore, don’t do it.

[image: ] Don’t hesitate to banish the traditions you never liked—it’s liberating! Everyone outgrows certain rituals just like we outgrow clothing, and a periodic review of what works and what doesn’t in your family is a good idea. There is no dishonor in letting go of traditions that no longer (or never did) suit you.

[image: ] Lastly, have fun. You probably don’t have time to make an exquisite needlepoint keepsake for every friend’s newborn, but there are plenty of others ways to mark the milestones for your kids, parents, spouse, siblings, friends, and colleagues. I promise you that whatever effort you put in will come back to you tenfold. Guaranteed.

The beauty of traditions is that they endure, in our lives and in our memories and, long after we’re gone, in the memories of our children.



Spring

There is no time like Spring,
When life’s alive in everything.…

CHRISTINA ROSSETTI




[image: ] Welcoming Spring [image: ]

Spring begins at the first sign that winter is loosening its grip, whether it is a garden shoot poking up through the snow, the grace of a warm breeze on your cheek after a cold morning, the lengthening days, or the change in the light … all are small, intimate signs of spring.

In a world that is increasingly governed by the clock, it’s easy to miss the rhythm of the seasons and get caught up in our daily lives, but I find it hardest to ignore the advent of spring. This season of rejuvenation in the natural world gives rise to a spiritual rebirth where we are delivered from the dark depths of winter to walk again on warm soil, to breathe deeply the scent of green, and to hear the music of returning birds. What better time to start a year of traditions than in the spring?

Personal rituals abound, and, for many people, spring flowers have a way of both heralding the future and commemorating the past. My friend Jeannie Aplin always cuts the first rhododendron blossom, making it a centerpiece on her kitchen table in the cut glass bowl that belonged to her husband’s grandmother, knowing how much it pleases him to see this ritual carried on that he enjoyed as a child. For photographer Lincoln Russell, spring takes him back to when his now grown son was a toddler and would ride on his dad’s shoulders, “catching” the buds of the flowering trees along Boston’s Commonwealth Avenue. It remains a distinct memory for both father and son. For my friend Audrey Werner, the first scent of opening lilacs wafting across the lawn reminds her of her father, for although she can’t remember the man who died when she was two, her mother told her that he passed away when the lilacs were in bloom. A vase of lilacs on the table is both a memorial and a fragrant way to greet the season.

Indeed, scent is a powerful reminder. You might think about what your home smells like, and what you’d like your kids to remember it smelling like … wood fires, fresh flowers, baking bread, orange-scented wood polish, garlic sautéing … For years I kept a big rosemary pot by the back stoop, and whenever it rained the raindrops would pelt the bush and for hours the air was laced with the scent of rosemary.

Although spring doesn’t technically begin until March 21, the Romans and Celts considered February the start of spring, and I think they had the right idea; February and March are full of rituals that seem more suited to awakenings than to the dormancy of wintertime.

[image: ]


It is the first mild day of March:
Each minute sweeter than before
The redbreast sings from the tall larch
That stands beside our door.

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH



St. Brigid’s Day and Candlemas [image: ] February 1 and 2

In ancient times in Ireland, the beginning of February was the halfway point between the winter solstice and spring equinox and signaled that winter was finally coming to an end. Yet with food supplies dwindling and the harvest six months away, the early Celts worried about survival and staged a festival of light (one of four major Celtic festivals) to conjure a bit of divine energy for the speedy return of spring. Held on February 1 or at the first sign of spring, the festival was called Imbolc, which means in the belly, although it’s sometimes translated as ewe’s milk, and involved enormous bonfires and torch-lit processions into the farmers’ fields.

As Christianity spread through Europe, many pagan festivals were transformed into Church-sanctioned holy days. Thus, Imbolc evolved into two holidays. One was St. Brigid’s Day, in which the Celtic goddess of fire and fertility was canonized as St. Brigid (today the second patron saint of Ireland, after St. Patrick). According to Church legend, St. Brigid was born around 450 AD, the daughter of the King’s poet laureate and a servant. The poet’s jealous wife sold the child to a Druid family. Converting to Christianity as a young girl, Brigid became a nun and founded a convent in Kildare. Today in Ireland St. Brigid’s Day (held from sunset on February 1 until sunset on February 2) is traditionally the first day of spring.

The second holiday to evolve was Candlemas, a candle-lit mass conducted on February 2 to commemorate when Jesus was presented in the temple forty days after his birth. A precursor to Groundhog Day, it also prognosticated the coming of spring.

Although Christian in origin, the spirit of Candlemas is easily adapted to a secular celebration of the turning of the season:

[image: ] Make your own candles with your children. Craft stores stock easy-to-use kits.

[image: ] Illuminate your home exclusively with your handmade candles on this night.

[image: ] Have a bonfire in your backyard. (Be sure to check your local fire ordinances.)


If Candlemas day be fair and bright,
Winter will have another flight.
If Candlemas day be shower and rain,
Winter is gone and will not come again.

OLD SCOTTISH RHYME



Groundhog Day [image: ] February 2

Early Christians embraced the folklore that animals had supernatural powers and their behavior could foreshadow the length of winter and other events. (Even Aristotle admired the hedgehog’s weather-predicting talents.) According to legend, a creature will come out of hibernation on Candlemas Day, and if he sees his shadow (that is, if the sun is shining), he will be frightened by it and go back to sleep for six more weeks (until the spring equinox). If the sky is cloudy and he can’t see his shadow, he will emerge from his burrow, figuring that winter is over. In Germany and France, the animal of choice was a bear or badger, but German immigrants who brought the custom to Pennsylvania in the late 1800s found no badgers (there weren’t any east of the Mississippi) and so used woodchucks or groundhogs for the task. On the weekend closest to Groundhog Day, have a Family Hibernation Day. Fun rituals include:

[image: ] Sleep late and stay in your pajamas all day.

[image: ] Read aloud, play board games, watch a favorite movie, take a collective nap.

[image: ] Make a decadent chocolate dessert, or do whatever activity will turn the day into a mini-retreat from the world for your entire family.

Valentine’s Day [image: ] February 14

The Romans honored Juno, goddess of marriage, with a feast on February 14, followed the next day by the boisterous Lupercalia, a festival dedicated to Lupercus (the god of fertility) that involved purification rituals and animal sacrifices. One feature of the festival was a kind of lottery: the names of young unmarried women were placed in a large urn, single young men were invited to draw a name, and the couple would pair off for the duration of the festival. Many such partnerships resulted in marriage.

The early church scowled on such behavior, and in 486 AD, Pope Gelasius invented a story to discourage the custom. There are several versions, but the basic narrative begins in Rome around 270 AD with Emperor Claudius II, a fierce ruler whose bloody military campaigns were legendary. When his soldiers balked at going to war, Claudius assumed it was because they didn’t want to leave their wives and children. So he cancelled all pending marriage contracts and made marriage illegal. A priest called Valentinius (Valentine) defied the tyrant’s decree and secretly officiated at Christian marriages. Enraged, Claudius threw the priest in jail, where Valentine fell in love with the jailor’s daughter. Not realizing she was blind, he sent her love notes “from your Valentine.” Claudius had Valentine beheaded on February 14, 270. Two centuries later, as the story goes, Pope Gelasius canonized the priest as a martyred saint and created St. Valentine’s Day in an effort to replace the Lupercalian tradition.

The English later adapted a more romantic version of the Lupercalian lottery: a soldier or knight would select a maiden’s name from a jar or basket, draw hearts around it, and pin the badge to his sleeve, hence the phrase, “to wear your heart on your sleeve.”

The romance associated with St. Valentine’s Day came a bit later; the earliest evidence is thought to be a poem from the early 1300s by Geoffrey Chaucer written to commemorate the engagement of Richard II in which the author linked St. Valentine’s Day to birds and romance. People thought that birds (especially lovebirds) chose their mates on this day, and it became common to pen verses about one’s sweetheart using this metaphor.

Valentine’s Day went into full swing in Victorian England, when love symbols such as cherubs, cupids, hearts, hands, and roses supplanted the religious icons of the day. The first commercial American valentine cards were printed in the 1840s, when Esther Howland, a Mt. Holyoke graduate who was a contemporary of poet Emily Dickenson, sent her salesman brother off with a dozen samples and was shocked when he returned with $5,000 in orders. (Today, according to greeting card industry reports, 25 percent of all cards are sold for Valentine’s Day.)


China tea, the scent of hyacinths, wood fires
and bowls of violets—that is my mental
picture of an agreeable February afternoon.

CONSTANCE SPRY



As a mother of young children, I often find it easier to make a big deal out of minor holidays such as Valentine’s Day. There are many ways to celebrate beyond going out to dinner and buying your family chocolates.

[image: ] Serve up love at every meal: oatmeal with red hot candy hearts for breakfast, or a heart-shaped sandwich in your child’s lunchbox.

[image: ] Make your own cards: let your kids go to town with fancy papers, doilies, ribbon, glitter, snapshots, and markers. I still have the cards my nieces and nephews made for me when I was single, and I still treasure them.

[image: ] When your kids come home on February 13 with a list of everyone in their class they have to give cards to (and, trust me, they will) buy a few packs of commercial cards and ask your children to personalize each one with stickers and markers. This allows you to concentrate guilt-free on the homemade cards for best friends or family.

[image: ] My friend Jeannie hosts a Valentine’s Day tea party for her daughters and their friends. She serves pink rosehip tea, pink sandwiches, and pink cookies.

[image: ] Author and illustrator Tasha Tudor made miniature valentines for her children’s dolls and stuffed animals. You can adapt this charming tradition by addressing a valentine card to your child from his or her favorite toy.

[image: ] When one of my co-workers and her boyfriend were on a tight budget, he hit upon the idea of giving her a heart-shaped pizza for lunch instead of a pricey restaurant dinner. She still looks forward to this tasty gesture from him—except that now he’s her husband.

[image: ] Ask each family member to memorize a love poem or sonnet to recite at the dinner table. John and Caroline Kennedy would write or choose a poem for their mother and paste it into a scrapbook. Of this family ritual, Caroline has said, “A few days before Valentine’s Day or Mother’s Day, there would be a mad scramble for the poetry books and a mild sense of competition to see whose poem was longer or more famous. It wasn’t like a school assignment, but an infinite wandering that took us out of our world and into so many others.” She has since edited two compilations of poetry, The Best-Loved Poems of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and A Family of Poems: My Favorite Poetry for Children.

Tu B’Shvat [image: ] January or February

Celebrated on the fifteenth day of the Hebrew month of Shvat (January or February on the Gregorian calendar), Tu B’Shvat is known as the New Year for Trees, not unlike Arbor Day. In ancient times, farmers planted trees and blessed their orchards on Tu B’Shvat, and in Israel today, children have parades, plant seedlings, dance, sing, and eat fruits and nuts. It is a day dedicated to environmental and ecological awareness and beautification, with an emphasis placed on trees, which have a place of honor in the Old Testament and in the Torah. You can celebrate Tu B’Shvat and help the environment at the same time:

[image: ] Have a Tu B’Shvat seder at home that features the seven “fruits,” praised by the Torah and cited in Deuteronomy, that flourish in Israel: pomegranates, olives, dates, figs, grapes, barley, and wheat. (It can be structured like a Passover seder, or more freestyle.)

[image: ] Set a Tu B’Shvat table with three kinds of fruit: one with a skin or peel that must be opened before eating (oranges or bananas, for example), one with an inedible seed or pit (apples or pears), and one that is entirely edible (such as grapes).

[image: ] Plant parsley, basil, scallions, and onions (they’re fast growers and can be planted in late winter or early spring if you live in a temperate climate) in time to serve at your seder.

[image: ] Discuss how your family might become more environmentally aware around your home. Then set up a playful way to keep track: If someone forgets to shut off the lights when she leaves a room or leaves the water running while he’s brushing his teeth, they pay a fine of 25 cents. At the end of the year, take the accumulated fines to your local nursery, buy a tree or shrub, and plant it in your yard (if you have one), or work with your school to select a spot that’s crying out for some greenery. Or donate the funds to a nonprofit that offers energy assistance to those in need.


Best time to plant tree, one hundred years ago.
Second best time, today.

CHINESE PROVERB





THE CHRISTIAN CALENDAR grew out of the Jewish lunar calendar and the Roman solar calendar, and as a result, some important celebrations and feasts can float to different dates while others remain constant. Before AD 325, Easter was celebrated by some Christians on Passover (a Jewish lunar holiday) and by others the following Sunday. In 325, the Council of Nicaea set the date of Easter to get everyone on the same page and, possibly, to sever its chronological association with the Jewish Passover. Since then, Easter has been observed on the Sunday following the first full moon after March 21—the vernal equinox—and the dates of all other moveable feasts are calculated using Easter as a reference point. It seems simple enough, but in practice the methods are a bit imprecise, in part because, due to leap years, the vernal equinox doesn’t always fall on March 21 and because the church still uses traditional tables (rather than modern astronomical data) to determine the dates of full moons.





Ramadan [image: ]

A period for spiritual reflection and prayer, the month of Ramadan celebrates the time when the verses of the Koran were revealed to the prophet Mohammed. Reading the Koran is an important aspect and many Muslims will attempt to read the entire text at least once during this period. Many will also go to mosques to attend special services during which the Koran is read aloud.

The exact dates of Ramadan change yearly because Islam uses a lunar calendar, which means the start of Ramadan happens approximately eleven days earlier each year according to the Gregorian calendar and consequently is not associated with any particular Western month. The ninth month of the Islamic calendar, Ramadan is a time when Muslims fast during daylight hours. It is common to have one meal, known as the suhoor, just before sunrise and another, called the iftar, directly after sunset.

The fasting is intended to enhance self-discipline, self-restraint, and generosity. The fast may be comparatively short if Ramadan falls during the winter months or much longer if it occurs during the summer. At the end of the month, once fasting has been completed, there is a celebration called Eid ul-Fitr, the Festival of the Breaking of the Fast. During this celebration it is traditional for Muslims to dress in their finest clothes, decorate their homes with strings of colored lights, give gifts to children, visit with their friends and family, and donate money to charity.

For non-Muslims, foregoing meals all day long every day for a month or more would be daunting, but there are ways to adapt and incorporate these mindful rituals into your life:

[image: ] North African nomads determine sunrise and sunset by holding a black thread up to the horizon. In the morning, when the thread is discernable from the pre-dawn darkness, fasting begins. In the evening, when the thread can no longer be distinguished from the night sky, the feasting begins. Instead of watching the clock, try this (dare I say timely tradition?) with your kids.

[image: ] Consider asking your family to observe one day of fasting in honor of Ramadan, choosing a day when everyone can sit down together before dawn for breakfast and again after sunset for supper.

Carnival [image: ] February or March

For Christians, spring brings Lent, a reflective period of forty days that begins on Ash Wednesday and leads up to Easter. The day before Ash Wednesday is Shrove Tuesday (still a legal holiday in Alabama), which gets its name from parishioners who, centuries ago, asked their priest to “shrive” or absolve them of their sins before entering the Lenten season.

Also known as Fat Tuesday, Shrove Tuesday can occur between February 3 and March 9, depending on when Easter falls. Because Shrove Tuesday is the last night that Catholics eat meat before giving it up for Lent, on that day people would slaughter and eat their fattened calves or lambs. They would also “let the good times roll” before embracing the rigors of Lent, beginning on Twelfth Night and ending on Shrove Tuesday. The period between Twelfth Night and Fat Tuesday (or Mardi Gras in French) is known the world over as Carnival (from the Latin carne vale, meaning farewell to the flesh).

And what is Twelfth Night, other than a comedy by William Shakespeare? In some churches, Twelfth Night is a holiday that concludes the





Mardi Gras [image: ] February or March












Calle Ocho [image: ] March


Pancake Tuesday [image: ] February or March








Maslenitsa [image: ] February or March


Purim [image: ] March







International Women’s Day [image: ] March 8





Pi (π) Day [image: ] March 14



The Ides of March [image: ] March 15



St. Patrick’s Day [image: ] March 17












Norouz [image: ] March 20 or 21




Vernal Equinox [image: ] March 20 or 21
















Spring Cleaning [image: ]








Sham al-Naseem [image: ] March 21












Passover [image: ] Late March or April


















Easter [image: ] March or April





























April Fools’ Day [image: ] April 1










Daylight Savings Time [image: ]





Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Day. [image: ]  April


May Day [image: ] May 1
























Cinco de Mayo [image: ] May 5







Kentucky Derby Day [image: ] May


Mother’s Day [image: ] May





















Vesak [image: ] May


Memorial Day [image: ] May





















Acts of Remembrance [image: ]




























Last Day of School [image: ] June








Father’s Day [image: ] June
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