Martin Luther King's Birthday





Observed on January 21st or sometimes moved to the third Monday in January, this day commemorates the birth of a well known civil rights leader and Nobel Peace Prize winner.  Being selebrated nationwide, some southern states combined Kings's birthday with Robert Lee and Andre "Stonewall" Jackson.





Washington's Birthday





General George Washington was the commander-in chief of the continental Army during the American Revolution and the first U.S. president.  It wasn't until his death in 1799 that he was regarded as a gero nationally.  The Gregorian calender questioned the date by shifting it from February 11th to the 22nd.  February 22nd was known before as Old Christmas Day.  Washington's and Lincoln's birthdays were combined later as President's Day.





Memorial Day





Established in 1868as Decoration Day by General John A. Logan, commander-in-chief of the Grand Army of the Republic.  Thies day was set as a date to decorate the graves of comrades who died in defense of their country during the late rebellion.  It was then extended to include the dead of all wars, taking on its current name.





Labor Day





September 5, 1882 was chosen by Peter McGuire (carpenter) and Matthew Maguire (labor union leader) to fill the long gap between Independance Day and Thanksgiving.  Also, so laborers in the United States could have a day of their own.





Valentines Day





Saint Valentine is believed to have been a Roman priest clubbed and beheaded on February 14, 270.  So how did he become the patron saint of lovers?  One theory is that the Church used the day of his martyrdom in an attempt to Christianize the old Roman Lupercalia, a pagan festival held around mid-February.  Part of the ancient cermony entailed on putting girls names in a box and lettin the boys draw them out.  Couples would thus be paired off until the following year.  The Church substituted the names with those of saints in hopes that the boy would imitate the saint in which he had pulled.  By the 16th century, it converted back to the its original ritual.





Easter





Established as a celebration of the resurrection of Christ.  Orthodox Christians have a Saturday night service which is dimly lit.  All the lights are extinguished at mid-night and the door to the altar opens.  THe priest comes out with a lighted candle an proclaims that Christ is risen.  The congregants then light their candles via the priest's while bell rings.  The people then turn to each other and say, "Christos Anesti" and recieve the reply, "Alithos Anesti" ('He is risen indeed').  In Cyprus, Greece it is customary to tap red-dyed hard-boiled eggs against each other; whoever cracks the other's egg will have good luck in the coming year.  The name Easter may have come from Eostre, the Teutonic goddess of Spring and fertility whose feast was celebrated around the same time.  The Germanic goddess named Ostara was always accompanied by a hare.  The association of both rabbit and eggs with Easter is probably the vestings of an ancient Springtime fertility rite.





Halloween





Originated as the Celtic harvest festival, Samhain, when people believed that the spirits of the dead roamed the Earth.  Irish settlers brough their customs (bobbing for apples and lighting jack-o-laterns) to America in the 1840's





Thanksgiving Day





The first American Thanksgiving was entirely religious, and took place on December 14, 1619 when a group of thirty-eight English settlers arrived at Berkley Plantation on the James River.  Their day of arrival was decreed by the charter to be celebrated yearly as thansgiving to God.  Today, it is believed to have started in Octotober 1621 a year after the Pilgrims first landed on the New England coast.  The Pilgrims were joined by Massasoit (chief of the Wampanoag tribe) and ninety of his tribesmen.





Christmas





Being the most popular of the Christian festivals, Christmas celebratesthe birth of Jesus of Nazareth.  The exact date of Jesus' birth is unknown and for more than three centuries it was a movable feast often celebrated on Epiphany, January 6th.  The end of December was chosen by the western church as a way of countering various pre-Christian festivals.  Pop Julius I was believed to have fixed the date at December 25th.  Christmas is intermingled with both Christian and pagan traditions.





Saturnalia / Winter Solstice


decorating w/ mistletoe, holly, and ivy


excessive eating and drinking 


stringing lights in trees


exchanging gifts





Burning Yule Log


return of the sun in the middle of winter





Christmas tree


trees worshipped as spirits





Caroling


started w/ the manger scene evolved in Poland as the King Herod play; this play is when 13th century Franciscan Monks acted out the dramatic  event and then blended it in with characters and events of Poland's history.  The performers, called 'Herods' went house to house singing carols, acted, ate, and drank with the family of the visited houses.





House Decorating


children in west Africa made nativities around the entrance of their compound so on Christmas Day, neighbors and friends would come by and leave money.   The coins were collected in a dish or a pedestal.  The pedestal would be highly decorated with strings of plastic packing 'peanuts', bits of shimy metal, tinsel, plastic, and flashlight bulbs.








