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You can tell it’s the Christmas season by simply looking at women’s intent, beleaguered faces as they head out to the malls at 9 o’clock at night or get up at dawn to make a green-bean casserole for the office party. As the air grows nippy and colored lights begin twinkling up and down Rte. 11, women’s holiday symptoms become even more acute. Their pace excels from a gentile walk to a frantic trot; personal phone calls fall off, no one has time for lunch or even a cup of coffee; and the length of the personal to-do list grows to rival that of the Obama Transition Team. Clearly, it’s the holidays and the operative words for women are “stressed out.”

I’m asserting here that this annual affliction is borne primarily by women. I don’t know why, it just is. Last year at a committee meeting for some worthwhile civic group, the male chairman proposed to schedule two tasks for completion in December. Another man enthusiastically seconded it. The women members stared at both of the men in silent disbelief. Finally, one of them said, “None of us has time to do anything in December. It’s the holidays.” You could tell the chairman didn’t really understand, but under their glares of outrage, he withdrew the motion and rescheduled the assignments for January.
Now this year, many Americans are justifiably worried because they’re hard-hit by the economic meltdown of past months. Their homes are threatened or lost; 6.5 percent of them are out of work and many more fear they may be soon; unpaid bills accumulate; and they’re hard pressed to keep food on the table. This isn’t the kind of holiday stress I’m talking about. 

Rather, this column’s focus is on the routine rat race that accompanies normal Christmas planning and preparation every year. It’s time we get a handle on the seasonal pandemonium we’ve chosen to inflict upon ourselves. 

As part of the extensive research that went into the writing of this piece, I googled Holiday Stress on the Internet and came up with 640,000 entries. Synthesizing all of these, I learned that for women the holidays require juggling work with shopping, cooking, baking, decorating, caring for kids on break, and cleaning. I would add to that wrapping gifts, making place cards, arranging center pieces, decorating the tree, the mantel, and the stair railings, writing and mailing Christmas cards and letters, making home-made treats for the neighbors, and finding the red and green velvet ruffs for the dogs’ necks.
To understand the phenomenon of holiday stress, I have chosen to explore its progression over the course of three generations of American women, using avatars to represent each.
Jane the Pioneer
This woman, who typically lived with her husband and multiple children in a sod house on the Great Plains, was apparently the least sensitive to holiday stress of any in our sample. In fact, Jane didn’t know the meaning of the words stress or stressed out. Sadly, she didn’t make Christmas as fun or festive as later generations of women did. She and her family actually thought of this as a religious occasion, even though the circuit-rider hadn’t been by since August.

Jane and her husband hadn’t seen any family members except for their own offspring for 4 years, ever since they left Indiana or one of those other “I states.” As for friends and neighbors, the nearest settlers were 18 miles away on the other side of the river and spoke only Czech. Clearly, Jane had it easy when it came to dealing with guests and entertaining. The only relationships they had on a regular basis were with hostile Indians, on whose traditional hunting grounds their claim was located. No gifts to buy for them!
Since the crops failed two years out of three, Jane was stingy with the money she did have and chose to rely on her garden for most of the family’s food, preserving and putting away the summer vegetables and fruits to get them through the winter. With this attitude, it is not surprising that she gave little thought to Christmas gifts for her children. Most years she knit each of them a pair or two of wool socks—the kind that itch. One year her husband managed to get each child a peppermint stick; another year an orange for the family to share. Big deal!

Jane hardly put herself out when it came to decorating. With no trees on the prairie, the boys were lucky to find a stunted river birch to prop in the corner. Jane herself whiled away the winter hours chopping wood, remaking old clothes and mending them, baking bread from what was left of the flour, and nursing her kids through pneumonia, scarlet fever, measles, etc. 
Joyce the Homemaker
Moving forward four or five decades, women of Joyce the Homemaker’s generation raised their boomer kids mostly during the late 1940s and 50s. These women are the real culprits in the holiday stress blame-game. They’re the ones who set the gold standard in how to prepare for all holiday occasions—when they weren’t playing bridge, preparing church suppers, waxing the linoleum, or laundering and starching the family’s linens. (Joyce even starched her husband’s boxers, which he hated. She persisted, despite all complaints.)

Though living on the husband’s salary alone, Joyce threw caution to the winds when it came to gift buying—not only for her immediate and extended families, but all her friends and neighbors, her child’s teachers, the mailman, the paperboy, the milkman, and, of course, the Methodist minister and his brood. She charged these at local department stores and swore she never allowed herself to enter a store between Dec. 26-and June 1, when all the bills were paid off.

Homemaker Joyce worked like a farm hand from mid-October to the end of December. Every year she found fanciful decorating ideas in Good Housekeeping or Red Book and created new looks for the door, the mantel, the tree, and the wrapping papers and bows. She was not into crafts and hated sewing, but she threw aside all aversion to come up with each year’s extravaganza. For example, one memorable year she graced the front door with a homemade angel, crowned by a curly brass Brillo-Pad hairdo. Her Christmas card list, with postage at 3 cents per piece, numbered close to 200, each accompanied by a hand-written note. 
It was the kitchen that drew most of her attention and sapped most of her energy. For weeks she made Christmas cookies and fruitcakes that she stored in suit boxes and tins in the basement refrigerator. Every holiday meal was a long-remembered masterpiece.

Throughout this annual challenge , Joyce never thought of herself as stressed out. But she did swear it took all her strength not to have a nervous breakdown, a condition she viewed as a contrived weakness to be shrugged off by the stalwart. 
Liz the Boomer
Boomer Liz became a wife and mother during the 1960s, inheriting the burden of Joyce the Homemaker’s model for perfection and do-it-yourself commitment. The demands of meeting this standard were compounded by the fact that, like her contemporaries, Liz worked full time while raising her family. Also, extended family gatherings were now spread across four states, all of them accessed by car, inevitably across snowy, icy roads. It was at this time that the word stress came to be attached to the word holiday, much like “cheer” or “sales.”
The problem was that Boomer women adopted the high standards of the previous generation, but tried to combine them with the lifestyles priorities and time constraints of full-time employees. The Christmas tree had to be perfectly symmetrical, preferably a Frasier fir; the lawn as well as the house had to be decorated and entered in the town home-lighting contest; Christmas cards and letters, though honed down to 40 or 50 distant friends, had to summarize the entire year; the sterling and hollowware still had to be polished to a luster; lavish parties had to be thrown; the free-range chicken Kiev cooked to perfection; cakes, pies, and cookies not only baked but meticulously decorated. On top of all this, gift-spending was out of control, aided and encouraged by the ever-ready MasterCard.
Whereas Joyce the Homemaker’s generation had managed the giant production gracefully, with only occasional hints at possible breakdown, and Pioneer Jane had no special holiday complaints at all, Liz the Boomer’s generation completely freaked out. Tradition is a hard master and many of them were and are slaves to tradition. Liz’s Christmas moods during those child-rearing years ranged from flagrant self-pity, to rage, to complete weeping exhaustion—Super-Mom, up close and personal.

Despite all, I am optimistic about today’s generation of young women. Somewhere along the way I sense they’re reclaiming the peace and joy of the holiday’s original meaning. Rather than yoking themselves to old backbreaking traditions that are no longer compatible with working outside the home, they are creating new traditions that allow them to reduce the stress and frustration experienced by their mothers and grandmothers. 
Much shopping is alleviated by Gift Certificates from Target, Amazon, or Home Depot. Any gift wish that can’t be purchased on the Internet is unlikely to be unfilled. And when the pre-budgeted Christmas fund is gone, the shopping ends. I didn’t know you could to do that!

The artificial tree comes out of its box along with the artificial wreath and centerpiece. And they’re beautiful! As for baking and cookies, the grocery stores and bakeries in their neighborhoods carry far more exotic and tasty varieties than I could ever come up with. And when it comes to Christmas cards and remembrances for the mailman—forget it!

It may seem that in the guise of praising them, I’m actually criticizing the new generation. But I’m not! The young women in my family actually seem to be enjoying the holidays, taking time to introduce their kids to the wonder and beauty of Christmas, and producing memories their youngsters will treasure. Most of all, they’re managing to radiate peace and joy on the home front, turning December into a month of celebration rather than a month-long ordeal between Thanksgiving and New Year’s.
The Mayo Clinic website provides 12 helpful tips to prevent holiday stress and depression, everything from “Forget about perfection” to “Stick to a budget.” (www.mayoclinic.com/health/stress/MH00030 ). My kids seem to have put everyone of them into practice and proved their efficacy. There’s one tip that didn’t make the Mayo’s list, however, that I think should be added since it contributes to the tranquility of their season: “13. Spend Christmas Eve and Day at your parent’s house and let your stressed-out mom do her thing.”
