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Back at the end of January, I was preparing to host a large family gathering at our house to celebrate two adult birthdays. Having just come off the joyous Christmas season, I found it hard to muster the excitement to create a memorable occasion, and the items in the birthday decorations box seemed particularly dull and sparse. What this event called for, obviously, was a theme to spice it up.

The weekend happened to coincide with Lee-Jackson Day, Martin Luther King’s Birthday, and the Inauguration. I flew to the computer to find party suggestions, décor, menus, and songs to go along with any or all of these momentous occasions. 

This is when I learned I was on my own. Google turned up virtually nothing in the way of tips for home-based celebration. Sadly it turned out Wal-Mart’s aisles were strewn with Valentine and St. Pat’s paraphernalia, offering nothing for the momentous weekend at hand. And, my neighbors’ yards were void of any artful or humorous holiday frippery I could copy or steal.

Finally, in desperation, I decided on MLK Day as the focus, printed out a dozen or so black-and-white pictures of the civil rights leader from the Internet, added some of his pithier quotes underneath, and taped the placards on the dining room walls just above the chair rail. Not one of my guests gave them a glance. My husband Jack read a portion of the “I Have a Dream Speech” in lieu of a prayer at dinner. We even tried a round or two of “We Shall Overcome” after the singing of “Happy Birthday,” but only Jack and I knew the words.

My conclusion at the end of this dismal experiment was that this country needs more holidays! We need more occasions to which we can completely and mindlessly commit ourselves to shared jollity, eating, gifting, decorating, and singing. Most importantly, I recall from my working years, we need more days off with pay! Thus, my complaint is not only with the paucity of our national agenda of holidays, but with the muted fervor which we devote to most of them.

The Dearth of US Holidays 
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Number of Holidays

In the United States, the Federal government recognizes ten national holidays a year, fewer than anybody except Uganda, according to my research of 10 totally randomly selected countries.
Religion is the basis for a majority of holidays in the rest of the world, even in countries like France and Sweden where no one bothers to go to church. Religion accounts for Sri Lanka’s proliferation of celebrations, since the country, though 80 percent Buddhist, also has sizeable Hindu, Muslim, and Christian populations. (The Theravada  Buddhists consider every full moon justification for a day off.) 
Another significant basis for holidays is to memorialize patriotic events, usually independence from Britain and military victories. Other holidays have been created to honor various individuals, groups, or species, e.g. Che Guevara, women, carp. In the United Kingdom, every time you arrive there the whole country is inexplicably shut down for a Bank Holiday.

Technically speaking, the United States has no national holidays, since each state gets to choose its own. Federal holidays are legislated only for government offices and the District of Columbia. But almost all states adopt the ten Federal holidays and add some of their own. In most Virginia counties there are 14.5 “official” holidays a year. State and Federal holidays for 2009 are listed in black below; “Virginia Only” holidays are in red.
	Federal and Virginia

Holidays in 2009



	Jan 1— 
New Year’s Day

	Jan 2—
State Offices Closed

	Jan 16—
Lee/Jackson Day

	Jan 19—
Martin Luther King Day

	Feb 16—
Geo. Washington Birthday

	May 25—
Memorial Day

	Jul 3—
Independence Day (Fri.)

	Sep 7—
Labor Day

	Oct 12— 
Columbus Day

	Nov 11—
Veterans Day

	Nov 25—
Thanksgiving Eve at Noon

	Nov 26—
Thanksgiving Day

	Nov 27—
Black Friday

	Dec 24—
Christmas Eve

	Dec 25—
Christmas Day


But if you count all the holidays recognized by all of the states in a given year the total comes to 215. Now that’s a goal worth striving for!

Besides the shortage of national holidays, we have a “clumping” problem. All our holidays are divided among eight months of the year, leaving four months totally bereft—March, April, June, and August. For as long as anyone can remember, we have calmly accepted the dismal 97-day span from Washington’s Birthday (aka President’s Day) from mid-February to the end of May with no day off! I understand the Icelanders have 53 days of paid leave during that period—launched by Beer Day on Mar. 1. 

On the other hand, the senseless scheduling of the two backbreaking holidays of Thanksgiving and Christmas three weeks apart remains an indefensible crime against women (see this column’s rant of Nov. 2005).

Rethinking the Holiday Calendar

In addition to the ten holidays designated by the Feds, there are several “traditional” American holidays that brighten our lives and would spread even more cheer if they were to be declared paid days-off and given the traditional folderol and status they deserve, e.g., St. Patrick’s Day  and Halloween. A new US holiday calendar is sorely needed. 
The model I propose combines many of the beloved traditional days with several of the more compelling holidays recognized by our sister states. The first goal, as I see it, is to increase the number of official holidays in the calendar year, that is the number of paid days-off. Secondly, we need to distribute them more evenly among the months, and thirdly, we must try to leave no religious, ethnic, or interest group unhonored.

Liz’s Proposed Holiday Calendar for 2009
*=Sat. event observed on Fri.; 

** Sun. event observed on Mon.

	New Year’s Day Plus 1 
	Jan 1-2

	Martin Luther King Day/ Jefferson-Jackson Day
	Jan 16

	Robert Burns’ Birthday
	Jan 25

	Chinese New Year 
	Jan 26

	Groundhog Day
	Feb 2

	Valentine’s Day
	Feb 14

	Washington’s Birthday
	Feb 23** 

	Mardi Gras/Shrove Tues.
	Feb 24

	Daylight Savings Time/Sleep Adjustment Day
	Mar 9**

	St. Patrick’s Day
	Mar 17

	Prince Kalanianaole Day
	Mar 26

	Land-Mine Awareness Day
	Apr 3*

	Good Friday
	Apr 10

	Tax Day
	Apr 15

	Earth /Arbor Days
	Apr 22-24

	May Day
	May 1

	Cinco de Mayo
	May 5

	Mother’s Day/CSA Memorial Day
	May 11**

	National Defense Transportation Day
	May 15

	Memorial Day
	May 25

	Jefferson Davis Birthday
	June 3

	Flag Day
	June 14

	Juneteenth (Slavery Emancipation Day)
	June 19

	Father’s Day
	June 22**

	Anti-Drug Abuse Day
	June 26

	Independence Day
	July 3*

	Andrew Wyeth-Richard Simmons Birthdays
	July 12

	Utah Pioneer’s Day
	July 24

	World’s Indigenous People’s Day
	Aug 10*

	Ramadan Begins
	Aug 22

	LBJ Day
	Aug 27

	Labor Day
	Sep 7

	National Grandparents’ Day
	Sep 13

	Constitution Day
	Sep 17

	Yom Kippur
	Sep 28

	World Habitat Day
	Oct 5

	Leif Erikson Day
	Oct 9

	Columbus Day/Native Americans’ Day
	Oct 12

	Halloween 
	Oct 31

	Daylight Time Ends/Sleep Adjustment Day
	Nov 2**

	Veterans Day
	Nov 11

	Thanksgiving Preparation/Travel Days
	Nov 23-25

	Thanksgiving Day
	Nov 26

	Black Friday
	Nov 27

	Pearl Harbor Remembrance Day
	Dec 7

	First day of Chanukah
	Dec 12

	Christmas Eve
	Dec 24

	Christmas Day
	Dec 25

	First Day of Kwanza
	Dec 26

	New Year’s Eve
	Dec 31

	Pearl Harbor Remembrance Day
	Dec 7

	First day of Chanukah
	Dec 12

	Christmas Eve
	Dec 24

	Christmas Day
	Dec 25

	First Day of Kwanza
	Dec 26

	New Year’s Eve
	Dec 31


With the new plan, we would go from a total of 10 Federal holidays per year, to 50, and since some are multi-day breaks, e.g., Earth-Arbor Days in April, the actual total rises to 56 days-off per year. This averages 4.67 days per month, more or less equally distributed among the 12 months of the year. Zowie!

In addition, several holidays offer families options for the focus of their celebrations. For example, in January of this year, one might have chosen to honor Robert E. Lee/Stonewall Jackson, or Martin Luther King, or all three! And, finally a way to relieve our guilt on Oct. 12--Columbus or Native Americans!

Yesterday I submitted this proposal to Congress to enact into Federal law. Now that bipartisanship has gripped Washington, approval shouldn’t take long. You can begin inking these new dates into your calendars right now.

















