NORTHERN HOLIDAYS—Ideas for a Season to Remember
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Especially at the holidays, tradition” can be an intimidating word—something
for those ather people, the ones with bigger families, more creativity, mere tirme. Even
if you have no traditions of your own (or just don't realize that you do), it's not too late

to get started. It's easler—and more impottant—than you may think. 8y kiV SCHNEIDER
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haron Wyn didn't panic when

her oldest son called from

hours away with a desperate

plea. He was in his first

semester of college, and the
season’s st flakes of snow were falling,
Even before he urtered his request, Wyn
had guessed what he needed: home-
made jam.

Ar the Wyns' Traverse Civy o,
thic first snowtall is one of many reliable
excuses for a celebration: in this case, the ceremonial opening
of the first jar of homemade preserves from the summer’s fruit.
The jam was sure to be tasty; but sweeter still (even to a college
freshman) was the way the jam brought back memories of
berry picking adventures and lively conversarions around a
SITUTIETING POt

“Even the simplest of traditions rake on special meaning if
linked to feelings of joy,” Wyn savs. She has spread the impor-
tance of tradition in her classes at churches and community
centers over the years,

Brir even simple traditions don't happen by accident. “We
like to think the best things are spontaneous,” Wyn says, “But
for the majority of times, special moments have to be planned
tor in advance. Then they become precious memories.”

The first-snow jam party is just one of a litany of Wyn family
traditions, some serdous, others quirky, and all desioned to
celebrare something broader—friends and family, changing
seasoms, faith, or the beauty and bounty of Northern Michigan,
Their most meaningful traditions, though, have often revolved
arcund the winter holidays, Thats when thoughts naturally
turn to those rituals that define who we are, where we came

from, what we value,

Sa before you give up on your great-grandma’s complicared
stuffirig recipe, you may want to sit back and re-think your own
rraditions—the ones you already celebrate and those you feel
the absence of. They may be more important than you think.

B'}" Clﬂhni[i{'.ln, tradirion is the |'|31':|.!1'[‘:|;_{ down of customs
or beliefs from one generation to the nexe. Bur all raditions
have to start somewhere, and for Elizabeth Berg, the author
of Family Traditions: Celebrations for Holidays and Evervyday,

traditions can be defined simply as something you do once and
it feels right, “so you do it again and again and again.”

Onece upon a time, continuity defined people’s lives. You
had the same job, from graduation o retirement. The roles
people played in their families and in society at large were clear.

But these 1.|H'!.’-.‘" it seems we often must reinvent ourselves in
order to successfully navigate the changes in our family dynamics
and in the workplace. And ver, we still erave some predictabiliry
in our lives, something we can come back 1o like s favorite page
ina book to define who we are and structure our life stories, says
Brian Hoey, a Northem Michigan-based anthropologist with
the University of Michigan’s new Center for the Echnography
of Everyday Life,

"We used to know the beginning and we could visualize
the end [of life],” Hoey says, "“MNo longer, To the extent we can
find regularity in evervday life through rraditions, we have
somewhere to ground ourselves,”

One of the biggest mistakes we make is expecting that all
we have to do is “show up” at a family holiday gathering,
though, and it will be filled with deep conversation and
closeness. Sometimes, “we take tons of pictures and videos and
we go home to realize we mostly sar around and watched TV
Huoey says. Maybe that’s OK—even our mundane interactions
can define who we are, he says. But it takes only a little
planning to elevate our interactions to memorable traditions.

In an ongoing research project on what artracred newcomers
o the Grand Traverse Region, Hoey found thar many were
drawn by joy-filled memories of the simplicity of childhood
vacation maditions—rthat was the only time, many said, they
would step out of their daily routine and take time for simple
pleasures like family board games and evening bonfires.
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Compassion through cooperation

But while a connection o a treasured place can add depth
o A rradition, you don't need to be on vacation {0 ST one.
You just need consistency,

Think of the way a child ENjoVE a favorite \tnl'}'ht.u k—that
is, over and over and over—and then apply that same formula
to your holiday traditions, suggests childhood expert Fred
Rogers of “Mr. Rosers’ Neighborhood.”

"The pleasure,” he writes, is in the “tamiliar way the story
begins, the anticipation of the familiar turns it takes, the familiar
moments of suspense and the familiar climax and ending.”

Likewise, the Wyns always created a prediceable story out
of their Christmas day, They started every Christmas Day by
opening stockings on the parents' bed. They shared a breakfast
casserole of scrambled epps and ham, with fruit on the side. Then
the family opened presents from youngest to oldesr, identifying
them with humorous tags sure to launch fun conversation,
Dinnér was prime rib.

The fact that her children had routines they could rely
on, Sharon Wiyn believes, is what helped them emerge as
confident, successtul adules with strong ties to their family and
friends. Whyn even receives letters from people touched briefly
by her traditions. A son’s ex-girfriend wrote, 11 years after
the relati |1'|_~'h1['-_ o say thar the "'.'ll.-"'g.'n-.' after-dinner tradition of
listening to music and reading together was so memorable thar
she bepan the tradition in her own home.

Soimetimes, the power of a tradivion lies in i portabality.
Wy grandfather loved pickled herring,” Hoey says, "My miother
adopted the tradition and ate pickled hemring for every New
Year, Now every January 1, 1 buy a jar knowing my mother’s
doing i, It can be a way to create a powerful psychic connec-
tion with family in a way a phone call wouldn't.”

So what’s the hest step in weaving your own - tapestry of
traditions? Look at the activities that bring you joy, and repeat
them in a ser fashion, Or add a twist to a simple activiey—lights
along the sledding hill, a ceaft projece ar the end of an autumn
leaf hunt, or just a signarore meal. Need a little inspiration!
Borrow from the following list. Friends suppested some ideas.
Experts suggested others, Just be sure to/add your own nwist.



Give—in secret: Some years, the Wyn family would secretly
Yadopt™ a single mother, an older person, mavhe even a voung
couple. They would send cards;, offer babysitting help, keep
them in prayer, help our with chisres, Long-term relationships
often developed, leaving them with a large extended family.
Enter with caution, though, being realistic about vour rime
COTIMITIEL,

h‘It‘J]‘lThI}f pie fix: [ s Jurie, it’s thuburb pie, luly, 16% cherry
the Wi family’s piesof-the-month rradivion:

Dine in unexpected places: "Tradition” and “unpredicrable”
might seem, in some ways, opposite. But why not adope 2
rradinon of spontaneiry! Eae a meal on the vrunk of the car ar
the airport while warching the planes land. Host a midnight
tish fry along the shore of a lake,

The gift of attention: Here's proof thar donuts can be
healthy, Wiyn's husband, Raymaond, ook one of their four boys
ot for breakfast before schiool every Friday, rotating through

our the month: The metu was always donus and chocolate milk,

The meal itself may nov marter; the face the kids can coune

oy 1'r -._|l. s,

Tinker, don't trash: Though she hiad stopped saying her
childhiood “grace™ during 3 time of rebellion, one friend found
she missed rhe chance to express gratrude st meal time. She
asked her daughter, then age 4, for help, and the preschooler’s
immediace offering—"we are thankful for food, family, friends
our howse and everything," followed Fﬁ_. each I-.1|:||||3 member
sharing whar they were thankful for that day—remaing a

radition around the table some 23 vears larer

Compassion through cooperation: One family we know

Advent activity

of gachers lirerarure onea handful of charicies; the children get
together, study the needs and decide how to parcel our a
portion of thetr Hanukkah money. The gife can be placed inan
envelope iy prominent place as a visible reminder of their
generoeiny,

Sing for the trees: In England, it was appatently & tradition
for a procession of can ers 1o visit Prmciy ] orchards, SINEIRE o
the trees and sprinkling cider or liguor on the roots of select
trees To ensure-a gredt crop for the coming vear What bereer
{earoling than here in Northern
Michigan? And trees don't care if you can't carky a turie,

'=-"'ii|.w'.'l'_" £ TeSUTTECT stich archar

Advent activity: Win says the greatest gifi she ever gave hier
children (and the most popular rip offered in her classes) com-
hined a way w homor each child’s individuality and 1o teach
them faith, She made an Advent calendar with simple, felt
orpaments that each honored someéthing special about a family
menmber. Pecember | lolds an owl for son Todd, who was nick-
named “wise little owl” 48 8 child, along with a Bible verse
about wisdem; At breakfast each moming during Advent, the
chosen child would tell the story behind the ormaiment, leam
thie verse, and put the ornament on the tee.[i

Kim Schretder is gssistant editor ot TRAVERSE,
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