New Year’s Eve: A Long Standing Tradition 
By Ronald Wolf

  The phrase Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year is as old as or even older than holiday greeting cards themselves. It’s an extremely nice way to put the season in perspective. 

  But what does this well intentional phrase really mean? The words merry and happy are really the same meaning. They are so much alike that you can change these words and say Happy Christmas and a Merry New Year and they would still have the same meaning. 

  Wishing a person to have a happy anything and in this case a new year is again well meaningful and it’s really up to the receiver‘s definition of what happy means. For most it’s either money or health while for others, it’s accepting one’s life while trying to change for the better but being content with the way their life is. For some it’s called contentment but for others it’s called happiness. The definition of happiness is as varied as there are individuals in this world.

  The first person to coin the phrase Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year may be lost to the ages. But we can trace the origins of New Year traditions. 

   Some historians feel that our New Year's Eve celebrations can be traced back to an ancient Rome around the time of the Winter Solstice in December called Saturnalia.  

   This pagan holiday was known for totally letting go all discipline and rules for behavior and was known to get out of hand in other words having a great old time and blaming it on the season (just like some New Year's Eve celebrations today).

  In the 18th century, New Year's Eve revelry in cities like Philadelphia, New York, and Baltimore often ended with street demonstrations, violence, and vandalism. Groups of men and boys were known to toot tin horns, shout, scream, yell, set off firecrackers, knock down barricades such as fences and gates, break windows and (in a few cases) burglarize the homes of some wealthy citizens in the area.

  To help curb the problem of over-zealous celebrators on December 31, and to protect those who want to bring in the New Year quietly, many cities in the United States started a popular trend called The First Night celebrations. The first First Night was held in Boston in 1976 to replace the boisterous partying with cultural events, performances, and non-alcoholic beverages with food in an outdoor setting.  

  For those who prefer to have a very quiet New Year, many stay home and watch the dropping ball in Times Square, New York or fireworks offered on television stations both locally and/or nationally or worldwide simultaneously.

  The custom of singing Auld Lang Syne on New Year’s Eve goes back to the British Isles from the 18th century when guests ended a party standing in a circle and singing this song.  The custom first was rooted in Scotland, since the lyrics were written in 1788 by Robert Burns, their favorite folk poet of the time.  

  In the Scottish dialect, Auld Lang Syne is old long since (aka the good old days). The traditional lyrics begin with, Should old acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind  The entire song's message merely means to just forget about the past and look ahead to the New Year with hope.  Even the rowdiest of parties has often ended with quiet drunks singing this song as a tribute to the past year.  

  But no article can be complete on New Year’s Eve without adding Times Square to the mix. As early as 1904 people have been gathering to Times Square to celebrate the end of one year only to welcome a new one.

  Revelers began celebrating New Year's Eve in Times Square as early as 1904, but it was in 1907 that the Times Square New Years Eve Ball made its maiden descent from the flagpole atop of One Times Square. This original Ball, constructed of iron and wood and adorned with 100 25-watt light bulbs, was five feet in diameter and weighed 700 pounds. In 1920, a 400 pound ball made entirely of iron replaced the original. 
  The Ball has been lowered every year since 1907, with the exceptions of 1942 and 1943, when its use was suspended due to the wartime dimout of lights in New York City. The crowds who still gathered in Times Square in those years greeted the New Year with a moment of silence followed by chimes ringing out from One Times Square. 
  In 1955, the iron ball was replaced with an aluminum ball weighing a mere 150 pounds. This aluminum Ball remained unchanged until the 1980s, when red light bulbs and the addition of a green stem converted the Ball into an apple for the I Love New York marketing campaign from 1981 until 1988. 

  After seven years, the traditional ball with white light bulbs and without the green stem returned to brightly light the sky above Times Square. In 1995, the ball was upgraded with aluminum skin, rhinestones, strobes, and computer controls, but the aluminum ball was lowered for the last time in 1998. 
  For Times Square 2000, the millennium celebration at the Crossroads of the World, the New Year's Eve Ball was completely redesigned by Waterford Crystal. The new crystal ball combined the latest in technology with the most traditional of materials, reminding us of our past as we gazed into the future and the beginning of a new millennium.

  The actual notion of a ball "dropping" to signal the passage of time dates back long before New Year's Eve was ever celebrated in Times Square. The first time-ball was installed atop of England's Royal Observatory at Greenwich in 1833. This ball would drop at one o'clock every afternoon, allowing the captains of nearby ships to precisely set their chronometers (a vital navigational instrument). 
  Around 150 public time-balls are believed to have been installed around the world after the success at Greenwich, though few survive and still work. The tradition is carried on today in places like the United States Naval Observatory in Washington, DC, where a time-ball descends from a flagpole at noon each day - and of course, once a year in Times Square, where it marks the stroke of midnight not for a few ships' captains, but for over one billion people watching worldwide.

  Happy New Year to one and all.

