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HAPPY NEW YEAR

It was December 31, 1992.  I was in New Orleans at the home of my college roommate, Michael, to celebrate the
New Year.  The original plan had been to hit Bourbon Street around 10:00 p.m. and say farewell to the old year
(our last as college students) and welcome the new year (the one in which we would be starting the rest of our
lives).  Our plans were interrupted by Michael’s family.  Michael was the product of the common pairing
between old south gentility (his mother had been born and raised among the poetic plantations of
Louisiana) and first generation Filipino (his father obtained his medical degree in the United States and
then moved his entire extended family to New Orleans).  The two things these cultures had in common
was love of family and entertaining.  It was therefore no great surprise that I found myself in a room
surrounded by 30 or so strangers who treated me like family.  As midnight approached, we had not
made it out of the house, but that didn’t seem to matter.  The wine was flowing, and everyone was
having a great time.  I remember, distinctly, sitting in the living room listening to Michael’s grandfather,
Miguel, tell stories about growing up in the Philippines.  

At one point, the little old man asked if I had any cabbage leaves for luck in the new year.  He
told me that cabbage symbolized good luck and that every New Year’s Eve, you were supposed to
nail cabbage leaves to the doorposts of your home and take one leaf and put it in your wallet for
good luck.  Emboldened by the wine, I called him out and said such a ridiculous custom could not be
true.  He then reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and opened it.  Inside was a dried up,
shriveled piece of cabbage that he had put there in December of 1991.  It was a touching moment to see a man who so
honored his traditional customs.  At least it was until I later did some research and discovered there was no Filipino tradition involving cabbage, and it
appears he was just a crazy old man who liked produce.

New Year’s Eve 2014 will be upon us shortly.  There are all sorts of customs and traditions we engage in to mark the event.  Some will watch the
ball drop in Times Square, live for those brave souls willing to make the trip, on television for those of us content to watch Ryan Seacrest work his
magic.  Fireworks will go off, couples will kiss, and millions will try to remember (if they ever really knew) all of the words to Auld Lang Syne. New
Year’s celebrations are important.  They mark the passage of time.  They allow us to express hope for the future and celebrate where we have come
from.  Depending on your religion and nationality, you may or may not celebrate Christmas, Valentine’s Day, Halloween, or the 4th of July.  However,
New Year’s celebrations are universal.  Every culture on the planet recognizes the importance of another rotation around the sun.  In that sense, New
Year’s Eve (whether celebrated on December 31 or not) is the celebration that binds humanity and unites us as humans.

Since my Filipino New Year experience, I have done some research to see how others celebrate this important holiday.  As you might expect, most
countries have some sort of party or festival, often involving fireworks or concerts to mark the event.  However, some celebrations are truly unique.  In
Germany, for instance, many engage in Bliegieβen (literally “pouring lead”) where molten lead is poured into cold water and people try to predict the
future based upon the shapes that are formed.  In Italy, people wear red underwear and eat cotechina (pig entrails).  Speaking of food, in Denmark
they eat boiled cod, stewed kale, and cured saddle of pork.  In retrospect, forcing down a plate of black-eyed peas (which I loathe) doesn’t sound so
bad.

In Belgium, the farmers wish a happy new year to their animals.  In Albania, people watch comedy shows because they believe you should enter
the New Year with laughter and a smile on your face.  In Estonia, people eat seven, nine or twelve meals during the day because these are lucky
numbers (note to self, if you can verify they don’t serve pig entrails or boiled cod, consider celebrating the New Year in Estonia).  If you think you have
trouble finding Estonia on a map, try locating Kiribati, the country with the honor of being the first to welcome in the New Year.  In Mexico, they eat
grapes with each chime of the clock and make a wish for the New Year.

Perhaps my favorite custom comes from Ecuador.  On New Year’s Eve, men dress in drag and dance in the streets to represent the widow of the
passing year.  I bring this up to share my second memorable New Year’s Eve story.  About 13 years ago (give or take), I was in Atlanta with my then
girlfriend (now wife) visiting another college friend.  Being the somewhat young and edgy group we were then, we went out for New Year’s Eve to a
downtown club that featured drag shows.  I was impressed by a young man who looked and sang exactly like Jennifer Lopez (he was quite a talent).
Later that evening, after a few cocktails, I saw him in the crowd and told him that I thought he was a very good drag queen (not a compliment I throw
around lightly).  He looked shocked and angry, and I could not understand why.  That is when Carol Anne explained to me that I was not speaking to
the performer but to a young woman who just happened to be wearing similar clothing.  Her boyfriend was not happy that I called his date a drag
queen.  

These days, my New Year’s Eve celebrations are much more quieter than they were in my youth.  I prefer a tamer environment, at home, with
family.  I am content to let the younger generation blow it out in New Orleans, at the clubs in Atlanta, or on the streets of Ecuador.

No matter where you are on December 31, Times Square, Estonia or, like me, falling asleep on the couch on Woodsboro Road, chances are you
will be celebrating the New Year.  While you may have your own unique way of doing it, the mere act itself is something you have in common with
people around the world.  Happy New Year. 
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