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How to Use
This Encyclopedia

Volumes I and II of this encyclopedia are organized by
country, and volume III lists major internationally
observed holidays and religions. Volumes I and II feature
countries of the world arranged in alphabetical order. Each
country entry offers introductory material about the
nation’s origin, history, political system, economy, geogra-
phy and climate, lifestyle and culture, and cuisine. The
heart of each country entry is its description of the coun-
try’s chief holidays—public/legal, religious, and regional—
and its significant rites of passage, or major transitional
events (birth, coming-of-age, marriage, and death) that
mark an individual’s life journey from cradle to grave. Pub-
lic/legal holidays are those officially recognized by the
country’s government; schools, businesses, and public
offices are generally closed on these days. Religious holi-
days include those that are either religious in nature and
officially recognized by the government or are observed by
the country’s majority religions. Regional celebrations are
often large gatherings that are unique to a particular area
of the country, ethnic group, or religious minority.

The encyclopedia includes entries for those nations
commonly accepted as sovereign by organizations such as
the United Nations and other international bodies, as well as
some overseas territories and dependencies, such as Green-
land, Bermuda, the Cayman Islands, and French Guiana.

Given the complexity and sheer enormity of the sub-
ject, the encyclopedia must make some accommodations,
and no such work could be or remain definitive, given the
multifarious and ever-changing world we inhabit. No
individual country entry can be exhaustive. Not all reli-
gious, ethnic, or language groups can be included, partic-
ularly in those nations that are most diverse socially and
culturally. Nor can every festival or holiday observance be
recorded, even though such events may be enormously
important to those who observe them. But the encyclope-

dia does strive to include those ethnic or religious groups
who live in the greatest numbers or prominence in each
country and to list and describe their most important and
representative public, religious, and regional holidays and
rites of passage.

Each country entry distinguishes between “public” and
“religious” holidays. This division is designed to accommo-
date the complexity of holidays as they function in the real
world. In the United States, for example, Christmas
(December 25) is a federally authorized public holiday; yet
it is simultaneously a Christian religious festival. It is not
one or the other but is, rather, both a religious and a public
holiday. And while some observe Christmas in a secular, if
festive, fashion, or treat it simply as a day off, others con-
tinue to vest it with great religious meaning. In this ency-
clopedia we have chosen to include Christmas under
religious holidays. In other cases—St. Valentine’s Day (Feb-
ruary 14), for example—the religious content of the “reli-
gious” holiday has become even more tenuous or remote; so
we have placed these holidays in the public/legal category.

At times religion suffuses social and political affairs in
ways that in essence transform secular holidays into holy
days. Memorial Days around the world, for example, fre-
quently employ prayers and devotions even though com-
memorating non-religious events. Memorial Days can be
found under the public/legal category. On the other hand,
religious holidays, even as they retain their religious signif-
icance, fulfill important political functions, as when, for
instance, a saint’s day functions as a national holiday. These
holidays have generally been placed under the religious
heading. In nations that do not separate church and state,
distinctions between public (secular) and religious holidays
can be particularly weak. In these cases, holidays have been
categorized according to whether the religious or secular
aspect is more prominent in the way people observe it.

vil
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Volume III contains overview entries on major reli-
gions, festivals, or particular holidays observed broadly or
even worldwide. These topics transcend national bound-
aries. Because the country entries focus on national cus-
toms and observances, helpful cross-references direct the
reader to the overview entries for detailed background and
analysis. Cross-references may be found in “See also” sec-
tions following many of the holiday subentries in volumes
I and II. The relevant overview articles are listed in small
capital letters.

For the sake of clarity, we have standardized holiday
names, which often vary by country, language, and the way
they are transcribed into English. Alternative names for hol-
idays have been included in the description of the holiday.

Among the organizational challenges for an encyclope-
dia of holidays is accommodating the different ways that
time is reckoned worldwide. Calendar systems, not merely
individual holidays, vary greatly. In the West, a solar calen-
dar (itself revised over time) controls the calculation of days
and years. But Muslims and Jews, among others, employ
lunar schemes to organize their liturgical calendars. And
Christians, though they use a solar calendar, nonetheless

peg key religious festivals to the Moon, situating holidays
within seasons but not anchoring them to a single, consis-
tent date in the Gregorian calendar. Christians—like oth-
ers—celebrate some holidays as “moveable feasts.” Easter,
for example, can fall on any day between March 22 and
April 25, depending on the year (it is celebrated on the first
Sunday after the first full Moon after vernal equinox, which
occurs on March 21). Making matters even more compli-
cated, Eastern Orthodox Christians use the much older
Julian calendar, and celebrate their holidays 13 days after
other Christian sects.

The encyclopedia generally employs the Gregorian
calendar as the basis of its dating and organizational
scheme. We do this for clarity and consistency, while rec-
ognizing that many in the world mark and experience time
differently. For the myriad moveable feasts, we supply the
official dates of observance within the relevant liturgical or
cultural calendar of the celebrants. Appendices at the back
of volume III explain the origins as well as the similarities
and differences among solar, lunar, and lunisolar calendar
systems in use throughout the world. The appendices also
provide equivalent dates in the Gregorian calendar.
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Introduction

by Matthew Dennis

Holidays help us mark time. They are the extraordinary
events that give shape and meaning to our everyday exis-
tence. Throughout human history the vast array of nations
and peoples have punctuated their calendars with special
days to celebrate, commemorate, memorialize, or trace the
passage of their lives. Individually and as communities, we
set aside times to reflect on the past and future, to rest and
renew our bodies and souls, and simply to have fun. In the
English language we call these extraordinary moments
“holidays,” a contraction of the term “holy day.” Sometimes
holidays are literally holy days—the Sabbath, Easter, or Eid
al-Fitr, for example—but they can also be secular occasions
that serve local or national political purposes, address the
social needs of communities and individuals, or indulge the
whimsies of celebrants. This encyclopedia explores the fas-
cinating and complex world of holidays, offering a guide to
holidays and rites of passage worldwide, country by coun-
try, and thematically in essays on important transnational
celebrations and religions that cross national boundaries. Its
numerous entries show both the distinctions among the
peoples of the world and what they have in common—the
need to commemorate, to organize and measure the pas-
sage of time, and to infuse their ordinary lives with mean-
ing, purpose, or joy.

Holidays are “times out of time”—moments when time
seems to stand still. Regular time stops. We put work aside,
alter normal activities, assemble in different ways with fam-
ily and friends, eat special foods, and allow our minds to
become more reflective or, often, less practical and more
carefree. Holidays cast shadows. As they approach, we
anticipate and prepare for them, and in their wake we
recover from them, pay their toll, or bask in their afterglow.
If holidays are ephemeral or transient, they are nonetheless
like guests who visit often and profoundly affect our lives.
We anticipate their arrival, remember them when they
leave, and greet them regularly in cycles. As these entries

show, we can learn much about a people or nation by the
holidays they keep. What do the people believe, hold dear,
or revile? What religious faiths or systems of belief hold
sway, giving meaning and order to their lives? How uniform
or diverse are they religiously, culturally, or socially? How
rich or poor are they, and how do they invest their lives with
value that is not monetary but psychic, emotional, or moral?
What sorts of bonds unite them, and what differentiates
them or pulls them apart? How are they governed, and how
deeply are they invested in the officials or systems that gov-
ern them? What triumphs or traumas have they experi-
enced, and how does the past weigh on their present? The
celebration, commemoration, or observance of holidays
gives us insight into such questions, informing us about the
countries and peoples of the world, both on their own terms
and in comparison to one another.

Yet if holidays seem to make time stand still, we recog-
nize in another aphorism that “time waits for no man.” The
world and our lives are in flux, and despite the patterns and
cycles we impose, time races on. Calendars and holidays
reflect such change, recording it and marking the passage of
time. At the very least, in our modern world, they chronicle
that things were different in the past and are destined to be
different in the future. Traditional holidays take us “back to
the future”—linking us with if not physically returning us to
the past. If cycles of religious holidays or ancient seasonal
festivals often seem timeless, social and political calendars
regularly incorporate new holidays or expunge old ones that
have become obsolete, inexpedient, or embarrassing. And as
we celebrate or commemorate, festivals evolve and are
themselves transformed. New governments or political sys-
tems replace old ones, and supporters erect new holidays to
celebrate and legitimize new political orders and to per-
suade, educate, or promote the allegiance of citizens or sub-
jects. Religious calendars can change as well in nations that
undergo transformation, as new religions arise or older
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faiths gain new followers and compete with established reli-
gions for ceremonial space in the calendar. Paradoxically,
then, time and the holiday calendars that mark time seem to
move both forward and in cycles. Our holidays are forces,
not merely of tradition but of innovation. They help us to
preserve who we are and to reinvent ourselves over time.

Globalization versus
Local Identity

Is the world becoming more or less diverse? The notion that
the world is “shrinking” might be a cliché, but development
and increasing economic integration of the globe certainly
do lend greater uniformity to the ways we calculate time
across countries and continents. In some cases disparate
nations separated by thousands of miles celebrate the same
holidays. Nationally specific holidays pose challenges to
international businesses. They must coordinate their opera-
tions worldwide to avoid “bad business days”—days when
government offices, banks, and businesses are closed in
observation of local holidays. In 1999 an American financial
publisher compiled and began to sell an international holi-
day calendar, which attempted to identify all the holidays
that would occur in more than 100 countries over the next
100 years! It will be a challenge to maintain the calendar’s
accuracy. Societies and political regimes change, cultural and
religious traditions wax and wane, and holidays are shifted in
national calendars, sometimes to form three-day weekends.

In 2005, for example, the South Korean government
announced that April 5 that year would be the last time
that Koreans had the day off for Arbor Day. Koreans cre-
ated the holiday in 1946 to encourage tree planting in
response to the wartime devastation and deforestation the
country had suffered. But by the early 21st century, officials
believed that country’s calendar contained too many holi-
days and that Arbor Day had lost its meaning and had
become simply a day off.

Russia similarly sought to purge its calendar in Novem-
ber of 2004 when its parliament moved to abolish the
annual November 7 observance commemorating the Bol-
shevik Revolution of 1917, a discomfiting festival in the
post-Communist era. But apparently unconcerned about
any surfeit of holidays, the parliament voted to replace the
abandoned one with a new festive day on November 4 to
celebrate a more historically distant, but more acceptable,
event, the Russian uprising against Polish domination in
1612. While they were at it, legislators proposed cutting
two other holidays but extending the New Year’s holiday
season to five days (from two), expanding the overall num-
ber of holidays from 11 to 12 days.

Japan presents a final example among many of the flux
typical in national calendars. In 2007 Japan will begin cele-
brating Showa Day each April 29. It honors Emperor

Showa (1926-89), known during his reign as Emperor
Hirohito. Though a revered figure in Japan, Hirohito is
regarded by many as a symbol of Japanese militarism and
aggression in Asia. April 29 has been a national holiday for
years, marking the emperor’s birthday, but since his death in
1989 it has been called Greenery Day, to avoid controversy
and emphasize the emperor’s (and Japan’s) love of nature.
With the passage of time and a rebirth of Japanese nation-
alism, however, the holiday has reemerged in a new fashion.
Greenery Day will now move to May 4 and remain a
national holiday, sandwiched between Constitution Day on
May 3 and Children’s Day on May 5.

As these examples show, despite globalization, local and
national communities retain their distinctions. Holidays can
be tools to resist homogenization, to stem the internation-
alizing tide, and to assert particular ethnic, cultural, reli-
gious, or national identities. Through celebration or
commemoration, people can make the case—to themselves
and to others—that they are unique, authentic, and worthy.
Paradoxically, then, holiday celebrations can be both
engines of international integration and a means of affirm-
ing and defending particular localized identities. Readers of
this encyclopedia can find in each entry evidence of national
distinctiveness as well as similarity or commonality with
other countries and peoples of the world.

International Holidays

Many countries share holidays and festivals with other
nations because their people share religious beliefs and
practices. Christmas and Easter, for example, are pervasive
among those nations with substantial Christian populations
(some 2 billion worldwide). Ramadan is observed broadly in
every hemisphere in Muslim countries and wherever the
world’s 1.3 billion Muslims reside. One billion Hindus cel-
ebrate Holi, the springtime festival of color, creation, and
renewal, and Diwali, the autumn festival of lights marking
the new year, not merely in India but in Nepal, Myanmar
(Burma), Malaysia, Suriname, and even Great Britain.
Some 350 million Buddhists, in China, Japan, Thailand,
Tibet, and elsewhere celebrate Vesak, which commemo-
rates the birth, enlightenment, and salvation of Gautama, or
Buddha, the founder of Buddhism. Yet the names and par-
ticular means of celebrating these occasions vary, inflected
by local customs and traditions.

Colonialism and the spread of peoples throughout the
globe, especially since the 16th century, has also functioned
to distribute holidays worldwide, secular as well as reli-
gious ones. If for a time the “sun never set on the British
Empire,” then British holidays were celebrated around the
clock and around the globe. Today, for example, many for-
mer British colonies continue to observe Boxing Day on
December 26, and commonwealth nations still celebrate
the Queen’s Birthday. They do not, however, do so on the



same date. Even in the United Kingdom, Britons do not
mark Queen Elizabeth’s birthday on the anniversary of the
day she was actually born (April 21, 1926), but on the sec-
ond Saturday in June. (Official birthdays became separated
from actual birthdays in Britain during the reign of King
Edward VII [r. 1901-1910], who, though born in Novem-
ber, held his birthday celebrations in the summer.) Yet res-
idents of the Falkland Islands celebrate the actual date of
April 21 (because it’s summer and more salubrious in the
Southern Hemisphere then). Canadians mark the event on
the Monday on or before May 24 in honor of Queen Vic-
toria’s birthday. In Australia, except in the state of Western
Australia, it is celebrated on the second Monday of June. In
New Zealand the first Monday in June is the queen’s offi-
cial birthday. On the Caribbean Island of Saint Kitts, it’s
observed, as in Australia, on the second Monday in June, as
Kittisians have been doing since the reign of the former
King George V (1910-1936), who was born in June. Sur-
prisingly, Fiji also celebrates the Queen’s Birthday (as well
as the Prince of Wales’s Birthday) as a national holiday (in
June), even though Britain’s monarch ceased to be the head
of state in Fiji in 1987. On the other hand, the Queen’s
Birthday lapsed as an official holiday in Hong Kong after
the United Kingdom handed back the territory to China in
1997. Such holidays come and go and shift their place in
the calendar. They leave traces of a country’s historical
experience and inform us about that people’s national life
and culture.

Transnational holidays have also emerged and
entrenched themselves in national calendars worldwide in
other ways. Labor Day, for example, arose in the United
States in the 1880s and then took a more radical course
(and found a different day in the calendar—May 1) inter-
nationally. From Sweden to South Africa, from Madagas-
car to Martinique, from Kazakhstan to Korea, Labor Day
is observed to honor workers, build solidarity nationally
and internationally, and improve the conditions of labor-
ers. Here, too, differences in observance lay behind the
appearance of global uniformity. In September 2004 Labor
Day in the United States was, as usual, an occasion to pur-
sue leisure during the three-day weekend that marked the
end of summer. Few thought of work, and most were able
to avoid it. A lack of ceremonial seriousness and reflection
among Americans might seem to compromise the purpose
of the holiday, but a major objective of organized labor had
been to win shorter hours and a reduced work week. Thus
a holiday focused on leisure might be considered a valuable
prize, worth celebrating on its own terms. Elsewhere
around the globe, however, on May Day 2005 workers
staged massive rallies, sometimes in defiance of their gov-
ernments, which officially sanctioned Labor Day. In
Moscow radical Communist activists clashed violently with
riot police; in Zimbabwe, an umbrella group of trade
unions held numerous rallies without police interference,
though they feared repression; and thousands of
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Bangladeshis marched to demand the country’s first-ever
minimum wage ($50 per month).

International Women’s Day (March 8) is another hol-
iday that has achieved worldwide acceptance, but it would
be easy to overstate its impact in celebrating women and
promoting equal rights internationally. The same holiday
can mean different things in different countries—in places,
it reflects women’s actual achievement of rights, in places it
merely voices the aspiration to such rights, and in places
it serves as window dressing for societies or regimes hostile
to women. In Kyrgyzstan, for example, International
Women’s Day is a public holiday, the streets are decorated
with flowers, and men relieve women of some basic tasks.
Yet the country is also home to the practice of ala kachuu
(meaning “grab and run”), in which men kidnap their
brides. Such abductions are common; more than half of
Kyrgyzstan’s marriages begin in this fashion. The Kyrgyz
have a saying, “Every good marriage begins in tears.” Kyr-
gyzstan is clearly a world apart from Australia, France,
Great Britain, or the United States, where the holiday was
initiated in 1909 by women activists in the Socialist Party
of America. The Central Asian nation of Kyrgyzstan, in
contrast, provides a different environment and different
challenges to those hoping to advance the cause of
women’s rights. Ironically, the United States does not rec-
ognize the day as a public holiday. In such holidays, set in
their local contexts, we can learn much about the countries
of the world, about what they share as well as how they are
distinctive or unique.

What could be more common among countries yet
forcibly indicative of their individuality and autonomy than
national or independence days? While these festivals cele-
brate the birth or independence of nations, they do so in
strikingly varied ways, exhibiting the particular character
and experience of the countries they glorify. The Fourth of
July in the United States, marking the adoption of the Dec-
laration of Independence in 1776, for example, is today a
boisterous, blissful, midsummer féte, more known for pic-
nics and fireworks than serious reflection. In dramatic con-
trast, Finland’s Independence Day is held on December 6, in
the midst of the cold and dark of the Finnish winter. It is a
serious, even somber, affair reflecting the heavy price Finns
paid to secure their independence through revolution, civil
conflict, and world war. Israel’s Independence Day is cele-
brated on the fifth day of the Hebrew month of Iyar, com-
memorating the creation of the state of Israel on this day in
the Hebrew year 5708 (May 14, 1948). While the occasion
explodes with joyous celebration, it is inconceivable to
Israelis apart from the solemn holiday that precedes it by one
day, Yom Hazikaron, Remembrance Day. Remembrance
Day is devoted to the memory of those who gave their lives
for the achievement of the country’s independence and its
preservation. If Independence Day is ecstatic, its companion
Remembrance Day is grave, a time to express personal and
collective grief mixed with awe and gratitude.
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Ironically, some powerful and well-established nations
have no Independence Day. England has existed as an inde-
pendent kingdom since the 10th century. It incorporated
Wales in the 13th century, joined with the kingdom of Scot-
land in 1707 to become Great Britain, and in 1801, with its
union with Ireland, became the United Kingdom. Great
Britain rose to unprecedented global power in the 19th cen-
tury; in the 20th century and beyond, despite the disman-
ting of its empire, it remains a worldwide political and
economic leader. Yet it has no particular national day. Is this
absence a sign of national self-confidence and powerful
international presence? On the other hand, some countries
have more than one national day. The Seychelles—an
archipelago nation in the Indian Ocean—has been inde-
pendent since only 1976, yet it has both an Independence
Day (June 29) and a National Day (also known as Constitu-
tion Day), celebrated each June 18 to hail the advent of
multiparty democracy. The Central Asian nation of Azer-
baijan has a Republic Day (May 28), an Independence Day
(October 18), and a Constitution Day (November 12), not
to mention a Salvadon Day (June 15), a Revival Day
(November 17), and a Day of Azeri Solidarity (December
31). Commemoration and the public calendar can become
complicated as a nation struggles not only to establish but
also to maintain its independence.

Such commemorative events can be serious, even dan-
gerous. India celebrates Independence Day on August 15,
while rival Pakistan marks its independence on August 14,
though both emerged as independent nations at the same
moment, when the British Empire relinquished its hold on
the Indian subcontinent in 1947. In both countries wild cel-
ebrations, filled with firecrackers, patriotic songs, honking
horns, and other revelry erupt amid heightened security
measures and concerns about terrorism. In 2005 Indian
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh delivered his celebratory
remarks in Delhi from behind a screen of bulletproof glass.
In the disputed region of Kashmir—a province of India but
disputed by Pakistan and populated by many who would
prefer autonomy from both—August 14 and 15 raise more
serious worries and threats. Independence Day brings fear
in Kashmir, of Indian security forces as well as militant
Islamic groups. Many Kashmiris believe they have no inde-
pendence to celebrate, and they reel from the thousands of
casualdes suffered in the long tug-of-war. Independence
Day events in Kashmir’s capital, Srinagar, are typically con-
fined to heavily guarded Bakshi Stadium, and few attend
(out of concern for their safety). In 2000 a militant strike
depressed attendance, for example, and a state police
spokesman acknowledged, “Who would want to attend
anyway? ... People are afraid to die.” In 2005 a grenade
attack rocked the Independence Day venue an hour before
the Kashmir chief minister was set to arrive. No one was
hurt in the blast, but Islamic militants killed five Hindus and
injured nine others in an attack on a remote village. Shops
and businesses in Kashmir were shut tight, not so that

Kashmiris could celebrate, but so that they might protect
their lives and livelihoods.

As a people spread across national boundaries, Assyri-
ans in Turkey have no national day. But they express their
ethnic identity as a people through celebration of their new
year, or Akito. Long prohibited as a threat to Turkish
nationhood, Akito was suppressed, but in 2005 Turkey
(concerned about its entry into the European Union)
allowed its Assyrian minority population to observe their
new year openly.

Nationalist celebration can be problematic—and dan-
gerous—when nations (defined ethnically or religiously)
and nation-states are not exactly synonymous or completely
overlapping. Kurds in Turkey—part of an ethnic or national
group spread over Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran, but without
their own nation-state—face similar restrictions and cause
greater consternation among authorities in Turkey. But in
2005, expedience, perhaps a sense of atonement, and
reduced fear of the Assyrian minority’s objectives pushed
"Turkey to permit Akito, which began on March 21 and cul-
minated on April 1. Turkey’s misgivings are not without
some basis. A pan-Assyrian (or even more, a pan-Kurdish)
movement would pose a challenge to established states, and
holidays such as Akito can give voice to such national aspi-
rations. As Emanuel Khoshaba, an Iraqi Assyrian in Dam-
ascus, Syria said, “Protecting our national days is as
important to us as preserving the soil of our nation.
Whether they live in Iraq or Syria or Turkey, our goal is to
bring Assyrians together as a nation.”

Significance of Holidays

Throughout the world, holidays matter. They can be mat-
ters of life and death, requiring observance as a patriotic or
religious obligaton or necessitating avoidance to preserve
life and limb. In Darfur in April 2005, for example, the
relentless assault on the province’s Muslim tribespeople by
marauding Sudanese Janjaweed militia forced fleeing people
to give up any celebration of the prophet Muhammad’s
birthday. They were afraid to come together for ceremonies,
to drum or dance or to call attention to themselves and their
whereabouts. The victimized tribes similarly are unable to
hold weddings or other festive events, not only because of
the threat of the Janjaweed killers, but also because they have
no dowries to provide or food to offer celebrants.

Yet in other places and circumstances, holidays and
rites of passage are affairs of fun and frivolity, times to let
loose and indulge fancies. What could be more exuberant,
more joyous, more filled with fantastic pleasure than Carni-
val, celebrated widely in Catholic countries in the days
before Lent, the austere ritual period that precedes Easter?
Carnival is at its most extravagant in the Caribbean. Culmi-
nating in Mardi Gras (Fat Tuesday), the day before Ash
Wednesday that commences Lent, Caribbean Carnival
explodes with excitement and abandon. In Martinique the



celebration even extends beyond Mardi Gras into Ash
Wednesday itself. In Saint Lucia Carnival is the island’s
biggest festival, and revelers fill the streets with parades,
colorful costumes, and the pulsating beats of soca and
calypso music. Carnival in French Guiana turns things
topsy-turvy, as revelers don outlandish attire and break nor-
mal social rules with relish. Among the most spectacular
festivities are those in Trinidad and Tobago, influenced by
African traditions remade in the Caribbean, and overflow-
ing with drinking, dancing, and the percussive intensity of
steel bands. Moving to South America, Brazil virtually
defines Carnival, and Carnival defines Brazil, with its
whirling celebration set to the rhythm of samba. Holidays
are thus times of joy as well as sadness, moments that can be
bitter or sweet.

Holidays matter to us even when they have little
“meaning.” The Canadian calendar, for example, is filled
with Monday bank holidays, which construct three-day
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weekends and stand for nothing other than the benefits
of leisure. Holidays tell us much about a society, whether
they are bottom-up celebrations created and maintained
by common people or top-down festivals constructed or
imposed by leaders on sometimes unenthusiastic masses.
Holidays are both the medium and the message: they are a
crucial means through which people communicate, and
they offer complicated but critical messages about the lives
of those they envelope with festivity.

"The Encyclopedia of Holidays and Celebrations surveys this
rich and varied festive terrain. It invites browsing as well as
more intense examination or comparative study of individ-
ual entries. It cannot be all-inclusive or the last word on so
vast a subject, but it can offer a vital first step for those eager
to learn more about the diverse, fascinating, and vibrant
cultures of the people of the world, on their own terms,
through the festivity that gives expression, order, and mean-
ing to their lives.
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Location
Size
Capital City

Flag Description

COUNTRY FACT FILE

Southern Asia, north and west of Pakistan, east of Iran
250,000 sqg. mi.
Kabul

The flag has three equal vertical bands of black (hoist side), red, and green, with a
gold emblem centered on the red band. The emblem features a templelike structure
encircled by a wreath on the left and right and an Arabic inscription at the top that

reads, “There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his messenger.”

Independence

Population 29,928,987 (2005 est.)
Government Transitional
Nationality Afghan

Major Ethnic
Group(s) Pashtun (42%); Tajik (27%)
Major Language(s)
Major Religion(s)

National Holiday(s)

August 19, 1919 (from United Kingdom control over Afghan foreign affairs)

Afghan Persian (Dari) (50%); Pashtu (35%) (both official)
Sunni Muslim (80%); Shia Muslim (19%)

Navruz, March 21; Remembrance Day for Martyrs and Disabled, May 4;

Independence Day, August 19; Pashtunistan Day, August 30

Introduction

# HISTORY

Archaeological evidence indicates that there were probably
well-developed prehistoric civilizations in southern
Afghanistan as far back as the Stone Age (50000-20000
B.C.E.). Plant remains found in the foothills of the Hindu
Kush Mountains suggest that people living in the region were
among the first to develop agriculture and domesticate ani-
mals. Certainly the course of the nation’s history has been
determined by its location at the crossroads of Central, West,
and South Asia, attracting conquerors one after the other.
Starting around 500, when the Persian king Darius the Great
(c. 550-486 B.C.E.) conquered the region, to the USSR’
failed takeover, Afghanistan has risen from the rubble of one
war, only to be reduced to rubble by yet another. Alexander
the Great (356-323 B.C.E.) conquered the region on his way
to India, and Genghis Khan (1162-1227 C.E.) swept through

the area between 1220 and 1223, razing Balkh, Herat, and
Bamiyan. Yet no conqueror has been able to gain control of
its people, and the resulting bloody revolts have become the
nation’s hallmark.

Religion has been closely connected to the successive
conquests. Zoroastrianism, a monotheistic religion and one of
the world’s oldest, was introduced by Zoroaster in 628 B.C.E.in
northern Afghanistan in what was then the capital, Bactria.
Afghanistan remained under its influence for a considerable
length of time until people from the east, the Yuechi, founded
the Kushan dynasty early in the second century C.E., and
introduced Buddhism into the Bamiyan Valley, where it held
sway up to the 10th century. Islam arrived in Afghanistan in
the seventh century C.E. when the Muslim conquest began. It
has flourished since then.

The rich cultural and political history of Afghanistan as a
nation extends over a little more than two centuries. Ahmad
Shah united the country in 1747 and founded the Durrani
dynasty, which lasted until 1818. The name Afghanistan is
mentioned officially for the first time in the Anglo-Persian
peace treaty of 1801. The Durrani were the first Pashtun rulers

3
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Fun Fact

Mujahideen is a plural form of
Arabic mujahid, meaning “strug-
gler” or someone who engages

in jihad or “struggle,” but it is

often translated as “holy war-
rior.” In the late 20th century
the Western media began to
use the term to describe various
armed fighters who subscribe
to Islamic ideologies.

of Afghanistan, and it was
under the leadership of Ahmad
Shah that Afghanistan began to
take shape as a nation-state
after centuries of fragmentation
and exploitation.

In recent times Afghanistan
has seen a great deal of war and
civil unrest. The country’s last
period of (relative) stability
occurred between 1933 and
1973 under King Zahir Shah (b.
1914). He was responsible for
introducing programs of politi-
cal and economic moderniza-

tion, establishing a democratic

legislature, encouraging edu-

cation for women, and other

much needed changes. These

reforms, however, did not

endear him to the religious

militants who opposed him. In 1973 his brother-in-

law Sardar Mohammed Daoud (1909-78) staged a

coup while Zahir Shah was abroad. Then in 1978,

when the communist People’s Democratic Party of

Afghanistan took over the government, his whole
family was killed.

In 1979 the Soviet Union invaded but was
forced to withdraw 10 years later by anti-Commu-
nist mujahideen forces financed by the CIA, Pak-
istan, and Saudi Arabia. The Communist regime in
Kabul collapsed in 1992. Fighting that subsequently
erupted among the various mujahideen factions
eventually led to a feudal situation that ultimately
resulted in the advent of the Taliban, an ultra-fun-
damentalist Islamic group. Clerics of the fero-
ciously devout Pashtun, a tribe of both Pakistan and
Afghanistan, formed the Taliban in the early 1990s.

The black-turbaned clerics’ aim was to end
Afghanistan’s civil war, which they achieved with
help from Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence
(ISI) agency. The Taliban seized Kabul in 1996 and
managed to capture most of the country outside of
Northern Alliance strongholds, primarily in the
northeast.

The Taliban was overthrown by the United
States in 2001 in the wake of the terrorist attacks of
September 11. In late 2001, under sponsorship of
the United States, prominent opponents of the Tal-
iban and Afghans living in exile met in Bonn, Ger-
many. They agreed on a plan to form a new
government. This led to the appointment of Hamid
Karzai (b. 1957) as the chairman of the Afghan
Interim Authority (AIA) on December 22, 2001.
When national elections were held in June 2004,
Karzai was elected as the first president of
Afghanistan. The change in government marked a
revival of celebrations and religious festivities that

the Taliban had forbidden.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Afghanistan is bordered on the north by Turk-
menistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan; on the extreme
northeast by China; on the east and south by Pak-
istan; and by Iran on the west. The terrain comprises
mostly rugged mountains with plains in the north
and southwest. The country is divided east to west by
the Hindu Kush mountain range, which forms a
rough border between Afghanistan and Pakistan.
Damaging earthquakes occur in the Hindu Kush. In
the east the mountains may reach 18,000 feet; farther
west peaks rise to heights of 24,000 feet. The highest
peak Tirich Mir is over 25,000 feet high. Except in
the southwest most of the country is covered by high,
snow-capped mountains and is traversed by deep val-

Northern Alliance

Many of the men now identified as Northern Alliance
fighters began as mujahideen, the Muslim fundamen-
talists who fought against the Soviets after they
entered Kabul at the end of 1979. This started the
10-year war between the Soviets and the mujahideen
resistance, which was financed largely by the U.S.
Central Intelligence Agency, Pakistan, and Saudi Ara-
bia. Prominent among the mujahideen as an organizer
and financier was a wealthy Saudi named Osama bin
Laden. With the support of the American, Pakistani,
and Saudi governments bin Laden funneled money,
arms, and Muslim fighters from around the world into
Afghanistan.

In 1989 the Soviet Union withdrew its troops but
continued to support the Communist government, led
by Mohammed Najibullah (1947-96), former chief of
the Afghanistan secret police. Likewise, the CIA and

Saudi Arabia continued to provide massive amounts of
financial support for the mujahideen. After the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union the Najibullah government
was overthrown in 1992, when Abdul Rashid Dostum
(b. 1954) mutinied and allied himself with Ahmed
Shah Massoud (1953-2001). Together they took con-
trol of Kabul and declared the Islamic State of
Afghanistan.

The Northern Alliance ruled Afghanistan for the
next four years, a period marred by civil war between
the Northern Alliance and Pashtun leaders, and
infighting among Alliance factions. Some of the
prominent members of the Alliance were Tajiks,
Uzbeks, and Hazaras,
Afghanistan. In 1996, the Taliban swept to power,
driving the Northern Alliance into a small corner of

ethnic minorities in

northwest Afghanistan.



leys. The climate of the country is arid to semi-arid,
with cold winters and hot summers. Afghanistan is
also prone to frequent droughts and flooding.

# ECONOMY

Afghanistan is one of the world’s poorest countries.
The average life expectancy is 45-47 years; men
have a slightly higher life expectancy than women.
Centuries of war and the resulting political instabil-
ity have ravaged the country and left it in shambles.
Landlocked and poor, Afghanistan is dependent on
foreign aid and has a national debt of US$8 billion,
most of it owed to Russia. Agriculture accounts for
60 percent of the nation’s gross domestic product
(GDP) although only 12 percent of the land is
arable. The major food crops are poppies, corn, rice,
barley, wheat, dry fruits, nuts, and grapes. Other
cash crops include tobacco, madder, castor beans,
and sugar beets. Sheep farming is also extremely
profitable. The major sheep exports are wool and
the highly prized skins of young Karakul, a hardy
breed of sheep native to Central Asia. Afghanistan is
rich in natural resources. There are numerous
deposits of minerals—coal, and precious and semi-
precious stones—as well as natural gas. Only some
of these have been explored. The country’s petro-
leum resources have not yet been exploited. Indus-
try, which includes small-scale production of textiles,
soap, furniture, shoes, fertilizer, cement, and hand-
woven carpets, accounts for only 10 percent of the
country’s GDP.

% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

The history of art in Afghanistan goes back to the
very beginnings of the culture, although much has
been destroyed by war and civil strife. Probably the
most famous Afghan art is known as Gandhara,
named for an area now located in northern Pak-
istan, where the Greek and Buddhist cultures met
and flourished (250-130 B.C.E.). The monumental
Buddhas in the Valley of Bamiyan were survivals of
this rich interaction. Carved directly from the sand-
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stone cliffs in which they were sheltered, the Bud-
dhas had watched over the valley for 1,500 years,
before being destroyed by the Islamist Taliban gov-
ernment in 2001.

Afghanistan’s violent history has not been kind
to its other arts either. During the 1990s, the Taliban
banned instrumental music and public music making
was suppressed. In spite of arrests and the destruc-
tion of instruments, Afghan musicians have sus-
tained their art into the 21st century. Although
Kabul has long been considered the cultural capital
of the country, Europeans have paid more attention
to the city of Herat, perhaps because its music is
closely related to that of Iran.

The two forms of poetry for which Afghanistan
is famous are ghazal and charbeiti; both were origi-
nally unique to the Dari language, a form of Persian,
but they are now popular forms in other languages
as well. The ghazal (an Arabic term that means
“speaking with women”) consists of couplets, called
sher, that rhyme and share a refrain, called a radif.
The charbeiti is an oral form based on four lines, usu-
ally describing love, youth, and war.

Afghans celebrate holidays (especially religious
ones) with their families and relatives. Holidays in
post-"Taliban Afghanistan are also marked by revelry
and rejoicing. Men dye their beards with henna, and
women adorn their hands with intricate henna
designs, especially for social occasions. Houses and
streets are lit up, and special foods are shared among
friends and families. Children dress up in new
clothes and are given gifts or cash by their elders.
Oral renditions and recitations from the Koran, in
praise of Allah (as well as Muhammad and Hazrat
Ali), are given. The Koranic recitations take place in
local dialects, as well as in the traditional Arabic.

Navruz, the Zoroastrian (Persian) New Year,
remains a significant holiday in Afghanistan, where it
is celebrated on the first day of the month of Far-
vardin, the first month of the Persian (Jalali) calen-
dar. It is celebrated in different countries on different
dates, depending on the calendar used in each coun-
try. Navruz is celebrated on March 21, the vernal
equinox, in countries that follow the Gregorian cal-
endar. The Muslim observance of El am Hejir is also

Buzkashi

Translated literally buzkashi means “goat-grabbing” or
“goat-killing” and probably evolved from hunting
mountain goats on horseback. According to legend,
the game of buzkashi was originally played in the Oxus
River Basin in Central Asia, during the time of Genghis
Khan and the Mongols, with a prisoner of war, not a
goat. It is the national sport of Afghanistan, a dan-
gerous game, played fiercely and swiftly by two
opposing teams of several hundred horsemen (chapan-
daz) each. Both sides try to snatch the headless car-

cass of a goat or calf from a pit, carry it to the scoring
area, and then back to the pit.

This deceptively simple task is in reality almost
impossible to achieve, given the brutal nature of the
game. Women are not allowed to watch. Only a few
rules apply. It is an unwritten rule that no one can tie
the dead goat to his saddle or try to snatch it by hit-
ting an opponent. The use of a rope to trip an oppo-
nent is also forbidden. To most Afghan men it is a way
of life, more than a mere sport. Teamwork, communi-
cation, lightning reflexes, and superb horsemanship as
well as specially trained horses are essential for success
in this sport.
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celebrated around that time, but its date is set
by the lunar Islamic calendar, so it falls on
the first day of Muharram, the first month

of the Islamic calendar.

Afghanistan Independence Day, cel-
ebrated on August 19, is also an impor-
tant national holiday. Afghans celebrate
this day by dressing up in colorful clothes,

setting off fireworks, and participating in

before the advent of Islam. It was probably a pastoral
observance. Traditionally this is the day when farm-
ers take their decorated cows to the nearest city for
the annual agricultural fair, hoping to win a prize.
On Navruz in Afghanistan a black-faced charac-
ter known as baji firuz plays the tambourine and
sings, “Haji firuze, sali ye ruze” (“It is haji firuz time.
It happens one day a year.”) People gather around
such haji firuzi figures to listen to the drums, szz (a

Fun Fact

The people of
Afghanistan practiced
Zoroastrianism, a
Persian religion, long
before the advent
of Islam.

parades, buzkashi matches, and dances.
Afghanistan, like Iran, uses the Persian
(or Jalali) calendar, a solar calendar. Although the
Persian calendar is virtually unknown in the West, it
is one of the most accurate calendars in use.
Whereas the Gregorian calendar, introduced by
Pope Gregory in 1582 C.E., errs by one day every
3,226 years, the Persian calendar requires a one-day
correction only every 141,000 years. The current
calendar has been used in Afghanistan since 1957,
except for 1999-2002, when the Islamic calendar
was used. National holidays (such as Independence
Day and New Year’s Day) are observed according to
the solar calendar and consistently fall on the same
date. However the dates of Islamic holidays and
observances will usually be given according to the
Islamic calendar, which is a lunar calendar. This
means that Islamic holidays occur 11 or 12 days ear-
lier each year on the Persian and Gregorian calen-
dars than they did the previous year.

% CUISINE

The key ingredients of Afghani cuisine include wal-
nuts, pine nuts, pickles, and spices. Like other facets
of Afghan culture, its cooking style has been strongly
influenced by the cuisines of Persia (modern Iran),
India, and Mongolia. Some of the characteristic
dishes include Afghan naan (a round, flat leavened
bread), Kabuli palow (rice pilaf), kebabs (lamb, beef,
and chicken), sambosa (crispy triangular fried pastries
filled with ground beef and chickpeas), mantu
(steamed dumplings with minced onion and beef),
sabzi (sauté spinach flavored with onion, salt, and gar-
lic), buranee-e-kadu (chunks of eggplant topped with
creamy white yogurt and a light meat sauce made with
oil, chopped onion, ground beef, and tomato purée).

Public/Legal Holidays

% NAVRUZ

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 21

The festival of Navruz (also called Norouz, Noh
Ruz, Now Roze, Persian New Year, or, in
Afghanistan, Nauroz and Farmer’s Day) marks the
first day of spring and the beginning of the new year.
This ancient celebration originated with Zoroastri-
anism, a religion widely practiced in the Middle East

stringed instrument), and kamancheh (bowed spike
fiddle). They throw coins and paper money at the
performers. In Kabul families follow a tradition of
serving baft mewa (literally, “seven fruits”), a com-
pote made up of walnuts, almonds, pistachios, dried
apricots, red and green raisins, and sanjet, seeds of
the mountain ash. A dessert called sazanak, made of
wheat and sugar, is also a favorite.

Khane tekani (“cleaning of the home”), carried
out on this day, has a symbolic meaning. It shows
that friends and family members are willing to enter-
tain the spirits of their ancestors. Some Afghanis
believe that Ajuzak, a threatening old woman, roams
the countryside on Navruz. Rain on New Year’s
means that Ajuzak is washing her hair, a sign that the
harvest of the coming year will be a rich one.

In northern Afghanistan, a standard—jandab
bala kardan—is raised at the tomb of Hazrat Ali in
Mazar-I-Sharif, and thousands of people visit the
shrine hoping to touch the staff in order to gain
merit or, for the sick and lame, to be healed. The
standard remains for 40 days and is not removed
until a specific red tulip blooms.

El am Hejir is also celebrated on this day by
Muslims. It is the anniversary marking Muham-
mad’s flight (Hegira) from Mecca to Medina in 622
C.E. In addition the Bahai faithful, who number
about 23,000 in Afghanistan, end a 19-day sunrise-
to-sunset fast that reminds them of their spiritual
nature.

See also Volume III: BAHAT; EL AM HEJIR; ISLAM;
NAVRUZ; SPRING FESTIVALS; ZOROASTRIANISM

% REMEMBRANCE DAY FOR
MARTYRS AND DISABLED

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 4

This event commemorates the martyrs and those
who were wounded in the Soviet-Afghan War,
which lasted 10 years. The people of Afghanistan
pay homage to soldiers who died fighting for the
country, and family gatherings are held to honor
loved ones who died in the war.

% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: August 19

Afghanistan won its independence from Britain on
August 19, 1919. Independence Day (Jeshn) was cel-
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Afghan tribal men from Paktiya province on the way to Kabul to celebrate Afghanistan’s
Independence Day on August 19. Afghanistan won its independence from Great Britain on this day

in 1919. (AP Photo/Musadeq Sadeq)

States-backed fighting forces ousted the USSR-
backed Communist government in 1992. Subse-
quently the continuous civil war among various
competing groups restricted the celebrations. Since
the end of the Soviet occupation, however, Indepen-
dence Day has once again been officially recognized.
Government and business offices, as well as schools,
remain closed for three days. In post-Taliban
Afghanistan people celebrate this day by dressing in
colorful clothes, setting off fireworks, and enjoying
parades, buzkashi matches, and dances.

% PASHTUNISTAN DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: August 30

Pashtunistan Day is an annual reminder that the
border dispute between Pakistan and Afghanistan,

India cut through Pashtun territory. This boundary,
known as the Durand Line, was in effect from 1893
to 1949 when it was declared invalid by Afghanistan.
From its inception, this boundary perpetuated a
region of permanent instability between eastern
Afghanistan and western Pakistan.

Pashtunistan Day is celebrated every year to reaf-
firm the resolution adopted by Afghanistan’s parlia-
ment in 1949 that it “does not recognize the Durand
or any similar line.” While an argument could be
made that many national holidays are the result of
geopolitical strife, the survival of Pashtunistan Day
underscores this aspect of national celebrations.

Symbol of Freedom

During the Independence Day celebrations in 2002 a
pigeon landed on the table in front of Hamid Karzai,
Afghanistan’s new president, and remained there until
the celebrations ended, when Karzai set it free to fly
again. The audience applauded this symbolic sponta-
neous act of their new president, underscoring
Afghanistan’s newfound freedom.

involving the world’s largest group of tribes, some 30
million people, variously referred to as Afghans,
Pashtuns, or Pakhtuns, remains unresolved in the
21st century. In the 19th century when the British
ruled India, they were forced by two costly military
losses to negotiate with Afghanistan. In order to pla-
cate Afghanistan the British negotiator, Sir Mor-
timer Durand (1850-1924), agreed to a boundary
between Afghanistan and what was then British
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Religious Holidays

% ASHURA

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First 10 days of Muharram, the first
month of the Islamic calendar

In Afghanistan, Ashura, or the Mourning of Karbala,
is a major festival among the Shia Muslims; they cel-
ebrate it for 10 days and, on the first day, dress in
mourning and do not bathe or shave. For Sunni,
however, it is a voluntary day of fasting. Ashura
means “ten,” referring to the day on which it is
observed. It is a day of public mourning that honors
Muhammad’s grandson Hussein and other martyrs
who sacrificed their lives in the Battle of Karbala.
Shia Muslims consider Hussein the true successor to
Muhammad. The conflict took place in what is now
Iraq in 680 C.E. between Sunni and Shia Muslims.
The Umayyad caliph Yazid overwhelmed Hussein
and his followers. Hussein was decapitated, and his
severed head was carried back to Damascus on a spear.

Ashura is the defining religious event for Shia
Muslims, who strive to live and, if necessary, to die
like Hussein. Shia believe that a model life can revive
Islam and banish tyranny and oppression from the
world.

Observed primarily on the 10th day of Muhar-
ram by Sunni, it consists of two days of fasting and
prayers for forgiveness. Shia, however, end their 10-
day observance with a large procession that reenacts
Hussein’s funeral. Some of the Shia men flagellate or
ritually cut themselves. They believe that inflicting
bloody wounds on themselves will connect them
with Hussein’s suffering and guarantee their salva-
tion on the Day of Judgment.

See also Volume III: ASHURA; ISLAM

% MOULOUD

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: Twelfth of Rabbi al-Awwal, the third
month of the Islamic calendar

In Afghanistan the celebration of Mouloud, the
birthday of the prophet Muhammad, began in the
13th century and is now observed across the country.
This date is also called Mawlid al-Nabi, Mawlud al-
Nabi, Maulid-ud-nabi, or Birth of the Prophet
Muhammad. Speeches on the life of Muhammad,
the founder of Islam, and public feasts are typical on
this day. Meetings and conferences are held in
Kabul, Qandahar, and Herat to dramatize stories
about the birth, preaching, and other aspects of
Muhammad’s life. These stories also recall his suf-
fering, his leadership, and his spirituality. Conserva-
tive Muslim sects, such as the Wahhabi, however,
disapprove of celebrating any human, including
Muhammad. They believe that such celebrations
interfere with the unwavering worship of Allah

(God), although other sects consider this a great hol-
iday and celebrate it with enthusiasm.
See also Volume III: IsLam; MOULOUD

# RAMADAN

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First Friday of Ramadan, the ninth
month of the Islamic calendar

This is one of the most important holidays for peo-
ple of the Muslim faith. Ramadan (also Ramzaan)
begins with the actual sighting of the new Moon.
(Authorities in Saudi Arabia determine the exact
moment of the official sighting.) Ramadan lasts for
an entire month, and the fourth of the Five Pillars of
Islam requires day-long fasts during Ramadan. Over
a billion Muslims around the world dedicate their
time and energy to self-expression and self-control
through prayer, sacrifice, and fasting. The fast of
Ramadan ends when the new Moon is again sighted,
and a new lunar month begins. The end of Ramadan
is marked by the holiday of Eid al-Fitr. In
Afghanistan a public holiday is observed on the first
Friday of the month of Ramadan.

See also Volume III: EID AL-FITR; ISLAM;
RamADAN

# EID AL-FITR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Shawwal, the 10th month of
the Islamic calendar

Eid al-Fitr (also Id al-Fitr), the Festival of Fast-
Breaking, or the Lesser Feast, marks the end of the
fasting and austerity that characterize the month of
Ramadan and the beginning of a three-day feast on
the first day of Shawwal. It is a day of thanksgiving
for Muslims, when they must give to a special char-
ity and ask everyone to pardon them for wrongs they
may have committed during the past year. They
attend a special community prayer at the masjid
(mosque) in the morning and then celebrate the
occasion with their families and by visiting friends
and relatives. Gifts are exchanged and new clothes
are worn.

See also Volume III: EID AL-FITR; ISLAM;
RAMADAN

% EID AL-ADHA

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: Tenth of Dhu al-Hijjah, the 12th
month of the Islamic calendar

Eid al-Adha, the Feast of Sacrifice, is celebrated on
the 10th day of the annual Muslim pilgrimage to
Mecca (hajj). It is a three-day festival, also called Eid
al-Kabir, the Great Feast. The pilgrims, having
returned from Arafat (another Muslim observance
associated with hajj), slaughter cows, rams, lambs, or



similar animals. The sacrifice is performed in
remembrance of alaibis salaam (Ibrahim’s [Abra-
ham’s] act of obedience to God—his willingness to
sacrifice his son). According to tradition family
members consume one-third of the slaughtered ani-
mal, one-third is distributed among friends and rel-
atives, and the rest is given to the poor. This act of
giving symbolizes the willingness of Muslims to give
up things important to them. On this day people also
visit friends and relatives and exchange gifts.
See also Volume III: EID AL-ADHA; HAJJ; ISLAM

Regional Holidays

% TAKHT-E-SAFAR FESTIVAL

Observed in: City of Herat
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July-August

Takht-e-Safar (or Takhte-Safar) is one of the most
beautiful gardens of Herat, located on the slopes of
the majestic Parapamisos Mountains on the north-
ern bank of the Herat River. The garden is con-
structed around the grave of Imam Shish Noor (a
Sufi saint). A festival that begins at the end of winter,
and lasts through the spring season is held here each
year. Every spring the faithful gather to pay homage
to the saint. People sing hymns in his memory and
give alms to the poor. The entire city of Herat takes
on a festive air, and musical concerts are held during
the festival.

# RED FLOWER FESTIVAL

Observed in: Cities of Kabul and Mazar-e-Sharif
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 21

During Navruz the Red Flower Festival is held in
Mazar-e-Sharif (which means “the tomb of a
noble/holy man”) to welcome and celebrate the
spring season. This festival was originally celebrated
by the Aryans who settled in northern Afghanistan.
On the first day of spring the pastures of Afghanistan
are covered with wild red tulips—which give the fes-
tival its name—as well as poppies, daisies, and vio-
lets. Against the backdrop of the Asa-Mayee and
Shair Darwaza Mountains, which divide the Kabul
Valley, everyone gathers to enjoy picnics and kite-
flying contests. Many believers visit the shrine of
Hazrat Alj, the fourth caliph of Islam, at the foot of
Asa-Mayee. On the night of Navruz the Kabulis eat
sabzi chalau, made with chicken, and samanak, a tra-
ditional dish made especially for the New Year that
requires elaborate preparation: Two to three weeks
before Navruz wheat is planted in small pots; from
this wheat a sweet pudding is made on the eve of
Navruz by young women. Through this observance
the Afghans celebrate a good harvest and the begin-
ning of a new year. The festival symbolizes happi-
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ness, peace, friendship, and reconciliation around
the country.

See also Volume III: HARVEST FESTIVALS;
NAVRUZ; SPRING FESTIVALS

Rites of Passage
% BIRTH

In Afghanistan, a ceremony for a newborn child is
held six days after birth. Among the people of Pash-
tun tribes, the birth of a male child is announced with
gunshots because they consider this the birth of a
new warrior. During the celebration either the reli-
gious head or an elder of the family names the child.
Names usually refer to Islamic heroes. Guests and
relatives offer gifts to both the child and the mother.

% COMING OF AGE

Circumcision (kbitan) is performed on boys in
Afghanistan when they have recited the entire Koran
once through. As a common practice the boy under-
goes the operation when he is between 10 and 12
years of age, making it a puberty rite. Circumcision
separates the boy from childhood and introduces
him to a new phase of his life. This is a major change
of status, anxiously awaited, because the young male
is increasingly aware of his own sexuality. In some
cases the event is semi-public, although it is more
often performed in a clinic or hospital. The occasion
is marked by festivity, music, special foods, and many
guests. While the actual event takes place, one may
hear praise of God, partly, as some observers have
suggested, to muffle the boy’ cries. But the proce-
dure is relatively safe, and those who perform it are
usually trained and experienced. Circumcision is not
mentioned in the Koran, but Muslims everywhere
regard it as an essential ritual.

% MARRIAGE

There is no such thing as “dating” in Afghanistan,
since the sexes are segregated at puberty. Premarital
sex is strictly forbidden and, if it is discovered, the
penalty for the woman is death. Marriages based on
love do not occur in Afghanistan. Instead most mar-
riages are arranged by parents and are between
cousins, because marriages made within a family are
thought to strengthen family ties. After the parents
of both the would-be bride and would-be groom
have met and come to an agreement, they ask the
girl and boy if they are willing to marry each other.
Usually both parties agree to the marriage, but this
should not be confused with consent. Children are
extremely obedient and loyal to their parents, so the
idea of refusing to marry the person chosen by one’s
parents probably would not occur to them. And the
parents on both sides expect their children to agree
to the partner chosen for them.
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The legal age for marriage is 18 for males and
16 for females. Men often marry in their late teens,
but despite the law girls are often sold into marriage
when they are still children, particularly in rural
areas. Once they have agreed to marry each other
the boy and girl can meet, but they do not go out on
dates, and they must follow certain rules. The boy
can visit the girl in her home in order to get to know
more about her and her family. A month or two after
the parties have agreed to the marriage, an engage-
ment ceremony is held, either in the boy’s house or
in a hotel. All the relatives of both families are
invited, and many foods and desserts are served. The
boy’s family is expected to pay for the engagement
ceremony.

Traditionally Afghan girls are expected to wear
a dark green dress for their engagement ceremony
because the color green is believed to ensure peace
and happiness in one’s future life. Boys can wear
whatever they want to, but it must be suitably formal
attire such as a suit and tie. Usually the boy and his
parents greet everyone who attends the ceremony;
once all the guests have arrived the engagement cer-
emony begins. The boy puts the engagement ring
on the third finger of the girl’s left hand, and she
puts a ring on the third finger of his left hand. Then
both read something from the Koran. Once the
rings have been exchanged and the Koran has been
read from, the engagement is official.

The date for the marriage ceremony is deter-
mined by the boy and his parents, usually five or six
months after the engagement occurs. While the
marriage ceremony is similar to the engagement, the
wedding lasts for three days, with some of the festiv-
ities being held in the bride’s home and others held
in the groom’s. Both families can invite anyone they
know to the ceremony, and they provide many dif-
ferent kinds of food for all the guests. For the mar-
riage ceremony the bride wears a white dress, and
the bridegroom usually wears a suit and tie. As with
the engagement the groom and his parents are
expected to go around and greet everyone who
attends the wedding.

If possible famous Afghan singers are hired to
sing at the wedding. First they sing a traditional song
called “Ho-esta Boro” (“walk slowly”), and the

groom and bride sit together, joined by their families.
"Then both the bride and the groom are given copies
of the Koran, and each reads a few lines from it. Next
the bride says that she accepts the groom as her hus-
band, and the groom says that he accepts the bride as
his wife, and everyone comes and offers their con-
gratulations to the newlyweds. Once the wedding
ceremony is over, the new wife goes around to every-
one in her family and hugs them, and the new hus-
band takes his wife home with him.

Divorces in Afghanistan are extremely rare but
very simple: a man has only to announce his wish
for a divorce publicly three times, and the marriage
is ended.

% DEATH

In Afghanistan elderly people from neighboring vil-
lages, along with the bereaved family, gather to
grieve for the dead person. Traditionally funeral
rites are assigned to youngsters, while the women
and elderly mourn. The dead body is positioned
with the eyes closed, toes tied, and the face turned
toward Kaaba (Kaaba is situated at the heart of the
Holy Mosque’s central courtyard in Mecca). The
body is placed on a cot in the courtyard of the house,
where the women encircle the body and grieve over
the departed. Wailing and gesticulating wildly are
considered natural ways of expressing sorrow. Even
passersby may join the funeral procession to attain
sawab (a pious act). When the body of the deceased
is buried, the mourners offer janaza (recitation of the
burial service by an imam). Mourning generally con-
tinues for a minimum of three days, but sometimes
it may go on for weeks or up to 40 days. The
deceased’s close relatives are not allowed to marry
until the first anniversary of the death is observed.

Further Reading

Ludwig W. Adamec, Conflict in Afghanistan: A Histori-
cal Encyclopedia (Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-CLIO,
2003); John C. Griffiths, Afghanistan: Key to a Continent
(Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1981); Amin Saikal,
Modern Afgbanistan: A History of Struggle and Survival
(London: 1. B. Tauris, 2004).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Albania is located in southeastern Europe along the Adriatic and lonian Seas

Location

between Greece and Serbia and Montenegro
Size 10,811 sq. mi.
Capital City Tirana

Flag description

The flag has a black two-headed eagle centered on a red background.

Independence November 28, 1912 (from Turkish rule)

Population 3,563,112 (2005 est.)

Government Parliamentary democracy with president as head of state
Nationality Albanian

Major Ethnic

Group(s) Albanian (95%)

Major Language(s) | Albanian (official)
Major Religion(s)

National Holiday(s)

Muslim (70%); Albanian Orthodox (20%)

New Year’s Day, January 1; Republic Day, January 11; Navruz, March 21; May

Day, May 1; Mother Teresa Day, October 19; Independence Day, November 28;

Liberation Day, November 29

Introduction

% HISTORY

Throughout its history Albania has been ruled by foreign pow-
ers, beginning with the Romans, and later the Byzantine and
Ottoman Empires. It did not become an independent nation
until 1912, when Turkish rule ended. From 1944 to 1990, the
Albanian government was completely controlled by the Com-
munist Party, known locally as the Albanian Party of Labor
(APL). In 1991 Albania began its transition to a democratic
state and in 1998 it became a multiparty parliamentary republic.
Having ended 46 years of Communist rule, the transition
has proven difficult as successive governments have had to deal
with high unemployment, widespread corruption, an infra-
structure in shambles, and powerful organized crime networks
with links to high government officials. The president is the
head of state and shares control of the armed forces with the
prime minister. The president is elected by the People’s
Assembly (Kuvendi Popullor) for a five-year term and appoints
the prime minister with the approval of the nominated party.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Albania is situated on the eastern shore of the Adriatic and
Ionian Seas, along the western edge of the Balkan Peninsula,
with Serbia and Montenegro to the north, Macedonia to the
east, and Greece to the south.

Albania is a mountainous country with 70 percent of
the land lying above 1,000 feet; its lowest point (sea level) is
the coast along the Adriatic Sea, while its highest point is
Mount Korab (Maja e Korabit) at 6,562 feet. Rising from
the coastal plains, its mountains run northwest to southeast.
The coast is less mountainous and is a densely populated
area. The region experiences destructive earthquakes and
tsunamis along the southwestern coast, as well as floods and
drought.

Albania’s longest river is the Drin, which is 175 miles in
length. Other major rivers are the Seman, Shkumbin, and
Vijose, but they are virtually unnavigable. The rivers have cut
deep gorges with vertical walls as high as 300 feet in the
mountains. These deep gorges make irrigation difficult, but
they are well suited for enormous dams that enable Albania to
generate cheap hydroelectricity.

11
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Fun Fact

Between the 16th and 20th centuries,
Turkish and Greek Orthodox stories
and myths played an important role
in Albanian folklore. During this
period Albania also played a role in
European theater. Shakespeare set his
comedy Twelfth Night in lllyria, the
name by which Albania was known
in earlier times. In Mozart’s opera Cosi
fan Tutti, two principal male charac-
ters, Ferrando and Guglielmo, appear
as two “Albanian noblemen” involved
in a clever scheme to test
the love of their fiancées.

Albania has a repu-
tation as a land of great
natural  beauty and
romantic remoteness.
The country has been

referred to as the
“Switzerland  of  the
Balkans” and as “the rock
garden” of southeastern
Europe. On the other
hand the country’s isola-
tion from the world, aris-
ing generally from its
rugged mountains, has also
led foreigners to speak of it
as the “Tibet of Europe.”

# ECONOMY

Compared to other
European nations, Alba-
nia is quite poor, with a

low-performing econ-

omy. The country has mineral resources such as
chromium, copper, nickel, iron, coal, phosphates,
crude oil, and natural gas. It is the world’s third
largest producer of chromium. Electrification of
the country was completed only in the early 1970s,
and within two decades Albania was exporting elec-
tricity. But the system of a collective economy that
prevailed until late 1990 did not lead to economic
growth. In 1992 the new government introduced a
program of economic reform with an
emphasis on privatizing economic sec-
tors, and the economy rebounded in

Fun Fact

Albanian is the only
modern representative
of a distinct branch
of Indo-European
languages.

1993-95. Between 1997 and 2000 the
country achieved a 7 to 8 percent
annual growth rate. Albania is
increasingly active in the movement
of Southwest Asian opiates, hashish,
and cannabis into FEurope but

engages to a limited extent in the pro-
duction of opium and locally grown
cannabis. The government’s current priori-
ties are energy (more can be exported) and
improvement of the national road network for
maintaining sustained economic growth.

# CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

The official language is Albanian, a member of the
Thraco-Illyrian group of languages. There are two
ethnic groups in Albania—Tosks and Ghegs—iden-
tified by which dialect they speak. Most of the Tosks
live south of the Shkumbin River, while most of the
Ghegs live north of the river. Tosk is the official
dialect of Albanian.

The traditional Albanian dress consists of color-
fully embroidered shirts and dresses and, in some

regions, loose-fitting pants for women. Traditional
costumes are still worn in many rural and highland
areas, particularly by women.

Today, traditional dances are also widely prac-
ticed in rural areas. Traditional dances in the south
are accompanied by songs and music played on the
flute, bagpipes, drums, and Jebute. In the north the
common instrument is the ciftelia, a small mandolin
with a long, thin neck and two strings. Due to Islamic
influences, especially in the south, men and women
generally do not dance together in public. Albanian
music is deeply rooted in ancient Illyria. However
there is a marked difference between the northern
and southern musical traditions. In the north songs
are usually sung by a single individual on themes of
honor, loyalty, courage, and heroic struggle against
the Turks. In the south, music and songs are pre-
sented by several performers on varied themes.

In spite of the Communist government’s rig-
orous efforts to suppress religious observance
(religious leaders have estimated that 95 percent of
all mosques and churches were razed or gutted
during Communist rule), Albanians held onto
their religious identities, marrying within their
faiths and covertly observing religious holidays.
Since the end of Communist rule, the practice of
Islam and of Orthodox Christianity has begun to
reemerge in Albania. In addition to recognizing
the major Muslim and Christian holidays, the
Albanian Parliament declared October 19 Mother
Teresa Day in 2003. Mother Teresa (1950-97),
who was born to Albanian parents, was beatified by
Pope John Paul II on October 19, 2003. Albanians
observe the Persian spring festival of Navruz on
March 21, a remnant of the country’s period under
Ottoman rule. Following the dissolution of the
Ottoman Empire, Albania adopted the Gregorian
calendar in 1912.

@ CUISINE

The staples of the Albanian diet include milk,
cheese, vegetables, and bread. A coarse white cheese
called djathe I bardbe is common, and so is feta
cheese. Eggplants, peppers, olives, tomatoes, and
meat are frequently used in Albanian dishes as well.

Albanian cooking has been influenced by
Turkish cuisine. Shish kebab, gquofte (meatballs),
romstek (beef patties), pilaf, and faszle (white bean
soup) are popular foods. Hoshaf, a dessert made of
figs, is also popular. The midday meal is the main
meal for Albanians, and it usually includes soup,
salad, meat, and vegetables. People will normally
finish the meal with fresh fruits or nuts, instead of
a sweet dessert. Akullore (“ice cream”) is quite pop-
ular in the summer. Citizens of the city of Kruja
like boza, a thick drink made of cornmeal, sugar,
and water. A guest in an Albanian home may be
offered Turkish coffee and 7aki, a brandy made
from grapes.



Public/Legal Holidays

% NEW YEAR’S DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 1

New Year’s Day is the first day of the year in the
Gregorian calendar currently used by much of the
world. The day is celebrated as a holiday to mark
the end of the preceding year and the beginning of
the new year. In Albania where the holiday is called
Viti I Ri, people celebrate New Year’s with parties in
the company of family and friends.

% REPUBLIC DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 11

"This day is of great significance to Albanians because
on January 11, 1946, Albania became a full-fledged
republic. In 1944 the country was liberated from the
Ttalian and German occupation of World War II by
the USSR, which paved the way toward its becom-
ing a republic. Flag-raising, ceremonial parades, and
official gatherings mark the day.

% NAVRUZ

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 21

Navruz is not a religious holiday but a celebration of
the vernal equinox. It heralds the beginning of
spring, the commencement of agricultural activities,
and the gradual onset of warm weather. Navruz is
believed to have been celebrated even in pre-Islamic
times. According to scholars it originated in ancient
Mesopotamia. In Babylon the New Year began with
the first new Moon after the vernal equinox. Festiv-
ities lasted 12 more days, each observed with specific
rites. Today this holiday is celebrated for only one
day, with elaborate feasting and general rejoicing.

In Albania Navruz is celebrated on the same day
as the Muslim holiday of El am Hejir.

See also Volume III: EL am HEJIR; ISLAM;
NAVRUZ; SPRING FESTIVALS; ZOROASTRIANISM

% MAY DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

May 1 is celebrated as Labor Day, an occasion to
honor workers and laborers for their contributions
to the social and economic development of nations.
The May 1 observance of Labor Day was called for
by the international socialist movement at the Sec-
ond International in 1889. It was scheduled to coin-
cide with a general strike called by the American
Federation of Labor in the United States to demand
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The Lehute

The lehute is a stringed musical instrument resembling the
Medieval and Renaissance lutes of northern Europe. It is
one of the most ancient instruments still used in Albania
and in some other parts of Europe. The lehute was played
by ancient oral poets to call the attention of audiences to

the poets’ recitations.

an eight-hour workday. In Albania where the day is
called Nje Maji, trade union activists organize
parades and processions and pledge to rededicate
themselves to the cause of the workers.

See also Volume I1T: LABOR DAY

# MOTHER TERESA DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: October 19

Mother Teresa, the founder and head of the Mission-
aries of Charity in Calcutta, India, who won the
Nobel Prize for peace, was born to Albanian parents.
On this day in 2003 the head of the world’s Catholics,
Pope John Paul II, formally beatified Mother Teresa.
This was a major step toward formally naming her a
saint of the Catholic Church. As a gesture of respect
and honor to Mother Teresa the Albanian Parliament
ratified this as a special day and an official holiday in
Albania, where it is called Dita e Nene Terezes.

% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November 28

Four hundred years of Turkish rule over Albania
ended with the early 20th-century Balkan War, after
which Albania proclaimed its independence on
November 28, 1912. The Republic of Albania
(Republika e Shqiperise) observes this day, called
Dita e Pavaresise in Albanian, as a national holiday.

Navruz

Navruz is a feast celebrated in the Persian and Turkish
world with great enthusiasm. It marks the rebirth of nature
and renewal. Navruz is a Persian word that means “ new
year.” The holiday is observed on March 21, when day and
night are equal in length. It heralds the advent of spring,
after a struggle between spring, symbolic of goodness, and
winter, symbolic of evil. It is a day of feasting for peace,
friendship, and togetherness. Navruz is celebrated by the
people living in a vast area, from the Balkans to the wall of

China and up to Siberia.
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Albanian children dance in traditional costumes in the main Skenderbeg Square in Tirana on November
28 during celebrations marking Albania’s Independence Day. Albania declared its independence from
Turkish rule on this day in 1912. (AP Photo/Hektor Pustina)

Celebrations include civic ceremonies such as flag-
raisings, honor guard inspections, concerts, and
public speeches by Albanian leaders.

#% LIBERATION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November 29

Liberation Day, Dita e Clirimit in Albanian, which is
similar in tone and content to Independence Day, is
significant in the political history of Albania. On

Mother Teresa

Mother Teresa was born in August 19, 1910, in Skopje,
Macedonia, as Gonxhe Bojaxhiu, of Albanian parents. Her
father was a well-known contractor, and her mother, a
housewife. They were devoted Catholics. By the age of 12
Mother Teresa realized that her vocation was aiding the
poor. She decided to become a nun and traveled to Dublin
to join the Sisters of Loreto. After about a year in Ireland,
she left for the Indian town of Darjeeling, where she spent
17 years teaching in a convent school. On September 10,
1946, she said that she received a calling from God “to
serve Him among the poorest of the poor.” She got per-
mission to leave her order and moved to Calcutta to set up
her school; in 1950 she created a religious order of nuns
known as the Missionaries of Charity. Mother Teresa
received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989. Due to her declin-
ing health she stepped down as the head of the Missionar-
ies of Charity in March 1997. She passed away on
September 5 of the same year at the age of 87. Mother
Teresa was beatified by the pope in 2003.

November 29, 1944, at the end of World War 11, the
Soviet Army liberated Albania from occupying Ger-
man and Italian troops. This is an official holiday,
and civic ceremonies such as speeches and parades
are highlights. Because Independence Day occurs on
the previous day, Albanians enjoy a two-day holiday.

Religious Holidays

% EL AM HEJIR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Muharram, the first month
of the Islamic calendar

El am Hejir, also called al-Hijjra, is the Islamic New
Year. It is celebrated on the first day of Muharram,
the first Islamic month. The Islamic calendar, based
on the revolutions of the Moon, has only 354 days.
On Western calendars the Islamic year loses 11 days
every year. The beginning of the Islamic New Year
is fairly low-key, unlike the frivolities and revelry
associated with the New Year’s celebrations in other
countries. In Albania Muslims gather in mosques
for special prayers and readings. A major activity on
this occasion is the recounting of the Hegira,
Muhammad’s flight from Mecca to Medina in 622.
On this day Muslims also reflect on the imperma-
nence of human life and the fleeting nature of time.
In Albania Navruz is celebrated on the same day.
See also Volume I1I: EL aM HEJIR; ISLAM

# ORTHODOX EASTER

Observed by: Orthodox Christians
Observed on: Sunday and Monday after Easter
(generally a few days after Catholic Easter)
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The Eastern Christian Churches, which did not
accept the Gregorian calendar and continue to follow
the older Julian calendar, commemorate Easter on a
Sunday that usually follows the day observed in the
West. (Occasionally, the dates do coincide.) As with its
Roman Catholic counterpart, this two-day festival
(comprising Easter Sunday and Easter Monday) Eid al-Adha (Greater
marks Jesus’ Resurrection following his Crucifixion.
In Albania it is called Pashket Ortodokse and is
observed with prayers, religious services, and rejoicing.
See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER

% EID AL-ADHA

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: Tenth of Dhu al-Hij-
jah, the 12th (or pilgrimage) month
of the Islamic calendar

Fun Fact

In the mountains of
Albania announcements of
a death, birth, or
marriage are passed from
house to house by a
gunshot or a shout
that echoes through
the mountains.

or Big
Bayram), is the second in the series
of Eid festivals that Muslims around
the world celebrate. In Albania it is
called Bajrami i Vogel. Eid al-Adha

# MOULOUD

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: Twelfth of Rabbi al-Awwal, the third
month of the Islamic calendar

Mouloud, also called Eid Milad Nabi, Milad un
Nabi, Mawlid al-Nabi, Mawlud al-Nabi, or Maulid-
ud-nab, celebrates the birth of Muhammad on this
date in 570 and is observed with great reverence by
the Muslim population in Albania. Muslims observe
this day by attending mosque prayer services.

See also Volume III: IsLaM; MOULOUD

% EID AL-FITR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Shawwal, the 10th month of

the Islamic calendar

Eid al-Fitr (Lesser or Small Bayram) is a significant
day in the Islamic calendar, marking the end of the
month-long austerities and fasting required during
Ramadan. In Albania on this day, as in other Muslim
countries, people wear new clothes, take part in
prayer services in mosques, and exchange greetings
and gifts with friends, relatives, and acquaintances.
This is a joyous day for Muslims and features feast-
ing and exuberant celebrations.
See also Volume I1I: EID AL-FITR; IsSLAM

“# ORTHODOX CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Orthodox Christians
Observed on: January 7

The Christian festival of Christmas commemorates
the birth of Jesus more than 2,000 years ago. Itis a
day of great rejoicing for Christians the world over.
In Albania, houses are decorated with Christmas
trees and gifts are exchanged with relatives and
friends. On Christmas Eve, the night of January 6,
the Christian Albanians eat a meal of pancakes made
without butter or oil. At the end of the meal each
person leaves a spoonful of food on his or her plate
to show gratitude to God. Thereafter all the dinner
guests stand up and swing the table back and forth
while singing, “May there be plenty in this house.
May the time for a wedding be near.”

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

commemorates Ibrahim’s (Abraham’)
willingness to sacrifice his son in accordance
with a divine command from Allah (God). In Alba-
nia families sacrifice animals that have been deemed
balaal (fit for sacrifice). The meat is then shared with
neighbors, relatives, the poor, and the hungry.

See also Volume III: EID AL-ADHA; HAJy; ISLAM

Rites of Passage
# MARRIAGE

In Albania marriages are usually arranged by the
boy’s parents, with the help of a matchmaker, some-
times when the boy and girl are sdll children. The
most popular time for weddings is August, when
immigrants working abroad return on vacation.
Engagement parties and weddings are important
social events in Albania.

A wedding is an occasion for families and
friends to eat and drink together, play music, tell sto-
ries, and dance, and they are typically very noisy.
Every weekend wedding celebrations go on far into
the night, and Sunday church services are punctu-
ated by blowing car horns as wedding processions
move down the main streets. Marriage feasts are
prepared using recipes handed down from genera-
tion to generation.

At weddings, people may wear the traditional
Albanian dress, which varies according to region. In
the northern region women’s traditional dress is a
black dress and a short jacket with fringe on the
shoulders. Because the color red has traditionally
been believed to protect against evil influences,
Albanian brides still wear a red veil occasionally. A
wide apron is worn over the skirt, and black or wine-
colored velvet, gold thread, or black beads decorate
the outfit. Men’s traditional dress includes a white
kilt called a fustan. It is worn with a full-sleeved shirt
and a white felt hat. A red and white scarf may be
tied around the forehead.

Further Reading

Robert Elsie, A Dictionary of Albanian Religion,
Mythology, and Folk Culture (New York: New York
University Press, 2001); Edwin E. Jacques, The Alba-
nians: An Ethnic History from Prebistoric Times to the
Present (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co., 1995).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location
Size 921,906 sq. mi.
Capital City Algiers

Flag Description

Northern Africa, bordering the Mediterranean Sea

The flag has two equal vertical bands of green (hoist side) and white, embossed

in the center with a red crescent with a red star inside.

Independence July 5, 1962 (from France)
Population 32,531,853 (2005 est.)
Government Republic

Nationality Algerian

Major Ethnic

Group(s) Arab-Berber (99%)
Major Languages(s)
Major Religion(s) Islam (Sunni)

National Holiday(s)

Arabic (Official); French; Berber

New Year’s Day, January 1; Labor Day, May 1; Commemoration Day, June 19;

Independence Day, July 5; Revolution Day, November 1

Introduction

% HISTORY

Ancient peoples, including Neanderthals, inhabited North
Africa for hundreds of thousands of years. The Berbers, a mix-
ture of peoples living in North Africa, eventually became a
distinctive group. They were the original inhabitants of the
region in North Africa occupied by Algeria. For much of the
last 3,000 years they have been under the rule of foreign pow-
ers. The Phoenicians, Romans, and Vandals preceded rule by
the Byzantine and Ottoman Empires. Between 642 and 669
C.E. sporadic Arab military incursions into the Maghrib (the
western Islamic world, as distinguished from the Mashriq, or
eastern Islamic world, the Middle East) brought Islam to the
region. Literally, the Arabic word maghrib means “the time
and place of the sunset—the west.” For its Arab conquerors,
the region was the “island of the west” (juzirat al maghrib),
and Algeria has traditionally been included in this designa-
tion. (Other North African nations included in the Maghrib
are Morocco, Tunisia, and Mauritania.)
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A series of Islamic caliphates followed, beginning with
the Umayyads (661-750), then the Abassids and Aghlabids
(750-909), followed by the Fatimids (909-972), the Zirids
(972-1148), the Hammadids (1011-1151), and the Zayyanids.
Until the Ottoman Turks conquered the Maghrib in the 16th
century, for 300 years the Zayyanids maintained tenuous con-
trol. These in turn were followed by a series of privateer mer-
chant captains whose power reached its height in the 16th and
early 17th centuries. These privateers, from their base in
Algeria, preyed on many vessels, including those of the
United States and other Western nations. France, preoccu-
pied with the Napoleonic wars and their aftermath in the early
19th century, was not in a position to act. However in 1827,
enraged by an alleged insult to the French consul by the dey
(local ruler), France put in place a three-year blockade of
Algiers. This incident led to a full-scale French invasion of
Algeria in 1830 and the imposition of French rule, which
lasted until Algeria obtained its independence in 1962.

During the colonial days discontent on the part of the
Algerians led to several uprisings, the most prominent occur-
ring in 1871. Heavy violence also broke out on Victory in



Europe (V.E.) Day in 1945, in response to which the
French military killed more than 1,500 Algerians
and detained more than 5,400. The growing French
authoritarian rule and Algerian nationalism led to
the creation of the National Liberation Front (Front
de Libération Nationale [FLN]) and a military net-
work throughout Algeria, the National Liberation
Army (Armée de Libération Nationale [ALN]) by
Ahmed Ben Bella (b. 1916) and his colleagues in
1954. The War of Independence was launched by
the FLN on November 1, 1954, and all Algerian
Muslims were urged to support it. A bloody war
ensued, killing as many as 30,000 Algerians and end-
ing only when Algeria attained independence on
July 5, 1962.

The French reluctantly gave the reins of Alge-
ria to its people. The country’s strategic location at
the crossroads of the Mediterranean, Arab, and
African worlds was the main reason for the delay in
granting it freedom. After independence Algeria saw
a number of regimes and military coups. Ahmed Ben
Bella appointed himself the president in 1962 and
was then elected as the first president of the Alger-
ian Republic in 1963. Ben Bella formed his govern-
ment from the ranks of the military and close
personal and political allies, indicating that the fac-
tional infighting was far from suppressed. He
drafted a constitution, steered his country toward a
socialist economy, and strengthened the power of
the presidency.

Ben Bella was overthrown by Houari Boumedi-
enne (1932-78) in a bloodless coup on June 19,
1965. The latter suspended the 1963 constitution,
disbanded the militia, and abolished the Political
Bureau, which he considered an instrument of Ben
Bella’s personal rule. Eleven years after he took
power, in April 1976, Boumedienne set out, in a
draft document called the “National Charter,” the
principles on which the long-promised constitution
would be based. He died on December 27, 1978, and
was succeeded by Chadli Benjedid (b. 1929). Benje-

Young Berbers in Ghardaia, southern Algeria. The
Berbers, the original inhabitants of Algeria, have
lived in the region for thousands of years. (AP
Photo/Laurent Rebours)
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did began to liberalize Algeria’s economy,

shifting from investment in heavy

industr%z to concentration on agricul- Fun ]:aCt

ture and light industry. He also dis- Maghrib (or Maghreb)

banded a number of large-sized is also the name of one

government enterprises and state of the five daily Islamic

farms. prayers, performed just
The economy suffered from after sunset. During

high unemployment and food and
housing shortages, resulting in social
discontent. The unrest culminated in a
series of widespread strikes in 1988. The
strikes were repressed by the military with
considerable force and a loss of life estimated in the

hundreds. To counter this unrest and the rising

appeal of the Islamists, Benjedid cut back on the

reforms and encouraged private agriculture and

small businesses. In 1989 the president also insti-

tuted political reforms, including a new constitution

that eliminated the term socialist ushered in by Ben

Bella, separated the FLN party from the state, and

granted freedom of expression and association.

Algeria’s repressive policies had made such a big
impact on the economy that Benjedid’s reforms
failed to show results immediately. Moreover, the
control of one party, the FLN, between 1962 and
1980 had led to an authoritarianism that was difficult
to reverse and that had resulted in the rise of
Islamists, particularly the Islamic Salvation Front
(Front Islamique du Salut [FIS]).

In January 1992 a conservative military coup
overturned four years of significant political
and economic liberalization undertaken
by Benjedid in the late 1980s. The coup
tgok place only days before the sec- Fun Fact
ond round of the first free national Frantz Fanon (1925-61),
elections, which were likely to usher
in a new government dominated by
Islamists. Since then the virtual
elimination of constitutional gov-
ernment and the resurrection of mil-
itary authoritarianism have returned -
Algeria to the familiar situation of plac- of Algeria.
ing power in the hands of a small, elite
group, nullifying almost all democratic free-
doms and many of the free-market reforms of the
preceding few years.

The Islamic insurgency saw intense fighting
between 1992 and 1998, which resulted in over
100,000 deaths. Many were attributed to indiscrimi-
nate massacres of villagers by extremists. The gov-
ernment had gained the upper hand by the late
1990s and FIS’s armed wing, the Islamic Salvation
Army, disbanded in January 2000. However small
numbers of armed militants persist in confronting
government forces and conducting ambushes and
occasional attacks on villages. The army placed
Abdelaziz Bouteflika (b. 1937) in the presidency in
1999 in a fraudulent election but claimed neutrality
in his 2004 landslide reelection victory.

Ramadan it signals
the end of the
daily fast.

the FLN’s most important

theorist, provided intellec-
tual justification for the
violence required to end
the French occupation
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Berbers

North Africa served as an important route for people trav-
eling to Europe from the Middle East. Thus, the region’s
inhabitants have been influenced a good deal by different
cultures. The Berbers—the indigenous people of Algeria—
developed out of this mix. Their language, traditions, and
culture dominated most of the country until the spread of
Islam and the arrival of the Arabs.

Fun Fact

A common feature of
Algerian summers
are siroccos, hot
dust- or sand-
laden winds.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Algeria is the 10th largest country in the world and
the second largest in Africa (after the Sudan). This
mineral-rich country is also one of the wealthiest in
Africa. Algeria is bordered by Mauritania, Morocco,
and Western Sahara on the west, the Mediterranean
Sea on the north, Tunisia and Libya on the east, and
Niger and Mali to the south. The nation is divided
by the Atlas Mountains into a coastal lowland strip
and a semiarid plateau. The Sahara, which is much
larger but arid and sparsely populated, lies in the
south. Algeria’s highest peak, Mount Tahat (9,540
feet) is located in the Ahaggar Mountains, about 930
miles south of the capital of Algiers.

Algeria’s geography ensures that its climate is
also diverse. While the coastal areas are endowed
with a Mediterranean climate, the southeast is semi-
arid, and the south is dry. Algeria’s coastal areas expe-
rience mild and wet winters with hot, dry summers.

The high plateau is dry and has extremes of cli-
mate, with chilly winters and very hot sum-
mers. Summer temperatures are Very
high throughout the country; they can
reach 130°F during the day in the
Sahara. High humidity is a common
phenomenon in the northern cities,
which are cooled by sea breezes. The
southern oases become a major tourist
attraction in winter due to the pleasant
weather. Nighttime temperatures drop
dramatically in the desert, to below freezing
in places where it had been over 100°F during the
day. The temperatures between September and May
in the north of the Sahara are very mild, and there is
little variation between night and daytime tempera-
tures. South of the desert, temperatures are pleasant
between October and April, but there are tremen-
dous differences between night and daytime temper-
atures. Coastal areas are regularly hit by sea storms.
Rainfall is low throughout the country.

# ECONOMY

The Algerian Sahara is richly endowed with natural
and hydrocarbon resources. This sector, the lifeline
of the economy, accounts for 60 percent of budget
revenues, 30 percent of gross domestic product
(GDP), and over 95 percent of export earnings.
Algeria has the seventh-largest reserves of natural

gas in the world and is also the second-largest gas
exporter. It also has rich oil reserves.

Algeria is one of the few developing countries
with iron and steel industries, as well as petrochemi-
cal, mechanical, electronic, and processing industries.
Almost 80 percent of the country has electricity.
Before independence, agriculture played a strong
role in the economy. However, after the French left,
this sector was critically handicapped by the sudden
loss of skilled labor and foreign managers. Moreover,
after independence, the government started focusing
on the profitable hydrocarbon sector, neglecting the
agriculture sector. Natural factors, such as insuffi-
cient rainfall and drought, also took their toll. Alge-
ria today has to import food for its people. Principal
food crops include grains, vegetables, and fruit; sheep
and cattle are the principal livestock. Fishing also
plays an important role in the economy.

#% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Islam is the dominant religion in Algeria. The num-
ber of foreigners was reduced dramatically after inde-
pendence; in 2003, there were only 2,500 Christians
remaining in Algeria. Nevertheless there has been
tremendous Western influence on Algeria’s culture
and learning. Islam is a major force not only as a reli-
gion, but also in the political arena. Sunni Muslims
are the largest group within the Islamic population.

Algeria is dominated by Gallic traditions as a
result of more than a century of French rule.
Roman, Spanish, Arab, and indigenous influences
are also very much present in Algerian architecture,
music, and literature. Algeria’s interest in a national
Arabic literature, which had been suppressed by the
French during the 1950s, was raised again during the
War of Independence. Even before independence,
local artists and intellectuals had been striving to
revive national interest in their Arab-Berber her-
itage. This movement has steadily gained national
support since 1962. Kateb Yacine (1929-89),
Mohammad Dib (1920-2003), and Malek Haddad
(1927-78) are some of the noted 20th-century
Algerian writers who wrote in French. French nov-
elist Albert Camus (1913-60), famous for his exis-
tential novels including L’Etranger (The Stranger)
and La Peste (The Plague), was born and educated in
Algeria. Assia Djebar (b. 1936), a famous Algerian
woman writer, has described the lives of women in
books such as So Vast the Prison (2001) and A Sister to
Scheberazade (1988).

After independence, the government estab-
lished handicraft centers to encourage local artisans
to use traditional methods in rug-making, pottery,
jewelry, and brassware. The National Institute of
Music promotes traditional music, dance, and folk-
lore. Algeria also has a rich architectural heritage
with strong Roman and Turkish influences. There
are beautiful Arab mosques decorated with mosaics.
The old towns and cities are full of historic buildings
built around courtyards. Narrow and winding streets
are a main feature in these areas, called medina,



which are usually the native quarters of the city.
Most Algerian houses have domes to ease the intense
heat. El Oued, an oasis town, has earned the title of
the “Village of a Thousand Domes” because of its
many domed houses.

In Algeria local festivals and celebrations are
called rmeoussemns. Moussem Taghit celebrates the har-
vest of dates in an oasis in western Algeria at the end
of October. Similarly, there is a cherry moussem in
Tlemcen during springtime and a tomato mzoussenz in
Adrar.

# CUISINE

Algiers and certain popular coastal towns, which
are the main tourist haunts, have an array of good
restaurants, serving mainly French- and Italian-
style food. However the food is much spicier than
their European equivalents. Even classic European
dishes have a unique Algerian touch. The coastal
areas boast a multitude of fish dishes. A typical
Algerian three-course menu consists of a soup or
salad to start, roasted meat or fish as a main course,
and fresh fruit for dessert. Ubiquitous street stalls
sell kebabs in French bread, topped with a spicy
sauce, the local version of the hamburger. For
ordinary meals, Algerians generally cook roasted
meat, usually lamb, couscous (a dish of steamed
semolina) with a vegetable sauce, and fresh fruit to

finish.

Public/Legal Holidays

% NEW YEAR’S DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 1

New Year’s Day is the first day of the year in the
Gregorian calendar. Although Algeria is an Islamic
country, and Islam follows the lunar calendar, Euro-
pean influence remains in the January 1 New Year’s
celebration. It is a public holiday with government
offices, schools, and businesses closed.

% LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

May 1 is celebrated as Labor Day to commemorate
the important role played by workers in national
economies. The May 1 observance of Labor Day
was first decreed by the international socialist move-
ment in 1889. The date was set to coincide with a
general strike called by the American Federation of
Labor (AFL) in the United States to win an eight-
hour workday. Labor Day is a national holiday in
Algeria, and all government, commercial, and edu-
cational institutions are closed.

See also Volume I1T: LABOR DAY
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Marabouts and Turugs

A significant feature of Sufi Islam in North Africa was
the cult of holy men (maraboutism). The marabouts
(“dervishes”), for whom the cult was named, were
believed to have baraka, or divine blessing, and they were
also widely believed to be able to perform miracles.

Turug, which are Sufi brotherhoods, have been another
unique feature of Islam in North Africa since the Middle
Ages. They were prevalent mainly in Algeria’s rural and
hilly regions. The turug leaders were often marabouts or
sheikhs. In urban areas orthodox Sunni Muslims domi-

nated the turugs.

# COMMEMORATION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: June 19

Commemoration Day, also known as National
Day or Historical Readjustment Day, is observed
on June 19. It marks the anniversary of the day in
1965 when Colonel Houari Boumedienne came to
power by overthrowing Mohammed Ben Bella in a
bloodless coup d’état. Boumedienne remained
Algeria’s leader until his death in 1978. Algerians
remember him for broadening the people’s access
to education, health facilities, medical care, and
other services.

% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July 5

Algerians celebrate July 5 as their Independence
Day to mark the day in 1962 when the country
became free from French rule after a bloody seven-
year war. On this day musicians in traditional dress
crisscross the streets of Algiers reminding the peo-
ple of their hard-earned freedom. Concerts by
famous 74 stars like Khaled (b. 1960), Cheb Mami
(b. 1966), and Rachid Taha (b. 1958) are held on

Rai

Spanish, Moroccan, and Algerian traditional music
have fused, primarily in western Algeria, to produce a
new form of music called rai (pronounced “rye”). This
music has traditionally been performed at festivals and
weddings. Rai has become world famous and is often
accompanied by modern instruments. This simple
music is rhythmic, and the lyrics, in the local dialect, are
often repetitive.
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the eve of Independence Day. Flag-
raising ceremonies are also part of
the day’s festivities. It is a national
holiday, with government offices,
schools, and many businesses
closed.

Fun Fact

World famous Parisian
fashion designer Yves
St. Laurent was born in
Oran, Algeria, in 1936. He
completed his education in
Algeria, before moving to
Paris to pursue a
career in fashion.

# REVOLUTION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November 1

Algerians observe Revolution Day to

mark the anniversary of the start of the

country’s revolution against French colonial

rule. It is an official national holiday. People

gather in huge crowds in Algiers, the capital, to

celebrate the day, marking the founding of the

National Liberation Front (Front de Libération

Nationale [FLN]), and the beginning in 1954 of a

War of Independence led by the FLN that ended
with Algerian independence in 1962.

Religious Holidays

% EL AM HEJIR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Muharram, the first month
of the Islamic calendar

North Africa was completely transformed by the
introduction of Islam and the Arabic language in the
seventh century. The new religion and language
ushered in various changes in social and economic
relations. It helped the region establish links with a
rich culture and also paved the way for greater polit-
ical discourse and organization. From the great
Berber dynasties of the Almoravids and Almohads to
contemporary militants seeking a fundamentalist
Islamic state, there has been a recurrent call for a
return to Islam’s true values and
practices.

Muhammad fled from Mecca
to Medina (about 200 miles north
of Mecca) on the first day of the
Muslim month of Muharram in
622. This is the day on which the
Muslim calendar starts. It commem-
orates Muhammad’s Hegira (migra-
tion) from persecution in Mecca and
his acceptance in Me-dina. In Alge-
ria, however, this holiday is more
civil than religious. It is a time for
good food and is also considered a
good time to make important deci-
sions.

See also Volume III: EL aMm

HEJIR; IsLAM

Fun Fact

Though Algeria produces
some very good wines, much
of it is not served in the
country. Sale of alcohol is
not encouraged in this pre-
dominantly Muslim country.
It is only available in the
upscale restaurants and
hotels and is very expensive.

# ASHURA

Observed by: Shia Muslims, some Sunni
Observed on: Tenth of Muharram, the first month
of the Islamic calendar

Ashura is a significant holiday for Algerian Muslims.
On this day Muhammad’s grandson Hussein was
killed in the battle of Karbala by Yazid, the Umayyad
caliph. For Shia Muslims Ashura is a day of great
mourning, and this strong emotion is reflected in the
many rituals connected with it. The most visual
Ashura ritual is self-flagellation. Men use whips,
often with sharp ends, or even small knives, to make
their backs bleed. The reason for this ritual is the
Shia belief that only physical pain can truly reflect
the pain of the Muslim world when Hussein died.
Sunnis also observe Ashura but not with the same
intensity as Shia. Sunni, the majority sect in Algeria,
usually fast through the day, though this is not
mandatory. Muslims also visit the graves of their
deceased family members, and the poor are given
gifts.
See also Volume III: ASHURA; ISLAM

# MOULOUD

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: Twelfth of Rabbi al-Awwal, the third
month of the Islamic calendar

Mouloud (or Mawlid al-Nabi) commemorates the
birth of Muhammad. This day is very important in
the Islamic calendar. As strict monotheists Muslims
do not consider Muhammad to be God, but rather a
prophet of God. He is highly revered as the prophet
of Islam who received revelations from the
archangel Gabriel (Jibril). Conservative Muslims do
not celebrate birthdays, even Muhammad’s, because
they believe it detracts from the worship of Allah.
However all other Muslims enjoy the holiday. Alge-
rians mark the day by wearing their best clothes and
decorating the streets and their homes. People meet
their friends and relatives and exchange sweets.
See also Volume III: MOULOUD; IsLAM

# EID AL-FITR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Shawwal, the 10th month of
the Islamic calendar

Eid al-Fitr, the most important Islamic holiday,
marks the end of the month-long fast of Ramadan.
During the month of Ramadan, all Muslims fast
from dawn to dusk. During this holy month Mus-
lims have to restrain themselves, not only from food
and water during the day, but also any sexual activity
or impure action.

In Algeria, Eid al-Fitr is a three-day feast. The
entire community prays together and asks for forgive-
ness for any wrongs that they might have committed
during the past year. Celebrations include giving pres-



ents to children and visiting family and friends. There
are carnival-style festivities in the village squares.

See also Volume III: EID AL-FITR; ISLAM;
RAMADAN

% EID AL-ADHA

Observed by: Muslims

Observed on: Tenth to 25th days of Dhu al-Hijjah,
the 12th (or pilgrimage) month of the Islamic cal-
endar

The Islamic holiday of Eid al-Adha, the Feast of
Sacrifice, commemorates the readiness of Abraham
(Ibrahim) to obey Allah and sacrifice his son. The
day is observed not merely to remember Abraham’s
supreme sacrifice, but to encourage others to emu-
late the virtues of generous giving and to stress the
importance of making sacrifices. In Algeria, as in
other Islamic countries, each family makes a sacri-
fice, usually a goat or a sheep. The sacrifice is made
either by the town butcher or by the head of the
family. The women cook the sacrificial meat, while
the men go to the mosques to offer a special prayer.
The sacrificial meat is then partly consumed by fam-
ily and friends and partly given to the poor. This is
also the time when Muslims may make a pilgrimage,
called Hajj, to Mecca, in Saudi Arabia. Islam
requires that Muslims make this pilgrimage at least
once in their lifetime.

Muslims who cannot make the pilgrimage
encourage the pilgrims by decorating the streets with
colored lights and giving them carpets and kafan
(shrouds), which the Muslims believe carry them
from the grave to the next world. Pilgrims sacrifice a
goat or a sheep at the end of their journey and shave
their hair, or at least cut a lock. This time of the year
is also considered an auspicious time for marriages.

See also Volume III: EID AL-ADHA; ISLAM

Regional Holidays

% TAFSIT

Observed in: Tamanrasset
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: April

During the colonial era, tribal traders from Algeria,
Libya, Niger, and northern Mali would meet in the
Algerian town of Tamanrasset for a great festival. The
principal attraction was the camel race, and each clan
would contribute its best mebarist (camel rider). The
festival continues but has been modernized and is now
also called Tafsit, or the Festival of Spring. The festi-
val takes place in April; its slogan is “friendship dis-
covered.” Algerians love this festival, and the different
tribes exchange music, culture, and trade here. The
camel race, however, remains the main attraction.
See also Volume III: NAVRUZ; SPRING FESTIVALS
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% SBIBA

Observed in: Djanet
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May

Every year in May the town of Djanet celebrates the
pact of peace. Sbiba (or “Peace Celebration”) is a
local Berber tradition. It commemorates the end of
a bloody fratricidal war that took place more than a
thousand years ago. Djanet is a hub for musicians
and painters. During this festival, a war simulation
is enacted, and men dressed as warriors perform a
war dance. The women sing war songs and encour-
age the men. They play tambourines, and their
songs pay tribute to the warriors. This reenactment
of an ancient war culminates with the signing of a
peace treaty.

Rites of Passage
% MARRIAGE

Weddings are organized with great pomp and show
in Algeria. The celebrations may last from one day
to several, depending on the financial status of the
family. Sometimes men and women celebrate sepa-
rately. An Algerian Muslim is forbidden to marry a
non-Muslim under the Islamic Sharia law. Mar-
riages, which are mostly arranged, are primarily a
contract between two families in which the elders
negotiate the terms and conditions of the union.
The bride has a very important role in planning
the wedding. She is the one who decides the venue
of the wedding party, which is usually a big hall.
According to custom the bride has to carry a lot of
clothes to her husband’s home, so shopping is
important. Brides must also decide on the wedding
day menu and select the caterers. Algerian weddings
are known for their sumptuous food, which usually
includes couscous, soup, and meat, often served with
tomato sauce. The groom has only to buy a new suit.
The wedding celebration generally lasts two
days. The bride celebrates the wedding with
her family and friends on the
first day. This is called the henna
ceremony: Women decorate the
bride’s hands and feet with
beautiful motifs using henna
dye. At the same time some
of the groom’s relatives pay a
visit to the bride, carrying her
trousseau and other presents.
They also bring with them one
or more sheep, along with the
necessary ingredients for a big
party at the house of the bride’s
father. The bride’s family then
gives a bowl of henna to them,
which is used to decorate the

groom.The next day is the big day

Fun Fact

In Algeria it is easy to
distinguish a woman who
has been betrothed from

one who is married. During
the engagement, the groom
gives a ring of white gold;
after the marriage ceremony
he gives her a yellow gold
ring to wear.
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groom.The next day is the big day when the bride
leaves her parental house for her new home.

% DEATH

In Algeria’s urban areas bereaved families are assisted
by professional morticians in arranging funerals,
which are usually held at the local mosque. The bur-
ial generally takes place in the community grave-
yard. Algeria has no custom of cremation, and
Islamic law forbids it. In the desert region, onion-
shaped mosques known as white kuppa can be seen

near residential areas. In these mosques religious
leaders of the Berber and Maragut are enshrined.
These kuppa can be seen throughout the Maghrib

countries of North Africa.

Further Reading

Michael von Graffenried, Inside Algeria (New York:
Aperture Foundation, 1998); Benjamin Stora, Algeria,
1830-2000: A Short History, trans. Jane Marie Todd
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2004); Martin
Stone, The Agony in Algeria (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1997).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location
Size 180 sq. mi.
Capital City Andorra la Vella

Flag Description

Southwestern Europe, in the Pyrenees Mountains between France and Spain

The flag has three vertical bands of equal size in blue (hoist side), yellow, and red.

The center of the yellow band has the national coat of arms, which features a

quartered shield.

Independence 1278

Population 70,549 (2005 est.)

Government Parliamentary democracy (since March 1993)
Nationality Andorran

Major Ethnic
Group(s)

Major Language(s)
Major Religion(s) Roman Catholic

National Holiday(s)

Spanish (43%); Andorran (33%)

Catalan (official); French; Spanish; Portuguese

New Year’s Day, January 1; Constitution Day, March 14; Labor Day, May 1;

National Day or Our Lady of Meritxell Day, September 8

Introduction
# HISTORY

Not much is known of Andorra’s history prior to Charle-
magne (742-814), who is credited for wresting the region
from the Muslims in 803. Charlemagne, king of the Franks (a
Germanic tribe) and the first Holy Roman emperor, created
the March states, also known as Marca Hispanica (“Spanish
Mark” or “March”), as barriers against the advance of the
Moors toward the French mainland. Of these Andorra is the
only surviving independent nation. Charlemagne promised to
reward the people of Andorra with a charter if they helped
him in his fight against the Muslim Moors.

Fulfilling the promise made by Charlemagne to the peo-
ple of Andorra, his son Louis the Pious (778-840) granted a
charter of liberty to the Andorrans in the early 800s. In 843
Charles the Bald (840-77?) also known as Charles II, son of
Louis the Pious, granted the lordship of Andorra to Sunifred
(834-48), the Count of Urgell (a Spanish town, also known as
Urgel). By the Act of Consecration, which dates back to 860,

all the towns of Andorra came under the jurisdiction of the
count. Later one of the descendants of Sunifred Ermengol IV
(1052-92) passed the lordship of Andorran townships to the
Diocese of Urgell, which was headed by the bishop of Urgell.

Many neighboring lords wanted to establish their rule in
Andorra. The bishop of Urgell sought and secured protection
against probable hostilities from a Spanish nobleman the lord
of Caboet. Subsequently the French count of Foix (the county
of Foix is located in the modern French département of Ariege)
became the heir apparent to the property of the lord of Caboet,
after marrying his daughter. However the Count of Foix began
interfering in the administration of Andorra, which was legally
still under the jurisdiction of the bishop of Urgell. This led to
constant conflict over ownership issues, which were resolved
only after the Acts of Joint Overlordship, known as the Pareat-
ges, or Paretages (meaning “agreements signed between two
parties”). These were signed between the count of Foix and the
bishop of Urgell in 1278 and 1288, giving joint ownership and
right of governance to both warring claimants.

For the next three centuries French and Spanish rulers
exercised control over Andorra at different times. However

23
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when the French reclaimed the region

Fun Fact

Andorra’s first constitu-
tional documents, the
Paretages, over 700
years old, are among
the oldest such docu-
ments remaining in
force.

from Spanish control in 1607, under
the leadership of the French

monarch King Henry IV, he
signed a proclamation according
to which the bishop of Urgell
and the French king were
declared the joint rulers of

Andorra.

After the French Revolution

(1789-99), in a desire to eliminate all

signs of absolute monarchy, the French
government abolished the right of the head
of state of France to exercise joint ownership of
Andorra, along with feudal rights to the region.
However at the behest of the people of Andorra,
who feared a Spanish invasion in the absence of
French rule, Napoleon reinstated the feudal rights
as well as joint rule by France in 1806.

During the two world wars Andorra was neu-
tral and thus escaped much of the brutality and
destruction. However in 1933 Andorra was taken
over by a Russian explorer Boris Skossyreff
(1898-?), who declared war on the bishop of Urgell,
with the support of some Andorrans, and declared
himself King Boris I, the new king of Andorra. But
his reign, which began on July 6, 1933, was brought
to an end on July 14, 1933, by French military
forces that reclaimed the region and restored peace
in Andorra.

The feudal system in Andorra was modified in
1993 when the titular heads of state were retained,
but the government was transformed into a parlia-
mentary democracy. Andorra became a member of
the United Nations in 1993 and a member of the
Council of Europe in 1994.

# GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

The tiny state of Andorra is situated on the south-
ern slopes of the Pyrenees. It is just 16 miles
from north to south and 20 miles from east to
west. It shares its 78-mile
border with France and Spain.
Andorra la Vella, the capital,
is situated in the southwest of

Fun Fact

Because Andorra was a
neutral country, its people
engaged in smuggling French
goods to Spain during the
Spanish Civil War and Spanish
goods to France during World
War II. Out of these endeavors
Andorra’s modern role as a
center for duty-free shopping
developed.

the country at the confluence
of the Gran Valira, the Valira
del Oriente, and the Valira
del Norte Rivers. Most of
Andorra’s 40 or so towns and
hamlets—some with fewer than
100 people—are situated in a
group of mountain valleys
whose streams join to form the
Gran Valira, the country’s main
river. The principality’s high-
est point is Pic de Coma
Pedrosa (6,562 feet), on the
Spanish border in northwest-
ern Andorra.

Andorra enjoys a temperate climate, with snowy
winters and warm summers. The country’s moun-
tain peaks often remain snowcapped until July.

# ECONOMY

Tourism generates the economy and constitutes
more than 80 percent of Andorra’s gross domestic
product (GDP). The duty-free policies of Andorra
also boosts its tourism industry. The banking sector
of Andorra, with its “tax haven” status (there is no
income tax levied in the country), also contributes
significantly to the economy. Little more than 2 per-
cent of the land is arable, and agricultural produc-
tion is limited to tobacco. This means that most food
items must be imported.

Among the main items manufactured are ciga-
rettes, cigars, and furniture. Timber, mineral water,
lead, hydroelectric power, and iron ore are some of
the other important mineral and natural resources
found in Andorra. Due to lower taxes on imported
items these goods are available at cheaper prices
than in neighboring countries. Andorra is not a full
member of the European Union (EU) but enjoys a
privileged relationship with that organization.
While trading in manufactured items Andorra is
considered a member of the EU, but it enjoys non-
EU status in trade related to agricultural products.

% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Andorra’s population was around 6,000 until the
1950s. The population has increased but is still
sparse compared to other countries. Only a quarter
of the population—almost two-thirds of whom live
in the capital of Andorra la Vella—are Andorran
nationals. The remainder are primarily Spanish,
French, and Portuguese. Catholicism is widely prac-
ticed here.

Catalan (Catala), a Romance language related to
Provencal, also spoken in parts of Spain, Italy, and
France, is the official language of Andorra. In addi-
tion to Catalan, Andorrans commonly converse in
Spanish and French.

The culture of Andorra is essentially Catalan. La
sardana is a traditional Catalan dance in which per-
formers hold hands while dancing, reminding many
of similar dances in ancient Greece. Others insist that
la sardana was not introduced until the 15th-century
Catalan occupation of Sardinia, hence the name.
Whatever its origins, /a sardana emerged during the
Renaixenca (the 19th-century Catalan renaissance).

Andorrans are extremely fond of all varieties of
music and, though very small, the country has a
chamber orchestra. Every September a Festival of
Classic Music is held. An annual international jazz
festival, held every July in the parish of Escaldes-
Engordany, is the most important musical event in
Andorra and attracts renowned local performers as
well as international stars like B. B. King and Miles
Davis.
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Andorran cuisine is mainly Catalan, which is rich in
taste and diversity, with strong French and Italian
influences, such as the use of mushrooms and snails.
Sauces are generally served with meat and fish. Pasta
is also common. Local dishes include cunillo (rabbit
cooked in tomato sauce), xai (roast lamb), trinxat
(bacon, potatoes, and cabbage), and escudella (a stew
of chicken, sausage, and meatballs). Whole vegeta-
bles and especially tomatoes, eggplant (aubergine),
onions, and peppers are very popular. Dried beans
and rice form the base for cooking during the win-
ter. Pork is the meat used in most daily meals; lamb
is usually reserved for special occasions. Herbs and
spices are an integral part of Andorran cooking, with
mint, anise, rosemary, saffron, cinnamon, parsley,
and basil considered indispensable.

French desserts are very popular and are savored
with dry fruits such as nuts, almonds, and figs. Fresh
fruits such as red currants, raspberries, blackberries,
oranges, and lemons are eaten abundantly. These are
mainly found in the province of Lleida. Butter from
the towns of La Seu d’Urgell, Sort, and Puigcerda in
the Pyrenees of Catalunya is famous. A popular
Andorran appetizer is pa amb tomaquet (tomato
toast)—toast scraped with a garlic clove, rubbed with
half a tomato, sprinkled with olive oil, and topped
with sea salt. Itis sometimes embellished with ham or
cheese. When served in restaurants it is usually
offered without charge. This is also the traditional
workers’ breakfast.

Public/Legal Holidays

# NEW YEAR’S EVE/DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 1

The first day of the Western Gregorian calendar
January 1 is celebrated as New Year’s Day. In
Andorra New Year’s celebrations begin on New
Year’s Eve. Tourism is the lifeline of the country, and
hotels, as well as shopping malls, throw big parties to
lure customers and revelers. Fireworks fill the night
sky, while confetti and streamers add a riot of color
to the snow-covered surroundings.

% CONSTITUTION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 14

In 1991 Andorran leaders drafted the nation’s first
written constitution. It was approved by a referen-
dum on March 14, 1993, and came into force on
May 4 of that year. By authority of the constitution
Andorra is a sovereign parliamentary democracy,
and the head of state of France and the bishop of
Urgell continue to enjoy the status of co-princes as
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well as heads of state. Andorrans cele-
brate their democracy on Constitution
Day. It is a public holiday, and all
administrative, educational, and
commercial ~organizations are
closed on this day.

Fun Fact

Andorra’s typically
heavy snowfall lays
perfect ground for a
number of winter
sports, most
notably skiing.

% LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

May 1 is celebrated as Labor Day, also known as
May Day or Workers’ Day, in many parts of the
world. The holiday commemorates the important
role played by workers in building nations and soci-
eties. While the earliest origins of May Day are
ascribed to the pagan celebrations that were prac-
ticed by farmers, peasants, and villagers in Europe
well into the Middle Ages, the May 1 observance of
Labor Day dates back to 1890 when it was estab-
lished by the Second Socialist International. In
Andorra everyone has the day off, and workers
assemble at factories and workplaces before partici-
pating in demonstrations and parades organized by
trade unions.
See also Volume I1T: LABOR DAY

% NATIONAL DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: September 8

Since 1730 September 8 has been
celebrated as Our Lady of Meritxell
Day (Mare de Deu de Meritxell), in
honor of the patron saint and
protector of Andorra, Our Lady

of Meritxell (the Virgin Mary).
Although this is a public holiday it

is steeped in religious tradition. On
this day thousands of Andorrans
flock to the church in Meritxell to pay
respect to their patron saint.

It is believed that on the day of the
Epiphany (January 6) in 1278, which was also cele-
brated as the Three Wise Men’s Day, a group of res-
idents of Meritxell were traveling to Canillo to
attend Mass. However, the sight of a rosebush (or,
some say, an almond tree) in full bloom in the harsh
winter months took them by surprise. On further
investigation they found a beautiful picture (or
statue) of the Virgin Mary, took it along with them
to the church at Canillo, and placed it at the altar.
Miraculously the picture disappeared from the altar
the next day. Initially the residents of Canillo con-
sidered this an act of theft. However a pilgrim noted
that he had seen a similar picture in Meritxell.
Everyone concluded that perhaps the Virgin Mary
preferred to stay in the church of Encamp (Meritx-
ell is situated in Encamp), so the picture was placed
on the altar of the church of Encamp. Once again,

Fun Fact

Many immigrants (legal
and illegal) are
attracted to Andorra’s
fast-growing economy
because there is no
income tax.
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however, the picture disappeared the next
day and was found near the same rose-
bush, where it was initially found.
Honoring the desire of divinity, the
residents of Meritxell built a church
where the rosebush grew. Since then
people visit the church at Meritxell
and pay their respects to Our Lady of
Meritxell.
On this holiday Andorrans attend a
special Mass in the honor of Our Lady of

the religious spirit of Holy Thursday. People throng
to the churches; afterward families gather for a spe-
cial supper.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
HoLy WEEK; LENT; MAUNDY THURSDAY

Fun Fact

Catalan has over 10
million speakers in
Europe and ranks 21st
out of the 56 most
common languages
spoken in
Europe.

% GOOD FRIDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Friday before Easter

Meritxell and make a pilgrimage to her sanctu-
ary in Meritxell, four miles northeast of Andorra la
Vella. At the end of the Mass the faithful kiss the
medal on the statue of the Virgin Mary. To celebrate
this day there is a spectacular display of fireworks;
people eat lamb grilled on slabs of slate and dance all
night long.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EPIPHANY

Religious Holidays

% EPIPHANY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: January 6

The Feast of the Epiphany is a Christian feast that
celebrates the arrival of the Magi (the three Wise
Men, or astrologer-priests, of ancient Persia: Caspar,
Balthasar, and Melchior) in Bethlehem after the
birth of Jesus to see the infant, as well as the life of
Jesus until his baptism in the Jordan River by John
the Baptist. The feast of Epiphany is widely
observed in Andorra. A special dinner that includes
all kinds of delicacies is prepared on this occasion.
Families enjoy a cake known as a galette des rois
(“three kings cake”), which has a special ritual
attached to it: A bean or charm is hidden inside the
cake, and the person who finds it is given a gilt
crown to wear and declared king for the day.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS;
EPIPHANY

# MAUNDY THURSDAY

Observed by: Roman Catholics
Observed on: Thursday before Easter

Maundy Thursday, or Holy Thursday, is a Catholic
commemoration of the day on which Jesus washed
the feet of his apostles before the Last Supper. It falls
on the Thursday before Easter. On Holy Thursday
church bells stop ringing, and no Mass is celebrated
until the proclamation of Jesus’ Resurrection on
Easter. The church bells are once again rung on
Easter. On this day Roman Catholics also celebrate
the institution of the Holy Eucharist, the ritual
Christian sacrament of taking bread and wine.
Andorrans, who are all Roman Catholics, embrace

The Christian festival of Good Friday falls on the
Friday before Easter. According to Christian doc-
trine it is the day when Jesus was crucified. It has
been in the Christian liturgical calendar even longer
than Easter Sunday. No one is sure why it is called
Good Friday. Some have suggested that the use of
good in the name goes back to Old English and
means “God’s” Friday, while others interpret good to
mean something like “observed as holy.” This obser-
vance is also known as Black Friday and Sorrowful
Friday, and in Eastern Orthodox Churches it is
called Great Friday.

It is a day of mourning, fasting, and abstinence
for all Catholics. Catholics are also supposed to
meditate and pray between the hours of noon and
three o’clock in the afternoon, because it is believed
that Jesus hung on the Cross during this period.

In many parts of the world a ritual called the
Stations of the Cross is performed, which is a reen-
actment of Jesus’ final journey. In Andorra Good
Friday starts out on a solemn note. Church bells do
not ring for three days (from Holy Thursday until
Easter Sunday) as a sign of mourning.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
GooD FripAy; HoLy WEEK; LENT

% HOLY SATURDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Saturday before Easter

The Christian observance of Holy Saturday, Sabba-
tum Sanctum in Latin, commemorates the day on
which Jesus’ body lay in the tomb. Catholics believe
that on this day Jesus arose in spirit and rescued
those who were held captive in purgatory and sent
them to heaven. Holy Saturday is an important fes-
tival because it represents the end of life in one
world and the beginning of the era of salvation sym-
bolized by Jesus’ Resurrection. Andorrans observe
Holy Saturday with solemnity.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
HoLy SATURDAY; HOLY WEEK; LENT

% EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday after Lent

The Christian festival of Easter is celebrated to mark
Jesus’ rising from the dead. It falls on the first



Sunday after Lent and is celebrated by Christians
the world over. In Andorra the church bells that had
stopped ringing on Maundy Thursday begin to ring
again, telling people that Jesus has risen. Children
awake on Easter Sunday to find colorfully decorated
eggs scattered about their rooms. They also search
for Easter eggs in the gardens.

Christians sometimes call Jesus “the Light of
the World,” so candles are part of an Easter vigil and
midnight services held before Easter. In Andorra the
lit candles are extinguished on Good Friday to sig-
nify Jesus’ passing away. Then on Easter a special
candle is lit once again to signal his Resurrection,
and the candle is lit every day for the next 40 days
until Ascension Day, when it is finally extinguished.

See also Volume III: ASCENSION, THE ; CHRIS-
TIANITY; EASTER

% EASTER MONDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Monday after Easter

Easter Monday is an extension of the Easter festivi-
ties and is celebrated on the Monday after Easter
Sunday. Andorrans celebrate Easter Monday by
telling jokes, playing pranks, and feasting on lamb.
People add fragrant oil or perfume to the Easter
holy water they have brought home from church and
then use this water to sprinkle on and bless their
food, pets, gardens, and homes.
See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER

“# ASCENSION DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Forty days after Easter

Ascension Day is a day of special celebration for
Christians all over the world. It commemorates
Jesus’ ascent into heaven, 40 days after his Resurrec-
tion from the dead (Easter). In Andorra the scene of
the Ascension is vividly reproduced in churches by
elevating the figure of Jesus above the altar through
an opening in the roof of the church. In some
churches the figure is made to ascend, and that of
the Devil is made to descend. The day is generally
meant to celebrate the completion of the work of
humanity’s salvation and Jesus’ entry into heaven.

See also Volume III: ASCENSION, THE; CHRIS-
TIANITY; EASTER

% PENTECOST

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Fifty days after Easter

Pentecost takes place 50 days after Easter. The holi-
day celebrates the descent of the Holy Ghost on the
disciples. This was considered a great miracle: Parted
tongues of fire accompanied by a strong gust of wind
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descended on the apostles, marking them as fit
preachers of the Gospel to all corners of the world.

Many scholars believe that many of the tradi-
tions and celebrations associated with this holiday
were borrowed from pagan celebrations of spring in
Western Europe. Homes are often decorated with
green branches and flowers. In Christian tradition
this is the 50th day after Easter and has been cele-
brated since the first century. (Pentecost in Greek
means “fiftieth.”)

In many countries, including Andorra, this is a
two-day holiday. Whitsunday and Whitmonday are
the names used locally to celebrate the event. The
name Whitsun originated in the third century C.E.
and was derived from the white garments that were
worn by those who were baptized during the vigil of
this feast. In Andorra it is customary to blow trum-
pets during the worship service to recall the sound of
the mighty wind that accompanied the descent of
the Holy Ghost.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
PENTECOST

% ST. JOHN’S DAY

Observed by: Roman Catholics
Observed on: June 24

This day is the feast day of St. John the Baptist, cel-
ebrated nearly six months before the birth of Jesus
(December 25). Thus while John the Baptist’s feast
day falls near the summer solstice, the birth of Jesus
is celebrated close to the winter solstice. In Andorra
huge communal bonfires are prepared in every vil-
lage, and each house contributes fuel. As evening
approaches the entire village assembles at the site;
then an elderly man prays for a good harvest and
lights the bonfire. While reciting prayers people
walk clockwise around the huge bonfire. Many peo-
ple dispose of broken or damaged blessed items in
the bonfire, including rosaries and statues.

The festivities that follow include storytelling,
dancing, playing musical instruments, and singing.
Men light torches from the bonfire and walk across
their fields. It is believed that this will help them
protect their crops from damage and ensure a good
harvest in the next year. After the bonfire has gone
out people sprinkle the ashes across the four corners
of their fields to bless their harvest. Single young
men and women jump over the remains of the bon-
fire and sing and dance.

See also Volume IIT: CHRISTIANITY

# ASSUMPTION

Observed by: Roman Catholics
Observed on: August 15

Assumption Day commemorates Mary’s Assumption
into heaven. It is an important festival for Catholics
because it reaffirms their belief in Jesus, who said
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that all devout Christians would find a place in the
glory of heaven. On Assumption Day Andorrans
attend church to offer prayers to the Virgin Mary.
Picnics, feasts, garden parties, excursions, and get-
togethers also mark the day.

See also Volume III: ASSUMPTION; CHRISTIANITY

% ALL SAINTS’ DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: November 1

All Saints’ Day is a Christian feast that honors all the
saints (known and unknown) of Christianity. The
Feast of All Saints has been celebrated on November
1 since the time of Charlemagne. King Louis the
Pious declared it a Day of Obligation (a day that all
devout Christians must observe) at the request of
Pope Gregory IV. On All Saints’ Day in Andorra,
some people visit the graves of their relatives, bring-
ing flowers and candles and spending time tidying
up the gravesites. It is said that this eases the spirits
of the dead, especially those who did not die in
peace.

See also Volume III: ALL SAINTS’ DAy; ALL
SouLS’ DAY; CHRISTIANITY

% IMMACULATE CONCEPTION

Observed by: Roman Catholics
Observed on: December 8

The Immaculate Conception refers to a Roman
Catholic belief that at the time of her birth Mary was
protected by God from original sin and filled with
his grace. It is believed that since God wanted Mary
to be the mother of Jesus, she had to be free from sin
of any kind. On this day devout Andorrans visit
churches and offer special prayers in honor of Mary.
Roses are kept at the feet of the Mother’s image, and
candles are lit.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; IMMACU-
LATE CONCEPTION

Christmas Eve in Andorra

In some parts of Andorra there is a belief that on Christmas
Eve the dead rise from their graves and kneel at the foot of
the cemetery cross where they are awaited by a former
parish priest who wears a white surplice and golden stole.
The priest says the prayers for the Nativity aloud, and the
departed respond reverently. Once the prayers are finished,
the dead rise, look longingly at the village and the houses
where they were born, and then silently return to their
coffins. There is another belief that animals have the power
of speech on Christmas Eve, and whatever they say is sup-
posed to come true.

% CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 25

Christmas falls on December 25 and marks the birth
of Jesus. In Andorra homes are decorated with mul-
ticolored lights and a Christmas tree. It is believed
that Santa Claus brings gifts to good children on
Christmas Eve (December 24). Andorrans attend
Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve and then go out-
side to drink hot wine and eat sausages, baked ham,
roast fowl, salads, fruit, pastries, and cocz (a home-
made cake).

The traditional Andorran Christmas feast con-
sists of turkey and rurrons, which are Christmas
sweets. Tirrons are like nougats and come in differ-
ent flavors such as chocolate, coffee, and almond.
Originally from Alicante in Spain tfurrons are
extremely popular with Andorrans.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

Regional Holidays

# SANT JULIA DE LORIA

Observed in: Sant Julia de Loria
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July

Andorra is famous for its village festivals, held pri-
marily during the summer months, when locals
gather to enjoy music, dancing, wine, and feasts.
One of the best known is the three-day festival held
in Sant Julia de Loria in July. There are cultural and
sporting events, with activities for everyone. Chil-
dren enjoy special competitions, games, and clowns.
There are musical and street theater shows for
teenagers and jazz, as well as theater, for adults.

Rites of Passage
% BIRTH

Andorrans are primarily Roman Catholic. When a
child is born it is baptized in the local church. Bap-
tism is one of the seven sacraments, or essential
transformative rituals, of the Catholic Church. At
the time of baptism at infancy, parents choose two or
three adults who will be the godparents of the child
and who will take care of it, along with the biologi-
cal parents, and encourage it to follow the path of
Christianity. Traditionally for a male child, there are
two male and one female godparent, while for a girl
it is the reverse.

Before the actual ritual the priest confirms that
the parents and godparents will bring up their child
as a devout Catholic. The priest calls out the name
of the child while tracing the Sign of the Cross on



the childs forehead. After reading a short passage
from the Bible, the priest prays for the child, his par-
ents, and godparents. Then with holy oil he anoints

the child and later brings the child near the altar and
sprinkles water three times over the child’s head.

% COMING OF AGE

When an Andorran reaches puberty he or she
becomes a member of the local church and has to
be confirmed. Confirmation is performed by a
bishop, who represents the church and confirms
people by laying his hands on their heads and pray-
ing for them. Before people are confirmed they
usually go to confirmation classes, where they are
taught about the important beliefs and practices of
Christians.

The actual ritual of the sacrament of confirma-
tion takes place during the Mass. After the priest
completes the sermon he reads aloud the names of
all those individuals who will be confirmed. Each
individual whose name has been called goes up to
the bishop. After he or she asserts a total faith in
Jesus and promises to reject evil completely, the
bishop lays his hands on the candidate. According to
Catholic belief the hand symbolizes the strength and
power of the Holy Spirit. Then the bishop calls out
the confirmation name of the candidate, which can
be the individual’s given name or the name of a saint.
Using the oil of chrism the bishop makes the Sign
of the Cross on the candidate’s forehead, thereby
indicating that the candidate is now a child of God.

% MARRIAGE

In Andorra the permissible age for marriage is 16.
Andorrans may choose whether to get married in a
civil ceremony or in a church. Civil marriages are
conducted by the mayor in the town hall and in the
presence of at least two witnesses. Andorrans who
get married in a religious ceremony generally do so
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in the churches in which they are members. The
marriage service is led by a priest who reads from the
Bible. The bride, who wears a white wedding gown
and a veil, is ushered into the church by her father.
Only close relatives and friends attend the service,
lending it an intimate tone. The bride also has
bridesmaids, who are generally her sisters, cousins,
or friends. The father of the bride “hands over” his
daughter to her future husband. The bride and
groom exchange rings as a symbol of their marriage
and commitment and sign a church register along
with the witnesses. The priest and family members
then bless the couple. Songs are sung, and sacred
passages on love and marriage are read. After the
marriage service a reception is held where there is a
feast organized for the guests. Friends and family
members of the couple raise a toast and say a few
lines in honor of the newly married couple. Gifts are
generally given to the newlyweds.

% DEATH

According to the Christian Bible all devout Chris-
tians will find a place in the glory of heaven after
they die. To prepare for the passage the dead body is
cleaned, dressed, and placed in a coffin. Then the
coffin is taken to the church, where a service is held
in the deceased’s honor. Family and friends read pas-
sages from the Bible at the funeral. The body is
buried in the local cemetery, and flowers are placed
at the gravesite.

Further Reading

Andorra: Festivals, Traditions, and Folklore (Escaldes,
Andorra: Andorra Writers Circle, 1998); Peter
Cameron, Andorra (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
1997); Thomas Eccardt, Secrets of the Seven Smallest
States of Europe: Andorra, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg,
Malta, Monaco, San Marino, and Vatican City (New York:
Hippocrene Books, 2005); Martha Wasek, Andorra’
World (Frederick, Md.: PublishAmerica, 2004).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Southern Africa, bordered by the South Atlantic Ocean, the Democratic Republic

Location

of the Congo, Zambia, and Namibia
Size 481,354 sq. mi.
Capital City Luanda

Flag Description

The top half of Angola’s flag is red; the bottom half is black. Centered across the

red and black bars is a yellow symbol, a five-pointed star within half a cogwheel

crossed by a machete.

Independence November 11, 1975 (from Portugal)
Population 11,190,786 (2005 est.)
Government Republic

Nationality Angolan

Major Ethnic
Group(s)

Major Language(s)
Major Religion(s)
National Holiday(s)

Ovimbundu (37%); Kimbundu (25%)
Portuguese (official); Bantu; other languages
Indigenous beliefs (47%); Roman Catholic (38%)

New Year’s Day, January 1; Memorial Day, January 4; Liberation Day, February 4;

International Women’s Day, March 8; Peace Day, April 4; Labor Day, May 1;
Organization of African Unity Day, May 25; World Children’s Day, June 5;
National Heroes Day, September 17; Independence Day, November 11

Introduction
% HISTORY

Before the arrival of European colonists small groups of
hunter-gatherers had spread over most of southern Africa for
thousands of years, and they lived well in even the driest and
wettest areas of the subcontinent. Some 2,000 years ago the
domestication of sheep, cattle, and goats led to the emergence
of nomadic herders, primarily in the wetter coastal areas and
the nearby interior. These early inhabitants of the subconti-
nent have been known as the Khoisan people.

The European colonists who arrived during the 17th cen-
tury called the herders (who referred to themselves as
Khoekboen) Hottentots, and the hunter-gatherers (called Songua,
Obigua, or San by the Khoekhoen), Bushmen. Both of these
terms at first referred to differences in their ways of life but

30

acquired narrower racial meanings in the late 19th and early
20th centuries. Because of their pejorative uses the terms
Bushmen and Hottentot have been dropped in favor of Sen and
Kbhoekboen. The Khoisan people, however, were diverse, and
each group had its own name and language or dialect. Despite
these differences in language and ways of life, the Khoisan
shared common patterns of kinship, territorial organization,
rituals, and religious beliefs.

The European colonization of southern Africa between
the 18th and early 20th centuries had disastrous consequences
for the Khoisan population, leading to their loss of control over
the natural resources crucial to an independent existence. Many
Khoisan people were killed in warfare with European colonists
and with other African people. An unknown number also died
from imported diseases, such as smallpox. This was a common
effect of colonization. The survivors were forced into colonial
society at its lowest levels as domestic servants, farm laborers,
and industrial workers. In the western and northwestern parts



The Slave Trade

In Angola the slave trade had a significant impact
between the 15th and 19th centuries, when black
natives were taken as captives and exchanged for arms,
gunpowder, glassware, and shells. Because Angola’s
rivers—the Zaire, Kwanza, Cunene, Cubango, and
Queve—flow into the Atlantic Ocean, they were used to
help the captors move the slaves from the interior to the
Atlantic coast. Agents known as pombeiros combed
Angola’s interior to find slaves. Most of the slaves were
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chained and had to walk long distances before they
reached Luanda, the main port for slave traders during
the 16th century. There they were fed and made ready
to cross the Atlantic. The Atlantic crossing used to take
five to eight weeks. The ships were overcrowded, and
there was no proper sanitation, so many captives died
on the way. As many as two million slaves were taken
from Angola.In the 1830s the Portuguese appointed a
new prime minister Marques de S& da Bandeira. It was
he who was responsible for abolishing the slave trade.
In 1858 slavery was legally abolished in Angola.

of southern Africa, some Khoekhoen people settled
around mission stations, where they managed to
maintain a semi-independent pastoral existence until
as late as the 1950s. By then, however, there were only
a few Kalahari San groups remaining in the central
areas of the subcontinent who could still depend on
hunting and gathering for a livelihood.

The Portuguese influence in West Africa began
in the late 15th century when King John II of Por-
tugal (1455-95), keenly interested in finding a sea
route to India around the southern tip of Africa, sent
Diogo Cam (or Cio; fl. 15th century), who reached
the northern part of Angola in 1482. The northern
region was then ruled by King Afonso (d. 1543) of
the Kongo state and Queen Nzinga (1583-1663) of
the southern Mbundu kingdom of Matamba. (Her
royal title in the Kimbundu language was ngols, and
it was from Queen Nzinga’s title that the Portuguese
took the name for the colony of Angola.) Since the
slave trade was a thriving business and promised
great wealth, the Portuguese decided to establish
their colony in the region. After building their first
settlements in Luanda in 1576, the Portuguese
began to exercise their control in the region.

The Catholic Portuguese brought Christian
missionaries with them, and King Afonso I
embraced Christianity. Queen Nzinga, in contrast,
fiercely resisted the Portuguese and punished those
who formed alliances with whites. The Matamba
queen also understood that the practice of convert-
ing Africans to Christianity was a European psycho-
logical tactic to separate them from their culture and
renounced the name given to her by the Catholic
missionaries.

The Portuguese encouraged slavery in the
region and profited handsomely from it. King
Afonso cooperated with them, hoping that by doing
so he could provide his people with the skills and
education found among Europeans. But the Por-
tuguese were insatiable in their appetite for slaves
and the wealth they brought, and Afonso’s efforts to
end the slave trade proved futile. People from
Angola were captured and forced to work as slaves in
the sugar plantations in Brazil, Sio Tomé, and
Principe. Between 1516 and 1539 Kongo was sup-
plying 4,000 slaves a year to the Portuguese planters

in South America, and by 1540 that number had
increased to 7,000. When King Afonso died in 1543
the king of Portugal did not even notice. By 1830
Angola was deemed the largest source of slaves who
were sent to Brazil and the United States.

Portugal was not without competitors for the
rich potential of the region. The Dutch had South
African interests and took over Luanda in 1641.
While they held it for seven years the Portuguese
recaptured the city in 1648 and undertook a sys-
tematic conquest of the Kongo and Ndongo states.
In 1671 the Portuguese victory was complete. The
British, who were also interested in the thriving
slave trade of the region, refused to acknowledge
the Portuguese right to Angola at first. Only after
an Anglo-Portuguese Treaty was signed between
the two countries in 1894 did England concede
Angola to the Portuguese, and complete Portuguese
control of the interior was not achieved until the
beginning of the 20th century.

Until the early 20th century dictatorship and
forced labor were the hallmarks of Portuguese rule in
the region. After World War II the Portuguese also
encouraged white migrants to settle in the region. In
1951 Portugal changed the colony into a province and
called it Portuguese West Africa. This led to racial
violence. Also around the same time, voices of inde-
pendence were being raised in most colonies of West
Africa, and the Angolans demanded their freedom
from the Portuguese, who turned them down.
Because Portugal continued to refuse to decolonize
the region, three liberation movements emerged: the
Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola
(Movimento Popular de Liberat¢io de Angola, or
MPLA), which had connections to Communist par-
ties in Europe; the National Liberaton Front of
Angola (Frente Nacional de Libertacio de Angola or
FNLA), with links to the United States and the
Mobutu government in Zaire; and the National
Union for Total Independence of Angola (Uniio
Nacional para a Independéncia Total de Angola, or
UNITA). Although all these groups fought for the
same goal—the independence of Angola—they dif-
fered in ideologies and were unable to manage a uni-
fied war against the Portuguese.

In 1974 after a military coup in Portugal that
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brought a military government to power, Angola was
handed over to the coalition government formed by
the MPLA, UNITA, and FNLA. But their internal
conflicts plunged the nation into a civil war. The
region became an international military intervention
hotspot with the UNITA and FNLA backed by the
armed forces of the United States, Zaire, and South
Africa. Cuba, on the other hand, supplied forces in
support of the MPLA and had the backing of the
Soviet Union in this endeavor. By November 1975
the MPLA had crushed the UNITA and FNLA; on
November 11 Angola declared its independence
from Portugal, and the MPLA came to power.
Agostinho Neto (1922-79) became the first presi-
dent of Angola.

However the remnants of UNITA continued its
fight with the MPLA, and the civil unrest in the
region continued until 2002, when a cease-fire was
signed between the MPLA and UNITA. In August
of the same year UNITA disbanded its forces and
became a democratic political party. Finally after a
period of great turmoil and uncertainty, Angola
found peace. However the country has a long way to
go since its economy was virtually destroyed during
the civil war.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

The coastal lowland, rising inland, and a high
plateau form the three principal regions of Angola.
The edge of the plateau region of Angola is marked
by a chain of mountains. Prominent among them is
Chella (5,250 feet), Tala Mugongo (4,400 feet), and
Vissecua (6,500 feet). The volcanic mountain Cac-
ulo-Cabaza lies to the south of Kwanza, while Mt.
Elonga (7,550 feet) and Mt. Loviti (7,780 feet) are
the highest peaks in the Benguella region. The
uneven topography of Angola has produced many

Ovimbundu Social Structure

In Ovimbundu society agriculture has traditionally been the
main occupation, although many also work as wage earners.
Until the 20th century this society was neither patriarchal nor
matriarchal; while one’s mother’s side controlled economic
matters such as property rights, the father’s side controlled all
political matters. But the arrival of the Europeans and their
subsequent colonization of the region ensured that local
political and economic controls were both taken away from
the Ovimbundu. As the tribes grew in strength, the Por-
tuguese spread them out into large villages in order to control
them. Moreover the UNITA insurgency disrupted these vil-
lages, and the Ovimbundu began to flee, abandoning both
their homes and work. They lost their culture and many of its
traditions too. Eventually, since UNITA gained control over
southeast Angola, the Ovimbundu have tried to recover and
preserve some of their culture and ancestral traditions.

rapids and rainfalls. The Cuanza and Cunene are the
two major rivers of the country. Angola experiences
both dry and wet climates like other African regions.
Heavy morning mists are the main feature of the dry
season. Rainy seasons can last up to seven months
(September—April) in the northern parts of Angola,
while in the south the rainy season begins in
November and lasts until February. July and August
are the coolest months. The mean annual tempera-
ture is 72°F at Sdo Salvador Congo, while at
Caconda it is 67°F.

# ECONOMY

After attaining Angola’s independence in 1976, the
main concern of the MPLA leadership was to stabi-
lize the economy of the country and repair the
extensive damage to the infrastructure caused by the
civil war. Influenced by Marxist-Leninist policies,
the country survived on oil exports, although agri-
culture was given some prominence as well.

Agriculture is the main means of livelihood for
the majority of Angolans. The two important cash
crops are sugarcane and coffee. Angola also produces
cassava, cotton, bananas, sisal, and tobacco. Fishing
is also common. In the savanna regions, cattle, pigs,
and sheep are raised. However since 1975 foodstuffs
have to be imported.

The country is also rich in mineral resources
and hydroelectric power. Oil is available primarily
from offshore reserves and contributes 50 percent of
the country’s gross domestic product (GDP). Due to
overspending on the military and widespread cor-
ruption, however, progress has been limited. Dia-
mond mining is another industry that flourishes in
Angola. Deposits of iron, gold, copper, and many
other metals are also found here.

The country’s infrastructure is badly in need of
repair, its railroads and roadways damaged by the
frequent civil wars. Luanda and Lobito are the chief
shipping ports of Angola. An active member of the
Southern African Development Community, the
United States, Portugal, and Brazil are Angola’s
main trading partners.

# CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Angola has a rich cultural history derived from the
traditions of its tribal groups. The Ovimbundu of the
central highlands of Angola constitute 37 percent of
the population and are the largest ethnolinguistic
group. Umbundu is their mother tongue. In the past
Ovimbundus played a major role as intermediaries in
the slave and ivory trades and controlled the well-knit
Angolan community in the 1940s. The Mbundu
tribe, the second largest ethnolinguistic group (25
percent), settled just north of Ovimbundu territory.
Their language is Kimbundu. Although most of the
boundaries of Mbundu territory have remained fairly
firm, the social and linguistic boundaries of the cate-
gory have shifted. Some of the peripheral groups have
been variously influenced by neighboring groups, and



the groups closest to the coast have been more
strongly influenced by the Portuguese than the
groups living in the interior.

The Bakongo people constitute 15 percent of
the total Angolan population. They speak Kikongo.
Lunda-Chokwe, Nganguela, Ovambo, Nyaneka-
Humbe, and Herero were the other prominent
indigenous communities of Angola. Although Chris-
tianity has many adherents in Angola, Angolans also
continue to observe their traditional rituals.

In the 1980s Marxist-Leninist policies influ-
enced a large number of Angolans. Efforts made to
develop a more systematic and friendly political
structure by the MPLA party were based on the
Soviet model, forcing many tribes to leave their
tribal communities in rural areas and search for new
methods of livelihood in cities. Due to this displace-
ment, many tribal groups lost their ethnic identities.

Even with the difficult socioeconomic system in
the country, people are drawn to music and art.
Their traditional music influenced the popular
music of modern times. Batugue—a lively type of cir-
cle dance, a mix of African and Brazilian styles—and
drum music, are also extremely popular in Angola.

% CUISINE

The staple foods of Angola include corn, vegetables,
meat, and palm oil. Funge, a cornmeal porridge, is a
staple food and it is the base for many preparations.
A popular Angolan recipe, called calulu, is a rich stew
of okra, tomatoes, greens, garlic, and palm oil with
chicken, dried beef, or fish. Chicken muamba, which
contains onion, palm hash, garlic, and okra, is
equally delicious. Muamba can be served with rice,
funge, or palm oil beans. Piripiri, a fixture of Por-
tuguese cuisine, originated in Angola. It is a paste of
dried red chili peppers, garlic, chopped fresh parsley
or cilantro, sea salt, lemon juice, and peanut or veg-
etable oil, and makes an excellent marinade or sauce

for chicken, pork, beef, or fish.

Public/Legal Holidays

% NEW YEAR’S DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 1

The first day of the Western or Gregorian calendar,
January 1 is celebrated as New Year’s Day through-
out the world. As in many other countries celebra-
tions in Angola begin on New Year’s Eve, December
31, the last day of the old year. People head toward
the places where the planned celebrations in their
cities will be held or attend private parties thrown by
friends and family. Angolans dance and party their
way through the night. As the clock strikes 12:00,
the night sky is lit up with spectacularly choreo-
graphed fireworks. New Year’s Day is a national hol-
iday in Angola.
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Angola, Louisiana

Angola, Louisiana, is the Louisiana State Penitentiary,
the largest prison in the United States. Located near
Baton Rouge, the area was originally a slave plantation
manned with slaves from Angola, Africa. The govern-
ment began sending prisoners to the area in the late
1800s. Known as the “Bloodiest Prison in the South"
in the 1960s, the prison became a model of prison
reform in the 1970s. Today it hosts the popular
Angola Prison Rodeo and its inmates produce the
nation’s only non-censored inmate produced maga-
zine, The Angolite.

# MEMORIAL DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 4

Angolans observe Memorial Day to remember and
salute those who fought and died to liberate their
country from Portuguese control. People gather in
the streets and attend parades. In schools children
also participate in parades and pay tribute to the war
veterans.

% LIBERATION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: February 4

Liberation Day, also called the Beginning of Armed
Uprising, commemorates the rebellion against Por-
tuguese rule that paved the way for Angola’s inde-
pendence. It began on February 4, 1961, and was
staged in a prison at Sambizanga, a Luandan suburb.
Although the uprising was brutally crushed by Por-
tuguese forces, it sparked the independence move-
ment in Angola. Widespread demonstrations against
the brutality of the Portuguese regime took the form
of violent protests, and every act of suppression was
countered with intensified protests. In the end the
freedom fighters were successtul in ousting the Por-
tuguese from Angola, and the nation achieved com-
plete independence on November 11, 1975.

On Liberation day Angolans remember those
who fought against the military strength of Portugal
and helped Angola attain its independence.

% INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S
DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 8

International Women’s Day is celebrated by women
all over the world, regardless of caste, culture, and
tradition. It recognizes women’s ongoing struggles
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to achieve social equality, justice, independence, and
the right to participate in every society at every level
on an equal footing with men.

In Angola women from all walks of life come
together for a rally at Luanda’s Independence Square.
Nongovernmental organizations that address
women’s issues and support female labor also attend
the meetings and festivities.

% PEACE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: April 4

Peace Day represents the end of an era marked by
internal violence, civil wars, bloodshed, and death
in Angola. April 4 is the date in 2002 on which the
Angolan Army signed a memorandum of under-
standing with UNITA, the warring dissident
group, in order to end 27 years of civil war. The
memorandum was the outcome of two weeks of
secret meetings between the warring groups held
at Luena, located southeast of Luanda, the
nation’s capital. The discussions were the result of
a peace initiative undertaken by the army in order
to unify of the country. Envoys from the United
States, the United Nations, Russia, and Portugal
attended.

The formal cease-fire marked an important
event in Angolan history. Military leaders of both
sides came together and embraced after signing the
agreement. The two groups pledged to put an end to
the ongoing warfare in Angola, and UNITA’s army
was disbanded.

Angolans pay tribute to the thousands of inno-
cent people who were killed during the long, drawn-
out war by attending solemn memorial meetings.

% LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

May 1 is celebrated as Labor Day or May Day by
many nations because it is an occasion to honor
workers and laborers for their invaluable contribu-
tions to the social and economic development and
prosperity of their countries

The holiday is celebrated on May 1, because in
1889 the Second International declared this a day to
recognize workers around the world. They coordi-
nated this observance with the strike called by the
U.S. labor union the American Federation of Labor
(AFL) demanding an eight-hour workday.

In Angola May 1 is celebrated as Workers” Day.
The government of Angola has declared the day a
public holiday, so all public and private institutions
are closed. Trade unions and workers’ groups attend
meetings and rallies.

See also Volume III: LABOR DAY

% ORGANIZATION OF AFRICAN
UNITY DAY

Observed by: Africans
Observed on: May 25

The Organization of African Unity (OAU) was
organized in 1963. The visionary behind the group’s
formation was Libyan leader Muammar al-Gadhafi
(b. 1942). Unhappy with the Arab world he gave up
the ideology behind Arab nationalism and encour-
aged the formation of a union of African states.

The OAU has 63 members including Angola. It
is modeled on the European Union (EU) and has
many general bodies, including the Pan-African Par-
liament, the African Commission, the Executive
Council, the Assembly, the Peace and Security
Council, and the Economic Social and Cultural
Council. The OAU encourages the use of African
languages. Other languages used are Arabic, French,
and Portuguese.

In Angola flag-raising ceremonies are held to
mark the unity and solidarity of the African Union.

# WORLD CHILDREN’S DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: June 5

World Children’s Day is celebrated on June 5 in
Angola and on different days in more than 120
nations. First observed in 1953 Children’s Day recog-
nizes the principle that children should come first. In
accordance with the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child, children have been declared a national pri-
ority, and member nations are required to initiate
programs to protect children and to make their edu-
cation, sanitation, health, and welfare priorities.
Angola is a signatory to the United Nation
Convention on the Rights of Children. Hence spe-
cial welfare programs have been instituted by its
government to safeguard the interests of Angolan
children. In its efforts to stop child abuse in the
country, Angola, along with UNICEEF, has initiated
stricter laws and has organized special task forces to
protect Angolan children from exploitation. The
government, with the help of international organiza-
tions like UNICEE, organizes seminars and confer-
ences where child-related issues are addressed.

% NATIONAL HEROES DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: September 17

National Heroes Day is a tribute to those who died
for the independence and integrity of Angola. It hon-
ors the spirit of patriotism of those who fought against
the Portuguese during Angola’s struggle for freedom
and sacrificed themselves for the cause of freedom.
Also those who perished during the years of civil war
are remembered and memorialized on this day.



Official speeches and floral wreaths laid on their
graves mark the National Heroes Day celebrations
as all honor the nation’s patriots.

% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November 11

At the time that other African nations were gaining
their independence Angola was still in a state of chaos.
The heads of the FNLA and MPLA parties had
united in 1972 to create a council and work toward
the liberation of Angola. In the same year the Por-
tuguese government changed the status of Angola to
an autonomous state, limiting its control to matters of
defense and foreign relations. Elections were held in
1973. In 1974 and in 1975, however, there was a mil-
itary uprising. The Portuguese government was over-
thrown, and Angola became a free nation.

On November 11, 1975, the nation gained its
freedom from the Portuguese, and the Movimento
Popular de Libertacio de Angola-Partido do Tra-
balho (the Popular Movement for the Liberation of
Angola-Labor Party, or MPLA) came to power. It
declared the country independent and officially
named the country the Republic of Angola.

To commemorate this, November 11 is cele-
brated as Independence Day.

Religious Holidays

% CARNIVAL

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Last Tuesday before Lent

Carnival, also known as Mardi Gras or Shrove Tues-
day, is a Christian religious festival; it is a last chance
to feast and party before the austere fasting period of
Lent. Mardi Gras is its French name and means “Fat
Tuesday.”

In Angola Carnival is a long-awaited event. The
capital of Luanda comes alive at this time of the year.
"Traditionally processions of people wearing masks
and colorful dresses, accompanied by drums and
whistles, have been known to pass through the
streets of Luanda. However, the civil war in Angola
has devastated the country’s economy, and, with
inflation steadily increasing, the people are finding it
difficult to pay for masks and dresses for Carnival.

See also Volume III: CARNIVAL; CHRISTIANITY;
LENT

# GOOD FRIDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Friday before Easter

Good Friday commemorates the Crucifixion of
Jesus and is observed by Christians all over the
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world. It falls on the last Friday in Lent, the Friday
before Easter.

For many years Good Friday was primarily a
Catholic observance, but many Protestant Churches
now hold special services from noon until three in
the afternoon on this day to symbolize Jesus’ last
hours on the Cross. Many of the faithful fast on this
day; when they eat, they generally choose fish
instead of meat.

Christians in Angola attend a special service in
local churches, where choirs sing devotional hymns
dedicated to the glory of God. In some parts of the
country, plays based on the life of Jesus are also part
of the Good Friday celebrations. Good Friday (as
well as Ash Wednesday) is a day of fasting for
Angolan Christians.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; GOOD
FriDAY; EASTER; HOLY WEEK; LENT

% EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday after Lent

Easter is a Christian feast that celebrates Jesus’ Res-
urrection from the dead on the third day after his
Crucifixion. It falls on the first Sunday after Lent
and is celebrated by Christians the world over.

This occasion is celebrated with a lot of joy and
enthusiasm in Angola. It starts with special church
services in which the priest wears white vestments.
New clothes are also worn by worshippers at the
Easter services.

Easter eggs have gained importance in Angola
as part of the holiday. Easter is also a spring festival,
and Christians consider an egg the seed of life.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
GooD FripAy; HoLy WEEK; LENT

% ALL SOULS’ DAY

Observed by: Roman Catholics
Observed on: November 2

This is a Roman Catholic festival commemorating
the dead. It is usually celebrated on November 2,
unless it falls on a Sunday, in which case All Souls’
Day, also known as the Day of the Dead, is cele-
brated on Monday in Angola. It follows All Saints’
Day and shifts the focus from those in heaven to
those whom Catholics believe are waiting in purga-
tory. Three Masses are conducted on this day: one
for the celebrant, one for the departed, and one for
the pope.

Angolans believe that the soul of the dead
return on this day to have a meal with their family
members. Candles are kept on the windowsills to
help them find their way home, and an extra place is
set at the table for them.

See also Volume III: ALL SAINTS’ Day; ALL
SOULS’ DAY; CHRISTIANITY
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% CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 25

Christmas celebrates the birth of Jesus, whom
Christians regard as God’s son. Christmas Day is the
most important holiday for Angolan Christians.
Plans for special Christmas celebrations begin weeks
in advance. People buy gifts for family and friends
and organize parties on Christmas.

Christmas festivities in Angola begin on
December 24, Christmas Eve, and continue
until the New Year. On Christmas Eve Angolans
attend evening services and share a traditional
feast with family and friends afterward. Eating
grapes and wishing each other a merry Christmas
is a part of the festivities. Friends and family
exchange gifts and attend Christmas parties.
Angolans also stage plays and sing gospel songs
during Christmas.

Masks have an important place in Angolan and
other African cultures during Christmas. Children
make various kinds of masks—sad, happy, or
scary—so they can wear a different one each day.
The masks are decorated with beads, tissues, and
feathers. The children dramatize Christmas stories
by using different masks to portray different charac-
ters. Adults too join in the fun. These celebrations
last a week.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

Regional Holidays

% LUANDA CITY DAY

Observed in: Luanda
Observed by: General public
Observed on: January 25

The capital of Angola Luanda was created on Janu-
ary 25, 1576. It was founded by the Portuguese,
although the status of city was conferred much later.
Luanda City Day commemorates the historical
events that gave Angola its present-day capital. Prior
to the arrival of the Portuguese, Luanda was called
Loanda, which means “flat land,” and was part of the
kingdom of Kongo. It was one of the first places the
Portuguese settled; they renamed it Sio Paolo de
Loanda. In 1605 the then-governor of the region
Manuel Cerveira Pereira designated Luanda a city.
Thus Luanda went down in history as the first city
to be founded by the Europeans on the west coast of
sub-Saharan Africa.

On this day the capital city is beautifully dec-
orated, and official programs are organized in
which homage is paid to the founding fathers
of the region. The government also unveils its
latest plans for the city’s development. Traditional
dances and musical performances enhance the
celebration.

Rites of Passage

% BIRTH

The birth of a child is generally celebrated with joy
in Angola. The people of the Ovimbundu tribe do
not take the child outside their home for the first
seven days after birth. They fear that bad luck may
befall the child, because it is fragile and susceptible
to evil spirits.

% COMING OF AGE

In Angola coming of age is celebrated with singing
and dancing. During a special ceremony, birth and
death are emphasized. Name changes can also hap-
pen at this time.

In ancient Angola the initiation ceremony for
girls included leading a secluded life for a particular
period of time. Female relatives would teach them
about life as an adult and their responsibilities
toward their ethnic group. Female circumcision is
not practiced in Angola. The male circumcision
ceremony takes place at puberty and is of great
importance in Angola because the people believe
that after circumcision a boy completes his transi-
tion from boyhood to manhood.

Masks play an important role in the initiation
ceremonies. For example the male dancers in most
tribes wear a female mask called mwana pwo, which
means “young woman,” during initiation cere-
monies. Also during the circumcision ceremony,
men wear a polychromatic mask called a kalelwa,
which means “protective spirit.”

% DEATH

In Angola people believe that they move on to a new
dimension after death. Referred to as the “cult of
ancestors,” the traditional belief is that the spirit
lives on after the body is buried. Children are kept
away from burial rituals. Only when their parents
die are they allowed to participate.

Angolans believe that those who do not have a
proper burial turn into harmful spirits and end up
disturbing their own families, often causing diseases
and death. Because the civil war in the country has
claimed many lives and prevented many from hav-
ing traditional burials, the people believe that there
are many angry spirits that want to cause trouble. In
order to avoid the harm such spirits can cause,
Angolans perform other traditional rituals for their
loved ones to pacify the ancestral spirits and protect
the living from their wrath

Further Reading

Thomas Collelo, Angola: A Country Study, 3rd ed.
(Washington: U.S. Department of the Army, 1991);
Karl Maier, Angola: Promises and Lies (London: Serif
Publishing, 1996).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location Islands between the Caribbean Sea and the north Atlantic Ocean, east-southeast
of Puerto Rico

Size 170 sq. mi. (Antigua 108 sq. mi., Barbuda 62 sq. mi.)

Capital City Saint John’s (on Antigua Island)

Flag Description

The flag has an inverted isosceles triangle, with its base at the top edge of the

flag, that splits the bottom of the flag into two red areas; the triangle contains
three unequal horizontal bands of black (top), light blue, and white, with a yellow

rising sun in the black band.
Independence
Population 68,722 (2005 est.)
Government
Nationality Antiguan, Barbudan

Major Ethnic
Group(s)

Major Language(s)
Major Religion(s)
National Holiday(s)

English (official), local dialects

November 1, 1981 (from the United Kingdom)

Constitutional monarchy with UK-style parliament

Black; British; Lebanese; Portuguese; Syrian

Christian (predominantly Anglican, some Protestants and Roman Catholics)

New Year’s Day, January 1; Labor Day, May 1; CARICOM Day, first Monday of July;

Carnival, first week of August; Heritage Day, October 29; Independence Day,

November 1

Introduction
# HISTORY

The remains of the first inhabitants, the Siboneys (or
Ciboneys, called “the stone people”), were discovered at Jolly
Beach, Deep Bay, and North Sound. Their shell and stone
tools have been excavated as well. These hunter-gatherer-fish-
ers settled on these islands about 2400 B.C.E. About the time
the Siboneys disappeared, the Tainos, migrating north from
South America (35-1100 C.E.) arrived and named the island
Wadadli, a name still popularly used. Finally the Calinago
arrived, also migrants from South America.

"Tainos and Calinagos inhabited the islands when Christo-
pher Columbus (1451-1506) happened upon them in 1493.
He named the country after Santa Maria de la Antigua, the
patron saint of Seville, Spain. The Spanish conquerors called
the Calinagos Caribs, from whom the Caribbean Sea got its
name. The Caribs were a disciplined and highly independent
people, far from the “savages” described by the conquistadores,

and they fiercely resisted the European invaders. Spanish and
French settlements did not fare well because of the resistance
of the Caribs and the lack of fresh water, still a problem on the
islands in the 21st century. In 1632 English settlers arrived
from St. Kitts to settle in Antigua. Other English arrivals
established a settlement in Barbuda in 1666. There was a
short-lived French annexation of the islands in 1667.

In 1684 Sir Christopher Codrington (d. 1710) landed in
Antigua and was the first to cultivate sugarcane there. Sir
Christopher and his brother had leased land in Barbuda from
Britain from 1685 to 1870 and paid a rent of “one fat pig” a
year. They set about growing agricultural produce using
enslaved natives. Sugarcane proved a lucrative product, and by
the mid-18th century there were numerous large sugar plan-
tations, each with its own cane-processing windmill. A total of
150 windmills dotted the island.

By the end of the 18th century Antigua had become an
important strategic port as well as a valuable commercial
colony. Known as the “gateway to the Caribbean,” its location
offered control over the major sailing routes to and from the

37



38 @9 Antigua and Barbuda

region’s rich island colonies. Slaves were
brought in from Africa as well as other
Fun Fact Caribbean islands to work on the
he word sugar plantations in Antigua. When
Great Britain’s Emancipation Act of
1834 abolished slavery, Antigua and
Barbuda was the only country
exempted from the apprenticeship
clause that, in other countries, bound
the freed slaves to their former masters
for four additional years before they were

truly emancipated.
The trade union movement of the 1940s, led by
V. C. Bird (d. 1999), proved an important step
toward independence. In 1967 Antigua became an
Associated State of the Commonwealth, with Bar-
buda and Redonda as dependencies. Antigua
achieved independence on November 1, 1981, again
with the two smaller islands as dependencies of
Antigua. There was opposition in Barbuda, however,

to this status.

cannibal comes from
Taino Caniba,
meaning “Carib
person.”

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

The country of Antigua and Barbuda consists of
three islands, bounded on the west by the Caribbean
Sea and on the east by the North Atantic Ocean. St.
John’s, the capital, is on Antigua, the largest and the
most populated of the three. Barbuda, the other
main island, is located 25 miles north of Antigua.
Lying southwest of Antigua is the uninhabited, tiny
island of Redonda. Redonda is a dependency of
Antigua and Barbuda, but it is also a micronation
called the Kingdom of Redonda.

Antigua and Barbuda is part of the Leeward
Islands in the Lesser Antilles archipelago and has a
tropical climate with relatively constant tempera-
tures and sunshine throughout the year. The land is
primarily low-lying limestone and coral islands, with
some higher volcanic areas. Antigua has an uneven
shoreline that provides many natural harbors and
beaches. Barbuda has a large harbor on its western
(Caribbean) coast. The natural beauty of the islands
makes this a popular tourist destination, but the
country is also prone to drought. Antigua and Bar-
buda, because of its location, is also vulnerable to
hurricanes between July and October.

Nelson and Antigua

In 1784 the English naval hero Lord Horatio Nelson
(1758-1805), came to Antigua to develop the naval facili-
ties at English Harbor and to impose strict shipping laws.
Nelson’s Dockyard was the result of this endeavor, but his
stern attitude earned him no admiration. The future King
William IV (1765-1830) was serving under Nelson at the
time, and it was during his reign that slavery was abolished.

# ECONOMY

Tourism is Antigua and Barbuda’s major industry.
Both islands are known for their pink and white
sands, palm trees, and coral reefs. Antigua has 365
beaches or, as Antiguans like to say it, one beach for
each day of the year. One hundred sugarcane-pro-
cessing windmill towers remain in Antigua, and vis-
itors throng Betty’s Hope, Antigua’s first sugar
plantation, for its completely restored sugar mill.
The waters around Barbuda boast the remains of
interesting shipwrecks, and the island’s fauna, partic-
ularly the beautiful fallow deer and a large popula-
tion of frigate birds (Fregata magnificens) draw
naturalists from around the world. The Bird Sanctu-
ary is home to more than 170 species, and tourists
can visit numerous historical landmarks.

#% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Most Antiguans are descendants of slaves, and they
retain many West Indian traditions, including a love
of calypso and reggae music. This permeates not just
the celebrations but also everyday life. Festivals and
religious holidays (both Protestant and Catholic) are
known for their exuberance. These celebrations,
which sometimes continue for weeks or even a full
month, include beauty pageants, masquerades
(parades of people in masks and costumes) and danc-
ing in the streets to calypso, as well as cricket and
other sports competitions.

Antiguans are also passionate cricket fans.
Cricket season lasts from January to July, and the
country has given the West Indies team four of
its greatest players: Andy Roberts, the bowler,
(b. 1951); Ritchie Richardson, batsman (b. 1962);
Curtley Ambrose, bowler (b. 1963); and Vivian
Richards, batsman (b. 1952).

# CUISINE

The cooking of Antigua and Barbuda reflects its
diverse history. Seafood of all kinds is readily avail-
able, always fresh, and figures prominently in many
local dishes, such as conch fritters. A variety of fresh
fruits, including bananas, coconut, pineapple,
papaya, and mango, are also very popular as snacks
or refreshing juice drinks. In addition to being eaten
raw at any time of the day, fruits are versatile and
turn up in such dishes as papaya pie. The national
dish of Antigua and Barbuda is called fungi and pep-
per pot, a thick stew made with squash, okra,
aubergine (eggplant), spinach, and pumpkin, served
with salted meats and cornmeal dumplings. Fungi
(pronounced “funjee”), an African dish, is a corn-
meal and okra preparation. The hot sauces, lobster
and pumpkin soup, and fish varieties that include
porgy, parrotfish, and snapper are typical Caribbean
fare. Rum is the local drink of choice. It can be
drunk neat (straight, or unmixed) although it is per-
haps more refreshing served with fruit in cocktails
and punches.
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@ CARNIVAL

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July/August

Public/Legal Holidays

% NEW YEAR’S EVE/DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 31-January 1

Fun Fact

In 1865 a Montserrat
trader named Matthew
Dowdy Shiell claimed
Redonda as his own and
in 1880 had his son
Matthew Phipps Shiell
(1865-1947) crowned
King Felipe.

Carnival is one of the biggest
annual festivals in Antigua and
Barbuda, where it has been cele-
brated for the last 40 years. In
contrast to many other countries
where Carnival is a pre-Lenten
holiday, in Antigua and Barbados, it

New Year’s Day is the first day of the new year on
the Gregorian calendar. In Antigua and Barbuda, the
holiday is celebrated with lively music, fireworks,
and lots of boj (alcohol made from sugarcane). It is
traditional to wear new clothes for New Year.

% LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

Labor Day is celebrated in many countries of the
world as a tribute to workers. Most countries observe
Labor Day, also known as May Day or Worker’s Day,
on May 1, but some countries, like the United States,
Canada, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands cele-
brate Labor Day on the first Monday in September.
The May 1 observance of Labor Day has its origins
in the international socialist movement.

The first International Labor Day was called by
the Second International in 1889 to coincide with an
American Federation of Labor general strike in the
United States to demand the eight-hour workday.
Thereafter International Labor Day became and
remained more radical than the U.S. version
observed in September.

In Antigua and Barbuda government offices,
business establishments, and schools remain closed.
People assemble in large numbers to commemorate
Labor Day by participating in public meetings and
lectures on labor and social issues.

See also Volume I1T: LABOR DAy

# CARICOM DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: First Monday of July

CARICOM Day commemorates the institution of
the Caribbean Community and Common Market
(CARICOM) on August 1, 1973, under the Treaty
of Chaguaramas. The purpose was for the countries
of the Caribbean to band together on development
issues and improve the lives of the people in the
region. The first four signatories were Jamaica, Bar-
bados, Guyana, and Trinidad and Tobago. Currently
there are fifteen members and five associate mem-
bers. The treaty was revised in 2001 and created the
CARICOM Single Market and Economy (CSME).
Although many CARICOM nations observe this
holiday on the first Monday of July, the date varies.

Antigua and Barbuda joined CARICOM on
July 4, 1974. In Antigua official gatherings and polit-
ical meetings are convened for discussions, presenta-
tions, and analyses of the development efforts and
future plans of member countries.

commemorates Britain’s Emancipa-
tion Act of 1834, which freed approxi-
mately 670,000 slaves in the West Indies. This
is the only country where the four-year mandatory
apprenticeship of former slaves was not imposed. In
other countries they had to continue to work for
their former masters despite their official freedom.

This is a 10-day event that takes place in late
July and culminates in a parade on the first Tuesday
of August. Concerts, food fairs, parades, and other
cultural shows are organized throughout the islands,
but the most spirited celebrations take place in the
capital city. The Antigua Recreation Ground in St.
John’s is the venue for this extravaganza. These
grounds are tended by staff provided by the local
prison, and two of the viewing stands are named for
the legendary cricket players Vivian Richards and
Andy Roberts.

Calypso, soca, reggae, and steel bands make this
a rich musical experience. There are masquerades
(parades in which people wear special masks and cos-
tumes) as well. The main events are the Parade of
Costumed Bands, Miss Antigua Pageant, Caribbean
Queen, Calypso Monarch, and Party Monarch.

See also Volume III: CARNIVAL

% HERITAGE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: October 29

This is a major holiday that is part of two weeks of
festivities that occur here in preparation for Inde-
pendence Day. Heritage Day is also known as
National Dress Day, and people make it a point to
wear national dress on this day. Streets and buildings
are hung with flags and colored lights, and several
cultural events are held throughout the day, includ-
ing arts and crafts exhibitions, a service of thanksgiv-
ing, a food fair, and, most colorful of all, a parade.

% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November 1

Antigua celebrates its Independence Day with great
exuberance. In 1981 Antigua gained its indepen-
dence from the United Kingdom, with the islands of
Barbuda and Redonda as its dependencies. On the
island of Antigua the Independence Ceremonial
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Reggae, Soca, Calypso, and
the Steel Bands

Reggae is of Jamaican origin and was created by Jackie
Mittoo (1948-1990) in 1963. He was asked by Cox-
sone Dodd (1932-2004), a well-known Jamaican
record producer, to compose original music, and Mit-
too did so by building on the traditions of ska
(Jamaican music, which originated in the 1950s). Reg-
gae is characterized by the chops on the backbeat; the
rhythm guitarist is vital to this music. The music
associated with Bob Marley (1945-1981) is known
as “roots reggae,” a spiritual type of reggae. Soca
is a blend of slower soul music beats and the

quick rhythms of calypso. It was introduced in the
1970s and became an essential part of Carnival with
in a decade. Calypso was originally a means of com-
munication between the slaves working the fields,
because they were not allowed to speak to one another
while working. The soloist (calypsonian) is the main
artist who has to combine the different sounds of dif-
ferent cultures (tribes) into one lyrical piece. The first
percussion instruments were of made of bamboo.
These were replaced by steel pans cut from oil drums.
The steel pan originated in Trinidad, but the steel band
was an indigenous effort, inspired by the iron bands
that played at Christmas. Antigua is known for having
the best steel bands of the Caribbean.

Parade begins at 8:00 A.M. on November 1 and pro-
ceeds down Independence Drive in Antigua. This is
followed by the Independence Banquet at 8 .M. The
Independence Day Parade in Barbuda is followed by
the Grand Picnic at Martello Tower beach.

Celebrations on both islands commence two
weeks before the actual day of independence. People
start decorating homes, businesses, and government
buildings for the best-decorated competitions.
Cricket matches, dance festivals, youth rallies, arts
and craft exhibitions, food fairs, and kite-flying con-
tests are some of the events that make up the cele-
brations. On both islands, apart from other
activities, there is National Clean-Up Day, about a
week before Independence Day.

Religious Holidays

% GOOD FRIDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Friday before Easter

Good Friday commemorates Jesus’ Crucifixion. The
day is sometimes known as Holy Friday or Mourn-
ing Friday, and became an important Christian hol-
iday in the fourth century. (Epiphany was the major
festival celebrated before this.) Good Friday has
been in the Christian liturgical calendar even longer
than Easter has, although no one is sure why it is
called Good Friday. Some have suggested that the
use of good in the name goes back to Old English and
means “God’s Friday, while others interpret good to
mean something like “observed as holy.” This obser-
vance is also known as Black Friday or Sorrowful
Friday, and in Eastern Orthodox Churches it is
called Great Friday.

For many years Good Friday was primarily a
Catholic observance, but many Protestant Churches
now hold special services from noon until three in the
afternoon on this day to symbolize Jesus’ last hours on

the Cross. Many of the faithful fast on this day; when
they eat, it is generally fish instead of meat. Church
services follow tradition: The evening service, known
as Tenebrae (meaning “darkness” or “shadows”), is
marked by a darkening of the premises as candles are
put out and lights dimmed. During the day there
are processions in which thousands of people take to
the streets carrying colorful flowers and sawdust to
be thrown on the penitents carrying the cross. There
are readings from the Gospels and the Psalms. Hymns
on the life and deeds of Jesus are also sung.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; GOOD FRI-
DAY; Hory WEEK

% EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday after Lent

The joyous Christian holiday of Easter marks the
Resurrection of Jesus three days after his Crucifix-
ion, which is commemorated on Good Friday.
Christians attend special Easter services in church
and afterwards enjoy family meals.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER

% EASTER MONDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Monday after Easter

Easter Monday is the first day of Bright Week or
Easter Week, and it is regarded by many as a contin-
uation of Easter Sunday. The day was once part of
weeklong celebrations, but in the 19th century it was
changed to a one-day holiday.

Egg-rolling competitions are the traditional
way of celebrating, as is dousing with perfumed holy
water. This holy water is given to worshippers on
Easter for use at home, and people add perfume to
it. Easter Monday is also a day for playing pranks
and telling jokes.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER



% PENTECOST

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Fifty days after Easter

Pentecost takes place 50 days after Easter. The holi-
day celebrates the descent of the Holy Ghost on the
disciples. This was considered a great miracle: Parted
tongues of fire accompanied by a strong gust of wind
descended on the apostles, marking them as fit
preachers of the Gospel to all corners of the world.

Many scholars believe that many of the tradi-
tions and celebrations associated with this holiday
were borrowed from pagan celebrations of spring in
Western Europe. Homes are often decorated with
green branches and flowers. In Christian tradition
this is the 50th day after Easter and has been cele-
brated since the first century. (Pentecost in Greek
means “the fiftieth day.”)

In many countries, including Antigua and Bar-
buda, this is a two-day holiday. It is referred to
locally as Whitsunday and Whitmonday, names that
have been used to celebrate this holiday since the
third century C.E. The name “Whitsun” was derived
from the white garments that were worn by those
who were baptized during the vigil of this feast. It is
customary here for the devout to attend church serv-
ices on Whitmonday. The Antigua Christian Coun-
cil organizes cultural and religious events to
promote mutual understanding and tolerance
among different Christian denominations.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; PENTECOST

# CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 24-25

Christmas is a major Christian holiday, marking the
birth of Jesus. The earliest celebrations of Jesus’ birth
were in Alexandria, Egypt, in the second century, and
they took place on May 20. Before Christmas was
established, most countries observed Epiphany and
Jesus’ birth on January 6. December festivities were
established in the church by the fifth century.

In earlier times a day was considered from sun-
set to sunset, and any festival began on the evening
of what we now understand to be the previous day.
Christmas began on the evening of December 24.

In Antigua and Barbuda families attend Christ-
mas Eve services. Christmas is celebrated with tradi-
tional dinners and public feasts hosted by the church
and by individuals and families. People decorate their
houses with Christmas trees and exchange gifts and
cards. There are many activities to look forward to:
musical performances, comedy acts by children, vis-
its to wine cellars, wine tastings, and lavish partes.

There is also a Christmas Day Champagne
Party at Nelson’s Dockyard on the island of Antigua.
This festivity begins at noon, when people start
arriving, and continues late into the night. A steel
band performs and the champagne, kept in large ice-
filled containers, is available at a reasonable price.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS
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% BOXING DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 26

Boxing Day, also called St. Stephen’s Day, is an old
custom with its roots in the Middle Ages, when
wealthy estate owners in England gave gift boxes to
their employees on the day after Christmas. In
addition, the church opened its charity boxes on
this day, and ships setting out on long journeys car-
ried a charity box to be filled with donations for the
church. The sailors believed this would ensure a
safe journey. St. Stephen was the first Christian
martyr, and Christians honor his memory by col-
lecting for the poor in charity boxes and donating
the funds.

In Antigua and Barbuda the day is one of giv-
ing gifts and money to the poor and needy. Fami-
lies and friends gather at the public performances
of folk dances and music programs performed by
local talent. Regional cuisine is an integral part of
these events.

See also Volume III: BOXING DAy; CHRISTIAN-
1TY; CHRISTMAS

Regional Holidays

% INTERNATIONAL SAILING
WEEK

Observed in: St. John’s, Antigua
Observed by: General public
Observed on: Late April or early May

International Sailing Week is one of the most
important sailing events in the world. The event
spotlights a series of sailing events that include the
Guadeloupe to Antigua Race and five yacht races:
Dickenson Bay Race, Olympic Courses off Dicken-
son Bay, Falmouth Harbor Race, Windward/Lee-
ward Islands, and Ocean Race. After-sailing parties
are hosted on different beaches of Antigua each
night. There is the Beating of the Retreat, and the
week ends with Lord Nelson’s Ball and an awards
ceremony.

% CARIBANA

Observed in: Santiago, Antigua

Observed by: General public

Observed on: Month of Carnival, usually in Feb-
ruary/March

Rooted in the Trinidad and Tobago Carnival, Carib-
ana at Santiago, Antigua, is a showcase of Caribbean
culture. Begun in 1984 the five-day Caribana is held
at Whitsuntide. It is called Caribana to distinguish it
from Carnival. It has been a spectacular success, and
the focus has broadened to include many events in
additional to the Caribana parade; other aspects of
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Caribbean art and talent are promoted
as well. Caribana is one of the largest
testivals in the Caribbean.

This is an event of interna-
tional standing. It features
Jamaican reggae, Brazilian
samba, and African djembe
rhythms, along with Latin salsa
and Haitian zouk. Thousands of
brilliantly costumed masquer-

poured on the ground as a thanksgiving gesture to
God and as an invitation to dead ancestors. This
rite is accompanied by prayers prior to the slaugh-
tering of the animals. Once the wedding ceremony
is solemnized at the church, a reception party is
held at the bride’s residence, where the food to be
served at the wedding feast is usually cooked. The
reception is followed by a big drum dance. A party
known as “return thanks” is held two weeks later
for close relatives and friends who attended the

Fun Fact

Zouk has a distinctive
rhythm—a blend of quick
tempos, layered percussion
effects, and brass sections—
offset by the smooth lyrics
sung mostly in Creole.

gae, and salsa artists jam the roads to the
delight of hundreds of thousands of onlookers.
Other keynote events include the King and Queen
of the Bands Competition and the two-day Olympic
Island Caribbean Arts Festival. Outdoor concerts of
Caribbean music, Calypso Harbor cruise parties,
and glamorous dance parties are held throughout
the month.

Rites of Passage
# MARRIAGE

A traditional Antiguan wedding is marked with sev-
eral parties held before and after the wedding cere-
mony. Customarily once the groom chooses his
bride-to-be, he writes a letter to her parents declar-
ing his love and seeking their permission for the
marriage. Once parental consent has been received
from both sets of parents, the engagement begins.
This is the official courtship period and typically
lasts four to six months. During this time both fam-
ilies prepare for the wedding.

As a part of the wedding ceremony several ani-
mals, such as pigs, sheep, and chickens are slaugh-
tered as offerings to God. The Ground Wetting

ceremony is performed—wine or wine and water is

The word zouk means aders (people in masks and elabo- wedding.
“party” in Creole. rate costumes) and dozens of trucks
carrying soca, calypso, steel pan, reg- % DEATH

Family and community members hold a wake after
a death. Funeral observances continue for several
days, often with hundreds of visitors. Several
prayer nights or prayer meetings are observed for
the deceased on the third, ninth, and 40th nights
following the death. The big drum dance is per-
formed on either the ninth or the 40th night after
death.

The first death anniversary for Catholics is
marked by a Mass in the morning, followed by
refreshments and snacks. In the evening a table is
set—it is laid before 6 M. and cleared before 6 A.M.
—covered with linen and filled with a variety of
foods for the ancestors. Neighborhood children are
invited to partake of this meal.

Further Reading

Desmond V. Nicholson, Antigua & Barbuda: A Histor-
ical Skerch (Norfolk, U.K.: Heritage Publications,
2000); Desmond V. Nicholson, The Story of the
Arawaks in Antigua and Barbuda (Antigua: Antigua
Archaeological Society, 1983); Ronald Sanders,
Antigua and Barbuda: A Little Bit of Paradise (London:
Hansib, 1994); Adam Vaitilingam, The Rough Guide to
Antigua & Barbuda, 2nd ed. (London: Rough Guides
Ltd., 2002).

Big Drum Dance

The term big drum has nothing to do with the size of any
drum. It refers to a large communal gathering of differ-
ent tribes that come together for a social reason, whether
a wedding or show of respect for the ancestors. The
tribes were originally West African, and the songs and
dances derive from their traditions. The songs are mainly
in a patois, interspersed with many ancient words related
to African spiritual beliefs, spirits, or ancestors.

Such a gathering and dance is also known as gwa

tambu. A big drum dance begins with the soloist (the
chantwell, who formerly used calypso to tell a story),
who opens with a musical statement that is then
repeated. The chorus joins in for a call-and-response.
As the chorus continues, the two brass drums (boulas)
enter to play a nation theme (of any one tribe), and
the solo drum (kata) enters soon after with a quicker
tempo. This is followed by the dancers whose move-
ments complement the drum beats. It is the flourish
and color of the dance, together with the drumbeats,
that give this ceremony its distinctive nature.
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

South America, at the southern tip, bordered by the Atlantic Ocean, Chile,

Location

Bolivia, Paraguay, Brazil, and Uruguay
Size 1,068,302 sq. mi.
Capital City Buenos Aires

Flag Description

The flag has three horizontal bands of equal size—light blue (top), white, and

light blue. At the center of the white band is a human face called the Sun of May.

Independence July 9, 1816 (from Spain)
Population 39,537,943 (2005 est.)
Government Republic

Nationality Argentinean

Major Ethnic

Group(s) White (97%)
Major Language(s)
Major Religion(s) Roman Catholic (93%)

National Holiday(s)

Spanish (official); Quechua; Guarani; Araucanian; Italian

New Year’s Day, January 1; Malvinas Day, April 1; Revolution Day, May 25; Flag

Day, June 20; Independence Day, July 9; Anniversary of the Death of General San
Martin, August 12; Columbus Day, October 12

Introduction
% HISTORY

The oldest remains of human settlement in Argentina, found
in the Piedra Museo settlement in Santa Cruz province, date
back 13,000 years. The Los Toldos settlement, situated 62
miles north of Piedra Museo, is at least 12,000 years old.
Archaeological evidence suggests that these early people were
nomadic hunter-gatherers.

At the beginning of the 16th century at the time of the
arrival of the Spanish, Argentina was home to various indige-
nous groups including the Tehuelches, Araucanians,
Rehuelches, Guaranis, Rampas, Matacos, Guaycures, Char-
ruas, Huerpes, Diaguitas, and Mapuches. The Diaguitas and
Guaranis were primarily farmers, engaged in the cultivation of
maize. The Diaguitas were also excellent fighters and had suc-
cessfully defended themselves against Incan incursions. In
1516, the Spanish navigator Juan de Solis (1470-1516) sailed
up the Rio de la Plata (which he named; “river of silver”) and
went ashore but was allegedly killed by Charrua or Guarani

warriors. (Some, however, believe this story was made up to
hide the fact that he was killed in a mutiny.)

In 1527 rivals Sebastian Cabot (1476?-1557) and Diego
Garcia sailed into the Plata estuary and established a settlement.
Apparently this too was wiped out by the local populace. Finally
in 1536 Pedro de Mendoza (1487-1537) led a well-equipped
force and succeeded in setting up a lasting settlement, which
later became Buenos Aires, the capital city. Many expeditions
were launched from this settlement, and gradually the entire
area came under Spanish rule. This was formalized in 1776 with
the creation of the Viceroyalty of Rio de la Plata. The viceroy-
alty had its capital at Buenos Aires and covered what is today
Chile, Paraguay, Argentina, Uruguay, and part of Bolivia.

On May 25, 1810, a segment of the population started a
revolution against Spanish rule and drove out the viceroy, but
the struggle dragged on until 1816. On July 9, 1816, represen-
tatives from various provinces met at the city of Tucuman and
declared independence from Spain. Subsequently, however, the
new nation had to contend with internal power struggles, which
culminated in civil war in 1819 between the Unitarists (known
as Azules, “Blues”) and the Federalists. Eventually, the Uni-

43
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Unitarists and Federalists

Seething regional disparities, which Spanish rule had
obscured, became vividly apparent once independence
was achieved. The early years after independence in
Argentina were marked by a bitter struggle between two
political groups—the Unitarists and the Federalists. The
Unitarists wanted a strong central government, while the
Federalists wanted local control. The Federalists of the
interior (conservative landowners, supported by the gau-
chos and the rural working class) advocated provincial
autonomy, while the Unitarists of Buenos Aires (cosmo-

politan city dwellers who welcomed the infusion of Euro-
pean capital, immigrants, and ideas) upheld Buenos
Aires’s central authority.

But a country as vast as Argentina could not be
ruled easily from Buenos Aires, and a civil war broke
out between the Unitarists and Federalists. This led to
the installation of the country’s first dictator Juan
Mafiuel de Rosas, a Federalist who ruled from 1829
c.e. until he was ousted in 1852. The Unitarists insti-
tuted a liberal constitution in 1853 and encouraged
trade, so that prosperity grew during the following
decades.

tarists prevailed and enacted their own constitution
in 1853.

Initially this resulted in some prosperity, but a
combination of factors, including excessive foreign
interference in commerce and industry, weakened
both the economy and the government. This con-
tinued until 1943, when a series of upheavals,
including a military coup, culminated in Juan Perén
(1895-1974) taking over as virtual dictator in 1946.

Perén ruled until 1955, initiating a series of
economic measures to boost self-reliance and
domestic production. He was deposed in a military
coup, which marked the beginning of a 30-year
period of almost uninterrupted, and uniformly dis-
astrous, army rule. Per6n returned to power in 1973
and died in office in 1974, after which his third wife
Isabel, took over. The fall of Isabel’s government in
1976 ushered in another period of military rule.

Argentina’s spell under martial rule was finally
broken in 1983. The previous year General Galtieri
(1926-2003) had attempted to divert attention from
his inept governance by invading the Falkland
Islands in 1982. (Known in the Spanish-speaking
world as Islas Malvinas, these islands had been held
by Britain.) The resulting military debacle merely
sealed Galderi’s fate. Galtieri was succeeded in office
by President Carlos Menem (b. 1930), who insti-
tuted a series of wide-ranging economic reforms,
selling off state-owned industries, and opening up
the economy to foreign investors. These measures
helped curb inflation but also brought in their wake
rising unemployment and recession.

Menem was replaced in 1999 by a center-left
alliance led by Fernando de la Raa (b. 1937). The
recession only intensified, however, and Argentina
defaulted on a series of international debt repay-
ments. Following a brief interval with Eduardo

A Quechua Riddle

Question: Ima kK’urun wiksaykita gachun?
“What bites you inside your stomach?”
Answer: yargay “hunger”

Dubhalde (b. 1941) at the helm, Nestor Kirschner (b.
1950) took over as president in 2003. To his credit,
he managed to stabilize the economy to a degree
not thought possible.

# ECONOMY

Argentina’s inherent economic strengths are many. It
has a literate workforce, abundant natural resources,
and a well-developed industrial sector. Its agricultural
economy is forward-thinking and export oriented. Its
major agricultural exports include soybeans, peanuts,
grapes, sunflower seeds, corn, tobacco, wheat, and
livestock. Its industrial exports include motor vehi-
cles, textiles, chemicals, steel, petrochemicals, and
consumer durables. Its chief imports include machin-
ery, motor vehicles, chemicals, and plastics. In the last
few years, Argentina has posted growth rates of about
11 percent per year. Nevertheless, poverty remains a
problem, and large international debts have under-
mined investor confidence.

% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

From the time of the Spanish invasion Argentina’s
economy and culture have been divided among var-
ious immigrant groups, mainly European in origin.
For instance the Basque and Irish communities con-
trolled sheep-rearing; farming was a mainstay of the
Germans and Italians; and the emigrant British
population played a crucial role in the development
of the nation’s infrastructure.

Indigenous groups became marginalized a long
time ago and remain so today. The main indigenous
peoples include the Quechua of the northwest, the
Mapuche of Patagonia, and the Matacos and the
Tobas of the northeastern regions. Argentina also
has strong Jewish and Anglo-Argentinean commu-
nities, as well as small groups of Japanese, Chileans,
Bolivians, and Paraguayans.

Almost 90 percent of the population lives in
urban areas, with Buenos Aires alone accounting for
more than one-third of the population. Spanish is
the official language and, as such, is widely spoken,
but many indigenous and immigrant groups take



pride in retaining their mother tongues.

The tango, a sensual bracing dance, originated
in Argentina just prior to the beginning of the 20th
century. Both the music and dance grew out of the
brothels of Buenos Aires and were initially dispar-
aged as vulgar. Today tango music and dance are
inextricably associated with Argentina and are
enjoyed throughout the world.

% CUISINE

Argentinean beef is famous the world over. Asado,
different cuts of meat grilled or cooked on an open
fire, is Argentina’s version of barbecue and it is a
traditional dish. People who have grills may pre-
pare asado at least once a week. A meal of grilled
meat, called parrillada (parilla means “grill”), may
consist of steak, sausages, pork, lamb, goat meat,
and various organs, which are served first. Often,
meat is seasoned only with salt before grilling, but
it is also marinated or served with a sauce called
chimichurri, made of chopped parsley, garlic, salt,
oregano, pepper, and chili, combined with oil. Ital-
ian food is also popular, and pasta and pizza are
favorite street foods.

Indigenous food cultures, dating back to pre-
Columbian times, remain in provincial areas. Maize,
beans, gourds, and pumpkin are popularly eaten
here. Locro is a labor-intensive stew made out of beef,
beans, pumpkin, sweet potato, and pork.

Argentina grows fine coffee and also some tea;
both are important elements of the nation’s lifestyle.
Mate is a tea-like drink made from yerba, the leaves
of an evergreen tree. Wine and beer are also
extremely popular in Argentina, and the country
produces some of the finest wines in the world.

Public/Legal Holidays

# NEW YEAR’S EVE/DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 31-January 1
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New Year’s Eve celebrations in Argentina begin in
earnest on the evening of December 31 after sun-
down. For the people of Argentina the New Year
(Afio Nuevo in Spanish) is an exuberant occasion
with music, dancing, and street processions. Spec-
tacular fireworks displays are customary, especially
just after the clock strikes midnight. In addition,
people customarily make resolutions to become
better in the coming year than they were in the pre-
ceding year. Food and drink figure prominently in
the celebrations. Two sweets traditionally associated
with the occasion are pan dulce (sweet bread) and
turron (nougat made of almonds, honey, sugar, and

egg yolks).

% MALVINAS DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: April 1

Las Islas Malvinas, known to the English-speaking
world as the Falkland Islands, are a group of islands
in the South Atlantic Ocean, situated to the east of
the southern coast of Argentina. Discovered in 1592
by an English navigator, they have traditionally been
a source of conflict. First the French established a
settlement in 1764; then they turned over the islands
to Spain two years later. This sparked a dispute
between Britain and Spain. Then in 1833, Britain
laid claim to the islands and established a naval gar-
rison, provoking a dispute with Argentina.

On April 2, 1982, General Galtieri, head of
Argentina’s military government, mounted a sur-
prise invasion of the Falklands. Initially, he was suc-
cessful, but after seven weeks of fierce fighting, the
Argentine forces were repulsed by the British, and
the islands returned to British rule.

Even though Galtieri was deposed for his
incompetence, and a civilian government took over
in 1983, Argentineans still officially recognize the
invasion of the islands as Malvinas Day. The occa-
sion is also celebrated as Veterans Day or Memorial
Day, and the country recognizes those who fought
and died in the battle for the islands. Veterans of
other wars and old soldiers are also honored.

Pollo Rio Negro (Marinated Chicken)

Preparation:
Wash the chicken, cut it in pieces, and rub salt and

Ingredients: . . .
. pepper all over each piece. Place the pieces in a glass
1 whole ?h.'Cken baking dish and add the onion, carrots, bay leaf,
|emon Juice, to taste rosemary, and wine. Cover with foil and place in the
1 SIS, ELE W fridge to marinate for 24 hours.
2 carrots, sliced After the chicken has marinated, roast it in the
1 bay leaf oven, in the same dish covered with the same foil for
1 tsp. rosemary one hour. While the chicken is roasting, grate the

salt and pepper, to taste
c. white wine

1 apple, grated

1 Tbs. sugar

apple and combine it with the water and sugar.
Remove the foil, cover the chicken with the apple
mixture, and continue cooking for 20 more minutes
until the chicken is browned.
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# REVOLUTION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 25

Until 1810 Argentina, like much of South America,
was a Spanish colony. In the early 1800s, Napoleon
Bonaparte (1769-1821) defeated and imprisoned
the Spanish king. This sparked revolutions all over
South America, and Argentina was no exception.
On May 25, 1810, the criollos (indigenous residents)
rejected the authority of the Virreinato del Rio de
la Plata (Spanish viceroy) and began their struggle
for independence. This uprising is known as the
Revolucién de Mayo (“May Revolution”), and the
Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires was named for this
event.

Like other days commemorating Argentina’s
struggle against colonial forces, this day is an occa-
sion for celebration. Pageants and processions
abound, as do music and dancing, and the cathedral
in Buenos Aires holds special religious services.

# FLAG DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: June 20

Manuel Belgrano (1770-1820) was a key figure in
Argentina’s struggle for freedom. Born in Buenos
Aires, he studied in Spain and became a lawyer.
After practicing law for several years, he returned to
Argentina and joined its freedom struggle. One of
his most significant contributions to the movement
was the Argentinean flag, which he designed and
which was officially adopted on February 12, 1812.
Belgrano chose a design that would represent white
clouds parting to reveal the blue sky, since he appar-
ently observed just such a phenomenon on May 25,
1810, the day the liberation movement began. The
yellow emblem in the center of the flag, which rep-
resents the “Sun of May,” was added in 1818.

Belgrano died on June 20, 1820, and the anniver-
sary of his death is observed in Argentina as Flag Day,
when it is customary for residents to wear small
badges or flags pinned to their clothing.

% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July 9

Argentina’s independence movement began in
earnest on May 25, 1810, which is celebrated as Rev-
olution Day. That date marked the beginning of a
long, protracted military struggle, fought under the
leadership of the revolutionary and military strate-
gist General José de San Martin (1778-1850). He is
regarded as the father of his country.

July 9, 1816 was an important turning point. On
this day, the Congress of Tucumén passed a resolution
declaring the independence from Spain of the Provin-
cias Unidas de América del Sur (United Provinces of

the South), which also included Uruguay, Paraguay,
Bolivia. Juan Martin de Pueyrredén (1816-19) was
declared supreme director.

On both Independence Day and Revolution
Day, special services are held at the cathedral in
Buenos Aires, and dramatic performances take place
in the Colén Theater.

% ANNIVERSARY OF THE DEATH
OF GENERAL SAN MARTIN

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: August 12

General José de San Martin (1778-1850) is one of
the greatest revolutionary and military heroes South
America has produced, and he is considered one of
the most important liberators of Argentina. His
upbringing and schooling were completed in Spain,
after which he joined the Spanish army. After fight-
ing for Spain against Napoleon and rising to the
rank of lieutenant colonel, he resigned from the
army in 1811 and joined the revolutionary forces
committed to South America’s independence. It was
primarily due to his astute strategic and tactical
thinking that the revolutionaries were able to score
decisive victories against the royalist forces and
achieve independence in 1816.

Subsequently San Martin campaigned for the
liberation of other South American nations, notably
Chile and Peru, and achieved considerable success.
His Chilean campaign included a spectacular march
across the Andes Mountains, 15,000 feet above sea
level.

In spite of his successes, however, he found him-
self politically sidelined. Coupled with his growing
disillusionment with the factionalism in South
American politics, in 1824 he immigrated to France.
He returned to Argentina for a visit in 1828 and
made a futile attempt at mediating between different
political factions. In 1829, however, he went back to
France, never to return. General San Martin
remains a hero to the people of Argentina and,
indeed, much of South America.

# COLUMBUS DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: October 12

October 12 is traditionally associated with Colum-
bus’s arrival at the American continents. More
recently, it is also observed as Native American Day,
a reminder of the cruelty and oppression the indige-
nous populations endured under their European
conquerors.

In Argentina the day is also celebrated as Dia
de la Raza (“Day of the Race”). This day celebrates
the Hispanic heritage of the continent, as well as
the influences of indigenous people on Argentina’s
ethnic and cultural composition. The occasion is
celebrated with colorful festivities. Pageants,
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A man portraying Jesus Christ carries a cross in Buenos Aires in a reenactment of the crucifixion of Christ
during Good Friday celebrations. (AP Photo/Natacha Pisarenko)

processions, music, and other cultural activities fig-
ure importantly in the proceedings.

Religious Holidays

% GOOD FRIDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Friday before Easter

This Christian festival commemorates the Crucifix-
ion of Jesus. It has been in the Christian liturgical cal-
endar even longer than Easter has although no one is
sure why it is called Good Friday. Some have sug-
gested that the use of good in the name goes back to
Old English and means “God’s” Friday, while others
interpret good to mean something like “observed as
holy.” This observance is also known as Black Friday
and Sorrowful Friday, and in Eastern Orthodox
Churches it is called Great Friday.

For many years Good Friday was primarily a
Catholic observance, but many Protestant Churches
now hold special services. Many of the faithful fast
on this day; when they eat, it is generally fish instead
of meat. On Good Friday (Viernos Santo), many
churches hold mourning services from noon until
three in the afternoon to commemorate Jesus’ last
hours on the Cross. Some congregations perform a
ritual known as the Stations of the Cross, a reenact-
ment of Jesus’ procession to the cross.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
Hory WEEK; LENT

% EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday after Lent

Easter is the most important Christian holiday since
it commemorates the Resurrection of Jesus after his
Crucifixion. In Argentina Easter Egg hunts are very
popular with children. Gifts are exchanged, and a
large meal is shared. Usual items on the menu
include pig’s feet, dumplings, and fried chicken.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER,;
Hory WEEK; LENT

% CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 24-25

Argentina celebrates Christmas (La Navidad, or the
birth of Jesus) with boisterous revelry. Houses are
decorated with red and white garlands, and Father
Christmas’s boots are hung by the front door.
Christmas trees—any kind of live or artificial tree
can be used to celebrate the holiday—are decorated
with colored lights and ornaments, and a figure of
Father Christmas is placed on top of it. In addition
to the tree, a nativity scene can be found in many
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homes. Late on Christmas Eve the family gathers to
eat, and, at midnight, the presents that have been
placed under the tree are opened.

In Argentina Christmas falls during the sum-
mer, and many families hold picnics or barbecues.
Christmas dinner in Argentina is an elaborate affair.
One of the traditional dishes prepared is nifos
envuettas: Steak is cut into three-inch squares, stuffed
with a spicy mixture of minced meat, onions, and
hard-boiled eggs, shaped into rolls, then browned,
baked, or simmered until tender. Other traditional
dishes include roast turkey, roast pork, stuffed toma-
toes, mince pies, and special Christmas breads (pan
dulce, or “sweet bread”), and puddings. Toasts are
raised with a drink made of juices, cider, and chunks
of fruit. Beer, cider (sidra), and wine are also con-
sumed in quantity. On Christmas Eve, people attend
church and then gather with their families at home.
Midnight is marked by champagne toasts and fire-
works displays. The adults usually go out and dance.
"The next morning, people open the presents that sit
under the Christmas tree.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

Regional Holidays

% CARNIVAL

Observed in: Northern Argentina
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: First Sunday before Lent

In northern Argentina Carnival, a festival that has
pagan roots, is still observed by people of the Andes
Mountains. It begins when the algarroba (carob)
beans have ripened. Singing—accompanied by cha-
rangos, related to the guitar and ukelele—can be
heard throughout the village. On the Thursday
before Lent, women form two lines—one for moth-
ers, the other for grandmothers—and meet under an
arch of fruit, cheese, tiny lanterns, and sweets.
There, the women exchange a doll that is touched
on each woman’s forehead. This ceremony unites
the women in an eternal bond.

Carnival reaches its high point on Sunday, when
women wear traditional clothes: wide ruffled skirts,
colorful ponchos, and white hats. They mask their
faces with starch and water. Riding on horseback and
singing folksongs, they arrive at the dance in honor
of Pukllay, the spirit of Carnival in pre-Incan times.
When the celebrations end, a rag doll that represents
Pukllay is buried, symbolizing the end of Carnival.

See also Volume III: CARNIVAL; LENT; SPRING
FESTIVALS

% LA FIESTA DE LA VENDIMIA

Observed in: Mendoza
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March—April

In the province of Mendoza, the center of
Argentina’s winemaking industry, this three-day fes-
tival is celebrated during the grape harvest season in
the fall. The clergy blesses the grapes on the vines,
winemakers serve free red wine, and a harvest queen
is crowned. The grand finale includes an elaborate
display of fireworks. This festival reminds people
that they are inextricably linked with the elements of
nature: the Sun, rain, and Earth.
See also Volume III: HARVEST FESTIVALS

% FESTIVAL OF PACHAMAMA

Observed in: Puna
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July

The inhabitants of Puna, in northwest Argentina,
still proudly observe numerous ancient traditions.
They participate in the cult of Pachamama—giving
thanks to Mother Earth for making the corn grow
and livestock multiply. They sing and dance to the
rhythm of Andean instruments: charangos (a stringed
instrument), quenas (flutes), siku (panpipes), cajas
(snare drums), and bombos (drums). Before people
drink chicha, a drink made from fermented corn, they
sprinkle a few drops onto the ground for the Earth
goddess Pachamama. This blessing ritual is called
cha’lln and is thought to guarantee a good harvest.
See also Volume I1I: HARVEST FESTIVALS

# BATALIA DE TUCUMAN

Observed in: Tucumin Provinces
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: September 24

Tucuman is the commercial center of an area (of the
same name) that produces sugarcane, legumes,
lemons, and tobacco. The city was founded in 1565
and was moved to its present site in 1685.

This festival celebrates the defeat of Spanish
royalists at a battle at Tucumdn (1812) by nationalist
forces under Mafiuel Belgrano. The independence
of the United Provinces of La Plata from Spain was
proclaimed in this city.

Further Reading

Sandra Bao, Ben Greensfelder, and Carolyn Hubbard,
Argentina Uruguay, and Paraguay, 4th ed. (Berkeley,
Calif.: Lonely Planet Publications, 2002); Gabriella
Nouzeilles and Graciela R. Montaldo, The Argentina
Reader: History, Culture, Politics (Durham, N. C.: Duke
University Press, 2003); John W. White, Argentina, the
Life Story of a Nation (New York: Viking Press, 1942).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location
Size 11,506 sq. mi.
Capital City Yerevan

Flag Description
orange (bottom)

Southwestern Asia, bordered by Georgia, Turkey, Iran, and Azerbaijan

The flag has three horizontal bands of equal size of red (top), blue (middle), and

Independence September 21, 1991 (from Soviet Union)
Population 2,982,904 (2005 est.)

Government Republic

Nationality Armenian

Major Ethnic

Group (s) Armenian (98%)
Major Language (s)
Major Religion (s) Armenian Apostolic (95%)

National Holiday (s)

Armenian 98%—official language.

New Year’s Day, January 1; International Women’s Day, March 8; Motherhood

and Beauty Day, April 7; Armenian Genocide Memorial Day, April 24; Peace
Day, May 9; Restoration of Armenia’s Statehood Day, May 28; Constitu-
tion Day, July 5; Independence Day, September 21; Earthquake Victims’

Memorial Day, December 7

Introduction
# HISTORY

Armenia is situated in a strategically important region, at the
crossroads of the Great Silk Road, the major trade route that
linked the East and the West. Because of its geographical posi-
tion, many empires have sought to control the region.

The country is formerly known as Hayq or Hayastan
(“Land of Haik”), and Armenians claim descent from Haik,
the great-great-grandson of Noah. There are several accounts
of how Armenia got its name. Some claim that the modern
name may have been given to the country by its neighbors.
According to this story, it is derived from the name of the
strongest tribe in the history of Armenia, the Armens, who
may have gotten their name from Armenak or Aram, a
descendant of Haik and a powerful leader of Hayastan, also
said to be the father of all Armenians.

Sdll other accounts suggest that the name Armenia was

derived from Nairi, the Assyrian name for the people of the
Armenian Plateau. The word meant “land of rivers,” but it
referred to the people as well as the region, which was home
to some 60 different tribes, several small kingdoms, and about
100 cities, according to contemporary Assyrians. Nairi was
also the name used by Greek historians around 1000 B.C.E.,
the first recorded inscription with the name, the Behistun
Inscription in Iran, dates from around 400 B.C.E.

The earliest information about the area comprising the
states of Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan indicates that it
was ruled over by the Shulaveri-Shomu (early inhabitants of
the Caucasus region) around 6000-4000. Farming and animal
husbandry were their main occupations. According to
recorded history, around 800-600 B.C.E., the Indo-European
group called Armenians moved into what was then the ancient
kingdom of Urartu or Van (present-day Turkey), which ruled
over the Caucasus region, and the two groups merged.

Later Armenia was made part of the Seleucid Empire,
one of the political states formed after the death of Alexander
the Great, and it was governed by the Seleucid Dynasty from
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323 B.C.E.—60 C.E. The Seleucid
Empire was destroyed, however,

Fun Fact

due to internal conflicts between

different dynasties within the

A structure in Armenia known
as Zorats Karer or Karahunj
may be older than the United
Kingdom’s Stonehenge, and it
suggests that its builders had
contact with the megalithic
cultures of Atlantic Europe
(Brittany, Ireland, and
Britain).

empire over the right to rule the
kingdom.

In 190 B.C.E. while the Seleu-
cid Empire was in decline, the first
Armenian state was formed. It cov-
ered a large expanse of land
including the Caucasus Moun-
tains, and part of modern-day
Syria, Turkey, and Lebanon.

Armenia soon became one of the

most powerful states in the

region. At about the same time

the Roman Empire was expand-

ing its territories. Around the

year 66 powerful Roman forces invaded Armenia,
and it eventually became part of the Roman Empire.

In a bid to rule over the Caucasus, Persia fought
a series of wars with the ruling Romans. As a result
Armenia fell into the hands of the Sassanid Persians
(the ruling dynasty of Persia), and, although western
Armenia remained part of the Roman Empire, east-
ern Armenia was ruled by the Persians.

In 301 Armenia became the first nation in his-
tory to adopt Christianity as the state religion.
Between the 4th and the 18th centuries various
invaders—the Persians, Arabs, Mongols, and
Turks—ruled the region. In the early 19th century
the Russians annexed the region along the Yerevan
and Lake Sevan, which was part of the ancient Per-
sian Empire and an area that was part of modern-day
Turkey. This triggered Russian-Turkish Wars in the
1870s, which led to the indiscriminate killing of
Armenians in Turkey.

The situation for Armenians worsened after Rus-
sia and "Turkey fought on opposite sides during World
War L. Turkey concluded that the Armenians were

Fun Fact

The Behistun Inscription, created
to record the triumphs of King
Darius | of Persia (reigned 521-485),
is to cuneiform what the Rosetta
Stone was to Egyptian hieroglyphics
in that it unlocked the meaning of an
extinct language. The text is pre-
sented in three
different languages: Old Persian
cuneiform, Elamite (Akkadian),
and Babylonian. Both Elamite
and Babylonian are Semitic
languages.

supportive of Russian
forces, and this sparked a
systematic killing of the
Armenian people in those
territories under Turkey’s
control. On April 20, 1915,
the Armenians of Van
revolted against the Muslim
rule of the Turks, killed
local Muslims, and estab-
lished control over the
region. On April 24, 1915,
they handed the control of
Van to Russian forces. This
triggered another series of
atrocities against Armenians
by the Turkish government
that became known as the
“Armenian genocide.” As
many as 1.5 million Arme-
nians may have been

killed.

In 1917 Ottoman Armenia (eastern Armenia)
was returned to the Turks when Russia suffered a
defeat during World War 1. The local Armenians
quickly formed an independent state, the Transcau-
casian Federation, that was independent of Russia.
However, conflicts within the ruling factions
resulted in the split of eastern Armenia into the
states of Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan. In 1922
after the establishment of the Soviet Union, the
three territories were reunited by the invasion of the
Red Army (the army of the former Soviet Union)
and the Transcaucasian Federation of the Soviet
Socialist Republic was formed.

In 1936 the USSR dissolved the Transcaucasian
Federation of Soviet Socialist Republics, and the
regions of Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan
became individual republics of the Soviet Union.
There were ongoing border and religious disputes
between Azerbaijan and Armenia, but the Soviets
controlled the situation and prevented its escalation
into a war between Christian Armenia and Muslim
Azerbaijan. In 1988 the ethnic tensions between the
two republics led to war after the Nagorno-
Karabakh region of Azerbaijan, which was largely
inhabited by Armenian Christians, voted to unify
with Armenia. Nagorno-Karabakh had untapped oil
reserves worth billions of dollars, which made Azer-
baijan even more unwilling to part with its territory.
Historically Nagorno-Karabakh had been part of
the Armenian state, but, as the result of borders
defined by the Soviet Union under Stalin, it was
made part of Azerbaijan. Armenia, whose 10-percent
industrial capacity was destroyed by a devastating
earthquake in 1988, was more than willing to reinte-
grate Nagorno-Karabakh as an Armenian state.

The dispute over Nagorno-Karabakh sparked
the mass killing of Armenians and Azerbaijanis on
both sides of the border, and the Azerbaijan Popular
Front (PF), then an opposition political party with its
own militia, unleashed a reign of terror in the region.
The mass killings came to a temporary halt after
Soviet military intervention, but the fighting resumed
in 1990. During the disintegration of the Soviet
Union, the Armenians in Azerbaijan and Armenia
passed a referendum calling for independence from
Soviet rule, and on September 21, 1991, the inde-
pendent state of Armenia came into existence.

Levon Ter-Petrossian (b. 1945), a prominent
Armenian leader, was sworn in as the first president
of Armenia in 1991. He continued the war over the
Nagorno-Karabakh region and eventually defeated
the Azerbaijan forces. By May 1994 the govern-
ments of Azerbaijan and Armenia had declared a
ceasefire. By this time Armenia had established its
control over the Nagorno-Karabakh region and
some other parts of Azerbaijan as well.

The war took a heavy toll on the Armenian
economy, which worsened after Turkey and Iran
imposed economic sanctions as a consequence of the
ethnic war. In 1998 Levon Ter-Petrossian resigned
as president, accepting responsibility for the eco-
nomic and political problems of Armenia. Fresh



Armenian Genocide

On April 24, 1915, after Russian forces successfully
took control of the Van region in Armenia (with the
support of local Armenians), Turkey committed a series
of atrocities against Armenians living in their territory.
The Turks sent thousands of Armenians, including
women and children, to camps along the Iraqi and Syr-
ian borders, and massacred many Armenians (mostly
men). It is widely reported that children were separated
from their parents in the camps and either distributed
among the childless Muslim population by the Turkish
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government or sent to the mezzanine floors (intermedi-
ate floors between the main floors of a building) under
the pretext of letting them have a bath. Instead the chil-
dren were killed by poisonous gases and buried in mass
graves. An estimated 1.2 to 1.5 million Armenians were
killed as part of the systematic extermination.

Turkish authorities denied authorizing these acts of
violence and to prove it even conducted military trials
in Istanbul in 1919 to punish the perpetrators. Many
of the military officers who were in charge of the con-
centration camps were either imprisoned or sentenced
to death by Turkish authorities.

elections were held in March 1998, and Robert
Kocharian (b. 1954) was elected president of Arme-
nia. He was reelected at the end of his five-year term
in 2003, though his reelection was marred by allega-
tions of election fraud.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Armenia is located in the southern Caucasus
between the Black and Caspian Seas in southwestern
Asia. It is a landlocked country, with Georgia to the
north, Azerbaijan along its eastern border, Turkey
along its western border, and Iran and a small
enclave of Azerbaijan to the south.

The Lesser Caucasus mountainous range Maly
Kavkaz, which extends through the northern parts of
Armenia, moves southeast and passes through Lake
Sevan and Azerbaijan and eventually crosses the
Armenian-Azerbaijan border to Iran. The Armenian
Plateau lies in the southwestern part near the Aras
River, which forms Armenia’s border with Iran and
"Turkey. The plateau has a number of small mountain
ranges and extinct volcanoes. Mount Aragats, the
highest mountain in Armenia (13,419 feet), lies
along the Armenian Plateau.

Lake Sevan, with the Debed and Aras Rivers,
and a tributary of the Aras River the Razdan are the
main sources of water in Armenia.

Armenia has a highland continental climate
characterized by hot summers (June to September)
and extremely cold winters. During summer, the
temperature ranges from 71°F to 96°F. However, in
winter, temperatures vary from 14°F to 23°F. A rainy
season lasts from spring into early summer, with a
second rainy season in October and November.

% ECONOMY

Under Soviet rule Armenia was a major exporter of
machinery, tools, textiles, and manufactured goods
to other Soviet republics. However, postindepen-
dence Armenia’s economy was shattered by the war
with Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh. In addi-
tion, the devastating earthquake that killed more

than 25,000 Armenians in 1988 also destroyed 10
percent of the country’s industrial capacity.

Huge investments are required for the develop-
ment and upgrading of infrastructure facilities. Since
1994 the government of Armenia has taken signifi-
cant steps in the form of growth reforms and eco-
nomic liberalization programs, which are backed by
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The econ-
omy is gaining stability, but Armenia continues to
depend on foreign investment and international aid.

Agriculture remains the primary occupation of
Armenians. The main crops include potatoes, veg-
etables, berries, grapes, tobacco, figs, cotton, olives,
and sugar beets. Armenia also has small mineral
deposits (including bauxite, copper, and gold).

In 2003 Armenia became a member of the
World Trade Organization (WTO).

% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Armenia has a diverse cultural heritage that reflects
its geographical location and tumultuous history.
The country has contributed to many of the arts, but
it is perhaps best known for its music and dance,

Apostolic Christianity

Two of Jesus’ apostles Thaddeus and Bartholomew were
the first to preach to the Armenians, probably as early as
the second half of the first century c.E. In the early fourth
century St. Gregory the Illuminator (c. 240-332) formally
established the church in Armenia, when King Tiridates Il
(286-344) was baptized and proclaimed Christianity the
official religion of Armenia.The Armenian Apostolic
Church is considered to be one of the oldest national
churches in the world. The head of the Armenian Apostolic
Church is the apostolic catholicos in the Mother See of Holy
Echmiadzin, in Echmiadzin, Armenia. The church rejects
the authority of the pope and the doctrine of purgatory.
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especially its liturgical and folk music. Although the
country has often been conquered, the roots of its
music can be traced to pre-Christian Armenia.
Ancient friezes on the walls of buildings show
singers with various musical instruments, and the
country used to have traveling musicians who enter-
tained royal audiences.

Mesrop Mashtotz (c.361/62-440) and the
Parthian Sahak I (388-439) may be the first Armen-
ian composers. In addition to creating the Armenian
alphabet, they composed the first monophonic litur-
gical songs—chants, composed in one of eight
modes, in which several notes are sung on the same
syllable—used in the Armenian Church. In the Mid-
dle Ages 1,200 hymns called sharakans (or sharagans)
were composed. Even though they are still regularly
sung in the divine liturgy, sharakans were probably
not written after the 13th century.

Early church music was composed using kbaz,
invented in the ninth century, an Armenian musical
notation that permitted variation within a set modal
structure. Eventually the system became so compli-
cated that even church musicians were unable to
interpret it, and the system was revised early in the
19th century by Hambardzoum Limondjian
(1768-1839). Musicologists at the Armenian Acad-
emy of Sciences in Yerevan are trying to decipher
khaz with the help of computers.

Legends of Armenia’s pre-Christian past were
probably known to fifth-century writers in some
form, either as ballads or in written form; these
became the folk music of Armenia. Wandering min-
strels, called gusans or ashughs, preserved these
ancient stories in their songs, passing them down
from one generation to the next. The kamancha, a
stringed instrument played with a bow, was certainly
one of the instruments played by the gusans. Other
popular instruments include the kamon, a type of
hammer dulcimer; the davul, a hand drum with two
heads; oud (a type of lute); tar (a lute with a short
neck); and the zwrna (also shawm), a woodwind
instrument and the predecessor of the oboe. These
instruments are familiar among the peoples of this
region and are still used, although with different
names, in the folk music of Turkey, Iran, and Azer-
baijan, for example.

Dance, like music, is an integral part of a culture,
and Armenians enjoy dancing. Armenian dances are
usually classified by region; the Armenian word for
“dance” is bar. A traditional Armenian dance from
the northern region of Speetak, called Jo Jon or
Zhora Bar, is a line dance performed only by the
men. They stand in an open circle, with their hands
at shoulder level, and interlock their little fingers.
Their dance steps are small and restrained, while
their bodies maintain an erect relaxed stance. The
leader (bar bashi), whoever is standing at the right
end, often waves a white handkerchief. Other popu-
lar Armenian dances include the Tamzara and Ghosh
bilezik, line dances from western Erzerum (now in
Turkey), where the Armenian kings had their sum-
mer residence; and the Laz, a fisherman’s dance from

the Black Sea region, in which the movements of the
dancers imitate the fish’s movements as it is pulled
out of the water. Kurdish influences are strong in sev-
eral dances from Van, the ancient home of the Arme-
nians (now in Turkey), including the Papouri,
Khumkhuma, Tenn, and Halay, all line dances per-
formed with tightly linked arms. These dances are
called babd (“wall”) or pert (“fortress”) dances.

# CUISINE

Lamb is a staple in the Armenian diet, and a special
dish called kashiama, made with boiled lamb and
potatoes, is one of the country’s specialties. Some
other favorite Armenian dishes include soujoukh
(spicy dried sausage), kebabs, and salamorab tourshi
(pickled green peppers stuffed with chopped vegeta-
bles). Basterma, dried slices of beef soaked in spicy
chaman, may be for the adventurous. Chaman is
named for its main ingredient, fenugreek (a clover-
like Eurasian plant), but the mixture also contains
ground red pepper, minced garlic, ground black
pepper, ground allspice, ground cumin, and worm
water (made from worm castings).

A traditional Armenian meal consists of rice,
lamb, yogurt, eggplant, and a sweet dish called
paklava or baklava, which is made with thin pastry.
For making baklava, pastry is rolled into long, thin
sheets of reddish-brown color. These are then rolled
into cylindrical shapes and served with nuts such as
walnuts. Armenians eat bread with most of their
meals, and two traditional favorites are lavash and
matkanash. Lavash is used, like many Middle Eastern
flatbreads, as a wrap for cheese or meat with onions,
greens, and peppers, but especially for the Armenian
version of barbecue.

Armenians also include lots of vegetables in
their diet such as cauliflower, celery, tomatoes,
onions, and carrots. Dishes made from chickpeas,
yogurt, beans, and eggplant are very popular as well.
A local brandy called konyak and coffee are the pre-
ferred beverages, but Armenians have been brewing
beer since they arrived in Urartu.

Public/Legal Holidays

# NEW YEAR’S EVE/DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 31-January 1

The first day of the Western or Gregorian calendar,
January 1, is celebrated as New Year’s Day through-
out the world. In Armenia New Year’s Day is a very
important holiday, and the celebrations begin on
New Year’s Eve (December 31). Armenians prepare
their favorite lamb dishes, bake cookies, and visit
their friends and families on New Year’s Day. Houses
are kept open, and guests are warmly welcomed.



New Year’s Day also marks the beginning of week-
long festivities, which end with Orthodox Christmas
on January 6.

% INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S
DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 8

It was on March 8, 1848, that the king of Prussia
promised to grant women the right to vote. Interna-
tional Women’s Day has been celebrated in Armenia
since the Soviet occupation. It commemorates the
social, economical, political, and cultural achieve-
ments of women throughout history. It also honors
all the women who fought for justice and equality
for their sex and pays tribute to women’s contribu-
tions to a world in which justice is the common law.
In Armenia men give presents to women, and the
streets are decorated with flowers, but it is primarily
an occasion for Armenian men to extol the tradi-
tional female virtues of motherhood, beauty, and
tolerance. All government ministers in Armenia are
men, and only a handful of women are members of
parliament. Many Armenian men still regard house-
keeping as the primary mission of women.

# MOTHERHOOD AND
BEAUTY DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: April 7

Motherhood and Beauty Day is the second holiday
in the Armenian calendar dedicated to women. This
holiday honors Armenian women who are mothers.
Traditionally, they receive gifts and flowers.

% ARMENIAN GENOCIDE
MEMORIAL DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: April 24

Armenian Genocide Memorial Day, also known as
Martyrs’ Day, is observed in memory of the killing
of over a million innocent Armenian men, women,
and children by Turkish forces. On April 24, 1915,
during World War I, the Armenian people handed
over the region of Van to Russian forces (Turkey’s
archrival). The Turks, believing that the Armenians
were sympathetic to Russia, against whom it had
been struggling to dominate the region for decades,
began the systematic execution of Armenians.
Armenians were also sent to concentration camps
along the country’s frontiers with Iraq and Syria. It
is estimated that between 1.2 million and 1.5 mil-
lion were killed during the Armenian Genocide,
which continued until 1917. It was the first geno-
cide of the 20th century.
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Holy Echmiadzin

For more than six million Armenian Christians, Holy
Echmiadzin is the spiritual seat of authority. It is
believed that, after Christianity was adopted as the state
religion, St. George, one of the proponents of Chris-
tianity in Armenia, had a vision in which Jesus came to
Earth and pointed to a site where the first church in
Armenia was later built, in 303. St. Gregory became the
first spiritual Armenian catholicos. Since then, Echmi-
adzin—the place Armenians believe Jesus chose—has
been the residence of the Armenian supreme patriarch
and catholicos.

On April 24 Armenians all over the world come
together and pay tribute to those who perished during
this genocide. Armenians walk to the hills of Tsitser-
nakaberd, which houses a memorial complex dedi-
cated to the victims of this genocide, pay their respects
to the victims and grieve for them. The complex has a
130-foot-high obelisk that symbolizes rebirth, bold-
ness, and the Armenians’ peace-loving nature.

% PEACE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 9

Peace Day, or Victory Day, commemorates the vic-
tory of Russian and Armenian forces in World War
II. On this day World War II veterans, who com-
mand immense respect and are revered as war heroes,
lead processions in different parts of Armenia. While
children offer them flowers and kisses, the elderly
offer these heroes vodka or their local brandy called
konyak. Cultural and music festivals are also part of
Peace Day celebrations in most parts of Armenia.

# RESTORATION OF ARMENIA’S
STATEHOOD DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 28

On May 28, 1918, after breaking
free from Turkish dominance,
Armenia temporarily restored its
lost sovereignty and declared itself
an independent state. Although
Russian forces quickly reclaimed

Fun Fact

Armenian brandy has won

many renowned admirers,

including the former prime
minister of Britain Sir

the entire region, this day marks W'nSFOf‘ Church|||.

the beginning of a new quest to Churchill is said to have

restore the country’s independence.  preferred Armenian brandy
Also known as First Republic to the French variety.

Day, May 28 is a national holiday in
Armenia, and all public and private
institutions are closed on this day.
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@ CONSTITUTION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July 5

Fun Fact

In Armenia Santa Claus
is called Dzmer Papik.
Children write him and send
him their lists of toys and
other gifts before New Year’s
Eve, then he surprises
them with gifts on
New Year’s Eve.

This day commemorates the ref-
erendum of July 5, 1995, in which
the Armenians unanimously voted

in favor of the first constitution of
the Republic of Armenia. The ref-
erendum promised to safeguard the
rights of every Armenian and

reflected the will and determination of

Armenians to live in a free and democratic

society. The constitution that was approved in
1995 is still in effect. On May 25, 2003, Armenians
unanimously rejected amendments that the govern-
ment proposed. Since it is a national holiday, all gov-
ernment and private institutions remain closed on

July 5.

% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: September 21

This day commemorates the historical referendum
that took place on September 21, 1991, in which the
Armenians voted unanimously in favor of indepen-
dence from the Soviet Union. After elections were
held in October 1991 Levon Ter-Petrossian, a
prominent Armenian leader, was chosen as the first
president of the Republic of Armenia.

On this day, the president presides over the Inde-
pendence Day celebrations in the capital city of Yere-
van. The day’ events include a flag-raising ceremony,
a speech by the president, a display of the defense
capability of the Armenian armed forces, featuring the
latest arms and ammunitions acquired by the country,
as well as cultural activities. A spirit of patriotism pre-
vails throughout the nation as Armenians all over the
country participate in local Independence Day cele-
brations. It is also called Referendum Day.

# EARTHQUAKE VICTIMS’
MEMORIAL DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 7

This day memorializes the devastating earthquake
that struck Armenia on December 7, 1988, killing
more than 25,000 Armenians. Almost 10 percent of
Armenia’s industrial capacity was destroyed, and
millions of Armenians were left homeless. The cities
of Gyumri (formerly known as Leninakan) and
Vanadzor (formerly known as Kirovakan) were
severely affected.

On this day people solemnly remember those
Armenians who lost their lives and family members
to the destructive forces of nature. Families of the
deceased visit the graves of their loved ones to pay
their respects.

An Armenian Apostolic Church archbishop,
left, baptizes a girl as part of the celebrations
surrounding the 1,700th anniversary of
Christianity as the national religion in 2001.
Armenia adopted Christianity at the dawn of
the fourth century. (AP Photo/Misha japaridze)

Religious Holidays

# CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: January 6

Although the Eastern Orthodox Church celebrates
Christmas on January 7, Armenian Orthodox Chris-
tians prefer to celebrate Jesus’ birth on January 6,
because the Armenian Church gives more impor-
tance to the Feast of Epiphany, which also falls on
January 6. Epiphany is a related Christian feast that
recalls a visit to the infant Jesus by the Magi—three
astrologer-priests of ancient Persia named Caspar,
Balthasar, and Melchior.

In Armenia Christmas is a very important reli-
gious holiday, marked by rituals of baptism, which
include a blessing of water. During this ritual water
is blessed with the holy chrism, symbolic of Jesus’
baptism by John the Baptist. Devout Armenian
Christians attend church services on Christmas Eve
(January 5), as well as on Christmas Day.

Armenians visit their friends and families during
three days of greeting. They do not have Christmas



trees or exchange gifts. A traditional Christmas din-
ner of fish and rice is prepared and served with wine.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS;
EpiPHANY

% PALM SUNDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Sunday before Easter

Palm Sunday (also known as the Tsaghkazard Festival)
is celebrated a week before Easter. It commemorates
Jesus’ triumphal return to Jerusalem. Armenian boys
and girls wear new clothes. In each village young men
uproot a willow tree and neatly decorate its branches
with colored pieces of cloth, fruit, and candles.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; PALM SUNDAY

# EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday after Lent

Orthodox Easter, called Surp Zatik in Armenia, is
one of the most important religious festivals in
Armenia because it is celebrated as the day Jesus rose
from the grave. During the 40-day fasting period
that precedes Easter, Armenian families place lentils
and other sprouting grains in a tray, which is then
covered with a thin layer of cotton. They keep the
tray in the house, and by the time Easter arrives
the lentils and grains have sprouted, symbolizing the
awakening of nature or the arrival of spring. The
sprouted grains also serve as grass, which is placed
on the Easter table under colored Easter eggs.

Armenian Christians believe that, after Jesus’
Crucifixion, his mother Mary took some eggs and
bread wrapped in a shawl to where the Cross stood.
Grief-stricken at the sight of her son’s body and the
blood streaming from his wounds, she knelt down
and wept bitterly. Her tears and the blood from his
wounds dropped on the shawl and eventually on the
eggs and bread, coloring them both. Mary then cov-
ered her head with the shawl. It is believed that this
event gave rise to the tradition of coloring eggs and
explains why women cover their heads while visiting
church.

Attendance at a church service on Easter morn-
ing is followed by a traditional Easter meal consist-
ing of wheat, chicken or lamb, and butter.
Armenians also visit friends and relatives. After
greetings have been exchanged, people gather in
open spaces to wrestle and play games.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER,;
HoLy WEEK; LENT; SPRING FESTIVALS

# VARDAVAR FESTIVAL

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: Fourteen weeks after Easter
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The Vardavar (or Vartavar) Festival, also called the
Transfiguration of Summer or the Feast of Water,
was initially celebrated to recognize the annual pil-
grimage undertaken by young and old Armenians to
the temple of the pagan goddess of love Astghik. It
is celebrated all over Armenia. The word vardavar
has two meanings: “to sprinkle with water” and “the
flaming of the rose.” According to Armenian legend,
a pagan goddess named Astghik spread the message
of love all over Armenia by presenting roses and
sprinkling rose water across the country. The pagan
god Vahagn, who fought against all evil, safeguarded
the love that was spread by Astghik. After Armenia
adopted Christianity this celebration was trans-
formed into the Feast of Water to celebrate peace
and love.

On this day Armenians wake up early in the
morning and start pouring water on each other,
drenching everyone they meet.

% HOLIDAY OF ST. MARY

Observed by: Armenian Apostolic Christians
Observed on: Sunday between August 12 and 18

This is a day devoted to Mary, the mother of Jesus.
The traditional ceremony on this holiday is the
annual blessing of the grapes in the church, which
coincides with the beginning of the harvest.

See also Volume I1I: HARVEST FESTIVALS

# HOLY CROSS

Observed by: Armenian Apostolic Christians
Observed on: Sunday nearest September 14

The Armenian Church celebrates this holiday, also
called Khachverats, on the Sunday nearest Septem-
ber 14, which is devoted to the Holy Cross (Surb
Khach). This holiday is also a day for remembering
the dead.

See also Volume III: ALL SOULS’ DAy

% HOLY TRANSLATORS DAY

Observed by: Armenian Apostolic Christians
Observed on: September 14

This holiday (known locally as Targmanchats ton)
is dedicated to the creators of the Armenian
alphabet Mesrop Mashtotz and Sahak I in 404 C.E.
The Armenian alphabet was invented in order to
translate the Bible into Armenian and paved the
way for the first golden age of Armenia. Over the
centuries Armenian writers, philosophers, mathe-
maticians, and scientists have been inspired by the
translators’ legacy to achieve excellence in schol-
arship, creativity, and world acclaim in spite of
long periods of devastation, attack, conquest, and
subjugation.
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Regional Holidays

% TIARNNDARAJ

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: February 13

According to some, Tiarnndaraj (or Terndez) origi-
nated in Jewish law and celebrates the day Mary and
Joseph took Jesus, who was just 40 days old, to the
Temple to meet an old man, named Simon, who
eagerly awaited the arrival of the Messiah. Others
say it originated in pagan times, when fire was
believed to have cleansing powers. During the cele-
bration the fire of Terndez symbolizes the arrival of
spring, a rich harvest, and a blessing of newly mar-
ried couples. In some celebrations the fire is permit-
ted only on holy ground, but elsewhere families with
a recently engaged daughter or a newly married off-
spring light the fire in their yards. In such instances
the couple collects the firewood. If held on holy
ground, the firewood is blessed by a priest.

People gather around the fire, believing that
the direction in which the smoke blows points to
the most fertile land for planting crops. Couples
then jump through the fire, followed by any chil-
dren in attendance. Next people suffering from ill-
ness or infertility jump through the fire, along with
pregnant women or those who have just given birth.
If some part of their clothing burns, it is believed it
will protect them from the bites of snakes and the
stings of scorpions.

Once the fire has been extinguished everyone
begins to dance; some take what remains of the fire
to burn in their homes. The ash is also saved, to be
prepared as a drink for the sick or pregnant women.
Some spread the ashes across their fields and cattle
sheds, or place it in tonirs, where lavash (“thin
bread”) is made.

The festival is observed on February 14 by
Armenians who live in other countries.

See also Volume III: SPRING FESTIVALS

Rites of Passage
# MARRIAGE

Armenian marriages are solemnized in church.
Many Armenian couples get married on Tiarnnaraj

(Terndez) and incorporate the observances of the
festival into their wedding ceremony.

On the wedding day, the bride wears a red silk
gown and a headpiece made of cardboard that has
been shaped into wings and decorated with feathers.
The wedding ceremony is presided over by a priest
who sanctifies the marriage in the presence of the
couple’s families. Traditionally two white doves,
symbolizing love and happiness, are released during
the marriage ceremony.

After the ceremony the bride and groom
attend a reception given by their families. At the
site. of the reception the bridesmaids and the
friends of the groom hold flowers aloft to make an
arch. The bride and groom enter the reception by
walking under the arch. During the reception
guests throw coins on the wedding couple to bless
them with prosperity.

Mom bar, the candle dance (so-called because it
is performed with lit candles), is the last dance of the
wedding ceremony. It originated in Maroon, a vil-
lage near Lake Sevan in Armenia. At the end of the
dance the candles are extinguished, indicating to the
guests that the festivities are over, and it is time to go
home.

% DEATH

Armenians bury their dead. Friends and family mem-
bers take part in the funeral procession. A day after
the burial a remembrance ceremony is held, and they
all gather again to share their memories and celebrate
the deceased’s life. Thereafter, every year on the
anniversary of the person’s death, it is customary for
Armenian families to visit the graves of deceased
family members.

Further Reading

Donald Bloxham, The Great Game of Genocide: Imperi-
alism, Nationalism, and the Destruction of the Ottoman
Armenians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005);
Edmund Herzing and Marina Kurkchiyan, eds., The
Armenians: Past and Present in the Making of National
Identity (Oxford: Routledge Curzon, 2005); Thomas J.
Samuelian, Armenian Origins: An Overview of Ancient

and Modern Sources (Yerevan, Armenia: Iravung Pub-
lishing House, 2000).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

An island in the Caribbean Sea, north of Venezuela
75 sq. mi.
Oranjestad

The flag is blue, with two narrow, horizontal yellow stripes across the lower portion
and a red, four-pointed star outlined in white in the upper hoist-side corner.

N.A. (Autonomous state within the Kingdom of The Netherlands)
71,566 (2005 est.)
Parliamentary democracy

Aruban, Dutch

Mixed European/Caribbean Amerindian (80%)

Dutch is the official language. English and Spanish are both widely spoken, as is
Papiamento (a mixed Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, English dialect).

Roman Catholic (82%); Santeria

New Year’s Day, January 1; Birthday of G. B. Croes, January 25; National Anthem
and Flag Day, March 18; Queen’s Day, April 30; Labor Day, May 1

Introduction

% HISTORY

The first inhabitants of Aruba—the Caquetio—were probably
related to the Arawaks. Various 16th century sources indicate
that the Caquetio spoke Maipuran, an Arawak language. Basic
information about the earliest Indian settlements has been
gleaned from ancient painted symbols still visible on lime-
stone caves found at Fontein, Ayo, and a few other places.
These sites date back to about 1000 C.E. as do the pottery
remnants, which have been preserved at the Archaeological
Museum of Aruba in Oranjestad.

In 1499 the Spanish navigator Alonso de Ojeda
(c.1466-c.1515), made his way to this remote corner of the
Caribbean Basin and laid claim to the territory for Queen
Isabella. According to one tradition he christened the place
Oro Hubo (“golden hub”), implying that gold was to be found
there. The name Aruba, however, was possibly derived from
the Arawak word oibubai, which means “guide.” The Spanish
made little use of the island, finding the climate too arid for
cultivation and discovering little evidence of gold.

Spain’s belief that Aruba had nothing it could exploit and
its consequent abandonment opened the way for the notori-
ous slave hunters (indieros), and in 1515 Diego Salazar took
about 2,000 Indians from the three islands and put them to
work in the gold and silver mines in Hispaniola. For the most
part, however, the Spanish abandoned Aruba to the Caquetios
for the next 150 years and devoted themselves to more lucra-
tive conquests. Their lack of interest in Aruba probably spared
the Caquetios some of the more hideous and cruel practices
for which the Spaniards became known. Gradually the island
became a clandestine hideout for buccaneers, who raided ships
transporting Indian treasures back to Europe. At Bushiribana
on the northeast coast, the ruins of an old pirate castle still
stand.

In 1636 about the time of the conclusion of the Eighty
Years’ War between Spain and Holland, the Dutch, who had
been expelled by the Spanish from their base in St. Maarten,
set out looking for another place to establish their colonial
presence. They captured the islands of Aruba, Curagao, and
Bonaire from the Spanish without much resistance. Curacao
became the administrative capital for the Dutch West India
Company in the Netherlands Antilles (Aruba, Bonaire,

57
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Fun Fact

Because the Spaniards
found no gold or pearls on
Aruba, Diego Columbus
(the oldest son of
Christopher Columbus,
1476?-1526) decided
that Aruba, Bonaire, and
Curagao were “islas initiles,”
“useless islands.”

Curacao, and Suriname), with
Aruba operating as one of its chief
satellites. The Dutch controlled

Aruba for nearly two centuries.

Poor soil and aridity saved
the island from plantation eco-
nomics and the African slave trade.

Instead the Dutch left the Arawaks

to graze livestock on the parched

landscape, using the island as a

source of meat for other Dutch
, possessions in the Caribbean.

During the Napoleonic Wars the

English briefly took control of
the island in 1805 but returned it

to the Dutch in 1816.
In 1826 Aruba’s first eco-
nomic boom occurred when
gold was discovered near Balashi. Hordes of gold-
hungry immigrants arrived from FEurope and
Venezuela, and mining continued until 1916. When
the mines became unproductive Aruba turned to oil
refining on a large scale. In 1929 the world’s largest
refinery was built on the southeastern tip of the island.

Things went smoothly until the 1940s, when
Aruba became resentful about playing a secondary
role to Curacao in the Netherlands Antilles. Aruban
calls for autonomy increased over the next few
decades, and in 1986 Aruba finally became an
autonomous state within the Kingdom of the
Netherlands. The queen of the Netherlands is the
head of state, and a governor general, appointed for
a six-year term, represents her locally. The Nether-
lands is responsible for all matters relating to
defense, judicial appointments, applications for citi-
zenship, and foreign affairs.

Aruba has its own constitution, however, based
on Western democratic principles. Legislative, exec-
utive, and judicial powers are vested in the parlia-
ment, which has its seat in Aruba’s capital,
Oranjestad. The Aruban Parliament consists of 21
members elected by universal suffrage. Matters such

Buccaneer

A buccaneer is a pirate, someone who robs at sea or plun-
ders the land from the sea without having the approval of
any sovereign nation. The first recorded use of the French
word boucanier (borrowed into English during the 17th cen-
tury) referred to a person on the islands of Hispaniola and
the Tortugas who hunted wild oxen and boars and smoked
the meat in a barbecue frame called a boucan in French. The
French word is derived from the Tupi word meaning “a rack
used for roasting or for storing things, or a rack-like plat-
form supporting a house.” (The Tupi were people who lived
along the coastal areas of Brazil.) The original barbecue
makers are believed to have gradually adopted a more remu-
nerative way of life—piracy—which accounts for the new
meaning given to the word.

as aviation, customs, immigration, communications,
and other internal matters are handled auto-
nomously by the Aruban government. All laws are
written in Dutch, and the highest court is the Dutch
Supreme Court in The Hague.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Aruba lies at the center of the southern Caribbean,
15 miles north of Venezuela. The island is 19 miles
long and 6 miles wide, with a total area of nearly 75
square miles. Aruba enjoys a dry, sunny climate,
which is kept pleasant and temperate all year due to
the cooling effects of the trade winds. The average
annual temperature is 81°F, and the meager rainfall
amounts to just 17 inches a year. Most of this occurs
during the months of October and November.
Aruba is located well below the hurricane belk.

The island is characterized by a flat landscape
dominated by Mount Jamanota (617 feet). Hemmed
in by calm blue seas, with visibility up to a depth of
a hundred feet in some places, the island’s south and
west coasts consist of miles of white beaches. The
eastern coast of the island is a desert. Inland Aruba
presents a unique but unlikely landscape of cactus,
aloe plants, and dramatic rock formations that
resembles a desert.

% ECONOMY

Tourism is the mainstay of Aruba’s economy,
although offshore banking, and oil refining and stor-
age also enjoy considerable importance. The rapid
growth of the tourism sector over the last few
decades has resulted in the expansion of other
related activities. Construction has boomed, with
hotel capacity reaching five times the 1985 level.
The reopening of the country’s oil refinery in
1993—a major source of employment and a foreign
exchange earner—further helped economic devel-
opment. Aruba’s small labor force and low unem-
ployment rate have led to a large number of unfilled
job vacancies, despite sharp rises in wages in recent
years. Early in the 21st century the government
faced a budget deficit and a negative trade balance.

% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Aruba’s population is made up of people from South
America and Europe, as well as from Asia and other
Caribbean islands. The /lingua franca, spoken by
200,000 people in Aruba, Bonaire, and Curagao, is a
Creole dialect called Papiamento (also spelled Papi-
amientu) that came from the neighboring island of
Curagao. It developed during the 1500s so that
African slaves could understand and be understood
by their owners. Most of the countries that have
used the island in the past have contributed to Papi-
amento. In addition to the contributions of various
African languages, Portuguese and Spanish mission-
aries, Dutch merchants, South American traders,
and Indians added additional words, creating a mix-
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ture of Dutch, Spanish, English, French, Por-
tuguese, and African languages as well as the Arawak
language Maipuran.

Although a majority of Aruba’s citizens would
identify themselves as Roman Catholic if asked, it is
likely that a large number of them also practice the
Afro-Caribbean religion called Santerfa. The term
Santeria was originally a very negative word used by

packed in banana leaves and steamed in
a pan of boiling water; and bolo pretu, a
dark fruitcake, which is a popular
dessert that keeps for six months or
more if refrigerated. Elaborately
decorated, bolo pretu is the wedding
cake of preference.

Fun Fact

Some Yoruba say
there are 401 orisha,
or deities, but others

believe there are
probably more.

the Spanish to speak of the religious practices of
their slaves. Over the years, however, as the word has
come into widespread use, its sense of disapproval
has been neutralized, and many practitioners have
begun to use it themselves.

Its origins date back to the slave trade when
African peoples were caught and forcibly trans-
ported to the Caribbean. Typically, the new slaves
were baptized by Roman Catholic priests as soon as
they arrived, and their native beliefs and practices
were suppressed. Santerfa incorporates the worship
of the orisha (Yoruba deities; literally “head
guardian”) and beliefs of the Yoruba and Bantu peo-
ple in Southern Nigeria, Senegal, and the Guinea
Coast. These are combined with elements of wor-
ship from Roman Catholicism.

In order to keep their old beliefs alive, the former
slaves equated each Yoruba deity (santo) with a corre-
sponding Christian saint. For example Babalz Ayi
became St. Lazarus, patron of the sick; Eleggua (or
Elegba), the guardian of crossroads, became identified
with St. Anthony, who protects travelers; Shango,
who controls storms, thunder, lightning, and fire, was
identified with St. Barbara; Ogun, the orisha of war,
was identified with St. Peter; and Oshun, thought to
be very wealthy, became Our Lady of Charity.

Tambu, muzik di zumbi, sed or simadan, and
tumba are the Afro-Caribbean forms of music typi-
cally performed during celebrations in Aruba,
Bonaire, and Curagao. The lyrics to these forms of
music are sung in Papiamento.

Oranjestad, Aruba’s capital since 1797, takes its
name from the Dutch Royal House of Orange-Nas-
sau. Its architectural designs are mainly Dutch with
an occasional touch of Spanish styles. The second
largest city, San Nicholas, is a fairly modern town-
ship, which gained prominence with the island’s oil
boom. It is the venue of Aruba’s Carnival, third only
to those held in Brazil and Trinidad.

% CUISINE

The confluence of divergent cultures has lent a dis-
tinct flavor to the island’s cuisine. The typical local
menu contains an array of freshly harvested seafood.
International menus, including Indonesian, Japan-
ese, Chinese, Dutch, Italian, French, and Cantonese
cuisine, are easily available in Aruba. Some famous
local dishes include arepas, cornmeal griddlecakes (of
Venezuelan origin) stuffed with ham, eggs, chicken,
okra, cheese, and other ingredients; pastechis, small
pastries stuffed with spicy meat, okra, or fish, an
ideal dish for parties; ayaca, a spicy dish prepared
with pork, chicken, and dried fruits, all tightly

Public/Legal
Holidays

% NEW YEAR’S DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 1

January 1, the first day of the Gregorian calendar, is
celebrated as New Year’s in much of the world. In
Aruba the New Year is ushered in with a big fire-
works show at midnight. According to popular leg-
end, the fireworks keep evil spirits away. Music,
singing, and drinking are traditional activities of the
celebration, and groups of musicians, called dande,
go from house to house singing good luck greetings
for the New Year.

# BIRTHDAY OF G. B. CROES

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 25

On this day Arubans celebrate the birthday of one of
their most eminent political leaders Gilberto Fran-
cois (Betico) Croes (1938-86 ). Popularly known as
Betico Croes he helped the island attain Status
Aparte. This new status granted Aruba autonomy
(apart from the Netherlands Antilles) and allowed it
to function as a commonwealth within the Dutch
kingdom. Croes also introduced Aruba’s currency
and established Aruba’s national anthem and flag. All
schools and government offices, as well as some
commercial establishments, remain closed on this

Useful Papiamento Phrases
ajo “good-bye”

bon dia “good morning”
bon tardi “good afternoon”
danki “thank you”

keds “sneakers”

plaka “money”

Hopi bon! “Very good!”
Kwan tor tin? “What time is it?”
Mi stima Aruba. “I'love Aruba.”
Mi tin sed. “I’m thirsty.”

Te aworo. “See you later.”
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day. Arubans take part in many sporting events and
games across the island.

% NATIONAL ANTHEM AND
FLAG DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 18

During a Dutch parliamentary session in March
1976 it was decided that March 18 would be cele-
brated as Aruba’s National Anthem and Flag day.
The day was first observed in the same year. Every
year since Aruba has celebrated with nationalistic
shows and folkloric presentations, the venue for
which is the Plaza Betico Croes in the capital of
Oranjestad. All educational and government offices
and stores remain closed. The islanders, old and
young alike, participate in land and marine sports
and games on this day.

% QUEEN’S DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: April 30

Her Royal Highness Beatrix Wilhelmina Armgard
(b. 1938), the queen of the Netherlands, ascended
the Dutch throne on April 30, 1980. Because Aruba
is a Dutch dependency and because the queen is a
popular figure among Arubans, they embrace
Queen’s Day. Apart from the official ceremonies,
kite-flying contests, sporting events, and other cele-
bratory activities are held all over the island.

# LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

The Labor Day/May Day holiday has a tenuous
American origin but is associated more generally
with international socialism. The first Labor Day
occurred in 1889, set up as an international obser-

vance by the Second Socialist International to coin-
cide with an American Federation of Labor-
sponsored general strike in the United States to win
the eight-hour workday. From the beginning Inter-
national Labor Day has been more radical than the
U.S. Labor Day observed in September.

See also Volume III: LABOR DAY

Religious Holidays

% CARNIVAL

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Last three days before Lent

Carnival is a three-day festivity that signals the begin-
ning of the 40-day period of Lent. It is over at mid-
night on Mardi Gras (which means “Fat Tuesday” in
French), right before Ash Wednesday starts. The
name of this popular celebration is derived from the
Ttalian carne vale, which means “farewell to meat.”

In Aruba preparations and events begin months
in advance with a calypso competition at the end of
January; a steel band competition follows to deter-
mine which bands will participate in the Oranjestad
parade. There is also a contest for rumba bands.
(Tuwmba is the indigenous music of the Netherlands
Antilles.)

The Carnival festivities culminate with the
main event the Grand Carnival parade, which is
always the Sunday before Mardi Gras. It begins at 11
AM. in Oranjestad and takes about eight hours to
make its way through the streets of the city. The Old
Mask Parade is lead by King Momo, the symbolic
straw figure who reigns over Carnival in many coun-
tries. When King Momo (symbol of the flesh) is
burned, he takes the sins of the village with him,
leaving the island pure. The burning of King Momo
must take place before midnight, signifying the end
of Carnival and the start of Lent. Symbolically
Momo’s ashes are used on Ash Wednesday.

See also Volume III: CARNIVAL, LENT

Dande

On New Year’s Eve in Aruba small groups of musicians
go door-to-door singing and wishing family and
friends a happy New Year. This custom, thought to
date back to 1880, is called dande (or dandee) in Papi-
amento; dande is derived from dandara, which means
“to revel, carouse.” It is also called the paranda sweep;

|))

parandea also means “to revel.” As the group members
move from house to house singing, they collect money
in a hat. Some Arubans believe that they will have bad
luck in the coming year if the dande musicians do not

serenade them on New Year’s Eve.

Typically, the musical format is call-and-response,
with one singer and a chorus. The violin, tambu
(“drum™), guitar, wicharo or wiri (“metal grater,”
“rasp”), and occasionally a small accordion are the
musical instruments usually used to accompany the
singer. The song’s rhythm is monotonous, with little
variation in tone, and, at the end of each phrase, the
chorus responds “ai nobe” (or ana nobo, meaning “new
year”).

This custom, and its music, can be found around
the Caribbean with local variations. In Puerto Rico
groups of musicians also go from house to house
singing. There it is a Christmas tradition called paranda.
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@ GOOD FRIDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Friday before Easter

Good Friday, also called Holy Friday or Mourning
Friday, is a solemn occasion for Christians. This hol-
iday commemorates the Crucifixion of Jesus. It has
been in the Christian liturgical calendar even longer
than Easter has although no one is sure why it is
called Good Friday. Some have suggested that the
use of good in the name goes back to Old English and
means “God’s” Friday, while others interpret good to
mean something like “observed as holy.” This obser-
vance is also known as Black Friday and Sorrowful
Friday, and in Eastern Orthodox Churches it is
called Great Friday.

For many years Good Friday was primarily a
Catholic observance, but many Protestant Churches
now hold special services from noon until three in
the afternoon on this day to symbolize Jesus’ last
hours on the Cross. Many of the faithful fast on this

Each year thousands celebrate Carnival in the streets of
Oranjestad. Carnival, a series of parades and parties, is the
biggest annual celebration in Aruba. (AP Photo/Pedro Famous

day; when they eat it is generally fish instead of
meat. In Aruba public readings of the Psalms and
Gospels are performed, and the participants sing
hymns about Jesus’ death. There are also religious
processions through the streets.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
GooD FripAy; Hory WEEK; LENT

% EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday and Monday after Lent

Easter Sunday celebrates the Resurrection of Jesus on
the third day following his Crucifixion. Easter is at
once a solemn and a joyous occasion. In Aruba church
services begin before daybreak. These early services
recall the empty tomb that was found on the morning
of the day of Resurrection and of Jesus’ arrival in
Jerusalem before sunrise on the same day.

Easter Monday is a Christian holiday often cel-
ebrated the day following Easter Sunday. Events
include egg-rolling competitions and playful prac-
tices such as dousing other people with water that
has been blessed by a priest. In the religious context,
the rolling of eggs symbolizes the rolling away of the
stone placed at the mouth of Jesus’ tomb. Ideally this
day is to be devoted to the teachings of the Bible and
its message of humanitarianism. Easter processions
and special novenas or prayers take place on this day.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER,
Hory WEEK; LENT

@ ASCENSION DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Forty days after Easter

For a period of 40 days after his Resurrection Jesus
preached and spent time with his apostles and other
followers. At the end of 40 days he commenced his

Diaz)

final journey into heaven, which is celebrated by
Christians as the Feast of the Ascension, Ascension
Day, or Ascension Thursday. In Aruba people attend
church for special prayers and Masses.

See also Volume III: ASCENSION, THE; CHRIS-
TIANITY; EASTER

# ST.JOHN'’S DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: June 24

St. John’s Day (Dia di San Juan), also called Dera
Gai on Aruba, is a colorful religious celebration.
The day honors St. John the Baptist, who baptized
Jesus on the banks of the River Jordan. He is vener-
ated as the precursor of the Jesus.

Dera Gai (which means “the burying of the
rooster”) came to Aruba from Mexico and has been
an annual festival since 1862. Originally the holiday
was celebrated to give thanks to various gods for a
successful harvest and to seek their blessings for the
next year. In an effort to convert the native people to
Christianity, priests combined the burying of the
rooster with the feast of San Juan.

Although St. John’s Day is celebrated in many
countries Aruba is the only country in which it is cel-
ebrated with dancing and singing. Arubans, wearing
bright red and yellow costumes, participate in folk
dance competitions and sing special festive songs.
The red and yellow clothing worn by women and
men represents fire. A live rooster used to be buried
up to its neck, and a hollowed gourd was placed over
its head and covered with sand. Then the blind-
folded person who managed to find the bird won it.
In addition to the burying of the rooster, leftover
crops and disposable items were buried to symbolize
cleansing of the soul. In modern times the rooster
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cleansing of the soul. In modern times the rooster
has been replaced with a gourd.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; HARVEST
FESTIVALS

# ST. NICHOLAS’S DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 5

In Aruba each year the old and young alike celebrate
the birthday of Sinterclaas (St. Nicholas), accompa-
nied by his zwarte pieten (literally, “black Petes,” St.
Nicholas’s helpers). The center of the festivities is
Paardenbaai Harbor in the capital city of Orangje-
stad, where St. Nicholas arrives by boat to greet the
children of Aruba and reward them with gifts for
their good behavior during the year. This gift-giving
occasion, celebrated several weeks before Christmas,
is a Dutch tradition.
See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

# CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 24-25

Christmas celebrates the birth of Jesus. A spirit of
good humor, benevolence, and brotherhood charac-
terize the day. In Aruba Christmas is celebrated with
food and drink and an exchange of gifts at family
gatherings.

Toward the end of the 20th century, ayaca—
banana leaves, which are lined with pastry and filled
with highly spiced pork, chicken, and dried fruits
and then steamed—evolved into a Christmas tradi-
tion. Arubans usually begin to make ayaca in large
quantities in the last week of November; the ayaca
are then refrigerated (the dish remains fresh if
refrigerated properly) and saved for consumption
during the Christmas season.

See also Volume IIT: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

# BOXING DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 26

This festival can be traced back to an old custom
(particularly among the British) of giving cash or
durable goods to those of the lower classes on the
day after Christmas. Those who performed public
services and tradespeople would go around collect-
ing tips or bonuses in small pottery boxes. The alms
boxes in churches were also opened, and their con-
tents distributed among the poor. Gifts among
equals were exchanged on or before Christmas Day,
but the less fortunate received their gifts the day
after. This is an official holiday in Aruba, with all
educational, commercial, and government organiza-
tions remaining closed.

See also Volume III: BOXING DAY, CHRISTIAN-
1TY, CHRISTMAS

Rites of Passage
# MARRIAGE

In Aruba it is believed that a young, unmarried
woman who wishes to attract a man should devote
herself to San Antonio. She should purchase an icon
of this saint and worship him by lighting scented can-
dles. If this fails to work the saint is punished; the
icon is turned to face the wall, with a lit candle at the
icon’s back.

Practitioners of Santeria (an Afro-Caribbean
mystical religion) recommend taking baths with
sweet scented salts, oils, and potions to attract a hus-
band. Rose petals, honey, cinnamon, sandalwood,
and musk will increase a woman’s chances of getting
married. Once a woman has married she must
domesticate her new husband to ensure that he
doesn’t wander. This is accomplished by stealing his
right sock and burying it before midnight on the
third Monday of the month, on the right side of
the main entrance to the house. Thereafter, during
the last week of every month, she puts five drops of
a special potion in his morning coffee.

Bolo pretu, a dark fruitcake, thickly iced and
aglitter with tiny silver balls, is the Aruban wedding
cake. Keepsake slices, placed in small white boxes
inscribed in silver with the initials of the newlyweds,
are distributed to guests at the wedding reception.
Without the trimmings, bolo pretu is a popular every-
day dessert that keeps for six months or more if
refrigerated.

% DEATH

Because death is a significant event in both
Caribbean and Roman Catholic cultures, numerous
beliefs and superstitions have grown up around it. In
Aruba itis believed that people’s spirits begin to roam
when they are terminally ill, visiting friends and rel-
atives before their actual death. According to legend
many omens foretell death, such as black butterflies
entering the house. When the deceased is laid out in
the coffin in the church prior to the funeral, the nose
is touched or pulled. Should bad luck result from this
practice it is promptly washed off by consuming one
or several alcoholic drinks, a custom referred to as
laba man (“washing the hands”).

Further Reading
J. Hartog, Aruba, a Short History (Aruba: Van Dorp,
1988).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location

South Pacific Ocean
Size 2,967,909 sq. mi.
Capital City Canberra

Flag Description

Island continent in the Southern Hemisphere between the Indian Ocean and the

The flag is blue, with the flag of the United Kingdom in the upper hoist-side

quadrant and the seven-pointed Commonwealth star in the lower hoist-side
quadrant; the bottom half shows the Southern Cross constellation in white with
one small five-pointed star and four larger, seven-pointed stars.

Democratic, federal state system recognizing the British monarch as sovereign

Independence January 1, 1901 (from the United Kingdom)
Population 20,090,437 (2005 est.)

Government

Nationality Australian

Major Ethnic

Group(s) White (92%)

Major Language(s) English (79%)

Major Religion(s)
National Holiday(s)

Introduction
% HISTORY

The Aborigines were the first people to live in Australia.
How long they were there before the first Europeans arrived
is uncertain. Various factors make certainty about how long
Australia has been inhabited, whether there were one or more
waves of migration, and whether they came from island or
mainland Asia impossible. The most commonly given esti-
mate is between 48,000 and 50,000 years ago. Discoveries of
Aboriginal art engravings in the Kimberley region of West-
ern Australia, however, indicate Aborigines may have inhab-
ited Australia for more than 116,000 to 176,000 years,
crossing the sea from Indonesia to the Australian landmass.
(The word aborigine means “the people who were here from
the beginning.”) We may not yet know, however, how long
Australia has been inhabited by hominids; new fossil evidence
indicates that the history of humans in Australia may go back

Anglican (26%); Roman Catholic (26%)

New Year’s Day, January 1; Australia Day, January 26; ANZAC Day, April 25;
Queen’s Birthday; Labor Day

as far as 500,000 years.

Fossilized skulls found at Bathurst, New South Wales
(NSW), have been identified as being of two distinct late
Homo erectus types unrelated to the Aborigine. Some anthro-
pologists now think that two distinct races of people inhabited
Australia at the same time, during the last ice age and that
these two races interbred to produce the modern Aborigine.
The robust Kow Swamp race appears to be descendants of the
Java Man (Homo erectus) of 500,000 years ago, while the
smaller Lake Mungo race came to Australia from China,
probably descendants of the Peking Man (Homo erectus
pekinensis) and later Java type, Wadjak Man. An earlier cra-
nium from Katoomba, NSW, is believed to be as much as
500,000 years old.

Although probably the oldest landmass in geological
terms, Australia was the last to be visited by European adven-
turers. There are several reasons why, even though the exis-
tence of a large southern landmass had been postulated in the
late Middle Ages. Europeans had failed to find what they called
"Terra Australis, in spite of active trade routes between Asia and

63
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Europe. Perhaps the most likely reason for their fail-
ure is its location. First, the continent was positioned
off the oceanic-island trading corridor of the Indian
and South Pacific Oceans, so there was no lucrative
incentive to search for it. Second, Australia was hard
to reach in the sailing ships of the day. The winds in
the Southern Hemisphere have a tendency to veer
north toward the equator west of Australia, and east
of the continent strong headwinds discourage sailing
into them.

The Dutch were the first European explorers to
reach the continent. In 1616 the Dutch sailor Dirk
Hartog (1580-1621) followed a new southern route
across the Indian Ocean to an island off the coast of
Western Australia. In 1688 William Dampier
(1652-1715), an English pirate, landed in the north-
west of what he called New Holland. After his return
to England he published a book about his travels,
entitledVoyages, and persuaded the naval authorities
to finance another expedition to search for the con-
tinent’s wealth. His report on the second expedition
(1699-1700), however, criticized the land and its
people in such discouraging terms that the British
lost interest in Australia for almost 70 years.

In 1768 Captain James Cook (1728-79) left
England on a three-year expedition to the Pacific, in
the course of which he visited Australia. Cook
landed first at Botany Bay on the eastern coast of
Australia, and at Possession Island in the north
where he named the region New South Wales and
claimed it for England. Cook’s two additional voy-
ages in the 1770s added to the information available
about the Australian landmass and strengthened
Britain’s claims to the continent. Australia was gen-
erally seen as a remote and unattractive land unfit for
European settlement.

After the American Revolution ended in 1783,
and Britain could no longer ship British convicts to
America as it had done, it decided to establish its first
settlement in Australia to solve the problem of over-
crowded prisons. In 1788 Arthur Phillip (1738-1814),
a naval officer, arrived at Port Jackson with his cargo
of prisoners, where he found a near-perfect harbor.

On January 26 (now commemorated as Australia
Day) the first permanent European settlement in
Australia was founded on January 26, 1788, and
named Sydney for Lord Sydney (1733-1800), who
had issued the charter for the colony.

By the mid-1800s Britain had two flourishing
penal colonies in New South Wales and Western
Australia, with nearly 150,000 prisoners. Among
them 30 percent were Irish, 20 percent were women,
and the majority hailed from Britain’s poorer classes.
Unskilled British officers were granted large tracts
of land, and convicts, many of them poorly educated
or illiterate, were assigned to them as laborers. Later
land grants were also extended to the prisoners who
had been released after completing their sentences.
In 1793 free settlers began arriving from England.

During the period between 1820 and 1880,
Australia witnessed several major developments: the
establishment of new colonies along the coast, the
expansion of sheep- and cattle- rearing in the inte-
rior, and the discovery of gold and other minerals in
the eastern colonies. With the influx of immigrants
and the growth of the cities and ports, the Australian
colonies began to agitate for more democratic gov-
ernment. By the mid-1850s all four eastern colonies
had instituted new systems that vested power in a
cabinet or council of ministers responsible to a pop-
ularly elected assembly.

At the time Europeans began to arrive on the
continent, it is estimated that the indigenous Aus-
tralians numbered about 350,000, but the popula-
tion steadily decreased over the next 150 years.
Initially there were only a few confrontations
between the settlers and the Aborigines around Syd-
ney, even though there were many Aborigine camp-
sites nearby. The causes of the declining Aboriginal
population were infectious diseases to which the
natives had no immunity and colonial government
policies that included forced removal from their
lands and separating children from their parents. It
would be 1967 before the Europeans began to
understand that their treatment of the indigenous
people was wrong.

Australia’s Name

Australia’s name is derived from the Latin word for
“southern,” australis. There were legends about an
“unknown southern land” (in Latin, terra australis incog-
nita) as early as Roman times, and such legends were
popular in geographies of the Middle Ages. Still no one
actually knew that the continent called Australia
existed. As early as 1638 Dutch officials used the
adjective Australische (“Australian” in the sense “south-
ern”) to refer to the land after its discovery. Alexander
Dalrymple (1737-1808) was the first writer in English
to use the word Australia (in his book An Historical Col-

lection of Voyages and Discoveries in the South Pacific Ocean,
1771), but he used it to refer to the entire South
Pacific area. In 1814 Matthew Flinders (1774-1814)
used the word in his book A Voyage to Terra Australs,
and because Flinders’s book was popular the word
became widely used to refer to the new continent. The
governor of the colony of New South Wales
Lachlan Macquarie (1762-1824) then began to use it
in his messages to England, and in 1817 he suggested
that “Australia” be formally adopted as the continent’s
name. Finally in 1824 the British Admiralty determined
that the continent would be called Australia.



Once Britain established a penal colony on
Van Diemen’s Land in 1803 (which they renamed
"Tasmania in the 1850s), the indigenous population
that had inhabited the island for about 35,000 years
was almost eradicated. Although the people had
numbered about 5,000 when the British arrived,
there were soon merely a few mixed race survivors.
On the continent the story was much the same, and
Aboriginal communities were destroyed on a large
scale. In spite of the official British policy of protec-
tion, as the European population of Sydney contin-
ued to expand, and as the ranchers sought larger
expanses of land for their sheep, Aboriginal commu-
nities retreated into the drier interior.

The official colonial policy of Britain through-
out the 19th century was to treat the Aborigines as
equals, with the intention of converting them to
Christianity. Governor Macquarie established a
school for Aboriginal children. Such gestures, how-
ever, underfinanced and generally unsupported in
practice, were the exception. In fact change from a
policy of protection to one of punishment was the
usual direction in the colonies.

A number of Aboriginal people were assimilated
into white settlements, while others assisted settlers
as guides, trackers, and stockmen. But clashes,
enmity, and sporadic violence were common as the
settlers moved into the center of the country,
encroaching on Aboriginal lands. Some Aborigines
were employed on sheep stations, and others were
used for police patrols. The colonists’ real attitude
toward Aborigines is revealed by the fact that they
were systematically hunted and poisoned. Aboriginal
women were abducted and raped, and children were
taken from their parents. While exceptions to the
European hostility existed, it was the general
assumption among the whites that Aboriginal cul-
ture would die out. On the local and colonial levels
the active destruction or neglect of Aboriginal cul-
ture was often accompanied by the practice of segre-
gation: The indigenous population was herded onto
reserves and denied participation in the world of the
colonists.

Forced to survive on increasingly meager sup-
plies of food, the Aborigines’ numbers continued to
decrease. By the 20th century those Aboriginal com-
munities capable of sustaining their culture were
mostly confined to the Northern Territory, Queens-
land, and New South Wales. Not until the 1950s did
the colonial government begin to reconsider the
inhumanity of its policies toward the Aboriginal
population and attempt to reverse the consequences
of Europeans’ past treatment of them. Then the
Aboriginal population began to creep back to its pre-
European level, but it required a 1967 referendum
for the federal government to begin to initiate poli-
cies that would actually benefit the Aborigines. It
would still be years before Australia’s high court
would recognize the Aborigines’ title to their land.

During the 19th century the European popula-
tion continued to grow, primarily along the coast-
line, where the capital cities of the six original
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colonies were located. Dense settlement of the con-
tinent’s interior was simply impossible. As gold min-
ing in Victoria and New South Wales declined in the
1860s, even prospectors moved to the cities. By the
beginning of the 20th century Sydney and Mel-
bourne were among the world’s largest cities, even
though the continent itself was sparsely populated.

In spite of rapid urbanization the six capitals
were engaged in intense rivalry, making unification
and the necessary standardization difficult. Further-
more the individual colonies regarded their connec-
tions to each other as secondary to their ties with
Great Britain. Victoria and New South Wales, for
example, used different gauges for their railways,
making rail travel between them impossible, and the
project of standardization did not begin until the
1960s.

As a result of urbanization the capital cities
dominated in all the colonies. In the 1850s, for
example, merchants and professionals were the ones
who demanded political reform and new constitu-
tions. After 1850 it was the small urban manufactur-
ers and the growth of mass trade unionism that made
possible democratic governments, ensuring the pas-
sage of legislation that favored urban populations. It
was Victoria’s workers, for example, who pioneered
the eight-hour workday in 1856. Although the pro-
duction of wool and new mineral discoveries contin-
ued to be the major economic supports in the
colonies, their political systems managed to keep the
large ranch owners and other wealthy families from
dominating them.

Development of the Australian colonies into a
single nation lacked the passionate nationalism of
similar struggles in other colonies. Earl Grey
(1764-1845), the colonial secretary of Britain, had
considered unification of the colonies back in 1847,
and John Dunmore Lang (1799-1878), a Scottish
Presbyterian cleric in New South Wales, had formed
the Australian League to work toward uniting Aus-
tralia. With the formation of the Dominion of
Canada in 1867, however, British officials rejected
the idea of a similar arrangement for Australia.
Eventually Australia adopted its constitution in
1901. Based on British parliamentary traditions; it
incorporated some features of the United States’
governmental system as well. The British sovereign
is Australia’s head of state, and the Australian prime
minister, accountable to the Australian parliament, is
the head of the government. The states exercise all
powers not specifically given to the federal govern-
ment.

In the course of the 20th century Australia began
to develop both a national government and a national
culture. Commonwealth governments, led by such
Australians as Alfred Deakin (1856-1919), quickly
moved to declare a protective tariff on imports to fos-
ter the new government’s economic base, established
consistent ways of determining minimum wages, and
retained the white immigration policy. In spite of
such advances Australians wanted to retain their indi-
vidual colonial identities, so national political parties
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Fun Fact

The powers of Australia’s
states are protected by its
constitution. One result of
this autonomy is that Labor
Day, while a national
holiday, is observed during
different months by each
state’s population and
may even have a
different name.

were only loosely organized.

It was World War I, how-

ever, that transformed Australia
into a unified state with a distinct
identity. Australia sent more than
330,000 volunteers when the
Allies asked for help; more than
60,000 perished, and 165,000
were wounded. With a casualty
rate higher than most of the Allies,
Australia became increasingly con-
scious of its contribution to the
war effort. When the Australian
and New Zealand Army Corps

(ANZAC) attacked the Ottoman
(Turkish) forces in the Dard-
anelles on April 25, 1915, Aus-

tralians forged an identity as a

nation. In numerical terms Gal-

lipoli may have been a minor
engagement, but it acquired considerable national
and personal importance to the Australians who
fought there.

ANZAC Day remains the country’s most signif-
icant day of public recognition.

Between World War I and World War 11, in an
effort to sustain the wartime levels of production and
expansion that had enriched Australia’s economy, the
government tried to expand some basic industries,
but the Great Depression of the 1930s severely dam-
aged the Australian economy, and public and private
debt increased dangerously during a period of mas-
sive unemployment. Recovering from the depres-
sion proved to be an uneven effort in Australia.
Economic policies such as price cuts and limited
credit made the post-depression years harder in Aus-
tralia than they were in other countries.

When World War 1II began in 1939 Australia
sent its armed forces to support Britain. Then in
1941 the Pacific war between Japan and the United
States began. Because Great Britain could not pro-
vide enough support for defending Australia, the
government allied itself with the United States, and
until the Philippines were freed General Douglas
MacArthur (1880-1964) and his staff based their
operations in Australia. Although Australia’s casual-
ties were not as heavy as they had been in World
War 1, Australians were more psychologically
affected because of the proximity of Japanese forces.

Australian industry was, however, improved as a
result of the war. The economy had been reoriented
toward manufacturing, and heavy industries now
surrounded the capital cities. Postwar development
continued to expand the possibilities created during
the war.

In 1949 when Robert Menzies (1894-1978)
became Australia’s prime minister, a long period of
stability began. While he maintained a sentimental
link with Great Britain, he also paid more attention
to Pacific and South Asian affairs. Soon Asians were
attending Australian institutions, and by 1966 the
white Australia immigration policy was inconsequen-

tial. It was formally discarded in 1973, and immigra-
tion has since been based on criteria other than race.

In 1967 a national referendum gave the federal
government a mandate to implement policies and
make laws that would start to reverse the harm
caused to the Aboriginal people during European
colonization. In 1970 Harold Thomas, an artist and
an Aborigine, designed the Aboriginal flag. It was
intended to be an eye-catching rallying symbol for
the Aboriginal people and a symbol of their race and
identity. It is divided horizontally into two sections
of equal size, one black (top) and one red (bottom).
Centered on the line between the black and the red
is a solid bright yellow circle. The black represents
the Aboriginal people, the red, the Earth and the
Aborigines’ spiritual relationship to the land, and the
yellow, the Sun, the giver of life.

During the second half of the 20th century Aus-
tralia’s alliance with the United States continued to
gain strength, and the country followed the United
States into the Korean War, joined the Southeast
Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), participated in
it from 1954 until its dissolution in 1977, and fought
alongside U.S. troops in Vietnam. During the same
period Australia’s ties with Japan continued to
develop, and the country adjusted its domestic and
foreign policies accordingly.

Australia’s involvement in Vietnam was as con-
troversial as it was in the United States. By 1967 as
many as 40 percent of Australians serving in Viet-
nam were conscripts. The civil unrest caused by con-
scription and being sent to fight an unpopular war,
helped the Australian Labor Party gain power in
1972, with Gough Whitlam (b. 1916) at the helm.
Whitlam acted immediately to quell the civil distur-
bance by withdrawing Australian troops from Viet-
nam, abolishing national service and fees for higher
education, establishing a system of free and univer-
sally available health care, and supporting the land
rights of Aboriginal people. On June 3, 1992, Whit-
lam’s sensibility was confirmed when Australia’s
High Court rejected the European claim of terva
nullius (“empty land”) in Mabo and others v. Queens-
land (No. 2) in proceedings begun in 1982 and con-
firmed the Aborigines’ native title.

After a period of recession and high unemploy-
ment in the early 1990s, the electorate lost faith in
the Labour government, and in early 1996 the Con-
servative coalition, led by John Howard (b. 1939),
defeated Labour leader Paul Keating (b. 1944). In
the last years of the 20th century, placing the gov-
ernment in the hands of an Australian president
instead of the British queen was a major issue,
because some felt that the rule of a distant monarch
was archaic. In 1999 a national referendum was held
to decide the issue. A majority of the population
voted to retain the status quo.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Australia is the largest island and the smallest conti-
nent in the world. Its coastline is 16,007 miles long. It
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is situated in the Southern Hemisphere, between the
Indian Ocean and the South Pacific Ocean in an area
sometimes referred to as Oceania. Australia’s borders
lie beyond its landmass. East Timor, Indonesia, and
Papua New Guinea lie to the north of Australia; the
Solomon Islands and Vanuatu are northeast of it; and
New Zealand is off the southeast coast. The shortest
border, 93 miles, is between Australia and Papua New
Guinea, but Boigu Island (with two smaller islands),

kangaroos and koalas, give birth to par-
tially developed offspring, which they
suckle and keep in a pouch.

The montremes, including
platypuses and echidnas, lay eggs
but also nurse their young.

Fun Fact

The kangaroos in
Booderoo National
Park are very friendly
and approach peo-

ple to be fed and

petted.

% ECONOMY

the northernmost inhabited island in Australian terri-
tory, is only three miles from Papua New Guinea.
This geographical anomaly has necessitated an
unusual border arrangement that allows people of
Papua New Guinea and Torres Strait Islanders access
to the waterway across the border.

Australia consists of six states and several territo-
ries. The six states, which began as separate British
colonies, are New South Wales (capital, Sydney),
Queensland (capital, Brisbane), South Australia (capi-
tal, Adelaide), the island of Tasmania (capital,
Hobart), Victoria (capital, Melbourne), and Western
Australia (capital, Perth). The two most important
territories are the Northern Territory (capital, Dar-
win) and the Australian Capital Territory (or ACT;
national capital, Canberra), located within the state of
New South Wales. ACT also includes Jervis Bay Ter-
ritory, which serves as a port and naval base for the
national capital. Australia has several inhabited exter-
nal territories that include Norfolk Island, Christmas
Island, and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands, as well as sev-
eral largely uninhabited external territories.

The climate in Australia is arid to semiarid. The
country has a temperate zone in the south and east
and a tropical climate in the north. The tropical
zone (40 percent of Australia’s landmass) has two
major seasons—wet (summer) and dry (winter)—
while the temperate zone has four seasons. Because
of its location Australia’s summer begins in Decem-
ber, its fall, in March, its winter, in June, and its
spring, in September.

Uluru (known as Ayers Rock untl 1986), which
is located in central Australia, is the second largest
monolith in the world; the largest, located in Western
Australia, is Mount Augustus. The highest mountains
in mainland Australia are situated in an area known as
the Snowy Mountains in the province of New South
Wales. These form a part of the Great Dividing
Range that separates the central lowlands from the

Except for the area around Perth in

Western Australia, most of Australia’s rich

farmland and good ports are found in the east
and the southeast. Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane,
and Adelaide are the leading industrial and commer-
cial cities.

Australia is highly industrialized as a result of
the two world wars, and manufactured goods
account for most of its gross domestic product
(GDP). The chief industries include mining (most of
which is accomplished with Japanese financial aid),
food processing, manufacture of industrial and
transportation equipment, chemicals, iron and steel,
textiles, machinery, and motor vehicles. Australia’s
mineral resources include coal, iron, bauxite, copper,
tin, lead, zinc, and uranium, opals, and diamonds.
Some logging is done in the east and southeast.

The country is agriculturally self-sufficient.
Sheep- and cattle-raising have long been staple
occupations. Agriculture and horticulture (produc-
ing citrus fruits, sugarcane, and tropical fruits) are
also important; there are a good number of vine-
yards, dairies, and tobacco farms. Australia’s chief
export commodities are metals, minerals, coal, wool,
and beef (of which it is the world’s largest exporter),
mutton, grains, and manufactured products. The
main imports are manufactured raw materials, capi-
tal equipment, and consumer goods.

While the Australian economy fell into a severe
recession in the late 1980s, it experienced an
extended period of growth beginning in the 1990s.
During the last two decades of the 20th century,
there was considerable industrial development and
an increase in the standard of living.

Monotremes

Monotremes are classified as mammals, even though they
differ from other mammals in some respects. Like other
mammals monotremes have one bone in the lower jaw,
three bones in their inner ear, a high metabolic rate, hair,
and the females provide milk for their young. In other ways
their anatomy is unusual: Adult monotremes have no teeth.
Moreover, they are considered more primitive because they
lay eggs, like reptiles and birds, instead of giving birth to live
young. The three living monotremes exist only in Australia
and New Guinea—the duck-billed platypus and two species
of echidna, or spiny anteaters.

eastern highlands. The highest peaks are Mount
Kosciusko (7,310 feet), Mount Townsend (7,247 feet),
and Mount Twine (7,201 feet). The largest coral reef
in the world, the Great Barrier Reef, extends for 746
miles along Australia’s northeast coast.

The main rivers in Australia are the Murray
River and its tributary, the Darling River, which flow
in the Murray-Darling River Basin. This drainage
basin comprises the major part of the interior low-
lands of Australia, covering more than 386,102
square miles, about 14 percent of the continent.

Australia’s most distinctive fauna are the marsu-
pials and monotremes. These animals are found
nowhere else on Earth. The marsupials, including
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% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Australia is a country rich with diverse cultures, tra-
ditions, and customs; the major influences include
the European, Aboriginal, and Southeast Asian (a
large and growing immigrant group in recent years).
Although it stll has strong ties to Great Britain,
Australia also shares a powerful affinity with the
United States. Coming out of decades of isolation
Australians are gaining prominence in Hollywood;
Australian art galleries have been mushrooming in
the streets of London and New York; and Australian
musicians are performing more and more often on
the world’s stages. Australian pop singers, from the
Bee Gees to INXS, the Little River Band, and Kylie
Minogue (b. 1968) have earned global recognition.

In the 20th century Australia could boast several
world-famous writers including Nobel Prize winner
Patrick White (1912-90) and Booker Prize winners
Peter Carey (b. 1943) and Thomas Keneally (b.
1935). Other well-known Australian writers include
Thea Astley (1925-2004), Robert Drewe (b. 1943),
Helen Garner (b. 1942), Rodney Hall (b. 1935, in
England), Christina Stead (1902-83), Elizabeth Jol-
ley (b. 1923), David Malouf (b. 1934), Frank Moor-
house (b. 1938), and Tim Winton (b. 1960).

The Australian film industry is small but growing
quickly. Mel Gibson (b. 1956, in the United States),
Russell Crowe (b. 1964), and Nicole Kidman (b.
1967, in Hawaii) are the country’s best-known actors.

Australian athletes are internationally respected
for their skills. British sports such as cricket, rugby,
and soccer are very popular. The Australian cricket
team is a formidable force. Sir Don Bradman
(1908-2001) was a batsman for Australia. Cricket
fans consider him the greatest batsman of all time,
and he remains one of Australia’s greatest popular

Australian Damper

Damper is an unleavened bread that bush settlers cooked
in the ashes of a fire. It was originally wrapped around a
stick and laid in the coals. It is called damper because the
fire has to be dampened (made less intense) before the
bread can be cooked.

Ingredients:

2 cups of self-rising flour

1/2 tsp.

salt

2 tsp. sugar
3 tbs butter
1 cup milk

Preparation:

Combine the dry ingredients—flour, salt, and sugar—in
a bowl. Add the milk to make a soft dough. Knead the
dough on a floured board until smooth. Shape it into a
small loaf, brush with milk, and bake at 375°F for
30-40 minutes, or until the loaf makes a hollow sound
when tapped.

heroes. In tennis the Australia Open is one of the
four tournaments that make up the Grand Slam, and
several Australian players are internationally
renowned. Evonne Goolagong (Cawley; b. 1951 in
New South Wales), the first Aboriginal tennis player
and the winner of many championships, was
inducted into the Tennis Hall of Fame in 1988.

Australians have also had great international
success in swimming, sailing, and yachting, and Mel-
bourne was the site chosen for the 1956 Olympics,
where several Australian athletes distinguished
themselves in swimming and track and field events.
Sydney hosted the 2000 Summer Olympics, where
women’s water polo, Tae Kwon Do, and the
Triathlon debuted. Australia ranked second overall
in sailing during the Sydney Olympics and stunned
the world in 1983 by winning the America’s Cup, the
premier race in international sailing competition.

Recently after centuries of brutal treatment,
efforts have been made to revive the ethnic Aborig-
ine folk culture and ethos. Aboriginal culture experi-
enced a revival at the end of the 20th century, as
Aboriginal artists began to explore ways to preserve
their ancient values and share them with a wider
community.

# CUISINE

Contemporary European tastes in Australia use the
best seasonal ingredients available with a mix of
Asian, European, and Indian cuisines. But many
food writers ignored the most basic and authentic
Australian cuisine, bushtucker food (wild food), the
foods made available by Australia’s plants and ani-
mals until 1975, when the Cribbs published Wild
Food in Australia. Since then a small industry has
grown up around the sale and distribution of
“tucker” ingredients, and average diners have come
to view bushtucker as an important part of their culi-
nary repertoire. Andrew Fielke, an award-winning
Adelaide chef, has pioneered the use of native foods,
and the Aussie dialect of English contains many
bushtucker words such as yabby (a freshwater cray-
fish), billy tea (a billy is a metal can used to make tea
over an open fire), floater (a meat pie floating in soup
peas or gravy), and chook (chicken).

Bushtucker food is unique to Australia and is
made up of dishes learned from the Aboriginal peo-
ples. These recipes reflect the survival skills of the
Aborigines passed from one generation to the next
as community knowledge, and they doubtless
enabled many Europeans to survive in the Outback.
Bushtucker recipes include witjuti (or witchetty)
grub and bunya nut soup (a soup that contains grubs
found in live wood and the seeds of the bunya-bunya
pine tree), pop moths (a combination of bogong
moths popped with popcorn in macadamia nut oil),
kangaroo tail soup, and mango balmain bugs (bal-
main are a small type of crayfish found in the waters
around Sydney). Andrew Fielke’s guandong pie is said
to be delicious. (Quandongs are fruit similar to
peaches but not as sweet.)



Among the Europeans, Southeast Asian cuisine
is very popular in Australia, as is Chinese, and restau-
rants serving both cuisines are common in the urban
centers. Large cities also have many Indian, Japanese,
Thai, and Vietnamese restaurants. Tea is a popular
hot drink in Australia, although coffee consumption
has soared during the past few decades. Beer, called
“amber fluid,” is the most popular alcoholic drink.

Meat is a major part of the Australian diet. Beef
is the most popular meat, followed by lamb and mut-
ton, poultry, and pork. Traditionally Australians
have preferred plain food to spicy dishes, though the
influx of Southeast Asian immigrants and the prolif-
eration of their cuisines have had some effect on the
national taste, particularly among the young. Meat is
usually grilled or roasted and served with potatoes
and a vegetable. Australia’s long, sunny summers and
mild winters provide opportunities for picnics and
barbecues (barbies) year-round. For a picnic a good
possie (position) and an esky (cooler) for sangers or
sango (sandwiches) and stubbies (beer) are essential.

Public/Legal Holidays

% NEW YEAR’S EVE/DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: Januaryl

January 1 begins a new year according to the Grego-
rian solar calendar. On the first of January, it is usu-
ally hot and sunny in Australia, which is in the
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Southern Hemisphere. People often enjoy the holi-
day season by going to the beach to swim, surf, or
simply relax. On New Year’s Eve there are fireworks
displays throughout the country and all-night parties.

Over the objections of the Royal Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, one Australian
town has an unusual way of celebrating the New
Year. At Pine Creek in Australia’s Northern Terri-
tory, there has been an annual wild boar and wild cat
hunt organized by locals. The person who kills the
most animals receives a cash prize at a New Year’s
party, and any method used to kill the animals is
acceptable, even blowing them up with dynamite or
running over them in a vehicle.

% AUSTRALIA DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 26

On January 26, 1788, Captain Arthur Phillip raised
the Britsh flag at Sydney Cove and proclaimed
British sovereignty over the eastern seaboard of Aus-
tralia. The celebration of a united Australian
national day on this date can be traced back to the
period after the landing of the first fleet and the sub-
sequent white colonization of the continent. First
celebrated in 1817 by the people of Sydney, Australia
Day was declared a public holiday in 1838. The
Aboriginal peoples regard this as “invasion day.”
This holiday is the biggest nationwide celebra-
tion for those of European descent and is observed
as a public holiday in all states and territories.
Awards for outstanding performances in diverse

A boy shakes the hand of a 105-year-old World War | veteran prior to the start of the annual
ANZAC Day parade through the streets of Sydney's central business district on April 25. Australia’s
most important day of commemoration, ANZAC Day was first observed in 1916 as a tribute to

World War | soldiers. (AP Photo/Mark Baker)
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fields (public service, arts, sports, humanitarian
endeavors) are given on this day. Flag-raising cere-
monies, honor guard inspections by the state gover-
nors, colorful parades, and barbecues mark the day.
Each town, city, and even some neighborhoods, all
have their own lists of programs. Leading up to Aus-
tralia Day, schools sponsor activities to instill a sense
of national pride in students.

% ANZAC DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: April 25

ANZAC Day commemorates the first major military
engagement in which Australian and New Zealand
soldiers fought, and it remains one of the country’s
most important holidays. The acronym ANZAC
stands for Australian and New Zealand Army Corps.
During World War I Australia and New Zealand
joined the Allies (Britain, France, Russia, Italy [neu-
tral at first], Japan, and the United States) against the
Central Powers (Germany, Turkey [then known as
the Ottoman Empire], and Austria-Hungary). In
1915 Australian troops landed on the Gallipoli
Peninsula (part of Turkey) only to discover that, hav-
ing landed at the wrong place, they were surrounded
by steep cliffs and in the direct line of enemy fire.
Over the next two days 20,000 Australian soldiers
landed on the beach to encounter large numbers of
well-armed Turkish forces. Eight thousand Aus-
tralian men died in the battle, which dragged on for
eight months before the Allies withdrew. Although it
was not a military victory the battle is a source of
great pride for Australians, because of the bravery
shown by their soldiers in the face of adversity.

On this day Australian veterans take part in a
predawn march to local war memorials. Later other
citizens join them. Short religious services comprise
prayers and hymns (including a poem by Rudyard
Kipling [1865-1936], either “The Recessional” or
“Lest We Forget,” dedicated to those who died for
Australia). These are followed by an address in
memory of the dead, which concludes with the last
stanza of Laurence Binyon’s (1869-1943) patriotic
poem “For the Fallen.”

The “Last Post” is then sounded, after which
those assembled observe a minute’s silence. Whereas
Reveille began a soldier’s day, the “Last Post” sig-
naled its end. It is believed originally to have been
part of a more elaborate routine, known in the British
Army as “tattoo,” which originated in the 17th cen-
tury. The memorial service concludes with a closing
prayer and the singing of the national anthem.

Although it began officially as a World War 1
commemoration in 1916, it has come to include vet-
erans and heroes of World War II, Korea, and Viet-
nam with the passing years. Another ceremony takes
place later in the day when ex—service personnel and
war veterans from other wars, displaying their
medals, march behind banners or flags. They are
joined by the public, including members of the

armed forces, the Red Cross, cadets, and veterans
from other countries.

% THE QUEEN’S BIRTHDAY

Observed by: General Public

Observed on: Second Monday in June, except in
Western Australia, where it is celebrated in Septem-
ber or early October

This holiday celebrates the official birthday of the
British monarch (currently, Queen Elizabeth II),
who is not only king or queen of Great Britain and
Ireland but also of Australia and New Zealand. It was
first celebrated on June 4, 1788 (King George III’s
birthday) by convicts and colonists soon after they
arrived in Australia. Since then the reigning
monarch’s birthday has been celebrated on the sec-
ond Monday in June (except in Western Australia,
which moves the holiday to September or early
October so as not to conflict with that state’s Foun-
dation Day).

The only notable civic event associated with
this day is the release of the Queen’s Birthday Hon-
ors List, which specifies who will be inducted into
the Order of Australia. This honor recognizes Aus-
tralian citizens and other individuals for their
achievements or meritorious service. The order was
established on February 14, 1975; before that Aus-

tralian citizens received British honors.

% LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: Different dates in different states and
territories

Labor (spelled “labour” locally) Day is a public hol-
iday in Australia’s states and territories, but because
the states have autonomous governments, with their
own parliaments and premiers, each determines the
date on which the holiday is observed. It is called
Labor Day in every state except Tasmania, where it
is called Eight Hours Day. Thus whereas the obser-
vance in most countries occurs on May 1 and signals
the beginning of spring, it takes on different mean-
ings in the Southern Hemisphere, depending on the
season in which it is celebrated.

Australia’s Labor Day holiday has its roots in
the eight-hour day movement in Great Britain,
which sought a more balanced life for workers: eight
hours of work, eight hours of recreation, and eight
hours of rest. On April 21, 1856, the stonemasons
and construction workers on sites around Mel-
bourne staged a direct action protest: They stopped
working and marched from the University of Mel-
bourne to parliament demanding an eight-hour
workday. The protest was a success, and they are
recognized as the first organized workers in the
world to achieve an eight-hour day, inspiring work-
ers around the world to organize similar protests.

In Western Australia, the contributions of



workers are celebrated on the first Monday in
March; in Tasmania and Victoria, the festivities take
place on the second Monday in March. In these
states the observance signals the waning of summer
and the approach of fall. In Queensland, where
Labor Day falls on the first Monday in May, the
weather may be more like November in the North-
ern Hemisphere, so the events that mark the day are
more suited to cold or chilly weather.

In the states of New South Wales and South
Australia and the Australian Capital Territory, Labor
Day is observed on the first Monday in October, and
the scheduled events resemble those of the countries
in the northern temperate zone.

See also Volume I1I: LABOR DAY

Religious Holidays

# GOOD FRIDAY

Observed By: Christians
Observed on: Friday before Easter

Observed as a solemn occasion this Christian holi-
day commemorates the Crucifixion of Jesus. Many
schools, government offices, and businesses are
closed. Devout Christians attend church and spend
the rest of the day in quiet contemplation.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER,;
GooD Fripay; Hory WEEK; LENT

# EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday after Lent

Easter celebrations in Australia are observed primarily
by people of Anglo-Irish origin. They attend church
services early in the morning and later have hot cross
buns for breakfast. These special buns, which have a
cross mark in white icing on the crust, originated in a
British tradition with pre-Christian origins.

On Easter children receive chocolate eggs,
though some are made with sugar and contain little
toys. On Easter Sunday many families arrange Easter
Egg Hunts in their homes or gardens to see who
among the children can find the most eggs. Later
they get together for traditional family meals (con-
sisting of roast lamb, beef, or chicken with roasted
vegetables such as potatoes, carrots, and pumpkin).

Often Easter bunnies made of chocolate are
exchanged. In recent years Easter bilbies (nocturnal
burrowing bandicoots) have also become popular.
The bilby, an animal native to Australia, is an endan-
gered species. Because of their endangered status,
chocolate manufacturers decided to make Easter bil-
bies and contribute some of their profits toward pro-
tecting them from extinction.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
Hory WEEK; LENT
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% CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 25

Because Christmas takes place at the peak of sum-
mer in Australia, people often prefer to spend at least
part of the day with their families at the beach.
Christmas dinners are usually salads, cold meats, and
seafood in addition to the traditional roast turkey
and plum pudding. Australian children believe that
Santa Claus leaves presents for them under the
Christmas tree on Christmas Eve.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

% BOXING DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 26

Australians, like residents of other Commonwealth
nations, celebrate the day after Christmas as Box-
ing Day. On the day after Christmas in England
tradespeople and others who provided public
services used to carry around small ceramic boxes
to collect tips and year-end bonuses, hence the
name. The alms boxes in churches were also
opened, and the money in them was distributed
among the poor.

Boxing Day falls during the peak of summer in
Australia, so it is largely devoted to sports and out-
door activities. In Melbourne the cricket test match
(a test match is considered a test of strength between
national teams) starting on December 26 is called
the Boxing Day Test Match and is played at the Mel-
bourne Cricket Ground before a huge crowd. In
Sydney the annual Sydney-Hobart Yacht Race, one
of the biggest and most prestigious ocean racing
events in the world, begins. If December 26 falls on
a weekend day Boxing Day is observed on the fol-
lowing Monday or Tuesday.

See also Volume III: BOXING DAy; CHRISTIAN-
ITY; CHRISTMAS

Regional Holidays

% SYDNEY FESTIVAL

Observed in: Sydney
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January

The annual Sydney Festival celebrates arts and cul-
ture and lasts for three weeks during the month of
January. This highly popular festival showcases a wide
range of both local and international theater, along
with music, dance, opera, and the visual arts. The ven-
ues for this three-week-long festival include the city’s
landmark—the Sydney Opera House—in addition to
the Riverside Theater, the Roxy, St. John’s Cathedral,
Parramatta Park, and Olympic Park.
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% BRISBANE MEDIEVAL FAYRE

Observed in: Brisbane
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: Mid-May

This highly popular festival re-creates the atmos-
phere of the medieval era in Europe. Stalls selling
crafts made by local artisans and popular delicacies
recapture the old-world charm of medieval market-
places and their alleyways, where an array of foods,
handmade armors, perfume, rare gift items, and
apparel could be found. Other attractions include
roaming street theater, jesters, fortune-tellers, and
morris dancers (morris dancing is a type of folk
dance that dates back at least to 1477). Wandering
minstrels, musicians, and singers perform every-
where from the village green to the main highway.
Well-stocked taverns serve spiced wine, mead, and a
range of quality ales.

% NATIONAL CELTIC FESTIVAL

Observed in: Port Arlington
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: Junel0-13

Port Arlington, Victoria, is located at a distance of
almost 20 miles from Geelong on the Bellarine
Peninsula. It is host to Australia’s largest and most
diverse celebration of Celtic culture, paying tribute
to the Irish who made this island continent their
home centuries ago. During this festival people of
Celtic origin from all parts of Australia come
together in Port Arlington during the Queen’s
Birthday weekend. The grand event upholds and
promotes Celtic culture through music, dance, liter-
ature, and drama. During the three-day festival
numerous concerts, acoustic performances, work-
shops, community dance, and dramatic perfor-
mances attract large crowds.

Rites of Passage

% BIRTH
As they get close to giving birth, Australian Aborig-

inal women are accompanied by elderly women dur-
ing their daily chores. The women seldom rest
before delivery; what is more, they often walk a mile
or two after the infant is born. A newborn Aborigi-
nal child has a light coppery complexion, and after a
few hours it is smeared with grease and charcoal to
keep its skin soft and protect it from exposure.
There is great excitement among the village
women and neighbors, who visit the mother and
child as soon as the good news reaches them, bring-
ing gifts of seeds or whatever else they may have.

The baby is usually wrapped and carried in cajepur
bark. (The cajeput is a tropical evergreen tree, of the
myrtle family, with flowers similar to those of bot-
tlebrush and a spongy bark.)

# COMING OF AGE

At the age of fourteen, Aboriginal boys are recog-
nized as young men and are expected to be initiated
into manhood by being circumcised. The Aborig-
ines call circumcision buckley. The families of the
boys meet at a designated spot, at a date and time
determined by the phases of the Moon. When peo-
ple have assembled the boys are seized by the elders,
and cords of spun hair are fastened around their
arms, while the coolardie is swung vigorously in front
of them. (The coolardie is a flat, carved, wooden
shield, with a hole at one end through which a cord
of spun hair is fastened. The end of the hair is held
in the hand, and when the shield is swung around, it
makes a sound that resembles the roar of a bull.)

The elders teach the novices all the ancient tra-
ditions in detail and what is expected of them on this
occasion. The boys are given about three days to
learn the chants and dances associated with the initi-
ation. The novices are also taught hymns called
“Nambey” and “Wallawollangoe,” which are to be
sung on the day of circumcision. During this period
they cannot converse with young women or chil-
dren, and two men acting as guards escort them
everywhere. Before the actual ceremony the guards
gather as many people as possible for the ceremony
and feast that follow.

Only initiated males may attend the actual cer-
emony. At the spot selected for the circumcision, the
men prepare a couch of boughs near a flat stone.
The operation is performed with a piece of yellow
flint kept for the purpose by each family and known
as the candemerrab. The parents do not operate on
their own children. The operations are performed
by the boys’ uncles or any one of their male tribal
relatives. The youth are pinned down by four or five
men, and the seasoned operators perform the task.

After the ritual is over, everyone gathers to
enjoy a feast, an essential feature of this ceremony.
The guests are segregated into two groups: one
includes only men and elderly women; the other is
restricted to younger women and children, who are
supposed to have their feast some distance away.
The concluding ceremony is performed about a

month later when the buckley has healed.

Further Reading

Inga Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers: Europeans
and Australians at First Contact (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2005); James Hurst, Gamze to the Last:
The Eleventh Australian Infantry Battalion at Gallipoli
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location Central Europe, north of Italy and Slovenia
Size 32,382 sq. mi.
Capital City Vienna

Flag Description

Independence November 12, 1918
Population 8,174,762 (2005 est.)
Government Federal republic
Nationality Austrian

Major Ethnic

Group(s) German (89%)

Major Language(s)

Austria’s flag has three equal horizontal bands of red (top), white, and red.

German (official nationwide); Slovene (official in Carinthia); Croatian (official in

Burgenland); Hungarian (official in Burgenland)

Major Religion(s) Roman Catholic (74%)

National Holiday(s)

Introduction
% HISTORY

The early history of what is known as Austria today was
marked by the rule of various tribes such as the Celts,
Romans, Vandals, Visigoths, Huns, Avars, and Slavs. These
warlike tribes entered the country through the Danube Valley
and replaced each other in quick succession. This continued
until Charlemagne (742-814), founder of the Frankish
Empire in Western Europe, established his rule in an area
known as the Ostmark in 803. Gradually the region became
Christianized and largely Germanic.

Austria was ruled by the Babenbergs between 976 and
1246. The Babenbergs came from Bamberg in Franconia
(now known as northern Bavaria). The Babenbergs were suc-
ceeded by a powerful dynasty known as the Habsburgs, who
ruled Austria from 1278 right up to World War 1. The Habs-
burgs were one of the major ruling houses of Europe. They
expanded their empire through marriage and land purchases
rather than war and conquest.

The next challenge was to keep out the Turks, who were
intent on invading Europe. Austria accomplished this with the

New Year’s Day, January 1; Labor Day, May 1; National Day, October 26

help of the German and Polish armies. With peace restored
Austrians began putting up grand and opulent buildings in
several cities, and Vienna became a center for music under the
patronage of rulers like Emperor Leopold I (1640-1705).

In 1740 Empress Maria Therese (1717-80) ascended the
Austrian throne and ushered in a peaceful reign that lasted 40
years. During this period the foundation was laid for the mod-
ern Austrian state. This development was halted, however,
when the French Emperor Napoleon (1769-1821) defeated
Austria in the Battle of Austerlitz in 1805.

After Napoleon Bonaparte assumed the title emperor of
France, Francis II (1768-1835), understanding that the old
empire was finished, declared himself the emperor of Austria.
In 1804 the Austrian Empire was founded and then trans-
formed in 1867 into the Austro-Hungarian Empire. As a com-
promise between the Hungarian nobility and the Habsburg
monarchy, the kingdom of Hungary had self-government and
representation in joint affairs such as foreign relations and
defense with the western and northern lands of the Austrian
Empire, which were still ruled by the Habsburgs.

In 1878 Austria-Hungary occupied Bosnia-Herzegovina,
which had been isolated from the Ottoman Empire by the for-
mation of new countries in the Balkans. The territory was later
annexed in 1907 and put under joint rule by the governments

73
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Fun Fact

The name Austria is based on
the German term Osterreich,
which means “eastern realm.” jevo
The German is probably a trans-
lation of the Latin name for the
area, Marcha Orientalis, which
means “eastern border.” Austria
was at the eastern edge of the
Holy Roman Empire.

of both Austria and Hungary,
but nationalist struggles would
intensify in the following
years.

Finally in June 1914, a
Serb nationalist group in Sara-
assassinated Emperor
Franz Joseph’s nephew, the
Archduke Franz Ferdinand
(1863-1914). As a result, Aus-
tria-Hungary declared war on
Serbia. When the Russians
went to the aid of the Serbians,
the conflict escalated into

World War I. The countries
of Germany, Austria-Hun-
gary, Italy, the Ottoman
Empire, and Bulgaria were
united in an alliance during
World War I, known as the
Central Powers because these countries all lay
between Russia in the east and France and the
United Kingdom in the west. World War I ended
with the defeat of the Central Powers in 1918, and
this led to the breakup of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire. Emperor Karl (1887-1922) of Austria, the
last of the Habsburg emperors, was exiled.

After the war Austria became a much smaller
country when its territory was divided into the states
of Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, and
Yugoslavia. The country went through great eco-
nomic hardships that made it a fertile ground for the
growth of fascism and Nazism. Although the Treaty
of Versailles and the Treaty of St. Germain had
expressly opposed the unification of Austria and
Germany, Nazi Germany tried its best to annex Aus-
tria during the late 1930s. Austria was finally
annexed to Germany by a referendum in 1938. This
annexation was called the Anschluss, literally “con-
nection” or “political union.”

With the Allied victory ending World War II in
1945, Austria was freed from Nazi rule by the Allied

Forces and divided into zones that were occupied by

The Thirty Years’ War

The Thirty Years” War took place between 1618 and 1648,
mainly in central Europe. Although it was primarily a reli-
gious conflict between Protestants and Catholics, the Hab-
sburg Dynasty’s survival also depended on the outcome of

the conflict.

In 1571, with religious freedom being granted to
them, most Austrians chose to become Protestants. But in
1576, Emperor Rudolph I, who was a staunch Catholic,
forced most of Austria to adopt the Catholic religion. In
1618, this attempt to replace Protestantism with Catholi-
cism in Europe sparked the Thirty Years’ War. Peace was
finally achieved with the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648.

American, British, French, and Russian troops.
They stayed on until Austria declared its neutrality a
decade later.

The Austrian Independence Treaty was signed
on May 15, 1955. The neutrality clause was incor-
porated in the constitution on October 26, 1955 and
Austrian independence was restored. Its two biggest
parties, the Austrian People’s Party (OVP) and the
Social Democratic Party (SPO) formed a coalition
led by the OVP. The OVP was a conservative dem-
ocratic party based on Christian values that sought
to address diverse interests by stressing the impor-
tance of expanding economic welfare and educa-
tional opportunities for all social groups.

Austria strove to overcome its economic diffi-
culties and established a free trade treaty with the
European Community (the EC, which later evolved
into the European Union, or EU) in 1972. In Janu-
ary 1995, it formally joined the EU.

When the right-wing Freedom Party (headed by
Nazi sympathizer Jorg Haider) formed a ruling coali-
tion with the moderate right People’s Party early in
2000, the leaders of the other 14 EU members
decided not to cooperate with Austria. The EU came
to understand that its actions were counterproductive,
and relatons between Austria and other EU countries
returned to normal later in 2000. Austria continues to
be plagued by issues like restitution for Holocaust
crimes, which is a volatile topic of public debate.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Mountains dominate about 60 percent of Austria in
the west and south. Located in the Central Eastern
Alps, Austria can be divided into the Tirolean Alps,
the High and Low Tauern, the Northern Limestone
Alps, the Southern Limestone Alps, and the Wiener-
wald Alps. The Alps have many passes and valleys
that are easily traversed and so allow Austria to act as
the pivot of central Europe. The country is flat or
gently sloping along the eastern and northern bor-
ders and has the largest population. Winters are cold
with rain and snow in the low-lying areas. Summers
in Austria are moderate with short but heavy show-
ers accompanied by thunder. The main river is the
Danube. The highest peak is Grossglockner (12,457
feet) in the Central Alps.

# ECONOMY

Austria has a well-developed economy, and its peo-
ple enjoy a high standard of living. It has close rela-
tions with other countries in the EU, especially
Germany. Between 2001 and 2003, there was an
economic slump, but the economy has improved.
The government’s aim is to encourage knowledge-
based areas of the economy, reduce taxes, deregulate
the service industries, and attract more adults to play
an active role in the labor market.

In spite of the fact that Austria is a small coun-
try that suffered many setbacks as a result of World



War I, its economy has managed to grow steadily. It
accomplished this by exporting goods such as high-
quality machine tools, chemicals, and other manu-
factured goods to Western Europe, with Germany a
major trade partner. Austria is self-reliant in food
production and it has achieved this by means of sub-
sidies. It imports fuel, especially oil, coal, and gas,
and certain industrial raw materials. However, it has
developed its hydroelectric power-generation capac-
ity and, by doing so, has been able to avoid overde-
pendence on importing fossil fuels. Austria attracts a
large number of tourists and, thanks to this revenue
producer, it has been able to keep its budget bal-
anced despite the trade deficit.

Austria has worked hard to develop trade rela-
tions with its neighbors in Eastern Europe and has
signed a number of mutually profitable trade agree-
ments. In 1989 Austria sought to become a member
of the European Community (EC) and is now a

member of the European Union (EU).

% LIFESTYLE AND CULTURE

In the region now called Austria, culture goes back
at least to 1050 B.C.E. when it was inhabited by the
Hallstatt and La Tene cultures. Fine architecture,
music, literature, and art are all a part of Austria’s
rich cultural heritage, which was influenced by
neighboring countries including Italy, Germany,
Hungary, and Bohemia. Apart from classical music,
folk music and folk dance also occupy pride of place.
Austria has a variety of dances such as the Schubplar-
tler, Landler, polka, and waltz that are well known, as
well as a number of less familiar dances like the
Zwiefacher; which is performed in southern Ger-
many. Although the origins of the Landler are
unknown, it has been known by several names. At
some point, it became known as Land] ob der Ens,
which was shortened to Lindler. There was a time
when the Catholic Church disapproved of the
Lindler because it required close contact between
partners of the opposite sex. It became popular
around 1720 and eventually became what we know
as the waltz.

These folk dances are accompanied by such
musical instruments as the Styrian harmonica (a type
of accordion), the fiddle, the clarinet, the harp, the
flute, and brass bands as well as the contrabass or the
guitar. Drums are not used, though they may accom-
pany modern Austrian folk-pop music. The most
popular form of modern Austrian folk music is Vien-
nese Schrammelmusik. This is played with an accor-
dion and a double-necked guitar. This type of music
is a mixture of rural Austrian, Hungarian, Slovenian,
Moravian, and Bavarian music.

Vienna has long been a center of musical inno-
vation, and the patronage of the Habsburgs drew
large numbers of composers during the 18th and
19th centuries. The presence of such famous com-
posers as Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-91),
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827), and Johann
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Adolf Hitler

Adolf Hitler was born in the Austrian town of Braunau on
April 20, 1889. When he was three years old, his family
moved to Passau on the German side of the border. Ger-
many was going through hard times that paved the way for
Hitler’s rise to power as the leader of Germany during the
1920s and early 1930s. His attempt to seize power by force
in 1923 failed, but he finally became the country’s leader
after being voted to power as flihrer and reich chancellor
(president and chancellor) in 1934. Hitler tried to wipe out
the Jewish race, as well as all opposition to his rule. He
wanted Germany to control the world. However he was
defeated by the Allies in World War Il and ended his own life.

Strauss II (1825-99), among others, made the city
the center of classical music in Europe.

Another kind of music for which Austria is
famous is_Fuchizn, a kind of yodeling (throat-singing)
developed in the Alps. This was a form of communi-
cation across the mountains. From Austria, it spread
into Bavaria, Switzerland, and elsewhere.

Austrians have a style of clothing called country
estate style. It is popular primarily with farmers,
peasants, and other rural people. Girls wear a dirndl
(a long skirt with a tight-fitting bodice) and boys
wear shirts with lederhosen (leather shorts or
trousers with suspenders).

# CUISINE Fun Fact

Austrian food has been influenced The city of Salzburg was
by Hungarian, Czech, Jewish, and the setting for one of the
ITtalian cuisines. Goulash is one world’s favorite musicals,
such dish, which traces its roots to the Oscar-winning film The
Hungary. Austrian pastries and Sound of Music (1965), with
sweet dishes are acknowledged for the Alps providing some
their excellence. throughgut the breathtaking

world. New regional cuisines that scenery.

make use of easy methods of cooking
are also gaining popularity in Austria.

Meat and dumplings form the core of Aus-
trian cuisine. It is hearty, simple food, and the best-
known dish is probably Wiener schnitzel, which
originated in Vienna. It consists of a fried cutlet,
most often veal, batter-fried with egg and bread-
crumbs. Beuschel, which means calf’s lights (lungs), is
made of thin slices of calf’s lungs and heart. The
most well-known Austrian dessert is Apfelstrudel (a
kind of apple pie), which is made with baked dough
filled with a variety of fruits and a sprinkling of
raisins and cinnamon. Other dishes include: Topfen-
strudel (a cream cheese strudel), Salzburger Nockerin
(Salzburg dumpling), which is a meringuelike dish,
Palatschinken (a Viennese crépe, from the Hungarian
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The Waltz King

Johann Strauss Il (1825-99) was a gifted Austrian com-
poser who popularized the waltz in Vienna during the 19th
century. The waltz had been nothing more than a rural folk
dance (the Ldndler) until Strauss elevated it to a sophisti-
cated, stately dance popular in the courts. He was known
as “The Waltz King,” and is especially famous for a waltz

titled “The Blue Danube.”

palacsinta), Powid] (a plum preserve), Sacher torte (a
chocolate cake named for 19th- and 20th-century
restaurant owners), Tafelspitz (boiled oxtail, often
served with apple and horseradish sauce), Selchfleisch
(smoked meat) with sauerkraut, and Rindsuppe (beef
soup). Austrian beer, wine, and coffee are also cele-
brated for their superior quality.

To round off a meal, Austrians usually have a
glass of schnapps or fruit brandy. The latter bever-
age is made from a variety of plants and fruits includ-
ing apricots, rowanberries, gentian roots, or various
herbs. It is made in small private schnapps distiller-
ies known as Selberbrennter or Hausbrand. There are
almost 20,000 such distilleries in Austria.

Between meals, Austrians like to snack on open
sandwiches. These are made using a variety of
sausages, along with mustard and bread. The sausage
is sliced, and rolls are usually used. Other favorites
include bosna, a spiced bratwurst in a hotdog roll that
can be found at any roadside fast-food eatery.

Public/Legal Holidays

% NEW YEAR’S EVE/DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 31-January 1

The first day of the Western, or Gregorian, calen-
dar, January 1, is celebrated as New Year’s Day in

A Musical Prodigy

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was born on January 27, 1756,
in Salzburg. Even as a child he was thought of as a musical
genius. At the age of six he made his first attempts at com-
position. Mozart is considered one of the world’s greatest
composers. He created 24 operas, including The Magic Flute,
Don Giovanni, and The Marriage of Figaro, over 50 sym-
phonies, and 17 masses. Apart from Mozart, Austria has
given the world other well-known composers including
Franz-Joseph Haydn, Franz Schubert, Anton Bruckner,
Johann Strauss Sr., Johann Strauss Jr., and Gustav Mahler.

many countries. New Year’s Eve in Austria is known
as Sylvesterabend, or the eve of St. Sylvester.
According to legend, St. Sylvester slew the evil ser-
pent-dragon Leviathan in 1000 C.E. Leviathan, said
to feed on other dragons, was so big that its coils sur-
rounded the planet. This monster was expected to
appear, devour the land and all the people, and set
fire to the heavens, but St. Sylvester slew Leviathan.

Taverns and inns are festively decorated with
confetti, evergreen wreaths, and streamers. In St.
Sylvester’s honor a traditional punch made with cin-
namon, sugar, and red wine is drunk, as well as
champagne. To rid themselves of evil spirits from the
past year, cannons, called Bollers, are fired. People
attend midnight mass and trumpets are blown from
the church steeple at midnight. The Vienna State
Opera and the Vienna Philharmonic perform Die
Fledermaus every New Year’s Eve and again on New
Year’s Day. Concerts and grand balls take place all
over Vienna in celebration of the New Year.

The elaborate balls held in Vienna and other
cities are known all over the world. Soothsayers pre-
dict the future by reading the lead shapes (Bleigiessen)
created when molten lead is poured into a bucket of
water. Pork and carp are among the foods eaten
because they are believed to bring good luck, and
good luck charms (Glicksbringer), chocolate and
marzipan candies shaped like horseshoes, gold coins,
pigs, and four-leaf clovers are exchanged.

% LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

In many parts of the world May 1 is celebrated as
Labor Day, May Day, or Workers’ Day to com-
memorate the important role played by workers in
building nations and societies. Some claim the
observance was started by the International Socialist
movement in 1889, and scheduled to coincide with a
strike called by U.S. workers demanding an eight-
hour workday, but the date and many of the festivi-
ties also borrow from the European pagan spring
celebrations forbidden by the Catholic Church.

Austrians celebrate Labor Day with parades,
and businesses and government offices are closed.

See also Volume III: LABOR DAY; SPRING
FESTIVALS

% NATIONAL DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: October 26

After World War II, Austria was occupied by the
Allies (Soviet Union, United States, Great Britain,
and France). Though the occupation forces allowed
the Austrians to elect their representatives demo-
cratically, every law and action had to have the Allies’
consent. This occupation came to an end with the
signing of the State Treaty. On May 15, 1955, this
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Dancers in traditional dress perform during May Day celebrations in Lofer in the Austrian province of

Salzburg. (AP Photo/Kerstin Joensson)

treaty was signed in Vienna’s Schloss Belvedere.

National Day commemorates the withdrawal
of the last foreign troops from Austrian territory
and marks the emergence of Austria as an inde-
pendent and sovereign nation. The Austrian parlia-
ment also passed a law establishing permanent
neutrality since it wanted to maintain a unilateral
and independent position. On this day, people like
to take long walks in a display of fitness, and it is
celebrated as a kind of patriotic “fitness” day. The
public is given free access to museums and the par-
liament building, and all commercial establishments
are closed.

Religious Holidays

% EPIPHANY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: January 6

Epiphany is celebrated to remember the three wise
men from the East who Christians believe were
looking for the newborn Jesus. The Christmas trees
in many Austrian homes remain up until Epiphany.
Boys and girls wear oriental costumes and go from
house to house singing traditional songs and accept-
ing small gifts and money.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS;
EPIPHANY

% GOOD FRIDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Friday before Easter

This Christian festival commemorates the

Crucifixion of Jesus. It has been in the

Christian liturgical calendar even

longer than Easter has although no Fun Fact
one is sure why it is called “Good” Danish pastry is said to
Friday. Some have suggested that the
use of good in the name goes back to
Old English and means “God’s Fri-
day,” while others interpret good to
mean something like “observed as
holy.” This observance is also known as
Black Friday and Sorrowful Friday, and in

Eastern Orthodox churches it is called Great
Friday.

For many years Good Friday was primarily a
Catholic observance, but many Protestant churches
now hold special services from noon till three in the
afternoon on this day to symbolize Jesus’ last hours
on the cross. Many of the faithful fast on this day;
when they eat, it is generally fish instead of meat.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER,
GooD FripDAY; HoLy WEEK; LENT

be a Viennese creation,
and in Denmark it is
called wienerbrod (Vien-
nese bread).

% EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday and Monday after Lent
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Fun Fact

“Silent Night” was sung for the first
time in 1818, in the village church
of Oberndorfin Austria. On Christ-
mas Eve the priest discovered that
the church organ
was not working; there were holes
in the bellows that pumped air
through the pipes. The priest
decided to ask the organist, Franz
Bauer, to play a Christmas hymn
that he had written because
Bauer composed music that
could be played on a guitar.

Easter is a Christian feast
that celebrates Jesus’ Res-
urrection from the dead on
the third day after his Cru-
cifixion. It falls on the first
Sunday after Lent and is
celebrated by Christians the
world over. Since Austria is a
staunchly Catholic country,
Easter occupies a paramount
position among all the reli-
gious festivals. It is a family
time in Austria. In Vienna
and Salzburg Easter concerts
featuring classical music are
popular. Easter bread is
braided and baked for the
Easter feast. Easter celebra-
tions extend through Sun-
day to Monday in Austria.
The first Monday after
Lent is celebrated as
Easter Monday.
See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
HoLy WEEK; LENT

% ASCENSION DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Forty days after Easter

Forty days after Easter in both the Christian and
Orthodox faiths, the Feast of Ascension takes place.
It celebrates the Christian belief that Jesus ascended
to heaven 40 days after his Resurrection.

See also Volume III: ASCENSION, THE; CHRIS-
TIANITY; EASTER

% PENTECOST

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: 51 days after Easter

Pentecost, also called Whitsunday and Whitmonday,
marks the day the Holy Ghost is said to have appeared
before Jesus’ disciples. Southeast of Vienna, the Whit-
sun Kings in Arbesthal follow the custom of wearing
hazelnut branches in homage to spring.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
PENTECOST; SPRING FESTIVALS

% CORPUS CHRISTI

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Sixty days after Easter

The Feast of Corpus Christi commemorates the
institution of a Christian ritual of offering sacred
bread and wine. Corpus Christi is celebrated on the
second Thursday after Pentecost. Processions are

held across the length and breadth of Austria in
churches and parishes from St. Stephen’s Cathedral
to the tiny chapel in Salmannsdorf. The most
famous of these processions is the one at Ringstrasse
in the heart of Vienna. The host (the bread conse-
crated in the Eucharist) is taken out in a grand pro-
cession, in a shrine called a monstrance, followed by
the bishop and the emperor. Schools and shops
remain closed on this day.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CORPUS
CHRISTT; EASTER; PENTECOST

# ASSUMPTION

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: August 15

The Feast of the Assumption (also known as Ma-
rithimmelfahrt) is celebrated to commemorate the
Christian belief that Mary, Jesus’ mother, ascended
into heaven. Stores are closed on this day.

See also Volume III: ASSUMPTION; CHRISTIANITY

% ALL SOULS’ DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: November 1

All Saints’ Day honors and pays tribute to all Chris-
tian saints, known and unknown. It is an occasion to
offer thanks for the various charitable acts of these
saints. The devout also glorify God and give thanks
for sending all the saints and Jesus. On this day all
stores and schools in Austria are closed.

See also Volume III: ALL SAINTS’ DAy; CHRIS-
TIANITY

% ALL SAINTS’ DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: November 2

On the next day, which is All Souls’ Day, only
schools are closed. Austrians visit the graves of loved
ones where they light candles and lay wreaths or
dry-flower arrangements.

See also Volume III: ALL SOULS’ DAY; CHRIS-
TIANITY

% IMMACULATE CONCEPTION

Observed by: Roman Catholics
Observed on: December 8

The Immaculate Conception refers to a Roman
Catholic belief that Jesus’ mother, Mary, was born
free from all sin. On this feast day, devout Christians
go to church and offer special prayers in Mary’s
honor. Roses are placed at the feet of the Virgin’s
image or idol, and candles are lit.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; IMMACU-
LATE CONCEPTION



# CHRISTMAS

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 25

Christmas is a day of great joy for Christians because
it celebrates the birth of Jesus. On Christmas Eve in
Austria, chorale music played on brass instruments
can be heard in churches and carol singers go from
house to house with blazing torches, bearing a
manger. At the end of this ritual, the carolers assem-
ble on the steps of the church. Families enjoy a lav-
ish Christmas Eve meal that usually features carp as
the main course.

Austrians believe in treating Christmas as a day
of rest, attending church or visiting family. Friends
and relatives are usually invited to join in the Christ-
mas dinner, which features a roast goose.

Austrians do not believe in Santa Claus. Chil-
dren believe that their gifts are brought by a golden-
haired baby with wings, called Kristkindl, who
represents the baby Jesus. The story goes that on
Christmas Eve the baby Jesus comes down from
heaven with a group of angels and decorates and dis-
tributes Christmas trees. There is a lot of carol
singing (several of the world’s favorite carols origi-
nated in Austria).

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

#% ST. STEPHEN’S DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 26

St. Stephen’s Day is a legal holiday, a day set aside for
visiting. It is seen as a day of rest after Christmas.
"This day honors St. Stephen, the first Christian mar-
tyr, who was stoned to death shortly after Jesus was
crucified. It is also called Boxing Day in many coun-
tries because tradespeople and those who performed
services went from door to door with small ceramic
boxes, seeking tips and year-end bonuses. It was also
the day that alms boxes in churches were opened and
their contents distributed among the poor.

See also Volume III: BOXING DAY; CHRISTIAN-
ITY; CHRISTMAS

Regional Holidays

# AUSTRIAN HARVEST
FESTIVALS

Observed in: Nationwide
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: September

The new wine season is ushered in with outdoor
wine tastings and picnics featuring music in the
background. The season for these festivals, typically
celebrated in Heurigen (wine restaurants), begins
with St. Leopold’s feast day (also called Leopoldstag
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or Goose Day). St. Leopold IIT (1073-1136), mar-
quis of Austria, is the country’s patron saint. He is
remembered for his generosity and humility.

One place Austrians like to celebrate this day is
Klosterneuberg Abbey (founded by St. Leopold),
where, over the centuries, the monks have produced
their famed Leopoldsberg wine. A unique custom on
this day is Fasselrutschen, which requires people to
climb onto a huge 12,000-gallon cask and slide down
the wooden side for luck. The harder the ride, the
better the luck. The abbot had this barrel made for
the abbey’s wine cellar in 1704. People from all
classes queue up to try out the “great leveler.”

See also Volume III: HARVEST FESTIVALS

% SALZBURG JAZZ HERBST

Observed in: Salzburg
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November

An event that is eagerly awaited in the fall is the
Salzburg Jazz Herbst (Jazz Autumn Salzburg).
Though Salzburg has always been acclaimed for its
classical music, the city has also boasted lively jazz
since the 1990s. This music festival was opened to
the world in 1996. Apart from concert halls and
clubs, visitors can enjoy the music in the streets and
squares of Salzburg.

% BREGENZ FESTIVAL

Observed in: Bregenz
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July 21-August 22

Bregenz is a unique music festival that takes place in
summer on the Boden Lake. A part of this musical
extravaganza takes place in an opera house (festspiel-
baus) and part of it is staged outdoors on the lake
stage (seebiibne). This fan-shaped auditorium can
accommodate up to 7,000 people. With various ven-
ues, the Bregenz Festival adds even more luster to
the rich cultural and artistic traditions of which Aus-
tria is justly proud.

Rites of Passage
% BIRTH

In Austria, families get a lot of help and support
from society. It is illegal for pregnant women to
work eight weeks before the date their babies are
due and eight weeks after birth. During this period
they are given leave with full pay. The parents are
entitled to two years of maternity or paternity leave
and can split the leave time between them.

Baptism, as practiced by Austria’s predomi-
nantly Catholic population, is a water purification
ritual that is performed on children after birth to ini-
tiate them into the Church. Baptism is performed in
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church by a priest. This ritual can be traced back to
John the Baptist, who is believed to have baptized
Jesus in the Jordan River. Baptism stands for the
cleansing of sins and the union of the person with
Jesus.

Baptism in the Roman Catholic Church takes
place during the Sunday service. The parents
choose godparents to help them in the child’s spiri-
tual and religious upbringing. The priest usually
performs the rites with the family and other guests
gathered around him. The baby is carried by either
of its parents. The priest blesses the water in the
font in front of him. (The font is a fairly big marble
container.) He then prays for the child and thanks
God for the new life. The parents and godparents
are reminded of their own faith and beliefs. The
parents are asked to give the child its name. The
priest repeats the name. He then holds the baby and
pours a little water over its head with the words, “I
baptize you in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit.” He takes some holy oil
and makes the sign of the cross on the child’s fore-
head. The parents and the godparents are given a
candle to hold as they watch the rites being admin-
istered and make a promise to bring the child up as
a Christian.

% COMING OF AGE

For Roman Catholics the First Communion is an
important ceremony. It is the time when the body
and blood of Jesus, in the form of bread and wine, is
received by a child for the first time. It is a sacrament
administered to children when they reach the age of
discretion, usually from the age of seven on.

The other major coming-of-age ceremony is
confirmation. It is a sacrament in which the
Eucharist is given to those who have already been
baptized. The bishop administers it in church. He
prays and anoints the forehead of each child. The
confirmation ends with the bishop’s blessing.

# MARRIAGE

In Austria church weddings are optional but a civil
ceremony is mandatory if the marriage is to be con-
sidered legal. During the time needed to get ready
for the wedding, the couple concerned must be
physically present in the country. If only one of them
is available, he or she has to get signed permission
from the other person on a form known as Ermich-
tigung. The forms can be obtained from the
standesamst (vital statistics) offices. If neither partner
can be present before the ceremony, special arrange-
ments can be made to hold the wedding anyway.

After the wedding ceremony the bride and
groom compete for the title of head of the house-
hold. This privilege goes to the person who is the
first to buy something after the wedding ceremony.
"The bride usually wins by buying some small item—
like a pin—from her bridesmaid.

% DEATH

In a Catholic burial the body of the deceased is pre-
pared and then laid out in a coffin. The coffin is
taken to the burial site, where a priest conducts a
prayer service before the coffin is lowered into the
grave. However, the body can be laid to rest only
after certain formalities have been completed. When
death occurs the first formality is to get a coroner’s
certificate. This is known as a Todesbescheinigung
in Vienna and the Totenbeschaubefund in the other
Austrian provinces. Only after the coroner’ release
can the certificate of death be issued by the regis-
trar’s office in the district where the person died.

Further Reading

Melanie A. Sully, A Contemporary History of Austria
(Oxford: Routledge, 1990); A. ]J. P. Taylor, The Habs-
burg Monarchy, 1809-1918: A History of the Austrian
Empire and Austria-Hungary (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1976).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Southwestern Asia, located between Iran and Russia, with a small European

Location

portion lying north of the Caucasus range
Size 33,205 sq. mi.
Capital City Baku

Flag Description

The flag of Azerbaijan has three equal horizontal bands of blue (top), red, and

green; centered on the red band is a crescent with an eight-pointed star inside.

Independence August 30, 1991 (from Soviet Union)
Population 7,911,974 (2005 est.)

Government Republic

Nationality Azerbaijani

Major Ethnic

Group(s) Azeri (91%)
Major Language(s)
Major Religion(s) Muslim (93%)

National Holiday(s)

Azeri (Azerbaijani Turkic); Russian

New Year’s Day, January 1; Martyrs’ Day, January 20; International Women’s Day,

March 8; Navruz, March 21; Labor Day, May 1; Victory Day, May 9; Republic
Day, May 28; Salvation Day, June 15; Army and Navy Day, October 9;
Independence Day, October 18; Constitution Day, November 12; Revival Day,
November 17; Day of Azeri Solidarity, December 31

Introduction
# HISTORY

Historically Azerbaijan has been occupied by a variety of peo-
ples including Persians, Romans, Arabs, Turks, Mongols, and
Russians. The region has been inhabited for at least 3,000
years. Bronze Age settlements have been found in and around
the capital of Baku. The first state to emerge in the territory
of present-day Azerbaijan was Mannai, in the ninth century
B.C.E. It lasted until it was overthrown a century later by the
Medes, who were Zoroastrians. They established an empire
that included southernmost Azerbaijan. In the sixth century
the Archaemenid Persians, under Cyrus the Great (585-29),
took over the western part of Azerbaijan when the Persians
subdued the Assyrians to the west. In 330, Alexander the
Great (356-23) absorbed the entire Archaemenid Empire into

his conquests, leaving behind Persian satraps (governors) to
rule. According to one account, Atropates (c. 370-221), one of
Alexander’s Persian generals, whose name means “protected
by fire,” gave his name to the region when Alexander made
him its governor. Another legend explains that Azerbaijan’s
name derives from the Persian words meaning “the land of
fire,” a reference either to the natural burning of surface oil
deposits or to the oil-fueled fires in temples of the once-dom-
inant Zoroastrian religion.

In the first century C.E. the Romans assumed control, fol-
lowed by the Persians in the fourth century once again. Arabs
had gained control by the eleventh century, only to be replaced
by the Seljuk Turks, who laid the foundation of modern Azer-
bajjan. Overrun much later by Mongols, the region was
divided into several principalities after the fall of Taimur Lang
(Timur the Lame, 1336-1405), ruler of the Timurid Empire
(1370-1405) in Central Asia, which survived until 1506.

81
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Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS)

The Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) was
created in December 1991 after the disintegration of
the Soviet Union. In the declaration adopted by the par-
ticipants, they asserted that sovereign equality would be
the basis of their interaction. In the early years of the
21st century, CIS included Azerbaijan, Armenia,
Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova,
Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and
Ukraine. In September 1993 the heads of these states
signed an agreement creating an economic union with
the following objectives: to provide a common eco-
nomic platform based on the free movement of goods,
services, labor, and capital; to coordinate monetary,
tax, price, customs, and external economic policy; to
standardize methods of regulating economic activity;
and to create conditions favorable to the development
of direct production.

Eventually Azerbaijan was acquired by Russia
from Persia through the treaties of Gulistan (1813)
and Turkamanchai (1828). During the Bolshevik
Revolution of 1917 Russian Azerbaijan joined Arme-
nia and Georgia to form the anti-Bolshevik Trans-
Caucasian Federation. After that federation was
dissolved in May 1918 Azerbaijan proclaimed itself
independent; but in 1920 it was conquered by the
Red Army and made into a Soviet republic. In 1922
Azerbaijan officially joined the USSR as a member
of the Transcaucasian Soviet Federated Republic. It
became a separate republic again due to an adminis-
trative reorganization in 1936.

During the late 1980s, ethnic Armenians in the
Nagorno-Karabakh region pressed for its unifica-
tion with Armenia, leading to a guerrilla war and
violent conflicts between the two republics in 1992.
The Armenian side gained effective control of the
region and some adjoining Azerbaijani territory by
1994, when a cease-fire was reached with Russian
mediation. Approximately one million Azeris were
made refugees within Azerbaijan. Attempts to fully
resolve the conflict have proved unsuccessful. Azer-
baijan has offered the region a high degree of auton-
omy, but the Armenians there have insisted on
independence or union with Armenia.

Azerbaijan declared itself independent of the
USSR in August 1991 and became a member of the
Commonwealth of Independent States. In 1992
Abulfaz Elchibey (1938-2000), leader of the Popular
Front party, was elected president, but he was ousted
by the parliament a year later after a military coup.
Heydar Aliyev (?1923-2003 ), leader of the Azerbai-
jan Communist party from 1969 to 1982, assumed
power and was confirmed in office by an election in
1993. Aliyev promoted the exploitation of the coun-
try’s oil resources in the Caspian Sea through agree-

ments with Russia and several Western oil compa-
nies for development. A popular leader Aliyev was
reelected twice. However the ailing president with-
drew from the October 2003 election in favor of his
son Ilham Aliyev (b. 1961), who was elected in a
landslide victory.

# GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Azerbaijan is located in the southeastern part of
the Greater Caucasus Mountains on the shore
of the Caspian Sea. It is divided into two parts: the
Nakhichevan Autonomous Republic, which is sepa-
rated from the main part of the country by about 30
miles of Armenia; and the Autonomous Oblast of
Nagorno-Karabakh, which, following a war with
Armenia in the early 1990s, declared itself an inde-
pendent republic. It is now mostly under Armenian
control, as is much of the territory immediately sur-
rounding it.

Azerbaijan is surrounded by mountains, except
for its Caspian shoreline in the east and some areas
bordering Georgia and Iran. "To the northeast, bor-
dering Russia’s Dagestan Autonomous Republic, is
the Greater Caucasus range; to the west, bordering
Armenia, is the Lesser Caucasus range. To the
extreme southeast the Talysh mountain range forms
a part of the country’s border with Iran. Baku, the
capital, is located on the Apsheron Peninsula, which
juts out into the Caspian Sea.

The highest peaks are in the Greater Caucasus,
where Mount Bazar-dyuzi rises 15,551 feet above
sea level. Eight large rivers flow down from the Cau-
casus ranges into the central Kura-Aras lowlands
through alluvial flatlands and low delta areas along
the coast of the Caspian Sea. The Mtkvari (“slow
one”), the longest river in the Caucasus region,
forms its delta and drains into the Caspian a short
distance downstream from the confluence with the
Aras, its main tributary. Most of the country’s rivers
are not navigable. Only about 15 percent of the
country’s land is suited to agriculture.

The climate of the country varies immensely,
from subtropical and dry in its central and eastern
parts to subtropical and humid in the southeast. It is
temperate along the shores of the Caspian Sea, and
cold in the higher mountain regions. Baku enjoys
mild weather, averaging 39°F in January and 77°F in
July.

Since most of Azerbaijan receives scant rain-
fall—an average 6 to 10 inches annually—agricul-
tural areas require irrigation. The heaviest rainfall
occurs in the highest elevations of the Caucasus and
in the Lenkoran lowlands, in the far southeast,
where the yearly average exceeds 39 inches.

# ECONOMY

Azerbaijan is industrially underdeveloped compared
with the neighboring regions of Armenia and Geor-
gia. It resembles the Central Asian states in its
majority Muslim population, high rates of unem-



ployment, and low standard of living. The chief
commercial products are oil, cotton, and gas. Pro-
duction from the Caspian oil and gas fields declined
during the 1990s, but things have been slowly
returning to normal during the last few years. A
number of major oil field agreements, worth about
USS$35 billion, were finalized in the early years of
the 21st century.

Azerbaijan, like many of the other former
Soviet republics, has gone through a difficult transi-
tion from a command- to a market-driven economy.
Its considerable energy resources, however, make its
long-term prospects look good. A major short-term
obstacle to economic progress (including foreign
investment) is the continuing conflict with Armenia
over the Armenian-dominated region of Nagorno-
Karabakh. Trade with Russia and the other former
Soviet republics is declining in importance, while
trade is increasing with European Union (EU) coun-
tries, as well as Turkey, Iran, and the United Arab
Emirates (UAE).

# CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

About 90 percent of the Azerbaijani population is
ethnic Azeri, supplemented by a smattering of
Dagestanis, Russians, Armenians, and Jews. Most
Azerbaijanis speak Azeri, (related to Turkish) and
Russian. Despite attempts on the part of the Soviet
regime to wipe it out, Islam remains the most popu-
lar religion with Azerbaijanis, followed by various
Orthodox Christian sects. Azerbaijan is one of the
most liberal Muslim-majority states.
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The Azerbaijani have inherited a unique and
harmonious blend of Islamic and European cultures.
Around 1050 the country enjoyed a cultural renais-
sance, as exemplified by its many great architectural
and artistic achievements during that time. Azerbai-
jani architecture has gone through many different
stages since then, but the rich legacy of the medieval
period has been preserved, as is evident in the
Maiden Tower and the palace of the Shirvan Shahs in
Baku. The capital’s ornately decorated subway sta-
tions are more recent architectural accomplishments.

The country has a diverse literary heritage,
much of which is derived from an oral tradition of
poems and ancient epics. Perhaps the most well-
known work is the Book of Dede Korkut, an epic about
the Oghuz Turks, a collection of tales that take place
in pre-Islamic Azerbaijan and Central Asia. Written
around the sixth or seventh century, it is valued both
as literature and as an important historical document
that provides insights into the language, way of life,
religions, traditions, and social norms of the people
who once inhabited this region. It has been trans-
lated into many languages.

Historically, Nizami Ganjavi (?71140-21217) has
been held up as one of Azerbaijan’s greatest poets,
although Iranians can also claim him since he wrote
in Persian. Perhaps his best-known play concerns
Layla and Majnun, two lovers whose story is told as
a religious morality play. The Sufis consider Layla
and Majnun an especially important parable.

Azerbaijani literature again flourished during
the 16th century, when folk literature grew and min-
strels and bards developed Ashiglar poetry. It was

Children in traditional Azerbaijani costume dance during a concert. (AP Photo/Efrem Lukatsky)
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Quince

also during this time that Shah Ismail, using the pen
name Khatayi, produced Divani Xetayi, his most
famous work. He is also known for developing a
unique literary style known as Qoshma, which was
further developed by Shah Tahmasp, his successor.
In the mid-19th century Mirza Fatali Akhundzada
contributed to the beginnings of modern Azerbaijani
literature, especially drama.

Azerbaijan is also famous for its embroidered
textiles. Artists use colorful threads (often made of
gold or silver) and beads to create geometric pat-
terns on a thin wool fabric called #rme. The coun-
try’s flora and wildlife are featured in many designs
and patterns. Other popular Azerbaijani textiles
include carpets, veils, shawls, and towels.

The country’s musical traditions are preserved
by ashugs, or poet-singers, who play the kobuz (a
stringed instrument) while singing ballads about
their ancient heroes. Another popular form of music
in Azerbaijan is mugam, a kind of improvisational
music often compared to jazz, in which the voice,
and wind and stringed instruments are prominent.

% CUISINE

Azerbaijan is often called “the home of long life,”
and scientific research attributes the longevity of the
Azeri peoples not only to the excellent climate they
enjoy, but also to their healthful and nourishing cui-
sine, which relies heavily on meat, fish, and veg-
etable dishes made of beets, cabbage, eggplants, and
spinach. Many dishes use saffron, along with corian-
der, fennel, mint, and parsley. Soup is also a staple of
Azerbaijani cuisine, often made with meat and sheep
fat seasoned with greens and spices. While it resem-
bles the cooking of its neighbors, Azeri food has a
character all its own, and each region has its own
specialties. As is the case with other Azeri arts, the
recipes are refined and require time and practice to
prepare correctly.

A salient trait of Azeri cooking is a combination
of tart and sweet flavors, produced by mixing pome-
granate juice, dried lemons, and sour plums with
dried fruits (mainly apricots, quince, and raisins).
Chestnuts are used to garnish meat and other dishes,
and fresh pomegranate seeds may be scattered across
the plate immediately before it is brought to the
guests. More familiar items, such as kebabs, dolmas,
and baklava reflect the influences of Turkish, Greek,
and Lebanese culinary arts. Azeri pilaf has nearly a
hundred variations but, instead of being prepared in
one pot, the rice and seasonings are cooked in sepa-

Quince is a yellow-skinned fruit whose taste is a cross
between an apple and a pear. Its texture and flavor make
it better cooked than raw. Because of its high pectin
content, it is ideal for use in jams, jellies, and preserves.

rate pots and then served separately, with melted
butter in a jug. Azeri dolma, is usually made of
minced lamb meat seasoned with coriander, dill,
mint, pepper, cinnamon, and melted butter, and rice
wrapped in grape leaves (Yarpag dolmasy), but it can
also be wrapped in cabbage leaves (Kyalyam dolmasy).
Numerous variations of dolma are also common,
and aubergines (eggplants), potatoes, tomatoes, pep-
pers, onions, quince, and apples can also be stuffed
with lamb meat. Sour milk can be used as a sauce.
Kingal, a dish made with meat, fried onion,
kurut (a dry cottage cheese), and flour, is popular in
the northwest, whereas in the Lenkoran region,
along the coast of the Caspian Sea, chicken stuffed
with nuts, onion, and jelly, and then fried is a favorite
recipe. The Apsheron peninsula is famous for its
dushpara, small meat dumplings, and kutabs, meat
patties wrapped in very thin dough. Bread is served
with most meals, the most common being the round
loaves called chorek and Javash, a flat bread. Tea (cay),
primarily black tea, is central to all social, family, and
even business occasions. It is served in small pear-
shaped glasses called armuds (literally, “pear”), and is
often accompanied with various jams, nuts, or
raisins. An unusual tea is also brewed with cinnamon
(darchin) and ginger. Kvas (from Russian, “sour bev-
erage”), unknown to most Westerners, is a nonalco-
holic fermented drink made from malt. It is sold on
the streets and is a refreshing drink on a summer day.

Public/Legal Holidays

% New Year’s Eve/Day

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 31-January 1

In Azerbaijan, the New Year celebration is a family
holiday. Traditionally, families decorate a New Year
tree (much like a Christmas tree) on New Year’s Eve,
December 31. It is removed only after the official
passing of the old year (January 13). An important
feature of the celebrations is the presence of a char-
acter resembling Santa Claus, called Ded Moroz (in
Russian) or Shakhta Babah (in Azerbaijani), and his
granddaughter Snegurochka. They are believed to
bring gifts for children on New Year’s Eve. It is also
a common practice for family members and friends
to get together on December 31. They toast the
departing year and welcome the new one at the
stroke of midnight.

# MARTYRS’ DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 20

The significance of this day, also called Day of Sor-
row, can be traced back to the year 1990, when the
residents of Baku turned out in the streets and
squares of the city to protest the aggressive actions



of Armenia, which was backed by the Soviet army.
"To control the protestors the Soviets resorted to vio-
lence that led to the death of hundreds of innocent
people. On this day Azerbaijanis pay tribute to the
patriotism and valor of those who died.

% INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S
DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 8

International Women’s Day is a global event com-
memorated at the United Nations and observed by
women’s organizations in many countries. In Azer-
baijan, Women’s Day is an official holiday. On this
occasion the women of Azerbaijan, regardless of
their ethnic or linguistic backgrounds, come
together in solidarity. At seminars and workshops
organized for the occasion, they work toward equal-
ity, justice, peace, and development.

# NAVRUZ

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: March 21

Although celebrated in some Islamic countries,
Navruz, or Nawruz, is not a religious holiday. In
fact, it celebrates the vernal equinox, the beginning
of spring, when days and night are of equal length.
Navruz is thought to have originated in ancient
Mesopotamia and to have been celebrated even in
pre-Islamic times. In ancient Babylon the New Year
was celebrated around the same time, on the 21st
day of Nissanu (March-April). Festivities lasted 12
days, each of which was commemorated with indi-
vidual rites, amusements, and performances.

In addition to being the Azeri New Year,
Navruz also heralds the commencement of agricul-
tural activities and the gradual onset of warm
weather. It is the day when conflicts and hostilities
are forgotten and forgiven. On this day the people of
Azerbaijan greet each other and enjoy lavish feasts.
An atmosphere of friendliness prevails.

See also Volume III: IsLAM; NAVRUZ; SPRING
FESTIVALS

# LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

Labor Day, also called May Day or Workers’ Day, is
the international workers’ holiday observed on May
1 by former Communist countries and many social-
ist states. Since the Second Socialist International
first declared a strike to demand an eight-hour
workday in 1889, this day has been set aside to honor
laborers and workers of the world for their contri-
butions and to raise awareness of workers’ rights. All
the government offices, business establishments, and
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schools in Azerbaijan are closed. The day is observed
with labor union activities, including marches, meet-
ings, and speeches.

See also Volume III: LABOR DAY

% VICTORY DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 9

On this day, also known as Celebration of War Vet-
erans’ Day, the Soviet Union scored a decisive vic-
tory over their Fascist enemies (Germany and Italy)
toward the end of World War II. Though the Soviet
Union and Azerbaijan’s membership in it no longer
exist, Victory Day is still an official holiday. It was,
indeed, a turning point in the history of the region.
Azerbaijanis spend the day in leisure activities.

% REPUBLIC DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 28

It was on this day in 1918 that the first independent
Democratic Republic of Azerbaijan (ADR) was
formed. Two years later it was invaded by the Red
Army and annexed to the Soviet Union as the Azer-
baijan Soviet Socialist Republic. The historic forma-
tion of the ADR is considered the most important
national holiday in Azerbaijan. It is celebrated by
Azeris with parades and public speeches, flag-rais-
ings, and parties.

% SALVATION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: June 15

In the political history of Azerabaijan, Salvation Day,
or Day of National Salvation, has great significance.
It was on this day in 1993 that the country’s parlia-
ment invited the Communist-backed leader Heydar
Aliyev to Baku to assume the stewardship of the
nation’s political future. All government offices,
schools, and educational institutions are closed.
There are some public events, though people gener-
ally spend this holiday quietly with their families.

% ARMY AND NAVY DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: October 9

This is a day when Azerbaijanis celebrate the
courage of their armed forces. Baku hosts a magnif-
icent military parade, with different contingents
wearing the colors of their regiments. Impressive
displays of tanks and other weaponry are also part of
the parade. In other towns and regions celebrations
take place on a more modest scale. Military awards
and honors are conferred on this day, and fund-rais-
ing events for veterans are held.
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% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: October 18

On October 18, 1991, the parliament of Azerbaijan
adopted the Constitutional Act of Independence,
later approved by referendum on December 30 of
the same year. This is a landmark in the history of
Azerbaijan because it took place shortly after the dis-
integration of the Soviet Union, which had included
Azerbaijan as a federated republic. This day is an
official holiday in Azerbaijan, marked by flag-rais-
ing, speeches, and parades.

% CONSTITUTION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November 12

This day marks the adoption of the Constitution of
independent Azerbaijan in 1995. The event is
remembered by every citizen of Azerbaijan with
pride and solemnity. The Constitution, drawn up
under the supervision of President Heydar Aliyev, is
based on the centuries-old principles of lawmaking
and judicial traditions of the country. On this occa-
sion parades and public speeches take place in the
capital as well as other areas. This is an official holi-
day when all business transactions and commercial
activities come to a standstill.

% REVIVAL DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November 17

Revival Day, also known as Day of National Revival,
commemorates the first uprising of the Popular
Front in Azerbaijan in 1988. The group was protest-
ing Moscow’s policies toward Azerbaijan, particu-
larly in the context of the Nagorno—Karabakh
conflict, ignited by separatist Armenians wishing to
merge their region with Armenia. This is an official
holiday, and all public establishments are closed.
There are official government ceremonies with
speeches; the people spend this day in leisure and
recreational activities.

% DAY OF AZERI SOLIDARITY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 31

When Russia acquired Azerbaijan from Persia in the
early 1800s, a sizable portion of the country had
been retained by what is now Iran. Azeris still claim
this as a rightful part of their country, since approx-
imately 25-30 million Azeris are thought to be living
in Iran. In 1989, while the Soviet Union was still in
existence, some spirited Azerbaijanis broke down the
international borders separating them from the ter-
ritory of Iran. The commemoration of this event
originated at the initiative of President Heydar

Aliyev. It is a day when Azerbaijanis promote their
culture and seek to foster feelings of friendship and
belonging with Azeris outside of Azerbaijan. Cul-
tural programs and speeches by prominent personal-
ities highlight this occasion, which is also known by
the name Azerbaijani Solidarity Day.

Religious Holidays

% EL AM HEJIR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Muharram, the first month
of the Islamic calendar

The Islamic New Year is celebrated on the first day
of Muharram according to the Islamic calendar. Its
corresponding date on the Western (Gregorian) cal-
endar is different every year. This is because Islam
uses a lunar calendar based on the revolutions of the
Moon and has only 354 days in its year. Thus the
Islamic year loses 11 days annually in comparison
with the Western year.

The beginning of the new year is usually quiet,
unlike New Year’s celebrations associated with other
calendars. In Azerbaijan Muslims gather in mosques
for special prayers and readings. A major part of the
holiday is a recitation of the story of the Hegira—
Muhammad’ flight from Mecca to Medina. Mus-
lims also reflect on the ephemeral quality of life and
the fleeting nature of time.

See also Volume III: EL AM HEJIR; ISLAM

% EID AL-FITR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Shawwal, the 10th month of
the Islamic calendar

Ramadan is considered the holiest month of the
Islamic calendar. It was during this month that
Muhammad fasted for 40 days, after which the angel
Jibril (Gabriel) revealed the Koran to him. Eid al-
Fitr, or Ramazon Bayram (from the Turkish, mean-
ing “small feast”), celebrates the end of the
month-long fast that devout Muslims observe dur-
ing Ramadan. Azerbaijanis celebrate by participating
in morning prayers, generally in mosques and idgahs
(communal open-air places for prayer). These rituals
are followed by social visits, exchanges of greetings
and gifts, and feasting. Sewiyan, a vermicelli pud-
ding, is a special dish prepared for this occasion.

See also Volume III: EID AL-FITR; ISLAM

% EID AL-ADHA

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: Tenth of Dhu al-Hijjah, the 12th
month of the Islamic calendar

Eid al-Adha, or Qurban Bayram (“Feast of Sacri-
fice”), celebrates the patriarch Ibrahim’s (Abraham’s)



absolute devotion to his God, manifested by his will-
ingness to sacrifice his young son because Allah had
commanded him to do so. In Azerbaijan on this day
every Muslim family that can afford it is expected to
sacrifice an animal (a sheep, goat, ram, or cow) in the
name of Allah; this sanctified meat is then divided
among friends, family, and the poor. Prior to this
festival, devout Muslims may undertake a hajj, or pil-
grimage, to Mecca, which is the central city of the
Islamic faith.
See also Volume III: EID AL-ADHA; ISLAM

Rites of Passage

# COMING OF AGE

In the Islamic countries where circumcision (kbitan)
is practiced, the boy usually undergoes the operation
between the ages of 10 and 12. This is a rite of
puberty, separating the boy from childhood and
introducing him to his new status and responsibili-
ties as a man. In Azerbaijan’s Muslim families, cir-
cumcisions are attended by a great deal of festivity,
music, food, and many guests.

# MARRIAGE

Weddings in traditional Azerbaijan society involve
many ceremonies and rites that are intended to pro-
tect the couple from harm, disease, and evil forces.
"Traditionally, the wedding cycle is divided into three
stages: the prewedding period, the wedding itself,
and the postwedding period. During the prewedding
period, the family of a young man chooses a young
woman and negotiates the match, securing the
consent of the young woman and her family. The
engagement (nischan) follows. The engagement
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ceremony is arranged in the bride’s house and the
bridegroom’s relatives bring her gifts. These gifts
include sweetmeats, shoes, silk and woolen stockings
(jorabs), and sugar loaves. A ring is given to the bride
during the engagement.

The period between the engagement and the
wedding can vary from two months to two years. A
few days prior to the wedding, the ceremony known
as parcha bichini (cutting the wedding dress) is
observed, when women of both families come
together to cut out the fabric for the bride’s wedding
dress. The day before the bride is scheduled to leave
for her husband’s home, the bridesmaids anoint her
hands and feet (kbna yakbti). This rite symbolizes the
maiden becoming a woman. Dancing and singing
accompany the bride’s last night in her parents’
home.

On the actual day of the wedding the bride is
brought to the bridegroom’ house where she is
showered with corn kernels and presented with
sweets and coins. She steps over a piece of metal at
the threshold of her new home, a symbolic act of
tenacity and faithfulness. A little boy is then made to
sit on her lap, the hope being that her firstborn will
be male.

The postwedding rites include usa chibd, the
first time the newlywed appears in public and
removes her veil. The guests in attendance present
the couple with valuables and domestic utensils. The
final stage is the visit of the couple to the bride’s
father’s house, three or four days after the wedding.

Further Reading

Glen E. Curtis, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia Coun-
try Studies (Washington, D.C.: Federal Research Divi-
sion, Library of Congress, 1995); Thomas De Waal,
Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan through Peace and
War New York: New York University Press, 2003).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location

Florida, northeast of Cuba
Size 5,382 sq. mi.
Capital City Nassau

Flag Description

A chain of islands in the North Atlantic Ocean, in the Caribbean, southeast of

The flag of the Bahamas has three equal horizontal bands of aquamarine (top),

gold (middle), and aquamarine (bottom), with a black equilateral triangle based

on the hoist side.
Independence
Population 301,790 (2005 est.)
Government
Nationality Bahamian

Major Ethnic
Group(s) Black (85%)
Major Language(s)

Major Religion (s) | Christian (96%)

July 10, 1973 (from the United Kingdom)

Constitutional parliamentary democracy

English (official); Creole (among Haitian immigrants)

National Holiday(s) = Junkanoo, January 1; New Year’s Day, January 1; Martin Luther King Day, late January;
Labor Day, early June; CARICOM Day, July 4; National Day, July 10; Emancipation
Day, early August; Discovery Day, mid-October; Veterans’ Day, November 11

Introduction

# HISTORY

The first inhabitants of The Bahamas, officially, the Com-
monwealth of the Bahamas, were the Siboney (also spelled
Ciboney), a people who lived off of conch and fish. The shells
and jewelry they left behind indicate that they may have lived
in the Bahamas as long as 7,000 years ago. The Siboney dis-
appeared and were replaced by the Lucayans—the “island
people”—around 900 C.E. The Lucayans, who were related to
the Taino, left the Lesser Antilles to avoid their enemies, the
Caribs. They were a peaceful people, farmers who lived in
thatch huts and used stone tools. There may have been as
many as 50,000 Lucayans when Christopher Columbus
(1451-1506) arrived (it is believed he landed at San Salvador,
although some historians think he landed at Cat Island.) But
they had been completely annihilated by 1520 (1507, accord-
ing to some accounts) because the Spanish slave traders had
shipped them to Hispaniola to work in the gold mines. It is
largely the descendants of the freed slaves, taken from Africa

88

to replace the enslaved indigenous people, who make up the
population of The Bahamas today. Europeans and others
compose a small percentage of Bahamians.

In 1647 a group of Bermudan religious refugees arrived
at the islands. The next year Puritans from England (the
“Eleutheran Adventurers”) were shipwrecked off Eleuthera,
settled on it, and named it from the Spanish word for “free-
dom.” The Bahamas became a British Crown Colony in 1717.
Groups of settlers escaping persecution and war—first, British
Loyalists from the American Revolution (1775-83), and then
later expatriates from the American Civil War (1861-65)—
arrived. The United Kingdom outlawed slave ships in 1807,
and the Royal Navy abandoned the slaves it freed on The
Bahamas, making them the last group of refugees from perse-
cution to make their home there.

The sea routes, islands, and the gold on Spanish ships
attracted pirates to The Bahamas, including the more notori-
ous ones such as Blackbeard. However, they were not the only
ones plundering Spanish galleons carrying gold to Spain.
There were the privateers as well, who worked under the aegis
of the British Crown, complete with a Letter of Marquee that



effectively authorized their plundering. They soon
found British Navy ships as profitable as the mer-
chant vessels. Interestingly it was a former pirate
Woodes Rogers (?1679-1732) who became the royal
governor in 1718 and cleaned up the islands by
granting amnesty to his reformed peers and by hunt-
ing down the more recalcitrant ones like Blackbeard
and Charles Vane, who escaped. Blackbeard was
killed in 1718 in a sea battle.

When the U.S. Civil War ended in 1865, so did
The Bahamas’ prosperity. In 1919, however, when
the United States ratified the 14th amendment ban-
ning alcoholic beverages, smuggling became lucra-
tive. So great was the flow of alcohol from The
Bahamas to the United States, especially Scotch
whisky, that the British government enlarged Prince
George Wharf in Nassau to accommodate the
smugglers. When Prohibition ended, the Bahama
islands went into an economic slump that lasted
until World War II, when an air and naval base was
built, bringing jobs for many people.

In 1961 when Fidel Castro (b. 1926) took over
Cuba and closed its casinos to U.S. tourists, The
Bahamas’s economic future brightened once more,
and tourist dollars began to flow again. In 1964
Great Britain granted the islands limited self-gov-
ernment, and in 1969 The Bahamas joined the
Commonwealth. On July 10, 1973, The Bahamas
became an independent nation.

# GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

The Commonwealth of the Bahamas, or The
Bahamas, as the country is popularly known, is
located in the North Atlantic Ocean. Composed of
about 700 islands and 2,000 cays (pronounced
“keys”), the archipelago is situated northeast of
Cuba and southeast of Florida. Nassau, the capital
city, is located on New Providence Island. This and
Grand Bahama are the largest islands in the archi-
pelago. The climate is tropical—hot, sunny, and
humid—with waters warmed by the Gulf Stream.

# ECONOMY

The scarcity of natural resources that frustrated
Spanish settlers has been a major factor in the coun-
try’s reliance on tourism. There has been a steady
shift from the traditional livelihood of fishing to
tourism. With its independence secured on July 10,
1973, the country developed into one of the most
sought-after tourist destinations in the Caribbean.
The Hawksbill Creek Agreement in 1955 estab-
lished a duty-free zone at Freeport, and the
Bahamian Parliament passed legislation in 1993 to
extend many of the tax and duty exemptions until
2054. After 1955 free trade flourished. Its banks are
well known for accepting the accounts of wealthy
individuals and corporations seeking to hide their
profits where tax authorities cannot get to them.
The Bahamas also became notorious for smuggling,
organized crime, and gambling. In 1980 the
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A First

Christopher Columbus’s first landing in the New World
and in The Bahamas was on either Guanahani Island
(now known as San Salvador Island) or, possibly, Cat
Island, on October 12, 1492. He reportedly said “baja
mar” (which means “low water or sea”), and the archipel-
ago was named for this utterance. In fact the 12-foot
depth along the coast gives way, suddenly, to a depth of
6,000 feet into what is known as the Tongue of the Ocean.

Bahamian government sought help from the United
States to enforce antidrug trafficking regulations in
the country, and the crime rate has since dropped.

# CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

As a result of extended Spanish and British presence,
most Bahamians are Christian; a majority belong to
the Baptist sect. The country has the largest number
of churches per capita in the world. While most
Bahamians observe strictly Christian customs, others
follow both Christian and indigenous ways. Thus,
some priests mix Obeah, a mixture of African and
folk traditions, with conventional Christian practices.
The cultural infusion into the islands has
resulted in a tremendous diversity of customs and
traditions. This richness is celebrated in all parts of
The Bahamas and in all aspects of Bahamian life.
Music is deeply entrenched in the Bahamian heart.
Goombab (pronounced “goombay”) beats (a blend of
African music and the European accordion), and the
traditional African rhythms played on drums,
whistles, and cowbells can be heard at festi-
vals throughout the year. Masquerades—
particularly the Junkanoo—and carnivals Fun Fact
are enjoyed by young and old alike, with )
colorful clothes, singing, and dancing. The Andros Barrier

Boxing Day and New Year’s Day are Reef—a coral reef
two of the most popular and enthusias- about 125 miles long—
tically celebrated holidays in The is second in size only
Bahamas. The oral storytelling tradition to the Great Barrier
is an ancient one and is as popular among Reef of Australia.

children, as is dancing to both English folk
songs and Caribbean calypso.

% CUISINE

Bahamian cuisine includes a variety of excellent
dishes made from the bounty of the sea and land and
features fresh seafood and fruit, especially conch and
coconut. The conch (an ocean mollusk with a firm
white flesh edged with pink) can be steamed, deep
fried (called “cracked conch”), or eaten raw (just add
lime juice and spices), and it turns up in chowders,
salads, fritters, and stews. If conch is not available,
lobster can always be substituted. The same is true
for the many species of fish abundant in the sur-
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Obeah or Obi

This is an ancient system of beliefs, the origins of which
are unknown. Occult powers are an essential part of
Obeah—spells, rituals, hallucinogenic substances,
shamanism, and magic—but equally strong is the belief
in consequences. Quite simply, whatever one does or
has done to another will return, because when a ripple
is created in the normal course of events through magic,
then the equilibrium (or balance/harmony) must be
restored, sooner or later.

The winged serpent of wisdom, a revered concept in
ancient African religions, was referred to as oph or ob.
The word obeah may have been derived from this. Obeah
is practiced in the West Indies, Jamaica, and tropical
America.

A member of the Valley Boys Junkanoo group

shakes cowbells as he marches in downtown
Nassau at the Boxing Day Junkanoo Parade

held on January 1. The annual festival attracts
thousands of people to the streets of Nassau in
the early morning hours. (AP Photo/Tim Aylen)

rounding waters. Steamed, grilled, fried, or curried,
seafood figures prominently in the Bahamian diet. A
favorite for brunches is boiled fish with grits, and
another local specialty is “stew fish,” made with

tomatoes, celery, onions, and spices.

Coconuts are another main ingredient, because
they are not only plentiful, but the sweet white flesh
is versatile and is found in many desserts—tarts, pies,
cakes, custards, trifles, candies, and ice cream; it can
also be shredded to add its flavor to almost any dish.
The island dessert menu is rich and varied. Fruit fig-
ures prominently in local specialties such as banana
breads and puddings, carrot cake, and guava
turnovers. Almost anything can be tossed into the
many soups and chowders, but one delicious soup
found only in the Caribbean is called souse. Its only
ingredients are water, onions, celery, peppers, lime
juice, and meat, usually chicken, sheep’s tongue,
oxtail, or pig’ feet.

Never bland or boring, the food is spicy and per-
fectly complemented by the national beer Kalik,
which can be found only in the Bahamas. Citrus fruits
and rum are the featured ingredients in iced drinks
such as the Bahama Mama (made with coconut, cof-
fee liqueurs, and pineapple juice added to the rum),
and rum punch, for which just about every restaurant
and bar has a special recipe. A unique citrus drink,
Switcher, is made from local limes.

Public/Legal Holidays

# JUNKANOO

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 1

Junkanoo is a national festival in The Bahamas, the
only country that accords it this status. The celebra-
tion has its origins in West Africa. Junkanoo in the
Caribbean began in the 17th century, when the
slaves were allowed a holiday on Christmas so that
they could be with their families. The dances, the
music with cowbells, whistles, conch-shell horns,
goatskin drums, and the exotic costumes were all
essentially African. The celebrations included wear-
ing masks and costumes and walking on stilts.

This is by far the biggest celebration in The
Bahamas. Junkanoo bands begin parading in the
dark hours of the early morning and finish several
hours later, playing from approximately 2 to 8 A.M.
They bring in the special day and the new year.
These festivities, which are in the spirit of Mardi
Gras in New Orleans and Carnival in Rio de
Janeiro, are repeated to mark all of the major
Bahamian holidays: New Year’s Day, Independence
Day, Emancipation Day, Christmas, and Boxing
Dayy, and New Year’s Day.

While the simplicity of the original Junkanoo is
a thing of the past, the music remains traditional.
Choreography, music, and costumes are the high-
lights of this masked parade. People dress up in
elaborate attire and dance enthusiastically to the
music. Each participating group has a theme, and
the music, presentations, and costumes are selected
accordingly. Competition is fierce, and the theme
and costumes of each group remain a secret until
the final performance. Rehearsals are held in secret



in a “base camp” or “shack.” There are prizes for
the best performances.
See also Volume III: CARNIVAL

% NEW YEAR’S EVE/DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 31-January 1

New Year’s Day is observed on the first day of the
Gregorian calendar, which is a solar-based system.
Memories of the past year and resolutions for the
new are combined in the celebrations. The New
Year’s Day parade in The Bahamas is an important
event, complemented by parties, masquerades, and
family gatherings. Junkanoo bands rush into the
streets in the early morning hours, because it is the
beginning of the new year and this is Junkanoo

day.

% MARTIN LUTHER KING DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: Third Monday in January

Martin Luther King Jr., was the face of the U.S. civil
rights movement and represented oppressed people
everywhere. Although King was born on January 15,
1929, his birthday is officially celebrated on the third
Monday of January in The Bahamas, as it is in the
United States.

In The Bahamas this is a day for children: They
participate in essay-writing and painting competi-
tions, along with other cultural events organized by
schools and local authorities. Children also make
colorful hangings out of hand tracings and display
them all over buildings. Discussions and lectures
concerning race and civil rights are held throughout
the country.

% LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: First Friday in June

Labor Day, also called May Day or Workers’ Day, is
a celebration of labor unions and workers all over
the world. The May 1 observance of Labor Day has
its origins in the international socialist movement.
The first May Day/Labor Day occurred in 1889, a
date chosen by the Second International to coincide
with the American Federation of Labor’s general
strike in the United States to win the eight-hour
workday. Thereafter, International Labor Day
became and remained more radical than the U.S.
version observed in September.

It is a legal holiday throughout The Bahamas
that, in a departure from most other countries,
observes Labor Day on the first Friday of June.
Schools, universities, and public offices remain
closed as people attend music festivals, spend time at
the beach, and, in recent years, at nightclubs or at
cookouts.

See also Volume I1T: LABOR DAY
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Origins of Junkanoo

There are three suggested origins for the word junkanoo.
Some say it refers to John Canoe, an African tribal chief
brought to the islands as a slave who demanded that his
people be allowed to celebrate together. Others suggest
that it is derived from the French word l’inconnu, which
means “unknown,” and is used to refer to the masked
revelers at the parade. A third group thinks that the
word is derived from the Scottish junk enoo, “junk
enough.”

CARICOM DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July 4

Caricom Day commemorates the founding of the
Caribbean Community and Common Market
(CARICOM) on August 1, 1973, under the Treaty
of Chaguaramas. This alliance focuses on develop-
ment issues and improving the lives of the people in
the Caribbean. The first four signatories were
Jamaica, Barbados, Guyana, and Trinidad and
Tobago. Currently there are 15 members and five
associate members. The treaty was revised in 2001
to create the Common Single Market and Economy
(CSME).

Although many CARICOM countries observe
this holiday on the first Monday of July, the date
varies for others. The Bahamas joined CARICOM
on July 4, 1983, and the anniversary of this day fea-
tures discussions and lectures on regional and
national issues.

%@ NATIONAL DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: July 10

The Bahamas gained independence on July 10,
1973, after 256 years of British rule. Although
Queen Elizabeth II remains the constitutional head
of state, Bahamians enjoy a parliamentary form of
government and have an independent executive
and judicial system.

Military parades mark National Day (or Indepen-
dence Day), along with music and dance programs,
food festivals, and spectacular fireworks. Junkanoo
parades are held in some parts of the country.

% EMANCIPATION DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: First Monday in August

Great Britain passed the Emancipation Act on
August 1, 1834, declaring every slave a free person.
This was welcome news for slaves in British-
controlled territories, even though this freedom came
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with a disclaimer: The slaves would be “appren-
ticed” to their former masters for a minimum of four
years. (The only exception was Antigua.)

This holiday is the oldest celebrated in The
Bahamas, and the festivities continue until Fox Hill
Day, a week later. The six days are marked by a
number of special events. The festival opens with a
road race. The second day features choral singing
on Fox Hill, and public luncheons are held over
four days. These lunches are considered the most
important aspect of the celebrations. A mini-
Junkanoo parade is also part of the Emancipation
Day festivities.

% DISCOVERY DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: Second Monday in October

Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) landed in the
Western Hemisphere and in The Bahamas specifi-
cally on October 12, 1492. He arrived at Guanahani
Island, the present-day San Salvador Island (not to
be confused with the capital city of El Salvador). He
effectively christened the country with his words
“baja mer” (“low water”).

This holiday, known also as National Heroes
Day or Columbus Day, is celebrated on the second
Monday of October. The city of Nassau resounds
with joyous singing, and people crowd the streets to
watch the parade of international floats.

% VETERANS’ DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: November 11

Veterans’ Day, also known as Armistice Day or
Remembrance Day, began as a remembrance of the
soldiers who fought in World War 1. The obser-
vance has since been expanded to include soldiers of
other modern wars. Many European and North
American countries observe the day on November
11 because the war ended at the 11th hour on the
11th day of the 11th month in 1918.

In The Bahamas there are public speeches and
symposiums to mark the day. Government officials
place wreaths on war memorials, and at 11 A.M. peo-
ple observe a moment of silence.

Religious Holidays

# GOOD FRIDAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Friday before Easter

Good Friday is a part of Holy Week, the last week of
Jesus’ life on Earth. It commemorates his Crucifix-
ion. It has been in the Christian liturgical calendar
even longer than Easter, although no one is sure why
it is called Good Friday. Some have suggested that

the use of good in the name goes back to Old English
and means “God’s” Friday, while others interpret
good to mean something like “observed as holy.”
This observance is also known as Black Friday and
Sorrowful Friday, and in Eastern Orthodox
Churches it is called Great Friday. For many years
Good Friday was primarily a Catholic observance,
but many Protestant Churches now hold special
services from noon until three in the afternoon on
this day to symbolize Jesus’ last hours on the Cross.
Many of the faithful fast on this day; when they eat,
it is generally fish instead of meat.

There is a special evening service, which is
widely attended, known as the Tenebrae (Service of
Shadows), held on the previous Thursday, and
Wednesday as well. It consists of prayers and read-
ings relevant to the suffering of Jesus. Lights in the
church are gradually dimmed as the service pro-
gresses, evoking the darkness of a world without
God. There is no Communion on Good Friday
because this is not a celebration.

In The Bahamas, images of the Crucifixion are
carried in processions, and participants reenact
Jesus’ trial and death. Readings from the Gospel of
St. John and the singing of hymns and psalms con-
tinue through the day.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
GooD FripaAy; HoLy WEEK; LENT

% EASTER

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: First Sunday after Lent

Easter (also known as Eostre or Pascha) is widely
considered the most important Christian holiday,
since it commemorates the Resurrection of Jesus
after his Crucifixion. The day is seen as the culmi-
nation of his Incarnation and is one of the two most
ancient festivals—together with Epiphany—cele-
brated by Christians. The festival has its beginnings
in the feast of the Teutonic spring goddess Estre, and
the Jewish feast of the Passover (in Hebrew, Pesach)
celebrating the “passing over” of the Jews when the
10th plague hit Egypt and also their escape from
slavery in Egypt during the reign of Pharaoh Ram-
ses II (1304-1237 B.C.E.).

In The Bahamas worship services begin before
dawn, marking the end of the Easter Vigil that began
on Holy Saturday. There are parades and feasts to
mark this special day, and young girls and women
wear colorful Easter bonnets decorated with rib-
bons, stencil drawings, paints, flowers, dried flowers,
and other decorative materials.

The day after Easter is known as Easter Monday
and the first day of Bright Week. People enjoy feasts
and parades and indulge in traditional activities:
Catholics and Anglicans douse each other with the
perfumed holy water that they received on Easter for
use at home. Egg-rolling competitions are also pop-
ular for children.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER,;
Hory WEEK; LENT



% PENTECOST

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: Fifty days after Easter

Pentecost takes place 50 days after Easter. The holi-
day celebrates the descent of the Holy Ghost on the
disciples. This was considered a great miracle: Parted
tongues of fire accompanied by a strong gust of wind
descended on the apostles, marking them as fit
preachers of the Gospel to all corners of the world.

Many scholars believe that many of the tradi-
tions and celebrations associated with this holiday
were borrowed from pagan celebrations of spring
in Western Europe. Homes are often decorated
with green branches and flowers. In Christian tra-
dition this is the 50th day after Easter and has been
celebrated since the first century. (Pemtecost in
Greek means “fiftieth.”)

In many countries, including The Bahamas,
this is a two-day holiday. Whitsunday and Whit-
monday are the names used locally to celebrate the
event. The name “Whitsun” originated in the third
century C.E. and was derived from the white gar-
ments that were worn by those who were baptized
during the vigil of this feast. In The Bahamas
churches and homes are decorated with greens, and
church services honor the descent of the Holy
Spirit.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; EASTER;
PENTECOST

# CHRISTMAS DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 25

Literally, Christmas means “Mass of Christ,” and it
celebrates the birth of Jesus. He was born to the Vir-
gin Mary in a manger in Bethlehem, although not
on this date. A stationary star guided the Three Wise
Men (or the Three Magi) to the spot. Christmas is
not mentioned as one of the earliest Christian holi-
days, and, while it was celebrated in Alexandria,
Egypt, as early as the second century, it was observed
on May 20 at that time. The December holiday
became widespread from the fifth century on. Pope
Julius T (1337-52) designated December 25 as
Christmas but died before instituting it.

In The Bahamas Christmas is celebrated in a
manner similar to European and North American
countries. Christmas trees, special gifts and cards,
and large amounts of food served at family dinners
all add to the festive mood. Junkanoo parades also
mark this special day.

See also Volume III: CHRISTIANITY; CHRISTMAS

% BOXING DAY

Observed by: Christians
Observed on: December 26

Boxing Day is also known as St. Stephen’s Day in
memory of the first Christian martyr. It is observed

in the United Kingdom,
Canada, Australia, and
other British Common-
wealth countries and for-
mer British colonies. The
origins are twofold: on
December 26, employers
and estate owners in
medieval England gave
boxes of clothes and food,
among other practical
items, to their servants
after the Christmas cele-
brations. Those they con-
sidered the “deserving
poor”—laborers such as

road sweepers and chimney
sweeps—also received some-

thing. Church charity boxes were
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Fun Fact

One Catholic Easter tradition
involves adding perfume to the

holy water people receive on

Easter. Men awaken their wives

by sprinkling a little of this
water on them and saying,

“May you never wither.” Wives
usually reciprocate by waking

their husbands the next day
with a larger quantity of the
perfumed water.

also opened on December 26, and
the money was distributed to the poor.
In modern times employees as well as those per-
forming useful public services are given tips or gifts.
In The Bahamas gifts and money are given as
tokens of appreciation to all those who perform nec-
essary public tasks including the postal employees,
delivery people, and municipal workers. The day is
spent in fun and friendship with family and friends.
While government buildings and small businesses are
closed, the shopping malls are open and full of people.
See also Volume III: BOXING DAy; CHRISTIAN-

1TY; CHRISTMAS

Regional Holidays

# KADOOMENT

Observed in: Nassau

Observed by: General Public

Observed on: August 2

Kadooment is a harvest festival marking the ripening
of the sugarcane. The festival originated in Barbados
in the 1780s when that country was the world’s
largest producer of sugar. The 1940s saw a discon-
tinuation of the event, but it was revived in 1974.
This is a major event with kadooment and tuk bands
and calypso music. (The members of kadooment
bands wear brightly colored costumes; the instru-
ments played in zuk bands are a tin flute, a kettle-
drum, and a bass drum. 7itk is thought to be derived
from the Scottish word touk, which means “to beat

or sound an instrument.”)

In Nassau the festival opens with the ceremo-
nial “delivery of the last canes.” The two most pro-
ductive cane cutters are crowned king and queen of
the festival. Celebrations are akin to a summer car-
nival with revelers wearing body paint and brightly
colored costumes and dancing to their favorite beats
on the streets of Nassau. The festival ends with the
Grand Kadooment, a carnival parade.

See also Volume III: HARVEST FESTIVALS



94 oo Bahamas, The

% MINI-JUNKANOO PARADE

Observed in: West End, New Providence
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: August 2

This parade is a special one for The Bahamas
because it focuses on Bahamian children and their
assimilation of national culture and affairs. Contests,
workshops, seminars, and a variety of educational
programs are held across the city to teach children
Bahamian traditions. Storytelling and other pro-
grams are specially designed to encourage social and
political awareness.

% FOX HILL DAY

Observed in: Fox Hill
Observed by: General Public
Observed on: One week after Emancipation Day

Great Britain passed the Emancipation Act on
August 1, 1834. This act made every slave free, but
freedom came at a price: The slaves would be
“apprenticed” to their former masters for a mini-
mum of four years.

Fox Hill Day is a legal holiday and has a special
place in the history of The Bahamas. In 1834 Fox Hill
was a small community miles from anywhere, so news
of the declaration reached its residents a week later
than the rest of the country, and this day celebrates
the historic event. On the second Tuesday of August,
the actual day of the original Fox Hill celebration,
gospel concerts are held at churches; afterward, peo-
ple head to Freedom Park for an afternoon of feasting
and goombah music. This holiday has grown into a
two-week event with street parties, dances, concerts,

public lunches, and the plaiting of the maypole.

Rites of Passage
% BIRTH

In The Bahamas, a priestess (babalawo) arrives as
soon as the expectant mother goes into labor and
remains with her untl after the birth. The priestess
will return to the house seven days after the birth of
a boy or nine days after the birth of a girl. To protect
the mother and newborn, a cock and hen are sacri-
ficed, palm wine is sprinkled on their entrails, and
the dead animals are removed from the premises.

A purification ceremony follows the sacrifice.
Earthen vessels containing water are placed before
the altar or images/depictions of God. The earthen
pots are taken to the house, and the water is poured
over the roof. As it drips from the eaves, mother and
baby pass under it three times in succession for luck

and protection. Purified water is also used for the
naming ceremony of the baby. The infant’s head is
bathed, while the selected name is uttered three
times. During this ceremony, the baby is held so that
he or she touches the ground. After these cere-
monies, new coal is brought to replace the older coal
in the homes.

# MARRIAGE

Marriage in The Bahamas is not just between indi-
viduals, but is also an understanding between the
families. Wedding customs are similar on all the
islands. People gather on the streets to see the bride
and groom on their way to the church. These
onlookers are not hesitant to speak their minds if the
couple seems mismatched. Once inside the church,
the bride is escorted down the aisle by either parent
or even both, her face covered until the groom lifts
the veil. Traditionally the bridal gown and the brides-
maids’ dresses are handmade, never store-bought. To
reinforce the fact, the seamstress carries the bride’s
train down the aisle. After the ceremony the couple
collects the wedding certificate from the church or
rectory and then proceeds to the reception.

A small bridal doll, resembling the bride in her
wedding dress, is placed on the center table with
small gifts placed on the dress. At the reception, the
bride and groom walk up to each guest and thank
them for attending. Each guest receives a gift from
the bridal doll and some, in turn, pin a dollar to the
doll’s dress.

% DEATH

The body of the deceased is placed on a pedestal to
ensure sufficient air and space. Next the body is
washed with rum or herbal oils and dressed in beau-
tiful clothes. The thumbs and toes are tied together.
If the deceased is male, the head is shaved, and the
hair wrapped in a piece of white cotton. This is
buried in the earth alongside the house. If the
deceased is female, the exposed parts of the body are
painted red with dye made from tree bark. The next
stage involves wrapping the body (male or female) in
native attire over the clothes already worn and plac-
ing it on a mat by the door. Mourners pay their
respects, and occasionally professional mourners are
hired to mourn and sing.

Further Reading

E. C. Evans and R. N. Young, The Babamas (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1976); Howard Johnson,
The Babamas from Slavery to Servitude, 1783-1933
(Gainesville, Fla.: University of Florida Press, 1996);
Mary Moseley, The Bahamas Handbook (Nassau: Nassau
Guardian, 1926).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location
Size 257 sq. mi.
Capital City Manama

Flag Description

In the Middle East, an archipelago in the Persian Gulf, located east of Saudi Arabia

Bahrain’s flag is red, the traditional color for flags of Persian Gulf states, with a

white serrated band (five white points) on the hoist side; the five points represent

the five pillars of Islam.

Independence August 15, 1971 (from United Kingdom)

Population 688,345, including 235,108 non-nationals (2005 est.)
Government Constitutional hereditary monarchy

Nationality Bahraini

Major Ethnic

Group(s) Bahraini (62%); non-Bahraini (38%)

Major Language(s) | Arabic; English; Farsi; Urdu

Major Religion(s)
National Holiday(s)

Introduction
% HISTORY

Bahrain’s history undoubtedly goes back to the roots of civi-
lization, and it is one of the 15 Middle Eastern countries called
“the cradle of humanity.” The main island probably broke
away from the Arabian mainland around 6000 B.C.E. and has
been inhabited since prehistoric times. The recorded history
of Bahrain goes back about 5,000 years, when it was known as
Dilmun to the Sumerians, who founded the first great civi-
lization of the Middle East. The name means “the sacred
land” or the “land of life,” which probably refers to the
numerous springs that made the main island of the archipel-
ago so attractive compared to the vast tracts of blistering
desert sands that comprise the Arabian mainland. Three tem-
ples built during the era of the Dilmun trading empire have
been excavated. All three were dedicated to Enki, the god of
wisdom and sweet water.

Bahrain remained a major trading and commercial center
throughout the succeeding centuries. It was visited, and occa-

Shia Muslims (70%); Sunni Muslims (30%)

New Year’s Day, January 1; Labor Day, May 1; Independence Day, August 15;
National Day, December 16-17

sionally occupied, by Babylonians, Assyrians, Greeks,
Romans, Persians, Portuguese, and finally the British.

In 1783 local Arabs ended two centuries of Persian dom-
ination. Their descendants, the Al-Khalifa Dynasty, have
remained in power since then. In 1816 Bahrain became a
British Protectorate with governmental authority shared by
the ruling Shaikh and a British adviser.

In 1968 the British withdrew military forces from the
Gulf area. In March of that year Bahrain joined the mainland
states of Qatar and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which
were also under British protection, to form the Federation of
Arab Emirates. However the interests of Qatar and Bahrain
proved incompatible with those of the smaller shaikhdoms,
and both withdrew from the federation.

On August 15, 1971, Bahrain became fully independent.
A new treaty of friendship was signed with the United King-
dom, and Shaikh Isa bin Salman al-Khalifa (1933-99) assumed
the title of emir. Bahrain became a member of the Arab
League and, later that same year, the United Nations. In
December 1972 elections were held for a constituent assem-
bly. This assembly produced a new constitution, which went

95
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into effect on December 6, 1973. In
1975 the shaikh suspended the consti-
tution and dissolved the national
assembly. Bahrain was a founding
member of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC), which was formed
in 1981 with neighboring Persian
Gulf countries.
During the 1980s and 1990s

# ECONOMY

Bahrain’s economy is heavily dependent on crude
oil, but the government is looking for new sources of
income. Oil was found in 1931, and oil revenues
have financed extensive modernization projects, par-
ticularly in health and education.

The relatively high living standards of Bahrain are
based on oil revenues, but resources are expected to be

Fun Fact

According to legend,
Enki lived in a subter-
ranean palace covered
with silver and lapis
lazuli, near a fresh-
water lake.

relations with Qatar were strained by

a dispute over the Hawar Islands and

the large natural gas resources of the Dome

field (in the shallow sea between both countries). In

the late 1980s a causeway was built connecting

Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. During the 1991 Gulf

War coalition forces were allowed extensive use of

Bahraini territory. In 1993 a consultative council,

or shura, was appointed to replace the dissolved
national assembly.

Shaikh Isa, who had ruled since 1961, died in
1999. His son Shaikh Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa (b.
1950) became the new ruler and moved gradually
toward increased democracy for Bahrain.

# GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Bahrain is an archipelago of 33 low-lying islands in
the Arabian Gulf, just east of Saudi Arabia’s shore.
The capital is on the largest island, which also has
most of the country’s population. The island’s
limestone bedrock ascends gently toward the cen-
tral peak, familiarly called Jebel Dukhan (“Moun-
tain of Smoke”) because it is surrounded by a misty
haze on hot, humid days. Though its top is only
450 feet above sea level, it seems higher due to the
flatness of the surrounding plains. Land use varies
from extensive urban development and diligently
cultivated areas in the north to sandy desert
spreading south, east, and west from Jebel
Dukhan. Here actual desert conditions prevail
with sparse vegetation. Horticulture and agricul-
ture flourish in the north, dependent on freshwa-
ter supplies from artesian wells or desalination
plants. Dates, almonds, pomegranates, figs, citrus
fruit, and a wide range of vegetables are grown
here. Another striking feature of the Bahrain land-
scape is the immense quantity of man-made stony
tumuli, or burial mounds. Bahrain has cool winters
with sparse rainfall and hot summers with high
humidity.

The summer season lasts from June to Sep-
tember. It is generally hot and dry but humid.
Temperatures range from 100° to 108°F and the
average humidity from 67 to 82 percent. The
weather is often influenced by low pressure
over Pakistan, which causes dry, northwesterly
winds, known locally as a/ barab, “to blow in,”
lowering the humidity and creating pleasant
weather conditions.

fully depleted by the year 2010. Bahrain is expected to
be the first Persian Gulf nation to run out of oil.

The country’s major industry is the large oil
refinery on the island of Sitra, which processes local
oil as well as oil from Saudi Arabia transported
through pipelines. The country also has a big alu-
minum smelter that runs on natural gas.

Bahrain has become a major regional banking
and communications center, besides offering ser-
vices for insurance and financing. Bahrain houses
numerous multinational firms, and the government
actively encourages foreign investment. The U.S.
Navy’s Fifth Fleet, which patrols the Persian Gulf, is
also based in Bahrain.

Agriculture is practiced on a small scale;
springs in the northern parts of the main island pro-
vide good conditions for crop cultivation. Bahrain
was once a major center of pearl harvesting as well,
but the stocks declined during the 20th century.

# CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Bahrain offers a unique blend of ancient and mod-
ern values. The capital city of Manama, with its
skyscrapers and lights, may project a flashy image,
but outside the city life is unremarkably tradi-
tional. Modern skyscrapers jostle with magnificent
mosques, and numerous air-conditioned shopping
malls vie for customers with souks (traditional mar-
kets with narrow winding streets lined with shops)
selling myriad items.

"Traditional arts and crafts are very much alive in
parts of Bahrain: dbows (fishing boats) are built on the
outskirts of Manama, Muharraq, cloth is woven at
Bani Jamrah, and exquisite pottery is fashioned at Aali.

Islam is the state religion, but freedom to wor-
ship is enjoyed by Hindus, Jews, Buddhists, and
Christians. Bahrain’s population is 85 percent Mus-
lim. Shia Muslims are a majority (70 percent) of the
population, but the Sunni dominate in government,
military, and security forces. Most of the Shia are
descendants from the Persians who once ruled
Bahrain (Bahaareynehgaan).

Arabic is the official language, although English
is widely spoken.

The island’s location is ideal for water sports
such as windsurfing, fishing, sailing, yachting, and
pearl diving, and Bahrainis are avid fans of Formula
One motor races, horse racing, and golf. Falconry,
an ancient art, is a traditional sport of the Gulf rul-
ing classes.



Falcon trainers carry falcons, Bahrain’s national
bird. Falconry is a popular sport among the
Bahraini elite. (AP Photo/Ali Fraidoon)

% CUISINE

Most of Bahrain is desert, so there is little agricul-
ture, and the country must import much of its food.
The cuisine is primarily Arabic or Middle Eastern,
and lamb, various seafoods, dates, pomegranates,
and rice are common ingredients. Baba ghanoush,
an eggplant spread, is very popular. Perhaps the
best-known traditional dishes in Bahrain are mach-
bous, fish or meat served with rice, and mubammar, a

Baba Ghanoush

Preheat oven to 400°F
Ingredients:

1 large eggplant

2 garlic cloves, chopped

2 Tbs. tahini (sesame paste)

1/4 tsp. salt

1 Tbs. lemon juice

2 oz. yogurt

3 Tbs. olive oil

Several whole olives
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sweet brown rice served with sugar or
dates. Traditional street food like
shawarma (lamb or chicken carved
from a large rotating spit and served

in pita bread) and desserts such as
baklava are common. (Baklava is a
very sweet dessert made of layers of
flaky pastry filled with a mixture of
ground nuts and sugar. The pastry is
sliced, baked, and brushed with honey
syrup flavored with lemon or rosewater).

Snack foods such as sambousas (crisp pastries
filled with meat, cheese, sugar, or nuts) and small
fried potato cakes are popular and can be bought in
the souks. The traditional gabwa (Arabic coffee),
served in a finjan (small cup), is strong and ubiqui-
tous. Etiquette dictates that guests must accept a
second cup if it is offered.

Fun Fact

A third serving of
gahwa (Arabic coffee)
can be refused by
shaking the coffee
cup from side to
side.

Public/Legal Holidays

# NEW YEAR’S DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: January 1

In Bahrain, New Year’ is a public holiday. All edu-
cational, commercial, and government establish-
ments remain closed. People enjoy a leisurely day
with their friends and families and participate in var-
ious recreational activities.

% LABOR DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: May 1

In 1889 the Socialist Second International, in soli-
darity with the American Federation of Labor,
established this holiday to pay tribute to workers and
laborers for their contributions and to make people
everywhere aware of the need for better working
conditions. On September 24, 2002, the ruler of
Bahrain, His Majesty King Shaikh Hamad Bin Isa Al

Preparation:

Place the whole eggplant on a baking sheet and
bake it until the outer skin is crisp and the inside soft
and mushy (about 1 hour). Let the eggplant cool,
then remove and discard the skin. Spoon the meat
of the eggplant into a food processor or blender.
Add the garlic, tahini, salt, lemon juice, and yogurt.
Purée until creamy. Spoon the mixture into a serving
dish and garnish with olive oil and whole olives.
Serve cold or warm with sliced pita bread or vegeta-
bles for dipping.
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Battle of Karbala

The fierce Battle of Karbala took place in 680 in the area
now known as Iraq. It was fought between Hussein (the
youngest grandson of Muhammad and the incumbent
caliph) and Yazid, the ruler of Kufa (a city in Iraq, about
106 miles south of Baghdad, and 6 miles northeast of
Najaf, located on the banks of the Euphrates River).
Yazid had the troops of Hussein massacred while they
were on the way to Kufa. He believed that this would
assure that he would retain his title as caliph, head of
the Islamic community. This happened on the 10th day
of Muharram, and the sad occasion came to be called
Ashura, meaning “ten.” The date is especially important
to Shia Muslims.

Khalifa, ratified a trade union law which, among
other things, declared May 1, the International
Labor Day, an official holiday. In Bahrain the day is
commemorated with trade union activities and
speeches.

See also Volume III: LABOR DAY

% INDEPENDENCE DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: August 15

This day celebrates a pivotal event in the history of
Bahrain. On this day in 1971 Bahrain achieved inde-
pendence from British rule, although it remained
under British protection until December 16 of that
same year. This is the most important public holiday
in Bahrain, and the national flag is raised at special
ceremonies in recognition of this historic occasion.
Parades and public speeches are held.

% NATIONAL DAY

Observed by: General Public
Observed on: December 16-17

This day commemorates Bahrain’s emergence from
British protection on December 16, 1971. National
Day was extended to a two-day holiday in 1999 by a
decision of His Majesty King Hamad. In Bahrain on
this day people remember and appreciate their free-
dom from colonial rule. The occasion is marked by
civic ceremonies.

Religious Holidays

% EL AM HEJIR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Muharram, the first month
of the Islamic calendar

The Islamic New Year is celebrated on the first day
of Muharram according to the Islamic calendar. Its
corresponding date on the Western (Gregorian) cal-
endar is different every year. This is because Islam
uses a lunar calendar based on the revolutions of the
Moon and has only 354 days in its year. Thus the
Islamic year loses 11 days annually in comparison
with the Western year.

The beginning of the new year is usually quiet,
unlike New Year’s celebrations associated with other
calendars. In Bahrain, Muslims gather in mosques
for special prayers and readings. A major part of the
holiday is spent recounting the incident of the
Hegira, Muhammad’s flight from Mecca to Medina
in 622. Muslims also reflect on the passage of time
and their own mortality.

See also Volume I1I: EL AM HEJIR; IsSLAM

# ASHURA

Observed by: Shia Muslims
Observed on: Tenth of Muharram, the first month
of the Islamic calendar

As in other Islamic countries with a majority Shia
population, Ashura, also called Mourning of Kar-
bala, is a day of mourning, honoring Hussein (the
grandson of Muhammad) and other martyrs who
sacrificed their lives in the Battle of Karbala (680).
Observed primarily on the 10th day of Muharram, it
consists of two days of fasting and prayers for for-
giveness. Processions reenacting Hussein’s funeral
move through the streets, and men flagellate them-
selves until their backs are bloodied. It is believed
that men who suffer as much as Hussein did will
receive special blessings.
See also Volume III: ASHURA; ISLAM

% EID AL-FITR

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: First of Shawwal, the 10th month of
the Islamic calendar

This marks the end of the austere month of
Ramadan, which is considered the holiest month of
the Islamic calendar. It was during this month that
Muhammad fasted for 40 days, after which the Koran
was revealed to him. The people of Bahrain begin the
holiday with morning prayers, generally in mosques
and idgabs (community prayer grounds). Afterward,
they make social visits, exchange greetings and gifts,
and enjoy delicacies, chiefly sewiyan (a vermicelli
pudding), specially prepared to break the fast.

See also Volume III: EID AL-FITR, ISLAM,
RAMADAN

% EID AL-ADHA

Observed by: Muslims
Observed on: Tenth of Dhu al-Hijjah, the 12th

month of the Islamic calendar



This day marks the patriarch Ibrahim’ (Abraham?’)
willingness to sacrifice his young son as God had
commanded. In Bahrain, on this day each family that
can afford it is expected to sacrifice a sheep, goat,
ram, or bullock to Allah. The meat from the sacrifice
is then shared with friends and family and distrib-
uted among the poor. Prior to this festival devout
Muslims may;, if they so desire, undertake hajj, a pil-
grimage to Mecca, the center of the Islamic faith.
See also Volume I1I: EID AL-ADHA; ISLAM

Rites of Passage

% BIRTH

"The birth of a child calls for celebrations in the Mus-
lim community of Bahrain, because a child is con-
sidered a token of Allah’s mercy, especially if the
child is male. After the birth babies are immediately
washed to remove impurities. The first sound that a
baby hears has to be its father (or any male relative)
whispering the call to prayer, or adban, into its right
ear and then the left. This is thought to help the
baby understand its duty to Allah at the very outset
of its life.

# COMING OF AGE

Circumcision is not mentioned in the Koran, but
many Muslims consider it essential nonetheless, and
the Hadith (a book of commentaries on the Koran)
records it as a practice enjoined by all past prophets.
Significantly it is also known as tahara in Arabic,
which means “purification.” The age for this prac-
tice varies from region to region and even from fam-
ily to family, but usually the age of seven is preferred,
although it is known to be performed as early as the
seventh day after birth or as late as puberty.

In the Muslim families of Bahrain a boy’s cir-
cumcision is a cause for celebration, and there is a
good deal of festivity, music, and food, and many
guests visit the parents’ home.

% MARRIAGE

In Bahrain, as in other traditional Islamic societies,
most marriages are arranged by the couples’ families,
sometimes with the help of professional matchmak-
ers. Before the wedding takes place, the two families
decide on a sum of money or quantity of household
goods that the groom’s family must give to the bride.
This provides security to the bride just in case the
marriage fails. Weddings usually take place in the
bride’s home and are performed by an imam.

The bride and the bridegroom sit in separate
rooms during the marriage ceremony. Two wit-
nesses—one from the bride’s family and one from
the groom’s family—are present during the entire
ceremony. The actual ceremony begins with the
imam reciting relevant passages from the Koran.
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The imam then speaks about the duties of marriage
and asks the bride and the bridegroom individually if
they agree to the marriage. Once they have agreed,
the bride, the groom, and the two witnesses sign a
marriage contract that confirms their agreement.

The Koran says that a man may marry up to
four wives, provided he can treat them all equally.
However most men in Bahrain marry only one wife.
If a marriage fails to work, the Koran says that Mus-
lims are allowed to divorce but only as a last resort.
First the couple must try to resolve their problems.
If this does not work, each spouse must choose a
friend or relative for counseling. If this too fails,
they must wait for four months before they can end
their marriage.

% DEATH

Bahrain observes the same funeral rites as Muslim
countries throughout the world. Since death is
unpredictable, Muslims are exhorted always to be
prepared for the inevitable. The dying person is
encouraged to declare his or her faith.

Muslims are always buried, never cremated.
Muslims are taught to treat the dead body with gen-
tleness and respect. The body is ritually washed and
draped before burial, which takes place soon after
death. After the person dies, the face is turned
toward Mecca, the arms and legs are straightened,
and the mouth and eyes closed. Then the body is
covered with a sheet. The dead person’s friends and
acquaintances gather to offer prayers for the
deceased.

For the burial the wrapped body is laid directly
at the bottom of the grave, on its right side; once
again its face must be turned toward Mecca. The
grave is sealed and then covered with dust. Although
graves are dug by gravediggers, the task of filling
them with earth is carried out by the relatives. Atten-
dants at funerals cover their heads with a cap or hat
as a mark of respect.

The burial customs prevalent in ancient
Bahrain can be gleaned from the awe-inspiring bur-
ial mounds at Aali village. This is probably the
largest prehistoric cemetery in the world. The site
has an estimated 170,000 burial mounds dating back
to between 3000 B.C.E. and 600 C.E. Each mound
covers a stone-built chamber, which forms the grave.
These burial mounds are found all over the country-
side.

Further Reading

Ahmad Mustafa Abu-Hakima, History of Eastern Ara-
bia, 1750-1800: The Rise and Development of Babrain
and Kuwait (Shelby Township, Mich.: International
Book Centre, 1988); Glada Lahn, Democratic Tiansi-
tion in Babrain: A Model for the Arab World? (London:
Gulf Centre for Strategic Studies, 2004); Rosemary
Said Zahlan, The Making of the Modern Guif States:
Kuwait, Babrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and
Oma (Dryden, N.Y.: Ithaca Press, 1999).
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COUNTRY FACT FILE

Location
Size 55,599 sq. mi.
Capital City Dhaka

Flag Description

Southern Asia, bordering the Bay of Bengal, between Burma and India

The flag of Bangladesh is green with a large red disk slightly to the hoist side of

center; the red Sun of freedom represents the blood shed to achieve independence;
the green field symbolizes the lush countryside and is, secondarily, the traditional

color of Islam.
Independence
Population 144,319,628 (2005 est.)

Government
Commonwealth

Nationality Bangladeshi

Major Ethnic

Group(s) Bengali (98%)

Major Language(s) | Bangla (Bengali); English
Major Religion(s) Muslim (83%)

National Holiday(s)

March 26, 1971 (from West Pakistan)

Parliamentary democracy; independent sovereign state within the British

New Year’s Day, January 1; International Mother Tongue Day, February 21; Birthday

of Bangabandhu, March 17; Independence Day and National Day, March 26;
Bengali Solar New Year, mid-April; Labor Day, May 1; Victory Day, December 16

Introduction
% HISTORY

Bangladesh has a rich historical and cultural past. The mod-
ern country was created from part of the former British
colony of India and so shares a common regional history with
both India and Pakistan. Over the centuries, the region wit-
nessed the influx of many ethnic groups: Arab, Dravidian,
European, Indo-Aryan, Mongol (Mughal), Persian, and Turk-
ish. Around 1200 C.E. Sufi Muslim invaders subjugated Hindu
and Buddhist royal dynasties, and converted most of the local
population to Islam. Since then, Islam has played a pivotal role
in the region’s history and politics.

Portuguese traders and Christian missionaries reached
Bengal in the latter part of the 15th century. They were fol-
lowed by the Dutch, the French, and the British East India
Companies during the 18th and 19th centuries. In 1859 the
British Crown took control from the British East India Com-
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pany, extending the British Empire in this part of the world
from Bengal in the east to the Indus River in the west.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries both Muslim and
Hindu leaders began to press for a greater degree of inde-
pendence. Prominent in the independence movement was the
Indian National Congress, created in 1885 by English-speak-
ing intellectuals. Growing concern about Hindu domination
of the movement, however, led Muslim leaders to form the All
India Muslim League in 1906.

The idea of a separate Muslim state emerged in the
1930s. On March 23, 1940, Muhammad Ali Jinnah
(1876-1948), leader of the Muslim League, publicly endorsed
the Pakistan Resolution that called for the creation of an inde-
pendent state in regions where Muslims were a majority.

In June 1947 the United Kingdom decided to grant full
dominion status to the two states created out of colonial India—
India and Pakistan. The latter was split into two sections sepa-
rated by approximately 1,000 miles of Indian territory. West
Pakistan comprised four provinces; East Pakistan was formed as



a single province. Each province had a legislature. The
capital of Pakistan was located at Karachi. Islamabad
became the capital in 1967.

Political instability and economic difficulties
marked the next three decades of Pakistan’s history.
A significant amount of national revenues went
toward developing West Pakistan at the expense of
the East. Frictions between West and East Pakistan
culminated in a 1971 army crackdown against the
East Pakistan dissident movement led by Sheikh
Muyjibur Rahman (1921-75), leader of the Awami
League (AL) Party, who had won the previous elec-
tion on a platform of greater autonomy for the east-
ern province. What followed was one of the worst
genocides in living memory and a mass exodus of
millions of refugees into India. The death toll was
estimated to be as high as two million. The disaster
was compounded by torrential rains and destructive
flooding. This human rights crisis was brought to
worldwide attention by the famous Bangladesh con-
certs in New York in June 1971 (the first such bene-
fit concert) and an album produced by George
Harrison (1943-2001) and Ravi Shankar (b. 1920).

India and Pakistan went to war in December
1971, with Bangla Muktjodhas (“Freedom Fighters”)
fighting side by side with the Indian army. The com-
bined forces soon overwhelmed the Pakistani army in
the eastern sector and ended the genocide. Pakistan’s
forces surrendered on December 16, 1971. What had
been West Pakistan was now called Pakistan; East
Pakistan became Bangladesh. The constitution of the
new nation created a strong prime minister, an inde-
pendent judiciary, and a unicameral legislature on a
modified British model. The highly popular Mujibur
Rahman assumed the office of prime minister.

In 1974 Mujibur Rahman proclaimed a state of
emergency and amended the constitution to limit the
powers of the legislative and judicial branches. The
new constitution established an executive presidency,
and instituted a one-party system. Rahman held the
office of president until August 1975, when he was
assassinated by mid-level army officers. This began a
new phase of violence for Bangladesh, marked by
successive military coups and assassinations.

In September 1991 the electorate approved
another set of changes to the constitution, formally
re-creating a parliamentary system, and returning
governing power to the office of the prime minister,
as in the original.

In an unusual move for a Muslim state,
Bangladesh has twice had a woman at the helm:
Begum Khaleda Zia (b. 1945), the widow of the
assassinated former president Ziaur Rahman
(1936-81); and Sheikh Hasina Wazed (b. 1947), the
daughter of Mujibur Rahman.

% GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Bangladesh, located on the northern coast of the
Bay of Bengal, is surrounded by India, with a small
common border with Myanmar in the southeast.
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The country is low-lying riverine land traversed by
the many branches and tributaries of the Ganges
and Brahmaputra Rivers. Tropical monsoons, fre-
quent floods, and cyclones inflict heavy damage in
the delta region. Bangladesh has a tropical climate,
with a hot and rainy summer and a pronounced dry
season in the cooler months. January is the coolest
month of the year, with temperatures averaging
near 79°F and April, the warmest month, with tem-
peratures ranging between 91° and 97°F. The cli-
mate is one of the wettest in the world; most places
receive more than 60 inches of rain a year, and areas
near the hills receive 200 inches. Most rain falls
during the monsoon season (June-September), and
little during the dry season (November—February).
During the rainy season the Ganges River turns
into “cyclone alley.”

% ECONOMY

Since its creation, Bangladesh has suffered natural
calamities and political upheavals. Development of
the labor force, nutrition, and the building of infra-
structure for sufficient health care and population
control continue to be the major concerns of the
country.

One of the world’s most densely populated
nations, since the 1980s Bangladesh has been caught
in the vicious cycle of population growth and
poverty. Although the rate of growth declined mar-
ginally in the early 21st century, the ever-increasing
population continues to be a tremendous burden on
the nation. On the positive side, the situation pro-
vides an abundant and cheap labor force that is eas-
ily trainable and convertible into a semi-skilled and
skilled workforce, making it a haven for every sector
of the computer technology industry, from distribu-
tors, dealers, and resellers of computer and allied
products, to vendors of locally assembled computers,
software developers and exporters, and Internet
service providers (ISPs).

However, Bangladesh is still primarily an agri-
cultural country, with some 60 percent of the popu-
lation engaged in farming. Jute and tea are principal
sources of foreign exchange. Bangladesh’s govern-
ment offers incentives to encourage the use of local
fabrics in the export-oriented garment industries.
Toward this end, the import of capital machinery
and cotton are duty-free.

Major impediments to growth include frequent
cyclones and floods, inefficient state-owned enter-
prises, inadequate port facilities, a rapidly growing
labor force that cannot be absorbed by agriculture,
delays in exploiting energy resources (natural gas),
insufficient power supplies, and slow implementa-
tion of economic reforms. Progress on these issues is
stalled in many instances by political infighting and
corruption at all levels of government. Opposition
from the bureaucracy, public sector unions, and
other vested interest groups are other obstacles to
development.
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% CULTURE AND LIFESTYLE

Fun Fact Bangladesh is famous for the remarkable
ethnic and cultural homogeneity of its
than 600,000 popullation. More .than 98 percent.of its
L people are Bengalis; the rest are Biharis,
rickshaws on the or non-Bengali Muslims, and indigenous
streets of Dhaka. tribes. The majority of Bangladeshis are
Muslim (83 percent). The other important
minority religious groups are Hindus, Bud-

dhists, and Christians.

Bangladeshis are particularly proud of their
valuable cultural and linguistic heritage, because
their independent nation is the result of a powerful
movement to uphold and preserve their language
and culture. Bangladeshis identify closely with
Bangla, their national language. In English the word
Bengali refers to both the language, called Bangla,
and the people who speak it.

In rural Bangladesh the basic social unit in a vil-
lage is the family (paribar or gushti), generally consist-
ing of a patrilineal extended household (chula) living
in a homestead (bari). Above the bari level, patrilineal
ties are linked into sequentially larger groups based on
real, fictional, or assumed relationships. The signifi-
cant unit larger than kinship is the voluntary religious
and mutual benefit association known as the society
(samaj or millat). An informal council of samaj elders
(matabdars or sardars) settles village disputes. Factional
competition between the matabdars is a major
dynamic of social and political interaction.

Groups of homes in a village, usually thatched
bamboo huts, are called paras, and each para has its
own name. Several paras constitute a mauza, the
basic revenue and census survey unit. Toward the
end of the 20th century, a few brick structures had
begun to appear.

Traditionally farming was one of the most desir-
able occupations, but in the 1980s parents began to
encourage their children to leave the increasingly
overcrowded villages to find more secure employ-

There are more

Chakmas

Chakmas form the largest ethnic group in Bangladesh and
are concentrated in the central and northern parts of the
Chittagong hill tracts where they live among several other
ethnic groups. According to the 1991 population census,
there were about 253,000 Chakmas. More than 90 per-
cent of them are concentrated in the Rangamati and Kha-
grachhari districts. About 100,000 Chakmas also live in
India, mainly in Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram, and
Tripura. Small groups have settled in other countries as
well. The vast majority of Chakmas are Buddhists, and they
form the largest Buddhist population in Bangladesh. Inte-
grated with their Buddhist practice are older religious
elements, such as worship of the powers of nature.

ment in the towns. Traditional sources of prestige,
such as landholding, distinguished lineage, and reli-
gious piety were being replaced by modern educa-
tion, higher income, and steadier work. But these
changes could not prevent rural poverty from
increasing, nor did they improve the quality of life
for those who migrated to the towns and cities. The
women go to work in the garment industry in
Dhaka; approximately 800,000 people work in the
4,000 factories, 75 percent of them women. The
men rent rickshaws, ruining their legs transporting
people through the clogged streets.

In the 1970s the population of Dhaka, the capi-
tal, was estimated to be about one million. During
the 1980s an administrative decentralization pro-
gram encouraged the growth of urban areas. Most of
the urban population—government functionaries,
merchants, and other business personnel—congre-
gated in shabby structures with poor sanitation and
few modern amenities. By the time the 21st century
began the population of Dhaka was estimated to be
anywhere from six million to 15 million; the city is
so crowded that accurate numbers are impossible to
get. What is beyond question is the problem of
solid-waste disposal. Somewhere between 3,000 and
3,500 tons of solid waste are produced every day in
Dhaka, but only 50 percent of it is removed; the
remaining half lies along the roads, in open drains
and low-lying areas, contributing to the deteriorat-
ing quality of Dhaka’s environment.

By the end of the 20th century, even in relatively
sophisticated urban populations, the segregation of
the sexes persisted in Bangladesh. Although urban
women enjoyed more physical freedom and could
pursue professional careers, they still moved in a dif-
ferent social world from that of men. Moreover 82
percent of Bangladeshi women stll lived in rural
areas, not in cities. Thus the practice of purdab (the
traditional seclusion of women) had become a matter
of degree that varied widely according to social
milieu.

"Traditional, full purdah requires the complete
seclusion of women from the time they reach
puberty. Within the home women live in private
quarters that only male relatives or servants are
permitted to enter. Outside the home, a woman in
purdab wears a veil or an enveloping, concealing
outer garment. Observing the strictures of full
purdab requires a devotion to and the financial
means to seclude women and forgo their labor in
the fields. For most rural families the importance
of women’s labor makes full seclusion impossible,
although the idea remains. In some areas, for
example, women go about unveiled within the
confines of the para, or village, but wear the veil or
outer garment when they venture farther from the
community.

Although Hindu society is formally stratified
into caste categories, caste has not figured as promi-
nently in the Bangladeshi Hindu community as it has
in the Hindu-dominated Indian state of West Bengal.
About 75 percent of the Hindus in Bangladesh



belong to the lower castes, notably namasudras
(“lesser cultivators”), while the remaining 25 percent
belong primarily to untouchable groups. Even
though some Hindus of higher castes belong to the
professional class, there is no Hindu upper class.
However as Hindus have increasingly enjoyed pro-
fessional mobility, the castes have begun to interact in
wider political and socioeconomic arenas, with the
result that there has been some erosion of caste-con-
sciousness. Bangladeshi Hindus have been able to
assimilate into the Bengali mainstream culture with-
out losing their religious and cultural distinctiveness.

In Bangladesh the function of marriage is to
ensure the continuity of families rather than to pro-
vide companionship for individuals, and a new bride’s
relationship with her mother-in-law is probably more
important to her well-being than her (frequently)
impersonal relationship with her husband. The
process of choosing a spouse reflects this function and
depends entirely on one’s social status. Typically par-
ents choose spouses for their children, although men
often have some say in the matter. In middle-class
urban families men negotiate their own marriages.
Only in the most elite class does a woman participate
in her own marriage arrangements. Marriage gener-
ally is made between families of similar social stand-
ing, although a woman might properly marry a man
of somewhat higher status. Financial standing has
come to outweigh family background. Often someone
with a good job in a Middle Eastern country is pre-
ferred to an individual of impeccable lineage.

# CUISINE

Bangladesh is renowned for its delicious food. Cook-
ing is considered an art, and each district has its own
way of preparing even the simplest dishes. Boiled
plain rice is the staple diet of the Bangladeshi. Mus-
tard and soybean oils are used for cooking, and fish
is a part of all meals. Hilsz, the most popular fish, is
available mainly during the rainy season. The bilsa
caught from the river Padma is world famous and
exported to countries such as the United Kingdom
and United States, where th