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Presidents’ Day in the United States traces its origins to the national reverence for 
George Washington, the nation’s first president, whose birthday on February 22 became 
one of the earliest federal holidays.  The tradition dates to the early 19th century, when the 
holiday first began to be commonly observed in the 1800s, even before official national 
recognition, as communities throughout the country marked the date with public 
ceremonies, speeches, and patriotic activities.  Congress formally acknowledged 
Washington’s Birthday as a federal holiday in 1879, originally celebrated only in the District 
of Columbia before being expanded nationwide in 1885.  Though legally still titled 
“Washington’s Birthday,” the observance gradually broadened in spirit to include 
recognition of all American presidents, leading to the modern name “Presidents’ Day,” 
particularly after Congress passed the Uniform Monday Holiday Act in 1968, which shifted 
many federal holidays, including Washington’s Birthday, to fixed Mondays to provide 
workers with standardized long weekends.  By the late 20th century, Presidents’ Day had 
entered widespread usage in American culture, school curricula, historical education 
programs, and public life, becoming a day of both historical reflection and commercial 
celebration. 

The early celebrations of Washington’s Birthday in the 19th century often reflected 
the era’s patriotic tone.  Many communities, especially on the East Coast, drew heavily 
upon Revolutionary War imagery, public addresses on civic virtues, and military displays 
that connected local acts of remembrance to the origins of the Republic. Historical 
accounts from states such as Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and New York describe large-
scale parades, ceremonial marches, banquets, and official orations involving Washington’s 
leadership and the legacy of the founding generation.  These events became part of the 
public calendar of many cities, reinforcing local identity and national memory through 
visible, annual civic rituals.  In this setting, Washington’s Birthday served not only as a 
holiday but as a cultural reaffirmation of the country’s founding values, and the 
observances often took on specific local characteristics that made the holiday uniquely 
reflective of East Coast historical memory. 

In contrast, the West Coast, and particularly Santa Clara County in California, 
developed a vastly different public memory and civic expression surrounding the holiday.  
While many East Coast cities developed highly visible public traditions surrounding 



Washington’s Birthday in the 19th and early 20th centuries often featuring patriotic 
parades, marching bands, colonial reenactments, speeches, and grand civic 
commemorations, communities in Santa Clara County evolved with a markedly different 
cultural foundation.  Cities such as Boston, Philadelphia, and New York built their 
Presidents’ Day traditions on their direct historical connections to the Founding era, the 
Revolutionary War, and early national politics.  Santa Clara County, by contrast, emerged 
from a different historical narrative rooted in the Spanish mission system, early Californio 
settlement, extensive agricultural development, and later its transformation into an 
industrial and technological center.  Because of this different regional identity, there is little 
record of recurring local parades or citywide ceremonial observances specifically 
associated with Washington’s Birthday or Presidents’ Day in Santa Clara County’s historical 
archives.  Santa Clara’s civic commemorations throughout the 19th and 20th centuries 
instead tended to focus on Mission heritage events, agricultural fairs, and, later, festivals 
and educational programs reflecting the county’s development as part of Silicon Valley.  
The absence of large, long-standing Presidents’ Day parades or festivities in Santa Clara 
County illustrates the distinct divergence in historical memory between the two coasts:  
the East anchored in Revolutionary remembrance, and the West grounded in a layered 
history of mission settlement, frontier transformation, immigration, and industrial 
modernization rather than the pageantry of presidential celebration. 

Despite this difference in celebratory tradition, California’s state government has 
played a significant role in recognizing the educational and civic importance of Presidents’ 
Day. California observes the federal holiday as a state holiday, and schools throughout the 
state incorporate the day into history and civics instruction.  Students learn not only about 
George Washington and Abraham Lincoln long associated with the combined celebration 
but about the evolving roles and responsibilities of the presidency, the separation of 
powers, constitutional authority, and the changing nature of American leadership over 
time.  Educational guidelines in California public schools encourage teachers to use the 
holiday to provide historical context, explore the growth of democratic institutions, and 
examine presidential decisions that shaped the nation.  Museums, libraries, and cultural 
institutions statewide frequently create Presidents’ Day educational programs, classroom 
packets, and interactive events aimed at students and families to sustain the learning 
mission of the holiday. 

Santa Clara County institutions have followed a similar pattern, focusing their 
observance on educational framing rather than large-scale public ceremonies.  Schools 
within the county integrate Presidents’ Day into lesson plans that discuss the founding of 
the American Republic, the Constitution, and the evolution of national governance.  
Classroom activities often include studies of George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and 



other presidents whose policies and leadership defined major eras of national 
transformation.  Libraries throughout the county also use the period around Presidents’ 
Day to organize special displays, children’s reading activities, historical exhibits, and 
community programs that encourage the public to explore topics related to executive 
leadership and American democracy.  In this way, even without large public parades, Santa 
Clara County’s observance remains civic in nature, rooted in reflection, education, and 
engagement with national history. 

In California more broadly, state proclamations and official recognitions over the 
years have reinforced Presidents’ Day as both a public holiday and a moment for civic 
reflection.  Governors have periodically issued proclamations honoring Washington, 
Lincoln, and the evolving meaning of the presidency in American life, emphasizing themes 
such as national unity, democratic values, civil rights, public service, and the 
responsibilities that accompany political power.  These formal acknowledgments help 
anchor Presidents’ Day in the state’s public consciousness, reminding residents that the 
holiday is more than a long weekend; it is a time for intellectual engagement with the 
nation’s past and present.  Local governments, including counties such as Santa Clara, 
also treat the date as an official closure day for public service schedules, aligning 
municipal calendars with state and federal observance standards. 

Even though Santa Clara County does not possess a long record of public parades 
or large-scale Presidents’ Day celebrations, its observance nonetheless reflects the central 
purpose of the holiday:  ensuring that the legacy of presidential leadership remains part of 
American civic life.  The county’s approach demonstrates that national remembrance can 
take multiple forms of ceremonial pageantry in some regions and educational engagement 
in others and both expressions preserve historical memory.  Through its schools, libraries, 
government closures, and community learning programs, Santa Clara County maintains a 
distinct but meaningful connection to the holiday, honoring the nation’s presidential history 
in a manner consistent with the region’s own historical development and identity. 


