
CALENDAR CONFUSION 

Those of us a c t i v e l y  pu rsu ing  t h e  
genealogy, as w e l l  as t h e  h i s t o r y ,  o f  ou r  
ances to rs  w i l l  e v e n t u a l l y  f i n d  ourse lves  i n  
t h e  "ca lendar  maze." How c o u l d  one o f  our  
great -grandmothers  be bap t i zed  b e f o r e  she 
was bo rn?  Why a r e  dates w r i t t e n  as i f  t hey  
a r e  two years ,  i .e. 1735/6? Why a r e  da tes  
abbrev ia ted ,  i .e.  2d 7ber 1730? What does 
a  d a t e  w r i t t e n  18 : 12 mo. 1666 mean? 

Reviewing t h e  s teps  i n  t h e  development o f  
t h e  ca lendar  m igh t  be t h e  key t o  under-  
s t and ing  da tes  i n  C o l o n i a l  America. 

J u l i u s  Caesar conquered Egypt i n  t h e  w i n t e r  
of 48-47 B.C. and p u t  C leopa t ra  on t h e  
th rone .  Whi le  among t h e  Egypt ians,  he 
lea rned  o f  t h e  s i m p l i c i t y  o f  t h e i r  ca lendar  
and hoped t o  make t h e  one i n  Rome more l i k e  
it. I n  45 B.C., Caesar b rough t  Sosigenes, 
an astronomer, f rom Egypt t o  Rome t o  a i d  i n  
r e v i s i n g  t h e  Roman Calendar.  Caesar 
dec la red  t h e  yea r  t o  be 365 days and 5 
hours  long,  and d i v i d e d  i t i n t o  twe l ve  
months w i t h  a  s p e c i f i c  number o f  days i n  
each, t hus  ending t h e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  P o n t i f e x  
Maximus t o  change them f r om t ime  t o  t ime.  

The f i r s t  day of January was t h e  beg inn ing  
o f  t h e  year .  To make t h e  days come o u t  
r i g h t ,  an e x t r a  day was added i n  February 
every  f o u r t h  year .  The e x t r a  day was n o t  
added a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  month, b u t  r a t h e r  
made two days o f  what we c a l l  t h e  24 th  o f  
February.  I n  t h e  Roman Calendar,  i t  was 
c a l l e d  " s e x t i l e  calendas."  The e x t r a  day 
was c a l l e d  " b i s e x t i l e . "  Hence, what was 
l a t e r  known as l eap  yea r  was c a l l e d  a  " b i -  
s e x t i l e "  year.  

A l though t h e  J u l i a n  Calendar was w ide l y  
used, t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  s t a r t i n g  t h e  new year  
on January 1  was no t .  With t h e  spread o f  
C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  December 25 was ce leb ra ted  
th roughou t  most o f  Europe as t h e  b i r t h d a y  
o f  C h r i s t .  Many c o u n t r i e s  adopted t h i s  
da te  as t h e  beg inn ing  o f  t h e  new year .  

The J u l i a n  Calendar,  w i t h  a  few r e v i s i o n s ,  
remained i n  e f f e c t  i n  most o f  Europe f o r  
many c e n t u r i e s .  The Counc i l  o f  Nicaea i n  
325 A.D., c a l l e d  by Cons tan t ine  I, t h e  
f i r s t  C h r i s t i a n  r u l e r  o f  t h e  Roman Empire, 
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  day f o r  c e l e b r a t i n g  Eas te r  
as t h e  f i r s t  Sunday a f t e r  t h e  f i r s t  f u l l  

moon a f t e r  t h e  21 o f  March. I n  325 A.D., 
t h e  ve rna l  equinox f e l l  on March 21. 

LS 
Dur ing t h e  M idd le  Ages, t h e  a d o r a t i o n  o f  
t h e  V i r g i n  Mary grew and t h e  Feast o f  t h e  
Annunc ia t ion,  o f t e n  c a l  l e d  Lady Day, 'was 
c e l e b r a t e d  on March 25, t h e  supposed day o f  
Mary ' s  concept ion.  T h i s  day became t h e  
beg inn ing  o f  t h e  new year  i n  many 
c o u n t r i e s .  

I n  England, December 25 was t h e  f i r s t  day 
o f  t h e  year  f rom Anglo Saxon t imes  u n t i l  
t h e  r e i g n  o f  Henry I 1  (1154-1159) when 
March 25 became t h e  o f f i c i a l  beg inn ing  o f  
t h e  new year .  

By t h e  16 th  cen tu r y ,  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  
t h e  ca lendar ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  da te  f o r  
beg inn ing  t h e  new year ,  had become ev iden t .  
I n  1532, Ho l l and  decla,red t h e  beg inn ing  o f  
t h e  new year  t o  be January 1. Spain d i d  
t h e  same i n  1556, t h e  Holy  Roman Empire i n  
1558, France i n  1567, and Geneva, a  p r o t e s -  
t a n t  n a t i o n ,  i n  1575. 

By 1582, Pope Gregory XI11 was convinced 
t h a t  J u l i u s  Caesar had e r r e d  
approx imate ly  11 ~ n i n u t e s  i n  e s t a b l i s h i n  'ti 
t h e  l e n g t h  o f  t h e  year.  The ve rna l  equinox 
was f a l l i n g  10 days e a r l i e r  t han  i n  t h e  4 t h  
cen tu ry .  There was f e a r  t h a t ,  i f  something 
was n o t  done t o  c o r r e c t  t h i s  e r r o r ,  Easter ,  
a  t r a d i t i o n a l  Spr ing  h o l i d a y ,  would someday 
come i n  t h e  m idd le  o f  t h e  year .  The Pope, 
i n  t h a t ,  year ,  ordered ad justments  which 
became known as t h e  Gregor ian Calendar. I n  
o r d e r  t o  p u t  t h e  ve rna l  equ inox back t o  
Narch 21, t h e  Pope ordered t h a t  October 4, 
1582 be f o l l o w e d  by October 15, 1582. He 
dec la red  t h a t  t h e  new yea r  would t h e r e a f t e r  
beg in  on t h e  f i r s t  day o f  January. I n  
o rde r  t o  conipensate f o r  Caesar 's  e r r o r  i n  
t h e  l e n g t h  o f  t h e  year ,  he ordered t h a t  o f  
those  years  ending a t  t h e  ends o f  t h e  
c e n t u r i e s  (1600, 1700, 1800, e t c . ) ,  o n l y  
those  d i v i s i b l e  by f o u r  hundred, would be 
leap years .  Thus, 1600 was a  leap  year ,  
w h i l e  1700 was no t .  I t a l y ,  Spain, 
Po r t uga l ,  Poland, and France adopted t h e  
new ca lendar  a t  once. 

i 

Readers o f  Eng l i sh  h i s t o r y  know t h a t  t h r  \ 
B r i t i s h  monarch and t h e  Pope were n o t  dy 
f r i e n d l y  t e r n s  i n  those days, so England 
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Calendar Confusion, continued: 

- \ d i d  not adopt the  new calendar a t  t ha t  
time. Scot land made January 1 the  f i r s t  
day of the  year in 1600, b u t  d i d  not adopt 
the  Gregorian Calendar un t i l  1752. 

r 

Over the  next 170 years ,  England and a l l  
her colonies continued using the  Julian 
Calendar, and t h i s  difference between the  
two calendars led t o  much confusion. I n  
f a c t ,  i t  was not uncommon t o  see (N.S.) and 
(O.S.) a f t e r  a date meaniqg "new s ty le"  and 
"old s t y l e . "  

The American colonis ts  were great  abbre- 
v ia to rs  and used numbers i n  abbreviating 
the  months of the  year-  Remember in those 
days March was the f i r s t  month and February 
was t he  twelfth month. Such abbreviations 
appear in colonial documents as 9ber fo r  
September and Xbr f o r  December. In order 
t o  c l a r i f y  the  proper year ,  dates between 
January 1 and March 25 were often writ ten 
"1733134" indicating 1733 accordiqg t o  the  
Julian Calendar and 1734 according t o  the  
Gregorian Calendar. 

\ 

n 175 1 ,  Par1 i ament adopted t he  Gregori an 
CCalendar, making January 1 the  f i r s t  day of 

1752. Since March 25 was the  f i r s t  day of 
1751 and December 31 was the  l a s t  day of 
t ha t  year,  the re  were no months of January 
or February o r  days one through twenty-four 
i n  March, 17- make up  the eleven days 
difference in the  calendars,  including the  
extra  day- created because t he  year 1700 had 
only 365 days in the  Gregorian Calendar, 
Parliament declared t ha t  " the  day following 
September 2 ,  1752 shal l  be called the  14th 
day of September 1752." 

Because of the  confusion created by the  use 
of two calendars in d i f f e r en t  countr ies ,  
dates between January 1 and March 24 often 
indicate both years. 

The calendar we use today i s  a conibination 
of the  ancient Roman Calendar, which gives 
us the  names f o r  i t s  twelve months, and the  
Egyptian Calendar with i t s  twelve orderly 
months, each w i t h  30 days and f i ve  extra 
days which were not part  of any month. 

-- 

L Now dates can be copied exactly as they 
appeared in ear ly  documents with confidence 
t ha t  they will  be understood or eas i ly  
explained. 
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