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Fish Flying on Roofs, Three Kings on the Street

Children’ s Day in China is June 1st. But around the world, Children’s Day does
not fall on the same day, and the ways of celebrating differ even more: some are full
of fish flying in the sky, some are holidays that boys and girls take turns
celebrating, and some have three kings riding camels down the street scattering

candy.

Japan actually has two Children’s Days. March 3rd is the Doll’ s Festival, also
called Girls’ Day. Families set up tiered doll stands, with the emperor and empress
on the topmost tier and court ladies and musicians below, and girls invite friends to
admire the dolls and eat diamond-shaped rice cakes. May 5th is Boys’ Day. Families
with boys raise tall poles in their yards and string up carp streamers to flutter in
the wind. The big black one stands for father, the red one for mother, and the
smaller ones for the children. Why carp? An old legend says carp swim upstream and

can even leap over the Dragon Gate, so grown-ups hope boys will be brave and
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persistent, like carp unafraid of rapids. Samurai dolls and little suits of armor are

displayed in the house that day too, wishing the child strength and health.

Sweden’ s Children’s Day is quite special: boys and girls celebrate on separate
days. October 7th is Boy s Day, when boys get to wear crowns, eat candy, and receive
small gifts, and some shops hold special events for boys. December 19th is Girl’ s
Day, when girls become the protagonists and wear candle crowns — a tradition from the
old legend of Saint Lucia, in which the eldest daughter of a household rose early,
put on a white gown and a crown, and served coffee and saffron buns to her family.
Swedes say splitting the holiday in two is fair: boys and girls each get a day that

is entirely their own.

In Spain, the most important day for children is actually Three Kings’ Day on
January 6th. The night of January 5th brings the liveliest parade: three kings ride
camels down the street waving to the crowd, and attendants behind them throw
basketfuls of candy to the children on both sides. Kids rush out with hats and
pockets to catch candy, and the streets are packed. Children place their shoes on the
windowsill, and legend says the kings leave gifts in the shoes of those who have
behaved well all year. So for Spanish children, the excitement of Three Kings  Day is

no less than Christmas.

Look: fish fly above Japanese rooftops, boys and girls in Sweden take turns
wearing crowns, and three kings scatter candy down Spanish streets. The dates differ,
the customs differ, but the feeling is the same - on that day, every child in the

world is the most important person.
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We Celebrated Three Children’ s Days

I have attended Children’s Day at three schools - one in China, two abroad.
Classmates always ask what Children’s Day is like in other countries, and I count on

my fingers and tell them.

First, Japan. We lived in Tokyo for a year, and that May the pole in our neighbor
Sato’ s yard grew taller day by day, with a big fish at the top, mouth open, swimming
forward; when the wind blew, its belly billowed. Sato told me the black carp was his
father, the red one his mother, and the smallest one him. He said carp leap over the
Dragon Gate, and his father hopes he will be as courageous as a carp. That day their
living room also displayed a full set of samurai armor; Sato put on the helmet and
posed before the mirror, laughing nonstop. Japan' s Boys’ Day is May 5th; Girls’ Day
is March 3rd, when families set up tiered doll stands. Sato’s little sister treasured

those dolls fiercely — whoever touched one had a fight on their hands.

Later we moved to Sweden. In early October our school suddenly buzzed — it was
Boy’ s Day. The boys all wore paper crowns, each teacher handed out a small bag of
candy, and even the cafeteria added pudding. The girls sat calmly in class — their
big day comes on December 19th, Girl’ s Day. The school’s biggest event that day is
the sixth—-grade girls singing in candle crowns: white gowns, garlands of green
leaves, singing from morning till night. My deskmate is a girl, and she told me that
at home on the morning of December 19th she too wears a crown and serves bread to her
parents. She said it with a proud face, as if it were the most honorable job in the

world.

I never got to see Three Kings’ Day; our Spanish transfer student Carlos told me
about it. He said on the night of January 5th three kings ride camels down the street
and their attendants throw candy into the crowd; when he was little he used to
squeeze into the crowd until his hat was full. He also said well-behaved children
find gifts in their shoes, while in the legend the naughty ones get a bag of coal. 1

asked him whether he behaves this year. He thought for a moment and said: candy still
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accepted, gifts still collected, coal never seen.

When I finished, a classmate asked: which Children’s Day is the best? I thought a
long time and said, they are all the same. Carp streamers swim, crowns tilt, candy
gets eaten up — but on that day every child in every country looks up and smiles, and

that part is exactly alike.
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Our Class’s World Children’ s Day Party

On June 1st our class skipped the usual dance and held a World Children’ s Day
party instead. Our teacher said: Children’s Day around the world is not just June 1st
- go find out yourselves, and act it out yourselves. The class split into three

groups, and the show began a week later.
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Group one performed Japan. Several boys sewed three big carp from cloth, propped
them on bamboo poles by the classroom window, and with the fan running, the fish
swam. They explained: Japan’s Boys’ Day is May 5th, when families fly carp streamers
— the black carp is father, the red one mother, the small one the child — because in
an old legend carp leap over the Dragon Gate, and grown—ups hope their children will
have courage. The girls set up a table covered with red cloth and arranged paper
dolls tier by tier, saying this is Girls’ Day on March 3rd, when families display
dolls to wish girls health. Afterwards they handed out diamond-shaped biscuits,

saying they were imitating the colored rice cakes.

Group two performed Sweden. Their leader opened by announcing: Sweden splits its
Children’s Day — Boy’ s Day on October 7th, Girl’ s Day on December 19th. The moment he
finished, every boy in class put on a paper crown and got a candy. The girls
protested; the leader said wait — the girls’ day is bigger — and the girls came out
wearing candle crowns made from paper tubes and yellow cardstock, standing in for
Saint Lucia’s crown of candles. They told the old legend: on the morning of December
19th the eldest daughter of a household wears the crown, puts on a white gown, and
serves coffee and bread to the whole family. The audience listened intently until

someone asked whether boys ever serve too, and the whole class laughed.

Group three performed Spain — and was the messiest of all. Three classmates wore
crowns, draped bedsheets over themselves, rode office chairs as camels, and paraded
around the classroom, explaining that this is Three Kings’ Day on January 6th, and
that on the night of January 5th the three kings take to the streets. The students
behind them grabbed a bag of fruit candy and scattered it down the aisle while the
whole class dove to the floor to scramble for it, candy wrappers crunching underfoot.
The narrator shouted: well-behaved children get gifts in their shoes; naughty ones
get only coal! Hands snatching candy shot straight up: I have been extremely good

this year!

When the party broke up, our teacher asked what we had noticed. One classmate
said: Japan watches fish, Sweden wears crowns, Spain grabs candy. Our teacher nodded:
the dates differ, the games differ, but every country s grown-ups share one and the
same heart — treating children as the most important people there are. By the
classroom window, the cloth carp were still swimming, bellies billowing in the fan’s

breeze.
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