
 

Memorial Day in the United States 

 

Historical Origins and Evolution 

In the aftermath of the Civil War, Americans began holding springtime 

Decoration Day ceremonies to honor the war dead 

cem.va.gov cem.va.gov . In 1868 Maj. Gen. John A. Logan of the Union 

veterans’ Grand Army of the Republic proclaimed May 30, 1868 as a 

national Decoration Day for the nation to remember and decorate its 

fallen soldiers va.gov . That first national observance on May 30, 

1868 was held at Arlington National Cemetery, where President 

Ulysses S. Grant and about 5,000 others laid flowers on the graves of both Union and 

Confederate soldiers va.gov military.com . These Decoration Day customs (wreath-laying, flag 

displays and memorial speeches) quickly spread across the country. For example, Congress 

later recognized Waterloo, New York’s community-wide commemoration on May 5, 1866 as 

the official “birthplace” of Memorial Day history.com cem.va.gov . By the 1870s and 1880s, every 

Union state had officially adopted a holiday on May 30 for decorating soldiers’ graves 

en.wikipedia.org . Over time, local Decoration Day ceremonies were also held in many Southern 

towns (often honoring Confederate dead); these grew into separate Confederate Memorial 

Days in some states. After World War I, the observance was broadened to honor all American 

war dead, not just Civil War casualties va.gov military.com . By the mid-20th century the term 

“Memorial Day” (rather than Decoration Day) had become common usage, reflecting its 

role as a day for all who died in U.S. wars military.com . 

Federal Recognition and Date of Observance 

Memorial Day became an official federal holiday in 1971 under the Uniform Monday 

Holiday 

Act. Prior to that law, Decoration Day had always been observed on May 30. The 1968 Act 

(signed by President Johnson) moved Memorial Day to the last Monday in May and 

formally 
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codified the name “Memorial Day” presidency.ucsb.edu va.gov . This ensured a three-day weekend 

observance each year (for example, 2025’s Memorial Day falls on Monday, May 26). The 

move acknowledged that by then the holiday had effectively become a long weekend of 

remembrance and leisure pbs.org . (New York was the first state to legislate a Memorial Day 

holiday, in 1873 en.wikipedia.org , and by 1890 every Northern state did so.) Today Memorial Day is 

one of the 11 federal holidays; each year the President issues a Presidential Memorial Day 

Proclamation encouraging Americans to observe the day with reflection or prayer. For 

instance, recent proclamations call on citizens “to observe Memorial Day by praying… for 

permanent peace” and “to give thanks” for the freedoms secured by fallen heroes cem.va.gov 

va.gov . 

Cultural and Social Significance 

Memorial Day is explicitly dedicated to honoring those U.S. military personnel who died in 

service. Official sources call it the nation’s foremost day to “mourn and honor its deceased 

service men and women” cem.va.gov , and to remember the nation’s “debt” to those whose blood 

and sacrifice secured liberty news.va.gov . Typical observances emphasize this solemn purpose: 

American flags and wreaths are placed on graves nationwide, and ceremonies at war 

memorials pay tribute to the fallen. For example, Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) 

commemorations honor about 1 million Americans who died in wartime service (including 

roughly 651,000 killed in battle) news.va.gov . In keeping with the holiday’s focus on reflection, 

Congress in 2000 established a nationwide Moment of Remembrance at 3:00 p.m. local 

time on Memorial Day, asking Americans to pause in silence or prayer for a minute at that 

hour 

apnews.com va.gov . Many people also wear a red poppy on Memorial Day or place poppy 

imagery on graves – a tradition inspired by the World War I poem “In Flanders Fields” that 

became a symbol of wartime sacrifice. In short, Memorial Day’s cultural significance lies in 

collective acts of commemoration and gratitude for those who gave their lives in military 

service. 

Traditions and Rituals 

Americans observe Memorial Day with a mix of solemn and ceremonial traditions. Many visit 

cemeteries and memorials to decorate the graves of fallen soldiers – often by placing 
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flowers, wreaths, and U.S. flags defense.gov history.com . Volunteer groups (Boy Scouts, veterans’ 

organizations, etc.) commonly place small American flags at every grave in national and local 

veterans’ cemeteries news.va.gov defense.gov . Across the country, cities and towns hold 

Memorial Day parades featuring veterans, active-duty military personnel, marching bands 

and color guards. The largest of these parades occur in New York City, Chicago and 

Washington, D.C. each year history.com . Ceremonies at parks or monuments often include 

speeches (by civic leaders or vets) and the playing of Taps. By custom and law, the U.S. flag is 

flown at half-staff from sunrise until noon on Memorial Day, then raised to full-staff for 

the remainder of the day va.gov . At 3:00 p.m., observers pause for a “National Moment of 

Remembrance” (a brief silence or prayer) as mandated by the White House Commission 

apnews.com . In addition to these formal rituals, many Americans mark the holiday with family 

gatherings, picnics and barbecues – reflecting the long weekend’s unofficial status as the 

start of summer. 

Modern Observance and Regional Variations 

Today Memorial Day is observed nationwide, but local practices vary. Nearly every 

community has some form of ceremony at a veterans’ memorial, cemetery or park early on 

the holiday. Nationally televised events – such as wreath-laying at the Tomb of the Unknown 

Soldier in Arlington and the PBS National Memorial Day Concert – underscore the day’s 

prominence. In many towns, traditions include dawn gun salutes, “Roll Call” readings of 

names, or local pageants. Some regions have distinct customs: for example, historically New 

Orleans held a Memorial Day boat parade, and some New England towns hold cemetery 

clean-up drives and poppy-selling drives leading up to the day. In the U.S. military, bases 

around the world hold official Memorial Day ceremonies and a moment of silence. Notably, 

several Southern states (Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, North Carolina, Texas and Virginia, 

among others) still celebrate separate Confederate Memorial Day observances on various 

spring dates va.gov . These state holidays honor Confederate soldiers from the Civil War and 

pre-date the official federal Memorial Day; they continue in a few states and are often 

controversial today. Overall, while the tone of solemn remembrance is common, Memorial 

Day weekend also blends regional leisure traditions and community events. 
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Travel, Events, and Participation Statistics 

Memorial Day weekend is now one of the busiest travel periods of the year. AAA projects 

tens of millions of Americans will travel this holiday: about 43.8 million were forecast in 

2024, and 45.1 million in 2025 – the highest total ever recorded newsroom.aaa.com inrix.com . Road 

trips dominate this travel surge: for 2024 AAA predicted roughly 38.4 million driving over the 

weekend newsroom.aaa.com . Air travel is also heavy – AAA estimated about 3.61 million air 

passengers in 2025 inrix.com – and ground/bus/train travel has rebounded (2.08 million by 

train/bus/cruise inrix.com ). Airports and highways often report record volumes. For example, TSA 

screened 2.66 million passengers on one day of Memorial Day 2023 – the most in a single 

day since Thanksgiving 2019 pbs.org . In addition to travel, millions participate in Memorial Day 

events: VA expected over 100,000 people to attend ceremonies at its national cemeteries in 

2008 news.va.gov , and annual parades in major cities draw thousands. Television and media 

coverage (e.g. the Washington concert) reach nationwide audiences. 

Commercialization and Leisure Activities 

Memorial Day has a strong commercial and leisure component in modern culture. The long 

weekend unofficially ushers in summer, and many Americans mark it with barbecues, beach 

trips, and backyard parties history.com . Retailers capitalize on the holiday as a major sales event: 

Memorial Day weekend sales (on appliances, furniture, clothing and summer goods) are 

among the largest of the year. Consumer surveys confirm heavy holiday spending: one 

2024 study found that 95% of people celebrating Memorial Day planned to make 

purchases (especially on food and beverages for gatherings) numerator.com . Food and drink 

dominate spending; for instance 83% of celebrants planned to buy groceries or picnic 

supplies 

numerator.com . Even commodity prices for cookout staples rose noticeably – a 2024 analysis 

reported that barbecue essentials (ground beef, buns, condiments) cost about 10% more 

than the year before cbsnews.com . Such trends mean that Memorial Day retail sales and travel are 

deeply woven into the holiday’s “muscle memory” pbs.org . Critics of commercialization point 

out that Memorial Day can become more about sales and leisure than mourning. As AP 

News observed, the holiday “has come to anchor the unofficial start of summer and a long 

weekend of travel and discounts” on items from mattresses to lawnmowers apnews.com . 
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Controversies and Debates 

Memorial Day’s meaning has long been a subject of debate. Already in 1869 The New York 

Times warned that an overemphasis on “pomp, dinners and oratory” could make the day 

“sacrilegious” apnews.com . Abolitionist Frederick Douglass, in an 1871 Arlington speech, 

cautioned that Americans must not forget the Civil War’s purpose apnews.com . Historians note 

that during the Jim Crow era, public Memorial Day observances were largely segregated, 

effectively making it a “white Memorial Day” in many communities apnews.com . In modern times, 

criticisms often focus on dilution of the holiday’s intent. Many Americans today associate 

Memorial Day with a three-day vacation or shopping weekend. An AP analysis quoted an 

Iraq War veteran lamenting how people “conflate and mix up Veterans Day, Memorial Day 

[and] Fourth of July,” often paying tribute to all who served instead of honoring only those 

who died apnews.com . Media and commentary have echoed this concern: a 1972 Time magazine 

article famously called Memorial Day “a three-day nationwide hootenanny that seems to 

have lost much of its original purpose” pbs.org . In recent years, some veterans have actively 

worked to refocus attention on the fallen (for example, by sharing stories of friends killed in 

action) and to promote the 3 p.m. moment of silence. Debates about historical memory also 

surface: Yale historian David Blight highlights that a large May 1865 Decoration Day parade 

in Charleston, S.C. (organized by Black Union veterans) could claim to be one of the earliest 

commemorations pbs.org . When an Army officer mentioned the Charleston event at a 2021 

Memorial Day ceremony, organizers controversially cut off his microphone for discussing 

“something that wasn’t relevant” pbs.org . These episodes show that the legacy of Memorial Day 

– and how to properly honor the dead – remains an active conversation in American public 

life. 

Sources: Official U.S. government and historical organization publications (VA, Department 

of Defense, National Cemetery Administration), news analyses (AP, PBS, History.com) and 

commemorative documents provide the basis for this summary va.gov va.gov defense.gov 

cem.va.gov military.com history.com history.com news.va.gov va.gov apnews.com pbs.org pbs.org cbsnews.com inrix.com numerator.com , among others. 
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