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Grandparents Day

History of Grandparents Day
Every September, the United States celebrates the importance of grandparents, all thanks to a precocious 
nine-year-old boy. Learn more about this sweet holiday and its origins using this activity, which includes a 
brief history, some fun facts, and some discussion questions.

A Celebration for the Generations

In 1969, a young boy wanted the nation to share his love and appreciation 
for his grandparents. Nine-year-old Russell Capper decided to take his 
dream straight to the top and wrote to the president at the time, Richard 
Nixon. He asked if there could be a special day just for the celebration of 
grandparents and for that day to be recognized as a national holiday.

In June of that year, he received a reply from Nixon’s personal secretary, 
Rose Mary Woods. However, the answer was not the one he was hoping 
for. The letter read:

Dear Russell,

Thank you for your letter to President Nixon. Your suggestion regarding a Grandparents Day is 
appreciated, but the president ordinarily issues proclamations designating periods for special 
observance only when a Congressional resolution authorizes him to do so.

With best wishes, 
Sincerely,

Rose Mary Woods 
Personal Secretary to the President

It is unclear if Capper’s letter and plea came to the attention of Marian McQuade, a member of 
the West Virginia Commission on Aging, but around the same time that Capper wrote his letter, 
McQuade began her work on the same mission.

McQuade was passionate about renewing cultural dedication to senior citizens. In her role with 
the Commission on Aging, McQuade was a tireless advocate for educating youth on the important 
societal contributions of seniors. Her passion for recognizing seniors stemmed from her time 
volunteering in the community. During a community event that she was helping to organize for 
people over 80 years of age, McQuade learned that there were many seniors who lived without 
contact from their families. Deeply affected by this, she fought to change the idea that people 
become less useful or worthy with age.

While she certainly advocated celebrating biological grandparents, McQuade also urged young 
people to “adopt” seniors in the community to be their honorary grandparents. She thought this 
would build a stronger community, as people could learn from and support each other. For these 
same reasons, McQuade sought to have senior citizens recognized with a national holiday. 
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McQuade began her quest by campaigning across the state, seeking support for a statewide 
Grandparents Day. In 1973, her work paid off, and West Virginia became the first state to honor 
grandparents with a special day. Governor Arch Moore proclaimed the date of the holiday to  
be May 27.

Not stopping there, McQuade pushed for other states to follow suit and worked for years with legislators 
across the country to gather enough support to introduce a resolution to Congress. The resolution passed, 
and, in 1978, McQuade received the phone call she had been waiting for: President Jimmy Carter signed 
the resolution declaring that the Sunday after Labor Day was now officially National Grandparents Day. 
The purpose of the day, best explained in the preamble to the statute, is to “honor grandparents, to give 
grandparents an opportunity to show love for their children‘s children, and to help children become aware 
of the strength, information, and guidance older people can offer.“

Perhaps because her purpose in creating the holiday was to affect widespread societal change more than 
anything else, McQuade shunned commercial interest in the day. Florists and greeting card companies like 
Hallmark were initially extremely excited about the new holiday; they predicted it would be a moneymaker 
like Mother’s Day and Father’s Day. However, McQuade was uninterested in financially capitalizing on the 
day and refused all royalties, donations, and offers of partnerships from these companies. Instead, she 
encouraged people to reach out and talk to each other on this day, not simply send a card or gift. “I’ll never 
forget talking with those delightful people,” Marian said later, recalling the volunteer experience that started 
her mission. “That’s where my respect and love for old people got started.”

Discussion Questions

 • Young Russell Capper revered his grandparents so much that he wanted to create a holiday 
for them. What has been your experience with younger generations? What was your attitude 
toward your grandparents as a child?

 • Marian McQuade was not just interested in celebrating biological grandparents, but in 
encouraging people to create familial bonds with seniors in the community. What do you think 
of the idea of a “chosen” family like this? What has been your experience with making friends 
with younger people to whom you are not related?

 • President Carter finally signed off on the holiday, nine years after Russell Capper initially pled 
his case and Marian McQuade began her quest. Have you ever invested a number of years 
in creating something or pursuing a goal? If so, what was it, and what was the outcome?

 • Is there a cause important to you that doesn’t have a day dedicated to it? Would you be interested 
in pursuing all the steps into making it a holiday or day of observance? Why or why not?

Fast Facts

 • Eighteen countries, in addition to the United States, celebrate some form of Grandparents 
Day as of 2020.

 • Canada had a National Grandparents Day that started in 1995.

 • In France, they don’t have a special day for grandparents, but they do have a Grandmothers’ 
Day (la fête des grands-mères). It was started in 1987 by a coffee brand and is celebrated on 
the first Sunday in March.
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 • China celebrates its seniors with the Double Ninth Festival, also known as Chongyang Festival. It 
is held on the ninth day of the ninth lunar month. It is also known as the Senior Citizens’ Festival.

 • In Italy, the holiday is celebrated on October 2, the same day that the Roman Catholic Church 
celebrates guardian angels.

 • In Spain, grandparents share their day—July 26—with the feast day of Saint Joachim and 
Saint Anne, the parents of Mary and the grandparents of Jesus. 

 • In 2004, a branch of the National Grandparents Day Council in Chula Vista, California, chose the 
song “A Song for Grandma and Grandpa” by Johnny Prill to be their official song for the holiday.

Additional Activities

1. Here are 32 glorious minutes of nursery rhymes, fairy tales, and sing-alongs, told with adorable 
animation and puppetry, to watch with your family.

2. Learn more about Marian McQuade and her personal mission to better the lives of seniors. 

3. Enjoy this reading of Hooray for Grandparents’ Day! by Nancy Carlson.

  

https://www.chinahighlights.com/festivals/the-double-ninth-festival.htm#:~:text=The%20Double%20Ninth%20Festival%2C%20also,on%2025%2C%20October%2C%202020.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bLOzFrc4ulc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvIUIhXp1x8
https://grandparenteffect.com/we-have-this-woman-to-thank-for-grandparents-day/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sgXbJO7Az4o

