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The winter solstice creates our darkest day of the year. Because this is the point when the Northern Hemisphere is leaning farthest away from the sun, we will only have nine hours and 26 minutes of daylight on December 21, which means 14 hours and 34 minutes of darkness. A dark day indeed.

But it is interesting to consider how humankind, throughout recorded history around the world, creatively has turned this dark period into a time of celebration, gatherings, rituals and festivals. Ancients built bonfires to keep evil spirits at bay and gathered around them for both thermal and communal warmth. And those pagan festivals influenced the timing of Christmas. For while there really is no clear rationale in the Bible for marking December 25 as the day of Jesus’ birth, what more appropriate time could there be to celebrate the birth of the “light of the world”?
At this time of year we love all sources of light and warmth – even those long since replaced by more efficient and effective technology. Yule logs, which date back to the Middle Ages, and flickering candles continue to be endearing images of the holiday season. Oh, but that doesn’t mean we don’t quickly add the newer technology to our millennial efforts to light the long dark. Within three years after Thomas Edison invented the light bulb, for example, someone was stringing the first electric lights on a Christmas tree. Outdoor lights and decorations spread nationwide in the years following World War II, as suburbia sprawled and colored-light strings became cheaper and more reliable. Spotlighted figures, projected images and inflatable displays have been added since.
Today, all of these traditions and technologies come together in the various light festivals and displays that can be found throughout the region at this time of year. Evidence of their popularity not only can be seen in the longevity of Overly’s Country Christmas, which has been around since the late 1950s, but the fact that new light displays are joining the fight against the long night here.
For the first time this year, Kennywood Park hosted “Kennywood’s Holiday Lights” during the first three weekends of December. In addition to displayed lights and a themed light show, choirs sang Christmas music, select rides operated and holiday foods were available. www.kennywood.com.
Another major Pittsburgh-area display is the UPMC Celebration of Lights, which features more than three miles of displays – about 400 of them – lining the drive of Hartwood Acres, which you can see from your vehicle. This light show, located near Allison Park, continues through January 8. http://hartwoodcelebrationoflights.com.
The granddaddy of regional light displays is Overly’s Country Christmas at the Westmoreland County Fairgrounds near Greensburg. Here through January 1, you can drive past animated displays, walk through a Christmas village, enjoy the shops and warm yourself at the bonfire. www.overlys.com.

Indiana County’s Blue Spruce Park hosts the Festival of Lights, also through

January 1, 2012. This is another drive-through festival that features both static and animated displays. There’s also a gift shop featuring locally made crafts and gifts. www.indianacountyparks.org.
And Holiday Lights on the Lake clusters its drive-through display on 51 acres of Lakemont Park in Altoona. Open through January 8, the event also offers Santa’s Village and gift shop, horse-drawn carriage and wagon rides and model train displays. (This is, after all, Altoona!) www.lakemontparkfun.com.
There’s nothing we can do to lengthen the year’s shortest day. It’s simply something we have to accept. But our darkest day can lead to our brightest night – if we celebrate the winter solstice by visiting one of these light displays. There, millions of lights will chase the dark as we gather in communal warmth and celebrate the holiday season.
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