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May Day has its roots in astronomy. We’re (about) halfway   between the spring equinox and the summer sol-

stice! It’s one of the Celtic cross-quarter days, which celebrated the midway points between all solstices and            

equinoxes of the year. 

As with many early holidays, May Day was rooted in  agriculture. Springtime celebrations filled with dance and 

song hailed the sown fields starting to sprout. Cattle were driven to pasture, special bonfires were lit, and 

both doors of houses and livestock were decorated with yellow May flowers.  

Later, celebrations evolved to speak more to the “bringing in the May” with the gathering of wildflowers and 

green branches, the weaving of floral garlands, the crowning of a May king and queen, and the setting up of a 

decorated May tree, or Maypole, around which people danced. Such rites originally may have been intended to      

ensure fertility for crops and, by   extension, for livestock and humans, but in most cases this significance was 

gradually lost, so that the practices survived largely as popular festivities.  
 

Wrapping a Maypole with colorful ribbons might be the most 

known tradition that still exists in some schools and towns. 

Originally, the Maypole was a living tree brought in from the 

woods with much merrymaking. Ancient Celts danced around the 

tree, praying for good crops and fertility. For younger people, 

there was the possibility of courtship. If paired by  sundown, the 

courtship continued so that the couple could get to know 

each other and married 6 weeks later on June’s Midsummer’s 

Day. This is how the “June Wedding” became a tradition. 

In the Middle Ages, all villages had Maypoles. Towns would       

compete to see who had the tallest or best  Maypole. Over time, 

this Old English festival incorporated dance performances, plays, 

and literature. People would crown a “May Queen” for the 

day’s festivities.  

The strict Puritans of New England considered the celebrations 

of May Day to be licentious and pagan, so they forbade its          

observance, and the springtime holiday never became an             

important part of American culture as it has many European 

countries. 
 

Why not celebrate May Day? Here are some joyful May Day traditions marking 

the return of spring and the renewed gift of life.  
 

1) Among the many superstitions associated with May Day was the belief that 

washing the face with dew on the morning of May 1 would beautify the skin 

and bring good luck. We say, go ahead! Walk outside and sprinkle your face 

with the morning dew (or snow!). 

2) On May 1, people in Britain welcome spring by “Bringing in the May,” or 

gathering cuttings of flowering trees for their homes. Bring in branches of 

forsythia, magnolia, redbud, lilac, or flowering branches in your region! 

3) Make that May Day Basket of flowers! Get the kids involved. We like this   

little fellow’s homemade basket which he’s probably leaving for mom (shhh!). 

4) In parts of Ireland, people would make a May bush, which typically was a 

thorn bush or branch decorated with flowers and ribbons. Create your own 

May bush or tree! Just decorate with colored ribbons! 
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