
May Day, a Celebration of Spring! 
By Linda Butler  
 
Although spring technically begins on the Vernal 
Equinox, generally March 19-21, the warm springlike 
weather that we love doesn’t usually happen for 
another month or two. It isn’t until mid to late April 
that blooming really begins, but there’s still a chance 
of a frosty night. 
 
However by May, it’s clear that Spring is here! 
Flowers and trees are blossoming, winter coats are 
being packed away, lawns are mowed and gardens 
are planted. It’s a time of growth, renewal, and 
celebration! 
 
For centuries, people all over the world have 
welcomed Spring. The ancient Romans loved 
celebrating and their spring festivals ran from April 
through May. In mid April they held Cerialia, a 
festival in honor of Ceres, the goddess of agriculture 
and grain. (We get the name “cereal” from the goddess Ceres.) From April 27-May 3 they celebrated 
Floralia, honoring Flora, the goddess of flowers and the season of Spring. 
 
May 1 has become known throughout Europe and North America as May Day, a celebration of 
springtime and growing things. 
 

The ancient Celts celebrated a Spring holiday, Beltane, on 
May 1. Beltane continues to be celebrated today. The 
cattle are brought to their summer pastures and rituals 
are performed to protect the cattle, crops, and people. 
Bonfires are kindled and people gather together in 
feasting and celebration.  A May bush or May bough (a 
shrub or a branch) is decorated with flowers, ribbons, 
garlands, and bright shells. These customs are also 
observed in Newfoundland, Canada and some of the 
eastern states of the US. 

 
In Greece, a May Day flower wreath is woven and hung on the family’s door. 
 
In Italy, May Day is called Calendimaggio, and is a celebration of life and rebirth. People exchange small 
gifts such as eggs and sweets. Songs are often sung, celebrating romance and the arrival of spring. 
 
On May 1, Romanians celebrate the beginning of summer with outdoor feasting to ensure good health 
and protection from the elements. Their feasts include eating lamb and listening to fiddlers for 
entertainment. On May Day eve, country women get the day off from working both in the field and in 
the home. This is to prevent devastating storms and hail from harming the village. It is said that the 
weather is always good on May Day to allow the people to celebrate. 



 
In Poland, May Day is celebrated for three days, May 1-3. The first day is a Labor Day type holiday, the 
third day is another political day, Constitution Day. The day in the middle became a holiday simply by 
being between the other two days, making a long weekend called Majowka. Majowka is a time that 
family and friends get together and hold the first barbecue of the year.  
 
Flores de Mayo (flowers of May) is a festival held in the Philippines during the entire month of May. It 
celebrates the Virgin Mary as well as Spring. Children and faithful devotees bring flowers to an image of 
Mary and pray. Parades and beauty pageants are held throughout the country during May. 
 
In Germany, May Day celebrations 
begin on April 30 with 
“Walpurgisnacht” or Witches Night, 
which include bonfires to keep the 
witches away, and wrapping a 
Maypole, a pole covered decorated 
cutouts and/or streamers. May Day 
festivities often begin with the 
crowning of a May Queen. The May 
Queen ceremonially declares 
winter defeated and opens the 
dance. In Bavaria, there are also 
contests where men climb the 
Maypole to grab the prize of 
pretzels and sausage. This can be a 
challenging feat, as the poles can 
be over 45 feet high and are 
entirely smooth. 
 
May Queens and Maypole dancing are also traditions in England. May Day is the first Monday in May, so 
it can fall on any day from May 1 to May 7. May Day celebrations in England range from choral singing to 
Morris (folk) dancing, motorcycle racing, and floral parades. 
 
May Day customs came to America with the early European settlers and vary throughout the country. In 
many areas, children gather flowers, put them into cone-shaped paper baskets and hang or leave them 
on a friend’s or neighbor’s front door, ringing the bell before they run off. May Queens and Maypoles 
are common in some schools.  Minneapolis, MN has a May Day parade and festival, and Morris Dancers 
spend the entire day dancing around the metro area. In Hawaii, May Day is also known as Lei Day, a day 
to celebrate island culture and Native Hawaiians. 
 
Our family enjoys many of the floral and friendly customs of May Day. We make paper May Baskets, fill 
them with flowers and leave them at a neighbor’s door. We often go hiking. The hiking destination 
generally includes a picnic and the naming of a May Queen (or King), complete with paper crown. 
Sometimes our May Royalty is asked to pronounce a wish or blessing on the family—a simple thing, such 
as “May you all be happy” or “I hope you have a good summer.”  



A fun adaption of the May Pole is a month-
long celebration of Spring and gratitude which 
we call our May Tree. The May Tree begins as 
an empty branch that is mounted in a jar or 
can of sand or dirt. Every day during May each 
family member takes a leaf and writes 
something he/she is grateful for and hangs it 
on the tree. By the end of the month, the tree 
is full of gratitude and green leaves. 
 
An entirely different May Day celebration is 
International Workers’ Day which was 
originated by the Communists and Socialists 
after the Haymarket affair in Chicago on May 
4, 1886.  What began as a peaceful rally in 
support of an eight-hour work day became 
deadly when an unknown person threw a 
dynamite bomb at police as they attempted to 
disperse the meeting, killing 11 and wounding 
dozens of others. In many nations, May 1, or 
May Day is not about springtime, dancing, and 
flowers, but refers to International Workers’ 
Day, paying tribute to the laborers; similar to 
our  holiday, Labor Day, which we celebrate 
every September. 

 
Pleasant Grove Library has some great springtime books: “Spring” by Tanya Thayer, Seasons=Estaciones 
by Kathleen Petelinsek, “Flowers” by Davie Burnie, “Flowers by Jason Cooper, “Plants” by Anita Ganeri, 
“Plants” by Madeline Tyler. Book suggestions on gardening can be found at the end of the article “Plant 
Magic and the Garden.” 
“Sidewalk Flowers” by JonArno Lawson is a lovely wordless picture book about a small child bringing joy 
to others with flowers 
 


