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"We've brought you a branch of May ... " 

When it was still a country custom to celebrate the First of May, all the 
village children knew the old May-day songs, handed down by word of 
mouth from one generation to another. Today few people remember them; 
in many villages they have not been sung for half-a-century or longer. The 
Leicestershire and Rutland Federation of Women's Institutes, alive to the 
danger that these songs might pass into oblivion, appealed in April 1962 to 
its members to write down the words of their local May-day songs and send 
them to the Federation Office. Approaches were made to the older people 
in the community likely to remember old customs, with encouraging results. 
Sixty songs were received from thirty villages. Some are repetitions, as one 
might expect, but on the whole there is an astonishing variety. Inevitably 
many belong to the nineteenth century when May-day festivities were 
revived through local schools, and a newer type of song tended to be intro
duced. There remains a nucleus of songs of an older tradition, handed down 
from long ago. 

These older songs have been recorded on tape. The most satisfactory 
way of getting this done proved to be by visiting the villages, because it was 
often impossible for the singers to travel to Leicester. Few alternative 
versions of the songs were discovered, which was not necessarily surprising. 
First, not many people remained who could remember them. Secondly, in 
the smaller villages the May-day celebrations within living memory were 
often inspired and arranged by only a few people-those interested in 
repeating for their children traditional festivities which they themselves had 
enjoyed when young. Both circumstances would tend to limit variation 
amongst the surviving songs in each community, although in earlier times 
there may have been variation. 

May Day became in the nineteenth century essentially a children's 
festival, mainly for girls although not invariably so. This could account for 
some oddities in the remembered versions of the old songs, which were 
always "taught by my mother" or" just picked up". Oral misunderstand
ings could and did occur, and there are certainly omissions. In the Market 
Bosworth song two lines have been lost, rendering the following two lines 
meaningless. It is not really important to a child or even to some adults that 
the words should make sense, and, indeed, changes are inevitable in oral 
tradition. Some of the songs, in their last, uncertain phase, have suffered 
fragmentation, and are a medley of bits and pieces, old and not so old. 

In contrast, the nineteenth-century revival produced a group of songs 
usually learned in the local schools from the printed or written word, and 
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THURNBY 
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We've brought you a gar·land fine and gay. Please to remember the new May Day, We've 
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had good show'rs to water the flowr's, For this is the First of May ___ _ 
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Sticking our stakes in Saint George's face, Please to re-member the May· pole. 

~be, J j J. 
,. 

j. j I j J I d. J - I .J I 
Come out to the green re - joic - ing sing, Come 
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out at your neigh-hour's call. Gai ly, mer·ri - ly 
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trip-ping a - long, ,Caine out . at your neigh - hour's 
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Round and round the May· pole mer - ri -ly we 
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Trip-ping, trip-ping light · ly, swing·ing to and 
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All the hap· PY pas ... times on the vil • lage 

call --
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Sport • ing in the sun - shine with our - flow'· ry Queen. 

II 

these are fairly accurately remembered. They possess an interest of their 
own in that they illustrate the extent of the revival, and the ingenuity shown 
by teachers or other interested parties in producing, borrowing or adapting 
songs for May-day use. 



MAY-DAY SONGS AND CELEBRATIONS 

The songs chosen for publication in this article come from Thurnby, 
Barlestone, Market Bosworth, Newbold Verdon, Saxby, Sproxton and Tugby 
in Leicestershire, and Cottesmore, Exton and Braunston in Rutland. The 
first four songs are primarily children's May-garland or Maypole songs, 
although lines from the adult Mayers' Carol relating to the May-bush or 
May-branch ceremony may also be included, as in the Market Bosworth 
song. The Saxby song is a very well-preserved version of the Mayers' Carol. 
The remainder are a mixture, but with the celebration of Spring as the 
main theme. Most of the songs probably go back beyond 1800. 

THURNBY 

1. We've brought you a garland fine and gay, 
Please to remember the new May Day. 

We've had good show'rs to water the flow'rs, 
For this is the First of May. 

Sticking our stakes in Saint George's face, 
Please to remember the Maypole. 

2. Come out to the green rejoicing sing, 
Come out at your neighbour's call. 

Gaily, merrily tripping along, 
Come out at your neighbour's call. 

3. Round and round the MaypoJe merrily we go, 
Tripping, tripping lightly, swinging to and fro. 

All the happy pastimes on the village green, 
Sporting in the sunshine with our flow'ry Queen.I 

This children's song, as divided above, was last sung about 1914, and is 
evidently an amalgamation of three compositions, each with its own tune. 
Stanza three has been noted as a song on its own in Scalford and Osbaston 
Toll Gate in Leicestershire, in Shrewsbury, and in Wheatley near Oxford. 
The first part of the Thurnby song is the most interesting, with a tune 
basically the same as that of "Nuts in May" and of the old Christmas 
carols "Sunny Bank" and "I saw three ships come sailing in". Nanc:y 
Dawson, a celebrated dancer in the reign of George II, used the tune for her 
dancing. Obviously adaptable, its popularity encouraged wider usage. 2 · 

The line " Sticking our stakes in Saint George's face " may owe some
thing to the influence of the mummers' plays, in which the most prominent 
character was St. George who was apt to be called King instead of Sain{3 
St. George was also the special saint of many social guilds in the later 
Middle Ages, including one in Leicester which organised an annual proces
sion known as the "Riding of the George ".4 St. George's Day was close t_o 
1 May, and the saint was included, for example, in the Furry Day May 
Carol and the Padstow May song.s 

The phrase in Thurnby's song could be more directly a variant or 
misquotation of a line from a children's chant on Guy Fawkes' night, 
entreating materials for a bonfire : "A stick and a stake for King George's 
sake ... "6 of which an even more interesting variant "A stick and a stake for 
King James's sake ... " has been noted in Leicestershire, Oxfordshire, York
shire and Westmorland, an indication, maybe, of Jacobite tradition.1 
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"For King Charles his sake" occurs in Rose Macaulay's full version 
of the Guy Fawkes chant in They Were Defeated, a story which begins in 
1640. This may be purely literary licence. 

" A stick and a stake " also appear in an old Leicestershire rhyme 
associated with Maypole celebrations: 

" A stig and a stag 
And a very fine flag 

And a Maypole." 
"Stig" and "stag" were local pronunciations of "stick" and "stake" apparently 
as late as 1881.8 

BARLESTONE 

All round the Maypole hop, hop, hop. 
See what a Maypole we have got. 

Dressed in flowers bright and gay, 
Please to remember the Maypole Day. 

A rig, a rag and a dainty fine flag, 
And a Maypole. 

Let l:he money be large or small, 
We have a box to hold it all.9 

The lines "A rig, a rag and a dainty fine flag, And a Maypole", 
delivered in a half-chant, invite comparison with the rhyme mentioned above 
"A stig and a stag, And a very fine flag, And a Maypole"; also with the 
first lines of the two following songs, both drawn from the same area in west 
Leicestershire. Another comparison might also be drawn with the Leicester
shire doggerel said to have been shouted in chorus by Mayers carrying 
round leafy arches or a maypole-"Riggany, Raggany, Ten Pin Flaggany, 
Eighteenpole ".ro This doggerel is odd and intriguing. Several old games 
used nine pins, but not, so far as can be ascertained, ten.U A pin could be a 
small cask of 4½ gallons. " Flaggany " does not seem to be related to flagon. 
It might be an elaborated version of " flag ", since " flag " appears so 
consistently in the comparable phrase in the songs. Perhaps the chant is 
only a babble of "A rig-and-a-rag-and-a-dainty-fine-flag", but that still 
leaves unexplained the ending "eighteenpole ". 

The Barlestone song ends with a collecting stanza that appears in 
· practically the same form in the songs of Market Bosworth, Newbold 
Verdon and Heather. 

The consistent reference to a flag in all these songs is interesting. As 
well as green boughs, flowers, suspended garlands and streamers, flags were 
a traditional decoration for the old English maypole.12 This is distinct from 
the Continental maypole with ribbons for plaiting, introduced into this 
country in the nineteenth century. 

NEWBOLD VERDON 

A jig and a jag and a Mayty-pole flag 
And a Mayty-pole. 

A garland of roses, a garland of posies, 
Please will you give us a copper or two. 
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Let your money be large or small, 
We. have a box to hold it all. 

Fairy May, fairy May, queen of the seasons, 
Fine, fairy May.13 
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The third line resembles the beginning of one of Exton's songs. The 
fourth, fifth and sixth lines follow the customary pattern of a collecting 
theme. The source of the concluding two lines is unknown. "Mayty-pole" 
is a pleasant variant found nowhere else, for which no explanation can be 
offered. The song seems to be a children's medley. 

MARKET BOSWORTH 

l . A dig-gin", a daggin', a dainty fine fl aggin", A May-pole, a May -pole. 

~bL-lJJJI J+!J. l!JJJ J:1-J JJ.P .J'JR 
Dress'd in ribbons and t ied in bows, See what a ~1ay-pole I can show, I can show~ 

The First of May is a very fine day, So please to remem ber the :Maypole Day.· 

=l=Mt:J -3 I tFm ~ ~ ~1 J ; I J !J ! J $ftff ~ . i 1 - . %.J J . -
Let your gifts be great or small, I've got a purse that will hold it all, hold it all. 

~~t±jtH±l Jf1 ;; 1 !Tl~ 
2_ It's well set about and well spread about, For the sake of our dear Lord. And 

I" " ... :=l ~.t~J'jj. Jl 
now I've sung this· pretty short song, Ne:\ lon - ger can we stay. __ God 

J JJ4 I J; J 111. - tl 
bless you all, both great and small, W~ wish you all Good Day. __ _ 

r. A diggin, a daggin, a dainty fine flaggin, 
A Maypole, a Maypole. 
Dress'd in ribbons and tied in bows, 
See what a Maypole I can show, 
I can show. 

The First of May is a very fine day, 
So please to remember the Maypole Day. 

Let your gifts be large or small, 
I've got a purse that will hold it all. 
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2. It's well set about and well spread about 
For the sake of our dear Lord. 

And now I've sung this pretty short song, 
No fonger can we stay. 
God bless you all, both great and small, 
We wish you all Good Day.r4 

There are clearly at least two songs here. The first nine lines form a 
Maypole song, ending with the collecting couplet. The remainder, to a 
different tune, is a truncated version of the traditional, adult Mayers' Carol. 
Lines IO and II refer to the May branch, but the two preceding lines have 
been lost. It should be compared with the Saxby and Cottesmore songs 
where the stanza is complete. 

The combining of the two songs and the omissions may well be due to 
children's influence. 

The first two lines were delivered in a half-chant. 
An alternative version of the second song, to the same tune, contained 

these additional lines which were also part of the old Mayers' Carol: 
" ... In the month of May I heard of you 
So let your daughter stay." 

In this alternative version, the first two lines were rendered as " A dig and a 
dag and a dainty fine flag, And a Maypole, a Maypole". 

SAXBY (near Melton) 

1. Re-memberus for May is here, And thus we do be - gin __ To 

~t=lJ'f · C I ; .t l i I 1 J J l I J.::fJ1= :Q: 
lead our lives' in righ,teousness Un - less we die in sin.---, 2., We 

=l=~ $t i~ M ~ ~ ... B~ ~ ~ . ~ =rr1~~~±115_· r1 
have been ramb- ling all the night And almost all the day, __ And 

111 1 nJ. .r I JWJ-11 
now return - ing back a-gain, We have brought you a branch of May. -

r. Remember us for May is here, 
And thus we do begin 

To lead our lives in righteousness 
Unless we die in sin. 

Repeat for verses 3, 4, 5,and6. 

2. We have been rambling all the night 
And almost all the day, 

And now returning back again 
We have brought you a branch of may. 
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3. A branch of may we have brought you, 
And at your door it stands. 

It is but a sprout but it's well budded-out 
By the work of our Lord's hands. 

4. The hedges and trees they are so green, 
As green as any leaf. 

Our Heavenly Father waters them 
With His heavenly dew so sweet. 

5. The life of man it is but a span, 
It flutters like a flower. 

We're here to-day and gone tomorrow, 
And we are dead in fill hour. 

6. The moon shines bright and the stars give light, 
For nations seem so gay. 

So God bless you all, both great and small, 
And send you a joyous May.is 
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In Saxby, Cottesmore and district the ancient, adult May songs seem 
to have persisted longer than elsewhere in Leicestershire and Rutland. Most 
of the versions recorded in different parts of the country contain common 
elements. Comparisons and known customs suggest that the rather confused 
surviving fragments are divided between a " Night Song " and a " Day 
Song". Into a general pattern or framework were interpolated verses 
proper to the occasion and locality. These show a well-established tradition 
in form and sentiment, and include stanzas derived from the Church's 
seasons such as Advent or from homilectic popular poetry. It is difficult now 
to ascertain the original order or to be really sure that there was an original 
standard order.16 With so. much variation, the name "Mayers' Carol" has 
clearly become a somewhat generic term. 

The Saxby song is a well-preserved example, although its tune is not 
considered to be so old. The first four lines belong to the "Day Song" and the 
next to the "Night Song". The Mayers went out a little before midnight to 
gather branches and weave garlands, which were placed in front of cottages 
next morning to bring good fortune. Carols were sung and gifts asked for in 
song. Hence the collecting theme which appears in so many of the songs, 
although it has been lost from this one. "Flutters" in line 18 is an individual 
and attractive variant of "flourishes".17 "Nations" in line 22 should probably 
read "nature". 

The homilectic additions to these May-day carols are also evident in the 
Saxby song. A stanza from a May-day song discovered in Therfield, Hertford
shire, sung about 1810, is strikingly similar to a stanza said to be prefixed 
to a 1608 English Version of the Bible and possibly also in earlier editions: 
"ls.XX 3 and XLIX IO 

Rev. XXI 6 & XX 17 
Jer. XXXIII 15 
Ps. CXIX 160 

Therfield May-day 
song. 

Here is the spring, where waters flow 
To quench our heat of sinne 
Here is the tree where truth .doth grow 
To leade our lives therein." 

"Where is the well, that water flows? 
lt quenches the heat of sin. 
Where is the tree, where truth it grows? 
Lord, let us enter in."18 
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These ancient May-branch or May-bough carols need to be distin
guished from the carols connected with the festivals of the Church. r9 The 
May-day ceremonies originated in a seasonal observance of nature worship. 
The intimate contact with nature that governed old village life was probably 
partly responsible for the survival of such festivals, especially as these 
seasonal observances could be imperceptibly merged with Christian 
observances.20 Although the May-day carols owed their inspiration to pre
Christian rituals, they were much modified if not transformed by Christian 
customs, as is apparent in the blessing which ends the second Market Bos
worth song and in the evidence provided by other May songs. It may be 
thought that there exists an ancient May-day carol which is purely Christian 
in the one sung by choristers from the top of Magdalen Tower, Oxford, early 
on May morning. This is not a carol, although it has been referred to as 
such. It is a Eucharistic Hymn in the form of a fifth-century grace.21 

The Saxby carol illustrates well how what was pagan in origin could be 
made to teach a Christian message about God's Providence and man's 
dependence upon it. 

The mention of well-budded branches of may in Saxby's song acts as a 
reminder that May Day was eleven days later until the calendar was changed 
in 1752.22 Thus the "flouris fresh and braunche and blome" collected by 
the Court in Chaucer's time and mentioned in his " Court of Love " would 
then be much more abundantly available. 

The gloomy reminders of death and sin which appear in some May-day 
carols, as in the Saxby song, imposing an unnatural sobriety, are thought to 
have been introduced by the Puritans. 2 3 Because they may have recognised 
many of the customs as survivals of fertility and tree-worship rites,24 or 
because they abhorred the excesses of some of the revellers,25 Puritans began 
in Elizabeth I's reign to abuse the maypole and its votaries. Their long
continued hostility eventually led to the issue of an Order in April 1644 to 
take down all maypoles, but after the Restoration the erection of maypoles 
and the performance of maypole ceremonies were again permitted.26 

The Restoration had another unforeseen effect on May-day observance. 
A rival event appeared in Oak Apple Day on 29 May, when the return of 
the King was celebrated. By an Act of Parliament of 1661, 29 May was 
declared a day of Annual Thanksgiving for the birth and safe return of 
Char.les H and placed in the Book of Common Prayer where it remained 
until 1859, when the commemorations of Gunpowder Plot and the execution 
of Charles I also disappeared from the Prayer Book. Oak Apple Day tended to 
steal the honours and many of the customs of May Day, and until well into 
the nineteenth century there were towns and villages, some in Leicestershire, 
where maypoles were dressed for 29 May and rarely for the First.27 This 
may be the reason why Barlestone has always celebrated May Day on Whit 
Monday, and still does. The revival of interest in May Day in the nineteenth 
century brought the First of May back into popularity. Market Bosworth's 
songs have survived in versions for both days. 14 
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COTTESMORE 

SONG 1 

~ . ~ " ... . ~ill=J" I .k ~ f i I .J JJIPCSSIJ 

77 

Good morn-ing, lords and la - dies, It 'is the First of May. Corne 

look at our fine gar - land, That looks so green and 

I. Good morning lords and ladies, 
It is the First of May. 

Come look at our fine garland, 
That looks so green and gay. 

2. The cuckoo sings in April, 
The cuckoo sings in May, 

The cuckoo sings in June, July, 
And then she flies away. 

3. The cuckoo is a merry bird, 

SONG 2 

She sings as she flies. 
She brings us good tidings, 

And never tells no lies. 

:if, 
gay,---

~It@ J4;j=il=tJ J JI 1 ti 1 I J;lJ 
We have been trav' ling all the night.,And some part of the day. And 

~F~··(t1 J flJJfflEn 
now we have re~ turn'd a - gain.And have brought you a bunch of may. A 

~EJ;~ J J 1=£1=&+ J I J_c_1=I 3!f~ ~,.. . 
bunch of may we have brought you. And at your door it stands. It's 

~' ~·t·~~ ... ~ 3'~-=, f ~ .t ·- ¾I ~ . ~;r..1 r .=5 
nothing but a sprout,but it's well spread about By the work of our Lord's hands. 

I. We have been travelling all the night, 
And some part of the day, 

And now we have return'd again, 
And have brought you a bunch of may. 

A bunch of may we have brought you, 
And at your door it stands. 

It's nothing but a sprout, but it's well spread about 
By the work of our Lord's hands. 
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2. I have a bag lies on my arm, 
'Tis lined with silk and string, 

And all we want is a silver piece, 
To line it well within. 

Good morning all, both great and small, 
We wish you a joyful day. 

Good morning all, both great and small, 
We wish you all Good Day.28 

There are at least two songs here. The first song of three stanzas 
including the cuckoo theme was described as the traditional garland song 
when noted in Tinwell, Rut!and,29 and the same cuckoo stanzas in a 
different order were sung in Tugby. Both villages used double negative in 
the line : " And never tells no lies ". 

From early times the cuckoo has been the welcome harbinger of spring. 
This is indicated in the ancient song, " Summer is icumen in, Lhude sing 
Cuccu ", which goes back probably to the year 1240. In old German law 
the beginning of spring is said to have been expressed by the phrase " When 
the cuckoo calls". Edmund Spencer in Amoretti refers to the "merry 
cuckoo, messenger of spring " . In several parts of the country there are 
variants of this song annotating the months according to the cuckoo's 
activities.3° Longer and less simple versions of the cuckoo song are to be 
found in some folk-song publications.31 

The second song is part of the old, traditional Mayers' Carol. Although 
it resembles the Saxby carol, the tune is different. Another version learned 
in Cottesmore, to practically the same tune, contains the quatrain "The 
hedges and trees they are so green ... With His heavenly dew so sweet", as 
in the Saxby song. The collecting theme is retained in this song, whereas 
the Saxby song has none. 

SPROXTON 

r. This branch of may, which looks so gay, 
Before your doorway stands. 

Step out, step out, a merry day all, 
And fetch a cup of cream. 

Not only a cup of your fresh cream, 
But a jug of your brown beer. 

If we should live to tarry in the town, 
We'll call another year. 

2. Over the fields and meadows, 
Where the daisies grow, 

Up and down I wander, 
Singing as I go. 

There you'll find me weeping, 
Leave me all alone, 

For the birds are with me, 
Hark their merry tone.32 
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The first song is made up of traditional fragments, with omissions. The 
first two lines are part of a quatrain, found in the Saxby and Cottesmore 
versions. The third and fourth lines should also form part of a stanza, one 
version of which is: 

"Awake, awake, oh pretty, pretty maid, 
Out of your drowsy dream, 

And step into your dairy below, 
And fetch me a bowl of cream."33 

The summons to the pretty maid and the call for a jug of beer were, of 
course, sung by the men, who no doubt needed refreshment after collecting 
branches from the woods and carrying them round the village. 

The tune of this first part is probably older than the last century, 
according to Dr. B. Burrows, and resembles that used by Cottesmore, some 
nine miles away, for their second song at the part beginning " A bunch of 
may ... " Thus each village has remembered a different fragment of the 
traditional wording, but retained much of the same tune. This tune bears a 
resemblance, in the first five bars, to "The Bailiff's Daughter of Islington", 
alternatively" The Maid of Islington". Cecil J. Sharp has pointed out that 
certain melodic figures occur frequently in English folk-song,34 as, for 
example: 

This can be compared with the opening bars of " The Bailiff's Daughter " 
and with the relevant bars in the Sproxton and Cottesmore songs. 

The second, tuneful song is of unknown origin. 

EXTON 

r. A garland of roses and sweet blooming posies, 
I hope you remember it is new May Day. 

A garland of green, a garland of green, 
'Tis the very best garland that ever was seen. 

You smile, my dear Mother, I almost could cry 
To see those pretty flowers all wither and die. 

So hot is .the sun and so warm is the day, 
Only look at my sweet garland, all fading away. 

2. Come see our new garland, so green and so gay, 
'Tis the first fruits of spting and the glory of May. 

There are pansies and buttercups, hyacinths blue, 
Sweet-scented stocks and anemones too. 

And yet there's no garland that we may intwine (sic), 
Like the garland of virtue, ne'er fades nor declines.35 
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So far these particular songs have been found only in Exton. The tune 
of the first part of song 1 is reminiscent of the Austrian Volkslied Ach, Du 
Lieber Augustin ; the second part is sung to the tune composed by William 
Shield (1748-1829) for The Ploughboy, a folk-song that was later to 
feature in Benjamin Britten's Folk-Song Arrangements. The tunes and also 
probably the character of this Exton song suggest that it is not particularly 
old. 

The second song, excepting the last two lines, is quoted in Lark Rise, 
Flora Thompson's chronicle of rural life in Oxfordshire at the end of the 
last century.36 

BRAUNSTON 

As May-day morn is breaking, 
The glorious sun a-waking, 
The times our homes forsaking, 
We come with garlands gay. 

Hail, hail, hail, we hail the first of May. 
Hail, hail, hail, we hail the first of May. 

We do not come to rifle, 
So please to give a trifle, 
And help us to be joyful, 
For it is the Fir&t of May. 

(Chorus as above).31 

It is doubtful whether this is old. The tune has a short melodic and 
rhythmic formula. Dr. Burrows said that it was a typical folksong play on a 
musical figure, with a trite ending. 

TUGBY 

It is the First of May 
We've come to sing a song. 

We pray you all attention give, 
It will not last you long. 

So take a Bible in your hand, 
And read a chapter through, 

And then again at Judgment Day, 
The Lord will think of you. 

The cuckoo is a merry bird, 
She sings as she flies. 

She brings us good tidings, 
And never ,tells no lies. 

The cuckoo sings in April, 
The cuckoo sings in May, 

The cuckoo sings in June, 
And July she flies away. 

I love my little brothers 
And sisters every day, 

I seem to love them better 
In the merry month of May.38 
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This is a curious medley. The first stanza is a not unusual form of 
introducing the singers. The second, moralising stanza occurs in other May 
songs. The cuckoo theme is similar to Cottesmore's, but has a different tune. 

The concluding stanza, although sung to the same tune, appears 
intrusive, and has been found in Benefield, Northamptonshire, as part of a 
five-stanza song beginning "I'm a merry little maiden", each stanza ending 
"In the merry month of May". The tune could be pre-nineteenth century 
(Dr. B. Burrows). 

May-day customs : 
Information was also collected about locally-remembered May-day 

customs in thirty villages, which provided a broad outline with no great 
variation. The southern European type of Maypole with ribbons for plaiting 
does not seem to have been widely adopted in this area. It is thought to have 
been introduced by John Ruskin when he inspired the May Queen celebra
tions at Whitelands College. Pole and plaiting first appeared there in May 
1888, and from there were likely to have been disseminated by college 
students into many schools.39 

The festivities in Leicestershire and Rutland did not always include 
a May Queen, but the May garland remained an essential part of the 
festivities, just as it was an essential part of the most ancient May-day 
tradition. Lavishly decorated with flowers, it was usually made by one of 
the mothers, although schoolteachers participated later. A child's hoop 
generally served to form the framework ; sometimes a branch was used, 
bent into circular or semi-circular shape. One circle was used at Barrow-on
Soar, Bruntingthorpe, Thurnby, Exton, Cottesmore, Hungarton, Barlestone, 
Newbold Verdon; two hoops, one usually through the other at right-angles, 
in Saxby, Tinwell, Manton, Gaddesby, Whissendine ; three hoops in 
addition to two at Tinwell, and three at Braunston where they were inserted 
through one another, forming a ball which was called the "May bush";4° 
half-hoop in Kibworth; archway of willow trimmed with flowers in Sproxton. 

These hoop garlands were usually supported by a stick, often a broom
stick, which could be upright, with the garland fastened at the top, or pushed 
through horizontally. Alternatively a flat basket, usually a laundry basket, or 
a tray would be filled with flowers, and was still called the garland. This 
type was found, for instance, at Kibworth (in addition to their half-hoop), 
Scalford, Market Bosworth, Sproxton, Narborough, Tugby and Newbold 
Verdon (in addition to a hoop garland). Accompanying children sometimes 
carried bunches of flowers tied on sticks. 

A May-doll was included in the garland in almost every case. When 
two or three hoops were used, there might be several May-dolls placed at 
strategic points. Saxby, which used two hoops, one inserted in the other at 
right-angles, had four dolls. The May-doll is a feature common to most 
countries that record garlands, and, in common with the May-tree or May
bough, has been said to represent the beneficent spirit of vegetation whose 
visit to the house is recompensed by a present of money or food.4 1 In an 
Oxfordshire village she was called "the lady", leading Flora Thompson to 
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wonder whether the doll might once have represented " Our Lady " who 
had replaced an earlier pagan effigy.42 This could be another instance of 
pre-Christian imagery becoming assimilated with a Christian concept. 
Within the Catholic Church the month of May has long been dedicated to 
Our Lady, with various devotions called " May devotions " in honour of 
Mary during the month. These devotions were introduced into England 
about 1840, although performed at an earlier date on the Continent.43 The 
present enquiry, although comparatively limited, found nothing to support 
the idea that the May-doll might retain any special significance for the 
children who carried her or the adults who helped to prepare the garland 
which formed a floral background for the doll; but the best doll was chosen, 
it was dressed carefully, sometimes in white. It does seem oddly vestigial. 

Some interest may attach to the fact that in many cases, as elsewhere 
in the country, the garland with May-doll was covered with a piece of 
material, usually lace curtain. Sometimes this covering was drawn back 
when the householders had paid their dues to the Mayers after the songs had 
been sung. Sometimes the garland was uncovered immediately on arrival 
at a house. If there was originally any symbolism in this, the May-doll may 
have played a part in it. 

The children forming the May-day procession took the garland round 
the village to the farms, the big halls, and the cottages, and sometimes to 
nearby hamlets. They sang their May-day song or songs outside each 
dwelling and were recompensed according to the means of the householder. 
Usually they received pence or silver, but in Cottesmore it is still 
remembered that the dowager Countess of Lonsdale of Cottesmore Hall 
gave them a gold piece, probably a half-sovereign, and regaled them with 
cake and milk, after which, as one of them said, " we went on our way 
rejoicing". 

Some villages retained the custom of using mainly wild flowers for the 
garland-May-blobs (local name for Marsh Marigolds), Primroses (now 
rare in Leicestershire), Lady's Smock or Cuckoo Flowers, Cowslips and even 
Kingfingers (local name for a wild orchid) when the season was early. Marsh 
Marigolds seem frequently to have been included in the making of 
Leicestershire and Rutland garlands, although perhaps only because they 
are so effective in form and colour, and flower at the appropriate time. 
Chaucer, in The Court of Love, mentions "The primerose, the violets, and 
the gold" (the marigold) which the May revellers threw at one another. Sir 
Henry Piers, writing in 1682 about the May bush or garland, refers to 
"yellow flowers, which the meadows yield plentifully", and which could 
be Marsh Marigolds. In Shropshire the Marsh Marigold was even known 
as the Mayflower.44 At the top of the garland Crown Imperials were often 
attached as a finishing touch. 

Many country folk still remember clearly the sight and the scent of the 
masses of flowers collected and carried, and to some the smell of spring 
flowers brings back nostalgic memories of what was a great day. These 
childhood celebrations retained much of the ancient, world-wide rejoicing 
at the yearly miracle of spring. 
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