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As on this whirligig of Time


We circle with the seasons.
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NOTES ON THE TEXT





References


All sources have been checked against the originals where possible, and therefore quotations in this book can be treated as accurate and reliable; only in a handful of unavoidable instances is primary material taken from secondary sources. For both better and worse, folklore scholarship tends to be collaborative: A finds X and sends it to B, who adds Y and informs C, who publishes it as Z. The problem, of course, is that A might never have intended X to be published without further verification. With this chain of Chinese whispers in mind, I have always tried to trace the earliest and most reliable source. My findings frequently contest accepted scholarship; in such cases, I accept that other evidence elusive to me may subsequently arise – but in the meantime, I trust that readers will accept my citations as primary sources.


First printings have, in the main, been preferred to modern editions for the simple reason that the texts used in this study were often heavily revised. A few modern editions are standard, but some create as many problems as they solve. Thomson’s The Seasons is, appropriately, the watershed text for this book, but while I have often used James Sambrook’s edition, I have also referred to early printings of The Seasons where necessary. Any significant divergences are noted.


Notes are given as simply as possible: author/title/editor, date and (where necessary) volume number, and page number/folium/signature; full citations are given in the bibliography. All quotations from Shakespeare are given as act, scene, and line number from The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans et al (1974), unless otherwise indicated.




Modernization


It is important in a book such as this, which charts the history of the seasons, to impart the literary flavour of earlier epochs and to enjoy the expression and orthography of bygone ages. Consequently, spelling has not been modernized except in cases where not to modernize would make the originals unfamiliar – lines from William Shakespeare being an obvious example. Likewise, typography has been modernized only where obsolete conventions such as the macron would obscure meaning; such revision has been indicated in the notes. After some thought, the ‘vv’ for ‘w’ has been modernized, as have usages such as ‘u’ for ‘v’ and ‘i’ for ‘j’ (and vice versa); this has meant that some of Edmund Spenser’s deliberate archaisms have been lost, but I have reluctantly made this decision in the interests of consistency and accessibility. Despite these changes, it is hoped that the challenge of unfamiliar spellings will still be enjoyed by the reader as part of the puzzle of early English literature. The warning ‘sic’ is very seldom used in direct quotation from historical sources as spelling was fluid before the early nineteenth century; when ‘sic’ does appear, it usually notes a verbatim usage by a modern or contemporary writer, a typographical error, or an exceptional spelling open to misinterpretation. Square brackets ‘[]’ indicate editorial elucidation, such as adding necessary punctuation.


Capitalization


The seasons spring, summer, autumn, and winter are not capitalized except when referring to personifications of the season, or if capitalized in quotations – although here the personification may in any case be ambiguous and the result of printing conventions; likewise ‘nature’ and ‘Nature’, and ‘sun’, ‘moon’, and ‘earth’. Archaic capitalization is retained. ‘Countryside’, ‘nature’, and similar words are used in commonsense ways throughout, although their usage and meanings have been challenged by environmental writers such as Donna Landry and Timothy



Morton. Anyone who wishes to pursue these arguments should refer to the bibliography.


Religious Festivals


Religious festivals are given their most popular or generic names, although some confusion between the Book of Common Prayer and the Roman Catholic Church is inevitable; in such cases, no offence is intended and apologies are offered in advance if any is taken. Saints’ day festivals are described as follows: the ‘vigil’ is the eve of the day, the ‘feast’ the day itself, and the ‘morrow’ the day after.


Dating


Caution has to be exercised when translating dates from old calendars to the present calendar. Many English weather proverbs were originally based on the Julian calendar, retained until September 1752. The country then switched to the Gregorian calendar: this meant that eleven days had to be dropped from the year (see Chapter 2). Consequently, Julian dating can be up to thirteen days behind Gregorian dating, and from 2100 the difference will be fourteen days. This means that English May Day celebrations before 1752 would have taken place on our current date of 14 May.


Some dates are, however, independent of these calendars and are calculated by solar and lunar events. Easter falls on the first Sunday after the Paschal full moon (see Chapter 6), which means that it can occur on one of thirty-five possible dates – hence it is a ‘moveable feast’. This in turn affects the timing of other festivals such as Lent and Pentecost, which map onto the Julian and Gregorian calendars in different ways. Still other dates are calculated by month and week. British Summer Time (BST) begins on the last Sunday in March, and most bank holidays fall on Mondays.




Definitions


In the interests of clarity, the seasons in this book are aligned with the months according to the simple rule of thumb adopted by the Met Office: spring is March, April, and May; summer is June, July, and August; autumn is September, October, and November; winter is December, January, and February. There is no reason why seasons should commence at the beginning of every third month, and no reason why spring and summer should be longer than autumn and winter by a day or two, but it makes organizing the year in a work such as this manageable – and that is the spirit in which these divisions should be understood. Indeed, calendars tended to shift the dates into each quarter by ten days, so spring for example customarily began around 10 March. But the calendar has always ultimately been driven by practicalities rather than theory – which is why it has been periodically adjusted, whether by adding whole intercalated months in ancient times or the modern practice of adding or subtracting certain days. My minor generalizations are therefore infinitesimally small compared with the ways in which the calendar has been wracked over the centuries.
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FOREWORD


The Seasons makes no claim to be a definitive account of the English seasons, or of their weather, folklore, and festive customs. Indeed, I soon realized that such a complete account would prove an impossibly Herculean labour, never mind the equivalent and equally extensive histories of Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. I also realized that far from writing an extended note of regret or even an obituary, my supposedly dying and arguably dead subject – the cultural calendar of England – kept displaying vital signs: I discovered aggressively living traditions in nearly every corner of the country. This was most heartening, but something else emerged from such vibrancy: the more I wrote about the peculiarities of local customs, the more fragmented the big picture became. I wanted to preserve the particularity of these strong regional identities and not shoe-horn them into a grand overall argument concerning the decay of Englishness, but there was too much material, it was too local, and it was always changing. The concept of a unified England kept dissolving in my hands: what was said or done in one locale was quite different, and perhaps in contradiction to, what was done a few miles down the road. It was simply all too overwhelming, too prolix, and so I changed tack.


This book is now a hybrid study, a sort of antiquarianism for the present times: part history, part almanac and part polemic – both a restitution of waning lore and a rallying cry for national renewal. If English society has experienced the seasons as much as a series of cultural events as it has understood them as part of the cycle of the farming year, then the ground of current environmental debate should be shifted to include the study of literature, cultural history, and folklore. Historically this mixed seasonal culture was one of the things that once gave the nation a shared



identity. But if this communal heritage is in terminal decline, vestiges of these representations nevertheless remain and continue to shape the ways in which we understand and appreciate the countryside of England. Consequently it is my firm belief that the analysis of climate change should not be confined to bio-scientists and meteorologists: the environmental crisis is a cultural issue too, with profound implications for how our society makes sense both of itself and of the landscape in which it has dwelt for millennia.


This book also has an aim that is a good deal more practical: to encourage much more involvement in the festive year, which for centuries has been extraordinarily rich and varied. This does not mean that there should be, say, tens of thousands of people chasing a cheese down Cooper’s Hill in Gloucestershire every Spring Bank Holiday – there are locals enough doing that already. But why not go, cheer the runners on, and make a donation? ‘They also serve who only stand a round.’1 One of the many things I have learnt in the course of researching and writing The Seasons was that for all the enthusiasts, revivalists, and busybodies (myself included) organizing local events, performances, sessions, and competitions, there is as much to be said for simply turning up at the local pub during a carnival, fair, pageant, festival, annual celebration, or the like and steadfastly drinking from lunchtime until bedtime. To do so offers as much support for the cause as getting involved in all sorts of other, more complicated (and sometimes more compromising) ways.2 It is sociable, it acknowledges the community, and it is like tipping a hat: you can say hello to one and all, thank the company, and then get on with spending money at the bar and keeping the pub solvent. And perhaps it is here, in this friendly fug, that you yourself might even start to plan your own locally distinctive celebration of the English seasons. If you do so, you will become part of a new and long-overdue devolution, that of England from Britain.


We need to re-establish English festivals as occasions for local communities, otherwise they will become prey to extremists or commercial exploitation. I am not a fanatic for English nationalist politics and am



horrified by aggressive displays of ‘popular’ chauvinism that seem all too frequent in sports such as football. But I do admire the Scots, Welsh, and Irish for their independence of mind and culture within the larger identities of the UK and Europe, and I rue the extent to which the English, whoever we may be in the first decades of the twenty-first century, have allowed our bountiful harvest home of traditions to become subsumed and dissolved within the Union. We may not have our own parliament yet – a political anomaly for which there is no justification – but we do have our own seasonal culture of the year. That culture can redefine the very essence of Englishness as something that can be enjoyed across England by anyone who is prepared to listen to history and then learn the one lesson of folklore: that it is up to all of us to make it up.







Nick Groom


South Zeal,


St Frideswide’s Day, 2012
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1        INTRODUCTION


A word spoken in due season, how good is it!





Proverbs 15: 23







Once, the annual cycle of the seasons must have seemed eternal and indomitable. The year moved from the birdsong and flowers of spring through summer’s work of harvesting and husbandry to autumnal stocktaking and into the icy challenge of winter. Every year was different, but the pattern of the seasons was consistent – a consistency powerfully strengthened by a rich calendar of proverbial lore, annual rituals, and frequent festivities. Although the weather and the seasons actually had an element of unpredictability from year to year, they were nevertheless yoked to a calendar that marked their characteristics and their progress with absolute certainty.


But now everything is changing. The seasons are blurring, they no longer have such apparently distinctive beginnings and ends. Winters can be unpleasantly warm, and summers uncomfortably wet and windy, and the months are no longer so readily defined by what weather or fortune they might bring. And as the complex rhythms of our weather are changing – and with them our sense, once close and vital, of the seasons – we are also losing and forgetting that shared seasonal heritage too. Once common cultural references are forgotten, and twenty-first-century British society is becoming ever more remote from the social and economic realities of rural life. Modern agricultural practice and climate change have clearly had their unwelcome effects, but perhaps it is precisely because those shared reference points and memories are fading that the seasons now seem so unstable.


It is time then to reflect what we risk losing if we cannot make sense of the sun, rain, and tempest, or of snow, frost, and hail – if we cannot make sense of them, that is, beyond the immediate practicalities of the



weather forecast. What of our relationships with solstices and equinoxes, with the first cuckoo of spring and the last swallow of summer, and with all our rich inheritance of axiomatic wisdom, national folklore, and traditional festivity? What of the extraordinary compendium that centuries, if not millennia, of worship and study and experience of the seasons – as well as straightforward, first-hand familiarity with the weather – have created and bequeathed to us? If we abandon – or are forced to abandon – our hitherto intimate relationship with the seasons, will our lives be any the less? Will we lose an arcane knowledge, a key to an understanding of ourselves and our own place within the natural world: a key that is irreplaceable?


This book will touch upon many subjects to argue that our daily experience of the climate and the calendar still bears the deep stamp of centuries of culture, history, religion, politics, and agriculture. Yet that stamp is not indelible, and we need now more than ever to be reminded of our cultural inheritance. So here there are chapters on the folklore, customs, and literature of each season mixed with, among other things, a history of the calendar, accounts of saints’ days, early theories of the weather, the calculation of Easter, the arrival of the cuckoo, James Thomson’s best-selling political-pastoral poem The Seasons, and a summary of the grievous impact of the Enclosure Laws.


How we have viewed that climate and calendar is a vast subject, but any book can only be so long, and I have reluctantly had to exclude chapters on a number of closely associated themes, among them the pastoral and picturesque, and their often deleterious effect on the countryside and our perceptions of it. Pastoral poetry evolved out of the Renaissance’s fascination with all things classical, spinning a direct line from Hesiod, Theocritus, and, later, Virgil to the English countryside – finding perhaps its greatest exponent in Edmund Spenser. In essence, the pervasive cult of the pastoral attempted to overlay an ancient, classical, and largely bucolic view of the land onto the fields, woods, and common ground of sixteenth-century England. But although for the vast majority of its inhabitants the Elizabethan and Stuart countryside was less an Arcadia than a harsh and unforgiving working environment, a stranger to prancing



satyrs, flute-playing shepherds, and the Mediterranean sun alike, the cult of the pastoral proved to be remarkably tenacious, subtly shaping the land and making the labouring rural population vanish from this vision of England – and indeed, the pastoral still survives in a popular if degraded form today.


Similarly, picturesque painting styles approached the natural scenery of late eighteenth-century England with expectations and preconceptions derived from Claude Lorrain, a French Baroque artist best known for his Italian landscapes. Moreover, science was at hand to help England conform to Claude’s Mediterranean visualization. For those spectators who lacked the imagination to see as Claude might have seen, or for those painters who lacked the artistic skills to paint as he might have painted, there was the ‘Claude glass’. This was a tinted convex mirror: the tinting enhanced colours, while the convexity flattened and miniaturized a natural scene into what appeared to be a two-dimensional composition, drawing all the elements together. Detail was lost, but harmony was enhanced: voilà, the picturesque, which drained history, tradition, and folklore from seasonal landscapes and replaced them with an oddly disengaged sentimentality. To this was added a sometimes frankly bizarre obsession with the sublime, and much ink was spilt on ascertaining how many cows gave the best balance to a painting, the most tonally effective time of day or year to paint flowers and trees, or where best to situate a ruined temple or wild cataract in a composition. And once again, the actual population of the countryside was, quite literally, expunged from the picture, just as it had been physically removed by the Enclosure Acts.


In spite of all this, the seasons still remain not only integral to our identity as a nation today but their heritage also demonstrates that culture can be a vital guide as we march blindly down the dark road of environmental change. If we ignore or choose to forget the culture of the seasons that has accumulated over thousands of years, our very humanity risks being eroded forever. Traditionally, our identity has been firmly built on the weather. Televised weather forecasts are a constant reminder of the proximity of the nations, provinces, and regions that make up the British



Isles, of the island mentality, and of separation from Europe and the European climate. Samuel Johnson famously noted over 250 years ago that, ‘It is commonly observed, that when two Englishmen meet, their first talk is of the weather; they are in haste to tell each other, what each must already know, that it is hot or cold, bright or cloudy, windy or calm.’1 Weather is unpredictable and yet is continually being predicted, as if in an attempt to master it. But the weather does – or at least did – go through recognizable seasons, each with its own horticultural and agricultural role, and also each with its own character, history, and folklore. Together, they can map out the year, the countryside, and one’s place in it. The disappearance of the seasons will therefore erode a shared sense of identity, the present will become cut off from the past, and the culture of the seasons, from Geoffrey Chaucer to T. S. Eliot, will become strange. The ground we walk upon will fundamentally change as familiar flora and fauna become less numerous and are replaced by more aggressive imports such as grey squirrels, ladybugs, and Spanish bluebells.


There is nothing new in this – many apparently indigenous animals and plants, from rabbits to roses, are imports – but the gradual abstraction of seasonal life is accelerating, and alongside it the human aspect, the festive calendar, increasingly appears to be in terminal decline:





Merry Old England died in the country a great while ago; and the sports, the pastimes, the holidays, the Christmas greens and gambols, the archeries, the may-mornings, the May-poles, the country dances, the masks, the harvest-homes, the new-year’s-gifts, the gallantries, the golden means, the poetries, the pleasures, the leisures, the real treasures – were all buried with her.2





This nostalgic lament for Merry England does not date from the early twenty-first century, nor even from the early twentieth century, but was written by the poet and radical Leigh Hunt in 1817. It is ironic that it was written before the Victorian age, which through revival and invention has furnished us with so many of the images and impressions, customs and



celebrations that seem to characterize the festive year. Indeed, what the English today are often most nostalgic for are traditions that go back no further than the nineteenth century. Nearly all of the current Christmas traditions, for instance, are examples of Victoriana.


But whether some or other Christmas custom was a Victorian invention does not much matter: what is important is how we continue to value these traditions and the ways in which they connect us with both the seasons and our communities, great and small. After all, the glorious poetry of the calendar resides precisely in its flaws, disparities, contradictions, and errors. Indeed, the drift of the Julian calendar (see Chapter 2) meant that even as it was still developing, the Christian calendar was already one day awry by AD 136, and a further day every 128 years or so after that. So the emergence of English folk traditions tied to saints’ days – such as rain on St Swithin’s Day meaning that it will rain for another forty days – took place at a time when the calendar was perpetually slipping, with the result that calendar-based traditions are not even stable relative to each other. But this, in all its glorious confusion, is what we have inherited, and it still resists every attempt to impose homogeneity upon it. For every year is different. We may have a dry or wet summer, a warm or chilly winter. Harvests may be bountiful or crops may fail. Easter, determined by calculations of hair-raising complexity (see Chapter 6), may fall early or late – and in doing so exerts a huge influence on how we lead our professional and personal lives.


Even now, in this age of all-year strawberries, of aggressively changing flora and fauna, of apocalyptic anxieties about extreme weather and ecological crisis, the calendar can provide reassurance; its rituals and rhythms can still help us to understand the natural world in more ‘natural’ ways, by which I mean more historical and more cultural ways.3 This is one of its many prodigious gifts, and so we must beware not to sentimentalize the land or fall victims to the nostalgia of the countryside. But if the seasons and the way we mark their progress do eventually become more remote and if we further loosen our cultural connections with them, what then? What will have been lost when we no longer hear the first cuckoo of spring,



or even recognize the first flowers? The sobering answer is an immeasurable amount, and a large and vital part of ourselves. This book is first and foremost a celebration of England’s seasons; I hope that it does not also prove to be a memorial to them.
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2        THE YEAR


He appointed the moon for seasons:
the sun knoweth his going down.





Psalms 104: 19







Where does our year come from? In one sense, the year exists independent of human society and history, reflecting the cycles of the sun and the moon, which in turn affect the earth’s climate and are a key factor in long-term weather patterns. But in another sense the year is clearly a human invention – one of the most significant, if perhaps inevitable, inventions in history, and also one of the most successful. The seasons emerge from the solar, lunar, and calendar years as a rough compromise between nature and culture: between those things that happen independently of human engagement, such as the annual summer solstice, and those things that are dependent on that engagement – naming, recognizing, and celebrating the solstice as being somehow significant. We all know the order of the months of the year, and the number of days in each month, but there is no precise alignment of the months with the seasons, and neither is there a precise alignment of the seasons with the moveable feasts determined by Easter. Easter may be early or late, as calculated by the solar and lunar calendars, but spring too may be early or late – increasingly early, it should be said – depending on whether daffodils are out or cuckoos are calling. The tilt of the earth’s axis and the earth’s elliptical orbit create seasonal differences, but this only influences weather patterns over time: it does not determine the specific weather on a certain day or in a particular place, or even in a certain year or a particular era. Consequently there is an odd disjuncture when trying to map the months over the seasons: is May in springtime or the summer, should midsummer and midwinter be in the middle of their respective seasons, can autumn really begin as early as August?1 The weather might ‘feel like spring’ or there could be ‘an autumnal chill in the air’, but such observations could apply to almost



any season. The seasons are in any case slipping and sliding due to trends measured over decades and centuries, while climate change will dramatically increase the unpredictability of our weather patterns.


The moon orbits the earth approximately once every twenty-nine-and-a-half days (every 29.5306 days, to be precise). As it orbits, it is caught in the light of the sun, which can obviously only ever illuminate one side of the moon. Depending on one’s position on earth relative to these stages of illumination, the moon appears to go through phases, waxing as a crescent, first quarter, gibbous, and full moon, and waning through gibbous, last quarter, crescent, and finally the dark moon. The cycle then commences again: traditionally the waxing crescent was known as the new moon, but the new moon is now defined as occurring in the middle of the dark moon phase. Twelve cycles of the moon roughly correspond to the annual cycle of four seasons, and because of the clarity of the moon’s phases, the lunar cycle was a convenient early calendar and continues to be used as the Islamic religious calendar, or Hijri.


The lunar year does not, however, correspond with the solar year, which is the time taken for the earth to orbit the sun. This is where things become complicated. First, the earth’s orbit is not a perfect circle with the sun at the middle, but is offset and elliptical. The earth also has a tilted axis of rotation – it does not spin on a precisely vertical plane but with a deviation of about 23.5 degrees; this was known at least as far back as ancient Egypt, when the Alexandrian astronomer Eratosthenes (276–194 BC) calculated within one tenth of a degree the tilt in the earth’s axis. This tilt is what causes seasonal variation: it means that at different times of the year each hemisphere receives more or less sunlight; the northern hemisphere is inclined towards the sun in June and the southern hemisphere in December. Between these two solstices, there are two moments – the vernal equinoxes – when the equator is perfectly aligned with the ecliptic (the apparent cyclical path of the sun), and the effect of the earth’s elliptical orbit means that at these times light from the sun may be of stronger or weaker intensity. The earth’s orbit also fluctuates because the earth is not a perfect sphere and because it drifts and wobbles. The moon and every



other planet in the solar system exercise some gravitational influence on the earth’s orbit, pushing and pulling it out of true; furthermore the earth’s oceans, themselves drawn to ebb and flow by the moon, can create a ‘tidal drag’ on the orbit and perturb the movement of the earth. The extent of these variations depends on how the orbit is defined: whether by measuring the earth’s movement from and to a fixed position, this fixed point being calculated in relation to the stars – the sidereal year; or in relation to the earth itself, returning exactly to its own alignment in relation to the sun – the tropical year.


The average sidereal year, calculated for the year 2000, was 365 days, 6 hours, 9 minutes, and 9.7676 seconds; the average tropical year for the same period was 365 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes, and 45 seconds. That twenty-minute variation is not going to affect our everyday lives in any meaningful way, but this is not the case with the lunar year. The lunar year works out at just under 354.5 days long (354.3672 days precisely). This means that the lunar year moves much more swiftly than the solar year – by eleven or twelve days every twelve months. Following a lunar calendar means that within sixteen years the seasons are inverted: spring becomes autumn and summer becomes winter, and vice versa. After thirty-three years the lunar and solar years are again approximately in synchronization before the drift begins once more. This is why Ramadan, which is calculated using the Islamic Hijri, appears to be celebrated earlier every calendar year.


The convenience of the lunar cycle and the practical necessity of observing the solar year meant that most early societies developed a hybrid of the two – the luni-solar year. The solar year runs as follows:


21 March: spring equinox with twelve hours of sunlight, twelve hours of night-time (equinox meaning ‘equal night’)


21 September: autumn equinox, likewise


21 June: summer solstice and longest day (from sol, meaning ‘sun’, and sistere, ‘stand still’)


21 December: winter solstice and shortest day







The pagan Saxon calendar was a luni-solar system, which started on 25 December, just after the winter solstice. The names of the months were:





guili, yule, the first and last month of the year


se æftera geōla, ‘the latter Yule’ (after midwinter – January)


solmōnaþ (month of offering cakes, literally ‘dirt-month’ – February)


hreþmōnað (month of the goddess Rheda – March, later became hlȳda, ‘Lide’)


ēstermōnað (month of Ēostre, goddess of spring and twilight – April)


þrimilce (month of the three daily milkings – May)


se ǣrra līþa (‘gentle’, before midsummer – June)


þrilīþa (third midsummer – intercalated midsummer leap month)


æftera liīþa (after midsummer – July)


wēodmōnað (month of the plants – August)


hālegmōnaþ (holy month – September)


winterfylleþ (winter-filled – October)


blōtmōnaþ (month of sacrifice – November)


se ǣrra geōla (before midwinter – December)2





There is also some confused evidence about ancient British festivals: the fire festivals of Beltane on 1 May and Samhain (‘summer’s end’) on 31 October may be familiar to some, but there are also the festivals of Imbolc (lactation, the festival of Brighid) on 1 February and of Lammas (also known as Lughnasadh, from Lugh, the god of the harvest) on 1 August. Celtic revivalists have also added Ostara on 21 March and adopted the Welsh figure Mabon vab Modron, who is associated with hunting, poetry, and music, for the Autumn Equinox of Mabon.3 Some of these names are familiar: guili or geōla is clearly Yule, for example, and Ēostre is the source of the popular name ‘Easter’ for the Feast of the Passion. The Saxon goddess Ēostre was linked by the Anglo-Saxon monk and chronicler the Venerable Bede to Ostara in De temporum ratione and Bede also mentions the festival of Litha, which has in turn been adopted, and popularized, by J. R. R. Tolkien in his Middle-earth writings. But other festivals listed here



only survive as esoteric revivals, and the organization of the English year and the names of the months have other origins.


_____


In the eighth century BC, Romulus – legendary wolf-child, founder of Rome, and slayer of his brother Remus – established Roman society along decimal lines. This meant that not only the numerical system but the vast majority of institutions and social organizations, from representation in the Senate to the military, had a base numerical factor of ten. Consequently, the early Romans favoured a ten-month lunar system. The months were named Martius (after Mars, the god of war, and aligned with the vernal equinox), Aprilis (perhaps a reference to pig farming), Maius (after a seasonal goddess), and Junius (after Juno, queen of the gods), before the seductions of decimalization rendered the remaining months Quintilis, Sextilis, September, October, November, and December (i.e., fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, and tenth). Months were either hollow (twenty-nine days) or full (thirty days), thereby averaging 29.5 days, the length of the lunar month. The remaining sixty-one days or so needed to synchronize this decimal system with the solar year were ‘winter days’ that existed outside the named months.4


The days themselves were ordered by their proximity to the beginning of the month, the fifth or seventh day, and the middle of the month. These three markers were kalends (hence calendar), nones, and ides, and dates were calculated in terms of how many days they fell before one of these markers. (This system is further complicated today by the Romans not having a number zero, so the marker day is actually day one rather than day zero.) By such reckoning, the first half of March would be:














	Modern date

	Roman date






	  1

	March

	
Kalendis Martiis [kalends of March]






	  2

	March

	
a.d. VI* Nonas Martias [5 days before nones, where nones is 1]






	

	

	* a.d. [ante diem] VI = ‘sixth day before’






	
  3

	March

	
a.d. V Nonas Martias [4 days before nones]






	  4

	March

	
a.d. IV Nonas Martias [3 days before nones]






	  5

	March

	
a.d. III Nonas Martias [2 days before nones]






	  6

	March

	
pridie Nonas Martias [day before nones]






	  7

	March

	
Nonis Martiis [nones of March]






	  8

	March

	
a.d. VIII Idus Martias [7 days before ides]






	  9

	March

	
a.d. VII Idus Martias [6 days before ides]






	10

	March

	
a.d. VI Idus Martias [5 days before ides]






	11

	March

	
a.d. V Idus Martias [4 days before ides]






	12

	March

	
a.d. IV Idus Martias [3 days before ides]






	13

	March

	
a.d. III Idus Martias [2 days before ides]






	14

	March

	
pridie Idus Martias [day before ides]






	15

	March

	
Idibus Martiis [ides of March]










Despite the apparent complexity of this daily reckoner, it not only outlasted the Roman Empire, but survived for some two thousand years through the mediaeval period well into the Renaissance. Dating by the Roman kalends is famously invoked by Shakespeare in plays such as Julius Caesar – ‘Beware the ides of March’ – and in the proverbial rhyme:





March, May, July, October, these are they,


Make Nones the seventh, Ides the fifteenth day.5





The counting of days in numerical sequences known as dies mensis – that is, ‘days of the month’ – only gradually caught on.


The kalends survived then, but not the Romulan year. Numa Pompilius, who succeeded Romulus as king of Rome, added Januarius and Februarius and rearranged the days of the hollow and full months. This extended the designated year to 354 days, to which Numa added a day for luck: the Romans had superstitions about even numbers, hence his reform of Februarius, which at twenty-eight days was split into two oddnumbered parts. Leap months were occasionally added between the two parts of Februarius, and these could make the year up to 378 days long. The Numan



year was therefore based on the lunar year and so ran ten or eleven days too fast; eventually the Roman year adopted the Greek model of regularly adding months every thirty years or so to average the year at 365 days. Numa may also have made January the first month of the year.


These intercalated months were, however, often overlooked, meaning that by Julius Caesar’s reign the calendar was nearly two months adrift – an impossible situation that was hardly conducive to governing an empire. Caesar employed the Alexandrian astronomer Sosigenes, who introduced the Egyptian system of a year of 365.25 days: three years of 365 days and one leap year every four years of 366 days. Finally, to align the new calendar with the solar year, two long intercalary months were added to 46 BC, making that interminable year 445 days long: ultimus annus confusionis, ‘the last year of confusion’. When it came to the months of the year, Caesar confirmed January as the first month to align the year more closely with the winter solstice, and arranged the months in a pattern alternating between thirty-one and thirty days, in which February had thirty days only in leap years and in other years twenty-nine days. As the historian Suetonius described the reform of the Roman calendar in AD 96, ‘Caesar . . . reorganized the calendar, which the pontifices had allowed to fall into such disorder, by intercalating days or months as it suited them, that the harvest and vintage festivals no longer corresponded with the appropriate seasons.’6 The Senate honoured Caesar by renaming the month of Quintilius as Julius.


Unfortunately, after Caesar’s death in 44 BC the frequency of leap years was erroneously increased to a three-year cycle – a confusion arising from counting days inclusively – until Augustus rectified matters in 8 BC by ignoring the next three leap years. Harmony was restored by AD 8 and, remarkably, this ‘Julian’ calendar has remained impressively stable ever since, requiring only one significant set of revisions. The Senate renamed Sextilis as Augustus in the emperor’s honour, as it had proved an auspicious month for him. But the month of Augustus had only thirty days in the original Julian system, so this was raised to thirty-one days to put Augustus on the same footing as the month of Julius. February was again



obliged to surrender a day and now only had twenty-eight days, twenty-nine in a leap year. Moreover, there was now a run of three thirty-one-day months over the summer and autumn, so the lengths of September and November were swapped with October and December. And that rather opportunistic fiddling has survived for two millennia to the present day.


The Julian calendar can be seen as a revolution in the ways in which individuals and human society conceived themselves in relation to time. Time had previously been understood in cycles of weather and therefore farming, or, as the writer David Ewing Duncan describes it, had been an instrument of power:





But no more. Now the calendar was available to everyone as a practical, objective tool to organize shipping schedules, grow crops, worship gods, plan marriages and send letters to friends. Combined with the rising popularity of sophisticated sundials and water clocks, the new Julian calendar introduced the concept of human beings ordering their own individual lives along a linear progression operating independent of the moon, the seasons and the gods.7





There were other, equally long-lasting innovations. By the sixth century BC the Roman week was eight days long. This model, adopted from the Etruscans, was known as the nundinal week – meaning ‘ninth’: the nundina was the market day and a fixed point of reference. However, a seven-day week system had been established in ancient Babylon, coincidentally at about the same time as the inception of the Romulan calendar, and corresponding to the seven ‘planets’. Eventually the two systems met under the Roman Empire, and after a brief and not surprisingly unsuccessful attempt to run the two systems alongside each other, the seven-day week was increasingly favoured from the first century AD. In AD 329, the seven-day week was officially proclaimed by the first Christian Roman emperor, Constantine the Great, who also introduced Sunday – dies solis, ‘sun-day’ – as a regular holy day in the week.8




This ancient seven-day week system, some 2,700 years old, is still at least half-recognizable today: Sol (sun) day, Luna (moon) day, Mars day, Mercury day, Jupiter day, Venus day, Saturn day. These planets clearly form the basis of Romance-language days of the week, such as the French lundi, mardi, mercredi, jeudi, and vendredi. In England, however, the Anglo-Saxons who settled Britain after the collapse of the Roman Empire combined the Babylonian-Roman-Christian seven-day week with their own Norse mythology, introducing Tiw, Woden, Thor, and Freya as substitutes for Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, and Venus, and these names seem to have been retained by Pope Gregory at the time of the conversion of Britain.


Constantine’s adoption and semi-Christianization of the seven-day week clearly paid homage to the creation of the world in the first chapters of Genesis, but was not without controversy. Sunday now conflicted with the Jewish Sabbath (Saturday), itself observed by some Christians as a holy day, and many pagan Romans also held Saturn’s day as sacred. Interestingly, though, Constantine’s adoption of Sunday may well have placated the Roman Mithraists, pagans who worshipped the Sun and who had a discernible influence on nascent Christian institutions. Meanwhile in Egypt, Ptolemy produced an encyclopedia in the second century AD that remained a reference work for over a thousand years by virtue of its modelling of astronomical movements, and its calculation of months and years, eclipses and equinoxes.


Constantine had in fact already instituted major calendrical reforms at the Council of Nicaea in AD 325. This famous and long-running congress, at what is now Iznik in modern Turkey, effectively Christianized the Julian calendar by establishing specific dates for Christian festivals such as Christmas, and simultaneously adapted the Jewish luni-solar calendar prevalent in Judea in Christ’s own lifetime to calculate the date of Easter – thereby creating ‘immoveable’ and ‘moveable’ feasts respectively. Constantine’s aim was to reach a Christian consensus for Easter, declaring at Nicaea, ‘By the unanimous judgment of all, it has been decided that the most holy festival of Easter should be everywhere celebrated on one and the same day.’9 The argument was that without an agreed and reliable



foundation for the most holy of days, Christianity would be condemned to sectarianism, heresy, and schism – as it had been in the first three centuries of its existence. More practically, if the Church was to have a state role, it had to secularize.10


The calculation of Easter is discussed in detail below (see Chapter 6). What was not, however, known at the time of the Nicaean Council was that the solar year is about eleven minutes longer than the Julian year, meaning that the solar year was advancing by about a day every 128 years and that by the time of the Council the calendar year was already nearly three days fast. In other words, settling Christmas Day, say, as 25 December simply compounded the error by fixing the wrong date.11 But in the event it took nearly a thousand years for this to become apparent. By 1267, the English Franciscan friar and philosopher Roger Bacon had calculated that the calendar year was several days behind the solar year.12 Not only did this mean that the months were slipping back into earlier seasons, but every holy day was being observed at the wrong time, making a mockery of the secular authority of the Church. Moreover, Constantine had determined that the Christian calendar had to some extent to depend on the luni-solar year, as Easter had to be calculated from the spring equinox (mid-way between the winter and summer solstices). But the Council had themselves fixed the spring equinox to 21 March, and by 1267 the true spring equinox was actually on 12 March: nine days before the official date. Bacon was not the first to notice this. Bede had divined that there was a problem, but was content to claim that God’s time had precedence over human systems; and since the ninth century significant doubt had been cast on the accuracy of the Church calendar by scholars across Europe – notably by the memorably named Notker the Stammerer and Hermann the Lame. But Bacon was the first to go to the Vatican. His point being that natural time and God’s time were (or should be) one and the same, he argued that:





The errors I have mentioned are terrible in themselves, yet they bear no comparison to those which follow from the facts now stated. For the whole order of Church solemnities is thrown into confusion by errors



of this kind respecting the beginning of the lunation according to the Calendar, as well as by the error in determining the equinoxes. And not to refer to other years for evidence of this error, I shall state the case in this present year. . . . Wherefore the feast of Easter, by which the world is saved, will not be celebrated at its proper time, but there is fasting this year through the whole true week of Easter. For the fast continues eight days longer than it should. There follows then another disadvantage that the fast of Lent began eight days too late; therefore Christians were eating meats in the true Lent for eight days, which is absurd. And again then neither the Rogations nor the Ascension nor Pentecost are kept this year at their proper times. And as it happens in this year 1267, so will it happen the year following.13





Bacon, for his pains, was ignored, but others began to notice. The first popular printed ‘Shepherd’s Calendar’ appeared around 1500.14 The printing and dissemination of printed calendars and their study by astrologers, astronomers, theologians, and mathematicians inevitably drew attention to the glaring discrepancy between the Julian calendar and the solar year, which by 1500 amounted to nearly ten days. Chief among these problems was the reliability of the date of Easter – the major Christian festival. Christian astronomers had favoured the Metonic cycle for calculating Easter, a system based on the work of Meton of Athens in the fifth century BC. Meton discovered that nineteen solar years were equivalent to 235 lunar months, and this equation was used by Christian astronomers to create tables of Easter dates from the third century AD. However, this measurement drifted as well – by one-and-a-half hours in every cycle, or a day every 312.7 years – so by the sixteenth century it was four days adrift. The Metonic cycle was scrapped in the 1570s after the calculations of the Italian physician, astronomer, and chronologist Aloysius Lilius, and it was Lilius’ work that inspired Pope Gregory XIII (1502–85) to reform the Julian calendar in 1582 and thereby establish the Gregorian calendar.


At the same time, the German mathematician and astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus had instigated an astronomical revolution by



replacing the traditional geocentric model, in which the heavens revolved around the earth, with a heliocentric model, in which the planets, including the earth, revolved around the sun.15 De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (‘On the Revolutions of the Celestial Spheres’) was published just before Copernicus’ death in 1543 and was dedicated to Pope Paul III. Heliocentrism therefore had implications for the computation of the calendar in defining the solar year. Copernicus distinguished between the seasonal or tropical year, based on the cycle of the seasons and therefore on the length of time between the vernal equinoxes, ‘when the planes of the equator and the sun’s ecliptic intersect in the spring’ – this roughly conformed to the Julian year – and the star or sidereal year, the time taken by the earth to complete an orbit of the sun and return to the same position, externally determined.16 Copernicus not only found fluctuations in the lunar year, but also calculated that the earth’s rotational tilt causes the tropical year to run about twenty minutes faster than the sidereal year – a phenomenon known as the precession of the equinoxes. Moreover, the earth’s tendency to wobble on its axis also means that the tropical year is variable. He therefore favoured the sidereal year as the basis for his calculations.


_____


Once the calculations had been accepted, calendar reform was in one sense very simple. Since its foundation, the Julian year had run slightly slow compared with the solar year. By 1582, this discrepancy amounted to ten days, so all that had to be done was to shift the calendar by that many days. October was selected as the month for the reform as it had comparatively few holy days or saints’ days. Gregory therefore issued a papal bull proclaiming that at midnight on 4 October 1582 Roman Catholic countries should move straight to 14 October. The new Gregorian calendar would then follow and correspond to the Julian with one exception: to eliminate future Julian drift, leap years would be observed except in those years that were divisible by 100 but not by 400, when the leap day should be suppressed.




There was also another anomaly: there was no consensus over the first day of the year, just several contenders. The first of January had been instituted by Caesar and was incorporated in the Julian calendar: Januarius (or Ianuarius), from ianua, ‘door’, was associated with the two-faced god Janus – looking back at the old year and forward to the new year. The first of January was therefore traditionally favoured by the populace (stylus communis) and had been Christianized as the Feast of the Circumcision (stylus circumcisionis); it also had traditional festivities associated with it. Theologically speaking, however, Christmas Day had a strong claim as the first day of the year because of the birth of Christ (stylus nativitatis), and this was also the day on which the Papal Chancellery sometimes began its year (stylus curiae Romanae).17 Alternatively, 25 March – the date of the Annunciation (stylus annunciatonis, or stylus incarnationis), nine months before the birth of Christ – was a plausible option, and was also close to the vernal equinox, the traditional New Year of the pre-Julian calendars. Good Friday and Easter Day similarly had claims. Gregory’s decision was to make 1 January New Year’s Day for 1583 and ever after.


Unfortunately, however, the new Gregorian calendar was not universally adopted. While it was straightaway accepted by Italy, Spain, and Portugal, some Catholic countries such as France, Belgium, and parts of the Netherlands did not act until December – which rather ridiculously meant sacrificing the major festival of Christmas Day. The English merchant and informant Thomas Stokes wrote to Queen Elizabeth’s principal secretary, Sir Francis Walsingham, from Bruges just before Christmas was due to fall. He was amazed:





Yesterday by proclamation from the Court, and proclaimed here in this town, ‘that yesterday’ was appointed to be New Year’s Day and to be the first of January; so they have lost Christmas Day here for this year.


– Bruges, the 23 December 1582, ‘stillo anglea’ [English style]; and here they write the 2 January 1583.18




The new Gregorian calendar was also ignored of course by Protestants in Germany and Denmark, and in England and its colonies. Interestingly, though, Walsingham did ask the mathematician, astrologer, and occultist John Dee to report on the 1582 Gregorian bull. Dee made a thorough investigation in a long treatise: ‘A playne Discourse and humble Advise for our Gratious Queen Elizabeth, her most Excellent Majestie to peruse and consider, as concerning the needful Reformation of the Vulgar Kalendar for the civile years and daies accompting, or verifyeng, according to the time truely spent’.19 The work was prefaced with some intellectual doggerel:





As Caesar and Sosigenes,


The vulgar kalendar did make,


So Caesar’s Pere, our true Empress,


To Dee this work she did betake.





To finde the Dayes superfluous,


(which Caesar’s false Hypothesis,


Had bred; to Nature, odious:)


Wherein, he found eleven amyss.





For he, from Christ, Chief Root of time


The time did try, by heavenly wit:


No Councell can deme this a crime


From CHRIST, to us, tear time to fit.





ELIZABETH our Empress bright,


Who in the yere of eighty three,


Thus made the truth to come to light,


And civile yere with heaven agree.





But eighty foure, the Pattern is


Of Christ’s birth yere: and so for ay


Eche Bissext shall fall little mys,


To shew the sun of Christ birth day.







Three hundred yeres, shall not remove


The sun, one day, from this new match:


Nature, no more shall us reprove


Her golden tyme, so yll to watch.





The God of might, our father dere,


Whose rayng no tyme can comprehend,


Good time our Elizabeth grant here


And Bliss aeternall, at her ende.


Amen.20


Dee himself supported reform, although he refused to date the revision back to the Council of Nicaea and argued for dating it from the time of Christ (‘Chief Root of time’), which would make a loss of eleven days, rather than ten (‘Christians should regard his [Christ’s] birth as the “Radix of Time”,’ according to Dee). In other words, Dee’s was another Protestant reformation against the perceived lies of Roman Catholicism, even if it was admittedly inspired by a papal bull, although he later moderated his demands to concur with the Council of Nicaea. He also drafted a revised calendar for 1583, the Annus Reformationis, which would be followed by ‘Queen Elizabeth’s perpetual Kalendar’. Dee’s judicious recommendation was to drop three days from May, one from June, and three from both July and August: this was potentially far less disruptive than a sudden change, and much more sagacious than the apparently self-flagellating zeal on display in France and Belgium that had righteously cancelled Christmas 1582. Dee sent his results to the queen’s commission, and the queen herself may have appreciated the hand of an earlier Englishman, the mediaeval philosopher Roger Bacon, in the reform, thereby defusing some of the papist associations of the change. An Act was read in Parliament in March 1583 – arguably reform was supported despite, and not because of, Dee – and the plan was approved for implementation in May.21 However, the archbishop of Canterbury, Edmund Grindal, and other leading bishops refused to add their consent,



requesting further, procrastinating discussion. Thus the reform foundered. Dee fought on using astronomical, economic, and maritime arguments, but that was the last time that the matter was seriously debated in England for 166 years.22


While the Scots adopted the Gregorian reform in 1600 and the German and Danes accepted it in 1700 (although they continued to calculate Easter in their own way until 1775), the English and their colonies seemed to take a perverse pride in remaining loyal to the Julian calendar, distinguishing dates as being Old Style (OS, following the Julian calendar) or New Style (NS, following the Gregorian calendar). Indeed, nothing further was seriously proposed until 10 May 1750, when George Parker, the earl of Macclesfield, delivered a paper to the Royal Society which was published in the same year with the ponderous title Remarks upon the Solar and the Lunar Years, the Cycle of 19 Years, commonly called the Golden Number, the Epact, and a Method of Finding the Time of Easter, as it is now observed in most Parts of Europe. Macclesfield based his argument on the assumption that the Julian year of 365 days and 6 hours was adrift, and in doing so he relied upon Edmund Halley’s calculation that the solar year was 365 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes, and 55 seconds long.


There things might have rested as an academic footnote, but for Philip Dormer Stanhope, earl of Chesterfield, aristocrat, man of letters, and leader of taste, taking up the cause. Chesterfield was perplexed that only England, Sweden, and Russia reckoned time outside the Gregorian reform: ‘It was not, in my opinion very honourable for England to remain in a gross and avowed error, especially in such company; the inconveniency of it was likewise felt by all those who had foreign correspondences, whether political or mercantile’.23 Chesterfield commenced a campaign to raise public awareness of the issue, writing pseudonymous articles for the weekly humorous magazine The World and drafting reformist legislation.


The response was lukewarm. Nevertheless in 1751 Chesterfield introduced a bill to Parliament: ‘An Act for Regulating the Commencement of the Year, and for Correcting the Calendar now in Use’. As he later explained to his son:







I had brought a bill into the House of Lords, for correcting and reforming our present calendar. . . . It was notorious, that the Julian Calendar was erroneous, and had overcharged the solar year with eleven days. . . . I determined, therefore, to attempt the reformation; I consulted the best lawyers, and the most skilful astronomers, and we cooked up a bill for that purpose. But then my difficulty began; I was to bring in this bill, which was necessarily composed of law jargon and astronomical calculations, to both of which I am an utter stranger. However, it was absolutely necessary to make the House of Lords think that I knew something of the matter; and also to make them believe that they knew something of it themselves, which they do not. For my own part, I could just as soon have talked Celtic or Sclavonian to them, as astronomy, and they would have understood me full as well: so I resolved to do better than speak to the purpose, and to please instead of informing them. I gave them, therefore, only an historical account of calendars, from the Egyptian down to the Gregorian, amusing them now and then with little episodes; but I was particularly attentive to the choice of my words, to the harmony and roundness of my periods, to my elocution, to my action. This succeeded, and ever will succeed; they thought I informed, because I pleased them; and many of them said, that I had made the whole very clear to them; when, God knows, I had not even attempted it.24





Although Chesterfield was warned ‘not to stir matters that had long been quiet’, the bill was passed on 17 May and received royal assent on 22 May.25 It was a victory for style: for the New Style.


As had happened in Europe in 1582, the consequence of this decision was to remove several days from the calendar in England, Wales, and the British colonies. Eleven days rather than ten were now needed to set things straight: Wednesday 2 September 1752 was followed by Thursday 14 September. The Act also stipulated that Easter would be calculated under the Gregorian system, and that the new year would begin on 1 January rather than 25 March. The details were carefully worked out: court dates, holidays, ‘Meetings and Assemblies of any Bodies Politick



or Corporate’, elections and so forth were calculated according to the new method and so effectively took place eleven days earlier. However, rents, contracts, wages, and so forth were counted by actual or ‘natural’ days, so the eleven lost days did not directly cost anyone anything. Likewise, coming of age, indentures, criminal sentences, and the like were determined by natural days rather than the new dating system, as were markets and fairs. The Church of England was behind the reform, declaring ‘The New Style the True Style’.


Despite the claims of popular history, there were no calendar riots following this legislation.26 There were objections from various quarters, but these generally reflected a resistance to modernization and notions of rationalist or Newtonian time, an ill-informed confusion about when dates would now fall for rents and for fairs, or a conservative adherence to the old ways of the Church and a sense of what distinguished England from the continent.27 The antiquary John Latimer, for example, reported that the Holy Thorn at Glastonbury, which traditionally flowered on Christmas Day, ‘contemptuously ignored the new style [and] burst into blossom on the 5th of January, thus indicating that Old Christmas Day should alone be observed, in spite of an irreligious legislature’. Likewise, the Gentleman’s Magazine for January 1753 reported:





Glastonbury.—A vast concourse of people attended the noted thorn on Christmas-day, new style; but, to their great disappointment, there was no appearance of its blowing, which made them watch it narrowly the 5th of January, the Christmas-day, old style, when it blowed as usual.





The London Daily Advertiser of 5 January 1753 also claimed that a Holy Thorn in Quainton had not blossomed on 25 December NS – a non-event witnessed by over two thousand people – and the Holy Oak in the New Forest also adhered to the old calendar by blossoming on Old Christmas Day rather than New Christmas Day. However, the Gloucester Journal of 2 January 1753 confirmed that the real Glastonbury Thorn had actually blossomed according to the New Style.28




Most newspapers noted the change and moved on, perhaps pausing to make some droll observation. In the Gentleman’s Magazine for September 1752, a correspondent quipped to ‘Mr Inspector’,





I Write to you in the greatest perplexity, I desire you’ll find some way of setting my affair to rights; or I believe I shall run mad, and break my heart into the bargain. How is all this? I desire to know plainly and truly! I went to bed last night, it was Wednesday Sept. 2, and the first thing I cast my eye upon this morning at the top of your paper was Thursday, Sept. 14. I did not go to bed till between one and two: Have I slept away 11 days in 7 hours, or how is it? For my part I don’t find I’m any more refresh’d than after a common night’s sleep.


They tell me there’s an act of parliament for this. With due reverence be it spoken, I have always thought there were [v]ery few things a British parliament could not do, but if I had been ask’d, I should have guess’d the annihilation of time was one of them!29





There were some drawbacks to calendar reform. An incident was reported in Bristol on 6 January 1753 (that is, 26 December Old Style):





Yesterday being Old Christmas Day, the same was obstinately observed by our Country People in general, so that yesterday (which was Market-Day according to the Order of our Magistrates) there were but few at Market, who embraced the Opportunity of raising their Butter to 9d and 10d a Pound.30





Because of the timing of rent days, hiring days, fairs, the sacred calendar, and so forth, the old dating could not realistically persist. As the poet and abolitionist William Cowper commented in ‘A Fable’, ‘’Twas April, as the bumpkins say, / The legislature call’d it May’.31 Yet an adherence to the Old Style did survive a surprisingly long time. The folklorist Ella Mary Leather recorded a Herefordshire apostate in 1912 remembering:





‘My grandfather always kept up Christmas on old Christmas day,’ said W– P– of Peterchurch, ‘none of your new Christmas for him; it must be the real Christmas, too, for the Holy Thorn blossoms, and the cattle go down on their knees at twelve o’clock in remembrance.’ I have talked to many people who firmly believed this; though they had not seen it, their parents or grandparents have.32





On the other hand, there was the experience of the Revd Dr Waugh talking to his father’s gardener, who informed him that the ‘craws’ (rooks) always began building twelve days after Candlemas. Waugh asked whether the craws counted by the Old Style or the New Style, ‘just then introduced by Act of Parliament. Turning upon the young student a look of contempt, the old gardener said, “Young man, craws care naething for Acts of Parliament!”’33


In fact, English society still resolutely observes a vestige of the Julian calendar in one aspect of every citizen’s – or at least every taxpayer’s – life. The English year had begun on 25 March, and in one area continued to do so. The bankers refused to make 31 December the end of the financial year and were not even prepared to adopt 25 March (New Style). Instead, they refused to pay any taxes until 365 days had elapsed from the last date of taxation, which delayed the financial year until 5 April, Old Lady Day. Another adjustment of a day was made for the leap century in 1800, moving it to 6 April – and that was the last adjustment made: by 1900, the debates about 1752 had been forgotten. Henceforth, the financial year in England has always run for twelve months, including leap days. Today it runs from 6 April to 5 April the following year: effectively the Julian New Year, New Style.


Some also argue that there are continuing problems with the Gregorian calendar. As it stands, the year is indivisible: 365.25 cannot be easily divided into any units. So in a twenty-eight-year cycle the days drift by one day every year and two days after every leap year, meaning that events are never on the same day in successive years; likewise, weeks also move within months. Furthermore, there is no year zero in AD dating



(now sometimes known as CE, ‘Common Era’ – another pointless abstraction), which means that new centuries and new millennia should really be celebrated in years beginning –01 or –001, and the new year does not properly begin until 1 a.m. on the morning of 1 January, as pedants such as the author of this book are keen to point out. The Gregorian calendar runs fast by 25.96 seconds a year, which counting from 1582 will be a whole day by AD 4909. And of course the days in each month, the last four of which are now erroneously named, are arranged in part to honour ancient, if not forgotten, Roman emperors.


Consequently, a World (or Universal) Calendar has been proposed. It would alternate the distribution of days in a month as trios of thirty-one, thirty, and thirty – which, ironically, rather reverts to the original Julian arrangement. In such a model each year and each quarter would therefore commence on a Sunday, and each month would always start on the same day. A ‘Worlds Day’ [sic], outside the weekly and monthly computation, would be added at the end of the year, and leap days would be added as extras at the end of June – features reminiscent of the earliest Roman calendars, the Romulan and Numan.34


Such an attempt to stabilize the fluidities and idiosyncrasies of the calendar would not only sunder further the relationship between the present and the past, but would also make the year, quite frankly, rather boring. Part of the attraction, the liveliness, the character of the calendar is its mutability, the restless movement of dates such as birthdays from one day to the next (with the occasional leap-frog), the mysterious rhythm of thirty- and thirty-one-day months, the oddity of February. It is not even as if the Gregorian calendar has become wholly accepted across the Western world. Not only does the Eastern Christian Church still calculate Easter differently to the Western Church, despite having adopted the Gregorian calendar, but there remain pockets of Paleoimerologites (Old Calendarists) adhering to the Julian calendar in Jerusalem, Russia, Serbia, and Greece. They are a good reminder of times past: perhaps, in putting culture before astronomy, the Old Calendarists have the right idea.
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3        MONTHS AND DAYS


Behold the man, who did the heav’ns survey...
Whence winds arise, which o’er the ocean blow,
And into rage transform his peaceful brow;
By what magnetic pow’r and influence rare
The pond’rous earth suspends and rolls in air;
Why rising stars adorn the blushing east,
And lose their lustre in the dusky west;
Why the returning seasons of the spring,
Instruct the flow’rs to blow, the birds to sing;
Why the rich grape in yellow autumn swells,
And cheerfully the generous goblet fills.





Boethius, De consolatione philosophiae


 




Thirtie dais hath September,


Aprill June and November


Februarie twentie and eight alone


And all the rest have thirtie & one.





This familiar rhyme was first written down over 450 years ago in the Stevins Manuscript (c.1553–4).1 A dozen or so years later a simplified version of the mnemonic was printed in Richard Grafton’s introduction to the Abridgement of the Chronicles of England (1570):





Thirty dayes hath November,


Aprill, June and September.


February hath xxviii alone,


And all the rest have xxxi.2





It is a very handy summary of the Gregorian variations, and probably the only piece of traditional wisdom that so concisely covers the entire year. There is much proverbial lore for each individual season, month, and day (and it is here distributed under the various seasonal chapters), but the year itself receives limited attention and there are only a handful of shorthand accounts for the whole year. The agriculturalist and poet Thomas Tusser, for example, author of A Hundreth Good Pointes of Husbandrie (1557), later expanded into Five Hundreth Points of Good Husbandry (1573), wrote ‘A sonet or brief rehersall of the properties of the twelve monethes afore rehersed’:







As Janever fryse pot, bidth come kepe hym lowe:


And feverell fill dyke, doth good with his snowe:


A bushel of Marche dust, worth raunsomes of gold:


And Aprill his stormes, be too good to be solde:


As May with his flowers, geve ladies their lust:


And June after blooming, set carnels so just:


As July bid all thing, in order to ripe:


And August bid reapers, to take full their gripe.


September his fruit, biddeth gather as fast:


October bid hogges: to come eate up his mast:


As dirtie November, bid threshe at thine ease:


December bid Christmas, to spende what he please:


So wisdom bid kepe, and provide while we may:


For age crepeth on as the time passeth away.3





This is about as good as it gets. There is simply not enough room for every daily, monthly, or seasonal detail to be included if the complete year is to be encompassed within a few lines. Poets from the Elizabethan Edmund Spenser to the Romantic John Clare tended to write much more detailed monthly sequences – shepherds’ calendars – to describe the annual cycle of natural change and farming activities. Anything more simplistic was either going to be poetic flim-flam, or comic. The late-eighteenth-century writer and editor George Ellis came up with perhaps the pithiest description of the annual cycle in ‘The Twelve Months’:





Snowy, Flowy, Blowy,


Showery, Flowery, Bowery,


Hoppy, Croppy, Droppy,


Breezy, Sneezy, Freezy.4





Much more recently, the comic duo Flanders and Swann and the poet Wendy Cope have come up with ‘A Song of the Weather’ and ‘The English Weather’ respectively – both somewhat darker in tone and more



rain-sodden than Ellis’s skit.5 Shakespeare too jests briefly on the character of the months in As You Like It, perhaps alluding to a country maxim:





men are April when they woo, December when they wed; maids are May when they are maids, but the sky changes when they are wives.6





Yet just moving from one month to the next entails various arcane obligations. In addition to pinching and punching on the first day of the month, ‘Hares’ should be the last word one says on the last day of a month, and ‘Rabbits’ the first word the next morning – and there are local variants dictating the number of times and precisely when the word should be said. Little about the monthly calendar is simple or straightforward.


_____


Up to the middle of the nineteenth century, the British economy was primarily determined by the weather; it still exercises a significant effect today.7 In the past, weather patterns would affect the harvest and consequently the material conditions of the lower and labouring classes, as well as having an impact on the higher echelons of society. Organization and experience – and an awareness of the latest scientific discoveries and innovations – were therefore crucial in planning and pursuing the farming year and in responding to both the weather and the contingencies of growing crops and raising livestock. This remains the case, as even modern weather forecasts can be extremely unreliable. But clearly one of the reasons that the clarity of the seasons is disappearing from the national consciousness is precisely because most of us are no longer involved in tending our own crops and stock, or in hunting, gathering, or gleaning: such activities are either no longer widely practised or even ruled unlawful, so the language and terminology withers, distinctions lapse, and culture disappears.


This is a great loss, for the English rural vocabulary is a treasury of striking words and phrases. ‘Dilling’, for instance, meant the youngest of a family or a brood – related to darling and dearling, and also possibly



the Anglo-Saxon diminutive -ling, as in gosling and kitling; it also meant a favourite child, or the smallest: hence ‘dilly-pig’ for a tiny piglet.8 Some words one can guess at from their sound: ‘flothering’ (flowers that lie straggling on the ground and need to be tied up), ‘quiddle’ (to suck, as a child sucks her thumb), ‘scranny’ (wild, crazy, driving to distraction).9 Indeed, it is worth noting that English rural vocabulary was for centuries an extensive and specialist lexicon, enabling subtle distinctions to be made in categories of everyday rural work, from livestock and arable farming, to hunting and the weather: ‘scrails’ and ‘sprawts’, for instance, are cuttings left by hedgers, ‘stelms’ or ‘stembles’ are tree shoots that grow after old wood has been cut down (and where the best nuts could be found), and ‘it is come’ described the process by which milk coagulated into butter or cheese:





Come, butter, come,


Come, butter, come!


Peter stands at the gate


Waiting for a butter’d cake;


Come, butter, come!10





This language weaves through the poetry of Michael Drayton, Thomas Herrick, and John Clare – and of course Shakespeare was always alive to the allure of the rural vocabulary: in The Winter’s Tale he refers to ‘’leven wether tods’, meaning that eleven fleeces of castrated yearling rams make up a ‘tod’, a statutory weight of 28 pounds.11


The demands of agriculture once meant that there was a huge market in books offering advice for the farming year. These were known as almanacs, and by the later seventeenth century they were outselling every other publication by far – including the Bible. Almanacs combined three varieties of essential information: first, the almanac proper gave details of astronomical events, eclipses, conjunctions, and moveable feasts, based on the calculation of Easter; second, the ‘kalendar’ listed days of the week by date, months, and fixed festivals; and finally, the ‘prognostication’ was



the astrological forecast for the year. These three components were often sold within one publication that also included all sorts of other useful everyday information. Many of the earliest examples used symbols rather than letters, with pictures to indicate saints’ days, feast days, or signs of the zodiac, but with increasing rates of literacy, and the growing complexity of farming, by the sixteenth century they could be purchased together in a pocket-book format with additional pages for notes and observations. Broadside versions – that is, large poster-size copies – were also available to display on walls.
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