
 

Monday 4th May



May Morning Celebrations In Wheatley 

Celebrations, as you see them today, were introduced to Wheatley in 1976 

and were instigated by Jon Drake (1922-2000), a local social anthropologist, 

with support from the Wheatley Morris Men. 

A portable Maypole, about seven feet tall, was taken to the village green, 

which for those of you who have missed it, it the triangular patch of grass, 

in the middle of which is a telegraph pole, situated next to the Manor 

House, on the right hand side as you face it. 

The following year it was held in the Manor House gardens after a crowning 

ceremony of the Lord and Lady of the Garland, schoolchildren chosen by 

their peers. The crowning took place in, appropriately, Crown Square, after 

the singing of the Wheatley May Song. A short procession took place from 

there to the Manor House led by the Morris Men dancing their famous 

Wheatley Processional. Then followed a small procession of garlands made 

by some of the schoolchildren. After the Maypole dancing there was a 

short session of country dancing for the small crowd gathered in the 

garden. (The Manor House was owned by Bill Hassall who will get another 

mention in this leaflet later on) 

In 1978 the venue changed to the playground of the old Infant School in 

Bell Lane. 

The current site of the Maypole dancing was first used in 1979 where it has 

been held in an unbroken sequence ever since. The venue and the size of 

the crowd required marshals and the Wheatley Scouts took on the job and 

have continued so to do. They have also added to the day's celebrations by 

holding their Annual Fete on the afternoon of this day. 

Unfortunately the Morris Side has ceased to exist and although a team 

from Long Crendon filled the gap for a few years there was no Morris 

Dancing for a while until Gareth Morris re-introduced the tradition with 

the boys side dancing at the crowning ceremony. 

The garlanding had almost disappeared from the days celebrations but, 



hopefully, they will have been more evident today, as we have made an 

effort to revive this tradition. 

Garlanding was the original way children celebrated May Day. Soon after 

the school opened in the 1870s the children would go round the village 

with a garland of flowers. 

Bill Hassall, the owner of the Manor House in 1977, was the curator of 

the Bodleian Library, and he put together a History of Wheatley which 

was published by the Oxfordshire Records Society. In it there is a 

reference to garlanding, The garland consisted of flower decorated 

hoops, hung over broom-handles and surmounted by a crown of pearls. 

There is also a copy of the words and music to The Wheatley May Song in 

this publication. 

Maypole dancing in its original form goes back to pagan ritual and was 

simply a group of people dancing in whatever way was popular, around a 

pole in the ground. Dancing with ribbons attached to a pole came from 

Europe at the end of the nineteenth century and was very popular in 

Britain at the beginning of the twentieth century and was danced in 

Wheatley School within living memory until it died out. It was revived as 

a village event in 1976, but it is the garlanding and the singing of the 

Wheatley May Song that are the older traditions. 

Today, by way of tribute to Jon Drake, the prime mover of the revival of the 

Wheatley May Celebrations, and the revival of the Wheatley Morris Men in 

the mid-1970s, we are performing a newly made up Maypole dance 

entitled Drake's Delight. The tunes are The Maid Who On The First Of May, 

an adaptation of the song in Wheatley 1870 (Wheatley's first big 

Community Play) and an adaptation of Lord Of The Dance, one of Jon's 

favourite tunes. Jon also drew this picture depicting children gathering to 

make a garland. This was to illustrate the script of the play Wheatley 1870. 



  

Hopefully we will be producing a booklet on the history of Wheatley May 

celebrations for our next May Morning. If you have any memories or 

photographs you would like to share with us please contact Gareth Morris 

at the Parish Office in High Street or, Sue Prest at The Walled Cottage, 8 

Church Road. 


