Bealtaine

Beltaine marks the beginning of Summer and is dedicated to the "Shining One:" or Bel. Two large bonfires were ignited and cattle were driven between the fires and into the fields for Summer pasturing. This was also done to purify them from their long Winter confinement. Men and women were known to leap through the flames for purification at these fire festivals. Usually the men first then the women (and after the flames had diminished!). This night is the time when the Sidhe walk the land and mortals must overcome their Otherworldly enchantments and temptations. Bealtaine was the time when divorces were granted in Ireland as well as a night of release from the Winter. This festival was associated with the province of Connacht and the fortress of Uisneach.

Bealtaine is the celebration of life after death returned to the world. It is the lust and love of just being alive. It is the anticipation of the coming Summer. It is a time of growth and activity. It is a time of joy! Summer is the time of greatest Light and our thoughts turn naturally to the world of Nature, the great outdoors. It is a time of living and enjoying our blessings. It is the wedding of the Goddess of the green and growing  Land to the Lord of the Greenwood. It is the time of greatest Light, when the Shining One and the Flower Maiden are with us.
Beltaine - Bealtaine, Beltane, May Day, - Dedicated to the Dagda and his lust for life, a celebration of the beginning of Summer, a fertility rite. The name can be translated as Great Fires, Shining Fires, Mouth of Fire...etc.

Meaning: The celebration of Life returning to the Greenworld. A time when cattle are returned to the fields. A time of Magick. One of the two great spindles of the year. This is a time when life is at its fullest. The world is fertile and blooming. Sex is in the air and carefree exuberance rules the land. This is a night of Sex Magick, fires, dancing and drums. This is the time when our animal natures rule supreme. This (along with Samhain) is when the veils to the Otherworld part and the Sidhe walk the Land. Faerie Magicks abound and many a faerie lover is had. The Celebration of Light and Life. 

Beltaine Customs 
The Twin Fires: Two fires are set so that cattle can be driven between them and thus they create a mouth of fire. As mentioned above, this was the job of the Druids (normally using a fire drill) and was said to be lighted from the fires of Bel. (I have sometimes wondered if this was done with a lens of some kind to kindle a small fire that passed the Sun’s energies from one day to the next.)

The Sacred Tree: In Ireland each tribe possessed a sacred tree that was guarded and/or kept secret so that the power of the tribe could also be safeguarded against theft or attack. Sometimes the Bealtaine fires would be kindled using this type of tree (though THE sacred tree or Bile was never involved). The May Tree (Hawthorne or Whitethorne) blossoms at this time of year. It is only on May Eve that its blossoms may be brought indoors (most of the time it is considered a faerie tree and unlucky to cut or to have indoors).

The Maypole: The custom of the May Pole is spread throughout Europe wherever the Celts had lived. It is normally decked with red and white ribbons in a dance of spring and love. Usually the floral wreath of the Queen of May adorns the brightly wrapped pole as well. The pole itself is the symbol of the rich fertile power of the God of Nature and the return of Summer. If it is not burned at this time some traditions burn it at Samhain.

Faery Dew: Irish lasses would awaken early on Bealtaine to capture the morning dew as it graced the flowers of the fields. It was thought that this dew would help the complexion and enchant oneÕs love. (Besides, they may well have been in the fields all night anyway.)

Jumping the Fire: The custom of Jumping the Fire is associated with the purifying qualities of the Bealtaine fire though it may also harken to an earlier time when sacrifices were required to ensure the harvest. Normally the men jump first when the fires are the highest, next the women, then the children. After all the people have been through the fires, then the cattle are driven through it as well. The dedicated or chosen one may well have to jump the fires several times as a part of this honor.

The Bealtaine Cake: Wheat cakes were made and a single piece would be burned on the bottom. Whoever chose this piece was considered to be the Dedicated One. In early times this meant that he would become a human sacrifice to serve as a go-between to the Gods of the Tuatha. It is thought that this was the fate of a body that was found near Anglesey called Lindow Man (who suffered a triple death of garroting, clubbing and drowning). This individual was made famous in Ann Ross’s The Death of a Druid Prince.

Symbols: The Sacred Tree, The Maypole, the Flaming Spear of Lugh, the twin fires, the Stag. The Sacrifice for the People.

Food and Drink: Cakes and wine are popular at this festival (assuming you are not the one with the blackened piece). I have seen a good mead that was made from heather, woodruff and meadowsweet as well as rain water. I have also enjoyed a strawberry wine made from white wine, strawberry wine and woodruff blossoms, decorated with laurel. 

