The last week or so of September is an interesting time in weather terms.

From the autumnal equinox on the 21st to the 23rd of September to St Michael’s day or Michaelmas on the 29th all sorts of weather, climatic or harvest rituals used to take place, and still do in some parts of the country.

What is the equinox? Well, as you know the longest day is June 21st, the summer solstice. From then until around the same time in December the hours of daylight shorten and the length of the night increases. The nights begin to ‘draw in’ as they say.

It’s this, combined of course with the lower angle of the incoming solar radiation, that accounts for our cooler winter weather.

But, where does the equinox come into the equation? It actually means ‘equal night’ and it’s one of only two times in the year when all places on the globe experience equal day and night. Twelve hours of each of course.

The equinoxal periods, especially in autumn are said to be times of gusts and gales. There is some evidence that these times of year are windier, particularly in mid-latitudes such as our own, where pressure gradients steepen and isobars cluster closer together as summer begins to give way to winter.
Michaelmas has attracted several pieces of weather lore, most of which relate to the beginning of autumn and the meteorological outlook for the winter to come.
‘If Michaelmas brings many acorns,

Christmas will cover fields with snow.’

and

‘If the north wind blows on Michaelmas day,
The month of October is sunny and gay.’
St Michael is the patron saint of the sea, ships and mariners, among other things, so I suppose those of us who live and make our living in this area should have a certain affinity for his day.

It is also a time when the last of the crops are being taken in and the ‘gods’ are traditionally thanked for the fruitfulness of the harvest.

Fairs used to take place around the country. The Nottingham Goose fair of early October dates from a time when it was fashionable to eat a goose on the last day of the harvest. They were supposed to taste better then.

And Corn Dollies? What on earth are they all about? Woven out of the last straw of the harvest they were said to symbolise the spirit of the earth or corn. Hung inside for the winter they were burnt or ploughed into the first furrow cut in spring to appease the spirits and ensure a good harvest.

So, finish your garden or allotment harvest, prepare your goose, hang up your corn dolly and batten down the hatches for the autumn and winter storms to come.

