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The start of the summer season is strangely fixed, when you think about it. On the calendar, summer started on June 21 with the solstice – the moment at which the sun reached its highest point in our sky. (This year that was at 1:16 pm EDT, according to The Old Farmer’s Almanac.) That was the day we enjoyed the most sunlight and the longest daylight. From there it’s all downhill – less sunlight each day until we reach the winter solstice, December 21, when the sun is at its southernmost point and the pattern reverses.
Now let’s consider that for a moment: The summer solstice marked the beginning of our journey toward winter. Use of the solstice to mark the beginning of summer seems somewhat like using the playoffs to begin a sport’s season.
The ancients, who were constantly outside and much more in tune with the universe’s natural rhythms, considered this to be “midsummer” and a time of celebration. They made flowery wreaths and garlands, gathered medicinal herbs and burned bonfires to ward off evil spirits as they partied through the year’s shortest night. Once the pagans converted to Christianity, they blended their old traditions with corresponding events on the Christian calendar. Since the Bible indicates that John the Baptist was born six months prior to Jesus, Christians long have marked John’s birthday as June 24. The period between the summer solstice on June 21 and Saint John’s feast day on the 24th became known as midsummer, and June 24 became Midsummer Day or St. John’s Day and was celebrated throughout Europe in a variety of ways.

Interestingly, bonfires continued to be the common denominator in just about all of those celebrations. From Scandinavia to Italia to Russia, bonfires burned on hilltops and beaches, in villages and rural meadows. Perhaps because they endure such long nights during much of the year, Scandinavians especially love midsummer celebrations, and here in the United States such celebrations still can be found in places where Scandinavians settled.
Although most of us don’t recognize Midsummer Day in the U.S., our activities’ calendars are bursting with events seeking to take advantage of the light and (usually) beautiful weather of late June.
But one event in particular seems relevant: the National Wildlife Federation’s Great American Backyard Campout. On the fourth Saturday in June each year – June 25 this year – the NWF promotes the idea of camping out with kids. The basic purpose is to get kids outside, where they can listen to birdsong rather than their MP3 players; where they can feel the playful summer breeze instead of a ceiling fan’s downdraft and see stars splashed across a night sky in a display much more vivid than any video game. To register and get ideas for the Great American Backyard Campout (GABC), visit www.backyardcampout.org. If you want to go beyond the backyard, our region is rich in state parks where you can camp and experience special programs that weekend. One specific GABC event, scheduled within our region, is at Everett’s Tenley Park, where members of the Thunder Mountain Lenape Tribe will teach native drumming and dancing; and where there will be storytelling, stargazing and campfire activities. For more information, call (814) 624-4427.
Mary Burnette, an NWF spokeswoman, told me that the GABC was set for the fourth Saturday in June because it is after Father’s Day, early enough to be a good kick-off for the summer season and not likely to be too hot for folks in the South and Southwest.
While that makes sense, I suspect a subconscious motivator at work. What’s a campout without a campfire? And when will we build these fires? Around Midsummer Day.
Call it coincidental if you want to, but I think Midsummer Day is part of our DNA.[image: image1.png]
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