May Day in Aberdeen: from riot fears to rallies and revelry
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In days gone by, May Day was an almost universal holiday across the north-east of Scotland, drawing throngs of visitors to Aberdeen, particularly when blessed by favourable weather. This celebration was marked by a shutdown of shops, schools, and offices throughout the region, creating a significant sense of community and festivity. Towns like Turriff and Banff typically enjoyed an extended break, allowing residents to participate in various local activities without the constraints of work.
Historically, events like the May Day fayre at Queen’s Links were pivotal in raising funds for local charities, fostering a spirit of goodwill and communal support. However, the cultural landscape of May Day was not without its tensions. In 1980, extra police presence was deemed necessary amid fears of unrest from the Mods and Rockers subcultures. Authorities anticipated an influx of these groups, reflective of the longstanding tensions between them, which had flared in past decades. As roads into Aberdeen were monitored for incoming biker gangs, the city braced for potential disturbances during the festivities.
Despite the heightened security measures, including the cancellation of a much-anticipated performance by the band Madness, May Day passed with relative calm. Although around 10,000 people attended the fayre, reports indicated only minor disturbances. Police engaged in a “steady cat-and-mouse game” with groups of teenagers congregating in various locations, successfully keeping serious conflict at bay. The day ended on a positive note, with community events such as a ladies’ football final that saw Aberdeen Ladies FC take on Tillydrone Ladies, ultimately raising £4000 for an electrocardiograph machine for Aberdeen Royal Infirmary.
Today, May Day remains a significant date on the calendar, with contemporary celebrations reflecting both a festive spirit and social activism. Recent events, such as the May Day march organised by the Aberdeen Trades Union Council, focus on pressing community issues, including cuts to essential public services. This rally drew participants from across the region, united in their efforts to safeguard vital resources for children and vulnerable populations. The march, which made its way down Union Street to a concluding rally at Castlegate, epitomised the evolving character of May Day in Aberdeen—transforming from a day primarily of celebration to one that can also serve as a platform for community advocacy.
Meanwhile, local establishments continue to embrace May Day as an essential social occasion. Venues in the city, such as Revolution on Belmont Street, become vibrant hotspots, drawing locals and visitors alike. Partygoers often describe the atmosphere as electric, full of energy and music, and indicative of a thriving community scene. Interviewees, including Abby Ross from Turriff, express appreciation for the lively events and the sense of camaraderie fostered through shared celebration.
The roots of May Day run deep, tracing back to ancient traditions. Originally a festival linked to the Roman goddess Flora and celebrated during the Floralia, May Day evolved over the centuries. In Celtic lore, it became associated with fertility and spring, particularly through the Beltane festival, which highlighted the importance of nature's cycles. This historical backdrop enriches the current celebrations, linking modern festivities to a vibrant tapestry of cultural heritage. Additionally, the rise of the May Queen and traditional maypole dancing exemplify how these rituals have persisted, adapting to contemporary contexts while preserving their festive essence.
As May Day approaches each year, it serves as a reminder of the intricate interplay between celebration and community, tradition and modernity. The festival has blossomed from its historical origins into a multifaceted occasion that blends joy with activism, ensuring that it remains a defining aspect of life in Aberdeen. 
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