Taming the Dragon
Michaelmas in the Kindergarten

ByBarbara Klocek

How can we find the right imagination to bring to young children around the festival of Michaelmas? For
many years | have lived with the questions: | work in a mature school which has rich traditions around
this festival. A large dragon is constructed by the sixth grade class, so large that they all fit inside. At the
festival, the third grade class is dancing a harvest dance when the dragon arrives. But behold, Michael
appears (a carefully chosen twelfth grader) and, supported by verses recited by classes 2-12, subdues the
dragon in a gesture with his sword.

Our kindergarten often included a story of George and the Dragon and the making of wooden swords,
but | was a strong pacifist and struggled with the idea of arming the children, even if it was to overcome
the dragon. As a mother of three sons, | had for many years focused on non-violence and peace, but |
found | was meeting a very strong counter stream within my boys that needed understanding. For a while
| became a militant pacifist but then saw that this counter stream was a dynamic with which | needed to
work.

When | first became a kindergarten teacher, | searched for different, gentler images and activities to
bring to my class for Michaelmas. | found many wonderful stories in the Wynstah@sn book and
through conversations with wise teachers. Working with wood, rasping, sawing, drilling, and polishing,
was a wonderful activity in the kindergarten, and | found the older boys were especially satisfied, but |
was not at ease with the swords. So one year we made golden capes instead, dyed from the gold gathered
in the drying of our marigolds. | told a gentle story about Michael leading the star children across the
stormy sea. This was beautifully suited to the younger children; however, upon reflection that year, | saw
a certain restlessness in the older boys. The need for the archetypes of the hero who conquered the evil
and of the knight who was brave and true had not been met. The emerging will of these young boys was
seeking resistance, needing to tame the dragon. We see it on the playground as these young boys delight
in pushing against the density of the earth in the sandbox or digging a hole. They needed their will
engaged in transforming substance. So | began to look at the sword in a new way. | created a circle that
would give images in which to understand and transform the role of the sword.

| still choose the Michaelmas story with care, rewriting the story of George and the Dragon or finding
a simpler story if my class is young. And we have continued to make the silk capes. | have come to see
that in our time the children need the cape of light to give them courage and strength. From the gathering
and drying of the petals of the marigold early in the school year, to the days just before Michaelmas, this
has proved to be a wonderful activity. We stir the petals in a big pot and it simmers all day. The next day
we drain the mixture through cheesecloth, and each child gets to dye a cape. These are 35x35 inch scarves
available from Rupert, Gibbon and Spider (800-442-0455) for a very reasonable cost. | have already sewn
down one edge for a casing, and we all twizzle a tie from two strands of yarn. The children love this
project. One girl commented, “We put the white silk in the dark water and it comes out gold.” They look
so lovely as they dry on the line outside the class. After being finished by ironing and putting the tie
through, each child receives one on Michaelmas with the words, “I give to you a cape of light, to give you
courage, strength, and might” (a line from the Michaelmas play).

In addition, | have returned to the making of wooden swords for those who wish to. The children
spend several weeks sanding, first the long piece and then the crosspiece. We begin with homemade
sandpaper we make with heavy paper, white glue, and sifted sand from the sandbox, and gradually get to



the fine, store-bought sandpaper. Finally we cut pegs from a dowel and drill the hole to join the two-
notched pieces together. We hammer in and glue the peg and then paint the swords a beautiful gold with
our watercolors. They dry overnight and are then sanded with the finest sandpaper and oiled. Then they
are then placed carefully on the nature table until Michaelmas.

At the end of our Michaelmas celebration day, each child receives her cape of light. The children who
have made a sword are given it with the words, “You have polished your sword so strong, so bright. Use
it only for the right” (from the circle). | also give the parents a copy of part of the verse and ask their help
in keeping this mood at home for the sword. This imagination lives within the class for the whole year,
for when | went to put away the Michael puppet the children asked where he was. They have been
delighted and satisfied that he now lives near the morning candle. The older boys carry Michael into free
play, and one feels a strengthening of their resolve to be courageous, to subdue the dragon, and to serve
the right.

Michaelmas Circle
Songs and ver ses compiled from the Wynstones Autumnbook, the oral tradition, and other sources

The autumn wind blows open the gate,
O Michael, you, you we await.

We follow you, show us the way.

With joy we greet the autumn day,
Good morning, good morning

And | wonder who is this Michael? And | hear the wind sing:

Michael, God'’s great knight,
Strong and pure and shining bright.

I'll be a knight of Michael, too,

And polish my crown to a golden hue.

Ask the gnomes the iron to mine,

Iron from the stars, from the earth, so fine,

To bring to the blacksmith, who with his might
Will make me a sword, so strong, so bright.

And we follow the falling stars to the mountain cave where the gnomes are working.
And the gnomes say:

With fire and stone, we work with a will

With our strength and our skill.

The iron we soften and then we bend

Into hammers, swords, and nails to mend.

Dear gnomes, may | have some iron?

Are you noble? Oh, yes.

Are you good? Oh, yes.

And do you hear the singing of the stars? Oh yes.
Then you may have some iron.

(Song) Thank you little gnomes, in your crystal homes.

Oh bring me a galloping horse for to ride,
A crown on my head, the iron by my side.



Off to the blacksmith we must go.
Galloping, galloping, off we go.

Dear blacksmith, will you make me a sword?
Of course! for:

| am a blacksmith, strong and true, Best of work | always do.
All day long my hammers go, slinging, clanging, clanging, so,
A rickety, tickity, tickity, tick,
A rickety, tickity, tickity, tick.

Thank you, kind blacksmith, for your might.
I'll polish my sword, so fine, so bright.

| will use it for the right,

Not for some silly quarrel or fight,

But to drive away evil, | will try

And protect those who are weaker than |.

(After a week or two of the preceding, the following is added.)
Oh bring me a galloping horse for to ride,

A crown on my head, my sword by my side,

For it's off the to castle we will go.

Galloping, galloping, here we go.

The knights came together and proclaimed
No fear here! Michael, be my guide and stand by my side.

And they knew that Michael was always ready to help.

Michael, God'’s great knight,
Strong and pure and shining bright.
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