GERGYOVDEN (St George`s Day) - May 6 

(also spelled GERGJOVDEN / GERGEVDEN / GURGEVDEN / JOURJOVDEN)

This is a folk holiday in honor of St. George who is the patron of shepherds and herds. This holiday has a lot of rituals connected to various aspects of Bulgarian life. The typical cattle rituals are interwoven with rituals connected with agriculture, health and wellbeing.
In the night before the holiday the girls gather flowers and herbs from the fields for the ritual feeding of the sheep and cattle. Three wreaths are made from the flowers: one for the sheep that will be milked first, one for the lamb that will be given as a sacrifice for the saint and one for the bucket with milk in it. The homes and the cattle sheds are decorated with green spring leaves. 
The shepherds take the animals out for a grazing before sunrise and when they come back a ritual milking is performed. 
A big table for the whole village is set on the green fields in front of the church yard, outside the village or near the cattle sheds. The Gergyovden bread has a special place on the table. 
In the Eastern parts of Bulgaria the young girls stand up next to the table so that the hemp goes tall. Then they rush into the fields and the children throw crumbs from the bread at them as they believe that brings fertility. 
The best shepherd leads Horo dances.  A pregnant woman with a green branch in her hand dances around the table all day long. Everybody swings on cradles because it brings health. Early in the morning healthy and ill people roll themselves into the dewy grass. The hosts buries a red Easter egg in the middle of the field for fertility. At some places people set the straw left from the Christmas dinner on fire in the fields. 

A lump of salt and a woman’s belt are set on the inner side of the door so that the cattle  go past it as they come from the grazing. This protects them. The salt is put in their food on the another day. In some regions the girls predict their future wedding (see laduvane). 

In Eastern Bulgaria the evening before the feast the young people walk through the fields of wheat, bathe in the dew for health, harvest nettle and pear branches, and take three sip "silent water to drink - for a cure. Then they swing on swings.

The first born male lamb is chosen for the ritual sacrifice. They put a flower on it, a candle is put on the right horn and it id lit before the slaughtering. In Southern Bulgaria they slaughter the lamb in the garden under a fertile tree and they leave the blood to get soaked in the ground and in Western Bulgaria the slaughtering is done near a river where the blood runs out into the water. It is believed that the blood has protecting powers. They make a blood cross on the children's forehead to keep the evil eyes away. The bones are gathered and are buried in an anthill after the holiday so that the sheep become as much as the ants or they are thrown away in the river so that the milk start running like water. The whole Gergyovden lamb is roasted and a green boquet is put on it. 

The ritual Gergjovden bread is prepared the previous day. New leaven is used for the sheep to have more milk. The water needed for the kneading of the breads (mulchana - silent or tsvetana - with flowers and herbs in it) is carried by a young bride. The woman that is kneading the bread is dressed in clean clothes and wears a bunch of flowers tied with a red thread. 

The ritual table consists of roasted lamb, ritual breads, fresh milk, sirine (Bulgarian feta) cheese made from that milk, yogurt, a milk and rise desert, fresh garlic, boiled wheat, pastry with butter, pork brawn, cheese banitsa (butter-and-cheese-filling pastry), and eggs. 

It is the Name Day of everyone named Georgi (George), Gergana, Ginka, Gina, Galya, Ganka, Gancho, Gyuro/a, Gyurga, Gotse. 

The roots of the Gergyovden were back in an ancient pagan feast, dedicated to the sheep and goats, and their first milking. In their traditional feast calendar, the cult to St George is rich in complex rituals, connected to his constant dreams of better life, richer and happier. 

