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All about autumn

It’s the time of year when the leaves start changing to deep reds 
and bright oranges and yellows, when nightfall comes earlier 

and the mornings become a little crisper and cooler – all signs 
that autumn is coming.

This year’s autumnal equinox, on Sunday 23 September, 
is considered by some to herald the start of 
autumn in the UK and the rest of the northern 
hemisphere. The northern hemisphere is 
the half of our planet that lies above the 
equator – an imaginary line that circles the 
Earth dividing it into two parts (the word 
hemisphere means “half sphere”).

All of Europe, North America, most of 
Asia and around two-thirds of Africa are 
in the northern hemisphere. The southern 
hemisphere includes Australia, Antarctica, most of 
South America, a small amount of Asia and about a third of Africa. 
In the southern hemisphere the spring equinox is in September and 
the autumn equinox is in March.

The equinox has played an important role in history and culture 
all around the world, infl uencing civilisations, religions and beliefs.
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Autumn is marked by 
falling leaves and festivals.

All about autumn

The snake of light

One of Mexico’s most spectacular sights is a large pyramid 
called El Castillo that was built to celebrate the equinox. 
It was made in the 6th century by the Maya, a group of 
people who have lived in Mexico and Central America since 
around 1500BC. They relied on farming for food so the 
equinox was important as it marked the change of season. 
On the equinox, as the Sun sets, a snake made of light 
appears to slither down the building, fl owing from the top of 
the pyramid to a statue of a snake’s head at the bottom.

 

The Moon’s birthday

In China, since around AD600, the harvest moon has been 
celebrated as the Moon’s birthday; a time to give thanks for 
the changing of the seasons and for the food produced 
during the summer. Families share mooncakes – round, 
dense pastries with fi llings such as sweet lotus-seed paste 
and duck-egg yolk – and tell folktales. One famous story is 
of a rabbit who jumped into a fi re so that the Jade Emperor, 
who was a god disguised as a poor, hungry old man, would 
have food. In thanks, the emperor sent the rabbit to the 
Moon, and some people say they can see him there today.

 
Harvest festival

In the UK, harvest festival is celebrated on the Sunday 
nearest to the harvest moon. The harvest moon is the full 
moon closest to the autumn equinox. It’s now part of the 
Christian calendar but the celebration dates back more 
than 1,000 years. The festival was to give thanks for food 
from the harvest that fed families throughout the winter. 
Today, many people take food to church or school so that 
it can be distributed to those in need. 

Moon, and some people say they can see him there today.
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in the northern hemisphere. The southern 
hemisphere includes Australia, Antarctica, most of 
South America, a small amount of Asia and about a third of Africa. 
In the southern hemisphere the spring equinox is in September and 
the autumn equinox is in March.
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On the equinox, as the Sun sets, a snake made of light 
appears to slither down the building, fl owing from the top of 
the pyramid to a statue of a snake’s head at the bottom.
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The equinox explained

An equinox happens twice a year, in March – known in 
the northern hemisphere as the vernal (spring) equinox 
– and September, the autumn equinox. These are the 
two points in the year when the hours of daylight and 
night are almost of equal length all over the world. 
The equinox is a consequence of the Earth’s position in 
relation to the Sun. You can fi nd out more about how and 
why the equinox happens by watching this video from 
National Geographic: tinyurl.com/twj-equinox

AUTUMN 
VERSE

The English poet John 

Keats wrote a poem called 

To Autumn. You can read it at

tinyurl.com/twj-autumn

Mooncakes.

autumn in the UK and the rest of the northern 

WHAT’S IN 
A WORD? 

The word equinox comes 

from the Latin words 

aequus, which means equal, 

and nox, meaning night.

 Why do leaves change colour?
The transformation of leaves is caused by 
two processes. Chlorophyll, which is the 
substance that makes leaves green, starts 
to break down because of changes in 
temperature and the amount of daylight. 
As a result, chemicals known as 
anthocyanins (which can make things 
red and purple) and carotenoids (yellow, 
orange and red) become more obvious in 
the leaves. These substances also give 

colour to fruit and vegetables such as 
apples, carrots and strawberries. 

New England – a region of the 
Northeast US that comprises the states of 
Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New 
Hampshire, Rhode Island and Vermont – 
is famous for its spectacular countryside 
scenery in autumn as the leaves change 
colour. Visitors to the area at this time of 
year are called “leaf peepers”. 

DID YOU 
KNOW?

The word autumn was 

fi rst used in the UK to 

describe the season in 

the 14th century.
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