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Preface

Superstition continues to flourish around the globe even in the most technologically
advanced societies. Some may regard it as a curious relic dating from less scien-
tifically advanced times when human beings sought explanations for the apparently
random workings of nature, but to others superstition is an integral and constantly
developing part of the richness of life in an increasingly secular, not to say soulless,
world. New technologies breed new superstitions, as man grapples with the
changes wrought by his own ingenuity.

The startling array of old wives’ tales, saws and warnings that survive to this day
are a reflection of many preoccupations, ranging from largely historical fears about
the welfare of animals and portents of coming weather to psychologically telling
omens of marital discord, mistrust of technological innovations and magical ways
of probing what the future holds. Sometimes science has demonstrated that certain
beliefs, such as those relating to various plants and foods with supposed magical
properties, have a basis in reality (though readers who cast their own spells based on
recipes or procedures described in the text do so entirely at their own risk). On other
occasions there seems no possible rationale behind a notion, but still people every-
where are careful to salute magpies, to avoid walking under ladders and to guard
their luck by crossing their fingers, touching wood or spitting.

In this book I have attempted a fairly comprehensive survey of superstitions old
and new. Entries are arranged alphabetically and include generic articles on such
topics as actors and actresses, birds and sailors, that serve to bring together a host of
disparate but related superstitions discussed elsewhere. Copious CROSS-REFERENCES
throughout provide links with related articles that may be of interest.

The coverage includes superstitions from many cultures and many eras, with
particular emphasis on those of the Western world. Where appropriate I have
mentioned the known or speculative origin of superstitions, and have also indicated
the country or in some cases the county or state from which they derive; where the
superstitions belong to the folklore of more than one culture, however, it would be
misleading to be more specific. In order to draw attention to the degree to which
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superstition flourishes even today, I have paid special attention to curious beliefs
that have sprung up in relatively recent times: there are articles discussing the taboos
and talismans of astronauts, car drivers, photographers and sports players, to name
but a few.

In defining the boundaries of what deserved a place and what did not, I have
made a distinction between true superstition and those beliefs that might be more
accurately described as folklore, mythology or religion. Sometimes these bound-
aries are very confused, and when in doubt I have tended to include topics that
extend beyond the straightforward old wives’ tale if they have seemed of relevance
and likely to interest the reader. Thus, many superstitions included here evoke the
rituals and ceremonial of the Christian Church, while others are derived apparently
from classical legend or from the rites of witchcraft and black magic, subjects that
deserve volumes of their own.

Sources consulted have included a large number of reference books on the subject
published on both sides of the Atlantic over the past fifty years or so, as well as
personal knowledge. Where the authorities have conflicted on the details of super-
stitions discussed I have tried to include all versions, sometimes indicating the more
plausible alternatives and sometimes leaving conclusions on the matter to the
reader’s discretion. As it is clearly impossible to list every regional variation of some
of the most widely known superstitions, I have mostly confined myself to the more
universally recognised versions, and my apologies go to those who fail to find a
local favourite of their own.

My thanks go, as always, to members of my family and to my friends for their
patience, suggestions and assistance while this book was in preparation, and also to
the editors and production and design staff at Cassell for their co-operation.

David Pickering

vi










abracadabra Magical  invocation
that is now associated chiefly with stage
conjurors and pantomime witches but
has in fact a much longer history as a cab-
balistic cHARM. First mentioned in the
writings of the Gnostic physician Quin-
tus Serenus Scammonicus in the second
century BC, abracadabra comprises the
abbreviated forms of the Hebrew words
Ab (Father), Ben (Son) and Ruach A
Cadsch (Holy Spirit), though an alterna-
tive derivation relates the word to
Abraxas, a god with snakes for feet who
was worshipped in Alexandria in pre-
Christian times.

The charm was said to have special
powers against FEVERS, TOOTHACHE and
other medical ailments as well as to pro-
vide protection against bad luck. Suf-
ferers from such conditions were advised
to wear metal AMULETS or pieces of
parchment folded into a cross and
inscribed with the word repeated several
times, with the first and last letter
removed each time until the last line read
just ‘A’. According to the thinking
behind the charm, the evil force generat-
ing the illness would decrease as the word
grew shorter. Once the charm had
proved effective (after a period of nine
days), the wearer was instructed to
remove the parchment cross and to
throw it backwards into an eastwards-
flowing stream before sunrise.

Such charms were, according to
Daniel Defoe in his Journal of the Plague
Year (1722), widely worn in London in
the seventeenth century as protection
against the plague. Simply saying the
word out loud is also said to summon up

strong supernatural forces, hence its use
by contemporary stage performers and
entertainers throughout the West.

accident An unintentional misfor-
tune or other occurrence that has no
apparent cause, but which the supersti-
tious generally blame upon sinister
forces. Echoing the Christian doctrine of
an omnipresent God, popular folklore
has often attributed accidents to some
hidden influence or else to the working
of luck, blaming such everyday mishaps
as sick ANIMALS and broken pots on ley
lines (invisible paths that criss-cross the
land and possess strange powers), DEVILS
and their agents, such natural phenomena
as the phase of the MOON or the flowering
of a certain plant, or just the fates in
general. In the East Midlands of England,
for instance, accidents are said to be most
likely when the BEAN plants are in
flower. According to some interpre-
tations, outwardly innocent happenings
around the home may threaten dire con-
sequences. Thus, a PICTURE that falls off
the wall for no obvious reason, or a
window blind that comes down without
warning, are omens of death that should
not be lightly ignored. Even picking up
things that have been accidentally drop-
ped on the floor is risky: much better to
get someone else to pick them up and
then to withhold any word of thanks —
then both parties not only avoid ill luck
but may also get a pleasant surprise.
Specific examples of accidents that are
somewhat perversely good omens
include the Japanese belief that if a
patient’s medicine is accidentally spilt
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then he or she will shortly recover.
See also BREAKAGES; CUTLERY;
MIRROR; SALT.

acorn The fruit of the 0AK, which has
been associated with a variety of supersti-
tious beliefs since time immemorial. The
oak was venerated by the Druids in pre-
Christian times and was similarly revered
by many early civilisations, including
ancient Rome (the goddess Diana was
often depicted wearing a string of
acorns). The Norse legend that Thor
sheltered from a thunderstorm under an
oak tree has led to the belief that having
an acorn on a windowsill will prevent a
house from being struck by LIGHTNING,
hence the popularity of window blind
pulls decorated as acorns.

In Britain, one old tradition has it that if
a woman carries an acorn on her person it
will delay the ageing process and keep her
forever young (a reference to the long-
evity of the oak tree itself). Young
lovers, meanwhile, may place two
acorns, representing themselves and the
object of their affection, in a bowl of
water in order to predict whether they
have a future together: if the acorns drift
towards each other they are certain to
marry. Back in the seventeenth century,
a juice extracted from acorns was admin-
istered to habitual drunkards to cure
them of their condition or else to give
them the strength to resist another bout
of drinking.

actors and actresses The theatre
has a larger body of time-honoured
superstitions than any other branch of the
arts, and actors and actresses are renown-
ed for their often obsessive preoccu-
pation with protecting their luck. Many
leading performers insist on following
the same routine before each appearance
and carry charms of various kinds (see
AMULET; TALISMAN); they may also
refuse to change any detail of their cos-
tume if they have had success while
wearing it. Zsa Zsa Gabor, for instance,
though famous for her fabulous jewels
and costumes, always wears a worthless

child’s ring for good luck. WHISTLING in
a dressing room is regarded as particu-
larly unwise and the offender may well
be asked to leave the room, turn around
three times, and spit or swear (see SPIT-
TING) before he or she can beg to be
allowed back in. This taboo may well
date from the days when changes in
scenery were signalled by whistles, rather
than by tannoy. Similarly, wishing an
actor good luck before going on stage is
considered to invite disaster by TEMPT-
ING FATE, hence the tradition of telling an
actor to ‘break a leg’ (presumably
because worse mishaps than this are
unlikely).

Certain plays are said to be especially
unlucky, usually because they incorpo-
rate supernatural scenes or references to
WITCHCRAFT. Actors are almost univers-
ally reluctant to quote from or even to
name Shakespeare’s tragedy Macbeth,
preferring to refer to it instead as the
‘Scottish play’. With its GHOSTS and
witches’ invocation of supernatural
spirits, the play is notorious for the long
list of serious (even fatal) accidents that
have befallen productions over the years.
Incidents blamed on the tragedy have
included the destruction by fire of the
theatre in Lisbon where it was staged in
1964 and a spate of accidents and illnesses
that plagued a production presented by
the Royal Shakespeare Company in
1967. The play’s unlucky reputation was
hardly relieved by the once widespread
practice of presenting it as a means of
boosting receipts in otherwise unsuccess~
ful repertory seasons. Similar fears sur-
round the pantomimes Ali Baba and the
Forty Thieves, Babes in the Wood and Blue-
beard, all of which also have undesirable
reputations.

The colour GREEN has particularly
strong associations with ill fortune in the
theatre and many performers refuse to
wear it (a particular problem in the case
of works featuring Robin Hood in his
Lincoln green). Casts have even been
known to return scripts bound in this
colour. This mistrust may date back to




the days when by convention a green
carpet was laid down when a tragedy was
to be performed, or else to the use of
limelight, which cast a greenish glow
over the stage and tended to make actors
dressed in green invisible to the audience.

Other taboos connected with the
theatre include prohibitions on the use of
real FLOWERS, drinks and jewellery on
stage; never allowing PEAcOCK feathers
to enter a theatre (or, in the USA, a pic-
ture of a peacock or ostrich); never set-
ting CANDLES in groups of three either in
the dressing room or on the stage; never
allowing performers to be presented
with bouquets at the stage door before
the play has begun; never wearing BLUE
or YELLOW (which has the power to
make performers forget their lines);
never dropping a coms or spilling a
MAKE-UP box (which must never be
tidied up); never looking in another per-
former’s MIRROR while he or she is put-
ting on their make-up; never putting
one’s SHOES on a chair in the dressing
room; never hanging PICTURES in dress-
ing rooms; never using yellow for stage
curtains; never siting a peephole to view
the audience anywhere but in the middle
of the curtain; never allowing knitting in
the wings (a superstition associated with
the magic of KNOTS); never opening a
new show on a Friday (see DAYS OF THE
WEEK); and never speaking the final line
of the script before the first night.

The presence of a cross-eyed person
(see EVIL EYE; EYE) backstage is con-
sidered ominous, and a black cAT cross-
ing the acting area similarly warns of ill
luck. A good dress rehearsal is also
widely considered a bad omen (probably
for the very good reason that it may pro-
mote a false sense of security). Picking up
a thread of coTTON from the dressing
room floor and finding that it will go all
the way round one’s finger without
breaking is said to be good luck among
performers and a sign that a contract is in
the offing. Other welcome events include
an actor’s shoes squeaking on his first
entrance, discarded shoes landing flat on

adder

their soles, finding that one has been given
a part that calls for the wearing of a wig,
and the first ticket for a production being
bought by a relatively elderly man or
woman. Somewhat perversely, falling
over during the course of a performance is
said to bring a production good fortune
(as long as it does not happen on a first
entrance, in which case the performer is
fated to forget his lines). One Continental
superstition, incidentally, suggests that
lines can belearned more easily if theactor
oractresssleeps with the script under hisor
her pillow.

adder Poisonous SNAKE, which, as the
only venomous reptile found in the Brit-
ish Isles, has attracted to itself a host of
superstitious beliefs. According to ancient
British custom, simply coming across an
adder is bad luck, unless the snake is killed
immediately (anyone killing the first
snake seen in the spring issaid to be assured
of good luck against enemies in the
coming season). Another belief has it that
an adder cannot be killed before sunset
unless beaten with an AsH stick or else
rendered helpless by murmuring a special
CHARM (the first two verses of Psalm 68).
To trap the snake in the first place the
procedure is to draw a circle around the
creature and then make the sign of the
cross inside it. The presence of a live
adder on the doorstep, moreover, is a sure
omen of death in the household, while
dreaming of adders is an indication that a
person’s enemies are plotting against
them, according to one ancient Dorset
superstition.

Actual adder bites can be treated,
according to gipsy lore, by killing the
snake and rubbing its body against the
site of the wound or else by coating the
bite with a paste of fried adder fat (a
course of action described by Thomas
Hardy in his novel The Return of the
Native). An alternative treatment sug-
gested in the seventeenth century was to
hold a live PIGEON to the wound until it
had absorbed all the poison, or else to
slaughter a chicken (see cock) or SHEEP
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and place the bitten part of the body
against the still warm carcass (which
turned black when the poison had been
absorbed). Simpler cures include the
application of an ointment comprising
ROSEMARY and BETONY mixed with
water or the drinking of goosegrass juice
and wine. In Wales, the effects of an
adder bite can be negated by leaping over
water before the snake has disappeared.
More beneficent is the use of a dried or
cast-off adder skin, which, wrapped
around the affected part, is alleged to
have the power to cure RHEUMATISM,
HEADACHES or pricks from THORNS and,
if hung above the hearth, will protect the
whole household from FIRE and ensure
good luck. Swallowing a potion contain-
ing powdered adder skin will remedy
any problems with the spleen or, eaten as
a soup with chicken, will cure consump-
tion. Other superstitions concerning
adders include the erroneous but com-
monly held belief that they swallow their
young when frightened and the incorrect
assumption that they are deaf because
they lack visible ears (they detect sound
vibrations through the tongue).

adder stone A perforated or glass-
like stone, naturally occurring, that is tra-
ditionally believed to have magical
powers. Adder stones were venerated by
the Druids and are still thought to be par-
ticularly efficacious against diseases of the
eye and as charms (see AMULET; TALIS-
MAN) guaranteeing protection against
evil. Such small stones, of various col-
ours, have been credited with curing
children of WHOOPING COUGH (particu-
larly in Scotland), with preventing
nightmares, with ensuring success in
legal cases and with assisting in recovery
from adder bites. Superstition has it that
such stones, otherwise known as ‘ser-
pent’s eggs’ or ‘snake eggs’, are created
from the hardened saliva of adders mas-
sing together at certain times of the year.
According to popular belief, adder stones
can be tested by throwing them into a
flowing stream — only those that float are

the genuine article. The perforations are
said to be caused by the tongues of snakes
before the stones solidified.

adder’s tongue fern Small species
of FERN that is believed to possess strong
healing powers. So named because of its
forked spikes, the plant has been credited
by British folklore with curing adder
bites and countering other evils assoc-
iated with SNAKES, and was once widely
used as an ointment for minor cuts and
wounds (the ointment being particularly
effective if made from plants gathered
when the MOON is on the wane). It is still
found in some medicinal lotions and is
sometimes drunk as a tea to cleanse the
blood.

afterbirth The placenta, expelled
after CHILDBIRTH, which is held to have
certain magic properties. One of the
best-known traditions relating to after-
birth concerns the number of lumps in
the placenta or the number of ‘pops’ that
are made as it burns: either reveals how
many children a woman is going to have.
Another old belief links the time the pla-
centa takes to burn to the newly deliv-
ered BABY’s life expectancy, though it
should be noted that some authorities
insist that burning the placenta is unlucky
and advise that it should be buried
instead.
See also UMBILICAL CORD.

agate An impure variety of quartz,
valued as a GEMSTONE and the BIRTH-
STONE for June, around which a number
of curious beliefs have accumulated since
ancient times. Called agate, according to
Pliny, because large numbers of such
stones were to be found near the River
Achates in Sicily, the stone was once
thought to have the power to render
someone invisible, as well as the strength
to turn an enemy’s sword against him-
self. Agate’s other alleged properties in
different cultures have included defence
against the EVIL EYE, the treatment of
FEVER and poisons, the cooling of boiling
water, the gift of an eloquent tongue, the

e



bestowing of better eyesight (see EYE),
the promotion of fertility (relating to
both childless women and crops), pro-
tection against STORMS and LIGHTNING,
luck in love, and increased athletic prow-
ess (if worn around the neck together
with a few strands of L1ON’s hair).

Of the many different forms of agate,
jasper is said to staunch bleeding and
lessen pain. In former times a piece of
jasper was often placed on the stomach of
a woman in CHILDBIRTH (it was also
respected as a treatment for EPILEPSY and
as a means to conjure up RAIN and stop
draughts). Red-veined agate is one of the
more prized varieties, the red supposedly
the ossified blood of the gods, while the
possession of green agate is reputed to
guarantee the owner a happy life.

age The British tradition that it is
unlucky, particularly for a woman, to
reveal one’s age is thought to have orig-
inated in the ancient fear of numbering
things (the NUMBERS themselves being
vulnerable to the influence of evil spirits).
A way round this superstition is offered
by one old custom, according to which a
lover may determine a partner’s age by
attaching a single HAIR taken from his or
her head to a gold RING, suspending itina
GLASS and counting the number of times
it strikes the sides (once for each year
lived).
See also LONGEVITY.

ague see FEVER.

aircraft The crews and passengers of
the world’s airlines observe innumerable
personal superstitions, carrying lucky
AMULETS, ritually following the same
routine before each flight and so forth.
Plane crashes are said to occur in groups
of three, though crews are unlikely to
comment on this prior to take-off as it is
considered unlucky to talk of crashes at
this time. Crews also have, as in the
theatre, a prejudice against real FLOWERS
being allowed on to their aircraft and
sometimes ensure that the seatbelts of
vacant seats are neatly crossed so as not to

albatross

provoke invisible evil spirits. Touching
the wood of a living tree is generally
recognised as a good defence against mis-
fortune in the air, and extra protection
will be afforded to a crew member who
empties his pockets on to the ground as a
sacrificial offering after making a safe
landing.
See also GREMLIN.

albatross Large seabird, capable of
long-sustained flight, which has been
considered a symbol of ominous portent
among SAILORS since time immemorial.
The appearance of an albatross, said to be
the incarnation of a drowned seafarer’s
soul, is thought to herald a coming storm
and any droppings that the bird deposits
on deck cannot be removed but must be
left to weather away if luck is to be pre-
served. Killing an albatross is especially
foolhardy and will bring permanent mis-
fortune to both sHiP and crew, a tradi-
tion promoted by Coleridge in his Rime
of the Ancient Mariner. Running some-
what against this tradition, it should be
noted, was the sailors’ custom of killing
them so as to make tobacco pouches out
of their large webbed feet. The alba-
tross’s gliding flight, meanwhile, has
given rise to the popular idea that the
bird can actually sleep in mid-air.

The superstitions surrounding the
albatross have survived into modern
times: Scottish seamen have been known
to object to the use of Swan Vesta match-
es because the swAN on the box
resembles the albatross (swans are tra-
ditionally feared in Scotland anyway),
while in 1959 the crew of the cargo ship
Calpean Star, which was carrying an
albatross to a German zoo, blamed the
bird for a series of mishaps that befell
them during the voyage (when the bird
died on the ship fifty of the crew
demanded immediate release from their
work). Such is sailors’ fear of the alba-
tross, and by extension of virtually all
birds, that in 1958 the crew of the Queen
Elizabeth demanded and obtained the
removal of a budgerigar named Joey
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who was accused of being the source of
various problems that had plagued the
ship.

alectromancy Method of divina-
tion, in which a white cock is placed ina
circle divided into twenty-six segments,
each containing a grain of wheat. The
order in which the cock eats the grains as
a magic incantation is delivered will spell
out the answer to any question pre-
viously posed, be it an unknown lover’s
name or the identity of the next ruler. A
cock thus employed predicted the
coming to power of the Roman Emperor
Theodorus in ancient times, and over the
centuries the practice has been resur-
rected for various purposes in many
countries.

All Hallows’ Eve se¢e HALLOWEEN.

almond The almond tree and its
blossoms, according to Greek myth, had
its origins in a story of doomed love.
Briefly, Phyllis was transformed into
such a tree after she committed suicide
when her betrothed, Demophon, failed
to appear on the day set for their mar-
riage (he was in fact merely delayed). The
Roman writer Pliny alleged that eating
five almonds was a cure for DRUNK-
ENNESS, while later authorities have had it
that almonds will prove fatal if eaten by
FOXES and will also prevent the onset of
CANCER if taken on a daily basis.

amber Yellowish fossilised vegetable
resin, associated with several long-
observed superstitions and widely
regarded as one of the luckiest GEM-
STONES. According to the legends of the
ancient world amber originated as the
tears of the sisters of the dead Greek hero
Meleager, and pieces of amber have been
worn in AMULET form since classical
times in the belief that they bestow medi-
cinal benefits (particularly on children)
and offer protection against WITCHCRAFT
and NIGHTMARES. In more recent cen-
turies amber has been especially valued as
a preventive against the plague (it was
also formerly suggested that wearing

amber made a woman smell more desir-
able to her lover, hence the tradition of
mothers giving their daughters a neck-
lace of amber beads as a wedding gift). As
late as the twentieth century, amber has
been credited with curing such ailments
as WHOOPING COUGH and ASTHMA.

ambulance The ambulance, though
it is a relatively recent innovation, has
already gathered to itself a body of super-
stitions that are widely observed (prob-
ably due to the dread that the appearance
of such a vehicle often inspires). As early
as 1908 children in London were heard
chanting variations of the following
rhyme:

Touch your toes, touch your nose,
Never go in one of those.

Hold your collar, do not swallow,
Until you see a dog.

Some people insist that anyone who sees
an ambulance should hold their breath
and pinch their nose until the vehicle is
out of sight, or, as the rhyme suggests,
until they catch sight of a oG (prefer-
ably brown or black in colour). Failure to
observe this may result in the death of the
patient being carried in the ambulance.
In flying circles, pilots consider it very
unlucky to accept a lift in an ambulance.
See also CARs.

amethyst GEMSTONE, usually of a
deep red-wine colour, that is purported
to have particular significance in relation
to strong drink (see DRUNKENNESS).
Taking wine or other liquor from a cup
made of amethyst was said, in ancient
Greece and Rome, to prevent the drinker
becoming drunk, and if the stone was
worn as an AMULET it was reputed to cure
alcoholism completely. In extension of
this, the stone was traditionally worn by
priests in the Middle Ages as a symbol of
sober living and humility, and was also
credited with curing such minor ailments
as HEADACHES, TOOTHACHE and GOUT.
Engraved amethysts were formerly
believed to protect against NIGHTMARES,
plagues, locusts, thieves, sTorRMs, hail,




infidelity and other misfortunes and were
particularly prized by hunters (an echo of
the stone’s identification with Diana, the
Roman Goddess of the Hunt).

amulet A cHARM that is worn as a
necklace, bracelet or other decoration
about the person in order to benefit from
its magical properties. Usually made
from a GEMSTONE, bone or other natural
material, the amulet (from the Arabic
hamala, meaning ‘to carry’, also the name
of the neck cord from which the faithful
suspended their Koran) has a long history
and is known to virtually all cultures.
Among the most familiar amulets are the
RABBIT’s foot, the HORSESHOE, the four-
leaf CLOVER, DICE, TEETH, BIRTHSTONES,
corAL and medallions bearing the images
of the saints (notably ST CHRISTOPHER), as
well as lucky coins, rings, stones, photo-
graphs and sundry other items. The
ancient Egyptians laid great store in
amulets featuring the ankh (a symbol of
life) and thc eye of Horus (a powerful
deity, originally the Sky or Sun God).
The early Christians, meanwhile,
believed themselves safe if they wore St
John’s Gospel around the neck, carried
relics of the ‘true cross’ or else inserted a
slip of paper bearing the Lord’s Prayer
into one of their shoes.

More recent manifestations of such
thinking have included the charm brace-
let, to which are attached miniature metal
likenesses of such ‘lucky’ symbolsas boots
and horseshoes (a custom of late Victorian
origin) and a short-lived fad for wearing a
violin’s D string around the waist in the
hope that the wearer would benefit from
its harmonious associations. Charms
peculiar to specific regions include the red
pepper, which is revered for its luck-
giving qualities in Italy. The wearing of
suchamuletsissaid to bestow general pro-
tection against the EVIL EYE and against
bad luck, witchcraft and disease rather
than against one threat in particular (more
accurately the role of the TALISMAN).

angelica Plant that is valued in cook-
ing for its aromatic stalks but which also

animals

has its uses in superstition. Associated
with St Michael the Archangel and some-
times called the ‘Root of the Holy Ghost’,
angelica is also supposed to have various
magical properties and was once thought
to provide protection against witchcraft
as well as against the plague, rabies and
other serious illnesses. In keeping with its
sacred associations, it is also said to dispel
thoughts of lust in the young.

anglers The pastime of fishing for
pleasure has given birth to several super-
stitions. Many anglers observe the rite of
throwing back the first fish they catch so
as to appease unseen spirits, while others
spit (see SPITTING) on their bait for luck
and place lucky coins on the float. Bad
luck is risked by changing rods between
casts, discarding a float that has proved
lucky, putting the keep net in the water
before catching anything, baiting the
hook with the left hand, sitting on an
upturned bucket or telling another
person how many fish one has caught.
Right-handed fishermen should never
cast over their left shoulder; and if the fish
refuse to bite, one remedy, according to
the Scottish, is to throw a fellow angler in
the water and then haul him out as
though he were a fish himself. Swedish
anglers also believe that a rod will prove
useless if stepped over by a woman.
See also FISHERMEN.

animals Innumerable species of
animal are credited with supernatural
powers, including the ability to see the
future and kinship with the spirit world
(probably a relic of the veneration of cer-
tain animals in ancient times). Various
animals are feared as omens of misfortune
or death (see SEVEN WHISTLERS) and may
be suspected of being witches’ FAMILIARS
or the DEVIL in disguise; while others, by
way of contrast, are welcomed as harbin-
gers of good fortune or indeed as protec-
tors against evil. Observation of animal
behaviour, meanwhile, may furnish the
knowledgeable with advance warning of
changes in the WEATHER or even of
important events in human affairs, such as
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the imminence of the outbreak of waAR.

Belief in the magical nature of the
animal world was once much stronger
than it is now, and in many cultures
animals were considered almost the equal
of humans. This meant that they were
sometimes held to be subject to the same
laws, and many tales survive from the
Middle Ages of animals being blamed for
misfortune and even being taken to court
for their misdemeanours. As well as live-
stock and domesticated species, such
creatures as rats, caterpillars and even
ants, beetles and leeches were called to
account for themselves in this way. The
proceedings usually culminated in a sen-
tence of death despite the efforts of the
defending lawyers (in the case of some
leeches tried in Lausanne in 1451 the
accused were allowed to live but sternly
warned to leave the district within the
space of three days). The last such animal
trial is said to have taken place in England
in 1777, when a dog was brought before a
court in Chichester. Other measures
against offending animals included exor-
cism and the use of various CHARMS.

Many superstitions concerning ani-
mals have their origin in the folklore of
rural communities and are closely con-
nected to the welfare of those involved in
animal husbandry or other work on the
land. Thus, FRUIT TREES should always be
planted with a dead animal of some kind
beneath their roots to guarantee a good
crop, and farmers will never make any
compliment about the condition of an
animal entered in a competition but will
instead express the hope that it meets with
some accident, in order to avoid TEMPT-
ING FATE. Buying and selling an animal
are fraught with danger, for fear of
offending against the creature’s magical
potential, and various superstitions are
still encountered from time to time even
among livestock dealers, such as never
refusing a reasonable offer for an animal’s
purchase so as not to risk its premature
death.

In folk medicine, most really effective
potions and spells include animal ingre-

dients, as though their consumption or
application will allow a patient to benefit
from the animal’s magical properties.
Thus impotent men will be fed parts of a
rabbit, famed for its procreative abilities,
while sufferers from WHOOPING COUGH
will be fed hairs taken from a donkey,
which makes a similar braying noise.

Animals attributed with specific magi-
cal powers in many societies include the
BADGER, the BAT, the BEAR, the BOAR, the
BULL, the CAT, the codfish (see FisH), the
cow, the CRrRAB, the CROCODILE, the
DEER, the DOG, the DOLPHIN, the EEL, the
ELEPHANT, the FLOUNDER, the FOX, the
FROG, the GOAT, the HADDOCK, the
HARE, the HEDGEHOG, the HERRING, the
HORSE, the LAMB, the LION, the LIZARD,
the MOLE, the MOUSE, the OYSTER, the
PIG, the PORPOISE, the RABBIT, the RAT,
SHEEP, the SNAIL, SNAKES of all kinds, the
TENCH, the TOAD, the WEASEL, the WOLF
and the worM.

See also BIRDS; FISH; INSECTS.

Ankou

ant Thehumble buthard-workingant
has long exercised a fascination on super-
stitious people, and numerous beliefs sur-
round it. Among other traditions, it is
thought unlucky (in the British Isles at
least) to destroy an ants’ nest because ants
are the reincarnation of children who
have died unbaptised. The discovery of
ants in the house is sure to be followed by
the master of the house falling ill (though,
in contrast, considerable prosperity is at
hand if ants build a nest close to the door).
Treading on ants will trigger a shower of
RAIN, and bad WEATHER can be expected
if a colony of ants are observed to be
unusually active or busily carrying their
eggs to a new location.

In Comnwall, where ants are called
muryans and are supposed to be either
FAIRIES in the last phase of their life on
earth or the transmuted souls of ancient
Druids punished for refusing to accept
Christianity, there is an old belief that a
piece of tin left in an ants’ nest at a certain
period in the MOON’s cycle will be magi-

see CHURCHYARD WATCHER.




cally transformed into SILVER. Else-
where, it is contended that ants never
sleep and that eating ants’ eggs with
honey is a sure treatment for those suffer-
ing from unrequited love. Ants’ eggs
were once much used in potions for treat-
ing various illnesses, and the bodies of
crushed ants were particularly valued for
their efficacy in curing WARTS when
made into a paste with vinegar and a
SNAIL. In Scotland, DEAFNESS was some-
times treated by pouring a potion of ants’
eggs and onion juice into the affected ear.

anvil see BLACKSMITH.

aphrodisiac The quest for a love
potion that actually works has preoc-
cupied the superstitious for centuries, and
the list of suggested concoctions is virtu-
ally endless. These have ranged from

various perfumes, some with narcotic:

effects, to recipes based on such exotic
ingredients as MANDRAKE, URINE, human
hearts, bulls’ testes and semen. SALT is
often added to such mixtures to stir the
passions, and most have to be prepared
while intoning some magic incantation
(see cHARM). Other foods with allegedly
aphrodisiac properties have been said to
include APPLEs, artichokes, asparagus,
CABBAGE, LEEKS, LETTUCE, LIZARDS,
OYSTERS, parsnips, partridge, truffles and
turnips. Even the humble poTATO and
TOMATO have been valued as love stim-
ulants at one time or another.

In order to concentrate the effects upon
a particular person, many spells dictate
that something containing the ‘essence’ of
that person —a sample of their HAIR, NAIL
parings or bodily fluids — must be
included in the potion. Other useful
ingredients include cantharides (a prep-
aration made from the Spanish fly), cin-
namon, ginger, ginseng, MARIGOLD,
ONIONS, rhino horn, stag antlers, sT
JOHN’S WORT and PERIWINKLES, which
should be eaten powdered with earth-
worms in meat. If impotence is the prob-
lem, superstition is not short of a remedy;
suggested solutions include eating the fat
from a RABBIT’s kidneys. To make a rival

apple

impotent, however, the procedure is
more simple and involves tying KNOTS in
a length of string — the person concerned
will only regain his virility when the
knots are untied.

Superstition also recommends a
number of passion-killing preparations,
enabling frustrated lovers to forget old
affairs and to concentrate on more fulfil-
ling new ones. Among the more chal-
lenging ‘anaphrodisiacs’ are potions
incorporating such ingredients as mouse
dung and lizards soaked in urine, as well
as infusions of POPPY.

See also SEX.

apple The apple tree and its fruit are
associated with a host of superstitious tra-
ditions, many presumably inspired by its
central role in the story of the biblical
Eden (though the fruit eaten by Adam
and Eve is not actually identified as an
applein the original account). Apple trees
that produced blossom and fruit simul-
taneously were one of the features of the
Celtic paradise, and the apple is ever-
present in the mythology of the Greeks
and Romans as well as in Norse legend.
Avalon, the paradise to which King
Arthur was called, was probably named
after the Welsh word afal, meaning apple.
Later on, in medieval times, a farmer
could lay claim to a piece of common
land by enclosing it and planting an apple
tree on it.

Apple orchards have been regarded as
hallowed places since Roman times, and
in many parts of the world the destruc-
tion of an orchard is an act to be dreaded
by all concerned (in the seventh century
AD an offender who cut down an apple
tree was obliged to pay a fine of one cow).
In various parts of England, including the
West Country, the old custom of apple-
howling or wASSAILING is still sometimes
observed, usually on TWELFTH NIGHT.
The farmer and his family go into the
apple orchards after dark to eat hot cakes
and drink cider, some of which is offered
to one of the trees. They fire guns into the
branches and bang pots and kettles while
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singing a special apple wassailing song,
the aim being to drive away evil spirits
and thus guarantee a good crop the fol-
lowing season. Another associated ritual
is miming the action of picking up bulg-
ing sacks of apples, in the belief that this
prophecy will be fulfilled later in the
year. Inthe USA, a glimpse of the suN on
Christmas morning is an encouraging
sign that the apple trees will prosper, par-
ticularly if the trees are subsequently
blessed by rain on ST SWITHIN’S DAY,
before which the fruit should never be
picked and eaten. The appearance of blos-
som on an apple tree in the autumn, how-
ever, is an omen of death (in some
societies an apple is placed in the hands
of a child who has died, as a symbol of
innocence).

At harvesting time, it is considered
most unwise to leave one apple on the
tree after the rest have been picked, and if
the apple remains there until the follow-
ing spring a death is sure to occur. Con-
versely, however, in some areas an apple
isalways left on the tree to appease unseen
spirits. A German superstition, mean-
while, claims that an apple tree will pros-
per for many years if the first fruit of the
season is eaten by a woman who has had
many children (it is also said elsewhere
that a good year for apples is also a good
year for twins).

The apple has always been particularly
associated with love and marriage. To
reveal a future spouse’s identity, a boy or
girl should name a few apple pips after
intended partners and place them on his
or her cheek, the most likely prospect
being represented by the last pip to fall. If
a solution is still unforthcoming, placing
asingle apple pip representing a potential
partner in a hot fire while intoning ‘If you
love me, bounce and fly, if you hate me,
lie and die’, and then observing what hap-
pens, might produce the required answer.
If the pip bursts with the heat the signs are
good — though an opposite conclusion is
drawn from this in Sussex, where the
quiet burning of the pip promises a suc-
cessful affair. Squeezing a pip between the
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fingers until it flies out, and noting where
it goes, will indicate the direction in
which the home of a future true love is to
be found. In Austria, a girl may cut an
apple open on St Thomas’s Night to
examine the pips: if there is an even
number of pips she will marry soon, but if
one of the pips is cut then trouble can be
expected and she may never find a
husband.

If the pips have been tried without suc-
cess, there remains the stalk. Young girls
who want to know the initial of their true
love’s first name twist the stalk once for
each letter of the alphabet: it will snap at
the right letter. To establish the first initial
of his surname the same procedure is fol-
lowed while tapping the apple with the
severed stalk until it pierces the skin.

In other fields of human endeavour,
gamblers are said to favour counting the
pips of an apple when choosing a lucky
number to bet on (see GAMBLING).

A poultice of rotten apples was once
recommended for curing rheumy eyes,
and potions employing both blossom and
fruit were widely used in beauty treat-
ments. Apple blossom, incidentally,
should never be brought into the home,
or illness will follow. When eating an
apple (claimed in a proverb supported by
modern scientific thinking to keep the
doctor away if consumed daily) supersti-
tion dictates that the fruit must always be
wiped clean first, otherwise the Devil will
appear. Finally, ancient wisdom has it
that no bad woman can make good apple
sauce.

See also HALLOWE’EN; WART.

April Fools’ Day The first day of
April, on which special licence is given to
the playing of practical jokes. Possibly
descended from an ancient Roman festi-
val, the custom took hold in France
around 1564, when the date of the NEW
YEAR was changed from 25 March to 1
January on the adoption of the Gregorian
CALENDAR (which replaced the Julian
calendar and entailed some re-
arrangement of the dates of certain festi-




vals). Festivities marking the start of the
New Year had for centuries been celebra-
ted on the first day of April, postponed
until then because 25 March fell in Holy
Week. With the change in the date many
French peasants played the trick of
arriving unexpectedly on their neigh-
bours on 1 April to fool them into think-
ing it was still the first day of the New
Year. The day subsequently became
enshrined worldwide as one on which to
test the humour of friends and neigh-
bours, the most popular jokes including
sending people on pointless errands (the
tradition has been increased in scope in
modern times by the sometimes very
plausible tricks perpetrated by the
media).

Superstition has it that licence for such
activities expires at twelve noon, and any
jokes attempted after that time will bring:
bad luck to the originator of them.
Anyone who fails to respond to tricks
played on them in the proper spirit of
tolerance and amusement will also suffer
bad luck. It is further said that compensa-
tion for being fooled by a pretty girl will
come in the form of marriage to, or at
least friendship with, the girl in question.
Marriage on April Fools’ Day is not,
however, a good idea for a man, for he
will be permanently ruled by his wife.
Children born on that day will experi-
ence good luck in most matters, but will
only meet with disaster when it comes to
GAMBLING in any form.

apron The apron, as the traditional
garb of the working woman, is associated
with a number of well-known supersti-
tions. Most familiar is the old belief that
putting an apron on back to front by mis-
take will bring good luck (as will chang-
ing the apron round on a day when things
are not going to plan). Wishes made
when reversing an apron on seeing a new
MOON for the first time are almost certain
to come true. An apron that falls off is a
warning of bad luck or alternatively that
the woman wearing it will have a baby
within twelve months (in the case of
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Ascension Day

young girls it is taken as an indication that
their lover is thinking of them). If a nurse
twists her apron strings when putting the
garment on she can expect to be involved
in some new project very shortly. In Ger-
many, a man who wipes his hands on a
girl’s apron is, so folklore has it, bound to
fall in love with her (though if this hap-
pens after the couple are engaged then an
argument is sure to follow).

FISHERMEN fear meeting a woman
wearing a white apron while on their
way to their boat, believing that this will
bring them bad luck on the coming
voyage. They have even been known to
turn back and not set sail until the next
tide, by which time the danger is pre-
sumed to have passed.

The wearing of aprons by the Free-
masons and Rosicrucians (a German
Protestant movement with occult over-
tones) is thought to have had its origins in
the apron that Solomon wore when con-
structing his temple, and similar supersti-
tions do not seem to be attached to the
aprons worn by some male workers.

arch Both natural and man-made
arches of virtually all kinds have been cre-
dited with magical powers, generally
relating to the belief that persons who are
sick may be relieved of their ailments if
they are passed under an arch. Arches of
BRAMBLE rooted at both ends are particu-
larly effective, as the thorns snag on any
evil spirit attempting to go through and
thus separate the disease-causing agent
from the sufferer. According to some,
however, the patient’s future health will
depend upon the condition of the arch,
whether it be of bramble, stone or some
other material: if the arch collapses, the
patient’s health too will go into decline.
English folklore places particular value
on the arch and credits it with being able
to cure a host of conditions, from BOILS
and BLACKHEADS to WHOOPING COUGH
and RHEUMATISM.

Ascension Day In the Christian
calendar, the day on which Christ ascen-
ded into Heaven (celebrated now on the
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Thursday following the fifth Sunday
after Easter). According to Welsh super-
stition it is unlucky to do any work on
Ascension Day and those who do so risk
accidents (as late as the 1880s miners in the
slate quarries refused to go underground
in deference to this old belief, and else-
where even the act of putting out the
WASHING was frowned upon as inviting
bad luck).

The weather on Ascension Day is also
taken as an indication of what is to come:
ifit is sunny, the summer will be long and
hot, but if it rains, crops will do badly
and livestock, especially cattle, will suffer
from disease. It was an ancient belief in
Devon that on Ascension Day the clouds
always formed into the familiar Christian
image of a lamb. EGGs laid on Ascension
Day will never go bad and will guarantee
the good luck of the household if placed
in the roof. RAIN collected on Ascension
Day is said to be good for inflamed or
diseased EYES, while those suffering from
GOITRE are recommended to bite into the
bark of a peach tree at midnight on
Ascension Day, so that the disease passes
to the tree and the sufferer is cured. Final-
ly, gifts to the blind or lame made on this
day are sure to be rewarded with great
wealth within the following twelve
months.

See also ROOK.

ash  The ash has always been of special
importance among those trees and plants
valued for their magical properties, and
to damage an ash in any way is a perilous
act. The ash played a crucial role in the
mythologies of the Greeks, the Romans
and the Nordic peoples (for the latter, in
the form of the world tree Yggdrasil,
which connects Heaven with Hell and is
the source of the material from which the
first man, Askr, was made), and was simi-
larly revered in pre-Christian Britain.
Herdsmen and shepherds in the British
Isles traditionally favour sticks or crooks
made of ash, which they believe provide
protection for their livestock against evil
(most WALKING STICKS are made of ash to

this day), and diviners use forked ash
twigs to detect the presence of under-
ground copper mines. Scottish midwives
once fed newborn babies a drop or two of
ash sap as their very first drink in order to
give them lifelong protection against
witchcraft, while burying the parings of a
child’s FINGERNAILS under an ash tree
after they have been trimmed for the first
time is said to ensure that the child will
have a fine singing voice. Other peoples
maintain that the ash is particularly fatal
to SNAKES, which detest even its shadow
and would rather risk fire than crawl over
one of its twigs; in the USA, wearing a
sprig of ash in one’s hat is considered a
safeguard against snakebite.

Where the weather is concerned, if the
OAK comes into leaf before the ash a good
summer is to be expected, as explained in
a traditional English rhyme:

If the ash tree appears before the oak,
Then there’ll be a very great soak.
But if the oak comes before the ash,
Then expect a very small splash.

One of the more ominous superstitions
connected with the ash tree is that, if its
winged seeds fail to appear, a member of
the royal family or some other prominent
person is sure to die (it is said that no ash
tree in England produced seeds in the
season preceding the execution of Charles
[ in 1649). Ash leaves with the same
number of divisions on each side, how-
ever, are harbingers of good luck and
should be worn or carried about the
person after chanting the following
rhyme:

Even ash, I do thee pluck,

Hoping thus to meet good luck.

If no good luck I get from thee,

I shall wish thee on the tree.

In England a young girl may discover the
identity of her future husband by placing
an even-leaved sprig of ash in her left shoe
or glove, or else in her bosom — she will
marry the first man she meets. Alterna-
tively she could sleep with the sprig
beneath her pillow, to see her true love in
her dreams.




Children prone to BEDWETTING may
be cured by gathering and burning ash
seeds and placing the remains in the bed
with them. In former times passing a
child with rickets three times through a
newly created cleft in an ash tree at sunrise
was widely believed to be an infallible
cure for the ailment (though it would
return if the tree died). Chips of ash cut at
a certain time may be used to treat other
conditions, such as WARTS and
WHOOPING COUGH, and back in 1688 a
two-day nosebleed suffered by James II
was reportedly staunched by this means.

See also ASHEN FAGGOT; ROWAN.

ashen faggot A variation on the
YULE LOG custom that was once tradi-
tionally observed at CHRISTMAS. A pecu-
liarity of the festive folklore of the West
Country, the ashen faggot comprises a
bundle of ash sticks bound up with nine
bands of green ash, which are set alight on
Christmas Eve using a fragment left from
the previous Christmas’s fire. According
to the custom, young girls select one of
the bands of green ash as their own and
wait for it to burst into flame — the girl
whose band is first to catch fire will be the
first to marry. This tradition, which is
sometimes credited to the Christian myth
that Christ was given his first bath before
an ashwood fire, but probably has pagan
origins, is still maintained in some Devon
inns. It is customary for a round of cider
to be drunk as each band breaks.

ashes The ashes of a spent ritual FIRE
have numerous uses in the superstition of
many cultures. These are particularly
valued as a fertility CHARM, ensuring
(when taken from a fire at Easter or Mid-
summer and scattered over a field or
mixed with seeds) that the coming crop
will be a good one. In ancient Egypt, the
ashes of men with red hair were con-
sidered particularly conducive to bounti-
ful harvests. Ashes have even been mixed
into the food given to livestock to pro-
mote their health.

In Britain and the USA ash provides
some protection against witchcraft, and
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in Wales ashes from fires lit during the
Beltane festival (see MAYDAY) were for-
merly placed in shoes to safeguard the
wearer from the threat of coming
sorrow. In Yorkshire, ashes spread over
the hearth on New Year’s Eve or St
Mark’s Eve (or else from the burnt bed-
straw on which someone has just died)
will give a hint as to what the coming
twelve months have in store. Footprints
discovered in them the following morn-
ing prophesy a death if they lead towards
the door, but anticipate a new member of
the household if going in some other
direction. Many reports exist of people
identifying the shape of coffins or wed-
ding rings in the ashes of their fires,
giving unmistakeable clues about
coming events. Lovers were also for-
merly known to trace patterns relating to
possible partners in the ashes of a fire in
the belief that this would help decide their
union. In Ireland, the Isle of Man and
Lancashire, men could establish who
their future wife would be by scattering
ashes in a quiet lane at HALLOWE’EN and
waiting to see which girl followed the
trail first: the ashes would ensure she
became his.

According to French tradition, ashes
will preserve a household from storm
damage if scattered over it, while in
South America and elsewhere ashes
tossed in the air play an important role in
the ritual of rain-making. In the USA,
there is a popular prejudice against
sweeping out the ashes of a spent fire after
four in the afternoon and similarly during
Christmas or on a Friday (see DAYS OF
THE WEEK). The farming communities of
North Carolina have also been known to
recommend sprinkling livestock with
ashes to protect them from infestation by
LICE.

The ashes of the dead have great sym-
bolic significance in many cultures
throughout the. world and are much
revered in some regions for their magical
properties. In Africa, there are numerous
records of human ashes being mixed with
food and eaten by relatives in the belief
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that they will inherit some of the dead
man’s attributes.
See also CINDERS.

aspen Also called the shiver-tree, the
aspen is best known for its trembling
leaves which stir in the slightest of winds.
Folklore has it that the aspen shivers in
shame and horror because its wood was
used for Christ’s cross, or because it
failed to bow when Christ passed by. The
aspen is prized for its efficacy in treating a
range of medical ailments, particularly
FEVER (in which the patient shivers like
the tree). The sufferer pins a lock of his or
her HAIR to the nearest aspen while
uttering the rhyme: ‘Aspen tree, aspen
tree, [ prithee to shake and shiver instead
of me’, and must then return home with-
out uttering a word or the charm will not
work. An alternative is to cut a small hole
in the tree at midnight and place the suf-
ferer’s nail-parings into it before closing
the hole up and thus trapping the fever
permanently (see FINGERNAILS). In
Cheshire, locals similarly recommend
rubbing WARTS with BACON and then
hiding the bacon in aslit in an aspen tree:
the warts will fade from the sufferer’s skin
and reappear in the tree’s bark.

ass see DONKEY.

asthma Respiratory disorder, often
the result of an allergy, which has inspired
several superstitions of ancient origin.
One of the oldest treatments was that
recommended to the Romans: twenty or
so CRICKETS with a little wine. Many cen-
turies later, sufferers in Cornwall were
advised to roll coBwEBs into a ball and to
swallow them to effect a cure. In the six-
teenth century, curesincluded consuming
a raw CAT, swallowing foam collected
from the mouth ofa DONKEY or, perhapsa
little more appetising, sticking to a diet of
boiled cArroTs for the space of two
weeks (the vitamin A in carrots may have
a beneficial effect on the lungs).

astrology The tradition of ‘reading’
the stars and predicting from their rela-
tive positions what the future holds.
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Broadly speaking, the months of the year
are divided into a zobpiAc of twelve
houses, each with its own symbol and
characteristics which determine a
person’s emotional capabilities and ambi-
tions. In ‘judicial’ astrology the move-
ments of the stars are related to human
affairs. The resultant horoscopes pub-
lished in newspapers and magazines are
generally dismissed by the serious scien-
tific establishment, but retain a compul-
sive fascination for millions who not only
know their own star sign but are also
versed in their alleged strengths and
weaknesses, as dictated by professional
astrologers.

The study of the stars has ranked
among the intellectual preoccupations of
all the world’s major civilisations. First
developed by the ancient Babylonians, it
continues today as a respectable science in
the officially approved form of astro-
nomy. Offering some kind of logic
behind the apparently random happen-
ings of daily life, astrology, which first
fell foul of established scientific thinking
in the sixteenth century, suggests that the
movements of the planets and the ensuing
events are expressions of divine will. Cri-
tics claim that it is ludicrous to suggest
that one-twelfth of the world’s popula-
tion will all experience ‘a pleasant finan-
cial surprise’ or a ‘falling out with a close
friend’ on the same day, but this is an
over-simplification of the system, which
depends not just on the day of birth but
on the precise hour.

In defiance of all the logical arguments
against them the predictions of the astro-
logers do sometimes impress — perhaps
inevitably, due to the law of averages.
Examples that have been cited in support
of the ‘science’ of astrology have included
the warnings that were signalled by the
positions of the planets in November
1963 just before the assassination of Presi~
dent John F. Kennedy. The same stars
failed, however, to give any notice of the
outbreak of the Second World War in
1939 — though repeated predictions of
Allied victory during the course of the




war played a big part in boosting morale,
to the extent that some Members of Par-
liament demanded the silencing of the
astrologers because their optimism
threatened to undermine the willingness
of the public to make the necessary sacri-
fices for the war effort. On the German
side, Adolf Hitler was notorious for his
reliance upon what his astrologers con-
cluded (as indeed were many other mili-
tary leaders before him).

The positions of the planets, particu-
larly those of the sUN and the MOON, have
long had an occult relevance and are of
primary importance in the preparation of
innumerable potions and spells. Many
plantsand other materials only retain their
magical properties at given times of the
planetary cycles. Back in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries astrological informa-
tion was considered particularly useful in
medicine: the planets were believed to
govern the welfare of the internal organs
and the zodiac to influence the surface
anatomy. Treatments depended upon
analysing the planets’ effect upon the four
bodily ‘humours’ blood, black bile,
yellow bile and phlegm.

astronauts Just as motorists and sea-
farers have developed their own codes of
superstition, so too have the world’s space
travellers. Many of the superstitions
observed are based on much older, time-
honoured taboos, such as avoiding the
wearing of unlucky coLouRs and con-
sidering perfect rehearsals for take-off an
ill omen; several astronauts have also been
noted for their attachment to good luck
mascots. The disaster that nearly befell
the Apollo 13 mission was inevitably
attributed by many to the unfortunate
numbering of the craft (see THIRTEEN).

Aurora Borealis The coloured
lights that often appear in the sky in the
extreme Northern Hemisphere as a result
of charged solar particles being attracted
towards the Earth’s magnetic poles. The
Aurora Borealis, also known as the
Northern Lights, the Burning Spears and
the Merry Dancers, is particularly

axe

revered by the Eskimo or Inuit peoples,
who interpret them as the spirits of the
blessed dead sporting in the Heavens.
Other peoples have seen in them more
ominous portents, and in lands where
they only make occasional appearances
they have been considered a precursor of
WAR (a tradition strengthened when the
lights were seen as far south as London in
1939 and again as far south as Cleveland,
Ohio just before the Japanese attacked
Pearl Harbor). In Northumberland the
lights are sometimes called Lord Der-
wentwater’s Lights in memory of the dis-
play that occurred on the night of 24
February 1716 when James, Earl of Der-
wentwater was executed for his part in
the failed rebellion of that year.

axe As one of the earliest tools inven-
ted by man, the axe is associated with
several ancient superstitions. Made of
IRON, itself considered a magical metal,
the axe came to play a prominent role in
the rituals of pagan religion and its image
is to be found at such sacred sites as
Stonehenge. Witches were alleged to
‘milk’ axes and thereby to steal the milk
from all the cows in the area, while others
used a piece of AGATE balanced on a
red-hot axe blade to search for buried
treasure: if the agate stuck to the axe there
was nothing to be found, but if it fell off
and rolled three times in the grass then
treasure lay hidden in the direction that
the agate had taken. An upturned axe was
also formerly used in the detection of
THIEVES. The suspects were obliged to
dance in a circle around it until the axe fell
over; whoever the haft was pointing
towards was regarded as the culprit.

In some European countries it is said
that cattle persuaded to step over an axe
on their way to the fields in the spring
will be impervious to evil influences. In
the USA, meanwhile, it is considered
unlucky to carry an axe into the home, as
this will bring about the death of a
member of the family, and bad luck is
also to be expected in the wake of any
dream in which an axe appears.



baby A substantial body of time-
honoured superstitions surrounds the
subject of babies, many of them reflect-
ing the natural concern of parents for the
welfare of their offspring. The super-
stitious start drawing conclusions the
moment a new baby has arrived and take
particular note of whether it is born with
hands open or clenched shut: if the palms
are open, the child will show an honest
and generous nature, but if they are
closed the child clearly has a mean streak.
A baby born with teeth is likely to turn
out to be selfish when older or alterna-
tively may die young or become a
murderer (in central Europe this may
mean that it is a VAMPIRE). A blue vein
across the nose, meanwhile, prophesies
that the child will die by prRowNING. If
the infant has no hair on its head, though,
it is sure to grow up quick-witted and
intelligent.

By way of greeting the baby into the
world the Irish recommend SPITTING on
it, while the Welsh suggest rubbing a
little honey on its head. In Scotland, plac-
ing a KNIFE on the doorstep of the house
where the birth has taken place will pro-
tect the infant by preventing a witch or
other agent of harm from entering the
house (no evil spirit can cross over IRON
or steel).

Babies should always be nursed for the
first time on the right side; if not, they
will grow up left-handed. Should the
mother experience any difficulty in pro-
ducing milk, she should drink beer, eat
fennel and honey or else apply a poultice
of PARSLEY. Wet nurses, meanwhile,
may ensure that their milk does not dry

up by ignoring calls from outside the
house, never burning wood in the hearth
and never holding a NEEDLE by the point.
If the baby refuses to suck, it has probably
been bewitched and measures should be
taken to break the spell.

‘Weaning should start on one of the
Church’s holy days, ideally on coop
FRIDAY or failing that when the MOON is
on the wane. It should not be attempted
in the spring, or the baby will be prema-
turely grey-haired, and certainly not on
CHILDERMAS DAY. Mothers should on no
account offer a child the breast once it has
been weaned: this will harm the infant’s
luck in a variety of ways, and in Wales to
do so means that the child will swear con-
stantly when grown up.

A baby’s first soiled nappy should be
left unwashed, and subsequent nappies
should not be left out to dry when the
moon is up for fear of attracting its bale-
ful influence. Also on the subject of nap-
pies, mothers in the USA are careful not
to use old nappies for a new baby, since to
do so promises that the child will grow
up a thief. In England, it is said that
allowing a baby to urinate in a fireplace
will hasten toilet-training, and this has
the added advantage of ensuring the
child’s future good behaviour.

Care should be taken not to wash a
newborn baby’s right hand for the first
three days (or, according to some, in the
first year of life). Doing so may also wash
away the infant’s good luck, particularly
in financial matters. According to Welsh
superstition, the water used to bath a
baby should be deposited under a tree in
leaf to promote the child’s healthy




growth (throwing the water from its first
bath over the roots of a tree in bloom
ensures that the child will be good-
looking as an adult). Weighing a baby is
not advised in some European cultures.
Doing so, they believe, is an insult to
God, from whom the child has come; He
may therefore take the child back at a
young age as a punishment.

Whether born in a hospital or athome
it is imperative that the child should be
carried upstairs rather than down on
leaving the room where the birth has
taken place (midwives have even been
known to clamber on to furniture placed
in the doorway so as to satisfy this
requirement when the room where the
child has been born is at the top of a house
and there are no further stairs). The logic
of this particular custom lies in the con-
tention that the babe cannot expect to go
up in the world if it heads off downwards
at the very start. When a child born in
hospital leaves for home, modern super-
stition dictates that it is unlucky for the
baby to be placed on a rear seat and that
he or she should be carried instead in the
front. Once the baby is safely home, the
proud parents are advised to carry the
infant three times round the house to
provide protection against the colic.

Announcements of birth are widely
acknowledged through the observance
of various customs. Friends and relatives
drink to the health and long life of the
new arrival. In some areas anyone who
visits a house where there is a newborn
baby — whatever his or her business — is
not allowed to leave before drinking a
TOAST and having something to eat (this
sometimes holds true right up to the day
of the baby’s CHRISTENING).

Saying that the baby is beautiful might
seem the polite thing to do, but may be
resented in some Jewish households
because doing so threatens harm from
the EVIL EYE. This has to be countered by
chanting, ‘“Whoever gave you the evil
eye may it fall on them’ three times in
Yiddish. Jewish mothers also suggest that
it is unlucky and possibly fatal to the

baby

child’s health to watch a baby sleeping.
Calling a baby an ‘angel’ is equally
unwise as this is TEMPTING FATE to take
the child directly to Heaven. Care should
also be taken by visitors not to step overa
crawling infant, which will stunt its
growth. Moreover, tickling the baby on
the feet or under the chin will cause it to
grow up with a stammer.

Presents traditionally offered to a new
baby come in various forms. In northern
England it was once customary to give an
EGG (representative of the Trinity with its
three parts, the shell, the yolk and the
white), SALT, and some good BREAD (in
some cases also matches to light the way
to Heaven, meat and drink) when a baby
made its first call on friends or relatives —
an occasion known as ‘puddening’. Gifts
of baby clothes or toys are now more
usual, and most babies benefit from gifts
of money as a result of the old custom of
crossing a baby’s palm with SILVER,
which is said to fend off evil spirits. New-
born babies are themselves thought to be
lucky, and those who kiss a newly arrived
infant are sure to benefit from its luck-
giving qualities (some say the baby will
share the temperament of the first person
to give it a kiss after its own mother).

Many more superstitions concern the
clothing chosen for the very young. In
order to confuse the DEVIL and thus to
protect young children from his atten-
tions it is considered advisable to dress a
baby in the clothes of the opposite sex.
Some Irish mothers have been known to
continue to dress their boys in petticoats
and their girls in trousers up to the age of
fourteen. Newborn infants should never
be wrapped in new sheets or garments
when dressed for the first time, and some
midwives used to bring along an old
apron or other piece of cloth specifically
for this purpose. Additional protection
will be afforded a newborn baby who is
wrapped in some article belonging to its
mother or father (mothers in Ireland and
elsewhere sometimes wrapped a pair of
trousers belonging to the father around
their neck while they were in labour in
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the belief that this would lessen the pain).

Mothers are advised to dress baby boys
in BLUE because the colour, which is
associated with the Virgin Mary, pro-
vides protection against evil (dressing
girls in pink was a later invention with no
particular significance). It goes without
saying that babies should never be dressed
in BLACK, as they will surely die before
they have left childhood. When dressing
ababy, incidentally, it is thought unlucky
to pull clothing over its head and far
preferable to start with the feet. After the
baby clothes have been grown out of a
mother should think twice before dispos-
ing of them: if she fails to keep back at
least one item then she is certain to bear
another child (the same applies to dispos-
ing of the CRADLE).

Other superstitions relating to the very
young include the traditional notion that
a baby’s future luck can be foretold by
observing which hand the child first uses
to pick something up. If it is the right
hand, then good luck will attend him or
her throughout life, but if it is the left then
the baby’s future life will be plagued by
misfortune. In Louisiana, further infor-
mation about a baby’s future may be
obtained by placing before the child a
BIBLE, a pack of CARDS and a silver cOIN:
if the infant reaches for the Bible it has a
bright and happy future; if it goes for the
cards it will be a gambler; and if it chooses
the coin it will do well in business (if a
bottle is added as one of the choices and
the baby selects i, it is sure to grow up a
drunkard).

It is considered particularly unlucky
for a baby to be allowed to see its reflec-
tion in a MIRROR before the age of six
months, and any baby that does so is sure
to die before it is a year old. Cutting the
baby’s nails with scissors before it has
reached the age of one also risks misfor-
tune and a life of crime (biting them off
with the TEETH, however, guarantees
good luck). The child will also die if its
HAIR is cut before twelve months have
passed. It is also unlucky to place a baby
on a TABLE, to carry it in a FUNERAL pro-

cession and, according to US superstition,
to toss it playfully in the air (to do so risks
the child growing up slow-witted).

Babies should never be passed through
an open WINDOW for this will retard their
growth, but they will benefit from a good
sneeze (see SNEEZING), which rids them of
evil spirits. Painful teething can be
relieved by supplying the baby with a
suitable AMULET, which may be in the
form of a cowrie shell, a fossil shark’s
tooth or some other ‘magical’ item. Sore
EYES can be relieved by a few drops of
mother’s milk, while other conditions
such as BIRTHMARKS can be alleviated by
the application of saliva. Inhabitants of
New England claim thatitisa good sign if
a baby contrives to fall out of bed three
times before the age of one, and even
better if it falls downstairs before the same
age. Most people agree that the auguries
aregood ifababylearnsto do thingsin the
right order, that is, crawling first, then
walking and finally talking (in the USA,
it is claimed that giving the child a little
water in a thimble will hasten its progress
in this last challenge). Ifa baby smiles in its
sleep, it is talking to the angels.

One last cautionary superstition warns
that if a baby looks at a woman from
between its legs then the latter is fated to
become pregnant very shortly.

See also AFTERBIRTH, BREAD AND
BUTTER; CAUL; CHILDBIRTH; CHILDREN;
NAMES; TWINS.

bachelor’s button Small button-
shaped flower, variously identified as
double red campion, upright crowfoot,
buttercup, white ranunculus and white
campion, which was once used by young
men as a means of foretelling the success
or failure of an intended love affair.
According to very ancient rustic tradi-
tion, one of these flowers should be picked
early in the morning and kept in the
pocket for twenty-four hours: if still fresh
at the end of that time then a successful
outcome could be expected, but if
withered the affair would not prosper.




bacon Insome parts of Europe and the
USA bacon is credited with certain heal-
ing powers, but only if it has been stolen
rather than acquired legitimately. Such
purloined bacon is particularly valued for
its effectiveness against WARTS, which
will disappear when rubbed with a rasher
or two, and is also considered of use in
treating FEVER and constipation. In
Devonitissaid thatif cooking bacon curls
up in the pan a new lover is about to
arrive.
See also P1G.

badger An ancient rustic belief from
Yorkshire reasons that the badger has
longer legs at the back and shorter legs on
one side in order to help it to run across
and up a slope. Elsewhere in Europe,
badgers’ TEETH are particularly prized by
gamblers, who claim that carrying oneon
the person guarantees success in any
wager as well as bestowing good luck in
general.

baking Various superstitious beliefs
surround the all-important business of
baking BREAD and similar foods, depend-
ing as it does upon the apparently magical
action of yeast and ovens. Among the
most widely observed of these is the
superstition that no scraps of uncooked
dough or pastry must be left over, or the
entire baking will be spoiled and bad luck
will follow. Rather than throw away such
remnants, cooks are advised to make
them into small treats for children.
Counting the NUMBER of loaves or cakes
as they are removed from the oven is also
unlucky and will cause them to go stale
quickly. A loafthatemerges from the heat
with a cracked crust is a sure sign that a
stranger is about to arrive to share in
eating it.

Dreaming of yeast, incidentally, is a
guarantee of success in one’s next project,
though it also means that one’s wife or
lover is pregnant.

baldness Superstition offers several
treatments for baldness, while warning
also that sudden loss of HAIR prophesies

ball

the loss of a child, health or property. The
problem can be avoided altogether by
never cutting the hair when the MooN is
on the wane, and in the USA it is said that
cutting the hair as short as possible and
then singeing the cut ends will encourage
regrowth and prevent hair dying. When
such things were obtainable, BEAR fat
mixed with laudanum and rubbed on the
scalp was sure to restore the hair, accord-
ing to W. Bulleyn’s Book of Simples. Fail-
ing this, a handy substitute is Fox fat or
ONION juice, similarly applied. A more
drastic remedy recommends rubbing
copious amounts of GOOSE dung into
bald patches. Rather more simply, a suf-
ferer who stands bareheaded in the RAIN
will never suffer complete hair loss.

ball According to time-honoured tra-
dition it is possible for children to use an
ordinary playing ball to find out what the
future has in store for them. Before play-
ing a game of catch, girls in northern
England and Scotland may chant the
rhyme:

Stottie ba’, hinnie ba’, tell to me,
How mony bairns am I to hae?
Ane to leeve, and ane to dee,

And ane to sit on the nurse’s knee.

The number of times the ball is then
caught indicates the number of children
that can be expected. Similarly, a young
girl may throw a ball against a wall or tree
and learn from the number of times it
bounces on the ground how old she will
be before she meets her true love. A vari-
ant in which the ball has to be caught in
the hands prophesies that a girl is destined
to be an old maid if she catches it an odd
number of times and a wife if she man-
ages an even number of catches.

In times gone by, children often made
balls of cowstips and, with the words
‘“Tisty-tosty, tell me true, who shall I be
married to?” (or similar), tossed them
back and forth while chanting the names
of prospective lovers. The name spoken
whenever the ball fell was the most likely
prospect. In sporting circles, it is con-
sidered most unlucky to hold three balls
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in the hand while serving in TENNIS, and
equally unwise to carry a new ball still in
its wrapping on to a golf course. Foot-
ballers, meanwhile, often like to touch
the ball or to bounce it a given number of
times before the start of a match.

ballast Reflecting the superstitious
ways of seafaring folk, a number of
curious customs surround the gathering
of STONES for use as ballast in sHips. In
north-east Scotland there is a particular
prejudice against using stones with holes
made in them by shellfish, while else-
where granite and stones that have come
from demolished buildings and still have
mortar attached are also rejected. Similar
prejudices exist against the use of white
stones in ballast.

banana In the Caribbean, where they
are a major crop, bananas are a particu-
larly lucky fruit. A wish made while cut-
ting a slice from the stalk end of a banana
is bound to come true ifa Y-shaped mark
is revealed.

banns The reading of a couple’s banns
in church prior to their WEDDING is a
formal tradition that has inevitably
acquired its own mythology. According
to widely held superstition it is very
unlucky for a couple to hear their own
banns being read and any children they
later have are bound to suffer as a result —
probably by being born deaf and dumb.
It is also unlucky if there is a break in the
sequence of the three readings of the
banns, which should be heard on three
Sundays in succession. Further bad luck is
risked if the wedding is called off after the
final reading of the banns, an act that was
once considered an insult to the Church
and could be punished by a fine. In Scot-
land, couples were formerly advised
against having their banns read at the end
of a quarter and against arranging the
wedding for the start of the following
quarter as this was considered unpropi-
tious for the future. After the third read-
ing of the banns the bells in Scottish
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churches would sometimes be rung to
bestow a further blessing on the couple
and to drive away evil spirits.

banshee Perpetrator of unearthly
wailing that is much feared in Ireland and
western Scotland as an omen of
approaching death. The banshee is usu-
ally heard at night and its supernatural
ululations are generally associated with a
particular family or clan, who can often
detail a history of such warnings from
spectral (usually female) guardians.
Examples of famous banshees include the
one linked to the aristocratic Rossmore
family of County Monaghan in Ireland,
which was first heard in 1801 and has her-
alded the death of each successive heir to
the baronetcy (including that of the sixth
baronet in 1958).

Some claim that the banshee wail is
made by the FAIRIES, who sense the
coming of death and want to warn the
family (bean si in Gaelic means ‘fairy
woman’). Alternatively the banshee is
held to be a dead ancestor or perhaps the
vengeful spirit of a woman who has suf-
fered some wrong at the family’s hands.
In some parts of Scotland the banshee is
known as the ‘washer by the ford’
because her figure is seen washing the
bloodstained clothes of the person fated
to die. Sometimes the banshee is not in
the form of a voice, but is heard as a beat-
ing DRUM.

baptism  see CHRISTENING.

barghest see DoG.

barnacle Small marine crustacean
commonly found on the bottoms of
wooden boat hulls and other pieces of
timber immersed in the sea for a long
time. According to one time-honoured
superstition, FISHERMEN claim that BAR-
NACLE GEESE are hatched from barnacles
(a belief derived from an older one in
which the geese were said to emerge from
pieces of waterlogged timber).

barnacle goose The barnacle goose
is so called because ancient superstition
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holds that they begin life as humble BAR-
NACLES on ships’ keels. Curiosity about
the birds’ origins was probably provoked
in the first place because no one knew
where their breeding grounds lay (in fact
they are above the Arctic Circle) and no
eggs or nests could be discovered. An
alternative to the barnacle theory (which
was taken quite seriously until the seven-
teenth century) was that they fell from
trees overhanging the water — hence the
lack of evidence of nests and shells.
Giraldus Cambrensis, writing in his
Topographia Hibernica in 1186, offered his
own view on the subject, explaining that
the geese

are produced from fir timber tossed
along the sea and are at first like gum.
Afterwards they hang down by their
beaks as if they were seaweed attached
to the timber, and are surrounded by
shells. ... They derive their food and
growth from the sap of the wood or
from the sea, by a secret and most won-
derful process of alimentation. I have
frequently seen, with my own eyes,
more than a thousand of these small
birds, hanging down on the sea-shore
from one piece of timber, enclosed in
their shells and already formed.

Such was the confusion over the crea-

ture’s genesis that many people were

uncertain whether to class barnacle geese

as birds or fish. This confusion proved

convenient during LENT, when people

were allowed to eat fish but not meat.
See also GOOSE.

barren ground A patch of ground
where nothing will grow, according to
superstition because of a curse or because
some evil event has taken place there.
Ominous sites of this kind can be found
all over the world, and there is usually
some local legend to account for them.
Among the best-known examples in the
British Isles are the spot where the drow-
ned body of the British admiral Sir
Cloudesley Shovel was temporarily laid
in the Scilly Isles after his fleet was
wrecked in 1707 with the loss of many
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lives (locals claimed he ignored the warn-
ings of one of his seamen about the
treacherous coast thereabouts), and the
summit of Dragon Hill in Berkshire,
where St George is said to have killed the
dragon, whose blood permanently
poisoned the soil. Other localities boast
graves where the grass never grows. Not-
able among these is the grave in Mont-
gomery churchyard of William Davies,
hanged in 1821 for a crime of which he
protested his innocence to the last.
See also MURDER.

barring the way An ancient web-
DING custom, in which a newly married
couple are not allowed to pass on their
way after the ceremony until they have
paid a small toll. Rarely observed today,
the tradition required the couple’s path to
be barred by a rope or some other obsta-
cle, and it was up to the best man or the
groom to pay for it to be removed (the
money would then be spent on drinking
the health of the newly-weds). Orig-
inally, the bride and sometimes also the
groom had to jump over the obstacle,
which is some cases was a locked gate or a
special ‘petting stone’ set in the earth. The
most famous of these is the one on Holy
Island: it is still occasionally crossed over
by new brides, who must do it in one
stride if their marriages are to be fortu-
nate. In some areas the ceremony was
accompanied by special verses singing the
praises of the happy couple (a practice
known in Northumberland as ‘saying the
noning’).

It has been suggested that the custom
was symbolic. The bride and groom were
making the leap from one situation in life
to a new one and the groom was being
required to test his ingenuity one last time
to prove himself worthy of his new wife—
an idea that is still honoured today in the
custom of ‘nobbling’ the car in which he
is to drive her away.

baseball The hugely popular US
sport of baseball is renowned for the
many superstitions observed by players.
These apply even before the players reach

Archbishop Mitty High School Library
San Jose, California
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the ground in the form of various rituals
and taboos that can either preserve or
destroy their luck. These include never
putting a HAT on a bed, avoiding matches
scheduled for Fridays and patting the
head of any black bellboys in the hotel
where the team is staying. If a player
meets a member of the CLERGY on the
way to the ground then a bad day can be
expected, unless the player concerned
keeps his fingers crossed until he meets a
DOG. Once at the stadium, players are
particularly heartened if they catch sight
of a truckload of empty barrels passing by
— a reference to the lorry that was said to
have set the New York Giants on a legen-
dary run of victories many years ago —or
if they spot a red-headed woman in the
stands (she may well be asked to give a
player a HAIRPIN as a token of luck).
Players also believe their luck will be
improved if their number includes a left-
handed pitcher. Among the bad omens
are cross-eyed umpires (see EVIL EYE) and
similarly afflicted women in the crowd,
having to play with a damaged bat, find-
ing a bat laid crosswise in front of the
team dug-out, losing some item of team
clothing and a dog walking on to the
field.

In an attempt to safeguard their luck,
players sometimes spit in their gloves (see
SPITTING) and lay them down so that the
fingers point to their own dug-out when
they go out to bat. They are also reluctant
to share their bat with team-mates, in the
belief that each bat can produce only a
given number of hits and it is unwise to
give any of these away. One universally
observed taboo concerns never discussing
the fact that a pitcher has yet to allow an
official hit: this applies to both teams,
spectators present at the game and even
television viewers at home.

basil Herb thatis widely used in cook-
ing and to which are attached a range of
beliefs that vary from one culture to
another. According to the Greeks, basil
represents hatred and bad luck, while the
Italians by contrast consider it a token of
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love. Hindus, meanwhile, believe that a
leaf of basil placed on a corpse will ensure
that the spirit of the dead person reaches
Heaven. Elsewhere, it is maintained that
the plant gives birth to scorpions.

bastard Children born out of wed-
lock have always been considered lucky.
This odd belief may possibly derive from
ancient Roman law, which acknow-
ledged such ‘natural’ children as not
bound by the authority of their biological
fathers.

bat With their nocturnal flight and
habit of roosting in secluded shadowy
places such as ruins and caves, bats have
long been associated with the darker side
of superstition; in many cultures they are
linked with WITCHCRAFT and death.
Children once chanted various thymes if
they saw a bat, urging it to fly away, or, in
the case of one old Cornish verse, even
offering it bribes:

Airy mouse, airy mouse fly over my
head,

And you shall have a crust of bread,;

And when [ brew and when I bake,

You shall have a piece of my wedding
cake.

The appearance of a bat in a church
during a WEDDING ceremony is con-
sidered a bad omen, and if a bat flies three
times round a house or hits a
windowpane this is a sure prophecy of the
impending death of someone within.
Equally ominous in many countries is the
discovery of a bat actually in the house,
which again threatens the life of one of
the occupants or else is taken as a sign that
the human occupants are about to leave.
A near miss when a bat flies close by is a
warning that the person concerned is
threatened by betrayal or witchcraft at
the hands of another.

More encouraging is the tradition that
the sight of bats flying early in the even-
ing is a portent of good weather, while in
the Isle of Man good luck is bound to
attend anyone who has a bat drop on
them. People have also been known to




carry a bat’s bone about their person in
the belief that it will bring great good
luck. If a bat actually collides with a
building, then RAIN can be expected.
Other traditions suggest that witches
sometimes turn themselves into bats in
order to enter people’s houses and that the
sight of bats flying vertically upwards and
then dropping back to Earth is a sign that
the witching hour has come (see
WITCHCRAFT). Witches, it is said, often
include a few drops of bat’s blood in the
FLYING OINTMENT they are said to smear
on their bodies before taking off on their
broomsticks: the idea is that they will
then be safe from colliding with any-
thing, as bats appear to be. In order to
keep witches away, superstitious people
are advised to carry a live bat three times
round the outside of the house, then to
kill it and nail its dead body beside a
window or else to the door of one of their
outhouses.

In some countries, such as China and
Poland, bats are symbols of long life and
happiness, while in Australian aboriginal
culture to kill a bat risks shortening a
man’s life. In Germany, gamblers were
once reputed to attach a bat’s heart to
their arm with a red thread to bring them
luck, while in Austria it was said that pos-
session of a bat’s right EYE brought with it
the gift of invisibility. Elsewhere, bat’s
blood is often used in black magic, espec-
ially in voodoo and in the celebration of
the black mass. Other superstitions con-
cerning bats include one promising that
anyone who washes their face in bat’s
blood will be rewarded with the ability to
see in the dark. Itis also said that slipping a
few drops of bat’s blood into a lover’s
drink will promote passion in the drin-
ker. In past centuries, when sides of
BACON were hung to mature in chim-
neys, bats were often blamed if bits of the
meat went missing.

Bats’ erratic flight paths led people in
former times to believe that the creatures
were blind — hence the common miscon-
ception that they can easily get entangled
in a woman’s hair, from which they can
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only be released by being cut free. The
Earl of Cranbrook once tested this theory
by placing bats in the hair of three female
volunteers: the bats easily got themselves
free.

See also VAMPIRE.

bathing The business of WASHING
oneself clean is taken very seriously by the
superstitious, who warn against certain
practices. Particular attention is paid to
the time of year when a person bathes, as
evidenced by the ancient verse:

He who bathes in May will soon be laid
in clay

He who bathes in June will sing a
merry tune

But he who bathes in July will dance
like a fly.

In various parts of the world it is con-
sidered unwise to wash the whole body as
this threatens to wash away a person’s
luck (see BABY). Welsh MINERS, mean-
while, are said have a prejudice against
washing their backs in the belief that if
they do so the roof of the mine will col-
lapse upon them. Bathers are also advised
by superstition to begin their ablutions
not at the feet but at the head, as this is the
‘superior’ part of the body (a custom that
is backed by medical science because
doing so lessens the chance of a headache
due to raised blood pressure).
See also SINGING.

bay In ancient Rome the bay tree (a
type of laurel) was sacred to Apollo and
Aesculapius, the God of Medicine, and
was associated with victory, honour and
general good luck. It has retained these
associations over the centuries, and until
relatively recent times boughs of bay
were popular as a form of CHRISTMAS
decoration, just as they were when the
ancient Romans celebrated the NEw
YEAR. In the bay’s ability to revive after
most other plants would have died Chris-
tians saw a symbol of the Resurrection,
and took to carrying it at FUNERALS.

The tree’s medicinal properties con-
tinue to be revered, and bay leaves carried
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about the person are said to give protec-
tion against all manner of disease (just as a
bay tree planted near a house was once
said to safeguard the occupants from the
plague and other ill luck). Bay is also con-
sidered an effective defence against evil
spirits, GHOSTS and WITCHCRAFT, and
remains one of the basic ingredients used
by ‘white’ witches for their spells. The
trees are also said to be immune from
LIGHTNING strikes and thus offer a safe
retreat in a thunderstorm (the Roman
Emperor Tiberius always donned a
crown of laurel in thundery weather). If a
bay tree suddenly withers, however, very
bad luck is in the offing — most likely the
death of a member of the family. If all the
bay trees in a country wither a national
catastrophe, such as the death of the king
or the arrival of plague, is to be expected.
Bay leaves can also be used as a means
of divination. Soothsayers burned bay
leaves to study how they were consumed
by the flames, or inhaled the smoke as the
leaves burned in order to experience the
narcotic effects. If bay leaves burn noisily
when thrown on to a fire, good luck will
ensue; if they burn without a sound, mis-
fortune will surely follow. Pinned to the
pillow on the eve of ST VALENTINE'S DAY,
bay leaves will also allow a dreamer
visions of his or her future sweetheart.

beans Since ancient times bean plants
have had special magical associations,
being particularly linked with death and
GHOSTs. Disciples of Pythagoras in
ancient Greece observed a taboo against
eating them, as did the ancient Egyptians.
The Romans offered gifts of beans to the
dead on what was called the Bean
Calends, and customarily ate them at
FUNERALS (beans still featured in British
funeral ritual until the nineteenth cen-
tury). Beans also have special significance
in the folklore of various Japanese, Indian
and African ethnic groups, and in the Far
East bean flowers may be scattered
around the house to ward off demons.
Several North American Indian tribes
also have special bean festivals connected
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with ensuring a good crop in the future.

In European culture, the magical
properties of beans are reflected by their
role in several traditional tales, notably in
the fairytale Jack and the Beanstalk. They
were also once used in certain legal pro-
cesses to decide a suspect’s guilt. The
accused was obliged to pick one of two
beans from a bag: if the bean was black he
was guilty of the crime, if white he was
innocent. In former times anyone fearing
the influence of evil could protect himself
by chanting the tongue-twisting rhyme:
‘Three blew beans in a blew bladder,
rattle, bladder, rattle’ as fast as he could
three times in succession without draw-
ing breath.

In the south-west counties of England
local superstition insists that kidney beans
must be planted on the third day of May
if they are to prosper. Elsewhere garden-
ers are advised to plant their beans on the
feast days of St David and St Chad (the
first two days in March) or when the
leaves of the ELM are as big as a farthing.

As a means of divination, cooks in
northern England sometimes concealed a
single bean in a peapod when preparing a
meal (see PEA): whoever got the bean
would be the first to marry. On MIDSUM-
MER’S EVE people were invited to hunt
for three hidden beans, one peeled, one
partly peeled, and the third unpeeled:
finding the peeled bean promised a life-
time of poverty, the half-peeled bean a
relatively affluent existence and the
unpeeled bean great wealth. Rubbing the
white inner lining of a beanpod on a
WART is said to be an effective means of
treatment, while the consumption of
beanpods in wine and vinegar, or of the
distilled water of the flowers, is said to
promote beauty and improve the com-
plexion.

The flowers of the bean provoke fore-
boding in many societies, largely through
the ancient idea that the souls of the
departed lurk in them. In some parts of
the British Isles ACCIDENTS are said to be
more frequent when the bean plants are
in blossom (MINERS in particular are




influenced by this tradition) and the
appearance of a white bean plant in a bean
patch is considered particularly ominous,
prophesying imminent death. Supersti-
tion warns in particular against sleeping
in a beanfield, for this will either bring on
nightmares or else rob the sleeper of his
sanity. The strong perfume emitted by
bean flowers will similarly make a person
light-headed or foolish.
See also TWELFTH NIGHT.

bear The bear, though long vanished
from the wild in most of Europe, is
remembered in a variety of ancient super-
stitions and legends and still plays an
active part in the folklore of the USA and
Canada and other regions where it con-
tinues to thrive. Back in the times when
bears were commonly seen at English
fairs, trained to dance and tormented in
bear-baiting booths, a number of curious
beliefs sprang up based on erroneous ideas
about the creatures’ behaviour.

According to popular superstition,
bears obtained their sustenance by suck-
ing on their own paws, and literally
licked their newborn cubs into a bear
shape when first delivered. Bear fat was
highly recommended as a safeguard
against mildew and blight in vegetables if
garden tools were coated with it, while
boiling some bear’s fur in aqua vitae and
then wrapping it round the feet was said
to cure fits. Other recipes involving bear
fat offered cures for various aches and
pains and also for BALDNESS, and it was
said that a child with WHOOPING COUGH
would be cured if given a ride on a bear’s
back. Eating a bear’s heart was reputed to
endow great courage, while bear’s teeth
were valued as a charm against TOOTH-
ACHE (in the USA bear’s teeth were com-
monly given to teething children).
Sleeping on a bearskin, meanwhile, is said
to be very beneficial for those suffering
from backache.

English superstition also preserves the
ancient notion of ghost bears, the most
famous of which are alleged to manifest
themselves at Worcester Cathedral, at the
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Tower of London and in Cheyne Walk,
Chelsea.

Indian hunters in the USA and Canada
revere the creature and always give their
apologies to any bear they have killed,
laying out the different parts of its carcass
according to ancient ritual. Eskimos in
particular follow a strict routine after kill-
ing a polar bear for fear of offending its
spirit, while Lapp hunters who have
killed a bear are considered unclean and
are obliged to live apart from their fel-
lows for three days. White back-
woodsmen once maintained that bears
bred only once every seven years, when
the commotion was such that cattle for
miles around would lose their own
unborn calves. In both North America
and Scandinavia people are often reluc-
tant to name a bear, preferring such
euphemisms as ‘the old man’ and ‘golden
feet’ in order not to invite an attack.

beard The wearing of beards has
inspired extreme reactions in different
societies over the centuries. Considered a
sign of ungodliness to some early Chris-
tians, a symbol of faithfulness to the Sikhs
and proof of personal strength to the
Mesopotamians, the beard has come and
gone according to the dictates of fashion.
Taxes imposed on beards by Elizabeth I
led to their virtual disappearance for a
period during her reign.

In the current century the fact that
beards have been sported by more than
one British monarch has brought them an
association with royalty, encouraging
many subjects to grow their own.
Modern superstition has it, however, that
men with beards are not to be trusted and
throughout Europe a man with a red
beard is particularly suspect. The same
applies to a man whose beard or mous-
tache is one colour and his hair another. A
rhyme from the USA expresses this
prejudice very succinctly:

Beware of that man

Be he friend or brother,

Whose hair is one colour

And moustache is another.
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The beard’s power of renewal led to
one ancient belief that facial hair was a
divine gift and should never be trimmed,
because an enemy might obtain the clip-
pings and thus secure power over the
wearer.

See also HAIR; RAZOR.

beastins A cow’s first MILK after the
birth of her calf, which is particularly
prized among some European agricul-
tural communities. According to ancient
custom some of the milk is used for
making puddings and some presented to
favoured neighbours, who are asked to
return the bottles unwashed (as cleaning
them will endanger the health of the
calf). Observing this superstition is said
to promote the good luck of the whole
herd.

beauty Superstition provides an
almost endless choice of recipes and
rituals designed to preserve and promote
physical beauty, many of which may
indeed offer some slight benefit. Among
specific remedies are treatments for
BALDNESS, BIRTHMARKS, BLACKHEADS,
BOILS, HAIR, WARTS and many other
medical ailments, both serious and trivial.
Some are more drastic than others, rang-
ing from concocting potions from wild
flowers and herbs to touching a dead
man’s hand to eradicate skin blemishes
(see DEAD HAND).

To promote one’s overall beauty,
European superstition recommends col-
lecting DEW on the first day of May and
then bathing in it (in Germany drinking
cold cOFFEE is said to be equally effective,
while vAMPIRE tradition in Hungary
recommends taking a bath in human
blood). If a person still feels unattractive,
one resort worth considering is employ-
ing any of a huge range of APHRODISIACS
or taking some other secret action to con-
vince a reluctant partner of one’s charms.
In the case of women, slipping a few
leaves of VALERIAN into the UNDER-
WEAR, for instance, is bound to attract
potential lovers and have the desired
result.
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bed The bed, scene of so many crucial
human activities, has considerable signifi-
cance in most cultures. Perhaps the most
widely observed superstition today is that
itis very unlucky to get out of bed ‘on the
wrong side’ (the other side to the one on
which you got into bed the previous
evening, or alternatively the LEFT, or
DEVIL’s, side). Should the sleeper inad-
vertently get out of bed on the wrong
side, the only hope is to make sure that
when dressing he or she puts the RIGHT
sock and shoe on first (the right foot
should in any case always be put down
first on getting up). Getting out of bed
backwards is deemed lucky in some
regions and unlucky in others.

The positioning of a bed in a room is
all-important. If it is placed on an east—
west axis rather than north—south, the
person who sleeps in it is guaranteed to be
plagued by NIGHTMARES (though some
maintain that the reverse applies). In
addition, it should not be placed so that
the rays of the MooN fall across it nor so
that it points towards the DOOR (because
corpses in coffins are carried out feet first).
Ancient superstition from the northern
British Isles contends that no dying
person can expect an easy end if their bed
is positioned under the crossbeam of a
house or else crosswise over the floor-
boards. The origins of this curious tradi-
tion remain unknown. Sweeping under a
sick person’s bed, shaving him in bed or
moving the patient from one bed to
another, meanwhile, are sure to hasten his
death.

The business of making a bed is fraught
with danger, according to superstition. It
is particularly unwise for three or more
people to make a bed, as one of them will
die during the next twelve months, and
mattresses should not be turned on cer-
tain days of the week (which days varies
from one area to another, though Sunday
and Friday are generally regarded as the
least auspicious days for such activity).
Penalties for turning the mattress on the
wrong day range from turning away the
affections of a lover to nightmares. In




the case of newly delivered mothers, the
mattress must not be turned for one
month after the birth. In Oxfordshire,
those who are anxious to avoid a life
alone are advised:

If one day you would be wed,
Turn your bed from foot to head.

To preserve their good luck, bedmakers
are also recommended to delay changing
a bed that a guest has slept in until at least
an hour after the guest has departed. It is
unwise, moreover, to turn down the
sheets early in the day as this invites evil
spirits to rest there. Whatever the system
employed, making the bed should be
completed in one go, or the rest of the day
will be troubled with interruptions and
delays. SNEEZING while making a bed is
considered unlucky and must be reme-
died by taking a little straw or stuffing
from the mattress and throwing it in the
fire. During the Second World War, inci-
dentally, airmen habitually left their beds
unmade when going out on a mission in
the belief that this would ensure their safe
return to them.

Sundry other superstitions connected
with beds include placing two buckets of
fresh spring WATER underneath to pre-
vent bedsores; checking under the bed
before retiring to make sure the Devil is
not hiding there (single girls must not do
this or they will never marry); never sit-
ting on the bed of a sick person (for fear of
being the next in the sickbed); never
allowing another woman'’s children on
the bed (unless, that is, the owner of the
bed wants children herself); and never
wearing a HAT in bed or allowing a hat to
rest on it. Straw crosses tied to each
corner of a bed will ward off bad dreams.

See also BEDWETTING, CHILDBIRTH;
DREAM; SLEEP.

bedwetting Superstition is quite
clear about the best way to eradicate the
problem of persistent bedwetting by a
child. The remedy is to roast, fry or boil a
MOUSE and to feed it to the child concern-
ed baked in a pie. If this fails, the child can
be given a bag containing RAT or MOLE
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droppings, or several roasted slugs, to
wear around the neck. If the problem still
remains, the child must be taken to a
graveyard and encouraged to urinate on
the grave of a child of the opposite sex, in
which case the difficulty should disappear
for good. According to the Scots, chil-
dren should also be discouraged from
playing with FIRE before bedtime as this is
held to intensify the problem.
See also GRAVE.

bee The value placed on bees is reflec-
ted by the many superstitions that
abound concerning them. Bees are tradi-
tionally regarded as the bearers of good-
will from the gods (or by some as the
souls of the departed), and the appearance
of aswarm of bees in a person’s gardenisa
sign of great prosperity in the offing —
though some obstinately claim the
reverse and warn thata swarm settling on
aroof is an omen that the house will burn
down. More ominous is the sight of bees
swarming on a dead tree or hedge (or in
the CHIMNEY), which all agree is a por-
tent of death.

Exactly when the bees swarm is of sig-
nificance, as summed up in the rhyme:

A swarm of bees in May
Is worth a load of hay.
A swarm of bees in June
Is worth a silver spoon.
A swarm of bees in July
Is not worth a fly.

Moving bees to a new hive must never
be attempted without first informing the
swarm of the planned move, in which
case they will refrain from stinging the
owner. Moreover, bees should only be
moved on GOOD FRIDAY, or they will
surely die, and they must never be
exchanged for cash but must instead be
bartered for other goods (stolen bees will
fail to prosper). When moving the hive,
the bees must never be carried over run-
ning WATER, for this will cause them all to
perish. Owners of bees are also warned
that they must never allow their swarms
to be disturbed by the sound of argument
or SWEARING, which will offend them
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and may cause them to leave. Bees who
lack their usual industry, meanwhile, are
a warning of coming misfortune, while
bees who confine themselves to the hive
know that RAIN is on the way. If the bees
suddenly vacate their hive, death is at
hand.

Dreaming of bees is lucky, and a bee
flying into the house is an indication thata
stranger is coming. If this happens, the
bee must not be driven out of the house
but allowed to leave of its own accord. A
bee alighting on a person’s hand is a
promise of coming wealth, and in former
times superstitious Scots caught the first
bee of the season and kept it in their purse
in the expectation that this would
increase their riches. Another tradition,
common to both US and English folk-
lore, holds that bees will never sting a
virgin who passes through a swarm.

Reverence for bees pre-dates Chris-
tianity, but Christians have also applied
their own mythology to the creatures,
claiming that the first bees were con-
ceived in Paradise or, according to
Breton legend, sprang from the tears of
Christ on the cross. They also maintain
that singing a psalm in front of the hive
will give new heart to a swarm that is not
doing well, and furthermore that at mid-
night on Christmas Eve the bees them-
selves hum Psalm 100 in their hives.

It is most unwise to kill one of these
so-called ‘Servants of God’, and they
should be kept informed of all the most
important events that take place in the
owner’s home, particularly news of
deaths and marriages within the family (if
the bees resume their buzzing after hear-
ing the tidings, they will remain where
they are rather than swarming and flying
away from their owner). In the case of a
death, the bees may be appraised of the
news by tapping the hive with the KEY to
the front door, turning the hive around,
tying black crepe round the hive, or (in
Germany) chanting the rhyme:

Little bee your master is dead
Leave me not in my necessity.
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When the FUNERAL of the bee’s owner
takes place, the hives must be ‘turned’ —
that is, lifted an inch or two in the air (in
some versions, the coffin must be simi-
larly lifted at the same time). The bees
should also be left a morsel of 2 wedding
or funeral cake, and records exist of bees
being offered samples of every item par-
taken by the mourners, including pipes,
in powdered form, and tobacco, which
apparently they devour with gusto.

Beeswax cANDLES have long been
used in churches, especially in funeral ser-
vices, and beeswax dissolved in water was
credited in the Middle Ages as a cure for
the condition of erysipelas (it is also said
that the ashes of burned bees sprinkled
over the shoes will cure flat feet). Finally,
the sting of a bee is traditionally con-
sidered beneficial in the treatment of
RHEUMATISM and neuritis (a2 notion
partly backed by science).

See also BUMBLE BEE.

beech The beech was revered by the
ancient Romans, who grew the tree in the
sacred grove of Diana and liked to kiss it,
lie in its shadow and pour libations of
wine over its trunk. Subsequent genera-
tions, however, learned to distrust the
tree, alleging that the presence of
beechwood in a house causes difficulties
in CHILDBIRTH and makes dying doubly
traumatic.
See also YULE LOG.

beet Revered by the ancient Greeks,
beets were offered to the gods at the
temple of Apollo in Delphi, and continue
to be prized for their supposed beneficial
effects to this day. In particular, they are
credited as a treatment for coLps and
HEADACHES and as a purgative for the
liver and spleen. Eating uncooked beet
daily is alleged to prevent CANCER.

beetle The ancient Egyptians may
have revered the scarab beetle asa symbol
of the Sun God Ra, but since then rela-
tions between man and beetle have rarely
been warm. In 1587 a case was even
brought before the court in the town of
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St Julien in France, in which beetles were
charged with wreaking destruction in the
local vineyards. In a later generation the
havoc caused among crops by the Colo-
rado beetle was such that in the late nine-
teenth century some desperate US
farmers even attempted to have the crea-
ture exorcised as if it were an evil spirit.

Most superstitions linked with beetles
concern bad luck and prophecies of
death. Perhaps the most widely observed
tradition is the fear that death is in the
offing if a beetle walks over a person’s
SHOE (it is also a sign of misfortune on the
way if a beetle crawls out of a discarded
shoe by the door). In Scotland, the
appearance of a beetle in a room where
the family are all seated is likewise an
omen of terrible bad luck, which will be
intensified if the creature is killed. Else-
where in Europe beetles similarly signify
death, storms and other kinds of ill
fortune.

Of the countless species of beetle, a few
have been singled out for special atten-
tion. The stag beetle, with its ominous-
looking horns, has been linked with the
DEVIL, while the burying beetle, said to
have betrayed Christ to his pursuers in
Egypt, used to be routinely killed by chil-
dren in Scotland. The dung-beetle,
which misled Christ’s pursuers by telling
them that their quarry had passed by a
year previously, is allowed to live but is
turned on to its back for telling a lie. Irish
superstition has it that when a devil’s
coach-horse beetle arches its tail it is
delivering a curse, while in England the
tapping of the death-watch beetle in the
timbers of an old house is a warning of
imminent death (the tapping is really
made to attract a mate). Conversely,
though, German superstition claims that
it is good luck if a cockchafer beetle
(linked with fertility in pre-Christian
times) settles on a person’s hand. The
cockchafer is similarly associated with
good fortune in France, where it was for-
merly carried in processions.

In parts of Africa, throwing beetles
into a lake is a ritual associated with rain-
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making ceremonies, and in many coun-
tries killing a beetle is said to bring on
RAIN. Arab slave-owners used to tie beet-
les to an ever-shortening length of
THREAD attached to a NAIL to force
runaway slaves to return against their
will. Finally, according to East Anglian
belief, allowing a dead beetle to rot on a
thread round a child’s neck will cure the
infant of WHOOPING COUGH.

beggar Meeting a beggar in the street
is said to influence a person’s luck for the
rest of the day. Whether this will be for
better or for worse varies from region to
region.

bell Since earliest times bells have
been employed in the world’s religions
and social rituals, and over the centuries
have acquired an extensive mythology of
their own. Bells in churches are some-
times ‘baptised’ in special ceremonies,
given NAMES and decorated with flowers
or engraved with special inscriptions
designed to ward off evil. In extension of
this tendency to treat bells as living
beings, it is further contended that they
will refuse to ring if they are insulted and
may even exact revenge on anyone who
harms them or tries to steal them (accord-
ing to some authorities, they will sweat
blood if terrified).

Bells are almost universally credited
with the power of frightening off bad
spirits, and in many parts of the world
prized animals are fitted with bells to pro-
tect them against the EviL EYE. The sound
of bells is said to cause witches riding on
broomsticks to plummet to the ground,
and also to scare away SNAKES and MICE.
In churches, a ‘passing bell’ is rung on the
death of a local person, not only to
summon the congregation to prayer but
also to drive away any evil spirits lured by
the presence of death. Bells also play a
crucial role in the ancient Catholic ‘bell,
book and candle’ ritual of excommunica-
tion, the bell tolling for the ‘dead’ sinner.

Ringing church bells at harvest time is
recommended as a means of ensuring a
bumper crop; their sound might also
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cause a storm to abate by distracting the
malevolent spirit behind the wind and
rain. It was formerly believed that ring-
ing church bells would protecta commu-
nity from the plague, while in more
recent times mothers in the USA have
been known to give their children drinks
from upturned bells to cure them of stut-
tering. In Scotland, back in the eigh-
teenth century, a bell at the Chapter of St
Fillan was much revered for its efficacy in
curing mad people: the afflicted person
was dipped in the so-called Saint’s Pool
and the bell, about one foot in height, was
carefully set on his head. Immediately he
would get better. Grease taken from bells
is recommended for the successful treat-
ment of various skin problems, among
other conditions.

On the darker side, a bell that tolls
without someone pulling on the rope is a
widely feared omen of death, which will
strike down a member of the parish
within the space of a week. However,
bells will also sound under their own vol-
ition to indicate the presence of a saint or
to give warning of a crime committed
nearby.

The image of the bell is widely assoc-
iated with WEDDINGS, conveying protec-
tion from misfortune, and many modern
good luck charms come in the form of a
miniature bell. None the less, if a bell is
heard to toll before the end of a wedding
ceremony it may well be deemed a sign
of bad luck, probably signifying the
premature death of one of the happy
couple.

A bell ringing during labour will ease
the pains of CHILDBIRTH (expectant
mothers have even been known to attach
a bell rope round their waists). It is tradi-
tionally held that children born as the bell
strikes the hour of three, six, nine or
twelve will grow up with the gift of
second sight and will also be able to see
GHOSTS.

Specially cast handbells containing
mercury, lead, silver, gold, tin, copper
and iron, and buried in a cemetery to
‘mature’ for seven days, figure promi-
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nently in the rituals of necromancy, the
black art of calling up the dead to divine
the future.

SAILORS are particularly sensitive to
the sound of bells and may interpret a bell
tolling at the apparent touch of an unseen
hand as an omen of shipwreck. Seafarers
aresimilarly nervous of the ringing sound
produced by glass tumblers and will
quickly silence the noise in the hope of
averting disaster. A sHIP’s bell, more-
over, is supposed to embody the very soul
of the vessel and is consequently much
respected: it is said that such a bell will
never fail to ring, even if securely lashed,
if the ship itself goes down.

In the case of handbells, if two bells
ring simultaneously in the same house it is
said that someone is about to leave. Ring-
ing such a bell while holding it upside
down is, according to US superstition,
extremely perilous and certain to pro-
voke misfortune of the worst kind.

British folklore in particular gives pride
of place to several legends of drowned
villages, where the bells of submerged
churches can be heard still striking the
hour far below the waves. Examples
include Bomere in Shropshire; Kilgri-
mod, near Blackpool; and Caer Wyddno
in Cardigan Bay, off the Welsh coast.

bellows Perhaps because of their link
with the mystical power of FIRE, bellows
feature in a number of superstitious
beliefs. Giving bellows as a WEDDING
present or otherwise lending them out is
considered most unwise, and it is widely
held that leaving a pair of bellows on a
TABLE will lead to a domestic argument
or even to a death in the household. On
the positive side, one ancient English
belief has it that leaning against a pair of
bellows will benefit anyone suffering
from RHEUMATISM.

belt Wearing a belt is said by some to
provide protection against witchcraft,
and furthermore that wearing a belt
blessed by a priest will ease the pains of
CHILDBIRTH. Throwing away a belt is,
however, unwise, for a witch may use it




to acquire control over its former owner.
Accidentally twisting a belt when putting
iton is supposedly a sign that the wearer is
in love, or else (in the case of girls) that the
wearer will bear TwiNs. If it is twice
twisted, this is an omen that the girl con-
cerned will marry a coloured man.

berry In rural areas a bumper crop of
autumn berries on trees and in hedgerows
is a sign of a hard winter ahead, the extra
berries being provided by God for the
welfare of birds and other animals as well
as man. One old Yorkshire saying sums
up this belief succinctly: ‘Many haws,
cold toes’.

besom see BROOM.

betony Plant that has long been
valued for its supposed medicinal
properties. Apparently named after the
biblical Beronice, whose bleeding was
staunched by Christ, the plant has been
credited over the centuries with pre-
venting NIGHTMARES, promoting SLEEP,
overcoming tiredness, safeguarding
against witchcraft and, in reverence to the
biblical story, stopping haemorrhages. In
medieval times, people were advised to
take a preparation of a little powdered
betony and colewort every morning to
prevent DRUNKENNESS.

Bible The sacred book of the Chris-
tian faith, which has, perhaps inevitably,
acquired a reputation as a mystical object
in its own right. In acknowledgement of
the Bible’s great significance in the Chris-
tian world, copies of it must always be
treated with the utmost respect and
anyone who destroys a Bible or other-
wise mistreats it is said to put themselves
at risk of divine retribution. Similarly, no
object should ever be placed on top of a
Bible, while trading in Bibles is also con-
sidered unlucky.

Simply leaving a Bible open is said to
keep evil spirits away, and it was once
quite common for busy mothers to leave
their BABIES unattended but for the com-
pany of an open Bible left in their
CRADLE. Sleeping with a Bible under the
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pillow is said to aid peaceful sleep and also
to promote the wisdom and intellectual
development of young children. One
tradition observed in Yorkshire recom-
mends concealing a page torn from a
Bible under the threshold: any THIEVES
entering the house will stumble when
entering over this, betraying their
untrustworthy character and alerting
others to their presence. Verses from the
Bible may also be worn about the person
to provide protection against MADNESS
and other maladies, and ailing animals
were formerly sometimes fed bits of
Bible to assist in their recovery. On the
Scottish island of Colonsay it was said
that the sick could be cured simply by
fanning them with the pages of a Bible.

Perhaps the best-known manifestation
of the Bible as a supernatural object is the
science of bibliomancy, in which readers
employ the book as a means of seeing into
the future. Keeping the eyes closed, the
reader — presumably confident that his
hand is guided by God —stabs a passage at
random with a finger, a pin or a SILVER
knife, and then divines from the selected
verse the answer to a specific query
(copies of Homer and Virgil were used
like this by the ancient Romans, as is the
Koran by some Moslems today). The
practice is often observed before noon on
New Year’s Day to find out what will
happen over the following twelve
months. One derivative of the custom,
popular in the USA, suggests that a lover
may divine the true character of a partner
by consulting in this way the first chapter
of the Book of Proverbs and reading the
numbered passage that corresponds to the
other’s age. It is bad luck, however, for
lovers to exchange Bibles as presents.

In a broader sense, the Bible lies at the
heart of a vast body of superstition in the
Western world, acting somewhat per-
versely as an authority for the idea of
WITCHCRAFT by introducing the figure
of SATAN and enumerating the demons
who were to become the hierarchy of evil
spirits venerated by occultists of later cen-
turies. Though the Bible in its original



Bible and key

form does not in fact demand that ‘Thou
shalt not suffer a witch to live’ (a concept
based on a mistranslation of the word
‘poisoner’), the book has always been
quoted as the ultimate sanction against
black magic. Back in the Middle Ages, it
was not unheard of for witches to be
‘tried’ by weighing them against the big
Bible kept in most parish churches: if the
accused witch proved heavier, she was
allowed to go free.
See also BIBLE AND KEY.

Bible and key The use of a copy of
the BIBLE and a doorkey in the business of
love divination. There is a time-
honoured ritual by which a girl may
assess whether a suitor is right for her.
First she inserts her doorkey between the
pages of the Song of Solomon, binding
and suspending the Bible with her garter
or stocking; then she asks two friends to
place their middle fingers on to the pro-
truding keyring and they chant the
‘Many waters cannot quench love’ verse
from the Song of Solomon. If the Bible
moves at all during this ritual or falls to
the ground, the proposed union is a good
one; if nothing happens, the girl will
never marry. The same procedure can be
followed to determine a lover’s faith-
fulness (the Bible will ‘turn’ to the right if
all is well) or else to find out a future
partner’s initials, the alphabet being
chanted until the Bible turns.

Virtually the same ritual (of which
records exist from as early as the four-
teenth century) was formerly employed
in the detection of THIEVES. The names of
the suspects were read out while passages
from the Bible were recited; when the
book turned, that would indicate who
was the guilty party. Alternatively, the
key was spun on top of the Bible until it
came to rest pointing towards the culprit.

billhook A traditional agricultural
cutting implement, comprising a curved
blade with a hooked end fastened to a
wooden handle. Like other old imple-
ments it is associated with several taboos,
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the most important of which warns
against resting a billhook on a TABLE,
which invites misfortune.

See also SCYTHE.

birch Sacred to the Norse god Thor,
the birch tree is associated with a host of
superstitious beliefs which reflect the
wood’s usefulness in a wealth of applica-
tions from maypoles and brushes to
arrows and spoons. The birch has always
been respected for its protective powers,
and many country people once wore
sprigs of it to keep them safe from misfor-
tune. Boughs of birch were formerly
placed over doorways to prevent evil
spirits from coming in, and the tree was
widely credited with warding off wicked
fairies and demons, who disliked its
magical properties (hence the ancient
custom of placing a sprig of birch over a
baby’s cRADLE). Naughty children were
once beaten with birch sticks in the belief
that the evil spirits within them would be
driven out (just as brooms made of birch
would sweep out any dirt). In many areas
at Eastertime young girls were lightly
struck with bundles of birch twigs decor-
ated with strips of ribbon and silk, in the
conviction that this would safeguard
them from vermin, flies and back trouble
over the coming year; adults once
observed a similar practice on other holy
days in order to promote each other’s
youthfulness.

Putting birch sprigs in the places where
witches are supposed to gather (dung
heaps and so on) will oblige them to hold
their covens elsewhere, and adorning
livestock with birch will similarly protect
them from baleful influences. Planting a
birch tree beside the front door is also a
good strategy, for any witch meaning to
enter must count every leaf on the tree
before she can do so — a challenge that all
but the most determined witches are
likely to decline. The tree must not be
allowed to touch or overhang the house,
however, as this will only bring sickness
and bad luck to those within. In some
cultures the birch tree continues to be




treated with healthy respect, and it is
recommended that any person walking
beneath one should cross their fingers to
be on the safe side.

birds The apparently miraculous
power of flight enjoyed by birds has
inspired innumerable superstitions over
the centuries. The fact that birds seemed
literally to inhabit the Heavens prompted
many primitive religions to cast their
gods in the form of birds of various kinds,
and many species have retained particular
significance in folklore to thisday. Sooth-
sayers in ancient Rome learned to predict
the future through their analysis of bird-
song, while other cultures credited birds
with having their own language and links
with the supernatural, the birds them-
selves often being interpreted as the rein-
carnation of dead souls.

The appearance of certain birds (par-
ticularly those with black and white fea-
thers) may be regarded as an omen of
death or some other coming misfortune
(see SEVEN WHISTLERS), while others are
closely associated with WITCHCRAFT and
the DEVIL. Some birds of apparently
supernatural origin, moreover, appear to
have attached themselves to particular
families or offices in much the same way
as the BANSHEE, appearing when a family
member is dying. A famous example is
the pair of white birds that appear when a
Bishop of Salisbury is dying, supposedly
seen as recently as 1911.

Among the best-known superstitions
relating to virtually all species is the
widely held belief that a bird flying into a
room through an open window and then
out again is a sure sign of the approaching
death of someone in the household, as is
the sight of birds flying around a particu-
lar house or a bird tapping against the
windowpane or coming down the chim-
ney. Apart from domestic poultry, many
people refuse to allow a bird, caged or
not, or its eggs, into their homes, and it is
thought unlucky even to have bird-
patterned wallpaper or crockery and
other items with pictures of birds on
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them. Dark-coloured birds that fly
around trees without ever seeming to
settle are said to be the souls of reincar-
nated evil-doers, though another popular
superstition (from France) maintains that
when unbaptised children die they
become birds for a time until accepted
into Heaven.

Anyone hit by bird droppings can
expect ill luck in the near future (though
some people claim it is actually lucky),
while a person starting on a journey is
recommended on setting off to note the
position of any birds flying nearby: if
they fly to the right a good trip is
foretold, but if they fly to the left the
traveller would do well to stay at home,
particularly if the birds are too many to
count. Similarly, in a relic of the ‘ornitho-
mancy’ of the ancient Romans, much can
be gleaned from the direction out of
which a bird call comes: if it is from the
north, ill luck will ensue; if from the
south, a good harvest; if from the west,
good luck; and if from the east, love.

The death of a caged bird on the morn-
ing ofa WEDDING indicates that the marri-
age will not prosper, and pet birds must be
keptinformed of important family events
or they will languish and die. It is also
unlucky to comeacrossadead bird outside
the home and, in Scotland at least, chil-
dren will spit (see SPITTING) on the corpse
to ensure, they claim, that they are not
given it for their supper. Lastly, parents
are warned against feeding too many eggs
to their children, which allegedly risks
them growing up sexually confused.

See also ALBATROSS; BARNACLE GOOSE;
BLACKBIRD; CHOUGH; COCK; CROW;
CUCKOO; CURLEW; DOVE; EAGLE; HEN;
KINGFISHER; LAPWING; LARK; MAGPIE;
NEST; NIGHTINGALE; NIGHTJAR; OWL;
PEACOCK; RAVEN; ROBIN; ROOK; SEA-
GULL; SPARROW; STORMY PETREL; SWAL-
LOW; SWAN; THRUSH; WAXWING;
WHEATEAR; WREN; YELLOWHAMMER.

birth

birthday Echoing traditions relating
to the celebration of the NEW YEAR, the

see CHILDBIRTH.



birthmark

progress of events on a person’s birthday
is said by the superstitious to herald the
pattern of fortune he or she will enjoy
over the following twelve months. In
particular, people are advised not to cry
on their birthday, which means they will
cry every day of the coming year. Lucky
days to be born upon include the first day
of a month, a year ora cycle of the MOON.

See also BIRTHSTONE; CANDLE;
FLOWERS; ZODIAC.

birthmark Superstition offers us a
number of explanations for the appear-
ance of birthmarks in the newborn, usu-
ally blaming them on some shock or evil
influence to which the mother has been
exposed during PREGNANCY (though this
is now discredited). In some cultures
birthmarks are considered lucky, the
mark of God, while in others they are
attributed to the influence of the pEVIL
and expectant mothers are advised to
sprinkle themselves with black PEPPER to
ensure their BABY is not disfigured in this
way. It is believed in some quarters that
birthmarks will vanish if licked regularly
by the mother in the baby’s early weeks
(a contention that is, extraordinarily
enough, backed by science in certain
limited circumstances). In the USA,
babies who are born with a ‘double’
birthmark on the head are expected to
travel widely and divide their lives
between two continents.

birthstone The tradition that each
month of the year has its own particular
precious or semi-precious GEMSTONE or
stones has persevered into modern times,
fuelled by the vested interest of jewellers,
while many other folk customs and
beliefs have fallen into disuse. A person’s
birthstone depends on the month of their
birth, and possessing the relevant stone,
with its associated qualities, is ‘guaran-
teed’ to ensure the owner’s continuing
good luck. Conversely, it is sometimes
maintained that it is unlucky to wear
stones associated with other months —
opal, in particular, will prove unlucky if
worn by anyone not born in October.
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Authorities sometimes differ over the
exact allocation of the stones to the
months, but the following list represents
perhaps the most widely agreed version:

January: garnet (truth and constancy).

February: amethyst (sincerity and
sobriety).

March: bloodstone (courage and pres-
ence of mind).

April: diamond (innocence and light).

May: emerald (success in love).

June: agate (health and longevity) or
pearl (purity and tears).

July: carnelian (contentment and
friendship) or ruby (courage and
purity).

August: sardonyx (marital happiness).

September: sapphire (love) or chryso-
lite (happiness).

October: opal (hope).

November: topaz (fidelity).

December: turquoise (prosperity).

black Of all the colours, black is the
one most closely associated with evil and
death. In Western culture it is the tradi-
tional colour worn at FUNERALS — not so
much out of respect for the deceased but
as a recognition (dating from Roman
times) that everyone is subject to the
dominion of death. The DEvIL himself
was formerly said to materialise out of
choice as a black-skinned man, and up
until relatively modern times in some
remote areas people turned themselves
right round on meeting a black man, just
in case he was the Devil in disguise (con-
versely, it was once held that touching a
black man would bring good luck).
Witches, meanwhile, are traditionally
depicted all in black with a black cAT or
RAVEN among their most trusted FAMI-
LIARS, and demons are said to prefer the
form of black creatures, be they cats,
DOGS or cocks. On being confronted
with an evil spirit, a victim may, it is said,
distract the entity by offering the gift of
something black, such as a black cock,
and thus make good his or her escape.

As well as black cats being somewhat
perversely a symbol of good luck, black




SHEEP are considered lucky. Shepherds
regard the presence of a black sheep in a
flock as a good omen, and general re-
joicing traditionally surrounds the birth
of a black lamb (though dcath and bad
luck will ensue if the first lamb of the
spring is black in colour or if a ewe bears
black TWINS).

See also BLACK DOG; BLADE-BONE;
WHITE.

blackberry Prized though the black-
berry may be for its succulent fruit, the
plant has long been associated with evil.
Because the DEVIL is reputed to have
cursed it after getting entangled in a
blackberry bush when he was cast out of
Heaven on what was formerly Michael-
mas Day (11 October), it is maintained by
some that blackberries should never be
picked after that date because the fruit
will have been spat on or otherwise
fouled by him in retribution for the inju-
ries he received (any remaining fruit is in
any case usually well past its best by that
date). In France, many people refuse to
eat blackberries because of their Satanic
links, claiming that it was the Devil him-
self who made the fruit BLACK in colour.
See also BRAMBLE.

blackbird In ancient British culture
the blackbird was considered a messenger
from the dead, and it has retained links
with the unknown world of the hereafter
ever since. Some families claim that
blackbirds appear when the death of a
family member is imminent, and such a
tradition is thought to have inspired the
traditional nursery rhyme about the
‘four-and-twenty blackbirds baked in a
pie’. Blackbirds are fiercely territorial, so
it is perhaps inevitable that the rare sight
of two blackbirds sitting together should
be considered a good omen (though in
Wales such a sighting is a portent of
death). Hanging by means of a RED
thread a bunch of FEATHERS taken from a
blackbird’s right wing will discourage
strangers from sleeping in the house; if
they persist in inflicting their company
upon the household, however, slipping a
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blackbird’s heart under the pillow of the
sleeping person will oblige the visitor to
divulge all his or her secrets. Like the
RAVEN and crow, the blackbird is some-
times depicted as a witch’s FAMILIAR.

Black Dog Spectral poG of ancient
English tradition, which is reputed to
appear at places associated with death.
Many churchyards and isolated graves
claim a Black Dog in local superstition,
and sightings have also been reported at
sites where MURDERS have been commit-
ted. Descriptions vary, some dogs appar-
ently having huge eyes, while others lack
heads altogether. Locals speak fearfully of
the howling of the Black Dog, and many
claim that the DEVIL himself often mani-
fests in such a form.

blackhead A blocked pore leading to
spots or other skin blemishes as suffered
by many a teenager and post-adolescent
despite recourse to soaps and other
medication. Superstition suggests its own
remedy for the problem, recommending
afflicted persons to wait for a sunny day
and then to crawl three times through the
ARCH made by a BRAMBLE rooted at both
ends, ideally moving in an east-to-west
direction: if done correctly, the spots are
sure to vanish.

Black Penny A coin that was cre-
dited with magical powers by the people
of Northumberland in the early nine-
teenth century. Owned by the Turnbull
family of Hume Byers, the Black Penny
was revered by farmers in the area for its
efficacy in treating MADNESS in cattle.
The coin was dipped in drinking water
that was then given to the livestock,
whose condition soon miraculously
improved. Lent out by the family on
many occasions, the Black Penny was
eventually lost in 1827 when a farmer
from Morpeth returned it in the post.

black pudding A sausage made
from various offal products, principally
blood, that is supposed to be of some use
in divining the future. According to
northern English superstition, black pud-
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dings should be ‘named’ after a courting
couple before cooking: if the skin remains
unbroken when the cooked sausage is
removed from the oven, the couple’s
future together is bright.

blacksmith Because the blacksmith
works with such mystical things as FIRE,
HORSES and IRON, he has always been
regarded as a somewhat magical figure
himself (according to the Irish, bad luck
will never befall anyone who follows that
trade). Local legends often speak of
ancient standing STONES or spectral
horses making annual visits to the smithy
in the dead of night, and the blacksmith
has often been credited with more know-
ledge of the supernatural than other men.
The blacksmith’s anvil is a particular
focus of magic, and it was once common
for sick children to be taken to the black-
smith so that they could be held over the
anvil and thus cured of their ailment. In
some areas the patient was laid naked on
the anvil while the blacksmith tapped the
child lightly with his hammer three times
to effect a cure. Blacksmiths were also
respected as ‘blood-charmers’, capable of
staunching a haemorrhage through their
special knowledge.

Blacksmiths are traditionally reluctant
to work on GOOD FRIDAY, claiming that
the DEvVIL will get them if they hammer
NAILS on such an inauspicious day. Lastly,
folklore fondly remembers the tradition
that until relatively recent times allowed
blacksmiths to marry eloping couples
over the anvil at Gretna Green and other
villages just beyond the Scottish border
(though in fact it was not always the
blacksmith himself who oversaw these
ceremonies).

See also HORSESHOE.

blackthorn Prickly THORN, from
which the Crown of Thorns worn by
Christ at the Crucifixion is said to have
come. Many people refuse to allow
blackthorn into the house for fear that it
will bring bad luck (a blossoming black-
thorn branch brought into a house will
precipitate a death in the family), though
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crowns of blackthorn, scorched in a fire,
were once brought into English homes
among the NEwW YEAR decorations to
guarantee good fortune in the coming
year. In Worcestershire, similar crowns
were burned to ASHES and then sprinkled
over the first- or last-sown wheat to pro-
mote a good harvest. Tradition also has it
that the blackthorn blossoms at midnight
on old Christmas Eve (5 January).

blade-bone The shoulder-blade of a
SHEEP OF GOAT, as once widely used in the
business of divining the future. Records
exist of shoulder-blades, particularly
those of BLACK sheep, being examined
for their secrets as early as the twelfth cen-
tury. A spot on the blade-bone is said to
predict a death in the family, while other
marks may be deciphered to reveal the
truth in certain financial matters or else to
find out if adultery is taking place. In the
past, some experts even claimed that they
could foretell happenings of national
importance, such as royal births and the
outcome of battles, by such examina-
tions. It is particularly important that the
bone, scraped clean of all meat, should
not come into contact with anything
made of IRON, which will render it useless
as a tool for such divination.

One specific use of the blade-bone in
divination relates to finding out the sex of
an unborn BABY. According to the
Welsh, the father should pierce a scorched
blade-bone and then suspend it over the
back door: the foetus is of the same sex as
the first person who comes into the house
(excepting members of the immediate
family).

Immersing a sheep’s blade-bone in a
WELL is said to assist magically in the heal-
ing of any sick animal that subsequently
drinks water from that source. Lovesick
humans, meanwhile, are recommended
to pierce a sheep’s blade-bone with a
knife while chanting:

*Tis not this bone I mean to stick,

But my Lover’s heart [ mean to prick,
Wishing him neither rest not sleep,
Until he comes to me to speak.




Repeating this procedure every night for
nine nights in succession on going to bed
(or alternatively sleeping with a blade-
bone under the pillow) is guaranteed to
bring the sleeper a vision of a future part-
ner in his or her dreams.

blindness Coming across a blind
person in the street is held by many to
bring good luck. This fortune will be
doubled if help is then offered to the
afflicted person, be it in crossing the road
or in some other capacity. It is, however,
unlucky for a bridal party to meet a blind
man on the way to church.
See also EYES.

blood Long before scientists began to
understand the chemical composition of
blood and its properties, the folklore of
virtually all cultures had recognised its
vital role in a host of superstitious beliefs,
often based on the idea that blood was the
seat of the soul. Sorcerers regarded blood
as one of the most potent ingredients in
their spell-making and used to it obtain
control over others, to subdue demons, to
draw magic circles, to drink in certain
initiation ceremonies, in CHARMS to
release the victims of possession and in
potions to safeguard against disease and
bad luck.

Pacts with Satan were signed in blood
and it was believed by many that the
power of witches actually resided in their
blood, which was used to suckle their
FAMILIARS. Thus the body of an executed
witch had to be completely consumed by
fire to prevent her powers being passed
on to her children. ‘Scoring’ a witch
‘above the breath’ (in other words, rip-
ping the skin of her forehead, nose and
mouth until she bled) was reputed to rob
her of her supernatural powers, and was
also said to be effective against WERE-
WOLVES. According to medieval autho-
rities, witches might also be restrained by
trapping samples of their blood, HAIR,
nail trimmings (see FINGERNAIL) and
URINEin a special ‘witch bottle’. Boiling a
little blood taken from a bewitched
person or animal in a special ceremony at
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the hour of midnight was reckoned to
cause the witch responsible excruciating
pain and to cause her to lift the spell.

The Hungarian Countess Elizabeth
Bathory believed that BATHING in vir-
gins’ blood would preserve her own
beauty, while other cultures (such as the
Aztecs) offered extravagant sacrifices of
blood to their gods in the hope of divine
favour. Masai warriors in East Africa
drink the blood of L1ONS in the convic-
tion that they will thus inherit the
animal’s courage, just as Norwegian
hunters once drank the blood of BEARS in
order to share their great strength. Hunt-
ers around the world share the ancient
custom of smearing themselves with the
blood of their prey in order to protect
themselves from the dead animal’s
avenging soul, as in the ‘blooding’ cer-
emony in which new members of a fox-
hunt are daubed.

The outrage over the shedding of
‘innocent’ blood, combined with the
difficulty entailed in removing dried
bloodstains from fabrics and floorboards,
has further added to the mythology of
blood and several historic sites boast
‘ineradicable’ bloodstains. Examples
include  Scotland’s  Holyroodhouse
Palace, where the blood spilled when
Mary Stuart’s Italian secretary, David
Rizzio, was stabbed to death is still visible;
a patch of moss marking the scene of an
Indian massacre in the US state of Maine,
which turns blood-red once a year; and
numerous sites where the grass will not
grow because of some act of violence per-
petrated on the spot (see BARREN
GROUND). Not unrelated is the notion
that the body of a murdered man will
bleed if touched or merely approached by
the murderer.

Loss of blood was formerly deemed
doubly serious, for it implied a loss of
‘spirit’ as well as a purely physical loss and
it was essential to stem the flow as quickly
as possible. For centuries people have laid
great faith in the idea that nosebleeds and
other haemorrhaging can be staunched
by muttering certain verses from the
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BIBLE. Exactly which these verses are
varies, but the most popular include the
Lord’s Prayer and the sixth verse of the
sixteenth chapter of Ezekiel, which must
be recited by a member of the opposite
sex to the patient. Other treatments
include tying a KEY round the sufferer’s
neck; dressing the wound with ASHES,
CcOBWEBS or snakeskins; applying a SNAIL
and a stone to the wound and sprinkling
with HOLY WATER. If all else fails, the
patient can be brought to a ‘blood-
charmer’, credited with the power of
stemming haemorrhages (often the local
BLACKSMITH).

Treatments specifically for nosebleeds
vary from tying a length of red THREAD
around the thumb and dropping an iron
key down the sufferer’s back to inhaling
the ashes of a vinegar-soaked rag; drink-
ing three drops of blood in a glass of
water; hanging a dead, dried TOAD in a
bag round the neck; and surreptitiously
crossing two sticks of STRAW behind the
patient. In the USA sufferers are advised
to poke a cat’s tail up their nostril or, if
this fails, to rest the upper lip on a pile of
newspapers.

According to ancient Anglo-Saxon
belief, bleeding on HALLOWE’EN is an
omen that the patient will die in the near
future. Menstrual blood was particularly
loathed by many primitive societies and
some feared that contact with it could
even prove fatal, hence the many restric-
tions placed on women around the world
at this stage in the menstrual cycle (see
MENSTRUATION).

Blood has, however, been credited
with certain healing powers. Lepers, so it
was alleged in the British Isles in medieval
times, could be cured by WASHING in the
blood of children or virgins or else by
placing them under the GALLOWS so that
the blood of a hanged man dripped upon
them. English doctors in the seventeenth
century were much taken by the concept
of ‘sympathetic powder’, which was
somewhat conveniently applied to a
sample of blood taken from the patient,
while the sufferer himself remained at
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home (see also wouND). Poor circulation,
meanwhile, could be improved by eating
WALNUT leaves picked before 24 June.

One ancient German superstition
underlines the properties of blood as an
APHRODISIAC, claiming that a drop of
blood from the little finger of a man’s left
hand slipped into a woman'’s drink will
cause her to fall in love with him. Varia-
tions on this spell found elsewhere in the
world suggest the same result if a girl
offers the object of her affections a drink
to which she has added a drop of her men-
strual blood.

blossom Superstition dictates that
care must be taken when it comes to car-
rying blossom of any kind into the home.
Several varieties of blossom, notably
BLACKTHORN, BROOM and HAWTHORN,
will invite bad luck if brought inside. The
same applies to the blossom of any plant
or shrub (especially that of FRUIT TREES)
that appears out of season, as this may be
construed as a sign that there will be sick-
ness and death in the family. If several
plants come into blossom out of season at
the same time, a hard winter will ensue.
Examples of plants that often flower out
of season indoors and are consequently
prone to triggering misfortune include
geraniums.

blowing out candles see CANDLE.

blue In the language of coLOURs,
blue can be interpreted several ways. To
some, blue is the colour of the Virgin
Mary'’s dress and thus represents protec-
tion and holiness, while to others it is the
colour of the sky and thus stands for vigi-
lance (the thinking behind its use in the
flag of the USA). The fact that blue is also
the colour of the sEa further links it with
sadness (hence ‘the blues’). People
throughout Europe formerly used to
decorate themselves and their livestock
with blue beads or ribbons in the belief
that these would protect them against evil
spirits. To this day, BRIDES are advised to
wear something blue to safeguard their
luck (see WEDDING DRESS).




boar Supernatural boars figured in
Norse mythology, and boar was the tra-
ditional dish eaten by the gods in Val-
halla. Subsequently, a boar’s head was a
highlight of the CHRISTMAS menu in
England over many centuries and it s still
eaten with great ceremony at Queen’s
College, Oxford, to the accompaniment
of the famous ‘Boar’s Head Carol'.
Superstitions surrounding the boar in the
British Isles went largely out of currency
after the creature (whose tusks were said
to glow red-hot during the chase) became
extinct there in the seventeenth century,
though the Celtic population once boas-
ted several boar cults. Elsewhere in north-
ern Europe, however, folklore still speaks
of spectral boars as part of the ghostly
WILD HUNT sometimes seen in the winter
sky. In New England and Ireland, mean-
while, the wild boar is alleged to be one of
the forms favoured by the DEVIL when he
chooses to manifest himself during the
meetings of covens.
See also P1G.

boasting
boat

see TEMPTING FATE.
see SHIP.

boil Folk medicine claims that boils
may be cured by crawling three times
under an ARCH made of BRAMBLE, in
much the same way that BLACKHEADS
may be treated. Alternatively, if one
wishes to cure a friend’s boils (he or she
must be of the opposite sex) one must
walk six times round a grave dug the pre-
vious day and then crawl three times
across it on a night when there is no
visible MOON.

bolt  Superstition advises that the bolts
of a front DOOR should be left unfastened
when someone is dying in the house. If
they are left secure then the soul of the
deceased person will have trouble depart-
ing and the death struggle will be
unnecessarily prolonged. By the same
token, the WINDOWs are often also
opened and, in China, relatives may even
go to the extent of making a hole in the
roof to ease the soul’s flight.

39

boot

bone As in the case of BLOOD, bone
was assumed by primitive man to contain
something of the essence of the soul and
was thus to be treated with respect. Dis-
turbing interred bones risked serious con-
sequences, but conversely obtaining bits
of human and animal bone was fre-
quently of considerable importance to
witches and sorcerers, for numerous
spells and CHARMS require bone as an
ingredient. The uses to which bones have
been put include divination, for which
the BLADE-BONES of sheep and goats are
most commonly employed; ‘throwing
the bones’ — tossing them like dice and
learning the answer to various queries by
observing how they fall; and the deliver-
ing of curses (as practised by the abori-
gines of Australia in a curious ‘bone-
pointing’ ceremony). In various parts of
the world great store is placed on the
power of musical instruments made of
human bone, which are alleged to keep
evil influences at bay.

Bones are of considerable use in the
treatment of a range of physical ailments.
Drinking powdered bone with red wine
is said to be a certain cure for dysentery,
and GOUT may be treated by applying a
paste comprising a mixture of soil and
grease scraped from shin-bones found ina
graveyard. Carrying a knuckle-bone
about one’s person, meanwhile, will fend
off cRAMP.

British superstition stresses that it is
most unwise to throw bones from a meal
into the fire, for any person who doesso is
sure to suffer from TOOTHACHE, RHEU-
MATISM or some other related malady.
Children should also be dissuaded from
falling asleep ‘upon bones’ — that is, upon
someone’s lap — in order to avoid bad
luck.

See also SKULL; WISHBONE.

boot It is widely acknowledged that
putting a pair of boots on a TABLE invites
dire misfortune and is likely to lead to an
argument between members of the
household. In the British Isles it was once
alleged that putting someone else’s boots



borrowing

on a chair or table would cause the luck-
less owner to meet his death by hanging.
FISHERMEN from Yorkshire have been
known to refuse to go to sea if the person
bringing their boots carries them over the
shoulder rather than under the arm, and
some MINERS from the same county will
not enter the pit if they get up and find
one of their boots has fallen over during
the night.

On a more positive note, boots are
now generally regarded as symbols of
good luck, being particularly associated
with WEDDINGS and new ventures of
various other kinds and often being
depicted on good luck cards and so forth.
This tradition dates, in fact, back to bibli-
cal times, when old boots and shoes were
presented to a bridegroom on the happy
day as a symbol of his new responsibi-
lities.

See also SHOE.

borrowing Apart from discour-
aging the practice of borrowing altoge-
ther in the old proverb ‘Neither a lender
or borrower be’, superstition instructs
that there are certain times in the year —
the first three days in February and the
last three days in March — when it is par-
ticularly unlucky to seek a loan of any
kind. In Yorkshire, meanwhile, bor-
rowers are recommended to pay back
their loans with good grace (‘laughing’)
in order to preserve their good luck. If a
KNIFE is borrowed to cut some fruit, then
the borrower is advised to offer the
owner a little of the fruit itself when the
knife is returned. Loans of home-
produced MILK or BUTTER should never
be made to those suspected of sorcery, for
they may enable the person concerned to
obtain control over the lender’s livestock
by means of spells using these ingredients.
Neither should FIRE be lent to another
person at NEW YEAR. Lastly, superstition
recommends that no one should lend
money for GAMBLING, for the lender will
never win — though conversely, a gam-
bler who succeeds in borrowing money
to bet with is bound to do well.
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boxing Incommon with other sports-
men, boxers observe their own code of
charms and taboos. These include spiT-
TING on their gloves before the bout
begins, trying to be the last to duck under
the ropes on the way into the ring, and
never wearing new SHOES for an impor-
tant contest. Fighters are also renowned
for their reliance upon all the conven-
tional good luck mascots, ranging from
HORSESHOES and RABBIT’S feet to lucky
items of clothing. Like other sportsmen,
boxers can become very nervous if they
catch sight of a HAT lying on a bed or
couch just before a match.

bracken Evil spirits dislike bracken,
apparently because when a bracken stem
is cut the patterns within resemble the
Greek letter chi, the first letter of Christ’s
name. Others claim that these markings
depict the oAk in which the eventual
Charles II hid from his enemies, or that
they simply spell out the initials of the
future partner of the person who severed
the stem. Bracken spores are especially
prized throughout Europe as they are
supposed to bestow the gift of invisibility
and of power over all creatures. Gather-
ing these spores is no easy task, however,
for it must be done only in the hour
before midnight on MIDSUMMER’S EVE
and without letting one’s hands touch the
seeds themselves. To add to the difficulty,
demons will try to prevent the seeds
being successfully gathered, and few tales
survive of anyone managing to obtain
them.

bramble A bramble bush that is
rooted at both ends, thus forming an
ARCH through which people can crawl
(usually three or more times and prefer-
ably in an east-to-west direction), is
regarded by superstition as a most effec-
tive —if hazardous — tool in the treatment
of various ailments. These include
BLACKHEADS, BOILS, dysentery, paralysis
of livestock, RHEUMATISM, rickets and
WHOOPING COUGH. One variant of the
superstition, recorded in Herefordshire,
advises that the patient should be eating




BREAD AND BUTTER as he undergoes the
treatment and that any remaining food
should be left behind as an offering. Cor-
nish tradition, furthermore, recommends
the application of bramble leaves dipped
in HOLY WATER for the treatment of
burns and inflammations, to the accom-
paniment of a special chant.

brass Because brass wears so well it
was much prized in ancient times and
continues to be associated with the qua-
lities of wholeness and constancy. In the
Far East, trumpets to frighten away evil
spirits were often made of brass, while in
the British Isles it has long been custo-
mary to include brass fittings in HORSE
harnesses in order to give the animal pro-
tection from the DEVIL. In France, milk
from a cow being milked for the first
time is traditionally collected in a brass
jug or bowl.

bread As the staple diet of many
peoples, bread has acquired great signifi-
cance in the superstitions of a number of
cultures. Corn gods once figured highly
among the pagan divinities worshipped
by rural communities, and bread still has
a profound religious significance in
Christian countries through its sharing as
part of the service of the Eucharist. Many
people still think it sinful to throw away
unwanted bread: those who do so are des-
tined to go hungry (while to throw bread
into the fire is said to be feeding the
DEVIL).

The preparation of bread is surroun-
ded by a host of superstitions. In many
areas of the world menstruating women
are forbidden to touch the dough, in the
belief that the mixture will not rise if so
handled. If the dough cracks while being
shaped into a loaf (or during BAKING) a
FUNERAL is imminent, according to
Welsh superstition, while in Here-
fordshire boys are recommended to keep
their distance from the women kneading
the dough, for should one of these
women stroke his face with a doughy
hand he will never be able to grow a
BEARD. Before the dough goes into the
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oven one option is to mark it with a
cross, which supposedly protects it from
evil spirits while baking.

One person alone should put the bread
into the oven: if two share the work, they
are sure to quarrel. Care should be taken
in this task, as a loaf put in upside down —
or subsequently toppled over in the oven
— is an omen of a death in the house.
According to Scottish superstition, there
should be no SINGING while the bread is
in the oven (nor should baking be
attempted if there is a corpse in the
house), and it is generally agreed that no
bread should be cut with a kN1 while
another batch is baking.

When the bread comes out of the oven,
it is significant if some of the loaves stick
together. If four loaves come out as one,
there will be a marriage in the household.
If five emerge stuck together, a funeral is
to be expected. The first loaf must be
broken open rather than cut, and testing
must be done with a skewer rather than a
knife or fork in deference to the old
proverb:

She that pricks bread with fork or knife
Will never be happy, maid or wife.

The same applies to cakes.

A loaf should always be put on the
TABLE for a meal in an upright position or
else misfortune is risked (specifically, in
some coastal areas, a shipwreck); it must
always be sliced from the top edge, never
at both ends. In the case of a round loaf, a
woman who puts it on the table upside
down is betraying the truth that she also
spends much time on her back and is
really a prostitute. If a loaf or cake breaks
in two when it is cut this is a bad omen,
warning of anything from a family argu-
ment and disappointed marriage hopes to
the death of a family member. The dis-
covery of a hollow in a loaf has varying
significance in different regions. In some
areas this is taken as a sign that the woman
who baked the bread is pregnant, while in
others the hollow is called a ‘coffin’ or
‘grave’ and is a warning that someone
will shortly die. Bread must never be



bread and butter

passed around on the blade of a knife nor
toasted on the point of a knife, otherwise
everlasting poverty is risked.

Placing a piece of bread under a child’s
pillow will protect the infant from evil
through the night, and in Ireland in
former times bread was often placed in a
child’s clothing to ensure good luck. In
the USA, bread and cOFFEE were some-
times placed under the house in the belief
that this would prevent GHOSTS from
coming in. Bread baked on coop FriDAY
or at CHRISTMAS is said to have special
healing powers and is sometimes preserv-
ed in the house for a whole year to safe-
guard everyone’s welfare and that of the
house itself. Records also exist of bread-
based recipes for the treatment of such ills
as TOOTHACHE, diarrhoea, and wHoOOP-
ING COUGH. A feature common to several
of these treatments was that the bread
should be buried in the ground for a spe-
cified number of days before being offered
to the patient.

The popular idea that a ‘baker’s dozen’
(THIRTEEN of something) is derived from
the custom of baking an extra loaf for the
Devil with each batch of twelve is a mis-
conception. In reality the thirteenth loaf
is baked in order to compensate for any
shrinkage of the other loaves during
baking.

Lastly, US superstition has it that
anyone who eats a lot of bread will
develop a hairy chest.

See also BREAD AND BUTTER; DROWN-
ING; DUMB CAKE.

bread and butter Buttered BREAD
has its own detailed mythology in West-
ern culture. Widely known superstitions
concerning bread and butter include the
notion that a single girl should never take
the last piece of bread and butter on the
plate unless it is offered to her, in which
case she can enjoy the prospect of ‘a hand-
some husband or £10,000a year’. Should
she take the last piece when it has not been
offered, she is fated never to marry at all.
A girl who absent-mindedly starts on a
second piece of bread and butter before
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she has finished the first, meanwhile, can
expect to be married soon.

If a piece of bread and butter falls to the
ground and lands on the buttered side,
bad luck is to be expected; if it falls on the
unbuttered side, a stranger will soon
appear. In the English Midlands it is said
that bread and butter acquired from a
posthumous child or from a woman
whose married NAME is the same as her
maiden name will cure the wHOOPING
COUGH, so long as no thanks is given for
the food. Finally, the link between bread
and butter is recognised in the tradition
that two friends parted by another person
or some physical object coming between
them when they are out WALKING may
mend the threatened rift in their friend-
ship by muttering the CHARM ‘bread and
butter’.

breakages  According to universal
time-honoured tradition, breakages
around the home always happen in
threes. Deliberately breaking two rela-
tively worthless objects after a first break-
age is suggested as a way of protecting
more prized items from destruction.
Breaking a gift from a lover is particu-
larly unlucky and bodes ill for the affair
itself. Similar bad luck also attends the
breakage of a MIRROR or of a WEDDING
RING.
See also ACCIDENT.

breasts A woman suffering from sore
breasts is recommended in a Devon
superstition to go to a church at midnight
and purloin a little LEAD from a stained
glass window. This lead should then be
shaped into a heart and worn around her
neck to bring relief to her condition.
See also BABY; SEX.

breath Many cultures have assumed
the last breath of a dying person to
convey the soul of the deceased, and vari-
ous superstitions have been attached to it.
In ancient Rome, the closest relative of
the dying person was permitted to inhale
this last breath and thus to benefit from its
supposed spiritually nourishing qualities.




In succeeding eras, the Fijians slaughtered
a few men when launching a new boat in
the belief that their dying breaths would
create a breeze of good luck for the craft,
while witch-doctors and medicine-men
of various kinds developed the technique
of blowing in the ears and mouths of their
patients to rid them of evil spirits. Simi-
larly, holding certain BIRDS and ANIMALS
close to the mouth and inhaling their
breath is reputed to be useful in treating
certain respiratory disorders and other
ailments. Some societies, meanwhile,
have held to the notion thata woman can
become pregnant by simply inhaling a
man’s breath. Breathing on something
for luck is a widespread modern mani-
festation of these ancient ideas, and gam-
blers often blow on their cards or on the
dice before a game.

See also ASTHMA; HICCOUGH; SPIT-
TING.

bride see WEDDING; WEDDING CAKE;
WEDDING DRESS; WEDDING RING.

bridesmaid The original role of the
bridesmaid (and the ‘best man’) was to
protect the bride from being carried off
by any of the groom’s rivals who took a
fancy to her before her WEDDING took
place. Nowadays the role is primarily
decorative, but the conduct of brides-
maids remains significant in terms of
superstition. A bridesmaid who trips on
her way up the aisle, for instance, is des-
tined to remain a spinster, though if she
catches the bride’s bouquet she will soon
be married herself. Throwing away a PIN
on the wedding day is lucky, but a brides-
maid pricked by a pin is a sign of ill luck.
Matrons of honour fulfilling the role of
bridesmaid are considered especially
lucky for the bride, representing as they
do the benefits of married life. It is
unlucky, however, for a girl to act as
bridesmaid too many times. If she is three
times a bridesmaid she is fated never to be
married — unless she can arrange to serve
in the same capacity a further four times.
The most propitious colours for a brides-
maid’s dress are BLUE, PINK and YELLOW.
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bridge Most superstitions connected
with bridges suggest they are ominous
structures that must be treated with
respect, perhaps because for some they
symbolise the crossing from life to death.
In times gone by, people showed the
greatest reluctance to be first to cross a
newly finished bridge in the belief that
the DEVIL demanded the soul of the first
living creature to attempt a crossing, and
a bird or small animal was often sent over
first. Celtic tradition warns that no one
should talk while crossing a bridge or
passing beneath one. The notion that two
people who part on a bridge will never
meet again is universal, and many people
throughout Europe will not go under a
bridge when a train is going overhead or
passing beneath (see also RAILWAY).

Builders of bridges sometimes mix a
little wine with the mortar around the
keystone or otherwise drop a COIN or
piece of IRON into the cement to ensure
the structure’s fortune in the years ahead.
None the less, superstitious people may
refuse to cross any bridge in the wake of a
coffin in the conviction that the bridge
will collapse under them.

brimstone Though brimstone (sul-
phur) is widely associated with Hell and
the evils therein, it does have beneficial
properties. English superstition advises
thatif a person suffering from cCRAMP car-
ries a piece of brimstone about their
person or takes it to bed with them their
ailment is sure to be relieved.

broad beans see ACCIDENT; BEANS.

broom Yellow-flowering  shrub,
which is widely considered of ominous
portent. Its BLOSsOMS are particularly
unwelcome in many British homes
during May, in the belief that they invite
death into the household. Using a BRUSH
made of broom is equally undesirable in
that month, as in the old saying:

If you sweep the house with broom in
May

You'll sweep the head of that house
away.



brush

Thrashing a naughty child with broom
was formerly considered to retard the
child’s growth. The plant did, however,
find favour with herbalists in medieval
times, and Henry VIII was known to
drink the distilled water of broom
flowers as a tonic against a range of dis-
eases. It has also been credited with magic
powers as an APHRODISIAC, as an aid to
sLEEP, and with warding off witches.

brush A seemingly innocuous house-
hold implement, the brush or broom
(once called a besom) is the focus of a
wealth of superstitious beliefs. Great care
should be taken with household brushes,
from the moment they are acquired to
the hour of their disposal.

The old saying ‘Never buy a brush in
May, or you’ll brush one of the family
away’ is still observed in some quarters.
This prejudice may even be extended to
the purchase of toothbrushes, though the
reasons behind it remain obscure. Once
acquired, care must be taken about how a
brush is used, particularly if it is new or is
being used in a new house for the first
time. It is especially important that the
brush should always be used to sweep
dust into the house rather than out —
otherwise the luck of the household
might go with it (the solution is to carry
the collected dust out in a dustpan).
Upper rooms must be swept before the
hour of midday, after which the carrying
of dust downstairs portends that a corpse
will soon follow the same route. Old
brushes, moreover, should never be taken
into new houses; brushes should never be
used after dark; and neither should they
be borrowed, lent or burned. Fur-
thermore, no one should sweep outside
their house before sweeping the inside,
nor should they wield a brush when there
is a dead body within.

Particularly hazardous is sweeping the
room in which an expectant or newly
delivered mother is resting. It is especially
vital that the area beneath the bed be left
unswept or the woman will die. TABLEs,
meanwhile, should never be swept with a
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brush and rubbish should be swept away
from and not into sunlight (and never out
of the front door). On no account must
the house be swept on GOOD FRIDAY or at
NEW YEAR as this will endanger the life of
arelative.

When sweeping is complete, a broom
should be rested on its handle, not on its
bristles, and should not be left in a corner,
unless the owner actually wishes strangers
to appear at the house. If it falls over for
no apparent reason when a person passes
by, misfortune must be anticipated. Bad
luck will similarly attend anyone careless
enough to step on or over a fallen broom.
An unmarried girl should be particularly
wary of doing so, as stepping over a
broomstick means that she runs the risk of
becoming a mother before she becomes a
wife. If the handle comes off a broom
when it is being used this is also unlucky,
and may be interpreted as a sure sign that
any person being paid to sweep will not
receive their wages.

SAILORS becalmed at sea may burn an
old broom or throw a brush lacking its
handle overboard in order to summon up
a breeze, though it is generally considered
most unlucky to lose a broom at sea by
accident. Fastening a broomstick to the
mast formerly signified that the ship was
for sale, and some Indian sailors believe a
brush tied to the mast will keep storms
away. Horse riders in the USA, mean-
while, will refuse to touch a broom
before a race in the fear that they will lose
their luck.

Most people are familiar with the
age-old superstition that witches fly on
broomsticks to their covens (though they
were formerly also reputed to use
shovels, cleft sticks, eggshells, ANIMALS
and other means of flight). Indeed, it is
said that a broom accidentally left outside
on a Saturday night is likely to disappear
of its own accord, accompanying other
brooms to sabbath covens whether a
witch needs it or not. The usual means of
exit for a witch on a broomstick is via the
CHIMNEY, possibly an extension of the
old custom of showing a broom at the




chimney to indicate that the occupier is
not at home. In reality few accused
witches have ever admitted to flying on
broomsticks and the illusion of flight
probably owes more to the use of various
hallucinatory drugs, although some
witches have confessed to performing
ritual dances while straddling a stick.
Conversely, a broomstick may actually
be used to deter witches: when laid across
a doorway a broom will prevent a witch
from entering the house.

Broomstick WEDDINGS were once a
relatively informal marriage ceremony,
observed especially in Wales and among
gipsies. These weddings were considered
lawful once the happy couple had stepped
together over a broomstick into the new
home they intended to share as man and
wife. The marriage could be undone
equally simply by reversing the process at
any time during the first year.

Lastly, throwing a broom after those
setting off on fishing trips or other busi-
ness is said to bestow good luck.

bryony Herbaceous climbing plant
that is often mistaken for the magically
potent MANDRAKE. Like the mandrake,
bryony is credited with a host of
properties, being used for its power as an
APHRODISIAC and to promote fertility in
both men and HORSEs as well as for the
treatment of RHEUMATISM and various
women’s problems. In WITCHCRAFT,
bryony roots are often substituted when
mandrake is unavailable, black bryony
being identified as mandrake and white
bryony as womandrake. In France, the
plant is dubbed the ‘herb of beaten wives’
because the berries and roots can be used
to help reduce bruising. The bryony
plant’s poisonous flesh also makes it useful
as a purgative.

bubble A superstition common to
both sides of the Atlantic suggests that
bubbles floating on the surface of a cup of
TEA or COFFEE promise financial good
fortune to the drinker.

bucket The humble bucket has given
rise to a number of superstitions. These
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building

include the notion that going past a
bucket on leaving the house in the morn-
ing will determine the course of the rest
of the day: if the bucket is full, good luck
will be enjoyed, but if it is empty, the day
will be marred by misfortune. An empty
bucket is sometimes placed in the door-
way at the end of a CHRISTENING celebra-
tion and all the married women present
are invited to jump over it: anyone who
fails to clear the bucket is presumed to be
expecting. SAILORS, who read supersti-
tious meaning into a host of everyday
occurrences, claim that losing a bucket
overboard is sure to provoke bad luck.
FISHERMEN, meanwhile, maintain that
luck will desert anyone who sits on an
upturned bucket.

Young girls are advised that, if they
gaze into a bucket of water through a silk
handkerchief in the light of the first new
MOON of the year, the number of moons
they see reflected in the water denotes the
number of years that will pass before they
marry.

building It is widely known that
builders will often deliberately leave
some detail of a construction unfinished,
in the superstitious conviction that per-
fecting every last bit is TEMPTING FATE. If
a fatal accident occurs during the building
of a house, it is agreed that the structure
will always be attended by ill luck and
there will probably be more deaths. Cer-
emonies held to preserve the fortune of a
newly completed construction include
the ‘topping-out’ ritual, in which the top-
most point of the structure is decorated
with foliage and the builders drink
TOASTs in the hope of fending off evil
spirits. Nowadays elaborate rituals such
as digging the first sod of earth with a
SILVER spade and cutting RIBBONS often
mark the start of work on (or the opening
of) new bridges, shopping centres and so
on: all echo the ancient impulse to pro-
vide a valuable new structure with magi-
cal protection. A curious tradition of
relatively recent times claims that it is
unlucky for a single woman to witness
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the laying of a cornerstone of a new
building, as this means that she is fated not
to be married for at least twelve months
after the event.

See also HOUSE.

bull The great strength and virility of
the bull has inspired various superstitions
invoking its potential as a source of pro-
tection. It is said that bulls are immune
from being struck by LIGHTNING, and
chus a bull-pen is an excellent place to
shelter during a thunderstorm. A bull’s
heart, stuck with thorns or pins and kept
in the chimney-place, meanwhile, will
ward off witches. Perhaps influenced by
the various bull cults of ancient times,
seventeenth-century witches sometimes
claimed that the DEVIL appeared at their
covens in the form of a bull. As an
APHRODISIAC, dishes of bulls’ testes were
once considered among the most power-
ful of all recipes intended to enhance
sexual performance.

bumble bee A bumble bee that is
found in the house can signify various
different things. British superstition is
divided, some claiming that it is a sure
sign that a visitor is about to arrive, while
others, more ominously, suggest that it is
a portent of death. In Scotland, it is said
that killing the first bumble bee of the
spring and keeping it safe means that the
owner will always enjoy good luck and
never be reduced to poverty.
See also bee.

bunion Superstition  recommends
that bunions be cured by applying a poul-
tice of the DUNG from a cow, mixed with
fish oil, and leaving it on the affected part
overnight.

burial The business of interring the
remains of the dead has always exercised
great fascination, and the folklore of
every culture is heavy with taboos and
rituals that must be observed if the souls
of the deceased are to prosper and the
living are to be untroubled by their
GHOSTS.
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One of the most widespread tradi-
tional beliefs is that the body should be
buried in as complete a state as possible. If
a limb is missing, for instance, the
deceased risks spending the whole of eter-
nity without it, and in the past people
often preserved their lost TEETH and so
forth so that they might be buried in the
GRAVE with the rest of the body when
they finally died. In northern England the
dead person was often buried with his
own BIBLE, hymn book and Sunday
School class ticket, and elsewhere even
with treasured personal belongings.
Some people still baulk, however, at the
idea of a wife being buried with her wED-
DING RING or with other pieces of jewel-
lery, on the grounds that this will cause
offence in Paradise.

The business of transporting a corpse
to its final resting place is governed by a
welter of taboos (see FUNERAL). When it
comes to the actual interment yet more
superstitions apply. Sites towards the
eastern and southern boundaries of a
graveyard are the most desirable, the
northern quarter (colder and less open to
the sun) being reserved in former times
for criminals and suicIDEs. In the past,
the opening of a new graveyard some-
times posed a significant challenge, for no
one would volunteer one of their
deceased relatives for the ‘honour’ of
being the first to be interred, despite the
free choice of location. The reason for this
reluctance was the widespread belief that
the DEVIL always claims the soul of the
first corpse for his own. The difficulty
was usually overcome by burying an
animal of some kind first.

In eastern England, the burial of a
woman is sometimes regarded as a cause
for considerable local concern, reflected
in the saying ‘If churchyard opens for a
she, it will open for three.’ In France,
meanwhile, the last person to be buried in
the year becomes a symbol of death, and
their image will be seen by those fated to
die the following year.

Most curious of all is the ancient British
business of symbolic burial, which




involves the faked burial of a living
person (usually a sick child) in the belief
that this will fool the evil spirits causing
the malady and promote the patient’s
recovery. In Ireland, the custom is par-
ticularly linked with children born at
WHITSUN, who are allegedly fated to kill
or bekilled. Similarly, ‘dipping’ someone
repeatedly into an open grave is said to be
effective in the treatment of FEVER,
WHOOPING COUGH and RHEUMATISM,
among other ailments.

Lastly, it is maintained in many
societies that great misfortune will attend
anyone who destroys a graveyard or
otherwise disturbs the dead.

See also CHURCHYARD WATCHER;
DEATH.

burn Superstition suggests several
remedies for a burn or scald. Several of
these depend on the reciting of a variety
of cHARMS while blowing on the site of
the injury. A typical example is the fol-
lowing, recorded in the British Isles in
1946:
There came two angels from the
North,
One was Fire, the other one Frost,
Out Fire, in Frost,
In the name of Father, Son and Holy
Ghost.

Shropshire tradition recommends a
poultice of G0OsE dung and ELDER bark
fried in May BUTTER, while those who
live in Cheshire suggest laying a piece of
church linen over the wound.

business Though the common image
of a successful businessmen is that of a
hard-headed strategist with little sym-
pathy for superstitious thinking, business
affairs around the globe are apparently as
influenced as any other calling by the pre-
occupation with luck. As well as reliance
upon the ubiquitous charms and taboos
observed in the wider world, busi-
nessmen have a few superstitions unique
to themselves. These include never sign-
ing contracts or embarking on business
trips on Fridays or on the thirteenth day
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of the month, keeping faith with ‘lucky’
articles of clothing that they wore in their
greatest hours of glory, and timing new
ventures to coincide with the new MooN.
In the USA, leases generally run for an
odd number of years, for reasons of luck,
and new businesses are traditionally wel-
comed with floral HORSESHOES.

Particular attention may be paid to the
first transaction of the day (called the
‘handsel’). It is unlucky to buy anything
before something has been sold, but
especially encouraging if the first custo-
mer of the day is mentally retarded. The
first MONEY received in the course of a
day’s business should be kissed or spat
upon for luck so that it brings more
money in its wake. It bodes ill, however,
if the first transaction of the day does not
reach completion, and some traders will
go so far as to accept the first offer they get
rather than risk losing this first sale
altogether.

Other superstitions relating to the
world of work include never sweeping
out the rubbish from a workshop when
there is little new work coming in, as this
sweeps away new customers; twisting
one’s braces in order to employ the magic
of KNOTS; and avoiding the use of GREEN
in packaging one’s products. In times
gone by, it was generally thought
unlucky for a new housemaid to arrive at
her place of employment during day-
light, as this was said to bring bad luck
both to her and to the household.

Lastly, the window cleaner, who daily
has to busy himself with that unluckiest
of objects, the LADDER, should take care
always to erect his ladder in the same
way.

See also FISHERMEN; MINERS; SAILORS.

butter The process by which MILK is
churned into butter is one of those mys-
terious everyday matters that much
engaged the minds of rural peasants in
bygone centuries. Those occasions when
the milk failed to curdle properly were
the source of much anxiety, and supersti-
tious people were not lacking in imagina-
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tion when it came to seeking the cause.
Commonly heard explanations ranged
from the TIDES going out instead of
coming in to someone in the milking par-
lour being in love. More often than not,
however, the problem was blamed on the
malevolent interference of witches.

Whether WITCHCRAFT or some other
agency was suspected, it was generally
thought that reciting certain magical
CHARMS as the churning was in progress
would be of help. The following is but
one example:

Churn butter, dash,

Cow’s gone to t’marsh.
Peter stands at the toll-gate,
Begging butter for his cake,
Come, butter, come.

Other measures that may be taken to
ensure that butter churns properly
include tossing a pinch of sALT into the
fire before commencing work, dropping
a SILVER coin or three hairs from the tail
of a black caTinto the cream, and using a
churn made of RowAN. The Irish claim
that dipping the hand of a dead manin the
mixture will prove equally effective (see
DEAD HAND). If witchcraft is the cause,
plunging a red-hot poker (or in New
England a heated HORSESHOE) into the
cream will give the culprit a nasty burn
and enable the churning to continue. Any
stranger who arrives during the butter-
making must lend a hand in the churning,
or the process will not work.

According to the Scottish, butter pro-
duced from the milk of cows that have
been grazing in a graveyard will cure
consumption.

See also BREAD AND BUTTER.

buttercup A widespread superstition
popular among British children involves
holding a buttercup under a friend’s chin
and fathoming from the reflected yellow
glow that the subject is fond of BUTTER.
In folk medicine, bags of buttercups were
sometimes hung around the necks of
those afflicted by MADNESS to effect a
cure, while some authorities claim that
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buttercups may also be used as an oint-
ment in the treatment of blisters.

butterfly In the folklore of many cul-
tures, the butterfly is an incarnation of a
man’s soul (in some versions, specifically
a soul unable to enter Paradise or else that
of an unbaptised child). Sicilians claim
that good luck will follow if a butterfly
comes into the house and will prevent it
flying out again, while English and US
superstition recommends anyone who
needs a new set of clothes to bite the head
off a butterfly. In Gloucestershire, it is said
that if the first butterfly of the season is
white then all will prosper and will feast
on fine white bread; if it is brown, then
misfortune is in store and humble brown
bread will be all there is on offer. It is also
unlucky if three butterflies are sighted at
the same time. Even more ominously,
English tradition warns that a butterfly
seen at night warns of coming death, and
in some areas the first butterflies of the
year were chased and killed to preserve
the community’s luck. Killing the first
butterfly of the season, moreover,
guarantees victory over all one’s enemies
during the rest of the year.

Irish  superstition welcomes the
appearance of a butterfly near a dying
man or his corpse, saying that this bodes
well for his soul after death. In Scotland,
meanwhile, witches were sometimes sus-
pected of assuming the form of red
butterflies.

button It is almost universally
acknowledged that doing up the buttons
on one’s clothes incorrectly is bound to
provoke bad luck. The only remedy is to
take off the garment and put it on again.
Some claim that only an odd NUMBER of
buttons should be buttoned on any piece
of clothing (if there are three, only the
middle one should be fastened). Gifts of
buttons bring good luck, and finding a
button in the street indicates a new
friendship (finding a button with four
holes is especially propitious). According
to Jewish tradition, a person may resort to
counting his buttons if in doubt about




button

something: if he counts an even number the following rhyme as they count their
he is right, if he counts an odd number he  skirt or blouse buttons:

is wrong. In the USA, young girls are
advised that they can discover the profes-
sion of their future husband by chanting

A doctor, alawyer, a merchant, a chief,
A rich man, a poor man, a beggar-
man, a thief.
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cabbage A cabbage that sprouts two
shoots from a single root is of particular
interest to some people, who claim this to
be an omen of considerable good luck.
One of the now defunct customs assoc-
iated with HALLOWE’EN involved boys
and girls going out to the cabbage patch
at midnight and pulling up a cabbage by
its roots. The shape of the roots would
then be examined to prophesy the
quality of the youngster’s future partner:
if the root was sturdy and long, the
person in question would be strong and
good-looking; if it was crooked, how-
ever, the spouse would be mean-minded,
dishonest or otherwise undesirable.

Caesarean section A child who is
delivered by Caesarean section will grow
up surprisingly strong, according to
Cornish superstition. The child will also
be endowed with the gift of seeing
GHOSTs and may demonstrate the useful
ability to find hidden treasure.

See also CHILDBIRTH.
cake see BREAD.
calendar A superstition that has
gathered momentum in relatively recent
times is that concerning gifts of calendars
at CHRISTMAS. People all over the British
Isles are adamant that it is most unlucky
to put the calendar up on the wall until
the NEW YEAR has actually arrived, pre-
sumably because of the danger of TEMPT-
ING FATE. A derivative of this insists that
it is also unwise to turn over the page
from one day, week or month to the next
before the appropriate time has come.

It is widely held that some days in the
calendar are unluckier than others. They
include the first Monday in April (which
marks the birth of Cain and the death of
Abel), the second Monday in August (the
anniversary of the destruction of Sodom
and Gomorrah) and the last Monday in
December (when Judas betrayed Christ).
Most ill-omened of all is 28 December,
which marks the feast of CHILDERMAS.
An attempt made by the historian
Richard Grafton in 1565 to make a com-
prehensive list of unlucky days in the
year, based on the findings of AsTRO-
LOGY, yielded the following list:

January: 1, 2, 4, s, 10, 15, 17, 29 (very
unlucky).

February: 8, 10, 17 (very unlucky); 26,
27, 28 (unlucky).

March: 16, 17, 20 (very unlucky).

April: 7, 8, 10, 20 (unlucky); 16, 21

(very unlucky).

May: 3, 6 (unlucky); 7, 15, 20 (very
unlucky).

June: 4, 8 (very unlucky); 10, 22
(unlucky).

July: 15, 21 (very unlucky).

August: 1, 29, 30 (unlucky); 19, 20
(very unlucky).

September: 3, 4, 21, 23 (unlucky); 6, 7
(very unlucky).

Qctober: 4, 16, 24 (unlucky); 6 (very
unlucky).

November: s, 6, 29, 30 (unlucky); 15,
20 (very unlucky).

December: 6, 7, 9, 28 (very unlucky);
15, 22 (unlucky).

It should be noted that the dates of
many important dates in the folkloric




calendar were changed when the Gregor-
ian calendar replaced the Julian calendar
in Catholic countries in the sixteenth cen-
tury (1752 in the UK). This change,
designed to eliminate the anomalous
extra day that occurred every 128 years
under the old calendar, meant a recal-
culation of many significant dates in the
Christian year, though popular tradition
continued to honour the old festival dates
in various ways (see APRIL FOOLS’ DAY).
See also DAYS OF THE WEEK; LEAP
YEAR; MONTHS OF THE YEAR; ZODIAC.

calf Rural superstition in the British
Isles places a special significance upon
calves, claiming that their welfare can
magically affect the rest of the herd and
that of the farmer. Stroking or patting a
calf on the back is ill-advised, for this will
bring bad luck to both the animal and the
person, while stepping over a calf as it lies
on the ground is equally hazardous. TwIN
calves are also portents of bad luck, par-
ticularly if one of them has a white streak
on its back. Conversely, carrying the
‘lucky tip’ of a calf’s TONGUE about the
person is said to ensure protection from
evil and also to guarantee financial
security, while the gift of some MISTLE-
TOE to the first calf of the NEW YEAR will
promote the luck of the whole herd.

In times gone by, the link between
calves and herd was so close that farmers
were known to sacrifice a calf by burning
it alive in the belief that this would save
the other animals from some threat, such
as disease. Hanging a calf’s leg or thigh-
bone by the CHIMNEY in the farmhouse
was also recommended for the protection
ofherds of cattle in the Durham area, and,
until relatively recent times, farmers
sometimes nailed the body of an aborted
calf to the wall of the byre to discourage
other cows from giving premature birth.

See also BEASTINS; COW.

calling the dead A person who calls
out the name of a deceased person in a
DREAM or FEVER is presumed in both US
and African cultures to be close to death.
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candle

If a dying person speaks the name of
someone living this too is ominous, for
the person named will be next to die.
German superstition claims that calling
out the name of a dead person three times
on Christmas Eve is sufficient to cause
their GHOST to appear.

camphor According to superstition,
camphor has two uses. Firstly, it will safe-
guard from disease anyone who carries it,
and secondly, it will preserve the vir-
GINITY of young girls.

cancer Superstition offers no sure
treatment for cancer, and the remedies it
does suggest are often bizarre. It was for-
merly suggested that applying the ASHES
of the burned head of a mad poc to a
cancer would help the growth (the result
of witchcraft or of a SPIDER crawling
over the victim’s face) to subside. The
cancer itself could be ‘fed’ and thus pre-
vented from harming the patient by plac-
ing raw meat on the site itself or at the
patient’s bedside. Other authorities
throughout Europe dreamed up recipes
commonly incorporating FROGS and
TOADS as ingredients. In Cam-
bridgeshire, a cure for breast cancer
involved rubbing a live toad against the
affected parts. This is a marginally more
appealing course of action than another
piece of advice: to swallow small toads
and frogs alive in the belief that they
would suck out the poison.

candle The almost ubiquitous use of
candles in religion is reflected in the
importance placed upon them by super-
stition. A single taper must not be used to
light more than two candles, or bad luck
will ensue, and it is similarly unlucky,
especially in the theatre, to burn three
candles together (though in some areas of
the British Isles three candles signify a
coming wedding)." This latter tradition
may have its origins in the ancient Chris-
tian custom of allowing only a clergyman
(see CLERGY) to light three candles at the
altar.



Candlemas

Difficulty in lighting a candle is a sign
that RAIN is on the way. If, once lit, the
flame wavers despite there being no
detectable draught, then WIND can be
expected. On no account should a candle
be lit from the hearth: according to the
folklore of eastern England, any person
who disobeys this dictate is fated to die in
poverty. Fire should not be transferred
from another candle, either. Candles that
burn with a blue flame betray the pres-
ence of a supernatural spirit and are an
omen of imminent death, as is a candle
that gutters and creates a trail or ‘winding
sheet’ of melted wax (this is sometimes
taken to apply to the person sitting near-
est to it). A sparking wick, on the other
hand, promises the arrival of a stranger or
of a LETTER (on its way if the spark falls,
but only on its way to be posted if the
spark sticks to the candle).

Candles should never be left burning in
an empty room unlessit is Christmas Eve,
when a large candle can be left to burn
overnight to ensure the prosperity of the
household over the following twelve
months (a relic of an old story in which
candlelight led the infant Jesus through
the darkness). Neither should a candle be
allowed to burn to the very end, for this
invites great misfortune. According to
the French and Germans, a dying candle
can only be revived by a girl who is a
virgin. In other circumstances, an extin-
guished candle that continues to glow is
another omen of misfortune. Knocking a
candle out by accident, though, signifies a
forthcoming marriage.

Candles are often lit on the occasions of
CHILDBIRTH, WEDDINGS and FUNERALS
to frighten away evil spirits, and are regu-
larly lit during church services for the
same reasons. In Wales, it is said that an
altar candle going out during a serviceisa
sure omen of a clergyman’s death. Best-
known of all is the practice, derived from
ancient Greek custom, of lighting candles
on a BIRTHDAY cake, usually one for each
year. If the person celebrating the birth-
day succeeds in blowing out every candle
with a single breath they are allowed to

make a wish, which will surely come true
as long as they refuse to divulge it.

Witches have been accused from time
to time of employing wax candlesin their
spells, using them as vehicles to attack
their enemies. The usual procedure is to
identify a candle as a particular person
and then to stick it with PINs and set light
to it. Young lovers, meanwhile, may
summon the objects of their affection to
them by piercing a candle through the
wick with two pins and chanting:

*Tis not the candle alone I stick,

But (lover’s name)’s heart [ mean to
prick.

Whether he/she be asleep or awake,

I'll have him/her come to me and
speak.

The person in question will appear before
the flame reaches the two pins. Alterna-
tively, if a girl walks backwards down-
stairs while holding a candle and then
turns suddenly on reaching the bottom
she will come face to face with her future
lover.
See also HAND OF GLORY.

Candlemas Christian festival cele-
brated on 2 February in honour of the
Virgin Mary. Marking the anniversary of
Christ’s first visit to the Temple with his
mother, Candlemas has long had signifi-
cance in the superstitions of the Western
world. Witches made Candlemas one of
their four annual sabbath dates and in
many countries CANDLES blessed during
the Christian festival are kept as protec-
tion against WITCHCRAFT as well as safe-
guards against illness and thunderstorms.
It is crucial that every last vestige of
CHRISTMAS decoration is cleared from
churches by Candlemas, for traces of
BERRIES, HOLLY and so forth will bring
death among the congregation before
another year is out.

Particular attention is paid to the state
of the WEATHER at Candlemas in different
countries. In several regions of the British
Isles, good weather at Candlemas is taken
to indicate severe winter weather later. In
the USA, Candlemas is popularly known
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as Groundhog Day: if the groundhog sees
its shadow when it pops out of its burrow
on this day because the sun is shining, it
will go back in and the winter will be
prolonged by another six weeks. This is
also the date on which BEARs emerge
from their winter hibernation to inspect
the weather: if it is bad they will remain
outside, but if it is fine they will reach the
pessimistic conclusion that this cannot be
expected to last and will retreat to their
caves. WOLVES who choose to return to
their lairs on Candlemas Day know that
the severe weather will continue for
another forty days at least.

In France, Candlemas is widely cele-
brated with the eating of PANCAKES,
which must be consumed only after eight
o’clock in the evening. Finally, SAILORS
are often reluctant to set sail on Candle-
mas Day, believing that any voyage
begun then will end in disaster.

cane In the days when schoolboys
were subject to punishment by strokes of
the cane, it was widely held that a single
strand of horsehair laid across the palm
would cause the cane to disintegrate.

See also scHOOL.

car Despite the relatively brief history
of motorised transport, the car has
already attracted to itself a considerable
body of mythology. GREEN cars are
widely held to be unlucky and many
drivers talk of ‘jinxed’ vehicles in which
they have had numerous accidents
(though others will protest that even talk-
ing about such mishaps is likely to pro-
voke misfortune).  Congratulating
oneself on a trouble-free motoring record
is also unwise, as this is simply TEMPTING
FATE. Particularly suspect are cars bought
on the thirteenth of the month or other-
wise carrying number plates that in some
way add up to the number thirteen.
Stretches of road can be haunted, just as
houses can. Drivers on a remote stretch of
road in south-west England for instance,
have described a spectral pair of hairy
hands materialising alongside their own
on the steering wheel and attempting to
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force the vehicle off the road. Other
motorists have picked up spectral hitch-
hikers and have otherwise been terrorised
by ghostly pedestrians suddenly mat-
erialising immediately in front of the car.
To guard against such dangers, and also
against more mundane risks, many
drivers carry lucky ST CHRISTOPHER key-
fobs or other charms such as lucky picE,
and will transfer these accessories from
their old car to their new one in order to
preserve their luck. Virtually every
driver, meanwhile, will support the con-
tention that WASHING the car is certain to
bring on rain.

A rather involved superstition record-
ed in the USA claims that a girl may
employ the ‘magic’ of cars to hasten the
moment when she meets her true love.
First she must wait in the same spot until
ten red cars have passed, then she must
spot a red-haired girl in a purple dress and
finally a man in a green tie: the next male
who happens along is destined to become
her husband.

See also AMBULANCE; HEARSE; MAIL
VAN; MOTOR-RACING; TAXI.

cards Card players rely largely on
their luck for success and are naturally
superstitious, carrying the usual array of
good luck charms (see AMULET) and often
sticking to obscure private rituals before a
game just as many sportsmen do before a
big match. Many players favour lucky
cards or numbers during play. The
BLACK suits of spades and clubs are con-
sidered especially ominous; the ace of
spades is the unluckiest card of all, repre-
senting disaster and death. A run of black
cards is much feared, as this prophesies a
death in the player’s family. The four of
clubs is described by some as the ‘Devil’s
bedstead’ and is loathed by many players,
who claim that no good hand can include
this card, while the nine of diamonds is
called the ‘curse of Scotland’ because the
Earl of Stair used the card to signal the
massacre of Glencoe in 1692. Any player
who finds himself holding two pairs of
aces over eights may also sense a frisson
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of fear, for this is the fabled ‘dead man’s
hand’ reputedly held by gunman Wild
Bill Hickok when he was murdered.

It is unlucky to be touched by a cross-
eyed person (see EVIL EYE) during a game,
and a player should never sit with his legs
crossed in case he ‘crosses out’ his luck
though some believe the opposite: see
CROSS. DOGS are unwelcome at the card
table and the table itself must not be bare
(ideally it should be covered with luck-
giving green cloth). Chips should always
be kept in a neat pile on the table and
never left in an untidy heap. It is thought
best to choose a seat that allows the player
to lay his or her cards down ‘with’ rather
than ‘against’ the grain of the wood on
the table. Cards should never be picked
up with the left hand (see LEFT sIDE) and
neither should the cards be touched until
the whole hand has been dealt. Bad luck
will ensue if a card is dropped on the floor
and many players will object if someone
looks at their hand over their shoulder, as
they fear this will also lessen their chances
of success. WHISTLING Or SINGING at the
card table is also taboo.

To rob an opposing player of luck, the
simplest solution (assuming that person is
a smoker) is to wait until he or she depos-
its a used match in the ashtray and then
surreptitiously to place another match
crosswise over it, thus ‘crossing out’ the
other’s good fortune.

Players suffering from a run of bad
luck have several options. They may suc-
ceed in reversing their fortunes by
blowing on the cards as they shuffle them,
by sitting on a handkerchief, by getting
up and walking round their chair three
times or by opening a new pack of cards.
They should also be careful not to lose
their temper, as this will only worsen
their luck. If their luck still shows no sign
of improving they must console them-
selves with the proverb ‘Lucky at cards,
unlucky in love’.

FISHERMEN and SAILORS are often ner-
vous of playing cards at sea and will
throw them overboard if a storm
threatens. Pilots and others engaged in
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dangerous occupations may also have a
prejudice against carrying cards around
with them. Anyone else who habitually
carries playing cards should keep them
wrapped in violet silk, which is said to
negate their baleful influence. Playing
cards should never be thrown away,
however, as the only safe way to dispose
of them is by FIRE. This should only take
place after the replacement pack has been
purchased, and the new ones should be
passed through the smoke of the burning
cards so as to absorb their luck.

Playing cards have been used for the
purposes of divination for centuries in the
‘science’ of cartomancy (though cards
used for telling fortunes should never be
used in card games — and vice versa). Par-
ticularly portentous cards in this context
include the jack and the ace of spades, the
jack and four of clubs and the even more
powerful nine of diamonds, all of which
are cards of ill omen. More encouraging
is the ace of hearts, which promises great
wealth. Fortune-tellers have devised sev-
eral different approaches to reading cards,
the most sophisticated being the use of
tarot packs, in which the conventional
fifty-three numbered cards are replaced
by a set of seventy-eight each with its
own meaning and influence upon neigh-
bouring cards.

It is said that burglars will refrain from
stealing playing cards on the grounds that
if they break this taboo they will certainly
be caught.

See also GAMBLING.

carol The singing of carols at CHRIST-
MAS is an old tradition, revived by the
Victorians but dating back to the festive
ring-dances performed on sacred
occasions at Stonehenge and other
important pre-Christian religious sites.
The Victorians held that it was most
unlucky to send away carol singers with-
out giving them something, and some
still believe that doing so will endanger
one’s luck in the coming year. It is also
considered unlucky to sing carols at any
other time of year than Christmas.




carrot The carrot is valued in several
countries for its magical properties. Best-
known is the idea that eating carrots will
enable a person to see better in the dark:
carrots do indeed assist in the production
of vitamin A in the body; this benefits
eyesight and can further assist in the treat-
ment of ASTHMA, RHEUMATISM and
GALLSTONES. According to Allied propa-
ganda during the Second World War,
night pilots were able to outperform their
Nazi foes because they feasted regularly
on carrots (a story probably put about to
deflect attention from the newly
developed Allied radar technology). Tra-
dition also prizes the carrot, especially the
wild variety, for its alleged power as an
APHRODISIAC.

cat The cat occupies a central position
among animals credited with supernatu-
ral powers, and in consequence cats
throughout the world are associated with
a wealth of superstitions. The ancient
Egyptians bestowed divine status on it
and in no circumstances would they kill
one (a crime punishable by death). Whole
households went into official mourning if
a cat died and the corpse would be buried
with much ceremony. It was from
ancient Egyptian superstition, in fact, that
the modern belief that a cat has nine lives
was derived.

In later centuries the cat became closely
identified with WITCHCRAFT throughout
Europe and even today no depiction of a
traditional witch is complete without her
BLACK cat, the form into which sorcerers
were often said to transform themselves.
Such cats were, it was alleged, fed on the
blood of their mistresses. Many people
once believed that kittens born in May, a
month particularly associated with the
dead and with the practice of witchcraft,
should be drowned at once. They would
also show reluctance to discuss family
matters if a cat was present, just in case it
wasa witch’s FAMILIAR or even a witch in
disguise. In eastern Europe cats were
often marked with a cross to prevent
them turning into witches, while in
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France cats suspected of being witches
were often caged and burned alive.

Most significant of all is a cat that is
entirely black in colour. A black cat that
crosses a person’s path bestows good for-
tune and enables the person concerned to
make a wish (though the opposite is
maintained in the USA, Spain and Bel-
gium, where white and grey cats are pre-
ferred and a black cat brings only bad
luck). Variants on this belief, however,
suggest that a black cat that turns back or
1s seen from behind may actually be a bad
omen. None the less, the symbol of the
black cat as a harbinger of good luck is
ubiquitous in the British Isles at least,
where simply touching such a creature is
lucky and where they are a common
motif on good luck cards and so forth.
White cats are widely distrusted
throughout Europe, while stray tor-
toiseshell cats are most unwelcome in the
home for fear that they bring bad luck
with them. Cats should never be bought
with money, incidentally, for doing so
means they will never be good mouse-
catchers.

A SNEEZING cat promises RAIN but is
generally a good omen, unless it sneezes
three times, in which case all the family
will suffer coLDps. A cat that sits with its
back to the fire knows that a storm or
cold weather is on the way, while one
scratching a table leg warns of an immi-
nent change in the weather. Cats wash
themselves or frolic with abandon when
wet weather is in the offing, but if they
choose the doorway for their ablutions
this is taken as a sure sign in parts of the
USA that a member of the CLERGY is
about to arrive. If the cat washes its face
over the left ear a female visitor is on her
way; if it washes over the right ear a man
should be expected.

Cats bestow good luck on newly-weds
if they appear next to the bride, but must
be caught and killed if they jump over a
COFFIN, as this is thought to put in peril
the soul of the deceased. Killing a cat is ill
advised, however, as this is enough to sac-
rifice one’s soul to the DEvIL, and even
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kicking a cat lays one open to RHEUMA-
TisM. People are warned, moreover, not
to allow a cat to sleep with their children
for it may, claim ancient authorities,
‘suck’ their breath and cause them to die.

Folk medicine recommends drawing a
cat’s tail across the eyes to cure a sty and
suggests a similar treatment for WARTS
(though only if done in May). Stuffing a
cat’s tail up the nostril, meanwhile, will
staunch a nosebleed and pressing a dried
catskin to the face will relieve TOOTH-
ACHE. Dressing WOUNDS with a prepara-
tion made from a whole cat boiled in
olive oil was also formerly suggested in
the treatment of more serious injuries,
and gravy made from a stewed black cat
was credited in the southern USA with
curing CONSUMPTION. Other sickness in
the family may be treated by wAsHING
the patient and then throwing the water
over the cat, which will take the disease
out of the house with it as it flees. Cats
should be particularly discouraged from
jumping on to pregnant women, as this
may cause the death of the unborn infant.

MINERS are reluctant to say the word
‘cat’ while down the mine and have been
known to refuse to work underground if
a cat has been seen below and allowed to
live. sAI1LORs and FISHERMEN, though,
like to take a luck-giving black cat on
their voyages with them, but dislike hear-
ing a cat mewing on board ship as thisisa
warning of difficult times ahead — while a
cat that plays excitedly is indicative of a
gale. Should a ship’s cat be thrown over-
board or shown any other cruelty, the
perpetrators are sure to be instantly
punished by a severe storm. Shutting a cat
up in a cupboard or trapping it under a
pot is widely believed to raise up a strong
wind, and the wives of seafarers will often
keep a black cat at home to preserve the
luck of their husbands while at sea.

caterpillar The cultures of several
nations allow a small niche for the cater-
pillar, though in the USA at least the
creature is said to have been a creation of
the DEVIL. In northern England, tossing a
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hairy caterpillar over the left shoulder
is said to bring good luck. As a cure
for WHOOPING COUGH, English autho-
rities also placed great store in wearing a
caterpillar in a bag about the neck until
the creature died — the ailment would ease
as the caterpillar perished. Carrying a
caterpillar about the person is also said to
ward off FEVER. Caterpillars themselves
will die if they are approached by women
who are menstruating, and also if it rains
during a Corpus Christi mass. To lure
caterpillars into the open, the garden
should be traversed three times and the
words ‘Caterpillars and baby caterpillars,
I am going, follow me’ pronounced
aloud.
cattle see BULL; CALF; COW; OX.
cauff-riddling An old Yorkshire
custom, in which some chaff is scattered
in a barn at midnight on New Year’s Eve
or on some other ‘magical’ date for the
purposes of divination. If nothing is seen,
all will go well in the coming year, butifa
spectral COFFIN with two bearers is seen
the person concerned is fated to die in the
next twelve months.

caul The amniotic membrane that
sometimes covers a newly delivered
BABY’s head. Cauls have always been
much prized by the superstitious, espec-
ially by saiLors, who contend that
anyone thus born or in ownership of such
a preserved caul will enjoy good luck,
become an eloquent speaker and, most
importantly of all, be protected from
death by DROWNING. Such was the inten-
sity of belief in this idea that cauls were
regularly advertised in the press in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and
even in relatively modern times have
often changed hands for quite consider-
able sums of money. In the Netherlands
and elsewhere people born with cauls are
said to have special psychic powers. The
caul must be carefully looked after or the
health of the person to which it belongs
will suffer. It is maintained by some thata




caul should be buried with its owner
when he or she dies, or the ghost of the
deceased will walk abroad in search of it.

cave Local folklore identifies many a
cave as the ancient dwelling-place of a
dragon, demon or witch, and most
regard them as desolate, forbidding
places in which all manner of unseen evil
may lurk. Since they were to be avoided
few surviving superstitions attach to
caves, beyond one old northern English
notion that children may be cured of
WHOOPING COUGH by taking them to a
cave and demanding that the resident
spirits relieve the infant of the illness.

celandine Herb which is particularly
credited in folk medicine as beneficial for
the EYES. Herbalists claim that celandine
will improve the eyesight of both
humans and hawks, in which connection
it was often employed by falconers in past
centuries. Yellow celandine flowers are
also considered effective in the treatment
of JAUNDICE and RINGWORM, and their
juice may be used to alleviate WARTS
according to one old Oxfordshire tradi-
tion. Placed in the room of a sick patient,
celandine will laugh (in which case the
prognosis is not good) or cry out (in
which case the patient will recover).

chain letter A largely twentieth-
century phenomenon, the chain letter —
usually a begging letter designed to amass
a fortune for the originator by ‘black-
mailing’ recipients into parting with
small sums of money and passing the
letter on to yet more people — relies upon
superstitious sentiment to succeed. The
original chain letters were sold by travel-
ling merchants in medieval times, the let-
ters themselves bearing various CHARMS
and prayers. The development of
modern postal services, however, led to
the appearance of a new variety of chain
letter to be copied endlessly from one
person to another, no person daring to
break the chain for fear of the dread mis-
fortune that was promised them if they
did so. All such schemes seem to break
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down fairly quickly, none the less, with-
out any apparent ill effects (and, inciden-
tally, without anyone making vast sums
of money).

chair Innocent enough in itself, the
humble chair is the object of a number of
time-honoured superstitions. A chair that
falls over is almost universally regarded as
an omen of bad luck (only to be avoided
by crossing oneself rapidly five times). If
it falls over when a person rises from the
TABLE this may suggest that they have
been telling lies, and if a chair is passed
over the table a quarrel is bound to break
out. Ifit falls over laden with clothing in a
HOSPITAL ward, a new patient must be
expected. Any single girl who acciden-
tally knocks over a chair is delaying the
date of her own WEDDING, perhaps by as
much as a year.

Returning a chair to the wall where it
stood before a meal was served may seem
a helpful act, but to some it simply
ensures that the diner will never eat in the
house again. Taking a chair that someone
else has been sitting on is also unwise, for
it suggests that both people will go to the
grave in quick succession. In northern
England it is also considered unlucky to
choose a seat beside an empty chair, while
residents of Ohio claim that three chairs
placed side by side signify the imminent
demise of a member of the household.
Turning a chair round three times or
walking round it three times is said by
gamblers to ensure a change in one’s luck
when losing at caArRDs. On other
occasions, chairs should never be turned
round as this is sure to spark a family
quarrel.

chalice The sacred cup used in the
Communion or Eucharist services of the
Christian Church, which is said by some
to have its own special powers. Many
people value items of church silver for
their healing properties, and in the past
children have often been taken to drink
from chalices in the belief that this would
cure them of WHOOPING COUGH. It was
vital that the children did not touch the
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chalice itself with their hands, and also
that the chalice was one used in the
Catholic rather than the Protestant ser-
vice. Until relatively recent times cha-
lices, though made of valuable precious
metals, were relatively immune from the
attentions of THIEVES, who feared they
would suffer extreme misfortune if they
included such a sacred object in their haul.

chamber pot The chamber pot fea-
tures little in the annals of the supersti-
tious, other than at the time of
WEDDINGS. In Scottish tradition, the
bride’s chamber pot was once the first of
her belongings brought into the new
home, on which occasion it was filled
with SALT, some of which was then scat-
tered on the floor for luck. One variant of
this custom required the bride and groom
to jump three times over the salt-filled
pot.

charm An incantion, prayer or other
form of words that is supposed to have in
itself magical power. Carrying pieces of
paper bearing verses from the BIBLE or
certain other words or phrases (see ABRA-
CADABRA) about the person was for-
merly reputed to ward off illness and
other forms of evil, while reciting given
lines has always been an essential feature
of spell-making. Thus, various rhymes
may be uttered when attempting to con-
jure up visions of future lovers, driving
away demons or overcoming physical
ailments by magical means. The power of
the spoken word is such that merely
repeating a person’s name over and over
may be sufficient to cause them to appear
in the flesh, while simply uttering a
phrase like ‘white rabbits’ on the first day
of the month will guarantee one’s luck in
the days ahead. Conversely, certain
words are regarded with intense misgiv-
ing, and seafarers around the globe will
resent anyone using words like ‘pig’ or
‘priest’ while a vessel is at sea for fear of
the consequences. Among the more
common instances of charms in everyday
usage are those designed to protect one’s
luck when evil threatens. These include

the various challenges and greetings that

should be spoken aloud on sighting a

MAGPIE and the simple business of saying

‘Bless you’ to a person who is SNEEZING.
See also AMULET; TALISMAN.

charm wand A slender glass stick
with a curved end, sometimes filled with
seeds, that is often kept in the home as an
ornament but was originally intended to
ward off evil during the hours of darkness.
The theory runs that any evil attracted to
the house will be lured to the wand and
distracted from harming the occupants by
the challenge of counting the seeds (or the
hair lines) in the glass. When morning
comes, the charm wand is simply wiped
clean of any evil it may have ensnared. A
broken charm wand was a cause of some
concern and promised ill luck to the
whole household.
See also WALKING STICK.

cheek Superstition explains  that
blushing is attributable to the fact that
someone somewhere is talking about the
person concerned. In  Oxfordshire
women may respond to a blush with the
following charm:

Right cheek, left cheek, why do you
burn?

Cursed be she that doth me any harm.

If it be a maid, let her be slayed,

If it be a wife, let her lose her life,

And if it be a widow, long let her
mourn;

But if it be my own true love, burn,
cheek, burn.

The pseudo-science of PHYSIOGNOMY,
in which a person’s character is expressed
in their appearance, dictates that fat
cheeks suggest greed and sensuality, while
hollow ones betray envy and meanness or
a cold personality. Best of all are those
with nicely rounded cheeks, which
indicate wisdom and liveliness. A cheek
with wrinkles is a symptom of MADNESS.

See also DIMPLE.

cherry Growers of cherry trees in
Switzerland are advised by superstition to
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offer the first fruit of a tree to a2 woman
who has recently given birth, for this will
ensure that the tree always fruits plenti-
fully. A cherry tree planted in the middle
of a vineyard will have a similar effect and
guarantee good wine. Other supersti-
tions focus on cherry stones, the most
widespread of which is the custom of
counting out the stones of consumed
cherries one by one while chanting ‘This
year, next year, some time, never’ to find
out when one will be married. Others
include the rather unsavoury habit of
flicking cherry stones towards the ceiling
by squeezing them between the fingers: if
the ceiling is reached at the first attempt,
the marksman is destined to marry shor-
tly. A final superstition from the county
of Kent warns anyone walking in a
cherry orchard to rub their shoes with a
cherry leaf in order to avoid choking on a
cherry stone.

chestnut Various beneficial proper-
ties are assigned by superstition to both
the horse chestnut and the sweet chestnut,
and more specifically to their fruits. Car-
rying two horse chestnuts about the
person is said on both sides of the Atlantic
to relieve the pain of arthritis, backache
and RHEUMATISM. If sweet chestnuts are
eaten boiled with honey and glycerine
they will also alleviate ASTHMA. Supersti-
tion also recommends leaving an offering
of a few sweet chestnuts on the table at
HALLOWE’EN as gifts for the dead.

chewing gum Sharing a single stick
of chewing gum with another person
may be a sign of friendship or love, but
superstition suggests that in certain cir-
cumstances gum may play a more active
role in proceedings. Offering another
person a stick of gum over which one has
expressed a desire to be loved by that
person is, according to twentieth-century
US mythology, certain to persuade the
reluctant lover of the other’s charms if
accepted and well chewed.

chicken

see COCK; EGGS; HEN.
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chicory Blue-flowered plant, which
has long been considered a harbinger of
good luck when carried by travellers and
explorers. More specifically, it is credited
with bestowing the gift of INVISIBILITY
and assists in overcoming obstacles of
various kinds, including secured locks, if
held against them. To work in such a
way, however, the chicory must be cut at
twelve noon or twelve midnight on St
James’s Day (25 July) with a gold blade
and in complete silence, on pain of death.

chilblain Painful inflammation of
the fingers, toes or ears that is caused
by prolonged exposure to cold and
wet. Superstition offers an impressive
range of treatments for this com-
plaint. Chilblains can be cured or pre-
vented, it is alleged, by the wearing or
carrying of horse TEETH; by pricking
the affected area with HOLLY leaves; by
keeping a half-eaten CHRISTMAS cake or
the remains of the YULE LOG under the
bed; by applying URINE and strawberry
juice; by wearing wolfskin gloves and
shoes; by circling a mare three times
while gripping one’s shirt with one’s
teeth; or by dipping one’s hands in
manure on 1 May and then clapping
them three times on the lid of a bread
box. Dipping the affected part in water in
which slaughtered PiGs have been
immersed is also recommended. Applica-
tions of WALNUT oil, carpenter’s glue,
turnip pulp, soot and vinegar or CANDLE
wax will lessen the pain while a choice of
more permanent treatment is made.

childbirth The business of child-
bearing was once much more hazardous
than it is today, and superstition was
called upon in all its various guises to assist
the expectant mother and the unborn
BABY. Though medical advances have
reduced some of these notions to little
more than quaint echoes of bygone eras,
others still influence expectant parents
and relations (though less often now mid-
wives and doctors).

In remote parts of Europe people will
still open all the DOORS in a house and
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untie KNOTS in the mother-to-be’s cloth-
ing to make the delivery easier. Other
measures to assist the mother in labour
include placing a razor-sharp AXE blade
edge up under her bed, spilling a little
SALT in her palm, placing SILVER coins
taken from a church in her mattress and
bringing an empty hornets’ nest into the
room. In Kentucky, birthing assistants
may tickle the mother’s nose with a fea-
ther, while elsewhere in the USA she may
be offered a drink partly drunk by another
woman or administered a potion made
from the powdered rattles of rattlesnakes.

Among the many birthing customs
that have fallen into disuse are driving
IRON nails into the bed to keep away evil
spirits; laying the mother on a bare earth
floor from which she might derive extra
strength; hanging charms (see AMULET) in
the bedchamber to ward off witches; and
ringing the church BELLS or, if this could
not be arranged, tying a piece of bellrope
round the mother’s waist to summon up
divine assistance. Hanging an item of
clothing borrowed from a man whose
wife is known to be unfaithful to him may
also aid the process, according to the Irish.
Once the baby is delivered, chicken fea-
thers may be burned under the bed to stop
any bleeding (see also AFTERBIRTH;
UMBILICAL CORD).

Much can be predicted about a baby’s
future from the circumstances of its birth.
A baby born in a wagon, by CAESAREAN
SECTION or when the mother’s head liesin
anortherly direction is deemed especially
lucky, as it also is if born with an extra
finger or toe. If the baby is born in the
breech position (feet first), according to
one old English superstition, the child —
sometimes called a ‘footling’ — is fated to
be lamed in an accident unless its legs are
hastily rubbed with BAY leaves, but will
also benefit from special healing powers—
as willa baby whose mother diesin giving
birth (se¢ WHOOPING cOUGH). If the
father is already dead at the time of the
baby’s birth it may find consolation in
special occult powers.

The timing of the birth is important,

according to the science of ASTROLOGY:
the phase of the MOON and the state of the
TIDES, as well as the date, the day of the
week and the hour of the day, all have an
influence on the baby’s character. Babies
born under a new moon are fated to a life
of failure (or conversely will grow up
very strong). According to the Sicilians a
baby’s sex is determined by the phase of
the moon at the hour of birth: it will be a
girl if the moon is on the wane and a boy
if it is waxing. If a baby is born with the
moon on the wane, it is maintained that
the next baby the woman has will be of
the opposite sex; if the moon is waxing
the next baby will be of the same sex.
Babies born when the tide is on the ebb
are doomed to die young.

Babies born at CHRISTMAS or NEW
YEAR can look forward to a lifetime of
good luck. Unluckiest of all are the babies
born on CHILDERMAS DAY (28 Decem-
ber) or on 21 March, which, according to
US superstition, is a day of particularly
bad omen (US custom also suggests that
babies born between 23 June and 23 July
will be unlucky and those born in May
will never enjoy good health).

When it comes to the day of the week,
a widely known children’s thyme offers a
summary of what may be expected:

Monday’s child is fair of face,
Tuesday’s child is full of grace,
Wednesday’s child is full of woe,
Thursday’s child has far to go;
Friday’s child is loving and giving,
Saturday’s child works hard for a
living.
But the child born on the Sabbath Day
Is blithe and bonny, good and gay.

It should be noted, however, that this is
not the only version: in Cornwall and
Scotland, children born on Tuesday are
‘solemn and sad’ and those arriving on
Wednesday are ‘merry and glad’, while
those arriving on a Thursday are ‘inclined
to thieving’; in Shropshire, moreover, it
is Friday’s children who are born to
sorrow. All are agreed, however, that
Sunday’s children are especially blessed




and will be immune from witchcraft
throughout their lives.

Babies arriving at midnight will be
able to see GHOSTS, while any ‘chime
child’ born at three, six, nine or twelve
noon (the hours when church bells
chime) may prove unlucky in life but will
be able to see things others cannot and
will also be safe from witchcraft. Births
that take place at sunrise bode well for the
future, but babies born at sunset will be
lazy in later life.

Finally, a safely delivered mother is
strongly advised to make her first trip out
of the house after childbirth to the church,
toshow thanks for her survivaland thusto
be cleansed (a ceremony known as ‘chur-
ching’). If she disobeys this and visits a
female friend instead, the latter can expect
her own child within the year.

See also BIRTHMARK; CHILDREN; PREG-
NANCY; TWINS; ZODIAC.

Childermas Day Holy Innocents’
Day, on which the slaughter of the chil-
dren by Herod is remembered. Com-
memorated on 28 December, this is
widely held to be the unluckiest day of
the year. Children born at Childermas are
fated to unlucky lives and no new project
should be embarked upon on that date,
for it will surely end in failure; neither
should new clothes be worn for the first
time. Superstition warns that even such
mundane domestic chores as WASHING
and trimming FINGERNAILS should not
be attempted. Perhaps in reference to the
origins of the festival, though, children’s
parties were often held on Childermas
Day in parts of northern England.
See also CALENDAR.

children Superstition offers detailed
guidance on virtually every aspect of a
child’s existence in the first few days of
life, though once the child has survived
the early stages and has acquired a mea-
sure of divine protection through the
ritual of the CHRISTENING service there
are fewer specific taboos and rituals to be
observed beyond those in general cur-
rency. Most of these may be divided into
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those that are intended to preserve the
child against various illnesses such as
WHOOPING COUGH, which have inspired
countless remedies in folklore, and those
that give some clue about what life holds
in store for the infant.

Odd beliefs that have lasted into the
twentieth century include the widely
held notions that it is lucky to have chil-
dren on board sHip, that dreaming of
children is an omen of trouble and pos-
sibly of death in the offing, and that chil-
dren prone to blisters on the TONGUE will
turn out to be habitual liars. In the USA it
was formerly said that any male child
who showed a weakness for wearing
strings of beads was doomed to die by
hanging. A first-born child is reputed by
some to be immune from witchcraft,
while a seventh child should choose a
career as a doctor because he or she will
have special healing powers. A tenth
child, in deference to the old custom of
paying tithes to the Church, should con-
sider a career as a cleric.

See also BABY; CHILDBIRTH; NAMES;
PRECOCIOUSNESS; TEETH.

chime child

chimney The chimney and the
hearth, as the focus of family life in past
centuries, have always been of mystical
significance. FIRE is itself a magical ele-
ment but also attracts evil spirits, and
measures must be taken to ensure that no
hostile entity forces its way into the house
via the chimney. Tradition has it that
witches left for their covens mounted on
broomsticks by means of the chimney,
and popular folklore in modern times still
has Father Christmas entering the house
in this way. On the whole, though, chim-
neys are held to be lucky and may even be
touched for luck.

Among the many superstitions con-
cerning chimneys are never using a new
chimney for the first time on a FRIDAY;
making the sign of the cross three times
before lighting a fire; throwing three
grains of SALT into the fireplace; never
allowing a fire to go out unintentionally;

see CHILDBIRTH.
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blessing the fireplace with HOLY WATER,
salt and signs of the cross whenever there
is a birth or a death in the house; never
POINTING at a fireplace nor SPITTING into
it; spitting on logs before burning them;
and always handling the logs by the
larger end. Fire irons and other household
implements should always be stored to
the right of the hearth and up-ended on
special occasions. SOOT coming down the
chimney is deemed a bad omen, particu-
larly if it falls during a WEDDING party,
while a fire that burns too strongly warns
of an argument in the household.
See also BELLOWS; POKER.

chimney sweep Just as the cHIM-
NEY is considered an important focus of
magic in the house, so too is the chimney
sweep universally regarded as a lucky
figure. Receiving a ‘lucky’ kiss from a
black-faced chimney sweep after leaving
the church is one of the time-honoured
traditions associated with brides in the
British Isles, and many people will bow
or make a point of greeting a sweep
should they meet one in the street (pos-
sibly a relic from an old legend about a
sweep who saved the life of an English
king, who thus acknowledged his assis-
tance). Some people will spit when they
see a sweep, and make a wish.

china ornaments Care should be
taken when positioning china ornaments
depicting animals. In particular, they
should not be placed so that they face the
door, as this will direct one’s luck out of
the house.

cholera Though cholera is now rare
in Western countries, certain supersti-
tions concerning its detection have sur-
vived to the present day. In the British
Isles, it is said that a piece of raw meat
thrown into the air will instantly turn
black if cholera is in the vicinity. Sufferers
in Australia are advised to sleep in a
churchyard in order to be cured.

chopstick In countries where chop-
sticks are used as a matter of course, it is
widely believed that ill luck will dog
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anyone who breaksa chopstick. Children,
furthermore, are warned that they will be
struck dumb if they allow their chopstick
to tap anything other than their dish.

See also CUTLERY.

chough Large bird of the crow
family, which occupies a special place in
Cornish superstition. Legend claims that
the soul of King Arthur resides in the
chough and that killing one of these birds
is a grave error which will bring great
misfortune on the perpetrator of the
deed.
See also RAVEN.

christening The ceremony of bap-
tism into the Christian Church, which is
attended by a host of superstitious cus-
toms in many countries. The doctrine of
original sin decrees that the DEVIL resides
in every person until driven out during
the christening ceremony, and that those
who die unbaptised will be claimed by
him in the afterlife (unless they are babies,
in which case they are fated to roam
restlessly until the Day of Judgement or
to be reincarnated as BUTTERFLIES,
NIGHTJARS or other creatures).

Various safeguards are thus recom-
mended to mothers before the chris-
tening takes place, which ideally should
be as soon after the birth as possible.
Unchristened babies should, tradition has
it, be kept at home until the due date and
not allowed into anyone else’s house.
They should also be protected by
AMULETS, which can include GARLIC and
IRON and are sometimes used to decorate
the CRADLE to fend off evil influences
while the baby sleeps. Covering sleeping
infants with an item of the father’s cloth-
ing also provides some protection. Adults
are warned, incidentally, not to get
between an unchristened baby’s cradle
and the FIRE, as this invites bad luck.

On the big day itself (preferably a
Sunday), the baby should be dressed
entirely in WHITE. It is particularly
important that none of the ribbons in its
clothing is RED, which is very unlucky.
Buying new christening robes is frowned




upon. Whoever carries the baby must
take the shortest route to the church, and
on no account must they turn back once
they have started (it is also unlucky to
cause a christening to be postponed once a
date has been set). Members of the chris-
tening party in former times sometimes
carried with them morsels of cake and
BREAD, which were offered to the first
stranger of the opposite sex to the baby
whom they met on the way to the
church: it was very bad luck for the child
if these were refused. The church BELLS
should ring a full peal in order to protect
the child from deafness and to bestow
upon it a tuneful voice.

Iftwo children of opposite sex are to be
christened together, the boy must go
first, according to Scottish authorities, or
the girl will grow up with the BEARD the
boy would have had. If several children
are being christened at once the child who
goes first will be especially lucky, though
many parents show reluctance to allow
their child to be first to be christened in a
new church, as an old tradition has it that
the DEVIL will seize its soul or else that the
child will die prematurely. Some insist
that no two children should be baptised in
the same WATER, as the second will be
washed with the sins of the first. Any
child who reaches the font before the
priest, meanwhile, will acquire the gift of
second sight.

It is vital that the officiating priest (see
CLERGY) makes no mistake in the course
of the ceremony, which invites the inter-
ference of evil spirits. If he falters over a
word, the child in question will grow up
with a stutter. Many people consider it
desirable for a baby to cry during baptism
to indicate that the Devil has indeed been
driven out of its body. By this token,
nurses were formerly given to pinching
and otherwise maltreating the infants in
their care in order to summon up a good
wail. If the baby sneezes, however (see
SNEEZING), this is taken as a bad sign.
Water from the font should be allowed to
dry and not be wiped from the baby’s
face, and the child must be allowed to
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sleep in its christening robe for the first
night after the ceremony (if the child
wears a christening bonnet, it must be
worn for a further twelve weeks). If a
little of the font water is kept and later
given as a drink to the infant, the child
will be endowed with a fine singing
voice.

Christening services should never
follow FUNERALS, but extra luck will be
enjoyed by children christened in the
wake of 2 WEDDING. Some say the mere
fact that a child has been christened will
lead to a marked improvement in its
physical well-being. All christenings
should be followed by a lively party to
‘wet the baby’s head’, thus guaranteeing
the child’s luck for the future.

Those who remain unbaptised may be
doomed to haunt the earth as cHOSsTs,
and anyone stepping on to the grave of a
child who has died unbaptised will die of
the same illness, according to ancient
English tradition. Lastly, witches some-
times perform ceremonial baptism cere-
monies of their own, parodying the
Christian ritual, to commit themselves to
the DEVIL.

See also GODPARENT; NAMES.

Christmas As the most popular of all
the year’s religious festivals, Christmas is
governed by a wealth of folk traditions
and superstitions applying to virtually
every aspect of the festive season.
Descended from pagan midwinter cele-
brations, it remains a diverting occasion
that thrives on the disparate elements of
material excess and Christian solemnity.
In former times the festivities got into
earnest on Christmas Eve, when there
was much feasting and jollity and the
burning of the YULE LOG took place.
Christmas decorations should not be put
up until Christmas Eve, but this supersti-
tion is now largely ignored and high
streets are bedecked-with Christmas dec-
orations as early as November in many
places. MISTLETOE, according to custom,
should not be brought inside until as late
as New Year’s Eve, but this again is now
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largely ignored. Centrepiece of the
Christmas decorations in virtually every
home is the Christmas tree, which was
originally revered by the ancient Druids
and other pre-Christian societies as a
symbol of fertility and has since, like
many other evergreen trees and shrubs,
come to represent good fortune.
Christmas cakes were usually eaten on
Christmas Eve in the nineteenth century,
though it was most unlucky to cut into
the cake before that day dawned and a
portion had to be preserved uneaten until
Christmas Day itself. The poors of the
house used to be opened at midnight to
let out any evil spirits, and a Christmas
CANDLE was customarily placed in a
WINDOW to burn all night long to
guarantee the household’s luck for
another year (it was a bad sign if the
candle went out before the family rose).
FAIRIES, it was said, held masses in
Christ’s honour at the bottom of mines at
the hour of midnight, and farm animals
are still supposed to kneel in homage and
are briefly blessed with the power of
speech at this time — though it is fatal for a
human to overhear what they say.
Christmas Eve is also a time when the
supernatural may be consulted about the
future. Lovestruck young girls are advis-
ed that on Christmas Eve they may be
granted a vision of their future partner: all
they have to do is walk backwards to a
pear tree, around which they must then
walk nine times. Alternatively, if a girl
taps on a hen-house and gets a reply from
the hens inside this means that she will not
marry that year; if the cock cries at her
tap then a WEDDING is on the cards.
Another course of action is to scatter
twelve SAGE leaves in the wind and thus
to conjure up the image of a lover-to-be.
St Nicholas, in his modern guise as
Father Christmas or Santa Claus, will fill
stockings hung on the chimney-breast
overnight. This is in remembrance of the
legend that St Nicholas tossed three
coins down the chimney of the house
lived in by three poor sisters: the coins fell
neatly into some stockings that were
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drying by the hearth. The first person to
open the door on Christmas morning to
welcome in the spirit of Christmas is very
lucky, and further good fortune will
attend the household if the first visitor on
Christmas morning happens to be a dark
man (the arrival of a woman or a redhead
is, however, a bad omen). If the sun is
shining a fine harvest can be expected the
following year. The modern fixation ona
‘white Christmas’ probably derives from
an old notion that this signifies fewer
deaths in the year to come. Whatever the
weather, it is, however, unlucky to
attempt any but the most essential work,
such as the feeding of animals, on Christ-
mas Day.

Various superstitions surround the tra-
ditional Christmas Day menu, particu-
larly the Christmas pudding. During its
preparation this must have been stirred —
in an east-to-west direction — by every
member of the household, even babies, if
the luck of the household is to prosper,
and any girl who omits to take part in this
ritual can forget her chances of marriage
in the coming year. Those who stir the
pudding are allowed to make a wish as
they do so, but must keep the nature of
their wish to themselves if they really
want it to come true. Into the mixture
may be placed a SILVER coin, which will
bestow luck upon the finder, a RING,
which will hasten a wedding in the
family, and a THIMBLE, for prosperity.

Children born on Christmas Day itself
will never be troubled by GHOsTs and are
safe from death by DROWNING or hang-
ing. Those born on Christmas Eve are
also deemed especially lucky. Though
Christmas Day is a popular time for the
telling of various horror stories, ghosts
will not appear on this one day of the year
— though some say that the headless
images of those who are fated to die in the
following twelve months may be dis-
cerned in the shadows cast on the walls by
aroaring fire.

In modern times the end of the festive
season comes with TWELFTH NIGHT,
when all decorations must be taken down




on pain of extreme bad luck over the
coming year. Those who take their dec-
orations down before Twelfth Night,
incidentally, are probably unaware that
they are similarly prejudicing their luck
over the twelve months ahead and are
risking a death in the family. In the past,
decorations were often allowed to remain
in place until the end of January, when
every last trace of them was removed on
the eve of CANDLEMAS.

See also CAROL; HOLLY; IVY; MINCE
PIE; NEW YEAR; WASSAILING.

church Various superstitious beliefs
have come to be associated with the house
of the Lord in all Christian societies. In
remote parts of Scotland people shrink
from even mentioning the ‘kirk’ by
name, and in many areas the very dust
collected from the floor is said to have
special healing properties. Similarly,
people have been known to scrape
powder from stone columns and monu-
ments in churches or to remove frag-
ments of LEAD from the windows for use
in potions to cure such ailments as sore
BREASTS and FEVER or to ease the passage
of death. Rainwater collected from a
church roof is similarly credited with
mysterious medicinal powers, and for the
treatment of various ills the GrAss that
grows in a churchyard may be eaten in its
natural state or in the form of BUTTER
produced by cows that have grazed on it.

Northern English superstition roundly
declares that it is impossible to catch a
cold from another member of the con-
gregation while in a church. Other wide-
spread superstitions concerning churches
include never turning over a hassock,
regardless of which way up it is, for fear
of suffering twenty unlucky Sundaysin a
row, and keeping a vigil in the church
porch between eleven o’clock at night
and one o’clock in the morning on St
Mark’s Eve, when the spirits of those
fated to die over the coming year are said
to enter the church. A church door that
rattles as though disturbed by an unseen
hand is a sure prophecy that a FUNERAL
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will soon have to be held, as is the sight of
a bird perched on a church weathervane.
In general, birds that fly into a church are
agood omen, butif a ROBIN enters, some-
one in the congregation is certain to die in
the near future.

See also BELL; CLOCK.

churching see CHILDBIRTH.

churchyard watcher The spirit of
the person most recently buried in a
churchyard, whose duty it is to watch
over the other people buried there until
the time comes to summon another
living person to the grave and thus to be
relieved. In some rural areas there may be
controversy when a churchyard is closed:
the relatives of the last person buried
there may complain that this means the
deceased is condemned to watch over the
churchyard forever. In past times
unseemly brawls would sometimes break
out when two FUNERAL parties met in the
churchyard at the same time. Each would
try to ensure that their own friend or rela-
tive was not the last to be laid to rest and
thus delayed from departing this Earth.
The sound of the churchyard watcher’s
cart making its way down country lanes
was much feared in many communities.
Variants on the tradition around the
world include the Ankou figure of
Breton folklore, who is said to lay an
unseen hand on those who are doomed to
die or to scythe down anyone who comes
within his reach.

cigar A variety of superstitions have
attached themselves to the business of
smoking a cigar. Among the most fre-
quently encountered are the notions that
it is unlucky for a person to be offered a
cigar that turns out to be broken, and for
a cigar to fail to burn evenly on all sides.
Blowing a smoke ring and then catching
it and putting it in one’s pocket is, how-
ever, said to be very lucky. Women
should be particularly wary when hand-
ling cigars. According to a superstition
observed in Salem, Massachusetts, if she
accidentally treads on a spent cigar she is



cigarette

fated to marry the next man she meets.
The same holds true if a woman takes the
last puff of a cigar.

See also CIGARETTE; PIPE SMOKING.

cigarette The one really well-known
superstition concerning cigarettes is that
it is unlucky to light three from the same
match. This idea was conceived during
the Boer War and became widely current
during the First World War, when it was
alleged that anyone unwise enough to
accept the third light would fall victim to
snipers, who, alerted by the lighting of
the match in the first place, would by
then have had time to find their aim. It
has been suggested that the tradition may
originally derive from a taboo against
priests lighting more than two CANDLES
with the same taper. Smoking a cigarette
made from the bones of a TOAD, mean-
while, is said to cure insomnia. Tobacco
itself will deter sNAKEsS and may be
placed in a baby’s CRADLE to ward off
evil. Stepping on a cigarette packet bear-
ing the picture of a black cAT or a saiLor
and threatening to tear the packet up is
sure to promote one’s luck.
See also CIGAR; PIPE SMOKING.

cinders A cinder that falls out of a
FIRE may sometimes be examined for the
purposes of divination. If the cinder is
shaped like a purse, riches are in store; if it
is shaped like a cOFFIN, the tidings are
more ominous. A heart-shaped cinder
promises the appearance of a new lover,
while round, hollow cinders suggest the
arrival of a BABY.

See also ASHES.

clergy As representatives of divine
power, clergymen and religious figures
of all descriptions are potent in the super-
stitions of many cultures. A clergyman
metin the street is considered a bad omen,
which must be remedied if possible by
touching cold IRON. Meeting a nun in the
street, however, is deemed lucky, par-
ticularly if she is in a group of two or three
other nuns. Some people will spit for luck
on seeing a nun (see SPITTING), but

conversely will fear bad luck if she hap-
pens to be walking in the opposite direc-
tion so that only her back can be seen.
Nuns are often less than welcome on
board planes, when they are regarded as
omens of disaster (see AIRCRAFT). In the
USA it is said to be unlucky to look at a
nunnery.

FISHERMEN are reluctant to set sail if
they meet a nun or a clergyman on their
way to the harbour, and discussion of
priests or churches is discouraged while at
sea (even saying the word ‘priest’ is
taboo). SAILORS, moreover, have been
known to blame bad voyages on the fact
that their vessel was carrying a clergyman
or some other representative of the cloth.
Gamblers who are experiencing a run of
bad luck on the horses, meanwhile, are
recommended to kiss the wife of a
parson, for this will surely change their
luck for the better, according to one old
British tradition.

An ancient French superstition of
obscure origin claims that priests are
more often struck by LIGHTNING than
people of other callings.

clock Timepieces are inextricably
linked with the coming of death due to
the passage of time, so most of the super-
stitions associated with them are of a dark
hue. Many legends talk of clocks that
chimed or otherwise stopped at the
moment when someone died, and it was
once the custom on both sides of the
Atlantic for all the clocks in a house to be
stopped manually when there was a death
in the household. They were not
rewound until the body had left the
house.

Clocks should never be positioned
opposite the fireplace, as this will cause
the FIRE to go out. They will, it is
claimed, react violently in the presence of
any ‘unchurched’ woman making a visit
after CHILDBIRTH, typically by throwing
themselves to the floor. To be on the safe
side, superstition advises that no one
should speak while a clock is striking.
Clocks that keep the wrong time are also
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bad omens, and if London’s Big Ben
strikes incorrectly at midnight it is said
that the royal family will face calamity
within three months. Clocks that strike
THIRTEEN times, meanwhile, are also
considered an ominous sign and some
claim that in doing this they conjure up
the DEVIL.

A church clock that strikes while a
hymn is being sung is an omen of a death
in the parish within the week. It is also
deemed unlucky if it should strike during
a WEDDING service, suggesting the death
of one member of the couple within the
first year; some brides will refuse to enter
the church until the clock has finished
chiming. A town hall clock that chimes
while church bells are ringing is a warn-
ing that a fire will shortly break out in the
vicinity. If two clocks strike together, a
married couple in the parish will shortly
meet their deaths.

clothing A number of widely known
superstitions apply to the clothes a person
wears. The most familiar include the
general rule that a person should always
begin with the right hand and right foot
before the left and the old idea that put-
ting clothes on inside out by mistake puts
one at serious risk of misfortune, which
can only be avoided by leaving the gar-
ment inside out for the rest of the day. In
former times the wives of FISHERMEN
often wore their blouses inside out delib-
erately in the hope that this would bring
magical assistance to their husbands at sea,
and it was frequently said that wearing a
coat or shirt in this way would protect the
wearer from being led astray by the
FAIRIES.

Special rules apply to new clothes. The
wearer is invited to make a wish when
putting on a new garment for the first
time and, in the case of a new coat, is
advised to slip a few COINs into the right-
hand pocket without delay to ensure that
he or she ncver goes penniless. Brides
decking themselves out with their wed-
ding outfits may be wished by a relative
‘Health to wear it, strength to tear it, and
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money to buy another.” New or freshly
cleaned or washed clothes should always
be first put on when Sunday comes
round, to prolong their life, and EASTER
must always be honoured by the wearing
of new clothing (US authorities stipulate
three new items of apparel).

Damaged clothing should never be
mended with the wearer still in them. If
this taboo is broken the wearer variously
risks slander, a parting, a death among
friends or relations, loss of wealth or some
other instance of bad luck. It is also inad-
visable for light-coloured clothes to be
patched up with dark-coloured thread. A
hole in a sock brings good luck for a day,
but bad luck if worn a second day. It is
thought unlucky to iron the HEM of gar-
ments, for prosperity is ironed away with
the creases.

The clothing of a person who has
recently died cannot be expected to last
long if given away; it will decay just as its
former owner’s corpse decays. Similarly,
some thought is required before lending
clothes to the dying —if the latter is buried
in them the real owner will go into
decline as his or her clothes decay on the
corpse. Caution should also be exercised
in giving away clothing to strangers, as a
witch can use a person’s discarded clothes
to obtain power over them.

See also APRON; BUTTON; CHRIS-
TENING; GLOVES; HAT; SHIRT; SHOE;
SOCK; SWEATER; UNDERWEAR.

clover Finding a four-leaf clover has
always been thought lucky, and many
people believe that a person who finds
one will meet his or her future lover that
day (the luck is doubled if the clover is
immediately given to someone else).
Superstition has it that they only grow
where a mare has foaled and that the four
leaflets represent fame, wealth, a faithful
lover and good health. They also bestow
protection against- witchcraft and will
prevent any young man who finds one
from being drafted into the armed forces.
It is further claimed that anyone who
wears a four-leaf clover will be able to see
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FAIRIES. Wearing a two-leaf clover in the
right SHOE is a ruse sometimes favoured
by young girls: it is said that they will
marry the first man they meet, or some-
one of the same name. Opinion is mixed
about five-leaf clovers: they may guaran-
tee great riches, or they may threaten ill-
ness unless given away at once.

Some authorities trace the mystical
significance of clover all the way back to
the biblical legend that Eve stole some
clover as she was expelled from Paradise.
Herbalists claim that potions incorpo-
rating clover can be used to treat various
skin problems.

coal Thelink with the mystical power
of FIRE means that coal is considered very
lucky and carrying a piece of coal about
the person is widely recommended. In
the nineteenth century burglars carried a
piece of coal as a matter of routine
because it was thought to keep them safe
from arrest, and soldiers have been
known to follow the same practice. Find-
ing a piece of coal in the road is deemed
lucky, though some variants of this tradi-
tion suggest that it must be tossed over
the left shoulder and not spared a back-
ward glance if the luck is to operate.
sAILORS, meanwhile, believe that keep-
ing a piece of coal found on the foreshore
will protect them from DROWNING.

Coal is one of the items carried in the
‘first footing’ ritual associated with NEw
YEAR celebrations, and a small piece is
sometimes included in the gifts put into
CHRISTMAS stockings: the coal is then
burned on the fire while the recipient
makes a wish. One last warning concerns
turning a coal over as it burns in the grate
— this should never be attempted when
poking the fire, as it will only cause bad
luck.

cobweb The web of a SPIDER is said
to have concealed the infant Jesus from
Herod’s soldiers, and perhaps it is for this
reason that cobwebs are regarded as very
lucky. In stables and barns they should
never be cleared away as they protect the
livestock, and it is widely believed that

destroying a cobweb on purpose will
only provoke misfortune. No punish-
ment will be exacted against a person who
runs into a spider’s web by accident, but
this may mean that a friend is about to
appear. Similarly, US superstition claims
thata girl who finds a cobweb on her door
is being advised that her lover is unfaith-
ful, while a cobweb in the kitchen reveals
to the attentive observer that there is little
love in the house. Laying a cobweb on an
open WOUND will promote the healing
process (this may in fact assist in coa-
gulation and kill bacteria). Cobwebs
rolled into small ‘pills’ are sometimes
taken as a treatment for ASTHMA, while
rubbing a web over a WART and then
burning itis said to destroy the wart itself.

cock The crowing of the cock at the
break of day links the creature with the
SUN, a source of much superstition, and
consequently the cock has acquired con-
siderable mystical significance, bolstered
by its role in the biblical story of Peter’s
repudiation of Christ. Cocks have been
sacrificed on the altars of many religions
and feature as a prime ingredient in vari-
ous spells. EPILEPSY may be cured,
according to Scottish tradition, by bury-
ing a cock beneath the sufferer’s bed,
while sanity may be restored by burying a
cock at the point where two estates meet.
CONSUMPTION can be treated by prepar-
ing a broth that includes parts of a cock,
some GOLD and PEARL among more usual
ingredients. Simply rubbing an injured
part with a live cock and then driving the
cock out of the district was said to cure
most ills.

Millers used to kill a cock on St Mart-
in’s Eve (10 November) and sprinkle its
blood over their machinery to protect
themselves from accidents in the year
ahead. Some claim that, because a cock
heralded the birth of Christ, keeping a
cock will ward off GHOsTs. White cocks
are regarded as especially lucky and as
guardians of the farmyard, but black
cocksare traditionally associated with evil
spirits.




A cock that crows more lustily than
usual or while perched on a gate is giving
notice of a change in the weather or, if
standing in a doorway, of the imminent
arrival of a visitor. If it crows in the early
evening RAIN can be expected, but if it
crows during the night it warns of the
coming of death. The crowing of any
cock at an inauspicious moment, such as
the birth of a child or when someone is
about to depart on a journey, is con-
sidered a very bad omen. A cock and a
hen spied sitting together on the morning
of ST VALENTINE’S DAY is a sure prophecy
that someone in the house will soon be
married. Cocks are also said to crow on
Christmas Eve to celebrate the anniver-
sary of Christ’s birth, and both real cocks
and the cocks on weathervanes on church
towers will crow at the Last Judgement to
awaken the dead.

See also ALECTROMANCY.

coffee According to US superstition,
much can be learned by observing the
movement of BUBBLES on the surface of a
cup of coffee. If the bubbles float towards
the drinker, prosperous times lie ahead; if
they retreat, hard times are promised.

coffin  European tradition warns that
it is reckless in the extreme for anyone to
lie in a coffin, even for a joke, before their
time has come. In addition, no CORPSE
should be laid in the coffin wearing cloth-
ing belonging to a living person: as the
clothing rots, so the owner of the clothes
will suffer a decline in health. It is custo-
mary for coffin lids to be nailed shut, but
some people prefer to leave them loose,
so that their occupants may be able to
escape more easily on the day of resurrec-
tion. Any chair or table upon which a
coffin rests should be tipped over when
the coffin is removed, to guard against
another death occurring in the household
in the near future. AMULETS and RINGS
made from the metal fixings of old cof-
fins are said to prevent cramp, while
coffin NAILs banged into the bedroom
door will ward off nightmares.
See also BURIAL; FUNERAL.

colours

coin There are many people around
the world who value coins for their luck-
bringing qualities. Tossing a coin into a
fountain or pool while making a wish is a
universal custom, and many persons
carry ‘lucky’ coins (often ones minted in
the year of their birth or ones with holes
in). FISHERMEN fiX a coin in the wood of
their boats and even in their nets for luck,
and in former times the poor frequently
carried specially made ‘touch pieces’,
which depicted the DEVIL being defeated,
to protect them from disease. Particularly
lucky are coins given out at Holy Com-
munion and coins found during a rain-
storm, on the grounds that these must
have fallen from Heaven. It is, inciden-
tally, courting bad luck not to pick up a
coin spotted on the ground, and gifts of
purses, wallets and coats should never be
made without first putting a few coins in
them.

Some coins are, however, unlucky. In
Britain, the crown or five-shilling piece
of pre-decimal currency was disliked in
many circles, especially in public houses
where it was alleged that any barmaid
accepting such a coin would shortly lose
her job. In many countries, coins are
placed upon the eyes of the dead to pre-
vent them from reopening and looking
around for someone to join them in the
grave.

See also BLACK PENNY; CLOTHING; LEE
PENNY; LOCKERBIE PENNY; LUCK PENNY;
PENNY; SILVER.

cold Superstition offers few remedies
for the persistent nuisance of the common
cold. Besides asserting that it isimpossible
to catch a cold in a church, authorities
suggest that catching 0AK leaves as they
fall to earth in the autumn may provide
some relief, or else that stuffing the nos-
trils with thinly cut orange peel might do
the trick.
See also SNEEZING.

colours The symbolic values of the
different colours lie at the heart of count-
less superstitions around the world. Inter-
pretations vary from one culture to the
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next. Generally speaking, GREEN con-
jures up the elemental and unpredictable
forces of nature (hence the mistrust
shown towards the colour by AcTORs
AND ACTRESSES and motorists, among
many others), while BLACK evokes
images of evil and death, WHITE repre-
sents purity and innocence, BLUE suggests
repose and mystical strength and is gener-
ally considered lucky, RED relates to pas-
sion and to Hell and YELLOW variously
symbolises cowardice and intellectuality.

comb Combing the HAIRis a perilous
activity in certain circumstances. One
ancient eastern European tradition dic-
tates that no one should use a comb that
belonged to a dead person; if they do,
they will themselves shortly die or at the
very least go bald. British custom, more-
over, instructs that mothers should never
comb their baby’s hair before the infant is
weaned, or the baby will lose a tooth for
every tooth of the comb that breaks
(combs made of ivory were much more
brittle than the modern plastic variety).
Tortoiseshell combs are said to have a cal-
ming influence, but dropping a comb
brings bad luck.

comet Not unnaturally, in centuries
past the sight of a comet inspired the
deepest foreboding. They are universally
recognised as portents of disaster, and
over the centuries sightings of particular
comets have been linked with such
calamities as famine, war, the death of
monarchs and, back in 1066, the Norman
invasion of England. No one should
embark on a new project after seeing a
comet, and children born as one appears
are fated to die violently. Years in which
many comets are sighted are, however,
said to be excellent wine years. Some
people believe that wishes made on seeing
comets or shooting stars (see METEORITE)
are certain to come true.

Communion money see RING.

confetti The custom of throwing
confetti or rice (or in past eras wheat or
corn) over newly-weds is derived ulti-
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mately from pagan fertility rites and is
intended as a general blessing upon the
pair, specifically to promote their chances
of having children. In medieval times the
custom was by no means confined to
marriage ceremonies, and similar
showers of grain greeted the arrival of
royalty, magistrates or other dignitaries.
Modern paper confetti often comes in the
shapes of BELLS and HORSESHOES, meant
to bestow further gifts of luck upon the
happy couple.

confirmation Christian ceremony,
which like BAPTISM is said to bestow vari-
ous benefits not immediately connected
to religious salvation. Those who present
themselves for confirmation are said to
enjoy a marked improvement in health,
and in former times those suffering from
RHEUMATISM in particular were known
to participate in the ceremony on more
than one occasion in the hope of a cure.
The crucial element in the ceremony as
far as healing is concerned is the touch of
the bishop’s right hand, which effects the
cure (being touched by the bishop’s left
hand is deemed most unlucky).

consumption Communicable dis-
ease, more often identified in modern
times as tuberculosis, which was once a
major killer in the Western world (as it
still is in the third world). In former times
those desperate for a cure were faced with
one of the more challenging cures recom-
mended by English superstition: swal-
lowing live baby FROGS before breakfast.
Alternatively, the patient had to be car-
ried through a flock of SHEEP as they left
their pens first thing in the morning, or
else had to sleep where he or she would be
exposed to the supposedly beneficent
breath of cattle. Other remedies involved
drinking broths made by stewing the
body of a black CAT or that of a cock.

conversation A lull in the conversa-
tion, particularly at mealtime, is tradi-
tionally attributed to the fact that an
angel is passing over the house. It is fur-
ther alleged that such lulls usually happen




at twenty minutes before or after the
hour. If two people say the same thing
simultaneously this too has magical sig-
nificance and is thought to be very lucky:
the two parties must not say another
word but must link little FINGERS and
make a wish, which is sure to come true.
An alternative version of this tradition
has it that whoever finishes what they are
saying first will be the first to get married.
Forgetting what one is saying in mid-
speech is, however, unlucky and suggests
that the speaker is telling lies. In the USA,
such an event may precipitate the reciting
of the following rhyme:

What goes up the chimney, smoke.
May your word and my word never be
broke.

Should a speaker accidentally talk in
rhyme, he or she may confidently expect
a present before the month is out. If
someone appears while others are talking
about them, this is a welcome sign that
the person concerned is destined to live a
long life.

Lastly, it is not unnaturally considered
unlucky to engage in any conversation
with a witch. If this cannot be avoided it is
important that the witch must not be
allowed either the first or last word of the
conversation.

cooking The business of preparing
food is much beset with superstitious
belief. Among the many taboos relating
to the kitchen are: never allowing a pan of
WATER to boil over (because in so doing
the cook boils his or her lovers away);
never sharing such duties as stirring a pot
with someone else (for fear of a quarrel);
and never stirring mixtures in anything
but an east-to-west direction (in imita-
tion of the SUN’s movement). Moreover,
watched pots, as the old proverb has it,
never come to the boil. Secreting such
items as rings, sixpences and buttons in
cakes, soups and other foods on special
occasions is a time-honoured method of
divining who is to marry next or who is
to enjoy great riches, though such games
are now largely confined to the festive

71

corn dolly

season. Lastly, cooks can expect a long
and witch-free life if their PEA soup con-
tinues to bubble after being taken off the
heat.

See also APRON; BAKING, BREAD;
CHRISTMAS; MEAT; OVEN; POT; ROLLING-
PIN; SALT; SUGAR; WAITING ON TABLE.

coral The superstition that coral
wards off evil dates back to Roman times,
if not beyond, and gifts of coral necklaces
are still sometimes offered to youngsters
at their CHRISTENING to preserve them
from evil and also as an aid, when rubbed
against the gums, in teething (they also
prevent nightmares). Red coral in par-
ticular is said to deter evil and can protect
ships and houses from sTorms. It is all-
eged that red coral worn about the person
will turn pale if its owner is ill, regaining
its original colour as the patient recovers.

cork In various ‘European countries
cork is prized for its apparent ability to
ward off cRAMP, and some people tie gar-
ters of cork around their legs or slip a cork
under the pillow when they retire for the
night. Others keep the corks from the
champagne drunk on a happy occasion,
such as a wedding, a twenty-first birth-
day or a sporting victory, to ensure their
good luck in the future, often inserting a
COIN into a slit cut into the cork itself.

corn A thickened area on the skin of
the feet, caused by pressure or friction,
which may become painfully sensitive.
Superstition recommends treating corns
by burying a piece of stolen beef in the
ground; as the meat rots, so the corns will
vanish.

corn dolly Small figure or other
shape that is made by plaiting some of the
last sheaf of corn stored over the winter to
ensure the success of the coming harvest.
Corn has been cultivated for some seven
thousand years and pagan societies
revered a host of corn gods and god-
desses. These were kept symbolically
alive in such dollies, which were cus-
tomarily hung up in the chimney-piece —
or alternatively by leaving a little corn
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standing in the fields. The corn dollies
found in virtually every craft shop of
modern times are usually bought as good
luck emblems, though rarely made from
the last sheaf of corn as they once were.

corner house An old English super-
stition warns against living in a HOUSE
that stands on a corner, for such buildings
(for reasons lost in obscurity) are widely
held to be unlucky.

corpse The handling of human
corpses is the focus of a myriad of super-
stitions around the world, most of which
have the twofold aim of easing the
deceased person’s passage to Paradise and
allowing the living to continue their lives
untroubled by GHOsTs and free of any
curse invoked by improper disposal of
the dead.

The moment death has taken place
superstition insists that the EYEs, if still
open, be closed, or their gaze will
summon another person who is present
to accompany the departed to the grave
(in some countries the eyes are prevented
from reopening by covering them with
coins). Distraught friends and relatives
should not allow their tears to fall upon
the body, as their distress is believed to
trouble the departed soul. Scottish tradi-
tion, indeed, discourages mourners from
crying at any stage during a FUNERAL.

Touching the corpse is reccommended
as it brings the living good luck and will,
itisalleged, save them from NIGHTMARES
in which the dead person appears. The
touch of a dead person’s hand — particu-
larly one who has died a violent death —
may, indeed, prove of benefit to various
medical conditions (se¢ DEAD HAND).
The corpse of a person who has been
murdered, however, will bleed if touch-
ed by the murderer, thus revealing the
latter’s guilt.

On no account must an animal of any
kind be allowed to jump over the COFFIN:
if this happens, the animal must be killed
immediately to prevent further deaths in
the family. A corpse that remains limp
long after rigor mortis should have set in
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is a bad omen, warning of another death
in the household.

If possible, a corpse should be removed
from the house before the weekend, for a
body that remains unburied over a
Sunday will soon be joined by another in
the grave. It is also thought unlucky for a
corpse to remain unburied over NEW
YEAR’s Day. MINERs go further and may
refuse to return to work until the body of
a colleague killed in an accident is prop-
erly laid to rest. SAILORS, too, dislike
having a dead body on board sHip, and if
the burial takes place at sea are nervous of
watching the body sink for fear that they
will follow it.

When the time comes for the body to
be carried away it is important that it be
removed feet first, in contradiction to the
usual manner of birth, or the deceased’s
ghost may return. Any ground over
which the corpse is carried is fated to
become barren and, according to one
ancient but entirely erroneous tradition,
becomes thereby a public right of way.
Once the body has gone, the front step
should be washed at once to clean it of
any ill luck left behind. Linen used to
wrap a body is considered very lucky and
may be used to relieve HEADACHES if

wrapped about the head.
See also BURIAL; DEATH; DROWNING;
EXHUMATION; HAND OF GLORY;

MURDER; SUICIDE.

corpse-lights Spectral lights that
glow in places of death, such as church-
yards. Norse sagas spoke of such lights at
sacred burial spots, and reports of them
have continued into modern times. Often
the lights hover over the grave of a newly
buried person, or else trace the route that
the FUNERAL procession is due to take.
Sometimes it is said that the lights are
warnings sent to the living by dead
friends and relatives to advise them that
they are soon to die and should make the
necessary preparations.
See also WILL-O’-THE-WISP.

cotton Stray threads of cotton found
ona person’s clothes are supposed to fore-




tell that they are about to receive an
important LETTER. Close examination of
the shape of the thread, futhermore, will
reveal the initial of the writer’s name.

See also ACTORS AND ACTRESSES.

cough One cure for a cough sug-
gested by British superstition is to admin-
ister to the patient (surreptitiously) barley
water in which three sNAILs have been
boiled. Alternatively, plucking a HAIR
from the patient’s head and feeding it to a
poG with the words ‘Good luck, you
have. May you be sick and I be salve’
should successfully transfer the cough
from man to beast.
See also WHOOPING COUGH.

counting see NUMBERS.

couvade see PREGNANCY.

cow Cattle have always been a focus
of superstitious belief, reflecting their
economic importance through the ages.
Some societies have venerated the cow, as
still happens in India, and the animal has
often been said to know the direct path to
Heaven (hence the now forgotten
German and Scandinavian tradition that
a cow should accompany FUNERAL pro-
cessions). This tradition may explain the
long-held notion that a cow trespassing in
the garden is a warning of imminent
death, while the presence of three cows
signifies three deaths in the offing. Other
death omens involving cattle include the
sound of a cow lowing after midnight
and a cow lowing three times directly
into a person’s face.

The business of milking a cow is not to
be taken lightly. The MiLk willnot flow if
anyone sings in the milking shed, and the
cows may likewise refuse to co-operate if
they spy a new face in the dairy. Those
who do the milking must wash their
hands when they have finished or there
will be no milk next time. Another
reason for a poor supply of milk may be
that a witch has magically milked the
animal already by sucking on the udder in
the guise of 2 HARE or by means of one of
various spells. Safeguards that may be
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taken against witches include fixing a
bough of RoWAN wood at the door to the
cow shed and, in Ireland at least, sprink-
ling the floor of the stalls with primroses.
In Scotland white cows are regarded as
inferior milkers, and it is further con-
sidered unlucky to milk any cow being
sent to market.

The luck of each individual animal is
believed to reside in the rope used to
tether it, and cows were traditionally sold
complete with their tethers in order to
safeguard them from witches or malevo-
lent spirits. Those selling cows are advised
to push them backwards out of the barn,
or risk the animal proving sterile. It is also
most inadvisable to make an offer for an
animal not up for sale, as the object of the
offer will surely die.

Cows that lift their tails or feed close
together know of RAIN on the way, while
those whose tails rap against a fence or
tree or else lie down to rest on high
ground expect fine weather. The breath
of a cow was once alleged to be most
beneficial to the health and people suffer-
ing from CONSUMPTION were often
recommended to sleep in the company of
cattle; it is still claimed by some that
farmhands never contract tuberculosis. A
little of the mother’s DUNG fed to a CALF
will protect the new arrival from evil
spirits and may also be used as a poultice
for wOUNDs or, in Northumberland, to
cure HEADACHES.

In common with other farmyard
animals, cattle are said to kneel in homage
to Christ on Christmas Eve and to speak
with human voices — but anyone who
overhears what they say is likely to die
forthwith.

See also BEASTINS.

cowslip Wild flower with a yellow
blossom, which is said to spring up only
where cow DUNG has fallen. Supersti-
tions concerning the plant include one
which claims that if planted upside down
the flowers will be red, and another that
says cowslips will turn into PRIMROSES.
Tossing a ball made of cowslips repeat-



crab

edly into the air with the words ‘Tisty,
tosty, tell me true, who shall [ be married
to?’ followed by the names of all one’s
suitors is sure to provide an answer: the
ball will fall to the ground when the
future partner’s name is pronounced.

Infusions of cowslip flowers are said to
improve memory and provide relief for
various nervous complaints; cowslip
lotions are recommended as a beauty
treatment.

crab Superstition holds that the crab
makes a useful ingredient in various
medicinal preparations. A poultice of
burned and crushed crab was recom-
mended in Anglo-Saxon England for
reducing swellings, while placing the
EYES removed from a still-living crab
upon the back of a person’s neck was sure
to relieve the latter’s own swollen eyes.

cradle The urge to safeguard a BABY
from evil influences is answered in super-
stition in various ways. Decorating a
cradle with charms (see AMULET), which
may range from portions of tobacco and
BREAD to pieces of IRON and GARLIC, is
sure to ward off malevolent spirits. The
child will be further protected if wrapped
in one of its father’s garments.

Mothers are warned that rocking an
empty cradle is a perilous habit: it means
either (throughout much of Europe) that
the cradle will soon be occupied by a new
child, or (in northern England and in the
Netherlands) that the last child to sleep in
it will shortly die; the first version of
events is the one that most people know.
It is, incidentally, unlucky to bring a new
cradle into the house until the intended
occupant is actually born. Visitors to the
house are warned not to come between
the cradle and the FIRE, which is con-
sidered very unlucky. Selling or giving
away a cradle when it is finished with will
surely result in the former owner
becoming pregnant once more, regard-
less of whether she had thought her
family complete. Lastly, bad luck will
befall any bailiff who seizes a cradle in
distraint of debt.
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cramp Superstition advises that the
pain of cramp can be alleviated by always
carrying on one’s person or secreting
under one’s pillow certain animal bones.
These vary from the knee joint of a HARE
to the fin bone of a HADDOCK and the
knuckle-bone (or ‘cramp-bone’) of a
SHEEP, which must never be allowed to
come into contact with the ground or it
will lose all its power. Garters of CORK or
eelskin are reputed to be equally effica-
cious, while some people have been
known to carry a MOLE’s paw wrapped
in silk or to sleep with a piece of BRIM-
STONE in their bed for the same purpose.
Others have favoured the wearing of
‘cramp RINGS’ fashioned from metal
taken from old cOFFINS, especially if
these had been blessed by a monarch (the
last English monarch to bless such rings
was Mary I). Alternatively, reciting the
following cHARM should keep the pain at
bay: ‘Cramp — be thou painless! As Our
Lady was sinless when she bore Jesus’.

cricket Just as superstitious as players
of any other team game, cricketers at all
levels favour ‘lucky’ bats, clothing,
charms and rituals, which may vary from
rubbing the ball in a certain way to taking
special care that the batsman’s pads are
never put on the wrong legs. Some bats-
men are wary of taking guard twice at the
same end, and others consider it fatal to
their chances of scoring if, before taking
the field, they wash their hands simultan-
eously with the batsman who is to play at
the opposite crease.

crickets Superstition places a variety
of interpretations upon the appearance of
these insects and their chirping ‘song’.
Crickets in the home are generally
regarded as a good omen and it is conse-
quently bad luck to kill one or if one
leaves — though some people read their
appearance in the home as a portent of
evil. White crickets in particular are
much feared if they appear on the hearth,
as they foretell a death in the household.
The sound produced when crickets rub
their hind legs together is regarded as a




warning of death or else of severe
weather, although the sound is welcomed
if heard on Christmas Eve as this promises
great good fortune. Should a cricket be
killed, the perpetrator of the act is likely
to find that other crickets have chewed
holes in his socks. Yorkshire folklore,
meanwhile, insists that a cricket thrown
on to a FIRE will not burn.

crocodile African and Indian tradi-
tions place considerable mystical signifi-
cance on the crocodile, perhaps reflecting
the creature’s divine status among the
ancient Egyptians. A symbol of treach-
ery, the crocodile is said to weep when it
has eaten all but the head of its human
victims and these ‘crocodile tears’ turn
magically to jewels to lure further human
prey. They may also make pitiful
groaning noises to beguile the sympath-
etic. Crocodile blood is prized for the
treatment of snakebites and eye prob-
lems, while fried crocodile meat is used to
dress WOUNDS; the skin is combined with
oil and vinegar as an anaesthetic and the
fat also has medicinal properties.

crooked British folklore insists that
finding anything bent or crooked, be it a
COIN, PIN or stick, is lucky and the object
should never be parted with. Farmers
have been known to plough crooked fur-
rows so that the FAIRIES may not aim
their arrows along the ridges towards
their horses and oxen.

crops Agriculture is much beset by
superstition. Farmers are advised to plant
rows of seeds on a north—south axis,
rather than east-to-west (they will in fact
get more sun this way). Ideally, seeds
should be planted when there is full
MOON as the crops will be ready for har-
vesting a month earlier than those planted
when the moon is on the wane. It is
thought very unlucky if a ridge in a field
is missed out when the seeding is done,
and may be interpreted as a sign that one
of the farmer’s family will die in the near
future. Once the seed is taken out of the
barn to the fields it must on no account be
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taken back again, even if a sudden change
in the weather means it cannot imme-
diately be put on the ground. The fate of a
crop may, in fact, be predicted early in the
year, according to the old English saying
‘A wet March makes for a bad harvest. A
dry and cold March will never beg its
bread.’

At harvest time, when a person gets his
first taste of a particular fruit or other crop
that season, he or she may make a wish.
Another ancient tradition recommends
that when someone first tastes the new
season’s crop their mouth should be cram-
med as full as possible, which will ensure
thathe or she does not go hungry between
then and the next harvest.

See also CAUFF-RIDDLING; EASTER.

cross Central to Christian icon-
ography, the cross has considerable sig-
nificance among the superstitious, being
credited with both the power to ward off
evil and certain healing properties.
Because of its sacred associations, a cross
of STRAW or sticks laid on the ground can
be used to detect witches, who are sure to
stumble as they walk over it; similar
crosses may be placed at doors and
windows or over pigsties and beehives to
prevent evil entering (the French favour
crossed bunches of flowers for this pur-
pose). It is unlucky, however, to leave
CUTLERY Or SHOES in a cross shape, which
is said to be an offence against the Lord
(another person must uncross them if the
guilty party’s luck is to be restored).
Similarly, if four friends meet they
should avoid crossing each other’s arms as
they shake hands. Crossing the FINGERS is
widely known to ward off evil and so too
is crossing the legs, a favourite ploy of
superstitious gamblers (but see also
CARDS). Sitting with legs crossed is said
by some to bring luck to a friend in a
particular enterprise, but others warn that
this may be done to conjure up some
hindrance in another’s affairs (a reference
to the legend that Juno delayed the birth
of Alcmene’s son Hercules by sitting in
such a fashion).



crossroads

Splinters taken from crosses or even
samples of moss growing on a cross are
valued in folk medicine. Making the sign
of the cross upon one’s shoe will cure
CRAMP and ‘pins-and-needles’ in the foot;
stitches and other minor ailments may be
relieved in much the same way. Marking
food, whether it be BREAD or MINCE PIES,
with the sign of the cross will similarly
protect it from interference by witches or
evil spirits.

See also EYE.

crossroads The intersection of four
roads, long regarded as an ominous loca-
tion. Anything that forms the shape of a
CROSS is significant, but crosses made by
roads are heavy with symbolic meaning
and many people dislike being delayed at
such a place for fear of meeting a GHOST, a
VAMPIRE or death in person. Primitive
peoples often erected their altars where
roads met and engaged in human sacrifice
there; ever since, crossroads have been
associated with death, not least through
the traditional erection of the GALLOWS
at such spots.

SUICIDES, vampires and criminals
were formerly buried at crossroads in the
belief that, should they arise from the
grave, their vengeful ghosts would not
know which of the roads led back home.
In modern times witches’ covens have
sometimes been known to choose lonely
crossroads as their meeting-place. Auth-
orities on ley lines, the paths of strange
mystic power that criss-cross the land,
claim that crossroads which intersect such
paths are notorious for cARr accidents and
other calamities. Similar traditions also
abounded in times gone by about places
where the boundaries of three parishes
met, though these were usually valued as
sites where miraculous cures might be
enacted.

crow The death-BLACK colouring of
the crow, in combination with its intelli-
gence, has led to the bird being regarded
as one of the most ominous of all crea-
tures. Once considered a messenger of the
gods and later a FAMILIAR of the tradi-
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tional witch, the crow is now viewed by
many as a harbinger of death and disaster,
particularly feared if it alights upon a
house or taps at a windowpane. A crow
settling in a churchyard is likewise
deemed an omen that there will be a
FUNERAL in the near future.

Crows that leave a wood en masse are
interpreted as a sign of coming famine,
while if they fly at one another it presages
the outbreak of wARr. Crows that flock
early in the day and fly towards the sun
are a sign of good weather (as is a crow
that croaks an even number of times), but
bad weather is on the way if they are
noisy and active around water at dusk (or
if a single crow croaks an odd number of
times). In northern England children will
see off a single crow with the threat:

Crow, crow, get out of my sight,
Orr else I'll eat thy liver and thy lights.

However, a rthyme from the Essex
region claims that two crows together
will actually bring good luck:

One’s unlucky,
Two’s lucky;
Three is health,
Four is wealth;
Five is sickness
And six is death.

Should a girl wish to know from what
direction her true love will come she has
only to throw stones at a crow and to note
in which direction it flies off.

See also RAVEN; ROOK.

crying European superstition offers
the parents of children who cry fre-
quently the consolation that a child who
‘cries long will live long’. Another super-
stition of long standing, meanwhile,
warns against crying over someone who
is dying or at the graveside of someone
who has just died, as the soul of the
deceased will be robbed of its rest if any
tears happen to fall on the grave. Tears
shed at WEDDINGS and CHRISTENINGS
are, conversely, regarded asa good omen.
See also PEARL.




cuckoo Virtually all the superstitions
surrounding the cuckoo concern its dis-
tinctive call, and many people listen out
for the ‘first cuckoo of the spring’. If this
call comes from somewhere to the right
of the hearer, good luck may be expected
for the coming year; if from the left, bad
luck is in store. It is also unlucky to hear
the first cuckoo while standing on hard
ground, which implies that the hearer
will not live to hear next year’s bird. If on
grass, the person concerned is recom-
mended to roll around on the ground as
this will relieve a host of physical ail-
ments. Luckiest of all is the person who
hears the first cuckoo on 28 April, of all
dates the most prepitious for the event,
according to Welsh tradition. Il luck,
however, will attend anyone who hears a
cuckoo before 6 April or after MIDSUM-
MER DAY. Superstition also advises that it
is unlucky to see a cuckoo before seeing
the first SWALLOW of the season, as the
rest of the year will be unhappy. More
prosaically, Yorkshiremen warn that the
cuckoo’s call is a warning of approaching
RAIN.

Whatever condition a person is in
when the first call is heard will remain
unchanged for the next twelve months. It
is consequently unlucky to hear the
cuckoo when hungry or ill in bed; con-
versely, some people will burst into a run
on hearing the sound, reasoning that this
will ensure they are busy all year long.
Turning over any cOINs that happen to
be in one’s pocket when the cuckoo’s
song is heard will guarantee prosperity
over the ensuing year. It is said, inciden-
tally, thatif people remove their left SHOE
on hearing their first cuckoo of the year
they will find inside a single HAIR of the
same colour as that of the person they are
destined to marry.

According to the Scots, the number of
times a cuckoo calls signifies the number
of years a person has left to live, though
unmarried people claim that in their case
this refers to the years that will pass before
their WEDDING. The number of petitions
that are made to the bird for information
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of this nature is said to be the real reason
why the bird leaves its EGGs in other
birds’ nests, having no time to build its
own. Lastly, the disappearance of cuck-
oos in the winter is easily explained by
one ancient but persistent tradition: they
have all turned into hawks.

cuckoo flower Wild flower, also
called lady’s smock or ragged robin,
which islinked by superstition with FAIR-
1Es. Because of this association, it is
thought very unlucky to bring a cuckoo
flower indoors. It can, however, be used
medicinally to purify the blood and to
prevent scurvy.

curlew Moorland bird with a curved
beak and distinctive, eerie cry, which is
widely considered a bird of ill omen. The
cry of the curlew is much feared by FisH-
ERMEN and other seafarers and is said to
portend death or storms, particularly if
heard at night. The bird is consequently
sometimes identified as the source of the
superstition of the SEVEN WHISTLERS. Itis
also said that a person suffering from
JAUNDICE may be cured by gazing into
the yellow EYE of the stone curlew.

cut see WOUND.

cutlery In keeping with most other
domestic utensils, cutlery boasts its own
peculiar associated superstitions. In par-
ticular, it is unlucky to lay cutlery on the
TABLE so that it forms a cross, and if an
item of cutlery is accidentally dropped it
should be retrieved by another person to
avoid bad luck. An old English rhyme
advises:

Knife falls, gentleman calls;
Fork falls, lady calls;
Spoon falls, baby squalls.

Dropping a carving knife, it is said,
invitesa visit by a policeman, while drop-
ping a fork may mean that an ENGAGE-
MENT will soon be broken off.

See also KNIFE; SPOON.

cyclamen Ornamental plant once
valued forits root, which could be used in
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daddy long legs On both sides of
the Atlantic the daddy long legs is con-
sidered a beneficial insect to be respected.
In the British Isles, taking care not to
harm daddy long legs when reaping the
harvest will preserve the luck of crop and
reapers alike. In the USA, chanting
‘Granddaddy, granddaddy, where did
my cows go?’ to a daddy long legs will
cause the insect to indicate with one of'its
legs the direction in which any missing
cattle will be discovered.

daffodil As one of the harbingers of
spring, the daffodil is generally con-
sidered a lucky flower. In Wales the
person who finds the first daffodil of the
year will enjoy considerable prosperity
throughout the coming months, earning
more gold than silver. If, however, the
first daffodil hangs its head towards the
finder he is fated to suffer an ill-omened
year. A single daffodil should never be
brought indoors, as this will bring bad
luck — although a bunch of daffodils
implies no such misfortune. Some say
daffodils should never be allowed into
the house before the first goslings or
chicks have hatched.

daisy The daisy is a cheerful little
plant, suitably associated with cheerful
customs and superstitions. The most
familiar is the time-honoured ritual by
which a person may pluck the petals
from a daisy one by one with the words
‘He/she loves me, he/she loves me not’ to
discover the faithfulness or commitment
of a lover (this should really be done at
the hour of midday, facing the sun). Put-
ting daisy roots under one’s pillow,
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moreover, will produce a dream vision of
one’s future partner. Eating the first daisy
of the season will ensure good luck for the
rest of the year; failing this, it should be
stepped on to prevent it growing on one’s
grave before the year is through. Drink-
ing a potion made from daisies will cure
MADNESS, and the plant may also be used
to treat a myriad of minor ailments from
the curing of WARTS to the restoring of
HAIR colour. When the petals of the daisy
open fully this is taken as a sign of good
WEATHER in the offing.

A touching tradition has it that daisy
seeds are sown by the spirits of stillborn
BABIES as a means of consolation to their
sorrowing parents. Another explanation
identifies them as having sprouted from
the tears of Mary Magdalene.

dandelion Of the assorted supersti-
tions that attach to the dandelion the best-
known concerns divining the number of
years a person must wait before their
WEDDING by counting the number of
breaths it takes to blow every seed off a
dandelion ‘clock’. The same process may
also be applied to find out the number of
children a girl may expect. Ancient tradi-
tions variously warn that anyone who
picks a dandelion will wet their bed (see
BEDWETTING), that dandelions will
remain closed in the morning if RAIN is in
store, and that the summer will be hot but
wet if they bloom in April and July. Dan-
delion tea is highly recommended for
purifying the BLOOD, for RHEUMATISM
and for liver complaints.

darts A popular British pub game,
which has thrown up a few unique sport-



days of the week

ing superstitions. Well-known conven-
tions include a taboo on men playing
women, which is considered unlucky,
and the habit that many players have of
bringing their left foot forward to theline
and sweeping it from left to right before
throwing the dart.

days of the week Each of the seven
days of the week hasits own character and
significance in the world’s superstitions.
Astrologers have allocated a planetary
sign to each day and this largely deter-
mines its qualities.

Monday, influenced by the MOON, is
not the luckiest of days and is conse-
quently notagood time tosign a contract,
expect favours, do any mending, give
money or embark on a new project
(though, conversely, the Irish prefer
Mondays to begin new tasks). The
WEATHER on a Monday will be the
reverse of what follows during the rest of
the week, and should a visitor arrive on a
Monday the succeeding six days will be
much disrupted by further arrivals.
French tradition claims that couples who
marry on a Monday will become insane,
while in Ireland Monday is a bad time to
dig a grave. The first Monday in April,
the second Monday in August and the last
Monday in December are considered the
unluckiest days in the year, marking
respectively the anniversaries of Cain’s
birth, the destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah and the betrayal of Christ by
Judas (see CALENDAR).

Tuesday, ruled by Mars, is a day for
fighting or for the competitive pursuit of
BUSINESS. It is also approved as a day for
WEDDINGS. Wearing a flower in the lapel
is unwise on Tuesdays, and women are
further advised to take extra care to avoid
FIRE and danger of all kinds and not to
present themselves for medical operations
on that day. It is risky even for them to
trim their FINGERNAILS.

Wednesday, governed by Mercury, isa
day of mixed potential. Recommended as
a day to embark on courses of medical
treatment, to write LETTERS and to ask for
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favours, it is a bad time to get married, to
buy anything expensive or to wear
GLOVES. Especially unlucky is a Wednes-
day that coincides with a new moon
(though US superstition somewhat per-
versely declares Wednesday to be the
luckiest day of the week).

Thursday, influenced by Jupiter, is also
a day of contrasting fortune. Lucky for
weddings, making vital decisions and
taking legal advice, it is less ideal for spin-
ning yarn, beginning in a new job, eating
chicken, wearing RUBIES and for a child’s
first day at scHooL. In Germany it is
regarded as the unluckiest day of the
week.

Friday, subject to Venus, is widely held
to be unlucky and a day when evil influ-
ences are at work —especially if it happens
to be the thirteenth day of the month (see
THIRTEEN). The day that Eve offered the
apple to Adam in the Garden of Eden,
Friday is favoured for the holding of
witches’ covens (see WITCHCRAFT) and
was formerly the customary day for
hangings. ACCIDENTS are more frequent
on Fridays (though visits to the bocTor
are not advised), and CLOTHES made on
that day will not fit. Projects or trips
begun on a Friday will not prosper and
any person who laughs on that day, says
one old proverb, will cry on Sunday.
Many people add that Friday is also an
inauspicious day for moving house or for
weddings, and formerly in some parts of
the British Isles those who courted their
lovers on a Friday were hounded by
friends and neighbours banging noisily
on pans and kettles. According to one old
Shropshire superstition, news received on
a Friday makes a physical impression
upon the hearer in the form of a new
wrinkle for every tiding. Children born
on Friday will prove unlucky, but will
enjoy the gift of second sight and healing
powers. Many people claim that the
weather on a Friday will be repeated on
the following Sunday.

Saturday, ruled by Saturn, is sacred to
Jews as the Sabbath and is a good day for
setting out on a journey, though not for




working. DREAMS told to others on a
Saturday are sure to come true, but the
day is not recommended for starting new
projects, for the performance of good
deeds or for leaving HOSPITAL. Scottish
superstition states that persons born on a
Saturday will be able to see GHOsTs. The
weather always includes a fine spell on
Saturdays, in remembrance of the fact
that it was the day on which God created
man. A RAINBOW sighted on a Saturday,
however, promises a whole week of rain.

Sunday, influenced by the sun and the
holiest day in the Christian week, is the
luckiest day of all. Children born on
Sundays are especially blessed and are
immune from witchcraft; they may also
have psychic powers. It is bad luck to
work, to make a BED, to cut HAIR or fin-
gernails, to cry, to sew or to court some-
one on a Sunday, but the day is otherwise
ideal for medical treatments, for setting
out to sea (see SAILORS) and for the fulfil-
ling of various generous acts. Another
English superstition claims that anyone
guilty of SINGING out of tune in church
on a Sunday will be punished by finding
that their dinner has burned.

Forgetting which day of the week it is
when a person gets up in the morning has
its own consequences, according to one
old British thyme:

Lose a day, you lose a friend,
Gain a day, you gain a friend.

See also GOOD FRIDAY; MONTHS OF THE
YEAR.

dead hand The hand of a cORPSE,
whose touch was once held to have con-
siderable healing powers. This macabre
notion applied particularly to the bodies
of suiciDEs and newly executed crimi-
nals, and in former times patients fre-
quently petitioned executioners to be
allowed to touch the body of a recently
hanged man, usually paying a small fee
for the privilege. The treatment was
recommended especially for those suffer-
ing from CANCER, scrofula, WARTS, sores
and neck and throat problems, the dead
man’s hand being used to stroke the
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affected part. Some women also put faith
in the procedure as a cure for infertility.
RINGS taken from the hand of a dead man
can similarly be used to alleviate various
minor ailments. The severed hand of a
dead man will also assist in the churning
of BUTTER if used to stir the milk.
See also HAND OF GLORY.

deafness Superstition offers several
courses of treatment for deaf people. Irish
authorities reccommend frequent applica-
tion of drops of oil rendered from EELs,
while the Scots favour a mixture of ant
eggs and ONION juice similarly adminis-
tered. In Gloucestershire it is said that
pricking a SNAIL and allowing its juices to
drip into the ear will ease earache, while
other cures include pouring the URINE of
a cow into the ear. Finally, Lincolnshire
tradition warns that finding the backbone
of an 0Xx in a piece of meat may cause loss
of hearing.

death As might be expected, death is
the focus of a vast body of superstition.
Every culture boasts a secret code of
omens that warn of imminent death, the
most common including the appearance
of BLACK creatures such as crRows, the
inexplicable howling of poGs and the
sound of death KNOCKING to gain admit-
tance. Sometimes the threat posed by
such phenomena may be evaded by
taking certain actions, but at other times
there is no escape.

When death approaches, various mea-
sures may be taken to ease the process of
dying. In many countries friends and
relatives will open all the doors and
windows (and often drawers and cup-
board doors also) when a person lies
dying so that the unfettered soul may be
allowed to escape unhindered, and may
also open any locks and loosen KNOTS in
the sick-room for the same reason. Other
precautions include never standing at the
foot of the dying person’s bed, so asnot to
obstruct the soul’s passage; turning MIR-
RORS to the wall so as not to alarm and
confuse the departing spirit; stopping
CLOCKS at the moment of death; and
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allowing a relative to inhale the last dying
BREATH. Many coastal communities
believe that death will not occur until the
TIDE is on the ebb.

In various societies it is deemed wrong
to leave the newly dead alone at any time
between their death and their FUNERAL,
and a constant vigil is kept by friends and
relatives. CANDLES may also be lit so that
the departed is not frightened by the
dark. The ringing of BELLS is reputed to
aid the departed by warding off evil
spirits: in times gone by a ‘passing bell’
was rung as the patient approached death,
while the ‘Nine Tailors’ were sounded
when death had actually taken place.

A curiosity known in the British Isles is
the ancient notion of placing the dying
person’s bed under a beam to assure them
of an easy death. Other largely neglected
traditions include laying the TABLE one
last time for the dead person, so that the
deceased may eat before his final journey,
WASHING the dead person’s clothing sep-
arately from that of the living to prevent
another death occurring in the family,
and taking care never to be holding a bird
or other creature as it dies, whether or not
one has actually been responsible for its
demise. The idea that one should never
speak ill of the dead is still strong in many
communities and indeed in public life.
This taboo dates back as far as the ancient
Romans, and was observed originally not
so much out of a desire for ‘fair play’
towards those who can no longer defend
themselves as from fear of provoking
their GHOSTS into returning.

While it may seem ominous for some-
one’s death to be incorrectly reported
when the person concerned is still alive,
such a mistake does have its bright side.
According to German superstition, the
person concerned is guaranteed an extra
ten years of life by way of recompense.

See also BANSHEE; BLACK DOG;
BURIAL; CORPSE; DEAD HAND; GHOST;

HAND OF GLORY; ILLNESS; MURDER;
SUICIDE.
death watch beetle see BEETLE.

deer Best-known of the superstitions
thatattach to deer is the widely held belief
that they cry on the loss of their horns or
when mortally wounded. In former
times many people were reluctant to eat
venison on the grounds that deer were
thought to consume SNAKEs in the
summer months, and that in consequence
their flesh was poisonous. EPILEPTICS
were sometimes furnished with a RING
containing a fragment of deer’s hoof,
which was alleged to cure the condition.
See also STAG.

Devil The ruler of the Underworld,
otherwise called Satan or Lucifer, who is
the personification of evil in Christian
demonology. Worship of the Devil - the
‘Prince of Darkness’ or the ‘Horned One’
— has always been a central feature of
European and US wWITCHCRAFT and has
encompassed such extremes as human
sacrifice and orgiastic sex. Time was
when many people were nervous of even
speaking his name, preferring instead to
refer to ‘Old Nick’ for fear of provoking
dark forces.

Terrifying as he may be, the Devil was
often also depicted as slow-witted; many
folk tales are based on clever tricks by
which he is foiled. Followers of Satan
speak of him manifesting in varous
forms, his favourite guises including the
cloven-hoofed GOAT, reminiscent of the
Greek god Pan, the poc and the
MONKEY.

Serious-minded belief in the Devil
may have declined since the witchcraft
manias of the seventeenth century, but
was still sufficiently strong in 1855 for the
discovery of the infamous 100-mile-long
trail of ‘Devil’s hoofmarks’ in the snow
of south Devon to create widespread
consternation. Even now the Devil is an
indispensable leading protagonist in
orthodox religious teaching as well as in
horror films.

dew Early morning dew is much
prized as an ingredient in a host of prep-
arations recommended by folklore,
especially if gathered early on MAYDAY




morning. Many people still make a point
of WASHING their face in the dew on the
first day of May, variously thinking that
itis lucky or will in some mysterious way
preserve their looks (in times past it was
thought best to wash in the dew that col-
lected beneath an 0AK). Sickly children
were anointed with dew into the nine-
teenth century, while washing in dew
was said to make a person (or livestock)
immune from WITCHCRAFT. Used in a
lotion, dew is credited with benefiting
the eyesight, relieving skin complaints
and curing itches, as well as preventing
vertigo if taken nasally.

According to a US proverb, the pres-
ence of dew is an indication of the
WEATHER to come:

When the dew is on the grass,

Rain will never come to pass.
When grass is dry at morning light,
Look for rain before the night.

diamond The most sought-after
GEMSTONE of all, particularly favoured
for engagement RINGS. Appropriately
enough, superstition holds that the dia-
mond symbolises conjugal love, inspir-
ing courage in a man and pride in a
woman. The superstitious particularly
value diamonds that show flashes of
colour inside the stone, as these are sup-
posed to be given off by the stone’s magi-
cal properties which will bring great
good luck to the owner. Less desirable,
though, is the ownership of such notor-
ious gems as the Hope Diamond and the
Koh-i-Noor Diamond, now part of the
British royal regalia, on the grounds that
both these stones bring bad luck.

dice The throwing of dice and placing
bets on the outcome, as pursued through-
out the USA, is the subject of numerous
superstitions. Players insist on blowing
on the dice for luck, and may snap their
fingers to ward off ill fortune or rub the
dice on a red-headed person to ensure
they roll in their favour.

Some toss the dice for the purposes.of
divination. If one spot lies uppermost, an

83

dish

important LETTER is on the way; if two
spots show, a forthcoming trip will end in
success; if three spots turn up, a major
surprise is in the offing; if four show,
trouble is brewing; if five lie uppermost,
there will be a change at home or a lover
will prove untrue; and if six spots show,
good luck in financial matters is
guaranteed.

dimple Superstition has it that dim-
pled CHEEKS are a sign of God’s favour
and that such depressions are caused by
the touch of His finger or that of one of
His angels. In the USA a dimple on the
chin (allegedly the imprint of the DEVIL’s
shoe) is less indicative of good character
and suggests that the owner is inclined to
bad ways, as stipulated in the rhyme:
‘Dimple on the chin — Devil within.” A
British variant recorded in Scarborough,
north Yorkshire, runs:

Dimple in your chin,

Your living’s brought in;

Dimple in your cheek,

Your living’s to seek.

dining table

see TABLE.

dirt English superstition claims that
dirt has luck-giving qualities and that
being too worried about cleanliness risks
cleaning one’s luck away. In some areas
bringing mud into the house is a lucky
act, particularly in January, while those
moving home will leave some small area
such as a fireplace uncleaned so that the
new occupant does not have to move into
a house from which the luck has been
entirely brushed out.

See also BATHING; BRUSH; CHIMNEY
SWEEP; DUNG; WASHING.

disease see ILLNESS.

dish Like many other kitchen utensils,
dishes are not without significance
among the superstitious. According to
the Scottish, it is particularly unlucky if a
bride breaks a dish in the course of a WED-
DING breakfast and the marriage cannot
be expected to prosper. Unmarried
people may also employ dishes to see into
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their futures by the following ritual now
associated with HALLOWE’EN. Blind-
folded, they are invited to choose
between three dishes, one containing
clean WATER, another holding dirty
water and the last nothing at all. If the
person’s left hand dips into the clean
water, he or she will marry someone who
has loved no other; if the dirty water is
chosen, marriage to a wipow or widow-
er will follow; but if the empty dish is
selected there will be no marriage at all.
The formula sometimes varies, with the
dishes containing GOLD, a RING and a
THIMBLE (to symbolise respectively a rich
marriage, an early marriage and no mar-
riage at all).

In times gone by, the ritual of ‘disha-
loof” was sometimes observed in Scot-
land after a death had taken place, with
the aim of discovering the condition of
the newly departed soul. The ceremony
was carried out by three women who laid
out three dishes and set between them a
sieve into which, with their backs turned,
they attempted to place their hands. The
first to do so was considered the one who
had done most to succour the dead rela-
tive or friend, but if none succeeded and
the dishes were touched instead, all their
efforts were in vain.

dock Wild plant, which is widely cre-
dited with the power to ease the irritation
caused by stinging NETTLES. Superstition
has it that, wherever a stinging nettle
grows, there too will be found a dock to
counter its sting. Children applying dock
leaves to the site of a sting sometimes
recite the ancient rhyme:

Out nettle, in dock,
Dock shall have a new smock,
But nettle shan’t have nothing.

doctor Though modern medical
practitioners may strive to distance them-
selves from superstitious practices, they
themselves remain the object of supersti-
tious speculation. Among the traditions
that survive into modern times are the
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notions that consulting a doctor on a
Friday is ill-advised and may lead to the
patient’s death; being the first patient in a
new clinic or even the first of the morn-
ing is a guarantee of a cure; and that a
doctor’s bill should never be paid in full
for fear of TEMPTING FATE. The best doc-
tors of all are those who are born the sev-
enth child of a seventh child and so have
special healing powers.
See also HOSPITAL.

dog The close relationship between
man and the canine species is reflected in a
host of time-honoured superstitions, not
least in the stories of dogs that have pined
to death on the demise of their owners.
Dog lovers are inclined to consider meet-~
ing a dog a lucky event, especially if it is a
black and white spotted dog such as a
dalmatian, and in sporting circles a grey-
hound with a white spot on its forehead is
said to guarantee good fortune. Others,
however, get very nervous if they are fol-
lowed by a dog they do not know, espec-
ially if it is BLACK: in Scotland and
Lancashire, for instance, this is tanta-
mount to an omen of death (though it is
lucky according to West Country lore).
The way a dog behaves is alleged to
reveal many things. Ifa dog scratchesitself
and seems sleepy, a change in the
WEATHER s in the offing. Ifit eats GRASS or
rolls in the dust, then RAIN may be
expected, but if it produces a bad smell
then gales are on the way. According to
US authorities, should a dog fall asleep
with its paws drawn up and with its tail
pointing straight out, the tail indicates the
direction in which death will soon appear.
Various superstitions, in fact, link dogs
with death and the afterlife. Dogs are
widely believed to have psychic suscep-
tibilities, and many dog owners tell stor-
ies about supposedly haunted locations
where their pets regularly refuse to pro-
ceed, hackles raised, at some apparition
invisible to the human eye (see GHOsT). In
the spectral BLACK DOG or barghest is
much feared as a harbinger of death and
disaster, and it is also claimed that the




DEVIL sometimes takes the form of a dog
in the course of his nefarious activities.
Perhaps in connection with this, SAILORS
are reluctant even to mention the word
‘dog’ while at sea, and it is also thought a
very bad omen if a dog is allowed to
come between a bride and groom just
before 2 WEDDING ceremony (in many
places, indeed, dogs are banned from
entering churches at any time).

The howling of dogs for no apparent
reason is dreaded by many people, who
claim that the animals have detected the
presence of unseen spirits or evil forces
and are warning of someone’s imminent
demise. In medieval Poland and Ger-
many it was said that dogs howled inces-
santly en masse at the approach of the
plague. A howling dog that is driven
away but returns to resume its noise is a
certain omen of death, while a dog that
howls three times and is then silent is a
sign that death has already taken place.
Some maintain that there is no baulking
fate if a dog is heard howling; people
living in Staffordshire, however, have the
option of taking off their left sHOE, plac-
ing it upside down on the ground, sp1T-
TING on it and then treading on it with the
left foot, which will both quieten the dog
and provide a measure of protection. It
was once believed, incidentally, that dogs
that howl on Christmas Eve are fated to
go mad before the end of the year, and
many otherwise healthy animals were
formerly destroyed on these grounds.

The risk of rabies has made many
people acutely nervous of dogs, and some
victims of dog-bites have resorted to
bizarre remedies to avoid developing the
disease. These have included eating grass
from a churchyard, consuming some of
the ‘HAIR of the dog that bit you’ fried in
oil with a little rosemary, and even eating
parts of the dog itself (typically the heart
or the liver). Destruction of a dog that
had bitten someone was once automatic:
superstition holds that, even if the dog
was in good health at the time of the
attack, its victim will none the less con-
tract rabies if the dog happens to catch the
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disease at a later date. In Scotland, mean-
while, it is said that a dog will never bite
an idiot.

In folk medicine, applying a poultice
made from a dog’s head mixed with a
little wine is said to benefit those suffering
from JAUNDICE, while the lick of a dog’s
TONGUE will alleviate sores on the skin
and melted dog fat will help against
RHEUMATISM. Wearing a dried dog’s
tongue around the neck, meanwhile, will
cure SCROFULA. Some authorities hold
that removing a few hairs from a patient
suffering from WHOOPING COUGH, or
various other complaints, and feeding
these to a dog in some BREAD AND
BUTTER will successfully cure the patient
by transferring the problem to the dog.

See also POODLE; WILD HUNT.

dolphin The traditionally sympath-
etic relationship between dolphins and
man is reflected by the many legends in
which dolphins rush to the aid of men in
distress at sea. According to ancient
mythology, dolphins have a weakness for
human SINGING and also transport the
souls of the dead to the afterlife. Supersti-
tions that have survived to modern times
include the curious notion that dolphins
change colour when death is near and the
general belief that dolphins playing in
fine weather or close to shore are a warn-
ing of WIND on the way, while the sight
of dolphins at play in a turbulent sea indi-
cates that a period of calm is in the offing.
Similarly, good weather can be expected
if dolphins swim north, while deterior-
ation will ensue if they are spotted swim-
ming south.
See also PORPOISE.

donkey The humble donkey or ass,
upon which Christ is said to have ridden,
has inevitably taken an exalted place
among the ANIMALs revered by the
superstitious. The dark lines across the
shoulders of the donkey are said to form
the shape of the cross, commemorating
the animal’s role in the biblical story, and
as a consequence the DEVIL is unable to
disguise himself as this creature. Another
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version traces the lines back to the Old
Testament story of Balaam, who struck
his ass and was henceforth reminded of
his cruelty by the cross that remained.

Whatever the origins of the markings,
it is claimed that plucking three HAIRS
from a donkey’s shoulders and placing
them in a black silk or muslin bag worn
around the neck of a person suffering
from MEASLES or WHOOPING COUGH —
which sounds not unlike the braying of
an ass — is certain to cure the disease, as
long as the animal is of the opposite sex to
the patient (the donkey itself is, however,
rendered useless from then on). Alterna-
tively, the patient is passed three times
over and under the animal or, in southern
England, fed the three hairs, finely chop-
ped, in BREAD AND BUTTER. The right
hoof of a donkey, meanwhile, protects
against EPILEPSY, and Irish sages formerly
treated SCARLET FEVER by forcing hairs
from the sufferer down a donkey’s throat.

Ancient advice suggests that scorpion
stings and snakebites can be treated by
simply sitting on a donkey facing its tail,
or else by applying the lung of an ass to
the wound. Similar action will also
relieve TOOTHACHE, and a child is
guaranteed permanently trouble-free
teeth if it takes its first ride on a donkey.
One way to get even with an enemy is to
rub his head with donkey hoof clippings,
after which his own head will assume the
shape of a donkey’s.

In many societies, the donkey (which is
often believed, incidentally, to be deaf to
music) is widely regarded as a lucky
animal. It is thought particularly benefi-
cial for a pregnant woman to see a
donkey, for it will ensure that her unborn
child grows up to be wise and well-
behaved. By the same token, farmers
often keep donkeys among their cows to
preserve the luck of the herd and to help
to prevent the loss of CALVEs through
premature labour. Tradition dictates that
no one ever sees a dead donkey because
the animals sense their coming demise
and hide themselves away. Finding the
body of a deceased donkey is conse-
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quently particularly lucky, and some
people will insist on jumping over it for
luck. Lastly, RAIN can be expected if a
donkey brays and twitches its ears.

door Thedooris the usual entrance by
which luck or evil spirits enter or leave
the HOUSE; other options include the
WINDOWS and the CHIMNEY. In former
times, many householders protected
themselves from evil by barring the door
magically to malevolent entities. This
could be done by such means as knocking
NAILS into the door in the shape of a
CROSS, hanging a HORSESHOE above the
doorway, and concealing various witch-
repelling objects, such as an open pair of
scissors, under the threshold. Another
option was to chalk patterns on the door-
step, joining one door-jamb to the other
so that there was no place for the DEVIL to
slip through.

Tradition throughout the world dic-
tates that doors be opened at the time of
CHILDBIRTH and again at DEATH to cut
short any prolonged suffering. Another
widespread superstition advises against
going out and leaving every door in the
house open, and similarly never allowing
the front and back doors to remain open
together as this facilitates the free passage
of malevolent spirits. Doors and
windows should, however, be left open
during thunderstorms to let LIGHTNING
out should it strike the house. In ancient
Rome it was thought unlucky for a
person to enter a house with his left foot
first, and in Germany it is considered
unwise to slam the front door in a house
where someone has just died for fear of
injuring the departing spirit.

In some parts of the world COFFINS
bearing the bodies of dead CHILDREN
leave the house via a window rather than
through the front door. This is to avoid
prejudicing the chances of having her
own child of any woman who subse-
quently passes through the door. Mourn-
ers returning from a FUNERAL are also
advised to come in by a different door or
even through a window rather than via




the door they used on leaving the house,
though other visitors should leave by the
same door to avoid taking the house-
hold’s luck away with them. Once a
coffin or a bride has passed through the
front door on the way to church, some
people immediately wash the doorstep to
ensure the luck of those departing and to
preserve the luck of those left behind. A
new bride is further discouraged from
walking over the threshold of her new
home and is traditionally carried over it
by the groom. Brides and others are also
warned that, when entering a new house
for the first time, they should always use
the front door if they wish to enjoy good
luck therein.

Should all the various precautions fail
and the house is invaded by evil spirits,
one solution is to hang doors the other
way round or to brick up existing door-
ways and create new entrances elsewhere,
a course of action that is bound to confuse
any agent of misfortune.

double fruit According to British
superstition, any person finding a fruit
thathas grown as ‘double’ willenjoy good
luck, and if the fruit is shared with another
person then both may make a wish. In
Austria, pregnant women finding double
fruit are advised to expect TWINS.

dove The dove’s association with the
Holy Ghost of Christian teaching has
meant that the bird is widely linked with
the qualities of purity and holiness. No
evil spirit may assume the form of a dove
or obtain control over one. Some people,
though, fear the appearance of adoveasiit
can be associated with death. MINERs
have been known to refuse to go under-
ground on seeing a dove, and some say
that a dove circling someone is a sure sign
that the person concerned is fated to die in
the near future — though he may well be
destined for happiness in the afterlife.
Another widely held superstition, how-
ever, asserts that no person can die peace-
fully while lying on a mattress or pillow
that contains dove feathers, and in the
past stricken people were deliberately laid
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on such feathers in order to delay the
moment of death until various friends
and relatives could be reached.

Scottish superstition advises that the
innards torn from a living dove can be
used as a laxative for cattle, though other
authorities warn that great misfortune
will befall anyone who kills a dove. US
superstition advises that placing a dead
dove on the chest will alleviate pneumo-
nia and, further, that turtle-doves making
their nests near a person’s house will pro-
tect that person from RHEUMATISM
(though they will also render anyone
who touches them infertile).

dragonfly An old superstition claims
that anyone who catches a dragonfly will
marry within the year. An angler may
observe from the position of a dragonfly
where the fish are. This will only work,
however, if the angler is of good charac-
ter: if he is not, the dragonfly will mislead
him by hovering over empty water.

dream The interpretation of dreams
and their psychological meaning has
attracted many academics in modern
times, but superstition has long had its
own thoughts about the subject. In the
ancient world, long before Freud and
Jung set about their analyses of the
dream-state, it was thought that dreams
provided a doorway to the supernatural
and that much about the present and the
future might be divined from their study.

Virtually every dream is said to have its
own particular significance. Among the
more commonly held superstitions are
the notions that dreaming the same
dream three nights in succession means it
will almost certainly come true, and that
itis lucky to forget the dream you had the
previous night. If a dream is remembered
its nature should not be divulged, accord-
ing to British tradition, until after break-
fast. Dreams experienced on a Friday
night and discussed with others on a
Saturday (see DAYS OF THE WEEK) are sure
to come true.

In both the West and the Orient it is
said that, if a person dreams something,
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exactly the opposite will happen to them
in real life. If one dreams of death, there-
fore, this bodes well for the living, but if
one dreams of a WEDDING a FUNERAL is
likely to follow.

Dreaming of the future is promoted by
sleeping with a HORSESHOE, a LEAF or a
KEY under the pillow. Various proce-
dures, such as slipping a BLADE-BONE
beneath the pillow on retiring to bed, will
enable the sleeper to dream of a future
lover.

See also NIGHTMARE.

dress see CLOTHES.

drink Ancient British superstition
advises that it is lucky to have WINE or
beer spilled on one’s person by accident,
but that it is unwise for two people to
drink from the same cup unless they are
married, as this will inextricably entangle
their future lives with one another. Stir-
ring one’s drink with a KNIFE, moreover,
is a sure way to wind up with indigestion.
See also COFFEE; TEA; WATER.

dropsy Cures for dropsy, in which
watery fluids collect in the tissues or in a
body cavity, are among the least appeal-
ing devised by superstition. Back in the
sixteenth century it was recommended
that sufferers behead three earthworms,
store their remains with sugar and licorice
in jars of HOLY WATER for nine days, and
then take a sip of this delightful cordial
once a day for another nine days. In
Devon, meanwhile, a spoonful of ToAD
ashes taken every morning for three days
while the MOON was waxing was once
regarded as an infallible cure.

drowning Death by drowning is the
greatest fear of every seafarer, and there
are many superstitions concerned with
safeguarding their welfare at sea. Most
people are familiar with the old idea that
drowning people see their whole life flit
before them as death approaches — and
also with the notion that they cannot
drown until they have surfaced three
times. In fact, the time it takes to drown
varies according to the salinity of the
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water, salt water taking longer to be
absorbed by the lung walls than fresh
water. Also widely held is the tradition
that a drowned body will rise to the sur-
face after seven (alternatively eight or
nine) days.

The location of drowned persons is
often a difficult task, and superstition is
not wanting in suggesting ways to make
this easier. Solutions include firing off
guns over the water (the report will sup-
posedly burst the gall bladder of the
corpsE and allow it to rise) and floating a
lighted CANDLE or a loaf of BREAD con-
taining some SILVER or mercury on the
water in the belief that this will infallibly
drift to where the body lies.

One rather perverse old British super-
stition claims that it is unlucky to rescue a
drowning man, for he will certainly
become his rescuer’s enemy. Fur-
thermore, every river, according to Irish
and Scottish folklore, demands at least
one human life every year. If this is
denied, the life of the rescuer may be
claimed as recompense. The sea may also
claim another life, according to the
inhabitants of the Hebrides, if a drowned
person is buried too far beyond the
waterline.

Discussion of drowning is forbidden
by many SAILORs and FISHERMEN, and
some refuse to learn to swim on the
grounds that if the sea is going to claim
them it is better not to prolong the agony
of death but to resign themselves to their
fate. They also claim that the souls of
drowned seafarers can be heard when the
wind is high, and these spirits may reveal
themselves to the living to warn them of
their own imminent deaths.

See also CAUL; SEVEN WHISTLERS;
SWEATER.

drums British folklore boasts a
number of spectral drums, whose sound
heralds some dire event. Most famous of
these is Drake’s Drum, which is said to
roll when war is about to break out. Once
the property of Sir Francis Drake and
now kept at his old home, Buckland




Abbey, near Plymouth in Devon, it is
said to have beaten a roll in 1914, at the
start of the First World War; again at the
end of the conflict, in 1918, when it was
heard on board British ships at anchor in
Scapa Flow in the north of Scotland; and
reportedly once more during the evacua-
tion of Dunkirk in 1940.

Another celebrated spectral drum was
that which belonged to an itinerant
drummer who was arrested for vagrancy
in Tedworth (now Tidworth) in
Wiltshire back in 1661. After the owner
was parted from his drum and had been
sentenced to transportation, the drum
continued to beat to an unseen hand and
the entire village was much troubled by
supernatural interference. The Airlie
family of Cortachy Castle in Kirriemuir,
Angus, claim to have a ‘drum of death’
alleged to sound whenever the demise of
the head of the family is imminent.

It is presumed that these drum stories
owe much to primitive pagan belief, in
which the beating of drums was supposed
to dispel any lurking evil spirits.

drunkenness Superstition proposes
numerous cures for this condition, many
of which depend upon slipping some-
thing unappetising into the drink of the
person concerned. These extra ingre-
dients vary from owL eggs and a few
drops of the drunkard’s own BLOOD to
the powder of a dead man’s bones and
live EELS. To sober someone up quickly
the best remedy is to roll him in manure
and make him drink olive oil, then force
him to smell his own URINE and bind his
genitals with a vinegar-soaked cloth.

According to the Welsh, conversely,
eating the roast lungs of a PIG enables
people to go on drinking all day long
without getting drunk.

See also HEATHER.

duck Perhaps the best-known tradi-
tion involving ducks is that if they lay
EGGS of a dark brown colour thisis a very
bad omen, only to be remedied by
destroying the duck that has laid them
and hanging it head down so that the evil

dung

spirits responsible fall from its beak.
Owners of ducks are also recommended
to bring duck eggs into the house before
sunset, for any brought in after that hour
will fail to hatch. An old British treat-
ment for the condition of thrush is to
allow the patient to breathe directly from
the open beak of a white duck or drake
(see BREATH). Ducks that flap their wings
while they swim are a warning of
approaching RAIN.

dumb cake In the British Isles, a
special cake that is prepared in complete
silence so that it may be used for the pur-
poses of divination. The ingredients of
flour, WATER, EGGS and SALT are mixed
by one or more persons and then placed
on the hearthstone, the upper surface of
the cake being pricked with the initials of
one of those present. If all is done cor-
rectly and in complete silence, the future
partner of the person concerned will
appear and similarly prick his or her own
initials on the cake. Variants of the tradi-
tion suggest that it may only be per-
formed at midnight on Christmas Eve,
HALLOWE’EN or other auspicious dates,
and, further, that portions of the cake
must actually be eaten by those wishing
to know their future partners. In some
regions it is stipulated that the petitioners
must walk backwards to their beds after
eating the cake, when they will be pur-
sued by apparitions of eager lovers-to-be.

dung The droppings of various
animals are an essential ingredient in a
range of potions and preparations recom-~
mended to the superstitious. In the British
Isles, poultices of 0x and cow dung are
credited with excellent healing powers,
while coAT droppings mixed with vine-
gar are said to cure WARTS and BOILS.
Smearing a concoction of MOUSE drop-
pings and honey on the head, meanwhile,
is one of several similar cures for BALD-
NESS. Lumps of dung left around the
house are guaranteed to promote the luck
of all the inhabitants, and stepping in a
cowpat or in poG dirt (which can be
dried and used to treat dysentery) is simi-
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larly lucky — as long as it is the left foot
that has been soiled and it is not done on
purpose. Similarly, it is thought lucky by
many people to be hit by droppings from
a passing BIRD. In times gone by, it was
thought by some burglars that if they
defecated at the scene of their crimes they
would be safe from discovery.

dust see BRUSH; DIRT.

dwarf People in Britain, Canada and
India are agreed that meeting a dwarf of
the opposite sex is very lucky. This tradi-
tion probably derives from the ancient
idea that dwarfs are guardians of precious
metals, which themselves have magical

powers. Among their other attributes,
dwarfs are reputed to be able to see into
the future and to make themselves invis-
ible at will.

See also MINERS.

dyspepsia Irish superstition offers its
own solution to the problem of dyspepsia
or indigestion if conventional remedies
fail. The sufferer is advised to fix a small
CANDLE to a COIN and to place this on the
affected area. The candle is then lit and a
glass placed over it so that a vacuum is
created and the skin is drawn up. This is
said to be an infallible method of drawing
out the evil influence that has caused pain.




eagle Associated with the gods of
both the ancient Greeks and Romans, the
eagle has always been linked with
strength, divinity and immortality. The
ancient Egyptians, who worshipped the
eagle-headed Horus, believed that the
human soul took the form of an eagle
after death. Christians, too, see the eagle
as a symbol of resurrection. Irish tradi-
tion claims that Adam and Eve were
turned into eagles and live to this day on
an island off the coast of Galway. In
Wales, the eagles of Snowdon were said
to raise whirlwinds throughout the land
by the flapping of their wings.

Seeing several eagles flying together is
said to be a sign of peace, but if the birds
remain motionless on rocky outcrops
they are a warning of an enemy’s
approach. It is widely held that eagles
never grow old and that they renew their
youth by flying so close to the suN that
their feathers catch light and then plung-
ing into the sea, from which they emerge
rejuvenated. Their flesh, feathers, EGGs
and BLOOD are consequently valued as
ingredients in the WITCHCRAFT of many
countries. The eagle is now protected by
law and those who persist in plotting to
steal an eagle’s eggs (which bestow great
good luck and protection against
witchcraft if eaten by two people) are
warned that, if successful, they will never
again enjoy peace of mind. Many dislike
hearing the piercing cry of an eagle,
which is taken as an omen of death, and
likewise become nervous if they see an
eagle hovering for a long time over a par-
ticular spot as this too is interpreted as a
warning of imminent demise. The heart
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of an eagle can be used to concoct an
effective APHRODISIAC, while its gall
bladder should be mixed with honey as a
remedy for poor eyesight (see EYE) and its
marrow is credited by some as having
strong powers as a contraceptive. Eating
the still warm brains of a dead eagle is said
to conjure up fabulous illusions.

eagle-stone A hollow oval of clay
ironstone, which was once credited with
magical powers. Transported to the West
from the Orient in increasing numbers in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
such stones were reputedly recovered
from the nests of EAGLES, who used them
to facilitate laying eggs. It was said that
wearing eagle-stones as AMULETS would
ease the process of CHILDBIRTH: records
exist of women wearing them tied to the
thigh during labour as far back as the
thirteenth century, though the practice
more or less died out in the British Isles in
the early nineteenth century.

ear According to the ancient science
of PHYSIOGNOMY, much can be learned
about a person’s character by an exam-
ination of their ears. If they are small, the
owner is naturally mean, but if large this
is a sign of generosity. Flat ears indicate a
lack of refinement in the owner, while
square-shaped ears are proof of a noble
heart. The wise, meanwhile, can be dis-
tinguished by their long ears. Any verti-
cal lines or creases in the ear apparently
warn of a heart condition.

If a person’s ears tingle, this is a sure
indication that someone somewhere is
talking about them. If it is the right ear
that tingles, good things are being said; if



ear-ring

the left, the gossip is malicious. Pinching a
tingling left ear or making the sign of the
cRross over it will immediately cause the
slanderer to bite his tongue. A traditional
English rhyme goes one step further and
actually identifies the person:

Left your mother,
Right your lover.

Hearing aringing in the earshasitsown
significance. British superstition claims
that, because the sound resembles that of
distant church BELLS, it warns of the
imminent death of a friend or a member
of the family. The noise may, however,
be turned to a person’s advantage: if on
hearing the ringing a person requests a
friend to choose a letter at random from
the alphabet (or else a number that corres-
ponds to a certain letter) that letter is
assuredly the first letter of the name of the
person’s future spouse.

See also DEAFNESS; EAR-RING.

ear-ring Some people wear ear-rings
for reasons other than mere physical
adornment. Itis a widespread superstition
that piercing the earlobes will improve
poor eyesight (see EYES), though there is
no medical evidence to support this, and
SAILORS maintain, for reasons lost in anti-
quity, that wearing a gold ear-ring will
protect them from death by DROWNING.

earth see soiL.

earthquake The fear associated with
earthquakes means that all the supersti-
tions attached to them are of foreboding
and death. A traditional English rhyme
dictates:

There are things

An earthquake brings:

At nine of the bell

They sickness foretell;

At five and seven they betoken rain;
At four the sky

Is cleared thereby;

At six and eight comes wind again.

All over the world domestic and wild
animals are said to signal imminent earth-
quakes by changes in their behaviour.
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Anyone who dreams of an earthquake,
meanwhile, is advised to take particular
care as he goes about the day’s business.

Easter As the holiest season in the
Christian calendar, Easter has become a
time of great significance among supersti-
tious people in all Western countries.
Easter was originally a pagan festival in
praise of the Germanic Goddess of
Spring, Ostera, and it is from this more
ancient tradition that such customs as the
eating of Easter eggs ultimately derive.
Timed to coincide with the first Sunday
following the full MOON of the vernal
equinox, Easter is now marked by a host
of rituals and customs that combine
Christian and pagan elements.

Among the most familiar of these
superstitions is the idea that the sun
dances as it appears on Easter morning to
celebrate Christ’s resurrection. If looked
at through a darkened lens, it is said that
on Easter morning the sun bears the
imprint of a LAMB and FLAG, two images
which have symbolic associations in
Christian mythology. This is not the only
weather myth connected with the day,
however, foritis also claimed thata wIND
that blows on Easter Day will continue to
blow throughout the year, while a
shower of RAIN that day promises a good
crop of grass, but little hay.

Most people know the old custom of
wearing new clothes on Easter Day, or at
least the tradition of the ‘Easter bonnet’.
This practice originated in the habit of
wearing the same set of clothes through-
out LENT, finally discarding them for a
new set on Easter Day itself. Those who
donot wear at least one new item of cloth-
ing on Easter Day risk their existing cloth-
ing being soiled by birds or, worse, being
spat upon by passing DOGS or having their
eyes pecked out by crRows.

Children born on Easter Day are
deemed especially fortunate, and HOLY
WATER saved from the Easter service is
said to be particularly effective as a cure
for a wide range of physical ills. Less well-
known is an ancient German superstition




that rABBITS lay eggs on Easter Day
(hence the widely recognised figure of the
Easter Bunny).

The chocolate Easter eggs of modern
times, incidentally, hark back to the hard-
boiled eggs that used to be dyed RED in
memory of Christ’s blood and were given
to children in former times to preserve
their health over the ensuing twelve
months. The egg imagery is further
passed down to the present time through
the various egg-rolling rituals and egg-
hunting games still carried out in many
rural areas; all were originally meant to
ensure good fortune in the coming
months.

eclipse People around the world have
long feared the eclipse of the suN or
MOON, not infrequently attributing the
happening to evil spirits trying to rob the
Earth of light. Eclipses have often been
interpreted as omens of the death of some
high-ranking person such as a monarch -
among them the Roman Emperor Nero
and Catherine of Aragon, first wife of
King Henry VIII of England, in 1536.
Alternatively, they may presage some
dreadful national calamity, such as the
comingofthe Black Deathin 1348 and the
outbreak of the First World War in 1914.
Considerable panic has accompanied pre-
dictions that eclipses mark the start of the
end of the world. Making a great deal of
noise, by banging on drums, discharging
gunsin theairandso forth, is customaryin
many countries when an eclipse takes
place, the idea being that the cacophony
will frighten away the malevolent spirit
responsible for the phenomenon.

eel The sinister snake-like appearance
of the eel has undoubtedly contributed to
the many superstitious beliefs that sur-
round it. A northern English tradition
claims that eels actually suck the blood of
anyone who swims among them, and
ignorance about their breeding habits has
led to several bizarre theories about their
origins. These have included the notions
that they form from horsehairs that come
into contact with water, and that they
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spring from the slime of other FisH. Fur-
ther eccentric ideas include the supersti-
tion recorded in the Ozark Mountains of
the USA that a cooked eel will become
raw again if left uneaten.

Eels are alleged to have several uses in
medicine. These include feeding expec-
tant mothers powdered eel livers during a
difficult birth, rubbing eel’s blood on
WARTS, using a whole eel to cure DEAF-
NESS, wearing garters of eelskin to pre-
vent CRAMP (a treatment particularly
favoured by swimmers) and slipping one
into a drunkard’s glass to cure alcoholism.
Eel fat can be used to make an ointment
that will render FAIRIES visible to human
sight, while eating an eel’s heart will
enable a person to see into the future.
Should the whole eel be consumed, how-
ever, the diner will be struck dumb.

Thunderstorms are said to disturb eels,
and stormy weather is thus the best time
to undertake an eel-fishing trip. It was
once thought that witches and sorcerers
clad themselves in jackets made of eelskin
in the belief that these were impervious to
gunfire.

egg The humble chicken’s egg is the
object of a host of superstitions reflecting
its importance as food, symbol of life and
Christian icon. The first egg laid by a
pullet is thought to be lucky, and in
former times farmhands would present
these to their sweethearts. If the pullet in
question is brown, a wish may be made
when the egg is eaten. If the bird is white
and the egg is slipped beneath the pillow,
the sleeper will be vouchsafed a vision of
his or her future lover. If the same thing is
done with the egg of a black hen, the
person who consumes it will be protected
from fever for the next twelve months.

Setting eggs to be hatched is a compli-
cated business. Eggs should always be set
under the hen in odd numbers and never
when there is a new MOON or on a Friday
or Sunday (see DAYS OF THE WEEK). To
protect them from WEASELS and witches
it is best to mark each egg with a small
black cross.
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The collection of eggs is not to be
lightly undertaken and certain taboos
must be observed. It is thought particu-
larly unlucky to collect eggs and take
them indoors after sunset; similarly,
requests to buy eggs after nightfall may
well be turned down. Finding an egg that
is unusually small (often the case with the
last one that a hen lays before sitting) is
even more to be feared, for such eggs are
said to have been laid by cocks and are
an omen of death only to be negated by
throwing the offending egg over the barn
roof. If such ‘cock’s eggs’ are allowed to
hatch, a serpent will emerge. Somewhat
against expectation, it is also considered
an omen of misfortune if a single hen is
discovered to have laid two eggs in one
day.

Having collected the eggs, care should
be taken in carrying them. An old English
rhyme runs:

Break an egg, break your leg;
Break three, woe to thee;
Break two, your love’s true.

Furthermore, carrying new-laid eggs
over running WATER means that none of
them will hatch.

The everlasting question about which
end of an egg should be cracked open
when eating it is one which has vexed
many people over the centuries (as satir-
ised in Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels). Super-
stition advises that the correct end is the
larger one; to break into the smaller end
betokens only disappointment of one’s
hopes. Finding that one’s egg hasa double
yolk is open to differing interpretations:
in northern England this warns of a
coming death, but in Somerset at least it
signifies a WEDDING. Eating an egg every
morning for forty days is recommended
by the men of Morocco as an excellent
way to improve one’s sexual perform-
ance (see APHRODISIAC).

Rather then eating them, some people
choose to pour three drops of egg white
into a glass of water for the purposes of
divination. Sometimes performed on
Midsummer Day (see MIDSUMMER’S

EVE) or on some other ‘magical’ day of
the year, this ritual allows a person to
divine from the shape that the white
assumes the profession of their future
partner or something else about their
prospects in the coming months. Those
who have tried the experiment have
reported seeing such shapes as churches,
coffins, ships and school desks.

Alternatively, to get a glimpse of a
future lover a person should remove the
yolk of a boiled egg and fill the hollow
with sALT, then consume it without
having anything to drink before going to
bed. If all goes well this will bring on a
raging thirst during the night, and the
apparition of a future partner will appear
in the person’s dreams with water to
soothe it.

Some thought should be given to the
disposal of the eggshell. It is important to
break the shell up once the contents are
consumed, as a witch may use the empty
shell to obtain power over the person
who has fed from it by means of spells, or
else use the shells as boats in which to set
sail and wreck ships at seA. It is bad luck,
however, to push one’s spoon through
the bottom of the egg. Eggshells should
never be burned, moreover, for to do so
prejudices the laying of more eggs by
one’s hens. Feeding ground eggshells in
milk or water to small children will, it is
alleged in Lincolnshire, cure them of
BEDWETTING, but older siblings should
be discouraged from keeping decorative
‘blown’ eggs in the house, as these invite
bad luck (it is all right, however, to keep
them in an outhouse or garage). Some
chicken farmers hang up empty eggshells
near the chicken coop in the belief that
this will protect the hens from predatory
kites and preserve their good health. In

_Japan, women are warned never to step
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over an eggshell; if they do so they will
surely go mad.

Other miscellaneous superstitions con-
cerning eggs include the notion shared by
seagoing FISHERMEN that it is very
unlucky to have eggs on board ship or
even to mention the word ‘egg’. If they
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really must be discussed then some other
term, such as ‘roundabout’, should be
used instead. Jockeys are also nervous of
eating eggs as they are held to constitute a
mysterious threat to the health of their
mounts. In the USA, it is said that rub-
bing a BIRTHMARK with an egg every
morning and then burying the egg under
the doorstep will cause the blemish to dis-
appear. Dreaming of eggs is held to por-
tend a death in the family.
See also EASTER.

elbow British and US superstition is
agreed that an itching elbow constitutes a
prophecy that the person concerned will
shortly be changing his or her bed com-
panion. The agony of banging one’s
‘funny bone’ is literally doubled by the
knowledge that this is a warning of bad
luck only to be avoided by deliberately
banging the other elbow as well. A neg-
lected English superstition, incidentally,
suggests that if one succeeds in biting
one’s own elbow then one’s enemy will
immediately be soaked in a downpour or
even killed.

elder The elder or Judas tree, from
which Judas s said to have hanged himself
and from which the cross may have been
constructed, has an unlucky reputation
which probably pre-dates Christianity.
Though it offers protection in a thun-
derstorm, as LIGHTNING will never strike
it, the tree is most unwelcome indoors and
should never be used as firewood, as this
will bring the DEVIL himself down the
chimney. If it is used to build boats, they
will sink; if it is used as a murder weapon,
the dead man’s hand will emerge from his
grave to point out the murderer; if it is
used to make a CRADLE, any baby placed
in it will fall prey to evil spirits. Neither
should small children or animals be struck
with a stick of elder, for this will retard
their growth.

A bough of elder picked on the last day
of April and hung over the doorway will,
however, protect the household from
evil over the coming year, and AMULETS
made of elder will fend off witches (see
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WITCHCRAFT). None the less, while dis-
liking the tree’s pungent smell, witches
favour elder for their wands. Horsemen
to this day will sometimes carry a small
twig of elder to fend off saddle-sores.
Cutting live elder wood should never be
attempted, though, without first asking
the permission of the ‘Elder Mother’,
otherwise known as the ‘Old Gal’, lest she
take offence and strike the woodcutter
down.

Remedies involving the elder range
from treatments for WARTS and fits to
cures for RHEUMATISM, the usual proce-
dure being to carry a stick of elder conti-
nually about one’s person. Elder leaves
collected on the eve of MAYDAY have
special healing powers. If boiled in milk,
the bark will relieve JAUNDICE, and if
boiled in water it will cure EPILEPSY,
according to long-established English
tradition.

Dwarf elder is said to have originated
in the blood of England’s slaughtered
Danish invaders and is sometimes still
termed ‘Dane’s Blood’. The red colour of
the stems is said to betray the fact that real
blood flows within them, and cutting the
stem will cause a real injury to any witch
in the vicinity. This ‘bloody’ quality is
undoubtedly the reason why the plantisa
frequent ingredient in traditional
witchcraft recipes.

elephant Symbolic of long life and
patient strength, the elephant is a popular
good luck emblem. In African and Indian
culture it occupies a special place, and
many of these traditions have been taken
up into the folklore of countries where
the elephant is not indigenous. Ganesh,
the elephant-headed Indian god, is vener-
ated for his power to bestow great riches
upon those he favours and may also grant
success in a particular enterprise, espec-
ially one of a commercial nature. Thus,
good luck cards in the West are often dec-
orated with pictures of elephants,
whether the event in question is a WED-
DING, a school exam or a driving test.
Similarly, miniature elephants are often
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to be found on charm bracelets and as
brooches, all meant to promote the
wearer’s good fortune (just as, in Africa,
people wear rings or bracelets of elephant
HAIR for luck).

Ornaments and pictures of elephants
should always face the poorif they are to
operate successfully in attracting luck to
the household, as elephants are naturally
curious animals and like to know of any
comings and goings. Perhaps because it
seems so unlikely, it is said to be particu-
larly lucky ifa bride and groom encounter
anelephant on their wedding day. Finally,
one entirely incorrect superstition once
commonly expressed in the West was that
the elephant was unable to kneel.

elf-shot In rural tradition, the condi-
tion of a cow or other livestock that goes
into decline allegedly because it has
become a target of the arrows that are
supposedly fired by malicious FAIRIES
and other spirits. Agricultural commu-
nities throughout the British Isles once
attributed many a sudden death or out-
break of illness among their animals to
the interference of evil spirits and talked
of them being ‘elf-shot’. Often a local
expert on such matters was summoned to
find the offending missile and to treat the
ailing animal if he could. In fact, the
many arrowheads found and identified as
elf-shot turn out to be flint arrowheads
dating from prehistoric times.

elm The long-lived elm tree was
revered in Norse mythology as the source
of the first woman, Embla, and is still
associated with anumber of ancient tradi-
tions. Among these is the superstition that
one’s livestock is sure to suffer from dis-
ease if the leaves from an elm tree fall in
their vicinity. Farmers in south-west
England claim that barley should not be
planted until the elm leaves are the size of
a MOUSE's ear, while in the USA elm bark
is reccommended for the treatment of bed
sores and BURNS.

emerald A precious GREEN-coloured
gemstone, generally associated with
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good luck. The BIRTHSTONE for those
born in May, emeralds make a good
choice for WEDDING presents as they
confer happiness upon married couples. It
is important, however, that emeralds are
never given on 2 Monday (see DAYS OF
THE WEEK) lest they lose their luck-giving
properties. In some parts of the world the
emerald is considered an APHRODISIAC. It
is also claimed that secreting an emerald
beneath the TONGUE will give a person
the power to conjure up evil spirits.

Wearing an emerald ring is said to ease
the pain of CHILDBIRTH, to cure EPILEPSY
and dysentery, to negate the effects of
snakebite and to ward off witches. It is
also a good idea to wear an emerald if one
has to answer a case in court, as this will
ensure victory. Simply touching an
emerald is alleged to benefit those suffer-
ing from BLINDNESS.

emu Flightless Australasian  bird,
which is considered very lucky in its
native land. New Zealanders insist that
emu meat will cure many physical ail-
ments, but warn that killing one of these
creatures invites misfortune.

engagement The announcement
that two people are to marry, which, like
the WEDDING ceremony itself, has its
own peculiar taboos and traditions. The
most crucial ritual of the modern betro-
thal is the buying of an engagement RING,
which is conventionally more ornate
than the plain gold band favoured by the
majority of brides and grooms as a WeD-
DING RING, though jewelled engagement
rings were rare in the past. The luckiest
stones for engagement rings include D1A-
MONDS, SAPPHIRES, EMERALDS and
RUBIES and others among the more prec-
ious of the BIRTHSTONES. PEARLS should
be avoided because they represent tears,
as should opAL, unless the wearer was
actually born in October.

According to US custom, some
thought should be given to the day upon
which the transaction takes place (see
DAYS OF THE WEEK). If on 2 Monday, the
couple can expect an eventful life
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together; if on a Tuesday, they will live in
peace and harmony; if on a Wednesday,
they will never quarrel; if on a Thursday,
they will realise all their ambitions; if on a
Friday, they will have to work hard for
their eventual rewards; if on a Saturday,
they will enjoy a life of pleasure together.
The place is also relevant: proposals of
marriage should never be made in public
places or while travelling ina trainoron a
bus. Girls may rest assured about receiv-
ing proposals when at a dance, since even
if they refuse they will enjoy an improve-
ment in their luck.

It is unlucky if the ring fails to fit and
has to be adjusted, and even more omin-
ous if the ring gets lost or broken before
the wedding. On no account should
another person be allowed to try on the
engagement ring, although friends may
be allowed to slip it on to the end of their
finger and make a wish, which will come
true so long as they do not say ‘thank you’
afterwards.

The actual betrothal is nowadays an
informal affair and few suitors drop on
one knee. In times gone by, however, the
business was much guided by supersti-
tious belief. The betrothal request itself
was often delivered by a third party, who
had to pay particular attention to such
omens as the ANIMALS he met in the
street, and would turn back if he felt the
signs were not good. The engagement
would only be considered official after
the couple had drunk a TOAST together,
their little fingers locked as they drank
from the same glass. They would then
break some plates and glasses to sym-
bolise the break they were making with
their past lives. Dowries, meanwhile,
were often ritually refused before final
‘reluctant’ acceptance.

Having announced their engagement,
it is considered unlucky for the happy
couple to go to church to hear their
BANNS being read. Instead, they might
like to break a BAY twig into two pieces
and keep half each as a souvenir: for as
long as they keep the twigs carefully their
love will prosper. They are also advised
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by superstition not to stand together as
GODPARENTS during their engagement,
for this means they will never reach the
altar. It is also unlucky (though in these
times virtually unavoidable) for them to
have their PHOTOGRAPH taken together.

Should the girl change her mind before
the wedding, all she has to do, according
to superstition, is present the other party
with a XNIFE — and he will get the mes-
sage. It is, however, unwise to get en-
gaged too often as the DEVIL is entitled to
claim a person’s soul on the occasion of
their third engagement.

epilepsy In ancient times epileptics
were regarded as somehow in contact
with the gods and people were thus very
wary of the disease, around which many
bizarre theories evolved. In later centuries
fits: of epilepsy were blamed on
WITCHCRAFT and other external influ-
ences. Among the cures suggested were
burying alive a black cock at the point
where the fit took place, or else piercing
the ground with a NAIL, wearing a RING
fashioned from a half-crown given
during a service of Holy Communion,
drinking a potion made from MISTLETOE
and consuming the heart and blood of a
CROW on nine successive days.

epitaphs Collectors of graveyard epi-
taphs are warned by one US superstition
that this is a risky business, as the person
concerned may be deprived of all powers
of memory.

evil eye The power to influence
another’s health or well-being for the
worse by simply looking at them. Since
ancient times people with green or blue
EYES have been widely supposed to be
able to harm their enemies with no more
than a severe look. The notion reached its
climax during the witchcraft panic of the
seventeenth century, when many Euro-
pean witches were accused of the practice
of ‘overlooking’ their victims. Anyone
with uneven or deep-set eyes, eyes of dif-
ferent colours, cross-eyes or a squint may
still be suspected of possessing the evil
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eye, even though the person himself may
have no wish to profit by such powers.
Nowadays the evil eye is associated pri-
marily with gipsies, who may employ it
against anyone who does not offer them
money when approached.

Such was the belief in the powers of the
evil eye in former times that many people
hung glass ‘witch balls’ in their windows
in the hope that these would deflect and
negate any malevolent influence. Par-
ticularly at risk are CHILDREN and
ANIMALS: they may be protected by
pieces of CORAL, red RIBBONS, HORSE-
SHOES, necklaces of BETONY leaves and
knotted cords and with AMULETS, often
in the shape of an eye or a TOAD or in the
form of a necklace of blue beads. Medi-
terranean FISHERMEN traditionally dec-
orate their boats with an eye device to
guard against such malicious interfer-
ence. The fleur-de-lis pattern familiar
from coats-of-arms is also reputed to fend
off the evil eye.

SPITTING in the eye of someone suspec-
ted of ‘overlooking’ is said to provide fur-
ther protection, while other alternatives
include burning the body of any animal
killed in this way — which will cause the
culprit excruciating agony — or simply
making the sign of the cross. Sticking
PINS into an effigy of the accused person
will similarly lift the curse. Children
threatened by the evil eye can be safe-
guarded by holding them upside down
for a few moments every morning or by
WASHING them from a basin of water in
which a SILVER coin borrowed from a
neighbour has been placed. Best known
of all the defences is probably the ‘Devil’s
horns’ or ‘fig sign’, made by holding
down the middle two fingers of the hand
with the thumb and directing the horns at
anyone suspected of threatening the evil
eye.

exhumation Perhaps not surpris-
ingly it is widely held to be unlucky to
dig up a body that has been interred.
Punishment for so rash an act may extend
to the death of one of the surviving mem-
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bers of the deceased’s family.
See also BURIAL; CORPSE; GRAVE.

eye The colour of a person’s eyes is
said to reveal much about their character.
An old US rhyme details precisely the
significance of several different colours:

Blue-eye beauty, do your mammy’s

duty,

Black-eye, pick a pie,

Run around and tell a lie;

Grey-eye, greedy-gut

Eat all the world up.

Meeting a cross-eyed person in the
street is lucky as long as the person con-
cerned is of the opposite sex: if not, it is
wise to spit as the person goes by to avoid
ill luck. Itching eyes, meanwhile, are an
indication of what the future has in store:
ifitis the right eye thatitches, good luck is
in the offing, but if it is the left eye then
the tide of luck will run against the person
concerned. An itching right eyelid is also
deemed lucky in men, but unlucky in
women. If the itching becomes unbear-
able, then the eyes should be bathed in
rainwater gathered from the leaves of a
teazel or collected on Holy Thursday or
Ascension Day.

Superstition offers all manner of treat-
ments for eyes that are sore, infected or
otherwise in less than perfect condition. A
sty, for instance, can be cured by rubbing
it nine times with a gold WEDDING RING
or (when there is 2 new MOON) with the
tip of a CAT’s tail after one hair has been
pulled out — or else by washing the eye in
cow’s URINE or rubbing it with green
GARLIC. Most curiously of all, a sty was
said to disappear if one rang adoorbelland
ran off before the door was opened.

Cataracts may be treated by burning a
cAT’s head and blowing the ASHES into
the affected eye. Conjunctivitis may be
relieved by applying a lotion of
powdered vine shoots or a piece of cold
veal. Egg yolk, curdled milk and urine
are all recommended as eyewashes.

See also BLINDNESS; CORPSE; EVIL
EYE; EYEBROW; EYELASH; SPECTACLES;
WINKING.




eyebrow Superstition claims that the
shape of a person’s eyebrows is determin-
ed by their character. Everyone knows
that a person whose eyebrows join is not
be trusted, though alternative interpre-
tations suggest that this is a sign of good
luck and a woman whose eyebrows join
is fated to a happy marriage. In times past
eyebrows that join were thought to be
evidence that the person concerned was a
WEREWOLF or witch.
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eyelash

eyelash A single lash that falls from
the eye may be placed on the back of the
left hand and then struck with the right
hand or blown at as a wish is made: if the
eyelash vanishes at the blow or breath,
then it has disappeared to arrange for the
wish to be granted. Eyelashes that curl
downwards have their own significance.
If the right eyelashes curl down this is a
good omen in the case of men, but the
reverse for women.

Archbishop Mitty High School Library

San Jose, California



fairy The magical and traditionally
malevolent ‘little people’ to whom many
misfortunes and supernatural happenings
are frequently attributed. Including such
unearthly creatures as goblins, pixies,
elves, changelings and gnomes, the fairies
are an ancient tradition in folklore much
beloved by children and now largely
associated with a more romantic age
when farmers and knights in armour
often encountered these beings. There
was something of a resurgence of interest
in fairies in the early years of the twen-
tieth century with the success of J. M.
Barrie's children’s book Peter Pan, which
was furthered by the famous (but now
discredited) photographs of the ‘Cot-
tingley fairies’, a hoax perpetrated by
two sisters. The Irish, meanwhile, con-
tinue to keep alive stories and customs
concerning the related figure of the
leprechaun.

Fairies are associated with Arcadian
landscapes of streams and woods, though
they may also be attached to the history
of certain families. They are often
depicted as mischievous and wvain.
According to different accounts, fairies
are fallen angels, the spirits of the prema-
turely dead or the last survivors of a race
of tiny beings who inhabited Celtic lands
long ago.

Threatening small children that the
fairies would come and get them was a
favourite ruse of parents for many cen-
turies, but adults themselves much feared
the interference of the little people, who
had the power to injure their livestock
and to cause terrible misfortune if cross-
ed, either accidentally or on purpose.

Back in the seventeenth century it was
thought unlucky even to mention the
word ‘fairy’, and such euphemisms as
‘the good neighbour’ were preferred.
Inhabitants of rural areas learned to shun
places where fairies were reputed to
gather, but greatly prized any fossil sea-
urchins they found, believing that these
were really ‘fairy loaves’.

Great care should be taken to avoid
dark green ‘fairy rings’ in the grass,
which mark the place where the fairies
have held a circular dance at midnight
(the rings are actually made by a fungus).
It is said that these may even indicate the
whereabouts of a fairy village. It is
thought very dangerous to sleep in one of
these rings or even to step into one after
nightfall — especially on the eve of
MAYDAY or on HALLOWEEN — and live-
stock are also reputed to keep their dis-
tance from these phenomena. To be on
the safe side, passers-by should reverse
their HATS to confuse any fairies who
might attempt to make them join in their
dread dance. A more daring person may
hear the sound of the fairies laughing and
talking if he or she runs nine times round
such a ring, though this must always be in
the direction that the suN takes, or the
runner will fall prey to the fairies’ power.
Destruction of a fairy ring is extremely
foolhardy and is in any case futile, as the
ring will regenerate itself.

familiar The supernatural spirit
agent of a witch or sorcerer. The fami-
liar is a feature primarily of the
witchcraft tradition of England and
Scotland, for few records exist of such
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unworldly assistants elsewhere. Familiars
typically took the form of domestic
ANIMALS, most often CATS, DOGS and
black BIRDS, but witches examined by
witchfinders of the seventeenth century
admitted to harbouring all manner of
demons, which they were said to feed
with their own blood. Admissions such
as this were once sufficient ‘proof” for a
witch to be condemned to death, and
many old and ignorant women died
because they had not the wits to deny
associating with such imps.

The widespread fear of such familiars,
which might enter a house and perform
deeds ranging from souring the MILK to
committing MURDER, lay at the root of
much superstition concerning various
species of animal.

feather Just as BIRDS are associated
with a host of superstitious beliefs around
the world, so too are their feathers
regarded as objects of considerable magi-
cal potential. The ancient Egyptian god
Osiris wore a cloak of feathers, while
American Indians have always prized the
feathers of the EAGLE. In the British Isles
it is said to be unlucky to pass by a black
feather lying on the ground without
sticking it upright into the soil, in which
case good luck will follow. sAILORs
sometimes carry a WREN feather on their
voyages in the belief that this will protect
them from shipwreck.

Care should be taken if a person sleeps
on a mattress stuffed with feathers. The
bed should never be turned on a Sunday
as this will provoke NIGHTMAREs for a
whole week and, according to authorities
from Devon, may even lead to the death
of a member of the household. In par-
ticular, mattresses containing the feathers
of DOVES or PIGEONS are said to cause the
dying to suffer protracted and painful
deaths instead of slipping easily away.

feet On the whole, feet are associated
with good luck. Scottish tradition has it
that BABIES born feet first have special
healing powers that may be exercised by
treading on the affected limbs of those

feet

suffering from such conditions as RHEU-
MATISM and lumbago. Anyone born with
an extra toe or with webbed feet is con-
sidered unusually lucky, though accord-
ing to the Scots a man whose second toe is
longer than his big toe will prove a cruel
husband. Conversely, a woman whose
second toe is longer than the first toe will
bully her husband. Accidentally scraping
the right foot on the ground while walk-
ing promises a meeting with a friend
(though a disappointment s in store if one
stumbles on the left foot). Soles that itch,
meanwhile, are a sign that the person con-
cerned is about to embark on an unplan-
ned trip.

Flat-footed people are unlucky, and it
is deemed unfortunate to meet a flat-
footed man in the street on a Monday
morning (see DAYS OF THE WEEK) or
when setting about some important BUSI-
NESS, and even worse if someone with flat
feet enters the house on NEW YEAR’s Day.
The Scottish and Irish attach similar mis-
givings to meeting anybody with bare
feet, especially if the person concerned
also hasred HAIR. Should such a person be
met in the street the only remedy is to
return home for a drink and something to
eat and then begin the journey again. A
high instep, conversely, is held to be lucky
and in Massachusetts an instep high
enough to let water flow underneath it is
an indication of good breeding.

In many places visitors take care to
enter houses right foot first, since entering
on the left bodes ill for the household. The
same applies when setting out on any
journey from home; and, when dressing,
the right foot should always be shod first.
Bad luck will follow if a person acciden-
tally attempts to put their left foot into
their right shoe.

Back in the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies the authorities sometimes took the
precaution of preventing condemned
witches from touching the earth with
their feet after being sentenced, for fear
that this would enable them to escape by
magic and bring further harm to their
enemies.
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fern

fern British superstition credits the
fern with a range of magic powers.
Sometimes referred to rather ominously
as the ‘Devil’s brushes’, ferns are vari-
ously reputed to be evil plants that will
bring harm if cut or even touched, or else
luck-giving plants that will ward off evil
influences if used to decorate a HORSE's
head or collar. If brought into the house
they will provide protection against
LIGHTNING, but if they are cut or burned
then rRAIN will surely follow.

Walking on ferns is ill-advised as this
will cause a person to lose his bearings and
become lost. Plucking and carrying a fern
leafis also a bad idea, as the leaf will attract
ADDERS. Tossing a fern flower in the air
and observing where it falls, however,
may indicate the whereabouts of buried
treasure, and carrying a fern flower offers
a safeguard against WITCHCRAFT.

Particular superstitions attach to the
spores of the fern, which are said to
bestow the power of INVISIBILITY if col-
lected on MIDSUMMER’S EVE and carried
about the person. Keeping some fern seed
in a pocket or handbag will also promote
the enduring faithfulness of a lover. Con-
suming spores crushed in water, mean-
while, is said to be a sure remedy for
stomach ache if they are gathered from a
fern growing on an OAK, and various
other potions and lotions based on fern
seed are recommended for the treatment
of minor WOUNDS, COUGHS and
inflamed EYES among other conditions.
Sleeping on a mattress or pillow contain-
ing ferns is alleged to cure RHEUMATISM
and rickets.

See also ADDER’S TONGUE FERN;
BRACKEN; MALE FERN; MOONWORT.

ferret Though not the best-loved of
animals, the ferret does have the
redeeming feature of being able to cure
WHOOPING COUGH, according to ancient
English and Irish tradition. The proce-
dure recommended is to let a ferret drink
from a bowl of MILK and then to feed the
remainder to the patient.

fever Superstition offers several cour-
ses to those who are struck down with
fever. The consumption of SPIDERS is
considered one of the best treatments, the
insects being eaten alive in slices of apple
or with jam or treacle. Alternatively,
CoBWEBS may be rolled up into pills and
eaten or a spider may be hung in a small
box or bag around the neck until it dies.
For those with more delicate stomachs,
the solution may be to bury a newly laid
eggata CROSSROADS in the middle of the
night on five nights in succession, the idea
being that the fever will be buried with
the eggs. A more convenient treatment is
to wear two sets of UNDERWEAR and to
have friends or relatives daily tear off a
piece of the one worn nearest the skin
until no more garments remain.

Feeding a salted bran cake to a poG
may successfully transfer the complaint
to the animal, and secreting beneath the
doorstep of the house next door a bag of
HAIR clippings and nail trimmings (see
FINGERNAIL) taken from a dead man will
similarly cause the symptoms to transfe<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>