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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 ofmany 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

ofprobing 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 ofsuperstitions, 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 ofmore 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 ifthey 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 ofreference 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 ofsome

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
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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 ofthe moon or the flowering

of a certain plant, or just the fates in

general. In the East Midlands ofEngland,

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 oak, which has

been associated with a variety ofsupersti-

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 oftelling 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 AH 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
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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 comb 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

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 ofa 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 be learned more easily ifthe actor

or actress sleeps with the script under his or

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 is said to be assured

of good luck against enemies in the

coming season). Another beliefhas 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 ofPsalm 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 ofadders 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

3
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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,

ifhung 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 beliefthat 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 ofsnakes

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
ofcurious 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 ofboiling

water, the gift ofan eloquent tongue, the
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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 lion'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 ofevil 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 it in a

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

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 ofan 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 ofSwan 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 in a

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 ofthe 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 see Hallowe'en.

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 ofamber have been

worn in amulet form since classical

times in the beliefthat 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 ofamber 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 ofsuper-

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 dog (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, storms, hail,
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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

ofthe 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 the 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 ofsuch iucky' symbols as boots

and horseshoes (a custom oflate 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

such amulets is said 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

has its uses in superstition. Associated

with St Michael the Archangel and some-
times called the 'Root ofthe 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 ifthe 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 ofthe veneration ofcer-

tain animals in ancient times). Various

animals are feared as omens ofmisfortune

or death (see seven whistlers) and may
be suspected ofbeing witches' familiars

or the devil in disguise; while others, by
way ofcontrast, are welcomed as harbin-

gers ofgood 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 ofwar.
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 ofanimals 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 145 1 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 ofthose 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 crab, 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 see churchyard watcher.

ant The humble but hard-working ant

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 ofthe house falling ill (though,

in contrast, considerable prosperity is at

hand ifants 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 Cornwall, 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-

8



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 oftheir 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. Ifimpotence is the prob-

lem, superstition is not short ofa 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 ofsuperstitious 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

apple in 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 ofone cow)

.

In various parts ofEngland, 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 ofthe 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. In the USA, a glimpse ofthe 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 ofblos-

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

is always 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

a single apple pip representing a potential

partner in a hot fire while intoning 'Ifyou

love me, bounce and fly, if you hate me,

he and die', and then observing what hap-

pens, might produce the required answer.

Ifthe 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

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 ofpips she will marry soon, but if

one of the pips is cut then trouble can be

expected and she may never find a

husband.

Ifthe pips have been tried without suc-

cess, there remains the stalk. Young girls

who want to know the initial oftheir 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 ifconsumed 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 1 564, when the date of the new
year was changed from 25 March to 1

January on the adoption ofthe 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 ofthe 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

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 ofvirtually 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 1 8 80s 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 ofwhat is to come:

if it 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 ofthe 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 ofash 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 ofa

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 leafbefore 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 ofthe 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 ofCharles

I 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.

Ifno good luck I get from thee,

I shall wish thee on the tree.

In England a young girl may discover the

identity ofher future husband by placing

an even-leaved sprig ofash 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.



ashes

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 ifthe tree died). Chips ofash 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 ofgreen 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

in Wales ashes from fires lit during the

Beltane festival (see mayd ay) 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 ifthey 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 beliefthat 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 ofa 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 ofhuman ashes being mixed with

food and eaten by relatives in the belief

13
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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 ofwinds.

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 ofhis or

her hair to the nearest aspen while

uttering the rhyme: 'Aspen tree, aspen

tree, I prithee to shake and shiver instead

ofme', 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 a slit 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 ofan 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, cures included consuming

a raw cat, swallowing foam collected

from the mouth ofa donkey or, perhaps a

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.

Broadly speaking, the months ofthe year

are divided into a zodiac 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 ofthe planets and the ensuing

events are expressions ofdivine 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

ofthe 'science' ofastrology have included

the warnings that were signalled by the

positions of the planets in November

1963 just before the assassination ofPresi-

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
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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 ofthe sun and the moon, have

long had an occult relevance and are of

primary importance in the preparation of

innumerable potions and spells. Many
plants and 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

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 ofthe dis-

play that occurred on the night of 24

February 17 16 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 ofpagan 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: ifthe 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.
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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 ofwhether 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 drowning. 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.

Ifthe 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 good
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
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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 at home
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 ofa 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 offdownwards

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 over a

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 ofthe 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

ofmoney as a result of the old custom of

crossing a baby's palm with silver,

which is said to fend offevil 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 ofthe 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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bachelor's button

the beliefthat 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

a baby, 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 ifit 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 it, 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 that it is a good sign if

a baby contrives to fall out of bed three

times before the age of one, and even

better ifit falls downstairs before the same

age. Most people agree that the auguries

are good ifa baby learns to do things in 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 ofthese 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.
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bacon In some parts ofEurope 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

Devon it is said that ifcooking bacon curls

up in the pan a new lover is about to

arrive.

See also pig.

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 one on

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 loafthat emerges 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 ofsuccess 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

the loss ofa 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 ofSimples. 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 cowslips 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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ballast

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 ifthe wedding is called offafter 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

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 offamous banshees include the

one linked to the aristocratic Rossmore
family of County Monaghan in Ireland,

which was first heard in 1 801 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 1 1 86, 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

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 wed-
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 himselfworthy ofhis 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



basil

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

ofa truckload ofempty 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 that is 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

love. Hindus, meanwhile, believe that a

leafofbasil 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 beliefmay possibly derive from
ancient Roman law, which acknow-
ledged such 'natural' children as not

bound by the authority oftheir 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 rhymes 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 I brew and when I bake,

You shall have a piece ofmy 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 ofthe

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 ofgood 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 ofbats 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 offon 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 ofone oftheir

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 ofa 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. It is 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 ifbits 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

bay

only be released by being cut free. The
Earl ofCranbrook 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
oneselfclean 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 ofthe 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 ofdisease (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 oflaurel in thundery weather). If a

bay tree suddenly withers, however, very

bad luck is in the offing - most likely the

death ofa member ofthe 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. Ifbay leaves burn noisily

when thrown on to a fire, good luck will

ensue; ifthey burn without a sound, mis-

fortune will surely follow. Pinned to the

pillow on the eve ofst 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 ofvariousJapanese, 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

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: ifthe bean was black he

was guilty of the crime, if white he was

innocent. In former times anyone fearing

the influence ofevil 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 ofMay
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
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influenced by this tradition) and the

appearance ofa 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 ofancient super-

stitions and legends and still plays an

active part in the folklore ofthe 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 ofcurious

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 ifgiven 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

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 offaithfulness 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 ofa huge range ofaphrodisiacs

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.

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

it is very unlucky to get out ofbed '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 ofmaking a bed is fraught

with danger, according to superstition. It

is particularly unwise for three or more

people to make a bed, as one ofthem 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
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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:

Ifone 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 ofthe 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 beliefthat 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 ofa 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 ofa bed will ward offbad 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. Ifthis fails, the child can

be given a bag containing rat or mole

droppings, or several roasted slugs, to

wear around the neck. Ifthe 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 ofthe departed), and the appearance

ofa swarm ofbees in a person's garden is a

sign of great prosperity in the offing -

though some obstinately claim the

reverse and warn that a swarm settling on

a roof 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 ofbees in May
Is worth a load ofhay.

A swarm ofbees inJune

Is worth a silver spoon.

A swarm ofbees 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 ofargument

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 that a

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 ofcoming wealth, and in former

times superstitious Scots caught the first

bee ofthe 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 ioo 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.

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 a 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 (a 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 ofDiana 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 ofApollo in Delphi, and continue

to be prized for their supposed beneficial

effects to this day. In particular, they are

credited as a treatment for colds 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 as a 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 ofmisfortune 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.

Ofthe countless species ofbeetle, 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-

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 ofwhooping 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 ofexcommunica-
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 protect a 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-

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 ofbells and may interpret a bell

tolling at the apparent touch ofan unseen

hand as an omen of shipwreck. Seafarers

are similarly nervous ofthe 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
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to acquire control over its former owner.

Accidentally twisting a belt when putting

it on is supposedly a sign that the wearer is

in love, or else (in the case ofgirls) 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 ofdivine 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

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 ofseeing 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 ofa 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 ofevil

spirits venerated by occultists oflater cen-

turies. Though the Bible in its original
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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 ofthieves. 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,

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 offwicked

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 ofbirch 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
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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 ofbirds ofvarious kinds,

and many species have retained particular

significance in folklore to this day. 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 ofdead 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 ofwhite birds that appear when a

Bishop of Salisbury is dying, supposedly

seen as recently as 191 1

.

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 ofthe approaching

death of someone in the household, as is

the sight ofbirds 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

birthday

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 ofthe 'ornitho-

mancy' ofthe 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 iffrom the east, love.

The death ofa caged bird on the morn-
ing ofa wedding indicates that the marri-

age will not prosper, and pet birds must be

kept informed ofimportant family events

or they will languish and die. It is also

unlucky to come across a dead 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 see childbirth.

birthday Echoing traditions relating

to the celebration of the new year, the
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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

ofa month, a year or a cycle ofthe 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 devil

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 ofjewellers,

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.

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
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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 death 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 (i i 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-

selfwho 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 ofthe 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

oftwo 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

black pudding

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 dog 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 ofHume 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 ofsome 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: ifthe 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 ofthe 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 devil 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

crowns of blackthorn, scorched in a fire,

were once brought into English homes
among the new 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 or 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 ofiron, 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 I mean to prick,

Wishing him neither rest not sleep,

Until he comes to me to speak.
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blood

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 ofa 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 ofwitches actually resided in their

blood, which was used to suckle their

familiars. Thus the body ofan 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

urine in a special 'witch bottle'. Boiling a

little blood taken from a bewitched

person or animal in a special ceremony at

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 lions 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 ofMaine,

which turns blood-red once a year; and

numerous sites where the grass will not

grow because ofsome act ofviolence per-

petrated on the spot (see barren

ground). Not unrelated is the notion

that the body of a murdered man will

bleed iftouched 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,

cobwebs 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

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 ofa 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 ofher men-
strual blood.

blossom Superstition dictates that

care must be taken when it comes to car-

rying blossom ofany kind into the home.

Several varieties of blossom, notably

BLACKTHORN, BROOM and HAWTHORN,
will invite bad luck ifbrought 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 ofthe sky and thus stands for vigi-

lance (the thinking behind its use in the

flag ofthe 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).

38



boot

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 is 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 ofcovens.

See also pig.

boasting see tempting fate.

boat 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

ofa 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.

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 ofphysical 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 in a

graveyard. Carrying a knuckle-bone

about one's person, meanwhile, will fend

offCRAMP.

British superstition stresses that it is

most unwise to throw bones from a meal

into the fire, for any person who does so 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 ofboots 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
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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 ofsorcery, for

they may enable the person concerned to

obtain control over the lender's livestock

by means ofspells 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.

boxing In common 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 - ifhazardous - 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
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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 ofa 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

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: iftwo 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 knife while

another batch is baking.

When the bread comes out ofthe 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 loafor cake breaks

in two when it is cut this is a bad omen,

warning ofanything 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

4i



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 ofbread 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 good 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 ofsuch ills

as toothache, diarrhoea, and whoop-
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 ofdays before being offered
to the patient.

The popular idea that a 'baker's dozen'

(thirteen ofsomething) is derived from

the custom ofbaking an extra loaffor 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 £ 10,000 a 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

she has finished the first, meanwhile, can

expect to be married soon.

Ifa piece ofbread 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 ofthe 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.

42



broom

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 ofgood luck for the craft,

while witch-doctors and medicine-men

of various kinds developed the technique

ofblowing in the ears and mouths oftheir

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 that a 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. Ifshe 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.

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

that ifa person suffering from cramp 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.
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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 ofmidday, 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

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

a relative.

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
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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 ofvarious

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 ofbeaten 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 ofa 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

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 ofa 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 ofwater 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 ofyears 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 ofwork 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 ofthe 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.

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 ofeter-
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 ofa wife being buried with her wed-
ding ring or with other pieces ofjewel-

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 oflocation. 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 ofsome 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 ofall is the ancient British

business of symbolic burial, which
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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 be killed. 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;

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 goose 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

of the month, keeping faith with iucky'

articles ofclothing 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 ofmuch 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

ofa black cat into the cream, and using a

churn made of rowan. The Irish claim

that dipping the hand ofa dead man in 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 ofbuttercups were

sometimes hung around the necks of

those afflicted by madness to effect a

cure, while some authorities claim that

buttercups may also be used as an oint-

ment in the treatment of blisters.

butterfly In the folklore ofmany 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 ofclothes to bite the head

offa 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 ofcoming 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

toJewish tradition, a person may resort to

counting his buttons if in doubt about
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something: if he counts an even number
he is right, ifhe counts an odd number he

is wrong. In the USA, young girls are

advised that they can discover the profes-

sion of their future husband by chanting

button

the following rhyme as they count their

skirt or blouse buttons:

A doctor, a lawyer, 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 ofthe danger oftempt-

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, 5, 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).

October: 4, 16, 24 (unlucky); 6 (very

unlucky).

November: 5, 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
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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

calfon the back is ill-advised, for this will

bring bad luck to both the animal and the

person, while stepping over a calfas it lies

on the ground is equally hazardous, twin
calves are also portents of bad luck, par-

ticularly ifone ofthem 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 calfof 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 calfby 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 ofcattle 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.

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 ofyoung 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 dog 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 ofallowing only a clergyman

(see clergy) to light three candles at the

altar.
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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 ofa 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 unless it 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 ofmisfortune. 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 service is a

sure omen of a clergyman's death. Best-

known of all is the practice, derived from

ancient Greek custom, oflighting 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 ofemploying wax candles in 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 I 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

ofthe weather at Candlemas in different

countries. In several regions ofthe 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: ifthe 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

oneselfon 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 ofroad 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

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 dice,

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 ofblack

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 ofGlencoe 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 ifa 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

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 ofdivination 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

ifthey break this taboo they will certainly

be caught.

See also gambling.

carol The singing ofcarols 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.
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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

was a 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

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

is 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 colds. 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 ofthe 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, sailors 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 this is a

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 ofseafarers 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

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 ifthey 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.

caurT-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. Ifnothing is seen,

all will go well in the coming year, but ifa

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 ofsuch

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 that a
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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

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 ofher 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 cards. 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 ofwords 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 ofcharms 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 orTevil during the hours ofdarkness.

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 ofcounting the seeds (or the

hair lines) in the glass. When morning
comes, the charm wand is simply wiped

clean ofany evil it may have ensnared. A
broken charm wand was a cause ofsome
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 ofphysiognomy,

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 a woman
who has recently given birth, for this will

ensure that the tree always fruits plenti-

fully. A cherry tree planted in the middle

ofa 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 leafin 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 ofthe 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 ofgum 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.

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 ofrattlesnakes.

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 ofbellrope

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 ofits birth.

A baby born in a wagon, by caesarean

section or when the mother's head lies in

a northerly 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 will a baby whose mother dies in giving

birth (see 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 ofthe moon and the state ofthe

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 ofall are the babies

born on childermas day (28 Decem-
ber) or on 2 1 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 rhyme offers a

summary ofwhat may be expected:

Monday's child is fair of face,

Tuesday's child is full of grace,

Wednesday's child is full ofwoe,

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
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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

ofthe house after childbirth to the church,

to show thanks for her survival and thus to

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 ofnorthern 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

chimney

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 see ch ildb irth .

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;
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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

ofan 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 ifcholera 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

anyone who breaks a chopstick. Children,

furthermore, are warned that they will be

struck dumb ifthey 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 ofthese 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 ofJudgement 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
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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 ofopposite 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

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 a 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 ghosts,

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 doors 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 ofmines 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 oftheir 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

drying by the hearth. The first person to

open the door on Christmas morning to

welcome in the spirit ofChristmas is very

lucky, and further good fortune will

attend the household ifthe first visitor on
Christmas morning happens to be a dark

man (the arrival ofa 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 on a

'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 ofthe year

- though some say that the headless

images ofthose who are fated to die in the

following twelve months may be dis-

cerned in the shadows cast on the walls by

a roaring fire.

In modern times the end of the festive

season comes with twelfth night,

when all decorations must be taken down
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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 ofJanuary, 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

ofsuffering twenty unlucky Sundays in 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

cigar

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

a good omen, but ifa 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
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fated to marry the next man she meets.

The same holds true if a woman takes the

last puffof 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 snakes and may be

placed in a baby's cradle to ward off

evil. Stepping on a cigarette packet bear-

ing the picture ofa 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 ofa 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

met in 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 ifshe is in a group oftwo 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 ofa 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 ofwidely 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 never 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

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

ofnew 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 ofwealth or some
other instance ofbad 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 ifgiven away; it will decayjust as its

former owner's corpse decays. Similarly,

some thought is required before lending

clothes to the dying - ifthe 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-leafclover 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-leafclovers: 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 The link 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

that a 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 it is 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

cocks are traditionally associated with evil

spirits.
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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

ofst 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 LastJudgement to

awaken the dead.

See also alectromancy.

coffee According to US superstition,

much can be learned by observing the

movement ofbubbles on the surface ofa

cup of coffee. Ifthe 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 ajoke, 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 offnightmares.

See also burial; funeral.

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 iucky' 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 ofthe common
cold. Besides asserting that it is impossible

to catch a cold in a church, authorities

suggest that catching oak 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 ofcount-

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 hair is 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 «?e ring.

confetti The custom of throwing

confetti or rice (or in past eras wheat or

corn) over newly-weds is derived ulti-

mately from pagan fertility rites and is

intended as a general blessing upon the

pair, specifically to promote their chances

ofhaving 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 ofthe 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 ofcattle. 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

70



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. Ifthis cannot be avoided it is

important that the witch must not be

allowed either the first or last word ofthe

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

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 offevil dates back to Roman times,

ifnot beyond, and gifts ofcoral 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 offcRAMP, and some people tie gar-

ters ofcork 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 ofthe

last sheafofcorn 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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corner house

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 sheafof 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 ofwhich

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 recommended
as it brings the living good luck and will,

it is alleged, 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 (see 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 tojump 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

is a bad omen, warning of another death

in the household.

Ifpossible, a corpse should be removed
from the house before the weekend, for a

body that remains unburied over a

Sunday will soon bejoined 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 ofa 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

on a person's clothes are supposed to fore-
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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

dog 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 ofmilking a cow is not to

be taken lightly. The milk will not 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 a hare or by means ofone of

various spells. Safeguards that may be

cowslip

taken against witches include fixing a

bough ofrowan 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 ofrain 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 ifplanted upside down
the flowers will be red, and another that

says cowslips will turn into primroses.

Tossing a ball made of cowslips repeat-
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edly into the air with the words Tisty,

tosty, tell me true, who shall I 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 ofcowslip 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 ifwrapped

in one of its father's garments.

Mothers are warned that rocking an

empty cradle is a perilous habit: it means

either (throughout much ofEurope) 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.

cramp Superstition advises that the

pain ofcramp 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 oftaking 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

ofinterpretations 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 ifthey 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
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warning of death or else of severe

weather, although the sound is welcomed

ifheard 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 tojewels 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

taken back again, even ifa sudden change

in the weather means it cannot imme-
diately be put on the ground. The fate ofa

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 ofa 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

that he 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

ofstraw 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 orTevil 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).
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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 ofmeeting 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 car 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 ofthe

gods and later a familiar of the tradi-

tional witch, the crow is now viewed by
many as a harbinger ofdeath 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 ifthey fly at one another it presages

the outbreak of war. 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 oftimes), 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 ofmy sight,

Or else I'll eat thy liver and thy lights.

However, a rhyme 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 as a good omen.

See also pearl.
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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

ofthe 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. Ifon

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 propitious for the event,

according to Welsh tradition. Ill 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 ofapproaching

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, that ifpeople 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

cyclamen

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 is linked by superstition with fair-

ies. 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 ofthe 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 ofthe seven whistlers, his

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,

invites a 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 for its root, which could be used in
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cyclamen

various herbal remedies. In particular it birth. It was also prized as an aphro-
was credited as being a purgative and an disiac and as an intoxicant. Stuffing the

antidote to poison, and its other uses nostrils with cyclamen leaves is said to

included hastening the process of child- prevent baldness.
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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 ofcrop 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 ofmidday, facing the sun). Put-

ting daisy roots under one's pillow,

moreover, will produce a dream vision of

one's future partner. Eating the first daisy

ofthe 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 ofthe 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 ofMary 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 ifrain is in

store, and that the summer will be hot but

wet ifthey bloom in April andJuly. 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-
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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 the line

and sweeping it from left to right before

throwing the dart.

days of the week Each of the seven

days ofthe week has its 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 not a good time to sign 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 ofwhat 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, is a

day ofmixed potential. Recommended as

a day to embark on courses of medical

treatment, to write letters and to ask for

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 byJupiter, 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 newjob, 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 doctor
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 ofsecond 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
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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 rhyme:

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

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 oftreatment for deafpeople. Irish

authorities recommend 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 itsjuices 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

ofan ox in a piece ofmeat may cause loss

ofhearing.

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 crows, the

inexplicable howling of dogs and the

sound ofdeath 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 ofthe dying person's bed, so as not 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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death watch beetle

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 finaljourney,

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 ofthe 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 ofrecompense.

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

that attach 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 ofDarkness' or the 'Horned One'
- has always been a central feature of

European and US witchcraft and has

encompassed such extremes as human
sacrifice and orgiastic sex. Time was

when many people were nervous ofeven

speaking his name, preferring instead to

refer to 'Old Nick' for fear ofprovoking

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 dog 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
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dish

morning. Many people still make a point

of washing their face in the dew on the

first day of May, variously thinking that

it is 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 oak). 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 iftaken 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 offby 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 ofdice 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. Ifone spot lies uppermost, an

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 ofa wed-
ding breakfast and the marriage cannot

be expected to prosper. Unmarried

people may also employ dishes to see into
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dock

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 widow 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

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 oftempting 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 ofdogs 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 ifthey 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 scratches itself

and seems sleepy, a change in the

weather is 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 a 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, spit-

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 ofdogs, 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 ifthe dog happens to catch the

donkey

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 ofmen in

distress at sea. According to ancient

mythology, dolphins have a weakness for

human singing and also transport the

souls ofthe 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

ofdolphins at play in a turbulent sea indi-

cates that a period ofcalm is in the offing.

Similarly, good weather can be expected

if dolphins swim north, while deterior-

ation will ensue ifthey 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 ofthe 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-

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 The door is 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
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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 ofaction that is bound to confuse

any agent of misfortune.

double fruit According to British

superstition, any person finding a fruit

that has grown as 'double' will enjoy good
luck, and ifthe 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 ofa dove as it

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

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: ifhe 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

it is lucky to forget the dream you had the

previous night. Ifa 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 ofthe 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

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;

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
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Abbey, near Plymouth in Devon, it is

said to have beaten a roll in 19 14, at the

start of the First World War; again at the

end of the conflict, in 191 8, 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 ofDunkirk 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 ofCortachy 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 ofdrums 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 ofa dark brown colour this is 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 ofeager lovers-to-be.

dung The droppings of various

animals are an essential ingredient in a

range ofpotions and preparations recom-

mended to the superstitious. In the British

Isles, poultices of ox and cow dung are

credited with excellent healing powers,

while goat 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 dog 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 oftheir 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 ofprecious

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 ofdyspepsia

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 ofdrawing

out the evil influence that has caused pain.
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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, ifsuccessful, 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

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 ofa 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 ofwomen 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
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ear-ring

the left, the gossip is malicious. Pinching a

tingling left ear or making the sign of the

cross 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 a ringing in the ears has its own
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 ofthe name ofthe

person's future spouse.

See also deafness; ear-ring.

ear-ring Some people wear ear-rings

for reasons other than mere physical

adornment. It is 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.

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 ofgreat 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, for it is also claimed that a 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
do not wear at least one new item ofcloth-

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 crows.

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 ofphysical ills. Less well-

known is an ancient German superstition
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that rabbits lay eggs on Easter Day
(hence the widely recognised figure ofthe

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 ofChrist'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 ofthe death ofsome
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

coming ofthe Black Death in 1 3 48 and the

outbreak ofthe First World War in 19 14.

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

guns in the air and so forth, is customary in

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

ofthe 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

egg

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 injackets made ofeelskin

in the beliefthat 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. Ifthe 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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egg

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 has a 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

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

whichJudas is 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 ofelder picked on the last day
ofApril 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

elephant

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 plant is a

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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elf-shot

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 ofelephant

hair for luck).

Ornaments and pictures of elephants

should always face the door ifthey 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

an elephant 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 a number ofancient 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 recommended for the treatment ofbed

sores and burns.

emerald A precious GREEN-coloured

gemstone, generally associated with

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 a 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 ifone

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 ofan 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, thoughjewelled engagement

rings were rare in the past. The luckiest

stones for engagement rings include dia-

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). Ifon a Monday, the

couple can expect an eventful life
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together; ifon a Tuesday, they will live in

peace and harmony; if on a Wednesday,

they will never quarrel; ifon a Thursday,

they will realise all their ambitions; ifon a

Friday, they will have to work hard for

their eventual rewards; if on a Saturday,

they will enjoy a life ofpleasure together.

The place is also relevant: proposals of

marriage should never be made in public

places or while travelling in a train or on a

bus. Girls may rest assured about receiv-

ing proposals when at a dance, since even

ifthey 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 oftheir

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

evil eye

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 knife - 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 ofgraveyard epi-

taphs are warned by one US superstition

that this is a risky business, as the person

concerned may be deprived of all powers

ofmemory.

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 ofthe practice

of 'overlooking' their victims. Anyone
with uneven or deep-set eyes, eyes ofdif-

ferent colours, cross-eyes or a squint may
still be suspected of possessing the evil
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exhumation

eye, even though the person himselfmay
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 beliefin the powers ofthe

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 ofan 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 ofsomeone 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 ofone ofthe surviving mem-

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 ofwhat the future has in store:

ifit is the right eye that itches, good luck is

in the offing, but if it is the left eye then

the tide ofluck 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 a 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 ifone rang a doorbell and

ran offbefore 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.
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eyelash

eyebrow Superstition claims that the eyelash A single lash that falls from

shape ofa person's eyebrows is determin- the eye may be placed on the back of the

ed by their character. Everyone knows left hand and then struck with the right

that a person whose eyebrows join is not hand or blown at as a wish is made: if the

be trusted, though alternative interpre- eyelash vanishes at the blow or breath,

tations suggest that this is a sign of good then it has disappeared to arrange for the

luck and a woman whose eyebrows join wish to be granted. Eyelashes that curl

is fated to a happy marriage. In times past downwards have their own significance,

eyebrows that join were thought to be If the right eyelashes curl down this is a

evidence that the person concerned was a good omen in the case of men, but the

werewolf or witch. reverse for women.
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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 ofstreams and woods, though

they may also be attached to the history

of certain families. They are often

depicted as mischievous and vain.

According to different accounts, fairies

are fallen angels, the spirits of the prema-

turely dead or the last survivors of a race

oftiny 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 Hallowe'en - 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 themjoin in their

dread dance. A more daring person may
hear the sound of the fairies laughing and

talking ifhe 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 ofsuperstitious beliefs around

the world, so too are their feathers

regarded as objects ofconsiderable 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 surfer 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

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 is in store ifone

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 ifsomeone 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 has red 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 ofgood 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
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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 ifcut 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 rain 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 leafwill 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 ofa 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 ofthe 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

egg at a crossroads in the middle ofthe

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 dog
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 transfer

to the luckless neighbour. Chanting such

charms as 'Ague, farewell, till we meet in

Hell' and 'Ague, ague, I do thee defy,

make me well for Jesu's sake' may also

cause the fever to subside, as will chalking

three crosses on the chimney-breast and

allowing them to be obliterated by soot

from the fire.

Sufferers of fevers in Wales should

cross water to reach a hollow willow
tree and then breathe three times into the

hollow trunk to rid themselves of their

malady (see breath), while patients in

Lincolnshire may nail three horseshoes

to the end of their bed to effect a cure.

fig sign see evil eye.

figurehead A carved wooden figure,

often depicting a naked woman, that for-

merly adorned the prows of most big

ocean-going vessels and was thought to

embody the soul ofthe ship. The custom

of attaching such figureheads probably

had its roots in the ancient practice of

dedicating ships to particular goddesses,



which is why the majority offigureheads

were female despite the tradition that it is

unlucky to have women on board ship.

sailors always placed great faith in fig-

ureheads, claiming that they helped to

protect the ship, and they were conse-

quently treated with great respect. Per-

haps the most widespread superstition

was that no ship could sink without its

figurehead. Though few modern ships

are decorated with such figures except in

a very truncated form, the idea is perhaps

kept alive through the many mascots,

bunches of lucky heather and other

emblematic objects that are attached by

drivers to the front of trucks and private

finger Almost as much may be

gleaned about a person's character from

their fingers as from a study of their face.

The many superstitions concerning their

shape and magical properties are detailed

in the pseudo-sciences of palmistry and

chiromancy.

English superstition warns that a

person with short fat fingers is dim-

witted and intemperate, while those with

long fingers may well have 'artist's hands'

and be intelligent but will prove foolish

with money and, according to Scottish

authorities, may well turn out to be

thieves. If the fingers are so short that a

person cannot encircle his own wrist with

the thumb and forefinger, this is, accord-

ing to Canadians, a sure sign that he or she

is a glutton. Persons with long forefingers

are also to be mistrusted, especially if this

first finger is actually longer than the

middle one. The forefinger of the right

hand is, incidentally, sometimes called

the 'Poison Finger' and is thought to be

venomous, so should never used to rub

ointment into a wound (though it may
be used to rub spittle on to ringworm
patches). The third finger ofthe left hand,

usually the finger upon which wedding
rings are worn, is the luckiest ofthem all

and has special healing powers. Tradition

has it that a vein runs directly from this

finger straight to the heart. A little finger

fingernail

that is crooked is said to indicate that its

owner will die rich. Those born with

extra fingers will enjoy a lifetime ofgood

luck, but those with bent fingers will be

burdened with an ill-tempered nature.

Crossing the index and middle fingers

behind the back while telling a 'white lie'

will protect a person from retribution.

Similarly, many people around the world

cross their fingers to ward offbad luck at

the moment ofrealisation ofsome project

or undertaking, be it the outcome of a

horse race or opening a set of examina-

tion papers. This may also be done to

negate the ill effects of breaking some

taboo, such as walking under a ladder.

pointing a finger at someone or

something is considered rude in some cir-

cles. This attitude may have its origins in

the old notion that pointing a finger at a

ship as it leaves harbour will cause it to

sink or in the general taboo against point-

ing at people in case this causes them

harm by invoking the power of the evil

eye. Pointing at a funeral is especially to

be discouraged, for it may lead to the

premature death of the person doing the

pointing.

Pulling the finger joints to see if they

'crack' is a test of love: if they make the

desired sound, the person concerned can

be certain that he or she is in someone

else's thoughts. Alternatively, pulling

every finger and counting the cracks

made will reveal the number of one's

lovers or else the number ofchildren one

is destined to have.

Finally, if two people coincidentally

utter the same word together, they

should immediately link both pairs of

little fingers and make a wish. This is sure

to come true so long as everything is done

in complete silence. In one variant they

must recite together:

I say chimney, you say smoke,

Then our wish will never be broke.

See also fingernail; v sign.

fingernail In terms of shape, finger-

nails that bulge in the middle are a sign

that the person concerned will die early,
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while fingernails that are crooked betray

an evil, greedy nature. The white crescent

that shows at the base of the fingernails,

meanwhile, indicates life expectancy: the

larger these crescents are the more years

are left to that person. White spots in the

nail are regarded as omens of good luck,

while black spots signify ill luck and

yellow spots threaten death. In the case of

white spots, more detail is offered by a

traditional English rhyme, which may be

chanted beginning with the index finger

and working round to the little finger:

A friend,

A foe,

Money to come,

A journey to go.

A spot on the thumb apparently means

that a gift is shortly to be expected.

The nails should ideally be trimmed on

a Monday or Tuesday but never on a

Friday or Sunday, as this is unlucky (see

days of the week). Another old English

rhyme, known in several slightly differ-

ent forms, runs:

Cut them on Monday, you cut them

for health;

Cut them on Tuesday, you cut them

for wealth;

Cut them on Wednesday, you cut

them for news;

Cut them on Thursday, a new pair of

shoes;

Cut them on Friday, you cut them for

sorrow;

Cut them on Saturday, see your true-

love tomorrow;

Cut them on Sunday, the devil will be

with you all the week.

The fingernails ofbabies should not be

cut until the infant is at least a year old or

the child will become a thief in later life

(it is, however, all right to bite them

short). According to authorities in north-

ern England, a woman who can manage
the feat of trimming her right fingernails

using her left hand is likely to prove the

dominant partner in marriage, sailors,

meanwhile, claim that it is unwise to trim

the nails (or to cut the hair) while at sea,

for fear that it will summon up a storm.

Great care should be employed in dis-

posing of the fingernails, for - like hair

clippings - they are much sought after for

use in witches' spells. Superstition holds

that all fingernails are unique to their

owners, so if a witch gains possession of

any trimmings she will be able to use

them as ingredients and acquire influence

over a person. To be absolutely sure that

parings are destroyed for the purposes of

witchcraft, they should each be cut

into three pieces or else spat upon (see

spitting). Ifacquired intact by a malevo-

lent agent, nail trimmings may be hidden

so that anyone who walks over them will

fall immediately under the power of that

agent. Ifthe person concerned happens to

be a pregnant woman, she will lose her

child. If they are buried beneath a

person's doorstep, that person will be

struck down at once by illness, which will

continue until the parings are taken away.

In contrast, fingernail clippings feature

in many time-honoured remedies, often

being ritually burned or buried in the

belief that by so doing a patient will be

relieved ofwhatever ails them.

fir The fir tree or pine, with its ever-

green foliage, was sacred to the ancient

Greeks and Romans and came to sym-

bolise such qualities as immortality and

fertility. The Scandinavians sometimes

place boughs of fir on coffins before a

burial, while German tradition in former

times dictated a special ceremony for

newly married couples in which they car-

ried fir tree branches decorated with

CANDLES.

Among the best-known superstitions

relating to the fir tree are the British belief

that the owner of one will die not long

after his tree is struck by lightning or

otherwise destroyed, and the US taboo

against planting firs in lines on the

grounds that one member of the family

who owns the trees will die for each tree

thus planted. Dreaming of such trees sig-

nifies the arrival of suffering, but such
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dreams may be prevented by decorating

the foot of the bed with a bough of fir.

Closed fir cones have their own signifi-

cance, representing virginity to the

ancient Romans, and the tree's sap has

always been popular in the making of

incense.

fire As one ofthe four elemental forces

once thought to govern the Earth (along-

side air, earth and water), fire has long

represented many things, including rene-

wal and life itself. In ancient times it was

thought that fire was a gift from the gods,

and so most of the dead and living relig-

ions of the world feature fire in their

rituals. Some surviving beliefs about fire

that are common to British and US tradi-

tion originated with the Druids, while

others were engendered by the work of

medieval alchemists, who sought to turn

base metals into gold by exposing them

to heat.

Ceremonial bonfires were once a

common sight on certain set days of the

year, and were usually intended to pre-

serve the luck of livestock and crops. In

the British Isles, the tradition lives on in

the popular festivity known as Bonfire

Night. This occasion for big communal
bonfires and firework displays purports

to commemorate the discovery of the

Gunpowder Plot to burn the Houses of

Parliament in 1605, but undoubtedly has

its origins in the fires that were once lit at

Hallowe'en to mark the end of the

summer.

The fireplace is widely considered to

contain the collective soul of the house-

hold. Innumerable superstitions sur-

round the business of anointing hearths

and lighting fires as well as observing the

flames, smoke and ashes for the purposes

of divination. A fire should not be

kindled by two people, as they are sure to

quarrel. Some people will draw the cur-

tains on lighting a fire, believing that it

will not 'catch' in the direct light of the

sun, which is deemed to be jealous of
such imitation. In some households only

residents are permitted to poke the coals

for fear of offending the gods of the

hearth, though an acquaintance will be

allowed to perform this service if he has

been a friend for seven years or has been

drunk in the company of his hosts at least

three times. A fire that bursts into life

very quickly or suddenly flares for no
apparent reason is said to be a portent of

visitors arriving very shortly, while fires

that are reluctant to burn are showing

sensitivity to someone being in a bad

temper or else are bewitched by evil

spirits. One remedy in the latter case is to

place the poker upright against the grate

so that a cross is formed. Difficulty in

lighting the fire on Christmas morning

is particularly unwelcome, as this pre-

sages an unlucky year ahead.

If a fire burns on one side of the grate

only, a wedding may well be on the

cards; however it may also signify a part-

ing and even a death in the house. If a fire

crackles noisily, cold weather is to be

expected. According to Scottish supersti-

tion, flames that burn blue are spectres of

the fire and if there are many of these bad

weather is on the way. Cheerful fires are

said to reflect the mood of the household

and mean that any absent members are

prospering. A fire that spits and roars fier-

cely, however, warns of an imminent

argument; and, in Wales at least, a fire

that collapses in the middle suggests that a

grave will soon have to be dug. If the fire

burns with new strength on being poked

this means that the lover or spouse of the

person present is in a happy frame of

mind. Sparks that glow at the back of the

fire are a sign that important tidings are to

be expected, and are said by some to rep-

resent letters on the way.

It was formerly considered very

unlucky to leave dead embers unswept on

retiring for the night, and soot falling

down the chimney was once said to warn

ofa terrible calamity in the offing. Should

a fire from the previous evening still be

burning in the morning this is taken as a

bad sign in some quarters, threatening ill-

ness and even death. It is also deemed
unlucky to spit into a fire or to allow a fire
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to be left burning when a corpse is pre-

sent. In former times it was folly of the

highest order to permit a neighbour or

anyone else to take fire out of the house

during the new year festivities, for

instance by lighting a taper at the fire in

order to return home and relight a fire

that had gone out. Allowing this to

happen virtually guaranteed ill luck,

most likely the death ofone ofthe family.

first foot see christening; new
year; wedding.

fish Those who pursue the business of

fishing as a livelihood and those who go
angling for pleasure observe numerous

taboos and associate many species of fish

with particular superstitions. It is still

widely believed that eating fish is good
for the brain, a relic ofan ancient beliefin

the wisdom of all fishes, and many types

of fish are further valued for the treat-

ment ofa range of medical conditions. In

the USA the tench is popularly nick-

named 'Doctor Fish' because of its effi-

cacy against jaundice, while in the

British Isles the trout has a time-

honoured reputation as a cure for

whooping cough, a live fish being

placed either in or close to the sufferer's

mouth so that the latter gets the full bene-

fit of its healing breath. An alternative

cure for whooping cough involves laying

a flat fish on the patient's chest and keep-

ing it there until it dies.

Fish living in sacred pools and rivers

were once themselves held to be sacred,

and the dried eye of the cod is sometimes

carried for luck. Northern English super-

stition dictates that it is unlucky to burn

fishbones. When eating a fish it is gener-

ally advised to start at the tail and work
up to the head, as the reverse procedure

will warn other shoals away from the

shore and back into deep water.

It is notjust the edible fish that are luck-

bearers. Included among them is the in-

edible fiddle fish, which is welcomed in

fishing nets: crews will often pick these

out and attach them to lines so that they

may be towed along behind the boat on

subsequent voyages, thus ensuring a good
catch.

See also anglers; dolphin; eel; fish-

ermen; flounder; haddock; her-

ring; porpoise; salmon; shark.

fishermen Those who make their

living as professional fishermen rank

alongside other seafarers as arguably the

most superstitious of all the world's

workers, a reputation which reflects the

dangers inherent in making a living on

the high seas. Most of these beliefs are

firmly linked to preserving the welfare of

crews, offering the kind of reassurance

that all sailors seek.

The fortunes of a fishing trip may be

decided by various omens before a crew

assembles on a vessel or even before the

members ofthe crew leave their houses. If

a fisherman treads on the fire tongs he can

forget hopes of catching anything at all,

but ifhe has a quarrel with his wife before

leaving the house the portents are good,

especially if the quarrel turns into a fight

and the fisherman draws blood from his

spouse. Observing various taboos while

preparing lines and nets may also

improve the chances of a good haul.

Extreme ill fortune is threatened, how-
ever, if a fisherman meets a cross-eyed

man (see evil eye), a representative ofthe

clergy or a woman in a white apron
when he is on his way to the harbour.

Many a fisherman has been known to

abandon fishing for the day ifany ofthese

events take place, returning home until

the next tide. In the past, fishermen have

gone so far as to pursue and kill any dog
they meet on their way to the harbour,

for fear that it will endanger their catch.

Another tradition dictates that no

fisherman should venture out to sea at the

start ofthe season before he has shed a few

drops of his own blood in a fight or some

accident. In addition to this, fishermen

should not fish day in day out every day

of the week, in order to avoid offending

the gods of the sea by their greed.

Once at sea, fishermen believe that

their catch will be small if an evil event,
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such as a murder or suicide, has

recently happened on the coast close to

the fishing grounds; fish are widely

believed to sense such happenings ashore

and therefore retreat from coastal waters.

The haul will likewise be disappointing if

the first fish caught is male. To encourage

a good catch some fishermen throw the

first fish back or nail it to the mast, or else

insert a coin into one ofthe floats on their

nets as payment to Neptune for the

ocean's bounty. If desperate for a good

catch, Scottish fishermen recommend
throwing one of the crew overboard and

then hauling him back in, believing the

fish will follow suit. If a man falls over-

board by accident and starts to drown,

however, his crew-mates may show
reluctance to save him, mindful ofthe old

tradition that the gods of the sea will not

be deprived of a soul once they have one

in their clutches and may demand the life

of the man's rescuer instead (see drow-
ning).

In common with sailors, fishermen are

nervous of using certain words while at

sea for fear of disaster. These include all

mention of pigs, the Church and other

things connected with the land; in Scot-

land it is also deemed unwise to take the

name of God in vain. If such a word is

mentioned, the only remedy is for all the

people aboard to touch something made
of iron. It is also unlucky to count the

fish as they are caught; thisjob is often left

until the boat is safely back in harbour, or

else the crew use their own code to avoid

speaking recognisable numbers.
It is thought to be a wise precaution to

change the crew of a boat every year in

order to protect the vessel's luck.

See also anglers.

flag The flags and banners of armies

and ships have always been treated with

special reverence and are still considered

almost magical items, able to restore

fighting spirit in hard situations and
acting as rallying points in the confusion

of battle or even as symbols of national

unity. The loss of a regiment's colours in

battle has always brought with it the

worst disgrace, and many soldiers have

sacrificed their lives in their attempts to

get their colours back from the enemy.

Tearing a flag is regarded as desperately

unlucky, especially so in the case of a

ship's colours, which must never, inci-

dentally, be passed from one man to

another through the rungs of a ladder.

Specific instances of flags of magical

origins include the finely woven 'faery

flag' that was said to have been given by

the 'little people' (see fairies) to the

Macleods of Dunvegan Castle in Skye,

where it is still preserved.

flea Various superstitions surround the

flea and its highly irritant bite. Fleas are

alleged to bite more often than usual

when rain is expected. If they suddenly

abandon a body they had previously

infested for some time, it may be inter-

preted as an omen of the person's immi-
nent death. In Germany, however, a flea

bite on the hand may actually be wel-

comed, since it prophesies that the person

concerned will shortly receive a kiss or

some item of good news. Householders

anxious to rid their houses of fleas are

advised to get up early on i March, close

the windows and clean the house thor-

oughly, sweeping the door lintel and any

cracks where fleas might hide; if this is

done properly, no fleas will return that

year.

According to European tradition, fleas

will never enter a bed that has been well

aired on Maundy Thursday and will shun

the bed of a monk. Soil collected from

beneath the right foot when the first

cuckoo of the year is heard is said to

work well as a flea repellent. Other

objects reputed to repel fleas include

boughs of walnut and foxgloves.

Alternatively, a flea-ridden person may
drive away the insects by leaping over a

Midsummer bonfire (see midsummer's
eve), by bringing a sheep or goat into

the house, or by decorating a picture of

the Virgin Mary on Easter Sunday as the

Resurrection bell strikes while intoning
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the words, 'Depart, all animals without

bones.'

flounder Flat fish, with both eyes

located on the upper side of its distorted

face, whose odd appearance has inspired a

handful of superstitions. It is said that the

flounder acquired its somewhat gro-

tesque appearance as punishment for its

jealousy when the herring was chosen as

'king of the sea'. Alternatively, the Scots

maintain that the flounder fell into the

habit of making faces at rock cod and

eventually stayed that way.

flowers Superstition honours virtu-

ally every well-known wild flower with

its particular mystical attributes and uses

in folk medicine and spell-making.

Giving people bunches of flowers

(preferably an odd number of them) has

always been considered a loving gesture

and one liable to bring good luck with it.

Flowers are, for instance, almost every-

where carried by brides as symbols of

good fortune and fruitfulness (see wed-
ding dress).

Every month of the year has its desig-

nated flower which will bring luck to

those born at that time:

January: carnation and primrose.

February: primrose.

March: daffodil and violet.

April: daisy.

May: hawthorn and lily of the valley.

June: rose and honeysuckle.

July: water lily.

August: gladioli and poppy.

September: aster and convolvulus.

October: dahlia and goldenrod.

November: chrysanthemum.

December: holly.

Caution must be taken in giving

flowers in certain circumstances, how-
ever. It is very unlucky to take flowers

that bloom out of season into the house,

because it threatens a death in the family.

It is also most unwise to give white

flowers ofany kind to a sick person: these

too foretell death, even if only seen in a

dream, as they are said to shelter the souls

of the dead. Even worse are bunches of

mixed red and white flowers, which are

considered so ominous that many British

nurses will not allow them into hospital

wards for fear that a person on the ward,

not necessarily the recipient of the

flowers, will die as a result. Red flowers

on their own are, however, perfectly

acceptable as they symbolise life-blood,

as are violet, yellow and orange blooms -

though they should never be laid on the

patient's bed.

Another popular tradition holds that

nurses will remove flowers from a ward
before settling their patients for the night,

on the grounds that the flowers will

deprive the sick of health-giving oxygen

(in fact, in most modern hospitals flowers

are only removed if they are considered

to represent a risk ofinfection). When the

patient recovers and leaves hospital,

superstition recommends that any

flowers given remain behind or the

patient will soon be back again.

actors and actresses dislike the use

of real flowers on stage, maintaining that

they are unlucky. Dead flowers found

lying in the road should on no account be

picked up: doing so will communicate

whatever has contaminated the blooms.

Similarly, it is unwise to throw aside a

flower left on a grave as this may cause

the place where the flower falls to become

haunted (see ghost). Moreover, detect-

ing the smell of flowers when there are

none present is widely considered an

omen of death.

Flowers with yellow centres are gener-

ally approved of as they are said to pro-

vide protection against witchcraft,

and the bright yellow sunflower will

bring luck to the whole garden. Garden-

ers are advised that flowers planted when

the moon is waxing will do best, and that

sowing seeds on Palm Sunday will result

in all the flowers growing double.

See also bachelor's button; broom;

daffodil; daisy; dandelion; gorse;

heather; knapweed; moonwort;
mother-die; peony; plantain; prim-

rose; rose; speedwell; trees.

108



football

fly Despite the fact that few people like

flies, a fly falling into someone's drink is

supposed to be lucky. Solitary flies found

in the house during the Christmas

season, when few still survive, are also

thought to be lucky and are therefore

sometimes left unmolested. Measures

that may be taken to deter flies through-

out the year include hanging three eggs

over the front door on ash Wednesday
and suspending a herring from the ceil-

ing on good Friday. If a fly is present in

the room when a woman gives birth, the

baby is sure to be a girl.

The irritating persistence of flies is said

by some to have originated in the fact that

their kind were excommunicated by St

Bernard and have ever since sought

vengeance.

flying ointment The magical oint-

ment that witches are supposed to smear

on themselves to acquire the power of

flight. According to widespread tradi-

tion, witches rub this ointment all over

their bodies and then fly naked to their

sabbaths on their broomsticks or other

vehicles. Alleged ingredients of such

ointments include the fat of babies, the

blood of bats, soot, and samples of

aconite, hellebore, hemlock and bel-

ladonna.

See also brush; witchcraft.

fog Misty weather may often strike

those caught in it as eerie and ominous,

especially at sea, but superstition offers

little opinion on the origins and portents

of fogs in general. An ancient British

rhyme also known in theUSA does, how-
ever, suggest that the location of a fog

predicts forthcoming weather patterns:

Fog on the hill

Brings water to the mill;

Fog on the moor
Brings sun to the door.

Another superstition dictates that

hanging a dead frog in an orchard or

vineyard will keep damaging fogs at bay.

food Various foods have their own
unique magical properties as amulets, as

aphrodisiacs and as medicinal restor-

atives. Some superstitions, though, relate

to food in general. In some fishing com-
munities, for instance, it is held unlucky

to give away fish as this might prejudice

future catches. Similarly, in the days

when farmers often treated their neigh-

bours to free meals of pig's fry or cow's

beastins, it was important that the plates

were returned unwashed.

It is still believed unlucky to drop food

on the floor while eating and similarly

undesirable to leave any food on the plate

at the end of the meal (in prison circles

this means that the diner will one day

return to prison to finish the meal). It is

also deemed unwise to leave the remains

of supper on the table overnight, as this

gives witches and evil spirits the oppor-

tunity to interfere with it.

See also baking; black pudding;

bread; bread and butter; butter;

Christmas; coffee; cooking; cut-

lery; egg; meat; milk; pie; pig; salt;

sugar; tea.

football Modern organised football

dates back little over a hundred years, but

variations have been played around the

world for many centuries and the game
has acquired many time-honoured myths

and superstitions. Some taboos and rituals

are peculiar to certain clubs or players. In

the UK, Newcastle United consider it a

good omen if the players catch sight of a

wedding on their way to a match but

fear the sight ofa funeral, while in Italy

fans of Napoli scatter salt on the pitch

and clash cymbals on the sidelines before

the game to frighten away evil spirits.

Some grounds are considered deeply

unlucky, notably Derby County's Base-

ball Ground, which is said to have been

cursed when resident gipsies were moved
from the site, and Wembley itself, which

has witnessed more than its fair share of

injuries over the years.

Goalkeepers, remembering an inci-

dent when Arsenal's keeper failed to

make a Cup Final save back in 1927

because he was wearing a shiny new
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jersey, often refuse to take the field in new
tops, while other players stick to lucky

foods and carry a variety of good luck

charms. Almost every club has its lucky

mascot, which may vary from animals

to small boys and girls. In more distant

parts of the world, pre-match rituals

include sacrificing animals and calling on

the help of witch-doctors to cast spells

over the defending team's goal-line. In

1979, for instance, members of the Peru-

vian team Melgar, believing they were

being plagued by a curse made by a

former player, resorted to soaking their

shirts in a special potion said to ward off

such influences - and subsequently enjoy-

ed an immediate change in their fortunes.

Other superstitions echo taboos in

more general currency and include

always putting on the right boot before

the left, bouncing the ball between the

youngest and the oldest players on the

team, touching the ball for luck and

bouncing the ball three times on the

centre-spot. The rattles and banners of

the fans, furthermore, are sometimes

interpreted in terms of magical charms

designed to protect the favoured team

from evil.

footling see childbirth.

four-leafclover see clover.

fox Universally considered an animal

of great cunning, the fox is generally

identified with evil and as an animal to be

feared. In former times witches were

often alleged to have the power to turn

themselves into foxes, and in Scotland at

least farmers sometimes nailed a severed

fox's head to the barn door to warn off

any prowling witches (see witchcraft).

In Wales it is said that spying a lone fox is

lucky, but seeing several at once is an

omen of misfortune. Foxes are also

unwelcome in the vicinity of the home as

they signify the coming of disaster and

death. In parts of eastern England it is

claimed that a fox-bite will have fatal

consequences, and anyone bitten cannot

expect to live more than seven years.

Elsewhere it is claimed that when there is

a shower of rain while the sun is shining

this is a sure sign that a foxes' wedding is

taking place (in other parts of the world

the animal thus honoured may be the

monkey, the jackal or poultry).

One widely known example of the

fox's legendary cunning concerns the

animal's supposed method of ridding

itselfof fleas. The creature holds a ball of

wool or grass in its mouth and then swims

into a river; as the water rises the fleas

(somewhat in the manner of the chil-

dren's character the Gingerbread Man)
climb on to the fox's head and then on to

the wool, which is released to float down-
stream.

Though maligned in rural districts for

the damage it does on poultry farms, the

fox is prized as the source ofingredients in

a range of folk remedies. The tongue
may be laid on the skin at bedtime to

extract a deeply embedded thorn, and can

also be applied to the eyes to cure cata-

racts. It may also be cooked and eaten or

else carried about one to improve the

courage of a person who is naturally shy.

Carrying a fox's tooth will help to treat

an inflamed leg, while the liver and lights,

dried and sugared, prevent coughs.

Drinking the ashes of a fox in wine is

said to benefit the liver and to cure respir-

atory problems, while fox fat rubbed on

the scalp will apparently combat bald-

ness. Finishing a bowl of milk partly

drunk by a fox is reputed to be a cure for

WHOOPING COUGH.

foxglove Distinctive tall wild plant

which is intimately connected with fairy

lore throughout the British Isles. The

facts that parts of the plant are poisonous

and that it is often found in the deepest

and most secluded parts ofwoods have no

doubt done much to give the foxglove its

rather ominous magical reputation. Few
people will dare to risk their luck by

taking a foxglove into the house and

sailors are traditionally reluctant to

allow this flower on board ship. Foxglove

tea, on the other hand, has long been
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valued as a cure for dropsy and it was this

tradition that drew the attention of con-

ventional medicine to the properties of

digitalis, which is now widely used in the

treatment of heart conditions.

Friday see days of the week; good
FRIDAY; THIRTEEN.

frog The frog, with its amphibious

lifestyle and glistening skin, features in a

wealth ofsuperstitions and folk remedies.

The animal enjoyed divine status in pre-

Christian Rome and has ever since been

credited with great magical potency.

Simply observing a frog and noting its

behaviour will reveal what weather is in

store. If the frog's skin is shiny, fine

weather is in the offing, but if it is dull

rain is due. Rain will soon fall in answer

to the croak of a frog and, before the

development ofadult frogs from tadpoles

was understood, it was said that frogs

themselves came to Earth in showers of

rain. Frogspawn deposited at the edge of

a pond promises storms. The appearance

of a frog in the house, meanwhile, is

deemed most unnatural and is therefore

unlucky, possibly even a death portent,

though it is lucky to come across a frog

outside.

Some people have been known to

place great store in carrying a particular

bone taken from a frog (or toad) that has

been ritually killed. The procedure that

has to be followed is to bury a live frog or

toad in an anthill for a month until the

new moon, then to strip off the remain-

ing flesh by placing the body in a stream.

As the water does its work the sought-

after bone will start to float upstream

while uttering unearthly shrieks. The
bone must then be taken to a stable on
three nights in succession, on the last of

which the owner may be required to do
battle with the devil himself before the

spell is deemed complete. Possession of
such a magic bone brings with it the

power to control horses and pigs and
the ability to cure warts, among other

gifts.

Other superstitions, however, warn

against killing frogs as they are said to be

the reincarnation ofdead children (hence

their sometimes child-like cry). Placing

the tongue of a frog on someone while

they sleep will oblige the sleeper to reveal

his or her secrets, but some authorities

warn that anyone who actually touches a

frog will become instantly infertile.

In folk medicine the frog has many
uses. Putting a live frog on a skewer and

rubbing its body against a wart will cause

the wart to disappear as the frog dies.

Trapping a live frog in a bag and hanging

the bag in the chimney until the frog

perishes will cure whooping cough, as

will feeding the unknowing patient frog

soup, while holding a live frog in a

patient's mouth will cure thrush by trans-

ferring the disease to the unfortunate

amphibian. In times gone by, sufferers

from consumption and cancer
favoured eating a few live baby frogs

before breakfast. Back in the seventeenth

century powdered frog livers were also

alleged to cure epilepsy. In the case of

eye problems the recommended proce-

dure involves a volunteer licking first the

eyes of a frog and then the eyes of the

patient.

fruit tree The well-being of a fruit

tree is important not only to the econo-

mic welfare of its owner but also to the

household's fortunes, according to vari-

ous widely held superstitions. New fruit

trees should always be planted with the

body ofsome dead animal at their roots in

order to ensure good crops, according to

one time-honoured British custom. Fruit

trees that bloom twice in one season,

meanwhile, are a dire omen, warning of

the imminent death of a family member.

Much fun may be had by divining

one's future through the counting of the

number of stones or pips left on the plate

after eating fruit. Though there are

regional variations, the usual way of

doing this is to count the stones off while

chanting the words 'Tinker, tailor, sol-

dier, sailor, rich man, poor man, beg-
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garman, thief, in order to find out the

occupation of a future spouse (or to dis-

cover one's future career). Ifsome stones

remain uncounted, some people will start

the rhyme again from the beginning or

will add 'ploughboy, cowboy, doctor,

dentist' to increase the choice. Another

alternative is to add 'This year, next year,

some time, never' to find out when one is

to be married, or when some hoped-for

event is to take place. In former times, the

same ruse was tried when counting the

buttons on one's clothing.

funeral The sombre business of inter-

ring the dead is naturally enough the

focus of many superstitious beliefs. Most
are concerned with ensuring that the

deceased person is allowed to rest in

peace, leaving the living to go about their

daily lives untroubled by ghosts.

Firstly, it is held to be lucky ifrain falls

while a funeral is taking place, as an old

English saying attests:

Happy is the bride that the sun shines

on,

Happy is the corpse that the rain rains

on.

Less propitious is a funeral that takes place

on a Sunday (see days of the week) or,

even worse, at new year. It is no better,

though, to postpone a funeral because of

the weather, the date set or any other

reason, as this may offend death and per-

suade him to seek out new victims in the

same neighbourhood.

The coffin should always leave the

dead person's house by the front door (or

by the window ifthat is the only alterna-

tive to using the back door). If the back

door is used, the deceased's soul will be in

terrible jeopardy in the afterlife. Ideally

the body will be transported in an east-to-

west direction (see sunwise turn), and

once the journey has been started it must

on no account be delayed or abandoned

(though modern traffic lights can make
this requirement difficult). In times gone

by, if a deceased woman was a virgin

this was marked by the mourners dress-

ing in white and by a pair of symbolic

white gloves being carried at the head of

the funeral procession (see maiden's
garland).

Care should be taken by the mourners

that they do not break certain taboos,

which may mark them out as the next to

die. In particular, they should keep

behind the coffin as it proceeds to the

church, avoid standing in a ray of direct

sunlight during the ceremony, and finally

be careful not to enter the home of the

deceased before the next ofkin go in after

the service is over. If the gathered mour-
ners make an odd number, one of them
will shortly bejoining the deceased in the

grave. According to US authorities it is

very unlucky to 'gatecrash' a funeral

uninvited, and pregnant women and

children under the age of a year may not

be welcome in the mourning party. It has

been suggested, incidentally, that mour-
ners wear black clothes in order to con-

fuse the devil, but it is unwise to wear

these after the funeral as this invites fur-

ther attention from death.

Not unnaturally it is considered bad

luck to meet a funeral procession in the

street, particularly so if the person con-

cerned is a bride on her way to church or

anyone else setting out on an important

journey. The only sure remedy in this

case is for the person to walk a few steps

with the funeral party, though some

might on reflection find the presence of

bride in full regalia a somewhat grotesque

presence in such circumstances. Other

possible precautions include spitting

after the hearse, crossing the fingers and

removing one's hat. It is further said that

the sex ofthe first person the funeral party

meets determines the sex of the next

person fated to die.

It is unlucky to catch a glimpse of a

funeral through a window or through the

door and better to watch openly from the

pavement, and it is perilous indeed to

attempt to count the number of cars fol-

lowing the coffin as, according to US
superstition, this determines the number

of years the person counting has left to

live. Irish superstition, however, suggests



that some good can come of meeting a

funeral procession: if the person concern-

ed throws a stone after the coffin and

invokes the name of the Trinity while

calling out the dead person's name he

may rid himselfof his warts by wishing

them upon the corpse.

The tradition of feeding the mourners

at the home of the deceased after the fun-

eral is over is also significant as a supersti-

tious rite, and it was formerly accepted

that every mourner should wash and dry

his hands in the house. The towel used

was then thrown over the roof or other-

wise given up to the wind. Lastly, the

happier the atmosphere at the wake, the

better the prospects for living and dead.

See also burial; coffin; corpse;

death; hearse; mourning.

furniture Many examples of domes-

tic furnishings, such as chairs and

tables, boast their own unique tradi-

tions, reflecting the tendency for the bulk

furniture

of superstitions to focus on the mundane
objects of everyday usage. In general

terms, it is said that if furniture moves by

itself, for instance chairs toppling over

and pictures falling off walls, this is a

portent ofdeath as well as an indication of

possible poltergeist activity (interference

by unseen supernatural entities). One
device occasionally resorted to when
death has visited the household is to

change the positions of the furnishings in

a dead person's bedroom while the fun-

eral is taking place: should the dead

person's ghost return to the house it will

be confused by the new layout and depart

very quickly. Some people, moreover,

prefer to arrange furniture parallel with

the lines ofthe room and the house so as to

avoid forming too many crosses.

Scottish authorities claim that creaking

furniture warns ofan imminent change in

prevailing weather conditions, while

others see in this a portent of death.

See also mirror.
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Gabriel's hounds Spectral pack of

dogs that haunts the skies of northern

Europe in company with the wild
hunt. Anyone hearing or seeing the

hounds, who are particularly associated

with stormy weather, is doomed to die

in the near future.

See also seven whistlers.

gallows Historical sites of execution,

often located at crossroads (which are

themselves locations associated with

evil), are not unnaturally regarded with

the deepest suspicion by most people and

various folk traditions surround the gal-

lows itself. Though few ancient 'gallow-

trees', often made from elder wood,

survive intact they continue to be assoc-

iated with powerful forces and a splinter

taken from a gibbet is to this day con-

sidered a potent object. In particular such

splinters, worn in a little bag round the

neck, may be used to ease toothache or

more rarely to cure fever.

See also hangman's rope.

gallstones Superstition offers a radi-

cal cure for gallstones. The treatment

suggested involves boiling sheep drop-

pings in fresh milk and drinking the

resulting concoction daily until the prob-

lem is resolved.

gambling The pursuit of gambling

is surrounded by a wealth ofsuperstitions

intended to preserve and indeed improve

a gambler's luck. Specific tips and taboos

relate to such pastimes as gambling on

horses and dice and playing at cards,

but several traditions are relevant to

gambling in any form. These include the

general taboo against playing for money
before 6 p.m. on a Friday, the widespread

belief that the presence of a woman or

dog will always ruin one's chances of

winning, and the notion that meeting a

hunchback or cross-eyed man (see evil

eye) on the way to play is a very good
omen. First-time gamblers always win,

according to another widely held super-

stition, on the strength of 'beginners'

luck', and gamblers who play with bor-

rowed money are equally blessed by

Lady Luck. Many gamblers place great

faith in various charms and amulets

and strive to keep their temper in the face

of the tide turning against them, know-
ing that displays of emotion will only

tempt further setbacks.

garlic Most people schooled in

modern horror films know that garlic is

an effective safeguard against vampires,

though in fact it has long been considered

to give protection against a much wider

range of evil spirits. The plant was con-

sidered a gift from the gods by the

ancient Egyptians, although Christian

mythology has it that the first garlic

sprang up where Satan's left foot stepped

when he left the Garden of Eden (an

onion grew where his right foot fell). In

medieval times roasted garlic cloves were

shared among French families at mid-

summer's eve parties in the belief that

they would preserve all the members of

the household from harm. The plant is

also regarded as a counter to witchcraft

and evil in many Oriental countries. For

repelling vampires, garlic gathered in

May is thought to be the most effective
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and should be used to guard the

windows and worn in the form of a

necklace. Garlic may also be fixed to a

child's cradle to protect the infant from

malevolent spirits, and Sicilians may slip

garlic into the beds of women in labour

to ease the pain of childbirth.

As a tool of the herbalist, garlic is

prized for its effectiveness against

infestations of worms, in treating sun-

stroke, against dropsy, in relieving such

life-threatening diseases as smallpox,

plague and leprosy, and in easing minor

ailments like toothache, earache (see

ear) and bedwetting. It may also be

administered to calm hysterics or placed

in the socks of children afflicted with

whooping cough. In remoter parts of

the USA, garlic poultices are recom-

mended for the treatment of rattlesnake

bites and scorpion stings. Scientists,

meanwhile, have identified garlic as one

of the most effective natural mosquito

repellents.

Nor is superstition wanting when it

comes to advice for masking the smell of

garlic on the breath. The problem is

solved quite simply by eating a mint leaf,

a raw bean, some aniseed, parsley or a

coffee bean.

garter Most surviving superstitions

relating to the garter are now linked to

the wedding ceremony: many brides

include a single garter in their wedding
outfit. It is sometimes hurled to unmar-
ried male guests as the bride leaves on her

honeymoon, and the man who catches it

is said to secure lasting good luck. In

former times it was the object of a lively

romp in which the men tried to take the

already loosened garter from the bride

by force; the winner wore the garter in

his hat before presenting it to the girl of
his choice. Should a bride lose a garter

during her honeymoon, though, this is

an omen that the marriage will not

prosper.

More neglected now is the tradition

that a virgin may wear a garter of straw
or shells on the eve of her wedding to

gate

promote her chances of becoming preg-

nant. Wheat straw will guarantee that

she will have a boy, a garter of oat straw

that she will have a daughter. Any girl

who sleeps with a garter under her

pillow, meanwhile, will be granted a

vision of her future partner in her

dreams. Alternatively, she may enjoy the

same result by attaching her garter to the

bedroom wall, setting her shoes at right

angles and saying the following rhyme
before getting silently into bed:

I pin my garters to the wall,

And put my shoes in the shape of a T,

In hopes my true love for to see,

Not in his apparel nor in his array,

But in the clothes he wears every day.

If I am his bride to be,

If I am his clothes to wear,

If I am his children to bear,

I hope he'll turn his face to me,

But if I am not his bride to be,

If I am not his clothes to wear,

If I am not his children to bear,

I hope he'll turn his back to me.

People suffering from rheumatism
are advised to slip on red garters, while

those afflicted by cramp may benefit

from wearing garters made of cork or

the skin of an eel. Should a garter slip

down by accident, this is widely taken as

a sign that a girl's lover is thinking ofher.

Ceremonial garters are also worn by

the high priestesses ofmany covens as an

indication of their high status (see

witchcraft).

gas An example of a superstition of

relatively recent coinage is the widely

held European belief that carrying a child

through a gasworks will benefit any res-

piratory problems it has.

gate Most spells offering the unmar-

ried the chance to catch a glimpse of their

future partner seem particularly aimed at

females, but a gate provides the single

male a rare chance to enjoy the same

privilege. A tradition recorded in

Shropshire says that if a man marks three

notches on a five-barred gate on nine
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consecutive nights he will be rewarded

by a vision of his future partner on the

last occasion.

See also door.

gemstone Precious and semi-

precious stones have long been held to

have their own special properties. Most
people know their own birthstone and

many wear rings and other items of

jewellery containing these gems in the

belief that doing so will bring them luck

(whereas wearing a stone not connected

with one's birth month is said to be

unlucky, especially in the case of opal).

Other superstitions concerning gem-
stones in general include the notion that

dipping them in honey makes them shine

all the more brilliantly. It is also alleged

that any man who obtains for himself a

jewel incorporating diamonds, lode-
stone and sapphires will enjoy power-

ful influence over women.
See also agate; amber; amethyst;

coral; emerald; jade; jasper; opal;

pearl; ruby; sardonyx; topaz; tur-

quoise.

ghost The spirit of someone who is

dead, around which idea numerous
superstitions have evolved. Whether a

ghost manifests itself as a visible appari-

tion, as an invisible poltergeist who dis-

turbs the furniture or merely as a

'presence' felt by those particularly sensi-

tive to such entities, most people are ter-

rified at the thought of meeting one and

fear the ramifications of such an encoun-

ter. Superstition holds that spirits, which

may include apparitions of animals,

return to Earth for a variety of reasons.

These include seeking vengeance for

their deaths, warning others of danger,

and seeing to some unfinished business

that must be put right before they can

enjoy eternal repose.

Disregarding many of the taboos insis-

ted upon by superstition may result in the

calling up of the dead and the appearance

ofghosts, and even lingering in the vicin-

ity of such ominous locations as cross-

roads may be enough in itself to

summon the attentions of the supernatu-

ral. Crossroads are, incidentally, the tra-

ditional burial-place of executed

criminals and suicides, largely because

their vengeful ghosts will be confused by
the choice of ways open to them and are

thus less likely to find their way home
and cause trouble to surviving relatives.

Measures that may be taken against

encountering ghosts include, according

to Scottish tradition, wearing a cross of

rowan wood fastened with red thread

and concealed in the lining of one's coat.

glass The superstitious have always

been fascinated by the curious properties

of glass and the material has come to be

associated with a wide range of offbeat

notions. It is traditionally held in Britain

to be unlucky to look at someone
through a pane ofbroken glass, since this

means that a quarrel between the two
will shortly break out. To this day many
people also advise against looking at a

new moon through glass, as this will

bring on extreme bad luck. Glass balls,

ideally made in the light of a full moon,
have, however, been used for the pur-

poses of divination for many centuries.

Smaller versions were once worn about

the person to prevent nightmares, cure

illnesses in livestock and otherwise pro-

vide protection against harm.

Drinking glasses should never be

handed to newly arrived guests but

should instead be set down so that the

visitors can pick them up. In Russia

guests are often expected to break their

glasses by throwing them over their

shoulder - a gesture meant to appease the

gods. One ruse known in several folklore

traditions is to take a surreptitious sip

from someone 'else's glass in the belief

that it will enable one to read the other

person's thoughts. Drinking from a glass

at four opposite 'corners', that is in the

shape of the cross, is recommended as a

means of curing oneself of illness. If a

glass breaks, someone in the household is

near to death. Similarly, a drinking glass

that emits a high-pitched ringing sound
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for no apparent reason is recognised by

many as a death omen and is particularly

feared by sailors, who will attempt to

stifle the noise at once. Anyone who is

worried that someone is trying to poison

them should always drink out of Ven-

etian glassware, incidentally, as this will

shatter the moment anyone puts poison

in it.

Should a glass vase be accidentally

broken this is, surprisingly, a good omen,

promising seven years of good fortune -

in marked contrast to the seven years of

bad luck that will befall someone who
breaks a mirror.

See also spectacles; window.

glove In the days when people wore

gloves much more than they now do,

they were considered symbols of both

authority and love; surviving supersti-

tions reflect this history. Most people

know that if they drop a glove it is

unlucky to pick it up themselves and

preferable to allow a friend to do so for

them, a custom that probably originated

in the ancient courtship ritual of a

woman dropping a glove and waiting to

see if a desired but as yet unproven lover

deigned to retrieve it. Gifts of gloves are

traditional between lovers, though an

English variant of this suggests that they

are in fact ill-advised as presents because

they signify that the two people will soon

be parted, possibly by a quarrel. Few
people are now aware of the tradition

that it is unlucky to wear gloves on a

Wednesday (see days of the week), but

many still observe the ancient taboo

against shaking hands without removing
a glove first.

Losing a glove is naturally enough
unlucky, and if a pair of gloves is left at a

friend's house it is important to follow

the correct procedure in order to keep

that friend. When the owner has retraced

his steps he must refrain from picking the

gloves up until he has first sat down, and
he must not put them on until he has

stood up again. Losing a pair of gloves

that subsequently fall into the possession

goat

of a witch is worst of all, for the witch

will be able to use them to acquire evil

influence over their owner (see

witchcraft). Finding a pair ofgloves is,

however, thought to be very lucky,

especially if the gloves are found on a

Sunday, in which case the person con-

cerned is guaranteed a successful week at

work.

glow-worm Superstition offers the

humble glow-worm a modicum of pro-

tection from human harm. An ancient

tradition warns that anyone who kills a

glow-worm risks ending a love affair and

possibly even the death of their lover.

Keeping a glow-worm in the house is

said among farmers to ensure that their

cows will give consistently good yields

of MILK.

gnat The gnat is a lucky insect and

should be welcomed into the home if

anyone is ill: gnats allowed to enter the

sick-room at sunset will absorb the

patient's ailment and take it with them

when they leave. If gnats fly close to the

ground, rain is on the way; but if they

fly high in the air fine weather is to be

expected.

goat The goat has always been assoc-

iated with virility and the darker super-

natural forces, in ancient times often

being identified with Pan, who was half

man and half goat, and subsequently

with the devil himself, who is said to

have a goat's cloven hooves and is some-

times depicted with a goat's head. Satan's

favourite disguise, the goat shows its alle-

giance to the Prince of Darkness by visit-

ing him once every twenty-four hours to

have its beard combed. The primitive

notion that sins and diseases could be

transferred to a 'scapegoat' is reflected in

the still-observed tradition that a farmer

should always keep a goat or two to

absorb the physical ills that would other-

wise afflict his other livestock; the stron-

ger the smell of a billy goat, the less

likelihood there is of any cows or

horses falling sick.
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godparent

The goat's connections with the super-

natural mean that the flesh, skin and milk

ofthe animal are valued in folk medicine.

Rubbing sore feet, eyes and heads with

fresh goat's cheese was recommended in

Anglo-Saxon times and its brains, passed

through a golden ring, were sometimes

fed to children suffering from epilepsy.

Some people carry goat's feet and hairs

from a goat's beard as lucky amulets,

while sailors have been known to fix a

goatskin - or even a whole goat - to the

mast to ward off foul weather. A goat's

horn slipped under the pillow will cure

insomnia.

It is good luck to meet a goat when
setting out on an important journey, and

encountering a black goat on a bridle

path suggests that treasure is hidden

nearby.

godparent The friend or relation

who stands as godparent at a chris-

tening ceremony may often have only a

hazy idea ofwhat is expected and still less

awareness of the superstitions that sur-

round the role. In former times the

Church forbade godparents from marry-

ing one another and there is still a preju-

dice against inviting married or engaged

couples to stand as godparents together,

as this is said to result in the couple part-

ing company within three months. His-

torically at least, it was also rare,

particularly in Germany, for pregnant

women to be asked to act as godmothers

for fear that this would cause them to

have a miscarriage. Godparents who
have already lost a godchild are also

unpopular choices: some parents fear that

the same fate will strike their own child.

On a more positive note, godparents

acquire certain healing powers by virtue

of filling the role, and their shoelaces
or garters may well prove beneficial if

lent to those suffering from whooping
cough and worn round the neck. Any
godparent who is tempted to look into

the font during a christening is advised

that the baby will grow up looking like

him or her.

goitre Modern medicine offers treat-

ment with iodine to remove the

unsightly growths known as goitres, but

before iodine deficiency was identified as

the cause superstition recommended its

own solutions. The more radical of these

included arranging for the dead hand
of a corpse to make the sign of the

cross over the goitre. Alternatively,

early on May morning the patient was

required to visit the grave of the young
man most recently buried in a church-

yard, to pass a hand three times through

the dew collected on his grave and then

to press the dew to the affected part. For

those nervous of such procedures, super-

stition also suggested that binding a hair

from a horse's tail round a goitre would
make it disappear.

gold Universally prized for its mon-
etary worth, gold is also valued by the

superstitious for certain intrinsic powers

connected with it. Records survive from

a thousand years ago to the effect that

gold is particularly efficacious in treating

eye problems, and even today some

people claim that rubbing a sore eye with

a gold wedding ring will cause a sty to

disappear. Apparently the time-

honoured tradition that seafarers pierce

their ears to wear gold ear-rings is

somehow connected with this belief (it is

also popularly held that sailors who
wear gold ear-rings will never go down
with their ship). Certainly it was once an

accepted practice for children with sore

eyes to have their ears pierced so that they

could wear twists of gold wire in them.

Rubbing the eyelids with gold even

when one does not have a sty is said to

bring good fortune to whoever tries it.

When other treatments against illness

prove ineffective, one option remaining

is to pour a little water over a gold (or

silver) coin and then to give the water

to the patient to drink: the ailment is sure

to disappear. Women having a difficult

time in childbirth, meanwhile, may be

encouraged to remove any gold jewel-

lery they are wearing, as this is sometimes
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blamed for such problems. Those troub-

led by warts may find that rapping

them with gold will do the trick.

Anyone wishing to strike it lucky by

digging for gold ore is advised to search

for it by means of a hazel divining rod,

the prongs of which have been wrapped

with iron.

golden plover Shore bird of the

plover family, whose eerie, high-

pitched cry has attracted a reputation as a

harbinger of death in Wales and other

regions. The gloomy associations of the

golden plover are intensified by the

widespread tradition that the souls of the

sevenJews who assisted in the crucifixion

of Christ are now entrapped in these

birds and doomed to wander the Earth

for the rest of time. The golden plover is

one ofseveral candidates for the source of

the seven whistlers legend. More
cheerful is the superstition from Cheshire

which claims that golden plovers are

kind-hearted birds whose cries are meant

to warn sheep of any lurking danger

(hence their nickname of 'Sheep's

Guide').

golf Those who play golfare as super-

stitious as any other sportsmen and cher-

ish a good number of taboos and

traditions. These include carrying a lucky

club around in one's bag even if one

never intends to use it, never changing

one's mind about which club to use after

taking one out of the bag, never

approaching a tee from the front, always

teeing offwith a ball numbered three or

five and with the manufacturer's name
towards the player, never cleaning a ball

when one's luck is in, never unwrapping
a new ball after play has begun and, of

course, taking particular care when play-

ing the thirteenth hole. There is also a

taboo against using the word 'shank', as

hitting the ball with the shank, of the

club is clearly not a good idea.

Many golfers dislike starting a round

before one o'clock, but modern match
schedules often make it impossible to

respect this preference. In Scotland,

Good Friday

where the game originated, it is still held

that whoever wins the first hole is sure to

win the match. On top of all these tradi-

tions, golfers share with other sportsmen

the usual irrational faiths in lucky gar-

ments, pre-match rituals and mascots.

Good Friday As one of the most

sacred days in the Christian calendar,

Good Friday is associated with many
superstitions throughout the Christian

world. It is in fact a day of mixed bless-

ings. Any baby born on Good Friday is

to be pitied as this is unlucky, according

to the Welsh, but it is conversely a good

day to wean an infant because he or she

will grow up healthy and prosperous.

crops should not be planted on Good
Friday (though it is all right to sow
garden seeds) as the ground should not be

disturbed on this day, and nobody should

attempt to do any washing as the clothes

will never come clean (a reference to the

legend that Christ cursed Good Friday

washing after he was slapped in the face

by a wet garment while being led to the

Crucifixion).

blacksmiths, mindful of Christ's

suffering on the cross, may decline to

hammer nails on this day; likewise chil-

dren tempted to climb trees are warned

not to do so. On the whole, in fact, work
of any kind is not a good idea as it will

only have to be done all over again,

according to the inhabitants of Norfolk.

Wishes made in prayers said at the stroke

ofthree o'clock in the afternoon, the hour

of Christ's death, are sure to be granted.

bread and buns baked on Good Friday

will never go mouldy - as is the case with

Good Friday eggs - and have beneficial

healing properties iffed to those suffering

from whooping cough and other ail-

ments. In past centuries, indeed, well-

cooked Good Friday bread was some-

times kept for many years, a little of it

being grated off and administered to the

sick as necessary. A hot cross bun kept

over from one Good Friday to the next,

meanwhile, will prevent the house from

catching fire.
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goose

Sundry other Good Friday traditions

include the notion that boys who wear

long trousers for the first time on this day

will have happy marriages, and that this

day is the one time in the year when bees

may be taken from their hives without

causing them harm.

goose The goose was in former times

the traditional dish served up on Michael-

mas Day, and it was widely held that any

household where goose was eaten on this

day would enjoy prosperity times in the

coming year and not fall into debt. If the

meat proved to have a brown tint this

meant that a mild winter was in store; if it

was pure white or bluish in colour, the

winter would be severe. Geese were once

seen in every farmyard, and in Wales it is

still said that ifthe geese leave a farm there

will shortly be a fire. The Welsh also

maintain that it is an ill omen if a goose

lays two eggs in a single day or produces

one hard egg and one soft one. Geese that

fly in the air, it is claimed, are a prophecy

ofgood weather; ifthey fly near the Earth

then storms may be on the way.

Goose grease mixed with turpentine

and rubbed on the chest is valued in US
folk medicine as a cure for coughs and

colds and is also used in the treatment of

rheumatism and earache {see ear).

See also barnacle goose.

gooseberry Inquisitive children are

still to this day informed by some parents

that babies (specifically baby boys) are

found under gooseberry bushes, though

quite where this particular old wives' tale

came from is unclear. It seems to be a

relatively recent invention which may
not date back beyond the nineteenth cen-

tury. Gooseberry bushes do, however,

feature in a centuries-old tradition which

suggests that piercing a sty or wart with

a gooseberry prickle will cause it to

disappear.

See also parsley.

gorse The gorse bush, with its

unfriendly spikes, is an unlucky plant.

Many people will refuse to allow a sprig

of gorse blossom into the house, main-
taining that to do so invites the death of

one of the family or some other dire

misfortune.

See also hawthorn.

gout Modern medicine has made
gout largely an ailment of historical curi-

osity, but sufferers once had only super-

stition to turn to. Cures ranged from
putting toenail clippings and a few hairs

from the affected leg into a hole in an

oak, which was then sealed with cow
dung, to eating the powdered head of a

red gurnard (a fish) or wrapping the foot

in deerskin and applying to it a spider

whose own legs had been carefully

removed.

grass The British, who boast the finest

lawns in the world, have just two tradi-

tions relating to the mystical properties of

grass. The first holds that when animals

such as cats and dogs nibble grass rain

is on the way (actually they do it to aid the

digestion). According to the second, a

stalk of seed-bearing rye grass may be

plucked by an unmarried girl for the pur-

poses ofdivination, the seeds being coun-

ted off to the well-known formula

'Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich man,

poor man, beggarman, thief to reveal

the occupation ofher future husband.

See also hay.

grave The burial sites of the dead are

not unnaturally the object ofmuch super-

stitious belief and few people would care

to be seen flying in the face of these for

fear ofoffending the deceased. Numerous
taboos surround the digging ofa grave. A
grave must always be dug so that the

body may be laid in it on an east-west

axis, the head towards the west to facili-

tate the corpse's rise onJudgement Day.

Once dug, a grave should not be left

empty over a Sunday or someone else

must die to fill it; if this is unavoidable,

the gaping hole should at least be covered

over as though it is occupied. Acciden-

tally dropping something such as a hat



into the hole is ominous, and suggests that

the owner too will be shortly be laid in

the earth. Graves positioned on the south

side of the churchyard are generally the

most sought after as these areas usually

get the most sunshine; the chillier north

side is traditionally reserved for suicides

and criminals.

Not surprisingly, it is generally

thought unlucky to plough anywhere

near a grave, even one of ancient origins,

and some people still react with horror to

the idea of a 'ploughed' graveyard in

which the remains of the long-dead are

deliberately churned up together so that

new graves may be dug. crops planted

where bodies have been buried will fail to

flourish, and many localities boast patches

of ground where nothing will grow
because they are a grave site (see barren

ground).

Robbing a grave of its contents, even if

only to transfer a corpse to a grander

tomb, is extremely reckless and may call

up the vengeful spirit ofthe person whose
remains are disturbed. Walking on or

stepping over a grave is frowned upon in

many European countries, particularly if

the grave contains the body of an unbap-

tised child, and the offender may be

punished by catching a fatal disease popu-

larly called 'grave-scab'. If a pregnant or

married woman walks on a grave, any

child she subsequently has will be born

with a club foot. It is very unlucky to pick

a flower growing on a grave, especially if

the flower is then given to someone in

HOSPITAL.

Builders who remove gravestones for

use in new structures are warned that

anything they build is sure to collapse,

and if bits of gravestone are used in

making a road that stretch will become
notorious for accidents (see car). Despite

these taboos, however, many gravestones

and monuments have suffered over the

years because chips of stone have been

removed by shepherds, who maintain

that feeding them in powdered form to

their sheep will cure various diseases.

Some authorities also detail a variety of

gremlin

procedures involving walking round

graves, crawling over them and even

eating the grass that grows over them to

relieve boils, toothache and other ail-

ments. One folk remedy from Lin-

colnshire that is almost guaranteed to

cause offence recommends that children

given to bedwetting be allowed to urin-

ate on the grave of a child of the opposite

sex.

See also burial; churchyard
watcher; coffin; death;

exhumation; funeral.

green The colour of nature, green has

many powerful and ancient associations

and, though it is supposed to represent

hope and immortality, it is generally

thought on both sides of the Atlantic to

be among the most unlucky of all col-

ours (though it is lucky in some Euro-

pean countries), fairies and other

malicious wood spirits are said to wear

green, and it is suggested that anyone

who dons green or otherwise favours the

colour will come under their evil influ-

ence. Even today many motorists will

think twice before choosing a green car,

while actors and actresses are

famous for their dislike of the colour on

stage. Issues of green stamps have not

fared well in the past, and it is said that

whenever the Post Office releases stamps

of this colour some national catastrophe

quickly follows. Brides are particularly

advised against wearing anything colour-

ed green; in times gone by the guests at a

wedding would also avoid the colour,

and no green vegetables would be

included on the menu at the reception.

One pessimistic traditional saying still

occasionally heard in the British Isles

warns that anyone who wears green will

have to wear black soon afterwards.

gremlin A mythical creature whose
interference with the workings of a

machine is often blamed for any mech-

anical fault that develops. The gremlin

was an invention of a British Royal Air

Force bomber squadron stationed on the

north-west frontier of India shortly
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groaning cake

before the Second World War. The
squadron had been much plagued by
minor technical problems and the officers

accordingly invented the gremlin as the

source of these woes, the name being a

conflation of the Brothers Grimm and

Fremlin's Brewery, whose beer was the

only brand stocked in the squadron bar.

The idea quickly caught on with Royal

Air Force units during the war after the

squadron was posted back to the UK, and

the gremlin has remained a familiar

figure in the popular imagination, being

blamed for breakdowns not only in air-

craft but also in cars, trains and virtually

any other kind ofmachine. The only way
to foil the activities of gremlins, appar-

ently, is to lay an empty beer bottle

nearby - the mischievous creatures will

crawl inside and stay there.

groaning cake A special cake (or

sometimes a cheese) that is made to cele-

brate the birth ofa child and to ensure the

good luck of the new arrival (see child-

birth). Rarely seen in modern times, the

groaning cake (so called in reference to

the noises a mother makes in labour)

should be cut by the father or else by the

attending doctor, who must take care not

to cut himself as this is an omen that the

baby will die before it is a year old. Refus-

ing a piece will bring the infant bad luck

and rob it of charm.

A groaning cheese may be cut from the

middle until the hole is large enough for

the baby to be passed through it for luck

(usually done on the day of the chris-

tening). Unmarried girls may choose to

keep their slice ofcake or cheese and slip it

under their pillow in the expectation of

seeing their future lover in their dreams.

growing stone A small pebble, of

the type that litters many a field and

garden. The difficulty involved in clear-

ing a plot of land of such small stones has

led to the popular English superstition

that they actually grow from the earth, a

notion that explains why they always

seem to reappear when the ground is sup-

posed to have been swept clear of them.

guinea fowl The guinea fowl, with

its repeated unchanging cry, is said to

bring sunshine to a farmyard, according

to one northern English superstition, and

is otherwise considered an excellent bird

to have around to promote the luck of a

farm.

gull see SEAGULL.
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H
haddock Various superstitions sur-

round the haddock, most of which

attempt to explain how the fish acquired

its black gill spots. According to one of

these, the spots are the fingerprints of

Christ himself, imprinted on the fish

when he held it aloft at the feeding of the

five thousand. Another tradition links

the haddock to St Peter, the marks of his

fingers being left on the fish's skin after

he held it to receive the tribute money
that the fish brought. One Yorkshire

legend claims that the haddock acquired

its spots after it was seized by the devil,

who picked it up by mistake after he

dropped his hammer in the sea while

constructing the rock outcrop at Filey

Brigg (otherwise known as the Devil's

Bridge). The Scots refrain from burning

the bones of the haddock because the fish

once warned that if this happened it

would cease to frequent Scottish shores.

hair Superstition insists that hair

retains a mystical link with the body even

after it is cut off. It therefore has great

potential in folk magic and there are

numerous associated taboos and tradi-

tions. To begin with, the colour of the

hair is said to communicate information

about character. A red-haired person is

widely held to have an irascible temper

(perhaps in reference to the red-haired

Judas Iscariot or to the red-haired Norse
invaders of Britain), though he or she

may also be courageous and it is con-

sidered lucky to run one's fingers

through someone's red hair. Fair hair is a

sign of a weak nature, while black hair

suggests great strength and virility and is

also lucky. Whatever the hair's colour,

however, it remains unwise to pluck out

any odd grey hairs that appear as ten

more will grow for every one so

removed.

People with straight hair are said to be

cunning, while those with curly hair are

ofgood temper. Those whose hair forms

a 'cowlick' curl are said to be naturally

lucky, but any woman who suddenly

develops curls at the temples where her

hair was previously straight is warned to

look to her husband's health, for he has

not long to live. Those who would like

curly hair, meanwhile, are advised to eat

the crusts of newly baked bread. Girls

with exceptionally long hair were once

warned that 'with hair below the knee

ne'er a bride will she be', and too bushy a

growth of hair suggests that the wearer

may be dim-witted because the hair is

diverting nourishment that should go to

the brain.

The Welsh claim that a child with two
crowns will be lucky in money matters,

while the Scottish believe the child will

never drown; the English say it means

that the infant will live in more than one

country. A woman whose hair grows

into a point on the forehead is said to

have a 'widow's peak', an ill omen which

indicates that she is destined to become a

widow. The same conclusion may be

drawn from a parting that suddenly

appears in a girl's hair where there was

previously none.

In men, a hairy chest or luxuriant facial

hair is widely held to be a sign ofstrength

and is therefore lucky (which is why in

ancient times victorious soldiers some-
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hair

times hacked the beards off their ene-

mies). Those with a lot ofhair on the arms

and on the backs ofthe hands are destined

to enjoy considerable wealth. Hair on the

palms of the hand is, however, a sign of

MADNESS.

Looking after the hair involves the

observance of various taboos. The Scot-

tish say that a woman must never comb
her hair after dark if she has friends and

relations at sea, as this will bring them
into terrible danger; elsewhere similar

taboos exist about using combs after the

day has ended, though it is usually all right

to use a hairbrush. In the USA it is con-

sidered vital that hats should not be too

tight, for this will cause the hair to thin.

Hair that is trimmed when the moon is

waxing will grow back quickly, but hair

that is cut when the moon is on the wane
will stay short and may lose its shine. On
no account should hair be trimmed on

good Friday, and in some areas hair-

cutting should also be avoided on Thurs-

days, Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays {see

days of the week). One old English

rhyme advises:

Best never enjoyed if Sunday shorn,

And likewise leave out Monday.
Cut Thursday and you'll never grow

rich,

Likewise on a Saturday.

But live long if shorn on a Tuesday

And best of all is Friday.

Cutting one's own hair is unlucky, and

seafarers are warned that cutting their

hair while at sea will summon up a storm.

Disposal of cut hair is of paramount
importance for, in common with nail

clippings and various bodily fluids, a

small amount may be used by a witch to

obtain control over the person from
whom it came because of the enduring

psychic link with the rest of the body.

Simply boiling a strand ofhair will oblige

the owner to come to the witch or

sorcerer, whether he wants to or not. By
burning the hair in a ritual ceremony a

witch might cause the person from
whom it has come excruciating pain.

One variant involves including a few

strands of hair in a wax image represent-

ing the person from whom the hair has

come, and then holding the figure in a

flame to inflict intense burning pain and

even to cause death. A defence against

such a threat is to cut off some hair or,

more drastically, part ofa finger as a sacri-

fice to ward off further harm. Witches

themselves were sometimes shorn of all

their body hair in accordance with a

superstition that this would rob them of

their supernatural powers.

The safest method to dispose ofcut hair

is to bury it. This is better than burning it,

as the soul of the person to whom it

belonged will still need it on Judgement
Day. Perhaps because of the threat of

witchcraft no person should keep a lock

of his or her own hair or that of their

children, for this promises them a prema-

ture death. If a bird obtains so much as a

single human hair to help make its nest,

the person from whom the hair came will

be afflicted with a severe headache. If

the bird is a magpie, according to the

folklore of Devon, that person will die

within the year.

Some people claim that a single strand

of hair plucked from the head may be

used for the purposes of divination. The
procedure is to draw the hair tight

between the nails of the forefinger and

thumb and then to release it: if the hair

curls up this is taken as a proofofpride or

else as a prophecy that the person con-

cerned will enjoy considerable riches. In

Scotland, the number ofbends in the hair

indicates the number of spouses the

person will have.

Alternatively, two girls may secretly

meet in complete silence between the

hours of midnight and one o'clock in the

morning and pluck out a hair for each

year they have so far lived. These hairs are

then burned on the fire one by one while

the girls speak the words: 'I offer this my
sacrifice to him most precious in my eyes,

I charge thee now come forth to me that I

this minute may thee see', upon which an

apparition of each girl's future husband
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will materialise. Observing how a strand

of hair burns when thrown into the fire

will also reveal how long a person has to

live: if the hair burns quickly and bright-

ly, then the person concerned has many
years left to go. If the hair refuses to burn

this may be taken as a sign that the owner

is fated to die by drowning.
In folk medicine hair can be used in

curing whooping cough and is also a

useful ingredient in love potions (see

aphrodisiac). Lovers often exchange

locks of each other's hair, possibly to

show their confidence that the other will

not misuse it as a witch might. Further

myths concerning hair include the persis-

tent idea that it continues to grow even in

the grave, and the notion that finding a

stray hair on one's shoulders indicates an

important letter on its way.

See also baldness; beard; hairpin;

SCISSORS.

hairpin Because of its association

with hair, the humble hairpin is not

without magical significance. Finding a

hairpin promises making a new friend;

losing one is more ominous, suggesting

that an enemy is close at hand. Ifa hairpin

works its way loose in the hair this is

taken as an indication that someone has

that person in their thoughts - though in

Germany this may signify the end of a

love affair.

Hallowe'en Festival, celebrated on

31 October, when ghosts roam abroad

and witches traditionally hold their sab-

baths (see witchcraft). Originally a

pagan festival of the dead, Hallowe'en

marked the end of the Celtic year. It was
said that the sun itselfentered the gates of

Hell on this date, providing an opportun-

ity for evil spirits to slip out and menace
the Earth for forty-eight hours - hence

the ominous associations of the modern
version ofthe festival. Attempts to Chris-

tianise the festival by making it the eve of

All Hallows' Day or All Saints' Day,
when Christian saints and martyrs are

commemorated, have failed to obliterate

its essentially pagan character, empha-

sised by the now ubiquitous imagery of

broomstick-riding witches and gro-

tesque masks fashioned from hollowed-

out pumpkins which are meant to scare

away demons.

Hallowe'en is the one time of year

when the supernatural holds sway over

the Earth, and numerous superstitions are

associated with it. These range from pro-

tective rituals to keep evil spirits at bay to

means of divining what the future has in

store. One of the most widely held

notions connected with the festival is the

blood-chilling idea that on this date the

souls of the dead make their way back to

their earthly homes to warm themselves

at their old firesides. In many quarters it is

thought dangerous to attempt to hinder

the dead from returning in this way, and

Hallowe'en is generally considered a time

when extra care should be taken not to

linger in churchyards or do anything that

might offend the fairies or other mali-

cious sprites.

If a person is walking down a road, for

instance, and hears someone walking

close behind it is important that they do

not look round (it is likely to be death

himself, and looking into his face will

hasten the living person's own demise). It

is also risky to look at one's own shadow
in the moonlight and most inadvisable to

go on a hunting expedition on Hal-

lowe'en, as one may accidentally wound
a wandering spirit. Children born on

Hallowe'en will, however, enjoy lifelong

protection against evil spirits and will also

be endowed with the gift ofsecond sight.

In rural areas farmers may circle their

fields with lighted torches in the belief

that doing so will safeguard the following

year's harvest, or else drive their livestock

between branches of rowan to keep

them safe from evil influences.

Most surviving Hallowe'en supersti-

tions concern the business of foretelling

the future, in particular getting a glimpse

of a future partner. According to Welsh

tradition, anyone going to a crossroads
on Hallowe'en and listening carefully to

the wind may learn what the next year
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has in store and, when the church clock
strikes midnight, will hear a list of the

names ofthose who are to die in the local-

ity over the next twelve months.

Several of the most widely known
Hallowe'en divination rituals relate to

apples. Superstition suggests that, if a

girl stands before a mirror while eating

an apple and combing her hair at mid-

night on Hallowe'en, her future hus-

band's image will be reflected in the glass

over her left shoulder. A variant dictates

that she must cut the apple into nine

pieces, each ofwhich must be stuck on the

point of the knife and held over the left

shoulder. Moreover, if she peels an apple

in one long piece, and then tosses the peel

over her left shoulder or into a bowl of

water, she will be able to read the first

initial of her future partner's name in the

shape assumed by the discarded peel.

Alternatively the peel is hung on a nail by

the front door and the initials of the first

man to enter will be the same as those of

the unknown lover.

Hallowe'en is also the occasion on

which groups of unmarried boys and

girls twirl apples on strings over a fire, the

order in which the apples fall off the

strings indicates the order in which they

will be married (the owner of the last

apple to drop will remain unmarried).

Yet another Hallowe'en custom is the

game of ducking apples: without using

their hands, children attempt to take bites

out of apples floating in a bowl of water

or suspended on a string. Superstition has

it that they are fated to marry the owner
ofthe apple they manage to bite. Alterna-

tively the winner of the game takes their

apple to bed and sleeps with it under their

pillow so as to get a vision of a future

spouse in their dreams.

Other customs involve blindfolded

girls pulling up cabbages and examin-

ing the shape of the root to make conclu-

sions about a future spouse, throwing

nuts into the fire to see if they jump (if

they do, a lover will prove unfaithful),

sprinking letters cut out of a newspaper

on to some water to see what name they

form (that of a future lover) and inviting

a blindfolded person to place their left

hand on one of three dishes, one filled

with clean water, another with foul water

and the last empty. If the clean water is

chosen, the person's future partner will be

attractive and desirable; if the foul water

is selected, he or she will already have

been married; ifthe empty dish is chosen,

there will be no partner at all.

Some girls may be tempted to follow

the ritual of eating a salted herring
before retiring for the night: the resulting

thirst will summon up the sympathetic

spirit of a future partner who will come
with a drink of water. More complicated

is the ancient procedure in which a person

dips their sleeve in a stream at a point

where land belonging to three people

meets, and then goes home and hangs the

sleeve in front ofthe fire: during the night

the spirit of a future spouse will material-

ise and turn the sleeve to allow the other

side to dry.

See also candle; cauff-riddling;

dumb cake; egg; fire; garlic; hemp
seed; snail.

hammer One ofthe principal tools of

the blacksmith, the hammer is said to

facilitate the soul's flight to Heaven ifone

is laid on the brow of a newly deceased

person. Furthermore, any husband who
wishes to ensure that his opinions hold

sway in his own household is advised to

purchase a hammer before he buys any-

thing else.

hand The hand, as the instrument of

so many human actions, has its own
superstitions. In common with the face,

much may be learned from the physical

characteristics ofsomeone's hand. People

often talk of 'artist's hands', and it is gen-

erally held that people with long, slender

hands are more talented and sensitive

than those with less elegant, stubby

hands. Moist hands, meanwhile, are a

sign of a passionate disposition, while

cold hands suggest a warm heart.

The right hand is said to belong to God
while the left belongs to the devil, and it
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is accordingly the right hand that is raised

in swearing oaths. Left-handed people are

supposed to be lucky if met in the street

(though not, according to northern

English superstition, on Tuesdays, when
they will bring bad luck), while

ambidextrous people are thought to be

untrustworthy and cunning.

Itchy palms have their own signifi-

cance: ifit is the right palm that itches, the

owner is about to receive some money or

some important news; if it is the left palm,

he or she is fated to part with money in the

near future unless they take the precaution

of touching wood. Another tradition

claims that an itching palm allows a wish

to be made and further counsels, 'Rub it on

brass, it's sure to come to pass.'

If someone has recently enjoyed a run

of luck, friends and relations may clam-

our to rub their hands in the hope that a

little of this luck will rub off on them.

Shaking hands with the left hand is

unlucky, as is shaking hands across a table

or over a person, and iftwo couples cross

arms while shaking hands there is going

to be a surprise wedding. Should the

same two people shake hands twice by
mistake, they should shake hands once

more to avoid any bad luck befalling

them. Engaged women are warned not to

allow their left hands to touch their right

hands until they are safely wedded, or the

marriage will be unhappy.

In past times some mothers refused to

wash their baby's hands until the child

was a year old, for fear of washing the

infant's luck away. It is also deemed
unlucky for two people to wash their

hands in the same basin together: they

will quarrel unless they also spit into the

water (see spitting). Washing the hands

in urine, though, will protect a person

from WITCHCRAFT.

The touch of certain hands was for-

merly reputed to have special healing

properties, particularly if the hand be-

longed to a king or a dead man, and many
people paid for the privilege to cure such

ailments as scrofula (see king's touch)
and goitre. In some parts of Europe

people still carry small hand-shaped

amulets in the belief that these ward off

evil.

Finally, a grisly superstition of ancient

origins claims that a hand that has com-
mitted some dire act, such as murder or

striking a parent, will by way of punish-

ment protrude from the grave when the

guilty party finally comes to be buried -

and, in some versions of this belief, a

puppy dog will come and urinate on it.

See also corpse; dead hand; finger;

fingernail; glove; hand of glory.

handkerchief A handkerchief is fre-

quently carried on the person and is

therefore considered to have considerable

magical properties. If someone drops

their handkerchiefit is unwise for them to

pick it up themselves and better if they

can persuade someone else to retrieve it

for them (perhaps a reference to the

courtship rituals of medieval chivalry).

Handkerchiefs should never be put into

the pocket still folded, and on no account

should one be borrowed from someone

else because this signifies 'borrowing

tears' as well. Neither should handker-

chiefs be given as presents to a lover, as

this means the affair is doomed to end.

Tying a knot in a handkerchiefis intend-

ed to prevent the devil making one

forget something important.

A quaint US superstition allows the

handkerchiefto be used for divination. A
handkerchief is hung on a bush on the eve

of mayday and left there overnight. In

the morning the initials ofa future spouse

will be written on the handkerchief in

DEW.

Hand of Glory The hand of an

executed criminal, which was once repu-

ted to have various magical powers.

The Hand of Glory was particularly

prized by witches throughout Europe as

part of the paraphernalia of black magic

and also by thieves, who valued its al-

leged ability to make the occupants of a

house fall into a deep entranced sleep

while they went about their nefarious

business.

127



handsel

The Hand of Glory was prepared by
severing the hand ofa hanged felon while

the body was still on the gallows, pick-

ling it for fifteen days, drying it till it was

hard and then fixing between the fingers

a candle made from virgin wax mixed
with the fat ofa hanged man and sesame.

When the candle thus mounted was lit

everyone in the vicinity, with the excep-

tion ofthe owner ofthe gruesome object,

would fall into a profound slumber from

which they could not be roused, however

much noise was made. Records exist of

such a Hand of Glory being employed

during a foiled burglary in rural Ireland as

late as 183 1. In some cases no candle was

fixed in the hand, but one of the fingers

was lit instead; if the finger would not

light this was a warning that someone in

the house was still awake.

One antidote to the power ofthe Hand
ofGlory involved smearing the threshold

of the house, the windows and other

entrances with a special ointment, the

ingredients ofwhich included the gall ofa

black cat, the fat of a white hen and the

blood of a screech-owl.

handsel see business.

hangman's rope The rope used to

hang a man was in former times con-

sidered to have its own special properties.

As far back as the ancient Romans it was

claimed that wrapping such a rope round

the temples would relieve a headache,

and this tradition persisted almost as long

as capital punishment in the British Isles at

least. Possession of a hangman's rope or

even a single strand of it was also reputed

to fend off all manner of fits and fevers,

the rope being worn somewhat ironically

around the neck, gamblers also greatly

prized these ropes in the belief that they

improved their luck. Time was when
hangmen made a tidy profit from selling

off portions of their rope, though pieces

of rope used by suicides were con-

sidered equally effective.

hare The superstitions associated with

the hare mark it out as an ominous crea-

ture closely linked with dark forces. It

was worshipped in Britain in pre-

Christian times and this, together with

the animal's eerie cry and habit of stand-

ing on its back legs almost like a human,
may have contributed to its other-

worldly reputation that has persisted into

modern times.

The animal was formerly widely

regarded as one of the favourite disguises

ofwitches, so in rural communities many
people feared its appearance anywhere in

the vicinity of their livestock. Countless

stories survive of hares that have been

shot at with silver bullets (ordinary bull-

ets were said to have no effect) and of

some crone in the district shortly after-

wards appearing with a fresh bandage on

some part ofher body. Witches disguised

as hares were alleged to milk cattle dry,

and the sight ofa hare crossing someone's

path was considered deeply unlucky, to

the extent that fishermen would turn

back for home and brides would post-

pone their weddings, storms, mining

disasters (see miners) and fires (which

are sure to follow if a hare runs down the

main street of a village) have all been

blamed on sightings of hares, and

sailors will not suffer even the word
'hare' to be mentioned while at sea.

Dreaming of hares is similarly said to

warn of imminent catastrophe, often a

death. In some regions, however, it is

only white hares - the reincarnations of

lovers who have died of grief, according

to the Cornish - that are unlucky, and

seeing a brown hare is actually said to be a

good omen which provides an opportun-

ity to make a wish. In modern times,

indeed, most people have somewhat per-

versely come to associate the hare with

good luck, chiefly through the time-

honoured tradition that carrying a hare's

foot, now usually in the form ofa keyfob,

is very lucky.

Other miscellaneous superstitions con-

nected with hares include the notions that

they change their sex every year, that kill-

ing them is unlucky, that they never sleep

and that they will cause deep melancholy
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and timidity in anyone who consumes

their flesh. The hare's celebrated fertility,

meanwhile, has linked it with the season

of easter, though this tradition has

gradually been undermined by the

equally fecund rabbit, which shares

many of the same traditions.

In folk medicine, hare's blood rubbed

into the skin is recommended as a cure for

freckles, while carrying a hare's foot will

ward offRHEUMATiSM. One very ancient

English remedy suggests that eating

hare's brains in wine will stop one over-

sleeping.

See also hare-lip.

hare-lip Superstition blames the

birth of a baby with a hare-lip upon

events that take place during the preg-

nancy. It is said that any pregnant

woman who is startled by a hare or

rabbit is likely to give birth to a child

with a hare-lip; expectant mothers may
also be warned to avoid walking over the

animals' burrows, which may have the

same result. The only remedy open to a

woman who unwittingly breaks this

latter taboo is immediately to drop two
stones into the hole to forestall the mis-

fortune, or else to bend down and make a

long tear in her skirt.

hat As with other items of clothing,

superstition demands that care be taken

when putting a hat on. Anyone who
makes the mistake ofputting a hat on the

wrong way round is fated to suffer ill luck

for the rest of the day, a situation that can

only be reversed by going out and buying

a new hat. Some sportsmen will, how-
ever, deliberately wear their hats reversed

for luck. Hats should never be worn
indoors as this will bring on a headache
and care should be taken to ensure that

they are the right size; if a hat is too tight

the wearer may suffer hair loss. It is

unlucky for women to remove their hats

in church, but men should always take off

their hats if a funeral passes by, on pain

ofbecoming the next person to die. Hats

must never be laid down on beds or

tables as this invites extreme bad luck,

especially in sporting circles. According

to US superstition, a woman who puts on

a man's hat is conveying a desire to be

kissed, while a bridegroom who forgets

his hat will prove an unreliable and

unfaithful husband.

hawthorn In common with other

thorn trees the hawthorn has dark

supernatural associations, probably

because it is thought by many that the

crown of thorns placed on Christ's head

during the Crucifixion came from the

hawthorn. Hawthorn blossom should

therefore never be brought into the home
because it brings death with it, and spikes

ofhawthorn are sometimes used in black

magic rituals intended to bring pain to

some unwitting victim, the thorns being

pressed into the heart of a sheep or bat

(see witchcraft). The sickly smell ofthe

hawthorn blossom is said to be exactly

like that which accompanied the Great

Plague in London in 1665, and many
people claim that the smell of the plant is

the smell ofdeath itself.

It is most unwise to sit under a haw-
thorn on Hallowe'en or one of the

other dates when malevolent spirits roam
the Earth; this risks enchantment by fair-

ies, who are apparently often found in

the vicinity of the tree. It is thus very

unlucky to cut a hawthorn down, unless

the permission of the fairies has been

requested first.

The tree (sometimes called May blos-

som) is, however, also linked with the

more optimistic ceremonies traditional

to mayday and is believed to protect

livestock and people from evil influences

as well as from lightning. In times gone

by the taboo against bringing hawthorn

into the home does not seem to have

applied, and many people decorated their

rooms with hawthorn blossom to protect

the household: the theory was that witch-

es would get tangled up in the spikes.

Newly married couples were once

offered boughs of hawthorn for their

protection, while babies' cradles were

often adorned with hawthorn cuttings. In
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the English Midlands a 'globe' of haw-
thorn was suspended in farmhouse kit-

chens at new year and and kept there for

a year before being burned over the

ridges in the fields to guarantee a good
harvest in the succeeding year. Hawthorn
trees also symbolise fertility, and the scent

of the hawthorn is widely considered an

APHRODISIAC.

Legend has it that the very first haw-
thorn was the one that took root at Glast-

onbury when St Joseph of Arimathea

struck the ground with his staff. The tree,

which always blossomed at midnight on

Christmas Eve, was destroyed in the

seventeenth century but was replanted

from the many cuttings taken from it and

is still considered holy.

hay A loaded hay wagon encountered

on the road may be considered unlucky,

especially by the impatient motorist, but

this is only true if it is going away from

whoever sees it (it is particularly unlucky

if the load turns off the road while still in

sight, and if this seems likely to happen

the observer should look away). If the

wagon is approaching the observer this is

an excellent sign ofgood luck and a wish

may be made. One ancient English super-

stition claims that young men and

women should be encouraged to sleep in

new hay ricks; this ensured that the hay

would be sweet, and also that the girls

would become pregnant.

See also grass.

hazel The hazel is thought to be par-

ticularly effective as a defence against

witchcraft and evil spirits, and was

considered sacred in Celtic mythology. It

will also cure rheumatism and lumbago,

among other diseases. Because of the

tree's varied magical powers forked hazel

twigs are among the favoured tools of

dowsers and diviners. Anyone who cuts a

length of hazel on midsummer's eve,

taking care to approach the plant back-

wards and cutting the twig using both

hands between the legs, will be able to use

it to divine for hidden treasure (to check

that the twig is working it should be held

over water until it gives a high-pitched

squeal). For the same reason, both

sorcerers' wands and royal sceptres were

once made of hazel wood. In former

times the tree also symbolised fertility

and immortality, and so hazel twigs were

frequently carried at weddings.
Welsh superstition has it that anyone

who wears leaves and twigs of hazel in

their cap will enjoy particularly good
luck and have their wishes granted.

sailors, meanwhile, believe that taking

a bit ofhazel to sea with them will protect

them from shipwreck, and hardened

drinkers believe that if they cut a piece of

hazel at midnight on Hallowe'en and

keep it in their pocket they will never get

drunk however much alcohol they con-

sume {see drunkenness). Hazelnuts may
also be used for divination at Hallowe'en.

If the nuts are placed in the fire andjump
in the air, one's lover is unfaithful.

The nuts, like the tree itself, represent

fertility, and years when there is a good
crop of nuts are said to be good years for

the birth of many babies - and also for

large numbers of prostitutes.

headache Superstition can offer a

variety of treatments for people who
suffer from debilitating headaches. These

include wrapping the skin ofa snake or a

hangman's rope around the temples,

holding tightly on to some scraped horse-

radish and pressing one's thumb against

the roof of one's mouth. More elaborate

is the remedy that involves drying and

powdering some moss found growing in

a human skull and inhaling it like snuff.

In the north of England a poultice of

cow's dung may be heartily recom-

mended as a cure.

hearse The business of burying the

dead is fraught with superstitious belief

which extends to the vehicle in which the

corpse is carried. Many people show

nervousness on catching sight of a hearse,

whether it is carrying a coffin or not. In

fact the sight of an empty hearse is con-

sidered especially unlucky by some, as it

suggests that death is looking for some-
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one to fill it. A hearse that pauses even

momentarily outside one's door is an

omen that someone in that house will die

in the near future; similarly, it is deemed a

bad sign if a hearse has to be reversed or

turned round, because this will offend the

dead person and lead to the demise of

another member of his or her family.

Undertakers themselves are warned that

it is unlucky to be the first person to drive

a new hearse as, so the story goes, the

driver will shortly be carried in one

himself.

See also burial; funeral.

heart As the traditional seat of the

soul, the heart has particular significance

in the superstitions and traditions of

witchcraft. In former times, ifa farmer

suspected one of his animals had died as

the result ofbeing bewitched the solution

was to cut out the creature's heart and

pierce it with pins or thorns; the witch

or sorcerer responsible would be afflicted

by terrible pain or would otherwise be

obliged to make his or her identity

known. The lovesick are advised that

removing the heart of a live pigeon and

sticking it with pins will oblige a reluc-

tant lover to fall passionately in love. If

the lover still proves unwilling, sticking a

hare's heart with pins and burying it

near a newly dug grave will cause the

unconsenting party to experience a

sudden decline in health, culminating in

death.

heartburn Modern medicine pre-

sents various simple chemical solutions to

the problem of heartburn, but supersti-

tion offers its own alternatives. One
involves drinking the juices of a st

John's wort plant that has been picked

at daybreak on St John's Day, while

others recommend sucking on a lump of

coal and the consumption of powdered
toenails (see fingernail).

See also dyspepsia.

hearth see chimney; fire.

heather Most people are familiar

with the notion of heather being a lucky

hedgehog

plant, and it is quite common for drivers

to stick a sprig of white or even purple

heather in the grille oftheir car radiator to

protect their fortune or for gipsies to sell

sprigs of it for good luck. White heather

is traditionally the lucky variety as, so the

legend goes, this is the only variety not

tainted by the blood ofthe ancient Pictish

inhabitants of the northern lands. The
Scots, however, have had reservations

about white heather ever since 1745,

when a sprig of it was presented to the

luckless Bonnie Prince Charlie. Another

legend ofScottish origins claims that hea-

ther, the traditional flower of Scotland,

will never grow over the graves of the

clansmen. Other properties of the plant

are said to include the power to prevent a

drunkard from taking alcohol.

hedgehog Superstition maintains

that the generally endearing hedgehog is

actually an unlucky animal and a favour-

ite disguise of witches (see witchcraft).

To be absolutely sure of preserving one's

luck in the presence of a hedgehog the

safest course is to kill it at once, especially

if it is about to enter the house, which is a

particularly bad omen. Farmers in

remote parts of Europe claim that the

hedgehog robs milk from their cows, so

they seek to exterminate it as they would
any other vermin. Another trick attri-

buted to the animal is rolling on apples

so that the fruit are impaled on the spikes

and can be easily carried off by the

creature.

According to an ancient British

weather superstition the hedgehog emer-

ges from hibernation at candlemas (2

February) to see if the winter is over: if it

returns to its den, at least another six

weeks' worth of severe weather is in

store. In the USA the same traditions

apply to the groundhog or woodchuck.

An eighteenth-century American rhyme
advises:

Observe which way the hedgehog

builds her nest,

To front the north or south, or east or

west;
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For if 'tis true what common
people say,

The wind will blow quite contrary

way.

Eating hedgehog meat, a delicacy

associated with gipsies, is said to cure fits,

and the creature's jaw is sometimes used

in treating rheumatism. Consuming the

left eye fried in oil is alleged to cure

insomnia. Finally, pregnant women are

warned against accidentally treading on

such a creature, for if this happens they

are fated to give birth to a hedgehog (see

pregnancy).

hellebore The different kinds of

hellebore were credited with various

magical properties in medieval times and

are still associated with a variety ofsuper-

stitions. Black hellebore will bring

extreme bad luck to any person who
picks it, but white hellebore is much
prized as a cure for madness and other

maladies and was fed to children before

breakfast to promote intelligence. White

hellebore flowers are alleged to be effec-

tive against leprosy, rabies and epilepsy

and may also guard against miscar-

riage. If the hellebore plant bears four

tufts it is said that the harvest will be a

good one, but if there are just two tufts

the crops will fail.

hem A hem that turns up on a gar-

ment should be welcomed: it is said to be

a certain indication that the wearer will

shortly acquire a new garment of the

same type. It is commonly believed that if

the hem ofa woman's skirt gets turned up

she is about to enjoy a piece of good for-

tune, possibly receiving money or some

other gift. On no account should she turn

the hem down again, or the surprise will

not arrive.

See also clothing.

hemlock As one of the most notor-

ious of all poisonous plants, hemlock is

widely associated with the devil and

other evil influences. Witches were for-

merly alleged to list hemlock as an ingre-

dient in their evil-working spells {see

witchcraft) and hemlock was vari-

ously credited with having the power to

summon demons, part lovers, induce

madness and make animals infertile. It

was also said to be one of the ingredients

of witches' flying ointment. Children

who so much as touch the plant may, so

they are warned in parts of northern

England, be whisked instantly away by
the Devil's cohorts.

The potency of hemlock does, how-
ever, make it invaluable in folk medicine.

In particular, hemlock poultices are sup-

posed to relieve rheumatism, while the

roots can be used in treating various eye

complaints.

hempseed The chiefuse ofhempseed

in superstition lies in the business of divi-

nation. According to ancient English tra-

dition, girls wishing to get a glimpse of

their future husband are advised to go to a

churchyard at midnight on a propitious

date (sometimes at Hallowe'en) and,

while tossing hempseed over the left

shoulder, intone the following:

Hempseed I sow, hempseed, grow.

He that is to marry me,

Come after me and mow.

If the charm works, the spirit of the girl's

husband-to-be will appear with a

scythe, cutting short the grass. Ifno one

appears the girl will not get married, at

least in the near future, and if a coffin

materialises the unfortunate girl is fated

to die before she can be wed to anyone.

hen Despite the obvious economic

value of the hen, superstitions surround-

ing it are generally negative. A hen that

crows like a cock or grows feathers

resembling those of the male bird is an

extremely bad omen and the creature

should be killed at once (black hens,

incidentally, are often selected for ritual

sacrifice). A hen that roosts at an odd time

is also liable to alarm its keepers as this is a

death omen. Slightly less threatening

are the notion that if a hen comes into the

house this is a warning that an important

visitor is on the way, and the now archaic
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tradition oftaking a cackling hen into the

home of newly-weds to guarantee their

happiness. Sharing with the hens a little

fruit from the farmhouse atNEWYEARis
recommended to ensure that they con-

tinue to lay well through the year (see

fruit tree). Perhaps best known is the

general beliefthat, ifhens gather together

on a mound and start to preen their fea-

thers, rain is in store.

See also egg.

henbane The poisonous qualities of

henbane have caused it to be listed among
the much-distrusted plants allegedly

favoured by witches in their spells (see

witchcraft). Burning henbane is said to

summon up evil spirits, and eating any

part of the plant may lead to insanity and

death. The plant is, however, useful in

folk medicine and is credited with killing

the pain of toothache if smoked,

though this practice may have fatal con-

sequences; alternatively, it may be mixed

with vinegar and sluiced round the

mouth. The plant may also be employed

in a variety of love charms (see aphro-
disiac) and to soothe the injuries caused

by witches' spells.

heron The heron is, according to

British superstition at least, an ill-omened

bird. Its appearance near a house is

enough to make many people anxious,

but few people will dare to kill one for

this risks the direst ill luck.

herring The herring once formed a

major part of the diet in Christian coun-

tries during lent, when meat was forbid-

den but fish was not. Superstitions

associated with herrings include the Scot-

tish idea that they are sensitive to violence

and will desert a stretch of water if any

blood is shed on land nearby, fishermen,

meanwhile, are wary ofwashing herring

scales from the boat or from their boots

while still at sea, in the beliefthat this will

harm their luck. In times when herrings

were scarce one old solution was to 'raise

the herring' in a special ceremony: a

cooper donned a flannel shirt and a tall

hiccough

hat adorned with the fish and paraded the

streets. Fishermen still maintain that the

sex of the first herring caught in the

season is crucial: if it is female the season

will be a good one, but if it is male then

catches will be meagre. Sea anemones are

sometimes referred to as 'herring shine' in

the mistaken belief that they will one day

turn into herrings.

Salted herrings may be used in love

divination rituals at Hallowe'en. If a

person consumes a whole salted herring,

complete with bones, in three mouthfuls

and retires immediately to bed without

uttering a word or taking a drink, he or

she will be rewarded with visions of a

future spouse materialising with a drink

to assuage their thirst. The white mem-
brane of a herring, located beneath the

backbone, may also be used by girls for

purposes of divination: if this is thrown

against a wall and sticks to it without

adopting a crooked shape, a future hus-

band will prove attractive and trust-

worthy; but if it fails to stick or sticks

crookedly the future spouse will be unde-

sirable and untrue.

The Irish claim that laying a salted her-

ring on the feet will relieve a sore throat,

while others maintain that suspending a

herring from the ceiling on good Friday

will keep the house free of flies through-

out the summer.

hiccough European superstition ex-

plains that if a person suffers an attack of

hiccoughs this is a sure indication that

someone is thinking of them, possibly

unkindly. Cures vary from region to

region. In Greece the sufferer must iden-

tify the person who has them in their

thoughts, while Germans recommend
placing a dampened paper cross on the

forehead; the standard British cures are to

count to a hundred without taking a

breath, or to drop a cold key down the

sufferer's back. US authorities prefer the

ruse of surprising the sufferer out of his

hiccoughs by making a sudden loud

noise. Other alternatives include grasp-

ing the left thumb firmly in the right
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holed stones

hand or reciting one of various charms.
Anyone who has hiccoughs in church is,

according to common belief, tempora-

rily possessed by the devil.

holed stones Natural holes in stones

- and indeed in trees - have always been

regarded as having special healing

properties. All around the world the idea

persists that passing a sick person through

such a hole with appropriate ceremony
will cure them of ailments ranging from

rickets and whooping cough to boils.

Barren women passed through such a

hole will find themselves fertile. Once a

person has been passed through such a

hole and cured they must protect the

stone or tree in question, as their fates are

now interlinked and any future misfor-

tune that befalls it will be reflected in their

own well-being.

Smaller stones and pebbles with holes

in them have always been considered

lucky and are often carried about the

person to ward off witchcraft and other

evils. Keeping one of these on the bed-

stead will prevent nightmares and

guard against rheumatism.

See also adder stones.

holly Traditionally hung in most

homes as part of the Christmas decora-

tions, holly is supposed to have special

protective powers and is generally con-

sidered a lucky plant. It is claimed by
some that holly wood was used in the

construction of the cross on which

Christ was crucified, and the red berries

of the holly (previously yellow) are

thought to be so coloured in remem-
brance of Christ's blood. The evergreen

leaves, meanwhile, represent eternal life.

Hanging holly in the house protects all

within from witchcraft and other misfor-

tunes. Some say the holly must be picked

before Christmas Eve (but not taken

inside until that day) and that the prickly

male variety is especially lucky for men
while the smooth-leaved female version

is lucky for women - though the latter

will bring only bad luck if carried by the

'first footer' at new year. One English

tradition has it that ifthe holly is male the

man ofthe house will get his way at home
over the coming year, but if it is female

his wife will rule the roost during that

time. When the festive season is over

some people retain one small sprig of

holly, and keep it in the house for the rest

ofthe year to protect it from lightning.

Discarded holly boughs must not be

burned while the leaves are still green: to

do so is extremely unlucky and may
bring about a death in the household. It is

also unlucky to step on a holly berry and

very unlucky to cut down the tree itself.

A very well-known weather super-

stition is that the holly tree will bear

many berries if severe winter weather is

in the offing. Leaves from the plant may
be used in a variety ofcharms intended to

reward young girls and boys with

glimpses of their future mates. A young
girl may also divine her future by count-

ing off" the number of prickles on a holly

leaf while reciting 'Girl, wife, widow,
nun' and noting the word on which she

reaches the last prickle.

Drinking milk from a cup made of

holly wood is said to cure whooping
cough in children, and placing a garland

of holly round a horse's neck will pre-

vent the animal suffering nightmares.

Thrashing the feet with sprigs of holly is

alleged to be an effective, if painful, cure

for CHILBLAINS.

holy water The water blessed and

used in religious services inevitably has

applications outside the church. The fact

that many fonts still boast lids with locks

attached is evidence of the enthusiasm

with which people once believed that

holy water could drive out evil and heal

virtually any ailment. Sprinkled in three

corners of a bedroom, for instance, holy

water will force rats to vacate the room
via the unsprinkled fourth corner. Ifkept

over from an easter service holy water

has the power to ward off witches and

other evil spirits, and if preserved from

Palm Sunday it will prevent storms.

Holy water may also be used to test
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horse

witches: if a witch is suspected of having

turned herself into a cat, the animal

should be placed in the bowl used for the

water - if it tries to escape, it is undoubt-

edly a witch in disguise. Finally, wash-
ing in holy water will eradicate warts.

honeymoon The business of getting

married is much complicated by the

countless taboos laid down by time-

honoured tradition, but the newly-weds

are generally left to their own devices

when safely on their honeymoon. What
taboos there are relate almost exclusively

to honey. Revered in ancient times as a

symbol of fertility and sexuality, honey is

still considered an aphrodisiac - hence

its connection with marriage. In former

times newly-weds were expected to

drink mead and honey daily for the first

thirty days of the marriage while the

moon went through a complete cycle

(hence 'honeymoon'). In some parts of

Europe the bride is given gifts of pots of

honey, and it has always been the custom

for bees to be informed ofany wedding
that takes place in the family. In the South

African Thonga tribe new bridegrooms

are prohibited from eating honey (at least

openly) until their wives have given birth

to their first child. In Turkey the genitalia

ofbride and groom were in former times

smeared with honey to make them more
attractive to each other.

Other miscellaneous superstitions

relating to honeymoons include the con-

tention that when retiring to bed on the

wedding night it should be the groom
who locks the front door - if the wife

does it, the couple will argue before

morning. Most sobering of all, though, is

the notion that whichever of the couple

falls asleep first on that initial night will

also be first to die.

hops Hanging a bunch of hops over

the mantelpiece or over the hearth is,

according to old English superstition, a

good way to safeguard the household's

luck until the next hop-picking season.

horn Animal horns, in ancient times

symbols of fertility, have a number of

uses in superstition according to some
authorities. Although it is considered

unlucky to allow a horn into the house,

possession of one may help to give pro-

tection against the devil (the 'Horned

God'), especially - in the USA - if it has

come from an ox. The effects of the evil

eye, moreover, will be negated if a

person keeps the horn of a stag, at least

according to a shared British and Spanish

tradition, and 'making horns' with the

fingers by pointing the index and little

fingers is said to ward offevil forces.

horse The horse has always been cre-

dited with various magical powers, some
of which may have originated in the

horse cults of pre-Christian eras. The
economic value of the creature in former

times meant that horse-owners were

especially nervous ofany threat posed by

witches against their animals, which had

to be defended with horsebrasses and

other charms and amulets. Horses

found to be sweaty in the morning were

rumoured to have been 'hag-ridden', that

is, used as mounts by witches going to

sabbaths during the night. This was

regarded as a serious calamity and horse-

owners often placed a holed stone or

some other magical safeguard in the

stable to prevent this happening. Alterna-

tively, the horse's tail might be carefully

plaited with ribbons to deter witches.

Horses are also widely supposed to be

able to see ghosts, and there are many
stories ofhorses refusing to proceed when
they reach a supposedly haunted location.

The magical potency ofthe horse both

as a means ofprotection and as a symbol of

fertility meant that horse bones were often

buried in the foundations ofnew houses,

and the creature is frequently a character

in the mumming plays and ceremonies

that mark certain auspicious dates in the

folk calendar, such as mayday.
black horses and horses with white

'stockings' on their legs are considered

especially lucky, though, according to

one old rhyme from Devon, the number
of white legs is crucial:
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If you have a horse with four white

legs,

Keep him not a day;

If you have a horse with three white

legs,

Send him far away;

If you have a horse with two white

legs,

Sell him to a friend;

And ifyou have a horse with one white

leg,

Keep him to his end.

White horses are often thought to be

harbingers of ill fortune, particularly (in

the USA at least) if ridden by a red-

headed girl, and anyone who encounters

one is advised to spit immediately on the

ground (see spitting). Piebald horses are

generally considered lucky, and if one is

seen a wish may be made while crossing

one's fingers (though it is unlucky to see

the tail of a piebald horse). It is also said

that the riders ofpiebald horses are excel-

lent people to consult for advice concern-

ing various folk cures: whatever

treatment they suggest will prove infal-

lible, however implausible it seems.

Going to a stable and inhaling horses'

breath is recommended as a cure for a

host of minor ailments, including

whooping cough. Eating a single hair

from a horse's forelock with bread and
butter will cure anyone suffering from

worms, while one taken from the tail can

be bound round a goitre to make it dis-

appear. A preparation ofhorses' hooves is

said to alleviate fever, horse teeth may
be used to counter nightmares and to

treat chilblains, and powdered horse

spur (a horny substance commonly found

on horses' legs) drunk with warm milk

and beer was once said to combat

cancer. Least appealing of all is the

remedy for sore throats that advises the

sufferer to drink a concoction comprising

the juice of live crabs and foam from a

horse's mouth.

Other miscellaneous superstitions

relating to horses include the notions that

ifthey stand in a group with their backs to

a hedge it is a warning ofimminent rain,

that if a horse comes out of its stable right

foot first there is nothing to fear, and that

a journey will turn out well if the horse

one is riding snorts a lot. Last but not

least, it is deemed very bad luck to change

a horse's name.

See also eel; gambling; horseman's
word; horseshoe; jockeys.

horsebrass Now collected simply as

decorative pieces, horsebrasses were orig-

inally made to protect valuable horses

from the threat ofwitchcraft and the evil

eye. The earliest recorded brasses date

back some five thousand years and the

idea is common to many of the world's

cultures. The metal designs, which

include such evocative motifs as acorns
and swastikas, should always be kept

very shiny, the theory being that they

will dazzle any malevolent being which

comes too close.

horseman's word According to

British and European superstition, cer-

tain privileged people have access to a

highly secret word that allows them

immediate and total control over horses

in their charge. This very useful word is

handed down from one generation of

horse-handlers and blacksmiths to the

next and is never divulged to outsiders. In

centuries gone by, societies were formed

in many rural districts by the few experts

to whom the magical word was known.

Many of these characters became local

legends for their seemingly miraculous

ability to calm excitable horses with a

mere whisper.

horse-racing The noble sport of

HORSE-racing has its own mythology and

superstitions. Gamblers on horses are

notorious for their faith in good luck

charms and rituals and will bet on lucky

numbers, owner's colours and even at

random, using a pin to select a runner. It is

generally held that betting on a horse

which has had its name changed is

unlucky and, as with performers in the

theatre, that it is courting disaster to wish

a jockey good luck before the race starts.
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The riders themselves observe various

taboos, relying on lucky mascots and

crops (which must never be dropped).

They are also sensitive to being addressed

as a 'jockey' before the race starts, prefer-

ring people to use their real names, and

dislike finding their boots resting on the

floor rather than on a shelfwhen the time

comes to dress. Even the idea of discus-

sing the topic ofsuperstitions is anathema

to professional jockeys.

See also gambling.

horseshoe Of all lucky charms and

amulets guaranteed to ward offevil, the

horseshoe is perhaps the best known. The
origins of the beliefs surrounding it are

uncertain, but they may be linked to

ancient horse worship or to primitive sex

cults. Alternatively, the special properties

of the horseshoe may have been derived

from its crescent shape, revered by pre-

Christian moon worshippers, or else

from the fact that it was made from iron,

one of the most magical of metals.

Finding a horseshoe by chance is very

lucky, though it is doubtful that a horse-

shoe that is bought has any lucky

properties. Especially lucky is a horseshoe

that has been cast from the near hind leg

of a grey mare and has seven nail holes,

particularly ifsome of the nails are still in

place (see numbers). Horseshoes found in

this manner can be either spat upon and

tossed over the left shoulder while

making a wish, or can be taken home to

be nailed above a doorway to bring good
luck to anyone passing beneath. Opinion

is divided over which way round the

horseshoe should be fixed, though most

people hold that the prongs should point

upwards in order to keep the good luck

from falling out. Others, however, have

been known to allow the prongs to point

downwards in order, they explain, to

direct the good luck at those passing

beneath. Once in place, the horseshoe

will not only protect the good luck ofthe

household but will also deter witches.

The horseshoe is now one of the most
widely recognised emblems of good

hospital

luck, being particularly associated with

weddings (modern confetti is often

cut into horseshoe shapes); it is also com-
monly depicted on good luck cards rele-

vant to many other undertakings such as

examinations and driving tests. Many
athletes, performing artists and others

carry their own miniature horseshoes and

are distraught if they lose them. Horatio

Nelson wasjust one ofmany Royal Navy
commanders past and present who have

had a horseshoe nailed to the mast oftheir

ship (in his case, the Victory) to safeguard

the luck of the ship's company and keep

the vessel safe from storms.

Other superstitious beliefs associated

with the horseshoe relate to folk medi-

cine. It is said that the water in which

newly made red-hot horseshoes are

dowsed acquires the power to cure

impotence, while in Germany food

served on a plate branded by a horseshoe

is said to cure whooping cough. Nailed

in groups of three to the bedstead, horse-

shoes are also alleged to fend offthe threat

of FEVER.

hospital Most people dislike the

thought of being in hospital and the

whole subject is hedged in with various

superstitious beliefs, of which several are

still in common currency. The day on

which a person is admitted to hospital is

itself of significance: if the patient is

allowed a free choice, he or she may well

prefer a Wednesday (see days of the

week), which is reputed to be the best

day to start a course ofmedical treatment.

Finding out what happened to the pre-

vious occupant ofone's bed is a good idea,

as any new patient is likely to share the

same fate. Once one is settled in a ward,

the behaviour of the nurses should be

carefully observed. If a nurse twists her

apron strings when putting the garment

on this is merely an indication that she will

soon be transferred to new duties, but if

she knocks over a chair a new patient is

to be expected and if she unthinkingly

piles bedclothes on to a chair this is an

omen that someone in the ward is about
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hot cross bun

to die (this superstition recalls the days

when corpses were wrapped in blankets

prior to being placed in a coffin).

Pills that are red or pink are likely to do
a sick person's health a lot of good, but

superstitious patients should on no
account consent to swallowing black
pills. Visitors arriving on the ward should

be carefully scrutinised if they bring gifts

of flowers. Bunches of mixed red and

white flowers should be immediately

removed, because these are the colours of

death. Convalescents who feel they are

able to take the air for the first time are

warned to walk in the direction ofthe sun,

since walking in the opposite direction

(widdershins) risks retarding one's

recovery.

If, in the face of the many risks that

superstition reveals, the patient finally

recovers enough to leave hospital he or

she is advised to make their departure

(leaving their flowers behind them) on

any other day than a Saturday - a patient

who leaves for home on that day will soon

be coming back.

See also illness.

hot cross bun Small buns marked

with a cross, a traditional easter food.

In fact, the hot cross bun has its origins in

the buns that were eaten at various pre-

Christian pagan festivals, the cross being

added later to make the link with the

Crucifixion and to keep evil spirits at bay.

Ifbaked on the morning ofgood Friday

these buns are supposed to have special

magical properties, and in days gone by

some were always kept aside to be hung
up in the house to preserve its luck

through the year (it is said they will never

go mouldy). Ifsomeone fell ill, a little of

the bun was grated off, mixed with milk

or water and administered to the patient

in the beliefthat this would soon cure such

ailments as whooping cough and dys-

entery, sailors in former times often

took a hot cross bun to sea with them as a

lucky charm, and farmers have been

known to keep them to protect their gra-

naries from rats.

house Superstition decrees that there

are a number ofthings a new occupant of

a house can do to ensure that he or she will

prosper. It is essential to make one's peace

with any spirits already residing in the

house and also to safeguard the home
from invasion by evil spirits. To quiet any

existing presences the new home-owner
is advised to carry a loaf of bread and

some salt into every room to demon-
strate that no threat is being made. In

some areas it is said to be important that a

bible is the first thing brought into the

new home. To block the entry of evil

from outside, doors and windows may
be protected by means ranging from plac-

ing horseshoes and iron nails over

entrances to scratching chalk patterns on

the doorstep.

In ancient times it was thought that the

first person to cross the threshold would
die, and various sacrifices were required

to prevent this happening. Special atten-

tion would also be paid to venerating the

cornerstones and foundations of the

building, as still observed in the construc-

tion ofmany modern civic and commer-
cial edifices. To protect the home against

the threat of fire it may be wise to bury

the blouse ofa virgin in ajar. In times gone

by, living animals were sometimes buried

in the foundations of a new house to

appease hostile spirits; many existing

buildings stand on foundations that

include offerings ofcoins and other items.

Having settled in, the occupant is

encouraged to make sure that any guests

always leave by the same door that they

came in by or they may unwittingly take

some of the household's luck away with

them. Another precaution concerns the

procedure that must be followed if the

occupant manages to get locked out and

has to force entry through a window: he

or she must open the front door, go back

through the window and then enter

properly through the front door as orig-

inally intended. Housewarming gifts,

incidentally, are good for the luck of the

new occupant, though any presents

should be for the house, rather than the
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individual; among the luckiest are gifts of

salt and coal. To encourage family pets

to settle in quickly, many people smear

the paws of cats and dogs with butter in

the beliefthat this will distract them from

exploring too far afield.

Other miscellaneous superstitions con-

cerning houses include the notion that

any young woman who moves house is

likely to become pregnant in the near

future and the theory that things for

church should never be made in an

upstairs room, as the feast of the Passover

took place in an upper room.

See also building; corner house;

houseleek; spring cleaning; stairs;

THATCH.

houseleek Small plant that is often

found growing on walls and house roofs.

According to Welsh tradition, disturbing

houseleeks growing on a roof is very

unwise as they bring luck to the house-

hold and protect the occupants from dis-

ease. The English maintain that the plant

deters lightning and that it also protects

against fire. Any house-owner would
therefore do well to plant some house-

hydrangea

leeks on his roof as one of the first jobs he

undertakes on moving to a new home.
The plant is also useful in folk medi-

cine, the juice of its leaves being used to

cool burns and treat ulcers, sores, corns,

ringworm and other minor ailments.

hunchback Widespread tradition

suggests that meeting a hunchback is very

lucky and managing to touch the hunch

itself (preferably surreptitiously) is luck-

ier still. This superstition, which con-

tinues to flourish among gamblers in

particular (see gambling), has its roots in

the ancient belief that hunchbacks are

essentially evil but that touching them
allows a person to 'borrow' something of

their psychic powers (which is why
hunchbacks were often included in the

retinue of medieval kings and queens).

hydrangea Flowering shrub much
prized by gardeners but mistrusted by

some people as a somewhat unlucky

plant. In particular, hydrangeas should

not be allowed too near the house as this

means that one's daughters will never

marry.
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illness Countless superstitions are

intended to alleviate the sufferings of the

ill, or to fend off the threat of sickness.

These include a whole range of amulets
and charms reputed to provide protec-

tion against specific maladies, or against

one illness in particular, be it the plague,

rabies or other communicable disease.

Many treatments operate on the theory

that it is possible, by certain actions, to

transfer one's symptoms to another

person, to an animal or to some other

living thing, often a tree. Others attempt

to treat the problem by listing as ingre-

dients body parts ofanimals that have in

some way a quality that may counter the

illness (thus a bird with a fine singing

voice may be named in treatments for

sore throats or an amphibian with a slimy

skin may be recommended in the treat-

ment of warts).

Some remedies have been proved by

science to have some basis in fact. Chew-
ing on a bit ofwillow, for instance, may
release the acids that have since been used

in the synthesis of aspirin, while car-

rots, with their high vitamin content,

may indeed aid the eyesight as supersti-

tion has long claimed (see eye). Far more
remedies appear to have no connection

with reality - or at least not with any

reality that a contemporary scientist

would care to put his name to.

One of the most curious of all types of

cure, applicable to a wide range of ill-

nesses, is the idea that one may 'sell' one's

malady to another person. Still occasion-

ally tried in relatively modern times, the

procedure is to sell the patient to a neigh-

bour or friend for some paltry sum and

thus, by the change in 'ownership', to

confuse the evil spirit responsible for the

problem - and thus to effect a cure. The
patient may then be 'bought' back when
recovery is complete.

Certain signs may be 'read' as warn-

ings of imminent epidemics. These

include violets blooming out of season,

white comets appearing in the Heavens

and bay trees suddenly withering.

See also asthma; blackhead; blind-

ness; blood; boil; breath; bunion;

burn; cancer; chilblains; cholera;

cold; consumption; cough; cramp;

deafness; death; doctor; dropsy;

dyspepsia; epilepsy; fever; gall-

stones; goitre; gout; hare-lip;

headache; heartburn; hiccough;
hospital; influenza; jaundice;

king's touch; lameness; madness;

measles; menstruation; miscar-

riage; palpitations; pimple; preg-

nancy; rheumatism; ringworm;
scarlet fever; sciatica; shivering;

smallpox; sneezing; splinter;

sprain; toothache; ulcer;

whooping cough; wound.

image The use of images of living

people in witchcraft is an ancient tra-

dition, allowing the sorcerer's magic to

be directed - for good or ill - at any

person of his or her choosing. Supersti-

tion dictates that such an image, usually

made of clay or wax, does not have to be

a particularly good likeness so long as it is

finished offwith something that has been

in close contact with the victim or

patient. This may be anything from a

strand of hair or fingernail clippings
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to a handkerchief or a shred ofcloth-

ing. The underlying idea is that the

image and the real person are mystically

linked, and anything done to the image

will be duplicated in the living person.

pins or thorns stuck into a wax or

clay image will cause the victim excru-

ciating pain; if the image is melted,

placed in a fast-flowing stream or other-

wise destroyed, so too will the real

person perish. In the superstitions of

Afro-Caribbean voodoo the figure is

actually sent to the victim. Alternatively,

the witch or sorcerer may use such means

to influence a person's financial pros-

perity, health or love life. The victim's

only defence is to locate the image and

burn it. The effects need not be badly

intentioned, however, and some witches

will use such figures to help overcome a

person's infertility, assist in reuniting

them with a lost lover and so forth.

See also photograph; picture.

indigestion see dyspepsia; heart-

burn.

influenza Modern medicine still has

trouble dealing with flu epidemics and in

former times the imaginations of the

superstitious were taxed to the full in

trying to find cures for what was all too

often a fatal complaint. Among the

many remedies that were suggested were

feeding a patient spoonsful of holy
water, applying to the chest poultices of

cow dung or clay chipped from the

threshold of the door, wrapping the

patient in warm and still bloody animal

skins, placing a hot brick soaked in vine-

gar and rubbed with garlic on the

patient's chest, and spitting into the fire

and burning eggshells and cabbage
hearts in the flames.

Several treatments had to be taken

orally and demanded a very strong

stomach indeed. These included con-

coctions of ferns and chicory root

mixed with honey and licorice, a few
drops of the blood of a male goat, egg
yolks spiced up with a few live lice (or,

failing that, the urine of a seven-year-

old girl or a little soot) and finally a few

fat slugs and dog faeces, which could if

desired be made more palatable by com-
bining them with oysters dissolved in

milk and wine.

See also cold; sneezing.

initials It is usual now for parents to

take care that the initials they give their

offspring do not spell some unfortunate

word, but in US superstition at least this is

not necessary: anyone who boasts initials

that spell a word of any kind is deemed
very lucky and is sure to become rich and

famous.

See also names.

ink In former times, when virtually

every letter and transaction was written

in ink with often unreliable pens, every-

one was familiar with the mythology of

the ink blot. Contrary to expectation, an

ink blot that appears by accident while

writing a letter is actually very lucky. If

the letter is to a lover, the blot ensures that

the recipient will have warm thoughts

about the sender. Another taboo warns

against trying to hasten the drying of the

ink by holding the letter close to the fire

or by using blotting paper. This is con-

sidered most unlucky - it is better to let

the ink dry in its own time. Tipping the

inkwell over is, not surprisingly, deemed
an unlucky act which may amount to an

omen of death.

insect Man has always been fascinated

by the insect world, although he has also

often been repelled by it. Superstitions

about insects reflect this ambivalent atti-

tude, ranging from the affectionate

myths surrounding such creatures as bees

and ladybirds to soul-chilling taboos

relating to spiders, lice and beetles. In

ancient Egyptian times the scarab beetle

was accorded divine status as the rep-

resentative of the Sun God Ra, the source

of all life on Earth. In other eras and cul-

tures insects have been treated as sentient

beings who should bear the same respon-

sibilities as humans, hence the extraordi-

nary medieval trials of errant beetles and

other hapless creatures.
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Many witchcraft potions and folk

remedies include insect ingredients,

while some species may be 'consulted' to

reveal the truth about love affairs or the

financial future and yet others continue to

be loathed and feared as portents ofdeath.

See also ant; butterfly; cricket;

DADDY LONG LEGS; DRAGONFLY; FLEA;

glow-worm; gnat; moth; spider.

invisibility The gift of making one-

self invisible would doubtless be ofuse to

most people from time to time, and

superstition offers just about the only

chance of achieving this state. Recom-
mended procedures include carrying a

piece of agate about one's person, col-

lecting under specified conditions and at

considerable risk the seeds of fern or

bracken, and secreting a bat's right eye

about one's person. If all these measures

fail to have the desired effect, the only

option is to dig up a dead body and swap

shirts with it.

Iona stone A small greenish stone

found on the shores of western Scotland

and believed by many to have the power

of granting wishes. The story goes that

such stones received a blessing from St

Columba and may grant one wish each to

anyone who wears them; it is also claimed

that anyone who wears such a stone will

always be safe from drowning.

Irish stone An old British supersti-

tion claims that certain stones brought

over from Ireland have special healing

properties, and stories about miraculous

cures effected by touching such stones

have persisted into relatively recent

times. Irish stones are supposed to be par-

ticularly effective in healing injuries if a

person of Irish birth applies them to the

affected part. Because there are no
snakes in Ireland, it is said that Irish

stones will kill such creatures and, if kept

indoors, will prevent any snakes or

toads from entering the house.

iron Because iron is associated with

fire and has been one of the principal

materials used by man since time imme-
morial, it is the most supernaturally

potent of all metals. The ancient Egyp-

tians believed that iron had the power to

repel evil forces, and it is still considered a

strong defence against malevolent forces

and simple bad luck. A witch, for

instance, cannot cross over iron, so laying

a pair of scissors or a knife under the

doormat will stop one entering the house.

Many people touch iron to avoid the

threat of the evil eye and various objects

made of iron, such as horseshoes and

nails, are considered highly effective as

luck-preserving amulets.

Among the many specific superstitions

involving iron are the notions that biting

on a piece of iron the day before easter

will prevent toothache for the rest of

the year; that plunging a red-hot iron

poker into a churn will help butter to

form; that putting a poker in an outside

corner of a room will promote luck; and

the idea that a sick person may rest a piece

of iron on the afflicted area and then nail

the iron to a tree in order to be cured of

the problem (see illness). If someone in

the household dies, all the foodstuffs

should be pricked with something made
ofiron to prevent death corrupting them.

Ifa baby arrives, a piece ofiron should be

put in the cradle to keep evil at bay.

Even rusty iron has its uses: keeping a

rusty sword beside the bed will ward off

cramp, while an old scythe over the bed

will keep witches out of the bedroom. In

contrast, though, some say dulled old iron

(which is not shiny enough to scare away

evil spirits) should never be brought into

the house for fear of bringing misfortune

in with it; and iron must never be allowed

to come into contact with a plant picked

for its medicinal properties, especially

mistletoe, for this will cause any benefi-

cial qualities to be lost.

Many blacksmiths refuse to work

iron on good Friday in remembrance of

the nails used on the cross.

ivory Because ivory is an animal

product it has its own significance to the
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superstitious. It is said that any jewellery

or trinket made of ivory is lucky and it is

also credited with the power of warding

off corruption of various kinds, notably

CANCER.

ivy The evergreen ivy has been con-

sidered a sacred plant since pre-Christian

times and - though the Romans linked the

plant with the revel-loving god Bacchus

-

it has fairly gloomy associations for most

people and is often used for funeral

wreaths. Poisonous and suitably funereal

in colour, it is none the less valued as a

protection against evil and has many
applications in folk medicine. Ivy can

cure or prevent drunkenness and can

also be used to treat corns, running noses

(see cold) and rashes. Drinking out of a

cup of ivy wood will cure a child of

WHOOPING COUGH.

ivy

Growing on the walls of a house, ivy

will protect the occupants inside from
evil; however if it dies their bad luck will

be doubled. Ivy plants should not be

allowed inside the house, however,

because they invite misfortune and death.

Neither should they be given as gifts as

this will end the friendship.

Any young man who wants to get a

glimpse ofa future lover is recommended
to take ten ivy leaves and sleep with them
under his pillow in order to see his lover in

his dreams. Girls, meanwhile, must place

the leaves in their bosom and chant the

following lines:

Ivy, ivy, I love thee,

In my bosom I'll put thee,

And the first young man that speaks to

me
Shall be my love and marry me.
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jackdaw Like the crow and other

large black birds, thejackdaw is widely

considered a creature of ill omen. If a

jackdaw settles on a particular house,

death is likely to strike one of the occu-

pants; this is even more certain if it comes

down the chimney (though in some
European countries a jackdaw perched

on a rooftop is more optimistically a

prophecy of a new arrival within the

family). As with the magpie, it is deemed
unlucky to see a single jackdaw but less

ominous to see several together. Jack-

daws that fly noisily in an unceasing

circle, meanwhile, are a warning of

coming rain, and if they are slow to

return to their roosts in the evening

severe weather should be expected.

jade Semi-precious gemstone prized

for its magical properties in many dif-

ferent cultures. Jade is thought to be very

lucky in the Orient, while in Africa it is

said that it will conjure up rain; in South

America it is used to cure spleen prob-

lems, and in New Zealand fertility sym-

bols are made from it.

japonica Flowering shrub related to

the quince; according to one Kent tradi-

tion, this was the original 'forbidden

fruit' of the Garden of Eden. In conse-

quence it is thought highly inadvisable to

pick japonica fruit, though elsewhere in

the country many people make jam or

jelly from them with no apparent ill

effects.

jasper see agate.

jaundice Medical condition in which

the blood contains an unusually high

proportion of bile pigment, which gives

the sufferer's skin a yellowish tint. The
colour connected withjaundice has inev-

itably led to a number of superstitions

and a variety of cures have been sug-

gested. Remedies range from eating nine

lice on bread and butter and drink-

ing hen's droppings in white wine to

drinking the urine of a young boy daily

and urinating on a nettle at daybreak

for nine days in succession. Alternatively,

the sufferer can wear a crushed hard-

boiled egg in a little bag round the neck

or in the armpit, or has the option of

eating a hollowed-out carrot in which

his own urine has been allowed to evap-

orate while hanging in the fireplace.

jockey see horse-racing.

journey see travel.

juniper In the folklore of many
countries the juniper is considered to

have protective powers. The infant

Christ was hidden from pursuing soldiers

by the foliage of a juniper tree, according

to legend; ever since it has been noted for

its merciful and magical nature, with

foxes and hares frequently sheltering in

it to escape the hunt. Juniper smoke will

ward off evil spirits and disease, and in

former times the plant was often used to

decorate cowsheds as a safeguard for live-

stock. The berries will also deter snakes.

On a more gloomy note, anyone who
cuts down a juniper tree will die within

the year or lose a close relation, according

to the Welsh, and any person who
dreams ofajuniper tree may experience a

decline in luck and, if ill, will almost cer-
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tainly die. It is all right, though, to dream juniper are credited with relieving rheu-

ofjuniper berries as this foretells success matism, epilepsy and liver complaints

and possibly the birth of a male child. among other illnesses, and are also all-

in folk medicine, potions made from eged to help rejuvenate the elderly.
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kettle According to one much neg-

lected superstition, it is most inadvisable

for an unmarried girl to position a kettle

so that the spout faces the wall. If she

allows this to happen, she will never find

a husband.

key Various superstitions surround

locks and keys, no doubt inspired by

their symbolic qualities. It is thought to

be very bad luck to drop a key, and even

worse to break one. Possessing keys that

go rusty despite all attempts to prevent

this occurrence is, however, a good
omen: in the English Midlands it is said to

suggest that someone is about to leave the

owner an inheritance in their will. The
luck-preserving powers of keys are also

reflected in an old European tradition

that slipping a key under a child's pillow

will keep the infant safe from evil while

asleep.

Indeed, because keys were tradi-

tionally made of iron, touching a key

when danger threatens is considered a

sensible precaution against all manner of

evil. If a person is uncertain about which

way to go on coming to a crossroads,

meanwhile, one solution is to toss a

bunch of keys over the left shoulder and

observe how they fall: the longest key in

the bunch will point out the right direc-

tion to take. All owners of bunches of

keys are warned againstjangling them on
Wednesdays, as this will make the owner
go mad.

See also bible and key.

kingfisher The kingfisher figured in

ancient Greek legend in the legend of the

tragic lovers Halcyone and her husband

King Ceyx who, after Ceyx was drown-
ed, were reunited as kingfishers. The bird

was originally known as the halcyon

(meaning 'brooding on the sea') because

it was erroneously believed that the bird

made floating nests out of fishbones. The
gods ensured that the weather would
always be calm when the kingfisher was

on its water-borne nest, and seafarers

often talk of 'halycon' periods when the

sea remains calm for days at a time.

Another old superstition alleges that a

dead kingfisher suspended from a roof

will act as a weathervane, turning to

point its beak into the wind.

Kingfishers owe their bright plumage

to the fact that a kingfisher - hitherto

grey - was the first bird sent out from

Noah's ark: the bird flew higher and

higher, acquiring the colours of the sky

itself and then scorching its breast and

tail-feathers in the heat of the sun. When
the bird tried to return to the ark the boat

had floated elsewhere, and some say

kingfishers seen skimming the surface

of lakes and rivers are still in search

ofit.

In medieval times it was said that king-

fishers would never decay, and dead birds

were sometimes placed among cloth-

ing to keep it fresh and moth-free. Seeing

a kingfisher is thought to be lucky,

though a variant of this is that it is only

lucky (especially in business matters) if

the bird approaches from the right of the

observer; if the bird flies from the left,

misfortune will follow. Wearing king-

fisher feathers is reputed to promote by

magic the beauty of any woman, and in

some European countries people sew
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kingfisher feathers into their clothing to

guarantee good fortune.

king's touch For centuries it was

widely believed that the touch of a reig-

ning monarch had special healing

powers, in particular in the treatment of

scrofula - the 'king's evil'. Reminiscent of

the healing power attributed to Christ's

touch, the king's touch was revered in

ancient Rome and subsequently came to

be associated with many of the great

ruling families ofEurope. In England, the

first monarch thought to have been cre-

dited with such healing powers was

Edward the Confessor, before the

Norman Conquest, while the last was

Queen Anne (who failed to bring Samuel

Johnson relief from the condition when
she honoured him with her touch in

1712).

The procedure involved the sufferer

being touched while the words 'I touch,

but God healeth' were pronounced, and

then being presented with a small gold or

silver medallion that the patient was

obliged to wear around the neck for the

rest of his or her days. The superstition

reached its height during the reign of

Charles II, who bestowed the king's

touch upon some hundred thousand

scrofula victims. Even in the late twent-

ieth century there are records of people

bringing new babies to Windsor, one of

the seats of the modern royal family, 'for

luck'.

kiss The act of kissing someone or

something has always been thought to

signify something more than affection

alone. Kissing hands and rings has long

been a feature of civic and religious cere-

monies, representing declarations of

loyalty and humility as well as love and

spiritual unity. A kiss is also thought to

convey something magical, and many
people will kiss amulets and other luck-

giving objects to promote their own
good fortune. It is thus far from unusual

for gamblers to kiss betting slips or pools

coupons in the hope that this will increase

their chances of winning.

Sundry superstitions surround the

kisses exchanged between lovers and

friends. Contrary to what some politi-

cians might think, it is unlucky to kiss

babies, and young children should be

discouraged from kissing one another

until they are old enough to speak. Ifnot,

they will grow up to bestow their favours

too liberally and will be considered fool-

ish, or may be struck deaf and dumb.
Another ancient tradition has it that

young virgin girls will become pregnant

if kissed fully on the mouth.

It is unlucky to kiss anyone on the

nose, as this will lead to a quarrel, and

also inadvisable to lean over someone's

shoulder to kiss them on the cheek - such

a kiss will be followed by a knife in the

back, according to one old superstition.

Kissing a man with a moustache should

not be lightly undertaken either, for if a

hair becomes detached and is affixed to

the other party's lips, the latter will never

get married. An unexpected kiss from a

man who has a dark complexion, how-
ever, is certain to be followed by a pro-

posal of marriage.

See also mistletoe.

knapweed English superstition ad-

vises that the humble knapweed or corn-

flower has its uses when choosing

between a number of potential lovers. A
girl should pluck the flower from the

head of a knapweed plant and secrete

what remains in her bosom for a time.

After an hour the severed plant will pro-

duce another flower if the lover she is

thinking of is a good choice.

knee According to English supersti-

tion, an itching knee means that the

person concerned will shortly be kneel-

ing in a strange church, although a vari-

ant US explanation holds that it is a sign

of the owner being jealous ofsomeone.

knife Being made traditionally of

iron and having a wide range of uses,

knives are naturally the object of much
superstitious speculation. The fact that

knives may be employed for evil pur-
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poses as well as for mundane domestic

chores means that they must always be

treated with respect. Gifts of knives,

especially as wedding presents, are ill

advised as these threaten to sever the

friendship and may even split the couple

asunder. To be absolutely secure, the

knives should be given 'on permanent

loan'; better still, a token amount of

money should be given in exchange, as

though the knives had been paid for in the

usual way. The same applies to penknives

and scissors.

At the table, knives should on no

account be allowed to cross each other

(see cutlery), either when laid out at the

start of the meal or when placed on the

plate at the end. If this happens, remedies

vary from throwing the knives on the

floor to knocking the table three times

with the handle of the vertically held

knife. Neither should knives be spun on

the table top or used to toast or to pass

bread with. Some say it is lucky ifa knife

comes to rest blade upwards on being laid

out, but many more protest that this will

cut the feet of the fairies and should be

corrected at once. If a knife drops from

the table this spells the imminent end of a

love affair, or else prophesies some mis-

fortune or the arrival of a stranger, par-

ticularly if the point sticks into the floor

and the knife remains upright. To avoid

risking the consequences, a dropped knife

should be spun three times over one's

head.

Spinning a knife with a white handle

allows curious people to find out whether

their future partner will be dark or fair:

the person in question will be dark if the

knife comes to rest with its blade towards

whoever has spun it, but fair if the haft

points towards the enquirer. Another

superstition advises against pregnant

women being allowed to use knives (they

should have their food cut up for them),

and an old proverb warns cooks of the

dangers of stirring the pot with a knife:

'Stir with a knife, stir up strife.' It is also

unlucky to sharpen a knife after sunset,

and knives and forks should be put away

if a thunderstorm breaks out as they will

attract lightning.

Knives made of iron will ward off

witches and prevent the devil getting

into the house if they are hidden beneath

the windowsill. Similarly, according to

Scottish tradition, concealing a knife

beneath the pillow will prevent the fair-

ies carrying off a person while asleep.

Seafarers have been known to thrust a

knife into the mast of their ships in the

belief that this will summon up a favour-

able wind or keep them from harm, but

they are also wary of saying 'knife', one

of the taboo words that must never be

spoken on the high seas.

Finding a knife in the road, or any-

where else for that matter, is deemed
most unlucky and on no account should it

be picked up.

knocking It is not surprising that

superstition should have its own explana-

tions for the eerie knocking sounds often

heard in old buildings that more rational

modern minds might attribute to insects

or changes in temperature. An old but

still familiar tradition speaks of the three

knocks of death that are heard to rap at

the door, at the window or at the head

ofthe sickbed when the occupant is about

to expire, and many people still become
nervous when they hear the knocking

noise emitted by the death watch beetle as

it calls to its mate, claiming that this is a

warning of the presence of death. A US
tradition recorded in Virginia places an

ominous significance upon no one

answering the door after a caller has

rapped on it, and concludes that this is yet

another omen ofimminent demise.

knot Superstition places great empha-

sis on the magical power of knots, which

is acknowledged in many different cul-

tures. Many people, including gamblers

(see gambling) and sailors, have been

known to tie knots in their clothing for

luck, though there are other occasions

when it is thought most unlucky to allow

knots to remain tied. It is said, for

instance, that all knots in nightgowns,
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bedclothes and so forth must be loosened

when a woman gives birth (see child-

birth), and similarly that they must be

untied when someone is dying lest they

prolong the death struggle. It is also

thought unlucky to allow knots in

shrouds or in a dead person's shoelaces

to remain tied as these will prevent the

deceased from getting to Heaven and

may lead to the materialisation of their

despairing ghost.

To get a glimpse of a future lover, all a

person has to do is arrange to sleep in a

different county and tie nine knots in his

or her left garter while reciting the fol-

lowing, or a variation of it:

This knot I knit,

This knot I tie,

To see my love as he goes by,

In his apparel and array,

As he walks in every day.

To test whether a love affair will pros-

per, the lover must tie some lengths of

grass together and then think of his or

her partner for a time: ifthe grass remains

knotted the affair will last, but if the knot

comes undone they will soon part. In

former times, frustrated rivals were

known to attempt to deprive newly-

weds of the pleasures of sexual union by
tying knots in pieces ofstring while recit-

ing curses on the marriage bed. To pro-

tect himself against such curses, the

bridegroom was advised to go up the aisle

with one shoelace untied.

Tying knots in handkerchiefs is an

old ruse meant to help a person remem-
ber something: in fact, the theory goes

that the intricacy ofthe knots will beguile

the devil or any other evil influence bent

on distracting the person from what he is

trying to remember. Another ancient

British custom involves two people tug-

ging at a piece ofthread with a knot tied

in it: whoever gets the knot when the

thread breaks will have a wish granted.

In folk medicine, knots may be tied

and then allowed to touch warts and

other sites of disease before being ritually

burned, buried or otherwise disposed of

in the belief that this will cause the ail-

ment itself to disappear.

See also apron.
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ladder The taboo against walking

under ladders is one of the most widely

known and frequently observed of all

surviving superstitions, encountered in

many Christian and non-Christian coun-

tries even today. Many people who reject

some of the more archaic superstitions

will still cross the road or choose another

route if a ladder propped against a wall

blocks their path (though they may pro-

test that they are simply nervous of

something being dropped on them).

The reasoning behind the superstition,

which is probably obscure to the

majority of people who none the less

observe it, is that a ladder leaned against a

wall completes a triangle with the wall

and the ground. The triangle is said to be

the sign of the Holy Trinity, so anyone

who walks straight through it is showing

disrespect for God and possibly sym-

pathy with the devil. Alternatively, a

ladder offers a means of ascent to Heaven
for the recently deceased, in which case

great care must be taken not to obstruct

or offend any spirits mounting it. The
usual punishment for such recklessness is

said to be a bout of misfortune, though

more specifically in the case ofunmarried

persons it may entail postponement of

marriage hopes for another year. In the

Netherlands and formerly in parts of the

British Isles retribution went further and

the person concerned was fated to be

hanged - a conclusion that probably

dates from times when, if a proper scaf-

fold was not available, condemned felons

were often executed on impromptu gal-

lows comprising a ladder leaned against a

tree.

In cases where there is no alternative to

walking under a ladder superstition does,

however, offer a safeguard, advising that

crossing the fingers and keeping them
crossed until a dog is sighted will afford

the transgressor some protection. Simi-

larly, spitting on one's shoe and

allowing the spittle to dry may negate

any ill effects. One Scottish superstition

suggests that if there is no alternative to

walking under a ladder, breaking the

taboo may have a beneficial effect:

anyone who makes a wish as they pass

underneath may well have it granted.

Those who work on ladders are not

immune to their dangers. In the USA it is

said that anyone who climbs a ladder

under which a black cat has just walked

will experience bad luck, while in many
European countries it is unlucky to pass

anything through the rungs of a ladder -

as it also is at sea. If the ladder has an odd

number ofrungs it may actually bring the

climber good luck, but ifhe or she should

slip on a rung this is an omen ofa financial

setback. Even if the ladder is resting on

the ground, bad luck is risked if any

person treads between the rungs.

In many non-Christian countries the

taboo against walking under ladders is

simply one aspect of a wider superstition

that applies to walking under a variety of

objects. The idea behind this is that it is

inadvisable to allow anything to be

placed over one's head, as the head

is the seat of the spirit and should

never be overshadowed. In Japan, for

instance, it is thought that anyone who
walks under a telegraph wire will be pos-

sessed by devils.
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ladybird The distinctive colouring of

the ladybird (otherwise known as the

ladybug, or by some as God Almighty's

cow) has long made it a favourite among
those insects that are of interest to the

superstitious. Associated with the Virgin

Mary for obscure reasons, it is regarded as

a harbinger of good fortune in many
regions (the principle being the redder

the insect the better the luck; see red).

Particularly blessed is any person on

whom a ladybird lands, as long as it is not

brushed off.

On no account should the creature be

harmed: ifa ladybird is accidentally killed

its body should be buried and the ground

over it stamped on three times, according

to East Anglian superstition. In southern

England, the number of black spots on a

ladybird is supposed to reveal the number

of happy months that lie ahead, making

ladybirds with an abundance ofspots par-

ticularly welcome. Hebridean folklore,

however, has it that the five spots that

distinguish ladybirds there are symbolic

of the wounds of Christ, while the rural

mythology of the West Country used to

advise that the number of spots on the

ladybirds indicated the number of shil-

lings a bushel of wheat would fetch that

season. In the USA a ladybird landing on

a dress or some other item of clothing
promises that the owner will soon acquire

a new garment of the same kind. Else-

where a ladybird landing on the hand is a

sign ofgood weather to come.

Children throughout theUK are fami-

liar with the rhyme:

Ladybird, ladybird, fly away home,
Your house is on fire and your children

are gone.

Chanting this couplet to a ladybird sitting

on one's finger is sure to cause the lady-

bird (which is said to have the power of

understanding human speech) to take to

the air, and the flight path that the insect

takes is claimed to indicate the direction

from which one's future true love will

come. A Scottish variation of the rhyme
runs like this:

Lady, Lady Landers,

Lady, Lady Landers,

Take up your coats about your head,

And fly away to Flanders.

Alternatively, single girls may get

advance news of their own impending

nuptials if they follow the same proce-

dure while chanting:

Bishop, Bishop Barnabee,

Tell me when my wedding shall be;

If it be tomorrow day,

Open your wings and fly away.

Fly to the east, fly to the west,

Fly to them that I love best.

People suffering from toothache are

recommended to collect the yellow

liquid exuded by the insect when
alarmed: rubbed on the teeth, this will

assuredly lessen the pain.

Lady Day In the Christian calendar,

the Feast of the Annunciation of Our
Lady, observed on 25 March. An English

superstition of considerable antiquity

claims that Christ was crucified on this

date, so if good Friday or easter

Sunday fall on 25 March it is considered

an augury of some national disaster, as

made clear in an old rhyme:

IfOur Lord falls in Our Lady's lap,

England will meet with a great mishap.

Two kings, Edward VII and George VI,

died within a few months of such dates

coinciding (in 19 10 and 1952 respec-

tively). Similar traditions are to be found

in the folklore of several other Christian

countries.

Lady's trees Sprigs of dried sea-

weed, which are said in some coastal

regions to protect the house and its occu-

pants from fire and other evils. The sea-

weed is usually placed over the hearth or

upon the mantelpiece.

lamb As a Christian symbol ofcentral

importance, the lamb is generally assoc-

iated with good magic, rather than evil.

Witches are deemed unable to disguise

themselves as lambs because ofthe latter's

holy status (though they can materialise
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lameness

as sheep) and one old tradition has it that

the outline of a lamb bearing a standard

decorated with a blood-red cross (a lamb
and flag) may be discerned against the sun

from hilltops early on easter morning.

Particular attention is paid to the first

lamb of spring, as various things may be

gleaned from it. Farmers throughout

Europe will congratulate themselves if

the first lamb is black, while the arrival

of twin white lambs is doubly welcome
as this also promises great good fortune.

Bad luck, however, will attend anyone

connected with a flock that has more than

one black lamb in it, especially if twin

black lambs are born. To avert this evil

the animals must be slaughtered before

they bleat for the first time. Ironically

enough, if more lambs are born than

usual this may also be a warning of bad

times ahead: nature is preparing for the

outbreak ofwar or some other calamity.

Ifthe first lamb that a person sees in the

spring is looking back at the observer, this

is considered lucky as a year of meat din-

ners lies ahead. Any money in the pocket

should be turned over at once to ensure

twelve months of financial prosperity. If

the lamb is black, some people will make
a wish in the belief that it will surely be

granted. Should the lamb be facing the

opposite way, however, the observer

must resign himself to a year of hardship

and a diet of vegetables.

See also blade-bone; sheep.

lameness Various superstitions of

ancient origin suggest that it is unlucky to

meet a lame person or animal. Most spec-

ifically, it is claimed that it is deeply

unfortunate for a funeral procession to

meet a lame donkey, a certain sign that

the recently departed soul is bound for

Hell.

lamp The symbolic value ofa lamp or

lantern dispelling the darkness, where

evil has its natural home, has not been lost

on the superstitious, though most beliefs

concerning such objects have fallen into

disuse since the invention ofelectric light-

ing. It was once considered unlucky to go

out at night without a lantern, as evil

spirits would then be able to creep up
upon their human victims unobserved.

For much the same reason, it was once

common for lamps to be left burning at

the bedsides of the newborn and the

dying. Tampering with someone's lan-

tern while they slept was not recom-

mended - extinguishing the light might

also extinguish the sleeper's life. Simi-

larly, in Massachusetts, it was said that

holding a lamp over a sleeping person

would threaten their life.

As in the case of candles, rooms
should not be illuminated by three lamps

as this is a portent of imminent death -

though some authorities claim, conver-

sely, that this is a sign that a marriage will

soon take place. One rural English super-

stition warns farmers never to place a lan-

tern on the table as this will cause their

cows to abort.

lapwing The eerie, high-pitched cry

of the lapwing or peewit has inspired

various superstitions in the regions where

they are commonly seen, and they are

generally considered an unlucky bird.

The Welsh and Scots claim that their call

consists of the words 'Bewitched!

Bewitched!'; when the Scottish Coven-

anters were in hiding from English sol-

diers, lapwings are said to have betrayed

their hiding-places to their pursuers. The
Irish curse the bird for leaving them only

its droppings while the Scottish get all the

eggs, and the English nervously speculate

that the birds are the incarnation of

restless spirits. The mere sight of the bird

is regretted by many people and in some

areas it is thought extremely reckless to

handle the dead body of a lapwing. The

forked tail of the bird is said, in Swedish

folklore, to be proof of the story that the

very first lapwing was formerly a hand-

maid to the Virgin Mary until transfor-

mation into a bird as punishment for

stealing a pair ofOur Lady's scissors.

lark Songbird whose musical talents

have inspired a number of curious super-

stitions. Revered for the sweetness of its
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voice, the lark was formerly said to sing

best if blinded with a red-hot needle.

Humans could share in the lark's musical

gifts by eating three larks' eggs before the

church bells rang on Sunday, a procedure

that was guaranteed to benefit the voice.

Eating the lark itself did not necessarily

help improve one's singing, but consum-

ing a dish of crested larks was once

recommended as a cure for colic.

Disturbing the well-being of a lark or

its nest should not be undertaken lightly,

however: inhabitants of the Shetland

Islands believe that the three black spots

under a lark's tongue are curses that will

be directed at anyone who shows it mali-

cious intent. German folklore cautions

against pointing at a lark, as a pus-filled

inflammation called a whitlow will

appear on the outstretched finger.

In some parts ofnorthern England and

Scotland it is said that anyone who lies on

their back in a field and listens carefully to

the lark's song will eventually be able to

make out the words, which are said to run

as follows:

Up in the lift go we,

Tehee, tehee, tehee, tehee!

There's not a shoemaker on the earth

Can make a shoe to me, to me!

Why so, why so, why so?

Because my heel is as long as my toe.

Welsh superstition adds that larks singing

joyfully high in the sky are a certain sign

of fine weather to come.

The lark is closely associated with the

cause oflovers in many different cultures.

One love spell suggests that concealing a

lark's eye wrapped in wolfskin in the

right pocket will make the wearer over-

whelmingly attractive to the opposite

sex. Likewise, surreptiously slipped into

someone else's drink a lark's eye will be

sure to provoke feelings oflove in anyone
who drinks it.

In the field of folk medicine, a lark

brought into the bedroom of a sick

person will avert its gaze if the patient is

fated to die, but will stare without flinch-

ing if the patient is going to recover.

laughter

last In some circles it is deemed
unlucky to talk of the 'last' one of any-

thing on the grounds that to do so is

TEMPTING FATE. Thus FISHERMEN never

talk of casting their last net for fear that

they will never see the net again, and

members of flying clubs talk of the 'last

flight but one' when discussing what is

actually the last flight of the day. miners

and workers in similar hazardous indus-

tries sometimes arrange to avoid working

the last shift before holidays or strikes on

the grounds that accidents are more
likely to happen at that time, while

actors and actresses customarily

leave the last lines of a play unspoken

until the first actual performance. Bad
luck will also attend the spirit of the last

person to be buried in a graveyard {see

CHURCHYARD WATCHER).

In contrast, it is widely held to be lucky

to take the last bite (or drink) of various

foods. An unmarried woman who is

invited to take the last piece of bread
and butter from the plate will marry a

rich man, though ifshe takes the last piece

before it is offered she will never find a

husband. In Oxfordshire it is said that the

last nine drops poured from the teapot

will soothe the pangs of unrequited love.

Similarly, the dregs of wine drunk over

the new year festivities will bring good
luck upon the drinker.

laughter A good laugh is said to be

good for the health, but if excessive is

thought to be injurious, especially in chil-

dren. Thus one old Suffolk rhyme warns:

Laugh till you cry,

Sorrow till you die.

A sudden and uncharacteristic outburst of

merriment in someone who is usually ofa

more morose nature is thought by many
to be a bad omen, and may even suggest

that the hour ofthat person's death is near.

An old English saying has it that laughter

before breakfast promises tears before

bedtime; laughing before saying one's

prayers in the morning, or after saying

them at night, was similarly thought to be

unlucky in less godless times.
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laundry

laundry see washing.

laurel see bay.

lead Of all metals, lead is the most

closely assocated with death. In former

times coffins were often made of lead.

Various ancient spells designed to deliver

death curses against an enemy involved

hiding a piece oflead bearing the victim's

name somewhere in his home, or else

burying it in the ground. To determine

whether someone suffering from illness

was under the influence of witchcraft,

a little molten lead might be held over

the patient and then dropped in water: if

the lead congealed into a definite image

then evil spirits were clearly at work. A
little of the lead thus formed might then

be given to the patient to wear over his

heart in the belief that this would counter

any spell. More cheerfully, in different

circumstances observing the shapes

formed by molten lead immersed in cold

water may reveal some symbol, such as

an anchor or book, that identifies the

occupation of a future lover.

The link with witchcraft is reflected in

the tradition that witches cannot be

killed with lead bullets but are vulnerable

only to bullets made of silver; according

to the Scots, if a lead bullet is used it may
even rebound and kill the person who has

fired the shot. Conversely, the density of

the metal made it the favoured material

from which to make caskets to preserve

important religious relics, the idea being

that the lead would keep the relics safely

sealed from any malevolent interference

from the outside spirit world and prevent

their dissipation into the air.

leaf If trees shed their leaves before

the autumn this is widely considered a

portent of a severe winter or some other

disaster, probably in the shape of diseased

cattle if elms or fruit trees lose their

leaves earlier than usual. If someone
manages to catch a falling leaf before it

reaches the ground, however, this will

guarantee them a winter free of colds.

A British variation of this well-known

tradition runs that one happy day (or

even a whole month) will follow for

every leaf thus caught between Michael-

mas (29 September) and Hallowe'en (3

1

October).

Dead leaves should not be brought into

the house as they can bring ill luck in with

them (though leaves that blow in of their

own accord bring good luck). They are

particularly unwelcome in churches as,

according to one Welsh superstition, their

presence threatens the life of any child

who has recently been baptised there.

Leaves that rustle suddenly or turn their

lower sides over while still on the tree,

meanwhile, are an omen of approaching

RAIN.

Sleeping with a spring of holly bear-

ing nine leaflets under the pillow will,

claims one superstition from northern

England, conjure up dream visions of

one's future partner. Lovers uncertain of

their partner's interest are advised to mark
a bay leaf with the other's initials and

wear it in their cap or shoe for a day: ifthe

initials are clearer to read at the end ofthat

time, there is no cause to doubt the other's

love.

See also ash.

leap year A leap year, with its extra

added day, 29 February, is generally

thought to be a propitious time for

embarking on important new projects.

Choosing 29 February itselfas the starting

date is particularly astute as the project is

sure to prosper, and children conceived or

born on that date are thought to enjoy

special blessings. The best-known tradi-

tion connected with leap years is that this

is the one time when girls can decently

make marriage proposals. Men are

warned that it is bad luck to turn such an

offer down, though - according to the

Scots - they will be immune from such ill

fortune ifthe girl concerned has neglected

to wear a scarlet flannel petticoat, which

must be partly visible, under her dress.

See also calendar.

leather A superstition of ancient

origin claims that those who wear leather
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Lent

will be protected from malevolent spirits.

Caution should be taken, however, about

bringing anything made from leather

into the house at Christmas as this

threatens ill luck, hence the reservations

that many people once had ifthey receiv-

ed a gift of leather shoes at this time. In

the Highlands ofScotland it was once cus-

tomary for a small piece ofcow leather to

be burned in a fire and then offered to

every member of the household, and to

any domestic animals, for them to smell.

The belief was that this would preserve

them from bad luck, disease and enchant-

ment by fairies or other supernatural

spirits in the months ahead.

Lee Penny A coin belonging to the

Lockhart family of Lee that is reputed to

have miraculous healing powers. A groat

dating from the reign ofEdward I, the Lee

Penny incorporates a dark red pebble that

is supposed to have been brought back

from the Holy Land in the fourteenth

century. Legend has it that, when dipped

into drinking water, the coin has proved

most effective in the treatment ofvarious

livestock diseases as well as against such

human ills as rabies and haemorrhages. In

1645 the coin was credited with having

curtailed an outbreak of the plague in

Newcastle-upon-Tyne

.

leek Appropriately enough, as it is a

national symbol ofWales, Welsh supersti-

tion sets great store by the magical

properties of the leek. According to

ancient tradition any warrior who smears

himself with the juices of a leek (or alter-

natively with garlic) will be invulnera-

ble to his enemies in battle.

left side It is almost universally recog-

nised that the left (Latin, sinister) side is

associated with evil and ill luck. Sooth-

sayers in the ancient world identified the

left as the abode ofevil (Christ Himselfsat

at God's right hand) and ever since then it

has been linked with witchcraft, the

devil and malevolent spirits.

Various superstitions warn that it is bad
luck if certain birds and animals cross

one's path from the left-hand side, and

witches and sorcerers often use their left

hand more than the right in working their

spells. In palmistry it is the left hand that

is examined for information about a

person, as it is believed to show inherited

characteristics, while the right hand

reveals only what a person has made of

himself or herself. The left hand should

not be used in situations where its baleful

influence might endanger the owner's

luck: players are often careful to avoid

picking up their cards with the left hand,

and since Roman times people have been

wary ofentering a house with the left foot

first. At confirmation in the Christian

Church it is said that those blessed with

the bishop's right hand will enjoy the full

benefit of his favour, while those blessed

with the left hand will experience only ill

fortune.

Historically, left-handed people have

always been regarded with mistrust, and

in times gone by left-handedness was

powerful evidence that someone might

be a witch. It is said to be unlucky to meet

a left-handed person on a Tuesday morn-
ing but lucky to encounter such a person

on any other morning (see days of the
week). Attempts to switch from the left

hand to the right hand are not always suc-

cessful and, according to US folklore, the

person concerned runs the risk of devel-

oping a stutter.

See also right side.

lemon An English superstition dating

from the mid-eighteenth century claims

that the peel of a lemon can be employed

to divine the outcome of a future love

affair. Ifa woman takes the peel and keeps

it hidden in her armpit for a day, then rubs

the peel on the four posts of her bed, she

will be rewarded - if the affair is to be

consummated - by a vision of her lover

bringing her two lemons. If he does not

appear, the affair is doomed to failure.

Lent The period of forty days before

easter, which is a time of fasting and

penitence throughout the Christian

Church. Self-denial is the characteristic
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letter

theme of most superstitious beliefs sur-

rounding the season of Lent. Among the

best-known ofthe Lent taboos are the tra-

ditions that penitents should refrain from

wearing new clothing during this

period and that, in the words of the old

rhyme,

If you marry in Lent,

You will live to repent.

letter A largely forgotten though

once widely known English superstition

of some antiquity holds that it is

extremely unlucky to drop a letter on the

ground before it has been sent. Ifthis hap-

pens, the writer must expect any business

mentioned in the letter to end in disap-

pointment. Iftwo letters cross in the post

this is also unlucky as the two parties are

fated to fall out with each other.

See also chain letter; ink; love
letter; mail van.

lettuce Since Roman times the lettuce

has been credited with a wide range of

magical properties. Eaten in large quan-

tities at Roman banquets because it was

supposed to prevent drunkenness, and

at wedding celebrations because it was

believed to be an aphrodisiac, it was

subsequently used in various love potions

in medieval times. A further superstition

had it that young women who ate plenty

oflettuce would have little trouble giving

birth (see childbirth), though an

English variation warns that too many
lettuces in a garden will prevent a woman
having children at all. Wild lettuce is used

to treat insomnia and headaches,

among other minor ailments.

lice A persistent nuisance even in

modern civilised Western society, the

louse has always inspired the most loath-

some associations. Infestations of lice in

medieval times were often blamed on

witchcraft and several witches

admitted, under pressure, that they had

engineered the infestation of hitherto

clean people who had incurred their dis-

pleasure. It is said that dreams of lice sig-

nify the onset of sickness in the family,

and that the sudden disappearance of lice

from someone who has been infested (or

conversely their sudden appearance on an

uninfested person) is a sure sign that the

person's death is nigh. If a nurse finds a

single louse on her head she may be cer-

tain that her patient will die.

On a slightly more positive if dis-

tasteful note, consuming a spoonful of

live head-lice was formerly warmly
recommended in the north of England

for the treatment ofjaundice; elsewhere

they had to be eaten in bread and
butter or boiled in milk.

life-token A phial of urine, a knife,

an item of clothing or some other

object associated with an absent member
of the family that is carefully preserved in

the family home so that it may be

observed for clues about that person's

fortunes. The theory ran that if the urine

clouded, the knife tarnished or the clothes

rotted this was a sure sign that the erstw-

hile owner was similarly in decline or

even dead. In times when communica-
tion over long distances was more prob-

lematic than it is now, whole families

would unquestioningly go into mourn-
ing if the condition of the life-token

indicated that the absentee was no more.

lightning The age-old fear of thun-

der and lightning, once credited to the

anger of the gods, is reflected in the body
of superstitions designed to offer comfort

to those seeking reassurance that they will

be safe from it. The tradition that light-

ning never strikes twice in the same place

is, unfortunately, demonstrably untrue

(the Empire State Building was once

recorded as having received sixty-eight

lightning strikes in just three years) but

remains a universally popular fallacy.

Opinions differ over which trees offer

the safest shelter in a storm, with some

recommending the oak and others pre-

ferring the beech or walnut. A Sussex

rhyme rejects all these in favour of the

hawthorn:

Beware of the oak; it draws the stroke.

Avoid the ash; it courts the flash;
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Creep under a thorn; it can save you

from harm.

Wood taken from a tree that has been

struck by lightning should never, US
superstition dictates, be burned on a

domestic hearth as this will draw light-

ning towards the house itself. Opening

doors and windows in a thunderstorm

so that any lightning bolt that does enter

the house will be able to escape again is

advised in many areas, as is the putting

away or covering up of mirrors and

metal objects like scissors which are said

to attract the strike. Keeping acorns or

plants such as elder, hazel, Christmas

holly and houseleek in the house is

also supposed to deflect lightning.

Iffurther reassurance is required, tying

a snakeskin around the head will provide

added protection, as will keeping a fire

going in the grate, wearing natural silk

and sleeping on a feather mattress. Keep-

ing one's distance from the family dog is

also a good idea, as dog's tails are alleged

by some to attract lightning.

In times gone by it was considered

foolhardy to look directly at a lightning

flash as this was reputed to make people

mad. Neither is it advisable to draw
someone else's attention to lightning, as

this will draw the bolt, and the old

custom of counting the seconds between

the flash and the thunder to determine

how many miles away the storm is should

also be discouraged, according to some.

Any fires started by lightning can be

extinguished by pouring cow's milk

over the flames.

Christian mythology claims that it was

the Virgin Mary who created lightning as

a means of warning against Satan's thun-

der, allowing men on Earth just enough
time to cross themselves for safety's sake.

In gratitude to the Virgin, some people

click their tongues three times whenever
the lightning flashes.

Lastly, it is said that close inspection of

any site where lightning has struck may
be rewarded by the discovery of 'Devil's

pebbles' or 'lightning stones', fragments

lily

in the shape of hatchets or arrowheads

that have their own magical properties.

Placed in an open wound they will,

according to the folklore of Alsace,

bestow great strength upon the injured

party, who will be able to strike his ene-

mies dead by simply threatening them
with the words: 'May lightning crush

you'.

See also storm; thunder.

lilac With its soporific perfume, lilac

(especially white lilac) is considered an

unlucky plant in certain parts of the Brit-

ish Isles. It is among the least welcome
flowers for hospital patients, though

some people say that lilac blossoms with

five petals will bring luck to those who
find them.

lily The lily is associated with the

Virgin Mary and has always represented

the qualities ofpurity and innocence. It is

therefore considered unwise in many
countries to spoil the blooms in any way;

one superstition warns that any man who
does this will be punished by the dis-

covery that virgins within his own family

have been similarly defiled. The lily

(sometimes with stamen and pistils

removed) has long been thought a suit-

able flower for the decoration of chur-

ches, and these religious connotations

have promoted its reputation as a protec-

tion against the forces of evil. Lilies may
be employed in spells designed to counter

witchcraft and will deter ghosts from

entering the house if planted in the

garden outside. More mischievously,

lilies mixed with the sap ofa bay tree and

left to rot in manure will produce worms
that can be slipped into an enemy's

pocket to rob him of sleep. A girl surrep-

titiously fed powdered yellow lily

betrays the loss of her virginity if she

does not immediately feel the urge to

urinate.

The use of lilies at funerals, sym-

bolising the restored innocence of the

soul at death, has led to a more profound

linking with the afterlife. As a conse-

quence many people refuse to allow lilies
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lily of the valley

into the house (although they are often

seen at weddings as a symbol of purity).

Dreaming oflilies may be thought omin-
ous but is in fact supposed to signify good
fortune. In parts of Europe the notion

that lilies symbolise innocence and death

is represented in the tradition that lilies

will spring from the grave of any felon

who has been executed for a crime he did

not commit.

In folk medicine, lilies are used for the

treatment of boils, whitlows on fingers

and toes, and various other growths.

lily ofthe valley Garden and wood-
land flower, which despite its attractive

appearance is generally considered

unlucky. The first lilies of the valley are

said to have sprouted from the blood that

spilled from the wounds that St Leonard

suffered when vanquishing a dragon,

though the alternative name of Our
Lady's Tears, used in parts of France and

Britain, suggests that they sprang up

where the Virgin Mary's tears fell on the

ground. Planting a bed of these plants,

which the Irish claim are used as ladders

by the fairies, is thought to be unwise: a

West Country tradition warns that any

gardener who does so will be struck dead

within the year. More positively, the

plant may be administered as medicine to

alleviate the pain of gout, to ease painful

eyes, to restore speech, to assist in the

treatment of heart disease and to aid the

memory.

linden Deciduous tree, also known as

the lime, that in ancient times was dedi-

cated to the goddess Venus. The fact that

the linden is reputed, in German folklore

at least, to guard local communities from

evil accounts for its popularity as a name
for modern housing developments.

lion As the 'king of the animals', the

lion is said to be virtually fearless; as a

result, most traditions surrounding it

reflect its strength and regal bearing

(feeding a little lion heart to a child, for

instance, will make it grow up healthy

and courageous). Only when faced with a

gamecock (see cock), which refuses to

acknowledge the lion's rank, will the

animal betray anything like trepidation.

Superstition claims that a lion will never

kill a fellow king and the lions formerly

kept in captivity at the Tower ofLondon
were said to be mysteriously attuned to

the well-being ofthe English sovereign: if

one of them died then an ailing mon-
arch's days were surely numbered. Any
warrior going into battle dressed in a

lion's skin could congratulate himself on

the certain knowledge that no harm
could befall him.

Lionesses are said to breed every sev-

enth year, an event that is marked by a

larger number of stillbirths among other

species, including humans. Other super-

stitions state that lions sleep with their

eyes open and that lion cubs are born dead

and remain so until their parents breathe

life into them.

lips A superstition common to both

sides of the Atlantic dictates that itching

lips are a sure sign that the owner ofthem

will shortly receive a kiss.

lizard The lizard has always been

regarded in a somewhat dubious light,

reflected in the range ofboth positive and

negative superstitions that have accumu-

lated around it. In medieval England

many people feared lizards, thinking they

were venomous (though another belief

had it that lizards would warn sleeping

humans of the approach of poisonous

snakes). Accordingly they became

linked with the mythology of witches, as

ingredients, familiars and even as the

progeny produced by couplings between

witches and the devil. A lasting relic of

this mistrust is to be found in two surviv-

ing pan-European traditions: it is an ill

omen if a lizard crosses the road in front

ofany traveller, and it is most unlucky for

a bride to see a lizard on her way to

church, for her marriage will not be

happy. In contrast, a woman who allows

a lizard to run over her hand will enjoy

increased skill with her needle.
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Lizards are reputed to go blind during

their long winter hibernation but to

recover their sight on looking into the

rising sun in the spring. The fact that

lizards can regrow their tails has always

inspired superstitious awe, and Italian tra-

dition places special store by a lizard that

has two tails. The tails themselves are

widely considered lucky talismans, and

the tails of green lizards are occasionally

worn in the right shoe to promote hap-

piness and prosperity. German folklore

dictates that no one should kill a lizard,

since it was one of these creatures which

licked up Christ's blood when on the

cross.

Sleeping in a field with one's mouth

open is considered an open invitation for

a lizard to crawl inside. However, no

lizard will act in this way if it is first licked

all over, according to the Irish. A person

who can bring himself to do so will be

rewarded with a tongue that has

remarkable powers of healing, particu-

larly of burns. Other beliefs around the

world variously credit lizard medicines

with the power to treat syphilis,

impotence, warts and skin diseases,

among other complaints.

Lockerbie Penny A small silver

disc that was once highly regarded, in the

Lockerbie region of what is now Dum-
fries and Galloway in Scotland, for its

apparent efficacy in treating cattle dis-

eases. Dipped in the animals' drinking

water, the Lockerbie Penny, of obscure

origin, was credited with countless cures

by local farmers and was still in regular

use up to the middle of the nineteenth

century.

lodestone A rock that is naturally

rich in magnetite and thus has strong

magnetic properties. In Cornwall, where
lodestones have frequently been found,

such rocks carried about the person are

credited with the power to cure scia-

tica.

Logan stone A large stone that is so

balanced that it may actually be rocked to

looking under the bed

and fro. Superstition inevitably places

some importance on these rare natural

phenomena, several examples of which

are to be found in Cornwall in particular.

Such is the latent power of these stones

that they are reputed to be favourite

meeting-places for covens, and it is said

that merely touching one of them nine

times at midnight is enough to transform

a person into a witch. If children who
suffer from rickets are rocked at midnight

on the Logan stone at Nancledra, St Ives,

in Cornwall it is said they will be cured

(though the treatment will not work if

they were born out of wedlock).

longevity Various procedures, some
simple and others more complicated,

have been advanced throughout history

for the prolongation of life. Perhaps the

simplest ofall is the time-honoured Euro-

pean notion that anyone who drinks a lot

of soup can expect to live into their old

age.

See also age.

looking back The tradition that

looking back at something can be peril-

ous is very ancient. Well-known exam-

ples include the biblical story of Lot's

wife, who was turned to salt after she

defied God's order not to look back as she

left the sinful city, and the Greek legend

of Orpheus, who lost his lover Eurydice

for ever after looking back at her on leav-

ing the infernal regions. The bible itself

counsels the ploughman from looking

back at the furrow he has cut, warning

that he will be disbarred from Heaven,

and even today the notion survives in the

widely honoured tradition that the

groom must not look over his shoulder

for his bride as she enters the church at the

beginning of their wedding ceremony.

looking glass see mirror.

looking under the bed The irra-

tional fear of something hideous lurking

under the bed when one retires for the

night may be scorned by many people,

but rural superstition readily forgives

such weakness and advises that no one
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love

should be ashamed of a quick glance

under the bed as this may well warn off

the devil and his minions.

love Countless superstitions, spells

and proverbs cater for the multifarious

needs of the lovelorn. The bulk of them
are designed either to help identify the

one 'true love' whom everyone is pre-

sumed to seek, or else to persuade a reluc-

tant partner of another's desirability.

In order to glean information about -

and perhaps even a vision of- a future

partner, various authorities recommend a

range of possible courses. These van.

from throwing the peel of an apple over

one's shoulder, to see what initial may be

discerned from the shape it assumes on
the floor, to chanting various charms on

going to bed and sleeping with certain

flowers, pieces of wedding cake or a

mirror beneath the pillow. Other proce-

dures will reveal the direction from

which the lover will come and even his

trade or profession.

Measures that may be taken in an

attempt to win over a particular person

by magic vary from stealing his hatband

and wearing it as a garter, feeding him
or her certain foods or potions noted for

their aphrodisiac properties, and cas-

ting a spell over a hair surreptitiously

taken from the other's head (samples o(

blood or nail-panngs may also be used;

see fingernails to employing the magic

of knots and enlisting the help of certain

saints or demons. Alternatively, simply

renting the name of the loved one over

and over in the form of ancient charms

may have the desired effect.

Once focused on one particular poten-

tial lover, his or her fidelity may be

checked by such means as pluckmg the

petals off a daisy while intoning 'He

loves me, he loves me not.'

Having secured the partner of one's

choice, affianced parties are advised to

avoid various actions that might magi-

cally endanger the smooth progress ofthe

affair. These include being photographed

together at any time before the wedding

(a piece of recklessness that is bound to

bring about an estrangement), kissing

when one partner is seated, exchanging

gifts of shoes (which encourages the

recipient to 'walk out'), and, in the case of

girls, taking the last piece of bread and
butter from a plate unless it is spec-

ifically offered.

See also engagement. Halloween.
love letter: st valentine's day; sex.

love letter The emotional impor-

tance attached to love letters means that

the writing and receiving of them is sur-

rounded by a wealth of superstition. The
best day for writing love letters is Friday.

as this day belongs to Venus, the Goddess

of Love. They should always be written

in ink, rather than pencil, and they

should never be posted on Sundays or on

25 December, 29 February or 1 Septem-

ber. Finding that one's hand trembles

while writing a love letter is an encourag-

ing sign that the intended recipient is

equally besotted, while accidentally blot-

ting the ink on the paper is actually a

good omen, signifying that the other

party has the writer in his or her thoughts.

On receiving a love letter attention

should be paid to the condition of the

envelope. If the flap has come open or the

sump is not of the correct value these are

unmistakeable signs that ail is not well.

To test the other's fidelity the recipient of

a love letter may set fire to it: if the letter

burns with a bnght. tall flame there is no

cause for concern, but if it gutters and

burns blue the affair is doomed. This pro-

cedure does, however, carry some nsk as

burning love letters invites bad luck: such

letters, ifthey must be destroyed at all. are

much better torn up than burned. No one

should ever propose by letter, as this

bodes extremely ill for the chances of a

happy marriage resulting.

Lucifer see devil

luck The role of luck, that indefinable

governing factor in virtually every field

of human activity, is recognised and

respected in every culture throughout the
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world. Inevitably, many superstitions are

concerned with the preservation and

improvement of one's luck; many
taboos, from walking under ladders to

putting up umbrellas indoors, are

observed simply because to ignore them

threatens a decline in one's luck.

Many people believe themselves

naturally lucky or fated to misfortune, or

at least admit to believing in lucky or

unlucky streaks in which fate seems either

for or against them. In either case they

may place great store by certain 'lucky'

charms, amulets and talismans per-

sonal to themselves, ranging from the

ubiquitous horseshoe, rabbit's foot and

four-leafed clover to treasured items of

clothing and ritualistic actions (such as

always getting out of bed on a particular

side or touching wood when ill for-

tune has been risked). Superstition claims

that black cats and certain other animals

can confer excellent luck in given cir-

cumstances, while others, such as single

magpies, take luck away. There are also

'lucky' or 'unlucky' buildings, ships,

roads, plays, alignments of the stars and

times in the cycle of the moon. Other

traditions include lucky or unlucky num-
bers (the best known of which is thir-

teen), colours, gemstones and dates

in the calendar.

Many people who would not other-

wise think themselves of a superstitious

nature automatically wish someone luck

when undertaking a challenge, be it a

driving test, a sporting contest or a busi-

ness deal, but there are circumstances

when this is seen as tempting fate,

actors and actresses in particular are

nervous ofanyone wishing them luckjust

before they go on stage, and fishermen
and gamblers (see gambling) have also

been known to protest against anyone

expressing similar sentiments.

Psychologists have often noted the

irony that in a hi-tech age, in which
rationality is the ruling credo throughout

the civilised world, society should com-
monly place such reliance upon the

random and largely uncontrollable

lucky bone

actions of fate. The wisest observers,

however, see this as entirely healthy, an

acknowledgement ofunknown possibili-

ties and influences that can only whet the

human appetite to know more about the

way in which their own minds - and the

universe - work. Scientific exploration of

the concept of luck seems to suggest a

psychological process at work: 'lucky'

people are generally more confident

when facing challenges, while those who
complain of being fated to failure are by

nature less sure of their abilities, and thus

more likely to be disappointed.

luck flower An unidentified blue

flower, sometimes confused with chic-

ory, which is held to have various magi-

cal powers in German folklore. Any
person carrying a luck flower will be able

to gain entrance into a secret subterranean

world, where he may find great stores of

gold and jewels. Ifhe neglects to take the

flower out with him, however, he runs

the risk of being maimed or killed as the

rocks of the exit close on him.

luck penny A single coin or small

sum ofcash that is returned to a purchaser

by the vendor in the beliefthat it will give

the buyer good luck with his purchase.

The custom of handing over 'luck

money' was once commonplace, particu-

larly on the sale of livestock and crops -

though records exist of the same practice

in all manner of other business transac-

tions. Butchers in former times often

expected to be returned a shilling on

buying a cow for slaughter, the ritual

being widely known as 'tipping the cow's

horn with silver'.

lucky bird see NEW YEAR.

lucky bone A small T-shaped bone

from the head ofa sheep that is reputed to

bring good luck to anyone who customa-

rily carries it about their person. Ofmagi-
cal significance as far back as the Druids,

such lucky bone amulets are said to pro-

vide protection against evil spirits and
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lucky tip

generally to promote the luck olVim n-

rbn, fishermen or anyone else wlio

keeps one.

lucky tip fee CALF,

lychgate The fact that the original

purpose ofthe lychgate ofa church was to

provide a temporary resting-pla< c foi I

coffin before it was carried into the

churchyard means that lychgatcs arc gen-

erally considered unlucky li used to be

thought ptrdcultrly lU-omcned ton i

WHDDINC procession to pass through a

lychgtte: l( menu the marriage would

f.ul, 01 thai <»"' *»1 the happy couple

would be t.\cAi\ within a yeai Some c hill

( lies have two gates. <>ik icsri vc <l fm Inn

erals and the olhei f « >t weddings, though

most newly-weds now pass thiough thr

one lychgate without any <|ualms and in

most cases without suffering any appai

ent ill ci\ci is
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M
mackerel According to an old

English superstition this fish should not

be eaten 'until Balaam's ass speaks in

church'. This is .1 referetice to the lesson

telling the story of Balaam's ass. from the

biblical Hook o( Numbers, which is read

in churches each year.

madness The superstitious have trad-

ditionally regarded mad people with

awe. sometimes avoiding them altoge-

ther and sometimes welcoming then

appearance on the grounds that the

simple-minded arc in some mysterious

way harbingers of good luck. It is said

that the mad are chosen by ( *od and enjoy

the special favour of Heaven Accord-

ingly, it is thought particularly lucky

throughout Europe to live in the same

house as someone who is mad and histori-

cally the mad have often been well cared

for by their local community.
Meeting lUCh a person m the street is

itself a lucky event, particularly in the

folklore of iisiiirmin, who interpret

such an encounter as confirmation that

the day's catch will be a good one The

spit of a simpleton is said to have special

healing powers {sec spittink;) and such

persons arc often reputed to be able to see

into the future. In many areas there was

OHCC a strong taboo against allowing a

mad person to move out of their home
district, because it meant that someone
else in the area would become retarded in

their stead. The Japanese warn that

anyone who has their hair set alight is

almost certain to go insane, while inhab-

itants of l iiuolnshire have traditionally

avoided naming their children Agnes, as

they contend that an\ one with that name
will go mad

Cures toi madness include an lush

recipe winch involves the consumption

ofhonev. muk and sai 1 before sunrise,

and .; more challenging luropeau aim

dote to i tables, which dictates that a\\\

owe bitten bv a rabid dog should be fed

the burned and powdered liver ofthe dog

concerned in iiri \i> and iumiik

magpie The magpie il widely

thought to be unlucky and lias evil asso

ciations in many cultures According to

the biblical stoiv of Noah it w.is the one

bud that refused to entei the ark, prefei

ting instead to perch on the toot, while

anothet Christian tradition blames the

bird tot refusing to weai full mourning at

Christ's crucifixion, lite bud's piebald

colouring suggests its perverse nature,

which combines the white of the blame

less novi and the jet bl.u k of the kavin,

both of wtin h left the.uk before the othei

animals and were thus left unhaptiscd by

the waters of the blood

Populai superstition holds ih.u it is

most unlucky to see .» single magpie, but

less alarming to encounter a pair of them

Particulai dread is associated with seeing

a lone magpie when setting out on a jour

t lev (partii ularly if it is to church), and the

sight of one of (he buds circling a house

ami croaking is thought to be a pot tent of

death. A lone magpie Hying .iw.iv tiom

the sun is especially ominous, though the

threat is removed if the observci quickly

hurls something attet K with ihe woids

'Bad luck to the bud (li.it flies wid

dershms '

( )thei protec live measures that

I0J



magpie

may be taken on seeing a lone magpie

include bowing to it and wishing it good
morning, taking off one's hat to it or

immediately making the sign of the

cross. In Yorkshire the procedure is to

cross the thumbs and call out:

I cross the magpie,

The magpie crosses me,

Bad luck to the magpie,

Good luck to me.'

Braver souls may spit three times over the

right shoulder (or once in the general

direction of the bird; see spitting) and

intone 'Devil, Devil, I defy thee.'

One West Country precaution is

always to carry an onion in the pocket,

as this will counter the bird's baleful influ-

ence. In Wales it is said that anyone work-

ing in the fields will come to a bad end ifa

magpie hovers above him, and that in all

probability he will be decapitated.

Coming across a larger group of magpies

busy chattering away to each other is also

an ill omen, for the birds are probably

plotting some evil or other.

Several interpretations may be placed

on the sight of a number of magpies, of

which the following is the best known:

One for sorrow, two for mirth,

Three for a wedding, and four for a

birth.

Five for silver, six for gold,

Seven for a story never to be told.

A fuller version recorded in Lancashire in

the mid-nineteenth century runs:

One for anger, two for mirth,

Three for a wedding, four for a birth,

Five for rich, six for poor,

Seven for a bitch, eight for a whore,

Nine for a burying, ten for a dance,

Eleven for England, twelve for France.

Scottish superstition claims that each

magpie holds a drop of the devil's blood

under its tongue and offers its own
regional version of the same rhyme:

One means anger, two brings mirth.

Three a wedding, four a birth.

Five is Heaven, six is Hell.

But seven's the very Devil's ain sell.

On a more positive note, a single

magpie perching on a rooftop is said to be

an encouraging sign that the building will

never fall down, while a magpie chat-

tering noisily in a tree close to a house is

giving notice of the arrival of a stranger.

To understand what the bird may be

saying, one course of action is to scratch

the bird's tongue and pour into the

scratch a drop of human blood, which
will enable the bird to speak.

Finally, in contrast to the mixed repu-

tation the bird enjoys in Europe, the

Chinese actually consider the magpie a

harbinger of good luck and warn that

dire misfortune will befall anyone who
kills it (a belief that is shared throughout

Europe). Whoever is reckless enough to

destroy a magpie is earnestly advised to

resist the temptation to eat the bird's

brain, which can cause madness.

maiden's garland A garland of

white paper or linen, often embellished

with streamers and a single white glove,

which was formerly carried at the fu-

nerals of unmarried women of blame-

less reputation. Such garlands were hung

on display in the church for many months

or even years after the funeral, and super-

stition had it that they should be allowed

to fall gradually to pieces and then be

buried in the graveyard; to remove them

any earlier was held to be very unlucky.

mail van A superstition clearly of

twentieth-century origin has it that the

humble mail van is itselfa magical object,

a notion no doubt inspired by the emo-

tional significance that may be attached

to the personal messages and business cor-

respondence that the vehicle conveys.

The mere sight of a mail van is said to be

lucky, though a Welsh variant states that

it is unlucky to see the back ofthe vehicle.

Touching the crown on the side of a Brit-

ish mail van is said to ensure that a

person's wish will come true, providing

that person then observes the ritual of

touching wood; whoever touches the

crown second will get a kiss, while the

third will surfer a disappointment.

164



marigold

See also chain letter; letter; love

LETTER.

make-up Superstition warns that

care should be taken not to spill face

powder: to do so means that the person

concerned will shortly quarrel with a

friend. In the theatre (see actors and
actresses), it is said to be unlucky to put

on one's stage make-up while looking

over someone's shoulder into their

mirror, and also that it is unlucky to tidy

a make-up box or to use new make-up on

an opening night. If an actress spills her

face powder she may dance on it in order

to preserve her fortune.

male fern A variety of fern, reputed

to have various magical properties. Also

called Lucky Hands in the English Mid-

lands, the male fern can be used as an

ingredient in a range ofspells, charms and

cures. Most effective of all these is the

procedure by which a root ofmale fern is

dug up on midsummer's eve, stripped

down to five unfurled fronds (which look

rather like fingers) and then smoked until

hard over a bonfire. This 'lucky hand' is

said to offer complete protection against

any threat of evil or witchcraft.

mandrake The distinctive root ofthe

mandrake, which to many eyes resembles

a human figure, was one of the most

valued ingredients of medieval medicine

and has been credited by the superstitious

with all manner of magical properties.

The somewhat grotesque root of this

member of the potato family was used in

many witches' brews and was alleged to

have various soporific, aphrodisiac and

purgative powers (the root does, in fact,

contain an alkaloid that can suppress pain

and promote sleep).

The Egyptians called the mandrake the

Phallus of the Field, while the Arabs

identified the plant as the Devil's Testicles

- both clear evidence that it has long been

recognised as a potent influence on sexual

drive and appetite; the English later nick-

named the plant the 'love apple'. In the

bible, Jacob's two wives - one barren

and the other too old to conceive - both

become pregnant after acquiring some
mandrakes. The mandrake may also be

used in spells and potions to increase one's

wealth by magic, to fix broken bones, to

ease the pain oftoothache or rheuma-
tism, as an anaesthetic before operations,

to cure depression, to enable the dying to

recover, to prevent fits and even to give

up smoking. Overdoses of mandrake

will, however, drive the patient insane.

In witchcraft, a mandrake root dug up,

watered with human blood and embel-

lished with berries for eyes and mouth is

said to acquire the power of speech and

will reveal the future, open locks and

locate gold. Mere ownership of a man-
drake root was, in consequence, enough

evidence to have a suspect condemned to

death as a witch in former times.

Care must be taken in pulling up the

root of the mandrake: anyone who
attempts to do so with their own hands

will shortly be struck down dead, or

never be able to have children. The con-

ventional method for gathering the roots,

therefore, is to get a dog to dig them up.

As the root leaves the soil it is said to utter

a terrible shriek, which is itselfenough to

kill or drive any living thing mad.

Adding to the rather sinister image of the

plant is the ancient European belief that

the mandrake only grows naturally

under a gallows, springing from the

semen falling from the decomposing

bodies ofexecuted felons.

maple A superstition common to

both sides of the Atlantic dictates that the

maple tree, though not noted for har-

diness or longevity itself, will bestow the

blessings of long life upon any child

passed through its branches.

marigold The golden flower of the

marigold, allegedly so named because the

Virgin Mary wore one on her breast, has

been credited with various properties

over the years. Some say that the flower

can be used as an aphrodisiac (hence the

alternative names husbandman's dial and
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marriage

summer's bride) and it is sometimes

included in wedding bouquets because it

represents fidelity and endurance in love.

Others claim that the yellow petals will

ward off witchcraft, while dreaming of

marigolds signifies approaching riches.

Should the marigolds fail to open

before seven o'clock in the morning this

is a sure sign that rain is on the way,

according to the Welsh. A note ofcaution

about the plant is sounded by one West

Country superstition, which claims that

anyone who picks marigolds - or even

looks at them - runs the risk of develop-

ing a weakness for strong drink, and the

plants themselves are sometimes known
by the alternative name 'drunkards'.

Elsewhere m Europe, though, the mari-

gold is variously associated not with love

and drink but with unrequited love,

sorrow, pain and anger.

The flower is alleged to be effective in

easing the pain of wasp and bee stings

when rubbed on the skin, and powdered

mangold was formerly used to ease the

ague. Inhaling the scent of the marigold

or taking a little distilled water of the

flowers is reputed to cure headaches
and depression.

marriage see bridesmaid; engage-

ment; honeymoon; wedding; wed-
ding cake; wedding dress; wedding
RING.

martin The martin is traditionally a

lucky bird that will bring good fortune to

any household where it makes its nest.

Said to be, in company with the swal-
low, God's 'bow and arrow', the martin

should never be harmed and its young

and eggs should be respected; if they are

not, dire misfortune will follow. Accord-

ing to West Country superstition the

martin is actually wife to the swallow,

while an ancient Sussex rhyme runs:

The martin and the swallow

Are God Almighty's shin and collar.

mascot An emblematic design or

object that is taken to represent the luck

ofa particular ship, team, regiment and so

forth. Motorists often prize the mascots

that adorn their bonnets, ships' crews

show the profoundest respect for fig-

ureheads and ships' cats, and military

regiments throughout the world proudly

parade mascots such as goats and dogs on

ceremonial occasions. In the last case,

their totemic role links them with the

standards that for centuries were carried

by armies into battle - objects that had a

very clear purpose as rallying points and

could allegedly provide added magical

protection in times of crisis. In all cases

mascots are considered repositories of

luck, which may be kissed or touched for

psychological reassurance. The loss of a

mascot may be considered very serious

and thereby actually trigger a decline in

the fortunes of those who value it.

May blossom see hawthorn.

Mayday The first day of May, for-

merly the Roman Feast of Floralia and

later the Celtic Beltane fire festival, is

widely considered one of the most magi-

cal days of the year and is associated with

a host of superstitious beliefs, many of

which concern the business of prediction

and divination - especially the obtaining

of information about future partners.

In years gone by, the date was marked

by large processions of people making

their way in the early hours to nearby

woods, drinking and blowing horns as

they went. These huge street parties still

take place in some villages and towns

throughout Europe and include dancing

round maypoles, music and other forms

of riotous entertainment with their roots

in ancient fertility rites. Decorations of

green foliage and garlands of flowers are

carried in honour of the continual rebirth

of nature, again a symbol of fertility.

Symbolic battles were once staged to rep-

resent the struggle between winter and

summer; summer always won and took

the place of glory (now occupied by the

May Queen, a girl chosen for her whole-

some beauty). The aim of all these

elaborate festivities was to ensure the
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good luck of the coming season's harvest

and to protect the welfare of both live-

stock and their human owners.

The Mayday festival, with its origins in

paganism, was temporarily abandoned in

England in the mid-seventeenth century

after the Puritans banned it and burned all

the maypoles. However, the popularity

ofthe event ensured its revival a few years

later.

Unmarried boys and girls may gaze

into wells at noon on Mayday and discern

in them the face oftheir future partners; if

they see nothing at all they are fated to

remain single, and if they see only them-

selves in a coffin they are doomed to die

within the next twelve months). To con-

jure up an apparition of a future lover, a

girl has only to toss a ball of yarn into an

old cellar or barn and then rewind it

while intoning:

I wind, I wind, my true love to find,

The colour of his hair, the clothes he'll

wear,

The day he is married to me.

Before the yarn has been quite wound up

the lover in question will materialise to

assist her.

Singeing cattle with a lighted straw

will grant them protection against evil

over the coming year, and for the same

reason cows should also be bled on this

day. Boiling cuttings taken from herbs on

the first day of May together with a few

hairs from a cow's tail ensures that the

butter will be safe from interference by

witches throughout the coming year. If it

rains on Mayday a farmer must expect to

lose half the milk yield of his herd.

An old Irish tradition, meanwhile,

advises against selling or giving away fire,

salt or water on Mayday as this will

bring ill luck on the house.

See also dew; walpurgis night.

meadowsweet The heavy scent of

meadowsweet, reputed to have the

power of inducing sleep from which a

person cannot be roused, means that the

plant is regarded with some mistrust by
the superstitious. Many people are there-

fore reluctant to let flowering meadow-
sweet into the home, though records

from past centuries suggest that there was

a time when the plant was welcomed as a

decoration at summer feasts and that its

perfume was believed to be conducive to

a cheerful atmosphere. In ancient times,

meadowsweet was, with water-mint and

vervain, one of the three most highly

valued herbs of the Druids.

measles Highly contagious viral dis-

ease, which is usually contracted in child-

hood but may also strike adults. A widely

known folk cure of considerable anti-

quity suggests that it may be cured by the

simple expedient of plucking a few

strands of hair from the neck of the

afflicted person, putting them between

tWO slices of BREAD AND BUTTER, and

feeding them to the first strange dog that

comes along. In this way the disease will

be transferred to the dog and the person

will enjoy a speedy recovery. Alterna-

tively, authorities in Cornwall recom-

mend cutting off the left ear of a cat and

allowing three drops of the blood to fall

into a wineglass filled with water, which

must then be drunk.

measuring The simple, but deeply

symbolic, act ofmeasuring something or

someone is not without its significance to

the superstitious. Just as it is unlucky to

weigh babies, which is deemed to be

questioning God's bounty, so it is unwise

to measure a child for clothing before it

has reached the age of six, as this runs the

risk of it being fated to want clothing

throughout its life. A tradition from the

north of England, meanwhile, advises

against using the same piece of string to

measure two people's arms, as this also

risks bad luck.

On a more optimistic note, measuring

the head with a length of red wool was

once considered an effective cure for

headaches and rheumatism, a proce-

dure known in Wales as 'measuring the

yarn'.

meat Cooks are advised to make a

careful note ofwhat happens to a joint of
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meat as they cook it. If the piece of meat
shrinks in cooking then the family must
expect to endure hardship and bad luck,

but if it swells prosperous times are in

store.

medicine Superstition provides a

wealth of magical cures, potions and

remedies, but if a patient must have

recourse to conventional medicine the

empty bottle must never be sold; if it is,

the vendor will very soon have need of

another prescription. Of the countless

concoctions suggested as effective by folk

tradition, the most notable include a rela-

tively simple recipe including branches of

rue, nine juniper berries, a walnut, a

dried fig and some salt: properly pre-

pared while the sun is at the zenith and

taken on a regular basis, this medicine is

reputed to cure virtually any ill.

See also doctor; hospital; illness.

menstruation Women who are

menstruating have always been regarded

with some misgiving by the superstitious.

In various primitive societies women
were considered natural, if unwitting,

harbingers ofevil and were deemed to be

doubly dangerous when having their

period; they were consequently disbarred

from many important ritual events or

completely isolated from normal human
contact at this time. Other precautions

over the centuries have included elab-

orate measures taken to prevent the feet

of a menstruating woman from resting

on the earth, which would pollute it, and

careful avoidance of eye contact, as the

briefest glance ofsuch a female was repu-

ted to be lethal. Back in Roman times,

menstruating women were said to cause

fruit to fall from trees, to make seeds

infertile, to kill swarms of bees and to

cause plants to wither and die; their mere

look blunted swords and dulled mir-

rors. Menstrual blood in particular has

always been viewed as a dangerous sub-

stance, which in some cases has been

interpreted as a sacrifice to the moon.
Various taboos limit the involvement

of a menstruating woman in everyday

domestic affairs in rural European areas

even today. It is said that she should never

attempt to make mayonnaise or jam, as

the eggs will curdle and thejam will not

set. Neither should she be allowed to par-

ticipate in baking bread, as this will pre-

vent the dough from rising, nor be

permitted to handle meat, milk or cows
or to approach hams hanging to mature.

In parts of Africa menstruating women
are prohibited from any role whatever in

the preparation of meals for fear that the

food will in some way be contaminated

and those who eat it will fall ill. The pres-

ence of a menstruating woman will also

prejudice the luck ofhunting parties.

merrythought see wishbone.

meteorite A rock that falls to Earth

from space, often appearing briefly in the

night sky in the form of a shooting star.

Most meteorites are burned up on enter-

ing the Earth's atmosphere, but some
actually reach the ground and these rem-

nants have, inevitably, inspired supersti-

tious awe over the centuries (the black

stone worshipped by Moslems at the

shrine of the Ka'aba is thought to be a

meteorite).

In primitive times it was widely

believed that meteorites were some form

of message from the gods and were vari-

ously interpreted as signs ofcoming war,

famine or other calamities. In more
recent eras, however, they have come to

be celebrated almost everywhere as

omens of good fortune. Many people

claim that wishes may be made on sight-

ing shooting stars; in Wales at least, it is

actually risking ill fortune for a whole

year if one fails to do so. Some add that

the wish must have been completely

made before the star has vanished. In the

USA, superstition advises that the

observer should repeat the single word
'Money' over and over again until the

meteorite has disappeared in order to

enjoy an improvement in his or her fin-

ancial prospects.

One rather quaint interpretation of

shooting stars, recorded in Yorkshire,
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holds that shooting stars are souls falling

to Earth in order to bring life to newborn

children.

See also comet.

Midsummer's Eve The last night

before the summer solstice, 21 June.

Identified in the Christian calendar as St

John's Eve, Midsummer's Eve is one of

the most magical times in the year, mark-

ing the moment when the sun's power

gradually starts to diminish. In order to

bolster the strength of the sun, in pagan

times huge bonfires were lit on Midsum-
mer's Eve in the hope that this would

keep evil spirits at bay just a little longer.

Leaping through the flames was said to

promote by magic the welfare of the

crops and to purify the souls of those

participating in the ceremony. Burning

torches were sometimes carried through

the fields to ward offevil, or else burning

straw cartwheels were rolled downhill in

imitation ofthe sun on its course through

the Heavens. Herds of cattle might be

driven through the smoke ofthese fires to

purge them ofany diseases they might be

carrying. Modern-day Druids still attend

ritual ceremonies at Stonehenge to mark
this auspicious date in the year.

Because Midsummer marks the

decline in the sun's power, it is a time

when the forces of darkness are believed

to be especially active (see witchcraft).

Witches favour Midsummer's Eve as a

date for the holding ofcovens and are said

to break open hens' eggs to divine what
the future holds in store. It is also on this

evening that anyone who sits patiently in

a church porch may eventually be

rewarded by seeing the apparitions of all

these souls who are fated to die in the

parish over the next twelve months. Ner-
vous people are advised to keep their dis-

tance from walnut trees on this date, as

these are said to be meeting-places for

demons and other spirits bent on a night

of revelry and mischief-making. Inhab-

itants ofCornwall claim that this is also a

time when snakes gather in huge
writhing masses. Children born on Mid-

summer's Eve, furthermore, will have

the power of the evil eye.

Midsummer's Eve is the traditional

time for the gathering of st John's
wort, which is much valued for its effi-

cacy in treating nervous disorders and is

also put up over doorways (as is fennel) to

prevent the passage of malevolent spirits.

Any woman who is unable to conceive is

advised to pick a sprig of St John's wort

from her garden on Midsummer's Eve in

order to become fertile, though this will

only work if she is entirely naked at the

time. A rosebud (see rose) picked on

Midsummer Day and carefully wrapped

in white paper will stay fresh until

Christmas day if a girl's lover is true to

her; if the rose withers she should find

herself a new partner. One option is to

wear the rose to church - the man who
takes it from her is destined to be the girl's

husband.

In order to conjure up a vision of the

man a girl is to marry one procedure is to

prepare a meal of bread, cheese and wine

on Midsummer's Eve and to leave the

door open: the man concerned will enter,

bow and raise a glass to his future wife. To
dream of a future lover, girls should

gather yarrow from the grave of a

young man and place it under their

pillow on this night.

If it rains on Midsummer's Eve there

will be a poor harvest of nuts later in the

year.

See also fern; hazel; need-fire.

milk Perhaps the most familiar Euro-

pean tradition concerning milk is that

spilling it will bring seven days' ill for-

tune. The reasoning behind this is that the

fairies and other mischievous sprites

will be attracted to any household where

they can find milk on the floor. An elab-

oration of this superstition, dating from

the days when milk was boiled over open

fires, advises that it is most unlucky for

milk to boil over so that some ofit falls on

to the coals. The cow that gave the milk

will consequently produce a much
smaller yield and may even sicken and die

.

169



Milky Way

unless some salt is immediately scattered

over the flames. Similar results will ensue

ifanyone inadvertently puts their foot in

a bucket of milk.

Milk should never be given away or

sold on mayday, but a little of it may be

poured over the doorstep to preserve the

luck ofthe house. When a cow gives milk

for the first time a little of it may be kept

aside in a bronze basin to ensure the

animal's continued productiveness; three

drops from each udder may be passed

through a ring when a cow is milked for

the first time after calving in order to

ward offinfection and to cleanse the milk

itself. If the cow should later be sold, a

few hairs may be taken from its tail in

the beliefthat this will guarantee it proves

a good milker under its new owner.

Indian superstition, meanwhile, claims

that it is lucky to see some milk imme-
diately on waking.

The dangers posed by witches (see

witchcraft), who may try to gain

power over a cow by casting spells over

its milk, may be averted by adding a small

amount of salt to any milk sold, while

rubbing a cow's udders with 'passion

grass' will prevent the animal being

milked by any witch disguised as a snake

or other creature. More difficult to guard

against is the witch's trick ofplacing a pail

in the fireplace and 'milking' the pot

hook, thus magically stealing a neigh-

bour's milk.

To cure whooping cough, the suf-

ferer should drink milk from a dish from

which a fox has lapped, or else be offered

some mare's milk to drink. Other minor

medical ailments may prove susceptible

to applications of milk from human
mothers, as this is also said to have special

healing powers.

See also beastins; butter; glow-
worm; lightning.

Milky Way see stars.

miller A curious superstition record-

ed throughout the British Isles holds that

a miller has the power to cure whooping
cough. The procedure is to hold the

afflicted child over the hopper when the

mill is working and intone: 'In the name
ofthe Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, grind

away this disease.'

mince pie According to the myth-
ology of the Christmas season, every

mince pie that a person eats during the

twelve days of the festive period will

ensure for them one happy month in the

year ahead. One variation claims that

each of the twelve mince pies must be

eaten in a different house, while others

have it that one mince pie (and only one)

must be eaten on each one of the twelve

days and that the pies must be eaten in

silence. There is also a suggestion that it is

actually unlucky to consume a mince pie

at any time outside the twelve days of

Christmas.

Some people add that a wish may be

made when the first mince pie is eaten

and, further, that it is bad luck to refuse a

mince pie when it is offered, as this consti-

tutes a denial of the good things in life. If

one of the currants sticks to the lid of the

mince pie when it is opened this consti-

tutes a prophecy that the person concern-

ed is destined to have a lover (more than

one lover ifmore than one currant sticks).

Mince pies are lucky foods, but they must

never be cut, which entails cutting one's

own luck too.

One theory about mince pies is that

they acquired their reputation as a luck-

giving food because they were originally

oblong in shape and thus reminiscent of

the manger in which the infant Christ

was laid. None the less, the superstitions

surrounding the humble mince pie infur-

iated the Puritans and at one time it was

thought disgraceful for a clergyman to be

seen eating one.

miner In common with other people

engaged in dangerous occupations

miners are renowned for their stock of

time-honoured superstitions, many of

which are still observed. Like fisher-

men, who are traditionally highly sensi-

tive to ominous signs as they make their

way to the harbour, many miners will
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show extreme reluctance to go under-

ground in certain circumstances. These

include catching sight of a dove or a

robin flying around a pithead (a proph-

ecy ofimminent disaster below), encoun-

tering a woman, a rabbit or a cross-eyed

man (see evil eye) on the way to the pit,

having to turn back home for something

once one has started out and dreaming the

previous night about broken shoes. The
sight of flowering beans may also be

unwelcome, as accidents are said to be

more frequent when these plants are in

bloom. In the USA, meanwhile, the sight

ofrats deserting a mine is said to presage

some catastrophe.

Once underground, miners can be

very nervous ofmarking anything with a

cross, which may provoke interference

by pagan spirits, and will also object to

the presence of a cat - which must be

killed immediately - or the sound of a

person whistling. Should any of these

taboos be broken, a miner may touch

iron in the hope that this will avert disas-

ter. On re-emerging from the pit, some
miners will avoid washing their backs,

as this is supposed to lead to a weak spine

and may also cause the roof of a mine to

collapse.

Miners working underground

throughout Europe have always been

wary of meeting dwarfs, the magical

masters of all subterranean excavations.

Rock falls and other setbacks are often

attributed to the dwarfs, who are pre-

sumed to have been angered in some
way. However it is said that kindly dis-

posed dwarfs, in return for offerings of

food, warn human miners of danger by
making tapping sounds and may also help

in their digging. Numerous reports have

been made of the sound of the dwarfs'

picks at work, and some miners have

even recorded eye-witness accounts of

these diminutive fellow workers.

See also coal.

mirror The tradition that a person

will suffer seven years' bad luck if he or

she breaks a mirror ranks among the most

widespread and persistent of all supersti-

tions. Mirrors have always been regarded

as magical objects. Before they were con-

ceived of, many myths surrounded the

reflections that men and women saw in

pools and lakes. The theory developed

that what a person saw was not a mere

reflection but a visual representation of

the soul, which was thus temporarily div-

orced from the body. Such reflections

could be asked questions about the future,

and if they trembled or broke up the

prognosis was generally considered bad.

In some remote parts ofthe world it is still

maintained that if any 'harm' befalls a

reflection its owner too will come to

grief.

With the invention of mirrors came
the new practice of catoptromancy or

'scrying', the art of looking into mirrors

and divining information about certain

matters. 'Scryers' were much sought after

in Elizabethan and Jacobean times, and a

relic of the practice survives in the crystal

ball gazers of fairgrounds and holiday

resorts. Dr John Dee, whose interests

spanned science, mathematics, astrology

and magic, was perhaps the most famous

of these diviners and it was claimed that

he uncovered the existence of the Gun-
powder Plot of 1605 by scrying. One of

the most common applications of such

mirror divination was the seeking out of

witches. Those fearful of witchcraft
also purchased small 'witch-balls' of

reflective glass, which were reputed to

ward off sorcerers, and mirrors were

credited with the power to deflect the

influence ofthe evil eye, a notion that led

to a fad for wearing hats decorated with

small mirrors. Witches themselves are

said to favour mirrors framed on just

three sides, as these enable them to see

over immense distances.

Beliefin the mystical power ofmirrors

has survived into modern times, not just

in the taboo against their breakage. Some
mothers harbour a prejudice against

allowing their babies to see their own
reflection before they are a year old, for

fear that the shock will retard their
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growth or that they will be doomed to

suffer epilepsy, develop cross eyes or a

stutter or even be fated to an early death.

Brides are commonly warned not to look

at their reflection when trying on their

complete wedding outfit (particularly if

they are wearing a veil) as this will endan-

ger the happy outcome of the marriage

plans, though conversely it is lucky for

newly-weds to examine their reflection

in a mirror side by side once they are

safely united.

Many people (notably actors and
actresses) admit to being wary oflook-

ing into a mirror over someone else's

shoulder; this threatens the luck of the

person 'overlooked' or signifies a quarrel

between the two parties. In the theatre,

performers are similarly reluctant to see a

real mirror anywhere on stage. No one,

incidentally, should look into a mirrorby
candlelight, which is thought to be

unlucky; neither should they look into

one for too long, for the devil's face will

surely appear in the glass in response to

such vanity. It is also unlucky for a cat to

be allowed to see its reflection in a mirror.

Ifsomeone in a household is ill mirrors

may be covered up to prevent the invalid

seeing his or her reflection, the theory

being that in a weakened state the patient

may be unable to re-establish contact

with the soul after it has been temporarily

separated from the body and trapped in

the glass. If the patient dies, it is doubly

important that the mirrors be covered or

turned to the wall - failure to do so not

only risks the well-being ofthe deceased's

spirit but also threatens the welfare of

anyone who then looks into the glass, as

their own soul may be snatched by that of

the dead patient to provide company on

thejourney to the hereafter. Some people

will also turn the mirrors to the wall or

cover them with a sheet during thun-

derstorms, for fear that they attract

lightning. The chilling tradition that a

vampire, having no soul, has no reflec-

tion is well known from twentieth-

century cinema; if a normal person looks

into a mirror and finds no reflection this is

a sign that the soul has already departed

and is thus an omen that he or she is about

to die.

More cheerful is the tradition that a girl

wishing to know how many years will

pass before she is married may consult her

mirror. She must go outside on the night

of a full moon and stand on a stone that

she has not stood on before while holding

a mirror, with the moon behind her:

besides the moon's reflection she may see

smaller moons, and the number of these

corresponds to the number of years she

must wait.

Bearing in mind the magical nature of

mirrors, it is not so surprising that their

breakage should be attended by such dire

consequences. These apply even if a

mirror breaks by itself, in which case the

death ofa close friend or a loved one must

be expected. Should the unthinkable

happen, however, all is not lost, accord-

ing to one relatively little-known English

superstition: if the pieces of the broken

mirror are buried in sacred ground or

thrown into a swift-flowing stream or

river one's luck will remain intact. In the

USA, where superstition is less sensitive

about the breaking of mirrors generally,

misfortune may be averted by taking a

five-dollar bill out of one's pocket and at

the same time making the sign of the

cross.

See also Hallowe'en.

miscarriage The loss of a foetus

before birth, accidentally as the result of

natural processes or else by an abortion

procured through conventional medical

intervention or less conventional, and

often highly dangerous, artificial means.

Hedged in by the threat ofsocial disgrace

and physical danger, the whole subject of

miscarriage and abortion was for cen-

turies obscured by religious prejudice and

inadequate medical knowledge and was a

natural breeding ground for all manner

of superstitious belief. Many of the spells

associated with witches all over the world

were specifically intended to terminate

pregnancy, usually through the action
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of various potions whose effect was gen-

erally to make the pregnant woman so ill

that a miscarriage became inevitable (an

approach that all too often also placed the

life ofthe patient herselfin grave clanger).

Among the natural substances employed

were the poisonous pennyroyal, rye

ergot, and oil of tansy.

See also childbirth.

mistletoe An evergreen, parasitical

plant which was revered for its magical

properties by the Druids and has retained

to this day certain mystical associations (it

is also thought to have been the Golden

Bough of the classical legend of Aeneas).

The Druids held that mistletoe - prefer-

ably growing on an oak - had to be cut

with a golden sickle during the summer
or winter solstice. On no account was it

to be allowed to fall on the ground,

which robbed it of its magical powers;

instead it was caught in the lap of their

robes while two white bulls were sacri-

ficed. Norse mythology also placed

special importance upon the mistletoe,

the plant with which the evil Loki killed

the Sun God, and throughout Scandina-

via enemies meeting beneath a bush of

mistletoe were supposed to lay down
their weapons as the plant was also the

plant of peace.

Allegedly the wood of which Christ's

cross was made and also the 'burning

bush' of the story of Moses, the mistletoe

is ironically unwelcome in churches

because of its pagan history and will be

carefully removed if accidentally

included in decorative greenery. Despite

this it used to be carried in solemn proces-

sion to the altar at York Minster in medi-

eval times, and was allowed to remain

there throughout the Christmas season

as a symbol of the general pardon that

was then in force. The plant, which
flowers in the winter, has none the less

come to be identified particularly with

the Christmas festivities; in the English

Midlands at least it is said to be unlucky to

cut mistletoe at any other time in the

year.

English people have kissed beneath

boughs of mistletoe since Saxon times, a

man having the right to demand a kiss

from any woman who passes (either

inadvertently or on purpose) beneath a

bough of mistletoe hung from the ceil-

ing. Until relatively recently, the men
plucked a berry with each kiss and no
more kisses could be claimed after the last

berry was gone. This superstition derives

from the days of the Druids, when the

plant was considered to have strong

sexual potency - though another sug-

gestion has it that the practice originated

in a curse placed on the mistletoe as a

punishment by the pagan gods, so that it

would always have to look on while

pretty young girls were kissed beneath its

leaves.

Any girl who refuses a kiss demanded
in this fashion risks dying unmarried,

according to a US variation, while any

single girl unfortunate enough to remain

unkissed even after standing beneath the

mistletoe must reconcile herself to

another year without a husband. A girl

who marries without ever having been

kissed under the mistletoe is doomed to

remain childless. A girl who is fortunate

enough to be kissed under the mistletoe

by no fewer than seven men will marry

one ofthem within the year. Perhaps not

unlinked is the now rarely revived

custom of hanging a sprig of mistletoe

over the doorway of a newly married

couple to ensure their happiness, or else

outside their bedroom to keep night-

mares at bay.

Once Christmas is over some people

insist on burning the mistletoe, main-

taining that ifit is not burned on twelfth
night the couples who kissed beneath it

are fated to quarrel before the year is

over. Others, however, claim that there is

some virtue in keeping the bough care-

fully in place until the following Yuletide

before it is ceremonially burned. Keeping

the cut bough through the year is said to

preserve its luck-giving qualities, and

farmers formerly fed the first cow to calve

after the New Year a sprig of the plant in

.
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the belief that this would promote the

welfare of the whole herd over the

coming twelve months. A little mistletoe

hung over a cradle, meanwhile, is sup-

posed to ward off fairies and to prevent

the child being replaced by a changeling.

Also known by the name all-heal, the

plant is credited with various healing

powers. It is beneficial, usually in the

form of a tea, in the treatment of epi-

lepsy, heart disease, nervous ailments,

snakebite (see snake), toothache and

St Vitus's Dance. The plant does in fact

contain the drug guipsene, which can

indeed be used to help sufferers ofhyper-

tension and nervous disorders. Mistletoe

is also said to have the power to mend
quarrels, to ward off lightning and to

promote fertility. Not surprisingly, in

view of the plant's varied properties and

magical associations, anyone who is reck-

less enough to take the whole bush or

actually cuts down a mistletoe-bearing

tree is warned to expect a particularly

grisly end.

mole This small, burrowing, nearly

blind mammal, rarely seen above

ground, has inevitably acquired its own
mythology. Some people claim it is lucky

to see a mole, while others rather fanci-

fully believe that moles only emerge

from their tunnels at night in order to

listen to the angels singing. The sudden

appearance of molehills in a garden that

was previously free of them is open to

more than one interpretation. This either

constitutes a prediction that someone will

soon be moving elsewhere or, more
ominously, is a portent of illness or death

(intensified if the molehills surround the

house, according to the Scottish). If the

animals dig close to a bathroom or kit-

chen the life threatened is taken to be that

ofthe woman of the house. US tradition,

meanwhile, predicts that bad weather is

in the offing if there are more molehills

than usual.

Among the cruellest folk remedies is

one recommended for those suffering

from TOOTHACHE, RHEUMATISM, CRAMP

and other ailments. This involves cutting

the paws from a living mole and carrying

them about the person (if the problem is

in the arms the front paws of the mole
must be carried, and vice versa if the

problem is in the legs). Sleeping with the

affected part wrapped in moleskin - or

else in the two halves of a mole's body -

may also prove beneficial. Hands that

have been used to strangle a mole are said

to have the power to give reliefto anyone

suffering from pains in the chest. People

troubled with warts might try bathing

them in the still-warm blood of a freshly

killed mole, while blood taken from a

mole's nose and swallowed on a lump of

sugar will cure fits and the skinned and

powdered body of a male mole, con-

sumed with gin, will ward off fever.

Owners of moleskin purses, meanwhile,

will run out of small change, horse
thieves will be interested to know that

rubbing a black horse with water in

which a mole has been boiled will appar-

ently cause the horse to turn white.

moles The position of moles on the

human body has a particular significance

according to superstitious people, who
on the whole regard them as lucky (hence

the now defunct fashion for wearing

beauty spots in strategic places). Techni-

cally known as 'moleosophy', the science

of divination by examining a person's

moles assigns specific traits of character

and patterns offortune to moles on virtu-

ally any part of the anatomy. These may
signify good or bad luck, interpretations

varying from one region to another, but

most authorities agree that those found

on the left side of the body tend to

denote misfortune while those on the

right side promise good things. One
notable exception concerns girls with

moles on the left breast: they may be

assured ofenjoying their choice oflovers,

whereas those with moles on the right

breast will bring poverty down on both

themselves and their partners. Circular

moles signify good character, while

angular ones warn of a less likeable per-
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sonality and oblong moles indicate

wealth. Light-coloured moles are luckier

than those of a darker hue.

Commonly agreed conclusions about

character that may be drawn from the

position of moles include:

toe: appreciation of art and beauty.

foot: melancholy.

ankle: ambition and quick-wittedness.

calf: resourcefulness and optimism.

knee: extravagance.

thigh: poor health, poverty and

sorrow.

genitals: lust.

buttocks: lacking ambition.

hip: contentment and intelligence.

stomach: strength and love of life.

breast: laziness and argumentativeness.

centre of chest: friendliness.

shoulder: fortitude.

back: caution and timidity.

arm: happiness and industry.

elbow: talent and love of travel.

wrist: dependability and intelligence.

hand: happiness, self-reliance and

children.

finger: anxiety.

neck: generosity, love and luck.

back ofneck: death by hanging.

An abundance of moles on the lower

arms indicates a troubled middle age with

more prosperous years to follow. A tradi-

tional English rhyme offers a concise

summary of the main points:

A mole on the arm
Can do you no harm.

A mole on your lip

You're witty and flip.

A mole on your neck

Brings money by the peck.

A mole on your back

Brings money by the sack.

A mole on your ear

Brings money year by year.

Moles on the face may be regarded as

cosmetically unwelcome, but say a lot

about a person and his or her future for-

tunes. A mole on the cheek denotes a

quiet and thoughtful or lucky personal-

ity, while one on the chin indicates

money

generosity and trustworthiness and the

likelihood of considerable wealth. A
mole on the nose indicates a love oftravel

or success in business, while one on the lip

confirms that a person is a good eater or

eloquent talker. A girl with a mole on the

right eyebrow may expect to marry at an

early age, and furthermore the match will

prove a good one. A mole on the ear is

lucky, but one on the lowerjaw prophe-

sies only ill fortune. A mole on the right

temple bespeaks a life of good luck and

achievement, while one on the left

temple denotes either bad luck or increas-

ed powers of comprehension; a mole in

the middle of the forehead warns of a

cruel nature and possibly loose morals

and an inclination to murder (though it

may also signify wealth). A somewhat
malignant Scottish tradition has it that a

'mole above the breath' (in other words,

above the mouth) is evidence that the

person concerned is a witch. Hairs that

grow out of facial moles are especially

lucky and should not be removed.

See also birthmark; wart.

molucca bean A kind of bean or

nut, sometimes worn as an amulet in the

Western Isles of Scotland. Such beans are

occasionally found on the shoreline,

having been washed across the Atlantic

from the West Indies by the GulfStream.

White beans in particular are supposed to

have some power against witches and

other evils when worn about the neck.

When witchcraft is threatened the beans

turn black, warning of misfortune or

death. They are particularly credited

with assisting women in childbirth and

with preventing death by drowning,
and to this day they are sold in certain

shops 'for luck'.

Monday see days of the week.

money The universal desire to accu-

mulate wealth is reflected in the number
and variety of superstitions that have

attached themselved to the day-to-day

running of business affairs and other

speculative enterprises, ranging from
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rituals to be observed when setting out for

a business appointment to the gambler

kissing his cards for luck (see gambling).

Keeping a tiny money spider in the

pocket will ensure a constant supply of

cash, and many people place great faith in

holed coins on the grounds that these are

very lucky and liable to attract other coins

(a measure that will be doubly effective if

the coin concerned is carefully spat upon
each new moon; see spitting). Other tips

for the superstitious include always keep-

ing one's money in just one pocket, and

carefully pocketing the first money made
each day to guarantee further profit. Cash

boxes and purses should never be left

completely empty, as this allows the

devil to get in and to prevent any more
money coming in. Those reduced to

wearing threadbare clothes are warned

against repairing their garments without

taking them off, which in some mysteri-

ous way will also forestall any improve-

ment in their finances.

Ifa person drops a coin on the floor it is

best to persuade a friend to pick it up,

which will cause more money to mat-

erialise - failing this, it should only be

picked up after it has first been carefully

trodden on. Curiously, it is sometimes

considered unlucky to find money lying

on the ground, though in some areas the

money may be gathered in without harm
if it is spat upon or is found to be resting

'heads' up.

See also two-dollar bill.

monkey puzzle tree With its dis-

tinctive convoluted branches, the

monkey puzzle is generally considered an

unlucky tree. One superstition recorded

in Scotland warns against speaking any-

where in its vicinity for fear of the conse-

quences. In eastern England the monkey
puzzle was sometimes planted at the edge

of graveyards in the belief that its sparse

foliage deprived the devil of a hiding-

place from which he might observe

funerals taking place.

months of the year Each month,

linked as it is to the lunar cycle, has its own

magical significance and character. Some
months are luckier than others, and most

people pay lip service at least to the notion

that when they are born dictates to some
extent their personality and their particu-

lar strengths and weaknesses (see also

astrology; gemstones; zodiac).

Observing the state of the weather at a

particular time of year can also provide

some idea of what is to follow.

Key months in the calendar are cre-

dited by superstition with specific qua-

lities. January, for instance, is thought to

be especially unlucky for rulers and a time

for revolutions and assassinations. In

England it is said that mild weather in

January means that it will remain cold all

the way through to the summer, with

inevitable consequences for harvests later

in the year. A wet March, meanwhile,

will cause further damage to crops,

though conversely a March that is dry and

cold is a prophecy ofan excellent harvest

later on.

May, though it marks the beginning of

the warmer months, is widely considered

to be the unluckiest month, a bad time for

weddings or for embarking on new pro-

jects of any kind. The proverb 'Marry in

May and you'll rue the day' is possibly a

relic of the fact that in agricultural com-
munities everybody's presence was

required in the fields at this time ofyear to

sow seed and plant crops, and no one

could be excused merely to get married; it

was also, rather ominously, a time for

honouring the dead back in Roman times.

May is, though, a good time to announce

an ENGAGEMENT.

babies born in May will not thrive or

will turn out rebellious, while cats born

during the month will prove poor mice-

catchers and will tend to chase snakes and

worms instead; 'May kittens' are also

reputed to suck the breath ofyoung chil-

dren, and in times gone by many people

drowned them rather than risk the ill luck

they threatened. Illnesses contracted

during May are likely to prove fatal, and

this is also a time when witches and other

evil-doers are particularly noted for their
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activity. Decorating the house with bun-

ches of May flowers and greenery will,

however, provide a degree of protection

against witchcraft.

An old English proverb further advises

'Ne'er cast a clout till May be out', sug-

gesting that it is unwise to wear fewer

clothes because the weather is warm in

May because it may easily turn cold with-

out warning and threaten one's health. It

is also inadvisable to wash blankets in

May, according to one old West Country

saying:

Wash a blanket in May,
Wash a loved one away.

Among the other months, it is said that

early frosts that appear before 1 1 Novem-
ber (St Martin's Day), are a sign that the

coming winter will be wet rather than

cold.

See also days of the week.

moon As might be expected, the

moon occupies a prominent place in the

superstitions ofthe entire Western world.

While the sun represents the life essence

and the more positive aspects of exist-

ence, the moon, ruler of the tides and

other elemental forces, is generally taken

to symbolise darker, more mysterious

and often negative influences. The rever-

ence that ancient moon worshippers felt

for the moon is reflected in the mixed

feelings that most people still have for the

Earth's nearest neighbour in space, even

in an age when science has revealed much
about the moon's real nature.

Perhaps the oldest and widest known
of the superstitions connected with the

moon is that those who gaze too long at

the full moon risk becoming 'lunatic',

that is, mad, and will henceforth be sub-

ject to attacks of insanity whenever the

moon is full. The moon's disorientating

influence is also to be seen in the erratic

behaviour of animals at certain times in

the lunar cycle and may be linked,

according to many authorities, with the

human female menstruation cycle.

Primitive awe of the moon and its

strange wonders has never quite died

away and it continues to be treated by the

more superstitious with the utmost

respect. In various ancient cultures, for

instance, young girls in particular were

warned against sleeping in the moon-
light, lest they become 'moonstruck' and

beget monsters, and even today children

may be instructed to chant 'I see the-

moon and the moon sees me, God bless

the moon and God bless me' to ward off

ill luck should moonlight come into their

room. To be on the safe side, many adults

will greet the new moon with a respectful

bow or curtsey (in which case they

believe they will be granted a wish).

Witches and other sorcerers, meanwhile,

have long been credited with the power
to 'draw down the moon', attracting its

malevolent power to use for their own
nefarious ends.

Many ancient calendars depended

on the lunar phases, and there have been

many attempts to determine from the

moon's cycle the optimum times to begin

various enterprises. Broadly speaking,

the waxing ofa new moon is a time when
lovers may divine what the future has in

store for them, when new projects may
be safely begun and when journeys may
be best undertaken. Farmers - despite any

real evidence to support them - will

choose ifpossible to do their planting and

sowing when the moon is waxing

(though such plants as runner beans,

which grow anti-clockwise, are sown on

the wane) and this is also the best time for

weddings, childbirth and convales-

cence. Livestock slaughtered when the

moon is waxing will give better meat.

Bowing to the new moon and turning

over any silver coins in one's pocket will

guarantee a doubling in the amount by

the end of the next cycle. If in company,

the first person to see the new moon
should kiss one of his or her companions

without delay: they may then expect a

gift in the near future. It is important,

however, that the new moon should not

be seen for the first time through glass

(spectacles excepted) or through the

branches of a tree, as this is a bad omen
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(similarly if it is first seen to the left side

of the observer). Ideally it should be

sighted in the open air via a glance over

the right shoulder (in which case a wish

maybe made).

It is highly inadvisable to be caught

pointing at a new moon, as this offends

'the man in the moon' (an obscure mythi-

cal figure allegedly banished to the moon
for gathering sticks on the Sabbath) and is

an invitation to dire misfortune; if done

nine times the person concerned will be

barred from entry into Heaven. More-
over, no one should consent to surgery

when the moon is full, and any death that

occurs during the new moon will be fol-

lowed by three further mortalities. There

is general agreement, however, that no
person can actually die while the moon is

rising.

Lovers are advised that the first new
moon of the year, if approached in the

right way, may reward them with visions

of future partners. Generally speaking,

the moon must be addressed with respect

and the following rhyme (or a variation

of it) recited:

All hail to thee, moon, all hail to thee,

I prithee kind moon, reveal to me,

Him/Her who is my life partner to be.

Ifall goes well, the lover will see his or her

future partner in their dreams - or may
even wake to find a single hair from the

other's head tucked in between their big

toe and its neighbour. The number of

moons a lover sees when gazing at the

moon through a new silk handkerchief
or when examining their reflection in

water or in a mirror indicates how many
years (or months) must pass before his or

her marriage.

A waning moon exerts a generally

baneful influence and is a particularly bad

time for births and weddings. Anything

cut in this period will not grow again,

including the hair and fingernails,

though it is apparently a good time to

move house, let blood, pick fruit, cut

down trees and stuff feather mattresses.

Worst of all is the period between cycles,

when there is no moon at all: children

born during this time will come to noth-

ing, as an ancient English proverb warns
- 'No moon, no man'.

The period immediately following a

new moon is the most significant. One
ancient English tradition advises on the

character of each of the ten days imme-
diately following:

Day One: Ideal for births and new pro-

jects, but bad for those who fall ill.

Day Two: Ideal for business matters,

sea voyages and sowing seeds.

Day Three: An inauspicious day for

most undertakings.

Day Four: Ideal for construction pro-

jects and for the birth of politicians.

Day Five: Ideal for conception and the

model for the month's weather.

Day Six: Ideal for hunting and fishing.

Day Seven: The most propitious day

for new lovers to meet.

Day Eight: The worst day to fall ill, as

the illness may prove fatal.

Day Nine: A day to avoid moonlight

on the face, lest insanity follow.

Day Ten: A day for the birth ofrestless

souls.

Should two new lunar months fall

within the same calendar month,

extremely bad weather is sure to follow

and may extend to flooding and other

natural catastrophes. If this happens in

May it will rain 'for a year and a day'.

Other weather predictions connected

with the lunar cycle include the notion

that new moons that fall at the weekend

will be followed by bad luck and foul

weather. If the 'horns' of the new moon
point upwards, good weather is in the

offing; if they point down, it will be wet.

A halo around the moon at any time in

the cycle is a warning of rain to come. A
full moon that falls on Christmas Day,

meanwhile, is lamented by farmers as a

prophecy of a poor harvest in the year

ahead.

In folk medicine, a superstition from

the north of England recommends

blowing on one's warts in the light of
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mother-in-law

the full moon to cure them, while many
regions boast the tradition of 'washing'

hands affected by warts in a shiny metal

basinful of moon's rays while reciting:

I wash my hands in this thy dish,

O man in the moon, do grant my wish,

And come and take this away.

See also eclipse.

moonwort A diminutive variety of

fern, which is supposed to have a range

of magical powers. It has the curious

property of being able to open locks and

loosen nails and other fastenings made of

iron. This is said to make it a great fav-

ourite of housebreakers, who have only

to insert a leaf of the plant into a lock to

overcome the obstacle. Woodpeckers are

said to be privy to the secret ofthe moon-
wort and will similarly apply its leaves to

remove old nails or other iron obstruc-

tions when building their nests; they are

also said to rub their beaks on the plant,

thus acquiring the strength to pierce iron.

Rural tradition alleges that horses which

step on moonwort will immediately cast

their iron shoes.

mop In a time-honoured superstition

shared by sailors ofmany nationalities,

it is an omen ofgreat misfortune if a mop
or bucket is accidentally lost overboard.

Going about the seemingly straightfor-

ward business of mopping a floor in the

home is also not without its hazards: mop
across the cracks in the floorboards rather

than in line with them and the person

concerned is fated to be unhappy in love -

or else will end up married to a drunkard.

mosquito Contrary to what might

be expected of an insect that is both a

nuisance and in some cases a carrier of

life-threatening disease, the mosquito is

generally considered a harbinger ofgood
luck. Mosquitos may even be welcomed
in the bedroom of a sick person on the

grounds that, as they fly out again, they

will take the illness with them. They may
also be used as indicators ofthe weather:
if they fly close to the ground, rain is

coming, but if they fly high in the air the

weather will be fine. Mosquito bites may
be treated, it is said, by applying butter,

garlic, lemon peel, oil, onion or vinegar

and then blowing on them.

moth Like the butterfly, the moth

-

particularly if white in colour and dis-

covered flying at night - is said to be a

reincarnation of a lost soul and is thus

treated with some mistrust by the super-

stitious, who are wary of this link with

the dead and are careful not to harm the

insect. In some parts of England, how-
ever, it was once customary for children

to hunt down any white moths they saw

and to kill them while accusing them of

stealing the miller's wheat (hence their

dusty white appearance). The appearance

of a black moth in the house is particu-

larly to be dreaded as a portent of the

death of one of the occupants within a

year (or even within a month). More
cheerfully, many people welcome the

appearance ofmoths in their vicinity as it

promises the arrival of an important

LETTER.

mother-die One of a number of

plants which, if picked by a child, will

result in the death ofone its parents. In the

north of England the red campion is

identified as a 'mother-die' flower -

though some claim that the child's

mother will die if the white-flowered

campion is picked, but it is the father who
will perish if the red one is selected. In the

West Country children may show
caution in picking death-come-quickly, a

local name for herb robert. Similar tradi-

tions have attached over the years to

HEMLOCK, wild PARSLEY, MEADOW-
SWEET, hogweed and rose bay willow

herb, all known in various localities by

the name 'mother-die'.

mother-in-law Comedians may
have much to say on the subject of

mothers-in-law, but European supersti-

tion generally maintains a tactful silence.

American Indians, however, venture to

warn young men from looking into the

eyes of their mother-in-law, as this will

179



mother-of-pearl

cause them to go blind. Scottish supersti-

tion, moreover, advises young women
that they will experience a much happier

married life if they marry men whose
mothers are already dead.

mother-of-pearl Prized for its

shiny appearance, mother-of-pearl is

widely considered lucky to own, hence

the popularity of various nick-nacks

incorporating it that are commonly
found in seaside resorts and gift shops.

motor-racing The perilous nature

ofmodern motor-racing has ensured that

it has developed with the full range of

superstitions that are common to most

dangerous sports. Drivers boast the usual

battery of amulets, pre-race rituals,

lucky clothing and mascots, and stories

abound of fatal accidents that followed a

driver's negligence in observing well-

established taboos of his or others' devis-

ing. Superstitions peculiar to motor

sport include the notion that it is unlucky

to get into a car on the side where the

exhaust pipe is mounted (assuming the

car has only one of these) and also that it

unlucky to walk in front of the car more
than once in the period before the race

starts. Drivers may also show reluctance

to allow themselves to be photographed

(see photograph) before a race begins,

and may refuse to sign autographs for

fans until after the event is over.

See also car.

mountaineering A superstition of

Alpine origin recommends that climbers

facing challenging routes will fare much
better if they arrange to have the tongue

ofan eagle sewn into their coat collar.

mourning It is perhaps not surpris-

ing that anything connected with fu-

nerals and death should be regarded as

unlucky, and this applies also to clothes

and other funeral paraphernalia. In par-

ticular, it is thought unlucky for lovers to

meet for the first time while wearing fu-

neral apparel, for their affair is fated to

end unhappily. It is also unlucky to keep

any black-edged writing paper or black

crepe left over after a funeral as it will

bring bad luck to the house.

mouse Mice, though timid and not

loathed with the same ferocity as rats,

are none the less viewed with consider-

able suspicion by the superstitious, some
of whom have claimed that the species

was an invention of Satan himself. Their

appearance in houses previously free of

them is regarded with foreboding and is a

warning of an imminent death in the

family (as is their sudden disappearance

from a house for no apparent reason).

Doubts about their significance are not

eased by the widely held tradition that

they are in fact the souls of murder vic-

tims, returned to the world, or else the

souls of the sleeping which have tem-

porarily left the body.

Discovering damage done by mice to

clothing is itself an unlucky act, redolent

offurther evil to come, and the sound ofa

mouse squeaking near the bed of a sick

person may be interpreted as a black sign

for the patient's recovery. Anyone who
has a mouse run over them is sure to die

soon, and the sight of a white mouse
crossing the floor is also a portent of

death. Many travellers dislike meeting

mice when on a journey for fear of the

bad luck they bring, and fishermen will

not suffer the word 'mouse' to be uttered

while at sea. In Scotland one measure that

may be taken to clear a house ofmice is to

capture one of their number and to roast

it slowly before the fire, suspended by the

tail: the other mice will apparently take

the hint and vacate the premises. White

mice are said to be a favourite disguise of

witches' imps; none the less they are con-

sidered lucky in Germany, where few

people will kill a mouse for fear of pro-

voking bad fortune.

Folk medicine has several uses for the

mouse. A meal ofroasted, boiled, stewed,

baked or fried mouse - or a drink made
with powdered mouse - is especially

recommended for the treatment of

WHOOPING COUGH, SMALLPOX, COUGHS
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murder

and colds, fever or measles and it will

also cure children ofbedwetting. Drop-

ping mouse blood on a wart will cause it

to disappear, while stroking the cheek

with a dead mouse will, it is claimed,

relieve the pain of toothache. Swilling

the mouth with mouse ashes mixed with

honey is highly recommended to sweeten

foul-smelling breath.

See also shrew.

moustache see beard; hair.

mugwort Herb that is reputed to

have considerable power as a defence

against witchcraft, poisons, spells and

various illnesses. Ifplaced carefully in the

shoe, it will also prevent tiredness on

long journeys (a notion that was com-
monplace among travellers up until the

seventeenth century). It is said to be par-

ticularly efficacious in preventing disease

in women, and was formerly much
respected as a means of treating con-
sumption. Any person who digs up a

mugwort plant on midsummer's eve,

meanwhile, will find a small coal hidden

in the soil; this has its own special magic

properties, being able to protect its owner
from burns, the plague, carbuncles and

fever, and also from being struck by
LIGHTNING.

mullein A type of herbaceous plant,

including Aaron's rod, which may be

used to test a partner's loyalty. Lovers

anxious to establish their partner's fidelity

should locate a mullein plant growing

near the latter's house and bend the stalk

in that direction; if the plant dies they

have cause to doubt the other's faith-

fulness, but if it returns to an upright pos-

ition their fears are groundless.

murder The deliberate taking of

another person's life is the most heinous

ofall crimes and inevitably the focus ofan

extensive body of superstition in all cul-

tures. Not surprisingly, most supersti-

tions agree that it is unlucky to witness a

murder or to discover the body of a

murder victim.

Various places around the world boast

patches of ground that are perpetually

stained with blood or are otherwise

barren because a murder took place there.

Well-known examples include Holy-

roodhouse in Scotland, scene of the

murder of Mary Queen of Scots' secre-

tary David Rizzio in 1566, where all

attempts to remove a stain on the floor

(reputed to be his blood) have been in

vain. Another Scottish example is Glamis

Castle, where a stain left by King Dun-
can's blood after his murder at the hands

ofMacbeth had eventually to be covered

over by laying a completely new floor.

Far more numerous are those patches of

ground where nothing will grow, all-

egedly because of a murder or an unjust

execution that occurred there (see

barren ground). Somewhat confus-

ingly, though, in some regions small plots

of earth where the grass grows unusually

green and thick are identified as places

where murder victims have lain.

In former times it was widely believed

that the body of a murder victim would
bleed if brought into the presence of (or

touched by) the murderer, thus revealing

his identity. Another well-known tradi-

tion claims that the eyeballs of the

deceased person carry the image of the

murderer in them even after death. In

cases where the murderer has remained

unidentified, suspicion has all too readily

been laid on alleged witches and

sorcerers, whose preferred methods of

murder are reputed to be poison and

spells.

German tradition holds that the soul of

a deceased murderer is condemned to

roam the Earth until the natural lifespan

his or her victim would have enjoyed in

other circumstances has expired. The
souls of murder victims are supposedly

reincarnated as mice and may only be

released from Earth when the killer is

found and put to death. To prevent their

souls walking abroad, one simple mea-

sure is to remove the person's shoes and

to bury them without delay, ideally

between the high and low water marks.
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mushroom Different cultures sug-

gest a variety ofways oftelling whether a

mushroom is edible or not. Some ofthese

are more reliable than others, and the

danger involved in such selection is

reflected in the awe with which primi-

tive man, at least, approached fungi. The
Hebrews considered mushrooms holy

and only priests were allowed to eat

them, while the hallucinogenic

properties ofsome varieties were ritually

employed by certain holy men and war-

riors preparing for battle. The white-

spotted scarlet mushroom known as fly

agaric, pressed for its juices and mixed
with milk or curds, is reputed to have

been the food on which the gods of

ancient Greece feasted in their home on
Mount Olympus.

A superstition common to many
societies is that mushrooms are the off-

spring of lightning sent from the

Heavens. Another tradition credits them
with various aphrodisiac properties.

To be on the safe side, according to one

Essex tradition, mushrooms should only

be picked at the time of a full moon.
Other superstitions include the odd Irish

contention that a mushroom will grow
no more once it has been looked at - so it

might as well be picked.

music Musicians and music lovers

boast a body of superstitions peculiar to

themselves. Musicians, in parallel with

sports players and actors and actress-

es, often show a weakness for 'lucky'

itejms of clothing, batons, instruments

and pre-performance rituals of their own
devising. To takejust two examples, con-

ductor Leonard Bernstein always took

care to wear the same pair of cufflinks (a

present from Sergei Koussevitsky) at his

concerts, while in a different sphere rock

singer Axl Rose, ofthe US band Guns 'N'

Roses, refuses to play in towns whose

name begins with the letterM in the con-

viction that this letter is unlucky.

Many performers, and listeners, have

their own iucky' tunes; the ill-fatedJudy
Garland, for instance, was reputed to

include her song 'Over the Rainbow' in

every performance she gave not so much
because audiences loved it, but because

she thought it brought her luck. The
composer Gustav Mahler was another

who betrayed superstitious preoccu-

pations back in 1907, when he gave his

ninth symphony the title Das Lied von der

Erde rather than simply calling it by its

number. The reason was that several

famous composers, including Beet-

hoven, Schubert and Bruckner, had all

died after composing their ninth sym-
phony.

One taboo shared by orchestras every-

where concerns taking up a piece of

music at the same place where it has been

left off if there has been a lengthy delay;

many musicians will insist on playing a

few notes at least of another work before

resuming the original piece. Other tradi-

tions include the widely shared idea that

'musical' insects, such as crickets and

grasshoppers, are very lucky. Of the

instruments themselves, those with

slightly dubious reputations include the

violin, the bagpipes and the drum, all of

which are said to be favourite instruments

of the devil.

As regards the music itself, the unluck-

iest piece of all (excepting the witches'

song in Shakespeare's play Macbeth) is

probably the song 'I Dreamt I Dwelt in

Marble Halls', which has acquired an evil

reputation through the many strokes of

ill fate that have befallen its performers

and indeed the theatres in which it has

been sung. The only circumstance in

which it may be safely delivered is in its

proper place within The Bohemian Girl,

the opera from which it comes. Other

'unlucky' works include Tosti's 'Good-

bye', Tchaikovsky's Pathitique sym-

phony, the Halevy opera Charles VI, the

Barcarolle from Offenbach's The Tales of

Hoffmann and the children's song 'Three

Blind Mice'. Paganini and Tartini are

considered 'unlucky' composers.

In contrast, the latent power that is

supposedly released when music is played

loud and fast is evidenced by the long-
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established notion that playing such

music to accompany a wild dance by a

person who has been bitten by a tarantula

spider will generally effect a cure. More
recent 'proofs' of the ameliorating effects

of music include the quasi-scientific

theory that playing music to plants

encourages their growth.

See also bell; singing; whistle.

muskrat North American rodent,

not dissimilar to the beaver, which is

associated with a handful of North

American Indian superstitions. The Indi-

ans believe that the construction of the

muskrat's home can reveal much about

the coming season's weather. If the

muskrat builds its home well clear of the

water, heavy rains are due, but if it con-

structs a house with thin walls the winter

will be mild. In folk medicine, it is alleged

that a muskrat pelt pressed against the

chest will relieve asthma.

myrtle This evergreen shrub or tree is

generally considered to be lucky, having

associations with love, marriage and fer-

tility. Planting a myrtle on both sides of

the front door will, according to the

Welsh, promote the peace and happiness

of the household - though the plant

myrtle

should be carefully looked after, for if it

withers and dies through neglect or is

actually dug up only misfortune will

follow. In several European countries

myrtle blooming abundantly in the

garden is interpreted as a sign ofa coming
wedding in the household, and brides

formerly carried myrtle bouquets.

The plant will prosper best ifput in the

ground by a woman, who must take care

to spread her skirt over the plant and look

as proud as she can while performing the

task; in Germany, however, authorities

warn that any girl who plants myrtle

while engaged to be married will suffer

the wedding being called off (the same

authorities advise that a bride decked out

with myrtle will avoid becoming preg-

nant on her wedding night). Young girls

who drink myrtle tea will enjoy greater

beauty - in which case they might have

need of an old English superstition that

employs myrtle as a means to discover the

identity of a future husband. This advises

girls to lay a sprig of myrtle against the

words of the marriage service in their

prayer book and then to sleep with the

book under their pillow: ifthe myrtle has

disappeared in the morning, their lover is

destined to marry them.
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nail Being made of iron, nails are

reputed to have numerous magical

powers, notably as a means ofprotection

against evil and in the treatment of vari-

ous medical ailments. Hammering iron

nails into the wall or lintels of a house

(usually the kitchen lintel) will keep evil

spirits and disease at bay, a precaution

that is particularly effective ifthe nails are

rusty or have been taken from an old

coffin and are arranged in the pattern of

a cross. It is lucky to find a nail lying in

the road, especially if it is an old one, and

carrying such a nail about the person will

ward off the evil eye.

One way to test for witchcraft
involves driving an iron nail into the

footprint of the suspected person: if the

allegation is accurate, the person con-

cerned will shortly reappear in order to

remove the nail, thus revealing their

guilt. Nails used to fasten horseshoes

are reputed to be doubly effective against

witchcraft. Driving nails into a tree,

meanwhile, will ensure that it grows as it

should, while removing every nail or

tack in the floor before laying a new
carpet will help to preserve the house-

hold's luck.

In folk medicine, driving a nail into

the ground where an epileptic has suf-

fered a fit will cure that person of their

ailment (see epilepsy). Various other

physical problems, such as toothache
and fever, may be similarly cured by

bringing a nail into contact with the

affected part and then hammering the

nail into the ground (the affliction may
then transfer to the first person to walk

over the nail). A more elaborate cure for

fever involves going to a crossroads at

midnight, turning round three times

when the church clock strikes, driving a

tenpenny nail into the ground and then

retreating, facing the clock, until it fin-

ishes striking. An Irish treatment for

headaches recommends driving nails

into an old skull. Should one suffer an

injury from a nail, the nail itselfshould be

hammered into an oak tree to ward off

infection.

See also fingernail.

names Choosing names for the new-
born is not to be taken lightly, for every

name has its own magical properties and

meaning and becomes far more than a

means ofidentification. The latent power
of names is reflected in the widely held

belief that simply chanting the name of a

spirit or demon over and over again is

enough to cause it to manifest itself, and

furthermore in the notion that sorcerers

may harness the magic of names in their

evil-working spells.

As well as paying heed to the meanings

allotted to names, parents should also

bear in mind a number of well-

established principles laid down by

superstition. Perhaps the most familiar of

these is that it is extremely unlucky, as

well as insensitive, to name a baby after

an older sibling who has already died.

This is regarded as tempting fate and

tantamount to sentencing the newborn

child to the same end. Neither should a

baby share its new name with any family

pet, which spells doom for both parties.

Naming children after the parents is also

hazardous, as this may lead to the chil-
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dren dying first. It is, however, lucky to

name a child after some great or suc-

cessful person, which will allow the child

to share in that person's luck.

Another strategy, popular in more

religious times, involves opening the

bible at random and reading until the

first name is reached. Choosing the name

of a saint or of a Christian martyr is all-

eged to guarantee the infant the protec-

tion of that holy person, though some

authorities baulk at this, claiming that the

saint will take the child to Heaven if it

shares the same name.

Specific names that should be carefully

considered before being chosen include

Agnes: anyone of this name is fated to

become insane, according to one rather

obscure English tradition. Conversely,

the name George is said to be lucky as no

one called George has, so superstition

claims, ever met his death by hanging

(though history refutes this). Choosing

names whose initials spell a word, inci-

dentally, is also reputed to be lucky. The
number ofletters in a name is also impor-

tant: those with seven letters are doubly

fortunate (see numbers), while names

with thirteen letters will attract bad

luck.

Once a name has been decided upon,

superstition warns the parents to keep it to

themselves and the immediate family

until the christening, lest some malevo-
lent spirit should use the name in a spell

and exert a harmful influence over the

child. In times gone by, some fathers kept

the final choice even from their wives

until everyone was gathered at the font.

Similarly, many people in rural areas once

preferred to be known by nicknames

rather than their real ones, for fear that

witches and sorcerers would learn their

identity and use their names in spells.

In most cases, first names are for life (it

is in fact most unlucky to change one's

name after being christened) - but

women at least have a chance to change

their maiden names on getting married.

Superstition advises that any woman
about to marry should take care not to

use her new name before the wedding
actually takes place: uttering it or even

writing it down to see what it looks like is

enough to cause the wedding plans to fall

apart. Once the marriage has taken place

it is conversely unlucky for anyone to

address the new bride by her old name,

even innocently (though some women in

contemporary society choose to brave

this taboo by keeping their maiden name
for professional reasons and may refuse to

adopt their husband's name even in pri-

vate life).

Many an English bride is familiar with

the notion that it is unlucky to marry a

man whose surname shares the same first

letter as her maiden name, though the

origins of this idea remain obscure. The
superstition is most usually heard in the

form of a cautionary rhyme:

Change the name and not the letter,

Change for the worse and not for the

better.

Cheshire superstition claims that any

woman who marries into another family

of the same surname as her own, though

there is no blood link, will be blessed with

special powers of healing - as is also the

case if a woman has two husbands of the

same surname. Such women are credited

with the power to cure whooping
cough and other ailments by the simple

expedient of feeding the sufferer a little

BREAD AND BUTTER (though this will

only work as long as the patient accepts

the food without saying 'thank you').

Married couples who have the names

Joseph and Mary are also considered

lucky, for obvious reasons, and these too

are credited with the power to cure

whooping cough in the same way.

The same seriousness applies to the

naming of animals and even to various

inanimate objects. One regional tradi-

tion, recorded in the English Midlands,

dictates that cows, for instance, should

not be named until their first calfhas been

safely delivered, in order to safeguard

their welfare. The names of ships are also

magical and sailors will express grave
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reservations if a ship is renamed by new
owners, often citing examples of vessels

lost at sea after their names have been

changed. Ships whose names end in an 'a'

are considered particularly unlucky (a

notion much fuelled by the sinking ofthe

Lusitania in 191 5).

See also christening.

napkin Folding one's napkin at the

end ofa meal may seem a natural enough
thing to do, but superstition advises that

to do so when visiting a house for the first

time means that the visitor is fated never

to dine there again. If staying for longer

than one meal, the visitor is, however, at

liberty to fold the napkin as neatly as he

wishes without any risk of offending

superstition.

narcissus Spring flower named after

the Greek legend of Narcissus, who
became obsessed with his own reflection

in a pool, fell in, was drowned and then

reappeared as this flower. Its powerful

perfume was reputed in ancient times to

induce headaches, madness and

death. Later generations, however,

found that the plant had its uses in folk

medicine, employing the bulb as an anti-

septic dressing for wounds and mixing it

with honey as a painkiller.

navel Superstition offers its own
explanation of how the first navel,

actually marking the site where a person's

umbilical cord was attached, came
about. According to the Turks the devil

spat at the first human being he saw, but

Allah quickly ripped out the affected flesh

to leave the scar still visible today, repli-

cated on all human torsos.

neck An aching neck is, according to

Dutch superstition, a warning that the

person concerned is fated to die by hang-

ing . Cures for stiffnecks include wrapping

around the affected part an unwashed

sock, a towel holding warm bay leaves

or cotton dripping with olive oil in

which a poppy head has been soaked.

See also moles.

need-fire The sacred fire around

which many of the traditions associated

with the ancient ceremonies of midsum-
mer's eve and other festivals revolved.

The need-fire was usually ignited by fric-

tion and was then carried into neighbour-

ing homes to rekindle the fire in the

domestic hearth, which would then be

kept continually alight until the time of

the next festival. It was important that the

man who ignited the fire was innocent of

any crime, and he was prohibited from

carrying anything made of metal on him
when going about this sacred duty.

Symbolising renewal and the never-

ending cycle of the seasons, the need-fire

was revered in many ancient European

cultures and various rituals surrounded its

honouring on auspicious dates in the pre-

Christian calendar. Worshippersjumped
through the flames in order to get the full

benefit of their purifying properties, and

livestock was driven through the still-

warm embers for similar reasons. Such

fires would also be lit at other times ofthe

year when livestock were afflicted by dis-

ease or the locality was troubled by

plague or some other calamity. Though
forbidden by the Church back in the

eighth century, the practice is still

occasionally reported in the twentieth.

needle The humble needle is connect-

ed with a whole host ofsuperstitions. It is

said to be inviting bad luck not to pick up

a dropped needle, though German
authorities warn that it is bad luck to find

a dropped needle in the street ifit still has a

length of black thread attached to it. If a

pregnant woman finds a needle, this is a

sure sign that she will give birth to a girl

(ifshe finds a pin she will have a boy). It is

also unlucky to say the word 'needle' first

thing in the morning. Caution should

also be taken when lending a needle to a

friend: to protect the friendship, the

owner should first prick themselves with

the needle. Witches are said to prize

needles that have been used to sew fu-

neral shrouds as they are useful in cas-

ting spells of the darker variety.
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If a needle breaks into two while being

used this is thought to guarantee good

luck for the wearer of the garment being

worked upon, while if the needle breaks

into three pieces an offer of marriage can

be expected. Much the same tradition

applies to the needles in modern sewing-

machines: if these break the operator can

look forward to a piece of good news,

specifically a legacy. It is, however, a bad

omen for a seamstress to break her needle

when working on a wedding dress,

which will endanger the happiness of the

marriage - one counter-measure that

may be taken ifshe actually pricks herself

is to leave a tiny smear of blood on the

dress itself.

A macabre love charm common to

both sides of the Atlantic advises a girl to

stab a corpse with her needle, then to

cover the needle in soil taken from a grave

and to wrap it in a length of winding-

sheet: this will guarantee her success with

the partner of her choice. Alternatively,

in order to fetch an absent lover back she

must prick the ring finger ofher left hand

with her needle, write her initials and

those of her beloved in her blood, draw
three circles around them and then bury

the needle: the lover in question will make
an appearance within three days. Another

procedure by which a girl may gain

influence over her lover is to pierce a

candle with seven needles and then let it

burn completely down while reciting

prayers to the Virgin Mary. This will

ensure that the partner in question falls

helplessly in love with her; it also has the

useful side-effect ofmaking him catastro-

phically impotent with other women.

nest The fact that birds often pick up
strands of human hair in making their

nests has the unfortunate result ofcausing

severe headaches to afflict the erstwhile

owner ofthe hair. An Austrian version of

this superstition claims that the person

from whom the hair came will break out

in spots.

net A fisherman's nets are obviously

of paramount importance and are tradi-

tionally treated with considerable

respect, being periodically blessed and

regularly attended to. Some fishermen

will place a few small coins in one of the

knots in their nets, or else in one of the

corks, to placate Neptune in return for

the bounty he allows them. Other fish-

ermen avoid putting out their nets on All

Saints' Day, believing that the only

things they will catch on that inauspicious

date will be corpses.

nettle Stinging weed, reputed to have

the power to ward off lightning and to

bring courage to those in danger.

Another superstition advises that if

anyone suffering from a fever (or a

friend standing in) pulls a nettle up by its

roots, while intoning their name and

those of their parents, they will imme-
diately be cured. Nettle tea is credited

with the power to purify the blood.

Consuming nettle seeds will negate the

effects of various poisons and stings and

will also heal damage done by the bite ofa

mad dog.

A somewhat drastic remedy for a nose-

bleed (see blood; nose) involves pack-

ing the nostril with stinging nettles (a less

excruciating procedure involves placing

a bruised dead-nettle on the back of the

neck). Sufferers from rheumatism,

meanwhile, have been known to thrash

the affected limb with stinging nettles in

the belief that this will ease the problem,

and people who are losing their hair may
try brushing it the wrong way using a

comb coated in nettle juice. The most

efficacious nettles, incidentally, are said to

be those that grow in patches where sun-

light never falls.

The relieving of nettle stings by rub-

bing the site with a dock leaf is among
the best known of all folk remedies. In

some areas those who have been stung

may recite 'In dock out nettle' or a varia-

tion while applying the soothing leaf. A
Lincolnshire tradition adds that nettles

only grow where human urine has spill-

ed on the ground.

See also parsley.
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new moon

new moon see mo

o

n .

New Year The beginning of a new
year is widely celebrated as a time ofgreat

magical significance, and every society

has its own rituals associated with the

event. Perhaps the best known of all the

New Year superstitions in the Western

world is the business of 'first footing'.

Apparently a Scottish invention, the 'first

footer' is the first man to cross the thresh-

old after the hour ofmidnight has struck:

if he is dark-haired and carries with him
such propitious objects as a piece ofcoal,

bread, salt and money, the good luck

of the household is guaranteed for the

whole year ahead. If, however, the first

footer is blond or red-headed, bad luck

will befall the house; if the first footer is

female this is even worse, as she ushers in

only the direst misfortune.

In an ideal world the first footer will be

a stranger to all present and on no account

must he be cross-eyed (see evil eye) or

flat-footed or have eyebrows that meet

in the middle. Once let into the house, he

may then be shown out again by the back

door, thus symbolically letting the old

year out. In the event that no suitable first

footer presents himself, the owner of a

house should carry a piece of coal into his

own home early on New Year's Day.

Historical variations include regional tra-

ditions that have the person concerned

entering the house on Christmas Day (in

which case, in Yorkshire at least, he was

referred to as the 'Lucky Bird').

Other New Year superstitions depend

on the notion that whatever happens at

this particular time sets the pattern for the

rest ofthe year. It is unlucky, therefore, to

see the New Year in with no food or

drink in the cupboards - they will remain

bare over the ensuing twelve months.

The same applies to money. Some people

similarly contend that the fire should not

be allowed to go out during this first

night of the year, lest the hearth remain

cold permanently. Likewise, it is impor-

tant that before anything is allowed out

of the house (even the ashes from the fire

or the dust from the floor) something

must be brought in - indeed, in many
areas people will show reluctance to

throw away anything at all during New
Year's Day for fear ofthrowing their luck

away with it.

Rising early is a good idea, and to

ensure a busy and profitable year at work
(see business) all those in employment
should do something during New Year

that reflects their work in some way, even

ifthey take New Year's Day itselfoff (it is,

incidentally, very unlucky to do any ser-

ious work on this day). Wearing some-

thing new on New Year's Day,

meanwhile, promotes the chances of

receiving further new clothing in the

year ahead. By much the same token,

New Year is a bad time to pay money or

to make loans, lend precious belongings

or break anything. Ideally, any outstand-

ing debts should be settled by New Year's

Eve to ensure that further debts are not

incurred in the year to come, washing
clothes on New Year's Day is inadvisable,

for one of the family will themselves be

'washed away' in the months ahead.

The practice of 'ringing in' the New
Year on church bells dates back centuries

and is echoed in the wild shouting, sing-

ing and other noise-making that takes

place at midnight. This is more than just

high spirits: the noise is supposed to drive

away demons and other evil spirits and

get the New Year off to a good start. Par-

tygoers, meanwhile, are advised that they

should avoid speaking ill of the dying

year until it is actually over in order to

preserve their luck, and that to give their

own fortune a boost they should con-

sume the very last drops ofany bottle that

has been opened. If the party drink runs

out, they may also like to know of the

superstition which claims that well
water turns to wine on New Year's Eve.

Attention should be paid to the

weather during the early hours ofNew
Year's Day. If the wind blows from the

north, bad weather is in store; if it comes

from the south, fine weather and pros-

perous times lie ahead; if it blows from
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the east, famine or some other calamity is

on the way; if it blows from the west, the

year will witness plentiful supplies of

milk and fish but will also see the death

ofa very distinguished personage. Ifthere

is no wind at all, a joyful and prosperous

year may be expected by all.

Lastly, babies born on New Year's

Day will grow up with luck always on

their side.

nightingale Famed as one ofthe most

sweet-voiced of all birds, the nightingale

is associated with several long-established

traditions. An English superstition dating

back at least to the Middle Ages maintains

that if the nightingale sings before the

cuckoo is first heard it is a portent of

success in love. It is also said that anyone

who dines on nightingale tongues will

enjoy greatly improved vocal skills and,

further, that consuming the bird's flesh

will help to overcome sleepiness.

nightjar Superstition regards the

nightjar, with its nocturnal habits and

eerie cry, with ajaundiced eye. Called the

lychfowl or corpsefowl in parts ofcentral

and northern England, and the

whippoorwill in the USA, the nightjar is

supposed by some to be the reincarnation

of a child's soul that has died unbaptised.

It is generally considered unlucky to hear

the cry ofthe nightjar after dark as this is a

premonition of death, and worse still if

the bird alights on a house, for someone

within is thus fated shortly to die. More
optimistic, though, is the US tradition

that anyone hearing the bird's first call in

the spring may make a wish, which will

almost certainly come true.

In ancient times it was alleged that the

nightjar had the habit of drinking milk

from the udders of goats, with the con-

sequence that the unfortunate goat went
blind. In the West Country it is further

claimed that the nightjar is a favourite

disguise ofwitches and can only be killed

by shooting with a silver bullet.

nightmare Superstition maintains

that nightmares are sent by the devil and

his minions to trouble the dreams of

sleepers. Such demons steal into bed-

rooms in the dead of night, often taking

the form of spectral horses (hence

'nightmare').

Superstition offers various remedies for

those unfortunate enough to be plagued

by nightmares. These include pinning

one's socks in the shape ofa cross to the

end of the bed or else placing a knife or

some other metal object nearby, on the

grounds that the latent magic of iron or

steel will see off malevolent spirits. Care-

fully placing one's shoes under the bed so

that the toes point outwards is also said to

be effective. Other precautions include

sleeping with the hands crossed on the

breast and fixing little straw crosses to

the four corners ofthe bed. Any lingering

ill effects resulting from nightmares may
be dismissed by spitting three times on

waking up.

nightshade The poisonous nature of

the various nightshade plants is reflected

in the superstitions concerning them. Al-

leged to be a favourite ingredient of

witches' spells, deadly nightshade was, in

former times, consumed in small quan-

tities by those wishing to see into the

future; too large a dose, of course, could

induce madness and even prove fatal. It

was also said to be an ingredient in the

mysterious flying ointment with

which witches smeared their bodies in

order to acquire the power of flight.

Sprigs of woody nightshade festooned

about the person or around thehome will,

however, keep evil spirits away and may
also be used to protect livestock from the

threat of witchcraft and disease.

nipple According to one central Euro-

pean superstition, certain information

about a man may be obtained by careful

observation ofhis nipples. Ifthey are pink

he has never fathered a child, but ifthey are

brown he has already sired offspring.

north Superstition assigns various

qualities to the directions of the compass,

particularly to the north. Perhaps because
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the north is, in the northern hemisphere

at least, associated with cold weather, it is

considered the least inviting of the four

directions. The north side of churches is

the least favoured for burial, being cast

in shadow much of the time; some chur-

ches reserve the luckier south door for the

entrance of brides and others, while the

north - or 'Devil's' - door is reserved for

letting demons out during christening
services. In some circumstances, how-
ever, the north is lucky. All travellers

should take at least a few steps in a north-

erly direction before setting offon ajour-

ney, and unmarried girls are advised that

failure to glance north when leaving the

house in the morning risks the punish-

ment ofnever finding a husband.

nose According to the pseudo-science

of physiognomy, the business of deduc-

ing traits of character from the physical

appearance, the shape of the nose reveals

something of a person's hidden qualities.

The French advise that a short nose is

indicative of a lazy nature. A long nose,

conversely, suggests a proud and cour-

ageous nature. A pointed nose signifies a

tempestuous character and a good
memory, while a fat nose bespeaks

loyalty and honesty. Those with turned-

up noses are said to be daring and lustful.

Men with large noses are reputed to be

endowed with large sexual organs, and

the same applies to women with long thin

noses. Any child who has a nose with a

blue vein running down it is fated to die

young, according to US superstition, and

a similar vein running across the nose is

also a portent ofdeath (though European

tradition claims this simply means that

the person concerned will never marry).

Whatever the shape of the nose, it is

linked with the magic of the breath and

there is evidence that in primitive times

some peoples actually worshipped the

nose as a symbol of the life-force. To
guard against evil spirits gaining access to

the body via the nose it was sometimes

pierced with an amulet or ring to bar

entry.

An itching nose is a sign that the person

concerned may shortly expect a letter

or will become embroiled in an argument

or fight. Other interpretations suggest

that he or she will soon be meeting a new
lover, receiving a kiss, getting cursed,

becoming angry, shaking hands with a

fool or colliding with a gatepost. A
Canadian rhyme lists the portents of an

itching nose thus:

You'll be mad,

See a stranger,

Kiss a fool,

Or be in danger.

Nosebleeds are on the whole unlucky

omens unless just one drop of blood falls

from the left nostril, which is taken to

signify the imminent arrival of a large

sum ofmoney. Blood from the right nos-

tril is ominous as it predicts the death ofa

member of the family. A nose that bleeds

when someone of the opposite sex is pre-

sent may be taken as proofof love.

See also blood; cold; sneeze.

nosebleed see blood; nose.

numbers Certain numbers, particu-

larly single figures, have always been

considered to have magical significance.

In ancient times, the science of numer-

ology allowed for divination of the

future through the use of numbers. Ever

since then people have put great faith in

'lucky' numbers, while avoiding contact

with those that are thought ill-omened -

particularly, ofcourse, the number thir-

teen. Countless spells dictate that certain

actions or words must be repeated a given

number of times, often three, seven or

nine. Numbers have their own sexes,

even numbers being 'male' and odd ones

being 'female' (odd numbers are luckier).

The number one is generally thought

lucky, being associated with God and

with the sun. Children born on the first

day of the month are considered blessed

with good luck, and one is among the

most popular house numbers.

The number two is also lucky, repre-

senting the concept of balance and har-

mony - though it is less so for women.
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numbers

The number three is reputed to have

special powers, largely because of the

Christian concept ofthe Trinity. The fact

that in ancient Greece the prophetess

Pythia stood on a three-legged stool may
account for the fact that this number

often features in rituals connected with

the business of divination. Many people

talk ofbeing 'third time lucky', believing

that the third attempt at something is

more likely to succeed than the first two

attempts. More pessimistically, it is

widely held that accidents (and fu-

nerals) always happen in threes. Autho-

rities suggest that where the number
three has connotations of bad luck this is

in recollection of the biblical story of

Peter denying Christ three times.

The number four has no particular sig-

nificance in the Western world, but is

regarded as unlucky in the Far East where

it represents death. It is otherwise inter-

preted as symbolising the material foun-

dation ofthe world, as well as the seasons

and the four directions of the compass.

The number five is another magical

number used in many spells and charms.

The ancient Greeks avoided speaking

their word for 'five' as they feared its

influence, and it is said to have been sacred

to the Mayan civilisation. Christ suffered

five wounds, and the number features in

various ways in Christian churches. It is

also said to symbolise the five senses, fire,

love and marriage.

The number six has a mixed reputation

and represents creation. In Judaeo-

Christian symbolism, it is associated with

the six-pointed star of David. People

born on the sixth day of the month will

enjoy prophetic gifts.

The number seven is associated with

the supernatural and will bring success to

any project connected with it. God
created the world in seven days, man lives

through seven 'ages' and in ancient times

there were thought to be seven planets.

The seventh son ofa seventh son is said to

have the gift of second sight and will

make a good doctor, having special

powers ofhealing. Ifthe date ofa person's

birth is divisible by seven, he or she will

enJ°y g°°d luck throughout life. The
myth of the 'seven-year itch', said to

tempt adults who have been in the same
relationship for that length of time to

form new partnerships, is probably

derived from the ancient notion that

major changes in a person's life occur

after every seven (or nine) years. This idea

is welcomed by some parents, who con-

sole themselves that badly behaved chil-

dren will change their ways once they

reach the age of seven.

The number eight has few magical

associations, though it represents the

material aspects of existence.

The number nine, being the number of

months between conception and birth in

humans and also the multiple of three by

three, is thought to be very lucky and

features in many magical spells, especially

in those concerned with healing. To this

day, doctors of conventional medicine

will ask patients to intone 'ninety-nine' in

throat examinations.

The number ten is generally bene-

ficent, being the number of the biblical

Commandments.
The number eleven has unlucky con-

notations.

The number twelve is lucky due to its

religious significance, being the number
of Christ's disciples.

With the notable exception ofthirteen,

numbers over twelve are less significant.

Some people, however, maintain that

forty is a 'dangerous age', when husbands

are vulnerable to the temptation of turn-

ing their lives upside down at the onset of

middle age. The number 666, mean-
while, is traditionally considered to be the

most evil of all numbers, being the

'number of the Beast' - the devil's

number.

Specific traditions involving numbers

include the Jewish superstition that

adding up the numerical value of the let-

ters in a husband and wife's names (by

equating each letter with its position in

the alphabet) will reveal which of them
will die first: if the total makes an even
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number it will be the husband, ifodd, the

wife. According to numerologists past

and present, much the same process may
be undertaken to reveal the essential traits

ofa person's true character. The numbers
relating to the letters in a person's names
are added up and these are then added

together until a single number is left

which has certain pre-ordained attri-

butes. In brief, people whose names pro-

duce the number one in this way have

dominating and ambitious personalities;

two denotes a kinder and gentler charac-

ter; three signifies high intelligence and

an artistic temperament; four suggests

dependability, ifa lack oforiginality; five

indicates intelligence, impatience, soci-

ability and sexuality; six bespeaks a nature

in harmony with itself; seven is the

number of the intellectual; eight denotes

the powerful and wealthy; and nine sug-

gests idealism and high achievement.

Counting is itselfa magical act that can

be turned to one's advantage. If afflicted

by warts, for instance, simply counting

them and telling the number to a stranger

will cause them to disappear. In other cir-

cumstances, though, the act ofcounting is

unlucky: counting up one's money, one's

cattle, one's children, the number offish

one has caught or other blessings and

belongings is considered a questioning of

God's bounty and may be punished by
misfortune. Finally, many localities boast

ancient stone circles and accompanying

legends to the effect that it is impossible to

count the individual stones and to reach

the same number twice. In some cases it is

said that anyone who none the less

attempts the task will be struck dead or

taken ill before the task is completed.

nun see clergy.

nurse see apron; doctor; hospital.

nut Traditional symbols of life and

fruitfulness, nuts are therefore emblems

of good luck. One common superstition

has it that it is very lucky to find two
kernels in the same nutshell; if this hap-

pens, one of the nuts should be eaten and

the other given to a friend or tossed over

the left shoulder while a wish is made.

Such a 'double' nut may also be carried in

the pocket to guard against toothache
and to ward off witchcraft.

A good harvest ofnuts is interpreted in

many areas as a prediction that unusually

large numbers of babies are on their way
in the locality. One suggested explana-

tion for this notion is that wives in past

centuries were able to excuse themselves

from their husbands for hours at a time on
the pretext ofgathering nuts, thus having

the opportunity to meet their lovers and

run the risk of becoming pregnant. No
one, incidentally, should go nut-

gathering on 14 September, as this is the

date that the devil goes out in search of

nuts (authorities in Sussex extend this to

nut-gathering on any Sunday).

The concept of the nut as a symbol of

fruitfulness undoubtedly lay behind the

now defunct custom by which bags of

hazelnuts were presented to brides by

elderly married relatives with children as

the happy couple left the church. This

custom dated back to the Romans and

was done in the belief that it would pro-

mote the fertility of the newly-weds (the

tossing of rice eventually replaced the

tradition).

Nuts may be employed in the

engrossing business ofdivining the future

course of a love affair. A nut should be

named after each partner and then placed

in the fire or on the bars of the grate.

Various deductions may logically be

made from what happens to each nut:

ideally, they will stay close together as

they burn with a bright and cheerful

flame. In some regions the nuts are placed

in the flames while the person utters the

words:

Ifhe/she loves me, pop and fly,

Ifhe/she hates me, lie and die.

Conclusions are made accordingly. The

practice is particularly identified with

Hallowe'en.

See also acorn; almond; hazel;

nutmeg; walnut.
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nutmeg

nutmeg Superstition claims that this its uses in folk medicine: if carried about

spice has various luck-giving properties, the person, it will ward off rheumatism
Sprinkling a little on a competition entry and boils, improve the eyesight (see eye)

or on one's lottery numbers, for instance, and eradicate unwanted freckles. Caution

is sure to promote one's chances of win- should be taken by the single girl, how-
ning. Dreaming of nutmeg, meanwhile, ever: ifshe should carry nutmeg about on

constitutes notice of changes in the her person she will be fated to marry an

dreamer's waking life. Nutmeg also has old man.
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oak Ofall trees, the oak is the one with

the most powerful and sacred reputation.

Venerated by various pre-Christian cul-

tures, including those of the Druids and

the Vikings, the oak retains much of its

mystique in modern times and the

emblem, though essentially a pagan

symbol, is found even in churches. The
fact that the oak tends to be struck by
lightning as much as, if not more often

than, other trees has promoted its associa-

tion with supernatural powers and made
it sacred to the thunder-wielding Norse

god Thor. A southern English rhyme
sensibly warns:

Beware the oak,

It draws the stroke.

Elsewhere, somewhat perversely, the tree

is actually recommended as a suitable

shelter in the event of a thunderstorm.

Keeping boughs of oak (particularly if

taken from a tree that has been struck by a

lightning bolt), or a few acorns, in the

house is reputed to protect the home
from lightning. Standing beneath an oak,

or wearing oak leaves, is further said to

furnish protection from evil spirits and

from WITCHCRAFT.

In Cornwall, superstition advises that

hammering a nail into an oak tree will

relieve the pain oftoothache, while in

Wales rubbing sores with a piece of oak

bark on Midsummer Day will help them

to heal. Embracing an oak tree, mean-

while, is enough to cure hernias and to

promote the fertility ofcouples unable to

have children. Oak trees planted at

crossroads are considered to have the

most effective healing powers.

In some areas memories survive ofpar-

ticular oaks that were once used for the

solemnisation of marriages in pagan

times, and even after this custom was pro-

hibited newly-weds often danced round

these trees to promote their luck. Other

places still boast 'gospel oaks', where

Rogation processions, marking the

Sundays before Ascension Day, once

paused for readings from the gospels. The
oak acquired a reputation as a royal tree in

the seventeenth century after the future

Charles II hid in one to escape his Parlia-

mentarian pursuers after the battle of

Worcester. In honour of this event, loyal

subjects took to wearing oak leaves to

proclaim their Royalist sympathies on

what became Royal Oak Day after the

restoration of the monarchy in 1660.

Anyone failing to comply was beaten

with stinging nettles.

In past centuries it was thought to be

reckless in the extreme to cut down an

oak tree, especially if it bore the sacred

mistletoe. Many people believed that if

an oak was felled its screams would be

heard up to a mile away. Back in more

brutal times, in pagan Germany, any man
who harmed an oak was punished by

having his navel hacked out and nailed to

the tree; he was then forced to walk

round and round the trunk, with the

result that his intestines were slowly

pulled from his body.

Like the acorn, the oak-apple too has

magical significance. It is considered very

unlucky to find a worm in an oak-apple:

one portends poverty and two an immi-

nent illness. If a fly is found inside, war
will break out in the coming year; if a
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spider is concealed within, a time of

pestilence is nigh.

The choice of clusters ofoak leaves as a

military decoration hails back to ancient

Rome, when soldiers who had performed

some act of bravery or selflessness were

honoured with the presentation ofan oak

leafcrown.

oats In Scotland, where oats have long

enjoyed a central place in the national

diet, at Hallowe'en a girl may use them

to divine information about her future

married life. If she pulls an oat stalk from

the sheaf, the number of grains attached

to the stalk indicate the number of chil-

dren she may expect - but ifthe top grain

is missing she is destined to lose her vir-

ginity before she is married.

oil A superstition dating back to

ancient Greece claims, probably in reflec-

tion ofthe value oflamp oil, that it is most

unlucky to spill any — a crime that will be

punished by the loss of all one's wealth.

olive oil, meanwhile, has been widely

credited with various medicinal

properties. Taking olive oil nine morn-
ings in succession, for instance, will pro-

mote virility and cure drunkenness.

Another tradition claims that floating a

drop of oil on some water is a good way
of detecting the presence of any evil

spirit: if the droplet splits up, demons are

abroad.

olive The long-lived olive tree,

common around the Mediterranean, has

been associated with peace, prosperity,

beauty and other positive qualities since

classical times. In keeping with this bene-

ficent reputation, the olive is still supposed

to offer protection against witchcraft,
lightning and other evils.

See also oil.

onion The onion, with its pungent
smell, eye-watering properties and
strong taste, is the object of a host of

widely held superstitious beliefs, not least

in the lore oflove. Placing an onion under
the pillow is recommended for those who
wish to see their future partners in their

onyx

dreams. To decide between potential

lovers, the person concerned should

inscribe their names on two onions and

leave them in a warm place: the first to

sprout carries the name of the more
promising prospect. Other magical

properties ofthe onion include the power
to ward offsNAKES and witches, who will

be repulsed by the smell.

In medicinal lore, it is said that carrying

an onion is excellent for the health, par-

ticularly for the avoidance of colds.

Likewise, hanging an onion up in a room
- was once commonly done in times of

plague - will help to maintain a generally

healthy atmosphere (scientists concede

that this is basically true as a cut or peeled

onion will attract germs to itselfand thus

away from any human occupants). Leav-

ing a cut onion about the house, how-
ever, has its drawbacks, because it will

engender quarrels between the various

occupants.

Other applications for onions include

the treatment of dog bites, hangovers,

insomnia, earache (see deafness), chil-

blains, toothache and fever. In some

parts ofthe southern USA, meanwhile, it

is maintained that rubbing the scalp with

onion will cure baldness. In days gone

by, when schoolboys were subject to

regular beatings, a popular superstition

had it that rubbing oneself with onion

juice before being caned would prevent

the pain being felt. If onion was rubbed

on the cane itself, it would break at the

first blow and might even cause the pain

to be felt by the person delivering the

punishment.

When onions seem to have a thicker

skin than usual this is a sure sign that a

severe winter is on the way.

onyx black gemstone, linked by

superstitious people with the darker

forces in nature. The stone is associated

with witchcraft and sorcery and fea-

tures in various malevolent and death-

dealing spells. Owners of onyx will find

themselves prone to nightmares and

plagued by worry in their waking hours.
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opal

Some authorities express particular

unease at the idea of pregnant women
wearing onyx, though conversely there

are those who claim that onyx brings

lovers closer together and promotes a

cheerful frame ofmind. An Indian super-

stition, meanwhile, advises that posses-

sion ofonyx magically restores a person's

immune system.

opal Among the various birth-

stones, opal is considered perhaps the

most unlucky. It brings luck to those

born in October, but is otherwise danger-

ous to own. It is particularly important

that engagement rings do not incorpo-

rate opal, as this threatens an early

widowhood. Tradition has it that opal

should be worn with diamonds to

negate its baleful influence, but also that

the opal will lose its shine ifits owner dies.

Properties of the opal include the power
to improve eyesight (see eyes) and the

gift of invisibility; if worn by blondes,

opals will help the hair to keep its colour

much longer. It is also said that opals will

turn pale if brought into the presence of

poison. Rare black opals are considered

rather more lucky than the more
common and ominous blue-green

variety.

orange The orange has long been

prized for its power to promote fertility

and love, traditions that sprang up orig-

inally in the warm climates in which

oranges naturally flourish but have since

been adopted anywhere that the tree has

been transplanted. Superstition advises

that lovers who exchange gifts oforanges

will be drawn even closer together. If a

young man seeks to win a girl's love, he

should prick an orange all over and then

sleep with it tucked firmly into his

armpit. The following day he must offer

the orange to the girl of his choice, and if

she eats it she is sure to feel passionately

about him. Similarly, brides are warmly
encouraged to carry orange blossom at

their weddings as this will guarantee

good luck, especially in regard to having

children.

orchid Venerated by plant-growers

for its exquisite beauty, the orchid is of

interest to non-gardeners as an aphrodi-
siac. This tradition has its roots in classi-

cal folklore. In ancient times women
wishing to excite the sexual ardour of

their lovers would surreptitiously offer

them drinks of goat's milk combined
with the larger ofan orchid's two tubers.

If they wished to take the edge off their

lover's sexual appetites they did exactly

the same, only this time using the smaller

tuber. By the same token, men who ate

the large tubers oforchids were expected

to sire male children, while women who
ate the smaller tubers were more likely to

give birth to girls.

orpine Purple-flowered plant, some-

times known as live-long or midsummer
men, which is reputed to have the power
to safeguard the luck of the household.

Hung up in houses on midsummer's eve,

it is thought to ward off lightning and

to keep disease from the house as long as it

remains green. Lovers may also use

orpine for the purposes of divination.

They should take a stalk of orpine on

Midsummer's Eve and fix it firmly

upright somewhere in the house before

going to bed. In the morning, if the stalk

bends to the right a lover is faithful, but if

it bends to the left then he or she is untrue.

Alternatively, two stalks can be set up,

one for each of the two lovers. If in the

morning these 'midsummer men' have

bent towards one another, the affair will

go from strength to strength; if, how-
ever, one of the stalks has withered, one

of the partners will soon die.

oven According to a superstition of

Jewish origin, it is unlucky to leave an

oven completely empty at any time since

the cook may then find that he or she has

no food to cook in it in the future. Leav-

ing a baking tray or some other kitchen

utensil in the oven is, however, sufficient

to prevent any such ill luck.

See also cooking.

overlooking see evil eye.
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owl Being essentially a nocturnal bird,

the owl is regarded with mistrust by the

superstitious. To see an owl or to hear it

hooting is unlucky (especially in day-

light), as is looking into an owl's nest,

which will result in the person concerned

suffering from melancholy for the rest of

his or her days. Should an owl be heard to

hoot near the home, one remedy is to toss

some salt into the fire to negate the

threatened ill fortune. If this happens

when someone in the house is ill, some

authorities suggest that efforts should be

made to kill the owl and then to place the

body on the patient's chest. In France,

owls hooting within the hearing of a

pregnant woman mean that the baby will

be a girl. In Welsh folklore, meanwhile,

an owl hooting among houses reveals the

fact that an unmarried girl nearby is

about to lose her virginity.

Sightings of owls are usually con-

sidered omens ofdeath or ofother serious

misfortune. If an owl appears when a

child is born or if it settles on the roofofa

house this is particularly to be lamented,

threatening ill luck. In the Shetlands,

farmers believe that their cows will give

bloodied milk and then die if an owl
brushes against them.

Despite their rather gloomy reputa-

tion, owls do have their uses as safeguards

against evil. In times gone by it was

common practice to nail the bodies of

dead owls on barn doors to protect live-

stock and to fend off the damaging influ-

ence ofthunderstorms (see storm), while

warriors carrying an owl's heart were
assured of renewed courage in battle.

Feeding a drunkard owl eggs will cure

the weakness for alcohol. If consumed in

the form of a soup they will ward off fits

(see epilepsy), cure whooping cough
and restore grey hair to its original

colour. Eating charred and powdered

oyster

owls' eggs will also help those with weak
eyesight (see eyes). A paste of salted and

baked owl, combined with boar's grease,

was formerly recommended as an oint-

ment for the treatment of gout. In Ger-

many, those suffering from the bite of a

mad dog are advised to keep the heart

and right foot of an owl in their left

armpit to prevent the onset of rabies.

OX Most superstitions concerning

oxen duplicate those associated with

cows and bulls. One tradition linked

specifically to the ox, however, is the

contention recorded in eastern parts of

England that eating the animal's spinal

cord can make a person go deaf.

oyster The notion that oysters have

strong aphrodisiac properties is among
the best known of all superstitions con-

cerning food. The idea - possibly inspired

by a fancied resemblance between the

appearance of an oyster and the female

genitals - dates back to the Romans, who
feasted on oysters at orgies. Almost as

well known is the theory that one should

only eat oysters in months that have the

letter V in them (this idea confines their

consumption to the months of Septem-

ber to April, those of the English oyster

season - though oysters are now often

imported from abroad all year round).

Other traditions include the idea that

oysters 'wax and wane' with the moon
and the belief, originating in Yorkshire,

that dropping into the ear saliva that has

been kept in an oyster shell buried in

manure for two days will cure deafness.

In the USA it is supposed to be lucky to

carry an oyster shell about one's person,

and English tradition claims that eating

an oyster on 5 August (St James's Day)

guarantees that the person concerned will

never be without food.
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palm As an important Christian

symbol, the palm tree has long had sig-

nificance for the superstitious. In early

Christian times palms were carried as a

symbol of martyrdom, and palm fronds

are still carried during Palm Sunday ser-

vices to commemorate Christ's entry

intoJerusalem. In past centuries, in coun-

tries where palms did not grow people

often substituted sprigs of hazel,

willow and other native plants. It is said

to be most unlucky to allow palms or

their alternatives into the house before

Palm Sunday itself, but once in the house

they will protect the occupants from evil

over the coming year. The weather on

Palm Sunday itself should be carefully

noted: if it is fine, a good harvest will

surely follow later in the year.

palmistry Since ancient times it has

been believed that a person's character

and destiny may be divined by examina-

tion of the palms of their hands. Every

aspect of the palm - its shape, its colour

and the lines upon it - are studied by

those who claim proficiency in these

matters.

In terms of shape, a long hand indi-

cates a meticulous and thoughtful per-

sonality, while a small hand denotes

impetuosity and intuitiveness and a big

hand a cautious character. Narrow palms

suggest selfishness, while those with wide

palms are sociable and gentle. The shape

of the fingers is also relevant, long thin

ones denoting an artistic temperament

and crooked ones suggesting untrust-

worthiness. Smooth fingers indicate

alert minds, while individuals with

somewhat pointed fingers have strong

sensual appetites.

The shape of the fingertips is impor-

tant too. Ifthey are conical the owner has

an intellectual frame of mind, but if they

are broad at the tip then the person con-

cerned is energetic and loves to be con-

stantly busy and on the move. Those

with flattened fingertips are given to

hard work and have conventional tastes

and a realistic outlook on the world.

The shape of the thumb is crucial. The
lower half relates to a person's reasoning

ability, while the upper half concerns

willpower. A short thumb indicates an

inhibited and weak character, but a long

one suggests high achievement and con-

fidence. Straight thumbs are a sign of

independence of spirit and sincerity;

while curved thumbs reveal impul-

siveness and generosity.

Most information, however, is

obtained by 'reading' the lines on a palm.

Broadly speaking, the left hand is sup-

posed to reveal inherited character while

the right hand reflects acquired charac-

teristics. The most important line of all is

the life line on the left palm, which traces

the edge of the Mount of Venus, around

the base of the thumb, and ends at the

wrist. The length of this line is said to

correspond directly to a person's lifespan,

and a short life line may suggest lengthy

periods of ill health (though not necessa-

rily an early death). This line also reveals

much about a person's vitality and sexual

drive: the deeper and more curved the

line the stronger the constitution and the

person's love of life. Authorities on

palmistry insist that life lines will alter as a
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person's circumstances change in res-

ponse, for instance, to successful medical

treatment.

The head line runs more or less across

the centre of the palm and refers to a

person's mental faculties. The most logi-

cal and practical individuals will have

fairly straight head lines, while artistic

types will have head lines with a pronoun-

ced curve. Ifthe head line actually touches

the life line this is a sign of a sensitive per-

sonality. If it ends in a fork, the person

concerned has strong powers of

expression.

The heart line runs above and almost

parallel to the head line and concerns a

person's emotional being. A curved line

suggests a warm and friendly character,

while a straight line bespeaks a cold and

reserved individual.

The line of fate runs vertically down
the left palm. In the rare case ofa long and

unbroken line of fate, this suggests that a

person is exceptionally lucky in all his or

her dealings. If the line peters out below

the middle finger this indicates a prudent

personality given to hard work and

saving money. If it ends under the first

finger the owner is ambitious, if below

the fourth finger he or she yearns for fame

in the arts.

The marriage line (or lines) is a short

line at the very edge of the palm. If deep

and straight the individual will have a

happy married life; small lines extending

upwards from this indicate the number of

children that he or she will have. Other

lines may be read to reveal information

about the success a person may expect in

life and to glean further details of their

health as well as analyses oftheir passions,

future travels and healing powers.

The fact that some medical authorities

have claimed that it is possible to detect

signs of illness in the hands long before

actual symptoms emerge suggests that

there may be at least some scientific basis

for palmistry.

palpitations An involuntary flutter-

ing sensation of the heart, the eye or the

parsley

muscles, which is said by some to be an

omen. Palpitations on the right side ofthe

body signify good luck, but ifthey are felt

on the left side ofthe body misfortune is in

store.

pancake Traditionally cooked on

Shrove Tuesday ('Pancake Day') in

Christian countries throughout the West-

ern world, pancakes are generally con-

sidered lucky, possibly because they may
contain a variety of lucky ingredients

such as herbs. Eating a pancake on Shrove

Tuesday, the last day before lent, will

ensure a person's luck in the coming

twelve months and prevent them running

out ofmoney or food. The pancake must

be eaten before eight o'clock in the even-

ing, however, or bad luck will follow.

Some people may offer a pancake to a

cock in the hope that he will turn it down
and leave it to the hens, in which case

good luck will ensue; ifhe eats it himself,

though, this will usher in misfortune.

One tradition claims that the number of

hens whojoin the cock in eating a pancake

signifies the number of years a girl must

wait before she is married. The tradition

oftossing pancakes, incidentally, is said to

have been derived either from the barbar-

ic sport ofthrowing fighting cocks at each

other on Shrove Tuesday or else from the

age-old custom of turning prostitutes

out of their lodgings on this holy date.

pansy Brightly coloured ornamental

flower, which is widely grown in gar-

dens. Gardeners are warned that picking a

pansy when the weather is fine will bring

on a rainstorm.

paper bag A superstition of obscure

but probably relatively recent origins

advises that it is unlucky to burst a paper

bag indoors.

parsley Like most other herbs, parsley

is credited with a variety of magical

properties. Ancient superstition links

parsley with the devil (perhaps a relic of

the Roman custom ofplanting parsley on

graves), and it is said that only wicked

people can grow good parsley. Fur-

199



parting

thermore, the seeds must be sown nine

times before they will come up because

the Devil claims the first eight sowings;

while the long period of germination is

attributed to the fact that the seeds go to

Hell and back before sprouting. Parsley

must never be planted by a stranger and it

is always best for the seed to be sown by a

woman, as this will encourage its growth.

A garden where parsley flourishes is

therefore believed by some to belong to a

household where the woman rules the

roost. A note of caution is, however,

sounded by the tradition that a young
woman who sows parsley seed will soon

fall pregnant. Eating parsley or placing

some in the reproductive tract will,

though, prevent or end pregnancy, and

nursing mothers should not eat it lest

their milk dry up. Once successfully

grown, parsley should never be given

away to a friend or replanted elsewhere,

as this invites bad luck and possibly even

death: to be on the safe side it should

always be grown from seed.

Parsley was once considered an anti-

dote to poison and adding a sprig to gar-

nish a dish, as done by cooks to this very

day, was originally intended as a gesture

of good faith. Care should be taken in

bringing parsley into contact with glass,

however, as this may mysteriously

weaken the glass and cause it to shatter. In

medicinal lore, parsley seeds sprinkled on

the head will cure baldness and, if con-

sumed before a bout of drinking, will

enable a person to resist the effects of

drunkenness a little longer. Chewing
parsley will relieve rheumatism and a

little parsley fed to livestock will cure dis-

ease. Carrying a little dried parsley,

meanwhile, will fend off the unpleasant

symptoms of nausea.

By old English tradition, curious chil-

dren are sometimes informed that baby

girls are found in parsley beds, while baby

boys are born under gooseberry bushes

or else in beds ofnettles. Really insistent

children are further enlightened with the

information that the doctor digs up the

new babies with a golden spade.

parting Various superstitions sur-

round the simple act of saying good-

bye to someone. These include never

saying the word 'goodbye' more than

once, which threatens a rift in the rela-

tionship, never saying goodbye over a

gate or stile and never watching some-

one out of sight as this means the two
parties will never meet again (see

travel). Such traditions are strongest

among the spouses of fishermen, pilots

and other people engaged in potentially

hazardous activities, although lovers are

often similarly sensitive to the dangers

involved.

pasque flower The purple-flowered

anemone, which is widely grown for its

attractive bloom. A southern English tra-

dition of considerable antiquity claims

that pasque flowers only grow where

Saxon blood has been spilt, though in the

Midlands they are known as Dane's

flower and are reputed to grow where

invading Danish warriors fell. Dye from

pasque flowers was once used to decorate

Easter eggs.

passing bell see bell.

pavement Ever since proper pave-

ments were laid in towns and villages

boys and girls (and even adults) have

played the game of avoiding stepping on

the cracks between them for fear ofsome

dreadful fate befalling them. Over the

years supposed punishments for such

carelessness have ranged from giving

birth to black babies to being eaten by

bears round the next corner.

pea The pea is a harbinger of good

luck and may also be used for the pur-

poses of love divination. Finding a

peapod with just one pea inside is very

lucky. It is similarly fortunate to find a

pod with nine peas inside, in which case

the pod may be thrown over the right

shoulder while a wish is made. Such a pod

may also be used to glean information

about a future partner. If a girl places the

pod over her door, the first unmarried

man to enter is destined to become her
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husband (a variation advises that the man
who enters merely shares the same name
as the husband-to-be). A pod containing

nine peas may also be employed to cure

warts, being rubbed on the warts and

then tossed away with the words 'Wart,

wart, dry away.'

peach Chinese superstition gives the

peach an exalted place, interpreting the

fruit as a symbol oflong life and immor-
tality and crediting it with the power to

ward off evil spirits. In the Western

world, the peach tree is said to give warn-

ing of cattle epidemics by shedding its

leaves early.

peacock Though revered by Hindus

as a sacred bird, the peacock is widely

regarded as unlucky in Western tradition.

In India it is believed that it will eat

snakes and this idea at least has been

absorbed in other cultures, one English

superstition from Tudor times (when the

peacock was considered a 'royal' bird)

claiming that its cry scares offvenomous
animals.

The splendour of the peacock's fea-

thers meant that it was depicted in art as a

symbol of Heaven, but the 'eyes' on its

tail have inspired more ominous associa-

tions. One legend claims that the eyes

belong to the seven deadly sins, plucked

out as a punishment by God. The seven

deadly sins are, therefore, thought to lurk

in the vicinity of the peacock, trying to

get their eyes back, and the bird itself is

consequently a harbinger of intense bad

fortune. Another tradition links the eyes

to the classical story of the giant Argus,

who had a hundred eyes.

Peacock feathers should on no account

be allowed indoors or worn as decora-

tion, and actors and actresses are

among those who express real fear about

their presence and are likely to talk appre-

hensively of the evil eye. Another sug-

gested derivation of this taboo links it

with the tradition that peacocks were
kept in the temples of ancient Greece,

where removal of their tail feathers was a

crime punishable by death.

pendulum

Other superstitions concerning the

bird include the notion that, though
proud of their plumage, peacocks are

ashamed of their feet. Peacocks are also

said to foretell the coming of rain, as a

traditional rhyme indicates:

When the peacock loudly calls

Then look out for rain and squalls.

pearl The link between pearls and the

sea means that the stone has a somewhat
dubious reputation among the supersti-

tious. Giving a baby the gift of a pearl -

the birthstone for June - is said to

guarantee the infant a long life, but to

others pearls symbolise tears and are

therefore unlucky, especially if worn by
brides. Pearls are, however, supposed to

have certain aphrodisiac properties,

and sleeping with a pearl beneath the

pillow is reputed to help childless couples

conceive. Medicinally speaking, wearing

a pearl will cure madness and prove

beneficial in the treatment of jaundice
and snake and insect bites. A superstition

with its tongue perhaps in its cheek adds

that pearls will also cure depression in

women.

peewit see lapwing.

pendulum A weighted line that may
be used for the purposes of dowsing or

divination. The movements observed

when gently swinging a gold ring on the

end of a string or length of hair may be

interpreted in different ways according to

context. In an age when clocks and

watches were a luxury, it was commonly
said that a person could find out what

time it was by letting a pendulum swing

against the sides of a glass or goblet con-

taining a little water: the number oftimes

it struck the sides would give the hour of

the day. Other applications over the years

have included the settling of various

questions, among them the identity of

future spouses.

The best-known use of the pendulum

today is the swinging ofa wedding ring

over the belly of a pregnant woman to

determine the sex ofher unborn child.



penny

If the ring, which should be suspended

by a strand of the woman's own hair,

spins in a clockwise direction a boy may
be expected; ifin an anti-clockwise direc-

tion (or up and down rather than in a

circle) it will be a girl. In answering other

questions it is usual for a ring spinning in

an anti-clockwise direction to be inter-

preted as a discouraging sign.

penny The humble penny has always

been considered lucky. Many people are

familiar with the tradition of carrying a

penny about the person for luck, while

others will toss one overboard on setting

out to sea in the belief that this will

appease the marine gods and guarantee

them a safe passage.

See also coin; lucky penny; money.

peony English superstition claims

that the peony, named after Paeon, the

Greek God of Healing, should be valued

for its protective properties, sailors are

advised that by burning a peony they can

cause storms to subside, while the sick

are recommended to wear a necklace

made from peony roots to relieve such

ailments as epilepsy and cramp. In chil-

dren it is said to encourage the develop-

ment ofhealthy teeth.

pepper Though less important in

terms of superstition than salt, pepper

none the less has its mystical significance.

Supposedly an aphrodisiac, it should

not be eaten by anyone suffering from

fever as it will only cause the problem to

intensify. A US tradition holds that

applying cotton wool dipped in black

pepper to the ear will cure earache (see

deafness) and, further, that eating

whole chilli peppers will see off a cold.

Finally, sprinkling a little pepper on the

chair of a guest will ensure that he or she

does not overstay their welcome.

periwinkle Evergreen plant with a

blue flower which has a somewhat dark

reputation, being traditionally linked

with witchcraft and death. The Italians

used to adorn dead babies with garlands

of periwinkle, and in former times here-

tics burned at the stake were given peri-

winkle crowns. Maintaining the link

with death, a Welsh tradition warns that

anyone who picks a periwinkle from a

grave will suffer for a whole year from
nightmares about the dead person

buried there. In Germany, the periwinkle

is considered the flower of immortality.

A more cheerful English superstition

advises that if a man and a woman eat the

leaves of a periwinkle together they will

fall passionately in love.

In folk medicine, periwinkle leaves

may be chewed to treat haemorrhages

and toothache. The plant may also be

used in treatments for diabetes, and scien-

tists have verified that it is in fact rich in

valuable alkaloids.

petticoat A long-standing tradition

has it that a girl whose petticoats show
beneath her dress is loved more by her

father than by her mother. Sleeping with

one ofher petticoats under the pillow will

ensure that a girl enjoys dreams about her

future husband. In the USA this might be

attempted while reciting the following

lines:

This Friday night while going to bed,

I put my petticoat under my head,

To dream of the living and not of the

dead,

To dream of the man I am to wed,

The colour ofhis eyes, the colour ofhis

hair,

The colour of the clothes he is to wear,

And the night the wedding is to be.

According to the Portuguese, mean-

while, a woman who fears she is

threatened by the evil eye can escape

harm by wearing seven petticoats at once.

See also underwear.

petting stone see barring the way.

photograph The art ofphotography

may be a relatively new phenomenon,

but it has none the less inspired certain

superstitious beliefs that are now well

entrenched. Perhaps the most familiar is

the beliefamong many people in techno-
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logically undeveloped parts of the world

that it is extremely bad luck to allow

someone to take their photograph (a

taboo that previously applied to hand-

drawn portraits also). The reasoning is

that the image of a person contains some-

thing of their life-force, so anyone who
obtains a photographic likeness also

acquires a degree of influence over their

soul.

Other superstitions include the more

or less redundant notion that engaged

couples should decline to have their

photograph taken together, as this

threatens their chances of eventually

being married. It has also been suggested

that it is reckless to be photographed with

an animal, which may be a witch in dis-

guise. Neither should people be grouped

in threes for a photograph, as the middle

one is thereby placed under sentence of

death. Sport players, furthermore, have

been known to refuse to have their team

photograph taken until after the match

in the belief that otherwise they will

prejudice their luck on the field. In the

Netherlands, motorists fix photographs

of their lovers on the dashboard of their

cars to protect them from accidents.

Many people who otherwise see no
magic in the science of photography

will baulk at the prospect of destroying

a photograph of someone who is still

alive.

To deliver a curse against someone, the

simplest procedure is to turn a photo-

graph ofthem to the wall or turn it upside

down (or, even better, to do both).

phrenology The pseudo-science of

'reading' a person's character by exam-
ination of the shape of their head and by
paying particular attention to any bumps
felt on the skull. An invention of

nineteenth-century occultists, though in

many respects a refinement ofthe age-old

practice of physiognomy, phrenology
divides the head into areas relevant to

different spheres of human activity. The
neck relates to matters of love, the upper
part of the back of the head to pride, the

piebald

top of the head to the conscience, the

frontal central area to the impulses of

generosity and kindness, and so forth.

physiognomy The time-honoured

practice of deducing a person's character

from their facial appearance. Chaucer

adopted the art of physiognomy in

delineating the characters in The Canter-

bury Tales, and behaviourists today assert

that in everyday life people make impor-

tant conclusions about their fellow

human beings purely on the basis ofwhat
they look like - though many authorities

are nervous ofsuggesting that there really

are identifiable 'types' as this is far from
'politically correct'. Specific conclusions

advanced by converts to physiognomy
include the assumptions that happy

people have round faces, that intellectuals

have triangular faces and that the physi-

cally active have square faces. Every fea-

ture has its significance, including lines or

wrinkles.

See also beard; cheek; ear; eye; eye-

brow; lips; mole; nose; teeth.

picture A widely held superstition

warns that a picture falling off a wall for

no apparent reason is an extremely bad

omen, probably signifying the imminent

death of someone in the household

(though a variation claims that the glass

covering the picture must be broken for

the omen to apply). This tradition was

originally confined to portraits and

meant the death of the person depicted:

like photographs, portraits are alleged

to capture something of the life-essence

of the subject and so the fortunes of the

two parties are magically linked.

Other superstitions concerning pic-

tures include a taboo in the theatre against

hanging pictures over dressing room
doorways and a more general prejudice

against placing them over beds.

pie A rather curious Irish superstition

claims that it is unlucky to see a single pie

on its own. It is, however, lucky to see

two of them.

piebald see horse.
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Pig

pig The superstitions ofmany cultures

grant the pig an elevated status as a special

animal with various occult associations.

Pigs were sacrificed to the gods ofancient

Greece, were once worshipped in Crete

and Egypt and have been credited by the

Chinese (who think the pig lucky) with

psychic powers, while the Jews and the

Arabs refuse to eat its meat on the

grounds that the animal is 'unclean'. In

the British Isles rural superstition claims

that the devil often takes the form of a

pig, and there are many legends of

'demon pigs' that terrorised whole locali-

ties. A variety of demon pig, the 'yird

swine' or earth pig, was reputed to scav-

enge in graveyards for newly buried

bodies. The Isle of Man, meanwhile,

boasts its own stories of 'fairy pigs'.

A pig crossing one's path is generally

regarded as unlucky, particularly so in the

case ofwedding parties, though it is con-

versely fortunate if a sow with a litter of

young comes along. The runt of a litter is

said to be protected by St Anthony, and

some farmers are therefore reluctant to

slaughter what is sometimes called the

'pantony pig'. Pig farmers are also careful

not to hit their pigs with sticks of elder,

reputed to cause immediate death.

Observation of a pig's behaviour can

be informative about coming events. If a

pig runs about with straw in its mouth, a

storm should be expected. If it utters a

high-pitched whine or suddenly dies, this

is an omen that some person's life too is

coming to an end. According to the Irish,

it is unlucky for pigs to enter a house as

this threatens hardship, though it is a

good omen to drive pigs indoors on

mayday morning.

Saying the word 'pig' is discouraged

among fishermen at sea because it will

cost them a good catch, and likewise they

will refuse to allow ham or pork or any-

thing to do with pigs on board their ves-

sels. By the same token, many seafarers

will be reluctant to set sail ifthey happen

upon a black pig on their way to the

harbour. In coastal parts of Scotland the

bad luck threatened when someone utters

the word 'pig' may be negated by at once

touching iron and intoning the phrase:

'Cauld aim'.

When pigs are slaughtered for food it is

always best to kill them when the moon
is waxing, which means that the meat

will swell in the pot rather than shrink.

Eating pigs' brains is ill advised because it

will cause the person concerned to spill all

his or her secrets, and the bite of a pig is

said to cause cancer. Pork soup, how-
ever, has various medicinal properties,

and washing warts with pig's blood or

rubbing them with bacon will make
them disappear. According to the Irish,

children suffering from mumps and

other ailments should rub their heads on a

pig's back so that the disease will be trans-

ferred to the animal.

See also boar.

pigeon Like doves, pigeons have a

fairly ominous reputation among the

superstitious. Should a white pigeon

settle on a rooftop this is taken as a sure

sign of the imminent death of someone
within, though the settling of pigeons of

other colours on a rooftop is to be wel-

comed as they bring good luck. The
appearance of any pigeon, white or

otherwise, inside a house is to be regret-

ted, while a pigeon perching on a table is

doubly unfortunate as it is an omen of

imminent sickness in the house. Feeding

pigeons is said to guarantee the making of

new friendships, and the sight of twelve

pigeons passing overhead is reputed to

constitute a promise of coming wealth.

Pigeons flying in circles over water,

meanwhile, may be interpreted as a sign

of approaching rain.

Piercing a pigeon's heart with pins is

supposed to be effective in persuading a

lover to return home, while burning one

in a fire will ward off witchcraft. In

former times pressing one halfofa freshly

killed pigeon's body against the soles of

the feet was reputed to draw offFEver. As

is the case with doves, any pillow or mat-

tress containing pigeon feathers should be

removed from the bed of a dying person,
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as no one can die peacefully while lying

on such feathers.

pimple A widespread British super-

stition has it that the appearance of a

pimple on the tongue is a sure indication

that the person concerned is given to tell-

ing lies.

pin Though a humble enough domes-

tic item, the pin is associated with a range

ofsuperstitious beliefs. It is lucky to find a

pin on the floor: it should always be

picked up, as an old rhyme insists:

See a pin and let it lie,

Sure to rue it by and by.

A variation on this tradition adds that it is

good luck ifthe pin points away from the

person who finds it and bad luck if it

points in the opposite direction, in which

case it should be left well alone. A preg-

nant woman who finds a pin will give

birth to a boy (see pregnancy).

Some people claim that it is bad luck to

lend pins (particularly ifthe other party is

a suspected witch) unless the lender has

first stuck him or herselfwith it. Pins used

to secure clothes worn at a funeral,

meanwhile, should never be used again,

for fear ofthe misfortune they will bring.

Similarly, wedding dresses should be

carefully checked for any forgotten pins,

as these will bring bad luck to the bride if

not removed before she walks up the aisle

on her wedding day. However, the pins

may be carefully set aside by the dress-

maker as they are thought to be lucky and

will also promote the wedding chances of

anyone to whom they then pass.

Bent pins are supposed to be very

lucky ifthrown into wishing wells and

they will also protect houses from
witchcraft. Some sailors will, how-
ever, express reluctance to see pins on
board their vessels, as they are said to be

the weapons of witches. Another use for

pins concerns lost belongings: the solu-

tion is to take a pin and stick it into a

cushion with the words, 'I pin you my
Devil' - the lost article will soon be

found. Lastly, crossing warts with a pin

plants

and then burying the pin in the ground
will cause them to disappear.

See also candle.

pinch Giving someone a pinch for

luck is an old tradition particularly assoc-

iated with seafaring communities. In

former times, families of sailors newly
returned from long voyages used to give

the man concerned a good pinch to con-

firm that he really was there in the flesh

and that it was not his ghost standing on

the threshold.

pine see fir.

pipe smoking A superstition spec-

ific to pipe smoking warns that a pipe

should never be lit from a burning lamp

or candle, which, according to the

French, will provoke a wife to argumen-

tativeness and possibly even infidelity.

Blowing smoke rings is, however, a good
omen said to promote the luck of both

the smoker and those in the immediate

vicinity. Among American Indians,

smoking a pipe of peace is an important

social ritual and no one must refuse to

take a puff if the pipe is offered to them.

The ceremony must be done in total

silence - if anyone speaks, the pipe must

be dropped at once. Disaster will befall

anyone who attempts to smoke from it

again.

See also cigar; cigarette.

pips see fruit trees

plantain Sometimes called ribwort,

this plant is valued in folk medicine for its

healing properties. It is said that drinking

tea made from plantain leaves will cure

measles. Another use of plantain

involves wrapping two bare spikes ofthe

plant in a dock leaf or otherwise secret-

ing them under a stone and leaving them

overnight: if they have blossomed in the

morning, this is a sign that a love affair

will prosper.

plants Superstition credits plants of

virtually all kinds with a myriad ofmagi-

cal properties, proclaiming their useful-

ness in healing and divination as well as in
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plate

protecting and promoting luck and
guarding against evil in various disguises.

Many plants - particularly herbs - have

their own specific powers and character-

istics, but a few superstitions apply to all.

These include the notion that, as is the

case with bees, plants kept in the house

should be meticulously informed of

important events within the family,

especially deaths. If a plant is not kept up
to date on such matters it will wither and

die, and some people insist that to be on
the safe side treasured plants should be

decorated with a small piece of black

cloth to ensure that they feel fully

involved in the mourning process.

In recent times this tradition has come
into focus once again, with gardeners and

scientists debating the desirability oftalk-

ing to one's plants as a matter ofcourse to

encourage their growth. Some experi-

ments do indeed seem to suggest that a

plant will grow more healthily if talked

to on a regular basis.

Plants that are widely renowned for

their magical properties include beans;

broom; clover; daisy; dandelion;

foxglove; garlic; henbane; man-
drake; nightshade; poppy; rose; st

John's wort and yarrow.
See also flowers; trees.

plate As is the case with other every-

day kitchen utensils, plates have a magical

significance. It is reckless in the extreme

to eat from a plate stacked on top of

another, or to place a plate upside down
on the table: both actions are a portent

of imminent death. Neither should a

diner turn a plate on the table after it has

been placed in front of him, as this too

invites bad luck. Breaking a plate is triply

unfortunate, as breakages always occur in

threes (see numbers) and two more are

therefore likely to get broken in the near

future. Ifa bride breaks a plate at her wed-

ding reception she is doomed to an

unhappy married life. It is, however,

lucky to eat from a cracked plate.

Ifsomeone in the family hasjust died, a

plate should be put out for the deceased at

the first meal after the funeral so that the

dead person's ghost may fortify itselffor

thejourney to the hereafter.

See also dish.

playing cards see cards.

plough The great importance of the

plough in rural communities in former

times meant that the superstitious insisted

on various rituals and precautions regard-

ing its safe-keeping. Blessing a plough in

church was once a common practice

designed to promote the year's crops and

is still carried on in some agricultural

areas, a distant relic of pagan practices.

According to another ancient tradition,

ploughs also had to be carefully put away
in the winter - ifthey were left out in the

fields, a farmer's land would be invaded

by wolves.

When actually in use, no plough

should be stepped over lest the ground

tilled with it becomes infertile; neither

should anyone cross the path ofthe horses

or tractor pulling it. In Scotland, it is said

that good luck will come to any person

who sees the first plough of the season

coming towards them, but conversely

that they will suffer misfortune ifthey see

it when it is going away from them.

Records exist of witches ritually putting

together miniature ploughs pulled by

teams oftoads so as to render an enemy's

land barren and to claim the ground for

the devil.

plover The plover is, in English

superstition at least, an unlucky bird.

Hearing its first call in spring may have

dire consequences if a person does not

have any money about them at the time:

it signifies that they will remain hard up

until the following spring. Seven plovers

(see numbers) seen in flight together is

also unlucky.

See also golden plover.

plum If a plum tree produces blossom

in December someone in the owner's

family is doomed to die shortly, accord-

ing to a Welsh superstition.
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pointing Most people are familiar

with the notion that pointing is rude, but

some claim that it is actually dangerous,

an idea which is probably the origin of

the modern social taboo. Pointing at

someone or something is supposed to

concentrate bad luck in that direction by

drawing the attention of evil spirits. It is

therefore particularly unlucky to point at

other people, ships or anything else that

may be considered prone to sudden and

complete catastrophe. In some fishing

communities, for instance, pointing is

absolutely forbidden unless done with the

whole hand rather than a single finger (see

fishermen). Pointing at the sky, the

moon, a rainbow or some other 'heav-

enly' phenomenon is similarly frowned

upon as it risks incurring the wrath of the

gods.

poker Being connected with the

hearth and thus with the magic of fire,

the humble poker is the subject ofvarious

popular superstitious beliefs. For cen-

turies past, people lighting fires have

leaned the poker upright against the bars

of the grate, thereby forming a cross

that bestows its blessings on the hearth

and encourages a reluctant fire to blaze.

Witches are supposedly drawn to the

chimney as a means of introducing their

evil influence into a house, but the sign of

the cross will prevent them interfering

with a fire or otherwise with the welfare

ofthe occupants (see witchcraft). It has

been suggested that this superstition is not

so fanciful as it might first appear: if the

poker is first heated before being placed

against the grate it may indeed draw a

helpful draught down the chimney and

so help a fire to catch hold.

Other superstitions warn that it is

unlucky to lay a poker on a table and

that it is ill advised to keep both poker and

tongs on the same side of the fireplace. If

this is done, an argument will break out

between the master and the mistress of

the house.

poplar

headed individual with little time for

superstition, but the high-profile, high-

risk nature ofthejob means that he or she

may be more prone to such apparently

illogical thinking than might be assumed.

Politicians admit to honouring as many
lucky mascots, rituals and taboos as other

mortals, and in some cases these notions

have actually influenced their decision-

making faculties in a significant way.

History is full of instances of national

leaders who, after consulting personal

astrologers and other 'experts', would
not decide important issues at inauspi-

cious times. Relatively modern examples

include the Irish statesman Charles Ste-

wart Parnell, who had a deep mistrust for

the colour green; Canadian Prime

Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King,

who liked to make major decisions when
the two hands of a clock came together;

Adolf Hitler, who interested himself in

astrology and timed many military

offensives to start on the seventh day of

the month (which he believed to be the

most auspicious date); and US President

Ronald Reagan, who is said to have

bowed to his wife's pressure when the

stars were unfavourable about certain

undertakings. The fact that Reagan, who
was elected in 1980, survived his presi-

dency (though he only narrowly avoided

being assassinated) dented a cherished US
superstition that grew out of the curious

historical fact that every previous presi-

dent elected at twenty-nine-year inter-

vals since 1 840 had died in office.

poltergeist see ghost.

poodle German superstition reserves

a special place for the poodle, claiming

that black poodles will lurk in the vicinity

ofthe graves ofdisgraced members ofthe

clergy as evidence oftheir failure to live

up to their calling during their lifetime.

The reason why, of all dogs, the black

poodle should be sensitive to such charac-

ters is lost in the mists of time.

politician The popular concept of poplar Like the aspen, the poplar is

the average politician suggests a hard- renowned for its trembling leaves and
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poppy

shares the same reputation as a tree with

special powers for healing fever and
similar ailments. Witches may also use

poplar leaves in the preparation of

flying ointment. Traditional theories

to account for the shivering of the leaves

variously attribute it to the fact that wood
from the tree was used to make Christ's

cross, that Christ prayed under a poplar in

the Garden of Gethsemane and that the

poplar was the only tree that refused to

mourn at the Crucifixion.

poppy As a reminder of the dead of

two world wars and other conflicts, the

blood-red poppy — which flourishes on

the battlefields of Flanders - is now
regarded primarily as a symbol of

remembrance. This idea had its roots in

the old notion that the plant sprang up
from the blood of dead warriors (hence

its colour).

On account of its narcotic powers,

however, the poppy originally had vari-

ous other magical associations dating

back to classical legend. The flower has

long been associated with fertility, and

farmers in the ancient world maintained

that corn would not grow unless there

were a few poppies among it. English tra-

dition, however, insists that the poppy is

an unlucky plant and in parts of the Mid-
lands there are those who claim that it

should never be brought indoors because

it will cause illness. Simply picking a

poppy may trigger a thunderstorm.

Looking into the heart of the plant is

reputed to be enough to rob a person of

their sight, and the poppy's scent is sup-

posed to bring on headaches. If pressed

against the ear, a poppy will allegedly

cause earache (see deafness).

More positively, if contradictorily,

poppies made into a poultice are alleged

to relieve the pain of toothache, ear-

ache and other ailments, and in former

times they were an ingredient in potions

intended to cure insomnia. Given their

hallucinogenic properties, poppies have

long been prized for divining the future.

It is also possible for lovers to use them to

confirm a partner's interest: if a poppy
petal snaps with a distinct noise when
pressed between the fingers, the other

party's love is genuine. For those

bewitched into love, spells involving

poppies are said to offer an antidote.

porpoise Like the dolphin, the por-

poise is generally considered a harbinger

of good luck by the world's seafarers

and should never be harmed. As well as

warding ofTsHARKS, they are said to have

some influence on the winds, calming

stormy seas; if they play around a boat

when the sea is calm, however, they may
whip up a gale (though others claim this is

simply another good omen). In pre-

dicting the weather, the sight of por-

poises swimming north is said to indicate

fine days ahead, but if they swim south

foul weather is in store.

portrait see photograph; picture.

potato Since its introduction into

Europe in the sixteenth century, the

potato has inspired a variety of supersti-

tions. In the early days it was much prized

as an aphrodisiac, credited with the

power to cure impotence. Much later,

having lost this reputation as a food of

love, the potato developed a new and

widespread reputation as a cure for rheu-

matism, being carried in the trouser

pockets of sufferers far and wide; as the

potato (which according to some has to be

stolen) slowly shrivels and hardens it is said

to absorb the poisons that cause the prob-

lem in the first place. The fact that the drug

atropine, which is reputed to cure rheu-

matism, can be found in small quantities in

potato 'eyes' suggests that this notion may
not be entirely without cause.

Other superstitions include the idea

that potatoes are best planted on good
Friday in order to be immune to inter-

ference from the devil (though some

authorities claim exactly the opposite),

and the quaint custom that allows anyone

eating a new potato for the first time in

the season to make a wish. To make sure

harvested potatoes keep well, every
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member of the family should share in

eating the first few that are prepared. US
superstition adds that if a cook allows a

pan of potatoes to boil dry there will be a

rainstorm.

pots and pans Like other everyday

kitchen utensils, a cook's pots and pans

have considerable relevance to the super-

stitious. To prevent the devil fouling up

the cooking by gaining influence over

such utensils it is important to treat them

with care. When a pot was first hung up

above a hearth, it was once usual to toss

seven grains of salt into the fire to drive

away evil spirits. It was also considered

unwise to allow the chains from which a

pot hung to sway, because it caused the

Virgin Mary to weep. Should an earthen-

ware pot be broken while a cook is think-

ing about a lover, the number of pieces

into which the pot breaks are said to

indicate how many years they will enjoy

a happy relationship. When cooking

meat, if the joint shrinks in the pot this is

an omen ofbad times ahead. If, however,

the meat swells the household may expect

prosperous days in the future.

Perhaps the best-known superstition

relating to saucepans is the notion that ifa

single woman wipes the bottom of a pan

with a piece of bread she is destined

never to be married. A rather more com-
plex tradition, however, concerns using a

saucepan to divine what fate lies in store

for the soul of a recently deceased friend

or relative. The procedure dictated by
superstition is to place a black cat in a

copper saucepan for twenty-four hours.

Ifthe cat is still alive at the end ofthat time

. the soul of the person concerned is safely

in Heaven, or else in purgatory - but if

the cat is dead, the soul has descended to

the fires of Hell.

To be on the safe side, metal pot hooks

should be thrown out of the window
during a thunderstorm in case they attract

LIGHTNING.

pouring The act of pouring out

gravy, sauce, wine or some other liquid

foodsturTmay seem innocent enough, but

prayers

superstition reveals a hidden risk. It is

very important that the hand should not

be turned backwards over the wrist in the

act of pouring, because it endangers a

person's luck and may lead to an

argument.

See also waiting on table.

powder ofsympathy see wound.

pram As with cradles, babies'

prams are subject to certain superstitious

beliefs and taboos. The most generally

observed of these is the notion that it is

tempting fate to buy a pram before a

baby is actually born, a taboo that almost

certainly developed out of the similar

prohibition against purchasing a cradle

too soon. Other superstitions include the

idea that to push an empty pram, or one

containing someone else's baby, is to risk

becoming pregnant oneself.

prayers Normally associated with

conventional religious worship, the

saying ofprayers has in fact been a feature

of pagan rituals since primitive times.

Prayer of various kinds, both Christian

and pagan, was involved in the treatment

ofanimals, folk medicine and other forms

ofmagic as far back as the Anglo-Saxons.

The incantations essential to many spells

and love charms are presumably derived

from such traditions, and any chance of

success they had was probably improved

by the power of suggestion.

Reversing Christian symbols is a

common feature of black magic rituals

around the world, and the reciting of the

Lord's Prayer backwards is one of the

central elements in the black mass. Saying

the Lord's Prayer backwards may, how-
ever, also be used against witchcraft,

specifically in the rituals surrounding the

burning of a witch bottle (a bottle con-

taining samples of hair, blood, nail

parings and so forth from the supposed

victim of witchcraft). This ceremony is

said to cause a spell to be lifted, and will

culminate in the witch's death if the

bottle bursts. Similarly, curses may be

delivered by being spoken backwards.
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precocioasness

The theory that witches spoke back-

wards when casting their spells inspired

the idea that anyone who betrayed some
hesitation or reluctance in saying their

prayers the normal way should be suspec-

ted of witchcraft. During investigations

alleged witches were sometimes ordered

to recite prayers, and failure to do so

without making a mistake was taken as

strong evidence of guilt. Should a

member of the clergy make a mistake

when saying prayers in church a death in

the parish will surely follow (though

some authorities claim that he must make
three mistakes before such consequences

become inevitable).

Those who say their prayers in the tra-

ditional way before going to bed are

advised that it is thought to be unlucky to

say them while kneeling at the end of the

bed and far preferable to kneel at the side.

precociousness A child who shows

early intellectual promise may delight his

or her parents and teachers, but may be

looked upon with doubt by the supersti-

tious. A widespread tradition warns that

precocious children are doomed to

premature death, which is presumably

why they are trying to reach a level of

sophistication and learning beyond their

years. This is why some people will

lament the sight of a baby that is fully

alert to everything going on and the child

will be deemed 'too wise to live'.

pregnancy The time between con-

ception and the birth of a baby is inevit-

ably fraught and has inspired countless

superstitions and taboos that purport to

enlist the reassurance ofmagic in the busi-

ness of a safe confinement and delivery.

Pregnant women and their unborn chil-

dren are considered especially vulnerable

to the threat of evil. Among the dangers

against which superstition warns are

allowing a rat or weasel to leap over a

pregnant woman's belly, thus causing a

birthmark; permitting a mother-to-be

to look at a corpse, which will give her

child a pale complexion; letting her knit

or spin, which dooms her child to death

by hanging; failing to prevent her from
stepping over a grave, thus sentencing the

baby to a premature death; and shocks of

all descriptions (a pregnant woman
frightened by a bird, for instance, may
bear a child with a wing in place ofone of

its arms).

If a pregnant woman gazes at the

moon her child will be born with mental

problems. According to Scandinavian

superstition, if she steps over a cat her

baby will be born a hermaphrodite. Ifshe

meets a hare or, according to another

Scandinavian tradition, drinks out of a

cracked cup her child will suffer from a

hare-lip. It is also risky, according to

one old English superstition, to talk

openly about a baby before the birth as

this invites the interference of fairies,

who may seek to harm the unborn child

or to steal it; to counter this danger some
women refer to the foetus as the 'pot lid'

or use some other substitute word to

avoid arousing the fairies' interest.

Superstition attaches considerable

import to the cravings which some
mothers develop during pregnancy. One
old tradition has it that unless the craving

is satisfied the image of the thing longed

for, whether it be an apricot, a slice of

liver or an oyster, will be forever

imprinted on some part of the child's

body in the form of a birthmark.

To influence the sex of the unborn

child the expectant mother is advised to

dress in blue if she wants a boy and in

pink if she wants a girl. In the USA it is

said that a baby that delivers kicks on the

right-hand side of the womb is a boy,

while one that kicks on the left-hand side

is a girl. To ensure that the baby is healthy

it is best to conceive at midday, when the

sun is at its highest, and to promote its

intelligence a pregnant woman should do

as much reading as she can over the nine

months. She should resist any temptation

to steal or her child too will grow up to be

a THIEF.

Close contact with pregnant women
increases other women's chances (or

risks) of conceiving. Variations on this
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theme include taking care not to sit on a

chair that a pregnant woman has recently

vacated and never trying on her coat. It is

also traditional in Scotland to bar a preg-

nant woman from the room of a woman
who is in labour, as this is thought to be

unlucky. As with menstruation, preg-

nant women are forbidden in many cul-

tures to prepare food or to help with

livestock on the grounds that their touch

contaminates. There is also a prejudice

against pregnant women taking oaths of

any kind; for this reason they are some-

times turned down as prospective god-
parents, superstition claiming that the

child concerned may die if this custom is

not followed.

Male partners are not entirely ignored

in the superstitions that surround the

business of pregnancy. Indeed, in some

societies it is the male who behaves like

the one who is having the child, suffering

all the pangs and aches of pregnancy in

the woman's stead. He may even take to

his bed and be treated by others to all

intents and purposes as the expectant

partner (a tradition known as 'couvade').

This curious notion derives either from

the prejudice that men, being allegedly

stronger and more intelligent than

females, are better able to defend the

unborn child's interests, or else from the

idea that such actions will confuse any

malevolent spirits. Even in modern West-

ern society, tales abound ofhusbands and

other partners experiencing 'sympathy

pains' in the form of stomach upsets or

cramps when their children are born.

Couples who are experiencing diffi-

culty in conceiving a child may like to

sleep with a pearl beneath the pillow, or

try the US remedy which suggests that

tossing black-eyed peas across a road close

to their home will successfully promote
their chances ofhaving a baby.

See also blade-bone; childbirth;

miscarriage; pendulum.

priest see clergy.

primrose English superstition dic-

tates that, when picked for the first time

purse

in spring, primroses should never be

brought into the house in anything but

bunches of at least thirteen flowers. If this

is ignored, bad luck will follow - spec-

ifically, the ruining of that season's egg
yield. If only one primrose is brought

inside, only one egg will hatch from each

clutch; worse still, this may also presage

the death of a member of the family.

Much the same tradition has been

extended to various other spring flowers,

including the daffodil. In Wales, it is

said to be bad luck ifprimroses flower out

of season.

In folk medicine, primroses may be

used as a safeguard against evil spirits and

also to cure insomnia, among various

other ailments.

prostitute Superstition claims that it

is lucky to meet a prostitute in the street,

especially early in the morning, in which

case the rest of the day's business will

turn out well. Prostitutes are, however,

less welcome on board ships, where their

presence is said to provoke storms.

See also pancake.

pumpkin Revered by the Chinese

above all other plants, the pumpkin is

widely respected as an emblem of ferti-

lity, presumably because of its generous

size. Associated throughout the Western

world primarily with the celebration of

Hallowe'en, pumpkins hollowed out

and carved into grotesque faces and then

illuminated from within by a candle are

reputed to scare away the evil spirits that

roam abroad on this particular night. In

keeping with this reputation, pumpkins

are best planted on good Friday. Once
growing, they should never be pointed

at, which will cause them to rot. Pump-
kin seeds may be consumed to quieten an

excessively passionate nature and, if

mixed into a paste with oil and rubbed on

the skin, will eradicate freckles.

purse Superstition has several pieces

of advice to ensure that a purse (or wallet

or handbag) is never empty. As well as

keeping various good luck charms in it,
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purse

the owner should make doubly sure that present should slip a coin into it to get the

his or her purse is never totally empty new owner offto a good start; a length of

since even one small coin will attract string secreted in it will apparently have

others. Anyone who gives a purse as a the same effect.
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rabbit Like hares, which share many
of the same traditions, rabbits are closely

associated with witchcraft and have a

mixed reputation among the supersti-

tious. This link with the powers of dark-

ness may date back to pagan times, when
rabbits' tendency to play in the moon-
light led to them being identified with

the moon god. Witches are said to

favour rabbits as one of their disguises,

and their familiars may also appear in

such a form. Various parts of the rabbit's

body feature in mischief-making spells

and potions, and many cultures assign

certain supernatural qualities to this

animal.

On a lighter note, the rabbit's reputa-

tion for fecundity means it has become
one ofthe symbols of easter (the mythi-

cal Easter Bunny of US superstition is

said to deliver chocolate Easter eggs), and

in the right circumstances seeing a rabbit

can have beneficial consequences. If a

rabbit crosses in front of someone, for

instance, this is said to be fortunate,

though only bad luck will ensue if a

rabbit passes behind a person's back.

More pessimistic is the notion common
among miners that it is unlucky to see a

rabbit on the way to work because it may
presage some disaster, and the general

belief that misfortune will follow any

dream in which rabbits appear.

Farmers have been known to express

unease if rabbits approach too close to

their livestock, but may show reluctance

to shoot black rabbits in particular on
the grounds that they may be the reincar-

nated souls of their ancestors, white rab-

bits are especially loathed by some

people, who claim that a death will occur

in a household if such a creature is seen in

the immediate vicinity - though it is

lucky to say 'white rabbits' before any-

thing else on the first day of the month or

on the first day of a new moon. A rabbit

running down a street, moreover, consti-

tutes a warning that one of the houses in

the neighbourhood will shortly catch

fire, and sailors include 'rabbit' among
the taboo words that must never be

uttered while at sea.

Carrying around a rabbit's foot (see

amulet), on the other hand, is supposed

to guarantee exceptional good luck, and

such macabre mascots are among the

most popular of all lucky charms, being

carried by people all over the world.

Ideally made from the 'lucky' left hind

leg of a rabbit killed by a cross-eyed man
in the light of a full moon, these are often

hung on babies' cradles. Similarly,

brushing a baby, a fruit tree or some

other valued object with a rabbit's foot is

said to keep it from harm. In rural areas

many poachers carry rabbit's feet in the

belief that this will ensure they are not

caught, and in the theatre actors and
actresses often boast lucky rabbit's feet

that they usually keep in their make-up
boxes. Women should think twice,

though, before carrying a rabbit's foot

about their person, as this is said to

increase their chances of having a large

family. On no account should such

charms be mislaid, which will prove dis-

astrous to the erstwhile owner's fortune.

It has been suggested that the reason

rabbits are supposed to be harbingers of

good luck derives from the fact that
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railway

young rabbits are born with their eyes

open, and can thereby ward off evil. Or
perhaps it is simply that the rabbit's

powers of procreation link it with the

idea of fruitfulness and success in all one's

ventures.

The rabbit has several uses in folk

medicine. These include wearing rabbit-

skin socks to guard against pleurisy and

feeding rabbit's brains to an irritable

child, a procedure reputed in Dorset to

lead to an immediate improvement in

the child's behaviour.

railway Superstition usually regards

technology with awe and mistrust, and is

not slow to devise new taboos and tips in

response. In the case of railways the most

widespread superstition, dating back to

the early years ofthe twentieth century at

least, claims that it is unlucky if a train

passes over a bridge while a person is

walking beneath; if this happens, the

fingers should be firmly crossed. It is also

unlucky to talk while walking under a

railway bridge. This idea appears to have

its origins in the tradition that witches

and other evil spirits inhabit bridges and

arches of other kinds.

In the days before the introduction o{

diesel and electric trains, some people

claimed that it was lucky to stand in the

clouds of steam that billowed from loco-

motives passing under bridges. It was

also widely believed that encouraging a

child to breathe air through the open

window of a train while it travelled

through a tunnel would alleviate

WHOOPING COUGH.

rain Predicting the onset of rain has

always been a prime preoccupation

among those who work on the land, and

superstition is rich with portents con-

cerning changes in the weather. Many
of these depend upon close observation

of bird and animal behaviour (for

instance, a cat rubbing behind its ear

when washing means it will rain, as do

spiders seeking shelter), though others

suggest that achmg limbs or painful

corns are equally reliable indicators of

imminent downpours - a notion that has

in fact been backed by modern science,

which has linked changes in atmospheric

pressure with such symptoms. Ifa piece of

bread and butter falls face down on the

floor when accidentally dropped, or soot
comes down the chimney, or salt sticks

together in lumps, or the bread goes soft,

these too are portents ofwet weather.

The most famous superstition con-

cerning rain is the tradition that if it rains

on St Swithin's Day (15 July) it will rain

for another forty days in succession. This

belief dates back to an attempt that was

made to move the remains of St Swithin

to a more prestigious location in Win-
chester Cathedral on 15 July 871. Heavy
rain that lasted forty days prevented the

work being completed, and was taken as

a sign ofthe saint's disapproval ofthe pro-

posed move. The plan was eventually

abandoned, leavmg the saint in the

humble spot in the open graveyard that

he had chosen for himselfon his deathbed

- until, that is, the year 963, when he was

moved regardless of his own wishes. The
tradition is referred to in rhyme:

St Swithin's Day, if thou be fair,

For forty days 'twill rain nae mair;

St Swithin's Day, if thou bring rain,

For forty days it will remain.

Weather forecasters admit that mid-July

often sees a fundamental change in

weather patterns, but deny that it is pos-

sible to discern distinct annual forty-day

droughts or downpours following this

particular date.

Meanwhile, rain on St Paul's Day (25

January) signifies poor supplies of corn,

while rain at easter indicates that grass

later in the year will be lush, but there will

be little hay. If it rains on St Peter's Day

(29June) the saints are deemed to be send-

ing water for the apple orchards, and it is

predicted that the apple crop will be a

good one. If it rains around St Mary
Magdalen's Day (22July), this is said to be

because the saint is washing her handker-

chiefready to weep on StJames's Day (25

July).
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Superstition offers numerous sug-

gestions for those wishing to try their

hand at rain-making. The simplest of

these procedures vary from burning

ferns or heather to dipping a cross or

other religious relic in holy water (for-

merly, in various parts of Europe, statues

of the saints were often dipped in lakes

and rivers in times of drought). Another

solution is to step on a beetle or ant or to

get a German band to play in the open -

an idea that dates from the Edwardian era

when such bands often visited England.

If it rains too much, one English

remedy suggests that persuading a first-

born child to undress and then stand on

his head in the rain will cause it to cease.

Another measure involves chanting the

well-known rhyme, or a variation of it:

Rain, rain go away,

Come again another day.

Other miscellaneous superstitions con-

cerning rain include the notion that it is

unlucky ifit rains during a wedding, but

lucky if it rains during a funeral, as this

constitutes evidence that the deceased has

gone to Heaven.

In folk medicine, rainwater is supposed

to be excellent for the hair and treatment

of eye problems. In times gone by,

people often collected rainwater that fell

on ascension day in the belief that, so

long as it had not come into contact with

rooftops, trees or the ground, it had

special healing properties. The Welsh,

meanwhile, claim that a baby bathed in

rainwater will learn to talk much sooner

than other infants of the same age, and

also that money washed in rainwater will

never be stolen.

A bizarre German superstition insists

that couples who make love when it is

raining will conceive girls (whereas those

who indulge in sex when it is fine will

have boys).

See also umbrella.

rainbow The mysterious nature of

the rainbow, which seems to link the

Heavens with the Earth, means that it is a

phenomenon that inspires dread in super-

stitious people ofmany cultures - though
many think a rainbow lucky and will

make a wish on seeing one. Christian

mythology claims that the rainbow is

God's promise that He will never again

flood the Earth, as happened in the story

of Noah's ark. Some people, however,

show reluctance to accept this idea that

the rainbow is a positive reassurance that

no harm will befall those living beneath

its span. Instead, they interpret its appear-

ance as an omen of death, an idea that is

perhaps a folk memory of the celestial

bridge of Norse origins over which the

dead (particularly children) get to

Heaven. In the Shetland Islands, for

instance, the sight of a rainbow arching

over a house is taken as a portent ofimmi-
nent death, and elsewhere various super-

stitions are concerned with negating the

evil influence of rainbows.

In some areas the superstitious will

chant rhymes to make a rainbow disap-

pear, while in others they will lay down
two sticks or straws in the form of a

cross to 'cross out' the rainbow. It is also

considered reckless to be caught point-

ing at a rainbow, which will cause the

rain to start again or may invite even

worse luck. Rather more positive,

though, is the popular tradition that a

crock of gold may be found at the end of

the rainbow - if only that spot can be

located.

Other superstitions about rainbows

include the contention that they suck

water from rivers and lakes to feed the

clouds, the sailors' theory that a rain-

bow can swallow up a whole vessel, and

the warning that water that has been

touched by a rainbow becomes poisoned.

Miniature rainbows spotted in oily

patches on the ground inspire similarly

mixed feelings: some people recommend
avoiding them, saying that it is bad luck

to step over them, while others suggest

holding a foot over the rainbow pattern

and intoning:

Rainbow, rainbow, bring me luck.

Ifyou don't, I'll break you up.
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The appearance of a rainbow allows a

certain amount of information to be

gleaned about the weather to come. As
with red skies, a rainbow in the morning
signifies wet weather on the way, while

one in the afternoon or evening suggests

that the following day will be fine. In the

British Isles at least, science supports the

notion that a rainbow in the west (the

direction in which British weather sys-

tems usually develop) means it will rain,

while one in the east indicates that the wet

weather is over.

rake Gardening lore advises that,

should a rake fall down on the ground

with its tines pointing to the sky, rain is

sure to arrive the following day.

rat These creatures are almost univers-

ally loathed and feared, and almost all the

superstitions concerning them point to

their association with death and disaster.

Rats are said to have a sixth sense when it

comes to predicting death, and various

traditions credit them with knowing
when a calamity of some kind is nigh.

According to one shared by seafarers

worldwide, rats will always desert a sink-

ing ship - even though it may appear at

the time to be entirely sound and in no

danger (accordingly, it is actually lucky if

rats are seen boarding a new vessel). It is

no surprise, then, to learn that it is

deemed most unlucky even to mention

the word 'rat' on board ship.

On land, it is claimed that rats will

vacate a house that is in imminent risk of

collapse or will similarly leave the prop-

erty if one of the occupants is close to

death. The same consequence must be

expected if rats gnaw at a person's cloth-

ing or damage the bedroom furniture. A
sudden invasion of rats for no apparent

reason, meanwhile, may be interpreted as

a prediction that the residents will soon be

on the move (though a variation from

Scotland signifies that someone in the

house will shortly come into money).

Infestations of rats may be ended by vari-

ous magical means, several of which

depend upon writing a curse on a piece of

paper and then leaving it where the rats

will find it. The Irish in particular boast a

long tradition of rat-cursing poetry.

Alternatively, sitting beside a rat-hole

and politely requesting the occupants to

move on, without resorting to actual

curses, is sometimes reputed to have the

desired effect. The idea that rats are pecu-

liarly susceptible to the charms of music
is reflected in the legend ofthe Pied Piper

ofHamelin; rat-charmers still working in

remote areas in the current century have

been known to lure rats from their

hiding-places by whistling or singing.

Other superstitions concerning rats

include the notion that an explosion in

their numbers constitutes a suitably

macabre warning that war is about to

break out, and the beliefthat a concoction

of dried rat's tail may be used to treat a

bad cold. Lastly, parents anxious that a

child should develop strong biting teeth

are advised to leave one ofthe infant's lost

milk teeth by a rat-hole and to request the

resident rat to accept it in exchange for a

really good new one.

raven Like other black birds, the

raven (an attendant upon the gods ofboth

ancient Greece and Scandinavia) is

widely considered a creature of ill omen
and is feared for its apparent ability to

foresee death. It is particularly disliked in

the vicinity of the sick, as the call of this

'messenger of death' - sometimes heard

as the words 'corpse, corpse' - is an omen
that the patient will not recover. In times

gone by, it was suggested that the bird

was a favourite disguise of the devil and

also that it carried disease around the

countryside on its wings. Scientists sug-

gest that this association with death may
have some root in the bird's extremely

sensitive powers of smell, which will

draw it to decaying flesh even some dis-

tance away. Another explanation harks

back to the eleventh-century Norman
invaders of England who carried the

raven as an emblem on their banners, thus

linking the bird in the minds of the

English with the ravages of war.
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In other circumstances, though, the

raven is less ominous and the Welsh sug-

gest that if a blind person shows kindness

to a raven the bird will repay this by help-

ing them to regain their sight (a tradition

presumably derived from the allegation

that ravens pluck out the eyes of their

prey and thus enjoy excellent vision

themselves). The Welsh also welcome the

sight of a raven perching on a rooftop,

which presages good luck to everyone

within. In the West Country ravens are

saluted by the raising of the hat, and

anyone who robs a raven's nest will be

punished through the death of a baby in

his or her home village. Similarly the

Cornish warn against harming a raven,

explaining that the bird may be the re-

incarnation ofKing Arthur himself.

The royal connection is expanded in

London, where it is said that the British

monarchy and the United Kingdom itself

will last only so long as there are ravens at

the Tower of London. This well-known

superstition is thought to have evolved

from the story of Bran the Blessed, a

mythical figure in the Welsh Mabinogion,

whose head was buried on Tower Hill

facing France to ward offany invasion of

England (the name Bran means 'raven').

Anyonewho kills one ofthe ravens which

live at the Tower is fated soon to die.

A relatively obscure tradition allows a

person to glean information about the

future by counting ravens. Ifone raven is

seen, sadness is in store; iftwo are spotted,

happy days lie ahead; if three ravens are

counted, there will be a marriage; and if

four ravens appear, there will be a birth. A
variation, however, claims that it is only

lucky ifone raven is seen, and unfortunate

to see any more.

In folk medicine, a soup made from
ravens is recommended for the treatment

of gout. Raven's eggs, meanwhile, may
be used to dye the hair black - with the

warning that they should only be applied

to the hair while the mouth is full ofoil, or

the teeth will go black as well.

In the business ofweather prediction,

ravens flying towards the sun are a sign of

fine weather on the way, but if they are

preening themselves while on the wing
this is a sure portent of rain. Should they

fly recklessly at one another, this may be

taken as an omen of war.

razor Superstition dictates that razors,

in common with knives, are unsuitable

presents to give to one's friends, as the gift

ofany blade risks severing the friendship.

Similarly, it is thought unlucky on both

sides of the Atlantic to find a razor.

See also beard.

recognition According to an omin-
ous English superstition it is supposed to

be unlucky to mistake a total stranger for

someone else. The consequence ofsuch an

error is the imminent death of the person

the stranger was mistaken for.

red As the colour of blood, and there-

fore ofpassion and vitality, red is reputed

to have strong supernatural properties

and is particularly valued as a defence

against witchcraft and evil spirits.

Because of this, red is sometimes selected

as a propitious colour to wear at import-

ant ceremonies and religious rituals

around the world. Lengths ofred thread
feature in a variety of spells, being tied

around limbs affected by rheumatism,

around the neck to staunch nosebleeds (see

blood; nose) and to cure whooping
cough, and otherwise employed to treat

a range of ailments. Tying a loop of red

thread about an animal's horn or tail will

protect it from witches and from the

threat of the evil eye, and pre-pubescent

girls may be given red ribbons to wear in

their hair as a form of protection against

misfortune. By the same token, red rib-

bons are sometimes tied to prams or to

the interior ofnew cars.

Red cars are reputed to be involved in

fewer accidents than vehicles of other

colours, and card players will sometimes

insist upon marking down their scores in

red for luck (see gambling). Red is, how-
ever, an unlucky colour to use when writ-

ing a love letter, and red flowers such as

roses and poppies may also be con-
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sidered harbingers of ill fortune, es-

pecially if they shed their petals on the

ground, like blood. There is also a long-

standing prejudice against giving bunches

of red and white flowers to hospital

patients as these represent death (though

red flowers alone are fine, because they

symbolise healthy red blood).

Many people consider meeting a red-

headed man or woman unlucky, es-

pecially at new year, presumably on the

grounds that such individuals are widely

thought to be hot-tempered and untrust-

worthy. Red-haired children, mean-
while, are reputedly born to unfaithful

mothers.

See also weather.

red hot poker Ornamental garden

flower with livid red and yellow blooms,

which may be regarded unfavourably ifit

should flower twice in the same season.

Such an occurrence is widely thought to

presage the death of someone in the gar-

dener's family.

reed The water-loving reed should

never, according to one old English

superstition, be grown in gardens or near

houses. Failure to observe this taboo, it is

alleged, will result in the death of some-

one in the household.

rheumatism Superstition offers a

range ofmagical cures and treatments for

this condition, ranging from the possibly

helpful to the alarmingly bizarre. The
simpler solutions include carrying a lucky

rabbit's foot, a piece of rowan or a

potato in the trouser pocket, putting

slivers of green pepper under the finger-

nails and tying a length of red thread

around the affected part. More dubious

measures include persuading bees to sting

the patient in the area of the rheumatic

joint, crawling under an arch of bram-
ble and, according to Welsh tradition,

stripping the sufferer naked and repeat-

edly burying him vertically in the

churchyard for two hours at a time until

the problem has disappeared. Some
jewellers also sell special rings and brace-

lets made of copper that are supposed to

have the power to dispel the pain ofrheu-

matism. If all these cures fail the patient

may consult a mother who has undergone

a breech delivery, as such women are

reputed to have special healing influences

in these cases.

ribbon Wearing lengths of ribbon or

thread is widely recommended by super-

stition as a protective measure against

various kinds of evil and also as a treat-

ment for certain ailments. Headbands,

especially red ones, promote the happi-

ness of the wearer and, ifborrowed from

someone in love, have the useful side-

effect of alleviating migraine head-
aches. Other medicinal applications usu-

ally involve tying a ribbon or piece of

thread around the affected body part. A
ribbon worn round the neck will there-

fore ease a sore throat and a garter se-

cured around the calf will prevent

cramp. In the East, however, folklore

casts a less convinced eye over the wearing

of ribbons in general and warns that

anyone who wears a coloured ribbon

around their head at night will attract the

EVIL EYE.

rice The throwing ofrice at wedding
ceremonies throughout the Western

world is a reference to its time-honoured

status as a symbol of fertility, and in es-

sence constitutes the wish of the guests

that the new marriage be blessed by the

birth ofchildren in due course. Before rice

was introduced, newly-weds were

customarily presented with bags of nuts

as they left the church, and now rice, in its

turn, has largely given way to paper con-
fetti. Other superstitions relating to rice

around the world include the Arabic

notion that every grain ofrice is a drop of

sweat from the brow ofMohammed, and

the Japanese custom of honouring rice

with plays and prayers to propitiate the

gods who control the coming harvest.

right side The right side is generally

the 'lucky' side in world superstition. Just

as the left side is associated with the
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devil and ill fortune, so the right is the

side of God and good luck. Numerous
superstitions concerning animals dictate

that if the creature concerned approaches

from the right good luck will ensue, while

misfortune will follow if the creature

appears on the left. Thus the sun, symbol

of life and good, moves through the

heavens sunwise (that is, towards the

right), and various taboos insist that when
getting out of bed, entering a house or

starting out on a myriad ofother projects

it is the right foot that must go first.

Simply making a sharp turn to the right is

thought to be a lucky move that will enlist

the support and protection ofbenevolent

guardian spirits.

See also sunwise turn; widder-

ring Symbolising a number of things,

according to their design and composi-

tion, rings are widely credited with super-

natural powers. These include various

healing properties and the ability to act as

life-tokens, conveying through the

maintenance of their lustre or any deter-

ioration in their condition the fortunes of

the absent owner.

Rings bearing inscriptions, which

might range from certain magic words to

the names ofthe Holy Family or the three

Magi, are supposed to be effective against

the evil eye and were once said to ward
off the plague. If made of metal that is in

some way 'holy', a ring will have extra

powers ofhealing. Edward the Confessor

owned a ring (now preserved in West-

minster Abbey in London) that was repu-

ted to have the power to heal cramp, and

many subsequent English mc^narchs

obliged in bestowing their blessing upon
so-called 'cramp rings' that would then be

given out to sufferers. It was also once

quite commonplace to take the first five

silver coins offered at Communion and
to melt them down, while saying prayers,

to form rings for this purpose.

In cases where neither the monarch nor
the Church could help, healing rings were
sometimes made from coins or various

other small silver objects donated by five

unmarried members of the opposite sex;

these were regarded as equally beneficial.

Superstition has it that some of the best

cramp rings are those made from the

melted down handles and other metal fit-

tings of old coffins. Even in modern
times rings and bracelets, usually made of

copper, are advertised by jewellers for

their efficacy in healing the ravages of

rheumatism. Such is the magic of rings

that one West Country superstition claims

that simply running the ring finger of the

left hand along a wound will heal it.

Swearing oaths on rings is a practice

dating from at least Anglo-Saxon times

and is reflected in the giving and receiving

of wedding rings during modern mar-

riage services. The idea underlying this

custom is the fact jhat a ring, being a circle

with neither beginning nor end, repre-

sents the three concepts of eternity, unity

and perfection.

See also dead hand; engagement;
PENDULUM.

ringing in the ears see ear.

ringworm According to Scottish

tradition, ringworm can be cleared up by

rubbing ashes over the affected area of

skin three mornings in a row before

breakfast and intoning the following

rhyme:

Ringworm, ringworm red,

Never mayest thou either spread or

speed;

But aye grow less and less,

And die away among the ash.

robin The robin ranks among the

most sacred of all garden birds and enjoys

the special protection of superstition,

though not all the traditions surrounding

it are beneficent. A time-honoured saying

dictates that the robin and the wren are

God's 'cock and hen' and thus enjoy

divine favour. According to the Welsh,

the bird acquired its distinctive red breast

when it was singed while carrying drops

ofwater to souls tormented in the fires of

Hell, though others suggest it scorched
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itself when extinguishing the burning

feathers of the wren after it had fetched

fire from Hell as a gift for mankind.

Another widely heard superstition, how-
ever, accredits the bird's red breast to the

legend that it was splashed with Christ's

blood or else was pricked when it attemp-

ted to pull the thorns from His brow. As a

consequence of this kindly act it is sup-

posed to be extremely unlucky to kill a

robin, to cage it or to destroy its eggs.

Anyone who breaks the taboo against

killing robins will find that they suffer an

immediate and lasting decline in their for-

tunes. Specific punishments include the

hand that did the awful deed developing

an uncontrollable shake or else being

afflicted by a painful growth that prevents

the person concerned going about their

usual work. The guilty party may also

find that his or her cows will only give

red-stained milk.

Causing a robin a non-fatal injury will

be punished by the individual responsible

suffering a parallel hurt - such as a broken

leg if the robin has had its leg broken.

Breaking a robin's eggs will lead to the

destruction of one or more of the perpe-

trator's most treasured possessions or, in

the case of a child, will - according to the

folklore ofDorset - lead to the youngster

concerned growing up with crooked

little fingers. More drastically, some
claim that the hand that actually robbed

or broke the eggs will drop off, while in

Germany the culprit's house will be

struck by lightning. Such is the dread of

harming robins that even cats are said to

refrain from attacking them.

Among the more ominous supersti-

tions attached to the bird is the wide-

spread belief that if a robin flies into a

house or sings close to it someone within

will die shortly afterwards. The same

conclusion may be drawn ifa robin taps at

the bedroom window ofanyone who is

sick, and some people are reluctant to send

sick friends and relatives get-well cards

that bear pictures ofrobins (they may also

avoid Christmas cards depicting the bird).

Ifa robin flies into a church, the life ofone

of the parishioners is deemed to be draw-
ing to a close, and should one appear near

a mine shaft this is a portent of disaster

below (see miners). This association with

death is extended by the age-old tradition

that the robin, like the wren, will not

suffer a corpse to remain unburied but

will cover the body with leaves (a super-

stition kept alive through the fairytale

Babes in the Wood).

A more cheerful tradition holds that a

person can make a wish when they see

their first robin ofthe year, but they must

tike care to complete their wish before

the bird flies away. Failure to do this

means a whole year of bad luck.

In terms of weather prediction, spot-

ting a robin deep within a hedge or tree

suggests that rain is in the offing, but ifit is

seen in the open the weather will be fine.

A rhyme from Sussex summarises this

tradition:

If the robin sings in the bush,

Then the weather will be coarse;

But if the robin sings on the barn,

Then the weather will be warm.

rolling-pin According to English

superstition glass rolling-pins are lucky,

particularly if given as presents at wed-
dings and similar celebrations.

rook In common with other black

birds rooks are widely associated with

death, but are otherwise unusual in being

regarded by landowners throughout the

British Isles and elsewhere in Europe as

harbingers ofgood luck. The appearance

of rooks round a particular house or vil-

lage is usually greeted with dismay and

interpreted as a death omen, but well-

established rookeries near homes are con-

sidered lucky. The sudden disappearance

of rooks from a rookery is therefore

regarded as a bad sign, suggesting a

coming calamity. Many people claim that

ifrooks nest close to human habitation the

occupant may rest assured of financial

prosperity and general good luck. In

Shropshire and some other areas house-

holders treat these birds as others treat
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bees. They will inform any resident rooks

of a death in the family, and will reassure

them that only the landowner will be

allowed to shoot them - this is to encour-

age them to stay where they are. Simi-

larly, finding a broken rook's nest in

January is lucky, signifying a happy year

ahead. In former times, anyone who
killed a rook or drove it from the neigh-

bourhood and thus threatened a land-

owner's luck was subject to harsh

punishment.

Various other superstitions concerning

rooks include the notion that the birds

have a sixth sense when it comes to pre-

dicting when a tree is about to fall down,

and will accordingly move their nests

before the event takes place. Fur-

thermore, rooks will refrain from build-

ing nests on ascension day, and anyone

who fails to put on new clothing on

easter Day will become the target of

their droppings.

Where weather is concerned, it is said

that if the rooks build their nests high in

the trees a fine summer is in the offing, but

if they nest lower down the weather will

be wet and cold. Rooks that feed in the

street or perch close together on fences or

walls with their heads turned into the

wind are a sure sign that a storm is immi-
nent, as is the sight of rooks swooping

recklessly downwards in flight.

rooster see cock.

rope The use of rope by hangmen in

centuries past has endowed it with super-

natural powers. Lengths of hangman's
rope were credited with all manner of

magical properties, including the power
to cure various ailments and the general

improvement of a person's luck. Using a

length of ordinary hemp rope as a belt to

keep up one's trousers, meanwhile, is said

to cure lumbago. More in keeping with

the idea of the rope as a means of execu-

tion is the widespread taboo against

saying the word 'rope' when on board
ship or in the theatre (see actors and
actresses).

A curious superstition that was for-

merly observed by Scottish fishermen
involved the passing of a boat through a

'rope circle'. Ifit was thought that a boat's

fortunes had been blighted by some mal-

evolent force, the vessel was sailed

through a large loop of rope passed right

under the keel to free it of the evil

influence.

rose The rose is perhaps the most sig-

nificant of all flowers in terms of the

superstitions attached to it. It is the flower

of love, and in Victorian times specific

interpretations were placed by lovers

upon gifts ofroses ofcertain colours - red

symbolising passion and white pure love,

for instance. This association with lovers

and with the communication of secret

passions also made the rose the emblem of

discretion and silence. Its image therefore

is often found set into the ceilings ofcoun-

cil chambers and other meeting-places as

a reminder that what is discussed there

should remain private or 'sub rosa' -

'under the rose'.

The red rose is said to have got its

colour either from the spilt blood of

Christ, Venus or Adonis or, according to

Islam, from the sweat of Mohammed's
brow. In ancient Roman times, roses were

traditionally planted at gravesides in the

belief that they had the power to protect

the dead from evil. Over the centuries

white roses, symbolic of innocence, have

often been planted at the graves ofvirgins,

while red roses have been planted on the

graves of lovers or of philanthropists

renowned for the love they showed their

fellow men.

This association with death probably

lies at the root of the body of generally

pessimistic traditions now linked to the

flower. Superstition warns that if a rose

drops its petals while someone is holding

it this is an omen that the person is soon to

die. Roses that bloom out of season,

meanwhile, are also disliked, as they are

supposed to presage misfortune in the

year to come. Dreaming of roses may be

interpreted as a prediction of success in
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love, but ifthey are white misfortune lies

in store. The wild dog-rose is also reputed

to be unlucky. It is thought to be unwise

to make any plans in its vicinity, as its

influence will blight the proposed under-

taking.

On a more cheerful note, girls may use

roses to identify their husband-to-be by
wrapping a rose in white paper on mid-

summer's eve and keeping it until

Christmas. Then it is unwrapped and, if

still fresh, worn by the girl on her dress:

the first man to admire the rose or remove
it is destined to marry her. To determine

how sincerely one is loved, a person has

only to snap the stem ofa rose - the louder

the noise produced, the stronger the

passion.

The rose has various uses in folk medi-

cine. In England in the eighteenth century

it was alleged that it could promote ferti-

lity, and women who wanted to bear chil-

dren wore red roses in small bags round

their necks. The gall ofthe rose (an abnor-

mal growth caused by insects, fungi, bac-

teria or injury) is supposed to be an

effective cure for whooping cough and

toothache ifworn around the neck, and

will combat insomnia if placed beneath

the sufferer's pillow.

rosemary Like many other herbs,

rosemary is widely respected for a variety

ofalleged supernatural properties. Sacred

to remembrance and friendship, at fu-

nerals a sprig ofrosemary was formerly

tossed on to the coffin by each of the

mourners as a sign that they would not

quickly forget the deceased person. It was

also drunk in wine by newly-weds at their

wedding breakfast celebrations as a

symbol of lasting fidelity in love. Rose-

mary is further said to ward off the evil

eye, to cure madness, to guard against

nausea and nightmares and to prevent

storms. It may also be carried about the

person or pinned up by the front door to

keep witches and disease away. It is,

moreover, a crucial ingredient in many
love charms and in spells intended to

reveal the future; sleeping with a sixpence

and a sprig of rosemary under the pillow

on Hallowe'en, for instance, will draw
forth visions of a future partner in one's

dreams. Wearing a sprig of rosemary in

the buttonhole, meanwhile, is reputed to

aid the memory and will also promote
the wearer's luck in all his or her under-

takings.

It is said that rosemary will only grow
in households where a woman holds

sway; also that the plant grows upwards

for thirty-three years until it reaches

Christ's height at the time that he was

crucified, after which it grows outwards

only. Another ancient tradition claims

that, in common with the Glastonbury

Thorn, rosemary flowers at midnight on

Old Christmas Eve (see hawthorn).
Other miscellaneous traditions assoc-

iated with rosemary include the notion

that a little rosemary added to a barrel of

beer will rob it of its intoxicating

properties, and the idea that spoons made
of rosemary wood add taste to even the

most unpalatable dishes, as well as

negating the effects of poison. Similarly,

combs made ofrosemary wood are repu-

ted by the French to combat dizziness,

while other authorities claim that appli-

cations of lotion containing rosemary

will restore thinning hair.

rough music Known by various

colourful local names, including 'riding

the stang' and 'low-belling', this supersti-

tious custom has featured in various

guises in numerous cultures and is clearly

of very ancient origins. The thinking

behind the tradition is that any social or

moral offence - typically adultery or the

breaking of some other sexual taboo -

that is allowed to go unpunished, even

though not strictly against the law, will

result in local crops and livestock being

visited by various ills. Typically, the

transgressors were visited by a mob of

unruly locals banging pots and pans and

generally making as much noise as pos-

sible in order to drive away the demons

responsible for the offence, and some-

times even the perpetrators themselves.
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Occasionally effigies of the guilty parties

were drawn through the streets in

donkey carts or publicly burned.

The victims ofsuch rowdy demonstra-

tions of public disapproval rarely

regained their reputations in the commu-
nity, and, even ifnot actually driven out,

it was usual for them to leave the area

before any more threatening action was

taken. Instances of 'rough music' being

practised in the British Isles continued to

be recorded on a regular basis until the

late nineteenth century, and isolated

recurrences of the old custom have been

recorded in rural areas even in modern

rowan The rowan or mountain ash

was sacred to the Druids and continues to

be respected for its protective properties.

Planting rowan trees in the garden is

highly recommended as a defence against

witchcraft, while nailing rowan bran-

ches over the doorway to cowsheds and

houses is likewise reputed to stop evil

spirits entering. In many English counties

these branches were formerly gathered

on 3 May (Holy Rood Day or Rowan-
tree Day) and then left in place for a

whole year before being renewed. To be

absolutely sure of keeping cattle free

from the influence of witches a rowan
twig could be tied to their tails with a

length ofred thread. In the case ofhorses,

it is advisable for the rider to carry a whip
made ofrowan or to wear a few sprigs of

rowan in his or her hat. Carrying rowan
about the person and attaching a small

piece to the bedhead will further protect a

human from interference by witches and

has the added benefit of preventing

rheumatism. Touching a witch with a

rowan stick, meanwhile, is said to result

in the witch being immediately dragged

off to Hell by the devil himself.

Rowan trees are often found in grave-

yards because they are said to prevent the

slumber of the dead from being dis-

turbed. Other uses of the rowan which
took advantage of its protective reputa-

tion include fashioning its wood into

divining rods, water-wheels, farm tools

and crossbeams in houses.

royalty Superstition, in remem-
brance ofthe days when kings and queens

claimed semi-divine status, attaches

special importance to members of a royal

family, sometimes crediting the individ-

uals with special healing powers (see

cramp; king's touch) or otherwise

connecting the death of ruling monarchs
with various supernatural happenings.

The appearance of meteorites or other

celestial phenomena may be interpreted

as a prophecy that a king or queen is

about to die, and extraordinary beha-

viour among birds and animals may
also be read in a similar way. Another

tradition involves the 'royal storm' - a

period of foul weather that is always said

to accompany the passing of a ruling

monarch. Among other superstitions said

to forecast the death of the king or queen

is the ominous failure of the ash to pro-

duce any of its customary winged seeds

(as is reputed to have happened through-

out England shortly before the execution

ofCharles I in 1649).

ruby The birthstone for the month
ofJuly, the ruby is said to be one of the

luckier gems. Those fortunate enough to

own a ruby may wear it in the happy

knowledge that it will safeguard them

from evil of all kinds and prevent them

from having impure thoughts. The asso-

ciation between the ruby and blood is

reflected by the tradition that the stone

will change colour according to the state

of health enjoyed by the wearer.

rue Herb that is widely regarded as

representing sorrow and repentance. In

times gone by it was customary for some-

one who felt he had been wronged to

throw a handful ofrue in his enemy's face

and to curse them with the words 'May
you rue this day' or something similar

(hence the phrase 'rue the day', meaning

to regret some past action). In contrast,

rue is said to bring luck to anyone who
wears a sprig in their buttonhole and is
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also credited with certain healing

properties, being particularly valued in

treating eye problems and as an antidote

for poison (including snake venom and

the bite of rabid dogs). It is also reputed

to counter vertigo and epilepsy, to act as

a painkiller ifconsumed with a fig, a nut,

some salt and nine juniper berries, and

to work as a deterrent against witches and

the evil eye. During plague epidemics in

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

rue was often sprinkled on the floor in the

beliefthat it would combat infection, and

judges carried posies of rue to prevent

them catching gaol-fever from the crimi-

nals brought before them.

Slipping some rue into one's socks

will promote a person's happiness, but

sprigs ofrue must never be given away as

good luck will go with them. The plant

itself will grow best if it has been stolen,

and should ideally be damaged in some

way. Lastly, rue has a particular signifi-

cance in Moslem countries, where it is

said to have been the only herb blessed by

Mohammed.

rush Tall, moisture-loving plant that

is reputed to have various luck-giving

properties, especially if it has a green
head. The Irish claim that the rush was

cursed by St Patrick, but still favour them
for making protective crosses to put up
over doors of houses and cowsheds. In

folk medicine, a tradition from the West

Country recommends drawing a peeled

rush gently over the lips to heal mouth
ulcers, while a remedy recorded in

Cheshire advises that a similar procedure

will cure warts. In Devon it is said that

picking three rushes from a stream,

passing them through a child's mouth
one by one and then throwing them back

in the stream will cure the infant of

thrush.

rust The association of rust with that

most magical ofmetals, iron, means that

rust has some significance among super-

stitious people. Rust is, a little surpris-

ingly, not necessarily a bad thing, as rusty

keys, knives and so forth are often said

to have greater supernatural power in this

condition. The Welsh claim that the dis-

covery of such rusty items means that an

unidentified party is saving up money for

the person concerned.
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sage Like many other herbs, sage is

prized as a lucky plant with various bene-

ficial medicinal properties. Legend has it

that it was introduced to the British Isles

by the Romans, who dropped bits of it

while marching along the roads they con-

structed (said to be the reason why the

plant is often spotted growing on grass

verges). Credited with promoting

wisdom and improving the memory, sage

is said to flourish in gardens where a

woman holds sway and also responds well

when tended by someone who is very

wise. It is important, however, that sage is

picked before it can bloom, as flowering

sage brings bad luck to the household.

Hanging a sprig ofsage in the kitchen will

enable the occupants ofthe house to know
how a missing member of the family is

faring when away from home: ifthe sage

wilts and perishes, the person concerned is

in trouble ofsome kind.

For the purposes of love divination, a

girl is advised to pick twelve sage leaves at

midday on 25 April (St Mark's Day) or

at midnight on midsummer's eve,

plucking one leaf at each stroke of the

clock. The first unmarried man she sees

after doing this is destined to become her

husband.

In folk medicine, eating sage on seven

(or nine) mornings in succession before

breakfast will cure the ague, according to

one ancient Sussex belief. It may also be

used in treatments for sore throats and

weak eyes, in healing wounds, in pro-

moting fertility and in facilitating child-
birth. In the days before the introduction

of toothpaste, many people rubbed their

teeth with a sage leafto keep them clean.

An old proverb heard in various forms

in different countries suggests that eating

sage in May, when the plant is deemed to

be at its most potent, may have benefits

for those seeking to extend their lifespan:

He that would live for aye,

Must eat sage in May.

sailors Because of the perilous nature

of their work seafarers around the world

are among the most superstitious groups

of individuals, and many of these beliefs

still persist long after the demise ofthe age

of sailing ships. The sea has always

inspired the deepest respect from those

who spend time upon it, and most sailors'

superstitions reflect the need for reassur-

ance on the subjects of shipwreck and

DROWNING.
Some precautions to ensure a safe

voyage may be taken even before a sailor

leaves home. These include wearing ear-

rings made of gold and the careful pre-

servation of a caul, both of which are

supposed to be powerful charms against

the threat of drowning. Adorning the

body with tattoos is also popular, as this is

said to ward off evil spirits and also to

prevent seafarers contracting any sex-

ually transmitted disease. In the days

when flogging was a frequent punish-

ment, many sailors had tattoos depicting

the Crucifixion put on their backs in the

belief that this would cause sentences

imposed to be lighter and, furthermore,

that the lash itselfwould flinch at striking

the image ofChrist. Touching a wife's or

lover's genitals 'for luck' is also alleged to

promote a sailor's chances of survival. If,
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sailors

however, he wakes to find his earthen-

ware basin turned upside down he may
interpret this as a very bad sign and refuse

to go down to his ship that day.

Sailors may show sensitivity in meet-

ing certain people or animals on their

way to the harbour to join their vessel. It

is, for example, thought unlucky for a

sailor to encounter a member of the

clergy, anybody who is cross-eyed (see

evil eye) or someone who has red hair,

as well as various birds and animals. It is

also unlucky if a voyage is scheduled to

begin on a Friday or on certain specific

dates in the calendar, namely 2 February

(Candlemas Day), the first Monday in

April (said to have been Cain's birthday)

and 3 1 December (when Judas commit-
ted suicide).

On safely reaching the ship many
sailors will be careful to board with the

right foot rather than the left in order to

avoid the bad fortune that might be thus

invoked. They will not be reassured,

either, if well-wishers watch the ship

until it is completely out of sight and

point after it, thus threatening the evil

eye, but they may be heartened if the

same friends and relatives hurl old shoes

after the vessel for luck.

Sailors may express reservations ifthey

find corpses, women or representatives

of the cloth on board during a voyage,

and they may also be prejudiced against

anything black in colour (Welsh crews

also dislike transporting spinning wheels

for some obscure reason). In the case of

corpses, these must either be given a

burial at sea at the first available oppor-

tunity or else carried 'athwart' the planks

and never parallel with the bow and the

stern. On reaching port the body must

leave the ship before any living person.

Conversely, the birth of a child on board

a ship is almost universally greeted as a

stroke of the greatest good fortune for

ship and crew alike.

Disaster will be confidently predicted

ifcertain animals - or even traces ofthem
- are found on board a vessel. These

include dogs, hares, horses and pigs. It

is taboo even to mention such animals by
name, as it is also forbidden to make ref-

erences to clergymen. Conversely it is

thought to be an ill omen if rats sud-

denly vacate a ship, which is seen as a sure

sign that the vessel will sink. The luckiest

of all animals to have on board is a cat
and many ships' companies cherish their

'ship's cat', which may often be made the

vessel's mascot (though some US crews

dislike having cats aboard). Most danger-

ous of all creatures to have in the vicinity

of a ship is the albatross, which - like

some other seabirds - is reputed to be the

soul of a drowned sailor; the bird brings

good luck ifleft unharmed, but ifkilled it

will bring dire misfortune upon the vessel

and its crew. Sailors will also show a cer-

tain nervousness if their ship is tailed by
sharks, as these creatures are supposed to

have a sixth sense concerning the

approach of death.

Other portents of possible disaster

include losing a mop and bucket over the

side, tearing the ship's colours and absent-

mindedly passing something through the

rungs of a ladder. It is also unlucky to

play cards at sea, to do any sewing, to

throw salt overboard and to indulge in

whistling, unless the ship is becalmed

and there is a deliberate wish to 'whistle

up' strong winds.

Various superstitions reassure seafarers

that there are ways in which they can

influence the weather in their favour

while at sea. Apart from the risky remedy

of whistling to raise a wind when lying

becalmed, sailors may scratch the fore-

mast with the fingernail, in which case a

helpful breeze will soon spring up. Alter-

natively, the wind may respond if asked

politely to oblige, or else burning an old

brush may have the desired effect. When
the wind does come, a dead kingfisher

nailed to the mast will prove useful in

indicating the quarter from which the

wind is blowing. Cutting the hair at sea

or trimming the nails is unwise, as this

will blow up a gale. Tossing a coin into

choppy water, however, may cause the

waves to subside.
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Among the oddest rituals observed at

sea is the ceremony of 'crossing the line',

in which those who are crossing the

Equator for the first time are publicly

humiliated in various ways in a kind of

initiation ceremony. This custom derives

from a more sinister primitive tradition

that involved sailors sacrificing one ofthe

crew to propitiate the gods of the deep.

Not unnaturally, sailors may feel extra

anxiety when sailing through areas where

many other ships have been lost. Perhaps

the sight that fills seafarers with the most

dread is the appearance ofa 'ghost ship' of

the Flying Dutchman variety; if this heaves

into view, shipwreck is deemed certain.

Should the worst actually happen, a

French tradition rather ghoulishly advises

that the sweetheart of a sailor lost at sea

will be made aware of the awful truth by

the sound of dripping water beside her

bed.

Other miscellaneous superstitions

commonly believed among seafarers

include the notion that it is unlucky to sail

in a boat painted green, that it is inviting

bad fortune to borrow something from

or lend something to another boat, and

that changing the name of a vessel is

unlucky. Naval salutes, meanwhile, are

never fired in even numbers, apparently

for luck.

Sailors themselves are sometimes seen

as harbingers of good luck. A well-

known superstition (more often encoun-

tered away from the coast, where sailors

in uniform are a rarer sight) claims that

good luck will befall anyone who touches

a sailor's collar, especially if they manage
to do so without the sailor's knowledge.

See also figurehead; fishermen;

glass; sea; seven whistlers; ship.

saining Age-old superstition, record-

ed in various parts of the British Isles,

involving a ritual ceremony by which a

newborn baby or recently deceased body
is offered special supernatural protection.

The more or less defunct practice of sain-

ing requires the whirling of lighted

candles in a sunwise direction around

St Christopher

the bed in which the baby or body lies. A
variation involves the midwife circling

the bed nine times while reading from the

BIBLE.

St Agnes's Eve In the Church calen-

dar, 20 January, which is said to be an

auspicious time for divining what the

future might have in store. According to

some, the day must be spent in fasting and

complete silence and culminates in the

preparation ofa dumb cake. Ifthe whole
procedure is correctly carried out the

person concerned may be rewarded with

a vision of their future partner or part-

ners. Alternatively, the curious party

may stick their sleeve with pins in order

to see their partner in their dreams or may
simply restrict their intake to stale bread
and parsley tea and go to bed with a

prayer to St Agnes to be shown a future

partner.

St Catherine's Day In the Church

calendar, 25 November, which is said to

be a day when women may appeal to St

Catherine, the patron saint of spinsters,

for supernatural aid in the business of

finding a husband. Prayers to the saint

may vary in wording but all have the

same intent, most succinctly summarised

in a prayer recorded at Milton Abbey in

Dorset in 1 865 , in which the woman con-

cerned prays for 'a husband, St Catherine;

a handsome one, St Catherine; a rich one,

St Catherine; a nice one, St Catherine;

and soon, St Catherine!'

St Christopher The patron saint of

travellers, whose image is widely carried

by motorists and others in the belief that

this will keep them safe on theirjourney.

The tradition was originally inspired by

St Christopher's request of God that

wherever his body went no evil or disease

would be able to follow. His image was

therefore frequently to be seen at

entrances to churches and on public thor-

oughfares in medieval times, and in time

came to be adopted by travellers every-

where. His image now most often

appears on silver fobs attached to drivers'
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St Elmo's Fire

keyrings. Some modern academics,

however, question whether the saint ever

existed.

St Elmo's Fire Electrical phenom-
enon, which causes the masts and rigging

of a ship to glow eerily in thundery

weather and which is sometimes also seen

around aircraft during storms. Not
unnaturally such lights, which crackle

with a noise as of burning twigs, have

inspired awe in travellers at sea over the

centuries. Seafarers agree that, ifconfined

to the tops ofmasts, St Elmo's Fire is gen-

erally a good omen because it means that

a storm is past its worst. If it comes down
to the deck, however, it is more ominous,

and if it surrounds the head of one of the

crew this is a sure portent of the unfortu-

nate man's death. St Elmo, incidentally, is

the patron saint ofMediterranean seamen

and is often identified with St Erasmus,

who died on board ship during a storm at

sea but is said to have returned to the

vessel in the form of a shining light to

guide the vessel through the waves.

St John's wort Yellow-flowered

wild plant, which is reputed to have vari-

ous healing and protective properties and

is the flower most closely linked with the

festivals marking midsummer's eve.

Named after StJohn the Baptist, at whose

festivals the flower was once cere-

monially burned, St John's wort is sup-

posed to keep evil spirits and witches

from approaching and was formerly

often kept indoors for exactly this pur-

pose. The red spots that may sometimes

be discerned on its leaves are said to repre-

sent the blood spilled when St John the

Baptist was beheaded and are alleged to

appear on 27 August, the anniversary of

the saint's death.

Women experiencing difficulty in

becoming pregnant are promised by

superstition that they will overcome the

problem if they take off all their clothes

and venture into their gardens during the

hours of darkness on Midsummer's Eve

and there pick a StJohn's wort. Midsum-
mer's Eve is also the best time to gather St

John's wort for use in treating people

suffering from nervous disorders such as

depression and insanity. Sleeping with a

St John's wort under the pillow, mean-
while, will vouchsafe the sleeper visions

ofa future marriage partner.

Some regional superstitions warn that

it is dangerous to step on a StJohn's wort.

A fairy horse may rear up under the

person's feet and carry them offon a wild

ride that will last all night before the hap-

less rider is unceremoniously dumped in

some far-off spot.

St Mark's Day In the Church calen-

dar, 25 April, which is thought to be an

ideal time to attempt to learn what the

future has in store. For the purposes of

love divination, a girl should pluck

twelve leaves of sage as the clock strikes

noon that day, in order to be rewarded

either with a vision ofher future husband

or by his appearance in the flesh. Alter-

natively, she may set an extra place at the

supper table and wait for a future lover to

materialise to join them. A more omin-

ous superstition claims that a person

knows they are about to die if they dis-

cover a footprint that matches their own
in the ashes of the fire that burned on St

Mark's Eve. Equally morbid is the tradi-

tion that anyone who waits in a church

porch at midnight on St Mark's Eve will

see the shades of all those who are des-

tined to die in the parish over the next

twelve months pass by into the church.

St Martin's Day In the Church

calendar, 1 1 November, which is regard-

ed as one ofthe more ominous days ofthe

year. The Irish place some importance on

the day, insisting that it is unlucky for

millers to grind corn or for women to do

any spinning on this date. Another,

somewhat grisly, Irish tradition requires

that St Martin's Eve should be marked by

the sacrifice of a cock, its blood being

sprinkled over the threshold and into the

four corners of the house. Should a cock

be impossible to obtain, the ritual may be

carried out by spilling blood from a

deliberately cut finger. In former times it
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was usual for millers to kill a cock in a

similar way and to sprinkle its blood on

the machinery on this date in a ritual

called 'blooding the mill*. The miller was

then believed to be safe from accidents in

the year ahead.

St Paul's Day In the Church calen-

dar, 25 January, on which date certain

predictions may be made about the har-

vest later in the year. Ifthere is rain on St

Paul's Day, a poor harvest must be

expected.

St Swithin's Day see rain.

St Valentine's Day In the Church

calendar, 14 February, which is widely

recognised as a day for the exchanging of

cards, red roses and other gifts between

lovers. Cards are by convention left

unsigned, and much ofthe day is spent by

recipients in delicious speculation about

their identity (originally the cards were

designed and illustrated by the senders

themselves).

St Valentine's Day is, it is alleged, a

good time to try to divine future part-

ners. One tradition has, it that if a girl

leaves her house early in the morning that

day and the first person she meets is a

man, then she will be married within

three months (quite possibly to that par-

ticular man). Her chances of meeting the

love of her life may be enhanced if she

wears a yellow crocus in her buttonhole,

and further information may be gleaned

about a future spouse by noting which
species of bird she sees first. The follow-

ing list suggests the interpretations to be

made according to the bird first spotted:

Blackbird: a clergyman.

Bluebird: a happy man or a poor man.

Crossbill: a quarrelsome man.
Dove: a good man.
Goldfinch: a rich man.
Robin: a sailor.

Sparrow: a farmer.

Woodpecker: nobody.

Less romantic is the tradition recorded
in parts of eastern England that St Valen-

tine's Day is an auspicious occasion for

the preparation of eels for the purposes

of magic.

St Valentine was a Christian martyr

who was executed under the Roman
Emperor Claudius II around ad 269,

apparently for opposing a ban on the

marriage ofyoung men ofsoldiering age.

Perhaps not insignificantly, 14 February

was also the date when ancient Greeks

honoured the gods ofwomen and marri-

age. According to medieval folklore, 14

February also marks the first day of the

mating season among birds.

saliva see spitting.

salmon According to Scottish super-

stition, the salmon is an unlucky fish in

many circumstances. It is thought par-

ticularly unlucky for fishermen to find a

salmon in their first haul of the day, and

many ofthem regard 'salmon' as a taboo

word that should never be uttered while

salt Vital to the maintenance of life

and, to the primitive eye, apparently

magical in its properties offood preserva-

tion and evaporation, salt has been highly

valued for centuries. Roman soldiers and

workers were often paid a salarium (from

which we get our word 'salary') in the

form of salt. Some superstitions connect-

ed with the substance may indeed date

back earlier, to pre-classical times, when
salt was frequently used in sacrifices to

placate the gods, to ratify important

agreements and to solemnify other social

transactions. The Aztecs boasted a Salt

Goddess, while Christian religion refer-

red to its mystical nature in the story of

Lot's wife and her transformation into a

pillar of salt after she turned to look back

at the evil city ofSodom (which was itself

swept away by the heavily salinated Dead
Sea). Salt has also been used in some ofthe

major Christian religious ceremonies,

including baptism and exorcism.

The most commonly observed super-

stition concerning salt in modern times is

the assumption that evil spirits are roused
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when salt is accidentally spilt - in some
areas it is said that a tear will be shed for

every grain thus scattered. This notion

undoubtedly has its origins in the high

value that was once placed on salt, though

some authorities also link it to the legend

thatJudas overturned the salt cellar at the

Last Supper. The tossing ofa pinch ofthe

spilt salt over the left shoulder is regarded

as an antidote to any ill luck risked, in the

belief that it will drive away the devil

before he can whisper in the ear of the

person concerned (variations in this tradi-

tion add that a cross should then be

traced in the salt that is left on the table).

Similarly, a pinch of salt thrown after a

gipsy is believed to nullify any curse he or

she may have just pronounced. Throw-
ing salt after someone who hasjust visited

the house, meanwhile, is said to ensure

that they do not return for a long time,

Other less well-known traditions are

based on the luck-giving powers of the

substance, fishermen, though they

regard the word 'salt' as one of the taboo

words never to be spoken when at sea,

have been known to sprinkle their nets

with a little salt, while boatbuilders tradi-

tionally spill salt between the planks of a

craft under construction in the expecta-

tion that this will safeguard the crew on

their voyages. The burning of salt on

seven consecutive mornings is reputed to

ensure an absent lover's return, and brides

sometimes sprinkle salt in their pocket for

luck (just as sailors do). Salt is also car-

ried over the threshold in many British

homes as part of the new year celebra-

tions because it brings the promise of

prosperity (a clear reference to the earlier

financial value of salt). Once inside the

house salt should never be lent out again,

particularly on New Year's Day, as this

constitutes giving away one's good luck.

Salt should, in any case, never be borrow-

ed - if it is, the borrower should take care

to offer money for it and never to return

it, as though it has become his or her own
property in the usual way.

Salt is reputed to have considerable

power as a protective against evil influ-

ences. A little salt held in the palm of a

woman giving birth is said to be of great

benefit to mother and child (see child-

birth), and newborn children were once

presented with gifts of salt or bathed in

salty water to ward off the threat of

witchcraft. If witchcraft is suspected,

throwing a handful of salt in the fire for

nine mornings in succession may break

the spell. Dairymaids in former times

often sprinkled a pinch ofsalt in their pails

and in the butter churns to prevent inter-

ference by witches. A saucer of salt,

sometimes mixed with soil, is some-

times laid on the chest of a dead man,

ostensibly to prevent the body swelling

but more probably to scare away any evil

spirits.

In everyday use at the table salt should

never be openly offered to another diner,

as evidenced by the traditional saying

'Help me to salt, help me to sorrow.' Care

should also be taken not to break the salt

cellar, as this threatens a broken friend-

ship. According to the Germans, a girl

who neglects to put the salt on the table in

the first place is revealing the fact that she

is no longer a virgin. Too much salt in the

food, incidentally, is sometimes inter-

preted as a sign that the cook is in love.

sapphire The birthstone for Sep-

tember, which is reputed to promote love

and happiness in those who possess one.

According to Buddhist tradition, the

sapphire has special powers to induce

trances.

sardonyx The birthstone for

August, which is said to promote marital

happiness. In classical times it was also

reputed to have the power to make law-

yers more eloquent.

Satan see devil.

Saturday see days of the week.

saucepan see pot.

scarlet fever Folk medicine boasts

several magical cures for scarlet fever.

One of the most widely repeated is the
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rather obscure Irish remedy that involves

taking a hair from the patient and feed-

ing it to a DONKEY.

school Many schools may lay claim

to superstitions unique to themselves,

evolved by generations ofclassmates over

many years, but other traditions are

shared more widely. Among those that

are more widely recognised are the

notions that it is unlucky to drop

textbooks on the way to school because

the pupil concerned will make mistakes

throughout the day ahead, and that star-

ing at a teacher's back for too long will

result in a child being singled out to

answer questions (a reference to the time-

honoured beliefthat teachers have eyes in

the back of their heads). In schools where

corporal punishment is sanctioned, pupils

may adhere to the age-old idea that rub-

bing the skin with the juice of an onion
prevents the pain of a beating being felt.

sciatica A painful form of neuralgia,

for the cure of which superstition offers

several suggestions. In Cornwall, it is said

that carrying the knucklebone ofa sheep

about the person will cause the problem

to disappear, while elsewhere much the

same is said about carrying a small

potato or a piece of lodestone.

scissors Being made of metal and

having the power to cut, scissors are

regarded as potent objects in superstition.

They must be handled with care as their

misuse risks one's luck, which can be 'cut'

all too easily. It is therefore very unfortu-

nate to drop a pair of scissors, and even

worse if they then stick into the floor

because this constitutes a death omen
(though regional variations suggest an

imminent wedding if both points stick

in the floor and a funeral only ifone point

pierces the floor). Neither should the

person who dropped a pair of scissors

attempt to retrieve them. He or she

should ask a friend to pick them up, or,

failing this, the scissors should be trodden

on before being touched. To be on the

safe side the scissors should then be

scythe

warmed between the hands before being

used again. Scissors that come apart while

held in the hands are also a portent ofbad

luck in store.

As is the case with knives and other

sharp objects, scissors should never be

given as presents unless the recipient

hands over a coin or two in exchange as

though buying them in the usual way;

failure to do so may lead to the friendship

between the two parties being severed.

Scissors may, however, act as a deterrent

against witches (see witchcraft) and in

former times they were sometimes placed

under the doormat to prevent any mal-

evolent spirit coming into the house (usu-

ally in the opened position so that the

blades formed a cross).

A curious superstition of African

origin claims that scissors should not be

opened and closed during the celebration

of a wedding, as this will result in the

groom becoming impotent.

scrofula see king's touch.

scrying see mirror.

scythe The traditional depiction of

death mowing down the living with his

scythe has inspired various ominous

superstitions connected with both this

implement and the smaller one-handed

sickle. The Roman god Saturn, the ruler

of death, was conventionally depicted

holding a sickle. The Druids, meanwhile,

insisted that mistletoe be cut with a

golden sickle if it was to retain its magical

properties. Both the scythe and the sickle

thrive on blood and will only give good

service if they draw blood from the

person who wields them when first used.

It is thought to be very unlucky to find a

scythe in a field; if this happens, the

unfortunate person should beat a hasty

retreat after first making the sign of the

cross. Other traditions connected with

these two implements include keeping a

scythe in the thatch of a house to prevent

the dwelling being struck by lightning,

placing two scythes in a cross at the foot

of a cradle to protect a newborn child,
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and leaving a rusting scythe on top of a

haystack to guard against the hay catch-

ing fire.

sea The sea has always inspired feelings

ofawe and dread and in ancient times was

considered the source of all evil. The
Great Beast in the Book of Revelation is

described as rising up from the sea, and

the lingering doubts that man harbours

about the world's oceans are reflected in

the countless taboos and superstitions

relating to the business of travelling over

its surface (see figurehead; fishermen;

sailors; ship). The creatures which

inhabit the sea and the birds that fly above

it are often regarded with suspicion,

though sightings of even such ominous

animals as the albatross and shark are

not necessarily unlucky in all circum-

stances. The sea itself has its beneficial

aspects too: taking a spoonful ofseawater

every morning, for instance, is said to

increase a person's chances of living to a

great age, according to the Welsh.

Many seafarers personalise the

inherent malevolence of the sea in the

mythical figure of Davy Jones, who
whips up storms and causes shipwrecks

almost at whim (sailors and a good many
landlubbers still talk of drowned seamen

sleeping in 'Davy Jones's Locker'). It has

been suggested that 'Davy Jones', who
was first heard of in the eighteenth cen-

tury, was introduced through the combi-

nation of the West Indian 'duppy'

(meaning 'devil') and the English sur-

nameJones, which may itselfhave been a

derivation ofjonah, the name ofthe luck-

less biblical seafarer.

See also drowning; seagull; tides;

sea-anemone see herring.

seagull Generally regarded as being

unlucky birds, seagulls are widely assoc-

iated with death among coastal commu-
nities. Superstition has it that a seagull is

the reincarnation ofa dead fisherman or

sailor, usually one who has died by

drowning. It is therefore held in many

regions to be unlucky to kill a seagull.

Other superstitions extending this link

with death include the notion that a sea-

gull that flies in a straight line is following

the path of a corpse on the seabed, and

the fear that a seagull hitting the window
of a house warns of death or some other

calamity being about to befall a member
of the household out at sea. Likewise,

three gulls flying over someone may be

interpreted as an omen of death. It is also

unlucky to catch a seagull in fishing nets

and to hear their call (because they are

said to cryjust before some accident takes

place). In the West Country, meanwhile,

superstition cautions against feeding sea-

gulls and particularly against looking

them in the eye; ifthis last taboo is broken

the gull will return at a later date, should

the person concerned get into difficulty in

the water, to peck their eyes.

Lastly, it is said that when seagulls are

seen far inland this is a sign ofbad weather

at sea, as summarised in a Scottish rhyme:

Seagull, seagull, sit on the sand;

It's never good weather when you're

on the land.

See also albatross; stormy petrel.

seaweed Superstition credits seaweed

with various supernatural properties,

including the power to predict the

weather. According to widely followed

tradition, a piece of seaweed kept beside

the front door will shrivel up when warm
weather is expected but will become

moist when showers are on the way. It is

also said that seaweed kept in the house

may act as a deterrent to witches and

other evil spirits (see witchcraft) and

will also guard against the building catch-

ing fire. A superstition recorded in

Wiltshire, meanwhile, claims that a

person will never be without friends so

long as he or she keeps a little seaweed.

seven see numbers.

Seven Whistlers A flight of seven

spectral birds, whose appearance is much
dreaded by sailors, fishermen and

miners in particular. Usually encoun-
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tered at night, the Seven Whistlers utter

eerie high-pitched calls and are said to be

an omen of death or some other disaster.

According to some witnesses, the birds

are actually six in number and they fly in

constant search of the seventh: when the

seventh bird finally joins them the world

will end. Another tradition concerning

the birds claims that they are the spirits of

drowned seafarers, or else the souls of

unbaptised babies, though the less super-

stitious sometimes identify them as flights

of curlews or plovers or other birds

with distinctive whistling calls.

See also Gabriel's hounds.

sewing The business of sewing is

hedged in by a variety of superstitions of

considerable antiquity. Among the best

known are the claims that it is unlucky for

anyone to sew a garment while still wear-

ing it, and that an argument will shortly

break out if the thread gets knotted

while it is being sewn. On the other hand,

a tradition recorded in Mediterranean

countries has it that it is lucky to tangle

the thread, as this promises good health

and prosperous times ahead. Sewing

clothing on a Friday is not a good idea, as

the clothes will attract lice.

A curious superstition is associated

with the making ofpatchwork quilts. Ifa

woman manages to complete a whole

quilt without help from anyone else she

may congratulate herself on her achieve-

ment but may be sobered to learn that this

means she will never get married.

According to West Country tradition

there will be no marriage in a house for as

long as there is an unfinished bedspread

in it.

See also thimble.

sex Men and women have always

regarded sex as in part a magical or super-

natural activity, and the act of sexual

union has thus acquired a mythology of

its own over the centuries. In primitive

times the phallus, for instance, was wor-
shipped in many cultures as a symbol of

life and was widely employed as a charm

(see amulet) against evil. In some early

societies it was held that the world itself

had been created through sexual activity

between the gods, and the orgasm was

viewed as a moment ofmystical commu-
nication with the world beyond. Subse-

quently sex became a central feature of

various religions and also of much black

magic practice, with witches tradi-

tionally attending covens naked and fre-

quently indulging in sexual intercourse —

sometimes, it was alleged, with the devil

himself. Similarly the body fluids released

during sex were reputed to have immense
potential in spells and potions. Extreme

forms of this belief in the power of sex

have included reported cases of sorcerers

having sex with corpses prior to attemp-

ting to bring them back to life.

Certain foods have always been

thought to promote sexual desire (see

aphrodisiac) and superstition is replete

with recommendations designed to

enhance fertility or conversely to avoid

pregnancy. Much can be told about a

person's sexuality by their appearance.

Accordingly, men with large hands and

feet are supposed to have large sexual

organs, as are women with wide mouths.

Hairy men, meanwhile, are reputed to

have more sexual drive than others, as are

men from hot Mediterranean countries.

Among other superstitions that con-

tinue to linger into modern times are the

notions that a girl who stands up while

having sex cannot get pregnant; that too

much masturbation makes a man blind;

that repeated sex weakens the heart; that

blondes and redheads are more sexually

liberated than brunettes; that getting

married confers protection against ven-

ereal disease; and that having sex with a

woman while she is having her period

will result in a man going bald. In parts of

the Far East it is maintained by some that

having anal intercourse will cure any sex-

ually transmitted disease.

Hopes that the whole subject of sex

was finally shedding its shady taboo

nature in the wake of the liberated 1960s

were firmly put in their place in the early
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1980s, when the emergence of the AIDS
epidemic was welcomed by many people

as a divine punishment for those who
engaged in homosexual practices.

See also love; prostitute; virginity.

shadow According to a number of

varied superstitions recorded around the

world, a person's shadow is mystically

linked to their real being and any injury

suffered by a shadow may have serious

consequences for its owner. In times gone

by it has been claimed that the shadow,

like the reflection, actually constitutes a

person's soul (the reason why, according

to one well-known tradition, a person

who has sold his soul to the devil will

cast no shadow). Thus, harm suffered by

a shadow will result in harm coming to

the person who casts it, and particular

care should be taken to guard against

witches or other malevolent forces

attempting to steal one's shadow. This

idea undoubtedly lies at the root of the

legends of mythical heroes killing their

enemies by stabbing their shadows, and

of the still prevalent belief that it is

unlucky to allow another person to tread

on one's shadow, a hostile act that may be

interpreted as a great insult in some coun-

tries. In China, mourners at a fu-

neral may keep their distance from the

coffin for fear that their shadow will fall

on it and thus be buried with the

deceased.

One last superstition relating to

shadows is the custom of examining the

shape of the shadows cast by a group of

people as they sit by the fire at Christmas

or new year. Ifanyone's shadow appears

to lack a head, the chances are that the

person concerned will be dead before

another twelve months have passed.

shaking hands 5^hand.

shark With their uncanny ability to

detect prey from great distances and their

reputation for attacking the victims of

shipwrecks and swimmers, sharks are

feared and loathed by seafarers around

the globe. Superstitions associated with

them include the notion that if they tail a

vessel someone aboard is close to death,

especially if the sharks are three in

number. The sight of porpoises near a

ship may, however, offer some reassu-

rance since these are reputed to ward off

sharks.

sheep The central economic impor-

tance of sheep in many cultures means

that there are numerous superstitions

intended to safeguard their well-being,

particularly from the threat of

witchcraft and disease. Driving sheep

under an arch of rowan is thought to

be one of the best ways to provide such

protection. A shepherd, meanwhile,

should never count the number of sheep

in his flock, as this means a wolf will

count them at the same time.

Sheep are generally thought to be

lucky animals, largely because of their

association with the Good Shepherd.

This association is remembered by the

animals at midnight on Christmas Eve,

when they are reputed to bow to the east

in remembrance of the Nativity. Time-

honoured tradition also holds that shep-

herds buried with a tuft of wool will be

excused from appearing before God so as

to avoid being parted from their flocks. It

is considered very lucky for a traveller to

encounter a flock of sheep while on the

road, especially so if he makes his way
through them in order to overtake them.

Carrying a lucky bone taken from the

head of a sheep is also said to promote a

person's luck. Sticking a sheep's heart

with pins and roasting it at midnight

with all the doors and windows open,

meanwhile, will break any spell that

might have been cast. Other superstitions

claim that sheep that sit quietly on the

grass are a sign of fine weather to come,

while sheep that walk about bleating are a

portent of rainstorms.

In folk medicine, various parts of the

sheep's carcass are credited with magical

properties. Wearing a charm made from

a sheep's patella will cure cramp, while
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carrying the knucklebone will ward off

rheumatism and sciatica. Consuming
a little sheep dung in water will relieve

both jaundice and whooping cough.

If this latter remedy is too daunting, it

may suffice for a child with whooping

cough to be breathed on by a sheep (see

breath) and then rolled in the grass on

which the sheep has recently been lying.

In former times, people with consump-

tion were often similarly encouraged to

walk through a flock of sheep, on the

grounds that this could only improve

their condition. Other ailments will be

cured by sleeping among sheep, by clean-

ing out their pens or, in the case ofadder
bites, by wrapping the patient in a fresh

sheepskin. Placing a sheep's lung at the

feet of someone suffering from pneu-

monia will draw the disease away from

the patient. Least attractive of all is the

treatment for ague, which requires the

sufferer to swallow a live sheep tick every

morning nine mornings in a row.

See also blade-bone; lamb.

shepherd's-purse White-flowered

plant with triangular seed pods, which

may be used for the purposes of divina-

tion. It is said in Yorkshire that ifa person

opens a seed pod and finds that the seeds

within are yellow he or she may expect

great riches, but ifthey are green poverty

beckons.

ship In keeping with the superstitious

ways of sailors, fishermen and other

seafarers throughout history, ships them-
selves are subject to a host of folk beliefs

and taboos. In particular, the rituals con-

nected with the launching ofa new vessel

are profoundly important to those who
are to sail in her. In ancient times it was
believed that bad luck would befall any
boat that was not launched with appro-

priate blood sacrifices, sometimes human,
in a ceremony that was deemed to bring

the ship
4

to life' and to propitiate the gods
of the deep. Applications of this idea

included the barbaric Viking practice of
crushing prisoners beneath the keels of

longships when they were first launched.

In time blood was replaced by red wine

and this in turn by champagne, bottles

of which are broken against the bows
with due ceremony even today (it is, inci-

dentally, a bad omen ifthe bottle does not

break first time). Similarly, ships are still

decked out with flags as a matter ofcourse

in continuation of the ancient practice of

decorating boats with flowers to win the

favour of the deities of the ocean.

Boatbuilders may place a silver coin

under the mast for luck, and the sailors

themselves may nail a horseshoe to the

mast for the same reason. Few ships carry

figureheads nowadays; in former cen-

turies it was thought crucial for all large

vessels to protect their luck in such a way.

Alternatively, large eyes were painted on

the bows to scare away hostile spirits. To
safeguard a ship's luck still further super-

stition advises the cherishing of a ship's

cat, preferably black - but cautions that

having two cats on board will not double

the luck but rather will create a risk of

grave misfortune.

Other miscellaneous superstitions con-

nected with ships include the fear that

anyone who is caught pointing at one

inflicts the curse of the evil eye upon it,

the notion that carrying ballast that is

wholly white is inviting disaster, the tra-

dition that it is unlucky to board a boat on

anything but the right-hand side, and that

changing a ship's name is sure to cause it

to come to grief. It is also unlucky to

choose a ship's name before the vessel has

been safely launched.

See also sea.

shirt Because the shirt is worn next to

the skin it is thought to reflect in various

ways the fortunes of the person who
wears it. To divine the health of a small

infant, for instance, a parent should toss

its shirt into a fountain: if the shirt sinks

the child's health is at risk, but if it floats

all is well. By extension of this idea, a

worried father might allow his offspring

to wear his own shirts - by doing so they

will gain a little of their father's strength.

By the same token, however, care should
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be taken in borrowing other people's

shirts as their sins are said to be borrowed
with them.

In times gone by it was believed that a

shirt, or its forerunner the smock, could

be used by a woman for divination. The
procedure was to hang a shirt, newly
washed in a running stream, inside out

before the fire on Hallowe'en and to

wait for the husband-to-be or his appar-

ition to appear to turn it right side out.

Putting a shirt on back to front by mis-

take is said to be a portent of good luck,

but buttoning it up wrongly or getting it

on inside out is an omen of misfortune.

See also clothing.

shivering Superstition places a very

gloomy interpretation on someone who
shivers suddenly and without apparent

cause. It is commonly held around the

world that this is the effect of 'someone

walking over my grave' - that is, some-

one has just walked over the patch of

ground where the person concerned is

destined to be buried. Alternatively, a

sudden bout of shivering may be due to

the proximity ofdeath. Shivering on get-

ting up in the morning is also a bad sign,

said to signify that bad luck will haunt

that person for the rest ofthe day. Shiver-

ing on getting into bed, however, is more
encouraging and holds the promise of

pleasant dreams ahead.

shoe Of all items of clothing, shoes

are perhaps the most significant in terms

of the wealth of superstitions associated

with them. Old shoes are widely sup-

posed to be lucky, hence the time-

honoured customs of hurling old boots

after departing ships in order to guaran-

tee the fortune of the crew and attaching

old shoes to the rear bumper of the car in

which newly-weds drive away on their

wedding day. This linking ofshoes with

wedding ceremonies goes back to biblical

times and is of obscure origin, though it

has been suggested that throwing a shoe

after the groom was formerly meant as a

reminder that he had taken over responsi-

bility for his bride from her family. Most

modern interpretations of the ritual,

however, suppose that the shoes or boots

(which ideally should belong to a left

foot) will promote the happy couple's

luck in general or, more specifically, will

ensure their fertility.

Less well-known superstitions relating

to shoes include the now defunct idea that

burning an old shoe indoors will drive

contagion from the house, and that this is

also a wise precaution to take before set-

ting out on any journey. If an old shoe is

burned on Christmas Eve, it is said by
authorities in Devon that the person con-

cerned will not go short of shoes in the

year ahead.

For the purposes of love divination,

placing the shoes in the shape of a letter T
beside the bed on midsummer's eve and

reciting the rhyme,

Hoping this night my true love to see,

I place my shoes in the form of a T

may be sufficient to give the sleeper visions

of a partner-to-be. Putting one's shoes

under the bed with the soles turned

upwards, meanwhile, is said in parts of

southern England to be a cure for cramp,

while leaving them by the bedroom door

so that one shoe is coming into and the

other going out of the room will confuse

the demons that cause nightmares. If

one's sleep is disturbed by a dog barking

one remedy is to turn one's left shoe upside

down, at which the noise will cease.

Superstitions conflict concerning gifts

of new shoes, some claiming that such

presents are harmful to the luck of the

recipient, while others see only good luck

in the act. A third variation advises that

gifts of new shoes are perfectly accepta-

ble, provided that the recipient gives a

small coin in return. All agree, though,

that it is inviting bad luck to give shoes as

presents at Christmas. Should a person

never give someone else a pair of new
shoes as a present, however, they are

doomed to go barefoot after they die,

according to another tradition.

Shoes should never be placed upon a

table because this is symbolic ofdeath by
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hanging (condemned prisoners were usu-

ally hanged while still wearing their

shoes). At the very least this risks an argu-

ment breaking out in the household.

actors and actresses in particular are

wary ofputting their shoes on the table in

their dressing rooms, for fear that this will

blight their luck on and off the stage.

When putting shoes on it is a bad omen
to try to put one on the wrong foot, and

in any case unwise to put the left shoe on

first (though some people claim it is the

right foot that is unlucky). One supersti-

tion has it that a person who makes a habit

ofalways putting the left shoe on first will

never suffer toothache. It is also

unlucky, as well as perilous, to walk with

just one shoe on. An old and rather mis-

chievous English superstition claims that

ifa new pair ofshoes squeaks when worn
it betrays the fact that the shoes have not

been paid for. By the same token, super-

stition warns that people with expensive-

looking shoes that never seem to get dirty

or worn are probably cheats and thieves.

The Japanese, incidentally, think it

unlucky to put on a new pair of sandals

before five o'clock in the afternoon.

Much may be told about a person's

prospects by the way in which his or her

shoes (or socks) wear out. If the toe goes

first they are doomed to a life ofhardship

and poverty. If the heel wears out first,

though, riches and success lie in store. An
old Suffolk rhyme sums it up thus:

Tip at the toe, live to see woe,

Wear at the side, live to be a bride,

Wear at the ball, live to spend all,

Wear at the heel, live to save a deal.

See also boot; feet; shoelace; slip-

per.

shoelace Just as shoes are a focus of

superstitious speculation, so too are shoe-

laces. Very familiar is the tradition that if

a shoelace comes undone someone is talk-

ing about the person concerned. Ifthe left

lace comes untied bad things are being

said, but if it is the right one only good
things are being said. In the USA this

superstition is expressed in the rhyme:

*Tis a sure sign and true,

At that very moment
Your true love thinks of you.

It is also widely acknowledged that it is

a bad omen for a shoelace to break, but

that it is good luck to find a knot in one's

laces. A more obscure tradition warns

that it is unlucky to mix the colours of

one's shoelaces. If one shoe is tied with a

brown lace and the other with a black lace

this is particularly unlucky, brown repre-

senting the earth of the grave and black

representing death.

shooting Like fishermen, hunters

with guns share a number of time-

honoured traditions. These include the

superstitions that a bad day's shooting

will be had if the hunter misses with his

first shot and that getting a virgin girl to

jump over the barrel of a gun will

improve one's chances of success (as will

rubbing the barrel with vervain). Firing

a shot in the air at midnight when seeing

the new year in is recommended as

another way to ensure that a marksman
gets his eye in over the coming twelve

months. Meeting a member of the

clergy or a pregnant woman on the way
to a shoot is, however, fatal to one's chan-

ces ofhitting anything and may even pre-

sage a shooting accident. Mixing

gunshot with lard and feeding it to some-

one who feels sick will settle their

stomach and cure them of their nausea.

shooting star see meteorite.

shrew In ancient times the shrew was

widely regarded as an unlucky creature

and it retains such associations to this day.

Reputed by the Romans to have a

venomous bite, the shrew was subse-

quently believed to have the power of

casting the evil eye and became to many
people the personification of hatred and

bitterness. Anyone setting out on a jour-

ney who encounters a shrew is therefore

advised to return home, though conver-

sely it is also said that shrews will die

instantly if they attempt to cross a path

used by men. Allowing a shrew to run
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over a person or animal will result in a

marked decline in the latter's health, typi-

cally leading to pain in thejoints and lam-

eness. To counter such ill effects a sufferer

must be passed through an arch of

bramble, or else a shrew must be trapped

alive in a hole in an ash and left there to

die. Such 'shrew ashes' then acquire their

own magical properties, and their leaves

and twigs can be used to ease any shrew-

related injuries. Applying a dead shrew to

the site ofa shrew bite is supposed to cause

the injury to heal quickly, and carrying

one about in the pocket is also said to

ward off RHEUMATISM.

Shrove Tuesday see pancake.

sickle see scythe.

sieve and shears Traditional charm
that was formerly employed in the detec-

tion of thieves or other guilty persons.

Otherwise known as 'turning the riddle',

the procedure involved piercing a sieve

with a pair of opened shears and then,

with the shears held in the air by the

handles, reciting the names of suspects:

the name that was being spoken when the

sieve 'turned' or dropped offthe points of

the shears was the name of the guilty

party. This procedure, which was still

being used in nineteenth-century

England, did not have any standing in

legal terms but was sufficiently well

thought ofamong rural communities for

anyone found guilty in this way to find

further life impossible in the locality. The
practice may have had its origins in the

magic that was associated with the sieve

in classical times, when it was venerated

for the way it seemed to imitate the fall-

ing ofrain from the Heavens. Much later,

witches were reputed to use sieves as

vehicles on which to fly to the clouds or

over water.

silver Superstition holds silver to be

one of the most potent of all precious

metals, particularly associated with the

moon. This link means that silver has

many uses in witchcraft and other

occult practices. Among the many

properties assigned to it is the notion,

much popularised by the cinema, that

only a silver bullet will kill a vampire. In

fact such a bullet is also said to have the

power to destroy a wide range of super-

natural creatures, including witches,

werewolves and various demons. Silver

works because it cannot be deflected by
magical means, being invulnerable to all

enchantment; this also means that it has

little power as a talisman in itself,

though it will increase the magical poten-

tial of a design or object that already has

some mystical significance.

Silver is generally lucky and in the past

many people carefully set aside 'lucky'

sixpences or other silver coins to be used

in Christmas puddings or simply to

ensure continued prosperity. Turning

over any silver coins in the pocket on first

sighting a new moon is widely recog-

nised as a sure way to attract more
money. Boatbuilders like to place a silver

coin under the mast of a vessel they are

constructing in order to ensure its luck,

and in former times householders often

buried silver coins under the threshold for

similar reasons. As well as wearing 'some-

thing old, something new, something

borrowed and something blue', even

today some brides will go through their

marriage service (see wedding dress)

with a silver sixpence in their left shoe for

luck.

Anyone who encounters a gipsy and

fancies they would like to make use of

their services in divining the future must

first 'cross their palm' with silver, a

custom that was recorded before the birth

of Christ and is still pursued today, only

the amount ofsilver differing. Other mis-

cellaneous traditions relating to silver

include the superstition that if a piece of

silverjewellery becomes tarnished this is a

sure omen that its owner is about to die.

sin-eating The practice of magically

transferring the sins of a dead person to

one still living, so that the deceased's soul

might have an easierjourney to the after-

life. This curious archaic custom was once
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found in various forms in many societies,

both Christian and pagan. In the British

Isles, where the practice was still preva-

lent in the seventeenth century and was

occasionally revived as late as the nine-

teenth, the usual procedure involved

eating foods that had been brought into

close contact with the dead person. Typi-

cally the food would be placed on the

breast of the dead person or passed over

the corpse to the sin-eater, who would

normally have been specially hired for

the purpose and received a small payment

for his services. In other cases food that

had been placed on or near a corpse was

surreptitiously fed to a beggar or to some

other person unaware of the situation, so

that they absorbed the dead person's sins

unknowingly.

As the hired sin-eater gradually disap-

peared in common practice, so mourners

gathered instead to drink a symbolic glass

of wine in the presence of the dead

person, the bottle and glasses being placed

on the coffin. To decline a glass offered

in these circumstances would be deeply

resented.

singing Although it might appear a

harmless enough activity, singing is not

without its dangers according to a

number of superstitions. Singing in the

bath, for instance, is supposed to be

unlucky in the morning, as emphasised

by the old saw 'Sing before breakfast and

cry before night' (it is, though, quite safe

to indulge in a bathtime singalong at

other times of day). This idea apparently

originated in the classical notion that a

person should not celebrate the day's

achievements in song before the day's

business has begun. Singing while eating

a meal should also be avoided, as in the

English proverb 'Sing at the table, die in

the workhouse.' It is also considered

unlucky to sing while making bread or

while playing cards.

See also music.

skin Superstition offers a variety of

courses for those who are concerned with

taking care oftheir skin. To ensure a good

complexion drink cold coffee (a Ger-

man treatment), never wear furs on a Fri-

day, or else smear a baby's first wet nappy
all over one's face. A problem with the

skin is interpreted by many as a positive

sign, indicating that some inner malady is

forcing its way out of the body. Among
suggested treatments for skin problems

are rubbing spit over the affected area (see

spitting) or allowing a frog to sit upon
it; rolling on the grass early on St John's

Day or doing the same thing naked in a

field of oats; and eating a lizard. Rem-
edies for children range from paring the

fingernails or smearing them with lard

to making them wear a hat made of cab-

bage leaves or taking them to see a grey

donkey on eight days in succession.

See also dew.

skull Since the skull houses the brain,

superstition has identified it as the seat of

the soul and has accordingly credited it

with certain potent magical qualities, par-

ticularly in the realm of folk medicine.

Consuming powdered human skull in

one's food is reputed by some authorities

to cure epilepsy, while driving a nail

into a human skull is said to relieve head-
aches (as is taking a little ofthe moss that

grows on a dead person's skull as snuff).

Holding a tooth taken from the skull of a

hanged man against a living person's teeth

or gums, meanwhile, is said to cure

toothache (according to some versions

of this superstition the patient must 'bite'

the tooth out of the skull with his or her

own teeth).

Drinking wine or other strong liquor

from the skull of one's enemies was for-

merly believed to endow the drinker with

the courage of his vanquished foe, and

was an accepted tradition at Viking feasts.

Burying the skulls of dead people and

animals was also once a widely accepted

precaution when laying the foundations

ofbuildings ofvarious kinds. Witches and

sorcerers also viewed the skull as a focus of

supernatural power, and a skull is often

depicted among the various essential

accoutrements of their art.
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Oaths taken on skulls are considered

especially binding, and according to the

Irish anyone who breaks such a vow will

be punished by death. Such ideas should

not be taken lightly, for various locations

throughout the British Isles boast

'screaming skulls' that are notorious for

disrupting the lives of those who dare to

disturb them from their resting places.

These include the famous skull of Bet-

tiscombe Manor in Dorset, said to have

belonged to a negro servant who died of

consumption in the seventeenth cen-

tury, and that of Ann Griffith at Burton

Agnes Hall in Yorkshire. Not only will

these skulls utter piercing and unearthly

shrieks if moved, but they may also roll

back to their original position of their

own volition.

See also phrenology.

sleep Perhaps the most frequently

observed superstition relating to sleep is

the prejudice that many people exhibit

about which way their bed is facing. The
most popular preference is for beds pos-

itioned on a north-south axis, rather then

east-west, and it is said that couples who
lie like this will have male children. Many
people favour sleeping with the head

north ofthe feet, drawing an obscure con-

nection with the lines ofthe Earth's mag-
netic forces. Others, however, insist that

the head should lie to the south ofthe feet:

strangely enough, scientists have evi-

dence to the effect that those who lie like

this generally enjoy sounder sleep. Sleep-

ing with one's head lying towards the

north is said to lessen one's chances of

living to a ripe old age, while sleeping

with the head to the east promotes one's

chances ofworldly wealth and to the west

the likelihood of travel. Sleeping with

one's head towards the local church,

however, may over-ride the need to

observe the points of the compass altoge-

ther, according to yet another tradition.

If correctly positioning the bed does

not provide a person with a good night's

sleep, other measures may be worth con-

sidering. Among these are smoking a pipe

of red tobacco, powdered toad and

honey, a concoction said to bring on
sleepiness, and checking that no one has

hung a blackbird's right wing in the

house, as this is reputed to rob anyone in

the vicinity of their sleep. Those troubled

by sleepwalking, meanwhile, should

arrange to be baptised again, since this

may be a consequence ofthe original cere-

mony not having been carried out in the

proper manner. The notion that it is

unwise to wake a sleepwalker suddenly is

also rooted in superstition, the original

idea being that the soul leaves the body
during sleep and that if a sleeper is woken
up too abruptly the soul will not have

time to get back again.

Other miscellaneous superstitions

include the German notion that a girl who
falls asleep at work will marry a widower
and the ancient idea that an ailing elderly

person should persuade a younger person

to sleep in the same bed - in this way they

will share the benefits of the younger

one's vitality. It is also said that flowers
should be removed from bedrooms at

night because they steal the oxygen other-

wise available to sleepers (a theory par-

ticularly associated with hospitals).

Lastly, time-honoured tradition has it

that the first ofa couple ofnewly-weds to

fall asleep on their wedding night will be

the first to die.

See also dream; nightmare.

slipper A superstition peculiar to slip-

pers among the different types ofshoes is

that it is unwise to leave them crossing one

another when they are taken off. This is

apparently an open invitation to bad luck.

smallpox Although smallpox has

been officially stamped out around the

world as a result of repeated immu-
nisation programmes, superstition still

harbours a few precautions that may be

taken should the disease ever return.

These include feeding the patient a roast-

ed, fried, boiled or baked mouse; open-

ing the windows of a patient's room at

dusk, so that gnats may bite the patient

and thus draw the poisons out ofhis or her
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body; and taking a bun (without paying

for it or expressing thanks) from the shop

of a woman who did not change her

name when she got married.

smoking see cigar; cigarette; pipe

SMOKING.

snail Few superstitions relating to

snails have survived to modern times, but

in years gone by they were associated

with a range of beliefs relevant to the

gleaning of information about future

lovers and with a number of medicinal

uses. It is generally held that it is unlucky

for snails to come into the house, but great

good luck will be enjoyed by anyone who
manages to seize a snail by the horns and

toss it over their left shoulder. It is said that

when catching snails the person concern-

ed will stand a better chance if they wear

their jacket inside out.

Snails may also be used for the purposes

of love divination. Anyone anxious to

discover the initials of their true love

should place a snail in a flat dish (or in the

ashes on the hearth) on Hallowe'en
and leave it there overnight. In the morn-

ing he or she will be able to read the all-

important initials in the trail ofslime that

the snail has left behind.

According to a superstition recorded in

Devon, snails are a means of forecasting

the weather as enshrined in the follow-

ing rhyme:

When black snails cross your path

Black clouds much moisture hath.

Elsewhere, though, it is thought to be a

bad omen if a black snail crosses a

person's path, and in Cornwall at least

miners will seek to appease the creature

by offering it a little of their dinner.

In folk medicine, feeding children

drinks in which a few snails have been

boiled is said to cure them ofcoughs. To
cure whooping cough, one gipsy

remedy dictates that a snail should be

allowed to crawl over some brown sugar

until the sugar is nicely coated in slime,

after which the sugar should be fed to the

patient. Snail slime consumed with milk

and other ingredients will also cure con-

stipation. Rubbing a live black snail on
one's warts, meanwhile, and then

impaling the creature on a thorn is said to

be an effective, ifcruel, treatment. On the

same lines, doctors in seventeenth-

century England recommended pricking

a snail and pouring its juices into the ear

to treat poor hearing (see deafness). Snail

soup is said to be good for people with

breathing problems and snails may also be

swallowed raw to relieve bronchitis.

Snails have also been widely used over the

centuries as an ingredient in poultices and

in dressings for the eyes.

snake Superstition has always regard-

ed snakes with fear and respect, crediting

them with various supernatural powers.

Snake cults have thrived in many differ-

ent parts ofthe world and snakes occupy a

prominent, if not always healthy, pos-

ition in many of the world's religions,

including Christianity. Christian snake-

handling sects exist in the modern USA,
practitioners believing that their faith

protects them from a venomous snake's

bite. The idea of the snake being in some

way protective is shared by many tradi-

tions; tattoos, for instance, often take the

form of a snake pattern, and hanging a

snakeskin from the rafters will protect a

house from fire. Killing the first snake

that a person sees in the year will, mean-

while, guarantee them victory over any

foes over the next twelve months. Snakes

are also widely interpreted as a phallic

symbol and are therefore strongly assoc-

iated with various forms of sex magic.

Superstition has cherished a number of

misconceptions about snakes. These

include the widespread beliefs that all

snakes hypnotise their prey; that they

inject their venom via their forked

tongue; that they can all spit their venom
and that, according to US tradition,

'hoop snakes' can roll in the form of a

hoop at their enemies by seizing their tail

in their own mouth. Another popular

idea has it that snakes cannot die until the

sun goes down.
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Seeing a snake crossing one's path is

unlucky, as are dreams about snakes; a

pregnant woman who is frightened by a

snake may give birth to a child with a

constricted neck (though it is also said

that snakes will never bite pregnant

women). Tying a snakeskin around the

waist of a woman in labour will ease

childbirth, while carrying a snakeskin is

generally supposed to be beneficial to

health, effective against headaches and

in extracting thorns from the skin. In

the USA it is said that women in labour

who are fed a drink made from the

powdered rattle ofa rattlesnake will have

an easier time. Carrying a snake's tooth

will ward off fever, and one may be car-

ried for luck in gambling. Other uses of

snakes in folk medicine include an old

English treatment for swollen necks,

which requires a live snake to be drawn
across the affected part three times and

then buried alive in a bottle.

Superstition recommends a host of

animal and plant preparations for the

treatment ofsnakebite. Among the more
bizarre is one which claims that rubbing

crocodile blood into the bite will negate

the effects of the poison. Another course

is to tie the dead body of a snake around

the wound. To avoid getting bitten by a

snake in the first place the simplest course

is to wear an emerald.

See also adder; adder stone.

sneezing Superstition claims that

when a person sneezes they are tempora-

rily deprived oftheir soul, which will only

return to the body when someone says,

'Bless you.' Many people believe inaccur-

ately that the practice ofsaying 'Bless you'

dates only from the Great Plague of the

seventeenth century, when blessing

someone who hadjust sneezed had serious

intent since sneezing was one of the sup-

posed early symptoms of the dread dis-

ease. In fact, records exist of similar

traditions as far back as the ancient Greeks.

An old rhyme suggests varying inter-

pretations for sneezes on different days of

the week:

Sneeze on a Monday, sneeze for

danger;

Sneeze on a Tuesday, kiss a stranger;

Sneeze on a Wednesday, sneeze for a

letter;

Sneeze on a Thursday, something

better;

Sneeze on a Friday, sneeze for sorrow;

Sneeze on a Saturday, see your sweet-

heart tomorrow;

Sneeze on a Sunday, your safety seek,

The Devil will have you the whole of

the week.

Sneezing before one has put on one's

shoes is reputed to be a bad omen,

though some claim that a sneeze early in

the morning promises the appearance ofa

letter or present later on. Sneezing just

once or three times in a row is unlucky,

but two sneezes in quick succession are

said to bestow good luck (a variation sug-

gests one for a wish, two for a kiss, three

for a letter and four for 'something

better').

Care should be taken about the direc-

tion in which one sneezes: sneezing to the

right is lucky but to the left is unlucky,

particularly ifone is at sea or in the vicin-

ity of a grave, while sneezing straight

ahead presages the arrival of good news.

Two people sneezing simultaneously will

result in both parties enjoying good luck.

A tickling nose that refuses to culminate

in a sneeze, meanwhile, may be inter-

preted as an indication that the person

concerned is the object ofanother's secret

longing.

Another tradition relates to the first

sneeze of a baby: this should be wel-

comed, because until it happens the child

is held to be in the power of the fairies.

This first sneeze also indicates that the

infant is mentally normal, as a long-held

superstition has it that a fool cannot

sneeze.

Other miscellaneous traditions include

the notion prevalent in the USA that

someone who sneezes while talking is

undoubtedly telling the truth. Moreover,

should a person sneeze at the table this is
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a sure sign that they will make a new
friend before sitting down to their next

meal.

See also cold.

snowdrop A small white springtime

flower, representative ofpurity and hope,

which is among the first plants to bloom

each year. It is supposed to be very

unlucky to take snowdrops into the

house, being an omen that a member of

the household will die before the follow-

ing spring (though in some areas it is only

unlucky if a single snowdrop is brought

in and all right to bring in a whole hand-

ful). It is thought that this tradition

evolved through the plant's association

with winter, the time of year when his-

torically there were the most deaths, and

also because the bloom itself has the

appearance of a corpse in a white shroud.

soap In common with other domestic

items, soap has its own mythology.

Somewhat contrary to the modern prac-

tice of packaging soaps and other

toiletries as presents, it is traditionally

thought unlucky to lend or give soap as it

will 'wash the friendship away'. Should a

bar of soap break up in one's hands this is

another sign ofa broken friendship. Scot-

tish superstition, meanwhile, claims that

it is unlucky for a bar of soap to slip from

the fingers while one is washing one's

hands: this may even be interpreted as an

omen ofdeath. Lastly, in the theatre some
actors and actresses always take their

soap with them when they leave a theatre

- to leave it behind means they will never

work there again.

soccer see football.

sock Just as the shoes are a focus for

various superstitions, so too are the socks

(or in former times, the stockings). Most
people agree that the right shoe should go
on first but that the left sock should be

first to go on, a contradiction of the usual

prejudice against the left side. It is also

lucky to find that one has put a sock on

inside out or to discover that one has put

on an unmatching pair (in which case the

wearer should leave them as they are to

enjoy the full benefit). Should the wearer

thrust his toes into the heel of the sock

when putting it on, it signifies the immi-
nent arrival of an important letter.

Once on, socks that descend to the

ankle for no apparent reason are a sign

that a lover is thinking of the person con-

cerned. At the end of day, those who are

prone to nightmares should pin their

socks in a cross to the end of the bed to

get an undisturbed night's rest. Accord-

ing to another old superstition, sleeping

with a (left) sock or stocking around the

neck will cure a sore throat and will also

give a sleeper dreams of future marriage

partners.

See also underwear.

soil Primitive man put great store in

the magical properties of soil, from

which crops and trees sprang. Over the

centuries many people have buried them-

selves in earth for hours at a time in the

belief that they would benefit from these

properties, which were reputed to heal

such conditions as cancer, rheumatism
and even injuries suffered from light-

ning. Soil in churchyards and at the point

where three parishes meet was alleged to

be the most potent in such remedies. It

was further claimed that both child-

birth and death were made easier by

laying the person concerned on the floor

so that they had contact with the soil.

Rubbing soil on to the skin will also cure

ringworm and the stitch, among vari-

ous other ailments.

According to time-honoured English

superstition, any single female who digs a

hole in the earth at midday on Midsum-
mer's Day and puts her ear to it will hear

what the occupation of her future hus-

band is.

soot Because of its connection with

fire, soot is a magical substance assoc-

iated with various superstitions. Most of

these relate to soot falling from the chim-

ney, an event that is usually welcomed as

a promise that one of the household will

soon come into some money (though
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some pessimists interpret it as a sign of

bad weather in the offing or even that

any sick person in the house is close to

death). Soot that falls on the fire grate,

says one old English superstition, is an

omen that a stranger will soon arrive.

Soot that comes down a chimney during

a wedding breakfast, however, is said to

presage misfortune for the happy couple,

according to one Scottish tradition.

soul cake A small round flattened

loafofthe sort that was formerly baked in

many parts of England for good luck on

2 November, All Souls' Day. Children

were given soul cakes as a special treat,

though many people kept their cake care-

fully by, often for many years, in order to

preserve the luck it brought them.

sowing see crops.

sow thistle Prickly-leaved plant that

is supposed to have various magical

properties. Reputed to ward off witches,

the sow thistle will increase the stamina of

anyone who runs with a sprig ofit in their

buttonhole, though it will sap the

strength of anyone who runs alongside

and transfer it to the wearer. Medicinal

uses include boiling the plant in water and

applying the resulting concoction to the

eyes to benefit weak vision. Witches,

meanwhile, are reputed to make them-

selves invisible (see invisibility) by

smearing on their bodies an ointment

made from sow thistle and toad spittle.

spade As the main implement of the

gravedigger, the spade inevitably has

somewhat gloomy associations. It is

almost universally unlucky to carry a

spade into the house on one's shoulder,

and it is also deemed unwise to wave a

spade at someone to attract their attention

because this threatens them with death.

The only remedy here is for the potential

victim to throw some soil in the direc-

tion of the waver.

sparrow The sparrow is regarded

with some distaste in European supersti-

tion and is one of the birds supposed to

embody the souls of the dead. This atti-

tude probably derives from the biblical

tradition that sparrows first betrayed the

whereabouts of Christ in the Garden of

Gethsemane, and subsequently with the

words 'He lives, he lives!' alerted the

Roman soldiers at the Crucifixion to the

fact that Christ was not yet dead and thus

to the need to apply further torture. In

punishment it is said that God bound the

sparrow's feet together with invisible

twine, causing the bird to hop rather than

walk. It is unlucky for a sparrow to fly

into the house and equally unwise to keep

one in a cage (though in some parts ofthe

British Isles the welfare ofsparrows is dir-

ectly linked to the welfare of the house-

hold). The idea ofsparrows bringing bad

luck is extended by a superstition from

Kent, which claims that anyone who
catches a sparrow must kill it or run the

risk oflosing both parents. Killing a spar-

row, however, will also result in the

death of the tree in which it has made its

home. The song of the sparrow is said to

herald the onset of rain.

spectacles A widespread superstition

of long standing suggests that some
people harbour considerable prejudice

against those who wear spectacles, fear-

ing that they bring bad luck. In years

gone by, it was customary for those who
mistrusted people in spectacles to spit as

they passed in order to protect their

fortune.

speech see conversation.

speedwell A blue-flowered plant

which should never be picked, according

to widespread English tradition. The
superstition runs that anyone who does so

will have their eyes pecked out by birds

(hence the flower's alternative name of

'bird's eye').

spider Superstition generally regards

spiders as lucky, though many people

regard them with loathing and even fear.

In legend, spiders are said to have saved

the lives ofthe infant Christ, Mohammed
and Frederick the Great, in Christ's case
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by spinning a web at the entrance of the

cave in which the Holy Family was

hiding from Herod's soldiers, thus

making it appear that no one had passed

by recently.

Tradition insists that it is most unwise

to kill a spider, as one ancient rhyme
makes clear:

If that you would live and thrive

Let the spider run alive.

This notion probably dates from medi-

eval times, when spiders in the home
helped to keep down the numbers of flies

and thus reduced the risk of disease. Kill-

ing a spider will, superstition adds, only

cause it to rain or, according to the Scots,

result in crockery breakages before the

day is over.

Although the idea ofa spider dropping

on to one's face from the ceiling may be

viewed with horror by arachnophobes, it

is supposed to be very lucky. Similarly, if

a spider is seen running over a person's

garments this constitutes a promise of a

set of new clothes (as does the sight of a

spider actually spinning a web). Ifkept in

the pocket or in a purse, the tiny red

money spider, meanwhile, will similarly

attract money to the person concerned.

Folk medicine has many uses for the

spider. Eating a live spider in a pat of

butter is highly recommended for

anyone fearing an attack of jaundice,

while a spider eaten in an apple or in jam
or treacle will ward off fever. Various

other remedies for a range of ailments

such as ague involve suspending one or

more live spiders in a small bag around

the neck until they are all dead. Spiders'

webs also have their uses in medicine,

being rolled up into pills and then swal-

lowed to alleviate fever, asthma and

whooping cough (see cobweb).

spitting In common with other

bodily fluids, saliva is widely thought to

have supernatural properties and so the

act of spitting has considerable magical

significance. Since ancient times it has

been believed that in spitting a person

expresses a little of the essence of their

spitting

soul, which thus becomes a sacrifice to the

gods and is guaranteed to attract divine

favour. Most people are familiar with the

practice of spitting for luck, and people

will spit on playing cards, gambling slips,

letters, exam papers, footballs, fishing

nets and sometimes on their own palms

when shaking hands to seal a business

deal. Spitting on the fists before a fight is

another ancient idea, thought to harden

the skin in preparation for the coming
conflict (hence the reason why boxers

often do it; see boxing) and many
manual workers will spit on their hands

before undertaking a task not so much to

improve their grip as to make the work
easier by magical means. Spitting while

taking an oath, meanwhile, is supposed

by many people to be as binding as swear-

ing an oath on a bible - hence the chil-

dren's practice of spitting on their finger

and then intoning:

Finger wet, finger dry,

Cut my throat if I tell a lie.

Spittle is credited with the power to

ward off evil demons, and some people

will spit to protect their luck on seeing a

cross-eyed person, a magpie or someone

or something else suspected ofhaving the

power of the evil eye. To keep witches

from using cut fingernails or hair

trimmings in their spells, the safest course

is to spit on them before disposal. Parents,

meanwhile, should spit on their newborn
children for luck and also whenever

someone compliments their offspring, in

order to protect the infants from misfor-

tune. Other precautions that may be

taken while going about one's business

include spitting on fields before reaping a

crop, spitting on new clothes before put-

ting them on, spitting on money received

as handsel (see business), spitting on the

right shoe before setting out on a jour-

ney or entering a dangerous place and, if

at sea, spitting with the wind to prevent a

storm developing.

Spit is also alleged to have certain cura-

tive properties (Christ Himself healed a

blind man with saliva) and many people
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will automatically spit on insect bites to

get relief. Smearing spittle on warts,

ringworm, birthmarks and other skin

blemishes is said to be an effective treat-

ment, especially if the spittle is that of

someone who is fasting. Less well known
is the idea that spitting on a finger will

help to restore a foot that has gone to

sleep. Human saliva is also said to be

poisonous to snakes.

splinter Superstition offers help to

anyone who is experiencing difficulty

removing a splinter. If the usual measures

fail, one course is to recite the following

prayer:

Our Lord was the first man
That ever thorn pricked upon:

It never blistered, nor never belted,

And I pray God that nor may this.

The splinter will then emerge without

further trouble and the wound will not

turn septic. In the unlikely event of this

prayer not working, a coating of rabbit

fat or a urine compress should do just as

well.

Not everyone, however, will be

anxious to rid themselves of a splinter

quite so quickly. Gamblers have been

known to leave any splinter they get in

their left foot for a period of seven days,

in the belief that they will then enjoy a

winning streak that will last for the next

seven Sundays.

spoon Like other items of cutlery,

spoons are associated with a variety of

superstitious beliefs. Just as dropping a

spoon on the floor is held to be a sign that

a baby or child is about to call at the

house, so dropping a large spoon on the

table is said to give warning of the immi-

nent arrival of a large group of visitors.

Should the bowl of a dropped spoon lie

uppermost a welcome surprise is in the

offing, but if it lies bowl downwards
someone is due for a disappointment.

Extending the connection between

babies and spoons is the Scottish tradition

that particular significance may be placed

upon the hand with which a baby first

picks up a spoon. If it is the right hand the

child may expect a bright and happy

future, but bad luck will permanently

attend one who uses the left hand (see left

side; right side).

Other miscellaneous superstitions con-

cerning spoons include the notion that it

is unlucky to stir food with the left hand

and also unlucky for anyone to pour from

a spoon 'back-handed'. More optimistic

is the idea that the discovery of two
spoons on the same saucer indicates a

wedding in the family - or that someone

is about to give birth to twins. The
Welsh, of course, have a long tradition of

lovers presenting each other with

wooden spoons, the carving of which

communicates various coded messages

from one to the other, while brides much
further afield are often given wooden
spoons for luck. In other circumstances,

however, receiving the 'wooden spoon'

is a metaphor for coming last in a com-
petition, often of a sporting nature.

sport see angling; baseball;

boxing; cricket; football; horse-

racing; motor-racing; tennis.

sprain According to folk medicine

there are a number of possible treatments

for sprains. These range from wrapping

the affected joint in an eel skin to tying a

piece of string from a flour sack round it,

smearing the area with an ointment of

bran, olive or juniper oil and vinegar,

and, in the case oftwisted ankles, bathing

the ankle in the water flowing through a

millwheel. Most drastic of all is the

employment of a 'stamp-stainer', a local

expert in such matters who will stamp on

the injury with his bare feet in order to

hasten recovery. Such stamp-stainers

were once much respected in northern

parts of England, where it was said that

after a first initial spasm of agony the

treatment involved no pain. Once the

stamping was complete, the injured area

was wrapped in an eel skin.

spring cleaning Superstition warns

the houseproud that it is unlucky to
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spring clean a house after the month of

May. This tradition has its roots in the

Jewish custom of having the house clean

and tidy in time for the Feast of the

Passover.

springwort An unidentifiable herb,

which is said to have powerful magical

properties. In medieval times the

springwort was among the most prized

of all plants, bestowing upon anyone

who found it the gift of invisibility, the

ability to find treasure and to open locked

doors, extra fertility and great strength.

Also said to attract lightning, it is

coated with dew all the year round and is

particularly attractive to woodpeckers,

which rub their beaks on it.

squirrel According to a widespread

European superstition it is very unlucky

to kill a squirrel. This belief is thought to

have originated in the legend that the

squirrel hid its eyes with its tail when it

saw Adam and Eve eating the forbidden

fruit in the Garden of Eden, and thus

acquired the bushy tail it has today.

Anyone who kills a squirrel will lose all

their skill at hunting.

stag The stag was sacred in the myth-

ology of various ancient religions, and

several superstitions associated with it

recall the awe that the creature inspired in

primitive man. During the witchcraft

hysteria that swept Europe after the

Middle Ages it was often alleged that the

devil appeared to his followers in the

form of a great grey stag, and the idea

remains that it is a bad omen for someone
to encounter a stag. The antlers, which

through their constant renewal repre-

sented the concept of rebirth and fertility

to a number of ancient religions, may be

ground down to make a powder that is

supposed to enhance virility. By the same

token, various ritual 'stag-dances' around

the world are intended to increase the

chances of a good harvest.

See also deer.

stag beetle see beetle.

Stairs The relatively straightforward

business ofgoing up or down stairs is sur-

prisingly fraught with danger according

to a number of superstitions. It is, for

instance, very unlucky to meet anyone on
a flight of stairs, or to go past them.

Should this happen, as it inevitably does,

the person concerned should cross their

fingers to ward off ill luck. It has been

suggested that this notion dates back to

the days when people making their way
up or down narrow, ill-lit stairs might

find themselves especially vulnerable to

attack from behind by any enemy they

encountered.

Tripping while walking on a staircase

is said to be lucky and possibly even an

omen ofa wedding ifthe person is going

up; but unlucky, as well as dangerous, if

he or she is going down at the time. It is

also supposed by many to be unlucky to

turn back when halfway up or down a

staircase - to be absolutely safe the person

concerned should continue to the end of

the flight before going back, or else

should sit down for a moment or two or

whistle before returning in the same

direction.

stamp-stainer see sprain.

star Superstition has always accorded

a special place to heavenly bodies, and

some of these ancient beliefs are still

observed today in one form or another.

Events in the Heavens may be interpreted

as warnings ofearthly catastrophes; study

of the alignments of the planets has long

been undertaken in the 'science' of

astrology, with all that it portends for

the everyday fortunes of individuals on

Earth. In primitive times the stars were

naturally enough supposed to be depart-

ed souls or the homes of the gods, but

early Christians reinterpreted this belief

and contended that they were simply

rocks set there to deter people from

trying to enter Heaven by artificial

means.

Miscellaneous superstitions concern-

ing stars that are still current today
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include the taboo against pointing at

them, on the grounds that this offends the

gods and will result in the guilty party

finding their finger permanently point-

ed, and the quaint notion that counting

the stars (see numbers) will lead to the

person concerned getting white spots

under their fingernails. Running
somewhat counter to this last tradition is

the belief, recorded in Wales and other

places, that a person who counts nine (or

ninety-nine) stars on nine nights in suc-

cession will be granted a wish.

A person will also be granted a secret

wish ifit is made on the first star seen after

dark and while reciting the following

lines:

Star light, star bright,

First star I see tonight,

I wish I may, I wish I might,

Have the wish I wish tonight.

The galaxy known as the Milky Way is

traditionally supposed to be a celestial

road along which departing souls make
their way to Heaven.

See also comet; meteorite; moon;
SUN.

stealing see thief.

steeplejack A superstition appar-

ently unique to steeplejacks is that tying a

knot in their braces will prevent them

having an accident.

stile Various traditions are associated

with stiles throughout the British Isles,

where many are of considerable anti-

quity. These include the notions that

anyone who goes through a gate when
there is a stile close at hand will be

widowed before they die; that sharing a

kiss on a stile in the dark will bring good
luck; and that it is unlucky for two people

to cross a stile simultaneously. Hammer-
ing a nail into a stile is said to be a sure

cure for the ague. Lastly, in a superstition

shared by some coastal communities it is

very unlucky to set a stile in a footpath

that leads to the sea, as ill fortune will

befall all those who use it.

stillbirth see miscarriage.

stocking see sock; underwear.

stone In ancient times large stones

were often the focus of religious rituals

and beliefs, and impressive stone circles

survive as material evidence of man's

early veneration of them. Long-held

superstitions about stones of all kinds

claim that they actually 'grow' out ofthe

earth and possess innate magical powers.

Many people therefore carefully preserve

'lucky' stones with holes through them,

and similar stones may be offered to

women in labour in the conviction that

they will ease the process of childbirth.

Stones that are placed in ancient circles

are said to promote fertility in both sexes

and generally to bestow good luck

(though some circles share the supersti-

tion that calamity will befall anyone who
attempts to count them). Finally, anyone

who is in desperate straits has only to toss

a stone into a churchyard to gain some
form of supernatural assistance.

See also birthstone; gemstone;

HOLED STONES.

stonecrop Flowering plant, which

often grows amongst rocks or on walls

and is supposed to have various magical

properties. It is said to ward off witches

and to protect a house from fire and

lightning. In folk medicine, prepara-

tions including extracts of stonecrop are

reputed to be effective against such com-
plaints as ulcers, piles, eye problems,

scrofula and ague.

stork It is widely acknowledged that

the stork is a lucky bird, particularly

associated with childbirth and the

young. In biblical tradition the stork flew

around Christ's cross to express its sym-

pathy, while the Romans held the bird

sacred to Venus. Since ancient times it has

been considered most unlucky to kill a

stork and a good omen if storks build

their nest on one's rooftop (not least

because they will protect the house from

the threat of fire). The mere sight oftwo
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storks is said to be enough to cause girls to

become pregnant, and modern nursery

superstition frequently depicts the stork

carrying babies to their mothers direct

from God (the alternative source of

babies as far as the very young are con-

cerned being the gooseberry bush and

the parsley bed). Quite where this tradi-

tion came from is arguable, but storks are

celebrated for the care with which they

rear their young and also, so superstition

claims, for their kindness to the old.

Other miscellaneous superstitions con-

cerning storks include the notions that in

the fullness of time they are transformed

into men; that it is lucky to see them

returning to their old nests each year; that

the bird weep human tears ifinjured; that

the male will kill his mate if she proves

unfaithful; and that they will peck out the

eyes of any humans who betray their

marriage partners. Fine days are in store if

the storks arrive late in the spring (see

weather) but rain will follow the

appearance of a black stork and droughts

will accompany a white stork.

In the folk medicine oflands where the

stork is indigenous, various parts of the

bird are said to have useful healing

properties. Wrapping the sinews of a

stork around feet stricken by gout will

lead to a marked improvement in the

condition of the person concerned, while

Jewish tradition claims that the gall of a

stork may be used in treating scorpion

stings.

storm Thunderstorms have always

aroused the deepest forebodings in man
throughout the ages, and inevitably

countless superstitions have evolved con-

cerning both their causes and their conse-

quences. Storms have been variously

blamed upon the anger ofthe gods, upon
witches, demons and other malevolent

spirits, and also upon ordinary mortals

who have broken some taboo or other.

Actions that are said to provoke storms at

sea include cutting one's fingernails or

one's hair while on board ship and

whistling. If a storm breaks out while a

person is being buried this is likely to be

interpreted in parts of Scotland as a sign

that the deceased sold his or her soul to the

devil and he has come to fetch his own.
The coming ofa storm may be forecast

in a number of ways, in particular by
observing that the marigolds have not

opened before seven o'clock in the morn-
ing and by noting that the cat turns its

back to the domestic fire. Particularly

violent storms, or ones that arise out of

season, are widely believed to be linked to

important happenings in earthly affairs,

often the imminent death of a reigning

monarch or other prominent person. In

former times, it was often claimed that if

a storm blew up when the assizes were

being held this was a sure sign that more
prisoners than usual would be con-

demned to death.

To make a storm cease, one Austrian

superstition suggests hurling a handful of

meal out of the window will be enough

to appease the spirits which caused it in

the first place. Elsewhere in Europe it is

said that ringing the church bells offers

some protection against storm damage.

See also lightning.

stormy petrel Small seabird, par-

ticularly associated with stormy weather

and therefore with something of an

ominous reputation among the supersti-

tious. These birds are most frequently

observed when the seas are whipped up

by rough winds (the reason being that

they feed on material stirred up from the

ocean bed), and seafarers have long since

come to fear their appearance on the very

real grounds that it presages bad weather.

sailors variously identify the birds as the

souls of drowned seamen or as the tor-

tured souls of captains who behaved call-

ously towards their crews.

straw Various supernatural properties

are credited to straw in rural superstition.

These include potency as a fertility

symbol, in which context virgin girls

sometimes secretly wear garters of

straw to increase their chances of
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becoming pregnant. Young women will

sometimes look out for the first man they

see in a straw hat at the beginning of the

summer in order to wish him good luck.

To enjoy good luck themselves they may
recite or sing the following lines:

Strawberry Man, Strawberry Man,
Bring me good luck,

Today or tomorrow,

To pick something up.

In former times it was believed that ifa

witch obtained possession of the bed-

straw on which a person lay she could

work spells to establish magical power
over them. Spotting a domestic animal

such as a dog or a hen with straw stuck to

its tail may be interpreted as a sign that a

stranger is about to arrive, possibly to

stay. Other miscellaneous traditions

include the notions that it is possible to

cut the devil in halfwith a straw and that

decking a cow out with straw will pro-

tect it from evil.

Meeting a cart or lorry loaded with

straw is variously interpreted as lucky or

unlucky from one region to another.

Most, however, think it lucky and that

the person concerned is entitled to make a

wish as it goes by - unless, that is, it

appears in the wake of a hay cart, in

which case it is a portent of misfortune. It

is definitely thought to be bad luck to find

two straws lying on the ground in the

form of a cross.

string see thread.

stumbling Superstition regards an

accidental stumble as a most significant

and generally unlucky act, though the

interpretation depends largely on the cir-

cumstances in which it happens. Taking a

stumble as one sets out on a journey or

when embarking on some undertaking is

a very ill omen for one's future progress.

History records many instances of kings

and warriors rueing their luck after stum-

bling before a battle, and ofnewly-weds

who lived to regret stumbles they took

on crossing the threshold (if a bride or

groom stumbles at the altar this suggests

that he or she is guilty of some uncon-

fessed moral offence). Similarly bad luck

will attend anyone who witnesses a

horse stumbling on the road. Stumbling

on stairs is lucky if it happens whe'n the

person concerned is going up but

unlucky if he or she is heading down-
wards at the time. Stumbling near a grave

is most ominous of all, as it foretells the

imminent death of the person concerned.

actors and actresses who stumble on

making their first entrance will express

trepidation about the rest ofthe perform-

ance, as such an accident is usually said to

portend further lapses on stage.

sty see eye.

suicide Those who take their own
lives have always been regarded with dis-

approval by most religions, and this is

reflected in the superstitions concerning

them. It is widely believed that the souls

ofsuicides will know no rest and that they

are condemned to roam the Earth for-

ever, though often they are rather confus-

ingly supposed to be restricted to the

vicinity in which they died. To keep the

ghosts of suicides from returning to

their homes, many communities over the

centuries have insisted that they are

buried not in holy ground but at such

locations as crossroads, in which case

their spirits will not know which way to

go, or under running water; or else that

they should be physically pinned down
by driving a stake through their corpses.

Others maintain that the bodies of sui-

cides will be rejected by water and will

not sink (though experience does not sup-

port this idea). Other superstitions

include the notion that any pregnant

woman who is careless enough to walk

over a suicide's grave will suffer a mis-

carriage.

sun As the source of light and crucial

to life on Earth, the sun was central to

many early religions and still occupies an

important place in the world's supersti-

tions. Perhaps the clearest link with

primitive sun worship is in the bonfires
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that are still lit to celebrate such festivals as

midsummer's eve. These conflagrations

were originally intended to mimic the

sun and thus to bring luck to local com-

munities and to promote the fertility of

their crops and livestock. Christianity

has added its own sun myths, which

include the quaint notion that the sun

dances for joy early on easter morning,

when the holy image ofthe lamb and flag

may also be discerned on its surface.

The sun is said to shine brightest on the

righteous and will hide its face if some

catastrophe is in store (see eclipse).

Brides who are married in bright sun-

shine are especially blessed and may look

forward to a happy marital life, but

anyone who feels the sun on their head

while attending a funeral is warned that

they too will soon be mourned. It is

widely held to be unlucky to be caught

pointing at the sun, which is interpreted

by many as an insulting gesture and may
be punished by the person concerned

being instantly struck dead. Only the

eagle can stare directly into the sun. One
ofthe most curious traditions concerning

the sun is the old idea that its rays will put

a fire out; even in relatively modern
times people have shielded the domestic

fire from sunshine in the belief that the

flames will otherwise be extinguished.

For these who want to predict the

weather in the months ahead, one

course is to study the sun's rays reflected

in a bucket of water on Easter Day. If the

rays shine bright and clear in the water

the season will be a fine one, but if they

tremble and are unclear foul weather lies

in store. There will also be many fires if

the sun shines strongly on Christmas Day
and a good apple crop if the sun shines

through the apple trees then or on Easter

Day. A rather obscure English tradition

also holds that the sun always shines on

Saturdays, even ifonly for a few seconds.

Children born at sunrise will be clever

and energetic, while those born when the

sun goes down will be less intelligent and

inclined to laziness.

See also sunwise turn.

Sunday see days of the week.

sunwise turn The practice of turn-

ing the way of the sun, in other words
east to west in imitation of the direction

that the sun takes through the Heavens,

while performing some magical rite or

spell. Turning the way ofthe sun is assoc-

iated with 'good' magic, while turning in

the opposite direction, anti-clockwise or

widdershins, is linked with more mal-

evolent spell-making. Many ritual dances

begin with a turn to the right, and proces-

sions as part of various ancient cere-

monies such as beating the bounds - the

custom of touring parish boundaries on

Holy Thursday or Ascension Day - usu-

ally go offin a clockwise direction. Port is

passed round the table 'sunwise' (in other

words clockwise or to the left), while a

superstition among cooks claims that pots

on the stove should always be stirred

clockwise to get the best results; places at

the table should also be laid in a sunwise

direction.

In former times, funeral and wed-
ding processions often made three clock-

wise circuits of the churchyard to obtain

magical protection, and blessings were

gained for a loved one by circling the

person sunwise while saying prayers.

More superstitious fishermen to this day

will often take a sunwise course on leav-

ing harbour, predicting disaster if they

should inadvertently go in a widdershins

direction.

swallow Superstition throughout

Europe accords the swallow a special

place, mostly identifying it as a bird of

blessing and a herald of the summer.

Christians claim that the swallow won
divine favour by calling out 'Dead!

Dead!' to the Roman soldiers at the

Crucifixion in an attempt to prevent

them inflicting further torture upon

Christ (a Swedish version ofthis story has

the swallow circling the crucified Christ

and calling out, 'Cheer up! Cheer up!').

As a result it is thought to be very

unlucky to kill a swallow or to damage its
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nest (or even to be holding one in the

hand as it dies). Punishment for such

reckless acts ranges from prolonged rain-

storms and bloodied milk to death or

some other extreme misfortune.

Allowing a swallow to nest in the roof

will guard a house from lightning, fire

and other evils, but if it deserts this nest ill

luck will befall the household. It is usually

thought to be unlucky if a bird flies into

the house; however an exception is made
in the case of the swallow, which brings

only joy with it (though some people

draw the more conventional conclusion

that this signifies a death).

Some societies do indeed associate the

swallow with death. In Russia, dead chil-

dren are reputed to take the form ofswal-

lows and in parts of eastern England

groups ofswallows that gather on church

roofs are said to be plotting the deaths

that will occur in the parish over the

coming year. In Scotland, it is alleged that

the swallow carries a drop of the devil's

blood in its veins, while the Irish claim

that ifa swallow plucks out a certain hair

from a human head the unfortunate

victim is doomed to go to Hell. If a swal-

low alights on someone then all are

agreed that the person concerned is fated

to die shortly.

Where weather is concerned, it is said

that storms will accompany the arrival

and departure ofthe swallows each season

and also that the height at which they fly

reveals much about imminent weather
patterns - as suggested by the West

Country rhyme:

Swallows fly high, no rain in the sky;

Swallows fly low, 'tis likely to blow.

Other superstitions relating to swal-

lows include the belief that they carry

small sticks with them when they migrate

so that they can snatch a quick rest on the

waves; that they hibernate under water in

a huge mass; that their red feathers recall

the fact that they brought fire to man-
kind; and that they spend the winter in

caves.

Authorities in folk medicine have

claimed over the centuries that swallows

carry inside their bodies small stones that

have various magical properties, specifi-

cally a red stone with the power to cure

mad people and a black one that pro-

motes good luck. In addition, anyone

who puts such a stone under their

tongue will enjoy great eloquence.

Special stones gathered by swallows from

the seashore, meanwhile, are said to bene-

fit damaged eyesight (see eye).

To treat toothache, one ancient

remedy is to behead a swallow in the light

of a full moon and to hang the severed

head up in a piece of linen. Other body
parts may be used in the treatment of

snakebites and rabies. Consuming
burned and powdered swallow is also said

to cure alcoholism, while preparations of

oil from swallows will mend fractures

and ease sprains. To cure epilepsy no
fewer than a hundred swallows must be

mixed with an ounce of castor oil and

some white wine.

See also martin.

swan According to the superstitions

of many different countries, swans are

generally unlucky birds. They were con-

sidered semi-divine creatures in classical

mythology, and many existing supersti-

tions are of considerable antiquity. These

include the notion that a swan only sings

for the first time when it is dying and the

theory that it can only hatch its eggs

during thunderstorms, when the shells

are broken by the thunder.

Swans have been protected in England

as a 'royal' bird since medieval times and

no one may kill a swan without special

dispensation from the Crown. To do so is

in any case the height of folly according

to superstition, and will be followed by

the death of the guilty party (or else of

someone else in the parish) within the

year. In Scotland and Ireland this idea is

strengthened by the supposition that

swans are in fact the reincarnation of

human souls (according to the Irish, the

spirits of virtuous maidens). Scottish

fishermen regard the very sight ofswans
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as unlucky, and many people north ofthe

English border conclude from the

appearance ofthree swans flying together

that a national calamity is imminent.

Observing the behaviour ofswans will

reveal much about coming weather. If

the birds stretch their heads backwards

over their wings during the daytime this

is said to be a warning of foul weather in

the offing, and if they take to the air

winds should be expected - gale force

conditions are in store if they fly directly

into the wind. Heavy rain is due ifswans

start building a nest unusually high up.

swastika Universally reviled as the

symbol ofthe German Nazis in the twen-

tieth century, the swastika has in fact a

much longer history as a magical

emblem. In classical times the swastika

represented the sun and evoked good

luck and well-being.

swearing Superstition has always

warned that the use of what society

regards as bad language is fraught with

risk. Because swearing is blasphemous,

'taking the name ofthe Lord in vain', and

is likely to rouse up evil spirits, many
people feel uneasy when they hear such

language being used and maintain that

only bad luck will follow. Such attitudes

are particularly strong among those who
undertake hazardous work, such as fish-

ermen, who have been known to ban

swearing on their boats. The fact that

mere words are sufficient to induce some
kind of magical reaction is borne out by
the many superstitions that depend upon
the reciting ofcertain rhymes or charms,
and by the notion that the simple utter-

ance of a curse by a witch may be enough
to blight another person's fortunes.

A curious superstition recorded in

rural Germany claims that the mouse
population will thrive in villages where
the local populace are given to using

strong language.

sweater As with other items of

clothing, the sweater boasts its own
specific superstitions. In common with

other garments, it is lucky to put a

sweater on back to front by mistake

(though it must be left like this to enjoy

the full benefits). More uniquely, it is held

that a person who puts their arms into a

sweater before pulling it over their head

will never die by drowning. Another

superstition warns that a light-coloured

sweater should never be repaired with

dark-coloured thread, which is an open

invitation to evil.

sweeping 5ee brush.

swift Unlike the martin and swal-
low, the swift is widely regarded as an

unlucky bird and often as an agent of the

devil himself- though a somewhat con-

tradictory old rhyme claims that

The swallow and the swift

Are God Almighty's gift.

Whatever the allegiance of the bird,

swifts and their nests should never be

harmed. Anyone foolish enough to kill

one should beware, as the bird will have

vengeance by way of deaths within the

culprit's household or among his or her

livestock. In eastern England it is said that

swifts flying around church towers are

lost souls, lamenting the crimes they

committed when alive.

sword In the days when swords were

one ofthe principal weapons ofsoldiers in

battle they were often regarded as magi-

cal objects, with their own mystical

names, emotions and supernatural

properties. An oath made on a sword was

once considered to be as binding as one

made on a bible. Among the various

superstitions that have survived are the

notions that a sword that falls out of its

scabbard is an omen of approaching

death and the tradition that a sword may
be used in place of a wand in witchcraft.

Skilled practitioners of magic might use

swords as a defence against hostile spirits

and also for scrying (see mirror) by look-

ing into the brightly polished blade.

For the purposes of love divination, a

man should walk three times round a
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church at the hour of midnight and then the appearance of his future wife,

thrust a sword into the keyhole with the Women may follow a similar procedure,

words, 'Here is the sword, but where is using the words, 'Here is the sheath, but

the sheath?' He will then be rewarded by where is the sword?'
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table Various superstitions should be

observed by diners as they sit at the table

for a meal. To avoid the risk of bad luck

no one should move from the seat allo-

cated to them and care should be taken

not to kick over one's chair when getting

up, which indicates that one has been tell-

ing lies. Children, meanwhile, should be

discouraged from going under the table

as this threatens their imminent demise; if

they do crawl under the table they should

be sent back the same way in order to

escape harm. Single girls in particular

should not sit at the corner of a table,

which means they will never be married,

and girls engaged to be married should

never talk to their partners while sitting

on a table because this risks the engage-
ment being called off (though some
people say that girls who sit on tables are

subconsciously expressing their desire for

a mate). Should two people sit on a table

together, meanwhile, there is sure to be a

quarrel.

Other taboo activities at the table

include singing, lying down on it (said

to be an omen of death) and placing

one's shoes or a pair of bellows on top

of it. British superstition warns that

should a coffin shape be found at the

centre of a tablecloth when it is unfolded

this is a portent of death in the family

(some people add that it is also unwise to

leave a tablecloth on the table overnight).

A guest eating his first meal in a house

should not fold his napkin at the end of

the meal, since this means that he will

never eat there again.

Some people insist on always laying an

extra place at the table, claiming some-

what chillingly that this is for the soul of a

recently deceased member of the family

or else for Christ when he appears at the

Second Coming.
See also thirteen; waiting on

TABLE.

talisman A tangible object that is

usually carried about the person to pro-

tect one's luck. In the opinion of various

authorities a talisman differs from an

amulet, which provides continuous

general all-round protection: a talisman,

on the other hand, may be used to per-

form a specific task which is often an act

of healing. Examples include pieces of

jewellery bearing one's astrological sign

or other magical planetary characters and

the Jewish Star of David, which is also

often worn in the form of jewellery.

Talismans will often have been obtained

from someone who claims to be able to

invest such objects with magic potential.

tattoo see sailors.

taxi A superstition unique to drivers

of taxi cabs is that it is lucky to have a

registration number which includes the

number seven (one of the luckiest of all

numbers) or a multiple of seven. Even

better is a number plate that has both a

seven and a letter U, the letter most

closely resembling a lucky horseshoe.

See also car.

tea The business of preparing a cup of

tea is loaded with symbolic meaning for

the superstitious people, particularly in

connection with the love life of the tea-

maker. A woman who puts in the milk

before the sugar will never win a hus-
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band, while a woman who pours

from a pot that another woman has

already poured from may be discon-

certed to learn that this means one of

them will have a baby - possibly even

red-headed twins - before the year is out

(or will otherwise experience bad luck).

A woman who allows a man to pour her

more than one cup of tea will prove

defenceless before his charms and,

according to another superstition, may
end up becoming pregnant by him.

Tea that is made too strong indicates

the development of a new friendship,

while tea that is too weak suggests that an

existing friendship is coming to an end. If

a person forgets to put the tea into the

water altogether, this is a singularly bad

omen. Likewise, stirring tea in the pot is a

dangerous habit that is likely to provoke

trouble, especially if the liquid is stirred

widdershins (anti-clockwise); and

absent-mindedly forgetting to replace

the lid ofa teapot is also to be avoided for

reasons of avoiding quarrels (though this

might also be interpreted as a portent of

the arrival of a stranger). No one should

ever stir someone else's tea for them,

which also presages a quarrel, and care

should be taken never to stir tea with

anything but a spoon. Spilling some of

the tea leaves when putting them in the

pot is, however, lucky.

Bubbles that float to the surface of a

cup of tea are a sign that the drinker will

soon be receiving a kiss or some money,

while a tea leaf or stalk that rises to the

surface indicates the imminent arrival of

a visitor. Ifthe tea leaf is hard a man must

be expected; if soft, a woman is about to

appear. In either case, the person con-

cerned should place the tea leaf on the

back of one of their hands and then bang

it repeatedly with the other hand until

the leaf falls off: the number of times the

hand is hit before this happens is equiva-

lent to the number of days before the

stranger will arrive.

Many authorities claim that other

future events may be forecast by careful

examination of the shapes suggested by

the tea leaves that remain after a nearly

empty cup has been swirled round three

times and then turned upside down to

drain the last of the liquid. According to

this, the art of tasseography, a good
spread of tea leaves around the cup is

ideal, the leaves nearer the bottom of the

bowl relating to events that lie in the

more distant future than those nearer the

rim. Star shapes suggest success, circles or

bottles represent failure, bridges and

birds foretell a journey, a castle suggests

good news, a church indicates a wed-
ding, a dagger warns of danger, and a

horseshoe promises good luck - among
many other possible readings.

Finally, some thought should be given

to the disposal ofused tea leaves. Accord-

ing to one English superstition these

should never be thrown away but should

be banked up at the back of the fire to

ward off the threat of poverty. In the

English Midlands, meanwhile, it is said

that tossing tea leaves on the ground in

front of a house will ward off evil spirits.

tears see crying.

teeth Like most body parts, the teeth

are associated with a wide variety of

superstitious beliefs. The most familiar of

all superstitions associated with teeth is

the tradition of the 'tooth fairy', who
will bring the gift of a coin to any child

who sleeps with a newly lost milk tooth

under the pillow. Variations in this tradi-

tion add that a little salt should also be

left for the fairy and that if the tooth has

not disappeared by midnight it will harm

the child's luck (though nowadays the

fairy generally leaves both the money
and the tooth for the child to find in the

morning).

The first molar to be lost should,

according to another tradition, be

sprinkled with salt and thrown on to the

fire to chase away any evil spirits lurking

in the child's body. If this is not done, the

tooth may be eaten by a dog and the

child will get dog's teeth as a result - or

the luckless individual will be doomed to

search for the tooth in a bucket of blood
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in Hell when he or she dies. Burning lost

teeth also has the advantage that they will

not fall into the possession of witches,

who may use them to acquire power

over their erstwhile owner. Alterna-

tively, leaving discarded milk teeth at the

entrance to a mouse or rat hole is a good

way to ensure that the replacements are

strong and sharp.

It is thought to be very unlucky for a

baby to be born with any teeth already

through, and in some regions this is sup-

posed to prophesy that it will grow up a

murderer. If a child's first tooth comes

through in the upper jaw this is also

unlucky and may be interpreted as an

omen that the infant will die in child-

hood. Children who teethe early are

either highly intelligent, doomed to die

early or are developing a little faster than

normal because they have advance warn-

ing that their mother will soon be having

another baby, as indicated by the prov-

erb 'Soon teeth, soon toes'. By the same

token, the number of teeth a child has at

the age of one year is said to predict the

number of brothers and sisters that are

yet to be born. The process of teething

can be painful, and superstition recom-

mends the use of coral, cowrie shells,

orris root and wolf teeth as ideal teeth-

ing AMULETS.

People with gaps between their front

teeth are widely thought to be lucky and

will enjoy great riches and travel widely

(though the Scottish believe such people

are prone to lechery). Many people also

carry animals' teeth as a matter of course,

believing that they are among the most

beneficial lucky charms.

Counting one's own teeth is unlucky,

and dreaming that one's teeth are falling

out is said to portend the imminent death

of a relative.

See also toothache; vampire.

telephone Though it is a relatively

recent technological development, the

telephone has already attracted to itself a

few curious traditions. These include the

superstitions that it is unlucky for a tele-

phone to make intermittent ringing

noises when no call is coming through - a

possible death omen - or for a telephone

to ring but not be answered. Many
people claim to have had at some time or

other clairvoyant knowledge of who is

about to call, and why, before a tele-

phone has even started to ring.

tempting fate The fear that cele-

brating one's good fortune in some way
invites the special attention ofmalevolent

spirits, which is the motivating force

behind a great many well-known taboos

and superstitions. To be on the safe side,

one should never sing too loudly the

praises of children, livestock, a person's

health or anything else that is held prec-

ious, as the presumption implicit in such

boasting is that one is disregarding pos-

sible interference by supernatural forces.

Many people will show distinct unease if

someone directs lavish praise in their

direction and may attempt to ward off

evil by touching wood or iron,

making the sign of the cross, spitting

and saying 'God bless', or taking some

other precautionary measure recom-

mended by long-standing tradition.

Specific examples of actions to be

avoided include never bringing a newly

acquired cradle or pram into the house

before an expected baby is safely deliv-

ered, never asking a fisherman where

he is going when he is about to set sail,

never admitting to being very well if

someone enquires after one's health and

never wishing actors and actresses

good luck when they are about to go on

stage.

tench Freshwater fish known as the

'Doctor Fish' because of the supposed

healing properties of its oily skin. Ailing

fish of other species are alleged to rub

themselves against the tench in order to

benefit from these properties, and

humans have also learned to use it in folk

medicine. It was formerly said that wrap-

ping the feet and the region of the heart

in the bodies oftench for lengthy periods
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would cure jaundice, providing that

the discarded fish, having absorbed all

the poisons from the patient, were then

immediately buried in the ground.

tennis Players observe the usual array

of superstitious beliefs shared by most

competitive sportsmen and women, but

also boast a few specific traditions oftheir

own. These include a taboo against serv-

ing with three balls held in the hand and

another prejudice against serving with a

ball for which a fault has just been called.

Many players who are having a poor

game will welcome the arrival of new
balls as this may signal a change in their

luck. Others habitually tap their feet

with their racquets before each rally or

spit on their hands (see spitting) as much
for luck as for extra grip.

thatch Many people express reserva-

tions about having a thatched roof

because of the fire risk, but this danger

does have one advantage. Those who
believe that they have been subjected to

witchcraft can steal a little of the

thatch from the house of the suspected

witch and then burn it on their fire to

release themselves from her power.

theatre see actors and actresses.

thief Superstition offers a number of

courses for those who wish to commit
burglary without being discovered.

Among these is the notion that a thief

who carries the heart of a toad about his

person will be immune from detection

(carrying a piece of coal may also help).

A central European superstition, mean-

while, claims that if a thief commits an

undetected burglary at Christmas he or

she will be able to continue in such nef-

arious activities throughout the follow-

ing year without the slightest danger of

getting caught. To be absolutely sure of

getting away without interference

thieves should equip themselves with a

hand of glory, which will ensure that

the sleeping occupants of a house do not

wake until the miscreants are long gone.

To get past locked doors, a thief

should carry in a cut in his hand a

sliver of vervain, which will cause all

doors to open at a touch. It is generally

agreed that it is very unlucky to steal any-

thing from a church, especially the cha-
lice used in Holy Communion, or to

steal a pack of cards.

Superstition also offers assistance to

thief-takers, though. One procedure,

according to the folklore of Devon, is to

take six stalks of grass from the scene of

the robbery and to present them to a

witch, who will scratch each one with a

pin. If the spell works, corresponding

scratches will disfigure the face ofthe cul-

prit. Hungarians believe that a thief can

be punished by obtaining an item of his

or her clothing and giving it a good
thrashing: the owner will suffer the full

effects of the beating and it will be some
time before they are sufficiently re-

covered to resume their life of crime.

See also sieve and shears.

thimble Just as various superstitions

are associated with the business of

sewing, so the humble thimble has its

magical significance. Thimbles are often

given 'for luck', but it is also supposed to

be unlucky to be given three of them,

which means that the recipient will never

be married. According to US supersti-

tion, a seamstress who loses her thimble

brings good fortune to the person on

whose clothes she is currently working

(unless they happen to be her own).

third time lucky see numbers.

thirteen Of all the numbers, thir-

teen is the most ill starred. The prejudice

against the number thirteen is almost

universal and many people (who may be

identified technically as 'triskaideka-

phobics') will go to considerable lengths

to avoid any association with the

number. As a result there are many
streets throughout the Western world

which have no house with this number,

and many hotels which lack a room
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thirteen and even a thirteenth floor,

going directly from twelve to fourteen.

Witches' covens traditionally have thir-

teen members, and in tarot card decks

the number thirteen is reserved for

Death.

Most unlucky of all is the discovery

that one has sat down to dinner at a table

where thirteen people are present, a ref-

erence to the fact that there were thirteen

people present at the Last Supper, where

Judas Iscariot was the thirteenth. Super-

stition has it that the first person to rise

(or otherwise the last person to be seated)

will die within a year. The only remedy

is for all to sit and stand together, or for

one or more of the party to be seated at

another table.

Equally ubiquitous is the fear that a

Friday, itselfan unlucky day (see days of

the week), that falls on the thirteenth

day of the month is a day when anything

that can go wrong will go wrong. Even

in modern technologically advanced

society, business will fall offwhenever a

'Friday the thirteenth' comes round as

important deals are delayed until a more
propitious date. New undertakings of

many other kinds, including weddings
and other events of a personal nature,

will also be postponed.

In reality, the prejudice against the

number thirteen is of obscure origins, as

evidence exists of it in Roman civilisation

long before Christ and the Last Supper,

which is none the less usually cited as the

source of the superstition. Perhaps sig-

nificantly, the number .thirteen was to

the ancient Egyptians the last step of the

ladder via which the soul reached eter-

nity, though other authorities have sug-

gested Hindu origins.

thorn The role of the Crown of

Thorns in Christian belief means that the

thorn has a somewhat dark reputation,

though not all superstitions connected

with it are ofa pessimistic nature. Boughs
of thorn placed over barn doors, for

instance, will ward off witches (though

many people will baulk at cutting a thorn

bush in any way for fear of grave misfor-

tune). German superstition, meanwhile,

advises that a girl who finds a thorn in her

clothes is destined to marry a widower. It

is, however, unlucky to pick a thorn on
old Christmas Eve (5 January) as this may
lead to the person concerned being per-

manently cursed. Should a person scratch

themselves on a thorn, one treatment

dating back several centuries is to recite

the following lines:

Christ was of a virgin born,

And he was pricked by a thorn,

And it never did bell or swell:

As I trust in Jesus, this one never will.

See also blackthorn; hawthorn.

thread Superstition has a number of

uses for thread (as it does for string), and

some ofthese date back as far as the classi-

cal era, when lives were, according to

myth, measured out as lengths of thread

by the gods. Perhaps the best-known tra-

dition is that it is lucky to find a loose

piece of thread on one's clothing.

Anyone wishing to know the initial of

the name ofa future lover should let such

a thread drop to the floor, when it will

form the shape of the letter (a variation

involves wetting the thread and wrap-

ping it tightly round the finger before

letting it drop), actors and actresses,

meanwhile, will congratulate themselves

on promoting their luck in relation to the

current production ifthey should happen

to pick up a piece of thread from their

dressing room floor.

Several superstitions relate specifically

to the tying of lengths of thread or string

around a finger. These include the

custom oftying a thread round the finger

to remember something one must do;

this is best done on a finger of the left

hand, being the one that influences the

memory. In other circumstances thread

or string may be tied round the little

finger to staunch a bleeding nose, or else

wrapped three times round a finger and

then slipped off and thrown on the

ground to transfer warts to whoever

picks the thread up.
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As regards love divination, a girl

should go to a barn or some other dark-

ened place on Hallowe'en, or some
other auspicious date in the calendar, toss

a ball ofthread or wool into the blackness

and then slowly reel it in. When the

thread snags on something she should call

out, 'Who is holding my thread?' and an

unseen voice will respond with the name
of her future husband. The procedure

only works, apparently, if the girl goes

through the ritual alone at midnight and

otherwise in complete silence. If there is

no answer, there will be no husband.

In times gone by it was considered

unlucky for a woman to leave any thread

on her spinning wheel, as the devil

would cut it for her or interfere in some
other way with her work. Thread or

wool should never be wound after dark,

as this will cause seafarers to lose their

way at sea and will threaten their safety.

Tying lengths of thread to cattle and

other livestock is reputed to protect them

from evil, and in much the same way
threads have been tied to corpses,

babies and to people suffering from a

variety of ailments. It is even said that on

occasion tying a thread to a faulty car

engine has enabled it to start.

A cautionary note is sounded by the

traditions that cutting a piece ofthread or

string for no particular reason is unwise

because it risks a year ofpoverty, and that

only the foolhardy burn string since this

too invites bad luck.

See also knot.

threshold see door.

thrush A quaint rural superstition has

it that thrushes exchange their old legs for

new ones when they reach the age often.

Another suggests that such birds are also

born deaf.

thumb As with the fingers, infor-

mation about a person's character may be

gleaned by examination of their thumbs

(see palmistry). Superstitions concern-

ing thumbs include the notion that an

itching one is a sign that an unexpected

visitor is about to arrive, and a tradition

that it is particularly unfortunate to stick

the thumb with a needle or pin, which
threatens bad luck to the person concern-

ed. Holding one's thumb tightly in one's

fingers is variously said to ward off

ghosts, prevent hiccoughs and pro-

vide protection against witchcraft.
See also hand.

thunder The sound of thunder has

always inspired feelings of awe and even

terror in man, who in times gone by inter-

preted it as the anger of the gods. The
commonplace reaction of children and

more timid adults of pulling the bed-

clothes over their head when thunder is

heard at night is in fact a simplification of

an old superstition, which dictates that no

one will suffer harm during a thun-

derstorm if they pull their bed into the

middle of the room, cover themselves

with the sheets and recite a Paternoster. In

contrast, travellers should welcome the

sound ofthunder in the distance as they set

offas this bodes well for theirjourney, and

anyone who hears thunder to the right of

them may treat this as a good omen
(though not if it is heard on the left).

Publicans have been known to blame

thunder for beer going sour in the barrel

and will sometimes place an iron bar on

the barrel to prevent this - though it is

apparently the heat associated with some

thunderstorms that causes this effect. The
same principle applies to milk.

The time ofday that thunder is heard is

significant in forecasting the weather to

follow, according to one old English

rhyme:

Thunder in the morning,

All the day storming;

Thunder at night,

Is the sailor's delight.

According to a superstition recorded

in Tudor England, it is said that wider

conclusions may be drawn from the day

upon which thunder is heard (see days of

the week). Thunder on a Monday sig-

nifies the death of a woman; on Tuesday

it is a promise of a good grain harvest; on

Wednesday it means the death ofa prosti-
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tute or is a warning of approaching vio-

lence; on Thursday it bespeaks a good

harvest and plentiful supplies oflivestock;

on Friday it forecasts the death of a great

man or the fighting of a battle; on Satur-

day it threatens an epidemic; and on

Sunday it predicts the death of a leading

intellectual, judge or author. Another

British tradition claims that the sound of

thunder between November and the end

of the year heralds the imminent death of

a prominent person in the area, while

thunder that is heard on the first Sunday

in the year is a warning of the death of

someone in the royal family.

See also lightning; storm.

Thursday see days of the week.

thyme A herb that is traditionally

associated with death, and in particular

with murder. The scent ofthyme is said

to linger in places where murders have

been committed, and its flower is sup-

posed to provide a resting-place for the

souls ofthe dead. In extension ofthis con-

nection with death, thyme was often

brought into the house in parts of

England when there was a corpse

awaiting burial and not removed until

the body was taken away (though thyme
was never used to deck the bier as 'the

dead have nothing to do with time').

Other superstitions relating to thyme
include the notions that it bolsters cour-

age and may be used in treating

depression.

tickling A superstition common to

both sides of the Atlantic counsels against

tickling the feet of babies before they

have learned to talk. Breaking this taboo

risks the child subsequently developing a

stammer.

tides Superstition accords some sig-

nificance to the influence of the tides,

dependent as they are upon the mysteri-

ous elemental forces ofthe moon and the

sea. It is widely believed that deaths are

more likely to occur when the tide is on
the ebb, and that most babies are deliv-

ered when the tide comes in. By the same

token it is thought to be unlucky, among
fishermen at least, to embark on any
new work, such as baiting fishing lines,

while the tide is out. In the Orkneys, it is

said that any wedding that is celebrated

when the tide is on the ebb will not be

blessed by children. A rising tide is a good
time to kill pigs, make butter, boil

water and stuff feather mattresses, while

an ebb tide is the best time to have one's

hair cut, to take a bath and to dress a

wound. Children in coastal commu-
nities are sometimes warned against

making faces when the tide turns, as they

may find that they stay that way.

In folk medicine, it is claimed that

whooping cough may be cured by

taking the patient down to the water's

edge when the tide is on the turn and

either wading in the water or actually

drinking some of it so that the patient is

then sick: the retreating waves will carry

the disease away with them.

toad One of the animals most closely

associated with witchcraft, the toad

has a mixed reputation among supersti-

tious people. In some circumstances it is a

lucky creature, whose appearance means

the end of a drought and general good

fortune, possibly in the form ofunexpec-

ted wealth. It is thought to be particularly

lucky if a toad crosses the path of a bride

on her way to church (see wedding), as

this means that the union will be both

prosperous and happy. The link with

witchcraft, however, means that many
people regard the toad with foreboding

and consider it a harbinger of bad luck -

in pre-Christian times so much as looking

at a toad was reputed to be fatal. Toads are

among the most frequent of a witch's

familiars and a standard ingredient of

magic potions, probably inspired by the

fact that they were formerly believed to

have venomous properties (in fact, they

can exude acids from glands in the skin if

alarmed). If cattle fell ill the bite of toads

was often considered the cause, and many
people habitually spat or threw stones if

they happened upon one of the creatures.

261



toadstone

It is, however, unlucky to kill a toad, as

this will bring on rainstorms.

Other miscellaneous superstitions con-

cerning toads include the curious notion

that if a thief carries a dried toad's heart

about the person he or she will never be

caught, and the suggestion that a man
who equips himself with a dried toad's

tongue will enjoy success with the

opposite sex. Toads are also said to detect

distant thunder long before it is audible

to humans and are believed to have got

their beautiful eyes by exchanging them
with the lark.

In the seventeenth century people

often carried dried or powdered toads

about them, usually in a bag around the

neck, as a supposed defence against the

plague and other diseases. Rubbing a live

toad on the skin, meanwhile, is said to

cure cancer of the breast, according to

one superstition from eastern England,

while wearing the legs ripped from a

living toad is supposed to be effective

against epilepsy and scrofula. Handling

toads is discouraged by another well-

known superstition, however, which

warns that this will cause warts.

See also frog; sow thistle; toad-
stone.

toadstone A small stone, sometimes

slightly resembling a toad, which is sup-

posed to have certain magical properties.

In times gone by it was said that a brown
toadstone grew inside a toad's head, and if

worn asjewellery it would change colour

if poison was brought near it. It was also

believed to protect houses and ships,

and applying such a stone to a bite or sting

was reputed to bring relief. To confirm

whether a suspected toadstone has any

magical powers the best course is to pre-

sent it to a toad: ifthe toad tries to wrest it

from the person concerned it does indeed

have the properties hoped for. Many
long-preserved toadstones have since

been identified as fossilised fish teeth.

toast The drinking of toasts in order

to promote someone's health and good

fortune is an ancient tradition, originally

intended as reassurance that drinks being

offered to a guest are not poisoned.

Superstitions connected with the custom

include the notions that it is lucky to spill

some ofthe drink when so doing but that

it is extremely unfortunate to break the

glass when making a toast, as this is an

omen of death. Clinking glasses before

taking a drink, meanwhile, is said to scare

off any malevolent spirits lurking in the

vicinity. The word 'toast', incidentally,

derives from Elizabethan times, when a

bit of toast was slipped into the drink in

the belief that this improved the taste.

toe see feet.

tomato The tomato was once con-

sidered a 'scandalous' food and was

widely believed to have considerable

power as an aphrodisiac. Alternatively

known as the 'love apple', the tomato was

actually prohibited in Puritan England in

the seventeenth century and only came

back into fashion some two hundred

years later. In particular, single women
were discouraged from eating tomatoes.

Placing a big red tomato on the

windowsill, meanwhile, is said to scare

away evil spirits, and if placed over the

hearth a tomato will promote the pros-

perity of the household.

tongue Various superstitions relate to

the tongue, several of which concern the

painful business of tongue-biting.

Anyone who bites their tongue may be

suspected of telling lies - though an

Indian tradition suggests that this is a

lucky accident as it foretells the arrival of

some good news or a present of some

kind. The appearance of white spots or

ulcers on the tongue will similarly be

interpreted as a sign that the person con-

cerned has been telling untruths. In other

circumstances tongues can be lucky,

though. Carrying the tip of a calf's

tongue about the person is said to guaran-

tee a person good fortune, and if kept in

the wallet or purse will ensure that the

owner is never without money. A hus-

band who obtains possession of the tip of
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a cat's tongue will find that his wife is

instantly cured of over-talkativeness,

while the acquisition of a toad's tongue

will confer sexual magnetism upon the

lucky owner.

toothache Superstition can offer a

variety of possible remedies for those

who are driven to distraction by tooth-

ache, but who are too nervous of pain or

cost to visit a dentist. The most familiar

involves taking a few strands of hair and

some nail trimmings (see fingernail)

from the sufferer and nailing these to an

oak, when the pain is sure to fade away.

Nibbling at the first fern that appears in

the spring may also bring relief, accord-

ing to Cornish folklore, while another

tradition recommends chewing on a

piece of wood taken from a tree that has

been struck by lightning. When it

comes to extracting a tooth without

enlisting the aid of a dentist perhaps the

least painful method is to make a powder

out of some dried worms during their

mating season and to apply this to the

tooth, which will, it is said, fall out at

once of its own accord.

The wearing ofspecial charms written

on small pieces ofpaper is also reputed to

help. These usually take the form of a

dialogue between St Peter and Christ

concerning the former's toothache, as in

this example: 'Jesus came to Peter as he

stood at the gate ofJerusalem, and said

unto him, "What doest thou here?" Peter

answered and said unto Jesus, "Lord, my
teeth do ache." Jesus answered and said

unto Peter, "That whosoever carry these

words in memory with them, or near

them, shall never have the teeth ache any

more."

'

To avoid getting toothache in the first

place it might be worthwhile obtaining a

tooth taken from a corpse and wearing

this in a bag around the neck, or else car-

rying a walnut or the legs of a mole
about the person, since all these precau-

tions will prevent the problem. US
superstition counsels particularly against

eating anything when a funeral bell is

touching wood

tolling, and the Welsh claim that anyone
who takes care to ensure that they always

put their right sock and right trouser leg

on first will never suffer from toothache

(others insist that the left shoe should go
on first for this to work).

See also teeth.

topaz A golden-coloured gemstone,
the birthstone for November, which is

widely held to be one of the luckier

stones, suggesting good fortune in

making money and winning friends.

Representative of the sun, topaz has the

properties of making its wearer both

courageous and wise. It will also counter

madness and bestow a degree of control

over wild animals.

tortoise Largely because of its lon-

gevity, the tortoise is considered a lucky

creature, associated with strength and

immortality. Sacred to the Chinese, the

tortoise also enjoys the protection of

superstition in that it is said to be very

unlucky to kill one. Wearing a tor-

toiseshell bracelet is said to provide a

defence against evil, and tortoise oil is

supposed to have some value as a pain-

killer. Finally, suspending a tortoise foot

from the matching foot of a person suf-

fering from gout is reputed to bring

some relief.

See also turtle.

touching the dead see corpse;

DEAD HAND.

touching wood The time-honoured

tradition of touching wood (or iron) to

counter the threat of evil is known in

many different cultures. This measure is

most often taken when someone fears

that something he (or someone else) has

said may be interpreted as tempting

fate. According to some authorities,

underlying the tradition is the idea of

making an appeal to the wooden cross

on which Christ was crucified, though

others suggest that the help of pagan

'wood spirits' is being invoked. Orig-

inally it was considered essential that the

person actually touched a piece ofwood,
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towel

preferably that ofa sacred tree such as the

oak or the ash, but the superstition has

gradually been modified so that many
people now think it sufficient just to say

the words 'touch wood' after expressing

some hope about their future affairs.

towel Many domestic rituals are

governed by widely observed supersti-

tions of obscure origins. These include

the curious notion that iftwo people dry

their hands on the same towel they are

sure to have a quarrel in the near future; if

lovers, they will soon split up. A dropped

towel, meanwhile, signifies the immi-
nent arrival of a visitor (though the Scot-

tish claim that such visitors may be turned

away ifone immediately steps backwards

over the towel).

travel Most superstitions relating to

travel date back to days whenjourneying
far from home was a much more haz-

ardous activity than it is now. A lot may
be gleaned from observation of various

birds and other animals when taking the

first few steps of a journey: generally

speaking, things that are noticed on the

left-hand side bode ill for the journey

ahead, while those on the right are more
encouraging.

It is particularly crucial that no travel-

ler turn back towards his home once he

has started out: doing so will blight his

entirejourney. Ifthere is no other choice,

the traveller should delay restarting his or

her journey until the next day; alterna-

tively he can sit down and count to ten, or

else stay to eat a meal, before resuming it.

Those seeing a traveller off, mean-

while, should refrain from watching until

the person in question is quite out of

sight, as this is most unlucky and might

mean that the two parties never meet

again (see parting). By the same token

the traveller should avoid looking back as

well (a reference to the biblical story of

Lot's wife, who was turned to salt when
she looked back at the city of Sodom).

See also car; fishermen; sailors;

ship.

trees Superstition has always reserved

a special place for trees of virtually every

variety, evoking the pagan religions in

which every tree had its host spirit. The
emblem of the tree was central to Norse

mythology, and veneration oftrees seems

to have been among the very earliest

forms of worship in human society. The
felling of trees was once punishable by
death and is restricted even today - it

may provoke vehement protests from
local communities.

The fact that people still place some
magical significance in trees is reflected in

such practices as touching wood when
evil threatens and in the custom of plant-

ing a tree to mark the birth of a child.

Certain trees, such as the yew, are assoc-

iated with death and are often planted in

graveyards. Others, such as the ash and

oak, are respected for their protective

powers and may also be much valued for

their use in various folk remedies, which

usually require the patient to hammer
nails into the trunk of a certain tree or

else to enclose some of his or her hair or

some other object in a hole bored into the

wood.

See also apple; aspen; bay; beech;

birch; blackthorn; cherry; elder;

elm; fir; hawthorn; hazel; lilac;

maple; myrtle; olive; plum; rowan;
walnut; willow.

trunk A curious Scottish superstition

relating to trunks and chests insists that

these should be not locked when the

owner is away from home. Associated

especially with fishing communities, the

implication of locking the trunk of an

absent fisherman is presumably that he

will never return to open it.

Tuesday see days of the week.

turning back see travel.

turpentine A superstition recorded

on both sides ofthe Atlantic claims that it

is unlucky to smell turpentine when there

is no obvious source of the smell.
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twins

turquoise Greenish gemstone, the

birthstone for December, which is sup-

posed to have various occult powers.

Because the colour of the turquoise may
become gradually greener, thus losing

much of its value, the stone is associated

with the idea ofcorruption and decay and

may be regarded as unlucky, often being

used in the black arts ofnecromancy and

alchemy. More positively, some say the

turquoise symbolises unselfishness, pros-

perity and happiness, adding that wear-

ing it also increases sexual passion.

Changes in the colour ofa turquoise may,

it is alleged, warn ofimminent danger for

its owner.

turtle According to US superstition,

fever may be assuaged by rubbing the

patient with oil obtained from a turtle

that has been killed while the moon is on

the wane. Another tradition from the

same part ofthe world, meanwhile, has it

that rheumatism can be relieved by rub-

bing the affected parts with the yellow

meat of a turtle.

See also tortoise.

turtle-dove see dove.

Twelfth Night The last day of the

Christmas season, which falls on 6 Jan-

uary (Old Christmas Day). The date is

usually noted as the time when all the

Christmas decorations must come down.

Superstition decrees that it is very

unlucky to leave the decorations up

another day - and conversely that it is also

unlucky to anticipate the date by taking

them down any earlier (as this symbolises

throwing away prosperity and even the

life of a family member). Interestingly

enough, this date has changed over the

centuries, as it was once considered

acceptable to leave decorations up until

candlemas, at the very end ofJanuary.

The method of disposal of the decora-

tions is also laid down by superstition,

which usually advises that evergreens

should be burned and not just thrown
out, which again would risk the death of

someone in the family (though in some

areas, somewhat confusingly, the oppo-
site is said and superstition insists that the

decorations should never be burned). In

neither case should these evergreens be

burned if they are still green.

An exception to this is the deliberate

keeping back of a sprig of holly, ivy,

mistletoe or yew to preserve until the

following Christmas in the beliefthat this

will safeguard the luck of the household

over the intervening twelve months. In

some parts of the British Isles tradition

dictates that the Christmas decorations

should be put aside until Shrove Tuesday,

and then burned in the fire on which the

pancakes are cooked. In times gone by,

the ivy brought into the house was some-

times fed to cattle at Candlemas.

Another superstition that relates to

Twelfth Night is the Faroese tradition

that seals take human form on this date. In

Wales and elsewhere it has long been con-

sidered lucky to mark the close of the

Christmas festivities by killing a wren
and then parading its body in procession

(for some obscure reason supposed to

protect local seafarers from shipwreck;

see sailors).

twins Superstition has always regard-

ed twins with mistrust, believing them to

be in some way closer to the spirit world

than other children. In many primitive

societies twins may be ostracised and

everything they touch will be declared

taboo to other children (in pagan times

both the twins and their mother risked

being put to death). Superstitious people

will suggest various reasons why a

woman gives birth to twins, often spe-

culating that she has at some point during

her pregnancy consumed a double
fruit. Twins will also result if husbands

spill the pepper while their wives are

pregnant, and women with a red line

down the middle of their stomachs are

said to be naturally prone to giving birth

to more than one baby at a time. A rather

pernicious tradition holds that a man may
only father one child at once, and that

therefore the second child is the result of
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two-dollar bill

the wife's infidelity or of the action of

spirits.

It is widely believed that twins, par-

ticularly those who are identical, enjoy

telepathic sympathy with one another,

knowing when the other twin is in pain

and so forth, and science seems to provide

some evidence for this. According to one

ancient tradition twins share a single soul:

and if one dies and rigor mortis does not

set in in the usual way this is a sign that the

dead twin is waiting for its partner tojoin

it in the afterlife. If the remaining twin

survives the demise of its sibling it is sup-

posed to acquire new vitality as well as

supernatural healing powers, being able

to cure thrush by breathing (see breath)

into the patient's mouth (though only if

the patient is of the opposite sex). As

regards livestock, farmers are inclined to

see the birth of twin calves as an unlucky

event and may seek to sell one of them
without delay.

See also baby.

two-dollar bill US superstition

regards the two-dollar bill as a singularly

unlucky denomination inclined to bring

bad luck to the holder, particularly if

found in winnings from gambling. The
safest way of countering such bad luck is

apparently to tear offone ofthe corners of

the bill when it is received; when all four

corners have been removed, the bill itself

should be destroyed. This prejudice

against the two-dollar bill may have

developed through association with the

two (or 'deuce') in a pack of playing

cards, which is also said to be unlucky -

'deuce' being an old slang name for the

DEVIL.
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ulcer Superstition interprets the

appearance of ulcers on the tongue as

evidence that the person concerned has

been telling lies. For some reason it is

claimed that a cure for mouth ulcers will

be effected by reading the eighth Psalm

('Out ofthe mouths ofbabes and sucklings

hast thou ordained strength, because of

thine enemies; that thou mightest still the

enemy and the avenger') over the patient

three times three days in succession. More
drastic measures include persuading the

patient to eat the tongue of a dog.

umbilical cord The crucial role of

the umbilical cord in sustaining the life of

a foetus is acknowledged by the respect

that superstition demands should be paid

to it once the baby is safely delivered and

the cord's function is at an end. On no

account must the cord be burned, as the

baby will thus be condemned to die in a

fire. Neither should it be thrown into

water, as death will come by drow-
ning. Ideally it should be buried under a

rose bush, so that the child grows up
with a healthy 'rosy' complexion. Alter-

natively, burying it at the foot of a vine

will ensure that the child grows up with a

healthy zest for the good things in life.

Some people, however, may opt to pre-

serve the umbilical cord, in which case it

may be dried and worn in a bag around

the neck to ward off evil spirits. Pieces of

this dried cord can then be cut off and

dipped in water with a few strands of the

child's hair to aid its recovery in times of

illness.

As with other body parts, it is thought

vital that an umbilical cord be kept out of

the hands of witches and other hostile

forces, as it may be used in spells to gain

magical influence over the person con-

cerned. Lastly, women are warned again-

st sewing or knitting during pregnancy
and also against stretching their arms

above their head, as all these actions sup-

posedly lead to their unborn child getting

the umbilical cord twisted round its neck.

See also afterbirth; navel.

umbrella Superstition pays a surpris-

ing degree of interest to umbrellas,

around which several curious beliefs per-

sist. Opening an umbrella indoors is, of

course, absolutely taboo, as this will bring

bad luck both to the person concerned

and possibly also to the rest ofthe house-

hold (though some claim that it is all right

so long as the umbrella is not then raised

over the head). This well-known tradi-

tion might have its roots in the use of

umbrella-like sunshades in the Far East,

where royalty alone had the right to use

them (the umbrella only came to be

widely adopted in England in the late

eighteenth century). Alternatively, the

connection between the original sun-

shades and the sun evolved into the

notion that it was unlucky to open an

umbrella anywhere that the sun's rays did

not fall, as this might offend the sun itself.

It is also unwise to open an umbrella out

ofdoors when the weather is fine because

this is reputed to cause rain.

Other superstitions claim that umbrel-

las should never be laid on beds or

tables and ifdropped must be picked up

by someone else (women who pick up

their own umbrellas will never find hus-
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underwear

bands). Gifts of umbrellas are also

thought to be unlucky and sailors have

a prejudice against having them on board

ship, especially ifthe umbrellas happen to

be BLACK.

underwear Superstitions about under-

wear generally confine themselves to the

wearing ofsuch items by women, though

one unisex tradition has it that anyone

who is having an unlucky day may
reverse their luck by turning their under-

wear inside out. When putting under-

wear on it is important not to do catches

or buttons up incorrectly, as this will cast

a shadow over one's fortunes for the rest

of the day, regardless of the wearer's sex.

It is also unlucky for a man or a woman to

attempt to repair underwear while still

wearing it, as is true of mending any

other kind of garment.

Single girls should be wary of bor-

rowing underwear off married women,
as this means that they will be married

themselves within the year. If, on the

other hand, they actively wish to attract

men, slipping a few leaves of valerian

into the underwear will make them irre-

sistible to the opposite sex, according to

the Welsh. Should a girl's underwear slip

down for no apparent reason this is sup-

posed to betray the fact that she is think-

ing about her lover; if a girl's nightdress

rides up at night, meanwhile, this is a sure

sign that her lover is thinking of her.

When a girl finally gets to walk down the

aisle as a bride, she can enhance her luck in

married life by omitting to put on any

underwear under her wedding dress,

according to one tradition from the

English Midlands. This superstition may
derive from the old belief that a bride

who wore nothing but her wedding dress

when she got married was excused past

debts, for which her new husband would
otherwise have been liable in years gone

by.

Women may lament the appearance of

a hole or ladder in a pair ofstockings, but

the discovery of two at the same time is

said to be a good omen and suggests that

the person concerned will shortly be

receiving an unexpected present. Ifnewly

washed stockings curl up when drying,

meanwhile, this constitutes a prediction

of happy times ahead, possibly in the

form of a new love affair. Furthermore, a

woman who has trouble doing up sus-

penders and has to refasten them three

times may console herself that this

guarantees her a good day ahead. Anyone
who is suffering from a sore throat is

advised that wrapping a stocking still

warm from the leg ofa new bride around

the affected part will bring relief- though

acquiring such a stocking in the first place

may prove a challenge.

See also garter; petticoat.

unicorn Mythical one-horned crea-

ture, which has featured in popular super-

stition since classical times. Variously

identified as a magical horse, an ante^

lope, the extinct giant aurochs (European

bison) or a rhinoceros, the unicorn in fact

came about through a mistranslation by
the Greek translators of the Old Testa-

ment. The most widespread superstition

concerning this fictitious creature is that it

can only be captured by a virgin, who if

seated beneath a tree can lure the beast

into laying its head in her lap and going to

sleep. In some versions of this legend the

girl must also carry a mirror, and if she

lies about her virginity the unicorn will

kill her. The powdered horn of the uni-

corn is said to be a powerful aphrodi-

siac and an antidote to poison.

urine In common with other bodily

fluids, urine retains a supernatural link

with the body and therefore has certain

magical properties. Measures should be

taken against witches obtaining a person's

urine, which might be used in spells to

threaten that person's welfare - spitting

into one's urine or washing the hands in

urine are accepted ways to ward off such

interference, as is sprinkling the door-

posts ofone's home and every member of

one's family with urine. If witchcraft is

definitely suspected, remedies include

baking some urine in a cake or boiling
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some nails in the urine of the victim: in

either case the witch will quickly reveal

herself, usually by being suddenly taken

ill.

In times gone by, friends and relatives

could follow the fortunes of a person

away from home for a prolonged period

by keeping a bottle of their urine and

examining it from time to time for any

changes. Ifthe urine clouded or otherwise

deteriorated this could be interpreted as a

sign that the missing party was ill, in

trouble or even dead.

Beneficial uses ofurine include wiping

the face with a baby's first wet nappy to

ensure a good complexion, pouring urine

over bites from snakes or into the ear of

urine

someone with hearing problems to effect

a cure (see deafness) and adding the

urine of a patient suffering from fever to

a few nettle leaves in order to make a

prediction about the outcome of the ill-

ness. If the leaves stay green the patient

will recover, but if they dry out the

patient will die. Other superstitions con-

cerning urine include the sailors' taboo

against urinating against the wind as this

will stir up a storm; a general prejudice

against two people urinating together,

which means they will soon quarrel; and

the German folk beliefthat a man will fall

in love with any girl who urinates in his

SHOE.

See also bedwetting.
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Valentine's Day see st valen-
tine's DAY.

valerian Strongly perfumed plant,

also called allheal, that is prized both for

its healing properties and for its tradi-

tional association with matters of love.

Valerian is one of the plants that is

thought to have aphrodisiac qualities

and its perfume was much admired in

medieval times, though tastes have

changed long since and the scent, which

reeks of tomcats, is usually avoided

today. British superstition maintains that

any girl who wears a sprig of valerian

will enjoy great popularity with the

other sex {see also underwear). In folk

medicine, the plant is credited with

curing such ailments as coughs, sleep-

lessness and nervous complaints.

vampire Supernatural being that

feeds on the blood of the living and is

universally identified with evil. The
long-fanged vampire has a time-

honoured history in many of the world's

cultures and the idea of this merciless,

blood-sucking monster still captures the

imagination, as evidenced by the pleth-

ora of vampire movies in the modern
cinema. Vampires are variously thought

to be the reincarnated 'undead' corpses of

criminals or heretics, or simply the vic-

tims ofanother vampire's infectious bite.

Alternatively, one tradition from

southern Europe claims that babies who
are born with teeth are destined to

become vampires.

Superstition, aided and abetted by

Dracula author Bram Stoker, has fur-

nished the vampire with an extraordi-

narily detailed body ofcurious traditions.

It is said that vampires cast no reflect-

ion (because the reflection embodies the

soul and the vampire has no soul); that

they have a strong aversion to the light

ofthe sun, which may destroy them; and

that they may be obliged to return to

their coffins - lined with soil from

their birthplace - during the day. They
may also be credited with hypnotic

powers, with exerting a tremendous

sexual hold over women and with the

power of turning themselves into bats

when going in search of prey. Transyl-

vania, the home of the semi-legendary

Hungarian ruler Vlad Dracula who was

renowned for his bloodthirsty ways, is

usually identified as the traditional haunt

of such beings.

Superstition holds that vampires,

being already dead, can only be destroyed

in certain ways. These include driving a

stake through their heart while they lie in

their coffins, shooting them with a silver

bullet and exposing them to sunlight.

They will also be driven off by the pres-

ence ofgarlic and by the sight ofa cruci-

fix, or else by the sound of bells or the

presence of iron. Attempts to track

down the vampire superstition to some

basis in reality have drawn links between

the creature's taste for blood and its

hatred of sunlight with the symptoms of

various obscure diseases that can inspire

such reactions. Psychologists, though,

prefer to assign the continuing evolution

of the vampire over the centuries to

repressed eroticism and sado-masochism

in society.
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vervain Herb of the verbena family

that is credited with a variety of magical

properties, many of which were appar-

ently recognised back in Roman times.

The plant is identified with the sacra herba

ofRoman tradition, a herb that was used

in the course ofvarious religious rites and

was also thought to promote fertility and

ward off evil. The ancient Persians and

the Druids venerated the plant for its

magical qualities and it continues to be of

importance to herbalists and witches

today, sometimes being dubbed the

'enchanter's plant'. As well as warding off

evil vervain may be used in various love

charms, to open locks by magic and as an

aphrodisiac. Keeping vervain in the

house will ensure the prosperity of the

occupants, and children who carry a little

vervain about their person will grow up

both intelligent and friendly. Enemies

who share an infusion of vervain, mean-

while, will immediately forget their

quarrels and be reconciled. The plant

must be gathered with great care,

though, as its properties are lost unless it is

picked during certain phases ofthe moon
and with the intonation of certain special

charms.

In folk medicine, vervain has a wide

range of uses. These include treating the

bites of snakes, cancer, piles, scrofula,

epilepsy and the plague. For cancer, the

procedure is to split a vervain root in two,

suspend one halfround the patient's neck

and smoke the other halfover a fire, with

the result that any tumour will wither

away. Malevolent parties subsequently

wishing to harm someone who has cured

themselves in this way, however, have

only to soak the smoked root in some
water for the tumour to return.

See also shooting.

violet Along with a number of other

garden flowers, violets should never be

brought into the house except in gen-

erous bunches as singly they threaten bad

luck. Violets that bloom out ofseason are

widely considered an ominous sign

which may signify the approaching death

virginity

of the person who owns the land on
which they grow, or the imminent
arrival of an epidemic. In contrast,

dreaming ofviolets is lucky and they may
be used in various love potions.

The violet is variously employed in

folk medicine to treat fevers, jaundice,
pleurisy and a host of other ailments. In

order to predict the outcome ofan illness,

the petals ofa violet should be bruised and

the flower tied to the forefinger of the

patient: if the patient sleeps he or she will

recover, ifnot the illness will culminate in

death.

virginity The issue of maidenhood
was once crucial in the negotiations that

led up to marriage in a great many
societies, and largely in remembrance of

this prejudice the subect is still surroun-

ded by myth and superstition. Chastity

was in former times considered a girl's

most prized treasure, reflected in the

special magical status accorded to virgins

in many cultures. Only virgins can

subdue unicorns, stare directly into the

sun, walk through swarms of bees with-

out getting stung and restore the flame of

an extinguished candle, for instance.

Clues that are supposed to indicate that a

girl has in fact lost her virginity, despite

all claims to the contrary, include the

development of large breasts and the

discovery that she has forgotten to put the

salt cellar on the table. Another test is to

slip a little powdered coal into a girl's

food: if she is still a virgin she will imme-
diately express an overpowering desire to

urinate.

Ancient English custom decrees that it

is lucky for a newborn baby to be held

for the first time by a virgin and that such

unblemished girls and boys have greater

powers of divination and healing - the

mere touch of a virgin is said by some to

make warts disappear and other minor

ailments clear up. Likewise, the grass

grows lushest on a virgin's grave and soil

and plants taken from it are supposed to

possess a number of magical properties.

Among more bizarre notions are the
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central European tradition that a woman
regains her virginity after giving birth to

seven illegitimate children, and the rather

more pernicious belief that a man may
cure himselfofa sexually transmitted dis-

ease by making love to a virgin.

See also sex.

V sign Gesturing towards someone
with the first and second fingers upright

so as to form the shape of a V is an insult

that has its roots in superstition. The two
fingers upraised were originally meant to

signify the horns of the devil, so by

'flicking' a V sign at someone the person

concerned is attempting to place his

enemy under a curse. In former times

making a V sign with the fingers point-

ing downwards was supposed to send the

Devil back down to hell (Spanish Catho-

lics formerly made this gesture as a

matter of routine on getting up in the

morning).

Winston Churchill's reinvention of

the V sign during the Second World
War, with the palm facing outwards,

seems to have had nothing to do with the

earlier tradition, being intended only to

spell out the letter V as shorthand for

'Victory'. The two interpretations of the

V sign now exist side by side, neither

showing any sign of falling into disuse.

vulture Perhaps not surprisingly, in

view oftheir diet ofcorpses, vultures are

universally regarded as birds of ill omen.

The ability of the vulture to predict

death, even days in advance, is legendary

and as a result their mere appearance is

interpreted with alarm in many of the

countries where they flourish. The con-

trasting beliefthat vultures are very good
parents may owe something to a confu-

sion between the similar Hebrew words

for 'vulture' and 'compassion'.
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waiting on table Just as various

superstitions relate to the business of pre-

paring food, so too do those who actually

serve it have their own rituals and taboos.

It is, for instance, unlucky to serve gravy

or anything else 'back-handed', and

waiters everywhere may show due

deference to the various superstitions that

debar a person from picking up any items

of cutlery they have accidentally been

dropped. Superstitions unique to those

who wait at table include the notions that

it is unlucky ifa diner insists on sitting in a

different seat from the one to which he or

she has been shown, and that it is an ill

omen to have to serve a diner with only

one arm. Somewhat against expectation,

a waiter may lament a big tip early in a

shift, as this too is supposed to be

unlucky.

See also cooking; pouring; table.

walking Simply walking down a

street may seem a safe enough exercise,

but particular care should be taken in cer-

tain circumstances. The taboo against

walking under ladders is one of the

most widely observed of all superstitious

practices, but it is by no means the only

precaution to be borne in mind. If two
friends walking together are parted by a

child, a dog or some other person or

object their future friendship is in dire

peril - though it will be saved if one of

them has the presence of mind to mutter

'bread and butter'. In Scotland it was
once held that ifa pig got in between two
lovers as they walked together they

would never be married, while elsewhere

newly-weds parted by a dog, pig, hare

or cat will similarly never enjoy good
luck (brides and grooms arc therefore

advised to stand as close as they can

during the actual wedding ceremony to

prevent any evil spirit coming between

them).

Children, and indeed many adults,

prefer not to walk on the cracks in pave-

ments in case ill luck should befall them,

and walking backwards for any reason

when going on an errand is to be avoided

as this also invites misfortune (in the case

of children, specifically the death of their

mothers). Lastly, should a person

stumble over a kerbstone they should

always go back and walk over it again in

order to negate any misfortune thus

risked.

See also stumbling; walking stick.

walking stick Superstition advises

that the best walking sticks are those that

fulfil certain conditions concerning their

manufacture and the way in which they

are looked after. Apparently, walking

sticks are best cut from elder on All

Souls' Day and should be hollowed out

so that various magical objects can be

placed inside the wood. These include

seven leaves of vervain and such less

easily obtainable items as a powdered

wolf's eye, the tongue and heart of a

dog, three green lizards and three

swallow's hearts. If a walking stick can

be prepared in this way it is guaranteed

never to break, however much weight is

put upon it. glass walking sticks filled

with various seeds or hair and other

items are also thought to be lucky objects

worth keeping in the house, though
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probably not a very practical aid to walk-

ing (see charm wand). Ordinary wood-
en walking sticks will bring good luck to

the house ifhung up over a front or back

door.

walnut Like most other trees the

walnut is associated with a body oflargely

beneficial superstitions, ranging from

ways to divine what the future holds in

store to various folk remedies and protec-

tive measures to take against witches. The
Romans stewed walnuts to promote ferti-

lity, and the tree continues to be widely

linked with the business of love and

romance. For the purposes of divination

of future love affairs, one procedure is to

walk three times round a walnut tree at

midnight on Hallowe'en and then to

look up into its branches and ask out loud

for some nuts; if all is done correctly, the

face ofone's true love should appear. Fall-

ing asleep under a walnut tree may also

grant the sleeper dreams ofa future lover,

but this is risky because the person con-

cerned may fall into a sleep from which

there is no awakening.

Witches are said to favour the shelter of

walnut trees when meeting in foul

weather, perhaps because the tree is repu-

ted to ward offLiGHTNiNG, but ifthe nuts

are placed beneath a witch's chair they will

rob her of all power of movement. The
nuts themselves are much improved ifthe

tree is given a sound whipping. In

Romania, meanwhile, a bride who is in no

hurry to have children should secrete in

her bosom, during her wedding, as many
roasted walnuts as years she wishes to

remain childless; after the ceremony is

over she should bury the nuts. Actually

consuming walnuts is recommended in

the USA as a cure for sore throats and a

means of restoring thinning hair.

It is said that if a walnut bears a heavy

crop ofnuts this is a warning that a severe

winter lies ahead, but also that it will be

followed by a good harvest of corn the

following season.

Walpurgis Night The evening of30

April, traditionally supposed to be one of

the two nights in the year given over to

the forces of evil (the other being Hal-
lowe'en). Among practitioners of

witchcraft, this is thought to be one of

the most auspicious times of the year for

casting spells and holding sabbaths. Per-

haps the most famous of these gatherings

is the traditional meeting of German
witches that is supposed to take place on

the Brocken peak of the Harz Mountains

every year.

war Fear of the outbreak of war has

motivated many people over the cen-

turies to try to identify from the world

around them magical signs offering

advance notice of such calamities. As a

result, the imminence ofwar may be read

into scores of odd events in the natural

world. The appearance of anything

unusual in the Heavens, particularly the

arrival of a comet or the witnessing ofan

eclipse, is widely interpreted as an omen
of war - traditions that are backed up by

references to the comets that were seen

before the Norman invasion of England

in 1066 and subsequently before the First

World War {see also aurora borealis).

Similarly, the weather is deemed to give

certain clues about coming conflicts: in

British superstition, for instance, it was

formerly believed that ifthe sun failed to

shine at all on St Paul's Day (25 January)

war was almost certainly in the offing.

Observation of animal behaviour is

also relevant. Ifsuch birds as martins and

ravens fight among themselves many
people conclude that a broader human
conflict is imminent. The appearance of

large numbers of vultures may also be

considered ominous, and great dread may
be occasioned among those witnessing a

flypast by the seven whistlers. In the

USA, it is said that war is usually antici-

pated by a huge increase in the numbers of

locusts, ants and rats.

A rather grisly portent ofwar concerns

sudden fluctuations in the human birth

rate. If many more boys are being born

than girls this is a sign that nature is com-
pensating in advance for the losses ofmen
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that will inevitably result from prolonged

warfare. In the same way, the outwardly

welcome sight of bumper crops and

greater numbers of lambs may also be

interpreted as nature bracing itself for

devastation in the near future.

Other indications of the outbreak of

war are more unmistakeable. In the USA,
it is said that the ghost ofPresident Abra-

ham Lincoln will be seen in the White

House ifwar threatens, while in England

danger to the nation may be revealed by

reports of the beating of drake's drum.

Other miscellaneous portents of war

include children playing at soldiers in the

street, dreams ofblood, untypical idleness

among bees and, in Sweden, the appear-

ance of the hoopoe bird.

When it comes to the actual fighting,

the combatants themselves have recourse

to a body of superstitions that have been

shared by fighting men for decades, ifnot

centuries. Every army, navy and air force

boasts its own flags, mascots, mottoes,

tunes and myths, all designed to bolster

the confidence of the individual fighter.

None the less, in common with other

people engaged in dangerous activities,

everyone from generals to humble
'squaddies' cherishes lucky amulets and

ritual ways of doing things in the belief

that these will in some mysterious way
grant them supernatural protection.

Each of the three services has its own
cherished mythology. Soldiers, for

instance, acknowledge that there is no

escaping death if a bullet fired at a man
'has his number on it', a reflection perhaps

of the fatalism necessary in the effective

fighting man. Pilots who flew sorties

during the Battle of Britain in 1940,

meanwhile, deliberately left their beds

unmade when setting out on a mission,

believing that this would ensure their

return. Sailors, of course, have probably

the most superstitions to fall back on, but

are just as capable of developing new
myths to suit the times; during the First

World War, for example, British seamen

eagerly exchanged stories about ghostly

lights that were said to lure German ships

on to the rocks ofthe coastline ofsouthern
England. Many superstitions, though, are

common to all, ranging from never dis-

cussing what will happen after the war, on
the grounds that this is simply tempting
fate, to never volunteering for anything.

Just as war sees a huge escalation in

interest in superstition and the protection

it appears to offer among the armed forces

themselves, so too will those on the home
front take comfort in observing time-

honoured taboos or in evolving new
rituals and beliefs to protect both them-
selves and their loved ones and to further

their own side's cause. Examples include

the habit of workers in munitions fac-

tories during the Second World War of

scrawling names and caricatures on
bombs and shells in the vague belief that

this would ensure that they reached their

target.

See also astrology; cigarette;

gremlin; politician.

wart Superstition offers a host ofalter-

native treatments for warts, which range

from the barely plausible to the totally

bizarre. Many of these remedies date

from Tudor and Jacobean times, when
the witchcraft mania reached its height

in the British Isles and suspected witches

were often inspected for warts and other

'marks of the devil' (from which a

sorcerer's imps drank blood) as evidence

of their guilt. The need to eradicate such

imperfections, innocent or not, became

pressing for many people and superstition

responded with suggestions relying

partly on magic and partly on herbalistic

theory.

Many of the more straightforward

treatments depend on washing warts in

various healing liquids, which include the

water that collects in a stump, holy
water and the blood of such animals as

eels, cats, pigs and moles. Encircling

warts with a horse hair or a thread of

silk might do the trick, as will blowing on

them nine times in the light of a full

moon, spitting on them every morning

or making faces at one's own reflection in
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the mirror at the hour of midnight for

three nights in succession. Another super-

stition has it that ifone can arrange to rub

them surreptitiously against a known
adulterer who has fathered a child out of

wedlock, this too will cause the warts to

disappear.

Many other treatments depend upon
the notion that a person's warts may be

magically transferred to another person

or another living thing. Rubbing warts

with the two halves ofan apple and then

burying the rejoined fruit is a relatively

innocuous cure: as the apple rots, so the

warts will diminish. Instead of an apple,

some people recommend using an elder

twig, a pod containing nine peas, grains

ofcorn, lard, a rasher ofstolen bacon or

a length ofthread in which a knot has been

tied for each wart. Working on the same

principle, some authorities suggest

pricking warts with a pin and then stick-

ing the pin into a tree so that the warts

disappear into the wood. It is also possible

to 'sell' warts to a willing friend or to

transfer them to a corpse when a fun-

eral passes, or to inflict them upon some
enemy by rubbing them with a pebble or

coin and then seeing that this object

comes into the possession of the foe.

More drastic measures to cure warts

include wearing a live toad in a bag

round the neck until the creature dies, or

carrying a toad's leg about the person; sus-

pending a freshly killed mole over the

head for a few moments; and rubbing the

warts with a live frog or black snail and

then impaling the creature on a thorn.

Superstition suggests various precau-

tions that may be taken to avoid getting

warts in the first place. These include

never handling toads, which are said to

cause them, and, somewhat curiously,

never washing one's hands in water in

which eggs have been boiled.

washing The washing of the human
body has ritual implications in many of

the world's religions and some signifi-

cance among superstitious people gener-

ally. The notion that a good wash will

purify a person of his or her sins is reflec-

ted in the various traditions that it is bene-

ficial for the soul, as well as for the body,

to wash before and after such important

events as childbirth, funerals and the

slaughtering of animals.

As part of the daily routine, people

should take care about the disposal of the

water in which they have washed, since

a trace of their own soul goes into the

water with the dirt - and thus a witch

may use this water to gain magical influ-

ence over them. Other taboos include

never flicking water from the hands

when performing the morning ablutions

(which signifies parting with one's share

of luck for the day) and never sharing

water with someone else - the parties

concerned are sure to fall out unless the

sign of the cross is first made over the

bowl or one of the pair spits into the

water (see spitting).

Welsh miners, meanwhile, have an

aversion to washing their backs,

believing that this will cause a roof col-

lapse when they are next underground,

while fishermen are among those who
refrain from washing while their luck is

good for fear of washing away their for-

tune. It is also held to be very unlucky to

wash the right hand of a baby until it has

reached the age of one, as this means that

the child will never be rich. In the case of

the sick, giving them a thorough wash

and then throwing the water out of the

house (or over a cat) is said to take the

disease away with it.

When it comes to washing clothing,

superstition dictates that there are various

times when this should never be attemp-

ted or ill luck will ensue. On the whole it

is best to do the family washing as early in

the week as possible, ideally on Monday.

A rhyme from the north of England

draws conclusions about people who do

their washing at other times:

They that wash on Monday, have the

whole week to dry.

They that wash on Tuesday, are not so

much arye.
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They that wash on Wednesday,

will get their clothes so clean.

They that wash on Thursday, are not

so much to mean.

They that wash on Friday, wash for

their need.

But they that wash on Saturdays, are

dirty folks indeed!

Blankets should never be washed in the

month of May, for fear that one of the

family will also be 'washed away'. The
same risk applies to washing clothes on

New Year's Day and good Friday (the

latter supposedly because Christ laid a

curse on a washerwoman who taunted

him as he made his way to the Cruci-

fixion). Should anyone attempt to do the

washing on Good Friday, the water may
turn to blood and garments hung up on

the line to dry may also be spotted with

blood.

Other miscellaneous superstitions

relating to washing clothes include the

notions that bad luck will follow if too

much water gets splashed around during

the process, and that a single girl who
soaks her own apron while doing the

washing is fated to marry a drunkard.

Clothes washed for the first time when
there is a new moon will quickly wear

out.

See also bathing.

washing up The humdrum task of

doing the washing up after a meal is, like

other domestic rituals, not without its

taboos. It is said to be particularly

unlucky to break any piece of crockery

while doing the washing up, as such

breakages always happen in threes; to

avoid further breakages two pieces ofold

china or glass should be deliberately

smashed so as to protect more treasured

items. A quaint rhyme heard on both

sides of the Atlantic, meanwhile, advo-

cates the sharing of responsibilities at the

kitchen sink in the furtherance of a har-

monious home life:

Wash and wipe together,

Live in peace together.

wasp A time-honoured superstition,

recorded as early as the first century ad,

has it that the first wasp of the season

should always be killed. This is reputed to

bring good luck to the person concerned
and also to provide a degree ofprotection

against one's enemies.

wassailing The custom of honour-
ing one's crops or livestock during the

Christmas season in the hope that this

will promote the harvest in the coming
year. This ancient rural tradition, some-
times carried out on Christmas Eve or at

new year or else on Twefth Night, can

include the drinking of toasts to corn,
cows and fruit trees. Celebratory fires

may be lit in the fields and cider drunk in

barns or in the orchards while men armed
with shotguns fire into the air or into the

branches of the trees to scare away evil

spirits. One old custom is to stick a plum
pudding on a cow's horn and then to

frighten the animal so that the pudding is

tossed off: if the pudding falls forward

this predicts a good harvest, but if it falls

backwards the harvest will be poor. In

parts of Scotland, in times gone by, the

sea was similarly honoured with greet-

ings and with the pouring of a glass of ale

into the waves in the hope that this would

ensure a plentiful supply offish.

See also apple.

water In keeping with the crucial role

ofwater in the sustenance oflife on Earth,

superstition places great value on the

healing, spiritually cleansing and other

magical properties of water. Virtually

every major religion in the world makes

use of water in its most important rites

and every society boasts its 'magic'

springs, wells and lakes as well as mythi-

cal 'fountains of youth'.

Running water in any form is widely

thought to be supernaturally potent.

Many peopole believe it constitutes a

magical barrier that no spirit can cross.

Pursuing witches may therefore be

evaded by jumping over streams or

by crossing bridges, and the bodies of

suicides, executed criminals and vam-
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pires have often been buried under run-

ning water to prevent their ghosts walk-

ing. Immersion in running water will

cure warts, sciatica, thrush and a host

of other ailments, and in some cases rub-

bing the patient with stones taken from

the bed of a river or stream will suffice.

Keeping a bowl of cold water under the

bed, meanwhile, will prevent the sleeper

from getting cramp.

Other superstitions concerning water

claim that witches can cause rainstorms by
dipping twigs in water and then shaking

them in the air; that, according to the

French and the Welsh, water kept in stone

jugs turns to wine in the hour before mid-

night on Christmas Eve and on the eve of

Easter; that water should never be thrown

out of the house after dark as it wards off

evil spirits; that boiled water should never

be taken into a bedroom as it will

adversely affect the occupants because the

Devil dislikes it and will cause trouble; and

that dreaming of water is unlucky.

Water companies should perhaps note

that, according to Welsh folklore, it is

unlucky to accept payment in return for

water. Those who do so are fated to beg

for just a few drops of it as they burn in

the fires of Hell.

See also dew; drowning; holy
water; rain; sea; tides; washing;

washing up; wave; well.

wave Seafarers around the globe

associate waves with a variety of odd

beliefs. One old idea has it that the souls of

drowned men emerged from the oceans

to ride the 'white horses' that appear on

the crests of the waves at Christmas,

easter and Hallowe'en. In Scotland,

meanwhile, it is said that pouring water

taken from the crests of nine waves over

the head ofa sufferer from consumption
will cure them, as long as they are then

passed through a hole in a rock in a sun-

wise direction. Lastly, seamen and surfers

alike claim that every ninth wave is bigger

than those that precede it, despite a total

lack ofevidence to support this notion.

See also sea; tides.

waxwing Songbird, whose appear-

ance is regarded with misgiving in many
European countries. The arrival of large

numbers of waxwings is variously inter-

preted as an omen ofwar, famine, severe

weather or some other calamity. In

parts of Switzerland, where the bird is

reputed to appear every seven years, the

bird is synonymous with death.

weaning see baby.

weasel In many countries the weasel

is considered a most ill-omened creature,

with close links to witchcraft. Witches

are said to favour the form of a weasel as

one of their disguises and thus any

encounter with the animal, either outside

or inside the house, is said to bode ill,

especially if it is white in colour (accord-

ing to some, the person concerned will

face death before the year is over). Even

the cry of a weasel is bad luck; and if the

creature is seen running towards the left

the outlook is doubly ominous and

warns that one has enemies in one's own
house. The only defence is to throw three

small stones directly in front of oneself

and then to make the sign of the cross

seven times.

Other superstitions which involve

weasels include the notion, recorded in

Dorset, that it is impossible to catch one

as it will turn into a fairy if approached,

and the related idea that a human will

never spy a weasel asleep. Another sug-

gestion claims that weasels that have

feasted on rue can kill snakes. On the

more beneficial side, treading on the tail

taken from a young weasel is said to be a

good way to stop a dog from barking,

and keeping one's money in a weasel-

skin purse will ensure that the coins

never run out. Anyone who eats a

weasel's heart while it is still beating,

moreover, will enjoy the gift of divina-

tion ofthe future for the space of a whole

year.

weather According to superstition,

there are countless ways in which the

weather may be forecast. The ability to
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predict weather patterns is crucial to the

livelihood and indeed the safety of sea-

farers, farmers and others, and many of

the traditions relating to the weather are

ofconsiderable antiquity and common to

many cultures.

A well-known guide to the next day's

weather is the oft-heard rhyme:

Red sky at night, shepherds' delight.

Red sky in the morning, shepherds'

warning.

This rhyme is fairly reliable for British

weather systems, which generally

approach from the west. A sun setting in

the west when there is little moisture in

the air will cast a red glow on clouds

departing to the east - however, a red sun

rising in the east may suggest that

weather that has already passed was dry

but offers no such reassurance about the

approaching clouds from the west upon
which it also casts its red light.

A large body of weather forecasting

lore depends upon close observation of

animal behaviour, ranging from the

height at which swallows fly to the way
in which cows in the fields huddle

together or spread about. Signs that the

weather is going to change for the worse

include seagulls flying inland, cats

sneezing or washing behind their ears,

fish taking bait more enthusiastically

than usual, cuckoos calling, crows
cawing, bees remaining in their hives,

donkeys braying and pigeons

swooping over water. Indications that

the weather will be fine include the

appearance of bats in the early evening,

spiders spinning their webs on the grass,

ants clearing out their anthills and

rooks building their nests high in trees.

In the USA, the sight of two new
moons in one month or the appearance

of a crescent moon 'on its back' is much
dreaded because it signifies disastrous

flooding. Another tradition, that it

always pours on British bank holidays

when most people particularly want it to

be fine, is so well known that itjust about

qualifies as a superstition.

wedding

Long-term forecasts about whole sea-

sons may also be made by reference to

nature. The summer will be good if the

oak bears leaves before the ash, while

severe winters are presaged by thick skins

on various fruits and vegetables, squir-
rels hoarding larger stores of nuts than

usual and geese flying south as early as

August, among other signs. In the British

Isles it is said that a mild January warns of

a wintry spring, while in the USA the

groundhog, or woodchuck, gives its own
opinion of coming spring weather when
it emerges from its burrow on 2 Febru-

ary: if the creature can see its shadow the

winter will last another six weeks, but if

there is no shadow spring has already

dawned.

The state of the weather at certain

moments may have more than a purely

physical influence on human affairs. Vari-

ous superstitions suggest that a magical

influence is also exerted, as evidenced by
the belief that it is lucky for the sun to

shine on a bride and also for the Heavens

to open during a funeral. This makes

the ability to influence the weather

doubly desirable and all kinds of actions

may be taken in the hope that they will

change meteorological patterns. These

include the performing of ritual dances,

tying knots in lengths of string while

muttering special incantations and at the

most basic level the chanting of such

charms as

Rain, rain, go away,

Come again another day.

See also dew; fog; rain; seaweed;

storm; sun; thunder; wind.

wedding Superstition has always

placed the greatest importance on the

ritual of marriage, and virtually every

aspect ofthe ceremony, from the engage-

ment to the honeymoon, is governed by

a body of time-honoured traditions and

taboos.

Making one's choice of partner is of

course the first and most crucial stage of

the whole business (see engagement;

love). Superstition supports social
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taboos against marrying blood relatives,

though sometimes going beyond what is

genetically inadvisable to include mar-
riages between sets ofbrothers and sisters,

for instance. In former times, if a man
faced a choice between two sisters he was

often put under pressure to marry the

elder as to do otherwise was tantamount

to an insult. Sisters, incidentally, should

never marry on the same day or even in

the same year, as this condemns both

marriages to unhappiness, according to

the Germans.

Choosing a date for the wedding is the

first hurdle that a newly engaged couple

must cross. This should not be lightly

undertaken as certain months, and indeed

days, are luckier than others for getting

married. May is a month particularly to

be avoided, as it has been associated with

rites honouring the dead since Roman
times. The periods of lent and Advent

are also deemed to be unlucky. June,

however, is ideal, particularly ifthe wed-
ding is timed to take place when the

moon is on the wane.

Various attempts have been made to

summarise the advantages and disadvan-

tages ofcertain months, ofwhich the fol-

lowing English rhyme is , but one

example:

Married in January's hoar and rime,

Widowed you'll be before your prime.

Married in February's sleepy weather,

Life you'll tread in time together.

Married when March winds shrill and

roar,

Your home will be on a distant shore.

Married beneath April's changing

skies,

A chequered path before you lies.

Married when bees over May blos-

soms flit,

Strangers around your board will sit.

Married in the month of roses -June,

Life will be one long honeymoon.
Married in July with flowers ablaze,

Bittersweet memories on after days.

Married in August's heat and drowse,

Lover and friend in your chosen

spouse.

Married in September's golden glow,

Smooth and serene your life will go.

Married when leaves in October thin,

Toil and hardship for you gain.

Married in veils ofNovember mist,

Fortune your wedding ring has kissed.

Married in days ofDecember cheer,

Love's star shines brighter from year to

year.

Couples should avoid choosing to get

married on a date that marks one of their

birthdays. It is generally agreed that the

ideal dates for weddings are as follows:

January: 2, 4, 11, 19 and 21.

February: 1,3, 10, 19 and 21.

March: 3, 5, 13, 20 and 23.

April: 2, 4, 12, 20 and 22.

May: 2, 4 12, 20 and 23.

June: 1, 3, 11, 19 and 21.

July: 1, 3, 12, 19, 21 and 31.

August: 2, 1 1 , 1 8, 20 and 30.

September: 1,9, 16, 18 and 28.

October: 1,8, 15, 17, 27 and 29.

November: 5, 11, 13, 22 and 25.

December: 1, 8, 10, 19, 23 and 29.

As to the day of the week, one ancient

English rhyme runs:

Monday for wealth,

Tuesday for health,

Wednesday the best day of all;

Thursday for crosses,

Friday for losses,

Saturday for no luck at all.

Regarding the time of day, in practice

few people get married after dark. This is

just as well because to do so would be

highly unlucky, foretelling a troubled

married life, children who die prema-

turely and an early death for the 'happy'

couple.

Once the date ofthe wedding has been

decided it should not be changed as this is

very bad luck. Neither should the happy

couple attend church to hear their banns

read - another bad omen. Choosing a

venue for the wedding is less restricted by

superstition, though it is said to be par-
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ticularly lucky for a woman to be married

in the same church in which she was chris-

tened. Brides should not be permitted to

read the whole of the marriage service

before the day appointed, as this means

that the wedding will never take place.

The weeks or months between the

engagement and the wedding are the

time for making the many preparations

that are usual for the big day. Superstition

is full of suggestions about bridesmaids

and the wedding dress. This is also the

time for the making ofthat most essential

item on the wedding breakfast menu, the

WEDDING CAKE.

On the morning of the wedding itself,

before leaving for the church a bride

should be sure to feed the family pet cat,

if there is one, as this act of consideration

will ensure her lasting marital happiness.

If the cat should sneeze the day before the

wedding, incidentally, this too consti-

tutes a sign that the marriage will be

happy (see sneezing).

As the bride leaves the house, it was

once common in England for the door-

step to be washed with boiling water in

the belief that this would hasten the mar-

riage of the first single girl whose dress

was dampened by it (usually one of the

bridesmaids).

In times gone by, wedding parties gen-

erally made their way to the church on

foot. Various superstitions concerned

their route and events that might take

place on the way, such as meeting certain

animals or, if things went badly wrong,

cross-eyed people and others suspected of

having the power of the evil eye.

Among the most inauspicious persons to

meet on thejourney were members ofthe

clergy, policemen, doctors, lawyers and

blind men. In previous centuries, to keep

evil spirits at bay attendants on both the

bride's and the groom's parties fired guns

into the air at regular intervals, or else a

charge ofpowder was set offon the local

anvil as they passed.

It was also thought unlucky for a bridal

party to be obliged to cross running

water; if this happened, someone in the

wedding

party had to throw some object over their

shoulder and into the water while recit-

ing the charm 'Bad luck cleave to you' as

a precaution. A version of the 'first foot'

custom now confined to new year also

used to be observed by such wedding
processions. This involved the groom
giving a coin or a gift ofsome food to the

first person he met on the way to the

church (and the bride doing likewise on
leaving it).

According to weather lore, it is a good
omen for the sun to shine on a bride on
her wedding day and also if it snows. If it

is windy the marriage will be plagued by
misunderstandings, and if it rains the

couple concerned will be anything but

happy (rain being more appropriate for

funerals). This superstition dates back

to the days when marriage ceremonies

were often conducted at the entrance to

a church and brides risked getting a

thorough soaking. A more ominous sign,

though, is the sight of a newly dug open

grave in the churchyard.

During the service itself a few tears

from the bride are considered a good

omen (though confusingly an alternative

superstition warns that a bride who cries

on her wedding day is fated to cry

throughout her married life). Once safely

in church, the happy couple may take

heart if the service is interrupted by a

child crying, generally held to be a good

omen for the marriage. The groom and

the best man should take care, however,

not to drop the wedding ring, which is

regarded as unlucky.

The throwing ofconfetti (or rice) as

the couple leave the church is meant to

promote their chances ofhaving children

in due course. A rarely revived custom

that was once fairly common requires a

cloth to be spread over the bride's hair as

she leaves the church and an oatcake or a

small plate to be broken above her head.

This curious ritual is supposed to guaran-

tee years of wedded bliss, providing the

cake or plate do actually smash as intend-

ed (predictions about the future can also

be made from the way in which the cake
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or plate breaks - the more pieces it breaks

into, the better future the newly-weds

have in store).

On leaving the grounds of the church,

further ancient superstitions apply. The
happy couple should not, for instance,

take the same route^that they took on
arriving at the church and, in former

times, were discouraged from walking

through a lychgate (see also barring
the way). Bad luck will also follow if

they should happen to encounter a fun-

eral procession or a pig on their way to

the reception, but good luck is certain if

they encounter a chimney sweep (who
is entitled to give the bride a kiss), a black

cat, a grey horse or an elephant. If the

newly-weds are transported to the recep-

tion in a carriage (which should ideally be

drawn by grey horses) it is crucial that the

vehicle proceeds at a leisurely place, for

anything faster suggests only ill luck.

The giving ofpresents to a newly mar-

ried couple at their reception has its roots

in the ancient custom ofpresenting them
with fruit as a symbol of fertility. How-
ever certain presents, particularly

knives, should not be given as they are

unlucky.

When the time comes for the newly-

weds to depart on their honeymoon it is

usual for the bride to toss her bouquet to

the bridesmaids and other unwed
females. This is a relatively recent tradi-

tion, probably invented in the USA in the

early years of the twentieth century (in

some regions the bride throws one ofher

shoes). The idea is that the girl who
catches the bouquet (or shoe) will be first

to marry. Similarly, in the days when few

happy couples went away after their

wedding the bride used to allow one of

the young men present to remove her

loosened garter, which he would then

wear in his hat before offering it to a girl

of his choice for luck.

Bridegrooms to this day carry their

new brides over the threshold, even if

they are not entering their own home but

spending their first night in a hotel some-

where. This tradition dates from Roman

times, when it indicated that a bride sacri-

ficed her virginity with becoming
reluctance, though it has since become a

'lucky' act in a more general sense, meant
in some unspecified way to protect the

luck of the happy couple in their new
home. One suggestion is that it is a legacy

from primitive times when men were

given to snatching and carrying off new
wives against their will and had to carry

them kicking and screaming into their

future home. A rather pernicious tradi-

tion has it that a bride who steps over the

threshold first will dominate the mar-

riage from then on, as she also will if she

manages to buy something for her hus-

band before he buys her a gift.

For those single persons left behind

when the happy couple disappear on their

honeymoon comes the comforting tradi-

tion that 'one wedding brings on another'

.

See also brush; names.

wedding cake A feature of wed-
dings as far back as Roman times, the

wedding cake symbolises both good for-

tune and fertility and brings good luck to

all who eat it. It is important that the cake

- which should be as rich as possible, to

represent an abundance of the good

things in life - turns out well: ifit proves a

disaster in the making then so will the

marriage, according to one tradition. It is,

moreover, thought to be most unlucky if

the bride assists in the making ofher own
wedding cake and on no account must

she be offered a taste ofit before the actual

wedding day.

It is essential that the bride and groom
cut the first slice ofcake as a sign that they

will share all their possessions in the

future. Should they fail to do so they run

the risk of being unable to bear children.

The bride may also care to set a slice ofthe

cake aside for careful preservation, to

guarantee that her new husband will

remain faithful to her. Keeping a tier of

the cake for possible use as a christening

cake, meanwhile, will ensure that the

marriage is fertile. Everyone present at

the reception should eat a little ofthe cake
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- to refuse to do so is a very bad omen for

the happy couple. Sending slices of cake

to guests who are unable to attend the

wedding is supposed to allow them to

share in the luck of the whole party.

According to time-honoured custom,

unmarried girls among the guests may
take a portion of cake home with them

and sleep with it under their pillows,

which may give them dreams of their

own future husbands.

wedding dress Bridal outfits must

be put together with considerable care

and no single item is as important in the

ensemble as the dress. It is actually

unlucky, according to ancient tradition,

for a bride to wear any colour but white

(symbolic of innocence and purity),

though blue and pink are safe enough

according to one old rhyme recorded in

Warwickshire:

Married in white, you have chosen all

right,

Married in green, ashamed to be seen,

Married in grey, you will go far away,

Married in red, you will wish yourself

dead,

Married in blue, you will always be

true,

Married in yellow, ashamed of your

fellow,

Married in black, you will wish your-

selfback,

Married in pink, ofyou he'll think.

The all-white rule allows the exception of

a sky-blue garter in order to satisfy the

convention that all brides wear 'some-

thing old, something new, something

borrowed, something blue'. It was once

usual for the 'old' item to be the shoes or

a handkerchief, but extra good luck

will also attend a bride who wears the

dress her mother wore. In some regions

the 'something borrowed' may be varied

as 'something stolen' or 'something

golden'.

Many brides now make their own
dresses even though this practice is

frowned upon by superstition, which
warns of great misfortune and further

wedding ring

counsels against trying the outfit on
before the wedding day (if the bride per-

sists in doing so it is vital that she must not

look at herself in a full-length mirror).

One way round this inconvenient tradi-

tion is to try the dress on but not to wear
the complete outfit, leaving off a shoe or

glove. It is universally acknowledged that

it is even more unlucky for the groom to

see the wedding dress before his bride

joins him at the altar (this holds true even

as she comes up the aisle, when the groom
must resist the temptation to turn round

to see his wife-to-be approaching in all

her finery).

On no account must the bride's dress

be stained with blood (except by a dress-

maker to counter evil on breaking her

needle), for this is an omen that her own
life will not be long, and no one should

examine the dress by candlelight. Silk is

the preferred material for bridal gowns;

satin brings bad luck and velvet threatens

poverty in the future. The dress must not

be patterned, and pictures of birds or

vines must be avoided in particular. As a

further measure for luck, it is suggested

that a final stitch in the dress is left unfin-

ished until the very last moment before

the bride sets off for the service. Some
brides also sew a hair or two into their

dress for luck, or else slip a coin into their

stocking or shoe in the expectation that

this will ensure their future prosperity.

The finishing touches to a wedding

outfit are the veil and bouquet (though

the veil should never be tried on with the

dress before the wedding day). Veils are

worn in order to conceal a bride's beauty

from any evil spirits who might try to

kidnap her on herjourney to the church,

and they should on no account be lifted

until the marriage has been officially

solemnised. The bouquet symbolises

both sexuality and fertility and is by con-

vention tied with luck-giving ribbons

(see also myrtle; orange).

wedding ring Various superstitions

surround the wearing of rings that have

been presented during the marriage ser-
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vice as a physical symbol of a couple's

union. Such rings, which usually take the

form of a plain gold circle, should never

be dropped during the service itself: this is

very bad luck and warns that whichever

ofthe couple dropped it will be the first to

die. If the ring rolls on to the gravestone

of a man the groom will die very soon,

but if it comes to rest on the grave of a

woman it is the bride whose death is at

hand. It is important that neither of the

happy couple attempt to retrieve the

ring, for doing so would only further

endanger their luck: it should be left to

the person officiating. In Anglo-Saxon

countries the ring should always, inci-

dentally, be worn on the fourth finger of

the left hand (the 'ring finger') - accord-

ing to a very ancient tradition, a vein runs

straight from this finger to the heart. In

other parts of Europe (and in England

until the sixteenth century) the ring is

worn on the fourth finger of the right

hand, the thumb and the first two fingers

of that hand being sacred to the Trinity.

A wedding ring should never be

removed once it has been put on, and its

destruction or loss is widely thought to

presage the collapse ofthe marriage itself.

Should the ring be lost or broken, the

consequences can only be avoided

through the other party in the marriage

presenting a replacement as soon as pos-

sible and renewing the marriage vows as

the ring is slipped on. A regional varia-

tion of this prejudice against removing

wedding rings, however, allows for their

being taken off without any apparent ill

effects any time after the first child of the

marriage is born.

In the past, many couples could not

afford a gold ring. A ring was therefore

often borrowed for the ceremony and

then returned to the rightful owner, or

else the bride slipped her finger into the

loop of the church key as a substitute.

Rings were also removed from fingers on

a fairly frequent basis for use in various

love charms and so forth - perhaps the

best preserved of which is the business of

suspending a wedding ring over the belly

of a pregnant woman to determine the

sex of the unborn child {see pendulum).

Wednesday see days of the week.

weeds Superstition claims that

ground where weeds flourish can never

be cleared, however hard a gardener or

farmer works, because new ones will

always spring up; this is in line with the

old idea that such plants are generated

from the soil itself and not by the usual

means ofseeds. This tradition, which runs

counter to the modern contention that

weeds are simply plants growing in the

wrong place, echoes the ancient biblical

beliefthat God created the first weeds as a

deliberate punishment for Adam's dis-

obedience. It is therefore both futile and

irreligious to attempt to get rid of them.

Those determined to attempt it anyway
may consider the barbarous measure of

burying three puppies in the ground, as

this will apparently clear the whole area

round about ofweeds.

well Most superstitions concerning

wells date from the days when they were

a focal point ofevery community, crucial

to the prosperity of people and animals

alike and thus of great magical signifi-

cance. Every well is supposed to have its

guardian spirit, who must be treated with

respect (as recalled today in the surviving

ritual of 'well-dressing', notably in

Derbyshire, in which certain wells that

remained pure during the Black Death

are gaily decorated). Some wells are

reputed to have special powers ofdivina-

tion, making strange noises and filling or

emptying as a warning of national disas-

ters or other important events. Others are

famed for their healing properties (it is

said, for instance, that water drawn

from a deep well at dawn will relieve

toothache). Rather more unusual is the

well of St Elian at Llanelian-yn-Rhos in

Wales, which is supposed to deliver

curses: the curse must be written on a

piece of paper and then lowered into the

well in a lead casket.
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Superstitions that apply to all wells

include the notions that it is unlucky to

spill any water from the bucket after it has

been drawn up, and that to ensure a well

does not run dry over the course of the

year it should be offered a piece of bread

at new year. Anyone who drinks of the

'cream ofthe well' - that is, from the first

bucket of water drawn up at the begin-

ning ofthe year - will enjoy good luck or

various 'marvellous' powers in the

twelve months ahead.

See also wishing well.

werewolf In pan-European supersti-

tion, a man who in certain circumstances

changes into a wolf and then hunts

down and feeds on human prey. Fear of

werewolves is very ancient. People likely

to become werewolves are said to include

those who are born out of wedlock or

have birthdays on Christmas Eve, and

anyone who has unusually hairy hands
and flat fingers or eyebrows that meet

over the nose. In legend some people con-

trol their transformation, becoming

wolves on donning wolkskin coats or

belts.

Like the vampire, the werewolf is

invulnerable to many forms ofattack and

can only be killed by a silver bullet,

which should ideally have been blessed

by a priest. Rather more simply, they

may be cured by calling out three times

the Christian name ofthe person who has

thus been transformed. Some authorities

have drawn a link between the werewolf
of myth, as reshaped by Hollywood,

with the medical condition known
as lycanthropy, in which the patient

develops a taste for raw meat and shows

a tendency to howl and run around

naked.

whale Superstition generally regards

whales as lucky creatures and warns that

misfortune will befall those who kill

them. It is, however, unlucky for a whale

to appear in an area where these creatures

are not usually seen. In times gone by, it

was customary for the wives of whaling

crews to stay in bed while their husbands

were at sea, which was supposed to ensure

that the men made a catch.

wheatear Songbird, which usually

frequents lonely places and is widely

reputed to be unlucky, its appearance

being seen as an omen of death. It is

thought particularly ill omened in some
regions to see a wheatear perching on a

stone, though not so bad if it is sitting on
the grass or on soft ground. The birds are

especially feared in the Orkneys, where
their nests are destroyed as a matter of

course because, it is alleged, their eggs

will be hatched by toads, which are

themselves associated with the forces of

darkness.

whippoorwill see nightjar.

whistling In certain circumstances,

whistling is a taboo activity that risks the

most dire consequences. Whistling in a

theatre is absolutely forbidden among
actors and actresses, and miners and

sailors have a similar prejudice against

hearing anyone whistling as they go

about their work. Should this taboo be

ignored while underground, an explo-

sion or cave-in will quickly follow; if it is

ignored at sea, a storm will be instantly

'whistled up', fishermen also dislike

hearing anyone whistle after dark. A
woman whistling is thought to be unnat-

ural by some people and - like a hen

crowing - is considered extremely

unlucky (an old tradition has it that a

woman stood idly by, whistling, while

the nails that were destined for the

Crucifixion were being made).

white Superstition associates white

with purity and holiness and the colour is

therefore considered to have various pro-

tective properties, hence its popularity

for wedding dresses and nightdresses.

The fact that mourners in certain Eastern

countries, such as Vietnam, wear white at

funerals is in keeping with this notion of

white representing wholesomeness and

happiness, as the departure of loved ones

for a better life beyond the grave is seen

by these peoples as an occasion for rejoic-
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ing. In various regions, though, the

colour has something ofan unlucky repu-

tation and many people fear the sight of

white birds and animals, which they

believe presage ill luck. To protect one's

luck one should always spit on seeing a

white cat, cow, hare, horse or

pigeon, among other white creatures -

though strangely enough it is thought

lucky to see a white dog. Similarly,

white flowers such as lilies and lilac

should never be kept indoors or given to

the sick, as they are associated with fu-

nerals and may seal the patient's fate; it

is, however, all right to mix them with

blooms of any other colour except red

(see hospital), fishermen, meanwhile,

have a prejudice against using white

stones for ballast or to weigh down
their nets, and some people will refrain

from picking up and keeping white

pebbles that catch their eye for fear of the

bad luck they may bring.

Whitsun A time-honoured supersti-

tion of English origin insists that it is

unlucky not to wear at least one item of

new clothing on Whit Sunday. As with

the identical tradition associated with

easter, people who ignore this custom

run the risk ofbecoming a target for bird

droppings. Another superstition main-

tains that those unlucky enough to be

born at Whitsun are destined either to kill

or to be killed {see also burial).

whooping cough Superstition offers

many remedies for whooping cough,

which is one of the most distressing of

childhood illnesses to witness. Worried

parents have a huge choice ranging from

the relatively innocuous and possibly

helpful to the totally outlandish. The
more disgusting include feeding the

patient owl soup, a roast mouse or the

slime of a snail mixed with sugar; sus-

pending a hairy caterpillar in a bag

around the sufferer's neck and keeping it

there until it dies; hanging a live frog in

the chimney; coating the patient's feet

with a mixture of chopped garlic and

lard; and feeding the family dog a few

strands of the patient's hair in bread
and butter. Alternatively, getting a

person who was born a posthumous child

and thus has special powers of healing to

breathe into the mouth ofthe patient may
do the trick, as it does in cases of thrush

(see breath). If at a loss as to which treat-

ment to adopt, one solution is to ask the

advice ofthe rider ofa piebald horse and

to follow to the letter whatever is sug-

gested, however unlikely it may seem.

widdershins The direction opposite

to the path of the sun through the

Heavens, which is often stipulated as the

correct movement to make in raising the

devil and in the execution of various ill-

intentioned spells. Taking such an anti-

clockwise direction when stirring a

potion or moving from one point to

another is held to be contrary to the

natural and 'proper' way ofdoing things,

and is therefore both unlucky and likely

to attract the assistance ofevil spirits in the

making of malevolent magic. By the

same token, witches and other sorcerers

often recite prayers backwards, reverse

the symbols of Christianity and walk

widdershins (or withershins) around

their magic circles as a matter ofconven-

tion. Persons innocent of such malicious

intent should beware particularly of

walking widdershins round a church or a

place that is reputed to be haunted, as this

might well provoke the attention of

demons and ghosts.

See also sunwise turn.

widow Superstition generally reg-

ards widows as unlucky people and par-

ticularly warns against including them on

the guest list for weddings, as their pres-

ence might damage the prospects of the

happy couple. Meanwhile, the sudden

appearance of a 'widow's peak' - a point

where the hair grows lower down in the

middle of a woman's forehead - may
well be interpreted as a sign that the

woman is fated to end her days a widow,

and that the days ofher widowhood may
not be far away.
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According to German folklore, if a

widower remarries, the ghost of his first

wife will turn up at the wedding, but will

not interfere as long as her successor

meets with her approval. Making a great

deal of noise may have the desired effect

of frightening away such a ghost if it

decides to kick up a fuss. If a widow
wishes to remarry and desires a glimpse of

a future partner in her dreams, she should

drip a few specks ofblood on to her fore-

head, or wear a mixture of coral, mag-
nate dust and dove's blood in a pouch

around her neck, or slip a twig ofpoplar

wrapped up in her stockings under her

pillow when she goes to bed. If she suc-

ceeds in finding a new husband, it was

once thought appropriate that she should

wear a glove when slipping on her new
WEDDING RING.

Wild Hunt Spectral hunt, complete

with hellish black hounds and demonic

huntsman, that is said to haunt the skies

over northern Europe. Stories about this

Satanic hunt date back as far as pagan

times and alleged sightings of it roaring

across stormy winter skies have always

inspired dread. According to legend, wit-

nesses ofthe Wild Hunt risk being snatch-

ed away and carried off to some infernal

region.

See also Gabriel's hounds.

will In superstition it is unlucky to

make a will, which supposedly hastens

the hour of one's death. In the past, great

offence was sometimes caused by the sug-

gestion that someone should make a will

and it was customary to read the docu-

ment over the body of the deceased so

that if they were dissatisfied they might

make some sign of their feelings.

will-o'-the-wisp Glowing light of

the type occasionally seen on marshy

ground or near graves. The result of cer-

tain unusual atmospheric conditions or

else created by burning marsh gases, these

lights - otherwise called Jack-o'-lanterns

- have often been considered of super-

natural origin. Variously identified as

willow

ghosts or as malevolent imps and
assumed to be omens of death or disaster,

such lights are said by some to lure

humans into bottomless bogs. To escape

their attentions, the best remedy is to

drive a needle into the ground - in

which case the light will disappear into

the eye of the needle, whistling, mean-
while, should be avoided because it is said

to increase the chances of their appear-

ance. Some stories are told, however, of

such will-o'-the-wisps that have actually

led lost humans back to safety.

See also corpse-lights; st elmo's
fire.

willow The willow has long been

associated with sorrow and lost love. In

times gone by it was customary for

people in mourning to wear sprigs of

willow to indicate their loss, and also for

lovers who had lost their partners to

someone else to wear or to be sent, rather

maliciously, garlands ofwillow. The idea

behind this was that the tree, to which

grieving comes as second nature, would
relieve the pain of the loss by assuming it

itself. In keeping with this reputation for

melancholy, some say that willow catkins

should never be brought indoors.

Neither should willow wood be burned

on the domestic hearth, nor children or

animals be beaten with willow sticks,

because it will stunt their growth or cause

internal injuries. Anyone who reveals

secrets beneath a willow tree, meanwhile,

runs the risk of hearing the same secrets

being repeated by the wind.

Taking the opposite view, some

people touch willows for luck and for the

same reason are happy to bring willow

catkins into the house on mayday. Cer-

tain varieties are said to ward off

witchcraft and the evil eye, and car-

rying a willow switch is recommended

for those who are particularly fearful of

the threat of evil.

Many sorcerers favour wands made of

willow when casting spells, and willow

sticks may be used by girls for the pur-

poses of divination in love. The proce-
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wind

dure here is to take a stick ofwillow in the

left hand and to turn round three times

while intoning, 'He that's to be my good
man, come and grip the end of it': if suc-

cessful, the third time round the girl's

future partner will appear at the other end

of the stick.

In folk medicine, infusions of willow

may be used in the treatment ofague and

rheumatism (in fact, the isolation ofsali-

cin in willow bark in chemical labora-

tories led to the discovery ofsalicylic acid

and thus of aspirin). Children suffering

from rickets and other ailments may also

be passed through a fork in a willow tree

to effect a cure.

wind Most superstitions relating to

the wind are, for obvious reasons, ofnau-

tical origins, sailors becalmed at sea

claim several ways of raising a helpful

breeze. Scratching the mast of the ship

with a fingernail may have the desired

effect, as will breaking the taboo against

whistling, though this must be done

very softly for fear of 'whistling up' a

gale. Throwing a coin or brush into the

waves is also supposed to help produce a

healthy breeze. If all else fails, favourable

winds may be bought in advance from a

witch, usually in the form of a length of

string with three knots tied in it: when
the purchaser of the string unties the first

knot a breeze will spring up, when the

second knot is untied there will a gale,

and when the third is loosened there will

be hurricane force winds.

See also storm.

window Like a door or chimney, a

window can provide access to the house-

hold for evil spirits unless properly pro-

tected. The fact that the wooden frame of

a window often makes a cross is itself

enough to bar most malevolent agents,

but nervous inhabitants may like to rein-

force this protection by laying on the

windowsill sprigs of various trees and

plants that are reputed to repel

witchcraft. Other precautions concern-

ing windows include never watching a

funeral or gazing at a new moon

through one. Furthermore, windows
should always be opened when someone
in the house is dying, to allow their soul

free passage out of the house, and also

when a storm is raging, to allow any

lightning that strikes the building to get

out again. Fitting a window with a blind

that has an acorn-shaped bobbin will fur-

ther guard against bolts of lightning (a

reference to the ancient though some-

what erroneous contention that oak trees

are never struck by lightning). A window
blind that falls down without anyone

touching it is a bad omen, thought by
some to signify the imminent death ofone

ofthe family- an idea apparently inspired

by the custom ofdrawing the blinds when
someone in the house has died.

wine The preparation, serving and

drinking of wine has its own time-

honoured mythology. Among the most

widespread superstitions are the beliefs

that it is unlucky to pass a wine bottle in

anything but a sunwise direction (par-

ticularly in the case of port) and that it is

unlucky to spill wine - though the Greeks

contend the opposite, that it is lucky to do

so. Pouring libations of wine on the

waves, meanwhile, is supposed to calm an

angry sea.

Many people sing the praises ofwine as

a medicine. Drinking wine is variously

claimed to relieve colds, fevers and

migraine headaches. Rabies may be

cured by drinking wine with a few strands

of hair taken from the dog concerned,

and mothers of underweight offspring

who dip their wedding ring into a glass

ofwine and then give the child the wine to

drink will see a rapid improvement. Wine
used in church Communion services is

also said to have special healing powers,

particularly in treating the young.

To get a person drunk on just one glass

of wine, all that is required is to add to

the drink a few of their nail parings (see

fingernail).

See also drunkenness.

winking A superstition recorded in

the USA suggests that a girl may improve
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witchcraft

her chances of being lucky in love by

winking at the largest star in the sky just

before retiring for the night.

See also eye.

wish Superstition delineates innumer-

able occasions on which a person may be

granted a wish that it is almost certain to

come true. Apart from getting the larger

part of the wishbone or throwing coins

into a wishing well, other circum-

stances include spotting a black lamb or

the first star of the evening; a rabbit, a

black cat, a dalmatian dog, a cartload of

HAY, a MAIL VAN Or a CHIMNEY SWEEP;

finding a horseshoe or a lump of coal;

saying the same thing as someone else at

the same moment (see conversation);

or experiencing an itchy palm. Wishes

may also be granted when dressing in new
clothing for the first time and when
stirring the Christmas pudding. Perhaps

most familiar ofall, though, is the univer-

sal tradition that a wish may be made
when blowing out the candles on a

birthday cake - though the wish will only

come true if it is kept secret.

wishbone The forked bone, other-

wise called the merrythought, that lies

between a fowl's neck and its breast.

When dried and then pulled between two
people so that it breaks, the person hold-

ing the larger piece is granted a wish. For

the wish to come true, it is crucial that

neither party laughs or says anything

while pulling on the bone and also that the

wish itself remains secret. Alternatively,

the person who gets the bigger piece is

fated to marry first. The tradition prob-

ably has its roots in the fancied resem-

blance between the shape of a wishbone

and that of a horseshoe.

A rather less well-known superstition

relating to wishbones is sometimes

encountered in the north of England.

According to this, if a girl obtains the

wishbone from the Christmas meal and

nails it over the door at new year, the

first man to enter is destined to become
her husband. In Scotland a man may find

out how long he must wait to get married

by taking a wishbone and drilling a small

hole in it, then placing it on his nose and
trying to draw a thread through the hole:

the number of attempts he has to make
before he is successful equals the number
of years he has yet to spend as a bachelor.

wishing well A well or pool of
water into which coins, pins or pebbles

are tossed in the beliefthat in so doing one
will be granted a wish. Ifthe wish remains

unspoken it will be granted by the spirits

who are supposed to dwell in such wells

and pools. This practice is derived from
the older custom of dropping stones into

wells to divine the future: if the water

threw up bubbles it was concluded that all

would be well, but if it became cloudy

then trouble lay in store.

witchcraft Superstition is much pre-

occupied with both the carrying out of

witchcraft and the need to obtain magical

protection from such activity. Distantly

derived from various pagan religions and

much altered after the introduction of

Christianity and of the biblical devil,

witchcraft - a meeting-place between

religion, folk medicine, and curiosity in

and fear of the unexplained - takes many
forms and is often intended to be benefi-

cial, though it is the Satanic variety that

has inspired the countless protective

charms that superstition recommends.

Most of these date from the late Middle

Ages up to the eighteenth century, when
the witchcraft hysteria was at its height

and many suspected witches were tor-

tured or put to death on the flimsiest of

evidence.

Witchcraft has developed itsown com-
plex and detailed mythology, with no

witch (in England at least) being complete

without her familiars - in the form of

cats, owls and toads among other

creatures - or without her broomstick,

her black hat, her cauldron and her book

of spells. The quintessential witch in the

popular imagination is an old hag, bent

upon evil and deriving pleasure from

inflicting pain and misfortune upon

others in the name of her diabolical
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withershins

master. Witchfinders of the seventeenth

century tended to single out elderly

women living on their own who were

generally disliked or held in some mis-

trust by the local community, and the dis-

covery of the 'Devil's marks' (such as

warts or scars) about their person was

often enough to convince any doubters of

their guilt.

Alleged witches throughout the cen-

turies have been blamed by the supersti-

tious for all manner of ills that cannot

otherwise be accounted for. These have

ranged from plagues, storms and murders

to such lesser problems as cattle failing to

produce milk, horses lacking their usual

vigour and crops failing to prosper. To
provide protection against such misfor-

tunes, many people used to wear special

amulets and protected their homes in a

variety ofways, ranging from concealing

a pair of scissors under the doormat to

bringing in sprigs of various trees and

plants, such as holly or st John's wort,

which are reputed to repel evil spirits.

Most spells that are intended to harm a

person directly will only work if some-

thing incorporating the 'essence' of the

victim is obtained first. This may be a

little of their hair or nail parings (see

fingernail) or a sample of their blood,

saliva or urine - so taking extra care in

the disposal of such items will go a long

way towards foiling a witch's plans. To
kill a witch outright, the surest way, so

superstition dictates, is to shoot the sus-

pect with a silver bullet.

withershins see widdershins.

wolf Ofall animals the wolf is perhaps

the most feared in terms of superstition,

being a favourite disguise of the devil

and everywhere linked with evil. In times

gone by, the mere sight ofa wolfwas sup-

posed to be enough to render a man
dumb, assuming that the wolf saw the

man first, and similarly even saying the

word 'wolf risked an imminent encoun-

ter with one. According to Welsh legend

the wolf was created not by God but by

the Devil and the creature has retained its

association with evil ever since, being

blamed for attacking livestock and

humans alike (though, curiously enough,

it is also said to fear crabs and shrimps).

On a more optimistic note, the wolf
has many uses in folk medicine. It is said

that wrapping sufferers from epilepsy in

a wolfskin will safeguard them from fits,

and similar action will cure anyone suf-

fering from rabies. In some parts of

Europe wolfskins are also reputed to keep

the house free of flies. Wolves' teeth may
be rubbed against the gums to relieve

toothache in the young and may also

be worn around the necks ofyoung chil-

dren to safeguard them from evil, accord-

ing to the French. Hanging a wolf's tail

over a barn door, meanwhile, will keep

other wolves away, and eating a dish of

wolf's meat will prevent a person from

seeing ghosts. Sleeping with a wolf's

head under the pillow will ward off

nightmares, and applying wolfdung to

the limbs will cure the colic.

See also werewolf.

wooden leg A superstition of

obscure origins suggests that it is lucky to

see a person with a wooden leg. A varia-

tion, however, qualifies this claim, warn-

ing that it is bad luck to see the back of a

wooden leg, particularly early in the

morning, and similarly unlucky to look

over one's shoulder at a person with a

wooden leg once they have passed.

woodpecker Superstition in several

countries associates the woodpecker par-

ticularly with rain. This tradition dates

back to classical legend and survives in the

English idea that hearing the noise of a

woodpecker is a sure sign of showers in

the offing; similar superstitions are shared

by the French and Scandinavians. The

Germans, meanwhile, claim that the

woodpecker was condemned to peck

wood and drink rain after refusing to help

God dig holes for the world's lakes and

oceans during the Creation because it did

not wish to get its feathers dirty.

work see business.
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worm An old superstition common
to most European countries attributes

toothache to the activities of certain

'eel-shaped' worms. In order to cure

toothache, therefore, one should inhale

the fumes ofpowdered herbs placed over

a glowing coal and then 'breathe' the

aforesaid worm out into a cup of water.

To extract a tooth without recourse to a

dentist the sufferer can apply powdered

worm to the affected tooth, when it will

immediately drop out. To diagnose

scrofula, the patient should lay a worm
on the swollen skin and cover it with a

leaf: ifthe worm turns to earth the disease

is confirmed, but if it remains unchanged

scrofula is not present. A person visiting a

sick friend or relative should lift up a

stone and see whether there is anything

underneath - if a worm is found, the

patient will definitely recover. People

suffering from intestinal worms are

recommended to consume a hair from a

horse's forelock in a piece ofbread and
BUTTER.

wound Superstition offers all manner

of treatments for wounds, varying from

the application of cobwebs to help in

knitting together cuts, to applying vari-

ous potions and plant and animal extracts.

Other measures include the dressing of

fresh wounds with cow dung.
Perhaps the most curious treatment is

the tradition of 'sympathetic medicine',

which involves taking special care of the

instrument that caused the wound, say a

knife, a sword or a fish hook, in the

beliefthat this will ensure that the wound
itself heals cleanly and properly. In the

folk medicine of many cultures the

wound is therefore left more or less alone,

while the offending blade is cleaned,

polished and treated with various magical

preparations. If rusty nails are the culprit,

tetanus may be avoided, it is alleged, by
cleaning the nail, greasing it with special

ointment and hanging it up in the chim-

ney. In all such cases it is stressed that the

guilty instrument must be kept clean and

polished long after the actual wound has

wych elm

healed, for fear that the wound may open
up again.

Preparations used in such cases

included the famous 'Powder of Sym-
pathy' that was devised by the English

writer and diplomat Sir Kenclm Digby in

the seventeenth century and, according

to him in his A Late Discourse Touching the

Cure of Wounds by the Powder ofSympathy

(1658), was successfully applied in a

number of instances. Other powders and

ointments recorded in the same century

include one particularly grisly example
that incorporated powdered worms and

bloodstones, stale boar fat and moss taken

from an old human skull.

wren Superstition identifies the wren
as the wife of the robin, and the bird is

generally regarded as lucky. Few people

would dare to kill a wren, for fear of the

bad luck this action would invite; in

England, anyone who harms a wren or its

nest will suffer a broken bone soon after-

wards, while in France it is said that they

will suffer a rash. More seriously, their

house might be struck by lightning and

the guilty hand might shrivel up. It was

not always so, however, as the bird was

frequently hunted and killed in the past so

that its feathers might be sold, with due

ceremony, to seafarers, who believed that

carrying a wren's feather would preserve

them from drowning.
A relatively little-known folk custom

is the 'wren party'. The body of a wren

(or a substitute) is taken in procession by

groups ofyoung boys in fancy dress on St

Stephen's Day (26 December) to neigh-

bouring houses in Ireland and other

regions, the idea being to demand a few

coins to pay for a party at the end of the

day.

wych elm Superstition attributes to

the wych elm a variety of protective

properties. The tree is widely regarded as

lucky, and carrying a stick of wych elm

will ward offall manner ofevil. In former

times a twig of wych elm was often slip-

ped into a churn to ensure that the milk

'turned' properly into butter.
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yarrow Herb, variously known as

soldiers' woundwort, nose bleed, milfoil,

devil's plaything, thousand weed and bad

man's plaything, which is credited with

various magical properties as a protec-

tive, as a means ofdivination and in medi-

cinal applications. Legend has it that

yarrow was the first herb that was held in

the hand of the infant Jesus, and carrying

a little of it about one's person will conse-

quently safeguard one's luck and deter

witches.

Intoning:

Good night, fair yarrow,

Thrice good night to thee,

I hope before tomorrow's dawn
«My true love I shall see

and then sleeping with some yarrow

beneath the pillow, meanwhile, will

grant to the sleeper dreams of his or her

future partner. Variations on this tradi-

tion insist that for these purposes yarrow

taken from the grave of a young man is

best. To establish whether a current lover

is true, the procedure is to push a yarrow

seed into the enquirer's nostril in the hope

that this causes the nose to bleed - if it

does not, the lover in question is unfaith-

ful. Carrying yarrow at a wedding will

ensure that the newly-weds remain faith-

ful to each other for at least seven

years.

In folk medicine, yarrow is alleged to

be ofsome value in the healing ofcuts and

the staunching of nosebleeds (see blood;

nose), and in treating stomach upsets. It

will also promote menstruation in a

woman who has not had a period for

some time.

yawning All actions to do with

breath have their magical aspect. Most
people are familiar with the rule of eti-

quette that a person should cover their

mouth when yawning but may be

unaware that this has its roots in medieval

superstition, when it was thought that

evil spirits could get inside a person's

body when their mouth was opened so

wide - though making the sign of the

cross prevented this happening. Else-

where in Europe it is suggested that

yawning too long will allow the soul to

escape the body and the habit should

therefore be discouraged. In some cul-

tures a yawn may be interpreted as a

death omen, which must be countered at

once by snapping the fingers.

yellow Asoneoftheunluckiestofall

colours, yellow is generally associated

with cowardice, sickness and death

(though some people connect it with the

life-giving sun). Yellow leaves that

appear on peas or bean plants are sup-

posed to presage a death in the household,

and even evil spirits are said to avoid the

colour, actors and actresses in par-

ticular sometimes show a reluctance to

wear it.

yellowhammer Yellow-feathered

bunting, which has a reputation as a rela-

tively unlucky bird. The fact that its eggs

bear serpent-like wavy markings means

that it has long been associated with the

devil and the bird has suffered accord-

ingly over the centuries from those seek-

ing to destroy its nest, thinking it was

hatching snakes (it is also said that the

yellowhammer warns snakes of the
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approach oftheir enemies). According to

Welsh folklore the bird feeds on the

blood of vampires, while others claim

that its irregular flight is the result of

drinking the Devil's blood every may-
day morning.

In folk medicine, the Welsh claim that

jaundice may be cured by holding a

yellowhammer close to the patient's face

- though the Danish insist that no fewer

than three yellowhammers must actually

be eaten for the cure to work.

yew Evergreen tree which is excep-

tionally long-lived and is therefore assoc-

iated with life after death, which is why
the tree is found in graveyards through-

out Europe. The yew, with its poisonous

leaves and dense timber, is respected for

its protective properties and is supposed

to safeguard the occupants of nearby

houses from witchcraft and ghosts (des-

pite the fact that its thick foliage may also

provide a home for supernatural spirits

and that cuttings of the tree should never

be brought inside for fear of bad luck).

Consequently, it is thought to be very

unlucky to damage or cut down a yew
tree, though its wood is prized for

making dowsing rods and implements

for use in casting spells. In fact, anyone

who breaks this taboo and tears a branch

off a yew is fated to die within twelve

months.

More cheerfully, a girl who wishes to

get a glimpse of a future lover in her

yule log

dreams has only to sleep with a sprig of
yew under her pillow, provided she picks

the sprig herselffrom a graveyard she has

never visited before.

Such is the yew's reputation that it has

even been suggested that in past centuries

churches were deliberately sited close to

existing trees to benefit from their

presence.

yule log A substantial log, ideally of

beech wood, that was formerly burned

in the hearth in homes as part of the

Christmas festivities, traditionally on

Christmas Eve. The arrival ofthe yule log

was an occasion of great excitement, and

only those with carefully washed hands

were allowed to light it. Once burning, it

was generally held to be unlucky to stir it

at all while supper was being eaten that

night and worse still if it burned in the

presence of anyone who was cross-eyed

(see evil eye) or of any barefooted or

flat-footed woman. Superstition dictated

that keeping a piece of the burned Yule

log safely under one of the beds would

preserve the luck of the household over

the following twelve months and would

also prevent the house catching fire or

being struck by lightning. It was fur-

ther believed that mixing powdered yule

log with some water constituted an excel-

lent cure for consumption, and that the

ashes mixed with corn seed would

improve the harvest.
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zodiac The twelve 'houses' into which

the calendar is divided, according to

the pseudo-science of astrology. Each

house has its own unique character and

people born between the dates each

covers are supposed to share much the

same traits, though further detail may be

added by close examination ofthe precise

time of birth and various other relevant

circumstances. In brief, the twelve houses

with their dates and allotted characteris-

tics are as follows:

Aries: 21 March to 19 April (energetic,

impetuous, self-reliant).

Taurus: 21 April to 20 May (stable,

faithful, obstinate).

Gemini: 21 May to 20 June (clever,

lazy, charming).

Cancer: 21 June to 21 July (changeable,

ambitious, kind).

Leo: 21 July to 20 August (honest,

friendly, athletic).

Virgo: 21 August to 20 September

(reserved, kind, cautious).

Libra: 21 September to 20 October

(fair-minded, artistic, charming).

Scorpio: 21 October to 20 November
(determined, generous, brave).

Sagittarius: 21 November to 21

December (friendly, care-free,

quick).

Capricorn: 21 December to 21 January

(independent, precise, loyal).

Aquarius: 21 January to 19 February

(sympathetic, reasonable, strong-

willed).

Pisces: 21 February and 21 March
(tolerant, lazy, good-natured).

The somewhat artificial division of the

lunar calendar into twelve houses is ques-

tioned by some authorities, who have

speculated, for instance, that there should

be in reality a thirteenth house.

See also birthstone.
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ARCHBISHOP MITTY LIBRARY

A fascinating and comprehensive A-Z guide to the worl

of superstitions, which reveals among other things:

3 Why the oak tree is associated with

supernatural powers

3 How mirrors came to be used to detect witches

3 Which days of the week are popularly regarded

as luckv

3 When colnvens were oik medicine

3 Who the Se stlers were

Informative and entertaining: the Ctisscll Dictionary of

tpcrstitioiis forms an indispensable guide to a vast range of

popular taboos and beliefs, both ancient and modern.
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