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A black cat crossed my path today,

Touch wood.

Two magpies came but flew away,

Touch wood.

A raven left me short of breath

Is he the messenger of death?

Touch wood.

The robin’s hiding in a tree,

Touch wood.

Is that foul weather that he sees?

Touch wood.

No, it’s all right, red sky tonight,

I’ll heed the sailor’s warning,

The moon is up and shining bright

There’ll be sunshine in the morning.

Touch wood.
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Science of today – the superstition of tomorrow.

Science of tomorrow – the superstition of today.

Charles Fort (1874–1932), The Book of the Damned (1919)



I suppose this book could have opened with ‘albatross’ and ended with ‘yew tree’, but there are already numerous excellent, exhaustive and assiduously researched academic works which list superstitions from A to Z and there were too many seductive distractions along the way. It might seem that the alphabetic or encyclopaedic approach may be the only valid way to attempt a comprehensive overview of this subject, but although superstitions are here in abundance, this book is not a dictionary.

This is an expedition through the dark domain of these weird, comical and often inexplicable beliefs. This is more of a flight over the scattered territory of omens, rituals, curses, premonitions and general superstition, with random landings at the more thought-provoking locations, veering off at times into related cultural and religious areas which might promise interesting background. For example, what’s the context for our dread of Friday the 13th? Is it a very old superstition? Does it have anything to do with the mysterious Knights Templar? Perhaps not, but the story of their downfall on that ominous date is interesting, so it seemed worthy of inclusion. Where did the Christian Church’s rituals originate? Who was the Virgin Mary? Then there are superstitions about innocent animals – in particular, the cat. To get to the bottom of these pagan and Christian phobias it is worthwhile to look at examples of our cruelty to animals, driven by superstition, over the centuries.

There are thousands of superstitions worldwide, some peculiar to one village, town, region, country or culture, many others universal and familiar, and it is inevitable that some, perhaps your particular favourites, will slip through the net. If that is the case, I hope such an omission does not portend misfortune for either of us. You may place a curse upon me if this happens.

Superstitions are often, by tradition, accepted without knowledge of their origin or their context in history. For an inquisitive soul, digging in the subsoil around these bizarre eccentricities can sometimes steer one into a diversion, a winding little path leading to vague yet fascinating destinations with seemingly tenuous links to the subject in question. As you will discover, in my attempts to be as entertaining as possible, I have found these diversions irresistible. They can be dangerously dark in the unforgiving climate of religion, yet the survival of superstition in a modern world can only be regarded as light-hearted fun, and most of my observations are carried out with tongue firmly in cheek. Well-read folklorists and academic researchers will no doubt spot any pitfalls I have stumbled into. For example, I almost ended up with the proverbial egg on face over the subject of the druids and mistletoe but was saved by the peerless erudition of the doyen of the history of British superstitions, Steve Roud.

Will the following pages have any effect on your social life? If so, what might that effect be? Here’s one possibility. In 1972, on BBC TV’s Parkinson chat show, Peter Sellers did an uncanny impression of fellow actor Michael Caine, saying, ‘It takes a man in a tweed suit five and a half seconds to fall from the top of Big Ben to the ground. Now, there’s not many people know that . . .’ So once you’ve absorbed some of the more arcane and obscure data in these pages, you’ll be able to reveal strange superstitions to friends and family and top off your contribution with, ‘Now, there’s not many people who know that.’

Tweed suits and Michael Caine aside, apparently even Peter Sellers was dogged by superstition. He refused to wear the colour green, saying it gave him ‘strange vibrations’. If anyone appearing with him wore green, Sellers would refuse to work. Another later phobia for the great Inspector Clouseau was the colour purple. The film director Vittorio de Sica, when working on the Sellers movie After the Fox, had exploded in rage when a female script assistant walked onto the set dressed in purple. Sellers was intrigued, and once de Sica had told him that he regarded purple as ‘the colour of death’, Sellers adopted this superstition with a vengeance, eventually to the point that hotel staff had to ensure anything purple was removed from his room. Of course, many of us like to say this is all codswallop. Superstition at first seems that easy to dismiss. Yet it has tangled roots and links which lead to strange places; myth, legend, tragedy, paganism, witchcraft, all the major religions. When we ‘touch wood’ we are touching something deep and mysterious.

This is certainly not the first book on the subject of superstitions and it undoubtedly won’t be the last. For a writer, the subject is frankly overwhelming. From pole to pole and around the equator, everywhere one looks a bottomless pit of superstition and omens opens up. Fascinated by it all, bloggers, folklorists and academics continue to collect superstitions, many from their own culture or country, others casting an international net. These little rituals are so numerous and diverse that this book, which does not aim to be an academic treatise, can only skim the surface. Hopefully it will provide an entertaining flavour of what still lurks in the recesses of the human psyche, hidden behind a heavy curtain, in utter contrast to twenty-first-century technological reason. There is, however, a serious aspect to superstition because of religion. One bleeds into the other and those of us with a more secular outlook may treat superstition in a light-hearted fashion. Yet it seems a perverse reality in the twenty-first century that a similar attitude towards prominent branches of faith can produce a reaction far removed from the compassion and mercy such religions espouse. Therefore it is not without good reason that I have titled part three of this work The Danger Zone.

Even writers have superstitions. Goethe called them ‘the poetry of life’. According to James Boswell’s Life of Johnson, poet, essayist and moralist Dr Samuel Johnson (1709–1784), when out strolling past the railings on the streets of London, apparently trailed his hand or walking stick so that it clattered against each individual rail. Should he inadvertently miss one, the good doctor would make sure he went back and touched it with his cane. Johnson also confused those he visited with peculiar, baffling routines when walking up steps or going through doorways. Such odd behaviour, which falls under the heading of personal superstitions, is widespread. Ask anyone you know if they have a superstition and chances are they’ll be wood-knockers, wish-bone pullers, folk in fear of broken mirrors whose umbrellas are never opened indoors. Over many centuries humanity has emerged from primeval darkness to unburden itself of so much eccentric mythological detritus, yet we’re still crossing our fingers as we avoid cracks in the pavement.

To give it its full name, paraskevidekatriaphobia is a morbid, irrational fear of Friday the 13th. Friggatriskaidekaphobia describes the fear of things or events associated with the number thirteen. The term triskaideka is from the ancient Greek τρεισκαίδεκα for thirteen. Friday is Frigga’s Day. Frigga (Frigg) was an ancient Scandinavian fertility and love goddess, equivalent to the Roman Venus who had been worshipped on the sixth day of the week.

The 13th of September 1874 was a Sunday. Apart from that unfortunate number 13, surely any rational person would think there’s nothing odd or superstitious about that day or that month or that year. However, they’d be wrong. There’s an old superstitious rhyme with ends with ‘The child that’s born on the Sabbath day is fair and wise and good and gay.’ The Scots believed that a boy born on a Sunday would become a minister in the church, and that those children born on the Sabbath day could converse with animals on Christmas Eve. If we take a closer look, we find that September has its origins in the Latin word septem, ‘seven’, because this was once the seventh month of the early Roman calendar. So what? Well, the number seven has a lot of superstitious baggage to contend with. Over the centuries some people, gamblers for instance, have considered seven to be lucky; others, unlucky. It remains a very powerful digit. Seven wonders of the world, seven deadly sins, seven days of the week, the seven golden candlesticks of Solomon’s temple and the Jewish menorah. In ancient times it was believed that the seventh son of a seventh son would grow up with supernatural abilities, and that prophesy and healing would be the gifts enjoyed by the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter. And just to save you having to come up with a potentially frustrating feat of memory, what about Bashful, Doc, Dopey, Grumpy, Happy, Sleepy and Sneezy, the seven dwarves? But these are only a few of the superstitions connected with the number seven. What about that year, with the number 1874? Numerologists would have a field day with this. There’s even supposed to be an angel with that number.

Superstitions, no matter how unsubstantiated they seem, cling like stubborn limpets to just about everything. In addition to September, if we examine every other day, week and month in the year we’ll find a plethora of superstitions attached to them all. Old farmers believed a wet September promised a drought the next year. It is supposedly unlucky to post a love letter on the first day of September. Anyone hearing a cuckoo in September could expect a death to happen. And don’t collect nuts in this month because you’ll have company – that’s when the devil is out looking for his nuts. The sheer number of superstitions is amazing. Another two volumes could be filled with these uncanny, ancient connections and there’d still be more.

So, on Sunday 13 September 1874, in Austria at Leopoldstadt, Vienna, composer and painter Arnold Schoenberg was born. He was triskaidekaphobic. Thirteen scared him rigid. Schoenberg, who developed the twelve-tone technique in music, was a fervent believer in astrology and an ardent fan of Hopalong Cassidy movies. (There are cowboy, Indian and horse superstitions, too.) It’s hard to say when Schoenberg’s triskaidekaphobia began, but composing his unfinished three-act opera Moses und Aaron in 1932, he pedantically counted the number of letters in the title – thirteen. So he dropped an ‘a’ and changed it to Moses und Aron. His fear of thirteen haunted him throughout his life. He believed he would die in his seventy-sixth year (7+6=13) and he was correct. He not only expired at that age in 1951 but managed to pass away on Friday the 13th of July at thirteen minutes before midnight.

In Determinism, Chance and Superstitious Beliefs, Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) examines the symbolic obsession some people have with numbers, but in general he hadn’t much time for this sense of doom and gloom. In his 1901 work Psychopathology of Everyday Life, he sums it all up thus:


Superstition is in large part the expectation of trouble; and a person who has harboured frequent evil wishes against others but has been brought up to be good and has therefore repressed such wishes into the unconscious, will be especially ready to expect punishment for his unconscious wickedness in the form of trouble threatening him from without.



Sometimes, in retrospect, omens and superstitions can be manipulated and moulded to fit the outcome of an event. The growing army of conspiracy-mongers on the internet love this bending of figures and dates. NASA’s thirteenth Apollo mission was launched on 11 April 1970, at 13:13 CST from the Kennedy Space Center, Florida, from launch-pad thirty-nine (13x3). The mission was aborted on 13 April when an oxygen tank exploded. Of course, this proves nothing other than the existence of coincidences, yet the superstitious observer might have wondered how successful the mission might have been if they’d simply called the mission ‘Apollo Fourteen’.

Many celebrities, rock stars and actors have their own superstitious eccentricities, which we’ll examine. And as we’ve already seen, there’s ‘the big one’, which fully deserves a chapter of its own. In 1982, at the age of thirty-four, Stephen King, with ten bestsellers under his belt, interviewed in South Carolina’s Spartanburg Herald, revealed his concerns over the number thirteen. ‘I don’t like it at all. Thirteen seems to have an enchanted hold on me. Maybe it’s because of what I write. If you hit it big, then you get superstitious.’

Annually, the financial world loses over $900 million on Friday the 13th because even hard-nosed stock exchange traders appear not to be immune from the power of superstition, and many executives especially refuse to fly. American presidents Herbert Hoover and Franklin Roosevelt avoided eating at tables at which thirteen people were present. Almost 80% of high-rise buildings sidestep the dread of having a thirteenth floor. Many airports exclude gate thirteen and some hospitals avoid having a room thirteen. And if you think the number thirteen stands alone in this context, think again. Pick a number and there’s a superstition attached.

Then there’s superstition’s sinister bedfellow, the omen. We may smile wryly to ourselves when we throw salt over our shoulder or inadvertently drop a spoon, but we’re really exercising a primeval human custom that all the scientific and social progress of centuries has failed to extinguish.

Overshadowing all this with commercial persistence is astrology with its folksy, ‘cross-my-palm-with-silver’ impenetrable philosophy and obdurate ersatz ‘science’ which has continued to impress diverse devotees from Hitler to Ronald Reagan.

When I began writing this book, I was taken by the late Terry Pratchett’s claim that he only had one superstition and that was to immediately begin another book as soon as he’d finished the latest – even if it was only with a few notes – because he couldn’t bear not having ‘work in progress’. I can go along with that. However, most superstitions seem to fly in the face of healthy scepticism; for instance, I possess a ‘lucky’ Sheaffer fountain pen, bought thirty-five years ago, which I use to map out every project and keep accounts. It must only be loaded with black ink. Without it, I can feel lost. Stupid, irrational? Maybe . . . yet many of us would have one superstition in common – avoiding walking under ladders. No one wants half a gallon of paint or a terracotta tile dropping on their head.

We live in an age of staggering technological progress, confirmed by the words appearing as if by magic on the scree n in front of me as I tap away at these keys. Gone are those inky typewriter ribbons, carbon copies and crusty bottles of Tippex. The library of the world is just a couple of clicks away. I have over fifty (mainly abysmal) channels on my TV set, we’ve got NASA rovers trundling around on Mars, and yet . . . when I challenged the window cleaner this morning over whether or not he’d done the patio door, his wounded reassurance was ‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’ This has echoes of superstition. It may have some recent provenance with a children’s poem, where that line ends with ‘stick a needle in my eye’ (kids can be cruel), but it more than likely originated as a religious oath based on the sign of the cross, generally accompanied by hand gestures such as crossing one’s hands over one’s breast and then pointing the right hand. In other words, ‘God strike me dead if I’m lying.’ Like knocking on wood and crossing fingers or sailors whistling for a wind, these oddities of human instinct persist.

Most of us like to think of ourselves today as level-headed, rational people who know that the earth is round, not flat, the moon influences the tides, comets are not harbingers of doom and many garden birds migrate to Africa. In juxtaposition to this rationality we have religion with its myriad persistent myths and legends and, in the no man’s land between science and faith, stand portents and omens, as stubborn as ever.

When Galileo invented the telescope in 1609, the Renaissance was in full swing. Scientific discovery revealed many new truths, advances in medicine, mathematics and geography. Simultaneously, outside the studies, laboratories and the observatories of the Renaissance, indomitable superstition still consigned hundreds of innocent women and men, suspected of being witches, to be burned to a crisp at the stake. Folk were still crossing their hearts, kissing icons, predicting the future in animal entrails and stroking their lucky rabbit’s foot. Today, we burn our suspected witches, political or otherwise, with the fire of derogatory ridicule and exposure in our all-pervasive media. Black cats and lucky charms won’t keep you off Twitter or out of the tabloids.

In AD 400, Hypatia of Alexandria became the first woman to make a significant contribution to the advance of mathematics. She was the head of the Platonist school at Alexandria. Basing her teachings on those of Plotinus, the founder of neoplatonism, she absorbed his belief that there is an ultimate reality which is beyond the reach of thought or language. Plotinus doesn’t say what this reality was, only that ordinary people were not able to understand or absorb the concept. But Hypatia seemed to understand why that might be the case, writing:


In fact, men will fight for a superstition quite as quickly as for a living truth – often more so, since a superstition is so intangible you cannot get at it to refute it, but truth is a point of view and so is changeable.



Hypatia may have been writing over 1,600 years ago but her view remains as valid as ever. A superstition is a belief which you can’t defend. It stands outside philosophy and in many cases beyond religion. If you look up the word ‘superstition’ in a thesaurus, you’ll find it listed with ‘fallacy’, ‘delusion’, ‘misconception’, ‘falsehood’ and ‘irrational belief’. It’s one of those areas of human behaviour which doesn’t have an answer to Jack Nicholson’s angry outburst in the film A Few Good Men: ‘The truth? You can’t handle the truth!’

If my neighbour thinks that those two magpies in her garden are lucky, she doesn’t need to consult any statistics to support the notion. Two magpies are lucky, one isn’t, end of story, even if she doesn’t win the lottery that night. Putting your shoes on the table was always a cardinal sin to my parents. They didn’t know why, or what that superstition’s provenance might be; it was just a ‘bad thing’.

Gamblers, for example, are the most superstitious people on the planet, yet with all their quirky beliefs, lucky shirts and Y-fronts, very few of them beat the bookies. Sir Francis Bacon (1561–1626) once had a job as chancellor (a post well suited to most gamblers) and observed, ‘The root of all superstition is that men observe when a thing hits, but not when it misses.’ As you will read later in this work, games of ‘chance’ almost prove that there is no such thing.

Today, the internet’s interaction with terrorist threats, scams, bank account hi-jacks and frauds, the way we approach the subject of security almost borders on superstition. We imagine when we’ve downloaded the latest anti-malware or security package that this computer-generated good luck charm will keep the wicked away from us. But it doesn’t. Nor will hanging a string of cyber garlic above your laptop stop that Nigerian vampire who claims to be the chief auditor at the Bank of Burkina Faso from offering you 10% of $25 million he wants to free up from a dead oil man’s account. The great American writer, Helen Keller (1880–1968), astutely observed, long before Microsoft, Google or Yahoo!, that:


Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men as a whole experience it. Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure. Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing.



It would be a mistake, however, to assume that superstitions stand in the way of an adventurous life. Many high achievers, artists, explorers, politicians and celebrities are among some of the world’s most superstitious people.

London artist and designer Shing Tat Chung studied at the Slade School of Fine Art and Frankfurt Städelschule. He completed his masters in design interactions at the Royal College of Art. His multidisciplinary work explores the often hidden effects of superstition on societies and infrastructures. Shing Tat Chung’s innovative projects aim to raise discussion and debate around our irrationalities. To test the superstitious nature of those working in high finance, he set up an innovative experiment in the markets, explaining:


We always imagine technology to eliminate human errors but what happens when they begin to operate with human characteristics? The ‘superstitious robot’ was created with these human traits, to trade purely on superstitious beliefs. It makes decisions based on numerology and in accordance to lunar phases. So, for example, it has the fear of the number thirteen and of a full moon. The algorithm also generates its own lucky and unlucky superstitions. Just as we are hardwired to search for patterns superstitiously to give us the illusion of control, the algorithm, on completion of a trade, searches for ulterior patterns to give rise to new superstitions. It ranks and de-ranks these superstitions throughout the year. These algorithmic-produced superstitions are then used as new logic in trading. The accumulations of superstitious beliefs enable it to open ‘short’ or ‘long’ positions.



The experimental fund, in which anyone could invest a mere £2 in the hope of a positive result, ran for a year from July 2012. At the close of business it registered minus 16.18%.

Is superstition dangerous or just a bit of quirky, instinctive fun? Whether or not this book will answer that question is down to the reader. However, I was amazed when I began researching this subject to discover just how prevalent omens, superstition, sooth-saying and prediction are in advanced societies around the world. I considered Albert Einstein’s observation:


Scientific research can reduce superstition by encouraging people to think and survey things in terms of cause and effect. Certain it is that a conviction, akin to religious feeling, of the rationality or intelligibility of the world lies behind all scientific work of a higher order.



Genius though Albert was, I doubt my mother would have had any truck with his views when the annual making of the Christmas puddings came around. We were all firmly instructed to have a stir. This was only on Sundays, hence the term ‘stir-up Sundays’. The pudding had to be stirred from east to west, in honour of the three wise men (a pagan version of the stirring direction was made to avoid off ending the ‘sun god’), we’d add at least one silver sixpence to ensure prosperity in the coming year (with the added potential thrill of either breaking a tooth or choking to death during the Queen’s speech) and, while stirring, we all had to make a secret wish. I can’t recall if any of those wishes materialised; prosperity certainly didn’t, but I did get my first record player for Christmas in 1957.

Right now I’m looking at the rich ingredients, namely the superstitions in this book, all ready for a good stir. As it’s a Tuesday as I write this, I hope it all turns out well and, as I’ve just been to the barber’s for a trim, there’s another superstition that applies. Getting your hair cut on Tuesday is best for the wealth of the person doing the trimming. No wonder my barber’s always smiling. I hope it works for writers, too.


Part one

Wild West

 


White rabbits

 


You’ll find superstition a contagious thing.
Some people let it get the better of them.

Curt Siodmak (1902–2000), screenwriter (Donovan’s Brain and The Wolf Man)



‘White rabbits, white rabbits, white rabbits.’ There, as it’s the first day of the month today, I’ve said it. Harmless, silly, irrational. Yet, who knows? It just might make for a lucky month.

The western hemisphere is as jam-packed with superstitions and omens, along with the somewhat sexist term ‘old wives’ tales’, as anywhere else on the globe. A great number of these have obvious roots, such as walking under a ladder, based on common sense, although even this has a tenuous background in religion. Others are more peculiar.

After a particularly bad run of family luck due to various serious illnesses that ended in the death of my daughter, my grief-stricken son in law commented, ‘Anyone would think we’d killed a nest of robins.’ I pondered over that remark for some time. I subsequently discovered that the robin is one of many birds lumbered with superstition. The Irish believe that anyone who kills a robin will have a life full of misery. If a robin flies into your house, it’s a sign someone close to you will die. We didn’t kill any robins and nor did one fly into the house so our lousy luck must have resulted from something else.

Because of our geographic position, edged in a corner of wide, harsh ocean in north-western Europe, with the ancient culture of Scandinavia a short longboat trip away to the east, the British Isles has acted as a powerful magnet for superstitions for thousands of years. We’ve been invaded by Celts, Romans, Vikings and Normans, and in the past century we’ve welcomed thousands from India, Pakistan, the Caribbean and parts of Africa. Today we’re playing host to a massive influx of new migrants from countries in the European Union, such as Poland and some former Soviet states. All of these cultures will keep adding to our staggering stock of superstitions. We will find many of theirs bizarre, just as they will regard a number of ours with equal puzzlement. People with a deep religious faith often claim to have unburdened themselves of superstition. Yet – pagan or Christian – many of these small rituals, practices and omens are deeply rooted in the legacy the founding fathers of their faith have left them.

On the first day of the month in the UK, it supposedly brings luck to say ‘white rabbits’ three times before saying anything else. It was common for some WWII RAF bomber crews to exclaim ‘white rabbits’ when they awoke each day. Where did this strange idea come from? This, one of the most perplexing traditions, demonstrates what confronts us when we search for a superstition’s origin.

The ‘easy’ solution is that the rabbit is a lively breeder and he moves ahead at a decent speed. So as an emblem of birth and going forward, our cute bunny ticks the box. But could this be connected to that other floppy-eared thumper, the hare? Why is ‘white rabbits’ said three times? In various churches, cathedrals and synagogues throughout Europe and even in the Far East, three hares is a circular motif which appears in sacred sites as well as in the churches of south-west England, especially where tin-mining took place. The miners, who needed all the luck they could muster, took three hares as their craft symbol, yet they became known as the ‘tinner’s rabbits’.

This symbol even appears as early as the sixth century in cave temples in China during the Sui dynasty. Three hares, three rabbits. But why white rabbits? Why not brown? Could it be that historically, in a spiritual sense, white has always been regarded as representing purity, innocence, wholeness and completion? (If so, why is it bad luck to leave a white tablecloth on the table overnight?)

The three hares in churches are said to represent the holy trinity – father, son and holy ghost. Like many of the subjects in this book, the mystery remains deeply buried in our long past. It seems that almost everything, animal, vegetable or mineral, is encrusted with myth, legend and superstition. Perhaps when we attempt to excavate this boneyard of auguries it might tell us something about ourselves, our past, present and our future.


Is there a need for superstitions?

 

We have a choice with omens and superstitions. We can laugh them off or dismiss them, as the Chinese military philosopher Sun Tzu (544–496 BC) instructed: ‘Prohibit the taking of omens and do away with superstitious doubts. Then, until death itself comes, no calamity need be feared.’ Centuries later, the lofty Scottish anthropologist Sir James George Frazer (1854–1941), in his magisterial masterpiece on ancient religions and magic, The Golden Bough (1890), wrote, ‘If mankind had always been logical and wise, history would not be a long chronicle of folly and crime.’ However, history without folly and crime would be a bit dull.

As an alternative to any dismissal, we can continue to approach superstitions and omens with a divided mind; one eye on the arcane, ancient mystery of their existence, the other on the possibility that, in our shiny modern world, this is all just a bit of outlandish, entertaining fun.

Superstitions have other functions. We need to feel secure in a rapidly changing world. The often religious roots of superstitions can make them seem like anchors; universal laws. We can’t simply do anything we fancy. There needs to be a rule book. For many of us, superstitions act like mental brakes, making us pause and think. Omens about good or bad luck and our belief, no matter how silly, that lucky charms might work, seem to off er some vague idea that we can influence our future. To quote Sir James George Frazer again, in The Golden Bough, ‘Every man is more or less his own magician.’

Many of our British and European superstitions, rooted in the medieval world of paganism, mythology and the early Church, are usually adaptations of earlier folk beliefs revised to fit Christian morality. These travelled easily with migration, and in the USA and Canada they survive to this day, often returning to the source with added sophistication.

A good example is the tradition of Halloween that, as All Hallows’ Eve, traditionally employed humour and ridicule to confront the power of death. Of course, today – unless we’re very old and infirm or hit by some unexpected tragedy – we don’t need to confront death in the same way as our medieval forebears did, in a world of darkness and plague where you’d have been lucky to live past forty.

Today, Halloween has become a western festive night for children, the opportunity to engage in a bit of spooky fun and dressing up. Scholars are divided on whether this has pagan or Christian roots, but in recent decades it has returned across the Atlantic to the UK in all its new, colourful American livery.

When I was a kid (admittedly a long time ago) I don’t recall seeing pumpkins in the corner shop in late October, and the same goes for trick-or-treating. In the early 1960s I recall learning Chuck Berry’s song ‘Trick or Treat’ and wondering what the hell he was singing about. In any case, at that time of the year we short-trousered, dirty-legged urchins were too busy with our ‘penny for the guy’ begging in preparation for bonfire night on 5 November. Today, by late September, supermarket shelves are weighed down with pumpkins, heaving with witches’ hats, skull masks and black robes (in the aisle next to the mince pies and Christmas puddings), thanks to the attraction of Halloween as represented in Hollywood movies. As for the ‘celebratory’ burning of Guy Fawkes, the once rigorously held custom of 5 November now spreads nightly from Halloween into December, with many of the participants having little knowledge of its true origin and even less respect for what was once a one-night tradition.


Categories of superstitions

 

PERSONAL SUPERSTITIONS

These are usually connected with our ideas of good luck and bad luck. Many people have their own personal rituals; for example, keeping a combination of ‘lucky’ numbers for entering the lottery. You may have a personal lucky charm, such as a St Christopher medallion, perhaps a horseshoe nailed above your door. A gypsy might sell you a sprig of ‘lucky’ heather (but not, as we’ll discover, if you’re in Scotland, where such a talisman means bad luck). You may feel yourself to be totally devoid of superstition, yet still pull that wishbone after Christmas dinner or make a silent wish when a black cat crosses your path (provided you’re not Chinese).

Personal superstitions can also involve the interpretation of a range of myths, omens and legends with roots going back to pagan times. These are often stylised and customised over decades of family tradition. Maybe granddad was wearing a blue shirt when he won the football pools back in 1959 – so let’s wear something blue when we buy our lottery tickets. That tie you wore at that job interview – the job you actually got – why not wear it for occasions where you’re desperate for good luck? Stepped in that heap of dog poo? Is that a lucky omen masquerading as a mental consolation for the fact that everyone except a cloud of flies is avoiding you and you’re about to spend an hour scraping Fido’s foul emission off your new lucky trainers?

CULTURAL SUPERSTITIONS

These vary enormously all around the world. Often, depending on the national culture in question, what may be a traditional superstition in the west might have a totally opposite interpretation elsewhere. For example, if you possess a pair of lucky gambling trousers in the UK, you’d not be too concerned about the way you put them on. But in Turkey, to put on trousers by standing up is the sign for poverty. Black cats may sometimes be lucky in the USA and parts of Europe, but luck means white cats in the Far East.

Behaviour and manners are often radically different in many nations and are influenced by myth, magic and especially religion. In Greece, it is Tuesday the 13th of the month that is considered unlucky, not Friday the 13th. If you enjoy sushi, be careful with your chopsticks. In Japan, chopsticks should not be stuck upright into food, especially rice. Chopsticks are only stuck upright into rice in the bowl on the altar at a funeral. In the UK and the USA, crossing your fingers encourages good luck. But not in Germany. There the equivalent is ‘Daumen drücken’, literally: ‘to press your thumbs’, and it has a very different connotation – it means you’re lying and have no intention of standing by any promise you have made.

RELIGIOUS SUPERSTITIONS

There are an estimated 4,200 religions on planet Earth. Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism and Buddhism lead the field. Within these faiths, there are dozens of opposing sects and factions. In India alone there are eight dominant religions, and in China, despite the efforts of Chairman Mao and the Chinese Communist Party, religion could not be stamped out, where today there are at least five variations of religious faith. This all adds up to a lot of legends, myths, deities, scriptures, holy books, relics, temples, churches – and superstitions. There’s even a more recent western ‘religion’ known as New Age, which basically believes we’re all gods.

Some people can go to church every Sunday throughout their lives and the power of their faith and adherence to the scriptures may obliterate any superstitious habits. Yet a great number of our western superstitions have Christian connections, even though some fundamental branches of Christianity regard these as a satanic aberration. But superstitions are connected to the same needs and desires which preoccupy those with a strong religious faith. Determined atheists and agnostics will imagine they are intellectually removed from what they regard as mythical mumbo-jumbo, yet they may well stand in silent respect at a passing funeral cortège, knock on wood or catch their breath at the sight of a black cat. Islam claims to have banished superstition completely.

I was brought up as a Catholic (and am today in the ‘irretrievably lapsed’ category), and, during my teenage years in the Merchant Navy, my mother always insisted I travelled with my St Christopher medallion around my neck. In respect of her memory, my wedding ring, bought in 1966, is a St Christopher signet ring. I don’t think it stopped the big end blowing in my Ford Sierra on the M1 in 2002 (or subsequent other motoring mishaps), but as an aviophobic with an extreme dread of flying, perhaps I should thank this mythical third-century martyr for every safe take-off and landing. As we’ll see, belief in the power of holy objects is one of the broader areas of superstition, which remains the engine which drives many religions.


Omens, old wives’ tales and portents

 

We need here to look at the definitions of three related terms. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the definition of ‘omen’ tells us it’s a noun, an event regarded as a portent of good or evil: e.g. ‘the ghost’s appearance was an ill omen’ or ‘a rise in imports might be an omen of recovery’. It has prophetic significance: ‘the raven seemed a bird of evil omen.’ It comes from the late sixteenth century, from the Latin ominosus.

The definition of ‘superstition’ is again a noun, an excessively credulous belief in and reverence for the supernatural: e.g., ‘he dismissed the ghost stories as mere superstition’. It also represents a widely held but irrational belief in supernatural influences, especially as leading to good or bad luck, or a practice based on such a belief: e.g., ‘she touched her locket for luck, a superstition she’d had since childhood’. The word comes from Middle English and from Old French or from the Latin superstitio(n-), from super (‘over’) and stare (‘to stand’), perhaps from the notion of ‘standing over’ something in awe.

A close relative of these terms is the old wives’ tale, an epithet indicating a supposed ‘truth’ which is really a superstition and probably (but not always) untrue and subject to ridicule. This fits the idea of the urban legend, folklore passed on from the old to a younger generation. It doesn’t say much for the contemptuous way older, often single, women were regarded in antiquity, and the feminine aspect can be gauged by the fact that most of these tales address traditional female concerns, such as pregnancy, social relations, health, herbalism and nutrition.

In defence of ‘old wives’ everywhere, it’s worth pausing here to examine ten of their ‘tales’ which are actually true.


Wise old wives – cleverer than you thought . . .

 

1. Chicken soup and health: if you’re suffering from a bad cold, according to Dr Stephen Rennard of the University of Nebraska medical centre in Omaha, chicken soup reduces inflammation as it slows down the activity of white blood cells, relieving some of the symptoms.

2. Childbirth: if a mother experiences a long, strenuous labour, the result is often a baby boy. It appears scientifically correct that we blokes give our mothers far more painful trouble coming into the world than our sisters do. It’s something to do with our size and our big heads. In Ireland in 2003 a medical survey revealed that labour complications were more prevalent for women giving birth to boys, with an increased number of emergency caesareans.

3. ‘An apple a day keeps the doctor away’: this Welsh proverb first appeared in print in 1866. Originally it was in the form of a rhyme: ‘Eat an apple on going to bed and you’ll keep the doctor from earning his bread.’ There’s nothing wrong with this – as part of your five-a-day fruit and veg routine, it works. In 2013 a medical survey came to the conclusion that if all the over-fifties in the UK chose to eat that single apple daily, it might stave off or even prevent up to 8500 strokes or heart attacks a year.

4. Chocolate relieves premenstrual cramps: apparently it does, according to a study by the University of Chicago. It’s nutritious and one of its antioxidants, anandamide, is an endogenous cannabinoid neurotransmitter, which sends chemical messages between nerve cells (neurons) throughout the nervous system. Like cannabis, this affects brain areas that influence pleasure, memory, thinking, concentration, movement, coordination and sensory and time perception. Anandamide gets its name from the Sanskrit word ananda, meaning ‘joy’, ‘bliss’, ‘delight’. It may calm you down, reducing anxiety. Chocolate is only naughty if you eat too much of it – and don’t give it to your dog.

5. Ladies – want to avoid pregnancy? It may spoil that magic moment, but make him take a hot bath. A good hot soak for a bloke can lower that male fertility factor. So if he comes over all amorous, make sure you’ve paid the gas bill and the boiler’s working.

6. Pregnant and experiencing repeated heartburn? The old wives maintained that this guaranteed the arrival of a very hairy baby. Once again, they weren’t far wrong. At Johns Hopkins University in 2007 they surveyed this bit of archaic wisdom and discovered that babies born to mothers with excessive heartburn did indeed produce off spring with more than their expected share of hair.

7. Full moon: an old wives’ favourite. ‘Howling at the moon’ sums up the way many people think that earth’s satellite affects people. But there’s more than a grain of truth here, too. The moon is a powerful astronomical influence not only on the tides but on animals and people. Lunar patterns during a full moon have been shown to have some effect on the birth rate, fertility and our sleep patterns. And although the term ‘lunatic’ is not politically correct, we can see where it came from.

8. Hair of the dog: if you’re a drinker, you’ll know all about the horrors of a hangover. And in the head-throbbing morning, if you’re not driving, you can indeed alleviate the symptoms with a small measure of what made you drunk the night before. But it’s a dangerous exercise – a potentially vicious cycle. The best way to keep the boozy pain at bay is by drinking a pint of water before you go to bed. It works, although you’ll make more than a few trips to the bathroom.

9. Cheese for supper and dodgy dreams will follow: this is true for a lot of us. A few pints of Stella to loosen your self-control can mean a quattro formaggi pizza on the way home from the pub. Clocking in at about 750 calories on top of the beer, it can do all sorts to your sleep pattern. But some scientists claim that cheese’s psychoactive fungal elements can indeed affect your dreams, although not always necessarily in a bad way. The one to look out for, according to a British Cheese Board survey in 2005, might be stilton.

10. Eat some fish – it’s good for your brain: I grew up in a fish city – the port of Hull – and fish and chips was on our table every other night. Seems again that the old wives were right. According to a Harvard school of public health study, published in 2006 in the Journal of the American Medical Association, pregnant women who ate plenty of fish had babies who did well in tests at six months old, because the omega-three fats in fish are important for optimal development of the brain and nervous system. And if you eat fish three times per week, this reduces by more than one-third the chances of dying from heart disease.


Omens and portents are big bucks

 

Mankind’s age-old entrepreneurial spirit has always meant he can make money from just about anything. If the word ‘designer’ is attached, and the brand is right, people will willingly empty their wallets. The situation is no different with the paranormal and spiritual market. Touring mediums fill theatres at twenty pounds a ticket. You can buy any number of lucky talismanic products online or from various magazines. Tarot readings are increasingly popular.

I recently tried out a free reading by a famous online psychic and opened up a Pandora’s box of daily emails imploring me to pay for stage one of my future knowledge and, as I didn’t respond, the ensuing emails began to suggest that something cataclysmic was about to happen, something I should know about, according to my star sign, and that – for a fee – could be revealed. Many people receiving this cyber sales pitch could fall for it and pay dearly. None of this is necessarily bad, unless you are a member of some serious religious sect.

How a person chooses to spend their money is their business. Yet if there were some way of containing fresh air in suitable receptacles and selling it back to a diesel-choking population, there would already be a string of high-street outlets (Air4U?) doing just that. In the UK you can pay as little as £3.99 for a bottle of wine. However, I recently paid £6 for a bottle of water in a Birmingham restaurant. To my generation, the commercial gentrification of humble H2O remains one of capitalism’s craftiest cons, yet in some countries – Germany, for instance – if you raise a toast using water you’re wishing bad luck on your drinking friends. Therefore, if you’re eating lunch or dinner, push your plate aside for a minute and consider the following slightly tenuous diversion from superstition as an example. (You may think I’m straying from the subject, but there is a point.)

Try to imagine the eighteenth-century annual balance sheet of the entrepreneurial John Hunt of Goswell Street in London. He distributed flyers advertising his services as ‘Night man and rubbish-carter’. In Manchester, men making a living in the same business were called ‘night mechanics’. They collected human ordure, dug out cess pits and made sure everyone’s urine did not go to waste. I suppose at least they didn’t need to let their family know when they’d arrived home after a shift – they would have smelled them coming from the top of the street.

The excrement was valuable on the land (and is still big business in parts of China) and the human urine had many more profitable uses. It was used for tanning leather and most launderers preferred it to soap for cleaning and whitening clothes. It was used as a tooth whitener, applied to battle wounds and was important in warfare because of the saltpetre used to make gunpowder. As we expel enough in our lifetime to fill a swimming pool, it seems a shame so much pee is wasted today.

There are a number of superstitions concerning bodily waste but they mainly apply to animal and bird droppings – although in China the darker human faeces are associated with evil, disaster and bad fortune. Robert Boyle (1627–1691), the father of chemistry, told patients to drink a draught of their own issue every morning while it was still warm. Boyle’s friend and contemporary was Thomas Willis, England’s costliest doctor (although he treated the poor for free), and he had such faith in drinking your own that he recommended to a well-heeled lady that she should imbibe her own warm urine against ‘extreme sourness’ in her throat. In 2011 it was reported that a surgeon in Beverly Hills practising liposuction had been using his patents’ extracted fat as ‘lipodiesel’ to run his own and his girlfriend’s SUV. Because he was breaking state laws on medical waste, he decamped to South America.

One would have thought that there’s enough money to be made in plastic surgery to afford the odd tank of diesel.

So what has this malodorous diversion to do with superstition? It’s about making money from our humanity. While I am in no way comparing profits gained from superstition and prediction to effluent, the growing astrological lucky charm and prediction markets deal with our cerebral issues, while others have profited from what comes out of the other end.

You may be surprised that there are quite a lot of superstitions attached to just about every human extremity, from your hair down to your toenails. The Greeks and Romans once thought that the gods interfered with bodily functions. If you’re superstitious and have money to spare, you can hedge your bets by investing through AstrologicalInvesting.com, where I imagine them to start the day with a superstition: ‘Find a penny, pick it up, all the day you’ll have good luck’.

According to the entertaining website doubtfulnews.com, specialising in news of ‘alt. med/anti-vax, cryptozoology, hauntings, paranormal, UFOs, psychics, superstition and money-making schemes and generally questionable claims’:


Despite a few cases in which psychics were sued or prosecuted for alleged fraud, overall the psychic services industry is thriving; it has grown 2.2% from 2009 to 2014 and is projected to grow another 3% in the next four years, according to research firm IBIS World. The $1.9 billion revenue industry consists of astrology, mediumship, palmistry and numerology, among other services.



In some businesses, good luck symbols are aimed at bringing attention back into focus. In the more adventurous corners of the new, commercial hipster world, superstition is often regarded as ‘cool’. These symbols supposedly help you to think more carefully, enhancing your corporate life. But once in a while, superstition can give big western businesses more than a few headaches, especially when far away from their homeland comfort zone, facing an unexpectedly united front of superstition, feng shui and numerology.

In China there is a firm belief that humanity is linked to the earth and everything is interconnected to achieve a harmonic balance. If a business fails in China, it can often be blamed on bad feng shui. Architects have to respect the landscape so that new buildings blend in. This ensures the flow of chi, a positive energy. So when the Disney Corporation’s chief designer, Tom Morris, faced the challenge of building Mickey’s kingdom, Disneyland Hong Kong, on reclaimed land in Penny’s Bay, Lantau Island, the ancient art of feng shui was required.

Goofy must have been scratching his head when feng shui, numerology and superstition took over the blueprints. Disney had to incorporate the five elements of feng shui (water, wood, fire, earth and metal) into the site, so you’ll see a lot of water at the Hong Kong branch, which opened in 2005. A geomancer had to be employed. Geomancy is divination by means of figures or lines or geographic features. Then the local Hong Kong feng shui experts came on board. The main entrance gate’s position was not spiritually pleasing so the Chinese had it moved twelve degrees to maximise a positive flow of chi energy. As each building was completed, a ritual of burning incense was carried out. There was even a superstitious element to the path visitors would walk from the adjoining train station. They had to create a curve in the walkway so that good fortune couldn’t easily escape the site. Then there were ‘no fire’ zones, in which you couldn’t build a kitchen.

If all this wasn’t enough to have a Californian architect tearing his hair out, along came the numerologists. If you speak Cantonese, you’ll realise that the pronunciation of the number four sounds very similar to the word ‘death’. It’s considered very unlucky, so throughout the park no buildings have a fourth floor. But in Cantonese and Mandarin culture, if you’re looking for wealth and prosperity, the number eight is fine. In fact, if you say the number 2238 in Cantonese, it sounds eerily like ‘becoming wealthy with ease’. Therefore one of the Disney restaurants is decorated with 2238 lotus blossoms. A hotel ballroom on the site was built to measure 888 square feet. It’s hard to say what that old son of fun, Chairman Mao, would have made of all this, but one thing would please him – there’s a lot of the colour red at Hong Kong Disneyland – red represents prosperity.

One thing you never give as a gift in China is a clock – it’s a bad omen, prefacing a possible funeral. So if you need to know the time at Hong Kong Disneyland, better wear your watch – there are no clocks to be seen. Finally, if a man dons a green hat in Hong Kong it’s an admission of adultery, so if you’re looking for some Robin Hood-type headgear over there, you’ll not find any in Uncle Walt’s onsite stores.

Following that diversion to the other side of the world, it’s time to examine just how superstitious the British are. I was extremely fortunate in this instance to make contact with Professor Richard Wiseman, of the psychology department at the University of Hertfordshire. Professor Wiseman’s work in the area of superstition, luck and the paranormal, and his numerous books, have proved invaluable in my research. I was delighted, therefore, when he generously gave me permission to include here his fascinating 2003 UK superstition survey. Over a decade later, we can only wonder what a current survey might reveal, but these edifying results are extremely interesting.


UK superstition survey

 

THE RESULTS DESCRIBED ARE BASED ON INFORMATION PROVIDED
BY THE 2068 PEOPLE WHO PARTICIPATED IN A NATIONAL
SUPERSTITION SURVEY DURING 2003 NATIONAL SCIENCE WEEK.

1. The current levels of superstitious behaviour and beliefs in the UK are surprisingly high, even among those with a scientific background.

Touching wood is the most popular UK superstition, followed by crossing fingers, avoiding ladders, not smashing mirrors, carrying a lucky charm and having superstitious beliefs about the number thirteen.

2. Superstitious people tend to worry about life, have a strong need for control, and have a low tolerance for ambiguity.

3. There has been a significant increase in superstition, possibly as a result of current economic and political uncertainties. This is especially true of people with a high need for control and low tolerance for ambiguity.

4. The Scots top the UK superstition table, followed by the English, the Welsh and Northern Irish.

5. Women are more superstitious than men and young people more than old.

6. The many bizarre personal superstitions collected during the survey illustrate the extent of modern-day superstitious behaviour.

GENERAL LEVELS OF SUPERSTITIOUS BEHAVIOUR AND BELIEF

Respondents were asked to rate the degree to which they were superstitious, and whether they carried out the following super stitious behaviours:


Saying ‘fingers crossed’ or actually crossing fingers.

Avoiding walking under a ladder because it is associated with bad luck.
Being superstitious about the number thirteen.

Being anxious about breaking a mirror because it is thought to cause bad luck.
Saying ‘touch wood’ or actually touching or knocking on wood.

Carrying a lucky charm or object.

The results indicate very high levels of superstitious beliefs and behaviour.



Seventy-seven per cent of people indicated that they were at least a little superstitious and/or carried out some form of superstitious behaviour, and 42% indicated that they were very/somewhat superstitious. To help place these figures in perspective, a 1996 Gallup poll reported that 53% of Americans said that they were at least a little superstitious, and only 25% admitted to being very/somewhat superstitious.

People were also asked to indicate if they had a background in science. Interestingly, even 25% of people who indicated that this was the case said that they were very/somewhat superstitious. The rank order and percentages of people endorsing these behaviours and beliefs are shown in the table opposite:



	Rank

	Superstition

	Percentage of people endorsing each superstition




	1

	Touch wood

	74%




	2

	Fingers crossed

	65%




	3

	Avoiding ladders

	50%




	4

	Smashing mirrors

	39%




	5

	Carrying charm

	28%




	6

	Number thirteen

	26%





WHAT SORTS OF PEOPLE ARE SUPERSTITIOUS?

The survey examined the possible relationship between super stitious beliefs and whether people:

worry about life, e.g., do you agree/disagree with the statement: ‘I tend to worry about life’?

have a strong need for control, e.g., do you agree/disagree with the statement: ‘I get quite anxious when I’m in a situation over which I have no control’?

do not like ambiguity in their lives, e.g., do you agree/disagree with the statement: ‘I believe that there is a clear difference between right and wrong’?

The results were striking. People who tend to worry about life are far more superstitious than others – 50% of worriers were very/somewhat superstitious, compared to just 24% of non-worriers. People who have a strong need for control in their lives are far more
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