
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Magpies & Red Skies

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				For my Dearest Emma-Loola

				Here’s to another twenty years!

				Disclaimer:

				This book and its contents are intended for general informational and entertainment purposes only and should not be relied upon as factual or purporting to be factual or promoting a belief or encouraging any specific practice based on the information in this book. Neither the publisher nor the author is engaged in rendering factual beliefs or statements as detailed in this book. You are strongly encouraged to obtain appropriate independent professional or religious or medical advice before engaging in or relying on any of the information detailed in this book.

				The publisher and the author make no representations or warranties of any kind, express or implied, with respect to the factual accuracy (both intended and purported accuracy), completeness or currency of the contents of this book, and specifically disclaim, without any limitation, any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose and any injury, illness, damage, liability or loss incurred, directly or indirectly, from the use or application of any of the contents of this book. Furthermore, the publisher and the author are not affiliated with and do not sponsor or endorse any uses of or beliefs about superstitions as being religiously and or scientifically accurate or advisable in any way referred in this book.

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				Published in 2022 by Welbeck

				An imprint of Welbeck Non-Fiction Limited, part of Welbeck Publishing Group.

				Based in London and Sydney

				www.welbeckpublishing.com

				Design and layout © Welbeck Non-Fiction Limited 2022

				Text © Willow Winsham 2022

				Willow Winsham has asserted her moral right to be identified as the author of this Work in accordance with the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

				All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronically, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owners and the publishers.

				A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

				ISBN 978-1-80279-191-4EISBN 978-1-80279-492-2

				Printed in Dubai

				10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

				Illustrations: Suzanne Washington except pages 212, 213, 218, 219, endpapers © Julia Dreams via Creative Market

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Magpies & Red Skies

			

		

		
			
				Willow winsham

			

		

		
			
				The enchanting origins of 100 superstitions

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				CONTENTS

			

		

		
			
				Itchy Palms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12

				Lucky Horseshoes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .14

				Passing on the Stairs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .16

				Saluting Magpies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .18

				Breaking Eggshells . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .20

				Chewing Gum at Night . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .22

				Toasting with Water . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .24

				New Shoes on the Table . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .26

				Picking Up Pennies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .28

				Spilling Salt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .30

				Wearing Clothes Inside Out . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .32

				White Rabbit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .34

				Eating 12 Grapes on New Year’s Eve . . . . . . . . . . .36

				Breaking a Mirror . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .38

				Friday 13th . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .40

				Opening an Umbrella Indoors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .42

				Spilling Wine . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .44

				Knocking on Wood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .46

				Cutting Cake . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48

				Seeing Your Doppelganger . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .50

				Sticking Chopsticks into Rice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .52

				Walking Under Ladders . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .54

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Cutting Bread . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .56

				Sweeping Dirt Out of the House . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58

				Hearing an Owl at Night . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .60

				Returning Home for Forgotten Things . . . . . . . . .62

				Tucking in Thumbs When Passing a Cemetery . .64

				A Bird Flying into the House . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .66

				Break a Leg . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68

				Putting a Hat on your Bed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .70

				Salt in a New Home . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .72

				Stepping Over Someone. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .74

				Whistling at Night . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .76

				Stepping on Pavement Cracks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .78

				Sneezing Three Times . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .80

				Sleeping with a Fan on at Night . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .82

				Cutting Nails at Night . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .84

				Killing a Spider . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .86

				Bird Excrement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .88

				Rain on a Wedding Day . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .90

				Turn Your Thumb at the Hagia Sophia . . . . . . . . . .92 

				Giving a Knife as a Gift . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .94

				Hearing a Cock Crow . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .96

				Spilling Water . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .98

				Being Separated When Walking . . . . . . . . . . . . .100 

				Dropping a Glove . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .102

				A Black Cat Crossing Your Path . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .104

				108A Stopped Clock  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .108

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Calling a Baby Cute . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 110

				Letting a Baby Look in a Mirror . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 112

				Taking Bananas on a Boat . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 114

				Writing in Red Ink . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 116

				Tetraphobia – Fear of the Number Four . . . . . . . 118

				Sleeping with your Head Facing North . . . . . . . .120

				Pointing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .122

				Saying “Happy Birthday” Early . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .124

				Sleeping in the Moonlight . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .126

				Walking Backwards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .128

				Eating the Last Piece of Food . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .130

				Sitting at the Corner of the Table . . . . . . . . . . . . .132

				Leaving Empty Bottles on the Floor . . . . . . . . . .134

				Exam Luck . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .136

				Singing at the Dinner Table . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .138

				Treading in Dog Excrement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .140

				A Fly in Your Drink . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .142

				Thunder – Good or Bad Luck? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .144

				Walking Over Drains . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .146

				Giving Yellow Flowers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .148

				Burning Christmas Evergreens . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .150

				Finding a Four-Leaf Clover . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .152

				Seeing a Hay Wagon . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .154

				Wearing Red During a Storm . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .156

				Hearing Three Knocks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .158

				Knitting Outside . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .160

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Dropping Cutlery . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .162

				Lucky Chimney Sweeps . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .164

				Unlucky President Menem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .166

				Hiccups . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .168

				The First Butterfly of the Year . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .170

				Lighting a Cigarette from a Candle . . . . . . . . . . .172

				Unlucky Redheads . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .174

				An Itchy Nose . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .176

				Going Home After a Funeral . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .178

				Burning Lost Teeth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .180

				A Seventh Child . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .182

				Three on a Match . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .184

				Covering Mirrors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .186

				Disposing of Hair Cuttings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .188

				Born With Teeth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .190

				A Toad Crossing Your Path . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .192

				A Lucky Silver Coin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .194

				Seeing a Shooting Star . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .196

				Picking up a Handkerchief . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .198

				Cats Predicting the Weather . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .200

				Unlucky Green . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .202

				Sewing on a Sunday . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .204

				Unlucky Hares . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .206

				Peacock Feathers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .208

				The First Thing You Do in the New Year . . . . . . .210

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				INTRODUCTION

			

		

		
			
				A PINCH OF SALT

			

		

		
			
				8

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				What is superstition? According to the dictionary definition, a superstition is: “a belief or practice resulting from ignorance, fear of the unknown, trust in magic or chance, or a false conception of causation.” Being labelled as superstitious has long-held negative connotations, often used as an insult or way to denigrate. 

				Although it is tempting to think of superstition as something from the uneducated past, superstitious belief permeates our lives even today. Do you knock on wood after tempting fate, or cross your fingers in the hope that something will come true? Perhaps you avoid cracks in the pavement as you walk? If so, you are not alone – these are just a few of the superstitions people carry out daily without even thinking, so ingrained are they into our collective cultural psyches. 

				In the pages that follow, we will embark on a whirlwind tour across time and place, looking at one hundred of the most fascinating – and in some cases, most obscure – superstitions from across the globe. Is it unlucky if a hare crosses your path? Just why should you avoid mentioning the name of one of Argentina’s former presidents? When is it considered lucky to throw water over someone? Gathered from a variety of sources, from books and archives, to word of mouth and the depths of the internet, the superstitions included are just the tip of the iceberg. Through them, we not only explore what it means to be superstitious, but also discover the unifying similarities and glorious differences between superstitious beliefs across the world. 

				An in-depth exploration of every superstition and location is beyond the scope of this book. So, the most interesting and relevant facts about each superstition are covered, with a selection of the locations where it is found, rather than an exhaustive list. There is also a fine line between superstition and cultural tradition, for that reason, and to avoid offence or cultural appropriation, certain practices have been omitted. It must also be remembered that many superstitions in this day and age are outdated and offensive, and inclusion within this book does not equate to endorsement. 

				So grab a drink, sit back, and lose yourself for a while in a journey through some of the strangest and most fascinating superstitions from across the globe!
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				Itchy Palms
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				Have you ever felt an itching on the palm of your hand? According to belief across the world, this could be a sign that money is soon to come your way. Before you start celebrating, however, take note of which palm has the itch; some believe that an itchy left palm will bring with it a windfall, while an itchy right palm will lead to a loss of money. Others hold that the reverse is true, and that an itch on the right will bring you good fortune, but an itch on the left will lead to giving money away. Don’t be too despondent if the wrong hand is itching though – popular belief states that any ill luck can be cancelled out by rubbing the afflicted palm against wood. 

				The belief that itchy palms are connected to money is widespread, prevalent in particular in the UK, the US, Turkey, India and Russia. It is often said that this link between palms and money stems back to a European practice in the pre-Christian era. During this time, rubbing afflicted skin with silver was believed to cure disease, and it has been suggested that, over time, itchy palms and money have thus become connected in popular culture. 

				It is also important how you go about scratching your itch. If you scratch the palm of your left hand with the fingers of the right, then you will be sure to lose money. The opposite, however – scratching the palm of your right hand with the fingers of your left – means that money will come your way. 

				There is a saying, left to leave, right to receive. This highlights the general belief that the right side of the body is inherently good, and therefore an itch anywhere on that side of the body will bring good fortune. The left side, however, is considered unlucky, and is sometimes linked to the Devil. In India, some Hindus give and receive money with the right hand, and not the left, since the right hand is associated with good and clean tasks. 
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			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				15

			

		

		
			
				Horseshoes are considered to be linked to good luck – or a lack of it – across the globe. They are a familiar sight and are often found hanging over doorways and other points of access, as a sign of prosperity and protection. 

				There is a great deal of debate over which way to hang a horseshoe. Some swear that the shoe must be hung with the open end upwards, in order to prevent the luck from falling out. Others insist that the open end should point downwards, allowing the luck to reach those who pass beneath it. 

				How did horseshoes come to be such symbols of good fortune? One of the most common theories is due to horseshoes being made of iron. Iron has long been considered a form of protection against bad magic, witches and all sorts of ill-fortune, across Europe, Asia and the US. 

				According to one legend, the future St Dunstan, an English bishop of the tenth century, was visited in his forge by a stranger asking to be re-shoed. Spying cloven feet, the horrified Dunstan realized that his customer was the Devil himself; thinking quickly, he hid his fear and agreed to the request. He drove the nails into the soft part of the Devil’s foot, causing such agony that from that day forth, it is said that the Devil would be repelled by the very sight of a horseshoe. 

				The number of nails a shoe is held together by can apparently influence how lucky a shoe may be. The more nails, the more luck, and often seven is considered to be the perfect number. The number of nails can also signify how many years of good luck you can expect. 

				In nineteenth-century Germany, there was a belief that finding a horseshoe and nailing it over a doorway, with its points facing outwards, would protect a home against witches, fire and lightning. If the points faced inwards, bad fortune would come. A belief from Bohemia, however, cautioned against picking up a horseshoe; it was thought that the person who did so would be picking up bad luck for themselves. 

				Horseshoes are not only considered lucky on land – sailors have been known to nail them to the masts of their ships to help avoid storms.
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				Never pass upon the stairs, you’ll meet an angel unawares. Meeting someone heading in the other direction as we are walking up or down the stairs is a common occurrence, but were you aware that to cross paths with them is said to bring great misfortune?

				This belief was so strongly held in nineteenth-century England that some people flat out refused to pass someone on the stairs, whatever the inconvenience. Instead, they would either return to their rooms or head back down the stairs – an action also fraught with peril – as it was considered bad luck by some to turn back whilst on the way upstairs. Obviously this could lead to problems, both if you want to avoid passing someone, but likewise if you have forgotten something on your way up. All is not lost – if you really do need to retrace your steps, whistling while doing so or walking down backwards could apparently help to counteract the bad luck. 

				If you really cannot avoid passing someone on the stairs, keeping your fingers crossed as you do so is hoped to stop the misfortune that could be coming your way. Holding your breath is also said to offer some protection. 

				From a practical perspective, passing on the stairs could lead to a dangerous fall, especially in days gone by when staircases were narrow or winding. Some believe, however, that this superstition has come about due to a connection between stairs and the way to Heaven itself, the literal stairway to Heaven. Passing on the stairs is therefore linked with death, the inevitable and final step before ascending heavenwards. 

				What happens if you stumble on the stairs? While tripping downwards comes with obvious danger, to trip while heading upwards is actually considered to be good luck, and is thought to lead to either your own wedding, or that of the next person to go up the stairs after you. 
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				One for sorrow, two for mirth, three for a funeral, four for a birth. So goes the popular late eighteenth-century rhyme. Despite many variations of the verse over the years, in the UK and North America, the sight of a solitary magpie is well known as a sign of impending bad luck. Later additions to the rhyme include: five for silver, six for gold, seven for a secret never to be told, eight for heaven, nine for hell. Some rhymes go as far as thirteen! A Lancashire variant states: five for rich, six for poor, seven for a witch. 

				There are several ways to apparently negate the bad luck of seeing a lone magpie. Saluting the bird is common, as is asking after the wellbeing of himself and his wife, since alluding to the second magpie then brings on good luck. To raise your hat or blink rapidly to make one magpie appear like two is also thought to help, as is flapping your arms and squawking like a second magpie. Spitting three times over your shoulder or turning around three times is also suggested. According to Somerset lore, simply carry an onion with you at all times and you should be well protected.

				Magpies are not considered to be bad luck throughout the world. In Mongolia, magpies are said to control the weather, and in China, a singing magpie is a sign of happiness and good fortune. In Korea, magpies are also thought to bring good luck, and it is the crow that signifies bad luck. 

				Magpies certainly have a bad reputation. According to legend, the magpie has a drop of the Devil’s blood underneath its tongue. The magpie bears the stigma of apparently being the only bird to refrain from crying during the crucifixion, choosing to offer no comfort to the suffering Christ. It was also said to have eschewed the refuge of Noah’s ark, instead sitting outside swearing and chattering throughout the storm. Particularly in England, France and Italy, the magpie is known as a thief of shiny objects and as a scavenger, linked to death and suffering. 
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				Are you fond of a couple of boiled eggs for breakfast? According to popular superstition, it is a good idea to break the shells up before disposing of them. If not, you run the risk of witches using them for their nefarious purposes. 

				This was a commonly held belief across the UK, but there were some variations from area to area. In nineteenth-century Pembrokeshire, Wales, witches were said to have settled from Flanders (now part of Belgium) many years before, apparently using eggshell boats to make their journey. These witches were to be greatly feared, and it was considered important to crush your eggshells to prevent them from harming both the people eating the eggs and the hens that laid them. 

				In Ireland, pushing a spoon through the bottom of an eggshell after eating was encouraged, again to prevent witches from using them as ships and also bringing bad fortune to the egg-eater. In Ireland and Scotland, another variation was to break the shell in the shape of a cross in order to deter witches. According to Breton belief, an eggshell should be broken by striking it three times to prevent someone placing a curse on you. 

				English MP Reginald Scott references the belief in his 1584 Discoverie of Witches, where he mentions witches sailing in eggshells. During the witch trials of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, witches were often accused of raising storms and causing danger and death to sailors and seamen. It made sense, therefore, to prevent them from taking to the water to carry out their schemes.

				It was not only witches who might use eggshells for evil purposes. In Ireland, it was thought that fairies often frequented unbroken shells. In the Netherlands, elves were believed to use eggshells as boats. Russian water spirits were also sometimes said to use eggshells as a mode of transport. In Portugal, it is advised that eggshells are broken as quickly as possible due to the Devil living in them. 

				The belief that eggshells should be broken to avoid being spellbound or harmed by evil magic was recorded as early as the first century CE, when Roman author Pliny the Elder referred to the practice as widespread.
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