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    To Sir James George Frazer (1854–1941), whose monumental work The Golden Bough illuminated the dark paths of human myth and ritual, and whose spirit still walks among the harvest fires and shadowed crossroads of October.

      

    



  	
        
            
             
"The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown."
— H.P. Lovecraft, Supernatural Horror in Literature
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CHAPTER ONE

The Thinning Veil
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Upon that night, when fairies light / On Cassilis Downans dance...

— Robert Burns, "Halloween" (1785)



The cattle came down from the summer pastures in the last days of October, and every soul in the settlement understood what their lowing meant. The bright half of the year was over. The herds that had grazed the high shielings all summer were driven back down to the byres beside the houses; the weakest were slaughtered, their meat salted and smoked against the coming cold; the grain was in. Ahead lay the dark half of the year — months of short days and long nights, of hunger held at bay by whatever had been stored away. On the hilltops, the last great fires of the season were lit.

The Gaels called this turning Samhain.

You would not have recognized it as a holiday, not in the modern sense. There were no costumes bought from a shop, no candy, no plastic skeletons swaying from the eaves. There was fire, and there was food, and there was the oldest human suspicion of all — that on this particular night, the ordinary rules had loosened.

For Samhain was a threshold, and the Celtic mind was obsessed with thresholds. Doorways, riverbanks, the shoreline where the tide turns, the hour that is neither day nor night — these in-between places belonged to neither world, and therefore to both. Samhain was the threshold of the year itself, the hinge between light and dark. The people who lived by it believed that the dead, and the aos sí — the fair folk, the people of the mounds — could pass through it as easily as a man steps through an open door.

So the door was left open. Or, depending on the household and the century, very carefully shut.

How old is this hinge in the year? Older, it turns out, than the Celts who named it. On the Hill of Tara, the ceremonial heart of ancient Ireland, stands a modest Neolithic passage tomb called the Mound of the Hostages, raised more than five thousand years ago. Its short stone passage was aligned by its Stone Age builders so that the rising sun would reach down the corridor and flood the inner chamber — not at the winter solstice, as at nearby Newgrange, but at the cross-quarter dawns of early November and early February, the mornings we now call Samhain and Imbolc ("Samhain Sunrise at the Hill of Tara"). Whoever built that mound, two millennia before anyone spoke a Celtic tongue in Ireland, already treated this turn of the year as a moment worth orienting a monument toward. Samhain did not invent the date. It inherited it.

Across Ireland, Scotland, and the Isle of Man, the customs that later gathered around this night shared a single logic: if the barrier between worlds is thin, then this is the hour to ask the future its intentions. Apples and hazelnuts — the fruit of a harvest already gathered — became instruments of prophecy. Nuts were named for a pair of lovers and set at the edge of the fire to see which would burn steady and which would crack and leap apart. Robert Burns catalogued these Scottish rites in his 1785 poem "Halloween," annotating the nut-burning and the apple divination in careful footnotes, as though half afraid his readers would not believe such things were still done (Burns). A place was laid at the table for the family's own dead, and the living ate in silence so as not to disturb their guests — a rite called the dumb supper, which we will meet again, transplanted whole, in the Ozark hills of Part Three. And those who moved abroad between the fires sometimes went disguised — faces smeared, clothing turned inside out — so that any spirit loose that night might take them for one of its own and let them pass. In that small act of misdirection lies the distant ancestor of every costume you have ever worn.

The bonfires themselves were not scattered private affairs. Irish tradition remembers a single great fire kindled each Samhain eve on the Hill of Ward — Tlachtga — a low green hill near Athboy in County Meath, within sight of Tara a dozen miles to the west. From that one sacred blaze, the story runs, burning brands were carried out through the night to rekindle the hearth of every house in the country, but only after each household had first let its own fire go cold. Extinguish everything; take new flame from the communal fire; begin the year in a single shared light (Gilroy). For a long while scholars filed this away as romantic embroidery. Then archaeologists began digging. Steve Davis and his team from University College Dublin have traced at Tlachtga a ring of vast concentric enclosures nearly two hundred metres across, along with layers of intense burning, the site in use from the late Bronze Age down into the early medieval period ("Tlachtga – The Hill of Ward"). Davis has gone so far as to suggest that Tlachtga was such a notorious pagan centre that the medieval Church deliberately wrote it out of the Saint Patrick story. Today a torchlight procession climbs the hill again every Samhain, and the old fire is relit, on purpose, one more time.

The great medieval Irish tales knew this night too. They set their pivotal events at Samhain — battles, the deaths of kings, the opening of the síde, those ancient passage-mounds understood as doorways to the Otherworld that stood ajar only now. Assemblies were held. Debts were settled. The tribe drew itself together in the last of the light and looked, uneasily, toward the dark.

Nearly everything in the paragraphs above is genuinely old. Nearly everything you think you know about why is not. That paradox sits at the very centre of Halloween, and it is worth meeting head-on before we take another step.

*   *   *
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Take the name itself. Open almost any popular account of the holiday and you will be told that Samhain means "summer's end," from the Old Irish sam, summer, and fuin, end. It is a lovely etymology. It is also, in the judgment of most Celticists, a folk etymology — a plausible story the medieval Irish told about their own word, and one we have gone on repeating ever since. Ronald Hutton, whose Stations of the Sun remains the standard history of the British ritual year, treats the "summer's end" reading as a later guess rather than a settled fact (Hutton). And there is older evidence than the Irish glosses. On a fragmentary bronze calendar unearthed at Coligny, in France, and inscribed in the second century of our era, a month named Samonios appears, carrying a notation for the trinoux samonii, the "three nights of Samonios." The word is older than Ireland's telling of it, and its first meaning is still argued over. Some read summer. Some read assembly, a gathering. None can say for certain.

I dwell on this not out of pedantry but because it sets the terms for everything ahead. The traditions we are about to cross the world to meet are ancient, real, and astonishing. They are also encrusted, layer upon layer, with later inventions that pass themselves off as antiquity. Part of the honest work of this book is learning to tell the Iron Age from the nineteenth century.

Which brings us to the veil.

You have heard the phrase. On Samhain, they say, the veil between the worlds grows thin. It is the single most repeated line in the entire Halloween canon, printed on candles and greeting cards and murmured at ten thousand modern rites. The image it carries is authentically old: the Celts unquestionably believed the boundary between the living and the dead dissolved on this night. But the phrase — that specific, beautiful "thinning of the veil" — is not something any Iron Age druid ever said. It surfaces in the Spiritualist parlours of the nineteenth century and the Wiccan revival of the twentieth, then gets retrofitted onto a festival two thousand years its senior. As Nicholas Rogers documents in his own history of the holiday, a great deal of what now passes for immemorial Halloween lore was in fact assembled comparatively recently (Rogers). The belief is ancient. The words are Victorian in their Sunday best.

None of which makes Samhain any less powerful. If anything it makes it more so, because it means we are watching, in real time, a living tradition that has never once stopped rewriting itself. That is the whole subject of this book.

*   *   *
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Then the Church arrived, and the calendar it carried did not so much erase Samhain as move in beside it — All Saints, All Souls, All Hallows, laid gently over the older festival like fresh turf over a grave. But that is the next chapter's story.

For now, stand a moment longer on the hill. The fires are burning down. Somewhere below, a family has set an extra place at the table and will not speak through the meal. The cattle are in the byre; the dark comes early now, and it will not fully lift again until spring. This — this specific night, on these specific islands, at this exact hinge of the turning year — is where the long dark path begins. Every tradition we visit from here on, on every continent, is in some sense circling the same question these people were asking around their fires: what do we owe the dead, and what do they still want from us?

Keep the question close. We are going to need it.
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CHAPTER TWO

Claiming the Night
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It is therefore a holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead.

— 2 Maccabees 12:46 (Douay-Rheims)



Here is a fact that spoils a good story before it starts: the word Halloween is a Christian one.

It is a contraction of All Hallows' Eve — the evening before All Hallows, or All Saints' Day. "Hallow" is simply the old English word for a holy person, a saint. Strip away the costumes and the candy, and the name on the calendar means nothing more sinister than the night before we honor the holy dead. For all the ink spilled about Halloween's pagan darkness, its very name was minted in a church.

This matters, because the popular version of what happened next is tidier than the truth. In that version, a triumphant Christianity marched into Celtic lands, found the peasants stubbornly lighting their Samhain fires, and cynically dropped a saints' feast on top of the old festival to smother it — new holy day over old unholy one, a spiritual land grab. It is a satisfying story, and the great Victorian folklorist Sir James Frazer gave it scholarly weight, arguing in The Golden Bough that the Church had deliberately timed its feast of the dead to overwrite the Celtic one (Frazer). Historians are no longer sure it is true.

Consider the actual sequence. A general feast for all the martyrs was celebrated in the early Church as far back as the fourth or fifth century, but nowhere near the end of October. In the year 609 or 610, Pope Boniface IV dedicated the Pantheon in Rome to the Virgin Mary and all the martyrs — a spring event. More than a century later, a pope named Gregory III consecrated a chapel in Old St. Peter's to all the saints, and somewhere in this period the date of November 1 begins to surface. By the early 700s, churches in England and parts of Germany were already keeping All Saints on the first of November. In 837, Pope Gregory IV made the November date a general observance across the Western Church.

Now watch the geography, because it is the detail that unravels the neat story. If Rome had chosen November 1 specifically to bury Samhain, you would expect the date to radiate outward from the Celtic world. It does the opposite. The evidence suggests November 1 spread from England and the Frankish empire — from Anglo-Saxon and Germanic Christianity — while the Irish themselves, the very people who kept Samhain, were honoring their saints on a different day entirely, the twentieth of April. Ronald Hutton, working through the medieval records, showed that the chronology simply does not support Frazer's theory: the date came from the wrong direction, out of the Germanic lands rather than the Celtic ones (Hutton). Whatever fused Samhain and All Saints, it was not a papal ambush.

I lay this out not to disenchant you but to be honest, which in this book will sometimes amount to the same thing. The truth is messier, and to my mind more interesting, than a conquest: two
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