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Chapter 1

Do You Believe in Luck?


As a university professor who specializes in the mathematics of probability and statistics, I am dedicated to spreading knowledge and wisdom about the workings of randomness and uncertainty. I have confidently answered questions about all sorts of probability-related subjects—lotteries, airplane safety, election polls, crime rates, gambling odds, sports statistics, medical testing, and more. But then, every once in a while, someone asks me if I believe in luck. An awkward pause follows, and then I try to eke out a reply.

Do I believe in luck? Well, sure, of course I do. Sometimes things work out well, and sometimes they don’t. Sometimes external forces make life difficult, and other times they come together just right. In my own case, I was lucky enough to be born into a middle-class family that valued education and started me on the path to success. I was lucky enough to grow up in a peaceful, safe, prosperous country. I was lucky enough to be admitted to top universities, leading to a good academic position with the job security of tenure. Of course I believe in luck!

Do I believe in luck? No, certainly not. Some people believe in such things as unlucky numbers, astrological predictions, and lucky charms, which all seem like bunk. There are no known physical laws that could produce a causal connection between actual life outcomes and any of these unusual items, nor have careful experiments ever shown any consistent relationship between them. Seriously believing in any of them seems a bit absurd. And just because good things have happened to someone so far does not mean that pattern will continue. The past does not predict the future, patterns are not set, and no one is guaranteed any luck at all. Of course I don’t believe in luck!

Do I believe in luck? In the end, it depends what you mean. Luck is one of those words that can be interpreted in many different ways. I once did a radio interview where they asked me to begin by giving a simple, short definition of luck.1 I soon discovered that I couldn’t do that, and the entire interview got bogged down in a debate about what we were actually talking about.

If you say something happens “by luck,” then it is clear you are denying that it happened due to established scientific cause and effect (like a ball falling to the ground because of gravity), or due to hard work (like passing your final exam because you studied hard), or due to specific intent (like a bucket of water dumping on your head because your goofy friend left it balanced on top of your door). But if that is what luck isn’t, then what is it that luck is?

Sometimes people use the word “luck” to simply describe events that are outside of our control or prior knowledge, a sort of dumb luck or random luck. We cannot predict such luck, only notice it in hindsight—for example, you go to the store to buy sneakers and find that they are on sale this week, which you hadn’t known or suspected before leaving your house. Or you’re visiting a foreign city when terrorists attack, and you’re relieved to hear that their bomb went off on the opposite side of town from your hotel. These are indeed instances of getting lucky, but only in the sense of benefiting from a situation you could not influence or predict in any way. And if that is all there is to it, then it’s nothing but dumb, random luck.

On the other hand, sometimes people use the word “luck” to allude to certain special powers that magically affect the future—everything from lucky charms, like rabbits’ feet and four-leaf clovers, to supernatural “predictions” made by horoscopes, fortune cookies, and tea leaves, to “fate” about what just had to happen, to “karma” taking its sweet revenge, to simply being a magically lucky guy to whom good things must always happen. All of this implies a sort of forceful luck, a special kind of luck that can be predicted in advance and affects the probability of future events, based not on scientific laws or hard work or other fact-based explanations, but rather on other, ethereal causes.

So, which one is correct? Does “luck” refer to something that is dumb and meaningless, or to something that is forceful and magical?2

So many people believe in a special luck force, in one form or another. They scoff at my usual “scientific” approach to randomness and luck, incredulous that I could possibly imagine that probability and scientific causes are all there is. Could they be right and I be wrong? How can we truly measure and evaluate luck? How can we decide which predictions are accurate and which are nonsense? How can we figure out what causes what? How can we determine what really does govern the randomness all around us?

And how could I sort this all out? Well, maybe by writing a book.

In the pages that follow, I will discuss various examples of luck at work and try to sort out luck’s meaning—or lack thereof. Some of the questions I will ponder include:




	Why am I, like so many others, attracted to fictional works like Macbeth and Shoeless Joe whose plot lines centre around concepts of luck, fate, and destiny? Why do we love magic in our stories? Are we rejecting scientific attitudes each time we read them? And should we then expect life to imitate art by following its own rules of destiny and magical meaning?

	If a friend tells me that sun rays shining through some tree branches were a “sign” to bring her comfort, is she onto something? Were those sun rays specially designed to cheer her up, or were they just random? And if they were random, does that make her comfort less real?

	When sports fans face the disappointment of their team losing, why are they so quick to blame it on superstitious curses? Does their belief fulfill some need? Is there any logic to their feelings?

	When terrible tragedies like nuclear explosions, hurricanes, and tsunamis kill thousands of people, is there a “reason” for it? Are the victims fulfilling their “destinies”? Or is it just dumb, horrible luck, causing suffering for no reason at all?

	How should I react to learning that I was born on a Friday the Thirteenth? Does that fact doom me to a life of failure and bad luck? Have my modest successes demonstrated that I “broke” the curse? Or was there never any curse to begin with?

	When evaluating my academic career success, should I feel proud of my accomplishments? Or should I just dismiss them all as meaningless, undeserved luck?

	When my student went on a blind date and discovered that both he and his date drove identical cars, was that a sign they were meant to be together? Did it guarantee love and bliss? Should it influence the decisions they make?

	What can we learn from amazing stories like the man who felt mysteriously drawn to a particular Hawaiian beach, where he happened to meet a half-brother he had never known, an encounter that ended up changing his life and rescuing him from his troubles? Was this destiny at work? Was it the hand of God? Or was it simply a random, lucky coincidence that could just as easily never have occurred?

	Why do so many people believe in astrological horoscopes, psychic predictions, fortune tellers, numerology, and other supernatural phenomena? Is there any basis for them? Are there scientific studies that evaluate the evidence for them?

	When we buy lottery tickets, gamble at a casino, or roll dice in a board game, is the randomness fixed, or is it subject to our influences? Is there anything we can do to improve our luck? Are some people inherently luckier than others?

	When we read a news story about the latest medical study, a new poll, or an astounding coincidence, should we trust it? Does it have meaning? How can we distinguish what is truly significant from what occurs just by luck alone?

	And most important of all, how can we answer these questions? What principles can help us distinguish between random, meaningless, dumb luck and true instances of meaning and significance and influence and destiny? What luck traps must we watch out for, to avoid drawing the wrong conclusions? How can we identify causes when they arise, without imagining them when they are lacking?



These questions don’t have easy answers. They have occupied me, and sometimes unsettled me, for years. My perspective is often at odds with those who surround me—when I am able to articulate my perspective at all. I had some misgivings about tackling these issues in book form, and yet here I am. Let the adventure begin.




Chapter 2

Lucky Tales


Our lives are constantly subjected to unexpected twists and turns that are beyond our direct control. Surprises that help us, hurt us, or confuse us. We can try to plan and prepare all we want, but the world may have other ideas for us. As the great Robbie Burns once put it:



The best-laid schemes o’ mice an’ men

Gang aft agley,

An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain

For promis’d joy!1

Can these twists and turns be dismissed as just random luck? Are they the result of simple science at work? Are they rooted in probability, odds, and outcomes? Many people do not think so. They insist that these events are somehow controlled by powerful supernatural forces such as superstition, ESP, divine intervention, and destiny.

Luckily for me, I haven’t had to search very hard to find examples to illustrate the latter point of view. They come up in my everyday conversations, with strangers, acquaintances, and friends alike.

The Scottish Play

A friend once hosted a party where each guest was supposed to recite a piece of poetry. I nervously selected a soliloquy from my favourite Shakespeare play, Macbeth. I chose the famous one that begins, “Is this a dagger I see before me?” which I had to memorize back in high school. I read it boldly, in my most ferocious Scottish accent, to moderate acclaim from my fellow partygoers. Not enough to quit my day job, but so far, so good.

Later, my friend made the mistake of bragging to another woman about the brilliance of my earlier Macbeth reading. The woman immediately became concerned. “You read Macbeth out loud?” she gasped. “But didn’t you experience bad luck afterwards?” She was referring to the superstition that misfortune is somehow caused by quoting Macbeth (or even naming it; hence alternative names like “The Scottish Play” and “The Bard’s Play” and “Mackers”). This superstition has its origins in a series of accidents that supposedly occurred during various productions of Macbeth, including a stabbing during a 1794 production.2 Many of these misfortunes are poorly documented and difficult to verify, but that does not dissuade the true believers.

Surprised, I replied that no, I had not experienced any resulting bad luck. I mentioned, as mildly as I could, that I don’t actually believe in such superstitions. But this only provoked her to say more. “Oh, my daughter didn’t believe either,” she persisted. “So she quoted Macbeth too. Then, a week later, while preparing for a trip, she discovered that her passport had expired and had to be renewed!”

I began to realize that the woman was actually serious. Indeed, she was certain that her daughter’s passport woes were the result not just of simply random bad luck, but of some other, mysterious force. And nothing anyone said would change her mind. Why was she so convinced? Should I become convinced too?

Further enquiries revealed that the daughter’s passport had expired two years earlier, after being issued years before that. So I politely asked the woman how its expiration, the result of actions from long ago, could have been caused by events from the previous week. “It is not a question of cause,” she replied huffily as she walked off.

So much for my probabilistic diplomacy. Clearly this woman and I were coming from two very different perspectives. But who was right, and who was wrong? Is it even possible to say?

Disappearing Diamond

A friend once told me about the time, in the middle of a long drive, when she noticed that the diamond was missing from her wedding ring. Understandably upset, she searched the car high and low, without success. A religious person, she prayed for God to return the diamond to her. Some time later, she exited her car at a rest stop and the diamond emerged, unharmed, from a fold in her shirt.

This was proof, my friend assured me, of divine intervention. The fact that she had prayed for the diamond’s return and subsequently found it showed that her prayers had been answered, that God had intervened to bring her diamond back to her. She couldn’t understand how anyone could fail to believe in divine intervention after hearing her tale.

Considering the issue, I asked her why God had allowed her diamond to get lost in the first place. If God had really helped her recover the stone, would it not have been simpler to prevent it from vanishing at all? But she had a ready answer for that too. The diamond getting lost, she explained immediately, had been the work not of God, but of the devil.

So her conclusion from the story was clear. Was mine?

Craps Karma

I was surprised one day when I was invited onto a popular daytime talk radio program that wasn’t known for its interest in science.3 I was happy to comply, but it did make me wonder why they had invited me.

As the interview began, the reason for my invitation became clear. The show’s host was fascinated by craps, the gambling game based on repeatedly rolling a pair of dice, whose complicated rules turn out to give the player a 49.29 percent chance of winning. And why was she so interested in that game? Did she, like me, find the probability aspect fascinating? Nope. Instead, she explained that craps involves lots of karma. I immediately realized that this would not be a typical interview about probability.

I nervously asked her to elaborate. She explained that she had attended a week-long craps “school” in Georgia, where she had learned all kinds of interesting “craps karma” rules.4 For example, she had learned that when shooting craps, if the dice happen to accidentally fall on the floor, it is a sign that the shooter will probably lose on their next roll. So at that point you should bet heavily against the shooter (yes, this is allowed—it’s called a “don’t pass” bet) and reap the likely rewards.

I hemmed and hawed as best as I could. Back then, I hadn’t done too many media interviews, and I didn’t want to be seen to be contradicting my host. I said something about finding her perspective “interesting,” though I mentioned that when it came to the karma theories she was explaining, I “might not completely agree.”

But what was I really thinking?

Bracelet ESP

I once gave a public talk with the rather bold title “Why Statisticians Don’t Believe in ESP.” My presentation seemed to go very well. It even included an interactive card-guessing game, which I used to demonstrate that no one in the audience had any special extrasensory perception (ESP) that would allow them to consistently guess which card was which. I felt pleased that I had managed to make my points clearly and convincingly to the 100 or so listeners.

But after my talk was over, an audience member approached me and firmly declared, “You can’t say that there is no ESP at all.” I meekly replied that, well, actually, I was indeed saying that. She immediately continued, “Ah, but the other day, I lost a bracelet and couldn’t find it anywhere. Then, that night, I had a vivid dream that it was in the dumpster behind my apartment. The next morning, I searched the dumpster, and sure enough, I found my bracelet, unharmed.” She had no doubt that this was absolute proof of her psychic powers.

In a way, her story was quite compelling. Who among us has not, at some point, had a profound-seeming dream, and then awoken to find out that it offered great and unexpected insights or information? Dreams seem mysterious and magical at the best of times, so it is very easy to imagine that they create forceful luck.

I responded to the audience member by meekly mentioning that perhaps she had also had other dreams that had not worked out so well, which might perhaps undermine her claim of ESP. But a friend of mine—to my surprise—immediately jumped to her aid. “Why does ESP have to work every time in order to exist?” he demanded.

The combination of the audience member’s certainty and my friend’s support for her position was more than I could handle—especially right after giving a public talk. Luckily, the discussion soon turned to other matters, and we moved on. But in my head, the questions remained: Did the audience member really believe in ESP? Did my friend really agree with her? If someone occasionally learns something from a dream, is that convincing evidence that they have ESP? How should I have responded to all of this?

My Friend’s Girlfriend’s Lottery Ticket

Just after agreeing to write this book, I attended a local theatre festival, where I ran into an old friend and was introduced to his girlfriend. Hoping to make a good impression, I explained that I was a professor of statistics. To my pleasant surprise, she was delighted—a rather different reaction than the “Oh, I hated my statistics class” response I often receive. So far, this conversation was going great.

My friend’s girlfriend then said she wanted to ask me something. I eagerly accepted.

“I sometimes buy lottery tickets,” she began. Now, this wasn’t the most promising of beginnings—I generally think lotteries are silly because the chance of winning is so low. But still, I was optimistic that she might be leading to an interesting question.

“You see,” she continued, “I used to think in terms of the actual numbers I was picking.” Um, okay, I thought, it’s hard to argue with that. So in what terms did she think now?

“The last time I bought a ticket,” she explained, “I thought more in terms of the spaces between the numbers I pick.” Apparently she was referring to the other numbers on the lottery card, the ones she was not circling. So if she picked the numbers 14 and 18, then I guess 15 and 16 and 17 would be the “spaces.”

“And I think it was really helpful: I matched four numbers out of six!”

I wasn’t sure how to reply, so I very cleverly said nothing.

“Of course,” she went on, “it’s just intuition, and intuition can’t be proven. But do you think it’s a good idea? Or do you think my four matches were just a coincidence?”

Well, did I?

Blind Date

In a class discussion about randomness some years ago, one of my students told an interesting story. He was once set up on a blind date. On the appointed day, he drove to the designated restaurant, parked his car, and waited for his mysterious match to arrive.

After a number of other cars had arrived, one caught his eye. He could see that it was the exact same make and model as his own car—and the exact same colour too. On closer inspection, he determined that it was even manufactured in the same year. Intrigued, he wondered if this car could possibly belong to the lady he was about to meet.

Finally a woman emerged from the car, and he discovered that yes, this woman was indeed his date! Without any planning, he and his blind date had arrived at their rendezvous in identical cars. Surely this was fate! Destiny! Karma! Kismet! Surely this indicated that their date was “meant to be,” and they would live happily ever after. Right?

Right?

Controlling Luck?

These stories all have one thing in common: an effort to control or explain the luck in our lives. Whether it is an expired passport or a lost diamond, a gambling defeat or a dumpster dream, a lottery draw or a mysterious date, we don’t want to believe that it was just dumb luck. We want to believe that there is some order, some reason, some pattern to it all. We want to understand and take charge of our own fate. And why not—who wouldn’t want to have power or knowledge over all of the random events that bombard us every day?

Indeed, many people believe that external items and events influence our luck. Rabbits’ feet are supposed to bring good luck—originally, fertility luck because of rabbits’ prolific breeding.5 Four-leaf clovers, perhaps because they are so rare (they account for about one clover in 10,000), are also considered to be very lucky6—some even claim that Eve carried a four-leaf clover when expelled from Paradise. Horseshoes hanging in a house are said to bring good luck and protect from evil, perhaps due to a legend about a blacksmith using one to ward off the devil.7 Walking under a ladder is generally considered unlucky, perhaps because of ladders’ association with gallows (though this one at least has a practical side: if you walk under a ladder, someone might drop something on you).8 Knocking on (or touching) wood is believed to ward off bad fortune, perhaps due to a pagan belief about gods who live in trees.9 Crossing your fingers apparently originated from an ancient practice of marking a place for good spirits to concentrate.10 And spilling salt is bad luck (perhaps because Judas supposedly spilled some at the Last Supper11), but it can be safely counteracted by tossing a pinch of the stuff over your left shoulder.

Meanwhile, birds have long been held to have special divining powers.12 Today, this is reflected by snapping a turkey’s wishbone, supposedly giving good fortune to whoever obtains the bigger piece (thus giving rise to the expression “lucky break”). An albatross, in particular, is considered to be good luck if it follows you, but bad luck if you kill it (as dramatized in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s famous poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”). Jade jewellery is believed to bring wealth and friends.13 Meanwhile, black cats’ dark colour and mysterious nocturnal nature make them bad luck in the US—but, interestingly, good luck in the UK and Japan.14 It gets a little hard to keep track. The one certainty is that lots of people believe in lots of different ways of mystically and magically summoning both good and bad luck.

But is it really true?

I have always been struck by the Serenity Prayer,15 which asks God to “grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” I don’t always manage to live by those words, but at my best, I try to. After all, many aspects of our lives can and should be changed, but railing against things we cannot affect is a waste of time and effort and emotional energy.

I think a similar saying should apply to luck. Something like “Grant me the serenity to accept the random luck I cannot control, the knowledge to change the luck which can be modified, and the wisdom to know the difference.” If we can figure out which lucky events are just random, dumb luck and which are caused by actual scientific influences—which ones can be affected and which cannot—then we can make better decisions, take more reasonable actions, and better understand the world around us.

I hope that, by the time you finish reading this book, you will have that luck serenity, that luck knowledge, and that luck wisdom.




Chapter 3

The Power of Luck

It is all well and good to have stories about passport curses, lost jewellery, gambling odds, and dating hopes. But they all seem a bit light and fluffy. Is that all luck is? Does luck only affect the minutiae of our day-to-day lives? Are the weighty, serious, long-term outcomes all due to careful control, and scientific forces, and logical causes, and moral imperatives, involving fundamental meaning with little or no random luck at all?

Hardly.

As confusing as luck is—whatever luck means, however we interpret, explain, and justify it—it has a huge impact on our lives in all sorts of ways, big and small. It can reunite long-lost relatives and change people’s lives. It can reveal hidden treasures that transform simple farmers into millionaires. And, tragically, it can even lead to the deaths of huge numbers of innocent people.

Hawaii Surprise

When Joe Parker offered to take a photo of a family at a beach in Hawaii,1 he got more than he bargained for. He recognized the family’s Massachusetts accent and, having grown up in central Massachusetts himself, he asked them where they were from and who they knew there. At one point, he asked if they knew someone named Dickie Halligan. The man replied that Halligan was his father. Astonished, Parker replied that Halligan was his father too.

A few minutes of chatting cleared up the confusion.2 The man on the beach was named Rick Hill. And although Hill had never met Parker before, they were both sons of the late Dickie Halligan, born years apart to different mothers and growing up in separate, adjacent Massachusetts towns (Lunenburg and Leominster). In short, they were half-brothers, meeting for the first time as full-grown adults on a Hawaii beach.

The two men soon became fast friends and spent lots of time together. This was especially important for Parker, who had grown up in foster homes with little support and suddenly found himself welcomed into a stable family environment. His life was changed forever, and very much for the better, by a chance meeting on a beach. As Hill put it, “Joe found family with us, and my kids love him.”

The story contains a few further twists. The Hill family hadn’t planned to go to Waikiki that day, but decided on the spur of the moment to drop by. Parker wasn’t supposed to be there, either, but went to secure a last-minute surfing lesson for a guest at the resort where he worked. As an added bonus, Parker celebrated his 38th birthday just six days later, in the company of his new family.

When I was interviewed about this story on television (for a program called Supernatural Investigator, whose name indicates the producers’ perspective), I had to consider some important questions: Was Parker a lucky man? Had “fate” intervened to help turn his life around? Was it “destiny” that these two half-brothers should be united at last? Does this story show, once and for all, that luck and chance are imbued with special significance and are shaped by mysterious supernatural forces that help guide us to success and fulfillment? How should we decide?

A Special Co-Worker

Michigan resident Steve Flaig knew he was adopted, and he dreamt of one day reuniting with his birth mother. When he reached the age of 18, he enquired with the adoption agency that had placed him and was eventually given his mother’s name: Christine Tallady. However, further enquiries went nowhere. So Flaig gave up his quest, carried on with his life, and got a job driving a delivery truck in Grand Rapids.

Four years later, Flaig casually mentioned this situation to his boss, including his mother’s name. The boss casually asked, “You mean Chris Tallady, who works here?”

He referred Flaig to a woman who staffed the cash register in the very same store. Flaig had greeted that woman a few times, but had never learned her name. Now he knew. Further investigation confirmed that, incredibly, the woman at the front of the store was indeed Flaig’s long-lost birth mother. After an awkward initial meeting, the two spoke for two and a half hours and became fast friends. After that, they regularly hugged each other whenever their shifts overlapped at the store where, luckily, they both worked.3

If Flaig had gotten a job driving a delivery truck at a different store, or if he hadn’t bothered to mention his quest to his boss, or if his mother had found another cash register to staff instead, then he probably would have remained separated from his birth mother for the rest of his life. Their dramatic reunion was very lucky indeed.

So, was it just random luck? Or were other forces at work?

The Golden Farm

Eric Lawes was a retired farmer living a quiet life in the small village of Hoxne in eastern England. On November 16, 1992, his neighbour asked Lawes to help him find an old lump hammer that had been misplaced in his field. Luckily, Lawes was also an amateur metal detectorist, so he kindly picked up his equipment, followed his neighbour back to the field, and set to work.

He didn’t find the hammer. Instead, he detected a pile of metal inside a decayed, buried wooden chest. Further investigation revealed that this was no scrap metal. Rather, it consisted of hundreds of gold and silver coins, jewellery, spoons, and other precious items of ancient Roman origin, dating from the fifth century, and worth over $4 million!4

It was certainly lucky that the neighbour lost his hammer, lucky that he asked Lawes for help, lucky that Lawes knew about metal detection, and lucky that Lawes didn’t simply find the hammer and stop looking. Most of all, it was incredibly lucky that Lawes instead stumbled upon this incredible gold and silver find.

Authorities were quickly called, and archaeologists excavated the site the following day. They classified a total of 7.7 pounds of gold, including 569 gold coins, and 52.4 pounds of silver, in what became known as the Hoxne Hoard. The items were all donated to the British Museum, where they remain on display. Lawes was paid a handsome £1.75 million finder’s fee (which he kindly shared with his neighbour). The find is considered to be of great historical and archaeological importance.

Oh, and in the ensuing complete excavation, the neighbour’s hammer was found too.

The Luck of Kokura

Luck doesn’t just bring joy, like long-lost relatives and hidden treasures. At its worst, it can bring terrible, horrible death to many thousands of people.

On August 9, 1945, at 10:44 a.m., the United States B-29 bomber Bockscar flew over the Japanese city of Kokura, carrying the world’s third-ever atomic bomb, Fat Man.5 Three days earlier, a different atomic bomb, Little Boy, had been dropped on Hiroshima, killing 80,000 people instantly and about twice that number in the months following. Three weeks before that, the world’s first-ever atom bomb, Trinity, had been tested in the New Mexico desert. And now, on August 9, in a continuing effort to force Japan to surrender and thus end World War II, Kokura was to be the next target.

But something was wrong. Bockscar’s arrival had been delayed due to a missing support plane, and by the time it finally got to Kokura, clouds had moved in. Despite three attempted bomb runs, the pilot could not see well enough to drop Fat Man at the desired spot. Finally, with fuel running low and enemy planes arriving, the bombing of Kokura was called off. The pilot instead flew off to the nearest secondary target, the city of Nagasaki, some 95 miles to the south. Fat Man was instead detonated there, killing at least 40,000 people instantly and about as many more in the months following.

What can we make of such a story? The skies over Kokura had been clear earlier that morning. Something as innocuous as an approaching cloud formation had saved literally tens of thousands of Kokurans from instant death, while killing tens of thousands of Nagasakians instead. Was this part of some grand plan? Did the Nagasakians “deserve” to die, while the Kokurans deserved to be saved? Was it fate that some died while others lived? Was there a reason for it all?

Or was the whole thing just the result of plain, dumb, horrible luck, with no logic or reason or explanation at all?

We humans have an instinctive desire to explain why things happen, to find a reason for them, to have them make some kind of sense. We rebel against unjustified outcomes. We want all of life’s ups and downs to get tied up in a nice little bow. We want to believe that there was a young couple in Kokura, virtuous and kind and hopelessly in love, admired by all and hated by none, whose upcoming wedding just had to be saved by diverting the bomb elsewhere. Or, that there was an evil old man in Nagasaki, full of cruel plans to mistreat colleagues, harm strangers, and torture innocents, who just had to be killed off in the name of justice.

If this were a novel, or a Hollywood movie, then that would probably be the case. But in reality, out of tens of thousands of people, surely both Kokura and Nagasaki were home to many young couples and kind citizens who deserved to be saved. And surely both cities were also home to some cruel and evil people too. So what “reason” or “justice” could possibly be involved in an atomic bomb falling on one city and not the other?

None, it seems. Rather, on that day back in 1945, the people of Nagasaki were very, very, very unlucky. By contrast, in a twisted way, the people of Kokura were very lucky—tens of thousands of lives there were saved by a few clouds. Indeed, in Japan, the phrase “the luck of the Kokura” is still used to refer to this.

So perhaps luck isn’t fair after all. Perhaps there isn’t any deeper reason or meaning to the randomness we encounter. Perhaps tens of thousands of people die because of a few clouds, or suffer other terrible injury or death, just by horrific dumb luck, with no guiding principle at all. Is that all there is?

But wait. The atomic bomb that destroyed Nagasaki was built by human scientists. The choice to use it was made by human politicians. The plane that dropped it was flown by a human pilot. The decision to change targets was made by human generals. So perhaps humans are the only problem here. Perhaps humans, blessed with free will, do all sorts of things for all sorts of reasons, good and bad. Perhaps it is nature itself, and nature alone, that is governed by mysterious forces that guarantee fate and destiny and principles of fairness and justice.

Hardly. Deadly, destructive, unfair luck abounds in nature too.

A Random Tsunami

On December 26, 2004, one of the largest and longest-lasting earthquakes ever recorded occurred in the Indian Ocean, west of Indonesia. The resulting shock triggered a series of giant ocean waves, or tsunamis, to race towards distant shores in all directions. In the hours following, water crashed violently onto beaches around the world, killing at least 230,000 people in 14 different countries, displacing over a million people from their coastal homes and causing countless billions of dollars’ worth of damages.6

So, was there some “reason” for this destruction? The earthquake began with the jostling of two of the Earth’s tectonic plates. The Indian Plate slid about 15 metres under the Burma Plate, along a surface about 1,600 kilometres long. This slippage wasn’t caused by any decision or action of any human. It just happened.

And what about all the people who died? Their only crime was being on or near an affected beach on the wrong day at the wrong time. Some of them were poor people living in primitive coastal huts. Others were rich tourists spending the day at a foreign beach resort. Surely among the hundreds of thousands of victims were some cruel evil-doers who might have deserved punishment. But just as surely the victims included plenty of good and honourable people who had worked hard and treated others fairly throughout their lives, only to see it all end with the coming wave.

So, did they deserve to die? Was death their fate? Their karma? Did these deaths have meaning? Were they just?

Jackpots and Cancer and Profits and Love

Luck doesn’t end with family reunions and gold coins, nor with Kokura or the Indian Ocean. Indeed, every day, we are surrounded by events outside of our control. We get stuck in traffic. We run into a dear old friend. We get soaked in the rain. The train is running late. Our child aces an exam. The boss is in a bad mood. Our stocks go up. We catch a cold. We win a prize in a draw. Our washing machine breaks down. We buy a lottery ticket. We place a bet on a roulette wheel. In each case, our future well-being is affected by things controlled by other people (traffic, work, stock sales), by a physical mechanism (lottery draw, appliance design, roulette spin), or by nature itself (weather, germs). If these random elements work to our advantage, we call it good luck and bask in the rewards. If they work against us, we call it bad luck and complain bitterly. Either way, we feel a sense of frustration and mystery that we do not control our own destiny.

Meanwhile, each year, millions of innocent people around the world die of cancer and other horrible diseases. (Tragically, while I was writing this section, singing sensation Michael Bublé announced that his three-year-old son had been diagnosed with cancer,7 causing him to put his career on hold—though fortunately the boy now appears to be recovering.8) People get injured, careers get ruined, good people suffer through no fault of their own. And elsewhere, someone wins a lottery jackpot and gets suddenly rich, while a colleague gets promoted simply by being in the right place at the right time, and a neighbour achieves great success purely through happenstance.

And so it has always been. Reflecting on the days of the Wild West, Sergio Leone (director of the classic western movie The Good, the Bad and the Ugly) is reported to have said, “In pursuit of profit there is no such thing as good and evil, generosity or deviousness; everything depends on chance, and not the best wins but the luckiest.”9 Indeed.

Oh, and when Clint Eastwood’s character in Dirty Harry confronts a villain who is considering reaching for his rifle, he offers the following advice: “You’ve got to ask yourself one question: ‘Do I feel lucky?’” Which, it seems, regardless of the time period, location, or situation, is always the most important question of them all.

Sometimes, luck gives and takes away with astonishing speed. Such was the case of Donald Savastano. On January 3, 2018, he won $1 million in New York State’s Merry Millionaire lottery.10 With his winnings he purchased, among other things, a medical checkup, which he couldn’t afford before. Sadly the doctors discovered that he had stage 4 cancer in his brain and lungs. Mr. Savastano died on January 26, 2018, a mere 23 days after becoming a millionaire. You can’t take it with you, indeed.

Even entire wars can be affected by luck. When Hitler’s armies attacked Stalingrad in August of 1942, they expected a quick victory. However, luckily for the Russians, the winter of 1942–43 turned out to be extra cold.11 This weakened the German army and ultimately contributed to its defeat in the brutal five-month-long Battle of Stalingrad. Without that luck, the Germans might have prevailed at Stalingrad. If so, they might have overwhelmed and conquered Russia. And if they did, if that winter had not been quite as cold, then World War II—and much of 20th-century European history—might have turned out very, very differently.

We first learn about luck at a very young age. Before babies can talk, they have little control over their destiny. Whether they are given their favourite toy, or have to settle for lesser entertainment, is entirely outside their control—that is, it’s a matter of luck. And as they grow, every teenager knows the ups and downs of learning about romantic relationships. It seems quite difficult to predict or affect the extent to which you will or will not meet an appropriate partner and engage in a romantic connection. It’s no surprise that success in this matter is called “getting lucky.”

Not everyone is pleased by the influence of luck on our lives. In the classic novel The Catcher in the Rye, protagonist Holden Caulfield hears his teacher call to him, and reflects, “I’m pretty sure he yelled ‘Good luck!’ at me. I hope not. I hope to hell not. I’d never yell ‘Good luck!’ at anybody. It sounds terrible, when you think about it.” Sometimes, even positive luck isn’t pleasing. Sometimes, we would prefer not to be controlled by luck at all.

In a lovely commencement speech at his son’s graduation, the chief justice of the US Supreme Court, John Roberts, said, “Commencement speakers will typically also wish you good luck and extend good wishes to you. I will not do that. . . . I wish you bad luck, again, from time to time so that you will be conscious of the role of chance in life and understand that your success is not completely deserved and that the failure of others is not completely deserved either.”12 An interesting perspective, that it is especially the bad luck that reminds us of the role of chance in our lives. But whether we are reminded or not, the chance and luck and randomness are always there.

It seems that so much of our lives is decided not by anything we do, nor even by our skills and abilities and who we are, but rather by surprises completely outside of our control. By, well, nothing but dumb luck. Could it be?

Buffett’s Lottery

Another perspective on luck was provided by the billionaire Warren Buffett. Despite his wealth, he believed we should take care of the less fortunate. Why? Well, he imagined a scenario in which, on the day before we are born, we have to reach into a huge bucket containing one slip of paper for each human in the world. Whichever slip we draw determines who we are. As he put it, “You could be born intelligent or not intelligent, born healthy or disabled, born black or white, born in the US or in Bangladesh, etc.” He argued that this scenario would make us want a world that treated everyone of every gender and race and background fairly—because that person could turn out to be us.13

And really, wasn’t he onto something? As the saying goes, “There but for the grace of God go I.” Indeed, for any of us to even be here, our parents had to meet and have a baby at just the right moment. And their parents in turn had to do the same. And all our ancestors before them. The fact that any of us exists, and that we look the way we do and were born in the place we were, to our own family—never mind being of good health and sufficient wealth and adequate safety—is, well, nothing but one big incredible stroke of luck.




Chapter 4

The Day I Was Born


I was born on October 13, 1967, at Scarborough General Hospital in Scarborough, Ontario, Canada, a suburb of Toronto. For many years, I didn’t think too much about the actual date. Then, upon becoming a busy professor, I wrote a computer program to keep track of my appointments and plans—an early version of what is now called agenda or calendar software.

While trying out my new computer program, I discovered that it worked not only for planning future dates, but also for revisiting dates in the past. So I decided to go back in time—in my computer program, at least—and add a few important events from my earlier life. One of the most important, surely, was the day I was born. So I guided my computer program back to the year 1967, found October 13, and proudly typed in, “BORN!!”

As I typed, I noticed something interesting. My computer program arranged its dates according to the day of the week, and October 13, 1967, was displayed under the heading Friday. And that is when I realized, for the first time, that I was actually born on Friday the Thirteenth.

There is a long history in Western culture of fearing Friday the Thirteenth—so much so that it even has a technical name derived from Greek: paraskevidekatriaphobia, also called friggatriskaidekaphobia after the Norse goddess Frigg. The origins are many and varied. In the Christian bible, Jesus was betrayed and killed by Judas Iscariot, one of 13 people at the Last Supper—and was then killed on a Friday. In the middle ages, the French king, Philip IV, ordered the arrest of the Knights Templar on October 13, 1307, which was indeed a Friday (according to the Julian calendar in use at the time)—precisely 660 years before my own birth. The Italian composer Gioachino Rossini died on November 13, 1868—another Friday. US president Franklin D. Roosevelt apparently refused to fly on the 13th of a month (though he died on Thursday the 12th—one day early?).1 There is also a Norse myth about Loki being the 13th guest to arrive at a dinner party in memory of Balder the Beautiful, whom he had killed, at which point the entire Earth supposedly went dark.2 It has also been argued that 13 is the first “unfamiliar” number, since our clock faces, calendar months, multiplication tables, inches, and egg cartons all stop at 12.3

In 1907, the American businessman Thomas Lawson published a novel called Friday the Thirteenth, in which a stockbroker picks that particular day to wreak havoc on the financial world.4 Later that same year, a ship financed by and named after Lawson perished in a storm off the coast of England in the early morning hours of Saturday, December 14, 1907. But because of the time zones, in Boston, where Lawson was living, it was still Friday the Thirteenth.5

In modern culture, many people take this fear surprisingly seriously, refusing to fly or take other “risks” on any Friday that falls on the 13th day of a month. Many skyscrapers are constructed, bizarrely, with no 13th floor. (More precisely, the 13th floor is labelled as the 14th, apparently in the hope that people living on that floor won’t realize it is actually the 13th.) The author Sholem Aleichem, whose stories formed the basis of the musical Fiddler on the Roof, was so afraid of the number 13 that he numbered his 13th manuscript pages as “12a” instead.6 When Princess Margaret, younger sister of Queen Elizabeth II, was born in Scotland in 1930, her birth registration was delayed by a few days so that her birth wouldn’t be listed as the 13th in the local parish register.7 And people are very quick to point out unlucky events related to the number 13, such as the explosion of an oxygen tank during the Apollo 13 moon mission on April 13, 1970 (though that date was a Monday, not a Friday). A motorcycle event on Lake Erie, involving over 100,000 bikers, celebrates their rebel nature by holding gatherings on, yes, every Friday the Thirteenth.8

Many people I know—including well-educated scientists and scholars—say they don’t really fear the number 13. But if pressed enough, they will still admit to having a bit of trepidation. (By contrast, in China, the unluckiest number is not 13 but 4. And indeed, many of my Chinese friends admit to a bit of trepidation about that number.)

Luckily, I had grown up in a fairly scientifically minded family, so I did not believe such superstitions. So when I realized I was born on Friday the Thirteenth, I was more amused than fearful. In fact, I took it as a badge of honour, using my career success to “prove” to others that Friday the Thirteenth wasn’t so unlucky after all.

Did I ever worry that, by flaunting this superstition so brazenly, I was in fact inviting bad luck to rain upon me? No. Of course not. Certainly not. Never. Well, hardly ever, anyway. Well, occasionally, I guess. (I’m only human, after all.) But not usually.

On a more practical level, it did occur to me then—and I am reminded of it again while writing this book—that if something strangely bad ever does happen to me, like being killed by a freak bolt of lightning or a sudden mudslide, then some people will gleefully use my misfortune to prove that Friday the Thirteenth is unlucky after all. (Oh well, at least that might increase sales of this book.)

Of course, many famous people were born on Friday the Thirteenth, including the Oscar-winning actor Christopher Plummer, and Julia Louis-Dreyfus (who played Elaine on Seinfeld), and the musician Feist, and even Fidel Castro. The singer Taylor Swift was actually born on a Wednesday the Thirteenth, but had her 13th birthday on a Friday the Thirteenth; she considered this to be so lucky that she chose the Twitter handle @taylorswift13 and has been known to paint the number 13 on her hand before performing.9 In fact, in the 1880s a “Thirteen Club” was formed to confront superstition by meeting on the 13th of each month and dining 13 to a table; they then happily reported on their members’ subsequent good health and fortune.10

However, all sorts of superstitious people find some reason to avoid the number 13. Well, not quite all. One self-proclaimed numerologist solemnly declared about Friday the Thirteenth that “I am inclined to consider it a lucky day for some, an unlucky day for others and an average day for the rest of us.”11 Which, in fact, is just another way of saying that it has no effect whatsoever.

By the way, while I was in the midst of writing this book, I went on a lovely lecture tour in Australia. In each of the last two cities I visited, it so happened just by luck that my assigned hotel room was on the 13th floor, which they hadn’t eliminated. In a strange way, I was delighted.

Attack of the 13s

One claim made about Friday the Thirteenth is that it comes up more often than other dates. This claim is used to demonstrate the power of Friday the Thirteenth and how we should fear it. But is it true?

Well, sort of.

Each year has 12 months, and each month has one day numbered 13. So there are 12 different 13th days per year, each of which could land on a Friday. There are seven days in a week, so all things being equal, Friday the Thirteenth should occur 12 / 7, or 1.7, times a year on average.

But how many times does Friday the Thirteenth really occur? Well, it depends on the year. For example, the years 2018, 2019, and 2020 each have two. But 2021 and 2022 have just one each. And 2026 has three.

What happens over the long term? Well, because 365 (the number of days in a year) doesn’t divide evenly by seven, years cycle around between those beginning on Monday, those beginning on Tuesday, and so on. Also, every fourth year is a leap year. Putting this all together, we follow a regular, repeating 28-year cycle. For example, the year 2000 was a leap year beginning on a Saturday. So the year 2028 will again be a leap year beginning on a Saturday, just like the year 2000. Meanwhile, the years in between will follow their own patterns. The year 2001 was a non-leap year beginning on a Monday, and so 2029 will be too.

If we look at these 28-year cycles, we find that each contains a total of 48 days that are Friday the Thirteenth, which makes sense since 28 × 12 / 7 = 48. (For that matter, each 28-year cycle also contains 48 days that are Friday the 12th. Or Wednesday the 11th. Or Monday the 23rd. Spread out over each 28-year cycle, all the days balance out perfectly.)

Disappointed? Don’t be. There is one more twist. We don’t actually have a leap year every four years. To coordinate the progression of days (caused by the Earth spinning on its axis) with the progression of years (caused by the Earth orbiting around the sun), a funny rule was put in place. Yes, there is a leap year once every four years. Unless that year is a multiple of 100, like the year 2100, which will not be a leap year. Oh, unless the year is also a multiple of 400, like the year 2000 and the year 2400, which still are leap years. Confused yet? The bottom line is that years proceed pretty much on a 28-year cycle, except for a few twists and turns that mean their real progression is actually a 400-year cycle.

A 400-year cycle? It’s true. Remember how the year 2000 was a leap year beginning on Saturday? Well, the year 2400—that’s right, 400 years later—will again be a leap year beginning on Saturday. And that is the true cycle of the years.

Now, if we divide up the years into 400-year cycles, then how many Friday the Thirteenths will we have? It turns out we will have 688 of them. Is that a lot?

Well, if all days were equally likely, we would expect that, every 400 years, we would see 400 × 12 / 7, or about 685.7 days that were Friday the Thirteenth. So, 688 is slightly more than we would expect on average. By contrast, in every 400-year cycle, there are only 684 days that are Friday the 12th. Indeed, no other date falls on a Friday more often than the 13th, which is tied with the 6th, the 20th, and the 27th for the top spot, with 688 each. Even more dramatically, the 13th falls on Friday more often than any other day of the week—with Wednesday and Sunday each tying for second place with 687. Phew!

In short, considering these 400-year cycles, the days do not quite balance out exactly. Rather, Friday the Thirteenth has a slight edge on most other days. But only very slight—all other days occur nearly as often. So, does this make Friday the Thirteenth seem more powerful and intimidating to you?

Unlucky Day?

Of course, the real question about Friday the Thirteenth is: Is it really an unlucky day?

One study published in the British Medical Journal in 1993 indicated that, on Friday the Thirteenth, there were 1.4 percent fewer cars on the highway, but 44 percent more hospital admissions due to transportation accidents. However, the authors admit that the number of accidents they studied was “too small to allow meaningful analysis” and also wisely note that “those recording accident data may be more likely to record accidents on Friday the 13th,” so the counts might be biased.12

Most strangely, one of the study’s authors later stated that the study was actually a joke, writing that “the paper was just a bit of fun and not to be taken seriously,” was “written with tongue firmly in cheek,” and was “written for the Christmas edition of the British Medical Journal, which usually carries fun or spoof articles.”13 Indeed, to my surprise, the staid British Medical Journal apparently has something of a Christmastime tradition of encouraging “light-hearted fare and satire” involving “quirky research questions” and “a good dose of humour and entertainment.”14 However, the study apparently did use real data and true statistical analysis, so the unusual motivations of the authors are probably irrelevant.

A few other studies followed. One, in 2002, analyzed all traffic accident deaths in Finland during the 43 Friday the Thirteenths and 1,339 other Fridays between the years 1971 and 1997. They found that 1.03 Finnish men per million died in traffic accidents on an average Friday the Thirteenth, compared to 0.98 on other Fridays—hardly any difference at all. But for women, they found that an average of 0.47 per million died on Friday the Thirteenth, compared to just 0.29 on other Fridays, an increase of more than 60 percent, which is quite large and is statistically significant. The author speculated that, perhaps, “on Friday the 13th women who are susceptible to superstitions obsess that something unfortunate is going to happen, which causes anxiety and [. . .] could produce driving errors with fatal consequences.”15 In other words, perhaps the very fear of Friday the Thirteenth in turn led to worse driving and more accidents. Perhaps.

Two years later, a follow-up study considered all Finnish road accidents (not just deaths). It found just slightly more accidents and deaths on Friday the Thirteenth than on Friday the 6th and Friday the 20th, for men and women both, but not enough to show a statistically significant difference. They concluded, “This study could not find any indication of overrepresentation of women in injury crashes on Friday the 13th,” and further declared that there was “no significant difference in injury accidents [. . .] among [the] three Fridays.”16

Then, in 2008, the Dutch Centre for Insurance Statistics reported that Dutch insurers received an average of 7,800 traffic accident reports per Friday, but just 7,500 reports per Friday the Thirteenth, suggesting that perhaps Friday the Thirteenth was actually safer than the average Friday.17 (However, at least one commentator noted that one reason for this slight decrease might be that Friday the Thirteenth automatically excludes certain holidays, like Christmas and New Year’s Day, when traffic accidents may be more likely.)18

Meanwhile, some Swiss doctors analyzed hospital emergency room admissions in Bern in the year 2000. They found an average of 61.2 admissions per day, of which 20.6 were considered medical emergencies. For the specific date of October 13, 2000 (my 33rd birthday!), which was not only a Friday the Thirteenth but also featured a full moon, they found 62 admissions, of which 20 were medical emergencies—practically identical to the overall average. They rightly concluded from these numbers that “it seems that the rare constellation of Friday the 13th and full moon is not associated with a higher risk for injury and sickness, at least in the Swiss capital.”19

In 2005, the British newspaper the Telegraph published an article entitled “Coincidence? 13 really is the unlucky number,” which noted that, during the first 11 years of the UK National Lottery, the number 13 ball was drawn the fewest times of any: just 120 times. (By contrast, ball number 38 was drawn the most often: 182 times.)20 Did this trend continue? At first, it did. For the National Lottery between November 1994 and
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