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INTRODUCTION


Hallowe’en has never been more popular—trick-or-treating, dressing up, parades, themed parties. The old festival is enjoying a revival in the UK and Europe, and in America, billions of dollars are spent each year on costumes, decorations, party goods, party food, pumpkins, and, of course, candy. Go back a hundred and more years, and most of those things were homemade. Innovation and imagination were given free rein and it didn’t really matter if the results were glitzy or homey. The preparations were all part of it. Hallowe’en was a fabulous excuse for a party.
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By the mid-19th century, the old Hallowe’en festival had mostly faded into obscurity, localized even in the Celtic regions of the UK—Ireland, Scotland, Wales, the Isle of Man, and the West country—as well as northern England, until with mass immigration into America, it started to capture the collective imagination Stateside. Within a few generations, Hallowe’en had been transformed from a collection of slightly quirky, regional rituals into a community get-together, a family-fun day. Observance and customs developed along regional lines, but the universal overall theme was the same—it was happy fairytale time, despite a certain boisterousness with pranks and practical jokes, made all the better for the frisson of a little extra spookiness and an element of daring to be frightened (although you knew, with your sensible head on, that there was absolutely nothing to be frightened of!)


Just as much a part of an old-fashioned Hallowe’en as the costumes, decorations, and Jack o’ lanterns were the fortune-telling games, which were indispensable to the night’s entertainment. Of course, none of the charms was ever guaranteed to work. In fact, they were not really expected to provide accurate predictions of the future, but it was fun to have a go and to follow the old traditions. They were all part of the amusements for an annual occasion that was—and still is—quite different from any other.


So join the swelling choral throng,


Forget your sorrow and your wrong,


In one glad hour of joyous song


To honor Hallowe’en.


John Kendrick Bangs (1862–1922), from “Hallowe’en,” published in Harper’s Weekly, November 5, 1910
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In these sophisticated, high-tech days of rampant commercialization, looking back to simpler times has an undeniable appeal, and enthusiasm for all things vintage could hardly leave out one of fall’s main events. Hallowe’en continues to be celebrated with such gusto and commitment because it changes with the times, but sometimes it’s great to rewind and discover how things were done in your grandparents’ and great-grandparents’ day. It’s also oddly heartening to know that, even in this modern age when everything changes with bewildering speed, vague links with an older time can still be traced, and vestiges of even older ways may have survived.
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When clouds appear, wise men put on their cloaks; When great leaves fall, the winter is at hand; When the sun sets, who doth not look for night?


Richard III by William Shakespeare




chapter 1


WAY BACK WHEN…
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Way back when…


“The days are getting shorter. The warmth is going out of the sun. The cattle have been brought down from their high summer pastures and the crops are safely stored. Soon the great fires will be lit to mark the end of the old year and the start of the new. The Dark Year is nearly upon us. Are we well enough prepared?”
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Perhaps something like this was going through the minds of the Celtic tribes of northern Europe at the end of what we know as October, two thousand and more years ago. For the Celts, life was divided seasonally in a constant round of death and renewal. Winter was the start of a new cycle, a dark time of cold and hunger if not enough food had been stored, a time to be wary, hunker down, and concentrate on getting through until the warm sunlight returned, as it surely would.


The changing seasons were of vital importance when people provided their own food and shelter—no driving down to the store to pick up any forgotten groceries or calling the handyman to fix the roof—and they were faithfully observed with rituals and festivals. The Celts lived close to nature, and it shaped their beliefs. Specific times in the year were celebrated to honor and possibly placate the gods, and encourage the deities to look favorably on the Earth and its people. The longest and shortest days (solstices) and the two occasions when day and night are of equal length (equinoxes) were obvious markers, but the four changes of season had just as much if not more significance. These were marked with fire festivals, celebrations of life and connection to Earth—Samhain (November 1), Imbolc (February 1), Beltain (May 1), and Lughnasadh (August 1). These are today’s dates. Back then, the actual day would have depended on the cycle of the moon, but the parties started on the preceding evening since the Celts thought of day following night, rather than the other way around. The festival of Samhain (pronounced Sah-wen), which marked the end of summer and the onset of winter, is thought by many people to be the origin of Hallowe’en.
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What we know of these festivals is based mainly on myths and legends, stories passed down through generations by word of mouth before being written down hundreds of years later. Factual evidence is hard to come by. Descriptions of rituals and beliefs are, necessarily, to a great extent fanciful and, inevitably, interpretations, suppositions, and well-educated guesses have been added through the ages. However, some archaeological evidence does exist and suggests that in Ireland at least, two thousand and more years ago, great fires burned at the Hill of Ward, or Tlachtga, in County Meath. We can probably assume that fires of such size were of significance to the people, and if here, so one argument goes, why not in the other Celtic lands of northern Europe? Remains of a prehistoric hillfort have been unearthed at Tlachtga, and legend has it that this was a gathering place for the Druids, who were Celtic priests and leaders.
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The Hill of Tara


References in medieval texts suggest that at Samhain a feast was held at Tara that went on for six or seven days. A well-known Irish heritage site, Tara is the location of many mythological tales. This was where the Irish High King kept court and warrior bands, the Fianna, gathered. In one story, the land had once belonged to the fairies, who had been chased from it by mankind, and they were not happy about it! Every year for twenty-three years, Aillen, a fairy prince, would turn up at Samhain and send everyone to sleep with his wonderful music. Then he would burn the palace to the ground. No one was ever hurt but the palace was reduced to ashes and every year it was rebuilt. Inevitably, a superhero came along. Fionn, son of a former leader of the Fianna, kept himself from succumbing to the magical music by the rather drastic measure of jabbing his spear into his forehead, and then killing Aillen with the same spear. Fionn was acclaimed leader of the Fianna and went on to save the day many times throughout Ireland and Scotland.
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FIRE


In Celtic folklore, fire was thought of as cleansing as well as symbolizing strength and passion, and fire festivals seem to have been an intrinsic part of Celtic ritual. According to tradition, a few crops and the bones of slaughtered animals were thrown on the Samhain fires as offerings to powerful gods. Sometimes, two bonfires were lit and the livestock was driven between them to purify the animals and give them a chance of surviving the winter months. Those chosen for slaughter—generally the older, weaker animals—would be killed, their meat preserved, and the bones burnt (the word bonfire comes from bone-fire).


[image: image]


Everyone would let their home fire die down and rekindle it from the ashes of the big fires for good luck during the coming darkness. Winter was trouble enough without storing up more by not taking every opportunity to propitiate the gods. The remaining ashes were spread over the fields to guard against evil spirits causing the failure of next year’s crop—and also the ash was a good fertilizer. In Scotland, young men would run around the fields carrying flaming torches, to protect the land from any malevolent forces that may have been lurking in the vicinity. Bonfires continued to be lit at Hallowe’en in Celtic regions over the centuries. Even today, in many areas of Scotland, the new year is celebrated with bonfires. That may be December 31 in the modern calendar, but back in the day, Celtic new year was October 31. It may be too fanciful to see a link, but it’s an appealing idea—and in at least one place, Fortingall, a huge Samhain bonfire was lit each year, albeit on November 11, right up until 1924.


Hallowe’en bonfires are still traditional in Ireland, although the authorities are trying to discourage them because of the fire risk. In Wales, the Samhain bonfire was known as Coel Coeth and there, as in Ireland and elsewhere, it was considered good luck to jump over the dying flames (maybe because it would be pretty bad luck if you didn’t make it!) In the old days, young people would lie down next to the fires so that the smoke wafted over them, perhaps originally to ward off evil spirits but later probably because it was quite a daring thing to do, and if one person did it, why not join in?
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Roaming spirits


Some say that Samhain was also known as the Festival of the Dead. On this night, those who had died during the year crossed to the Otherworld, and relatives would leave out food and drink and keep candles burning to help them on their way. Another tale was that the division between this world and the next became wispy and fragile. Spirits would pass through on their way to revisit their earthly haunts, and the food and drink and candles were to welcome them home, if just for a short while.


When the Romans began to dominate Celtic lands, a harvest festival for their goddess of fruitfulness, Pomona, took place in the fall, and some say this became confused with Samhain, but others maintain that the two remained separate. The Romans finally conquered Britain in 43 CE, but they never ventured as far north as Scotland or across into Ireland. However, Pomona’s symbol is an apple—she is often portrayed wearing a circlet of apples on her head, and that fruit has remained firmly associated with Hallowe’en to this day.


Fairies and nature spirits were also out and about at Samhain, and the spirits of those who were seeking revenge for wrongs done to them in life. Portals would open by burial mounds and fairy sites. Strangers were treated with respect. They could be spirits in disguise, malevolent or otherwise, and since there was no way of knowing, it was deemed unwise to offend them—better to welcome them and offer hospitality in the form of shelter, food, and drink. In any case, benign spirits were to be encouraged. They were thought to help the Druids make predictions about the coming winter, possibly offering some hope in what must have seemed a long and comfortless time.


An Irish legend


The action takes place at Cruachan, now Rathcroghan, which is another well-known heritage site, redolent with mystical tales and magical associations. King Ailill and Queen Maeve are holding a feast for Samhain. The king has issued a challenge—to go to a gallows where two criminals have been hanged and tie a twig around the ankle of one of the corpses. Several have tried and failed, beaten back by their fear of the demons and spirits that haunt the land on this night.


One fearless young man, Nera, takes the challenge and is promised the king’s gold-hilted sword as reward if he succeeds. At the gallows, he ties the twig as bidden and, this being Samhain when the dead are able to return to Earth, the dead man asks him for a drink. Nera takes the man on his back, eventually finds someone willing to provide water—although it takes three attempts, which is not really surprising, considering this gallant young man is carrying a reviving corpse!—and then returns him to the gallows. When he gets back to the royal court to claim his reward, he finds it in flames and everyone killed. Nera follows a fairy host into the Hill of Cruachan—a fairy stronghold—where he meets a woman who tells him that he has seen a vision of what will happen next Samhain unless he forewarns his masters and comrades. Nera goes back to tell Ailill, Maeve, and the people of Cruachan of the danger, taking some summer flowers from the fairies’ haven to prove that what he is telling them is true. In some versions of the story he stays a year in company with the fairy woman before returning to tip off his mortal chums; in others he goes back sooner and then escapes with her before Ailill and Maeve attack the Hill of Cruachan and destroy it. Either way, he seems to have done his duty and got the girl.





Hallowmas


Once Christianity arrived—it was legalized throughout the Roman Empire in 313 CE—all sorts of interesting things happened to pagan festivals.
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