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This book is dedicated to Joe Netherworld, whom I wish I had met on the journey of writing this book. He was truly a special person, and I thank Angella Valentine, his sister, for sharing so much with me after her loss.

This book is dedicated also to my niece Nikki, who died in childbirth in April 2021 while I was working on this book. May she rest in peace.
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 The Witch’s Daughter by Frederick Stuart Church Library of Congress, Frederick S. (Frederick Stuart) Church, 1842–1924, artist and founding member of the Art Students League of New York










Introduction


What did witchcraft mean to the men and women accused of it by the neighbors and judges who condemned them?

Three centuries of “burning times,” witchcraft hysteria ran from the fifteenth century, peaking around the year 1600, to the eighteenth century. The horror may have ended, but the practice of witchcraft and the fear of even the word has not.

Fortunately, our justice system has evolved since those times.

A world authority on the subject of witchcraft resided for a time right here in New York State. From England, Rossell Hope Robbins is sadly no longer with us. It would have been fascinating to interview him for this book. He was for a time a University of Albany professor before his passing at his home in Saugerties in 1990. Robbins explained that “witchcraft is not anthropology, folklore, mythology or legend.” Satanism or sorcery it is not either.

Writing a book is a journey, involving meeting many new people and research in many locations. In writing this book, one of my closest friends gave me Rossell Hope Robbins’s book The Encyclopedia of Witchcraft and Demonology. I only wish I could have started this book while he was still with us here in New York, and long for the opportunity to have met him.

Cornell University, Ithaca, New York, houses the first known book written on the subject of witchcraft from 1497. It was previously owned by a monastery of St. Maximin at Trèves; and subsequently three hundred people were sentenced to death as a result of the book. George Lincoln Burr, Cornell University president Andrew D. White’s personal secretary and librarian, later acquired it on one of his many book-buying trips throughout Europe.

Ironically, I started writing this book in my house on Church Street in Nassau, upstate New York, on a street surrounded by churches. It amused me at the time, but also made me think about how churches at certain times in history may have been terrifying to many accused of witchcraft.

Fortunately, we do not live in the burning times anymore.

Halloween, 2020

Nassau, New York





History and Origins of Witchcraft





[image: ]

 Description de l’assemblee des sorciers qu’on appelle sabbat. Histoire des imaginations extravagantes de Monsieur Oufle; Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library





The word witchcraft is fascinating to some, ugly to others, and terrifying to many.

Witchcraft is a word that cries out for our attention, whether we like it or not, on behalf of the many poor souls who perished, but also for our understanding of the many who still practice it.

Witches and witchcraft, words having been around for a thousand years, are somewhat benign to most people these days. In olden times, though, it must have been terrifying to be left-handed—for then you could be labeled a witch by your neighbors, and put to death. Strange how witches and witchcraft evoke fear in people who may not understand the truly heartbreaking things that were done to them.

Justice was at the mercy of superstition, and trials in those days were not designed to prove innocence but rather to condemn the accused as fast as possible. We all know that superstition and gossip were enough to be charged; torture was then used to get a confession. It is truly heartbreaking to think of the thousands of people, including young children, who died horrible, unnecessary deaths at the hands of their accusers.

Germany, Switzerland, and the UK had many villages wiped out or completely taken over with “thousands and thousands of the stakes to burn the witches,” wrote an all-too-experienced witch judge in 1600. Here in rural parts of America, just being an older woman living alone such as a widow could be enough to be accused as a witch. The Hudson Valley’s Hulda the Witch is a prime example of one such woman being misunderstood.

You could be considered a witch or warlock (male witch) if you had a wart, bunion, or scar. You could be accused of being a witch if you were a gypsy. We know that witches were burned at the stake, but why?

To the religious and superstitious, witches, warlocks, and witchcraft were considered treason against God. “Roasting and cooking them over a slow fire is not really very much,” said Jean Bodin, who was a French lawyer, “and not as bad as . . . the eternal agonies which are prepared for them in hell. For the fire here cannot be much more than an hour or so before the witch dies.”

An accused witch or warlock had to disprove rumor and gossip and prove their innocence—in most cases, an impossible task. It’s important to realize that no accused was ever found to be innocent.

Well, except Westchester’s Katherine Harrison in 1670. A servant in the earlier part of her life, she was later left substantial wealth upon her husband’s death and within two years became the subject of rumored witchcraft. Her case would become notable in creating a different legal response to the subject of witchcraft in America.

But before that, while the hysteria was still in England, it’s not hard to understand why some wished to leave this world once accused. One woman in 1662 said to the Lord Advocate “under secrecy that she had not confessed because she was guilty, but being a poor creature who wrought for her meat, and being defamed as a witch, she knew she would starve for no person thereafter would either give her meat or lodgings, and that all men would beat her, and hound dogs at her, and that therefore she desired to be out of the world.”

And if the accusation of being a witch yourself wasn’t bad enough, there was the idea that your pets or “familiars” especially if black—black cats, black dogs, black bats—were the Devil’s gift to you to carry out evil in exchange for your allegiance to him.

By the seventeenth century witchcraft had become big business, with many people profiting from the deaths of the accused. Occupations such as court official, judge, torturer, carpenter building firestakes, and guard all flourished. If the accused and killed person owned anything, it was surely confiscated as well.

We know from George Lincoln Burr’s research that this happened to Westchester’s Katherine Harrison:


A warrant to the Constable of Westchestr to take an Account of the Goods of Katherine Harrison.

These are to require you to take an Account of such Goods as have lately beene brought from out of his Ma’ties Colony of Conecticott unto Katherine Harrison, and having taken a Note of the perticulers that you retorne the Same unto me for the doeing whereof this shall be yor warrant. Given undr my hand at Fort James in New Yorke this 25th day of August 1670.



The most severe forms of torture were used to get the accused to accuse others, thereby keeping the killings going and the money flowing. It wasn’t just poor common peasants that were accused and died; it was people of noble birth as well.

It was also about control. Control by the Catholic Church over the population. Control of women by men. Control over the less fortunate by the ruling class. Control over who made money in business.
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Female sorcerer unleashes a storm with her upturned cauldron, 1555. Public domain image, woodcut; Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library





In contrast to Massachusetts and other states, New York had significantly less witch trials due to the large Dutch influence in the state’s early history. It’s not that the Dutch were without superstition, they just did not believe in witch hunting and killing, and took a much more logical approach to justice in these matters. According to George Lincoln Burr,


It is not strange that in the Dutch colony of New Netherland we hear nothing of witches. The home land of the Dutch had, beyond all others, outgrown the panic. . . . No wonder, then, that (as Mrs. Van Rensselaer tells us) “the one and only sign of the delusion . . . to be found in the annals of the Dutch province is a fear expressed by Governor Kieft that the Indian medicine-men were directing their incantations against himself.” Accusations of witchcraft the New York jurisdiction did not wholly escape; but they followed the English occupation and were, in differing ways, a legacy from New England. Even the Dutch dominion had included towns peopled from New England; and it was to these that in 1662 (the same year in which, as we have seen, he was interceding with the Connecticut government for his young kinswoman Judith Varlet) Governor Stuyvesant found it wise, while granting them their own magistrates and their own courts, to prescribe that “in dark and dubious matters, especially in witchcrafts, the party aggrieved might appeal to the Governor and Council.”



While the hysteria in Salem, Massachusetts, regarding witches was full-blown, New York had only two well-known cases and became a sanctuary for accused witches to flee to from other states if they could. What helped New York avoid the witch hysteria was the strong and increasing Dutch influence: Dutch leaders actually opposed witch hunting. Witchcraft accusations in New York received a bit more skepticism by the state’s justice system.

It was not witches who burned. It was women.

—Fia Forsström






Halloween/Samhain and the Hudson Valley Origins



When witches go riding,

And black cats are seen,

The moon laughs and whispers,

Tis near Halloween.

—Anonymous, early 1900s
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Two witches putting a snake and rooster into their cauldron, 1493. Von den Unholde[n] oder Hexen by Ulrich Molitor (1470–1501); Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library





Long before blockbuster movies or even radio shows, people devoured and were terrified from reading Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” believed to be America’s first published ghost story. Before Twilight, “Sleepy Hollow” was a paranormal romance tale allowing the Hudson Valley to almost take ownership of Halloween in America. America was hungry for such stories at the time, making Irving a best-selling author here and in England, unprecedented at that time, and he became America’s first writer to support himself solely from his craft.

“Sleepy Hollow” incorporated some German and Dutch folklore into its tale. First inhabited by the Mohicans and settled before 1651, Kinderhook, New York, has an intriguing historical past. While the town has ties to the American Revolution and was home to America’s eighth president, Martin Van Buren, Kinderhook is best known for being the origin of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” The story’s main character, Ichabod Crane, was based on Washington Irving’s close friend Jesse Merwin, a teacher who moved to Kinderhook in 1808.

Due to the story’s success and its terrifying icon, the Headless Horseman, Kinderhook and the Hudson Valley have evolved from farmland and sleepy folklore to an area full of cultural interest. “Kinderhook is noted as one of the more haunted places in the Hudson Valley, which is saying quite a lot for an area inhabited by all manner of ghosts, ghouls and things that go bump in the night. After all, Washington Irving’s Headless Horseman rode through the Hudson Valley in pursuit of Ichabod Crane, just to name one of the most famous examples of Hudson Valley folklore,” explains Kinderhook author Bruce G. Hallenbeck. In this spooky tale, Irving believed Sleepy Hollow to have been bewitched by a “witchdoctor” who may have been loosely based on local Hulda the Witch.

To the ancient Celts, October 31 was a potent time to commune with spirits, since it fell exactly between the Autumnal Equinox and the Winter Solstice. The Pleiades constellation also was at its highest point in the sky at midnight October 31, making it possible, they believed, for the dead to walk the earth. The veil between the worlds was, on this day, at its thinnest and the souls of the dead returned to visit those they knew in life.

The Celts viewed time in pairs: winter/summer, dark/light, night/day. Cusp moments at times of sunrise and sunset and the nights of a waning or waxing quarter moon were occasions when one time period had not quite ended and another had not begun, thus normal laws of time and space were suspended and time stood still. Past, present, and future could then overlap. The period between October 31 and Yule was considered a time not even existing on the earthly plane. Samhain was summer’s end, with November 1 being the Celtic New Year.

A suspension of the laws of time allowed boundaries between present and future to disappear, and barriers between the worlds of the living and the dead were broken.

While summer seems to sing with its greens, its flowers, and its blue sky with big white puffy clouds, fall conveys a dread, a fear to some. Colors are somber after October’s blaze of glory. The rustling now-dead leaves sing a different song. Skies can look ominous and foreboding instead of happy. Dead leaves are heard on the ground as in the trees. What was that noise? The trees themselves, now bare, reveal their gestural shapes with a tangle of reaching arms and fingers. Weeping willows in the wild winds sway to and fro, reaching out to passersby. Their movement now gives a different impression. Summer’s breezes are now a biting cold wind. The deadness of fall, a mystery to some, is frightening to others.

Halloween, at summer’s end (Samhain), was a grieving time because of the sun’s decline, but also a thanksgiving (Harvest Home) to the sun for ripening the grains and fruits of summer. After bringing the cattle in, some leisure time would commence after the hard work of summer. Druids, priests of the Celts, made sacrifices of animals and also of war prisoners, often burned alive in wicker images—bonfires on hills meant to appease their gods and guarantee abundance of harvest.

October 31 was the last night of the old year and the start of the new year. With new fires on New Year’s Day, black sheep were sacrificed and divination was done from the ashes, and these fires were meant to protect home and hearth for the coming year.

Troy resident, film and TV critic, and author Peg Aloi, wrote for the Witches’ Voice/Witchvox and stated, “For early Europeans, this time of year marked the beginning of the cold, lean months to come; the flocks were brought in from the fields to live in sheds until spring. Some were slaughtered and the meat preserved to provide for winter. The last gathering of crops was known as ‘Harvest Home,’ celebrated with fairs and festivals. Communion with the dead was thought to be the work of witches and sorcerers, although the common folk thought nothing of it. Because the rise of the Church led to growing suspicion of the pagan ways of country dwellers, Samhain also became associated with witches, ghosts and other spooky things.” Peg teaches media studies at Albany’s College of Saint Rose, is a practicing witch of Celtic/Sicilian heritage, and wrote the foreword to The New Generation Witches (2008) and Lights, Camera, Witchcraft: A Critical History of Witches in American Film and Television (2021). One of her students at SUNY New Paltz fondly recalled Peg as “one of my favorite professors at New Paltz. She cares about her students, has a wondrous sense of humor and taste in music/pop culture. You will learn a ton from Aloi. If you have to take Media and Society, take it with Aloi, you will not regret it.”

The following poem by longtime editor of the New York Evening Post William Cullen Bryant, written in New York City, beautifully describes summer’s end:

The Death of the FlowersThe melancholy days are come, the saddest of the year,

Of wailing winds, and naked woods, and meadows brown and sere.


Heaped in the hollows of the grove, the autumn leaves lie dead;

They rustle to the eddying gust, and to the rabbit’s tread.

The robin and the wren are flown, and from the shrubs the jay,

And from the wood-top calls the crow through all the gloomy day.

 

Where are the flowers, the fair young flowers, that lately sprang and stood

In brighter light and softer airs, a beauteous sisterhood?

Alas! they all are in their graves, the gentle race of flowers

Are lying in their lowly beds, with the fair and good of ours.

The rain is falling where they lie, but the cold November rain

Calls not from out the gloomy earth the lovely ones again.

 

The wind-flower and the violet, they perished long ago,

And the brier-rose and the orchids died amid the summer glow;

But on the hills the golden-rod, and the aster in the wood,

And the yellow sun-flower by the brook in autumn beauty stood,

Till fell the frost from the clear cold heaven, as falls the plague on men

And the brightness of their smile was gone, from upland, glade, and glen.



Immigrants brought their legends with them to America. Ireland’s history of Samhain was written between the seventh and twelfth centuries; their beliefs about witches at Halloween came with them to America.

It was believed that one of the dates witches gathered was October 31: Samhain, Halloween, the Day of the Dead, All Hallows’ Eve. Then, it was believed, witches would travel by broom and convene with the Devil, cast spells, and cause misfortune to the mere mortals around them. They wrote their names in his book and were carried off to revelry on this night. New witches were pricked with a needle by him as their initiation into the coven. On Halloween night, the Devil was worshipped and sometimes appeared as a goat, while witches were accompanied by owls, bats, and cats; frantic dancing was done and considered to be wicked.

By 1986, Wicca was recognized as a religion here in America, and it became protected under the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits discrimination based on religion. In 2018, Newsweek estimated that there were one and a half million practicing witches throughout America.
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Halloween party invite. Courtesy of John Schobel





In American Colonial times, Halloween wasn’t celebrated much at all, but these days it’s a $7 billion a year industry. Halloween parties have always incorporated apples, nuts, doughnuts, cider, and popcorn in celebration of harvest gatherings. Halloween is still an important holiday for modern witches, who take this time to honor lost loved ones and practice divination using tarot and runes. It is a time to invite lost loved ones to visit, not through summoning and séances but through meditating, visualizing, and also by astral projection for those with that talent. Troy-based Peg Aloi stated in personal correspondence to me, “Thanks to many news media articles in recent years, many people now understand that Samhain is a festival celebrated by modern witches and that there is an overlap with Hallowe’en.” Halloween, Peg says, is also “about immersing ourselves for a few days in a mode of revelry that allows us to confront something many of us fear deeply—death.”

In September 2016, Peg learned from her friend Jo Frost that her father Gavin Frost had passed. Gavin, with his wife Yvonne, had founded in 1968 the Church and School of Wicca, helped author over two dozen books on magic and witchcraft, and also gave workshops at Sirius Rising, festivals held in upstate New York at the Brushwood Folklore Center.

In the 1960s and 1970s, in addition to the vandalism taking place on Halloween night, many movies were made pertaining to the occult, causing fear and suspicion of pagan-based practices. A lot has changed since that time. Whereas in the 1990s we’d see Halloween television commercials and decorations only in the days leading up to Halloween, today we are saturated with Halloween and witch images year-round. These days it’s easier than ever to connect with Facebook and Instagram groups devoted to witches, Samhain, and Halloween. In the 1990s there was scant media coverage on witchcraft, but it is everywhere on social media and popular on television shows, and there are many magazines now totally devoted to the Craft. Every fall major clothing designers are inspired by witch-type wardrobes and come out with a line of seemingly “witchy” fashions for Fashion Week.

An article in the Christian Work: Illustrated Family Newspaper from 1894 described how new Halloween was to us at that time. The author stated: “Now that our maturing nation is awakening more and more to the value of holidays, there springs into recognition and observance some peculiar ‘days’ which have only recently been specially noted. There are those of us whose hair is merely sprinkled with gray who in childhood only heard of All Saints Day and Halloween as a vague mention. But lo! Today our blithesome sons and precious young people count among the festive occasions of the golden Autumn the Halloween party. And we are glad of it.” The writer further states that “Halloween was superstitiously regarded especially by the Scottish peasantry as a time when witches and evil spirits went back and forth on dark mysterious midnight revels.”


Honoring the Earth: The Wheel of the Year

Time is considered by many to be linear, though it may actually be circular and folding onto itself.

The wheel of the year is cyclical, with many sabbats and festivals that mark time, marking a significance to practicing witches. Sabbats also have correspondences and edible flowers associated with them. Predating Christianity, the events were later borrowed by Christians, and all represent honoring the earth and its cycles.

Yule occurs on the Winter Solstice, December 21, which is the shortest day and longest night of the year. Christmastime festivities ramp up and we look forward to the days getting longer. Rosemary resembles our Christmas trees in form and heavy pine scent, and is wonderful to cook with atop of roasts like turkey, chicken, and duck. Folklore tells us that people used to plant rosemary near doors, as it was believed that a witch couldn’t enter a dwelling unless she could count all of the rosemary’s leaves.

Imbolc begins February 2, marking the midway point of winter. People look forward to longer days, and toasted pumpkin seeds are a tasty treat during this time by the fire. It’s a time to honor the fertility of the land and clearing away of the past. The pumpkin is a bit of a rarity due to its flowers, leaves, seeds, and pulp all being edible. Nothing goes to waste.

Ostara and March 21 represent the first day of spring, with the egg and the hare being symbols of fertility and the abundance of the universe. It’s easy to see why Easter came from Ostara. Also an equinox, days and nights are of equal time. We start to see a bit more color including lavender, a beautiful purple flower used fresh or dried in teas and on top of pastries and cakes.

Beltane is celebrated April 30 to May 1, and now the earth smells and looks like spring. Now is the time to use the rose hips gathered in the fall, steamed in hot water with rosemary to clear up and hydrate skin, which often takes a beating from winter’s cold outside air and dry indoor heat. Beltane represents fertility, love, and sexuality.

Litha, June 21, is the longest day of the year, with plenty of light returning to us. Cornflowers appear everywhere with their light blue color and are used in teas and salads and atop cakes. Litha is when we start to see some results of seeds planted earlier in the year.

Lammas, August 1 and 2, takes us to the midway mark between summer and fall. Marigolds, also known as calendula, are plentiful; you see them everywhere. Used for medicinal purposes such as burns and rashes, marigolds are also edible and commonly used in salads, scrambled eggs, and quiche.

This time of year also starts to mark harvesting.

Mabon is from September 21 to 24, when the aster star-shaped flowers reign. Also an equinox, day and night are of equal time on the 21st, so balance, symmetry, and harvest are themes here. Used in teas, as garnish, and atop cakes, asters were also used by Native Americans for digestive purposes. Flowers are consumed cooked or raw.

Samhain and later Halloween, which derived from this fall harvest festival, starts on October 31 and lasts through November 1. The veil between the living and the dead is at its thinnest at this time, and bonfires mark the final harvest being brought in, ­including pumpkins. While we now mainly turn them into ­jack-o’-lanterns for Halloween, the pumpkin offered many sustaining foods—leaves, flowers, seeds, and pulp—for our ancestors.




Halloween Now and Then

In October 2021, Elizabeth Stack, executive director of the Irish American Heritage Museum (the only one of its kind in the United States), located at 21 Quackenbush Square, Albany, was featured on WMHT’s weekly arts show AHA! A House for the Arts. Elizabeth detailed the Irish influence on what we now know as modern-day Halloween, based on the Celtic fall festival of Samhain, the harvest season celebration of bringing in the last fruits and nuts of the season.

Dressing up in ancient Ireland was to protect oneself from evil spirits roaming about. The Irish folk religion was strong and carried over with them to America upon settling here. The Irish custom of carving turnips was based on the Irish folktale of Stingy Jack, Jack the Lantern. With pumpkins being so large and plentiful in America, turnips were not carved here, but rather the big orange orbs that we have come to love during the Halloween season.

“Imagine what people thought when they picked up the New York Times on October 31, 1969, and read that Dr. Raymond Buckland and his wife, Rosemary, were meeting that very night with their coven in a Brentwood, Long Island basement. Nude. That their neighbors—clerks, a barber, housewives—were with them, hopping around the basement on broomsticks, and that they regularly practiced magic in coven gatherings around each full moon.” Friend and fellow Halloween-lover Lesley Pratt Bannatyne wrote this in an essay on how Halloween celebrations changed in the twentieth century. “In America, there’s only one group of people who believe that the spirit world emerges at Halloween. Witches,” Lesley says.

From her essay I learned of Raymond Buckland having created the Buckland Museum of Witchcraft and Magick in 1966 in his Long Island home, the first of its kind in America. Buckland had visited the late Gerald Gardner on the Isle of Man, and inspired by Gardner’s collection, decided to start collecting similar artifacts in New York. From 1966 to 1973 Buckland displayed occult artifacts, including artifacts from the Salem witch trials, that he had acquired from all over the world. His career with British Airways provided him with many enviable travel opportunities.

Buckley’s collection included his artifacts as well as those from Gerald Gardner, Aiden Breac, Lady Rowan, Aleister Crowley, Sybil Leek, Anton LaVey, Israel Regardie, Christopher Penczak, Stewart Farrar, Janet Farrar, and Scott Cunningham, and from leaders within the pagan community.

Due to the uniqueness of this one-of-a-kind museum, the world’s press took notice. The New York Times, New York Post, Newsday, Look Magazine, Cosmopolitan, Esquire, and many other publications featured stories, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York asked to display some of Buckland’s artifacts. Buckland was then busy with radio and television appearances as well as writing assignments for a long time to come. As he moved to other states, the museum went with him and now resides in Ohio since 2015.

The museum’s website, bucklandmuseum.org, features its YouTube channel with fascinating videos that include interviews with Raymond Buckland on witchcraft.

Witches Raymond Buckland and Scott Cunningham were interviewed together on Halloween 1986 on Twin Cities Live before a live television audience who, along with callers, had the opportunity to ask both witches questions on witchcraft. First, the men made clear that witchcraft predates Christianity by at least a thousand years and witches now and back then have never believed in Satan, nor do they worship him. Buckland gave a few examples of the types of witches such as Saxon, Celtic, and Druidic. Witchcraft’s One Rule was defined: “An you harm none, do what thou will.”

Both men also explained a little of the Rule of Three: Whether doing good or bad deeds, the results return to you threefold. They pointed out that a difference between witchcraft and many religions is that witches and Wiccans do not aggressively push their belief systems on others in ways that a number of religions are known to do.

The television host asked the men, “What is Halloween and what does it mean to a witch?” Buckland explained its ancient Celtic origins going back possibly twenty thousand years as a fire festival celebrating a change of seasons, honoring the dead, and speaking to those who have crossed over during this time of the thinning veil between this world and the world of the dead. Halloween, he said, is to witches what Christmas is to Christians. An audience member asked about the pentagram and whether or not it was a symbol of evil. Buckland explained that it is not; it symbolizes life itself and witches use it as their symbol.

Buckland and Cunningham were asked, “What powers do witches have?” It was explained that many witches have the ability to bend time, have clairvoyant or psychic abilities, and can direct energy to change outcomes (magick). Of course, the audience and television host were hungry for examples, and Buckland did not disappoint when he told the story of an elderly neighbor who had serious problems with other neighbors and wished that he could move but had no means to do so. Buckland and his coven did some magick—chants and manifesting—to try to help this man. A week later, the elderly man’s circumstances changed dramatically for the better when his uncle unexpectedly died, leaving him a small fortune that allowed him to move fifty miles away, buy another house, and have no neighbors.

Some might call it a coincidence, some synchronicity, and others chance. But these are the types of changed circumstances that witches seek to bring about from their magick.

These days Halloween generates around $7 billion annually in sales of all things Halloween. Millions of people gather to watch the New York City Village Halloween Parade, which, with close to sixty thousand costumed parade marchers, is the nation’s largest public Halloween event and also has the distinction of being the nation’s only major night parade.
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Participants in the 2019 New York City Village Halloween Parade. Courtesy of Village Halloween Parade, Inc.





In 2000 the parade was televised for the first time by USA and Sci-Fi networks with Susan Sarandon as the host, and the following year it was a unifying recovery event after the tragedy of 9/11. The parade draws thousands of costumed performers, musicians performing music from all over the world, and artists to create a truly unique and inspirational event. It is believed to bring in around $90 million annually to the city, giving some area businesses and restaurants their best night of the year. It’s an event with many big corporate sponsors, but the parade always seeks donations and volunteers interested in being part of the festivities. These festivities bring about goodwill and lasting positive memories for tourists visiting the city, sometimes only for this event.

Jeanne Fleming, producer and artistic director, has run the parade annually since 1979 while living at the historic Rokeby estate in upstate New York’s Red Hook. The estate has significant historical value, as it was built two hundred years ago on land granted to Colonel Pieter Schuyler by the Crown in 1688 and has remained in the family ever since. The land was used by tenant farmers with Colonel Henry Beekman, Margaret Beekman Livingston, and Alida Livingston as landlords, then later in the 1800s William B. Astor, the son and principal heir of John Jacob Astor, built the main house that is known today. A workshop on the property produces puppets featured in the parade, on land the native Lenni-Lenape tribes of ancient times had planted corn on.
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Rokeby estate and its library. Library of Congress





Jeanne was one of the enthusiastic creatives I corresponded with while writing this book, and she generously loaned images and her time, during her busy schedule of planning and fund-raising for the parade. Gratitude goes to her and people like her who keep Halloween alive in modern times in a very big way.

“If the light and the leaves and the weather are right, we’re transported back to where we can almost see our friends running around in Zorro capes, or the flick of a monster’s tail in the shadows,” says Lesley Pratt Bannatyne in her book Halloween Nation (2011). Halloween lovers love a parade and everything associated with the holiday. In 2008, when Lesley had interviewed Jeanne, it was mentioned that three hundred purple witches were planning to attend the parade that year. Jeanne was quoted in Lesley’s book as saying: “Sometimes I really do believe when I look down at the parade that these are the same people who have always been doing this. They’re ancient spirits, just the latest reincarnation of them. They feel familiar to me.” And on All Souls’ Day 2021, Jeanne wrote to me that: “To me, it is nothing more than the first magic circle—it’s just that now more hear the call! The spirits that come are today’s version of those original ones . . . hearing the voices of the ancestors.”

Another popular Halloween event is the Great Jack O’Lantern Blaze, a magical walk-through experience produced by Historic Hudson Valley at the historic Van Cortlandt Manor where visitors marvel at around seven thousand lit carved pumpkins made into various characters and shapes with synchronized lighting and music. The blaze is the largest and was the first in the nation, having begun in 2005, with a location in Old Bethpage now as well. This event and the celebration of the pumpkin and Halloween holiday demonstrates how the Hudson Valley still honors our ancient ancestors who brought their Samhain/Halloween traditions and folklore here with them.

The first book-length history of Halloween in America was written by Ruth Kelley, a librarian, and published in 1919. The Book of Hallowe’en is a must-have for some hard-to-find history of the holiday’s origins in other countries and how it took hold in America. “No custom that was once honored at Halloween is out of fashion now,” Ruth said in her book. A Halloween costume pageant in Fort Worth, Texas, in 1919 comprised four thousand schoolchildren. But sadly, many school districts have done away with their Halloween class parades. Yahoo Life states: “Halloween festivities may alienate and exclude students and staffers who may not celebrate for various personal or religious reasons as the holiday, with both its pagan roots and connection to All Saints’ Day, is seen as too Satanic for some Christians and too Christian for some Muslims and Orthodox Jews.” It has also been suggested that it may be a hardship for some students who may not be able to afford costumes. Many schools, in an effort to be more inclusive, have started to celebrate a “Harvest Day” in the fall.

Halloween is a community holiday; it celebrates the change of seasons, darkness falls earlier, and we turn more to hearth and home. Halloween celebrates being accepted for however you pre­sent yourself, and you’re allowed to be strange at this time. It is a celebration of fall’s colors and creativity. It’s a time to imagine and fashion yourself as something else, with witch costumes being one of the top choices for children and adults alike. Like Lesley said in her book, even in modern times witches creep us out and fascinate us at the same time. Witches are, always have been, and may always be mysterious as well as misunderstood. Lesley also pointed out that the witch is “the only feminine holiday icon in a year crowded by men.” All of our other holiday icons are males.

In the 1970s, Halloween became a bit of a concern as vandalism rose in terms of people throwing eggs at cars, soaping windows on homes, and stringing endless amounts of bathroom tissue among trees. For a while, it became a time that many adults dreaded and the cleanup after was significant, and that is something I remember in upstate New York while growing up. Fortunately, this trend didn’t last or continue to ruin the holiday for the rest of us.

In 2019, a nationwide petition circulated in hopes of changing Halloween to the last Saturday in October, making it more convenient, some parents and teachers argued, since children would not have to get up early the next day for school. The date of this holiday originated in the ancient Celtic celebration of Samhain, and has not been changed because more people than not voiced this concern.

Many children wind up being socialized out of their interest in witches and magic by society. It should remain important to allow children to celebrate Halloween with all of its attendant festivities.

Even in her 1919 book, Ruth Kelley detailed how Americans have embraced Halloween, adopting the customs and festivities that originated overseas in early times, and it is especially true these days. In the early part of the twentieth century, during what has been called the Golden Age of Postcards, Halloween postcards were especially adored. Now collector’s items, many were produced with witch imagery, rich colors, and embossing by Valentine & Sons Publishing Co. and by F. A. Owen Co. in Dansville, New York. They were not expensive to buy or send and became a big part of Halloween customs in America.

Witches started to become synonymous with Halloween in America in the 1800s when immigrants like the Irish, who came here due to famine in their country, brought their beliefs with them. But there had long been a connection between witches and Halloween in Europe, going back to the time of the Druids and their Samhain rituals. Almost a million Irish immigrants came to New York in the early to mid 1800s, and they really were the group that had the most impact on Halloween becoming so prominent here in America, and New York’s Hudson Valley especially. Pumpkins native to America were huge compared to the turnips the Irish had been using as hollowed-out lanterns in their countryside on autumn nights.

Women who were known as healers became labeled as witches, seen with their brooms that many used to cleanse a space before rituals, and even to hop a creek with. This was associated with flying with them, thus some of our earliest Halloween imagery was created. The Esperance Witch, for example, was accused of being able to “fly” across a river.

Modern witches believe in sharing the bounty of harvest season with others as one of Halloween’s features and appreciating the beauty of the autumn season and its colors, which are in such contrast to the colors of summer. Apples, pumpkins, squash, bonfires—all are plentiful during fall. Carved pumpkins after Halloween are then put out for animals to feast on.

The following verse from the Wiccan Rede, a witches’ manifesto, beautifully captures this end of summer:


As the old year starts to wane the new begins, it’s now Samhain.

When the time for Imbolc shows watch for flowers through the snows.

Harvesting comes to one and all when the Autumn Equinox does fall.

Heed the flower, bush, and tree by the Lady blessed you’ll be.



Starr RavenHawk of the Wiccan Family Temple Academy of Pagan Studies in New York City says, “Samhain starts at dusk on the 31st, ending the evening of November 1st. Because Samhain is our High Holy Day, our New Year, we do a grand celebration and dress up—the idea of dressing up is to use your magick to become what we want to be for the coming year. We invoke our future by wearing what we want to create for ourselves, the way we want our community to see us. We are casting a spell about who we are and what we are going to become in the coming year. Most witches dress in their finery, wearing their jewelry and best magickal clothing. Some may do it in a comical, fun way. We may focus within ourselves to look ‘through the glass darkly,’ developing our divination and psychic skills. It also allow us a greater awareness and connection with the realms of magick and with those who have gone before.”

The Upstate Witches and Pagans group chants this on Samhain:


Hoof & horn, hoof & horn,

All that dies will be reborn.

Corn & grain, corn & grain,

All that dies shall live again.
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