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INTRODUCTION

Spitting on newborn babies to keep away evil spirits?

Sucking down a glass of bat’s blood for health?

Showing up at your neighbor’s door with a horse skull and expecting to be let in, no questions asked?

Totally strange, right?

Sure, people take their own customs for granted, but those customs can look pretty bizarre when viewed from a distance. But the truth is, the world is bubbling over with weird customs, rituals, festivals, and overall general weirdness. And in these pages, you’ll find plenty of weird to go around, including:

• Camel wrestling in Turkey

• A roadkill-cooking contest in the United States

• Teeth sharpening in the Mentawai Islands

• Turning deceased relatives into jewelry in South Korea

• Stuffing ferrets down your pants in England

Thankfully, some of these customs only happened in the distant past, but some of them are still going on today, even if they’re not quite as extreme as they used to be (and some of them are pretty damn extreme!). But if you read about enough of this bizarre stuff, you may get some insight into why in the world anyone participates in these things. Or maybe you’ll just sit in slack-jawed wonder, amazed at the things people do (and did) to themselves and others in the name of tradition.

Who knows? Maybe you’ll even find a ritual you want to add to your own life! (Though it might be good to avoid the Philippine practice of hanging up coffins containing your dead relatives around town. In most parts of the world people tend to frown on that sort of thing.)

Anyway, let’s get started on our bizarre journey. Warning: Great strangeness ahead!
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SPITTING FOR LUCK

Let’s Hope That Baby Forgets What You Just Did
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Okay, sure, in every society on earth, you can safely bet there are customs and superstitions to keep babies healthy and safe from harm. Harmless little rituals that don’t do any lasting damage to an infant’s self-esteem. Except in the case of Greece. Where they spit right in their fat little faces.

Hawking a loogie directly into a newborn’s innocent mug is just one of the ways Greek people incorporate casual spitting in their daily lives. Not that it always involves an actual hunk of phlegm. Some Greeks just make a “ftou” sound. If you hear someone going, “ftou, ftou, ftou,” don’t worry; they’re just warding off the evil eye (with the three spits representing the Holy Trinity). Fishermen have been known to “ftou” onto their nets to help them catch more fish. Not the kind of fish that get regularly invited to fancy dinner parties, we’ll assume.

Greeks also believe that when you sneeze it means that someone, somewhere, is thinking about you. If you ask someone for three random numbers, add them together and match the result to the corresponding letter of the alphabet: It will be the first initial of whoever’s doing the thinking.

But back to the baby spitting thing. What it’s supposed to accomplish is to keep the devil at bay, because we all know that what the ruler of a realm filled with sulfur, brimstone, and everlasting torment hates most is a little saliva. If you have trouble believing that people would do such a thing to an innocent child, just watch My Big Fat Greek Wedding again. Look for the scene where the main character, Toula, explains to her husband-to-be that her family is not, in fact, insane but is spewing onto a young member of the brood to keep it free from Satan’s clutches.

Surprisingly, Greece isn’t the only place where spitting on wee folk is considered normal:

• In Bulgaria, not only do you spit on the kid; after the deed is done you must exclaim, “May the chickens poop on you!” to make the baby seem less appetizing to dark forces.

• The Maasai of Kenya and Tanzania spit at one another in greeting, and newborns get a faceful at birth.

• Infants get the same treatment in Mauritania, as Wolof tribal elders will spit into kids’ ears and rub it all over their heads like a slimy salve. This is supposed to convey blessings, as saliva is believed to hold the power of words. As their saying goes, “Like honey in water, speech, good or bad, dissolves in saliva which retains part of its power.”

• The Igbo tribe of Nigeria believes that oration skills can be passed on by an elder chewing some alligator pepper, spitting the results onto a finger, and then sticking that finger into a baby’s mouth. Yum!
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A Sneeze of Great Portent

The Ancient Greeks thought sneezes were signs of prophecy. In 401 B.C.E., the Athenian general Xenophon delivered an inspiring speech to his men, encouraging them to fight despite being completely surrounded by Persians. At the conclusion one of the soldiers let loose with a sneeze. It was considered such a good omen that everyone immediately bowed down.



The origins of the Greek habit of launching saliva projectiles at unsuspecting tots likely have roots in pre-Christian religion. Compared to some of their other customs, it seems downright boring. For instance, in Greek Christmas folklore hideous, deformed goblins called kallikantzaroi spend most of the year underground, sawing away at the World Tree in an effort to destroy the earth. But when December 25 rolls around, right before the Tree is about to collapse, they’re allowed to venture up to the surface. There, they forget all about their global destruction plans and spend the day playing pranks on humans. Presumably you can keep safe through an adequate amount of spitting. Other early holdovers include a fear of Tuesday (not Friday) the thirteenth and a superstition about shoes: Leaving them lying around sole-side up after taking them off could lead to a grave case of bad luck. Maybe even death. There’s also a belief that when you and someone else say the same thing at the same time, it’s a bad omen. When that happens it’s believed you’ll both have an uncontrollable urge to fight, so to prevent a violent incident the parties must say, “piase kokkino,” meaning “touch red.” The two then must find something red to touch to make everything hunky-dory (possibly wine, which could easily make a fight go away). And, go figure, spitting on one another might even help de-escalate the situation.

[image: images] Bringing a Knife to a Fistfight

Another way to accidentally find yourself in the middle of an unwanted brawl is to hand someone a knife in Greece. The proper etiquette is to lay it down, then let the other party pick it up. Otherwise it’s believed that fisticuffs will surely follow.

Basically, should you ever find yourself in Greece, the key to social success is to just keep spitting nonstop like the world’s most belligerent llama—on babies, new acquaintances, strangers, priests, law enforcement, what have you. It’s like someone created a heaven for bad-tempered professional baseball managers. So go ahead, be the life of the party. Just be sure to carry something red, watch out for yuletide goblins, and memorize that line about pooping chickens should you accidentally cross the border into Bulgaria.



HEALING BLOOD MILK

Whole, Skim, or Type O Positive?
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Most of us take for granted the fact that we drink milk that doesn’t come from our own mothers or even our own species. But when you really think about it—ewww! Gross! Drinking the fluids pulled from the massive teats of a slow-moving cow or goat doesn’t sound too appetizing when you dwell on it, right? Well, if that didn’t ruin your morning cereal, this might: The Maasai tribe of Kenya (and also Tanzania) love to drink milk just as much as we do, only instead of pasteurizing it they prefer to mix in steaming-hot blood. That’s right! Blood!

They get the blood from the same place as the milk, only the process is a little more…stabby. To ensure tasty freshness, they make a small cut in the jugular vein of whichever unlucky cow’s turn it is that day. They catch the blood that spills out and mix it in with the milk. Not too much blood, mind, so the wound will heal in a matter of days and the procedure can be repeated. It’s like the story of the farmer’s three-legged pig: A cow that nice you don’t eat all at once.

They use the blood-infused milk in a variety of ways. For instance, as a celebratory drink and as an elixir for the sickly. They keep the mixture in an empty pumpkin and then let the milk ferment with the blood. Bovine urine is sometimes added in (for that special flavor), and the daytime heat quickly turns it all, according to Exploring-Africa.com, into a kind of “thick, sour and dark-colored yoghurt.” For those few who may still be thinking something like “That’s no big deal. The British eat blood pudding!” we encourage you to read this paragraph again, as you must have missed the part about the cow pee.

[image: images] No Lion Down on the Job

If it hasn’t dawned on you yet, the Maasai are pretty hardcore. For young men to become fully accepted as adult members of the tribe, they used to undergo a ritual called Moran. This required that they spend a considerable amount of time alone out in the wild, fending for themselves in the bush. The most intense part of this rite of passage was where they had to kill a lion (when the big cat population was higher) using nothing but a spear. No shield, no extra spear, no Taser…nothing. The ones who survived earned a double-sided beaded leather shoulder strap called an imporro, which presumably had “BAD MOTHERF*****” embroidered somewhere on it.

You might think having this as part of their diet would be disastrous for the Maasai people’s health. But research has shown their overall fitness is superb, with cholesterol counts being about half of the average American’s. Obviously they have a more varied diet than exsanguinated livestock yogurt for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. And their activity levels far exceed any Westerner who isn’t an avid triathlete. But the disturbing dish doesn’t appear to be a problem. It’s also rather revealing that studies have found that Maasai who have moved into cities have markedly higher rates of heart trouble.

Drinking a brew that’s filled to the brim with animal fats and protein most likely comes in handy with another custom: the jumping dance. Referred to as adamu in the Maasai tongue, this high-energy presentation involves twelve men moving in unison without the aid of drums or any other kind of instrument. This dance begins with women singing, which prompts the men to begin leaping higher and higher to celebrate the coming of age of the young men of the village (seems like the least they could do, as we’re talking about the kids who had to go out and fight a lion). The young women get involved as well by dancing and flirting with the young warriors.

It should be pretty clear by now, based on how many times we’ve mentioned this particular beast in the previous paragraphs, that the cow is a central part of Maasai life. Their seminomadic lifestyle means they follow their herds across the grasslands and use the animals as a form of barter. Cowhides provide clothing and shelter, and if you think the Native Americans were good at using every part of an animal, we again encourage you to reread that paragraph that talked about cow pee. As their most prized and valuable possessions, it’s said that a good cow is just as important to a Maasai tribesman as an exotic sports car is to a Westerner. That is, if you went out and siphoned out some gasoline to pour over your oatmeal every morning for breakfast.
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Not a Good Choice for a Bullfight, Though

Considering their taste in beverages, it shouldn’t be surprising that the traditional robe the Maasai wear (called the shuka) is blood red. Not only does that color represent courage, strength, and unity; it’s also believed to be effective at scaring away lions. The Maasai also tend to wear a lot of bright beaded jewelry in colors that signify various parts of their culture. For instance, blue is for the sky and rain that nourishes them and their cattle. White is pure like the milk from those cattle (until it gets the blood treatment, we suppose). Green is for the land that provides vegetables and grass for their livestock, while yellow represents the life-giving sun. Finally, orange means friendship and generosity, two things that are very important to the Maasai.





BABY TOSSING

What Else Are You Going to Do When You Run Out of Horseshoes?
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When a brand-new life is brought into the world, just about every culture does unpleasant things to it:

• You get dunked in water.

• A rabbi make a pass over your genitals with a knife.

• You’re passed from relative to relative so they can make horrible faces at you, trying to get you to smile or something.

But there aren’t that many traditions reserved for motorcycle daredevils and trapeze artists. One such death-defying, high-risk practice still occurs every first week of December in parts of India, where people toss infants off a roof to show their faith in a higher power.

Most popular in the central/southwestern states of Maharashtra and Karnataka, hurling babies from unsafe heights has been going on for around seven hundred years. You’d think more people would know about this.

The site most famous for this ceremony is the Islamic shrine called Baba Umer Dargah, located in the city of Solapur. There’s a platform, about fifty feet in the air. That’s where the babies are tossed from. They’re caught (hopefully) in a sheet held by both Muslims and Hindus. The point isn’t to terrify the babies so they learn to shriek at maximum volume—that’s just a by-product. The belief is that baby tossing will ensure health and prosperity for the families of little bundles of joy. Hundreds of people show up to watch the spectacle. However, we have to assume health and happiness for the parents might be in jeopardy when the kid grows up and remembers what they did to him.

The practice of baby tossing supposedly originated with an unnamed saint (one who probably had a warped sense of humor) who gave people hope at a time when infant mortality was frighteningly high and medical options were few. His suggestion was that parents build a shrine and lob their offspring from the top. When he somehow got people to agree to this dubious practice, it’s said that a sheet appeared miraculously in midair and delivered the airborne youngsters to the ground. In the years that followed, the people’s faith that a miracle would save the babies was replaced by non-magical sheets.

The formerly obscure ritual received global attention in 2009 when a film crew captured the phenomenon and broadcast it to a horrified viewing public. Unsurprisingly, people began to call for a ban on the practice. The deputy commissioner for the Bijapur district said, “As I am new to the district, I did not know about the unusual ritual, which is inhuman and terrifying for babies. I intend to prevent the people from indulging in such acts [in future].” The Karnataka State Commission for Protection of Child Rights also got involved, and a hullabaloo ensued. But you know what they found? No record of any child ever being injured in the tossing events. Not one. Public anger soon turned to appreciation, as an editor from the Lonely Planet travel guide put it, for India’s “rich festival tradition, which allows us to see the country at its most colourful and chaotic.” This from someone who never got chucked off a fifty-foot-high platform when he was a baby.

[image: images] Monthly Seclusion

For the Kalash people of neighboring Pakistan, it’s the mothers who have to suffer. Their culture considers the act of childbirth so repugnant and unclean that special buildings (called Bashleni) are constructed for women to have their babies in complete seclusion. The men find menstruation equally repulsive, so when that time of the month rolls arounds, it presents another reason for women to be sent to the Bashleni.
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Lathmar Holi

Women and babies aren’t the only ones in India who get the short end of the stick. In the ancient city of Jodhpur, located in the state of Rajasthan, unmarried males get the entire stick. During the festival called Lathmar Holi, women get the opportunity to whack eligible bachelors with lengthy poles in a recreation ceremony that celebrates the life of Krishna. As the story goes, when the god was young, he and his immature friends had a habit of teasing his beloved, Radha. Finding this behavior quite rude, Radha’s friend took up arms in the form of sticks and chased the men away.



As Indian children grow to an age when they have children themselves, they’re still not free from distressing rituals. During solar eclipses, pregnant women are encouraged by astrologers to stay indoors, and bathing in holy sources of water is thought to promote health and willpower. And in 2009, during the longest eclipse of the new century, it was discovered that parents had buried thirty-four of their children up to their necks in mud in the belief it would cure them of any disabilities. (It probably cured them of any affection for their parents at any rate.) Unlike baby tossing, the concern over this one didn’t fade away. The authorities threatened to prosecute those involved and kicked off an awareness campaign. There are a whole lot of superstitions in India, though (like the fear of getting a haircut on Saturday), so initiatives like this tend to be an uphill battle.

Indeed, superstition in India is considered to be a big social problem. Not only the poor and uneducated but the literate and well-to-do also have unscientific beliefs that vary from region to region. They range from the relatively harmless to the genuinely horrifying. Although traditions like sati (the burning or burying alive of widows) and human sacrifice are gradually being relegated to history (because less human sacrifice makes life better, right?), incidents of both still occur. Which makes a little baby hurling every now and again seem a lot less horrifying.



FROG JUICE

You Can Add Wheatgrass, but It Won’t Change Much
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Health drinks can be a little hard to swallow sometimes, as anyone who’s ever choked down a bottle of kombucha can confirm. No matter how much honey, fruit, or packets of Splenda you toss into the blender, it’s hard to cover up the taste of kale to the point where it doesn’t taste like the south end of a northbound alpaca. In Peru, however, they’ve come up with a supposedly rejuvenating concoction that is thoroughly impossible to make taste like anything other than exactly what it is: frog juice.

This is a culinary delicacy in some parts of South America’s third-biggest country. Jugo de rana (literally a whole frog thrown into a blender along with some herbs and honey) has its origins in ancient mystical folklore. It’s also called “Peruvian Viagra,” due to its supposed positive effects on erectile dysfunction. So guys, if you’re having any, ahem, difficulties, you might want to go frog hunting. But keeping things up isn’t the only thing amphibian squeezings can treat:

• Anemia

• Tuberculosis

• Asthma

If you’ve got any of these conditions, you can benefit from gulping down slimy, mulched pond hoppers. As a bonus, the specific type of critter used as the main ingredient is the Titicaca water frog (Telmatobius culeus). If that wasn’t hilarious enough, that particular frog’s nickname happens to be, because of its baggy, wrinkly appearance, “the scrotum frog.”

Frog juice is not some niche drink that’s consumed only by a small minority who are immune to nausea; it’s very popular. Purveyors of the stuff are murdering so many scrotum frogs, in fact, that they’re sliding rapidly toward extinction. To be fair, an increase in pollution is also killing them off in droves, which would seem to argue against their continued ability to produce healthy erections (unless this condition also happens to be a heretofore-unknown side effect of sucking in industrial waste). The Peruvian government is taking measures to save the species by prosecuting illegal wildlife traders and raiding frog juice vendors (who individually go through fifty to seventy containers of the stuff per day). But as the demand remains, your local frog juice dealer will be out there. After all, supernatural medical beliefs of our ancestors supersede bureaucrats telling us that puréeing frogs is wrong.
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Cuteness on a Stick

While you’re sipping your pleasant, cool beverage made from minced frogs, perhaps you’d care for some fried guinea pigs for the main course? That’s right, the cute and cuddly rodent that’s been a beloved first pet for generations of American children is definitely on the menu in Peru. You can buy them barbecued on a stick by the roadside or order them right off the menu at most restaurants.



Conservationists and zoos across the world are making efforts to save the scrotum frog, despite the fact that it looks like something the cat threw up. People like James Garcia, an outreach programs specialist for the Denver Zoo, have been able to look past the frog’s flappy repulsiveness and work toward its salvation. He explained what must be done in an interview with Live Science: “We’re trying to teach people to take pride in this animal, to understand this animal. Without them saving it and learning about it and taking pride in it, it’s not going to be saved.”

With all this, it might come as something of a surprise that in 2016, Peru was given the title “World’s Leading Culinary Destination” by World Travel Awards for the fifth year running. It’s also the home to no small number of trendy superfoods, like quinoa and pichuberry, which makes their cuisine healthier on average. This explains why Peruvian food is becoming increasingly popular in America (or at least California), with fifteen themed (presumably non-guinea-pig–specializing) restaurants in Los Angeles alone. No word on whether they serve frog juice. If they do, those same restaurants might have to deal with their fair share of angry protesters.

[image: images] So Many Options

If frog smoothies and guinea pig kabobs haven’t scared you into packing your suitcase full of granola bars and jerky for your next trip to Peru, there are other traditional dishes that might make you consider it. Like the fact that the jerky they have over there isn’t made from beef or even something exotic like ostrich but from llamas. Or the bowls of roasted “big bottomed” ants, grilled grubs from the South American palm weevil, or giant Amazonian river snails, which are chopped up and made into a hearty stew. If you’d like to be adventurous, give these things a go. Maybe they’ll go down a bit more smoothly if you do like the locals and dip them in clay.

But thankfully for the critically endangered water frogs, there are plenty of people who care about them, and not just because they allegedly make men happier in the bedroom. And with a little luck and determination, we may yet again see the shores of Lake Titicaca teeming with scrotum-beasts. In a final bit of good news, the Denver Zoo was successful in breeding the very first Telmatobius culeus tadpoles in captivity in 2017. Hopefully it was for benign purposes and not to supply cheap ingredients for their new Peruvian-themed food court.



VIRGIN BOY EGGS

Scrambled, Over Easy, or…Oh, Good Lord!
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From rhinoceros horn to deer penis to dried gecko powder, traditional Chinese medicine can be…a little weird. Still, many people all over the world are willing to give the ancient Eastern ways the benefit of the doubt. And okay, we can admit Western medicine still doesn’t hold all the answers. But if you think having an acupuncturist stick needles in your back or letting someone attach cups to your flesh means you’re superbrave, get back to us once you’ve eaten “virgin boy eggs.” Because no matter what you imagine such a food might be, we guarantee it’s much, much worse. Unless of course your mind somehow went directly to “eggs boiled in the urine of little boys.” Yep, that’s what it is.

As much as that sounds like a portion of a federal inmate’s confession transcript, eating eggs that have been soaked and prepared in pee is a tradition that goes back hundreds of years. It has to be the pee of boys, not girls. “Why?” you ask. It just is. Leave it at that. Also, it’s best if the boys in question are under the age of ten, because otherwise it would be…wrong? It’s a dish commonly sold by street vendors in Dongyang, a city of around eight hundred thousand people in the Yangtze River Delta Economic Region. It’s not hard to find the particular stalls where they’re sold; just go by the smell.
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Discontinue Use If You Feel Any Wriggling

It’s going to be hard to upstage the main course of this entry in terms of overall horridness, but baby mice wine might come close. This is pretty much just what it says it is—rice wine brewed with the corpses of a bunch of dead baby mice. Isn’t that a bouquet to die for? It’s also ancient in origin and said to cure all sorts of ailments. To make it, you drop live mice into a bottle of wine and let it ferment for a year or so until it’s deemed safe for consumption. As for the taste? It’s wonderful, some say—if you’re the sort of person who likes guzzling gasoline straight from the pump.



To collect their golden elixir the, um, “chefs” visit the local elementary school toilets with buckets (and presumably permission from the principal). There’s no proof that the eggs contribute toward your physical well-being, of course, but that doesn’t stop people like Ge Yaohua, an egg vendor, from believing his cup of urine is half full rather than half empty. As he said in an interview with HuffPost, “They are good for your health. Our family has them for every meal. In Dongyang, every family likes eating them.”

We in no way encourage you to actually prepare this undoubtedly savory morsel. But just for the record, here’s how it’s done.

First, soak the eggs in boy urine, shells and all, and bring the urine to a boil. (You’ll notice we don’t say anything here about how to get the urine.) Then take out the eggs, peel off their shells, and put them back to simmer for a full day while adding more urine as necessary. You can add herbs at this stage if you want, but it’s questionable as to whether that’s going to make things better. Anyway, that’s about it. Now you have salty, yellowish boiled eggs with a green yolk center. And because we know you’re wondering, here’s what they do to your taste buds. According to an interview with Wu Bei of the Zhang Yuming Chinese Medicine Clinic in Dongyang in The New York Times, “They taste a bit like urine, but not too much. It’s delicious; you should try one sometime!”

[image: images] You’ll Want to Pack a Lunch

China is famous for serving foods that shock foreigners. Enough so that their cuisine was given top billing in 2018 at the Disgusting Food Museum in Malmö, Sweden. On display were mouth-watering delectables such as century eggs, stinky tofu, and barbecued pig brain. Mmmm. Pork brain. Hungry Americans will be pleased to learn that the museum has also opened a location in Los Angeles, California, where you can sample edible nightmares from other parts of the world, such as lamprey pie from England, maggot-infested pecorino from Sardinia, and Iceland’s national dish: rotten shark meat.

You might think that eating eggs soaked in urine, even if it is virgin boy urine, would make your liver jump out of your body and commit suicide. But those who consume virgin boy eggs regularly are said to enjoy better blood circulation, immunity from heat stroke, and a general reinvigoration of the body. The local government has even awarded the dish the title of “intangible cultural heritage,” just in case you were wondering if the cops were a little curious about the whole boy’s bathroom thing. Although the “intangible” part suggests that they may be just as confused as we are why people eat those abominations.

While we won’t likely be running out of eggs (or pee from young male humans) anytime in the near future, this particular tradition isn’t really harmful to the environment. To the small intestine, perhaps, but not the environment. But the same can’t be said for a number of other centuries-old foods and medicines that include endangered animals as the main ingredients. For instance, even though trading in tiger bones and rhino horns has been illegal for decades, in 2018, China lifted the ban for reasons that remain a mystery. The Chinese government may have gone after the ivory trade, but it is ignoring another animal that may face complete extinction in the near future because of its importance in traditional healing—the pangolin. As a side note, pangolin preparation also involves being cooked in the piddle of young boys. So where exactly should we start in terms of changing old habits and attitudes, the chicken or the egg—or the boy or the pee?



ST. JORDAN’S DAY

I Left—I Mean I Stopped—My Heart in Bulgaria

[image: images]

If you’re a member of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, you turn out every January 6 for St. Jordan’s Day—no matter how cold it is. You may be shivering in your thermal underwear, but hey, it’s a holiday that celebrates Epiphany and the baptism of Jesus. You don’t want to miss that! Now, if you’ve ever been to southeast Europe in winter, you’ll know that January 6 is a time of year that’s generally far too cold to do much else other than sit inside and complain. For most people, that is. For Bulgarian men who want to increase their chances at a year filled with health and happiness (and prove their manliness), it’s a chance to take part in a custom that’s probably going to stop their hearts (or perhaps induce fatal shrinkage): chasing a cross thrown by a priest into the frigid water, then fighting to get it on land.

The first man to reach the holy cross and bring it to shore gets a special blessing, along with loss of all feeling in his body. That’s because the dip in the water (again, we can’t emphasize how cold it is) symbolizes Christ’s baptism by John the Baptist in the River of Jordan. What everybody overlooks is that the river’s outlet was the Sea of Galilee, which was surrounded by a desert! It never produced the kinds of frigid temperatures typical of a Bulgarian winter. And for those who haven’t yet lost consciousness from hypothermia trying to rid their house of evil spirits, there’s the “icy round dance.” Because that’s just what you want to do after you’ve been thrashing around in freezing water. There’s no blessed cross with this event, just a lot of men dancing around in the water to the accompaniment of peppy traditional tunes. The women apparently have no involvement in these kinds of activities, which says a lot about the native intelligence of Bulgarian females.

On the opposite end of the Slavic spectrum, the Bulgarian tradition called nestinari is all about heat. On the feet. A practice similar to the Indian custom of firewalking, this version takes place in remote areas in the Strandzha Mountains, near Turkey. Its roots are pre-Christian, although it’s now combined with the Eastern Orthodox celebration of Saint Constantine and Helen’s Day. The brave participants enter a trance, brought about by the rhythmic beating of a sacred drum, then dance barefoot on hot embers seemingly without experiencing any pain (although this may have something to do with the lingering frostbite from chasing crosses into frozen rivers).

[image: images] The Kukeri, Festival of Monsters

Another custom that aims to provide the participants with health and happiness is the folk festival called the Kukeri. It also has religious origins, but nothing even close to Christianity; the rituals trace back to an ancient cult. It also takes place during winter, but the truly chilling aspect has to do with the costumes worn by the performers. They put on creepy masks and animal pelts, dancing crazily in the streets. Then they visit people’s homes at night before congregating in the village square to frolic and entertain young and old alike. Which all sounds like the first act of a horror movie, if we ever heard one.

New Year’s Eve is another occasion when chasing away evil spirits is a priority (apparently evil spirits just never take a break). Children prepare their survachkas (a tree branch decorated with colorful threads and other adornments). The kids then beat their relatives with their fancy sticks while reciting religious verse, with the goal of chasing away dark forces and clearing the way for good fortune in the coming year. It must feel great for the kids to get a little of their own back and whale on their parents. In return the relatives inexplicably reward them with candy. A win-win situation all around for the children, one would have to say. And by the way, should you be a guest in Bulgaria and find yourself getting smacked with sticks, coerced into frozen water dancing, and walking on smoldering embers no matter how much you protest, it’s possible you didn’t realize something important: Over there, nodding your head means no, while shaking it from side to side means “Yes, I would very much like to be subjected to something highly unpleasant.”
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Good Luck and Don’t Slip

When it comes to health and prosperity, Bulgarians have a lot of ways of seeking them. Like whenever someone needs to leave the house for an important event, say, for the first day of school, an important test, and so on. Before they go, a copper vessel of water is poured in front of the doorstep so that the challenge ahead will proceed as smoothly as the spilled water. A bride-to-be will kick over a container of water before leaving for her wedding, perhaps to represent her father’s gratefulness that her water didn’t break before the nuptials.



Be glad some customs haven’t survived to the twenty-first century, such as the way ancient Bulgarians treated their dead bodies. If you thought splashing around in icy water was cold, what about driving stakes through the hearts of those deemed to be “bad” people, to keep them from rising from the dead as a ghoulish terrors of the night? In 2014, about a hundred of these thirteenth-century “vampire graves” were discovered near the southern border along Greece. To be absolutely sure they stayed buried, sometimes a leg would also be removed just below the knee or a plowshare driven into the collarbone.

And that’s just the way the ancient Bulgarians treated the people they didn’t like. As far as their wealthy and important people, some of them got cut in half and buried from the pelvis up, as revealed from a prehistoric archaeological dig that uncovered a graveyard dated to 4700–4200 B.C.E. If you were really special and lived during the time of the Roman Empire, you could apparently (as discovered by researchers in 2008) be treated to an interment inside your very own chariot, complete with horses and your favorite dog buried standing upright by your side. So hey, if you should wind up having a stroke from splashing around in the wintry waters on your trip to one of the most eastern countries in Eastern Europe, maybe your family could request a similar send-off from the people in charge. But the chances are probably better that they’ll just be stared at for a while, followed by rapid and intense nodding.
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