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Su p e rs it i o n s

From The Editor . . .

Our cover for this “Superstitions” issue of the Celtic Guide features a painting
entitled The Love Potion, by Evelyn De Morgan (1903), which depicts a witch
with a black cat “familiar” at her feet. Witches and black cats comprise just a
small portion of the many superstitions from Celtic countries, although both
have certainly seen their fair share of legends attached.
The word superstition is sometimes used to refer to religious practices like
Voodoo or Wicca that are in contrast to the prevailing religion of a given society,
although the prevailing religion may contain just as many superstitious beliefs. It
is also commonly applied to beliefs and practices surrounding luck, prophecy and
spiritual beings, particularly the belief that future events can be foretold by specific, but apparently
unrelated prior events.
George Fraser Black, who wrote the amazing tome The Surnames of Scotland, also wrote a
much-smaller book called Scottish Charms and Amulets. In it he describes how items left over
from ancient civilizations, such as arrowheads, were thought to belong to fairies, or to have fallen
from the clouds. Also, crystal cups and ornaments were used extensively by the Roman occupiers
of Great Britain. Roman women were known to hold crystal balls in their hands as a way of
keeping them cool in hotter weather and it is known that the earth was much hotter during the
Roman occupation of Celtic lands. Discarded Roman crystal objects, when found centuries later
by peasants and lords alike, could be given nothing less than a superstitious explanation.
Even today, all over the world, musicians, sports figures, politicians and common folk still
often rely on superstitions just in case they might actually play a role in the luck of the practitioner.
This is not likely to change anytime soon as life is still a complex unknown, and why not trust in
something illogical, since a lot of so-called logical thinking makes little sense, anyway!
BTW, yours truly became a member of another organization in March – the American
Scandinavian Heritage Foundation – qualifying through my wee bit o’ Viking blood. Geeze, I hope
that doesn’t jinx my Celtic memberships . . . Ha Ha!
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Understanding
Superstition
by James A. McQuiston FSA Scot
USA

In today’s modern world, where we look
forward to a vacation to escape our stressful job,
where we fret if our internet goes down, where
we complain about the neighbor’s dog barking
– even in this modern world, an estimated
27,000,000 people currently live in slavery
- twenty-seven million! Every day, 21,000 –
twenty-one thousand – die of hunger. That’s
about 7,655,000 – seven million, six hundred
and fifty-five thousand – people per year. An
estimated 500,000 or more – five hundred
thousand – die from war each year.
Now that I’ve completely depressed you, let’s
move back in time to the Middle Ages, when
there was no real science to understand farming
on a large scale or packaging food for later
use, when there were few “good” governments
policing the world to prevent slavery, when
there was almost constant war in every part of
the world – religious, political, or just for the
sake of getting what the other had. Why can’t
we all just get along? Because I want what you
have. It was, and still is, that simple.
So when we look at much-less educated
people, with much-less access to modernity
and reliable government protection, for whom
death came in the night in the form of plague, or
raiders, or normal illnesses that we live through
or avoid today, it is easy to see that their lives
were tasked almost wholly with survival.
The root meaning of the word superstition is
“to stand over (conquer)” or “to survive.”
Many advantages came out of early people
trying out plants, animal by-products, or odd

procedures, superstitiously, which have since
provided modern health aids.
Who first rubbed aloe vera on a wound, an
estimated 2,300 years ago? This plant is now
commonly used in skin lotions, sunburn cures
and a host of other health-related applications.
Who tried the first dose of venom from the
poisonous Brazilian snake known as the jararaca,
which is now the root of the commonly-used
high blood pressure medicine, Lisinopril?
Who first poked needles into their skin, which
led to acupuncture, and which western science
has now proven, through MRI studies, to actually
work by stimulating the diencephalic area of the
brain, a region that promotes the body’s own
healing responses. Traditional acupuncture also
led to electronic acupuncture, a proven method
used by only a few practitioners to prevent/cure
depression, drug addiction and pain.
Obviously, not all superstitions resulted in
modern survival aids, but some did. And how
were these early people to know what would
work and what wouldn’t?
Perhaps some unexpected accident had taken
place, in olden times, which was then associated
with a normal incident that happened alongside
or concurrently with the unexpected one. These
natural/logical relationships are often now
marked as superstitions by people who do not
take the time and effort to seek the correct, valid
original reason behind the connection of the bad
accident to the mundane incident.
The eclipse was evil because many people
lost their sight by staring at it. Duh!
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Spilling salt was unlucky simply because at
one time it was nearly as valuable as gold.
And the black cat?
Superstitions centering around the black cat
are some of the most well-known and popular
superstitions today. It is interesting, though,
because the good or bad luck they possess is
dependent on where you live in the world. In
Britain and Japan, having a black cat cross your
path is considered good luck, whereas, if you
live in the USA or several European countries,
it is bad luck to have a black cat walk by.
It could just be that black cats naturally
attract superstitions because of their often illdefined features, their ability to slink into the
darkness, or their slick, beautiful coat of hair –
or perhaps simply because of their rarity, with
so many other colorful cats in the neighborhood
to stand out against.
One story has it that this belief was begun or
at least strongly reinforced when a father and
son in Lincolnshire, in the 1560s were traveling
one moonless night when a black cat crossed
their path and dove into a crawl space. Naturally,
they did what any guys would do, they threw
rocks at the furry feline until the helpless injured
creature scurried out into a woman’s house,
who at the time was suspected of being a witch.
The next day, the father and son came across the
same woman and noticed she was limping and
bruised, and believed that to be more than just a
coincidence. From that day on in Lincolnshire,
at least, it was thought that witches could turn
into black cats at night.
To classify a superstition simply as a belief
in something even though the evidence points
to the contrary, I believe is not always correct.
Instead, I think superstition needs to be
thought of as early experimentations in, and
explanations of, survival. Some efforts worked,
some didn’t, and some we may just not have
figured out yet.
Of course, there are many superstitions that
just seem obviously flawed or even comical, but
if possible, we need to put ourselves in the shoes
of those who first conjured these up.

Probably, in more than a few cases, there
were very mundane survival-related reasons for
beliefs that later became associated with magic
or religion through repitition or on purpose.
The Marvin Harris book Cows, Pigs, Wars,
and Witches: The Riddles of Culture, (Random
House, 1974), goes a long way in explaining the
possibly mundane reasons behind some wellknown taboos and superstitions.
For instance, Harris explains how societies
create elaborate rituals to avoid harming the
natural ecosystems they depend on, which helps
explain the Middle Eastern ban on pig products.
It turns out the chubby animals compete with
humans for the same foods. Raising them in
large numbers would place great strain on a
land made fragile by thousands of years of
deforestation and desertification. Better to ban
them entirely and not risk further ecological
damage.
Likewise, in India, the cow is considered
sacred. Harris proposes that this came about
because each family could typically afford only
one cow. When the dry season came along, the
temptation to butcher that cow could become
very strong in the face of starvation. However,
if the cow were spared, it would be able to give
milk, pull a plow, and give birth to new cows,
once Mother Nature returned the climate to one
more favorable for raising other types of food
products.
In both cases – cows and pigs – it appears
a mundane, logical survivalist approach as to
which farm animals were best to raise, was
turned into a religious belief, thus cementing
it much more strongly in the belief system of
the faithful. Ancient people were at least smart
enough to realize that some ideas, which on the
surface seemed unconnected to their survival
issues, actually helped with that survival.
I’ll let our authors fill you in on various
superstitions from the Celtic world. Just keep in
mind, the motive was almost always a life-anddeath struggle to survive, to protect one’s family
or self, and to ward off the unknown dangers
lurking in the early history of humankind.
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Of
by Pollyanna Jones
England

The Norwegian sailing ship Hansy was wrecked in November 1911, on the eastern side of the Lizard (the
most southerly point of British mainland) located in Cornwall. Three men were rescued by lifeboat and all
of the rest of the passengers managed to escape up onto the rocks. (Wikimedia Commons)

Throughout all the Celtic nations, many
superstitions can be found. Some are based on
the desire to remain safe, others bring omens of
what is to come. It is widely thought that a lot of
these have survived for centuries, if not longer,
as many similar superstitions can be found across
a number of nations. In this article, I bring you
a selection of superstitions from Cornwall, the
wild Celtic nation found on the southwest tip of
Great Britain.
Cornwall is a rugged land, close to nature,
and the employment of the region has always
been dependent on the natural forces being on
the side of Man. Traditional employment in this
region has been vocations fraught with danger,
so it is no wonder that so many superstitions
arose. We’ll be taking a look at some examples
that were observed by those that worked above
and beneath the ground, and as fishermen.

The Ways of the Seafarers
Many of Cornwall’s towns and villages are to
be found along the coastline. The sea has always
been a source of livelihood for the inhabitants of
this Celtic nation. Like the tinners (or miners)
of Cornwall, the fishermen and sailors had
their own superstitions that were intended to
keep them safe. Certain items were forbidden
from being taken on-board ship, as they would
increase the risk of the ship coming to harm.
For example, it was forbidden to take a piece
of spar-stone (quartz) on board a ship, as it
would cause the vessel to strike hidden rocks
at sea. Actions on land would also affect the
outcome of a voyage; a loaf of bread turned
upside-down on a table was considered a bad
omen by sailors, as it indicated that their ship
would be brought to distress.
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There are plenty of tales of tolling bells
around the region that warn of dangers at sea.
There is a ghostly bell believed to toll from
a grave near Land’s End, said to be the grave
of a sea-captain who sank with his ship whilst
tolling the bell of the hour. Any who hear this
will experience bad luck. There is an account of
a sailor who went to test the legend for himself,
heard the bell, and was lost at sea the very next
day.

The ship Bay of Panama was wrecked off Nare Point,
Cornwall, in 1891. It was built by the same people
who built the Titanic, Harland and Wolff of Belfast.
It also succumbed to cold weather conditions during
an unexpected winter storm. (Wikimedia Commons)

Some superstitions were used to help choose
the best day to set sail. A full moon on a Saturday
was known in some parts as a Sailor’s Curse [1]
and it was deemed very unlucky to leave harbour
on this day. A kindly spirit was said to reside
in the waters off Sennen Cove near Land’s End
and appear in the form of a mist to warn sailors
of an incoming storm. No wise man would set
sail until the mist had cleared.
A phantom ship seen at sea is a portent of
doom for those that have seen it, for it foretells
that they will suffer a shipwreck themselves. It
was also considered bad luck to sail anywhere
near a wreck, as the souls of drowned sailors
can call a living sailor to join them.
The sea has a strange way of speaking to
sailors. During a sea search for a drowned
person, if the ship came to a halt, it was believed

that this was the spot where the victim lay at the
bottom of the ocean.
Pilchards were the most common catch in
Cornish waters. Charming the fish and knowing
when best to catch them would ensure that the
village did not go hungry. Hot weather was
believed to be the best time to go fishing at
sea, as the proverb “A good year for fleas is a
good year for fish” explains. If, when pulling a
net of pilchards, they made a squeaking noise,
there would still be a good haul left in the bay.
The noise was said to be the fish calling to their
fellows in the sea. When eating a pilchard, the
fish’s flesh must be eaten from tail to head, never
the other way, for this is considered unlucky and
drives the shoals of fish from the shores.
Taking from the sea was not without its
price, and it was believed that the old god of
the sea would take his quota of human souls in
return for the nourishing fish harvested from his
waters.
It was a bitter bargain, but if the shoals were
hard to come by, entire communities would
starve. There was nobleness in the act of setting
sail and risking your life each time to bring food
back for your village.
To deny the sea of a life was considered to be
foolish, as the hungry sea was believed to claim
a life for a life. Saving someone from drowning
meant that the sea would choose another instead,
and in some instances the rescuer would forfeit
their own life for that of the person they saved.
The sea would always claim what it was
due.
Superstitions of the Farm

There are many factors at play for a farmer
to consider in order to see a good yield from
his labours. Ritual was woven into nearly every
act around the farm, to appease the forces of
nature and avoid bad luck. When crops failed or
livestock suffered from illness, it was believed
that a malevolent person was using magic
against the farmer. In such cases, the services of
a “peller” might be called upon.
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A peller was type of cunning person who
could be either male of female and who was
recognised by the magical rings that they wore,
which had a blue stone in them. These were said
to have been made by snakes breathing on hazel.
More potent in power than a white witch, they
could identify if a farmer had been “ill-wished”
and reverse the spell against them.
Some farmers would of course, try to deal
with an “ill-wisher” directly. A remedy to cure
livestock was to wound bleed a sick animal,
holding straw against the wound to collect the
blood, without spilling a drop. Once the flow of
blood had ceased, the straw was to be burned.
The “ill wisher” would be compelled to the spot
where the fire burned, and there by violence, the
farmer could convince them to break the spell.
Prevention is better than cure, so branches of
“care” (rowan) were hung over the cattle stalls
to prevent them being “ill-wished”.
In times of sickness throughout numerous
animals, it was believed that to rid them of this
sickness, one animal must be bled to death;
“Bleed one animal to death to save the whole
herd”. There are several accounts throughout
Cornwall of animals being sacrificed to save the
rest of the herd, and carcasses being dragged
from a farm to be burned to dispel any bad
spirits. This may seem extreme to us these days,
but we only have to look at the Foot and Mouth
outbreak of 2001 across the British Isles to see
how devastating disease can impact a farmer’s
livestock. The carcasses in this recent event
were also burned, so there is some sense in the
old superstition. Fire would purge the carcasses
of bacteria or viruses and prevent the spread of
illness from farm to farm.
After slaughtering a pig, it was considered
good luck if you could throw its nose over your
house. With your back to the house, the nose
must be held with the right hand before being
flung up and behind, so that it lands in the back
garden. Bad luck will follow whoever tries this
feat and fails.
Ritual was attended to when preparing the

fields for harvest. Before breaking up a field
with the plough, a farmer would turn the faces
of the oxen pulling the plough to the west and
say, “In the name of God, let us begin”. The
sun’s course would be used as a guide to plough
the field. It was bad for the crop if the team went
against the sun.
Good Friday was believed the best day to sow
your seeds. It is believed that any sown on this
day will surely grow. This includes potatoes. If
we consider that this date is determined by the
lunar calendar, then it is a helpful way for one
working the land to remember when to sow
crops for the coming year, with the risk of frost
being very low.
There are several superstitions that determine
that tasks must be performed with motions in a
certain direction. When removing cream from
milk pans in the dairy, this must be done from
left to right. It is unlucky to go the other way.
Any outdoor tasks should be done with one
walking from the sun, not towards it.
The forces of nature would assist a farmer
in his tasks. The wind would help the task of
“winnowing”, which is to separate the wheat
from the chaff. If the breeze stops whilst a
farmer was winnowing, then he must whistle to
the spriggan, or air spirit, to bring it back. [2]
Bees were and still are of great importance
to rural life. It is considered lucky for a swarm
of bees to land near your house. If you throw a
handkerchief over it, you may claim the swarm
as your own. However, it is bad luck to sell a
swarm of bees.
There are all sorts of superstitions relating to
animals. Snails are considered lucky. “A house
is blessed, where snails do rest.” Ducks will not
lay eggs until they have drank Lide (March)
water.
A broody hen must never be left to sit upon
an even number of eggs; eleven or thirteen eggs
beneath her is considered the prime amount,
which will ensure luck with the hatching chicks.
But beware! Any chicks hatched from cockerel’s
eggs will turn into basilisks!

–7–

Mining seems to have been exclusively men’s
work. It was
USAconsidered bad luck to let women
near the mines, so they were forbidden from
going anywhere near the mine shaft. Should one
get close, there would be little or no ore found
that day.

by James A. McQuiston FSA Scot

Above photo is of “disused” cottages near Minions.
These were left behind because of abandoned mines.
(Wikimedia Commons)

Tinner’S Lore
Miners, known as tinners in Cornwall, had
many superstitions. Cave-ins, floods, falls,
and other dangers waited for them in the dark
beneath the ground, where each day they toiled
to retrieve valuable metals from the rock. Tin
and copper are found in relative abundance
in this region, as well as other metals such as
silver and zinc. The work was dangerous, but
the income was worth it. To keep the miners
from harm, customs and ritual were heeded
diligently to reduce the risk of a mishap whilst
underground.

Miners in Dolcoath Mine. (Wikimedia Commons)

Geevor Tin Mine when it was a working mine.
(from Geevor’s archives)

Whilst on the way to the mine, if a tinner saw
a “bullhorn” (a term for a snail), bad luck would
befall the miner unless he gave the creature a
portion of his meal, or tallow from his candle.
A horse-shoe would be placed on the
machinery of the mine, or by an engine house,
and tapped four times by a miner to bring good
luck. Engine houses would usually be built in
pairs; one to pump the water out of the mine,
the other to run the hoisting and crushing
machinery.
If a miner should see a hand coming down
the ladder after him whilst descending, it was
believed to be an omen of their doom. There
are plenty of folk-tales about phantom hands,
and lanterns that followed a tinner, whose days
on this earth were to be short-lived after such
sightings.
Finding veins of ore in the ground was not
an easy task. Unless it could be seen in a natural
geological feature such as a cliff, much of the
early exploration was guesswork until the time
that decent mapping was devised. A fork of
hazel was used by some miners to help them
find an ore-bearing vein. The skills of a talented
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dowser were often in demand, and often boasted
surprisingly high levels of success.
The rocks down in the mine were believed to
have all sorts of powers and attributes. Miners
believed that rubbing mundic (iron pyrite) onto
a wound would heal it straight away. So firmly
was this belief held, that wounds would be
washed in waters that flowed through a mundic
vein in the rocks. [3]
Whilst inside the mine, the claustrophobic
darkness would give anyone the jitters.
Supernatural inhabitants called Knockers were
believed to live down in this deep dark. To some
they were considered to be a type of imp or
sprite, to others they were the souls of deceased
miners who were set the task of preventing any
harm from befalling the living. Their name
was earned by the sounds they would make
from inside the mine, knocking on the walls of
the tunnels where the ores ran in the greatest
abundance.
It was believed unlucky to whistle whilst
down a mine, as it upsets the Knockers. When
eating lunch underground, the corner of a pasty
and the crust must always be discarded and

offered to these folk to appease them. A tinner’s
wife would always initial the crust when making
a pasty, so that the miners would not mix up
each other’s lunches, but it was also said that
this initialled corner would be the one thrown to
the Knockers, so that they would know which
tinner left them the offerings.
There are all sorts of superstitions relating
to animals below ground. I would argue that it
is bad luck for the creature to find itself down
there in the first place. It was bad luck to see
a hare down a mine as it was believed that
these creatures were witches in animal guises,
and were hastily chased out. Cats were also ill
omens to miners. So much so, that even uttering
this creature’s name was forbidden. Should a
cat appear in a mine, work was halted until the
animal was found and killed.
References:
[1] cornwall guide - http://www.cornwalls.
co.uk/myths-legends/myths-legends.htm
[2] The Cornhill Magazine, Comparative
Folk-Lore, 1876
[3]Richard Carew, A Survey of Cornwall

https://www.facebook.com/Pollysfolly
http://www.pollyanna-jones.co.uk/
–9–

NAME:
Pollyanna Jones
TA L E N T:
Author/Illustrator
RESIDENCE:
England
INTERESTS:
Northern Traditions
Celtic, Nordic, Germanic
and Anglo Saxon

Benefits of Superstition

by Lisa Star
USA

ABOVE: “Snap-Apple Night,” painted by Daniel Maclise in 1833, shows people feasting
and playing divination games on Halloween, in Ireland. (Wikipedia)

The typical understanding of the word
superstition is: “something that they believe
in that we do not.” Superstitions are defined
as “irrational beliefs” and they are often
dismissed as baseless fears. In fact the adjective
“superstitious” is defined as “full of fear” in the
Random House Dictionary. But superstitions
often have great value when understood in their
cultural context, which is often overlooked by
or unknown to those who describe the customs.
There is usually a bit of outsider arrogance in
identifying anything as a superstition, although
in retrospect, we may be grateful to the foreigners
who recorded them.
An early and widely-read (at least among
the educated elite) discussion of superstition
occurs in Plutarch, who begins his essay on the
subject:

Ignorance and blindness in regard to the
Gods divides itself at the very beginning into
two streams, of which the one produces in
hardened characters, as it were in stubborn
soils, atheism, and the other in tender
characters, as in moist soils, produces
superstition. Every false judgment, and
especially concerning these matters, is a
mischievous thing, but where emotion also
enters, it is more mischievous.
It is this “false judgment” based on emotions
that Plutarch examines in De Superstitione
(quoted here from the Loeb Library edition of
Moralia, Volume II, p. 455, published 1928).
Plutarch’s essay has colored western ideas about
superstitions, and particularly the meaning of
the word. But he failed to recognize the value
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of many superstitions, which are actually folk
customs.
USEFUL ADVICE
A lot of superstitions are simply good
observation and do not have a false element,
but we often find superstitions and proverbs
grouped together. For example, this Manx
proverb (quoted from Chapter 10, p. 185, The
Folk-lore of the Isle of Man, by A.W. Moore,
1891):
Ta aile meeley jannoo bry millish
“Slow fire makes sweet malt”
This is literally true, because the very low
heat that is used in malting barley fixes the
sugars in the sprouted barley, making them
available for the fermentation process later.
This beer label from the
Rock Springs Lager Beer
company clearly shows
elves slowly brewing the
barley (c. 1848-1933)
– from Thomas Fisher
Rare Book Library

Malting barley was a very tricky operation
in the old days when it was done according to
tradition and without the use of thermometers or
the regulated heat provided by electricity. This
was confirmed by the Falling Sky Brew Shop
team who very kindly explained the processes
in malting barley. As they put it, “In the old days
before they got all sciencey with malting, a low
flame was used so as not to scorch anything.”
There are several stages in the drying and
roasting of the grain, and the longer it takes, the
better the malt will be. The sweeter malt makes
a more alcoholic product too, which is always a
consideration. Patience was definitely a virtue in
this process. This proverb, like most proverbs,
has secondary uses. It can be used to encourage
people to take their time with something and not
ruin it by rushing.

PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS
Many superstitions having a clearly “false”
element are quite useful when understood in
their environmental or social context.
A practical solution in the form of a
superstition is the practice of “firing the gorse”
on May 1st, another Manx tradition.
This process is described by James Frazer in
The Golden Bough (Vol. 2, p. 54, 1919-1920),
who states that “the break of day on that morning
was the signal for setting the ling or gorse on
fire, which was done for the sake of burning out
the witches, who are wont to take the shape of
hares. In some places, indeed, as in the Lezayre
parish, the practice was to burn gorse in the
hedge of every field to drive away the witches,
who are still feared in the Isle of Man.”
Maybe witches are still feared in the Isle of
Man. But it is probably good farm management
to burn the under vegetation both to prevent
sudden and very dangerous field fires later in
the summer and also to encourage new growth
of browse suitable for the domestic livestock.
Lonnie McCulloch, long-time Wildland Fire
technician, agreed. While it’s a little difficult
for Americans to be certain of the climate and
seasonal conditions in the Isle of Man, it seems
likely that at this time of year the vegetation
would not have greened up yet, but would still
consist of the decayed and dead grass and leaves
from the previous winter. This might be the only
time of the year when it would be flammable.
And gorse is spiny and not really suitable for
animal fodder. Burning it out of the fields and
hedgerows would keep it from competing for
water and nutrients with the more useful browse
and pasture plants. The new growth that springs
up after burning would definitely be more soft
and tender.
It would improve the pasture a lot the first
year after it’s done and the pasture would be
even more lush the following spring.
As Lonnie puts it, “Fire is an essential part
of so many things,” including agricultural
processes.
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SOCIAL INTERACTION
Divination is practiced all over the world and
we very often see a custom of trying to identify
future mates with some quirky but elaborate
ritual. Divination for husbands is most often
practiced by teenage girls as they approach
marriageable age. We have a very detailed
description of several forms of divination among
the English-speaking Scots, provided by Robert
Burns in his annotated poem “Halloween,”
written in 1785. Interestingly he describes
the practice among both boys and girls at a
communal gathering, set to what was originally
the festival of the New Year, the most common
time of year for divination customs.
Burns’ poem “Halloween” describes several
practices, one of which involves going out with
eyes shut and grabbing the first kale plant one
stumbles over and bringing it into the house to
examine it for its matrimonial predictions. Here
is a verse describing one unfortunate youth’s
experience:
Then first and foremost, thro’ the kail,
Their stocks maun a’ be sought ance;
They steek their een, an’ graip an’ wale,
For muckle anes, an’ straight anes.
Poor hav’rel Will fell aff the drift,
An’ wander’d thro’ the bow-kail,
An’ pow’t, for want o’ better shift,
A runt was like a sow-tail,
Sae bow’t that night.
Burns’ own annotation at the bottom of the
page clarifies the custom.
The first ceremony of Halloween, is
pulling each a stock, or plant of kail. They
must go out, hand in hand, with eyes
shut, and pull the first they meet with: it’s
being big or little, straight or crooked, is
prophetic of the size and shape of the grand
object of all their spells – the husband or
wife. If any yird, or earth, stick to the root,
that is tocher or fortune; and the taste of

the custoc, that is, the heart of the stem,
is indicative of the natural temper and
disposition. Lastly, the stems, or to give
them their ordinary appellation, the runts,
are placed somewhere above the head of
the door; and the Christian names of the
people whom chance brings into the house,
are, according to the priority of placing the
runts, the names in question.
These details explain how the prophecy
is interpreted by sight and taste (!). The
complete poem by Burns is linked from the
“Halloween Traditions for Yesteryore” article
on the Archivist’s Corner website of Carolyn
Emerick – http://www.carolynemerick.com/
the-archivists-corner/the-archivists-cornerpresents-halloween-traditions-from-yesteryore
The same page also includes a link to a
modern English translation of Burns’ poem for
the Scots dialect-impaired.
This prophecy practice may seem silly since
it is not likely to produce any viable result, or
so the skeptics would say. But it serves other
purposes. Young people can discuss their
prospects and plans for the future and so it
provides an opportunity for them to learn to
navigate the social landscape.
It’s also good for a giggle. The whole process
of getting together and playing a game, whether
anyone took it seriously or not, is a social event
that everyone enjoyed.
REASSURANCE
Another benefit of superstition may be the
comfort it provides in the face of uncertainty
and danger. Of the many charms and rituals
preserved in the Carmina Gadelica, collected
in the Hebrides and translated by Alexander
Carmichael, there are several involving yarrow
which is clearly protective. The version given
here is No. 163 with the Scottish Gaelic original
and Carmichael’s translation given on pp. 94
and 95 in Volume 2, first published in 1928 (and
available on the internet at Sacred-Texts).
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Earr Thalmhainn
Buainidh mi an ear reidh,
Gum bu cheinide mo chruth,
Gum bu bhlathaide mo bheuil,
Gum bu gheinide mo ghuth.
Biodh mo ghuth mar ghath na grein,
Biodh mo bheuil mar ein nan subh.
Gum bu h-eilean mi air muir,
Gum bu tulach mi air tir,
Gum bu reuil mi ri ra dorcha,
Gum bu lorg mi dhuine cli,
Leoniadh mi a h-uile duine,
Cha leoin duine mi.
The Yarrow
I will pluck the yarrow fair,
That more benign shall be my face,
That more warm shall be my lips,
That more chaste shall be my speech,
Be my speech the beams of the sun,
Be my lips the sap of the strawberry.
May I be an isle in the sea,
May I be a hill on the shore,
May I be a star in waning of the moon,
May I be a staff to the weak,
Wound can I every man,
Wound can no man me.

The Yarrow Flower

Some might consider this a waste of time,
since yarrow isn’t really going to protect anyone
from attack or misfortune. Furthermore, a
statement of the type “I can wound every man”
seems both very aggressive and highly unlikely.
But the very fact that people thought the charm
with yarrow could protect them may have made
their lives more bearable. In past times, everyone
was at the mercy of the weather which could
destroy their crops and hence their livelihood
in a moment. Mishaps such as a broken leg or
a wound from an axe bouncing the wrong way
could result in a painful death since medical care
wasn’t very effective until modern times. Many
members of society were vulnerable to their
stronger neighbors, who might harm them with
impunity. In any case, redress from wrong is no
substitute for prevention. Charms of protection
are one of the most common types of charms
and people no doubt hoped they would work.
Whether one believes in the power of the
charm or not, there is a certain comfort in
recognizing that others have had these same
concerns or problems. The mere reciting of
the charm is a reminder that others have lived
through similar difficulties and so it may provide
the courage to persevere.
In conclusion, it is wise to look carefully at
superstitions before denigrating them as the false
beliefs of the ignorant and uneducated. It would
be better to ask the locals for an explanation,
when that can be done. If possible, the process
should be tried to see how it works.
This might be more suitable for beer making
than for “firing the gorse,” but many statements
that are incomprehensible when read in a book
become perfectly clear in practice. Superstitions,
or traditional customs, which may seem silly
or false at first sight have many benefits that
become obvious with greater understanding of
the local circumstances.
EDITOR’S NOTE: American author Lisa
Star is new to the pages of Celtic Guide and
we hope to hear from her often.
– 13 –

by Cass and Deborah Wright
Bellows Falls, VT, USA

MacRae

I would like to dedicate
this Henceforth Tale to
the memory of one of
the finest gentlemen
I’ve ever had the
privilege of knowing
– my worthy friend
and mentor, Bernard
B. McGrath, born in
Edinburgh, Scotland,
on January 23, 1937,
and departing from
Springfield, Vermont,
on February 19, 2015.
I owe him so much, that
words, here
and now, will
not suffice.
In a charitable world, I would have
the opportunity to share remembrances
of his specialness with each of you in
person some day, over whisky or tea,
as is best warranted.
Traditions differ as to the origin of
Clan MacRae. The name MacRath,
originally pronounced MacRa, the
“son of good fortune,” is said to have
been the exclamation of a father for
his son, who had performed some
fortunate exploit. Many feel the clan
came from Kintail in Ross-shire, where
they are still numerous. Some believe
the MacRaes arrived from Ireland in
the 1200’s with Colin Fitzgerald.
Others assert that Mary, daughter
of the last chief of the Bissets, was

fostered to MacRae of Cluns. When of age, she
married the ancestor of the Frasers, bringing
the estates of Lovat into her husband’s family,
and in token of the deep affection she and her
husband felt for her foster-parents, a stone was
set at the door of Lovat’s castle declaring that
no MacRae should lodge without while a Fraser
lived within.
Whatever the origins of the MacRaes, it is
undeniable that from their earliest history, a
close and committed affinity existed between
the MacRaes, and the MacKenzies. When the
ancestor of the Earls of Ross was still only Colin
og, son of Colin of the Aird, the MacRaes were
likely his retainers; often, in fact, they were
called “MacKenzie’s mail shirt” (prior to the
honorific being more famously bestowed upon
the Seaforths). Their privileged place, nearest
the Chief, continued even after his death. At his
funeral they took the first “lift” of his coffin as
it left the castle on the way to interment. This
last entitlement (both a “rite” and a “right”) was
extant as late as the year 1862, when at the funeral
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MacRae Tartan and Shield

of the Hon. Mrs. Stewart-MacKenzie, daughter
of Lord Seaforth, the coffin was borne from out
Brahan Castle by a minion of MacRaes.
Some of the greatest of the MacRae’s feats
of war occurred during their struggle with the
MacDonalds, following the resignation of the
Earldom of Ross by the last Lord of the Isles
in 1476, resulting in the feud between the
MacKenzies and Alexander MacDonald of
Loch Alsh, nephew of the island lord. Seeking
to recover lands transferred to Clan MacKenzie
by the King, MacDonald had invaded the
country, burning, pillaging and slaying. He was
overtaken on the banks of the Conon by the son
of the MacKenzie chief at the battle of Blair
na Pairc (so-called as the combatants fought
shoeless, due to the unseasonable heat), and
defeated.
Over the next 150 years, many MacRaes
were constables of Eilean Donan, chamberlains
of Kintail, and vicars of Kintail.
In 1509, Hector Roy MacKenzie sought to
wrest the chiefship from his nephew, John o’
Killin, by laying siege to the keep of Eilean
Donan, that most magnificent of Highland
castles, which was held for Hector by MacIan
Charrich MacRae, the castle’s constable . The
besiegers drove MacRae’s cattle down to the
shore and slaughtered them in full sight of the
battlements, yet despite this mortal outrage,
MacRae still refused to surrender, valiantly
holding out till Hector negotiated an end to the
siege.
An apocryphal episode of the feud with the
MacDonalds took place in 1539, when Donald
Gorm MacDonald of Sleat (Blue Donald),
learning that Eilean Donan was slenderly
garrisoned, laid siege to the island fortress
with fifty galleys. In fact, unbeknownst to the
aggressors, the odds were even more ridiculous:
only two people were in the castle, those being
the recently-appointed constable Iain Dubh
Matheson, and the warden (i.e., his watchman).
Fortunately for the MacKenzies, a third man

arrived with great haste, that being Duncan
Gilchrist MacRae, the 5th of Kintail, the son
of the castle’s former constable, and an archer
of some renown. Attacking the siegemen at
the postern gate, he slew several and gained
a frantic entrance thereby. Joining the two
resident defenders on the battlements, he put
his great longbow to work, but soon found both
his colleagues slain by MacDonald marksmen.
Finally, with MacRae reduced to but a single
arrow, Donald Gorm, like a Medieval Joshua,
began circling the walls, looking for the best
place for his final assault.
Drawing careful aim, and no doubt muttering
a swift prayer, MacRae waited for the perfect
moment, and let loose his last, lone arrow. His
faith proved well-founded, as that final shot
spiked the MacDonald chief’s left foot to the
ground. Now, had he followed the practicality
of a warrior’s caution, Donald would simply
have broken that arrow atwain above the top of
his foot, and then carefully have drawn his foot
free, and bandaged the wound, but so enraged
was he by this misfortune, he angrily ripped
the shaft up and outward, causing the barbs
of the arrowhead to tear a gaping wound, and
so severed a major artery. The gushing blood
proved unstoppable, and within minutes the
chieftain bled to death. In the wake thereof,
Donald Gorm’s shocked warriors cursed the
entire, disastrous enterprise, and hoisting their
slain chief in state, left for home, abandoning
the entire siege, and thus liberating a great and
mighty castle into the hands of but a single
man.
The triumph of this bard-worthy rescue
for the MacKenzies by so loyal and stalwart a
vassal was somewhat over-shadowed by their
decision to withhold the new constabulary from
MacGilchrist, despite his singular heroism, and
instead award it rather to Iain Dubh MacMuirridh
(Black John MacMurray). This was evidently
done to avert jealousy between the rival clans
of MacRae and MacLennan (both in vassalage

– 15 –

the MacKenzies as was performed by Duncan
MacRae, grandson of Duncan MacGilchrist.
MacDonald of Glengarry had raided
MacKenzie’s lands at Strathcarron, and was
returning home with his galley brimming
with plunder. Lady Kintail dispatched her last
warriors from Eilean Donan, led by Duncan
MacRae, who headed a smattering of mounted
warriors, foot troops, and the smallest of the
castle’s cannons on a makeshift caisson. It was
a night in November, and snow was falling,
as MacRae waited within the shadow of the
headland at Kylerhea.
At last – a boat shot through the narrows,
but recognising MacDonald’s scout, MacRae
let it pass, for it was not the quarry he most
sought. Soon, though, the great galley followed,
and MacRae fired the cannon that his band had
brought, shattering the galley’s oars, sending
it crashing upon the Cailleach Rock, where its
entire crew of sixty raiders drowned or were
slain by Duncan’s men.
As a grown man, Farquhar became Reverend
The lands of the Highlands and Islands
MacRae, and in the early 1600s, became a
frequented by the MacRae Clan.
clergyman of some importance in the growing,
In 1580, Farquhar MacRae was born at Eilean empowering Church of Scotland. Farquhar
Donan, and as a teen, might well have witnessed MacRae’s grandson, Duncan, popularly known
another great exploit by his clan on behalf of as Donnachaidh nom Pios, was a great compiler
to the MacKenzies), as both of the slain men,
constable and warden, had been MacLennans.
Duncan Gilchrist MacRae took the spurn in
stride, content to have moved himself to new
environs, and being rewarded in time with a
grant of the lands of Inverinate. The eligible
MacLennan expressed his ire by launching
an arrow into MacMurray’s buttock, a wound
survived by the new constable, but which
changed his nomen franca for the rest of his life
to Iain Suidhe Nach or “John Not Sitting”.

The Book is Coming!
The Book is Coming!

The printing process has begun! But slowly. A compilation of
the first two years of Henceforth Tales should be available for
sale at fairs, events, etc, some time in early 2015.
Thank you all for your readership.

by Cass & Deborah Wright

Follow future issues of the Celtic Guide for further information about
2015 publication. . . and thank you for joining us at the hearth ! - DW
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of Gaelic poetry, and himself a poet in Gaelic
and English of no small fame in his era.
Alexander MacRae, the eldest son of
Reverend John MacRae of Dingwall, received
in 1677 a wadset of the lands of Ardachy and
Conchra, and from there founded the cadet line
of the MacRaes of Conchra.
In the Civil War of Charles I, the MacRaes
took the field under the MacKenzie chief, and
many perished. To redress these losses, they
added to their numbers in a curious way. The
MacLennans, being the standard-bearers for
the MacKenzies, had also lost a large number
of men, resulting in a great many MacLennan
widows left in Kintail, and no fewer than
eighteen of them were wed to the surviving
MacRaes!
In the rebellion of 1715, the MacRaes were
“out” again with the Seaforths, and on the
night before they marched away, they danced
to the music of the pipes on the leaden slates

of the roofs of Eilean Donan. At the battle of
Sheriffmuir, many fell, and their surname is
especially well-remembered among historians
for their esteemed gallantry against long
odds. Among those fallen, in particular, was
another Duncan MacRae, who was notable
both as a poet of some merit and as a man of
extraordinary physical strength. His claymore,
known as “the great Highlander’s sword,” was
taken to the Tower of London, and on the farm
of Auchnangart, in the MacRae country, can still
be seen a stone of immense size, which is said
to have been carried by Duncan a considerable
distance, and deposited where it now lies.
Even now, in the 21st century, wherever
hearts thrill to the rousing skirl of bagpipes,
one can hear the uplifting strains of the pibroch
known as The MacRae’s March, for as long as
the saltire cross snaps defiantly in the wind,
somewhere in the world, the names of MacGrath,
and MacRae, shall be proudly borne.
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The Heather Superstition

by Victoria Roberts
USA

The photo above, by Cameron Morrison, is of a boat at Loganlea, Scotland, in the Pentlands and
shows the purple of the heather covering the hillside – a common sight in late summer/autumn.

I’m so glad to be returning to the Guide after
taking a brief hiatus to complete my latest tale
from the Scottish Highlands. And what a topic to
come back to! Superstitions and the Halloween
issue have always been favorites of mine.
People from all over the world have their
own superstitions about life and death, love and
marriage, animals, weather, objects—from a
pair of scissors to ancient artifacts—and the list
goes on. How many times did your parents tell
you not to sit too close to the television because
you’d go blind? I remember being told not to pat
a person on the back when they were crossing
their eyes because they’d likely stay that way
forever. I’m sure if you think hard enough, you
can remember a wee tale or two from your own
childhood.
No matter where you’re from (waving from
PA, USA) we all have a certain amount of
customs that we keep alive from the past.

While doing research for one of my books, I
came across a tale of white heather that I found
interesting. There were only a couple of articles
regarding the same topic and although there
were minor differences, the premise was the
same from story to story.
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According to legend, Ossian, the famous bard,
told a tale of Toscar’s daughter, Malvina. Now
Malvina was the bonniest lass in all the land. It
wasn’t long before she fell in love and captured
the heart of a strong Scottish warrior named
Oscar. The two of them became betrothed.
In order to provide for his future bride,
Oscar took his leave in search of coin to fill the
coffers. But as time passed, Malvina missed
him dearly.
One day she was sitting with Ossian in the
Highlands talking about the love of her life,
her Oscar, when a man staggered toward them
across the moors. The man was a messenger
who had been sent by Oscar.
He told Malvina that her
beloved Oscar had been killed
in battle, and then the man
handed her a spray of purple
heather. The heather was a final
gift from Oscar, who pledged
his undying love for her with
his very last breath.
Malvina was inconsolable
when she learned that Oscar
had passed. She ran across the
moors and through the glen,
weeping bitterly. When her
tears fell on the ground beneath
her feet, the heather turned
pure white. When she saw this,
she dropped to her knees and
prayed that others might never
be as unfortunate as her. The
white heather is said to be a
token of good luck and fortune
to those who find it and pluck
it.
If I found myself wandering
around the Scottish Highlands
in rolling hills of heather, I
wouldn’t care if the heather was
purple or white because I know
that I would be the luckiest lass
alive.
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Animals In British 		
Superstition
by Toni-Maree Rowe
New Zealand

Mummified Cat - photo taken at the Museum of Witchcraft and Magic, Boscastle, Cornwall.

According to the Oxford Dictionary,
superstition can be defined as a “belief in the
existence or power of the supernatural; fear
of the unknown and mysterious; a religion or
practice or opinion based on such tendencies.”
Certain animals are often at the trench face of
superstition – cats are the first to spring to mind
– so the following article is a brief overview
of a few of the many British superstitions
surrounding our furry and feathered friends.

For some occupations, cats can either be a
hazard or blessing. Both miners and sailors avoid
using the word “cat,” but for sailors it is lucky to
have a ship’s cat (preferably completely black).
In contrast, in Cornwall if a cat wanders into a
mine, all work would stop and it would have
to be killed before work would continue. In the
world of theatre, it is considered very fortunate
to have a resident cat, so long as it did not
wander onto the stage during a performance.

CATS
The range of superstitions surrounding cats
varies widely depending on where you are and
what type of cat you have. Black cats in Britain
are believed to be good luck and white cats are
unlucky, however in any many other parts of
the world the reverse is true, whilst tortoiseshell
cats are said to be particularly lucky. Even
within Britain there is some variation on the
aforementioned luck. Generally speaking it is
believed that if a black cat enters your home
uninvited this is very lucky, but you must not
shoo it away or disaster will befall the house.
But in East Yorkshire, the opposite is held to be
true.

Tortoiseshell cat - Buffy the Mouseslayer!
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There are also some strange tales of the
healing power of a cat tail. For example, a cat’s
tail drawn across an eye will cure a sty and in a
variation of this, the tail of a tortoiseshell could
cure warts when stroked – but oddly only in the
month of May.
Cats do not need to be alive to provide
protection either. The Museum of Witchcraft
and Magic in Boscastle, Cornwall has several
displays of dried, mummified cats which have
been found in the roof spaces of old buildings.
It is thought they were placed there after death
as protection against not only rats and mice,
but also other misfortunes and evil spirits. At
the Church of England school in Chelmsford
(built in 1887) “cat paws bricks” were used in
the walls as protection against witches. These
bricks had imprints of cat paws on them.
In Celtic myth there is a fairy creature called
the Cat Sith or Cat Sidhe. This creature is a
large black cat with a white spot on his chest
and is a common feature of Scottish folklore
and occasionally Irish folklore. It is said that
the Cat Sith will steal a person’s soul before it
was claimed by God, by passing over the corpse
before burial. Thus the corpse would be watched
day and night to keep him away. But like so
much in folklore and myth, the Cat Sith is not
all bad. At Samhain he would bless a house if a
saucer of milk was left out, but woe and betide
those who did not – the house would be cursed
and their cows’ milk would run dry.

associated with the stories about supernatural
hounds such as Black Shuck, Barguest and
others which were always black, ferocious, and
terrified travellers.

HORSES AND SHEEP
The horse was a vital part of the economy for
thousands of years and much of the superstitions
which arose did so to protect them. There are
a variety of charms to protect your horse from
evil, ranging from plants such as birch to
amulets worn by the horse (these later became
horse brasses). Different counties would have
different superstitions, although in general it
was considered bad luck to see a white horse;
to offset the bad luck you needed to cross your
fingers and not uncross them until you saw a
dog. In Devon, white markings above all four
hoofs was considered ill, but one white stocking
was okay.
Superstitions associated with sheep involve
cures for various ailments. Whooping cough was
in the past a common childhood ailment and one
of the cures involved breathing in the breath of
a sheep, and if that didn’t work, you could find
a piebald pony and do the same. Consumption
was also common and relief could be found
by walking around a sheepfold or inhaling the
breath of a horse, any colour or type would do.
One of the many remedies for pneumonia
was to attach the lungs of a slaughtered sheep to
the feet of the person taken ill; the idea was that
the infection would be drawn down and into the
DOGS
sheep lungs. Offal was also useful in removing
Unlike cats there are not as many superstitions a witch’s curse: first take the heart of a sheep,
surrounding dogs, perhaps as a result of the stick pins in it, then roast it at midnight and the
unique friendship humans have had with dogs, curse is gone.
which are less contrary creatures. A dog howling
at midnight is seen as a foretelling of a death, in
HARES AND RABBITS
fact it seems howling of any kind would appear
Many of the superstitions associated with
to be a prediction of a death. Other superstitions the hare seem to be some form of Christian
associated with dogs include a dog running propaganda against the pagan symbolism of
between a bride and groom on their wedding the hare. Most are concerned with bad stuff
day as a bad omen, or a completely black dog happening, for example, to dream of a hare was
crossing a traveller’s path. But this may well be either a warning of enemies or a foretelling of a
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death in the family. Should a pregnant woman
see a hare, then her child would be born with
a hare-lip or similarly to the dog, if a hare was
to cross in front of a wedding procession...well,
who knows what would happen (all references
to this particular superstition were strangely
silent on what exactly would happen).
In Cornwall, white hares were believed to
be maidens who had died of grief over “fickle
lovers” who then haunted the very same men.
Witchcraft and hares are closely connected as it
was believed that witches were able to transform
themselves into hares.
Rabbits on the other hand were more kindly
treated, the most obvious is the use of a rabbit’s
foot for good luck (not so for the unfortunate
rabbit); originally it was a hare’s foot which
provided the charm though. For the traveller it
was considered good luck if a rabbit crossed in
front of you, but not so much if they crossed
behind you. If you would like your month
ahead to go well, say the word “rabbit” three
times on the first of the month before you say
any other word. However, do not say it when
visiting Portland Bill in Dorset; to utter the
word “rabbit” is to invite misfortune.
BIRDS
Not all birds have superstitions attached to
them; only a select few can make that claim,
mainly crows, owls, robins and magpies.
Crows in particular have got a very bad rap
over the centuries; their appearance is enough
to put a superstitious mind into gear. Basically it
is unlucky to see or hear a crow, so for example,
a crow on his own is very bad, and to hear a
crow cry from the left in the morning is also
bad. Crows flying around your house is not
good for the inhabitants either...They even have
their own rhyme which would suggest not all
was doom and despair.
“One for sorrow, two for joy,
Three for a letter, four for a boy,
Five for silver, six for gold,
Seven for a secret never to be told.”

Magpies also have their own predictive
rhyme:
“One’s for sorrow, two’s for mirth,
Three’s a wedding, four’s a birth,
Five’s a christening, six a death,
Seven’s heaven, eight is hell,
And nine’s the devil his own sel’”
Generally speaking, the magpie is regarded
as a bird of bad luck and to avert the bad luck,
the sign of the cross would be made. As with
crows, many such superstitions involved death
and dying; having said that, in some places it
was believed to be good luck to see two magpies
provided you acknowledged them by bowing.
Owls don’t get off lightly either; firstly it is
unlucky to see an owl in the day and they are
often regarded as harbingers of death (even here
in New Zealand the cry of the Morepork, our
native owl, is regarded as a portent of a death in
the neighbourhood). Interestingly, the hooting
of an owl in Welsh villages is said to indicate a
girl was about to lose her virginity.

Robin - Photo by Adrian Rowe.

Robins on the other hand are seen as an
auspicious bird as a result of the tradition of
how the robin got its red breast. Christian
folklore tells of how the robin pulled a thorn
from the Crown of Thorns and in doing so, was
stained by the holy blood. Later traditions also
have the robin covering those who have died in
the open with leaves. To kill or hurt a robin was
considered very bad luck and to break a robin’s
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egg meant something of value of yours would
also be broken beyond repair. Unfortunately, the
robin could also predict death, by either tapping
at the window of a sick person or entering a
church and singing.
It would be easy to say many of the
superstitions surrounding our animal and bird
friends are connected to past Christian distrust of
that which was not Christian. Cats, owls, crows,
hares, horses and dogs all have deep roots in
our pagan Celtic past, but the degree of bad luck
versus good luck seems to come down to how
useful the aforementioned animals were.
Witchcraft and the fear of it often results
in certain animals having a greater number of
superstitions, such as the hare and the cat (dogs
were also known as familiars, but there role is

played down). Cats are a difficult case, as their
use in controlling the rat and mice population
were often overlooked in the zeal behind witch
hunts. In the mid-fourteenth century, a mass
culling of cats has often been cited as one of the
reasons for the explosion in rat population and
thus the onset of the Black Death.
Horses are rarely bad luck and even though
stories of devil dogs abound in tradition, their
usefulness as hunting companions and guardians
of the home ensure that dogs never get any
truly bad press. Both horses and dogs are easily
trainable, their loyalty a given. Animals such as
cats, hares and birds can be tamed to a degree,
but will always have that aura of wildness and
unpredictability. It doesn’t require a great deal
of effort for a superstition to take root, no matter
how illogical it may seem.
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The Leek
Legend

by Kathi Hennesey
USA

One of the traditional ways that Welsh people
celebrate their national pride on St. David’s Day
is by wearing a leek. There are two intriguing
tales from Welsh lore about this custom, one
taking us all the way back to the 6th century.
The first story goes that soldiers of the
ancient British king, Cadwaladyr, were about to
fight their traditional enemy, the Saxons. Dewi
Sant (St. David) advised the Welsh to wear a leek
in order to recognize their fellow countrymen
during the battle. Many have doubted this
tale, as St. David and his followers led a quiet
monastic life, far away from such battle scenes;
also, this legend wasn’t recorded until the 17th
century.
Another legend recounts the tale of brave
Welsh archers who helped Edward the Black
(the first English Prince of Wales) defeat the
French in 1346. Because the archers fought in a
field of leeks, this symbol became a reminder of
their bravery and loyalty, and the Welsh began

to wear a leek in their caps every St. David’s
Day.
It is very likely that the Welsh association
with the leek predates St. David by hundreds
and possibly thousands of years, to a preChristian time when Celtic people lived close
to the land and had a deep affinity with trees,
plants and other such aspects of Mother Nature.
The leek may have had a special status with the
Celtic tribes in the area we now know as Wales,
although this is speculation.
One scenario is that the druids - who were
priests, doctors, poets, teachers, minstrels, and
human archives of ancient wisdom - shared and
used their knowledge of the healing properties
of the leek. Such qualities were alluded to in
ancient holy books such as the Bible and the
Torah, and leeks were depicted on ancient
Egyptian wall carvings and drawings. They
were even cultivated in ancient Mesopotamia.
The leek, with its reputation as a medicine
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to cure a variety of illnesses, would have been
highly valued before the era of St. David. It
was regarded as a cure for the common cold,
alleviated the pains of childbirth and would later
be used as a tasty, healthy ingredient in cawl,
the traditional Welsh broth. It offered protection
against wounds in battle and was supposed
to help one keep away evil spirits. One of its
benefits was to aid in foretelling the future;
young maidens were to place a leek under their
pillow at night to see the features of their future
husbands.
So when you see this humble plant worn as
a proud symbol of Welsh heritage, or see it as
an emblem in a coin, flag or banner, you can
appreciate its “Celtic connection” to an ancient
past.
EDITOR’S NOTE: Kathi Hennesey has been
involved with the Celtic Guide for awhile,
lending her great proofreading skills. She also
has quite the Celtic rubber stamp business.
See her ad below.
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The leek is a national emblem of Wales.

by Liam O Shea
Ireland

This photo was taken when Obie was about one
and a half years old. We were taking a ramble near
Macroom, Co Cork, Ireland.
In the book Animal and Plant Lore, published by
the American Folk-Lore Society, in 1899, we read:
“It is very generally believed among the Irish
peasantry in the neighborhood of Macroom, County
Cork, Ireland, that medicine of any sort is made
of dead men. Some persons have a horror of taking
doctor’s medicine because they believe it to be thus
concocted. Corpses taken by body-snatchers from
the grave are popularly supposed to be used by
doctors in manufacturing medicines.”
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Loch Maree

by Alison MacRae
Canada

Loch Maree, located in Wester Ross, in the Northwest Highlands of Scotland.

When I looked up the word “superstition”
in the Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary,
the following is what I read:
“Belief or practice resulting from ignorance,
fear, or a false conception of an irrational
object: fear of what is unknown or mysterious:
attitude of mind toward the supernatural,
nature, or God, from a notion maintained
despite evidence to the contrary.”
Each of us will read this and have our own
ideas of the meaning.
Here are a few superstitions that come to
my mind that are very well known.
When you visit Ireland, you have to kiss the
Blarney Stone (endowing the kisser with the
gift of the gab or great eloquence and skill at
flattery).
Passing by a fountain, you throw coins in
and make a wish.
When you see a shooting star you also make
a wish.

When you see a new moon, you turn your
coins and make a wish.
Seeing a penny, you pick it up, make a wish
and good luck will follow you all day. Will
this continue as pennies have been abolished?
Will we be the last generation to practice this
superstition?
There are so many superstitions that we
adhere to that I could go on and on. Instead
I will continue on with the story that I want
to tell you about. It is of a famous loch and
its surrounding islands in Wester Ross (Gaelic,
Taobh Star Rois) in an area in the Northwest
Highlands of Scotland, and is in the Ross and
Cromarty district (from which, incidentally,
my maternal grandparents hailed). Wester Ross
is home to a number of scenic spots including
Loch Maree (Gaelic, Loch Ma-ruibhe) The
name came from the Celtic Saint Maelrubha
who was said to have founded the chapel on
Isle Maree.
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This story is about Loch Maree and the
islands, with tales of the folklore legends that
surround it.
At 20km (12 mi.) long and with a maximum
width of 4km (2.5 mi.), it is the fourth largest
freshwater loch in Scotland. It is the largest
north of Loch Ness. Its surface area is 28.6km
(11.0 sq.mi.) and it has its own monster, in the
form of the Much-Sheilch, much like the Loch
Ness Monster, “Nessie,” but this story is not
about Nessie this time – maybe another time.
Loch Maree is often referred to as the most
beautiful loch in the geographical area of
the Highlands. It contains 30 islands, 5 large
wooded islands and 25 smaller ones, many of
which have their own lakelets.
Loch Maree was designated a Ramsar site on
September 19, 1994 (Ramsar is an international
treaty for the conservation of sustainable
utilization of wetlands). Its wildfowl include
the black-throated divers, streamlined diving
birds that sit low on the water and dive with
consummate ease. On land they are clumsy and
barely able to walk. They are easily disturbed
when breeding and their vulnerability to marine
pollution makes them a vulnerable as well as
rare breeding species.
This loch boasts the largest population
of these birds in Scotland and because of its
remoteness, they are left undisturbed. All the
islands are declared a conservation area as
well.
Loch Maree has its own monster, and lots
of other folklore tales about this beautiful loch.
There are many a tale and I have decided to
write about a couple of them, but I must say
it was very hard to decide which ones to write
about, as the folklore is fascinating, along with
the superstitions that surround it.
Loch Maree, because of its remote location,
has little industry or tourism. It had become
a popular place for trout fishing thanks to
Queen Victoria, who visted the Loch Maree
Hotel at Talladale in 1877. The visit also led
to the naming of Victoria Falls, an attractive

waterfall feeding the loch from Beinn Eighe
on its south side.
The Loch Maree monster is in the form
of the Much-Sheilch, which is related to the
kelpie. It was in the 1850s that a Mr. Banks
of Letterewe tried to drain the nearby Loch na
Beiste (meaning Loch of the Beast) near Aultbea
(located just 12 miles from Loch Maree). But
he failed. He also tried to poison the monster
with quick lime, but that also failed.
The Much-Sheilch legend is still alive in
these lochs.
Another legend is that on certain nights of
the year, the queen of fairies is said to hold court
near Loch Maree. No one knows the days when
this happens, but they do believe it does.
Loch Maree is a sacred loch which surrounds
one of the many islands, Isle Maree, which is
dedicated to the Moon Goddess and believed
to be a sacred island.
Visiting Isle Maree is a difficult task. Since
the beginning of 2003, the proprietors of the
Loch Maree Hotel have been taking visitors to
the island. Access to the island is still strictly
regulated and cleared by the Gairloch Trust
(the owners of the island).
The southern side of the loch is accessible
– the northern shore is not and there are no
roads, just nature. It is on this side that there is a
thin stretch of land jutting into the lake. Barely
visible at the loch’s water level, it is a place
called “Witches Point” because from this point
witches were thrown into the water. If they died,
they were considered not to be witches and were
buried. If not, they were labeled witches and
would have been burned instead. The burnings
never happened because the loch at its deepest
is approximately 300 feet!
They also might have believed that the
Much-Sheilach would eat the witches.
Another reason why the island might have
been deemed sacred is due to something that
visitors notice right away – few birds are on
the island. It is forbidden to dig on the island
and nothing can be removed from the island
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as it will bring bad luck. Nothing, and I mean
nothing, is allowed to be taken from the island
and this rule is enforced by the ghillies (a man
or boy who attends someone on a hunting or
fishing expedition).
Other superstitions thrive. For instance,
when wood is cut, it has to be cut a certain
way so that the lumber will fall backwards and
not touch the circle of sacredness. The wood is
never removed from the island.
The trees here are special. Oak and holly
are grown on this island, and some of the altars
from the druids are still to be found here. The
druids were known for using oak and holly
during ancient rituals of the Celtic culture.
These trees are not found on the other islands
in the loch, so it is assumed and believed that
they were brought in and planted here.
A wishing well and a money tree are also on
this island, and the remains of them can also be
seen. The sacred well is one of the attractions;
it was supposed to cure lunacy. The cure
worked like this: before docking the boat with
the insane person on board, it would circle the
island three times, clockwise. On each lap the
person who had a rope tied around them would
be plunged into the water. Upon landing, the
person was taken to the well and given some
of its water to drink. Then an offering was
made by nailing a rag or a ribbon to the tree,

or by dropping a coin into it edgewise. It was
important to do this. This was long believed to
cure the person of lunacy and was continued
until the 1850s; when it was found out these
practices existed, the people were instead taken
to the asylum to be cured.
The well has long ago dried up.
The money tree legend states that if coins
fall from it, those wishes will not be granted.
The oldest coin on the money tree has been
dated to 1828.
When Queen Victoria visited the island,
it was a Sabbath Day. She graciously read a
short sermon to the congregation. The Queen
then fixed her offering in the wishing tree – a
pleasantry which most visitors to the island do,
it being commonly believed that a wish, silently
formed when any metal article is attached to
the tree, will certainly be realized.
It is said, if one removes an offering that
has been fixed to the tree, some misfortune is
sure to follow.
The tree is now dead, as so many coins
covered it, in a tradition, dating back to the
druids. Plus the ground around is not rich.
Everyone has a bit of supersitition in them,
I believe. There are so many folklore tales
about these lochs and their islands, I think I
will write about them in future issues of the
Celtic Guide.

A view of Loch Maree from Slattadale, Scotland.
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by James McQuiston FSA Scot

The FourLeaf Clover
USA

Perhaps no object represents good luck
more than the four-leaf clover. This object
is linked especially to the Irish, but to other
Celtic societies as well. So we decided to try
to decipher why this clover is considered so
lucky.
Typically, true clovers have only three
leaves. These clovers are usually of either
the species Trifolium dubium (lesser clover,
Irish: seamair bhuí) or Trifolium repens (white
clover, Irish: seamair bhán).
The name shamrock comes from Irish
seamróg, which is the diminutive of the Irish
word for clover (seamair) and means simply
“little clover” or “young clover”.
So, if the vast majority, 9,999 out of 10,000
of these wee plants are only three-leafed, it
would certainly be special to find one that had
four leaves.
Way back in 1597, John Gerard, who was a
botanist and herbalist, maintained a large herbal
garden in London. His chief notability is as
the author of a 1480 page, heavily-illustrated
Herball, or Generall Historie of Plantes. In
it, John defined the shamrock as Trifolium
pratense or Trifolium pratense flore albo,
meaning Red or White Clover. He described
the plant, in English, as: “Three leaved grasse”
or “Medow Trefoile, which are called, in Irish,
Shamrockes.”
So we know that the shamrock/three-leaf
clover history goes back at least to the 16th
century.

In 1620, Sir John Melton wrote a satirical
play called Astrologaster in which he derides
astrologers. In it, he states, “If a man walking
in the fields find any four-leaved grass, he shall
in a small while after find some good thing.”
Whether Melton believed in this superstition
or not, at least it seems that some people of his
time did.
The three-leafed clover was said to represent
faith, hope and love. Adding a fourth leaf,
added the luck. St. Patrick used the three-leaf
clover, long revered by druids, as a means to
explain the Holy Trinity – Father, Son and
Holy Ghost – all in one God.
There are stories that even in Egypt the
four-leaf clover was a sign of good fortune, but
whether that is true or not, it certainly was true
in Ireland and some other Celtic countries.
The druids were said to appreciate the
three-leafed variety because it formed a triad
– the number three being held sacred in many
societies from the British Isles to Scandinavia,
from Asia and Europe to South America.
From earliest times the Hindus have
worshipped their triad of Brahma, Vishnu,
and Siva. In the Bible we find the three sister
virtues, Faith, Hope, and Love (sometimes
written as Charity).
Within ancient Welsh laws are found
numerous so-called triads, of which the
following are curious examples:
Three things which a villain is not at liberty
to sell without permission of his lord; a horse,
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swine, and honey. Three things not to be paid
for, though lost in a lodging-house; a knife, a
sword, and trousers. There are three animals
whose tails, eyes, and lives are of the same
worth; a calf, a filly for common worth, and
a cat, excepting the cat that shall watch the
king’s barn.
Also, among the ancient Irish, considerable
importance was attached to the number three.
Thus we read that among the household officials
of the High King of Erin were three royal
jugglers, three jesters, three head charioteers,
three equerries, three swineherds, three janitors,
and three drink-bearers.
There is said to be a belief held by the
ancient Chinese that “one produced two and
two produced three, while three produced all
things.”
The belief in the power of three even
takes a form in the modern world of business
psychology where one trick used by the masters
is to say something to the effect that, “I have
three observations to make about this issue.”
Whether the speaker actually has three or not,
doesn’t matter, as words like these often bring
about complete silence and attention, even if
the speaker never gets past observation number
one. Try it sometime.
So, it is well-established that many people,
ancient and modern, hold beliefs in the power
of three, and this was so aptly represented by
the humble three-leaf clover.
The four-leaf clover luck legend, it appears,
is strong because if you find one you will have
luck due to its rarity. It even served as a game
for Celtic children to search a large field to see
who could find the first four-leafer. With a fourleaf clover you might have extraordinarily good
fortune, you could ward off evil, you might even
see fairies.
“I’m Looking Over a Four Leaf Clover” is
a song from 1927, written by Mort Dixon with
music by Harry M. Woods, which became a big
radio hit for Art Mooney & His Orchestra in
1948.

It became doubly popular when it was used
in several Merrie Melodies cartoons including
Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck and Porky Pig.
The lyrics tells us:
I’m looking over a four leaf clover
I overlooked before
One leaf is sunshine, the second is rain
Third is the roses that grow in the lane
No need explaining
The one remaining is somebody I adore
I’m looking over a four leaf clover
I overlooked before
The Los Angeles-based space exploration
company SpaceX includes a four-leaf clover
on each space mission embroidered patch as
a good luck charm. Inclusion of the clover
has become a regular icon on SpaceX’s flight
patches ever since the company’s first successful
Falcon 1 rocket launch in 2008, which was the
first mission to feature a clover “for luck” on its
patch.
Just this year, the four-leaf clover patch
apparently failed to bring SpaceX good fortune.
Their mission to the International Space Station
lifted off on January 10th, with the company’s
Dragon vessel carrying 5,000 pounds of supplies
and goodies for the astronauts. The plan was
for the Falcon 9 rocket to fall back down to
Earth, then make a pinpoint landing on a barge.
However, the Falcon 9 crash landed instead.
I suppose this could illustrate that, four-leaf
clover or not, we are all subject to life’s rough
surprises. Certainly, the plant that was supposed
to have been responsible for the “luck o’ the
Irish” has seen that race experience their fair
share of bad luck, too.
Regardless, folks, including me, hang on to
four-leaf clovers they have found, often pressing
them into books, laminating them, carrying
them in their wallets or purses, turning them
into jewelry, and sharing a quick look at them
with their grandchildren.
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The Irish-Roman
-British Little Guy
by Kevin M. Lewis
USA

OK, you’re thinking, he must be talking
about the leprechaun. But I thought that the
leprechaun was just plain ol’ Irish. Well, not
really. In the first place, the name is half Old
Irish (lu, small) and half Latin (corp, body).
Those Romans really got around.
You just want to make sure that you
pronounce the word correctly, or a leprechaun
may materialize and steal your shoes in
retaliation (in Irish folklore, their profession
is usually a shoemaker). Don’t be like those
people who pronounce it “leper con,” which
suggests someone you really don’t want to
hang around with.
The leprechaun actually showed up pretty
late in the game in Irish folklore. Like the
shamrock, the leprechaun became a derogatory
stereotype of the Irish for the 19th century
British, who viewed themselves as far superior
to the rest of the planet in general and the Irish
in particular. Thus, the leprechaun’s fondness
for practical jokes became a symbol of the
Irish’s supposed guile and dishonesty; his
hoarding of gold became a symbol of their
miserliness; his humble occupation became a
symbol of the general worthlessness of the Irish.
The Irish themselves never really cottoned to
the leprechaun; his ubiquitous nature in our
popular culture stems from British influences
and media stereotyping.
Of course, just about every culture in human
history has its version of the mischievous, magical
creature who can appear and vanish at will. From
Western European elves to Plains Indian Coyote
Tricksters, the theme is always the same:

• He’s a little guy who works by stealth
and guile.
• He’s smarter than you. A lot smarter.
• He has a hidden stash, which you’ll
never find no matter how hard you try.
• He will occasionally get careless and
you can capture him, in which case 		
he’ll grant you a wish or wishes in
exchange for his freedom. Good luck
getting anything of actual value from
him, though.
The leprechaun usually comes armed with
the power to grant three wishes. Capture a
leprechaun and tell him if he wants you to let
him go, he’ll have to make you a millionaire.
He’ll then hand you an Italian million-lira note.
Use your second wish and tell him you want a
million dollars. Fine; a locked chest magically
appears in front of you. Exasperated, you use
your third wish to demand the key to the chest.
The key will break when you try to open the
chest.
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The idea of the leprechaun holding the
key to wealth, and the image of him having
a pot of gold buried in the ground at the end
of a rainbow, may have its origins in Roman
times.
After the Romans abandoned the British
Isles in the 5th century, they left behind a
wealth of artifacts—including hoards of buried
coins, which are still being discovered today.
The average Roman didn’t have any way of
preserving and protecting his wealth other than
burying his coins on his property. People died,
moved away, etc., leaving these stashes intact.
The leprechaun could show you where to
dig to find these old coins. All you have to
do is wait for a rainbow and then go to where
the rainbow touches the ground and start
digging. Of course, when you get there, you
might find that the rainbow has moved…or
disappeared…
You might be surprised to learn that prior
to the 19th century, leprechauns were depicted
in folklore as wearing red, not green. The
great Irish poet William Butler Yeats helped to
shift the image to a little guy with a red beard

wearing a green jacket with seven buttons.
This is the image we have in America today,
down to and including Lucky Charms cereal
and the statues in front of Fitzgerald’s casinos
in Reno and Vegas (both defunct, sad to say).
Specifically, the solitary fairies were supposed
to wear green, while the “trooping fairies”
wore red.
An odd feature of the stereotypical
leprechaun costume is the buckled hat. Such
buckles were fashionable in the 17th and
18th centuries but by the time the leprechaun
image really got going, were very much out
of fashion. This may have been a way of
negatively (again) portraying the Irish as oldfashioned and out of touch, much as American
popular culture depicts the Puritans as wearing
odd, tall, buckled hats, which they rarely if
ever actually owned or wore.
So feel free to wear something green and
have a pint of Guinness, but you should look
a bit askance at the green-coated, red-bearded,
buckle-hatted leprechaun on the barstool next to
you—he’s just a British-American stereotype.
But keep an eye on your shoes anyway.

Seamus Catches a Leprechaun . . . as told by Jim McQuiston

Seamus lost his job when the mine closed down and, sadly, he could no longer afford
a pint in his favorite pub. He decided he must catch a leprechaun to solve his monetary
problems. He waits and he waits until suddenly he sees the wee creature a skippin’ down
the forest path. Seamus jumps out and grabs the little guy by the throat and says, “Now,
will ye grant me me wish? ‘Tis a simple one, at that.”
The shocked leprechaun of course agrees. As it turns out, the wish is that Seamus can
get all the Guinness he wants for free at the pub. The leprechaun says, “All ye need to do is
look the pub owner straight in the eyes and say ‘One, Two, Three.’ But mind ye, the spell
will be broken if the owner says, “One, two, three, four.” Remember, “One, two, three,
four” and the spell is broken.
Seamus races to his favorite pub and just as the pub owner is about to throw him out,
he looks the man square in the eyes and says, “One, two, three!”
The pub owner changes his attitude quickly and proceeds to draw a large mug of
Guinness for Seamus. And, just before handing it to the thirsty man, he asks, “By the way,
what was the “One, two, three” for?”
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S o , w h a t ’s n e x t ?

With this issue we’ve begun our second quarter of our fourth year. Looking back on our archived
issues is just an amazing thing to do. What a collection of stories and histories! We hope to continue
this effort into the future and a large portion of it is only possible through those many people who
donate their time and creative skills. We hope you will follow their work on their websites, on
Facebook, in the pages of their print books, wherever else they ply their trade. They represent the
culture of the Celts in a way not easily-found elsewhere in today’s ever-changing world.
January (published) - Unexplained Mysteries
February (published) - The Voyage
March - (published) - Spirituality
April - (published) – Superstitions
May - Castles and Cathedrals (nothing like stonework to say “Celtic”)
June - The Innovators (the inventors, the explorers, the first to try something new)
July - Legends and Lore (stories galore)
August - The Animals (we’ve left these poor creatures out, all along)
September - Wee Folk and Monsters (From Fae to Nessie, and everything in between)
October - Halloween (including the festival known as Samhainn in Scottish Gaelic
or Samhain in Irish, and other Celtic celebrations)
November - Seasons and Cycles (recurring themes from Celtic culture and history)
December - Gifts (our free-for-all, anything-goes, Christmas gift issue)
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