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US English: Halloween. UK English: Hallowe’en. The word comes from All Hallows’ Eve(n), a Christian term mean-
ing literally All Saints’ Evening, being the night before All Saints’ Day. The Christian festival was grafted onto an exist-
ing older pagan Celtic celebration. In the Gaelic speaking world this was known as Samhain, Samhainn, or Samhuinn,
but the form Sambhain is generally used by today’s witches and other pagans. Modern pagans pronounce Samhain as
sow-in, or sometimes sow-ain, but historically there were many regional variation. In Scotland they said sav-en, in Ireland
sow-n, and in Wales sow-een. The Celts only had two seasons, summer and winter, and so Samhain, meaning ‘summer’s
end’ was a harvest festival and is now widely thought of as a
New Year celebration (although the historical evidence for this _ Fire
seems not to extend beyond the 18th century). In practical red, summer’s
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folkloric evidence that this time of

year was thought to be one in which

the natural and supernatural were
particularly permeable. The tradi-

tional dressing up (guising) as

ghosts and witches is an act of

apotropaic magic, which is to say,

an attempt to frighten away evil

spirits by looking more scary than

they are. In Ireland it was once
believed that such evil spirits emerged

from the cave of Cruachan in Connaught to
work their mischief] stealing babies and leaving
changelings in their stead. In Scotland the particular
spirit is called a Samhanach, but the fairies should never be named except as “The
Good Neighbours’, and in Wales the people feared the ‘cutty black sow’. In many
parts of the UK a tradition of bonfires was also formerly recorded, but this has now
become transposed to Guy Fawkes” Night. The fire again expresses a dual message of
celebration and protection (purification). This same liminality gave rise to the idea that
this time of year was particularly suitable for divination and receiving messages from
the otherworld. In modern paganism, particularly Wicca, Samhain is celebrated as
a festival of the dead - a time to remember those who have passed away and hon-
our the ancestors. Based on an interview given to the Press Association, 2008.
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When nights are dark
winter’s mirth.

el You can find out more about Hallowe’en and Samhain at
Dr Leo Ruickbie's website Witchology.com. Dr Ruickbie
is the director of the Witchcraft Information Centre &
Archive (WICA) and the author of Witchcraft Out of the
Shadows (2004) and Faustus: The Life and Times of a
- Renaissance Magician (2009).
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