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Halloween, celebrated on October 31, is a mix of ancient practices, rituals, festivals and European folk 

traditions that over time have blended together to create the holiday we know today.  

 

Major contributors to today's Halloween, are: 

 

• Celtic holiday of Samhain 

• Catholic Hallowmas period of All Saints' Day and All Souls' Day 

• Roman festival of Feralia 

• Spain’s El Dia De Los Muertos 3 day celebration October 31-November 2.  Also celebrated in Latin America and 

Mexico 

• England's Guy Fawkes Day 

 

Because Halloween straddles the line between fall and winter, plenty and paucity, life and death and is filled with 

mystery and magic; is it any wonder that it is a time of celebration and superstition.  
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Halloween is not celebrated in all countries and regions of the world and among those that do, the traditions and 

importance of the celebration vary significantly.   

 

Irish and Scottish immigrants carried versions of the tradition to North America in the 19th century.  Other western 

countries embraced the holiday in the late 20th century including Ireland, the United States, Canada, Puerto Rico and the 

United Kingdom as well as of Australia and New Zealand. The larger North American influence, particularly in iconic and 

commercial elements, has extended to places such as South America, other parts of Europe, to Japan under the auspices 

of the Japanese Biscuit Association and other parts of East Asia. 

 

Halloween has long been thought of as a day when the dead can return to the earth, and ancient Celts would light 

bonfires and wear costumes to ward off these roaming ghosts.  The Celtic holiday of Samhain (pronounced sow-an or sow-

in), the Catholic Hallowmas period of All Saints' Day and All Souls' Day and the Roman festival of Feralia all influenced the 

modern holiday of Halloween.  
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The festival of Samhain celebrates the end of the "lighter half" of the year and beginning of the "darker half", and is 

sometimes regarded as the "Celtic New Year". 

 

In the 8th Century, the Catholic Church declared November 1 to be All Saints' Day. The church calendar had a number of 

days honoring saints already. November 1 was picked to be the day to honor all saints who didn't already have a day 

named in their honor. Somewhere along the line, the night before became known as Allhallowe'en, which was short for 

"evening before All Hallows' Day." It was then shortened to what we now call it, Halloween.  

 

The word Halloween is first attested in the 16th century and represents a Scottish variant of the fuller All-Hallows-Even 

("evening"), that is, the night before All Hallows Day.  Up through the early 20th century, the spelling "Hallowe'en" was 

frequently used, eliding the "v" and shortening the word. Although the phrase All Hallows is found in Old English (ealra 

hālgena mæssedæg, mass-day of all saints), All-Hallows-Even is itself not attested until 1556. 
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In the 19th century, Halloween began to lose its religious connotation, becoming a more secular community-based 

children's holiday.  Although the superstitions and beliefs surrounding Halloween may have evolved over the years, as 

the days grow shorter and the nights get colder, people can still look forward to parades, costumes and sweet treats to 

usher in the winter season. 

 

The artifacts and symbols associated with Halloween formed over time encompassing customs of medieval holy days as 

well as contemporary cultures and was  is derived from many sources, including national customs, works of Gothic and 

horror literature (such as the novels Frankenstein and Dracula), and classic horror films (such as Frankenstein and The Mummy).   
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Elements of the autumn season, such as pumpkins, corn husks, and scarecrows, are also prevalent. Homes are often 

decorated with these types of symbols around Halloween.   

 

It contains the themes of death, evil, the occult, magic, or mythical monsters.  Traditional characters include ghosts, 

witches, skeletons, vampires, werewolves, demons, bats, spiders, and black cats. Black and orange are the traditional 

Halloween colors and represent the darkness of night and the color of bonfires, autumn leaves, and jack-o'-lanterns. 
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The souling practice of commemorating the souls in purgatory with candle lanterns carved from turnips, became 

adapted into the making of jack-o'-lanterns. 

 

The people back then also believed that if they appeared scary, they would scare away the spirits of the dead who were 

roaming the earth on All Hallows' Eve. These people also carried food to the edge of town and left it there, hoping the 

spirits would eat that food and not come raid the village; Which is why people often dressed up as ghosts, goblins, 

vampires, and other scary creatures.   

 

Some common Halloween activities include: divination (often involved the use of food and drink), trick-or-treating, wearing 

costumes and attending costume parties, carving jack-o'-lanterns, ghost tours, bonfires, apple bobbing, visiting haunted 

attractions, committing pranks, telling ghost stories or other frightening tales and watching horror films. 

 

Trick-or-treating and Guising 
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The custom of wearing costumes and masks at Halloween goes back to Celtic traditions of attempting to copy the evil 

spirits or placate them, in Scotland for instance where the dead were impersonated by young men with masked, veiled 

or blackened faces, dressed in white. 

 

The practice of costumes and begging door to door for treats on holidays dates back to the Middle Ages and includes 

Christmas wassailing.  
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Trick-or-treating resembles the late medieval practice of souling, when poor folk would go door to door on Hallowmas 

(November 1), receiving food in return for prayers for the dead on All Souls Day (November 2). It originated in Ireland and 

Britain, although similar practices for the souls of the dead were found as far south as Italy.  Shakespeare mentions the 

practice in his comedy The Two Gentlemen of Verona (1593), when Speed accuses his master of "puling (whimpering or 

whining) like a beggar at Hallowmas."   

 

The first American book length history of the holiday in the US called The Book of Hallowe'en (1919) by Ruth Edna Kelley 

of Massachusetts, references to souling in the chapter "Hallowe'en in America" stated "All Hallowe'en customs in the 

United States are borrowed directly or adapted from those of other countries". 

 

"Trick or treat?" The word "trick" refers to a (mostly idle) "threat" to perform mischief on the homeowners or their 

property if no treat is given.  In some parts of Scotland children still go guising. In this custom the child performs some 

sort of trick, i.e. sings a song or tells a ghost story, to earn their treats.  In America, Trick-or-treating does not seem to 

have become a widespread practice until the 1930s, with the first U.S. appearances of the term in 1934, and the first use 

in a national publication occurring in 1939. 
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The earliest known reference to ritual begging on Halloween in English speaking North America occurs in 1911, when a 

newspaper in Kingston, Ontario reported that it was normal for the smaller children to go street "guising" on Halloween 

between 6 and 7 p.m., visiting shops and neighbors to be rewarded with nuts and candies for their rhymes and songs 

and again the term "trick or treat" appears in 1927, from Blackie, Alberta, Canada. 

 

Another isolated reference to ritual begging on Halloween appears, place unknown, in 1915, with a third reference in 

Chicago in 1920.  

 

Dressing up in costumes and going "guising" was prevalent in Scotland and Ireland at Halloween by the 19th century.   
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Costuming became popular for Halloween parties in the US in the early 20th century, as often for adults as for children. 

The first mass-produced Halloween costumes appeared in stores in the 1930s when trick-or-treating was becoming 

popular in the United States. 

 

What sets Halloween costumes apart from costumes for other celebrations or days of dressing up is that they are often 

designed to imitate supernatural and scary beings. Costumes are traditionally those of monsters such as vampires, 

ghosts, skeletons, witches, and devils, or in more recent years such science fiction-inspired characters as aliens and 

superheroes.  

 

There are also costumes of pop culture figures like presidents, athletes, celebrities, or film, television, and cartoon 

characters. Another popular trend is for women (and in some cases, men) to wear sexy or revealing costumes. 

 

There are several games traditionally associated with Halloween parties  
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One common game is dunking or apple bobbing, in which apples float in a tub or a large basin of water and the 

participants must use their teeth to remove an apple from the basin. A variant of dunking involves kneeling on a chair, 

holding a fork between the teeth and trying to drop the fork into an apple.  Another common game involves hanging up 

treacle or syrup-coated scones by strings; these must be eaten without using hands while they remain attached to the 

string, an activity that inevitably leads to a very sticky face. 

 

Some games played at Halloween are traditional forms of divination.  A traditional Scottish form of divining one's future 

spouse is to carve an apple in one long strip, then toss the peel over one's shoulder. The peel is believed to land in the 

shape of the first letter of the future spouse's name.  
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Unmarried women were told that if they sat in a darkened room and gazed into a mirror on Halloween night, the face of 

their future husband would appear in the mirror. However, if they were destined to die before marriage, a skull would 

appear. The custom was widespread enough to be commemorated on greeting cards from the late 19th century and 

early 20th century. 

 

The telling of ghost stories and viewing of horror films are common fixtures of Halloween parties. Episodes of television 

series and Halloween-themed specials (with the specials usually aimed at children) are commonly aired on or before the 

holiday, while new horror films are often released theatrically before the holiday to take advantage of the atmosphere. 
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Origins of Haunted Houses or paid scare venues are difficult to pinpoint, but it is generally accepted that they were first 

commonly used by the Junior Chamber International (Jaycees) for fundraising.  

 

They include haunted houses, corn mazes, and hayrides and the level of sophistication of the effects has risen as the 

industry has grown. Haunted attractions in the United States bring in an estimate $300–500 million each year, and draw 

some 400,000 customers, although trends suggest a peak in 2005. This increase in interest has led to more highly 

technical special effects and costuming that is comparable with that in Hollywood films. 

 

Because the holiday comes in the wake of the annual apple harvest, candy apples (known as toffee apples outside North 

America), caramel or taffy apples are common Halloween treats made by rolling whole apples in sticky sugar syrup, 

sometimes followed by rolling them in nuts. 
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One custom that persists in modern-day Ireland is the baking (or more often nowadays, the purchase) of a barmbrack (báirín 

breac), which is a light fruitcake, into which a plain ring, a coin and other charms are placed before baking. It is said that 

those who get a ring will find their true love in the ensuing year. This is similar to the tradition of king cake at the festival 

of Epiphany. 

 

Foods associated with the holiday: 

 

• Barmbrack (Ireland) 

• Bonfire toffee (Great Britain) 

• Candy apples 

• Candy corn, candy pumpkins (North America) 

• Caramel apples 

• Caramel corn 

• Colcannon (Ireland) 

• Pumpkin, pumpkin pie, pumpkin bread 

• Roasted pumpkin seeds 

• Roasted sweet corn 

• Soul cakes 

• Novelty candy shaped like skulls, pumpkins, bats, worms, etc. 

 

 

Did You Know? 
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• A traditional food eaten on Halloween is barnbrack, a kind of fruitcake that can be bought in stores or baked at 

home.  A muslin-wrapped treat is baked inside the cake that, it is said, can foretell the eater's future.  If a ring is 

found, it means that the person will soon be wed; a piece of straw means that a prosperous year is on its way. 

• The Irish Potato Famine (1845-50) prompted over 700,000 people to immigrate to the Americas. These 

immigrants brought with them their traditions of Halloween and Jack o'Lanterns, but turnips were not as readily 

available as back home. They found the American pumpkin to be a more than an adequate replacement. Today, 

the carved pumpkin is perhaps the most famous icon of the holiday. 

• Pumpkins are fruits. A pumpkin is a type of squash and is a member of the gourd family (Cucurbitacae), which also 

includes squash, cucumbers, gherkins, and melons. 

• Pumpkins have been grown in North America for five thousand years. They are indigenous to the western 

hemisphere. 

• In 1584, after French explorer Jacques Cartier explored the St. Lawrence region of North America, he reported 

finding "gros melons." The name was translated into English as "pompions," which has since evolved into the 

modern "pumpkin." 

• The largest pumpkin pie ever baked was in 2005 and weighed 2,020 pounds. 

• Pumpkins are low in calories, fat, and sodium and high in fiber. They are good sources of Vitamin A, Vitamin B, 

potassium, protein, and iron. 

• Pumpkin seeds should be planted between the last week of May and the middle of June. They take between 90 

and 120 days to grow and are picked in October when they are bright orange in color. Their seeds can be saved 

to grow new pumpkins the next year. 

• U.S. farmers produce more than 1.5 billion pounds of pumpkin annually. 

• The largest pumpkin ever grown stands at 1,680 pounds. It was grown by Joe Jutras of Rhode Island. It was 

weighed in on October 7, 2007 at the Rhode Island Weigh-off.  

 

Here are some great Halloween Fire & Safety Tips from the National Fire Prevention Association (NFPA) and 

the Red Cross: 

 

• When choosing a costume, stay away from billowing or long trailing fabric. If your child is wearing a mask, make 

sure the eye holes are large enough so they can see out. Wigs, capes and costumes are flammable attire, so 

avoid open flames to prevent a fire!  
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• From the bravest of superheroes to the noblest of knights, everyone should remember to bring their flashlights!  

Provide children with flashlights to carry for lighting or glow sticks as part of their costume. 

• Dried flowers, cornstalks and crepe paper are highly flammable. Keep these and other decorations well away 

from all open flames and heat sources, including light bulbs, and heaters. 

• It is safest to use a flashlight or battery-operated candle in a jack-o-lantern. If you use a real candle, use extreme 

caution.  Make sure children are watched at all times when candles are lit. When lighting candles inside jack-o-

lanterns, use long, fireplace style matches or a utility lighter. Be sure to place lit pumpkins well away from 

anything that can burn and far enough out of way of trick-or-treaters, doorsteps, walkways and yards. 

• Remember to keep exits clear of decorations, so nothing blocks escape routes. 

• Tell children to stay away from open flames.  Be sure they know how to stop, drop and roll if their clothing 

catches fire.  Have them practice, stopping immediately, dropping to the ground, covering their face with hands, 

and rolling over and over to put the flames out.  

• Use flashlights as alternatives to candles or torch lights when decorating walkways and yards. They are much 

safer for trick-or treaters, whose costumes may brush against the lighting. 

• If your children are going to Halloween parties at others’ homes, have them look for ways out of the home and 

plan how they would get out in an emergency. 

• Map out the route that you plan to roam, so adults are assured you will find your way home!  

• If you visit a house where a stranger resides, accept treats at the door and, please, don’t go inside.  

• When you get ready to put on your disguise, use face paint instead of masks, which may cover your eyes.  

• Always remember, before you embark, to wear light-colored clothing to be seen in the dark!  And remember to 

use reflective tape, even on bikes, and brooms and the edges of your cape!  

• Whether you walk, slither or sneak, do it on the sidewalks and not in the street. 

• As you roam through the neighborhood collecting your treats, please look both ways before crossing the street! 

(And speaking of streets, the corners are the place for trick or treaters to cross no matter their pace.)  

• You may fly on a broom or a space ship from Mars, but please be on the lookout for drivers in cars!  Between 

parked cars is no place to hide, be sure that you’re seen whether you’re a clown or a bride.  

• Monsters and zombies should stay off the lawn and only visit homes with their porch lights turned on!  

• You may be dressed as a werewolf, a cat or a frog, but be cautious around strange animals, especially dogs.  

• Have a grown-up inspect your candy when you’re done trick-or-treating to remove open packages and choking 

hazards before eating. 

 

I personally am going to add: 

 

• ALL Adults should drive with caution on Halloween as many costumes are “dark” and hard to see.  With the 

advent of electric cars, many “trick or treaters” will NOT hear these new fangled vehicles approach and may step 
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out in front of them.  This also means to leave your “texting and driving” until you return home or pull to side of 

the road to perform your functions. 

 

Controversy 

 

The Samhain (Halloween) of Celtic Pagans consider the season a holy time of year that observes the end of the harvest 

season.  Celtic Reconstructionists and others, who maintain ancestral customs, make offerings to the gods and the 

ancestors.   

 

Some Wiccans feel that the tradition is offensive to Wiccan practitioners for promoting stereotypical caricatures of 

"wicked witches".   

 

Attitudes towards Halloween by various Christian groups is quite diverse.   Many Christians ascribe no negative 

significance to Halloween, treating it as a purely secular holiday devoted to celebrating "imaginary spooks" and handing 

out candy.  

 

In the Anglican Church, some dioceses have chosen to emphasize the Christian traditions of All Saints’ Day, while some 

other Protestants celebrate the holiday as Reformation Day, a day to remember the Protestant Reformation.  

 

Father Gabriele Amorth, a Vatican-appointed exorcist in Rome, has said, "if English and American children like to dress 

up as witches and devils on one night of the year that is not a problem. If it is just a game, there is no harm in that." 

 

In more recent years, the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Boston has organized a "Saint Fest" on the holiday. Similarly, 

many contemporary Protestant churches view Halloween as a fun event for children, holding events in their churches 

where children and their parents can dress up, play games, and get candy.  In the Roman Catholic Church Halloween is 

viewed as having a Christian connection, and Halloween celebrations are common in Catholic parochial schools 

throughout North America and in Ireland. 

 

Other Christians feel concerned about Halloween, and reject the holiday because they feel it trivializes - or celebrates - 

paganism, the occult, or other practices and cultural phenomena deemed incompatible with their beliefs. 
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One last thought:   

 

Halloween, like many modern holidays, is a holiday that is a blend from various cultures and faiths over the centuries.  It 

saddens me that with each passing year I see more and more downright hatred over various celebrations (including 

Halloween) due to their blended traditions and histories.   

 

Yet, when it comes to art, we humans not only acknowledge - we admire and enjoy the skill of the artists of various 

cultures, even statues of Zeus and Buddha!  We do NOT, however, worship these statues or breed hatred towards the 

different spiritual influences involved in their creations.   

 

We should do the same with all our “standard” celebrations, including Halloween.  Teach our children our own 

spirituality and that we are enjoying the fun and games and not the religious origins of various holiday traditions.  To me 

this is merely – understanding; a huge part of being a mature, highly evolved human being.   Which I often must remind 

people that it is NOT:  acceptance, agreeing with or condoning, yet alone changing one’s spiritual inclinations to 

embrace another.  

 

Ultimately – Halloween will be to you and yours what you make it to be. 

 

Be Safe, Be Smart while enjoying the festivities in the dark! 
 

Live on to Prep another day ;Live on to Prep another day ;Live on to Prep another day ;Live on to Prep another day ;----}}}}    

 

TNT 
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PS - On Sunday, November 6 at 2 a.m., Daylight Saving Time ends in the United States. It used to end around 

the last Saturday night/Sunday morning before Halloween, which was a boon for trick-or-treaters.  However, with the Energy Policy 

Act of 2005, it was extended daylight-saving time (starting in 2007), from the second Sunday in March to the first Sunday in November. 

(Previously it was from April to October.) 

 

When you change your clocks 

 

Change your Fire, Smoke & Carbon 

Monoxide Alarm batteries! 

 

 
 


