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Does anyone bob for apples anymore in this day of sanitary correctness? Perhaps the better question is, will today’s kids bother to bob for something most would consider far less appealing than a small mountain of candy? Some of my fonder childhood memories of Halloween involve bobbing for apples. Because the idea of plunging my head into cold water didn’t bother me, and the fact that my buck teeth seemed suited to gripping, I remember being rather good at it.
Until recently, I never really gave any thought to why apple-bobbing is a traditional Halloween activity. Or why we carve pumpkins.  Or why those particular fruits are associated with a holiday that otherwise focuses upon costumes, the supernatural and soliciting sweets. It all ties together – if you follow the holiday’s traces back for about two millennia to its beginnings with the Celts.
For several hundred years before the birth of Christ, the Celtic people were spread across a surprisingly vast area of western and central Europe. But by the first century A.D. they had been compressed mostly into Gaul (France) and the British Isles. Over those Iron Age centuries, the Celts developed a society that was at least as sophisticated as that of early Rome. They had their own family of languages, religion, culture, arts, weaponry and calendar.
Archaeological evidence shows a Celtic calendar that divided the year into eight parts, based upon the natural seasons. “Quarter Days” marked the major divisions of the year: the longest night (winter solstice), equal day/night of the spring equinox, the longest day (summer solstice) and the equal day/night of the autumnal equinox. “Cross-Quarter Days” marked the midway points between the Quarter Days.

One of the Cross-Quarter Days was Samhain. Pronounced “sa-win,” this day marked the death of the old Celtic year, the end of the harvest season and the beginning of the dark winter days ahead. Since this was the time when livestock was slaughtered for winter stores, Samhain became associated with darkness and death. Celtic lore maintained that the boundaries between the living and the dead became thinner on this day, permitting supernatural entities to cross over. Bonfires were lit, and turnips were hollowed out and carved with faces to create candle lanterns – all to ward off the evil spirits that had crossed over. Apple-bobbing was one of several ways in which that readily available fruit was used to tell the future of the new year. n Gaul, people began wearing costumes and masks to placate the evil spirits. Eventually, children began putting on costumes and visiting door-to-door, entertaining the residents in exchange for food or coins.
Meanwhile, the Romans had conquered the Celtic areas and imposed the Julian calendar. Samhain became fixed to October 31. After Rome became Christianized and spread the faith throughout the empire, November 1 became All Hallows Day – the day when Christians recognize the saints. The old Celtic Cross-Quarter Day of Samhain took on more importance as All Hallows’ eve, which eventually morphed into Halloween.
But while Samhain disappeared, its customs simply evolved. The focus upon death and the supernatural became less superstitious and more playful, turnip lanterns became jack-o’-lanterns after immigrating Irish found pumpkins more plentiful than turnips in America, and apple-bobbing became a game rather than a divination device. Kids now go door-to-door in costumes to collect candy. And adults, who once put on costumes to appease evil spirits, now use Halloween as an excuse to don a costume and become a kid again for an evening.
Halloween’s 2,000-year-old heritage not only is interesting but answers my question. Apple-bobbing may not be sanitary or as tempting as a candy bar, but if it has been around this long, people will be putting the bite on that floating fruit long after I’m gone. 
Dave Hurst has written a book on our region’s heritage, titled “Pennsylvania’s Allegheny Mountains: The First Frontier.” To respond to this column or get more information on the book visit www.hurstmediaworks.com.[image: image1.png]



�





How a Harvest Holiday Became Halloween


By Dave Hurst


© 2011 Hurst Media Works











