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The Immigration of Halloween

By Barbara J. Bowen 

Have you ever wondered when Halloween began in the United States? Why we cut eerie faces on pumpkins? How black cats got their reputation for mischief? Or why spooks are rumored to wander about? This is a story of how customs are shared when people emigrate from one land to another.

Early History of Halloween


                                                                   The early days of settling the New World brought more than people to the shores of America. With the immigrants came tales of goblins, ghosts, witches, and fairies, the jack-o’-lantern, apple-bobbing, and a wealth of traditions that today make up our Halloween celebration.
It was not the earliest settlers who brought Halloween to America. The Protestants in England rejected all church holidays, even Christmas, so the Protestant Pilgrims had no use for the celebrations of All Hallows or Halloween. Rather, the Scotch and Irish peoples of Celtic descent brought to America most of the stories and traditions which have become a part of our Halloween. The Celts were the ancient European people who settled in parts of the British Isles before the Roman conquest.

Origins of Halloween in America: Customs and Symbols                                                    It was the potato that brought about the immigration of Halloween to the United States. During the 1840s there was a great potato famine in Ireland. At that time the Irish people were experiencing extreme hardship and famine because the potato crop had failed. Potatoes had been the main staple of their food supply. People left Ireland in crowded boatloads and came to America, the “Land of Promise.” In America, people found life to be different, though not always easier than the life they left behind.

October 31st had long been celebrated by the Irish people and their Celtic ancestors. The ancient Celts believed that the souls of all those who had died during the previous year were confined in the bodies of animals. In this way, the dead paid for their sins. Halloween, though it was not called that, was the time when Samhain, Lord of the Dead, assembled the souls and released them to the Druid heaven. Druids were members of a religious order in ancient Britain and Ireland. These ancient beliefs help to explain the importance of ghosts and skeletons in Halloween celebrations today.

The gathering of witches was also believed to be a frequent event of Halloween night. Witches and warlocks were said to have feasted and danced to the music of the Devil's bagpipes while all the powers of evil and magic worked around them.

Cats, especially black ones, were considered to be the friends of witches, and some cats were even thought to be witches in disguise. It was said that these stealthy creatures could turn into coal-black horses to carry the witches on their Halloween mischief. According to Irish tales, a black cat had special magic powers which could be used for good or evil. Certain parts of the cat could be mixed in magic potions to make a person invisible, to heal a wound, to make a powerful love charm, or to protect a ship from storms at sea.

Jack-o’-lanterns, we all know, are great orange pumpkins with eerie faces carved in them. However, few people know that the original jack-o’-lantern came from a famous Irish story. 

According to the story, an Irishman, Jack, was known to be so selfish and mean that the Devil waited eagerly to claim his soul. But Jack was as crafty as he was bad, and he tricked the Devil into promising never to take him into Hell. When Jack died his spirit was too evil to be accepted in Heaven. With no other place to go, Jack found himself standing at the gates of Hell, asking to be let in. But Satan's promise could not be broken, and Jack's soul could not even find rest there. The Devil tossed out a chunk of live coal from hell to light Jack's way in the darkness. The coal was stuck in a large vegetable that Jack had been eating, and this became the first jack-o’-lantern.

When the custom of making jack-o’-lanterns was imported to the United States, it was found that pumpkins were perfectly suited for carving. Now pumpkin faces are often seen lighting the way for the wandering spooks of Halloween night.

The coming of immigrants to the United States has certainly influenced our customs and celebrations. Today, Halloween in America is the result of a blending of many traditions, beliefs, and cultures, which immigrated to the New World from the Old.
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