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The Evil Eye gaze’s power that evokes extreme bad luck or curse upon you is 
a commonality believed by fisher folk in most countries around the world. 

Though often not spoken about, rituals, rites, customs and beliefs did – 
and still do – play a significant role. They are easily distinctive, 
endearing, and enduring, and are features of fishing and farming 
communities’ culture. 

The King of the Water People was very wise and much beloved by the water 
people and he was called Nommo. The great Nommo told our people that we 
must get rid of war, of hunger and disease. If we do this, then Nommo would 

return again and then show us the way to the stars. 

So it is said that when human beings become peaceful, less ambitious, less 
greedy and less cruel, the gods will restore this chain, so that people will be 
able to visit other worlds in the universe and the gods themselves, and kindly 
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creatures from other worlds will be able to climb down and visit us, both in our 

sleep and in the waking world. 

We Africans feel that from our origins, concealed in these tales, is explained 
the affinity for water.  Because in all nations of the world, even on very distant 

islands, people have a strange affinity for water, for lakes, and for great rivers. 

There seems to be something magnetic in any great body of water that seems 
to draw people and say “come here!” And consider the important part that 

water appears to play in the ritual lives of human beings. 

Now in South Africa it is common practice for Sangomas and even ordinary 
faith healers in our townships to pay a visit to the seaside just to take a ritual 

plunge into the water. 

The water becomes a vehicle for their renewal and rebirth. 

Extracts from Zulu Shaman by Vusamazulu Credo Mutwa.  

Superstition 

Throughout history, superstition lurked around in times of celebration, during 

periods of uncertainty, death, daily chores or at special events. 

Beliefs about the predication of weather and the movement of fish governed 

by the lunar activity are usually quite numerous. 

Some believe this influence can be dangerous, threatening or even capricious 
and are generally in conflict with modern day religion and more likely to be 

viewed as one of sub-culture ignorance and backward. 

Many superstitions offer procedures for overcoming bad luck threatened by 
mistakes and misfortune such as casting a pinch of salt over the shoulder, 
whispering a blessing after a sneeze, stepping on a crack, breaking a mirror, 

or not walking under a ladder. 
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Western Cape fisher folk 

The Western Cape fisher folk are a potpourri of many nations, the Filipinos, 

Dutch, French, Khoi-Khoi, Africans, Malays, and this somehow shapes part of 

their makeup, traditions and culture. 

As well as being a source of food and livelihood, the harvesters operate in an 

extremely hazardous environment that places fishers lives are at risk and this 

has given rise to an almost mystical attitude towards the sea. 

This has prompted them to devise ways and means, rational or irrational, to 

safeguard outward manifestation of deep-seated beliefs to protect them 

against misfortune. 

Their actions and beliefs determined their human values of respect for the 

oceans and its resources, the co-operation between individuals and groups in 

the whole pattern of mutuality and sharing. 

Warding off bad luck 

In order not to unleash the fury of the sea it is necessary to observe certain 
rules and the following must be observed as to not bring about or ward off bad 

luck. 

• All flowers on board a boat especially if it is white and the most 
unlucky object of all is a bunch of white and red flowers. 

• No fisher wants white flowers on his coffin. (It attracts bad spirits.) 

• Dreaming of a knife or axe is an omen of danger or death. 
• On the way to the ship if a black cat crosses your path from left to 

right or turns and runs away. 
• Putting a loaf of bread upside down on the ships table. 

• Eating a Hot Cross bun without the cross on it. 
• A garment with a button missing. 
• Sweeping the house or boat on New Year’s Day or on Good Friday. 
• If the candle flame gutters and sways when there is no draught. 

• Lighting three candles with the same match. 
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• Three candles burning in the skipper’s cabin. 
• A cat refuses to board the boat. 

• Lighting three cigarettes with one match. 
• A cock that crows at nightfall is forecasting bad weather. 
• A cock that crows or a dog that barks at midnight. 
• Having a miniature novelty coffin in the home or on board. 

• Picking up someone else’s comb. 
• A broken or cracked mirror on board the boat. 
• Tools that form a cross when accidently dropped. 
• Knives and spoons set in a cross on the table on board. 

• Going out to sea during the eclipse of the moon. 
• Meeting a funeral procession on way to sea. 
• Sitting on a lobster pot or upturned basket. 
• Changing a float that has served you well and proved successful. 

• A glass tumbler or bell that begins to ring on its own accord. 
• To see the new moon for the first time through glass. 
• Going to sea on Good Friday, Christmas or Islamic religious days. 
• Having a haircut on board during full moon. 

• Horseshoe fixed to the boat with even number of nails. 
• Looking back when leaving your home to go to sea. 
• Keeping an iron key in your left pocket. 
• Given a kiss by an unwilling person. 

• Making toast on the point of a knife. 

• Reaching for objects between the rungs of the ladder 

Then there’s also: 

• Refusing a gift of another fisher’s catch. 
• If there is no reflection of yourself in a mirror. 
• A black bird or owl that perches on the boat. 

• Given a sharp object like a knife, pin or nail with the sharp end 
pointing towards you. 

• Taking a pack of cards on board not wrapped in a cloth. 
• Throwing playing cards overboard. 
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• All persons stepping on board the boat has to do it with the right foot 
first. 

• These words said on board is taboo ; pig; egg; drown; rat; cat; and 
adultery. 

• Whistling on board ship against the wind. 
• Not having a ceremony on the launch of a boat for the first time. 

(Pray, christening or breaking a bottle across the bow) 
• Rechristening a boat to a new name. 
• A broom or bucket lost overboard. 
• Having 13 people on board. 

• A clergyman on board. 
• Broken knife on board. 
• Full white attire on board. 
• Spinning a knife on board. 

• Killing a ladybird. 
• Boiled eggs on board. 
• If the rats leave the boat. 
• A fisher who has committed adultery with a strange woman and then 

comes aboard. 

A woman on board 

The most controversial superstition in that it will anger the sea is that of having 

a woman on board unless she is bare breasted, or a member of the crew. 

In the context of South African fishing communities it is the belief that of not 
allowing pregnant woman, girls at the age of puberty and woman who are 
menstruating on board a boat originates from the act of dabbing in trances, 

especially with the OUIJA board, which calls up diseased spirits. 

It is a conviction that groups of women are vulnerable to the attraction of 
entities that cannot be controlled; and they thus have to be protected from 

these bad spirits and not as interpreted as the disempowerment of woman. 

Evil Eye 
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The Evil Eye gaze’s power that evokes extreme bad luck or curse upon you is 

a commonality believed by fisher folk in most countries around the world. 

To ward off the curse of the evil eye it is critical to paint on your boat an eye 
to return any malicious gaze, to recite verses from the Koran, wear a blue and 

white eye charm, or spit on chillies and then throw it into the fire. 

Some superstitions are a kind of white magic in that they will believe that their 
observing or practicing personal rituals will bring them good luck, prevent 

illness, and ward off evil. 

Neutralizing bad luck, 

                                        ………………….. 
 


