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From The Bickerstaff Papers

Jonathan Swift

PREDICTIONS FOR THE YEAR 1708;
‘Wherein The Month, And The Day Of The Month, Are Set
Down, The Persons Named, And The Great Actions
And Events Of Next Year Particularly
Related, As They Will Come To Pass.

Written to Prevent The People Of England From Being
Further Imposed On By Vulgar Almanac-Makers.

BY ISAAK BICKERSTAFF, Esq.

I have considered the gross abuse of astrology in this king-
dom, and upon debating the matter with myself, I could not
possibly lay the fault upon the art, but upon those gross impos-
tors who set up to be the artists. I know several learned men
have contended that the whole is a cheat; that it is absurd and
ridiculous to imagine the stars can have any influence at all upon

human actions, thoughts, or inclinations; and whoever has
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not bent his studies that way may be excused for thinking so,
when he sees in how wretched a manner that noble art is treat-
ed by a few mean, illiterate traders between us and the stars,
who import a yearly stock of nonsense, lies, folly, and imper-
tinence, which they offer to the world as genuine from the
planets, though they descend from no greater a height than
- their own brains. ‘

I intend in a short time to publish a large and rational de-
fence of this art, and therefore shall say no more in its justifi-
cation at present than that it has been in all ages defended by
many learned men, and among the rest by Socrates himself,
whom I look upon as undoubtedly the wisest of uninspired mor-
tals; to which if we add that those who have condemned this
art, though otherwise learned, having been such as either did
not apply their studies this way, or at least did not succeed in
their applications, their testimony will not be of much weight
to its disadvantage, since they are liable to the common objec-
tion of condemning what they did not understand.

Nor am I at all offended, or do I think it an injury to the
art, when I see the common dealers in it, the students in as-

/trology, the Philomaths, and the rest of that tribe, treated by
wise men with the utmost scorn and contempt, but rather
wonder, when I observe gentlemen in the country, rich e-
nough to serve the nation in Parliament, poring in Partridge’s
Almanac to find out the events of the year at home and abroad,

not daring to propose a hunting-match till Gadbury or he have

~ fixed the weather.

I will allow either of the two I have mentioned, or any
other of the fraternity, to be not only astrologers, but conjut-
ers too, if I do not produce a hundred instances in all their al-
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manacs to convince any reasonable man that they do not so
much as understand common grammar and syntax; that they
are not able to spell any word out of the usual road, nor, even
in their prefaces to write common sense or intelligible English.
Then for their observations and predictions, they are such as
will equally suit any age or country in the world. “This month
a certain great person will be threatened with death or sick-
ness.” This the newspapers will tell them; for there we find at
the end of the year that no month passes without the death of
some person of note; and it would be hard if it should be other-
wise, when there are at least two thousand persons of note in
this kingdom, many of them old, and the almanac-maker has
the liberty of choosing the sickliest season of the year where he
may fix his prediction. Again, “This month an eminent cler-
gyman will be preferred”; of which there may be many hun-
dreds, half of them with one foot in the grave. Then “Such a
planet in such a house shows great machinations, plots, and
conspiracies, that may in time be brought to light”; after
which, if we hear of any discovery, the astrologer gets the
honour; if not, his predictions still stand good. And at last,
“God preserve King William from all his open and secret ene-
mies, Amen”; when if the King should happen to have died,
the astrologer plainly foretold it; otherwise it passes but for the
pious ejaculation of a loyal subject; though it unluckily hap-
pened in some of their almanacs that poor King William was
prayed for many months after he was dead, because it fell out
that he died about the beginning of the year.

To mention no more of their impertinent predictions,
what have we to do with their advertisements about “pills and

drinks for disease,” or their mutual quarrels in verse and prose
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of Whig and Tory, wherewith the stars have little to do?
Having long observed and lamented these, and a hundred
other abuses of this art, too tedious to repeat, I resolved to

proceed in a new way, which I doubt not will be to the general

satisfaction of the kingdom. I can this year produce but a spec-
imen of what I design for the future, having employed most
part of my time in adjusting and correcting the calculations I
made for some years past, because I would offer nothing to the
world of which I am not as fully satisfied as that I am now
alive. For these two last years I have not failed in above one or
two particulars, and those of no very great moment. I exactly
foretold the miscarriage at Toulon, with all its particulars,
and the loss of Admiral Shovel, though I was mistaken as to
the day, placing that article about ﬁxirty-six hours sooner than
it happened; but upon reviewing my schemes, I quickly found
the cause of that error. [ likewise foretold the Battle of Alman-
za to the very day and hour, with the loss on both sides, and
the consequences thereof, all which I showed to some friends
many months before they happened—that is, I gave them pa-
pers sealed up, to open at such a time, after which they were
at liberty to read them; and there they found my predictions
true in every article, except one or two very minute.

As for the few following predictions I now offer the world,
I forbore to publish them till I had perused the several almanacs
for the year we are now entered upon. I found them all in the
usual strain, and I beg the reader will compare their manner
with mine. And here I make bold to tell the world that I lay
the whole credit of my art upon the truth of these predictions;
and I will be content that Partridge, and the rest of his clan,
may hoot me for a cheat and impostor if I fail in any single par-



