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Soldiers' Lucky Charms 

 
Athletes are well-known for being a superstitious bunch. If a certain pre-game ritual, meal, or talisman is 
associated with a win, they will continue to believe in the power of that thing to provide luck. They will 
stick with it until the winning streak ends and then search for a new lucky charm.  
 
Soldiers in war are in life and death situations where any outside power or help thought to aid survival is 
welcome. Their lucky charms might have been a photo of a loved one, a rabbit's foot, a four-leaf clover, 
a Christian cross, or any of hundreds of other items. Some airplanes, ships, or even units were deemed 
lucky or unlucky based on their combat experiences. 
 
The July 15, 1945 edition of the La Crosse Tribune tells how Lt. Joseph Kelly relied on a football shirt 
from Aquinas High School as his lucky charm during 23 bombing missions. 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 July 15, page 3) 
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What really determines whether a person survives a war? Skill and experience help, but those qualities 
are no guarantee when life or death depends on so many variables. When thousands of men invade a 
beach, why do bullets hit some and not others? When hundreds of aircraft are on a mission over enemy 
territory, why are some hit and destroyed while others survive? In a naval battle, some men escape 
from a sinking ship while others never have a chance to save themselves. 
 
During any war, there are countless stories of how fate or luck made the difference between life and 
death. One man is sick, so another one volunteers to take his place on an aircraft that never returns. A 
man stops for a cup of coffee and avoids being killed when a Japanese kamikaze plows into his usual 
duty station. Bullets miss by inches, while others follow a narrow trajectory that kills instantly. Artillery 
shells impact in the exact spot that man was standing on just seconds before.  
 
Is it fate, luck, divine intervention? Why do these work in favor of some and not others?  
 
Only one thing is certain; cemeteries and seas around the world are full of people for whom their lucky 
charms did not work. We never hear their stories.  
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