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FOR CENTURIES, people around the world have 
prayed for good luck and warded against bad. Every 
language features a good luck greeting. Sailors have 
long looked for an albatross on the horizon as an aus-
picious symbol. Jade, clovers, rabbits’ feet, wishbones: 
these items have lined the pockets of  those seeking 
good fortune. For some, it’s bad luck to walk under a 
ladder, to enter and leave a home through different 
doors, or to say “Macbeth” in a theatre. But is there 
such a thing as luck, or does luck often simply explain 
common sense? Don’t walk under a ladder because, 
well, that’s just dangerous. You won the lottery not 
because of  any supernatural force but because a 
random number generator selected the same num-
bers that you picked out at the corner store. You run 
into a neighbour from your street on the other side of  
the world: chance or pure fate? (Or does it depend on 
how much you like your neighbour?)
      Jeffrey S. Rosenthal, author of  the bestseller Struck 
by Lightning: The Curious World of  Probabilities, was born 
on a Friday the Thirteenth, a fact that he discovered 
long after he had become one of  the world’s pre- 
eminent statisticians. Had he been living ignorantly 
and innocently under an unlucky cloud for all those 
years? Or is thirteen just another number? As a 
scientist and a man of  reason, Rosenthal has long 
considered the value of  luck, good and bad, seeking 
to measure chance and hope in formulas scratched 
out on chalkboards. 
      In Knock on Wood, Rosenthal, with great humour 
and irreverence, divines the world of  luck, fate, and 
chance, putting his considerable scientific acumen to 
the test in deducing whether luck is real or the mere 
stuff of  superstition.

JEFFREY S. ROSENTHAL  is a professor of  
statistics at the University of  Toronto. He received his 
BSc in mathematics, physics, and computer science 
from the University of  Toronto at the age of  20; his 
PhD in mathematics from Harvard University at the 
age of  24; and tenure at the age of  29. He has been 
awarded the CRM-SSC Prize, the SSC Gold Medal, 
Fellowship of  the Royal Society of  Canada and of  the 
Institute of  Mathematical Statistics, and the COPSS 
Presidents’ Award. He has also received teaching 
awards at both Harvard and U of  T. Rosenthal’s 
first book, Struck by Lightning: The Curious World 
of  Probabilities, was a national bestseller in Canada 
and was published in fourteen countries and in ten 
languages. Visit him online at Probability.ca and on 
Twitter @ProbabilityProf. Despite being born 
on Friday the Thirteenth, Rosenthal has had a very 
fortunate life.

A D VA N C E  P R A I S E  F O R   K N O C K  O N  W O O D

“Once again, University of  Toronto statistics professor Jeffrey S. Rosenthal has written a  

thoroughly engaging book, this time on the topic of  luck. Each page provides a charming 

anecdote illustrating an insight that will make you smile in recognition of  a surprising 

truth. Get this book for yourself  but also for family and friends—both those who believe 

only logic, science, and cause and effect have all the answers and those who swear there 

are mysterious forces that often determine our fate. After you read this book, you will think 

differently about the role of  luck in your life, and next time you will choose your parents 

more wisely.”

—MICHAEL ADAMS, president of  Environics and author of  COULD IT HAPPEN HERE? 

CANADA IN THE AGE OF TRUMP AND BREXIT and FIRE AND ICE: THE UNITED STATES, 

CANADA AND THE MYTH OF CONVERGING VALUES

“‘Good luck!’ Something we say almost every day with the best of  intentions but little 

thought. What are we really honouring when we say good luck? Knock on Wood is a must-

read for anyone who wants to understand why things happen.” 

—DARRELL BRICKER, CEO, Ipsos Public Affairs, co-author of  the bestseller THE BIG SHIFT 
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P R A I S E  F O R  S T R U C K  B Y  L I G H T N I N G

“Statistics and probability made fun, easy and useful for everyday life. . . . Sure to deliver 

an A to everyone, which is what Rosenthal deserves for this clever book.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY 

“Odds are you’ll keep reading. . . . Rosenthal’s book is a useful primer on probabilities, 

one that will be clear even to people who haven’t cracked a math book since high 

school.” —THE GLOBE AND MAIL

J E F F R E Y  S .  R O S E N T H A L
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