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Good Witch


‘In turns fascinating and infuriating, Good Witch takes us to catalysing moments in the history of Western misogyny. This book will have you mourning all the lost wisdom that was choked and burned alongside the so-called witches. It pressure-tests patriarchal interpretations of the records and gives voice to a fascinating range of expert women. I finished it in two sittings, smarter and angrier.’

Bri Lee, author of Eggshell Skull and Seed

‘A bold, wide-ranging and deeply personal reckoning with the persecution of women and the erasure of feminine labour, wisdom and power. Good Witch is a potent brew: history, incantation, remembrance and an invocation to rise and resist.’

Emily Maguire, author of Rapture
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To my mum and her mantelpiece of angels





It is so mysterious to want to suppress women… I can only think we are so very powerful that we need to be suppressed all the time.

—Deborah Levy

Bone by bone, hair by hair, the wild woman comes back.

—Clarissa Pinkola Estes







Introduction

When I get back from dinner in the East Village, there is a dog whining in the hotel room next to mine. I’ve had one too many martinis and since I’m leaving early in the morning to drive to Salem, Massachusetts, I really need to go to sleep. It sounds like a little dog, who feels desperately lonely, and it’s impossible to ignore the high pitch distress in his tone.

I call downstairs to reception. ‘Who brings their dog to New York?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know, but we’ll contact the owner,’ comes the reply.

A witch, I think. A witch would bring her dog to New York. Almost every witch trial features an animal familiar – a toad, a cat, a raven… a dog. I know this because I’ve spent the last few years researching and reading about witches, satisfying a curiosity that was piqued by my work as a fashion editor interrogating the industry’s supply chains and environmental crimes.

In my professional circles, it’s widely acknowledged that fashion’s exploitation of women’s labour and plundering of the natural world are markers of a broken system that is exasperatingly entrenched. The reasons for this, for the industry’s inability to change, felt elusive until I visited the headquarters of a female-led, regenerative fibre farming movement outside San Francisco and experienced an epiphany. Their practices – a meadow of dye plants, a shed full of cauldrons, a circle of stools beside a stream – felt distinctly enchanted. Pulling at this thread has taken me deeper and deeper into history, back to the origins of the Industrial Revolution and the confluence of political and societal forces that stripped women of their social and economic power: the witch hunts.

Salem is the home of the pop-culture witch – a woman who rides a broom across the night sky and meets her sisters to cast spells in the depths of the forest. But in the scheme of the witch hunts, Salem is a small data point at the tail end of centuries of persecution and state-sanctioned murder of witches. Walking through the historical town, the street signs for tarot card readers and stores selling Harry Potter merchandise disguise the truth. The devastating impact the witch trials had, and continue to have, on women’s lives are lost in the paraphernalia of crystals, spell books and ghost tours.

Because the witch hunts were not really about magic: they were about enchantment, or rather disenchantment. They spanned the 1400s to the 1700s and traversed continents – Europe and the English colonies that would eventually become North America. Although it’s hard to be sure of the exact numbers, about 100,000 people were tried for witchcraft and roughly half of them were executed. Eight out of ten people accused were women.1

The witch hunts marked the transition from a world where we understood everything to be alive and interconnected, to one where the earth was seen as a lifeless resource to be mined, pillaged and ploughed. The first thing to appreciate about this transition is the timing. The witch hunts were ending just as the Industrial Revolution was getting started, alongside capitalism’s dominance as an economic system.2

To understand the witch hunts, contextualising them within the intellectual tides of history is key. For millennia, worship of the natural world was widespread. Throughout the West, people held similar beliefs to many indigenous communities today: plants, animals, mountains, lakes and oceans were sentient and deserved worship, reverence and protection. Stories about enchanted woods and magical gardens are woven through the folktales and myths that were passed down through these centuries. It was a time when we understood the health of the land to be fundamentally connected to the health of humans – when we had an organic mindset that imposed strong ethical and spiritual obligations for nurturing and protecting the earth.

In the 14th and 15th centuries this started to change. A mini–Ice Age resulted in widespread famine, which was followed by the Black Plague and devastating mortalities that culminated in intense political and religious upheaval. In the aftermath, the Church – feeling a loss of control over its desolate and increasingly sceptical congregation – launched a series of Inquisitions to stamp out non-conformist heretics throughout Europe. It was in this climate of fear and distrust that the most prolific guide to witches and witch hunting was written by a Dominican monk – the Malleus Maleficarum. A few decades later, in the early 16th century, the Church’s influence would be further undermined by the division of the congregation into Catholics and Protestants during the Reformation, weakening the intellectual authority of the Church that had long been entwined with academics and universities. Scholars were encouraged to ask questions outside purely theological concerns. This was the Renaissance, when humanism was championed and the study of logic and maths was expanded, eventually severing spirituality from science. Under the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment that followed, the idea that nature was animate and imbued with power was abandoned.

This shift was driven by the ruling class who decided the correct order of things was man having dominion over everything. They wanted to get rich by extracting resources from the earth, building factories and fashioning a free market economy. Across the West, the organic mindset was shrugged off and replaced by the mechanical worldview we are still living under today. To cut down forests, excavate grasslands, mine the floor of the ocean and drill into the side of mountains, humanity had to stop seeing nature as something to revere and start seeing it as something that could be controlled.

In the eyes of the authorities, people’s belief in the power and mystery of the natural world was annoying. They wanted to control nature, and they did not want to contend with the whims of a population that believed it was sacred and alive. And so, as the scholar Silvia Federici writes in her seminal text Caliban and the Witch, ‘the world had to be “disenchanted” in order to be dominated.’ One of the tools for disenchantment was the witch hunts: women and magic were its primary targets.

At the time, there were two types of magic that were relatively common. The first was folk magic practised by ‘cunning’ or wise women who helped people find lost or stolen objects, gave out amulets or love potions, divined the future and performed incantations. Often, they were also healers and midwives. The other type was considered ‘high’ magic. This required a certain level of education, training and the literacy to learn about astrology, alchemy and divination.

The witch hunters were less concerned with high magic. It was the folk healers’ claim to magical power that they felt undermined the control of the authorities and the state because it gave ordinary people confidence that they could manipulate things: weather, harvests, health, luck and love. But this magic also manifested in more practical ways. The connection women had to the natural world extended to growing the medicine, food and fibre needed to care for, feed and clothe their families.

Over the course of three centuries, the witch hunts completed a slow, steady and terrifying disenchantment of the world that targeted folk magic directly, and indirectly tarnished skills – like gardening, textile work and healing – which brought women closer to their community and to nature.

Starting in Germany, Switzerland and France, witch hunters eventually expanded their crusade to Scotland, England and Denmark-Norway and across the seas to the emerging colonies in New England. We see the arc of enchantment to disenchantment most clearly illustrated in the time between the North Berwick witch trials in Scotland in 1590 and the Salem trials in 1692. These hundred years will be our focus, a period where the broad strokes of exploration, imperialism and colonisation – which saw European powers accumulate immense wealth, power and influence – are on display.

It begins with the reign of the conservative, misogynist King James VI and I. He came to the throne of Scotland in 1567 and later ascended to the throne of England in 1603, hence the dual numbers in his title (I will just refer to him as King James). He was a renowned demonologist who wrote widely on the topic of witchcraft and whose ideas and paranoia both directly and indirectly affected the trials and locations we will visit in the chapters that follow – trials that establish a pattern of disenchantment that underscores the structure of society even now.

King James was in power during the trials of the North Berwick witches in Scotland who were healers and the Pendle witches in England who lived off the land. His younger brother-in-law, King Christian IV, ruled Denmark-Norway during the Finnmark trials, where witches were linked to the natural world. He passed the Witchcraft Act of 1604, that extended the death penalty to a wider range of witchcraft offences. In addition to being the law in England and Scotland, it was the law that informed legal proceedings in the New England colonies during the witch trials in Wethersfield, Connecticut where spinners were put on trial and in Salem, Massachusetts where communal bonds were frayed.

It’s hard to overstate the influence of King James: members of his court were leading thinkers of the Renaissance; Francis Bacon, the father of modern science, was his Lord Chancellor. The trials are best understood within the context of this history. The persecution of healers, spinners and gardeners and the denigration of community and connection to the natural world, came at the hands of the supposedly ‘modern’ thinkers of the Renaissance and the Scientific Revolution. The status of women across the Western world for the last three hundred years is their legacy.

Before the witch hunts, women were part of a community-based workforce embedded in cooperation. They spun yarn, worked as healers, gardened and kept animals. But after the witch hunts, they were excluded from professional guilds and the formal training that underpinned disciplines like weaving and medicine. While patriarchy existed before the witch hunts, the subjugation of women was exacerbated by the shift away from agrarian, communal structures. Women were relegated to the home, where they were the property of their fathers and husbands, trapped in lives of domesticity and reproductive care. Men, meanwhile, established our current wage-based system severed from the subsistence economy, using the tools of colonialism, the slave trade and patriarchy to do so. Things stayed that way for hundreds of years, until the early 20th century when women across much of the Global North were finally granted voting rights. We are only a hundred years on from this. It has only been fifty years since the first workplace discrimination laws were passed. It’s no wonder we still don’t have equal pay, or equal representation in corporate board rooms, or in global leadership. Or social structures and norms that evenly distribute care work between genders, so women are not forever burdened with a ‘second shift’ at home. Or laws that declare the number of women who die at the hands of their partners every week a crisis and mandate a response proportionate to the gravity of the lives lost.

In a powerfully destabilising double whammy, this masculine-coded economic system is also destroying the environment. Based on the rampant extraction of resources and endless growth, in just 200 years it has accelerated global warming with devastating consequences. Scientists estimate we have already exceeded seven of the nine planetary boundaries (the safe limits for the natural systems that support human life on earth), and we are rapidly approaching temperatures that will make it impossible to live in much of the world.

Not only have we failed to heed the warnings of decades of scientific research proving we have pushed nature beyond its limits and legislated accordingly, governments across the West remain attached to an economic paradigm that is no longer improving people’s quality of life. Wealth is dramatically pooling at the top in countries like Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States and the unfairness of this is driving anger and dissatisfaction amongst the rest of society. As centrist governments (who might be in power now) continue to insist that everything is okay and are unwilling to pass laws to redistribute the wealth and address the climate crisis, they are leaving us at risk of takeovers by the far-right (like the resurgence of MAGA we have seen in America who are stronger after their defeat in 2020) since they are the only ones offering an alternative path.

It is not an exaggeration to say that these far-right populists could be taking their cues from King James and his men. The playbook is the same: affective propaganda and storytelling, stoking fear of those who are different and violently scapegoating them, championing the nuclear family where a woman stays home, has kids and obeys her husband, and of course, uninterrupted exploitation of the earth’s natural resources for profit.

The fashion industry offers a powerful example of how, in the free-market economy, the devaluation of women’s labour collides with the unbridled exploitation of nature. The industry’s environmental impacts (greenhouse gas emissions, pollution of waterways and desertification of farmlands and deforestation, to name a few) are driven by the overproduction of cheap, polyester clothing. Overproduction that is only made possible by the fact that less than 2 per cent of garment workers (who are mostly women) are paid a living wage.3 The injustice of this is exposed by the fact that five of the fifteen richest men in the world make at least part of their fortunes from selling clothes.4 This is a legacy of the witch hunts, and it did not emerge by chance. It is the result of a methodical, deliberate political paradigm that targeted women and nature.

In light of this, re-enchantment is not merely a metaphor; it is an urgent, necessary political and economic re-ordering.

The throughline to a re-enchanted society and a re-enchanted world begins with an examination of the witch hunts that is divided into five parts named for the women who were persecuted and the activities that got them into trouble: Gardener, Gossip, Spinster, Healer, Nymph. Each part is woven from the strands of old and new stories. The old stories are drawn from trial notes and confessions, historical pamphlets, legislative acts and fairytales that were passed down across generations. The new stories involve travel to the places where women were persecuted, tortured, hanged and burnt for being witches, in the hope that somehow, the landscapes might reveal what really happened then, and illuminate what’s continuing to happen to us now.





‘We are what we always were in Salem’

—Arthur Miller, The Crucible



The story of the Salem witch trials begins in January of 1692 when three little girls suddenly started having fits. They screamed, threw things, contorted their bodies and complained of pinching sensations. The cause of their fits remains a mystery, even today, but by September that year, fourteen women, five men and two dogs had been executed for witchcraft.

There were no bubbling cauldrons, or meetings in the depths of the woods. The magical mirrors and poisoned apples, the pumpkins that appeared at midnight and houses made of candy would all come later. For the most part, the witch in Salem was a neighbour, a mother, a servant, a friend.

It was the end of the 17th century, and times were tense in the colonies on the east coast of the New World. Salem spanned a mile of the Massachusetts peninsula, tucked amidst rolling hills and pretty harbours that curved around expanses of long dry grasses. The early American colonists existed on the edge of an unfamiliar wilderness – dense forests and valleys full of strange animals and stranger noises a three-month boat ride from home. They lived in fear of the Native American tribes whose traditional fishing site, Naumkeag, they had stolen and claimed as their own. In the town, there were ongoing feuds between neighbours, many of whom had travelled to North America in the hopes of establishing a ‘purer’ Church of England, free from Roman Catholic influences. Lines from scripture would be thrown casually into conversation and judgement of each other was rife. The intensely patriarchal Puritans frowned on celebrations, dancing, flirting, leisure and failing to attend church services.

Some historians speculate the girls were acting out against the strict society that surrounded them, or that they were mimicking tales they had heard of children in Boston who behaved in a similar manner some years before. Others think the fits were caused by delusional neurosis or put it down to a physical illness like epilepsy, Lyme disease, or even hallucinations from eating grains infected with the fungus ergot. Most historians, however, dismiss these physiological or psychological explanations since the girls’ behaviour soon spread throughout the community.

When a local doctor could not come up with a medical explanation for the fits, he suggested the ‘supernatural’ might be the cause. Fear of witchcraft and the devil was common among Puritans – something they had inherited from their European ancestors who had already endured over 200 years of trials. The diagnosis caused alarm in the village’s very conservative and controversial pastor, Samuel Parris, who demanded the girls identify their tormentor. The girls named Tituba, a Native American woman who Parris had brought to New England from Barbados as his slave. They also named two other poor women in the community: Sarah Good and Sarah Osborne. All three women were arrested and examined. Both Sarahs protested their innocence, but under immense pressure and coerced by leading questions from the magistrates, Tituba – who did practise some folk magic – declared herself a witch.

In Tituba’s confession we see the broad strokes of King James’s demonological theories on display. Attempting to satisfy the powerful men who were prosecuting her, she confessed to riding on sticks, seeing apparitions in various animal forms – a yellow bird, a red cat, a black dog – and signing a contract with the devil. She also said other members of the community had participated. This caused hysteria to mount in the village and town that the ‘devil’ was present. As the panic gained momentum over the months that followed, more girls and young women began experiencing fits and accusing people of bewitching them. The accusations soon spread from marginalised women to respected members of the community – nobody was safe. As many as 185 witches were named across Massachusetts. Hundreds more were rumoured to fly through the night sky.



The morning we’re scheduled to leave New York and begin the four-hour drive to Salem, the week’s unseasonably warm November weather has turned to sleeting, freezing rain. I check out of the hotel in Midtown and take an Uber to a hire car place on West 83rd Street. At the start of the drive, the rain falls softly onto the windscreen but over time it intensifies. When I arrive, it’s so heavy I have to rush around the car and haul my suitcase into the brightly lit office. While I hand my passport and credit card to the Thrifty customer service representative, my younger brother John appears. His bleached hair – a mark of the twelve months he’s taken off work before starting oncology training – makes his cheekbones and eyebrows even more prominent. We throw our luggage into the boot of the pale gold station wagon and I carefully ease the car out onto the narrow Manhattan streets. Driving in a city on the wrong side of the road makes me tense so I’m grateful when we turn onto the highway that runs north along the Hudson River and takes us out of the city towards Connecticut.

As the bright orange and gold trees rush past the car windows and the streetlamps blur, I explain to John that we’re meeting Devin – an old friend – in Salem. I know they’re both excited to spend the weekend immersed in witchcraft so I’m not sure when to share the truth: that although there was some folk magic practiced in Salem, the witch hunts are not really about spells or the occult.

Salem Town is the port where most of the official business of the trials was conducted. When we pull off the highway and turn the car towards the centre of town, any illusions about the preservation of architecture from the 1600s falls away. Now, there are only a few buildings relevant to the trials still standing. For the most part – despite some pretty weatherboard mansions – Salem is a suburban hub of touristy retail, and the clash of this ordinariness with the town’s folklore is jarring. I find myself searching for signs of the occult amongst the dull concrete buildings and bitumen roads to match my unease. The branches of the trees bend sharply at strange, sad angles and as we make our way to the Peabody Essex Museum, over the various bridges that connect the jagged banks of the port, it’s hard to get a sense of exactly where we are. The effect is troublesome.

Once we’re out of the car, we pass a shopping strip called the Witch City Mall, children carrying large plastic broomsticks and a number of shops advertising tarot card readings. Devin is waiting for us outside the museum. She’s rugged up in a knee-length navy puffer jacket and smiles so wide it makes her eyes glint like she might giggle. She seems relieved to see us.

The museum is an oddly shaped series of red brick buildings connected by a soaring glass ceiling that runs through the middle. It holds one of the world’s most important collections of objects related to the Salem Witch Trials and is one of the oldest continually operating museums in the United States. At the museum’s entrance, we’re greeted by Paula Richter, curator-at-large and co-curator of the trial’s permanent exhibition. Richter is well spoken and has a perfect grey bob that compliments her soft demeanour.

We follow her through the museum and up a flight of stairs. The exhibition with its colour-coded panels (blue for the accused, red for the accusers) and artefacts (a walking stick from an old man accused of witchcraft, wooden slats from the original jail, a window from a house that had a view of the executions) is behind a glass door and as Richter opens it and positions herself beside the first exhibit, she begins to explain what happened in Salem over three centuries ago. ‘It’s a very complicated story,’ she says. ‘It has had many theories over the years.’

In essence, Salem is a story about the unsettling power of women in a Puritan society that demanded their subordination. Like almost all other places where witch trials occurred, women were in the vast majority of the accused and executed. The charges against them were many and varied, but mostly they were accused of making pacts with the devil and harming their neighbours, often via ghostly apparitions. Accusations were leveraged at marginalised and mysterious women who were easy targets and women who did not fit into the Puritan’s patriarchal social structures.

In May, the Court of Oyer and Terminer (to hear and determine) was established by the Governor of the Province of Massachusetts Bay Colony, Sir William Phips, to address the accusations. But it operated without many of the principles considered integral to a fair trial. The accused were not given legal counsel, the magistrates presumed guilt over innocence perverting one of the fundamental principles of justice, and they relied on testimony from witnesses that claimed to have seen a ghost or spirit (spectral evidence) which could not be verified. Petitions and testimonies from the accused and those coming to their defence in the community were ignored.

The records were taken exclusively by men who lacked impartiality or the desire to capture the pertinent, precious details of the women’s lives. Details that might reveal why they had really drawn the ire of a neighbouring family in the village.

One of the fourteen women condemned in Salem was Elizabeth Howe. She lived in Topsfield, a small town about a twenty-minute drive from Salem. Her husband of three decades, with whom she had six children, was blind and so she ran their household and property at Ipswich Farms. This made her a suspicious figure in Puritan circles. A woman responsible for managing business, hiring people and negotiating legal matters rankled conservatives who believed it was a woman’s duty to defer to a male head of household.

A decade before the panic of 1692, Howe had a falling out with her neighbour Samuel Perley. Soon after, his ten-year-old daughter fell sick. Perley spread a rumour the girl had been cursed by the witch next door. The rumour followed Howe everywhere and, despite her otherwise good standing in the community, she was barred from joining the local church and her imagined wrath and power was blamed for any small misfortune suffered by the villagers. But it was not until the Court of Oyer and Terminer was established that she was formally charged with witchcraft and interrogated.

In Salem’s hysteria, nine people claimed Howe had bewitched them, and residents of Topsfield and Ipswich came forward to testify against her. They said that after quarrelling with someone she would make their pigs leap to their death, cause fence posts to dissolve, and oxen to eat poisoned turnips and die. Even though she never confessed and twelve people testified in her defence, including two ministers, Howe was convicted for witchcraft and hanged on 19 July 1692.

By October, Governor Phips had dismissed the court due to its dubious practices. But for the innocent people executed for witchcraft – including one man pressed to death for refusing to participate in the trials and another five people who died in jail – it was devastatingly too late. A new court was appointed, and a hundred people remained in jail until the middle of 1693, when the trials were formally ended. In a cruel twist, the accused had to pay for their own incarceration even if they were found innocent. As long as their family could afford the jailer’s fees, the remaining witches – including Tituba – were released.

When we leave the museum it’s dark outside and John and Devin are quiet. As I often do after being immersed in witch trial content, I feel drained and like I need a glass of wine. Near where we parked the car there is a red brick restaurant with arched windows, soft lighting and a gold sign shaped like a fish hanging out the front. We go inside and settle into a booth in the corner. As large platters of seafood, lobster rolls and fries are carried past our table, we debate whether or not it’s too early for dinner (it is) and settle on oysters and white wine.

‘So basically,’ says John, ‘during the witch hunts, if someone annoyed you, you could just be like… witch!’

I explain how Salem came at the tail end of what had transpired in Europe, driven by complicated political forces aimed at disenchantment in the name of progress. But he’s not wrong. The trials did manifest in petty neighbourly disputes but, significantly, it was the law and the authorities that allowed accusations of witchcraft to be weaponised to oppress, terrify and murder women.

What we see in the cases of Tituba and Elizabeth Howe are localised patterns that are repeated in other trials, in other places. Tituba was mysterious. She came from a foreign land and practiced folk magic. She was also vulnerable and enslaved. Marginalised women made easy targets, and we will see this over and over again in the stories that follow. Elizabeth Howe was a capable woman, engaged in economic activities thought to be the domain of men. Her neighbours were suspicious and distrustful of women assuming positions of power and used accusations of witchcraft to chastise her.

In her book The Devil in the Shape of a Woman, American historian Carol F Karlsen writes, ‘Like midwives, healers and female religious leaders, women who turned their traditional skills to profit placed themselves in competition with men – and in positions of vulnerability to witchcraft accusations.’ Similarly, women who inherited property were also susceptible to charges of witchcraft. Karlsen found women from families without male heirs made up 64 per cent of the females prosecuted, 76 per cent of those who were found guilty, and 89 per cent of those who were executed.5

On the arc towards disenchantment and the domination of nature, Salem also illustrates broader political strokes. Namely, the colonisation of the Americas and how the expansion of European imperialism went hand-in-hand with dispossessing the Native Americans of their land, converting the untouched forests of coniferous trees to pasture and cropland, fishing the many rivers that fed into Salem harbour and establishing trade routes that monopolised Indigenous territory.



We leave the restaurant and pile into the gold station wagon, but before we go to the hotel, I want to stop by the site of the 1692 hangings, Proctor’s Ledge Memorial. We drive six minutes out of the centre of town and pull up at the memorial on the side of the road. Further down the hill there is a Walgreens and the roads are busy with people driving home from work. The monument is more haunting and austere than I expect. It’s comprised of a low stone wall that runs in a semicircle with an opening that’s about ten metres wide. On the wall, each victim is memorialised with a stone plaque engraved with their name and the date of their execution, spaced out evenly. Each square is lit with a soft yellow light coming from the ground in front. A lone tree has been planted in the middle of the half circle; its bare branches reach up towards the sky. While we’re wondering at what transpired there, a car drives past and its male passengers yell something about witches and Salem at us out the window. The words are imperceptible, but the tone is clear and disparaging – idiot tourists, get out of our town.

It is only six in the evening, but it feels like it’s been dark for hours and although it’s stopped raining, it’s freezing so our breath forms clouds of mist on the air. Massachusetts is so far north, when the events of the trials began in January, sunlight would have dwindled to just hours a day. The black sky above us stretches away far and deep, blanketing the buildings and roads beneath it in shadows. It’s easy to imagine how forbidding the winter would have felt in 1692, months and months of the type of darkness that plays tricks on the eyes, demands you listen more intently and search for things in the shadows you aren’t sure are there. Left to huddle indoors, restless and fearful of the strange sounds from the surrounding forest. It’s no wonder witchcraft accusations tend to spike in winter.





‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’

—Exodus 22.18



It’s midday on a Friday in May and I am standing in a small wooden room in Edinburgh Castle that overlooks the Scottish capital. The sun is streaming through the window. The entire room – the floor, the walls, the ceiling – is made of wood. Most of it is varnished brown, except for the roof which is painted a faded cornflower blue. Up high on one of the walls is an old version of the Scottish coat of arms with two unicorns facing each other beneath the Latin words Nemo me impune lacesset, which translates rather menacingly to ‘No one provokes me with impunity’. On another wall, the number 1566 – the year King James was born – is painted so large, it dominates the room.

My guide is Leona Marr, a twenty-something expert in the witch hunts with a pale complexion, pretty freckles across her nose and long red hair. She speaks with the pitch, speed and cadence of Gen-Z and tells me we are standing in the room where Mary, Queen of Scots gave birth to the king who would go on to play a critical role in the witch hunts.

Leona met me outside the castle about forty-five minutes ago in the enormous, cobblestoned square that is a bridge between the Royal Mile and the castle gates, wearing a black tour-guide uniform and large, gold sunglasses that match her gold jewellery. The subtle accessorising signals to a lightness beyond the witch hunts that feels soothing.

Today the square is crowded with tourists jostling about with their iPhones and satchels in sensible shoes. Four centuries ago, this is where convicted witches in Scotland were burned. Leona says it was chosen as the site for executions because of its size and visibility – Edinburgh Castle sits on a hill high in the centre of the city, looming in the distance over its parks, streets and buildings.

‘For something like the witch trials, they wanted executions to be somewhere easily accessible, where there’s a lot of room for people to come and watch,’ she says. ‘Basically, burning witches was propaganda and King James was a master of it.’

In Scotland, the witch trials were particularly brutal. Currently, historians estimate 2,500 people were killed for witchcraft in the 16th and 17th centuries. 84 per cent of them were women. Given Scotland’s population was only one million at the time, this was a significant portion of people and makes the trials five times deadlier per capita than the European average. Although records are vague about the use of torture in extracting confessions, historians believe suspected witches were frequently subjected to sleep deprivation, thumb screws, binding of the head with a rope and the search for the ‘devil’s mark’ – a spot or scar supposedly made by the devil on a witch’s body, which was numb and therefore discoverable by pricking them with a pin.

During the first large-scale witch panic he was involved in, King James interrogated the suspected women himself in the company of members of his court at his residence, the Palace of Holyroodhouse (about a fifteen-minute walk from Edinburgh Castle). When one of the women – Agnes Sampson – refused to confess (an incredibly brave thing to do) he ordered she be taken away and tortured. While her head was drawn with rope for an hour, the hair on every part of her body was shaved off. It wasn’t until the devil’s mark was found on her private parts, that she confessed and was condemned to death.

When Leona gets to this part of the story, she takes a deep breath. ‘Something that gets brushed over quite a lot in the torture aspect is how likely it is there was a lot of sexual assault and rape happening,’ she says.

‘Often people describe the torture as a strip search to find the devil’s mark and then they move on. But Agnes Sampson holds up under this horrific torture for hours – she doesn’t admit anything. Then they shave her head and every other form of hair on her body and find the witch’s mark on her private parts and after that suddenly she decides to confess,’ she pauses again, like she’s choosing her words carefully. ‘Something else happened… When we talk about what these women went through, this layer of the story needs to be understood.’

The truth of this leaves us standing together in silence. It is so hard to get a complete picture of what happened centuries ago because the records give us a one-sided version of events. Most people were illiterate and court transcripts were written by people working with prosecutors, but of course, gaps speak for themselves. Witch hunters had a perverse fascination with the sexuality of women. The power of female seduction irked them and the accusation witches had sex with the devil is common throughout trials all over the world. Agnes Sampson was a wise woman and a revered healer in her community, but she was also very poor. Being so debased in the home of the king is unspeakably cruel. When I consider her being tied up and naked in a room full of men who had shaved off all her hair and are hurting her in horrendous ways while they inspect the corners and crevices of her body, I can feel a knot forming in my stomach. The heat drains from my face and I wish there was somewhere to sit down.

She goes on to explain that sometimes the only way they can tell if a woman had been executed isn’t because her death was recorded, but because in the accounts there was a note of how much money had been spent on kindling. If it was an amount for a significant volume, ‘that’s how they knew. There must have been a witch burning,’ she says.

But it is a misconception that Scottish witches were burned alive, cursing and screaming out in the flames. Since the authorities were scared of these women and their powers, to prevent them from casting a final spell over those watching them, they were strangled first. ‘It’s still horrible,’ Leona says, ‘but it’s almost a slight blessing that they didn’t have to go through that last thing.’

Before we leave the birthing room, Leona shares two more stories about King James. When Queen Mary gave birth to him, she was assisted by two midwives. ‘Some of the records suggest they were cunning women,’ she says. ‘Healers that would’ve been considered witches or as engaging in witchcraft later on.’

The second detail is that Mary – who was a Catholic – requested the skull of Saint Margaret (who died in the 11th century) be brought to her to hold, like a talisman to help her get through labour. ‘Again, that’s something that he would’ve considered an act of witchcraft when he got older. But when he’s being born, it’s used for him. So, he’s literally born in the cradle of witchcraft and then later on he uses it to persecute people.’

A few blocks away at the National Galleries of Scotland there is an exhibition called ‘The World of King James VI & I’. As I walk there, down the blue stone paths away from the castle, there is loud bird song cutting through the noise of the traffic and the leaves of bright green trees tower over pretty wrought-iron fences that enclose a stretch of private gardens. Beneath the blue skies and sunshine of spring, Edinburgh is undeniably peaceful and beautiful, but this did not stop James abandoning the Scottish capital for the wealthier, busier and more influential social circles of London as soon as he was crowned the King of England.

The reign of King James VI and I is central to the political tensions in England, Europe and New England throughout the witch hunts. He was a peculiar figure – an intellectual who wrote many books, had suspiciously affectionate relationships with his favourite male courtiers, believed that kings had divine power and, due to the circumstances of his childhood, was deeply paranoid which manifested in a particularly cruel and dismissive form of misogyny.

Before James came to power, Mary, Queen of Scots and Queen Elizabeth of England – who were cousins – had been engaged in a tussle over religion and competing claims to the throne. The Catholic Mary was imprisoned and forced to abdicate in 1567 when James was just a year old, making him a very young King James VI of Scotland (his father was murdered the same year, so he was raised by relatives). When James was twenty, his mother was executed by the Protestant Elizabeth. Upon Elizabeth’s death in 1603, James became King James I of England. His ascension marked the end of five decades of female rule in England (starting with Elizabeth’s sister Mary in 1553, who was succeeded by Elizabeth in 1558). The two queens’ reigns were the first time women had ruled England in their own right and it caused much consternation in the upper and lower classes about powerful women subverting the ‘natural order’.

Due to the circumstances of his birth and the political motivations of the people who raised him, Protestantism would go on to be favoured by King James. His mother’s Catholicism threatened his political future, so the powers-that-be moulded the young king in opposition to it, aligning him with English Protestantism. Catholicism was also linked to the foreign influence of Europe, and James – who was trying to consolidate his power over England, Ireland and Scotland – wanted to rule a realm unified under a single religion. The Protestants also viewed many of the Catholic rituals like the burning of incense, Latin incantations and the veneration of saints as decadent and magical.

The Scottish National Portrait Gallery is housed in a dramatic red sandstone neo-Gothic building. As I climb the stairs to the exhibition, the sun beams through the leaded glass pane windows, casting latticed shadows across the green carpet. Although this building was constructed long after James died, the opulence that accompanies power and privilege is palpable in the high ceilings and carefully placed stones. The exhibition opens with a quote attributed to James in 1589, ‘I was alone, without father, or mother, brother or sister, King of this realm…’

Understandably, his father’s murder and his mother’s imprisonment and execution made James fearful of plots against his life. In
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