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1.

How to Find Thieves and Lost Goods

The wardens of St Mary’s Church in Thatcham, Berkshire had a problem. It was their responsibility to maintain the fabric of the building – including its impressive tower, complete with four bells – manage the accounts and take care of the church’s sacred possessions. Unfortunately, in 1583 they failed in their duty. The Communion cloth, which covered the altar while parishioners took the Eucharist, had gone missing, along with two other decorative textiles. The altar cloth especially played an important part in religious practice at the time. Despite the movement towards more austere church interiors following the Reformation, Queen Elizabeth I still required that the altar be covered during Communion, out of respect for the Last Supper held by Christ for his disciples. Losing it, therefore, was a disaster. It could have consequences for the spiritual health of the parish, not to mention the reputations of the unlucky wardens.

At a loss for what to do, and with no leads to follow after an initial search, the churchwardens sent one of their own to Burfield, a Berkshire hamlet about ten miles to the east. It was known that a ‘cunnyng woman’ lived there, and the delegate of St Mary’s Church was tasked ‘for to make enquire’ of her about where the cloths might be. We know this because the wardens diligently recorded the man’s travel expenses – and presumably the wise woman’s fee – in their account book: the trip cost a total of sixteen pence, about £250 in today’s money.

That churchwardens would ask a magician for help may appear surprising. They were, after all, respected members of their community with responsibilities towards maintaining orthodox religious practices. That they would put their faith in a woman’s magic may seem outlandish to us, but it is a testament both to how seriously the wardens took their duties and to how well respected cunning folk could be: we enter a world where reputation is everything.

A missing altar cloth was a major concern, but as we saw earlier in the story of Mabel Gray, losing even small items could have a significant impact on a person’s life. Today we might appreciate items if they are particularly expensive or useful, or if they carry sentimental value, but otherwise we are comfortable with the fact that things will get broken, wear out or simply be thrown away. But back when everything was handmade – thus requiring skills and a significant outlay of time to produce – even the lowliest items were carefully looked after and sorely missed if they were lost. We can get a glimpse of the appreciation people had for their possessions through some of the inventories that survive from the period. The astonishing level of detail in some of these documents gives us an idea of the worth placed on items, ranging from sizeable possessions like beds and jewellery, all the way down to food and rags.

Thomas Grafforte, a French immigrant who lived and worked as a merchant tailor in St Giles Cripplegate, London, is a good example. Upon his death in 1661, an inventory was taken of his goods. The recorders were thorough, moving from the garret at the very top of his house through each of the rooms, then down to his workshop where he kept his tools. They finished with an appraisal of his clothing. Thomas seems to have been quite wealthy: he lived in a house with at least six rooms, his workshop included four weavers’ looms and his goods were valued at £30 7s 4d. Each of his possessions, regardless of their monetary worth, was carefully itemised, even the ‘2 old greene ruggs’ and ‘one blankett’. The sum of his clothes consisted of ‘3 old Suites of Cloath 1 Stuffe cloake 1 cloath cloake [and] 2 old hattes’.1 Thus even for someone as well established and successful a craftsman as Thomas Grafforte – and a tailor no less – his clothes and other possessions were limited.

At the other end of the spectrum, those living in poverty could own almost nothing. In some cities, civic authorities would routinely record the possessions of everyone on their death, so as to avoid disputes between heirs and neighbours. A heartbreaking inventory from 1544 in the Bavarian city of Nuremberg records that an elderly man had ‘absolutely nothing … except for his daily clothes, specifically a tattered blouse and pair of pants, and the same type of thing from his late wife … There is therefore no need to take an inventory other than this.’2

The fact that even wealthy households felt it worthwhile to keep and reuse rags, and that some people only owned one suit of clothes, tells us quite how important belongings were to their owners. This is the context we must bear in mind when exploring the frequency with which people consulted magicians about recovering lost items. It explains why John Somer, a labourer from Morpeth in the north-east of England, put his faith in a ‘wyff of Newcastell’ to recover his stolen shirt in the 1570s. He paid fourpence for the privilege – about half a day’s wages – but that was cheaper than trying to replace it. The shirt may have made all the difference between John being warm or cold, looking respectable or distinctly shabby. It’s perfectly possible that the shirt was his only spare item of clothing.3 Luckily, the magic seems to have worked: the shirt reappeared – miraculously – after a few days.

There was also the question of reputation to consider. With the vast majority of people living in the countryside, clusters of families were grouped together in small communities composed of a few smallholdings. In most villages everyone would know everybody else, and neighbours were the first port of call for support when something went wrong. Being ‘of good report’ or honest reputation, therefore, was vital to a prosperous life. If, on the other hand, you were known to be lazy, a drunk or a thief, you would be shunned. When a household fell on hard times, it was largely down to the goodwill of the local church and neighbours to see the family through. This might come in the form of donations of food and fuel, clothes and medicines, or of labour (such as helping with repairs or tilling fields). If that goodwill was lost, the consequences could be severe, and your survival and that of your family might be at stake.

As figures within the public eye, churchwardens had a long way to fall if they failed in their duties. They were elected from their community and were judged to be people who stood out for their trustworthiness, competence and reliability. Losing valuable public property could ruin this carefully built reputation. It could heavily impact on a man’s status in a community – wardens were almost exclusively male – reducing his stake in collective decision-making processes and for ever change his standing in the eyes of his neighbours. It is not surprising, then, that the churchwardens at Thatcham would go to any lengths to get their altar cloth back. How would the village react if they knew these men had managed to misplace it, or if they learned that there was a thief in their community?fn1 The fact that cunning folk were a go-to for lost or stolen goods tells us something about their reputation too. A magician’s authority and power would have been based on the successful help they had provided in their communities in the past. Nobody would hire a known charlatan.

In 1390 Lady Constance Despencer, Countess of Gloucester and granddaughter of King Edward III, had a valuable item stolen from her: a scarlet mantle with a fur trim of ‘cleansed miniver’ (miniver being the white fur taken from the winter pelt of red squirrels). Constance approached a cunning man named John Berkyng about her loss. We do not know how she knew Berkyng, though perhaps someone in her household recommended him. Either way, he assured Constance that he ‘well understood incantations and the art of magic’ and could easily identify the thief.4 So impressed was Constance by his claims that she recommended Berkyng to her father, Edmund de Langley, the Duke of York. Edmund eagerly enquired as to the fate of two silver dishes that had recently gone missing from his home on the Strand, at that time a neighbourhood located just outside London. Berkyng rallied to the task, naming three individuals as the culprits: John Geyte and Robert Mysdene, he claimed, had taken Constance’s cloak; and William Shedewater, a serjeant in Edmund’s own service, was responsible for the missing silver. The three men were duly seized, severely beaten and imprisoned for their supposed crimes. They were also ordered to swear that they ‘would never [again] come within ten leagues of the hostels of our Lord the King, the Duke of York … or the Duke of Gloucester [i.e. of Lady Constance]’. It meant that they would have to leave their homes and never return to the City of London or its environs. This was an incredibly severe punishment, given that none of the stolen goods had been found on the defendants: all the evidence rested on the word of the cunning man and the influence of his noble clients.

Fortunately, all three men were absolved of the thefts and were let go before their exile was effected. Each ‘made plaint’ that they had been ‘falsely and maliciously’ named by John Berkyng and that all the accusations were little more than slander. Berkyng then found himself before the mayor and commonalty of London to justify his actions: something that he was unable to do satisfactorily. Eventually he admitted that he had committed a falsehood in naming Geyte, Mysdene and Shedewater as thieves, and the court punished him accordingly. Because, the judgement read, through his ‘art magic, and falsities … murders might easily ensue, and good and lawful men be undeservedly aggrieved and defamed in their name and reputation’, John was put in the pillory in the centre of London for an hour, imprisoned for two weeks and then was himself exiled from the city.

Justice was done in the end for the three accused, but they would still have endured a good deal of trauma. The initial arrest and assault that the men underwent was probably enacted by the guards of Constance’s and Edmund’s households before they were turned over to the London authorities. It was only after the men appealed that the truth came out. Many people who were overawed by their social superiors (or simply did not wish to receive another beating) might not have spoken up and would have been exiled for a crime they didn’t commit.

While the episode reveals the power of a magician’s word, it also shows some of the risks magicians were taking when selling their services. Cunning folk did not wield any official authority and were liable to prosecution, both under Church law for their superstitious actions ‘against Holy Writ’ and under secular law for causing disturbances to the peace. We don’t know whether John Berkyng deliberately lied about who had stolen Constance’s and Edmund’s goods: he might well have reached his conclusions via his magic art and been sincere in his accusations. The fact that he was employed by the nobility suggests that he had a strong reputation as a goods-finder and might have been performing such services for years. In which case, John might be one of the many cunning folk who trod a fine line between being a respected member of his community who offered valuable services and a troublemaker liable to prosecution by clients and disapproving bystanders. Perhaps we should also remember that although John Berkyng comes across as the villain in this particular story, in many respects he was as vulnerable as those he accused – unlike his noble clients, for whom there appear to have been no repercussions.

Lower down the social hierarchy where people did not have the power to simply order someone’s arrest, clients acting on a cunning person’s word had to confront supposed thieves themselves. And instead of seeking legal resolution, they had to rely on reputation and social pressure to ensure a good outcome. Galvanised by a magician’s advice, in 1509 Alice White felt empowered to publicly accuse Richard Facques of stealing money out of her bag. Initially Alice tried to settle the matter quietly, by speaking to the wife of Richard’s business partner about her suspicions. After waiting about three months for Richard to come clean and return the money, though, she decided to go and find him herself. Marching into the house of Julian and Anna Notary, where Richard was conducting business, she loudly declared, ‘I pray you God, may Facques let me have my money … the which I lost and that was taken from me.’5 She felt confident about accusing him thus in front of his neighbours and business associates because she had consulted a cunning man. The soothsayer had told her that a man with a blemish on his face had taken the money; and as Richard Facques was the only person with such a mark in the vicinity when the goods were stolen, she surmised it must have been him.

It is notable that Alice originally tried to settle the matter through a mutual friend. But she nevertheless had enough faith in the magician to escalate matters when this quieter route failed, putting herself and Richard in the public spotlight and potentially incurring the opprobrium of her community in the process. We know that after she accused him, Richard sued Alice for defamation. Whether or not she was required to pay damages we do not know, but the magician’s advice would have had a serious and potentially catastrophic impact on her life: if convicted, Alice’s standing in her neighbourhood would have been severely damaged. Cunning folk may not have had any legal authority, but the result of their work could often be as punitive as any legal outcome.

The examples above paint magical practitioners in a poor light. They come across as frauds who wielded too much power and caused destruction and pain to others. But this is not an entirely fair picture. Although there were certainly some frauds who took advantage of people’s trust – just as there are plenty of charlatans today – it seems likely that the vast majority genuinely believed in their own abilities. It is an irony of history that most of the records that survive relate to when service magic went wrong, rather than when things went well. For every complaint or wrong suggestion recorded about a cunning person, there are almost certainly dozens of instances where magicians genuinely helped people. Happy customers are rarely of interest to a court of law, though, so these successes were seldom recorded and preserved for posterity. What we do know is that the churchwardens of Thatcham, the Duke of York, the Duchess of Gloucester and Alice White would all have trusted magicians for a reason. They must have known of others who had been helped in the past and recommended the practitioners they consulted.

In spite of the general rule outlined above, we do sometimes find evidence in the court records that cunning folk had, indeed, satisfied clients. There is the case of John Chestre, who was indicted for failing to identify a thief in 1375. On the face of it, Chestre looks to be as much of a charlatan as Berkyng. Chestre’s client, John Porter, had paid a large sum to find who had stolen his goods. The surviving record does not tell us what it was that Porter had lost, but it must have been valuable, given that he handed over nine shillings and tuppence for its recovery. It is no surprise that Porter was bitterly disappointed, therefore, that Chestre came up with nothing. Feeling thoroughly cheated, Porter brought a case of common plea against the magician in London.

Chestre was summoned to defend himself on a chilly day in late January. The Court of Husting dealt with a range of common plea cases, presided over by the mayor and aldermen at the Guildhall. A brief look at the other people appearing before the court that day gives us an insight into the varied matters the aldermen dealt with, and the wider connections that London enjoyed. As the Husting was the only court that would admit ‘foreigners’ – anyone who was not a citizen of the city – Chestre was surrounded by a range of characters as he waited to be seen. First before the mayor was John, Bishop of Macedonia (possibly a diplomatic delegate who held a titular bishopric, or a bishop in exile), who publicly paid off his debt of 23½ marks to the spice-and-pepper importer, Stephen atte Wode. Presumably to get his business squared away in one day, Stephen atte Wode remained in court to establish a trading arrangement surrounding the importation of four tons of tin from Cornwall. That being dealt with, John Patyn was summoned and fined forty shillings for attempting to flout the rules of his guild. Patyn was a fletcher – someone who made arrows and the feathers, or fletches, for them – but had sent an apprentice out of London to make longbows on his behalf. Fletchers were separate from bowyers, or bow-makers: by making bows, Patyn had effectively stolen work from others. The fine was probably so high because the bowyers and fletchers had only become separate trades in 1371, and a fierce rivalry had sprung up between them. Patyn had been reluctant to relinquish his skill as a bowyer to specialise solely in fletching, so it is unsurprising that he was found to be flouting the ordinance of separation four years later.

After Patyn was dismissed, the aldermen finally turned to the magician John Chestre. He was accused of ‘trespass’ by his client, because despite making a covenant with Porter to ‘invoke and inform him of the person or persons who had stolen certain goods of his at Clerkenwell’, Chestre had given him no useful information. We will never know whether the aldermen were more interested in this incident than in those that came before: the record treats it as fairly routine business. This is not surprising – many of the magicians mentioned throughout this book were not prosecuted for their supernatural activities per se, but rather for the potential disruption they caused within their communities through false accusations (as in John Berkyng’s case), superstitious practices or fraud.

Chestre was determined to show himself in the best possible light, however. Although the magician admitted that he had failed in his purpose, he defended himself against the claim that his services were useless. Chestre described how he had ‘turned a loaf with knives’ – a practice to which we will return below – to try to identify Porter’s thief, and though it had not worked on this occasion, he had been very successful for other clients. He cited an instance when, using the same technique, he had recovered a mazer – a kind of drinking bowl – for a man at the ‘bell othe hoppe’ (presumably a tavern called the Bell on the Hoop). More impressively, Chestre claimed that on another occasion he had returned £15 in cash to a man living near Garlickhythe, a landing place for boats on the Thames, known for its garlic market. That Chestre was so specific about the locations in which he practised is telling: the court could check that he was a reliable magician. While providing the evidence that he had not intentionally cheated Porter was critical for clearing himself of the charge of trespass, it was equally crucial for his reputation. It is obvious that Chestre performed his services frequently. We have another record from early January of the same year that shows him formally committed ‘to inform John Balsham, skinner, before Easter as to the whereabouts of certain goods and chattels which had been taken from his house about the Feast of St Hilary last past’. His skills were in demand, therefore, and Chestre could not afford to lose clients because of a single failure.

Ultimately, his pleas succeeded: the court seems to have been convinced that Chestre had not meant to defraud Porter, but the magician was told to return the money. He was to remain in prison until Porter was repaid, but he received no specific punishment for trespass. The following Monday, 29 January, both parties appeared in court declaring they had reached an agreement and Chestre was released. One final matter remained to be dealt with, however. Chestre’s magic was deemed to be a deception to the public, and he was ordered by the Husting not to do it again. This ruling sounds severe, but in practice it probably didn’t make a great impact on Chestre’s activities. Unlike Berkyng, his magic had not caused any lasting damage, so he was not exiled; nor was he fined, like John Patyn, the rogue fletcher. Essentially Chestre was given a warning and, given that he clearly earned a living from his magic, it is doubtful that the warning was heeded. He does not appear in the court records again, so it is possible that he gave up spell-casting – or maybe he simply chose less litigious clients in the future.

The level of anguish with which some people appealed to cunning folk for help must have been heightened when it was a living thing that had gone missing. Although it was far more common to use magic to recover inanimate objects, it could still be called upon when people or animals disappeared. Of course every case of finding people was unique: while objects can only really go missing for one of two reasons – either they have been mislaid or taken – people might have accidents, get abducted or get lost. In some cases, they might run away and not wish to be found. This is probably true of one Mistress Redman, who disappeared from her home in Sutton-in-the-Isle, a small but prosperous village just outside Ely in Cambridgeshire, in the late 1610s. It is likely that she left of her own accord, because her husband John was indicted for employing magicians not only to identify her whereabouts, but also to bring her back. It is not clear how the cunning folk were expected to do the latter part, though perhaps it involved some sort of sympathy magic using magnets and ‘poppets’ (little dolls made to represent husband and wife) to draw Redman back to her family. That John employed magicians to help him achieve this suggests that it cannot have been an easy task, which in turn may imply that their marriage was not a happy one. For a wife to abscond was comparatively rare: for financial, social and safety reasons, women tended to be closely tied to their kin and communities. For Redman to have fled to a location distant enough for her husband not to know how to follow her, there must have been a strong motivation. We will return to the ups and downs of romantic relationships in the next chapter.

Other instances of using magic to find missing people bely similarly unhappy circumstances or are simply tragic. John Garnett, from Ormskirk in Lancashire, consulted an unnamed cunning man in the early 1630s after his friend went missing. After performing his conjurations, the magician told Garnett that his friend had been murdered and his body thrown into a marl pit. Marl is a type of natural fertiliser that became common in agriculture from the sixteenth century. It was especially popular in the north-west of England, where small quarries or pits were dug all over the landscape. Essentially, Garnett’s cunning man was telling him that his friend was dead and buried in one of dozens of patches of unconsecrated ground, likely never to be recovered. Whether this was true or not, as far as we know, Garnett’s friend was never seen again.

Although outside our time period, a final case of person-finding outlines the method one might use for this service. In 1760 Timothy Crowther, the cunning man and town clerk of Skipton in Yorkshire, was approached by two concerned friends about a man who had been missing for twenty days. Timothy was about sixty-five and was well known for his skill in astrology and goods-finding, so when he said he needed a boy of about twelve to help him with the spell, his request was met. Jonas Rushford was brought, and Timothy gave him a mirror, put him to bed and covered him with a blanket so that Jonas lay in the dark. Timothy then asked Jonas whom he would like to see, and the boy replied – bless him – ‘my mother’. As soon as he said this, suddenly Jonas’ mother appeared in the looking glass ‘with a lock of wool in her hand, standing just in the place, and the clothes she was in, as she told Jonas afterwards’. The test-run having succeeded, Timothy told Jonas to keep looking into the glass and this time try to see his neighbour – the man who was missing. In Jonas’ own words, as related by the person who recorded the story:fn2


I looked and saw him riding towards Idle, but he was very drunk; and he stopped at the alehouse and drank two pints more, and pulled out a guinea to change. Two men stood by, a big man and a little man, and then they went on before him and got two hedgestakes, and when he came up on Windhill common, at the top of the hill, they pulled him off his horse and killed him, and threw him into a coal-pit.



Jonas led the concerned friends to the spot he had seen in the mirror, and sure enough the missing man was found in the pit with ‘his handkerchief … tied about his mouth and fastened behind his neck’.6 Though a sad end, at least this man was found, unlike the Lancashire friend of John Garnett.

Locating missing persons through magic appears less regularly in the records than finding stolen goods. This may be partly due to the latter occurring more regularly than the former, but it is surprising nevertheless. As we saw earlier, magic is often turned to in difficult times when other options are either limited or seem hopeless: a loved one disappearing is surely one such situation. That so few instances survive could be an indication that many cunning folk were wary of offering such services. Getting the answer wrong – either declaring that someone was alive and well and would soon return, when they were in fact gone for ever, or declaring someone dead just before they come walking back through the door – would be embarrassing at best, a cause for reprisals at worst. Even so, there must have been at least some people who were prepared to shoulder this burden of risk. It might also be that clients and cunning folk were reticent about mentioning this particular service. As we will see in a moment, when it came to finding lost goods there was some practical benefit to claiming publicly that one had visited a magician. When trying to locate a missing person, telling everyone that a magician had been consulted did not necessarily add much to the search – unless their information proved useful.

What emerges from all these stories is that cunning folk were clearly believed by their clients to deliver the goods, both literally and figuratively. The question remains, though, why they were so trusted, and how they could be so confident about their powers. People in the past were not stupid – at least, no more so than we are today. Recourse to magic cannot, therefore, be explained away simply by claiming that its users were gullible or superstitious. That said, it is not my place to say whether the magic practised by cunning folk was real: I don’t know, I wasn’t there. What we can say is that there was a variety of spells to draw on, and that they got results often enough to maintain belief in their efficacy.

Methods for recovering lost goods varied from the very simple to the excessively complex. John Chestre, whom we met above, had an approach that was at the more basic end of service magic. ‘Turning the loaf with knives’ was fiddly, but could only be used to answer binary, yes-or-no questions. It involved taking a loaf of bread – probably one that was a couple of days old, so that it was slightly stale but could still hold its shape – and inserting four knives at right-angles so that they made the shape of a cross. We know from another case in the 1380s that the next step was to insert a peg into the loaf. The contraption would then be imbued with supernatural power through the incantation of certain words, before the magician asked the questions. The peg would be held so that the bread could turn like a spinning top – one way for yes, the other for no. The bread was not eloquent enough to give actual names of suspected thieves or the locations of lost items, so the client would need to offer some options. With a list of potential culprits supplied, the magician would simply observe which way the loaf spun as their names were called. If the client suspected one person in particular, they might ‘encourage’ the loaf to turn in such a way that confirmed that suspicion. Whether a magician would doctor the results in this way might be determined by their client’s needs. A customer who merely sought external confirmation of their suspicions might welcome such an intervention, while others who were at a loss might want the wizard to make full use of their magical skills. When Lady Constance and Sir Edmund employed John Berkyng, they may already have had suspects in mind and simply wanted validation: they were clearly willing enough to accept Berkyng’s pronouncements. Another factor was the magician’s own conscience and professional pride; assuming they genuinely believed in their abilities, they might refuse to pronounce anyone’s guilt unless it was confirmed by the spell. This could explain why Chestre failed to identify a thief for John Porter – Chestre obviously thought highly of his skill, so maybe the loaf just refused to turn towards ‘yes’ for any of the names he was given.

‘Turning the loaf’ was not the only binary form of thief identification. In fact it was not even the most popular – references to the method are sparse in the historical records. Working on the same basic principles, the ‘sieve and shears’ and the ‘book and key’ methods were much more common. It makes sense that the sieve-and-shears technique was more widespread, as it was both less fiddly and used ubiquitous, hard-wearing items. Most helpfully, the deposition record of William Hasylwoode, a sixteenth-century cleric, explains how the items were to be used. Apparently, William ‘dyd take a seve, and a payre of sheeres, and hanged the seve by the poynte of the sheeres, and sayed thees wordes – by Peter and Paule, he hath yt, namyng the partye whom he in that behalf suspected’. Like the loaf stuck through with knives, the suspended sieve would turn according to whether the named person was guilty or innocent.

The point of using a sieve in everyday life to sift the bad from the good may explain why this standard household item acquired magical significance. The invocation of Sts Peter and Paul also has a logic behind it: one cunning woman, Ann Bellett of Worcestershire, even claimed that these Apostles had invented the method. Although there is no mention of such a feat in the Bible, apocryphal texts from the second century onwards attribute a range of miraculous actions to Peter, including a dramatic contest between him and the renowned magician Simon Magus. The Acts of Peter relate that the saint was able to bring a dead man back to life, while Simon only pretended to resurrect a corpse; and through prayer Peter also successfully stopped Simon from flying up to heaven. Medieval people would have been familiar with Peter’s superior intercessory power, which may explain why he was invoked in spells.

Within Catholic Europe, particularly before the Protestant Reformation, saints were seen as the intercessors between humanity and God and were believed to wield extraordinary powers. Requesting their assistance was part of orthodox Christian practice at the time, so it should come as no surprise that their power would also be harnessed for activities like identifying thieves. Alongside Peter and Paul, practitioners using the sieve and shears might also appeal directly to the Trinity, reciting, ‘In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost’ before asking each question. If simply recovering the goods was deemed more important than identifying the thief, then the story of St Helen (c.250–330 CE) and her discovery of the True Cross might be invoked. Helen, mother of the Roman emperor Constantine, had converted to Christianity in her later life and became incredibly devout. She dedicated herself to eradicating any traces of polytheism from Jerusalem, replacing all temples dedicated to the Roman gods with churches. The story goes that Helen ordered a temple to be torn down and the land beneath to be excavated. In the process three crosses were uncovered, one of which was proved, through subsequent miracles, to be the cross upon which Jesus had died. Helen’s discovery was remembered throughout medieval Europe, and she was regularly invoked to help find lost items – especially those suspected of being buried underground. A practice in fourteenth-century Flanders apparently involved the magician lying flat on the ground with their arms outstretched – thus making the shape of a cross – and performing the action four times in the cardinal directions of the compass. While so doing, the magician would call on the ground to give up the location of the lost goods, just as the earth had swallowed, and then returned, the true cross to Helen.

The ecclesiastical courts generally disapproved of such methods. In Catholic Europe, such activities were seen as blasphemy as they misused divine power; in Protestant regions, appealing to saints teetered dangerously close to Catholic superstition. Nevertheless, the practitioners probably did not see themselves as behaving badly. William Hasylwoode, whom we met earlier, was a clergyman who no doubt believed that calling on the Lord and the Christian saints was perfectly acceptable. The same attitude perhaps explains the popularity of the book-and-key method. This involved taking a psalter (a book of psalms) or a Bible, placing a key inside and holding the book between one’s hands. Upon asking yes-or-no questions, the book was either expected to turn or the key to fall out when the answer was in the affirmative. As sacred texts, the Bible and the psalter bore power. The spoken words accompanying the ritual drew on the same well of energy. Most often a section of Psalm 50 was recited: Si videbis furem, correbas cum eo, et cum adulterem portionem tuam ponebas – ‘When thou sawest a thief, then thou consentedst with him, and hast been partaker with adulterers’. That the passage condemns thieves is likely the reason it was chosen as an incantation for goods-finding: in a sense, it calls for divine retribution.

Other practitioners opted for the simpler incantation Deus deorum (God of gods), invoking the ultimate power in the universe that could see all and tell all. That the Latin version of these words was used in England even after the break with Rome in the 1530s tells us something about the potency that Latin was thought to hold: alongside Hebrew, Arabic and Greek, the language was deemed innately powerful. By and large, the book-and-key method was only available to clerics, who would have easy access to a Bible or a psalter and were also the most likely members of the community to have a good working knowledge of Latin. As we will see throughout this book, training in orthodox religious practices could easily be repurposed for less conventional uses – and sometimes ones that were far more disturbing than recovering missing goods. That priests were willing to use sacred objects and words for such purposes, though, must have sent a message to their parishioners that there was nothing wrong with practising magic in principle. Priests came into contact with numinous forces every day through church services, prayer and Communion: as the spiritual experts in their communities, they would have set an example of where to draw the line between acceptable and unacceptable involvement with the supernatural.

The central place that priests held in their communities put them in a prime position for selling magic and may even have helped to ensure that it worked. Priests’ responsibilities towards their flock meant they needed an intimate understanding of community relations and of people’s private lives. In Catholic areas they would gain a great deal of knowledge while taking confession; but in all regions of Europe they might be appealed to as arbitrators in community disputes and, of course, administer the Christian rites at births, marriages and deaths. In addition, they were likely to have superior learning to most other villagers: even if they had received only the most rudimentary clerical training, they would at least have basic literacy skills and a smattering of Latin. Their spiritual authority, knowledge and, crucially, their right to
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