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‘The Lancashire witch-trials of 1612 represent one of the most mysterious and misunderstood episodes from seventeenth-century England. With great skill and care, Philip Almond dispels myths and disentangles a series of complex and overlapping stories to present a gripping narrative about paranoia and power. One of the most fascinating aspects of the case, superbly plotted in this book, is the way that at a precise moment in England’s history, the neighbourhood squabbles of a remote community, collided with political anxiety at the heart of government. Almond reconstructs these events sensitively and judiciously. The sympathy he shows to the women who died is fitting, but does not obstruct an understanding of the accusers’ motives, their fears and their determination to purge society of evil, however misguided these motives seem today. An ability to make sense of a past realm of reality, and such a strange one as this, is in the finest tradition of historical writing.’– Malcolm Gaskill, Professor of Early Modern History, University of East Anglia
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‘The Lancashire witch trials of 1612 are the most famous in English history, and now probably the most intensely studied. It is very much to Philip Almond’s credit that he manages to find fresh and interesting suggestions to make about them, from a new and close reading of the records. In doing so, he shows the same intense capacity to engage with early modern people, as distinct personalities, that has characterised all of his previous work. This is history at its most vivid: a consistently exciting read.’ – Ronald Hutton, Professor of History, University of Bristol, and author of The Triumph of the Moon: A History of Modern Pagan Witchcraft
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To Siam and Summer



Let me ponder over the exact words of our British Solomon. I have his learned treatise by heart, and it is fortunate my memory serves me so well, for the sagacious prince’s dictum will fortify me in my resolution … ‘If the magistrate’, saith the King, ‘be slothful towards witches, God is very able to make them instruments to waken and punish his sloth’. No one can accuse me of slothfulness and want of zeal. My best exertions have been used against the accursed creatures. And now for the rest. ‘But if, on the contrary, he be diligent in examining and punishing them, God will not permit their master to trouble or hinder so good a work!’ Exactly what I have done. I am quite easy now, and shall go on fearlessly as before.

Thomas Potts on the Daemonologie of King James

William Harrison Ainsworth, The Lancashire

Witches: A Romance of Pendle Forest (1849)
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Preface

The year 2012 is the four hundredth anniversary of the trials of the witches of Lancashire. This book is written in memory of those who were executed for crimes they could not possibly have committed (although some of them did try), and in memory of those who, although they believed that they were acting in the interests of justice, persecuted those who could not but have been innocent.

The story of the Lancashire witches is arguably England’s best known account of early modern witchcraft. In 1911, Wallace Notestein in his classic history of witchcraft in England remarked that no case in the history of witchcraft in England gained such wide fame. This is as true a hundred years later as it was then. That it is so is, in part at least, due to the ongoing accessibility of the key source of our knowledge of the trials, Thomas Potts’s The Wonderfull Discoverie of Witches, first published in 1613. This was republished as a critical edition by James Crossley for the Chetham Society in 1845 (reissued in 2006), again in a readily available facsimile edition in 1929 by G.B. Harrison (reissued in 1971), and most recently by Arthur Stuttard in 2003.

But its popularity is not so much the result of the various editions of Potts’s work, as the consequence of James Crossley having persuaded William Harrison Ainsworth to base a Gothic romance on the story. Ainsworth’s novel, The Lancashire Witches, was first published in 1849. It is the most enduring of the copious works of a writer who was hailed as early Victorian Britain’s major historical novelist, a successor to Walter Scott, and a competitor to Charles Dickens and William Thackeray. By 1854 it was in its first illustrated edition, and reissued in this form in 1878 and 1884. Since then it has been continually in print, a continuing memorial to those events, upon which it was based, that took place in Lancashire four centuries ago.

This work was undertaken many miles from Lancashire in the Centre for the History of European Discourses at the University of Queensland in Australia. I have been privileged to have been a member of this Centre for the past six years. It has continued to provide a congenial, stimulating and, more often than one can hope to expect, an exciting context in which to work. For this, I am indebted in particular to Professor Peter Cryle, the Director of the Centre, Professor Ian Hunter, Australian Professorial Fellow in the History of Political Thought, Dr. Elizabeth Stephens, Australian Research Fellow, and to the postdoctoral fellows of the Centre, all of whose dedication to their work has provided much encouragement to my own.

I am also grateful to those scholars who have previously researched the witches of Lancashire, the work of whom has provided such a stimulus to my own. In particular, I am grateful to James Crossley, G.B. Harrison, Edgar Peel and Pat Southern, James Sharpe, Jonathan Lumby, Stephen Pumfrey, Marion Gibson, John A. Clayton, and Jeffrey Richards. I take the opportunity to express my thanks to Alex Wright of I.B.Tauris. Bec Stafford copy-edited the text and I appreciate her interest and care.

I owe a debt of gratitude too to the people of Lancashire who were so welcoming to me as a young graduate student at the University of Lancaster in 1972 and 1973, and again during a period of extended sabbatical leave in 1980 and 1981. I have enduring and fond memories of my times there, though I little then suspected that it would be the witches of Lancashire that would draw me back again to the north west of England. I hope that this work will in some way repay them for the kindness that so many of them showed to me then. I am grateful to my friend John Alcock, a Lancashire man, for many enjoyable conversations about the Lancaster we both know and remember so well. I am indebted also to my partner Patricia Lee. She has endured my reading the text to her as it was written, and has provided much helpful criticism.

This book is dedicated to my granddaughters, Siam and Summer Almond, who are bewitching in their own ways.

I have left all place names and personal names in citations from original sources as they originally appeared. In my own text, I have modernised all place names. There is much variation in the spelling of personal names within the sources. I have fixed on one consistent spelling of personal names throughout my text. Punctuation, capitalisation and spelling are given in their original form. The following changes have been made where appropriate: i to j, u to v and vice versa, vv to w.
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