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  GRACE SHERWOOD, THE WITCH OF PUNGO


  Witches in Virginia? Salem, Massachusetts, is known for hysterical accusations of witchcraft, witch trials, and twenty executions, but Virginia is not. Yet during the colonial period in Virginia, several women and one man were accused of performing black magic and witchcraft. The most famous case was that of Grace Sherwood, who was tried and convicted as the Witch of Pungo.


  Witchcraft has been used to explain unusual and unfortunate happenings throughout the ages, and forms of witchcraft still exist, such as voodoo. Practitioners are usually envisioned as being robed and chanting around a fire deep in the woods, or cooking up trouble, like the three witches of Shakespeare’s Macbeth; some people might think of the witch in Hansel and Gretel, who fattened children and then cooked and ate them. And there is Wicca, or good witchcraft, but witchcraft has traditionally been thought of as something evil and mysterious.


  Recognizing the harm that witchcraft could do, the British Parliament passed a statute against it as early as 1607, during the reign of King James I of England. The penalty for dealing with the forces of evil ranged from a year in prison to a death sentence.


  The first “test” to determine if someone was a witch was to have a group of citizens appointed by the sheriff search the accused for “marks of the devil.” It was said that those who dealt with the devil and became his disciples had special teats or nipples on their bodies where the devil could suck. (Large moles or warts might be mistaken for these “devil’s teats.”) In addition, after such contact, the devil left dark marks that did not bleed “when pricked.” Finding such marks was evidence that the accused should be tried for witchcraft in a court of law.


  If the courts could not determine the guilt of an alleged witch, the accused was then put to the ultimate “test,” being bound and dropped into deep water. Pure water was said to reject an evil person, so if the person floated, he or she was guilty of dealing with the devil and would thus be punished. If the accused sank, this proved innocence; but alas, it also caused the innocent’s death.


  In the Virginia Historical Society are records of fifteen witchcraft trials in colonial Virginia in the 1600s. No one was executed for the crime in Virginia, though in 1654 Katherine Grady was hanged on board a ship bound for Virginia when the passengers blamed her for causing a storm at sea.


  Lower Norfolk County (later to become Princess Anne County and still later the City of Virginia Beach) was especially prone to belief in witchcraft. In 1655 several accusations of witchcraft circulated in Lower Norfolk County, causing general unrest. The justices of the county declared that if an accusation of witchcraft could not be proved, the accuser would have to pay a penalty of a thousand pounds of tobacco.


  Despite the possibility of a heavy fine, the following year a clergyman brought a charge of witchcraft against William Harding. Harding was found guilty and was punished by ten lashes and banishment from the county, a different punishment from that required in King James’s statute.


  In 1676 a group of women were chosen to examine Jane Jenkins for marks of the devil, and in 1679 to search Alice Cartwright. In neither case were incriminating marks found, as far as the records show. Witchcraft was a popular belief, as evidenced by the publication in 1677 of John Webster’s book The Displaying of Supposed Witchcraft: Wherein is affirmed that there are many sorts of Deceivers and Imposters. The stereotypical witch that we associate with Halloween devilry rides a broomstick, but in 1698 a neighbor accused Anne Byrd of riding her like a horse. There is no record of the outcome of this accusation of witchcraft. Was Byrd searched? Was her accuser punished?


  Grace Sherwood was not anyone’s idea of the stereotypical witch—an aged crone with bad teeth, wearing a black peaked hat and black robe, and cackling with laughter while committing mischief. Grace was described as tall and well-built, a wife, mother, midwife, and gardener.


  Grace was born in 1660 to John White and his wife. The Whites owned land in Pungo, a fertile rural area lying just west of the Atlantic Ocean, bordered by bays and rivers. John White was also a carpenter, so the White family was well provided for. Grace must have been an only child, for after she married James Sherwood in 1680, her father willed all his property, including a 200-acre farm, to James, “my loving son-in-law.” At the time of their marriage, James Sherwood already had a small farm, six head of cattle, two steers for plowing, and a comfortable cottage. Grace and James had three sons. Grace was thus a middle-class woman, busy with home and children, not at all the sort of impoverished woman who might make a Faustian deal with the devil in return for prosperity.


  She was, however, outspoken and taller than many men, and in an era when women decorously wore dresses, Grace wore men’s trousers when she worked outside.


  Perhaps it was jealousy that led to accusations of witchcraft against her. Grace, who had a “green thumb,” grew herbs and other plants to use as medicine and had a special way of healing. Plants thrived under her care, especially rosemary, which still flourishes near where she lived. A story spread that Grace bewitched a ship’s cabin boy and caused swift winds to blow so that she could sail to England and back in a single night and bring rosemary sprigs to Pungo.


  Another story was that when she was refused passage on a boat going to North Carolina, she vowed she would get there before the boat did. Sure enough, when the boat arrived, an eggshell was bobbing in the water, and Grace stepped out from it, assumed her normal size, and tied the eggshell to a tree limb with a bit of sewing thread.


  In 1698 Grace was first formally accused of witchcraft by Richard Capps. Grace and James denied the charges and sued Capps for 50 pounds sterling. Capps didn’t show up in court, and by some means he paid off the Sherwoods and made his peace, for there is no further court record of his claims.


  Later the same year the Gisburne family’s cotton plants began to wilt and die. At the same time, their pigs were behaving strangely, and some died. We might now think that the pigs had eaten some poison weeds or been poorly fed, and that a plant disease had infected the cotton. The Gisburnes had another answer: It was Grace Sherwood’s fault. She was a witch and had put a curse on the family.


  A short time later, Elizabeth Barnes claimed that Grace had entered her bedchamber, ridden her like a horse, and then disappeared through a keyhole or a crack beside the door, and that Grace sometimes changed herself into a black cat. Did Mrs. Barnes have a nightmare? Was she delusional? Again, the charge was that Grace Sherwood practiced witchcraft.


  The Sherwoods’ response to these absurd charges was a lawsuit for slander against the Gisburnes and the Barneses, asking 100 pounds sterling in damages from each couple. When the cases were heard, both defendant couples pled not guilty and were acquitted of slander by the jury. Not only did James and Grace have to bear the continuing stories against Grace, but they also had to pay the cost of bringing nine witnesses to court to testify in their behalf.


  Perhaps stressed by the accusations and legal actions, James Sherwood died in 1701, and Grace was left to manage her farm with the help of her three sons. She was now a well-to-do widow with waterfront property, and the jealousy grew.


  In 1705 Elizabeth Hill not only accused Grace of witchcraft but also beat her, causing “bruises and grievous injuries.” Grace sued Mrs. Hill for assault, asking 50 pounds sterling in damages. We can imagine what a good lawyer would earn for his client now, but the county court awarded Grace only 20 shillings in damages. Not content with this vindication, Luke and Elizabeth Hill filed suit to have Grace brought before the county court on charges of witchcraft. When the court met on January 3, 1706, Grace did not appear. Therefore the sheriff was ordered to “attach her body and answer the said summons next court”—in other words, Grace was subpoenaed. When court again convened on February 7, the Hills were ordered to pay court costs for the complaint, and the sheriff was ordered to summon a group of women to examine Grace for the telltale marks of witchcraft.


  When the county court met on March 7, 1706, the jury of women reported as follows: “We the jury have searched Grace Sherwood and have found two things like titts with several other spots.” This jury was hardly impartial. Its forewoman was Elizabeth Barnes, the neighbor who had claimed that Grace had ridden her and slipped through a keyhole.


  Nevertheless, based on this biased evidence, the justices of the county court decided that the matter must be taken up in General Court (made up of the governor and the Council). The Hills pursued the matter to the higher court, claiming that Grace had bewitched Mrs. Hill, and asked that the attorney general prosecute Grace Sherwood.


  On April 16 the attorney general stated that he found the charge too general. Grace was not being charged with a specific act and therefore could not be prosecuted. He sent the case back to the county court. He suggested that they put Grace in jail until the matter was settled and that in the meantime they “make further enquiry into the matter.”


  The county court then issued a warrant for Grace’s arrest and imprisonment until she could furnish security for her bond. Meanwhile, her body was to be examined once more, and her house was to be searched for objects of witchcraft, such as clay figures on which she had put a hex. There is no indication whether Grace’s sons lived in the house to be searched, nor was there a specific list of objects to be seized.


  When court next convened, on June 6, the prosecutor was Mr. Maximilian Boush, counsel representing Her Majesty, Queen Anne, in Virginia. A charge of witchcraft was taken seriously by the court. At this session it was stated that no objects pertaining to witchcraft had been found in the Sherwood home and that the group of women had refused to examine Grace. Were they afraid of Grace? Or did they consider the whole process ridiculous and not want to be part of it? They were therefore in contempt of court and should be dealt with “according to the utmost severity of the law.” The court ordered that a new group of women be summoned to examine Grace Sherwood, who was again to remain in the sheriff’s custody unless she could furnish security that would guarantee her appearance in court on July 5. It was further stated that Grace must exhibit good behavior toward Her Majesty the Queen and all her subjects.


  It is unclear if Grace remained in jail or furnished the security, but it is likely that she remained in custody and that her three sons were now old enough to fend for themselves. The case was continued to the July 5 session of court.


  At that session the small courthouse at New Town in Princess Anne County was crowded. Mr. Boush asked Grace to come forward to answer the charges. “You have heard yourself accused of being a witch. How do you plead?”


  “I am innocent,” Grace answered.


  “Do you deny that you have had dealings with Satan?”


  “I have had no such dealings. I have never met him.”


  “Do you deny that you have used your powers to bewitch others, to blight crops and animals?”


  “I have no such powers,” she said.


  Grace’s word was insufficient, and there was not enough evidence to convict her, but since the case had dragged on too long to be summarily dismissed, prosecutor Boush asked Grace if she would be willing to submit to the test by water.


  Perhaps exhausted by trials and accusations and wanting to get the matter over with, she consented. If she had refused, it would have been taken as an automatic admission of guilt. But no matter how the water test turned out, she would lose.


  The prosecutor then ordered the sheriff to take boats and men to assist him and to take Grace to Jonathon Harper’s plantation at ten o’clock on the morning of July 9, to be dunked into deep water, “care always being taken to prevent her drowning.” On the first day appointed for the water trial, it was raining, and the court decided that riding to the plantation in the rain might be injurious to her health, as if the dunking would not be.


  The following day, July 10, crowds from all over the county gathered well before the appointed hour to watch the test. A group of women searched Grace to make sure she was not carrying any objects of witchcraft or other objects that might place suspicion on her. After she was removed from the water, her body was to be searched again, to look for the telltale marks of devilry. We can imagine Grace’s humiliation and frustration at being repeatedly stripped and searched.


  The depth of the water at Harper’s plantation was plumbed to make sure it was deeper than a man is tall, so that Grace could not stand on the bottom and save herself. She was cross bound: right finger to left foot, left finger to right foot. A thirteen-pound Bible was tied to her neck. Then the boat was rowed out from shore to the deepest water, and Grace Sherwood was thrown overboard with a great splash.


  She may have thought of giving up at this point. Her husband was dead, her three sons had reached maturity, and she was worn out from the constant charges of witchcraft. If she allowed herself to sink, she would very likely drown but would be declared innocent of the charges. Her accusers would thus be proved wrong and would be fined for making false accusations. But her urge to live overcame her fatigue. After sinking only briefly, she bobbed to the surface, wrenched herself free from the bonds, and swam ashore.


  The spectators gasped and began murmuring. So Grace Sherwood was indeed a witch. The appointed jury of “five elder, respectable women” examined her once more. Now that she had proved herself to be a witch, they felt more confident about reporting their findings. She was not like any other woman they knew of. She did indeed have two “things like titts on her private parts of a black color, blacker than the rest of her body.”


  The sheriff was therefore ordered to place Grace Sherwood in irons and take her to the jail for the colony—in Williamsburg—where she was to remain until further trial.


  Reportedly, when Grace emerged from the water, she proclaimed, “I have been drenched, but so shall all of you be.”


  Then, although it was a cloudless day, a sudden clap of thunder, followed by a downpour, sent the spectators running for shelter.


  [image: A sketch of what Grace Sherwood, convicted as a witch in 1706, might have looked like. Bill Rylance]


  Grace was not given the death penalty. Perhaps common sense prevailed and the justices realized the absurdity of deciding someone’s guilt or innocence by whether or not the person could swim. She seems to have remained in jail for some years. Records of her imprisonment and any further trials may have been destroyed when the state courthouse was burned by invading Northern troops in 1865.


  Records show that in 1708 Grace Sherwood paid a judgment of six hundred pounds of tobacco for some unknown levy and that in 1714 she paid back taxes on her property in Princess Anne County. She may have been quietly released by wise and sympathetic authorities, perhaps after her accusers—the Hills—had moved away or died.


  In 1733 Grace made a will bequeathing her property to her three sons. The will was “proved” in 1740, indicating that Grace died in that year.


  The manual for Virginia justices, published in 1736, described the crime of witchcraft but noted that there had been “very few instances” in Virginia. If the procedures laid out in this manual had been followed, Grace would not have been prosecuted. It specified that witches could be of either sex, who have been guilty of “conjuring, consulting or covenanting with evil spirits, entertaining, employing, feeding or rewarding any such.” Some specific prohibitions were taking up dead bodies or body parts to use as charms and using enchantment or charms to kill anyone or to cause any part of the body to be “wasted, lamed or destroyed.” Also forbidden was using witchcraft to find treasure or lost objects, to provoke “unlawful Love,” to destroy or harm anyone’s cattle, or to attempt to destroy anyone’s body, whether successful or not.


  The manual states that prosecution should not take place without “strong and apparent cause, proved by sufficient witnesses, upon oath.” This statute was in effect since 1607. Grace Sherwood had been accused, hauled into court, attacked, and put in danger of her life by illegal means, based only on gossip, hearsay, and the wild statements of jealous neighbors.


  The dunking is remembered in two geographic names: The place where Grace Sherwood was dunked is called Witchduck Point, and a major street in Virginia Beach is named Witchduck Road. Books and articles have been written about Grace Sherwood, who was always called “The Witch of Pungo.”


  Beginning in the twentieth century, Virginia Beach has held an annual Pungo Strawberry Festival in the still-rural part of the city, and it includes a reenactment of Grace Sherwood’s dunking. Local citizens take the part of the sheriff, the prosecutor, the witch, boatsmen, and an honorary mayor of Pungo. The honorary mayor’s wife plays the part of the witch.


  Those reenactments may now be at an end. On July 10, 2006, three hundred years to the day since Grace Sherwood’s dunking, Virginia governor Tim Kaine issued a proclamation pardoning Grace posthumously. “With 300 years of hindsight, we all certainly can agree that trial by water is an injustice,” Kaine wrote. “We also can celebrate the fact that a woman’s equality is constitutionally protected today, and women have the freedom to pursue their hopes and dreams.”


  This pardon was brought about by the persistent efforts of Belinda Nash, of Old Ferry Farm. The courthouse where part of Grace’s trial took place once stood on the farm’s land. Nash’s efforts brought national attention to Grace Sherwood and to Pungo, and she raised enough money to erect a statue of Grace, carrying a basket of rosemary and followed by a raccoon, a symbol of her love for animals. Even though Grace Sherwood’s innocence has been established, a local church objected to her statue being placed near its property. The statue was finally set at Bayside Hospital, since Grace was a healer.


  But she’s not a witch anymore.


  VIRGINIA’S GENTLE GIANT


  In 1765 Virginians were concerned about the growing taxation by the British king and Parliament, and some people resorted to smuggling to avoid taxation. Therefore little attention was paid when a dark-hulled ship made its way up the Appomattox River and anchored near the bustling docks of City Point—now Hopewell. A rowboat was lowered, and a little boy was set ashore. The rowboat returned to the ship, which sailed down-river and disappeared from view.


  The boy, who appeared to be about five years old, did attract attention. Was someone supposed to meet him? Where were they?


  The child didn’t seem upset that the ship had left him, and he wandered about examining things. He had dark eyes, dark curly hair, and a swarthy complexion. He wore a tattered velvet suit trimmed in lace, and on his feet were shoes with silver buckles, one with the letter P and the other with the letter F.


  As the day went on, the child began to cry. Various dock-workers tried to talk with him, to find out who he was, but he didn’t speak English. He was given food and allowed to sleep in a warehouse, but authorities said that this was no suitable place for a child. If a home could not be found for him, he would be indentured to someone as a servant. In the meantime, he was taken to the Prince George County poorhouse.


  Several days later Judge Anthony Winston stepped forward and offered to take the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Portrait of Peter Francisco, the strongest man in the American Revolution. Library of Virginia]
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Portrait of Peter Frar , the strongest man in the American Revolution.
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