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​PREFACE
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They were not what the trials said they were.

They were healers who knew which roots reduced a fever and which bark stopped bleeding. They were old women who lived alone and kept cats. They were midwives, herbalists, prophets, and troublemakers. They were queens whose political enemies needed a charge that would stick. They were poor, mostly. They were women, mostly. And in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, that was enough.

The British Isles produced some of the most documented witch trials in history — Agnes Waterhouse, the first to hang under England's witchcraft laws; the Pendle Witches, twelve accused in a single Lancashire valley; the North Berwick trials, where James VI himself conducted interrogations. The records survive. The confessions survive, extracted under torture, shaped by the questions of the men who asked them. What does not always survive is the truth of who these women actually were.

This book holds sixteen stories — some historical, some folkloric, some existing in the uncertain space between the two. Agnes Waterhouse and the Pendle Witches left court records. Mother Shipton left prophecies that may or may not have been hers. Black Annis and Jenny Greenteeth left only the warnings parents gave their children near dark water. The Cailleach left the mountains.

What unites them is not magic. It is what the word witch was made to carry — the fear of women who knew things, who lived outside the expected boundaries, who could not easily be controlled. The category was never stable. It bent to fit whoever needed to be destroyed, or explained, or remembered.

But persecution is only half the story. The other half is power — real power, claimed and exercised. Cunning women and wise men were consulted, paid, respected. Their knowledge worked, or was believed to work, which in practice amounts to the same thing. They occupied a space the church and the physicians could not fill, and communities protected them for it, quietly, despite official prohibition.

These stories are arranged roughly in chronological order, though chronology is approximate for figures who exist primarily in legend. Each chapter draws on historical records, folklore collections, and scholarly research — not to flatten the complexity of these women into a single narrative, but to let that complexity show.

Read them slowly. The patterns will emerge on their own — the vulnerability, the accusation, the confession, the silence. But also the resistance. The women who refused to confess even when confession might have saved them. The legends that kept powerful female figures alive across centuries, in the mouths of people who had every reason to forget them.

They were called witches. This book gives them back something closer to the truth.  KARMEN-ITA
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​MOTHER SHIPTON
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The Prophetess of Yorkshire

In the shadow of the Nidd gorge, where limestone cliffs rise like ancient sentinels and the river carves its relentless path through the Yorkshire countryside, there once lived a woman whose very name would become synonymous with prophecy and dark magic. Mother Shipton—born Ursula Southeil in 1488—remains one of England's most enigmatic figures, a prophetess whose predictions allegedly foretold events centuries beyond her own lifetime.

Her story begins not in grandeur, but in scandal and mystery. According to legend, Ursula was born in a cave near Knaresborough during a violent thunderstorm, her mother a fifteen-year-old girl named Agatha who refused to name the father. The circumstances of her birth were strange enough to set tongues wagging throughout the village. Some whispered that the child's father was no mortal man at all, but the Devil himself, come to sire a daughter who would see beyond the veil of time.

The infant Ursula was, by all accounts, peculiar in appearance. Contemporary descriptions paint her as grotesquely deformed—with a hunched back, twisted legs, and a face so unsettling that those who looked upon her crossed themselves in fear. Whether these descriptions were accurate or merely the embellishments of a superstitious age, we cannot know. What is certain is that the child was marked as different from the very beginning, and in Tudor England, difference was dangerous.

Agatha Southeil did not raise her daughter. Unable to care for the strange child, she placed Ursula in the care of a local woman whilst she herself entered a convent, seeking perhaps to atone for whatever sin—real or imagined—had brought such a creature into the world. Young Ursula grew up on the margins of society, learning early that her appearance would forever set her apart. Yet what she lacked in beauty, she seemed to possess in other, more unsettling gifts.

By the time she reached womanhood, Ursula had already gained a reputation throughout Yorkshire as someone who could see what others could not. Villagers began to seek her out, asking questions about harvests, about marriages, about deaths yet to come. And Ursula answered. Her predictions, they said, had an uncanny habit of coming true. When she married a local carpenter named Toby Shipton—a union that surprised many, given her fearsome reputation and appearance—she became known as Mother Shipton, the name by which history would remember her.

But it was not her marriage that would secure her place in English folklore. It was her prophecies—strange, riddling verses that spoke of inventions and catastrophes that would not occur for hundreds of years. She predicted, it is said, the Great Fire of London in 1666, the defeat of the Spanish Armada, and even the coming of iron ships and horseless carriages. Whether she truly possessed the gift of foresight or whether her prophecies were later inventions attributed to her growing legend remains a matter of fierce debate.
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Mother Shipton's cave, where she was born and to which she often returned, became a place of pilgrimage even during her lifetime. The Dropping Well beside it—a spring whose mineral-rich waters petrify objects placed beneath them—only added to the supernatural aura surrounding her. People came from miles around, clutching their fears and hopes, seeking answers from the strange woman who lived between worlds.

Her prophecies were delivered in verse, cryptic and unsettling. She did not speak plainly, for prophecy never does. Instead, her words twisted and turned like the river Nidd itself, revealing their meaning only when the predicted events came to pass. One of her most famous prophecies concerned Cardinal Wolsey, the powerful adviser to King Henry VIII. When Wolsey planned to visit York in 1530, Mother Shipton declared that he would see the city but never reach it. The Cardinal, amused and dismissive of the old witch's words, continued his journey northward. Yet when he reached Cawood, just eight miles from York, he was arrested on charges of treason and recalled to London. He died on the journey south, having glimpsed York from a distance but never setting foot within its walls. Mother Shipton's words had proven true.

This prediction cemented her reputation. If she could foresee the fate of one of the most powerful men in England, what else might she know? The common folk flocked to her with renewed fervour, and even those of higher station began to take notice. Yet Mother Shipton never sought power or wealth from her gift. She lived simply in her cottage near the cave, tending to those who came to her, offering her visions without price. Some say she was kind beneath her fearsome exterior; others claim she was capricious, her prophecies as likely to curse as to comfort.

Her most extraordinary predictions, however, concerned events far beyond her own century. She spoke of carriages without horses that would fill the roads—a clear reference, many believe, to the motor car. She predicted that "iron in the water shall float as easy as a wooden boat"—a prophecy seemingly fulfilled by the invention of iron-hulled ships. She foresaw a time when "through the hills man shall ride, and no horse be at his side"—interpreted by some as a prediction of railway tunnels. Most chilling of all, she allegedly predicted the end of the world itself, though the date she gave has been disputed and reinterpreted countless times over the centuries.

The question that haunts historians and folklorists alike is this: did Mother Shipton truly possess prophetic powers, or were her prophecies invented or embellished long after her death? The earliest written records of her predictions date from 1641, nearly a century after her death in 1561. By then, her legend had grown considerably, and it is entirely possible that later writers attributed prophecies to her that she never made. The Victorians, in particular, were fascinated by her, and numerous spurious prophecies were published under her name during the nineteenth century.

Yet there remains something compelling about Mother Shipton's story. Whether her prophecies were genuine visions or clever observations of human nature and the patterns of history, they captured the imagination of generations. She became a symbol of the uncanny, the woman who stood outside normal society and saw what others could not. In an age of superstition and uncertainty, when the future was as dark and unknowable as the cave in which she was born, Mother Shipton offered a glimpse—however cryptic—of what was to come.
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The legends surrounding Mother Shipton are as numerous as they are strange. Villagers claimed that objects in her presence would move of their own accord, that candles would extinguish themselves when she entered a room, and that animals grew uneasy in her company. Dogs would whimper and slink away; horses would refuse to pass her cottage. Whether these tales were true or merely the product of fearful imaginations, they contributed to her reputation as someone touched by forces beyond mortal understanding.

One particularly persistent story tells of a group of young men who, emboldened by drink, decided to mock the old prophetess. They approached her cottage late one night, hurling insults and stones at her door. Mother Shipton emerged, her twisted form silhouetted against the firelight within, and spoke a single sentence. The words themselves have been lost to time, but their effect was immediate and terrifying. The young men found themselves rooted to the spot, unable to move or speak, frozen like the objects beneath the Dropping Well. They remained thus until dawn, when Mother Shipton released them with a warning never to trouble her again. None of them ever did, and all bore the mark of that night for the rest of their lives—or so the story goes.

Her appearance, whilst undoubtedly exaggerated by legend, seems to have been genuinely unusual. Contemporary accounts describe her as having a hooked nose so pronounced it nearly met her chin, eyes of different colours, and a hunched back that forced her to walk with a stick. In an era when physical deformity was often seen as a sign of moral corruption or demonic influence, it is little wonder that she was feared. Yet those who knew her personally often spoke of her with a curious mixture of terror and respect. She was not, they said, cruel for cruelty's sake. Her prophecies might be harsh, but they were honest.

The cave where she was born became a tourist attraction even in the sixteenth century, and it remains one to this day. Visitors would—and still do—place objects beneath the Dropping Well, waiting for the mineral-rich water to slowly turn them to stone. Teddy bears, hats, shoes, even wedding bouquets have been petrified there over the centuries, creating an eerie gallery of stone-encrusted objects. The cave itself is a dark, damp place, its walls glistening with moisture, its entrance like a mouth opening into the earth. It is easy to imagine how such a place might give birth to legends of witchcraft and prophecy.

Mother Shipton's prophecies were not always doom-laden. She also predicted good harvests, successful marriages, and safe childbirths. Local women would come to her seeking advice on matters of the heart, and she would read their futures in ways that have been lost to history—perhaps in the patterns of tea leaves, or the flight of birds, or simply in the lines of their faces. She was, in many ways, the village wise woman, fulfilling a role that was both respected and feared in equal measure.

Her death in 1561 was said to have been peaceful, a rarity for one whose life had been so marked by strangeness. She was buried in unconsecrated ground—whether by her own request or because the Church refused her a Christian burial is unclear. No gravestone marks her resting place, yet her memory endures far more powerfully than any monument of stone ever could.
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Mother Shipton's legacy is a curious one. She has been claimed by mystics and sceptics alike, each interpreting her story according to their own beliefs. To some, she was a genuine prophetess, a woman blessed—or cursed—with the ability to see across the boundaries of time. To others, she is merely a folk legend, a collection of stories and prophecies attributed to a real woman whose actual life has been lost beneath centuries of embellishment and myth.

What cannot be disputed is her enduring presence in English folklore. Whilst other prophets and seers have faded into obscurity, Mother Shipton remains. Her name is still known, her cave still visited, her prophecies still debated. In the nineteenth century, she experienced a resurgence of popularity, with numerous books and pamphlets published about her predictions. Some of these were undoubtedly fraudulent, invented prophecies designed to capitalise on public fascination with the supernatural. Yet the fact that people continued to invoke her name centuries after her death speaks to something deeper—a need, perhaps, to believe that someone, somewhere, can see beyond the veil of the present moment.

In our own age of uncertainty, Mother Shipton's appeal has not diminished. We still seek answers about the future, still wonder what lies ahead. The methods may have changed—we consult algorithms and data models rather than cave-dwelling prophetesses—but the fundamental human desire to know what is coming remains the same. Mother Shipton understood this. Whether her prophecies were genuine visions or shrewd observations of human nature, she gave people what they desperately needed: a sense that the future, however dark and unknowable, was not entirely beyond comprehension.

She died as she had lived—on the margins, neither fully accepted nor entirely rejected. The Church would not bury her in consecrated ground, yet the people mourned her passing. She was feared, yet sought after. Reviled, yet remembered. In the end, perhaps that is the truest prophecy of all: that a deformed girl born in a cave during a thunderstorm would be remembered long after kings and cardinals had turned to dust. Mother Shipton saw the future, they say. But her greatest vision may have been of her own immortality—not in flesh, but in legend, enduring as long as people still wonder what tomorrow might bring.

The prophetess of Yorkshire rests now in unknown earth, but her spirit lingers still in the cave by the river, in the petrifying waters of the Dropping Well, and in the whispered prophecies that refuse to be forgotten.
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​CHAPTER 2

​ALICE KYTELER
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The Wealthy Witch of Kilkenny

In the year 1324, in the prosperous town of Kilkenny, Ireland, a scandal erupted that would become one of the most infamous witchcraft trials in medieval history. At its centre stood Alice Kyteler, a wealthy noblewoman whose four marriages had brought her considerable fortune—and considerable suspicion. Unlike the poor, deformed outcasts typically accused of witchcraft, Alice was a woman of means and influence, a moneylender and businesswoman who moved in the highest circles of Anglo-Norman society. Her trial would set a precedent for centuries of witch persecution to come, marking the first recorded instance of a woman being formally charged with witchcraft in Ireland or England.

Alice Kyteler was born around 1280 into a family of Flemish merchants who had settled in Kilkenny. She was educated, articulate, and possessed of a sharp business mind—qualities that served her well in the male-dominated world of medieval commerce, but which also made her dangerous in the eyes of those who believed women should know their place. Her first marriage, to William Outlawe, a wealthy banker, established her position in Kilkenny society. When he died, she inherited a substantial portion of his estate, much to the dismay of his relatives.

She married again. And again. And again. Each husband died, and each time Alice emerged wealthier than before. By the time her fourth husband, Sir John le Poer, fell mysteriously ill, tongues were wagging throughout Kilkenny. Sir John's children from a previous marriage, watching their inheritance slip away to this woman who seemed to thrive whilst her husbands withered, began to whisper of poison and dark magic. They claimed that Alice was using sorcery to drain the life from her husbands, transferring their wealth and vitality to herself and to her favourite son, William Outlawe Junior.

The accusations grew more elaborate and more damning. Alice, they said, had renounced her Christian faith and made a pact with a demon named Robin Artisson, who appeared to her sometimes as a black dog, sometimes as a cat, and sometimes as a dark man. She held midnight meetings with other witches, they claimed, where they sacrificed animals and concocted potions from the most vile ingredients imaginable. She swept the streets of Kilkenny at night with a broom, gathering the dust and filth to her own door, magically drawing the wealth of the town into her coffers.

The Bishop of Ossory, Richard de Ledrede, seized upon these accusations with fervour. A zealous Franciscan friar who had studied in France, de Ledrede had witnessed the persecution of heretics on the Continent and was eager to root out similar evil in his own diocese. In Alice Kyteler, he saw not merely a woman accused of murder, but a genuine servant of Satan, a threat to the very soul of Christendom. He would make an example of her, no matter how powerful her connections or how deep her purse.

What followed was a legal and political battle that would grip Kilkenny for months and reveal the dangerous intersection of wealth, gender, and religious authority in medieval society.
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Bishop de Ledrede's accusations against Alice Kyteler were extraordinarily detailed and specific. He charged her with seven counts of sorcery and heresy, each more sensational than the last. She had, he claimed, denied the faith of Christ and sacrificed living animals to demons. She had sought counsel from devils and used their advice to further her worldly ambitions. She had manufactured ointments and powders from the most abominable substances—the intestines of cockerels sacrificed at crossroads, worms, dead men's nails, the hair of unbaptised children, herbs gathered under specific astrological conditions, and the brains of infants who had died without baptism.

Most damningly, the Bishop alleged that Alice had used these concoctions to bewitch her husbands, causing them to fall into a stupor whilst she drained their wealth. Sir John le Poer himself, lying ill and wasting away, had reportedly discovered a locked chest in Alice's chamber. When he forced it open, he found vile ointments and powders, along with evidence of her demonic practices. His testimony, given from what many believed to be his deathbed, carried considerable weight.

But Alice Kyteler was no helpless peasant woman to be easily swept aside by ecclesiastical authority. She was wealthy, well-connected, and politically astute. When the Bishop issued a citation demanding she appear before him to answer the charges, Alice refused. She had powerful allies, including her son William and several influential Norman lords who had no love for the meddling Franciscan bishop. They argued that de Ledrede had overstepped his authority, that these were secular matters of inheritance and property, not spiritual concerns requiring Church intervention.

The Bishop responded by excommunicating Alice and her associates. Alice countered by having him arrested and imprisoned by the secular authorities on charges of defaming her character. For forty days, de Ledrede languished in Kilkenny gaol whilst Alice and her supporters celebrated what seemed to be a decisive victory. The wealthy widow had outmanoeuvred the Church itself.

But de Ledrede was not so easily defeated. Upon his release, he appealed directly to the Lord Chancellor of Ireland, who sided with the Bishop. The political tide turned against Alice. Suddenly, her wealth and connections were not enough to protect her. The Bishop's court reconvened, and this time, there would be no escape through legal manoeuvring.

Alice Kyteler did what any sensible person in her position would do: she fled. Under cover of darkness, she slipped out of Kilkenny and made her way to Dublin, then across the Irish Sea to England. She disappeared into history, never to be heard from again. Whether she lived out her days in comfortable exile, perhaps under an assumed name, or whether she met a darker fate, no record tells. The wealthy witch of Kilkenny had vanished like smoke.

But the Bishop's fury was far from satisfied. If he could not have Alice, he would have someone. His attention turned to her associates, particularly her maid, Petronilla de Meath. Poor Petronilla had none of Alice's advantages. She was a servant, powerless and friendless, the perfect scapegoat for a bishop determined to demonstrate the Church's authority over witchcraft.

Petronilla was arrested, imprisoned, and subjected to torture—the first person in Ireland to be tortured for the crime of witchcraft. Under the agony of repeated floggings, she confessed to everything the Bishop wanted to hear. Yes, she had assisted Alice in her sorceries. Yes, she had witnessed the demon Robin Artisson appearing to her mistress. Yes, she had helped prepare the vile ointments and powders. She implicated others as well, including Alice's son William, though he managed to escape serious punishment through a combination of wealth and political influence.

On the third of November, 1324, Petronilla de Meath was burned at the stake in Kilkenny, the first person in Ireland to be executed for witchcraft. She died screaming Alice Kyteler's name, whether in accusation or in some final, desperate plea for the mistress who had abandoned her, we cannot know.
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The case of Alice Kyteler reveals much about the nature of witchcraft accusations in medieval society. Unlike later witch trials, which often targeted the poor and marginalised, Alice's prosecution was fundamentally about power, property, and the clash between secular and ecclesiastical authority. Her stepchildren's accusations were motivated not by genuine belief in demonic activity, but by the very earthly concern that their inheritances were being diverted to Alice and her favourite son. The Bishop's zealous pursuit of her was driven as much by his desire to assert Church authority over the Anglo-Norman nobility as by any real conviction that she consorted with demons.

The demon Robin Artisson, whom Alice allegedly took as her lover, is a fascinating figure in the trial records. Described variously as appearing in the form of a black dog, a cat, or a dark-skinned man, Robin seems to have been a conflation of several folkloric traditions. The name "Artisson" may derive from "Art's son" or could be a corruption of some older Celtic spirit. In Alice's alleged confessions—though we must remember these were reported by her enemies—Robin provided her with wealth and power in exchange for her soul and her body. He was said to visit her chamber at night, and she would sweep the streets crying, "To the house of William my sonne, hie all the wealth of Kilkenny towne."

The ingredients allegedly found in Alice's possession read like a catalogue of medieval horror. The Bishop's records specify that her ointments contained the brains and clothes of unbaptised infants boiled in the skull of a decapitated thief, mixed with the intestines of sacrificed cockerels, spiders, black worms, and various herbs gathered at night. Whether any such substances actually existed or were merely the fevered imaginings of accusers determined to paint Alice as a monster, we cannot say. No physical evidence was ever produced in court.

Alice's house in Kilkenny became the subject of much speculation and fear after her flight. Locals claimed that strange lights could be seen in the windows at night, that unearthly sounds emanated from within, and that the building itself seemed cursed. Eventually, the house was seized by the Church and later demolished, though whether this was due to supernatural fears or simply to erase the memory of the Bishop's incomplete victory is unclear.

Her son William Outlawe, though implicated in the witchcraft charges, managed to escape his mother's fate through a combination of wealth, influence, and strategic penance. He was required to hear three masses daily for a year, to feed a certain number of poor people, and to roof part of St. Canice's Cathedral with lead at his own expense. These penances, whilst humiliating and expensive, were infinitely preferable to the stake. William complied, paid his dues, and lived on in Kilkenny, his mother's tainted legacy hanging over him but not destroying him.

The trial established several legal precedents that would echo through centuries of witch persecution. It was the first time in the British Isles that the charge of witchcraft was formally prosecuted in a Church court. It demonstrated that wealth and social position were no absolute protection against accusations of sorcery, though they certainly helped one's chances of escape. And it showed that the Church was willing to use torture to extract confessions, a practice that would become horrifyingly common in later witch trials.

Interestingly, some modern historians have suggested that Alice Kyteler may have been involved in moneylending and possibly even early banking practices, which would have
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