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Beloved, what makes all this opposition and strange censorious dealings that are between the people of God?

PAUL HOBSON, A Treatise Containing Three Things, 1653








PART 1 Welcome to the Witch Hunt








INTRODUCTION THE REDISCOVERY OF WITCHES

Meggs was a stupid witch. So says the witchfinder Matthew Hopkins, in his 1647 book The Discovery of Witches. Meggs, Hopkins tells us, was a Norfolk baker who deliberately sought out the witchfinder because he wanted to be stripped and searched for demonic marks: moles or growths that would supposedly prove he was guilty of witchcraft. Meggs, confident in his own knowledge that he wasn’t a witch and that therefore nothing would be found, voluntarily presented himself for screening. Surprisingly, Hopkins informs us that such zeal wasn’t uncommon. In his experience, several people like Meggs had


come ten or twelve miles to be searched of their own accord, and hanged for their labor, (as one Meggs a Baker did, who lived within seven miles of Norwich, and was hanged at Norwich Assizes for witchcraft).



Meggs’s tragic story merits just a single sentence in Hopkins’s book: a few words stuffed in between two brackets, the baker’s fate tacked on as a casual afterthought. There is even an air of amusement in Hopkins’s report that the reward for all Meggs’s “labor,” his trouble and anxiety in presenting himself for searching, was execution. The witchfinder presents Meggs as an idiot and a criminal, justly caught and killed as a result of his own folly. This single sentence tells us lots about Hopkins—it sizzles with cruelty, arrogance, vanity and the love of power—but almost nothing about Meggs.

Stories like this one are why I wrote this book. Why should Meggs be forgotten, or remembered at best as the butt of a joke, while Hopkins is a name many readers will know? Even if you don’t know his name, maybe you’ve heard of the title he gave himself: Witchfinder General. Look up Hopkins online and you’ll find plenty about him and other witchfinders, but much less about the people they killed. However, there are places where more information about these individuals lurks, details that can give them back their rounded human identity, some respect and dignity. In Norfolk Record Office, Norwich, there are several documents telling us more about Meggs. The first is a tiny piece of paper, just a few inches long. It’s an indictment, the formal charge brought against a witchcraft suspect in court. This indictment refers to “Henr. Maggs,” adding a forename and changing the spelling of his surname from the one in Hopkins’s book. “Henr” is a contraction of “Henricus,” the version of Henry. Henry Maggs’s indictment further tells us that he was “de Hempnall,” of or from Hempnall, a village about nine miles south of Norwich, and it states that he was a baker—confirming that this man is indeed the person belittled by Hopkins.

On August 10, 1645, the indictment asserts, Henry Maggs used “witchcraft & sorcery” to attack a sow belonging to William Dunnett, also from Hempnall, causing the animal to die ten days later. No other charges are recorded against Henry, but when he was found guilty of this offense, the court clerk wrote “cul” (culpabilis, or guilty) on the indictment. Following this, Henry would have been sentenced for his crime, which, if it was a first offense, should have earned him a year’s imprisonment under the 1604 Witchcraft Act—not execution. But it’s likely that, in addition to this indictment, other charges were made against Henry. These may have included the keeping and feeding of demonic spirits. That was a specific offense under the 1604 Witchcraft Act and a common charge made by the witchfinders of the 1640s, related to the claim that suspects had marks or teats on their bodies made by demons so the creatures could suck their host witch’s blood. If Henry was indeed searched for such bodily marks—as Matthew Hopkins says—and convicted on a now lost charge of interacting with demonic spirits, or if he had previously been convicted of witchcraft at a trial whose records are now missing, his punishment would have been death. Since Hopkins says Henry was searched and demonic marks were found, the witchfinder’s report that he was hanged at the end of the 1645 Assizes—the court trial for serious crimes like witchcraft—is sadly all too likely. On the back of Henry’s indictment are written the names of two witnesses against him, the men whose accusations brought him to his fate: Robert Chettleborough and Robert Whittred. These same two men also accused a poor woman from Hempnall, Alice Cooke, whose indictment survives as well.

So, what else can we find out about Henry Maggs and his neighbors in Hempnall? Some of the village’s parish records from the 1600s still survive, and there we find Henry, his wife Anne and two children: Henry junior, born in 1614 and baptized on May 10, and Sarah, born in 1616 and baptized on October 15. Tragically, little Henry died in 1615, and his mother Anne in 1640—she was buried on May 12 of that year. After that, Henry senior was a widower, who apparently did not remarry. But we know he had a family, some of whom probably remained to mourn him after his execution. In 1632, he was wealthy enough to pay three shillings and eightpence in parish taxes, money that went to needy neighbors like Alice Cooke. In 1635, Henry was actually a churchwarden, suggesting he was loved, respected and had a place in his community. However, his younger neighbors—Robert and Susanna Whittred, Robert and Margaret Chettleborough and William and Margaret Dunnett, all of whom had children born in the 1630s—came to dislike him. The Dunnetts were bakers like Henry, so perhaps it was a professional rivalry that prompted William Dunnett to accuse Henry of killing his sow. Robert Chettleborough, whose family leased many acres of land in Hempnall, was a churchwarden alongside Henry in 1635, as well as sometimes managing property transactions for Hempnall manor along with his co-accuser Robert Whittred. Did they fall out with Henry Maggs over religion, land or some more personal disagreement? Much of his story will remain unknown to us, but now Henry Maggs is no longer alone in history, reduced to the punchline of a vile joke.

The records of Henry’s life help us see him as a real human being: a husband and father, a churchgoer who stood by the font in May 1614 and October 1616 as his children were christened. We can imagine him, proud and nervous in his best clothes, awkwardly holding his babies as the vicar Thomas Porter named them. Then we can see him as a sadder, older man who buried his wife some thirty years after their wedding. In 1635, Henry was perceived as a respectable church official, showing worshippers to their seats, passing round the collection plate at the end of religious services, counting the pennies donated by the congregation and doling them out to his neighbors in need. Henry signed the church’s accounts in that year, confirming that its finances were transparent, by making a mark under his name, which shows us that he could not write. Although he was illiterate, he was clearly seen as a capable, honest, decent neighbor, serving God at the heart of his community. In their eyes at this time, he was the opposite of a witch. Yet, just ten years later, that’s exactly what some people thought he was. This shows how the witch hunt of the 1640s, the one involving Matthew Hopkins and his witchfinding friends, turned everything upside down: even previously secure citizens, people just like you or me, might be accused of Satanic crimes.

You can visit the place where Henry lived and worked as a churchwarden, to get a sense of how safe he must have felt in his world. St. Margaret’s church looks much the same as it would have when Henry last left it in the summer of 1645. It stands at the center of Hempnall, overlooking whitewashed, brown-tiled Tudor cottages. Henry’s home was just over the churchyard wall to the north, a cottage in the area called “the Cookshop.” A view of the church’s square tower would have filled his windows: it dominates the village, its crenellated walls speckled with flint, gothic windows sparkling in the sun. The graveyard between Henry’s house and his church is embanked above the lane leading toward Norwich, the road Henry took to his trial. His son, little Henry, and wife, Anne Maggs, are buried there under the neat green grass and ivied trees—Henry himself would have been buried in Norwich in unconsecrated ground, near the site of his execution. The church’s interior is plain—white stone columns, clear glass windows, dusty red tiles. A Jacobean Communion table lurks under a lace cloth beside the altar. Communion tables replaced older church furnishings in many of the more radical parish churches of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Religious reformers of the time, people who wanted Protestantism to be even more fundamentalist than when their new church broke away from Catholicism in the 1530s, thought an ordinary table was a simpler, purer location for Communion than a stone altar. Such older church features felt too traditional to them: Catholic, and maybe even a bit pagan. Hempnall’s plain Communion table, and the simplicity of the church’s open, bright interior, suggest that although by the 1640s the village’s vicar was the traditionalist William Barwick, Henry Maggs likely lived among a puritanical congregation made up mainly of reformers. Perhaps it was these people who accused him of witchcraft and set him on his bitter, futile quest to prove he was not an agent of the devil but just an ordinary elderly man.

Back outside in the sunshine, there’s one last echo of Henry as we leave Hempnall. Just south of the church, under a bridge on the main road called The Street, runs a brook that once served as a mill leat. Henry would have baked with flour from that mill.1 Now that we know a bit more about him, we can almost see him: hauling sacks of grain in the summer sun and winter frost, kneading loaves and crimping pie tops, dusting the flour from his hands. He’s not the stupid witch “Meggs,” but Henry Maggs, churchwarden, father, husband and baker, someone we can recognize as a person like us.

This book tells the story of “witches” like Henry Maggs and the people who surrounded them: their families, neighbors, fellow suspects and also their friends, the people who tried to defend them. Over a decade and across much of Britain, we will trace the spread of the witch-hunting panic that claimed Henry Maggs’s life along with many others.

We begin in the early 1640s, in a country on the brink of civil war. The witch-hunting inferno started in Essex in 1645 and moved north across East Anglia, into the Midlands and north, but it came from sparks lit across middle England and in Scotland too. The witchfinders that drove this hunt were motivated by ideas about witchcraft that originated in previous decades, however—an era that began with the passing of the Witchcraft Acts in 1563. In these, witches were defined as people who collaborated with the devil, often causing harm to their neighbors and working evil magic. Initially, only their most harmful activities were punishable by imprisonment or death, but in 1604 another Witchcraft Act imposed the death penalty for most types of witchcraft activity—including performing love spells, finding lost items by divination and any kind of contact with supposed spirits, good or bad—meaning that the people caught up in the witch hunt of the 1640s during the British civil wars were very likely to be executed if they were found guilty. Even apparently benign magic—any indication that the accused had recited charms, met a magical animal, heard spirit voices or promised magical healing—would likely lead to condemnation.

In England, convicted witches were hanged, while in Scotland they were strangled and their bodies burned at the stake. Between 1640 and 1650, many hundreds of people were executed as witches in Britain. But the witch hunt also had repercussions even further afield, some 3,000 miles away in America, where colonists soon began their own large-scale witch trials. Indeed, without the frenetic British witch hunt of the 1640s to show the way, the infamous Salem witch trials of 1692 may never have taken place.

Yet, until recently, with the digitization and cataloging of many previously unknown historical records, we knew little about most of the hunt’s victims. This book tries to redress the triple historical injustice of the witch hunt, in which suspects were, firstly, convicted of an impossible crime; secondly, then forgotten by their communities; and thirdly, have subsequently been overlooked by history. There are many valuable histories—local, national and international—that tell the story of those who persecuted them: the professional witchfinders, the judges and magistrates, the godly gentlemen and churchmen who pursued Satan’s agents on their estates and in their parishes. These people were important drivers of events, of course, but it is time to hear more about the accused people and their lives, especially who they were before someone labeled them “witch.” What is left of their world and the lives they led within it? Can we grant them some empathy, a moment of our attention and respect, as we learn what we can of their circumstances and how they dealt with them? Such a rediscovery of their history is timely, because in our own world we can see only too clearly the resurgence of political and religious hatreds, misogyny, nationalistic prejudice and persecution. Valuing historical victims of injustice is part of understanding the rise of such trends, and—hopefully—of resisting them.

It’s important to explore localized histories for their own sake, too: giving the witch trial’s stories back to the places that made them, community by community, revealing the challenges that faced each town or village and its people, well before the witch-obsessed disruptors showed up to make everything worse. Local history is the foundation of national and global history. When we can recover a story from the past that’s linked to places we know, it’s likely we’ll feel that history personally. Perhaps it’s possible to own that history in a unique way, facing and acting on its lessons because it’s very obviously ours. Many of us will even be the descendants of accused witches and witch hunters, in our home communities and from elsewhere, whether we know it or not. A compassionate exploration of our shared witch histories should make us think about what happened to those people and why—and whether the same things or something like them could, under the right circumstances, happen to us or people we know today. This book is a journey through some of the places where the British witch hunt of the 1640s happened, following the accused people singly or in groups to learn everything we can about them and their communities, the accusers and questioners, the defenders and mourners. Welcome, then, to Witchland.





CHAPTER 1 THE TROUBLES OF SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY BRITAIN: RELIGION, WAR, WITCHCRAFT

Although we can see many connections between our own lives and those of Henry Maggs and his fellow villagers, seventeenth-century Britain was very different from today. Look around you now and strip away the trappings of the present. No electricity, no phones, no bright screens flashing information, no cackling TV in the corner of the room. Quiet, isn’t it? No planes, trains, cars; no distant noise of rush hour. No plastic, no fridge, no supermarket. No water you’d consider clean, no antibiotics, no anesthetics. Keep going until you stand in a world that’s hard, but not impossible, to imagine. Deep black nights, candlelit. Evenings filled with gossip, mending clothes and tools. Waking in the dark to a day of physical labor. Want some cheese? Make it. Want some candles, socks, a snare, a salve? Make them too. Organic food, skies full of birds, farmland webbed with hedgerows. Hunger, plague, influenza: waves of death that scoured the villages every few years, tearing away a third of your neighbors, the children next door, the love of your life. Compulsory worship with frightening dogma, which could lead you equally plausibly to heaven or hell. Tight, familial church communities, huddled in isolated villages and small towns; people held in place; a striking lack of privacy and liberty. Sin, suspicion, fear.

Poorer folk and women were especially firmly regulated by religion in this seventeenth-century world—people like Alice Cooke of Hempnall. That will matter in the story of the witch hunt. Without religion and its laws, there would have been no such thing as a “witch,” and these two social groups—the poor and the female—were disproportionately targeted by accusations of witchcraft. Yet the word “witch” described an unreality: a person in league with the devil, using magic and evil spirits to hurt their neighbors, turning away from God to worship Satan. The creation of that unreal enemy depended on a complex belief structure regulating church congregations, especially their least conforming and most vulnerable members. The self-assured neighbors of these people would often target them at their lowest ebb to try to force compliance, frequently involving the confession of sin. Unmarried mothers were questioned about their “fornication” and the paternity of their babies during their labor, their pain believed to prompt honesty. That was in part to force the fathers to pay child maintenance, thus saving taxpayers’ money, but also supposedly to save the souls of both parents. It sounds bad enough in the abstract, doesn’t it? But it’s even worse when you realize that this was the reality for specific women: people like Susan Thrower of Kettleborough in Suffolk. In 1644, Susan was questioned during labor by her midwife, who then informed magistrates that Susan had named Cuthbert Dale as her child’s father, in her “extremity of pain.” The court ordered him to pay up and ordained that if he defaulted, he would be fined twenty pounds (about £2,300 in today’s money) or imprisoned. Meanwhile, Susan was sent to the house of correction for a year with her baby, a prison-like facility where unmarried mothers were “punished and set on work,” as the magistrates smugly recorded.1 This, the perfectly decent people of Kettleborough reasoned, was a natural and godly rebuke for Susan and Cuthbert’s sin.

Poorer women were extremely vulnerable if they were judged to have sinned like this. They could be jailed, denied church charity and excluded from the congregation to which they’d belonged. Worst off were those displaced from the parish of their birth, driven out by conflict or condemnation. They would be hounded from any other parish, because they might claim “relief”—welfare payments funded by parish taxes. Pregnant women and mothers were especially unwelcome. Sometimes they abandoned their children, as was the case with the baby “found in the street” in Great Yarmouth, Norfolk, in 1639 and christened Charity before her death. Some poor families trudged from one village to another, falling victim to violence, hunger and cold. “Samuel Wharton, son of Robert Wharton (a beggarman),” “Mary Wharton, daughter of Robert (a beggarman)” and “Robert Wharton (a beggarman)” were all buried in Manningtree in Essex on 3, 8 and September 28, 1624. “A traveling child of thirteen years of age was found dead in a drift of snow,” recorded Lawford’s parish clerk, also in Essex, in February 1658. In Newcastle upon Tyne in February 1650, “a poor boy” died outside the fine houses by the Tyne bridge, likely of cold and hunger.2 In this world, it was easy to become an outcast, begging, falling out with neighbors who refused to help—a clash that was often a precondition for an accusation of witchcraft.

These unfortunate souls were supposed to stay in their birthplace, hoping church charity would sustain them. That fixity supposedly gave them a controllable identity under an all-seeing God, one that luckier folk imagined made society “safe.” But that was always an illusion. And during the civil wars between King and Parliament that raged across Britain in the 1640s, such ideal stasis was impossible to preserve. After war broke out over religious and political differences in 1642, people had to flee when their villages became war zones, while other places were filled with desperate refugees. People left their parishes to fight in the wars, or to run away from the wars; many fled because of religious or political change, or disruption to trade or food supply, or simply relocated to take up new opportunities. The wars caused massive destruction of religious and civic buildings, mills and mines, housing, crops, herds and transport infrastructure, damaging prosperity and forcing some people to move or starve. Castles and stately homes were blown up, towns put under siege and their walls razed, churches stripped. Besieged towns such as Newcastle upon Tyne, Gloucester and Colchester were ravaged from both inside and out; houses, chapels, almshouses and barns around the towns were pulled down or burned by defenders to provide a clear field of fire, while the towns themselves were also bombarded by attackers. Some people lost everything, without compensation, and became homeless, throwing themselves on the charity of any parish where they ended up. The resulting climate of instability and fear meant church communities were constantly on guard against strangers without and enemies within.3

This perception of threat, intertwined with a harsh interpretation of religious morality, dominated seventeenth-century life, with the optimistic, protective and compassionate aspects of Christianity often overpowered by fear and a desire to judge. The impulse to hate, rather than love, thy neighbor—especially one who practiced a different version of the same faith—was also depressingly strong. The British civil wars were, in part, fought because people wanted to create their own religious paths, but unfortunately that freedom did not generally lead to a kinder Christianity. While some newly prominent groups (such as those who later became known as Quakers) emphasized love, fellowship and justice, some members of other sects (like the Presbyterians) created new fears, new sins, new tests and new punishments. Perhaps this new mood—a narrower, harsher definition of religious truth—was what made Henry Maggs look like a witch in the eyes of his neighbors. It was a mood that had been brewing since the Reformation movement took hold in Britain around a hundred years earlier. The Reformation saw Protestantism become the favored religion across England and Wales, replacing the Catholicism that had preceded it. King Henry VIII (reigned 1509–1547) declared himself head of the Church of England and Wales in 1534 and the Church of Ireland in 1536, and he and his successors gradually moved these churches away from Catholicism. The Church of Scotland, meanwhile, turned Protestant in the 1560s. Many English, Welsh and Scottish people and most Irish people remained Catholic and thus opposed to the official religion, but the state churches were marching steadily away from them and toward fundamentalist revolution.

Yet, for some British people, this march toward godly reform was not fast or ambitious enough. These fundamentalists saw even the new Protestant establishment as too ritualistic and wealthy, reminiscent (they thought) of the Catholicism that had shaped national religion until the mid-sixteenth century. So they formed their own breakaway sects, separating from the state church. The most disruptive innovators, and the originators of some of the harshest repressions, including the witch hunts, were the extreme Protestant sectarians often labeled “puritans” by their enemies (they themselves preferred the names “reformers” or “the godly”). This overarching label encompassed Anabaptists, Baptists, Brownists, Levelers, Antinomians, Presbyterians, Ranters and many of the highly individual prophets and seers of 1640s Britain. Beyond wanting reform of existing religious options, these various sects differed greatly from each other. And members of these new churches were mostly not the black-dressed, hypocritical, sour-faced, monocultural figures favored by popular narrative, but often included colorful figures who were sometimes surprisingly modern in their desires. Some allowed women preachers and deaconesses, some worshipped in fields or barns instead of church buildings, which they saw as tainted by traditional design and doctrine. Some even stood up against witch hunting. But others promoted it.

Unfortunately, each of these fundamentalist groups believed they had a monopoly on truth. It was all too easy to see competitor churches and anomalous people as heretical, even demonic. What if even the slightest error in doctrine or practice allowed the devil to mislead and damn well-meaning Christians? And what if, having been shown the error of their ways, the unorthodox individuals refused to change? Then it became permissible to attack them, firstly with harsh words but then resorting to physical repression.4 At the sectarian level, Baptists ridiculed Quakers, Presbyterians oppressed Anabaptists. And at the personal level, many people suffered painfully for their beliefs. In September 1644, Suffolk housewife Thomasine Stott was arrested for refusing to go to her state church. She admitted she was an Anabaptist, who had recently been rebaptized as an adult. She thought this adult rite better represented her informed commitment to her faith: Christ had not commanded his followers to baptize children, so baptism ought to be a later choice. For this argument Thomasine was jailed—stuffed into a damp, stinking, deadly stone cell crawling with rats and lice—to force her to change her beliefs.5

You won’t need to know about all these sects to follow the story of the witch hunt, so don’t worry. But the overall picture of religious infighting in 1640s Britain is essential to understanding how some people, especially poorer folk and especially women, found themselves on the wrong side of powerful, pious opponents. And, of course, such self-righteousness and entitled aggression created the perfect atmosphere in which to hunt witches: the ultimate, devil-loving heretics. It seems no accident that the largest single witch trial of the 1640s, involving about 140 suspects, was held in Bury St. Edmunds, in Suffolk—where, overlooking the courtroom, hulks an enormous ruin: the former Catholic abbey. When it was closed down in 1539, its treasures, books and relics were seized and its lands and buildings sold off, some to local nobles and gentry, some to the town authorities of Bury. The building itself was then torn apart by builders scavenging stone, lead, glass and timber. By the time of the witch trial, the sacred building stood stripped of its roofing and outer masonry—a fleshless skeleton; its giant west window glassless, miming a stone scream. The glee with which the abbey was dismantled reflected centuries of tension between the town authorities and the monks. Once Protestants took over in national government, the town seemed to have won—but it was a hollow victory, because it ripped apart the social structures and economy that had held Bury and much of its county, Suffolk, together.

Then, in 1608, a fire began in a malthouse in Bury to the east of the ruined abbey complex. It burned for three days, destroying almost half the town. Warehouses full of fish, salt, sugar and spices, stores of corn and hay, as well as horses and cattle that could not be rescued, were burned. All that was left of over two hundred homes, public buildings and shops were “heaps of stones and pieces of timber.” Previously wealthy families were reduced to begging; the cost of rebuilding was estimated at a hundred thousand pounds (about £22 million today). The scars would have been evident for decades—the backdrop to the events of the 1640s. And in the seventeenth century, such events were explained as God’s punishment. A printed news pamphlet labeled the blaze “an imposition of calamity laid upon [the townspeople] by the hand and power of God for their secret sins and offenses.” Such “strange events” were “prognostications of worse to come,” it continued, unless Suffolk’s citizenry sought “to win grace and favor at God’s hands by amendment of our lives.” When the civil wars began and witches were thought to be stalking the land, it was easy for people to assume that killing these enemies, these witches, would redeem their community—it offered a comforting semblance of power and control in an uncertain, religiously unstable situation.6



Alongside this fractured religious landscape, some of the challenges faced by the communities that were drawn into the witch hunt of the 1640s were specifically wartime ones, caused or exacerbated by the civil wars. This book’s stories begin in the early years of the wars, in 1643, and end with the conclusion to the main period of fighting, which came to a shaky halt in the early 1650s. You won’t need to know much about the civil wars to read the stories of the witchcraft trials, but here’s what’s important. The wars—plural, because at least four different national groups were involved and there were multiple outbreaks of fighting—began in earnest in 1642. Like the religious infighting of the time, they had their roots in the Reformation. By the early 1640s, it was clear that Henry VIII’s royal takeover of religion had fatefully entangled the monarch’s power in sectarian strife, and many people had come to feel hatred and contempt for their royal family. Since the monarch led both the church and state, all the kingdoms’ ills could be traced back to him, leading to political meltdown.

Throughout the early 1600s there were disagreements between successive British kings—James VI and I (reigned 1603–1625) and his son Charles I (reigned 1625–1649)—and religious radicals. There was a localized war between English and Scottish armies when Charles I tried to impose religious policy north of the border. There was a Catholic revolt in Ireland. There were bitter disputes between the king and the English Parliament over tax-raising powers, his desire for alliances with Catholic countries, his Catholic queen, and the rights of Members of Parliament to determine religious policy. Members of the English Parliament’s lower debating chamber, the House of Commons, wanted more power, and they wanted the bishops in the upper chamber, the House of Lords, to have less. Charles resisted, arguing that, as head of the church, such decisions were his, but the reformers didn’t agree. Relations between the king and his peoples finally broke down in January 1642, when, after a failed attempt to arrest Members of Parliament in the Commons, the king realized he was under personal threat from radical, bishop-hating rioters and fled his capital city, London. The civil wars had begun.

Communities across Britain armed themselves, choosing sides: either King or Parliament. By the summer, the king had lost control of his capital, of government on a national and local scale, and of much of “his” army and navy. He went on the run, moving between various English cities. Fighting began as noblemen and officers on both sides tried to take over territories that supported their opponents. The first large battle between Parliamentarians and Royalists was on October 23, 1642, in Warwickshire in the English Midlands, with a second battle three weeks later near London. By September 1643—when this book begins—the war had dislocated everything. Courts no longer held their regular sessions; cities were besieged; trade between Royalist areas and Parliamentarian London had been cut off; the transport of key localized commodities like coal, metal, cloth and fish had ceased; banking was in crisis; refugees streamed from one town to another; ordinary life was unsafe. What the outcome of the fighting would be was unclear. Then, in autumn 1643, Parliamentarians began to win a series of decisive victories. A year later, Scottish forces had joined the English Parliamentarians, capturing northern English towns like Newcastle, while Royalists fought back in the southwest from their shrinking stronghold in Cornwall. By 1646, Parliament had won the first civil war and the king was under arrest.

Unfortunately, as they neared victory, the winning side—the Parliamentarians—began to quarrel among themselves, often about religion. There were two main factions: Presbyterians and Congregationalists (sometimes called Independents). Presbyterians rejected control of the church by bishops but sometimes accepted royal authority, especially after 1646, when they hoped to strike a deal with the king, establishing them as the state’s chosen sect. Within local churches, they preferred the leadership of presbyteries, councils of parishioners, which were linked together by common policies across Britain. Congregationalists wanted none of this, demanding complete independence of thought, separation of church and state and freedom for members of each congregation to make localized decisions. The English Parliamentarian army was broadly Congregationalist and republican, while the Presbyterians had the support of the Scottish army. It was a complex, shifting pattern of loyalties, but in 1648 it prompted the Scots to invade England to try to impose Presbyterian church government and restore the king to his throne. They lost this second civil war and Parliament decided that the threat from Royalists and Presbyterians combined was now too strong to allow the king to remain alive. He was executed on January 30, 1649. Charles I’s son, Charles II, was accepted as King of Scotland, causing further fighting between English and Scottish forces, as well as more fighting in Ireland, which lasted until 1651. Parliament was once again victorious, and Charles II spent the next nine years in exile before a deal was signed restoring him as king of all the British Isles.7



If you’d lived in the 1640s, you’d certainly have felt some emotions that are familiar today. One was the sense that everything was falling apart. There was too much change too fast, much of it for the worse. Ancient institutions were bent to new purposes. Everything became politicized. One example was the nightly watch, whose officers—known as Watchmen—patrolled the streets of larger towns and cities during the hours of darkness. In the 1640s, the Watch became more like a militia than the reassuring figures they had been in the past, with their half-hourly cries singing out the time, weather and security state: “past three o’clock, fine and frosty, and all’s well.” Like policemen, the Watch had looked out for and dealt with everyday trouble: fires, floods, burglars. But during times of war, both night watches and day watches were organized by communities in case of what they referred to as “alarums”—sneak attacks or outbreaks of fighting. Wartime watchers worked in a twenty-four-hour, seven-days-a-week team staffed by (often unwilling) “volunteers” who could be fined or summoned to court if they failed to show up. Many of the watchers now carried firearms, as well as or instead of the simple stick that city Watchmen normally held. Wartime watches might look out for other kinds of threat alongside military attacks, too. In 1643, the people of Newmarket in Suffolk set up a “watch and ward” to stop people arriving in their town from plague-wracked Cambridge. Travelers were to be challenged from a safe distance and warded off.8

This mood of increased judicial wariness and surveillance fed into the witch hunt. Some witchfinders that we’ll meet in the book, such as the Scotsmen Hew Kennedie and James Sandilands, and the southerners Matthew Hopkins and John Stearne, experimented with different types of watching as part of their efforts to detect criminality among their suspects. Each of them felt that keeping accused people under observation around the clock was vital and that everything they did ought to be documented. Witches, they thought, might be visited by demons or animal familiars or start confessing under such observational pressure. Some witchfinders forced suspects to remain still while they were being watched—standing up and balanced, for example, on a stool. Others insisted on continual motion, walking accused people up and down in an enclosed space or cell. Both types of bodily control meant that sleep was impossible for the subject of the surveillance, so wakefulness became part of the act of watching. Of course, witch watchers had to stay awake too, but they worked in shifts to allow each other to rest. Some witchfinders stripped their suspects, like the professional witch prickers who worked across Scotland and parts of England, to give complete assurance that nothing was being hidden. Stripping witches was an old practice, but it added to the sense of siege and universal surveillance experienced by the accused people and everyone else in wartime Britain.

What witch examiners were looking for was physical evidence of demonic contact. The best proof was the kind of mark that poor Henry Maggs had himself searched for at Norwich in summer 1645—a mole, wart, growth or other skin abnormality. Such marks were thought by witch hunters to provide a teat where a demonic animal familiar might suck blood from a witch, as payment for doing magical harm on the witch’s behalf. The blood also symbolized the pact or covenant supposedly made between witch and demon, during which—tacitly or explicitly—the witch promised to turn away from God, worship the devil and hand over their soul to Satan at the time of their death. Searching for marks was extremely invasive, with searchers probing every bodily orifice. A pile, prolapse or mouth ulcer would do just as well as a wart to indicate guilt. Male searchers inspected male suspects, while accused women were stripped by respectable matrons and midwives who were expected to know what was and was not normal for female anatomy. The process was frightening and demeaning and helped to break down resistance to confession, as every inch of flesh was prodded. Some searchers sought numb spots that did not bleed, identifying these by pricking the suspect’s flesh. Such a spot could indicate previous demonic suckling, they thought, just like a teat.

As well as searching and surveillance, documentation was also important to witchfinders. The world, so broken and slipping daily into deeper chaos, needed to be captured, controlled, fixed and held to account with ink and paper. The main guide would be God’s word (the Bible), of course, but the words of godly people and the actions those words recorded would also play a role in national reform. There was no point in gathering evidence of people’s sin, crime and anti-Christian activity if it could not be presented to the relevant authorities as a dossier of evidence, hopefully resulting in a trial. The process could become quite bureaucratic, echoing the increased level of state interference in ordinary people’s lives during the civil wars. More people were literate in the seventeenth century than ever before, so they noted down charges, confessions, additional pieces of information about suspects and stories gathered from witnesses. The wars were very destructive of archives in some places, with one parish register noting simply that its information is “very defective, many persons not being registered… all things in this nation being in confusion.”9 Yet in many witchcraft cases a surprising variety of information survives about accusers and suspects, including pre-trial paperwork, court documents, handwritten accounts, printed newspaper-style booklets and signed statements. In others, hardly anything remains. Many trials must have been completely erased from the historical record so that we’ll never know they happened.



Around eight hundred thousand people probably died because of the civil wars—from battle injuries, massacres, disease and famine linked to the fighting—although figures are very inexact. It was a horrific time for survivors, too. Throughout the story of the witch hunt we’ll meet a crowd of terrified and impoverished people: welfare claimants adrift in a system under strain, parents alarmed for sick children and wary of their neighbors, pastors desperate to retain control of feuding parishioners, conscripted soldiers, overburdened administrators, refugees fleeing battle, tradespeople threatened by ruin, farmers, fishers, shopkeepers and servants trying to carry on their normal lives. In this book, we’ll follow the trail of historical evidence to watch the hunt grow from scattered sparks in middle England and Scotland to a conflagration, spreading from Essex north through Suffolk, Norfolk and the northern counties. Eastern, middle and northern England were worst affected, while Scotland experienced a major witch hunt of its own. Wales and Ireland were least affected, and western England also appears to have been less interested in witch hunting. Even so, by the end of the hunt at least two hundred people would have been executed for an impossible crime, likely more. This is their story, recovered from fractured archives, pieced together to highlight ten different communities, each with its accused witch or witches, across Witchland.

While we can’t explore the lives of all the “witches” of the 1640s hunt—that would take a far fatter tome than this—I hope you’ll be intrigued and appalled by the sheer scale of the persecution, more than a little concerned by the conspiracy theories and prejudice that fueled it, and perhaps you’ll want to find out more about people who were or are being subjected to witch trials in the history of your own community, wherever you live.

During the hunt of the 1640s, communities lost their moral compass and turned in on themselves, with neighbors polarized by mutual fear. Vulnerable people like Henry Maggs and Alice Cooke were stigmatized as outsiders and persecuted in self-righteous rage. Fanatics pursued their enemies with libelous caricature, and fake news flourished. Otherwise thoughtful citizens imagined their justice system perfect, their leaders infallible, their ministers holier than most, their lawgivers cleverer, their common sense intuitive. They were mistaken. The witch hunt that resulted is a story of well-meaning mass murder. Although the dead are dead, we can set right some of the wrongs done by remembering them and learning what we can about the witch-hunting phenomenon.

So the story of Witchland should prompt questions in anyone tempted to trust comfortable myths. And we should not shy away from the bigger question too: what do you think you or I would have done when the witchfinders came to our town? As we find ourselves once again facing the challenges of polarized, war-torn and persecutory times, can we learn from the mistakes made by our forebears in the era of the witch hunt? How concerned should we be about modern “witch hunts,” attacks by powerful people on those who are vulnerable? One of the chapters of this book focuses on a “witch” from the 1640s who shares my name—a sobering discovery. Could I have been accused of witchcraft if I’d lived in the 1640s? Could you?






PART 2 Forebodings: Southern England and Lowland Scotland







CHAPTER 2 MURDER ON THE BATTLEFIELD

The Nameless Water-Witch of Newbury, Berkshire, 1643

Before the Battle of Newbury, Berkshire, began on September 20, 1643, some hungry soldiers serving in the Earl of Essex’s Parliamentarian army left their camp to gather what food they could from hedgerows and orchards—nuts, apples, plums and blackberries. As they foraged across the flood plain of a river, one of the soldiers climbed a tree to pick fruit and get a better view of any other possible supplies. It was from that vantage point that he saw an astonishing sight: a woman was apparently walking on water on the river nearby! Awestruck and rattled, he beckoned his comrades to come and see. The men debated what to do. Together they crept toward the riverbank, then surrounded and ambushed the woman. On closer inspection, they found that she was floating on a plank. However, this seemed to them no less miraculous than levitating on the water itself. How could she “stand upon the board,” they marveled, “turning and winding it which way she pleased, making it pastime [like a game] to her”? Primed by their initial belief that she was walking on water, they decided her command of this unusual boat must be a supernatural feat. The woman must be a witch. So the soldiers seized her and hauled her away to be questioned by their unit’s commander, the Earl of Essex himself. Later their story was written up by a pro-Parliamentarian journalist and published as the sensational story of the detection of
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