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For you, dear Reader.

	 

	
A Note For The Reader

	 

	Before the infamous witch trials of Salem, there were those of Manningtree.

	I have a deep-seated passion for the past and a curiosity for this very dark historical period.

	I was born in Essex and raised in Suffolk, so tales of the infamous Matthew Hopkins, Witch-Finder General, have always intrigued me, schooling my dark fascination.

	Daughters of the Oak is not a factual report of one of his witch trials but rather the spirit behind the story. I have applied a copious amount of poetic licence throughout the book to create a fictional account. But all the while using this grim period of English history as the essence and heart of the book.

	However, please bear in mind although the story I weave is fictitious, the man behind the witch hunts was very real.

	It is well documented how hundreds of innocent women were persecuted, tortured, and even executed at his hand, so the fate of my characters could well parallel those of real individuals.

	To emphasise this point, I have purposely left those condemned women nameless.

	 

	
[image: Image]

	 

	
A Little History

	 

	Matthew Hopkins appeared from seemingly nowhere around 1644. There is scarce knowledge of his early years, with little documentation. However, it is thought that he was born around 1619 - 1620, the fourth child of six, to James Hopkins, a Puritan Minister of Great Wenham, Suffolk, with some records pertaining to the Minister still in existence.

	It is suspected that he had been a practising Lawyer somewhere in Essex. Maybe, with little success, as with some family inheritance, he purchased The Thorn Inn in Mistley, Manningtree. It was here that he conducted his witch trials.

	With the English Civil War raging across an unsettled country, superstition was rife. With his self-titled status of Witchfinder General, he scoured East Anglia. During this dark period of English history, between 1644 – 1646, it is thought that the number of those executed by his hand could be as high as 230.

	A famous witch trial of 1645 in Bury St. Edmunds, Suffolk, saw a mass hanging of 18 people in one day. Matthew Hopkins was prolific and at the centre of this trial. A second witch trial in Bury St. Edmunds in 1662 is said to have set precedence for the infamous Salem Witch Trials at the end of the century.

	Matthew Hopkins disappeared from public notoriety around the end of 1646. He died of tuberculosis and was buried in Mistley, Manningtree, on 12th August 1647, in his late twenties, a young man by today’s standards.
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	Frontispiece from Matthew Hopkins’

	The Discovery of Witches (1647)

	 

	 

	
England 1645

	 

	Civil War clutches the country in a merciless embrace. It has been raging, trudging its heavy boots, sweeping the weary nation with fear and battle, for nigh on three years.

	The hearts of men divided, The Royalists of King Charles and Cromwell’s Parliamentarians. Steadfast in their intentions to retain or gain power, each loyal to their cause but in fear and severe hatred of those with other contentious ideals.

	Yet, in the souls of the lowly countrymen, the humble farmer, the timid maiden, from clerk to clergy, another war rages, fuelled by ignorance. Superstition. It rules with a fierce rod. God-fearing folk seek refuge in pure beliefs and be damned any who step outside the boundary.

	Parliament propaganda whispers in men’s ears - There be evil. Slowly, gradually, gaining momentum ‘til it spreads like wildfire. Weed out the Crown’s servants of Satan. Reap the country bare of its demons. Beelzebub lurks, preying on the weak and needy. Innocent hearts to contaminate, milk to sour, butter to spoil, crops to rot.

	However, there is a man. One who wheedles his employment of local parish, town, village, and hamlet. One who is trusted, esteemed, and feared. He comes with those in his employ, to watch, gathering evidence and confession. His success speaks of a countryside rife with evil, an intemperate plague of witches, the Devil’s Whores.

	 

	‘Thou shall not suffer a witch to live.’ Exodus 22:18

	 

	
Part One

	The Past

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter One

	‘Superstition reeks foul in righteous hearts.’

	Manningtree - March 1645

	 

	What was it about this skittish pest that twisted her belly and quivered her skin? With brittle legs, it scuttled hither and thither. Vulnerable, fragile, yet so unaware and so tempting.

	It darted across her bare toes, halting, with one spindly limb resting upon her foot.

	Foolish girl, ‘tis thy turn.

	Take heed, little spider, I shall tear, rip legs from thy body, one by one.

	The tip of its sinewy leg tapped her bare skin. It was taunting her. Jeering, spiteful, hateful. Her fingers itched to bend, seize, clutch it, steal it up into her palms. To grip ‘til it stilled.

	It be thy turn, little pup.

	Hush spider or I will crush thee.

	†

	They had crept soundlessly. Halted on the boundary of the cottage and waited to make their claim. And claimed they had, as the glow of morning sung above the thatch. With thunderous bellows and thumping clubs, they had flogged the door and breached the sanctuary of her home.

	With the sun harsh and low on the rooftops, the young maiden had been yanked, screaming, from the clutches of her kin. Her shoulders still bore the purple bruises from her sister’s desperate grip. Pulled along the lane, her feet dragging, trenching through the thick mud, her mother wailing in her wake.

	She had resisted. She had fought. But they had been of mighty conviction and fearful intent, those men loyal to his name.

	She knew not of where she was. A whirlwind of turmoil and fear had clouded her eyes as they hauled her into a room. Only now did she glance, gathering her bearings, cold, dark. The small, leaded window granted little of the early light.

	An old woman stood before her, two more, younger, to either side.

	Her head whipped, searching the room, eagerly hunting for something, someone familiar. She needed to claim her innocence, to free this absurd, vicious charge from her person, clear her name. How could anyone, friend or foe, see her accused of such atrocities.

	There had been a misunderstanding; she wanted her to go home to her mother, to be in her bed. Mother would make it right; she always did. 

	A man stepped forward in the dim light. His eyes lingered on her face. He was staring, and she hated it; spiteful words always followed such glaring eyes. His face stern, creased with suspicion, he said nothing, instead gestured to the women.

	With a wave of his hand, the three set upon her, tearing, ripping cloth from skin. With a strange eagerness, they grabbed like fevered dogs, fingers gouging as they tore off her bodice and skirts. 

	Frozen in fear and humiliation, the maiden stood in just her meagre slip.

	‘All of it!’ he bellowed, deep, gruff. ‘Strip her… I need to see all her flesh.’

	Her arms folded about her breasts, trembling, eyes wide, staring, as the old woman pulled at her limbs, snatching them away. They were rough hands, fingers hard and callous, nails sharp and jagged. Grabbing the ribbons, she tugged at the ties, knotting them in her rage. Impatient, uncaring, unfeeling, the woman tore open the slip, exposing the maiden’s breasts.

	Naked, her dignity thrown to the floor with her ripped slip, an arm covering her breasts, the other desperate to conceal her virtue. Shivering, weeping, the disbelief that swamped her soul evident on her face, but they cared not.

	The other women disappeared, leaving the older and the man.

	‘Please, I beg thee.’

	‘Quiet, girl,’ his voice, a touch lower than before.

	A lash to her cheek. ‘Quiet.’ The woman spat as her hand left her reddened face.

	She could do nothing, shocked by the sudden pain.

	‘Now,’ he began, calmer still.

	The woman dragged a chair across the stone floor. The maiden watched her limp, her leg slightly bowed, her deformed foot lagging.

	The man sat.

	The maiden stood, terrified, of what she could not decipher, her vulnerability, stark and raw, her body freezing, naked, or that he was a man. His eyes lingered far too long on what he should not. Heat rushed her body as panic washed over her: her heart, a deafening thump in her skull.

	‘Does thou know why thou are here?’

	She knew not what to say, so resigned to remain silent. Merely stared with tear-soaked eyes.

	He edged nearer on the chair, leaning closer, his breath brushing her skin. She wanted to move, to run. But, alas, her feet were solid on the stone floor, legs quivering, arms clutching tighter still around her body. 

	‘Show me thy hands.’

	She hesitated. The man held out his palms up, offering. She glanced down, confused. Compassion? No.

	‘Show me thy hands.’

	Tentatively, she held them out, shaking. Painfully, her nipples hardened as the frigid air rushed her bare breasts. A silent prayer beneath her breath, pleading for mercy. He groaned, taking her hands, turning them over in his.

	With morning light gaining. A small shard cast across his arm. Pulling her forward into it, he inspected further. Rubbing his thumbs across her wrists, he pressed. She wanted to pull away, to run, to hide. Dropping one hand, he lifted her arm, painfully twisting it, turning her. Whilst his grip tightened around her wrist, his other hand ran up her arm, around her shoulder, dragging it down her back, the curve of her hip, then under to her breast. His hand scuffed over them, halting on her nipples. She yelped with pain, fear, shame.

	‘Please…’ 

	The old woman limped forward, gripping the maiden’s arms, pushing them above her head. ‘Be quiet.’

	‘Please?’ she wept, searching the old woman’s eyes for the merest speck of humanity.

	‘Hush. Please, girl.’

	For a moment, her poor heart faltered. Her eyes urged. But her arms tugged higher, old eyes stared back, cold.

	With eager hands and scanning features, the man rubbed over the delicate skin, grazing and scuffing with his nails. Suddenly, discarding her arms, the old woman stopped, crumpled to her knees, and clasped the maiden’s ankles. She pushed her feet apart. 

	‘What have I done? Please.’

	The old woman looked up at the girl, her eyes suddenly flashed, with an expression the maiden could only hope to decipher, ‘twas not of kindness, but more of her own despair.

	‘I have no understanding. I beseech thee.’

	‘Enough!’ 

	The bellow came with a great wave of his hand; it lashed across her breasts. Sitting back, he sighed.

	‘Thou must be quiet,’ he clucked his tongue on the roof of his mouth and smiled. ‘Unless thou are ready to confess?’ He raised his brows in question, shaking his head with a smirk. ‘Thought not.’

	A faint sob beneath her breath was all she could muster; disgrace and terror had possession of her senses, her mind a whirl of bewilderment.

	The woman’s callous fingers continued; they ran up the inside of her legs, pushing her knees apart. The maiden began to shake, her body quivering, cowering, as the old woman rubbed her hands up her thighs, skimming the tenderness of her womanhood.

	Darkness was falling over her soul; the light she had known now tainted with hate—a nightmare. With eyes clenched tight, she drifted, taking her thoughts with her on a loving journey of escape. Feeling the warmth of morning as it crept through her window, she watched as it played on the leaded panes, seeping into her room. Heard the softness of her mother’s voice as she cooked by the fire. She could smell home.

	With a harsh grip on her buttocks, she swung around, eyes flying open, to see the tangible horror before her.

	He rested back on the chair, his hands folded in his lap, settled on the dark knees of his breeches. She gazed, mesmerised, his fingers knitted together. Bewildered, lost in her own thoughts, she counted his digits as they unravelled. They left his knees and took her hands. She stared at her pale fingers in his rough, worn, old hands, weathered and dark. Dark like his soul.

	‘This can all be over. Simply confess thy sins. Confess and name thy cohorts.’

	No words left her lips. Somehow, she could find none, none to answer such ridiculous requests. Confess to what? What could these people possibly imagine was the reasoning behind this play. This act of hatred and confusion. How could any of this day be anything but some bizarre performance? 

	‘Thou shall confess. Thou has my word on that. The matter only to be if it shall be now or later.’ He sat back on the chair, almost tossing her hand, causing her to stagger until her back hit the rough wall. 

	‘Thou has nothing to say?’

	‘I know not.’

	‘Confess, girl. Confess the evil that has sodden thy soul.’ 

	Abruptly, he stood, grasping the back of the chair, hands gripping tight, rage emanating from his face. With a violent rush, he lunged, his fist making harsh contact with the maiden’s face.

	Shocked, horrified, the pain drew the air from her lungs as fire burnt her cheek. Her tender skin tore. Blood spurted and spattered, blurring her vision. She clutched her face, burying it in her hands.

	Instinctively, she wanted to scream, yell, sob. Instead, restoring the air to her lungs in a sharp gasp, she dropped her hands, her face resolute. She glared, unblinking, as the blinding pain silently scorched every nerve ending.

	Adamant, with gritted teeth, the maiden shook her head.

	‘Are thou ready to confess?’

	‘I do not understand.’ With a quavering voice, the words splintered and fractured. ‘I am not a witch.’

	He grumbled, a deep rumble in his chest, shaking his head in annoyance.

	‘I see.’ 

	Once again, he raised his fist. Impulsively, she cowered, bringing her arms up, wrapping them around her head. As she stooped over, folding her body in protection, his knee rose. With peremptory drive, it smashed into her face. Her nose exploded in a crimson torrent. 

	She collapsed to the stone floor. Great wailing screams left her lungs. The pain binding her in its pitiful prison of agony. 

	‘If thou are sure.’ 

	‘Wait.’

	‘Thou are ready to announce thy dealings with the devil?’

	‘Please, I beseech thee. I am innocent.’

	‘He predicted as much.’ With raised brows, he grabbed the chair, taking it with him; upon reaching the door, he turned. ‘He shall be here soon enough. I urge thee to confess.’

	‘Wait, please.’ Her mind whirled in muddled, clouded. She dragged herself up, trying to stand, her knees hard on the stone floor, hands clutching at the wall. ‘Please… who?

	‘Him. The General.’

	‘General?’

	‘The Witchfinder, himself.’ Laughter left his lips in a drip of venom.

	‘I am not a witch.’

	‘Of course, is that not what a witch would say, to plead innocence?’ 

	‘It is the truth.’

	Sliding back down, her head thudded against the wall. 

	He hesitated with a hand resting on the doorknob, carefully placing the chair on the floor, and strode back.

	She was hunched, a thin, bare figure of young womanhood, her pretty face torn, smashed, blood smeared. Her eyes would not open. She heard his footsteps and recoiled. Gently, his hand stroked her hair, easing the dark strands to reveal the bruised mess of her face. 

	The maiden froze as he caressed her cheek. Wiping his thumb across the open wounds. Smearing his fingers over her cheek as a fresh rush of blood oozed. He dragged his fingernails, raking them through the raw flesh. She whimpered.

	‘Such a pretty face, once,’ he whispered in her ear as his hands wove into her hair. ‘He shall not be as tolerant as I.’

	He glared, pulling her head back to meet his.

	Powerless, her eyes remained clenched shut. The pain excruciating. Clutching, knotting his fingers through her crimson-smeared hair, he pulled. Dragging her body up, grazing her bare skin against the abrasive wall. Her slender limbs lashed, tugging at his hands.

	She hung there. Her bare toes scarcely touching the floor. Her eyes now wide, traumatised, stupefied. She could see only hatred.

	He smiled. ‘Now? Or would thou rather endure more? I guarantee thou will admit dealing with the devil, for I can smell him on thy breath; it reeks of evil.’

	She gagged, tasting the bitterness of bile, as a warm, frothing glob of saliva hit her mouth, soiling her lips with his ale-soaked breath. 

	‘Thou shall hang. I shall see to it personally. I will have this village rid of the like of thee and thy kin. Witches.’

	One last tug, a matted knot of hair ripped from her scalp. It hung a knitted mass betwixt his fingers. Awash with blood, it dripped. A cry left her mouth in a pitiful squeal, ‘twas as much as she could muster.

	She crumpled to a heap on the floor.

	 

	


Chapter Two

	‘Fly away home, little sparrow…’

	The light through the tiny window was brighter now, yet her bearings were lost. Disorientated, befuddled. Unsure how much time had passed, the maiden sat, hunched, her back pressed to the solid wall.

	Squinting at the light, bringing a hand up to her face, she flinched at the pain. She felt her nose broken, split, her cheeks swollen, bruised. Her skin was no longer wet, but scabbed lumps of clotted, congealed blood clung.

	Closing her eyes again, she drifted, sleep taking her mind, a dazing, blurring a muddle of bewilderment. She longed to be home. Mother would be baking, could almost smell it, taste it upon her tongue. Her sister, sitting, her daughter betwixt her knees, brushing her long dark locks. Oh, her dear, beloved little Sarah. 

	Thud, the door swung open. The woman, the old one, limped into the room. 

	‘Stand up. Stand up, girl.’

	She tugged at her arms, pulling her up, her back scuffing the harsh stonewall; she felt a drop of blood trickle down her shoulder blades.

	‘I said, stand up.’ The woman dragged her to the middle of the room. ‘There,’ she pushed. ‘Do not move.’

	The woman left as tersely as she had arrived. For a moment, the girl hoped, wondered. The door ajar creaked on its hinges; a draught gushed through the room. She paused, her mind awhirl with hope.

	Could she run? Did she dare?

	Slam. Another door. Footsteps, not that of the woman, these were heavy and even. Voices. Two. Male. The man, she recognised his gruff, ale-sodden tone. Another, this one, lighter, well-spoken, softer.

	Oh. She gasped, swallowing a sour, choking lump. Intently, she listened, straining her ears for an inkling of hope. The voices trailed off, mere wisps on the breeze.

	A distant click, a door opened, followed by a soft footfall. Outside, she reasoned. Again, the door squeaked as fresh outside blew its way into her dark, musty hell.

	With a belly of fear and heart of hope, the young maiden filled her lungs with faith and sped to the chink. Peering through, the outside winked back, the midday sun danced on the grass. The maiden could smell her freedom, feel justice.

	She ran.

	Naked and alone. She made for the trees. Grass and soil, cold beneath her soles, she ran with all her might for her life. 

	Where to go?

	Home, that was all she knew. She must make it home. There had been a dreadful injustice, a confusion, a mistake. He would see that. He would make that right. She was innocent.

	With no idea of position, direction or where on earth she was, she halted. Bewildered. The coppice was thick, the trees tall, though still winter-worn, their branches bare and sharp with twigs. They gave little cover and no concealment. She needed to continue.

	Confused, terrified, she sat. The ground was damp but softer than the stone of that room. There was no doubt she had to move. Make it home.

	Voices. Distant but distinct. Fierce and harried. 

	She scrambled to her feet, lurching forward, tripping on a gnarled, knotted root. Her head cracked against the tree. Stunned, dazed, she felt a fresh deluge of blood course her forehead. 

	Feet, dozens of them behind her, shouts and demands. She felt hopeless, squeezing her eyes tightly shut. A nightmare. This was not real. She could feel her mother and hear her sister’s voice. Get thyself to thy feet, hurry, quickly, thou must make it home.

	She wanted to sleep.

	Resigning herself to her fate, her head slipped to the ground, her cheek to the mud, her long, matted hair, a blanket over her battered features. Yes, she would stay awhile; let sleep take her. Perhaps the reaper would pity her doomed soul, take her now, rather than leaving her to the mercy of those consumed by hate.

	Get up. Quickly.

	A hand grabbed hers, pulling, hauling the maiden to her feet. With dazed eyes, a blur of stark, skeletal trunks flashed her vision. Whacks, blows to her body, face as they thrashed and beat. Betwixt the trees, she ran. Her mind unable to dodge the dense coppice, the trees victorious in the battle.

	Eventually, dragged into the clearing, the wood behind, her hazy vision grasped its bearings.

	She looked down at her hand, empty; she was alone. The field yonder, she was almost home. She could see the chimney smoke weaving its enticement above the thatch. If she could just make it to the lane, she would see home. Mother would be there, waiting for her; she would make all right with the world.

	Damp beneath the raw soles of her feet. Long, green blades lapped and lashed at her naked legs. With no regard to the increasingly loud yelling in her wake, she coursed on. Home, the thought of her kin compelling her forward.

	The lush meadow underfoot gave way to the ditch. Its sheer drop, a sludge of thick mud. It took her. The fall coated her thin nakedness with cold, sticky sludge. She lay, sprawled at the bottom, amid the broken twigs, the mulch of undergrowth and festering remains of vermin and pests.

	Get up. Get up and run.

	The voice called from inside her skull. But she could not move. Running a hand over her body, she swiped away the dirt, the sodden muck of old life.

	A hand reached down, grabbed her arm, yanking her up, her feet scrambling to gather balance.

	Get up now, child.

	Digging her toes and fingertips into the deep mud, she heaved. Her knees pushing hard, she climbed. Grasping, clutching at old tree roots, she pulled her body out. Slumped on the verge, she breathed the grass, the scent of early spring in her nose.

	A great sigh filled her soul, her tired eyes closed, her thoughts fading – maybe, if I just lay here, sleep awhile? A slight touch to her face, a gentle voice whispered.

	Run home.

	It took her hand, pulling, she held on tightly, strong fingers folding around her hand. Warmth spread through her arm, sparking a wave of great intent, jolting her heart with a great firebolt. She would make it home. 

	Run, run, run. Once more, the voice loud betwixt her ears, thundering sparks of light behind her eyes. Run for home.

	Soft, almost in flight. The scent of sun-kissed grass caressed her senses as her toes skimmed the tops of the blades. Feather-light rays of the afternoon sun skipped across her naked skin, glistening, glowing with youth and beauty. Birds chirped above her head, swooping, escorting her home, coursing her journey.

	As if in her own flight, the maiden spread her arms, stretching her fine, withering limbs as her fingers teased the dancing breeze. Her face to the warm sun glow, she breathed in life.

	Swift, harsh, crack. Her head abruptly met the solid trunk of the great oak. She thundered to the ground; her body crunched beneath its boughs. 

	This tree spoke of home. It spoke of truth, of love, untainted by these atrocious accusations of witchcraft.

	This tree had stood, steadfast and true, for generations, watching, standing guard over her kith and kin.

	Huge boughs, ripely laden with seasons gifts, greens and golds. Even in its skeletal poise, it marked its position as majestic custodian, where she had sat as a child, beneath its protection, observing.

	Watching him. Watching her.

	Thundering pain shot through her skull, her hands clutching her face, tearing

	
	
	
	

images/image-1.png
MATTHEW HOPKINS,

OF MANNINGTREE, ESSEX,

THE CELEBRATED WITCH-FINDER.





images/image-2.png
—

Wtﬁ@k Fm&cr G encra.]l

3 Peche ntheCrowne]
4Griozzdl GTCEdlguﬂ |





cover.jpeg
DAUGHTERS
of the OAK

BECKY WRIGHT





images/image2.png












