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Comparisons between the English and Scottish witch-hunts have been
drawn from as early as 1591. Recent research on the subject both sides
of the border makes a reassessment of their differences timely

OUR SCOTTISH WITCH IS A FAR MORE
frightful being than her coadjutor on the
south side of the Tweed. In a people so far
behind their neighbours in domestic organ-
isation, poor and hardy, inhabiting a
country of mountains, torrents, and rocks
where cultivation was scanty, accustomed
to gloomy mists and wild storms, every im-
pression must necessarily assume a cor-
responding character. Superstitions, like
funguses and vermin, are existences peculiar
to the spot where they appear, and are
governed by its physical accidents.

The writer was the Scottish historian,
John Hill Burton, in 1852, He was but
one exponent of a long rationalist tradi-
tion in which the relative severity of the
Scottish witch-hunt is (correctly) noted,
and the cause attributed (with some
reason) to the zeal of the Scottish clergy
and (falsely) to the severity of Scottish
geography and climate.

The comparative tradition, however,
was much older than ratonalism. It
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began almost contemporaneously with
the Scottish witch-hunt itself. Newes from
Scotland was published in London in
1591. It described the treason trials of the
winter of 1590-91 which James VI had
just finished supervising in Edinburgh.
In these, large numbers of people were
accused of meeting with the devil at
North Berwick in order to perform acts
of sorcery against the person of the king.
Accounts differ as to how many were
involved, but the names of about seventy
survive in the records. The tract is a
propaganda exercise directed at the
English on behalf of the next aspirant to
the throne of England. He was described
as ‘the greatest enemie the Devil hath
on earth’. It provides us with the only
contemporary representation of Scottish
witches: woodcuts from an Englishman’s

imagination.

Throughout the following century
Scottish witch beliefs and witch-trials
supplied the English reading public with
tales of horror and mystery. When the
Scottish presses towards the end of the
seventeenth century started to produce
their own versions these were usually
republished in England with new titles
almost immediately. The 1680s saw 3
number of such duplicated works. By
the time that nineteenth-century writers
in both England and Scotland were com-
menting on Scottish witcheraft (Lecky,
Scott, Dalyell, Buckle and Mackay), the
contrasts with England were already
familiar. The romanticism also charac-
teristic of most of these writers provided
the new explanation of a dreadful and
hostile geography. This theme was elab-
orated by such rwentieth-century com-
mentators as Summers and is still a
favourite in popular accounts.

The long standing nature of compari-
sons between English and Scottish witch-
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hunting is one reason why a reassessment
of these comparisons seems reasonable.
It is also timely in that it 1s only recently
that enough research into records on both
sides of the border has been done to make
such a reassessment fruitful, There are,
however, some reasons why such a re-
assessment might seem artificial. In recent
years research in the criminal archives of
the European Continent has shown that
there is no form of witch belief and no
form of witchcraft control that can be
described as typically ‘continental’ and
opposed to those characteristic either of
the British Isles or of England or Scotland
as separate entities. Instead we can now
see during the period from late fifteenth
to the eighteenth centuries a long con-
tinuum of severity of witcheraft accusa-
tion, ranging from the full diabolism
of black mass and infant cannibalism
through weaker forms of demonic belief
to the simple and more or less endemic
beliefs in village sorcery and the potency
of malice. It is also clear thar the more
extreme forms of witchcraft control and
diabolic concern were highly episodic
and sometimes, as in Italy and Spain,
single isolated events.

Within this wide range of the European
experience of witcheraft, Scotland and
England, despite their shared insularity,
represent two quite distinct levels of
intensity. Scottish witch beliefs should
be placed fairly far up the scale of severity,
being less intense than the German hunts
but slightly more intense than the French
or the Swiss. England should be placed
fairly far down the scale, level with
Denmark and Russia. England was less
severe than Denmark so far as numbers
executed were concerned, but English
beliefs had, on the other hand, a more
persistent demonic component than the
Danish witch beliefs. It has recently

{Above) Doctor Fian practises his sorcery. (Right} Jamaes Vi -

become fashionsble to refer to English
witcheraft as ‘unique’, but this is a very
strong word even for historians to use.
Witchcraft in England was not unique;
it was merely taken less seriously by the
authorities than in some European
countries, and more seriously than in
some others.

So far as the legal position was con-
cerned, the period of persecution of
witches in England and Scotland over-
lapped but was not identical. Witchcraft
became a statutory crime in England from
1542, in Scotland from 1563; an act of
the British Parliament in 1735 repealed
these and all other acts against sorcery.
This legal time scale - 1542-1735 for
England; 1563-1735 for Scotland -
represents the period during which witch-
craft was a secular crime punishable by
death, but in both countries the period
of prosecutions was somewhat shorter.
In England the peak seems to have occur-
red in the mid to late sixteenth century,
coinciding with the beginning of the
second and most severe period of conti-
nental prosecutions. Numbers steadily
declined in the seventeenth century apart
from the Essex outbreak of 1645 and the
Lowestoft cases of 1662. The last person
to be executed for witchcraft was hanged
at Exeter in 1682. In Scotland, apart from
a few cases, prosecutions only began with
the treason trials of 1590-91, and con-
tinued, with troughs and peaks, until the
1670s when there was a sharp decline.
There were a few cases thereafter con-
tinuing into the eighteenth century,
certainly enough to keep the English
entertained with Scottish exotica.

More striking than the later decline of
witch prosecutions in Scotland, however,
was the difference in the numbers in-
volved. Unfortunately we are unable to
present firm figures: too many criminal

axamines the witchas Agnis Sampson and Agnes Tompson among
others at Edinburgh; woodcuts in Newes from Scotland, 1591 s
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records are lost; too many surviving
records refer to unnamed suspects or even
simply to ‘many witches’; and too many
known trials have no known outcome. It
seems likely, however, that the figure of
1,000 executions in England, advanced
in 1929 by C. L. Ewen, is considerably
too high. In the first place Ewen t some
extent extrapolated his total from the in-
cidence of witchcraft in Essex and the
Home Counties; yet subsequent research
suggests that the offence was more com-
monly prosecuted there than elsewhere.
Second, even in Essex, English law pro-
vided a variety of lesser penalties for acts
of witcheraft and the proportion of those
executed to those convicted in Essex was
very low. Third, the fact that English
witchcraft cases were rarely multiple
meant that there was little chance of
building up the large numbers found in
Scotland and the Continent. If forced to
choose a figure for executions something
under 500 might be reasonable.

For Scotland, with a very much smailer
population than England, the most
reasonable estimate made after a recent
survey of the central records, seems to
be something slightly over 1,000 exe-
cuted. About half the 600 who were tried
in the High Court at Edinburgh were
acquitted. The acquittal rate for the
larger number tried locally on a Privy
Council Commission appears to have
been much lower, but this is not certain.

The numbers accused, banished, tried,
fleeing, dying in prison, or given lesser
penalties, could be enormous in relation
to those executed and run into a few
thousands. Witch-hunting operated at
such a variety of levels, from personal to
political, that the possibilities of quanti-
fication are almost infinitely recessive.
We can only be certain that the execution
rate was, exactly as it has always been
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represented, strikingly more severe for
Scotland than for England. What 1s more,
many of the prosecutions were of large
groups of people. But as in England,
these prosecutions were very local Those
executed were drawn not from the whole
of Scotland but largely from the restricted
area more closely controlled bv the cen-
tral government: Fife, Moray, Aberdeen-
shire, the Lothians and the Borders.

What, then, were the factors that made
the prosecution of witchcraft more severe
or the control of witchcraft more difficult,
depending on one’s viewpoint, in Scot-
land than in England? We can, I think,
forget about thundering torrents, im-
penetrable mists, and high mountains.
The witch-hunts of Scotland were con-
centrated in the relatively prosperous,
more or less level, agricultural regions.
The places where the accused confessed
to having met with the devil were cross-
roads, barns, mills and churches.

wifte (beinge
redi prepared
toreceine bee
Y Death)) e confriied
earncQlp that thee
bab bene a wptche
anb bled fuche rres
crabie foiferye the
fpace of. £Y. petes,
anb bad bon manp
abbominable Dede,
the wbich Ge cepds
teb earneliely abny
fapniedly, and Defps
ted almpghty God
fozgeuenes fn that
e had abuled bpg
N Y mog bolp name by

3 bee

othtr Was
“;M"

The contession of Agnes Waterhouse ot
Hatfield in Essex, executed in 1566.

The sources of the differences are
multiple and interrelated, and it is diffi-
cult with confidence to place them in
order of primacy. Moreover, before
looking at these differences in detail, we
must remember that there was much
common ground. An inhabitant of an
Essex village in 1640 seems to have be-
lieved much the same about who were
witches, and about the way in which
witchcraft menaced his or her’life as an
inhabitant of East Lothian. A witch was
a neighbour. She was most likely a mature
female, though not necessarily elderly or
solitary. She was likely 1o be at the more
impoverished end of the village socio-
economic scale, certainly poorer than
those who accused her. She was likely to
be quarrelsome. She might or might not
have a reputation for healing as well as
for harming, but above all she was
deemed to have malevolent supernatural
powers. These powers were activated by
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quarrels and were directed against the
property, livestock, relatives, and persons
of those who offended the witch. On some
occasions the operation of this malice
(known as malefice or maleficium) could
go as far as murder. The threat was
directed against both personal and eco-
NOMIC Security.

Take the accusation of Frances Rustat
in 1659 in Hertfordshire: she claimed that
after refusing payment to Goodv Free
for some eggs, on the grounds that she
had no small change, she had never been
well. She was now ‘strangely handled
with great pain’ and claimed that ‘if she
died of that distemper Goody Free was
the cause of her death’. Similarly in a
1570 case, a man failed to invite the
accused witch to a sheep shearing, which
he should have done ‘she being his
neighbour’, and she thereupon bewitched
two of his sheep. In Scotland the sources
of accusations and the close relationships
between accuser and accused were the
same. In Dumfriesshire in 1671 Elspeth
Thomson’s sister-in-law failed to invite
her to the christening of her child. Her
milk failed, the child died, and Elspeth
was held responsible.

The type of person accused was similar
on both sides of the border, although a
greater proportion of men, about 20 per
cent, were accused in Scotland. Most of
them were related to women accused in
the multiple hunts. The manner of their
selection was also similar. They were
preselected by reputation, and reputation
could be built up early in life through
being the daughter, niece or close associ-
ate of a witch. The reputation was often
developed by the witch’s reaction to an
accusation. She would offer in response
a conditional curse. In the case of Eliza-
beth Lewys! her accuser said ‘yf it be as
folke saye, thow art a wytche’. She replied,
‘vf I be a wych the devell thee twytche’.
The formula was the same, if not always
in rhyme, in Scotland. Agnes Finnie of
Edinburgh said to her accusers: ‘If I be a
witch, you or yours shall have better
cause to call me so’. And soon, of course,
they did.

There was a difference between Eng-
land and Scotland, however, in the dis-
tance over which reputation was held. In
Essex most accusations were between
intimates and these accusations were
concentrated not only within one village
but sometimes within one section of a
village. Reputations were rarely held
over longer distances than five miles. In
Scotland on the other hand, although
intimates, relatives and near neighbours
were frequently involved, accusations
could come from as far as twenty miles
away. The likeliest explanation for this
is that the equivalent of the English

tQuoted in derail in Alan Macfarlane, Witch-

craft in Tudor and Stuart England, London, 1977.

nucleated village was rare in Scotland
except on the coast. Most peasants lived
in small hamlets which had two separate
points of focus: the estate farm, and the
hamlet which housed the parish church
(‘the kirkton’). It was at the estate farm
and at the kirk that the exchange of
gossip took place for a widely diffused
organisational area. The reputation of
the witch was as broad as the parish and
the overlapping area of the estate.

The kinds of misfortune for which
witchcraft was held to be responsible
were also the same for Scotland as for
England. These were sudden illness,
certain accidents, lingering illnesses for
which no cause was clear, strokes, un-
expected deaths, the failure of crops,
especially if other people’s were doing
well, the drying up of milk, human or
animal, strange behaviour in animals,
and in fishing villages, disasters at sea.

This basic structure of peasant witch-
craft accusations is similar for all witch-
believing societies. The attributes of the
witch vary according to the values of the
society in question, for wirch beliefs
represent an inversion of these values
but the patterns are widely similar.

Most accounts of European withcraft,
however, put forward a distinction be-
tween ‘popular’ and ‘educated’ witch
beliefs. The category of ‘educated’ witch
beliefs includes the demonic pact, in
which the witch renounced her faptism
and parted with her immortal soul in
return for certain specific earthly bene-
fits, and the witches’ meeting at which
they met with Satan, ate unbaptised
babies, performed communal sorcery,
and had sexual orgies. They also in-
corporated a variety of ordeals to deter-
mine whether or not accused persons had
in fact made a pact with the devil. The
most essential element in a conviction
for this type of witchcraft was the witch’s
confession, and this was extracted through
direct torture, threat of torture, or sleep
deprivation. The essential difference
between the popular and the educated
conception of witchcraft was that the
popular was concerned with particular
acts of maleficium, while the educated
was concerned with the condition of be-
ing a witch.

There are two difficulties about this
very sharp distinction between a con-
tinental witchcraft which is essentially
diabolic and an English witchcraft which
is essentially about local malice, and
these difficulties are highlighted by Scot-
tish witch beliefs. The first problem is
that of the extent to which popular beliefs
became educated in the course of a witch-
hunt, and the second is the extent to
which popular concern about malefice
continued alongside diabolic beliefs and
buttressed even the most intensive
continental panics.
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These two problems emerge very clear-
ly in the material on the Scottish witch-
hunt. In England the accused was nor-
mally tried for the offence of which she
had first been accused. In Scotland the
original accusation was merely the trigger
for the collection of evidence about the
essential crime of being a witch. Village
malefice was produced in court as sup-
porting evidence, but in a large number
of cases the final indictment bore almost
no relation to the original accusation.
These final indictments were common
form and asserted that

Ye, having shaken off all feare of god and
reverance and regaird of the divvne ordi-
nance Lawes and acts of parliament of this
kingdom has betaken yourself to the Service
of Satan the enemie of your salvation,
engaged to be his servant. And taken his
mark upon your bodie, practised used and
exercised divers and sundrie develish charms
witchcraft and sorcerie. And has thereby
hurt and damnified his majesties subjects
in their goods and persons - And also ye
have severall rymes carnal dealing or copu-
lation with the devill and so defylled that
bodie of yours which should have been a
temple of the holy ghost by giving the use
thairof to the devill as said 1s . . .

There was another route to the dock
in Scotland and in parts of the Continent
than through neighbourly accusation,
and this was accusation by a witch who
had aiready confessed and was about to
be executed. In the German panics this
was often enough in itself and meant that
individuals who did not fit the stereotype
of a witch - respectable burghers and
children, for example - were brought into
the process. In Scotland, however, even
during the major panics, it was unusual
for anyone to be executed on the word
of another convict without the corrobora-
tive evidence both of her own confession
and the evidence of neighbours that she
was of ‘ill repute’. The term ‘honest’ was
applied to women on both sides of the
border to mean they were of blameless
reputation. It was only when the supply
of notorious scolds had been exhausted

xacution of witches in England showing the wit

- for cursing and quarrelling were the
hallmarks of prime suspects - that
‘honest’ women were in danger in Scot-
land. The connection between the edu-
cated demonology of the indictment and
the popular concerns demonstrated in the
accusations was rarely lost sight of,
Popular beliefs, however, did not re-
main static, nor were they unaffected by
pulpit indoctrination, by amazing con-
fessions and by the visual lessons of the
stake. Already in the early seventeenth
century in Scotland the commonest
ordeal for discovering witchcraft was
pricking for the witches’ mark. The devil
was believed to leave an insensible mark
on the person of the witch which would
not bleed when pricked. A whole profes-
sion grew up, willing to travel around
and search out witches for a fee. Accused
persons and their relatives actually sug-
gested that their innocence be proved by
taking them to the ‘brodder’ or ‘jobber’,
as the pricker was popularly called. This
particular ordeal, unlike that of swim-
ming the witch which was common 1n
England but rare in Scotland, had no
meaning whatever except in the context
of diabolic (educated) witch belief. It

FEBRUARY .9d]

was also known in England. The Enghsh
moreover, would search for supernumer-
ary nipples from which the witch’s
familiar, a personal devil in the form of
an animal, could suck. This was relatively
rare in Scotland and on the Continent.
When 1t came to confession, the
Scottish witches described the pact in the
terms laid down in the indictment, they
also added what the devil had promised
them in return for their immortal souls.
The price of a peasant woman’s soul was
modest. She should be free from want;
she should have pleasure. On the much
rarer occasions when English witches
confessed to the demonic pact they used
almost exactly the same phraseology as
their Scortish counterparts. In both
countries the devil gave small gifts of
coins which then turned out to be stones.
The terms of the pact in Scotland,
being the legal centrepoint, were highly
formalised. Confessions of witches’ meet-
ings, which were legally less important,
were much more varied. Some of the
confessions included multiple copulation
and direct devil worship. Most were more
modest. The devil simply joined them at
a party. There was singing, pipe-playing,
dancing, eating and drinking, and, above
all, disorder. In seventeenthcentury Scot-
land communal occasions were feared and
frowned upon. Gatherings of more than
a small number under one roof were for-
bidden. Even bridal parties were hedged
around with restrictions. The witches’
fantasies of meetings simply featured a
form of social pleasure which they were
in real life denied. In East Lothian in
1659 Marion Angus described how they

had a meeting in the Gallowhop in the
night time and there had a piece of flesh
like beef. And after they had all eaten of the
same the devil, having a bonnet on his head
took Bessie Lacost by the hand and the
rest having one another by the hand danced
in a ring round about the broad stone in

The swimming of May Sutton; woodcut from a pamphiet of 1613 Witches apprehended,

axamined and executed.




“Biack John chast:smg the Witches’ from

Tweive Sketchas illustrative of Sir Walter

Scott’s Demonology and Witcheraft, 1830.
the Gallowhop and sung ane to another
and then bade them guidnight.

English witches, in their rarer portray-
als of communal witchcraft also ate beef
and drank ale. In neither country were
black masses celebrated. This is not
surprising, since such a celebration would
not have been an inversion of a revered
institution; but one might have expected
instead mockery of Protestant forms
of worship. It seems that witches’ meet-
importance In

ings were of greater

Catholic countries. This, together with
inquisitorial forms of legal process,
produced the mass panics. In Calvinist

countries the demonic pact and the
devil’s mark, the individual aspects of
witch belief, were more important, and

'I"htpcrscv;nng reader who has perused
allsix articles on witchcraft in this ‘special
fumrc‘ wilk doubtless be left with some-

-#bout the European”

pwer can be offered. Even for:

musqgﬁboth the multiplicity of jurisdic-
§-concerned wrth the punishment of .

the Dutch Republic in the West seem to-.
have offered sancruary. It is true that in
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witches were accused in smaller groups.

Practicallv all forms of diabolic witch
belief found in Scotland were also known
in England and featured in the works of
Puritan witcheratt writers such as Perkins.
and also in the 1603 Wicheraft Act
The principal difference between English
and Scotush beitefs was not 1n the con-
tent, but in the relanve significance of
diabolism 1n the two countries and in the
relative ferocuty of the punishments for
convicted witches.

There are a variety of factors that mayv
have contribured to these differences. Of
these the most important may well have
been the differences i the legal svstem.
The Scotush system was Roman, in-
quisitorial, and theoretical; the English
based on statute law and pragmauc. A
person accused of wirchcraft under an
inquisitorial system was tortured to con-
fess and to name accomplices. The naming
of accomplices produced the mass hunts
characteristic of Scotland and parts of
the Continent. The application of theories
of diabolism produced the exotic stories
of witches’ meetings. Countries on the
fringe of the system of Roman Law -
Russia, England and the Scandinavian
countries - produced mainly individual
cases of village malefice.

Equally important may have been the
fact that witcheraft in Scotland was
centrally controlled. Every case had to
be processed individually through the
Privy Council or Parliament. This meant
that witch-hunting in Scotland could be

Spain and most of Italy witches were not
burned after about 1610; but they were -
-..still severely punished in other ways, and
they continued to be molested by the law ™
long after the persecution ended in the
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The reason why the witchcraze ended
.. 15 .another issue on which readers may
_search in vain for a convincing and inrel

qm ligible answer. Almost every suthor “in--
witchcraze of ‘the- sixteenth and seven-:~--this feature has suggested one or more

-teenth_centuries. Most obviously, onel causes, - none of which commands -
may ask:how many people were tried”  universal acceptance. Since these articles”  sfrom England and France 1o Poland or

cxecumdﬁs sorcery? Alas, nosccept-  were written, yet another explanation has

been put forward. The recent-study Al
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France-no jotals’can be“ealculated be-=" the New Philosophy {Harvester Press;
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influence in’the affairs of men-was
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used for political purposes to stimulate
national unity - a function 1t served in
1649 and again at the Restoraton. [
could not serve such a purpose in Eng-
land for there witcheraft control was local.
Other significant factors were the greater
intensity of religious indoctrination n
seventeenti-century Scotiand and the net-
work of Kirk sessions and presbyreries
through which the comparauve success
of parishes i nndding the land of wiiches
could be monitored. One minister was
given money by his parish for a pair of
shoes to enable him to attend a witch
burning at a neighbouring parish.

The shock and horror exhibired by
the Cromweilian military  government
in Scotland at :he tortures intlicted on
women awaiting trial there illuminates
the difference between the countries. The
sources of this difference are to be found
in legal theory and orgamsation, in the
relative state of scientific knowledge, and
in the relative significance of religion in
the sphere of politics.
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of the churches over their congregations,
and by the formidable power of the eccle-
siastical institutions. But even so0, God
was increasingly confined to a spectatoris
role in the universe He had created.- %%

The ‘Easlea thesis’, however, has one
defect: it has been framed solely with
reference to north-western Europe. There
is lirle discussion of its applicability”to
the Mediterranean: fands, and none at all..
oancemmg Scandinavia or the:Base: Yer’

it is manifestly inaccurate to extrapolate.

. S;nm “As the articles above show, every ™

* state seems to have treated witches differ-
eaﬂymnmtheWcst Alss, we still.do
- not fully understand the mechanicsof -
sorcery and suppression in the Bast: we

- know 30 much less about witchcraft and-

magic i Prague and Krakéw- than in
Paris and Edi - Until this state of
affairs is remedied, there can be no fofak
- view of the scale of the Biropean witch<
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