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INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of time, man has believed in 
forces possessing far greater powers than he, forces 
which could control his life either for his benefit or 
for his destruction. These forces soon took on names 
but were eventually generally classified as either gods, 
forces for good, or devils and,demons, forces for evil.
The powers that they held were occasionally granted to 
mere men and women. More often though, in the legends 
and stories, it was the forces for evil that gave out 
these powers. Mortals receiving these powers, at various 
times, became known as witches and warlocks, sorcerers 
and sorceresses, magicians or mathematicians, while the art 
they practiced was called witchcraft, sorcery, magic or 
science.

In the Western part of the world, such societies as 
those of Greece and Rome were among the earliest civili
zations to believe in witches and witchcraft.^ Except 
for various isolated groups, such as the Germans and the 
Celts, however, these views generally lost their prominence

pin the early years of Christianity. Then, in the latter

1The terms witch and witchcraft will be used mainly 
from now on when referring to those who allied with the 
devil and to the art they practiced as they are the most 
frequently used in sixteenth and seventeenth century Europe.

^Witchcraft beliefs survived for the most part just 
on the local level.



part of the ninth century, ideas on witchcraft began to 
filter through to the West from the Byzantine empire and 
to take hold again. Stories were told of men and women 
who had sold their souls to the devil in return for super
natural power over other people and things. These tales 
rapidly became popular during the Middle Ages throughout 
the whole of Europe.-^ Scholars, theologians, and philos
ophers, the best brains of Europe, further spread the 
belief in witches and witchcraft by taking the basic ideas 
in these stories, applying Greek philosophical systems to 
them, and organizing them into a comprehensive, workable 
system.^ The very men who should have been the first to 
have discounted such superstitions instead helped to make 
them seem a reality.

Their studies, which came to the conclusion that the 
Devil was almost invincible, intensified the people's 
fears of his powers. Moreover, they agreed that God him
self was allowing the Devil to inflict whatever harm he 
could upon mankind. The people resorted to such things as 
holy water, increased devotion to the saints, and the 
wearing of crosses and other religious objects to ward 
off his evil, but in the end, these seemed ineffective 
against such a powerful force, especially one who had

^Wallace Notestein, A History of Witchcraft in England 
from 15 5 8 to 1718 (N.Y.: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1968)"'," 
p. 3.

4Por example, Thomas Aquinas did some work on witch
craft and firmly believed in the existence of witches.



servants upon the earth. These agents or witches had 
totally abandoned Christianity for the worship of the 
Devil. More often than not they were women. Various 
reasons were given for this: women by their nature were 
more liable than men to waver in their faith and deny it; 
they were more prone to deception, an ideal quality for 
a witch; they were more prone to things of a carnal nature; 
they were feebler in mind and in body; and they were just 
generally more ready to follow in the footsteps of their 
predecessor Eve and enter into an alliance with the Devil.J

In return for renouncing her baptism and surrendering 
herself totally to the Devil, the witch received almost 
unlimited power. The Devil's servants could control the 
weather and the other elements, causing storms, droughts, 
famine, and pestilence. They could destroy or create 
love between two people, make men impotent and women 
barren or cure them, and delay the birth of children or 
ease it. They could kill and cause disease or cure humans 
and animals. They could take the form of anyone or any
thing and fly through the air, usually on the proverbial 
broomstick.^ It was no wonder then that no one felt safe

JHenry Kramer and James Sprenger, Malleus maleficarum, 
trans. by Rev. Montague Summers (N.Y.: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 
1970), pp. 43-4.

r
°Various distinctions were made between witchcraft used 

for good (white witchcraft) and that used for evil (black 
witchcraft). Although the association of a witch with doing 
good seems contradictory to us, it was widely believed in
during this period.
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either from the affects of witchcraft or from losing one's 
soul to such a seemingly all-powerful being. Soon, anyone 
in the least different or having what seemed to be inex
plicable, extraordinary powers was considered to be in 
league with the Devil. Doctors, midwives, the village 
sage, widows, recluses, old hags, and many others were 
all looked upon with suspicion. And since these so-called 
witches had by definition allied themselves with the Devil, 
the natural foe of God, they could only be thought of as 
enemies of the Church or heretics. As heretics, they were 
doomed to persecution and death.

In the thirteenth century, the Church created a body 
to deal with all heretics— the Inquisition. It was in this 
body's efforts to eradicate heresy that the witchcraft 
persecutions began, persecutions which were to spread all 
over Europe and to reach their height in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth century. The confessions of the victims pro
vided more material on witchcraft and helped to make the 
terror of witchcraft more widespread. The issuance by 
Pope Innocent VIII, in 1484, of the bull gummis desiderantes 
affectibus intensified this terror. This declaration, a 
plea to search out and persecute witches in Germany, 
removed any remaining doubts as to the reality of witches.
The culmination of all witchcraft research came shortly 
afterward with the publication of Malleus maleficarum (1487).

4

Written by two Dominican friars, Henry Kramer and James
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Sprenger, this study became the textbook for all witch 
hunters. The Protestant faiths, with their literal inter
pretation of the Bible and its dictum, "Thou shall not

7suffer a witch to live," and with their denial of the 
validity of religious objects against the forces of evil, 
added to the belief in witches and in their powers.

In the end, the witch craze left no European country 
unscathed. From one country to the next the persecutions 
had spread like wildfire until in the sixteenth century, 
they finally reached Scotland. It is the purpose of this 
study to look at the witch craze in Scotland during the 
reigns of James VI and Charles I with special attention 
to why the witch persecutions took root in Scotland, who 
was affected, and the general characteristics of Scottish 
witchcraft.

7Exodus XXII: 18.



CHAPTER I
SCOTLAND, WITCHCRAFT, AND PRESBYTERIANISM

The Scots, governed by many ancient superstitions, 
had always had a great fear of things supernatural. The 
Medieval Scot already believed in the power of devils and 
fairies,1 beings who had to be appeased by such things as 
a little milk or some grain placed upon the hillside or 
on one's doorstep. They looked sometimes to the priests 
for aid against these creatures, but just as often they 
looked to witches for help in controlling these powers 
and for protecting them from the ills the devils or fairies 
could cause. Thus, they rarely thought of persecuting a 
witch. Although the Scots knew that a witch could cause 
great harm if she wanted to, she could also, if treated 
correctly, prove to be of great assistance. Besides, 
most considered it extremely foolish to persecute a witch. 
Such an act was not only dangerous but one which could 
hardly hope to succeed against someone so powerful. It 
could even bring the unwanted wrath of the witch down

11t has been theorized that the legend of the fairies 
developed when the Piets, a smaller people than the Scots, 
were conquered and eventually retreated to the hills where 
they lived in mysterious seclusion. Christina Hole, ' Witch-; 
craft in England (London: Collier-Macmillan Ltd., 1970) , 
pp. ¿7-8; Elliot Rose, A Razor for the Goat: A Discussion 
of Certain Problems in the History of Witchcraft and 
Diabolism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, Ï962), 
pp. 89-90.



upon the accuser in a way that was far from pleasant.
Regardless of this attitude, during the Middle Ages 

there were a few cases in which some witches met their 
death. For example, King Duff, who ruled in the tenth 
century, developed an illness which was eventually attrib
uted to witchcraft. He lost his appetite, experienced 
sharp pains, and had insomnia. With each day's passing, 
the king became worse. The king's supporters, searching 
for the cause of the sickness, found that a witch, hired 
by the king's enemies, was destroying a waxen image of 
the king while moistening it with a clear potion and 
reciting incantations. The witch and her cohorts admitted
their guilt and the image was promptly destroyed.5 The

4king recovered his health; the witches were burnt.
In 1282, the parish priest of Inverkeithing, Fife, 

by the name of John, revived several of the ancient rites. 
He collected the young girls of his village and led them

2T. C. Sraout, A History of the Scottish People 
1560-1830 (N.Y.: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1969), P. 199.

5George F. Black, (ed.), A Calendar of Cases of 
Witchcraft in Scotland, 1810-1727 (N.Y.: The New York 
Public Library, 1938), pp. 9-10. " Hereafter cited as A 
Calendar of Witchcraft Cases.

^Charles K. Sharpe, A Historical Account of the Belief 
in Witchcraft in Scotland (N.Y.: Barnes and Noble Books, 
1972), p. 21.
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In his hands, thein a dance in favor of Father Liber, 
priest carried a pole which bore upon it a representation 
of the organs of regeneration. Carried away by their 
singing and dancing, they fell into acts of lust and the 
usage of filthy language.6 The priest was sharply repre- 
manded and then set free. He later fell victim to an 
irate parishioner.

Problems between James III and his brother John,
Earl of Mar, led to a charge of witchcraft against the 
Earl.7 8 Thomas Cochrane, the king's favorite, persuaded 
James that the Earl was trying to kill the king by melting 
a waxen image in the kingls likeness. Both Mar and his 
brother, Alexander, the Duke of Albany, were arrested.
Albany committed suicide, Mar was executed, and many

g
others, "witches," were burnt as Mar's accomplices.

oDuring the reign of James V, Lady Jane Douglas, her 
husband Archibald Campbell, her son and an old priest 
were accused of plotting the king's death with the

6Liber was an old Italian deity identified with 
Bacchus. Black, A Calendar of Witchcraft Cases, p. 10.

6Ibid.
^Several authors feel this enmity was due to a proph

ecy that a lion would be devoured by his whelps in Scotland. 
Sharpe, p. 34.

8Black, A Calendar of Witchcraft Cases, p. 10.
9Lady Douglas was a sister of the earl of Angus and 

the widow of John Lyon Lord Glammis. Sharpe, p. 38.



intention of restoring the house of Angus. Lady Douglas
met her death as a witch on the Castlehill of Edinburgh

10and all her goods were forfeited.
It is interesting to note though that the majority 

of these cases involved a question more of politics than 
of superstition. The witch was usually left alone except 
when she got herself involved in murder or treason, crimes 
which always merited death whether or not witchcraft was 
involved. Then, in the sixteenth century, something 
happened to change this policy of relative tolerance. In 
that century, Calvinism took hold in Scotland.

Calvinism was extremely zealous in its persecution 
and condemnation of witches, perhaps more so than any 
other religion of the period. Calvin and his followers 
in Geneva were so diligent in their pursuit of witches 
and warlocks that they won the reputation of being over- 
zealous witch hunters from their contemporaries. In an 
era in which almost everyone considered it their duty to 
either accuse or persecute witches such disapproval seems 
to be rather indicative of the extremes that the Calvin
ists went to.

One of the central beliefs of Calvinism is that of 
the supremacy of the Devil over man. Calvin, in his 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, taught that God 1

1̂ Poisoning and witchcraft were equated in the minds 
of the Scots.



used the Devil to strengthen believers "...by warring 
against them, assailing them with wiles, urging them with 
solicitations, pressing close upon them, disturbing, 
alarming, and occasionally wounding...." If God would 
let the Devil tempt believers, it was only natural that 
those whose faith was shaky would fall into temptation.
No one could be sure that he was safe from the powers of 
the Devil. Even those who felt that they were among the 
elect did not feel certain that God would not let the 
Devil attack them in some way, as He did in the case of 
Job.11 12 Calvin also taught that, since his fall, man had 
become essentially corrupt. Because of this, he had 
little hope of performing any deed that was not basically 
evil. With such an innately bad nature, it was expected 
then that men and women would easily fall victim to the 
Devil and enter into a pact with him. J The Calvinist 
faith also interpreted the Bible literally. Various 
passages in the Bible called for the death of witches 
(Exodus XXII: 18, Leviticus XXI: 9), specified witchcraft

11 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 
trans. by Henry Beveridge, vol. T~, ch. XIV, lb (Grand 
Eapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1966), 
P. 153.

12Ibid.
1 Trevor Davies, Four Centuries of Witch Beliefs: 

With Special Reference to the Great"Rebellion (N.Y.: 
Benjamin Blum, Inc., Publishers", 1972), pp. 9-10.



practices (Deuteronomy XXVIII: 10-11), and further proved 
the existence of witches (I Samuel XXVIII).  ̂ Calvin him
self stated that "the Bible teaches us that there are 
witches and that they must be slain...God expressly com
mands that all witches and enchantresses shall be put to

1 5death and this law of God is a universal law."  ̂ Inter
preted strictly then, it meant only one thing for a person 
deemed a witch— persecution and death.

By 1560, Calvinism, or Presbyterianism as it was to 
become known in Scotland, had taken hold not only in the 
matter of religion but also politically in their control 
of the Scottish Parliament. By this time, some polit
ical leaders had begun to find witchcraft intolerable on 
purely intellectual grounds. After having travelled 
abroad and having come in contact with such works on 
witchcraft as the Malleus maleficarum, these Scots be
came impressed with the seriousness with which Continental

17authorities treated the subject of witches. With the

1^Davies, p. 10.
^Smout, p. 200.
1^This political control was tenuous as Mary never 

ratified laws passed by the Parliament in her absence but 
the religious control of the people was extremely strong. 1

1̂ 0ne such traveller was John Knox who not only became 
a Calvinist but also an ardent supporter of the witch 
hunts.
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introduction of Calvinism, their attack on witchcraft be
came a forceful and popular movement.

Presbyterianism made the practice of putting out a 
libation for the fairies or witches a sin and no longer 
a superstition; what was formerly a simple act of pla
cating the forces of evil became an act of collaboration 
with the servants of the Devil. Thus, a Presbyterian
could not remain silent about a witch for, in doing so,

18he stood in danger of losing his soul. The constant
ravings of the ministers from their pulpits on sin, hell,
and damnation caused some to believe that they too were
damned. Some of these even became convinced that they
too were witches; these people would put into practice
all that they had ever heard or learned about witches and 

1Qwitchcraft. The ministers also made it an approved 
form of behavior to look for and accuse others of being 
witches or to turn one's self in as a witch. They taught 
that there was no difference between a good and a bad
witch; both had allied themselves with the Devil and

20therefore both deserved death. Presbyterianism created 
the right psychological atmosphere for the acceptance of 
a witch hunt in Scotland. 1

12

1®Smout, p. 200.
19Ibid., p. 202.
^°David Mathew, Scotland Under Charles I (London: 

Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1955) > P* 55•
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The Kirk thus proved to be a very stern judge of 
those it considered witches and to be the leading per
secutor of witches, as well. Before the ministers and 
their kirk sessions, confessions were mainly taken. In 
the majority of cases, they used torture to extract these 
confessions. By intimidating all his parishioners to 
come forward with accusations, mainly based on common

21gossip, the minister initiated the local witch hunts.
A synod at the college of Aberdeen even encouraged
ministers to join with the elders of his parish and
question all parishioners upon oath as to their knowledge
of witches. Boxes were placed in most churches to
receive anonymous accusations. From their pulpits,
ministers denounced accused witches by name and prohibited
all from sheltering witches. The Kirk wanted nothing more
than to take complete control of the witch persecutions
for they felt hampered by several of the laws.

the Presbiterie__alledging that, as witch
craft wes idolâtrie, be wourschipping the 
divill, and apostasie and defection in these 
wha wer baptisit and professit Christianitie, 
and thairefter renuncit God and gave thame 
self over to the devill, the tryell of these 
crymes were most proper to the Kirk...and 21 22

13

21Black, A Calendar of Witchcraft Cases, p. 13*
22W.E.H. Lecky, History of the Pise and Influence of 

the Spirit of Rationalism in Europe, vol. 1 (N.Y .:
D. Appleton 1 Company, 1925), p. M 5.
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gif any pairtie dilaited of these crymes be 
callit before thame, confes and menteane any 
sik errour, atheisme or idolatrie, thair 2
opinion may be justlie condemned by thame....

Local authorities would petition the Privy Council, com
plaining of the fact that ministers often exceeded their 
power, which led to "...great and mony inconvenientis
and the exceiding great sclander quhich had rissin upoun

24 Ithe bypast tryell of witches be ministers..." Others, 
accused of witchcraft, complained of being held illegally 
by the Presbytery. The Kirk however rationalized this 
by stating that it was far better for the laws to be
violated and witches captured than for them to escape

■ 4. .  25justice.
The majority, however, did not raise their voices 

against these excesses of the Kirk but supported the 
witch persecutions. They had fallen beneath the spell

i
of the minister's preaching on "the misery of man, the 
anger of the Almighty, the power and the continual

2^The Privy Council repremanded the Presbytery of 
Dalkeith in this case for exceeding its power in the 
examination of one Gelis Johnstoune (20 July 1609). The 
Register of the Privy Council of Scotland, Addenda, 1545“ 
1625, vol. 14, 1st series, ed. by David lviassoh. (Edin
burgh: H.M. General Register House, 1898), p. 612.
Hereafter cited as R.P.C.

2^The Privy Council recognized this problem but the 
Presbytery in this case was not condemned. Ibid., p. 614.

2^Ibid., p. 621.
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presence of Satan, the agonies of hell...." With such 
support, the Presbyterian ministers were able to over
power most opposition, gain complete control over the most 
secret affairs of domestic life, compel religious con
formity, and direct legislation, including that on witch
craft. They were also able to cause the death of hundreds, 
perhaps thousands, of people.

15

26

26Lecky, p. 144



CHAPTER II
THOU SHALL NOT SUFFER A WITCH TO LIVE

In their zealous efforts to eradicate witchcraft, 
the Presbyterians helped to bring about the enactment 
of the first important statute on witchcraft in Scot
land. 1 Passed June 4 , 1563, by the Scottish Parliament

pon the recommendation of John Knox, this law confirmed 
the people in their belief in witches. The very fact 
that it recognized that there was a problem gave credence 
to the existence of witches and witchcraft in that 
country. Even then, however, one author felt that the 
law showed a certain amount of skepticism on the part 
of the Parliament.

1 Rev. Montague Summers, in his preface to the 
Malleus maleficarum (N.Y.: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1970, 
p. xvi) notes that a law condemning witches to death 
was attributed to Kenneth I (844-60); even this seems 
to be the confirmation of an established practice. 
However, all other authors view the 1563 law as the 
first Scottish witchcraft law perhaps because of its 
effect.

2Richard Stewart, The Church of Scotland from the 
Time of Queen Margaret to the Reformation: With Supple
mentary Chapter Dealing with Scottish Ecclesiastical 
Affairs to the Presbyterian Settlement of 1690 (London: 
Alexander Gardner, 1892), p. 349. Stewart fails to give 
the source of this information and is the only author 
to supply it. Knox himself was accused of being a 
witch by the Catholics due to his marriage to a fifteen 
year old when he was sixty. In addition, he was accused 
of raising spirits in the churchyard of St. Andrews. 
Charles K. Sharpe, A Historical Account of the Belief in 
Witchcraft in Scotland (N.Y.: Barnes and Noble Books, 
1972), p. 47.
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...as the Quenis Maiestie Mary and thre 
Estates in this present Parliament being 
informit that the hauy and abominabill 
superstitioun vsit be diers of the liegis 
of this Readme be vsing of Witchcraftis,
Sorsarie and Nécromancie and credence 
greuin thairto in-,tymes bygane aganis 
the Law of God...

The very use of the word superstition and the implied 
purpose of the Parliament to eliminate this supersti
tion suggested that this legislative body did not 
really believe in witchcraft

However, the very fact that the Parliament imposed 
such a harsh penalty upon the practice of witchcraft 
belied this view. The 1563 statute boded ill for all 
those thought to be witches. In essence, it stated 
that anyone having any knowledge of witchcraft was to 
be condemned to death ; no distinction was made between 
those who used witchcraft for good and those who used 
it for evil. Furthermore, anyone who consulted with
someone thought to be a witch was considered equally 

5as guilty. In contrast to this law was the statute 
passed earlier that year by the English Parliament.
The Elizabethan law ordered death only for those witches 
who caused death or destruction. All other acts of

Âcts of the Parliament of Scotland, v. 2, as quoted 
in George F. Black, (ed.), A Calendar of Cases of Witch
craft in Scotland, 1510-1727 (N.Y.: The New York Public 
Library, 1936), p. 10.

^Black, A Calendar of Witchcraft Cases, p. 11.
^For full text of the 1563 Scottish witch law, see appendix A.



witchcraft merited a year in prison and four sessions in 
the pillory ; the second offence earned death for the 
witch.^ Thus, in theory, the English law gave the white 
witch at least a second chance by repenting and agreeing 
to never practice their craft again, a chance that was 
lacking in the Scottish law.

The majority of the Scottish witch cases fall into 
a simple pattern : the accusation, the setting up of a 
commission, torture and a confession, tests to find 
proof of the devil's involvement, the trial, and finally 
the sentencing.

In Scotland, perhaps more so than elsewhere, no 
segment of society was safe from being accused of using 
witchcraft, although the poor were naturally more vul
nerable. Ministers used all they had at their disposal 
to find witches and, in some cases, even went to the 
extreme of hiring spies to find out all they could about

7their parishioners in the hope of discovering a suspect.
Most accusations, however, fell into a simple pat

tern. Usually, those who felt they were victims of 
witchcraft came forward to accuse someone with whom they 
had had a disagreement. For example, the victim may

^Wallace Notestein, A History of Witchcraft in 
England from 1888 to 1718 (N.Y.: Thomas Y. Crowell 
Company, 1968 ), p"I TTi

^John Dalyell, The Darker Superstitions of Scotland 
(Edinburgh: Waugh and Innes^ 1834), p̂  ¿62•

18
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have refused a beggar or someone requesting a loan of 
some sort. This person was then heard muttering or 
actually cursing the person denying "the witch's" request. 
Thus, the events leading up to the accusation had two 
basic features: first, someone had in some way been 
wronged in a manner for which there was seemingly no 
natural explanation; and secondly, the victim realized

g
that he had wronged someone. The midwife was always
a likely candidate for an accusation for her knowledge
of herbs and other curative elements placed her in a
position apart from the norm and thus more subject to
suspicion particularly if she failed to cure her patient.
Others fell under suspicion when they were named as

gwitches in the confessions of other witches.
With the acceptance of all accusations as fact and 

given the general fervor of the witchcraft craze it was 
only to be expected that many innocent people fell under 
suspicion,1® particularly as an accusation was an

QKeith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic 
(N.Y.: Charles Scribner's Eons, 1971), pp. 553-4, 557.

^For example, Helen Wilson in Dysart (Nov. 21, 1626) 
was so accused. The Register of the Privy Council of 
Scotland, 1626-1627, vol. I, 2nd series, ed. by David 
Masson (Edinburgh: H. M. General Register House, 1898), 
pp. 447-48.

1®Given modern scepticism on the subject of witch
craft and most research on witches and witchcraft, it is 
generally assumed that all who fell victim to the witch
craft delusion were in fact innocent with the exception 
of murderers and traitors who were guilty in all actuality 
of other crimes altogether.
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effective method for ridding one's self of an enemy.
One such case was that of Katherine Christie, a widow 
from Dysart. Katherine Christie was accused of witch
craft by David Clerk, a sailor from Dysart, with whom 
she was on unfavorable terms. Summoned before the 
presbytery of Kirkcaldy, she appeared, confident in her
reputation as a good and upstanding woman. The three 

11ministers who examined her found her to be innocent
and ordered that Clerk publicly admit that he had
maliciously slandered her. However, after doing this,

1 2Clerk and a number of his friends obtained a commis
sion from the Privy Council which empowered the bailies 
of Dysart to imprison her until she could be tried. 
Demanding her freedom and compensation for what she 
had suffered, Katherine appealed to the Council, which 
decided that she was to be set free upon posting bond 
and that she would eventually be tried in Edinburgh.1

11 William Nairn (minister of Dysart), John Gillespie 
(minister of Kirkacaldy), and John Tullos (minister of 
Weymes). The Register of the Privy Council of Scotland, 
1627-1628, vol. II, 2nd series, ed. by P. Hume Brown 
"[Edinburgh: H. M. General Register House, 1900), p. 143-

1 PAlexander Simsoun (a bailie and Clerk's cousin), 
William Spittell (Dysart minister who had a deep hatred 
of Katherine). Ibid.

1 -̂ The bond was set at 2000 merks or ¿1000. Although 
seemingly exhorbitant, it was paid which may indicate that 
Katherine Christie was a woman of some means. Ibid♦, 
vol. IV, 2nd series, p. 59.



For several years1̂  letters went back and forth from 
Katherine, her accusers, and the Council. The last 
that was heard of this case was that a date for the 
trial was to be set; whether that trial ever took place 
or Katherine was ever finally freed is not known for the 
records on her case are silent on these issues.

Others were affected in a different way by the 
witchcraft craze. These became so deluded that they 
began to believe that they were witches. Although such 
cases were rather infrequent in Scotland, there were 
still some women who did come forward to admit that 
they were witches. Marion Mure, an elderly widow from 
Leith, was just such a woman. In the presence of the 
bailies of Leith and an Edinburgh minister, Marion 
confessed to having entered the devil's service and to 
being rebaptised Katharine. She begged to be impris
oned. 1 ̂ Although her doctor testified that she suf
fered from "hypochondriack distractioun"1  ̂ ever since 
the death of her husband, she was nevertheless executed.

One remarkable feature of the accusations in the 
Scottish witch persecutions was that there were no

1^The records of this case cover from November 17, 
1627 to November 11, 1630.

1^Ibid., p. 405.
1^Probably some sort of melancholy or depressions. 

Ibid., p. 426 .
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1 7cases in which children are involved as accusers. Al

though this situation was frequently found on the Con
tinent, in England, and in England's North American 
colonies, it seemed to have missed Scotland altogether. 
Widespread persecutions such as those caused by the 
children in Salem were simply nonexistent. Instead, 
the persecutions in Scotland stemmed from the accusa
tions of adults, which was in a way more terrifying for 
one can understand how impressionable children could 
imagine witches everywhere. It also seems indicative 
of the strength of the belief in witchcraft in Scotland 
in that it had taken hold in the imaginations of adults.

Once a person was suspected of witchcraft special 
courts were convened by order of the Privy Council.
These courts or commissions, as they were generally

18known, were composed of eight local men. These men
did not necessarily have any knowledge of the law; they
were also open to all sorts of bribery, blackmail,

1 9prejudices, and superstitions. Besides being able to

1 7At least not in the period covered by this study. 18 19
18°In the records that exist on these commissions, 

it is more frequent to find that they were composed of 
three to four men at most.

19Bessie Duncane, Katharine Kirktoun, Katharine 
Lawder, and Alison Garrick complained to the Council that 
their judges had no knowledge of the law and therefore 
they felt that they could not get a just trial (June 8, 
1630), R.P.C., vol. Ill, 2nd series, p. 586.
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investigate all charges of witchcraft, these commissions 
were also given the power to sentence the accused. Their 
main function, however, was to examine the witch and 
report to the Privy Council who would decide on further 
action. In addition to commissions set up to examine a 
certain witch or witches, special courts were also set 
up to cover a whole area where witchcraft activity was 
suspected.

Commission under the Signet, signed by the 
Chancellor, Binning, R. Cokburne, and Oli- 
phant, to William, Bishop of Galloway, and 
the Steward of Kirkcubright, and his deputies, 
to apprehend and try sundry persons within 
the bounds of Galloway suspected of witch
craft, enchantments, and other devilish 
practices.

Depending upon the diligence of the appointed commission 
and their knowledge of the law, such a general court 
could prove to be either a blessing or a curse. After 
examining the witch and gathering the evidence, the com
mission directed the sheriffs of the area to summon an

P1 22assize of up to forty-five local men. From these

onIbid. f vol. X, 1st series, p. 231•
p 1Robert Pitcairn (ed.), Criminal Trials in Scotland 

from A.D. M.CCCC.LXXXVII To A .D. M.DC.XXIV, Embracing the 
Entire Reigns of James IV. and V., Mary Queen of Scots, 
and James VI, vol. T7 2nd part (London: Longman, Rees, 
Orme, Brown, Green, and Longman, 1833), p. 262. Hereafter 
cited as Criminal Trials.

ppThese men were also subject to the influence of 
local gossip and therefore the witch could scarcely expect 
an impartial hearing. Ronald Seth, In the Name of the 
Devil: Great Scottish Witchcraft Cases (London: Jarrolds
Publishers Ltd., 1969)t p• 16•



came the fifteen jurors who together with the commission 
decided the fate of the accused.2^

Although a confession was not required before the 
accused witch was tried and sentenced, it became a gen
eral part of the procedure and was usually obtained 
either by persuasion or by compulsion to back up the 
accusation. Solitary confinement, cold and famine, ex
treme thirst, and the denial of all physical comforts, 
even the basic necessities of life, were used to induce 
the witch to confess. The means most used in Scotland 
was to deprive the accused of sleep. For hours upon 
hours, the witch was not .even allowed to lie down until, 
totally exhausted, she collapsed and confessed.2'’

If these failed, another method was resorted to—  
torture. Several methods were used: the pennywinkis or 
thumb-screws; the boots, a frame in which the leg was in
serted and broken by wedges driven in by a hammer; and 
the caschielawis, an iron frame for the leg which was
heated over a fire while small torches were applied to 

2 6the body. Iron collars, “witches1 bridles," were

2^Ibid., pp. 14-5.
24Criminal Trials, vol. 1, 2nd part, p. 50.
25In Fife, accused witches were deprived of sleep 

in the belief that the devil could gain hold again once 
the witch had fallen asleep. Black, A Calendar of Witch- 
craft Cases, p. 15.

2 6W.E.H. Lecky, History of the Rise and Influence 
of the Spirit of nationalism in Europe, vol. i (N.Y.:
B. Appleton & Company, 1925), pT 147.
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another means of torture. These instruments consisted 
of a hoop that was placed over the head and a piece of 
iron having four points which was placed into the vic
tim's mouth. Two prongs were placed facing the tongue 
and palate while the other two pointed toward each cheek. 
This was held together by a padlock; at the back of the
collar was fixed a ring by which the witch was attached 

07to the wall. Needless to say, such methods produced
both frequent confessions and frequent complaints from
.. .. , 28 the witch.

If, after all of this, the witch still did not con
fess, it was not thought'that she was innocent but that 
the devil was aiding her. In such incidents, tests to 
find proof of the devil's involvement were employed. The 
simplest was that of competing skills, that is, if the 
accused were to do something much better than everyone 
else than what was considered normal, this was proof 
that she was a witch. For example, when a neighbor bor
rowed milk from Catharine Miller's cow, churned it into 
butter, and got more money for this butter than she ever 
did for her own, this was considered one of the major

^ Criminal Trials, vol. I, 2nd part, p. 50.
r> O^°For example, Janet Love complained to the Council 

on April 13, 1632, that she was tortured with "bow strings, 
stab her with preins, lay her in the stockes, call wedges 
on her schinnes and othcrwayes most miserable intreate 
her." I?. P. C . , vol. IV, 2nd series, p. 473.
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proofs of the witch's guilt. Although one of the most 
popular witch tests on the Continent was swimming, ^  this 
ordeal was never used that much in Scotland as were other 
tests. However, such names as Witch Lake at St. Andrews 
do suggest that swimming was employed at least occasion
ally.^1 Considering James Vi's advocacy of this test as
an effective means of discovering witches, it is sur-

32prising that it was not used more often.
However, more faith was put in another test, that 

of pricking to find the devil's mark. Regarded as per
haps the most important part in the identification of a 
witch, it was the sign and seal of the devil upon the 
body of his servant. Upon being found, it removed any 
remaining doubts as to the guilt of the w i t c h A c q u i r e d  
when first entering the devil's service, it manifested

OQIbid. , vol. V, 2nd series, p. 546.
-^The accused person was tied up and flung into a 

pool or river in the belief that the water would reject 
him if he was guilty. If he sank, he was innocent; if 
he floated, he was guilty. Christina Hole, Witchcraft 
in England (London: Collier-Macmillan Ltd.~ 1970), pp.
3 6 - 7 .

^1William N. Neill, "The Professional Pricker and 
His Test for Witchcraft," Scottish Historical Review, vol. 
XIX, p. 205.

J James I, Daemonologie, (1597)» in Forme of a Dia
logue, Diuided into three Bookes in Elizabethan and 
Jacobean Quartos, ed. by G. B. Harrison (N.Y.: Barnes 
& Noble, Inc., 1966), Book III, ch. 6, p. 80.

-^Montague Summers, The History of Witchcraft and 
Demonology (N.Y.: University Books, 1956), p. 70.
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itself as any blemish on the skin— a birthmark, a scar,
any unnatural marking. It was usually placed in a part
of the body not seen when clothed or even when naked so
that all the hair on the witch's body was shaved off to
find the mark. Insensible to pain, when pricked with
a pin it would not bleed. Even witches silent under the
most horrible of tortures would confess at once upon the

■ 3 5finding of the devil's mark. In their efforts to find
the devil's mark, a group known as prickers sprang into
existence. At first, ministers and other amateurs were
entrusted with the task of finding it. For example, in
the case of Catharine Oswald (1630), John Aird, a
minister, put a pin into the accused's shoulder where
the mark was discovered.

Repetes also the declaration of three servants 
in the Tolbuth who saw a pin put to the head 
by Mr. John Aird, minister, in the panne1's 
shoulder, being the Devil's mark, and no 
blood following nor she noways shrinking 
thereat.̂
Soon pricking was taken out of the hands of the 

amateurs as certain people decided to make pricking their 
career. ^  The most famous of these was John Kincaid from

-^Seth, p. 27.
-^This seems to stem from the belief that the Devil 

only protected his followers until the mark was found. 
Once this protection was withdrawn, the witch considered 
it useless to deny her guilt anymore. Ibid., p. 26.

^George F. Black, (ed.), Some Unpublished Scottish 
Witchcraft Trials (N.Y.: The New York Public Library,
1941), p. 13.

37Seth, p. 27



Tranent who carried on his work throughout Edinburgh and 
the southern counties of Scotland. Prickers became so 
numerous and popular that they even formed a gild. For 
every witch they found, they were guaranteed a good fee; 
as may be expected, most managed to amass quite a sum

*3 O

of money. As also may be expected, many abuses crept 
into such a system for almost anyone could claim to be 
an experienced pricker. One pricker by the name of 
Paterson caused the death of many people before it was 
discovered that he was a woman disguised as a man and 
that he had no real knowledge of pricking. "Such 
cruelty and rigure was sustained by a vile varlet im- 
posture.Throughout The Records of the Privy Council 
of Scotland are entries in which the Privy Council con
demned prickers who had taken advantage of the wide
spread belief in witches. James Balfour from Corhouse 
was forbidden to use pricking after the Council decided 
that he had been using his knowledge unlawfully.^0

The trial usually followed closely upon the witch's 
confession, which formed the basis for the prosecution. 
Sometimes, however, the accused was kept from trial for

-^Summers, p. 74.
-^The Wardlaw Manuscript, p. 446, as quoted in 

Summers, pp. 74-5. Paterson caused the death of at 
least twenty-five people before the imposture was dis
covered .

^°R.P.C., vol. IV, 2nd series, pp. 432-3•
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months or even years until the Privy Council stepped in
and ordered either that the witch be let out on bail or

41that a time be set for a trial. During the trial, the 
witch had very few rights. Until 1620, they were not 
even allowed to have anyone defend them and even after 
this date it was rather unsafe to do so due to public 
opinion, for it was believed that anyone defending a 
witch was as guilty as the witch. In 1598, some civil 
magistrates dared to set free some convicted witches 
and incurred the wrath of the Kirk which ordered that 
the magistrates be severely censured.41 42 43 Even after a 
witch was allowed someone to defend her, it was almost 
impossible to find a lawyer for they were scarce and 
expensive and those who were available usually believed 
in witchcraft. Such lawyers hardly provided a good 
defence. If the accused was fortunate enough to get an 
enlightened lawyer, ignorant judges might still prevent 
a fair trial.44 On top of everything, the witch had to 
bear the costs of her trial and her stay in the tolbooth, 
which meant that even if she was freed, she was now

41For example, William Stevenson and his wife (1629), 
Ibid., vol. Ill, 2nd series, pp. 378, 386; Janet Hardie 
and Janet Barclay (1629), Ibid., pp. 162-3; and Isobel 
Sinclair (1634), Ibid., vol. IV, 2nd series, pp. 246-7.

42Black, A Calendar of Witchcraft Cases, p. 14.
43Ibid.
44R.P.C., vol. Ill, 2nd series, p. 97.



destitute. If found guilty, she or her family had to
pay the costs of her execution. The following is a bill
of expenses for the burning of a number of witches.

"Item, the 9th of March, 1596, for ane boll 
and a half of coillis to burne the saidis 
witches, 1 lib. 10s. Item, for threttie 
fyve leadis of peattis, 3 lib. 10s. Item, 
for sex tar barrellis, 2 lib. Item, for 
tua irne barrellis, 8s. Item, for a staik, 
dressing and setting of it, 16s. 8d. Item, 
for aucht fadome of towis, 8s. Item, for 
careing of the coillis, peattis, and bar
rellis, 8s. Item, to Jon Justice for his 
fie, 1 lib. Item, the tent of Marche, bocht 
be the comptar, and laid in be him in the 
sellir on the chappell of the Castlehill, 
ane chaldir of coillis, price thairof, 
witht the baring and metting of the same,
16 lib. 4s."45
More often than not, the sentence was death. The 

victim was "to be tane to the Castelhill of Edinburghe 
[or some other place of execution], and thair wirreit
at ane ftaik, and thairefter hir bodie brunt in affes;

46and all hir moveabill guides to be efcheit* &c."
From one report, that of the Earl of Mar on the burning
of witches at Brechin, it appeared that this sentence
was not always carried out exactly.

...sum wemen wes tane in Breichin as witches, 
and, being put to ane assyse and convict, al
beit thay perseveirit constant in thair 
denyell to the end, yet thay wer brunt quick

^ Spalding Club Miscellany, v. 5, p. 
in Black, A Calendar of Witchcraft Cases,

66 as quoted
p . 2 6 .

46Criminal Trials, vol. I, 2nd part, p. 186.
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efter six ane crewell maner that sum of thame 
deit in dispair, renunceand and blasphemeand, 
and utheris, half brunt, brak out of th fyre 
and wes cast in quick in it agane quhill thay 
wer brunt to the deid.47

Occasionally, a witch was given a more lenient sentence 
although this did not happen very often. Some were only 
burnt on the cheek while others were actually freed. In 
the case of Isabel Halden and Margaret Hornscleugh, 
the judges stipulated that the "punischement to be in- 
flictit upoun thame extend not to lyff nor member."4® 
Those pleading pregnancy were given a stay of execution 
until the birth of their child or a change of sentence 
to banishment. Some, in,their despair, committed 
suicide while others tried to escape only to die in 
the attempt. In the end, the majority died.

47li.P.C., vol. XIV, 1st series, P- 605.
4dIbid., vol. XIII, 1st series, P- 270.



CHAPTER III
THE BIRTH OF THE WITCH CRAZE

The first two and a half decades following the 
enactment of the 1563 witch law were free from large 
scale witch persecutions. There was only a small, 
though steady, flow of accused witches being brought 
to trial. Even then, few of these cases were in any 
way outstanding. Only two, Bessie Dunlop (1576) and 
Alesoun Peirsoun (1 5 8 8 ), were of significance due to 
their emphasis upon the old Scottish ideas on witch
craft in which the fairies rather than the devil 
played a more important role. From examining the 
records of these trials, it was rather obvious that 
at this time in the history of the Scottish witch 
persecutions, Continental witchcraft views had not 
yet taken a strong hold in that country. The devil 
was rarely mentioned, his mark was not looked for, 
and the two women did not have any fellow conspir
ators against God.

Bessie Dunlop first encountered the enemies of 
God at a time when things were going particularly bad 
for her. Bessie was recovering from a difficult 
pregnancy and labor, her husband and child were dying, 
and one of the family cows was stricken with some 
disease as well. According to her confession, while



driving cows to pasture one day, she met a stranger 
who identified himself as Thomas Reid, a soldier who 
had died at Pinkie.1 Reid told her that her child and 
the cow would die but that her husband would survive, 
all of which came true, and then disappeared. At 
their third meeting,2 Reid asked Bessie to renounce 
her faith and become a Catholic.-^ To this request 
she replied that she would never agree to such an act. 
Reid’s next appearance occured in the midst of a 
family gathering although no one but Bessie was able 
to see him. Reid led her away from them to a place 
where twelve other people were convened. This time 
Bessie was asked to join their group and go with them 
to the Court of Elfame.4 Again she refused which 
greatly angered Reid. Eventually— it was not revealed

1A battle in Inveresk, Sept. 10, 1547. Robert 
Pitcairn, (ed.), Criminal Trials in Scotland from 
A.D. M.CCCC.LXXXVIII To A.D. I'd.DC.XXIV. . Embracing the 
Entire Reigns of James IV.. and V.. faiary Queen of Scots, 
and James VI, vol. I, 2nd part, (London:Longman, Rees, 
Orme, Brown, Green, and Longman, 1833), P* 51.

2No mention was made of the second meeting.
^It is rather interesting that this request to 

become a Catholic was equated with a request to become 
a witch, indicative of the anti-Catholic feeling in 
Scotland.

^The court of the fairies.
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when or where— Bessie Dunlop gave in and received the 
ability to heal people and to foretell the future. How
ever, Bessie proved to be very unsuccessful as a healer. 
She was soon accused of practicing witchcraft, convicted, 
and executed.̂  In this case, the devil had taken second 
place to the more traditional source of power for 
Scottish witches, the Court of Elfame.6 Bessie knew 
that she had been approached not by the devil but that 
the fairy kingdom had offered her knowledge of witch

craft.
...Sche being demandit, Gif fche fperit at 
Thom quhat perfounes thai war? Anfuerit,
That, thai war the gude eychtis that wynnit 
in the Court of Elfame...
Alesoun Peirsoun's introduction to witchcraft 

followed along similar lines. First approached by a 
phantom, this time a man in green, Alesoun also dealt 
with the fairies. However, Alesoun's case was even 
more revealing about her relations with the fairies 
than the previous case. Alesoun also met her ghost

^Criminal Trials, vol. I, 2nd part, pp. 51-8
8The devil, however, was considered 'the ultimate 

source of a witch's powers even though the Court of 
Elfame had a more prominent role.

^Criminal Trials, vol. I, 2nd part, p. 53•
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for the first time while alone in a pasture. As the 
man in green began to offer her many benefits "gif fche

g
wald be faithfull...", Alesoun became afraid and 
cried for help. Of course, no one heard her. Then, 
when she demanded of him, "'In Godis name and the low
he leuit one,' that if he come in Godis name and for the

oweill of hir faull, he fould tell...", he disappeared 
and confirmed her fears that the man she had seen was 
someone evil. At his next appearance, the man was 
accompanied by several other men and women. It was 
soon revealed to Alesoun that her visitors were from 
the Court of Elfame. This meeting was a violent one, 
leaving her paralyzed and badly bruised on her left 
side; her other side was later similarly attacked.
Such displays of power quickly convinced Alesoun that 
she had to join the ranks of the Court of Elfame.

•*- She was taught how the fairies made their salves and 
ointments. Her principle teacher was her cousin,
William Sympsoun, who lived with the fairies. Alesoun 
was a rather reluctant witch, confessing constantly to 
being afraid of the power of the fairies. She did

®Ibid., p. 163 
9Ibid.
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manage, however, in her period as a witch to cure a 
rather important individual, the Bishop of Saint Andrews, 
Patrick Adamsone.10 The Bishop suffered from several 
illnesses, "...as the trimbling fewer, the palp, the 
ripillis and the flexus....1,11 That such a distinguish
ed person, moreover one connected with the Kirk, should 
consult with a witch was deemed remarkable even by the 
people of that time. Little else is known of this 
case for the Court procedure and the sentence pronounc
ed were not inserted in the records. There was only a 
notation to the side that Alesoun Peirsoun was convicted 
and executed.-*̂

In 1590, something happened to bring the lull in 
the persecution of witches to an end. That event was 
the bringing of witchcraft charges against several 
people in the area of the town of North Berwick. From

10From the fact that Alesoun had attracted the 
attention of so high a personage as the Bishop, it 
seems obvious that she must have had quite a reputa
tion as a healer. As to her stories about the fairies 
having given her this power, they were probably de
lusions induced by torture.

11 That is, fever and ague, palpitations, and a 
weakness in the back and loins. Pitcairn, Criminal 
Trials, vol. I, 2nd part, p. 164.

12This event so captured the imaginations of the 
people that a poem was written entitled, "The Legend 
of the Bifchop of St Androis", condemning the Bishop. 
Ibid. 1

1 -^Criminal Trials, vol. I. 2nd part, pp. 161-5.
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one accusation was launched a great wave of persecu
tions.

The case of the North Berwick witches began simply 
enough in the town of Trenent when a young girl by the 
name of Geillis Duncane fell under suspicion of using 
witchcraft. Maid servant to the bailie of that tov/n, 
David Seaton, Geillis first came under her master's 
eye when she began to absent herself at night. It 
was soon revealed that during the time she was gone 
she went about curing the sick of the area. In a 
short time she accomplished what seemed to be miraculous 
feats of healing. What made these cures appear even 
stranger to the already suspicious Seaton was the fact 
that Geillis's remarkable ability for curing people 
had only come to her recently. Seaton felt it his duty 
to find out where these powers had come from. He first 
questioned his servant and when she gave no answer, he 
"did with the help of others, torment her with the 
torture of the Pilliwinckes vpon her fingers, which is 
a greeuous torture, and binding or wrinching her head 
with' a corde or roape...."1  ̂ Even then she did not 1

1^Newes from Scotland Declaring the Damnable life 
and death of Doctor Fian, a notable sorcerer, who was 
burned at Edenbrough in Ianuary laft. 1591 in Eliza
bethan and Jacobean Quartos, ed. by G.B. Harrison 
~(N.Y. : Barnes & Noble, Inc. , 1966), p. 9. Hereafter 
cited as Newes from Scotland.



confess to having become a witch until the devil's
mark was discovered in the small of her throat. Then,
after being imprisoned for a short time, she began to

i 5issue accusations against other witches. The coven y 
of the Kirk of North Berwick was discovered.

There the faithful met their master the devil, who
1 f iappeared to them in the form of a black man. Before 

he came, the witches would first dance and sing while 
Geillis Duncane played the jew's harp. Then, at the 
devil's appearance, they stopped to pay their hommage 
to him, first the women and then the men. The men 
turned around nine times and the women six times.
Black candles surrounding him, the devil stood at the 
pulpit and called their names to find out who was 
present. Then he demanded if "thay kepit all promeis,

38

^The use of the word coven here is somewhat in
accurate for it describes a group of thirteen witches 
while the North Berwick witches were a much larger 
group. Also, the word itself did not appear in Scot
land until the reign of Charles II in reference to 
thirteen witches tried in 1662. W.II. Davenport Adams, 
Witch, Warlock, and Magician; Historical Sketches of 
Ivlagic and Witchcraft in England and Scotland (London: 
Chatto & Windus, 1889), p. 33?. However, In the 
broader sense, a coven is any organization or guild of 
witches and is therefore appropriate in this case.

"^Criminal Trials, vol. I, 1st part, p. 211. 
Whether the devil actually appeared as a black man or 
as a man dressed in black is unclear.
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i nand bene guid feruandis?" and asked what evil they
had done since the last time they had met. At his
command, they proceeded to open up several graves,
taking the fingers, toes and knees of the bodies.
After all had done this, the devil told them to keep
these parts until they dried and then to make a powder
from them from which they could work their evil spells.
Then he commanded them to keep his commandments, which

18were, "to do all the ewill they could." Before the
19witches left, they all kissed his behind.

20Although Geillis Duncane named many as witches, 
those who figured most prominently were Agnes Sampson, 
Barbara Naipar, Eufame Makcalzane, and Dr. Fian, alias 
John Cunninghame. They were, on the whole, a cast of 
rather distinguished characters.

Agnes Sampson, known as the "wise wife of Keyth", 
was a "grave matronlike woman, of a rank and compre
hension above the vulgar."19 20 21 Her major crime was her

39

17Ibid., vol. I, 2nd part, p. 239.

19Ibid., pp. 239-40..
20The names of at least forty-eight people are 

given in the records. The records of the trial of 
Agnes Sampson also stated that the North Berwick witches 
included "abone ane hundreth perfones, quhairof thair 
wes fax men, and all the reft wemen." Ibid., p. 239.
For a list of those whose names were given, see appendix B.

21 Arnot, Criminal Trials as quoted in Pitcairn, 
Criminal Trials, vo'l. I, 2nd part, p. 230.
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unfortunate choice of occupation, that of midwifery.
It was even more unfortunate that she was a much better 
healer than the doctors of that area. Two such facts 
in that age would probably have brought a charge of 
witchcraft against her anyway; Geillis Duncane's 
accusation only brought to pass something that was in
evitable. Her cures were considered more suspicious as 
she accompanied them with prayers which could easily be
considered a witch's incantations. A corruption of the

22Apostle's Creed was her major "incantation" although 
she also used others such as the following.

All kindis of illis that ewir may be, In 
Cryftis name, I coniUre ye; I coniure ye, 
baith mair and les, With all pe vertewis 
of pe mefs, And rycht fa, be pe naillis fa,
That naillit Jefus, and na ma; And rycht 
fa, be pe famin blude, That reikit owre 
pe ruithful rwid; Purth of pe flefch and 
of pe bane, And in pe eird and in^pe ftane,

I Conuire Pe, In Godis Name. -*
Agnes confessed to being a witch also upon the discov-
ering of the devil's mark.

22This similarity can easily be seen in the first 
lines: "I trow in Almychtie God that wrocht, Baith Heavin
and erth and all of nocht. In to his deare fone Chryft 
Jefu, In to pat anaplie lord, I trow, Wes gotten of pe 
Haly Gaift, Borne of pe Virgin Marie..." Criminal 
Trials, vol. I, 2nd part, p. 234.

21J"Agnes Sampsones prayer and conjuration for 
hailling of seik folkis." Ibid., p. 237.
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Married to Archibald Douglas, a burgess of 
?4Edinburgh, Barbara Naipar was a victim of her friend

ships, mainly those with Agnes Sampson and Dame Jeane 
Lyon, Lady Angus. She was accused of having sought the 
aid of Agnes Sampson to help Lady Angus with the birth 
of her children and to win the affection of Lady Angus. 
Thus, by consulting with Agnes Sampson and other 
accused witches, she had violated the 1563 Act of 
Parliament. She further violated that act by causing 
the death of Archibalde, Earl of Angus, by witchcraft. 
Although witchcraft was not suspected at first as the 
cause of the Earl's lingering illness and finally his 
death, 26 27 when Geillis accused Barbara of being a witch, 
it was only a short step until she was linked to the 
Earl's death.

Eufame Makcalzane was the only daughter and heiress
of Thomas Makcalzane, Lord Cliftounhall, a Senator of
the College of Justice.26 An ardent Catholic, she hated

27both James VI and Presbyterianism. She also appeared 
to have hated almost everyone, for the charges against

2^He was also the brother of the Laird of 
Carfchoggill. Ibid., P. 242.

26Barbara, with the help of Agnes Sampson, made an 
image of the Earl which, when it was destroyed, caused 
his death. Ibid., p. 243•

26Ibid., p. 247.
27Ibid., p. 249.
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her were mainly those of causing sickness or murder by 
witchcraft. For example, in 1577, she supposedly 
paralyzed Mitchell Marioribankis' right side. Moreover, 
she tried continuously to murder her husband. Consider
ing the number of times she attempted to do this, it was

28wonder that he was able to survive at all. Doctors 
who had examined him confirmed that his illnesses, the 
result of the attempts to murder him, were not natural 
and could only be caused by witchcraft. With such 
learned people testifying against her, Eufame had no 
chance.

John Fian, a schoolmaster from Prestopannes, was 
considered to be the worst of the group. Invited by the 
devil himself to become a warlock, he readily agreed so 
that he would have an easy means of eliminating his 
enemies. His powers were almost unlimited. The records 
of his case contained the first mention of the witch's 
power to transport himself or herself over great 
distances without normal means of transportation. He 
foretold the future, destroyed men, animals, and crops, 
and controlled the weather. The devil considered him so 
good of a servant that he allowed Fian to sit on his
left side.

42

^°It was believed that Eufame's failure to kill her 
husband was due to his youth and his general good health 
as well as his basic goodness. Ibid., p. 250-51»

29Ibid», P» 240.



43

What made these accused witches more important in 
the eyes of the magistrates though was their involve
ment in a conspiracy to kill James VI through witchcraft 
No longer was it simply a case of witchcraft; now it 
was a matter of treason. The devil of the coven of the 
Kirk of North Berwick turned out to be none other than 
Francis, Earl of Bothwell, a claimant to the Scottish 
throne should James VI die without an heir. James, 
who had taken an active interest in the proceedings, was 
now even more concerned than before.

The North Berwick witches tried several times to 
kill the King, whom the 'devil had told them was "the 
greatest enemy he hath in the worlde. . . . " In one 
attempt, Agnes Sampson took a black toad which she hung 
up for three days by its heels to gather its venom.
She then planned to obtain some part of the King's cloth 
ing from an acquaintance who was an attendant in the

Francis Stewart, Earl of Bothwell, was cousin to 
the King and the son of John Stewart, Prior of Colding- 
ham, who was one of the many illegitimate sons of 
James V, and of Lady Jane Hepburn, a sister of the Earl 
of Bothwell who married Mary, Queen of Scots. George F. 
Black, (ed.), A Calendar of Cases of Witchcraft in 
Scotland, 1310-1727 (N.Y.: The New York Public Library, 
1 93Ö)f P* 1 2. Bothwell was a Catholic. However, many 
authors feel that he was a true Satanist.

^1Newes from Scotland, p. 15.



King's chamber. The attendant, John Kers, however re
fused her request. According to Agnes's testimony, if
she had succeeded, the King would have experienced sharp

12pains as if he were being stuck with pins. Their next
opportunity came when the King went to Norway to claim
his bride, Princess Anne of Denmark. Harried by proxy
in July of 1^89, Anne set sail for England but her ship
was driven back to the Norwegian coast by storms. The
impatient bridegroom set out after her, but when they
tried to return in the spring, they again encountered
rough weather. It was determined that the storms
had been caused by the witchcraft of the North Berwick
witches. Already, while the King was in Norway, they
had caused a tempest near the town of Leith which sunk
a ship bearing gifts for the Queen. This was done by
tossing a christened cat with parts of a dead man tied
to him into the sea near Leith. This same cat was the

14cause of the storms that delayed the King's ship.
Although there were no records as to what happened 

to the majority of the accused, one may safely assume

-^Ibid. , p. 16.
-^Wallace Notestein, A History of Witchcraft in 

England from 1338 to 1718 (N.Y.: Thomas Y. Crowell” 
Company, 19^8) , p. 95.

^Newes from Scotland, pp. 16-8.
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that the majority were executed. John Fian, although 
enduring constant, painful torture, never confessed 
that he had committed the crimes he was accused of and, 
although he escaped once, he was recaptured and executed. 
Agnes Sampson also received the death penalty. Eufame 
Makcalzane's sentence was extremely harsh for she was 
denied the comfort of being strangled before being 
burned at the stake. Barbara Naipar was accidentally 
released, until the King protested, whereupon she was 
again imprisoned. The Earl of Bothwell managed to 
escape to the Continent and although he was later pardon- 

- ed, he never returned to Scotland.
The case of the North Berwick witches was an impor

tant event in the history of Scottish witchcraft.
Evidence of the penetration of Continental witchcraft 
beliefs was clearly present. The devil behaved as any 
Continental devil behaved, requiring his servants to do
hommage to him by kissing his behind. Dancing in the

3 5churchyard was also relatively a new phenomenon.
This case contained the first mention of a formal pact 
with the devil; previously, only oral pacts had been 
made.^  Although the meetings of the witches at the

^The devil first appeared as a leader of a witch 
meeting in England in 1645 while aancing did not appear 
there until 1612. Ronald Seth, In the Name of the Devil; 
Great Scottish Witchcraft Cases (London: Jarrolds 
Publishers Ltd., 1969), ppu 42-3.

-^Ibid . , p. 43•
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Kirk of North Berwick were not as organized as the
37Continental sabbats, nevertheless there were some 

similarities. These meetings were at least an attempt 
at a formalized organization, never before present in 
Scotland. Most importantly though, this case had a 
profound effect upon James VI. Besides confirming him 
in his belief that he had an ability for finding 
witches, it led to his writing a book on witchcraft, 
Daemonologie. Although Daemonologie was published in 
1597, James had already shown some evidence that he had 
been influenced at the time of the North Berwick witches 
by Continental witchcraft beliefs. In the years follow
ing the case, he diligently studied leading Continental 
witchcraft literature and inquired into cases in France

O
and Germany, where witch hunting had become a science. 
The final result of this research was Daemonologie, 
written in the form of a dialogue between two characters 
called Philomanthes and Epistemon. Although James did

37"The sabbat was the name given to witches' meet
ings. They were characterised by the presence of the 
devil, the kissing of his behind, sexual relations with 
the devil and fellow witches and warlocks, and singing 
and dancing. They generally took on the tone of an 
orgy.

Adams, Witch, Warlock, And Magician, p. 314.
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9̂not accept all the superstitions of the time, he 
nevertheless confirmed the belief in witchcraft. He 
also confirmed the view that all witches, including 
children, should be sentenced to death.

Epi. They ought to be put to death accord
ing to the Law of God, the ciuill and imperial 
law, and municipall law of all Christian nations.

Phi. But what kinde of death I pray you?
Epi. It is commonly used by fire, but that 

ia an indifferent thing to be vsed in euery cuntrie, 
according to the Law or custome thereof.

Phi. But ought no sexe, age nor ranck 
to be exempted?

Epi. None at al(being so vsed by the 
lawful Magistrate) for it is the highest 
point of Idolatrie, wherein no exception is 
admitted by the law of God.

Phi. Then bairnes may not be spared?
Epi. Yea, not 'a haire the lesse of my 

conclusion.
Although he cautioned against convicting the innocent, 
he also warned officials about the sin of failing to 
condemn the guilty.

As usual most of the guilty were women. James
shared the views of the time that women were the weaker
and therefore more vulnerable of the two sexes.

The reason is easie, for as that sexe is 
frailer than man is, so is it easier to be 
intrapped in these grosse snares of the

-^For example, he discounted the reality of were
wolves and of the witch’s ability to transport herself 
without natural means, putting it down to the imagina
tion of the witch. James VI, Daemonologie, In Forme of 
ane Dialo^e, Diuided into three Bookes, Book II, ch. 
H i  as in Elizabethan and Jacobean Quartos, ed. by 
G.B. Harrison, pp. 40-2.

^Dialogue between Philomanthes and Epistemon. 
Ibid., Book III, ch. iv, p. 77.
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Deuill, as was ouer well proued to be true, 
by the Serpentes deceiving of Eua at the 
beginning, which makes him the homelier with 
that sexe sensine.

Once entrapped by her pact with the devil, sealed with
the devil's mark, it was almost impossible for the witch
to renounce her ways and be saved. Although she might
pray and try to amend her ways, in the end the only

42sure cure was her death.
Daemonologie became the major textbook for witch 

persecutors in England and Scotland for more than half 
a century. It was also highly thought of on the 
Continent.Evidence of this influence could be seen 
in the increased use of swimming and pricking for 
the devil's mark, two proofs that James felt were in
valuable, in Scotland following the publication of his 
book.^ On the whole, Daemonologie served to confirm 
and deepen the already strong belief in witches and 
witchcraft.

^Ibid,, Book II, ch. iii, pp. 43-4. 
42Ibid., Book II, ch. v, pp. 48-9. 
^Seth, p. 17.
^Notestein, p. 99.



CHAPTER IV
THE LATTER YEARS OF JAMBS VI’S REIGN

For several years following the conclusion of the
North Berwick witch trials, Scotland was again quiet as
far as the persecution of suspected witches was concerned.
There were only the few unrelated cases of individual
witches brought to trial in the county districts, none
of them important. However, in 1596, one year before
James VI first published his work on witchcraft, a rash
of trials broke out in the highlands, centering in and

2around the town of Aberdeen.
The witch hunt began with a few isolated cases in 

the first few months of that year and then spread through
out the area like wildfire. Issobell lvlanteith was among 1 2

1Ronald Seth, In the Name of the Devil: Great Scot
tish Witchcraft Trials (London: Jari'olds Publishers Ltd. ,
1969) , pi 45. Records showed that only twenty some people 
were brought to trial during this period from 1591 to 1596.

2Aberdeen was at this time still a stronghold of 
Catholicism. It is this author's belief that the perse
cution of witches here was mainly a hidden persecution of 
Catholics; this belief however cannot be proven in the 
existing records. Although the Presbyterians were strongly 
anti-Papist, only one Catholic priest was killed in Scot
land because of his faith. The religion of these and 
most witches remains unknown, however. Other authors would 
not agree with this theory and have tried to explain the 
Presbyterian view of Papists. Mathew feels that the Pres
byterians just decided to leave their fate to God. David 
Mathew, Scotland Under Charles I (London: Eyre & Spottis- 
woode, 1955)» pp. 54-5. Smout agrees with this and adds 
that they did not wish to antagonize the powerful Cath
olic nobles. T. Christopher Smout, A History of the Scot
tish People, 1 5»60— 1830 (N.Y.: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1969), p. 201.
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the first to be taken; she chose to escape her trial 
and execution by hanging herself in her cell.^ Isobell 
Strauthaquhin, alias Scudder, and her daughter were 
also among the earliest victims of this persecution. 
Isobell was strangled and burnt and, although no sen
tence was recorded for her daughter, she too probably 
met her death.^ Whole families were sometimes appre
hended. Johnnet Wischert and her son, Thomas Leyis, 
were executed for using witchcraft while 'John Leyis, 
her husband, and their three daughters, Elspet, Jonet, 
and Violat, were also arrested. This was mainly due to 
their relationship to the other two. However, it was 
decided that they had not participated in the practice 
of witchcraft in that household. Although they escaped
with their lives, they too were penalized for they were

5banished from that burgh.
For the most part, the Aberdeenshire witches were 

not in any way unusual. Their confessions, however, con
tained practically every known use of witchcraft. Some

•̂A Calendar of Cases of Witchcraft in Scotland, 
1510-1727, ecL by George F. Black (N.Y.: The New York 
Public Library, 1938), p. 25.

4Ibid.
^Ibid., pp. 25, 26. This case is somewhat unusual 

for rather than a daughter being accused with her mother 
of practicing witchcraft, a son was accused and executed. 
This phenomenon is not to be found on the Continent or 
in England and is rare in Scotland.
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practices, such as the use of ligature to cause married 
men to be unfaithful, were common only to the Continent

g
and were not to be found even in England at this time.
Others were the innovations of the Scottish witches as,
for example, dancing with the devil around the market 

7square. The case of Christiane Henderson contained 
another unusual fact with regard to the way she was ini
tiated. Placing one hand on the crown of her head and 
the other on the sole of her foot, she forswore her faith 
and pledged herself to the devil.® Some confessions, 
however, revealed a link between the old Scottish views 
on witchcraft and the newer inventions and borrowed 
Continental practices. Andro Man, a notorious warlock, 
admitted to having been the leader of a group of witches 
who were presided over by a devil named Christsunday.
The devil was not the only illustrious guest for the 
Queen of Elfane also appeared at their sabbats. Marioun 
Grant, a member of this particular coven, confirmed Man's 
story, adding that she had danced with both Christsunday

Qand the Fairy Queen. Andro Man also claimed that the

^Seth, p. 48. Ligature is causing impotence through 
witchcraft.

7Ibid.
Q
°Alexander Keiller, The Personnel of the Aberdeen

shire Witchcraft Covens in the Years 1596-1597 (London: 
Chiswick Press , 1922) , p7 39.

^Ibid., pp. 3 2-3 .
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devil had appeared at one of their meetings as a stag,
1 0a very rare form for the devil to take in Scotland.

Within a few months, at least twenty-four people 
had been executed and the witch hunt was still in full 
swing. The number of people being brought to trial 
grew as accused witches named others as followers of the 
devil. Almost one hundred suspects in all were tried. 
Some fled, a few were acquitted, many were killed, while 
others left no record as to what happened to them.^1

The persecutions of 1596-1597 were not confined to 
Aberdeenshire alone. In the region of Athole, Margaret 
Atkin, "the great witch of Balweary," started a major 
witch hunt. Apprehended upon suspicion of being a 
witch, Margaret soon realized as she began to name some 
of her fellow witches that things would go better for 
her as she continued to accuse additional people. She 
made an offer to her examiners that she would help to 
find all the witches in that area if they would grant 
her her life; to this they readily agreed. She stated 
that, in May, there had been a convention of twenty- 
three hundred witches and the devil upon a hill in 
Athole and that she knew how the devil had marked these 10 11

10There was only one other case in Scotland, that of 
Margaret Boyne of Lumphanan, where the devil appeared in 
this form. Ibid., p. 35.

11For a list of the Aberdeen witches see appendix C.
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witches.12 * 14 Others she recognized by the fact
That they had a secret mark all of that sort, 
in their eyes, whereby she could surely tell, 
how soon she looked upon any, whether they 
were witches or not....13

The swimming test was used to reaffirm her accusations.
There was many of them tried by swimming in 
the water, by binding of their thumbs and 
their great toes together, for, being thus 14 
casten in the water, they floated ay aboon.

More and more were brought in to be examined, especially 
in Glasgow where John Cowper, a minister who greatly be
lieved in Margaret's abilities as a witch finder, helped 
to sentence many innocent women to death.

However, Margaret started to make mistakes. People 
she declared guilty one day, she declared innocent the 
next day. It was obvious even to the most zealous 
witch hunter that she had deceived everyone. The govern
ment, which had already become concerned at the growth 
of the persecution, now became involved. On August 12, 
1597, the Privy Council suspended all commissions that 
had been set up to try witches in Glasgow. The witch 
hunt in that part of Scotland was stopped, at least 

temporarily.1^

12A Calendar of Witchcraft Cases, p. 26.

1^Ibid.
14Ibid.
1^Ibid. , pp. 26-7. The names of the Glasgow witches 

are not included in the records.



Because one deceitful woman had caused the deaths 
of so many in Glasgow and because similar frauds were 
discovered in England,16 James VI lost much of his de
sire to promote and support witch hunts. He also became 
somewhat of a skeptic, no longer holding to his belief 
that all who were accused had to be witches. Large 
scale persecutions disappeared from the rest of his 
reign.^ The witch trials did not totally die out how
ever. Although they did not exist in any great numbers, 
some of these cases revealed a great deal about early 
seventeenth century Scottish witchcraft beliefs.

In his 1605 trial, Patrik Lowrie was not only ac
cused of consulting with witches but with joining their
ranks. On All Hallow's Eve, he and other witches met 

1 Awith the devil who took the unusual form of a woman 
and called herself Helen McBrune. At this meeting, 
Helen presented Lowrie with a special belt, whose

16In 1603, James VI had become King James I of 
England.

1 ̂ During this period, from 1598 to 1625, records 
show that at most twenty-four people were brought to 
trial in one year, while most years averaged only five 
accused witches. This stands in striking contrast to 
the large numbers (from seventy to a hundred) who were 
accused in each of the North Berwick, Aberdeen, and 
Glasgow persecutions.

^This is one of the few Scottish cases which men
tioned a meeting with the devil or a gathering of witches 
on the traditional day for such events, Halloween.
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clasp looked like the devil's claws. At other gatherings, 
Lowrie and the other witches dug up various graves in 
order to get parts of bodies for the working of their 
magic. Like most witches, he practiced a mixture of 
black and white witchcraft. He caused one man's cow to 
give blood and puss instead of milk and made another 
person blind. However, he also cured that person and 
several others. He healed one child "...quha had bene 
deidlie feik of ane ftrange incureabill difeife.. 
by placing a cloth across her face several times for a 
couple of days, keeping it for eight days, and then 
returning it to her. Perhaps one of the strangest facets 
of the case was that Lowrie called in a minister to 
testify as to his reputation. The minister, Mr. Dauid
My11, obligingly stated that although the defendent was

20commonly known as "Pait pe Witch", Lowrie had repent
ed of his evil ways. Whether he had done this or not,
Lowrie was still sentenced to be taken to the Castlehill

2 1of Edinburgh and there to be strangled and burnt.

iqCriminal Trials in Scotland, from A.D. M.CCCC. 
LXXXVIII To A.D. M.DC.XXIV, Embracing the Entire Reign3 
of James IV. and V. , Mary Queen of Scots, and James VI., 
VoL. II ed. by Robert Pitcairn (London: Longman, Kees,
Orme, Brown, Green, and Longman, 1833)» p. 478.

20Ibid., p. 479.
21Ibid., pp. 477-79.
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Two years later, Issobel Greirsoune, wife to a 
workman in Farm is, was also accused of taking part in 
some rather remarkable events. Her trial records con
tained one of the better descriptions of the appearances 
of the devil to a witch. Also, these manifestations 
were not solely confined to Issobel's presence but also 
occured in front of some of her victims. For example, 
Issobel had developed a great dislike of one Adam Clark 
and desired to have revenge on him. Between eleven and 
twelve o'clock one night, Issobel appeared in the like
ness of a cat in Clark's bedroom. Clark, filled with 
fear, started to go crazy. Then, if this were not 
enough, the devil also put in an appearance. In the form 
of a black man, the devil proceeded to attack Clark's
servant, throwing her scarf in the fire. The poor

22woman was seriously ill for almost six weeks.
Issobel also hated one Williame Burnet and gave 

him a grave sickness. Then, the devil came in the like
ness of a naked infant; these visits continued for half 
a year. Thereafter, he appeared in Issobel's image, 
usually in front of the fire in Burnet's house. The 
vision only disappeared when Burnet called out Issobel's 
name. These happenings continued for almost three years;

22Ibid., p. 524
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Burnet, exhausted by this time, died.23 Needless to say, 
Issobel Greirsoune was killed.24

The case of Beigis Todd in 1608 vividly sketched 
the initiation of a witch. Beigis, accompanied by her 
sister, Christian Todd, Johnne Grayneill, Margaret Dunn, 
and Erfche Marioun, reknowned witches, gathered at 
Deane-fute of Lang-Nydrie in 1594 where they were met by 
the devil. The devil sharply scolded Beigis for waiting
so long to join his followers. To this she replied,

25"Sir, I could wyn na faner!" All immediately pro
ceeded to Beigis' house, where they drank for awhile.
Then, they took a cat and threw him into an iron pot 
nine times. The witches followed this act by going to 
Seaton-thorne to the north of the gate. There, they 
took a cat and tossed him against an iron gate nine times. 
The cat was then baptised Margaret and given to the devil. 
What happened next was not revealed, but from the accusa
tions following that Beigis had used witchcraft to harm 
her enemies, she obviously became one of the devil's 
servants. Although she was cleared of causing the sick
ness of one man, for her other deeds and for becoming a
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23Ibid.
24Ibid., pp. 524-26.
23Ibid.. p. 542.
2 &°Thorns were a favorite meeting place for witches. 

Pitcairn, p. 543.
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' 27witch, she was condemned to death.
During this period, there were also the usual

complaints of mistreatment. Some sought protection
of their reputations from slander, that is, being accused
of being a witch. In the case of Christiane Rowse, the
court fined her accuser and ordered him to beg her and
God’s forgiveness. Furthermore, he was to say nothing

2 8but good of her. Others sought relief from harass
ment. Gelis Johnnstoun, a widow from Mussilburgh, had 
lived in that town for over thirty years and had earned 
herself the reputation of being a good woman. Yet,
\vhen some of her enemies accused her of being a witch, 
she was summoned before the Presbytery of Dalkeith to 
answer to these charges. For seven weeks, the Presbytery 
examined her, using all means at their disposal to find 
out the "truth". However, in doing this, the Presbytery 
had violated several laws. First, the Presbytery had no 
right to try witches, a function which belonged to the 
civil courts. Also, they had neglected to inform the 
lord or the king’s justice-general and his deputies of 
that area of the apprehension of an accused witch. In 
addition, the evidence they were holding her on was mere 
slander. The Privy Council ordered the Presbytery to 27

27Criminal Trials, vol. II, pp. 542-44.
O Q^John Graham Dalyell, The Darker Superstitions of 

Scotland (Edinburgh: Waugh and Innes, 1&34)» pi 627.
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disband their proceedings and to hand the defendent 
over to either the lord of the regality of Dunfermling 
or to the justice-general. The Presbytery, however, 
was allowed to continue to gather information on the

29accused, which they were to present to the authorities.
James Mure was totally vindicated of all charges 

against him. Mure had been accused of bewitching a 
young girl, Margaret Eicht of Dalmellingtoun, and taking 
her wits from her by giving her an enchanted drink.
Certain that he would be found innocent, he turned him
self in. When the day of the trial finally came, neither 
Margaret Wicht nor any otjier witnesses against him showed 
up in court. With no one to testify against him, Mure 
was of course set free. The court also stipulated that 
no further proceedings were ever to be instigated against 
him by Margaret or any other person. They were also 
prohibited from libelling Sir John Wallace, who was to 
have presided over the trial.

In 1621, there was another outbreak of witch per
secutions in Glasgow, which, although larger than others 
of this period, did not come anywhere close to the

^ The Register of the Privy Council of Scotland, vol. 
VIII, 1st series, ed. by David Masson (Edinburgh: Her 
Majesty's General Register House, 1887), pp. 328-29.

-^Criminal Trials, vol. Ill, pp. 68-9.
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numbers apprehended in the witch hunts of 1590 and 1597. 
Although the persecution lasted for almost two years, 
the trials were rather sporadic and only one was of any 
importance, due to the records it left of the inter
action between the defence and the prosecuting lawyers. 
This trial was that of Margaret Wallace in 1622.
Margaret was accused of not only being a witch but of 
having consulted with a witch. One of the first charges 
against her was causing the paralyzing illness of 
Cuthbert Greg, a burgess in that town. Margaret, who 
had learned that Greg was slandering her and one of her 
friends, Christiane Grahame,-^1 came to him and told 
him that within a few days he would not be able to work 
at all. The power of suggestion worked admirably, for 
after an illness which lasted fifteen days, Greg was 
totally paralyzed. Greg's friends now sent for Margaret, 
who reluctantly went to his house. Clasping his wrist 
and placing her other hand upon his breast, she spoke 
some barely audible words. At that moment, Greg was 
cured.

Margaret was also accused of causing and curing the 
sicknesses of several other people. With these people, 
however, she had help for she called upon her friend, 

Christiane to aid in their healing. When Margaret Mure,

At the time of the trial, Christiane Grahame, who 
had earned herself the reputation ol being a notorious 
witch, had already been executed.

•^Criminal Trials, vol. Ill, pp. 509-10.

60



r

daughter to a Glasgow burgess became ill, Margaret 
and Christiane brought her to the yard of James 
Finlay, a Glasgow burgess, between the hours of eleven 
and twelve at night. During the hour they stayed there, 
the two witches removed the girl's disease. For this, 
she was so grateful that she gave Margaret and Christiane 
a goose and a pint of wine.

When really angered, Margaret could also cause
people to die. Alexander Boig, a smith in Gorballis,
had earned her emnity by reporting her to Sir George
Elphingstoun of Blitheswood. Although this knight had
dismissed the claims of Boig, Margaret wanted revenge.
V/ithin a few days, Boig's four year old son became ill

3 4and died two days later. What was probably a coinci
dence looked a lot like murder by witchcraft to the 
people of Glasgow.

Margaret Wallace not only used Christiane Grahame 
when others were sick, but when she herself became ill, 
requested that her friend and cohort cure her. In this 
case, Christiane transferred the disease to another 
person, Margaret Vallange, a very young child. Although 
Margaret V/allace, when she learned of this, asked the 
child's mother to take the child to Christiane, the mother 
refused.

6 1

~^Ibid., pp. 5 1 1-1 2 .
34Ibid., p. 512
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fcho wad commit hir bairne to God, and 
nocht mell with the Bpvill or ony of 
his instrumentis....

To this, Margaret blasphemously replied
Christiane Graharne could do als mekill, 
in that eirand, in cureing of that 
difeais, as gif God him felff wald cum 
out of Hevin and cure hir— and albeit 
pe deid-ftaik war laid on, fcho could 
tak it af agane— and without hir help 
pair could na be na remeid to the barne!^

Refusing to give up, Margaret and Christiane came with
out the mother's knowledge and cured the child by mak-

T .'-fing certain signs and crosses and speaking magic words.
Although her lawyer argued quite well for her 

acquittal, Margaret Wallace met her death like so many
 ̂Q

before her.
The old beliefs of Scottish witchcraft did not die 

out totally. Even as late as 1623, Issobel Haldane con
fessed to having met with the fairies in the hills. How
ever, in accordance with the newer Continental ideas 
which had taken a strong hold by this time in Scotland, 
the charges against her place more emphasis upon her 
powers having come from the devil rather than from the

38Ibid. , P. 5 1 0 .

36Ibid.
37Ibid., pp., 510--11
38Ibid., pp. 000L£A -36



Court of Elfame. Issobel, unlike many of her contem
poraries who had taken to denying the charges aginst 
them, confessed to having cursed several people, fore
telling deaths, causing sicknesses, and curing the 
people she had made ill.39 Although the records did not 
give her sentence, because she had admitted to practicing 
witchcraft, it was most probable; that she was executed.

James VI died in the early part of 1625. During his 
reign, Scottish witchcraft beliefs had undergone a 
tremendous change. Although he had become a skeptic by 
the time of his death, he had once firmly believed in 
witches and had thus helped to introduce many of the 
Continental beliefs on witchcraft into Scotland. The 
older beliefs did not toally vanish but became less and 
less important. The persecution of witches also under
went a great change. The early years of his rule, par
ticularly 15 9 0 and 1 5 9 7 , which had witnessed the massive 
witch hunts disappeared to make way for a period of 
virtual freedom from persecutions during the last twenty- 
five years of his reign. The Scottish witch almost 
knew the peace she had experienced before the passage of 

the 1563 witch law.
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CHAPTER V
THE REIGN OF CHARLES I AND WITCHES

Charles I, the new King of England and Scotland, 
held the same views on witchcraft that his father,
James VI, had late in his life. A skeptic, Charles 
viewed almost every case of witchcraft as manifesta
tions of superstition. Thus, in England during his

1reign, there were relatively few executions of witches. 
This, however, did not hold true for his rule in Scot
land. There, his reign saw the revival of large scale
witch persecutions that had virtually vanished in the

2last twenty-five years of James Vi's rule. Unlike 
those of his father, James VI, these witch hunts were 
not confined to one area at a time, but sprang up 
simultaneously in various parts of the country, cov
ering anywhere from the isolated villages of Orkney 
in the north to the towns near the English border.
For the most part, cases which even took place in the 
same town or area were unrelated. Many more were being 
apprehended; many more were dying.

1 Wallace Notestein, A History of Witchcraft in 
England From 1358 to 1718 (N.Y.: Thomas Y. Crowell 
Company, 1968), pi 146.

^This was perhaps due to the fact that Charles, who 
spent most of his time in England, never really had con
trol of Scotland, having bad relations not only with 
the Scottish nobles but with the Kirk.
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The first major outbreak occurred the year after 
Charles came to the throne. Concentrated mainly in 
Aberdeenshire, it also affected Caithness, Dysart, and 
Weymis. Although the records were somewhat hazy about 
the trials of this period, it was apparent that things 
had gotten somewhat out of hand for there were com
plaints from victims of illegalities. For example, 
Alexander Mowat and his wife, Christiane Craig, had 
been banished in 1624 from Turreff. When they returned 
to their village in 1627, they were immediately arres
ted and forced to make a confession. However, in 
extracting this admission of guilt, the Presbytery of 
Turreff had violated the law. The Privy Council, find
ing out about this, wrote to the Bishop of Aberdeen 
and requested that he instruct the Presbytery of Turreff 
to hand over their information to a civil court where 
the two suspects would be tried.̂  This governmental 
body was at least trying to eliminate some of the in
justices connected with accusations of practicing 
witchcraft.

The witch hunts which plagued Scotland from 1628 
to 1631 were the worst that country had yet experienced. 
Most cases, like that of Janet Boyd, showed the influence

-̂Register of the Privy Council of Scotland, vol. I, 
2nd series, ed. by David Masson (Edinburgh: Her Majes
ty's General Register House, 1887), pp. 586, 600.
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of Continental witchcraft views. Wife of Robert Neill, 
a burgess from Dumbartane, she admitted to having made 
a pact with the devil, receiving his mark, laying 
curses and causing sicknesses with the devil's power, 
and having "carnal deale" with him.^

One of the more famous trials of this particular 
time centered around one Alexander Hamilton, a vagabond 
and apparently a notorious warlock. Hamilton was ex
amined, confessed, quickly tried, and executed. How
ever, his case did not end there for he had accused 
many of being witches and anyone who had come in con
tact with him was also siispect. One of those at whom 
he pointed the finger of guilt was Lady Home of Manders- 
ton. Lady Home had been on bad terms with her husband 
for a number of years and had even asked for a divorce 
from him. Hamilton accused her of trying to get rid 
of her husband by an entirely different means, that 
is, witchcraft. Indignant at this slur on his family's 
name, Sir George Home asked the Council to investigate 
these charges. However, he also requested that he be 
given protection against those who tried to kill him

^Ibid♦, vol. II, ed. by P. Hume Brown, pp. 3-4, 
476-77. William, Earl of Monteith, Lord Chief Justice 
of Scotland, had granted a commission without the Coun
cil's approval. Nevertheless, he was praised by that 
body for doing it with the best intentions in mind.
Ibid., pp. 3-4.
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by using witchcraft. Lady Home was summoned to answer 
to these charges but whether she was cleared or not 
was not given in the records.^

On the other, hand, one of the reasons Catherine
Oswald was arrested was due to the fact that she had
entertained Hamilton in her house. The main charge
against her, however, was that she was, by reputation,
a witch. This alone was evidence enough in the majority
of Scottish witchcraft cases to warrant conviction and 

7execution. In addition, she was accused of causing 
and curing the illnesses of men, women, children, and 
animals, and of occasionally causing their deaths. Al
though she denied these charges, when the devil's mark 
was found on her head, there was no doubt left in the 
minds of anyone that she was a witch. She was sentenced 
to be taken to the Castlehill of Edinburgh and there 
strangled and burnt. Many others also came to trial 
and met their deaths due to that one vagabond.

RLord Home obviously felt that someone was trying 
to kill him by witchcraft. Whether he really suspected 
his wife was not revealed.

^R.P.C., vol. II, 2nd series, pp. 55, 361
^George F. Black, Some Unpublished Scottish Witch

craft Trials (N.Y.: The New York Public Library, 1941), 
p. 10. Hereafter known as Some Unpublished Trials.

O
Some Unpublished Trials, pp. 10-14.
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The case of Isobel Young, wife of George Smith, 
a portioner of Eastbarns, although presenting a rather 
vivid view of the abilities of a witch, was more im
portant for the records of her trial. Like the records 
of the trial of Margaret Wallace, they contained the 
arguments of the lawyers, in this case, two illustrious 
men. They were Laurence Macgill, second son of David
Macgill, Lord Advocate, and David Primrose of Burnbrae,

qa relative of the Earl of Rosebery. Isobel was first 
accused of having stopped the mill of an enemy, George 
Sands, from being able to grind any grain for the space 
of two days. Her lawyers answered this charge by 
pointing out that such things as a mill breaking down 
were very natural and not necessarily the result of 
witchcraft.1® In answer to the accusation that she 
had crippled a man by cursing him, her lawyers replied 
that such words were common to all when angered. Al
though Macgill and Primrose tried to strip away all 
the superstition surrounding all of the charges against 
their client, they were unsuccessful for the belief in 
the reality of witchcraft was too strong. Isobel Young

q̂Black, Ibid., p. 4.
1®The prosecuting attorney's reply to this was in 

accord with long established legal precedent. He charged 
that because what was urged by the prisoner in her de
fence contradicted what she had been charged with, it 
could not be used as a defence. Ibid., p. 5.
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11was found guilty.
The 1630 trial of George Sempill showed how easily 

a charge of witchcraft could be used by the unscrup
ulous or the over-zealous person. Like others before 
him, Sempill was charged with a long practicer of witch
craft. What made the accusation against him so unusual 
though was the fact that he was a minister. That a 
servant of God should have fallen under suspicion 
revealed also how much the witch persecutions had 
gotten out of hand. Sempill, on the testimony of a 
single woman, had to appear in court to answer her upon
pain of rebellion. Whether he was cleared or fell vic-

1 2tim is not known from the records.
Margaret Jo of Mussilburgh was another victim of 

a false accusation; she was also the victim of mis
treatment. In a petition to the Privy Council, she 
complained that she had been held for about twelve 
weeks and, although she constantly requested to be 
brought to trial, her captors ignored her. Furthermore, 
the bailies of that burgh had not complied with a previ
ous Council order to hold a trial within fifteen days 
or free her if this was not done. Instead, they were 
keeping her fettered and bound and not allowing her 11

11 Some Unpublished Trials, pp. 4-10.
1^R.P.C., vol. IV, 2nd series, pp. 24, 50.
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friends or her family to see her. Thus, she had not 
been able to prepare a proper defence. The Privy Coun
cil ordered the bailies to set her free; if this was 
not done, they were to answer to the Council.1^
Margaret Jo was a lot luckier than many in that she at 
least had the royal, if not the local, government on 
her side.

The ten years following this outbreak saw a Scot
land that was again relatively free from witch hunts, 
although as usual the trials did not totally disappear. 
An indication of how much the fear of witches and witch
craft had lessened was the fact that a person accused 
of that crime could hope to be set free. In 1634, 
Elizabeth Bathgate, wife of a maltman in Eymouth, was 
just so fortunate. Imprisoned by Sir Patrick Home of 
Aittoun and John Home, a minister from Eymouth, without 
having received a commission to do so from the Privy 
Council, Elizabeth was another victim of envious per
sons who had lodged a complaint against her. Although 
until this point she had had a good reputation, once 
charges had been filed, all of this was forgotten.1^
She was mainly accused of practicing black witchcraft. 
The death of a child was laid at her door because, after

1 -̂Ibid., pp. 481, 487. The outcome of this case 
is unknown.

14I b i d ., vol. V, pp. 176-77.
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she had pinched the child, it had died after almost a
year's illness. Elizabeth's role was confirmed by the
fact that she had once threatened the child's mother
for having gotten two eggs from her maid without her
approval. From the dead child's body had come an egg.
In another case, she was accused of having destroyed a
man's livelihood because he had blamed her for the death 

1 5of his child. Even with so much against her, Eliza
beth Bathgate was still acquitted.

In the latter part of the 1630's, the political 
situation began to deteriorate. In 1637, Charles I 
tried to force a new prayer book and an Anglican epis
copacy on Presbyterian Scotland and, in the reaction 
that followed this attempt, lost what little control 
he had over the Kirk. The Scots swore to resist all 
religious changes contrary to their Kirk. Charles was 
just as determined as his subjects. In 1639, a war 
between Charles and the Scots, known as the Bishop's 
War, began. The king met with disaster as the Scots 
resoundingly defeated him. Now, in addition to having 
no power over the Kirk, the crown had less control over 
the Privy Council and thus Scotland. The uncertainty 
of the Scottish political situation was not without its 
effect upon the witch hunts. 1

1 5̂Sorne Unpublished Trials, p. 14.
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With the 1640's, the witch hunts reached renewed 
heights. From 1643 to 1644, almost everyone was de
clared guilty and was executed. As for the others, 
the records left their fate unknown but it is probably 
safe to assume that they also died.

The indictment against Janet Reid, in 1643, ac
cused her of the usual charming of and abusing people.
It also accused her of some rather strange actions, 
not to be found in other cases. William Kirknes, a 
farmer, testified that one morning, as he was rising,
he heard the defendent saying to her daughter, "I am

1 6drying this corne to the'devill." Upon stepping out
of his house, he saw Janet drying corn on a hot stone.
He also told that from that day forward his corn crop 

17failed. Besides sacrificing to the devil, Janet
Reid also exorcised a restless spirit. Robert Sinclair,
upon entering into a second marriage, was visited in
his sleep by apparations of his first wife. These visits
stopped, however, when Sinclair, following the accused's
advice, went to her grave and commanded that she bother 

18him no more.
The records of the trial of Margaret Watson and 

Jean Lachlan contained one of the few mentions of the

1^R.P.C., vol. VIII, 2nd series, p. 71.
17Ibid.

1^Ibid., p. 72. Fate unknown.
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witch's ability to transport herself over great distan
ces without any usual means of transportation in a 
matter of minutes. To one meeting, Margaret rode upon
a straw, while Jean came upon a "bourtrie." Other

1 0witches used a cat, a rooster, and a thorn tree.
Their gatherings were more violent than most. After
the usual drinking, dancing, and digging up graves to
get parts of bodies to work their magic, they also took

20several lives by witchcraft. Jean Lachlan was con
demned; the fate of Margaret Watson is unknown.

Informed against by one woman to the minister of 
Carnevath, Katherine Shaw was brought before the Pres
bytery there. Confessing of her own free will, Katherine 
admitted to having become a servant of the devil due to 
the efforts of Margaret Reid. Having had her hen house 
destroyed and two of her chickens killed due to the 
spell of another witch, when Margaret approached her 
with an offer of revenge should she become a witch, 
Katherine was unable to refuse. Various spirits, in 
the form of animals, appeared to her to do her bidding. 
One, in the likeness of a horse, turned out to be her 
dead husband. He promised that every day would be as 
good as Christmas for her. Then, grasping her with a 1

1^Ibid., p. 150.
20

73

Ibid.



r

hand cold as lead, he had sexual relations with her and
21placed the devil's mark upon her right arm.

Complaints of mistreatment were more frequent than
ever in this new wave of persecution. False accusations,
torture, and delay of trial were all named in petitions
to the Privy Council. Agnes Finnie, in 1644, told the
Council that she had been arrested on the information
given by one man, an enemy at that. Furthermore, she

22had been held for eighteen weeks without trial. She 
was afforded some justice, however, for her captors were

2"}summoned before the Council to answer to her complaints. 
The plight of Mary Cunningham, a widow, and her daughter, 
Janet Erskine, was particularly bad. Also imprisoned 
due to the information given by one man, they had been 
taken from their house in the middle of the night. The 
two women were then stripped naked so that the devil's 
mark could be discovered and, when the officers did 
not find any, they placed the suspects in sackcloth, 
shakling their legs, and depriving them of food and

24water. These bailies were also keeping her from trial.

O 1Ibid., p. 166. Katherine Shaw was probably a 
lonely widow who saw that she could get attention by 
admitting to being a witch or who longed for death so 
that she could join her husband.

22Ibid., p. 134.
23Ibid., p. 136.
24
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As in the previous case, the Privy Council ordered
their captors to appear before that body and justify

25their actions.
Margaret Thomson also protested that she had been 

treated with great cruelty. She was kept awake, forced 
to stand with a broken leg, and dressed in sackcloth. 
For almost twenty days, she was forced into this de
plorable condition. Even when the Council ordered that 
she be set free, the Presbytery of Linlithgow wrote 
that body, telling it that they could not comply, as 
they thought it better to keep the defendent jailed.

On January 30, 1649, Charles I met his death on 
the scaffold, ending another period in Scottish witch
craft history. Although Charles believed that witch
craft was mere superstition, his reign was filled with 
renewed efforts to discover witches in Scotland. As 
more were apprehended as witches, more appeals were 
sent to the Privy Council. That body attempted to 
bring some order and control to the situation, but 
usually to no avail. The witch craze continued to 
flourish.

25Ibid., pp. 108-09.
26Ibid., pp. 117, 138.
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WHITE AND BLACK WITCHCRAFT

The Scottish witch then was someone who usually 
practiced a combination of white and black witchcraft. 
With her knowledge of herbs and her seemingly limit
less powers, she was able to use her abilities for 
good or for evil. When someone was sick, she was the 
first to be consulted for a cure, more readily pre
ferred than a doctor, even if one was present in the 
village. Just as quickly, she was the first to be sus
pected if someone took sick or died, for witchcraft was 
viewed as the perfect vehicle for causing sicknesses 
and for murder. The typical Scottish witch used either 
form of magic with equal facility. However, a few 
accused of witchcraft did not fall into this category. 
These few chose to practice one or the other form of 
witchcraft exclusively. It is these unusual cases, 
interspersed throughout this period, that will now be 
covered.

Although those accused of using white witchcraft1 
were generally practicing herbalist medecine, other

1Many of those accused of using white witchcraft 
were men. In contrast, the majority accused of black 
witchcraft were women. This phenomenon probably stems 
from the belief that women, as the weaker of the sexes, 
were more prone to evil than men.

CHAPTER VI
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methods were also employed to affect a cure. In 1623, 
Thomas Greave was accused of healing several people 
through means that could only be attributed to a witch 
by the people of that time. He restored David Chalmer's 
health by making certain signs and crosses and dressing 
him in a shirt that had been washed in a river that ran 
south. He healed one woman by transferring her illness 
to a cow, which ran wild and died.^ A small boy was 
cured of epilepsy when Greave wrapped him in a cloth 
nine times while uttering certain words and also 
drawing the signs and the crosses. Although Thomas 
Greave never harmed anyone with his magic and indeed 
helped to save many lives, he was nevertheless sentenced 
to death in accordance with the stipulations of the 
1563 law.^

In 1630, John Philip, a vagabond, also met his 
death because he helped to restore the health of several 
people. Although one of the charges against him was that

OThese methods, strange to the modern mind, were 
probably successful because of the psychological effect 
that they had upon the patient.

-̂ This remedy of giving the sickness to another 
person or an animal was fairly common in Scotland.

^Criminal Trials in Scotland, from A.D. Ivl.CCCC. 
LXXXVIII To A.D. U.DC.XXIV, Embracing the Entire Reigns 
of James IV. and V. , f.iary Queen of Scots, and James VI., 
vol. Ill, ed. by Robert Pitcairn (London; Longman, Rees, 
Orme, Brown, Green, and Longman, 1833), PP- 555“58.
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he had healed one man by giving his disease to an ox, 
his major remedy was washing the sick person.^ Like 
Greve, Philip was able to help all of his patients to re
gain their health, but because he had done this in viola-

7tion of the law, he had to suffer the penalty. The case 
of John Philip did not end with his death, however. 
Charges were also brought against one of his patients, 
George Fraser, and his wife, Giles Chalmers. Philip had 
washed Fraser twice a day with water that he had gotten 
from a south running stream until Fraser regained his

O
health. Because they had consulted with a reknown war- 
lock, they had to be brought to trial. However, al
though both Philip and the Frasers confessed to this,

qFraser and his wife were set free.
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JThe people seemed more upset by the fact that the 
ox, which died, was worthy forty marks rather than by 
the fact that witchcraft was used. The Register of the 
Privy Council, 2nd series, vol. IV, ed. by P. Hume 
(Edinburgh; H. M . General Register House, 1902), p. 637.

^Bathing can in some cases help to bring down a 
fever. Also, it probably helped to remove dirt and germs 
which only contributed to the patient's sickness.

^Ibid., pp. 637-39.
®The magical powers of the water were proven when 

a cat, running over some of it that had been thrown out, 
went mad, attacked a church official, and almost strangled 
him. Ibid., vol. V, pp. 965-66.

^Ibid. The Frasers were also accused of consulting 
with another warlock, Walter Baird, who was also executed, 
to be cured.
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Katharine Greive, alias Miller, and Marion Richart,
alias Layland, were also charged with practicing white
witchcraft. However, their sorcery was of a slightly
different sort. While they did help to cure some people,
their major efforts were in the area of helping people,
usually farmers, to increase or save their products.
For example, they cast a spell which contributed to

10James Davidson's catching more fish. They helped to
increase several families' milk production and to cure
farm animals. While Marion Layland suffered the usual
penalty for the practice of witchcraft, Katharine Miller

1 1was only sentenced to be .branded upon the cheek.
Because of her association with the devil, it was 

much easier to suspect a witch of trying to harm some
one or something. Any death or illness was cause for
an alarm, whether due to disease, some natural disaster,

 ̂ 12or an actual murder. Today, these could all be ration
ally explained, but to the people of Scotland, as well as
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1QIbid., p. 544.
11Why there is such a discrepancy between the two 

sentences is not known. It may be that because Marion 
Layland had the greater reputation for being a witch, 
she was therefore considered the more guilty of the two. 
Ibid., pp. 544-48, 552-59.

1 2Because of the witch's knowledge of herbs, the 
majority of deaths by poison were deemed murder by witch
craft. Other murders, i.e. stabbings, were at times 
also considered murder by witchcraft. However, not all 
murders were thought to be caused by witches.
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the rest of Europe, during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, they hardly seemed natural. Cases of this 
type of witchcraft appear more frequently than those of 
white witchcraft.

In Scotland, it was fairly common for men and
women to consult with a witch or several witches in

1 Iorder to dispose of an enemy. J In 1590, Katharine 
Ross, Lady Fowlis, was charged with just such a crime.
Her trial became one of the leading cases of that era 
and contained several interesting details on witchcraft.1  ̂
By birth a Ross of Balnagown, Lady Fowlis was the 
second wife of Robert Monro, Baron of Fowlis,  ̂̂ and the 
mother of seven of his children. From his previous 
marriage, Fowlis had a son, Robert, who was his heir, 
another son, Hector, and three daughters. In order to 
add to the Ross fortune, Lady Fowlis decided to eliminate 
her husband's heir and then marry his wealthy widow to 
her own brother, George Ross of Balnagown. However, as 
her brother was already married to Marjory Campbell, it 
was also necessary to murder his wife. To accomplish

i 3More often than not, the enemies were also relatives. 
1 4Pitcairn, Criminal Trials, vol. I, 2nd part, p. 191.
1 5This was a family of great antiquity with property 

in the counties of Ross, Sutherland, and Inverness. Ibid.
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these ends and keep suspicion from her, Lady Fowlis
employed several witches, the most important being

16Christiane Roiss and Marjory McAllester.
Although Lady Fowlis tried several times to kill 

her sister-in-law and stepson, they proved to be un
successful. In one attempt, clay images of the victims

17were made, which were to be destroyed by elf-arrows 
thus killing Lady Balnagown and the young Laird of 
Fowlis. However, the figures were accidentally broken 
before they could be used to accomplish their purpose. 
The next time, a poisonous brew was concocted. But 
before it could be given, Lady Fowlis spilled most of 
it. She then tested the small amount that remained on 
a servant who became seriously ill. The nurse to the 
Laird of Fowlis mistakenly drank the second cup of 
poison and died from the dose. Even v/hen the poison 
finally reached its intended victims, it failed to have 
the desired effect, as they only fell ill. Then, Lady 
Fowlis tried to kill all of her stepchildren to gain

16A 1 s o  known as Laskie Loncart, Criminal Trials, 
vol. I, 2nd part, p. 192.

■^Magic arrows of some sort.
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control of the Fowlis* lands and fortune, but to no
avail. Although the witches with whom Lady Fowlis

19consulted were executed, Lady Fowlis was set free.
The case of Robert Erskine and his three sisters, 

Helen, Isobel, and Annas, in 1613, created even more 
of a sensation. It too involved greed and ambition. 
Between Robert Erskine and the lands and fortune of the 
Laird of Dun stood his two nephews. Encouraged by 
Annas and Isobel, Erskine resolved to eliminate these

21obstacles. The two sisters arranged for David Blewhous 
to find them a witch. In return, he would get some of 
the Dun land and 500 marks of silver. Blewhous 
approached Jonet Irwing, "ane notorious witch and abufer 
of pe people," who agreed to meet with Erskine. Be
tween them, they arranged how the boys would be killed.

1®0ne of the unique features of this case was the 
fact that it was followed by the trial of Hector Monro, 
Lady Fowlis' stepson, who had been the principle wit
ness against her. He was accused of consulting with 
other witches to cure himself and his brother, the Laird 
of Fowlis, and of housing witches during his illness.
He was acquitted of all charges. Ibid., pp. 201-04.

1°Ibid., pp. 192-201. This was probably due to her 
high rank rather than to her innocence for the records 
and the people that have studied them leave little doubt 
in the mind of the researcher of her guilt.

Pf)Robert Erskine1s brother.
p i The records do not explain whom he was.
^Criminal Trials, vol. Ill, p. 262.
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With herbs that he had gotten from her, he and his two 
sisters poisoned the two boys. Before he died, the 
older boy, Johnne, managed to point a finger of accusa
tion at his uncle.

Wo is me, that I evir had richt of fuccef- 
fioun to any landis or leving! ffor gif I 
had bene borne fum pure coitteris fone, I 
had nocht bene fa demanet, nor fic wikket 
practizes had bene plottit aganis me for 
my Landis¡23

Since his uncle had the most to gain by his nephews' 
death, these words virtually condemned him. The youngest 
nephew, Alexander, was still alive at the time of the 
trial but was not expected to live much longer. Because 
of his family's respected position, Robert E'rskine prob
ably expected that even if his crime had been discovered, 
he would still be set free. However, his crimes seemed 
too horrible to the judges and the people for this to 
happen. Also, the crime of consulting with witches 
merited the death sentence. Erskine and his two sis
ters, Annas and Isobel, were beheaded and all their

n Agoods forfeited. Helen, who knew of the plan to
murder her nephew but had no part in the crimes and who
had further repented of this, was merely banished at the

25mercy of the king.
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23Ibid., p. 263.
24The beheading was probably due to their high rank. 

2^Ibid., pp. 260-69•



More frequently though, the witch acted against 
her own enemies rather than the foes of people who 
sought her aid. For example, in 1618, Margaret Barclay, 
the wife of a respectable burgess in Irvine, was accused 
of causing the death of her brother-in-law, John Dean, 
by witchcraft. Dean's wife had earned Margaret's ernnity. 
Thus, when his ship, The Gift of God, went down off the 
coast of England and all perished, Margaret was sus
pected of having a hand in his death, particularly when 
it was remembered that she had prayed "... to God that 
salt-water might never bear the ship, and that partans 
might feast on the crew at the bottom of the sea."^
It was obvious to the people that Margaret Barclay had 
been consulting with the devil to cause the ship's 
destruction. Arrested and cruelly tortured, Margaret
confessed to all that she had been accused of. Further-

27more, she admitted that she and other witches had 
accomplished the murders by throwing figures of the 
ship and its crew into the sea. But when the torturing 
was stopped, Margaret retracted her confession.

^°The Register of the Privy Council of Scotland,
1st series, vol. XI, ed. by David Masson, p. cxl.

0 7 These being: John Stewart, vagabond, who hung 
himself in his cell; Isobel Insh who died from injuries 
gotten in an attempt to escape; Isabel Crawford, who was 
strangled and burnt; and Isabel Crawford's eight year 
old daughter (the only child in this period of Scottish 
witchcraft history to be accused of witchcraft). Ibid.



85

All I have confessed was in agony of tor
ture; and before God all I have spoken is 
false and untrue.2^

Nevertheless, she was sentenced to be strangled and burnt.
Just as dramatic was the case of Marioun Peebles and 

her husband. The two had developed a deadly hatred of 
Edward Halcro and Marioun, in particular, became deter
mined to cause his destruction. "Transformed in the

2Qlyknes of ane pellackquhaill...," Marioun attacked
the boat in which Halcro and four companions were sailing 
and overturned it. When the bodies washed ashore, the 
magistrates, aware of the bad feelings between Marioun 
Peebles and Edward Halcro, sent for Marioun and her 
husband. Although the bodies of the victims had been in 
the sea for some time, when Marioun touched Halcro's 
body, it "...bled at the collir-bain or craig-bane, 
and the faid., ....in the hand and fingers, gufting 
out bluid thairat...,"3  ̂ To those gathered there, it 
was clear that God himself had pointed out that Marioun 
and her husband were guilty of murder by witchcraft.

°Ibid., p. cxli.
^ a whale or large fish. Criminal Trials, vol. Ill, 

p. 194.
30Ibid.
31 Ibid. Although this proof was common on the 

Continent to show that murder by witchcraft had taken 
place and had been strongly advocated in the Malleus 
maleficarum (part I, ques. 2, pp. 18-9), this case C1644) 
was the first mention of the use of such a test in Scot
land. The records did not mention what sentence the two 
accused received.



Margaret ("Meg") Unes and Janet Schitlingtoun were 
also charged with committing murder by witchcraft. Both 
were accused of causing the death of Robert, second Earl 
of Lothian. Janet, in particular, came under suspicion 
for it was believed that she had a great dislike of the 
Earl and that she wanted revenge against h i m . I t  was 
far more likely that the family had brought suspicion 
upon her and Margaret because the Earl's death was most 
likely a suicide, for it was the Earl's family that 
petitioned the Privy Council to imprison the two women. 
Suicide was held to be a criminal and loathsome act, 
something that no respectable family wanted associated 
with its name. In addition, Margaret was accused of 
the multiple murders of Lord James Borthwick of Newbyres, 
his wife, and his children. In the course of their 
examination, the two women admitted to meeting with the 
devil, renouncing their baptism, and practicing witch
craft. Although the records do not reveal if they con
fessed to the murders or what their sentence was, with 
two such prominent families acting as the main accusers, 
unless the judges and the jury were extremely enlightened 
which is doubtful, it is most probable that they were 
executed.

^2R.P.C., 2nd series, voi. II, p. 442.
-^David Mathew, Scotland Under Charles I (London: 

Eyre & Spottiswoode , 19‘j  ¡j ) , pi lj 6 . The author comments 
that such views were due to the Calvinist beliefs in 
election and reprobation.
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Most often though, black witchcraft was perceived
if, after someone predicted that someone would die, that
person did die or if someone became ill and there was
someone already suspected of being a witch in that area.
For instance, one of the charges against Bessie Roy,
nurse to the Laird of Boquhane, was that she had caused
the death of an already sick woman by telling her husband
that she was going to die. Bessie was also accused of
the death of a man by the name of John Leslie of Cultis;
the method of witchcraft used was not discussed in the
records. In 1640, Katharine Craigie experienced no
end of problems because people in her area were becoming
sick and because those she treated usually died. Also,
those she was heard cursing had an unfortunate habit of
dying, which did not help her protests that she was not
a witch. Like many an accused witch before, Katharine

■55was sentenced to be executed.
Thus, in accordance with the 1563 witch law, both 

the white and the black witch were brought to trial and, 
more often than not, executed.

-^Bessie Roy was somewhat unusual in that she was 
judged innocent. This may be due to the fact that the 
trial occurred in 1590 before the case of the North 
Berwick witches brought on diligent persecution of witches. 
Criminal Trials, vol. I, 2nd part, pp. 206-09.

-^R.P.C., 2nd series, vol. VII, pp. 474-76, vol. VIII, 
pp. 63-70.
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enforced, even to the point of taking the law into 
its own hands. Gradually, more and more people were 
brought to trial. Those long reputed to be witches, 
who had even relied upon this reputation for their 
existence, were joined by others, who through innocent 
actions or the malice of others, came under suspicion. 
Thus, Scotland somewhat belatedly came under the spell 
of the witch craze that the rest of Europe was expe
riencing.

At first, the Scottish witch was unlike her 
European counterpart. Although she cured, cursed, 
and caused death, generally controlling the lives of 
people and animals and the forces of the elements, her 
powers were linked not to the devil but to the fairies 
of the Court of Elfame. There, the witch would be 
initiated by watching or participating in the revels 
of the fairies and by learning the uses of herbs.

In 1990, continental witchcraft beliefs made their 
appearance in Scotland in the case of the North Berwick 
witches. Now, the devil took the prominent role; 
fairies were totally forgotten in the confessions of 
these witches. The devil's mark, the orgiastic 
meetings of groups of witches, travelling long dis
tances in a matter of minutes, sexual relations with 
the devil, and transforming oneself into something 
totally different in order to accomplish one's magic
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were emphasized. Tales of the workings of the fairies 
did not die out, however, for even in the early years 
of the reign of Charles I, accused witches still 
claimed to having met with the Court of Elframe.
These cases had gradually become more infrequent and, 
by the end of his rule, Continental witchcraft beliefs 
were in control of Scottish witchcraft beliefs.

However, in the eyes of the law, it did not mat
ter from whom these witches supposedly received their 
powers for they were liable to prosecution in either 
event. Of these, it is somewhat difficult to deter
mine exactly how many fell victim to the Scottish 
witch craze. The basic problem is that existing records 
are rather inaccurate, failing to give the names of all 
those apprehended as witches. Entries such as the 
following are fairly common.

About this tyme, many witches ar takin 
in Anstruther, Bysert, Culros, Sanct- 
androis and sindrie uther pairtis in 
the cost of Fyf. Thay maid strange .
confessionis and war brynt to the death.

pOther entries talk of "sundrie witches'* and "Divers 
others"^ being arrested. Also, the law was violated

A Calendar of Cases of Witchcraft in Scotland, 
1910-1727, ed. by Qeorge F. Black (N.Y.: The New York 
Public Library, 1938), p. 52.

^Ibid . , p. 23•
~\l b i d . , p . 2 4  .
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many times. Local authorities and Kirk officials 
imprisoned men and women without reporting their cap
ture or their execution to the Privy Council. Only in 
private letters is the fate of some of these unfortu
nate people discovered. Then, even in the records 
that do exist, the verdicts are not always given.

Thus, various authors have arrived at different 
estimates of the number killed in this period. One 
author estimated that as many as 17,000 were executed 
between 1563 and 1623 alone.^ This, however, could 
only be true if persecutions similar to those of 1590, 
1597, 1628-1631, and 1643-1644 occurred every year. 
Another felt that some 8,000 people were killed just 
between 1560 and 1600. Again, such figures are 
greatly exaggerated, given even the inaccuracy of the 
records. Accounting for the excesses of the time and 
ambiguous and incomplete records, it is still far 
more likely that only around 4,000 people were ar
rested at most, for the records of trials and commis
sions reveal the names of only some 1,000 who were 
captured. Of these, not all died. Some were acquitted, 
banished, or branded. For others, the sentence is not

^Black, pp. 17-18. This is not Black's opinion 
but that of an unnamed author whose views he included.

'’ibid.



given. Still, the majority were executed, died from 
mistreatment, or committed suicide. Given this fact, 
it is more probable that some 2,500 to 3,500 of those 
accused of witchcraft met their deaths.

Many of the witch hunts rose and fell in the Scot
tish political situation. As Scotland experienced crises 
and unrest, there was an increase in the number of witch 
trials with perhaps the exception of the period of the 
Bishop's War, when the Scots were too busy fighting to 
be concerned with witches. On the other hand, cases 
of witchcraft declined as the political situation 
stabilized. For example, the early years of James Vi's 
rule were years in which the kingdom was unsettled, the 
people were discontented, and plots or rumors of plots 
against the king were frequent. It was those years 
which experienced large scale witch persecutions. But 
as these problems subsided in the latter part of James' 
reign, the witch craze also died down. The period of 
Charles I's rule followed a similar pattern, but be
cause there was more unrest and Charles had much less 
control of Scotland than his father, massive witch 
persecutions were even more numerous during this era.

The Scottish people would eventually tire of the 
witch persecutions in the eighteenth century. But for 
the people who had come under suspicion of practicing 
witchcraft during the reigns of James VI and Charles I,
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this change in attitude would be too late, for these 
two rules had seen the birth and the growth of the 
Scottish witch craze rather than its death.
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ACTA PARLIAMENTORUM MARIAE (1563)
APPENDIX A

Item Foroamekill as the Quenis Maiestie and thre 
Estâtis in this present Parliament being mformit 
that the hauy and abommabill supersti tioun vsit 
be divers of the liegis of this Readme be vsing 
of Witchcraftis Sorsarie and Nécromancie and cre
dence greuin thairto in tymes bygane aganis the 
Law of God And for auoyding and away putting of 
all sic vane superstitioun in tymes tocum it is 
statute and ordanit be the Quenis Maiestie and 
thre Estatis foirsaidis that na maner of persoun 
nor persounis of quhatsumeuer estate or conditioun 
thay be of tak vpone hand in ony tymes heirefter 
to vse ony maner of Witchcraftis Sorsarie or 
Nécromancie nor gif thame selfis furth to haue 
ony sic craft or knawledge thairof thairthrow 
abusand the pepill Nor that na persoun seik ony 
help response or consultatioun at ony sic vsaris 
or abusaris foirsaidis of Witchcraftis Sorsaries 
or Nécromancie vnder the pane of deid alseill to 
be execute aganis the vsar abusar as the seikar 
of the response or consultatioun And this to be 
put to execution be the Justice Schireffis Stewartis 
Baillies Lordis of Regaliteis and Rialteis thair 
Deputis and vthers Ordinar Jugeis competent within 
this Realme with all rigour haulin power to execute 
the samin.
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THE NORTH BERWICK WITCHES
APPENDIX B
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Barbara Naipar
Agnes Sampsoune
Jonnett Straittoun
Euphame McCalzane
Johnne Feane
Robert Griersoun
George Moitis' wife
Margrett Thomsoun
Donald Robesoune
Geillis Duncan
Agnes Sampsoune1s daughter
Katherene Gray
Margaret Achesoun
Katherene Wallace
Meg Bogtoun
Jonett Campbell
Jonett Logane
Johnne Gordoun Gray-meill
Seytoun's wife
Bessie Thomsoun
Catherine Duncane
Bessie Wrycht
Issobell Gylloun
Johnne Ramsayes' wife
many unnamed people

Anny Rychesoun
Jonnett Gall
Nicol Murrayes1 wife
Cristian Keringtoune Likkit
Masie Aichesoune
Marie Patersoune
Alexander Quhytelaw
Marion Nicolson
Marion Bailzie
Jonett Nicolsoun
Issobel Lauder
Helene Quhyte
Marion Shaw
Helene Lauder
Malie Geddie
Duncane Buchquhane
Marioun Congiltoun
Bessie Cowane
Bessie Broune
Thomas Brounhill
his wife
Gilbert McGill
John McGillis
Catharine McGillis
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THE ABERDEEN WITCHES
APPENDIX C
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Issoboll Manteith
Issobell Strauthatquhin
her daughter
Johnnet Wischert
Thomas Levis
John Leyis
Elspet Leyis
Jonet Leyis
Violat Leyis
Isobel Cookie
Bessie Thom
Agnes Frem
Helene Makkie
Andro Man
Elspet Graye, his wife 
Moress Elder 
Gilbert Fidlar 
Jonet Leisk 
Ellen Gray 
Mergie
Christen Michell
Margrat Innes
Margaret Clerk or Bane
Jonet Spaldarg, her sister
Beatrix Robbie
Margaret Og, her mother
Issobell Oige
Jonat Lucas
Issobel Richie
Issobel Burnett
Elspet Forbes, her daughter
Elspet Smithe
Margaret Sherare
Agnes Forbes
Jannet Smithe
Jannet Guisset
Margrat Reauche
Issobell Robie
Katharine Fergus
Katharine Alshenow
Agnes Smelie
Kathrene Fernsche
Katharine Gerard
Hellie Pennis

suicide
executed
executed
executed
executed
banished
banished
banished
banished
executed
executed
died in prison 
executed

set free 
set free
fugitive
executed
executed
banished 
executed 
executed 
banished 
executed 
set free 
set free

executed
executed



THE ABERDEEN WITCHES

Elspet Moinness 
Christen Miller 
Margrat Smyth 
Christian Reid 
Marioun Grant 
Marioun Wod 
Malye Fynnie 
Helene Frasser 
Maly Skein
Couper Vatsoune, her 
Helene Regie 
Jonat Davidsone 
Bessie Pauli 
Thomas Ego 
Beak Taiss
Elspett Strathauchyn 
Issobel Forbes 
Margaret Clerauche 
Elspet Findley 
Agnes Frame 
Katharine Ferreis 
Ellen Gray 
Agnes Wobster 
Meriorie Mutche

executed
executed

executed 
executed 

husband executed
executed 
banished

set free

executed 
executed 
set free
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY
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Between 1563 and 1649, numerous men and women were 
brought to trial on charges of witchcraft or consulting 
with a witch. But, although their numbers were great, 
records of them are filled with many gaps. Some mate
rials have been lost to the ravages of time while many 
other cases were simply never reported to royal officials. 
Burgh and kirk records, in the majority of cases, only 
mention the names of accused witches, rarely giving any 
details. Even then, these sources mainly repeat what is 
already included in the records of the royal government 
or do not even give as much information as those records. 
In addition, accounts of trials do not exist for every 
accused witch. Scottish witchcraft literature for this 
period is also limited. The Scots wrote most of this 
type of literature in the latter part of the seventeenth 
century usually about cases from this era. These works 
reflect the skepticism of this latter period rather than 
the views of the period being studied in this paper.
In spite of these problems, those sources which are 
available present a fairly accurate picture of the his
tory of Scottish witchcraft in the latter part of the 
sixteenth and the early part of the seventeenth centuries.

The multi-volumed Register of the Privy Council of 
Scotland. the first series being edited by David Masson
and the second series by P. Hume Brown, and Criminal
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Trials in Scotland, from A.D. M.CCCC.LXXXVIII to A.D.
M.DC.XXIV, Embracing the Entire Reigns of James IV. 
and V,, Mary Queen of Scots, and James VI., edited by 
Robert Pitcairn, proved to be the two most important 
sources. The Register of the Privy Council of Scotland 
contains most of the records of commissions set up by 
that body for either the apprehension, examination, or 
trial of accused witches and therefore, the majority of 
names of suspects. In addition, the later volumes, 
particularly those from the reign of Charles I, include 
more detailed passages on several witches. Unfortunately, 
these accounts rarely mention the sentence received by 
the accused. This is somewhat made up for by the fact 
that both editors give some limited supplementary infor
mation in their prefaces to each volume. Criminal Trials 
in Scotland, from A.D. M.CCCC.LXXXVIII to A.D. K.DC.XXIV, 
Embracing the Entire Reigns of James IV. and V., Mary 
Queen of Scots, And James VI. extensively covered trials 
of witches during the rule of James VI, thus adding to 
the minimal facts given in The Register of the Privy 
Council of Scotland for that particular period. Pitcairn's 
introductions to some of the trials and his footnotes 
gave additional information on Scottish witches and trial 
procedure, filling in several gaps in that latter area.

Two works edited by George F. Black supplemented 
some other areas not included in the two above editions.
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These two books are A Calendar of Cases of Witchcraft 
in Scotland, 1510-1727, and Some Unpublished Scottish 
Witchcraft Trials. The first book is a collection of 
excerpts dealing with the witch persecutions in Scotland 
from various contemporary sources. Its most important 
contribution is a selection from the Acts of the Parlia
ment of Scotland, that is, a copy of the 1563 law on 
witches passed by the Parliament. The second book con
tains several trials from the reign of Charles I, thus 
partially completing the volumes edited by Pitcairn 
whose works did not cover this rule. It, however, lacks 
the extensiveness of Pitcairn's works for it confines 
itself to a few of the more important trials of that 
period. Both books have excellent prefaces, which give 
further insight into witchcraft as it manifested itself 
in and affected Scotland.

Elizabethan and Jacobean Quartos, edited by G. B. 
Harrison, contains two of the better known pieces of 
Scottish witchcraft literature: Daemonologie, in Forme 
of a Dialogue, Biuided into three Bookes, written by 
James VI; and Newes from Scotland, Declaring the Damnable 
life and death of Doctor Plan, a notable Sorcerer, who 
was burned at Edenbrough in January laft. 1591. James Vi's 
essay on witchcraft, which had a great influence through
out all of Europe, is a comprehensive study of the king's
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views on that subject. It is invaluable for this reason, 
for although James Vi's feelings were made somewhat 
evident by his actions in the case of the North Berwick 
witches, the king's work further clues in the researcher 
not only on James' ideas but those prevailing in Europe 
at that time. Newes from Scotland, one of the best 
sources on the North Berwick witches, recreates some of 
the atmosphere of the witch craze in Scotland.

In addition to these works, three other sources were 
of great help. Witchcraft in Europe, 1100-1700: A Docu
mentary History, edited by Alan C. Kors and Edward Peters, 
is another collection of contemporary articles on witch
craft, written during the twelfth through eighteenth 
centuries, with a good introduction to the period by the 
editors. Although it had relatively little on Scotland, 
it set the scene for the development of the European 
witchcraft through its use of documents. Malleus 
inaleficarum, written by Henry Kramer and James Sprenger, 
was the handbook for all witch hunters of the sixteenth 
through eighteenth centuries. Its impact, although 
phenomenal in Continental Europe, was not as great in 
Scotland during the early period covered in this paper. 
The ideas contained in it did gradually filter through 
to have some effect, mainly through other sources such 
as James VI. John Calvin's Institutes of the Christian
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Religion gives some idea of the views that the Scottish
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Presbyterians held on the devil, evil, witches, and 
witchcraft.

In addition to these major sources, other works also 
contributed to an understanding of this subject to various 
degrees. The History of Witchcraft and Demonology by 
Montague Summers presented an over-all picture of the 
witch craze of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
concentrating upon Continental Europe rather than the 
British Isles. Summers is especially good for basic 
concepts of witchcraft. However, the author's pet theory, 
that the witch persecutions stemmed from the teachings 
of the Catholic Church, must be kept in mind when the 
book is being read.

Eliot Rose, in his book A Razor for a Goat: A 
Discussion of Certain Problems in the History of Witch
craft and Diabolism, looks at witchcraft through the 
theories of other authors, either agreeing with or 
attacking these views as he describes the European 
witch craze. More interesting than Summers, Rose also 
presents the reader with a general background of the 
two centuries in which the witch persecutions reigned 
supreme.

Religion and the Decline of Magic, written by Keith 
Thomas, and the History of the Rise and Influence of the 
Spirit of Rationalism in Europe, written by W.E.H. Lecky, 
although not specifically concerned with witchcraft, have
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both excellent discussions of that subject. Religion 
and the Decline of Magic devotes itself mainly to a dis
cussion of witchcraft as it manifested itself in England, 
with special attention to its relationship with religion, 
government, and its environment. The History of the Rise 
and Influence of the Spirit of Rationalism in Europe, 
in almost half of its first volume, goes back to the 
Greeks and the Romans for their attitude on witches and 
traces the attitude of the Western world through the ar
rival of the period of rationalism. Both authors include 
short sections on Scottish witchcraft.

Witchcraft in England by Christina Hole, A History 
of Witchcraft in England from 1558 to 1718 by Wallace 
Notestein, and Four Centuries of Witch-Beliefs: With 
Special Reference to the Great Rebellion by R. Trevor 
Davies are not concerned with Scottish witchcraft at all 
but were nevertheless a source of information for this 
paper. Hole’s work, Witchcraft in England, is a more 
popular than scholarly book. However, its definitions 
of certain practices was of considerable help. A compre
hensive and well known survey of English witchcraft, 
Notestein's work also contributed in that area and to an 
understanding of the attitudes of James VI and Charles I. 
The last book, Four Centuries of Witch-Beliefs: With 
Special Reference to the Great Rebellion, based on the 
theory that the English witch beliefs may have had a



part in shaping the fall of Charles I and the rise of 
Oliver Cromwell, again aided by explaining the attitude 
of Charles I toward witches, however briefly.

Several sources elaborate upon the impact of 
Protestantism and particularly of Presbyterianism upon 
the witch craze. H. R. Trevor-Roper's essay, "The 
European Witch-Craze of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries," states that the witch craze was initiated 
by the Catholics, added to by both Catholics and Prot
estants, and the outcome of their religious conflict.
The author, however, makes Scotland the one exception 
to his rule without explaining his reasons for this.
The Church of Scotland from the Time of Queen Margaret 
to the Reformation:(With Supplementary Chapter Dealing 
with Scottish Ecclesiastical Affairs to the Presbyterian 
Settlement of 1690 by Richard Morris Stewart is a 
highly anti-Presbyterian account of the Reformation.
Although its section on witchcraft is relatively small, 
it is the only source which names John Knox as the 
initiator of the 1563 witch law. This, however, may be 
due to its bias rather than to actual fact.

T. Christopher Smout in his A History of the Scottish 
People 1560-1830 also feels that Presbyterianism was a 
major source of the witch persecutions in Scotland. How
ever, this social history is far more impartial in its 
judgement of the Presbyterians as is Scotland Under Charles I



by David Mathew. Mathew's book contains one of the 
best descriptions of Scotland during the reign of 
Charles I.

Certain books dealt more specifically with witch
craft in Scotland. W. H. Davenport Adams' Y/itch, Warlock, 
And Magician: Historical Sketches of Magic and Witch
craft in England and Scotland relies too heavily upon 
the criminal trials gathered by Robert Pitcairn to be of 
any more than repetitious help. Ronald Seth's In the Name 
of the Devil: Great Scottish V/itchcraft Cases was also 
repetitious of primary sources. However, John Graham 
Dalyell's The Darker Superstitions of Scotland and 
Charles Kirkpatrick Sharpe's A Historical Account of the 
Belief in Y/itchcraft in Scotland are much better sources 
of information. In fact, Dalyell's work, written in the 
early part of the nineteenth century, is so highly 
thought of that anyone doing work on Scottish witch
craft often bases his study upon that book. It is 
interesting and highly informative in that it includes 
several witchcraft cases not mentioned anywhere else. 
Unfortunately, when it was written, it was not the prac
tice to footnote sources so the sources of these facts 
is unknown.

The Personnel of the Aberdeenshire Witchcraft Covens 
in the Years 1596-1597 by Alexander Keiller is a detailed

105

study of the persecution of witches in Aberdeenshire,
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whose object it is to prove that covens existed in Scot
land long before it is believed that they existed. Al
though it is an excellent source for names, it fails to 
give any other facts generally.

Articles on this period were even more scarce than 
books. Only one, "The Professional Pricker and His Test 
for Witchcraft" in the Scottish Historical Review, writ
ten by William N. Neill, was of any assistance.
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