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There are few events in history that are as evocative as the witch trials. Everyone knows something about them, but surprisingly, not many people know that Scotland was one of the most prolific witch-hunting nations in Europe. Nearly every town in Scotland has its own story to tell.


Like many people, I had never heard of the Scottish witch trials. That was until I stumbled across the ‘quine shrine’ on St Nicholas Lane in Aberdeen. It is a beautiful art installation by Carrie Reichardt, who was invited to Aberdeen as part of the Nuart Festival in 2018. Named ‘Gallus Quines’ (mischievous or uncontrollable women), it is a tile mosaic made to look like a stained-glass window and is positioned in view of the very church where the accused witches were held back in the sixteenth century. Be sure to find it the next time you are in Aberdeen.


A quick Googling led me to the Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire Archives. It is a treasure trove, packed with documents dating back to the twelfth century. Here, you can find centuries’ worth of council meeting minutes, accounts, letters, photographs and – most relevant to us – court records. Many are available to the public by appointment or are freely available online. It is in this office, located next to the spectacular Marischal College (founded in 1593, just three years before the witch trials would reach Aberdeen), that the original, handwritten court records from the Aberdeen witch trials can be found. First-hand accounts of the words spoken on those dreadful days.


The title of this book came from a note written in one of the old ledgers I read while in the archives. It was from 1608 and detailed a payment made for ‘confessions ordered to be obtained for holding justice courts on … sorcerers within the Burgh and Fiefdom, so as the same may be purged of such contagious enemies’. This description perfectly captured one of the greatest fears associated with witches – that they were multiplying.


The first officially recorded witch trial in Europe was in France in 1390, however it was the Valais witch trial in Switzerland in 1428 that really started witch hunt fever. Throughout the fifteenth century the witch trials started to spread across the Continent. In Germany, they would inspire a cretinous clergyman named Heinrich Kramer to write the Malleus Maleficarum (which we will discuss later) – a book that would ultimately cost countless innocent people their lives. Witch hunting spread from town to town until all of continental Europe was ablaze.


In 1541, Henry VIII approved the English Witchcraft Act. This was the first witchcraft act in Europe and was the first time that witchcraft was defined as an actual felony. Previously, the crime was not witchcraft itself, you would be tried for heresy or the harm caused by using witchcraft, such as causing damage or death to livestock or people.


Those found guilty under the English Witchcraft Act (1541) were sentenced to death and their goods and chattels were forfeited to the crown. Typical Henry VIII – not only was he going to kill you, but he was going to take your stuff too. Henry’s act also removed the benefit of clergy, meaning that members of the church had no immunity and could be tried for witchcraft. Given that Henry had left the Catholic Church just seven years previous (1534), this should come as no surprise, but it is an interesting example of how witchcraft acts could be manipulated to achieve a monarch’s personal goals.


However, it would not be England that brought witch hunting to Scotland – it was the Copenhagen witch trials of 1590, via James VI (which we will read more about later).


A hard-handed approach could eradicate witches from a town in one fell swoop. It was also a very public reminder to behave yourself. In many cases around Scotland, people were tried in groups, and those being interrogated were encouraged to indict others. As we will see, this approach led to regions running out of witches, and witch hunts across Scotland rose and fell in response to public interest and the number of available suspects.


It is not known exactly how many people were tried and executed for witchcraft in Scotland, but the number is generally believed to have been between one and two thousand (although some sources suggest between three and four thousand). When one considers that the population of Scotland at the time would have been under a million people, that is a significant number.1


Today, we know that the people who lost their lives in the witch trials were innocent. Many towns around Scotland have monuments to remember those lost in the witch trials. My personal favourite is the monument in Forfar – a simple standing stone with twenty-two dots. A dot for each life lost. And the poignant inscription, ‘Just People’. For more information, I recommend Gregor Stewarts book Witch Memorials in Scotland.


There are also groups (such as RAWS, Remembering the Accused Witches of Scotland) who work to raise awareness of the witch trials through public engagement and monuments. They have also successfully campaigned to have those who were found guilty during the witch trials, exonerated. In March 2022, Nicola Sturgeon, the then First Minister of Scotland, issued a formal apology on behalf of the government to all those who had been persecuted for witchcraft. In May of the same year, the Church of Scotland also apologised.









A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE 
SCOTTISH WITCH PANICS




[image: ]





In the beginning of the 1500s, Scotland was a Catholic country. The Catholic Church did not consider Protestantism much of a threat, so the preaching of enthusiastic individuals such as John Knox went largely ignored.4 When James V died in 1542, Scotland lost its devoutly Catholic king.4 His only child, Mary, became Queen of Scotland when she was just 6 days old. In 1548, when she was 6 years old, Mary was spirited away to France and betrothed to Francis II, the 4-year-old heir to the French throne. This was to strengthen Scotland’s alliance with France, but also to escape the English King Henry VIII, who wanted to secure a betrothal between Mary and his son Edward, in an effort known as the ‘rough wooing’.


Mary married Francis in 1558. They became king and queen of France in 1559, and then Francis promptly died in December 1560. At just 18 years old, Mary was a widow. She was also now surplus to requirement in the French court, as the crown passed sideways to Francis’s younger brother, Charles. It was decided that Mary would now return to Scotland and take up her position as queen.


In the absence of a true monarch, a power vacuum had formed in Scotland. While Mary was living in France, her mother, Marie de Guise, had been keeping the Scottish throne warm as queen regent. Marie de Guise and the Scottish nobles had regularly been in conflict – she had refused to convert to Protestantism, and allowed both Catholics and Protestants to co-exist equally in Scotland. A handful of Protestant Scottish nobles established a group called the Lords of the Congregation, headed by James Stewart, Mary, Queen of Scots’ illegitimate half-brother. When Marie de Guise died in June 1560, the Protestant nobles launched their rebellion and took control of the country. They legally declared Scotland a Protestant nation, the Reformation Parliament was formed, and Catholicism was outlawed in Scotland.


When Mary returned to Scotland in August 1561, she came back to a Protestant country. Mary herself was still Catholic, but she accepted her subjects’ faith (an early example of religious tolerance) and the Parliament begrudgingly allowed her to practise Catholicism – privately, of course.


Mary’s return in 1561 upset the Reformation Parliament’s applecart. The ensuing power struggle between Mary and the nobles slowed down the Reformation Parliament’s plans but did not stop them. They were dogged in their pursuit of legislating moral discipline, and one of the acts that they managed to push through in their pursuit of a Godly Protestant nation was the Scottish Witchcraft Act in 1563.


THE SCOTTISH WITCHCRAFT ACT OF 1563


The Scottish Witchcraft Act was voted in by the Reformation Parliament in 1563. It was one of the few acts that they managed to ratify that year, as well as acts regarding fornication and blasphemy.5 Previously, witchcraft was considered a regular crime along the lines of adultery or theft. It was only tackled legally in secular court if harm to a person, their property or livestock had been done. However, in the late sixteenth century, witchcraft became more strongly associated with the Devil. Where previously, witches were healers, midwives, or those with a close association to nature, they were now being sold as individuals who had rejected God and signed up with Satan, and so witchcraft was redefined as heresy.6


The act states that the queen and parliament recognise that people are using witchcraft, sorcery and necromancy and that this is against the law of God. It was now illegal for anyone to use any manner of witchcraft, sorcery, or necromancy to abuse people or cause harm. It was also against the law for any person to seek help from or consult with the users of witchcraft, sorcery or necromancy, under pain of death.


An interesting issue with the wording of the Scottish Witchcraft Act (1563) is noted by Goodare (2005). Goodare suggests that the legislation was written by a member of the church, not by an expert in the law. Goodare states that, ‘The act’s author knew a good deal about the Scottish legal system, but not enough to avoid a telltale drafting error.’6


The error was that the law only states that the act of witchcraft is a crime (or the consulting of a witch to perform witchcraft), it doesn’t say that being a witch is a crime – which hails to the earlier incidents where the law only got involved if witchcraft was used to cause harm. However, now that the perception of witchcraft was changing, simply being identified as a witch was enough to secure a guilty verdict – the crime being that you had made a pact with Satan.7


It is important to note that the Witchcraft Act (1563) was not passed in response to a panic – it led to the panic.7 The enactment of the Witchcraft Act (1563) also didn’t result in a sudden burst of witch trials. There were some trials held between 1563 and 1590, but it wasn’t until the reign of James VI that witch hunting exploded in Scotland.5


JAMES VI AND THE FIRST SCOTTISH WITCH PANIC: 1590–91


Mary, Queen of Scots, was forced to abdicate in 1567, and the throne of Scotland given to her infant son and only child, James VI (1566–1625). He was just 13 months old at the time. Mary’s half-brother James Stewart (who, we remember, was one of the leaders of the Lords of the Congregation) was made regent. James VI formally took up his role as king in 1578, aged just 12.


It is believed that James and Mary did have some kind of relationship but that it was distant and strained. The last time Mary had seen her son, he was only a year old, and she spent most of his life imprisoned in various locations around England. Mary was a constant threat to James’s position on the throne, and she did try to regain her position throughout her twenty-year imprisonment.


Mary was executed for treason in 1587 – it was alleged that Mary was plotting the assassination of her cousin Elizabeth I – and laid to rest in Peterborough Cathedral, England. When Elizabeth died in 1603, James gained the English throne and became James I. That same year, James had Mary exhumed and reinterred in Westminster Abbey, where he had an elaborate marble tomb made for her.


Mary’s reign had been a troubled and tumultuous time in Scotland, and this continued under the regency that was in place while James was growing up. James was raised Protestant and considered himself to be a peacemaker, despite the constant fighting between the nobles who tried to control him. He was given a robust education (his tutor was George Buchanan, a stern Presbyterian) and was considered to be an intelligent and capable king. Arguably, this would not last.


In 1589, James (aged 24) married Anne of Denmark (aged 14). They were married by proxy in August, and in September Anne set sail for Scotland. However, adverse weather prevented her convoy of ships from making the crossing. When four or five successive attempts failed, James eventually decided that he would sail to Norway to meet his bride. More storms slowed down progress, but eventually, in November, the newlyweds met in Oslo. They travelled to the Danish royal court, where they spent some time together with Anne’s family in Kronborg Castle. Witch hunting was commonplace in Denmark at the time, and it is believed that this was when James’s concern about the danger and power of witches was first roused.


In May 1590, James and Anne eventually returned to Scotland. At the same time in Copenhagen, a woman named Ane Koldings was being tried for witchcraft. She was considered a very dangerous witch and was known as the ‘Mother of the Devil’.8 During torture, Ane ‘agreed’ that a group of witches were responsible for the storms that had so inconvenienced and endangered the royal couple. Ane Koldings was burned for her alleged crimes, as were the five other women she indicted.


Upon learning of the Copenhagen witch trials, James initiated his own investigation back in Scotland – thus began the North Berwick witch trials. This was to be the first of the major witch panics in Scotland. Over one hundred people were arrested in North Berwick (an area just east of Edinburgh), and under brutal torture, several agreed to being witches. They agreed that they were indeed in league with Satan, that they had planned to poison the king and his family, and that they had attempted to sink the king’s ships.


One of the most famous people from the North Berwick witch trials was Agnes Sampson. It was reported that she was able to recount to the king the words he said to Anne in private on their wedding night. This was the figurative nail in the coffin, both for James – who was now fully convinced of the power of witches – and for all those who were about to be condemned by the witch hunts.


The exact number of people who died as a result of the North Berwick witch trials is believed to be around seventy. By 1592, the excitement of the trials had dissipated – with so many people tried and executed, surely the witch population had been eradicated, or at least sufficiently diminished. Thus ended the first Scottish witch panic.


A short lull in witch hysteria followed for the people of Scotland, but not for James – the previously shrewd king had become obsessed with witches.


THE SECOND SCOTTISH WITCH PANIC: 1597


The witch panic of 1597 was a nationwide hunt that ran from March to November. It was mostly focused on Aberdeenshire but also in Fife, Perthshire, Stirlingshire and Glasgow. At least four hundred people were tried, and around two hundred were executed for witchcraft.


It is not known exactly what sparked this witch hunt. Some suggest that it was the publication of James’s book, Daemonologie, as it was published in 1597. It outlined his absolute belief in witches, discussed the evidence and proof of witches and witchcraft for any sceptics who needed to be convinced, and endorsed witch hunting. It was greatly admired and much lauded when it was first published and is still in print today. However, there is evidence to suggest that Daemonologie wasn’t published until after March, and therefore would have been too late in the year to initiate the 1597 witch hunt.32


For Aberdeenshire, the panic of 1597 is generally believed to have started in Slains, in March. Unfortunately, the records from any trials held in Slains do not appear to have survived.25 There was then a spate of trials in Aberdeen, which we will discuss in the following chapters.


One of the most well-known trials from this time was that of Margaret Aitken, the so-called ‘Great Witch of Balwearie’. She was arrested in Fife in April, and under torture, Margaret made a deal – she would name her fellow witches in return for her life to be spared.7 She claimed that she could identify a witch by looking for a particular mark in their eye.9 A special commission was approved by James – the Aitken Commission – and over the next four months, hundreds of people from all over the country were arrested, tried, and executed. Notably, this was the only time that the swimming test (tying up the accused and throwing them into water; if they floated or swam, they were guilty) was used in Scotland.7


In August, the Aitken Commission was ended due to Margaret being deemed unreliable. It was found that, when presented with the same people on different days, she identified them as guilty one day and innocent the next, and therefore, her testimony could not be trusted. She later confessed to being a fraud and to falsely causing the deaths of hundreds of innocent people. She was burned.


In August, another group of witches confessed to trying to drown the king at Dundee using witchcraft, and others admitted to trying to take the life of Prince Henry (James’s heir). The English diplomat Robert Bowes wrote ‘the King hath been lately pestered and in many ways troubled in the examination of the witches, which swarm in exceeding number and (as is credibly reported) in many thousands’.10 So, while the witch problem was far from solved, the messy Aitken Commission likely cooled proceedings, and by the end of November, the second panic was over.


JAMES SUCCEEDS TO THE ENGLISH THRONE: 1603


James succeeded to the English throne in 1603 after the death of Elizabeth I. Scotland and England were now united under the same monarch – a time known as the ‘union of the crowns’. The laws of the two countries stayed separate, as well as the parliaments and economies, but there was some crossover in certain places.


In 1603, James enacted the Act against Conjuration, Witchcraft, and dealing with Evil and Wicked Spirits (to replace the Elizabethan Act of 1562) in England. Unlike the Scottish Witchcraft Act of 1563, this one clearly defined witchcraft, its connection to the Devil, and suitable punishments for the guilty. It incorporated the English act’s distinction between minor and major offences but had a strong emphasis on ‘the demonic and evil nature of witchcraft’.11 Those found guilty of a minor crime might serve time in prison, but repeat offenders were executed. Burning was saved for those whose witchcraft crimes involved treason; the others were hanged.


The act made it ‘a capital offence to invoke evil spirits or commune with familiar spirits’.15 The ‘familiar spirits’ extended to what we know as ‘witches’ familiars’ – i.e., black cats, toads, etc. – so technically, just owning a pet could be used as evidence against you. This was also the act that the infamous Witch-Finder General Matthew Hopkins worked under. I highly recommend the elegantly written Witchfinders – A seventeenth-century English Tragedy by Malcolm Gaskill. It is an excellently researched book on the life and career of Matthew Hopkins. If you have never hated another human being before, this is a great place to start – Hopkins was vile.


James died in March 1625 after suffering from terrible health at the end of his life. Despite all the misery and suffering he had caused through his pursuit of witches, he died a popular monarch. There is evidence to suggest that as James got older, his interest in witch hunting abated, and he became more interested in evidence and logical investigation. There is evidence that in 1611, James personally investigated an accusation made against six young women and discovered it to be a fraud. Another anecdote from 1616 describes James admonishing two judges for ordering the execution of nine witches in Leicester.35 The Earl of Kellie is quoted as saying of James, ‘As he lived in peace, so did he die in peace.’ One wonders if the Earl of Kellie spent a lot of time living under a rock.


Prince Henry had died in 1612 of typhoid, so James was succeeded by his second son, Charles (1600–49).


THE THIRD SCOTTISH WITCH PANIC: 1628–31


In 1625, Charles I ascended to the throne of Scotland and England. As the new administration found its feet, the Scottish council’s interest in witch hunting seems to have been revived. Indeed, some local councillors were personally involved in the interrogation of the witch-accused, and evidence shows that individual cases were being examined thoroughly.12 Despite this, the witch panic of 1628–31 is the least well documented of the five.


Hunts took place across the country. In July and August, thirteen women were tried in Prestonpans, and at least one woman was found guilty and executed.13 Further trials were conducted in Niddrie and Midlothian.


THE FOURTH SCOTTISH WITCH PANIC: 1649–50


The year of the fourth great Scottish witch hunt was one of political, social, and environmental unrest. The Scottish had suffered a defeat in the Second English Civil War, and the Kirk Party were on the rampage. The Kirk Party were a group of radical Presbyterians who found power after Cromwell had the engagement army imprisoned. King Charles I was executed in 1649, and his son and heir, Charles II, was in exile. The Kirk Party made a deal with Charles II – he would be crowned king of Great Britain, Ireland, and France if he adopted Presbyterianism as the national religion and recognised the civil authority of the Kirk Party. The Kirk Party wanted to create a Godly society, and so witch hunting was resumed.


In 1649, the Scottish parliament were taking ‘serious consideration (of) the growth of the sins of witchcraft, charming, and consulting’,14 and the existing Scottish Witchcraft Act (1563) was updated in an effort to enforce godliness. Blasphemy was made a capital offence, as was the worship of false gods. The new Scottish Witchcraft Act (1649) now included anyone who consulted with ‘devils and familiar spirits’, and those found guilty would be punished with death.


There was a further influence on this particular witch panic – the weather. The 1640s were the coldest years of the Little Ice Age (approximately 1450–1859), and the years 1649–53 were particularly poor in Scotland for agriculture.15 There was a general scarcity of food and supplies (obviously impacted as well by all the wars), so social unrest would have been bubbling. Bubonic plague had also reared its ugly head in 1644–49, so the Scottish were taking beating after beating … no wonder they were looking for someone to blame.


The fourth Scottish witch hunt was mostly focused on the Lowlands, especially Lothian and Fife. It is believed to have started in Inverkeithing and spread from there, with larger trials being held in Aberdour, Burntisland, Dysart and Dunfermline.16 The Kirk Party encouraged local presbyteries to sniff out any witches in their communities, and this resulted in approximately 612 recorded trials. Most were held by local courts, who were inexperienced in running serious trials. This resulted in an unusually high number of guilty verdicts – over three hundred people were found guilty and executed.17 The witch hunt (and the influence of the Kirk Party) ended in the summer of 1650 when Cromwell invaded Scotland.


THE FIFTH SCOTTISH WITCH PANIC: 1661–62


The fifth and final witch panic started in the April of 1661. Historians are unsure what sparked this final panic, but one suggestion is that it was the retreat of English judges from the Scottish judicial system. The English had been more reluctant to prosecute and execute witches; the Scottish did not have this same reluctance. Once the Scottish had regained full control of the judicial system after several frustrating years, they had a ‘backlog’ of witches to deal with.18


In 1659, the Earl of Haddington petitioned parliament to deal with the witches who he believed were living in his area. This extract is taken from the earl’s petition and translated into modern English:




That upon several malefice’s committed of late, within and about my lands of Samuelston, where several persons suspected of the abominable sin of witchcraft were apprehended and searched, the marks of the witches were found on them in the ordinary way. Several of them have made confessions and are connected to several others within the same area and have acknowledged a pact with the Devil.





The witches in Haddington’s area were accused of serious crimes, including ‘injuring or causing the death of their neighbours, making them tremble or sweat, preventing them from arriving at their destinations, riding horses to death, turning over stones to prevent corn from growing, and burning barns’.18 Whatever the earl’s personal beliefs might have been, his tenants threatened to leave his lands if he did not do something, so he had to be seen to take action. Like many people of the time though, the real fear that the earl had was the witches’ connection to Satan and the potential for apostasy – not on his watch!


Parliament responded quickly and positively, and so Scotland’s fifth and final witch panic was in full swing. Commissions were issued to local authorities across the country. The hunt started in the villages east of Edinburgh (Midlothian and East Lothian)19 and spread from there. At least 660 people were tried for witchcraft. With the exception of the 1597 panic, the 1661 one was the bloodiest of the Scottish witch hunts.









THE WITCH TRIALS 
ARRIVE IN ABERDEEN
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Aberdeen, also known as the Granite City or the Silver City, is located on the north-east coast of Scotland. Today it is the third-largest city in Scotland and is generally associated with being an oil town. Like most of Scotland though, Aberdeen has a long and fascinating history. People have lived in the region since 6000 BC, and it is famous for having more castles per acre than any other region of the UK.


The name Aberdeen comes from ‘aber’, which is the Pictish word for ‘river mouth’, and Aberdeen sits on not just one but two major rivers – the Don and the Dee. The surrounding countryside is known as Aberdeenshire. Scotland is divided into thirty-four shires (or counties), and Aberdeenshire is the sixth largest.


For centuries, Aberdeen City has been a major centre for trade, commerce and politics, and by the end of the sixteenth century, the population had grown to around eight to ten thousand. The port of Aberdeen was a hub for ships coming from all over Europe, and for many centuries, the best way to get to Aberdeen – even from other areas of Scotland – was by sea. In the sixteenth century, Aberdeen would have been a busy, diverse and influential place to be.


Aberdeen had responded slowly and somewhat reluctantly to the Protestant Reformation. Aberdeenshire’s most powerful citizens were Catholic, and due to the city’s remote and somewhat isolated location, changes drifting up from Edinburgh could be slow to be implemented. However, when it became clear that Protestantism wasn’t going to back down, the Aberdeenshire nobles grudgingly rolled in with the Lords of the Congregation in 1560.31


Now, Aberdeenshire had escaped the first witch panic (1590–91) but then got hammered in 1597. Why? Maxwell-Stuart asks this exact question: ‘Many of these women, as we have seen, had reputations as witches, which went back for a considerable time, often twenty or even thirty years. So why had they not been arrested and put on trial before? … why now? What was special about 1597?’32


Maxwell-Stuart suggests the following, and it starts not in Aberdeen but in St Andrews, with the religious reformer Andrew Melville. Melville promoted the idea that the king should have no power over the church – James VI disagreed. In February 1597, James – sufficiently aggravated by Melville – travelled to St Andrews in the Kirk of Fyfe and removed him from his position as rector. While there, James also attended the trial of some witches from the tiny coastal town of Pittenweem. The women were found guilty and sentenced to death.


Inspired by Melville, another minister in Fyfe had also piped up, describing all kings as the ‘offspring of Satan’. To assuage the kings growing displeasure with the region, the Kirk of Fyfe made an extra effort that summer to root out some witches. Trials started in May and continued into June and July.32


But rogue ministers weren’t the Kirk of Fyfe’s only problem. While trying to please the king, they were also quietly trying to satisfy a vendetta they had against the Earl of Huntly. In 1592, the earl had been accused by the Synod of Fyfe of murdering another nobleman. He was excommunicated by the Synod in 1593, but by 1596 he was back at court, as if nothing had happened. The ministers of Fyfe had it in for the Earl of Huntly, but as he was a great favourite of James, they couldn’t touch him. So, while they were hunting for witches in Fyfe, they decided to extend their efforts northward – both to further please the king and to send a message to the Catholic earl. They couldn’t attack the region of Huntly directly – that would be too obvious – so instead, they set their sights on Aberdeen.32


Goodare disagrees with this theory, stating that ‘the Aberdeenshire panic had largely indigenous roots … and they probably reached the proportions they did through mutual encouragement and example’.25


Whatever the reason for this panic, innocent Aberdonians were about to lose their lives.









COURT IN SIXTEENTH-CENTURY ABERDEEN
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On 2 February 1596, James VI gave the local authorities in Aberdeen full power and commission over the trying of witches.20 Normally, serious crimes were sent to Edinburgh for trial (specifically the ‘big four’: rape, murder, theft and arson). While witchcraft was considered a serious crime, it was often dealt with at the local level with permission from the crown. There are records previous to 1596 of Aberdeen seeking and obtaining permission from Edinburgh to prosecute five specific people for witchcraft. However, now that a general commission had been granted, the local authorities could try whomever they wished. The Scottish judiciary was relatively small, and in many locations around Scotland, the witch trials were held by local burgh magistrates or other local councillors who had limited training and experience.21
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