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Premiere Cast and Production





Jane Wenham, the Witch of Walkern was first performed at Watford Palace Theatre on 23 September 2015 at the start of a national tour. The cast, in alphabetical order, was as follows:


 


Francis Hutchinson / Saul Paterson  David Acton


Jane Wenham  Amanda Bellamy


Priddy Goodstern  Judith Coke


Samuel Crane  Tim Delap


Ann Thorn  Hannah Hutch


Fergal McGuire / The Pricker  Andrew Macklin


Bridget Hurst / Widow Higgins  Rachel Sanders


Kemi Martha  Cat Simmons


 


Director  Ria Parry


Designer James  Button


Lighting Designer  Richard Howell


Composer and Sound Designer  Max Pappenheim


Puppet Design and Direction  Matt Hutchinson


Assistant Director  Isabel Quinzanos


Casting  Harriet Mackie


Dramaturg  Nina Steiger

















Characters







Jane Wenham


sixties


Priddy Goodstern


blind, sixties


Bridget Hurst


a baby farmer, forties


Ann Thorn


a servant, eighteen


Kemi Martha


a servant, thirties


The Widow Higgins


owner of an alehouse, thirties


Francis Hutchinson


Bishop of Down and Conor, sixties


Samuel Crane


a chaplain, twenties


Fergal McGuire


a farmer, thirties


Saul Paterson


a labourer, sixties


The Pricker


thirties


 


Parts may be doubled for a company of eight actors: The Widow / Bridget Hurst, Francis Hutchinson / Saul, and Fergal / The Pricker




















Setting





The story takes place in the village of


Walkern, Hertfordshire, in 1712.

















JANE WENHAM


THE WITCH OF WALKERN
























Act One
























SCENE ONE








The village square. Dusk. A cut rope lies on the ground. Ann Thorn, eighteen, stares at it. Villagers are present, Priddy Goodstern, the Widow Higgins.


Ann touches the ground near the rope.




Widow     Ann? Where will you bed down?


Priddy Goodstern     The Bishop is taking her on. Tomorrow.


Widow     Ann? Will you come with me tonight?


Ann     Where is God? Where is he?


Priddy Goodstern     Don’t be talking like a heathen.


Ann     I’ve no ribbons.


Priddy Goodstern     No more hawking for you, Ann Thorn. No ribbons to sell.


You’re to stay here in Walkern. And clean for the Bishop.


Ann     Why didn’t he help my mother?


Priddy Goodstern     The Bishop? He’s at home with his blackie.


Ann     Why didn’t God save her?


Priddy Goodstern     Your mother would have died soon enough, child. By her own hand.


Ann     My mother is a clear woman.


Priddy Goodstern     She was a scold and a doxy … How was it, Kate? Did she move much on the rope?


Widow     Let’s go to the taphouse, Ann.


Priddy Goodstern     Did anyone pull on the rope? To quicken the end?


Ann     That’s where God is. There. Hanging on those gallows.


Widow     Hush, child.


Priddy Goodstern     And Jane Wenham … she’s nowhere … Gone collecting as though nothing was happening. As though she had no part in all of this.


Ann     Where is she?


Priddy Goodstern     You’d best avoid your friend Wenham. They’ll be wanting to question her.


Ann     I’ll go to her.


Widow     She was foraging in the slaughter field. She could be in any of her patches there. It’s getting dark. Find her tomorrow, Ann. Come.


Priddy Goodstern     It’ll be a cold night. Listen to the widow. Don’t go chasing after that godless creature in the woods.




Ann picks up some of the rope.





Widow     Leave that. You don’t need a rope to be reminded of your mother.


Priddy Goodstern     What, child? No, no! Is she touching it?




Ann keeps the rope.





Ann     I need to see my mother.


I want to see her body.


Widow     They’ll be putting her on the cart.


Ann     I’ll hold her hand before they earth her. She’ll be cold. She said a body goes blue but that I mustn’t worry. They spat at me. Hundreds of them. They knew nothing of my mother.


Widow     We’ll find where they’ve laid her down.


Ann     I’m to wash her. And then dry her. She told me I must.


Widow     You don’t have to do that, child.


Ann     She asked me to.


Widow     There’ll be cloth and water by the stables.


Ann     How has this happened?


Priddy Goodstern     ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’


Ann     I thought it would be a needle they’d prick her with … holes as you would make for sewing … but a knife it was. So much blood. They cut her down as though she were meat.


Widow     I’ll wash her with you.


Priddy Goodstern     Did she need holding when they put the noose on? Did her legs buckle?


Ann     She stood without help. You heard her. ‘I am a clear woman.’


Priddy Goodstern     I heard her. But if she were without sin then she would be alive.


There was a smell around your mother. Of blood. Like she stole it.


Ann     Nothing will ever be the same again, will it? This is my life now.


Widow     You’ll have a good life.


Ann     No. It will be like yours. Broken. I’ll see my mother. Then I must see Jane. She’ll help me.


Priddy Goodstern     Wenham’s a thief. Selling plants all her life. She’d sell breath in a bottle if she could. Come and see us tomorrow, Ann … You like your talks with us.


Ann     No. I’m done with you and Bridget. I don’t want all of that.




Fergal McGuire approaches.





Fergal     Ann.


Ann     Fergal? You liked my mother, didn’t you?


Fergal     I’m very sorry, Ann. For your loss.


Ann     They kept her in the prison so long I thought they’d let her go.


Fergal     I hoped they would too.


Priddy Goodstern     Your mother has brought shame to Walkern.


Widow     Leave the child alone, Priddy.


Priddy Goodstern     There’s been no witchery here since I was a child. And your mother has thrown us back into it.


Ann     I must find her now.




Ann and Widow Higgins start to leave.





Fergal     Do you want some help? Widow?


Widow     No … we want no help.


Fergal     Are you certain?


Widow     Come, Ann.




The Widow and Ann walk away.





Priddy Goodstern     Likely you’ve given Kate Higgins enough help this season. You’ve been at the alehouse most nights. Repairing.


Fergal     The rain was coming in through her roof.


Priddy Goodstern     The rain is only God. ’Tis all God. How’s your dog? And how does your wife?


Fergal     Shauna is abed. She wants nothing but sleep.


Priddy Goodstern     Five times is it? Five children unborn. That many souls gone before they even took breath. God’s work is mysterious.


Fergal     It is harsh.


Priddy Goodstern     You should be by her bedside. Not a-wandering … I did hear Eleanor Thorn’s neck crack. Then she did choke. And then they did cheer. Likely your Shauna will be able to carry to full term now that the rot is gone from the village. Did you cheer, Fergal? Did you?


Fergal     I did not.


Priddy Goodstern     You want a child. You should have cheered till it hurt.


Fergal     Goodnight, Priddy Goodstern.


Priddy Goodstern     Leave your dog at home. When you go out for your night walks.


Fergal     Why would I leave Patrick behind when the walks are for him?


Priddy Goodstern     He keeps me awake with his barking. You tie him up outside the alehouse and leave him in the cold.


Fergal     He prefers to be outside. He’s an animal.


Priddy Goodstern     Animal … yes … You should have cheered, Fergal. You of all people. We have no strength unless we are united.




Fergal leaves.



























SCENE TWO








The house of Francis Hutchinson, the Bishop of Down and Conor. A room. A table and two chairs. Hutchinson packs a pipe for himself and drinks a glass of ale. The Reverend Samuel Crane sits opposite; he has a glass of water and holds a wad of papers.




Crane     She was accused in her youth. Jane Wenham.


Hutchinson     Was she? I’ve had a few conversations with her. Sheep. Cowslips. She’s harmless. She helps the folk here variously with their agues.


Crane     Wenham was very close to the witch, Eleanor Thorn.


Hutchinson     Thorn was a hawker and a sinner but she was no witch.


Crane     The women spent much time talking and collecting. They walked in the woods together.


Hutchinson     Should we lock up everyone who walks in the woods with a friend?


Crane     Wenham must be investigated.


Hutchinson     There are no witches in Walkern. Nor anywhere for that matter.


Crane     Eleanor Thorn rode a wooden board down the river.


Hutchinson     She was a drunk. She was free with her body and she enjoyed standing on an old door that conveyed her down the river. But she was no witch.


Crane     We must look to the daughter too … Ann Thorn.


Hutchinson     Ann is fragile. She has had scant care. She is young and troubled. She starts work here tomorrow.


Crane     You will employ her? And the Bishop of Ely knows of this arrangement?


Hutchinson     I don’t discuss who does my laundry with the Bishop. He has more important matters to attend to. So do I.


Crane     The Bishop is deeply distressed about the hanging.


Hutchinson     As am I. It would distress any sentient being, no?


Crane     It is a lifetime since witchery was rife in England.


Hutchinson     The accusation of witchery.


Crane     You cannot claim that all who were condemned were innocent?


Hutchinson     I can and I do. You have not read my pamphlet?


Crane     I have.


Hutchinson     Then you would know that I do not believe there is such a thing as a witch.


Crane     Our Bishop had hoped that your rest period here would be beneficial for you.


Hutchinson     My retreat from public life was very pleasant. Until Eleanor Thorn was accused.


Crane     You proclaimed her innocence very loudly. Thorn is dead. The Bishop hopes that you will regain your calm now.


Hutchinson     And if I am not quiet?


Crane     Your diocese is in Ireland.


Hutchinson     They are repairing my estate. I will go back there when I am ready.


Crane     Of course … I watched Jane Wenham yesterday from a distance. She touched her left ear often. She walked into a field. I walked up the lane to view her. She started to dance. In a sinister fashion. Widdershins.


Hutchinson     Wenham moving to her left is hardly evidence. She has an injured leg so she could not dance too gracefully.


Crane     From the bootikin. When they questioned her as a young woman. They crushed her leg. She was dancing in the rain. With her back to the circle.


Hutchinson     If she was dancing alone then how could you locate a circle? You weren’t born when the hunts were at their height. They were mankind’s shame.


Crane     ‘A man or a woman who is a medium or a necromancer shall surely be put to death. They shall be stoned with stones, their blood shall be upon them.’


Hutchinson     Mediums and necromancers are but tricks of the light. Or sleight-of-hand schemes to drum up a few pennies.


Crane     I believe in witches as firmly as I believe that this is my hand.




He holds his hand towards Hutchinson in a manner that is reminiscent of a Nazi salute. Hutchinson looks at it for a few moments.





Hutchinson     Would you like a bun? They’re very good. Full of ginger which is supposed to allay melancholia.


Crane     Were you close to the Right Reverend Neasdon?


Hutchinson     We shared an interest in ornithology. That was our only mutual interest. But I will not speak ill of the dead.


Crane     How does your diocese without you?


Hutchinson     I conduct much of my work from here.


Crane     You were indisposed for a while?


Hutchinson     Travelling. I went to the Americas.


Crane     I was referring to your more recent absence from office. You were ill.


Hutchinson     I needed some time in the shade …




He looks at an open letter in front of him.





Bog reclamation … Do you have any interest in it?




Crane simply looks at him.





We’re trying to enable the Irish farmers to reclaim the bogs. Drain the land and use it for pasture. At present they can burn the peat but not much more. It’s a very fine smell … Peat.


I have had a recent communication from the Bishop of Ely. Asking me to recommend you for the living here in Walkern.


Crane     The Bishop has already assured me of my appointment here.


Hutchinson     John Moore and myself have been friends for many years. He is very worried that this tragedy in Walkern should not set a precedent in other towns.


Crane     There has been no tragedy here. Rot has been removed. I was granted the living here.


Hutchinson     John simply wants me to assure him that you will be able to cope with the aftermath in Walkern. That you will be able to restore calm. That is your object, isn’t it?


Crane     I wish to serve God. I have given up much for this position.


Hutchinson     Our Bishop simply wants to see how you do here in the first few weeks.


In the light of this heinous hanging. The appointment may be more challenging than was previously expected.


Crane     I embrace adversity.


Hutchinson     Good … very good. The arrangement is practically sealed. His Grace thinks you are fit for purpose. But he would enjoy my final recommendation.




Pause. Crane looks at some of Hutchinson’s papers in front of him.





Crane     The Irish problem is a hard one.


Hutchinson     Most of their problem is poverty.




Crane nods; he tries to continue a conversation about Ireland but fails to. Moments of his effort.





Crane     I shall ask Jane Wenham to eat bread and wine. If her body rejects it then we will make further investigation.


Hutchinson     You must do as you think fit. But I see your monsters and hellfire as a simple way to blackmail the ignorant.


Crane     You accuse me of blackmail?


Hutchinson     If you had seen the atrocities you might not be so zealous now.


Crane     ‘Then he will say to those on his left hand, “Depart from me, you cursed, into the everlasting fire prepared for the Devil and his angels” … and these will go into everlasting punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” We are God’s soldiers, Bishop.


Hutchinson     We are, we are … we are his spiritual boxers … and it’s tiring work. I endeavour to eat less but I have no discipline.




Kemi Martha enters with a jug of beer. She is quietly angry but contains it.





Kemi     Will you be wanting more, Bishop?


Hutchinson     No thank you, Kemi Martha. Anyone trying to see me?


Kemi     People have been asking for you.


Crane     They ask for you? Even though you are simply a resident here?


Hutchinson     I have always been available to the villagers. ‘God’s soldiers’ are never truly off duty. Who has called,


Kemi     Martha?


Kemi     I have made a list.


Crane     You write?




Kemi stares at Crane.





Hutchinson     I didn’t introduce you … my housekeeper Kemi Martha … Reverend Crane …


Crane     Good even to you.


Kemi     Reverend …


Hutchinson     Yes, Kemi has a fine hand. And runs faster than any man. Don’t you? … She is also very strong on debate … The Reverend Crane will possibly be overseeing the parish. Probably not possibly.


Kemi     Shall I light the house?


Hutchinson     Yes. Please.




Kemi exits.





Crane     Where is she from?


Hutchinson     The coast of the Carib. I pay her a wage of course. She is free to leave if she desires it. Hers was a native fishing island. Clear waters and sunshine. From there to Walkern. Via the Americas. She had the worst time in Virginia. Shackled for a decade. Continual violence. I have done what I can. I taught her myself to read and write. And some lessons.


Crane     Is that wise? To interfere?


Hutchinson     I have never considered education as interference.


Crane     Your pamphlet falls down on many points.


Hutchinson     What makes you think that witchery is real, Reverend Crane?


Crane     My God tells me it is so.


Hutchinson     When I was sixteen I visited a gaol. A crone had been accused of killing a child. She had not touched the infant. They swam her twice. In a churning brown river. They starved her and walked her ragged in the prison yard. She lay in an earthworm-ridden hole that night before her execution. The town profited from the hanging, naturally.




He packs a pipe and considers.





They claimed that witches could procure wealth and gold. And yet in all cases the accused lived in hovels. Members of the upper class were sometimes questioned. None were ever executed. The witch hunts were something akin to a brutal cleansing. They disappeared, the old, the infirm, the poor.


Crane     Everything is disguised. A poor house may have treasure in its walls.


Hutchinson     And your disguise?


Crane     I have none. I wear God’s cloak.


Hutchinson     What did the Bishops specifically ask you to do here in Walkern?


Crane     They asked me to guide the people. Under the Bishop of Ely’s aegis.


Hutchinson     And to give me guidance?


Crane     I would gladly guide anyone who is lost.


Hutchinson     I am tired … but not lost. Frustrated but not defeated. You were told to come and watch my actions, were you not?




Crane cannot answer.





Yes. You were sent here not just as a shepherd but as part spy? Take a look at the Bishop of Down and Conor, they said. Is that how it went?


Crane     Your behaviour is erratic.


Hutchinson     I have campaigned for justice.


Crane     You were supposed to convalesce. And instead you made this case very visible.


Hutchinson     I wrote about it. When I wish to express myself I write my thoughts down. Should I be gagged?


Crane     Your methods … There was talk of you giving a sermon in the woods.


Hutchinson     I talked with some labourers on their way home. I admire nature. God’s intricacy.


Occasionally I address a sermon to nobody in the woods. Or to a tree. Does that make me insane? No. And God does whisper in my ear on occasion. Last time he said very quietly … ‘Francis … my child … I am still on your side.’ Such comfort is worth all the pain that a life serving him engenders.
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