
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Pendle Witches 



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE PENDLE WITCHES

    

    
      First edition. October 1, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Peter Davies.

    

    
    
      Written by Peter Davies.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


By Peter Davies 

Copyright Peter Davies 2025



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


INTRODUCTION


[image: ]




The winds that sweep across Pendle Hill are no ordinary winds. They whisper of things long buried — secrets of a time when faith clashed with fear, and superstition could mean the difference between life and death. Even now, centuries later, the people who dwell in the shadow of Pendle speak the names of the witches in hushed tones, as though to utter them too loudly might stir their restless souls from the mists that shroud the moors.

In the early years of the seventeenth century, England stood at a crossroads. King James I had taken the throne, bringing with him a growing obsession with sorcery and the Devil’s servants. Witchcraft was no longer merely a rural superstition; it had become a crime against the Crown, punishable by death. The Pendle trials, which took place in 1612, would come to symbolize this dark age of fear — a chapter in history where whispers became evidence, poverty bred suspicion, and faith was twisted into a weapon.

The story begins in the wild heart of Lancashire, a place of windswept fells and lonely paths. It was here that two rival families — the Demdikes and the Chattoxes — lived by cunning, charm, and old-world magic. They were cunning women, healers, and wise folk in a time when such gifts were both sought after and despised. Their herbs cured sickness, their charms warded off misfortune, and their words carried weight among the poor who had nowhere else to turn. But power, however small, always draws envy.

As the century turned, the people of Pendle grew suspicious of anything they could not understand. Cows sickened, children took ill, crops failed — and with each misfortune came a finger pointed, a name spoken, a neighbour condemned. Old feuds deepened. Fear became currency. And in that fear, twelve souls would find themselves accused of the unthinkable: consorting with the Devil.

This book is not merely the retelling of their trial, though that tale alone chills the blood. It is a journey into the world that shaped them — a land of moorland mists and superstition, of faith and famine, where belief in the unseen was as natural as breathing. Through testimony, folklore, and forgotten lore, we will uncover how ordinary lives were caught in a storm of hysteria and power, and how a handful of women and men became the victims of one of the most infamous witch trials in English history.

The ghosts of Pendle still walk. On stormy nights, travellers claim to see shadowy figures climbing the hillside, their voices carried on the wind, their sorrow echoing through time. Whether spirit or memory, their presence reminds us of what fear can do — how easily justice may falter when blinded by superstition.

As we journey through this story, remember that the witches of Pendle were not monsters, but mothers, daughters, healers, and outcasts — people living on the margins of a world that could not bear to look into the darkness within itself. Their tale is a warning carved into the stone of history: that even the purest heart may be condemned when ignorance and authority walk hand in hand.

So gather close, dear reader, and listen to the winds that roll across Pendle Hill. They carry voices from another age — voices that still plead to be heard.
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THE WITCH OF MALKIN TOWER

High upon the wild moors of Lancashire, where mist rolls thick as wool and the wind howls like a mourning soul, there stood a crooked little dwelling known to all as Malkin Tower. It was not a tower in the grand sense of the word — no stone walls or lofty battlements rose to pierce the clouds. It was instead a squat, weather-beaten cottage, half-buried in the earth, its thatched roof sagging, its chimney forever trailing a ribbon of thin grey smoke into the bleak sky. Yet for all its humble appearance, there was an air of something other about the place — a heaviness in the air, as though unseen eyes watched every traveller who dared pass too near.

This lonely home belonged to Elizabeth Southerns, better known to friend and foe alike as Old Demdike. No one remembered a time when she had not lived beneath Pendle Hill’s shadow. Some whispered she had been there since before the reign of the Virgin Queen; others claimed she was far older, one of the forest’s own spirits wearing a woman’s skin. Her face was a map of age, her eyes milky and blind, yet she seemed to see things no mortal should. She spoke in riddles, her words full of half-truths and warnings, and those who sought her counsel left with more questions than answers.

To the poor of Pendle Forest, she was a healer and a protector. They came to her with their sickly babes, their lame cattle, their endless worries. She knew the ways of roots and herbs, of charms whispered under breath and of knots tied at dawn. A scrap of cloth, a pinch of ash, a murmured rhyme — these were her tools. Her cures worked often enough that none dared call them chance. Yet those same cures, given with a trembling hand, could become curses in another’s telling. For every soul she healed, there was one who swore she had brought misfortune upon them.

They said she walked with spirits — creatures unseen who obeyed her whispered commands. On moonless nights, villagers saw flickers of strange light near Malkin Tower, or heard faint singing from the woods. Shepherds spoke of black shapes moving against the sky, gliding where no bird flew. Children were warned not to wander too near her dwelling, lest Demdike steal their names and whisper them to the Devil. But the bravest among them — or perhaps the most foolish — sometimes crept close enough to glimpse her shadow through the window, hunched beside the hearth, murmuring to voices only she could hear.

Within her cottage lived her daughter, Elizabeth Device, a hard-faced woman with the same wild glint in her eye. With her were three children — Alizon, James, and Jennet — all born into poverty, raised among whispers and superstition. Of them, Alizon was the brightest. Quick-witted and fair of face, she followed her grandmother in all things, eager to learn the old ways. She gathered herbs from the moors and listened by the fire as Demdike spoke of charms to keep evil at bay, of spirits that might serve if called correctly, and of the power that dwells between the worlds.

For Pendle was a place where the old and the new clashed fiercely. The Church preached of salvation and sin, of Heaven’s grace and Hell’s fire — yet in the lonely cottages scattered through the forest, the people still clung to older faiths. They believed in the cunning folk, the wise women who had guided their forebears through famine and plague. To them, Demdike was both blessing and curse, saint and sinner. She was the one they turned to when priests failed, when prayers went unanswered. But such faith is fickle, and in hard times it curdles into fear.

Across the valley, another family held their own claim to the craft — the Chattoxes. Their matriarch, Anne Whittle, known as Old Chattox, had once been Demdike’s friend. The two women had shared secrets and customers, aiding the sick and advising the desperate. But jealousy is a poison, and where magic is concerned, it flows swiftly. A quarrel over a piece of stolen cloth — some said a cap, others a handkerchief — set them against one another. Harsh words were spoken, curses uttered. From that day forward, Pendle was divided. Some went to Demdike for charms, others to Chattox. The moor between them became a border of whispers and suspicion.

To the folk of the forest, this feud was more than personal; it was cosmic. When storms struck or cattle died, they said the witches were at war. When milk curdled in the pail or infants wasted in their cradles, they blamed the quarrel between Malkin Tower and the Chattox cottage. The poor villagers, trapped between two powers they barely understood, dared not speak against either. They gave offerings to both, hoping to appease whichever spirit might be listening.

Beyond these hills, the world was changing. In London, King James I sat upon the throne — a man both learned and fearful, whose mind was haunted by witches and demons. He had written of their evils, declaring that Satan’s servants walked among men, plotting against God and crown alike. Under his rule, England’s laws hardened. Witchcraft was not merely sin; it was treason against Heaven. And so the watchful eyes of the Crown turned toward even the most remote corners of the land — places like Pendle, where whispers of sorcery grew like ivy upon every stone.

In that year of 1612, the air around Pendle felt heavy, as though the moors themselves held their breath. Rumours of witchcraft spread faster than fire on dry grass. Every misfortune, every sickness, every strange light seen at night was another ember feeding the blaze. And in this world of fear, where poverty met piety, it would take but a single spark to set events in motion that would consume them all.

That spark came one cold March morning. Alizon Device, walking alone upon the rough road toward Colne, met a travelling pedlar — a man named John Law. What passed between them is still debated: some say she begged him for pins, others that she tried to charm them from his purse. But whatever words were spoken, they ended in terror. The man fell to the ground, stricken as if by invisible hand. And from his lips came the accusation that would echo through the valleys — that Alizon Device had cursed him.

From that moment, the fate of Malkin Tower was sealed. The constable would come with questions; neighbours would come with stories; and the King’s men would come with chains. The ancient feud, the whispered charms, the old woman’s spirits — all would be twisted into evidence.

Old Demdike, who had lived long enough to see her people turn from faith to fear, would find herself branded by both. The moors that had sheltered her would betray her. The voices that once guided her would fall silent. And in Lancaster Castle, beneath damp stone and flickering torchlight, her name would be written in the annals of history — as witch, heretic, and victim.

Yet those who walk beneath Pendle Hill today still speak her name with awe. On storm-tossed nights, they say her shadow drifts across the heather, and a faint whisper rises on the wind — the voice of a woman who once held the secrets of life and death in her weathered hands.
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THE LAND AND THE AGE OF FEAR

To understand the tragedy of the Pendle witches, one must first understand the land that bore their names — a wild and untamed corner of Lancashire, lying beneath the great shadow of Pendle Hill. In the early seventeenth century, this was a place apart, physically and culturally distant from the growing power of England’s southern counties. Roads were little more than mud tracks; moorland stretched in every direction, broken by patches of woodland and scattered cottages. To travellers from London or York, Pendle Forest seemed a relic of an older age — its people clinging to customs and beliefs that the rest of the country had begun to leave behind.

The region’s isolation shaped its character. Pendle Hill itself, rising more than 1,800 feet, dominated the horizon. Its vast slopes caught the mists and storms that swept in from the Irish Sea, giving the land a climate of long winters and unpredictable weather. The soil was poor, stony, and unkind to crops. Farming families scraped a living from small patches of ground or grazed sheep on the hills. Many of the inhabitants of Pendle and the surrounding parishes — such as Newchurch-in-Pendle, Barley, Colne, and Roughlee — lived on the edge of survival. Poverty was not an exception but a way of life.

In this environment, self-reliance was essential. Most families worked as hand-loom weavers, charcoal burners, or day labourers, supplementing their income by gathering herbs, mending tools, or performing small services for neighbours. Money was scarce, and barter was common. A person might pay for a charm or herbal remedy not with silver, but with a measure of grain, a piece of cloth, or a hen. It was a world where reputation mattered more than wealth, and where trust could mean the difference between survival and ruin.

Such hardship bred superstition. When crops failed or animals sickened, few blamed chance. Instead, people sought meaning — and that meaning often took the form of witchcraft. The belief that certain individuals could heal or harm through supernatural means was deeply rooted in rural England. For centuries, communities had turned to “cunning folk”, or wise men and women, for assistance. These practitioners offered herbal medicine, charms against evil, and divination. They occupied a strange middle ground: part respected, part feared. A successful charm might win gratitude; a failed one could invite accusation.
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