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Introduction


Pipe Song


In the midst of a pandemic, I sit at my writing desk, an old side table, looking out of the bay window at the grey slate rooftops where gulls cackle, vigilant over their chimney-pot nests. I live in Banff on the north-east coast of Scotland. In ‘My Father’s House’, Angela Carter writes of ‘ancient and graceful’ Banff, ‘a small, granite seventeenth-century town so obscure that letters directed to it are sometimes sent to Banff, Alberta, in error’. Carter, that extraordinary writer of feminist fairy tales, knew Banff well. Her ‘ain folk’ were from MacDuff, the rival village across the river Deveron. If you try to google Banff, you will probably get the Canadian tourist hotspot, with its resorts and film festivals. Scotland’s Banff, the original, has none of those things. Banff, its name a one-syllable bark, was once a royal burgh; now, it is a place where nothing much happens. The apocalyptic angels of the medieval graveyard face off with a garage. These memento mori brandish their scythes as you pass them on the way to the local shop. Low cliffs by the pebbled beach, upholstered with scurvy grass and the pink of sea thrift, were once called the Elf Kirk, or Elf Church. Many here feel trapped and wish they were somewhere else. Some young people leave for jobs and schools in the city; others never leave. Here, you keep your head down, you don’t call attention to yourself. The tacit, neighbourly agreement is one of deep privacy.


But Carter felt at home here, saying, ‘You don’t choose your landscapes. They choose you.’ Banff is a bit like cats, then. Undoubtedly, this same north-east coast has chosen me. It’s been a fraught race just to arrive at what feels like the end of the world. I’ve been on the run from gentrification and hardship. This house came without a proper kitchen, and its bathroom had leaky pipes. The cottage garden is large and untamed, with a giant ash, sycamores, and an apple tree grown into the drystone walls. In a dark corner, stagnant rainwater collects in an old metal washtub where midges swarm in the summer. A willow, coppiced and bent, grows sideways instead of up. Holed up in my stone cottage, it is as good a place as any to write about witches – maybe better.


Four months have passed since the start of the pandemic. The hospital across the street is half empty and underfunded. Its Gothic presence of stone and iron is wedded to an unsympathetic addition of metal siding. The pavement floodlights seep through my windows, mixing with the blue light of a SAD lamp. Spring comes, but the days remain dark and cold. It’s April, that cruellest month. The haar, the freezing mist from the North Sea, rolls through the streets, bringing with it the first keening notes of a pipe song. I go out to see. A woman in full piper’s uniform plays outside the hospital doors, honouring those working inside, the frontline workers of the NHS putting their lives at risk during the pandemic.


Bagpipe music makes me cry; I well up at even a happy tune. It’s homesickness, but for which home? I am an immigrant from California, a vast paved desert, a place with no seasons. Though I have been in the UK over fifteen years, I’m often asked why I would leave the presumed paradise of California for this wet, dreary island. There is no simple way to tell the tedious story of displacement. Yet, here I am, a daughter returned to Scotland. Like many Americans with a Scottish surname and a story of ancestry, Scotland is also a metaphorical home, a place where I seed dreams of belonging.


When I was a girl in the United States, there was a catalogue that came to the house filled with different kinds of plaids. It was an extensive booklet sent to anyone with a Scottish last name. Inside, one could find the tartan and crest of one’s clan. In Scotland, this is considered the tat of the ‘cultural cringe’. As a girl, I knew none of this. Scotland was a fairy-tale place to me, one I could only just find on the pastel-coloured globe at school, a pink wedge blurred into the United Kingdom. Scotland was remote and filled with imaginings. In this catalogue of clan paraphernalia, the name Shaw appeared alongside a disappointingly garish red-and-turquoise tartan. The crest was a hand holding a dagger, framed with a belt. It said Fide et Fortitude – faith and courage. The crest looked like the ace of swords in the iconic Rider–Waite–Smith tarot cards. I had a set of these as a girl, a spooky child fascinated by the occult. Witches and magic were tied to Scotland from the very start.


As a teenager, I had run from Southern California to San Francisco, trying to escape sexual trauma and the PTSD that followed in its wake. My life was marked by departures. I survived suffering by trading one geography for another. I found myself in the Sunset District of San Francisco, where the thick fog of the Pacific oozed in from the west. There is very little sun in the Sunset. The perpetual marine layer shrouded the tiny house I lived in, and black mould crept up the walls. I was working three jobs and trying to go to school. I shelved books in two different libraries, and cleaned the houses of the wealthy on Nob Hill. I was often hungry, and my existence was precarious.


The Piper came to the house in the Sunset. He stood at my door like a fairy lover appearing from nowhere. Somehow, he’d found me, this man from my old life as a college student in Southern California. We had both volunteered for Amnesty International, and we’d gone on dates. I think he might have been seeing someone else at the same time, juggling us both. He was a bagpipe player by profession and made his living playing at weddings and funerals. He claimed bragging rights for playing on a Rod Stewart album, but this was confessed with chagrin. Looking back, it was probably another lie. He had the full regalia hanging at the ready in his little Honda – the kilt, the brogues and hose with garter flashes, the short jacket and sporran. He was proud, and wanted me to see it. It got my blood going; he didn’t even have to be wearing it. He was handsome, with a strong jaw and bright blue eyes, and a mane of tawny hair cascading over his shoulders. He asked me to dinner and I went. In an upmarket restaurant at the edge of Chinatown, he conjured a dream of Scottishness: I had a surname and a clan, perhaps even a castle. I didn’t know at the time that this is the stuff of ‘ancestral tourism’, a story of tribal inclusion that Scotland exports and the Scottish diaspora embraces. It was as if The Piper had discovered some secret part of me filled with thistles. His proposal was like a bargain from the Fair Folk. He would take me to Scotland, for good. He said we had something called right of return – Scotland would have us.


I said no. It sounded too good to be true and, without researching immigration policy in the late 1980s, it probably was. I trusted the dream; I just didn’t trust the man. Decades later, I paid the tithe to hell a few times over to get here. I have known for most of my adult life that nationhood is more than the trinkets and trappings of ancestral tourism, the kilt pins and plaids sold to Americans in lieu of authentic identity. By now, I understand Virginia Woolf’s assertion that: ‘as a woman I have no country. As a woman I want no country. As a woman, my country is the whole world.’ It became my motto throughout the flag-waving, warmongering years I lived in the USA, and I understood Woolf’s rejection of nationalism as I crossed my fingers behind my back and pledged to the Queen. This bargain meant I could stay in the UK as a citizen. My heart was saying, ‘I want no country.’ But what if I did? What if I do?


Before I became Scottish, I was legally British. Would that this transformation had been of the alchemical kind, with epic blessings from ladies in lakes, land spirits or the like. It was bloodless, expensive and full of bureaucracy, which is perhaps appropriate. Expense and bureaucracy have marked my life on this island since I arrived. When I took the oath to become British, I sat together with twenty other immigrants in a beautiful gilded room in a Georgian mansion house, the residence of the Lord Mayor of York. There was handshaking and commemorative gold-plated coins. A patient civil servant oversaw the ceremony with an admirable degree of sincerity. We were here now, she said, to share our talents and cultures with our new home. A brass band drowned her out. For a moment, I thought, They really do it right up here in York, though the timing could be better. But the fanfare wasn’t for us; it was for the sixty-second anniversary of the Queen’s coronation. The Queen was there, too, in the form of a gigantic, gold sceptre laid on the table before us, looking like some blinged-out cudgel. We said the oath. The faithful went first, swearing on their various holy books, and then the rest of us, the godless, affirmed the oath of loyalty to the Queen. There were no other options. You couldn’t swear to, say, Quentin Crisp playing Queen Elizabeth I in the film version of Orlando, or the Scottish unicorn, or the Cailleach. After the ritual, there was a mean portion of tea, inexcusably tepid and too strong.


In Scotland, this oath is tested by reality and political complexities. Scotland is a crash course that I’m still taking. The people of the Celtic diaspora might have ideas about Scotland. Curious tourists come looking for an integral Scottish landscape, and then they leave, back to their far-flung homes across the world. I am here among people to whom I’m a stranger. I am suspect, a perennial outsider. In rural Scotland, everyone knows everyone else and has for generations. If they don’t know you, you are an incomer. While there may be civility or even kindness, there will never be inclusion. Perhaps in a city like Glasgow or Edinburgh, I could have imagined that I now had a Scottish identity, but living in this insular place, I knew I had no claim to any of it. The strife and beauty didn’t belong to me, and yet it was still mine.


The paradox is present in the cliffs, bens and ancient recumbent stone circles. The land embraces me on my treks. I have no doubt I am Scottish, even though I have no genealogy on my father’s side, the Scottish side. There are no known ancestors, though centuries ago someone in the family left Scotland for the United States. I will never know any more than this; my family’s secrets and the furious silence of my father’s death guarantee it. I feel this lack of ancestry acutely. I consider adopting ancestors who were unclaimed, unloved and forsaken – the women ostracised by their communities and accused as witches. I would claim them as my own.


When I arrived at this little house by the sea, the whole garden was littered with decades of detritus. I doggedly cleared away the fly-tipped mysteries: a broken shed, bags of hardened concrete, mangled lawn furniture, rusted golf clubs and a suitcase. It became home. Now, a riot of wild-seeded flowers blooms in the spring. The garden is sheltered from the extreme weather of gale-force winds, horizontal hail, and freezing mist – it’s a place to write. Storm clouds sulk past the bay window. Incandescent pink sunrises herald each day.


I wake early and compile notes I’ve made over years of visiting monuments to accused witches – the stones, fountains and even hedge mazes dedicated to people who were accused during the witch-hunts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Secreted away outside a village here, beside a suburban lawn there, each has its own story. Some are called ‘The Witches Stone’ or are menhirs marked with a date. Many are unremarked by archaeological records or heritage signs; they are merely big rocks with stories that have been told over hundreds of years. Sorting through my field notes is a bit like clearing junk from the garden: historical refuse and lies obscure the reality of the place, the country where I find myself. There’s a lot to shift before I get to fertile ground. I see evidence of the witch-hunts everywhere – the ‘witches’ rings’ where people were chained to the walls of churches; lonely Carlin stones and memorial plaques that show themselves to me wherever I go. I want an authentic glimpse of these women accused of witchcraft, and I go out into the landscape to meet them. My research accumulates, and the scope of atrocity deepens. Everywhere, it seems, is evidence of these mass, state-sanctioned killings. The hunts terrorised generations, and the overwhelming majority of the victims were women.


Witch-hunts raged across Europe, and tens of thousands of people were killed. The European hunts peaked in the sixteenth century. The witch-hunts in Scotland began later that century, and continued into the eighteenth. An estimated 4,000 people were formally accused and over 2,000 were executed. These numbers do not represent the whole. Some names were not recorded, many records were lost, and some extrajudicial persecutions were never written down. Considering the small population of Scotland in the seventeenth century (approximately 800,000 people), these numbers are sobering. There was once a time when people, the overwhelming majority of them women, were hunted all over Scotland. Although we don’t know the full extent of the horror, it remains in the collective memory and the landscape.


Witch-hunting was, in the words of historian Christina Larner, ‘a synonym for woman-hunting’. The most powerful institutions in the land – the Crown, landowning men, and the Church – persecuted the most helpless of the souls in their care as if they were evil incarnate. The ministers of church meetings, or kirk sessions, worked with the governing body of the Privy Council and landowners to orchestrate the interrogation, trial and execution of thousands. This was not a populace gripped by panic; this extermination was a deliberate and systematic application of the law. Today, King James VI and I is best known for commissioning a poetic translation of the Bible, but his most enduring legacy is forgotten: his instigation of the murder of thousands as state policy, a sweeping attempt to force the entire populace to conform to the mores of a strict godly society. The evidence given in these trials was made up of hearsay, circumstance, and confessions extracted under torture.


Many of the accused speak of ghosts, of cantrips, of strange workings with even stranger results. There are fragments in the confessions, seen through the veil of pain and suffering, that seem authentic and real enough to the woman saying them, even if they are unconvincing to a modern reader. Theirs was a world where animals could communicate, where ghosts could walk out from a hill and offer you advice, where the land was alive with spiritual presence. This folk animism has been reduced to fairy lore. I map out the landscape we share with the accused and plan my routes. What will I find in these places, and could they offer clues to the lost lives of those who died during the witch-hunts? Much evidence about these sites and their history has been destroyed, or was never written down in the first place, but I search for fragments of a forgotten whole.


Witchcraft confessions are my primary source for this history, but they are hostile documents, written down by demonologists, witch-hunters and judges. The voices of the accused arrive wirried – strangled. They are demonised or erased completely. Sometimes the only mention of a woman is found in a treasury record itemising the cost of her execution. During the witch-hunts, learned men believed a treasonous conspiracy of women were in league with Satan. This is not so difficult to grasp, given those in power will always find justification for their own violence, no matter how implausible the scapegoat. What is harder to understand is that after the Enlightenment, the genocides of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and with all our understanding of modes of oppression, we have not yet paid full witness to this history. Much traditional lore has vanished. Ways of working with the spirits of the land, of knowing its rhythms and wants, are dismissed as the fallacies of superstitious and credulous people. These beliefs were demonised during the witch trials, and those who kept them alive through oral history were snuffed out. These women’s stories are little known. They are rarely taught and have only recently started to be seriously discussed.


The people who died during the witch-hunts in Scotland were not witches. They did not have special powers to change the weather or bring death with a glance. They were women, often poor, old and isolated. If those who died were women and not witches, what drove this misogyny? Though men in Scotland were also executed for the crime of witchcraft, eighty-five per cent of those who died were women. Many voices and ideas created this hostility. The Scottish Reformation was part of the wider European Protestant separation from the Catholic Church. Scotland became a Calvinist nation with new spiritual ideas: faith alone could redeem the soul, regardless of one’s behaviour. In Calvinist belief, certain souls were predestined to be saved and others were damned. John Knox, the architect of the Scottish Reformation, wrote the tract The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women in 1558. It was a diatribe against female monarchs, written in reaction to Mary I of Scotland and Elizabeth I’s rule. It railed against women holding any sort of power and was nothing less than a declaration of war on an entire gender.


#WomenNotWitches is now a rallying cry for online discussions around justice and witness to this history. For centuries, the thousands killed during the hunts were forgotten or imagined as cartoonish hags or demonic seductresses. If we were to start remembering them as human beings, would this change anything for modern women? A growing number of women self-identify as witches, and this is happening alongside a movement of oppressed people telling their own stories in their own voices. Who has told the story of these women called witches – and who will tell it in the future?


As I delve deeper into this dark history, I wonder about the collateral damage of this four-hundred-year-old campaign of terror against women that lasted for over a century. What have we lost, and what ghosts do we live with now? Those unmourned souls of this near-forgotten history still deserve justice, and warn of the centuries of shameful silence. In seventeenth-century Scotland, witches were thought to be people who made a deal with the Christian devil. They signed away their souls in return for secret knowledge, but more often for food or a coin. Some of the accused were wise women, diviners and healers – called spaewives by the communities they served, from the Scots verb spae, meaning to see into the future. These women wouldn’t have identified themselves as witches, or pawns of the devil, though many of their beliefs about fairies, ghosts, healing charms and herbal remedies would be demonised during the witch-hunts. The confessions talk of the accused working weather magic and healing spells, but these documents are also full of women stravaiging or rambling, giving birth, herding cows, brewing beer and praying.


Modern self-identified witches borrow concepts of spellcraft, herb lore and second sight from the myths and legends of witchcraft folklore and the evidence presented in the witch trials, yet it is anachronistic to impose this modern idea of a witch on the women executed for witchcraft in Scotland. Could modern witches – women such as myself – really reclaim the moniker without thoroughly understanding the stories of the women who died accused of its fictions? The idea of the witch eclipses the reality of the lives of those executed for witchcraft. The witch is the embodiment of a powerful myth, an archetype embraced by feminists, radical thinkers and spiritual seekers. Witches are a strange company. The more closely you peer at them, the less you’ll see. They are in-between beings, best looked at sidelong. When I first saw Albrecht Dürer’s Witch Riding Backwards on a Goat at the British Museum, my back was raw with a fresh tattoo of a fox and badger dancing under the moon, drawn into me the day before. I’d just emerged from the cellophane, having cared for the tattoo as best I could at the sink of a Soho hostel. It was starting to prickle. Part of a tattoo’s appeal is this sensation of healing, the magic of the body mending itself, a reminder that one is alive. This tattoo was tucked between my shoulder blades. I couldn’t reach it, and I definitely couldn’t see it, but I could feel it was there. Such is my life with witches.


Dürer’s witch gallops furiously through the centuries, as if drawn just for me. She is beautiful in her absolute agency. Is the goat riding forwards, and the witch looking backwards out of hell? Or is the goat riding backwards into the future? She is going both ways at once. Dürer has signed this print with his monogram in reverse, and in this place of the backwards, the reversal, there is freedom. The witch hollers her naked song directly at me, at us, the future who will know her. We are in the middle of a witch-wave, newly anarchic and feminist. I claim the denomination hedge witch and all the unbounded mysteries that implies: a liminal thinker, someone open to the edges where other ways of knowing seep in. Those of us who identify as witches are feminist tricksters, myth-makers and storytellers in search of a history.


The cunning folkways and ancestral knowing embraced by modern neopagans has roots in the much-maligned studies of Margaret Murray, the first scholar to approach the witch-hunts systematically. The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, her study from 1921, uses witch-trial confessions, many of them Scottish, to argue there was once an ancient goddess cult wiped out by the witch-hunts. Her methods have been called into question by numerous scholars, but her ideas persist in modern Wicca and neopagan thought. Murray may have been wrong in an empirical sense, but she was the first to list the names. We lost something during those traumatic centuries of the witch-hunts. We feel it in our bones, this missing thing: power, wisdom, and a connection to the land, our ancestral birthright. The truth exists between the rhymes of a lost spell. To reclaim it, we must heal – and, in healing, face the horror of our past.


In Britain, stories of accused witches are dusted off in newspapers at Halloween. Special-interest pieces include salacious details of sex with the devil, along with stock photos of green-faced hags with warts on their chins. This clichéd image of the witch is fantastical, but like any myth, there is some truth in it. Most of the women accused would have been stripped, shaved and searched for the telltale mole or ‘devil’s mark’. Those dragged to the stake to be strangled and burned may have had greenish bruises over their faces from beatings. I look for these women, trekking across muddy fields, dodging bulls and barbed wire, reading marker stones obscured with lichen, poring over old Presbytery session records written in Scots, searching for these ancestors burned as witches.


‘We are the granddaughters of the witches you couldn’t burn’ – such is the rallying cry of modern witches. It isn’t historically accurate, but it’s useful, as so many fantasies are. It’s more likely that many of us are descended from those who tortured and killed women accused as witches. How many thousands were also complicit in their accusations? If we are looking for ancestry, those men in power left a much better paper trail. The accusers wrote the records of the trials. Of the women who died, almost nothing remains. The secrets and revelations of their lives went to the fire with them.


When I tell people that I’m writing about this history, they ask, ‘Were they really witches?’ When I say, ‘No,’ I can see they’ve lost interest. These women were not Glendas, Geillises nor Willows; there was not a Prue, Piper nor Phoebe among these dead, our dead. We watch Hermione Granger and Nancy Downs for a glimpse of power, something real and lost. Before Geillis was a time-traveller, carried writhing to her death on the show Outlander, Geillis Duncan was a Scottish healer tortured in front of King James VI and I, and later killed for the crime of witchcraft. All that is left of her is a distorted version of her life and death in a sixteenth-century witch-hunting propaganda pamphlet, Newes from Scotland.


Between reality and the imagined versions of this history, there is something like memorial. All over Scotland, artists, writers and musicians give shape to this remembrance. It is a movement that gains momentum as I write my own contribution to this creative outpouring. Perhaps in the future, genuine memorial and healing will be possible. When we turn to listen to this witness, might it sound like a pipe song played at dusk on a lonely hill where the pyres once burned? Composer Karen McCrindle Warren’s formal mourning tune ‘Lament for the Accused’ remembers the nine women killed in Dumfries in 1659. The composition is also a memorial for all those for whom there is no physical monument. Steve Rooklidge of the Shasta Piping Society of California commissioned Karen to create the piece. He had seen the Interactive Witchcraft Map published by the University of Edinburgh, which offers a visual representation of the recorded trials and deaths of the accused. The map was produced by a student intern, Emma Carroll, and it makes a visual argument no statistics can match. The emotional impact of the map informed Karen’s composition, written in a dissonant key with high notes symbolising the torment of torture and public executions. Her song is a piobaireachd, an ancient, traditional music for the Highland bagpipe, played for formal occasions of lament. When I interviewed her, Warren explained to me that the piece grows in intensity, ‘like waves of grief coursing through the body and soul’. The repetitions intertwine, becoming cyclical and grounding. The pipe’s staid procession repeats like an incantation. The plaintive, questioning melody turns back to its quiet advance. There’s a call, like birdsong, urging others to listen. The notes, the mourners, gather and the meditative drone breaks open in a keening wail. While the song is played, there is anguish but also dignity and peace.


My research begins with a computer-generated portrait of a woman, vivid and familiar. She could be a neighbour, an auntie or older sister, but hers is the face of a woman killed in 1704. Her image was created by a forensic artist, Christopher Rynn, using a photo of her skull. Her features are clear; her sad eyes stare back at me from my iPhone. She is certain I’ll find some truth, even if I’m not. I keep this image on my laptop, the tutelary spirit of my work. Her grave is the first sojourn on this grim pilgrimage, which I begin in Torryburn, looking for a woman named Lillias Adie.
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Seamark


Lillias Adie, Torryburn, 1704


‘I am in compact with the devil, and have been so since before the second burning of the witches in this place.’


– Lillias Adie’s first confession


 


It’s high summer when I travel to see her grave, over 150 miles south from my home in Banff. Torryburn lies between Stirling and Edinburgh on Torry Bay. The intertidal mudflats of the bay, exposed at low tide, are a mixture of silt and clay filled with eel grass, laver spire snails and rag worms, all food for wintering birds. Rain spits down in fat drops, and the low, grey sky reflects the mudflats and the water of the Forth like a dirty mirror.


The Fife Coastal Path runs beside a green space with a play area framed by a trimmed lawn. Young families with children play together. Their gay laughter creates a dissonance. I’ve come here alone to visit a murdered woman’s grave. But the survivors of this history live, work and play here; I am only passing through. There’s an informational plinth illustrating local flora and fauna as well as a ‘Witches Rock’. It explains that the large rock, visible in the shallows of Torry Bay, was used in the witch trials. According to the heritage sign, a suspect was tied to the stone and, as the tide rose, they were sentenced. If they drowned, they were innocent; if they survived, they were guilty, and were then strangled and burned. There is nothing to this claim; it is fiction. ‘Dunking’ or the water trial, was not used in Scotland, and there is no evidence it ever occurred in Torryburn. It is one of many myths about women accused as witches that heritage signs in the landscape make into official history.


I set off down the coastal path, going the wrong way, not realising Lillias’s grave is behind me. I walk the length of Torryburn before I turn around. As the tide slowly creeps in, I wonder if I will find it. Wading in is an impossibility. It’s dangerous, the mud deep in places, and one can easily sink. I retrace my steps. Back beside the car park, I see her grave at the foreshore, much closer than I’d imagined it would be. Lillias’s grave is doorstop-sized, wreathed with frills of black bladderwrack. It is a stone trapdoor to some unkind realm. I stand before it and wonder why the sea hasn’t taken it away, swallowed it up entirely. The water comes and goes gently, rises almost without movement. A deep patience resides in this place. Perhaps it has something to teach me about justice – changes in attitudes and ideas are made in tenuous increments. At the high shore, just as I’m leaving, I spot a cluster of Cirsium heterophyllum, a flower with the common name ‘melancholy thistle’. One fluffy flowerhead nods with the weight of a bee rumbling through its petals. It was once thought that this flower could cure melancholy. Maybe Lillias knew of it. It strikes me – she is not here. She’s not beneath the mud; her coffin and bones were robbed from her grave over a century ago. Nor is she in the heritage signs or ghost stories. She’s gone, and it’s the living that must wrestle with the truth of her death.


The location of Lillias’s grave was recorded in the transcription of her trial record, published in 1820. The editor states in a footnote that her grave was still visible at the ‘west end of town’. Her remains were dug up by hired hands in 1852. The phrenologist Joseph Neil Paton exhumed her body for his private collection. The wood from her coffin was made into walking sticks, one of which was sent to Andrew Carnegie. I wonder at this ghoulish prop, smooth from use and unassuming in a glass case at the Carnegie Library in Dunfermline. The atrocity of her death is reduced in this object to a curio. Joseph Neil Paton kept her skull in his personal museum and proclaimed her ‘animal-like’, as all witches before her. Paton’s son, Joseph Noel Paton, renowned Scottish painter of fairies, perhaps depicted her skull as a memento mori in his 1861 work Dawn: Luther at Erfurt. Paton also sketched an imagined scene of Lillias dancing with the devil. His brother, landscape painter Waller Hugh Paton, rendered the surreal stone of her grave in a painting of Torry Bay.


In the years I spend writing this book, I will repeatedly return to Torryburn, a kind of sister revenant to Lillias. In 2019, I make my way down again at Samhain, the Celtic New Year, when it’s said the veil between the worlds of the living and the dead is thin. I meet West Fife Councillor Kate Stewart, one of the people behind the call to return Lillias’s bones. The sea is rising as we walk out to Lillias’s stone in between the low and high tides. A wall of cold, white humidity sinks into my bones. Kate, in floral wellies and a pink mac, kneels over the stone and smiles as I take a picture with my phone. We talk about Lillias, and Kate tells me of the preparations for community wreath-making. People come together, weave greenery from the high shore and talk about bringing her home. Kate asks me what I would do with Lillias if we find her: ‘Would you put her back in the mud?’ No, I would not. Surely, there is space alongside others in the kirkyard, safe in the earth beneath a stone carved with her name. The sea grave was expensive and time-consuming for the eighteenth-century town council to build. Those in power were terrified of Lillias and had to keep her down, keep her soul from rising up again to seek justice. They buried her in unconsecrated ground at a distance from the place of her ordeal. A slab of sandstone sealed her there. But we can imagine something different for Lillias – a peaceful and respectful site for her memory.


Before the ghost of Lillias became my muse, she inspired Scottish artists and writers of the nineteenth century. The story of Lillias’s bones, of a skull gone missing from a revenant grave, became a curiosity. Robert Louis Stevenson perhaps heard the legend from his beloved nanny, Alison Cunningham, or ‘Cunny’, who was born in Torryburn in 1822. She no doubt knew about Lillias’s grave. Stevenson would have been two years old when Lillias’s body was exhumed. Alison Cunningham’s strict Christian convictions and knowledge of folklore found their way into Stevenson’s work, including his story ‘Thrawn Janet’, about a woman who may or may not be a dead minion of Satan. In ‘Thrawn Janet’, an old woman ostracised by her community becomes a reanimated witch corpse, a pathetic and increasingly uncanny figure as the story progresses.


Paton’s phrenologist museum is no more, its memory flattened beneath a Tesco car park. Lillias’s skull isn’t there. It isn’t in the anatomical collections at the University of St Andrews, where it was photographed in 1910, posed in a flattering three-quarters profile. The photo documents Lillias’s prominent cheekbones and the high bridge of her nose, the white teeth pronounced and singular as a thumbprint. In 1938, people queued at the Empire Exhibition to see the witch, her skull displayed as part of the History of Scotland exhibit. Her last appearance was at this exhibition hall in Glasgow. Then war began. Decades went by, and her memory was buried under the rubble of a new collective trauma, sunk deep like her grave in the tidal mudflats of Torryburn.


Fife, where Torryburn is located, was once a hotbed of witch-hunting. Violent witch-hunting began in the 1590s and peaked in 1649–50, but continued into the eighteenth century in places where religious leaders were committed to stamping out witchcraft in their parishes. The minister who oversaw Lillias’s interrogation and death was the Reverend Allan Logan, a man who claimed he knew how to detect witches. During Communion, he would single out a woman and declare, ‘You, witch-wife, get up from the table of the Lord.’ His approach did not go unchallenged. In 1709, five years after Lillias’s death, Reverend Logan was delivering one of his diatribes against witches when Helen Key took up her stool and stormed out, later telling a neighbour she thought him ‘daft’.


Lillias Adie was arrested in 1704, when witch-hunting in the rest of Europe had died down. Thirty years later, it would be abolished in Scotland. There were moments in the seventeenth century when witch-hunts were carried out on a mass scale, with hundreds arrested across the country, but individuals were accused and executed into the eighteenth century. The pattern of arrest and execution was the same whether part of a mass hunt or singular arrest. Cursing or quarrels, suspected healing, or associating with a reputed witch could result in accusation. The accused were summoned to the kirk session, or church court, and evidence was collected against them. The accused would then be arrested, tortured, interrogated and pricked for the ‘devil’s mark’. During this inquisition, others could be named, and the process would begin again. A commission for a trial was required from the central government, and the evidence gathered through interrogation and witness statements would be used to petition for this. Many died in prison from neglect and torture while waiting for a trial, and others died by suicide. Only after a formal trial could the accused be legally executed. Accusation and arrest could be based on ‘repute’, or a bad reputation built up over the course of years of neighbourly arguments and sexual reprimand by the Protestant Kirk, but a formal accusation could also happen suddenly, when one person, usually under torture, named another as an accomplice. If a reverend was inclined to seek out witches in his parish, rumour was enough to doom anyone.


Lillias’s accuser was a woman named Jean Bizet. Neighbours could come forward with accusations during a kirk session. In the session minutes, Jean Bizet describes going from house to house in the village one night, drinking. Near the end of the evening, she was seized with terror, convinced that Lillias was coming for her. Other witnesses heard Jean Bizet cry out, ‘O Lilly with her blew doublet! O Mary, Mary Wilson! Christ keep me,’ while wringing her hands and then passing out. According to the minutes, Jean Bizet was at a friend’s house late into the evening and was in a state of drunken distemper. She accused Lillias Adie of acting with Janet Whyte and Mary Wilson in a conspiracy. When Jean Bizet’s husband, James Tanochie, heard of this business, he said he would ‘ding the devil out’ of his wife.


Lillias was perhaps vulnerable as an elderly, single woman. The victims of the Scottish witch-hunts were overwhelmingly poor, older women. Lillias had an unusual appearance that perhaps marked her out from her neighbours. We know from the dimensions of Lillias’s coffin before it was destroyed that she was uncommonly tall. Her teeth were very prominent. Jean Bizet fixates on Lillias’s blue doublet, and from the scant statements at the trial, it’s impossible to know why this troubled Bizet. Was Lillias’s doublet brighter or finer than most? While this detail is seemingly inconsequential, it forms a fragment of Lillias as an individual woman, part of a time, a place and a people, and it helps us picture her. A blue doublet would have been a common garment at the time. The clothing of the poor was often dyed with woad, a yellow-flowered plant with tall stems and pale leaves. Woad blue is the blue of the sky reflected in the sea on a sunny day. That blue was the colour of much modest clothing, and had been for a millennia, and it was the blue Lillias wore.


Following the accusations of Jean Bizet, Lillias Adie was arrested by Bailie Williamson at 10 p.m. on 28 July 1704. Modern readers marvel at the confessions wrung from the accused during the witch-hunts, perhaps imagining women on a witness stand, confessing bizarre, sordid behaviour. This is often the way witch trials are portrayed in fiction. The reality is that, after arrest, the church needed evidence to take to the Privy Council in Edinburgh. The bulk of the evidence was the confession, extracted over months, during which the accused was often tortured, starved and sleep-deprived. There was no limit on how long the Kirk could hold someone before producing this ‘evidence’. The interrogators would ask leading questions: ‘When did you sleep with the devil?’ ‘Where did you meet other witches?’ and, crucially, ‘What are their names?’ These interrogations would have been intense. A room of powerful men questioning a terrified, tortured woman.


During Lillias’s initial interrogation, she swore, ‘What I am to say shall be as true as the sun is in the firmament.’ She confessed to a flurry of demonic meetings. Between interrogations, she was possibly held in the garret of the Townhouse of Culross – the seat of government and also a prison, where women accused as witches were confined and ‘watched’. The loft space where she was held had no fire for warmth, and what little light there was came up through the slats of the floor. A man would have been paid to watch her and keep her awake. Sleep deprivation was the most common form of torture used to extract confessions from the accused. It was effective. Lack of sleep for one or two nights created a docile suggestibility in the prisoner’s mindset. Longer periods of sleep deprivation resulted in hallucinations and deeper confusion.


Between Lillias’s trial record and everything that went unsaid and unrecorded, we must read her sufferings. The interrogators only wrote down what they thought they needed to convict her. Perhaps she was led, in her exhaustion, to believe what was being asked of her. The crime of witchcraft involved merry-making with the devil, renunciation of Christian baptism, and the sex crime of ‘meeting with the devil carnally’. The ministers pointedly asked accused women if they’d had sex with Satan, and the churchmen wanted details.


Lillias was interrogated by the minister and church elders four times during the course of her month-long incarceration, which ended only because she died, perhaps of suicide or the effects of imprisonment on her aged body. The trial record states that Lillias had been meeting the devil since the previous witch-hunt in Torryburn in 1666. She would have seen these earlier public executions as a young woman. Over the course of their lives, almost everyone in early modern Scotland would have witnessed the spectacle of women strangled and burned at the stake. It was an event, and often ale was given to the spectators. The bonfire would have been seen for miles and the smoke would have lingered for days, a signal to other women. No one was safe; none were immune to accusation. This is how terror works.


Lillias’s interrogation went on; she met with a coven of ‘twenty or thirty’ witches, all now dead. She stated that she could not name the others, as they were ‘masked like gentlewomen’. As with all confessions extracted under torture, one must read beyond what is written. In this detail of others being dead or masked, we glimpse Lillias’s courage. Her interrogators wanted names, and she initially provided none. In her further confessions, she said that the devil had come to her hundreds of times and ‘lay with her carnally’. When he first trysted with her, it was at the hour just before sunset on Lammas, or the first of August, a transitional hour on the cross-quarter day in the harvest calendar. Lammas, or ‘Loaf Mass’, marked the midpoint between the summer solstice and the autumn equinox. At this pivotal moment, at an hour that was not quite night nor day, Lillias said she met the devil behind a stook, or bundled sheaf, set up in the field to dry. He was both pale and black, and his flesh was cold. Lillias added details: the devil wore a hat and arrived at their dances on a pony. Though he promised her much, she said he gave her only poverty and misery.


In many of the confessions, the devil is free of any supernatural menace. His appearance and broken promises are those of a human man. Repeatedly, women under interrogation describe Satan as a man, perhaps drawing on memories of sexual violence they had endured, details of other partners, or even the men who stood in judgement before them. Hours before she died, Lillias affirmed that her confession was ‘as true as the sun shines on that floor, and dim as my eyes are, I see that’.


The cause of her death is not recorded, but here we glimpse that she was losing her sight, and that perhaps she was dying as a result of torture and imprisonment. Her last recorded words, that ray of sun on the floor with its promise of truth-telling, haunt me. Much can be made of the more fantastical things she said under duress. The confessions that survive were often written down in collections many years later, repeated as curiosities or evidence of superstitious belief. Some interrogation records reveal fragments of folk magic echoed in other sources. Methods of guarding against fairy wrath or ways to bring luck appear in the confessions, and are also seen in nineteenth-century collections of folklore, like John Gregorson Campbell’s The Gaelic Otherworld and Walter Gregor’s Notes on the Folk-Lore of the North-East of Scotland. Lillias’s confessions of sex with the devil are nothing more than the words of a woman who wished to hasten death, while naming as few others as possible. Her strange stories, with their uncanny details, confound a modern reader. Why would she say such things if they weren’t true, if they would surely lead to her death? Interrogators promised women mercy and freedom if they confessed and named others. But the yarns the accused spun for their torturers might have a deeper significance, too. Scholars like Diane Purkiss have argued that the accused fought for their lives and sense of self in these narrative confessions. In the face of intimidation, torture and the dehumanising process of interrogation, they tried to retain a sense of their own humanity through telling stories, bizarre and strange as they might seem.


The Kirk justice system was a product of the Protestant Reformation. In 1578, the founder of the Presbyterian Church in Scotland, John Knox, drew up The Second Book of Discipline. This document established the governing process of Presbyterianism, with a system of church courts extending from the parish kirk sessions to presbyteries, synods and the general assembly. This structure oversaw witch trials. The pattern of interrogation at kirk sessions was laborious. Simply saying, ‘Yes, I made a pact with the devil,’ wasn’t enough. The interrogators wanted the confession to be personal, to ring true. The accused were repeatedly questioned. In Lillias’s case, no verdict was reached because she died before the session acquired a commission for a trial. She could not be strangled and burned as was customary for those found guilty, and yet her guilt was assumed. I revisit the abrupt end to her interrogation record, looking for some other detail. How exactly did she die? Lillias’s interrogation ends with a brief note from 3 September 1704: ‘Lillias Adie was buried within the seamark at Torryburn.’ The end of her life is an afterthought, her body a curio for collectors, and her grave a tourist site.


*


In September 2020, West Fife Heritage erected the Fife Witches Trail. Three bronze discs, the size of manhole covers, tell a grotesque version of Lillias’s story. The discs are not easy to find. The first is set in the ground, beneath a community bulletin board, across from where Lillias was imprisoned in Culross. It shows a woman carrying a bundle of herbs surrounded by crosses. This disc is a general memorial for the women who died in Culross accused of witchcraft. The second disc is harder to find, but, as I return to her grave, I see it located near the sea wall. It’s a lurid tourist sign, essentially pointing to her stone. What was once a melancholy, mysterious site is now an attraction. The disc depicts Lillias surrounded by the flames of hell, with the devil playing pan pipes in her ear. The drunken words of Jean Bizet are misquoted over her: ‘Oh keep me, there she is coming.’ The third plaque is almost impossible to find. I search for hours, walking footpaths around Culross and Torryburn, until I find it beneath the wildlife interpretation sign at Valleyfield Woods, where Lillias claimed she met with the devil. Joseph Noel Paton’s sketch of Lillias appears on the plaque: a naked devil holds a tiny woman aloft in a dance. The disc reads ‘an innocent victim of unenlightened times’. I stand before this recent monument to an accused woman in Scotland, and wonder who, exactly, is this devil’s doll? It isn’t Lillias. All my hopes for more sensitive signage fade in that moment. The only thing worse than no public recognition of this history is a monument to the satanic fantasy used to condemn countless people during the witch-hunts. Those who accused and killed Lillias Adie, who desecrated her grave and put her on display, are still the ones telling her official story. Heritage signs like these discs record a version of history in the landscape. The word ‘heritage’ conjures a hegemonic body of conservators, the purveyors of ‘days out’, a certain cosiness. Succinct versions of events are presented on child-friendly signs, designed to be digested between a picnic and a meander. Historical fact seems optional. The three bronze discs of the Witches Trail are an ellipsis of everything that has not yet been said about the accused, the truth of their lives. These discs are set in the ground, at a child’s eye level. When children ask, ‘What is that woman doing with the devil?’, what story will we tell them?


As I write this, a battle over monuments rages. Statues of slave-traders and Confederate generals in the USA are defaced, toppled, dumped. All over the world, Black Lives Matter activists have insisted we ask which version of history should occupy shared public space. Monuments play an essential role in mobilising public opinion and dictating the stories we tell about our landscapes and history. Do the sensational, sentimental aspects of the Witches Trail represent a temptation to turn Fife into a ‘Scottish Salem’, a place well known for its witch tourism? Might we see this historic suffering exploited for profit?


Lillias’s story has gone viral. Global news coverage of the search for her bones has captured the attention of journalists and podcasters, and even gets a mention in Jenni Fagan’s novel Luckenbooth. If Lillias’s skull is found, Torryburn would need to decide what it wants to do with this object that was once a person – and in that decision rests a larger question. What will we do with this history of atrocity and ancestral trauma? Do we keep it in a dusty case, ushering it out at Halloween to exploit the suffering it represents, or do we finally remember and pardon these souls, giving them the dignity and peace they deserve?


The village of Torryburn has called for Lillias’s remains to be returned. Her bones might be in a private collection or mislabelled on the shelf of a museum. Her skull is somewhere. It could be anywhere, like behind the bar of a pub. The Saracen Head pub in Glasgow has a woman’s skull on display in a case. The pub’s legend has it that this is the ‘skull of the last witch burned at the stake’, and that it belongs to a woman named Maggie Wall. Maggie Wall’s memorial in the village of Dunning is perhaps the best-known monument to a woman in Scotland. No remains have been excavated from this site, and some historians say Maggie Wall never existed. One thing is certain: the ‘witch’s skull’ in the Saracen Head pub can’t belong to a woman who was burned at the stake. There are no remains left from those burned. Still, I wonder, what if the skull did not belong to Maggie Wall, but to Lillias Adie? The evidence of her skull ends in Glasgow, and it would be distinct enough that I could recognise it from my research. I make plans to travel down to Glasgow to try and find out for myself if it is indeed Lillias’s.
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