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CHAPTER ONE





SCAPEGOATS





Hunting Witches


Mr Harrison was missing.


The 70-year-old steward, a well-respected man in the Gloucestershire town of Chipping Campden, had last been seen striding down Church Lane in the late afternoon, on his way to collect rents from local villages.


It was now nine o’clock, Thursday 16 August 1660. Dusk had fallen, darkness was encroaching and he had yet to return home.


William Harrison was very much a creature of habit and this was not his ‘usual custom’. And so it was that Mrs Harrison sent their servant, John Perry, out into the night to look for his master – only for him to disappear as well.


The sun rose at 5 a.m. the following morning but already Edward Harrison, William’s adult son, was marching purposefully towards the village of Charingworth.


On the outskirts of the small settlement, he came across the family servant John, who told him that he had got lost in dense fog during the night and had taken refuge – in a hedge. Perry had already visited Charingworth and learned from locals that Mr Harrison had been there the previous day, before heading on to nearby Ebrington. The two men set out together and met a man called Daniel who told them that he too had seen Mr Harrison but knew nothing more.


It was harvest time so most locals had been up since dawn working in the fields. With nobody else around, Edward and John decided to head back to town in the hope that William had returned ahead of them, but on the way they encountered a woman who told them that while leesing* in a nearby field she had found some items of clothing. They returned to the spot and retrieved a bloodied cravat, a hat which had been hacked with a knife and a battered comb†, all of which belonged to Mr Harrison.


Clearly something terrible had happened and as news of the unsettling discovery spread, the ‘hue and cry’‡ was raised and the people of Chipping Campden abandoned the harvest and spread out across the countryside in search of a body.


As they went, Mrs Harrison started to eye the servant, John Perry, with growing suspicion and by the following morning, he was standing in the dock.


Perry’s testimony – set out 16 years later in an account penned by a local nobleman and justice of the peace called Sir Thomas Overbury – went like this: Just after 9 p.m., while starting to look for Mr Harrison, John had met an associate, William Reed, who agreed to help him. The two men then set off towards Charingworth but John, who was afraid of the dark, soon lost his nerve and suggested that they return to the town and fetch a horse. Given the urgency of the task, this might sound a bit ridiculous, but in late seventeenth-century England, nyctophobia (fear of the night) was a very common affliction in the countryside. Belief in the ‘Realm of Darkness’ was real and people genuinely thought that witches, goblins, elves and fairies lived in the woods beyond their homes and came out at night. So, John Perry’s concerns make perfect sense in the context of his time.


Fear can be contagious and that perhaps was why Reed then abandoned Perry at ‘Mr Harrison’s Court gate’. Having lost his wingman, Perry loitered in the street until another man called Pearce came along and he was able to convince him to accompany him on his mission. The two walked ‘one bow’s shot’1 into the fields behind the church before thinking better of it and returning to the gates of the big house once more. There they parted and Perry retired to the henroost where he bedded down, ‘slept not’ and only arose when the parish clock struck 12.


Once again this seems like a peculiar thing to do, but during the late seventeenth century many people indulged in ‘biphasic sleep’ which saw the night-time divided into two halves with a waking break in the middle – in which chores were done and sex was had. Perry’s curious crepuscular routine bothered the magistrate far less than the fact that having woken up, Perry set off to look for his master again – without an apparent care in the world. For, as the justice of the peace pointed out, if he had been afraid of the dark at 9 p.m., then what had changed in the ensuing three hours? Perry explained that while it had indeed been pitch black at nine, the moon was shining brightly by midnight, so he felt safer about venturing forth.


Records for the phases of the moon on 16–17 August 1660 show that it was indeed at 85 per cent strength, so he was telling the truth.


As Perry retraced Mr Harrison’s steps, a ‘great mist arose’ and, disorientated by it, he hid in a hedge and slept until dawn before going on to Charingworth where he enquired after Harrison at the house of Edward Plaisterer. Edward told him that he had paid William £23 (£3,805 in 2025 money) but that Harrison had not stayed to chat. From there Perry went to the home of William Curtis, who said Harrison had called and left empty-handed. And shortly after that he encountered William Harrison’s son Edward on the road.


Curtis, Plaisterer, Pearce and Reed all confirmed Perry’s account but the magistrate, who was clearly armed with an investigative mind worthy of that great fictional TV detective Lieutenant Columbo, had ‘just one thing’ bothering him. Twice that long night, John Perry had returned to the Banqueting House – and yet on neither occasion had he bothered to check whether William had come home. How did he know he wasn’t there?


Perry explained that he had seen a light through Mr Harrison’s window which ‘never used to be there so late when he was at home’ and this indicated that Harrison wasn’t in.


Now it must be said that there is something a bit odd about Perry’s account and all that dithering, napping and the walking around in circles has led many of those who have written about the ‘Campden Wonder’ to question his motives. The Victorian Scottish writer Andrew Lang2 went as far as to suggest that it demonstrated that he was ‘conspicuously crazy’ and that his evidence sounded ‘like a tale told by an idiot’. But that seems unfair. Given that his master had seemingly disappeared into thin air, in the notoriously dangerous back lanes of Gloucestershire and that the young man admitted he was afraid of the dark, none of Perry’s behaviour seems that unreasonable.


The magistrate, however, was unimpressed and ordered he be held pending further enquiries. Perry was carted off to a cellar beneath a local inn and then transferred to the town lock-up. The building no longer exists, so we don’t know if it was wooden or a purpose-built conical stone structure like others, still standing, locally – but without doubt it would have been windowless, cramped and dark. In 1660 a suspect could be held without charge for as long as was deemed necessary and when the door was slammed behind him, Perry would have had no idea when he would next see the light of day.


Which might explain what happened next.


Solitary confinement can have a significant detrimental impact on mental health. Recent studies in the US have found that prisoners held in solitary are six times more likely to commit suicide and often experience significant long-term mental health challenges as a result. These events were taking place in the latter half of the seventeenth century and as such there is no contemporary psychiatric report on the state of Perry’s health – but human beings are human beings and given his subsequent behaviour it is not a stretch to suggest that this anxious young man might have had some sort of breakdown.


Unfortunately, when weighing the facts of this case we are obliged to rely on just one primary source. That account comes courtesy of local landowner and justice of the peace, Sir Thomas Overbury – who may (or may not) have been the presiding magistrate in the case. Overbury wrote his version in 1676, some 16 years after the events took place, and if he was the magistrate, for reasons we shall see, he may have had good reason to spin the facts.


All history is but a cold crime scene in which there are victims, suspects, clues, eyewitnesses and red herrings. As with any great ‘whodunnit’ there are motives to be found, alibis to be established and nobody present at the time of events should be above suspicion – or have their word entirely trusted. As we re-examine the details of this peculiar case and indeed all the other case files that follow in this book, we shall meet many more ‘unreliable narrators’, with skin in the game. We shall find too that some of history’s most notorious figures have been stitched up and that sometimes the good guys are actually the baddies – while many a societally appointed historical villain is in fact the victim.


Our task is to sift the available evidence, to assess the innocence or otherwise of the accused and, like any great cop, to rely on experience and instinct too. And our journey starts with one of the most intriguing unsolved cases in English legal history, for the simple reason that it demonstrates all of the above.


Overbury called his version of events a ‘True and Perfect Account’, but all witness testimony is suspect and truth is always subjective. Indeed, the very title should probably ring alarm bells and lead us to ask what motive he had for writing something so definitively titled. That said, as our only witness on the ground, we are also obliged to rely on his testimony too – for the simple reason that there is no other – and reading between the lines, Overbury does hint at Perry’s increasingly fragile state.


Having initially claimed that he did not know what had happened to Mr Harrison, after a few days in the lock-up, Perry radically altered his story. He now said, perhaps under duress, or maybe because he was starting to mentally deteriorate, that his master had been killed by a tinker, before changing his mind and saying that he had been murdered by persons unknown and thrown in the ‘bean-rick’*.


A search was made, but no body was found.


Ever wilder statements followed until Perry insisted that if he was released from the lock-up he’d tell all. On Friday 24 August, he once again stood in the dock. In his new version of events, he said that ever since he had started working for Mr Harrison, his older brother Richard, and widowed mother Joan, had pestered him as to ways in which they could rob his boss.


John testified that while out looking for his master on that fateful night, he had bumped into Richard, who had determined there and then to do the deed. Shortly thereafter having pointed them in the right direction, John then came across Richard and his mother, standing over the elderly man, who was shouting, ‘Ah, rogues, will you kill me?’


Only for Richard to do just that.


The Perrys then dragged the body to the ‘sink’, a large pond nearby and threw Harrison’s body in. Joan handed John the comb, hat and collar which he hacked with a knife and planted in a thick furze bush. The rest of his testimony matched the account he had already given and the magistrate immediately ordered that Joan and Richard Perry be arrested.


The pond and the fish pools were drained. The ruins of Campden House, burned down in the not-so-distant civil war, were searched too but no body was found, and meanwhile Joan and Richard Perry set about denying everything. Richard accepted that he had met his brother in the street on the evening of Harrison’s disappearance but that was all and he called John a ‘villain to accuse them wrongfully’.3


In a rural town like Chipping Campden, which then had a population of about 1,600 people, the suggestion that Harrison had been murdered by his servant’s family caused a sensation and now all eyes followed the Perrys everywhere they went. As the family were marched from the magistrate back to the lock-up that Saturday afternoon, a ball of ribbon fell from Richard Perry’s pocket and when it was recovered, John, who had been walking ahead, identified it as the murder weapon that had been used to strangle Mr Harrison.


The next day, having been marched to the church, in the hope perhaps that the local vicar Reverend Bartholomew would extract a confession from them, they passed Richard’s family home. Seeing him outside, his two youngest children rushed to greet him and, in the hullabaloo, they suffered nosebleeds which were ‘looked upon as ominous’4 by those standing nearby. Children can get nosebleeds all the time of course, but in that profoundly superstitious century, even the most mundane things could become ‘a sign’ and this otherwise innocuous event soon became deeply problematic for the suspects, for the simple reason that local gossip had it that old Mrs Perry was a witch.


Though fear of witches was as old as the hills, in the seventeenth century, Britain was suffering a prolonged bout of hysteria about ‘sorcerers’ which stemmed back to the reign of King James VI of Scotland (later James I of England). Much of that derived from the character of the man himself and judging from his peculiar behaviour, many modern historians have concluded that the King was suffering from a complex, perhaps hereditary, mental health condition that had been exacerbated by the traumatic execution of his mother, Mary Queen of Scots, at Fotheringhay Castle in Northamptonshire in February 1587. Two years later, the King lost the other great love of his life when his favourite, Esme Stewart, the First Duke of Lennox, was sent into exile by Scottish nobles on account of rumours about the two men’s relationship. The 23-year-old James was then betrothed to the 14-year-old Anne of Denmark – and the union was to have all sorts of fatal consequences, partly on account of the weather and partly due to the King’s innate paranoia.


James’s bride’s first attempt to cross the North Sea to Scotland in the autumn of 1589 nearly ended in disaster when an enormous storm broke and her flotilla was obliged to take shelter in Norway. Hearing the news, James gallantly determined to go and fetch her himself, only to get caught in the same tempest and end up in the same Norwegian port and it was only in November of that year that the couple were finally united in Copenhagen. All through the winter, the storm raged on and it was not until the spring of 1590 that the couple managed to make safe passage back to Scotland.


This unusual weather event was a huge deal at the time and later inspired William Shakespeare to write both The Tempest and the opening scene of Macbeth – but its greater impact came on the psychosis of the King. For as James and Anne made their peripatetic way home, he came to believe that all their trials and tribulations at sea had been caused . . . by witches. James VI was not alone in this. Back in Copenhagen, the authorities had already arrested a woman called Ane Koldings and under torture had extracted a confession from her in which she had claimed full responsibility for the bad weather. In July 1590 she was burned alive at the stake alongside 12 other women accomplices and soon after that, James became convinced that there was in fact a Europe-wide pandemic of witchcraft and that the problem was particularly acute in Scotland.


In the ensuing hysteria, 70 women were rounded up in North Berwick and Edinburgh and promptly executed and soon a campaign of mass, unhinged, state-sanctioned killing was under way. Over the ensuing century, an estimated 2,500 (mostly) women were arrested and executed on trumped-up charges of sorcery in Scotland alone. Considering the country then had a population of less than a million, this was a staggering figure and all of it was given the royal seal of approval – by the paranoid king. King James came to regard himself as the leading expert on the subject and in 1597 published a book, Daemonologie, which in a series of dialogues set out how best to deal with witches. Following the death of his first cousin once removed, childless Elizabeth I, in 1603, James VI of Scotland became James I of England too and soon his book was rocketing up the seventeenth-century equivalent of the Amazon chart south of the border.


The witch-hunts continued into the reign of Charles I who became king in 1625.


The seventeenth century was a time of deep political and religious turmoil in Britain and as bad events spawned even greater hell, witches made for perfect scapegoats. All of the troubles of the world, whether they be storms in the North Sea, crop failures, wars or disappearing stewards could not be explained rationally – but they could be put down to their sorcery. And the mass hysteria only got worse as some very wicked people indeed started to portray themselves as the heroes of the hour.


Matthew Hopkins, who from 1644 styled himself the Witchfinder General and who flogged his book The Discovery of Witches on the back of his depraved activities, was one such villain. Aged 24, Hopkins claimed to have overheard two women discussing an encounter with Satan in Manningtree in Essex and henceforth he and his accomplice, John Stearne, began terrorising the women of East Anglia. Their terrible modus operandi went like this: having decided that someone was a witch, the men would kidnap her, strip her naked and torture her until she confessed all.


The term ‘Witchfinder General’ was Hopkins’ own invention and he was operating without any actual legitimacy, but his influence was such that few dared to question him. Those who did only risked invoking his ire and in his book, Hopkins addressed the subject of his ‘expertise’ directly:


Query 3: From Whence proceeded his skill? Was it from his profound learning or from much reading of learned authors concerning that subject?


Answer: From Neither of both, but from experience which though it be meanly esteemed of, yet the surest safest way to judge by.


Or in other words, Mr Hopkins was – like so many modern trolls – a graduate of ‘the university of life’.


Hopkins’ depraved career ended with his death on 12 August 1647, when he was aged just 27. But across its course he had executed 19 women, murdered at least four more and carried out acts of sexual violence against scores of others under the guise of ‘investigation’.


Though the most infamous witch-hunter of the era, Hopkins activities too were in fact but the tip of the iceberg. During the seventeenth century, at least 500 innocent people were executed in England alone on charges of sorcery, with 85 per cent of them women. Village healers and midwives were a particular prey. Widows, eccentrics, and those with physical disabilities or mental health conditions were prime targets too. Neighbours or family members who fell out would often accuse each other of being witches and if a crime was committed and no other suspect could be found, it was usually the local ‘hag’ who got the blame.


The last three people executed for witchcraft in England were hanged in Devon in July 1682, but north of the border the terror lasted another 40 years. The final victim, Janet Horne, who was executed in Dornoch, Scotland in 1722, was probably suffering from dementia. Janet’s daughter had been born with undeveloped feet and locals whispered that at night she turned her daughter into a pony and rode her about in the hills. Mother and daughter were put on trial – and found guilty. The daughter managed to escape but her bewildered old mother was tarred and feathered and paraded through the streets in a barrel. Having warmed her hands at the pyre that had been built for her, the local people pushed her into the flames.


In this frenzied climate of superstition, mere ‘signs’ and unexplained events were enough to condemn you – and that undoubtedly was why the people of Chipping Campden came to believe that old Joan Perry was a witch and that she was responsible for Mr Harrison’s disappearance.


Confirmation bias then took hold as the townsfolk began making ‘sense’ out of all manner of incidents that had involved the Perry family during the previous months, and soon all manner of stories were tumbling forth. A year before his disappearance, William Harrison and family had been at a ‘lecture’ one market day, when someone had broken a window at the Banqueting Hall and made off with ‘seven score pounds’ (£23,219 in 2025). John Perry now revealed that his brother was the thief and that he had buried the money in his garden, promising to divide it among the family. Once again, a search was ordered and once again nothing was found.


Another even more bizarre event which had occurred just a few short months before Mr Harrison’s disappearance was also now recalled. On the Eve of May Day, just four days before the Restoration of Charles II, the almshouses beside St James’s had rung to the screams of a man. As locals gathered to see what was going on, John Perry appeared clutching a pitchfork and claimed that he had fought off two men, dressed in white, who were armed with swords. Now the servant changed his story and said that this was all a ruse to create an alibi for the subsequent robbing of Mr Harrison. Which didn’t actually make any sense as he had earlier claimed that the attack on Harrison had been spontaneous – but nobody seemed to notice.


In September 1660 the Assizes (court sessions) were held in Gloucester and in the absence of a body* the judge, Sir Christopher Turnor, refused to try the Perrys for the murder of Mr Harrison in 1660. Instead, they were charged with the burglary at the Banqueting House in 1659 and, likely acting on advice, the family pleaded guilty.


On the face of it this was a smart move because under the terms of the Act of Indemnity and Oblivion, passed the previous month, anyone who had committed a crime during the period of Cromwell’s Protectorate was given an automatic pardon. However, by admitting guilt on the one charge, it was now assumed that they had committed the murder too. Trapped in a nightmarish catch-22, the family were ordered to be held in Gloucester Castle, until such time as Harrison reappeared or his body was found.


Imprisoned in the Norman fortress, John’s mental health appears to have deteriorated even further and he began insisting that his mother and brother were trying to poison him, which was why he ‘durst neither eat nor drink with them’. Nowadays we know that an irrational fear of being poisoned is a classic symptom of schizophrenia with paranoia, but in 1660 – when neither term existed – nobody knew that and some people at least may have believed him.


On 3 March 1661, the family landed in front of the Assizes once more. This time all three pleaded not guilty, but up before judge Sir Robert Hyde, a cousin of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, their fate was sealed. Hyde, 65, had risen suddenly and belatedly to the top of the legal system – for no other reason than that he hadn’t done much under Cromwell – and was thus deemed to be loyal to the Crown.


As pompous as he was incompetent, Hyde was completely out of his depth in the case and as one former Lord High Chancellor of Great Britain, Frederic Maugham, put it in 1958, he ‘was not worthy of the position’ entrusted to him. Late to influence, Hyde blundered forward and having ignored the absence of a body and John’s temporary insanity plea he took the word of local gossip instead. In 1661, hearsay was still admissible as evidence in English murder trials and juries were allowed to return verdicts based on ‘private knowledge’.5 That meant they could be influenced by rumours of witchcraft and when the guilty verdict was passed, Hyde sentenced the entire family to death.


Some days later, the mother and her two sons were marched to a spot called ‘No Man’s Land’, just outside Chipping Campden. On a triangular patch of land at Fish Hill, which is nowadays a designated picnic area, the authorities set about the dreadful task of execution. Joan was hanged first – in the hope that the spell she had cast on her sons might be broken with her death – but as the old widow swung, no miracle was forthcoming. Richard was next, pleading with his brother to tell the truth and protesting his innocence to his final breath.


John came last and as he stood at the scaffold he made one final, cryptic statement. Insisting he ‘knew nothing of his master’s death, nor what (had) become of him,’ he suggested that those present ‘might hereafter possibly hear’.6


Moments later, he was swinging from a rope.


Richard and Joan were buried beneath the gallows while John was ‘hung in chains’ – left to rot on public display, as carrion birds pecked his flesh to the bones.


And as if all that was not gruesome enough, one final macabre twist was to follow.


Sir Anthony à Wood, a dedicated collector of contemporary miscellany, who purchased a copy of Overbury’s The Campden Wonder in the 1670s, wrote a tantalising footnote at the end of his pamphlet which takes up events. According to Wood, three days after the execution, a mysterious ‘gentlewoman pretending to understand witches’ rode up to the scaffold and ordered that Joan’s grave be dug up. At the time it was thought that a dead witch’s corpse held healing powers and the horsewoman probably wanted access to the body to that end. But when the earth was drawn back, her steed took fright and reared up, smashing the rider’s head against the iron casing containing John’s body – before throwing her lifeless body into the grave.


You’ll be unsurprised to learn that henceforth, local people preferred to steer clear of Fish Hill. Some believe that the area is haunted and one local historian, Jill Wilson, claims to have been ‘reliably informed that even today no one is prepared to take a tractor there to plough after dark’.7


But back in that spring of 1661, with the Perrys now gone, the townsfolk must have felt immense relief. After all, the wicked witch and her murderous accomplices had been dispatched. Order had been restored, justice delivered and the respectable merchants of Chipping Campden could now go about their business, while the little children slept soundly in their beds.


And that feeling no doubt persisted – right up to the moment, about 18 months later – when Mr Harrison walked back into town.


Chipping Campden today looks much as it did in 1660. This is the picture-perfect rural England that you see on old biscuit tins and ‘good old days’ social media posts, and though the narrow, golden limestone streets of the town may be dotted with fancy coffee shops and SUVs, you could be forgiven for thinking that you had walked into the pastel illustrations of a 1950s Ladybird book.


The row of almshouses, the church of St James’s and even the gates to the ruins of the great house remain largely as they were in the seventeenth century, and you can glimpse the old Banqueting House, which now belongs to the Landmark Trust, from the graveyard behind the church. The track William Harrison set out on that August day some 360 years ago is now the B4035.


And if you prompt and nudge, then the local people are still happy to talk about the mysterious events that took place here in 1660.


The volunteers in the historical society, housed in the Old Police Station, have their various fascinating insights and theories; so too does the helpful guy in the bookshop and after a few pints in the Eight Bells you can barely move for people willing to hold forth on the subject of the so-called Campden Wonder. Some believe the story as told by Thomas Overbury, others blame or half-blame the Perrys still and almost everyone continues to speculate about what really happened to Mr Harrison during his prolonged absence from the town.


Given this ongoing contemporary fascination, one can only imagine what the seventeenth-century Campdenians made of it all. For starters, Harrison’s immediate return must have caused seismic cognitive dissonance, as those involved in the trial and execution of the Perrys struggled to make sense of it all. Anthony à Wood’s addendum to the Overbury pamphlet claims that when the news reached the self-regarding judge, Sir Robert Hyde, he took extreme exception to the messenger:


‘For bringing him false news and commanded the jailer commit him to prison.’


Questions aplenty must have been asked or whispered behind the old steward’s back and perhaps at the bidding of Thomas Overbury, Mr Harrison wrote his own extraordinary account of his disappearance – which went like this:


That evening of 16 August 1660, having collected the £23 from Edward Plaisterer, William was making his way home when, at the narrow furze break by Ebrington (where his clothes were later found) he met a horseman forcing his way through the gap. Fearing he would be knocked over, William bumped the animal on its nose with his walking stick, only for the whole encounter to descend into a seventeenth-century furze break* incident. For, taking exception to the attack on his horse, the rider struck the old man with a rapier and as he did, two other men appeared out of nowhere and joined in the attack. One of them passed a sword through William’s thigh and the three men then handcuffed him, threw a cloak over him, lifted him on to the back of a horse and galloped off into the night.


Quite what they wanted with a septuagenarian steward was unclear, but having sped across the country with their prisoner clinging on for dear life, they bedded him down in an isolated house, where ‘a little girl’ fed him broth and brandy. By mid-afternoon on the Sunday, having stuffed William’s pockets with money, for reasons which, once again, are a little bit opaque, the motley group arrived in Deal in Kent. Why they had carried their wounded prisoner 198 miles to the South East of England instead of taking him to the port of Bristol, which is just 60 miles away, is not explained.


In Deal, instead of stealing the £23 or taking back the money which they had put in his pockets, they sold William to a man called ‘Wrenshaw’ for £7. Harrison was then put on board a ship which sailed towards the Atlantic. But after six weeks at sea the captain came and told him, ‘And the rest who were in the same condition’ (for yes, there were others) that they were under attack by three ‘Turkish ships’ brimming with pirates. Rather nobly, given that they had all been kidnapped and were about to be sold on in America, William and his fellow prisoners offered to ‘fight in defence of the ship’, but the unscrupulous Captain Wrenshaw cut a deal with the Turks and Harrison and the others were handed over. Some weeks later, their galley arrived at port in the Western Mediterranean and the Englishmen were marched two days to a prison. There, a group of ‘officers’ started enquiring after their CVs. One prisoner said he was a surgeon, another a weaver and William claimed skill in ‘physic’.8


Harrison now became the ‘property’ of an 87-year-old Turkish physician, who lived near Smyrna (Izmir) on the western coast of modern-day Turkey.


Smyrna was a thriving commercial hub, attracting merchants from all over the world and since 1592 had been a base for the British-backed Levant Company – which, like its better-known equivalent in South Asia, ‘The East India Company’, was establishing itself as a commercial force in the Ottoman Empire. Harrison makes no mention of any of the above in his account, nor does he do much to describe his surroundings, but he does sketch a thin portrait of his ‘owner’. The old anonymous physician claimed that he had once been to the British Isles and added, somewhat incongruously, that he’d visited the small market town of ‘Crowland, in Lincolnshire, which he preferred before all other places in England’.9


By Harrison’s account, the two men struck up an uneasy bromance and the older man even gifted William a silver bowl from which he derived a nickname for his servant: ‘Boll’. It wasn’t all days of wine and roses, however, and on one occasion, after Harrison had been out collecting ‘cotton wool’, the master became angry and drew a small dagger, only for William to cry out to Jesus – whose divine intervention stayed the older man’s hand.


Quite why Christ had waited so long and not intervened when William was attacked with a sword, or kidnapped, or carried across England, or captured by pirates or sold into slavery is not expanded upon.


After a year, the old physician told ‘Boll’ he was dying and advised him to make a run for it. The master died a few days later and William fled to a nearby port where he met two Prussian sailors, on a ship bound for Lisbon, who stowed him away in exchange for the silver bowl. When they arrived in Portugal, he hung about the docks until he met a man from ‘Wisbech in Lincolnshire’ (which is in fact in Cambridgeshire) who, feeling sorry for him, procured his passage back to Dover. From there he went to London and having been ‘furnished with necessaries’, by parties unknown, made his way to Chipping Campden.


This version of events, published alongside Thomas Overbury’s account in 1676, was probably written contemporaneously to events and was likely some sort of witness statement. Certainly, the story quickly became well known and, in that summer of 1662, the tale of the Campden Wonder went viral in Restoration England. Broadside ballads and pamphlets, the TikTok and X of the day, delivered a highly emboldened version of events and two extant examples, both in Sir Anthony à Wood’s collection, were rediscovered on the shelves of the Bodleian Library in Oxford in 1945.


The ballad was penned within weeks of Harrison’s return and has a foreword which seeks to make sense of it all within the context of witchcraft. While accepting that the steward is still alive, Joan and her sons still get the blame for his disappearance:




It appears the Widow Perry was a witch, and after her sons had robbed him, and cast him into a Stone Pit, she by her witchcraft, conveyed him upon a rock in the sea near Turkey, where he remained four days and nights, till a Turkish Ship coming by took him and sold him into Turkey, where he remained for a season.10





The second publication, dated 1662, and published by Charles Tyus at the ‘three Bibles on London Bridge’ also turns the tale into an anti-witchcraft religious tirade. Once again ‘Widow Perry’ gets censured, for it was she who ‘by her wicked conjuration’ managed to transport Mr Harrison, Star Trek-like, to Turkey ‘where he remained the space of four days bare headed, his hat being left near Campden’.


Both texts make a big deal out of how Mr Harrison’s ‘love and pity’ for young John Perry was rewarded with betrayal and the pamphlet trots out Exodus 22 verse 18 which instructs that ‘thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’. That line, courtesy of the King James Bible (1611), was the go-to justification for the persecution of ‘witches’ at the time, despite it being a probable mistranslation.*


The Campden Wonder went on to become one of England’s most celebrated ‘Unsolved Mysteries’ and for the next 300 years, many an academic, historian and author set out to solve the riddle. In 1959, the Oxford historian and academic Sir George Clark helpfully compiled the best known of them into a slim tome entitled The Campden Wonder and here’s a flavour of what lies inside.


Writing in 1860, a lawyer called John Paget (1860) blamed John Perry’s deteriorating mental health for events, suggesting that he was suffering from a ‘remarkable form of mental disease which induces the sufferer to charge himself and others with imaginary crimes’. Paget hardly bothered with the disappearance of Harrison and instead concentrated on why Perry had given a false confession. The Scottish historian Andrew Lang, who found a copy of Overbury’s account and published his own hot take on events in 1904, took a slightly different angle and suggested that ‘the Perrys were probably not of the best repute’ and many of the other writers, journalists and lawyers who follow in the pages of Clark’s collection make much the same assumptions.


All of these writers were not only men, but came from a certain social class, and while they tend towards broad sympathy for the Perrys, inevitably class and intellectual prejudice invariably come into play. Some take a legal angle, others pore over tiny details in the Overbury account but few really consider either why the Perrys were scapegoated in the first place or why William Harrison was believed at the time. If he was.


Prior to disappearing from Chipping Campden, William had been local landowner Lady Juliana Noel’s man on the ground and some texts in Clark’s compilation suggest he was reinstated as steward, a post which in the interim had been managed by his ‘unpopular’ son Edward. In fact, there is no evidence that Edward ran the estate in his father’s absence and while William may have briefly taken up the reins, by 1665 a man called John Goodwin was receiving rents on behalf of the Noel family and he was out of the job.


By then William would have been in his early seventies and could theoretically have been retired. But this is at odds with the surviving records and he seems, for example, to have remained, like Sir Thomas Overbury, a governor of the local grammar school; so it’s equally possible that he may have lost the trust of his employer and been let go.


If Lady Noel had read Harrison’s account, she would have had every reason to question his credibility. For while it is peppered with incidental details – like the small girl who brings him brandy and broth or the silver bowl or the people he keeps encountering who mention random towns in England – it is singularly lacking in more substantive ingredients and most of all, a little thing called ‘the ring of truth’. Apart from the ship’s captain – Wrenshaw – nobody is named. If William really had been on a slave ship for over a month, alongside a surgeon and a bread-cloth weaver, you might have thought for example that he would have learned their identities too. There is no description of the Turkish climate or the exotic places he visited, nor does he name the two ships that brought him home or the identities of their captains.


So why did anyone buy it? Well, to understand that we must explore the other great paranoia that plagued England at the time – the fear of being kidnapped by Barbary pirates – and in 1660 that terror was every bit as real as that of witches. Although, unlike the prevailing wiccaphobia it was at least rooted in some reason.


For across the region, from the late sixteenth century onwards, thousands of people had been captured by Barbary (from Berber) Corsairs and sold into slavery. While the Corsairs operated out of makeshift ports and city states along the Maghreb (modern-day Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya), elaborate stories about their crimes meant that they were feared far beyond the region.


As far back as Crusader times, 400 years earlier, the perceived ‘Muslim hordes’ had been seen as barbarians at the gates of Europe. Plays, including William Shakespeare’s Othello (1604) and the anonymously written Lust’s Dominion (1600) portrayed Moorish men as predatory, lascivious, wicked, violent killers. Despite England doing trade with the Ottoman Empire throughout the seventeenth century, even respectable traders were circumspect. The parish records for Chipping Campden show that in the 1620s, when Harrison was still a young man, two ‘Turks’, most probably cloth merchants, briefly visited the town and were swiftly given 4d (about £4 in 2025 money) to move on.


But come the 1660s the generalised terror of all things ‘Turkish’ felt more real than ever because it genuinely seemed as if that the threat was at the doorstep.


One of the earliest Corsairs was Aruj Barbarossa (in Turkish: Oruç Reis), who in the late fifteenth century, alongside his three brothers, attacked Christian ships and looted the Spanish coastline. Barbarossa’s nickname might have derived from the Italian words for ‘Red Beard’ or perhaps from his Barbary, in other words, ‘barbarian’ associations . Either way, he achieved wealth and fame and again, like the contemporary English pirate Sir Francis Drake, garnered renown and glory among his followers for fighting off the encroaching Spanish Empire – while imbuing fear and loathing in everyone else. By 1516, his power was such that he and his brothers had established their own Sultanate and Oruç Reis became the ruler of Algiers.


In the following century, like their Christian counterparts, these Muslim privateers diversified into slavery. In 2004, Robert Davis, of the University of Ohio, caused a stir when his book Christian Slaves, Muslim Masters: White Slavery in the Mediterranean, the Barbary Coast and Italy 1500–1800 claimed that between 1 million and 1.25 million people had ended up in bondage as a result. Davis’s figures are highly controversial and based on estimates extrapolated from scant available data. Either way and despite even his highest estimates being way below the numbers traded by white Europeans, the miserable Barbary slave trade was real and as much a fact as the transatlantic one. So – much like modern terrorism – while the fear factor in England was exaggerated well beyond the bounds of the actual risk involved, it nevertheless felt real and many English men and women would lie in bed at night fearing that they would be a victim of an atrocity.


While the Corsairs originally focused largely on the Mediterranean, their raiding parties eventually carried off prisoners from as far away as Iceland. Most male captives were set to work doing hard labour but, and just as described by Harrison, the more educated among them became ‘servants’ in rich people’s homes.


The British Isles and Ireland at first went relatively unscathed, but by the early seventeenth century that had changed. In 1625, Mount’s Bay in Cornwall was raided and 60 men, women and children were kidnapped and sold into slavery. Over the next two decades the attacks became ever more audacious. In 1627, the island of Lundy in the Bristol Channel was occupied by the Salé Rovers, a group of pirates from the ‘Republic of Salé’, a Barbary enclave in modern-day Morocco. Led by a former Dutch sea captain, Jan Janszoon, who had converted to Islam after being captured by Corsairs, the Rovers raised a green Moorish ensign over the island and for the next five years, picturesque Lundy – now owned by the National Trust – became an Islamic State.


It was from that base, in 1631, that Corsairs attacked the village of Baltimore, a Protestant enclave in Catholic Ireland, before carting off 108 English settlers. This attack was organised with help from one of Janszoon’s prisoners, a fisherman from Dungarvan called John Hackett who had directed the pirates to Baltimore as revenge against the English colonisation of Ireland. He was later captured and tried at the Assizes in Cork before being executed. The Salé Rovers on Lundy were routed in the 1630s but they simply set up shop elsewhere and the attacks continued. In 1645, even as the English Civil War was raging inland, a raid on Penzance in Cornwall saw 240 people captured and by the 1650s many fishermen feared putting out to sea.


Those who escaped came home with astonishing stories.


Writing in his diary on 8 February 1660, just a few months before Harrison disappeared, Samuel Pepys recounted meeting a sea captain called Mootham and his friend, Mr Dawes, who regaled him with tales of their captivity in Algiers:


‘I went to the Fleece Tavern to drink; and there we spent till four o’clock, telling stories of Algiers, and the manner of the life of slaves there! And truly Captn. Mootham and Mr. Dawes (who have been both slaves there) did make me fully acquainted with their condition there: as, how they eat nothing but bread and water.’


Such prisoners commanded high sums and the ‘redemption business’ in which intermediaries would negotiate the release of hostages from the Barbary pirates was itself a thriving industry, much as it is today in places like Colombia, Afghanistan and Haiti.


Seeking to upend the business model, in 1655 the Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell sent Admiral Robert Blake with a fleet of 15 ships, on a mission to the Mediterranean to extract compensation from the Christian ‘Knights of Malta’ who were also engaged in the practice and to teach everyone in the region a valuable lesson. Faced with this fleet of modern warships, most of the Corsairs and Knights quickly capitulated and only the Dey of Tunis refused to cough up. The ensuing sea battle ended in a decisive victory for Cromwell’s men and put an end to the threat in the short term, while establishing the English Navy as a regional power. But the piracy and kidnapping never completely went away and everyone in England in 1660 knew about Blake and the Barbary pirates.


Congregations across the country were weekly encouraged to donate money for the ransom and relief of English slaves and in that context, William Harrison’s otherwise unlikely story may have seemed credible – at least to the credulous.


If Harrison did make the story up, he would have had plenty of sources to plagiarise.


Piracy was a common trope in literature at the time. In Hamlet (1601), the Danish Prince is bound for England when he is captured and ransomed. The Spanish writer Miguel de Cervantes, himself taken prisoner by Turkish pirates in 1580, used his experiences as source material for Don Quixote, written in 1605 and which was translated into English in 1612. The allegorical nature of Harrison’s story also bears all the hallmarks of ‘Young Beichan’, one of the best-known ballads of the era which relates how the title character:




Sailed East, and he sailed West,


Until he came to famed Turkee,


Where he was taken and put in prison,


Till of his life he was wear-ee!11





In the story, a young maiden brings him food and drink and having been sold into slavery, he ends up with a master whose hand is stayed by divine intervention when he attacks the hero. The ballad was popular in the eighteenth and nineteenth century but the source material is far older, so while William Harrison’s account is not entirely unbelievable it should perhaps be afforded roughly the same credibility as those who plagiarise stories about being abducted by UFOs.


While we may never know what really happened to William Harrison, we can speculate as to his motive for disappearing in the first place and as in any cold case, the time of the ‘crime’ is key.


When William Harrison vanished that August in 1660, England was experiencing a period of unparalleled social upheaval. Three months earlier, on 25 May, King Charles II had returned from exile in the Netherlands and was restored to the throne four days later, on his thirtieth birthday. The decade of Republicanism, known somewhat euphemistically in England as the Interregnum,* which had been preceded by another decade of civil wars, may technically have ended – but the terrible wounds of it all still festered.


Immediate post-Restoration England was an unsettled place to say the least and many were waiting to see what would happen next. For those who had in turns fought for and then served the Protectorate, it was a time of considerable uncertainty.


Chipping Campden, positioned on a junction between the roads that linked the Royalist cities of Oxford and Worcester and the Roundhead bases at Warwick and Coventry, had seen it all. During the civil wars, marauding soldiers, from both sides, had regularly plundered anything that was not bolted down. And despite, ostensibly, being a Cavalier (Royalist) stronghold, the town had actually suffered most during the five months in the winter and spring of 1645 when the notorious Royalist commander, Colonel Henry Bard, had garrisoned his men in the great manor house. The Jacobean building, completed by Lady Juliana’s father, the wealthy silk mercer Sir Baptist Hicks just 30 years earlier, at a cost of £29,000, was an architectural wonder, but having ‘committed many outrages to the inhabitants’, Bard burned the main house to the ground before laying waste to the crops in the surrounding countryside to stop them falling into Cromwell’s hands. Despite their supposed loyalty to the Royalist cause, this would have enraged locals, not least the steward, William Harrison, who would have been obliged to stand by and watch as the grand building that was in his care descended into a pile of ashes.


The 11 years of Puritan rule that followed the death of Charles I on 30 January 1649 may have brought further deprivations, but at least some degree of stability had returned. Life for most people largely went on as it had before, and with peace restored it was in many ways better than the decades that had led up to it.


History – as the hoary cliché goes – is written by the winners and so we have tended to see the English Puritans as joyless Christmas-cancelling, theatre-closing miseries. The liquidation of Charles I’s assets which saw his art collection sold off and the perceived assault on church shrines has not helped the cause of Puritan PR, and many among us continue to view the Interregnum as a time of iconoclasm and gloom. But the truth is a little more nuanced. While Christmas, and indeed all festivals, were technically banned, for example, the law had in fact been passed under the reign of Charles I, and in an age before policemen, proved almost impossible to enforce. Likewise, while theatres were also closed, the Republic in fact witnessed a flowering of early English opera and secular art and Oliver Cromwell was most certainly not the philistine that Stuart (and later royal) propagandists would have us believe. Indeed, he is even thought to have appeared in a cameo as the Roman God ‘Jove’ in a pastoral entertainment staged in 1657, written by the poet Andrew Marvell.


It’s also worth noting that much of the whitewashing and iconoclasm that we blame on the Interregnum was actually done much earlier in the sixteenth and fifteenth centuries and in some cases by eighteenth-century Protestant and Methodist enthusiasts. We blame it all on Cromwell and the Puritans because the Victorians did and because it is one of those satisfying neat ‘good stories’ that nations like to tell themselves.


That is not to say that the Lord Protector was not guilty of other crimes of course. Cromwell was the perpetrator of many egregious acts and committed mass slaughter following the invasion of Ireland between 1649 and 1653 for which he is still, rightly, abhorred. That conquest bore witness to a series of war crimes, including the massacre of soldiers – and hundreds of civilians – at Drogheda and Wexford in 1649. The forging of a Protestant English-led reign of prolonged tyranny on the island would see an estimated one fifth of the population die as a result of violence, famine and disease, shaping and colouring Irish history across the next 400 years.


As such, Cromwell is rightly seen as one of England’s most infamous tyrants in the country. But the same was not the case back across the Irish Sea where some sections of society positively flourished under the Protectorate. For those ‘onside’ with the project and who wanted to build a New Jerusalem and a more egalitarian society, this was in fact a golden age. There was, for example, a high degree of religious freedom for anyone who was not a Catholic, and nonconformist sects and certain minorities thrived. From 1656, albeit in an informal agreement, Jews who had ostensibly been expelled from England in the thirteenth century were allowed to practise their faith once more. And for Presbyterians, Baptists and Quakers, the Protectorate provided a period of welcome tolerance that saw their movements prosper.


That all ended abruptly with the Restoration and many people who had backed the Cromwells were now up to their necks in trouble.


On paper, the Indemnity and Oblivion Act, passed on 25 August 1660, gave amnesty to all those who had been part of the Protectorate but that excluded the 104 individuals deemed guilty of the ‘regicide’ of Charles I. The treatment of these renegades was unforgiving to say the least and even those who had already died did not escape punishment. Oliver Cromwell and 23 other deceased accomplices were dug up and then ‘executed’ before having their heads cut off and placed on spikes on public display.


In that summer and autumn of 1660, London bore witness to scenes of abject horror as once respected men were publicly hanged, drawn and quartered (of which more later).


The blind poet John Milton, who in 1667 would write his Restoration era masterpiece Paradise Lost, was nearly one of the victims. From before Charles I’s execution in 1549, Milton had written extensively in support of the regicide and in favour of the republic. He was even appointed Secretary for Foreign Tongues under Cromwell’s administration, making him responsible for the dissemination of the nation’s correspondence in Latin overseas. And even as the Protectorate crumbled in the wake of Cromwell’s death, he wrote in support of it. The Restoration spelled disaster for him both financially, as he had invested his savings in now worthless government bonds, and personally, since his life was now in danger. So, following Charles II’s coronation, he very sensibly went into hiding.


An arrest warrant was issued on 16 June 1660, and he only re-emerged once the Indemnity and Oblivion Act was passed on 25 August, but even that didn’t save him and he was immediately imprisoned in the Tower of London. That autumn his books and letters were publicly burned, and this once venerated figure was only saved from execution through the intervention of the poet, Andrew Marvell, who was now a Member of Parliament.


As happens after any counter-revolution or time of political change, a lot of far less principled weathervaners* had noted the prevailing winds and swapped sides. Samuel Pepys who, as a 15-year-old St Paul’s scholar had played truant to witness the beheading of Charles I and who had henceforth been an avid republican, was one of many who switched. On the death of Cromwell in 1658, Pepys suddenly became a staunch monarchist, and both accompanied the new king on his return from exile and ended up being invited to Charles II’s coronation.


In short, while the new regime came preaching reconciliation, not everyone was convinced and this is one compelling reason as to why William Harrison may have fled.


One reason may have been that Harrison and his family had Presbyterian tendencies. When the Banqueting House was robbed that summer afternoon in 1659, they were, according to Sir Thomas Overbury, at ‘a lecture’, essentially a Baptist service, and there are other subtle clues in the story too. ‘Smyrna’, the city to which Harrison claimed to have been taken after his ‘kidnapping’, was famous for its textile industry, and given that Chipping Campden was also a centre of the wool industry in the seventeenth century it might have influenced his choice of destination. But Smyrna was also home to one of the ‘original seven churches’, central to St John’s Book of Revelation in the New Testament, which, in turn, was itself critical to the Baptist outlook on the world.


Smyrna in the 1660s was a hotbed of radical millenarist† thinking and home to the Rabbi and False Messiah, Sabbatai Zevi, who exerted a huge influence on Baptists who believed that the social and political upheaval of the time heralded the coming Apocalypse. People establishing an alibi don’t just pluck random places out of thin air.


The return of the Stuart dynasty was bad news for Baptists – who now had to go back undercover. The good guys were now the bad guys, at least in the eyes of the state, and William was firmly on the wrong side of history. But he may have been on the wrong side of the law too. Prior to the destruction of the Manor House by Royalist forces, Harrison is thought to have carried off some of its more valuable belongings and stashed them away. There is nothing to suggest that they were returned to Lady Juliana Noel subsequently and it is possible that the supposedly loyal retainer feared that any audit might expose his deed.


William – like many people who follow in this book – was not only a victim but a perpetrator too. And his return might well have led to a further tragedy.


A scribbled note at the bottom of the Oxford antiquary Anthony à Wood’s copy of Overbury’s text reads:


‘After Harrison’s return John was taken down and buried and Harrison’s wife (being a snotty and covetous presbyterian) hung herself in her own house – why the reader is to judge.’


So, judge we must.


Did Harrison, like Milton, think that it might be a good idea to disappear? Did he perhaps stage that robbery on the Banqueting House which saw £140 taken and then use it along with the £7 in stolen rent to hide away until the aftermath of the Restoration had passed?


Did he go to Crowland or Wisbech – those places he so randomly mentioned in his credibility-defying alibi? Two towns, just 18 miles apart, and both less than a day’s walk east of the Rutland estates of Lady Juliana Hicks.


Did his sensational return pull the wool from Mrs Harrison’s eyes? Did she now see her husband in a completely different light? Did she start to question everything that had happened? And perhaps everything that had happened in their long marriage before that? Did her tears of joy at this apparent miracle turn to wretched despair and suspicion? Did his terrible confession cause this pious Baptist woman to appreciate that her own actions had sent the guiltless Perry family to the gallows and in that realisation, did she take her own life?


We don’t know. And we will never know.


All we can say with any certainty, is that on a spring day in March 1661, the Perry family were marched to a hill outside Chipping Campden and hanged for a crime that they had not committed.


Sacrificial victims to the collective cognitive dissonance of a town that could not comprehend why one of its most important citizens had seemingly vanished into thin air.


Western civilisation’s most enduring scapegoat is undoubtedly Lucifer, and as he looms so large in our collective consciousness, it comes as a surprise to find that he is something of a latecomer to both theology and our human story. The Old Testament contains just nine references to Ha-Satan, meaning God’s ‘accuser’ or ‘advocate’ and in that early Jewish scripture he is less a red-horned devil and more God’s ‘advocate’.


He first appears in the first Book of Chronicles, written around the sixth century BCE, which tells the story of the Jewish people from the Garden of Eden to the Edict of Cyrus and the Restoration of the Temple at Jerusalem. The Two Books of Samuel cover many of the same events and in particular the reign of David and his son Solomon, but there is one significant discrepancy between the two accounts.


Both Samuel (1 & 2) and Chronicles feature the story of a census carried out by King David which incites God to one of his routine massacres of the people of the Earth. But while in Samuel 2 it is made clear that this is God punishing David for not carrying out the count in accordance with his instructions in 1 Chronicles 21, the census is blamed squarely on someone (or something) called Ha-Satan, the Hebrew word for ‘adversary’:


‘Now Ha-Satan stood up against Israel and moved David to number Israel.’


We naturally need to tread carefully where the historicity of the Old Testament is concerned, and there’s a fairly big question mark as to whether King David even existed, but this does sound very much like a politician blaming an unpopular policy on something or someone who sits beyond his control. And any one of us can recognise that.


The writing of the Chronicles coincided with Judaism coming into close contact with another much bigger faith. In 598 BCE, the people of Judah were invaded by the Chaldeans (aka proto-Babylonians) and 10,000 people were carried off in an event known as ‘The Babylonian Captivity’. In Babylon, the Jews encountered Zoroastrianism, the first great monotheistic religion, and subsequently Judaism would never be the same again.


Zoroastrianism was said to be based on the ideas of the Iranian prophet Zarathustra, who was claimed to have lived some 7,000 years previously. Zoroastrians viewed the world quite differently to the Jews, believing that the twin heavenly brothers, the God Creator Ahura Mazda and his evil sibling, the spirit Ahriman, were engaged in a perpetual battle between good and evil. Until then the notion of ‘good and evil’ had been largely alien to the Jewish people and they latched on to this compelling idea and incorporated it into their faith. It was not the only thing they borrowed from the Babylonians.


Zoroastrianism promulgated the notion of universalism – the belief that there was one perfect God who rules over everything and that those who turn to him will find salvation.


The faith also believed that Ahura Mazda was aided in his work by the ‘Yazatas’ – a group of semi-divine beings who could move between heaven and earth and operate in the human world on his behalf. Both ideas were subsumed into Judaism and the idea of God having messengers was turned into the notion of ‘angels’ while adherents to the faith started to see ‘good and evil’ at every turn.


In 539 BCE, the first Achaemenid King, Cyrus the Great, issued an edict allowing the Jews to return home to rebuild the Temple of David. The Jews took Zoroastrian ideas with them and while the period of Babylonian Captivity had been traumatic, it was also transformative. Those new ways of looking at the world would go on to shape Christianity, Islam, Baha’ism and a thousand spin-off faiths including Scientology and Mormonism, and indeed it continues to inform modern secular thinking – some 2,500 years later. Most critically of all, the idea of Satanic forces and good and evil had now entered the bloodstream of Abrahamic monotheism and henceforth the world and the people in it was viewed in terms of light and shade.


With the promulgation of Christianity from the first century CE onwards, Lucifer went from having a walk-on part in scripture (an omni-malevolent Satan still does not exist in Judaism) to playing a starring role in the narrative. The ultimate go-to bad guy finally went mainstream when in 313 CE, Emperor Constantine I converted to Christianity.


The polytheistic Romans, whose religion was heavily influenced by that of Ancient Greece, saw the world differently to Christians. They believed that their 12 major gods were the creators and guardians of Rome and unlike Christianity there was no overarching ‘moral code’ governing it all. The notion of ‘moral dualism’ and the battle between ‘benevolence and malevolence’ just wasn’t important until Christianity’s inroads changed everything. By the end of the early fourth century CE, the Jewish-Christian-Zoroastrian notion of a world defined by a constant struggle between good and evil was firmly ensconced in European civilisation.


The consequences of this cannot be understated and it is thanks to the Romans embracing Christianity that the notion of ‘good and evil’ still informs western global politics, our laws, our justice system, our collective morality and even, as this book sets out to prove, the way we interpret history.


Subsequent to the rise of Christianity, theologians went looking for Satan retrospectively. The Revelation of St John, the last book of the New Testament, twice refers to him as a serpent, so inevitably from quite early on, writers including first-century Justin Martyr and the fourth-century Saint Augustine turned the talking snake in the Garden of Eden into Satan. Henceforth he was blamed (along with that conniving woman Eve) for the Fall of Man and all the subsequent bad stuff that human beings do.


Satan, like all the best bad guys in history and literature, was also far more interesting than the perfect hero of the narrative.


In 1667, four years after William Harrison’s miraculous reappearance on the streets of Chipping Campden, the republican poet John Milton penned Paradise Lost and handed Satan the starring role. In Milton’s retelling and in ideas forged out of the rise and fall of Cromwellian England, Satan became easily the most fascinating character in the story. In Milton’s version of events, the Dark Prince’s greatest flaw is pride, but like all the best baddies he is also a radical thinker and a complex villain who makes for a sympathetic anti-hero. Unlike God, Satan is self-aware, charismatic, flawed and thus very human indeed, and this Miltonesque Satan is the one that persists most in our popular culture and imagination as a result. The fallen angel, banished to a land of chaos, where he plots and schemes against the Creator out of a sense of betrayal.


The Serpent-Satan is a critical thinker too. Because he is, after all, the first figure to dare to question the ultimate power of God’s authority and challenge his hegemony. But undoubtedly it makes him history’s first fall guy too, because his suffering and his ignominy demonstrates the price that is paid by those who rise to notoriety.


Throughout history, societies have sought out scapegoats upon whom all the troubles of the world can be blamed. Switch on your TV, scroll down your social media, turn on your radio and you will find them soon enough. They come at us as ‘fighting-age men on boats’ who claim to be fleeing wars but who are really coming to fleece the taxpayer and steal our jobs and women. They are the minorities you are encouraged to fear and loathe, whether they be black, South Asian, Chinese, Palestinian, Jewish, Muslim, gay, poor or Mexican. These are the monsters who will displace you, kill you, brainwash your children or enslave us all with their wicked ideology. They are the mendacious, feckless underclass, the commie trade unionists, the wokerati, the illuminati, the transgender monsters and of course, the poor. Depending on your perspective they are either the ‘eco warriors’ or the ‘environmental terrorists’. They are the left, the right, they are centrist dads and all the cracks in between.


And if we can just defeat these latter-day witches and demons, then all will be well.


Many philosophers have sought to understand scapegoating and its place in society. For some, it is an inherent paradox, since the bullies pursuing the scapegoats tend, wrongly, to believe themselves to be the victims and fail to appreciate that the very subjects of their loathing and villainisation are in fact the real injured party. Which of course is precisely what happened in Chipping Campden.


The French philosopher René Girard popularised the notion of the ‘Scapegoat Mechanism’, the idea that all societies, by their nature, need a metaphysical relief valve that can be activated at times of conflict or plague or civil unrest. Inevitably – and as history has shown repeatedly – that usually means pinning all the blame for the crisis on one group or, in rarer cases, a single individual. Scapegoats give a community something to unite against without creating another crisis and that means that the scapegoat must come from a marginalised, weaker group of people that nobody else will stand up for.


Fear of a common enemy is a powerful societal glue which binds communities together, drives resolve and forges identity as the real or imagined common threat is eliminated. And more and more today we once again see leaders and autocrats rise on the promise of slaying the beast and, in doing so, selling the myth that everyone who gets on board will live happily ever after.


Some of the ‘notorious’ people in this book served just that purpose and none more so than the Perry family.


In 1661, in the midst of great uncertainty and fear, the scapegoat mechanism sprang into action and the townspeople heaped their collective fears on to three innocent people.


Joan Perry – whose only crime was to have been old and widowed.


John Perry – whose fragile mental health saw him drag his family to oblivion.


And Richard Perry – the young father whose children raced to hug him, only for their delicate noses to seal his fate.


Notoriety, you see, can happen for all manner of reasons.


And – as the Perry family discovered to their cost – they are not always rational.









CHAPTER TWO





THE TRAITORS





Why Turncoats Matter


Shortly after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 20 December 1941, a 30-year-old immigrant with a curious Scouse-German accent presented himself at a recruiting office hoping to join the US Navy.


‘Name?’ barked the naval officer sitting at the desk.


‘Hitler!’ shot back the potential recruit.


‘Good to see you Mr Hitler and my name is Rudolf Hess.’


The young man was telling the truth. And it was more than just an unfortunate coincidence because William Patrick Hitler was in fact Adolf Hitler’s nephew via his half-brother Alois. Born in Toxteth, Liverpool in 1911, William’s father had abandoned the child and his mother in 1914 – claiming that he was going off to make a fortune as a gambler before marrying bigamously and siring a second child in Germany.* However, Alois had stayed in touch and in 1929 William had moved to Berlin where, aged 18, he hoped to cash in on his uncle’s rising fortunes. In 1939, he would give a revealing interview to Look magazine1 about what happened next:


‘We had cakes and whipped cream, Hitler’s favourite dessert. I was struck by his intensity, his feminine gestures . . . (and the) . . . dandruff on his coat.’


Uncle Adolf found the boy a job at the Reichskreditbank only for the hapless William to get sacked for harassing women, before becoming a car salesman. While a popular British song would later propagate the myth that Adolf Hitler was monorchidic,* what was certainly true was that in the early 1930s the German dictator had a very troublesome ‘Willy’ indeed. William’s mounting frustration at his failed career prospects culminated in a spectacularly ill-judged threat to expose ‘family secrets’ if Adolf didn’t step up and make some calls. That resulted in his uncle doing his signature shouting-and-flailing-his-arms-about thing, so William swiftly pegged it back to England in 1938, where he wrote an article entitled ‘Why I Hate My Uncle.’ That piece caught the eye of the US newspaper tycoon Randolph Hearst, who paid him to go on an American lecture tour, only for William to get stranded stateside when war broke out in 1939.


That first attempt in 1941 to enlist failed, and it was only in 1944, having written to President Roosevelt, that he was allowed to sign on as a naval corpsman. He left the armed forces in 1947 and changed his name, first to Hiller and then to Stuart-Houston before dying in 1987.


Some lives leave such a terrible stain on history that they render their surnames obsolete. Search ‘Hitler’ in the German phone directory and you get ‘0’ returns and while there are 2,000 people with that name in Peru, much the same happens anywhere else. Belonging as it does to modern history’s worst mass murderer, Hitler’s name lives on only in infamy and he is not alone in that.


Joseph Stalin, Charles Ponzi, Vidkun Quisling and Judas Iscariot have all left enduring eponymic marks on the lexicon and indeed, to be compared to Judas is, in the words of Bob Dylan, who suffered that fate in Manchester in May 1966, to be called the name of the ‘most hated man in history’. Dylan’s crime that night was to have broken faith with his folk fans by ‘going electric’ which, as he told Rolling Stone magazine in 2012, is not exactly ‘equitable to betraying our Lord and offering him up to be crucified’.2


Although perhaps for his fans it was – because treachery, like beauty, lies in the eye of the beholder. Almost all of history’s most infamous villains would have seen themselves as the hero of their own narrative.


Just as Guy (nicknamed Guido) Fawkes, the most famous of the 13 conspirators who tried to kill King James I by blowing up Parliament in 1605, thought he was on the right side of history – so Judas Iscariot, if he existed, probably believed he was the good guy too.


The historicity of Jesus Christ is a veritable minefield, and debate rages as to whether he even existed at all, but suffice to say that a good number of secular scholars of early Christian history consider that Jesus Christ was probably a real person – one of the dozen or so ‘Messiahs’ heading up religious cults in Judea around the first century CE. Many of them agree too, that one of his followers, perhaps called Judas Iscariot, probably betrayed him to the authorities. But annoyingly, for someone so hugely important in terms of culture and history in the Judaeo-Christian world, the paper trail to prove any of the above is very scant indeed. The only reliable sources for Christ’s existence are a near contemporary account by the Jewish-Roman historian Flavius Josephus in c.95 CE (60 years after Jesus’s presumed death) and a later reference by the senator-historian Tacitus in about 116 CE. The rest is speculation, although as messianic cults, even today, tend to strongly resemble each other, we can certainly fit Jesus’s group into that broader framework and make assumptions based on his and his followers’ behaviour.


Most cults have a strong charismatic leader who demands absolute loyalty from their followers and full commitment from them. The bigger ones tend to clash with the authorities too and that causes friction and dissent within the group, leading followers to switch sides or otherwise betray the largest target for anyone looking to undermine a cult: the leader. As a result, almost every cult in history, from Christianity to Mormonism to Thatcherism, has had its Judas.


While establishing the historicity of Jesus is hard enough, Judas is an almost impossible nut to crack as he barely gets a mention outside of the four gospels. St Paul, founder of Christianity, who died in c.64 CE makes no reference to him by name at all and matters are made more complicated because ‘Judas’ (which is a Greek form of the Hebrew Judah) was a common name in Judea at the time. Even within Jesus’s immediate circle there was another Apostle called Judas and one of Jesus’s brothers also bore the name.


Some have speculated that Judas Iscariot (meaning ‘from Kerioth’) may have been Jesus’s accountant because the Gospel of John tells us he oversaw the disciples’ kitty, and in chapter 12 adds that he had been siphoning off funds:


‘He was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it.’3


But as this detail comes at a point where Judas has just attacked Jesus for wasting expensive oil on his feet, rather than giving it to the poor, John himself might have been engaging in a bit of spin. Whatever his role and whether real or made up, what is beyond any doubt is that for someone who merits just 23 mentions in the New Testament, Judas Iscariot has gone down as one of history’s worst people.


In Inferno, written by Italian poet Dante Alighieri in the early part of the fourteenth century as part one of his Divine Comedy, the author reserves the ninth circle of hell for traitors, for it is:


‘The deepest and the darkest place, the farthest from the heaven that girds all.’


Those who dwell there are trapped in a sea of frozen brine, shed from the six eyes of the three-headed Lucifer, who weeps frenziedly, like some defective Tiny Tears horror doll. As he bawls, he munches on the three worst villains of history and they are all traitors: Marcus Brutus, betrayer of his friend Julius Caesar, his fellow plotter Gaius Cassius Longinus and Judas who gets pride of salivating place in the monstrous central cakehole. Dante, as you can probably sense from the above, had a bit of a thing about turncoats.


Like one of those amateur genealogists on Facebook who claim descent from the ‘Anglo-Saxons’, Dante believed, on fairly scant evidence, that his ancestors were ‘Ancient Romans’ and blamed Brutus and Longinus for the downfall of the Empire and thus his antecedents’ and his own misfortunes. The Northern Italy of his day was a fragmented mess of warring city states, split between the Holy Roman Empire supporting the Ghibellines and the Guelphs who backed the Pope. Dante fought for the latter and subsequently found himself on the winning side – but revolutions always eat their children and when the Guelphs split, the poet was obliged to flee into exile in Rome. The ‘Black Guelphs’ of Florence viewed him as a traitor, but he thought them the real apostates and as both sides threw brickbats at each other, it informed all those circles of hell. Judas took pride of place because Dante believed that by betraying the Messiah, the traitor had shaken God’s perfect order and was thus responsible for all the misery that followed – including his own. But in doing so, the author was tapping into something far deeper. For Dante knew, as we all do, that beyond the struggle between imagined good and perceived evil lies the even greater battle – between trust and treachery.


Multiple studies across the last 50 years have shown that trust is, as any agony aunt or uncle can tell you, the most important thing in human relationships. It informs not only how we see our partners but also how we assess our friendships and this is unsurprising, because the need for loyalty has been hard-wired into us from the time of our nomadic ancestors who had to rely on each other for their very survival.


Distrust is not the opposite of trust – it is its enemy and as anyone who has ever been betrayed will tell you, once it is lost, it is almost impossible to regain. Culturally speaking, Judas is more than the mere agent of Jesus’s betrayal. He has come to represent the apotheosis of our worst and most primitive fears.


Not everyone has had it in for Judas. The first and second century Christian Gnostics (meaning truth) – who argued that the world had been created by an inferior deity, distinct from the God of Scripture – made the case for him, and the Gospel of Judas, rediscovered in Egypt in the 1970s, portrayed Judas as Christ’s great friend and enabler. In popular culture, Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd-Webber did the same with their 1970 musical Jesus Christ Superstar, which turns Iscariot into arguably the most enigmatic character in the story; an individualist who tries to speak reason to power.


The Rice-and-Webber Judas, like the Satan of Paradise Lost, is a rationalist whose very treachery is a catalyst of change. Without him there would have been no trial, no crucifixion, no resurrection and, therefore, no Christianity. It is a point that most Christian theologians for a long time deliberately obfuscated, instead using Judas’s betrayal as an excuse to persecute, dehumanise and murder the Jews.


From the eleventh century onwards, Judas was depicted in art and literature as the embodiment of perfidy and was representative of the worst racist tropes associated with ‘Jewishness’: crooked, unreliable, scheming, money-grabbing, ugly, thieving, individualistic and treacherous. This depiction became a big part in Jews becoming a condemned people blamed for all the woes of the world – but even as they were, the role of the traitor, Judas, remained distinct. For while the scapegoat is either a figment of the collective imagination (Satan) or an innocent victim (John Perry, the Jews), the traitor is the sum of all our worst nightmares for the simple reason that they come from within and among us.


The genuine threat that treachery can pose to group homogeneity was long ago turned on its head by rulers and autocrats seeking to use it for their own ends, and for centuries Judas’s example was used as a means of crushing dissent. In England, for over 800 years, treason was viewed as the most heinous crime of all and even ‘imagining’ bad things happening to the monarch was enough to get men hanged, drawn and quartered.*


The first noble to suffer that fate was Dafydd ap Gruffydd, the last true Prince of Wales, who in September 1283 was sentenced to death for high treason against King Edward I (aka Longshanks). Having conquered and quashed the people of Wales that year, Longshanks wanted to make an example of his prisoner and sought out the most egregious penalty possible.


Gruffydd was no traitor. Quite the opposite in fact, as he was fighting for his nation’s independence – but mere truth did not wash with Longshanks. On 3 October, Dafydd ap Gruffydd was dragged by horses through Shrewsbury, half hanged by a rope and then disembowelled, beheaded and chopped up into four pieces. His head was then carried across England to London Bridge where it was stuck unceremoniously on a spike.


This abhorrent method of execution was used intermittently in the decades that followed and with Edward III’s Treason Act (1351) it became the standard penalty for the offence. Guy Fawkes’s co-conspirators were all killed this way, and he would have been too had he not cheated the system by jumping off the gallows and breaking his neck. Following the Restoration in 1660, nine of the ten men found guilty of regicide were hanged, drawn and quartered too. The last person to suffer the penalty in public was David Tyrie, a clerk at the Portsmouth Naval Office, who was executed on 24 August 1784 for engaging in correspondence with the French. On the day, a crowd of 100,000 gathered on Southsea Common and the man from the Hampshire Chronicle4 reported what happened next:


‘After hanging exactly twenty-two minutes, he was lowered upon the sledge . . . his head was severed from his body, his heart taken out and burnt, his privates cut off, and his body quartered. He was then put in a coffin and buried among the pebbles by the sea-side; but no sooner had the officers retired, but the sailors dug up the coffin, took out the body, and cut it in a thousand pieces, every one carrying away a piece of his body to shew their messmates.’


Death was not the end of it. Traitors also had their lands and possessions forfeited and it was not until the 1870 Forfeiture Act that hanging, drawing and quartering was formally abolished alongside those lost rights of inheritance.


Even so, well into the twentieth century, high treason remained the ultimate crime and was a capital offence until 1998, when under the terms of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), the UK finally committed to its abolition. Until very recent times, traitors were still being executed. In December 1945, Nazi collaborator John Amery, whom we shall meet again in Chapter Ten, was found guilty of collaborating with Hitler and hanged at Wandsworth prison. A year later, the propagandist William ‘Lord Haw Haw’ Joyce became the last person to be hanged in Britain for the crime although an additional five people were also executed under the Treason Act (1940) which was aimed at spies and saboteurs.


World War I, by contrast, saw just one execution for high treason – and that was of the once celebrated diplomat Sir Roger Casement.


Unlike Judas, Fawkes or Joyce, Casement’s name elicits a different response depending on where you are in the world. In parts of Northern Ireland and particularly in Antrim, even today, it can still provoke a not entirely welcome response. To the south, in Dublin and the Republic of Ireland, he is remembered as one of ‘The Sixteen’ martyrs who, during the Easter Uprising of 1916, were executed for trying to gain independence and is a hero.


On a trip to the Tower of London, while researching this book, a Scottish beefeater was enthralled when I explained what I was doing and said: ‘Ah yes, Roger Casement – now there is a story,’ before pulling out a large black book which showed where all the inmates in the Tower’s history had been kept.


But say his name elsewhere and you can get an altogether different response.


When I told acquaintances that I was writing about Sir Roger, while a couple nodded in appreciation, many greeted the news with eyes gazing skyward and the same question repeated over and over:


‘Who was he again?’


Just before 5 p.m. on Monday 22 February 1965, a group of Irish diplomats and British civil servants gathered beneath arc lamps in the small cemetery at Pentonville prison in North London and, as snow tumbled down on their thick winter coats, looked on as six prison guards began to dig into the ground.


The yard contained the unmarked graves of 120 men executed there between 1900 and 1961 and among their number were some very infamous figures indeed including quack homeopath ‘Dr’ Hawley Harvey Crippen, hanged for murdering his wife Cora in 1910, and the necrophiliac serial killer John Christie, executed in 1953. But the exhumation party had not come for Christie or Crippen but for the body of Sir Roger Casement, CMG – diplomat, explorer, human rights advocate – hanged on 3 August 1916, for high treason.


Progress was slow. London’s frozen soil was reluctant to give up its bones and after an hour, the guards had managed to remove just two feet of clay. At 7.30 p.m. a solitary skeletal thumb was spotted and then, piece by piece, the dead man’s remains were drawn to the surface until at around 10.20 p.m. it was agreed that the gruesome work was done. One of the Irish diplomats noted that the prison guards were visibly moved by their task and that mood continued into the following day when Sir Roger’s remains were carried with ‘great reverence’ to a waiting hearse. The Irish Embassy delegation sought to give the Englishmen extra gratuities for their efforts but were refused on account of it being ‘contrary to regulations’5 – although a subsequent gift of Waterford crystal was received by the prison guards.


Distrust of the British and legitimate concerns that in a cemetery made up of 120 unmarked graves it wasn’t unfeasible to suppose that the wrong body had been raised, saw rumours run rife in Ireland and the whispering continued for decades. As recently as 1998, the Sinn Fein newspaper, An Phoblacht, was suggesting that the coffin had been filled with rocks. But papers found in the UK National Archives in 2003,6 tell another story. Correspondence from 1969 between British civil servants shows beyond doubt that the body, dug up four years previously, was Casement’s, because prison records from 1916 revealed that he had been thrown naked into the grave. The British were reluctant to divulge that, even in 1969, because it looked very much like an act of deliberate desecration. Which it undoubtedly was.


Casement’s relics were flown to Dublin and lay in state at the former prison, Arbour Hill, where in 1916, 14 of his fellow Irish Republican comrades had been taken to be buried after their own executions. This was the culmination of 40 years of efforts by the Irish State to bring him home and it was no coincidence that it had come in the immediate wake of Sir Winston Churchill’s death in January 1965. As a member of Herbert Asquith’s pre-World War I Liberal government, Churchill had expressed enthusiasm for Irish Home Rule,* hoping it would satiate the Irish people’s desire for autonomy while keeping them within the United Kingdom.


However, as Ireland had marched towards full independence, he had taken it very personally indeed and in the face of this perceived betrayal had, between 1919 and 1921, supported the deployment of the ruthless paramilitary Black and Tans on the island who then carried out a series of atrocities.


The scars left by Ireland’s struggle for independence ran deep on both sides of the Irish Sea across the twentieth century and all the while Roger Casement’s legacy lingered like the ghost at Banquo’s feast. In September 1953, at a lunch with Irish Taoiseach, Éamon de Valera, the Irish premier once again raised the possibility of repatriating Casement and an ageing Winston Churchill fobbed him off with an excuse about the laws on treason being ‘specific and binding’. Sir Winston had made that up over his soup because nowhere in the statutes on treason did it say anything about not being able to dig up a body.


On 1 March 1965, four weeks after Churchill’s funeral, thousands of Dubliners looked on as Casement’s coffin took its final journey to the Glasnevin cemetery on the outskirts of the capital. There, the 82-year-old Éamon de Valera, now president of Ireland, heaped praise on him and acknowledged that it wasn’t just Ireland that owed Casement a debt:


‘His name would be honoured, not merely here, but by oppressed peoples everywhere, even if he had done nothing for the freedom of our own country.’


The Glasnevin funeral was an ending, but not the one Casement had wanted. Languishing in Pentonville in the last weeks of his life, he had written of his wish to be buried at Murlough Point, Antrim – close to Magherintemple, the house which was just about the only place he ever called home. London had refused, so a small delegation had gone north, removed a sod of turf from Murlough and placed it on his tomb. It was the epilogue to a life as brimming with symbolism as any that ever sprang from the island of Ireland.
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