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Karen Maitland travelled and worked in many parts of the United Kingdom before settling for several years in the beautiful medieval city of Lincoln, an inspiration for her writing. She is the author of The White Room, Company of Liars, The Owl Killers, The Gallows Curse, The Falcons of Fire and Ice, The Vanishing Witch and The Raven’s Head. She now leads a life of rural bliss in Devon.
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Praise for Karen Maitland


‘An atmospheric and dark story’ The Times on The Raven’s Head


‘Rich and believable . . . with extraordinary attention to detail and finely wrought prose; her huge, deftly drawn cast of characters spring vividly to life’ Sunday Express on The Vanishing Witch


‘Combines the storytelling traditions of The Canterbury Tales with the supernatural suspense of Mosse’s Sepulchre in this atmospheric tale of treachery and magic’ Marie Claire on Company of Liars


‘Passion and peril. A compelling blend of historical grit and supernatural twists’ Daily Mail on The Falcons of Fire and Ice


‘Glorious . . . a thrillingly horrible vision of the Dark Ages’ Metro on The Owl Killers


‘Bawdy and brutal’ Simon Mayo on The Gallows Curse


‘Scarily good. Imagine The Wicker Man crossed with The Birds’ Marie Claire on The Owl Killers




About the Book


‘An adult who commits murder usually has some kind of motive we can understand, however twisted, but a child who kills often does it simply because they discover they can – and no one is stopping them.’


Karen Maitland, Queen of the Dark Ages, has created possibly some of the most wicked children in fiction. From Narigorm, the child rune reader with a penchant for death, from Company of Liars, to the scheming yet devastatingly beautiful Leonia in The Vanishing Witch, they revel in manipulating the world around them – and those foolish enough to cross them. In Wicked Children: Murderous Tales from History, Karen Maitland explores some of the real-life cases of dangerous and powerful children which have inspired her own young – but deadly – characters.
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‘There was a little girl who had a little curl, right in the middle of her forehead,


And when she was good she was very, very good and when she was bad she was horrid.’


Printed on a broadsheet sometime before 1870


History has proved that children are not always the sweet, innocent little creatures we like to believe they are. Many people remember from their own childhoods that children can be merciless bullies in the playground but, occasionally, the cold ruthlessness and brutality of some is so shocking that we can’t bring ourselves to believe that a child has deliberately set out to kill. An adult who commits murder usually has some kind of motive we can understand, however twisted, but a child who kills often does it simply because they discover they can – and no one is stopping them.


As young children we all go through a phase of imagining we have the power to make things happen by wishing it. If someone has an accident or falls ill after a small child has had dark thoughts about them, the child often feels guilty, believing they have caused it. But some children discover they really do have the power to control or harm adults and they revel in it.


If you were a strong-willed child-king in past centuries, the power you could wield over adults was almost limitless. My novel The Vanishing Witch is set in 1380/81 when King Richard II ruled England, then just thirteen years old. He’d come to the throne at the age of ten and he was an arrogant child, who forced adults to kneel to him if they happened to catch his eye. He ended the Peasants’ Revolt by leading the ringleaders and their followers into an ambush. Although he initially allowed all but the ringleaders to return peacefully to their homes, he had no intention of showing them any mercy.


The thirteen-year-old king had hundreds of men and boys hunted down and executed by the most brutal methods, including being torn apart by horses. He ordered the corpses to be quartered and nailed up on the doors of churches, houses and in the market places. It was a particularly hot summer and the stench of the putrefying remains was making everyone sick so the people, in desperation, pulled them down and buried them. But the child-king ordered the rotting bodies to be dug up and nailed on the doors again, just to ensure that no one in the realm would forget how much power he could wield. Evidently he was a boy with a strong stomach.


But the power of a king is exceptional and some people might excuse young Richard by saying the adult advisors around him were telling him what to do. The same cannot be said for many ordinary children of history, however. Although they didn’t have the power or authority of a monarch, they could still get someone executed, if they felt like it. The Inquisition in Spain and Portugal made good use of this by encouraging children to denounce parents, neighbours, servants, or teachers to the Inquisition, praising them for doing God’s work. Those same children would watch the all-day spectacles of the auto-da-fe, in which the adults they’d denounced would be brought out in procession, publicly humiliated, whipped and burned to death. Imagine being a teacher in those days, if a pupil had a grudge against you . . .


But children could be equally dangerous in Northern Europe and England when they realised it only took a whisper of witchcraft to cause trouble. In 1627, in Haguenau, France, three women and a fourteen-year-old girl, Marie, were executed for causing bad harvests and other disasters by means of witchcraft. Marie had named, though not accused, thirteen-year-old Peter Roller. Young Peter, witnessing the execution of the women, may have been afraid that he might also be accused and that may have prompted him to invent the tale that he had been bewitched.


But instead of simply claiming he was one of the victims of the four dead witches, he went on to create wildly imaginative tales of having seen witches cavorting at their debauched Sabbats and he accused every person he knew of taking part in these diabolic rites. Sent to hospital to recover from the bewitchment, he was left to rest for nine months before being questioned again. He then claimed to have banished the Devil who was lurking outside his window to torment him, a feat which really impressed the judges, and they proceeded to arrest all those Peter named. The accused were tortured until they ‘confessed’ and the thirteen-year-old’s testimony led to twenty-four people being burned to death, three more committing suicide in prison and three being maimed for life as a result of their torture.


Peter’s initial motive was probably to protect himself. But other children seem to have been deliberately malicious from the outset. Robert Throckmorton was a very wealthy squire living at Warboys, Huntingdon, who had five daughters, aged between nine and fifteen. In 1589, his ten-year-old daughter, Jane, became ill experiencing a series of symptoms including prolonged bouts of sneezing, limbs shaking one at a time, and ‘swooning’. Her anxious parents called in physicians and cosseted the poor child, lavishing treats and attention on her.


But on one occasion while she was ill, their seventy-six-year-old neighbour, Alice Samuel, came to visit. She was from a poor family and her clothes were old and plain. During the visit young Jane threw a tantrum, suddenly yelling out that Alice was ‘an old witch’ and ‘no one looked more like a witch than she did’. The parents assumed that the child was simply in a bad temper and took little notice but, within the next two months, Jane’s four sisters all began to exhibit the same symptoms, as did seven of the servants, and all began to accuse Alice of being a witch. Dr Barrow, an old family friend, was unable to diagnose the illness and was probably unwilling to damage his reputation by admitting he didn’t know. So he stated that ‘that there was some kind of sorcery and witchcraft wrought against the child’.


Eventually the children were taken to confront old Alice. As soon as they laid eyes on her they started hurling themselves around the room, screaming and behaving as if they were being tortured by unseen hands. They tried to scratch Alice, since it was believed that if a victim drew blood from a witch it would break her spell. Alice claimed the children were just being ‘wanton’. But the girls kept accusing her, at first having these outbursts whenever she was present, then even when she wasn’t. The parents urged Alice to confess, even imprisoning her in their own home and denying her food to make her compliant, while the sisters amused themselves by continually taunting and teasing the old woman.


In September 1590, Lady Cromwell came to call on the family. Alice was one of her tenants. Lady Cromwell flew at the old woman calling her a witch, chopping off her hair and insisting that it should be burned. At the trial, it was reported that Lady Cromwell’s health declined over the months following this visit and she died fifteen months later.


Finally by Christmas 1592, after nearly three years of this treatment, poor old Alice could take no more. To appease the parents she ‘exhorted’ the girls to stop their fits. The girls were instantly and miraculously cured. Unfortunately, this only convinced the parents that Alice did indeed have the power of witchcraft, and it even alarmed Alice herself, since she hadn’t expected her words to have any effect.
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