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The

REAL WITCHES
of

NEW ENGLAND

 

“The Real Witches of New England offers illuminating insight into
contemporary witchcraft’s place in New England’s larger Pagan
community. Following an introductory section tracing the devastating
evolution of the Western cultural construct of conspiratorial
‘witchcraft,’ Hopman conducts two series of interviews that mirror
the divide between the historical persecution of purported Satanic
‘witches’ and today’s self-identified beneficent witches. This will
appeal to both those who are simply curious about this widespread
yet covert subculture and those who, having observed American
Paganism from its youthful beginnings in the ‘Occult Revival’ of
the 1970s, will see how adherents of today take up the cause now
that the movement’s pioneers are in retirement or have passed on.”

JIM BAKER, AUTHOR OF THE CUNNING MAN’S HANDBOOK

“Hopman mixes a historian’s curiosity with a journalist’s zeal,
resulting in a monumental achievement that bridges our own
world with that of America’s earliest witches.”

THOMAS HATSIS, AUTHOR OF THE WITCHES’ OINTMENT AND 
PSYCHEDELIC MYSTERY TRADITIONS

“The Real Witches of New England is a truly fascinating and original approach to the subject. Hopman gives us a wide-ranging overview of the topic that covers not just historical witches but also their descendants, both actual family and some of the notables who practice Witchcraft in New England today. In someone else’s hands this might have been a dry recital of facts, but instead it is a fun and entertaining read from start to finish.”

DEBORAH BLAKE, AUTHOR OF EVERYDAY WITCHCRAFT

“A fascinating read and a brilliant and creative approach to American witchcraft—with moving portraits of America’s first accused ‘witches,’ fascinating interviews with their descendants, and thoughtful insights from modern New England witches who redeem the label with dignity and spiritual depth. Who we remember will never die.”

PHYLLIS CUROTT, ESQ., WICCAN PRIESTESS, AUTHOR OF BOOK OF 
SHADOWS, WITCHCRAFTING,  AND THE LOVE SPELL

“Ellen Evert Hopman took a discerning eye to accomplish this tome of knowledge. In our age of accountability this book is of its time, an account of the oppression of women and the incredible knowledge they so willingly shared. Witches all, we celebrate our heroes of the past.”

LADY RHEA, AUTHOR AND CREATOR OF THE ENCHANTED CANDLE AND 
COAUTHOR OF THE ENCHANTED FORMULARY

“A detailed and very well researched book focusing on witches and witchcraft in New England. Primarily dealing with Salem, Massachusetts, and historical and present-day links thereto, Ellen Evert Hopman has opened a window into some of the occult practices in this part of the country. An excellent read!”

JANE T. SIBLEY, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE WAY OF THE WISE AND THE 
DIVINE THUNDERBOLT
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Foreword

By Judika Illes

“She’s a real witch.”

I hear that phrase frequently and have done so for about as long as I can remember. Rarely is it intended as a compliment. The person saying it is not praising someone for her potent spell casting or for her skills as a healer, herbalist, or clairvoyant. Neither is it meant as an acknowledgment of exceptional beauty, charisma, or even wisdom, despite the fact that the English word witch derives from similar etymological roots as the words wisdom and wise.

Instead the phrase is typically used as an insult for women in the public eye, often for women in politics or other prominent positions. These women span the entire political spectrum from one end to the other. I’ve seen the word witch directed at Hillary Rodham Clinton, Ann Coulter, and Condoleezza Rice as well as at assertive women in other fields. The synonym implied for this kind of “witch” is the word that it rhymes with—not sorceress or enchantress.

Even after decades of hearing and reading that phrase used in this way, 
I never fail to find it jarring. For me, witch is a positive word indicating a person possessing certain admirable qualities, such as independence, autonomy, and determination. Witch is a word to wear as a badge of pride, not an epithet that makes one cringe and flee.

Of course, historically, this has not been the case. As Ellen Evert Hopman recounts in these pages, the history of witchcraft is one of persecution, 
and it is not the witches who have been the persecutors, despite propaganda that says otherwise. Witches are too often described as evil and wicked, but across the board, they are the victims, not the victimizers.

And yet, despite thousands of years of persecution, the appeal of the witch survives. Whatever you think witches are—whether you see them as healers or practitioners of magic, repositories of ancient wisdom, persistent devotees of ancient deities or Satan’s minions, disobedient women or the proud and unbowed—it is fair to say that witches consistently fascinate. All attempts to eradicate witchcraft and witches have failed, something that is acknowledged by the Old Testament, if you read between the lines.

Not long after the passage where Saul, first king of Israel, banishes and outlaws witches, we see him desperately searching for one himself.*1 In Saul’s hour of need, he sends his minions out to find a bone-conjuring woman and seems to have little doubt that one will be found, despite his own laws to the contrary. Indeed, that woman is quickly found. In English, she is usually identified as the Witch of Endor or sometimes as the Medium of Endor or just the Woman of Endor.†2 According to the Bible, she does as the king commands effectively. She is depicted not as a fraud, but as a kind and professional practitioner, who comforts the king after delivering bad news.

So why the controversy? Why the insults? Why the attempts at eradication?

Here’s my own theory: Authority of all kinds, secular as well as religious, fears a freethinker. Whatever else witches may be, they are people who think for themselves and who seek to define their own identities and carve out their own destinies, regardless of what those in power may desire. It is lack of obedience that is at the heart of antiwitchcraft efforts. (Remember, Pagan Rome was no friendlier to witches than Christian Rome, as the bacchantes can well attest.) Witches have historically been canaries in the coal mine. The more brutal and oppressive the authority, the less tolerance there is for witchcraft or anything perceived or branded as witchcraft.

Of course, there’s one huge exception: when analyzing the history of witch persecutions, it’s always wise to follow the money trail. Although it may not be at the very root of what irritates authorities so much about witches, witchcraft accusations have long been an excuse to seize other people’s wealth and property. Historically, one of the highest risk factors for being accused of witchcraft was being an independently wealthy woman. To be convicted of witchcraft was to forfeit lands and wealth; hence the refusal of Giles Corey, that indomitable man of Salem, to plead guilty or innocent to charges of witchcraft in order to save his property for his descendants. Likewise, the family of Countess Erzsébet Báthory, the so-called Blood Countess of Austria-Hungary, succeeded in having all charges of witchcraft dropped but did not fight the accusations of murder against her. To be convicted of murder meant being punished alone. To be convicted of witchcraft would impoverish one’s entire family.

Giles Corey and Countess Báthory are well remembered, Giles for his bravery, the countess for her notoriety. Too many of the victims of the witch panics, however, lost their identities as well as their lives. Their names have been forgotten. Relatives hid family histories since it was dangerous to be a descendant or a relation of a convicted witch. What is remembered, though, lives. Ellen Evert Hopman documents those affected by the witch panics and then demonstrates how the repercussions of those panics affect the present. This is a valuable addition to the history of witchcraft and an important work.

For me, to be described as a “real witch” is praise indeed, regardless of how it’s intended. Ellen and I are blessed to live in a place and era where there is freedom to practice as one pleases, to identify yourself publicly as a Druid or witch, and to discuss witchcraft without negative repercussions.

Sadly, that is not the case everywhere on Earth, even now in the twenty-first century. Depending where you are, especially in some regions of Africa and Asia, it is still dangerous and potentially a death sentence to be branded a witch. I hope during my lifetime this ceases to be true. I hope someone in those areas is documenting the individual cases and interviewing survivors and descendants in the same manner as Ellen has done here in The Real Witches of New England.
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PREFACE

Druids, Witches, and the Birth of This Book

I am not a Witch. I am a Druid. Witches and Druids are subsets of the larger religious umbrella called Paganism. I do have many friends and acquaintances who are Witches and they are all kind and decent folk. The following is a definition of Paganism from the Committee for the Pope’s Millennium Apology:

Paganism is, quite simply, Nature worship. It is also called “The Old Religion,” “Ancient Ways,” “Earth-Centered Spirituality,” “Natural Religion,” and “Nature-Based Religion.”

The early Christians, most of whom lived in cities, adopted the Roman word “Pagan” to refer to persons living in outlying areas who had not converted to Christianity. Paganism was pre-Christian. Over time the term came to be used to describe any non-Judeo-Christian religious minority, often in a negative way.

Today, the word “Pagan,” in its broadest sense, refers to persons following alternative spiritual paths, and who probably do not strictly adhere to the tenets of the world’s largest religions, such as Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, and Christianity. Most modern Pagans feel a close connection to nature and the seasons, and may look to early “Pagan” or indigenous cultures for guidance in strengthening this connection.

Modern Paganism (sometimes referred to as “Neopaganism” to distinguish it from original and indigenous pre-Christian folk traditions) is a revival and reconstruction of ancient Nature-based religions, adapted for the modern world.*3

One of my personal mentors was Lord Theodore (Ted) Mills.†4 Ted was a Witch and a priest of the goddess Isis with whom I had tea about every two weeks for six years, until he made his transition to the Otherworld. Ted was a distant relation of Rebecca Towne Nurse of the Salem Witch trials, and his Coven could never figure out why he wanted to spend so much time with me. It turned out that he had vivid memories of his past life as a Druid, living in a cave. I myself have been a Druid since 1984, two years before I moved to New England.

I have always seen Druids and Witches as distinct, for a number of reasons. Druids were and still are polytheists, and the word Druid is a Celtic title bestowed on intellectual experts after many years of training. In ancient times it took twenty years to make a Druid, and Druids were lawyers, doctors, ambassadors, judges, historians, genealogists, poets, magicians, public ritualists, and political advisors to royalty. Witches were more often solitary commoners who operated in hamlets and rural areas as counselors, therapists, midwives, herbalists, veterinarians, and shamans, for farmers and the producers of goods.

In modern times the general public often thinks of Witches as “Wiccans,” but Wicca is a religion that was created in the 1930s by Gerald Gardner. Modern Wiccans are duotheists who posit that “all the Gods are one God and all the Goddesses are one Goddess,” so it hardly matters whom you call on. Wiccans will invoke “the Goddess” and “the God” in their rituals, to which a Druid must always ask, “Which god do you mean?” and “Which goddess?” because we see them all as separate and distinct, from different cultures, with their own unique methods and personalities.

Witches like to cast circles and raise cones of power by dancing and chanting within a closed, prescribed ritual circle, an approach derived from medieval high ceremonial magic. Druids follow a more ancient pattern of leaving the ritual area open so that people, animals, and land spirits can wander in and out at will.

Modern Witches most often call upon the horizontal “four quarters” (north, south, east, and west), while Druids invoke the vertical “three worlds” of land, sea, and sky or nature spirits, ancestors, and gods. There are many other differences that are too numerous to cover here.

I have done a number of interview books in the past that studied Witches, generic Pagans, and Druids. I researched and then wrote each book in an effort to learn more about the ancient Pagan religion as it is expressed today, in the words of its adherents. For more about Druids, please see my books A Legacy of Druids, A Druid’s Herbal for the Sacred Earth Year, 
A Druid’s Herbal of Sacred Tree Medicine,   and my trilogy of Iron Age Druid novels, which were specifically written to teach the Druid path, hidden inside a tale of religious conflict, war, and romance. For more about Wiccans, Witches, and Pagans, please see my book Being a Pagan.

I will tell you how this particular book came about. One day I happened to attend a poetry reading at the Deja Brew Café in Wendell, Massachusetts, and there I heard poet Michael Mauri read. We struck up a conversation and he gifted me with his little chapbook titled “Mary Webster, Witch of Hadley, 1683.” I was amazed by the story of Mary, mainly because I have lived in this area of New England for thirty years and while I was vaguely aware of the goings-on in Salem, I had no idea that Witch persecutions and hangings had also happened here in western Massachusetts.

And so I began to research Mary Webster. I visited the local cemetery where she is buried, but being unable to locate her grave, I left a red rose under an old oak in the colonial-era section of the graveyard for her, asking the oak to convey my respects to her spirit. Soon the shadows of Mary and all the other, mostly female, persecuted “Witches” of New England began to haunt my thoughts and dreams and this book was born.

Here is an excerpt from Michael Mauri’s poem that lit a small fire within me:

Mary Webster, you’re poor,

not rich,

and so you stand, barefoot, accused,

someone must be blamed—you area witch!

You are a witch!

in times like these, 

because, before your door,

you make hay carts tip and tumble,

of honest men on goodly errand

on the long slog of mud road that never drains,

through your dooryard, in the darkened bend because you make

their horses balk and oxen cease to draw

and oxcarts shake, and drovers’ cattle spook—you make

milk curdle, and chimneys smoke, and soap-kettles

boil over, and, generally, in wood or mowing, barnyard,

hearth-side or high-way, you

our Lord’s good works suspend upend!

till good-wives, vexed, curse,

and yeo-men,

bedeviled,  hop, in unholy rage

from stone to stone with unchristian thought

with rod or switch

to beat or whip

the fear—of Him

from whom all good things come!

back into you and break

your unkind mischief

Aye, Mary Webster, in the

Meeting House

you have not been seen,

this twelve-month, on many a Sabbath-Day,

to hear His wonder-working Word—you

have borne no witness, done no Christian Deed,

and now of witchcraft you’re under strong suspicion.*5

I empathize with Mary, buried just seventeen minutes by car from my house and deep within my psyche by sad arrows of feeling.

ELLEN EVERT HOPMAN, UNDER THE OCTOBER FULL MOON
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History of Witch Persecutions

Throughout history learned philosophers and thinkers have studied magic, alchemy, and other arcane arts. In Iron Age Europe it was the Druids (500 BCE to 500 CE) who kept the historical records and genealogies in their heads, taught the children of the nobility, practiced law and medicine, perfected the arts of magic, studied philosophy, performed religious rites, observed the motions of the stars and planets, were sacred singers and poets, and were the indispensable political and legal advisors to rulers.

The Greek magician and philosopher Pythagoras (570–495 BCE) and the poet, magician, and scientist Empedocles (490–430 BCE) were other examples of ancient magi (magi is Persian for “sorcerers”). Later Neoplatonist Italian Renaissance thinkers such as Marsilio Ficino (1433–1499) and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463–1494) took on the mantles of magician and sage. In England John Dee (1527–1608), an advisor to Queen Elizabeth I and a mathematician, astronomer, astrologer, occult philosopher, alchemist, and Hermeticist, was an example of the learned wise man, and in France Éliphas Lévi (1810–1875) was an occult author and ceremonial magician.

But these kinds of educated mages were exceedingly rare. It was generally powerless, uneducated persons from the lower classes who were targeted in the witch persecutions and for a variety of reasons generally unrelated to witchcraft. Witch hunting, witch burnings, and executions continue in Tanzania and other areas of Africa to this day.

Because these people were mostly ordinary citizens wrongly accused of witchcraft, I use the lowercased witch to refer to them throughout this book and the uppercased Witch when speaking of the modern self-identified Witches of today.


WHO WAS TARGETED AND WHY

The typical victim of the witch persecutions was the wife or widow of a laborer or farmer, likely a woman with an assertive or quarrelsome nature. In fact, 75 to 85 percent of those executed were female because women were seen by the curia as more susceptible to lust than men and thus more likely to be swayed by temptations of the Devil. Women were also thought to be less intelligent than men, making them more likely to sin.

For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And it was not Adam who was deceived, but the woman who was deceived and fell into transgression.

TIM. 2:13–14*6

The biblical myth of Adam and Eve taught that all women were inherently evil and the cause of the fall of mankind:

When the woman saw that the tree [of the knowledge of good and evil] was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable to make one wise, she took from its fruit and ate; and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate.

GEN. 3:6

Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?” The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”

So the Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this, cursed are you above all livestock and all wild animals! You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life.

And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.”

To the woman he said, “I will make your pains in childbearing very severe; with painful labor you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate fruit from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat from it,’ Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat food from it all the days of your life.

It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.

By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.”

GEN. 3:13–19

Midwives and herbalists were targeted because they knew how to heal with herbs, which threatened the credibility of priests and their prayers. They also knew how to produce birth control and abortions at a time when Europe was recovering from the ravages of the Black Death, and nobles needed more workers to maintain their estates and kingdoms. Women with power over their own reproduction and bodies were less amenable to control by their husbands and the male priesthood.
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Hanging of Ann Hibbins for witchcraft on Boston Common in 1656; sketch by F. T. Merril, 1886. Ann was the inspiration for Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter.

Lonely women such as widows who kept cats as pets were targeted, especially in England. There, ownership of a cat was taken as proof of witchcraft because the cat was seen as the witch’s “familiar,” an animal-shaped demon that served the witch as servant, spy, and companion and aided her in bewitching her enemies and divining their secrets. Most of the cats in Tudor England were burned or killed so they would not spread evil. The killing of cats, of course, was an ignorant and cruel practice that aided the spread of rodent-borne diseases such as the plague.

In ancient times the aged had been treated with respect as the ones who carried the knowledge of how to survive. During the witch persecutions, the elderly, especially old crones with bad teeth, skin marks, and facial hair, were singled out as “evil” and marked for death, providing a convenient way for younger family members and neighbors to seize their property.

Men were seen as more valuable as workers so they were less likely to be accused. And while women with facial hair, especially if they were old, were automatically suspect, a man old enough to sport a beard was considered wise.

A hairy man’s a geary [wealthy] man, but a hairy wife’s a Witch.

OLD ENGLISH SAYING

Social causes for the witch persecutions included crop failures and famine. It was far more convenient to blame the old widow next door than to admit that an all-powerful God had allowed the crops to wither. Plague and other diseases were also blamed on witches and sorcerers. In areas where there was conflict between Roman Catholics and Protestants, torture, burnings, and executions for heresy were common (though more witches were killed in Catholic territories than in Protestant ones). The accused were often deprived of sleep for days, and many women were forced to sit on a red hot stool to keep them from having sex with the Devil. Thumb screws and leg irons heated over a fire were used on old women to extract confessions. Other punishments included whipping, fines, exile, banishment, burning at the stake, beheading, and hanging. Those who were able to endure torture and not confess were usually let go, but the use of torture often made the victim accuse themselves or others, leading to ever-wider panic.

The witch killings were a way to eliminate unpopular neighbors, antisocial loners, and aggressive people who simply did not get along well with others. The poor who were dependent on the community for support and those who cursed the better off were targeted, and the upper classes used the witch persecutions to control the lower classes, upon whose labor they depended. Church and state colluded to consolidate power using fear tactics, and hunting witches was a fine distraction from bad economic conditions.

Although most executed witches were female, in Germany, in 1629, about 60 percent were children. In Mora, Sweden, in the 1660s, fifteen boys were executed and forty children were whipped. In some areas men—primarily healers, elderly peasants, and sorcerers—were the targets. In Iceland 92 percent of those killed were men, as were 60 percent of those executed in Estonia and two-thirds of those executed in Moscow.




UNDERLYING REASONS FOR THE WITCH HYSTERIA

Much of the witch hysteria was engendered by the insecurity of the Christian establishment and its fear of those who might be in contact with the Devil. Christian authorities (and before them high temple Hebraic authorities) feared any threat to their own power and sovereignty. Evil “satanic” witches and Devil worshippers were said to participate in witches’ Sabbats, which were a direct affront to authorized church Sabbaths. In Europe there was an intense competition between Catholics and Protestants that led to deadly confrontations and the torture and burning of those in the opposite camp, setting the scene for massacres and persecutions of anyone perceived as holding different beliefs.

In homogenous Catholic countries like Spain and Italy there was less violence against witches. The Holy Roman Empire and countries such as France, where sectarian conflict was at its worst, had more virulent witch persecutions, and in the Pyrenees, Languedoc, the Alpine areas, the northeast, Lorraine, and Franche-Comté there were numerous witch purges.
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A witch and her familiars, from a 1579 publication that dealt with witch trials in Windsor

Germany was also one of the most violent witch-hunting nations, but southern Bavaria and the Lower Rhine saw fewer executions than other regions. This was probably because Germany was a crazy quilt of over three hundred territories at that time and, being highly decentralized, was judicially impossible to control. The Basque region of Spain (near the Pyrenees) saw more violence against witches than other parts of Iberia.

Ireland had few witch trials and saw very little preoccupation with Satanism. In England the major concern was malevolent sorcery rather than demonic contact and there was a greater obsession with witches’ familiars. Scottish trials led to far more executions, with numbers resembing those seen in France and Germany.

The difference between England and Scotland was likely that England had stronger laws and judicial centralization, which resulted in greater protection for persons. The English also had a jury system that exerted restraint on prosecutions, and there was less torture because only monarchs could authorize its use. Scotland’s legal system was more locally based and thus harder to control.




TIMELINE OF PERSECUTIONS IN EUROPE

Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.

EXOD. 22:18

A man also or woman that hath a familiar spirit, or that is a wizard, shall surely be put to death: they shall stone them with stones, their blood shall be upon them.

LEV. 20:27

The total number of witches who were executed during the European persecutions appears to have been between forty thousand and three hundred thousand. The killing of just one “witch” in a given area would have been enough to spread terror in ripples across the entire community. The following is a timeline of the most significant events in the history of trials and executions of Europe’s “witches” between 1400 BCE and 1945.

1400 BCE: Written by various authors and probably existing in the oral tradition before that, the Old Testament phrases shown above are the fountain from which the European and American witch persecutions sprang. The term “familiar spirit” also led to the torture and execution of cats and other animals.

The word witch in the Old Testament is an English translation and scholars disagree on the original meaning. The Hebrew word 
kashaph,   meaning “to whisper,” is one possible root word, as in “one who whispers a spell.” M’khashepah is another word meaning “evil sorceress” or “a woman who uses spoken spells to harm others.” A third translation posits chaspah or “poisoner.”

While it’s conceivable that there were terrifyingly powerful sorceresses and poisoners running rampant in the Hebrew tribes, there are other possibilities. Are these dire words describing actual practices or were they designed to warn devout Jews away from foreign gods, religions, and customs? Was it female and earth-centered goddesses that the male high temple priests were actually worried about, or were they simply using fear to mold polytheistic beliefs into a new monotheistic dogma?

The Hebrew high temple religion was different from the older earth-based folk religion. Canaanite religion, for example, was polytheistic, with gods and goddesses, the Elohim (plural), and ancestor worship. Near Eastern deities such as Baal, El, and the goddesses Asherah and Astarte were honored. Were the educated high priests of the temples trying to consolidate a new, male-centered, monotheistic religion’s outlook? Their writings seem to describe a time when the Goddess was perceived as a threat to the sovereignty of God or Yahweh. The later book of Jeremiah, written between 630 and 580 BCE, records Yahweh’s complaints:

The children gather wood, and the fathers kindle the fire, and the women knead their dough, to make cakes to the queen of heaven, and to pour out drink offerings unto other gods, that they may provoke me to anger.

JER. 7:18

“And,” said the women, “when we were burning sacrifices to the queen of heaven, and were pouring out libations to her, was it without our husbands that we made for her sacrificial cakes in her image and poured out libations to her?”

JER. 44:19

First century CE: The monotheist Hebrew high temple religion had morphed into the new male-dominated monotheist Christian religion, and most other gods and goddesses were firmly banished (I say “most” because the Virgin Mary, Holy Spirit, and legions of male and female saints took over the roles once assigned to other divine personages and in some ways Christianity is actually polytheist, though it will never admit this of itself).

Fourth century CE: Saint Augustine of Hippo expressed his opinion that 
only the monotheist God was able to control the powers of nature, so it was impossible for a witch to have power. Since witches were deemed powerless, the church had no reason to persecute them at that time.

1000 CE: There was widespread panic and belief that the world was about to end. Those of us who remember the Y2K bug hysteria at the turn of the second millennium will recall the fear that computers would stop working, markets would crash, economies would burn, and nation states would collapse. Millions of people began hoarding food, building survival shelters, arming themselves, and preparing for societal collapse.

At the turn of the first millennium, the fear that the Devil would soon make an appearance was running rampant. At this time Satan began to take on his characteristic goat-like features as belief in demons amped up. People began reporting (or fantasizing about) having sex with male “incubi” and female “succubae.” By the year 1200 the Devil was appearing in Christian art and clergy specialists in the field of demonology were sprouting up.

1208: Next began another episode where religious authorities sought to consolidate power. The church under Pope Innocent III started persecuting Gnostic Cathars as heretics for believing that God and Satan were in competition with each other. The Cathars were a protofeminist (they allowed women sacerdotal roles), duotheist Gnostic movement that believed the Devil created matter and the Old Testament “good God” created spirit. Catharism threatened the strictly monotheistic church dogma, and to frighten people away from it, the church spread the idea that Cathars were actually Satan worshippers. The public began to see satanic Cathars as a threat in their midst, and the massacre of Cathars commenced.

1273: Thomas Aquinas held that the world was full of evil demons and that those demons were determined to lead men into temptation with women in order to spread their seed. This was the first time sex and witchcraft were associated.

1300s: Witches were being depicted as malevolent Devil worshippers who had made a pact with Satan that gave them vast supernatural powers. At their death they would as a consequence go straight to Hell. Theologians were preoccupied with the idea that witches were in league with the Devil, the powerful adversary of the church, while peasants and common folk were more concerned about potential harm to their flocks and fields.

The Knights Templar, a powerful military and financial order to whom King Philip IV of France was in debt, were tortured and burned in France. Both Cathars and Knights Templar were accused of sodomy, Satanism, and sorcery. Other minorities such as Jews, Waldensians,*7 lepers, and homosexuals were persecuted, accused of conspiring to weaken or destroy Christianity.

1326: While early Christians had held the belief that it was a heresy to believe that witches had any real powers, Pope John XXII officially launched the Inquisition that authorized the prosecution of witchcraft as a type of heresy.

1348–1350: The Black Death happened, and Christians were led to believe that it was caused by a conspiracy of their enemies. Incest, orgies, and the spreading of disease, cannibalizing of children, and worshipping of Satan were crimes attributed to witches, heretics, and Jews. Anti-Semitism was conflated with demonic witchcraft practices.

1376: Nicholas Eymeric, an inquisitor in Aragon and Avignon, published his Directorium Inquisitorum, which was a manual for inquisitors that described how to conduct investigations, proper trial procedures, and definitions of different kinds of heresies.

1428: The Valais witch trials of the Western Alps region saw their first prosecution of demonic witches.

1431–1437: These years saw the convening of the Council of Basel, an antiwitch church council that standardized the satanic witch stereotype. Those attending would go on to spread their ideas throughout Europe. The later invention of the printing press in 1440 speeded the transmission of their antiwitch ideas.

1437: An anonymous treatise called Erorres Gazariorum (Error of the Cathars) appeared. It described the witches’ Sabbats, which included eating murdered children, kissing the Devil’s behind, desecrating the host, and sex orgies, along with details of a pact between a witch and the Devil and elaborate recipes for magical potions. In this work witches were described as being predominately male.

1458: The inquisitor Nicholas Jacquier, who had attended the Council of Basel, wrote Flagellum haereticorum fascinariorum (A Scourge for Heretical Witches), which described witchcraft as an “abominable sect and heresy of wizards” and declared that the persecution of witches was justifiable.

Mid-1400s: The Cathars who had fled the Inquisition and moved to Germany were being tortured. They confessed to flying to meetings with Satan, kissing Satan’s rear end, casting spells, raising storms, and having sex with animals. The stereotypical “witch” persona was created at this time.

1475: Johannes Nider published Formicarius,   where for the first time witches were said to be primarily uneducated and female. His reasoning was that females were inferior physically, mentally, and morally and therefore more susceptible to the Devil. Previously witches were considered to be educated male mages.

1484: Pope Innocent VIII accused German “Satanists” of consorting with demons, ruining crops, 
and aborting babies. He issued a papal bull, Summis desiderantes 
affectibus,   which affirmed the existence of witches and approved the Inquisition (it is also known as the witch bull of 1484). He charged the Inquisition to do everything necessary to eradicate witches, whom he blamed for causing abortions, making men impotent, and making women barren. He also commissioned friars Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger to pen a detailed report called Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of Witches), which became the new orthodoxy. Witches were to be hunted down and killed; female witches were accused of collecting penises and keeping them in boxes, of having sex with demons, and of killing babies. The Hammer of Witches 
gave instructions to strip suspects naked and to inspect them for “witch’s 
marks” such as moles and flea bites.
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The Obscene Kiss by Francesco Maria Guazzo is a 1608 depiction of witches kissing Satan’s rear end.

1489: Ulrich Molitor published De Lamiis et Pythonicis Mulieribus (Of Witches and Diviner Women). He advocated execution for heretics and witches but also argued that witches’ Sabbats were a satanic illusion with no basis in reality. He was considered a moderate at that time for stating that evidence obtained by torture was unreliable: “For the fear of punishments incites men to say what is contrary to the nature of the facts.”*8

Early to mid-1500s: Witch hysteria and mass executions took place in Catholic and Protestant areas of Switzerland, Italy, Germany, England, Ireland, and France. Torture and the testimony of children were used to entrap witches. Under torture witches would name others, which caused the witch panic to spread. About eighty thousand people were executed, and about 80 percent of those were women.
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Two Dominican monks burned at the stake
by order of the Inquisition in Geneva, Switzerland, 
in 1549 for allegedly signing pacts with the Devil

1531: In Germany a witch was charged with burning the town of Schiltach. A witch hunt spread out to northern Italy, Switzerland, and southern Germany.

1536: The Reformation of Denmark occurred, and Danish witch burnings increased.

1542: The English Witchcraft Act established official penalties for witchcraft. Also during this year the Italian Roman Inquisition restrained the secular courts from torture and executions. The official Roman Catholic manual for the hunting of witches urged caution, the goal being to urge witches to renounce their sins and be reconciled back into Catholic society.

1561–1670: The worst witch hunts in Europe peaked in central and southern Germany.
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A depiction from a popular print in Germany of witch trials in Derenburg, Germany, in 1555

1562: The Elizabethan Witchcraft Act was passed during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. It was “agaynst Conjuracions Inchauntmentes and Witchecraftes.”

1577: Protestants began to associate witchcraft with wild orgies, lewd naked dancing, cannibalism, and infanticide. Witchcraft was viewed as a heresy that violated the commandment “Thou shalt have no other God before me.”

1581–1593: These years saw the height of the witch persecutions in Trier, Germany.

1590–1591: The North Berwick witch trials were held in Scotland. King James VI of Scotland became engaged to Princess Anne of Denmark. On the way to the wedding Anne’s boat encountered a bad storm and she was forced to take refuge in Norway. James traveled there to meet her and they married, but on the way back to Scotland they encountered another terrible storm. Six Danish women confessed to having raised the storms, and James, now terrified of witches, began torturing and burning suspects.

James believed that Francis Stewart, the Fifth Earl of Both well, was a witch. Hearing this, Francis Stewart fled. The king then outlawed him as a traitor and created a royal commission to hunt down witches in Scotland.

1597: An advocate for the torture of witches, King James published Daemonologie, a dissertation on necromancy, demonology, black magic, divination, and the reasons witches should be persecuted under canonical law. This book was a major inspiration for Shakespeare’s Macbeth.
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Suspected witches kneeling before King James, from Daemonologie,   1597

[image: image]

Witch burning in Amsterdam in 1571 by Jan Luyken

1600–1692: Witch persecutions and trials occurred in Norway.

1603–1606: The witch trials peaked in Fulda, Germany.

1606: Shakespeare wrote Macbeth, a play that featured witches in prominent roles. In act 4, scene 1, witches are depicted as strange old hags gathered around a cauldron chanting a rhymed spell: “Double, double, toil and trouble / Fire burn and cauldron bubble.”

1609–1611: The witch trials peaked in the Basque region.

1612: The English Pendle witch trials took place when three generations of a single family were driven through the streets of Lancaster to be hung, by order of King James.

1613: The last witch execution in Holland took place.

1626–1631: The witch hysteria and trials were at their peak in Wurzburg and Bamberg, Germany.

1635: The Roman Inquisition admitted that it had found “scarcely one trial conducted legally.”

1640s: Intense witch hunting continued in France and England, after which things began to gradually calm down.

1647: Englishman Mathew Hopkins, a failed lawyer who styled himself the “witch-finder general,” wrote the book The Discovery of Witches. He and his accomplices killed nearly three hundred suspected witches using forced confessions, examinations for witch’s marks such as warts, moles, and insect bites, and swimming tests where the accused witch would have her thumbs bound to her opposite big toes and be thrown in a river. If she sank or drowned she was pronounced innocent; if she floated it was proof of guilt.

He also pricked the skin of his victims with a “jabbering needle” to see if they were insensitive to pain. It was a retractable needle that guaranteed that the witch felt nothing, leading inevitably to her or his death. His book was brought to America and fueled the witch persecutions in the colonies.

1648: Holland declared an end to all punishments for witchcraft.

1650: Councilors of Rothenberg, Germany, begin treating witchcraft cases with caution.

1674: The witch trials in Scandinavia peaked. In the trials in Torsaker, Sweden, seventy-one witches were executed in just one day.

1675–1690: One hundred and thirty-nine people were executed for witchcraft in Salzburg, Austria.

1682: Some of the last gasps of the English witch panic occurred when Temperance Lloyd, a senile, elderly woman, and Susannah Edwards were executed for witchcraft in Exeter. The overall numbers of those killed were lower in England than in other countries, and only four witches were killed in Ireland, due to stronger laws and better legal protections. By now the Enlightenment had begun to set in with its emphasis on logic, reason, and humanitarianism. The idea that witches did no real harm and that seeking confessions through torture was cruel and inhumane had begun to spread.
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Matthew Hopkins, “the witch finder, General,” author of The Discovery of Witches

1693: The last witch execution in Denmark occurred.

1712: Jane Wenham was tried in Walkern, Hertfordshire, England. She had won a defamation case after a farmer accused her of witchcraft and was awarded a shilling, but the same farmer then accused her of bewitching a servant, making his daughter ill, and killing his livestock. She was examined for witch’s marks and when asked to recite the Lord’s Prayer apparently stumbled, which was taken as evidence against her. She was convicted but was eventually secreted away by William Cowper, the First Earl of Cowper, and lived out her days in a cottage on his estate.

1715: Kate Nevin was hunted for three weeks in Scotland and then burned at Monzie, Perthshire.

1716: Mary Hickes and her nine-year-old daughter Elizabeth were condemned to death and hanged in Huntingdon, England, on July 28, accused of taking off their stockings in order to raise a rainstorm.

1727: Elderly and senile Janet Horne was executed in Dornoch, Scotland, and was the last person executed for witchcraft in Scotland.

1735: The English Witchcraft Act changed prosecutions from witchcraft to fraud once the fear of Satan began to diminish. Now fortune-tellers and mediums became the new targets of harassment.

1750: Maria Theresa of Austria outlawed witch burning and torture.

1756: Fifteen-year-old Veronika Zeritschin was beheaded and burned in Landshut, Germany. She was the last witch executed in that country.

1775: The last witch execution took place in France, and the last witchcraft conviction in Germany took place.

1782: The last witch execution in Switzerland occurred.

1793: The last Polish witch execution took place.

1811: The last witch execution in Prussia took place.

1863: An accused male witch was drowned in a pond Hedingham, Essex, England.

1895: Bridget Cleary of Ireland was beaten and then burned to death by her husband because he suspected that the fairies had taken the real Bridget and left a witch in her place.

1945: An elderly farm hand was executed in Meon Hill, Warwickshire, England, accused of being a wizard.

1951: The English Witchcraft Act was finally repealed. It had been in force until the 1940s and in the twentieth century was mainly used to persecute Spiritualists and gypsies.

1997: Two Russian farmers killed a woman and injured her family members because they thought she had used folk magic against them.




WITCH PANIC COMES TO THE NEW WORLD

The witch trials in the English colonies were in many ways a continuation of the persecutions engendered by King James’s terror of witches. The first witch accusation in Massachusetts happened in May 1649 in Springfield, when Mary Lewis Parsons accused Widow Marshfield of being a witch. Mary Parsons was found guilty of slander for the accusation, and her husband Hugh was forced to pay a fine in Indian corn. In 1651 Mary herself was accused of being a witch, and then she in turn accused her own spouse of witchcraft.

Thirty-five neighbors also turned out to accuse Hugh Parsons, who was not well liked due to his bad business dealings and foul temper. The accusations against Hugh included exploding sausages, missing knives and trowels, and making men fall from their horses. Mary had already endured the deaths of two of her children, which had left her mentally unhinged. During the trial a third child died, and Mary went insane, saying she was guilty of its death.

Hugh was acquitted, and Mary was found innocent of witchcraft but was sentenced to hang anyway for the murder of her child. Sick and mentally ill, Mary seems to have died in prison before the execution could take place.

From there the witch hysteria began to spread through New England. Once a person was accused, accomplices were sought out. Herbalists, healers, and midwives were often suspects, and property disputes and other arguments between neighbors led to more accusations. Ergot fungus poisoning from damp grain has been alluded to as a possible reason for the mass hallucinations about witches, but many other societal forces were also at work, as we shall see below.
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Colonial-era witch hysteria in the United States, from A History of 
the United States of America,   1828

In 1669 Susannah North Martin had to post a hundred-pound bond and appear in court for the charge of witchcraft in Salisbury, Massachusetts. Susannah and her husband, George Martin, seem to have had a fractious relationship with their neighbors, and according to reports Susannah was a forthright, opinionated woman who spoke against authority. William Sargent Jr. claimed that he saw Susannah give birth to and then strangle an illegitimate child in a stable. Sargent also said that Susannah was a witch and that one of Susannah’s sons, George Martin, was a bastard and the other, Richard Martin, was her “imp” (a witch’s familiar). While the court dropped the charges regarding the boys, it upheld the charge of witchcraft, although it was later dismissed by a higher court.

A second witchcraft accusation was brought against Susannah in 1692, the year that the well-known Salem, Massachusetts, witch mania began. George Martin had died in 1686, leaving Susannah in an impoverished state, and as witchcraft hysteria gripped the area neighbors came forward to bring charges against her. Susannah was arrested in Amesbury on May 2 and brought to Salem Village (now known as Danvers), where residents began to claim that Susannah had tried to recruit them as witches, and accusations including anything from changing a dog into a cask to doing “great hurt and damage” to the bodies of a number of young women of Salem Village continued to pile up. Susannah pleaded not guilty but was not allowed to have legal counsel. After her conviction she was held in the Salem jail for two and a half months, and on July 19, 1692, she and several other accused women were driven in a cart to Gallows Hill. After they were hung, the bodies of the women were placed in a shallow grave.
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Depiction of the Salem witch trials, from Giles Cory, 
Yeoman,   a play by Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, 1893
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Depiction of Tituba by John W. Ehninger, 1902

Tituba, who was either a Native South American or of mixed African and Caribbean descent, was captured as a child and taken into slavery, and in 1680 she was either bought by Samuel Parris or given to him to settle a debt. In 1688 Parris, his family, and his slaves moved to Salem.

Tituba’s troubles started in 1692 when three girls in the Parris household began to throw fits, falling down and shaking and babbling incoherently. Although doctors made efforts to deal with the mysterious malady, the final diagnosis was witchcraft. The girls identified Tituba and two other women as the cause of the witchcraft against them, and on February 29, 1692, the women were arrested.

Symptoms began to spread throughout the community. Now others claimed to feel the effects of witchcraft against them, or claimed to have witnessed it years before. At first Tituba pled not guilty, but she soon realized that was not what her inquisitors wanted to hear. Tituba became the first accused witch to “confess” in Salem, and she was also the first to name other witches in an effort to avoid further punishment. By continuing to admit her guilt she managed to evade a trial and saved her own life. In May 1692 a grand jury found her not guilty due to lack of evidence.
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A witch in chains, possibly a depiction of Rebecca Towne Nurse, by Freeland A. Carter, from The Witch of Salem,   1893

Although the witch hysteria in Salem, Massachusetts, is perhaps the most famous, witch persecutions also occurred in other areas of the New World. In 1706 Grace Sherwood of Virginia, a healer and midwife, was accused of shape-shifting herself into a cat, ruining her neighbor’s crops, killing livestock, and causing a woman to miscarry. She was tested by ducking, and unfortunately for her, she floated (if she had sunk and drowned she would have been deemed innocent). She spent eight years in jail before being released.

In the 1830s Joseph (or William) Stout of Fentress County, Tennessee, was the last person tried for witchcraft in the United States. The charge was for “damaging the health of a young woman,” but since she failed to appear at the trial, the case was dismissed.
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One of the sisters in the Towne Sisters Statue in the Salem Wax Museum; photo by Jennifer Marie Russo

Altogether more than 200 men and women were accused of witchcraft in the New World. Of those, 35 were executed and 5 died in jail. In Salem alone, between 144 and 185 were accused, and out of this group, 28 were convicted, 19 were hanged, 1 was pressed to death, and 4 died in prison.




PRACTICES AND TRADITIONS OF REAL WITCHES

The Christian man who in any of this like is afflicted, and he then will seek his health at unhallowed practices, or at accursed enchantments, or at any witchcraft, then will he be like to those heathen men, who offered to an idol for their bodies’ health, and so destroyed their souls.

ABBOT AELFRIC OF EYNSHAM, THE HOMILIES OF THE ANGLO-SAXON CHURCH

Likewise some witless women go to cross-roads, and draw their children through the earth, and thus commit themselves and their children to the Devil.

ABBOT AELFRIC OF EYNSHAM, FROM WALTER W. SKEAT’S AELFRIC’S 
LIVES OF SAINTS: BEING A SET OF SERMONS ON SAINT’S DAY FORMERLY OBSERVED BY THE 
ENGLISH CHURCH

What were the heinous folk practices that had clergy and legal experts so upset? We have now seen that most witches were uneducated laborers of the lower classes. Witchcraft, if it was practiced at all, was primarily a craft of the rural peasant.

The common people held on to their goddesses, such as Diana, Holda, Brigid, and Perchta, for centuries after they were supposedly “converted.” A Strega (Italian Witch) once told me that to this day some of the old women dressed in black go to Italian churches to light a candle in honor of Diana (not Mary), while wearing the horns for luck and protection.

At the time of the witch persecutions, it was English “white Witches,” “cunning men,” and “cunning women” and earlier Anglo-Saxon “Wiccan” (possibly from witega, meaning “prophet” or “seer”) who used their voices to chant magical charms, raised the spirits of the dead to consult with them, and operated as counselors, healers, midwives, veterinarians, and soothsayers in rural areas. The Scots had their “weird-women,” “weird-wives,” and “spaeing women.” The Norse spákona was a woman of prophecy. Irish “fairy doctors” could cure diseases, protect against sorcery (also known as “black Witchcraft”), divine the future, identify enemies, and locate lost or stolen property and treasure. German witches had their wunsciligerta, a hazelwood divining rod or “wishing thorn” to find water, ores, and hidden objects. That practice is still known as “water witching,” or dowsing, today.

All these practitioners could cast lots, read omens, predict the future, and cure ailments with herbs and spoken spells. Herbalists and healers were especially suspect. They sang over plants before they picked them, praising the plants and beseeching them to heal a sick person. They chanted prayers and spells over medicines and potions and asked a plant’s permission before cutting it, leaving offerings of milk, cider, or honey on the earth in exchange.

An Old English penitential document describes the punishment for using healing herbs as follows: “If a woman should work wizardry and enchantment and poisonous drugs and it should so come about, let her fast for twelve months on bread and on water.”*9

Below is a chant from the “Nine Herbs Charm” in the Old English Lacnunga manuscript that honors the herb mugwort, a wound-healing herb that was also good for women’s maladies. It would have been chanted or sung by healers as they gathered the herb or made a potion from it. These kinds of incantations were viewed as idolatry by the church because herbalists were honoring the divine spark within plants, a type of Creation Spirituality.

Remember, mugwort, what you revealed  

what you set out in mighty revelation  

una you are called, oldest of plants  

you have might against three and against thirty  

you have might against poison and against infection  

you have might against the evil that travels around the 
land.

STEPHEN POLLINGTON, LEECHCRAFT

Here is a hymn of praise for “waybread” or plantain, which was also a powerful agent to pull infection from wounds and insect bites:

And you, way bread, mother of plants  

open to the east, mighty within,  

carts ran over you, ladies rode over you,  

brides cried over you, bulls snorted over you,  

you withstood all then, and you were crushed / so may you withstand poison and infection  

and the evil that travels round the land. 

STEPHEN POLLINGTON, LEECHCRAFT

The Scottish Carmina Gadelica records a hymn to St. John’s wort:

Saint John’s wort, Saint John’s wort, 

My envy whosoever has thee, 

I will pluck thee with my right hand, 

I will preserve thee with my left hand, 

Whoso findeth thee in the cattle fold, 

Shall never be without kine.

ALEXANDER CARMICHAEL, CARMINA GADELICA:
HYMNS & INCANTATIONS

St. John’s wort, known as alla-bhi, alla-bhuide (the noble yellow plant), was considered a magically protective herb that could shield a person from second sight, Witchcraft, spells, and death. It was said to bring peace to the home and growth and fertility to the fields and herds. Women would wear it secretly, hidden in their clothing, and men hid it in their vests. The magic only worked if the plant was found accidentally.

Shamrocks—the four- or five-leafed variety being the most magically significant—were supposed to be found by accident too. The hymn that follows is one of my favorites because the image of Mary “under the bank” is so clearly an allusion to an Earth goddess:

Thou shamrock of foliage, 

Thou shamrock of power, 

Thou shamrock of foliage, 

Which Mary had under the bank . . .

ALEXANDER CARMICHAEL, CARMINA GADELICA

Pagan deities were still being called on for healing. Here is a Scottish charm for a sprain that is an invocation of Bride (Brigid):

Bride went out 

In the morning early, 

With a pair of horses; 

One broke his leg, 

With much ado, 

That was apart, 

She put bone to bone, 

She put flesh to flesh, 

She put sinew to sinew, 

She put vein to vein; 

As she healed that 

May I heal this.

ALEXANDER CARMICHAEL, CARMINA GADELICA

Compare this to the Pagan Old High German Merseburg incantation that was first written down in the tenth century by a Christian cleric:

Phol and Wodan rode into the woods, 

There Balder’s foal sprained its foot. 

It was charmed by Sinthgunt, her sister Sunna; 

It was charmed by Frija, her sister Volla;

It was charmed by Wodan, as he well knew how:

Bone-sprain, like blood-sprain, 

Like limb-sprain: 

Bone to bone; blood to blood; 

Limb to limb—like they were glued.

D. L. ASHLIMAN, MERSEBURG INCANTATIONS

Both this charm and the one before it start with a historical recounting of a culturally appropriate event involving the Old Gods, followed by a magically formulaic chant to cause healing.

The practice of singing over plants, sick persons, and remedies has very ancient Indo-European roots. Below is an excerpt from the Sanskrit hymn “Praise of Herbs” used by Vedic physicians and taken from the Rig Veda, possibly the oldest written book on the planet and composed roughly between 1500 and 1200 BCE:


	
	He who hath store of Herbs at hand like Kings amid a crowd of men, — 
	

	Physician is that sage’s name, fiend-slayer, and chaser of disease.


	
	Herbs rich in Soma, rich in steeds, in nourishments, in strengthening power, — 
	

	All these have I provided here, that this man may be whole again.


	
	The healing virtues of the Plants stream forth like cattle from the stall, — 
	

	Plants that shall win me store of wealth, and save thy vital breath, O man.


	
	Reliever is your mother’s name, and hence Restorers are ye called. 
	
Rivers are ye with wings that fly: keep far whatever brings disease.


	
	Over all fences have they passed, as steals a thief into the fold. 
	
The Plants have driven from the frame whatever malady was there.


	
	When, bringing back the vanished strength, I hold these
herbs within my hand, 

The spirit of disease departs ere he can seize upon the life.


	
	He through whose frame, O Plants, ye creep member by member, joint by joint, —
From him ye drive away disease like some strong arbiter of strife.


	
	Fly, Spirit of Disease, be gone, with the blue jay and kingfisher.
Fly with the wind’s impetuous speed, vanish together
with the storm.




“HYMN XCVII. PRAISE OF HERBS,” IN RIG VEDA, 
TRANSLATED BY RALPH T. H. GRIFFITH

There were other healing practices that church clerics frowned upon and for which they meted out punishment. For instance, a seven-year penance was required for “any woman who place[d] her daughter on a roof or in an oven for her recovery.”*10

What was this “blasphemous” practice all about? It had to do with fevers. Healers would place a feverish person on a roof to cool them and bring down a fever or place them in a warm oven to bring on a sweat so the body could cool itself. The Irish teach allais (sweat house) was used for this purpose, as were Native American “sweat lodges,” which are still used to this day.

Another magical practice involved the tying of knots and the charming of thread (eólas an t-snáithein in Gaelic). Three threads colored red, white, and black (or blue) were wound around the affected part while a charm was recited. Here is an example:

I put my trust in the remedy 

Which Dian Cécht left with his people, 

In order that whatever it goes upon may be healed.

TRADITIONAL SCOTTISH CHARM

When a woman went into labor, her hair was combed loose and all the knots in her shoes and clothing were untied. Windows and locks in the birthing area were unlocked and unbolted. To cure warts, a length of string was rubbed over them and then as many knots as there were warts were tied in the string. The string was buried in the ground so that as it dissolved, so would the warts.*11

Herbalists and healers used many other practices as well. They applied magical girdles and healing stones and draped healing cloths such as the Irish brat Bhride†12 over the sick. They hung special herbs, tree limbs, and charmed wreaths over doorways, tied herbs such as rowan (mountain ash) to the necks and tails of cattle to protect them from disease and the evil eye, tied ritually blessed strips of cloth on the sick to transfer illnesses from persons to trees, passed sick babies over a fire to ritually purify them, smudged houses with juniper, mugwort, and other sacred herbs, carried torches or lit coals around houses and the boundaries of land to purify the area, collected holy water from special streams and wells, and passed sick children through clefts in trees and holes in stones. All of these practices were described by church authorities as witchcraft and sorcery.

One can only imagine the lives that would have been saved if the village cunning women and herbalists had been allowed to use freely their knowledge of plants, clean water, and sweating. Herbalism is only now starting to recover from the centuries of suppression.

Pagan Folk Religion Was Suspect

At the time of the witch hunts the spiritual practices of Witches and other Pagans were seen as a direct threat to the hegemony of the Christian church. (It is worth remembering that most accused witches were actually Christians.) Witches and healers performed a shamanic role in rural communities: along with the healing of animals and people, they would be called upon to help make the land fertile.

One old Anglo-Saxon “field remedy” called “Æcerbot” involved rising before dawn and digging a chunk of turf from each of the four quarters of a farm. A bit of each tree and herb growing on the land was collected and then yeast, milk, honey, oil, and a sample of each plant found on the farm were mixed together and poured over the roots of the turf, and then the turf was put back in the ground.

Once the turf was replaced, the Witch or healer faced east toward the rising Sun, turned three times clockwise, and asked the Sun to fill the earth so the crops would grow. A plow was anointed with a paste of fennel, oil, and salt and plowing began with the following chant: “Erce, Erce, Erce, Eordan Modor. Hal wes thu Folde, fira moder.”*13 (Erce, Erce, Erce, Earth Mother. Hale be thou Earth, mother of humanity.) “Erce” may be from the Old High German word erchan (meaning “genuine” or “true”), or it may refer to the name of an Earth goddess.*

A good way to understand the old Pagan spiritual life is to look at the writings of the church fathers who condemned it. By using reverse logic, we can appreciate what the actual beliefs and practices were.

The 1601 “Annual Report of the Society of Jesus” records the following about Lithuanian Pagans:

Elsewhere they keep stones, not small ones, in their granaries, dug into the ground with the smooth surface uppermost, covered not with earth but with straw and they call them “Deyves” (gods). They religiously worship them as guardians of their corn and herds.†14

The 1618 “Annals of the Wendish Residence of the Society of Jesus” states:

They worship certain stones as sacred which they keep in their stores or granaries. . . . It is a terrible sin amongst them to profane such places or for them to be touched by anyone else except the person who has the right from the (power) above. They pour over such stones the blood of whatever animals they slaughter and they put there a small portion from any meal.*15

These stones were obviously a focus for spiritual devotion and respect, a type of domestic altar. It is worth remembering that in those days most people were farmers who slaughtered their own animals for food and that every farmstead had fresh blood as a result. There was nothing lurid about the practice, which was intended as a kind of thanks offering.

Sacred trees were another focus of Pagan worship. Anglo-Saxon St. Boniface (675 CE–754 CE) was engaged in converting German Pagans in 723 CE. Willibald, an Anglo-Saxon priest, wrote in his The Life of St. Boniface:

Some were sacrificing secretly to wood and springs, others again openly. Some were practicing haruspicy [examining the organs of sacrificed animals] and divination, portents and incantations in secret, others indeed blatantly. Some turned to augury and auspices and practiced various sacrificial rites; others again did none of this. Planning to deal with all this, St. Boniface attempted the chopping down of a particular oak tree of amazing size which was called the “Oak of Jupiter” in the former language of the pagans, at a place called Geismar [not far from Göttingen] with the servants of God standing beside him. When, finding strength through the constancy of his mind, he had cut down the tree, a large number of pagans appeared and amongst themselves they vigorously cursed the enemy of their gods.*16

And who can blame them?

The 1606 “Annual Report of the Society of Jesus” reports on tree worship in Lithuania:

Some have two particular trees: one is an oak, the other a lime. They call the oak masculine and at fixed times put two eggs beneath it. They call the lime feminine and offer it butter, milk, cheese and fat, for the well-being and protection of them and their children. If any are taken ill, straightaway they send the Popus [priest] to the trees to demand of the trees why they are allowing them to be unwell in view of their having made the due gift to them. If they do not get well immediately, they bring the trees twice the said goods and are so freed. . . . They offer in the woods several barrels of beer, more beer or less beer in proportion to the help they have had from the god. . . . They offer these gifts in this way to the trees. The old Popus, together with the other old men, mumbles a fixed formula and presents and offers gifts. Then, some people run up and lift the barrel of beer on high. The Popus, before they begin to drink, takes a sprinkler [i.e., a branch] from a lime tree and sprinkles the bystanders. Afterwards, fires are prepared in many places and they throw part of the offerings, the fat, onto the fire. They think the gods will never hear them without beer. And in this way, well drunk, they begin to hold dances around the trees and to sing.†17

St. Martin of Tours (316 or 336 CE–397 CE) was passionate about cutting down Pagans’ sacred trees. In Sulpicius Severus’s Life of St. Martin of Tours we read the following account:

When in a particular village he had demolished a very ancient temple and was moving on to fell the pine tree next to the shrine, this was the point at which the priest (antistes) of that place and the general mass of the pagans began to put up resistance. Though at the command of the Lord these same people had been quiet when the temple was being destroyed, they would not allow the tree to be chopped down. Martin painstakingly reminded them that there was nothing religious about a stump and that they should rather be following the God he himself served. This tree had to be chopped down because it was dedicated to a demon.*18

By “demon” he presumably means one of the Old Gods.

Pope Gregory wrote to Brunnhilda, queen of the Franks, in 597:

We equally encourage you to do this also, namely to restrain your other subjects under the control of discipline so that they do not sacrifice to idols, so that worshippers of trees should not exist, so that in the matter of the heads of animals they should not exhibit sacrilegious sacrifices, because it has reached our ears that many of the Christians also meet at churches and—an evil thing to report—do not refrain from instances of worship of demons.†19

Which brings us to sacred water. Martin Martin, who died on October 9, 1718, was the author of A Description of the Western Isles of Scotland. He visited the Western Isles at the close of the seventeenth century and described Pagan rites pertaining to sacred water. James Mackinlay paraphrases his findings:

A custom connected with ancient sea-worship had been popular among the inhabitants of Lewis till about thirty years before his visit, but had been suppressed by the Protestant clergy on account of its pagan character. This was an annual sacrifice at Hallowtide to a sea god called Shony. Martin gives the following account of the ceremony: “The inhabitants round the island came to the church of St. Mulvay, having each man his provision along with him; every family furnished a peck of malt, and this was brewed into ale; one of their number was picked out to wade into the sea up to the middle, and, carrying a cup of ale in his hand, standing still in that posture, cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Shony, I give you this cup of ale, hoping that you’ll be so kind as to send us plenty of sea-ware for enriching our ground the ensuing year,” and so threw the cup of ale into the sea. This was performed in the night-time.*20

Mackinlay also shares these Orkadian Witch charms of the seventeenth century:

The charm had to do with the churning of butter. Whoever wished to take advantage of it watched on the beach till nine waves rolled in. At the reflux of the last the charmer took three handfuls of water from the sea and carried them home in a pail. If this water was put into the churn there would be a plentiful supply of butter. Sea water was also used for curative purposes, the patient being dipped after sunset.†21

Another Scottish water rite is described thusly:

Healing virtue was attributed to water taken from what was called a dead and living ford, i.e., a ford where the dead were carried (in coffins) and the living walked across. The same belief was entertained with regard to the water of a south-running stream. The patient had to go to the spot and drink the water and wash himself in it.Sometimes his shirt was taken by another, and, after being dipped in the south-running stream, was brought back and put wet upon him.*22

And here is an account of a healing ritual at a lake:

In the parish of Penpont, Dumfriesshire, about a mile to the south of Drumlanrig, is a small sheet of water called the Dow, or Dhu Loch, i.e., Black Loch. Till towards the end of last century the spot was much frequented for its healing water. A personal visit was not essential. When a deputy was sent he had to bring a portion of the invalid’s clothing and throw it over his left shoulder into the loch. He then took up some water in a vessel which he carefully kept from touching the ground. After turning himself round Sun-ways he carried the water home. The charm would be broken if he looked back or spoke to anyone by the way.†23

Historian and bishop St. Gregory of Tours (538 CE–594 CE) described Pagan water worship in Gaul in Glory of the Confessors:

There was a mountain in the land of the Gabali . . . called Helanus, with a big lake. Here, at a certain time, a large gathering of rustics, as though they were making offerings to that lake, threw in pieces of cloth, and material for the making of men’s clothes. Some gave fleeces of wool, very many cheeses and wax, or bread, and all sorts of things, each one according to their resources, which I consider it would take too long to list. They came with wagons, bringing food and drink, slaughtering animals, and feasting for a period of three days. But on the fourth day, just before they had to go, there would be a storm with mighty thunder and lightning. And so huge a rainstorm would descend, with the force of stones that scarce any of them thought they would escape. So it happened every year and the foolish people were engulfed by terror. A long time afterwards, a priest from the city . . . who had taken up the bishopric went to the place and preached to the crowd that they should desist from this to avoid being consumed by the anger of heaven, but his preaching had no effect on such basic rusticity. Then inspired by the Divinity, the priest of God built a basilica in honor of St Hilary of Poitiers . . . at a distance from the shore of the lake, in which he placed his relics, saying to the people, “Do not, my sons, do not sin before the Lord . . . there is no religious power in a lake. . . .” Then the people, touched to the heart, were converted and, leaving the lake, they took all the things they had been accustomed to throw in the lake and brought them to the basilica.*24

However, the Christian attempt to eradicate Gaulish water worship was probably not as effective as St. Gregory thought. In 1897 Bertrand wrote the following:

As for the terror which the lake inspired in the peasants of the Gévaudan, one of my good friends who come from Lozére told me that it has not disappeared. Peasants do not pass along the shores of the lake without throwing coins into it; and it is not certain that people do not still go there individually on pilgrimage.†25

These passages illustrate the policy of the church to take over or convert sites such as holy wells, special trees, lakes, and hills that were sacred to Pagans. Of course, to this day we still make offerings to water by throwing coins into fountains for “luck.”

Sacred fire was another important aspect of Pagan worship. In Celtic areas the major festivals such as Imbolc (the festival of Brigid), Beltaine (May Day), Lughnasad (the festival of the first fruits of the harvest), and Samhain (Halloween) are still known as “fire festivals” because a large bonfire was central to the observances of those days. Candles and burning incense filled Pagan temples, and offerings were made to sacred fires so that the flames could send the offerings skyward to the realm of the gods.

In conclusion, let’s read an excerpt from De Correctione Rusticorum 
(On the Instruction of Peasants),   written by St. Martin of Braga (520 CE–580 CE):

Many demons, expelled from heaven, also preside either in the sea, or in rivers or springs or forests; men ignorant of God also worship them as gods and sacrifice to them. They call on Neptune in the sea, on Lamiae in the rivers, on Nymphs in the spring, on Diana in woods, who are all malignant demons and wicked spirits . . . the rustics . . . are so inconstant that they apply the very names of demons to each day and speak of the days of Mars, Mercury, Jove, Venus and Saturn. . . . And how can any of you, who has renounced the Devil and his angels and his evil works, now return again to the worship of the Devil? For to burn candles at stones and trees and springs, and where three roads meet, what is it but the worship of the Devil? To observe the days of Vulcan [August 23] and the first days of each month, to adorn tables and hang up laurels . . . to pour out fruit and wine over a log in the hearth, and to put bread in a spring, what is it but the worship of the Devil? For women to invoke Minerva in their weaving, to keep weddings for the day of Venus [Friday], to consider which day one should set out on a journey, what is it but the worship of the Devil? To mutter spells over herbs and invoke the names of demons in incantations, what is it but the worship of the Devil?*26

St. Martin’s castigation gives us a nice little overview of Pagan practices in southern Europe and shows the beliefs and actions that were used to persecute witches for centuries to come.

Were Witches Evil?

All of this brings us to the thorny question of whether so-called Witches were actually “evil.” Despite all the negative publicity about Witches, we can be sure that any mayhem they caused was miniscule when compared to the pain, torture, and murder of the witch hunts and the Inquisition.

As I said above, educated mages and sages such as the Druids worked closely with the nobility and were trusted, publicly recognized tribal functionaries. Queen Elizabeth had her own court astrologer and magician, John Dee, who was a trusted advisor. But Witches were often uneducated (in the sense of schooling) commoners and often loners. They worked in secret, which made them an unknown agent as far as the aristocracy was concerned. No one could be exactly sure what they might do or whose side they were really on, so the church and state felt threatened and conspired to wipe them out.

The moral and ethical perception of magic is very much in the eye of the beholder. We have ancient reports of battle magic performed on behalf of the tribe by Druids and Witches. In an account of the Irish Cath Maige Tuired (The Battle of Moytura) we read the following:

And Figol, son of Marnos, the Druid, was asked then what he would do, and he said: “It is what I will do, I will cause three showers of fire to pour on the faces of the army of the Fomor, and I will take from them two-thirds of their bravery and their strength, and I will put sickness on their bodies, and on the bodies of their horses. But as to the men of Ireland,” he said, “every breath they breathe will be an increase of strength and of bravery to them; and if they are seven years in the battle they will never be any way tired.”

Then Lugh asked his two witches, Bechulle and Dianan: “What power can you bring to the battle?” “It is easy to say that,” they said. “We will put enchantment on the trees and the stones and the sods of the earth, till they become an armed host against the Fomor, and put terror on them and put them to the rout.”

Then Lugh asked Carpre, the poet, son of Etain, what could he do. “It is not hard to say that,” said Carpre. “I will make a satire on them at sunrise, and the wind from the north, and I on a hilltop and my back to a thorn tree, and a stone and a thorn in my hand. And with that satire,” he said, “I will put shame on them and enchantment, the way they will not be able to stand against fighting men.”*27

“Evil” is, of course, in the eye of the beholder. For the tribe on whose behalf the Druids, poets, and Witches were working, such magic would have been seen as “good.” For the opposing side it would have been seen as “evil.” In modern times clergy are still expected to bless the troops and armaments to ensure victory as they head off to battle.

As another example of the relativity of “magic” (causing things to happen in ways that other people can’t understand), we can look at the work of herbal healers. Herbalists who were Witches knew how to prevent conception and cause abortion. Some people find that idea repugnant. But women are not stupid and there are times when an abortion is truly necessary. If a woman has too many children to feed, if her life would be threatened by bearing another child, if she has been raped, if the fetus is nonviable due to death or deformity, it might make sense for her to get rid of an undesirable zygote. In times of famine, war, and migration, it is not always a good idea to be pregnant. Church authorities, who in the last few thousand years have overwhelmingly been men, have decided that a potential zygote is more valuable than a fully grown woman and that a “good” woman will bear a child no matter the cost to her own life or to the other dependent children she may already have.

The pre-Christian indigenous European Celtic religion teaches that life is eternal. That being so, the temporary interruption caused by death should not be seen as a lasting tragedy. Those who die in this world are bound to return after a brief respite. As the ancient Druids taught:

According to your [the Druids’] authority, the shadows do not strive for the silent abodes of the underworld and for the pale realm of the deep sovereign of the dead: The same spirit directs the limbs in a different region (orbe alio). If you sing an approved truth, death is the center of a long life.

MARCUS ANNAEUS LUCANUS (FROM BELLUM CIVILE)

Witches were accused of raising storms that sank ships. Could they really do that, or was it simply a way to excuse commercial losses, poor seamanship, or just plain bad weather when ships sank? Witches and the evil eye were also blamed for crop failures, animal diseases, and rancid milk. It was said that a Witch could “steal a neighbor’s luck” by taking dew from the neighbor’s land and applying it to their own milking vessels, and that this would cause the cows next door to give less milk and the Witch’s milk yield to increase.*28 Was that just a convenient excuse for poor husbandry?

I mentioned the use of healing threads above. Cursing threads were also employed by Witches. Threads of three colors (most often black, red, and white) were braided after three knots were tied into each thread and a curse muttered into each knot. A Witch could reportedly cause barrenness in a woman by hiding a ball of cursed black thread behind her loom.†29

Other forms of curses included blackening stones in a fire and singing spells over them to cause harm or making a circle of the stones and chanting over them during the Waning Moon. A poppet of unfired clay could be made, given a name, 
pierced with thorns from a hawthorn tree, and placed in a river. As the clay figure melted, so would the victim wither away. And finally, the name of a person could be inscribed on a rock (or a lead tablet) and dropped into the water of a cursing well.*30

I leave it to the reader to decide if such curses and spells would have been effective.
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