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“In our postmodern world, appearances often upstage matters of 
real substance, and people freely adopt new personae as they please—witness the 
plethora of contemporary witches, many of whom share little in common with the 
sorts of rural figures that bore the name in earlier times. Nigel Pennick’s Operative Witchcraft is an unromanticized 
‘warts and all’ survey of the real history and lore of witchcraft in his native 
England and elsewhere. This treasure trove of seldom-seen material encompasses topics ranging from toadmen and horsemen to weird plants and darker folk traditions, including a fascinating chapter on the syncretic links between British witchcraft and West Indian Obeah religion. One could not ask for a more knowledgeable and sympathetic guide through these shadow-filled realms than Nigel Pennick.”

MICHAEL MOYNIHAN, COAUTHOR OF LORDS OF CHAOS AND COEDITOR OF THE 
JOURNAL TYR: MYTH—CULTURE—TRADITION

“Operative Witchcraft is a fascinating, wide-ranging, and detailed work that acknowledges and tackles the complex nature of British witchcraft. The book discusses the powers of the witch, how witches have been portrayed, and the persecution of them through legislation and unofficial violence borne of ancient fears. The comparison with West Indian Obeah highlights the repetition of old patterns of persecution in Britain’s former colonies. Nigel Pennick has long been a leading authority on this subject, and Operative Witchcraft is another excellent work, shining new light not only on the history of witchcraft but also on how it has been practiced over the centuries. This beautifully written and authoritative work, which is both accessible and academically rigorous, should grace the bookshelves of folklorists, historians, practitioners of witchcraft, and those with a general interest in this enduring aspect of our culture.”

VAL THOMAS, HERBALIST, PRACTITIONER OF WITCHCRAFT AND NATURAL 
MAGIC, AND AUTHOR OF A WITCH’S KITCHEN

“While most historians of witchcraft have focused on the early modern and Renaissance era (myself included), Pennick goes beyond the great conflagrations of Europe to show how magic and witchcraft survived into the twentieth century. Operative Witchcraft 
offers one interesting tidbit of forgotten magical history after the next—not a 
page went by that I didn’t stop and say, “Wow!” Well written, well researched, a 
fantastic addition to any witchcraft library.”

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

“Nigel Pennick stands with one leg in the eldritch world and one in the mundane, as all who know him can attest. After a lifetime of dedication to these ancient mysteries, both in theory and in practice, there is no one better qualified to lead the reader through the highways and byways of operative witchcraft.”

IAN READ, FORMER EDITOR OF CHAOS INTERNATIONAL AND RÛNA 
MAGAZINES, LEADER OF THE RUNE-GILD IN EUROPE, AND FOUNDING MUSICIAN IN THE 
BAND FIRE + ICE

“Yet another generous offering from Nigel Pennick! In Operative Witchcraft, Pennick’s extensive knowledge of British folk magic tradition builds a richly furnished mansion from the presumed molehill of its textual and material traces.”

DANICA BOYCE, PRODUCER OF FAIR FOLK PODCAST

“In this intriguing book, Nigel Pennick gives numerous examples 
of operative witchcraft—witchcraft as it was actually practiced and documented by earlier researchers. It also includes details of the techniques and practices he personally learned from traditional practitioners over a period of more than forty-five years.”

ANNA FRANKLIN, AUTHOR OF THE HEARTH WITCH’S COMPENDIUM AND 
THE SACRED CIRCLE TAROT
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Introduction

The Many Names of Witchcraft

This book is about witchcraft in 
the British Isles, a subject that has generated a large body of literature and 
opinion. The history of witchcraft has been approached from many angles: 
religious, sociological, political, speculative. Witchcraft has been described 
in terms of pagan survival, devil worship, spiritualism, shamanism, early 
feminism, peasant resistance against ruling-class oppression, folk medicine, veterinarianism, agriculture and horticulture, folk meteorology, fortunetelling, finding lost property, the exercise of unknown paranormal powers, fraudulence, confidence trickery, and extortion. Perhaps individual 
people deemed witches in the past did fall into one or another of these 
categories, but as a broad and complex historical subject, witchcraft cannot be labeled conveniently as just one or another of these.

This work on operative witchcraft deals with the early modern and modern periods in Great Britain, from the late sixteenth century to the early twenty-first century. Until 1735, witchcraft, as defined by the law, was a heavily punishable offense that carried the death penalty for certain charges. Of course the law never succeeds in totally extirpating those offenses that it creates; it often acts as a recommendation for those who feel a need to transgress. In the absence of internal documentation—that is, accounts written or told by the practitioners 
themselves—we are dependent on a history that derives from almost random 
anecdotal accounts. This is a history that emphasizes accounts that are usually 
secondhand. Here, there is a hierarchy of credibility; the absurd allegations 
from witch trials, following the motifs that were expected at the time, tell us 
more about the beliefs of the witch hunters than about those of the people accused of witchcraft and labeled as witches. Accounts of witch trials are not necessarily sound or objective. It is probable that most of the words we have from the alleged practitioners were put into their mouths by their accusers.

These accounts infer motives, but they are not the direct record of the practitioners themselves, alleged or otherwise. Many historical accounts appear to be fabricated, perhaps written after the event with the objective of justifying the necessity of the witch trial and the punishment of those deemed guilty. Sensationalized accounts existed long before the advent of the tabloid press. Equally, we cannot take for granted the speculations of the twentieth-century witchcraft writers Margaret Murray and Gerald Gardner. In actuality, there are enormous gaps in the recorded historical evidence of what practitioners did. We are presented with disconnected fragments from which we must attempt to construct a plausible and relatively coherent picture.

Witches, imaginary or real, were viewed as being transgressors and deviants, people whose way of life lay outside the acceptable norms of society. From a more modern viewpoint, the witches can be seen as people who contested the generally accepted social constructs of reality. In an era when a particular worldview was considered by those ruling the land to be the single reality, pluralistic realism, the possibility that numerous, equally authentic truths can coexist, was not even considered. Religious belief was enforced with draconian rigor, and political debate was strictly controlled.

Witchcraft was classified as a crime. The history of operative witchcraft is 
that of the struggle between preventive actions and the continuance of covert practices. It is clear that, like any human culture, witchcraft has evolved and changed over the years. In earlier times, publication of the information read out at witch trials clearly provided recommendations for the activities of deviants, activities that in turn were guaranteed to attract disapproval and punishment. At the center of the witch trials stood the figure of the devil, supposedly controlling the actions of witches, recruiting new ones, and egging them on to commit destructive, antisocial actions. The claim that witches were part of an evil conspiracy bent on the destruction of society, a claim recognizable in the early twentieth-first century in its new guise as the “war on terror,” was no longer taken for granted as the function of witchcraft.

Before the middle of the eighteenth century, works about witchcraft gave accounts of what tortured prisoners had told their tormentors, having been prompted by the received opinions of what witches did to provide accounts that fitted in with expectations. After the middle of the eighteenth century, with the abolition of the legal belief in witchcraft and the judicial killing of those arrested, accounts of what people were actually doing, their artifacts, and performances began to be written down. Although still called witchcraft, the magic was now seen as operative and practical. The publication of articles and books describing recipes and remedies, as well as “what witches do,” clearly influenced the practice of witchcraft from the late eighteenth century. A feedback loop was created by these publications: those who considered themselves witches got ideas from them, and in turn were reported as performing these rites and remedies. After the repeal of the Witchcraft Act in 1951, witchcraft emerged as a religious practice, a new stage in its development that in many instances took it far from its operative roots. In this work I give numerous examples discovered by earlier researchers and published in folklore books and journals. I also include details of techniques and practices that I have learned from practitioners over a period of more than forty-five years.

Nigel Campbell Pennick Cambridge
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Operative Witchcraft

Definitions and Practices

Magicians strive not to be counted among the could have beens, The would have beens and the should have beens.

Magic is an integral part of culture. It has often been ignored by historians who, not believing in its efficacy or even recognizing that in the past many people did believe, have dismissed any belief in it as beneath mention. Alternatively, magic and the occult sciences, when they have been mentioned, have been portrayed as worthless superstition or irredeemably diabolical and evil, unspeakable rites to be shunned, lest they taint the reader. But to present magic as a dangerous subject that ought to be censored lest it seduce the reader into criminality is unhelpful, for it pushes students of magical history into a ghetto when students of human depravity and violence, such as war and crime, are welcome in the mainstream. Magic played a significant part in shaping people’s lives. Magic is an integral part of our cultural heritage, ancient skills, and wisdom and a perennial response to universal situations and problems.

The expression “ancient skills and wisdom,” which was coined in Cambridge in 1969 by John Nicholson, describes the knowledge, the abilities, and the spiritual understanding of how to do things according to true principles. The ability to practice these ancient skills and wisdom requires an understanding of one’s personal place in the continuity of one’s culture over thousands of years. It necessitates being present in one’s own tradition based on place and the accumulated knowledge and skills of countless ancestral generations as well as being open to new things and how they can be harmonized with the old. Ancient skills and wisdom are timeless because they are based on universal principles, and these basic essentials of existence and of human nature do not change. Western occult philosophy embodies these ancient skills and wisdom. It has an enormous corpus of interconnected traditions and currents that have been expanded, developed, and refined through time, as has the definition of what witchcraft is and who are the witches. Some of those called witches were people who knew particular techniques—ways of doing things and the tricks of the trade that were unsuspected and unknown by most people. These techniques are comparable to those of the art and activity that were transmitted through apprenticeship to members of craft and rural fraternities, but they were less obviously useful than the crafts of the shoemaker, the seamstress, the miller, or the ploughman.*1

Practitioners of vernacular magic were readily accessible in seventeenth-century England, despite the Witchcraft Act of 1604 (see chapter 5). In 1621, Robert Burton wrote in his The Anatomy of Melancholy, “Sorcerers are all too common; cunning men, wizards and white-witches, as they call them, in every village, which, if they be sought unto, will help almost all infirmities of body and mind” (Burton [1621] 1926, vol. II, i, I, sub. I, 1926 ed., v. 2, 7). Burton was, of course, totally disapproving because he believed that these practitioners were using forbidden powers, so it was not lawful to resort to them for cures, under the principle “evil is not to be done that good may come of it.” But people who had no recourse to any other medical or legal assistance were, of course, clients of white witches, cunning men, wizards, and quacks, whether or not they were officially legal.
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Fig. 1.1. Seventeenth-century image of a witch

In the second edition of his A Glossary of Words Used in the Wapentakes of Manley and Corringham, Lincolnshire (1877), Edward Peacock gives the entry: “White Witch: A woman who uses her incantations only for good ends. A woman who, by magic, helps others who are suffering from malignant witchcraft.” (Those who practice beneficial magic are, however, generally called wise women or wise men). A working definition of the various kinds or functions of witches was in use in the West Country of England in the nineteenth century. In her Nummits and Crummits (1900), Sarah Hewett published the distinction between three recognized categories of witchcraft: black, white, and gray. The black witch was malevolent, bringing every known evil on others; the white witch, in opposition, employed countermagic against black witchcraft. White witches, however, made money out of their craft: they charged their clients to take off the spells.

The third category was the gray witch, which Hewett considered worse than either the black or the white, for the gray witch has the power to put spells on people, to use the evil eye, to curse, and to bring bad luck. But also she has the power to heal and bring benefits. Writing about the same region in 1899, H. Colley March defined a wise man or wise woman as one who, without fee or reward, tells folk how to overcome witchcraft. This fee is the subtle distinction between the wise woman and the white witch inferred in Peacock’s definition. Perceptions, of course, have never been fixed. Writing about Devonshire charmers in 1970, Theo Brown noted that charmers of warts and so forth would never accept payment because to take money would deprive them of their power. Brown observed that this was a modern development, as the white witch of old was always a professional and charged considerable fees (Brown 1970, 41).

In addition to the overt practitioners of what is considered to be witchcraft proper, the name witch is given to certain men from the Confraternity of the Plough in their Plough Monday disguises. Thus, in Northamptonshire, “Witch-Men, n. Guisers who go about on Plough-Monday with their faces darkened.” In Northamptonshire, Plough Monday had the alternative name of Plough Witch Monday (Sternberg 1851, 123).

Witches and witchcraft are not necessarily synonymous. Some labeled the magic performed only by those labeled as witches to be witchcraft, while those not labeled as witches were seen to be practicing magic against the machinations of the witches. More confusingly, those performing countermagic against witchcraft were sometimes also considered witches, as in the case of white witch versus black witch, but others performing the same countermagic, both professionals and amateur individuals, clearly did not consider themselves to be practicing witchcraft at all. In 1705, in his Discourse on Witchcraft, John Bell warned his readers to “guard against devilish charms for men or beasts. There are many sorceries practiced in our day. What intend ye by opposing witchcraft to witchcraft, in such sort when ye suppose one to be bewitched, ye endeavour his belief by burnings, bottle, horse-shoes and such-like magical ceremonies” (Lawrence 1898, 113). The definition of witches as people belonging to a secret organization confused the issue of the forms of folk magic that permeated the whole of society, with specific practitioners having their own specialized forms of magical practice.

Recorded instances of British traditional practitioners from the seventeenth century onward who used at least some magical techniques in common with that of operative witchcraft describe them by various names, many of which are generic, while others focus on a particular characteristic or skill: black, white, or gray witch; wise woman; old wife; handywoman; charmer; cunning man; clever man; doctor; wise man; wizard; warlock; magus; magister; magician; professor; mountebank; lijah; conjuror; conjuring parson; planet reader; quack doctor/doctress; wild herb man; root digger; root doctor; herbsman; toadman/toadwoman; toad doctor; tuddy; horse doctor; cow doctor; seventh son of a seventh son; boggart seer; skeelie folk; and so on.

These categories are in addition to those of a more organized and speculative kind, from Christian mystics, astrologers, thaumaturges, Jewish mystics, kabbalists, and others whose expertise lay outside the bounds of orthodox religion and, later, science. Society has always been pluralistic in terms of belief, doctrine, and practice, even in times when authorized worldviews were imposed by force with the sanction of violence on violators.

Equally, society has always been full of forbidden and unrecorded activities, rule breaking, illicit practices, fiddles, rackets, scams, hokkibens, confidence tricks, bribery, and corruption. Practitioners of these activities always deny all knowledge when suspected; they are always uncooperative with those who ask questions. Those with specialist knowledge, which gives them a livelihood, power, or both, are always covert and secretive about their knowledge and know-how. It is worth keeping quiet and not letting on. This air of mystery simultaneously attracts customers and frightens people. Catherine Parsons, a folklorist from Cambridgeshire, noted in 1952, “Witches liked to be credited with the power of evil so that the credulous would pay for protection and people’s misfortunes would add to their reputation” (Parsons 1952, 45). But the opposite could happen too, with people getting the blame for misfortune when they never claimed to have powers. Henry Laver, writing in 1889 about Essex half a century earlier, remembers Mother Cowling, “an old harmless woman at Canewdon who was credited with the possession of fearful powers and was blamed for others’ ills” (Laver 1889, 29).

The charter among villagers was never to talk about witches and their activities, but the research work of the folklorist is to investigate. In 1925, an old woman in whom the Norfolk folklorist Mark Taylor was interested, put the toad on him (Taylor 1929, 126–27), and in 1952, Parsons noted, “I flouted the witches in 1915 by reading a paper on witchcraft before the Cambridge Antiquarian Society at some risk to my well-being for one should never talk about witches if one wants to keep free of their craft” (Parsons 1952, 45).
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Fig. 1.2. Toad mummified in wrapped bundle, Cambridgeshire
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Witchcraft, Fortune, and Misfortune

The protection racket operated by some witches has already been mentioned. Witchcraft and its related vernacular magic gave special opportunities to commit other crimes, especially the ability to steal without getting caught. In the fens of Cambridgeshire and Lincolnshire, “no door is ever closed to a toadman” is a saying (Pattinson 1953, 425). (For more on the power of the toad, see chapter 11.) A head horseman at King’s Lynn in 1911 was always said to be able to make locked doors fly open by throwing his cap at them (Randall 1966, 110–11). In 1953 it was said of a certain pig farmer in the Peterborough region who always had enough in the days of wartime shortages, “Pig feed rationing in the war meant nothing to him: he was a toadman” (Pattinson 1953, 425). In 1933 a magical formula for stealing extra corn to feed one’s horses was taken from a wagoner at Digby in Lincolnshire. It involved catching a frog, killing it, and cutting its heart out. The body of the frog was then buried, and the wagoner carried the heart. It gave him the ability to pass through the small holes cut in barn doors for cats to come and go. In this way he could steal extra corn (Rudkin 1933, 199). One of the powers of the toadman or toadwoman is to be able to travel “out of the sight of people,” which literalists interpret as becoming invisible. But this is not the invisibility of standing in front of someone who can see through you. It is the invisibility of not being noticed, not being seen. The Herefordshire clever man Billy o’ Dormee from Pembridge “could charm the taties out o’ the stacks and nobody’d know, till they went to get ’em out; they’d be gone, and no sign. 
. . . You canna keep nothin’ with folks like that about” (Leather 1912, 56).

Those who knew the secrets of animal control, and toadmen and toadwomen are the most celebrated examples of such people, could use their powers for good or ill. There are many instances of people controlling horses by means of secret techniques that were often classified as witchcraft (see especially “The Horse Witch” section in chapter 10). Those who put on shows with horses, such as circus performers, could make them do things that amazed the onlookers. Members of horsemen’s fraternities sometimes made their horses perform as demonstrations of their power to others. Other animals could be controlled similarly by those in the know. A woman near Ross in Herefordshire was said to be able to make pigs dance when she whistled (Leather 1912, 55). It is interesting that the Pig and Whistle is a traditional pub name. Miss Disbury of Willingham in Cambridgeshire, who was an old woman in 1900, was noted for her uncanny power over cattle (Porter 1969, 175).

Near-universal belief in witches and their powers was prevalent in country districts until well into the twentieth century. James John Hissey, writing about Lincolnshire in 1898, recalled a meeting with a clergyman he met on a journey there “who confided in me” and said, “To get on in Lincolnshire, before all things it is necessary to believe in game, and not to trouble too much about the Catholic faith.” He further assured Hissey as a positive fact that both devil worship and a belief in witchcraft existed in the county. He said, “I could tell you many strange things of my rural experiences.” And he did: how the devil is supposed to haunt the churchyards in the shape of a toad, how witchcraft is practiced, and so forth. “You may well look astonished,” he exclaimed, “at what I tell you, but these things are so; they have come under my notice, and I speak advisedly from personal knowledge” (Hissey 1898, 223).

Accounts with any detail show how women who practiced as witches were marginalized and socially excluded and numbered among the most impoverished people in their respective villages. An 1888 description of Old Judy, the “witch of Burwell” in Cambridgeshire, tells that she lived in the most northerly of the squatters’ cottages, which were “half a dozen primitive one-storeyed hovels built of wattle-and-daub with clunch chimneys thatched with sedge and litter” (Porter 1969, 161). The Horseheath witch, Daddy Witch, was described as “half-clothed in rags” and “lived in a hut by the sheep-pond at Garret’s Close” (Parsons 1915, 39). The theory of Reginald Scot in The Discoverie of Witchcraft that “the Divell exhorteth them to observe their fidelitie unto him promising them long life and prosperitie” could hardly have been more wrong (Scot [1584] 1886).

Although frightened of witches, people also showed curiosity. There are examples of the funerals of reputed witches being attended by large crowds of people. The funeral of Susan Cooper at Whittlesford in 1878 was accompanied by large crowds who expected strange phenomena to occur. After her interment, the children of the village school trampled on her grave “so that the imps couldn’t get out” (Porter 1969, 175). Similarly, the funeral of a witch known as Mrs. Smith in Cambridgeshire in 1880 drew “such crowds of people at her funeral, they pushed each other right into the grave, expecting she would burst her coffin” (Wherry and Jennings 1905, 189).

People would travel long distances to visit magical practitioners; for example, “a man living in the neighborhood of Chichester, whose children and grandchildren are much afflicted, has twice taken a journey of upward of a hundred miles, with different members of his family, to visit a cunning man in Dorsetshire, who professes to be in possession of the charms. The month of May is the only month when they will work, and the sufferers, to have any benefit therefrom, must have their eyes fixed on the new moon at the time when they are presented with a box of ointment made from herbs gathered when the moon was full” (Latham 1878, 45).

The shoemaker James Murrell of Hadleigh in Essex (1812–1860) was known widely as Cunning Murrell. His specialty was to treat sick animals with herbal remedies, to recover stolen horses or cattle, and to perform countermagic against those whom his clients believed had bewitched them (Howe 1956, 138). After his death, letters were found written to him by people from as far away as Suffolk and London, asking for advice (Howe 1956, 139). In Lincoln in the 1840s, around the same time that Murrell was practicing in Essex, a man known as the Wizard of Lincoln traded on his ability to find stolen goods and the thieves who had taken them (Gutch and Peacock 1908, 84). Also in the nineteenth century, a Herefordshire cunning man called Jenkins was known to have the ability to find lost property and to identify thieves (Leather 1912, 57–59). In 1891, the Reverend J. C. Atkinson noted, “The most lucrative part of the Wise Man’s ‘practice’ seems to have been connected with the recovery of stolen or otherwise lost goods” (Atkinson 1891, 120).

There are numerous recorded tales of misfortune following the slighting of a witch and various ways of dealing with it. Here are three accounts from nineteenth-century Oxfordshire. In 1902, Percy Manning recounted a story told to him by ninety-one-year-old Mrs. Cooper from Barton, near Headington. She remembered that when she was a child, a woman named Miriam Russell, known as Old Miriam, had the reputation of being a witch. One time, she went to the Powell family, her farming neighbors, to ask a favor but was rebuffed. She said she would remember them. A few days later, the cows and calves all suddenly ran about as though they were going mad, and several calves were found at last on top of a thatched barn. Old Miriam made it known that this was her work. The Powells then willingly gave her what she wanted, and then the cows were quiet and the calves came down off the barn.

Manning also writes of another “notable witch,” Dolly Henderson, at Salford near Chipping Norton, who was active in the 1860s. A woman called Ann Hulver believed that Henderson had bewitched her and went to a cunning man to have the spell removed. Henderson was eventually attacked with a thorn stick and died soon after. Another incident in the same village in 1875 involved a man who was convicted of manslaughter for using a pitchfork to stab an old woman. His defense, rejected by the court, was that she was a witch and he was attempting to break her spells (Manning 1902, 290).
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Power and the Powers of Witchcraft

Everyone who follows a religious or magical pathway can feel some kind of energy or power that comes through and into them but that clearly has its source outside them. Whatever their pathway, all believe that there is a power that can be accessed and used through the performance of a set of practical techniques. What this power is, and where it comes from, has several interpretations, some of them incompatible. There are theories that come from the Christian worldview that the witch’s power comes through God. The witch’s power may come through the power inherent in nature, which in Christian terms is an imperfect, fallen creature of God, but in some pagan interpretations the witch’s power is a direct manifestation of nature divine, numinous in its own right. Another source of power may be channeled through autonomous spirits that can be good, bad, or neutral to humans. These spirits must be contacted by rites and ceremonies that either supplicate or command them. This can involve making a pact or deal with the spirit, as in the Christian witch hunters’ interpretation of witchcraft, or compelling the spirits to perform the operator’s will, commanding them with words of power, often Jewish or Christian in origin, accompanied by the appropriate rites and ceremonies at the proper place and time. Another means of gaining and using power may involve the operator becoming temporarily possessed by a spirit, as in shamanism.

Christian dualists promoted the theory that all power comes from God, who created everything in existence and is exclusively good. By that theory, everything that goes wrong or is of bad intention cannot possibly come from God. Yet clearly “badness” exists and must come from somewhere. So, according to this theory, everything bad must come indirectly or directly from a source of evil, which the clerics personified as a rather human entity or intelligence, the devil. In 1972, Bishop Robert Mortimer’s church commission on exorcism defined evil and its origin as a distortion of right orderliness that proceeds from created, intelligent wills, either human or demonic. These may act independently or in some form of collaboration. The exorcists claimed that human beings may accept demonic temptations, while black magicians sometimes actively attempt (perhaps with success) to obtain the assistance of demons (Mortimer 1972, 17).
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Fig. 3.1. Witchcraft in the seventeenth-century imagination

Certain Christian sects asserted that only ordained clergymen could deal with spiritual matters and that anyone performing any kind of unauthorized spiritual procedure for good or ill therefore had a power that emanated from the devil. An extension of this is that because the church insisted on its members being baptized—that is, undergoing a magical ritual to bind them to the Christian god—those practicing magic must also have undergone a comparable ritual to bind them to the devil. In ancient and medieval times, initiation rituals were universal for the membership of craft and trade guilds and rural fraternities, so it was unthinkable that someone could gain knowledge and power without undergoing one. In former years the theory that witches and magicians sold their souls to the devil to gain knowledge and power was popularized by stories and plays about Doctor Faustus. Modern practitioners of pagan witchcraft subsequently removed all of the Christian elements and references to the devil that once were present from much of traditional witchcraft. On the other hand, those who believed in and actively worshipped the devil restyled themselves as Satanists. We are all active participants in the construction of meaning.

In his The Anatomy of Melancholy, Burton expressed all the fears of the age ascribed to the horrendous power of witches. In a section titled “Of Witches and Magicians, How They Cause Melancholy,” he wrote of the powers and activities ascribed to witches.

Many subdivisions there are, & many several species of Sorcerers, Witches, Enchanters, Charmers, &c. They have been tolerated heretofore some of them; and Magick hath been publickly professed in former times, in Salamanca, Cracovia, and other places, though after censured by several Universities, and now generally contradicted, though practiced by some still, maintained and excused . . . that which they can do, is as much almost as the Devil himself, who is still ready to satisfy their desires. . . .

They can cause tempests, storms, which is familiarly practised by Witches in Norway, Ireland, as I have proved. They can make friends enemies, and enemies friends, by philtres 
. . . enforce love, tell any man where his friends are, about what employed, though in the most remote places; and, if they will, bring their sweethearts to them by night, upon a goat’s back flying in the air . . . hurt and infect men and beasts, vines, corn, cattle, plants, make women abortive, not to conceive, barren, men and woman unapt and unable, married and unmarried, fifty several ways . . . make men victorious, fortunate, eloquent . . . they can make stick frees, such as shall endure a rapier’s point, musket shot, and never be wounded . . . they can walk in fiery furnaces, make men feel no pain on the rack or feel any other tortures; they can staunch blood, represent dead men’s shapes, alter and turn themselves and others into several forms at their pleasures. . . .
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Fig. 3.2. Death and the Devil Chain the World, a symbolic painting in a monastery at Fussen, Germany

I have seen those that have caused melancholy in the most grievous manner, dried up women’s paps, cured gout, palsy, this and apoplexy, falling sickness which no physick could help, solo tactu, by touch alone . . . one David Helde, a young man, who by eating cakes a Witch gave him . . . began to dote on a sudden, and was instantly mad. . . . The means by which they work, are usually charms, images, as that in Hector Boethius of King Duff; characters stamped on sundry metals, and at such and such constellations, knots, amulets, words, philtres &c. which generally make the parties affected melancholy. (Burton [1621] 1926, vol. I, ii, I, sub. III, 1926 ed., v. 1, 231–34)
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Fig. 3.3. Formula for exorcism found beneath a brass plate on a tombstone in Lancashire in the nineteenth century

It appears that some people known as witches did follow the Faustus stories and create rituals in which they believed that they had sold their souls to the devil. If we are to believe the testimony of a folklorist-clergyman, the Reverend R. H. Heanley, at least one wise woman, Mary Atkin, believed on her deathbed that the devil was coming to take her. This is the classic tale of the end of one who has sold her soul. Heanley wrote:

It fell to my lot in 1885 to attend old Mary on her deathbed. In fact, she sent for me from another parish “to lay the Devil,” whom she believed to have come for her. If nothing else had come, the hour of an evil conscience had undoubtedly arrived. She, at all events, firmly believed in her own powers, and, had it not been for the greater presence which she asserted was in the room, would, I fear, as little have regretted the use she had made of them. Her last words to me were: “Thou hast fixed him, Master Robert, for a bit, as firm as ivver I fixed anny; bud he’ll hev’ me sartain sewer when thou art gone.” [Standard English: You have fixed him, Master Robert, for a while, as firm as I ever fixed anyone, but he will have me for certain, sure when you have gone.] And she died that night shrieking out that he had got her. (1902, 13–17)

Catherine Parsons, in her accounts of witchcraft in and around the Cambridgeshire village of Horseheath, stated:

In Horseheath witchcraft is by no means a lost art. One is told that the chief difference between a witch and an ordinary woman is, that if the latter wishes her neighbour misfortune, her wish has no effect, but the same wish in the mind of a witch has effect, because the witch is believed to be in league with the Devil, she having made a contract to sell her soul to him in return for the power to do evil. (1915; 1952)

But there is a tricky liminal way out of this if one sells one’s soul to the devil, for “if a person sells his soul to the Devil, to be delivered at a certain specified time, the vendor, if wary, may avoid payment by putting in the contract ‘be it in the house or out of the house’ and then when the time arrives, sitting astride on a window sill or standing in a doorway” (Peacock 1877, I, 84).

The matter of who the devil was in these cases complicates our interpretations of witchcraft and magic, for at secret initiations into rural fraternities, such as the Millers’ Fraternity, the Horseman’s Grip and Word, and the Confraternity of the Plough, a man personating the devil officiated. In one recorded horseman’s initiation is the question “Who told you to come here?” and the answer was “the Devil” (Singer 1881; Rennie et al. 2009, 86). Perhaps the terrified candidate believed that he had seen the real devil, but it was one of the leading members of the fraternity who had terrified him. Similar confusions over the identity of “a black man” and “the devil” exist in American traditional rituals at crossroads (Hyatt 1974). Devil characters such as Beelzebub and Little Devil Doubt also appear in mummers’ plays (see chapter 12).

The Huntingdonshire folklorist C. F. Tebbutt observed that one form of witchcraft with no menace to others was used in the Horsemen’s Guild. Members of this guild or cult had the power to control horses and claimed that it came from the devil. This power gave them great advantages as farriers or horsebreakers (Tebbutt 1984, 86). When he was personated in a rural fraternity’s initiation ritual, the devil’s reported name describes a role, not an actual name of power. Of course, this character was invariably assumed by the clergymen who heard about it to be the ecclesiastical devil, and thus the guildsmen were always misinterpreted as being devil worshippers. It is likely that the question “Have you ever seen the devil?” is a rural fraternity watchword that asks for a particular answer (Randall 1966, 109–10). Every secret fraternity has ambiguous questions that must be answered with a proper form of words that assures the questioner that the other person is an initiate. A wrong answer shows that he is not a member.

[image: image]

Fig. 3.4. Symbols of horsemanry in pargetting work at Thaxted, Essex

It is clear that when an immaterial entity is being referred to rather than a guiser (a person in disguise), this figure is a conflation of perhaps a number of pagan deities with the ecclesiastical principle of evil. The epithet old (auld in Scots) prefixes many of the names given to this being: Old Nick, the Old ’Un, the Old Lad, Old Scratch, Old Ragusan, Old Sam, Old Horny, Old Bargus, Old Bogy, Old Providence, the Auld Chiel, and the Auld Gudeman. Old is clearly a reference to something ancient, most likely the belief in a god of the elder faith. Sometimes this being is the Halyman, the Black ’Un, or without the epithet “Old,” as Nick, Samuel, Bargus, Him, and Daddy. The possible origin of these names for pagan deities is further confused by the common practice of never saying “devil.” Fear of using this name is present in folk custom all over Great Britain. “Talk of the devil, and he will appear” is an old adage that warns us of the consequences of so doing. But different districts had different levels of prohibition. In Lincolnshire, it was not strong; indeed, there is a tune in a 1780 music manuscript by Thomas Dixon from Holton le Moor in that county called “As Sure as the Devil’s in Lincoln.” In the city of Lincoln is the tradition that at the cathedral, the devil has the wind waiting outside for him. The expression “as sure as the Devil’s in Lincoln” means a certainty, and certain clumps of trees in that county are called “the Devil’s Holts.”
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