The trial of Agnes Waterhouse
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A short play created as part of our research in the Essex Witches Community Heritage Project supported by The Heritage Lottery Fund. The following story is based on the true story of Agnes Waterhouse from Hatfield Peverel who was accused of witchcraft.

Cast:
Four actors (Any gender) 

1: The Assize courts were the foundation, along with the courts of quarter sessions, of the criminal court system in England and Wales up until 1971. Based in the main county towns in England and Wales, cases were only heard at the courts twice yearly, when judges from the higher courts in London visited and presided over cases.

2: Often known simply as ‘the assizes’, the courts originally dealt predominantly with property disputes, but their remit soon widened and became the home of the witchcraft trials. In Essex, these courts were held in Brentwood, Southend and Chelmsford.

3: I wanna’ tell them! This is my story, not yours. 

2: But pa' said that I could. 

4: It was the day of the Asizes at Chelmsford. Agnes Waterhouse was on trial. 

3: Who said you could start? 

4: You were taking too long! 

2: The Chelmsford Asizes was an open sided building with eight oak columns supporting upper galleries and a tiled roof. 

3: They were huge!

4: The galleries overlooked the piazza below. 

3: The magistrates and justices sat in the open court which measured only 26 feet by 24 feet with the officers of the law, clerks, defendants - 

2: Don't forget the witnesses 

4: And the Jury. 

3: It was a carnival atmosphere –

4: Ribs of beef and many a pie! Freshly made today.

2: Come and fetch your souvenir badge here. Made from the finest lead. 

1: Mackerel, herring, lampreys, cod, eels – only a couple of shillings each. 

3: Where did you come from?

4: You needed an extra voice for that one line! 

3:  Fleeces, sacks of wool and plenty at that!

2: Agnes was brought through the streets wearing shackles. She was wearing ragged clothes; dirty and tired. Her wrists were bruised and cut because the cuffs were too tight. She was trying to stop herself from crying out. She was terrified. 

3: She was being pushed through the streets. We were throwing rotten vegetables and calling her names. 

2: Witch! 
 
3: Evil!

4: Dirty churl! 

1: Naughty liar!

(Repeated 3 times) 

4: The judge said that she was accused of the murdering her neighbour William Fynee by witchcraft. She would be executed if found guilty.

1: When questioned, she also admitted harming pigs, cows and geese in her village. Eventually after some questioning, she said she had murdered her own husband because they lived “somewhat unquietly” together.

3: Agnes also confessed to owning a demon spirit in the form of a pet cat called Satan, given to her by her sister Elizabeth and this cat had killed her husband and done all the harm of which Agnes stood accused.

ALL: Witch! Witch! Witch! 

1: Elizabeth Fraunces and also Agnes’ daughter Joan were accused of witchcraft alongside her. Joan was just eighteen years old. She was accused of bewitching another teenager, the Waterhouse’s neighbour Agnes Browne.

3: That’s when Agnes Brown stepped forward. She said that she had sent a black dog to torment her. It brought her the key to the Browne family’s dairy and stole or damaged some of our butter. The dog tempted me to suicide by bringing her a knife. 

2: And then what did this cat say to her?

3: That it was “his sweet dame’s knife” Agnes screamed at the cat to tell her who the dame was – 

4: This was the best bit – 

3: He wagged his head and said, Mother Waterhouse.

ALL: Witch! Witch! Witch! 

1: She was executed on July 29th with the other felons convicted at the Assizes, hanged in front of the crowd gathered at the gallows in Chelmsford. The site of her death lies on the road leading towards Writtle.

3: And what happened to her daughter?

2: Joan was saved but only because her mother Agnes Waterhouse took the blame. 

4: That was what the Asizes were like. 
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