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Inside the Essex Witchcraft Trials 
A special performance evening 

PRE-SHOW TECH:

LIGHTING CUE 1: House lights up. 
SOUND CUE 1: MUSIC 1 “House music” plays. 

LIGHTING CUE 2: House lights fade out. 
SOUND CUE 2: MUSIC 2 Anon Offertory 'Felix namque plays.
LIGHTING CUE 3: Lights slowly rise on stage. 
SOUND CUE 3: MUSIC 2 Anon Offertory 'Felix namque fades out once cast are all sitting on stage ready to start. 

SCENE 1: “SETTING THE SCENE”

ALL: 1563. 

IAN: Much of the local villages depended upon working the land. Poverty and disease were ripe amongst the villages and towns. Sanitary conditions were poor.

ALL: 1563. 

CHARLIE: Money was scarce and barter systems were part of everyday life. Disagreements often erupted among neighbours, and law and order was upheld by local estate owners such as Brian Darcy, the clergymen and magistrates.

ALL: 1563. 

DANNI: Religion and faith were strong. Doctors were unaffordable by most. People often resorted to seeking medicine from local people of magic and spiritual healing experience.

ALL: 1563. 

PAULINE: Morale was often low particularly when disease outbreaks and poor harvests caused further hardship. Often wiping out families. People were often looking for something or someone to blame.

ALL: 1563. 

ED: During the reign of Elizabeth I, The Witchcraft Act (1563) was passed: “An Act Against Conjurations, Enchantments and Witchcrafts”. The Act stated that, in cases where witchcraft resulted in death, it is punishable by death. 

ALL: 1563. 

CK: Essex had an unusually large number of witch trials, with nearly 300 people, mainly women, tried at Chelmsford’s Assize Courts between 1560 and 1680.

ALL: 1563. 

GILL: We have been researching and using performance techniques to explore and bring to life some off the stories of those accused of witchcraft in Essex. We began our research, looking at the story of Ursley Kemp of St Osyth. This is her story – 

KITTY: 

“The palms of his hands have turned backwards!”

The distraught cry from Davy Thurlowe's mother echoed throughout the house as her baby son lay helpless. Grace and John Thurlowe were not well-off people, so they had to make do in these times by calling upon Ursley Kempe. She was a healer or what was known as a 'cunning body' known in the village of St Osyth. When Ursley arrived, she went to the boys bedside and softly uttered...

DANNI: “Ah, good child. How art thou loden.” 

KITTY: She then left the room and went outside before returning and repeating the same line. 

DANNI: “Ah, good child. How art thou loden”

KITTY: She did this three times. Maybe to acknowledge the heavy load of the illness on Davy's body and attempting to transfer it to herself.  This was a classic treatment for bewitchment where the spell can be cast away from the house. The treatment seemed to work as the boy slept easy throughout the night. The next day, Grace bumped into Ursley in the street and told her how much better the boy was. 

DANNI: “Aye, aye. Maybe it be God. Or maybe not. I warrant thee it, shall do well.” 

KITTY: Now, it is important to remember that Ursley too was not a very well-off lady either. Indeed, what happened next indicates that she was thinking ahead to other medical services she could perform for the Thurlowe family. Grace was about six months pregnant with her next child, and she was beginning to suffer from lameness as well. In those times, more rich families would take in keepers who would support the perspective mothers with their duties as well as caring for them, praying with them, being their midwives and then supporting the mothers after they have given birth. John, however, was not convinced and did not want Ursley hanging about. 

“We simply don’t have the funds.” Although he agreed that to employ one person to help Grace. Something stopped her in asking Ursley. Maybe something happened to put her off. Many people were wary of her ability to do magic as it was seen as a dangerous gift. Would you want someone like that hanging about? Ursley also had a child of her own out of wedlock which was considered sinful back in those days. There were also stories about Ursley’s temper. It had been reported that her sister-in-law had attacked her after an argument.  Obviously, Ursley was rather disappointed when she found out that Grace had employed someone else. 

DANNI: “I was good enough when you needed my help to heal your child when he was sick!” 

KITTY: Ursley was bitterly hurt by the betrayal, but Grace refused reason or to listen to her and threw her out of the house. But not before Grace threatening to complain to the magistrate saying that Ursley had caused her lameness and insulted Ursley calling her naughty. (Which was a harsh insult back then) 

Grace and John’s daughter, Joan was born in early summer 1581, and soon after her birth, Grace said that Ursley argued with her again. She felt that she should have been offered the role of looking after Joan whilst Grace was at work in Lord Darcy’s place. Tragedy struck a few months after her birth when Joan fell out of her cradle and injured herself badly. She died three days after the fall. How could such a tragic death have occurred? Was the baby the victim of an assault? Or was her fall an accident – a cradle overturning on an uneven floor. Grace never explained. When Grace told Ursley, she was far from sympathetic. This was a sting in the tail. Yet, she did not immediately approach the magistrate to accuse Ursley of killing Joan. Yes, that is where this story is going. It took Grace until the next February to make a formal accusation against Ursley.

Ursley then once again offered her services to Grace for just twelve pence. This time, Grace agreed. For five weeks, Grace was well again under Ursley’s care. Her lameness disappeared. It only confirmed what Grace had suspected all along. That Ursley was indeed, a witch. And then the time came for Ursley to be paid…

PAULINE: “I can’t pay you. I’m a poor and needy woman. I have no money.” Grace declared. 

KITTY: Surprisingly, Ursley took this well. The villagers in St Osyth all knew of poverty too well and had realistic expectations. Instead, she asked Grace for a reward instead – 

DANNI: “May I have some cheese instead?” Ursley asked. 

KITTY: But Grace refused. 

PAULINE: “I have none.” 

KITTY: Ursley became angry –

DANNI: “You’re playing tricks with me! I trusted you again and you’ve lied again. Mark my words, I will be even with you.” 

KITTY: Almost immediately, Grace’s lameness returned. This time it spread. This is when Grace complained to the local Magistrate. Brian Darcy was an active Justice and was a Magistrate himself looking for a mission. Something to make him known. He frequently visited St Osyth Priory, and he had a home of his own in the village. He was a man of business and had a clear head to seek out opportunity. He was also a man of the world and could easily talk the talk to persuade people to believe in his intentions. It appeared that Grace was not the only person to have considered complaining about Ursley. Another lady called Annis Letherdall also wasn’t happy. 

GILL: “She’s a heartless, naughty sort. The most evil being if I ever did see one! I should have known that she was not a good person the moment I clapped eyes on her. I had that feeling, you see. You know the sort. When you go cold inside and you know something is strange about them. It was after we’d had a quarrel that it happened. My daughter, Elizabeth became sick. It was witchcraft, I swear it. And it was that Ursley which cast the spell. I’d bet my life on it. Ursley had sent her son Thomas over to our house to ask if we could spare some scouring sand. I didn’t send her and sand. But I did send my Elizabeth out to give some sand to one of my other neighbours who needed some instead. It wasn’t my fault that Ursley saw her do it. I knew that it was witchcraft the moment Elizabeth said that Ursley had murmured something as she passed her. It was a spell, I swear. She fell ill almost instantly. Swelling around her belly and bottom. It continued all through the winter months. I had to take Elizabeth to Mother Radcliffe’s home for medicine. As we passed Ursley’s cottage Elizabth would cry out and point at Ursley’s window as if it was her who had bewitched her. Ursley is a naughty beast, she is. A naughty, naughty beast!” 

KITTY: Ursley was arrested and brought to that Magistrate Mister by the old constable. It frightened her to the bone. She was marched out of her home in front of her boy. All the neighbours were out watching Ursley being taken up the long lane to St Clares Hall. They questioned her over and over again for hours. The Magistrate was there and a secretary, a clerk assistant with a funny moustache. There were a few other men that just sat there staring at her and snarling and grunting. Ursley kept stumbling over what she needed to say, and he kept asking the same questions again and again. No one recorded the questions asked. Nor do we know what responses Ursley gave to the questions. No one would question the honour or a Magistrate or truth-status of the record.

Brian believed that he was allowed to use misdirection to outright falsehood so that the suspect is lulled into an illusion that they could trust him and tell him anything. This was a big turning point in the questioning of Ursley. He promised that if she was to speak plainly and confess the truth then it would work in her favour. That she wouldn’t get into trouble. Little did she know that he was lying. 

DANNI: “I have four spirits. Two of these are male and killed people. Two were female and could hurt people, especially cause lameness and kill cattle.” Ursley admitted. 

KITTY: Another strategy which Brian Darcy would come to frequently use was to use the accused children against them. In many cases, he did so even before he questioned the accused and then redated the evidence. In this case, he questioned Ursley’s son, Thomas Rabbet. Thomas was still a young boy. Only eight years old and was probably not completely aware of the implications of his answers. He told of his mother’s spirits and named them and described their shapes. He then used the evidence against her threatening to punish her son if she contradicted him and did not confess. 

Broken and tired, Ursley gave in and confessed to everything Brian Darcy wanted. But not before accusing other women in the village of witchcraft – 

Ursley was thrown into prison to await her trial.

SOUND CUE 4: MUSIC 3 Ano. Child Grove plays from 0.05 seconds to 29 sec before fading out. 

ED: People were often accused of witchcraft by their fellow neighbours. Sometimes out of frustration and wanting to find someone to blame for bad times. Other reasons could be feuds between neighbours, revenge attacks or power tactics in order to further their own social status. Once accused it was up to the local magistrate to investigate the complaints made. This leads us on to our second story. The story of Cisley and Henry. 

ALL: (Chanting) 
Ring-a-ring-o-roses
A pocket full of posies
Achoo! Achoo!
We all fall down!

The Queen has sent her daughter
To fetch a pail of water
Achoo! Achoo!
We all fall down!

The bird upon the steeple
Sits high above the people
Achoo! Achoo!
We all fall down!

The cows are in the meadow
Lying fast asleep
Achoo! Achoo!
We all jump up!

STORYTELLER: The year was 1570. Life was hard for those living in Clacton. The land was often waterlogged; transport was difficult and costly. Farmers working the land were particularly poorer than most especially their neighbours in St Osyth. An Epidemic swept through the Clacton’s caused by a single disease had brought further depression. By September that year, the death rate had increased by four times. The epidemic hit Clacton hard: women, husbands, children, labourers.  Families were losing multiple members. Some people believed that there was a connection between the wave of bad luck and the witchcraft accusations locally. Understandably, there was an increase in anxiety and fear. 

VILLAGER 1: Witches 

VILLAGER 2: Witchcraft 

VILLAGER 3: Evil spirits 

VILLAGER 4: The devil himself. 

(Repeat 4 x growing in speed and volume) 

STORYTELLER: It was of no surprise that the local people invited Brian Darcy to conduct an investigation. 

BRIAN DARCY: Intriguing. A very serious matter indeed. Immediately, I suspected witchcraft. 

MARGRET SIMPSON: And I accompanied him. I’m an expert at strip-searching those accused and examining their bodies for marks and moles which are common for witches. I conduct a thorough and detailed search including taking note of any suspicious smells and skin textures and abnormal body features and fluids. The evidence which I provide is a crucial part of the investigations and my summaries are always used in the evidence in witchcraft trials. 

STORYTELLER: There was an air of expectation as Brian and his partner trotted across the little Clacton green. Springtime was coming and you could hear the wrens and Robin's singing. Once they crossed the Pickers Ditch stream they were met by the witch accuser Richard Rose. 

RICHARD: I swear it on my dear mothers grave. I know it’s not mighty Christian of one to say such things against my own neighbours, but times are hard, and I cannot standby and not speak out, like. 

BRIAN: It's alright. You're among trusted friends now. Speak freely.

RICHARD: Six years ago, I’d was working the fields with my neighbour Henry. He was using one of my plough forcing the heavy blade around the field with my horses, like.  I thought nothing of it. We'd completed two or three circuits of the strip of land I owned. That's when it all started.

MARGARET: What started?

RICHARD: All of a sudden two of my horses fell down in a most strange way and just died there and then. 

MARGARET: Two of them at the same time?

RICHARD: One minute they were working fine. Next, they were lying their legs u in the air still as the night. Like the devil had sucked the life out of them that very instant.

BRIAN: And what did you do?

RICHARD: Well, I was shocked obviously.  But I did not say anything at first. But then I started to recall like. 

MARGARET: As you do - 

RICHARD: A little before we'd had a small disagreement over the price of the malt. I refused to sell to Cisley two bushels at the rate she wanted to pay for them
 
BRIAN: Cisley?

RICHARD: Henry's wife. But she went to my wife behind my back hoping to strike a better bargain. She asked her if she could buy a bushel and a half which she could only afford. She tried to haggle the price. But my wife Alice, well she refused to compromise.  

BRIAN: And so she lost her temper?

RICHARD: That she did, sir. She did. 

BRIAN: I knew it! 

RICHARD: So, she left without buying anything. Then one day their cattle trespassed onto our land and Alice had to drive them out. Cisley once again got angry with her and attacked my wife verbally again.

CISLEY: You leave our cattle alone.  You have no business touching them! 

ALICE: They were straying on my field

CISLEY: They were not! Take another stick to my cattle again and you'll regret it

MARGARET: A deadly threat if I have ever heard one! 

RICHARD: Not long afterwards some of our own cattle did die a strange and peculiar way. 

BRIAN: A pattern of witchery emerging indeed.  

RICHARD: Wait! There’s more, I say. About twelve months ago one of our barns caught fire. It was quite some way from our dwelling house. So, I didn’t see how it started, but it was full of corn. One hundred marks, we lost that night.

BRIAN: And did you blame your neighbours at the time of the trial?

RICHARD: I didn’t feel that I could, sir. You see I didn’t have any evidence. Apart from – well –

BRIAN: Yes?

MARAGRET: Yes?

RICHARD: I had heard their youngest son John speak of our corn of being rather favourably about the fire burning all of our corn. He said that we deserved it because our corn was always overpriced. 

BRIAN: And who was he speaking to?

RICHARD: That I don’t know. But it was wrong. We’re honest hardworking people! 

STORYTELLER: Interestingly, Richard did not mention one other vital piece of evidence. Why we do not know. As well as the supposed attacks on their farm, Richards maid Ales Baxter has been strangely taken ill. It took almost a month of this new piece of evidence to come to light. Before then, who did Brian Darcy insist on questioning? Yep, you guessed it: Henry and Cisley’s nine-year-old son, Henry Junior. Henry Junior was questioned alone without his parents where he spoke clearly about Richard’s maid becoming ill. (Although, still nothing was officially documented) Darcy rewarded the boy for being open and telling tales particularly about a recent nightmare experience. He said that one night, his brother John had woken up screaming. 

HENRY JUNIOR: Father, father come help me, there’s a black thing as big as my sister sitting on my leg! My brother did cry. Father said he almost screamed the house down. He was as white as a ghost too. Not that I’ve ever seen an actual ghost. But he was! John said it was a spirit. 

BRIAN: And what did your parents do?

HENRY JUNOR: They comforted him like they always do. But then mother and father fell out. They didn’t think that we knew. But I heard them arguing. Father was most unpleasant to mother. 

HENRY: You’re a whore! Why can’t you keep your impes from my children?! 

STORYTELLER: Cisley did not respond to the insult. Instead, she turned away and seemed to speak to the spirit herself. 

CISLEY: Come away, come away. 

BRIAN: So, your mother spoke to the spirit?

HENRY JUNIOR: I’m sure she did. She always told nasty things to go away to protect us. 

BRIAN: And did it go away?

HENRY JUNIOR: I’m not sure. Because the next night, John woke up screaming again. He had such awful nightmares. But this time, mother did not comfort him. She scolded him and told him off. 

STORYTELLER: Brian Darcy listened attentively and chose his moment perfectly to ask the key question. The boy was evidently upset, and he sounded angry with his mother. So, the magistrate led the nine-year-old witness by apparently assuming that his mother did keep some ‘imps’ and asked – 

BRIAN: Where have you seen your mother feed her imps and where in?

STORYTELLER: Young Henry Junior fell into the trap.

HENRY JUNIOR: She feeds them from a black dish. She gives them every other day. The live outside under the broom faggots. 

BRIAN: And what are their names?

HENRY JUNIOR: Thee black one has two names. Herculus and Jack. It was a boy, I’m sure. And the other one was called Mercurie. That one was white and a girl. Their eyes were like bee like and goose like. 

STORYTELLER: Now it was presumed that Cisley had indeed sent the spirit Herculus to harm Richards maid and make her ill as revenge for refusing to trade with them. These incriminating words were then published and used against Cisley and Henry despite Brian promising the young boy that his parents would not get into trouble for what he had said. Indeed, it was later revealed that Brian Darcy too had arranged for clerks to rearrange ‘evidence and dates.’ Something which was becoming a regular occurrence in Darcys investigations. To add further insult to injury, Brian also questioned their other son John, whom the spirit had apparently visited in the night. 

MARAGRET: The boy revealed to Mr Darcy that his father had called his mother a “stinking whore” and not just a “whore.” He said that his father had asked her why he can’t keep the imps away from children…not just one child. He too spoke of the imps being black and white. That they had been taken to Colchester in a basket to a person by the name of Wedon or Glascock. The man then gave his mother a penny. He said that his father had mocked him when he spoke of the nightmare he had. But most interestingly, and I really do like this minor point. He said that his father had also been used to feeding the imps. So, it wasn’t just his mother. 

BRIAN: I then sought further physical evidence asking others if the recognised the description of the feeding dish and I asked the young boy, John to show me his leg where the spirit had attacked him. 

MARAGRET: Ooo I examined that too! The marks were consistent of that of a witchcraft scare, and I noted that the nail on his little toe was imperfect. It was witchcraft indeed!

STORYTELLER: With the questioning complete, Brian Darcy summoned the boy’s parents Henry and Cisley. Henry was first – 

MARAGRET: He confirmed –

HENRY: I had ploughed the fields with Richard. 

BRIAN: And – 

HENRY: Yes, two of his horses had experienced a strange taking. (Quickly) But I do not know why it happened. 

MARAGRET: And the other falling outs with the Rose family?

HENRY: They were with my wife; I do not now of the details. 

BRIAN: And of the child’s nightmare?

HENRY: I do not remember it.

MARAGRET: And calling your wife a stinking whore?

HENRY: I do not remember. 

BRIAN: Your own son spoke of it with his own tongue. 

HENRY: They’re just boys. 

STORYTELLER: Henry becoming clammy under the highly personal assault, then denied all matters in general. 

MARAGRET: Up next was Cisley – 

STORYTELLER: She took the immediate route of denying absolutely everything –

CISLEY: I deny absolutely everything. 

STORYTELLER: Although, she did say that she remembered Alice Rose had threatened her that she would see her end. Notes recovered suggested that Cisley spoken of other similar instances, but these were not fully documented. She was asked if she knew a woman called Mother Tredsall. 

CISLEY: I do. 

BRIAN: And did you not once tell someone that if she was a witch then she must have learnt the same way as Mother Tredsall. 

CISLEY: I never said that. You have that wrong, sir 

STORYTELLER: Like Henry, Brian then had a nasty trick to fool Cisley. He called in Ales Gilney, Joan Smith and Maragret Simpson who were known women of credit. And so, they found – 

MARAGRET: Spots. She had lots of spots which were very suspicious indeed. Some had even been sucked before too. Like that seen on Ursley Kemp, the other witch. 

STORYTELLER: Ales and Joan were likely to be local women living in Little Clacton. Joan may have even been one of the other people who accused Cisley. Joan’s husband, Robert was also questioned some three weeks later by Brian Darcy over the death of their child whom they believed was the victim of witchcraft. Although he was not asked about his child’s death despite it being a crucial piece of questioning. Instead, he was only asked to confirm Richard Rose’s story. Whereas Ales was asked about how she was attacked by Herculus, Cisley’s spirit. Although the description of her attack was consistent of witchcraft, it could also argue that a more plausible reason was that she had suffered a stroke. It should also be noted that Cisley and Henry were accused of conceiving their first born before they were married. This was punishable in the eyes of the church court, and he was labelled as a ‘base’ child. Although later evidence suggests that this was untrue and an extremely aggressive act committed by the local vicar William Simpson. 

MARAGRET: William was my husband. 

BRIAN: We’ll leave that part out. 

STORYTELLER: Records show that Henry and Cisley had a number of children. Each baptisms in the local church by William Simpson. It should be argued that their sister Joyce is indeed who the two boys questioned are referring to as she matched their description as the spirit was described to be as big their sister. The two boys were aware that their mother was often referred to as being a whore by other villagers and so this use of language was known to them. Yet, despite all this, Brian felt no sign of compassion. 

BRIAN: Cisley was committed to trial at the Assizes. 

STORYTELLER: It is unsure what happened to her husband Henry. What is sure is that Henry and Cisley had been horribly unlucky in that as soon as they were suspected, their troubled internal dynamics of their family propelled their children into fabulating stories of witchcraft that could be easily used against their parents… and played into Brian Darcy’s hands. 

ALL: (Chanting) 
Ring-a-ring-o-roses
A pocket full of posies
Achoo! Achoo!
We all fall down!

The Queen has sent her daughter
To fetch a pail of water
Achoo! Achoo!
We all fall down!

The bird upon the steeple
Sits high above the people
Achoo! Achoo!
We all fall down!

The cows are in the meadow
Lying fast asleep
Achoo! Achoo!
We all jump up!

IAN: We found that there was a pattern emerging in our research in terms of what type of people were being accused. 
CHARLIE: Indeed - what is a witch? To identify a witch, you will find common characteristics. Almost certainly, a witch will be of female gender. In most instances, they will be a mature woman who is of the lower class and who were either single or widowed. They will have knowledge of spirits, herbs and old natural remedies and spells. They will lack values and social etiquette and will often flirt and flaunt oneself at the opposite sex and enter relations before marriage resulting in baring illegitimate children. 

IAN: This pattern was even more clear in the story of famous Elizabeth Clarke. The Witch with one leg! 

ED:

“Ay swear it! That woman is a witch!” 

The man was out of breath and breathing heavily as he was handed a cup of water. He drank the water down quickly and looked up at the Justice of the Peace.

Sir Harbottle Grimston of Bradfield Hall once again repeated the accusation. 
“She’s a witch!” 

John Rivet was a local tailor. He’d walked three miles from Manningtree across the fields south of the River Stour to Harbottle’s fine house. 

It was a spring day, and the sun had been beating down upon him. He was out of shape, and his feet were tired from the walk. 

Sir Harbottle Grimston peered down at him only for a moment from the large desk in his study before continuing to write on a piece of paper. 

“And what has brought you to that conclusion?”
John stepped forward, taking off his hat. 

“My wife has been suffering violent fits since Christmas, Sir. I went to visit a “Wise Woman” in a neighbouring village to discover whether my wife was bewitched or not – and if so, who was to blame. 
Harbottle stopped writing but did not look up at him. ‘Go on’. He spoke.

“Well…she said that my wife had been bewitched. She had been cursed by two women, our neighbours. She was very particular, sir.”

Harbottle looked up at him and asked. 

“Who lives in these places?”.

“Elizabeth Clarke is one sir’, sometimes she goes by the name of Bedingfield.

Elizabeth’s mother and some of her kinsfolk had suffered death for Witchcraft and murder”. 

This was enough to point the finger of suspicion, as witchcraft was believed to be an inheritable trait. 

Sir Harbottle Grimston leapt up from his chair and called for his servant. 

He issued a warrant for Elizabeth’s apprehension by a constable, as he wanted to question her himself. 

Like many women accused of witchcraft, Elizabeth was a poor lady. It’ was said that she had one leg. This made her an easy target for suspicion. 


Before her arrest, he authorised the conducting of an unusual experiment by towns people.
Several of them, pious men like Harbottle himself. 

Upon her arrest, Elizabeth was put into a small room, with little natural light. 

Elizabeth was watched twenty-four hours a day for three days by local people, including Matthew Hopkins, known as the “Witchfinder General” and his friend John Stearne. 

The men said nothing. They simply watched hour by hour, Moment by moment. 

They watched her every movement, Listened to every sound. 

Elizabeth She was also questioned for hours endlessly until she could take no more.

“I am a witch.” She confessed in her disorientated frame of mind. Her eyes could only see shadows of those men standing in front of her. 

A long silence, only broken when one of the men stepped into the light and spoke.

“You will be treated kindly if you tell us the names of others like you.”

Desperate and exhausted, Elizabeth told them the names of the familiars – Jarmara, Sacke-and-Sugar, the soon to be famous Vinegar Tom. 

She told them that she had been the devil’s lover. 
Satan had come to her, “three or four times.
The Devil stayed with her for “half a night’, in the shape of a most perfect Gentleman”. 

“Besse” he would say when he arrived, “I must lie with you” and Elizabeth “never denied him”. 

Elizabeth often went by the name Beese.  

Elizabeth was put on trial. July 1645. It was a hot summers day. Middle of the market town of Chelmsford in Essex. There was a carnival atmosphere. There were people selling souvenirs, food and drink. It was the day of the Assizes where the judges from London were to decide Elizabeth along with many other women accused of witchcrafts fate. 

There were over 50 counts of witchcraft to be heard. It was the largest witchcraft trial in the UK to this day. Elizabeth was brought through the streets in shackles facing abuse from the crowd along the way. She was dirty, ragged and terrified. Indeed, she reassembled the crowds expectations of what a witch would look like.  

The court room was an open space full of spectators and people shouting. The market was noisy, hot and smelly. There was a burning fire in the centre with smoke already puffing out from it. Besse Clarke was brought in front of the judges on trial for her life. She was a single mother, a disabled woman standing leaning on a wooden crutch looking like a pitiful woman. 

Matthew Hopkins, Sir Harbottle Grimston and John Stearne sat watching her. Three self-made witch finders. The men who brought her there. Elizabeth “Besse” Clarke was found guilty and sentenced to death.

SOUND CUE 5: MUSIC 4 Purcell Three Parts upon a Ground for 0 sec – 20 secs before fading out. 

PAULINE: In researching deeper into the witchcraft stories in the wider community, we found that the idea that all witches were poor wasn’t strictly correct. In fact, 64% of those accused in Scotland alone were from middle class backgrounds. What we do know is that majority were women.

IAN: What was clear was that - Those in power believed that women were weaker and more easily tempted than men. In the bible story of Adam and Eve, it is Eve who is tempted by Satan to eat the forbidden apple. Woman are considered to be more of a risk of being influenced by the Devil. 

GILL: Common tactics in finding out if a person was a witch included questioning, forced sleep deprivation, questioning of neighbours and family members. Physical and psychological examinations were often used including the swimming test and pricking the skin of the accused in search of devilish marks. 

IAN: Brian Darcy was a local Magistrate living in St Osyth. He was in charge of many of the local investigations. In our research, we found that some of his techniques used were rather unethical to today’s standards. He would often interview the accused own young children before questioning the accused and then using their testimonies against their parents. Evidence was often twisted and heresy. We found that dates and times were often changed and evidence omitted. 

DANNI: Darcy would often enlist the help of Maragret Simpson. She was the wife of a local clergyman. (Who funny enough, often did a lot of the accusing) Margaret’s role was to strip search the accused and would have examined Ursley. 

CK: (As Maragaret Simpson) 

We’d strip search the ladies. They’d often try to put up a fight refusing at first, but I say to them. You have no choice in the matter. If the magistrate requests it, he gets it. They’d stand there as naked as the day she was born on the earth. Nothing was left covered. We three would then examine her from top to toe looking for any marks and strange imperfections. Hanging nails, moles, undeveloped features, body parts which were of unusual size or colour. Freckles, hairs, lines, bumps and bruises, limps and disabilities. 

‘Hold still,’ I often would bark a few times. I had to do that, you see. An examination such as this requires attention to detail and some of the instruments used were sharp and rather intrusive. Can’t have us harming the accused, can we? Our hands would often be cold bare. We didn’t have gloves or masks back then.  It was important not to speak much to them either. Get the job done quickly and thoroughly. No conversing with the accused. 

We’d sometimes have to take specimens such as hairs, fingernails, bodily fluids as evidence. Quite often the women would breakdown and weep. That or cry out like wild animals. But we had a job to do. ‘No point in that crying.’ I’d have to say. ‘It’ll just make things harder and take twice as long.’ 

We weren’t allowed to take pity on them, you see. We had a job to do. A job to collect evidence, to protect the innocent. It was the Lords work, and we were acting as his hands ridding society of evil and devilish things. We were the women of credit.

ED: Those accused were often put into prison to wait trial. Two examples of these prisons were The Colchester Castle and the Cage at St Osyth. Conditions in these prisons were extremely poor. Prisoners were often exposed to all weather conditions, torture, poor diet and disease. Many of those accused did not even live long enough to receive their trials. We used performance techniques to explore what it may have been like being kept in these prisons. The first is Ursley Kemp who was held in the Cage at St Osyth – 

PAULINE: (As Ursley Kemp) 

Chink.
Chink.
Chink
Each movement I make, the chains chink and tighten around my wrists and dig into my skin. I should probably feel the pain. I should feel the cold bitter wind howling through the bars on the cage door and blistering my face. But I feel nothing. All I hear is the chinking of the chains. Chink. Chink. Chink.  

They say that I am a witch. They say that I am naughty sort. That I bewitched and caused a baby to fall from its cradle. They used my own son against me. They told him that I was evil. I did not want to confess. I was tired. So tired. The relentless of questions in the darkened room. The twisting and turning of answers. I told them. I told them that it wasn't true. Over and over again. But that man. Mr Darcy. He wouldn't listen. They turned their backs on me each time I spoke. They talked over me and scribbled their notes.  There was no use in arguing. I was scared. That's when he promised me that if ... if I confessed it would be all over. They would be lenient on me. That I could see my son. I could hold him in my arms and tell him not to be afraid. I didn't know that it would be a trap. I believed him. He was a man of status. A pillar of the community.  I trusted him. 

Chink.
Chink. 
Chink.  

I see you. I see how you look at me as you walk by. Laughing, shouting, throwing stones and spitting at me. I see how you look at my ragged clothes and assume that I am a rough sort. When in truth I am just a poor woman like most. You know me. I have lived here all my life. I've tendered many of your children and illnesses. Yet, my face has become repainted. Repainted with a new image. My pale complexion and red eyes are from the tiredness and old age. My back is slightly bent from sitting over a spinning wheel. My teeth are quickly rotting away. I admit, my temper is rather thin these days. Yet you assume that I am a witch because I fit your image of what a witch should look like. What happened to my friends? My neighbours who relied on me and came to me for help so often? What happened to the men who would tilt their hats at me and the wives that would happily pass their babes to me to look after? Has my face changed that much? 

Chink 
Chink 
Chink.  

Each chink that sounds is one chink closer to the end. Won't any one listen to me? I beg of you, let me see my boy just one last time. Let me hold him before the last chink chimes. 

If I am a witch, then I curse you all. A plague upon your houses and a curse upon this cage. 

Chink 
Chink 
Chink. 

DANNI: Alice Prestmary was held at the Colchester Castle prison waiting for her trial at Chelmsford. Sadly, she died of ill health before she was able to receive her ‘fair’ trial – 

GILL: (As Alice Prestmary) 

Is it raining outside?
Is it the droplets of rainwater i can feel on my face as I look up out of the tiny window of the castle prison? 

I feel so cold. My body is shaking inside and out. Yet, I feel so warm at the same time. Sweat is dripping from my brow. Or is that the raindrops again? I cannot tell. My eyes are worn and battered. Maybe I am possessed like they say? 

I am Alice Prestmary of Great Dunmow. And this is my story. 

They said that on the 1st of February I had bewitched Robert Parkers son, Edward by putting his life in peril. It came just two days since my husband John had taken his own life. Self-murder they had called it. They said that it could only have happened if the devil had been involved.  He had hung himself from the walnut tree in our garden. They say that I was the cause - but how could that be? He was my everything. Did he not think the same? Did he too think that i was capable of being a - 

It was our favourite place. We'd sit under that tree for hours in the summer. 

I feel so cold. Yet I feel so warm. Is that possible? A few moments ago, I closed my eyes and when I opened them, I swear that I could see John standing over me. I no longer want to eat nor drink. I can't stomach it. I have been violently ill. I'm so tired. 

My husband and I have known the Parkers for over forty years. We've been close neighbours.  Although they are quite considerably wealthier than we are, we have always been pleasant to one another. Then things began to sour between us. The Parkers began to have bad luck. Their crops did not grow so well whereas ours did. They began to get resentful of us and we began to quarrel. I never meant it to happen. One day I went to them for help, and they refused and pushed me out quite violently. I was angry. But I never meant no harm. I was devasted when I heard about their son. The Parkers have influence and when they spoke, people listened. They said just awful things. They said that I was - 

I was put on trial in Brentwood. I pleaded not guilty. I said that it had been a mistake.  A misunderstanding.  But they did not listen.  They would not listen. I was put in prison here in Colchester.  I've heard Whispers that I may still be executed.  They want me to give them names of others who are witches. But I don't know of any. How would I? 

I wish that I was sitting under that tree again with my John. The sun beaming down upon our heads. Did he really think that I was a witch? 

Is it raining outside?
Will these raindrops be my last? 

I feel so cold and yet so warm. Does that make me a witch?

SOUND CUE 6: MUSIC 5 Handel 'Qual nave smarrita' from 'Radamisto' plays for from 0 sec – 22 seconds before fading out. 

IAN: Matthew Hopkins, a lawyer and the self-proclaimed Witchfinder General, was at the centre of the witchcraft accusations. Hopkins began searching for witches in East Anglia in 1645 alongside his assistant, John Stearne. Hopkins named as many as 300 women as witches. He collected 'evidence' against them to prove they had used harmful magic against their neighbours or livestock. The next piece created is a monologue sharing what we have learnt and giving a small glimpse into the man who was known as the Witchfinder General. 

CHARLIE: (As Matthew Hopkins) 

I am the Witchfinder General.

Strong men will bow when they see it! 
And they'll have good reason to fear it. 

Large crowds rise when they hear it! 
And come to respect it. 

Everybody will know
My name. 

Witchcraft has become an evil plague upon our fruitful society. Each witch must be hunted and plucked out and erased from existence. It is my role to cleanse villages, towns and cities and rid all evil from our land. 

A witch is a cunning and evil being that will disguise itself within society pretending to be a friend, a neighbour or even a member of one's family. Often impersonating an elderly, vulnerable woman. Yet, hidden behind that fake visage is an evil, wicked creature plotting and sucking out the good. They will cause pain. Crops will fail. Disease and illness will fester.  Death will be caused. Yet, no morals or remorse will be shown. They will be close to earthly creatures such as cats, rodents which will be processed by Satan himself. And summon spirits and dark magic beyond all belief.

Yet, there is hope. I will be the hand of God for I have mastered my methods to outwit the evil that is within us and make our country pure and safe once again.

A witch can be identified using a combination of physical examinations and psychological tactics. Sleep deprivation, physical examinations where one can prick the skin of the accused for ‘Devilish marks’ where the familiars would feed on their blood. We use a blunt or retractable blade to create the illusion that certain areas of the skin are insensitive and thus exposing the witches true identity. 

Another very simple test that can determine whether a woman is a witch or not is called the swimming test. A true witch rejects all Christian ceremony and ritual. Especially the ritual of baptism. The ritual of baptism involves water. Water will react in the presence of a true witch. To establish that a woman is a witch my assistant and I will tie her hands and feet together and lower her into a river, lake or a stream. If she is a witch, the water will reject her, and she will float. If that is the case, she will be handed over to the magistrates put on trial and in all likelihood hang. If she is not a witch the water will accept her, and she will sink. In this instance we will do our best to retrieve her from the water before she drowns. We are not always successful but if an innocent woman dies in the course of an investigation, it will be of little consequence as she has gone to a better place where there is no suffering. 

It is my role to rid all evil from our society. I call upon you all to stand behind me and make our country pure and safe once again. I will go down in history as the greatest, strongest and most feared witchfinder in all time. 

I am the Witchfinder General.

Strong men will bow when they see it! 
As they'll have good reason to fear it. 

Large crowds will rise when they hear it! 
For they will come to respect it. 

And Everybody will know
My name.

Matthew Hopkins!

PAULINE: 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.

CK: 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.

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

CK: But pa' said that I could. 

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

DANNI: Who said you could start? 

KITTY: You were taking too long! 

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

DANNI: They were huge!

KITTY: The galleries overlooked the piazza below. 

DANNI: 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 - 

CK: Don't forget the witnesses 

KITTY: And the Jury. 

DANNI: It was a carnival atmosphere –

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

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

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

DANNI: Where did you come from?

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

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

CK: 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. 

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

CK: Witch! 
 
DANNI: Evil!

KITTY: Dirty churl! 

PAULINE: Naughty liar!

(Repeated 3 times) 

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

CK: 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.

DANNI: 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! 

KITTY: 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.

DANNI: 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. 

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

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

KITTY: This was the best bit – 

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

ALL: Witch! Witch! Witch! 

KITTY: 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.

DANNI: And what happened to her daughter?

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

DANNI: That was what the Asizes were like. 

ED: From 1542 to 1736, witchcraft causing harm or death was illegal in England. The newly formed Essex Witches Museum have recorded 836 indictments, 107 people executed for witchcraft whilst 47 people died awaiting their trial. 

IAN: We found our final story out of chance. Although, the story comes a lot later in the history of witchcraft, it is said to be one of the final recorded accusations. It also features a man who was accused. The story of Dummy caught our attention and our hearts as it tells a story which resonates with the Black Dog Theatre Creation itself. This is the story of Dummy – 

KITTY: Terrible story.

CHARLIE: Dreadful. 

KITTY: Heartbreaking.  

CHARLIE: A real tragedy for Sible Hedingham.  

KITTY: I was there when it happened.  Mind you, I'm not one to gossip.  

CHARLIE: It wouldn't be right to speak ill of the dead.  

KITTY: He was a bit of a loner. But everybody knew him. 

CHARLIE: I heard that he had his tongue cut out by the Chinese whilst fighting for the French. 

KITTY: I heard that he was a spy. 

CHARLIE: A spy?!

KITTY: Some say he was a convict on the run. Changed his name and everything. He was most peculiar. He wore several hats of different descriptions, all at the same time, and as many as three coats, depending on the weather at the time. 

CHARLIE: Stories. 

KITTY: Stories. (Beat) But I’m not one to gossip. 

CHARLIE: He lived on the outskirts. Always had dogs with him. Ragged looking. I used to pass him each day on my way to work. Didn't speak. 

KITTY: He was French. Everyone said so. He had that French look about him. 

CHARLIE: French look?

KITTY: Wasn't from around here. You could tell. 

CHARLIE: But he'd lived here for as long as I could remember.  Everyone knows of him. 

KITTY: No one knew his name though. 

CHARLIE: Couldn't speak it. He was deaf. Couldn't hear a thing. 

KITTY: He communicated by means of signs and big loud gestures in an excitable and grotesque fashion. It was most alarming to witness at times. 

CHARLIE: He was harmless. 

KITTY: That's why we called him Dummy. 

CHARLIE: It wasn't his real name though. 

KITTY: It was the name that we made up. We had to call him something. 

CHARLIE: Pleasant fellow. Always gave a polite nod and even a smile from time to time. I used to stop by the old thorn bush by the wooden gate by the cow field and tilt my cap at him as he passed me by. He would do the same. 

KITTY: He brought me some eggs when he did some work for one of the local farms once. I wasn't sure whether to take them from him, but I thought it best not to refuse.  

CHARLIE: Children used to throw stones at him and call him names. And he used to pretend to be a monster to scare them away. (Laughs) He had a nice sense of humour about him. 

KITTY: He was dirty. Always needed a bath. You could smell him from a mile off. 

CHARLIE: Cos, he worked hard.  He was part of this community. 

KITTY: Dreadful what happened.  

CHARLIE: Terrible. 

KITTY: Tragic.  

CHARLIE: Curse Emma Smith.  

KITTY: Quite an unpleasant lady. Very emotional, excitable and highly strung. She was very superstitious.

CHARLIE: Superstitious. 

KITTY: Dummy was a fortune teller, wasn’t he? She’d gone to him once. 

CHARLIE: Didn’t you too?

KITTY: Well. I may have gone. (Quickly) But only to watch. I didn’t believe in all that silly stuff. 

CHARLIE: Half the village had gone to him at some point.  I thought she was a friend of yours. 

KITTY: Merely an acquaintance

CHARLIE: She was the one that started all of the trouble.

KITTY: I always knew that there was something not quite right about her. I remember saying to my husband once that I wasn’t one to gossip, but she had that devil in her. Well, we all saw it in the end, didn’t we? She accused him of bewitching her. He was residing in the tap room at the Swan. She burst in looking for him and she said that she’d been ill for some 9-10 months and that her illness was caused by Dummy. 

CHARLIE: And you were there?

KITTY: I was. But I wasn’t listening in. I’m not one to gossip as you know. But she was rather loud. 

CHARLIE: Obviously. 

KITTY: Samuel Stammers was there too. You know him of course as he was the local Carpenter.

CHARLIE: He’d done some work for me up at the farm. 

KITTY: I couldn’t help overhearing it all. She begged him to return with her to her home at Ridgewell and remove the curse. So desperate was she that she offered him 3 gold sovereigns; but Dummy was having none of it. 

CHARLIE: Afraid of what might happen. 

KITTY: She wouldn’t leave him alone. Quite obsessive. 

CHARLIE: I heard that everyone was trying to get involved pushing him to go. 

KITTY: I don’t normally stay until closing time, but I felt utterly compelled to stay to watch. It was starting to get quite heated. At closing time, the action moved to outside The Swan. There must have been at least eighty people there – all encouraging Emma to continue pleading with him. She was becoming quite hysterical, I must say. Hysterical indeed. She’d completely lost herself. 

CHARLIE: Yet no one was stepping in to calm her.

KITTY: Not at first. It wasn’t my place to. I was quite fearful of my own well-being.  But then she struck him several times with a stick and dragged him towards the brook, where she pushed him in.

CHARLIE: The man must have been terrified!

KITTY: I was horrified too. Dummy tried to get out of the brook by the opposite side but was prevented by Smith who had rushed round to cut off his exit. At this point Stammers joined in, and the pair pushed the unfortunate man once more into the brook. Dummy managed to struggle out of the water and sat exhausted on the bank. He just sat there in a heap coughing and spluttering.

CHARLIE: I remember he wasn’t much of a swimmer. He’d fetched me once when one of his dogs had got into tangled in the river. He pleaded with me to rescue it. Daft man almost wept when I pulled the mutt out of the water. 

KITTY: But they didn’t stop there. Emma and Stammers once again took hold of the old man and threw him back into the water where he struggled even more. At first everyone was just laughing and throwing stones at him watching him splash about in the freezing water calling him a witch.

CHARLIE: Witch!

KITTY: Witch! 

CHARLIE: Witch! 

KITTY: I shouted out at everyone. I told them If someone does not take the old man out, he will die in a moment. They all stopped and everyone was so – 

CHARLIE: Motionless. 

KITTY: That’s right. 

CHARLIE: I suppose that’s when Stammer decided to play hero and jump in to pull the man out. 

KITTY: He was taken home and that’s where he was left. That’s what I was told had happened. I didn’t want to ask too many questions. I’m not one to gossip.  

CHARLIE: Next day I’d heard what had happened. I went straight over to his place with a fresh warm pot of my missus’ stew. I found him in a bad way. A bad way indeed. He was still wet and trembling violently and very badly bruised. Black and blue, he was. He was in much pain, and he screamed loudly when I tried to take the wet clothes off him to get him warm. No one had thought to have checked up on him. I took him to the workhouse in Halstead immediately. I thought that he’d be taken good care of there. He died in that workhouse on the 4th of September, of pneumonia brought upon by the immersion and ill-treatment.

KITTY: The courtroom was filled with people. Never seen it that busy. Emma Smith and Samuel Stammers just stood there in the dock. 

CHARLIE: Charged with unlawfully assault to the old Frenchman commonly called Dummy, thereby causing his death.

KITTY: It was all over the newspapers. Talk of the village and county it was. 

CHARLIE: Yet people were reluctant to come forward to speak against Smith and Stammer. 

KITTY: I’m not one to –

CHARLIE:  They were both committed to the next Assize court at Chelmsford. On March 8th, 1864, the two accused stood next to each other once more. They pleaded Not Guilty. Smith told the court that the Dummy had come to her house, had spat at her and told her that after a time she would become ill, and she was ill. She had called a doctor twice in one night and he could not cure her. Dummy, she told the court, made her ill and bewitched her.

KITTY: I’m not one to pass judgement, but he had played on the superstitions of the local people. He was consulted by the local girls as a recognised authority on courtship and marriage; and when police searched his home, they found numerous scraps of paper with various queries written on them. One such query read, “Her husband has left her many years, and she want to know whether he is dead or alive.”

CHARLIE: Was that good reason to brand him as a witch? Set upon him? Beat him to death? 

KITTY: Oh my. There’s no need to be so – I helped him. I tried - 

CHARLIE: The judge, Sir William Erle, took these factors into account when he sentenced both defendants to 6 months hard labour. (Beat) I still look up on my way to work each morning expecting to him pass me by. Some mornings, I’d reach the old thorn bush by the gate, and I still tilt my cap as if he was there. I wished I’d known his name – 

KITTY: Terrible story.

CHARLIE: Dreadful. 

KITTY: Heartbreaking.  

CHARLIE: A real tragedy.  In loving memory of ‘Dummy’ the man without a name from Sible Hedingham. 


SOUND CUE 7: MUSIC 6 Anon Rondellus 'Flos regalia' plays from 0 secs to 26 sec before fading out. 
LIGHTING CUE 4: Lights fade out before rising for curtain call and short speech by Alfie. 
SOUND CUE 8: MUSIC 7 “House music” plays. 
LIGHTING CUE 5: House lights on. 


“Inside the Essex Witchcraft Trials” Performance presentation 

