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Why were women executed for witchcraft in the seventeenth century? 

Cast of characters 

Sir Andrew Oliver  A member of the gentry (a ‘gentleman’)   

Robert Ferryman  Landlord of a beer house, known as Rob 

Grandma Ferryman  Mother-in-law to Robert Ferryman 

Jonathan Ferryman  Son of Robert Ferryman, twelve years old 

Grace Ferryman  Daughter of Robert Ferryman, fifteen years old 

Sandy Miller   Mills wheat to make bread 

Alfie Miller   Son of Sandy Miller, thirteen years old 

Jane Miller   Daughter of Sandy Miller, eight years old 

James Dover   A twelve year old orphan, taken in by Sandy Miller 

Tom Yorke   A yeoman, rents land from Mr Oliver to farm 

Sarah Yorke   Wife of Tom Yorke 

Alice Yorke   Daughter of Tom Yorke, eleven years old 

Jack Burrows   Witch-finder, forty-two years old 

John Burr   Unemployed, cousin of Tom Yorke 

Henry Hutchinson  Landless sheep farmer 

Lucy Hutchinson  Wife of Henry Hutchinson 

Reverend Hewlett  The village priest 

Simon Mason   Merchant (and Citizen) from Finchingford 

Non-speaking characters 

Joan Smith   Field labourer, now very old 

Lady Helen Oliver  Wife of Andrew Oliver, member of the gentry 

Miss Ella Oliver  Daughter of Andrew Oliver, thirteen years old 

Matthew Burrows  Son of Jack Burrows, seventeen years old 
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Prologue 

Diary of Jack Burrows, the new witch-finder in charge of Stonewell 

village and the Finchingford area, 1606 

Tomorrow I move to Stonewell, to take up my new job as Witch-

finder. I shall be sure to find a witch soon, to show that I mean 

business. It doesn’t matter who she is – few would have the means 

to make a move against me.  Women and devils should take care. 

It’s my time. 

 

Sunday:  of witch-finding, religion and cats 

The witch-finder, unaware that he was being watched, was doing his own 

spying. It was early on a Sunday morning, and a cat was stretching outside 

Joan’s cottage, opposite the village green. From behind the biggest horse-

chestnut tree, the witch-finder examined him for a devil that dwelt within: was 

that blood on his paws, or just red earth? When he twitched his ears, was he 

listening for evil instructions? When he jumped over the wall was he going to 

hunt for rats, or cast a spell with his sharp claws?  

Slowly, very slowly, an old woman came into view. Joan. She wore a very dirty 

shawl and walked with a limp. Squinting in the morning glare, the witch-finder 

also spotted a large and hairy mole on her chin, which bulged out from her 

wrinkles when she smiled. Not that the witch-finder 

knew this. Joan didn’t smile very often – she was very 

poor, very old, and her joints hurt her.  

The witch-finder watched her bend down very slowly 

to pick up her cat, rubbing her back afterwards for 

some minutes. The mole and the cat, along with 

Joan’s ugliness, were very interesting. Very 

interesting indeed. Something would prove his 

suspicions soon. The witch-finder wanted his witch. 

* 
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Jonathan Ferryman, meanwhile, was watching 

the witch-finder happily from behind The King’s 

Head beer house. He knew what was up, and a 

good thing too. Joan had once told on Jonathan 

for beating up Alfie, the miller’s boy, even though 

Alfie had been making rude comments about 

Jonathan’s sister Grace. Besides, he liked the 

hangings. He’d been to a couple in the nearest 

town, Finchingford, with his grandmother.  

Grandma Ferryman said “The boy should see what happens to those who go 

against God”, to Jonathan’s father, Rob Ferryman. Grandma Ferryman added 

quietly to Jonathan, “They also do a very good ale in the Three Horseshoes.” 

Later that morning, Jonathan had stopped spying and was now fidgeting in a 

pew in St. Lawrence Church with his 

father, his grandmother, and his 

sister. They were all dressed in their 

best clothes. Grace had on a new 

dress with white tassels. In walked the 

witch-finder, whose name was Jack 

Burrows. Slightly behind him walked 

his son, Matthew Burrows, who had 

round shoulders and dark eyebrows. 

The gentle murmur of the people in 

Stonewell church stopped, as they stared at the witch-finder, who had only 

arrived a few weeks ago. The witch-finder and his son walked in slowly.  

The witch-finder was ready to be seen by all the people, and Matthew spent 

more than a few moments looking at Grace in her new white dress.  

As he walked into Church, the witch-finder scanned the grey stone. The Church 

had become so plain and so grey since the boy King Edward took the throne 

that the witch-finder felt he was permanently inside a rain-cloud, and might be 
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struck down by thunder at any moment. The 

thought satisfied him. He was on the right side – 

God’s side. He was there to purge sin, not spread 

it.   

 He finished scanning the room and curled his lips 

into a smirk. Joan wasn’t at Church. Another clue. 

Witches obtained their evil power by meeting the 

Devil in person at the Sabbath. What was Joan doing? Was she communing 

with that other, strange, world? Was she flying out to do dark deeds? 

Soon, Reverent Hewlett, the village priest, was at the Pulpit. He began with a 

favourite hymn and a reading from the bible, and then, to the witch-finder’s 

surprise, he found his own name mentioned.   

Reverend Hewlett was saying: “... we have welcomed Mr Burrows into our 

Church. He is here on important business: keeping us safe from the devil and all 

who work with him. Witches have done serious harm to villages all across our 

lands. I have heard of women killing the pigs of hard-working men, leaving 

them to starve. I have heard of groups of witches using dogs to make mischief. I 

have heard of women selling poisoned apples to make men sick –. I call upon 

you to welcome our new witch-finder Mr Burrows, into your hearts, and pray 

for him to help us stay protected from witches working with the devil!” 

With that a hush fell over the church. Reverend Hewlett then began another 

popular village hymn. The villagers sang so loudly 

that no one heard or saw Joan struggle into the back 

of the Church – her joints were so sore, it had taken 

her nearly an hour to walk over. No one had thought 

to help her.  

 

 

 

 

TASK: Copy and complete the following sentences: 

Source A - Description of the sort of women most commonly 

accused of being a witch, written by John Gaule in 1646: 

Every old woman with a wrinkled face, a furrowed brow, a hairy lip, 

a gobber tooth, a squint eye, a squeaking voice, a scolding tongue, 

a ragged coate upon her back, a skull cap on her head, a spindle in 

her hand and a dog or cat by her side is not only suspected but 

pronounced to be a witch. 
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Task:    Copy and complete these sentences in your book:  

• The witchfinder’s main suspect is… 

• To catch his witch, the witchfinder is looking for…[use Source A] 

• Reverend Hewlett said witches harmed nearby villages, by… 

 

Monday: of monarchs, moles and a woman’s place 

 Jonathan had gone to bed early on Sunday evening after saying his prayers, 

and spent most of Monday down at the millpond with his best friend James, 

skimming stones across the murky water.  Jonathan had grown up in the village 

pub, which crouched on the most dangerous corner 

of the Cambridge to Colchester road. He’d watched 

dozens of carts crash into the bank, dashing out to 

steal the goods and running to his friend James’ 

house to stash them before his father could find him. 

Jonathan was ten, and could already drink three pints 

of ale without being sick. He’d been wheeling empty 

barrels down to the spinny from when he was about 

five. His earliest memories were of Grandmother, 

stinging nettles and the smell of beer.  

That evening, after Jonathan had got bored of skimming stones and had gone 

to set fire to a stack of wood they’d got going behind the vicarage (causing 

Reverend Hewlett to race out 

without his vestments and 

scream about the fires of hell), 

he’d settled on the upstairs 

landing of the pub where he 

could hear all the village gossip 

below with Grace and James. 
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Conversation: Grace, Jonathan, James, Reverend Hewlett, Rob, Mr Burrows 

Grace: “Shhhhhhh, it’s the witch-finder”. 

Jonathan: “Mr Burrows?” 

James: “Who else?” 

The oak door slammed shut by a blast of wind that had been battering 

Stonewell for days.  Reverend Hewlett had said yesterday that it was: “A 

reminder from God – may you all be objects through which God can blow”, 

after which Jonathan had puffed up his cheeks and blown them out with a clap 

that echoed through the church. He got five lashes from Grandma Ferryman 

and had the bruises to prove it.  

Rob: “Welcome, Mr Burrows”, said a 

welcoming voice from the beer house floor.  

Grace: “Told you”, said Grace upstairs. 

Jonathan flicked her left ear, making her squeal 

in pain.  

The witch-finder came in slowly, sucking at the 

air and curling his lips into his normal smirk. He 

nodded to Tom Yorke, the yeoman, but Tom 

had fallen asleep into his ale tankard, where 

his snores blew bubbles into the brown liquid. 

Grace, still watching upstairs, giggled.  

Mr Burrows: “A good day to you”. 

Rob: “Always a pleasure to serve the witch-finder. Find any familiars today?” 

Rob Ferryman asked this question with one eyebrow raised. He loved animals 

and it amused him to think of them as demons who could talk to the devil.  

Mr Burrows: “Not as yet.” Mr Burrows wondered why Rob Ferryman appeared 

amused by his job, rather than scared. How Godly was he? 

Rob: “Well, we’re glad that we have you to keep us safe, Praise the Lord”. 
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Conversation: Rob, Mr Burrows, Tom 

The witch-finder was still not sure about 

Rob Ferryman’s tone.  

Mr Burrows: “I am not an animal-catcher, 

Mr Ferryman. I am investigating a woman 

not far from these parts who has shown 

evidence of being in contact with the devil.” 

Rob Ferryman pretended to be shocked. 

Rob: “Gracious, are you sure?” 

Mr Burrows: “I don’t have to be.” 

Rob:  “Why?” 

Mr Burrows: “The new law brought in by His Majesty, James I, says that anyone 

who has contacted evil spirits can be hanged for witchcraft, whether or not 

they have yet done any harm. It’s a relief to be done with that old, weak Queen 

Elizabeth and have a man back on the throne. Elizabeth had been too soft on 

everyone–even Catholics. James will see to them both–he’ll get rid of the 

Catholics and Devils.” 

Rob:  “As you say so, Mr Burrows”. Rob nodded, but 

looked worried.Tom: “That’s what did my crops in last 

year. Or, as I should say, Mr Oliver’s crops. It’s his land 

I’m renting”. 

Both Rob Ferryman and the witch-finder turned to 

stare at Tom Yorke, who was wiping beer from his 

ginger moustache.  

Tom: “Near on killed all the corn, there was barely any 

for Sandy Miller to mill! No other explanation for it. It 

must have been a witch.” 

The witch-finder, who had clearly not liked the look of 

Rob Ferryman, was now nodding and smiling at Tom. 
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Conversation: Rob, Mr Burrows, Sandy 

Mr Burrows: “Go on – this is all most interesting.” 

Tom: “Well, there was talk all over Stonewell and in 

Finchingford, don’t you remember? Must have been the 

work of the devil. Everyone was saying it. Only evil could 

have made that many crops die. Crops were all covered in 

black”. 

The witch-finder nodded, knowingly.  

Rob: “But why would someone do that? Everyone needs to eat.” 

Tom: “The Devil gives witches evil powers to use during their lifetime in return 

for their souls when they die. Simon told me. He’d been to Cambridge...” 

Rob: “Simon has got as far as Cambridge? He’s doing well for himself!”  

The witch-finder and Tom glared at him.  

Mr Burrows: “Carry on”. 

Tom: “Well, he was chatting to this chap John Stearne, who said that a witch, a 

Mrs Kendall, had confessed to him that she had flown over the steeple of the 

church of Little Shelford by the devil in the form of a pig!”  

A hush spread around the pub. Even the children upstairs were quiet.  

The witch-finder showed yellowed teeth when he said, almost in a whisper... 

Mr Burrows: “You can’t trust a woman. I bet she was out to do mischief to that 

Church on behalf of the devil, and no mistake. Women are weak – they can’t 

resist the temptation that the devil puts to them.” 

The witch-finder stopped suddenly and looked around the pub, as if he 

expected to see a witch fly out from behind the bar.  

Mr Burrows: “Speaking of women, where is Jonathan’s mother?” 

Rob’s face went as white as the foam on his beer. 



9 
 

Rob: “She died in Childbirth”, he said finally. 

Rob Ferryman then turned and, straight-backed, marched out 

of the bar area and to the kitchen.  

* 

The witch-finder’s son was watching his wife. His future-wife, 

he admitted, but that shouldn’t be too far away now. He 

looked at her hungrily from inside the spinny, already tasting 

the meals she would cook him and imagining ordering her 

about. “A woman is the property of her husband”, his father 

said every time he saw a woman out alone in Stonewell. “I 

wouldn’t let her out without me”. The witch-finder’s son, Matthew Burrows, 

would nod his head and think of his future wife, at his beck and call.  

After all, as Reverend Hewlett would faithfully remind his flock every Sunday: 

“It was Eve who was tempted by Satan. She is the weaker, and 

she was formed of Adam’s ribs”.  Matthew had thought of his 

mother then, who would get angry at times. Matthew’s mother 

would say “Yet I had to suffer for nine months to give birth to 

Matthew. Am I not also a giver of life?”  

At this point, the Witch-finder would knock her and beat her 

until she bled. It was one too many knocks that finally left the 

Witch-finder a widow, and Matthew without a mother.  

 Matthew would do it differently. He would be like King James to his wife – 

kind, but she must never forget that he was the Master of her – that she was 

weak, and that there must be men to guide her. For now, though, he had to be 

content to watch her wring out beer-stained cloths.  

* 

Grace was separate. Not just in that she did not work 

in the fields like the other girls, that she washed the 

floors of the pub or rolled the barrels around the 

covered yard and so had pale, unearthly skin.  She 

seemed to live in a separate world. Her own world.  
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Conversation: Grandma and Rob 

 

Grandma: “Lonely, our girl Grace is”. 

Rob: “And beautiful. I have created something as beautiful as our Church used 

to be under Queen Mary. She’s as pretty as the stars that used to hang on the 

Church ceiling.” 

Grandma fixed his son-in-law with the one green eye that still worked. Rob 

Ferryman looked nervous.  

Grandma: “Essex is the strongest, purest area in all the kingdom, Man. 

Especially now King James has got rid of all those Catholic priests and their 

gaudy vestments. You would do well to remember your religion. Mr Fawkes 

didn’t, and look what happened to him”. 

Rob: “That’s quite a different thing, Ma. I didn’t exactly try to blow the King up, 

did I?” 

But Grandma hadn’t finished.  

Grandma: “My daughter was just the same. Too many silly ideas. I was always 

against you two getting together, with your Catholic ways and your colourful 

paintings.” 

Rob Ferryman had now turned white.  

Grandma: “And you should drink less”.  

Grandma was now striding away to prise 

Grace away from her books. Grace would 

be fifteen soon. 

 Grandma: ‘Marrying age’, thought 

Grandma. 



11 
 

Lady Oliver had recently been teaching Grace to read using the 

bible. Grace had taken very few lessons to get the hang of it.  

When Grandma found Grace that Monday, however, she saw 

that James had got there first. He had asked her to read to him 

so that she would look at the page and he could peep at her 

every now and again, without being fixed by her unstaring 

green eyes. Eyes that she had inherited from her grandmother.  

Yet Grace was not lonely. She was simply happier curled up 

behind a barrel in the beer cellar with the pub dog, Max, where no one would 

find her. The problem with that was she smelt of ale, so much so that 

Reverend Hewlett would scream “Drink of the Devil!” at her whenever she 

walked past the vicarage. When Grace was eight, Reverend Hewlett had taken 

it upon himself to wash her in the pond in the Vicarage garden. She came 

home half-drowned, but happy. Reverend Hewlett had fallen in himself and 

had to be rescued by Jonathan and James, who had ‘accidentally’ put two 

newts down his vestments.   

 

Task: Discus the following questions in a pair or three:  

➢ Who does Matthew Burrows want to marry? 

➢ What is his opinion of women? Where does that opinion come 

from? 

➢ What did Tom Yorke blame a witch for? 

➢ Why might someone call Grace a witch? (Try to find three things). 
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History Corner 1 

People believed that witches obtained their evil 

power by meeting the Devil in person at the 

Sabbath.  The Devil gave the witches evil powers to 

use during their lifetime in return for their souls 

when they died. After worshipping the Devil at a 

Sabbath, witches were given a familiar – an evil 

spirit which often took the form of a small animal. 

There are several familiars shown here...What are 

their names?  

People believed that the witch fed her familiars 

with her own blood. A witch would have a witch-

mark on her body, such as a wart or mole, and this 

was where the familiar sucked her blood. 

 

Task: Copy and complete these sentences in your book: 

Familiars were thought to be… [Use History Corner 1] 

Two laws that made it easier to prosecute witches included… [Use History Corner 2] 

Women were easy targets to blame for witchcraft because… 
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History Corner 2 

• During the Medieval Period, witches were put on trial but punishments were light. 

Very few witches were punished at all. It was during the reigns of the Tudors and 

Stuarts that harsh laws were passed against witchcraft... 

• Protestants persuaded Elizabeth I (1558-1603) that tougher laws against witches were 

needed. In 1563 a new law was passed which gave the death penalty for any witch 

who used magic to kill someone. Witches who harmed people were put in prison.  

• Some of James I’s (1603-1625) ministers were strict Puritans and they persuaded the 

king to introduce an even harsher law against witches. From 1604 anyone who was 

shown to have contacted evil spirits could be hanged for witchcraft, whether or not 

they had done any harm. 


