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Tuesday:  of witch-testing and village squabbles 

James was an orphan. He didn’t know what had happened to his parents, but 

he did know that he hated learning to be a miller.  Since 1601 and Elizabeth’s 

new poor law, there was more money for him to learn, and that was why 

Sandy had taken him in and taught him grist-milling. 

 James preferred the outdoors though, and spent most of his time 

roaming about the water meadows or chasing Jonathan around the 

beer house garden.  

That was where he was today, 

with some of the other children, 

when the witch-finder walked out 

with a pint of ale in one hand and a 

pipe in the other.  
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Conversation: Jonathan, Mr Burrows, James, Alfie, Jane, Alice 

Jonathan: “What were you doing on Sunday, Sir, behind that tree? You 

know, horse chestnuts are too early this time of year, Sir”, he asked 

innocently.  

The witch-finder looked down at Jonathan 

sternly.  

Mr Burrows: “I was witch-finding.” 

James: “There ain’t no witches near her, Sir”. 

Mr Burrows: “Witches and sorcerers have been 

growing in number in these last few years. 

Stonewell village is no exception to the 

wickedness of these witches.” 

Alfie: “What do you do when you catch a witch?” 

he asked, eagerly.  

Mr Burrows: “There are two tests for witches. In the first, the witch’s hands are 

tied and she is lowered into the water. If she floats, she is a witch. If she sinks, 

she is innocent.”  

Jane: “And you drag her up again?” 

 The witch-finder smiled his curling-smile.  

Mr Burrows: “If we remember. I’m a busy man”.  

Alfie: “What about the second test?” asked Alfie, eagerly.   

Mr Burrows: “A pin is stuck into the witch-mark. If she feels no pain and does 

not bleed then she is a witch.” 

Jane: “What’s a witch-mark?” 

Mr Burrows: “A mole, or a wart.”  

Jane: “Yuk. Mr Mason has a wart. It’s yucky”. 

Alfie: “You are a wart, Jane”. 
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Conversation:  Jane, Alfie, Grace, Mr Burrows 

Alice: “Yeah, wart-face”, joined in Alice, who was 

eleven years old, and should know better. 

Jane: “Wart-brain”. 

Alfie: “Warty wart-wart ”. 

Grace: “Why did you become a witch-finder?” asked 

Grace, who was curled up in the corner of the room. 

This was the witch-finder’s favourite question. He 

smiled his curling-smile and sucked on the air. 

Mr Burrows: “It was a long time ago, when there were no witch-finders and the 

world was much darker, more dangerous place.” 

Jonathan rolled his eyes at James from behind the horse brasses. 

Mr Burrows: “It happened more than fifty miles away”. 

This was more impressive.  

Mr Burrows: “I had been conducting some business for the law firm I used to 

work for at a lady’s house in the village. Her name was Elizabeth West.” 

Jane: “You knew Queen Elizabeth?”  

Alfie: “Not everyone called Elizabeth is a queen, Jane”, said Alfie, impatiently.  

The witch-finder did not look impressed by interruptions to his story.  

Mr Burrows: “I was writing my report at her house and then I saw it. A huge, 

ghostly figure, bigger than a horse and foaming like a pond in Spring.”  

Grace: “What was it?” 

The witch-finder paused for dramatic effect. Mr Burrows: “A bear.” 

There was no gasp. No matter. The witch-finder wasn’t done yet. Mr Burrows:  

“A hulking bear, crashing towards me, ghostly as the fullest moon, with impes 

about his shoulders, shrieking, shrill, and the smell – the smell of rotting flesh!” 
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This got the reaction he was hoping for. The boys pulled faces and the girls 

shrieked and the witch-finder sucked on the air and smiled his curling-smile.  

* 

Wednesday: of disease and ignorance 

Sarah Yorke was standing over the kitchen stove with her greatest 

friend, Lucy Hutchinson. Both of them looked puzzled. They had 

recently been given four potatoes as a present from Lady Oliver up 

the road at Stonewell hall, and were now trying to work out how 

to cook it. 

 

Conversation:  Sarah and Lucy 

Lucy: “I’d say you bake it.”  

Sarah: “Really? All of them? I’d sooner boil them”. 

Lucy: “Why don’t we bake two, boil two, and then compare the taste?” 

Sarah: “Good idea. Speaking of which, I hear that Sir Walter Raleigh is still in 

the tower of London. After all those discoveries he made and all that he did for 

Elizabeth. It was he who discovered the potato they 

say and brought it over for Elizabeth to try.” 

Lucy: “I hope they cooked it first”. 

But Sarah wasn’t listening; she was in full flow. 

Sarah: “Not to mention how handsome they say 

Raleigh is. I like a pointed beard on a man.” 

Lucy: “How do you know he has a pointed beard?” 

Sarah: “That’s the gossip from Simon Mason. He 

brought the news over to Tom last night at the pub.” 

Lucy: “Any other news from London?” she asked, 

eagerly. 
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Sarah: “Yes, as a matter of fact. There’s been rumours of strange happenings in 

a small corner in Norfolk.”  

This had got to be good. Lucy was nodding intently, 

completely forgetting her excitement about the potatoes. 

Sarah: “It’s to do with an old crone from Great Yarmouth, 

called Elizabeth Bradwell. She was a beggar and she would 

scavenge on the beach. The story goes that she scared lots 

of people in town, and that she placed a life-threatening 

illness on a young child who up until then had been very 

healthy. She was questioned by the Witch-finder General– a 

man called Hopkins. Apparently she confessed to keeping an 

evil spirit in the form of a blackbird.”  

Lucy: “A blackbird?” Lucy exclaimed.  

Sarah: “The same”. 

Lucy: “What happened to her?”  

Sarah: “She was thrown in jail and died, apparently. Good thing, too. Imagine 

having a devil that can fly. Imagine what other sicknesses it could cause”. 

Lucy: “Yes. No other explanation. What else would cause an illness, if the child 

had been good? That’s black magic. I wonder if she met Sir Raleigh in jail?” 

Sarah: “Lucy! Raleigh is in the tower of London. That Elizabeth woman would 

have been in any old dungeon across in Norfolk somewhere. Now, look, you’ve 

distracted me, what are we going to do with these potatoes...”  

 

Later that evening, when Sarah walked out to call in Alice to 

dinner, she was reminded again about her conversation with Lucy 

about jails. A very strange event was happening outside the Kings 

Head. John Burr, Tom’s cousin, was outside the beer house, 

foaming at the mouth and shaking violently. 
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Conversation:  Sarah and John 

Instead of springing into action, Sarah put her hands on her hips and asked 

Sarah: “Where’s the soap, John?” 

This may seem like a very strange question, but sure enough, John stopped 

shaking immediately, looked around him to see if anyone was watching, and 

reached into his pocket. He pulled out an old bar of dirty grey soap.  

John: “Just trying to earn a living, Sarah”, he grinned, with soap bubbles still 

pouring down his chin.  

Sarah: “Does anyone still fall for that stuff?” she asked, amused.  

John: “I got a shilling from a nice man called Mr Mason earlier”, he boasted 

happily, now starting to choke on the 

soap.  

Sarah: “You are not to wheedle money 

out of good folk like Simon Mason!”  

Sarah grew angrier. John shrank back.  

John: “I can buy you an ale to drink with 

me out here? There’s a very lovely girl in 

there who I’m sure would be happy to 

serve us up two beers”, John offered in 

peace. 

Sarah appeared to consider for a moment, hands still on her hips. 

Sarah: “Oh alright – one drink. At least it’ll get the soap out of your mouth”.  

John grinned, and disappeared into the ale house.  

 

Questions for discussion: 

• Why were the children so scared of the ‘bear’ with the ‘impes’ on 

his shoulders? 

• Why was John Burr eating soap?  
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TASK: Copy and complete the following sentences in your book: 

• The most famous witch-finder in the 17th Century was called… 

• He was at the height of his powers when England was going through… 

• cElizabeth Bradwell was a witch who was punished for 

witchcraft. She was blamed for… 

• Her familiar was in the form of a… 

 

Thursday:  of witch-trials and fear 

Sandy Miller was drunk. He’d been drunk now for three hours with Simon 

Mason, a friend from Finchingford who he was putting up for the night.  The 

conversation had turned to the Witch-finder, Mr Burrows, and his target: Joan. 

Conversation:  Sandy, Simon, Rob and Grandma 

Sandy: “Remember talk of witchcraft trials twenty or thirty years back?” 

Simon: “You mean when Queen Elizabeth beat the Spanish? Oh those were 

the days. Emperor Phillip should never have underestimated our late queen.” 

Sandy: “Yes, well you were alright, selling potatoes, getting lots of money and 

swanning about with that Raleigh fellow. But it was tough times in Stonewell. 

No harvest to speak of, no corn to grind, nothing to eat. We managed to keep 

something from Mr Oliver’s fields but out at Stanbourne and Steeple 

Hampstead, well it was proper famine. Children dying, outright rebellion in 

Finchingford. That’s why there’s no town sign – it got torn down.” 

Simon: “I always thought it was a drunkard who tore it down. It could have 

been me, the amount of drink I’ve had in the three horseshoes”.  

History Corner: The most famous witch-finder in English History 
 
• Matthew Hopkins was the son of the richest man in Littleport (in East Anglia) 

during the early seventeenth century. 
• He was a lawyers’ clerk who first came across witches when he claimed that he 

had been chased from Elizabeth Clarke’s house in Essex by a bear-like spirit.  
• Matthew became the Witchfinder General of East Anglia, and became a rich 

man. He was at the height of his powers in 1645.  
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Sandy: “Well it was rebellion, and no mistake. Worse in the North. You know 

how many Elizabeth hung for that, Rob?” 

Simon: “Not a clue, Sandy”.  

Sandy: “Three hundred. Three hundred! That’s more 

than they say her wicked sister Bloody Mary burnt 

at the stake.”  

Rob: “You gotta give it to Elizabeth –looks like a 

woman but fights like a proper gent”.  

Simon: “So what’s all this got to do with witchcraft, 

Sandy?”  

Sandy smiled, slightly smugly. He’d been waiting for that question.   

Sandy: “Well, people wanted a reason for all the famine and the rebellion and 

the commotion. They wanted someone to blame. People who couldn’t fight 

back. So they picked on women and called them witches.” 

Simon: “Do you think it was them, then, Sandy? Was it witches?” 

All eyes on Sandy, he paused slightly too long, enjoying the attention. 

Sandy: “There were so many problems, I reckon there’s no other explanation 

for it. But there were so many trials. A hundred and seventy over just a few 

years, they say. Satan wouldn’t have enough time to see them all you’d think!”  

Grandma: “Think what you’re saying Mr Miller”, said Grandma Ferryman, from 

the back, previously unnoticed. Sandy didn’t care. 

 Sandy: “There’ll be hell to pay if the harvest is bad again 

the second-year running. Women will be blamed and they 

will be burned, you mark my words. Sandy: “The hangings 

and the burnings are enough to scare anyone. Puts the fear 

of God in you, a burning does. Those witches must be 

mighty fearful to deserve a punishment like that – the 

screaming and the heat – and the suffering.” 
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TASK: answer the following questions in full sentences: 

1. During which two decades were the number of witchcraft trials the 

highest? What was happening at these times? 

2. Name the county where the number of witchcraft trials was remarkably high. 

Why was it so high? (Try to find two reasons) 

3. Why did the number of witchcraft trials vary so much? 
 

 

 

 


