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“The frequency of forged possessions wrought such an 
alteration upon the judgement of King James that...he 
grew first diffident of, and then flatly to deny, the 
workings of witches and devils as mere falsehoods and 
delusions.” 

 
 

‐‐Dr. Thomas Fuller—Church History of Britain, 1655 
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PREFACE 
 

In the summer of 1590, shortly after returning from 
Denmark with his new Queen, James VI of Scotland, later 
James I of England, made the decision to attend the trials 
of several accused witches from the small kirk of North 
Berwick. The accused attempted to murder James by 
using witchcraft to sink the ship upon which he had 
journeyed. James was well known for his curiosity and 
intellect. This was an opportunity that he could not pass 
up and so, he attended the trials. This single act would 
forever change how James would be viewed for centuries 
to come. 

 
Thereafter, James was linked to witch hysteria and 
steadily gained the reputation of a witch persecutor. 
According to many historians, James’ attendance at the 
trials was the beginning of the revitalization of witch 
hysteria, which had been dying out over the previous 
twenty years of English history. He gained the reputation 
of an obsessed king determined to find and persecute 
witches. 

 
This seems to be the accepted place for James in history. 
However, it leaves several unanswered questions. Is this 
image of James as a witch hunter an accurate portrayal? 
Is his reputation based on available evidence, or 
imagination? If his reputation is undeserved, then how 
and why did it develop in such a manner? Finally, what 
evidence is there to contradict those beliefs? 

 
This study attempts to explore James’ place in history as 
a witch hunter and the truthfulness of his given 
reputation. Chapter One presents evidence concerning 
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James’ reign in Scotland. Chapter Two explores his 
authorship of Daemonologie in the Form of a Dialogue. 
Chapter Three investigates James’ influence on the 
creation of the statutes against witchcraft. Chapter Four 
focuses on how contemporary writers misconstrued 
James’ involvement in witch hysteria. Chapter Five 
questions the trials, public sentiments and political 
actions revolving around witchcraft. Chapter Six reviews 
the history of the Statute of 1604 and finally, Chapter 
Seven looks into how King James handled fraudulent 
cases of witchcraft. 

 
The hoped for outcome of this thesis is that the evidence 
will enlighten the reader as to the reality of James’ 
reputation as a witch hunter, proving that he was neither 
an avid hunter of witches nor the instigator of witch 
hysteria in late 16th and early 17th century Scotland and 
England, respectively. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Of all the figures that stand out during the witch hunts of 
Early Modern Europe, none is more noticeable than 
James VI of Scotland, later James I of England. Although 
more famous for his commissioning of a translation of the 
Bible1, among those who study history he bears the 
reputation of mass murderer, if not directly then 
indirectly. James, perhaps due to his station in life, is 
considered by many to be the most avid of all witch 
hunters. He has become a sinister figure in the history of 
witchcraft. In most writings prior to this century, 
historians burden him with the deaths of thousands of 
accused witches. 

 
Many researchers conclude that the witch hysteria, 
weakening during the later years of Elizabeth I’s reign, 
regained momentum with James, who pressed for 
harsher action against accused witches. Upon his 
ascension to the throne of Scotland, James not only 
continued the practice of witch hunting but personally 
brought it to a newer and higher standard of cruelty. 

 
Using his royal influence, he repealed the more 
constrained Elizabethan Statute of 1563 and enacted a 
much harsher version. Taking divine inspiration from 
his Bible, James saw a means to an end in Exodus 
22:18, “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” He used 
the Bible as the proof he needed to root out evil and 
reaffirm his divine status as King of Scotland. He 
rewrote the law to encourage witch-hunting. His reign 

 
 

1 This commission would result in what is now commonly known as the 
King James Version 



A. C. Vines 

9 

 

 

became thought of as a dark and bloody period in the 
chronicles of history. 

 
There are many historians who identify with this view. 
Of note, Geoffrey Parrinder, J. W. Wickwar, Lynn 
Linton, Robert Steele, and more recently, Magnus 
Magnusson, have all found some truth in the belief of 
James’ cruelty. Parrinder wrote an essay entitled, “The 
Witch as Victim,” in which he states that, “Elizabethan 
England preserved the distinction between good and 
bad witches, comparable to the difference between evil 
thinkers and actual poisoner, but James I of England 
had the law changed since he ‘found a defect in the 
statute.’”2 

 
Wickwar berates King James with several comments 
saying that, “The king’s ideas of witchcraft and 
demonology as expressed by him in his book 
[Daemonologie in the form of a Dialogue]3 without 
doubt kept alive and fostered in the imagination of the 
people the mysteries of the craft,” and that he was “a 
bold, adventurous antagonist towards those that were 
desirous of casting their spells over him.”4 However, 
James’ reputation had begun to develop much further 
back than with these authors. In 1861, Linton 
published a volume of Witch Stories, in which she 
states that James had a “mania against witches.”5 She 
further concluded that there "was no holding in of this 
furious madness after James I had got his foot in the 

 
2 Venetia Newall, ed. The Witch in History. (New York: Barnes & Noble, 
1996), 129. 
3 James I. Daemonologie in the Form of a Dialogue. Edited by Yvonne 
Frost. (New Bern, N.C.: Godolphin House, 1996 ) 
4 J. W. Wickwar. The Handbook of the Black Arts. (London: Random 
House, 1996), 168-172. 
5 Lynn Linton. Witch Stories. (London, 1861), 20. 
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stirrup, and was riding a race neck and neck with the 
Devil.”6 

 
Robert Steele later affirmed Linton’s theories on 
witchcraft in his collaborative work, Social England: 

 
With the ascension of James, a change 
came over the feelings of those in power. 
During the later years of Elizabeth, tract 
after tract appeared, calling for severe 
punishment upon witches, but with no 
result: the English trials, up to now, had 
been characterized rather by folly than 
ferocity, the new rule was marked by 
ferocious folly. For forty years Scotland 
had been engaged in witch-hunting, with 
the result that 8000 human beings are 
believed to have been burnt between 1560 
and 1600; and for the last ten years of the 
century the king had been at the head of the 
hunt.... In the first Parliament of James, the 
Act of Elizabeth was repealed; a new and 
exhaustive one was enacted.... Under this 
Act 70,000 persons were executed up to 
1680. 7 

 
If Steele is to be taken at his word, a seventieth part of 
all accused met their death during the reign of James 
upon his ascension as King of England. George F. Black 
refers to such statistics in his article entitled, “A 
Calendar of Cases of Witchcraft in Scotland, 1510- 

 
 

6 Linton, 195. 
7 Robert Steele, Social England. edited by H. D. Traill, IV,85-86, as quoted 
by George Lyman Kittredge, Witchcraft in Old and New England. 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1929), 277. 
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1727,” calling them “simply preposterous.”8 Indeed, 
records show that from the time of the Statute of 1604 
until the death of James in 1625, an average of two 
executions a year occurred.9 Therefore, contrary to 
Steele’s allegations, records only support a maximum 
of 63 officially recorded deaths due to accusation of 
witchcraft. This is a far cry from the 70,000 conceived 
by Steele. 

 
But the vilification of James is in no way confined to 
the past. Many modern historians continue to decry the 
king’s involvement in the effort to rid both Scotland 
and England of purported witchery. 

 
Considering the writings of these authors—Parrinder, 
Wickwar, Linton and Steele—one can clearly see how 
James has become the focal point of so much character 
assault. Still, this assassination of James’ reputation is 
not limited to the writings of these authors. Some 
relatively modern historians such as Brian Levack, 
Lauran Paine, Michael Harrison, Jeffrey Russell, Roger 
Hart, and Magnus Magnusson clearly join in on this 
attack. Levack writes that in 1590, “James VI of 
Scotland assumed a leading role in one of the largest 
witch hunts in Scottish history.”10 

 
Paine is perhaps the most disdainful of those vilifying 
James. Her comments are almost inflammatory. She 
states that in 1603, James “compelled Parliament to 
pass the most stringent laws against witchcraft” and 

 
8 Brian P. Levack, ed., Articles on Witchcraft, Magic and Demonology, 12 
Vols. (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1992), Vol. 7, 823. 
9 Rosemary Ellen Guiley, The Encyclopedia of Witches and Witchcraft. 
(New York: Facts on File, 1989), 177. 
10 Brian P. Levack. The Witch~Hunt in Early Modern Europe. (London: 
Longman, 1995), 98. 



Malicious History 

12 

 

 

that he “passed down his bias to every ensuing 
generation that used-and still uses-the King James 
version” of the Bible.11 

 
Harrison calls James I “the Scourge of the Witches”12 

Next, Russell comments that, “James I ...hanged more 
witches than any other English monarch,”13 a statement 
that is not only false but downright ignorant of the 
facts. Hart reports that James “personally believed in 
witchcraft and persecuted witches vigorously,” and 
that “the witch craze in Scotland owed much of its 
momentum to the zealous support of James VI (later 
James I of England).”14 Finally, Magnusson clearly 
indulges in this line of thinking, stating: 

 
In 1597 he (James) published a 
remarkeable tract on witchcraft and 
Satanism, entitled Daemonologie.It may 
seem no more than a literary curiousity 
now, but in its time it had a horrifying 
effect: it was the start of a Scottish witch- 
hunt which over the next century would 
claim more than a thousand victims, 80 
percent of whom were women.15 

 
Thus, James continues to be maligned even in current 
historiography. 

 
11 Lauran Paine. Witches in Fact and Fantasy. (New York: Taplinger 
Publishing Company, 1971), 39. 
12 Michael Harrison. The Roots of Witchcraft. Secaucus, N.J.: Citadel 
Press, 1974, 228 
13 Jeffrey Russell. A History of Witchcraft. (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1980), 79. 
14 Roger Hart. Witchcraft. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1972, 98; 107. 
15 Magnus Magnusson. Scotland: The Story of a Nation. (London: 
HarperColling Publishers, 2000), 395. 
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Comments such as these are more the standard than 
the exception. However, if one were to look beyond the 
remarks of these authors, and instead closely study not 
just reputation of James, but also analyze his actions, 
re-evaluate the historical records, and approach the 
matter with ‘tabla rasa’ attitude, what might be 
revealed? Would James remain the dark, sinister, and 
blood-thirsty Christian king who so  hated the thought 
of witchery that he cause the deaths of untold 
thousands? Or would he emerge as historian George 
Lymon Kittredge would come to see him, “not riding 
the storm like Odin....only a mortal man, swept off his 
feet by the tide.” 16 

 
If this is true, and James was merely reacting to social 
pressures, then how did he come to garner such 
prejudice against himself? Several factors contribute to 
James’ place in history as a witch hunter: his acts as 
King of Scotland; his extraordinary intellect, which led 
him to write down his beliefs on the nature of 
witchcraft, the aforementioned Daemonologie in the 
Form of a Dialogue; along with James’ involvement  in 
the creation of the Statute of 1604. The creation of his 
reputation as a prosecutor of witches is also due in a 
large part to the sentiments of the day as evidenced by 
contemporary writers, ecclesiastical and judicial 
records, and the resulting political action; as well as the 
failure of historians to recognize his role in exposing 
counterfeit and imposters among accusers of witchery. 

 
 
 
 

16 George Lyman Kittredge, Witchcraft in Old and New England. 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1929), 279. 
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CHAPTER 1 

KING JAMES AND THE WITCHES OF SCOTLAND 
 

The history of witch hysteria in Scotland and King 
James’ place therein is a complex matter. It is difficult 
to determine how much James influenced the actions 
taken there. However, several points must be 
considered when analyzing the witch hunts. The first 
major consideration is that of the statute against 
witchcraft in Scotland. It is important to understand 
that James did not create or enact the statute against 
witchcraft. 

 
This took place in 1563 under Elizabeth I and prior to 
his birth. The initial statute was primarily the result of 
ecclesiastical influences on the government in an 
attempt to suppress public fears about witchcraft. It 
increased penalties such as death for an individual 
convicted of murder by witchcraft; a year in jail and the 
pillory for lesser offenses; and forfeiture of property for 
second convictions of divination, attempted murder 
and unlawful love spells.17 

 
Secondly, James was a monarch of Scottish decent. He 
acted out of those beliefs that were favored by the 
Scottish culture and his ideas of witchcraft were based 
on his heritage as a Scotsman. James was born in 
Scotland in 1566 to Mary, Queen of Scots and her 
second husband, Lord Henry Stuart Darnley.18 In 1567, 
Darnley was found dead, murdered by strangulation. 
His death was rumored to have been arranged by the 
Earl of Bothwell, who immediately 

 
17 Levack. Articles, V. 6, 23. 
18 Guiley, 176. 
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married Mary. The incident caused an uprising among 
the Scots, and under pressure from rising public 
admonishment, Mary abdicated the throne in favor of 
James. He ascended as a infant and ruled under 
regents until 1583, when at age seventeen he assumed 
full control of the throne as James VI of Scotland.19 His 
regents, staunch conservative Scotsmen, were James’ 
primary influences. Therefore, it can be ascertained 
that James was closer to his heritage than most kings 
of the age. It is only natural that he would follow the 
general nature of his advisors and their culture. 

 
Thirdly, the cultural ideas about witchcraft survived 
fully for more than a century after James’ death. This 
becomes increasingly apparent when one considers the 
periods of prosecution in Scotland. Two of the three 
periods of increased activity occurred outside of his 
reign as King. Of the three great prosecutions— 1590-
1597, 1640-1650, and 1660-1663—only the first fell 
within James’ reign over Scotland. The second was 
more intense than the first and the third, which 
occurred during the Restoration, was the most brutal 
of the three.20 Also, despite traditional belief, James did 
not initiate the persecutions of 1590, they were already 
underway when he became involved. 

 
In 1583, the Scottish clergy began calling for stricter 
interpretation of the Elizabethan law against 
witchcraft. James fully ascended to the throne at the 
age of seventeen. It wasn’t until seven years later, in 
1590, that James became personally involved with 

 
19 Ibid., 177. 
20 Levack. Articles, Vol. 7, 18. 
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witchcraft trials. It was during the case of the North 
Berwick Witches that the king’s name was linked to 
witchcraft and trials. 

 
In 1590, Dr. John Fian, a young schoolmaster in 
Saltpans, Scotland, became the central figure in 
Scotland’s most famous witch trial involving King 
James. Using the assumed name John Cunningham, 
Fian was accused of being the leader a coven of witches 
in North Berwick. First among the charges against 
them was an attempt to assassinate the king through 
the use of witchcraft.21 

 
There seems to be no available evidence to indicate that 
James requested the trial of Fian or his associates, 
despite the claims of the accused to be working toward 
his demise. Even though James attended some of the 
trials, he still questioned the truthfulness of the 
defendants’ claims and listened to their confessions 
with skepticism. One of the accused, Agnes Sampson, 
attempted to flatter him by confessing how one person 
at a sabbath asked the Devil, who was hosting, why he 
hated King James, and the Devil answered that the king 
was a God- fearing man and “was the greatest enemie 
he hath in the world.”22 In response, King James 
pronounced the accused to be "extreame lyars."23 

However, Agnes Sampson went on to convince James 
of her sincerity and prowess by reportedly repeating to 
him in private the conversation he had with his queen 
on their 

 
21 Newes from Scotland declaring the damnable life and death of Doctor 
Fian, a notable Sorcerer, who was burned at Edenbrough, in Januarie last 
1591. (London, [1591]) 
22 Barbara Rosen, ed. Witchcraft in England,1558-1618. (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 1991), 195. 
23 Levack, Articles, V.7, 303. 
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wedding night. James was impressed. He 
"acknowledged her words to bee most true” and 
thereafter believed her story.24 

 
How Sampson accomplished this feat is unknown. 
However, it does say something about the nature of 
James. He was skeptical until given due evidence. It 
should be noted that during this time Sampson also 
accused the Earl of Bothwell in the attempt on the 
king’s life.25 James had always considered Bothwell an 
enemy. This is noted in a passage in the Basilikon 
Doron, which revealed how he viewed Bothwell as an 
evil genius.26 

 
James was ready to listen to anything which would 
discredit his foe.Furthermore, Chancellor Maitland, 
also present at the trials, was an enemy of Bothwell and 
one of the king's confidants. Perhaps it was he who 
knew of the king’s private conversation and passed the 
information on to a deranged and tortured Sampson, 
who in turn, confessed to the king. Thereby, Bothwell 
was accused, serving the purposes of two masters. 
What followed were other indictments in the Fian case 
which led to the conviction of twenty-five individuals.27 

Executions concluded the proceedings which led to the 
first period of witch hysteria from 1590 through 
1597.What had started with an incident involving 
obscure persons threatening the king, a not uncommon 
occurrence, developed into the beginning of a long 
period of historical misconception. James became 
irrevocably linked to the witchcraft trials. 

24 Levack, Articles, V.7, 303. 
25 Levack, Articles, V.7, 290. 
26 James I. Basilikon Doron. (Menston: The Scholar Press, Ltd., 1969), 97. 
27 Mackay, p. 501. 
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There can be no doubt that James was aware of the 
events that proceeded. He had, regardless of his 
extreme skepticism, been convinced that witchcraft 
existed in his kingdom. However, it is harder to prove 
that he energized these actions. No motivation was 
needed. The true movement to eliminate witches began 
in 1563 with the passage of the Elizabethan statute, and 
was inflamed with the revised Statute of 1583. While 
this did occur at James’ first official parliament, he did 
not become involved directly until 1590. Indeed, no 
significant mention of witchcraft is made in the king’s 
histories from 1583 until 1590. 

 
Therefore, while events were unfolding around the 
king, he was not likely to have been directly aware of 
them. Furthermore, it was the ecclesiastical sector who 
were eager to seek out the evil of witchcraft, filling the 
commonfolk with a terror of witches. This led to a form 
of religious and popular culture mythology which 
resulted in a panic. James, unaware of the forces at 
work, did nothing to stop it. Even if he had been aware, 
it is unlikely that he could have done much to control 
the situation, as it was driven more  by the populace 
and not by the monarchy and government. 

 
There is little evidence to support the theory that James 
was responsible for the outbreak of witch hysteria that 
occurred in Scotland between 1590 through 1597. 
Furthermore, there is no evidence to suggest that he 
was fully convinced of the extreme power of witchcraft 
or that he was especially concerned with the 
prosecution of witches. What is supported by available 
evidence is that there was a national belief in witchcraft 
with outbreaks of 
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persecution occurring during times of extreme social 
pressure. 

 
Indeed, some suspicion exists that the reason for the 
outbreak of witch hysteria between 1590-1597 was 
largely economic. A series of plagues and crop failures 
in Scotland and England caused an economic 
depression.28 Relations among communities became 
strained and witches became scapegoats for the stress 
placed on communities. This type of social response 
has been repeated again and again throughout  history. 
Similar flare-ups of witch hysteria occurred during the 
English Civil War and in Salem, Massachusetts, during 
economic and societal upheavals, followed by periods 
of witchcraft accusations and prosecutions. 

 
Regardless of this, by 1597, James became bored with 
witchhunts.29 Pressed by matters he considered far 
more urgent, such as defending the divine right of 
kings, he began to put a halt to the proceedings. 
Indictments of witchery were mounted upon a good 
portion of the citizens of Scotland and it was 
increasingly difficult to determine the innocent from 
the guilty. 

 
James received reports that trials were taking place 
throughout the country and responded to the hysteria 
in 1597 by revoking the power of the commissions of 
justicery, which reduced the effectiveness of the hunts 
in Scotland until his death in 1625.30 The reason for 

 
28 J. D. Mackie. A History of Scotland. (New York: Penguin, 1991), 173. 29 

Deborah Willis. Malevolent Nuture. (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University 
Press, 1995), 125. 
30 Christina Larner. Witchcraft and Religion. (New York: Basil 
Blackwell, Inc., 1984), 17. 
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this revocation was the revelation that many of the 
accusations were fraudulent. This, combined with his 
initial skepticism and his sharp intellect, led James to 
return to his initial beliefs about witchcraft. 

 
From 1597 to his ascension to the English throne as 
James I in 1603, witch-trials continued in Scotland. 
However, the annual number of executions decreased 
extensively. Furthermore, with his ascension to the 
English throne, the intensity of the Scottish witchhunts 
declined. James was less concerned with the obscure 
religious outsider than he was with ruling a new 
kingdom. 

 
Therefore, despite the common belief that James’ 
record as King of Scotland is marred by his 
overwhelming drive to eliminate witches, evidence 
exists to the contrary. James was involved in the witch 
hunts, but he was not their instigator. In fact, his 
pursuit of witches is lackluster. He followed the advice 
of counselors who drew upon the beliefs of 
ecclesiastical influences and was caught up in the 
moment, like many other men who followed along as 
best befitted the situation. 

 
When it became apparent that the trials were not 
logical or moral, he halted the movement and 
attempted to prevent its continuation. Thus, while 
James’ record as king during the great persecutions of 
1590-1597 is not stellar, it is by no means one that 
reflects the avid, blood-thirsty reputation to which he 
is attached. James’ suffers more by association than by 
actual implication. 
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CHAPTER 2 

KING JAMES THE AUTHOR 
 

Considering James’ record as King of Scotland during 
the advent of the first major outbreak of witch hunting 
and finding evidence to contradict the traditional 
beliefs surrounding his involvement therein, one can 
then turn to the second matter of his condemnation—
that of the authorship of Daemonologie. To begin with, 
the text is evidence of what James believed due to his 
faith in God. It is not an account of his actions. In 
addition, its importance as an instrument of 
destruction cannot be proven based on available 
evidence. What evidence is available neither suggests 
James was a persecutor of accused witches, nor that 
Daemonologie had any effect on popular ideas of 
witchcraft during that period of history. 

 
Furthermore, nothing about its publication historically 
suggests that it resulted in the execution of an accused 
witch. Also, it is unlikely to have swayed popular 
opinion toward the need for prosecution of witches. 
Only those who were persecuted for occult activities 
would protest the witch trials and by this protest 
condemn themselves with or without the text. Finally, 
the book itself was not published until 1597.31 This 
coincides with the year that James put an effective end 
to his support of further prosecutions and ended the 
first major outbreak of witch hysteria. 

 
 
 
 

31 Frost, ed., iv. 
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Daemonologie is not an original work. The overall text 
is an edited and rewritten version of the Malleus 
Malificarum.32 James wrote the text as a reflection of 
his self-proclaimed intellect and dabbling with popular 
ideas.33 The work shows great consideration to the 
subject at hand and is well-constructed. However, it 
adds nothing new to the field of witch hunting. 
Daemonologie only echoes sixteenth century popular 
sentiment and social heritage but adds nothing to the 
overall attitude toward the need to prosecute witches. 

 
King James' Daemonologie was reissued in London in 
160334 at the time of his ascension to the throne of 
England. However, there is no indication that it was 
done so at his request. It is more probable that this was 
done by the publisher to sell more books, much like the 
reissuance of a biography at the time of an individual’s 
death. The reprinting of Daemonologie was an act of 
capitalism rather than one of public sentiment. 

 
If one were to compare Daemonologie to that of the 
Basilikon Doron—James VI’s text outlining his case for 
the right to the English throne—one would find that 
there are striking differences in the writing styles of the 
texts. Obviously, the contents are about different 
subjects but the way in which the works address the 
audience is vastly altered. The Basilikon Doron was 
privately printed in 1599 and reprinted in 

 
 

32 Henrich Kramers and Johann Sprenger. Malleus Malificarum. Edited 
by Montague Summers. (Dover Publications, Inc. 1971) 
33 Larner, 5. 
34 Kurt Seligmann. Magic, Supernaturalism and Religion. (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1971), 196. 
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1603.35 James had other considerations as the new King 
of England than that of witchcraft. Thus in his treatise 
the Basilikon, he did not immediately call for 
intensification of witch hunting or call for stronger laws 
to that effect. In fact, the subject is never mentioned. 
Therefore, the reissuance of Daemonologie must have 
been an act of the publisher and not a propaganda 
method of the king or his court. The Basilikon Doron, 
written by the king addressing his new subjects, was a 
campaign document. Thus, one should consider the 
witch statute and the witch hunts of James I as King of 
England separate from those of his rule as James VI of 
Scotland. Using this  as a basis, one must study what 
followed, the Statute of 1604. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

35 Mackie, 183. Antonia Fraser. The Lives of the Kings & Queens of 
England. (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995), 218. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE WITCHCRAFT STATUTES 
 

There is a large misconception concerning the English 
statutes pertaining to witchcraft which may have 
developed from the writings of Thomas Wright. His 
work entitled, Narratives of Sorcery and Magic, is 
vague in its descriptions of the history surrounding 
witchcraft statutes in England.36 In his book, Wright 
states that the first act against the use of witchcraft was 
passed during the reign of Henry VIII in his thirty-third 
year or AD 1542. This much is true. However, he 
continues, writing that under the new statute, 33 Henry 
VIII, c.8., the crime of witchcraft  was made a felony 
“without benefit of clergy.”37 

 
Wright proceeds, claiming that in 1547 the power to try 
witches was still under the direction of ecclesiastical 
reformers first organized under Henry VIII, Edward 
VI’s father. It is this statement that has led to the 
misinterpretation concerning the English law against 
witchcraft. While the statement is true, the implication 
is false. The statute does not mention witchcraft but 
merely sweeps it aside along with many other felony 
offences. Thereby, Wright misleads the reader and 
twists the meaning of an act designed to be a broad, 
sweeping reform and not one specifically aimed at 
witchcraft. Edward repealed the law against witchcraft 
that same year, 1547.38 

 
36 T. Wright. Narrative of Sorcery and Magic, 2 Vols. (London: R. 
Bentley, 1851) 
37 T. Wright. Narrative of Sorcery and Magic, V.1, 279. 
38 Alan Macfarlane. Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England. (London, 
1970), 72. 
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Next, according to Wright, a new act was passed under 
Elizabeth I which called for the first conviction against 
a witch to result in “exposure in the pillory.”39 The 
statute—5 Eliz., c.16—passed in the year 1563.40 Again, 
the information Wright gives is misleading in that this 
law was more severe. The statute actually calls for 
punishment in cases that involve the following: 

 
a) Invocation and conjuration of evil spirits 

for any purpose becomes a felony 
 

b) Witchcraft, enchantment, charm and 
sorcery have three gradations: 

 
i. Bewitching to death; 

 
ii. Injuring person or goods or 

cattle; 
 

iii. Seeking treasure, looking for 
lost things, trying to provoke 

 
iv. Unlawful love, or kill, maim, 

or injure a person. 
 

The first infraction results in death. The second and 
third are punished by combinations of prison and 
pillory for first offenses, by death or life imprisonment 
for second offenses.41 

 
The meaning of (a) is defined in Clause 5 of 23 Eliz., 
c.2, “An Act against seditious words and rumours...” 

 
 

39 Wright, V.1, 279. 
40 Macfarlane, 72. 
41 Rosen, ed., 23. 
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thereby linking witchcraft and conjuration with the 
making of wax figures, casting of nativities, divination 
and prophesying to determine reign lengths and 
lineage of the crown. The latter was aimed at 
Catholicism.42 This new statute was effective in one of 
the most famous cases, that of the Chelmsford witches. 

 
Here, in the first trials, three women were tried under 
the relatively new statute: Elizabeth Francis, Agnes 
Waterhouse and her daughter, Joan Waterhouse. 
Under the aforementioned law, Francis was confined to 
prison for one year for attempted murder but later, 
based on other charges, was given an additional year 
and four exposures to the pillory. All this was for 
attempted     murder     by     bewitchment. Agnes 
Waterhouse was hanged on July 29, 1566, for murder 
by witchcraft. Joan Waterhouse was tried for 
attempting to injure a person by witchcraft but was 
found not guilty.43 

 
The new statute was tested on nearly all accounts at the 
Chelmsford trials and set the standard until the Statute 
of 1583 redefined the law. This is clearly in defiance of 
what Wright states as simply “exposure to the pillory.” 
His interpretation of the statutes against witchcraft, 
especially that of Elizabeth I, come closer to 
suppression than to deception. Thus, the interpretation 
of statutes leading up to that of James I was that they 
were somewhat milder and less strenuous in their 
efforts to eliminate witchcraft, a fact that evidence 
clearly disputes. This distortion of 

 
 

42 Rosen, ed., 23. 
43 Rosen, ed., 72-82. 
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the law, in turn, led to a harsher, more critical view of 
the act instated by James. 

 
The statute of 1604 was enacted during the first year of 
James’ new reign. No longer James VI of Scotland, he 
assumed the name James I of England upon his 
ascension. The aforementioned statute would remain 
active until 1735 when it was repealed by the 
Parliament.44 In comparison to that of the Elizabethan 
law, historians have often held the belief that the 
statute of James was more severe. However, James' 
statute uses the same wording as the former 
Elizabethan law. Even the phrasing of the passages are 
comparatively similar. For example, first the new 
statute, just as the old, calls for the death penalty for 
invocation or conjuration of evil spirits for any 
purpose, regardless of the reason behind such an act. 

 
It only adds clauses making it a felony to "consult, 
convenant with, entertain, employ, feed, or reward" 
any such spirit for any purpose, or to dig up any dead 
body, or part thereof, for use in sorcery. Secondly, just 
as the Elizabethan Statute, it calls for the death penalty 
for using witchcraft that kills. Thirdly, for witchcraft 
that causes bodily injury, but falls short of killing, the 
new law imparts death for the first instead of the 
second offense. This is a slight change but the severity 
of the change is in question. Fourthly, for minor 
offenses of witchcraft and sorcery, death replaces life 
imprisonment as the penalty for the second offense.45 

 
 

44 Larner, 71. 
45 C. L’Estrange Ewen. Witch Hunting and Witch Trials. (London: 1929), 
15-21. 
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It becomes increasingly clear that the Elizabethan law 
is comparatively similar to the Statute of 1604. 
However, the increase to the death penalty for 
witchcraft that kills as well as for bodily injury, in 
contrast to the Elizabethan law which only called for 
execution on the former offense, can hardly be 
considered so vast a difference that one is deemed 
severe and the other mild. At best, the 1563 statute is 
slightly less severe than the 1604 variety. The 
substitution of death for life imprisonment as the 
penalty for witchery with intent to bodily injury is 
hardly an increase in severity. 

 
Life imprisonment was for all intents and purposes, a 
death sentence. In some respects, considering the 
harsh, unpleasant conditions of the prison system of 
the time, death was more a blessing than a 
condemnation. For example, in 1577 there occurred  an 
epidemic of jail fever at Oxford, followed by another 
viral outbreak eleven years later at Exeter in 1586. 
During such plagues, most prisoners died. Likewise, 
many died while awaiting a court appointment or 
execution date. In one case, the Earl of Northampton, 
acting as the warden of the Cinque Ports, called upon 
the mayor to allow a woman bail. She had been 
sentenced to execution for aiding and abetting a witch. 
The Earl made the unusual request because her 
execution had been stayed, and he was afraid that she 
would die before her release.46 Clearly, a death sentence 
was an act of mercy to put an end to an already 
perceived wretched individual rather than a 
punishment. 

 
 
 

46 Kittredge, 283. 
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As for the portion of the statute concerning the 
exhumation of the dead, an aspect absent from the 
Elizabethan law, it cannot be considered severe in 
comparison to the already existing penal codes. The 
desecrating of a body or the robbing of a grave was a 
crime in most civilized countries. Therefore, such an 
act was subject to law as any other offense. However, 
there exists no records that indicate any individual was 
ever tried or even put to death on this particularly 
gruesome felony. Therefore, any claims that such an 
addition to the original statute constituted added 
severity simply disregards the evidence. This addition 
had no practical effect on the outcome of any trial nor 
did it in any way affect the commitment to the hunting 
of witches. That was already in place. 

 
Concerning the provision relating to the consulting or 
covenanting with evil spirits, it was harsher than the 
previous law. However, by the time an individual was 
accused of this provision, they were already accused of 
many other offenses relating to witchcraft which also 
carried the death penalty. This provision is almost a 
slap in the face of the accused, much akin to an 
additional ten-year sentence added to a person 
sentenced to life imprisonment. Therefore, the only 
real part of the statute that bears any consideration is 
that of death for witchcraft that injures the individual 
but does not kill. This is the only portion under which 
an individual could make a case in order to justify the 
belief that James' statute of 1604 was so harsh that it 
was the turning point in the English witchhunts. 

 
The open-minded individual, when presented with the 
evidence, should question the severity of James I’s 
statute. Judgment should, however, be based not on 
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current penal codes, but on sixteenth and seventeenth 
century law. During that time, laws were almost always 
stricter, regardless of the crime. The death penalty was 
given in many crimes: stealing a sheep, purse-
snatching, or highway robbery. In comparison to these 
crimes, the death penalty for witchery is in no way 
more severe. Objections based on the argument that 
the other crimes were real as opposed to that of the 
imaginary crime of witchcraft is irrelevant. 

 
The existence of the nature of the crime is not in 
question, only the severity of the punishment therein. 
No sane individual would argue that imprisoning a 
man for an imaginary offense is just. However, the 
concern lies in whether or not James’ statute was more 
severe than Elizabeth's statute. Only by comparing the 
effectiveness of how the two statutes worked can a 
logical and provable result be gained. 

 
In 1578, a case appeared that caused an unusual 
amount of concern to the government. This was due to 
the fact that the accused witches were thought to have 
engaged in a form of magic that Elizabeth I was most 
afraid of and supposedly most susceptible to image 
magic or the making of graven images.47 In late August 
of that year, three female wax figures were found 
buried in a dunghill in London. The figures were laced 
with broom bristles in and near where the heart would 
exist on a human body. Arrested were Elizabeth Stile, 
alias Rockingham, Mother Dutten, Mother Devell, and 
Mother Margaret.48 They soon confessed the names of 
other parishioners of their faith, including one Father 
Rosimond. Their crimes, 

 
47 Rosen, 83. 
48 Rosen, 83. 
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both alleged and/or confessed included: (1) invocation 
and conjuration of evil spirits, (2) the maintaining and 
feeding of said spirits in the form of familiars, (3) 
witchcraft which lead to: a) bewitching to death; b) 
injuring persons and/or goods or cattle; and c) 
attempts to kill, maim, or injure an individual.49 

 
Four months later, the Privy Council heard evidence at 
the Windsor trials, and wrote a letter to Sir Henry 
Neville and the Dean of Windsor on January 16, 1578- 
1579. They requested a study of the broader 
implications of the witches’ activities, particularly 
regarding image-making, “as there hath been lately 
discoverd a practice of that device very likely to be 
intended to the destruction of Her Majesty’s person.”50 

No evidence of treason was found in the Windsor case 
but all four witches were executed within a month of 
the first arrest. Father Rosimond escaped.51 

 
The Windsor Trials took place about twenty-five years 
before James’ ascension to the English throne. 
Furthermore, three years after the Windsor Trials took 
place, there occurred the St. Osyth case. Here, thirteen 
accused witches were executed for death by 
bewitchment of various individuals.52 Therefore, given 
the evidence, one cannot argue that executions for 

 
49 Rosen, 84-88. 
50 Purkiss, 185. 
51 Rosen, 83-84. 
52 W. W. A true and just Recorde, of the Information, Examination and 
Confession of all the Witches, taken at S. Oses in the countie of Essex: 
whereof some were executed, and other some entreated according to the 
determination of Lawe. Wherein all men may see what a pestilent people 
Witches are, and how unworthy to lyve in a Christian Commonwealth. 
Written orderly, as the cases were tryed by evidence, by W.W. (London, 
1582) 
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witchery did not occur in England prior to James’ 
reign. If this is so, how can it be said that his reign was 
more violent and bloody than that of his predecessors? 

 
Compare the previous cases with those of the 
Lancashire trials of 1612. During the course of this 
hysteria outbreak, nineteen individuals were accused 
of witchcraft and tried. Eventually, eight were 
acquitted and one was convicted of killing a horse, 
which resulted in time in the pillory. The remaining ten 
were eventually hanged.53 Six received the death 
penalty for murder by witchcraft. Under the 
Elizabethan law they would have been convicted 
likewise. The remaining four may have been only 
imprisoned under the 1563 statute. However, this too, 
is questionable since two of them might have 
eventually been accused of murder by witchery. Had 
the courts not found them guilty of the charges they 
already faced, causing insanity through magic, they 
surely would have been tried under the charge of 
murder by witchery. Of the eleven initially charged, 
only two may have survived under the 1563 statute, and 
even that is uncertain. 

 
Now consider the previously mentioned individual 
who was sentenced to the pillory. Her testimony 
included confessions to murder as well as the killing of 
the mare. There is no record of what convinced the 
judges to ignore these charges and try her on the lesser 
offense. What must be considered is the fact that she 
could have been tried and hanged just as easily under 
any of the 1563, 1583 or 1604 statutes. 

 
 

53 Anne Barstow. Witchcraze. (San Francisco: Pandora, 1994), 47. 
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Therefore, her lack of a conviction cannot be conceded 
as evidence of increased severity in James’ statute. 

 
The conclusion is that, perhaps, one accused individual 
would have escaped under the Elizabethan statute. 
While it is tragic that one such individual did die under 
the new statute, that individual’s death, again, cannot 
be considered an outbreak of increased witch-hunting 
and prosecution. Later, other such trials took place. 
One conviction occurred in York, another took place 
Northamptonshire, where the outbreak of 1612 took 
the lives of five individuals.54 

 
In the Northamptonshire case, individuals were found 
guilty of murder by witchcraft and therefore, would 
have been convicted under all previous statutes, not 
just James’. Ultimately, even though tragic, James’ 
reign as King of England saw only forty deaths directly 
related to witch-hunts.55 

 
Now, a newer, clearer picture of James I of England 
arises. His ascension to the throne was not one that 
marked the beginning of an increasingly dark period in 
the witchhunts, nor did it build upon his previous 
association with witch hunting as James VI of 
Scotland. The simple fact is that seven years passed— 
1597 to 1604—before James had any appreciable 
impact on witch-hunting and prosecution. Moreover, it 
was the members of his government that initiated the 
English statute, not he. 

 
 
 
 

54 The Witches of Northamptonshire.....Who were all executed at 
Northampton the 22. of July last. 1612. (London, 1612) 
55 Guiley, 177. 
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There is no evidence to support the idea that he even 
inaugurated its revival after his ascension to the throne 
of England in 1603. Furthermore, there is no evidence 
to support the idea that the 1604 statute was vastly 
more severe than the 1583 Scottish counterpart or any 
acts already in place in England. Finally, said severity 
of the law is not supported by evidence, even when 
considering such cases as the 1612 outbreak. 

 
At that time, the statute of 1604 was no more severe in 
its use in the 1612 trials in England than the 1583 
statute would have been in Scotland. Lastly, there are 
no records, or any other evidence for that matter, that 
suggests that James either requested, encouraged or 
even heard of the trials of 1612 until after the 
executions had taken place. 

 
According to the writings of George Lyman Kittredge, 
one of the reasons that James is believed to have 
involved himself in the Lancashire trials comes from an 
unlikely source. In 1849, William Harrison Ainsworth 
wrote a novel entitled, The Lancashire Witches.56 In 
this work of fiction, Ainsworth produces a character by 
the name of Thomas Potts, a London lawyer. The plot 
apparently revolves around Potts’ attempts to impress 
King James as he takes it upon himself to seek out 
witches in Lancashire. 

 
At one point, Ainsworth writes, “the king holdeth 
witches in especial abhorrence, and would gladly see all 
such noxious vermin extirpated from the land.” He 
writes further saying, "If I can unearth a pack of 
witches, I shall gain much credit from my honourable 
good lords the judges of assize ... besides pleasing the 

 

56 William Harrison Ainsworth. The Lancaster Witches. (London, 1849). 
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King himself, who is sure to hear of it, and reward my 
praiseworthy zeal."57 

 
The problem with this is simple. Ainsworth’s writing is 
a work of fiction, not history. However, it seems that 
this book has become part of history. Potts,  whom 
Ainsworth based his work on, had very little to do with 
the trials historically. He was a lawyer from London 
and he did act as clerk at the Lancashire indictments. 
His true claim to fame came from his preparation of 
the official account of the incident. It was published in 
1613 and edited by Edward Bromley. 

 
In this account, James is referred to once, and then 
only in passing, "What hath the Kings Majestie written 
and published in his Daemonologie, by way of 
premonition which hath not here by the first or last 
beene executed, put in practise or discouered.”58  There 
can be no doubt that if the king himself had been 
present for the proceedings; a record of the act would 
have been kept. 

 
Ainsworth fictitiously recounts King James’ 
appearance before, witness to, and calling for the 
prosecution of the witches. This reportedly occurred 
while he was staying at the estate of Sir Richard 
Hoghton. In reality, the witches were executed by 
hanging in August of 1612.59 James did not make the 

 
 
 
 
 
 

57 Ainsworth, 207. 
58 Thomas Potts. The Wonderfull Discoverie of Witches in the Countie of 
Lancaster. repr. G.B. Harrison, Bodley Head Quartos, (London, 1929), 2. 
59 Potts, 1. 
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journey to Hoghton’s estate until five years later, in 
August of 1617.60 

 
Regardless of all the writings, one true fact remains— 
during James’ reign over England, from 1603-1625, 
there was no increase in witch hunting. By comparing 
the last twenty-two years of Elizabeth I’s reign (1581- 
1603), to that of James’, his appears to have been no 
more intense or severe. The 1604 statute was brought 
to court during James’ first parliament after his 
ascension, however, he did not call for its passage. 
Furthermore, it was nine years into his reign, in 1612, 
before the statute had any major impact. Also, the 
statute of 1604 was not very different in its 
denunciation of witches. It was, in fact, comparatively 
similar to the statute of 1563 enacted under Elizabeth 
I. Finally, no evidence exists or even alludes to James’ 
zeal for the prosecution of witches during his English 
reign and the number of victims did not increase 
dramatically. 

 
If one considers the previous evidence with an open 
mind, serious questions arise. First, if the presented 
facts which counter the argument against James’ 
reputation are truthful, why is it still commonly 
believed that the statute of 1604 was passed at his 
request? Secondly, why is it thought that James’ 
created the article himself? 

 
There is no evidence to support either idea. James did 
not write the original draft of the statute. It follows  the 
original draft of the Elizabethan law. The 1604 law is 
not a reinterpretation of that statute but a 

 
60 W. Raines, ed. Journal of Nicholas Assheton, (London: Chetham 
Society, 1848), 32 ff. 
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reaffirmation. James did contribute additional lines to 
the text, but the original 1563 version is copied in its 
entirety within the text. Therefore, James did not creat 
the article in question. 

 
The belief that James created or at least had a hand in 
the creation of the Statute of 1604 has been a 
historical misconception for centuries. Just how this 
belief was fostered is a matter of some debate. There 
is no reliable evidence to suggest that he instigated or 
asked for the introduction of the bill. Despite the lack 
of evidence to the contrary, his reputation as a witch 
hunter has persisted. To discover the roots of James’ 
reputation, one must look elsewhere. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CONTEMPORARY WRITERS AND THEIR EFFECT ON JAMES’ 
REPUTATION 

 
As monarch and leader of his people, James may have 
been the recipient of a most bizarre gift, a reputation 
that was formed more from the people he ruled than 
from his own personal views. There existed at the time 
of his reign in England a form of nationalistic belief 
that reflected James’ reputation as a witch hunter. 

 
In the last years of Elizabeth's reign, England was 
characterized by a very intense and extremely popular 
movement surrounding the hunting and prosecutions 
of witches. Exemplified by such events as the 
Chelmsford trials of 156661 and again, later in 1589,62 

lawmakers were under constant scrutiny from the 
populace, who may have demanded a continuation of 
the process of witch-hunting. There was already, prior 
to James' ascension, a movement among the higher- 
educated classes for a revision of the law and an 
increase in the severity of the punishment for witches. 

 
William Perkins, the eminent theologian, was born in 
1558. He was a Fellow of Christ's College, Cambridge, 
from 1584 to 1594 and died in 1602. During his life, he 
wrote A Discourse of the Damned Art of Witchcraft.63 

It remained unpublished until 1605, when Thomas 
 

61 H. Beigel,ed. The examination and confession of certaine Wytches at 
Chensforde in the Countie of Essex, before the Quenes majesties Judges, 
the xxvi daye of July Anno 1566. (London: Philobiblon Society, 1864-65) 
62 The Apprehension and confession of three notorious Witches. (London, 
1579) 
63 William Perkins. A Discourse of the Damned Art of Witchcraft. 
(Cambridge, 1608) 
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Pickering, B.D. of Cambridge and Minister of 
Finchingfield, Essex, did so. Even though it was not 
published until after the author’s death, the book 
remains an excellent source of information on the 
concerns, issues and views of scholarly Englishmen at 
the turn of the 17th century. 

 
Perkins was distinguished among his peer group due to 
his intellect and extraordinary writing ability. 
However, his opinions, no matter how disturbing to the 
modern reader, reflect the common thought of the day. 
Perkins’ writing condemns witchcraft while criticising 
how the proceedings were handled. In his text, he 
warns against convicting with little evidence. His 
strong intellect required a distinction between 
presumptuous suspicion and true evidence that 
warranted a conviction. He outright rejected common 
tests based on superstition and pseudo-science, such as 
searching for a devil’s mark, or the ordeal by 
swimming. 

 
He stated that, "if not all, are after a sort practises of 
Witchcraft, hauing in them no power or vertue to detect 
a Sorcerer, either by Gods ordinance in the creation, or 
by any speciall appointment since."64 Perkins even had 
the audacity to admonish King James’ himself. In a 
passage concerning the ordeal by swimming, Perkins 
states: 

 
To lustifie the casting of a Witch into the 
water, it is alledged, that hauing made a 
couenant with the deuill, shee hath 
renounced her Baptisme, and hereupon 
there growes an Antipathie betweene her, 

 
64 Perkins, 206. 
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and water. As this allegation serues to no 
purpose: for all water is not the water of 
Baptisme, but that onely which is vsed in 
the very act of Baptisme, and not before 
nor after. The element out of the vse of the 
Sacrament, is no Sacrament, but returnes 
again to his common vse.65 

 
This is a slight jab at King James’ defense of the 
practice of swimming. However, it is not too harsh a 
rebuttal, and wisely so. Thomas Pickering published 
this rebuttal of the king's arguments on witchcraft in 
1608. King James had ascended five years prior. This 
may be viewed as evidence that James’ was either not 
concerned or found no harm in others having a variant 
opinion from his own. James I, in no way, expected his 
subjects to accept his Daemonologie as the singular 
authority on the subject of witches. 

 
Despite his courage in taking on the king, albeit ever so 
slight, Perkins’ text still fully accepts the reality of 
witches. He reveals his belief that all sorcery is derived 
from a partnership and/or covenant with the devil. 
Furthermore, such acts may be physical contractual 
actions or simply verbally expressed. In Perkins’ mind, 
and regardless of his intellect, he devised and 
determined two variants of witchcraft- working and 
divining. The first variant includes the raising of 
storms, causing pestilence, destruction of crops, and 
both "the procuring of strange passions and torments 
in men’s bodies and other creatures, with the curing of 
the same."66 

 
 

65 Perkins, 208. 
66 Perkins, 128. 
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Perkins did not believe that neurosis had anything to 
do with women perceiving themselves as witches. They 
were what they were. He thought that it was possible 
that after the witch had dealings with the devil, they 
claimed imaginary powers previously unmanifested. 
However, their capacity to instigated such acts and 
manipulate these events was real, with the Devil’s 
assistance.67 

 
Such beliefs place strong distinction between Perkins’ 
Discourse and other scholarly treatises, such as Johann 
Weyer’s De Praestigiis Daemonum68and Reginald 
Scot’s The Discoverie of Witchcraft.69 Perkins refuses 
to believe many of their theories, giving strong and 
solid evidence in support of his own beliefs. However, 
in order for one to accept his ideas, one must also 
accept that no one dared not believe in the existence of 
malevolent entities. Perkins’ book refuted any effect 
that Weyer and Scot’s books had toward the 
abandonment of the witch-hunts of the 16th century. 

 
Perkins contemporary look at the thought processes of 
learned Englishmen during the late 16th century is an 
invaluable asset to the witch-hysteria historian. It 
allows the modern reader to gather some 
understanding as to what was taking place in the social 
conscience of the time. However, it is his views on the 
statute against witchcraft where his writings become 
most valuable. As previously shown, he was not 
accountable nor did he hold to the beliefs of his 

 
67 Perkins, 190-195. 
68 Johann Weyer. De Praestigiis Daemonum. (London, 1563). 
69 Reginald Scot. The Discoverie of Witchcraft. (New York: Dover 
Publication, Inc., 1972). 
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monarch. If fact, on many counts, he dared to take a 
stance in direct opposition to the crown. 

 
Therefore, when Perkins declared that all who are 
convicted of witchcraft should be put to death,70 he was 
merely reflecting contemporary views of the time. He 
found that Exodus 22:18 was justification enough for 
the execution of witches. Furthermore, he believed that 
punishment should be administered not only to those 
found guilty of murder by witchcraft, but upon all 
witches, regardless of their acts. He refuted any claims 
of witchery for good saying that so-called white witches 
whose acts do not spoil or destroy but heal should be 
punished just as those who use witchery for evil 
purposes: 

 
It were a thousand times better for the 
land, if all Witches, but specially the 
blessing Witch might suffer death. For the 
thiefe by his stealing, and the hurtfull 
Inchanter by charming, bring hinderance 
and hurt to the bodies and goods of men; 
but these are the right hand of the deuill, by 
which he taketh and destroieth the soules of 
men. Men doe commonly hate and spit at 
the damnifying Sorcerer, as vnworthie to 
liue among them; whereas the other is so 
deare vnto them, that they hold themselues 
and their countrey blessed that haue him 
among them, they flie vnto him in 
necessitie, they depend vpon him as their 
god, and by this meanes, thousands are 
carried away to their finall confusion. 

 
 

70 Perkins, 247. 
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Death therefore is the iust and deserued 
portion of the good Witch.71 

 
Perkins had a strong impact on forming English 
opinion during his lifetime. This is especially true 
during the closing years of the sixteenth century and 
beginning seventeenth century. He was a Cambridge 
lecturer, highly authoritative, and as such, was in close 
contact with influential members of the public. His 
impact continued to be felt many years after his death. 
Perkins’ Discourse was cited by many authors such as 
John Cotta in the 1616 printing of his book, The Triall 
of Witchcraft.72 

 
A lecturer of some note, John Cotta held several 
degrees and had a reputation as a learned scholar. His 
first writings on witchcraft appeared in 1612. However, 
it was not until 1616 that he solidified his views and 
published them in a treatise, the aforementioned 
Triall. Cotta’s purpose in writing the treatise was to 
show how cases of alleged witchcraft should be 
investigated by using the standards of reason and 
intelligence. He goes against the common thought of 
the day by siding with the writings of Johann Weyer, 
pronouncing a belief that most perceived bewitched 
individuals were inflicted with common diseases and 
natural illnesses. Cotta was a practicing physician at 
the time of his writings and arrived at many of the same 
conclusions as Weyer from personally observing his 
patients. 

 
The problem with Cotta's work is that, like Perkins’ 
Discourse,  it  willingly  accepts  the  social  belief  in 

 
71 Perkins, 256-257. 
72 John Cotta. A Triall of Witch-craft. (New York: Da Capo Press, 1968). 
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witches and witchcraft. In his writings, he maintains 
his belief in witches; in their pacts with Satan; that by 
supernatural means, they are capable of performing 
evil acts in return for payment specified by said pact; 
and are responsible for causing harm, either directly or 
indirectly, to their neighbors and family, thus 
becoming an affront to God. As examples, he cites the 
Case of the Witches of Warboys (1589-1593) and the 
Lancashire Witches of 1612. In both cases, Cotta 
accepts the evidence against the accused and the 
method under which the confessions were gained. 

 
He writes that the accused were “arraigned and 
condemned of manifest high treason against Almighty 
God, and of combination with his open and professed 
enemy the Diuell," thereby reaffirming his belief that 
witches are the enemy of God by their very nature.73 

Furthermore, Cotta believed that James’ statute of 
1604 was not severe enough. Witches were to be 
condemned under all circumstances, regardless of the 
nature and damage done by the witchcraft. If one 
considers Cotta’s writings a reflective example of the 
contemporary beliefs in 1616, during which time he was 
writing for the University of Cambridge, then it may 
likewise be ascertained that his views were also 
conventional at the end of the sixteenth century. 

 
Another example of contemporary thought may be 
found in the works of Thomas Cooper. He published a 
volume entitled, The Mystery of Witchcraft in 1617.74 

This book contains information concerning Cooper’s 
experiences and philosophy preceding the ascension of 
James I. His investigation into the nature of 

 
73 Cotta, 80. 
74 Thomas Cooper. The Mystery of Witchcraft. (London, 1617) 
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witchcraft and magic began during his studies at 
Oxford. During this time, he apparently had some 
dealings with an individual who dabbled in the occult. 
Cooper wrote: 

 
My Chamber-fellow was exceedingly 
bewitched with these faire shewes, and 
hauing gotten diuers bookes to that end, 
was earnest in the pursuit of that glorie 
which might redound thereby? Did not wee 
communicate our Studies together? was 
not this skill proposed and canuased in 
common? And did not the Lord so arme his 
vnworthy seruant, that not onely the snare 
was gratiously espied; but, by the great 
mercie of my God, the Lord vsed mee as a 
meanes to diuert my Chamber-fellow from 
these dangerous studies?75 

 
Cooper was extremely afraid of the act of summoning 
evil spirits. However, he continued to have an 
association with witchcraft, encountering cases 
throughout England.76 His encounter with witches at 
Northwich, between 1601 and 1602 profoundly 
affected him. Furthermore, his observations are not 
altered by the passage of time. They reflect the same 
sentiments that he held prior to James’ ascension. 

 
Cooper’s writing is a reflection of Perkins as he borrows 
basically all of Perkins’ ideals. He shows exuberance at 
the increased severity of the 1604 statute.77 However, 
he does not stop here. He 

 
75 Cooper, 12-13. 
76 Cooper, 13-16. 
77 Cooper, 314. 
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continues, writing that the “good Witch is farre more 
dangerous then the Badde or hurting Witch."78 And 
similar to Perkin’s thinking, he believed both should be 
exterminated. Again, his opinions may be used as 
evidence of the prevalent ideals held by the religious 
factions of the last decade of the sixteenth century. 

 
Finally, as concluding evidence to the opinions of the 
day, one may study the writings of George Giffard of 
Oxford. Unlike the three previous writers, Giffard's 
writings span the course of time. His Dialogue 
Concerning Witches and Witchcrafts was first 
published in 1593.79 This was to be an important year in 
the history of witchcraft. Giffard held the post of pastor 
of Maldon, in Essex. He was an opponent of witch-
mania, choosing to believe that illness and death 
ascribed to witchery were caused by natural means. 
Furthermore, he refused to accept rumors and occult 
accusations as viable evidence and argued against 
convicting individuals except on irrefutable - 
testimony, such as confessions not gained under 
duress. However, as with Perkins, Cotta, and Cooper, 
Giffard never questioned the existence of witches. 
Likewise, he never hesitated in accepting that they 
partook of a pact with the Devil. He comments that, 
“the Diuels as it were let loose, do more preualle, then 
euer I haue heard of....(Satan)...speaketh by coniurers, 
by sorcerers, and by witches, and his word is taken. He 
deuiseth a number of things to be done, & they are put 
in practise and followed.”80 

 
 

78 Cooper, 232. 
79 George Giffard. Dialogue concrning Witches and Witchcrafts. 
(London: Shakespeare Association Facsimilie, 1931) 
80 Giffard, Dedicatory Epistle. 
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Giffard relates his beliefs using a popular tale. The 
story follows that of Samuel, an man who declares that 
there “is scarse any towne or village in all this shire, but 
there is one or two witches at the least in it.”81 Samuel 
finds evidence of his proclamation in the town records 
of Essex. n 1562, thirteen witches were tried and 
convicted, ten of which were hanged. Other convictions 
followed in 1566, 1579, and 1589. Evidence of 
confessions could be found as far back as thirty years.82 

 
Giffard, as reflected in his writings, was an intelligent 
and sensible man. However, he too fell prey to the 
prevailing attitudes of the day. He called for more 
severe punishment of witches than was specified by the 
Elizabethan statute. His Dialogue shows this within 
the text. His work is similar to James’ Daemonologie in 
that it is presented by speakers- characters invented by 
the author who voice his views. Giffard’s speakers are 
Daniel and M.B., a schoolmaster, who questions and 
counters Daniel’s arguments. Daniel begins: 

 
Dan. A witch by the word of God ought to 
die the death, not because she killeth men, 
for that she cannot (vnles it be those 
witches which kill by poyson, which either 
they receiue from the diuell, or hee teacheth 
them to make) but because she dealeth with 
diuels. And so if a Iurie doe finde proofe 
that she hath dealt with 

 
 

81 Giffard, sig. A3. 
82 Alan Macfarlane. Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuar England (New York: 
Harper Row, 1970), 28-30. 
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diuels, they may and ought to finde them 
guiltie of witchcraft. 

 
M.B. If they finde them guiltie to haue dealt 
with diuels, and cannot say they haue 
murdered men, the law doth not put them 
to death. 

 
Dan. It were to be wished, that the law 
were more perfect in that respect, euen to 
cut off all such abhominations.83 

 
Giffard was an intelligent, religious man of 
considerable influence. Yet, he clearly calls for a change 
in the statute of Elizabeth by extending the death 
penalty for witchcraft in cases that involve bodily harm 
without death. This change was eventually included in 
the Statute of 1604. Giffard, like Perkins, Cotta and 
Cooper, condemns white witches completely, proving 
once again that the institution of more severe 
punishment for witches was more a reflection of the 
sentiment of the age and less the mad ambition of a 
witch-hating king. 

 
Giffard's Dialogue is vastly different from Perkin’s 
Discourse. Giffard’s writing is directed at the common 
man. His goal is to educate the public masses, reduce 
the madness and mania, and prevent the conviction 
and execution of innocent individuals accused of 
witchcraft. Perkins makes no such attempt. His 
arguments are made for those who have had the benefit 
of education and are enlightened enough to follow his 
logic. Both authors share a common belief 
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that conviction should come only in cases with solid 
evidence and not be based on common slander. 

 
However, both fail to dismiss witchcraft and its impact 
altogether. It is simply beyond their ability to deny the 
existence of evil forces. Furthermore, their attempts to 
defend witch hunting are based on taking an opposing 
view of the writings of two other authors, Weyer and 
Scot, who do deny the existence of witches. Giffard and 
Perkins, along with Cotta and Cooper are believers in 
witchcraft and witches. 

 
To them, it was a matter without question. 
Furthermore, such acts required punishment for the 
defiance of both God’s and the king’s law. That 
punishment is that all witches be put to death, 
regardless of whether they have murdered or 
attempted to aid an individual. Their opinions are a 
reflection of the day. They found the Elizabethan 
Statute lacking in severity and through their writings 
sought to have enacted a law that increased the 
punishment for witchcraft. Therefore, it is evident that 
prior to James’ ascension, there was already a national 
belief that the word of the law was in no way stringent 
enough. The revision of this law would take place some 
years after the ascension of James I. He did not call for 
this change but yielded to the urgings of the politicians 
who were answering the call of the public. 

 
The previous works of Perkins, Cotta, Cooper and 
Giffard are justifiable evidence that there existed, prior 
to James’ ascension, a intense public belief in the 
reality of witchcraft. Witches were seen as a serious 
threat to all humanity, an affront to God and 
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the kingdom, and a weight on the soul of every living 
creature. As previously examined, this belief affected 
all classes, both educated and uneducated. 

 
The hysterical public called for the extermination of 
witches, regardless of their claimed, perceived, or 
attempted effects. This is evidence enough to 
reconsider King James’ reputation as a witch-hunter. 
Still, there is more to be examined if one is to 
thoroughly investigate the cause of this misconception. 
One must turn to the historical records and analyze two 
cases: the Darrel affair of 1589-1601 and the Warboys 
Witches of 1589. 
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CHAPTER 5 

TRIALS, PUBLIC SENTIMENT, AND POLITICAL ACTION 
 

John Darrel began his career as a Puritan minister in 
Derbyshire.84 In 1596, his chosen path took a new 
direction. It was at this point he became an exorcist. In 
his new profession, he was called before an 
ecclesiastical commission presided over by the 
Archbishop Whitgift in 1598. Other members of the 
panel included the Chief Justice Anderson and one 
Bishop Bancroft.85 Eventually, the case would involve 
the testimony of more than forty witnesses. Many of 
those claiming to be possessed immediately confessed 
to fraud and admitted operating under the direction  of 
Darrel, and his associate George More. 

 
Both men were found guilty of counterfeit and 
imprisoned.86 It was not a popular verdict. Much of the 
public sided with Darrel, believing the possessions and 
the exorcisms he performed to be legitimate. Samuel 
Harsnet, Bishop Bancroft's most educated and 
scholarly chaplain, was assigned the task of recording 
the events of the proceedings of the case. His book, A 
Discovery of the fraudulent practises of John Darrel, 
Bacheler of Artes, concerning the pretended 
Possession and Dispossession of William Somer of 
Nottingham was published in 1599.87 It was the 
expectation of the commission that Harsnet would 
belittle Darrel with abhorrence and they were not 

84 Rosen, ed, 298. 
85 Rosen, ed, 299, 313. 
86 Rosen, ed, 299. 
87 Samuel Harisnett. Discovery of the fraudulent practises of John Darrel, 
Bacheler of Artes, concerning the pretended Possession and Dispossession 
of William Somer of Nottingham. (London, 1599) 
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disappointed. The long term effect on Darrel’s 
reputation was that he acquired the label of impostor. 
However, at the time, Darrel and More wrote long 
rebuttals of the accusation. They published them in 
defiance of the ecclesiastical commission and enjoyed 
great public support and sympathy for their situation. 
Ultimately, the commission’s plans failed. 

 
It was felt by Bishop Bancroft that Harsnet's attempt at 
admonishing Darrel and More was adequate, but 
ineffective. He decided on another approach. He 
commissioned two treatises, one by John Deacon and 
one by John Walker, both published in 1607.88 Harsnet 
had succeeded in sarcastic jeers and exposing the 
reality of Darrel and More’s workings. However, he 
avoided any logic in his arguments. Deacon and Walker 
worked to correct the situation and gain the desired 
outcome. 

 
The two preachers used their best intellectual and 
logical arguments in an attempt to disprove the public 
notions on the existence of demonic possession. 
Furthermore, they attacked Darrel as a counterfeiter, 
saying that his accusations against possessed 
individuals came not from the Devil, but from 
afflictions of natural disease. Again, Darnel responded 
and gained almost unanimous support from the public. 

 
Why did the public support a sinister figure, who was 
condemning friends and neighbors over their 
ecclesiastical leaders in a religious matter? It appears 
that despite the improbability of his claims, Darrel had 
more persuasive arguments because the religious 

 
88 Kittredge, 298. 
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sector argued from a predisposed social setting. As 
Kittredge commented, “They admit too little, since they 
wish the fits to appear fraudulent, whereas these were, 
beyond a shadow of doubt, genuine hysteria, of which 
lying and imposture are well recognized symptoms.”89 

Darrel was an intelligent and educated man. He 
manipulated his opposition’s claims that disease was 
responsible for seizures and not possession and then 
linked them to their accusation of fraud, so that they 
essentially canceled each other out. 

 
Furthermore, his opponents were too liberal in their 
arguments. They accepted the existence of demonic 
beings wholeheartedly as having existed in the past. 
Therefore, when they argued that it was not present in 
the current age, the results appeared to contradictory. 
Deacon and Walker attempted to reconcile their 
writings with those of the Bible, but such arguments 
were circumstantial at best. Darrel’s arguments were 
based on public sentiment and his claimed personal 
experience. He pointed out that his “patients” 
exemplified the same symptoms of demoniac 
possession recorded in Biblical times. Therefore, how 
could it be said that they did not exist now? Since his 
opponents argued so forcefully for the prior existence 
of demons, Darrel essentially trapped them within 
their own argument. If demoniac possession existed  in 
Biblical times, then his patients were possessed. Since 
he had relieved them of their affliction (or so the public 
viewed), Deacon and Walker could not make valid 
arguments rejecting the judgment of dispossession. 

 
 
 

89 Kittredge 298. 
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Bishop Bancroft, Harsnet, Deacon and Walker, due to 
their denouncement of Darrel, are often lumped 
together with those who did not believe in the existence 
of witchcraft. This is an erroneous conclusion as they 
believed that possessed individuals were not 
necessarily under the spells of witches. The afflicted’s 
condition could be due to the direct efforts of the Devil. 
Bancroft and Harsnet believed that most acts of 
witches make no reference to demonic interference. 
They are simply acts of evil against another, be it 
physical or mental. 

 
This is not to say that witches were not accused of 
causing possessions, as in Darrel's cases, for they were. 
However, in making such a statement, Bancroft and his 
assistants were, by technicality, attempting to discredit 
the belief in witchcraft. They were arguing against the 
reality of the satanic origin of phenomenon attributed 
to witchcraft. They did not dispute the reality of witches 
any more than they disputed the actuality of evil forces. 
They did, in fact, attempt to expose demoniac 
possession as extinct in the present age. Unfortunately, 
their attempts were perceived as questioning the 
reality of witchcraft. Bancroft’s assistants were aware 
of public sentiment but felt that they could effectively 
argue against popular belief. Therefore, their case was 
doomed to fail since it went against an almost universal 
belief in witchcraft. 

 
Bishop Bancroft and those opposing Darrel were not in 
support of witchery. More likely they were attempting 
to control Puritans and the Roman Catholics, whom 
they saw as enemies of the Church and State. Darrel 
took up the cause of Puritan 
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preachers and, therefore Roman Catholic priests, both 
of whom avowed to exorcise demons and devils. 
Bancroft saw this as ludicrous and arrogant. 

 
The populace, however, along with many of the 
ecclesiastical sect were true believers. Bishop Bancroft 
thought that the public wanted and needed an active 
campaign against Darrel and consequently Puritan and 
Roman Catholic practices, i.e. exorcisms. The goal was 
to extinguish fraud, not to save witches or question the 
existence of witchcraft, a political and ecclesiastical 
crusade, not an idealistic one.90 

 
In 1602, Elizabeth Jackson was accused of causing 
Mary Glover to fall into fits. Glover and her neighbors 
called for her prosecution and conviction, but a local 
physician intervened. He said that the girl faked her 
seizures. He went to the aforementioned Chief Justice 
Anderson with his accusation. In 1603, under the Chief 
Justice’s direction, Glover was called before Sir John 
Croke, the Recorder of London. His purpose was to test 
the truthfulness of Glover. He also made sure that 
Jackson was present, along with local ministers, and 
select neighbors. The testing favored Glover.91 Jackson 
was incarcerated at Newgate Prison. Croke additionally 
ordered the minister to rid Glover of the demonic 
infestation. Word was sent to Bishop Bancroft of the 
success of this operation, however, the messenger was 
ill-received. 

 
Bancroft refused to admit him, berated him, and had 
him incarcerated in the Gatehouse for four months.92 

 
90 Rosen, ed., 227-228. 
91 Rosen, ed., 313. 
92 Kittredge, 300. 



A. C. Vines 

55 

 

 

Elizabeth Jackson was charged and found guilty. 
Bancroft was convinced that this was an injustice and 
that there was no evidence of demoniac possession. He 
eventually imprisoned the exorciser. However, he 
never intervened to save Jackson. He saw her as a witch 
and left her to the judgment of the courts. 

 
The aforementioned episode occurred just after the 
incident involving Darrel. Croke, the Recorder, still 
believed in possession and this affected the outcome of 
the trial. This was typical of most of the ecclesiastical 
sect, despite Bishop Bancroft’s dissenting views. Even 
his scholarly denial in writing only swayed the opinions 
of a few. Not even his peers, the other bishops were 
willing to accept his ideology as evidenced in the 
Northwich witch trial. 

 
In Northwich, in Cheshire, Thomas Harrison began 
having seizures in 1601 which continued for a two 
years. Richard Vaughan, the Bishop of Chester, kept 
the boy for a short period within the palace and 
observed him, detecting no fraud. The Bishop and 
three other commissioners called for public prayers for 
him at the local church. They elected seven clergymen 
to stay with him and oversee his welfare. Records 
indicate that it was commonly believed that the boy was 
truly possessed by demonic forces, however, Bishop 
Vaughan and his commissioners thought that 
something else was to blame. 

 
They believed the boy was having seizures as they had 
seen "the bodily affliction of the said child,...observed 
in sundry fits very strange effects and operations, thay 
tell us, either proceeding of naturall vnknowne causes, 
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or of some diabolical practise."93 One of the priests 
confided to a friend in a letter that he had never seen 
anything like the suffering, behavior or verbal assaults 
issued by the boy, writing: 

 
Few that haue seene the variety of his fits, 
but they thinke the diuell hath the disposing 
of his body. Myselfe haue diuers times 
seene him, and such things in him as are 
impossible to proceed from any humane 
creature. The matter hath affected our 
whole countrey. The Diuines with us 
generally hold, that the child is really 
possessed.94 

 
The previous studies are examples which reflect how 
the ecclesiastical and judicial classes thought and 
reacted in regard to Puritan and Roman Catholic 
influences and rites invading their social setting. This 
will eventually show how James did not restart a dying 
practice but merely stepped into an ongoing 
confrontation upon ascension. The ecclesiastical and 
judicial sects influenced witch trials prior to the onset 
of Puritan and Roman Catholic rites. A case in point 
involves both possession and witchcraft. 

 
The Witches of Warboys is a classic tale of witchcraft 
among the populace. However, its importance to the 
eventual historical vilification of James has never truly 
been properly considered. The case began in 1589, with 
various individuals falling into fits, and 

 
 
 

93 John Darrel. A Survey of Certaine Dialogical Discourses. (London. 
1602), 21. 
94 Darrel, 21-22. 
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lasted until 1593, when the final executions took place. 
 

Robert Throckmorton was a wealthy and influential 
Huntingdonshire gentleman. Previously of Ellington, 
he relocated to Warboys just prior to the hysteria 
outbreak. The first acts began around or in November, 
1589, when Throckmorton's daughter, Jane, a girl of 
about ten years, had a seizure. During such delusions, 
she spoke against an elderly neighbor, Mother Samuel. 
Dr. Barrow, a friend of Throckmorton's, and Master 
William Butler were consulted. Both men were 
physicians of some note, though Butler never took the 
degree of Doctor.95 Barrow and Butler were bewildered. 
Interestingly, the more educated of the two, Barrow, 
attributed the convulsions to witchcraft. He remarked 
that he himself "had some experience of the mallice of 
some witches."96 Once again, it should be understood 
that this is the statement of a man who studied at a 
university, thereby reflecting, at least to some extent, 
the attitudes of the scholarly and well- educated. 
Eventually, Throckmorton’s other four daughters fell 
similarly in fits, each time saying it was the work of 
Mother Samuel. The attacks continued through April of 
1593 or approximately three and a half years.97 

 
 
 
 

95 Rosen, ed., 242-243. 
96 The most strange and admirable discoverie of the three Witches of 
Warboys, arraigned, convicted, and executed at the last Assisesat 
Huntington, for bewitching of the five daughters of Robert Thockmorton 
Esquire, and divers other person, with sundrie Divellish and grievous 
torments: And also for the bewitching to death of the Lady Crumwell, the 
like hath not been heard of in this age. (London, 1593), sig. B2. 
97 Guiley, 356-357. 
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During that time, several other women, mostly 
servants of Throckmorton, also became afflicted. Also 
included was the wife of one of the girls' maternal 
uncles, John Pickering of Ellington.98 Naturally, 
Mother Samuel became the focal point of the 
investigation. Surprisingly, the parents of the afflicted 
children were suspicious of their accusations.99 Some 
even expressed a desire not to prosecute Mother 
Samuel, instead, treating her kindly. However, it was 
hoped that by Samuel’s confessing and repentance, the 
fits would come to an end. 

 
Around Christmas of 1592, Mother Samuel confessed 
to her guilt. She was seen as disturbed of mind, and 
both Throckmorton and Dr. Dorington, the parson of 
Warboys, attempted to show Christian charity and 
console her as one would any repentant sinner. 
However, she recanted her confession. Throckmorton 
took her before William Chaderton, Bishop of Lincoln 
and the local justices. Once again, she confessed. 
Again, all was well. Then, the girls began to convulse 
once more. This time, however, they went further in 
their accusations. They accused Mother Samuel of 
murdering Lady Cromwell, the second wife of Sir 
Henry Cromwell of Hinchinbrook, a wealthy 
landowner.100 

 
The Cromwells and the Throckmortons had long been 
friends. In September 1590, Lady Cromwell, made a 
call of sympathy on the Throckmortons at the same 
time as Mother Samuel. The Samuels were the 
Cromwell’s tenants. Lady Cromwell often spoke 

 
98 Rosen, ed., 266. 
99 Paine, 36. 
100 Guiley, 356-357. 
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harshly of and to Mother Samuel. She accused her of 
witchcraft. Once she grabbed her by the head, 
removing her cap and cutting a lock of hair. Lady 
Cromwell instructed Mistress Throckmorton to burn 
the lock of hair. Mother Samuel was naturally offended 
and asked “Madam, why do you use me thus? I never 
did you any harm as of yet.”101 

 
These words would be considered as evidence against 
Samuel, the “as of yet” portion being seen as a curse to 
be played out later. That same night, Lady Cromwell 
fell into fits and died a little over a year later of some 
undetermined illness.102 The connection between 
Mother Samuel and Lady Cromwell was not made until 
1593, when the girls began to once again fall into fits. 
Now, not only was Mother Samuel accused of murder, 
her husband John and their daughter Agnes were also 
accused of being witches. All three were tried at 
Huntingdon before Justice Fenner on April 5, 1593.103 

In the end, Mother Samuel confessed and was hanged 
alongside her husband and daughter, who maintained 
their innocence. They were executed according to the 
Elizabethan statute. The witnesses had no doubt as to 
their guilt. Oddly, Mother Samuel also believed the 
girls bewitched. Her husband died confessing that his 
wife was guilty, but that he and his daughter were 
innocent. 

 
Why is this case so important to the understanding of 
witch trials in England and how is it linked to King 
James I? There are several reasons. First, the duration 
of the event and the station of the accusers was 

 
101 most strange, sig. B2. 
102 Paine, 36. 
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sensationalistic enough to spread news of the case 
throughout the country. Indeed, the girls’ antics 
brought people from all over the country, eager to see 
the afflicted.104 Secondly, the family had social 
influence and was thereby associated with persons of 
importance such as the Cromwells. Throckmorton had 
connections to Cambridge as well. The physicians 
retained by him resided there and both had attended 
the university. Therefore, Throckmorton ‘s influence 
bridged not only the wealthy but the educated classes. 

 
What is important and illustrated by the Witches of 
Warboys trials is how the case impacted the social class 
which constructed the laws and statutes of the land. 
Those involved, for the most part, were intelligent, 
highly-educated men. They were not the ill-educated, 
uninformed, irrational lower classes in remote areas. 
Their social class and education afforded them close 
contact with the pulse of society; 
i.e. its universities and socially elite. Therefore, they 
directly influenced attitudes concerning the 
prosecution of witches. 

 
In normal society, such events are sensationalized and 
eventually forgotten. This was not the case in Warboys. 
Two elements perpetuated its influence. One was the 
publication of a book and the other was the enduring 
popularity of the case. During the trial, the presiding 
judge was Edward Fenner. He was greatly impressed 
with the evidence. He, along with others, are thought 
to have constructed the narrative entitled, The most 
strange and admirable discoverie of the three Witches 
of Warboys, published in London 
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in 1593.105 Strict records of the proceedings were 
maintained and it was from these notes that the 
authors wrote the text. 

 
The work is not a sensationalized account of the events 
but a meticulous, reasonable, and well- constructed 
report of the victims’ illness, from the first occurrence 
of the fits to the hanging of the last witch. It is a unique 
record of an extensive case of epidemic hysteria. This 
treatise popularized the Warboys case long after the 
ascension of James I, as exemplified by Cotta in his 
book, Triall. Cotta refers to the aforementioned 
treatise on the Warboys trial as valid proof of the 
existence of witchcraft and believed that the Warboys 
victims were under the spells of witches.106 

 
In addition, Sir Henry Cromwell took qualified 
measures to perpetuate the phenomena, the trial, and 
the book. His purpose was personal satisfaction. Under 
English law, all goods and personal property of the 
condemned were turned over to him as lord of the 
manor. He refused to keep the money and requested it 
be used for public endowments. This developed into an 
annual sermon at Huntingdon, to be given by a fellow 
of Cambridge. He required that the appointed fellow 
was to "preache and invaye against the destestable 
practice, synne, and offence of witchcraft, 
inchantment, charm, and sorcereye."107 The practice 

 
 
 
 
 

105 most strange. 
106 Cotta, 77. 
107 Guiley, 357. 
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continued until 1812, but eventually fell victim to 
changing beliefs.108 

 
All the proceeding cases have led up to one event: the 
effect on the legislators of 1604 who enacted the revised 
statute. Two individuals in the House of Commons had 
strong personal interest in the Warboys incident. As 
recalled, the Samuels had been executed, not for 
bewitching the Throckmorton sisters and servants, but 
for murdering Lady Cromwell through the use of 
witchcraft. Sir Oliver Cromwell and Henry Cromwell 
were member of Parliament in 1604. They were the 
sons of Sir Henry Cromwell and Lady Cromwell, the 
perceived victim of Mother Samuel's witchcraft. 

 
Evidence is present to assume that Sir Oliver and 
Henry Cromwell would have had knowledge of the 
Warboys case. Francis Cromwell, their uncle, was one 
of the justices who heard the confession of Alice 
Samuel. Henry Cromwell witnessed the alleged fits of 
the Throckmortons on a visit to their house in the 
company of some of his father’s men.109 This was in 
1593, just prior to the trial but after the victims had 
begun to accuse the Samuels of Lady Cromwell's death. 
Oliver had no direct contact with the incident, but his 
wife did. She was in the company of her mother-in-law 
on a visit to the Throckmorton household and was also 
witness to the interview with Alice Samuel. It is almost 
certain that Sir Oliver Cromwell was informed of both 
his wife's, brother's, and his mother’s experiences. 

 
 

108 Kittredge, 306. 
109 most strange, sig. N3. 
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Is it such a leap to assume that knowledge of such 
experiences had a profound effect on Sir Oliver’s views 
toward witchcraft? Oliver nor his brother Henry 
required any convincing of the existence of witches. 
Therefore, King James I was most likely not an 
influence on their view towards the enactment of the 
Statute of 1604. If his actions did have any impact, it 
was in a reassuring capacity. The Cromwell brothers 
required no prompting from their monarch to 
persuade them to vote for the passage of the Statute of 
1604. Still, to fully understand what was happening in 
Parliament, one must investigate how the statute came 
to rise to the point of issue. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE HISTORY OF THE STATUTE OF 1604 
 

In order to follow the reemergence of the witchcraft 
statute, one must first turn to the House of Lords. The 
bill was first submitted for consideration on March 27, 
1604. After its initial submission, it was proposed a 
second time and assigned a consideration committee 
that contained thirty-four individuals made up of earls, 
bishops, and others of distinction. 

 
The members were provided with an impressive 
arrangement of legal experts, scholars and 
ecclesiastical persons with the learning and experience 
to assist the members of the committee with their 
considerations of the statute. Included in this panel 
were Chief Justice of the Common Pleas- the 
aforementioned Anderson, the Chief Baron of the 
Exchequer-Sir William Peryam, two justices of the 
King's Bench-Sir Christopher Yelverton and Sir David 
Williams, Serjeant Croke, the Attorney General, Coke, 
and Sir John Tindall, a distinguished ecclesiastical 
counselor. 

 
The committee, under the advisement of their panel of 
experts, rejected the first draft proposed before them. 
On April 2, 1604, the committee submitted their own 
version of the statute to the House of Lords. Again, it 
was deliberated upon. The House revised the draft once 
again, adding a few minor amendments. It was 
submitted a third time and passed on May 8 and sent 
to the House of Commons, where once again it received 
considerable deliberation. On May 11, the draft was 
first proposed in the Commons. It received 
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its second submission on the 26th, where it gained a 
consideration committee of seventeen. Included in this 
panel were the Recorder of London and two serjeants-
at-law, Hobart and Shirley. They were instructed to 
gather on June 1 for deliberations. On June 5, the 
committee submitted the draft with alterations and 
amendments. On June 7, it was submitted for the third 
time, passed as amended, and returned to the Lords on 
June 9, 1604.110 The statute’s journey was complete. 

 
This is the history of the passage of the Statute of 1604 
as recorded by both the House of Lords and House of 
Commons. King James’ name appears in the records 
only as the final official and then only to provide his 
signature to pass the law. Furthermore, when the 
statute was officially handed down, it was merely a 
reissue of the Elizabethan statute on which it was 
based. 

 
It had a slight rewording and was conjoined with a  few 
extra amendments, but essentially and most 
importantly, it contained all of the previous statute in 
the new, modified version. Acting upon all the evidence 
issued up unto this juncture, it becomes apparent that 
King James neither called for or insisted upon the 
statute’s passage. The two houses of Parliament carry 
the burden of the statute’s dark history and not the 
monarch to whom it has so erroneously been linked. 

 
A further dissection of why the statute received such 
attention can be found in the identities of the members 
who comprised the deliberating committees. 

 
110 Kittredge, 307-308. 
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Among the consideration committee of the House of 
Lords was Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton. He 
was considered to be among the most educated of his 
peers. In his Defensative against the Poyson of 
Supposed Prophecies, written between 1582 and 1583, 
he expresses his belief in the reality of interaction 
between humans and demonic forces.111 He ascribes 
many of the supposed acts of witches to 
communications with evil entities.112 

 
The Earl of Derby was one member of the committee 
with strong reasons to urge the passage of a stricter 
statute against witchcraft. In 1594, just after the 
Warboys trials, the fifth Earl of Derby, Ferdinando, 
died, leaving his younger brother the title. It is this 
same Earl who was assigned to the Lord’s 
consideration committee. 

 
The dying Earl talked of dreams of ghosts and demons 
that taunted him and witchcraft was suspected in his 
death despite the attending physicians’ claims of death 
by natural causes. The soon-to-be Earl believed that 
the physicians were wrong in their diagnosis and was 
left with a strong impression that the forces of evil and 
witchcraft were working close to him.113 This incident 
must have influenced his decisions when deliberating 
the statute wanting the strongest possible law to 
protect others against such acts. 

 
Dr. William Chaderton, Bishop of Chester, was also in 
attendance to the Earl of Derby as he wrestled with 

 
 

111 Henry Howard. Defensative against the Poyson of Supposed 
Prophecies. (London, 1583) 
112 Howard, 85. 
113 Kittredge, 308-309. 
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his illness. It was he to whom Ferdinando espoused his 
belief that he was bewitched. As another member of the 
committee, his impressions also were colored by the 
events that took place and the statements of the Earl.114 

 
Another advisor was the Earl of Northumberland, 
Henry Percy. Percy was a student of the occult and 
believed his own dabbling in witchcraft were Godly and 
therefore free of any diabolism, but did profess a 
conviction that others who dealt with the Devil in their 
pursuits required punishment.115 His own belief in the 
sanctity of his work and the unlikelihood that others 
were pursuing such knowledge for the betterment of 
man and God may have driven him to seek harsher 
penalties for the use of witchcraft. 

 
In the committee assigned by the House of Commons 
there were similarly several individuals who had strong 
opinions on the subject of witchcraft. Lancashire 
County and Essex County, both areas afflicted with 
witch-hysteria, each had representatives sitting on the 
committee. Trials and executions also occurred at 
Chelmsford in 1579 and 1589, and at St. Osyth in Essex 
in 1582. The previously mentioned George Giffard, was 
an Essex minister and committee member. His 
Dialogue called for the strengthening of the statute in 
a manner that was pursued by Parliament. John 
Throckmorton, cousin to the Warboys   
Throckmortons,   was   the   Gloucestershire 
M.P. He, therefore, had some family members who 
were affected by witchcraft. Henry Montague, the 
Recorder   of   London   also   sat   on   the   Commons' 

 
114 Kittredge, 309. 
115 Kittredge, 309. 
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Committee and was a fellow of Christ’s College, 
Cambridge. 

 
He had worked with and admired William Perkins. 
Perkins’ strong promotion of tougher laws against 
witchcraft impressed Montague, who would later 
become the patron of Thomas Cooper, author of the 
previously mentioned book, The Mystery of 
Witchcraft. Finally, the draft of the statute was 
proposed, with amendments, to the House by Sir 
Thomas Ridgeway of Devon. In Devon, in 1601 and 
1602, the Trevisard witch trials had occurred.116 

 
Given all the interest, involvement, and influences 
upon these various members of the two houses of 
parliament and the committees assigned, how could it 
be said that James I called for the Statute of 1604? How 
could King James I of England be thought of as the 
driving force behind its passage? His influence, if any 
was in silent approval. The members of the committees 
had their own personal reasons for seeing the passage 
of more stringent laws against witchcraft. Many had 
experienced it first-hand. There simply is no 
justification for the belief that James I was the font of 
their views. 

 
Similarly, the legal experts advising the Lords' 
Committee held like views. In his capacity as Chief 
Justice, Sir Edmund Anderson was aware of the 
Elizabethan statute and how it operated within the 
courts. Anderson was involved with the attempts to 
expose John Darrel and is often associated with those 
who saw a problem with the laws against accused 

 
116 C. L’Estrange Ewen. Witchcraft and Demonianism. (London, 
1933),194-195. 
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witches. However, this is hardly supported by evidence. 
He did see a problem with the afflictions caused by 
delusions and the madness of crowds ascribed to 
innocent individuals, but he remained a believer in 
witchcraft.117 

 
He, along with Perkins, Giffard, Cotta, and, admittedly, 
King James I, wrote that evidence had to be carefully 
considered in order to protect those falsely accused. 
Still, none of them faltered when it came to the belief 
that proven witches should be executed. An 
explanatory example of the distinction may be made by 
examining the rulings in two similar cases. 

 
At the same court in 1612, two different witch trials 
took place, presided over by a single judge. The first 
was the Lancashire witches and the second, the 
Salmesbury witches. In the Lancashire case, the judge 
found sufficient evidence and condemned the 
accused.118 However, in the case of the Salmesbury 
witches, the judge questioned the honesty of the 
primary witness for the prosecution. He conducted his 
own investigation which eventually led to the acquittal 
of all accused in the case.119 Many modern historians 
have described the presiding judge in both cases as a 
rare, rational individual for his investigation into the 
Salmesbury case. However, they often overlook his 
support for the execution of the Lancashire witches. 

 
Two counselors assigned to the Lord’s Committee had 
worked together before: Chief Justice Anderson and 

 
117 Rosen, ed., 313-315. 
118 Potts, Sig. B. 
119 Potts, K3. 
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Sir John Croke. As noted previously, Anderson and 
Croke were involved with the case against Mary Glover 
in 1603. This event occurred prior to the ascension of 
James. During the course of the trial, Croke expressed 
a strong belief in witchcraft and demonic possession. 
Anderson found no flaw in his logic at the time of the 
trial and there is no reason to suspect that his beliefs 
ever change thereafter. 

 
There is a new provision added to the statute of 1604—
Jac. I, c.12—that called for implementing corporal 
punishment for all offenses against the defiling of 
corpses and graves for the purposes of witchcraft or 
sorcery.120 It is this particular addition to the statute 
that many historians have attributed to King James I. 
It has been suggested that James insisted upon the 
addition after hearing the confessions of the accused at 
the North Berwick trials. The case, as previously noted, 
concerned the king directly, as the acts confessed to 
attempts at his and his new queen’s destruction. The 
confession of Agnes Sampson attracted his attention 
directly. Among the many claims she made was that 
devil had provided  the attendees of a black sabbath a 
meal that consisted of the flesh of the dead.121 Other 
statements told of the use of body parts as ingredients 
in spells. While this probably left a lingering effect 
upon the mind of the king, such acts of cannibalism 
were not unheard of. Acts of cannibalism, grave 
robbery and raiding are common throughout history. 
The Bible, upon which witch-hunting is founded, tells 
of such acts in at least 

 
 
 

120 Rosen, ed., 57. 
121 News, Sig. B3. 
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seven separate passages whereupon women eat the 
flesh of their dead, boiled children.122 

 
Such gruesome acts have been recorded repeatedly 
throughout history, and yet, one is led to believe that 
only King James I had the presence of mind to 
condemn this as a crime. In Daemonologie, he refers to 
the act of dismembering corpses, but this is little more 
than an acknowledgment of the act.123 

 
Furthermore, the confessions of the North Berwick 
witches occurred while he was King of Scotland over 
fifteen years prior to the implementation of the statute. 
Daemonologie was reprinted upon his ascension, not 
at the insistence of himself, but to capitalize on the 
popularity of an incoming, new monarch. In simple 
terms, it was a marketing ploy to make money on the 
changing of the social system. Furthermore, if the 
members of the Lords and Commons were in any way 
typical of the day, they were aware of occurrences of 
grave robbery. They needed no inspiration from King 
James to enact such a law. While his writings may have 
influenced their inclusion of such an addition to the 
statute, it was most likely an indirect influence. 

 
An example of the common knowledge of grave 
robbery comes from an account by Sir Edward Kelley. 
Kelley was the associate and assistant to Dr. John Dee, 
a magician of some repute. Kelley recorded that he, Dee 
and a man named Paul Waring had on a predetermined 
night in a park in Lancashire exhumed 

 
122 J. Ashleigh Burke. The X-Rated Book. (Houston, Tx.: JAB Press, 
1983), 175-178. 
123 James I, Daemonologie, 43-58. 
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the body of a recently dead servant for the purposes of 
acts of witchcraft and sorcery.124 

 
This was apparently a popular myth and a well- 
circulated story of the day. Being such a common event, 
it would have certainly been worthy of inclusion as a 
crime in the revised statute. As for the harshness of the 
punishment, one must leave behind the trappings of 
the modern condition and consider the methodology of 
the day. Crimes were generally punishable by harsher 
means during this period.  Theft of livestock valued at 
more than a few cents was punishable by hanging. In 
view of this, death for cannibalism and grave-defiling 
seems standard. 

 
The Attorney General Coke (not to be confused with 
Serjeant-Croke) was among those individuals assigned 
to help the Lord’s Committee. Coke was highly 
influential and was undoubtedly aware of Kelley’s 
account of grave robbery. He believed that this example 
was evidence that the Elizabethan Statute was not 
severe enough considering this particular act. This is 
evident in his writing in which he recounts a case of a 
man in Southwark who was arrested for having on his 
person the head a deceased man and a grimoire of 
witchcraft. The defendent was taken to court and 
presented to Sir John Knevett, residing Chief Justice, 
however, no charges were applied to him. He was 
sworn to an oath that he would no longer practice 
witchcraft and set free. 

 
Both the detached head and the grimoire were burnt 
with fees for such actions levied against the man. Coke 
comments in his Institutes that, “as the head and his 

 
124 Scot, 233. 
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book of sorcery had the same punishment, that the 
sorcerer should have had by the ancient law, if he had 
by his sorcery praied in aid of the devil.”125 Coke 
demonstrated his essays that the Statute of 1604 was 
inadequate in relation to his belief in witchcraft. 
Therefore, can there be any question as to the advice he 
gave the committee concerning the restructuring of the 
Elizabethan statute? He most likely advised the 
committee to enact more severe laws against the use of 
witchcraft. 

 
Taking the identities of the members of the Parliment 
and their advisory committees into account, it is 
obvious that James I had little if any influence on the 
passage of the Statute of 1604. To the contrary, he 
eventually took a more active role in the exposure of 
fraudulent claims of witchcraft and possession, thereby 
freeing some innocents from punishment meted by the 
statute. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

125 Edward Coke, “Coke’s Institutes,” Third Part, cap.6., Gentlemans 
Magazine, (1829): Part II, XCIX, 515, as quoted by Kittredge, 313. 
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CHAPTER 7 

WITCHCRAFT FRAUD EXPOSED AND PARDONED BY KING 
JAMES 

 
Historically, the image that is given to King James I of 
England is one of a monarch who sat upon his throne, 
ignorant of the rest of the world, issuing orders against 
witchcraft in the name of God which lead to the deaths 
of thousands of innocent victims. His educated 
underlings and nobles grumbled in frustration at their 
sovereign’s ignorance but could do little to stop the 
madman from forging ahead with his plans for the 
elimination of evil forces in the world. 

 
Perhaps this is an extremist image, but it is essentially 
how history has described King James I. However, as 
previously discussed, it is not an accurate portrayal. 
His personal concern in the matters of witchcraft are 
greatly exaggerated. He did have an interest in the 
subject early in his Scottish reign as James VI, but this 
was more intellectual curiosity than pure involvement. 

 
What is apparent is that previously conceived notions 
of his active participation were based more on his 
society’s acceptance of witchcraft than by his actual 
involvement. The monarch carries the reputation of his 
country and not that of his personal beliefs. If this is 
accepted as truth, then it leaves open an avenue of 
investigation to further the idea that James I was 
merely a socially responsive monarch. 

 
The prior investigation gives evidence that allows us to 
remove the reputation that James I absorbed from 
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his subjects. But what of his personal views? What can 
be concluded about his actual beliefs? Is there evidence 
to support the notion that he did, in fact, have an 
intense obsession with eliminating the threat of 
witches? In order to investigate this area, one must 
study how James I reacted to events that directly 
confronted him. 

 
After the call for a revision of the Elizabethan statute in 
1604, there were relatively few witch trials and even 
fewer convictions. Many of those convicted gained 
pardons issued by King James I, himself. One such 
pardon is of particular importance because it actually 
occurred on April 16, 1604. On that day, King James I 
pardoned Christian Weech of Norfolk on the charge of 
witchcraft.126 This meant that James I issued the 
pardon while the statute was still under deliberation in 
Parliament. 

 
This begs a question: if King James I was so eager to 
convict witches that he called for a harsher and more 
severe law to do so, then why, during the passage of the 
act which he supposedly pushed into law, did he 
pardon an accused witch? A witch hunter of James’ 
reputation would never be so lenient. Was it a lapse in 
judgment? This also seems unlikely under the 
circumstances. This one act almost certainly eliminates 
the notion that James I was an avid hunter of witches. 

 
If that is not enough evidence, then one should 
consider the fact that the same individual, Christian 
Weech, received a second, unprecedented pardon in 

 
 

126 Kittredge, 315. 
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1610 on the charges of murder by witchcraft.127 This 
charge is significant because James I, himself, suffered 
attempts on his life by witchcraft in the North Berwick 
case. 

 
It was the Berwick case that supposedly set him to his 
task of eliminating such threats. These events, if they 
truly left an impressionable mark on him, would have 
resurfaced at this point. It is now evident that James I 
lacked the belief in the reality of such demonic 
activities. And there were other pardons: 

 
Year Name Charge 
1606 Toby Mathew of London Invoked three devils‑ Heawelon, Faternon, and 

Cleveton ‑ to learn the name of a thief and recover 
stolen money. 

1608 Simon Reade Conjuration and invocation of unclean spirits. 

1611 William Bate Indicted for practicing an invocation to find treasure 
over a twenty year period. 

 
 

These are but four of the pardons. There were others 
that concerned lesser charges such as healing through 
witchcraft, causing storms, and cursing animals. The 
cases listed above were of individuals reportedly 
murdering and invoking demonic forces. And yet King 
James I pardoned these individuals based on what he 
believed to be little or no evidence or just plain 
disbelief. They are court documented cases where 
James I display a blatant disregard for the Statute of 
1604 because James was not an intolerant and 
indiscriminate witch prosecutor. Still, it is James I 
who is perceived as the avid witch-hunter. 

 
 
 

127 Kittredge, 315. 
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What then, was the reaction of those who burdened 
King James I with the reputation he now bears? Even 
some sixty years after his dismissal of such cases, the 
late king was receiving ill review of his actions. Francis 
Osborne wrote in one of his many essays that: 

 
What his Judgement was of Witchcraft, 
you may, in part, find by His Treatise on 
that Subject, and Charge he gave the 
Judges, to be Circumspect in Condemning 
those, Committed by Ignorant justices, for 
Diabolical Compacts. Nor had he 
Concluded his Advice in a Narrower Circle, 
(as I have heard) Then the Denyal of any 
such operations, but out of Reason of State: 
and to gratifie, the Church, which hath in 
no Age, thought fit to explode out of the 
Common peoples minds, An Apprehension 
of Witchcraft.128 

 
This is a scathing review of James I’s pardons. It is a 
valuable insight into the monarch’s relation and 
reputation with his peers. They found his skepticism 
unworthy in a time of crisis. King James I was acting 
outside the main avenue of thinking. 

 
The evidence that James I extended pardons is by no 
means the only act which showed his skepticism 
concerning witchcraft. As often is the case in life, it is 
sometimes the lack of action that speaks the loudest. 
James I showed tolerance toward individuals despite 
their apparent connection with the occult and extreme 

 
 

128 Francis Osbourne. A miscellany of Sundry Essayes, etc., (London, 
1589), Essay 1, 4-5. 
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disregard concerning the exploits of two individuals in 
particular: Dr. John Lambe and Dr. John Dee. 

 
Dr. John Lambe was a less than reputable charlatan 
passing as a physician, sorcerer, and consultant in 
witchcraft cases. He was convicted in Worcester on two 
separate indictments: the first was for the "wasting and 
consuming" of Thomas Lord Windsor by witchcraft; 
the second for "invoking and entertaining" evil spirits. 
Each crime carried a death sentence.129 Each of the two 
sentences were commuted to imprisonment and 
Lambe was removed to Worcester Castle for 
confinement. 

 
He was taken before the King’s Bench in London where 
he remained for an extended period. However, his 
confinement was atypical. It is reported that he was 
allowed to continue his practice, which he did, 
receiving patients and clients and generally operating a 
successful business from his ‘prison’.130 While in prison, 
he was charged and convicted of rape, but the charges 
and conviction were overturned, and he received a 
pardon in 1624. Lambe took up residence in London to 
stay close to his influential friends. He remained there 
until his death in 1628 at the hands of a group of 
individuals with whom he had a disagreement.131 Such 
cases as Lambe’s were well publicized among social 
circles. His conviction of witchcraft against the Earl of 
Worcester would have been known to the king. 

 
 
 

129 A Briefe Description of the Notorious Life of John Lambe. 
(Amsterdam, 1628), 3-6. 
130 A Briefe Description…, 14. 
131 A Briefe Description…, 20-21. 
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Why pardon such a man, much less tolerate his 
continued practices? It is a far stretch to assume that 
the king would concern himself with every case of 
witchcraft that came along. However, it would be 
highly unlikely for a avid hunter of witches to pass up 
the chance to make an example of someone convicted 
of murdering the elite nobility. But then James was no 
avid hunter of witches. 

 
The second example of the king’s indifference is 
perhaps the most famous-the case of Dr. John Dee. Dee 
was a well-educated scholar and a sincere and 
intelligent man of character. He operated in a entirely 
different manner from Lambe. Still, if there was an 
intensity on the part of the king to root out and convict 
those who practiced witchcraft and sorcery, Dr. Dee 
would surely have been a target. There is voluminous 
documentary evidence of his occult experiments. If 
brought to trial, Dee could have maintained that he 
only attempted to invoke forces of good, but 
theologians would have easily dismantled such claims. 
Dee was implicated a charge of witchcraft in the Star 
Chamber in 1555, but was later acquitted.132 However, 
he remained publicly condemned, and spent the rest of 
his life defending his work. 

 
Dee was disturbed by the enactment of the Statute of 
1604. On June 5, 1604, while the act was still in 
Parliament and under debate, he sent a petition to King 
James. In his letter, he requested that the king have 
him "tryed and cleared of that horrible and damnable, 
and to him most grievous and 

 

132 Colin Wilson. The Occult: A History. (New York: Barnes & Noble, 
1995), 271. 
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dammageable sclaunder, generally, and for these many 
yeares last past, in this kingdom raysed and continued, 
by report and print against him, namely, that he is or 
hath bin a conjurer or caller or invocator of divels."133 

 
King James I never acted upon Dee’s request. The letter 
itself informed the king of Dee’s notoriety as sorcerer. 
Considering James’ reputation as a witch- hunter, his 
intense curiosity and intellect would not have allowed 
James to pass up the chance to, at the very least, listen 
to Dee’s explanation of his alledged crimes. It seems 
more likely that James was no longer interested in 
witchcraft by this time. James probably thought Dee a 
scholar and may have been influence by Dee’s 
numerous and influential friends. Dee was never tried 
again and died in his bed in 1608.134 

 
James' tolerance of the two aforementioned 
individuals—Lambe and Dee—reveal a man who is 
unconcerned with the activities of an avid witch- 
hunter. Detractors, however, point to other possible 
explanations, such as Dee’s influential friends among 
the king’s inner circle or a lack of knowledge of the 
events on the king’s part. However, there is other 
evidence which points to James’ personal concerns 
about detection of fraud among the accusers. 

 
During the later years of James I’s reign in England, he 
began to question the reliability of the witness in most 
witch trials. Too many convictions were based on the 
questionable actions of the accusers. Dr. 

 
133 Charlotte Fell Smith. John Dee. (London, 1909), 293, as quoted by 
Kittredge, 318. 
134 Wilson, 277. 
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Thomas Fuller noted in his Church History of Britain 
that such fraud had “wrought such an alteration upon 
the judgment of King James that...he grew first 
diffident of, and then flatly to deny, the workings of 
witches and devils as mere falsehoods and 
delusions.”135 The historical records are definitive and 
specific on the part of James actions. 

 
In 1604, James was, perhaps, the first monarch to 
strike out against the use of tobacco. In his writings, he 
compares its use with exorcism stating, "if it could by 
the smoke thereof chace out deuils, as the smoke of 
Tobias fish did (which I am sure could smel no 
stronger) it would serue for a precious Relicke, both for 
the superstitious Priests, and the insolent Puritanes, to 
cast out deuils withal."136 His comments, although 
admittedly aimed at the use of tobacco, do reveal how 
James saw possession and exorcisms as fraudulent 
acts. 

 
Another letter concerned a friend’s female client who 
was apparently in a coma. Her life was maintained by 
the consumption of a single glass of wine over a great 
period of time. The king advised the beneficiary "how 
that in late time we discovered and put to flight one of 
those counterfeits” and that one should “leave nothing 
untried to discover the imposture." He further stated 
that “miracles” such as those described by his friend 
should be approached with extreme skepticism and 
tested thoroughly. He concludes, stating that it 
"becomes us to lose no opportunity of seeking after 

 
 
 

135 Thomas Fuller. Church History of Britian. (London, 1655), 77. 
136 James I. Counterblaste to Tobaco. (London, 1604), 108. 
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the real truth of pretended wonders” and “if false we 
may punish the impudent inventors of them."137 

 
A letter to his son Prince Henry shows just how 
concerned King James was with the detection of fraud. 
Most historians believe the letter was written before 
Prince Henry left Scotland and an excerpt clearly 
expresses James’ concern with the elimination of 
fraudulent accusations: 

 
I ame also glaide of the discoverle of yone litle 
counterfitte Wenche. I praye God ye rnaye be  my aire 
[i. e. heir] in such discoveries. Ye have ofte hearde me 
saye that most miracles nou a dayes proves but 
illusions, and ye maye see by this hou waire judgis 
should be in trusting accusations withoute an exacte 
tryall; and lykewayes hou easielie people are inducid 
to trust wonders.138 

 
So great was his occupation with conterfeit cases of 
bewitchment and sorcery, that he advised his son to 
become skilled in the art of detection, because judges 
and lawyers are easily tricked into believing in fakery. 

 
Sir Roger Wilbraham recorded the king’s involvement 
in a case of fraud in 1605. He wrote that King James 
had, by using his own investigative skills, uncovered 
two cases of imposture. The first case involved a 
woman who claimed to be under bewitchment and 
vomiting pins and needles. These symptoms were seen 
by many scholars of the day as conclusive evidence of 
bewitchment and therefore, impossible to 

 
 

137 L. Halliwell. Letters of the Kings, 2 Volumns. (London,1848), V. II, 
124-125. 
138 Halliwell, 102. 
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fake. The king was skeptical and as Wilbraham stated, 
he "detected the cheat." 139 Eventually he revealed a 
device that was cleverly concealed in her dress between 
her breasts which allowed her to accomplish the trick. 

 
The second case took place in 1605 and involved Dr. 
Richard Haydock of New College, Oxford, who was 
known as the Sleeping Preacher. Haydock supposedly 
fell into trances and delivered sermons in Latin. James 
heard of the doctor/minister’s exploits and ordered 
him to appear before the court. The king listened to 
Haydock’s sermons on three different occasions and 
immediately suspected fraud. The king quickly figured 
out how Haydock accomplished his acts, forced his 
confession and then pardoned him.140 Even though 
fraud and not witchcraft is not the main focus of this 
example, it does give evidence of how James’ mind 
operated. He was methodical and calculating, just and 
forgiving. Not at all like the picture his witch hunter 
reputation paints. 

 
It should be noted that James’ skills at detection were 
not limited to cases of occult fraud. This would be an 
inaccurate assessment. In November of 1605, James 
discovered a sentence in a letter to Parliament by a man 
named Mounteagle that led to a conspiracy in the 
Gunpowder Plot. Certain members of the council who 
received the letter had taken it to the king because of 
his skill at solving riddles and mysteries.141 James’ 
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140 Halliwell, 124. 
141 James I. King James his Speech to both Houses of Parliament on 
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reputation for detection was apparently well known at 
the time. 

 
King James did not investigate each case that came 
before him. He was, after all, the leader of a nation and 
undoubtedly had other, more pressing matters to 
attend to. He often sent others to examine incidents for 
him such as in 1605, when the Earl of Salisbury was 
ordered to appear before his peers for the bewitchment 
of two girls. The Earl was arrested and brought to 
Cambridge to defend himself, however, this was not a 
trial since it was not a crime to be bewitched, but was 
a preliminary hearing to determine the truthfulness of 
the girls’ claims.142 Similarly, in 1611, orders were issued 
that the Bishop of Bangor and the Judges of Assize for 
the County of Carnarvon to investigate a supposed case 
of witchery committed against six young girls.143 These 
incidents relate to us just how concerned King James 
was with seeking just grounds for accusations. He 
distrusted such cases as fraudulent and dangerous, and 
showed a general disbelief in claims of witchcraft. 
Again, this is not in keeping with his reputation as a 
man more interested in witchcraft and less concerned 
with justice. 

 
One case in particular stands out as an example of King 
James’ direct involvement in an investigation of fraud 
involving witchcraft. Anne Gunter, a girl from 
Windsor, displayed symptoms associated with 
bewitchment. Hearing of the behavior that plagued the 
girl, James called her before him and then turned over 
the investigation to Dr. Edward Jorden, a 

 
142 Calendar of State Papers, Domestic, 1603-1610, 218. 
143 Calendar of State Papers…, 53. 
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reputable London physician. Jorden, in the service of 
the king, distinguished himself in 1602 by proving that 
Mary Glover was not bewitched but suffering from 
delirium.144 Jorden’s investigation led him to suspect 
that Anne was an charlatan. The king, under 
advisement of Jorden who "confirmed in what he had 
suspected before," confronted Glover. She quickly 
confessed to fraud but claimed duress, saying that her 
father had forced her to commit the acts. Her father 
hoped to accuse a local woman of their neighborhood 
with whom he had quarrelled. King James pardoned 
Anne and she was released.145 

 
The Glover case was typical of how King James cleverly 
used others' investigative skills along with his own to 
expose fraud. However, his most prominent should 
make even the staunchest skeptic question the 
reliability of the claims of James’ distinction as a witch 
hunter. 

 
July 18, 1616 was a dark day in the history of witch- 
hysteria. On this day, nine innocent individuals were 
executed by hanging in Leicester. They were tried and 
found guilty of bewitching of a boy named Smythe who 
was afflicted with seizures. During the course of the 
trial, those accused were forced to recite an oath which 
was believed to force witches into relinquishing their 
hold on victims. Upon hearing the oath, Smythe 
immediately ceased his fits.146 
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Unfortunately for those accused by Smythe, King 
James did not get involved until after their trial and 
execution. He became aware of the hangings a month 
after the executions while on a trip through Leicester. 
He stayed for less than a day but nevertheless 
determined the truth of the matter. 

 
Smythe was again afflicted with seizures upon the 
king’s arrival and had accused six more individuals 
who would have remained in jail until the Autumn 
courts opened. Fortunately, James intervened, called 
the boy before him, witnessed a claimed seizure and 
suspected fraud. As Francis Osborne recorded: 

 
The King being gratified by nothing more, 
then an Opportunity to shew his Dexterity 
in Discovering an Imposture, (at which, I 
must confess Him, The Promptest Man 
Living) upon his Arrival convented the Boy. 
Where, before Him, (possibly daunted at 
his Presence, or Terrified  by his Words) he 
began to faulter, so as the King discover'd a 
Fallacy.147 

 
In the end nine of the accused were executed by 
hanging, one died in prison, and five were released by 
the king’s hand.148 Although the king was not pleased 
with the outcome or the two judges presiding, he did 
not prosecute either of them.149 However, he did make 
them aware of their mistakes, reminding them that he 

 
 
 
 

147 Francis Osbourne. Essayes, (1659), 8, as quoted by Kittredge, 323. 
148 Osbourne, 323. 
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had quickly detected the fraudulent child and saw no 
reason why they should have not detected the same.150 

 
The impact of King James' involvement, detection, and 
displeasure with the outcomes of the Leicester case of 
1616 was felt almost instantly. Witch hysteria remained 
in effect, however, those in charge of investigations and 
trials were more cautious in their judgments. The king 
proved his willingness to involve himself on the behalf 
of the accused and exhibited great skill in the detection. 
He was a man of great intellect and skepticism. No one 
desired to match wits with someone so clever, much 
less one in his position as sovereign. 

 
From the time of King James’ involvement in Leicester 
case in July of 1616, until his death on March 27, 1625, 
only five individuals were executed for witchcraft in 
England. Two of these victims, the sisters Margaret and 
Philippa Flower, were executed at Lincoln on March 11, 
1619.151 Their mother, Joan, escaped execution by dying 
in prison.152 Of the three remaining victims, Elizabeth 
Sawyer of Edomonton confessed after conviction153 and 
the remaining two were hanged in 1624 at Bristol.154 

 
 
 
 

150 Calendar of State Papers, Domestic, 1611-1618. 
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The five executions performed during the last nine 
years of King James’ reign were tragic but not 
monumental. Furthermore, during the case against the 
Flowers, evidence was presented which indicated that 
the sisters did attempt to use witchcraft to their 
advantage, a transgression which would have netted 
them the same conviction whether under the 1563 or 
1604 statute. In this case there was no fraud for the 
king to investigate nor any reason for his intervention 
since unforced confessions and available evidence 
condemned them. 

 
A final example of James’ positive influence comes 
from a case many years after the Leicester trials. In 
1622, Edward Fairfax, a translator, accused six  women 
in York of bewitching his two daughters. The girls 
displayed classic symptoms of bewitchment-- seizures 
and writhing fits.155 Their behavior occurred for several 
months, similar to the Throckmorton girls of the 
Warboys case. It should be noted that chapbooks—
short pamphlets that tell of a particular incident—were 
still being circulated on the Warboys case.156 A neighbor 
of Fairfax also accused the same individuals of 
bewitching his daughter. The jury included six justices 
of the peace and were warned by the presiding judge to 
consider the matter carefully.157 However, they found 
enough evidence to go to trial. 

 
The six women were arraigned on August 9, 1622.158 

During the course of the trial, the three perceived 
 

155 Edward Fairfax. Daemonologia. Editied by William Grainge. 
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victims, the two Fairfax daughters and the daughter of 
the neighbor, Maude Jeffray, all became spellbound 
and were removed from the court in an apparent 
trance. Sir George Ellis, one of the justices, was 
immediately suspicious. He led some of the other 
justices from the bench and followed the girls. His 
intent was to expose the girls as frauds. They quickly 
obtained a confession from Maude Jeffray and 
returned to the court. She stated that she was acting 
under the direction of her parents. Within the court, 
Maude Jeffray denied the allegation but her father 
John was arrested and his accusations were 
dismissed.159 However, the case issued by the Fairfax 
girls continued, as no trickery was detected. The court 
remained cautious, but the judges were determined not 
to reenact the errors made at Leicester in 1616. 

 
After hearing evidence, the presiding justice instructed 
the jury that the evidence did not act within the 
confines of the Statute of 1604. He ended the trial, 
dismissed the charges and freed the accused.160 It was 
later reported by Edward Fairfax that John Jeffray had 
devised the whole incident without his knowledge and 
had “drew my eldest daughter, and she the younger,” 
into the plan. Jeffray was disgruntled with the accused. 
Fairfax himself was vindicated.161 

 
Under King James’ influence, the jury was warned by 
the judge to act cautiously. They were convinced that 
fraud was being committed but could not prove it and 
feared that acquittal was uncertain. Therefore they 
took the decision out of the hands of the jury and 

 
159 Fairfax, 123-124. 
160 Fairfax, 127. 
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Malicious History 

90 

 

 

claimed that it did not measure up to the full extent of 
the law, i.e., the Statute of 1604. In conclusion, it is 
Fairfax himself who leaves no doubt as to the influence 
of the king. In the historical account of the events, he 
states that he believed his daughters to be truthful and 
not at all like “those whose impostures our wise king so 
lately laid open.”162 

 
What more may be said about the inaccuracy of King 
James’ reputation? All of the aforementioned evidence 
suggests that the burden of his witch hunting notoriety 
either lies on his people or with the misconception of 
how he approached witchcraft. Current research 
indicates that less than forty executions for witchcraft 
occurred throughout England during the reign of 
James I.163 This is an average of about two a year. 

 
Compared to other convictions during just a ten year 
span of that same reign, this is minor. A single ten- year 
span revealed that thirty-two persons were pressed to 
death in Middlesex for refusing to plead in felony cases 
not related to witchcraft. This is an average of three-
plus individuals a year. Also, in the same county and 
time span, 700 individuals were executed for felonies 
other than witchcraft, an average of seventy a year.164 

How can one maintain the erroneousness of James’ 
reputation in light of such statistics? 

 
James was not the instigator of a dark period in the 
history of witch hysteria nor did he bring it back. In 
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his early years as King of Scotland, he was curious 
about witch hunting. However, he did nothing to 
increase its ferocity. The worst that can be said about 
his years as James VI was that he was naive and 
followed the call of his people. In his later years, he was 
involved with witch hunting but worked to discredit the 
movement and encouraged the detection of fraud. 
Whether this concern was more for his personal glory 
and ego or due to personal and moral objections is 
irrelevant. What is relevant is that it worked to defuse 
the long burning embers that precipitated witch 
hysteria. James was, after all a king caught up in the 
waves of societal belief. His reputation as a witch-
hunter was a burden that he was forced to carry, but 
not one that he justly deserved. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
All of the evidence presented thus far has been an 
attempt to reroute some of the standard and accepted 
beliefs that have marked King James I of England as a 
sadistic and avid witch hunter who reignited the 
hysteria single-handedly. 

 
First, one can see that prior to the ascension of King 
James I, witch hysteria was rampant during the last 
twenty years of Elizabeth's reign. The time was marked 
by many trials and a large number of executions. 

 
Secondly, witch hysteria was not, as commonly 
believed, dying out only to be revived by King James I. 
Presented evidence suggests that the well-educated, 
socially elite, and influential. i.e., the nobility, country 
squires, ecclesiastical sect, judges, etc., along with the 
common citizens, were all involved with witch hysteria 
and protracted its reign of terror. 

 
Thirdly, it was a general public consensus that the 
Elizabethan statute was not severe enough in its 
punishment against witchcraft. Furthermore, due to 
this belief, there was growing pressure from all sectors 
of the citizenry, whether elite or lowly, for new 
legislation to eliminate perceived imperfections in the 
law. 

 
Fourthly, the two houses of Parliament, that of the 
Lords and Commons, did not rush the passage of the 
Statute of 1604 at the request of the king as previously 
believed. The matter was given extremely careful 
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consideration and thoroughly debated. Likewise, King 
James I did not request the legislation, nor did he 
intervene on behalf of the bill. There is no evidence to 
suggest that it was passed for him. It is simply a 
reflection of the opinions of both Houses of Parliament 
in relation to their constituents’ concerns. 

 
Fifthly, the Statute of 1604 is merely a reworking of the 
Elizabethan Statute of 1563 in almost every respect. 
The Statute of 1604 contains the entire text of its 1563 
counterpart as its foundation. The only changes called 
for more extreme punishments for what had been 
lesser crimes under the Elizabethan version and the 
addition of a clause with the penalty of death in the case 
of sacrilege against a gravesite. Again, these changes 
were not made at the request of the king but influenced 
by those who enacted the law and popular public belief. 

 
Sixthly, regardless of the increased severity of the new 
Statute of 1604, when considered in relation to the 
social atmosphere, it was not especially harsher than 
the Elizabethan Statute. The brutal attitude against 
witchcraft was an accepted, socially conscious decision. 

 
Lastly, despite King James’ notoriety as an avid hunter 
of witches, the latter years of his reign over England 
were marked by his disdain for the process of witch 
persecution. He began to expose fraudulent accusers by 
becoming involved in cases where he suspected 
imposture and advised others to do the same. 
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Thus, the case against the erroneous belief in King 
James I of England’s personal crusade to reignite and 
continue the systematic destruction of a perceived 
threat of witches is complete. As the evidence suggests, 
his involvement and concern in the day-to- day 
continuing struggle against this invisible nemesis 
appears to be limited and lacking support. All that 
remains after the smoke clears is misconstrued 
allegations with no real grounds. James’ reputation 
evolved from his constituents’ beliefs and actions and 
not from his own. While the early years of his reign over 
Scotland are tainted, they do not reflect the obsessed 
king he has come to be thought of. 

 
James was curious but not zealous in his pursuit of 
witches. He involved himself extensively in a single 
trial—one that has haunted his name ever since. He 
authored a book that was limited in publication and 
only reflected what he believed, not what actions he 
took. Thereafter, he had limited involvement with 
witchcraft until he began to view most cases as 
fraudulent. He then proceeded to intervene, in many 
cases pardoning accused victims, admonishing 
accepting judges, and exposing counterfeit accusers. 

 
Although it is popular to believe that he was 
responsible for the witch hysteria that gripped 
Scotland and England for many years after he ascended 
the throne, it is nonetheless inaccurate. James simply 
went along with popular ideas about witchcraft at first, 
then became bored with the proceedings, and 
eventually concluded that they were all based on false 
conclusions. 
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Therefore, even though history and historians have 
portrayed James as blood-thirsty, cruel, and adamant 
in his pursuit of witches, the evidence paints a different 
picture—that of an intellectual king who was in the 
wrong place at the wrong time and became forever 
burdened with a reputation that he did not deserve. 
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