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I

I N T R O D U C T I O N .

The darker a l le y s  o f th e  human mind have ever exerted  a  fa sc in a tio n  fo r  

the  s tu d en ts  of man’s p ro g ress  from th e  p rim eval. Numberless re sea rch ers  

have p r ie d  in to  th e  lab a ry n th in e  mazes and devoted much a t te n t io n  to  the 

u n iv e rsa l b e l ie f  in  ■witchcraft which fo r  so long ex erc ised  a profound e f fe c t  

upon human r e la t io n s .

Scotland was no ex cep tio n  in  th e  fervency of i t s  b e l i e f  in  w itc h c ra f t ,  

b u t  too many s c h o la rs  f u r th  of Scotland have been con ten t to  no te  t h i s  obvious 

f a c t  and draw g eneral conclusions from a few of th e  more lu r id  reco rd s such 

as P i tc a i rn  su pp lied  in  abundance. M atters were no t improved when they 

found a S co tt among Scots fu lm in atin g  ag a in s t w itc h c ra ft and th e  K irk’s p a r t  

in  the  e ra  of b u rn ings.

Not th a t  way l i e s  a balanced  assessm ent of the course of w itc h c ra ft and

th e  K irk ’s p a r t  th e re in . The p lan  adopted in  th e  pages th a t  fo llow  i s  to

tra c e  th e  o r ig in s  of S c o ttish  w itc h c ra f t ,  to  examine the  s ta tu te s  upon th e  

su b je c t and then to  peruse  in  g re a te r  d e ta i l  th e  p a r t  p layed  by the K irk , 

from th e  General Assembly down through the K irk co u rts  to  the in d iv id u a l

m in is te r  to i l in g  in  h is  corner of the  v ineyard .

The f i r s t  e s s e n t ia l  fo r  th e  success of the p lan  i s  th a t  i t  be based 

n o t on the  few n o to rio u s  e x tra c ts  which have done duty so o f te n  in  the p a s t 

b u t on a widespread in v e s tig a tio n  o f a l l  k inds of m a te r ia l, bo th  lay  and 

e c c le s ia s t ic a l  from a l l  p a r ts  of Scotland throughout th e  two hundred years  

when th e  K irk b a t t le d  a g a in s t w itc h c ra f t .

Working on th ese  l in e s  the  g en era l p a t te r n  of th e  K irk ’s p a r t  can be

d isc e r n e d



d isce rn ed , b u t only the genera l p a t te r n  fo r  b efo re  th e  m achinations of the  

d e v il human re a c tio n s  were a p t to  be even more u n p red ic tab le  than  u su a l. Hence 

in  th e  realm  of S c o ttish  w itc h c ra f t  the  tem ptation  to  dogmatise upon the  

p a r t ic u la r  must be shunned as the  tra p  in to  which t  he unwary many have been le d . 

The excep tions a re  th e re  and are o ften  illu m in a tin g  bu t must never be adduced 

as the accepted  p ra c t ic e .  That can only be based upon a re g u la r  s e r ie s  o f 

s im ila r  cases.

Of th e  p re v a le n t b e l i e f  in  w itc h c ra f t  th e re  was no doubt. L a ity  and 

c le rg y  were a t  one on th a t  p o in t ,  though what they meant by w itc h c ra f t  

v a rie d  w idely , from h erb a l cures through charms to  rank w itc h c ra ft sm elling  

of the  sabat and the coven. While the l a t t e r  type was no t common i t  did r e a r  

i t s  head from time to  tim e in  such widely sep a ra te  p a r ts  as Bute and Aberdeen. 

Then came th e  o rg ie s  and the dancing, the le a d e rs , male and fem ale, w ith  a l l  

th e  em bellishm ents of pagan r i t u a l .

How to  ex p la in  the K irk ’s re a c tio n  to  a l l  th i s  i s  the endeavour of the 

pages which fo llo w , from th e  f i r s t  te n ta t iv e  fum blings of th e  m in is try , no t 

over w orried  about w itc h c ra f t ,  through th e i r  g radual development of a system 

of w itch  hunting  which fo r  d e v il is h  e f f ic ie n c y  s tands unchallenged in  these 

is la n d s , to  the  in e v ita b le  d ec lin e  when a K irk , b u t a  shadow o f i t s  former 

s e l f  had to  bow to  the  scep tic ism  of the le g a l lu m in aries , th e  en lig h ten in g  

in flu en ce  of th e  age of reaso n , and, by no menas l e a s t ,  the  commonsense of 

th e  g e n e ra li ty  of Scotsmen.

December, 1946, JOHN GILMORE.
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1.

C H A P T E R  I .

THE ORIGINS OF SCOTTISH WITCHCRAFT.

ly in g  near th e  m ists  which enveloped Ultim a Thule and f a r  from the  

lev an tin e  c ra d le  of European c iv i l i s a t io n  Scotland has nothing to  o f fe r  the  

h is to r ia n  in  the  way o f accu ra te  documentary in fo rm ation  of the p r im itiv e  

r e l ig io n  of i t s  e a r ly  in h a b ita n ts  a t  a  tim e when Greek and Roman w r ite rs  

g ive much in form ation  on magical lo r e ,  a s tro lo g y  and w itc h c ra f t , ( l )

That the  a n c ien t in h a b ita n ts  would have th e i r  f a i r  share  of th e  m agical 

r i t e s  and customs common to  a l l  p r im itiv e  peoples i s  a sa fe  assum ption (2) 

b u t whether any more d e f in i te  re l ig io u s  system of w itc h c ra ft  e x is te d  i t  i s  

im possible to  say. Miss Murray holds th a t  r i t u a l  w itc h c ra f t  -  th e  D ianic 

C ult as  she names i t  -  was th e  anc ien t r e l ig io n  of w estern  Europe (3) b u t 

advances no p o s it iv e  evidence of i t s  ex is ten ce  in  e a r ly  Scotland. (4 )

According to  her th eo ry , however, an c ien t Scotland would be permeated 

w ith /

(1) Lecky. H is to ry  of R ationalism  pp 19-40.
Summers. "Geography of W itchcraft"  Ch. I .

(2) In f r a  p . 4 Lecky "H istory  of R ationalism " p . 27. "In  th e  ruder
forms of savage l i f e  we f in d  th e  b e l i e f  in  w itc h c ra f t u n iv e rsa l" ; 
"Ewen "W itchcraft" , In tro d u c tio n  p . 21 "In a l l  ages b e l i e f  in  
su p ern a tu ra l powers has been u n iv e rsa l" .
Cambridge Mediaeval H isto ry  V III p . 660. "F in a lly , th e re  was the 
p r im itiv e  magic and fo lk lo re  of th e  le s s  c iv i l i s e d  peoples who l iv e d  
in  or near th e  Roman Empire, such e ls  th e  C e lts , t ra c e s  of whose 
B ru id ic  lo re  a lready  appeared in  Roman a u th o r s ."

(3) Murray, Witch Cult in  Western Europe p . 12.

(4 ) Ib id . p . 24* quoting C hronicles o f L anercrost p . 109. r e  p r i e s t  of
In v erk e ith in g * s f e r t i l i t y  dance in  1282.



w ith  w itc h c ra f t  as she held . " I t  i s  now a commonplace of anthropology th a t  

th e  ta le s  of f a i r i e s  and e lves p rese rv e  the t r a d i t io n  o f a  dwarf race  which 

once in h ab ited  n o rth e rn  and w estern Europe." ( l )  In  her l a t e r  an th ropo log ica l 

s tudy , The God of th e  Y/itohes, she s ta t e s ,  "The id e n t i f ic a t io n  of the w itches 

w ith  th e  dwarf or f a i r y  race  would g ive  us a c le a r  in s ig h t  in to  much of the 

c iv i l i s a t io n  of the ea r ly  European p eo p les , e s p e c ia lly  as reg ard s  th e i r  

r e l ig io u s  id eas . (2) Other a u th o r it ie s  deny th i s  theo ry  of a dwarf race 

b u t th e re  i s  no doubt th a t  th e re  p e r s is te d  among th e  S c o ttish  people a strong 

b e l i e f  in  th e  ex is ten ce  of f a i r i e s  and th e i r  power to  do people harm. (3)

The most s tr ik in g  in s tan ce  of the  a s so c ia tio n  in  the popular mind o f w itches 

and f a i r i e s  as one and th e  same occurred in  K ingarth in  the  is la n d  of Bute in  

March 1650. Finw ell Hyndman appeared b e fo re  th e  K irk Session and adm itted  

being  absen t from her employment fo r  twenty fou r hours every th ree  months.

The r e s u l t  was, "The Session  fin d in g  th i s  a  g re a t  presum ption a g a in s t the  sa id  

F inw ell and she being  s t i l l  b ru te d  fo r  a  w itch or (as the commone people c a l l  

i t )  being  w ith  th e  fa y ry e s , they appoynt N inian Stew art o f  L arg izean , John 

W allace to  apprehend th e  sa id  F in w e ll."  (4 )

(1) Murray Witch C ult in  W estern Europe, p . 14. R eferences to  th is  pigmy
ra c e  a re  by no means r a re  in  S o o ttish  l i t e r a t u r e .  M iscellanea 
S co tia  I I  p . 143; M artin  D esc rip tio n  of Western Is lan d s  pp. 19,82; 
Mackenzie H isto ry  of th e  Outer HebrediespXXV, p . 592.

(2) Murray God of the W itches p . 60.

(3) Cambridge Mediaeval H isto ry  V III p . 666 "E sp ecia lly  c h a r a c te r is t ic  of
th e  C e ltic  peoples was th e  b e l i e f  in  f a i r i e s  or underground b e in g s” 
Hewison "Bute in  th e  Olden Times I I  p . 26l.

(4) i aton  K ingarth P a r ish  Records p . 21. The no t u n n a tu ra l r e s u l t  o f h er
d isappearance was th a t  th e  accused brought back a  l i t t l e  f a i r y  of her 
own J a s .  K, Hewison Bute in  th e  Olden Times p . 262.



Whatever th e  r e l ig io n  of the  an c ien t in h a b ita n ts  of Scotland i t  would 

p e r s i s t  long a f t e r  the  a r r iv a l  of C h r is t ia n i ty  ( l ) ,  b u t the  g re a te s t  o b stac le  

to  th e  acceptance o f Miss Murray’s in te re s t in g  theory  th a t  i t  was th e  D ianic 

Cult which p e r s is te d  i s  her i n a b i l i ty  to  produce any evidence of the 

co n tin u ity  of th e  e a r ly  pagan r e l ig io n  u n t i l  l a t e  in  th e  Middle Ages. (2)

In  England th e re  i s  com paratively e a r ly  documentary evidence of 

w itc h c ra f t  r i t u a l  worship and dancing. (3) The L iber P o e n i te n t ia l is  of 

Theodore, Archbishop o f Canterbury 668-690 A. D. has a  whole se c tio n  dealing  

w ith  magical p ra c t ic e s  and cerem onies and th e i r  ap p ro p ria te  punishments (4 )

In  th e  same cen tury  the  Laws of the  King of Kent g ive  th e  f in e s  f o r  o ffe r in g  

to  d e v ils . (5) Successive lay  and s p i r i tu a l  condemnations of w itc h c ra f t ,  

d e v il w arship , r id in g  a t  n ig h t,  dancing in  horns and sk in s  can be tra c e d  

throughout th e  nex t th re e  c e n tu r ie s  t i l l  the  tim e of Gnut (6) The s trong  

h o ld /

(1) Lecky. "H istory  o f R ationalism " p . 40. "R elig ions never t ru ly  p e r ish
except by a n a tu ra l decay".

Murray. "God of th e  W itches" pp6, 7.

(2) Murray. "Witch C ult in  W estern Europe p . 23. The f e r t i l i t y  dance
perform ed by th e  p r i e s t  of In v erk e ith in g  i s  th e  only S c o ttish  case 
she mentions u n t i l  a f t e r  the  Reform ation. N evertheless h e r theory  
cannot l ig h t ly  be d ism issed  because of th e  in s tan ce s  in  S c o ttish  
w itc h c ra ft  subsequent to  th e  Reform ation which seem to  s u b s ta n tia te  
h e r theory  e .g . in  p a r t ic u la r  "Highland Papers H I  pp 3-38 in  1662. 

K ittred g e . W itchcraft in  Old and New England p. 548 dealing  w ith the  
w itches Sabbath expresses views b ea rin g  out M argaret Murray1 s th e s is .

(3) Murray. Witch C ult p . 21 quoting S trab o ’s  Geography Bk. IV C. IV. 6.

(4 ) Thorpe. "Monuments" I I  pp. 32-34.

(5) Ib id  I .  p .41.

( 6) I b id  I  p p .41, 169, 203, 249, 379; XI 152, 249, 299, 311, 323, 351.
Murray. Witch C ult in  Western Europe pp 21-23.
Summers. Geography of W itchcraft pp 72-72.



hold  which charms, s p e l l s ,  in c a n ta tio n s  and w itc h c ra ft had on the  English  

p r io r  to  th e  Norman Conquest can a lso  he ga thered  from the Anglo Saxon Leech 

Books ( l )  and probably  most co nclusive ly  from the  language of the people 

which had more than  t h i r t y  terms fo r  w itch , w izard enchan ter, see r and 

d iv in e r. (2)

Scotland  can o f fe r  no evidenoe in  any way comparable to  th i s  mass of 

d e ta i le d  in fo rm ation  on e a r ly  E nglish  magic and w itc h c ra f t . Adamnan's L ife  

o f Columba d ep ic ts  a man s tru g g lin g  to  win over a  pagan people  who had a 

profound b e l i e f  in  m arvellous happenings (3) p rophecies (4 ) cures of i l ln e s s

(5) th e  powers o f so rc e re rs  and demons (6 ) ,  b u t makes no e x p l ic i t  mention of 

w itchcraft*

Skene’s summing up of th e  paganism of the iJi c t s  and Scots seems 

s a t is f a c to ry  when he d esc rib es  i t  "as a s o r t  of fe tic h ism , which peopled a l l  

th e  o b je c ts  of n a tu re  w ith  m alignant beings to  whose agency i t s  phenomena 

were a t t r ib u te d ,  w hile a  c la s s  of persons termed Magi and Druadh ex erc ised  

g re a t in flu en c e  among th e  people from a b e l i e f  th a t  they  were ab le  through 

t h e i r /

( l )  Cambridge Mediaeval H is to ry  p . 667. "The Anglo-Saxon Leech Book of
Bald and Cid co n ta in s  a la rg e  amount o f m agical procedure w ith  much 
C h ris tia n  co louring  which may o f te n  re p la c e  a p rev io u s  pagan
e q u iv a le n t ---------- Much f e a r  i s  shown of w itc h c ra f t ,  enchantment and
i l l s  from e v i l  s p i r i t s . "

(2) K ittred g e . "W itcharaft in  Old and New England" p . 27.

(3) Adamnan. "L ife of S t. Coluniba I  pp 38-77.

(4) I b id  I  pp 4-37.

(5) Ib id  I I  pp 41 , 42, 60.

(6) Ib id  I I  pp 45, 48, 49.



t h e i r  a id  to  p r a c t i s e  a sp ec ies  of magic or w itc h c ra f t ,  which might e i th e r  be 

used to  b e n e f i t  those who sought th e i r  a s s is ta n c e , or to  in ju re  those  to  

whom they  were opposed." ( l )

For o ther evidence -  i f  such i t  may be c a l le d  -  regard ing  w itc h c ra f t ,  

in  p a r t ic u la r ,  and the  su p ern a tu ra l in  g en era l Fordun, Boece and Holinshed 

have to  do duty fo r  lack  of b e t t e r  m a te r ia l. A comparison of the th ree  

au thors shows th a t  Fordun the  e a r l i e s t  in  tim e, alm ost com pletely ignores the  

m arvellous s ig h ts ,  showers of b lood , m onsters and w itches so beloved of Boece 

and h is  co p ie r Holinshed. Even such a  famous s to ry  as th a t  of Macbeth 

e l i c i t s  no mention of th e  su p e rn a tu ra l in  Fordun* s account; w hile th e  s to ry  

of th e  p lundering  of L ind isfarne  by a S c o ttish  fo rc e  "whereupon th e  e a r th  

suddenly opened and swallowed them up" i s  t re a te d  w ith  scep tic ism  by Fordun 

who comments " b u t why should a h is to r ia n  p ly  h is  pen in  such apocryphal 

t a l e s ,  in  which every man of sense re fu se s  to  p u t f a i t h  (2)

Untrammelled by such doubts H olinshed commences h is  re fe re n c es  to  

w itc h c ra f t  w ith  th e  sta tem ent th a t  i n  169 A.D. King Mogall became aware of a 

conspiracy  aimed a t  h is  l i f e  "whether by w itc h c ra f t  or o therw ise by 

r e l a t io n  of f r ie n d s ,  th e  c e r t e in t ie  i s  no t knowen" (3) H olinshed a lso  

r e l a t e s  how King N atholocus, anxious to  know th e  r e s u l t  of a  r i s in g  a g a in s t 

h i s /

(1) Skene. C e ltic  Scotland H  p . 118.

(2) Fordun C hronicles IV p . 162.

(3) Holinshed C hronicles V p .89.



h is  ty ra n n ic a l ru le  in  280 A.D. sen t a t ru s te d  messenger "unto a  woman th a t  

dw elt in  th e  l i e  of Colm ekill (o therw ise  c a lle d  Iona) esteemed v e r ie  

s k i l f u l l  in  foreshew ing o f th in g s  to  come, to  le a rn e  of h i r  what fo rtu n e  

should hap of t h i s  war r e  -which was a lre a d ie  begun." The w itch co n su ltin g  

w ith  her s p i r i t s  p rophesied  the k ings end by a  t r u s te d  messenger -  in  e f fe c t  

the  very messenger employed by the king ( l )

S t i l l  delv ing  in  to  the  m ythical p a s t  H olinshed recoun ts how in  352 A.D. 

in  th e  r e ig n  of Eugenius "manie s tra n g e  s ig h ts  were seene in  the f u r th e s t

p a r t s  of A lb io n  C erteine w itches and so o thsa ieys/lec laring  th a t  th ese

th in g s  betokened the d e s tru c tio n  of thfe S c o ttish  kingdome, were commanded by 

the p r ie s t s  to  hold  th e i r  peace on paine of dea th , as they  th a t  to ld  

noth ing  bu t l i e s  f a b le s ,  though afterw ards th e i r  t a l e s  prooved most t r u e ."  (2) 

While recoun ting  in s tan ces  of s tran g e  s ig h ts  and v is io n s  in  th e

succeeding c e n tu r ie s  (3) i t  i s  no t fo r  500 y e a rs , long a f te r  th e  l a s t  of the

m ythical k in g s , in  th e  re ig n  of Kenneth HacAlpine th a t  H olinshed makes 

re fe re n c e  to  w itc h c ra f t  when he g ives one of th a t  sovereign*s laws: " In g le rs ,

w izzards, necrom ancers, and such as c a l l  up s p i r i t s ,  and vse to  seeke vpon 

them f a r  h e lp e , l e t  them be b u rn t to  d e a th ."  (4)

A s/

(1) Ib id  p . 200

(2) H olinshed V. p . 117

(3) Ib id  pp. 134, 162, 169, 178, 205.

(4) Ib id  V p . 207. This law i s  quoted by Summers ’Geography o f W itchcraft*
p . 203 w ithout g iv ing  the source -  a  bad h a b it  to  which th i s  w r i te r  
i s  su sc e p tib le .



As to ld  by Boece th e  s to ry  of th e  i l ln e s s  of D uffus, son of Kenneth 

M acalpin i s  of in te r e s t  as i t  has a l l  the  embellishm ents a sso c ia ted  w ith  th e

w itch t r i a l s  of th e  l 6th  and 17th  c e n t u r i e s  "the king f e l l  in  ane hevy

maledy, unknawim to  m ed ic in aris  in  thay days", in  which he "was r e s o lv i t  in  

ane oontinew al sw e it" , h is  p h y sic ian s  " d is p a r i t  of h is  l i f e " ,  th e  men of 

Murray ro se  in  r e b e l l io n  on hearing  of the  k in g ’s in c a p a c ity , th e  rumour 

spread  th a t  the king was tro u b led  "be d e v ilry  and c r a f t  of w ichis: of 

q u h ilk is , g r e t  noumer wes in  F e res , ane town of Murrey, th e  k ings men 

d iscovered  the w itches w ith  "ane image o f wax, maid to  th e  s im ilitu d e  of 

D uffus, drepand on ane t r e in e  s p e i t  a fo re  th e  f i r e , "  th e  image was broken, 

th e  king recovered  and the  w itches were burned ( l )  The im portance of th i s  

s to ry  l i e s  no t in  the value of Boece as an a u th o r ity  on events some 600 

y ea rs  b e fo re  he w rote b u t in  the wording of the s to ry . Here i s  a S c o ttish  

w r i te r  of th e  e a r ly  16th  century  fu rn ish in g  p roof of h is  f a m il ia r i ty  w ith  th e  

w itc h c ra f t  jargon  to  become a l l  too  fa m ilia r  in  Scotland le s s  than  s ix ty  

y ea rs  a f te r  h is  death .

The meeting of Macbeth and Banquo w ith  the  w eird  s i s t e r s  i s  th e  nex t 

in s tan ce  of the  su p ern a tu ra l d e a l t  w ith  by Boece and en larged  upon by 

H olinshed (2 ). As has been p o in ted  out Fordun makes no m ention of 

su p ern a tu ra l happenings (3 )

W ith/

(1) Boece. H isto ry  and C hronicles of Scotland  H  pp206, 207,
H olinshed V p . 233, 234 g ives h is  v e rs io n  b u t Fordun makes no
mention of w itc h c ra f t in  the  re ig n  of Duffus.

(2) Boece. H isto ry  and C hronicles of Scotland I I  pp 259, 260.
H olinshed Chronicles V pp 268 , 269.

(3) I n f r a  p  .5



With th e  13th cen tury  w itc h c ra f t  evidence leav ing  th e  dubious imaginings 

of th e  ch ro n ic le rs  came a t  l a s t  to  invoke ex tan t reco rd s . The G eneral or

P ro v in c ia l S ta tu te s  of th e  X III century  , lay in g  down who a re  to  be

excommunicated fo u r times p e r year commence s ig n if ic a n t ly  enough w ith  " a l l  

fo rtu n e  t e l l e r s  or w itches male and fem ale" ( l )

During E aste r week in  1282 th e  p a r ish  p r i e s t  of In v e rk e ith in g , rev iv in g

th e  r ig h ts  of I-riapus, le d  th e  young women of the  v i l la g e  in  a f e r t i l i t y  

dance in  which he ex h ib ited  a p h a l l ic  organ and s t i r r e d  them to  wantonneos (2) 

N o t/

(1) P a tr ic k . "S ta tu te s  of the S c o ttish  Church" p . 26. of a lso  pp40, 75.
f a r  l a t e r  examples of th e  same condemnation.

(2) Stevenson. C hronicle of L anercrost p . 100.
Murray. Witch C ult p . 23 accep ts th i s  in c id en t as a r i t u a l  dance o f 

the  w itc h c ra ft  r e l ig io n .
Black, Calendar of Cases of W itchcraft p . 20.
Dowden. ’Medieval Church in  Scotland* p . 144, 145 d ec la re s . "One can 

only imagine th a t  he ( th e  p r ie s t )  was drunk or no t in  h is  sen ses ."  
Miss Murray’s in te rp r e ta t io n  o f the  f a c t s  has th e  advantage of 
numberous in s tan ces  of dancing a t  w itch  m eetings during  th e  heigh day 
of S c o ttish  w itc h c ra f t  e .g . in  p a r t ic u la r  a t  N orth Berwick 159CT- 
News from Scotland ; r e p r in te d  in  P i tc a i rn  Crim inal T r ia ls
I  p t  2 p . 217 and f u r th e r  in fo rm ation  pp245, 246. At Aberdeen 1596/7 
Spalding Club M iscellany I  pp 97, 98, 144, 149 and 153.

At Cupar 1649. K inloch -  P re sb y te r ie s  of S t. Andrews and Cupar pp 136,
137.

At D ir le to n  1649. R.P.C. 2nd Ser. V III p . 189 
At Samuelston l6 6 l  R.P.C. 3rd  Ser I .  p . 648 
At Borrowstounness 1679 Webster T rac ts  on W itohcraft p . 97.
At Torrybum  1704 W ebster T rac ts  on W itch cra ft, p . 135.



Not t i l l  the  15th cen tury  are  th e re  more re fe ren ces  to  S c o ttish  W itchcraft. 

The E a rl o f A thole, one of th e  c h ie f  co n sp ira to rs  in  the  murder of James I ,  

was crowned “w ith  h a i t  irn e ; f a r  ane weche sa id  to  him, he su ld  be  crow nit 

King a fa re  h is  d e i t h . " ( l )

In  1479 th e  tro u b le  between James I I I  and h is  popular younger b ro th e rs  

Albany and Mar culm inated in  th e i r  a r r e s t .  The o ld e s t account s ta te s  " th a t 

y e r was mony weekes and w arlo is  b r in t  on Crag G-ayt; and Jhone th e  e a r le  of

Mar, th e  k ings b ro th e r ,  was^flayne becaus th a i  f a id  he faw oryt th e  weches and j >

w a rlo is ."  (2) Buchanan’s v e rs io n  i s  th a t  Albany and Mar having "consu lted  

w ith  the  n o b i l i ty  as to  the removal of the k in g ’s law bo m  fa v o u rite s  Mar 

expressed h im self r a th e r  too f o rc ib ly ,  was a r re s te d  by th e  c o u r t ie r s ,  

condemned by th e  P rivy  Council and p u t to  d ea th ."  He concludes, "The 

cause of h is  death  was given out amongst the v u lg a r , to  b e , h is  having 

conspired w ith so rc e re rs  a g a in s t the  king* s l i f e ;  and to  make th e  m atter 

mare p la u s ib le  tw elve w itches of the  low est co n d itio n  were tra c e d  and b u rn t. "(3) 

James H i /

(1) Boece. H isto ry  and C hronicles of S co tland  I I  p . 511. H olinshed
C hronicles V p .427.

(2) P inkertoun . H isto ry  o f Scotland I  p . 503 quoting the o ld  C hronicle a t
the  end of Win ton . H olinshed (C hronic les V p . 452) and L esley
H isto ry  of Scotland P. 43 b o th  seem to  fo llo w  t h i s  account.

(3) Buchanan. H isto ry  of Scotland p . 296. H olinshed C hronicles p . 452
makes no a ttem pt to  ex p la in  th e  course of  even ts b u t sim ply s ta t e s  
Mar was a r re s te d  by th e  k in g ’s command "and a f t e r  was co n v ic t of  
co n sp irac ie  f a r  w itc h c ra f t  which he should p r a c t i s e  a g a in s t th e
k i n g  There were manie and d iv e rse  w itches and s o rc e re r s ,  as w ell
men as  women convicted  of th a t ,  crim e, and b ru n t fo r  th e  same a t  
E dinburg.”



James I I I  was c e r ta in ly  s u p e rs t i t io u s  ( l ) ,  b e liev ed  in  omens and had 

Andreas, a Fleming as h is  sooth  sayer (2 ). I f  Boece can be b e liev ed  

the  king would have much s u p e rs t i t io u s  in form ation  to  engage h is  a t te n t io n  

a t  th e  tim e of h is  b ro thers*  a r r e s t  as in cu b i and succubi were a lleg ed  to  

be sp e c ia lly  a c tiv e  in  Scotland. (3) But w hether Mar had m elted a waxen 

image of h is  b ro th e r ,  or James I I I  having decided upon the  rem oral of h is  

b ro th e r  made use  of the w itc h c ra f t  alarm s then  p rev a le n t as  a convenient 

accu sa tio n  m eritin g  death  i t  i s  im possible to  say. (4 )

Conclusive p roof th a t  w itc h c ra f t  was a t t r a c t in g  a t te n t io n  during the  

re ig n  of James I I I  i s  fu rn ish ed  by the P ro toco l Book of th e  ro y a l burgh 

o f S t i r l in g .  The passage m erits  quo ta tion  as one of the e a r l i e s t  a u th e n tic  

reco rd s  of S c o ttish  w itc h c ra f t .  "1480 May 26. Thomas P restoun took 

instrum ent upon th e  p re se n ta tio n  of a  c e r ta in  te s tim o n ia l l e t t e r  o f  Mr.

John M offat, o f f i c i a l  of Dunblane, upon the  p u rg a tio n  o f a c e r ta in  womanm 

th e r e in /

(1) Drummond. "H isto ry  of S cotland  p . 135.

(2) Lang. H is to ry  of Scotland I  p . 358, n o te  60. Such a  ro y a l se rv an t
was by no means unusual. Louis XI of F rance, F red erick  I I I  
of A u stria  and Henry VII of England were a l l  p a tro n s  o f  astro logy .
<$f. Cambridge Mediaeval H isto ry  V III p . 684.

(3) Boece. H is to ry  and C hronicles of S co tland  H  pp. 52,53.

(4 ) 'Z The case of Eleanor Cobham, Duchess o f G loucester who was accused of
attem pting  to  p rocu re  th e  death  of Henry VI by use o f a  wax image 
p re se n ts  the  same unanswered problem of K ittr id g e  "W itchcraft in  
Old and New England p . 81.



th e re in  accused by h er spouse upon th e  a r t  of w itc h c ra f t  w ith in  the  to lb o o th  

o f  th e  burgh o f S t r iv e l in ,  in  th e  co u rt of th e  sheriffdom  of  S tr iv e l in e ,  

b e fo re  th e  a fo re sa id  w itn e sse s ."  ( l )

The 1510 "Proclam ation fo r  re g u la tin g  the  Proceedings o f th e  J u s t ic e  -  

A irs of Jedburghe" in s t r u c ts  th e  j u s t i c i a r s  to  enquire  " g if  th a i r  be ony 

W ich ecra ift o r S offary  wfyt in  th e  realme" (2) Although th e  in s tru c tio n s  

in  q u estion  apply s p e c if ic a l ly  to  Jedburgh, P i tc a i rn  i s  probably  c o rre c t in  

hold ing  th a t  the proclam ation was a c i r c u la r  to  a l l  s h e r i f f s  and baron 

b a i l l i e s  (3) I t  i s  t ru e  th a t  w itc h c ra f t  i s  only one o f the f o r ty  f iv e  

in s t r u c t io n s , n ev e rth e le ss  i t s  in c lu s io n  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  of a  growing con­

sciousness of w itc h c ra ft.

The p e r s i s te n t  a tta c k s  on Jean , Lady Glamis, from December 1528 t i l l  

h e r death by burning in  Ju ly  1537 form one of the  s tra n g e s t episodes in  th e  

h is to ry  of th a t  cen tu ry . J a n e t Douglas was the s i s t e r  of A rch ibald , 6 th  

E a rl of Angus. Her husband was th e  6 th  Lord G-lamis, who d ied  in  December, 

1527. Exactly  a y ea r  l a t e r  she was summoned b e fo re  parliam en t f a r  

a s s is t in g  her f o r f e i te d  b ro th e r ,  the  E a rl of Angus. A pparently th is  

charge was no t proceeded w ith b u t  her lands were c e r ta in ly  escheated in  

1531 f o r  communing w ith  re b e ls  (4 ) On 31 January  1532 she had to  f in d  

s u re ty /

(1) Renwick. "Royal Burgh of S t i r l in g  1667-1752. pp374, 375.

(2) P i tc a i rn .  Crim inal T r ia ls  I  P t, 1. p . 66.

(3) Ib id  p . 64.

(4 ) P i tc a irn .  Crim inal T r ia ls  I  P t. 1. p . 88, ^ y t le r  H is to ry  of
Scotland IV pp 447, 448.



su re ty  to  appear a t  F o rfa r  " to  underly  th e  law fo r  a r t  and p a r t  of the 

In to x ic a tio n  of John, Lord Galramys, her husband" ( l )  That such a charge, 

which amounts to  murder by charmed p h i l t r e s  or po isons, should not have 

been r a is e d , t i l l  over four y ears  a f te r  her f i r s t  husbands death i s  so 

unusual as  to  e x c ite  susp ic ion . P i tc a i rn  hazards the  guess th a t  the  

prev ious tre a so n  charge having been found d i f f i c u l t  of p roof th i s  new 

charge was adopted as being more l ik e ly  to  produce d e c is iv e  r e s u l t s  (2)

The n o tab les  summoned as a s s is s o rs  adopted the em inently S c o ttish  method 

of showing th e i r  d isapproval of the  charge by absen ting  them selves (3 ) 

Whether th e i r  d isapproval was o f the a c tu a l " in to x ic a tio n "  charge, or 

s in p ly  of t h i s ,  the l a t e s t  a tta c k  by James V on one o f th e i r  c la s s  i t  i s  

im possible to  say on the  meagre evidence. (4 ) The p ro g ress  of t h i s  t r i a l  

i s  unknown b u t on 17 Ju ly  1537 an a s s iz e  found Lady G-lamis "h is  commitit 

a r t  and p a r t  o f the  t r e fo n a b i l l  C onspiratioune and ym aginatioune of the 

S lauch ter and d e s tru c tio n  of our sover ane lo rd is  m a ift n o b il l  p e r f  one be 

poyfone " and of treaso n ab ly  a s s is t in g  her b ro th e r  the  E a rl of Angus (5 ). 

The/

(1) P i tc a i r n  Crim inal T r ia ls  I  P t 1 p.158

(2) P i tc a i rn  Crim inal T r ia ls  I  P t 1 pp 158, 187, 190.

(3) T y tle r . H isto ry  of Scotland IV p .451 holds "a r e fu s a l  of th i s  k ind
was in  f a c t  a proof o f th e  power, no t of th e  innocence, o f  th e
p a r ty  accused.

(4 ) In f ra  p .l8 2 -p fo r  a s s is s o rs  re fu s in g  to  a tte n d  w itc h c ra f t  t r i a l s . ;  o f
P i tc a i rn  Crim inal T r ia ls  I I I  p t j  p. 68 fo r  case a g a in s t James Mure 
co llap sin g  through absence of persons summoned to  a c t  on th e  a s s iz e .

( 5 ) P i tc a irn .  Criminal T r ia ls  I  P t. 1. p . 191.



The sentence was th a t  she be burned to  death  on th e  C astle  H il l  of Edinburgh.

The s to ry , as given above i s  based on a u th en tic  c rim inal reco rd s b u t 

th e  accu sa tio n  was made by l a t e r  c h ro n ic le rs  and has been rep ea ted  down to  

modem tim es th a t  .Lady G-lamis was burned fo r  w itc h c ra f t  ( l )  F i t  c a irn  

d ism isses th is  a l le g a t io n  of w itc h c ra f t ,  as w e ll as th a t  of the  in to x ic a tio n  

of her f i r s t  husband as unfounded (2) Qtytler jo in s  is su e  w ith  P i tc a irn s  

f in d in g . While not committing h im self f u r th e r  on the  w itc h c ra ft  is su e  than  

to  say “the  crimes of poisoning and w itc h c ra ft  were then very commonly 

a s so c ia te d  —— hence probably  th e  mala fama a g a in s t Lady G-lammis as a 

w itc h /

(1) Hume of G-odscraft quoted by P i tc a i rn  I  P t 1 p . 194. But would such a
Douglas Supporter as Hume have m entioned w itc h c ra ft  i f  he had any 
doubts.

G-enealogie of th e  House of Drummond quoted by P i tc a i rn  I  P t 1 p . 196 
P inkerton . H isto ry  o f S cotland  I I  p . 347.
G rant. Old and New Edinburgh I  pp83/4.
Sharpe in  Law's Memorial I s  p. XXI 
Summers. Geography of W itchcraft p. 208 
B lack. Calender of W itchcraft Cases p . 10.

(2) P i tc a i r n  Criminal T r ia ls  I  P t 1. p . 190. “The whole complexion of
th i s  shocking tragedy  b e a rs  such savage tra c e s  of a fu rio u s  and
unmanly revenge a g a in s t a  noble and u n p ro tec ted  fem ale, who was
the only in d iv id u a l of her fam ily  on whom they could lay  hands "
The most p e c u lia r  fe a tu re  of P i tc a irn s  a n a ly s is  of the  case i s  th a t  
a f te r  lea rn ed ly  argu ing  w ith  of d e ta i l  ( I  P t I  pp. 158, 187-198) th a t  
th e  lady was innocent he l a t e r  dec la red  "Lac^y Glamis was brought to  
th e  s tak e  f o r  w itc h c ra f t ."  ( I  P t I I I  p . 242) T y tle r ,  the 
p ro ta g o n is t of P i t c a i r n 's  theory of innocence has n o t n o tic e d  th i s  
damaging s l ip  by P i tc a irn .  The s im p les t esqplanation i s  probably  
th a t  even P i tc a irn  has unconsciously  succumbed to  the more obvious 
though i mprover v e rs io n  of th e  s to ry . In c id e n ta lly  th e re  can be 
l i t t l e  chance of P i tc a i rn  having changed h is  mind as bo th  volumes 
were pub lished  in  the  same y ea r.



w itch or so rce ress"  ( l )  h is  f in a l  v e rd ic t  on th e  v a rio u s  t r i a l s  o f Lady

G-lamis i s  "an exam ination of th e  evidence which has been l a t e ly  fu rn ish e d ,

leav es  upon th e  mind l i t t l e  doubt of h e r g u i l t . "  ( 2)

In  weighing up the  evidence fo r  and ag a in s t Lady G-lamis a n c ie n t

c h ro n ic le rs  and modern h is to r ia n s  a l ik e  have overlooked the  p e r s i s te n t  

a s so c ia tio n  of b o th  the  Angus and Glarais fa m ilie s  w ith  w itc h c ra f t  in  th e  

l 6th  cen tu iy . Three s is te r s - in - la w  of George, M aster o f Angus, th e  f a th e r

o f Lady Glamis a l l  d ied  m ysteriously  by po ison . The Honourable Jean

Lyon g re a t  grand daughter of Lady Glamis m arried  A rch iba ld , 8th  E a rl o f

Angus who was w idely he ld  to  have p e rish ed  by the  s p e l l s  of the

n o to rio u s  Agnes Sampson (3) Jean  Iyon , Lady Angus, h e r s e lf  co n so rted  

w ith  the no to rio u s  w itch  Barbara N apier who in  1591 was " f y l i t ,  c u lp a b i l l  

and co n v ic t, of the £eik ing  of c o n su lta tio n  f r a  Annie Sanrpfoune ane Wich, 

fo r  the  help  of Dame Jean  Iyoune Lady Angus, to  keip  h i r  f r a  wometing, 

quhen o f th e  wis in  b re d in  of b a rn e ." (4 ) Lady M argaret Douglas, s i s t e r  

of A rch ibald , 8th  E a rl of Angus, and s i s t e r  in  law o f Jean  Iyon was f i r s t  

m arried  to  S ir  W alter S co tt whose grandmother was p o p u la rly  c re d ite d  w ith  

s u p e rn a tu ra l/

(1) T y tle r . Crim inal T r ia ls  IV p .448

(2) Ib id  IV p . 236.

(3) Hume of G odscraft p432.
P i tc a i rn .  Crim inal T r ia ls  I  P t  I I I  p . 243.
Spottiswoode. H is to ry  of th e  Church o f Scotland  I I  p . 38 9.
Calderwood. H is to ry  of th e  K irk of S co tland  IV p . 680

(4 ) P i tc a i rn .  Crim inal T r ia ls  I  P t I I I  p . 242.



su p e rn a tu ra l powers; and h er second husband was F ran c is  S tew art, E a rl of 

Bothwell and th e  "dev il"  of th e  N orth Berwick witches.* ( l )

With the  Glamis and Angus fa m ilie s  so s tro n g ly  "mala fama" i t  i s  

im possible to  acq u it Lady Glamis of th e  in to x ic a tio n  and w itc h c ra ft charges 

so le ly  fo r  lack  of d ire c t  evidence. "Not Proven" would seem to  be the 

v e rd ic t  b e s t  s u ite d  to  a puzzling  case.

Between th e  execution  of Lady Glamis and th e  Reform ation th e  n e a re s t 

approach to  w itc h c ra ft was a t  E lg in  in  1545 when th e  a s s is e  meeting in  

th e  Burgh Court " d e l iv e r i t  th a t  M argaret Hay w rangit in  th e  oppin sc lan d erin g  

of M argratt B affour say jm d  the  s a id  Margar a t  B affour was ane huyr and ane 

wyche and th a t  sche ze id  w idersonnis about mennies hows sa rk  a lan e  and h i r  

hayr alone h i r  eyene fo r  wyche c r a f t . "  (2)

This b r ie f  resume of the  m ythical and h i s to r ic a l  re fe ren ces  to  

w itc h c ra f t  in  p re -re fo rm a tio n  Scotland makes i t  obvious how meagre a re  

the reco rd s  of th e  b lack  a r t .  Even th e  s te a d ily  in c re a s in g  tempo of the 

w itc h c ra f t  p e rse cu tio n  on the co n tin en t during th e  15th cen tu ry  has no 

apparent a f f e c t .  (3) The long s e r ie s  o f p ap a l b u l l s  cu lm inating in  th a t  

o f /

(1) F ra se r  * S co tts  of Buccleuch I  p . 159

(2) Cramend. Records of E lg in  I  p . 84.

(3) Summers "Geography of W itchcraft"  p . 132.



of "Summis d es id e ran tes  a f fe c tib u s"  o f  Pope Innocent V III in  1484 ( l )  the  

p u b lic a tio n  of th e  M alleus M alleficarum  in  1487, and the system atic  w itch 

hunting on a new and grander sca le  by James Sprenger and H einrick  Kramer 

the  au th o rs  of th a t  t r e a t i s e ,  p ass  unno ticed  in  Scotland. The conclusion 

i s  m an ifest th a t  p r io r  to  th e  refo rm ation  w itc h c ra ft  was f a r  from being  

th e  "burning*1 question  i t  was to  become in  Scotland  in  the days of th e  

U n iv e rsa ll K irk of Scotland.

( l )  Lekby. H is to ry  of R ationalism  p . 7. "In  1484, Pope Innocent V III 
issu ed  a b u l l ,  which gave f e a r f u l  in\petus to  the  p e rse c u tio n ."

Black * Calender of Gases o f W itchcraft' p . 6 d e c la re s  w itc h c ra ft 
"received  a s tro n g  impetus from th e  prom ulgation of the  b u l l . "

Ewen. W itchcraft and Demonianism p .41. blames Innocent V III b u l l  
issu ed  in  1485 fo r  th e  in c re a se .

Cambridge Medieval Historylffl,686 p o in ts  out wherein the Popes of th a t  
p e rio d  brought in to  ex is ten ce  a new outlook on w itc h c ra f t .

Murray. (Witch C ult in  W estern Europe p . 24) and Summers (Geography 
o f W itchcraft p . 531) adopt the opposite  s tan d p o in t and deny th e  
im portance o f the  B ull. But bo th  w r i te rs  are  compelled to  take 
th i s  view by th e i r  re sp e c tiv e , b u t w idely d i f f e r e n t  th e o r ie s .



17.

C H A P T E R  I I .

THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT AND WITCHCRAFT.

The f i r s t  S c o ttish  Act of Parliam ent a g a in s t w itc h c ra f t was passed  in  

June 1563, I t  enacted: “Item  F orfum ekill as  the  Quenis M aie ftie  and th re

E f ta t i s  in  th i s  p re fe n t parliam en t being in fo rm it th a t  th e  havy and 

abom inabill f u p e r f t i t ia n  v f i t  be d iv e rs  of the l i e g i s  of th i s  Realme be 

v fin g  of Wit char a f t  i s  S o rfa r ie  and Necromancie and credence geu in  th a i r to  

in  tymes bygane aganis the  Law of God, And fo r  avoyding and away p u ttin g  

of a l l  f i e  vane fu p e r f t i t io u n  in  tymes tocum., I t  i s  s ta tu te  and o rd a n it 

by the Quenis M aieftie  and th re  E f ta t i s  f o i r f a id i s  th a t  na maner of perfoun  

nor perfo u n is  o f quhatfumeuer e f ta te  degre or cond itioun  th a t  be of ta k  

vpone hand in  ony tymes h e i r e f te r  to  v fe  ony maner of W itch o ra ftis  

S o rfa r ie  or Necromancie nor g i f  thame f e l f i s  f u r th  to  haue any f  Pc 

c r a f t  o r knawlege th a i ro f  th a irth ro w  abufand th e  pep i l l .  Nor th a t  na 

perfoun  f e ik  ony help  re fp o n fe  or c o n fu lta tio n  a t  ony f i c  v f a r i s  or 

ab u fa ris  f o i r f a id i s  of W itch o ra ftis  S o rfa re is  or Necromancie vnder th e  pane 

o f d e id  a l f w e i l l  to  be execute aganis th e  o fa r  abufar as th e  f e ik a r  of the  

refp o n fe  or confu lta tioun*  And th i s  i s  to  be p u t in  executioun be the 

J u s t ic e  S c h ire f f is  S tew artis  B a i l l ie s  Lords of R e g a lite is  and R ia l te i s  th a i r  

D eputis and o th ers  Or d inar Ju g e is  competent w ith in  th i s  Realme w ith  a l l  

r ig o u r  having powar to  execute th e  fam in ." ( l )

The/

( l )  Acts of th e  P arliam en t of Scotland  I I  p . 339* Appendix I  f o r  v a rio u s  
in tre p re ta t io n s  of th is  a c t .



The reasons fo r  the p assin g  of such an a c t in  1563 a re  d i f f i c u l t  to  

fathom. There had c e r ta in ly  been no sudden in c rease  in  w itc h c ra f t  

subsequent to  the Reformation. I t  i s  tru e  th a t  Andrew Edie "comptar" of 

E lg in  had d isbu rsed  fo r ty  s h i l l in g s  " fo r the b inners  to  ye 'wyffis y a t war 

w ard it in  ye s t e p i l l  fo r  w itches in  summer l a s t  b y p as t."  ( l ) ;  and th a t  in  

September 1562 in  the ro y a l burgh of S t i r l in g  "Jonet lyndesay being 

sumtyme dwell and in  C ambus, and I s a b e l l  K eir, h i r  doch ter, being b r u t i t  

w ith  widhecr-aft and na man to  persew  thame th a i r f o i r ,  o b l i s t  tham o f 

th e i r  awin confessioun th a t  th a i  s a i l  nocht be fund in  in  th i s  toun agane, 

u n d ir th e  pane of deid  (2) A t o t a l  o f two c a se s , one w ithout pu rsu ers  

d e f in i te ly  ru le s  out any epidemic of w itc h c ra f t as the reason  f o r  th e  new 

a c t .

One S c o ttish  w r ite r  has been fran k  enough to  admit he does no t f in d  

i t  c le a r  why th e  a c t was necessary  (3) bu t th e  common exp lanation  of the 

growth of S c o ttish  w itc h c ra ft subsequent to  the  Reform ation i s  found in  the  

a t t i tu d e  o f the P ro te s ta n t  c le rg y . Thus Arnot ho lds th a t  "w itch c ra ft f i r f t  

made i t s  appearance in  our c rim in a l code, a t  a tim e when th e  broaching of 

a new f i t  o f r e l ig io u s  no tions ex c ited  a p a f f io n a te  d e f i re  f o r  th e  

a tta in m en t a t  ex trao rd in a ry  p u r ity  and f t r i d tn e f s  in  d o c trin e  and in  

m orals."  (4 ) S ir  V/alter S co tt s ta te s  the  C a lv in is ts  were o f a l l  s e c ts  

" th e /

(1) Mackintosh ’’E lg in  P a s t and P resen t"  p . 120

( 2) Renwick. Records of the  Burgh o f S t i r l in g ,  p .80

(3) Legge. W itchcraft in  Scotland p . 259.

(4 ) Arnot. Crim inal T r ia ls  p347. But the most cu rso ry  read in g  o f  K irk
S ession  reco rd s shows sm all evidence o f any p a ss io n a te  d e s ire  fo r  a 
high moral standard ; -while th e  d o c tr in a l  d ec is io n s  of Knox and h is  
co -m in is te rs  were r e je c te d  by the Convention P arliam en t o f 1561.



f,th e  most eager to  fo llow  i t  up w ith  what they conceived to  he th e  due 

punishment of th e  most f e a r f u l  of c rim es.” ( l )  Adopting the same l in e  of 

reasoning  Lecky d ec la res  th a t  in  Scotland ’’where the w itch  t r i a l s  f a l l  

alm ost e n t i r e ly  in to  th e i r  ( th e  Reformed m in is te rs )  hands, the  p e rsecu tio n  

was p ro p o rtio n a te ly  a t ro c io u s .0 (2) Summers, the  exponent of the  extreme 

view of th is  th e s is  holds th a t  ”in  Scotland, envenomed to  th e  core w ith  the 

po ison  of Galvin and Knox, f i r e  and sword were seldom a t  r e s t .  I t  i s  c lea r  

th a t  heresy  had brought W itchcraft in  i t s  t r a in .  ” (3)

While such sweeping s t r i c tu r e s  of the m in is try  have some ju s t i f i c a t i o n  

in  l a t e r  tim es they o f fe r  no exp lanation  fo r  the  passin g  o f the  W itchcraft 

Act of 1563, ignoring  as they  do th e  f a c t  th a t  the  General Assembly’s 

su p p lic a tio n  to  th e  queen in  Ju ly  1562 concerning th e  ’’h o r ib i l l  v ic e s ” 

then  a f f l i c t i n g  the  country only in c ludes ’’a d u lte ry , fo rn ic a tio u n , oppin 

horedome, blaphemy, contempt of God, of h is  Word and Sacraments. ” (4.); and 

even more s ig n i f ic a n t ,  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  reco rd s of the  General Assembly 

make no mention of w itc h c ra f t  t i l l  a f t e r  th e  a c t of 1563 was passed . (3 )

The f i r s t  Book o f D isc ip lin e  confirm s th e  in d iffe re n c e  o f th e  m in is te rs

t o /

(1) S co tt. L e tte rs  on Demonology and W itch craft p . 224.

(2) Lecky. H is to ry  of R ationalism  pp 8 , 9.

(3) Summers. H isto ry  of W itch cra ft, p . 25 d f  h is  even more tu rg id  and
extravagant re fe ren ces  to  Knox, Calvinism  and w itc h c ra f t  in  h is  
Geography of W itchcraft p . 201.

(4 ) B.U.K. I  p . 21. Knox H is to ry  of the  Reform ation I I  p . 344, 345
r e la te s  w ith  b i t te rn e s s  how M aitland of L eth ing ton  was empowered to  
express th e i r  d e s ire s  in  ”a m air g e n t i l l  maner. ” So su c c e ss fu l was 
he in  th is  ta sk  th a t  Mary’s comment on the  su p p lic a tio n  as p re se n te d  
was: ’’Here ar many f a i r  w ordis: I  can no t t e l l  what th e  h e a r t i s  a r . ”

(5) B.U.K. I  p . 44 .



to  w ito h o ra ft, In  the seventh head d ea lin g  w ith  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  d is c ip l in e

a  very f u l l  l i s t  of s in s  worthy of condemns.tion and excommu n ica tio n  does

n o t include w itc h c ra f t , ( l )  But when the Order of Excommunication and

P u b lic  Repentance was issu ed  by the  G eneral Assembly in  1571 the  crim inal

m eritin g  the  supreme e c c le s ia s t ic a l  punishment were ’’w i l f u l l  m urtherers,

a d u lte re rs  ( la w fu ll ie  co n v ic t) , s o rc e re rs , w itch es , c o n ju re rs , charmers

and givers of d rinkes to  d estro y  c h ild re n , and open blasphem ers. ” (2) Such

d e f in i te  mention of w itc h c ra f t  in  a l l  i t s  branches serves to  confirm  th e

le sso n  of the  G eneral Assembly reco rd s  th a t  the K irk ’s  in t e r e s t  in  w itc h c ra f t

a ro se  a f t e r ,  n o t b e fo re , th e  1563 s ta tu te  wan enacted.

With n e ith e r  an abnormal in c rease  in  w itc h c ra f t  nor p re ssu re  by th e

K irk as an in ce n tiv e  the reasons fo r  p arliam en ts  a c tio n  assume a new

s ig n if ic a n c e . Undoubtedly c e r ta in  f a c to rs  were combining to  make th e

Scots more w itc h c ra f t  conscious. F i r s t  among th ese  was th e  reading of

the  B ib le . Knox w rote in  1543: ’’Then mycht have bene s e in  the  Byble

ly in g  a lm a ist upoun ev erie  gen tilm an is ta b le ” (3) A too  l i t e r a l

in te rp r e ta t io n  of th e  S c rip tu re  teach ing  thrown open to  them was a f a i l in g

e a rly  ev iden t among th e  refo rm ers. For them th e  b ib l i c a l  ex h o rta tio n

’’Thou s h a l t  n o t s u f fe r  a w itch  to  l i v e ” took on a new s ig n if ic a n c e  as they

read  the Old Testament stories of Pharaoh’s m agicians and the  W itch of Endor. 

The/

(1) Knox. H isto ry  of th e  Reform ation H  p . 227; I n f r a  p . 56

(2) Knox. Works VI, P t2  p .449

(3 ) Knox. H is to ry  o f the  Reform ation I  p . 100.



The seed  d id  not f a l l  on stony ground as l a t e r  events were to  dem onstrate.

Another f a c to r  lead in g  to  an in c reasin g  in te r e s t  in  and knowledge of 

w itc h c ra f t  was th e  c lo se  connection  between Scotland and England during 

the  r e l ig io u s  c iv i l  war o f 1559-60. E n g lish  s o ld ie r s  who poured in to  

Scotland to  help  th e  reform ers in  the sp ring  o f 1560 must have ta lk e d  of 

the alarm ing in c rea se  in  w itc h c ra f t ,  charming and cousening in  England ( l )  

The re p e a l of th e  " B ill  a y e s t conjuraeons and w io h erc ra fte s  and 

so rce iy  and enchantments" (2) in  the  re ig n  of Edward VI (3 ) ,  and the  

consequent n eg le c t to  deal w ith  the  crim e were two pow erful f a c to r s  help ing  

to  b r in g  about th i s  in c re a se , w ith  th e  r e s u l t  th a t  in  March 1559 & b i l l  

was in troduced  in to  the  E nglish  p a rliam en t, once more making w itc h c ra f t  

a fe lo n y . P arliam ent was d isso lved  b e fo re  the b i l l  passed  th e  Lords.

The m atte r was no t allow ed to  drop fo r  John Jew el, Bishop of S a lisb u ry , 

having made a v i s i t a t io n  of thew est country in  th e  autumn o f the same y e a r , 

made p o in te d  mention of th e  g re a t  in c rease  in  th e  number o f w itches when 

he preached b e fo re  th e  queen e a r ly  in  1560 (4 )

Such in fo rm ation , once im parted to  t h e i r  Scots fe llo w  s o ld ie rs  would 

soon be d issem inated  among th e  lower and m iddle c la s se s  of the  Lowlands.

The P ro te s ta n t n o b i l i ty  o f S co tland , to o , by th e i r  con tinued  a s so c ia tio n  

w ith  E liz ab e th  and h e r government must a lso  have become in c re a s in g ly  

aw are/

(1) Nerw Shakespeare Soo Trans. 1877-79 P*459
Latim er Works I  pp. 345,34-9

(2) S ta tu te s  of Realm I I I  p . 837

(3) S ta tu te s  of Realm IV P t l  p . 18

(4 ) Jew el Works I I  pp. 1025-34 ©£ Appendix I I  f o r  more d e ta i l s  r e  J e w e l 's
sermon and i t s  in flu en ce .



aware of the  s teady  growth of- E ng lish  w itc h c ra f t ,  e s p e c ia lly  as s to r ie s  of 

a ttem pts to  remove E lizab e th  by such means became common t a lk  ( l )  The 

p assing  of th e  E nglish  a c t  once more making w itc h c ra f t  a  fe lony  in  1563 was 

an example which they  were soon to  tu rn  to  good use in  th e  f i e l d  o f S c o ttish  

p o l i t i c s .

But n e i th e r  b ib l i c a l  read in g  nor a s so c ia tio n  w ith  England d id  more 

than  p rep are  th e  way fo r  the  S c o tt ish  w itc h c ra f t  a c t  of 1563* That 

s ta tu te  was bom  on th e  sw irlin g  sea of S c o ttish  p o l i t i c s  as two s tro n g  

p e r s o n a l i t ie s  -  Knox and Mary -  s tro v e  fo r  m astery . The r e je c t io n  o f th e  

F i r s t  Book of D isc ip lin e  by th e  Convention P arliam ent c re a te d  bad b lood 

between th e  p reach ers  and a  n o b i l i ty  more eager to  keep th e  s p o ils  of the 

Reformation than to  ensure the  f in a n c ia l  s t a b i l i t y  of th e  new church. The 

queen 's beauty  -  "some inchantm ent whareby men a re  bewitched" (2) -  drawing 

nobles away from the  godly to  th e  s id e  of the  1 c o u rte o u ris  * widened the 

r i f t  between th e  p reachers  and many of t h e i r  e rs tw h ile  su p p o rte rs , Knox 

and h is  fe llo w  p reach ers  storm ed from th e  p u lp i ts  a t  queen and n o b i l i ty  

a l ik e ,  "The P reachouris war wonderous vehement in  rep rehensioun  of a l l  

maner of v ic e , which then  began to  habourd; and e s p e c ia l l ie  a v a r ic e , 

oppressicun  of th e  poor, excesse , ry o to u se , ohear, b a n k e ttin g , inmoderat 

dansing., and hurdome, th a t  t  h a ir  of en seu is , W hairat th e  C ourteouris began 

to  storm e, and began to  pyck g u e r r a l l i s  a g a in s t th e  P re a c h e a r is , 

a lled g in g  th a t  a l l  th e i r  p reach ing  was tu rned  to  r a y l l i n g ." (3) Knox was 

th e /

(1) N o tes te in . H istory  of W itch cra ft, pp. 25, 27.

(2) Knox. H is to ry  of th e  Reform ation I I  p . 270.

(3) Knox. H is to ry  of th e  Reform ation I I  p . 362.



the  f i r s t  to  admit th a t  t h i s  vehemence of h is  "provocked th e  h a t te r e n t ,  no t 

o n lie  of th e  C ourteouris , b u t a lso  of d iv e rse  o th e r is  a g a in s t the  

sp e a k e r." (1) Even M aitland of L pthington wrote to  G ecil: "You know

th e  vehemence o ff Mr. Knox s p r i e t  which cannot be Crydled; and th a t 

doth sometymes u te r  soche sentences as  ean no t ea sa ly  be  d ig g ested  by a 

weake stom ach." ( 2)

R e la tio n s  between the p reach ers  and th e i r  c o u r t ie r  and noble opponents 

seemed to  have reached b reak ing  p o in t when th e  p u lp i ts  resounded to  the  

demand th a t  when parliam en t met in  1563 " th e  ta r g e t t in g  of weomen's t a i l e s ,  

and th e  r e s t  of t h e i r  v a n i t ie .  " (3) should occupy i t s  a t te n t io n .  Even 

th e  o ld  f r ie n d sh ip  between Knox and Murray was so s tr a in e d  th a t  fo r  months 

they were not on speaking term s. But the  "co u rteo u ris"  must have r e a l i s e d  

th a t  they could  no t a f fo rd  to  q u a rre l w ith  th e  p reachers  fo r  Knox w rote 

th a t  when parliam en t met in  June 1563, “But l e a s t  th a t  th e i  (4 ) should 

a l to g e tth e r  have b e in  se in  to  have f o i r s a ik in  God, (a s  in  v erray  deid  

boyth God and h is  Word was f a r  frome th e  h e a r t t i s  o f  th e  moste p a r te  of th e  

C ourteouris in  th a t  a ig e , and a few, excepted) th e i  began a newe s c h i f t ,  to  

w it ,  to  speak of th e  punishment o f a d u lte ry e , of w itc h c ra f t ,  and to  s e ik  

th e  r e s t i tu t io u n  of th e  g lebes and manses to  th e  Minis t e r  i s  of the K irk , 

and of th e  re p a ra tio u n  of ohruches: and th a irb y  th e i  thought to  have

p leased  th e  godbye th a t  was h y g h tlie  offended a t  t h a i r  s la c k n e ss ."  (5 )

H ere/

(1) Knox. Histoxy of th e  Reformation I I  p . 363.

(2) M aitland of Leth ington  to  C ec il, Knox 'Works* VI P t . l  p . 136.

(3) Calderwood. K irk of Sc0^!®11̂  H  p . 216.

(4 ) Another MS has "Lethingtoun and h is  Companyons"
(5 ) Knox. "H istory  of th e  Reformation" I I  p . 383.



Here in  the  d e s ire  of p arliam en t to  p la c a te  the v i t r i o l i c  anger o f th e  

m in is te rs  i s  th e  c h ie f  reason  fo r  th e  w itc h c ra f t  a c t  of 1563. There is  

something i ro n ic a l  in  the thought th a t  the  a c t  which was to  send so many 

S c o ttish  men and women to the  s tak e  was born  o f no w idespread demand b u t 

s lip p e d  in to  the s ta tu te  book a longside  le g i s l a t io n  on g lebes and manses.

U nlike many S c o tt ish  Acts th is  one was to  be no dead l e t t e r .  Hardly 

had parliam en t come to  an end b e fo re  " the  E rie  o f Murray, the  Lord Robert 

o f  Halyrudhouse, and Lord John o f Coldinghame ( l ) ,  p a s t  to  th e  N orthland. 

J u s t ic e  Court i s  war halden; the v is  and rau rth e ra ris  war punished; twa 

w itches war b u rn t."  (2) Such an unusual a d d itio n  to  th e  u su a l c a p i ta l  

crimes was doub tless  the  no t u n n a tu ra l r e s u l t  of th e  re c e n t p a rliam en ta ry  

l e g i s la t io n  passed  on the i n i t i a t i v e  o f th e  n o b i l i ty .  (3)

U nfortunate ly  th e  a d m in is tra tio n  o f th e  new a c t was n o t l e f t  in  th e  

hands o f th e  c i v i l  a u th o r i t ie s  fo r  th e  fo rc e s  combining to  d issem inate  and 

in c rea se  w itc h c ra f t  among th e  common people  in  the  m iddle o f th e  16th 

century  found in  th e  General Assembly an id e a l  sounding board . There, and

not in  p a rlia m e n t, which had relapsied in to  a  c o u rt of re c o rd  d id  p u b lic

opin ion  make i t s e l f  f e l t  on th e  su b je c t of w itc h c ra f t .  As e a r ly  as 

December, 1563, fo u r  women having been d e la te d  to  th e  G eneral Assembly 

" th e /

(1) Lord John S tew art, Commendator of Coldingham m arried  th e  s i s t e r
and h e ire s s  of James Hepburn, E a rl of Bothw eil. The son of t h i s
m arriage was F ran c is  S tew art, E a rl of BothweLl who p layed  such an
im portant p a r t  in  th e  North Berwick w itc h c ra f t  in c id e n ts  of 1590-91.

(2) Knox. "H istory  of th e  Reformation^ I I  p . 391.

(3) Throughout Western Europe a c ts  and pap a l b u l ls  f re q u e n tly  aggravated
th e  e v i l  they were designed to  check bf Ghambridge M edieval H is to ry  
V III p . 686.



25.

"the Lords of P r iv ie  Counfell war re q u e if te d  to  tak e  o rder th e re in . w ( l )

The G-eneral Assembly fo llow ed th i s  up on 26 June 1565 by p re sen tin g  a r t i c le s  

to  Queen Mary demanding th a t  “f id e  h o r r ib le  arymes as  now abounds” in c lud ing

"w itc h c ra f t , fo rc e r  i e  and inchan tm e n t    may be fev er e l  ie  punifhed , and

judges appointed in  every province or dyocie f o r  th e  execution th e reo f, 

w ith  power to  doe th e  fame, and th a t  be Act of Parliam ent" (2) In  rep ly  

"her M ajestie  r e f e r r e th  the  o rdering  to  the  p a r lia m e n t." (3)

I t  was such con tinual and in c rea s in g ly  e f fe c t iv e  appeals to  th e  c iv i l  

a u th o r i t ie s ,  thus e a r ly  i n s t i tu te d  and never allowed to  f a l l  in to  cjisuetude 

by the  K irk  th a t  helped to  make the  w itc h c ra f t  a c t of 1563 so tremendously 

e f fe c t iv e .

The c lo se  connection between K irk and parliam ent was dem onstrated 

when parliam en t next met in  1567 and decided " th a t  m aiste r Jdhne 

Ppottifw ood Johne knox m a if te r  Johne c ra ig  m a ifte r  Johne row and m a ifte r  

David lin d e fa y  me f t  e r  i s  or any f  oure or th re  of pame be a l fu a  prrit and 

ad io y n it to  pe f a id ,  b a r  ones and cm effrs of burrow is in  d eb a itin g  treating 
and re f fo n ig  of pe m ater is to  be ppo n it concem ig  pe e f  t a i t  o f pe K irk ." (4 )  

The jo in t  committee of fo u rte e n  laymen and fo u r m in is te rs  met on 3 December 

and d e a l t  w ith  n in e teen  p o in ts  a f fe c tin g  th e  K irk. But th e  m in is te rs  

w ere/

(1) B.U.K. I P t l .  p .2*4.

(2) B.U.K. I  P t l .  p . 60

(3) Calderwood "Kirk o f Scotland I I  p . 294

(4) A.P.S. I I I  p .  3 5 .



were no t p re se n t th re e  days l a t e r  when th e  lay  members r e f e r r e d  to  th e

Lords o f th e  A r t ic le s  an a r t i c l e :  "Item  how w itc h c ra f t  fa lb e  p v n e if t  and
(VP

In q u if i t io u n  ta k in  p o f and p a t pe execu tion  of death may be v f i t  a l f w e i l l  

aganis pame th a t  c o n fu ltis  wt pe w itche f e ik  her support man te n  i s  or defend is  

h is  as agan is h i r  f e l f ."  ( l )

The m in is te rs  absence when th is  d ec is io n  was taken was because 

p arliam ent d id  n o t consider w itc h c ra f t  one of th e  m a tte rs  to  be p ro p o n it 

concerning th e  e s ta te  of th e  K irk , and w ith  th is  view Knox and h is  

co lleagues must have been in  agreement fo r  they  were n o t th e  men to  accep t 

w ithout p r o te s t  any s l ig h t  to  thepower of th e  K irk. (2)

©ie probably  cause of th e  rem it was a d e s ir e  f o r  the c l a r i f i c a t i o n  

of the  p o s it io n  of c o n su lte rs . There seems to  have been an u n w illin g n ess  

to  accep t the  death  p en a lty  fo r  such a crim e, as l a id  down in  th e  w itc h c ra f t  

a c t  of 1563. This i s  shown by th e  d e c is io n  o f the G eneral Assembly in  

1573 th a t  b ish o p s , su p erin ten d en ts  and commissioners c a l l  b efo re  them a l l  

persons suspected  of co n su ltin g  "and i f  they  b e  found to  have o o n fu lted  

w ith  th e  fa id s  w itches. That they caufe them make p u b lick  repen tence in  

fack o lo a th  upon ane Sonday in  tyme of p reach in g , vnder th e  paine of 

excomraunicatioun; and i f  they be d ifo b e d ie n t, to  p ro o e id  to  excommunication, 

dew admonitions p re c e id in g ." (3)

The /

(1) A .P.S. I I I  p .4 4 .

(2) In  i t s  e a r ly  y ears  the  K irk had seme doubts as to  i t s  competence to
d ea l w ith  w itc h c ra f t  of B.U.K. I  p . 343 and in f r a  pp .6 0 - 6 2

(3) Of in f r a  pp. 34, 60, 245-250 f o r  f u r th e r  d e ta i l s  o f the
various attem pts to  reach  a modus v ivend i regard ing  th e  
punishment o f c o n su lte rs .



The question  of the  punishment of w itches and consul t e r s  having been 

re m itte d  to  the  Lords of the A r tic le s  in  1567, w ith  no apparent r e s u l t s ,  

t h i r t y  y ea rs  e lapsed  befo re  the parliam en ta ry  reco rd s  again  make mention of 

w itc h c ra f t  and then only in  the b r ie f e s t  o f sta tem ents "Ament th e  forme of 

proces a g a in f t  w itch es ."  ( l )

Such a ta n ta l is in g ly  b r ie f  re fe ren ce  to  w itc h c ra f t  a t  th a t  tim e i s  

e a s ily  understood. Ever s in ce  th e  North Berwick w itches had p lo t te d  

a g a in s t King James VI and h is  b r id e  in  1590 (2) th e re  had been a s te a d ily  

r i s in g  crescendo of w itc h c ra f t  hun ting  which had reached  th e  most im pressive 

clim ax y e t seen in  Scotland w ith  the  burn ing  of many persons in  Aberdeen in  

1596/97. (3) King James must shoulder some of th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r

th e  sp e c ia l fu ry  of th e  w itch  hunting . His f i r s t  re a c tio n  to  the

exam ination of P ian  and h is  p r in c ip a l  fem ale a s so c ia te s  had been  to  remark

"they were a l l  extreame ly a r s ."  (4 ) b u t when Agnes Samson "declared  unto

him the v e r ie  wordes which p a ffed  betweene the  Kinges M aje ftie  and h is  

Queene a t  Upflo in  Norway, th e  f i r f t  n ig h t <f m arriage, w ith  th e  anfwere 

e c h /

(1) A. P. S. IV p . 157.

(2) P i tc a irn .  Crim inal T r ia l  I  P t2  p . 209-257
M elv ille , Memoirs p p .395* 396, 397 
M elv ille . D iary p . 187
B irr  e l l .  D iary p . 25 .
Calderwood. K irk  of Scotland V p . 115* 116, 127, 128.
Spottiswoode. Church of S cotland  I I  p* 411*412.
Moysie. Memoirs p . 85.
B.P.G* IV pp. 612, 643, 729.

(3) Spalding Club M iscellany I  pp48-193.

(4 ) P i tc a i r n  Crim inal T r ia ls  I  P t2  p . 218 quoting Newes from Scotland .



ech to  o th e r , “James in  astonishm ent dec lared  “he b e liev ed  a l l  the d e v ils

in  h e l l  could no t have d ifcovered  the fa m e  and th e re fo re  gave the  more

c re d i t  to  the r e f t  th a t  i s  b e fo re  dec lared . “ ( l )  He became thoroughly 

alarmed when dashing and flamboyant Bothwell was named as the lead er of the 

w itches in  th e i r  attem pts to  k i l l  him. (2) A symptom of h is  alarm was h is  

angry o u tb u rs t to  the ju ry  which had dared to  a c q u it Barbara Napier of 

conspiracy ag a in s t h is  l i f e .  (3)

But by 1596 th i s  s i tu a t io n  was com pletely changed. Bothwell had been 

d riv en  from th e  country , h is  a s so c ia te s  had p a id  the  f i r e y  p e n a lty , and 

the  immediate danger to  th e  king had been removed. In  the  calmer frame of 

mind thus engendered the k in g 's  a t te n t io n  was d ire c te d  to  a s e r ie s  o f 

w itc h c ra ft p rocesses in  which the methods employed to  gain conv ic tions 

were f a r  from s a tis fa c to ry . His f i r s t  re a c tio n  was to  o rdain  th a t  he should 

no longer be “d a i l ie  f a s h e i t"  by demands fo r  commissions and ju s t ic ia r y  on 

"w itch eo raft and sick lyke c a p i ta l l  crymes" w ithout th e i r  being considered 

and allowed by th e  P rivy  Council. In  fu tu re  a l l  commissions were f i r s t  

to  be p resen ted  to  th e  P rivy  Council, allowed by th a t  body, su re ty  thereupon 

found by the p u rsu ers  -of d e liv e ry  of h a l f  of the  esch ea ts  and p e n a lt ie s  to  

th e /

(1) P i tc a irn .  Crim inal T r ia l  I  P t .2 .  p . 218

(2) R.P.C. I .  p . 643.
Calderwood. Kirk of Scotland V pp. 127, 128, 150-152.
Calendar of S ta te  Papers Scotland 1509-89 PP*591, 593.

(3) Calendar of S ta te  Papers Scotland 1509-89 P-592
P i tc a i rn  Crim inal T r ia l I  P t .2 .  p . 243.
Calderwood Kirk of Scotland V. p. 128,



the  k ing , and th e r e a f te r  the commission was to  be subscribed  by the  S ecretary

and p resen ted  fo r  th e  k in g 's  s ig n a tu re , ( l )

Even th ese  s tr in g e n t  re g u la tio n s  f a i le d  to  check th e  flow  of oases 

involv ing  most questionab le  methods o f d e te c tio n  and t r i a l  of w itches. In  

J u ly  1597 Jo n n e tt F in lasoun of B u rn tis lan d  su c c e ss fu lly  appealed to  th e  

P rivy  Council to  r e s t r a in  th e  b a i l l i e s  of th a t  town from persu ing  her 

f u r th e r  fo r  w itc h c ra f t  a f te r  she had been found innocent a t  her f i r s t  t r i a l  ( 2) 

During the same summer M argaret A itken, the  g re a t w itch o f Balweary, 

having claim ed the  power of d e te c tin g  w itches by a  s e c re t  mark in  th e i r  

eyes, was taken about the  country , "Many were brought in  question  by h er 

d e la t io n s ,  e sp e c ia lly  a t  Glasgow, where dwers innocent women, through the 

c re d u lity  of the  m in is te r ,  Mr. John Cowper, were condemned and p u t to  death .

In  th e  end she was found to  be a mere d e c e iv e r .11 (3)

These two cases stung James VI in to  d ec is iv e  a c tio n  an the 17 August 

when he revoked a l l  w itc h c ra f t  commission then  in  o p era tio n . At the same 

time the  king la id  down th e  cond itions upon which w itc h c ra f t  commissions

would be  issu ed  in  fu tu re . L ieges who had a lread y  ken  commissioners, o r

who were of good rank  might app ly , and i f  su c c e ss fu l, were to  have "sum 

b a ro n is /

(1) R.P.C. V p p .268, 269.

(2) R.P.C. V. p.405.

(3) Spottiswoode. H is to ry  o f th e  Church of S co tland  I I I  p . 67



b aro n is  and m in is te r is  unsuspeot, to  th e  nourner o f th re e  or fou r^e  

c o n ju n c tlie  a t  the  fe w est,"  a s so c ia te d  w ith  them. Such commissioners 

were n e ith e r  to  proceed to  the execution  of th e  accused nor to  meddle w ith  

t h e i r  p o ssess io n s . F in a lly  c o n su lte rs  being  eq u a lly  g u i l ty  w ith  the  

co n su lted , commissioners were to  re p o r t  th e  names of a l l  such o ffenders  to  

th e  king w ith in  f i f t e e n  days. F a ilu re  to  obey the new con d itio n s  involved 

lo s s  of th e  commissioners p a r t  of th e  exheat in  a d d itio n  to  fu r th e r  

p e n a lt ie s  in  person  and goods, ( l )

N eith er th e  king nor th e  K irk was p rep ared  to  l e t  m atte rs  r e s t  th e re . 

James was ev id en tly  determ ined to  prove th a t  f a r  once th e  p r iv y  Council 

decree had to  be  enforced  fo r  on 16 September he sen t a  p e rso n a l command

to  the Royal Burgh of S t i r l in g :  I t  i s  our w i l l  and we command you th a t  ye

f a i l l  no t ( a l l  excuses s e t  ap a r t)  to  send to  u s a t  Linlythgw , vpoun

ty isd ay  n i x t ,  p r ic k e t  w iche, p r e s e n t l ie  in  your w aird , th a t  scho may be

reddy th a i r  th a t  nycht a t  ev in  a tten d in g  our cuming fo r  h i r  t r y e l l  in  th a t  

d ep o sitio u n  scho has maid aganis Capitane H erring and h is  wyffe and fo r  

our b e t t e r  re s o lu t io n  of the t r e u th  th a i r o f . "  (2)

F u rth e r  a c tio n  was soon taken  by th e  K irk . On 1 September 1597 

th e  P resby tery  of S t. Andrews, shocked a t  the p re v a le n t method o f w itch  

d e te c tio n , su p p lic a te d  th e  king " fa r  th e  re p re ss in g  o f th e  h o r r ib le  abuse - 

o f /

(1) R.P.C. V .pp.409, 410.

(2) Renwiak "Records of th e  Burgh of S t i r l in g "  p . 86.



of carry ing  a w itch abou t."  ( l )  The m atter was taken  up by the  General 

Assembly which in  i t s  "grieves" drawn up fo r  p re se n ta tio n  to  James VI on 

9 March 1597-98 decided "To advyce w ith  h is  M aje ftie , i f  the c a r ie in g  of 

p ro fe f t  w itches from towne to  towne, to  t ry  w itc h c ra f t in  v th e rs , be law fu ll 

or d inar t r y  a l l  of w itc h c ra f t ,  or noch t."  (2) The k in g 's  rep ly  on the  same 

day was to  th e  e f f e c t  " th a t be ane a c t of the  l a f t  P arliam ent, i t  i s  r e m i t t i t  

to  c e r ta in e  of h is  Hienes G ounfell, c e r ta in e  M in ifte rs  (3) and Advocates, 

to  conclude upon (a  s o lid  order) anent t r y a l l  o f w itch es, and to  advyce 

w hither the fo r f a id  c a rie in g  of w itches i s  p e rm iffiv e , (o r  n o t)"  (4 )

The jo in t  committee was undoubtedly another s tag e  in  the k in g 's  e f f o r t s  

to  p lace  t r i a l  fo r  w itc h c ra f t on a sound le g a l b a s is .  N evertheless the  

l ik e lih o o d  i s  th a t  i t  never met fo r  no re fe ren ce  to  i t s  work occurs in  the 

o f f i c i a l  reco rds of P arliam ent, P rivy Council or the K irk. The probable  

ex p lan a tio n  i s  th a t  James changed h is  mind and in s te a d  of u sing  th e  jo in t  

committee decided to  r e ly ,  as  he had a lread y  been doing, on th e  P rivy  

Council i f  f u r th e r  a c tio n  was re q u ire d  (5) This i s  borne out by th e  

s ig n if ic a n t  f a c t  th a t  Parliam ent d id  n o t again  consider w itc h c ra f t fo r  

f o r ty  fou r y ea rs .

The nex t phase in  w itc h c ra ft le g i s la t io n  opened q u ie tly  in  1641 w ith  

th e  p re se n ta tio n  to  Parliam ent of th e  o v ertu res  and d e s ire s  o f the  

commis s io n er s /

(1) Fleming. S t. Andrews K irk Session  R eg is te r I I  p.801

(2) B.U.K. I l l  p . 937.

(3) Calderwood. K irk of Scotland V. p . 687 om its th e  m in is te rs .

(4 ) B.U.K. I l l  p . 937.

(5) As he d id  in  1609 of R .P .0 , V III p p .328, 329; XIV 612; in f r a ,p .93- 9 6 .



commissioners of th e  K irk, S ec tion  13 demanded th a t  th e  a c ts  a g a in s t 

charm ers, so rc e re rs  and co n su lte rs  be renewed and p u t in  execu tion  ( l )

In  lay ing  th i s  o v ertu re  b e fo re  p a rliam en t the Kirk could no t claim  the 

ju s t i f i c a t i o n  of any in c rease  in  w itc h c ra f t ,  fo r  th e re  had a c tu a lly  been 

a very marked d ec lin e  in  the number of p ro secu tio n s  s in ce  the peak years  

o f 1629-30 (2) But th e  new brooms of the  P re sb y te r ia n s , f i r s t  tu rn ed  

a g a in s t th e  d u s t of Episcopacy in  the Glasgow Assembly in  1638 were 

search ing  out f re s h  corners to  be swept by 1641. P arliam en t was co n ten t 

to  e n te r  the  o v ertu res  in  th e  appendix to  i t s  l e g i s la t io n ,  b u t in  th e  

in te rv a l  between the  1641 Parliam ent and th e  succeeding one which by law 

was due to  meet in  1644, the General Assembly devoted more time than  ever 

b efo re  to  w itc h c ra f t . In  August 1642 the General Assembly accep ted  

o v ertu res  th a t  being  con fiden t of the  zea l of the "Judge O rd in a ir ,"  

p re sb y te r ie s  should d e la te  to  them persons g u i l ty  of g ross s in s ,  in c lu d in g  

w itc h c ra f t  and so rce iy . (3) The 1&43 General Assembly follow ed up th i s  

in s t ru c t io n  to  P re sb y te r ie s  by approving the  f i r s t  complete e x p o s itio n  of 

th e  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  s tan d p o in t regard ing  th e  heresy  o f w itc h c ra f t .  The 

causes o f w itc h c ra f t ,  reasons fo r  i t s  in c re a se , methods of ensuring  co n fess io n , 

grounds o f  apprehension and trea tm en t of accused w hile in  custody were a l l  

d e ta ile d  fo r  the guidance o f p re s b y te r ie s ,  m in is te rs  and e ld e rs  who, in  th e  

same/

(1) A. P. S. V. p. 61*6.
Acts of Gen, Assembly 1640 p . 1 9 .; in f r a  p , 63

(2) Compare the number of w itc h c ra f t  e n t r ie s  in  th e  R.P.C. during  1628-29
(2nd Ser. I I  and I I I )  w ith  th e  complete lack  o f e n t r ie s  during 
1638, 1639, 1640, 1641, (2nd Ser. VII of a lso  B lack"C alender of Cases
o f  W itchcraft fo r  the  y ea rs  under d iscu ss io n . *

(3) A.G.A. 1642 Seff XI p . 21; in f r a  p #66



same o v e rtu re s , were en lig h ten ed  as to  th e i r  d u tie s  when faced  w ith  

w itc h c ra f t .  That a l l  th i s  machinery might work >tfnoothly th e  G eneral 

Assembly a t  the same time p u t forw ard a demand "That a  fta n d in g  Commiffion 

fo r  a  c e r ta in  time be had from th e  Lords o f S ecre t Councel, or J u f t i c e  

G en e ra li,"  ( l )

With such a d riv e  a g a in s t w itc h c ra f t ,  backed by th e  whole o rg a n isa tio n  

of the K irk the number of cases of w itc h c ra f t  showed an enormous in c rease  

in  1643 (2) When P arliam ent met in  1644 i t  was consequently  p re sen ted  

w ith  what amounted to  a  " f a i t  acco n p li" . To th e i r  c r e d i t  th e  M P*s 

re fu sed  to  be stampeded in to  a  b lin d  acceptance o f the  Kirk* 3 demands.

They approved "pe ordor tame be pe Commifsionares of the  G enerali Afsembly 

fo r  th e  apprehending try in g  and executing of w itches and pun ifh in g  o f 

Charmers and c o n fu lte re s ” , bu t then took refuge in  th a t  fa v o u r ite  

parliam en tary  device fo r  gain ing  tim e, a committee o f law yers, p h y s ic ian s

and d iv in es  which was to  re p o rt in  the f i r s t  p lac e  to  th e  n ex t Assembly,

which in  tu rn  was to  re p o r t  to  p a rliam en t. On th e  c ru c ia l  demand fo r  

stand ing  commissions parliam en t was adamant, lay in g  down " in  the  in te r im  

pe e f ta te s  ordeanes the Lordes o f s e c r e i t  C ounfell To g ra n t Commifsiones 

f o r  try in g  and executing  o f w itches According to  th e r  form ar cuftome and 

J u f t i c e /

(1) Acts of Gen Assembly 1643. S eff U lt. p . 27 .; in f r a  pp. 66

(2) Black. Calendar o f Cases of W itch craft pp 51-53.
R.P.C. VII 2nd Ser. p p .595, 596, 599, 600, 643.
R.P.C. 2nd Ser V III XIV, 12, 18, 19.
Stevenson. H is to ry  of the Church of Scotland p.1084 r e  1643.

"W itchcraft abounding, fo  such a t  th i s  tim e, no l e f s  th an  t h i r t y  
p erfons having, in  a few months, been b u rn t in  F ife  a lo n e , the 
General Affembly named a Committee to  examine in to  th e  n a tu re  
and cure of th a t  d read fu l f i n . "



J u s t i c e , " ( l )

The S c o tt ish  Parliam ent has so feq u en tly  been c o n tra s te d  to  i t s  

d isadvantage, w ith  th a t  of England th a t  such a  d e c is iv e  s tan d  a g a in s t a 

K irk then  near the z e n ith  of i t s  power i s  worthy of sp e c ia l n o tic e  and 

p ra is e .

The cau tious a t t i tu d e  of the 1644 P arliam en t, d e sp ite  the  e n e rg e tic  

a c tio n  of th e  K irk , found i t s  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  in  th e  fo llow ing  y e a rs  when 

w itc h c ra ft  p ro secu tio n s  alm ost ceased (2) This sudden d ec lin e  in  w itch  

hunting  co incided  w ith  a p e rio d  of com parative in a c t iv i ty  on th e  p a r t  of 

th e  General Assembly which showed so l i t t l e  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  jo in t  

committee proposed by Parliam ent th a t  f iv e  y ea rs  e lap sed  b e fo re  i t  made any 

se rio u s  e f fo r ts  to  make the  committee fu n c tio n  by nom inating th e  n ecessary  

re p re se n ta tiv e s  in  August 1649. (3) The su sp ic io n  i s  unavoidable th a t  th e  

General Assembly was stung in to  a c tio n  by the p r io r  d e c is io n s  of P a rliam en t, 

which meeting in  January  1649 proceeded to  emphasise i t s  co n se rv a tiv e  

outlook on th e  su b jec t of w itc h c ra f t . Ignoring  such "modern" dev ices as 

s tand ing  commissions and jo in t  committees P arliam en t co n cen tra ted  on 

p e r fe c tin g  the  W itchcraft Act of 1563, which, in  th e  e ye s  o f su ccess iv e  

g e n e ra tio n s /

(1) A. P. S. VI P t . l  p . 197

(2) R.P.C. 2nd Ser V III covering 1644-49 has no w itc h c ra f t  cases c/f
Blade. "Calendar of Cases of W itch cra ft pp 55,56.

(3 )  A.G.A. 1649 p . 26 . ; i n f r a  p . 68



g en e ra tio n s , had not e x p l ic i t ly  l a id  down th e  death p en a lty  fo r  c o n su lte rs . ( l  

A ll am biguity on th e  f a t e  of such s in n e rs  having been removed, parliam en t 

r a t i f i e d  and approved " a l l  form er a c ts  made aganst w itches S o rcere rs  

Necromancers and C onfu lters  wt pame." (2)

Thus a f te r  a s tru g g le  which had la s te d  from 1641 to  1649 P arliam ent 

had su cc e ss fu lly  r e s i s te d  the  demands of the  K irk f o r  more en e rg e tic  

p ro secu tio n  of w itc h c ra ft cases by f i r s t  f ig h t in g  a  delay ing  a c tio n  in  

1644 and then tak ing  advantage of the s lacken ing  of i t s  opponents o ffen s iv e  

to  co n so lid a te  i t s e l f  in  i t s  o ld  p o s itio n .

P a r liam en t's  handling of th e  se rio u s  outbreak o f w itc h c ra f t  a t  

In v e rk e ith in g  in  the sp ring  of 1649 g ive fu r th e r  p ro o f o f i t s  b e l i e f  th a t  

the  w ell t r i e d  methods of w itc h c ra f t  p ro secu tio n  were s u f f ic ie n t ly  e f f e c t iv e  

in  them selves provided they were enforced w ithout f e a r  or favour.

In  In v erk e ith in g  the  m ag is tra te s  found such o p p o sitio n  to  th e i r  

w itch  hunting  th a t  "defyrous fo r  help in  examining and b r in g in g  w itches to  

confeffioun" they  appealed to  th e  Synod o f F ife  which r e fe r r e d  th e  problem 

to  the  P resby tery  o f Dunfermline (3) Having d e lig a te d  c e r ta in  o f i t s  

number to  b rin g  su spects  to  a confession  of th e i r  crim e, th e  P resb y te ry  

found i t s  endeavours blocked by various members o f th e  K irk S ession  

"having in te r e s t  in  the persons p r e s e n t l ie  d e la ted . ” (4 ) The P resb y te ry  

of Dunfermline th e re fo re  l a id  down, th a t  n ine  e ld e rs  " s h a l l  f o rb e ir e  to  

s i t t  in  Sessione t i l l  th i s  b u s in ess  be try e d  concerning those  persons 

d e la te d /

(1) Supra pp .17 ,26 ,30  The death  p e n a lty  was no t en fo rced  o f
in f r a  pp. 12 4130,245  250

(2) A.P. S. VI P t. 2 p. 152
(3) Minutes ^ f th e  Synod of F ife  p .l6 6
(4) Stephen In v erk e ith in g  and Rosyth p . 441 .
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d e la te d ." ( l )

Even th a t  d r a s t ic  p ro h ib i t io n  f a i le d  to  make the  wheels o f ju s t i c e  

ru n  more smoothly fo r  on 12 J u ly  the P resb y te ry , ev id en tly  a t  i t s  w i t s ' 

end tu rned  to  Parliam ent and su p p lic a te d  "That yee w i l l  be p l e a f i t  

a th e r  to  command ane of the ju f t i c e  deputs to  "a tte n d  in  th e  f o r f d  

p re fb r ie  and p a r ifh e s  abovewrin f f o r  hold ing  of J u f t ic e  Oowrts and p u tt in g  

to  the  t r y e l l  o f ane a ffy fe  fuch  as or f h a l l  be found g w ilt ie  of th e  f in n e  

of w itc h c ra ft  as they f h a l l  be d e fy r i t  or to  g ran n t ane f ta n d in g  

consniffione." This l a t t e r  suggestion  was obviously  the  s o lu t io n  favoured  

by th e  P resby tery  fo r  the su p p lic a tio n  backed up th is  req u e s t w ith  a 

re fe ren ce  to  the advocacy of stand ing  commissions in  the  1643 G eneral 

Assembly.

True to  i t s  re c e n tly  expressed opinions to  adhere to  the o ld  and 

w e l l - t r ie d  methods of t r i a l  P arliam ent ignored  the su p p lic a tio n . But 

w ith in  th ree  weeks developments of a ch a rac te r  so unusual in  S c o tt ish  

w itch hunting had taken  p lace  th a t  a so lu tio n  o f the problem  could  no 

longer be delayed. The m a g is tra te s , in  A p ril a l l  too  ready to  s t i r  th e  

K irk in to  a c tio n  a g a in s t th e  suspects  now found th e i r  own wives accused 

o f w itc h c ra ft. Their enthusiasm  suddenly ev ap o ra tin g , l i k e  th a t  o f  th e  

n ine  members of the  K irk S ession , they re fu sed  to  apprehend t h e i r  w ives. 

The P resbytery  h u rr ie d  to  In v erk e ith in g  and made them see th e  f o l ly  of 

th e i r  ways, b u t as soon as they were once again  l e f t  to  them selves " th e  

m a g if t r a te s /

( l )  I b id  p .441.



37.

m ag istra te s  and toune o o u n fa ll f l i g h t s  th a t  work. " ( l )  On the  31 Ju ly  

th e  P resbytery  th e re fo re  p re sen te d  a su p p lic a tio n  to  P arliam ent d e ta i l in g  

a l l  the circum stances and demanding th a t  a commission be gran ted  to  c e r ta in  

honest men of the  burgh " to  apprehend pu t in  firm ance and f u i r  w aird fuch 

perfouns w ith in  the f a id  b ru t  as the  f a id  p r e f b i t r i e  of Dumfermling f a l l  

p u t to  t r y  e l l  fo r  the  cryme of w itc h c ra ft  w ith  power to  them to  Doe the  

Dev/tie of the m a g iftra ts  to  the  e f f e c t  abone Spelt® (2) With a req u est

so obviously in  accord w ith  the normal p r a c t ic e  P arliam ent could have 

no q u a rre l, consequently the d e s ire d  commission was g ran ted  on 7 August. (3) 

The follow ing year w itnessed an ab o rtiv e  attem pt to  p lace  w itc h c ra f t  

b u s in ess  in  the hands of a committee of Parliam ent s p e c ia lly  appointed 

fo r  such d u tie s . _.t That attem pt was the n a tu ra l outcomeof the in c rea s in g  

re lia n c e  p laced  by Parliam ent a f t e r  the re v iv a l o f a Committee of E s ta te s  

in  1639. By an a c t passed in  June 1640 the Committee of E s ta te s  was 

empowered to  do every th ing  necessary  fo r  the su ccessfu l p ro secu tio n  of the  

war, fo r  the  o rdering  of the  country and " fo r menteanance and p re fe rv a tio u n e  

of the  re lig io u n e  and l i b e r t i e s  of th i s  kingdan" w hile Parliam ent was no t 

in  se ss io n  (4 ) In  th e  same year Parliam ent fu r th e r  extended th e  committee 

system by de lega ting  to sm all committees of i t s  members s p e c if ic  b u s in e ss , 

f o r /

(1) A.p. S. VI I t .  2, p . 510. One of th e  women accused was M arjorie IX irie,
w ife of Robert Browne, and daughter o f George D urie, town c le rk  of
In v erk e ith in g . S tephen^Inverkeith ing  and Rosyth p .444.

(2) A . S .  VI f t .  2. p. 301.

(3) Ib id  p . 371.

(4 ) I b id  V pp. 282-4,



fo r  a t te n t io n  during the  sess io n . With the appointm ent of a "Committee 

f o r  th e  B i l l i s "  to  consider " a l l  b i l l i s  and fu p p lic a tio n e s  and to  re p o r t  

in  audience of the  whole e f ta te s  of P arliam ent" ( l )  th e  machinery necessary  

fo r  th e  e f fe c t iv e  use of parliam en ta ry  com m ittees, e i th e r  during o r 

between sess io n s  of Parliam ent was complete.

I t  i s  co rro b o ra tiv e  o f what has a lready  been sa id  of the co n se rv a tiv e  

outlook of Parliam ent towards the  w itc h c ra f t  problem th a t  fo r  some y ea rs  

no use  was made of a  system so obviously adapted fo r  d ea lin g  w ith  re q u e s ts  

f o r  w itc h c ra f t  commissions. But w ith  th e  growing i n t e r e s t  o f P arliam ent 

in  w itc h c ra ft in  1&1-9 i t  i s  not s u rp r is in g  to  f in d  th a t  fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e 

P re sb y te r ie s  desirous of ob ta in ing  commissions ap p lie d , in  some in s ta n c e s , 

h o t to  th e  P rivy  Council, b u t to  the Committee of E s ta te s . (2) This 

in c rease  in  w itc h c ra f t busin ess  ev id en tly  made .parliam ent r e a l i s e  the 

p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of using  the committee system i t ; had now b u i l t  up fo r  in  

May 1650 "The E f t a i t t i s  of parliam ent Ordanes a Comittee to  be e f ta b l ifh e d  

o f 3 of e v r ie  e f t a i t  to  be named be th e  bodyes wt the  k in g is  advocat E 

J u f t ic e  depattp  any fyve to  be the  quorum to  confidder of the  d e p o sitio n es  

and o th e rf  p ap e rf  to  be given in  concerneing w itc h is ,  and g ive  power upoun 

p r re p o r t  to  th e  L Chanclar to  fu b fe rry v e  warrandp to  p u t t  to  t r y e l l  or 

execuone." (3) Pour days l a t e r  the  oommittee was in s t ru c te d  to  th in k  

upoun/

(1) A .P.S. V. p . 318

(2) A .F.S. VI P t 2 p . 563.
P aterson . Country o f Ayr I I  p . 93.

(3) A.P. S.TlPt. 2. pp. 563, 564.



upoun a co n ftan t way of prooedine in  th e  p ro ce ff in g  of w itohes in  tyme 

com ing." ( l )

There was much to  commend such a course . The country  was faced  no t 

only w ith is o la te d  cases of w itc h c ra ft  in  such w idely s c a t te re d  ce n tre s  as 

Dunfermline (2) S tra th b o g ie , (3) Insoh , (4 ) iEyemouth, ( 5 ) Aberdour (6) 

Renfrew (7) Glendevon, (8) and L i l l i e s l e a f  ( 9) b u t w ith  an unprecedented 

s e r ie s  of outbreaks invo lv ing  numerous su sp ec ts  in  the  coun ties  of 

Renfrew £lq) Ayr ( l l )  Bute (12) Lanark (13) P eebles (14) S e lk irk  (lfj) 

L o th ia n /

(1) Ib id  p . 566.

( 2) Henderson. K irk Session Records of Dunfermline p . 31

(3) S tu a r t . P resby tery  Book of S tra thbog ie  p . 124, 134*

(4 ) Davidson. In v e ru rie  and th e  earldom of Grarioch pp«306, 307

(5)  Webster. T rac ts  on W itchcraft. pp#107, 108.

(6) Ross. Aberdour and Incheolme pp. 325-8,

(7) R.P.O. 2nd Ser. V III pp. 211-220

(8) M arshall H is to r ic  Scenes in  P e r th sh ire  p . 277.

( 9) Craig-Brown -  H isto ry  of S e lk irk sh ire  I  p . 201

(10) E raser -  Maxwell of Po llok  I  pp. 330-352.
Murray -  Kilmacolm pp. 56,57.

(11) P a terson  -  County of Ayr I I  pp. 91-93,

(12) Paton -  K ingarth P a r ish  Records pp. 7-28.
Hewison -  Bute in  th e  Olden Times I I  pp. 261-263.

(33 ) Robertson -  P resby tery  of Lanark pp. 74-82.
Hunter B iggar and the House o f Gleming p . 386.

(14) Gunn. Cross K irk Peebles pp. 137, 138; L in ton  Church p . 21.

(13) Craig-Brown -  H isto ry  of S e lk irk sh ire  I  p .451.
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Lothian ( l )  F ife  (2) and Angus (3) P re sb y te r ie s  had begun to  show a n o t 

u n n a tu ra l alarm  which had spread to  theCoramission of th e  G eneral Assembly (4) 

The whole s i tu a t io n  was rendered  more com plicated than  ever b e fo re  

by a  p o l i t i c a l  s i tu a t io n  in  which P arliam ent found i t s e l f  a t  once 

conducting d e l ic a te  n eg o tia tio n s  w ith  C arles a t  B reda, and p rep a rin g  to  

meet the  b e s t  army in  Europe which Cromwell was about to  le a d  acro ss  th e  

Border. The K ir If might focus i t s  a t te n t io n  on w itc h c ra f t  b u t P arliam en t 

had o ther and mare im portant m atte rs  to  engage i t s  a t te n t io n .  With 

d e leg a tio n  of d u tie s  to  committees commoner than  ever b e fo re  between 1647 

and 1651, one more committee was th e  obvious method o f r e l ie v in g  the  

harassed  e s ta te s  of the work involved in  the  exam ination of a p p lic a tio n s  

fo r  w itc h c ra ft commissions. Such a  s tep  must have appeared doubly 

a t t r a c t iv e  to  busy members of P arliam ent as the s t r ik in g  s im i la r i ty  of 

ev id e ice  advanced a g a in s t th e  su sp ec ts  rendered  th e  whole b u s in e ss  l i t t l e  

more than  a m atter of ro u tin e  in  most cases.

There i s  no evidence th a t  th e  K irk took any o b je c tio n  to  the committee

s e t /

(1) Waddell -  And Old K irk C hronicle pp. 99-102.
S c o tt ish  Notes and Q ueries I I I  pp. 122, 123; IV pp. 27 , 28.

(2) Henderson -  K irk Session Records of Dunferm line pp. 31, 33, 36.
Kinloch -  P re sb y te rie s  of S t. Andrews and Cupar pp. 130-158.
Minutes of th e  Synod of R if e pp. 165-170.
Stevenson -  i r e s b y t r ie  Booke of K irk ca ld ie  p p .339, 340, 350-353,

361.
(3) B lack- H isto ry  of Bre^chin p . 75

Records of the P resby tery  of B rechin pp. 35-38, 38-43 , 44-51.

(4) M itchell -  Commissions of th e  General Assemblies I I  p p .393, 413, 414.
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s e t  up to  deal w ith  "d epositiones and o th e rf  p ap e rf  to  be g iven  in  

conoerneing w itc h is ."  ( l ) ,  b u t i t s  re a c tio n  to  the p ro p o sa l th a t  the 

powers of the  committee be extended " to  th in k  upoun a c o n fta n t way of 

proced ine in  the  p ro ce ff in g  of w itches in  tyme to  coining," ( 2) was 

in stan tan eo u s. W ithin twenty fo u r hours th e  Commission o f th e  G eneral 

Assembly had passed  a humble d e s ire  and o v ertu re  "That some course  were 

taken  fo r  a g e n e ra ll Comission fo r  t r y a l l  and punishment of w itc h e s ."  They 

backed up th is  r e v iv a l  o f th e i r  fa v o u rite  re q u e s t by s tr e s s in g  " th e  

g re a t  charges, besyde th e  lo sse  of tyme, th a t  people from a l l  co m e rs  o f 

th e  countrey have in  a tten d in g  here  vpon p a r t ic u la r  C om issions," (3)

From i t s  in cep tio n  the committee seems to  have been in  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

f o r  on 31 May i t  was a c tu a lly  re p o rtin g  to  P arliam ent on th e  case  of Iso b e l 

Alexander (4) -  a to t a l l y  unnecessary procedure accord ing  to  the  term s 

of i t s  c re a tio n . By the 26 November th e  w itc h c ra f t  committee had ceased 

to  fu n c tio n  fo r  on th a t  da te  P arliam ent "Grdanes th e  Com ittee o f b i l l  to  

ta k  in  confideraone p ap e rf  g iven  in  concerning w itches " (5 ) and on 2nd 

December/

(1) A. P. S. VI P t2  p . 564.

(2) Ib id  p . 366.

(3) M itchell -  Commissions o f  the G eneral Assembly I I  p*414; o f I rv in g
Dumbartonshire pp. 62-64 forffche tro u b le  g e t t in g  w itn esses  to  go to  
Edinburgh, 1

(4 ) A. P. S. VI P t .2  p . 376.

(5) Ibid p .608.



December Parliam ent was once more dea ling  w ith  w itc h c ra f t  cases ( l )
I

With th e  reco rd s  of P arliam ent ancpeneral Assembly a lik e  coming to  an 

abrupt term inal! on consequent upon th e  Ororawellian conquest of S cotland  (2) 

th e re  i s  sm all p r o f i t  in  indu lg ing  in  e lab o ra te  sp e c u la tio n  why the  

committee was such a sudden and d isa s tro u s  f a i lu r e  excep t to  suggest th a t  

f  o i l  owing upon t  he d e fea t of the  S c o ttish  army a t  Dunbar on 3 September 

1630 th e  f lo o d  of su p p lic a tio n s  fo r  w itc h c ra f t  commissions which 

P arliam ent seemed, w ith  reason , to  have a n tic ip a te d  d id  not. m a te r ia lis e  (3) 

In  th e  changed circum stances the conservatism  of P arliam en t r e a s s e r te d  

i t s e l f  to  such an ex ten t th a t  i t  f e l l  back on the o ld  and w ell t r i e d  

methods of dealing  w ith the  sm all amount of w itc h c ra f t  b u s in ess  b rought 

befo re  i t .  I t  i s  i ro n ic a l  to  r e f l e c t  th a t  on th e  only occasion upon which 

P arliam ent threw  as id e  i t s  p o lic y  of cau tio u s conservatism  i t s  e x c e lle n t 

ad m in is tra tiv e  p ro p o sa l should have d ied  alm ost as soon as i t  was bom ,

With the  R esto ra tio n  the  ten  y ea rs  h ia tu s  in  th e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  th e  

S c o ttish  Parliam ent came to  an end. M eeting fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e on 1 

January l6 6 l  Parliam ent immediately tu rn ed  i t s  a t te n t io n  to  th e  dem olition  

of th e  P resb y te rian  le g is la t io n  which ra n  counter to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  and 

r e l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  of the monarchy.

By the 3 A pril w itc h c ra f t  busin ess  was once more obtruded upon i t s  

de lib  e r a t io n s /

(1) Ib id  P. 614.

(2) The Committee of E s ta te s  was cap tu red  by the E ng lish  a t  A lyth  on
28 August 163I .  Lang. H isto ry  o f S cotland  I I I  p . 256, The 
General Assembly, to rn  by in te rn a l  d is se n s io n s , was f in a l ly  
suppressed in  J u ly  l633« Ib id  p . 265, B a i l l ie  ‘L e tte r s  and 
Jo u rn a ls  I I I  p . 223.

In f r a  p , 3



d e lib e ra tio n s  w ith  th e  demand fo r  and g ran tin g  of a commission to  t ry  

c e r ta in  w itches a t  Samuelston. ( l )  W ithin th ree  months fo u rteen  more 

commissions had been g ran ted . Such a heavy demand fo r  commissions, 

equalled  only by th a t  of 1649 was th e  in e v ita b le  r e s u l t  of the Cromwellian 

interregnum  during which even ts had consp ired  to  b r in g  about a new low 

le v e l in  the number of w itc h c ra ft  cases.

Rent from top to  bottom  by the em b itte red  s t r i f e  o f R eso lu tio n ers  and 

i i ’o te s to r s ,  the K irk had been in  no p o s it io n  to  w ield  i t s  customary

a u th o rity  in  the  sphere of w itch hunting . But even u n ite d  th e  K irk could

have achieved l i t t l e ,  fo r  the  tramp of Roundhead s o ld ie r s  had sounded the 

k n e ll of i t s  domination. Well might the  P resby tery  of Aberdeen lament 

'’Excoramunicats a re  goeing avowedlie in  our s t r e e t s  now in  Aberdene, a re  

p lay in g  openlie a t  gou lfe  in  our Unices, whilk b e fo re  December 14 ( 1650) they 

d u rs t not have done.” (2) P resby tery  and K irk Session reco rd s  fu rn is h

ample p roof of the  d iso rg an isa tio n  brought upon th e  work of th e  K irk by th e

a r r iv a l  of the English  ( 3).

¥/here the  church co u rts  d id  succeed in  fu n c tio n in g  they im m ediately 

came in to  co n tac t w ith  the  E nglish  Commissioners of J u s t ic e .  By 

r e fu s in g /

(1) A. P. S. VII p. 31.

(2) M itchell Commissions of General Assemblies I I I  p . 250.

(3) "Those twelve months bypast the  b re th re n  could no t meet by reasone
of the  garisones of the enemie w ith in  e v e r ie  co rner of th e  
boundes of th e  R resb y te rie  and th a i r  d a i l ie  motions to  and from a l l  
th ese  p a r t s ” Murray -  Records of a F a lk irk  P a r ish  I  p . 179. of a lso  
Renwick Records of th e  Royal B urgh of Lanark p . 146; in f r a  p p j.7 8 ,1 7 9 ,

336*



re fu s in g  to  accept the  type of evidence advanced f o r  so long by K irk  

Sessions and lo c a l busybodies th a t  use and wont had made i t  s u f f i c ie n t  to  

g a in  co n v ic tio n s, th e  commissioners had p u t an e f fe c t iv e  check on w holesale 

conv ic tions, ( l )  More s u b tle ,  b u t eq u a lly  e f f e c t iv e ,  was tfce Commissioners' 

h a b it  of summoning accused persons and th e ir  accusers  to  Edinburgh. When 

faced  w ith a  journey to  Edinburgh many a parsim onious Scotsman suddenly 

l o s t  a l l  enthusiasm  fo r  w itch hunting. (2)

While a l l  those f a c to rs  combined to  daim up w itc h c ra f t  p ro sec u tio n s  

during the  interregnum , they d id  not a l t e r  in  one io ta  th e  p re v a il in g  

b e l i e f  in  th e  power of the  d e v il and h is  em issa rie s . Scotsmen only 

lamented the louder a t  th e  freedom accorded to  the  in h a b ita n ts  o f "Satans 

In v is ib le  World. " Robert B a i l l ie  c o rre c tly  summed up th e  popu lar f e e l in g  

when he wrote to  h is  cousins Spang “There i s  much w itch e rie  up and downe our 

land; though th e  E nglish  be b u t too fp a re in g  to  t r y  i t ,  y e t fome they 

execu te ."  (3) No g re a t p e rsp ic u ity  was req u ire d  to  f o r e t e l l  th a t  once th e  

r e s t r a in in g  hand of th e  Roundheads was withdrawn th e  f lo o d g a te s  of 

p ro se c u tio n /

(1) “Ther was a ju r ie  of E n g lifh es, th a t  f a t t  a t t  S t i r l in g ,  ( c a lle d  th e
J u f t ic e  Ayre) and they c i te d  befo re  them w itch es, a d u lte r re s , 
bouggerres, in ce fto u s  p e rfo n s , and fuch  as had leyen w ith  b e a f ts .
As fo r  th e  w itch es, they had l ib e r  t i e  to  goe home againe , vpon 
cau tio n , t i l l  Apr. 1653" Lamont -^iary September 1652 p . 45.
4 October 1652 "L e tte rs  th a t  s ix ty  p erso n s, men and women were 
accused befo re  the commissioners fo r  ad m in is tra tio n  of ju s t ic e  
in  Scotland a t  th e  l a s t  c i r c u i t  fo r  w itches; b u t they found so much 
m alice, and so l i t t l e  p roof a g a in s t them, th a t  none were condemned" 
Whitelodk Memorials I U  p .453.

(2) Irv in g  -  D unbartonshire I  pp. 61- 64.

(3) B a i l l i e  L e tte rs  and Jo u rn a ls  I I I  p .436.



prosecution would "be opened wider than ever before ( l )  Old wives # 1 0  had

su c c e ss fu lly  evaded th e  flam es during the  Cromwellian in terregnum  were

now h a ile d  to  ju s t ic e  and sp eed ily  condemned ( 2) I t  was sm all wonder th a t

betw een/

( l )  Cromwell was hard ly  in  h is  grave when th e  S c o ttish  t r i a l s  fo r  w itc h c ra f t  
began to  in c rease  of McDowall "Dumfries p . 430; N iooll— D iary  pp. 228, 
233; Spottiswoode M iscellany I I  p. 68. Black Calendar o f Cases of 
W itchcraft, p . 64.

Legge. W itchcraft in  Scotland p . 267 d ec la re s  "A fter the  d ea th  o f 
Cromwell in  1658 38 women and 2 men were executed in  Edinburgh and 
the  neighbouring co u n tie s . As i s  f re q u e n tly  the  case w ith  th i s  
w r ite r  he g iv es  no re fe ren ces  to  j u s t i f y  h is  f ig u re s .

(2) M argaret NcWilliam, a n a tiv e  of B ute, was f i r s t  d e la ted  by con fessing  
w itches in  1639. $he was again  accused in  1645 b u t th e  K irk  
Session simply "took the same to  th e r  advisement. " In  1649 she was 
imprisoned and the  devils*  mark found on her body. "But throw th e  
confusion of th e  tymes then  she was l e t t  out upon C andes." In  
1662, along w ith  many o th e rs , she was a t  l a s t  brought to  ju s t i c e .  ** 
(Macphail "Highland papers I I I  p. 14) One of the many commissions 
issu ed  by the P rivy  Council on 7 May 1662 was fo r  a commission to  
t r y  and judge her (R.P.C. 3rd Ser I .  p . 208)

K atharine Key of Newburgh was charged w ith w itc h c ra f t  in  1653. She 
was again  b e fo re  the Kirk Session and P resb y te ry  in  1655* Four 
tim es the bead le  c a lle d  in  vain  a t  the church door fo r  w itn esses and 
she escaped by doing p u b lic  repen tance (Simpkins County F o lk lo re  V II 
pp. 98, 99) But in  November l 66l  the P rivy  Council issu ed  a 
commission fo r  her t r i a l  (R.P.C. 3rd Ser I  P. 7 8 .)

In  Ju ly  l 66l  th e  K irk Session Records of Aberdour s ta t e  "Finding th a t ,  
in  a l l  p a r t s ,  they  a re  doing something fo r  the d inging down of th e  
kingdom of Sathan, the  Session thought th a t  they lik ew ise  would do
something fo r  G-ods g l o r y  Seeing th e re  a re  s e v e ra l ls  in  th is  toune,
th a t  long ago should have been apprehended f o r  w itc h c ra f t ,  and never 
hands y e t la id  upon them, w herefore the  Session d e s ire s  the B a ilz ie  
to  cause apprehended fo r  w itc h c ra f t ,  and never hands y e t l a id  upon 
them, w herefore the Session d e s ire s  the  B a ilz ie  to  cause apprehend 
and in c a rc e ra te  p re se n tly ; M argaret C urrie  and C atherine Robertson" 
(Ross -  Aberdour and Inchcolme p . 329) Comment on such an en try  i s  
superfluous^

The above examples a re  worthy of sp e c ia l note as they  prove th a t  th e  
opinion common among c e r ta in  s tu d e n ts  o f w itc h c ra f t  th a t  tim es of 
tro u b le  lead  to  outbreaks of w itc h c ra f t  i s  a t  b e s t  no more than  one 
h a lf  of the s to ry , 

e .g . Hutchinson -  H is to r ic a l  Essay on W itchcraft p . 38.
N o teste in  -  H isto ry  of W itchcraft p . 196.
Lecky -  H isto ry  of R ationalism  I  p . 68.
K itte rd g e  » W itchcraft in  Old and New England p . 331.

An o ld  w ife was ju s t  as l ik e ly  to  be l e f t  unm olested in  the  g en e ra l 
re l ig io u s  and p o l i t i c a l  confusion of in f r a  p p .l77~179 pp.



4 7 .-

"between A p ril and Ju ly  1661 P arliam ent was deluged w ith  demands fo r  

commissions. (1 )

Noone would have "been more incredu lous than the  members o f P arliam en t 

i f  they had "been to ld  th a t  th e  commissions they issu ed  on 12 Ju ly  l 66l  

Mr. Johne P restoun  and o th e r to  judge e ig h t accused in  G-ilmerton were th e  

l a s t  w itc h c ra ft b u s in e ss  ever to  be tra n sa c te d  by the S c o tt ish  

P arliam ent. ( 2) There i s  a  sim ple ex p lan a tio n  o f t h i s ,  a t  f i r s t  s ig h t ,

su rp r is in g  f a c t .  The R es to ra tio n  was n o t only of th e  ro y a l l in e  o f

S tu a r t /

( l )  The view has rep ea ted ly  been advanced sin ce  the  17th  cen tu ry  th a t  
w itc h c ra f t was tre a te d  w ith  sp e c ia l s e v e r ity  by P u r ita n s  and 
P resb y te rian s  e .g . .

Hutchinson. H is to r ic a l  Essay on W itchcraft p .49.
K ittred g e . W itchcraft in  Old and New England p . 368, quoting  Adyfs 

Candle in  the  Dark and h is  own rem arks thereon .
S co tt. Demonology and W itchcraft pp. 224, 225.
Lecky, H isto ry  of R ationalism  p . l l 6.
Chambers. Domestic Annals I I I  p . 135.
N o tes te in , H isto ry  o fW itchcraft. p p .195, 196, 197.
W ithout excep tion  those w r ite rs  q u ie tly  ignore the f a c t  th a t  th e  

most in ten se  of a l l  w itc h c ra f t  p e rse c u tio n s  in  l 66l -62  f e l l  w ith in  
the  p erio d  of E piscopalian  dom ination. P.H. Brown1 seems aware 
of the  problem bu t avoids any d e f in i te  exp lan atio n  of th e  g re a t  
outbreak of 1661-62. He i s  content to  w r ite  "For t h i s  th e re  may 
have been a double reason . The Cromwellian Courts of J u s t i c e  
had discountenanced accusa tions of w itc h c ra f t ,  so th a t  a long 
a r re a r  of su ipeo ted  persons remained to  be d e a l t  w ith , and th e  
clergy  of the  R esto ra tio n  church had to  give p roof th a t  they were 
as zealous a g a in s t the powers of darkness as th e i r  p red ecesso rs  
under th e  Covenants (R.P.C. 3rd Ser I ,  in tro d  Iv ) His f i r s t  
te n ta t iv e  reason  agrees w ith  the  conclusions s ta te d  above; h is  
second i s  open to  the  se rio u s  o b je c tio n  th a t  th e  E piscopalibn  
c lergy  were never given to  attem pts to  win over P re sb y te r ia n s  by 
th e i r  re l ig io u s  z e a l. T heirs was the  way of fo rc e  cu lm inating  
in  the  "K illing  Times." For the  v io le n t o u tb u rs t in  1661-62 
th e re  i s  another simple ex p lan a tio n  et-gr ■ -yraftj. In f ra  p . 337n.

( 2 ) A .p.S. VII p . 336.



S tu a rts  b u t of th e i r  method of governing Scotland . That meant th e  

r e s to r a t io n  in  a l l  i t s  p r i s t in e  g lo ry  of the  P riv y  Council which had been 

th e  recogn ised  a u th o r ity  fo r  dea ling  w ith  a p p lic a tio n s  fo r  w itc h c ra f t  

commissions. Not t i l l  1649 had P arliam en t issu ed  i t s  f i r s t  w itc h c ra f t  

commission ( l )  Now th e re  was a r e tu rn  to  thejkld system . A 

chronolog ical exam ination of d a tes  t e l l s  the  whole s to ry .  P arliam en t 

met on 1 January l6 6 l  and d e a l t  w ith  w itc h c ra ft  commissions t i l l  i t  

issu ed  i t s  l a s t  on th e l2  Ju ly . The P riv y  Council met f o r  the  f i r s t  

tim e on th e  13 J u ly , fo r  th e  second on th e  18 J u ly ,  and fo r  th e  th i r d  

time on th e  23 Ju ly  when i t  d e a lt  w ith  th e  f i r s t  o f the  g r e a te s t  sp a te  

of req u es ts  fo r  w itc h c ra f t  commissions in  th e  h is to ry  of S c o tt ish  

w itc h c ra ft .

In  the l e g i s la t iv e  sphere P arliam ent never again  found i t  n ecessary  

to  tamper w ith  th e  W itchcraft Act of 1363. The re -e n a c tin g  o f the

w itc h c ra ft l e g is la t io n  in  1649, and i t s  ex tension  to  c o n su lte rs  gave to  

th e  P riv y  Council in  'Khich th e re  ra p id ly  developed a  d i s t i n c t ly  s c e p t ic a l  

outlook on w itc h c ra f t ,  more than  a l l  th e  power th a t  body re q u ire d  to  d e a l  

w ith  th e  d ev il * s fo llo w e rs . Moreover Parliam ent was b le s s e d  beyond th e  

dreams of i t s  p redecesso rs  in  the absence of a G-eneral Assembly to  r a l l y  

th e  fo rces  of the K irk a g a in s t th e  powers of darkness. The days o f 

a r t i c l e s ,  overtu res  and "humble” p e t i t io n s  from th e ^ e n e ra l Assembly to  

Parliam ent were over befo re  the  Assembly again  met in  1690.

With the K irk then p repared  to  accep t th e  s ta tu s  quo, as i t  dem onstrated 

when/

(1) A. P. S. VI, i i ,  P. 420. and oupi«a



when i t  decided " i t  i s  f i t ,  th a t  form er A cts of G eneral A ffem blies 

concerning W itch -c ra ft were rev iv ed , and Recommended to  th e  ca re  of a l l  

P r e s b y tr ie s ." ( l )  th e re  was no l ik e lih o o d  of the  P arliam en t being  urged 

to  in troduce new, or amend the  o ld  w itc h c ra f t  l e g is la t io n .  Any such a ttem pt 

would doub tless  have been foredoomed to  f a i lu r e  fo r  had n o t S i r  James 

O g ilv ie , S ecre ta ry  of S ta te  fo r  Scotland  w r i t te n  to  S ir  John Maxwell o f  

P o llok  during th e  se rio u s  outbreak of w itc h c ra f t  in  R enfrew shire:

"W hitehall, 17 th  A prile  1697 i f  you doe proceed a g a in s t th e  w itch es ,

l e t  i t  be upon good and sure grounds, o r vtherwayes you w i l l  n o t escape 

th e  sensure of many of the  E ng lish , who doe sc a rc e ly  b e le iv e  th a t  th e r  

i s  any such th in g  as  ane w itc h ." (2)

In 1736 th e  P arliam ent of G reat B r i ta in  rep ea led  th e  E ng lish  and 

S c o ttish  a c ts  a g a in s t w itc h c ra f t . I t  was f u r th e r  enacted  th a t  a f t e r  24 

June 1736 no person was to  "p re tend  to  e x e rc ife  or u fe  any King o f 

W itch cra ft, Sorcezy, Inchantm ent or C o n ju ra tion , or undertake to  t e l l  

F o rtunes, or p re ten d  from h is  or h er S k i l l  or Knowledge in  any o c c u lt  

or c ra f ty  Science to  d ifoover where or in  what Manner any Goods or 

C h a ttie s , fuppofed to  have been f to le n  o f l o f t ,  may be found ."  C onviction  

under th is  s e c tio n  of the a c t  was to  be punished  by a  y e a r  in  p r is o n , 

w ith o u t/

(1) Acts of Gen Assembly 1699 p . 26.

(2) F ra se r "Maxwells o f P o llok  I I  p .106 .



w ithout op tio n  of b a i l ,  and a s ix ty  m inute appearance in  th e  p i l l o r y  once

a q u a rte r  on market day.

C erta in  b road  conclusions can be drawn from the  above d isc u ss io n  on 

the  S c o ttish  Parliam ent and W itch cra ft. In  the f i r s t  p la c e  no 

w idespread demand e i th e r  by Scotsmen in  g en e ra l o r by the  K irk  in  

p a r t i c u l a r  le d  to  th e S c o ttish  w itc h c ra f t  a c t  of 1563. The a c t  was 

e s s e n t ia l ly  a peace o ffe r in g  thrown to  an angry and d isg ru n tle d  K irk  in  

q u ite  the b e s t  20th century  p arliam en ta ry  t r a d i t io n .

In  th e  second p lace  P arliam ent seems to  have rushed  through an a c t  

which was u n n ecessa rily  harsh . Death f o r  w itch esv in  th e  country  accepted; 

death  f o r  co n su lte rs  i t  re fu se d  to  co n sid e r. No b e t t e r  example o f the  

f a c t  th a t  the u ltim a te  power behind a l l  w itc h c ra f t  p e rse c u tio n  i s  th e  

people could be found than the q u ie tly  e f f e c t iv e  co ld  sh ou ldering  o f t h i s  

p ro v is io n  of th e  a c t.

In  th e  th i rd  p la c e  a t te n t io n  must be d ire c te d  to  th e  r a th e r  rem arkable 

f a c t  th a t  alm ost a  hundred y ears  were to  e lap se  b e fo re  th e  le g a l  

in te rp re ta t io n  to  be p laced  on th e  a c t and th e  method of i t s  enforcem ent 

were e s ta b lish e d . P arliam en t, Grown and K irk  each  in  i t s  tu rn ,  when i t  

f e l t  s u f f ic ie n t ly  s tro n g , attem pted to  impose i t s  p a r t ic u la r  s o lu t io n .

Parliam ent was f i r s t  to  recogn ise  th e  n e c e s s ity  f o r  some guidance 

to  the  co u rts  which had no experience in  th e  handling  of w itc h c ra f t  

cases. But by re m ittin g  th e  m a tte r to  the  Lords o f the  A r t ic le s ,  who 

took no a c tio n , Parliam ent m issed a golden o p p o rtu n ity  of s ta b i l i s in g  

w itc h c ra f t  procedure b efo re  i t s  g re a t  r i v a l ,  th e  G eneral Assembly, had 

developed/



developed d e f in ite  ideas upon the su b jec t. M atters were allowed to  

d r i f t  along u n t i l ,  as has been shown, James VI became p erso n a lly  in te re s te d  

in  the  enforcement of the  1563 W itchcraft Act. That much maligned 

monarch i s  due g re a t c re d it  fo r  the energy w ith  which he tack led  the 

problem, by Privy  Council decrees. His s o lu t io i^ f  the  problem endured 

u n a lte red  except fo r  c e r ta in  advances in  ju d ic ia l  p ra c tic e  in  th e  cou rts  

u n t i l  th e  Kirk in  i t s  overweaning power t r i e d  to  overthrow i t  between 

I 64I  and 1649.

Contrary to  the commonly accepted view the  K irk as has been 

abundantly demonstrated made no appeals to  Parliam ent regard ing  w itc h c ra ft 

fo r  long a f te r  the a c t was passed in  1563, and Parliam ent in  tu rn  d id  not 

a t  f i r s t  troub le  to  consult the m in istry  on w itc h c ra ft m atte rs . In  f a c t  

fo r  many years the Kirk d id  not seem a t  a l l  c e r ta in  how to  deals w ith 

w itch c ra ft problems; b u t between I 64I  and 1649 a church m il i ta n t  and 

rampant attem pted to  browbeat Parliam ent in to  acceding to  i t s  views.

T ribute has already been p a id  to  the trium phant re s is ta n c e  of Parliam ent 

to  what were r ig h t ly  held  to  be ex o rb itan t demands fo r  changes in  th e  

ap p lica tio n  of the ac ts  ag a in st w itc h c ra ft. But when P arliam ent, 

f lushed  with i t s  successfu l re s is ta n c e  to the K irks demands, tack led  th e  

o ld  problem which i t  had sh irked  83 y ears  e a r l i e r  i t  was only to  see i t s  

te n ta tiv e  p lans brought to  nought by the Cromwellian invasion.

A ll the d i f f i c u l t i e s  asso c ia ted  w ith  the in te rp re ta t io n  and 

enforcement of the a c t could very  w ell have been l e f t ,  as in  truth*. ; they 

were fo r  long p e rio d s , in  the hands of the  P rivy  Jlbuncil and judges.

W h e n /
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Whan Parliam ent was invoked i t  was as a means of fu rth e rin g  the  ends of 

Grown and Kirk. With the  Grown supreme throughout most of the years  

during which the a c t was in  fo roe  i t  was only n a tu ra l P rivy Council and 

judges should have adopted the Crown's d n ^rep re ta tio n  of the a c t. That 

Parliam ent should have been prepared no t only to  acquiesce in  the Crowns 

so lu tio n  of the w itch c ra ft problems b u t a lso  to  support the s ta tu s  quo, 

even to  the ex ten t of defying the Kirk suggests th a t  i t  accepted in  i t s  

e s se n tia ls  the  system of t r i a l  e labo ra ted  by the Crown and i t s  o f f i c ia l s .  

With Parliam ent l i t t l e  more than  a court of reco rd  throughout the g re a te r  

p a r t  of i t s  ex istence  a l l  the more c re d it  i s  th e re fo re  due to  the members 

fo r  th e ir  energetic  ac tion  during the c e lip se  of the  ro y a l power in  the 

C iv il War when they stepped in to  the shoes of the  Grown as a conservative 

fo rce  w illin g  to  carry  on the  old system.

By so doing Parliam ent prevented the i n i t i a t i o n  of any awkward 

changes in  w itc h c ra ft procedure, rendered a l l  the e a s ie r  th e  re tu rn  of the  

o ld  methods of t r i a l  in  l660, and prevented the  K irk from harbouring any 

f a n ta s t ic  ideas as to  w itch c ra ft procedure when G eneral Assemblies again 

met in  1690,
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C H A P T E R  H I  

THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY AND WITCHCRAFT.

While re s p o n s ib il i ty  fo r  the  w itc h c ra ft l e g is la t io n  of 1563 r e s te d  

p rim arily  on the shoulders of a parliam en t desirous of p la c a tin g  a  K irk 

taun ted  almost beyond endurance, the in e v ita b le  r e s u l t  of the  a c t was to  

b rin g  in to  prominence the very crime i t  was designed to  caribat ( l )  W ithin 

a few months the Kirk which had evinced no in te r e s t  in  w itc h c ra f t  in  i t s  

b r ie f  ex istence was faced  w ith the problem of i t s  p o s it io n  r e la t iv e  to  the 

new a c t. Pounding i t s  teaching  very la rg e ly  on the  Old Testament th e  K irk 

could no t be unaware of the S c r ip tu ra l in ju n c tio n  ’’Thou s h a lt  no t s u ffe r  a 

w itch to  l iv e . ” I t s  e ffe c tiv e  a p p lic a tio n  of the new a c t was to  occupy 

the  a tte n tio n s  of successive General Assemblies from 1563 to  1707.

N atu ra lly  th e  degree of in te r e s t  ex h ib ited  and the methods considered  

b e s t adapted to  r i d  Scotland of the s in  of w itc h c ra ft were ever varying. 

They can b e s t  be s tu d ied  from the dual view points of the  General Assembly’ s 

r e la t io n s  w ith such tem poral a u th o r it ie s  as the k ing , p a rlim an e t, p riv y  

council and judges, and i t s  in te rn a l  r e la t io n s  w ith  th e  p re sb y te r ie s  

k irk  Sessions and m in is te rs .

The General Assembly and th e  Temporal A u th o ritie s .

Prom the e a r l i e s t  C h ris tian  tim es th e re  had been a c e r ta in  

confusion as to the  a u th o r it ie s  u ltim a te ly  resp o n sib le  f o r  th e  punishment 

o f /

( l )  N o teste in , H istory  of 'w itchcraft p .5 .
Ewen W itchcraft and Demonianism pp. 3 9-41.



of w itc h c ra ft. Rulers converted to  C h r is tia n ity  freq u en tly  turned the 

fo rces  of the  law against th e ir  su b jec ts  who p e rs is te d  in  worshipping the 

heathen gods of th e ir  ancesto rs , ( l )  The employment fo r  w itch c ra ft in  

treasonab le  attem pts on ru le r s  a lso  provoked v io le n t punishment a t the 

hands of the royal courts (2) At f i r s t  the Roman C atho lic  Church had 

shown no g re a t alarm a t  the iso la te d  cases of w itc h c ra ft cropping up 

throughout western Europe, (3) bu t as th e  passing  y ears  saw the old 

b e l ie f s  in  charms, s p e lls  and necromancy g radually  merge in to  the w itch c ra ft 

of the l a t e r  Middle Ages the s p ir i tu a l  guardians found new occasion fo r  

alarm. As the evidence of a sec t of d ev il w orshippers en te rin g  in to  

compact with Satan began to  accumulate the  a t t i tu d e  of the  Roman C atholic 

Church underwent a change (if) The f i r s t  papal b u l l  dealing  d ire c t ly  

w ith  w itch c ra ft was issued  in  1258, bu t in  i t  in q u is i to r s  were warned to  

in tervene in  cases of w itch c ra ft only i f  th e re  was c le a r  evidence of 

heresy (5) In  the follow ing two hundred y ea rs  the church became 

convinced th a t  i t  had to  deal, w ith  a new h e re t ic a l  s e c t -  the  w itches.

P ap a l/

(1) Murray Witch Cult in  Western Europe pp. 22, 23.

(2) Supra p. 9 te x t;  and note No. 4 , p .  10

(3) Summers ’Geography of W itchcraft. ” 52if.

(if) Lecky ’’H istory of R ationalism ” 51,52 G.L. K ittred g e  -  ’’W itchcraft
in  Old and New England” 2if6,

(5) Summers. ’’Geography of W itchcraft” 32if.
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Papal b u lls  in  increasing  numbers poured fo r th  to  culm inate in  th e  famous 

b u l l  of 1484 (1)

G enerally speaking i t  may be sa id  th a t  where the  in te r e s ts  of the 

s ta te  had no t been th rea ten ed  the mediaeval church had been l e f t  to  d ea l 

w ith  those g u il ty  of w itch cra ft (2)

With few cases of w itch c ra ft and no a c t of parliam ent on the  su b jec t 

pre-Reforraation Scotland had a lso  been content to  leave the execution  of 

ju s t ic e  on those g u ilty  of w itch c ra ft to  church oh s ta te  as the  

in d iv id u a l circum stances might decide (3) The ac t of 1563 was a^ °nce a 

challenge and an incen tive  to  lay  and e c c le s ia s t ic a l  co u rts  a l ik e .  Strange

to  r e la te  the Kirk did no t a t  f i r s t  carry  on the mediaeval t r a d i t io n  of the 

d ire c t  in te r e s t  of the s p i r i tu a l  cou rts  in  the d e tec tio n  and punishment of 

ordinary cases of w itch c ra ft in  which the crown had not in te r e s t .  The 

f i r s t  mention of w itch c ra ft in  the records of the General Assembly was on 

the  31st December 1563 when the superin tenden ts of F ife  and Galloway 

d e la ted  four women fo r w itch c ra ft. The minutes reco rd  th a t  "The Lord/ of 

P r iv ie  Counfell wad re q u e ifte d  to  take order th e r e in .” (4 ) The almost 

c a su a l/

(1) The consensus of opinion i s  th a t  th is  b u ll  gave a g re a t impetus to
w itch c ra ft p ro secu tio n , though Summers takes th e  co n tra ry  view 
th a t  i t  was no more than one of a long s e r ie s  o f papal 
condemnations. 

e .g . Lecky -  H istory  of Rationalism  p . 7 .
Summers -  H istory  of W itchcraft 12,13 g ives a l i s t  o f a u th o r it ie s  

who d isagree w ith  h is  in tre p re ta tio n .

(2) Notestein. H istory of .Witchcraft pp. 5-10.

(3) Supra pp 8 an d l l  fo r  cases of p r ie s t  of Inverkei th in g  and Lady
G-lamis.

(4 ) B .u0k. i .  144.



56.

casual d ism issal of the m atters  bears out what has a lready  been sa id  

concerning the a t t i tu d e  of the Kirk towards w itch c ra ft in  th e  e a r ly  years 

of i t s  ex istence ( l )  The qu ie t acceptance o f the Privy Council as the 

booty- b e s t  ab le  to deal w ith the crime was a precedent which a more 

powerful and aggressive Kirk was doubtless to  re g re t  in  l a t e r  y ears.

On the 23th June 1565 th e re  was p resen ted  to  the Crown the forerunner 

of many " a r tic le s '*  in  which the  G-eneral Assembly included fo r  the f i r s t  

tim e w itch c ra ft, sorcery and necromancy in  the  long l i s t  of “h o rrib le  

Grymes" which i t  requested  "be fever l i e  punifhed; and judges appoint i t  in  

every province or dyocie fo r  the execution th e re o f , w ith  power to  doe the 

fame, and th a t be Act of Parliam ent. " (2) The a r t i c l e  i s  of in te r e s t  no t 

so much fo r  the  f i r s t  o f f ic ia l  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  condemnation of w itc h c ra ft  as 

fo r  the l ig h t  which i t  throws upon the ju d ic ia l  p o s it io n . The F i r s t  Book 

of D isc ip lin e  had been e x p lic i t  th a t  "Blasphemye, a d u l te r ie ,  murthour, 

p e r ju r ie ,  and u th ir  crymes c a p ita l  1 ,w orthie of dea th , aucht not 

p ro p e rlie  to  f a l l  under censure of the  CbSrche; becaus a l l  suche oppin 

tra n sg re sso u ris  of G-oddis law is aucht to  be tack in  away be the c i v i l l  

sw earde." (3) Going on to  lament the weakness brought upon the c iv i l

sword by the s tru g g les  ag a in st papacy, the  F i r s t  Book of D isc ip lin e  l a id  

down/

(1) Supra pp. 1 6 -1 9

(2) B.U.K. 1.60

(3) B.U.K. I I  p . 227.



down th a t the Kirk should however deal w ith a l l  crim es. I t  w il l  he obvious 

th a t  in  p resen ting  th is  a r t i c le  fo r  the queen's a t te n t io n  the Assembly 

not only made no attem pt to  d if f e r e n t ia te  between th e  crimes to  be d e a lt 

w ith  by th e  Church or s ta te  c o u rts , b u t was w illin g  to  abrogate the 

ju d ic ia l  powers i t  had claimed f iv e  years  e a r l i e r .  C learly  the  K irk 's  

views upon the au th o rity  resp o n sib le  fo r  punishment of crim es, includ ing  

w itc h c ra ft, now e x p lic i t ly  condemned fo r  the f i r s t  tim e, were in  a s ta te  of 

flu x .

Ample proof th a t  the in c lu sio n  of w itc h c ra ft in  the  a r t ic le s  im plied 

no sp ec ia l alarm a t ,  or claim  to  deal w ith  the crim e, was fu rn ished  two 

years l a t e r  when fourteen  barons and burgesses d e a lt  w ith  the  method of 

in q u is itio n  and t r i a l  of w itch c ra ft w ithout the a s s is ta n c e  of the four 

m in is te rs  sp ec ia lly  se le c ted  to  a s s i s t  them in  dealing  w ith  m atters  

concerning "the e f t a i t  of pe Kirk" ( l )  The e f fo r ts  of the  in fa n t church 

to  e s ta b lis h  i t s e l f  in  the  face of the c r ip p lin g  greed of the  n o b il i ty  and 

th e  m achinations of Queen Mary and her f r ie n d s  probably account fo r  the 

scant a t te n tio n  devoted to  the punishment of crime. But w ith Mary a 

p riso n er in  England, and Moray, a good f r ie n d  o f Knox and the Kirk ac tin g  

as regen t the q u ie te r  s ta te  of th e  country q u ite  n a tu ra lly  le d  to  the 

f i r s t  attem pts to  c la r i fy  the ju d ic ia l  p o s it io n  between Ghurch and S ta te .

The r e la t iv e  in d iffe ren ce  of the Kirk to  th e  problem may be gauged from the  

f a c t  th a t  the f i r s t  move came from the Regent Moray. In  a l e t t e r  to  the 

G eneral/

( l )  Supra p . 2 5 ,2 6
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General Assembly w ritte n  f iv e  days b efo re  i t  met he po in ted  o u t, ’’and 

fehfyne we have b e in  v e rie  w illin g  to  doe ju f t ic e  on a l l  perfons f u fp e c t i t  

of w itc h c ra ft, as a lfo  upon a d u lte re rs ,  inceftuous p erfons, and abufers 

of the facram ent, wherin we could not have f ic k  expeditioun , as we would 

have w ifc h it, becaufe we had no u th er p ro b a b i l i t ie ,  wherby to  try  and 

convict them, b o t ane g en era ll d e la tio n  of names; the  perfons fu fp ec t no t 

being fo r  the moft p a r t  t r y  i t ,  and convict be ordour of the K irk of 

b e fo ir ;  th is  h in d r i t  many th in g s , quhilk  utherwayes might have b e in  done; 

and t  her fo r  we pray you appoint and p re fc ry v e , how the  Judgement of the 

Kirk may proceid  and be execute a g a in f t a l l  f ic k  t r e fp a f fo r s ,  befo r 

complaint be made to  us th a t  when we come to  the  countrey, we may oaufe 

execute the law, and be r e l e iv i t  of the t r y a l l  of in q u if i t io n  h e iran en t. ” ( l )  

This poin ted  req u est th a t  the Kirk should s e t  i t s  house in  order was 

re in fo rced  by a r t ic le s ,  proponed in  the re g e n t’s name, in q u irin g  what 

ac tions ”be inqu ired  of be the m in iftry ; and th a t the d e la tio n s  be fo  

anply ta in e  as ane d i t ta y  may be f u f f ic ie n t ly  formed, th a t  the c iv i l  

fword may fo llo w .” (2) The K irk 's  rep ly  was to  r e fe r  the  question  to  the
i

Convention Parliam ent then s i t t i n g  a t  P erth . The q u ie t acceptance of the 

Convention as the body q u a lif ie d  to  dea l w ith the question  re in fo rc e s  a l l  

th a t  has been s a id  of the r e la t iv e  in d iffe re n c e  of the  K irk to  i t s  

ju d ic ia l  claims in  genera l, and to  w itc h c ra ft in  p a r t ic u la r .

N ot/

(1) B.U.K. I .  153

(2) B.U.K. I  155.
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Not t i l l  March 1571 d id  the General Assembly show any in te r e s t  in  the 

problem. At i t s  f i r s t  session  the  Assembly ordered sev era l m in is te rs , 

including  John Knox, to  oonvene a t  7 a.m. each morning and draw up heads 

p e rta in in g  to  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  ju r is d ic t io n  ( l )  The f r u i t s  of th e ir  

labours were the usual vague a r t ic le s  to  the reg en t claim ing the r ig h t  to  

judge ’’tru e  and f a l f e  re lig io u n , or d o c tr in e , h e re f ie s , and f ic k ly k .” (2) 

coupled w ith the demand th a t  crimes provoking God*s wrath be punished (3) 

No attem pt was made to  elim inate  the weaknesses in  the ju d ic ia l  machine 

so c lea rly  s ta te d  by Regent Moray; no n o tice  was taken  of h is  po in ted  

refe ren ce  to  w itch c ra ft.

To the  General Assembly which met on the  6th August 1572 John Knox, 

then near h is  end w rote, " I  could not nor cannot ceafe to  admonifh you 

of th in g s , which I  know to  be moft p re ju d io ia l l  to  the  Kirk of G h rift 

Je fu s  w ith in  th is  realme. ” (4 ) He a lso  subm itted fo r  the  sp ec ia l 

considera tion  a r t ic le s  of which the  8 th  was ’’Anent th e  J u r i fd ic t io n  of the 

K irk. That the fame be determined in  th is  Afferribly, becaufe th is  

a r t ic le  hath  been long poftponed. ” (5 ) The Assembly must have 

appreciated  the  ju s t ic e  of the complaint fo r  the  a r t i c le s  p resen ted  to  the 

re g e n t/

(1) B.U.K. 1.185.

(2) B.U.K. I .  187

(3) B.U.K. I  188.

(4) B.U.K. 1.247.

(5) B.u.K, I .  249.



reg en t, n o b il i ty  and Privy Council were much more d e ta ile d  than b e fo re , and, 

what was more im portant, suggestions were made as to  the b e s t means of 

re c tify in g  the  s in s  of both m in is te rs  and laymen. Among o ther sh o rt­

comings the n o b il i ty  were urged " th a t th a i  may amend th a i r  g re a t 

negligence in  tymes p a f t  in  p u neiffing  of vyces, throchout th is  h a i l l  

re&lrne, f ic ly k  as in o e f t,  a d u lte r ie ,  bloodfcheding, and fo re e r ie , ( l )  So 

th ree  years a f te r  the Regent Moray had complained of h is  in a b i l i ty  to  

proceed ag a in st w itches because of the lack  of evidence supplied  by the 

m in is te rs , the  General Assembly had a t  l a s t  deigned to  mention so rcery  in  

i t s  l i s t  of the more serious crimes. The follow ing y ears  were to  prove 

th a t  the in c lu sio n  of sorcery was due to  something more than chance.

Meeting in  August 1573 the General Assembly la id  down th a t  those who 

consulted with witches should make p u b lic  repentance upon pain  of 

excommunication (2) The decision  was doubly im portant because on th i s ,  

the f i r s t  occasion upon which the Genral Assembly took le g is la t iv e  ac tio n  

ag a in st w itc h c ra ft, i t  came to  a d ec is io n  con trary  to , and more l ib e r a l  

than the a c t of Parliam ent on the su b jec t.

Meeting in  August 1574 theGeneral Assembly p resen ted  to  the  reg en t an 

a r t i c l e ,  "That h is  Grace w ill  give commiffion to  c e r ta in e  gentlemen in  every 

countrey, th a t in c e f t ,  a d u lte r ie , w itch c ra ft and f ic k  odious crymes, 

guherw ith/

(1) B.U.K. I .  253,

( 2) supra p. 26 where quoted in  f u l l
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quherwith th e  countrey is  r e p le n i fh i t ,  may be p u n i f h i t ." ( l )  The Kirk was 

more than u su a lly  alarmed a t  the s ta te  of the country a t  th a t  time along 

w ith  the a r t ic le s  i t  addressed a su p p lica tio n , by the hand of s ix  m in is te rs , 

expressing the hope th a t  they would receive  ” a reafonable and godly anfwer 

th e re to . " (2)

Meeting in  August 1575 the  General Assembly considered various 

problems, among them, "Queftio. Whither i f  the K irk be the law of God hath  

power to  cognofce and decern upon h e re f ie s , w itc h c ra ft , blafphem ation of 

th e  name of God and v io la tio n  of the Sabbath day, e fp e c ia lly  upon the

q u id i t ie  th e reo f; o r w hither i f  the  Criminal Judge f h a l l  give fentence of

death  fo r  fuch crim es, befo re  the S p ir i tu a l  Judge decerne upon the 

q u id d itie  th e reo f.

"A. The Kirk has power to  d ifcerne  and cognofce vpon h e re f ie s ,

blafphem ation of Gods name, w itc h c ra ft, and v io la tio n  of the Sabboth day,

not prejudge and the punifhment of the c i v i l l  m ag iftra te . " (3 )

The very  f a c t  th a t  the pronouncement was considered necessary bears  

out a l l  th a t  has been sa id  on the in d e fin ite n e ss  th a t  had ch arac te rised  

the  K irk 's  a t t i tu d e  to  the problem of the r e la t iv e  spheres of e c c le s ia s t ic a l  

and c iv i l  ju r is d ic t io n . At l a s t  the ever varying l i s t s  of s in s  and vague 

references, to  ’'o th er h o rrib le  crim es” had given p lace  to  four sp e c ified  

c rim es/

(1) B.U.K. I .  305; in f r a  pp. 2 8 2 ,3 9 1

(2) B.U.K. I .  307.

(3) B.U.K. 1.3i f 3 r ^
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crim es. The ranking of w itch c ra ft a longside the o ther th re e  serious s in s  

was the culm ination of the  growing in te r e s t  evinced by  the General Assembly 

in  each of i t s  four summer meetings from 1572 to  1575* Whether Regent 

Moray*s ghost approved of the Kirk*s claim  to  d ifcerne  and cognofce*’ is  

another question . This d ec la ra tio n  of 15759 coupled w ith  the  fu r th e r  

d e lin e a tio n  of the  spheres of e c c le s ia s t ic a l  and c iv i l  ju r is d ic t io n  in  the 

Second Book of D isc ip lin e  ( l )  was s u f f ic ie n t ly  e f fe c tiv e  in  c lea rin g  away 

the confusions of the previous years th a t  i t  was bu t r a re ly  in  the

ensuing 60 y ears  th a t the Kirk found i t  necessary to  b rin g  the s in  of

w itc h c ra ft to  the n o tice  of th e  temporal a u th o r it ie s .  In  each case 

some sp ec ia l circum stances fo rced  the  General Assembly to  take such ac tio n . 

The f i r s t  of those occasions arose in  1579 when the young king, James VI,

was assuming the re ig n s  of o ff ic e . Addressing a long e p is t le  to  the

monarch th e  General Assembly drew h is  a t te n tio n  to  "th ings p e rta in in g  

to  the  advancement of God's g lo ry , and weale of h is  K irk , wherewith i s  

joyned the  p re fe rv a tio n  of your e f ta te ,  and whole body of th is  common 

w ealth"(2) Of the obstac les  to  the achievement of th is  end the f in a l

were " fo rc e r ie s , and many fuch l ik e  en o rm ities ."  (3)

The General Assembly which met in  October 1583 f e l t  i t s e l f  corrpelled 

to  address to  the King a s e r ie s  of strong ly  worded a r t i c le s ,  the  n in th  

b e in g /

(1) Infra p . 7 4 ,7 5

(2) B.U.K. I I  4 a

(3) B.U.K. I I  447.



being , "That th e re  i s  no punifchment fo r  in c e f ts ,  a d u lte r ie s , w itc h c ra f ts , 

m urthers, abominable oathes, and v th er h o rrib le  o a th e s ." ( l )  The K ing 's 

re p ly  had a fa m ilia r  r in g . "The d e fau lt o f punifhment of vyces m entionat 

in  the  nynt h e id , and of the a c t of p rov ifioun  of the poore, and punifhing 

of vagabounds, man not be j u f t l i e  impute to  h is  Hienes, quho hes ever b e in  

w illin g  and ready to  g ran t commiffioun to  fuch as the M in ifte rs  thoght 

m e ite f t to  execute the  fame, quher in h a b i l i t ie  was in  the Judges o rd in a r ." (2 

There was probably some tru th e r  in  the Kings' r e to r t ,  fo r  o thers  of the 

a r t ic le s  confirm th a t  the ad m in istra tio n  of ju s t ic e  was not running smoothly. 

The old problem of the spheres of e c c le s ia s t ic a l  and c iv i l  ju r is d ic t io n  was 

again to  the  fo re  w ith charges of in te rfe ren ce  by thejbeneral Assembly and 

r e fu ta tio n s  by King James. So in te rlo ck ed  were the church and lay  courts 

th a t  the e f f ic ie n t  ad m in istra tio n  of ju s t ic e  was im possible in  the atmosphere 

o f in tr ig u e  and susp icion  follow ing upon the esoape of James from the 

Ruthven R aiders, and h is  con tac ts  w ith  fo re ig n  C atho lic  powers. Prom 1533 

to  1598 only the  b r ie f e s t  re fe ren ces  to  w itc h c ra ft and s u p e rs t it io n  a re  found 

in  th e  records of the  General Assembly (3) This i s  the  more rem arkable

when/ . , v
>  4"\

(1) B.U.K. I I  632.

(2) B.U.K. I I  & 4.

(3) (a) In  1587 the  b re th ren  of S t. Andrews were ordered to  subscribe
the  process ag a in st a w itch and one m in is te r was to  t ra v e l to
ob ta in  a d i t ta y  ag a in st her. B.U.K. I I  p . 725.

(b) In  November 1592 a convention of m in is te rs  a t  Edinburgh decided 
upon a General f a s t  because the country was "overflowing w ith  a l l  
kind of im p ie tie ." including  w itc h c ra ft. Calderwood V 179-180.

(c) In  May 1594 the General Assembly found a new cause fo r  alarm 
"anent the h o rrib le  fu p e r f t i t io n  vfed in  Garioch and d iv e rfe  p a r ts  
of the countrey, in  not labouring ane p a rc e ll  of ground ded icate  to  
the Devi 11, vnder the name of Goodman's C ro ft."  Parliam ent was asked 
to  pass an a c t ordering a l l  such lands to  be t i l l e d  upon p en a lty  of 
th e ir  f o r f e i tu r e  -  B.U. K. I l l  83k-.



when i t  i s  remembered th a t  the famous attem pts of the North Berwick witches 

to  remove James VI f e l l  w ith in  th a t  period . C learly  the k in g 's  handling of 

th a t  alarming episode must have given s a t is f a c t io n  to  the Kirk.

When the General Assembly again considered w itch c ra ft in  March 1598 

i t  was as the  r e s u l t  of the  excessive z ea l of c e r ta in  persons, including  the 

Rev. John Cowper of Glasgow, who had been carry ing  about confessed witches 

so th a t  one servant of the d ev il might denounce o thers  of the same f r a te r n i ty  

Unlike the P resbytery  of S t. Andrews, which was shocked in to  su p p lica tin g  

th a t  the king should stop the d isg race fu l p ra c t ic e ,  the General Assembly, 

w ith more n a tiv e  cau tion , decided "to  advyce w ith h is  M ajesftie" whether 

th e  carry ing  of p ro fessed  w itches from town to  town was a law ful means of 

t r i a l ,  ( l )  The immediate re ference  of the problem to  the  k ing, w ithout 

any expression  of opinion by the General Assembly i s  e a s ily  understood when 

considered In conjunction w ith Oalderwood's words in  1596, "Here end a l l  

th e  s in ce re  Assemble i s .  G enerali of the  Kirk of Scotland, in joy ing  the 

l i b e r t i e  of the Gospell under the f re e  government of C hrist"  ( 2) Without 

a doubt the  'in s in c e re ' Assembly of 1598 was chary o f running counter to  the 

wishes of King Janes VI who, fo r  almost a y ea r, had been s tr iv in g  a t  once 

to  l im it  the number of cases, and to  devise an e f fe c tiv e  method of procedure 

in  t r i a l s  fo r w itc h c ra ft.

The/

(1) Supra pfc.31 fo r  d e ta ile d  quotations and a u th o r it ie s .  At the
same session  of the General Assembly i t  was rep o rted  th a t c i v i l  
m ag is tra te s  not only re fu sed  to  puhish persons accused of w itc h c ra ft ,  
b u t s e t  them a t  l ib e r ty .  The Assembly decided to  proceed w ith  a l l  
se v e rity  ag a in st m ag is tra te s  g u ilty  of such d e r i l ic t io n  of duty. In  
view o f  the k in g 's  p e r s is te n t  endeavours to  check w itch c ra ft 
p ersecu tio n s  the cautious a t t i tu d e  of the m ag istra tes  i r  re a d ily  
understood.

(2) Calderwood Kirk of Scotland V p .420.
______N ote:- M agistra tes were a lso  cau tio u sly  re fu s in g  to  convict. OH I I  p . 39.



The b e s t c r i te r io n  of the k in g 's  successfu l handling no t only of the 

immediate d if f ic u l ty  of persons carry ing  about p rofessed  w itches, bu t of 

"a s o lid  order anent t r y a l l  of w itches" ( l )  was th a t  between 1598 and 1640 

th e  General Assembly made only one b r ie f  re fe ren ce  to w itch c ra ft (2) and 

th e  Parliam ent none.

The g re a te s t  a ttack  on w itch c ra ft in  the h is to ry  of the General 

Assembly opened w ithout any p re lim inary  f lo u r is h  of trumpets in  1640. The

Assembly ordered a l l  m in is te rs  "c a re fu lly  to  take n o tice  of Charmers, Witche 

and a l l  fuch abufers of the people and to  urge the Acts of Parliam ent, to  

be execute ag a in ft them: And th a t  the Commiffioners from the Affembly to

the parliam ent f h a l l  recommend to  the fa id  fupreme ju d ica to ry , the care of 

the execution of the Lawes a g a in ft fuch perfons in  the moft behoovefull 

way. " (3 ) There was an ominous r in g  in  the f in a l  phrase of th is  ac t of 

th e  re juvenated  General Assembly, as i t  demanded th a t laws which had 

functioned  s a t i s f a c to r i ly  fo r  over 40 years should now be adm inistered in  

the "most b eh rovefu ll way."

While Parliam ent d id  no more than record  the overtu re  in  the appendix 

to  i t s  le g is la t io n  (4 ) the General Assembly, fo r  the  f i r s t  time in  i t s  

h is to r y /

(1) Supra p . 31.

(2) B .U .K ,  I I I  993 i n  in s tru c tio n s  issued  in  l602 th a t  m in is te rs  when
v is i t in g  th e  k irk s  s h a ll  ask " i f  th e r  by any w itches excommunicate—

(3) A.G.A. 1640 p. 19

(4 ) A.xbS. V. 645 of date August I 64I ; fo r  more d e ta i ls  supra p . 32.



66,

h is to ry  made a r e a l  e f fo r t  to  tack le  the  problem of the p a r t  to  be played 

by th e  church cou rts  in  the  exterm ination  of w itches. Thus an appeal 

to  P re sb y te rie s  to  d i la te  suspects to  the “Judge C rd in a ir ." ( l )  was follow ed 

by overtu res g iv ing  in  d e ta i l  the  K irk ’s views on the  causes increase  and

b e s t methods of dealing  w ith w itc h c ra ft. Most of the overtu res took

the  form o f in s tru c tio n s  ca lcu la ted  to  render more e f f ic ie n t  than ever 

b efo re  the in te rn a l  o rg an isa tio n  and co -o rd in a tio n  of the  Kirk courts  

a g a in s t w itch c ra ft (2) In  i t s  e a r l i e r  days the  Kirk had lagged behind 

th e  c iv i l  powers in  the f ig h t  ag a in s t w itch c ra ft -  tw ice so f a r  behind 

th a t  i t  had earned a rep roo f (3) Now the p o s itio n s  were reversed  -  the 

K irk having made the g re a te s t p rep ara tio n s  in  i t s  h is to ry  was a f ra id  i t s  

e f fo r ts  might be ru in ed  " fo r many Paroches want the concurrence of c i v i l l  

M ag iftra tes (4 ) To p reven t such an unhappy an ti-c lim ax  the General 

Assembly decided to ask fo r  a standing commission. The rep ly  of the 

Three E s ta te s  was a m asterpiece of parliam entary  procedure. While 

welcoming the  e f f o r t s  of the General Assembly to  b ring  w itches to  ju s t ic e ,  

they decided upon a jo in t  committee of law yers, physic ians and m in is te rs  

to  consider the  whole question, and in  the  in te rim  ordered the Privy Council 

to  is su e  commissions "according to  th e r formar cuftome and J u f t i c e . " (5) 

T r ib u te /

(1) A.G.A. 1642 p . 21 ; suprap;.32.

(2) A.G.A. 1643 PPo27, 28.

(3) 1569 and 1397 supra pp. 29,39, 58.

(4) A.G.A. 1643 p . 27.

(5) Supra pp. 33
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T ribu te  has already been p a id  to  Parliament* s re fu s a l  to  be stampeded in to  

changing the  le g a l procedure which had demonstrated i t s  worth fo r  over 40 

years* ( l )  Witohhunting had to  give way to  o ther and more v i t a l  m atters  

as the c iv i l  war reached i t s  climax. (2) Proof th a t  the same outlook 

pervaded a l l  sec tio n s  of the Kirk i s  fu rn ished  by the f a i lu r e  of the 

P re sb y te rie s  to  re tu rn  to  the next Assembly (3) th e ir  observations on the 

w itc h c ra ft overtu res of 1643. N atu ra lly  w ith  such a s p i r i t  abroad 

1643 wa-s a p e rio d  of quiescence in  the Kirk*s a tta c k  (4 ) The General 

Assembly made no attem pt e i th e r  to  renew the s tru g g le  fo r  the  demands 

Parliam ent had re je c te d , or -  what was perhaps more s ig n if ic a n t -  took no 

s tep s  to  appoint members to  the  proposed jo in t  committee. While the 

Assembly which met in  June 1646 a lso  made no move to  rev ive  the  w itch c ra ft 

a t ta c k , the Commission appointed to  continue i t s  work p resen ted  to  

Parliam ent an overtu re  ’’th a t  the  Act of the 9 parliam ent Queen Marie 

made ag a in s t w itches and co n su lte rs  be enlarged and extended to  charmers, 

or th a t  such o ther course be taken as th a t  offence may be re s tra in e d  and
t»

punished (3) This demand marked the f a in  reawakening of the Kirk*s 

in te r e s t  in  s u p e rs tit io n . Not t i l l  August 1647, however, did the General 

Assembly/

(1) Supra p p .3 3 ,34

(2) Supra pp. 45 note; in f r a  p p .3 3 1 t 335

(3) May 1644.

(4 ) In f ra  pp.340-2f©r d is tu rb in g  e f fe c ts  o f the plague on K irk
affairs in 1643-1647.

(3) M itchell -  Commissions of the General Assemblies 1646-47 p . 123.
S co ttish  H istory Society 1892.



Assembly pass an ao t f a r  the jo in t  conference on w itc h c ra f t, proposed by 

Parliam ent th ree  years  befo re  ( l )  There could have been no g re a t 

enthusiasm  fo r  the  conference as the  m atter was c a rr ie d  no fu r th e r ,  e i th e r  

a t  th a t  time or in  th e  folloYdng year. I t  was not t i l l  August 1649 th a t  

th e  General Assembly a t  len g th  passed a commission nominating law yers, 

physic ians and m in is te rs  to  the jo in t  conference (2) By such 

p ro c ra s tin a tio n  the General Assembly lo s t  i t s  chance of in fluencing  

Parliam ent through any decisions the jo in t  conference might have taken , fo r  

seven months e a r l ie r  parliam ent had taken the  i n i t i a t i v e ,  passed an a c t 

a g a in s t c o n su lte rs , and r a t i f i e d  a l l  former a c ts  ag a in s t w itches, so rce re rs  

and necromancers (3) Superior parliam entary  ta c t ic s  had thus ensured 

the continuance of the  s ta tu s  quo. For the P resb y te rie s  of S t. Andrews 

and Oupar to  meet in  June 1649 and reso lv e  th a t  i t s  Commissioners to  the 

General Assembly should p re ss  fo r  "the m eitting  of th a t  Committy of 

law ers, p h y f it ia n s , and divynes, fo r  the  T ryall o f W itches." (4 ) was 

b a rr in g  the door a f te r  the  horse was s to le n . The f a c t  was th a t  being in  

more immediate con tact w ith  the g re a t w itc h c ra ft ho locausts of 1646-49 

the  P re sb y te rie s  were d a ily  growing more im patien t a t  the d ila to ry  

methods o f  the  General Assembly. The P resbytery  of Dunfermline went 

even fu r th e r  than th a t  of S t. Andrews and Oupar, and ignoring the  Assembly 

add ressed /

(1 ) A.G.A. 1647; index of u nprin ted  a c ts  sess io n  26.

(2) Supra p .34

(3) Supra p ,3 4 ,35

(4) Kinloch. P resb y te rie s  of S t. Andrews and Oupar p . 145.



addressed i t s  appeal fo r a standing commission d ire c t  to  Parliam ent ( in  

Ju ly  1649) ( l )  Throughout the Kirk as a whole th e re  was the same 

r e a l i s a t io n  th a t  in  1649-50 P arliam ent, not the General Assembly, was the 

power behind w itc h c ra ft p rosecu tions. (2)

A fte r Ju ly  1649 i t  was l e f t  to  a  Commission of the General Assembly 

to  uphold the  views of the Kirk as b e s t  i t  could. I t s  l a s t  despairing  

e f f o r t  befo re  the Cromwellian interregnum  was to  meet Parliam ents d ec is ion  

enpowering the  w itch c ra ft committee “to  th ink  upoun a co n ftan t way of 

procedine in  the p ro ceffin g  of w itches."  (3 ) w ith i t s  fa v o u rite  device of 

a  g e n e ra ll Comission (4 )

The co llapse  of the Kirk * s w itch c ra ft campaign which had opened in

such favourable tim es was due to  a v a r ie ty  of causes. Chief among these

was the f a c t  th a t  the  General Assembly su ffe red  from a weakness common 

to  such r e p re n t i t iv e  b o d ies. I t s  in te r e s t  in  any su b jec t once aroused i t  

would concentrate  on i t  -  b u t not fo r  long. That was the  p o s itio n  from 

1640 to  1643. But th e  re lig o u s  n eg o tia tio n s  a r is in g  out of the Solemn 

League and Covenant and the  ?? annus m ira b ilis "  of Montrose gave the  Assembly 

m a tte rs /

(1) A. P. S. VI I I  735. 12th Ju ly  1649.

( 2) A.P. S. VI I I  pp.420, 453, 463, 479, 484, 490, 497, 498, 506, 510,
516, 518, 538, 732, 735 for instances of Parliament granting 
witchcraft commissions.

(3) A .P.S. VI I I  566.

( 4 ) Commissions of the General Assemblies, I I  4 1 4 . Supra p. 41



m atters  of g re a te r  moment to  d iscu ss  ( l )  These m atters  were hard ly  

disposed of when the q u arre ls  of R esolu tioners and P ro te s to rs  took th e ir  

p lao e . The weakness of the Kirk was n a tu ra lly  the s tren g th  of Parliam ent 

hence the successfu l re s is ta n c e  of the  l a t t e r  body to  the General Assembly, 

No doubt th e  K irk, w ith  Time apparen tly  upon i t s  s id e , hoped to  continue 

th e  s tru g g le , fo r churches be they C atholic or P ro te s ta n t are n o to riously  

tenacious in  the p u rsu it  of th e ir  aims. But -the K irk had not reckoned w ith 

O liver Cromwell. Contemptuous words in  1650 (2) were follow ed by the 

p ro h ib itio n  of Assemblies in  1653 (3) The "Babylonish C aptiv ity" had 

begun.

The R esto ra tion  saw the re su rre c tio n  of the  S co ttish  Parliam ent and 

th e  re-enforcem ent of the laws ag a in st w itch c ra ft; i t  saw no r e s to ra t io n  

of th e  P resb y terian  Kirk. Though the General Assembly did  not meet fo r  

another th i r ty  years  the concentrated fu ry  of the burnings of 1661-62 and 

th e  con tinual executions in  the succeeding years were there  to  prove th a t  

th e  country could g e t r id  of i t s  w itches w ithout any a ss is ta n c e  from the 

h ig h est P resby terian  co u rt. Those th i r ty  years froml66© to  36 90 thereby 

dem onstrated the e fficacy  of the w itc h c ra ft le g is la t io n  adm inistered by 

tem poral a u th o r it ie s  re ly in g  on lo c a l courts  fo r  d e la tio n s .

A new generation  of m in is te rs , who knew not the w itch  hunting fu ry  

of o ld , had come in to  power when the meetings of the General Assembly 

w ere/

(1) I n f ta  p p .3 3 3 ,3 3 4

(2) C arly le . Cromwell's L e tte rs  and Speeches I I  pp. 77-80.

(3) Lang, H isto ry  of Scotland I I I  p . 263.
B a i l l ie .  L e tte rs  and Jo u rn als  I I I  p . 225#



were resumed in  October 1690. F as ts  were he ld , a c ts  ag a in s t p ro faners  

were passed  w ith never a mention of w itc h c ra ft. When the General 

Assembly again  d e a lt w ith  the t r i lo g y ,  w itc h c ra ft, sorcery  and charming in  

January 1698 i t  was in  a most h e s ita n t  s p i r i t .  The Commission of the 

Assembly was to  give advice to  P resb y te rie s  and M inisters when the l a t t e r  

made a p p lic a tio n  to  i t  ( l )  Truly the g lo ry  had departed  out of I s r a e l ,

The same tim id ity  of approach to  the problem was in  evidence in  1699 

when the  Committee of Overtures gave in  to  the General Assembly a 

MR eprefen ta tion  anent d iv erfe  Lamentable accounts of e f fe c ts  of W itch-craft 

charged upon fe v e ra l perfons, and the f a id  Committee gave i t  as th e ir  

Opinion, th a t i t  i s  f i t ,  th a t  former Acts of General Affemblies concerning 

W itch -craft were rev ived , and Recommended to  the care of a l l  P re sb y tr ie s , 

p a r t ic u la r ly  Act Affembly 1640. Ju ly  29 Seff. 2 Affembly 1643 August 

19, Seff u l t  and Affembly 1649. Auguft 6 Seff u l t . ” (2) Considered by 

i t s e l f  th i s  overtu re  suggests th a t a f te r  f i f t y  years the Kirk was resuming 

the  b a t t l e  aga inst w itch c ra ft w ith the weapons i t  had forged  f a r  i t s  use 

between 1640 and 1649. In  r e a l i ty  the overtu re  was very la rg e ly  ”sound 

and fu ry  s ig n ify in g  nothing. M fo r  a second overtu re  s ta te d  “th a t  i t  were 

worthy of the  Affemblies co n fid era tio n  to  th in k  upon, and p re fc r ib e  fome 

uniform method, f o r  c^nfuring E c c le f ia f t ic a l ly  fuch as f h a l l  be convict 

of W itch -craft or Charming and th e ir  C onfu lters who efcape the c iv i l  

punifhment. H (3) The Commission might recommend the re v iv a l of the old  

a c t s /

(1) A.G.A. 1698 Index Session 15

(2) A.G.A. 1699. Overture ag a in st W itchcraft (no page no.)
Far A. St. A. l6!f0 supra pp. 3 2 ,  65

1643 supra pp. 3 2 ,3 3 ,6 0 ,6 7  
1649 supra p. 34

(3) A.G.A. 1699 Overture ag a in s t W itchcraft.
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a c ts ,  the General Assembly might recommend the proposed re v iv a l to  the 

co nsidera tion  of the ±i*esbyteries bu t both  bodies must have had few 

i l lu s io n s  about the f a c t  th a t  the p re v a ilin g  fe e lin g  of the country m s not 

favourable disposed to  the p ro p o sa ls , otherw ise there  was no p o in t in  

considering a method of "cenfuring E c c le f ia f t ic a l ly “ those who were not 

d e a lt  w ith by the temporal a u th o r it ie s  ( l )  Were c e r ta in  wily m in is te rs  

remembering th a t th ere  had been no r e p lie s  to  the overtu res sen t to  the 

P re sb y te rie s  in  1698 and hoping, c o rre c tly  as i t  turned ou t, th a t there  

would be none to  those on w itc h c ra ft.

1700 gave another dem onstration of the h e s ita n t a t t i tu d e  of the 

G-eneral Assembly which apxjointed a committee of m in is te rs  to  a tten d  the 

Lords of Council and Jud ica to ry  "when ca lled  thereunto  by th e ir  L o rd fh ip s .M (2 

In  17u7 the G-eneral Assembly, by giving i t s  approval to  "The Form of 

P rocefs in  the Ju d ic a to r ie s  of the  Church cf Scotland, with r e la t io n  to  

Scandals and Cenfures. " (3 ) v o lu n ta rily  adm itted the im p o ss ib ility  of the 

K irk 's  m aintaining i t s  old views on w itch c ra ft. The crime now became 

one f i t  fo r  censure by the e c c le s ia s t ic a l  co u rts , follow ed by pub lic  

repentance befo re  the congregation. The abandonment of the demands

p ressed  fo r  so ea rn estly  between lG+0 and 1649? only s ix  years a f te r  th e ir

te n ta t iv e  re v iv a l in  1699 goes f a r  to  explain  the cautious approach to  the 

w itc h c ra f t /

(1) Supra p.49 where l e t t e r  from Secretary  of S ta te  warned S ir John
Maxwell of Pollok to  be ca re fu l how he proceeded ag a in st the  
Bargarran  w itches.

(2) A.G-.A. 1700; index of unprin ted  a c ts ,  session  20.

(3) A.&.A. 1707 p. 17.



w itchcraft problem after  the rev iva l of the Presbyterian Kirk in  1690.

(2) The G-eneral Assembly and the  E c c le s ia s tic a l Courts.

Prom i t s  foundation  d isc ip lin e  was one of the p i l l a r s  upholding the 

Kirk o f Scotland, Did not the  fa th e rs  of the Kirk make the com pilation 

of the F i r s t  Book of D isc ip line  one of th e i r  f i r s t  task s; d id  not th e ir  

successors re in fo rce  and s treng then  the bonds in  the Second Book of 

D isc ip lin e , With su rp ris in g  ra p id ity  th ere  was b u i l t  up a system of 

d isc ip lin a ry  cou rts  ranging downwards from G-eneral Assembly through Bynod 

and B resbyteiy to  K irk Session, Ever searching round fo r  g r i s t  to  the 

m ills  of e c c le s ia s t ic a l  ju s t ic e  were m in is te rs , e lders  and humble members 

of the  Kirk. No more p e rfe c t system could ever have been devised to  p ick  

up the s l ig h te s t  whisper of w itc h c ra ft, sorcery and necromancy.

I t  was a t  once the ta sk  and the  duty of the General Asseiiibly to  give 

guidance to  the in fe r io r  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  cou rts  whenever i t  became necessary. 

In  th e  case of w itch c ra ft th a t  s itu a t io n  could not a r is e  u n t i l  the  General 

Assembly i t s e l f  began to  take a s u f f ic ie n t ly  a c tiv e  in te r e s t  in  the 

crime to  r e a l is e  th a t ac tio n  on i t s  p a r t  was c a lle d  fo r . I t  was l e f t  to  

th e  Regent Moray to  draw the a tte n tio n  of the General Assembly to  the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  he was experiencing in  b ring ing  w itches to  ju s t ic e  through 

the f a i lu r e  of the lo c a l co u rts  of the Kirk to carry  out the p relim inary  

exam ination of persons d e la te d  fo r  w itch c ra ft, ( l )

W hile/

(1) Supra p. 58



While th ere  was no immediate re a c tio n  to  Moray's l e t t e r ,  there  was a 

gradual quickening of in te r e s t  in  the ju d ic ia l  p o s itio n  of the  Kirk in  the 

follow ing years ( l )  The in c lu sio n  of so rc e re rs , w itches, con ju rers and 

charmers in  the Order of Excommunication and Public Repentance in  1571 (2) 

was a fu r th e r  c le a r  admission of the K irk 's  increasing  in te r e s t  in  the 

punishment of w itc h c ra ft. This in te r e s t  was susta ined  in  a r t ic le s  p resen ted  

to  th e  Regent in  1572 (5) and 1574 (4) sucl culminated in  the d ec la ra tio n  

of 1575 th a t  the Kirk had power to  decerne and cognosce on w itch c ra ft (5)

Such a d ec la ra tio n  demanded fo r  i t s  success th a t  e f f ic ie n t  functioning  of 

the lo ca l Kirk co u rts  which Moray had found lacking in  1569 (6)

Without mentioning w itc h c ra ft , the Second Book of D isc ip lin e  gave a 

much c le a re r  exposition  th a t  ever befo re  of the powers and d u ties  of the 

m in is te rs , e ld e rs  and C h ris tian  m ag istra tes  upon whom the successfu l 

ad m in istra tio n  of lo c a l ju s t ic e  depended, "The M in ifte rie s  exerce not 

the  c iv i l l iu r i f d ic t io u n ,  bo t teach e is  th e  m ag iftra t whow i t  fhu ld  be 

e x e r c f i t /

(1) Supra pp .58-60

(2) Supra p , 20

(3) Supra p . 60

(4 ) Supra p . 60

(5) Supra p, 60, 61.

(6) I t  was tru e  th a t  in  1573 the  General Assembly, fo r  the f i r s t  time
since  i t s  in cep tio n , had ordained th a t  b ishops, superin tenden ts, and 
commissioners should punish co n su lte rs  w ith  p u b lic  repentance in  
sackclo th  b u t in  the eyes of the c iv i l  a u th o r it ie s  such in s tru c tio n s  
to  the e c c le s ia s t ic a l  o f f ic ia l s  must have been considered no t as a 
step  in  Hie r ig h t ,  but in  the wrong d ire c tio n , fo r  the law of the land 
a c tu a lly  demanded death as the punishment fo r  consu lting .
Supra pp. ax
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© x erc ifit according to  th e  Word©. M ( l )  C h ris tian  m ag istra tes  were "to

a f f i f t  and. f o r t i f i e  the god lie  proceding of the Kirk in  a l l  b e h a l f i s ----

to  a f f i f t  and mantene the d ifc ip l in e  of the K irk, and pun i f  he thame 

c iv i l i e  th a t  w ill  not obey the cenfare of the  fame." (2) Of e ld e rs  i t  

was la id  down "Thair o ff ic e  i s ,  a lfw e ill  fe u e ra lie  as co n iu n c tlie , to  

watche d i l ig e n t l ie  vpon the f lo k  committet onto th a i r  charge, b a i th  

p u b l ic t l ie  and p r iv a t l i e ,  t h a t  no corruptioun of re lig io u n  or maneris en ter 

t h a i r i n . " (3) In  b rin g in g  the in te rn a l  o rg an isa tio n  of the Kirk to  such 

a high s ta te  of e ff ic ie n c y , th e  General Assembly had a t  the same time 

c rea ted  the  machinery necessary fo r enforcing i t s  p o licy  against w itc h c ra ft, 

as la id  down by i t  in  1575. General Assembly which met in  1586

c a rr ie d  i t s  work a stage fu rth e r  than any of i t s  predecessors when i t  

p resen ted  to  King Jamew VI and had accepted by him, a r t ic le s  declaring  th a t 

P ro v in c ia l Assemblies and p resb y te ries  were to be resp o n sib le  fo r  

censuring "w itch c ra ft, co n fu lte rs  w ith w itches."  (4) p h *"

Prom the lack  of references to  w itch c ra ft in  the records of the General 

Assembly the  Kirks p roposals fo r  dealing w ith w itc h c ra ft must have stood the 

t e s t  of the serious outbreak of 1590-91, "but when King James began to  pu t 

a check on w itch c ra ft p rosecu tions in  1597 the Kirk soon found cause fo r  

alarm  in  the  not u nnatu ra l caution shown by th e  m ag is tra te s . "A lbeit 

fu n d r ie /

(1) B.U.K. I I  490

(2) Ib id  503.

(3) B.U.X. I I  496.

(4) B.U.K. I I  666
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fu n d rie  perfons were oonviot of w itc h c ra ft,  never tlie le s , the c i v i l l  

M ag iftra t not only r e f u f i t  to  punifh  them, conforme to  the lawes of the 

countrey, h o t a lfo ,  in  contempt of th e  famein, f e t t s  the perfons a t  

a t  l i b e r t i e ,  quhilk  were convict of w itch c ra ft; Therfor the  Affemblie 

ordaines th a t ,  in  a l l  tyme coming, the P re fb y tr ie  p ro ce id  in  a l l  f e v e r i t ie  

w ith th a ir  censures aganis ( a l l )  such ^ a g i f t r a t s  as f a l l  f e t  a t  l i b e r t i e  

any p e r f  on convict of w itch c ra ft h e ir  a f te r .  H ( l )  That was an eminently 

s u ita b le  dee is io n  fo r  the P resbytery , as the lo c a l body responsib le  fo r  

censuring w itches, was bound to  be in  c lose touch w ith  the m ag istra tes  and 

th e i r  work. The se v e rity  of the K irk 's  anger would no t be l ig h t ly  

d isregarded  by many a lo c a l o f f c ia l ,  f a r  from the king in  Edinburgh, bu t 

c lo se  to  the thunders of excommunication.

In  1602 the  General Assembly approved of a form of v is i ta t io n  of 

p re sb y te r ie s . ’When try in g  each congregation one of the questions to  be 

p u t to  the m in is te r  by the v i s i to r s  was whether th e re  were any w itches (2) 

While w itc h c ra ft had always been a heresy and th ere fo re  demanded the 

a t te n t io n  of the  m in is te rs  th is  d ec is ion  gave o f f ic ia l  impetus to w itch 

hunting as a duty which was to  occupy the a t te n tio n  of so many m in is te rs  

in  the  next hundred y e a rs .

Having given p re sb y te rie s  and m in iste rs  th e ir  marching orders the 

G-eneral Assembly found no cause to  in te r f e re  w ith  the  workings of the 

e c c le s ia s t ic a l  courts ag a in st w itch c ra ft fo r  the next th ir ty - e ig h t  years . (3) 

Those years taught the  Assembly th a t  the  foundation of a l l  w itch-hunting lay  

in  the  e ffe c tiv e  co -operation  of the  lo c a l  m in is te r , e ld e rs  and congregation. 

W ith/

(1) B.U.K. I l l  939.
(2) B.U.K. I l l  993.
(3) Parliam ent d id  no t consider w itch c ra ft from 1597 to  IfiA  Supra p. 31
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With th a t  lesson  in  th e i r  minds the f i r s t  s tep  of the members of the Assembly 

of 1640, when they opened the most susta ined  a ttack  on w itc h c ra ft in  the 

h is to ry  of the Kirk was to  order a l l  m in is te rs  to  take c a re fu l n o tice  of 

ch=rmers, w itches and a l l  such abusers of the people, and "to  urge the Acts 

of parliam ent to  be execute ag a in ft them." ( l )  The General Assembly*s 

in te n tio n  was undoubtedly to  launch th is  offensive ag ain st witches through 

the m in is te r  in  h is  dual ro le  of w itch  d e tec to r and in s tru c to r  of c iv i l  

m ag is tra te s .

In  l6lf2 the most e f fe c tiv e  method of dealing w ith various gross s in s ,

includ ing  w itc h c ra ft, was again brought before  the  General Assembly by the

Committee of O vertures which urged " th a t the Affembly would, fe r io u f ly  ftu.die 

by a l l  means and wayes how to procure the M agiftra tes concurrence to  curb 

and punifh  th efe  no to rious v ices which abound in  the land ."  (2) In 

approving the overtu res the G-eneral Assembly approached the problem in  a 

more diplom atic manner, fo r conscious th a t  f la t t e r y  would achieve more than 

th re a ts ,  i t  announced i t s  confidence in  "the re a d in if fe  of the Judge O rdinair 

to  r e f  t r a in  and punifh th efe  f a u l t s ."  (3) To ensure th a t  the judges would 

not be id le  the G-eneral Assembly a t  the same time ordered the p re sb y te r ie s  

to  g ive in  to  them th e  names of w itches, so rc e re rs , and o ther gross s in n e rs , 

upon p a in  of answering to  the Assembly (4 ) Up to  th a t  p o in t the General 

Assembly was merely rep ea tin g  in  more p re c ise  terms -what i t  had already sa id  

i n /

(1) Acts of Gen Assembly l£4Q p. 19.

(2) A.G.A. 1642 p . 21.

(3) Ib id  p . 21.
(4 ) Ib id  p. 21.
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in  1640. There then followed an order which marked the dawn of a new era . 

"Becaufe th a t w itc h -c ra f t ,  charming, and fuch l ik e ,  proceedes many tim es from 

ignorance: Therefore the Affembly crdains a l l  M in ifte rs , e fp e c ia lly  in  th e fe  

p a r ts  where th e fe  f in s  are  freq u en t, to  be d il ig e n tly  preaching, ca tec h if in g , 

and conference, to  informe th e i r  people t h e r e i n t i l l . ” ( l )  At l a s t  the Kirk 

was abandoning the f a t a l i s t i c  standpoint th a t  a l l  th a t  could be done was to  

search out w itches and see them su ccessfu lly  out of th i s  woxld in to  the  next 

by cord and f i r e .  Behind the dry o f f i c i a l  minutes must have la in ' an 

in te re s t in g  d iscussion  in  which the m in is te rs  showed s u f f ic ie n t  enlightenm ent 

to  admit th a t  w itch c ra ft was not an in e v ita b le  phenomenon but proceeded from 

d e f in i te  causes from among which they s ing led  out ignorance. For th a t 

unhealthy s p i r i tu a l  condition  they were no t a f ra id  to  blame some of th e i r  

number.

Another twelve months were a s u f f ic ie n t  lapse  of time fo r  the 

Assembly’s views on th is  m atter to  c r y s ta l l i s e  in to  d e f in ite  form. The

occasions of w itch c ra ft were declared  to  be "thofe e fp e c ia lly  extrem ity of 

g r ie f ,  m alice , p a ff io n , and d e f ire  of revenge, pinching p o v e r tie , f o l ic i t a t io n  

of o th er Witches and Charmers. ” (2) w hile Satan’s p rev a ilin g  was a t tr ib u te d  

to  "g ro ffe  ignorance, g re a t i n f i d e l i t i e ,  want of the  love of the t ru th  (which 

Cod ha th  made fo r  long and c lea rly  to  f  h inc in  our hand) and profaneneffe  of 

l i f e . ” (3) Having given th is  remarkably enlightened  resume of the causes 

fo r  the "abundance and in c rea fe  of th e  f in  of w itc h c ra f t ." (4 ) the  Assembly 

proceeded/

(1) Ib id  p. 21

(2) A. C. A. 1643 P. 27.

(3) Ib id  p . 27.

(4) Ib id  p. 27.
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proceeded to  adopt concrete proposals c a lcu la ted  to  remedy such a so rry  s ta te  

of a f f a i r s .  In  the Assembly's favour i t  must be emphasised th a t  i t  was 

prepared  to  do more than  p resen t th e  c iv i l  a u th o r itie s  w ith a demand fo r 

standing  commissions ( l )  and presume to  in s tru c t  them both  upon the le g a l 

value o f evidence ag a in st witohes and the b e s t  method of keeping them sa fe ly  

under lock  and key (2) Such measures would c e r ta in ly  render more e ffe c tiv e  

th e  ju d ic ia l  p rocesses ag a in s t w itches, bu t the G-eneral Assembly had the 

in s ig h t to  r e a l i s e  and the courage to  admit th a t the  crux of the problem lay  

in  th e  b a t t l e  of r iv a l  f a i th s .  For th is  ta sk  the obvious persons were the 

m in is te rs , hence the  Assembly's in s tru c tio n s  th a t  they should "be every way 

c a re fu l l  and p a in fu ll  in  warning people of the danger th e reo f, and of Sat&ns 

tem pta tions, bo th  p r iv a te ly  and p u b lick ly , and to  in f t ru c t  them in  the  

knowledge of th e  Oof p e l l ,  and grounds of R eligion by p la in  ca tec h if in g , to  

urge l iv e ly  f a i th  in  C h r if t ,  which f a i th  Witches beftow otherw ife: Alfo 

to  p re f fe  h o lin e ffe  of l i f e ,  and fe rv en t p rayers in  p r iv a te  and in  F am ilies, 

and in  p u b lick , th a t  they be not led  in to  tem ptation , And to  ufe the 

cenfures of the  K irk a g a in ft profane perfo n s , fuch as G urfers, Whoores, 

Drunkards and fuch  l ik e ,  fo r  over fuch l ik e  he g e ts  g rea t advantage"(3) The 

Assembly d id  not stop there  f o r  charming being "a f o r t  and degree of Witch­

c r a f t , /

(1) Supra pp. 3 3 ,6 6

(2) A.O.A. 1643 p . 27.

(3) A.O.A. 1643 PP. 27, 28.



c r a f t ,  and too ordinary  in  the lan d . 11 ( l )  the  m in iste rs  were fu rth e r  ordered 

to  search them out. At the same time the e ld e rs  were ordered ’’c a re fu lly  

to  concurre in  fuch fearch . ” ( 2)

The overtu res were approved and each Presbytery was ordered to  consider 

them w ith a view to  i t s  suggesting o ther ways and means of punishing w itch­

c r a f t ,  charming and consulting . I t  was one th in g  fo r  th e  General Assembly 

to  d ire c t  the  a tte n tio n  of the  P resb y te ries  to  the only e ffe c tiv e  method of 

dealing  w ith  w itc h c ra ft i t  was another to  f re e  the lo ca l m in iste r from the 

p a ro ch ia l outlook which found a good p rick in g  and burning mare congenial than 

a crusade fo r  a s p ir i tu a l  re v iv a l.

Only a concerted drive by successive General Assemblies could have forced 

the  m in is te rs  to  fo llow  th e ir  new marching o rders, b u t events of g rea te r  

moment p layed on a wider s tage d iverted  a tte n tio n  from w itch c ra ft and allowed 

th e  c a l l  fo r  an en lightened  crusading s p i r i t  to  be fo rg o tten  (3) When 

w itch hunting again assumed serio u s p roportions in  1649 the General Assembly 

issu ed  no reminder o f the overtu res which had been adopted in  1643 as the 

guiding p r in c ip le s  of the Kirk. N atu ra lly  m in is te rs  simply f e l l  back on the 

w ell t r i e d  methods reducing the number of w itches plaguing the country. What 

guidance proved necessary was supplied by the  Commission of the General 

Assembly which showed a l iv e ly  ap p rec ia tio n  of the n ecess ity  fo r  P resb y te ries  

to  ac t w ith  a m ixture of firm ness and caution. Thus a l l  P resb y te ries  were 

urged to  search fo r fu g itiv e  w itches from Lothian (4 ) On the o ther hand 

P re sb y te rie s  were advised w ith such urgency th a t the warning was repeated  

tw ice /

(1) Ib id  p . 28.
(2) Ib id  p . 28 ^

(4 ) M itchell Commissions of Gen Assemblies I I  307 15th November 1649.



tw ice in  f iv e  weeks th a t  when "they send to  seek Commissions fo r  try in g  and 

punishing w itches, they w ith a ll send th e ir  opinions of the  a b le s t and most 

conscientious men fo r judging th ere in . *' ( l )  The t ru th  th a t  the 

Commission of th e  General Assembly found i t s e l f  in  a ra th e r  d e lic a te  p o s itio n . 

P ro c ra s tin a tio n  by successive General Assemblies had allowed Parliam ent to  

tak e  th e  lead  against w itch c ra ft (2) w ith  the r e s u l t  th a t those P resb y te rie s  

o f the  e a s t  coast where w itch-hunting was again on the increase  by 1649 turned 

towards Parliam ent fo r w itch cra ft commissions (3) and ignored, o r what was 

worse, complained to  the  General Assembly of i t s  complacent a t t i tu d e  in  the 

face  of the r is in g  danger (4 ) The Records of the  Commissions of the 

General Assembly give the im pression th a t  i t s  members were making fev e rish  

attem pts a t  once to  remove the im pression th a t the General Assembly had no 

in te r e s t  in  w itch c ra ft and a lso  to  prevent the P resb y teries  from compromising 

the  K irk'w  p o s itio n  in  th e ir  dealings w ith Parliam ent (5 )

A fte r the Cromwellian conquest o f Scotland the General Assembly disappeared 

and P re sb y te rie s , Kirk Sessions and m in iste rs  were l e f t  to  do what l i t t l e  they 

could ag a in st w itc h c ra ft in  the  face  of the pronounced Roundhead d isp leasu re  

a t /

V

(1 ) Ib id  Commissions of Gen Assemblies I I  329. 23rd November 1649 and I I
337, 27th December 1649 where the same warning was repeated.

(2) Supra p p .3 4 ,6 8

(3) A.P.S. VI i i  420, 463, 479,-484, 490, 497, 498, 506, 510, 516, 518, 538.

(4 ) Supra p .6 8 ,6 9

(5) M itchell -  Commissions of General Assembly I I  p. 393, 414.



a t  th e  whole system of w itch-hunting so prevalen t in  Scotland a t th e i r  

a r r iv a l ,

CromweL 1 was hardly  in  h is  grave before  the lo c a l K irk co u rts  resumed 

operations on a sca le  more in  keeping with th e i r  former p ra c t ic e ,  but i t  was 

the  g re a t holocausts of l6 6 l/2  which proved th a t  the absence of a G-eneral 

Assembly was no hindrance, Sager lo c a l  co u rts  received  a l l  th e  co -operation  

they req u ired  from the Privy Council which broke a l l  i t s  previous records 

fo r th e  number o f commissions issued  in  one day,

A system of w itch hunting which worked smoothly fo r  th e  next th i r ty  

y e a rs , and ainore ra t io n a l  outlook towards w itch c ra ft combined to  render any 

fu r th e r  orders to  P resb y te rie s  unnecessary when the G-eneral Assembly was 

rev ived  in  1690.

The l a s t  g rea t S co ttish  witch hunt a t  Bargarran in  1696-97 o ffered  

conclusive proof to a l l  the  world th a t  given a m in iste r or two of the r ig h t 

o ld ty p e , the  lo c a l fo rces of the Kirk could be m o b ilised  ag ain st the Devil* s 

f r ie n d s  w ith a l l  the  powerful e f fe c t  of bygone days ( l )  The c iv i l

a u th o r it ie s  were adm ittedly no t too happy about the whole a f f a i r  (2) Was

( l )  Arnot in  h is  C o llec tion  and Abridgment of Celebrated Crim inal T ria ls  
(ed. 1775 p. 363-4) makes some sc a tlin g  comments on the p a r t  played 
by the m in is te rs . Rev, Mr. B ell s ta te s  the outbreak "was occasioned 
mostly by the forwardness and absurd c re d u lity  of d iverse  otherw ise 
worthy m in iste rs  o f  the gospel, and some topping p ro fesso rs  in  and 
about the City of G-lasgow, M.S. T rea tise  on w itchcraft quoted in  
Law*s M emorialls, x c i i i .  Wm. M etcalfe, “H istory  o f theCounty of 
Renfrew p .329-33 gives a u sefu l o u tlin e  of the p a r t  played by various 
m in is te rs , James Murray "Kilmacolm, a P arish  H is to ry ,” p , 110-119 
a lso  deals  w ith  the p a r t  palyed by the Kirk. “The H istory  o f  the
W itches of Renfrewshire” (ed 1877} gives the f u l l e s t  accoun t 
o f the whole a f f a i r .  The in tro d u c tio n  p „x v iii-x x x iv  s t r e s s e s  th e  
p a r t  played by the  m in is te rs .

(2) Supra p . 49



th e  G-enral Assembly a lso  uneasy? As guardian of the law of the  Kirk i t  

could not condemn what was being done bu t i t s  own actions showed no enthusiasm 

fo r  w itch  hunting, A s ilen ce  of 50 years was broken in  January 1698 by 

nothing more se rio u s  than in s tru c tio n s  au th o ris in g  the Commission "to  give 

Advice to  P resb y te rie s  upon A pplication  ag a in ft W itchcraft, Sorcery and 

Charming." ( l )  Advice, upon applica tion .' Those were words of unwonted 

meekness from a G-eneral Assembly, Even more suggestive of the r e a l  a t t i tu d e  

of th e  Assembly to  w itch c ra ft was the excessive cau tion  w ith which i t  

d e a lt  w ith  the  overtu res on the  sub jec t p resen ted  to  i t  in  1699 (2) They 

were transm itted  by the G-eneral Assembly "to  the fe v e ra l E resb y tries  w ith in  

th is  N ational Church, th a t  they may confider the fame, and fend th e i r  

Opinion th e ren en t to  the next General Affembly, who may p afs  the fame in  

A cts, i f  the more general Opinion of th is  Church agree th ereu n to ." (3 ) 'Hie 

c a re fu l wording suggests th a t  the General Assembly, having been presen ted  w ith  

overtu res fo r  which i t  had no g rea t l ik in g  was a f ra id  to  r e je c t  them out of 

hand. Rather d id  i t  avoid th e  issue by re fe r r in g  them to  the P resb y te rie s , 

I t s  statem ent th a t  i t  "may" pass them i f  the general opinion of the Kirk 

so thought f i t  looks l ik e  an attem pt to guard  ag ain st the unhkppy ev en tu a lity  

th a t  P re sb y te rie s  might decide in  favour of the o ld  a c ts . The General 

Assembly had nothing to  fe a r  fo r  not a s in g le  P resbytery made any comment on 

the  overtu res  (4.) Serious in  i t s e l f ,  the outbreak a t  Bargarran m s thus 

demon s t r a te d /

(1) A.G.A. 1698 Index. Session 15.

(2) Supra pp. 7 1 ,7 2  fo r  d e ta i ls  of the overtures

(3) A.G-.A. 1699 Overtures (no page number)

(4.) Supra. 7 2



to  be a lo c a l phenomenon which d id  not r e f le c t  the tru e  temper of the country 

by the  end of the 17th  century.

With the (General Assembly and P resb y te ries  equally  d is in te re s te d  in  the 

re v iv a l of the old  s tr in g e n t Acts against w itch c ra ft the days of w itch hunting 

on the grand s ty le  were numbered.

Prom th e  above d e ta ile d  in v e s tig a tio n  of "The General Assembly and 

W itchcraft" c e r ta in  conclusions can be drawn as to the r e la t iv e  importance 

of the  General Assembly in  the  h is to ry  of S co ttish  w itch cra ft.

In  the  f i r s t  p lace  n e ith e r  the a c t of the  S co ttish  Parliam ent 

in troducing  le g is la t io n  ag a in st w itch c ra ft in  1563, nor th e  a c t of th e  u n ited  

Parliam ent of G reat B r ita in  repealing  the s ta tu te s  against w itch c ra ft in  1736 

w«£e in  any way due to  the General Assembly.

In  th e  second p lace  the General Assembly was slow to  show any in te re s t  

in  the  a c t of 1563. The f i r s t  w itch c ra ft business i t  d e a lt w ith  was 

brought to  i t s  n o tice  by the|Superintendents of F ife  and Galloway and was 

quickly re fe r re d  to  the Privy Council ( l )  i t  allowed Parliam ent to  

decide about methods of t r i a l  fo r w itch c ra ft w ithout being consulted (2) 

i t s  lo c a l co u rts , l e f t  w ithout guidance, earned a reproof f ra n  Regent Moray 

fo r  th e i r  la x i ty  in  in v es tig a tin g  w itch c ra ft cases (3) I t  was only 

g radually  th a t  an increasing  concentration  on w itc h c ra ft re su lte d  in  a 

d e f in ite  d e c la ra tio n  of the K irk 's  powers regard ing  w itch c ra ft in  1575 (4.) 

in s  t r u e t io n s /

(1) Supra p . 55

(2) Supra p . 57

(3) Supra p . 58

(4.) Supra p . 68



in s tru c tio n s  to  iire sb y te rie s  in  1586 ( l )  and f in a l ly  to  m in is te rs  in  1602 ( 2) 

The importance of th is  slow development was th a t n e ith e r  the  c iv i l  a u th o r it ie s  

on one s id e , nor the le s s e r  Kirk cou rts  on the  o ther were prepared to  l e t  

m atters  d r i f t  in  such a le is u re ly  manner. Local outbreaks provoked lo c a l 

counter measures which James VI developed in to  a concrete system backed by 

P rivy  Council and judges re ly in g  on d e la tio n s  by lo c a l K irk courts (3) befo re  

the  General Assembly measures reached completion in  1602.
/

In the third place the General Assembly found that evpdn. at the height 

of i t s  power, when for the only time in i t s  existence i t  too£ a great in terest 

in  witchcraft, i t  could not a lter the system of justice which had grown up 

with so l i t t l e  guidance from i t s e l f  (4 ) I t took Cromwell to do that, and 

even he could not destroy the system, for i t  was in operation again as soon 

as he m s buried (5 ) The system of justice was based on something greater 

than the General Assembly -  the inherent b e lie fs  and fears of the people 

of Scotland, and consequently could flourish even in Episcopalian times when 

there was no General Assembly. For the same reason the restoration of 

Preabyterianism and consequently the General Assembly in 1690 brought no 

revival o f witch-hunting for by that time the temper of the people was 

changing with t he advance of the Age of Reason.

The explanation of those somewhat surprising conclusions i s  to be found

in /

(1) Supra p. 75

(2) Supra p. 76

(3) Supra pp. 2 8 -3 1

(4 ) Supra pp. 53-55

(5 ) Supra p . 45 note 1
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in  the inherent weakness of the General Assembly in the stnuggle against 

witchcraft.

(a) Witchcraft was at once a matter of interest to both temporal and 

sp iritu a l authorities, and consequently the General Assembly was not in  a 

position  to take an independent lin e  of action, even i f  i t  had wanted, 

without/doming into con flic t with the temporal authorities, as i t  did in  

1642-43 ( l )  Furthermore throughout long periods during which witchcraft 

flourished the General Assembly was actually subservient to the c iv i l  

authorities, or was non-existent. (2) I t  was the realisation  of i t s  won 

weakness which prompted the reference to the Crown on Parliament of witchcraft 

problems brought to  i t s  notice (3)

(b) The General Assembly, by i t s  constitution, was subject to certain  

internal weaknesses which m ilitated against the effective employment of the 

spirtual forces against witchcraft.

As a meeting of ministers from a ll parts of the country only a few of 

the to ta l number of representatives could ever be coming from places in  

the throes of a witchcraft outbreak, for one of the outstanding characteristics 

of Scottish witchcraft i s  the loca lised  nature of even the worst series of 

burnings* When, in addition, i t  i s  remembered that in  the interval 

between one Assembly and the next an outbreak in a ll  probability would have 

died/

(1) e*g. pp.6 6 ,6 7

(2) 1596-1638 in varying degrees of subservience 1649-1690 no General
Assemblies.

(3) Supra pp. 3 1 ,6 4



died down or "been replaced by another in a different lo ca lity , i t  is  easy 

to see how with the few ministers d irectly  interested in witchcraft at any 

one time continually varying the Assembly was almost incapable of carrying 

on a sustained drive against witchcraft for year after year ( l)

To sum up, as the supreme ecc lesia stica l court the General Assembly 

was far from occupying the commanding position in the development of Scottish  

witchcraft hunting that i t s  name suggests. *ts dealings both with the 

c iv i l  authorities on the onehand, the lesser  Kirk courts on the other 

show too much hesitancy and weakness for i t  to be shouldered with much of 

the responsib ility  for the witch tr ia ls . Unfortunately i t s  very hesitancy 

and weakne ss make i t  stand accused for fa ilin g  to use i t s  influence to 

stem the tide of local persecution What is  more galling than to have an 

Assembly see to the hwartof the problem in 1643 with i t s  forth-right 

condemnation of the occasions of witchcraft, and then for lack of driving 

power to do nothing to enforde i t s  views. finpropitious times may offer some 

excuse in  1644 -  they offer none to Assemblies which after 1690 lacked the 

courage to denounce the witch hunting for which they so obviously had no 

enthusiasm. A certain need of admiration i s  due a body which fired with 

the courage of i t s  convictions, be they right or wrong, takes the lead in 

somes question, but neither at the beginning did the General Assembly take 

the lead against witchcraft, nor at the end did i t  lead a arusdae against 

the outworn witchcraft shibboleths of a past age.

( l )  Nothing could better illu stra te  that fafit than the failure of
A ssem blies to  takejlneasures a g a in s t  P r e s b y te r ie s  w hich r e p e a te d ly  
d id  n o t tro u b le  to  r e p ly  to  im p o rta n t w i tc h c r a f t  o v e r tu re s  s e n t  to  
them.
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C H A P T E R  I Y 

THE PRESBYTERY AflP WITCHCRAFT.

Created by Andrew M elville and his fellow ministers as the necessary 

intermediate link bridging the national outlook of the General Assembly and 

the narrower parochialism of the Kirk Session, the Presbytery was early 

recognised as a body eminently suited for dealing with the witchcraft 

leg is la tio n  of the highest sp iritual and taiporal authorities in  the land, 

and where necessary passing i t  on to the individual kirks. But such 

le g is la tiv e  and executive decisions were never more than a small fraction of 

the witchcraft business of the Presbytery -  i t  was the information from 

ministers elders, Kirk Sessions, and a variety of lay souroes that swelled 

to such enormous proportions the stream of witchcraft cases which flowed 

into the Presbyteries of Scotland.

Any investigation of presbyterial work in the sphere of witchcraft 

must of necessity commence with the leg is la tiv e  and executive decisions 

which were binding upon Bresbyteries throughout a ll Scotland. The second 

part of the investigation involves the s iftin g  of a mass of material gleaned 

from Presbyteries throughout the length and breadth of Scotland over a period 

of well nigh 200 years. This can best be done by considering:-

(&) how witchcraft was brought to the notice of iresbyteries.
(b) how witchcraft was then dealt with by the iresbyteries.

Decisions, lay and spirtual binding upon Presbyteries.

The efforts of certain ministers to set up a Presbyterian form of 

Church government in Scotland brought to both Grown and Kirk a new series  

o f /



of problems. One of the most important was the part to be played by 

Presbyteries.

Although concluding that the times were not propitious for setting up 

Presbyteries the General Assembly which met at Dundee in July 1580 

nevertheless "confidderit and thoct raeitt, that my Lord Clark of Regifter 

fould be requeifit to concurre with the Laird of Dun, Mrs. Robert Pont, 

James Lowfone, David Lindefay, Johne Craig, and Johne Duncanfone, or any 

thrie of four of them, to lay (down) and devyfe a P latt of the Prefbytries 

and Gonftitutiouns therof as beft appeirit be thair judgement to be 

reportit be them again© the nixt Generali Aff eniblie. " ( l)

When the General Assembly next met in April 1531 the ministers were 

consequently in a position to give immediate attention to the King’s request 

presented to  them through his High Commissioner, that i t  be declared "what 

every Prefbitery f a l l  cognofce vpoun." (2) The "Headis and Conclusions of 

the P olioie of the Kirk." devote a whole chapter to "Eldarf chippis and 

Affembleis, and of Dif c ip lin e ." (3) ^t was la id  down that "it belangis 

to th is kynd of Affembleis to caus the ordinances made be the Affembleis, 

Erouincialis, Nationalis and Generalis, to be keip it and put in execution." 

Taken in conjunction with the decisions of the General Assembly of 1573, 

1574., and especially that of 1575 (5) categorically stating the Kirk's 

power to deal with witchcraft, a natural assumption would have been that 

Presbyteries/

(1) D.U.K. I1 pp.469-70.

(2) B.U.K. II p .477.

(3) B.U.K. II  pp.497-500.
(4) B.U.K. II p .498.
(5) B.U.K. II p .47. Supra p .61.
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Presbyteries were to deal with witchcraft. That such did not prove to be the 

case was doubtless due to that usual lack of positive action against 

witchcraft so apparent in the Kirk in those early days, and once more 

manifested by the fa ilu re to include witchcraft in the wide l i s t  of crimes 

sp ec ifica lly  detailed for attention by Presbyteries, ( l)

At intervals during the following years the G-eneral Assembly considered 

the constitution and powers of Presbyteries but i t  was not t i l l  1586 that the 

matter was gone into in  d eta il. Not only was a comprehensive division of 

kirks into Presbyteries drawn up for a l l  Scotland, but the "matters to be 

intreatted in Presbyteries." (2) were placed before King James VI and 

approved by him. For the f i r s t  time the faults to be censured included 

witchcraft and consulters jyacf witches, (3)

Strange to relate th is section detailing the faults to be censured by 

the Presbyteries was omitted from the Act of Parliament of 1592 confirming 

the l ib e r t ie s , freedoms and immunities of the Kirk, although the powers of 

the Presbyteries, as drawn up by the G-eneral Assembly in 1586, wer otherwise 

repeated almost verbatim in th is , the "G-olden Act" of the Kirk of Scotland (4 ) 

Only in the case of witchcraft and consul ter s was the omission lik e ly  to have 

serious consequences for a l l  the other fau lts omitted were "hardy annuals" 

which had been included within the sphere of presbyterial censure as early 

as 1581. But to make no mention of witchcraft in 1581, include i t  in  1586 

and again ignore i t  in  1592 before i t s  punishment had time to become a regular

f e a tu re /

(1) B.U.K. II  p .499
(2) B.U.K. II  p. 665
(3) B.U.K, I .  p .666,
,4) B.u. k. I l l  pp. 307, 808,



feature of the duties of Presbyteries was bound to influence many of those

Kirk authorities never having dealt with such a crime now found no mention of

i t  in  the universally welcomed Golden Act.

But whatever the doubts which exister' in certain Presbyteries as to their
/

duties in the face of witchcraft they were soon to be put at rest by a chain 

of events extending over the years 1596 to 1598. Faced with a growing 

number of witchcraft cases which he was the more able to examine in a rational 

frame of mind now that his arch bo/ey, Bothwell, had fled  the country. King

James VI set in motion a series of Privy Council decrees and Acts of

Parliament to regulate tr ia l for witchcraft !l )  Quick to sense the change 

in the king’s attitude towards witchcraft, magistrates not only refused to 

punish but even set free persons accused of the crime (2) The consequent 

order of the General Assembly that Presbyteries should censure magistrates 

guilty  of such gross dereliction of duty meant that, even i f  only indirectly, 

witchcraft was being brought within the sphere of presbyterial business.

That such was the b e lie f  of the Presbyteries is  made a l l  to* evident from their 

extant records which from 1597 onwards begin to, show an ever increasing 

in terest in witch craft. By 1609 such widely scattered ±resbyteries as 

those of Aberdeen (3) Perth (4 ) S tir ling  (5 ) Glasgow (6) Peebles (7) and 

Selkirk/

(1) Supra p p .2 8 -3 1
(2) Supra p. 76
(3) Stuart. Records of the Kirk Session, xresbytery and Synod of Aberdeen

pp. 184, 188, 189-91 and 199.
(4 ) R.B.C. VI 2U -2
(5 ) Miscellany of the Maitland Club VOL I Pt. 2 p .413
(6) (a) " ” " " " " " " P.40

(bj Macgeorge "Old Glasgow” p. 209-210.
[n Gunn "The Book of Stobo Church (Peebles 1907) P# 25.



Selkirk ( l )  had a l l  devoted attention to the crime.

As in  the case of the General Assembly, in tensified  action by 

Presbyteries soon brought in i t s  wake that inevitable conflict between 

ecc le sia stica l and tenporal ju stice. The f ir s t  of a series of "cases-celebres" 

gave the Privy Council the opportunity of making a pronouncement on the 

extent of the Presbyteries powers in the sphere of witchcraft. A certain  

G eillis  Johnstoun, widow of John Duncan of Musselburgh complained to the Privy 

Council, "That quhair fome malitious perfonis, hir vnfreindis, haveing 

d i la i t i t  her to the Presbiterie of Dalkeith, as a perfon fufpect of witchcraft, 

the faid  P rifb iterie  has thairvpone convenit hir before thame, and hes 

haldin hir in proces before them, th is fevin oulkis bigane," although she 

had lived  as an honest woman in the town for thirty years and always presented 

h erself when called before them. At that point her complaint took a new 

and sign ificant turn when she declared that "althoct the cryme of Witchcraft 

be ane of the heich point is  of the Croune, proper to be try i t  before his 

M aiefties Juftioe and his deputis, and quhair in the faid Prisbiterie can 

have no war rand, auctoritie, nor jurifdictioun to cognofce or determine," 

yet they repeatedly served hep with summonses to appear before them in order 

to lay the slander of witchcraft upon her. (2) In i t s e l f  that was a 

su ffic ien tly  remarkable denial of the Kirks claims as la id  down by the 

General Assembly in 1575 (3) but more was to follow for she declared that,

" g i f  th a y  had ony p re fu m p tio n is  ag a n is  th e  com plenair o f h i r  g u i l ty n e s  o f  

th e  f a i d  cryme, th ey  fo u ld  have g iv e n  in fo rm a t io u n  t h a i r  o f ,  o u th ir  to  th e  

L o rd /

(1) T. Craig-Brown "The History of Selkirkshire p.180.
(2 ) P itc a irn ,  "C rim inal Trials" I I I  p t .  2 p . 600.
(3J Supra pp. 6 1 ,6 2



Lord of Regalitie quhair feho duellis before quhome the faid  complenair hes 

fund oautioun to be anfuerable for this farne deid, quhanevir foho fable 

c a ll i t ;  or then, to h is heynes Juftice Generali and his deputis; and fould 

have concurrit, be thair informatioun, to the perfute of h ir, and fould not 

haue v f i t  a prepofterous forme of proceiding before thame f e l f f i s ,  quhich 

can produce na kynd of fentence nor determinatioun. In refpect quhairof, 

the M inisteris of the faid Prisb iterie aucht and fould be defchargit of a l l  

proceiding aganis the fa id  complenair, in the mater above written, for the 

cauffis fo ir fa id is ." ( l)  The Privy Council must haw welcomed a complaint 

which gave admirable expression to i t s  own views on the matter. M inisterial 

representatives of the Presbytery of Dalkeith having been summoned to attend 

before the Bp ivy Council both parties were heard. G eillis  had every reason 

to congratulate herself upon the result for the Privy Council la id  down that 

she should be tried  "outher before the Juftice-Generall and his deputis, or 

before the Lord of the Regalitie of Dunfermling, as accordis of the Law." (2) 

As for the Presbytery, i t  was informed in no measured terms that i t s  sole  

function was to co llect evidence concerning G eillis  and present i t  to 

whichever temporal authority tried the case (3) To the Presbytery of 

Dalkeith that must have been a su ffic ien tly  disconcerting decision but worse 

was to follow  as the K'ivy Council went on to stress the underlying 

p rin cip les/

(1) Pitcairn "Criminal Trials" III pt. 2 p. 600.

(2) Pitcairn "Criminal Trials" III pt. 2. p. 601.

(3) Ibid III pt. 2. p .601.
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principles inherent in those decisions when the representatives of the 

Presbytery of Dalkeith appeared before i t .  They were injudicious enough 

to urge ’’that (as) witchcraft was ido la trie , be wourschipping the d iv i l l ,  

and apostasie and defeotion in these, wha wer b ap tisit and professit 

C hristian itie, and thairefter renuncit G-od and gave thame se lf  over to the 

d e v ill, the try e ll of these crymes wer most proper to the Kirk, lyke as 

not onlie the Sessions and Presbiteries had bene in continouali possession  

sen the Reformation. M ( l)  This was the old Kirk claim to decerne and judge 

in  i t s  acutest form -  a claim which James VI, through Privy Council, had 

set out to check in 1597, and which he was now strong enough to reject out 

of hand. The Presbytery representatives were therefore told “the trye ll 

what is  heresie, a£>ostasie, or witchcraft, or idolatrie is  verie proper to 

be judged be the Kirk, and g if any pairtie d ila ited  of these crymes be c a l l i t  

before thame, confes and menteane any sik errour, atheisme or idoltarie  

thair opinion may be ju stlie  condemned be thame; bot g if  thay deny i t ,  the 

Kirk hes no power to tak try e ll or to judge of the fact and of the gu iltines  

of the p a ir tie , because they have onlie power to try to what i s  idolatrie  

or heresie, and the tryell wha i s  ane idolater or heretik is  onlie competent 

to the criminall juge and to the assyse. And thairfoir the Lords dischairgit 

thame to proceid any farder in this cause or ony uther of the lyke nature, 

farder nor in caice of d ilation  and sdander to  ca ll the p a irtie  and demands 

thame s e lf f s ,  and g if  thay deny i t  to remit thame to the juge ordinar, to 

whome/

(1) R . P . C .  XIV 612.



whome they may give any information that tha.y ressave "be d ilation or 

examination of w itnessis to warck as accords of the law." ( l)  Comment is  

superfluous further than to remark that what had "begun a.s a complaint against 

one Presbytery had ended in an act of Privy Council rejecting the Kirk1® 

claim to try witchcraft.

A further check upon the powers of Presbyteries was in process of 

formation at that very date. From the creation of constant moderators in

1606 bishops had been the natural choice for the po'st within their own

Presbyteries (2) ]%r 1610 the Kirk had to resign i t s e l f  to the inevitable

presence of a rapidly growing number of bishops, a l l  royal nominees, 

independent of control by the G-eneral Assembly and yet presiding over Synods 

and Presbyteries (3 ) In such circumstances i t  was not surprising to find  

bishops assistin g  Kresbyteries to examine witches and s itt in g  on commissions 

to try them from 1611 onwards. Neither was i t  surprising to find bishops 

urging the necessity for granting certain witchcraft commissions with more 

vehemence than pleased their more lib era lly  minded lay co-member's of the Privy 

Council. After a l l ,  though bishops they were churchmen. Nevertheless 

they/

(1) R.P.C. XIV 612
(2) B.U.K, in 1035-1038
(3) B.U.K. H I 1095-1098.
(4.; (a) R.P.C. XIV pp. 613, 614- of date 1 2 .1 2 .l6 o 9  "the bischopes being

verie instant that s ic  commissions sould be granted".
(b) R.P.C. IX 191. On 11th June l6 l l  the Bishop of Moray and the 

Presbytery having examined an accused a commission to try was granted 
to the bishop and others.

(c) R.P.C. X 76, On 10th Junel6l3 a commission was granted to the 
Bishop of Aberdeen and others to try a woman suspected of witchcraft, 
the ^ishop always being one of the quorum of three.

(d) R.P.C. X,231. On the 6th April 1614- a commission was issued
to the Bishop of Galloway and others to try sundry persons suspected 
of witchcraft.

(e) R.P, C. X. 329 On the 17th May 1615 the Bishop of Dunblane and 
otherw were granted a commission to try certain accused persons who had 
already confessed before them. The Bishop had to be one of the quorum.



they did aot as a defin ite  check upon the witch hunting p ro c liv itie s  of 

.Presbyteries which upon occasion presented dittays to them before they were 

submitted to the Brivy Council, ( l)  The knowledge that they might have to 

ju stify  in person their decision upon the dittay before the c r it ic a l lay 

members of the .Privy Council would have i t s  inevitable e ffect (2) 

m That the man in the street did recognise them as of more lib eral 

inclinations than the .Presbyteries seems to be borne out by the action of 

John G-entilman in Logie* When ordered to do public repentance and pay a 

fine for consulting a warlock he denied the accusation “and appealit fra ye 

said decreit and Judicatorie of th is pbrie to ye bishop of Dunblane for sn̂ xg 

causis as he sa il produce." Claiming he had already confessed to the 

accusation which had been made eight months before, the Presbytery refused 

to countenance his appeal. (3) They were no longer free to punish him as 

they liked , however, for by a decision of the G-eneral Assembly the sentence 

of excommunication which they then pronounced against Gentilman was subject 

to the approval of the bishop (4 )

(1) Minutes of the Synod of F ife p. 61. "The brethren of the Exerceis of
Kirkaldie ordanit to prefent to my Lord Archbiffope ane dittay  
againft Agnes Anfstruther, fufpect of witchcraft, that being of 
weght fho may be perfewed be the King’s advocate." infra p. 147 
for Privy Councils le tte r  to the Bishop of Aberdeen regarding the 
information submitted through him by the Presbytery of Turriff.

(2) In 1631 as the result of a request by the . r  ivy Council for information
about some witchcraft depositions given to him against Bessie iu r se ll  
"the Archbishop (of St. Andrews) had reported that the depositions 
were not relevant for proceeding against her on such a charge, but 
were meere fantaseis." H.P.C, 2nd Cer, I'/pp. I l l ,  112,

The/

B.U.K. I l l  1096. 
R.P.C. XIII p. 620.



The increasing tendency for the bishops to act as a check upon the 

Presbyteries was regularised by an act of Privy Council in 1624. Troubled 

by the importunity of those who gave in dittays alleged to be true "quhairas 

monie of thir dittaes and informationis in sindrie of the speoiall poynts 

and heids thairof seemed to be verie obscure and dark unto the said is  

Lordis. " the privy Council decided that in future, "all depositionis, d ittaes, 

and informationis to be given in unto thame quhairupoun commissionis salbe 

soght aganis witches salbe f ir s t  praesentit to the bishop of the deyocie, to 

be sene and considerit be him and suche of the ministrie as he sa il  ca ll 

unto him," ( l)  Upon the nature of the bishops report was to depend whether 

the Privy Council granted or refused the commission,' For sane years the 

act of Privy Council was obeyed, especially by Archbishop Spottiswood ( 2) 

but long before bishops were swept out of o ffice  by the G-eneral Assembly of 

1638 there had been a gradual return to the older method of direct approach 

to the Privy Council by Brdsbyteries and other bodies desirous of obtaining 

witchcraft commissions. (3 )

The concerted drive against witchcraft begun by the G-eneral Assembly 

in  1640 made comparatively l i t t l e  difference to the Presbyteries. They 

were certainly ordered to delate to the "judge ordinair" persons guilty  

of witchcraft, sorcery and other gross sins (4 ) but there was a decision  

which/

(1) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. I p.606 infra p .399

(2) (a) R .P.C , 2nd Series I 293 , 30 9, 337, 425 , 448 , 453 , 596 , 500 , 607.
(b) "Collection of Rare and Curious Tracts on Witchcraft p. 122.

(3) A lthough b ish o p s  came in  a g a in  w ith  th e  R e s to ra t io n  th e re  v/as no a tte m p t
to  push  them in to  a key p o s i t io n  in  w i tc h c r a f t  c a se s . One o f  the
v e ry  few in s ta n c e s  o f an appea l to  the  b ish o p  was in  R en frew sh ire  in  
1672. M e tc a lfe . County o f Renfrew p . 327.

(4 ) Supra pp732, 66, 78.



which did no more than regularise and strengthen a method of procedure which 

had grown out of the Rrivy Council decision of 1609 (lJ and the disappearance 

of bishops in 1638. Similarly when the Commission of the (General Assembly 

found i t  necessary to "appoint advertisement to be sent to Presbyteries." (2) 

in  1649, regarding the choice of the ablest men as witchcraft commissioners 

i t  was doing no more than reminding Presbyteries of -what had long been 

recognised as an essential part of their duties.

The truth was that as far as Presbyteries were concerned they had already 

received from the G-eneral Assembly and Privy Council a l l  the instructions 

that were necessary for them to deal with witchcraft, Cohsequently the

abolition of the General Assembly for almost forty years did not prevent the 

Presbyteries from taking activq(neasures against suspects provided the lay 

authorities were prepared to play their part as they did in the years l66l~62,

1678 and 1696-97.

HOW Witchcraft was brought to thfi nntine of the Presbyteries.

A, The Minister. By virtue of h is dual position as head of his flock and 

member of the Presbytery i t  was but natural that the minister should have 

been one of the principal channels through which there flowed to that body a 

continual stream of matter upon witchcraft, sorcery and charming. The 

great/

(1) Supra,pp.94, 95.

( 2) Supra p .81.
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great majority of suoh cases were brought to the notice of the Presbyteries 

by the ministers for one of three reasons -  to ask for advice how to 

proceed in some unusual case , to ask for active assitance in  same case 

presenting unexpected d if f ic u lt ie s , and to lay before the brethern the 

stereotyped depositions, dittays and confessions of the time.

To those three there f a l l  to be added a small modicum cf interesting, 

but quite exceptional cases.

1. Advice The thorny question of consulters was one /that ministers upon_ \
V \

occasion f e l t  the necessity to approach the Presbytery for adivce. The

position  was admittedly confused. The Act of 1563 prescribed death ( l)

in 1567 the committee appointed by Parliament to give further consideration

to the question had come to no decision (2) in 1573 the General Assembly

had decided that repentance in sackcloth should be the punishment (3 ) in

1597 the Privy Council at the king’s behest decided consul ter s were equally
(A)

gu iliy  with the consulted and f in a lly  in 1629 the Privy Council had laid  

down that fines and a caution for &ood behaviour were to be a su ffic ien t  

punishment (5) Such an obvious divergence between the c iv il  and 

e c c le s ia s t ic a l/

(1) Supra p. 17.

(2) Supra pp. 26, 27.

(3 ) Supra, p. 27.^

(A) R.x .C. Vpp.409,10; supra p. 30.

(5 ) R.P.C. 2nd Ser H I pp. 257-259.



ecc le sia stica l punishments for the same crime was to render ministers a ll  

the more w illing to throw the responsibility upon the Presbytery. An entry 

in the Presbytery Book of Kirkcaldy on the 18th May 1637 illu strated  th is  

attitude to perfection ’’Question being proponit be the ministers of Kirlcaldie 

what sa l be done with some -women who had consulted with one Janet Layng 

ane wyse wyff, Anser: mak their repentance.” ( l)

Charming, lik e  consulting, was a subject which brought unsought for 

d iff ic u lt ie s  in  i t s  train. At what stage did charming meriting sackcloth 

become witchcraft justifying the stake? Therein lay the problem -  and many 

a minister was only too glad to turn to the Presbytery for advice. No more 

interesting and typically Scottish case could be found than that of Mary

McNarin, servant of Williah Dalrymple in Threave. According to the story1\
as told by William’s wife to the Kirk Session of Pennynghame Mary went into 

the barn on Hallow* een night to winnow corn in the hope that she might catch 

a glimpse of her future husband. There, continued Elizabeth, she had seen 

’’the waff of a man coining in at one door and going owt at the other door 

of . therbarn. ” Mary at f ir s t  tried to explain her conduct by claiming that 

she only told Elizabeth the story ”in sport and jes tin g ,” but in the end 

was prevailed upon to confess. Having been brought to a realisation that 

her sin  was sorcery she expressed her grief at what had been dene in a l l  

innocence. "She is  appointed to be rebuked before the congregation 

Sabbath next and dismist, vshich is  a l l  the Session thinls f i t  on th is occasion, 

th e/

( l )  Stevenson. "The Presbytrie Bookeof Kirkcaldie” p. 114. Kor a 
similar request of Porteous History of Crieff pp.316, 317.
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the minister informing that he asked the Presbyteries advice but get no 

d istin ct answer as to their opinion of i t , 11 ( l)  Such vacilla tion  in the 

face of a charge of sorcery reflects the conflict which was making i t s e l f  

between the dichard ministers and their more enlightened confreres in the 

Kirk by 1705, the date of Maryfs "consulting wicked arts for revealing of 

secret things," (2)

From time to time witchcraft cases presenting some peculiar d ifficu lty  

came within the cognisance of ministers who finding themselves at a loss  

promptly appealed to the Presbytery for advice. On the 21st June 1660 

the Rev, Alexander Balfour of Lindores parish craved the advice of the 

Presbytery of Cupar concerning a stranger who having "lived in his parish 

6 or 7 y e ir is  uriblameably" had expressed the desire to communicate, as was 

but natural he was asked to "bring a teftim oniall from the place of his former 

abode, which they did receave bearing in i t  that a war law condemned had 

delated him as being als gu ilty  as h im felffe ," (3) Minister and Kirk Session 

must have f e l t  themselves placed in a very awkward situation as they read that 

le tte r . A stranger had arrived in their midst, and albeit liv ing  

"unblameably" for years on end, had never once communicated. That 

i t s e l f  should have led to an investigation of his antecedents, but nothing 

had ever been done. Now thJfLamb looked lik e  turning into a wolff in  

sheeps clothing. Small wonder the minister craved the advice of the 

Presbytery.

I n /

( l )  Paton "The Session Book of Peminghame 1696-1722*. I p p .l6l ,  162, 163.

Kinloch Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Gupar p. 185.
Ibid p. 163



In a few instances the Presbyteries' advice was sought upon cases 

which seem to offer no valid reascn for such a course. Why should the Rev. 

Walter G-reig of Balmerino crave the advice of the Presbytery of Gupar "anent 

a woman who had confeffed hir f e lf fe  to be a w itch." ? ( l)  Why should the 

Rev. John Alexander ask "the advice of the brethren what he fh a ll doe with 

one I f  obeli Key, in the parifh of Forgon, fufpect of witchcraft and malefices 

don by hir." ? (2) Behind the cryptie words o f the ancient records must 

l i e  some d iff ic u lt ie s  now lo s t  in  the passing centuries for, as they stand, 

both eases are apparently of the type for which there had long been a 

stereotyped method of procedure.

2* Assi tanoe Once embarked upon a witch hunt many a minister found that 

his authority was not su ffic ien tly  powerful to obtain the incriminating 

evidence. Sometimes the suspect was stubborn and not a l l  the prayers and 

blandishments of the local ministers could extract a confession from her 

l ip s . Dr. Edward of Grail found himself in th is predicament when dealing 

with G-eilles Robertson in July 1675* He therefore "defyred, that feme 

of the brethren might be appointed to a f f i f t  him in conferring with her. "(3) 

He was granted the able assitanoe of f iv e  other members of the Eresbtery, 

with i t  must be admitted, most unsatisfactory resu lts from their point of 

view for the prisoner died four months la ter  without their united efforts  

having wrung a confession from her (4 )

F a il in g /

(1) Ibid p. 129
(2  ̂ Ibid p. 85
13) Kinlodh. Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar p. 90.
(4 ; Ibid p. 91.



Failing a confession by a suspect the Minister had to rely upon 

information collected from his parishioners. Where the usual t i t t l e - t a t t le  

of the lo ca lity  did not come up to the desired standard the minister 

invariably appealed to the Presbytery. The Rev. Murdoch McKenzie of Elgin 

adopted th is course in l66 l with results 'which may be taken as typical of 

the usual practice when "the presbytery thought i t  f i t t e  that intimation 

should be made by a ll the brethren from t heir several pulpits that i f  any 

person could clear any thinge of charmeing and witchcraft against the 

forsaid persons may be pleased to acquaint the minister or session or repair 

to E lg in  upon Wednesday wher they w ill have a fu l l  hearing." ( l )  With the 

drag net cast thus wide by the Presbytery many a minister soon found the 

incriminating evidence rolling  in to build up a perfect dittay.

Another problem which was liab le to arise i f  a minister found himself 

overburdened with a large number of suspects was that of keeping them safely  

under lock and key. Under such circumstances the steep le, as the only 

place under his direct jurisdiction frequently proved inadequate and he was 

forced to appeal to the bail^ ies for permission to have the surplus suspects 

locked up in the local ja il  -  as often as not part of the tolbooth (2)

There seldom was any d ifficu lty  in t^&t respect for i t  was a strange Kirk 

Session which had not at least one b a il l ie  lending the weight of h is c iv i l  

authority to i t s  deliberations (3) From time to time however things did

not run so smoothly for the minister who found the usual co-operation

lacking. Almost invariably that was then the number to be imprisoned reached 

considerable/

(1 ) Qrammond "The Records of E lg in  I I  p. 369, 370.
(2) I n f r a  pp,2Jj3-$I f o r  d e t a i l s  of S c o t t i s h  p r is o n s
(3) Black -  History of Brechin pp. 74, 75*



considerable dimensions and the long headed b a ill ie s  with their thoughts on 

the town's purse strings wanted to know who paid for the prison expenses ( l)  

At that stage the minister as a rule bethought himself of appealing to the 

Presbytery for assistance. The Rev. George Haliburtqn of Perth found 

himself faced by that situation in 1650. "Regretting to the Presbytery the 

paucity of Magistrates in Perth for restraining of those who are apprehended 

for the scandel of witchcraft," he went on to stress the fact, "that there 

was like there would be a great discovery of more whereby the burden would 

be exceeding great." The Presbytery promptly sent for Henry Pollok, 

b a il l ie  "who undertook and promised to do what in him lay for that e ffec t, 

and to seek advice from t he ministers for best securing of them: as also to 

employ the garrison, who also have promised their ready concurrence with him."

What b e t te r  example could there be of an e ffec tiv e  r§ply  to  a m in iste rs  

appeal fo r assis tance?

In  ju s t ic e  to  the M inistry  i t  has to  be p laced on record  th a t an appeal 

fo r  a ss is tan c e  d id  not always f in d  i t s  o rig in  with them. When th e  Hon.

which desired "the help of the brethrens' prayers both in public and private" 

that the Rev. John Lookup of Mid-Calder raised the matter in the Presbytery 

of Linlithgow. (3 )

(1) Robertson Presbytery of Lanark p. 74*

(2) Hunter "The diocese and Presbytery of Dunkeld." p. 101.

(3) McCall "The H istory  and A n tiq u itie s  of the Parish of Mid-Calder" p. 236.

(2)

P a tr ic k  Sandilands, th i rd  son of Lord chen showed a l l  the common

symptoris o f a person bewitched i t  was a t  the express d es ire  of the fam ily

3 . /



3* "Depositionis. D ittaes. Informationis. " ( l)

As a rule, when, a minister brought witchcraft to the notice of the 

.Presbytery i t  was neither to seek advice nor assistance but merely to lay "de­

p o s it io n s , d ittaes, informationis*! before i t s  members. Theirs was then 

the responsibility for deciding what further action was called for.

I t  was but rarely that the minister f e l t  ju stified  in delating the 

suspect, though sometimes the evidence seemed su ffic ien tly  strong to ju stify  

his taking such a decisive step. The Rev. John Currie, of Coulter f e l t  that 

to be the case when he "gave in ane accufatione againft Marion Maquate, in 

N ifbite of charming and other pointes of witchcraft confeffed of her.*' (2)

As a matter of interest th is apparently cast-iron delation marked the 

commencement of one of the most prolonged cases in the history of a l l  Scottish  

witchcraft (3 )

Mr. L eslie , curate of Inverkip, was luckier when in 1676 he delated John 

Macgregor as a charmer concerning whom there was a "fama clamosa" in the country 

as the resu lt of his restoring the power of speech to a young woman. The 

accused was forbidden to practice any further cures on pain of delation to 

the c iv i l  magistrate .as a charmer. (4 )

In most cases the minister was in no position $0 make the definite  

accusation inherent in a delation. Rather was he passing on information, 

which/

(1) H.P.O. XIII p .620.

(2) Robertson w resbytery of Lanark p. 20. The accused had confessed before
Sir David Mu ray of Stenhope knight, the laird of Haddine, and diverfe
of the brethren of the prefbetrie of Mebles." I b id . p, 20

(3) Ibid pp. 20-32.
(L) Metcalfe "County of Renfrew" p. 327-



which from previous experience, he must have known would req u ire  p re sb y te r ia l 

a c tio n  of some kind. Whenever po ssib le  he seems to  have been quick to s tr e s s  

the  f a c t  th a t  the re p o rt was made not as a p iece of personal inform ation 

gleaned by h is  own ex ertio n s, bu t by him as moderator of th e  Kirk Session 

where the suspect had usually  been examined. The tone adopted by the 

m in is te r  when laying the inform ation before  the P resbytery  gives a f a i r  

in d ica tio n  of the measure of success which had attended the jo in t  e f fo r ts  of 

m in is te r and e ld e rs . The Rev. John Hamilton of Kilmacolm obviously had 

every reason to  congratu late  him self on the  r e s u l t  of the lo c a l enquiry when 

he could re p o rt " th a t he had found pregnant presumption of w itch c ra ft, tryed 

in  h is  Session, in  Jean S co tt, Jan e t Paterson, and Janet Loudon p a ro ch in ers’ 

of Inver kyp; and th a t  Mr. James Taylor had found pregnant presumption of 

w itc h c ra ft, tryed  in  h is  Session in  Janet G albraith  in  Greenock." ( l)  When 

re p o rtin g  to  the Presbytery of Greenock th a t  severa l persons had been accused 

of w itc h c ra ft, Mr. B risbane, m in ister of Kilmacolm was ca re fu l to  po in t out 

th a t  h is  ac tio n  followed upon proceedings which had previously  occupied the 

a tte n tio n  of h is  Kirk Session. (2) S im ilarly  in  December 1703 the Rev. 

A rchibald Borthwick of Greenlaw made i t  c lea r  th a t he was merely conveying 

a re fe ren ce  from h is  Session when he la id  inform ation before the P resbytery  

o f /

( l )  Murray "Kilmacolm" pp. 36 , 57 of F raser "Memoirs of the Maxwells of 
Pollok” I  p. 354 fo r  more d e ta i ls  regarding Jan e t G alb raith .

(2) Metcalfe ^County of Renfrew" p.329. The date was 3th February 1696.



of Duns "anent one Christian YTilkie, liv ing  in Angebraw, -who was accused as 

being a charmer." ( l)

The more zealously inclined among the witch-hunting clergy frequently 

exhibited le ss  inate oaution and were not above laying information without 

any special backing by their Kirk Session. Among such ministers the Rev. 

Andrew Turner of iirskine must take a high place for his graphic report to 

the Presbytery of Paisley of "a deplorable case of Christine Shaw, daughter 

to the la ird  of Bargarran. " (2) The Rev. James Brisbane of Kilmacolm, to 

whose work mention has already been made, came to enjoy such a reputation as 

a witch hunter after his work f ir s t  against Janes Wodrow (3) and then in 

the Christian Shaw affair  (4 ) that, on his own responsib ility , he had no 

hesitation in laying information before the i-resbytery of Paisley regarding 

"a deplorable case of one Margaret Laird in Kilmacolrae. " (5) When a 

minister laid  information before the Presbytery i t  did not necessarily follow  

that i t  would be accepted aw justifying action, as Mr. George^-ilespie, 

minister at Weyms found to his cause when "the brethren desjres him f ir s t  

to try the saids presumptions befoir his sessioun, and thairafter to bring 

thm to the Presbytrie"(6)

B. The Kirk Session.

A s/

(1) Gibson "An Old Berwickshire Town." p .67.
(2) "A H istory of the Witches of Renfrew shire." p.XXVII
(3) Ib id  p. 112.
(lS  Ibid p. 75-
(5 ) M u r r a y  •’K i l m a c o l m "  p. 113.
(6) Stevenson "The Presbytrie Booke of Kirkcaldie p. 136.
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As a source of Witchcraft information for the Presbyteries the Kirk 

Session occupied a position second only to that of the minister. '//hat

sligh t diminution there was in  the flow of information from the Kirk Session

was readily accounted for by the personal contact which the minister exercised 

through his attendance at the regular meetings of the Presbytery, and not 

through any weakness in the Kirk Session. As the local Kirk court empowered 

to ferret out the delinquencies among a congregation, the la tter  was in  

fact a remarkably e ffic ien t body. Working, as i t  did, in the same local

sphere as the minister, and usually in the closest collaboration with him,

the Kirk Session had to deal with the same types of witchcraft cases, and 

found very similar reasons for appealing for advice, and laying information 

before the Presbytery. Appeals for assistance, such as ministers did find i t  

necessary to make, are conspicuous by their absence. To conclude that 

they were never made would be an unwarranted assumption, but the drag net 

has been cast at least su ffic ien tly  wide over a l l  Scotland to make i t  certain 

that they must have been of the greatest rarity , otherwise some cases would 

have been brought to ligh t.

Advice All the d if f ic u lt  oases which had sent ministers hurrying to 

Presbyteries for advice are to be found in Kirk Session records. As pretty 

a problem on consulting as could be imagined gave the Kirk Session of 

Pin try some anxious moments in December 1697. One David Smith was 

questioned anent the scandal of "going to Edinburgh to ane David Howat, who 

is called ane sooth-sayer, for some hyds s to l l in ," ( l)  David’s defence v/as

( l)  Smith "Strathendrick" p .10.



disconcertingly strong, namely that the soothsayer in question was tolerated

in Edinburgh, at lea st to the extent that the ministers there could say

nothing against him when he was summoned before their Kirk Sessions, and

further that "many others both in th is parroch, Killearne and Campsie went to

him and he told them of that which they wanted and they wer never challenged. **
(1)

Paced with the obvious resu lts of the Kike’s general indecision regarding 

consulting, the Kirk Session of Fintry "refers the samen to the Presbitrie 

for q jlvyce." (2)

Charming was a subject to which Kirk Sessions had to devote much time. 

Public repentance, with sackcloth and the stool as possible additions, and 

the threat of more drastic action i f  the offence was repeated - these were 

the usual methods of dealing with the crime (3 ) No le s s  than the m inisters, 

however, the Kirk Sessions were sometimes faced with that d iff ic u lt  case.

In 1716 the Kirk Session of Kilmorie cited Farquhar Ferguson to answer the 

charge of curing by charms "people that were Elf Shot." He denied using 

charms though admitting he used "a l i t l e  Black Soap" as a cure. He further 

admitted/

( l )  Ibid p. 10.
(2  ̂ Ibid p .10.
(3) The following references, covering Scotland from north to  south may 

be taken as offering concrete evidence for th is statement.
Minro "Records of Old Aberdeen II p. 18.
Mackay Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall pp. 333, 334*
Gramplond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin pp. 183, 184, 220, 275*
Grammond "Annals of Banff" p .40.
Stevenson "iresbitrie Book of Kirkcaldie" pp. 92, 93, 178.

"Miscellany of theSpalding Club" I p .105*
Lorimer St. Outhbert's Kirk Edinburgh pp. 144, 145.
Craig-Brown "The History of Selkirkshire." p. 180.
R.P.C. 2nd Series Vol VIII p,343»
By way of contrast the following extract from Rothesay Kirk Session

Records of date 13 th February I.706 is  offered. "In regard the forsaid
Elspeth NcTaylor alledged to be imployed to performe the charine is  
notourlie known to be most intractable, incapable and infamous and 
irreclaimable the Session -waves themselves with her." (Paton The Session Book of Rothesay" p. 201. )______________________________________



a d m itte d  u s in g  ’’h e rb s  to  make d r in k s  f o r  s ic k  f o l k , ” f o r  w hich s e rv ic e  he 

c la im ed  never to  take  more th an  l / o  s t e r l i n g  -  a  n o t in c o n s id e ra b le  sum in  

th e s e  days. "The S e ss io n  took  h i s  c o n fe s s io n  to  c o n s id e ra tio n  and b e in g  

s t r a i t n e d  what judgem ent to  make o f such  a  p r a c t i s e  th ey  unanim ously ag re e d  

to  r e f e r  same to  th e  P r e s b y te r y .” ( l )

2, ’’D e la t io n s ,  D it ta y  s .  I n f  o rm a tio n is . ”

C e r ta in  b ro ad  and somewhat s u rp r is in g  c o n c lu s io n s  become a p p a re n t 

im m ediate ly  a t t e n t i o n  i s  c o n c e n tra te d  upon th e  g r e a t  mass o f  in fo rm a tio n  l a i d  

b e fo re  P re s b y te r ie s  by K irk  S e ss io n s .

In  th e  f i r s t  p la c e  d e la t io n s ,  a d m itte d ly  a  r a r i t y  w ith  m in is te r s ,  a re  

as d i f f i c u l t  to  f in d  a s  th e  p ro v e rb ia l  n eed le  in  th e  h a y -s ta c k . W hile i t  

i s  n ev e r s a f e  to  la y  down h a rd  and f a s t  r u le s  fo r  S c o t t is h  w i tc h c r a f t  

p ro c e d u re , i t  i s  none th e  l e s s  t r u e  t h a t  a  wide exam ination  o f r e c o rd s ,  la y  

and e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  a l i k e ,  h as  f a i l e d  to  y i e ld  a  s in g le  d i r e c t  d e la t io n  f o r  

w i tc h c r a f t  by a  K irk  S ess io n  to  a  P re sb y te ry . A c e r t a in  n a t iv e  c a u tio n  

w hich  upon o cca sio n  f a i l e d  to  r e s t r a i n  th e  more z ea lo u s  m in is te r ,  must have 

p re v e n te d  many a  K irk  S essio n  from  making th e  d i r e c t  a c c u sa tio n , even in  th e  

fa c e  o f  s t r o n g ly  in c r im in a tin g  ev idence .

As a  m a tte r  of f a c t  th e  g r e a t  m a jo r ity  o f case s  abou t w hich K irk  

S e ss io n s  l a i d  in fo rm a tio n  b e fo re  th e  r e s b y t r i e s ,  were f o r  th e  l e s s e r  s in  

o f charm ing. A ll th e  commoner m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  t h a t  e v i l  a re  found in  

K irk  S e ss io n  re c o rd s .  Thus M argaret Monro, d e la te d  to  th e  K irk  S essio n  

o f  A lness f o r  tu rn in g  th e  s ie v e  and sh e a rs  was r e f e r r e d  -  n o t d e la te d  be  i t  

n o te d  -  to  th e  P re sb y te ry  o f D ingw all in  1649. (2) Turning th e  key in  

t h e /

( l )  M ackenzie ’’The Book o f A rran" p . 296.
(2 ; Mackay -  P r e s b y te r ie s  of In v e rn e ss  andD ingw all" p . 1 5 6 .



the presence of two women was the charge to which Gavin Aikman pleaded 

gu ilty  before the Kirk Session of St. Cuthbert's, Edinburgh, in 1691. Again 

that native caution came into play, for even such a common and straightforward 

case was referred to the Presbytery ( l)  I ll-h ea lth  was another fe r t i le  source 

of charming, for with medicine an almost closed book in Scotland (2) people, 

in their desperation, made egger use of "wise" women, aye and men too, who 

for a suitable reward, concocted suitable drinks, Y/hen Isabell Davidsone 

confessed to the Kirk Session of Belhelvie that she had given "ane potion 

of ale and herbet" to seekers after health, her case was promptly referred 

to the Presbytery of Strathbogie (3 ) A more barbaric form of charming, to 

be found among the rural communities, came before the Kirk Session of 

Redgorton in November 1656 when four men "confessed to their using of a 

charm, to w it, the putting of an ox under the earth, and calling the ca ttle  

over him." (4.) The immediate reference of the culprits to the Presbytery

i s  understandable in the case of this unpleasant burying a live of the dumb

o x ./

(1) Lorimer Cuthbert’s Church Edinburgh pp. 130, 131.

(2) The following are only a few of the books throwing ligh t on th is
subjeot:-

Lowe "A Discourse of the Whole Act of Chyrugery" p.A,Al and the next 
page which is  unnumbered.

Finlayson "Life and Works of Maister Peter Lowe" p .65.
Duncan "Memorials of the Faculty of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow 

1599-1850" pp. 5,6.
Grant "Old and New Edinburgh " III p. 18.
Arnot "History of Edinburgh" p. 307.c .f .  Appendix 111,

(3) Stuart presbytery Book of Strathbogie" p.XIV.
(4) Hunter ul1he Diocese and Presbytery of Dunkeld" p. 370, of Mackay.

Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall" p .196, for another instance 
of burying an animal under the threshold asja. preventative against 
the death of the remainder of the beasts. /



ox* It  is  rather an unpleasant commentary on Scottish c iv ilisa tio n  of that 

century that "discipline in sackcloth" was adjudged a su ffic ien t punishment 

Unfortunately Kirk Session records do not always give deta ils as sp ecific  

as the above examples of the exact brand of charming which had been referred 

to the Presbytery ( l)

Bulking only sligh tly  le ss  in Kirk Session deliberations were cases of 

people complaining they had been "slandered" for witchcraft or charming. (2) 

Any self-respecting Kirk Session was much more interested in running witches 

to earth than in having som© poor w ife, more courageous than her neighbours 

take up cudgels against what was a ll  too frequently a fa lse  accusation 

emanating from spleen. In the heat of local charge and counter-charge the 

truth was often so e ffectively  concealed that the Kirk Session was glad to 

turn over the problem to the Presbytery. Tyninghmae parish supplied a 

fine example in 1634 when "betriche Miltone canpleint upon Alex Congiltoune 

Shepherd, that he had slanderit h ir , affirming hir to be the caus of his 

dauchter's sickness, and lykwise that sho was the caus that his cow did cast 

calf."  (3) What complicated the case was that Gongiltoune having admitted 

that his daughter had recovered, then protested he had never blamed Beatrice. 

A t/

(1) Hackay "Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall pp. 333, 334.

(2) Robertson "South Leith Records" p. 95.
Kinloch "Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar" p .l6 9 .

(3) Waddell nAn Old Kirk Chronicle p .100.



At that stage the case was referred to the Presbytery. ( l)

Confusion worse confounded sometimes arose when slander and consulting 

went hand in hand. A consulter naturally entailed a person consulted, and 

there was always the p o ssib ility  that, when challenged, the la tter  would 

repudiate the charge. The Kirk Session of Falkirk had to face such a 

situation when Cristiane V/atsoune gave in a b i l l  of slander against John Dan, 

kirk o fficer , who, when examined, had the audacity to admit "that a ll  he
t

had formerly said and deposit anent the said inaiter was a maniefest bye maid 

by him againes her." (2) Dun was suspended from o ffice  and further enquiries 

institu ted  concerning Cristian.Events moved so rapidly that within twenty- 

four hours Mrt. Davidson was accused before the Kirk Session of Falkirk of 

"going to Cristiane YYatsone spous to James Packok yr, and consulting hir as 

ane witch by hir coming se cr e itlie  behind the said Cristiane upone ane mereat 

day in the Hie S treit, and tuching hir c la ith is , and seeking of hir helth of 

hir se cr e it lie  for Cod’s caus." (3) Margaret’s fa ith , lik e  that of a certain  

woman with an effusion of blood had i t s  reward for "she was the better of hir 

h elth /

(1) The case was referred back to the Kirk Session which was then presided
over by the Rev. John Lauder whose long ministry of over f i f ty  years 
in  Tyninghame was distinguished by that combination of godliness and 
wordly wisdom which has been the chief glory of the Kirk. Knowing 

the parties in the dispute he "thoct best, seeing they wer nichbours 
and gude friens ilk  ane to other in tymes bygaine, that they suld 
be agreit, and refer is i t  to Cod T ill He give furder lic h t  i f  thair 
be any mistery therein" (An Old Kirk ChronicJJL p.100)

(2) Mirray "Records of Falkirk parish" I p .32. ^
(3) Ibid p .34.



helth  yr after. " ( l)  The subsequent developments were as surprising as they

were eniba|7a.ssing? to the Kirk: Session, for Oristian fought hack and charged 

her accusers with slandering her. This contretemps was too much for the

Kirk Session which promptly referred the whole problem to the Presbytery (2) 

By a decision of the G-eneral Assembly in 1586 consulting f e l l  within the 

province of the .Presbytery (3) Subsequent vacilla tion  regarding that

decision (4 ) probably went far to explain the fact that the act was not 

s tr ic t ly  adhered to , by far the greater number of cases of the crime being 

dealt with by the Kirk Sessions (5 ) A fa ir  number of consulters did find 

themselves/

(1) Ibid p .34.

( 2) Ibid p. 37. ^hile not s tr ic t ly  applicable to the present enquiry the
subsequent developments are too interesting to be omitted. The 
Presbytery having referred the case back to the Kirk Session, Cristian
brought such an overwhelming volume of evidence testify in g  to her
honesty before that body that i t  was forced to suspend proceeding? 
against her. I t  would not admit defeat however. Though the 
Presbytery had given i t  no assistance there was s t i l l  the c iv il
authorities, and to “my Lord's Court" Janet Buchanan, one of
Gristian's accusers was ordered to go as pursuer so that the la tter  
might be either condemned or ahsolved. Over Janet's head was held
the double edged threat that i f  she shirked this task the Kirk Session
would proceed against her as a slanderer, and most surprisingly 
inconsistent as a "consulter of witches"

(3) B.U.K. II p. 665; supra p. 91

(4 ) Supra p. 91 . i n f r a  p p .245-250

(5 ) For typical examples c , f .
Fleming "St. Andrews Kirk Session Begister pp. 799, 800.
Spottiswoode Miscellany II pp.304, 305.
Stuart Beoords of the Kirk Session, , resbytery and Synod of Aberdeen 

P. 87.
Cramhjonfi "Becords of the Kirk Session of Elgin 1584 -1779 pp. 2, 41, 86,

Porteous 'History ox uriem > 1, 4 4
Robertson "South Leith Records p . 17



themselves before the Presbyteries but Margaret Bell and Catherine Haddow 

of Edinburgh jjl) and Janet Barry of Perth (2) oould claim an almost unique 

distinction when they found themselves in that unha jiy position as the 

resu lts of the efforts of a Kirk Session.

Of the variety of unusual oases in the f ie ld  of the supernatural 

there was no end as the Kirk Session of Penninghame found in 1706 when Jean 

Brown admitted she “converses ordinarily with sp ir its . ” (3 )

The Synod

While the Synod formed the third great channel through which witchcraft 

flowed to the Presbytery the volume of cases showed a marked diminution of 

almost 30 per cent when compared with those coming from ministers and Kirk 

Sessions. Two factors go far to explain the decline. Y/itchcraft was 

essen tia lly  a loca l phenomenon. Like certain epidemics well known to the 

medioal practitioner of today i t  was frequently virulent in  one lo ca lity  at 

a time, but never over a wide area at once; even neighbouring shires could 

at the same time experience tota l immunity, and witch hunting on a grand 

scale. Semi-isolation in a land ill-provided with easy routed of 

communication had much to do with that condition of a ffa irs, and not 

unnaturally l e f t  the local Kirk o ff ic ia ls  to deal with the criminals, as they 

were very well able to do in the great majority of cases. I t  was th is  

very/

(1) Lorimer “St. Cuthbert's Edinburgh” pp. 147, 148.

(2) Spottiswoode Miscellany II p. 304.

(3) Paton "The Session Bdok of Renninghame, "



loca l nature of so much Scottish witchcraft, which while reducing the number 

of cases dealt with by the Synod, yet made that body the third most important 

contributor of witchcraft "business to the Presbytery. Exercising control 

over a wide area the Synod ĴSould correlate the efforts of lo c a lit ie s  which 

were finding d ifficu lty  with suspects who, as sometimes happened fled  their  

native village; i t  could administer the most fatherly of rebukes to 

Presbyteries which were showing le s s  than the expected amount of zeal, and 

fin a lly  i t  could issue instructions of a general nature to a ll  Presbyteries 

within i t s  bounds.

1. Correlation of Effort.

With witchcraft no respecter of presbyterial boundaries there were 

occasions when even a Presbytery in i t s  turn had to appeal to the Synod in  

order that the witch-hunt might be carried beyond i t s  boundaries. Such was 

the case when Bessie Cupar and Jean Buchan, natives of Creich in the 

Presbytery of Cupar fled  their homes. The Presbytery f ir s t  tried to ensure 

their tr ia l by requesting the assistance of the neighbouring .Presbytery of 

Kirkcaldy. Concurrence was promised and their names "intimate that they 

may be tryed and apprehended" ( l )  But Bessie and Jean must have gone further 

a fie ld  for three months later the Synod "recommends to the brethrene of the 

feveral Prefbyteries to intimate in their feveral kirkes, thatBeffie Cupar 

and Jeane Buchane, fugitives from the d ifcip line of the Kirk fufpect for 

witchcraft within the paroche of Creiche, that thei may be found out i f  

thei be in the province." (2)

But/

Stevenson Presbytrie Book of Kirkcaldie pp.264, 265. 
Kinloch "Minutes of the Synod of Fife" p. 142.



But -when necessary the n e t was oast even w ider, word of fu g itiv e s  

being passed from one Synod to  another fo r  d is tr ib u tio n  among P re sb y te r ie s , 

and u ltim a te ly , th e re fo re , to  every Kirk over a wide area . Thus the Synod 

of Aberdeen ordered the P resbytery  of S tra th b o g ie ,to  search fo r "William G rant, 

suspect to  be ane warlocke, f le d  out of B e lly ." ( l )

The Synod a lso  offered  a n a tu ra l means of e ffe c tin g  th a t  co-operation  

between P resb y te ries  which was' sometimes e s se n tia l i f  w itch c ra ft was to  be 

d e a lt  w ith. When a bad outbreak of w itch c ra ft swepjb through F ife  in  1643 

th e  Presbytery  of Dunfermline requested  the Synod of F ife  to  "joyne fome 

of the P re fb y te r ie  of K irkald ie to them, th a t  when they f a l l  have adoe in  

the  m atter concerning w itc h c ra ft, they might have th e re  a f f i f t a n c e ." (2)

For similar reasons the Synod of F ife authorised the brethren of the 

Diocese of St. Andrews to approach the Presbyteries of Meigle, Dundee and 

Dunfermline for information regarding Robert Snail in Newtyll reputed to use 

"unlawfull means in healing of diseases, or finding out that which is  lo st  

or s to lle n ." (3)

2. Instructions to Presbyteries. From their more elevated view-point 

Synods were sometimes able to direct the attention of Presbyteries to 

sp ecific  witchcraft cases requiring their attention. In l6 l6  the Synod of 

F ife ordered the Presbytery of Gupar "to tak try e ll of the faid  -  Kynmeir, 

whois directioune favoures of w itchcraft.11 (4 ) The same Synod instructed 

th e /

(1) Stuart Presbytery Book of Strathbogie p .l6 l .  At the same time the
Presbytery was ordered to search for John Gray of Ruthven in the 
Synod of Angus and Hearns, George Sutherland and Aunas Keyth of Duffus 
in  theSynod of Moray and also to intimate the names of people
excommunicated in the Synods of Angus and Hearns and Inverness.

(2) Minutes of the Synod of Fife." p.137-
(3) Rmter. The Diocdse and Presbytery of Dunkeld" II p .6 l c .f .  a lso ,
, x Renfrewshire, A History.of theWitches c .f .  p.KXXI
(4) Minutes of the5 Synod of F ife. p.83.



the Presbytery of St. Andrews "to raife a procefs againft a woman in the 

par i f  h of St. Andrews, who is  reputed to be a foothfayer." ( l)  In the 

case of Agnes Anstruther the Synod went much further, ordering the Presbytery 

of Itupbaldy "to prefent to my Lord Archbifhope ane dittay againft Agnes 

Anftruther, fufpect of witchcraft, that being of weght fho may be perfewed 

be the Kings advocate." (2) Obviously, such instructions, by placing the 

onus for further action upon the Archbishop, d efin itely  lim ited the power 

of the Presbytery. This case i s  admittedly exceptional, however, and was 

no doubt part of the policy institu ted by James 71 in his efforts to 

episoopali^nise the Kirk. (3)

An intense outbreak of witch-hunting, which confined to a'very 

circumscribed area could send waves of alarm dashing far across the surrounding 

countryside. Then i t  was that a Synod could most profitably issue general 

instructions of a precautionary nature. The notorious ongoings of Christian 

Shaw in 1697 created such an impression upon the Synod of Glasgow and Ayr 

that i t  issued a recommendation that a fast be kept "in regard to the great 

prevalencie of witchcraft, which abounds in feveral places at this tyme within

the bounds of this Synod." (4 ) The Bishop and Stynod of Galloway "being
7

in f  ormed/ ( 6 0

(1) , Kinloch Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar" p. 99.

(2) Minutes of the Synod of Fife p .61.

(3 ) Supra p. 96 et seq.

(4 ) Robertson, Presbytery of Lanark p. 130^ ^odrow Analecta IV  p. XXIX.



informed that there i s  much wickednesse committed "by Gharmers and Necromancers, 

took more positive measures, appointing "ye fresbytries of Wig ton and 

Stenrauer forsaid to use a l l  d illigence for the ]punishing of the same. " ( i)

The Synod sometimes found i t  necessary to assume the role of mentor.

This was especially true in the more isolated d is tr ic ts  of the centra.1 and 

northern Highlands where the customary methods of witch-hunting naturally 

being le s s  well established, there was a tendency for unorthodox methods of 

procedure to obtain a footing. Of those the most outstanding was a method 

reminiscent of the ancient right of compurgation by which persons suspected 

of witchcraft could clear themselves on their own oath. Evidence of such 

procedure is  found in the Kirk Session Records of Elgin in both l601 and 

l6C4. (2) The identical method was employed at the d is tr ic t court held 

at Suniburgh, in Shetland, by John Dishington, depute of Patrick, Earl of 

Orkeny in 1602 (3) In 162*4 a minister raised the question of the 

leg a lity  of such procedure before the Presbytery of Strathbogie which "thought 

not such courses lawfull," but playing for safety, referred the matter to 

the Synod, (4 ) As guardians of the law of the Kirk, th^feynods frowned 

upon/

(1) Register of the Synod of Galloway p. 134. The order was repeated on
two later  occasions c .f .  pp. 146, 181, 182,

(2) Crammond "The Records of Elgin II p .89.
Orammond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin pp. 123, 126.

(3) Diary of the Reverend John Mill pp.183, 187. (ed. G-oudie)

(4 ) Stuart Presbytery Book of Strathbogie p .60.



upon the practice and made i t  their business to issue instructions condemning 

proceedings so markedly in  conflict with the established methods of 

ecc lesia stica l justice ( l)

D. Noblemen.

From i t s  e a r l i e s t  days when the Lords of the Congregation banded themselve 

to g e th er to  work f a r  the Reformation, the Kirk had always been able to rely  

on powerful support from the Scottish nobility . As i s  b u t natural history  

concentrates on the high ligh ts of this support as demonstrated in the 

troubled days of the G-lasgow Assembly, the National Covenant and the Bishops 

Wars, but tends to overlook the steady backing from successive generations 

of noblemen who were prepared to exert their authority for the furtherance 

of what they held to be Christ’s Kingdom in Scotland.

Bearing those facts in mind i t  is  easy to understand v/hy Presbyteries 

should have been attentive to noblementwho brought witchcraft to their 

notice. In 1603 the Marquis of Huntly "conforme to the desyne of his 

lordships le t tr e ” requested the Presbytery of Aberdeen ”to tak try e l l  of the 

wiches and consultaris witht thame, and to send to his lordship the delatioun, 

with the names of s ic  as ar maist meitt to pas upoune the assyse and try e ll  

of thame. ” (2) Precise instructions were issued to a ll  ministers that they 

were/

( l )  Ibid p. 174.
Johnston Old-Lore Miscellany of Orkney etc. II p. 172 Macnaughtcm ’’Church 

Life in Ross end Sutherland pp. 72, 73.
(2) Stuart ’’Selections from the Records of the Kirk Session PresTytery and 

Synods of Aberdeen” p .190.



were to v is i t  every kirk with two of their most zealous and Grod-f earing 

elders and there make diligent enquiry among the congregation. The 

information so garnered was to return to the Presbytery for transmission to 

his lordship who would then decide how to deal with the persons delated.

In 1649 the Marquis of Douglas behaved in quite a different manner. Ke 

sent ten women (l)  “delated for the crime of witchcraft by Jonet Cowts, a; 

confeffing witch, now ifl prifon in Peebles.” (2) from the parish of 

Crawford Douglas to the Presbytery of Lanark. The subsequent investigations 

he was content to leave to the Kirk. (3 )

The f ir s t  shot in what developed into the la st great witch-hunt in 

Scotland was fired  by Sir Archibald Stewart of Ardgowan when he accused John 

Dougall before the Presbytery of Paisly of “maist scandalous carriage in 

using charmes and such lik e  things. ” (4 )

E. B a ilies.

While even a Philadelphia lawyer would have been hard pressed to 

define the relative  spheres of ecc lesia stica l and c iv i l  justice as CroYn 

and Kirk manoeuvred to gain the dominating position , he would have been 

forced to admit that whatever the resultant compromise lacked in legal c lar ity  

was far more than made up for by i t s  tremendous effectiveness. This was 

esp ecia lly /

(1) That is  on the assumption that through a c ler ica l error one name was
included twice,

(2) Robertson (Selections from the) Registers of the Presbytery of Lanark”p,

(3) Infra pp,346-7for more details re Janet Coutts.

(4 ) Murray "Kilmacolm" p. 110,



especially true of the a c tiv itie s  of the b a ilie s  of Scottish towns. As 

elders in the local Kirk Session - for the Kirk made i t  a recognised part 

of i t s  policy to have them there -  they formed an effective  link between the

two local courts of justice, - The Second Book of Discipline had made i t

crystal clear what was expected of them as good elders ( l )  As d iligent 

b a ilie s , fu ll  of the importance and dignity of their o ffice , they were, as a 

rule, a l l  too w illing to keep their own courts busy -  and sometimes, l e t  i t  be

whispered, keep their pockets well lined. (2) In such circumstances the

system of mutual co-operation worked so smoothly that b a ilie s  had seldom to 

assume the responsibility of directing attention to witchcraft. Where some 

untoward d ifficu lty  arose, however, i t  was different, and then the b a ilies  

were found making a direct approach to the Presbytery. In 1644 'the b a ilie s  

of Pittenweem found themselves in such an unenviable position for they 

despatched James Richiesone one of their number, and James Airth their  Town 

Clerk, to the Presbytery of St. Andrews for advice “anent one Chriftane, 

incarcerate there for a witch, vpon thrie fever a ll  d ilations of thrie 

confeffing witches, quho have a ll fuffered, as alfo a farna clamofa for the 

fpaoe-of twentie ye irs, and fince her incarceration, they have found, by 

the fearch of thehangmen, two markes, " (3) Such vacillation  in the face 

of the damning evidence i s  explained when they go on to ask “whither or 

n ot/

( ) B.U.Ko II 496.

(2) Spalding Club Miscellany I p. 84.

(3) Kinloch Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar pp. 22, 23.



not they might enlarge her vpon the earn eft dealing of her hufband, quho 

is  vfeing a ll means for obtaining heir o f. H ( l)  The ’conclusion is  inescapable 

that her husband was a man of substance, for i t  has to be admitted that in 

the Scotland of those days there was too often one law for the rich and 

another for the poor. The -resbytery had no hesitation in advising the 

b a il l ie s  "not to enlarge her t i l l  farther trye ll,"  (2)

In 1704 the b a ilie s  of the town consulted the Presbytery concerning 

seven people accused of witchcraft before presenting a p etition  to the Privy 

Council. (3)

P. Presbyterial delations and visitations.

While attention has n a t u r a l l y  been concentrated on the main streams of 

witchcraft flowing to the Presbyteries from external sources, i t  must not 

be overlooked that in the performance of their duties Presbyteries came into 

oontact with a small proportion of further witchcraft cases.

Once an energetic Presbytery got their hands on a delated witch i t  was 

sometimes marvellous how with appropriate measures further delations could 

be extracted. When the Finis ter of Calder in the Presbytery of 

extracted from Helen Stewart a delation against Catherine Shaw in Carnwath 

he promptly informed the Rev. James Douglas of that parish "quherupon the 

said Mr. James gettis  ordour to caus suramound the said Katheren to the nixt 

meiting of the presbitrie" (of Lanark) She was obstinate at f ir s t  ”bot 

being comitted in the tolbuith of Lanerk, efter some few dayes conferance 

w ith/

(1) Ibid p. 23*
(2) Ibid p .23.
(3) Conolly HSLfianra" p. 217.
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with the minister of Lanark and uther guid people, without ony tor tour or 

hard useage" she confessed many points of witchcraft and blamed Margaret 

Reid as the chief instrument in making her acquainted with the devil ( l)  

Margaret Reid in her turn was promptly hailed before the Presbytery of Lanark 

where ftbeing confront i t  with the for said Cathern Shaw in presson, who 

standing constantlie to hir former delatioun in the presence of many witnesses, 

the said Margaret flew maist barburslie upoun Cathren Shawis face and being 

restranit utered thir words ”I f  I had gottin blood of the th e if f , she sould 

had never had power to haiff told mair teales of me.n (2 ) Helen Stewart 

also delated Margaret Watson and Jean Lachlane. (3) Margaret Watson in her 

turn delated Margaret Watson, her aunt, Janet Lockie and Malie Paterson, 

upon a ll  of whom the Presbytery promptly concentrated i t s  attention (4 )

W&en the presbytery of Brechin found that Janet Couper in her confession had 

delated Catherine Skair and Catherine Walker (5) as those who had shown her

the way to the devil i t  was not long t i l l  those two unfortunates in their

turn/

(1) R.P.C, 2nd Series VIII pp. 156 , 157.

(2) Ibid p .157.

(3) Ibid p. 148.

(4 ) R .P .C . 2nd S e r ie s  VIII p.150 c .f .  a ls o  Robertson -  Presbytery of
Lanark p,37.

(5) tresbytery of Brechin11 p. 34.



turn, found themselves before the Presbytery, ( l)  The snov/~ball-like growth 

of delations made in the ordinary course of predbyterial duties i s  amply 

illu stra ted  by those few typical instances.

By the law of the Kirk Presbyteries were expected to make periodic 

v isita tion s to the various kirks within their bounds. k in isters, elders, 

schoolmasters -  i f  any, were a l l  subject to an examination, and questions 

were asked as to the condition of the kirk buildings, the manse and the glebe. 

On rare occasions the scope of the enquiry was widened to include the 

question whether there was any witchcraft or superstitious practices, 

almost invariably with negative resu lts (2) The reason for th is apparently 

unusual state  of affairs i s  quite simple. With information pouring in  from 

outside sources the Presbytery found so l i t t l e  necessity for relying on i t s  

own enquiries at v isita tion s that the question actually seems to have dropped 

into disuse. (3) I f  there was witchcraft within i t s  bounds someone would 

soon le t  the Presbytery know.

G-. Appeals

The Presbytery formed such an important link in the witch-hunting 

organisation of the Kirk thaijit is  with a feeling of surprise, not untinged 

with r e l ie f ,  that attention i s  fin a lly  directed to the witchcraft cases #iifih 

came before i t  as a court of appeal for those labouring under the threat of 

w itchcraft/

(1)lbid pp. 35 5 and 44. at. ougNpa
(2)Gunn ’’The Ministry of the Presbytery of Peebles pp. 47, 71.

presbArtery of Brechin p. 7* 
ackay Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall has many visitations in 
which witchcraft is not mentioned c.f# pp. 23 , 29 , 52 , 54, 5-q, 7--;, 1 - >'5 
106 107 108. 109- 142. 148. Superstitious sacrificing of bulls was
dealt with twice (pp. 279, 230, 282)
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w itchcraft prosectdion.

In July 1663 "Kathrine, Spous to Donald McAllister in the parioch of 

Wrgrt, brought in her appeal to the Prebrie from the Session of V/r.qrt for 

appointing her to stand two Lards dayes in sacco and to mak profession of 

her rep (entance) for asserting that those things that, looked lyk soreerie 

qch were found after she f l it t e d  in the hous out of qoh she f l it t e d  were 

put there be Isob ell, spouse to Andrew Fraser, Gharriberlane of Ferintosh ( l)  

While the north always looked on witchcraft with a kindlier eye i t  is  

nevertheless a pleasant change to read that ’’the prebrie considdering the 

slander and censure, she is  remitted to s a t is f ie  accordinglie provyding that 

i f  she give su fficien t evidence of her rep. the f ir s t  day yt she shal be 

urged no more. * (2)

Isobel Carmichael having complained to the 3:resbytery of Lanark that 

William Smyth had slandered her as a witch, she was ordered ”to haw her 

b i l l  in  readines againft the nixt day, and the faid ^m. Smyth and his wyf 

to be fumoned. ” (3)

In 1G+6 the Presbytery of Cupar had to deal with an appeal involving 

a principle of great importance ’’Jonet and Marie M itchells, in the paroche 

of Kilmanie, f^jLandered of witchecraft by occafione of fomething fpoken by 

S r iffe l Thomfone, who was brunt for witchecraft, d id  fupplicat the Erefbyterie 

t o /

(1) Mackay Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall’’ p. 302.
(2) Ibid p .302,
(3) Robertson ’’Presbytery of Lanark” p. 105.
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to have the faid fdander tryed." (l^ The Presbytery called for the 

delations and at their "next meeting they learned from the Rev. George 

Thomson that he had raised the case before the Commission of the Kirk "and 

that ther opinion was, that i t  was verie hard to keep young weomen under 

f  dander, and to mar re ther fortune in the world and debar them from the 

benefite of the Kirk, quher ther is  nothing but the delatione of one witche, 

without any fdander befor, or anye other pregnant prefumptione before or 

f in c e ." (2) With th is  important declaration as a guide the Presbytery 

instructed the Rev. George Thomson to c a ll  the accused before the 

congregation, intimate "how cruell a thing i t  was, upon fo weake a grounde, 

to keep them under fo foul a fdander." and therefore fa ilin g  any further 

additions to  the charge by the congregation the two accused should be 

declared free  of the sclander "and not anye more be debarred from the benefite  

of the Kirk." (3) Jonet and Marie must certainly have blessed the right of 

the appeal which they had evoked with such success.

Isobell Ewart of Pumpherston had a to ta lly  different reason for her 

appeal in  1644, She was summoned before the Kirk Session of Mid-Calder 

"for scolding and ra ilin g  against the Session," and m s further charged with-

saying "tiiere was four hundreth markis gott in fra the witches, and that the

Session leived thairupon." These accusations she denied but went on to 

declare/

(1) Kinloch Minutes Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar p. 102*..

(2) Kinloch Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar p. 10 6.

(3) I b i d  p .106.
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declare "the minister had done many things behind folks backis which he durst 

not do befo ir  thair faces, n Having stirred up a hornets nest she then 

appealed to the distant and presumably le ss  excited Presbytery of Linlithgow (l)

How Presbyteries dealt with witchcraft.

A, Oases capable of immediate solution by Presbyteries.

Having received information upon a flood of cases of witchcraft, sorcery 

and necromancy i t  was incumbent upon the Presbyteries to take whatever steps 

were necessary to ensure the effective  punishment of the culprits. Hedged 

in  by Acts of Parliament, decisions of the Privy Council, and Acts of the 

General Assembly which frequently showed more than a trace of irreconcilab ility , 

th is necessitated a nice assessment of the relative merits of the evidence 

submitted before the appropriate action could be taken.

While most of the evidence was of a nature su ffic ien tly  unsatisfactory 

to demand further preliminary enquiry before punishment could be meted 

out there were certain types of cases upon which Presbyteries did fee l  

ju stified  in  taking immediate action. Secure in the knowledge that by a 

decision of the G-eneral Assembly of lf86. they were made responsible for 

censuring consult era (2) and knowing that in 1629 the Privy Council had 

ta c it ly  approved of the Kirk’s ignoring of the death penalty la id  down for 

the offence in I f 63 (3) the Presbyteries had no hesitation in dealing with 

the/

(1) McCall farish of Mid Calder pp, 182, 183.

(2) B.U.K. II pt. 2. p .666.

(3) R.P.C. 2nd Ser, III p. 259; infra p. 245 ,248



the great majority of straightforward cases of charming and consulting which 

came before them.

On rare occasions the Presbytery was content to deal with the culprit 

themselves. When G-avan Stewart, burgess of Paisley appeared before the 

Presbytery there in 1602 on a charge "of prostrating himself before Martha 

Pinkerton upon his kneis craving the helthe of G-avan Ralstoun, youngir of 

that ilk  fra her as was a lleg it,"  the Presbytery having heard his admission 

of consulting, but denial of "any humiliation to have been made upon his 

kneis to her or l if t in g  of his bonnett," they were content to make him 

sa tisfy  before themselves, and even ordered his own minister, who was also 

interested in the matter, to take no further action,against him (l)  In 1727 

Walter Balmer confessed to the - resbytery of Selkirk th a t he had consulted 

John Labon in the hope of recovering money he had lo s t . The crown and g i l l  

of brandy which the consultation cost him were well spent for a few days 

la ter  "six pounds of sterling , bote a shilling" were l e f t  on his own 

dunghill, Balmer got o ff with no more than a caution by the Presbytery (2 )

Both those cases are rather exceptional, however G-avan Stewart was a 

burgess of Paisley, a fact which was apt to weight with even Presbyteries 

in  those days when there was one interpretation of the law for the rich 

and another for the rich; Balmer was lucky to be accused within nine years 

of the repeal of the witchcraft acts when such crimes were naturally being 

treated with le ss  severity.

Equally/

(1 ) M etca lfe  County o f Renfrew" p. 238.

(2 ) Graig-Brown "The His tory of Selkirkshire" p, 227.



Equally infrequent ware the occasions when presbyteries pronouncing no 

decisions themselves, handed the case over to the Kirk Session for the 

necessary action against the persons accused. That was the course adopted 

by the Presbytery of Peebles in 1626, after long delays occasioned f ir s t  

by the illn e ss , and then by the death of Helen Hay, when she and her husband 

had been accused of turning the riddle, ( l)

In the great majority of cases [Presbytery and Kirk Session worked in the 

closest harmony. The g u ilt of the delated person having been established in 

the higher court, the Kirk Session had then to play i t s  part by enforcing 

suitable punishment in the £)lace where i t  was lik ely  to be most effective  ~ 

the sinner’s own local kirk. The nature of the punishment was almost invariably 

la id  down by the Presbytery, (2) and while i t  varied in severity always 

necessitated the appearance of the culprit, fu l l  of humility and repentance 

before his or her local congregation. The Presbytery of Kirkcaldy was 

content to le t  William Hutchen off by publicly acknowledging his fau lt and 

craving the congregations pardon for charming folk i l l  of the fa llin g  

sickness. (3) but four years later in 1640 the same -resbvtery thought f i t  

to order that in the matter of Bessie Walwofl, , also found guilty of charming 

•’that their be a publik humiliatioun in Bysert.” (4 ) As a rule persons 

found guilty of charming or consulting did not escape so ligh tly . John 

Dougall in Inverkip having been reported to the Presbytery of Paisley of 

’’m aist/

(1) Chambers ’’History of Peeblesshire.” p. 146,
(2) A unique exception was when the Presbytery of Brechin ordered Janet

Lowie to mak satisfaction  in Maritoune, as the Minister and Session 
sal enjoine in her (The Presbytery of Brechin p .5-)

3) Stevenson ’’The l:resbytrie Booke of Kirkcaldy pp. 92, 93*
4) Ibid p. 178



"m a is t scan d a lo u s  c a r r ia g e  in  u s in g  charmes and such l i k e  t h i n g s  th ey

judged  h i s  way o f  c a r ry in g  to  be  ex ceed in g ly  scan d a lo u s , and ap p o in t him to  

b e  convened b e fo r e  th e  co n g re g a tio n  o f Inverkyp , and th e re  to  b e  p u b lic lc ly  

reb u k ed , and d e c la re d  to  b e  a  scan d a lo u s  p e r s o n ." ( l )  The P re sb y te ry  o f 

P e e b le s  was more severe on J a n e t  H enderson, g u i l ty  o f n o th in g  more s e r io u s  

th a n  tu rn in g  th e  r i d d l e ,  o rd e r in g  h er to  s ta n d  s ix  Sabbath  days a t  th e  k i r k  

door and p la c e  o f p u b l ic  re p e n ta n c e  a t  L in to n  in  b a re  f e e t  and s a c k c lo th  and 

to  ag ree  th a t  i f  ev e r  she used  charms a g a in  "she sh o u ld  b e  h e ld  g u i l ty  o f 

w i tc h c r a f t  and s u f f e r  a c c o rd in g ly ," ( 2 ) The P re sb y te ry  o f  D ingw all w ent a 

s ta g e  f u r th e r  when i t  had a woman g u i l ty  o f  charm ing appear b e fo re  them in  

s a c k c lo th  and thdn  r e m i t te d  h e r  to  h e r  own K irk  S ess io n  o f  U rray th e re  to  

g iv e  ev id en ce  o f re p e n ta n c e  and "n o t o n l ie  undergoe Church d is c ip l in e  in  

V rray  b u t a l s o  in  o th e r  p a r is h e s  a d ja c e n t ,  v iz ,  to  s ta n d  in  sacco  one Lords 

day b e fo re  th e  c o n g reg a tio n eo f K iinioack, and 2d a t  Contane and a  3d a t  

U rq u rt"  ( 3 ) F in a l ly  Thomas H um bill, c i t e d  b e fo re  th e  P re sb y te ry  of B rech in  

f o r  c o n s u lt in g  a  w itch  re g a rd in g  h i s  b ^ S s ts ,  was o rd e red  to  do p u b lic  

s a t i s f a c t i o n  in  s a c k c lo th  b o th  b e fo re  th e  P re sb y te ry  and th e  K irk s  o f 

Navar and L e th n o t. (4 )

A nother type  o f ca se  w ith  w hich r e s b y te r i e s  had no h e s i t a t i o n  in  d e a lin g  

was t h a t  n e c e s s i t a t i n g  d i s c ip l in a r y  a c t io n  a g a in s t  t h e i r  own c o lle a g u e s .

'When in  1 6 6 4  Mr. John H am ilton , m in is te r  o f In v e rk ip  was accused  of ta k in g  

a /

(1) Murray "Kilmacolm" pp 110 -111 .
(2 ) Chambers "H is to ry  o f P e e b le s s h ire "  p ,1 4 6 .
(3 ) Hackay P r e s b y te r ie s  o f In v e rn e s s  and D ingw all p . 344. For a s im i la r

punishm ent fljf. Macnaughton "Church L ife  in  Ross and S u th e rlan d "  p p .50,
(4 ) " E x tra c ts  from  th e  Records o f th e  P re sb y te ry  o f B rech in  p . 30 o f d a te

1 1 th  A p ril IbBO.



a bribe of the not inconsiderable sun of 50 marks to protect from harm a wife 

accused of witchcraft the Presbytery of Paisley promptly deposed him ( l)

More satisfaction  can be f e l t  with the Presbytery of I'enpont ’ s handling of 

the case of the Rev. Peter Rae of Kilbride who; when he f e l l  i l l  in 1706, 

called a woman a witch, said to her, "They say you have my health, so give 

i t  again i f  you have," and then so far forgot his position as to endeavour to 

bleed her on the forehead. Such non-minis ter ia l conduct rightly earned a 

presbyterial rebuke. (2)

B. Ask for advice from, or remit to a higher court.

Presbyteries, lik e ministers and Kirk Sessions, came up against those 

cases presenting puzzling features. In an attempt to r esolve their 

d iff ic u lt ie s  the Presbyteries in their turn naturally turned to the Synods, 

and even on occasion appealed directly to the General Assembly, or Committee 

of Estates.

As usual the inevitable d iff ic u lt ie s  arose with a small proportion of 

the oases of charming and consulting with which the Presbyteries did not fee l  

ju stified  in dealing themselves. Following upon i t s  investigations into a 

case of consulting so bad that i t  verged upon witchcraft, the Presbytery 

of St. Andrew on the 27th March 1644 referred to the Synod the question 

"Quhat falbe the cenfure of confulters with witches and charmers?" (3 ) The 

answer/

(1) Metcalfe "History of the County of Renfpww p .327,
(2) Wood "Witchcraft and Superstitious Records p .131*
(3) Kinloch "Presbyteries of St. Andrew;-; andCupar pp. 19, 20,



answer, i f  any, must have been unsatisfactory for on the 25th December 

following the identical question was referred to the G-eneral Assembly ( l)

Why such a course should have been necessary passes comprehension as the 

same Presbytery had been dealing with similar cases within two years of that 

date (2) In 1652 John Gibson having consulted John Lyndsay regarding stolen  

money was rebuked and exhorted to repent by the Presbytery of Peebles. The 

ITesbytery must have had some doubts as to the fitn ess  of the punishment 

f a t  i t  decided to consult the Synod. (3) The Synod*s advice was that a ll  

such delinquents should stand three Sundays at the church door as the 

people were gathering and at the place of repentance during the service (if)

So seriously did the Presbytery of Selkirk look upon the crimes of John 

Allan in 1693 that they found him "guilty of charming, attended by several 

aggravating circumstances and reported him to the General Assembly ,f (5 ) 

Considering that John had consulted James Mitchelson and following the la tters  

advice burned his own shoes and then blooded George Brown i t  is  easy to 

understand why the Presbytery did not fe e l disposed to take the responsibility  

of pronouncing sentence in th is case.

When the more serious charge of witchcraft was involved Presbyteries 

sometimes deemed i t  advisable to seek advice. In 1670 the Presbytery of 

paisley consulted the Synod as to "what course i f  f itt in g e s t  to be taken 

with those who go under the name of witches." (6) The peculiar wording 

almost/

(1) Ibid p. 23.
(2) Ibid pp. 3,5.
(3) Gunn "The Gross Kirk, P e e b le s"  pp. 137, 8 .
(4) Ibid p. 160.
(5) Craig-Brown "History of Selkirkshire I  p.217.
(6) M e tc a lfe  -  County o f Renfrew  p.327.



almost suggests the dawning of a doubt in the minds of the Presbytery. 

Unfortunately Renfrewshire, t ill then strangely quiescent in witchcraft 

matters, was about to gain a most unenviable notoriety, (l) The Cromwellian 

occupation of Scotland with its effective check on witch-hunting (2) suggests 

an obvious reason why on the 31st May 1652 the iVesbytery of Dunbar appointed 

11 a reference to be maid to the Synod anent advice concerning witches, what 

shall be done be the ministers concerning them,,f (3 ) -Sn obstinate woman 

reduced the I-resbytery of Cupar to impotence in 1647. Unable to extricate 

a confession of guilt it was glad to t urn to the Provincial Assembly for 

advice (4 ) There was no rule that all difficult cases should necessarily 

be remitted to a higher ecclesiastical court for its consideration and advice. 

When Janet Bowis, a confessing witch imprisoned in Peebles in 1649, delated 

people dwelling within the bounds of the neighbouring Presbytery of Biggar, 

the latter Presbytery had her brought before it only to witness her collapse 

under cross-examination and finâ , admission ”in clamours and teares’’ that she 

had falsely accused about 48 persons ’’whose guyltiness before schoe had 

affirmed. ” The Presbytery of Biggar referred this signed confession of 

Janet to the Commissioners appointed for the trial with the request that they 

should advise what course should be followed. If necessary the Commissioners 

in/

(1) Renfrewshire, A history of the witches f t 4 Metcalfe? County of Renfrew
and History of Paisley.

(2) Supra p. 43 infra p. 336
(3 ) Ritchie - The Churches of St. Baldred p. 103.
(4) Kinloch ’’Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar pp. 108-110.



in their turn were requested to present the relative documents to the 

Committee of Estates for their advice, (l)

Instead of asking advice Presbyteries were sometimes glad to wash their 

hands of some knotty problem by remitting to a higher court for attention. 

Where all the efforts of the Kirk had failed to produce any evidence to 

substantiate vague delations of witchcraft it was but natural that friends 

and clese relatives should importune the Presbytery for, their release. Loathe 

to let their prisoners go the Presbytery of Kirkcaldy in 1645 met such a 

situation with the bland announcement that ’’knowing rem non esse integram in 

respect the Synod had meddled with that mater befoir remitts the said mater 

to the nixt Synod” (2) Faced by more importunate frineds and a corrplete 

lack of evidence the same Presbytery in l6fjQ solved its immediate problem 

bv remitting ’’the mater as a thing of great weight to the ensuing Provincial, ”
(3)

C. Gather Information

Barred from trying witchcraft themselves (4 ) Presbyteries had to face 

the unpalatable fact that if they hoped to see the accused persons ’’wirreit 

and burned” (5) they had first to ensure that the evidence was sufficiently

strong/

(1) Hunter ’’Biggar and the House of Fleming” pp.384, 385 Murray
Kilmacolm pp. 113, 114 for a Presbytery appealing to the P r i v y  Council 
for aid.

(2) Stevenson Presbytrie Booke of Kirkcaldie p. 286,
(3) Ibid p.353 c.f, also pp.350, 351, 352.
(4 ) Supra p. 92 et seq.
(5) The usual legal terminology of Pltcarin Criminal Trials,
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strong to convince the civil authorities that a trial -was justified.. In 

no unmeasured terms the ..-.rivy Council had told them their function was to 

gather information and lay it before the judicial authorities, (l) In 

practice that came to involve the submission of all the relative dittays. 

hacked if possible by a confession to the frivy Council with a request that 

a commission be granted for the trial of the accused. Seldom was that 

possible without a considerable amount of work on the part of the Presbyterie 

for the mixture of fact and fiction which was sufficient to convince the 

ministers of the guilt of some local wife had an unfortunate habit of 

appearing nothing like so damning to a set of hard headed hrivy Councillors 

far removed from the local mass hysteria of a witch hunt. (2)

Presbyteries were fortunate in the allies they could call to their 

assistance in the hunt for information which would justify their approaching 

the rivy Council. Ministers, Kirk Sessions, congregations, nobles, lairds 

and bailies made up a formidable array of collaborators behind whom there 

lurked the ubiquitous pricher and torturers "horrible and awefu1, which even 

to name wad be unlawfu. "

Working on the principle that the work in hand was likely to be best 

done by themselves Presbyteries usually made one or more of their number 

responsible for the necessary enquiries. The instructions they gave 

naturally varied in accordance with the information at their disposal. ><ith 

nothing more than delations before them the Presbytery of Stirling took 

measures/

(1) Supra p. 95, 96

(2) Infra p.348-362 et seq.



measures typical of those times when in 1597 they ordered those of their 

number resident in Stirling "to try and exnmin thais women alreddie 

apprehendit and to be apprehend!t heiraftir for witchcraft, and ouhat thay 

find, To Report the samin to the presbyterie that thay may Judge thairon 

befoir any of thame thoill ane assyse.” (l) Whether the ministers were 

"appointed to goejto Craill on Thurefday, and fpeake fome witches apprehended 

ther" (2) or "to examine the perfonnes that ar apprehenditt for fufpicione 

of witchcraft. " (3) or take cognizance of the affair. *’ (4 ) there was no 

doubt what w-s expected of them - a well-substantiated confession. That is 

made clear by the case of G-eiilies Robertfone suspected of witchcraft in 

Craill In 1675> Tor in reporting her case to the Presbytery of St. Andrews 

Dr, Edward "defyred. tî at fome of the brethren might be appointed to affift 

him in conferring with her." One month later they reported"they could gaine 

no eonfeffioun from hir." (5 ) The customary procedure of remitting the 

•matter to a few ministers was followed when Margaret Guthrie was delated to 

the Presbytery of St. Andrews in 1666 for "the Moderator, Mr. Alexander 

Edward, Mr, Androw Bruce at Carribie and Mr. Alexander Leflie ar appointed 

to deal with hir at ther own conveniencie, for bringing hir to a confeffione, 

t ill the judge competent should difpofe of hir. " (6) The Prefbytery cf 

Irvine/

(1) Ferguson "Alexander Hume; p.260.
(2) Kinloch ".Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar p. 12.
(3) Robertson - Presbytery of Lanark p.37-
(4) R,P«C. 2nd Ser II p . 143.
(5) Kinloch "Selections from the Minutes of the presbyteries of St. Andrews

and Cupar pp. 90, 91 c.'f. also p.108 re failure extract a confession 
from Bessie Couper.

(6) Ibid. p.84.



Irvine adopted an identical course in 1630 when "being informed that there 

were several persons in Dalrjs, who partly upon presuir̂ tion, partly upo 

delation and partly upon mala fama, were apprehended by the Judge Ordinary 

for witchcraft, who continued still impenitent, therefore it is appointed 

that Mr. Patrick Colville, and Mr. W.S. Russel, shall go to Dairy and deal 

with the said persons for bringing them to ane confession.11 (l) In 10+3 

the Presbytery of Greenock took the more unusual step of deciding that "all 

the brethren sail that nicht and the morrow deal with the persons apprehended 

for witchcraft to bring them to confession" This joint assault must have 

failed for the Iresbytery soon after resorted to the more orthodox method 

of appointing various ministers to deal with the suspects at specified times (2) 

U n l e s s  b a c k e d  by most substantial evidence even confessions reported, 

to the .Presbyteries were not accepted until some of the brethren had spoken 

with the suspect and laid their findings before the parent b o d y .  The 

precaution was necessary for in l6lf9 the brethren a p p o i n t e d  t o  deal with 

Helen Young a self-conf essing witch reported "that f t  i l l  fhe confeffes hir 

felfe to be a witch; but that when fhe i s  p o f e d  u p o n  p a r t i c u l a r s  fhe feems 

to them either to diffenible, or elfs to b e  diftr&cted." ( 3 )

Hhen the information laid before them was too tenuous to justify 

immediate action Presbyteries were ever ready to invoke the assitance of the
S '

Kirk Sessions. Such a situation sometimis followed upon the too precipitate

action of a minister like the Rev. George Gilespie who in December 1638

reported/

(l̂  Paterson "County of Ayr" II p. 92.
(2) Murray "Kilmacolm" p. 37 c.f. infra pp. 371 for more re a whole

Presbytery taking action.
(3) Kinloch Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar" p. 130. That fact did

not prevent the Presbytery of Cupar from proceeding to examine Helen 
Small and Slfpet Seith who were delated by such an unsatisfactory
yp^5"?fegfeea1i8 M  ?gpa£ff8&ft-a îiSi!SeffiM§?fSha5.«?jOTie
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reported to the Presbytery of Kirkcaldy "sundrie presumptiouns of 

witchcraft aganest ane Janet Durie inWeyms". Looking askance at 

such heresay evidence "the brethren desyres him first to try the 

saids presumptiouns befoir his session, and tharafter to bring them 

to the presbytrie". (l) When John Macgregor delated to the Presbytery 

of Paisley for charming by the curate of Inver kip, denied the charge, 

the Presbytery promptly remitted the case to the Kirk Session of G-reen- 

' ock with instructions that they examine witnesses and then report back 

to the Presbytery. (2) In 1647 Harioun Crawford, a native of Lesraahagow 

had actually been brought before the presbytery of Lanark under suspicion 

of witchcraft although "there is nothing confeffed be her, not attefted 

be witneffes againft her”. Mr. John Hume, minister of Lesrnahagow, was 

ordered "to ufe diligence for trieing her carriage befoir his awin 

feffioun". (3) Sometimes it was through no fault of either minister 

or Kirk Session that their carefully prepared evidence failed to carry 

conviction in the Presbytery. The vagaries of human nature were

sometimes too much for them. Thus on the instructions of the Presbytery

of Cupar the Rev. David Orme and his Kirk Session examined Helen Small, 

found she had been "for a long tyme malae fainae for witchcraft" and 

proceeded to build up an array of evidence sufficiently formidable to 

justify her appearance before the Presbytery, There she flatly denied 

this carefully prepared evidence, so the Presbytery had no option but 

to remit the whole matter back for further investigation by the Kirk 

Sessions of Balmerino and Monimail.

(1) Stevenson "The presbytrie Booke of Kirkcaldie" p. 136.
(2) Hetcalfe "County of Renfrew" p.327.
(3) Robertson "Presbyter;?- of Lanark" p. 56,
P P  Tr-ihi n.j', ’   v S t .  A - i f e r / u  nrh  > v  - I g B  - 1 ^ 2 ,



( l )  Even th a t second investigation  by the Kiik Session fa iled  to

produce conclusive evidence fo r the proces "becaufe i t  i s  found yet

not to be c le ired  in  ewerie p a r tic u la r , i t  i s  refe rred  back againe

to the faid Seffioun for further cleiring". (2)

Another method of gathering, information which Presbyteries

were always ready to invoke was the public intimation and appeal from

the pulpit that members of the congregation who knew anything savouring

of witchcraft or charming should immediately lay their information before

the ecclesiastical authorities. Where a Presbytery was alarmed at a

sudden wave of witchcraft it would order all its members both to make

reference from the pulpit to the seriousness of the crime, and to appeal

to the congregation to collect evidence. (3) In most cases, however,

an appeal to the congregation was only made when the names of the

suspects about whom information was desired could be announced by the

minister. Typical of the whole procedure was the action of the

Presbytery of Elgin in 1661 after Mr. Murdoch McKenzie had desired

their assistance "in searching after information against witches and

charmers", four of whom he named in particular. "The presbytery

t h o u g h t  i t  f i t t e  th a t in tim ation should be made by a l l  the brethren

f r o m  t h e i r  several p u lp its  th a t i f  any person could c lear any thinge

of charmeing and w itchcraft against the forsaid persons may be pleased

t o  acquaint the m inister or session or rep a ir to Elgin upon Wednesday

wher they will have a full hearing". (4 ) As was but natural an appeal/

(l) Kinloch "Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar" pp.130-132.
(2̂  Ibid p. 134
(3; McDowall "Dumfries" p.430.
(4) Cramond "Records of ElgIn I  pp.369-370.

c f  a l s o  S teven son  "The P r e s b y ty ie  Book? o f  Kir kc a id  i  e " p . ^ l i ^ y  s  f r  $ 
A p r il fo, 16 3 7 , John patowne b e in g  w a r d it  i n . the s te p  i l l  Oj. B y fe iJ  f o r , 
s u s p it id n  or $ ir c n c r a f t :  ordeanes a l l  p a r t i e s  th a t  n es  any a i t t a ; e s  to
grive in ajranest him to  b e  warnit out of the pulpett of Byser,t to /  
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(4 ) Gont'd.

to conpeir befoir the sessioun and tha'ir he hard”.

appeal to the congregation was usually made only as a measure of 

desecration when additional evidence was required to holster up a 

weak case. That was what happened at Carstorphine in 1649 when, hy 

order of the Presbytery, John Kincaid "trys the women over again, hot 

at that time he gave not satisfaction either to liar. Wm. Dalgleish, the 

Minister, Florence Gardner, Davd Clerk or sundry others then present 

for the woman cryed pitifully and the place gr the pins were putt in 

uped with hlood a little”. In an attempt to hring the case to a 

successful conclusion the Presbytery then ordefed the ministers of the 

surrounding churches to appeal to their congregations to come forward 

with any relevant information against the suspect, (l)

A less pleasant means of extracting information was sometimes 

taken hy Preshyteries who invoked the assistance of a pricker. This 

functionary owed his existence to the widespread belief that all witches, 

when tliey gave their souls into the devils, keeping, made a contract with 

him. The specifically Scottish view of this ceremony has been hest put 

by King James VI in his Daemonologie when he wrote ’’One word onely I 

omitted concerning the forme of making of this contract, which is 

either written with the Magicians owne blood: or elfe being agreed

upon (in termes of his fchole mafter) touches him in fome part, though 

peraduenture no marke remains: as it doth with all Witches” (2)

(1) Scottish Notes and Queries IV p.28
(2) King James VI “Daemonologie” (London 1603) p. 23.
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Elaborating this statement James declared the devil "makes them to 

renounce their God and Baptifme directly, and gives them his marke 

upon fome fecreit place of their "body, which remaines foare unhealed, 

while his next meeting, with them, and thereafter ever infenfible, 

howfoever it be nipped or pricked by any" (l) The final chapter 

of the king’s book is concerned with the trial and punishment of 

witches and othere in discussing how "judges out to beware to con- 

demne any but fuch as they are fure are guiltie" he stresses " that

there are two other good helpes that may bee ufed for their triall:

the one is the finding of their marke, and the trying the infenfiblenes 

thereof. The other is their fleeting on the water" (2). The un­

fortunate incompatibility of the king’s first statement that all 

witches had the mark and his second that it was no more than a good 

help was to persist throughout the history of Scottish Witchcraft.

At first the Privy Council was prepared to admit the use of pricking 

provided the pricker had full knowledge of the art and trade (3), but 

in later years the legal profession had the gravest doubts of that 

method of trying a witch (if). One minister, more enlightened or 

probably more cautious than his fellows did admit in 1649 “that Alex­

ander Boys came and found the Mark upon her (Bessie Graham), at that 

very nick of time, when there was an inclination to let her go free: 

which though it did not say much, yet it was a mean to keep her still 

in Prison"(5). To the Kirk, as a whole, however, nothing gave more/

(1) Ibid p.33.
(2) Ibid pp. 77, 79.
(3)R.P.C. 2nd Ser. IV p.433.
(4) Mackenzie "The Laws and Customes of Scotland pp. 91, 92.

Forbes The Institutes of the Law of Scotland p.39.
Lauder Historical Notices I p.l4& & Decisions of the Lords of 

Council & Session I p.16.
(h) Sinclair "Satan's Invisible 'World Discovered" p.113.



more satisfaction than a successful pricking. That course was followed 

almost as a matter of routine by most ministers and their local abettors 

immediately a suspect fell into their clutches (l), so that it was but 

rarely that Presbyteries found it necessary to order them to search for 

the marks by pricking. When that infamous liar Janet Goutts of Peebles 

delated eleven women in Crawford Douglas in 1649 and the Marquis of 

Douglas sent them to the Presbytery of Lanark "the prefbyterie defined 

the Magiftrates (of Lanark) to incarcerat them; and ordained Mr. Robert 

Birnie to write for Goerge Cathie the pricker, for helping to difcover 

the marke'’. A fortnight later Mr. Birnie was able to report that before 

famous witnesses ’’hirafelffe also being prefent, and by confent of the 

forenamed fufpected woman of witchcraft, the faid George did prick pinn.es 

in everie one of them, and in diferfe of them without paine the pinne was 

put in, as the witneffes can teftifie, as the proceffe at more length 

bears". (2)

In December 1649 the Kirk Session of South Leith was informed 

that it was "ye Judgment of ye reverend brethren of ye presbyterie yat 

Janet Bennet who is suspect of witchcraft sould be sighted and tryall 

maid for ye witches marks" (3) When the Presbytery of Biggar found them­

selves faced by much witchcraft in l6f>0 they decided to c all in the 

services of the same George Cathie of whose services the neighbouring 

Presbytery of Lanark had availed themselves six months earlier(4).

(1) Infra pp.2.26-229
(2) Robertson "Presbytery of Lanark" p. 75.
(3) Robertson "South Leith Records" p. 90.
(4; Hunter "Biggar and the House of Fleming" p. 386.
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D, Approach the Privy Council.

Once a presbyter}7- had done what lay within its power to 

’’gather information” the next step was to lay the evidence, be it 

confessions3 dittays, or the usual crop of local tittle-tattle, 

before the Privy Council. While the aim in all cases was to have 

commissioners appointed to try the suspects that was a measure of 

perfection to which even the powerful Presbyteries could not always 

attain. Consequently the exact nature of their petition to the 

Privy Council varied with the individual cases, and as a natural 

corollary the action taken by the Privy Council also varied.

Little need be said on the question of standing commissions 

put forward by the G-eneral Assembly in 1643 and rejected by parliament 

in the following year (l). The Presbytery of Linlithgow did try to 

have the matter reopened in 1648 on the grounds that six wit dies on 

trial before commissioners appointed by the Privy Council had delated 

others in Carriden and the surrounding parishes. The Privy Council 

was adamant refusing ’’the desyre of this bill as unreasonabill and 

contrarie to the ordinarie course kept in the lyke caises, bot when 

any particulars salbe offered concerning anie parties guiltines, 

the committie will then tak such (course) as salbe agreeable to 

justice” (2) In the face of such an explicit statement of the Privy 

Council’s stand-point and the equally deliberate ignoring by Parliament 

of a tentative request for a standing commission by the Presbytery of

Dunfermline in 1649? (3) all Presbyteries had to resign themselves to/

(1) Supra pp„. 3 3 ,66
(2) Salmon Borrowstounness p.133.
(3) Stephen - Inverkeithing and Rosyth -pp.441? 442.

Chalmers " D u n fe rm lin e ” 0 .5 5 8  q u o t in g  o r i g i n a l  i n  C-eneral R e g i s t e r  H ouse.
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to the customary method of putting each case "before the Privy Council 

on i t s  individual merits.

Sometimes, as a resu lt of the e fforts of m inisters, Kirk 

Sessions and their local coadjujators, the information la id  before 

the Presbyteries, was already so complete that they had nothing further 

to do than find Mthe samin a su ffic ien t ground to sut a commissione for 

trying and judging them according to law” ( l)  This was admittedly 

the exception, however, and i t  i s  probably sign ificant that such cases 

are concentrated in the years 1649-50 when witchcraft being particularly  

virulent over wide areas of Scotland there was le s s  d ifficu lty  than 

usual in extracting the necessary '*information” (2).

The more usual course was for a Presbytery to complete i t s  

local investigations, put the evidence in proper form and then present 

i t  to the Privy Council with the request that a commission be granted. 

The whole procedure is  well illu strated  in the cases of Katherine Shaw 

and Margaret Reid (3) where the whole gamut of loca l investigations 

conducted by ministers and Kirk Sessions under orders of the Presbytery 

culminated in instructions by that body to the Rev. James Douglas to 

present the processes of the two accused to the Lords of Privy Council 

with a request that a commission be granted (4 ).

(1) R.P.C, 2nd Ser. VIII p .198 cf also pp.190, 194, 200, 217-
(2) Supra pp.38,39 cf also Stevenson -  The Presbytrie Bookeof 

Ivirkcaldie p. 267 of date 27/3/1644 and p .361 of date 26/6/1650 
where having considered a process of witchcraft they decided to 
ask for commissions. Those may be similar cases although there 
i s  no further evidence either in the Presbytery or Privy Council 
records which would enable a defin ite  pronouncement.

(3) Supra p. 125
(4; Robertson P resb y te ry  of Lanark p,3&.
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The Privy Council records in  turn contain a conplete record of the 

evidence la id  before i t ,  opening with the statement that i t  is  

n3hformatioun from the Presbitrie of Lanark to the Lords of h is 

Majesties honorable Privie Counsell of d ittaes and presumptiouns of 

witchcraft proven and confessit aganest Kathern Shaw and Margaret 

Reid, induellaris in  the parochin of Carnevath, that thair Lordships 

may be p le is it  to talc the samen to thair consideratioun and i f  i t  

sa il seime expedient to grant ane commission for thair further trya ll 

and conding punishment” ( l ) .  Typical of a host of similar requests 

for commissions are the applications by the Presbytery of Lanark in 

respect of Margaret Watfone and Jeane Lauchlane in 161*4 (2 ), by the 

Presbytery of Paisley in the notorious Bargarran outbreak of 1697, (3) 

and by the Presbytery of Turriff against Alexander Mowat and Christiane 

Craig in 1627 (4). The la st of those throws lig h t upon the working 

of the Privy Council decision of 1624 that a ll  depositions, d ittays, 

and confirmations to be used to ju stify  application for a commission 

had f ir s t  to be considered by the bishop of the diocese (3). A 

commission was actually granted for their tr ia l by the Privy Council 

on 23th April 1627 ( 6) but i t  is  very questionable i f  i t  was despatched 

for on the 6th May the Privy Council wrote the Bishop of Aberdeen ”we 

ressaved your lordshipis le tte r  with the inforrnatioun of the Presbyterie 

of Turreff aganis Alexander Mowatt, and Christeane Craig, his spous, 

parrochinnaris of Turreff and suspect of witchecraft. And, althocht/

(1) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. VIII pp. 155 , 156.
(2) Robertson Presbytery of Lanark pp. 37,38: R.P.C. 2nd Ser.VIII pp. 146- 154.
(3) Metcalfe County of Renfrew p. 330: R enfrew shire , a h is to r y  of the

Witches of o. XXIX.
(4) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. I p . 586,
(5) cf pp.78-80. fo r  a f u l l e r  d isc u ss io n  of th e  p a r t  p layed  by b is h o p s /
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(5) Cont'd,
"bishops. For other instances of a. "bishop and presbytery jointly 
requesting a commission cf p. 38, note, and the following 
R.P.C. IX p.1915 Bishop of Koray and Presbytery of Elgin l6ll. 
R .P .C ., 2nd Ser. I  p.596 Archbishop of St. Andrews and Presbytery 
of Dalkeith 1627.

(6) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. I  p . 586.

althocht we doubt not of the trewthe of that whilk the Eresbyterie has 

se tt doun in thair reporte and note, y i t t ,  becaus the same hes not bene 

so le g a llie  and ordourlie done as the circornstanceis of the bussynes 

req u ired , we w ill thairfoir requeist your goode lordship to write to 

the said presbyterie, w illing thame to examine, or caus the said is  

personis be ju d ic ia llie  and formalie examined, upoun the said point 

of Yri.tcb.ecra ft, and quhair thair salbe a n ecess itie , to produce w it- 

n essis aganis thame, and to se tt doun in write under thair handis the 

confessionis of the pairty is and the depositionis of the w itnessis to 

be produceit aganis thame, and to reporte the same to your lordship, 

to the intent that your lordship, finding ony just and probable ground 

whereby thir personis may be putt to the knoulege of ane assise  that 

then your lordship delyver unto thame this commissioun whilk we haif 

heirwith send unto your lordship; requesting your lordship in the 

meantyme to keepe the commissioun besyde yow, and not to delyver i t  

t i l l  the reporte of the Presbytery fo irsaid  be send unto your lordship, 

and that your lordship find by the confessionis and depositionis in  the 

proces that the pairty is deservis to be putt to thair tryall" ( l ) .  

Nothing could better illu stra te  the close scrutiny to which requests 

for commissions were subjected by the Privy Council.

V/her e /  . . . .
(1) R.P.C. 2nd S er. I  p „ 600.
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Where those doubts hardened into certainty the Privy Council 

had no hesitation in turning down an application. The famous case of 

Maly Macquhat shows how a ll the e fforts of a Presbytery could founder on 

the rocks of Privy Council common sense. She was f ir s t  examined by 

the Presbytery of Peebles at a v is ita tio n  of Clenholm in 1640 ( l )  , but 

being a member of the congregation of Mr. John Currie of Coulter he. 

reported her to his own Presbytery of Lanark (2). After much loca l 

and presbyterial investigation the Commissary reported to trie Presbytery 

on the 20th May 1640 that in  h is opinion she was gu ilty  of no more than 

charming 11 and that th is cannot be followed by death” (3). This opinion 

roused the Presbytery to new efforts extending over a period of eighteen 

months when they f e l t  ju stified  in approaching the Privy Council for a 

commission ”and for the better effectuating heirof, ordains our brother 

Mr, John Currie, to recommend the fame to the Richt Noble Lord the Earle 

of Angus, and the Right Honorable the Laird of Laming tone, Sir William 

Carmichell, and Sir John D allel, now at Edinburgh, requyring their  

affiftance for procuring ane commiffion to apprehend the faid Malie”(4). 

On the 27th January, 1642, Mr. John, reported "that the fame i s  delayed, 

becaufe of fome pretended inforinalitie in  i t ,  that fhe i s  not d irectly  

challenged of witchcraft, and that fhe i s  not yet apprehended, t i l l  

which tyme, no commiffion can be obtained”. The Presbytery promptly 

had her handed over to the b a il l ie s  of Lanark for imprisonment, and 

having had her process once more revised by some of their number sent 

Mr. John to Edinburgh once mere (5). There he had an even cooler/

(1) Hunter "Biggar and the House of Fleming” pp. 379? 380.
Buchan- History of P e e b l e s s h i r e  p p . 337*338.

(2) Robertson presbytery of Lanark p. 20.
(3) Ibid p. 25.
(4) Ibid p .27.
(5) I b id  p p . 27 ,28 .
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cooler reception than on his f ir s t  v i s i t ,  for on the 20th July, he 

had to report his fa ilure to the Presbytery, the It ivy Council having 

decided "that the pointes contained in her procefs can no wayes 

demerit deathe"(l) In desperation the Presbytery then turned to the 

Synod and the Commissioners of the G-eneral Assembly (2 ), but without 

forcing the Privy Council to change i t s  viewpoint that the Presbytery 

had fa iled  to substantiate i t s  demands for a commission.

Presbyteries had sometimes to face the unpalatable fact that 

they were unable to prepare the necessary dittays and delations. Such 

a situation usually arose when for some reason the suspects were not 

safely under lock and key suffering the day and night strain of examina­

tion. For the folk who with timely warning of their danger had fled  

their homes the Presbytery could do no more than ask the Privy Council 

to grant a commission Mto search, inprison and examine". How wide 

the net had sometimes to be cast was demonstrated in June 1629 when at 

the request of the Presbytery of Peebles a commission was granted to 

such widely scattered commissioners as "the Sh efiff of Peebles and his  

deputes, the b a ilies  of the burgh of Peebles, the b a ilie s  of the 

regality  of Dalkeith, and the b a ilie s  of the regality  of Glasgow, or 

any two or three of them" (3). Even when the suspected persons had 

not fled  Presbyteries sometimes found i t  d if f ic u lt  to have them im­

prisoned. There is  l i t t l e  doubt that the root of the trouble was the 

question of the expense and inconvenience of watching and warding (A), 

though persons le ss  zealously inclined to play the gaoler were apt/

(1) Ibid p .30.
(2)  Ibid p .31.
(3) R.P.C. 2nd S e r .ITT. p .170 . Two of th e  su sp ec ts  were c e r ta in ly  gaught

fo r  a commission to  t r y  them was issu ed  on the 22nd December 1629
c f  Ibid p . 391

(A) Robertson -  P resb y te ry  of Lanark pp.7A475; R- •••'. 0,  2nd Ser II pp.A69~A70.
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apt to remember that fa ilure to ju stify  the imprisonment by clear 

evidence of gu ilt not infrequently resulted in  an apjDeal to the 

Privy Council on the grounds of wrongous imprisonment, ( l )  Thus when 

the Earl of Morton, finding i t  necessary to reserve his prison for 

his own regality  prisoners, had to refuse the Presbytery of Dalkeith 

i t s  customary use for witchcraft suspects, the brethren promptly 

petitioned the Privy Council that noblemen and gentlemen of the lo ca l­

ity  be authorised to inprison suspects without putting themselves 

outwith the law. The Privy Council granted the request(2). What 

the powerful Earl of Morton would do as a "favour", the lesser  fry of 

nobility  would not do without authorisation. One thing was certain - 

scant success ever attended examinations as long as the suspects were 

free. As the Presbytery of Dalkeith so aptly put i t  "nothing so much 

fa c ilita te d  their work herein" as prison bars. (3 ) In sp ite of an 

authorisation from the Privy Council to examine suspects delated by 

Alexander Hamilton and others the Presbytery of Haddington found 

themselves coupletely baulked as the suspects after they had been 

examined "have thair awin privat conventicles where eache of thame

informe others how to stand to thair denyall, and they ar sworne for

secrecie and that none of thame sa il  depone aganis another". The 

Presbytery therefore supplicated the Privy Council for authority to 

ward them in solitary confinement in Haddington tolbooth "it being 

constantlie affirmed be a ll  these who hes beene upoun the examinatioun 

of witches that they w ill never come to a confessioun so long as they/

(1) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. VIII p .37.
(2) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. I l l  p. 142.
(3) Ibid p. 14-2.
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they ar free and out of ward”. To th is request the Privy Council 

agreed on the 1st April 1630, the depositions to be in their hands 

by the 20th April, ( l)

Once a suspect was arrested the presbytery were sometimes 

glad lik e  P ila te , to wash their hands of the case, by supplicating 

that the prisoner be removed to Edinburgh where he could be dealt 

with by the Privy Council. That was the course adopted by the

Presbytery of luithil with Alexander Drummond, a native of Auchterarder, 

■who as an abuser of the people with "inchantments and uther d iv e llish  

and unlaufull meanes" over a period of years and been twice fu g itive  

was at la s t  locked up in Stirling in 1629. Claiming that th is  

slippery customer's prison was. so insecure that he v is ited  his friends 

and would therefore confess nothing they requested the Privy Council to 

remove him to Edinburgh (2).

In spite of the fact that they had imprisoned Michael Areskine 

"in a l i t t l e  hous abone the end,of Newbottle kirk" under nightly guard 

for six  weeks t i l l  they got "ane fu l l  and cleere discoverie of a ll  the 

crymes whairwith he was burdenned”, the Presbytery of Dalkeith did not 

supplicate for a commission to try for the simple reason that the people

were "so wearied with this guarding of the said Michael that they

absolutely refuse to continue i t ,  and th is prison house is  so insecure 

that the said Michael w ill then escape'*. I t must have been galling /

(1) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. I l l  pp.515,  516.
(2) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. VIII pp. 454? 455* The privy Council at once had

him removed to the tolbooth of Edinburgh and- issued a commission for 
his examination. The commissioners evidently made scant progress 
for two months later the Privy Council issued a further commission 
adding the l-’reshyteries of Dunfermline and Mu t h i l l  to the commission­
ers, cf R.P . 0. 2nd S er III pp. 2, 104.



galling in the extreme to the Presbytery with a perfect confession to  

be forced to ask not for a commission to try, but to p etition  for the 

prisoner’s immediate removal to Edinburgh ( l ) .



Advise Commissioners and attend Trials.

presbyteries did not consider that their work was completed 

once a commission had been granted for either examination ana further 

presentation of evidence to the privy Council, or for immediate tr ia l.  

They f e l t  that the ends of justice  were l ik e lie r  to be achieved i f  the 

lay commissioners, who as a rule had no previous intimate contact with 

the suspects, could have the benefit of the Kirk's knowledge of the case. 

The simplest way of achieving th is end would have been to include 

ministers already acquainted with the preliminary investigations as 

commissioners, and to such a course there was no lega l barrier for by 

a Privy Council decision of 12th August 1597 i t  was ex p lic itly  stated  

that commissions would be granted, not only to the usual noblemen, 

barons, sh er iffs , stewards, b a il l ie s  and provosts, but also to "ministers 

unsuspect" ( l ) .  Unfortunately for the Kirk th is course was rarely  

followed. In 1613 two ministers were appointed with powers to try (2) ; 

in  1615 "Mr. Johnne Cibbiesoun minister at Dalmany" was twice appointed 

with similar powers (3 ), while the minister of Culross was among the 

commissioners appointed to search for certain suspects, examine them 

and report their depositions in writing to the Privy Council in 1624 (4 ). 

The practice, i f  such i t  could be called , f e l l  into disuse, probably as 

James VI and Charles I , anxious for the spread of Episcopacy had bishops 

appointed on the admittedly rare occasions when the commissioners were 

not exclusively laymen. (5) But when the bishops were swept away by the 

Presbyteries in 1638, the Privy Council made a practice of never/

(1) R.P.C. V, p.409.
(2) R.P.C. X p .76.
(3) Ibid Top. 335,388.
(4 ) R.P.C. XIII p .439
(5; R.P.C. X p.7&’ 2nd Ser. I l l  pp. 2, 4 *
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never appointing any but laymen, and thereafter that became the 

accepted rule as long as witchcraft commissions were issued in 

Scotland.

However the Privy Council did recognise that the ministers 

might be of assistance to the Commissioners for in 1623 they issued a 

commission to ’’Sir John Charters of Amisfield and Robert Crichton of 

Ryhill, Sheriff of Dumfries, or either of them, with the provost and 

b a ilie s  of the burgh of Dumfries, as ju stices , with the concurrence 

of the minister of Dumfries," to try s ix  suspects, ( l )  The admission 

of a minister in such an advisory capacity was a step which found 

favour with presbyteries, who were quick to put their views before 

commissioners even although the Privy Council had given no authorisation 

for such action. The procedure i s  admirably illu stra ted  in the tr ia l  

of John philpe. On the 8th September 1630 a commission was issued for 

his tr ia l "to James, Lord Desfoord, and the Sheriff of Aberdein, and 

his deputes, or any two of them" (2) philpe stood his tr ia l in  the 

courthouse of Banff before Lord Desfoord, the sh eriff depute of Banff

and an assize of f ifte en  men. "The said day compeirit the said James
CVynchester, procurator f ish a ll ,  a s s is t i t  with the whole m inistrie of 

the presbitrie of Fordyce, Mr, Thomas Mitchell minister at Turreff, Mir. 

Williame Steinsoune, minister at G-amerie, and Mr. Janies M elvill, minister 

at Alva". Assuredly the jackals were gathered from far and near to

"assist". To many a Presbyterian brought up in the fear of h e ll f ir e

such an array of clergy must have been as e ffective  a means of packing 

a court as was ever adopted by turbulent followers of Scottish nobles.

(1) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. II r>.328. Everything /  . . . .
(2) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. IV p .39.



Everything passed o ff in due order with Philpe sentenced "to be band 

to ane staike, than w irreit, and th a ireftir  his bodie to be (burnt) to 

ashes".(l)

The Presbytery of St. Andrews repeatedly appointed some of 

their number to "give ther advyce to the Judges concerning the 

dilations againft others, i f  they may be apprehendit and tryed" (2).

Such a course of action was at lea st understandable, for they were in  

rea lity  acting as witnesses for the prosecution, but when they went on 

to send deputations "to fuch Judges as falbe prefent ther (Anstruther 

Wester) concerning I fb e ll D airfie, how fhee fafbe ufed in  meate, drinke, 

fleepe bed and the lyke" (3), they were undoubtedly transgressing upon 

the province of criminal ju stice , and not^ it/m ust be confessed, for 

humanitarian reasons. Once commissioners were appointed by the Privy 

Council in  the Bar gar ran case the Presbytery of Paisley v/cre their  

fa ith fu l watchdogs, even to the extent of appointing ministers to preach

before them (4). I t  has to be admitted, however, that the Commissioner

in their turn, reciprocated by requesting the presence of m inisters. 

Quick to make the most of such a golden opportunity the Presbytery 

ordered those chosen for th is duty to give some advice to the Commission 

ers on the best method of dealiqg "with the consciences of those on whom 

the insensible marks are found". (5).

(1) Ibid x>p. 637-639« For a similar example of a Presbytery ordering 
the brethern to "assist the commissioners in the tr ia l  and execution 
of the suspects cf Gunn "The Book of the Cross F.irk, Peebles p. 128.

(2) Kinloch Presbyteries of St. Andrews and Cupar p .l6 .
(3) Ibid p .15; of also p. 19.
(4 ) Metcalfe County of Renfrew pp.331, 332.

Renfrewshire, History of the '-itches of, pp. XXXI, 100.
(5) Ibid p. XXXII.



Attend Executions.

Presbyteries s t i l l  had one fin a l part to play in the la s t  

grim scene which marked the culmination of their efforts. Theirs 

was the responsib ility  for ensuring that through their la s t  hours 

which ended at the stake condemned witches were attended by m inisters. 

Common curiosity would have taken many of them to one of the recognised, 

public entertainments of the day, even without orders from the Presbytery 

as the Presbytery of Lanark had demonstrated to them in  January 1645 when 

"Mr. James Douglaffe excusing his neglect of goeing to Douglaffe, bx̂  

.reafon he was attending the condemning and burning the forenamed witches, 

but not accepted is  fharplie rebooked". ( i )

There were several reasons why the o f f ic ia l  attendance of 

ministers was considered necessary at witchcraft executions. As the 

King's Advocate explained in 1670 "it is  a Christian and usueal custome 

that the ministers and people doe joyne in prayers to God for the 

persones who are to suffer" (2).

In 1650 the B ailie  of Cunningham put forward quite a different 

reason to the Presbytery of Irvine. In h is view "it was f it t in g  a 

minister should be appointed to wait upon every one of them that they 

might be brought to a farther acknowledgment of their guilt" . Twelve 

ministers were promptly delegated to the work, one to each of the witches 

who, be i t  noted, had already confessed. (3)

(1) Robertson "Presbytery of Lanark p. 38. Mr. Douglas had been
ordered to v is it  the Marquis of Douglas, whose w ife's Episcopalian
views were for many years a thorn in the .presbytery1 s flesh ,

(2) R.P.C. 3rd Ser. H I p. 212; cf also Gunn "Cross Kirk, Peebles p. 138.
(3) Paterson "County of Ayr" II p .92.



A further reason for constant attendance upon the condemned 

persons was with the object of breaking down their amazingly staunch 

adherence to their heretical b e lie fs  and e lic it in g  suitable signs of 

repentance. That i s  the most charitable explanation of the conversing, 

lecturing, and preaching, culminating in the attendance of the whole 

Presbytery on their la s t  night on earth and f in a l journey to the stake to 

which the victims of the Bargarran case were subjected over a period of 

four weeks between the conclusion of the tr ia l and the holocaust on 10th 

June 1697 (l)«

As the Privy Council gradually tightened up the procedure 

governing witchcraft tr ia ls  and executions after the Restoration they 

began to demand that a cer tified  extract of the sentence and carrying 

out of the execution be forwarded to Edinburgh and recorded in the Books 

of Justiciary (2), As signatories of the " testificat"  ministers would 

be able to find a further ju stifica tion  for their attendance i f  such 

seemed necessary to them (3 ).

Unfortunately that was unlikely for whole Presbyteries

resorted to the place of execution (4 ) even when the in terests of the

Kirk were already in capable m inisterial hands (5 ) , or -when i t  meant

postponing their own regular meeting (6).

(1) Renfrewshire, History of the Witches of p.XXV, cf McDowall 'Dumfries 
p.430 for similar measures in l6 f9  against nine condemned witches who 
were v isited  in prison by eight ministers and later seen to the place 
of execution by a l l  the brethren-of Dumfries and Galloway.

(2) Agnew,Hereditary Sheriffs of Galloway, appendix p. 39.
(3) R.P.C. 3rd Ser. VI pp.627, 628.
(4) Chambers & Renwiok "Burgh of Peebles p. 416 , "Item, to Alexander 

Dikisone ane pair of schowis for wairning cf the minis tr ie  XXs (to  
attend the execution of three witches).

(5) cf Note 1 Dumfries,
(6) Stephen ' Inverkeithing and Rosyih pJV-Q quoting Records o f '. 

Presbytery /
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(6) Cont’d.

Presbytery  of D alkeith , 10 May, 1627 "No exerc ise  th is  day 
"be reason ye b re ith re n  w aited  on ye burning o f E le t Brown 
fu g it iv e  out of In v erk eith in g  convict of w itc h c ra f t" .



(HAPTER v.

The Kirk Session  and W itchcraft.

Although the lowest of the Kirk courts i t s  very position of 

in feriority  a llie d  to i t s  overwhelmingly lay composition brought the 

Kirk Session into such close connection with a l l  those loca l phenomena 

which were so readily c la ssified  as witchcraft, sorcery and charming that 

from the f ir s t  i t  played an important role in the Kirk's battle  against 

those apparently powerful manifestations of the d ev il's  power.

The herculean labours of Kirk Sessions throughout the land 

can perhaps best be reduced to some semblance of reasoned order by f i r s t  

considering why Sessions dealt with witchcraft^the acts justify ing action 

by Kirk Sessions against witchcraft; by next examining the factors 

governing the power of the Kirk Sessions, and f in a lly  by devoting attention  

to the actual methods by which witchcraft was brought to the notice of 

Kirk Sessions and dealt with by them.

Decisions, lay and Spiritual, binding unon Kirk Sessions.

Y/hile Jewels famous reference to witchcraft in the sermon which 

he preached in 1560 before Queen Elisabeth after his return from the Con­

tinent has started a typical historians b attle  as to the influence of those 

returned Marian ex iles  on the later course of witchcraft prosecutions in 

England not one of those same experts has ever thought f i t  to remember 

that Scotland, too, had i t s  ex iles on the Continent ( l ) .  What, they saw 

of witchcraft there i s  impossible to say but one thing i s  certain, John 

Knox, the greatest of them a l l  cannot have been alarmed fo r  n o t once in

a l l  /
( l )  Appendix I I .



JLOJ.,

all his voluminous writings does he inveigle' against the crime. The

importance of their sojourn on the Continent lay in the form of church

government with which they were there associated as pastors, and which they

brought back to Scotland. An essentia l feature of the G-eneva church of which

Knox was pastor was the appointment of elders "whose o ffice  standeth in

governing with the rest of the m inisters, in consulting and admonishing

correcting and ordering a ll thynges appertayning to the state of the congregation"
0 )

No sooner had the Lords of the Congregation taken active measures to set the 

Reformation afoot in  Scotland in 1557 than in Knox's own words "this our weak 

begynnyng G-od did so b less , that within few monethis the hartes of many ’war so 

strenthned, that we sought to have the face of a Church amanges us, and open 

crymes to be punished without respect of persone. And for that purpose, by 

commoun electioun, was eldaris appointed, to whom the hole brethern promised 

obedience. " (2) In words bearing striking sim ilarity to  those of the G-eneva 

Church Knox's "First Book of Discipline" at once c lar ified  and lega lised  the 

position of elders by declaring "The Elderis being elected, must be admonischeit 

of thair o ffice , which i s  to a ss is t  the Minister in a l l  publict effares of the 

Ghurche; to witjaf, in judgeing ad decernyng causses; in geving of admonitioun 

to the licentious lever; in having of respect to the manneris and conversatioun 

of a l l  men within thair charge; for by gravitie  of the Seniouris ought the
A

l ic h t /

(1) Knox "Works" IV p. 176 quoting The Form of Prayers and M inistration of the
Sacraments used in the English Congregation at G-eneva IDLVI.

(2) Ibid I p,300.



l ic h t  and, unbf i d i l l i t  l i f e  of the licentious he corrected and h r id i l l i t .  “ ( l)  

General Assemblies soon made i t  clear how they expected elders to help in the 

detection and punishment of crimes. "In 15o2 ministers and elders were 

instructed to inform v is it in g  superintendents of "the offences and crymes that 

they know, to the end that the whole may dewyfe fome wholefome remeid." (2)

At their next session that same Assembly "concludit that the minifter f a l l  

requyre his elders and every ane of them to a f f i f t  him in a l l  h is lav/full 

affem blies.” (3) Thus was horn that close alliance of laymen elders s itt in g  

under the minister as moderator which formed the Kirk Session -  the most 

powerful loca l hody in Scotland for hundreds of years.

As the tempo of the Kirk’s feelin g  against witchcraft slowly grew from 

what might almost he called the casual indifference of 1563 to the blatant 

arrogance of 1575 i t  was probably inevitable that Kirk Sessions should begin 

to rea lise  how admirably their composition, loca l knowledge, and vaguely a l l-  

embracing powers could be stretched to ensnare a l l  persons gu ilty  of witchcraft 

in any of i t s  diverse manifestations. In the very year 1575 when the General 

Assembly claimed the right to ’’difcerne and cognofce” (4 ) on witchcraft the 

Kirk Session of St. Andrews was blazoning the tr a il  by conducting an enquiry 

into an accusation of witchcraft (5 ) The times were not propitious, however, 

for neither Grown, Kirk, nor people were as yet evincing any sustained in terest  

in /

(!)  Ibid II  p. 234.
(2) B.UeK. I p.14.
(3) Ibid p. 16,
(4) Supra p. 62
(5) Fleming ”St. Andrews Kirk Session Register” pp.414  -  416.



in  witchcraft ( l )  so that the only other Kirk Session which devoted any time 

to witchcraft was that of Perth in 1580 and 1562 (2)

While establishing fu l l  Presbyterian church government the Second Book 

of Discipline neither made mention of witchcraft nor added anything to the 

duties which had already been la id  upon elders. Yfhat i t  did do was to 

codify for the f i r s t  time the rules governing the composition and procedure 

of Kirk Sessions and to state that lik e a l l  "eldarfschipps" "they have power 

to execut e c c le f ia ft ic a ll d ifc ip lin e and punifhement vpoun a l l  tranfgreffcuris 

and proud contempnaris of guid or dour and p o lic ie  of the Kirk: and fua the 

h a ill  d ifcip line i s  in thair handis.M (3) On those a l l  embracing words any 

sessional action against witchcraft would have to be based.

The General Assembly artic les of 1536 keep to the same vague formula: 

"Anent Particular Kirks. I f  they be law fullie r u lit  be (fu ffic ien t) Minifter 

and Seffioun, they have power and jurifdictioun of their awin congregatioun 

in matters e c c le f ia f t ic a ll , to take ordour therwith. and things that they 

cannot decyde, to bring them to the Prefbyterie. ” (A) Witchcraft would now 

f a l l  into that la tter  category for the same a r tic le s  la id  down that both that 

crime and consulting were to be consured by the Presbyteries (5 ) In thus 

curtailing the wide and unspecified powers of the Kirk Sessions the General 

Assembly would doubtless be aware that much in i t ia l  investigation would be 

expected of them. In actual practice that was what ultim ately happened 

but/

(1) Supra pp. 27 ,91
(2) Spottiswoode Miscellany II  pp0 240. 2if2.
(3) B.U.K. II p.493.
(A) B.U.K. II p. 666,
(5) Supra p .^ 1



but with witchcraft cases s t i l l  few and far between i t  was onlp the hard  school 

of immediate contact with the crime that was going to prove the system. For 

that time the country had not long to wait for the f ir s t  great outbreak of 

witchcraft began in 1590 and lasted t i l l  1597* The Kirk Sessions of St. 

Andrews ( l)  Perth (2) Aberdeen (5), JOvce (4) Logie (5) Elgin (6) and South 

Leith (7) a ll  investigated witchcraft and sometimes punished charmers and 

consulters3 consequently the lack of any subsequent acts of the General Assembly 

affecting Kirk Sessions .must be taken to mgr the Kirk's general sa tisfaction  

with the working of the system set up in 1536 (8)

That did not prevent the Presbytery of Dalkeith from arguing before the 

Privy Council in 1609 that the tr ia l of witchcraft "wer most proper to the 

Kirk, lyke as not onlie the Sessions and Presbiteries had bene in continouall 

possession sen the Ref ormation." (9) The Privy Council naturally re jected  

out of hand a plea which not only ran counter to a l l  the tenets of royal 

justice  as elaborated by James VI, (Uit also in the case of Kirk Sessions 

lacked the ju stifica tion  either of any positive  and unequivocal act of General 

Assembly b it  also did not accord with the prevalent actions of Sessions which 

did/

(1) Fleming WSt. Andrews Kirk Session Register II pp. 799, 801.
(2) Spottiwwoode Miscellany II pp .266, 267, 276.
(5) Spalding Club Miscellany I pp. 105, 110, 114.
(4 ) Ibid pp. 166, 179.
(5) Ibid p. 188
(6; Cramond "Extracts- from the Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin" op, 17, 

29, 50-41.
(7) Robertson "South Leith Records" p .2.
(8) Further elaboration of the procedure as a resu lt of the outbreak of

1590-97 came, not from the Kirk but from the Crown c .f .  supra pp. 28-21
(9) Supra p. 95



did not try people for witchcraft ( l)

Until 1643 the General Assembly found no cause to interfere with the work 

of Kirk Sessions as spiers out of witchcraft and examiners of delations, dittay  

and confessions prior to Presbyteries taking appropriate action. In a l l  the 

hectic series of instructions beginning with the act ordering m inisters to 

take notice of charmers and witches in 1640 ( 2) the overtures of 1642 (3 ) and 

the very detailed ones of the following year "anent Witchcraft and charming 

etc (4 ) the whole emphasis was placed upon the minister as the prime mover. 

Although Kirk Session records furnish ample proof that in a l l  his efforts he 

was ably assisted by his session (3 ) i t  i s  none the le s s  true that for the 

f ir s t  time the 1643 overtures defin itely  associate the elders with him. The 

appropriate passage states ’’becauf e Charming i s  a fort and degree o^Titch-craft 

and too ordinary in the land; I t  would be injcyned to a l l  M inifters to take 

particular notice of them, to fearch them out, and fuch as confu.lt with them,

(1) Kirk Sessions frequently punished people gu ilty  of consulting and
slandering c .f .

Fleming “St. Andrews Kirk Session Register p. 799.
Robertson ’’South Leith Records p. 2.
Spottiswoode Miscellany II  p. 266.
Graimnond ’’Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin p. 41*
Kirk Session of Kinghan p. 15.
Sessions also dealt with charming c . f . : -  
Lorimer ’’Early Days of St. Guthberts p. 144. -f)
For fu l l  deta ils on this subject c .f .  infra pp. ,
The nearest a Kirk Session got to trying a person was the rare occasion 

when some of the elders were appointed, along with others, as 
commissioners to try a suspected witch.

(2) Supra pp ,fl; 32.



and that the Elders carefully concurre in fuch fearch" Nothing was being 

added to the duties of either ministers or elders who had for long performed 

those very functions, but always under the d isa b ility  of no clear exposition  

of what the Kirk considered appropriate measures for dealing with the two 

crimes. That was what was rea lly  worrying the General Assembly, for the 

concluding words of the passage are that "this Affembly would think on an 

uniforme way of cenfuring thefe Charmers and fuch as employ them or eonfult - 

with them." ( l)

The Cromwellian period saw the disappearance of the General Assembly, 

but Kirk Sessions carried on as best they could in the face of an unsympathetic 

judicatory* the Restoration brought the re-establishment of Episcopacy and a 

long hiatus in meetings of the General Assembly, but again Kirk Sessions carried 

on with renewed vigour conscious that a sympathetic judicatory made i t  possib le , 

at least for a time, to make up for the lean years.

When the "Babylonish Captivity" came to an end with the Revolution the 

Kirk must haves f e l t  the need for a c la r ifica tio n  of the powers and functions 

of ecc lesia stica l courts, for in 1698 the General Assembly appointed a 

committee to revise overtures on a "Form of Procefs in  the Judicatorus of the 

Church with relation to Scandals and Cenfures." (2) In April 1708 the 

fru its  of i t s  labours were approved by the General Assembly in a form of 

process which in i t s  nine chapters gave in clear and concise wording a system 

of ecc lesia stica l discipline founded in a l l  but minor d eta ils  on the 

trad ition al/

(1) Acts of Gen. Assembly 1643. p .28.
(2) Acts of Gen. Assembly 1698 p. 14,



traditional practices of the Kirk. At the same time i t  throws a flood of 

ligh t on the working of Kirk Sessions.

Chapter I stated, "It is  agreeable to , and founded on the Word of God, 

that fame others, befides thefe who labour in the Word and Doctrine be Church 

Governors, to join with the Minifters of the Word in thejfeoverninent of the 

Church and Exercife of D ifcip line and overfight of the manners of the People, 

which Officers are called Ruling Elders" ( l )  In subsequent chapters fu l l  

d etails were given of the "entering of Procefses, Citation of Parties and. 

Witneffes, and anent Fugitives from D ifcip line " (2) of such crimes as 

swearing, cursing, drinking (3) and of the right of appeal to the -resbytery 

against decisions by the Kirk Session (4 ) Chapter VI i s  worthy of careful 

study for the ligh t i t  throws on the Kirk Sessions and witchcraft. I t  

commenced "There are fome Proceffes, which natively begin at the Kirk Sefficn , 

which, for the attrocity of the Scandal, or d ifficu lty  in the A ffair, or 

general concern, the Seffioun having the opportunity of frequent tings of 

the Presbytery ■ to have recourfe unto, do not determine of themselves, fuch as 

Scandals of Inceft, Adultary, Trilaps ih Fornication, Murder, Atheifm, 

Idolatry, Witchcraft, Charming, and Herefie and Error (3 ) This l i s t  of 

crimes was manifestly based on those which the General Assembly, as long ago 

as 1386 had laid  down were to be censured by Presbyteries (6)

The/

(\I.T Acts 2>f Gen, Assembly 1707 p. 18.
12) A.G.A. 1708 p , 19,
13 > Ibid pp. 22-26,
v4/ Ibid pp. 27-28,
^  Ibid pe 28. c .f .  Stevenson "Presbytrie Booke of Kirkcaldie" p. 138 also  

Robertson "Presbytery of Lanark p. 25.
(6 ) Supra p. 16 3;,



The Process went on to declare that "the Kirk Seffion having received 

Information of fuch grofs Scandals, they are to weigh' the fame according to 

the Buies and Directions preffiribed them in Proceffes, which belong to 

their peculiar Province, and i f  they find good ground for a Procefs, they are 

to deal with the perfon dccufed to confeffs, that which now cannot be hid nor 

amended, t i l l  fa tisfaction  be made to the Church, which when done the Seffion  

i s  to refer the cafe, and fend an Extract of their procedure thereanent to  

the Presbytry," ( l )  This, too, was the procedure which had followed as the 

log ica l outcome of the decisions of the General Assembly in. 1586 though i t  had 

never before been put in writing (2) Where there was no confession before 

i t  the Kirk Session was "not to proceed to lead probation by Witneffes or 

prefumptions t i l l  an account of the matter be brought by Reference to the 

Presbytry as aforefaid, and the Presbytery do thereupon appoint the Seffion  

to proceed and lead Probation, and after Probation is  led , the fame i s  to be 

brought to the Peresbytiy, who may in f l ic t  what Cenfure they fee caufe." (3 ) 

This was a definite lim itation of the powers of Kirk Sessions for i t  can be 

said without hesitation that Sessions had never been in the habit of waiting 

for authorisation to examine witnesses when a straightforward confession was 

not forthcoming, (4 )

The Process also la id  down that only where the case was perfectly  clear 

could the Kirk Session order the accused to appear before the Kirk Session 

"without/

(1) Ibid pp. 28, 29.
(2) Supra p. 163
(3) A.G.A, 1708 p. 29.
(4 ) Infra pp.210-213



"without previous acquainting them thereof, hut -where there is  any d ifficu lty  

the Kirk Seffion should inform the Presbytry and take their Advice before 

a party be Summoned before them. ** ( l )  Kirk Sessions v/ere seldom as 

circumspect as th is (2)

Certain observations can f it t in g ly  be made of the Form of Process as a 

•whole. Belatedly, but none the le s s  effectively-, the jud icial functions of 

Kirk Sessions had been drawn up in deta il. In the case of witchcraft the

Procedure to be followed was in the main what had gradually found favour in
/

the Kirk, although iron ically  enough^, now that i t  was clearly condified the 

days of witch hunting were almost over. Whether intentionally or otherwise 

the process by laying emphasis on the Kirk Session as the proper channel 

through which witchcraft was to be brought to the notice of the Presbytery, 

struck a blow at the pOY*er of the individual m inister, who a l l  too frequently 

pursued witchcraft on his own, and without consulting his Kirk Session took 

the matter straight to the Presbytery (3) A curious omission -  one might

almost say defect -  of the arrangements for dealing with serious crimes such

as witchcraft, i s  that nothing more than censure by the Presbytery is  provided 

for* No mention is  made of co-operation with the criminal authorities, or 

of the repeated requests by Presbyteries to the Privy Council for the appointment 

of commissioners to try persons suspected of witchcraft.

The Power of the Kirk Session.

To/

(1) A. G> A. 1707 p, 29.
(2) Infra pp.261-264
(3) Supra pp.100-108 ; infra p.377



To set up Kirk Sessions was re la tiv e ly  easy; to give then1 certain dutj.es

not d if f ic u lt , but only the fire s  of time could test their worth. That they

survived the ordeal is  the best proof that their inevitable weaknesses and 

defects were far outweighed by their strength and effic ien cy  Only by an. 

examination of those contending factors w ill i t  be clear why they played such 

an important role in witch-hunting,

A. Factors Strengthening the Kirk Sessions.

( i)  Composition.

In a Kirk where a l l  ministers were equal i t  i s  easy to understand t he

dangers which beset the minister as he presided over his Kirk Session, For

once he was in a meeting where he must have f e l t  him self, both by virtue of 

his education and his ca lling  the in te llec tu a l and moral superior of a l l ,  or 

almost a ll  his elders. Without his;presence there could be no meeting of 

Session ( l )  For many a man the temptations were tab great and he succumbed 

to become a local tryant whose very whi .is were pressed upon the Session,

Hehce the devastating e ffec t which one witch-hunting minister could have upon 

a lo ca lity . I t  was no coincidence that just as long as the Rev, Thomas 

Blackwell was minister of Paisley and the Rev, James Brisbane of Kilmacolm, 

the whole Presbytery of Paisly was convulsed by a succession of witchcraft 

cases/

( l)  Another minister could have presided but that was not the custom for 
from 30th November 1686 to 30th July 1691 the Kirk Session of
Kingarth did not meet because the minister was i l l  paton f,Kingarth 
Parish Records p# 154.,



o a se s  o f  w hich th a t  o f  C h r is t ia n  Shaw was o n ly  th e  m ost n o to r io u s . C l )  On 

t h e ir  departure to  and p a s tu r e s  new even  a o a se  a lre a d y  b rou gh t b e fo r e

th e  P r e sb y tery  q u ie t ly  p a sse d  in t o  o b l iv io n  (2 )  The Rev. Epharxra M e lv i l l  

in d u cted  t o  South Q u een sferry  in  164.I prom ptly  i n s t i t u t e d  a r e ig n  o f  t e r r o r  

in  h i s  p a r is h  w ith  th e  a s s is t a n c e  o f  h i s  S e s s io n  ( 3 ) &s d id  th e  Rev, Hew 

K en nedie, a young man ap p o in ted  t o  Mid C alder in  164-3 (4-) Of t h i s  man 

i t  has been  w r it t e n  "The s e s s io n a l  a c t s  o f  d i s c i p l i n e  during Mr. Kennedy*s 

m in is tr y  a re  f u l l y  fo u r  tim es a s  numerous a s  in  any o th e r  l ik e  p e r io d  o f  our 

h is t o r y  ; and th e  m easures r e s o r te d  t o  f a r  th e  d e t e c t io n  o f  o f fe n d e r s  s t r i k e

one a s  b e in g  o f  a v ery  q u e s t io n a lb e  n a t u r e  I n  s h o r t ,  th e  one o b je c t  seems

to  have b een  to  e s t a b l i s h  and e x e r c is e  an a d m in is tr a t iv e  power w hich sh o u ld  v i e  

w ith  th a t  o f  th e  c i v i l  c o u r t s .” ( 5 ) W hile th e  Rev. A lexander Logan was 

m in is te r  o f  Torryburn th a t  p la c e  g a in ed  an u n e n v ia b le  n o t o r ie t y  f o r  w itc h  

h u n tin g . (6 )  Of t h is  m in is te r  M argaret Humble d e c la r e d  b e fo r e  th e  K irk  

S e s s io n  “th a t  H elen Key s a id ,  th a t  when she heard  Mr. Logan speak a g a in s t  

w itc h e s , sh e thought th a t  he was d a f t ,  and she had up her  s t o o l  t o  go ou t o f  

t h e /

(1 )  M etca lfe  County o f  Renfrew pp .328~333-  
Murray “Kilmacolm" pp. 110 -  117-
Speaking o f  t h i s  c a se  th e  Rev. J .  B e l l  in  h is  T r e a t is e  on W itc h c r a ft  

d e c la r e d  i t  “was o c c a sio n e d  m o stly  by th e  fo rw a rd n ess  and absurd  
c r e d u li t y  o f  d iv e r s e  o th e rw ise  w orthy m in is te r s  o f  th e  g o s p e l ,  and 
some top p in g  p r o f e s s o r s  and in  about th e  c i t y  o f  G-lasgow (Law -  
M em orials X C iii)

( 2 ) M e tc a lfe  -  County o f  Renfrew p.333*
C3) Ferguson " E o d e s ia  Antigua" p i  174--
(4y McCall P arish  o f  Mid C alder pp. 225, 226.
(5 )  I b id  p . 229.
(6 ) W ebster T racts  on W itc h c r a ft” pp. 134.-144 I n fr a  p . 3 4 5



th e  Kirk.’’ ( l )  The "best p r o o f  o f  th e  Rev. A. Logan’s  u n fo r tu n a te  in f lu e n c e  

on a l o c a l i t y  i s  th a t  when he was t r a n s la t e d  to  O u lross in  1717 w itc h  h u n tin g  

began th e r e ,  a lth ou gh  fo r t u n a t e ly  w ith  no s e r io u s  r e s u l t s .  (2 )

• The blam e f o r  such  ou tb reak s o f  w it c h c r a f t  can n ev er  h e  l a i d  w h o lly  a t  

th e  door o f  th e  m in is te r ,  how ever, f o r  th e r e  i s  much to  b e  s a id  fo r  th e  v iew  

th a t  w it c h c r a f t  was e s s e n t i a l l y  a  l o c a l  phenomenon f lo u r i s h in g  on th e  f e a r s  

o f  th e  community whose s a f e t y  i t  endangered (3 )  U n le s s  w here v o lu n ta r y  

c o n fe s s io n  was made b y  a s u s p e c t  th e  l o c a l  community had to  su p p ly  th e  e v id e n c e  

w ith o u t w hich  e f f e c t i v e  a c t io n  was im p o s s ib le . Here th e  e ld e r s  p la y e d  a 

double p a r t . As in d iv id u a ls  s e t  over th e  c o n g r e g a tio n , and fr e q u e n t ly  

w ith  d e f in i t e  d i s t r i c t s  fo r  'which th ey  were r e s p o n s ib le ,  and w h ich  th e y  had 

to  v i s i t  a t  s ta t e d  in t e r v a ls  th ey  w ere i d e a l l y  p la c e d  t o  a c t  a s  th e  e a r s  o f  

th e  S e s s io n  (4-) As a K irk S e s s io n  th ey  s a t  a s  a c o r p o r a te  body endowed w ith  

w id e /

f l j  Ib id  p . 14-5.
(2 )  Beveridge "O ulross and T ullia llan” p p .105-111*

For s im ila r  in s ta n c e s  o f  m in i s t e r ia l  a c t i v i t y  c . f ,  S p o ttisw o o d e  ’’H is to r y  
o f  Church o f  S co tla n d  I I I  pp . 6 6 , 67; S tev en so n  ’P r e s b y tr ie  Book o f  
K ir k c a ld ie  p . XVT.

(3 )  K ittr e d g e  ’W itc h c r a ft  in  Old and New England pp. 3? 355 and 360 q u o tin g
Spee ’G autio  C r im in a lis ’ (p u b lish e d  l 6 3 l )  " I n c r e d ib le  are th e  
s u p e r s t i t io n ,  th e  en v y , th e  s la n d e r s  and b a c k b i t in g s ,  th e  w h is p e r in g s ,  
and g o s s ip  o f  th e  common p e o p le  in  Germany, w h ich  a re  n e i th e r  p u n ish ed  
by m a g is tr a te s  nor rep roved  by p r e a c h e r s . There are th e  c a u se s  t h a t  
f i r s t  ro u se  s u s p ic io n  o f w i t c h c r a f t .  A l l  th e  pun ishm ents o f  d iv in e  
j u s t i c e  w ith  w hich God has th r e a te n e d  men in  th e  H oly S c r ip tu r e s  are  
h e ld  t o  come from  w itc h e s . G-od and n a tu re  no lo n g e r  do a n y th in g  -  
w itch es  e v e r y th in g . Hence i t  i s  th a t  a l l  demand, w ith  v i o l e n t  
o u tc r y , th a t  th e  m a g istra cy  s h a l l  p ro ceed  a g a in s t  th e  w i t c h e s ,  whom 
on ly  t h e ir  own ton gu es have made so  nuniberous. ” c . f ,  a l s o  in f r a  p p .3 4 3 - {  

(A) A.G-.A. 164.6 p *7. Ferguson .’L o g ie , A P a r ish  H is t o r y ’ p . 134- g iv e s  d e t a i l s
o f  th e  d iv i s io n  o f S t i r l in g  in to  e ld e r s ’ d i s t r i c t s  in  1537 .

Wodrow .‘B io g r a p h ic a l C o l le c t io n s  I I  p t ,  2 p , 57 "The S e s s io n  (G lasgow ) 
a p p o in ts  eac.u f  aiu-.'..ly to  b e  v isr c e c l c a r e f u l ly  by th e  El Gers f^nce otrQ’>»‘'r' 
month.

R ob ertson  ’ South L e ith  Records p .4.8 ’O rdains e v e r ie  e ld e r  and deacono in



w ide powers w h ich  th ey  w ere n ever  s io w  t o  e x e r c is e .  F u l l  o f  th e  se n se  o f t h e ir  

own im portance as r u l in g  e ld e r s  th ey  welcom ed t a l e  b e a r e r s ,  o s t e n s ib ly  on th e  

grounds th a t  s in  had to  be r o o te d  out a t  a l l  c o s t s ,  b u t a l l  to o  f r e q u e n t ly  from  

a d e s ir e  to  m agnify t h e ir  o f f i c e .

To len d  even g r e a te r  w e ig h t to  t h e ir  in f lu e n c e  K irk S e s s io n s  made a p r a c t ic e  

o f  in c lu d in g  in  t h e ir  number i n f l u e n t i a l  p e r so n s  occu p y in g  p o s i t i o n s  o f

a u th o r ity  in  c i v i l  l i f e .  In  towns t h i s  was a c h ie v e d  by a p p o in tin g  b a i l i e s  as

e ld e r s  in  th e  knowledge th a t  th e y  w ould e n fo r c e  p e n a l t i e s  a g a in s t  c u l p r i t s  in  

th e  c i v i l  c o u r ts . In  cou n try  d i s t r i c t s  th e  same o b je c t  was a t ta in e d  by

having  a s  an e ld e r  th e  c h i e f  hare  to r  who a s  the p r in c ip a l  landowner was bound

to  be a man o f  su b sta n ce  and a u th o r ity ,  f r e q u e n t ly  h av in g  th e  r ig h t s  o f  t r i a l  

p e c u l ia r  to  a baron or lo rd  o f r e g a l i t y  ( l )

In  1684 K ingarth  K irk S e s s io n  adopted  a d i f f e r e n t  b u t  e q u a lly  e f f e c t i v e  

p roced u re . "Finding d i s c i p l in e  n e g le c te d  and v i c e  grow ing r i f e  f o r  want o f  

due punishm ent by rea so n  o f  th e  want o f  a j u s t i c e  o f  p e a c e  i n  the S e s s io n  

th e r fo r  th e  w hol S e s s io n  unam ously v o te  John S tew art i n  G-alachan to  b e  th e r  

j u s t i c e  o f  p e a c e , and th a t  an s u p p lic a t io n  be p r e s e n te d  to  th e  S h e r i f f  o f  

B ute t o  c o m iss io n e  him t o  e x e r c e  th e  s a id  o f f i c e  in  th e  S e s s io n  o f  K in g a r th ."  (2 )

(2 )  M eetings  

Much/

(4.) seyera:L g a r t e r s  to  g e iv e  up ane c e r ta n e  number o f  h o n e s t  men who
* sh o u ld  w atch  w ith  them y e  w itc h e s  who f o r  y e  pny are in  ’p r iso n *

Henderson ’E x tr a c ts  from  th e  K irk  S e s s io n  R ecords o f  D unferm line* p . 32,
’ T h is day th e  e ld e r s  and d ea co n s  b e in g  en q u ired  o f  th e  v i s i t a t i o n  o f  
y r  q u a r tr s , and what aandalous p e r so n s  an d e l in q u e n ts  th ey  knew, d id  
r e p o r t  y r  d i l i g e n c e ."

(1 )  M artin ’A D e s c r ip t io n  o f th e  W estern I s la n d s  o f  Scotland * p . 126.

(2 ) P aton  ’K ingarth  P a r ish  Redords* pp . 145 , 146.



Much o f  th e  power o f  K irk S e s s io n s  was due to  th e  r e g u la r  m eetin g s w hich  

th ey  h e ld  a t  freq u en t in t e r v a l s .  As e a r ly  a s  1559 S t .  Andrews K irk  S e s s io n  

was m eetin g  s e v e r a l  t im es  p e r  month, ( l )  by 1562 Aberdeen K irk S e s s io n  had 

w eek ly  m eetin g s (2 )  a s  had th e  S e s s io n  o f  In v e r n e ss  in  th e  f o l lo w in g  y e a r  (3 )

In  1584  th e  G eneral Assem bly l a i d  down th a t  S e s s io n s  sh ou ld  m eet w eek ly  and 

t h i s  became th e  a c c ep te d  p roced u re (4 ) a lth o u g h  a z e a lo u s  m in is te r  l i k e  th e  

Rev. John Lauder o f  Tyninghame met h i s  S e s s io n  n o t o n ly  each  Sunday b u t  on 

m ost Tuesdays and F r id a y s as w e l l  from  1610 t i l l  1662 ( 5 ) S tr a n g e ly  enough  

G lasgow m in is te r s  o n ly  met t h e ir  s e s s io n s  m onthly in  1646 (6 )  M artin  ( 7 ) 

and Morer (8 )  b o th  w r it in g  in  th e  18th  c e n tu ry  s t a t e  th a t  th e  S e s s io n  met 

w eek ly . I t  i s  im p o ss ib le  to  o v e r e s t im a te  th e  s te a d y  d i s c ip l in a r y  p r e ssu r e  

which cou ld  be e x e r c is e d  by a S e s s io n  w hich met r e g u la r ly  t o  e x e r c is e  i t s  

powers on th e  l o c a l  community.

To le n d  w e ig h t to  t h e ir  d e l ib e r a t io n s  K irk  S e s s io n s  o f t e n  welcom ed p e r so n s  

o f  in f lu e n c e  to  t h e ir  m e e t in g s9 and d e c is io n s  were ta k en  in  th e  name o f  a l l  

th o se  p r e s e n t .  Thus when John R ind a n d  o th e r s  f e l l  under s u s p ic io n  o f  

w itc h c r a f t  a t  E lg in  i n  l 6 6 l  "The m in is te r s  and the p r o v e s t  and b a l i e s  and th e  

w hole e ld e r s  con vein ed  in  th e fse ss ia n  h o u se . John Rind i n  B lg in e  b e in g  

in q u ired  g iv e  ewer he charmed man, c h y l le d  ore  b e a s t  denyes s im p l i c i t e r ,  " (2 )  

T he/

(1 )  Flem ing ' S t .  Andrews K irk S e s s io n  R e g is te r *  pp . 1 8 -2 5 .
(2 )  S tu a r t Records o f  th e  K irk S e s s io n , P r e sb y te r y  and Synod o f  Aberdeen p . 4 .
(3 )  Mack ay 3: Boyd 'R ecords o f  In v e r n e ss  I  p . 34 .
(4 )  K e lv iU  'D iary ' p . 126.
(5 )  W addell 'An Old K irk C h ron icle"  p . 72.
(6 ) Wodrow 'B io g r a p h ic a l C o l le c t io n s '  I I  p t .  2 . p . 57.
(7 )  M artin 'A D e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  W estern I s la n d  o f  S c o tla n d
(3) H orer 'A Short Account o f  S co tla n d  * p .4 7 .
(2 ) Cramond 'The Records o f  E lg in*  I  p . 293.



The same c o lla b o r a t io n  o f  town and k ir k  took  p la c e  a t  In v e r e sk  in  l 6 6 l  when 

"the S e s s io n  and b a i l l i e s  d esyred  th e  m in is te r  t o  mak in t im a tio n  o u t o f  th e  

p u l p i t t  anent J a n e t S to d d a rt, who w as im p rison ed  upon s u s p ic io n  o f  w i t c h c r a f t ,  

th a t  i f  any p e o p le  has any th in g  t o  la y  to  her charge th ey  was c o n s id e r a l ly  

t o  come w 'n ten  or tw e lv e  d a y es, o th er  ways th ey  w ould D im itt  h e r , in  regard  

she was a g r e a t  expense to  th e  M a g is tr a tts"  ( l )  O b v iou sly  th e  b a i l i e s  w ere  

th e r e  by r ig h t  o f  t h e ir  p la y in g  th e  n e c e s s a r y , a l b e i t  e x p e n s iv e  r o l e  o f  

g a o le r s .  The K irk S e s s io n  o f South L e ith  ordered  t h a t  p e o p le  g iv in g  in fo r m a tio n  

a g a in s t  a w ife  a ccu sed  o f  w itc h c r a f t  sh ou ld  la y  i t  b e fo r e  a j o in t  m eetin g  o f  

th e  S e s s io n  and b a i l i e s  ( 2) w h ile  th e  K irk  S e s s io n  o f  Q u een sferry  a c t u a l ly  

d e c id ed  th a t  when a p erso n  was to  b e  a r r e s te d  on a charge o f  w it c h c r a f t  " th ere  

s a i l ,  a t  fe w e s t  sev en  s e s s io n e r s  convene and a s s o c ia t e  u n to  them, so  many o f  

th e  towne as th ey  s a i l  th in k  f i t , " (3 )

3 . Support fo r  K irk S e s s io n  d e c is io n s

The c lo s e  co o p e r a tio n  betw een  K irk S e s s io n s  and th e  la y  a u t h o r i t i e s  

r e a d ie d  i t s  l o g i c a l  c o n c lu s io n  in  th e  l a t t e r  u p h o ld in g  K irk S e s s io n  d e c is io n s  

and th r e a te n in g  w ith  d iv e r s e  p a in s  and p e n a l t i e s  th o se  who d iso b ey ed . As 

e a r ly  a s  1562 th e  Town C ou ncil o f  Dundee e n a c te d  " th a t qua b lasp h em ou sly  

speaks o f  the m in is te r s ,  e ld e r s ,  or d ea co n s  o f  th e  c o n g r e g a tio n , a g a in s t  t h e ir  

p r e c e p ts  and c o u n s e ls ,  or o f the order o f  d i s c i p l i n e ,  s a i l  in c u r  th e  p a in  

c o n te n it  in  th e  a c t  made a g a in s t  them th a t  b lasphem es th e  P r o v o st  B a i l i e s  

a n d /

(1 )  S t i r l in g  ( in v e r e s k  P a r ish  L ore * p , 142.
(2 ) R obertson  'S ou th  L e ith  R ecords' p . 48 ,
(3 )  M orison R oyal Burgh o f  Q ueen sferry  I  pp. 1 1 , 12 .



and Council*" The Council went on to ra tify  "the acts made Ox before 

concerning obedience to ecc le s ia stica l magistrates and tneir d isc ip lin e , 

stating the penalties both for failure to appear before the Kirk Session, when 

summoned and 7/hen convicted, ( l )  The same procedure v/as followed in the 

far north for the acts and statutes of the Lawting Sheriff and Justice Courts 

of Orkney have under the date 30th July 1612 "The quhilk day. I t  i s  statu t  

and ordanit that the saids M agistrattis and Counsell sa il  a ss is t  and fo r t i f ie  

the minister and sessioun of Kirk for putting to execution of a l l  a c tis  

and sta tu tis  made be thame for pwnisching of yyce within thair jurisdictioun. "(2 

Appearing before the provost and two b a ilie s  in  January 1640 Agnes Hire son in 

Elgin "becam w illin g lie  a c tit in the borrowes court buiks of Elgin to enter 

and present herselff before the sessione of Elgin the secrund da2/ of Februar 

nixt within St. Gelis kirk and i f  she convene nocht but beis fu g itive  she 

salbe heirefter be her awin consent haldin and reput as ane notorius witch." (3 ) 

There was also a close working arrangement between Kirk Sessions and 

Courts of Barony which used their power to enforce obedience to the Sessions (4 ) 

B ailies of Regality also worked in close cooperation with Sessions. In 

1643 when Virgil Hunter slandered James Fergusone as a warlock she was 

hadled f ir s t  before the B ailie  of the Regality of Restalrig and then before

the Kirk Session of South Leith which ordered her to crave God's mercy and

acknowledge her fault before the Session and then in  the B a ilie 's  court (5 )

I n /

(1) Maxwell 'History of Old Dundee* p .72.
(2) Miscellany of the . 1. h it  land Club II pt. 1. pp. 157, 158 c . f .  also pp.

169,-170; c .f .  Black History of Brechin p. 74 for similar a c tio n /
(3) Cramond 'The Records of Elgin I p. 178.
(4) Gunn 'Baron Court of S titch ill*  p. 216,



In 1661 the same Session "ordained their clerck to draw up Jean Duncan her 

prooesse (for witchcraft) in forme and in order and to be given to William 

Purves of Widdeslie balie of the Barr any of Restairig." (l)

It must never be forgotten that in addition to the assistance and backing 

•which the Sessions received from the lay authorities they were always able 

to call upon the Presbyteries for help when they found themselves ha difficulty

B« Factors weakening the Kirk Sessions 
1. Interference with regular meetings of Kirk Sessions.

Nothing interfered so much with the ordinary day to day work of Sessions

as what was so vividly described with equal aptness by contemporary records as

"the troubillis of the kingdom" (3) end "the confusion of the tymes." (4.)

By those phrases were meant the years of religious and civil strife stretching

from the Bishops* Wars to the Restoration,

Thinking more of their personal safety than of ecclesiastical discipline
r

ministers fled their parishes. In 164-3 the minister of Navar pleaded that 

he was constrained because of the frequent incursions of the broken and 

barbarous Highlanders (of Montrose) to retire himself and his whole family to 

the toon of Brechin," (3) Trouble over Engagers and Protestors threw the

work/

(1) Ibid p.117. •
(2) Supra pp. 109-116 j infra pp. 331-340
(3) Irving ’The Book of Dumbartonshire" Ip.5^ Quoting Town Council records

1639.
(4,) Macphail "Highland Papers" III p. 14- quoting Rothesay Kirk Session 164.9,
(5) Warden ’Angus or Forfarshire’ III p. 169 c.f. Hunter 'Diocese and

Presbytery of Dunkeld* Appendix I pp. 34-6-34-9 for evidence of the 
complete dislocation of the work of the Presbytery of .Perth as a
result of the Montrose wars; infra pp*



■work o f  th e  P re s b y te ry  o f L anark  o u t o f g e a r ' i n  r e f p e c t  o f  th e  t r o u b le s  o f  

th e  tim e 3 th e  m oft p a r t  o f a l l  th e  m i n i f t e r s  le a v in g  t h e i r e  h c u fe s  f o r  th e  

in f o le n c ie  o f th e  trow pers* ( l )  Where S e s s io n s  a id  c a r ry  on th e y  found  

them selves u n ab le  t o  b r in g  th e  more s e r io u s  c a se s  t o  a  s a t i s f a c t o r y  c o n c lu s io n , 

Thus th e  S e s s io n  o f  R othesay  had  M arg ra t H cW illiam  b e fo re  them upon s u s p ic io n  

o f  w i tc h c r a f t  on two o cca s io n s  in  1645 and d e c id e d  on fo rm a l a c c u s a tio n  

sh o u ld  be  drawn up a g a in s t  h e r .  N othing happened , how ever, t i l l  she was 

ag a in  apprehended  on th e  same charge in  164-9 and  i n  s p i t e  o f  th e  d e v i l ' s  

mark b e in g  found in  s e v e ra l  p a r t s  o f  h e r  body " th row  th e  c o n fu s io n  o f  th e  

tymes th e n  she was l o t t  ou t upon b a n d s ."  (2 )

The Cromwellian invasion created s t i l l  more confusion. The Firk 

Session of Aberdour had 'no time for discipline* being too busy taking vo”-rs 

from men engaged for the armed forces (3) After the English victory at 

Inverkeithing in July 1651 the same kirk was closed for public worship and 

the Kirk Session did not meet for four months (4 ) Even in the far north the 

arrival of Cromwellian sold iers had similar resu lts for on the 29th March 1652 

the Canisbay Kirk Session Records state  "no co llection  nor any session holdin 

by reasone of the Inglishes being quarted in the bounds, the congregation 

wes few in number and yr was not a sederant of elders. Nethdr was ther any 

delinquents charged." (5 ) Such widely scattered places as Falkirk, Lanark, 

Dunkeld/

(1) Robertson 'Presbytery of Lanark* p.60.
(2) M acphail 'H ig h lan d  P ap ers  III p,14.
(3) Ross 'Aberdour and Inchcolme" p. 261.
(4 ) Ibid pp. 262, 263.
(5) Beaton 'E cclesiastica l History of Caithness* p . 123. The same reasons

precluded the Session meeting on the following May p . 128.



Dunkeld and B rech in  a l l  f e l t  th e  shock of in v a s io n  and saw th e  w h ee ls  of

discip line slow to a stop ( l )  Even where Sessions continued to function 

they had to face the opposition and obstruction of the incredulous English 

judges who frowned on the usual methods of torture which proved so e ffectiv e  

with recalcitrant suspects. Katharine Key of Newburgh must have blessed  

the English for the Kirk Session had her before them charged with witchcraft 

and cursing the minister -  in normal circumstances a fa ta l combination.

Two years later both Kirk Session and Presbytery again turned their attention

to her but four appeals by the beadle at the kirk door for witnesses against

her fa iled  to e le c it  a response so she escaped with nothing worse than an

admission of public repentance. (2) The Kirk had a long memory,' however, and

once the Cromwelllans were gone a commission for her tr ia l was got from the

Privy Council in l66 l (3)

plague, the universal scourge of mankind in these days, brought

dislocation of a ll  normal a ctiv ity , including the work of the Kirk in  i t s
/

train. I t  could no be otherwise when those who were able, gled , and those 

who were not tried  their best to avoid a ll  unnecessary communication with 

their neighbours. There was an especially  severe outbreak from 1586 to 1588 

when James Ivlelvill recounts that coming through the Canongate, and in at the 

Nether Boy/ through the great street of Edinburgh to the West Port, in  a l l  

whilk/

Supra p .43 note; infra p. 336  
1 Simpkins 'County Folklore VII (F ife) pp. 98 , 99,
(3) H.P.C. 3rd Ser. I. p. 90.



whilk way we saw not three persons, sae that I  miskenned Edinburgh and alm os

forgot that I had ever seen sic  a town" ( l )  Was i t  surprising to find a

blank in  the Kirk Session records of St, Andrews and a note of the tyrne o f

p la ig , quhen a l l  gude ordour c ess it  in th is c i t e e ." (2) During another

severe v is ita tio n  in  1606-7 the Kirk Session of Logie did not meet from the

14th August 1606 t i l l  the 29th January 1607 (3) . S tir lin g  suffered severely

and "there was na meiting of the brethrein of the Eldership of th is Kirk fra

the x i i i j  day of August I606 to the xxix day of Januar 1607? in respect of

the Plaig of Pestilence that was in  th is toun the tyrae fo ir sa id ," (4 )

Perhaps the worst of a l l  outbreaks struck Scotland from 1645 to 1647* All
(5)

southern and central Scotland as far north as Brechin was so seriously  

ravaged that the Commission of the G-eneral Assembly ordered a fa s t  for 25th 

July 1647 "that the Lords hand is  s t i l l  streatcfeed out against us in  the 

Judgment of the pestilence which spreads not only in  sever a l l  places of the 

countiy but continueth and increaseth in many of the most eminent c it ie s  

in  the kingdomes," (6) Once again the work of Kirk Sessions was d is­

organised, At St, Cuthbert's, Edinburgh "from the day foresaid the 6th 

June/

(1 )  M e lv i l l  'D iary* p . 162.
(2 )  F lem ing ‘S t , Andrews K irk  Session Register" p .56 l.
( 3 '; F ergu sson  ‘A lexander Hume* p , 93.
(4 ) i l l s  c e l l  any o f  th e  K a itla n d  Club I  p t ,  1 , p . 448.
( 5 ) D ouglas *A H is to r y  o f th e  B order C ou nties*  p .4 2 2 , 

Benwick ’The Burgh o f  P eeb les* p . 332,
P a te rso n  County o f  Ayr pp . 2 9 7 , 298,
M e tc a lfe  Burgh o f  P a i s le y  p ,x c v .
Mar w ick  R ecords o f  th e  Burgh o f  G-lasgow 1 6 3 1 -6 2  p . 74 , 
Ferguson 'E c c le s ia  Antiqua* ■?, 63 .
Fenwick Burgh o f  S t i r l in g  id, 187.
Murray 'R ecords o f F a lk irk *  p . 132,
P o r teo u s  'H is to r y  of C r ie f f  p „311.
B u tle r  'A n c ien t Church and p a r is h  o f  A bernethy p , 308. 

s h i r e /



June 1645 the now (26th December) no prooess keipid partly because the clerk 

to the sessiounes was under visitatioune the space of three months, and efter  

that t i l l  now l i t t l e  meiting of s e s s io n a l b is in ess , being so taken up with 

the intersueing v isita tiou ne, and the" meitings were on the f ie ld s  gr few 

sessioners did conveine, sundry being under v isita tiou n e , and some dead, " ( l)  

On the 19th October 1645 the Session records of Dunfermline sta te  'at th i s  

tyrne meetings we re not frequent, because of the plague of the pestilence,, 

wch then was in th is paroche, and increasit in the same, so that many died." 

from the 10th August 1645 to the 7th January 1646 the Session records of

Culross are blank except for the one sign ifican t entry "During th is  in te r ird ss

the plaige was havie upon our toune." (3) in  Brechin 'there was no 

session, neither co llection , from the 4 th April (1647) by reason the Lord 

in flic ted  the burgh of Brechin with the infecting sickness u n til the 7th 

November when co llections were resumed but not meetings of the Session "be 

reason the moderator and remanent sessions (s ig n ifica te  remark]) feared to 

convene under one roof," (4 ) All th is widespread disturbance of normal home 

l i f e /

(5) Ayrshire Galloway Archaelogical Assocaition x v i i i  p, 69.
Beveridge 'The Churchyard Memorials of Crail*.

(6) Mitchell 'Commissions of the General Assemblies* 1646-47  p. 286.
( l )  Lorimer St, Cuthbert's Church Edinburgh" pp. 113, 114.
(2j Chalmers 'Dunfermline* p. 274.
(3; Beveridge 'Culross and T ullia llan ' p. 211,
(4 ) Black 'History of Brechin p, 70.



l i f e  at a time when the country’s energies were already strained to keep large 

armies in the f ie ld  goes far to account for the marked decline in witch 

hunting which is  apparent not only in the comparatively small numbers who 

suffered at that time ( l)  hut also hi the d istin ct slackening in the crusade 

against witchcraft begun by the G-eneral Assembly in  1640 and continued in the 

three subsequent years (2).

The inevitable b r ie f interruptions in the normal meetings of in d iv id u a l  

sessions for such typical reasons as inclement weather or the absence of the 

minister on Kirk business in  some other d is tr ic t  may be dismissed as of sm all 

consequence upon the functioning of the Session as a court of d isc ip lin e .

Grave misgivings are engendered, however, about the conditions existing in 

the parish of Kingarth from November 1686 to July 1691 'when ’there were no 

Sessions holden a ll  that time by reason the minister was under the a ff lic t in g  

hand of G-od, being taken with a grivous flu x , the pain of the gravell and 

hemeroids (with pardon) for the sjmce of f iv e  years and a h a lf, so that he

was not able to s i t t  in Session a l l  that tim e.” (3)

2* Obstruction of the work of the Kirk Session.

I t  did not necessarily follow that once a person was delated for  

witchcraft a Session would exert a l l  i t s  e ffo r ts  to ensure a conviction.

At rare intervals the cooperation of the elders was not forthcoming. The 

simplest method of showing their disapproval of the charge brought against

the suspect was to absent themselves as happened at Biggar in 1659 when the

m inister/

( l)  Black’s Calender of Cases of Witchcraft in  Scotland" p o .53-60 gives a
rough idea of the number of cases in  each of the foSlowinv 16M
28; 164-5- 4 ; 1646— 2 - 1647 0 1648- 3 , 1649------60,' " ’(2  ̂ Supra pr>. 3 1 ,3 3 ,6 7

(3) Paton ^Kingarth .Parish Records" a*11,



m in is te r  t o ld  Hay of C raigneth an  " th a t none osl.* t o  our a p p o in ted  c c n n it i? ''  a 

Rir'Yar t h i s  da . ,  ■which we sh ou ld  have koe^/it an sn t Mary Roomsone su s'oect -n 

w i  tc lic^ a f t .  ** O  } j n  7 f  q h when th r e e  women and a raau were b r u ite d  as cb p .v h rs  

the K irk S e s s io n  o f  S h o tts  d e c id ed  to  h o ld  an in q u e s t  on the:?., h u t  on th® 

appointed  day most o f t h e  e ld e r s  and deacons a b sen ted  th e m se lv e s  and a l l  t h e  

w itn e sse s ' who d id  appear d e c la r e d  th ey  knew o f  no e v id e n c e  a g a in s t  th e  r h w  

accu sed . (2 )  "When in  1670 Robert G la ss  in  K in garth  had to  admit s c a n d a l is in g  

h i s  "brother in  law  James McPhie by * sa ltin g  he so u ld  fr e q u e n t  th e  oenpan" -P 

a lemraan anon6 th e  f u r ie s  commonly c a l le d  F a ir  f o l k s , quwhich was a b a s e  »r>.d 

.'• u n c h r is t ia n  sca n d e l —— th e  s e s s io n  d e la y s  t o  p a sse  any cen su re  on t h i s  t i l l  

a wore fr e q u e n t  m eetin g  o f th e  e ld er s*  M (3 )  E v id e n t ly , l i k e  many an oth er  

com m ittee  th e  few  e ld e r s  p r e se n t  f e l t  th ey  w ould r a th e r  s h e l t e r  b eh in d  t h e  

s a f e t y  o f g r e a te r  numbers. To th e  K irk such  in s ta n c e s  .o f p a s s iv e  o b s tr u c t io n  

were d o u b t le s s  s u f f i c i e n t l y  annoying b u t an i s o l a t e d  b u t  much more s e r i e s  

ca se  o f  a c t iv e  o b s tr u c t io n  by e ld e r s  took  p la c e  a t  I n v e r k e ith in g  in  1 £•’;-/ (h)

So p ow erfu l was th e  o p p o s it io n  t h a t ,  a d m itt in g  d e f e a t ,  th e  b a i l i e s  apnea le d  

t o  th e  Synod w hich p la c e d  th e  m atter  in  th e  hands o f  th e  "'m eshytery o f  

D unferm line. In c o n s u lta t io n  w ith  th e  M a g is tr a te s  a  com m ittee o f  th e  Presbytery 

a ccep ted  th e  a d v ice  o f  th e  Rev. W alter B ru ce, th e  m in is te r  o f  I n v e r k e ith in g  

and an ard en t w itc h  h u n te r , * to  name fo u r e  h o n e s t  men who s h a l l  have th e  

jio ..er by  a c t  o f th a ir  c o u n s e l l  to  s e t t  on th e  w atch and o f f ,a n d  keep th e  Vyves 

o f f  th e  pr i s  o n e s .” (5 ) v T h is •was 

c l e a r l y /

(1 ) R eid * D iary o f  Andrew Hay o f  C ra ig n eth a n 1 n . I f f
(2 ) G ro ssa rt ’H is to r y  o f th e  p a r is h  o f S h o tts*  p p .!
(3 ) P aton  ’K ingarth  P a r ish  Records* o p .3 / ,  58,
(h ;  Supra  pp . 35 37 f o r  t h e  f u l l  s t o r y .
( f )  S tephen ’H i s t o r y  of I n v e r k c i t h i n g  and Ro^yth*



184.

c l e a r ly  to  p re v e n t a c c e s s  to  th e  p r i s o n e r s  by  p e rs o n s  who had  been  a t te m p tin g  

to  g e t  th e  s u sp e c ts  to  deny w hat th e y  had c o n fe s se d , The same com m ittee 

to o k  th e  f a r t h e r  un ique s te p  o f  redommending " th a t  th o s e  ■who a re  members 

o f th e  S e ss io n  having  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  p e rso n s  d e la te d  v iz ,  S pencer f i e l d ,  

B a lg o u g ie , h r .  Win, O lip h a n t of In n e rk e th in g ,  Andro D ick so n e , R o b ert Browne, 

A lex H endersone, W illiam  Hodge e l d e r ,  R o b e rt D r y s d a i l l ,  Jam es Browne, s h a l l  

f o r b e i r e ,  to  s i t t  i n  S essione  t i l l  t h i s  b u s in e s s  s h a l l  b e  t r y e d  c o n ce rn in g  

th o s e  p e rs o n s  d e l a t e d , " ( l )

Where for one reason or another the usual close cooperation between Kirk 

Session and magistrates was not in operation the e ffectiv e  d iscip line o f the 

Kirk Session immediately suffered. As early as 1598 the General Assembly 

had to order Presbyteries to 'proceid in  a l l  fev e r itie  with thair cenfures 

aganis (a ll)  fuch Kagiftrats as f a l l  f e t  at liber t ie  any perfon convict o f  

witchcraft heiraf ter, " (2) In 1643 the General Assembly based i t s  demand 

far a standing commission with power ' to a,_prehend try , and execute ju ftice  

againft fuch perfons as are guilty  of W itch-craft." on the grounds that "many
I

Parodies want (lack) the concurrence of cw ill M agiftrates," (3) Kirk 

Session records bear witness to the disturbing e ffe c ts  which followed from 

the absence of magisterial backing, In 1662 the Kirk Session of Brechin 

did not even trouble to meet 'by reason the magistrates went immediately 

after sermon to bring in  the Trinity f a i r ." (4) On the 9th November 1646 

th e /

(1) Stephen 'History of Inverkeithing and Rosyth* p .441.
(2) B.U.K. III p, 939; supra p .92



th e  Town C ouncil o f  A berdeen w ere in fo rm ed  " th a t  Mr, Johne Row, ane of th e  

m i n i s t e r i s  o f  th is b u rg h e , d id  y e s te r n ig h t  r e g r a i t  and expone to  suoh p e rso n e s  

of the k i r k  s e s s io n s  a s  w ere th e n  p r e s e n t ,  t h a t  th e  d i s c i p l in e  o f  th e  k i r k  was 

much we aim ed and a lm ost c a s t i n  lo o s e  f o r  la c k  o f m a g i s t r a t i s  s i t t i n g  in  th e  

s a id  s e s s io n e .” ( l )

30 Decrease in th e  power of K irk  Sessions after l660.

Although the Restoration brought the re-establishment of Episcopacy Kirk 

Sessions carried on very much as usual ( 2) In fa c t the years l66l~62

probably saw them busier than ever before as they strove to make up for the 

lean years in an orgy of burnings, but with the passing years their  powers 

began to wane. In the Covenanting parts of the country th is was due in part 

to the unceasing conflice between the curates on one side and the people on
s

the other. Mien i t  is  borne in mind that the long drawn out co n flic t which 

culminated in the ’K illing Times’ affected a compartively small but admittedly 

vociferous area, and that throughout the rest of the country the greater 

part of the ordinary clergy conformed in  1662. (3 ) i t  i s  obvious that some 

other reasons must be sought.

The changes brought about by the passing years supply the answer. The 

days of the Kirk’s tyrannical domination were over. F irst there had come 

the Cromwellian interregnum to sap the Sessions authoritative position; 

then there followed 25 years during which Sessions existed by the grace of 

a government whose criminal judges, and c iv i l  magistrates, as Episcopalian 

nominees of the king were le s s  and le s s  inclined to give the substantial 

backing/
(l} S tu a r t  ’C o u n c il R e g is te r  of th e  Burgh of A berdeen 16^3-4-7 P » 7 0 .
{2} M urray ’Kilmacolm* p. 72, Buchan ’A History of .'Peebles shir e II p .4-6 3,

Wilson ’Synod of Dunblane pp. X, XVII
(3) Hunter ’The Diocese and •.'resbj^tery o f  Dunk eld* pp. 37? 5G.

I n fr a  p . 337iote



backing without which Sessions could not exert their erstwhile overweaning 

power. The records of St. Cuthbert’s Edinburgh, bear ample witness to the 

steady decline in  the Session’s influence during the Restoration period.

Hell f ir e  had lo s t  i t s  terrors when the Session could summon 24 offenders and

Matters were no better after the Revolution. Presbyterianism had 

certainly become the lega l relig ion  but so b itte r ly  h o stile  were many Scotsmen 

that there were numberous parishes in  which a Presbyterian minister dared 

not set foot for many a long year (2)

Where the Kirk Sessions carried on they were but shadows of their former 

selves, slowly and unwillingly assim ilating the lesson that theirs were now 

the a ffa irs of Cod, not as of yore of God and Caesar. Like an unruly class  

of children the recalcitrant sinners were quick to sense the change and treat 

the Session with scant consideration. Session records bear witness to the 

change. When Bessie Nicol was delated to Rothesay Kirk Session in 1706 for 

’’imploying Elspeth NcTaylor» spouse to James Stewart, thatcher, by charmaing 

to find and recover a gown that was lo s t  she was promptly ordered to be 

publicly rebuked before the congregation, but ”in regard the forsaid Elspeth 

NcTaylor alledged to be imployed to perforate the charme is  notourlie known 

to be most intractable, incapable and unfamous and irreclaimable the Session

(l} Lorimer "St. Cuthbert’s , Edinburgh” pp. 204, 203, 209.
(2) Spalding Club Miscellany II p p .Ix ii i-  I x x i i i .  Ferguson ’’Logie Parish

History” p. 138. Macnaughton Church Life in Ross and Sutherland p. 4 , 
Craven Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Moray” pp. 73, 77, 78, 79 
84, Q5- Craven "Episcopalian Church in  the  D iocese of C a ith n e ss”

not have a single one attend upon their pleasure’ ( l )

■02. J e r v is e  ”
H earns” p . 276. Ferguson ”E c e !e s ia  A ntioua”

[emorials of Angus end 
P P . 239, 240.



waves troubling themselves with her,” ( l)  The Kirk Session of r!enninghame 

found i t s e l f  in continual d ifficu tly . In 1706 Jean Brown tmm admitted 

conversing with sp ir its , and what was far worse she admitted lying wath them 

carnally. All the Session did was to exhort her to repentance, which she 

promptly refused to do. They then washed their hands of the matter by referrir  

the case f ir s t  to the sh e f iff  and then to the Presbytery (2) In 1707 

William Drew was before the same Session charged with beating h is wife for

threatening to “expose the report of his being blamed for a warlock. “ The

Session tried to make him admit i t  was wrong to beat h is w ife but hr refused^ 

said he would treat her s t i l l  more harshly and “with insolent carriage 

accused the minister with falsehood in  saying that he went under the name of 

8 . notorious warlock elsewhere. ” Put on his metal the minister stated he could 

prove his assertion both by the testimony of other m inisters and by a 

grandchild of Jonet McKeoner who had been burned as a witch and whose house 

William had frequented. William claimed he had been there on business. The 

Minister then recounted how when the accused f i r s t  came to the parish he 

refused to baptise his child t i l l  he consulted the Session “who gave their  

opinion that the assertion of one witch seemed not su ffic ien t to  debar a person 

from the Church priviledges Especially in a matter so d if f ic u lt  to be cleared 

upon which the minister baptized his child . “ But William had stood enough 

and/

(1) Paton "The Session Book of Rothesay” pp. 200 , 201f 204.

(2) Paton “The Session Book of Penninghame” pp. 164 , 165.



and Hhe to ld  the Session he would see them no more and was going. The 

Session charged h is  to  stay  hu t he would not. ” ( l)  How are  the mighty 

f  a llen j

While the Scot has always exhib ited  h is  f a i r  share of b e l ie f  in  

su p e rstitio u s p ra c tic e s , from about 1700 the Kirk had to face the fa c t  th a t 

a change was coming over the g en era lity  of the people* s outlook towards the

more serious m anifestations of the supernatural. The w riting  was upon the

wall when in  1708 Iso b e ll Lothian could go about the town of Clackmannan 

in  a white sheet a t  night te r r ify in g  people a.s a ghost. Her defence was 

th a t ’’she did ignorantly  upon a wager.” (2) I t  was impossible fo r  Scotland 

to  remain unaffected by the growing doubts of the English whether there 

was such a thing as w itchcraft. As S ir James O gilvie, Secretary of S ta te  fo r 

Scotland so ap tly  put i t  in  h is  l e t t e r  from W hitehall to  Maxwell of P o ll ok in  

1696 " i f  yaw doe proceed against the w itches, l e t  i t  be upon good and sure 

grounds, or vtherwayes you w ill  not escape the sensure of many of the English, 

who doe scarcely bele ive th a t ther i s  any such thing as ane w itc h .” (3 ) The

Union of the Parliam ents in  1707 in te n s if ie d  Scotland’s contact w ith the Age

of Reason then sweeping over England, as ever increasing  numbers of S co ttish  

nobles and gentry, anxious to  be in  the fashion  took th e ir  wives and 

daughters to  the g rea t m etropolis, or took the cure a t  Bath. Another 

stream of minor English o f f ic ia ls  and th e i r  fam ilies moving north  to  

Edinburgh/

(1) Paton 'The Session Book of Penninghame1 p. 205. In 1725 the Kirk
Session of Clackmannan had to  invoke the un ited  e f fo r ts  of B rigad ier
Bruce Kennet and the lo ca l constable to  bring  c u lp r i ts  befo re  them
Gordon 'H rstory of Clacknannan "00.341  112.

(2) Cordon 'H istory  of Clackmannan' s
(3 ) Eraser 'Memoirs of the Maxwells of pollok I I  0.106.



Edinburgh in te n s if ie d  and quickened th e  change in  outlook, ( l )

The manuals of the S co ttish  lawyers furnished proof of the change, Tn 

1678 S ir  George Mackenzie wrote. ’’That there  are Witches, Divines cannot doub 

fince  the word of God hath ordain* d th a t no Witch f a l l  l iv e ;  nor Lawyers in  

Scotland feing  our Laws ordains i t  to  be punifhed with d e a th .” (2) , bu t 

Forbes, w riting  in  1730, while giving the law regarding w itch c ra ft, adds an 

appendix where he s ta te s  ”the Being of Witfihes, and even the P o ffa b ili ty  of 

Witchcsraft, being ca lled  in  Queftion by many, who do not feem to  lay  any 

grea t s t re fs  upon Things which to our Forefathers appeared moft convincing” 

is  the reasons fo r h is trea tin g  the crime in  a d if fe re n t manner from Mr. 

Sergeant Hopkins. He goes on to speak of ”th is  learned and in q u if it iv e  

Age, when probably Things w ill  come to be more accurately  f i f te d ,  than fome 

are ready to  imagine was done by our P redeceffo rs, as i f  they, follow ing the 

Humour of the Time in  which they liv ed , had been to c redulous in  th is  

important m atter. ” (3)

E lisabeth  Mure of Caldwell possib ly  summed up the popular fee lin g  b e t te r  

than anyone e lse  when in  “Some remarks on the change of manners in  my own 

time 1700-1790” she wrote ”The estab lished  b e l ie f  in  v /itchcraft (for which 

many suffer*d) p revailed  much a t th is  time; Ghosts too and appearitious of

various kinds were c re d it 'd — These were the manners of the l a s t  century ,

and /

( l)  Mure "Selections from the Family Papers Preserved a t  Caldwell p. 266.
{2j  Mackenzie "The Law and Customs of Scotland in  M atters Criminal p . 81.
(3) Forbes "The In s t i tu te s  of the Law of Scotland pp. 371, 372.



and remained in  p a r t  fo r 30 years of th is . The change of manners in  the new 

generation was very remarkable. ” By 174G she says ’’For th e ir  G irls  the 

outmost care was taken th a t fear of no kind should inslaye  the mind; nurses 

was turned off who would t e l l  the young of Witches and Ghosts. The old 

M inisters was r id icu led  who preched up h e ll  and damnation. ” ( l)

To sum up i t  may be said  th a t  t i l l  the "troubles" began Kirk Sessions were 

a power in the land, wielding an au tho rity  which few were bold enough to  

challenge. Any s lig h t weakening of th e ir  au tho rity  whether by plague, 

obstructive ta c tic s  or lack of co-operation from the c iv i l  a u th o r itie s  was 

of a temporary nature. But the middle years of the 17th century marked the 

commencement of a progressive decline which sapped th e ir  streng th . F if ty  

d if f ic u l t  years when Sessions had to  face in  succession the ’’tro u b le s” the 

incredu lity  and h o s t i l i ty  of the Cromwellian jud ica to ry , and the changing 

outlook brought about by the Age of Recision were more than even the f ie ry  

ardour of the S co ttish  e lders could face undaunted. Working in  favourable 

circumstances individual Sessions could recapture th e ir  old power fo r a 

b r ie f  season (2) bu t the steady sustained drive was gone, and w ith i t  went 

the dreaded e ff ic ie n ty  of the Sessions in  the f ie ld  of w itch c raft.

(1) Mire Family Papers preserved a t  Caldwell I  pp. 266 , 270.

(2) Pittenweem in  1704- c .f .  S in c la ir  ’’Satans In v is ib le  World Discovered
PP. 257, 260* x lv i i i  e t. seq.



C. How W itchcraft was brought to  the n o tice  of Kirk S essio n s .

Because the ancient records tend to concentrate on the methods commonly 

adopted for dealing w ith w itchcraft once the evidence had been la id  before 

the Session, and to  exclude a l l  unnecessary d e ta ils  as to  the o rig in a l 

in s tig a to rs  of sessional ac tion , i t  is  not always easy to trace  the p rin c ip a l 

routes by •'which de la tions, confessions, d i tta y s , and even common b ru its  were 

brought before the Session. Too often the  records give nothing more than 

’delated to the Session1 Nevertheless the commoner sources of information 

can be traced . 

a* Par i  shi one r  s .

By fa r  the la rg e s t number of w itchcraft cases were brought to  the no tice  

of Kirk Sessions by the ordinary members of the Kirk. Further confirm ation

is  thus given to the already noted fa c t th a t sustained and widespread witch 

hunting could flo u rish  only when numbers of the people were prepared to  

a s s is t  the fo rces of ju s tic e  by laying the necessary information before  the 

Session. They were usually  driven to  th a t course wither from fea r  of the 

dangerous machinations of some witch in  th e ir  lo c a li ty ,  or because they had 

been slandered as a witch by a neighbour and were anxious to c lear themselves 

of the charge. But many a woman, and some men too , went about fo r years under 

a "flag ran t b ru it"  of w itchcraft simply because th e ir  charming while never a 

danger to  l i f e  and limb, was of a kind espec ia lly  usefu l to  a su p e rs titio n  

ridden people who were always looking fo r cures fo r themselves and th e ir  flocks 

fo r the recovery of sto len  goods, and fo r  a peep behind the v e il  of the fu tu re  

1# Accusations.

D elations/



1 9 2 .

Delations were in v a r ia b ly  due to the e f fo r ts  of the  community to p ro te c t 

i ts e lf*  No "better example could be found than the ’’D ittay  Gdffin "Vp To The 

Sessioun of Dyce, Be the Perochinaris T hairo ff, Vbone Iso b e ll Strauthaquhin,

A lias Scudder, And Hir Dochter The xxvj of January 1597 in  v/hich they were 

charged w ith causing the deaths of several people ( l )  The community sometimes 

had a ce rta in  ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r i t s  actions as unscrupulous persons were 

always w illing  to r is k  using th e ir  ill-fam e as a means of lin in g  th e ir  pockets 

and th e ir  stomachs. When a man, more courageous than h is  fellow s, refused  

th e ir  demands, was threatened and found him self a ssa iled  by i l ln e s s  or misfortune 

h is  na tu ra l reaction  was to delate the blackm ailer. Such a case came 

before the Kirk Session of Dunfermline in  Ju ly  lQ+8 when ’’David Lindsay of 

Cavil 1, Delated ane Win, Crichtoun, a vagrant beggar, tinder ane i l l  rep o rt 

as a war 1 ok who coming to Manse Huchons hous in  Ivtrlnburn and desyring lodging 

of him, Was refused y ro f , in  respect he had no more lodging nor rowne nor 

served himself and h is  household, and scarse  y t ,  The sd Wm. Crichtoun

a n se rit him and sa id  y t  he should not rew it ones bot ever, and went away.

Therefter ye s t  Mause hes contracted a heavie sickness with a con tinuall 

sweating. ” (2) One of the charges brought against Iso b e ll Strauthaquhin

of lyce was based on id en tica l evidence. (3)

The/

(l) Spalding Club M iscellany I  p. 179. The D ittay  commences ’Imprimis 
The h a i l l  parochin, and in  sp e c ia ll  b ro u s te ris , smythis, and 
nylwardis, depouics,

(I)  E. Henderson Kirk Session Records of Dunfermline” o. 27.
(3) Spalding Club Miscellany I  p. 178 ”Scho cam to  William Reid h is  w yff,

and sa id , Gdff me tua off thy ch ick in is , and I  w ill  g i f f  the f a i d / to
the b est and h a iffin g  g o ttin  ane and crawing the v th e r , quhilk  was
d ery lt', scHSTSald to  "William Reid, becaus thjfy wyff has nocht k e ip i t  
h i r  proms is s  I  s a i l  gar the  fo r th in k  i t  from the h a rt quha im -e d ia t l ie
tu ik  bed ana dext; ana l e f t  nis deyth on Scuddar beca.us h is  \wf f  wald
nocht g i f f  h ir  the v th e r chekin. ”



The b e lie f  was un iversally  held th a t witches could cast sickness o n  or 

take i t  o ff a person as they -pleased* George Robb no doubt f e l t  convinced 

of the strength o f  h is  case when in  l& k he accused E lspet Coutt o f  p u ttin g  

"g rea tt seiknes" on him p rin c ip a lly  because he and h is  brother., "haiid h ir  say  

scho p ro n e is it to them a l l  ane iw ill  tu rn e ." ( l)

With doctors almost unknown except fo r an odd p ra c tit io n e r  in  the la rg e r 

towns, a household a f f l ic te d  by illn e s s  was the more inclined  to  f a l lb a c k  on 

■persons who were popiilariy credited  with the g>ovver of healing by means of 

charms in sp ite  of a l l  the K irk 's fulm inations against the p rac tice  (2) Peter 

Lowe, the most m eritorious of the early  S c o t t i s h  surgeons had no h esita tio n  

in  declaring tha t  the a r t  of surgery ' i s  feen daily  abufed by a numb er of 

ignorant malicious people, who paffe  away (but try  a l l ,  or punif hmeut; lik e  

as c jn fo re rs , queclc-f a lv e rs , char l i t  ans, w itches, charmers and divers other 

fo r ts  of abufers.,f (3) N aturally those who consulted the charmer were not 

lik e ly  to say anything unless the charming had seriously  m iscarried and brought 

unlooked fo r death but prying neighbours were d iffe ren t. They sometimes had the 

misfortune to  stumble in to  the actual mumbo jumbo of the charming with apparently 

d isastrous re su lts  to themselves. The could not be blamed fo r delating  

the c u lp rits  to the Kirk Session. By the l ig h ts  of h is times John 

Russell in  Pluscarden had every ju s t if ic a t io n  when he appeared before Elgin

v n - v / - 1 /

(1) V/n. Cramond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin p .  121.

(2) S e e  Appendix I I I

(3) Lowe 'A- Discourse of the Whole .Art of Chyrugery" p.A.
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Kirk Session in  September 1631 and "compleanit heavily wpoun E lspet Watsone 

(quha vas in  ward) th a t the sa id  E lspet being vseing a charirie upon a seik  

bairne of Agnes Donaldsonss there and h is  dochter being the f i r s t  th a t cam 

in  vpoun h ir  and met h i r  and th a t the said  E lspet sa id  to  her th a t the 

bairns seikness would l ic h t  uponn h i r ,  becaus soho was the f i r s t  th a t oam 

in  a t the dore, the tre  th  wheroff he tuke him to  proue be w itnesses. His 

doohter th e re f te r  taking bed d ied .” a )

IVpical of the many oases where the  old records afYord no evidence of 

the circumstances prompting an accusation i s  the following ex trac t from the 

Session book of South L eith  of date November 164.9 to  the e ffe c t th a t 'Jonet 

Bennet being warnet compeared and because some persons gave in  some depositions 

of w itchcraft against h ir  she is  refe rd  to  ye c iv i l  m agistrat. ’* (2)

2* Complaints of slander with w itchcraft.

. Of a l l  the many reasons fo r bringing w itchcraft before Kirk Sessions 

slander held an unquailed preeminence throughout the days of w itch hunting.

In fa c t  the number of complaints to  Kirk Sessions by persons a lleg ing  they 

had been slandered as witches almost equals a l l  the other sources of inform ation 

together. An examination of the motives actuating  the complainers w ill  

reveal the reasons fo r the large  number of complaints.

As/

(1) Cramond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin p. 219. Note while
11 quha vas im war d,fmight suggest tha t Russell was not the o rig in a to r 
of the charge, the Session Records on 4th  October s ta te  * the m atter 
betw ixt Russell and Watsone is  re fe rred  to the p resb y te ry ."

(2) Robertson * South Leith Records* p .39. Ib id  p .47* fo r a s im ila r ly
vague accusation b y  llarion A i t k i n  o f  Llargt. T h o m s o n ^ .



As a ru le  no fo rm alities hindered persons from coming to  a Session and 

making complaints, though n a tu ra lly  they had to he prepared to  substan tia te  

the charges by producing w itnesses when called  upon to  do so. Only in  a. 

very few instances did Sessions in s i s t  upon a fin an c ia l payment which one would 

lik e  to  think was demanded from the complainer as a check upon charges of a 

t r i f l in g  and frivo lous na.ture. When Marion Cunnynghame to  the Kirk Session 

of Dunfermline in  May 1650 th a t Jonet Hutton had slandered her the "complaint 

was not accep tit nor heard, because she did not consigne her money fo r 

proving the same. " ( l)  Dunfermline Kirk Session must have favoured the 

p rac tice  fo r when Andro Currie and h is wife and daughter complained they had 

been slandered for w itchcraft in  December 1677 they consigned two marks to 

the Session. ( 2) Mary G-las had to consign l/~  s te r lin g  to  Kingarth 

Session before lodging her complaint in  May 1650 (3) but the f in an c ia l

payment was not the regular p rac tice  there fo r other people lodged sim ila r

complaints without having to deposit money (4 )

With su p e rs titio n  rampant there was no lim it to the fo o lish  suspicions 

which were voiced and led  to slander complaints. Inl628 C hristian  Stewart 

complained to Holyrudhouse Kirk Session th a t people a lleged 'th ey  had seen 

her f le in g  alone th e ir  headis curning from Leyth (5 ) Another b e l ie f  common
v'"

in /

(1) Henderson ’Kirk Session Records of Dunfermline1 0.33.
(2) Ibid p .70.
(3) Paton ’Kingarth Parish Records* p .22.
(4) Ib id  pp, 11, 37.
(5 ) D alzell 'The Darker S uperstitions of Scotland p.57k.



in  bygone days found expression in  the complaint of James hei hie to  

Eingarth Session in  January 1670 1 agaist Robert G-las fo r scandalizing h is 

good name in  saying th a t he sould frequent the company of a lemrcan among 

the fu rie s  commonly called  F a irfo lk s . " ( l )  But perhaps the w ildest of a l l  

accusations came to l ig h t  when ( in  October 1719) Janet Morison and her 

husband Charles Rid complained to Culross Kirk Session th a t she had been 

slandered as a charmer by James Mathie. An examination of w itnesses revealed 

the gravamen of the charge to be th a t when she ’’gave any person a drink of 

milk she always put s a l t  in  i t . ” (2)

Mutual bickering and f ly  tin g  were p ro l if ie  sources of slander charges. 

Carried away by th e ir  anger people frequently  gave expression to  w itchcraft 

charges which in  th e ir  quieter moments they would never have u tte red .

Katherine Kan^fyeaucht was evidently such a woman #10 was too quick with 

her tongue fo r when Margaret Robertson brought a b i l l  of slander before the 

Session of Aberdeen in  l605 alleg ing  she had been ca lled  ”ane common v itche", 

Katherine was found g u ilty  and declared to be ”a common sklanderer of h ir  

n ichtbouris and a common banner, and swearer. ” (3 ) Exactly a year la te r  

Katherine was up before the Session on a sim ilar charge when she was handed 

over to the m agistrates to  be put in  the "joggis" as "a eommoun f ly te r  and 

jn iu re r of h ir n ich tbouris. ” (4 ) Elgin Kirk Session was plagued b3̂  some 

in v e te ra te /

(1) Paton ’Kingarth Parish  Records p. 57*
(2) Beveridge "Culross and T u llia lla n ” p .113.
(3 ) S tuart ’Records of the Kirk Session, Presbytery and Synod of Aberdeen"

pp. 4 8 , 49. 
(4 ) Ib id  p. 56.



invetera te  f ly te r s  whose tongues were fo r ever wagging. One of the worst

was Espet Gaming , spouse to James he tr ie , who in September 1613 complained

she had been slandered by being accused of witching Andrew Wanes, Evidence

-was led th a t Androw on his p a rt had threatened to  burn E lspet i f  he knew she

had bewitched him. The Session evidently summed up the case co rrec tly  when

i t  ordered "Androw Wanes and Espet Ouming to d e s is t from a l l  outragious

speitches ather p r iv a t l ie  or p u b lic tly  importing sklander" upon pain of a

fine  of one hundred pounds, ( l )  Six years la te r  to the day they were a t

i t  again Androw having said  to  E lsp it "scho was a ls  lyk a witche c a ir lin g  as

he was lyk a grandgorie loun and choppit on h is  te ith e  and said  th a ir  was

l y t i l l  good in  h ir  f a c e .11 (2) In 1622 Gressal U rral a lleged th a t Majorie

Bonyman called  her a "witch and th a t h ir  mother was a witche and row it in  
11

a rid d e ll. ';  Several w itnesses, including a b a i l ie ,  spoke to  the tru th  

of the complaint and declared she had s ta te d  "sheo houpit in  God to  cary 

p e i t i s  to  the bak of the Lodie h i l l  to  burne h ir  as h ir  mother suld haive 

bein brunt" Things must have looked b lack  for M arjorie but once again 

E lspet Ouming, always in  the th ick  of such b ickerings, appeared to  declare 

"scho hard G risse ll U rra ll say in  the bear hous, scho wald nocht committ 

h ir  caus to  God bot to  the D e v ill ." (3 )

People frequently  had every ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r complaining th a t they had 

been slandered. I l l-h e a l th  fo r which there  was apparently no sa tis fa c to ry  

explanation sometimes led  to  the w ildest charges of bewitching. In  1603 Johne 

Ferguson/

(1) Oramond 'Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin o. 135.
(2) Ib id  p. 161
(3) Craraond ‘Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin* 0 . 171.
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j?ergusson a burgess of Aberdeen came to J e lls  T r a ill’s house "and thaire 

injured and slanderit hir maist in ju stlie  and vngodlie, affirming that 

scho had bevitched him with hir sorcerie and witchecraft, in s ic  sort, that 

scho had wrackit him and consumit his h a ill  guidis and g e ir ." J e lis  won her

action before the Session which ordered John to go do~/n on his knees before 

the pulpit, confess his fau lt and crave her pardon ( l)  In 1705 Jonnet 

KcCaish complained to the Session of Crieff that John IvIcCara, long a ff lic te d  

with illn e ss  had sent for her and blamed her for laying sickness upon him, 

and had demanded she should take off the sickness. Her reply was crushing 

"I wonder that you who are a sdholar thinks that any but G-od can take o ff  

sickness. " The outcome must have given sa tisfaction  to a l l  concerned for 

the Minister after praying with John persuaded him to send for Jonnet and 

beg her pardon after which "they in token of reconciliation  shaking hands 

promised to liv e  peaceably and as becometh Christian neighbours." (2) I t  

i s  easy to empathise with Janet Henryson when in 1653 she complained to the 

Kirk Session of South Leith that Andro Drysdaill not only called  her a witch 

but had the audacity to dabble in the black arts himself by turning the 

riddle to see i f  she had la id  sickness on his wife. For such conduct he 

was rightly  punished. (3)

Of the many who complained they had been slandered with w itchcraft, a 

few were unable to convince the Session of the justice  of their p la in t, with 

unfortunate resu lts for themselves. William Campbell in jRestalrig must have 

regretted/

( l)  Stuart 'Records of the Kirk Session, Presbytery and Svnod of Aberdeen 
pp. 2.8, 29.

{2) Porteous ’The History of Crieff" pp.315. 316.
(3) Robertson 'South Leith Records' p .95,



regretted giving in to the Kirk Session of Leith "a "bill of  complaint upon 

Jon Poult on and Marion Anderson his wife in calling  his wife Jean Duncan 

witch who being called compeared and being interrogat confessit that they 

had called her witch because (said they) many had called her witch. Also 

they nromised to give in some accusations against the said Jean within a 

short tym, after the communione" They were evidently able to sa tisfy  th 

Session that there were prima facie  grounds for further action for the 

session ordered their clerk to draw up a process against Jean and send i t  to 

the b a ilie  of the Barony of Hestalrig. ( l )  Margaret B e ll's  husband must 

have cursed the day when in 1649 he complained to the Kirk Session of 

Oorstorphine that his wife had been called a. witch. A shoal of witnesses 

having given evidence against her, and depositions having been submitted 

from neighbouring parishes "sha was put fa st  and appointed to be strsigh tly  

watched, Thereafter Margaret Bell came to a confession. " I t  can only

be surmised what cruelties are concealed in the bald records for "going to

the place of execution danyed a ll  by the way and dyed denying." (2) James 

Kempt, baxter of Aberdeen was surely due a meed of sympathy when he found 

himself before the Session of Aberdeen in December l609 to answer a charge 

of slander preferred against him by four women who according to his story 

"danced in ane pool, having ane c ie ir  glancing p la it t  with thame, f u l l ,  as 

apperit/

(1  ̂ Ibid p .117.
(2) Scottish Notes and Queries IV p#27 c . f .  also Scottish Notes and Querie 

III p. 122 for the case of Beatrix Watsone who in the 27th May 1649
complained to the same Kirk Session that she had been slandered as a
witch by the schoolmaster. Sundry witnesses deponed aginast her 
wrth such effect that she was arror3.sonsd "hot through the cê e"!



apperit to the said James, with quhyttingis or san d eillis  sehyning and 

g litter in g  'th a ir in t i l l , and ane blak dog hesyde thamejf Their stor3/ that 

the had been out a ll  night and met there "and paired thair hearine and 

fisohes quhilk thay had gottin  at thair Tug fisch ing, and past thair tyine

thair a l i t l e  quhyll" seems 'fishy' at the best ( l )  They were very lucky

to win their case when i t  i s  borne in mind that only thirteen years before 

"Wpoun Hallowein la st bypast, a tt tu e lff  hour i s  at ewin or thairby, thow 

the said Thomas Leyis, accompaneit withe WLquhi.il Jonett Wischert, Isso b ell 

Coky, Issobell Manteithe, Kathren M itchell, r e l ic t  of vmquhill Gh.arles 

Dwn, l i t s t e r ,  sorceraris and witches, with ane gryit ndmber of vtheris  

witches, come to the mercat and fische croce of Aberdene wnder the conduct 

and gyding of the Dewill present withe yow, a ll  in company, playing befoir

yow  on his kynd of instpumentis-------------- in the quhilk D ew illis dans, thow

the said Thomas was formest and led the ring." ( 2)

B, Minister.

As sp iritu a l guardian of h is flock  the minister formed an obvious 

channel through which witchcraft,business could be brought before the Kirk 

Session. There were three principal reasons prompting him to take such 

a course.

1* Appeals to the Kirk Session for assistance.

Upon occasion a minister apparently charmed at the superstitious customs 

of the time, but with no d efin ite  information before him, would ra ise  the 

matter/

( l )  Stuart 'Records of the Kirk Session* resbvterv and Synod of Ab^rd^en 
PP. 70-73.



matter in his own Session. Typical of that state of uneasiness i s  the 

entry in the Session records of Auchterhouse in January 1650: "On that day 

the Minifter defired the Seffion to make fearch every ane in their own 

Quarter gave they knew of any Witches or C armers in the Paroch, and delate 

them to the next S effion ." (l)  In November 164-9 the Rev. John Lauder of 

Tyninghame, uneasy at the prevalence of witchcraft in neighbouring parishes 

raised the matter in his own Session which promised diligence (2) At exactly 

the same the minister of Slains "requirit of the Elder is  i f  they knew aney 

peices of land within the paroche that was c a lit  the good nane's land or 

fauld or dedicated to Satane, or la ttin e  by mnlabourit." (3)

I t  must be more than a coincidence that the few instances of a minister, 

unable to name any suspects yet appealing to his Session for delations 

should be within the short space of two months. The obviously simple 

explanation l ie s  in the widespread waveof witch-hunting which was sweeping
i

the country at the time and arousing in m inisterial breasts the urge either

to deal with the menace in their own small domains or have the

satisfaction  of knowing that their congregations, at le a s t , were free from 

the taint of witchcraft.

Less surprising is  the fact that a Minister seldom found i t  necessary 

to appeal to his Session for information against a d efin ite  suspect in his 

parish. In the usual course of events delation or common bruit set the 

wheels of ecc le s ia stica l justice turning without his intervention but when 

necessary/

( l)  H azlitt 'Brands Popular Antiquities of G-reat Britain' VIII p. 94. .
(2  ̂ Waddell 'An Old Kirk Chronicle' pp. 100, 101.
(3J Grant 'The Mysteries of a l l  Nations' p .266.



necessary he was always ready to "bring the information in his possession to 

the notice of his elders. While other instances w ill doubtless ex ist  

widespread investigation has revealed only two cases of such action on the 

M inister's sole in it ia tiv e . In January 1650 the Minister of Tyninghame 

’demandit the elders i f  they knew of any suspect of witchcraft, and shew 

them they were to search d ilig en tlie  such as are delated be the witches at 

Prestonkirk parish, when the searches cam.” ( l)  The other similar case 

occurred at Queensferry in 1643 when * the session being met and every one 

of them then present, being particularly questioned by the m inister, i f  ever 

they heard a ringing bruite of witchcraft going upon Janet Mowbray and 

Kargorie, a lias Madge ttauling. ” (2)

In a very few instances parishioners, instead of laying their information 

before the Kirk Session, approached the minister in the f i r s t  instance and 

le t  him bring their suspicions to the notice of the elders. In July 

1707 the Minister of Penninghame reported to h is Session that Barbara l.IcKie, 

spouse to John Hannay in Upper Barr complained to him against Patrick 

Hannay in Upper-barr with his wife and children for ca lling  her a witch, 

with outer abusive expressions.M (3 ) Without naming the source of his 

information the minister of Linton informed h is Session in June 1723 ’that 

i t /

( l)  Ritchie "Hie Churches of Saint Baldred” p. 99.
/ \ *\2 )  Horison Royal Burgh of Queensferry I p .75.

(3) Paton ’The Session Book of Penninghame.’* p'» 197*



i t  i s  reported that Margaret Drummond hat a  used a charm upon a' sick woman, 

wife of James B la ir ." ( l)  Sight months later the minister of Oanisbay in  

the far north of Scotland adopting the same p o licy , reported to h is Session 

f,that he i s  credibly informed that Margaret Bain, spouse to James Donaldson, 

in Nybster, professes to cure diseases, and has la te ly  practiced her s k i l l  

in th is parish .” (2) The changing outlook of the 18th century doubtless 

accounts for people approaching the minister in confidence rather than 

appearing before the Session, which by that time was sometimes apt to look 

askance at cases involving superstitious customs. (3 )

2, Conveys information to another Kirk Session.

When witch hunting in one parish threw suspicion upon the inhabitant of 

a neighbouring parish the minister of the f i r s t  parish took steps to convey 

the information to the interested Session, Mr. Wm. Smith minister of 

Watten wrote direct to the Session of Canisbay in July 1652 ”desyreing y t the

business concerning Marion Mackbeath, who was slandered be Margaret Groat of

witchcraft, th eft, and murder, suld be tryed. ” (4 ) W hen i n  1649 the Bev.

Hew Peebles of Lochwinnoch received a le t te r  from h is colleague the Rev. Hew 

Blair of Glasgow requesting him to make enquiry into the case of Mauld Galt, 

suspected of witchcraft, he promptly raised the matter in h is own session  of 

Lochwinnoch. (5 )

In /

(1) Gunn ‘Tĥ  Book of Linton Church p. 109.
(2) Johnson Old Lore Miscellany of Orkney etc. IX Pt. 1. p. 17.
(3) Su ra pp. 1 8 5 -1 9 0  c .f .  baton ”The Session Book of Penninghame” p. 193
(•4 } Craven ’Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Caithness" p.-101.
(5 ) R.P.C, 2nd Ser, VIII p.198.



In April 1650 Robert Cousing was delated to the Kirk Session of Culross 

for going "to the man of Kilbuck ~ Drummound for ane Johe Aitkine in 

Torriburne, for seeking helth to h is wyf , whom he allaidged y / q s  witched. "

The accused having denied the charge i t  was decided that the minister of 

Culross should acquaint Mr. Jam?s Sibbald, minister of Torryburn. with the 

particulars of the case "that befor his session i t  may be tryed, and that 

they report to them (Culross) accordingly." . ( l )

3® Delates people to h is own Kirk Session.

Where suspicion had hardened into certainty public opinion almost always 

saw to i t  that the suspect was delated to the, Kirk Session, either by an 

elder or parishioner. Only a most unusual combination of lo ca l circumstances 

could therfore force a minister to take up>on himself the duty of delating a 

person to his Kirk Session. The conditions were fu l f i l le d  at Kii'kmaiden 

in 1697 when the flev. Archibald Marshall brought a woman, famed for detecting  

witches to h is church, made h is congregation pass before her and wrote down 

the names of witches whom she indicated to him by stamping on h is toes as 

each suspect f i le d  past, Naturally he alone was in a position  to present the 

names to h is Kirk Session (2)

While ministers have r igh tly  to bear much of the odium which r ise s  from

the Kirk's excessive zeal against w itchcraft, the foregoing examination w ill

have/

(1) Beveridge 'Culross and Tulliallan" p .237,
(2) Wood 'Witchcraft and Superstitious Record p. 97 c . f .  a lso  infra p. 366



have made i t  clear that at lea st on the score of in itia tin g  proceedings in the 

Kirk Session, the very poverty of the evidence against them is  the 

strongest plea which can he advanced in their favour. This fact must not be 

taken as evidence of slackness or lack of in terest on their part but was 

rather the measure of the ordinary Scotsman’s zealous terror which sent him 

hurrying to the loca l Se sion.

0. Elders.

With elders ensconsced as crime detectors-whose effic iency  was apt to be 

judged "by the numbers they delated ( l )  a certain element of surprise i s  

engendered by the almost complete lack of witchcraft cases brought before the 

S essions by them. The relative rarity of m inisterial action, and the

probably  reasons behind i t  have just been commented on but while the same 

reasons did apply in a certain measure to the elders the large decrease was 

not to  be expected from a class of men who were in more immediate personal 

contact with the people than thebverweaning Presbyterian ministers of those 

days.

In May 1658 Margaret Duchill was cited before the Kirk Session of Alloa 

"for syndrie delationis agaynst her to the minister be severall elders, of 

her scandalous carriage in the sinne of witchcraft" (2) Quite a different 

reason lay behind the other instance recorded in the, Session records of

Dunfermline/

(1) Canistyy 15th June 1652 "The elders present asked i f  they had any new
delations, ansured they had none. But ye minister said i f  they had 
beine v ig ilan t ther might have found some." Graven Episcopal Church 
in  the Diocese of Caithness p .101.

(2) Simpkins. County Folklore VII' p. 322.



Pvifern line  on the lo th e r Kar.ch 1614 when "hr. Wm. C-ed ru lin g  elder ''"lecbn a t 

s t  f  e *! a s t  emetine of the p re sb ite r ie  Kir. James ^ibbald “I n i s t e r  ox 

T terieburn shewd th a t one K argtt Donald in  th is  parcch was d e l a i t i t  fo r a 

witch be the witches of Torrieburn, and vrfore  requyerit ye sd fir. Vfe. to  

n o tif ie  ve same to  the eders of th is  h irk  s e s s i o n  th a t  order myt b e  tam e  mioh 

f iir . H ( l)  ^ While there w ill  doubtless be other instances of e lders in i t i a t in g  

action before Sessions, widespread search has revealed onljf those t^c — a. 

number o ffering  conclusive proof of the in s ig n if ic a n t ro le  played by e lders 

in  th is  so here of a c tiv ity  against w itchcraft',

T) " 17 p- ms v te r  i  es.

Wish so much wi.tc -hunting finding  i t s  in sp ira tio n  and s treng th  among 

the irh r.u ttaa ts  of a' lo c a li ty  i t  is  easy to  see why the Session as a ru le , 

hoard of the m atter before the more powerful, a lb e it  more d is ta n t / ’reshy tery  

in. almost every instance where the usual course of events was reversed  and 

the Session was f i r s t  acquainted with some m atter of w itch c ra ft by the 

Presbytery, the explanation is  to  be found in  the untoward ac tion  of some 

m inister who p referred  to rush d ire c t  to  the Presbytery in stead  of see ir  • the 

prelim inary stages of a w itchcraft case safely  through h is  own Session before  

n ‘i-°ach ing  the higher Kirk court, 'When the m inister of Weyms took, th a t 

course in 1638 the Presbytery of Kirkcaldy was quick to d e s ire  him " f i r s t  

to try  the saids presumptions b e fo ir  h is  sessioun and th a i r a f te r  to b r im  

he P re sb y tr ie ," (2) Th.c P.ev, John Humo, m in ister of Les^ah^^o^r 

he m.cst in f lu e n tia l  members of the  P resby te ry /

.1- .
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Presbytery of Lanark in  the middle years of the 17th century , a c tu a lly  

took i t  uoon himself to rep o rt th a t i a lie  Lithgow had oeen seen charming in  

Skirling p a rish , a t the other end of the Country from where he laboured 

among h is  own flock . Very properly the Presbytery ordered the  m in iste r of 

Skirling "to make fearch fo r her where fhee r e f o r t i s ,  and fend her to  the 

fo rfa id  fe ff io n  th a ir  to be t ry e d ." ( l )  Yihen John Macgregor was dela ted  

to the lire shy te ry  of Greenock by the m in ister of Inverkip , and upon 

examination denied the charge, the Presbytery promptly rem itted  the  case to  

the Session of G-reenock for examination. ( 2)

E* Delations and confessions of witches.

One of the unfortunate aspects of witch t r i a l s  was th a t under examination 

suspects were very l ia b le  to dela te  other people, Margaret Murray, 

sponsoring the coven of th ir te e n , f in d s one explanation which c e r ta in ly  

supplies a log ica l explanation for some of the cases where num erous ijeor>le 

were im plicated. (3 ) but a l l  too frequently  the de la ting  of iso la te d  

persons leaves the uneasy fee lin g  th a t s p i te , anger and a v a rie ty  of the le s s  

charitab le  emotions might equally well supply a reason. K irk Sessions 

could ce rta in ly  look to  them as a f i e ld  of supply fo r  suspects.

In 1644 one Margaret Ramsay of L eith  in  her examination as a suspected 

witch incrim inated others whereupon the ‘session conclud it th a t a l l  those 

who are d e la t i t  be margt Ramsay of w itch c raft should be aprehenfiit and put 

in  prisone th is  day e f te r  noone and be confronted with ye sa id  Margt " ^

W itches/

(1 )  R obertson  i-r e sb v te r y  o f  Lanark p . 25 .
(2) Metcalfe 'County of Renfrew p. 327.
(3; Murray Witch Oj.lt in  Western Europe pp. 191,-153, 249-254  3
(4 ) Robertson 'South L e i th -: Records' p . 49.



Yfitohes in Inverkei thing having delated Isabell Peacock and Bessie Wilson., 

liv in g  under the jurisdiction of the Kirk Session of Dunfermline, a testimoni 

was sent to the la tter  bo$y which Mthot f i t t  that a war rand be got tin  fra the 

land b a il l ie  for apprehending and incarcerating them (May 1649) ( l )  -he 

same Session arrested Johne Murdoche ‘'delated by a war 1 ok in Dalgatie for a 

war 1coke" in April 1649 (2)

F. Tempor al A u th o r i t ie s .

With the Kirk courts working in the c losest co-operation with the 

temporal authorities (3) i t  was only natural that when town councils, baron 

b a ilie s , and commissioners stumbled upon witchcraft they should inform the 

Sessions d irectly  concerned. The Burgh Court Book of Elgin records in

January 1644 that Agnes I,nreson "becam w illin g lie  a c t it ---------to enter and

present herselff before the sessione of Elgin----------and i f  she convene

nochi bot beis fugitive she salbe heirefter be her awain consent haldin and 

reput as ane notorious w itch .,f (4 ) During the serious outbreak of witch- 

hunting at Aberdeen in  1597 the sh er iff, provost and b a il ie s  were appointed 

commissioners for the tr ia l  and sent "to a l l  and sindrie m inisteris of G-odis 

word, elder i s ,  and deaconis of the parochine quhair the personsis efter  

sp ec ife it aw ellis,"  requesting they meet and "tak yp dittay , be the maist 

honest persounes, and s ic t  as toes best knowledge of the l y i f f  and behaviour

cf the p>ersounes d e la it t it  and gevin yp as witchis and soceraris, be the

p e r s o n i s /

(1) Henderson Kirk Session Records of Dunfermline" p«31«
(2) Ib id  p .31.
(3) Supra pp. 1 2 1 -1 2 4
(4 ) Cramond 1 Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin* 0 . 246.



personis la itd ie  execuit he ir fo r the said  cr.yme of w itchcraft. M ( l)

actual p rac tice  while deacons were mentioned in  the o rig in a l precept Kirk 

Sessions dealt with the m atter. The minute of the meeting a t Coldstane 

Kirk records th a t a l l  those p resen t were elders (2) At the Kirk of Logie-* 

in-Mar while the m atter was dealt with ”in  the assemblie of the e ld a r is  w ithin 

the said  k irk , with adyyss and coiicurrance of dyuerse v th e ris  honest and a g it  

personis. n the conclusions arrived  a t  were subscribed in  the name of the 

elders only. (3)

D. How Kirk Sessions dealt with W itchcraft.

(a)Gather information fo r probation,

The Kirk might take as i t s  precept fThou sh a lt not su ffe r a witch to  

l iv e ” but i t  had to  face the fa c t th a t even such despised c rea tu res , and th e ir  

a ssoc iates, were due the b en efits  of a t r i a l  -  fo r  what i t  was worth in  those 

bygone days. Even so th a t involved an approach to the Privy Council 

and the crim inal judges, both of whom could show an exasperating obtuseness 

upon occasion, i f  the evidence la id  before them did not sa tis fy  th e ir  leg a l 

consciences. . 'P reparation of the d itta y s  was e s se n tia l, and fo r th a t the 

Kirk Sessions were the obvious bodies. As early  as 1336 the General 

Assembly made i t  c lear that nothing more was expected of them, fo r  censure 

of supernatural crimes was sp e c if ica lly  reserved for P resby teries (4 ) When 

in  1609 the Privy Council refused to  countenance the vievf th a t the t r i a l  

of w itchcraft was most proper to  Kirk Sessions and P resby teries and had been



in  th e ir  possession since the Reformation -  a statement m anifestly  not in 

accordance with the customs'of the times — and declared th a t the K irk1 s 

function was to  give information, the p a rt to he played by Kirk Sessions 

was made m anifest. " ( l )

' Knowing what was expected of them, and untrammelled by thoughts of 

g rea ter power they se t to  with a w ill to  f u l f i l  th e ir  a llo t te d  task . In 

their* compendiums the leg a l lum inaries of those days throw l ig h t  on the 

actual methods employed by Kirk Sessions. S ir George Mackenzie declared 

th a t "W itchcraft was crimen u triufque f o r i ,  by the Ganon Law; and with us 

the K irk-feffions ufe to  inquire in to  i t ,  in  order to the Scandal; and to 

take the confeffion of the P a rtie s , to receive  W itneffes again ft them, as i s  

c lear by the Procefs of Janet Barker and Margaret Lawder, Decemb 9 1643.

But fince  fo much weight is  la id  upon the depofitions there  em itted, Kirk- 

fe ffio n s  fhould be very cautious in  th e ir  qxrocedors. " (2) Forbes, going 

in to  the question In le sse r  d e ta il  than h is  predecessor, declared "Ordinary 

Proof i s  by Confeffion of the Perfon accufed, or by W itneffes," (3)

1, Confession

Mackenzie la id  down th a t "Probation by confeffion i s  the moft fecure of 

a l l  o th e rs ," (4 ) As he went on to po in t out, however, the m atter was 

complicated in  the  case of w itchcraft'by  a c e r ta in  element of doubt "whether 

p> confeffion emitted before a Judge •who was not competent to punifh corporally  

be f e f f ic ie n t  fo r a Judge to  proceed who i s  competent, and th is  i s  o ft 

contraverted with us, i f  a Confeffion, or Probation led  before a K irk-3effion , 

be fu f f ic ie n t ,  i f  i t  be repeated before the J u f t ic e s ,  and the Council being 

confu lted /
( l )  Supra op 93 -93  (2^ Mackenzie The Laws and Customs of Scotland xn

' Mai; t e r s 15rim inal y .8  % (3} Forbes ^The I n s t i tu te s  of r t^e Law of.
Scotland1 o, 39. (4 } Mackenzie The i.aws ana Customs ox Scotland in  
M atters Criminal’ p. i l l .



cunful i<ed l a t e i -”' "bTT the S heriff of the Kerfs concerning a nan who had 

c n f  ef t  w ibch-craft, "before the 're sb v tric  , they would not decide i t ,  r'l '  o i t  J1i|
Lawyers who were members of the Council.: And others were of on in i  on th a t he 

fhould dy, except he could alledge a fu ff  ic ie s t  p o fitio n  amongft Lawyers . 11 ( l)  jj

He re la te s  how in  smother instance "The Lords of Seffion would not fu f ta in  |||

•° confeffion- omitted "by a man before the Kirk Seffion, ad exonerationem |

conf c ie n tia e , to operate against • him in  any other Court." (2) He did add At

th a t in  sp ite  of the doubtful lega l p o sitio n  persons had been convicted and |
'

burned upon th e ir  own confession emitted before Kirk Session in  e a r l ie r  jI
/  'times. (3y! th a t worried the legal f r a te rn i ty  was undoubtedly/ the fa c t  th a t

confess ions were d ie te d  by/ m inisters ’oft-tim es in d if  c ree t in  th e ir  zea l. "

from creatures *fo confounded with fe a r , and the c lo ff  P rifon  in  which they me

kept, and to  ftarved fo r want of meat and fleep  (e ith e r of which wants is

enought to d iforder the f tro n g eft reafon) th a t hardly/ w ifer and more fe r iw ’S

people then they would efcape d if tra c tio n . And when men are confounded

with fea r and apnrehenf ionthey w ill imagine things very rid icu lo u s and abfurd. " (4 k

He re la te s  the poignant story  of the poor wife who ’to ld  me under f e c t r e f ie
V

th a t fhe had not conf e f t  becaufe fhe was g u ilty , but being a poor, who wruukht 

fo r her meat, and being defam’d fo r  a Witch fhe knew fhe would f  ta r  ye fo r no - e r f  on 

th e re a f te r /  *

( l  ha.ckcnsxe ’The Law and Customs of Scotland in  M atters Criminal o. 513.
(2} Ib id  up. 518, 519. 
i3) Ibid 104. '
(4 ) Ibid -v-,36. 87 .
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th e rea fte r  would e ith e r  give her neat or lodging, and th a t a l l  men would beat 

her, and hound Dogs a t her, and th a t therefore  fhe defired  to  be out of the 

World* n ( l)  . As Forbes put i t  "Many . e rf  on s have been convicted of W itchcraft 

upon th e ir  own. Confeffion, But fuch Confeffion ought, 1, To be free  and

voluntary, and no ways extorted . Nor fhould i t  contain any Thing

impoffible or improbably. 2. Care muft be taken to no tice , tha t the 

Conf ef for i s  not oppreft with Melancholy, or hath taken g u i l t  upon him or 

her purely from being weary of L ife .” (2)

The lawyers, w riting la te  in  the h isto ry  of S co ttish  w itchcraft might 

have doubts about the value of confessions emitted before lo ca l bodies with 

no lega l tra in in g , but Kirk Sessions were seldom, i f  ever d isturbed by any 

qualms of conscience. • . To them much time, trouble , and -  important consideration  

expense, were saved by a prompt confession fre e ly  volunteered before them.

Their usual p rac tice  was therefore to  c ite  the accused to  th e ir  next 

meeting but in not a single instance did a person accused of w itchcraft 

then make a voluntary confession.

Only a few persons charged with the le s se r  crimes of consulting and 

charming made voluntary confession immediately they appeared before a Kirk 

Session. Thus Janet Barry, c ited  before the Kirk Session of Kerth on the 

2Zfth Ju ly  1623 ’fo r consu lta tion  with witches in  seeking healtl^at them, as

at the devil and h is instruments to  her b a irn ,” while denying she knew the

women t o  b'e witches acknowledged her f a u l t  and submitted to the Sessions 

w ill (3 ) The Kirk Session records of Belhelvie fo r the 23th September I 676

reco rd /

( l )  ‘ Ibid p .  8 7 .
• ’The I n s t i t u t e s  o f  the Law of Scotland* n

Spottiswoode T i u c e i l a i i y  I I  p .  304-



record , "Compeared Isa b e ll Davidsone, and being enquired i f  she had kept 

t r y s t  with anie parochiners here, on the Sabbath, anent the curing th e ir  

diseases: answered negative," So fa r  so good hut "being enquired i f  she 

had given a t  any tyme one cure to diverse persons fo r d if fe re n t d iseases, she 

confessed she had done i t ,  and th a t she gave a l l  those who came to her ane 

potion made of ale and h e rb e t." In addition  she confessed th a t having 

asked her patrons when they were born she could f o r e te l l  th e ir  fortune by 

the use of books in  her possession. N aturally  such damning admissions 

offered su ff ic ie n t ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r the Kirk Session to re fe r  her to the 

Eresbytery. ( l)  In 164-9 the Kirk Session of Kingarth was inundated with 

cases of charming. Isso b e ll McKaw, Lachlan McKirdy, Margret Moore and G -eillis 

F r i s s e l l ,  delated fo r turning the r id d le , a l l  free ly  confessed to the 

charge when brought before the Kirk Session (2)

2, Imprisonment.

No Kirk Session was ever daunted by i t s  fa i lu re  to  ex trac t a voluntary 

confession.. I t  had other and le s s  p leasan t methods of persuasion ready to 

hand. Of these the f i r s t  was imprisonment. In th is  matter, Kirk 

Sessions openly and p e rs is te n tly  flou ted  the law u n t i l  they almost always 

considered i t  th e ir  p resc rip tiv e  r ig h t  to ward, suspects, even without 

f i r s t /

(1) S tuart Presbytery Book of Strathbogie p.XIV.
(2) Paton ’Kingarth Parish Records’ p p .12, 13, 15 For other sim ila r

instances of confession of charming c.f„
Lorimer "The Early days of S t. Guthberts, Edinburgh p. 144-.
Crammond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin pp. 183, 184, 300.
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f ir s t  trying to extract a voluntary confession. Sir George Mackenzie did 

not mince h is words about the customary procedure when he wrote ’I know i t  

is  ordinary in Scotland not only that Magistrates do apprehend Witches 

almost xipon any d ila tion ? hut even Gentlemen, and fuch as are Mafters of the 

Ground, do likewise mak them pr i f  oners, and keep them fo t i l l  they 

tranfmit them at their pleafure to Juftices of Peace, Magiftrats, or to fame 

open Brifons. But a l l  th is procedor is  moft unwarrantable, for Gentlemen, 

i and fuch as are ref ted with no authority, fhould upon no account without 

a fpecial warrand apprehend any up bn fufpicion that they are Witches, fince  

to apprehends an act of jurifd iction and therefore I think no prifon fhould 

receive any fufpect of w itchcraft." (l)

That the law was more honoured in the breach than the observance was 

not surprising when most Kirk Sessions had a ready made prison in their own 

steeple. As early as 1560 Edinburgh Town Council sanctioned the building of 

a prison house in the kirk (2) in 1516 the Kirk Session of St. Andrews 

trangressors to "be impresoned in the steple of the parroche kirk of th is  

c it ie ."  (3) in 1588 Dundee Town Council "finding the place of 

imprisonment devysit for fornicator is  and adulteraris to be very 

incommodious, i t  i s  concludit that there sa il  be ane new prissoun b ig g it  

above the volt of S. Androis I y i le , in the e is t  end of the Kirk.I? (4 ) and 

in 1604 the Kirk Session of Blackfriars, Glasgow caused a ward house to  

b e/

(1) Mackenzie "The Laws and Customs of Scotland in Matters Criminal
pp . 88, 89.

(2) Extracts from the Becords of the Burgh of Edinburgh 1557-71 p. 66.
(3) Fleming S t. Andrews K irk  S ession  Records I  id.417.
(4; James Thomson "The History of Dundee" p. 202.



be constructed in the steeple, ( l ) .

I t  was well for the Kirk that a steeple formed an integral part of most 

kirks for secure prison accommodation frequently presented no small problem, 

Scottish architecture, disdainful of a sufficiency of expensive mortar, le f t  

much to be desired so that escapes from the ordinary c iv i l  prisons, 

tolbooths, council premises and the lik e  were of frequent occurrence. The 

Council Records of Dundee record that John Lyon having f ir s t  escaped by 

means of a rope, on a second occasion "maist contemptuously did brek the side 

wall of the tolbuith and past furth of ward at ane holl quhilk he made within 

the said side wall. " (2) When the Town Council of Perth appointed George

Lumsdail as gaoler in l6 l0 , he made i t  a condition that "if any of the

persons cormr.itted shall break through the w alls, roof, or windows of the

Tolbooth, and shall bum or by violence break the door thereof, i t  shall not

be put to my default or negligence," (3 ) Even the Tolbooth of Edinburgh 

was not a secure prison for in 1687 sixteen prisoners escaped 'by a digging 

out a wholle in the wall, and l if t in g  out the ftones, and coming down on 

ropes," (k) Persons of rank and influence frequently found i t  quite 

unnecessary to stoop to such manual labour to gain their freedom. (3 )

Even/

(l^ Ivlacgeorge 'Old Glasgow1 p, 201,
(2 ) Maxwell 'The History of Old Dundee'
( i)  Cowan ’The Ancient Capital of Scotland' II p.10k c , f ,  also T, Craig- 

Brown 'The History of Selkirkshire’ II p,5& for a prisoners' p lo t, 
luckily discovered in time, to escape by knocking a hole in the 
orison w all, in January 1625,

(h) Lauder 'H istorical Notices of Scotish A ffairs' II p,7S2.
(5) Grant 'Old. and New Edinburgh* I p. 127.
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Even for those who did not contrive to escape, the rigours of prison l i f e  could

he mitigated i f  they were neither accused of serious crimes nor devoid of

wor|dly wealth. Ayr Tolbooth must have had few terrors in 1695 when the

Town Council found i t  necessary to decree ’Prisoners within the Tolbuith •

dischargit from holding any feastin g , treat or banquet within the prison,.*
and that no person above the number of one shall be allowed to dine or sup

ft
with any such prisoners.” ( l)

With those facts well ImovjPto them Kirk Sessions took appropriat^neasures 

when dealing with a crime so serious as witchcraft. Bribary and corruption, 

they did not need to consider for few witches boasted much worldly wealth, 

and what they had was seised to pay for their keep. Attempts to escape 

were countered by the use of the steeple (2) by no menas the easiest of places 

from which a friend less wife could break out, but krhere they had any doubts 

either because of structural d efectsr or because of the numbers imprisoned, 

they promptly institu ted  a rota of local watcher5. The records of 

Tyninghame Kirk Session throw a flood of lig h t on th is precautionary system 

in operation. On the 3rd February 1649 the Kirk Session ordered the 

arrest of Agnes Kirkland and David Stewart on suspicion of witchcraft (3 )

One week later  the Kirk Session 'se tt  down orders anent the watching of 

these that ar apprehendit for witchcraft r ic h t l ie , sex to watch everie

n ic h t ,  and twa everie day---------- and ane elder every nicht with them." (4 )

% /

(l)pater son 'Counties of Ayr and Wigton' I p .103.
(2}Fleming 'St. Andrews Kirk Session Register' I p .417 .
(d ^ itch ie  *The Churches of Saint Baldred * p. 99.
(4;¥addell 'An Old K irk  Chronicle* p . 101.
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By the 24th of the same month there was trouble brewing for the two men 

detailed to arrange the rota asked the Kirk Session 'that my Lord 

Hadingtoune would watch as i t  f e l l  them by course." ( l)  I t  was but 

natural that Ivy- Lord should be the f ir s t  to show a sad lack of enthusiasm, 

but by the 3rd March the trouble must have spread for the Kirk Session repeated

it s  orders that the suspects be s tr ic t ly  watched. (2) A commission was

sought but the weeks passed un til on the 31st March "the elders shew i t  was 

hard to get pepsell to watch a ll  the day, a lb eit the watch was preceisly  

keip it a l l  the nicht: arid thairfor i t  behoved them to tak somethimg out of

the box, or tather borrow i t ,  to give to some wha had watched th is eight days

byegane." (3) A rota of v/atchers certainly precluded escapes but obviously 

was no sinecure (4 ) With thoughts of hours of labour lo s t  in  the Kirk's 

service i t  is  not surprising that many a time a modicum of gentle persuasion 

of one sort or another suggested i t s e l f  to the watchers as the obvious 

means/

( l)  Ritchie "The Churches of Saint Baldred" p. 99.
(2; Ibid p .100.
(3) Ibid p .100
(4 ) u£f. R.P.C. I l l  2nd Ser p.3°>5« following p etition , presented to

' the Privy Council by the Presbytery of Dalkeith on the 17th December 
1649 puts the matter in a nutshell "After many clear depositions 
against Michael Areskine within their bounds convicting him of 
witchcraft, and upon many evident presumptions of his g u ilt  of some 
other "abominable and detestable crymes." they caused him to be 
apprehended and warded *in a l i t t l e  hous alone the end of Newbottle 
kirk* where they have kept him under a nightly guard fo r  six  weeks 
past t a l l  they got 1 sue fu l l  and c le e re  discoverie of a l l  the 
crymes whairwiih he wes bur denned. ’ But the people of that parish 
are so wearied with th is  guarding of the said Michael that they 
absolutely refuse to  con tinue  i t ,  and th is prison house is  so 
insecure that the said Michale w ill  then escape." The - resbytery 
therefore craved leave to  send him to Edinburgh 
i-rivy  Council agreed.



order for her to be warded, ( l)  i- ost suspects who did appear soon found 

themselves in prison for one of several reasons. Thus when Wm. Grichtain 

appeared before Hie Kirk Session of Dunfermline on the 6th August I 648 “and 

being posed upon the delatn given in against him he deny i t  a l l ,  he was 

remitted to the magistrates to be imprisoned which was done.” (2) More 

common was the procedure followed by the Kirk Session of Elgin in February 

I64I against Agnes Muir cone who appeared before them and ’is  ordained to be 

put in ward t i l l  they wee i f  there be any that hes delationes to give in 

aginast hir. This to be intimate on Sunday next.” (3 ) Obviously, while 

strongly suspicious, the elders s t i l l -  lacked proof and t i l l  i t  was forthcoming 

preferred to  have her in custody. The best proof that other Kirk Sessions 

frequently adopted a similar practice is  to lye found in the numberous 

occasions upon which public appeals for delations against persons were made (4 ) 

Suspects such as Magic Bell ol* Corstorphine (3 ) and Elspeth McEwen of 

Dairy (6) who, when they came before the Kirk Session were faced with an 

overwhelming volume of h o s t ill  evidence were promptly warded. But the 

strangest of a l l  cases was surely that of Marion Fisher, who on the 16th 

November 1643 appeared before the Kirk Session of St. Guthbert’s , Edinburgh, 

’’g iver/

( l )  Maidment ’The Chronicle of Perth" p .89.
Henderson Kirk Session Records of Dunfermline* p. 27.

(3) Qgj£mond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin’ p. 246.
(4 ) Supra p. 141-142
(3 ) Scottish Notes and Queries IV p. 27.
( 6) Maxwell ’A History of Dumreis and Galloway* p. 259.



"given. up to be ane ordinaire chairmen.” This she freely  confessed but 

three months la ter  she again appeared * and non being there to accuse her5 is  

ordained to be put in prison© and advert is  eiuent to be maid to any quho knovfs 

anything aginast her to compeir the next day and to be heard. " ( ! )

Assuredly there is  no accounting for the ways of the Scottish Kirk.

For the ordinary c iv i l  offender prison was doubtless a su ffic ien t  

ordeal but hope was always sustained by the prospects of escape engineered 

from within.or by fh i/en is  without for the suspected witch the closing of 

the prison door must have sounded lik e  the f i r s t  stroke of doom. Even i f  

their friends and relations had not 'already abandoned them they were at once 

cut off from a ll  communication with each other. When witchcraft was f ir s t  

rearing i t s  ugly head in what was to d evelop into the greatest witchcraft 

outbreak in the annals of Aberdeen* people daily resorted to John Cordons 

'presentlie detencit in captivitis in  the Kirk wolt* as a manifest and orpin 

witche*. This practice the Town Council forbade under pain of public 

repentence in sackcloth as the v isitors "speirs at the said Johne divers and 

sindrie thingis werray preiudiciall to the coramoun p ep ill * quha hes bene* 

and is  y i t ,  daylie seducit and deludit be him.” (2) On the 26th August 

1597 the Kirk Session of Elgin using almost identica l words decreed 'that 

na persoune of quhat esta it or degre soeuir they be within this paroche seik  

to have only conferens with thair that ar suspedt of witchcraft and 

sp e c ia llie /

(1) Larimer St. Cuthbert's Edinburgh pp. 12*4, 145.

(2) Stuart Council Register of the Burgh of Aberdeen 1393-1570 II pp. 144,



sp ec ia llie  with thais that ar apprehendit thairfoir . " Once again the 

penalty was public repentance in sackcloth* and 'that nane pretend ignorance 

thair of the samyn is  ordanit to be publeishit be the sound of the hand b e ll  

through th is toun. " ( l )  For even deigning to look out o f their prison 

window two suspects in Forfar were ordered to be put in the stocks or have 

their window boarded up (2) Even though h is wife was only imprisoned for 

slandering with witchcraft by the Kirk Session of St. Cuthbert's Edinburgh 

in 164-6 one must admire the courage of Jon Parker who twice released his 

wife from prison, the second time-with a ll  those confined along with her* 

then got drunk and gave the Kirk S e s s i o n  a dece of h is mind (3)

Coming as the majority of witchcraft suspects did from the poorer 

classes their lo t  was not made the easier once any small reasources they 

they might hav^kad were exhausted and their ja ilors began to wrangle about 

the expense of keeping them in prison. Food cost money and was therefore 

an item upon which the minimum was going to be spent. In 1604 Glasgow 

Kirk Session ordered the beadle 'to  le t  Steeplers get nothing but bread and 

water* or small drink, so long as they continue in the s te ep le ,11 (4 ) That 

seems to have been the staple diet of those acoused of witchcraft. The 

Kirk Session of Elgin adopted one method of supplying food in May 1597 when

'sa mony of them that ar convenit promesis to g i f f  the a lle g it  vitche

w y iff/

(1) Cramond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin' p .41.
(2) Jervise Memorials of Angus and ] learns* pp. 69, 70.
(3) Lorimer St, Cuthbert's Edinburgh pp. 135, 136.
(4 ) Macgeorge "Old Glasgow) p. 201.



wyiff meat and drink the day about viz (eight of the elders) and the ministerA
sa il g if  her ig plak and watter during her remaryeing in the s t e ip i l l ,  ( l )  

the Town. Council of Tain took another when in 1663 "anent the petitione  

givin in to mainteine Jonat nein Gdblie G-ow wha is  accusit of the odious 

or vine of sorcerie and imprissoned and now lyke to stsrv for want of

maintinance ordanit the said Jonat be manteinit daylie be bread and

watter be the severall inhabitantis of th is brughe according to ther 

a b ilitie s ,"  (2) Such a d iet would not be lik e ly  to put heart into a 

prisoner.

But worst of a l l  must have been the gnawing knowledge that the only 

quick way out of prison was to the stake. Where satisfactory evidence of 

gu ilt could not be found Kirk Sessions - lik e  somehigher judicial 

authorities who ought to have known better (3 ) were never in a hurry to set 

the prisoners free. Only after L ilie s  Barrie had been incarcerated for 

36 weeks and a ll  e fforts by South Leith Kirk Session to obtain dittays against 

her had f a i le d  did they le t  her out upon su ffic ien t caution. " (4 )

Katherine Oswald of Nidrie was lucky when as a resu lt of being in process 

before the kirk session of Nidrie for ten weeks past* a commission was 

granted on the 2nd July 1629 for her arrest to John Wauchqp., who having 

no wardhouse in h is bounds was empowered to lodge her in Edinburgh Tolbooth 

and/

(1) Cramond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin1 p. 36,
(2) . Kacgill 'Old Ross-shire (Supplementary Volume) p. 76
(3) In October 1684 ^arion Pur die of Edinburgh was imprisoned on a charge

of v/itchcraft "She dyes of cold and poverty in prifon about the
' Chrftnaffe* the King s Advooat (oir George Mackenzie giving no <xr eat 

notice- to fucfa information is  againft witches" Lauder -  ITistor--'al
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said report her depositions to the Privy Council on the 20th July ( l)  There 

her accusers le f t  her thus giving Katherine the oppor tunity<^o complaining 

to the Privy Gouncil on the 4th September that *she has been in the said  

tolbooth for over eight weeks, during which time neither the said minister 

(hr. Andrew l*earmonth of Liberton) nor any others have come to question her 

shout the said crime." Having summoned and heard both parties the Privy
itCouncil decided i t  agrees not with reason and ju stice  that the pursuer be 

further kept in ward without a lawful tr ia l and f ix  the 11th September for her 

tr ia l?  They further ordered that her pursuers deliver a copy of the 

indictment to her 48 hours before her tr ia l ,  but i f  they fa iled  to pursue 

her she was to be liberated on caution. (2) There was another compelling 

reason for setting prisoners free. Marion Watsone, who had spent six  months 

in the steeple of Peebles was set free in April lobO on caution of Thomas 

Williamsone and'James Watsane ‘burgessis of Peblis' (3), apparently because 

Kirk Sessions were refusing to pay for any further watching of the prisoners* (4) 

In those three cases i t  must be noted, however, that the prisoners s t i l l  

had friends w illing to speak for them, doubtless because their g u ilt  was not 

lik ely  to be established.

3* Torture.

All too frequently Kirk Sessions succumbed to the obvious use of torture 

upon the poor.wretches confined in prison in an effort to  extract confessions. 

Considerations/

(1) R.P.C. 2nd Ser* III  p .206*
(2) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. I l l  p. 276.
(3) Chambers and Renwick Burgh of Peebles p„ 832*
(4) Renwick ‘The Burgh of P e e b l e s '  t>*322*



Considerations of husie to save expense, exasperation at long hours of 

watching, and the furtherance of God's glory alike conspired to th is  

unfortunate end. ( l)  By almost imperceptible stages watching degenerated 

into torturing. In Forfar i t  was laid down that the watchers should v i s i t  

the witches 'at evry three houres and night and day" (2) Dunfermline Kirk 

Session carried the system a stage further by having relays of watchers to 

keeps the suspects awake and so prevent them from having conference with the 

devil (3) Thus i t  was that through watching was evolved a system of 

torture, easy of application, yet well able, to produce that state of mind in  

which Sir George Mackenzie declared 'when men are confounded with fear and 

apprehenfion, they w ill imagine things v e r y  ridiculous and abfurd.,f (4 ) One 

s can only conjecture what unpleasant compulsion lay behind the bald announcement 

by the Eirk Session of Dunfermline in August 1648 that Wm. Crichton 'being 

s t fa i t l ie  ptosed and dealt with, be the ministers and watchers -  he came to a 

confession of sundrie th ings,” (3) The Kirk Session of South Leith adopted 

•another subtle form of torture when in March 1644 i t  'ordains to mak a 

sackcloth for Margt. Thomsone ye witch” (6) There i s  a strong p o ssib ility  

that/

(l)  Mackenzie 'The- Laws and Customs of Scotland in Matters Criminal' p p .86 , 
87 . 'M oft of th o fe  poor creatures are tortur'd by their k eep e rs , 
who being p e r f  waded they do God good Fervice think i t  their duty to  
vex and torm ent poor P r i f o n e r s .”

(2̂  Jervise 'Memorials of Angus and Harris' p. 69.
( 3) Henderson Kirk. Session  Records of Dunferm line pp. 27, 28.
(4 ) Mackenzie The Laws and Customs of S cotland  in Matters Criminal' v>.86.
(3) Henderson 'K irk  Session  Records of D unferm line' d .27a
(6) Robertson ' South L e ith  R ecords' p . 4-8 c . f . J i r  John Lauder of F o u n ta m h a ll

'H is to r ic a l  N o tices of S c o tish  A f f a i r s ' I I  p . 532 where he sneaks of 
Mr, W illiam  Spence l a t e  se rv an t o f the  Marl of A rg ile  who after t o r tu r e  
by the  P rivy  C ouncil "was p u t in  G en era li D a lz i e l l 's  hands • m e i t  
was rep o rted  th a t  by a  h/-'i----fhj;r i  and fas the  v ite l.e s  -'-o
v f e-d} ho was s n i '- 'h is  keeped from  f l a t ' . t i l l  he w s  tu rned  ' ■ 1 v.- 
d i f  tra ck ed   ■



that fchis is  the same woman who, enjoying a re,mutation as a. chanacr and 

attender of witch meetings, was ar re s/ted. in the neighbouring parish of Kid- 

Calder ( l )  for on the 2jth August 1644 the }?riyy Council received le tte r s  of 

complaint requesting 1 that your Lordshipis would interrogat the witnesses 

anent the crueltie u sit aganes the said Margret be tormenting of hir in 

prisone as fo llow is:- To w it, the said ^argret has beene keip it in prison© 

thir sixteene oulkis, off the quhilk space scho wes compellit to stand on 

hir f e i t  upoun ane stand only without removeall to any place, haiffing ane 

goun of sackcloth upon hir naiked bodie the h a ill space of twentie sex dayes 

togidder without anie leive to s i t  or ly  doun, and that scho wes ordanit to 

be haldin walking a ll  that space and men d a ilie  and n ich tlie  attending upoun 

hir for that e ffe c t , quheirby scho, wanting sleep and rest, did sindrie tymes 

sturabill and f e l l  doun to the ground quhair scho did braik hir face and heid 

to the affuising of hir blood sindrie tymes, quhairby scho wes in p e r r ill of 

hir lyk by dining out of hir braines by fa llin g  so o f t .11 (2) Naturallv Kirv 

Sessions were not so brutally frank about their methods with suspects but 

with Margaret1 s ghastly complaint in mind i t  is  easy to imagine what lay 

behind the order of the Kirk Session of Queensferry in 1644 that those arrested 

on suspicion were to be closely  watched and * a ll  others things used and 

done unto them as had been done unto others before them in the lik e  case, 

v izt. , to keep them waking from too much sleep and from having any conference 

with/

(1) When Margaret Ramsay, in prison in South Leith on a charge of witchcraft
at the same time as Margt Thomsons, escaped, the Kirk Session of
South Leith promptly wrote asking the Kirk Session of Mid-Calder * to
mak try e l l  and search for her c / f . South Leith Records pp. 3-b, 19 *-rtd
IvIcColl P a r ish  of Kid C alder a. 33.

(2) R.P.C. 2nd Ser V III pp. 10G, 109.



with any person, etc , under the pains of putting the keepers in the trones, 

losing a ll  their wages, besides other censures i f  they should be negligent ( l)  

Pricking was another form of torture much in favour with Kirk Sessions. 

The practice was sim plicity i t s e l f ,  and had the advantage that -  in theory at 

least -  i t  involved no pain for the guilty  person for a ll  followers of the 

devil, when the renounced their baptism and acknowledged h is sovereignty 

received a mark which was insensible to pain and never bled (2) Hence one of 

the pricking trade armed with a pin would soon set at rest the innocence or 

g u ilt of a person. But long pins, sometimes the length of ones finger, 

pressed well home were his stock in trade (3) and Sir George Mackenzie 

pointed out even such an authority as Delrio admitted it  was d if f ic u lt  to 

know the mark as the human body hacjlfnany pieces of dead insensible f lesh , 

consequently the pricker had unlimited opportunity to shave his victims and 

exercise his calling (4.) The practice was no more than a blatant form of 

torture. After witnessing a particularly vicious pricking Fountainha11 

categorically declared * their i s  no doubt but their methods of keeping them 

from fleep and pricking are a torture in fuo genere. (5 )

Until the Restoration the practice was condoned by the P r iv y  Gouncil, 

but in l66 l i t  began to issue commissions to try and judge persons suspected 

o f/

(l)  Uorison Royal Burgh of Queensferry I p. 76.
(2j> Supra pp.142-144
(3) Lauder ’H istorical Notices of Scotish Affairs' I p .146.
(4 ) Mackenzie Laws and Customs of Scotland’ p .91.
(5 ) Lauder ’H istorical Notices of Scotish Affairs' I p .146.



of witchcraft 'without useing any torture or indirect wayes' ( l )  The arrest 

of John Kincaid,, the most notorious of a l l  the Scottish, p r i c k e r s  in 1662
i (• .

'for alledged unwarrantable pricking of persons suspected of witchcraft 2) 

gave the Privy Gouncil the opportunity of demonstrating that they were in 

earnest in the matter by cr dering his release on his finding caution not to

prick or torture without warrant from them (3) But the customs of

generations were not so readily eradicated for Sir John Lauder recounts how 

in 1678 the Privy Gouncil found that no inferior judge 'might not ufe any 

torture by pricking, or by with-holding them from fleep , but referved a l l  that 

to themfelves, and the Ju ftices, and thefe who acted by commiffions from them (4

PJven when allowance is  made for the native caution which would m- ke many

a Kirk Session careful to gloss over the unpleasant d eta ils  of a rocedure 

which the legal authorities were always liab le  to consider an unwarranted use 

of torture, i t  i s  nevertheless true that the cases of pricking carried out by 

order of Kirk Sessions are remarkably few in number, Squally noteworthy 

is  the fact that with the exception of the tr ia l of the notorious and long 

• suspected William Coke and his wife Alison Dick by the Kirk Session of

Kirkcaldy in 1633 (5) the authenticated prickings are confined to the heighday 

o f /

(1) R.P,C, 3rd Ser. I p„43 13th September l 66l .
(2) R,P„C. 3rd Ser I p .210.
(3) IhP.C. 3rd Ser. I o, 22k.
(4 ) Lauder 'The Decisions of the Lords of Council and Session1 I p , l 6.
(5 ) Webster 'Tracts on Witchcraft p. 116. After examining many witnesses

the Kirk Session on the 24th September * ordaines James H iller to
ride to ..-reston for the man that tr ie s  the witches. "

For more re those two suspects c .f .
Stevenson 1--re shy tr ie  Boofee of Eirkcaldie' p. 68.
Kacbean *Kirkcaldv Burih Records on,39' 157? 343*-5-



of* wit ch-hunting between 164'' end 1650. It would be dangerous tu assume 

that Kirk Sessions did not have suspects pricked at other times than these; 

rather is  the explanation to be sought in the overweaning sense of.power 

which spread throughout the Kirk at that time and made even Kirk Sessions 

revel in an orgy of witch hunting in excel s is .

The following cases furnish ample proof of the frequent c a lls  which 

Kirk Sessions made upon the prickers during their decade of popularity.

Having ordered a sackcloth to be made for ^argt. Thomsone ( l)  the Kirk 

Session of South Leith on the same day, the 14th March lo 44 •> 'ordains to 

send for ye man in insilbrough who tryes ye witches marks. (2) In Janucry 

1649, i t  having been reported to the Kirk Session of fyninghame 'that the 

-an was not y it  come to ires  ton ekirk quha searches them that ar suspect of

witchcraft* --George Schortus promeisit to adverteis his sone in Tranent

to caus ane of the searchers of Tranent to come e is t  heir, quhen they suld come 

from the s out he. " (3 ) On the 20 th February 'The searcher in  Tranent cam and 

and the (MarkJ* on these-that wer suspect of witchcraft and imprisoned; and 

sdhortlie therefter they conf e s s i t ." (4 ) This is  the only case where a 

confession is  defin itely  stated to have followed upon the pricking.

Kincaid was in demand during the widespread outbreak of witch-hunting in  

1649-50. On the 2nd September 1649 the Kirk Session records of t̂oiW' 

declare/

(1) Supra p. 224
(2) D. Robertson 'South Leith Records' p .43.
(3) Waddell 'An Old Kirk Chronicle' p .101.
(4 ) Ibid p. 101 The date is  given by A.I. .Ritchie 'The Churches of Saint

Baldred* p .190.



declare that 'John Kincaid, jober or tryar of e tc h e s  found the mark upon 

Henris-on and his w ife, and gave h is oath before the session that they were 

great witches,* ( l)  At the same time the minister and elders of Stow gave 

him £6 Scotts for fbrodding' Margaret Dunholme with 'mair for meat and drink 

and wyne to him and his men i i i j  lib  Scott's (2) During the summer of the 

same year a number of suspects having been apprehended by the Kirk Session of 

Oorstorphine ’John Kinkade who searcheth the D ivells mark being sent about 

to search and try the two Scottish and having fand marks upon them George 

Lord Forrester sent about I/larion l'nglis for tryal and John at that time fand 

two marlcis upon Marion Inglis qlk he upon oath averred to be the D ivells narks 

qlk a ll  that was there present rested content and s a t is f ie d ,,f (3) But the 

matter having been reported to the Presbytery, they were le ss  easily  sa tis fie d  

for they ordered the women to be pricked anew before ministers sent by 

themselves 'but at that time he gave not satisfaction  either to Mr, Wm.

Dalgleish, the Minister, Florence Gardner, David Clerk or sundry others 

then present for the women cryed p it ifu lly  and the place qr the prins were 

putt in uped. with- blood a l i t t l e , " (4)

In <June 1650 Kincaid had moved north to Brechin where he deponed before 

the Kirk Session that Catharin Walker had the d ev il's  mark, (5 ) In the 

same year the Kirk Session of U llie s le a f  sent two suspects to Selkirk for 

further tr ia l by the minister and elders ■'quhairupon markis of Satan was 

found/ .

(1) Craig-Brown ’The History of Selkirkshire' p ,451.
(2) Arnot 'Criminal Trials' p. 3 93 c .f .  also Thomson 'Lauder and Lauderdale n. 1C

P
(3) Scottish Notes and Q ueries I V p .28,
(4 ) Scottish Notes and Q ueries IV p , 21.
(5 ) iixiracts from  th e  Records of the - r e s b y te r y  o f  Brechin pp43? 46.
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found upon them “both? ( l )

(4 ) Witnesses.'

Paced with the natural reluctance of suspects to incriminate themselves 

"by confession Kirk Sessions made fu l l  use of their traditional right to c ite  

and examine witnesses. In words which are but a precis of Sir George 

Mackenzie's. Forbes gave a clear indication of the type of information which 

Kirk Sessions might hope to e l i c i t ,  when he wrote 'Witchcraft may be proved 

by Witneffes, that have heard or feen the Perfon accufed fpeak fuch Words, 

or do fuch Things, as none but thefe who have Familiarity with the Devil, 

ever did or can do. As invoking the Devil for Help; or entertaining a 

familiar Spirit, and holding Correfpondence with or feeding i t  in any form or 

Likenefs; ufing Enchantments and Charms, conjuring to ra ife  Storms; fhewing 

in a G-lafs, or Shevftone the Faces of Abfent Perfons revealing Secrets or 

difcovering Things l e f t ,  without any ordinary Means; or doing Things a':ove 

human Strength: By which e ffects  a fecret League with the Devil comes to 

ligh t (2) As with probation by confession, however, the lawyers were 

quick to point out that in the case of witchcraft, the apparently simple 

process concealed a m ultip licity  of d if f ic u lt ie s . As Sir George Mackenzie 

put i t  'The probation by Witnefs in th is Qrime is  very d if f ic u lt  (3 ) Chief 

among the d iff ic u lt ie s  was the secrecy which surrounded so much of the sorcery, 

charming and consulting (4 ) With persons implicated either as practisers, 

or/

(1) Craig-Brown 'The History of S e lk irksh ire ' I  p . 201.
(2) Forbes 'The In s t i tu te s  of the Law of Scotland' p .41*
(3) Mackenzie 'The Laws and Customs of Scotland in Matters Criminal* p. ICS
(4 ) Forbes 1 The In s titu te s  of the Law of Scotland' p .40.
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or suppliants, finding i t  p o lit ic  to make no toast of their misdeeds both the

lay and ecc lesia stica l courts found i t  necessary to waive the usual restr ic tio n s  

on witnesses and to admit ‘fo c ii criminis*, 'the perfons to whom the injuries 

are done by the Vitches,' minors, and women of course in a crime where so 

many of the culprits and their associates were of the weaker sex. ( l)  By

such licence ample scope was given to prejudice, ignorance, anger, jealousj^----

in fact a ll  the e v ils  which were lying in wait to undermine the veracit3r of 

witnesses. The more truthful witnesses whose scruples restrained their  

tongues had to face threats so that as Sir George Mackenzie admitted, "The 

Witneffes and Affyfers are afraid that i f  they efcape that they w ill die for  

it?  c2) Hume was in no whit exaggerating when he wrote 'men utterly/- lo s t  

sight of reason, and the ordinary rules of ju stice , in dispensing a part of 

the law which was founded altogether upon ignorance and terrd r.' (3 )

Unfortunately as he went on to point out 'the taking of inquisition  concerning 

witchcraft was not confined to Magistrates and Judges, who might be supposed 

somewhat more competent to such investigations - I t  wa^iven, at lea st was 

permitted, almost to a ll  persons in any sort of authority, and especia lly

to clergymen and kirk-sessions. " (4 ) -  the very people lea st able to keep

a cool and rational outlook in the face of crime.

The sa lien t fact was that while Mackenzie and Forbes, liv in g  in the 

days of witch tr ia ls , could appreciate the lega l d if f ic u lt ie s  and fe e l  a 

certain uneasiness at the subterfuges by which they were overcome, public 

opinion/

a )  Mackenzie 'The Laws and Customs of Scotland in Matters Criminal’ -m 10£
106. ' ■Lx'"

(2) Ibid p ,88.
(3) Hume ’Commentaries on the Law of Scotland1 0.379
(4 ) Ibid p. 38O



opinion was so overwhelmingly in -favour of energetic action that once the 

barriers were removed a flood of witnesses descended upon Kirk Sessions,

Human nature being what i t  i s  they ranged from the eager voluble gabbler, 

through the honest reporter to the frankly h ostile  witness fearful of the 

consequences and only present by force of citation .

The f ir s t  class-was mainly confined to the cases where a complaint was 

lodged with a Kirk Session by an aggrieved person whose case naturally looked 

better i f  i t  was backed by a number of w illing  witnesses prepared to

substantiate i t .  T/hen John Russell in Pluscarden complained to the Kirk

Session of Elgin in September 1631 that Eispet Watsone took illn e ss  o ff a sick  

bairn and laid i t  on his daughter he produced witnesses to prove his 

allegation, ( l)  In January 1670 James KcPhee complained to the Kirk Session 

of Kingarth that Robert G-las had scandalised his good name by saying he

frequented ’’the company of a lemman among the furies commonly called

Fairfolks," and "offered to prove against Robert by several witnesses" (2) 

Andro Currie, h is wife and daughter "gave up henrie Smeton, Wm. Donaldson, 

rott f fy f  and Jonet rotson yr witnes’s," to the Kirk Session of Dunfermline 

on Christmas Day l6773 when they made a complaint that Isobel Cuper had 

called "the said andro a warlok and his sd wyf r-a witch an yr doehter a 

theef." (3) Aberdeen Kirk Session gave proof of the weight attached to 

w itnesses/

(1) Cramend ’Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin1 p . 219.
(2) Raton ’Kingarth Parish Records1 pp. 57, 38.
(3) Henderson ’Kirk Session Records of Dunfermline p. 7o.



witnesses when dealing with a h i l l  of slander in 1604 for * the said Helene 

Gassie being inquirit of the sessioun g if  scho had ony witness to prewe 

hir affirmation aganis the said Helen Gib, that saw hir do the premiss,

answerit -scho had no witness and beeaus the said Helen Cassie had no

witness to prewe hir alledgeance, being p la in lie  denyit be the said Helene 

Gib, thairfoir the said Helen Gassie wes convict of sclander v tte r it  and 

awowit be hir aganis the said Helen Gibb.” ( l)

I t  would have been too much to expect that a ll  complaints would be so

amply backed by witnesses ready to depone to their va lid ity . Many a 

person, smarting under some alleged in su lt, rushed before the Kirk Session 

■pith no more than their own words to back their p la in t. Even the most 

superstition ridden Kirk Session had to have something more substantial than 

that to justify  action, so inevitably i t  was driven to examine witnesses.

One method, strongly reminiscent of the old fuedal tr ia l by compurgation 

was adopted by the Kirk Session of Perth on the 2nd November 1539. "forasmeikl 

as th is day was assigned to certain honest neighbours of Tirseppie to bs 

present, and of their conscience to declare whether i t  was true that G-uddai, 

spouse to Richard Watson, was ane witch, as John Watson then alleged, or

what e v il likelihood they saw in her —altogether agreed in one, without

contradiction, that they saw never such things into her whereby they might 

suspect her of the same, but that she was an honest poor woman, who wrought 

honestly for her liv in g , without whose help her husband, Robert Watson, would 

have/

( l)  Stuart Records of the Kirk Session Presbytery and Synod of Aberdeen1 
PP. ' 39.



have'b "been dead, who was an old aged man: therefore the Minister and Elders 

ordain the act of slander to he put in execution against the said John Watson; 

and Helen Watson his daughter." ( l)  In September 1613 the Kirk Session c-f 

Elgin had to deal with a complaint by Elspet Cuming that she had been 

slandered with casting illn e ss  on Andrew Wanes by Janet N ico ll, Janet having 

denied the accusation the Kirk Session cited witnesses whose evidence showed 

that a stern injunction to both women 'to desist from a il  outragious speitches 

ather privatlie  or publictly importing sk.la.nder," (2) would best su it the 

use. But suspicion once aroused was apt to grow with the resu lt that on the 

19th December "It was appoyntit that saxtein honest nichtbouris within the 

toun, out of ilk  quarter four, be chairgeit to cum befor the session and 

gig their aithes that they sa il declair what they knave concerning witchcraft 

upoune bispet Cuming. Upon ane inquisition of Slspet Cuming's ly f f  and 

conversation they as also the h a ill e lderis of the session hes g i f f  in ther 

aiths they knaw no thing but guid of the said Elspet. " (3) Once again 

compurgation had saved a suspect*

A ll complainers were not so lucky. "Janet Couper, being under a 

reigneing bruite of witchcraft, cam befor the session of Brechin on the 25th 

of November 164.9, complaining that som had scandalised her by calling her 

witch" But numberous witnesses deponed to as fine a co llection  of d isasters 

at churning and milking, i l l  turns and deaths as any Kirk Session could have 

wished for, so i t  Is perhaps not surprising that Janet ultim ately confessed 

to /

(1) Spottiswoode Miscellany IIpp. 266, 267.
(2) Cr.amond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin' n. 135.
( j j  I b id  p . 137,
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to acquaintance with the devil extending over five  years, that she had la in  

with him, renounced her baptism and received his mark. Her end was a 

forgone conclusion, which only makes one marvel at her foolhardiness in  

raising what she should have known would he a hornet*s nest, ( l)

More serious than the complaints of slander were the cases where a person 

came under direct suspicion of w itchcraft, charming or consulting. When 

that happened Kirk Sessions usually adopted one of three courses.

The suspect wa.s given the opportunity of confessing or denying the 

charge. In the lesser crimes of charming and consulting a voluntary 

confession sometimes allowed the Kirk Session to deal out immediate retribution  

without further investigation hut with the heinous sin  of witchcraft i t  was 

different. As has already been pointed out voluntary confessions were never 

made (2) so Kirk Sessions were faced with the necessity of devising other 

means of gaining their ends. To the cruder methods of the prison, torture 

snd the pricker they added the immediate c ita tion  and examination of 

witnesses. A perfect example of the procedure is  furnished by the Kirk 

Session records of Kirkliston for the 14th August 1659: ’’The which day 

Jenet Miller was brought in to the session to see i f  she wold confess the 

sine of witchcraft. And haveing ben severale tymes examined she confessed 

nothing. And the witnesses above specified being summoned to depose against 

her they gave in their deposition as followeth she haveing ben posed i f  she 

had any thing to object against she ansuered nothing. Isobel Thomsone 

the princrlpal witness deponed that Janet had tried  to make her become the 

d e v ils /

(1) Brechin; Records of the Presbytery of pp.31-35.

(2) Supra p. 21,2
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devils servant: that Janet and others 'after that they had broke up the 

doore as i f  i t  had been blovne v/p with ane b last of wind* tried to stea l 

her infant- and fin a lly  that Janet had shot an * e lf fe  stone' t h r o u g h  her 

thumb.” William G-ilespie, James Dundas and Jenet Samuell a ll  added their 

quota of lesser import but James her ' depons upon oath that he did not see 

Jenet H ill ar but other tv/o that Y/ere brount," and Robert Ker "being sworne 

dpon's nothing” (p)

The e ffectiv e  use of v/itnesses was amply demonstrated by the Kirk Session 

of Perth when i t  was bending a l l  i t s  energies to secure the. conviction of 

Margaret Hormscleugh, Isabell Haldane and Janet T raill, Charged with " sk ill 

of cureing men, women, bairns, that are diseased "they denied the charge, 

only to be confronted with a long l i s t  of their alleged misdeeds, suitably  

sworn to by witnesses. Inevitably they found themselves admitting f ir s t  

one thing, then another un til they stood self-condemned as layers-on and 

takers-off of illn ess  and as associates of the fairer fo lk , especially  one 

variously described by Isabell Haldane as * a man with a grey beard* and by 

, Janet Triall as "a bonny white man riding upon a grey horse, " Satisfied  

- that they had extracted su ffic ien tly  damning evidence the - îrk Session sent 

G-eorge Robertson, a post, to Edinburgh with the depositions' so that a 

commission might be purchased to put them to tr ia l. At the same time they 

wrote/

(l)  Scots Law Times 20th Ju ly  1935 p. 169, The w riter in  th is  /journal
is  evidently ignorant of what followed. The Ju s tic ia ry  Court Records 
fo r 5th July l66 l s ta te  ".Janet M iller, Prisoner in  the Tolbooth fo r  
W itchcraft appointed to be sent back to  K irk lis ton  where she l iv e d  to  
be tr ie d  by such Commissioners as the Parliament or Conncell should  
nominate, and th a t  fo r  th e  ease of the witnesses and a ss ise rs  and in  
reg a rd  none compeared to  inform  a t  Edinburgh" A pparently  th i s  -was 
not done fo r  the same co u rt "cleansed" her on the 7th August l6 6 l .  
(Records of th e  rocecd ings of the  J u s t ic ia r y  C ourt. Pdihbiu gh 1661-78

~Z. C.- } * ^



■wrote their M.P, , a Perth b a il ie , and their minister Mr. John Guthrie, a ll  

of whom were then in Edinburgh, reqeusting them to exercise their influence 

to that end. ( l)  Whether as a. resu lt of such backing or not, the Priyv 

Council certainly dealt more expeditiously than usual with the request for 

sixteen days later the Privy Council granted a commission, not be i t  noted 

to the Kirk Session, but to the Provost and Council to try isab ell and 

Margaret. The Privy Council, while admitting their examination by the Kirk 

Session where witnesses ’’have c le ir lfe  t e s t i f e i t  and provin the same to be 

of v e rr itie ’’ and the accused ”in the conscience of thair unlawfull and 

d iv ilish e  practizes’1 have confessed, nevertheless rejected the Session’s 

precipitate charge of witchcraft, found the evidence imported nothing worse 

than suspicion of ’’useing o f  charmes” and therefore la id  down ’’that the 

punischement to be in f l ic t i t  upoun thame extend not to Lyff nor member. ” (2) 

Nevertheless a l l  three were burned (3 ) For brevity a llie d  to lu cid ity  nothing 

could better the description of the usual procedure given in  the records 

of the Kirk Session of Culross on the 23rd June 1644 in those words:- ’’Adam 

Donaldson, c ited , accused for charming of kine and horse - denyed; the reporters 

of i t  ~ to w it, David Sandis of Birkenhead Johne Bird, and Johne Sands - to 

be heard the next day.” (4.)

In the majority of cases once persons came under suspicion the Kirk 

Session/

(1) The above summary is  based on:-  , v
Stuart ’Extracts from the Presbytery Book of Strathbogie pp X-XIII
The Chronicle of Perth
Spottiswoode Miscellany II pp.302, 303.

(2) R.P.C. XIII p. 270.
(3) Stuart Presbytery Book of Strathbogie p.XIII
(4) Beveridge ’Culross and fulItalian* p .203.

For/



Session did not f ir s t  examine them but immedeately proceeded to examine 

witnesses. The procedure was employed with conspicuous success in a host 

of cases ranging from the most tr iv ia l accusations of charming to the blackest 

of witchcraft.

Much time was spent 'by the Kirk Session of South Leith examining four 

witnesses regarding Margaret G-a's story 'yat she hard Margaret souter saye 

an she cam downe ye sta ir of Rot Patersone yet shee howped he sowld not 

mend a shoe shortlie again and yat she hard his wyf seik  his heall thryse 

for Gods sa ik ." ( l)  When Agnes Wade 11, Marrin Christein, Agnes Henderson 

and John liar tine were bruited as charmers before the Kirk Session of 

Shotts in 1644 and inquest was held several witnesses declared they knew 

nothing against the accused, but perseverance on the ia r t  of the elders had 

i t s  reward a few weeks later when several prsons deponed against Agnes 

Henderson (2) The Kirk Session of Penninghame also took the customary 

measures in November 17Qg> for HThere being a report of charming committed by 

Mary McNarin servetrix to William Dalrymple in Threave, upon the night 

called Kalloweven, she is  to be cited to the next Sabbath, with William 

Dalrymple and Elizabeth McHarg, h is w ife, w itnesses.” They had the 

satisfaction  of hearing Mary confess to her fau lt as a resu lt of the evidence 

lea (5)

Bulking/

(4 ) For further examples of witnesses being summoned after suspects denied 
the charge c. f »

Pat on 'King a t  th Parish Records * p p .  12-14 for Kathrine NcKaw. 
pat on 'Rothesay rarish Records pp. 42, 43 for Jonet Morisowne.
Webster -  Tracts on Witchcraft pp.113-120 for William Coke and Alison 
Dick.

( l)  Robertson 'South Leith^ Records' pp .l6 .
G-rossart History of the ]?a±ish of Shotts* pp.48-50.

(3; Henry rat on 'The Session Book of Penninghame* I p p .l6 l-l63  For the fu l l
_______ storv.supra pp. 101, 102.



Bulking larger in the eyes of Kirk Sessions were the more serious oases 

in which suspects had to face a charge of witchcraft. The same w ell-tr ied  

method of citing  and examining witnesses was followed, hut as b efitted  the 

occasion the nuniber of witnesses wan frequently larger the evidence more 

luridly fantastic . As early as 1575 the Kirk Session of St. Andrews was 

putting the system to excellent use and extracting such damning evidence 

against "Kariorye Smytht, spous of Johne P a,” that the man and bis wife both 

fled  the town. "For hym s e lf  he durst byde," John Pa was alleged to have said  

"bot y it  his wyffe feared, and thairfoir they durst not byde." ( l )

Naturally the value of the evidence varied. When Anna Wood was accused 

of Witchcraft before the Kirk Session of Borrowstounness in 1704 evidence 

was given by three seamen, one of whom, by name Rober Nimmo deponed "That 

upon Monday, the 29th January la s t , about 7 o’clock at night, as he was 

coming from Linlithgow to the waterside, he met with six  ca tts , who followed 

him homewards t i l l  he came to Sir Walter Seton's Park Dyke at Northbank, at 

which place they appeared to him as women; and that he knew one of them to 

be Anna Wood, and that he did speak to her, and that she did k i l l  him- and

that a l l  of them convoyed him a considerable space, and then appeared as birds

fleein g  by him and about him, and after that appeared again as women and 

went alongst with him- t i l l  he came to the Grange, where they l e f t  him, and tha

he knew the said Anna to be one of them th is time also." (2 ) I t  is

w ithin/

(1) Fleming 'St. Andrews Kirk Session Register' I pp.414- 416 .
(2) Salmon 'Borrowstounness and D istrict* p. 119.



within the hounds of p o ssib ility  that the swats sae ream’d in Roberts noddle 

that lik e  Tam o' Shunter he too saw an unco sight for he went on to declare 

that once when the accused mysteriously appeared on their boat u Chuff abouts”. 

the half of ane hogshead of sack was drunk out that night, for i t  was wanting 

on the morrow, they knew not how. " ( l )  Flimsy as the evidence may seem to 

modern eyes Anna Wood fled  the neighbourhood, Janet McRobert of KiInburn was 

luckier when delated as a witch to the Kirk Session of Kirkcudbright in  

1701 and ordered to be incarcerated. Three witnesses deponed to her doing 

i l l  turns to themselves o r  their livestock because they had not given her 

what she demanded, while Elizabeth Lauchlon actually reported that on two 

occasions the devil appeared to her while she was in Janet*s house and tried  

to get her to y ield  herself from the top of her head to the soles of her fee t . 

She refused and Janet begged her not to recount the happening to anyone.

When the evidence was sent to Edinburgh with the request for a commission i t  

was refused "in regard they judged delations not to be su ffic ien t presumptions 

of g u ilt , so as to found a proces of that nature. " But Edinburgh was far 

away and the Kirk Session very near so "the said Janet consented to an act 

of Banishment, and went hence to Ireland. " (2)

In the autumn of 1649 the Rev. Hew le ib e ls  of Lochwinnoch and his Kirk 

Session, turning their attention to Mauld Galt, suspected of witchcraft 

and charming, cited witnesses. Much of the evidence was taken up with 

typical accusations of illness,frequently  fa ta l, which she laid  upon 

neighbours with whom she was on bad terras. But her case was unique in one 

respect/

(1) Salmon "Borrowstouness and D istrict" p .121.

(2) Agnew "The Hereditary S h e r i f f s  of Galloway II p p . 4 0 -4 2 .



respect, for the Kirk Session'bent i t s  energies to the question "Whither _-the„. 

knew or hard that sciioe had comited any vyle act in abusing ane of hir 

servants with ane peis of clay formed lyk the secreit members of ane man or 

not," ( l)  Such a.fine piece of scandal had evidently become common 

property among the gossiping wives of the v illage  and several te s t if ie d  to 

having heard the story, but as Agnes Mitchel, the woman alleged to have been 

so outrageously abused had been unwilling to t e l l  the Laird of Johnstoun 

at the time, the Kirk Session decided "This dittay relevant i f  i t  wer 

prowen, but the testimonve is  ex r e la t ir .” (2) Why Agnes was not s tr ic t ly  

cross-examined must unfortunately remain a mystery. Were even the elders
S

too shocked to’pry a n y  closer, especially as there was an abundance of 

evidence? (3 )

Kirk Sessions were not always so fortunate as to have witnesses 

immediately available for examination. A variety of reasons could bring 

Kirk Sessions face to face with such a d iff icu lty , but the remedy was found 

in an intimation from the pulpit that any person with delations should

'immediately make them known to the Kirk Session,

Not infrequently with the breath of suspicion outrunning concrete evidence

a /

( l)  R.r,C, 2nd Ser.. VIII p. 198.
(2j Ibid. p. 198.
(3 / T h e story lends credence to Margaret Murray's view that intercourse 

between the devil ancpis numerous followers was f r e q u e n t l y  b y  an 
a n tif ic ia l phallus. (The 'Witch Cult in Western Europe pp. 177-182)
But had the practice been widespread in Scotland the Kirk Session 
would have known of i t  as one of the usual signs of witchcraft and 
therefore would never have given up the investigation so easily .



a suspect was under lock and key long before witnesses were examined. Jith  

f lig h t a p o ssib ility  to be guarded against the haste i s  understandable;, and 

as a rule no ham was done for witnesses we re only too p len tifu l but now 

and again Kirk Sessions found themselves running up a tidy prison b i l l  as 

thej'’ waited the witnesses who did not appear. Having voted 36 sh illin g s for 

the ’’interteyenment” of Alison Dick, wife of William Coke on the 22nd Hay 

1633 the Kirk Session of Kirkcaldy ’’thinks i t  meet the intimation s a il  be made 

on Sunday nixt out of tbefoxilpit that i f  any man or woman has anything to 

accuse William Coke and his wife of, concerning witchcraft, they may compear 

the next day before the Session and declare i t . ” ( l)  In November l66 l the 

Kirk Session and b a ilie s  of Inveresk asked the minister to intimate ”anent 

Janet Stoddart, who was imprisoned upon the suspicion of w itchcraft, that i f  

any people has any thing to lay to her charge they was considerably to come 

w’n ten or twelve dayes, other waves they would Dimitt her, in regard she was 

great expense to the Magistratts. ” (2) Both in February I 644 and Juen 36 57 

the Kirk Session of Elgin had recourse to appeals from the pulpit for 

witnesses against suspects. (3 ) Alone among a l l  the Kirk Sessions 

employing this method of discovering witnesses the Kirk Session of Dumfries 

seems to have realised the dangers inherent in the system for i t  la id  down 

that any persons answering the appeal and bearing fa lse  witness would be 

severely punished. (4 )

h u b l i c  i n t i m a t i o n  b y  t h e  m i n i s t e r  w a s  a l s o  e m p l o y e d  w h e n  K i r k  S e s s i o n s

( l )  L* Macbean ’Kirkcaldy Burgh Records* p. 364. He gives the .year as

were/



were finding d ifficu lty  in carrying an investigation to a successful 

conclusion. Reference has already been made to d issa tisfaction  expressed 

by m inisterial representatives of the Presbytery when they attended the second 

pricking of Marion Inglis of Gorstorphine in 10+3* ( l )  Appeals for 

depositions had already been made from the local pulpit but'in  view of the 

unexpected hitch the -^resbytery "for further tryal and hearing of the natter 

desired the Ministers of Grammond, Gurrie to make the lik e  intimation oik they 

d id .” (2) When the Kirk Session of Newburgh, and the Presbytery of Cupar 

found themselves unable to make progress against Katherine Key charged with 

witchcraft, charming, cursing the minister and "of an e v il brutte and fame and 

so wes her mother befoir her" after her case had.been to the fore from 1653 

to 1655 the minister was instructed to make the usual appeal* This was done 

through the Kirk Session which ordered the beadle "to c a ll at ye church 

door i f  yr wer ony yt had any thing to' say against Kathrin Key they sould 

corapeir." This he did three times without result (3)

(b) Deal with oases capable of immediate solution,

Masses of information in the form of confessions, dittays and depositions 

were but the necessary preliminaries upon which suitable retribution could 

be meted out to the culprits* How to achieve the IpEgdable object was the 

problem which then confronted Kirk Sessions,

1* Witchcraft.

When/

(l^  Supra p .225,
(2) Scottish Ndbes and Queries TVp,28.
(3) Simpkins ’County Folklore VII pp .9 8 ,  9 9 ,



When the evidence ju stified  a charge of witchcraft. Kirk Sessions had to

face the fact that the satisfaction  of in f lic it in g  punishment was not th e ir s ,

for struggle as the Kirk did against the inevitable resu lt of the act of 1563

making witchcraft a criminal offence to be tried and punished by lay courts,
!

the General Assembly nevertheless vas at one with th^Crown in laying down 

as early as 1586 that Kirk Sessions- could not decide upon witchcraft but had 

to lay the information at their disposal before the Presbyteries. (l)Too often  

Scottish laws were only made to be broken, but with the highest lay and 

ecc lesia stica l authorities for once in agreement, at lea st to the extent that 

witchcraft was not a f itt in g  crime for tr ia l by the lowest of the Kirk 

courts, i t  was not surprising that ministers and elders bowed to the inevitabl 

2. Consulting.

With regard to consulters a most involved situation developed. The 

1563 Act of Parliament, running ahead of public opinion, treated consulting 

as no le ss  serious a crime than, witchcraft, and thereforelaid down "the pane 

of deid a lfw eill to be execute aganes the vfar abufar as the feikar of the 

refponfe or confultation." (2) Before any persons were convicted under the 

act, however, f ir s t  a parliamentary • committee had considered the punishment 

of consult ers in 1567 but came to no decision (3) and then what was far more 

important, the General Assembly had decided in 1573 that repentance in  

sackcloth would be a su ffic ien t punishment. (4 ) In 1586 the General Assembly 

followed/

(1) Supra pp. 5 5 -5 9 , 75 , 91
(2) Acts P a r i ,  Scot II p .539; supra  p . 17
(3 ) Supra p. 2 5 ,2 6
(4 ) Supra o n 26



followed th is ud bv laving down that consulting, lik e  w itchcraft, was to he
( i )

decided, not by Kirk Sessions but by ;?resbyteries -  a l l  th is be i t  noted 

before cases of consulting were actually coming before Kirk Sessions, But 

defying acts of Parliament and General Assembly a lik e, the Kirk Session of 

St. Andrews blazed the tr a il  in 1595 by finding four persons guilty  of 

consulting and sentencing them to make public hurnilia tion (2) In June 1557 

the Kirk Session of South Leith removed a deacon from his o ffice  and 

sentenced him to make "his publik repentance vpone ane sabbat befoir nown 

in presens of the whoile congregaoun.u (3 )

I t  must be more than a coincidence that the famous Privy Gouncil decree 

of August 2 1537? which owed i t s  passage to the king's determination to 

pub witchcraft tr ia ls  on a firm legal basis Vk) should have included the 

important provision "considering heirwithall that the consultants with the 

said is wicked and d iv ilish e  abusaris and sutearis of helth and resoonosis 

frome thame, or na lesse  g ilty , be the lawis of God and man, then thay 

actuall witcheis and wicked personis, and m eritis with thame in d iffiren t and 

equall punishement, for the better purgeing of the land of that abhominable 

cryme, procureing the wraith of God without condigne punishment. " (5 ) I f  

that was the king's intention i t  fa iled  to arrest the growing tendency of 

Kirk Sessions to deal with the increasing number of consulters brought 

before them. The flouting of the law was not confined to one lo c a lity  for 

such/

( l)  Supra pp.75 , 91
(2  ̂ Fleming 'St. Andrews Kirk Session Register II p .759.
(3 ) Robertson 'South Leith Records’ p. 2.
(k) Supra pp. 28 King James VI wrote h is famous work 'I'aon-■■-rn’h



such widely separated Kirk Sessions as Ayr l6 l8 , ( l)  Aberdeen in 1619 (2) 

Perth in 1623 (3) and Stirling in 1623 (4.) a l l  tried consulters and 

in flic ted  varying punishments. A king who could boast "Here I s i t  (in. 

London) and govern Scotland with my pen: I write, and i t  is  done.” (3 ) was 

not going to allow his express decrees to be thus openly flouted without 

good cause. Two to ta lly  dissim ilar reasons drove him to adopt a course so 

unlike his customary insistence on the semi-divine omnisicience of a ll  h is  

decisions. F irst there was the undoubted change which wordly wisdom and the 

mellowing years brought to his early views on witchcraft as learned in the 

exotic experiences of the tr ia ls  of the North Berwick witches. (6) Secondly 

there was the equally important fa ct, so clearly exemplified in his 

handling of the Five Articles of Perth, that in his younger days the hard 

school of experience had given him such an insight into , and understanding 

of the Scottish character that he knew that i t  was never safe to force upon 

h is subjects north of the Tweed decrees with which, as a people, they were 

not in sympathy. For those reasons Kirk Sessions were not interfered with 

far breaking the law, but on the other hand, the laws against consulting, 

lik e the Five Articles were not amended but l e f t  in abeyance.

Change/

(1) Pagen ’Annals of Ayr in the Olden Time* p,108.
(2) Stuart 'Selections from the Records of the Kirk Session, Presbytery and

Synod of Aberdeen* p .87-
(3) Maidment *The Chronicle of Perth* pp. 92, 93.

Spottiswoode Miscellany II pp. 30A, 3CF>.
(4 ) Miscellany of the Maitland Club I Pt 1 p .467 .
( 5 ) a.
(6) 'c.«f. Appendix for the change in James VI outlook.



248.

Change only c a m e  after h i s  death when in 1629 a rivy C o u n c i l  d e c r e e  

instructed c o m m i s s i o n e r s  of the c i r c u i t  c o u r t s  that for certain c r i m e s ,  

including consulting* they were t o  punish uhy imposing of peeuniall sowmes and 

fynes upon thame a llan er lie , and taking su ffic ien t caution of the persouns 

convict csf charming and consulting, “ With criminal l a w  thus b r o u g h t  into  

closer harmony with ecc lesia stica l d iscip line Kirk Sessions must have f e l t  

rather less  hesitation in dealing with consulters now that the punishment w a s  

generally recognised a s  one they were in flic t in g  on a variety of offenders  

day and daily.

Not t i l l  1643 was anything further done about the legal position* and 

then the .General Assembly having ordered ministers and Kirk Sessions to take 

particular notice of charmers and consulters, decided to think of a uniform • 

method of censuring them, a )  With -the General Assembly in the throes of a 

great drive against witchcraft i t  was but f it t in g  that i t  should try to 

clear up what confusion s t i l l  existed  concerning consulters. Not only did 

Kirk Sessions sometimes refer cases of consulting to presbyteries ^2) but in

others they decided than, them selves and unfortunately imposed a diversity

of sentences which conformed to no accepted principles. Three mothers 

liv ing in Ayr* who usocht remeid by charming to yair bairns seik. at the 

hands of Janet McAlister, w itche,” were luckier than a l l  the others to escape 

with no more than a- sessional reprimand in 1618 (3) The least that the

majority of offenders escaped with was oublic repentance before t h e  c o n g r e g a t i o n

Others/

(1) R.P.C, 2nd Ser III -0, 25°).
(2) A.G.A, l  id p. 2 3 ;  supra r>. I l l
(3) Supra o.l 10
(4 )  Pan an  1 Nmah <"f Avr in the Olden. Time * 111?,

 (5) F3 a i m /



Others did penan.ce after the manner of Patrick Bodie, ta ilor  in Aberdeen,
<

who had to ‘s i t  doun on his kneis befoirthe iiu lp itt, and oonfes h is offence 

in presence of the congregatioun7 and crave God and the congregational 

pardoun. " ( l)  Rot Shortus had to s i t  in sackcloth on the place of public 

repentance for two Sundays before h is public repentance was received. Even 

then the Firk Session noted "he should have s i t t in  beo/re ye pn.lpett hot he 

was p it t ie d ." (2) Uhtil' l6h3 the severest sentence in flic ted  by any 

Session was upon Janet Barry of Perth in 1623 when, in addition to stan.ding 

in white sheets under the b e ll rope, confessing her offence, and declaring 

her. repentance, she was ordered "to pay before Sunday next, twenty marks to 

the use of the poor." (3)

Unfortunately nothing came of the General Assembly’s attempts to 

clarify/ the position for the reasons that the Presbyteries, which were asked 

to consider the whole question of punishment of witchcraft, charming and 

consulting, said report their decisions to the next General Assembly, did not 

do so. ik-) and that the General Assembly i t s e l f  showed so l i t t l e  in terest in 

the .matter in  the following years that i t  only/ made ineffectual e fforts ■:to 

raise  the question after Parliament had passed an act imposing the death 

penalty for consulting in l6b9 (5 )

This/

Fleming ’St. Andrews Kirk Session Register' II pp.790, 800.
Robertson South Leith Records’ in 1397* p .2.
Miscellany of the Maitland Club I Pt2 p.lj-67- 
Ferguson 'Alexander Hume’

Stuart Records of the Kirk Session, Presbytery and Synod of Aberdeen
P *  8 7  - S - V » V T >  ̂

Robertson ’South  Leith Records ’ p. 27.
Henderson Kirk Session of "Onry/’̂ y.-o in e ' n 1 0
Soottiswooue iioerR.ai'i" U ->„ *k)!. . b.h *•->. f „ St-'ort Recc'd s r' the ■ *v 

•iessi ■'O. ter- * me ■ •-rn “-d of fv-^foeo 11 ~ -p -.- ,, r, 1 or* -p ■ no

(5)

(1)

• 2 )  
> y

(4 )



This la te s t  decision had no influence on Kirk Sessions which continued 

to enforce the habitual penalties in the very few cases of consulting with 

which they dealt during the period of enforced leniency/ embraced by the years 

of Cromwellian domination.

Although Kirk Sessions continued in existence more or le ss  on sufferance 

during the years of episcopalian domination widespread investigation has 

revealed no instances of their dealing with the consulters, but with the 

restoration of the presbyterian form of church government consulters were 

once more hunted down and -suffered the same penalties as their ancestors f i f t y  

years before ( l)  '

The "Form of Procefs in the Judicatories of the Church," approved by 

the General Assembly in 1707 while declaring witchcraft and charming too 

serious for decision by Kirk Sessions, made no reference to consulting (2)

This i s  on a par with a l l  the conflicting leg is la tio n  of the previous centurie 

what i s  certain is  that the growing scepticism of the 18th century brought a 

very rapid diminution in the number of persons dealt with by Kirk Sessions 

as consulters. When an isolated  instance did arise as at Culross in 1718 

the Kirk Session certainly followed the old lorocedure and ordered George 

MiokleJohn, found gu ilty  of consulting dummy regarding stolen goods, to appear 

before/

(1) Wood ’Witchcraft and Superstitious Record in 1691 0 .121
Smith ’Strathendrick* in 1697 and 1700, pp. 29,31.
Johnston *01d Lore Miscellany* in 1701 II  p .113.
Gordon ’History of Clackmannan’ in 1702 p .128.

(2) Supra p*167
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before the congregations and be rebulfced, ( l )

3* Charming;.

As cases involving the supernatural became more numerous in the 

closing years of the l 6th century the Kirk courts were faced with the 

inevitable d ifficu lty  that the death penalty more than met the deserts of 

dabblers on the fringes of the black arts. The f ir s t  step towards a 

solution of the problem was taken by c lassify in g  such crimes under the heading 

of charming. Only once did the early leaders of the Kirk mention the 

crime, and that was when they grouped charmers with sorcerers, witches and 

conjurers 'in the Order of Excommunication passed in 1371? but such o f f ic ia l  

recognition of their existence threw no lig h t on the f i t t in g  punishment to 

he meted out to them,

Untrammelled by lav/'s, Kirk Sessions were therefore free to develop their  

own methods of punishment* once they began to take an in terest in the crime 

in the opening years of the 17th century (2) Judging by the punishments 

in flic ted  Kirk Sessions then viewed charming in a much more lenient lig h t  

than even consulting. Thus in 1606 Catharine F lin t of Edinburgh, having 

confessed to charming before the Kirk Session of St, Cuthbert’s , was 

dismissed when she "promisit never to do ye lyk agane before the sessione or 

els be burnt as ane w itch ," (3) In 1617 the Kirk Session of S tir ling  

had/

(1) Beveridge *Culross and Tulliallan* p .110.
(2) The e a r lie st  mention of charming before a Kirk Session was in the

dittav against Helene Frasser, condemned for witchcraft at A b e r d e e n  
in 1397* The f ir s t  clause was t o  t h e  effect that " s h e  was c o n v i c t  
befoir the presbeterie and sesioune of foverne. and that be h i r  a w in  
confe s s i o u n e  o f  o u b l i c t  an d  commond c h a r m in g ,  for t h e  n u h i l k  a c h e ,  
s a t i s f i e d  t h e  k i r k  o f  " h -r e r r .e , h e  n i k ' H c t  r e o e n t a n c e  i n  t h e  • o l f i ^ „  
an d  V 'o n e  t h e  s t u i l e  o f  r e  v n h n o e "  Adm it t e d l v  t h e  c -m r  wop 
exec'! '• t  x o n  a . !. f



had before i t  "Jonet Andicsone, servitar to Johnne Andirsone, sone-in-law to 

umquhill Andro Andirsone, baxter and burges of Stir ling  quha being undir a 

great solandir of ane commone charmer is  accusit thairof, she denyes i t  

sim pliciter, and thairfor she is  now admonesit in the name of G-od and h is  

kirk that she abstein fra a l l  charming, witchecraft and abuseing of the 

n ep ill frathynefurth, with certification© i f  she do in the contrar she sa.lhe 

sev e ir lie  pune&it according to the lawis. 11 ( l )  By 1623 the penalties were 

growing more severe for William ^erow who appeared before the Kirk Session of 

Elgin "acted himselff w illin g lie  to stand on Sonaay in saokclaith bairfub tit  

and b airlegg it and confess his great offence and sin  in charming the people 

as also his acted him selff never to do the lyk under the pain of deathe. " (2  

In 1636 the same Kirk Session sentenced persons gu ilty  of turning the seive  

and shears to the unusually sever i:>enalty of <£4. to the poor, and six  

sabbaths at the p illa r  (3) Proof that th is marked no permanent change of 

outlook came only eleven months later when Elgin Kirk Session reverted to 

the older formula and le t  o ff William Duncan and his wife with no more than 

a promise "that they sa il vse no inchantmentis or charmeing at any tyme 

h eirefter /

( 2) exceptional in that she was clearly no novice, dabbling in  charms,
but a persistent offender, hence the presence of the Presbytery and
the later sentence of death.
(Spalding Club Miscellany) I p .105)

(3‘) Lorimer St. Cuthberts Church p. 144-.
(1) R,P.C. 2nd Ser VTII p .34-3* Janet was s t i l l  being consulted in 1622

(M u r r a y  ’Records of Falkirk Parish1 p. 31)
(2) Cramond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin1 op. 183, I 84..
(3; I id P. 229.



' * / \ heirefter wider a l l  h iest paine." (1 )

Until 1640 the General Assembly had completely ignored the existence of

charming in i t s  leg is la tiv e  proceedings, but when i t  then opened^.ts sustained

attack on witchcraft in  a ll  i t s  branches (2) the position  was entirely  reversed ,.

With the net cast wider than ever before charming was coupled with witchcraft

in a l l  the overtures and decision sof the General Assembly,. In I 64O

ministers were ordered "carefully to takenotice of Charmers. Witches, and

a ll  fuch abufers of the people" (3 ) and acting on further instructions

Commissioners of the General Assembly in 1640 "petitioun that the act is  ox

parliat anent charmers, forcerers confulters with witches be renewed and a

fo lid  way takin how the fame acts may be put to execuoun" (4 ) Unfortunately

the General Assembly omitted to point out that there were no acts against

charming, parliament on i t s  side made no move. In 1642 the General

Assembly, conscious that 'witch-craft charming and fuch lik e  proceedes many

times from ignorance," ordered ministers to be d iligen t in preaching,

catechising and conference (5) A year la ter  in "Overtures anent Y/itc ~

craft, and Charming, "their concern at the increase in  charming was amply

demonstrated when they wrote "and becaufe Charming i s  a fort and degree

of Witfih-craft and too ordinary in the Land; I t  would be dnjoved to  a ll

Minifters to take particular notice of them, and that the Elders carefully

concurre/

(1) Ibid pp.230, 231.
(2) Supra pp<,65 seG? 7I7 et seq.
(3) A.G.A. 1640 p. 19
(4 ) v A.P. S. V p646.
(3) “'""a,G,A. 1642 p. 21*



concurre in fuch fearch; And th is Affeebly would think on an uniforme way 

of cenfuring thefe Charmers, and fuch as employ them , or confult with them 

prdjno quoque tempore. " ( l)  The General Assembler clearly differentiated  

between witchcraftoon the one hand, and charming and consulting on the 

other for when the 1643 overtures, which had been approved came before the

next parliament in 1644 reference was made to the Assembly's orders 'for

apprehending trying and executing of witches," but only to "punifhing of 

charmers and confulters." (2) In 1646 the Commission of the General 

Assembly, realising at long la st that there were no laws directed against 

charming, sent an overture to Parliament requesting that the act of 1563 

against witches and consulters "be enlarged and extended to charmers, or 

such other course be taken as that offence may be restrained and punished."

Nothing came of th is  request so that Kirk Sessions, their enthusiasm 

whipped up by constant references to charming were l e f t  to deal with the 

culprits as they thought f i t .  There was a marked tendency for sentences 

to increase in severity ~ in fact they became practically  indistinguishable 

from those for consulting. Janet F ife in Auchterhouse certainly got o ff  

lig h tly  with no more than public repentance before the pulpit, but that was 

during the period of Cromwellian control in  1652 (4 ) Sackcloth was now 

th e /

(1) A.G.A. 1642 r>. 23.
(2) A.P. S. VI Pt 1. p. 197.
(3) Records of Commissions Of the General Assemblies 1646847 p .123 (hie

of the reasons for a fa s t  in the parish of Auchter house in  Ju ly  
I 646 was "becaufe of the pregnant fcandal of Witches and Charmers. 
within this part of the Land" (Brand 'popular A n tiq u it ie s  I I I  p.

(4 ) Hazlett Brands '1:,onular Antiquities III



the usual addition to public repentance, though judged "by modern standards

even that seems a ligh t sentence for the fiv e  persons who in 16i :4  confessed

before the fCirk Session of Oarnwath that "they had given to umquhile -

Denholme, being sick, a drink Of fox -tr ie  leaves, which shortly t h e r e f t e r

procured his death. ” Why the Kirk Session should ca ll i t  "a damnable end

devilishe cure” passes comprehension, ( l )  GomTyLng the old sen tence  with th e
/

new some Kirk Sessions coupled public satisfaction  in sackcloth with the 

threat that any repetition of charming would lead to punishment as a w:- tc h . ( 2) 

Unlike consulting, a few cases of charming were dealt with by Kirk 

Sessions during the Restoration period gabblers in cures at Rothesay in  l 66C 

and l66l were warned to d e s is t  under pain of being esteemed witches ( 3) 'Then 

Hargret Tamsane confessed to charming in 1664, the Kirk Session of Elgin 

M ordained her to stand at the crose with ane paper on her head on Fry day end 

to stand in sakcloth t$ie next Lords day at the p illa r  and therefter to be 

put out of the toune,11 (4.)

The steady elimination of the old brigade of /Presbyterian m in is te r s  

brought up in the halcyon days of witch hunting, the ever tightening grip 

on the Kirk courts of episcopalian, bishbps and curates, taking their cr ~t .0 -pvj r-p-p 

English public ppinion, and the resultant preoccupation of both sides with 

the deadly s truggles t y p i f i e d  in Bothwell Brig and the K illing Tims o f f e r  a 

s u f f i c i e n t /

(1) Irving and Murray 'The Upper Ward of Lanarkshire" II  p j s-8l.
(2) McOall Parish of Mid Calder p .226

Lorimer St. Cuthbert’s Church, Edinburgh p .145.
(3) Hewison Bute in the Olden Times pp. 26k, 265.

Paton ’Rothesay r a r i s h  Records pp.24-26.
(K) Cramond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin' p. 300.



su ffic ien t explanation for the disappearance of tr ia ls  for charming b e tw -  

1664 and 1688. I t  i s  more surprising to find that after the "Revolution 

no cases of charming were dealt with by Kirk Sessions t i l l  lyCG when there 

was a sudden recrudescence o f  the crime. The explanation is  to be fauna 

in the wide in terest, illu stra ted  in vigorous pamphleteering, in the 

outbreak of witchcraft at Bargarran, coupled with the General Assembly's 

f ir s t  tentative approaches to the old problem of witchcraft and charming i  

1698 and 1699 ( l)  The passing years had brought no a lle g a t io n  of the 

punishments in flic ted . For advising a man, giddy from chasing his horse 

and unable to find his friends, "to turne his bonnet the inside outmost an 

put i t  that way on his head." Jonnet But tar had to appear before the 

congregation of Kinloch and confess her sin  in charming in 1700 (2) In 

17C2 the Kirk Session of Minnigaff rebuked Molly Redmond ana banished her

the parish for turning the riddle for her m istress, Lady Tonderghee. But
I

hermistress, proving an apt pupil and performing the charm h erse lf, got of 

with a rebuke before the Kirk Session and a declaration to be read before 

the congregation "abhorring and renouncing a l l  sp elles and charmes usual t  

wizards," (3 ) Too often the Scottish Kirk hdd one law for the rich and 

another for the poor. Charming with the name of Christ, the Virgin Mary 

the %>osties'did not. save Mary Stewart from public confession in the kirk 

o f /

(l^ A.G.A, 1698 p. 25; 1699 (no page number) supra pp. 7 0 ,7 1
(2) Hunter 'Presbytery of Dunkekl 1 "pp.59a6o.
(3) McKerlie 'History of the lands of Galloway I pp.487 , 488 .



of Kilbride in 1705 ( l )  Typical sentences were enforced at ^enninghanc 

in 1705 and 1706 (2) and at Kilmorie in 1709 (3)

But the hands of the clock could not be held back for ever, 3ven in 

1706 the Kirk Session of Rothesa}? recorded that as Elspeth NcTaylor, who was 

found guilty of charming, "is no tour l i e  known to be most intractable, 

incapable and infamous and'irreclaimable the Session waves troubling themselves 

with her." (h) A plain case of charming at Linton in  1723 earned no more 

than exhortation and rebuke by the Kirk Session (5)

4, Sland ering.

Flourishing on ignorance and fanned by superstitious fear, slandering 

with withe or aft was one of the favourite weapons with which homo sapiens, 

jealous of h is own good name besmirched his enemies. From the f i r s t ,  therefo r 

complaints of slander outnumbered a l l  other manifestations of the 

supernatural brought to the notice of Kirk Sessions ( 6)- With neither acts 

of Parliament nor General Assembly throwing lig h t on the appropriate measures 

applicable to the guilty  persons, Kirk Sessions were le f t  to deal with

individual c ases as b est they saw f i t .  While a few of the more involved and

dubious complaints were referred to Presbyteries (7) most Kirk Sessions meted 

out/

( i j  Mackenzie ’The Book or Arran* pp. 294? 295*
(2) Pat on *The 8essi 0n Book of Penninghame* pp.163, 169.
(3) Mackenzie 1 The Book of Arran1 p .298.
(4 ) Paton 'Rothesay Parish Eecords* p .201 c /f .  supra pp. ^
(5) Gunn 'The Book of Linton Church, Peeblesshire* p .109.
(6) Supra jap .194-200
(7) Supra p.113 infra p. 261



out Immediate justice themselves.

With a variety of motives driving people to prefer charges b e fo re  widely 

scattered Kirk Sessions a certain diversity of sentences was only to he 

expected. But the chaotic differences in the penalties in flic te d , even by 

K irk Sessions which ignored their, self-enacted regulations ( l)  amost b a f f l e  

description. All that can be done is  to point out the commoner types of 

sentences which were imposed.

Flytingw in which charges of witchcraft were bandied about were a p r o l i f i c  

Source of charges of slander. Typical of the evidence led was the account 

before the Kirk Session of Tyninghame in 1613 that William Gaitgude was 

accused of calling Janet Utterson a witch, while she reta lia ted  by ca lling  

him a th ief. ( 2) In sentencing them to’ be rebuked the Kirk S essions 

followed a course adopted in similar circumstances at Peebles in 1664. (3) 

and Glencairn in 1712.' (4 ) All fly ters  did not escape so lig h tly  for in

sp ite of c o n f lic t in g  evidence John Fraser on the one hand, and William 

Hyndman and his wife on the other, who were accused of "calling him a 

witches get and son"among other things, were a l l  not only rebuked by the Kirk 

Session of Kingarth in 1673? but admonished, ordered to shake hands and 

freely  forgive each other, and warned that any repetition  of the o ffen ce  would 

cost them £20 Scots. (5 ) Other Kirk Sessions employed even more drastic

measures/

( l)  Qramond Records of Elgin II  p . 29 when in 1393 act of G eneral Ass 
ordering stool of repentance "to be put in fu l l  ex ecu tio n "  ^et 
1357 they l i t  a slanderer off with asking mercy of the  v ic tim  
Kirk Session of Elgin p .40 )

y

R itc h ie  *The Ghurch.es of S a in t Baidred* 
Gunn * The Bo Air of The Cross Kir^v " eebl 
Wood *W ito h c raft and S u r e r s t i t ic u n  
paton ,}ri.n”0.rth nrish Records* >, ;1.



measures against slanderous f ly  ter s. Marjory Gray and Jonct Hav? before the

Kirk Session 'of Elgin in 1628 "for sclander twixt them s e l f f i s  in c a l l in g  

others vitche. " were "ordeant to go presently to ward and ther to remane f i l l  

the morne at nyne hour i s  at quhilk tyme they sh a ll go to the jog is  and ther 

stay 2 houris for ther sclandering of other is ,  " (g) In 1609 the Kirk S ession  

of Kinghorn heard evidence to the e ffect that Warn uewin and Pa.trik key being  

command out of Pysart, did f a l l  out in ane wyld ryot be m y of f ly tt in g  in

calling ewerie ane of vame ane ayr the i f  i s  lowns and witchis burd, " and: when

Patrick had the audacity to repeat the epithet "witchis burd" before the 

Session they very properly gave him su ffic ien t time for some quiet

meditation by ordering "he suld stand twentie fowr howrs in the s t e ip i l l ."  ( 2 )

An even greater variety i s  found in the sentences imposed when w ith o u t 

the extenuating circumstances of tempers frayed by f ly  ting, one person m s 

found gu ilty  of deliberately slandering another. The penalties can be 

c la ss ified  into two groups, the f i r s t  involving more or le s s  private 

punishment, and the second public sa tisfaction  of some kind before the 

congregation. Into the former class f a l l  cases lik e  that of Andro Dik 

and Margot Spens, both of Elgin, who were simply ordered to ask pardon of the 

persons they had slandered with witchcraft. Probably to emphasise the 

rela tive  lightness of the penalty t he Kirk Session t  hreatened Andro with
s

public repentance and Margot with banishment fo r ' any reo itit io n  of the offences
(3)

In /

(1) Qramond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin* p. 206,
(2) Kinghorn Kirk Session Records p. 14.
(3) Cramond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin pp.40, 82,



In l680 the Kirk Session of Dunfermline, although keeping to private censure, 

sent much further, for Jonet Burn, found gu ilty  of ca lling  C eseill Iky/edaill 

a witchhird had not only to ask pardon of the complainer but to ask God's

forgiveness and pay £20 Scots for the use of the poor* ( l)  A rather

unusual course was followed by the Kirk Session of Falkirk when in 1622 i t  

temporarily suspended the church o fficer  who had been found gu ilty  of 

slandering Oristiane Wats one by saying she had used the devils name as she 

cas& liquid into a tub of small drink (2)

But Kirk Sessions seem to have preferred some sort of public expiation  

for slander for the larger proportion of the cu lprits had to face such an

ordeal. Wide variations in  the severity of the sentences were again com. on.

The mildest took the form of either public sa tisfaction  or repentance two

terms which were to a l l  intents synonymous (3 ) Expedients were frequently 

employed to intensify the e ffects  of publifi repentance. One of the

simplest was enforced by the Kirk Session of Elgin in  1595 when making use of

the well-known aversion of people to sackcloth i t  ordered Isb e ll Gray to 

he so clothed when she performed public repentance for slandering Janet

Winchester with witchcraft (4 ) The Kirk Session of Aberdeen achieved the
1

twin objectives of lightening the cu lp r it's  pockets and replenishing the moors 

box by imposing fin es in addition public sa tisfaction  (5 ) ►Sometimes 

sentences/

( lj  Henderson 'Kirk Session Records of Dunfermline' p .72.
( 2) hurray 'Records of Falkirk Parish’ po.31? 32.
(3) Stuart Records of the Kirk Session ,• Presbytery and Synod of Aberdeen'

for l6 l0  p. 7A-.
Ivlacbean ’Kirkcaldy Burgh Records' for l6 l6  p. 343,
Craig-Brown ’H is to ry  o f S e lk irk s h ire  * fo r  1673 I n .k ff.

(4 ) Cr amend Records of the Kiri: Session of ML'••'in -n go
(5J Stuart Records of- the Kirk fos s re?-'., ’• "’resb vter^ n d  q-r-n.-vg q-p fVbe’v’̂ o

for 1613 and. iRbi ••■,81.



sentences were much in ore severe* On the face of the evidence 'hazy WoConochie 

had done no more than ca ll Agnes Hodman a re p u te d  witch yet in  1674 th e  K irk  

Session of Eingarth ordered her to stand twcjldays in the p il la r , or longer, t i l l  

she showed repentance and craved pardon both o f  Q-od and the complainer ( l j 

The same Kirk Session ju stified  the severity of a sentence p assed  in  1 

by which G-abriel Walter had ”to stand three Sabo the s , and the l a s t  day to 

come doune of the stoole and s i t t  doune vpon his knees before the pu lp it and 

tak the said Katherine be the hand and crave her mercy” on the grounds that 

they knew "the woeman to be honest and free of a l l  suspition and b ru te ,” ( 2 ,'

C. Pass on information to other authorities

While none of the Kirk courts excelled Sessions in  their zealous attention  

to witchcraft and i t s  attendant e v ils , the elders frequently found that 

only the simplest cases of charming, consulting, and slandering could be 

settled  before them. Time after time a variety  of reasons drove them either
I

to the Presbytery, the magistrates, or the highest lega l authorities in  

Edinburgh, so that suitable punishment could be meted out.

1, Presbytery.

In about a quarter of the cases la id  before Presbyteries Kirk Sessions 

made a defin ite appeal for “advice”. Enough has already been said of the 

d iff ic u lt ie s  associated with charming consulting and slandering to make i t  

obvious why many a Kirk Session, uncertain of i t s  lega l p osition , or 

confronted/

(1) baton ’Kingarth Parish Records1
(2) Paton ’Kingarth Parish Records1 p. 11.



confronted with somewhat tenuous evidence , was only too glad to take th is  

course. On rare occasions advice was even sought regarding persons suspected 

of witchcraft., ( l)  The e a r lie st  instance was in 1583 ah out no le s s  a 

person than Alison peirsoun who, rumour declared, was a witch employ/ed by 

Patrick Adamson, Archbishop of St. Andrews to cure h is i l l s .  (2) The 

predicament of the Kirk Session of St. Andrews i s  ea sily  imagined when on the 

28th August 1583 they received a "reassonabill requeist and desyre of the 

Bischop of St. Androus desyring thair counsall and advis quhat gude ordour 

thaie thoch (t) gude suld be taking for exarninatioun of A1 soun 

Peirsoun, a lle g it  (to) be ane wiohe. w (3) Post-haste, the worthy elders 

"requistit hr. James Willy, Rectousj (and) George Black to pas to morn to 

the P r isb ittr ie , and desyre thair gude consa(ll) and advis thair in. " (4 )

In 1714 Caithness Presbytery received from the Kirk Session of Dunnet a report 

that Isobel Anderson was "under great presumption of w itchcraft, and 

desireing the presbyterys advice anent h er.” (3 ) The above two requests 

for advice upon witchcraft stand in splendid iso la tio n , the one at the 

beginning, and the other at the end of witchhunting for the su ffic ien t
f

reason that those were the times when Kirk Sessions were most strongly 

assailed by coubts about the appropriate methods of dealing with w itchcraft.

• In the remaining threequarters of the cases referred to the Presbyteries 

the "delations, d ittays, and informationis" were simply passed on without 

comment by the Kirk Sessions. Almost one half of the cases thus referred 

to Presbyteries were for charming (6) In a few instances unusual evidence 

or /

(1) Supra pp. 1 0 2 ,1 0 3
(2) Infra pp.307-8  for more d eta ils  re Alison Peirsoun
(3) Fleming 1 St. Andrews Kirk Session Berrister* TT r% ngg
(4 ) /  ~ "



9 . < “

or aggravating circumstances gave ju stifica tio n  for such a step, Thû  an 

1680 the Kirk Session of Ur ray referred to the Presbytery of Dingwall "Alexr 

Mcean vir g ill ir e ic h , g u ilt ie  of adulterie.w ith Ann ninWillian vie yoke, 

qch .Ann was g u ilt ie  also of using charmes and superstitious ceremonies

such as witches ar& sd to use, to the end that she might render the sd
1 /j

Allxr impotent to his own w iffe, ” ( l )  in 1656 the Kirk Session of

R.edgorton sent to the Presbytery of Dunkeld four men who "confessed to their
" /using o(t> a charm, to w it, the putting of an ox under the earth, and cad ling

the cattle  over him" (2) in 1750 the Kirk Session of Rosskeen also

referred to the Presbytery of Tain "diverse persons who I 7-tely  assaulted 

several fam ilies in Obsdale on pretense of i l l - w i l l  and witchcraft," by 

cutting their foreheads "above the breath’1 (3 ) But most of the cases of 

charming referred to Presbyteries were perfectly  straightforward and 

closel^y resembled in character the many with which Kirk Sessions had been 

dealing (4 ) A possible explanation of th is pec lia r  phenomenon is  suggested 

by/

(4 ) Fleming 'St. Andrew’s Kirk Session Register' II  508.
Johnston 'Did Lore miscellany IV p .47. The Presbytery in turn, simoly 

passed on the request to the Synod which suggested, that the c iv i l  
magistrate be asked to banish her.

Supra p. 1 1 0 , 1 1 1
Hackajr Presbyteries of Inverness and Din w a ll1 p. 344.
Hunter Presbytery of Dunkeld" p .370.
Hacnaughton "Church Life in Ross and Sutherland" p. 129,
For each of the following common? r crimes the f ir s t  reference is  to

appropriate action by the Kirk Session, the second to reference of the 
matter to the Presbytery.

(a) Turning sieve and shears;- Gramond 'Extracts from the Kirk Session 
of Elgin p. 222 and 1,lackey 'Records of the Dresbyteries of Inverness 
and Dingwall 0 , 156,

(b) Turning riddle kcKerlie History of the Lands of DallowaT -n- 487 . 
488 and Pa ton 'Kingarth arish Records o-nl?,

(c) Diving drinks-- Irvin^ a n d  Pur ray ' i J y o r  ward of La^aif :ohk rc ' t  
p .  4 8 I  a n d B t u a r t  P r e s l . / t e r y  ’ "00k o f  i t r a t h b o ' - i c  n ,  XT'/,

(d) Denial/

( 6)
(1)
(2)

f f i



by an examination of the names of the Kirk Sessions for with very few 

exceptions, they f a l l  into two d istin ct groups -  the Sessions which dealt 

■with charming themselves and the others which referred a ll  such cu lprits to 

Presbyteries.

Enough has already been said of the freuqnecy with which Kirk Sea a ions, 

defying 0-eneral Assembly andGrown a lik e , d ea lt with consulting (1/ to maice 

i t  plainthat few cases were ever referred to Presbyteries (2) and even then 

they there were no apparently unusual circumstances justify ing  such a 

course.

A similar situation obtained with regard to slander for witchcraft. 

Untrammelled by legal decisions Kirk Sessions dealt with a l l  but a mere 

handful of the complaints. (3) Only in one instance where accusations of

consulting and slandering were inextricably mixed could a Kirk Session

plead su ffic ien t ju stifica tion  for laying the fa cts  before the Presbytery (4 ) 

2. Local Magistrates.

v While jealously guarding their own sphere of e c c le s ia s t ic a l d isc ip lin e  

Kirk Sessions were su ffic ien tly  lon§-headed to r ea lise  that only b y  working 

in the c losest harmony with the loca l magistrates could they sometimes 

achieve resu lts commensurate with the deserts of the culprits (3) What with 

men/

(qj (d) Denial of c arming: -  R.P.0. 2nd Ser VIII p .34-5 and Crammond
"Annals of Banff I p. 40.

Even the same Session adopted both courses for similar of fencer s. 
Orammond 1 Extracts from the Records of the Kirk Session of Klein 
p*l84 and p. 219.

(1) Supra pp.116, 245-250
(2) Supra pp.115-116Johnston 'Old Lore Miscellany III p. 47 Lorimer

'The Early Days of St. Outhberts op.IVi7 1U .
(3) Supra pp. 1 1 3 ,2 5 7 -2 6 1
(4 ) Surra o. 114
(3 ) R itc h ie  'The Churches of Sty "halired o„139 O ctober 23th  l 6 l f  'I to .^

Maioter/



//
men of substance frequently f i l l in g  the twin ro les of elder and b aillxe  and 

.joint meetings of Kirk Sessions and bail/Lies ( i j  the system worked smoo chly.

In a very few ins tan ces Kirk Sessions, when they recp'&ved information 

against a person, simply passed i t  on to the c iv i l  magistrate without 

comment (2) But such procedure was su ffic ien tly  unusual to arouse 

speculation as to what untoward circumstances, concealed in apparently innocen 

Session minutes could have driven elders, usually so anxious to exert t h e i r  

authority,/to quietly deprive themselves of the joys of witch hunting,

Kirk Sessions sometimes f e l t  the inadequac2/_ of the sentences they could 

impose, and therefore appealed to the magistrates to exercise their powers 

and add their quota to the a fflic tio n so f the cu lprits. In l6 l6  the K irk  

Session of Kirkcaldy went so far as to order that ’’a l l  those that be co n v ic t 

of witchcraft, charmeing, consultation with witches, and such lykc- slander 

shall meak yair public repentance, and s a i l  be punist in j s . l v  persons be 

ye c iv i l  magistrate. ” (3) The Kirk Session of Kilmorie made i t  even c le a r e r  

just what was meant by such an enactment when having sentenced Janet Hunter 

to public repentance on three Sundays fox’ turning the riddle they added that 

’’for the terror of others that use such acts, they refer her to the c iv i l  

magistrate, to be punished as sh all be thought f i t  by him either corporally 

or pecuirrially. ” (4 )

S t i l l /

(5 ) Haister Johne ( ) regrattit th at their war sae mony ra ilers  in the
toune, esp ec ia llie  women, and that they troublit the sessioune sae 
aft; earnestlie desyrit that the c iv i l l  magistral wad concur in  
punishing of them, and that jogis micht be maid at the kirk door, 
qurin the delinquents micht be nut, ”

( I )  aipra pp.7 6 ,1 7 3 -1 7 5
(2 , Henderson Kirk Session Records of -Bunfermline*



S t i l l  another course was pursued by the Kirk Session of Ayr when 

information was la id  that "one John liuir did give out himself for a palmist 

and a reader of fortunes, a:d also that there was a report going upon ye 

said John Muir that of doing wrong to people under the pretence of physick. 

This dabbler in the occult was got rid  of by a sessional request to the 

Magistrates "that they wald remove hi# out of th is  burgh and Parish, ( l j  

3« Privy Council etc.

Where the evidence was su ffic ien tly  serious to .justify a change of wit 

the highest legal authorities in  Edinburgh had to be approached to grant 

a commission, authorising either a tr ia l only, or both tr ia l and execution. 

While the customary procedure was for- Kirk Sessions to lay information befo 

Presbyteries. (2) which in turn approached the highest lega l luminaries, 

more direct methods were sometimes eugplo3?,ed. In 1623 the Kirk cession of 

Perth concluded "that ane r>ost be directed to my Lord Chancellor with the 

clerkes la tter , to  purchase a commission for holding of an inquest and 

assize* upon Margaret Harms c l euch, indited for witchcraft (3‘) The Kirk 

Session records of Kinghorn for the 27th February 1644 give a pregnant resu 

of the usual course of events in the following words: "Katherine Wallenge 

being long before taken and inprisoned." (4 ) because of disposiones of 

withces and simdrie probaons brought against h ir  to convince hir of witchcr 

th e/

( i ;  Pagan 'Annals of Ayr (in  the Olden Times)' p.lOo. In 1684 an identic  
course-was taken with a similar offender, ^bid n.lOb.

(2} Supra pp.110-116
{3J Spottiswoode Miscellany II 302.
(4) She was imprisoned on the 31st October 1643 (Kinrhorn Kirk S e s s i o n  

Records p.fO) ^



:7„

the procefsebeing now at a povnt John Boswell wt waiter dune an clerk vmv* ^  

appointed to goe over for advysing the procefse in edr and br ingm^ of pres
~ . L I

to put her to a fs ifse . " ( l)  Ihe Kirk Sessions of Kirkcudbright in 17C1, 

and Carriden in 1704 both sent processes to Edinburgh with r eguests for 

commissions (2)

Reference has already been made to the increasing tendency of 

reshyteries to appeal for commissions, not to the Privy Conner! but to 

parliament during 1649, so i t  i s  not surprising to find that in the sa n  year 

no le s s  than seven commissions were issued by Parliament upon the depositions 

of Kirk Sessions. (3)

When unexpected d iff ic u lt ie s  arose Kirk Sessions made use of what they  

indiscriminately called either p etition s or supplications to place their 

views before the Privy Council , A good instance is  furnished by the 

case of Janet Cock. When she was tried  before the Justiciary Court on the  

10th September l6 6 l her counsel, Mr. An? rew Birnie put up such' an able defence 

that the assize refused to bring in  a verdict of gu ilty  (4 ) Jant took t h e i r  

decision /

(l^ Ibid p .50.
v2) Agnew ’Her" editary Sheriffs cf Calloway II Appendix p .42. Salmon 1 

’Borrowstounness anc^District p. 121.
{3} A.P.S. VI P t.2 . up. 484j 490, 497, 498, 506 , 516, 518.
(4 ; Scott-Ibncrieff Records of the Justiciary Court pp. 14-19. Fourteen

artic les ’’were in her indictment, the court reduced them to ten, and 
the assize cleansed her of them a l l  ’’except of being d ilated  be 
other persons who were called Witches, and of her extrajudicial
Confession to the liin ister  and others, and because these A rticles are
not found relevant per se , the Assises referred the samer, to the 
Justices consideration,” Ibid p.19.



September she supplicated the Privy Council that having been acquitted she 

should be liberated from Edinburgh tolbooth. The minister and Kirk Session 

of Dalkeith promptly supplicated that she should not be released t i l l  furhter 

charges against her had been considered ( l)

A similar determination not to be baulked of their prey drove the lin k  

Sessifen of Dysart, in collaboration with the b a i l l ie s ,  to p etition  the 

Privy Council in July lb30 for power to imprison A‘atharine Chrystie "where 

she sa il  be w eill and honestlie used,” on the grounds t hat new depositions had 

been given in against her. (2) The Privy Council granted the p e titio n  but 

evidently/

(1) R.P. C, 3rd Ser, I. p .49* ^ i s  time she was not so lucky c /f ,  Scott
Moncrieff ’Records of the Justiciary Court p. 21. /x3inr 12 Novemr* 
Court holden be hr. John Cunningham. The said Janet Cock condemned 
to be strangled and burnt at Dalkeith where she lived , and a B a illie  
of Dalkeith becomes enacted to s ee the sentence execute.

(2) R.~'*C. 2nd Ser III p. 6o6„ The case had begun in December 162J
with a complaint to the Privy Council! by Katherine that some 
malicious and invyfull persouns, her''unf reinds’ had delated her to 
the b a ilies  of Dysart as a witch in sp ite  of the fact that she had 
already been cleared of the charge by a Kirk Session investigation  
ordered by the Presbytery at her own request. In 1630 her enemies 
resumed the attack and arrested her but another p etitio n  by Katharine 
secured her liberation and a pronouncement that the tr ia l  would be 
conducted by the Kings ju stices. Two months la ter  she successfu lly  
supplicated against three o f the s ix  commissioners appointed for her 
tr ia l namely David:Clerk, -who had f ir s t  raised the charge aginaart her 

in 1627, his kinsman James Clerk of ^albirnie, and Alex Simsoun 
cousin german to David Cleric. R.i-.C. 2nd Ser III up. 3 42-143- 
III pp.439, 490, 543, 542.



O C r

evidently in this in sta n ce  collaboration between Session a n d  Town C o u n c i l  

was more apparent than real for only nine days la te r , on the 22nd July, 

the Kirk Session petitioned the Privy Council that the b a ilie s  only p r e t e n d e d  

to enforce the order,for David Chrystie (a kinsman of Katharine?) one o f  the 

b a ilie s  went to her house "and conferred with her some space, and how s c e n e

he come out she closed the doores of her hous and held the same fa s t , s o  a s

the other b a ill ie  could have no accesse thair in , and both the hwa b a il le is  

made ane pretendit excuse that they had no war rand to  breaks up her d o o r e s ,  

•and so refused to deale anie farther thair in , quhilk i s  a  plains l u d i f e i n g

and mocking o f  his Majesteis a u c to r itie ,” ( l)

In 1629 the Kirk Session and Town Council successfu lly  petitioned the 

Privy Council that John Colquhoun, Laird of Luss, near kinsman of TJraphra 

Colquhou  ̂ husband of one of the women accused of w itchcraft, and the la ir d ’s 

friend John Boyle of Kilburne should be removed from the l i s t  of 

commissioners. (2) 

d* . Make financial arrangement a.

Ever since the Protestant n ob ility  anxious to lin e  their pockets, had 

fobbed off the fledgling Kirk of Scotland with a moiety of the sp o ils of the

Catholic church, finance had been a thorn in i t s  side. (3) The records

of the G-eneral Assembl3r bear ample testimony to the ceaseless struggles of 

the/

(1) R.P.C. 2nd Ser. I l l  p .619,
( 2) R.P.G. 2nd Ser I I I  P„123, 124.
(3) B.TJ.K. I p .96. "Forfameikle as Satan th is long tyme in h is members tee

regeit and perturbit the good fucceffe and proceeding of Chryfts 
religioun within th is realme —--and that c h e if lie  through the 
extreame povertie of the m inifters who fmulc nreach the word o • -no 
to the pein lc, who therthrow are comfe! l -i t -y, -j.. p,r<s 44̂
al lu  ter l i e ,  and fow  uihcrs fo fbftracts t  he car of ■•.11 c f ‘\ ' i
may not inf-; f t  "o d lllyen tlv  J  ̂ t'-  ̂ —- -a tho w.-* d a*. i-m

________ doe." inf-na 327-9  for /r e  re — f the m inisters "



the ministers to wring from hard-headed Scotsmen bred to generations of 

poverty, a sufficiency to build the Kirk on a firm foundation, Kirk 

Sessions, no le ss  than General Assemblies found one of their chief 

anxieties in the perilous sparsity of funds with which to carry out a 

multitude of duties, often more secular than e c c le s ia s t ic a l, which more 

enlightened ages have now transferred to  other shouldershLocal councils, 

Conseuqnetly, while anxious to  do their utmost against w itchcraft, Kirk 

Sessions were careful to count the cost. Warding entailed meat and drink ( l ,  

watching could sometimes be effected only by paying people ( 2 )  prickers h a d  

to be paid (3) commissions had to be obtained, frequently by wholesale 

bribary in Edinburgh (4.) and a small army of tradesmen had to be paid for 

firewood, tar, ropes and other paraphernalia of the burning, not excluding 

meat and drink for the executioner, (f)  In fact the whole sorry business 

was apt to run to a pretty figure.

Luckily for Kirk Sessions, Town Councils, baron-bailies and other 

local magistrates usually came good for most of those items. Nevertheless

.. Kirk Sessions were sometimes forced to dip unwilling fingers into their meagre 

resources. Thus in  March 164.5 "Susssnna Young petitioned (the Kirk Session 

o f /

(l)Supra pp. 2 2 1 ,2 2 2  
(2  ̂ Supra p. 217
(3; Supra p. 229
(h) R.iyC. yrd Ser in 7pp. 623, 6 29 gives a detailed l i s t  of the expenses o f

obtaining a commission, including bribery, to a l l  and sundry f  rcn the
Kings Advocate down to the Clerk’s servant; c . f .  also -Spottiswcode 
j'liscellany II p. 303; and Stephen 1 Inverkeithing & Rosyth oo.^yu-’np 
where the Presbytery of Dalkeith in 16A9 requested i^ liam en t "that 
wee may have commissions g ra tis , l i s t  throw the want of none th is  
worke which the Lard lies so miraculuslie begune, and so w ise lie  
heir t of ore carried on. -norish in or hand. "

(3) Infra Appendix U



of South Leith) for 15 lib  qlk was bestowit in meat and drink be hir upon 

Kargt Broune ye witch ye tyme shee was in prisone qlk was grant i t ; never 

ye le ss  i t  was dew to ye c iv i l  magistrate to have pay i t  ye same. " ( l;

Watching also brought i t s  financial worries as the Kirk Session of ^minghame 

found David Stewart on the 3rd February 1650. Regulations for a rota of 

watchers were drawn up a week la ter  but by the 29th March the Kirk Session 

found it'necessary' to appoint "the watch to be better k e ip it, qlk they 

promeisit to do" but token the minister had to report to the Kirk Sessions 

only two ays later that the expected commission for an assize  had not arrived 

because the Privy Council had not sat on the previous Thursday the elders 

evidently realised  that drastic measures were required to prevent the sc h e m e  

forWtching from collapsing "and thairfor i t  behoved them to take something 

out of the box, or rather borrow i t  to give some wha had watched th is eight 

days byegine -  viz Robert Nisbet and George Ker, given to them 3 lbs."  

However, the Kirk Session were able to recoup) themselves handsomely for the 

outlay because five  days after the e xecation of the two accused on the 9th 

fipril George Shortus, who had arranged with his son to bring the pricker to  

them "intromits (2) with what belongs to Agnes Kirkland promeisit to the 

session 12 Ibsout of Agnes Kirkland*s readiestgudes and gear, and find the 

box bykwys i f  by any means he cu ld ." (3) Equally fortunate were the elders 

o f /

( l)  (D) Robertson ’South Leith Records’ p .54.
(2; Jamieson Intromit -  to intermeddle with the goods that belon ed to * 

deceased.
(3) Ritchie ’The Churches of Saint Baldred1 pp. 99-101.



of Perth in 1623 when trouble was experienced over the expense of keep  

liar ware t  Hormscleuch, a suspected witch in prison, for they ordered Ja 

found guilty  of consulting to pay 20 marks for the use of the poor; bu

14 reached the Poor’s Box for the frugal Kirk Session used 6 marks as part 

payment of th^prison expenses of Margaret, ( l )  In fact the fines  

imposed for charming, consulting, and slandering must have formed a useful 

addition to the funds of many a Kirk Session (2)

There wereother and le s s  attractive methods of balancing expenditure.

In July l6 f4  the Kirk Session of Queensferry ordered James Lowrie to pay for 

the burning of his wife ~ a gruesome yet comprehensible decision, but the 

lim its of common decency were surely exceeded when in addition, he was 

compelled to pay for the burning of Margaret Stein, a beggar witch, and make 

up any difference between the price realised  by the goods of Catherine 

Logie and the expense of her burning (3)
it

In exactly the same month and year David Aikmane spouse to umquhill 

Jonet Bruce quha was shortlie execut for w itchcraft, (and granted to the 

Sessioun ane hundred markis money, for (defraying of the charges be&towif on 

hir the time of hir t r y e llis  and irnpresonment^4) Both the fin e  round 

■figure of 100 and the ”et8 raise uneasy suspicions that the Kirk Session was 

making sure that i t  more than covered i t s  expenses.

Suspicion verges on certainty when the detailed "debursements” o f the 

Town Council end Kirk Session of Kirkcaldy for the jo in t execution of V i l l i  am 

Coke and h is wife Alison Dick came to no more than £33.16,4, of which t o t a l

"the/

% > o t t i s w o c d e  M i s c e l l a n y  I I  u p . 3 0 4 ,  305 , 
Supra p. 243- e t  seq. c , f .  A - - 'o n d ix  V. 
Moris on ’ R o y a l  h r l .  o f  Q u o e n s f e r r . ,  I  w  
h 'c O a l l  ’a r i o h  o f  ’rid O a ld e r  220 ,



"the Eirkes part" came to £16.15*0# (l)

( l )  Macbean. ‘K irkcaldy  Bnrph Records * p p .344. 3^ 5. I n f r a  -w ^n d E : V



C H A T E R  VI

The Minister and Witchcraft.

By the very nature of their ca llin g  the few set apart as God's especial 

servants, he they p r i e s t s  o r  p r e s b y t e r s ,  have ever, and shall ever wield a
i

power and 'influence whose bounds cannot be measure d by their numbers, for 

shining by the reflected  glory of their Master they earn the deference, 

albeit sometimes more 'unconsciously than cangsiously bestowed, of a l l  true 

Christians. ' •

The Minister of the Scottish Kirk was no exception, even though the 

ordinary members, debating and voting in  the e c c le s ia s t ic a l courts had mere 

say than in most Christian relig ion s. As the messenger and herald between
 "" j

God and his people he was at once elevated to a pinacle beyond the ken of 

ordinary mortals, but at the same time, as the shepherd h is was the 

primary responsib ility for keeping his flock  f  rom straying. In th is task 

he received powerful backing from h is elders but in the end, as moderator of 

the Kirk Session, member of the Breshytery and from time to tine  

representative at the highest judicatory'of the Kirk, he himself'was going 

to answer for the weeds, which grew unchecked in his small corner of the 

vineyard.

Witchcraft was such a rank' weed which came to exercise a no le s s  fa ta l  

attraction upon the Ministers in Scotland than upon the p r iests of other 

Christian relig ion s. Students of. the subject have even charged them with 

a zeal, unsurpassed in most lands, for witch hunting but that i s  a finding 

which is  better l e f t  unanswered t i l l  their varied not'hH -H p̂. -i-- tM-- C'c‘'’• M' ■ - 

sphere/



sphere have been examined in detail* The obvious starting point of any such 

investigation of m inisterial activ ity  in the f ie ld  of witchcraft l ie s  in 

the acts which governed, or perhaps more accurately, were supposed to 

govern their actions.

Decisions, lay and spiritual* binding upon M inisters.

then the Protestants became increasingly active in Scotland those who 

had already made their mark among the reformed churches of the Continent began 

to drift back to their native land, ( l )  and in 1557 "some of the N ob ilitie  

direct thare le tteres to ca ll Johne Knox from Geneva, for thare conforte and 

for the conforte of thare brethrein the preachearis, and others thrat then 

couragiouslye faught against the ennemyes of Coddis trewth. " (2) Soon 

after the Lords of the Congregation decided upon certain "^eads" based upon 

The Forme of Prayers and Ministration of the Sacraments used in the 

English congregation at G-eneva (5 ) Having thus thrown down the gauntlet 

to Regent Mary cf Lorraine the apponents of Catholicism "begane to seak 

some remeady in sa present a danger. And f i r s t ,  i t  was concluded "That 

the Brethren in everie toune at certane tymes should assemble togidder, to 

Commoun Prayer i s ,  to Exercise and Reading of the Scripturis, t i l l  i t  should 

please Cod to give the sermone of Exhortatioun to some, for conforte and 

instructioun of the rest."  And th is our weak begynnyng Cod did so b le ss , 

that within few monethis the hartes of many war so strenthned, that we 

sought to have the face of a Church amanges us, and open crymes to be 

punished/

(1) Knox 'History1 I p.2L5*
(2) ibid I p. 267 surra p. 161
(3) Knox 'History* I '75; Works 17 Ifd.



punished without respect of persone. And for that purpose by commoun 

electioun, war eldaris appointed, to whome the hole brethren promissed 

obedience: for at that tyme we had na publiot m inisteris of the worde. M [ l )

No ■filing could better illuminate the v ita l duties la id  upon, elders and minis te  

from, the f ir s t .  Elders were there to punish crimes but such was also the  

duty of ministers once the power to deliver ’’the sermone of holy ca lling  (2) 

Thus was born the close co-operation between Ministers and Elders which has 

ever been one of the p illa r s  of the Kirk, Some may regret the insistence  

upon detection of delinquents but i t  was a factor that pla^ êd an increasingly  

important part in the Kirk of Scotland as successive General Assemblies 

leg isla ted , (3)

Neither as a. corporate body in their General Assemblies nor as 

individuals in their own parishes did Ministers at f ir s t  evince any special 

interest in witchcraft (4-) The Booke of the Universall Kirk throws lig h t  

upon some of the reasons for their indifference. Ministers were lamentably 

few in numbers (5) and were continually battling  against the inadequate 

stipends ( 6) ruinous kirks (7) and manses which were the inevitable resu lt  

o f /

(1) Knox, ’History1 I pp. 299, 300,
(2) Knox History 11 p. 194, Section III pf the Buke of D iscipline, "For we

can nott juge him a dispensatour of Goddis mysteries, that in no
wyise can breke the breid of ly i f  to the faynting and hungrie saulis; 
neather juge we that the Sacrqmentis can be rychtlie ministered by 
him in quhais mouth God hes out no sermon of exhor tatioun, "

(3) Supra p. 161 B.U.K. I p. I l l  ~
(4 ) Supra pp. 1 9 , 2 0 , 2 6 , 5 5 , 5 6
(5)  B.U.K. II pp. 479-481; infra pp. 3 2 9 -3 5 1
{6j  Ibid I pp. 16, 17, 22, 40, 47, 59, 70, 71 are but a few of the earlier

references to th is vexed question; infra pp. 3 2 7 -3 2 9  
(7) Ibid I pp.316-318.



of the -p itifu lly  inadequate financial resources placed at the disposal of the 

Kirk at the Reformation. The le ss  consciencious among the Ministers solved, 

their d if f ic u lt ie s  hy non residence ( l )  and p lu ra litie s  (2) two obvious enemies 

of any e ffective  system of loca l d iscip line. The General Assembly must 

i t s e l f  shoulder at lea st part of the responsib ility  for the unfortunate 

practice of denuding the country d is tr ic ts  of able Ministers for the benefit 

of the larger towns (3 ) a lb eit the glamour of the la tter  exerted i t s  fa ta l 

■attraction even in the l6th century.

All credit to successive G-eneral Assemblies, however that in  such 

inauspicious times they strove continuously to raise the standard of the 

ministry by doing their best to remare the weaknesses. lro.gress was slow, 

but as Ministers grew in number and sp iritual stature they formed a host 

of nucleii round which witchcraft, an essen tia lly  loca l phenomenons could 

cry sta llise . Por years they received no direct guidance from the G-eneral 

Assembly as to the attitude to be adopted by them. In fact the request to 

the Privy Council to t ak ĵbrder with four women delated to the General 

Assembly as witches in 1563 (4 ) the a rtic les  presented to Queen Mary in Ifdp 

appealing for judges with powers to punish witchcraft (3 )? the absence of 

ministers from the joint committee discussing witchcraft and consulting 

in 1567 (6) and Regent Moray*s complaint to the General Assembly in 1569 

of the Kirk’s fa ilure to make the necessary preliminary invest! gat ions into 

suspected/

(1) Ibid I pp.43, 161, 233, 336.
(2) Ibid II pp. 438 , 467, 508 la id  down t he principle of one minister to

one church.
(3) ^ ic t  I I  p. 308
(4 )  B .U .E . x r . 42, ;  s u p ra  -Ap,. 2 4 , 2 5 , 5 5 , 5 6
( 5 )  B . U . K .  I p .  S C  s u c a  p r . .  2 5 , 5 6

( 6 )  A . I . S .  I I T - . % y , -  2 5 , 2 6 , 5 7



suspected cases of witchcraft ( l )  a l l  combine to show how l i t t l e  in terest  

Minister's, either individually or in concert, took in witchcraft.

But the inclusion of sorcerers, witches, conjurers -and charmers (and 

the Order of Excommunication and Public Repentance in 1571 (2) marked a 

change in the Kirk's attitude. Prom, the f ir s t  b ib lica l condemnation 

should have ensured their inclusion in a l l  embracing formula *p erf cans 

g u ilt ie  of cap ita ll crymes.” Now, however, sp ec ific  mention of a l l  

aspects of goety must have made i t  le s s  easy for ministers to shelter  

behind the secular authoritiesvfor to them alone pertained the power of 

excommunication. Two factors concerning both of which John Knox, by then 

looking *a b ilit ie  of bodie* (3) wrote to the General Assembly, gave 

powerful impetus to the change. The in i t ia l  pangs and tribulations of birth 

having been surmounted by the Kirk, Knox in August 1571 wrote an impassioned 

appeal to the G-eneral Assembly that "unfaithfull and tra it  ours to the f lo c k  

f a l l  be ye before the Lord Jefus, i f  that, with your confent, d irec tlie  or 

in d irec tlie , ye fuffer unworthie men to be thruft in into the m iniftrie of 

the Kirk, under quhat pretence that ever i t  be. (4 ) By 1574 a series of 

acts had laid  down that none be admitted to the ministry unless 23 years of 

age (5 ) that Ministers be regularly examined as to their work by Superintendents 

and Commissioners (J?) that Ministers gu ilty  of non-residence be deposed (7) 

th a t/

fl} B.U.K, I p. 153 supra p .5 7 ,5 8
(2; Supra pp. 74
(3) B.U.K. I p. 199
( i)  B.U.K. I p. 199*
(5) Ibid p. 211
( 6) Ibid p .252.
(7) Ib id  p . 25d.



that Ministers know Latin before "being admitted end ’’that the mouths of the 

godlefs generation which are opened to blafpheme the goal;r calling cf the 

Miniftry, may be fhut up from juft dccufation and flandering of the fa.’ e; 

therefore be determination of the whole Affenibly, it is flatu.t and ordained 

That all that ferve within the Kirk apparellthemfelves in. a. cornel;.7 and decent 

cloathingP as becometh the gravity of their vocation, and that they corfcrme 

their wives and families thereto, that no flander nor offence arife to hie 

Kirk of G-od therethrough. " A concerted effort was obviously afoot to put 

the Ministry on a higher plane.

By themselves the decisions would probably have had-a lesser effect on 

the rise of witch hunting if it had not been that those very Assemblies, again, 

upon the urgent appeal of Knox in a letter which b e g a n ;  "Albeit I  have tain 

my leave not only of you, dear brethren but alfo of the whole vjorlc! and all 

worldly affairs, yet remaining in the flefh I  could not nor cannot oeafe 

to admonifh you of things. " (l) at last made a real effort to grapple 

■with the relative spheres of ecclesiastical and s eeular jurisdiction. Their 

efforts culminated in the famous declaration that the Kirk "hes power to 

difcerne and cognofce” upon witchcraft. (2) [ f 5  V /

As was so often the case in the history of ecclesiastical legislation, 
v

the position of the'individual Minister was by no menas clear. For example, 

an act of I f  73 Hordaires a ll  Bifhops, Super in  tendaats, and Coimniffiorers to 

plant kirks, to ca ll al fick  perfons as falbe fufpect to confult with 

■'witches/

(1) Ibid p. 24-7 sunra p. 59
(2) B.U.K. I r .3v-; 6 1 ,6 2



witches before them, at their awin particular v ifita tio n s  or vtherwayer;; 

and i f  they be found to have confulted with the faids witches, th a t  they  

caufe them make public!: repentance in fackcloatli vpon ane Sunday in tyr-o o f . 

preaching, under the paine of excommunicatioun, dew admonitions preceid irg ," 

Taken l it e r a l ly , th is act, by lim iting excommunication to bishops, 

superintedents and commissionerf was a defin ite check upon the powers of 

excommunication for witchcraft granted to a ll  Ministers in 1571* But 

from the f ir s t  the act must have suffered from the cloud overshadowing the 

’’tulchan” bishops of the time, and the notorious slackness and ineffic iency  

of superintendents who took up so much of the time of successive General 

Assemblies explaining why they had not carried out their duties. When such 

functionaries were swept away in lf81 the ordinary minister quite naturally 

and unobtrusively came to do the work himself with the assistance of h is  

Kirk Session and Presbytery, (2)

While the Second Book of Discipline does not mention witchcraft i t  

gave a. new and sharper emphasis to the M inisters’ duties. They were 

variously known as pastors because they fed their congregation, bishops 

because they watched, ministers because they served and presbyters "from 

the grai^itie in maneris, quilk they aucht to have in taking cair of the 

fp ir itu a ll governament, quhllk aucht to be moft dear vnto thame. ” (3) 

Elaborating th is la s t  aspect of their duties the Second Book of D iscipline  

laid down "He aucht a lfo  to watche above the maneris of his flok , that the 

b etter /

(1) Ibid p .283.
(2) When James VI re-established bishous he adopted other -•pew1?' c-.-p  ■

them as a check on ministers o .f  Siwra '-w ••<3



better he may apply the doctrine to tharae, in reprehending the d iffe lu te

perfonis, and exhorting the *odlie to continew in the fear of the Lord, n {1J

To him also was granted "after lauchfull preceding he the Slderfchip, to 

pronounce the fentence of binding an^Lowfing vpoun ony perfoun. ” (2) and 

"generalie, a l l  publict denunciationis that ar to be maid in the Kirk befoir 

the congregatioun, concerning e c c le f ia ft ic a ll  e ffea r is , belar f̂ vnto the 

office  of the Iviinifter, for he is  a meffinger and herauld betwene God and the 

peple, in a ll  theis e ffearis. " (3) . . The la s t  clause is  of paramount 

importance. • i-essenger .and herald -  as such the Scottish Lin is  ter was: 

clothing himself with a doctrine suspiciously lik e  that of the papal

in fa l l ib il i ty  he was so quick to condemn. In actual xn act ic e , of course,

he was frequently doing no more than expounding to his congregation decisions 

taken by h is Presbytery, which by an act of 1382 was to be composed of a 

majority of Ministers. (4) Nevertheless the ’doctrine as developed and 

practised by Ministers was ultimately no le s s  damaging of the DivineEight 

of Kings was to their b itte re st enemies the Stuarts.

The General Assembly's complaint in 1333 that crimes including witchcraft 

were not x^unished, is  of importance not so much because i t  shows at best 

that the old lukewarm attitude had not disappeared as a resu lt of the 

declaration of 13733 hut for the reason that the king's reply made i t  clear 

th a t/

(1) Ibid p. A94.
(2) Ibid p .494*
(3)  Ibid p .495.
(4) Ibid p .567.



that he "hes ever hein w illing  and ready to grant ccmmiff ioun to fuch as th<s 

Minifters thoght melt e ft  to execute (the fame), quhar in h a b iiitie  was ( in )  

the Judges ordinar. n ( l)  To give ministers the right to suggest the names 

of the commissioners was later to he a great addition to their i n f l u e n t i a l  

position in witchcraft investigations, for in the l6th  century such, a choice 

meant., in e ffec t, choice of the judges. James VI was rea lly  granting what 

the General Assembly had asked in 1574 (2) but i t  i s  questionable i f  at the 

time he was doing more than indulging in the prevarication to which he was 

so addicted. Less than six  months earlier he had escaped from the Ruthven 

raiders and was now in the midst of intrigues with the Catholic powers (5) 

and therefore not on the best of terms with the justly  suspicious ].Iinisters#
1

However, as i s  so often the case with churches, which unlike mortals go on

for ever, i t  could afford to bide i t s  time. (4 )

When in  1586 the G-eneral Assembly ordered that witchcraft and

consulting should be censured by Presbyteries i t  was only perpetuating in  a

guise in conformity with iiresbyterianism the decision  of 1573 by which censu re  ■ *• • *

v/as taken out of the hands of the individual Minis tier, doubtless because of 

the increasing seriousness with which goetic practices were coming to b e 

regarded (5) What was coming to be expected of the individual Minister 

was made clear in the following year when "the brethren who deduced the 

proceffe/

(1) B.U.K. I-L p# 644.
(2)  Supra p. 61
(3> Lang II pp. 292, 295.
(h) Infra pp. 2 8 5 ,3 9 0 -4 0 0  »
(5j  The best proof of th is statfnent is  toAbe found in the fact that consult 

which Scotsmen persisten tly  refusedto view with th e  same concern , 
was fre q u e n tly  d e a l t  w ith  by m in is te r  and K irk  S ession  (Suora (2 4 5 -5 0



proceffe in Sanet Andrews againft a witch prefen tlie  detained in p r i f o r ,  

livere ordained  to fubfcribe tlie fame authenticly that i t  might be d e liv e re  

to the C o u rfe ll of Edenburgh" end in addition "Mr. Janes M e lv ill was oi d.a 

to  travell in the conft fid e , for matter of dittay againft her. " ( l )  In

order, certifying the evidence for the use of the secular courts -  a l l  as 

the Regent Moray had pointedly asked of them as long before as I f  of*

The f ir s t  great witchcraft holocaust, lasting  from I f 91 to 1597 Pu-t th is  

system, then in process of evolution to the te s t ,  as the increasing a c tiv it ie s  

of the Ministers showed their diverse practices. At Aberdeen a Minister 

te s t if ie d  to the suspect's confession in 1596 (2) at Rover an the Minister

accused the suspect in 1596 at Aberdeen t he suspect was "challengit---~ in 

the kirk, befoir the prouest, m inistrie, and session of th is burght." i in  1997
(5)

at Stirling the local Ministers examined persons suspected of witchcraft at

advyse of the h a ill  m inisterie, being convenit at the provinciall assemblie, 

wes taking by the prouest, anent the dome to be pronuncit aganis Is sob e l l

er words theirs was the task of gathering, co lla tin and when a l l  was

the request of the Presbytery in 1597 ( 6) and at Aberdeen in 1597 "the

Oge, quha ves convict in twa p oyn tis," (7 ) A ll such m inisterial actions

(1) B.U.K, II p .725.
(2) Spalding Club Miscellany I n. 98.
(3) Ibid I p .105.

(li.) Crammond Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin p. 29.
(5 ) Spalding Olub Miscellany I p.166.
(6) Fergus i/cn 1 A 3exander Hume" r*. 260.
(7) Spalding Olub Kiscell<ur* I  "n. 156.



were in accordance with the decisions already taken "by Kirk and Crown, yet 

having tasted blood the Ministers were obviously being carried away Id their 

enthusiasm. Among the worst examples of such unfortunate resu lts was the 

burning of the above Issobell Oge, The assize had- convicted her of no worse 

than hanging up a beetle to lay wind, and marking cloth with a thread fr^m a 

winding sheet ’’and thir twa pointis only convictis h ir , nocht finding the 

smae, be thair knawiege, mereiting deyth, bot ref err is  the punishment of 

hir to the discretioun of the justice. ” ( l)  No more courageous than the

assize he, in  turn. consulted the ministers with the unfortunate resu lt aireadjr 

mentioned d Another bad example was the carrying about the country of 

Margaret Atkin, a confessing witch so t  hat she might Hetect others of her 

kind:. Many were brought in question by her delations, especially  at Glasgow 

where divers innocent women, through the credulity cf the minister Hr. John
\

Cowper, were condemned and put to death. " (3) So m an y voices were raised in 

protest against the numerous burnings la id  at the door of the town’s ministers 

that the Presbytery of Glasgow had to take drastic action to protect the 

good name of i t s  members b )

Even/

(l) Ibid I p.155.
(■a) fjhipnift^pi,
(3) Spottiswoode III pp.66, 67. Spotti©woodefs account as the work of a

staunch Episcopalian., might have been suspect but for ample corroborative 
evidence. Glasgow Presbytery was su ffic ien tly  witchcraft conscious 
to ordain in April 1393 "ament the impietie of the witehees and thair 
la st conspiracie, the sainin beproponit in the nixt Genera.ll Assenblie 
to be set furth in prin t, that the samin may be divulgat and maid 
notorious to thehaill ihhabitantis in th is centrey.” (j ascellany of 
the Maitland Club I t . 1. p .39)

(4 ) "The presbiterie un&erstandingtfo: t  thair is  diverse •■■versones with?n t h e
toun and c it ie  of Glasgow qvha traducio and s  dander e vny'.o ili.. 
minis ter ie  of the said c_: t i e , .--s the autm-mv is  d  putting to 
th e/



Event the G-eneral Assembly must have recognised the dangers inherent 

in the grov/ing absorbtion of the Ministers in  the punishment of crimes in

“that no .paftour exercife any jur ifd ictiou n , either in making of conf titutictinz  

or leading of proceffes, without the advyce and concurrence of Seffioun.

.’hresbytrie, iTovinciall or Generali Affe.ablie. n (g)B ut James VI went much 

furhter when in August 1597 he revoked the witchcraft commissions then 

in force, hut announced that he was w illin g  to issue new ones upon fresh  

application by persons previously appointed as commissioners “or u th iris his

Heynes l ie g is ,  of gude rank and sum baronis and minister is  unsusnect. n (2^

The inclusion of Ministers was a double edged compliment. I t  admitted 

their eligibility'' to serve as commissioners, whereas in 1583 James VI had 

gone no further than grant them the right to nominate suitable commissioners 

where the ordinary judges had fa iled  in their duty, but and i t  is  a big but - 

now "ministers unsuspect" could serve as commissioners. (3 ) The implication  

is  too obvious to require detailed comment. Events at Glasgow and Aberdeen 

were enough to convince the now more sceptical James VI that M inisters, as 

a body, were at the stage of too ready b e lie f  in every s tozy of witchcraft 

which he himself was at when he took such a keen personal interest in the 

t r ia l /

(4 ) the pars ones la th ie  execut for witchcraft within the said e l i t e ,
thair fore the said presb iterie, be the avise of the r icht honor ab i l l  
Sir- hethew Stewart of i.Iynto knicht, proveist of Glasgow, or den is  
and sta tu tis , that quho soever s a il  sclandir the minis ter ie  fo irsa id  
to be the authouris of putting to deathe the f o i r s a id  n ors ones iw 
ony tymes tocum, salbe put in. the b ra n k is  a t  the j u - i s  w i l l ;  and 
th is to be intimat furtii of p u lp at within the r irk is of the c it io . “ 
(Miscellany of llaitland Club I  P t . l .  n.MQ.}

general, when in Itay 1597 i t  placed a certain check on them by orderi



tr ia l of the North Berwick witches in. 1590-91. (l)

Puther power was granted to Ministers “in perfewing malefactours" 

when in 1601 at the request of the General Assembly “his K aieftie promift, 

that, in tyme comeing, no le tters fould he direct from the Secreit Counfell, 

at the inftance of any perfon, pganis any Minifter in particular, or any 

Ir e fb itr ie  in  generall , for quhatfoevir thing he or they f a l l  doe in the 

execuiioun of their cf f ic e s , before the perfon, requyrer (of the fa id ,le tte r s )  

produce ane teftim oniall under forme of ane inftrument de denegata ju f t it ia  

of the llin ifter  or irefhytrie judge ordinar. “ (2)

In 1602 the General Assembly emphasised once more the paramount duty 

of the individual Minister as searcher out of witchcraft by ordering v isitors

to enquire of him i f  there were any witches. In pursuance of i t s  former

policy the General Assembly also laid  down that i f  any such persons had been 

discovered i t  f e l l  to the v isitors “to take or dour for reformatioun of the 

points fc ir fa id s, or any part th e .o f .“ (3)

Every/ .

( l)  To the credit of the Kirk i t  f a l ls  to be recorded that even in 1397
there were "ministers unsuspect" c j f . Notes by Mr, John Hcs. Minister
at Lunrphanan, regarding certain persons accused of witchcraft." Their 

i s  thrie of ther persones. Elspet Strathauchine, James Og, and Agnes 
Frem, quhais d itta  the Mresbitrie of Kin cardin, within quhais boundis 
thay dwell, cowntit not su ffic ien t, haiffing dewlie considderit 
the h a ill  circumstances (Spalding Club Miscellany I p .192) c /f .  Ibid
pi-193 for the Parson of Kincardine O'Neil*s comment "Christiane Aroiy
was takine rasch lie, wpone report that scho was given wpe be Margret 
Seine, bot finding that neatber ms s cho in your r o ll ,  neather 
culd any dittay be got tin  wpone h ir , bot wes esten it be a ll  men, being 
sworne, ane honest woman, we thoct nocht me i t  to truble ane innocent
persone, and sua r e le iv it  hir. wpone cautione alwayis— ----- "

(2  ̂ B.U.K. I l l  pp. 951, 932.
(3) B.U.K. I l l  p .  903.



Every Mo-nister vsas not prepared to accept th is position  as was demonstr- 

by the famous complaint of G-elis Johnstoun to the Privy Council in l6c>9 that 

the Presbytery of Dalkeith, acting on delations of "fame malitious perfects.

hir vnfreindis" rad dealt with her for seven weeks contrary to t heir powers, 

which she claimed were merely to give information either to the Lord of 

Regality or the king’s justices* With th is view the fir ivy Council naturally 

concurred but m inisterial represoptatives of the Presbytery claimed "the 

try e ll of these crymes wer most proper to the Kirk, lyke as not onlie the 

Sessions and iresb iter ies  had bene in continouall possession sen the 

Reformation, and the clergie had had lyke authoritie and jurisdiction in tyme 

of P ap istr ie .M ( l)  The statement repays careful e xamination. I t  has 

already been shown that the f ir s t  part was fa lse  (2) the second part seems 

to give away the whole case by advancing no better claim for tr ia l by 

Ministers than -  shades of John Knox -  the practices of the Catholic priest! 

The Privy Councils answer to such specious arguments was a foregone 

conclusion and scotched for good any lingering doubts about the o f f ic ia l  dutie 

of Ministers. (j5) What they did u n offic ia lly  is  another story to be 

dealt with in  i t s  proper setting.

There was a sequel only five  months later when “Commission was socht be 

the Erie Merschell to take certane wemen, suspect and d i la i t i t  of witchcraft 

and put thame to assyse, etc. The mater being advysed, and the bischopes 

being verie instant that s ic  commissionis sould be granted in diverse parrtis

o f/



of the countray, rather nor to suffer witches* UhDuneist. as thav wal * h<*
✓ ts

g if  nairtics grevet wald set na justice in the cuntray, qubair thay d u e lt ,  

hot wer forced to cum to Edinburgh befoir the Justice Generali, thay bem , 

unhabill for la ik  of expens s i s ,  and the drawing of the p a irties and a s s y s a ir  

thair being so d if f ic i le  that the persute wald rather be le f t  of nor s ic  

troubill under fane,“ While admitting a ll  th is "the h a ill Nobilmen and 

mony Counsallouris fand that no s ic  commissioun sould be granted unles the  

p a irtie  ever fug itive, or e ls  the particular dilatioun were schawin to the 

Counsall and fund su ffic ien t to move thame to grant 'coimniasioun" because of 

“the gret mony inconvenientis and the exceeding great sclander quhi^h had 

r is s in  upoun the bypast tryell of witehees be m inisteris, quho careit 

professed sorcereris with thame to the paroche k irkis, and maid thame js-dges 

of the honestie or inhonestie or guiltynes of men and wemen undefamed of

b e f o ir  and maid to be dewlie convict and puneissit to the death," (l)

Two facts are clear. The lay members of the Privy Council were su sp ic io u s  

of the methods employed by liin isters in their witch-hunting; and more 

important were determined to enforce the principle la id  down by them only 

five  months earlier that neither by themselves nor through confessed w itches 

were liin isters to be allowed to s et themselves up as 'judges of the facts one 

therefore of the gu ilt of suspects.

Crown and Kirk must have found l i t t l e  to cavil about in what after ai: 

is  the fin a l te s t  of any"system -  i t s  efficiency-for from 1609 to l6hG, u-uo 

for one small d eta il which by a ll appearances was a dead letter*neither  

sid e /

(1) R. P.O. XIV pp.613, 614.
(2) By a Privy Council decree of Nor ember 1.624 “d e p o s it! .u n is . d i t to e s  ;

informationis to  be given in unto thame qubairupeur. -u.o:i...r-> ,  
soght aganis witches aalbe f ir s t  raesen tit t^g/u, bis'yp _ of tip  y 
to be sene, §iid„consider.it...be -igi on! suohc o f ^  ca ll unto him," .h ,0c . -n,. supra pp ,9 8 ,1 4 7 ,1 4 8



side fouuu any necessity for additional decrees concerning the Ministers .mod 

witchcraft, By 1&J.U, however , a new situation had arisen with the advent 

of m ilitant fresbyterianism, which unfortunately for the reputation of the 

Krrk, lacked either the good sense, or the courage, to le t  well alone, inch 

a development ms probably the inevitable concomitant of the Kirk’s 

successful defiance of King Charles, for Ministers who had for long b e e n  the 

focal point of a l l  local witch hunting now found their prestige standing big! 

than every before. Having jpurged theland of Episcopacy and i t s  attendant 

ev ils , and set i t s  own house in order by ratifying the act of 1536 "Concernin 

the defections in the m inifterie. ” ( l)  the Gsaeral Assembly was ready to deal 

with other ev ils . Hence at -the very time when events, p o lit ic a l and 

sp ir i tual a lik e, had conspired to give greater power and influence than e^er 

before to the Ministers, the General Assembly was ready to turn i t s  attention  

to witchcraft in 1640, I t  made no new pronouncement, contenting i t s e l f  

by ordering "all Minifters within the Kingdome, carefully to take notice of 

Charmers, Witches, and a ll  fuch abufers of the people.” (2) That was a. 

broad enough' hint to the most enthusiastic band of Ministers the Kirk hud 

ever had at work in Scotland and that their efforts might not be frustrated 

i t  decided to recommend to Parliament ”the care of the execution of the Lewes 

againft fuch perfons in the moft behoovefull way. ” (g) But the whole 

history, of Scottish leg is la tio n  shows tha^nly a persistent and determined 

effort ever achieved resu lts, arid the order of 1640 was no ekcpetion for P er* 

was no increasejrn the number of witchcraft prosecutions. (4 ) However mutter; 

were/

Cl) A.G>A. 1638 pp. 33, 34.
(2; A.G.A. 1640 p. 19.

Ibid p. 19 supra pp. 3 2 ,7 7
(4 ) Black ‘Calendar of Oases of ..4 t oh cra ft’ p. 3'0.



with overtures on a variety of subjects including witchcraft and other ;jr 

suns* In ayproving of the overtures the General Assembly saw f i t  to nab 

special comment on witchcraft. The old order was followed in so far as 

Presbyteries were urged to give the names of witches and sorcerers to be 

proceeded against to the Judge Ordinair in whom the General Assembly erow  

confidence ( l)  but a revolutionary idea crept in at the very end, when the 

General Assembly, showing an enlightenment as commendable as i t  i s  unexpec 

announced "becaufe that witchcraft, charming, and fuch lik e , proceedes man. 

times from ignorance' Therefore the Affembly ordains a ll  l.linifters efpcoi 

in thefe parts where thefe fin s are frequent, to be d iligen tly  preaching, 

catechifing, and conference, to informe their people th e re in till . " (2) ,.r

some ■'witch hunting Ministers must have thought of such a pronouncement, wb 

in i t s  essence amounted to a vote of censure on some of them, passes a ll  

comprehension. I f  they were honest with themselves they must have f e l t  

some qualms of conscience at the notoriety they had basked in as the ta ily  

of burnings had mounted with more than the accustomed rapidity in their 

parishes. However, the crucial fact was that for the f ir s t  time Ministers 

were ordered to look beyond the punishment to the reasons for the necessity 

for the punishment.

The most detailed overtures anent witchcraft and charming approved by 

th e/ '

( lj  Supra p f 77
(2) A.G.A. 1&J-2 p. 21.



the G-eneral Assembly exactly a year later demonstrated th a t  th e  new cvi/V---''- 

was no flash  in the pan, fo r  .the opening paragraphs simply elaborated "-won 

the siib.iect "by giving -precise d eta ils of the ’’occasions of w itc h c ra f t  n r / . 

reasons for Satan's prevailing, namely "groffe ignorance, great i n f ido-■•‘.c ; 

want of the love of- truth (which God hath made fo long and c lea r1 ly  to fM 1--̂  

in our Land and profanemjffe of l i f e . ” Except for a b r ief sentence that 

"people feek knowledge, ftudie to believe, walk in holineffe and con--::.rv- 

conftant and inftant in prayer.” themeans of preventing th e  growth of 

witchcraft were .once-more very properly laid upon the Minister * s sh o iiltn r : 

in a more than usually detailed account of the best methods by which tb-p 

couf d achieve th a t  objective, ( l)  Unfortunately for th e  f u r th e r  marc!. c f  

witchcraft in. Scotland the laudable endeavours of the General Assembly vm-w 

brought to bought -  partly i t  must be. admitted through their own tact-; a /I  

blunders. In the f ir s t  place, instead of concentrating exclusively on the 

new outlook the General Assembly mixed up with i t  a mass of detailed in s tru c tio n s  

as to the grounds for the apprehension of witches, the methods of wa+o‘- and 

ward, and the "means and wayes to bring them to a confeffion and c e n f ' ” (?_) 

Here w s  something simple, pradtical and in conformity w ith  custom, vf • ie h  

would inevitably'- appeal to the ordinary" Minister. The new and unorthodox 

part, casting reflection s on his effic iency  as a pastor, he simply ignored .

1-hoof Is to  be found In the great increase in witchcraft prosecutions, (y) 

but the contemporaneous fa ilureof a single Presbytery to report their 

ludvments, as thev were asked to do in l 6h3 - "bv what offer waves or

the fin s  aforefaid   may be tried , ref trained, and condignely cenfw.-ed

and nun i f  lied ecclef ia f t ic a lly  and c iv i l ly .  (4 ) They were in truth •- 

on/
f )  A.A.A, lQ ,V  - .27 . 2": 31!, 7 8 ,  79 A.A. A. A / /  -'.27.

3 )  p , ^ '  . - P  ...•■> -  g  - j - . p . | -  rt J - ... o  ( 1 f  a  9  ”'



on very nice 13̂  with the ‘burnings with tlie law as i t  stood. In the second 

place the G-eneral Assembly r;:ade the crowning blunder of demanding th«*t "u^te 

noir" of Parliament, standing commissions, and therefore received no booling 

from that quarter ( l)  Finally the dogs of war s ta lk in g  behind ionlu-'me 

and his Highland Amorites, and the hounds of Asathr a.vaging wider s t i l l  

behind the plague wrought such a confusion in the ranks of the Kirk tvnt 

the great witch hunt collapsed as suddenly as i t  had begun. (2) Hence a 

development fu ll  of fru itfu l promise relapsed into the limber of forgotten  

memories as the Kirk reverted to the old w ell-tried  methods which once ag a in  

proved their worth in the hands of Ministers throughout the length and 

breadtli of Scotland.

The disappearance of the G-eneral Assembly for well nigh forty years 

stab ilised  conditions which were to p ersist t i l l  witch hunting was ended 

by  Act of parliament in 1 7 3 6 .  True in 1 6 9 9  the G-eneral Assembly had 

transmitted to Presbyteries for consideration by them a recommendation by 

the Committee for Overtures that the former acts of G-eneral Assembly dealing 

with witchcraft, and especially those of I h f O ,  1643 and l6f9  but not a 

single Presbytery condescended to reply. Moreover there is  no suggestion 

that the recommendation implied any attempt to direct attention to the novel 

sections of the l6p3 act. IT oof that such was the case ms furnished in 

1 7 0 7  b y  the "Form of Procefs in the Judicatories of the Church of Scotland ( 4 ) 

which/

(l^ Supra p .3 3 , 66
(2) Supra pp. 3 4 ,6 9 ,1 8 6 ,1 8 1 .  I n f r a  p p . 3 3 3 ,3 3 4 ,3 4 1 ^
(3) A . G r . A .  1699 Overture against Witchcraft (no pane no; suora pr>.
(4) A.G.A. 1707. pp. 17-37-



which for a l l  practical im poses simply codified the recognised praol 

except for minor alterations necessitated by the changing outlook of 

Century ( l)  Indirectly the hrocess, i f  obeyed, would have limited + 

of independent action favoured fay a few notorious ministers who on th 

of their reputation as super witch-hunters, ignored their own Kirk Se 

and went straight to Presbyteries (2) for the Process ordered that ru 

elders be joined with Ministers in exercising d iscip line in general ( 

and in particular insisted  that witchcraft processes must begin in th 

Session and then because of their seriousness be referred to the pres 

With the witch-hunting days as good as over, however, the Proces 

remains l i t t l e  more than an interesting antiquarian codification of fa 

forms of procedure against witches gradually b u ilt  up by the Kirk but 

frequently flouted by i t s  own superstition ridden Ministers.

Supra p. 72
Supra p. 108 
Supra p. 167  
Supr-a pe ]_6Q

(fa
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I lin is te r ia l  views on su p erstitio n  in  .general and w itch cra ft in  p a r tic u la r ..

The history of p rin cip a lities .and powers the world over hears witne-ss 

to the unbridgeable, gap that can open between an act and i t s  enforces on.». 

■Scotland was no exception to the rule for the continual repetition  of acts 

of Parliament and General Assembly bears more than ample witness to the 

d iff ic u lt ie s  facing both leg is la tiv e  bodies in bygone centuries. In the case 

of .the G-eneral Assemble?- the leg isla tu re, in  the person of m inisters,
a

became in a very largemeasure the executive.-for upon them undoubtedly rested 

the responsib ility for setting in motion the machinery which would enforce 

the laws they had themselves enacted. Hence in the case of any particular 

subject, such as witchcraft, the viewpointof theindividual minister beenre 

of cardinal importance.

There is  no reason to suppose that Scotland had more than i t s  fa ir  -share 

of the superstitious b e lie fs  and customs which the Golden Bough has shown to 

be the common inheritance of mankind the world over, but a reasonable hope 

might have been that the m inisters, as the most widely educated class in
I

the country would have shown a le ss  fervent willingness to ’’wallow the

ta l le s t  ta les than the simplest ru stics. Unfortunately a mass of evidence

ex ists to show that there was nothing to choose between the minister and

his flock. A few of the more extraordinarystories to which minis T̂r« fj1, 70

credence w ill su ffice to demonstrate their credulity. The Rev. John

Logan believed that a Highland woman iacRoy fasted for seventeen years; the

Rev. John Stewart believed the story of the tree at Dunoon which ne^er b^rc

leaves after men were hanged on i t ’. ( l N? the Rev. A. sin-J

r e l a t e d /
( h  '■■p.r* Ko-n ’urn p   ̂ ■■ i» t v  y, c-g-’

!is on O:



o -*

related how the hand of a child found buried in a yard pointed to the nan who 

was i t s  fathef ( l)  the Rev. ^ames Fraser of 7/ardlaw wrot-~- how the c o r  ;-~e o f  

a murdered man having been laid  naked a t  the  church door, the  _nrisk i-c^o rn  in 

turn touched the body and "at length the rrurtherer, John Lackeanvore. la? d 

his hand most confidently uppon the 'bare beast, and I narrowly observed -• 

(s ittin g  at the head of the coffin) that the greatest wound o opened, and a 

drop of bloud guished out. (2) the same m inister, as befitted  one dwell ring 

in the Highlands,was a confirmed believer in "prodigious signs, apiiari'jions.

spectijkes, strange s ig h t s  which presaged warr and revolutions. " (3, and

in SecondSight, of which the Edinburgh publisher, doubtless withthoughis of 

his more sceptical Lowland purchasers in 1707 actually wrote "I sh a ll  r o t  

undertake to d efend a l l  the notions he has of i t . " (f) the Rev Alexander 

Telfair of Herrick and fiv e  of his confreres attested to the apparition 

and i t s  doings in the house of Andrew Mackie, (6)

All the more valuable because they were writing la te  in the p ro g re ss  of 

Scottish witchcraft are the works of the two m inisters, Rdb ert Kirk and the  

better known Robert Wodrow, In their diverse ways both evinced a profound 

interest in a l l  matters which would now be c la ss ified  under the headings 

of folk lore, hallucination psychial research and out and out trickery and 

roguery, but which to them were instances of apparitions and Second S ig h t, 

e lv es/

(1) Woodrow Analecta I p. 86.
(2) Fraser * Chronicle of the Frasers1 p.ylQ.
(3) Ibid p .290.
(4) Ibid p .235.
(5 ) Webster Tracts on Witchcraft in 153.
(6) Sinclair ’Satan's Invisible World’ Supplement on XIX. XX.



elves and e l f  shot, fauns and fa ir ie s , charming and witchcraft. Naturally 

they had l i t t l e  d ifficu lty  in collecting  material, which in Kirk's case was 

accepted at i t s  face value. Covering a much wider f ie ld  which stretches he

both Europe and America, Wodrcw’s "Remarkable Providences; mostly relating  

to Scotch Ministers and Christians" contain a diversity of material which 

Kirk, with a sp ec ia lists  interest in one corner of the f ie ld , passed by.

But Wodrow, no le ss  than Kirk, was prepared to accept the great mass of hie 

material at i t s  face value. Doubts and qualms he had at times about sŵ .e 

particular story ( l)  but never did he challenge the underlying p o ss ib ility  

of a l l  the marvellous manifestations, whether of God or the dev il, which 

he so assiduously chronicled (2)

To the ministers witchcraft was no more than the gravest of a l l  the 

multifarious manifestations of the supernatural. Here their education was 

a positive disadvantage, for having absorbed superstitious lore from th e i r  

earliest days, the- Bible and a l l  the commentaries thereon through which their  

professors had taken them combined in a variety of texts to drive ho the 

lesson so succinctly summed up in Exodus XXII, 18. The modern views, on the 

correct/

a) Wodrow 'Analecta1 I p. 313. Having v is ited  John Murdoch's daughter who
claimed to be bewitched Wodrow wrote: "She was asleep: but for anything 
I hear, t hereis l i t t l e  in her case but what may be ac comp ted for by 
natural causes, and a f a l l  she gote by the wind on the street, in  
Brigend, which some a lleget likewise to (be) w itchcraft."

(2) Wodrow "Correspondence" III p .277. In a le tte r  tothe Professor of 
Philosophy at Glasgow University he wrote: "by great d ifficu lty  i f  
ever I  come to publish anything this way (his proposed Lives of the 
Reformers) which I have no prospect of, w ill  be to make a luty"lent 
how far i t  w ill be proper to publish some extraorUnary vouchsafeoents 
towards them, which are as well vouched as orally we can ex ,,-.ct thin-w 
of that nature at th is  d istance."



correct interpretation of the relevant passages in the ancient Hebrew were 

veiled in the mists of the future. For then the Bible as they found i t  u u  

sacrosanct, and on that rock foundered a ll  the ea r liest attempts,, no-c of whin* 

unfortunately can be credited to Scottish divines, to throw doubts on the 

existence of witchcraft. B ailie Lorisone of Dunblane correctly interpreted 

the prevailing attitude when* in 160B, appalled that some commissioners 

actually proposed to allow a man suspected of witchcraft to cross-examine his 

accusers, he roundly declared "that the great and ever blessed John rnox 

himself was a believer in the existence of witches, and that every godly 

minister of the true Reformed Kirk of Scotland at that day believed in 

the Bible and in witches, ” ( l)  In his "Letters from a Gentleman in the 

Worth of Scotland to His Friend in London” Burt sometimes found i t  easier to 

impress h is friend in far distant London by a not too l i t e r a l  r egard for the 

truth (2) but there is  no reason to  doubt his perspicuity when having 

unavailingly engaged in controversy with a minister who staunchly upheld in  

old views on wit chcraft-he compared the Scottish clergy to Moliere's 

physicians "and these, lik e  them, w ill not go a step out of the old road.and 

therefore have not been accustomed to hear any thing out of the ordinary 

way, especially  upon subjects, which in their notion may have any relation even 

to their traditional ten ets .” (3) Burt, the Englishman, i s  assuredly much 

nearer the truth than Sir Walter Scott who held that the reformed ministers, 

assailed by poverty, were thrown among the people for support and money. and 

consequently/

( l)  Fergus son "Alexander Hume" pp. 270, 271. The accused was disc-'ar^ed.
\2 )  Lackay "Letter Book o f.B a ilie  John Stewart of Inverness” p. XXir- ~
(3) Burt 'Letters from a Gentleman in the No? th of .Scotland" 2P!'-



c o n s e q u e n t l y  came to  adopt the tene ts  of those with whom they were frv n o iv tin

Like so much more in  S c o tt's  L ette rs  on'Bemonology and W itchcraft the

statement w ill not stand examination. Judged by no other c r ite r io n  than

th e ir  unending c rie s  of poverty, the m inisters must hav e  found s m a ll  monetary

reward among the people to  whom thejr were alleged to turn. .R. 3. CinnlnKhn-n

Graham shows a l iv e l ie r  appreciation of the fa c ts  when of Scotsmen hu n y r

"The f  a iry  lo re  they sucked in  with th e ir  mothers m ilk ,” (2)

On one point the evidence is  conelusive -  the m inister s had a  pu o fc u n I

b e lie f  in the -power of the devil and h is  em issaries. Mr. Robert Brace, who

was c a l l e d  to th e  m in is t^ry in  IpS? recounted how th e  Lord "made th e  '• n r‘11
(

to accuse me so audiL lie, th a t I  heard h is voice so vivelxs as ever I hoard 

thing, not being sleeping but awaking. ” (3) According to the sto ry  as 

recounted by Wed row the Rev. Robert B lair ac tually  got h is  sermon from a  

stranger who was the devil and when B la ir 's  misdemeanour was discovered the 

Presbytery prayed for him-, a g rea t wind came and B la ir1 s covenant with the 

stranger f e l l  from the roof of the k irk . (4 ) Writing in  l6p9 the m inister 

of Kilwinning recounted how he was uneasy about a suspected witch t i l l  ^0 

heard her conversing with the d ev il, a not -untoward happening considering 

she had been locked up in the steeple  for t  h irteen  weeks and pricked in to  

the bargain! (5 ) The Rev. A1 x. Roden, a zealous witch hunter, en tered  

in to  d ire  co n flic t with the devil in  a Galloway cave (6) while as la te  as

1755/

fl^ Scott "Letters of Demonology and W itchcraft” p. 221.
(29 Kirk ’Secret Commonwealth * in troduction  p .  I f .
(3; Calderwood Kirk of Scotland’ IV p .636.
(4.) Wodrow ’Analecta’ I  pp. 103, 104*
( f )  S i n c l a i r  1 S a ta n  ’ s I n v i s i b l e  -To r i d  D isc o v e re d  * pa 111 .
(6) Kirktun Tr-; - ;,h>.



1755 the Rev. John M ill of Sandwich in  the Shetlands conducted a war *17 '• 

with Satan through the l ip s  of a poor woman, ( l)

While -conions evidence i s  a v a ila b le  of m in is te r ia l  b e l i e f  in  tkc 

m anifestations of the d e v i l ’s power through h is  witches as m inisters shu 

a p re d ilic tio n  fo r the spoken word, i t  i s  found ra th e r in  th e ir  actions a 

preaching than in  th e ir  l i te ra ry  e f fo r ts .  W itchcraft was something the 

accepted as inevitably  as day followed n ight so that fo r them therewas n

necessity/ to re i te ra te  th e ir  b e l ie f  in  i t .  Actually i t  was only when d

was beginning to spread northwards across the Cheviots th a t they thought 

i t  necessary  to  give expression to  th e ir  views. W riting to a co lleag u e  

in  February 1677 the Rev. Robert Knox declared: ’’Yours• of Feb 2 (which I 

received the 2b) hath mightily convinced me ( i  say not th a t theer arc wi 

fo r i t  i s  a good tyme since I  was past doubting of y t tru th ) th a t these

persones wiio are apprehended upon tha t score by the Laird of P o llo c k ’s f

and who probably ere th is  have suffered upon earth  for th e ir  crimes are 

such.” (2)

The furcate created by the alleged bewitching of Lord Torpki chen's so 

1720 is  doubly valuable because the widespread m in is te ria l reactions i t  

engendered came so near the end of organised witch-hunting. From th e  

in stan t tha t the noble lord  appealed to the lo ca l m inister fo r assistanc  

not only the Presbytery of Linlithgow, w ithin whcse bounds the a f f l ic te d  

dwelt but ministers-from neighbouring areas rushed to  the scene (3 ) 

U nfortunately/

( l)  G-oudie 'S iary  of the Rev. John H i l l ’ p. 15.
(2^ haw ’H euoria lls1 preface p . l  XXIV.
(3) S inc la ir 'S a tan 's  Inv isib le  World Discovered pp. 262.2;. xev-xcix HcH 

Parish of l id  Oalder 2^6.
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Unfortunately fo r th e ir  standing with p o s te r ity  pens were fo r once p u t to  

paper* In January 1720 Wodrow wrote: ’'The bussines of the Lord Torphiccen 

h is  second or th ird s  on. about twelve or th ir te e n  years of age, h is  troublei
from witches, makes a g rea t noice a t present* Ihere have been very s tra n g e  

things in  th a t a f fa ir ;  g rea t stores l i f t e d  th a t ten  or twelve men could 

not move, and other p ra e te m a tu ra ll things which seem well vouched; but 

•what to make upon the whole, I  knou not, ( l ) l t  is  to  be noted than in  s p i te  

of th a t conclusion upon what was obviously no more than the garbled v e rs io n s  

of the a ffa ir  which had percolated from the east to h is  western pa rish  

Wodrow unhesitatingly  accepts the presence and re a l i ty  of ’w itchcraft. To 

give him h is due he wrote to the Rev. John Williamson, m inister a t Jrir selburgh 

for fu rth er information, but before the l a t t e r  rep lied  on the 19th February, 

he had already w ritte n  to a staunch be liever in w itch craft, Dr. Cotton 

Mather in  fa r  d is tan t Boston, TJ1S.A. on the 10th February: " L it t le  o ffers 

from the country that I  can yet w rite  fu lly  of. We are alarmed with the 

outbreaking of horrid  w itchcraft upon the family of a nobleman about twenty 

miles east from th is ,  the Lord Torphichen, A son of h is about twelve years,
I

i t  seems has beenseduced in to  the d e v il’s service some years ago, and strange 

things are done by him and about him. Several are taken up, and lawyers 

have taken a precognition, what the issue i s ,  you sh a ll h e reafte r know, i f  

the Lord w ill ,"  (2) Seven days la te r  the Rev. Williamson rep lied  to 

Wodrow: "I can only t e l l  you now, th a t having been w ith Mr. Anderson of 

F alk irk , my s is te r  a t Abercorn, Mr. Kid of Queensferry, and seme o th e r s  i n  

th a t bounds, anent the a ffa ir  of Torphichen witches, I  find  there i s  t r u t h  

a s /

1) Wodrow "Analecta." U  p. 339.
2) Wodrow * Gar respondence * I I  p. 503.



as to  the substance of the report going though, by often te l l in g  some 

circumstances do vary ." He went on tor e la te  how i t  was c e rta in  th a t 

TdrphichenVs th ird  son had been dreadfully tormented and endeavours rude to get 

him away: tha t there had been a fa s t :  th a t the Rev. James Brisbane was 

instrumental in finding an image of the child  in  the woman’s house, and th a t 

two women who had confessed had died a f te r  saying the devil would k i l l  them 

for doing so. He concluded: "The matter is  not over; many are s t i l l

delated by the child; but some who have been of very e n tire  fame being named,

i t ’s suspected i t  may be one of Satan’s stratagems to bring some innocent

persons in to  suspicion among the g u i l ty .” ( l )  W itchcraft i s  most 

assuredly was to th is  d ivine, who was also running true  to type when he 

unhesita ting ly  adcepted the fr ien d less  as g u ilty  on the word of a boy of 

twelve but shied from the lo g ica l conclusion when the b rea th  of suspicion blew 

upon some ”of very e n tire  fame.” F inally  in  a sermon which he preached a t 

a special f a s t  held a t Mid Oalder on the 14 January 1720, the Rev. John kglkie 

of Uphall declared:- ”1 cannot but remakr the Madnefs the extream a f tm iifh in g  

Madneffs of thofe who renounce th e ir  Subjection and Obedience to God, and 

take on with the Devil, to  fe rse  and obey him: Tha the ir’ are fuch Bcrfuns 

is  too pal in , from the holy Scriptures to  be denied.” (2) From th is  wealth 

of m in iste ria l comment the re a lity  of w itchcraft as a force to be reckoned 

with by them even as la te  as 1720 is  too apparent to  require elaboration.

' • f * l  •f 'V *  /
a X u - . - Y

(1) Ibid I I  p .505.
(2) Wilkiek 'Sermon preached a t Hid-Calder' p .23.



302.

With t  he m inistbry playing the p a rt of invetera te  w itch hunters i t  was

n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  a  f e w  o f  them came t o  t a k e  a  m o r e  p e r s o n a l  i n t e r e s t  in the

hunt as the quarry s truck , or was. alleged to  s tr ik e  a t i t s  pursuers. An

overwrought imagination nay su ffice  t o  explain the Rev. Forbes * s t o r y  to

B r o d i e  - o f  B r o d i e  " w h a t  w o r k  h e  h a d  w i t h  w i t c h e s ,  t h e r  l i f t i n g  h i m ,  a n d

,
loving h is bodi together in  h is bedd; ther confessions and Sathan s o-.vn. 

th a t they could doe him no harm; made h is image of wax, but could n o t  h u r t  

him, ” ( l)  Wo other m inisters showed a sim ilar f a i th  in  the power o f  h o d  

to p ro tec t them. Rather did they walk in  fea r and trembling t i l l  e ffec tiv e  

measures had b e e n  taken against the devil*s a ss is ta n ts . Hence we f i n d  t h a t  

in  May 1672 ’’Mr, Bond F raser, Modr. of the Prebrie of Dingwall, delated, an d  

regrated how Agnes mor nin vick ean g la ish , now in  the Parish of f  o t te r  t i e ,  

h& p u b lick lie  on the high way m  the presence of ane b ro ther, fir, J o h n  

Gordowne, scolded, lyed, menaced, cursed and used imprecations agt. him, and 

i t  being nottour tha t the said Agnes i s  malae famae in  the rnalae fa: we in 

the matter of w itchcraft, the p resby terie  ordained to  sumoned her t o  t h e  

next day. (2)

Convinced th a t h is i l l -h e a l th  was due to  a witch the Rev. Peter Ra.e of 

K ilbride found himself before the Presbytery of Penpont in  1706 fo r taking 

the law in to  his own hands and blooding the witch above the breath . ( 3 }

The seventh a r t ic le  of the d itta y  against Margaret Wallace, accused 

of w itchcraft in 1662, was th a t having been brought before the Kirk S e s s i o n  

of Glasgow by Mr. Archibald Glen, m inister of Carmunnock ”in revenge th a iro f , 

fc h o r tlie  tb a ir e f te r , be h ir  Sorcerie and i.itc h c ra ft, laid, a n e  f e i r f u l l  en d  

Vhknawin feiknes vpone the faid-U r. Archibald, quhairof be con tinuall fwettin--' - 

he /
( l)  2/Iackay ire sb y te rie s  of Inverness and D ingwall ^o?3*
( 2 j  Wood * W i t c h c r a f t  -a n d  B ir o o r s t'i t i c u s  R ec u r d  -u"! :' i»
(3 ; P i t c a i r n  ’Ori ginal T r ia ls  I I I  .• t .  2, -to. r'2 J i 3Ml,
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he d e c iff it . ” While the dittay doubtless gave expression to the b e lie f  of 

the m inisterial and other friends of the deceased, Margaret, whose defence 

7*as by far the most determined and sk ilfu l the courts had so far* w itn essed , 

claimed "thair is  na thing qu alife it of Sorcerie, or Witchcraft, or Inchantm ent 

done to the faid Hr. Archibald, for the treuth is  that the man d e c e iff it  of 

ane confumptioun of his l i c h t i s ." What was more pertinent, she very rightly  

stressed "nather is  i t  iy b e ll it  that fcho in f l ic t i t  any thing ypone him he 

fignes, croces, inchantit herbes, oyles, cla ithes or ony vther mein i s .M 

To their credit the assize though they found her guilty  of witchcraft, cleansed 

her of th is particular charge, ( l)

Not unnaturally the credulous had l i t t l e  d ifficu lty  in associating the 

clay images found hv the dumb g ir l Janet Douglas with Messrs. Jamieson of 

G-ovan, and Smith of Eastwood, who as neighbouring minister, were playing the 

roles expected cf them in the notorious Maxwell of Pollok case. , I f  Lav/ 

is  to be trusted M r. Jamieson "suspected he was witched, though he knew 

not by whom for he had a great pain betwixt h is n av ill and his back, which 

the physicians could not understand, and continued with him a long tyrcc a n d  

brought him very low, and at lenth ended his days. (2)

Ministers had certainly some ju stifica tion  for their fears for some 

witches actually made confession of the measures devised for their ruination, 

Elizabeth Anderson, one of those arrested in 1697 for beMtching Christian 

Shaw of Bargarran confessed that her father took her when a child of ten  

to a meeting where there "was concerted the tormenting of Mr. William 

Fleming/ '

(1) Pitcairn Criminal Trials III pt 2 pp.520, 5 21.
(2) Law *Memorialls* 0 . I l l  o .f . also v>.127.



Fleming, minister at Innerkip, his child. " ( l )  She also confessed that " 

night her father raised her out of her bed, and they having gone, to the wn 

side, took her on his back, and carried her over the river in a f l ig h t  • fr 

whence they went on foot to Dunbarton, and in Mr. John hardy, minister has 

yard, the crew and their lord being net, they formed a pietureof Mr. Hardy 

and dabbed i t  fu l l  of pins, and having put i t  amongst water, and ale mired 

roasted i t  on a s^ it at f ir e . (2) The Rev. John Stewart, an inveterate 

witch hunter who found much to occupy his time in Bute heard ^iargrei fkjTev 

confess that she and her frineds met "to doe harme to Mr. John Stewart, 

minister," and that Kgt NcOullen and her daughter "did put witchcraft abou 

hallow'd ay la st under Mr. John Stewart minister h is bed.” (3) Mr* Stewart 

by nature a superstitious man (4 ) cannot hage slept shy easier of nights 

when he reflected that several of his parishioners who had been attacked 

the same witches were already dead, (s) To him i t  must have been a case 

of k i l l  or be k illed  by the witches, who, on his own admission, had a "p ic  

at him, (6)

But perhaps the best proof of m inisterial b e lie f  in witchcraft is  to 

be found among the ministers who in varying degrees came to practice what 

Mirk so assiduously condemned.

Sometimes/

( lj  Renfrewshire ’A History flf the Witches o f, p. 132.
(2; Ibid p. 134,
(3; Macphail ‘Highland Papers III pp. 7, 3.
(4j Supra p£94
(3} Macphail 'Highland Papers III pn. 19, 24*
(6) Ibid p. 7.
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Sometimes the accusation meant no more in the ecc le s ia stica l than A- t  did 

in the •‘"'oliiical sphere "There i t  formed a convenient weapon with which to 

blacken r iv a ls , enemies or persons dangerous to the saf ety of the rulers, 

Eminence was no protection for 'even of John Knox i t  i s  written in IpGl 

that he went for his second w ife, the daughter o f Lard Ochiltree and a -cere 

child Mrydand with ane gret court on ane- trim gelding, nocht lyk ane

propher or an auld decrepit p r ie st, as he was hot lyk as he had heno are of
\ ‘

the hlude royal, with his hendes of ta ffe t ic  feschnit with golden ringis 

and precious stanes; and as is  planelie reportit in the country, he s or eerie 

and witchcraft did sua allure that puir gentlewoman that scho could not  ̂o~t’o 

without him,.11 ( l )  So did youth's marriage with old age set tongues s-wogging 

In the riidst o f . the Douglas Wars when Knox was near h is end the Catholics

" spread a bruit that lie. Knox was banished Sane t An dr ewes, hecaus in his

yaird he had raised some sancts, among whom came up the devil 1 with homes. ”(2) 

Presbyterians were doubtless playing the same game when Archbisop Sharp was 

said "to he a demonaick and a witch , " (3). and when i t  was written of the 

Episcopalian curate of Anstruther that "some suspect he medledwith the d ev il, 

and he was known to have a bother that was a diabolick man. (4 )  Doubts are 

also engendered by the charge of charming levelled  against the Rev. Wm. Simson, 

an Episcopalian nominated to Broughton by the Archbishop as he was f in a lly  

removed in 1691 for divers reasons which included the refusal to pray for 

William and Mary (b) Similar suspicions arise in the case of the petition  

presented/

(1) -Wilson ‘'Memorials of Edinburgh1 II p. 37.
(2) Calderwood 'Kirk of Scotland1 III p .167.
(3 )  Kirkton History of theChurch cf Scotland g,g c. f .  Laws ye-: w" - , p y  
Uuj Kirkton, 'L istor^ o f the Church of Scotland -. 10 ' r-.ff 
(b) Buchan F istow / of 1 a-hi css h ire1 pn. yyg , 311-
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presented to the Be ivy Council in °ctober 1689 by the parishioners of Mr.

Win. Sasone of Auchter ga ven for having complains that he too had neither 

prayed for William and Mary, nor opened the church, to allow thanks to he 

rendered for the safe deliverance of the kingdom., they went on to assert that 

"when his wyfe was sick and desparing of her recoverie he actually consulted 

with a woman who is  suspected by every on that knowes her to have a 

familiar sp ir it. " ( l )  Probably because people found i t  d if f ic u lt  to comprehend 

so heinous a crime as wife-murder by a m inister, The Rev. John Kello, minister 

of Spott, while corf essing to the murder found i t  necessary to add "for as

concerning the vther whairof I am sclanderit I tak God and his an gellis  to

witnessis in the contrarie, that neather had I any ingres in the wickit 

practices of the Hagiciehis neather was foorder curious to understand then 

God had manifested in his word." (2)

A residurm of cases, however, cannot be explained away on any of the 

above ground. for them, the only explanation is  that the m inisters, for  

one reason or another had rea lly  become devotees of w itchcraft, ir  i t s  le ss  

'serious manifestations, charming and consulting. In December l6lQ Lialcolme 

Toir, reader at Logie, confessed to the Presbytery of Stir ling  "that he 

supposing that he was w itch it, he pas to the Ugiptians, and consulted wt

thane for remedie yrof, and gaive thame gair to that e ffect."  Public

repentance and removal from o ffice  was the punishment meted out to him.

According to Fountainhall "Mr. John McQueen, one of the ministers of !$dinburgh, 

in December 1683, haveing by trepane got a petycoat of Suphemia Scott (after 

Lady/

(1} R.P.C.'.3rd Ser.XIV p.385.
(2) Bannatyne ’Journal* p.AA.
(3) Ferguson 'Alexander Hume* p. 108.



Lady LVmouth) and spouse  to Wyn̂ -am ^rmouth, who i s  now broken and dead, with 

whom he was deadly in love, though she hated him, he made thereof a waist­

coat and drawers, for which he was suspended- but the bishop of Udinourgh, 

Paterson, reponed him in February 1684." ( l)  The ^ev. John M ill, who 

ministered in Shetland, wrote in h is diary in 1758 "When my wife took pains 

before the birth ^Ino- M-arfch of the second child , as I  could not bear to hear 

her cries I  went to Quendal and put up the Lady for her assistance." (2)

At the tr ia l, of Campbell of Ardkinglass for the murder of the Laird of Cald.er 

in 1592 one of the witnesses deponed that Campbell told her "that he had ane 

man ca ll i t  Patrick hacQueine, a m inistir, quhae wes a far better enshanter

nor any of thame —•— that Patrick hacQueine was sae s k il le t  in h is craft
n

that he culd male up and big ane coated betwix the son gang and to the

con train- and farder that Ardkinglass tauld to the Deponer MacQucine had
\

uther ministers companionis with him in his craft." (3  ̂ While the 

uncorroborated story of a Highland wife is  not the best of evidence, i t  is  

certain that Ardkinglass was su ffic ien tly  itrgr essed by MacQueine1 s' s k i l l  

to dismiss the renowned Morven witches previously employed by him, Op)

Contemporary opinion was unanimous in declaring that Patrick Adamson, 

one time minister of Paisley, and when matters came to a head in 1>23 

.Archbishop of St, Andrews, associated with witches. In h is diary Mr. Janes 

M elvill gave the account, which was copied almost verbatim by Calderwood (y) 

and with appropriate embellishment in the lampoon "The Legend of the Bis chop



of S t, Andreis Lyfe ( l)  to .the e ffec t that "all th is whyll, fen the G-enerall 

Affeuifclie in Apryll, an 1532, and befor, v n t il l  th is Auguft, a ly t le  'befor 

Bifchope Adamfcne keip it his ca ftle , lyk-a tod in his b o ll, foil-: of a 

difeafe of grait f e t id it ie ,  and oftymes vnder the cure of women fufpected of 

witchcraft, namlie on, wha con feffit hir to  h a iff lern it medecin of an

ca ll i t  Hr, Wilyearn Sinfone, that appeired divers tymes to hir efter his

dead, and g a if f  hir a buik,. This woman being examined be the Brefyterie, 

and fund a witche in thair judgment, was g if  fen to the Bifchope to bo keig 

in his caftle  for execution, bot he fu ffe r it  hir to f lip e  wway; bot w ith in  

thrie or four yeirs ther efter fche was taking and execut in Edinbruche fo r  

a witche." (2) h e iv ill  further stated "Bot, v ere lie , about thefe vdtohes we 

war plane and fcharper with him, bathe from the p u lp it, in doctrine, and be

cenfur i f  our presbyterie. ” (3) hot only the Presbytery but the h-wu S ession

of St. Andrews and the General Assembly had the matter under c o n s id e ra tio n  (h) 

and five  years later i t  formed one of the charges brought against Alison 

Peirsoun at her tr ia l in 1538 (5) Even the queen of England got to know of 

the matter for on the 31st October 1533 King James wrote to her requesting a 

safe conduct for Adamson who contemplated going to "the Plumbiers” fo r  his  

health (6) A week later Bowes, in a le tte r  to Y/alsinghiam, reported "The 

departure of the Archbishop of St. Andrews to be hastened; he is  suspended, 

and/ *

(1) Dalzell 'Scotish Poems* pp.313-312,
(2) M elvill * Diary’ 0. 97.
(3v I b id  p . 97
(4 ) Fleming *St. Andrews Kirk Session Register* II 0,508  B.U„k„ 11 -0. 845.
(5 ) Pitcairn ’Criminal Trials I Pt. 2 p .164,
J6) Thorpe Calendar I p.4-61.



and may? perhaps be excommunicated, as well on account of some errors noted: 

in his sermons "before the King, as also for his extraordinary favour towards 

a witch in saving her from that due punishment which should have been i n f l i c t e d  

on h er." ( l)  I t  almost loohs as i f  the king hoped the storm against the 

bishop would blow by during his absence.

While Adamson's ill-h e a lth  seems to have driven him to seek out w itches 

a ll  the evidence points to the conclusion that the Rev. G-eorge Seople, m in is te r  

of K illa llan , took a much more practical interest in the black arts. Evidence 

was la id  before the Presbytery of Glasgow in l6 ly  that he had "ane book of 

hr. ilichaell Scotts, of unlawfull a ir te s , " that he bought Albertus llagnus, 

that he could see into the future, that he took money to cure diseases, that 

he offered "to male baren wemen to beir bairnes." (2) Knowledge of a k ind  

he had for in this, la st instance while denying the charge he "granite he said 

thair is  naturall causes to helpe thame.” (3 ) Anyhow the Presbytery, 

whether with thoughts of the Kirk's good name, ignored the blacker im p lic a tio n s  

of the evidence before them and were content to suspend him in l6lJ+. (4 }

He continued to  reside in Paisley u n til in 1630 the old accusations were 

suddenly revived "as some informatiouns lies beene made to the Lords of 

Secreit Counsell that Mr. G-eorge Sempill, indweller in Paisley, hes beene 

ane b iss ie  practizer and consulter in points of witchcraft whilk hes gevin 

occasioun of a foule and heavie scandal 1 aganis him and aganis the holie  

mini3tr ie  whairof he wes sometyme a preacher, and thairfoir for cleering of 

his innocencie of that foule cryine necessar i t  is  that he be examined in



Agnes Boyd, then under arrest for witchcraft "gave a ll  the delation.: agar 

said Hr. G-eorge and that she would v er ifie  the same, aganis him. " ( l )  ’51

evidently fa iled  to convince the privy Council for Semple died in Pe.irl'ry 

years later. (2) Thus lo th  Kirk and State had refused to find him g u i l t
u /

Nevertheless ■ similar evidence was deemed su ffic ien t to send old wives to 

stake. Whether Sample was merely putting his knowledge to the practical 

of money-making -  successive witnesses lay emphasis on his greed -  or was 

an actual follower of the devil is  best answered by the appropriate Scott 

verdict "Not Proven".

While Gideon Penman* s stormy career as a minister had been terminate 

a charge of adultery in 1675 (3) he inevitably brought disgrace upon the 

ministry when only three years la ter  he m s accused of witchcraft and 

summoned before the Privy Council (4) for without exception a ll  con temp or 

accounts stress h is former position in the Kirk (5) Law*s story was that 

"the devill had a great meeting of witches in Lcudian "at which Gideon on. 

present/

(1) Ibid p.fC.
(2) Fasti III p .lif l.
(3) Fasti I p. 312* Hay * Diary* p. 2. _
(41 H.P.C. 3rd Ser V p. 494*
(p; Ibid p .434 "The ^ords ‘being ififormed that Mr. Gideon Herman sometirr

a minister i s  guilty of witchcraft.
Law. *Memcrialls* p. 145 "a warlock who formerly had been admitted tc 

the minis t r i e ."
Fountainhall *Decisons’ p. 14 *Hr. Gideon Penman, who had been Linif 

cf Crightcn."
Kirkton 1 History of the Church of Scotland* p. 190 went further and 

made him s t i l l  "curat at Creighton1 but he was busily recording 
scandals against Espiscopaiians.
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•©resent - as a warlock. *’ ( l)  For once Scottish witchcraft seems to have 

approximated to the c: ntinental "sabbath" for Law's account was substantiated  

by the much more crticj/al Fountainhall whô k related how the Lords of Council 

and Session having refused to accept witches delations of "/nndjf gentlewomen 

and others of fafhion” yet permitted them "to name hr. Gideon Penman, who 

ahd been K inifter of Crighton, and for fundry acts of uncleannefs and. other 

crimes was deprived. Two or three of the witches conftantly affirmed that 

hewas prefent at their meetings with the Devil and that when the Devil called  

for him., he afked, where is  Ur. G-ideon, my Chaplain? and that ordinarily Kr. 

G-ideon was in  the rear in a ll their dances, and beat up thefe that were 

flow .” (2) There seems to have been one law not only for gentlewomen of 

fashion but also for ex-m inisters3 and another, very different one, for "poor 

miferahle women” (3) for Gideon "denied a l l ,  and was lib erate  upon caution, "(b)

I f  any witches were given to moralising on their fa te  they must have 

been struck by the sim ilarity between their actions and those o f ministers 

of unsullied reputation, Let the Rev. Alexander Peden prophecy (fr le t  the 

Rev, Robert Blair touch his daughter and pray that she might be healed ( 6) 

and immedi ex. te ly  they were hailed by their confreres as outstanding examples 

of the Divine power vouchsafed to them. Let an old wife do likw ise and she 

was in imminent danger of being hurried to the nether regions.

The liin ister a s a witch hunter.

As/

(1) Lav/- 'Memorialls* p. 145*
(2) Fountainhall 'Decisions1 Ik,

Ibid p. Ur.
4 ) Ibid p,14. Kirkton pp,190/l9<b gives a similar account of the orgies and 

Penman’s release,
(3) Grant ’Mysteries of a l l  Nations' p. 257-



4  ̂ th °  r!n;;; t  of th e  P eforna.tion  s tru g g le  slow ly sv-i.erdeb t h e  a: a n . ' . a  a  a . :-

the—"Reformation s tru g g le  slowly subsided th e  ministers of th e  :'r o te s ta n t

TTjvV found them selves armed w ith b i b l i c a l  t e x t s ,  an a c t  of ..parliament ane

ever increasino; flow  of f-eneral Assembly d ec is io n s  w ith which to  beg in  th

drawn out struggle against witchcraft forming no more than a numerically

part of the host which, walking in fear of the devils follow ers, d e s ire d

their overthrow, the ministers* influence can. "be assessed only by an

exam ination of the  use successive generations of divines made of th e  weap

fo rced  fo r  the w itch  hun t.

A. f a c to r s  a t r  enr t  hen Inc 2 Tini s t  er s .
1, "H erald and M essenger. " ( l )

Entry  in to  the ministry at once conferred upon a-man a certain
t

sp iritual status which immeasurably strengthened h is authority. In the or 

at l^ast, entrance implied much more than the couplet ion of a period of 

training, as for the worldly callings, for in the ea r lie st days of the Ki 

divine providence was held to have marked out those f it te d  for the task h 

bestowing upon them the power to deliver "the sermon e of Exhortationn. " ( 

•The Second Book of Discipline widened the scope of the m inister’s s^ iritu  

functions by declaring him to be the "meffinger and herald beiwene Gk?c an 

peple. " (3) When combined such views came dangerously near l i f t in g  the 

ministers out o4:’ the ranks of ordinary mortals and placing them somewhere 

near the lev e l of the prophets of the Old Testament. Nor were th©v 

voices crying in the wilderness for their elders saw to i t  that Bundav 

a fter /

(1) Supra, p .  281 ,

(2) fncx  H isto ry  I  ->v>. 2QQ. 300.

( 3 ;  a r m .  i x  p a ; ; .



after Sunday th ey  spoke to large congregations, who, with the  lack of 

pews and the beadle with a prob^ found i t  no easy task to ignore the words 

of wonder, i f  not of truth, which poured out by the hour. Demagogues Yritb 

the authority almost of demi-gods, the preachers became a power in th e  Ic-nf 

as the Stuarts found to their cost.

Such were the men whose interpretation of theScriptures a l l  true 

Presbyterians accepted unquestioningly - such were the men irho thundered 

against witchcraft, secure in the knowledge that Assemblies, Synod s and 

Presbyteries not only approved but urged them to greater frenzies of 

condemnation, Appeals for delations, and for w itnesses, public humiliations 

and fa.sts censures and excommunications a l l  were thundered from the nulpit 

t i l l  even the densest among the congregation must have come to bel ieve that 

from start to fin ish  a witch-hunt revolved round the minister. That was 

one viewpoint, distorted, but readily tenable, when ultimate authority in the 

shape of the Privy Council and Court of Justiciary were far away while 

thunderings from the pulpit were very near.

Carrying the idea of herald and messenger to i t s  penultimate sp iritual 

goal, a few ministers believed that divine providence actually revealed to 

them the identity of previously unsuspedtedwitches. The Rev. John Seiirple 

of Carsphairn was alleged to have exclaimed to  a brother minister who was 

distributing communion tokens, "Hold your hand, she hath gotton too many 

tokens already she is  a witch, which though none suspected her then, she 

herself confessed to be true, and was deservedly nut to death for the same. " (f 

Even/



Even more illuminating is  the refuted experience of the Rev. Andrew Turner

of Erskine, a man zealous as a hunter of Christian Shaw’s tormentors.

According to Wodrow* s Analecta for 1711 Turner told him in 16 %  oz 1695 ho

went to preach in h is native fort of Jlenteith, and while away became so

worried about his family. On the way i t  was borne on him HWhut i f  the child

be witched and what i f  Margaret Lang have witched the . child?" He continued

that Margaret was then "under good repute" and even when she care under

susT)i’cion more than a year la ter  "this he endeavoured to divert, and within

some time after i t ’s born in upon his sp ir it , What i f  you shall be one person

that shall lead Margaret Lang to be burnt for a witch?" He concluded b3/

relating that matters f e l l  out exactly as he had imagined for h is child died

within a few minutes of his return home, and that he subsequently took a

prominent nart in Margaret’s tr ia l and was on the scaffold at her burning, ( l)

Now, even i f  Wodrow is  wrong about the date when he heard the story from his

fellow  minister, and Turner had in fact deliberately advanced the date of an

apocryphal story to a time prior to Margaret’s Accusation and ultimate

execution in 1697 as one of the Bargarran witches the fact remains that the

ta le  accurately r e flec ts  what Turner knew would be accepted as a perfectly

feasibleVexample of the workingsof divine providence.
%

2. Powerful position in h is own congregation.

Strong as i t  was the sp iritual authority of the minister/was no more than
I

the foundation of his power. Upon th is firm rock he was able to expand 

and/

( l)  Wodrow ’Analecta' I pp.363, 36a.



and consolidate his authority very largely by virtue of certain material 

advantages he enjoyed as minister of his congregation.

as laid  down by successive General Assemblies could not but aoquirp an 

unrivalled knowledge of the private liv e s  and habits of h is flock for a 

variety of reasons sent him into the homes of h is flock . To the general 

instructions f ir s t  laid  down in the Second Book of D iscipline that he should 

Mwatche aboue the manor is  of his f l o k . " ( l)  and amplified in 1646 by the 

order that, "Ufe would be made of the r o ll  of the Par i f  h. not onely for  

examinationP but alfor for confidering the feveral conditions and d.epofitions 

of the people, that accordingly they may be admonifhed." ( 2) there was 

added the more particular duty' of weekly catechising (3 ) In addition the 

minister had such customary d u ties as the v is ita tio n  of the sick, aged and 

infirm. Such a plethora of family v isita tion s must have brought to the 

minister* s ears a mass of information from which i t  was incumbent upon him 

to extract and pursue a l l  cases wliich seemed to involve any breach of the 

divine law. A typical instance is  furnished by the Aberdeen minister who 

in 1681 reported to h is Kirk Session "that ther is  on Jean Nimbrie .who uses 

to- cure several deseases by charming qch is  p articu larlie  forbidden by the 

word of Godp and the way he came to be enfarmed that she was a charmer was, 

being v is itin g  a sick per sen in Sunysvd they told him there was on Helen 

Collie a servant in ther fam ilie sick la t l ie  of the fevers and the sd Jean

N i t n b r e /  
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Kimbre cured her by charming, " ( i j

IP.t forbidden as he was ‘sy ac t of General Assembly from e x e rc is in g

d iscrD lino  on h is  own r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  (2; the m in is te r  won 1c nearer have been

ab le  to  -a ln  e f fe c t iv e  nee of th e  - in fn o ta tio n  ho gained  hub t  u..V; no-n fo r

the position  of unexampled p res tig e  and au tho rity  which he occupied an has

K irk  Session. The ner s i  s ten t emphasis placed by the Kirk on has sp ar a t- \a._.

authority  was only one fac to r tending to such a re s u l t .  Others of a wore

p ra c tic a l n a tu re , and consequently more obvious to- the people m ateria lly

strengthened h is position . F ir s t  among them was the au tho rity  which

au tomat ?.c e llTr develved won him as moderator. As such h is  power was f a r  
/

greater than th a t of any ordinary chairman fo r not only could there  be no 

meeting unless he presided (3) bu t the awe in  which he was hefd. curolod 

to his ividouLted claims to an education fa r  superior to th a t of the great 

m ajority of eldefes made his wishes d if f ic u l t  to  gainsay. I;specially  was i-uls 

so as he could point to  successive acts of general Assembly which, from, the 

f i r s t  had stressed  that elders were there "to a s s is t  the H in io ter. " (h)

While every m inister was’charged to have a Kirk Session (p) and net to  exercion 

ju risd ic tio n  without the concurrence e ith e r  of i t  or a superior judicatory  

of the Kirk. (6) the General Assembly in  16-38 c lea rly  demonstrated, i t s  

mind on the re la tiv e  powers of the m inister and h is  e lders wharf i t  

refused /

( l)  Hunro Records of Old Aberdeen I I  p p .7 4 , 75- The b est --roof of the
importance attached to  v is i t in g , catechising  end Conference in to  'Ke 
found in  the s tre s s  la id  upon t  hem as fa c to rs  in  trm Kabila ?-a^vu t  
w rrcncraft which the  General Assembly waved with h ith e r to  tv  -vt 
in ten sity  in  la+2 and l6t.3 c . f .  supra n. 78

(2 } B.U.K. I l l  p. 726.
(3) Today the appointm ent of an in te r im  m oderator In  c a se s  of unb'n'm" 

r l ln o s s  or change of m inis t e r  s nr even ts an."-' in t^rrv -if-i -•—  - •'
ac i  iv i  t ”/



refused to  a.llow the  artic le  proposing "It is  thought exped ~ent b-.~nt ho 

lb*nifter moderating his Seffion, fh a ll ufurpea negative voice over the 

members of his Session. ** Too clever to reject the proposal o u tr ig h t  t i c

General .Assembly ©.vailed i t s e l f  of the  eivphemistical, b u t none  th e  lo s s  f a t a l  

form ula: "The Affembly referreth th is  A rticle to t  he care of the 

•rfcsbyteries.11 ( l)  secure in the knowledge that there i t  would qu ick ly  join  

the limber of forgotten things.

Nothing could give a better composite picture of the m u ltif a r io u s  minor 

details of K irk Session procedure which went to strengthen the m inister's 

position then the "form of Procefs in the Judicatories of theChurch of 

Scotland" as approved in 1707. The date i s  admittedly la te  in the p e r io d  

under review* but for that very reasons the decisions are esjp ec ia ily  

.valuable as they demonstrate the practices approved by a rejuvenated 

Presbyterian Kirk because they had stood the te s t  of time.

Upon the appearance of a person cited  by the Kirk Session i t  was the 

duty of "the Moderator to inform the p erf on of the occafion of his being 

.called, and to give him i f  defired, a fhort note in writing thereof, with 

the Names of the Witneffes that are to be made use o f ." (2) When the 

accused desired to cross-examine witnesses he was not allowed to do so himself 

but/

(j)  activ ity , but the practice must have been very rare in bygone times f o r
only one instance has been noted c /f .  R.P.C. 2nd Ser VIII p .128: 
c.'f. supra 149 for a m inister's i l ln e s s  resu lting in no Session/ 
meetings for fiv e  .years,

(4 ) Knox Works I p .300; 3.U.K, I p .l6  supra p. 161
(5) B.U.K. I l l  p . 365 and ra tified  A.G-.A. 1636 r>. 34,
(’6) B.U.K. I l l  p. 926.
( l /  -k k a , p p o /5 ho.
(2) A.y.A. 1707 P . 20.



"but had to "define the ho derat or to propof’e fuch gueftions or crofs 

gueftions to the Witneffes." ( l)  All depositions of witnesses had to be 

subscribed by the hoderatcr (2) F inally when a l l  the evidence bad been 

heard and the parties removed the Kirk Session "are to advife the c au fe , 

and there tnd then to reafon the Affair calmly, freaking always to the 

Moderator one after another." (3^

Even, i f  any elders were s t i l l  l e f t  in any doubt as to the key position  

occupied by the minister in their Kirk Session, the measure of protection  

afforded him by the Kirk must have been su ffic ien t to convince them.. The 

Form of Prccefs was most ex p lic it that processes against ministers wer e to 

"begin before the Presbytery towhich he belongeth, and not before the Kirk 

Session of his own Parifh. " (4 ) No person was lik e ly  to follow  such a 

course without pondering the odds against him for the act enjovned the 

Presbytery "that no fta in  thereof ought lig h tly  to be received" and l a i d  

down regulations to prevent any such unwelcome contingency (5 ) In 

addition the Procefs stressed that "All Chriftians ought to be fo  nrudent 

.and wary in accufing M inifters of any c<j>nfurable Fault, as that they 

ought neither to publifh nor fpread the fame, nor accufe the Minister 

before the Presbytry without f i r f t  acquainting the Minifter himself i f  

they can have accefs thereto." (6)
\

The/

(1) Ibid p. 21, In addition only questions which, the Judicatory considered
pertinent could be orooosed. ■ "

(2) Ibid p .21.
(3) Ibid p .21.
(4 ) Ibid p. 30,
(5) Ibid p. 30,
(6) A.G-.A. 1707 p. 30. ■



The same so lic itou s care for the minister ran through the regulations 

for his examination, for unlike the lay. suspect lie got a fu l l  copy of the 

l ib e l and was himself allowed to cross™examine witnesses (l^ .''eople must 

have been very chcuy of bringing against a minister a l ib e l  made up of 

"a multitude of fmailer things la id  together" for they at once found ther.se! 

in the most invidious position of being forced to explain to a presbyterial 

v isita tio n  "if any 'of thefe things now la id  to the Minifters. Charge, were 

committed prior to the la f t  presbyterial V ifita tion  of the Parifh, and 

whether they were then la id  to h is charge, and i f  they were not, i t  would 

be tryed, how they came to be la id  to his Charge now," (2) I f  the members 

of the congregation were able to sa tisfy  the Presbytery’s representatives on 

this point they were at once faced with the enquiry "what diligence hath 

been ufed in acquainting the Minifter with the Offence taken at thefe 

things when f i r f t  committed by him. " and "whether any of the Conplainers 

did f ir  f t  In a prudent privat way inform any of the neighbour K in ifters, of 

foine of thefe thingw committed by their M inifter, who is  now challenged, 

before thefe offences came to be fo  many, as to merit a pub lic k  and folemn 

T ria l." (3) By that time the complainer must have been in some doubt 

whether i t  m s the minister or himself who was the person, under suspicion. 

Whether intentionally or otherwise the Kirk certainly succeeded in  

strengthening,'7 ■

( l)  Ibid pp.30, 31.
(2} Ibid p .32.
(3) Ibid p .32.

ves



strengthening the m inister's position  by so e ffec tiv e ly  discouraging attache 

upon him.

The best nr oof of the power exercised by a minister over his Kirk 

Session is  (ultimately) to be found, however, not so nuch ?n the acts from 

whence it  sprang but in the practical evidence, found in m a n y  Session records, 

of the authority he so unques tioningly exercised, A request by a minus her 

that his elders should search out witches or gather evidence against suspects 

was invariably su ffic ien t to se t  them hunting through their d is tr ic ts  with 

a zeal which seldom fa iled  to produce resu lts , ( l)  Bven more conclusive 

were the devastating resu lts which repeatedly followed upon the appointment of 

a nerfervid witch-hunting minister to a parish. The burnings rose with his 

coming and f e l l  with his departure to pastures new, where the cycle was 

repeated afresh, (2)

3, His friends and a l l ie s .

I t  was a Roman centurion who so strik ingly demonstrated the bond which 

links a ll  who are placed in authority, be i t  sp iritua l or temporal (3) The 

lesson was not lo s t .

In i t s  simplest manifestations th is viewpoint found expression in the 

Kirk's consistent endeavours to uphold the authority of i t s  m inisters. (4 )

The/

(1) Moris on ’Royal Burgh of Queensferry I p, 75' supra p. 202  
Grant *lryster ie s  of a l l  Nations* p. 266,
H azlitt ’Popular Antiquities* III p.94- 
Hit chie ’Churches of St, Baldred up ,93. 39 

IU: .C„ 2nd Ser. VIII p.lpS.
(2) Supra p. 171
(3) St. Luke Oh, 7 .

liaxtland Club hiscellany I p . 85;, the decision of the Presbytery of
Glasgow that persons slanderously alleging the m inisters rf  Glasavvr
were reMg. o n s ib le  Per th e  d es fh s  -p.' th e  -'o.rs b-u.-nsd f v  ”r’ h i  " * • • •\-
th e re  in  i p 9, suou ld  b e  mi in  th e  tra-Tf'se
a. ,G . .a ,  Vet a i r \ s ' h l, . h r p "  mi  •i"’i,h', e p  s .



The natural corollary was the w illing  assistance granted by ministers to any 

•of their colleagues who found themselves in d if f ic u lt ie s . Thus in  lifC  

the Commission of the General Assembly appointed ministers to help the 

brethren of the west to obtain a witchcraft commission from Parliament, ( l)  

When the Presbytery of Paisley was in the throes of the prolonged 

investigations into the antecedents of the suspects implicated by Christian 

Shaw in 1697 i t  promptly delegated ’’their Mod erator to apply to the Synod 

that they would appoint some of the grave and experienced brethren in the 

several Vresbyteries to join with the Presbytery of Paisley during the tine  

of the trya ll for assisting and advising with them in anything incumbent 

upon them at th is juncture’’ (2)

The best proof that the individual minister recognised that h is  

Presbyteiy was always ready to back him, i s  to be found in the repeated 

appeals addressed to the Presbytery by ministers who found tthat cases involv  

the supernatural were apt to bring unsought complications in their train (3) 

In a few apposite words the General Assembly which met in 1646 summed up 

the principle involved in those various methods of m inisterial cooperation 

when i t  declared: "It i s  very expedient that M inifters have more communion 

among themfelves for their mutuall ft irr in g  up, and ftrengthning of their  

hands in the Lords work.” (4 )

To the ordinary layman, however, the m inister’s authority probably 

seemed/-

(1) Mitchell ’Commissions of the General Assemblies II p .353-
(2) History of the Witches of Renfrewshire p, XXXI: c.'f. also R i t c h i e .

•The Churches of St. Baldred’ p . 216. how the minister of Tyningbm e 
was sent to  Edinburgh by the iresbytery "to a s s is t  ••r. J s. Hnpe, ■••-•w 
a t  Dunbar, anent the t i ^ a l l  o f ane we-'an m m -oot w i t c - c r a f t  th



seemed to reach i t s  peak when he entered into alliance with nobles, baron 

b a ilie s , sh er iffs , provosts, town councillors and the lik e . Such a comhinati 

of sp iritual and secular authority was a l l  too frequently a law unto i t s e l f ,  

paying heed to the law of the land when i t  suited i t s  ends, ignoring i t  - 

and alas often successfully ignoring i t  -  when i t  hampered the work on hand.

In t iiisjconnectiorj)£s cant attention was ever paid to the legal necessity for a 

warrant to arrest a person suspected of witchcraft, ( l)  Thus at Banff in  

July 1630 "in presence of Thomas Scherund ane of the ba ilyeis of the said 

burghe, comperit personallie Kr. James M eluill, minister at Alwache and Ir , 

William Ghalmer, minister at Innerboyndie for themselffes and in the name of 

hr, Johne Logie, moderator of the presbiterie of Fordyce and presentit ane 

va^abund man c a l l i t  Johne philp, suspect of witchecraft be charring and 

wascheing of seik peopill and dedyring the said Johne to b e resauit in  

firmance within the wardhouse of the said burghe ther in  to remain t i l l  ane 

commissioune suld be send for, for administration of ju stice  on him for the 

said cryme quhilk was presentlie done and the said John incarcerat within 

the stok es.’* (2)

In 1623 three ministers met along with the Burgh Gourt of Dumbarton 

when i t  summoned Janett N e ill before i t  on suspicion of witchcraft. "Finding 

her to give no satisffactioun, Bot obstinate denyell, qlk gevis the main 

occasioun of suspicioun, Seeing sche denys thynges indifferent of them selffis 

and circustances clearly p r o u i n ,  Thairfor They cocluid that the said Janet 

be ferder try i t  and examinat and serchit g if  sche hes the de^iH is m 

When/

( l)  Supra p. 214
(2  ̂ of 1 Sr c. ?, ”, 71*. f  oj,* ~ "rar” airs ar aaar-

1  - k e n  t t m  b a i l  Ma t  l e a s t  a a v  a r e  " :, o e u °  u  t h e  c a f f
■;w . _ p r - r a r p f  -■ -.'I - rg  VI: ’-p r>,



When her husband asked th a t Janet wight be se t free  on o aution tboCounoil 

and m in isters decided to keep her in  p rison  and send fo r a co-mission, which 

they should have had before they e ith e r a rre s ted , or worse s t i l l , prickod 

her. ( l)  Adudt tediy the lo ca l au th o ritie s  bad lit; t ie  option hu t to adopt 

such a course fo r s t r i c t  adherence to  the l e t t e r  of the law would have meant 

undue delay during which any suspect l e f t  a t large would have had ample 

opportunity to escape.

I t  is  no coincidence that in  the above cases m inisters and !nown 

Councillors were working together fo r  they formed the commonest, and by nc 

means the le a s t  e ffec tiv e  a llian ce  against - witchcraft. One of the best 

examples of th e ir  cooperation was furnished in Dundee in  November 1662 when 

the town' s three ministers ,freprted  to  theCounsell, the Gris s e l l  Ja ffra y , 

witch, a t her execution, did dela te  sdtall psons as being g u i l t ie  of 

w itchcraft to^ye", and therefore desyred y t for yr exoneraon some course -might 

be taken wt those delated: The Counsell, in  order th e rm to , therefo reG
nolats the provost, the pnt b a i l lz ie s ,  the old b a i l lz ie s ,  deans of g ild , t  

ther, to meet wt the minirs t  comon wt yin on the sd m atter, and to considder 

of ye best waves may be tak in  wt the delated. ** (2) Sometimes the order 

was reversed as a t Inverness in  A pril 1662 when i t  was the Town Council which 

asked the m inister to attend  th e ir  meeting " th a t the Counsell and he may 

tack ane e ffec tu a l course w ith the witches th a t a r p re se n tlie  in  hand,” ' ( 3 ) 

The popular b<& ie f  in  the power of the co llaboration  of m inisters and 

m agistra tes/

(1) Ir iv n  g ’Book of Dumbartonshire* I  p. 37; c i f . R.?, C. 2nd Ser. I . -a, m l
for the issue of a commission in  sim ilar c irc a  stances.

(2) Thomson 'H istory of Dundee* n .102 . Three months la te r  "Th.. Ommod
co n sen ts  th e  m in ir s  send f o r  a '-■r'-'ver. ,r I b id  n l ' - ' h  

(d} I.ackay * '-’ecords  of In v e rn e s s  IP  211,



magistrates m s  demonstrated by the  zander wife, who w rongfully  accused of 

witchcraft and c o n se q u e n ts  l e f t  to moulder in prison by husband and f r ie n d s  , 

made a fa lse  confession and. earnestly entreated the magi  s tr at e s and -k n ic 'te rs  

that she n ic h t  he burned as the only Cleans of escape from her pliqhb, I-erhapo 

because she knew ’’in te lligen t persons began to be jealous of the truth of that 

confession” and would therefore blame the ministers and magistrates, she 

showed a magnanimity as great as i t  was rare by declaring at the stake: ’’Now 

a ll  you that see me th is day, know that I an now to die as a Witch by my own 

confession, and I free a ll  men, especia lly  the ministers and -Magistrates nf 

the gu ilt of my blood." ( l)  'especially i s  the sign ificant word.

While the commonest a ll ie s  in witchhunting were ministers and Town 

Councils, either as corporate bodies or through their b a ilie s , "even 

Gentlemen, and fuch as are Hafters of the Ground”(2) could be re lied  upon to 

work in harmony with the ministers. Among such persons were to be found 

baron b a ilie s . Helen Hamilton's complaint to the privy Council in 1632 

illu strated  the length to which minister and baron b a ilie  were prepared to 

go. According to her the baron b a ilie  of Broughton ’’assisted  in counsel, 

advice and directioun cf Mr. David Forrester, minister at Leith," 

unwarrantably put her 'to the extremest tortour that they could devise, 

laying her fast in the stockes and in twa gades of yrne of 2b stone weight, 

putting chekellis of yrne upon her armes and binding her craig and legs 

togidder. with yrne chaines t i l l  the f le sh  wes worne cleane a ff the bones." ( 3 ) 

Having summoned and heard the minister and the baron b a ilie  the brivy 

Council/

(l)  Sinclair ’Satan's Invisible World’ p e53 ,
(2) Mackenzie ’Law and Cue tomes of Scotland' p .88 .
(3) R. £. C. 2nd 3©r. IV o.lpG.
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C o u n c i l  o r d e r e d  her to b e  released from the i r o n s  a n d  k e p t  i n  free ward h u t  

not t o  b e  d a u n te d  the tw o  zealous witch-hunters kept her a  close nrisoner and  

refused t o  p e r m i t  anyone to have a c c e s s  to her, which, a s  H e le n  d e c l a r e d ,  " i s  

ane g r e a t  inhiinanitie in the persoun of a m i n i s t e r ,  " (■» )

Ministers were also quick to work in the closest harmony with the l o c a l  

nobility*, who s t i l l  enjoyed much of the prestige and authority which h ad  been 

theirs in the Kiddle Ages. In 1634 Mb. John Home, minister of Eyemouth an d  

Sir Patrick Home of Aittoun developed a close working arrangement as witch 

hunters. F irst they locked up Elisabeth Bathcat without a warrant (?) en d  

then Sir Patrick at the express desire of Mr.; John apprehended Isobel Sinclar 

"on bare suspicion of witchcraft." (3) Fortunately for the suspects they so 

far exceeded the customary licence extended to witch hunters t h a t  the P r i v y  

Council checked their career of -persecution (4 )

Nobility was not a necessary qualification, however, as was demonstrated 

by the close co-ope’ration between Andrew Hay of Oraignethan and the "Rev.

John G-reg, In his diar y , Hay recounted how while returning from the

Presbvtery the minister "told me of a probability to discover some witches 

in Skirling i f  I wold help him, which I promised to doe." (5) The minister’s 

appeal which did not go unanswered, showed a certain astuteness for Hay was 

evidently a man of importance employed by the iiresbytery on diverse tasks which 

ranged from "stenting" or more correctly attempting to stent Skirling for a 

school (6) to preparing and revising the process against a suspected witcip 

Maggie/

(1) Ibid -0, 437 . For the end of the story e lf .  infra n, {
(2) H,P.C, 2nd 3er. V p .176.
(3) Ibid p„246.
(4) I n f r a  p .  357-358
(5) Reid 1 D ia r y  of A nd rew  Hay p . lo - 'h
(6) Ibid : . 127•



Maggie Robison. ( l)

But the most outstanding instance of thelength to which a minister and 

a lay en could go m s furnished by Mr. Hew Kennedy, a youn°; man asnointed 

to kid Calder in and soon notorious as a witch hunter (2) vlien he

joined forces with the Laird of Calder to deal with Margaret Thoms one in 

l&jiu. The whole sordid story came out when le tters of complaint were -out 

before the briyy Council requesting the Tutor and minister to wroduce 

Margaret. I f  the facts alleged were true -  and one look at the prisoners 

body would have gone far to s e tt le  that question ~ the demand was more than 

ju stified . She allegations were that she had been imprisoned for sixteen 

weeks, for twenty six  days of which time she had been compelled to stand on 

a "stand.” in s. sackcloth gown, while men kept her constantly awake. 

Naturally she f e l l  and injured herself (3} The letters of complaint went 

on to demand: "Item, to interrogat the minister whither or not he did 

straik the supplicant with h is wand and beeaus the same wes not of greit 

force he did straik hir with ane rung and that at the la st 11 i  Bit when echo 

did stand with the goun of sackcloth. ” (if) Ultimately the defenders were 

charged to appear and undergo their punishment "for tormenting the 

compleanner without warrant.” They were ordered to see her liberated on 

caution to apnear before the Justice on lawful citation on penalty of IGO 

marks (3 ) Eight days, la ter , however, Mr. Hew and the Tutor, s t i l l  acting 

in /

(1) Xbid wo»"LV35 193, 2*3.
(2) Supra p. 171
(3) R.P. C. * 2nd Ser VIII pp.108, 109; sunra p. 2 2 4 ,2 2 5
(4) R.P.C. 2nd Ser VIII tu 10S.
(5) tbh.C. 2nd Ser VIII p .37-
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in  co n ce rt appeared b e fo r e  the Presbytery of Linlithgow, and carefully 

suppressing a ll mention of torture, reported they had been ordered to liberat' 

ber therefore craved the brethrens* advice. "The breithrein thinks i t  

moot expedient that scho be keipit p it s t i l l  in nrisoun and that the said  

maters be representit to the comrnissionars of the G-enerall Asseublie and 

thair advyis to be desyined quhat to doe th a ir in till; and in the meanetyme 

does ear nes t l i e  supplioat the Lords of his Majesties Privie Conns a ll to gran t  

permission for detensioun of the said Margaret in prisoun .untill the 

comrnissionars adogis be obtenit th a ir in till."  ( l)

M inisterial authority had assuredly/ run r io t when i t  dared to set the 

Commissioners of the General Assembly above the Privy Councils

B. factors Weakening Ministers.

So powerful was the part played by the Kirk in the panorama of Scottish 

affairs in the two hundred years after the Reformation 'that history h;-s 

tended to overlook the undoubted fact that a variety of factors combined to 

weaken the authority of many ministers. These fa l l  naturally into two 

classes, th e  ones of a more personal nature originating in the character of 

the minister and the influences of environment to which he was • subjected, and 

the others arising from the obstructive tactics of certain sections of the 

community.

(a) Worldly Distractions.
1. Poverty.

Ministers might be designated heralds and messengers of G-od, out 

unfortunately for the Kirk, and perhaps fortunately for Scotland, they were 

but human beings, subject to the usual human i l l s  and faced w.„ u:i many >n -re 

daily/

(l) B.B.G, 2nd Ser V II I  p .138.



da.i]_3r problems T^'ich come to us mortals who are condemned to e arn our bread 

by the sweat of our brows.

The m iserable p ittance  with which many a m inister had to struggle along 

in the early  days of the Kirk was not conducive to sustained sp ir i tu a l e ffo rt ( 

Year a f te r  year the General Assembly appealed to the government and nob ility  

who had done so well for themselves out of the Reformation, for more adequate 

stipends, bu t with scant • success. (2) Even laymen of standing rea lised  the 

dele terious e ffe c t upon the Kirk of any prolonged hand to mouth existence ant 

therefore ra ised  th e ir  voices in  p ro tes t. As early as 1569 Regent Noray, 

shrewd p o li t ic ia n  and good churchman th a t  he was. deemed i t  necessary to 

w rite to no le ss  a. person than Sir Patrick  Y/aus, Baron of Wig ton, and in  h is 

time F i r s t  Almoner to the Queen, Senator of the College of Ju s tice , Lord of 

Council and Ambassador to Denmark: M tru s t  freindis., e fte r our hart l ie  

commendations. I t  is  nocht vnknawin to  yow how the m in isteris of your cuntrey 

hes th is  lang tyme bygane w antit th a ir  stipend is, and drevin tha ir throw to 

povertie the occasioun of th a ir  g r ite  t ra b lis  that hes l a i t l i e  bene, quairthrow 

the i ar nocht a b i l l  to  serue th a ir cuir without e remeid be provvdit th a ir  t o .11 (3) 

In a memorial on the s ta te  of Scotland in 1590 Sir James Melville of H alh ill 

urged m in isters should "be prouydit with fu ff ic ie n t locald ftip en d is , nother 

ouer mekle. t i l l  entyfe them t i l l  auarice, nor ouer l i t l e ,  t i l l  mak them 

fa indigent as t i l l  cry out in  a l l  ther preachingis of ther pouertie, an 

f ic  fo r t  as they may have na occafion yearly to leave ther flok , to com and 

mak fu t fo r  ther lyving, with gret pain and expenfis. as they do prefently . 

While/
(1) M e t c a l f e  * H istory of Paisley* p.l= 3 ,  how Patrick Adamson a d m it t e d  be huP

not worked as hard as he should as Commissioner of Galloway became '-f 
inadequate stipend. „(2) B.U.K. I  p . 96 anB quoted supra y .2 6 9 n . : -.bad p. i f 5* •

(3) Waus * Correspondence1 I p ,  62 in  w? and Ca.Aovray wrchaeloguoal -wo M -'o
^  > M elville 1 Memoir s V



- 'h i l e  t h e  p r o b le m . g r a d u a l l y  b eca m e  l e s s  a c u t e  i n  t h e  L ow lan d s i t  m s

otherwise in  the Highlands where the records of the Presbyteries of Inverness 

and Dingwall 1 fu rn ish  apposite evidence of i t s  oersistence- throughout the ?7th 

century ( l )  The- maximum sp irtu a l benefits could not be expected from the 

m inistry of the Rev, Archibald Maclachan, who, a fte r  fo rty  th r ee 3̂ cars 

demit ted h is  charge a t Arrochar in  1701 because of " in firm ities of body and 

various secular discouragements/’ which were, in e ffe c t, the lack of church 

manse, glebe and Kirk Session, (2)

2 ,  p a u c i t y  o f .  M i n i s t e r s .

The number of m inisters was lamentably inadequate for long a fte r the 

Reformation with, the re s u lt  th a t a l l  too frequently one man was saddled with 

the impossible task  of looking a fte r  not one, but a l l  too frequently three (3 ) 

four (a) five  (5 ) and even six  or more parishes (6) With trave lling  a 

problem/

(1) Kackay ’Records of the Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall" pp.XV,
XVI, 5 , 309; 326.

(2) Fraser ’Chiefs of the Oolquhoun1 I I  p .83. His successor was compelled
to  accept a c a ll which he had refused, but on proving the lack of a l l  
the f a c i l i t i e s  mentioned, plus a school the Synod bowed to the 
inev itab le  and declared him transportable. He escaped to  Fintry 
c .f ,  Irving 'Dumbartonshire1 I p . 276.

(3) Je rv ise  ’Angus and Learns1 p.Z/k
Houston ’ Am h tender ran ’ pp. 14-6, 147. .
Wilson 1 Carnbuslang’ p. 62, '
Naismith 1 Stanchorse’ p .113.
Gunn ’Book of Linton’Church' pp .5;6,

(k) In g lis  ’Annals of an Angus P a r i s h 1 p. 70.
Pergus on ’ A1 exander Hume ’. p. 19.
Laiog L ette rs  of John C olville p.XIV 
Frew ’parish  of Urr ’ p, 21 A.
G rossart ’H istory of the P a r i s h  of Shotts* p .68.
Gunn ’ presbvterv of Reebles’ p .122.
Craig Brown ’History of S elk irksh ire’ I  p* 268,

(5) Warden ’■Angus’ IV p. 2b0,
Conolly ’F ifiana p. 214-.
Gunn ’Book of Stobo Church’ A-s 
Dicks on * Or ans toun * •«. 76a

(6) of A r . ?;•?.



problem a t the b est of times, and often a physical in p o ssib ility  in  w inter, 

re lig ious d u tie s , not to mention the search fo r and punishment of individuals 

must have been a task before which the staunchest m inisters enabled ( l '

Once again the richer and more staunchly Rresbyterian Lowlands were the 

sooner able to cope with the d iff ic u lty  though there were iso lated  instances 

of the tro u b le  p e rs is tin g  well in to  the 17th century as a t Aberdour in I 64I 

when the Synod of F ife  "Recommend to parliament the Parish of Aberdour, The 

deplorable e s ta te  of a great multitude of people, liv ing  in the nibs of such

a Reformed shyre as verie  paganes, because of the want of the benefit of the

Word, there being three k irk is  fa r  d is tan t under the cure of ane m in is te r , 

to w it: Aberdour, Dagetie, and Beatt; the remeid whereof the Synod humblie 

and e a rn e s tlie  recommend is  to the Parliament (2)

In the Highlands and Islands, on the other hand, the problem of an 

adequate supply of m inisters pe rsisted  a l l  through the 17th century (3 ) 

and fa r  in to  the 18th century (4 ) Kirk and Grown were equally alive to the 

necessity  fo r  remedial measures. The f i r s t  a r t ic le  of the Statutes of 

Ico lm kill, drawn up in  1609 la id  doion: "The ruinous kirks to be repaired , 

and a regu lar parochial mini stay to be established and maintained, with the 

same d isc ip lin e  as in  other ports of the realm, the same observance of the 

Sabbath and of other m o ra litie s .” (5 ) There i s  no ignoring the f in a l words 

w ith/

(1) c . f .  Appendix ''/I
(2) P.oss * Aberdour and Inchcolme’ p. 255.
(3) Mackenzie ’History of the Outer Hebrides pp. 523, 524,

Graven ’Dioceses of Argyll and the I s le s ’ p .46.
Ilonteith  ’Description of Is le s  of Orkney and Letland pp,4, 24, 2o, 4-'., 
Fraser ’Red Book of lienteith* I  pp. 320, .321.



v.d/uh ‘,-xCi r  2 n p l l cation  uhut even in  loQ9 the K im  courts were lo s s  e ffe c t iv e

of m inister -  or perhaps more appropriately , m issionaries- w illing to take tb

3* Religious and C ivil S tr ife .

Throughout the .greater p a rt of the 17th century the task of the 

m inisters was not rendered any easier by the re lig ious and c iv il  s t r i f e ,

which i t  found i t s e l f  when i t  brought to the notice of hresbyterics 
and U niversities "the lamentable condition of the people of the 
Highlands, where there are many that gets not the benefite  of the 
fo rd , in  refpect there are few preachers that can fpeai the I r i fh  
language. Do for remeid thereof think good, tha t young students who 
have the I r i fh  tongue, be trained up a t the Colledges in L etters, 
e fpecia lly  in  the ftu d ies  of D iv in it ie ." The Assembly therefore 
recommended the Presbyteries and U niversities to prefer "any 
hopefull Students to  bursaries' (A.GvA, 1&43 P*1o) In 1643 a ll  
congregations were wondered to nay 4d/~ Scots fo r the maintenance of 
Highland boys a t school (A. GkA. 1648 p.40) In the same .year the 
Presbytery of St, Andrews "Being ce rta in e lie  informed of the good
hopes of Ladharias LcAllum and tha t his father ie not able to
tra in e  up h is children tha t way (i* e, a t schools and colleges) doc 
appoint Mr. James Wood to  find  fo r the faid  Lacharias McAllujn to 
come heir for th a t e ffe c t, and the Prefbvterie are w illing to take 
the burden of h is intertainrnent t i l l  the prov incial! AffeAblic. " 
(Kinloch ’Presbyteries of St, Andrews and Cu or pp. >3, 79;

When General Assembly meetings were resumed in  1690 one of the f i r s t  
acts ar-an-ed for th e  d is trib u tio n  of "Irish" Bibles (A.G.A, IhfU 
pp,13 . 1 4 ) But the main problem was s t i l l  the lack of m inisters

north than south of the Highland lin e . tha t with the weakne ss of the roval
/

authority  the continual interneeine s t r i f e  of the c lans, the d iff ic u lty  of

tra v e l? the prevalance of Catholicism and the language d iff ic u ltv  the -nrohlen

was not an easy one, but a t the root of the h-ipk’s weaknes.s lay the scar c l tv

1 , and the B ible, in to  the mountain fastnesses, (1 )

so /

(l)  In  1643 the General Assembly gave expression to the vicious c irc le  in

"on tlie north fide  of 1'ay" (A.G.A, 1694 p p . 11, I f ,
1 9 9 6  p p . 2 p .  2 6 ; 1 6 9 7  P lb  9 - 1 2 .  1 7 ,  1 8 j 2 1 - 2 6 ;  1 6 2 2

serving in  the inhospitable norm e a c n
vears a f te r  1693 covered the same g r o u n d  w i t h ' - c t s
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so appositely dubbed "the troubles" which convulsed the country. As early 

as lfeob foe efforts of James VI to force ’Enisconacy upon the Kirk were bav-uo* 

a delitenuous e ffect. The Synod of Aberdeen found i t  necessary to noint 

out to the king that the inevitable result of his warding recalcitrant 

ministers was to leave a great number of the Kirks within i t s  bounds 

"altogidder defolat" and "be th is occafione the maift pairt of the reft of 

the K in iftrie  ar contemnit and ray l i t  vpon, and their doctrine not hard, and 

difcin line mocked. " ( l)  In the following year the ministers of Edinburgh 

wrote to James urging that he should refrain from nutting ministers to 

the horn for "we perceave a great mifcontentment growing and breaking out 

euerye day more and more, in a ll fo r tis  of people here and no le f fe  encreffe

of enimves of the G-ofple." (2) Matters did not improve, however and in

16 Janes VT was ordering "that the chief burrow touns be planted with

fu ffic ien t m fe 5 learned, and peaceable men, efpecially fuch places as are 

nov; vacant, as Aberdeen, Perth Edinburgh, and Barfe . " To James 

"peaciable" men undoubtedly m̂rn̂ -t Episcopalians. (3)

But i t  was when matters came to a head between Charles I and the Covenanter 

in 1139 that "the troubles began to make their effect really f e lt  upon the 

ministry. The normal processes of government having been thrown into 

confusion the Town Council of Dumbarton found themselves "be reassoun of 

the trou bills of the kingdom unable to procure a commission for the tr ia l  

of Margaret Cowper under arrest as a suspected witch and therefore "wt 

advyse/

(l) Laing - "Original Letters relating to E cclesiastical Affaird I p .4-2.
(2$ ib ia I  w. i 20r
(3) Ibid II p. 481.
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advyse of the m in is te r  put h ir  to libertie"  upon caution ( i f

. j. rf?. 8, uni t,ed Khun ridmg on th e  c r e s t  of1 5.us successful d e f ia n c e  o f 

Charles I  the next fo u r  years saw the ministers at the z e n i th  of t h e i r  now or, 

and be i t  noted waging their greatest campaign against witchcraft (2) but 

Montrose shattered many of them out of their security into troubles s o  

violent that they were no longer able to carry out their normal -'astoral
h

duties. As "heralds and Messengers the presbytery of Perth showed but small 

fa ith  in the strength of the Covenanting forces for the news that Montrose 

was marching on Perth was su ffic ien t to paralyse their work and make them 

glad to f le e  the town with the curt minute: "No Exercise, by reason, when 

they were about to have Exercise, present report was brought of the invasion

of the Irish rebels —  All other matters were-continued because of the

present troubles and fears. " (3) When "the Lord’s work" did not 

prosper on "the Lord’s day" on which the Covenanters elected to fight at 

Tippermuir (4 ) confusion worse confounded reigned in the ranks of the 

ministers of the Presbj^ter /̂ of Perth for a ll  through September, October 

and November not an exercise was held becuase of the troubles. By 

December 11 their fears had evidently su ffic ien tly  evaporated to le t  them 

meet (3 ) But Montrose came down from the h i l ls  with the spring (6) and 

once/

t ( l)  Irving ’Dumbartonshire’ I  p. 54*
(2) Supra pp. 3 1 -3 4 ,6 5 -6 7 ,7 7 -8 0
(3) Hunter ’Diocese and Presbytery of Dunk eld* I p. 346.
(4 ) Lang ’History of Scotland’ III p. 122,
(i) Hunter ’Diocese and Presbytery of Dunkeld I p. 346.
(6) Sixteen 'ministers took refuge in Dunnottar Castle ano. watcnod ; 00 n ose

e i l lc n e d  on A u ril 4 th  (Buchan Montrose pp .?J'6 ; 23/-
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once none presbyterial and synodic! meetings were postponed (l)  By A. n il  

3o even weekly catech is.mg and v is itin g  by mini sters had stopned, (2) Two 

days 'before the Battle of Kilsyth on August 15 there was once again no 

exercise (3) Vith the country in a turmoil the march of Montrose t v the 

Borders did not bring much ease to the sorely tried ministers, four of whom 

announced to the Presbytery on September 10 that they could not minister 

in their parishes because of the troubles (4 ).

Brechin, then commanding the only bridge over the South 3sk was similarly  

thrown into confusion b y  the arrival of Montrose at the end of Larch 14:43, 

so that there was "no preaching, neither collection, by reason of the 

enemies being in the town." (3 ) On July 20 Auchterhouse, in the same 

county, had to do without a sermon ’’because of the enemy being so near the 

to w n .  ” (6) but Navar had to do without a minister for he was "constrained 

because of the frequent incursions of the broken and barbarous Highlanders, 

to retire  himself with his whole family to the town of Brechin, they having 

before His removal plundered his house taken away and destroyed his whole 

corns, and victual and books, " (7)

The departure of Montrose from Scotland in the autumn of 1646 (8) 

w hile/

(1) Hunter * Diocese and Presbytery of Dunkeld I p. 347-
(2) Ibid I p , 347.
(3) Ibid I p .347
(4) Ibid I pp. 347, 348. Pew ministers attended the Synods held in October

1644 / and Hay and November l';:45 and in each case none attended from
the Presbytery of Dunkeld across whose confines Montrose repeatedly 
marched during the "annus mirabilis (ibid p .345)

(t) Black ’History of Brechin’ p. 67.
(6) Warden ’Ancus’ II p .297*
(7) Ibid IV n . 162.
(8) Buchan ^Montrose* p .314.



331

while i t  brought what Lang has tersely labelled ’Kirk’s Triunoh National

Ruin” ( l)  ?/as in rea lity  a period of disciplinary weakness, Over much
/ ^oreoccupatmon f ir s t  with -ialignants; then with Bnj^ers and the lot of 

Classes had the inevitable result of diverting the preachers’ attention fr; 

a ll  but such sinners’ (2) Certainly the many who .dabbled on the fringes o:I 

the supernatural and the few whb practised the geotic arts enjoyed a 

licence unknown, to them in the years lcl-3~44 (3)

Characteristic of a ll  that has been said of this whole period of the

troubles was the case of Kargrat NcWilliam? a member of the v ir ile  band o f .

witches who flourished in Bute at that time (4) Long considered as m.alê f 

famae she was delated by confessing witches in 1631 .yet lived on. In 1 i f f  

she was delated to the Kirk Session of Rothesay who "concluded nothing but 

book the same to ther advisment. nl Sic: months later the Session declared 

"ane accusation should have beine drawne up against her. ” In l.>19 she 

’’was apprehended for a witch and imprisoned and being tryed the d evills  

mark was found upon her in severall pairts of her body,. But through the 

confusion of the t3nr.es then she was le t t  out upon bonds. ” Not t i l l  the 

Restoration had brought a temporary lu l l  in ’’the troubles’’ and given the 

witch hunting Rev. Join Stewart his chance was she at la st brought to 

t r ia l /

( l)  Lang ’History of Scotland’ III p .195*
(2; llackay ’ fresbyt cries of Inverness and Dingwall * p.lfO ’No elders

in  ca/oacitie be reason of lialrgnancie’ •
Seelections from the fresbytery of Lanark' p .60 In refpcct of the 
troubles of the time, the moft part of a ll  the minifters leaving 

v  theire houfes for the infolencie of the troupers many of them in 
the meantime being quartered in Lanarke, the former appoin!;ed day 
could not be keeped be the brethren. "

(3) Su:-.  ̂ oT . 3 2 ,3 3 ,7 8 -7 9  Blool: 'Calsnclar of iii fa-oaO f •---, ;o„ ^
y  j J~ ' P- 'f}"* 1 V  ̂  71 ,y y  iUT . î.'R,'”'1 ~ u ‘-VC h,drri  t

UO dun-a 304



tr ia l in 1'jbZ for the many crimes to which she "brazenly confessed, ( l)

The -cramp of Soundhead soldiers spread further confusion amongst the 

minis ;.-ei s, ihe feast, wnicn lay in  the pa^th of the invaders was the f ir s t  

to suffer. From July 20 to November if l6 f l  , the minister of Aberdour 

neither conducted public worship nor met his Kirk Session (2) On July 

30 the Presbytery of Perth thought "fit not to fa ll  on in discipline in  

regard of the paucity of their number, and swift march of the enemy, " and 

held no meetings from that day t i l l  November if 'in  regard the prevalent 

trouble in the land," (3 ) For more, than two months in the autumn of the 

same 2̂ ear Brechin had to pay for i t s  strategic position by "no sermon, 

collection , nor session, by reason both the ministers were absent, the 

English forces lying ingarison round about this town and a garison in the 

Gastie of Brechin, (4 )

The cessation of h o s t il it ie s  while removing the threat to l i f e  and

limb did not bring any increase in the ministers1 strength in the f ie ld

of witchcraft for they found themselves no more than so many units 

struggling along without the moral backing of the General Assembly in an 

atmosphere rendered uncongenial by the blatant incredulity1 of the dominant 

Puritans, from General Monk down to the meanest o ff ic ia l (5) The General 

Assembly/

(l) Macphail 'Highland Papers* III p, 21, 22; also numerous references to
her by other accused pp„ 3-30,

(?h T oss 'Aberdour and Inchcolm* pp. 262, 263,
(3 j Hunter 'Diocese and Presbytery of Dunkeld1 I p,IGp.
(4/ Black 'Histcam of Brechin' p, 69*
(0) In 1636 the minister of Oulross was • informed by the Clerk of the 

Criminal Court that in sp ite ,o f Elspeth Craiche having rnde a 
voluntary confession of witchcraft "excepo murder or m.dLi-sor. cum. a 
provin against such persons thair was no putting of tnaue so oent.no;- 
At the suggestion of the minister one of obc o a ilie s  was -o
2diriburgh°with a petition  for a cu -mission, to mb the ^c—.sed to the
knowledge/
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Assembly they could certainly do w ithout, as the holocaust of 1661-C2 proved 

but the support of the criminal authorities was essential for the oumohnent 

of serious crimes such as witchcraft, and for that they had to await the 

overthrow of the Puritan rule. Robert B a illie , with his usual perspicuity 

accurately swarned up the position when he wrote to Spang "There is  mu.oh 

witcherie up - and down' our land, though the Engiifh be but too fpareing to try 

i t ,  yet feme they execute." ( l)

But while the Restoration brought a brief renewal of strength to the 

great majority of the ministers who. quietly conformed (2) i t  was otherwise 

in /

(5) knowledge of an assize, "Being unsatisfied with the clerk of the 
criminall court his answer to him anent the procuring of the said 
sorar.iJ.3Sion, he therefter went to. the right Honorable Benerall (George 
Honk But even th is step* was unavailing’and in the end the Town 
Oouneil set her  free on caution in view of the trouble tire town had 
in watching, not to mention the expense of feeding Elspethe 
(Beveridge ’Oulross and Tull i  a ll an* pp. 268-290) When the Kirk was 
able to renew i t s  witch hunting she warn rearrested in march I'd 2 
(Ibid p .313} p

(1) B a illie  ’Letters and Journals III p,t-3t Thejletter is  dated January
31 , 1661 , but obviously/ the allusion to witchcraft applies to the 
years of luritan rule before the Restoration.

(2) Hunter ’Diocese and Presbytery of Dunkeld p. XVI
B ailie Letters and Journals III p,ll-3- January J l; 1 6m "many of 
our people are hankering after Bifhops, having forgot the evnii 
they-’have done, and the nature of their office. Ah exceeding great 
nrcfonitiey and contempt both of the m iniftrie and religion i t s e l f  
is  everv wiiere prevalent; a young fry of ministers in Loth-tan ana 
R ife, and elfcwhere, looks as i f  they intended fume change, without 
anv fear or reverence to the elder mmif ters, who n to i ic   ̂on 
in" thoir -laces" The concluding clause is worthy of special note.

The following references give but a few of the places vMcv openly 
epaoo-we  ̂ c~̂~\ ooo' âcv ; ~— i**- ^

Jervise ’Memorials of Angus and Mearns I p. 2y'_>.
Beveridge ’Culrocs and Tulliallan I p, 314.
Hunter ’Diocese and presbytery of Dunkeld I p.Vsu.
Hardy ’ Session Book of Bunkls ana r'rest0x1 y. m i,
Blach ’History cf ’’rechin* p.?3.
Hurray ’ Records of a Relkirk ^r l  y. i
'iilson ’Synod of Ruf-lane _y , h BI..I
o f t .  HUo"' Supra p. 47 (- •'-p



in the Covenanting couth vest. There the b itterest of reliyr.ou* str ifes  

ending in rebellion and the "killing tines” car the Lirk run h  ̂ curates, 

many of v t u  seer' tc have heen by no means the oodliest of mem, ^l' Jr Oa.mr 

case their main interests were centred not on the usual disciplinary measure; 

but on the suppression of the covenanting movementthough lacking the 

cooperation of the people they found i t  d ifficu lt to achieve anything either 

in  that sphere. (2) or in ’'any other. Thus while the whole period of 

turmoil showed a marked diminution in the numbers accused of witchcraft the

decline was most noticeable in the south west where the stru ggles was most.

b itter . (3) .

The next relig ious change which followed the BlocdlessEevolutior; while 

i t  brought a speedy restoration of power to the ministers of the Covenanting 

south; resulted in a long drawn out. struggle to force Presbyterian ministers 

on much of the north which remained faithfu l to i t s  old Episcopalian 

incumbents (4 ) Attempts to force ministers on unwilling congregations led 

to open opposition. There were r io ts  when one tried to preach in Dingwall 

in 17C4 (f) When two ministers went to Rothes to supplant the Episcopalian 

incumbent^

(l)  B a illie  'Letters and Journels III p. 448.
Kirkton 'History of the Church of Scotland* pp. 179, 130.
Aiiy 'Lauderdale Papers II p. 225.
Burnet 'H is to ry  I p. 262; 4-16, 417*

( f 1) Denies :fiscellan3r of Scottish History Society III pp. 92? 73» 
Petcalfe 'History of Paisley* pp.284, 285.

(3} .Black Calendar of Cases of Witchcraft pp.74-79.
(4 ) ha enough ton 'Church Life in Ross and Sutherland' p.4.

Craven Episcopal Church in Diocese of Ross' pp.65; 6b.
Graven " " " " " Caithness pp.183, V'5; J
1 9 7 ,  2 0 2 .

nal Church in  Diocese of Ro;



incumbent ”a mvierous .Rabble did assault and pursue them, wherebv they were 

obliged abruptly to leave off the worship of G o d , ( l )  In Brechin the 

Rev. John dinner who refused to conform was deposed, but continued to preach 

and the r iva l Presbyterian minister reported to the Presbytery in I?-. 5 

that i f  he attempted to exclude Skinner from the pulpit he would be rabbled 

by the mob 11 to which they were not a l i t t l e  encouraged by th e magistrates. 

who refused a i l  concurrence or assistance to him, Hr. William, on this 

matter.” (2)

I t  was not surprising that the Presbyterian brethren of the Lowlands 

showed no desire to follow the General Assemblys* orders for transplanting 

them to the inhospitable north (3) where their less fortunate colleagues 

could do l i t t l e  more than lament the "paucity/- of their numbers”, the 

d ifficu lty  of their work” and ”tb.e lamentable desolation (by want of 

Presbyterian ministers) of several Highland -parishes in the bounds." (h)

The Kirk was enabled to bring the impasse to an end and strengthen

it s  influence in the north through the general adherence of it s  opponents

to the Jacobite cause and the consequent d isa b ilities  they brought upon 

themselves at the hands of the government (5)

Brechin, which had been noted for i t s  adherence to Episfiopacy, illu strate

the gradual change in Kirkfs power for by 1720 discipline was being

tightened/

(1) Craven JSp is  copal Church in Diocese of lioray p.8i;.,
(2) Black ’History of Brechin* p .117; c /f .  Chalmers Dunfermline p*127

fo r Presbyterians using the church in  the morning and E p is c o p a l  ians 
in  the afternoon from 1701—17C5«

(3) Supra p. 330
(4J Graven 'Bnisconal Church in Diocese Ox ciorap pp. 0/ • . 'i -.o

■teous History rU --p-p •,-* i ■>where euw e. vacant l rl‘•-A.-

(5) Graven ‘Boisconalimi Church in the Dioce



tig h te n e d  Tip9 and s in n e rs  found they had to answer fo r  crimes wKich had hir 

la te ly  cone -.in.checked, ( l)  But one fac t cannot he igncr ed. At the very 

tin e  when tlie m inisters of the south were once again able to s e t the 

machinery of witch hunting in  frenzied motion (2) there were only a f e w  

iso la ted  cases of witch-hunting in  the s trife-torn north (3)

!, m  m  O'Hr* -  --C~, , a ,

Pith no respect for persons plague had a devastating effect on th e  wo: 

of the ministers Disciplinary measures became impossible in a land where, 

contary to their normal behaviour, people showed a rooted aversion tc  the 

daily contacts with their neighbours (4) Balfours comment on the serious 

outbreak in l i e 6 that ’’a ll  the judicatures of the land, were deserted.” (y) 

while perhaps an exaggeration nevertheless illu strates one usual resu lt. 

Judges in Edinburgh (6) elders in Stirling (7) i t  was the same story of 

blank records te llin g  of meetings suspended. The departure of the 

plague l e f t  many a minister with a sadly depleted Kirk Session (3)

Contemn orary records are strangely s ile n t about t  he conduct of 

m in is te rs /

( p  Black ’History of Brechin’ pp. 126-134.
(2 i Especially  in Fife in 1704.
(•3; Johnston ’Old Lore liiscellany of Orkney etc II pp. 111-113, 193;

III  p .47. Beacon-’E cc lesias tica l History of Caithness’ pp.133-149.
Fraser -  k-axwells of Pollok I p .441.

(4 ) Chambers ’Domestic Annals’ I 53, 94.
(5) Ibid I 359 quoting M&four’s Annals
(6, Ciarbers ’Domestic Annals’ I pp. 94, 3 53, 549.
(7) liiscellany of haitiand Club I Pt. 2. p.448.
(0) Lorircer ’St. Outhbert’s Church, Edinburgh pp. 113, 114.

Black ’History of Brechin’ p. 70



airm in is te rs  durj.ng th e  outbreaks b a t i f  the records of .Presby t t r i e s  are 

in d ic a t io n  th e  m a jo rity  found d is c re tio n  the better part of valou r. The 

P resb y te ry  of Brechin did no t meet from April t i l l  the end of July 164.7 , and 

even then  only cn Butherein H ill, Not t i l l  January 2.0, 10+3 d id  i t  meet 

in the town when the minister deputed to preach the sermon showed more 

regard for the lessons of the Ola Testament than the sufferings of the 

community by choosing as his text "Fools, because of their t;?02is<̂xe ŝ  ̂or3 * 

and because of their in iqu ities are afflicted ."  (l) For similar reasons the 

Presbytery of Stirling did not meet from September 3, I 0O6 to February 11, 

1607 (2)

There was, however, another aspect of the plague1 s crippling effect 

upon the Kirk*s a c tiv it ie s . Never blessed with over-much’'of their- country’s 

wealth of the widespread b e lie f  that the plague could be spread by handling 

infected money (3) Consequently the ministers had frequently to forego

the collection  ’’The mcd erator and remanent sessions must have faced a

Sjerious c r is is  in Brechin in 164-7 for no collections were taken from April

1+ to November 7 (4-)

plague and witchcraft were signally alike in their endemic nature

throughout the whole period under review for the country ms never free fir cm 

them, but so mutually antagonistic were they that never once did any area 

groan under both at once. Ministers and people alike forgot their fear 

o f/

(l) Jervise ’Angus and Hearns’ I p. 200
(2̂  Ferguson ’Alexander Hume* pp.$8 , 192.
(3/ Chambers ’Domestic Annals’ I p .54-9 H  pp„165 > 166*
(4 ) Black ’History of Brechin’ p. 70.



342.

of -//Itchcraft "before the a ll  enveloping terror of. the plague, (l^

3. Hunan I l l s .

Ministers were "but human and subject to the i l l s  and fa ilin gs of the 

race, I lln ess  they could not expect to avoid* but something was lacking 

in the organisation of a Kirk which could permit the normal spiritual work 

of a parish to languish through the prolonged illn ess  of i t s  minister 

over, a period, of four and a half years (2)

Indifference, or as some might prefer to stigmatise i t ,  laziness wa®

fortunately rare among the ministers. The notorious Patrick Adamson* while 

acting as commissioner for Q-alloway, was probably no worse than others 

holding similar appointments, but less thoughtful of the proprieties than 

his confreres* boldly excused his negligence'by pleading the lack of a 

stipend (3) Any who might plead* i f  not on Adamson*s* at least on the Kirks 

behalf that i t  had been in existence for but fifteen , years must however 

consider tlie position on the boundaries of the parishes' of Brechin end

Montrose as la te  as l f _ l r2  when the Kirk was at the height of i t s  power.

People dwelling' there in doubt which was their kirk* stayed at home and no 

minister either visited, them or saw to their attendance at some church (4 )

Ob s true t ion /

(1) Plague was serious from 1383-38* l603-l609 8113 l645~47<* No serious
outbreaks of witchcraft f a l l  within those periods,

(2) pat on ’Eingarth Parish Records1 p, 134*
fe) B . U . K .  I p. 316.

Jervise f Angus and Kearns* I p ,71.



b, O b stru c tio n  of M in iste rs  Fork,
Q -n g /re -a t ln is .

For v a rio u s  reasons ministers found their work obstructed hy their ou, 

c ongr e g a t ions,

The prevalent lawlessness of the Highlands and the Borders was the 

simplest reason for such astate of affairs, "ihefe fourtein j e t s  I have 

ftreavin, .and am now wearie with the barbaritie of my nichtbcu res” ms what 

the Rev, William Whitefurd wrote to Viscount Annand in 1625 when so lic itin g  

the l a t t e r fs assistance for his translation from the wild Borders to Liberton 

where, as he naively but honestly d eclared, he would be nearer Edinburgh and 

his fr ien d s,” ( l)  Very much worse was the. case of Mr, Thorns Huistone, 

m in is te r  a t  Boleskine, who when the Presbytery met at Inverness on June 3, 

I 67O "regra.ted to -ye Breyren that notwithstanding that his I'a-’ish io n ^ rs  had 

solemley ingaged and piiblickly promised in audience of ye sd Breyren at  

the la s t  visitcj-on, holden at Boleskine ye 7th of December 1669; to give his 

8.11 ye incourrangements yt might contribute to ye advancing of the glory
1

of G-od and ye work of the Ministry in yt place, and particularly ingaged 

(upon their credit and reputation) to give him both countenance and 

maintenance, yet that he had not security for his l i f e  or goods; his house 

being la it ly  seized upon by Lochabber Robbers, himself threatened wt nakec. 

swords/

(1) Laing * Original Letters relating to E cclesiastical Affairs' II  Pp73'.-« _ 
His appeal was not successful and he continued to languish in Mcffnt 
(Fasti II  p ,2 l6 ,)



and soin(i> that one of their number suffered death la it ly  thorefc 

ye rest of then were U sing in waite' for his l i f e  and threaten:

or morning" He therefore requested the bEethren to permit his 

transportation. "to anye place quhere the Lord in Mercy may be rleased to ca ll 

him." ( l)

hov/ "curates” in the south and Presbyterians in the north.found i t  equally, 

i f  not impossible to carry out their duties in the face of congregations 

united in their determination to -worship as their fathers before them.

When the mob takes to "rabbling"'discipline goes by the board (2) In this 

connection witchcraft was no exception.

With e ffective  witch-hunting ultimately dependent upon the fears which 

drove the community to measures of self-protect ion (3) the gradual growth 

of doubts merging into d isb elief towards the end of the 17th century 

raised new c lifficu tlies  for the ministers. By the very nature of their 

calling, which steeped them in the lore of the inviolable Old Testament they, 

as a. c la ss , were slower in experiencing the leavening influences of the Ago 

of Reason sweeping northwards across the border with increasing force as

Where authority, whether Kirk or king attempted to force religious 

changes upon the people congregations sometimes found themselves saddled with

a minister whose doctrine -was anathema tothem. It  has already been

' the/

1 .ackay 11 
Supra, op 

S u rra  o .

resbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall pp,V, fb 
■ , 3 3 8 ,3 3 9  
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t n e  j C' 1 ° s  v c  v v eo n  oDc' (Two c o u n t r e i s  g r e w  s t r o n g e r  w ith , ■nap.p-’

The. v.H th .-h u n t in g  m in is te r  emu ap t to  find that -hen he mined to the old 

tune h is  :il-n... showed hu t l i t t l e  cb th e i r  whilom enthusiasm. W u vm- r ' - r -  

fa to  --.'■’■ict '!-e fe ll the  Rev. Alexander Logan, In  17 i f  hi,- o:rL '; of 

Tonyburn, probably infected by events in the neighbouring Pittenweem ( i } 

gave every assistance to him and his Kirk Session in the vide-sure ad. 

investigations which followed "upon a flagrant rumour that Jean Biret, w ife 

of Janes T ancchie, had been molested by satan, and had conplained of some 

particular• person of the .devil's instruments in that trouble that she lay 

under." (2) But only five years later "Margaret Humble, called (before 

the Session) declared that Helen Key said, that when she heard h r , Logan 

speak against witches, she thought that he was daft." (3)

As a rule ministers found willing coadpitptors in their elders. 

Instances did occur, however, where the usual cooperation between minister? 

and elders was lacking. At the presbyterial v isita tion  of Kiltearn in' 

July 164.9 the minister reported the elders "are fa ith fu ll in delating 

delinquents bnt s i  ale in executing discipline." (4-) In the south there 

-ere several cases of elders blocking enquiries into suspected cases of 

witchcraft bv absenting themselves from Session meetings, or even, as at 

Inverkeithing. taking mere positive action on behalf of suspects.(h;

T-f* /-1/

(ly Sinclair * S&tans Invisible Her Id Discovered pp. 2p7;""2o0,
Hebster * Ti’a.cts on V/i kchcraf t  * p. Ia9

(3) Ibid n.143. c*f• supra p. 171 for the Rev. Alex. Logan1 s later witch
W-ron;c;:.nc when he was translated to Culross.

(<f) IIa.cl:ay * :;resbvieries of Inverness and Dingwall’ p.!;-0. ~he.ii 
slackness was understandable when the elders reported °t tn<
T f n  v  -i 4 * n  4 ' - ’ ^ y q  ^  4-V i r> “h  i / n  : ' ' : P T ! q   '  L u j . r c , . c

b? - /
■; xj: n%-



7* t\

I f  e “,c <-f o voxi gs a.o Crawford in the Doner card of X.anarkski re 

no ocO; c r io d o n  then a him  Session could sometimes show more sense than " 

hot-headed ministers. The trouble began in Peebles in 1642 when Janet 

con 0s hegs.ii accusing a ll  ana suncry, As on a. previous occasion ( l N! 

the hunting spread into the neighbouring county and the presbytery of Laner 

had i t s  hands fu l l  when the Marquis of Douglas sent to the county town some 

dozen persons (2) in "GrawfordjDouglaffe" - the modern Orawford - accused 

of witchcraft by Janet. (3) George Cathie, the pricker’ was brought from 

Tranent and "did prik pinnes in everie on e of them, and in diverfe of theu 

without paine the pinne was put in." (4 ) No doubt the Presbytery thereby 

f e l t  sa tis f ie d  in their minds but the law demanded more positive evidence, 

so the minister of the parish was ordered to wait upon the suspected person, 

and by prayer and exhortation, to bring them to a confession (3 ) But 

havin'-" f

(4 ) h is house (the ministers) an Saturday at night, bot yt I.jr. Robert
came not nier yem, and yt therfoir they bral: his bairne (barn) str 
his man, and tali meat and drink according to yr own pleasure (ibid
p p .139- 140.)

(3) Supra pp. 3 5 ,1 8 2 ,1 8 3
(1) lla li HcQuat f ir s t  examined by  members of the Presbytery of Peebles bu

subsequently brought before the Presbytery of Lanark. Hunter ’Bigg
and tlie House of Fleming’ p. joO; Robertson Presbytery of Lanark p. 2
ut sequit bur.

(2) The records give twelve names but Marion Moffet appears tv/ice. Ther
is  nothing to show whether there were two persons of the same name 
or a c ler ica l error has resulted in her inclusion twice over (Bober 
Presbytery of Lanark p. 74-)

(3) Robertson Presbytery of Lanark* p. 74*
(4) Ib id  p, 73.
f c U  T n -  rl 7v ~, ri J-UiQ p. , y.



havang no desrre to write their own death warrants the suspects did no such 

thing, so the Presbytery could do nothing but supplicate for a e m is s io n  

to imprison, natch - suspect word - and try them ( l)  in  no loss than feu:' 

occasions members of the 'itresbytery were sent to preach at Crawford and 

then hold Session meetings in an attempt to hear of more delations against 

the suspects (2) On each occasion, to the everlasting credit of the eldev  

the ministers heard nothing new, and to that position the elders adhered 

even when one of the suspects began to babble of her meetings with the 

devil (3)

But the tide was on the turn. The Presbytery of Peebles had already 

heard Janet Corjjts withdraw her accusations against tlie persons within it s  

bounds and had "exhorted the Commissioners to take speedy course for 

Execution of justice upon her as one desperately se tt to do e v i l ," (k) On 

January 24 , l6p j the Presbytery of Lanark heard she had cleared Helen 

Achefon, and the others were a ll  at liberty by Larch 21 because the minister 

had to .arkit to the Commissioners appointed by the Privy Council that their 

meetings with the Kirk Session of Crawford had e lic ited  "nothing at a ll  

delated by any in Orawfurd Dowglaffe” against the suspects (5) No credit 

is  toe high for the elders who having sat through what would undoubtedly 

be the f ie r c e s t  of sermons yet refused to find evidence where their 

consciences,/

( l ) Ibid
(2 Ibid PP* /$ i  78.
(3
(4 ;

Ibid
Gunn

"7 "7j_- j / »

’Book of Stobo Ohm-chi p. 31*
(3) Robei/ten Presbytery of Lanark* p*79



X .

jonsc-Lences or should i t  be sound common sense, told them there was none.

j* Q-? An tl" ̂  r̂ ~‘

In their efforts against witchcraft the ministers found i t  essential 

to cooperate vn.th the c iv i l  authorities. In practice such cooneration 

resolved i t s e l f  into two d istin ct spheres—the local help of magistrates, 

haron "bailies and the nobility  to ensure safe custody of the accused and 

make possible the collection  of evidence necessary to build up a strong 

case, and the more distant authorisation of the criminal authorities in  

Edinburgh without which tr ia l and execution were legally  impossible.

Mot unnaturally, with the Kirk making a practice of working in the 

closest harmony with the local justices and even having them as members of 

the Kirk Session there was seldom any serious trouble from this quarter (l)  

In 1650 the Presbytery of Irvine and the ®aron Bailie of Cunningham war bed 

together with such effect that twelve were consigned to the flames. (2)

This success seems to have gone to the ministers* heads so, that throwing 

discretion to the winds, they stepped over the shadowy but ever present 

line serparating the ecc le s ia stica l and criminal spheres of juet7.ee. The 

B ailie Depute was quick to represent to the Presbytery ’’that sundry persons 

who were suspected of witchcraft •mthin'- the bounds of the 1 resbytery,were 

apprehended (contrary’ to the privilege of the bailiary) without • a warrant 

from him,” (j) The Presbyteryfs decision is  a masterpiece of prevarication. 

They /

( p  -Pyra rvp. 1 2 1 ,1 2 2 ,1 7 2 ,1 7 3 ,1 7 5 - 1 7 7 ,2 6 4 - 2 6 9
(2) Paterson County o f  Ayr XX 52.



coruir.vod no- d onycd the claim "but’ ”dc judme i t  orcgc 

pars one suspect of witchcraft as said i s ,  be apprehended

Ĉ innnngname- or Depute, and ih case sup person be a.rehended before r- 

warrant can be obtained and had, that word be presently sent to the b a ilis . ” 

No doubt they f e l t  that in theory they, had given away nothing which would 

compromise their rights and claims in the futue, but in practice the Bail"_ 

had administered a check on their a c tiv itie s .

lurch more serious was the opposition which the Kirk encountered at 

Inverkeithing in 1649. There no fewer than nine elders who found blood 

thicker than Kirk discipline had to be suspended, and when the breath of 

suspicion blew over the b a ilie s  own wives they too found their erstwhile 

enthusiasm evaporating and refused to order the arrest of their spouses (2) 

With the tv/in p illa r s  of the Kirk’s, local d iscipline thus shaken to their 

very foundationsthe Presbytery sac/ that only drastic action could retrieve 

the situation. They met at Jhverkeithing and craved the magistrates "to 

give their fu l l  power and commission to certain honest men in the tonne to 

apprehend, imprison, and try these persons.” ' lo- this the magistrates 

’’did at that tyme consent and agrie,” but once the ministers had departed 

’’the magistrates and toune counsall slights that work and refuises to give 

the powar in maner foirsaid . ” (3) 'Baulked by this further defiance the 

Presbytery and Mr. Walter Bruce, minister , of Inverkeithing jointly  

retibi o'-of ^-v

(l) Paterson County of Ayr II p. 92.
(2̂  Stephen ’ Inverkeibhing and Rosyth* pp. 441, 442.
(3) Ibid p .442.



-■-'etitionsd Parliament for a commission to act in place of the magistrates 

and arrest a ll persons within the burgh denounced by the presbytery (1N- 

Vfitbin a week Parliament acceded to the request (2)

Put whatever obstruction ministers rndt with locallv  was as n^Mn..-v ' " w   O

compared to the adamant resistance which they encountered in Edinburgh. Par 

from the madding whirl of local e xcitement engendered by a good witch­

hunt the lawyers were able to preserve a detachment which pierced the c l o u d s  

of loca l superstition and saw for what they were so many of the charges 

backed by over-credulous local ministers*

To the much maligned James VI must go the credit for a series of 

decrees which did much to establish the right of the judicial authorities, 

and the Privy Council in particular3 to make the fin a l decision whether a 

suspect should stand tr ia l for witchcraft. In his callow youth he had 

certainly declared his willingness to grant commissions "to fuch as the 

Minifters thought meiteft to execute the fame, quher inhabilitie was in 

the Judges ordinar.n (3) but by 1596 a change had come over James and in 

February he declared he was * dalie fa sh eit1 by demands for the instant 

issue of commissions of justiciary upon witchcraft and other capital 

crimes without their "being presentit f ir s t  to his Hienes Counsaill, .hard, 

considderit and allow it be thame; nor y it  his Majestie being treulie in fo r  .eit 

o f /

(1) A. P. S. 1)1 Pt.2. p .510
(2) Ibid VI P t.2 . p .538.
(3) B.U.E, II p. 644* supra pp.63,288lliere possible r eaeons for his action

are suggested. ) infra Apx êndix IV for the change in the in̂ .- 
outlook.



of the c i

quhctae s ic  thingis propdriie appertenis. " The king therefore issued a 

Privy Council decree that a ll such requests had to he presented to the Goi 

and allowed by then ( l)  Eighteen months later the king took the much mcx 

drastic step of revoking a ll witchcraft commissions because, as he said, 

even though "the h a ill land is defyllit"  with witchcraft "grite dan^eir nop 

ensew to honnest and famous personis,” He then announced the conditions 

upon which commissions would he issued in future. Obviously-1- he had lit;tic  

fa ith  in many whose commissions had heen revoked for he decreed "gif ony 

of the sa id is commissionaris or utheris his Hevnes l ie g is ,  of gude rank for 

zeals of justice and haitrent of the said detestable cryme, desyirs 

commissionis asd power to be given to thame of new to the effect foirsaid , the 

same salbe grant i t  to thame and sum baronis and minis ter is unsuspect, to 

the nouner of three or foure conjunctlie at the fewest. " (2) Gone were 

the days when James would automatically accept the persons the kirk put 

forward as commissioners. Ministers especially, were suspect, and rere in 

fact so rarely/ appointed during the remaining twenty seven .years of his 

reign that they apparently resigned themselves to their ultimate exclusion 

from that f ie ld  of justice, (3)

Sven/

Supra pp. 285 snd notes.

watch on witchcraft prosecutions"1598 August 2 Ordanus tnat the 
thrie witches in the Tolbaith b esen t awer to Falkland to the r in 
Grace conform to- his Mateis precept." (Edinburgh Burgh Hecord.s 
1589-1603 p. 226. )

The following is  symptomatic of the kings desire to keep a close



DO 2.

Even more revolutionary ms the announcement in the sane decree that 

while consu lters of witches were no less' guilty than the witches and deser--ru 

equal punishment, commissioners were hot to be riven the custo n er” -sowers 

"for ap-rehens ioun, tryale and punishement." Instead they were to reoort 

to the king within fifteen  days any evidence against consulters discovered 

while pur suing witches, so that "or dour may he takin for tryalo and 

punishment of the saidis consultants" a ll upon pain of losing any osrb  of 

the w itches."guidis and geir that might nertene to thame be vertew of the 

saidi s  commissionis, hot lykwayes salbe realie punist in thair uerscni.e and 

g u id is ." Commissioners who so far forgot the terms of their coiw iru io n  

to execute consulters or seize their goods "salbe repute slauchteris wnoun 

foirthocht felloun and spuilyie respective," (l)  Thus the c a rd in a l principle 

that commissioners were not automatically- endowed with powers of d eath was 

ex p lic itly  enunciated. Admittedly the limitation applied only to consulters 

but within a short time the Privy Council made increasing use of commie sions 

to arrest, examine and reprt on suspedted witches.

The next stage in the king’s plan for strengthening the central 

judiciary at the expense of the local commissioners came in l6o9 ŝ -d was but 

the obvious extension of this very principle to i t s  logical conclusion,

Ge i l l  is  Johns toun's famous complaint that the Presbytery had convened her 

before them and held her 'in process when they had m fact "no warrand, 

auctoritie, nor ,w  i f  diet ion to cognofce or determine." (2) and the ministers’ 

ill-advised at tenet to In sist before the ^hivy Council that "the trye ll of 

those/

(1) V. up. 409. 410.
(2) Tltca irn  ’Criminal. T rials’ !■ - b



those crapes were most proper to the Kirk" (l;  gave the f l y /  Council a 

2ole)on opportunity to state i t s  position. The Kirks claim to decernc and 

cognosce, f ir s t  advanced in 1575 (2) was rejected in toto end i t  vns inf^r 

in terms admitting of no ambiguity that i t s  function was to examine 

end then remit them tcfehe criminal in dyes with any relevant evidence th cv 

had collected by w a y  of delations or examination of witnesses.

With the appointment of bishops to a il parts of the country James was 

able to bring about a further, a lbeit temporary decrease in the Kirks 

right to lay information before the Privy Council for in 1624 the Privy 

Council decreed that a ll  depositions, dittays and information had to be 

considered by the bishop and such ministers as he chose to summon to a s s is t  

and thereafter the bishop was to report to the Privy Council (if)

The importance of the successive measures introduced by James cannot 

be over-emphasised. Beginning as a reaction against the excessive zeal 

of commissioners and witdi-hunting ministers in 1596-07 his measures had 

gradually developed into a concerted attempt to weaken the judicial povrer 

of the Kirk, Like so many Scottish acts and decrees their application was 

spasmodic, but their underlying principles were never forgotten and were 

rigorously applied when the central authorities in Edinburgh deemed i t  

necessary. Naturally i t  was not always easy to do so for local authorities 

enjoyed two great advantages which they used to the fu ll .  The f ir s t ,  ana 

favourite/

(1) R.P.O. XIV p .612.
(2) Surra, p, 61 . .
(3) R.I,C. XIV p. 612; supra pp.93 , 95 , 96 , 2 8 ^ ^  d ecision was r e i te r a te d

by the • rivy Council only five months later (R. H,C. XIV pp. bly, ••...>+ 
and supra pp, 2 8 8

(4) R.IJ.C. XIII p. 620- supra p. 98
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favour-i b e  method, w a s  to take high-handed ille g a l action by m y  o f  arrest 

and torture and so obtain an overwhelming amount o f  incriminating e v i d e n c e ,  

o r  e v e n  a c o n f e s s i o n  in the face o f  which the Privy Council could raise n r  

o b j e c t i o n s  to the granting of a commission* the second was to proceed b v  

s tr ic t ly  legal means but to present what was therefore often much less  

damning evidence in the lea st favourable ligh t for the suspect. Luckily 

for the good name of justice, the Privy Council and many a suspect, the lc 

zealots could not prevent the king’s subjects, either themselves o r  through 

their fripeds, from bringing their grievances before the Crown. That was 

the rock upon which nine out of ten ministers perished when their zeal r a n  

ejway with their discretion.

An examination of a few typical decisions of the Privy Council w ill 

show how i t  checked the presumptions actions of the ministers.

Easiest to deal with were the requests for commissions based on evidence 

so slender and dubious that i f  fa iled  to convince the Privy Council. When 

eighteen months of hectic activ ity  were necessary to convince the Presbytery 

of Lanark that the Rev. John Currie* s accusation of witchcraft against kali 

McQuat was ju stified  and therefore that a commission should be sought 

"to apprehend the faid Maiie, and to proceid to her further try all" , i t  was 

not surprising that the "fame i s  delayed, b ecause of fome pretended 

inform atlitie in i t ,  that fhe is  not d irectlie  challenged of witchcraft and 

that fhe is  not yet apprehended, t i l l  which tyme, no commiffion can be 

obtained." ( l )  .After a further delay of two months the I-resbytery had 

her locked u p , appointed one committee to revise her process and another t o  

draw up a supplication for a commission to try her (2 j Foui months .v-,.><ex .

July/
l)  Robertson * Presbytery o f  Lanark* pp. -/■
2i  Ibid p .28.



July 20 lQi-2, llr. John Currie, her original accuser, who had been deputed 

to carry th is second supplication to the 'Privy Council reported hir second 

a n d  dec".rive rebuff for the Council! held "that the oointes in her orocefr

can no waves demerit deathe. ” ( l)  - a decioostwhich the rresbyteryhs own
y

Oommissar had come to as long before as Hay 1(41. (2) The Presbytery 

ordered Mr. John to go to Edinburgh once again and ask the Commissioners of 

the Ceneral Assembly to obtain a commission f  rom the Privy Council. But : ; 

John must have had no illu sions as to his reception, for pleading sickness 

he excused himself to the Presbyte^ for hot attending the meeting of the

Privy Council* The Presbytery bowed to the inevitable and washed i t  hand-'

of a case which had occupied i t s  attention for twenty eight months by

referring the process to the Synod. (3)

The Privy Council had more d ifficu lty  in dealing with cases in which 

m inisterial ac tiv ites were cloaked by an apparently irreproachable request 

for a commission, A sustained attack on Katharine Oswald began on July 2, 

1629, with the issue of a commission to John Wauchop of Nidrie to search 

for and aryprehend her, lodge her in Edinburgh Tolbooth and report her 

depositions to the Privy Council on July 20. Having got the law on his 

side Wauchop was foo lish  enough to throw away the advantage by fa ilin g  to 

carry out the terms of his commission, consequently Katherine was presented 

with the opoortun it.y of complaining to the Privy Council on oepternuer A, 

She/ '

(l) le ie  p. 3d*
(2.) ibid p* 25..
\ j )  Ibid p.  y2.
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She had no doubt where her chief danger lay for she declared their Lordshi 

had granted the commission “on sin ister information of Hr„ Andrew Leariuout1'' 

minister at Libbertoun. " (l)  She further complained she had lain in -rim; : 

for over eight months “during which time neither the said minister nor sm­

others have come to question her about the said crime," (2) Such flagrari 

flouting not only of the Privy Council but of a ll the elementary nrinoipliu- 

of ju stice  was too much for the Privy Council, The minister and Wauchop 

were summoned before them and must have made a very poor impression for tl , 

tr ia l v/as taken out of their hands, they were ordered "to d eliv°r a conv cl' 

the indictment to the pursuer forty-eight hours before the t r ia l that she 

may prepare-her defences," and i f  they fa iled  to pursue she was to 

liberated on caution (j>) . Upon second thoughts the Privy. Council must hav  ̂

become even more suspicious of the whole affair for a fortnight later "the 

saids Lords being carefu ll that the said tryell sa il  be exactlie and dewli-  ̂

done and that the saids justices be assisted be good advice and coonseil :n 

such questionable doubts as sa il  occurre in that tryell,"  a^pcinued 

assessors to the commissioners, (4 )

As 8- ru le, however, the witch hunters anted f ir s t  and thought about 

commissions afterwards. Working in the closest cooperation with Sir a-atrach 

Home of Ay ton, Hr. John Home, minister of H/emouth favoured this 

technique/

(1) P-.L.C. 2nd Ser, III p. 276.
(2) Ibid 0,276,
{3} Ibid p a 276,
(4; Ibid n,293.
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tecnr-ayne. f ir s t  they looked up Elizabeth Bathcat without a warrant hut rh 

su c c e ss fu lly  appealed to the Priyy Council which evidently had no doubt whc 

was the ringleader for they ordered hr. John to prosecute her Before His 

Majesty1s Justice ~ a doubtful honour which he tried to avoid by excuses cf 

in ab ility  to travel in the had weather, and a request, which strangely enoug? 

the Privy Council granted, for. a commission to try her locally . Another 

supplication hy the suspect stopped that shady s cheme. (l) Next Sir PatriJ  

at the desire of Mr, John Home apprehended Isobel iinclar on hare suspicion : 

witchcraft and than procured a commission for her tr ia l. But more than thi 

months la ter  Is:oe l in her supplication which came before the Privy Council 

on 28 March 1634, declared that no move was made to t ry her though she had

urged the minister to have her put on tr ia ls  with diligence. Mr. John's

unfortunate experience with the Privy Council over Elisabeth Bathcat had 

apparently opened h is eyes to the dangerous position he had got himself into 

for according to Isobel "the said Mr. Johne, being conscious to himselfe of 

his unconscionable behaviour toward the supplicant, he upon xvj day of 

Marche instant sent to her said husband and desired him tocome to him, and 

when he come he promeist to gett his wife putt at liber t ie  and to cans 

others smart and spend muche i f  he would follow his couse 11, whilk wes to 

move his wife tcsay to the commissioners appointed for her trgrell that .she 

wes with barne." (2) The scheme miscarried for the commissioners decided 

that/ -

(1) R.14C. 2nd Ser V ppl76, 177, 593? 605.
(2) Ibid p .  2 4 6 .



an:

ouncil ( l;

husband should go to S3 ini

alyipg nn -H-o husband's poverty Hr. John offered to go alone, and then

convenient j_y omitted to do so - hence Isabel*s supplication. The Vri 

Council o r d e r e d  her lib e ra tio n  on caution to appear for t r ia l  (2/

The Rev. James G-ilespie of Rhind, in conjunction with several local 

notables carried  the same technique of local action a stage fu rther, "The

Council th a t they ju s t if ie d  the issue of a commission to try  and judge on

the Privy Council. Not only had the m inister and his assistan ts  "most 

unwarrantablie anprehendit and incarcerat "the four suspects "but by pricking 

watching, helping of them from sle ip  and other to rtu r have extorted from the 

saids nor sons ane confession of. th e ir g u ilt  of the c ryme of w itchcraft" had 

consequently obtained the above mentioned commission and executed the suspects 

"whereby i t  may be feared tha t they, a t lea s t ane or other of tkeu., hr/e  suffered 

u n ju s t l ie ," (4 ) Worse s t i l l  the commissioners were busy employing identical 

tac tic s  upon ano ther five  suspects. Determined to check another miscarriage 

of ju s tic e  the Privy Council summoned the m inister and h is helpers to appear 

before the*" end answer the charges, anc secondly ordered t,he "Lii:.6d..-ci.te _s..-Ov'l

Confessions and depositions given in  against several persons suspect of

7ere good enough to make Justice  Deputis report to the privy

the 1.6 January 1662 (3 ) But once again the whole story was la id  before

uner s to  Edinburgh " t i l l  farder try a l l  be taken of the said it
cf the px

(■+; Ibid
3 rd  Ser I  " 1.. l . b ’-
, 1 S.  119, {5)  Hid



Thanks uo th e  suspects rig h t of complaint by far the la rg e s t  number o:

ehecl’u upon the over-zealous m inisters were adm inistered  by the • 'ri-yr

Coimcj.1 ê.:. ere cu.eais crons had "been issued end irrepara.ble k,\m done to the

victnms, ( l /  Thus in  Decenoer l62> V/Illiaia Stevinsoun and his wife cG'^nlai

to the IP ivy Council th a t "upon s in is te r  information of the presbytery of

Chirnesyde th a t they were g u ilty  of w itchcraft" the b a ilie s  of Buns had

warded them in  the tolboo.th. There they had languished for ten weeks* a l l

appeals to  the Presbytery e ith e r to try  or lib e ra te  them being u n av ailin g .

The Privy Council summoned the moderator of the Presbytery, and the wu.rsuer

son (2) but when the m inister fa iled  to appear the prisoners were liberatec

on caution to  appear before lega lly  appoihted ju stices (3)

Very s im ilar was the supplication of Margaret Young of Queensferry on

20 .August IcM- th a t she had been in prison since the f i r s t  of April* was

w illing  to stand t r i a l  and craved i t  should be soon or she should be libera
(

With the Rev. Ebhr aim. M elville of Queens ferry  already famous as a d iligen t 

vri tell hunter (3 ) the Privy Council knew where to look for the ringlea.ders 

for they "ordains th e  m inister and b a ilie s  to be summoned to heire the 

d e s ire /

( l)  I t  must be borne in  mind that such supplications usual!:' presuppose
some local doubt in  the suspect’s g u ilt  for i t  would be well nigh 
impossible for a friend less prisoner ever to make contact with the 
Privy Council. Consequently many an innocent but unpopular ola 
w ife ; liv ing  under the b ru it of w itchcraft must have gone uo tne 
stake for lack of friends to  lay her p la in t before the Privy Gounci

(2} Obvious 1^ th e ir son hud not deserted tnou- in t/herr uine Oi u_ib.-.latj.0
(3) R .i.C , 2nd Ser. I l l  0*373 A week la te r  a commission was issued but

onlv to  out them to the knowledge of an assise  (Ibid p .2^3;
11 >\*+j
(2) MOfisbn ’ Royal Burgh of Queens ferry  ’ I  p . 6.

M itchell ’ Commis s ions - of the Conor a l As s e..bli os’ TT

Lib C. 2nd Scr V III p.104-.
Lsbn ’ Royal Burgh of Qu 
.tc h e ll ’Commissions of 
srguson ’h c c le s ia  A ntiqua’ p,17-b.



d e s ire  granted or e l l i s  to show a caus why." ( l)  Twelve d aye 'U te r  the 

i ' r l v y  Council Issued  a more cryptic summons to the same oeople to  apooar te  

see her p u t a t  lib e r ty  on caution te answer as required (2) As a r e s u l t  

d e la tio n s  were presented to the Privy Council ag a in s t Margaret "cuhais 

mother, mother s i s te r ,  'and s is te r  were a l l  b run t for w itchcraft" (y) 

Nevertheless the Kirk Session were evidently uneasy about the whole sorry 

business fo r they had already toyed with the idea of libe ra ting  her on 

condition of banishment fu rth  of Scotland provided the Presbytery agreed, 

and now w ith the Privy Council so obviously inclin ing to the p riso n e rs  s id e , 

in sp ite  of the long l i s t  of de la tions, they agreed to lib e ra te  her a t  once 

Another Margaret Young, but of Bpsart, in October of the same year also 

supplicated the Privy Council th a t she too had ,fly in  most miserablie ther te. 

weekes bygane" in  Bpsart -tolbooth, tha t the Rev. James Wilson, conform to a 

previous c ita t io n  of hers had appeared before the Privy Council and craved 

continuation of the case for twenty days to discover whether any delations 

would be given in  against her, that in  point of fac t none had. been given in 

and therefore  she now craved her release "In respect of the non-appearance o 

the b a ilie s  .and m inisters the Privy Council ordain the b a i l ie s  to l i  erate 

her end William Mores one, her husband, became cautioner in 300 merks to 

exhibit her whenever he s a i l  required." (5)

Many/

(!}. R* P. C. 2nd Ser. VUI p .104,
(2) R.P.C. 2nd Ser VIII 0,109.
( 3 )  X b i d p . 1 0 2 .
(4) I lor i s  on ’Royal Burgh of Queensferry I  p. 73, 79.
(y) IMP*C, 2nd Series VIII p .23.



a suspect had more to complain about than more inmrisonmeu1, Janet 

Lore's  complaint in  April 1632 was that the Sheriff Depute of Renfrew handed 

hor over to the tender mercies of the .Rev* John Jau ilton  of Inverkip "who 

instead of powerfull exhortatiouns, prayers, and others meanes of that 

kynde devr to  be performed be persouns of h is ca lling , c ru e llie  caused tortrun 

the conrplainer with bow strin g s , stob her with preins, lay her in the stocl 

c a ll  wedges on her schinnes and otherwayes most miserablie in trea te  her, 

thinking thereby to  e x to r t  frome her by to r tout that quhairof she is  most 

innocent, " Once again the m inister fa iled  to impress the Itrivy Council 

when he appeared before them for the case was continued for three months ark 

Janet Liberated on the usual caution to appear then ( l)

Even worse was the fa te  of Helen Hamilton who, irj/fche same year, complain.* 

tha t the Baron, B a ilie  of Broughton "assisted  in counsell advice and d i r e c t i w  

of hr. David F o rreste r, m inister a t Leit|i unwarrantably put her to the 

extremes t  to r tour th a t they could devise, laying her fa s t in the stockes and 

in  twa gardes of yrne of 2b stone weight, putting chekellis of yrne upon her 

armes and binding her craig and legs togidder with yrne chaines t i l l  the 

flesh  wes worne cleane a ff  the bones, and in tthe  extrernitie of th is  

tor tour they extorted frome her fa lse  and untrew depositiouns aganis honest 

women in  L e ith ."

Having heard the baron b a ilie  and the m inister the Hr ivy Council ordered 

her relea.se from irons and r e s t r a in t  in  "free ward", but the two zealous 

witch hunter ignoring th is  command, kept her a close prisoner •ane. refused to

perm it/

(l) R/P.C. 2nd Ser IV p.B73.



perrrau anyone to have access to her "quhilk io ane great inhuman!tie in 

the porsoun or a .minister. " Prisoner baron b a ilie  and m inister were 

therefore brought before the hrivy Council, when the defenders g lib ly  

adrratted the use of the stocks and irons and actually  had the audacity to 

to urge Mth a t they were in  use to doe the same of before and wes comnovnli 

p rac tised  in  the kingdoms'. w The 'Privy Council was certain ly  prone to 

turn  a b lind  eye on much th a t went on up and down the country but in th is  

instance the offence was too b la tan t and finding that the baron b a ilie  

"being ane o riv a t, hes como.itted ane verie  great wrong in m inistring the 

to r tour without power or comrnissioun,M promptly warded him and ordered him 

to pay £20 to  the complainerfs son (l)  As a churchman the m inister 

escaped more lig h tly , though what the Privy Council thought of h is paprt 

was c lear when they declared "the said minister hes done heerin aganis the

dewtie of h is o ffice  and admonishes him to f  orb ear e to meddle in -niche

bussinesses b e e ra f te r ," (2)

C , H ow  t h e  b i n i . o t e r s  d e a l t  w i t h  W i t c h c r a f t . "

Concentration upon the work of the General Assembly, Presbytery and 

Kirk Session has inev itab le  resu lted  in  much lig h t being thrown upon the 

labours of the m inisters to combat w itchcraft and i t s  a llie d  superstxtions 

but the very m u ltip lic ity  of th e ir e ffo rts  makes i t  essen tia l that the ir 

a c tiv i t ie s  she-'id be viewed in th e ir  proper perspective ~ a lb e it at the 

nrnorrc of a certa in  amount of re ite ra tio n  -- from the exclusively m:imerer 

ancle* O rlr~ bv doing so can one hope to produce a t ~e*ot a. i. > ..(■/_ .wC 

order/

,̂1} Cnoe -■-■.gain the compla^nor * s son her nc^ eeser ..eo 'm-m
(2) R .l- .c /2 n d  Ser TV



order out ox ' the chaotic variety of paths the minis te rs  followed to reach 

T-> • ;■ •'-'‘’.I , th.;° S td c ,

- 1  I t  - „  -1 - c t ^  p  f t  ( - 1 \
X ,  -----  — U o  . ' CxX O .y g - j .  ^ .1 )

The B ible, th e ir own pasto ra l e xperience of the f r a i l ty  cf human n^-b-r 

anu la s t ly  the groc/xng volume of decisions by successive General Ascernblico 

a like combined to  impress upon the m inistry th a t th e ir v i ta l  -duty cc 

shepherds could only be carried  through by unceasing search for the unholy 

t r in i ty  -  watches, charmers, and consul ters ' Hugo Arnot had every ju s t i f  leaf 

fo r h is statement that one of the two outstanding fie ld s  of m;n is te r ia l  

endeavour against w itchcraft was as " inqu ifito rs general"

Tlie obvious s ta r t  of any enquiry into th is aspect of the m inister * s 

labours i s  where he acted on his own in it ia t iv e . Immediately th is  line  

of enquiry is  pursued the surprising fac t emerges th a t while so many mini. 

were active in  the f ie ld  of w itchcraft only a very few ever worked en tire ly  

on th e ir  own in i t ia t iv e .  I f  the m inister of Kilwinning's personal account 

is  to be believed then he - occupies a unique position for h is perseverance 

with Bessie Graham in  1645. He frankly admitted that a fte r th irteen  weeks 

discourse with her "sometimes she made me think, that she was an innocent 

Woman; so th a t I  was much grieved for her hard usage, i f  i t  could have been 

helped, and had my own secre t Wishes, she had never been me died wx ch. Tea, 

i f  she could have made an escape, I  being innocent of i t ,  I  could have been 

glade” He found himself caught on the horns of the dilemma which proved 

too much for Pontius P ila te  fo r , as he naively wrote, he feared the assise.

i f /

(1) Arnot Criminal T ria ls p .311 "The prefhyterian clergy in matters of
fcandai and of w itchcraft, arrogate to themfelves tVw office 
public  profecutors, of in q u if ite rs

( 2)  S u p r a  p p .  4 1  e t  s e q



i - -» would no u condemn her ”unless X advise them th e rto . wherein j  

was not c le a r, so th a t she should have been se t a t Lxfcertie, and I blamed 

for i t ,  by reason of my not advising the Assise to  condemn her." h /ever. 

a p ricker came,  ̂found the  nark, and with d iff ic u lty  a commission was 

procured. But the chief man of the -parish, backed by others, then hr.d th 

tem erity to say that ’’a l l  was proven on her were but C la tte rs” So more 

than ever was the responsib ility  the m inister’s now that the assise  was tc 

meet. Having prayed for clear proof he went to the steeple where h is dou 

were f in a l ly  resolved by hearing the poor woman who had been confined ther 

for th ir te e n  weeks talking with the devil J "Within a quarter of an hour 

I  go up again, with two or three able men with me, and brought her down tc 

the school having placed six  men to  watch. ’’ (l)

Now and again a m in ister, finding that prayers and exhortations were 

of no avail was stung to more d rastic  action. No other explanation would 

explain the conduct of Nr, John Aird, who talcing upon himself the duties 

of pricker ’’put a p in  in the pannell’s shoulder (where she carries the 

d e v il l’s mark) up the the h e id ." (2) As a ru le  m inisters were more 

circumspect, however, and were content to summon a pricker. James Half our c 

when summoned before the Privy Council in 1632 for talcing upon himself to 

discover witches by th is  means ’’declared that the f i r s t  tyme th a t ever he 

knew the d e v ills  marke wes upon oc casioun of ane ganrdners wife in Tranent 

who being dela te  and suspect of w rtchecraft the depouner wes required "bgf 

Nr/

(lj S in c la ir  ,f Satans Inv isib le  World Discovered’ pp.lo9*"IIo* _ ^
(2) Law Ilem orialls,Sharpe’s preface I v  ~ . .n , f  •. . Aruo*

’O rirlnal T r ia ls ’ p. 353 for another - io is te r  -sicki-v,; o ,f .
i /-» V 1 1for James VI on pricrcmg.



% rJ.

1 V  <rrMr. Robert -a lcon gjia ll, minister at Tranent., to searche and seeke the 

on her , whiche he fand on the arme. M ( l)  The minister has a lo t to 

answer for because the Privy Counoil found ’’that the said Jauies Balfoure 

his knowledge in th is mater hes onelie beene conjecturall and moot 

unlawfullie used within G-oas kirk, and thaiifo ir  discharges him. of a ll  

forder exerceing of that art and trade in tyme camming as he w ill answer 

upon the contrarie at his perrell. ” . (2) In the same year Janet Love comrl'O 

to the Privy Council that the Sheriff depute of Renfrew "sent her to hr.

Johns Hauiiltoun, minister of Inner kip, who instead of power fu ll  

exhortatiouns, prayers and other roeanes of that kynde devr to he wrf urm.ed 

he persouns of his calling, cruellie caused tor tour the complain er with 

bow str in gs, stoh her with preins, lay her in the stockes, call wedges 

on her schinnes and otherway es most miserahlie intreate her, thinking therein 

toextort frome her hy tor tour that quhairof she is  most innocent. ” (3)

Early in the crusade agairs t witchcraft some ministers eagerly adopted 

another lin e of attack and hegarjearrying witches ahout the country so that 

they might discover others of their hind. Matters came to a head wnen 

Mr. John Cowper, minister in Glasgow carried the method - to such a pitch 

that according to Spottiswoode innocent women were condemned (4 ) The 

ministers had to take action against the people of the .town n quha traducis 

and/

(1) R.w.C. 2nd Ser IV  p,433.
(2) ib id  p.,433.
(3) Tbid p .473. ’ _
(4) Spottiswoode ‘History of the Church-of Scotland pp. 66,



and sclanderis vnjustlie the minis ter ie of the said c it ie  -s the author •• e 

of u thing to tne deathe the pcrsones la t lie  execut for witchcraft wiif-pn 

the said c it ie ."  ( l)  King James VI revoked a ll commissions (2) the 

Presbytery of St. Andrews .supplicated the king "for repressing of the 

horrible abuse by carying a witch about" (3) and,finally the General 

Assembly ashed him i f  the use of professed witches in. this manner "be 

laufu ll or'dinar trya ll of witchcraft or nocht." (4 ) Such united lay and 

c ler ica l expression of disapproval effectively  checked the reprehensible 

practice (5) Only once does i t  seem tc have been again employed and tkal 

a hundred years, .later when the inexperienced new minister of Eirfcmaiden 

made his congregation f i l e  before a woman he had brought from tfigton. But 

the parish rose in wrath and the Session records bearing the names of the 

accused were burned ( 6)

In the negative sense the same unwillingness to take the in itia tive  

was. manifest in the ministers use of the pulpit against witchcraft only upon 

authorisation by some court of the Kirk. Even the order cf the General 

• Assembly in 1642 that ministers were to be diligent in their preaching 

aoainst "witch-craft„ charming. and fuch like" did not change shear attitude

(l)  Maitland Club Miscellany I P t .l .  p .39.
{2} R . P . C .  V pp. 1409.410, ‘Supra pp. 28 ,29
(3  ̂ emin ~ St. 'Andrews Kirk Session Register p .801 note.
(•’/  3 .U.K. I l l  o.937»
(5) Til 1 Qj,~ the^dsbvtery of Ayr refused the request of the minister- of

Straiten t h a t  he m ig h t  consult a  young woman "who took upon her .he 
discover i e  of w i t c h e s  throw the cun trey" P a g a n  Annals o± A y r  p .  -

(6 )  h o o d  W i t c h c r a f t  a n d  S u p e r s t i t i o u s  R ec o rd  p p .  9 7 ,  9 8 .
(7) A.G.A. 1542 0.21.



fb /.

As m o d e r a t o r  o f  his Kirk Session t h e  minister was a m er e  a c t i v e  

i n q u i s i t o r .  The development of ecc lesiastica l discipline goes f a r  to 

explain t h i s  fact for from the time of the Hirst Book of Discipline i t  h o i  

been la id  down tha. t  the elders were to assist the minister ( l)  Subaenue:r'* 

leg is la tion  continually repeated this fundamental principle (2) and when 

in addition the General Assembly laid  down that a minister -was not to 

exercise d iscip line by himself (3) and also that witchcraft investigations 

began in the Kirk Session (4) ministers were given a lead which few o f  the:.: 

ever ignored and then only becu^e of some exceptional circumstances (f)

In addition the elders were a powerful group endowed with an authorin' 

which the Kirk and their own natural inclinations as local celebrities made 

them r eady,. nay some times over-ready, to use. Hence ministers found 

in them the ideal coadjut^tors in the war -against witchcraft wiiich in the 

end largely depended for i t s  success on the dread of the superstition ridden

populace that they would be engulfed in the machinations of the d ev il’s

a llie s . The best proof of the effectiveness of the elder’s work l ie s  i n  'ha  

rarity with which ministers found i t  expedient to remind the.  ̂ of the 

’ necessity for diligent search for witches and charmers. Only three 

instances, a ll  during the outburst of witch hunting in 1649~fd have oeen 

noted, and in each instance the reminder was obviously inspired not so 

much by suspicion of h is . own parishioners as by the burnings in otner par to

of the country (6) With the opening of" the eighteenth century people w e r e

r vlV : om c | t* /- • . ^  /

( l N; K n ox ’W o rk s’ I I  o ,  2 3 4 , q u o te d  i n  f u l l  s u p r a  p .  161
(2) B.u.?h i  pp. 14, 16; II p. 498.

A.G.A. 1643 p.28; 1717 28 ^-2 ^f-*- P. 1 6 1 -1 6 8
(3) B.IT.7i. 1 1 1  p. 926. ,
(4) Ib id  I I  p . 066 and A,G.A,

a s  a  r e i t e r a t i o n  or an
! fpp )  3 u r r a  PPJ-08
( i j  Sur-ra p . 2 0 1 ,2 0 2



-’•iov.sly 1‘ ecc-ming d ia ry  of making d e f in i t e  ?.ccusatxon.'

y they sometr:
j!0 s r take the

Sesision. ( l)

;-lp ̂ 9 however,

for once a community became convinced there was witchcraft in their midst 

gossiping terror did the rest, She Kirk Session sprang into frenzied 

activ ity  as happened when in 1596-97 Aberdeen was convulsed with one of

the ea r lie st  but worst holocausts in the whole gamt of ScO ’o i i i i i  WIl’GCj0

hunt in". The usual formhal was that the accused had been before "the

ministre and dyvers of the Sessioun. " (2)

Although the eiders had an essential part to play the minister in his 

capacity of moderator naturally took the lead once investigations had been 

set on foot. The whole cycle of events was admirably- demonstrated when 

Torryburn and neighbourhood, were in the tholes of a vicious outbreak 

which led to some unpleasant mob law in 1704 for "The session hern  ̂ called, 

pro-re nut a,, upon 8. flagrant rumour , that Jean Biset, wife to James 

' Tanocliie, had been molested by Satan, and had complained ox some particular 

person of the d ev il's instruments in that trouble that sue la  ̂ unuer, 

Whereuuon the minister ordered the officer to c ite  the said Jean Biset, 

also L ilia s  Adie and JanetWhyte, whom she was said to complain ox \ and 

a lso /

(1) -• O-vpra p. 202 ,203
(2"! S-na.iain. Oluo Eiscellany I pp.101, 111.
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-Iso  c i te  vary Wilson, who is  sa id  to  have taken the  char., by strok:? n^

”-r hi ad, end also he ordered the o f f ic e r  to  c i te  Tanochie’ s daughter 

w ith James Tanochie, James Whyte and his wife, Helen Andersen, and Ka-^r 

iTi.^l'-on; Wxio are saxo. to  know something of the c i r c u m s ta n c e s  q-° th-at n ^ p v ’

Another aspect of the same tendency to look upon the minister as 

principal in m is  i t  or was shown by the Kirk Session of Penn inghame in IjQt 

when "it being informed th a t one Jean Brown i s  come lately  to be a servant 

to G-rissell KcKie in Skaith having no testimonial! end under ane i l l  fame 

of devilish  practices the minister is  desired to go and converse with her 

and report." (2) A variation cf the same procedure, but one which was 

more frequently employed, was followed by the Kirk Session of Kinghorn in 

appointing several of their number "to goe wt the minister to try the pcrsor 

who have d itta e s  to alledge against the sd persones (Katharine Walenge 

and Jonet Smythe) and also to attend him while he goes t o e xamine the 

persones empresoed and to do yr best endevowres to bring ym to c.mf ef s i on, " (

S t i l l  another fa c t of the m inisters part as * Inquisitor General* in  

collaboration  with his Kirk Session was demo^/trated when Janet Traill was 

convened before the Kirk Session of Perth in 1623 for "after player had 

been made to  G-od, that he might d irec t her to declare the tru th  in those 

things th a t should be asked, she sat trembling in  hands, head and body. 

Being asked what moved her, she said she durst not confess for fear of 

s p ir i ts  th a t vexed and troubled her.v She was comforted by the m inisters 

against tha t fea r i f  she would confess." (A)*

By/

(l) V.he-tor fTracts on Witchcraft’ p. 129*
(2} pat on - Session Book of Penninghame* p.l&f.
(d) Kinghorn, Kirk Session of.
(A) S tuart Presbytery Book of S tra th b o g ie  p. XI7., '
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•;̂ r ^ a r ^ ae p a r t  oi the m in is te rs  work as " in q u is ito r  Crenoral*'

had i t s  o r ig in  in  the P resbytery  of which he -was a member. Cnee amain 

e c c le s ia s t i c a l  and c i v i l  law had much to do w ith  th is  simple f a c t ,  ( i )

Wbether , as was u su a lly  the custom, a case f i r s t  came befo re  the Kirk S ess ' 

or more r a r e ly ,  was f i r s t  ra is e d  in  the P resb y te ry , i t  was the l a t t e r  body 

which in  most in s tan ces  had to  take the r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  the accuracy 

of the  in fo rm atio n , be i t  d e p o sitio n s , d i t ta y s  or confessions, which 

ju s t i f i e d  an approach to  -the P rivy  Council in  Edinburgh.

C e r ta in  fundam ental f a c to r s  were conducive to , i f  not an im p artia l 

a t  l e a s t  a c au tio u s  exam ination of the evidence. F i r s t  ther-= was the 

com position of the p re s b y te r ie s , which, in  the  main, were made up of 

m in is te r s ,  who in  those d is ta n t  bays when tra v e l was so o ften  an o rdea l, 

and news slow to  spread , could e a s ily  a r r iv e  a t  a meeting to  hear of 

some case of w itc h c ra f t fo r  the  f i r s t  tim e. Free from the h y s te r ia  of 

lo c a l  events they were ap t to  p reserv e  enough n a tiv e  w it to  r e a l is e  th a t 

what m ight look a damning a rray  o f evidence to  the a c tiv e  p a r tic ip a n ts  

was ju s t  as l ik e ly  to  look l ik e  a heterogenous mass of i l l o g ic a l  ir re le v a n c ie s  j 

to  a s e t  of hard headed P rivy  C ouncillo rs. In  ad d itio n  experience warned 

the  P re sb y te ry  th a t  only th e  b e s t  of .c a se s , or a t  the w orst, the  b e s t 

p re s e n ta t io n  of a weak case was l ik e ly  to  secure the a l l  im portant commission. 

F in a lly  th ey  had to  face  the un p a la tab le  fa c t  th a t  because a suspect had 

the valued  r i g h t  of appeal to  the i r iv y  Council' th e ir  ac tio n s  were e l  ways 

l i a b le  to  end in  a summons to  appear b e fo re  the Council, wnich the,/ very 

w ell knew was never disposed to  look on the  m in is try  with an indulgen t

~» \ ̂  j ,

VerT-r/
h )  B n K I I  tw .6 6 5 .  666 and sen ra  p . 9 1  " itS -a irn  Ori n i n *1 : 1 -

:  p :6o: ' h, p; c. & v r .6 n  :,6l37
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Very the whole Ihesbytery decided to investigate the evidence. “The-'

"f owe malitious perfonis, hir vnfreidis" delated C eiliis  Johnstown to the

jh?esbytery. o f  Dalkeith in 1609 "the faid Prifbiterie hes thairv,; on- convene

hi:; before thane, end hes haldin hir in proces before them thir fevin r.-dv--

bidane." ( l)  In l6$6  certain strange practices involving sacrificing at

Loch maree 7d.th.in the boundaries of the presbytery of Dingwal ~ reached th^

ears of both Presbytery and Synod, whereupon the latter ordered the Pr-ob^4-

to meet at Applecross "for searcheing and censureing such princioa.lls and
\

superstitious practizes as sould be discovered thaire." (2)

Both investigations exhibit special ■ features which are sufficient

to account for the unusual procedure. From the f ir s t  the Presbytery 

of Dalkeith. seems to have been planning to use the charge against O-eillis 

as a suitable occasion for advancing the-old claim of 15.75 to "decerne 

and cognofce. " (3 ) While the unusual nature of the' stories drifting out 

of Applecross with their clear indications of the persistence of Catholic 

b e lie fs  are su ffic ien t to account for the action by the whole Presbytery of 

Dincwall,

On the other hand the' Presbyteries of Peebles in 1649 (f) Lanark in 

IC46  (p) and Paisley in 1649 (6) decided upon presbyterial examination 

of suspects -where no unusual circumstances demanded such a course. in

none nf the instances was the mass assault justified  by success and a ll

three/

(l^ P i  cairn Of iminal Trials XII Pt. 2, n. ooU supra pp. 93**96
(2) "gqoVp- -resbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall pp. 27✓; ••-or.
\3 j  Supra pp. 6 1 ,62
(if. *P,-i and the House of Fleming po 37°; P-L.
{f  j Heberts on Presbytery of Lanark p. 5̂*
{b) Hurray ’Kilmacolm' p. 57
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.ciently onerous without the ad dibio*

of* meetings. The continual apt-*ointment of the sane members of

Presbytery as inquisitors suggests that the majority were content tc lea- 

such natters in the hands of the rabid witch hunterf, with, i t  has to be 

admitted, unfortunate results for the suspects. 

Inch has already been said of the variety of ways in which the P r e - s b y  

set their own members investigating so no more than the briefest of 

recapitulations is  therefore necessary, ( l)

When a minister rushed to the Presbytery without sufficiently/ well- 

attested evidence they had no hesitation in ordering him to go in to  the 

matter more fu lly  before his own Kirk Session and, i f  the evidence e l ic i te d  

ju stified  action, to bring the matter before the Presbytery anew (2)

Sometimes a minister found he could make no progress in the local 

examination of a suspect whereupon he would appeal to his Presby/tery. 

Assistance was always forthcoming, either in the form of an order that a ll  

the neighbouring ministers were to make an appeal from their pulpits for - 

information to be la id  before them and their Sessions (3) or more usually 

in the appointment of colleagues to a ss ist the minister who had found his 

lone efforts baulked. (4 )

Supra pp,136-144
Stevenson -  Presbytrie Booke of .

P.obertson Presbytery of Lanark 
Qramond Records of Llgm pp.3-'S?

Hunter Biggar and the House of 
Kinlceh "sir e sby ter re s of St, An or 

Roberts on Presbyter-'; of Lana'.u-.

Kirkcaldie' p. 136’ supra r 
: -a t i  suora p. 140

547
138



"n '’•1° rnaJorltj instances, however, a minister was content to brir 

the e.-oi.s oeace ox witchcraft within his snail domain to the notice ox the 

iresgptery secure in the knowledge that an immediate intensification of tl. 

hunt vn.o ax!;iost certain to result in the coinfcien t of ministers to 

interview bhe suspects with the object of e lic itin g  a well—attested ccnfes 

hacked by an abundance of local depositions, Failing the confession they 

were always prepared to f a l l  back on depositions alone in the hope that th 

Privy Council would at least issue a commission for tr ia l,

Ŝ ren the report that a suspect had confessed had to be treated with 

circumspection as the Presbytery of Cupar found in 1649 for when they sent 

one of their number to deal with Helen Young he had to report "that f t i l l  

fixe confeffes hir fe lfe  to be a witch: but that when fhe is  pofed upon 

particulars fhe feems to them either to d i f f  amble ? or els to be diffracted 

I t  i s /

( l)  Kinloch 'Presbyteries of St, Andrews and Cupar' p. 130 su ra p, 139 
Four months later the Presbytery of Cupar had the same d ifficu lty  
with Marjory Winfter whose minister reported she had f ir s t  made a 
voluntary confession and then denied i t .  Two ministers were 
appointed to join with her own minister and confer with her. The 
report made by one of the additional ministers- was that she "f eerie 
to him to diffemble and feinzie madneffe. " Ibid p, 143* In 1-/1 
the Synod of Aberdeen received "divers complaints and regraitts" 
that some "under pretence of trances qr fam iliaritie with sp irits  
by qoeing with these sp irits cammonlie called the fa ir ie s , hath 
spoken reproachfully of some persones, whairoi some are dead, ana 
some living," The presbyteries and ministers interested were 
recommended "carefully to endeavor the suppressing of that 
seductione by warneing the people of the danger of iu* anu calling 
bc-for them the seducers* and i f  the seducers be compotes mentis 
to -uoceed in censure against them," Stuart Records of the Kirk 
Session* "Rresb2̂ tery end Synou ox Aberdeen __',31-»
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I t  i s  but fa ir  to stress the fact that while the ministers were sold- 

lacking in their duties as inquisitors they were by no means as h o n ele-sly  

prejudiced as most authorities seek to make out, for from t̂ '̂ e to  time fhe­

wer e men enough to confess their failure to e l ic i t  information justif-wn^ 

action against a suspect. Thus on behalf of the ministers ordered to 

enquiry into a case of charming at pittenweem in 16%. Mr, Patrick Coupsr 

reported "that David Tod, the par t ie  purfueing, did fa ile  in Mo ro h a tio r 

la id  in againft Beatrix Laing, whom he purfueing for ufeing a clnrr aqainf 

his fon. This being confidered by the Brefbitrie, they found that they 

could proceed no further in i t  at the time," (l) When Catharine 

Crystie ?/as f ir s t  delated by David Clerk the Presbytery of Ktrkcaldy 

appointed several ministers to join with the Kirk Session of Dpsart to "tv 

coynifance of the a ffa ir, and they after narrow examination found her innc” 

and ordained the David 'Clerk to acknov/ledge his offence before the 

Session." (2) liar ion Davids one was twice before the ire sh y te ry  of Movci 

in 164-6 and when the scandal cf witchcraft increased against her, throe of 

their number were a'onointed to make further tr ia l of the cs.se. To their 

credit the ministers reported "they difmiffed her ypon catione for 

CQvooararice, becaus their was nothing nr oven again? t Her." (3)

In view of the Kirk's avowed -policy of close cooperation wilx*. t^e 

local c iv i l  authorities in the f ie ld  of justice (4.) i t  was but natural 

that/

(l) Kinloch orcsbyt e r ie s  of St. Andrews ana uupar pp,
{2) P .P . C„ 2nd Ser I I  p .  143 The a tta ck  on K atharine was renewed thae-

ve ar s l a t e r .  l r .  $k» 3 p itte  i.1 , one c* -axa - „‘_n  ̂t  ex e ox ----■*■ ’ - ■-''--•I M
beino' a. r in g le a d e r •  R . 0 . 2nd cer h i  qp .  v- ✓ j - - r i e .  o

(3) P .o lertson  P resby tery  of Lanark p.>4.
Vf y o 1 2 1 -1 2 4 ,1 7 5 ,1 7 6 ,3 2 0 -3 2 7
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a "real; g u r t  of tne n m m te r * s wonl as r 'n q u is ito rs  should have been 

c a r r ie d  ‘through in  con junction  with such laymen'. of standing  an • v e v o s ts , 

m a g is tra te s  ana bar on b a i l i e s ,

th a t  : in fin ite  v a rie ty  so ty p ic a l of S c o ttish  witch hunting tin; 

i n q u i s i t o r i a l  bodies set up in the toms conformed to no accented 

principles. At one end of the scale came the x>ractice adopted a t  Elgin 

in  1661 when the ministers, provost, bailies and elders a ll ue t in  the 

Session house to hear, the delations against John Rind ( l)  Only s l ig h t ly  

le ss  representative .were the bodies which met at Aberdeen in I f  17 and 

Dumbarton in 1625 for the former. included the minister, Kirk Session and 

provost (2 ) and the la tter  the three ministers, the provost, b a i l i e s ,  

councillors and .the schoolmaster (3) Frequently the examining body was 

simply announced *as consisting of either -the minister and magistrates (4} 

or simply of the ministers and some other people. In the latter case the 

records were sometimes content with "the minister and dyveris vtheris 

nychtbouris (f) but usually they gave thj names of those present (6)

As a rule m inisters, a s  persons directly interested were actively  

engaged on a ll  the various types of bodies enquiring into witchcraft .but 

i t  was era i t  e unusual to find the Towi Council of Inverness taxing the lean

and inviting the minister of the town to be present at the enquiry (7;

Some/

(1) • Cramond ’Records of the Kirk Session of Elgin p. 289.
(2) Spalding Club 111 see 11 any I p , l66,
( y  ' Irivng Dumbartonshire I  p. 37*
(4) R. fC. Vbl 12 pp.423, 425, V2Q.

Sinclair Satans Invisible World Discovered p. 53#
(3) Spalding Club miscellany I p*161
(6) R„p,C. 2nd Ser VIII p.lfO: 3rd  Ser I  p .138.
(7) llacksy 1 Laing Records of Inverness I I  p.  211
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Some of the worst instances of rmi treatment of suspects occurred whê

a minioter, over-zealous in his role of inquisitor general joined forces

with some individual wielding judicial authority such as a barer.'bailie or

tutor in an effort to extort confessions from obdurate suspects (l)

On a few occasions between 1531 and 1629 the irivy Council recognised

the part played by ministers as inquisitors by appointing them commissioner?.,

In a ll  but two of the instances when this admittedly rare procedure was

a d o p t e d  the ministers were not appointed with powers to try but only to
e t

investigate, A typical commission issued in 1622 was to Sir Johne Ca qob -̂ll,

younger of Lawers, Wallace of C arre ll Blair of that Ilk , David

Dunbar of -^hterkyne, the provost and b a ilies of Air, and hr, James Creig

and hr, Alexander Wallace, ministers, or any three of them, the said  ----

Blair and one of the two ministers being two of the three to apprehend Joret 

Scott vagabond and suspect ’gu iltie  of the orymes of witchcraft, sorcerie, 

useing of charmeis and consulting with the d e v ill, u to keep her in safe 

custody, and examine her by confronting her with such other persons as 

they shall think f i t t ,  and report her depositions in writing to the Council"(2} 

2, Delator

To play the part of ’Inquisitor General* was one thing; to d elate  

a person was another and much more serious step, Session ana ..resbytery 

records alike make i t  plain that the minister were well aware of the fact.

c /  '

( l)  R , , C. 2nd Ser IV pp.436, 437; supra p .3 2 5 -327 
RhP.C. 2nd Ser VEII p. 37.

(2) R,h,C, XIII p. 52 ibid pp.435, hoc. For a more aetaiica aoco ,n * ^
the oart c lay ed  by ministers as commissioners o ,f. • ,o  ■
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The normal course was for a minister "to report" what he knew rv susoeoted 

either to tne Kirk Session, PresT^tery or c iv il  justices ( l)

Instances of a minister placing the role of delator "before a Kirk 

Session are rare in the extrrnene. The seventh article of the dittay 

against Kargaret Wallace, accused of witchcraft in 1622, bore that some

six  rears earlier she had been accused by the minister of Carmun/ock before
{

the Kirk Session of Glasgow (2) In 1597 Helen Fraser "wes accusit be the

minister of Foverne, for that scho abvsit the peple. 11 (3) In 1666 hr.

Andro Bruce, minister of Carnbie delated Hargret Guthrie and proceeded

against her in h is Session (if) The truth was that the cautious minis tty

could almost always rely upon the community, and more particularly the eldo

to free them from the necessity of debating. I f  they did fee l that some
/

l i t t l e  encouragement was necessary on their part a few words to the eiders 

or the congregation were usually su fficien t to set the wheels of enquiry 

turning.

"Soual Tv rare were the occasions when a minister delated someone to 

the Presbytery, but obviously i f  the minister was loathe to take such 

action before his own Kirk Session he was going .to be at least equally 

circumspect before the Presbytery. Hence the few delations were marked 

bv some unusual features. "When Hr. John Currie, minister ox Coulcer, gaT 

in /

(1) mat on Session Book of "°enninghame I p. 197
l unrc Records of Old Aberdeen II-p. 7b.
Johnston ©Id Lore kiscellany of Orkney etc. IX P t .l . p. 17.
Spottiswoode Lliscellany II ?.3©7. _
H"hertson Presbytery of Lanark p. 55.
Gunn The Cross Kirk, Peebles ^.137.  ̂  ̂ _
U n lo c k  Presbvteriss ox /  ihgyr pp.
M-hiwrt -^esDwterv Book 04 a t!,.nck ,p♦(2) _ iicrarn Crinihyi -r ia ls  111 pt.k.

(5) S ^ v i h v  Club ik'.oCOllany I  p. 1^ - .
>r< i  p ., .-w- --y  ->a.-.rWv ln.nlcch i respy ----.......
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m an a-coona-tuon ox w it  c ncr a IT t agamot Maly McQuat. to the frcsbvterv c/2 

Inner.: m  1-̂ K' the circumstances were unique. In the f ir s t  place the mi-.'.''—;., 

hah ,'n:.o eataefacte.cn of loio'irng she had already confessed: scc:;ral*T bhe 

confession had actually been nude before the presbytery of feeblcs v,Korear 

i t  had since transpire <0tat Maly was in fact domiciled within the bounds 

of the Presbytery of Lanark, Clearly( immediate action was necessary to 

prevent Icaiy slipping through .their fingers (1)

Pear of'bodily harm undoubtedly drove Hr. Donald Fraser, moderator 

of the Presbytery of Dingwall to delate Agnes raor nin vick ean glaisK who 

was ’’male fame in the matter of witchcraft” after she "had -•-•wblicklie on 

the' high vray in the presence of ane brother, Mr. John Gordowne, scolded, 

lyed menaced, cursed and used imprecations agt him,” (2)

Inexperience in the ways of the Kirk is  the only excuse which can he 

put forward on behalf of Mr. Leslie, curate of Inver kip, who in Vojo 

delated John Kacgregor to the'Presbytery of Greenock without any of the 

usual proofs so that the matter had to be remitted to the Kirk Session 

of Greenock* In spite ox their efforts and further enquiries by ministers 

the charge was v irtually  d ropped by John escaping with a warning that 

any mere ,fcures11 by him would lead to his delation to the c iv il magistrate 

as a. charmer, and by the people being warned that any further recourse 

to /

( l )  Pobertson  Presbytery of Lanark p. 20 supra p. 106 In  p o in t of racu 
delation, coimLete with confession was only the beginning of one 
of the  most prolonged and b itterly  contested witch h u rls  on record 
c i f .  supra pp. 3 5 4 ,3 5 5

(£) Kackay ’Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall p .^ 2 f.
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l . o  good a "med^cine man" to be done away w ith fo r  he had actually/ 

confessed  to  u sing  beads as a charm, (l)

Early in the devlopment of witch-hunting the Kirk realised that o n l y  

by the widespread use of what was variously referred to as attestation, 

cer tif ica tio n , or testifica tio n  could effective use be made of the masses 

of information accumulated as the result of inquisitional action.

Financial stringency and the easily/ understood antipathy to travel 

made i t  d iff ic u lt  to bring witnesses before any but the local Kirk c o u r t s  

in the early stages of investigations so that attestation of the evidence 

given there was the only certain method of ensuring subsequent action by 

the Presbytery. In addition the vagaries of human nature were such that 

no one could forsee .when a suspect might suddenly decide to confess, or a 

witness to  talk, consequently crucial evidence was frequently volunteered 

to the 'fortunate few who happened to be present. Immediate subscription 

and attestation  of the evidence ensured it s  preservation for future use, 

for memories were fa ll ib le  and confessions always liab le to retraction.

To a presbytery about to address a request for a commission to the 

judicial authorities in Edinburgh a ll those reasons for attestation assume/ 

an added imDortance, especially as the case was going from the realm of 1c  

and principally c lerica l influence into the domain of councillors and 

judges, trained in the assessment of evidence - men with many cares on 

their 7

(l) ketcalfe County of Renfrew p. 327,
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their shoulders and therefore anxious to have the evidence as definite as 

-possible (1, As early as 1387 the G-eneral Assembly indicated the f ir s t  

essential in th is direction when "the brethrin who deduced the process in 

St. Andrews against a witch presentlie detained in prison, were ordered t 

subscribe the sane authentically, that i t  might be delivered to the 

Council, ana i.r, James M elville was ordained to travell in the coast side, 

for matter of dittay against her." (2)

bracticai considerations helped to strengthen this order, Confessir 

had to be heard and written down, but while a ll could lis ten  few could 

write (3) Among the latter were the minister, the schoolmaster and the 

notary (4-) but schoolma.sters and notaries were less numerous and 

consequently not so lik ely  to be present at an examination as the 

ubiquitous minister. Hence some of the wiritng and almost always the 

attesting was done by the minister.

The -actual methods of attesting showed the usual variety common 

to Scottish witch hunting. The signature of a single minister was 

accepted. The la st item in the dittay against Helene.Frasser tried at 

Aberdeen in 1327 concludes "Thomas T ilid eff, minister at Fovern, with my 

hand." (3) In l66 l ■oarliaiiieiit issued a commission to try ana report . 

upon Jennet Iis i f  f  on and Margaret Barclay "the depositions being attefted  

be hr. Robert her Kinifter at Hadington, " (6) In 1 ofO Marjorie iauereon

ana/

( i ;  -qC, V p. 263 and supra p . 2 8 ,2 9  R.i .C, X III p. o2w ana supra p,
(2) A n tiq u a r ie s , proceedings of Scoeity  of X New Series p. 24-2.
(3) John S m olle tt and G-abriel .P o r te r f ie la  who hao. ocen s e n t  j. rom^XXnmur..

to  Rdinburah in "aave in  th e ir  connt of the changes as fo llow s, ~r 
for copying over of  Johne IlcW illiuu h is  d it ta y e  puiO. d e c lu r a t i^ a  
and c 'fe s s io u n s  in  a g o o d  le g ib le  h u A  th - p ' J / / ^ f  “

read  those th a t v v  sen t and w r it te n  k v r  ( j n l v - t m ^  ’a 0,.-- 
I r iv in a  Dunber tor»sv'’ ie  i  p-

98

• •••in
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Ow.'.’o.? CwiX essji^  vn ocnes ’’auo tueur d©pos 11Ions attested "by the 

;■ oderatour” of the Presbytery of Dalkeith (l)

ika extract from the Session of Presbytery records in the minister’s 

hendv.’r it in j  oa.me to have the sa,.n weight as an attestation by kim, Ike 

c iv il  authorities were prepared to treat i t  as such as early as I f >7 

for hr. N icoll Daigleische reported to his Presbytery of St. Andrews that 

11 the Crounnr had cravit- of hin the extract, of the depositionis of the 

witches brunt at St. Androis, quhilk he had grantit be the adyyse c? his 

sessioun." Evidently he was experiencing qualms of coscience for ho 

Mcrawls the judgment of the Presbytrie: quhilk thai allows, " (2) Pyen me 

conclusive was the fact that Isabel Young’s able counsel who fought Sir 

Thomas Hope, the prosecuting advocate, (3) step by ste^ while objecting 

to the use of depositions by confessing witches before the Presbytery of 

Duns did not question their extraction from the Presbytery records by -*r. 

Patrick Hamilton, minister of lnnerwick. On his part counsel for the 

prosecution declared ’’that this deposition extracted from the books of 

the Presb’it r ie  (by the minister Is judicial, albeit not judicrum civrle , 

and sua must make fa ith .” (i*.) In 1706 and again in. 1707 tne Kirk Session

r \—’’ fOx/

(■':_) Joannes Innes Notarius Publius wrote the confession of Janet
Breadhead in 1662. Pitcairn Criminal Trials III Pt.2. p.6lS. 

Scalding Club Miscellany I p. 109.
A l-,3 . VII Ifo b.
Ant I'.''”, c r ie s , Proceedrngs of tne Society fSS IV p. A T ^  
iVLomina St. "Andrews Kirk Session Register II p .300 (Notej 
Arnet Criminal Trials p. 35k- 
S^ottiswoode Miscellany II p.t-7*



332,

I-'enn? n,imu...e instructed their minister to extract the evidence against ruo' -  ■ 

and convey i t  tu trie c iv il  authorities, ( l)

■'v- ’j Qy ~ a r vue c re a to r nunoer of a i l e s ta .trons to re  more than one 

sj.^na tiuo . -he a d d iuionao. nawes were sometimes those of a few colleagues 

Wii.o ha.6. been  p re se n t at the localexajaination ( 2} "but more frq h q n en tl'7' 

a l l  th e  ministers who were present signed the depositions before tran s :- .itti^ g  

them to  th e  judicial aut- ori ties in  Edinburgh with the request th a t  a 

commission be issued G) in the majority of cases, however, th e  a t te s to r s  

comprised both laymen and ministers. During June and July l 66l  Parliam ent 

issued four c am iss ions to judge suspected witches after they had received 

d e p o s it io n s  "attefted raider the hands of the Minifter and kirk feffion  (4 )

The sane . arllament issued a commission to try several persons in Saltprestcn 

on Mdepofitions vnder the hands of Hr. Patrick Cook Hinifter filliam  

Robertoun B a illie  Johne Hamiltoun B aillie  John Clerk Robert Drummond and 

Hector Hood elders of the paroche of Saltpreftoun, ” (3) At tlie same 

session of parliament a commission was also issued on depositions attested 

by the minister and two b a ilies of Musselburgh (6) fhe several 

confessions made at Forfar in l66l were a ll  attested f ir s t  by the minister 

and then by others selected from a small group made up of the provoest. three 

notaries, two b a ilie s , a ’la te 1 b a ilie  and several merchant burgesses of 

the t-own. (7) The fact that the o ff ic ia l status of those Forfar

la y m e n /

(1) faton Session Hook of penninghame X pn• l6p, 20o.
(2) H.P.C. 2nd Ser. VIII p. 195.

Ah h S. VII p. 235* a.
(3} Soottisw oode H iscellany  I~- p«47« ^

A n tin u a rie s , Proceedings of tne  Society ox TV p .-4.0^,
P.. P. C. 2nd Ser VIII p. 157-

A. 'r\  S. VII pp. 263b. 2  "'3b; 33mb .
\5) ^bjd  n 1 Q6b. (c j ]> id  P . l r,T0« (7j __ -j._. _ p — , - - 5  >„ yr o 1 ~ or;;-,th e  hoc r e t ,  o f 1ox.; o - o .. <

vn t . 1 r- ■■' i
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laymen was no j given in over y at t es tat ion made bv them makes i t  a fa ir lTr 

safe assumption that in other attestations which bore no more than the names 

the persons were a ll  of some standing ( l)

When suspects belonged to a town large enough to require the services 

of more than one minister, attestations were signed by a ll the ministers 

of the town. The provost, b a ilie s  and ministers subscribed Jcnet Boyd’s 

deposition at Dumbarton in 1629 (2) the bishop of Aberdeen, the magistrates 

and ministers a ll signed "for the better procuiring of the said comnissioun" 

against the women delated by ^arioun Hardie in 1630 (3) 3n point of fact the 

additional lay signatures undoubtedly lent weight to a document, and 

judging by the preponderance of such attestations, seem, to have been 

preferred by the ministry* Legally they were not necessary, however 

for at the tr ia l of Margaret Wallace, spouse of a Glasgow burgess, in 1622 

the principle was enunciated by the Lord Advocate "that the fa id is  

Depofitiones (by Oriftiane G-rahame) ar fubfcryu.it be the Prove i f  t and 

B a ille is  of G-la sgow, quha war a pa&rt of the Oommiff ioneris' nominai and 

appoint i t  to the try e ll of the faid Oriftiane G-rahame, as alfo fubfcryuit be 

vther tua men of g r it  credeit, v is . Hr. Johnne Bell and Hr. Robert Scott, 

Ih n ifter is  of G-lafgow, quhais' fubfcrlptiones ar fu ffic ien t to geve author i t  ie  

to the Depofitiones, as evir has bene fund in th is judgement, in a ll  

matteris of Witchcraft, and fp ec ia llie  in the proces of Euphame 

Mccalseane,

R.P.C. 2nd Ser VIII pp.169, 190, 196.
Webster Tracts on Witchcraft p,108.

R. P.0* 2nd' Ser III p .3.
Stuart 'Council Kegioter of the Burgh of Aberdeen' f.29 .

(P

( 2 )
(3)



While _nothing was so •welcome and effective as a signed attestation  

ministers sometimes appeared b e fo r e  both the ecc lesia stica l and wecular 

courts to depone to the truth of depositions or confessions made in their 

presence. The minister and Session clerk of Montrose deponed before the 

kirk Session in December 16l>5 that Margaret Hackett "whill shee was dieAny 

laved her death upon the said Cathay in'* (Lyall) (2) The obvious need for 

haste would be su ffic ien t to account for the verbal attestations in this 

instance. When the PTesbjrtery of S tirling  was having d ifficu lty  adth 

Marione McNab who had f ir s t  confessed and thencdenied certain charges of 

witchcraft they named witnesses including ’’Alexr f  argyf minister chair.geing 

yame to conpeir ye said day to bear le a l l  and suthfast witnessing in 

y e  actione f  oirsaid. ’* (3)

More frequently ministers deponed before the secular courts. The 

leg a lity  of this procedure was recognised at the tr ia l of G-rissel G-airdner 

in 1619. . When the advocate desire d the Ministers declaration "anent

her l i f e ,  tred, and converfatiounf! the "pannell proteftis that the 

Declaratioun to be- maid be Mr, Johnne Cauldcleuche, U inifter, in this 

matter cuhairupene fcho is  d i la i t i t ,  be nawayis refpectit or advertit onto 

be the Affyfe.-*1 The objection was ignored and Ur. Johnne Caldcleuch - 

proceeded to make a long statement that fourteen years before she had 

become mala fama because of deoositions of executed witches: that she had



been suspect ever since and had used her sorceries and incantations to 

lay grievous diseases on various -nersons that the presbytery "efter 

try e ll of the former offences done be h ir, a lfw eill to the perfumes 

contonit in hir Dittay as v.-'one dyuerfe vtheris that ar nocht nominat 

thairin , direct the. Pep oner, as their Monderatour, to n o tifie  the treuth of 

the preniff es to the Counfall, that fura or dour might be tane enent hir Try e l l  

and pwnifchment, " (l)

At the tr ia l of Anie Tailzecur before the Sheriff ‘.Principal of 

Orkney and Shetland in 1629. '"Mr. Thomas, minister present declarit that 

Thomas Mure suir' in thair sessioun and sho said g if f  he reveiled i t  he 

sould repent i t  and that he is  cent inwall ie  we ik sensyne, " (2) When 

Margaret Watsoun and Jean lachlane appeared before the Commissioner s ittin g  

in Lanark as “curia ju stic iaria  supremi domini nostri regis. " i.f. Ja.„tes 

Douglas minister of Carirvath, and Hr. Robert Birnie minister of Lanark, • 

both apneared and upon oath deponed to Several of the heads of the d ittays(3) 

Having decided to try John N eill in Edinburgh the Privy Council properly 

decided i t  was necessary that persons best knowing the verity of the 

dittays be present "nevertheles they w il l  not compeir in that mater without 

they be corrroellit" They therefore summoned twenty nine persons “as alsua 

charging Mr. George Roull, minister at hordingtoun, Mr. Allan bundle, minister 

at Huttoun, %. Thomas Ramsay, minister at Foulden, Johne ^ aits, minister 

a t /  " ■

(1) Pitcairn 'Criminal Trials' III  P t.1. p. 97*.
(2) R. .0 . 2nd Ser VIII p .362.
Cy) Ibid pp. 146” 134-.
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minister at Ladie Kirk, lir. Johne Home, minister at I^nnouth, Mr. Alexander

Kinneir, minister at Quitsone, Mr, Kathow Oarraill, minister at .'Cdrem----

to compeir personally in Edinburgh tolbooth on 23 March ( l 631) to t e l l  trr.th 

as far as known to them of dittay re John N eill and witchcraft, ” ( l)

4. Appel l ant for Commission.

Once the Kirk reconciled i t s e l f  to the fact that the tr ia l and 

punishment of witchcraft was outwith i t s  jurisdiction (2) a ll  the efforts of 

the ministry as ’’Inquifitors general. ” delators and attestors were hut 

the essentia l preliminaries to the approach to the judicial authorities 

with the request that the information then placed before them ju stified  

the issue of a commission for the t r ia l  of suspects.

Normally the Privy Council was the body which dealt with such matters, 

although in 1645 (3) and again in l66 l commissions were issued by 

Parliament (4 ) In both these years, however fhe times were abnormal.

The Privy Council was functioning in 1645 and issuing commissions (j) but 

Parliament had been showing an unwonted interest in witchcraft and in 

January of that year had ra tified  and approved a ll former acts against 

witchcraft, charming and consulting (6) The Kirk seems to  have 

realised that i t s  requests for commissions were lik ely  to receive a sympathetic 

hearing/

(1) H.F.0. 2nd Ser IV pp ,l6h , 165*
(2) The Kirk courts dealt with the lesse r crimes of charming and consulting

Sunra pp» 129-135
(3 ) A«i°,S. VI Pt.2» do. 4^0, 433; 463? 4-79; 434* 490 , 497 ? 498, 30oy 510,

316; 318? 333; 732.
(4 ) Ib id  VII pp,31 ? 196 , 197? 159? 233 , 235; 247, 248, 233, 337
(5 ) H.pO, 2nd Ser. VIII p. 193*
( A y\ S. VI ^t. 2, ^ ,152,
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■’ear from .. arliament. I.■mediately after the Restoration the ministers

had no option but to apply to Parliament for the Privy Council did not 

begin to function t i l l  13 July l 66l  ( l)

The actual methods of approach to ' the authorities in Edinburgh 

showed the usual d iversity common to Scottish witchcraft. Direct approach 

by an individual minister* was least common. When some "malicious and 

invyfull persouns, her unfreinds" delated Katherine Crystie of Dysart 

as a witch Hr. Wm, S p it t i l l ,  one of the ministers, appeared before the 

Privy Council and was ” urchaser of the commission,” (2) Katharine 

Oswald m s another suspect who complained to the Privy Council in 1623 

that ”on sin ister  information by hr. Andrew L^armouth, minister at Libbertoun 

to their Lordships that the complainer was guilty  of witchcraft; they 

granted a commission ”to apprehend her and ordained the depositions to 

be reported to them (3 )

The two reverend gentlemen not only stand alone as protagonists of 

the direct approach to the 'Privy Council but demonstrate the sin ister side 

of such activ ity , hr. S p it t i l l  was mis related by marriage to one of the 

ringleaders in the persistent attack lasl^over three years on Katharine 

Crystie (h) Hr. Leamouth, having got his victim locked up le f t  her 

to rot in prison, probably because he began to regret his precipitate  

action /

(l)  R.P.C, 3rd Ser I p i .  The la s t  commission was issued by Parliament
on 12 July l 66l  (A.p.S. VII p ,336) and the f ir s t  by the 7rivy Council 
on 25 July l 66l  (R.P.C. 3rd Ser I . i l l )  There ms no animosity 
between the two bodies for on 3 lay lb 6l  Parlrr-ment is  sued a 
commission • on the understanding that' the commissioners ” ••ake r u w t  
to the Parliament and in caice of thair not f it t in g  to his 
H aiefties privy Councill” (A.P. 3, VP I p. l'.-!6;

(2^ RggC.  2nd S^r TT v  i f ,
^3< R.P. 0. 2nd -3cr. I l l  . n l3
(4 ) r .. .c ,  :>h per pi ^ . p f  m  pp'P p p. :.:p'3: & 5*. 6 rr" ;



action  in  a case which, to  the legal- luminaries of the r;rivy  Council had 

"sucke questionable 'doubts” th a t displace ng 'the o rig ina l commies i  "W VI. j -■'* a- -Jg V ̂  

issued a  new commission to the sh e r iff  of Edinburgh, h is  depu fci«s '-nd the 

provost and b a i l l ie  s. In addition they appointed assessors to •- s s is t  t h e

new c tissioners ”in  a l l  suche questions, alleadgeances and doubts as s a i l  

oocurre in th a t t ry e l l ,"  (l)

appeal to the innate caution of the m ajority of m in isters, Mr* Robert ■ 

•Sdia-onstoun, m inister of Culross, ty p ified  the normal circumspect agrouch ,

t r y a l l  a t the c le rk  of the crim inal! court and others what course night 

be taken” with her. But General Monk and his Buritans in control in 

Edinburgh in  16-56, did not share the Kirk* s enthusiasm, fo r witch hunting 

so i t  was not su rp rising  th a t  the clerk*s reply was "that except ’murder 

or malison could be provin against such persons, th a ir  was -no pu tting  

of thame to deathe, ” Realising that any so lu tio n .sa tisfac to ry  to  himself 

was l ik e ly  to .be fraught with d i f f i c u l t  Mr, Robert was quick to th rust the 

re sp o n sib ility  fo r fu rther action upon the Town Council by declaring to 

them she was "most desyrous th a t one of th e 'fo re sa id  number of the 

counsell sould gee over to Edinburgh." I t  was only a f te r  "the said 

water being taken to  considerations, and being ryp lie  advysit" they sent

This method of d irec t approach m s fraught with two^many d a n g e r s  to

Even though EX so e the Craiche had vo lun tarily  confessed he "maid d ilig en t

( l ,  R,p. 0. 2nd Ser H I  p. 295-



one Ox ot.xQjL.r nuia^er t o  Ge.^anu a. Curnmiss ion. He fa ile d  in  h is  e f f o r t s

both before the judges of the crim inal court and G-eneral Honk himself, 
to

bowingAthe inev itab le  the b affled  local au th o ritie s  se t El sue the free , (ly  

v As a ru le  the m in isters-preferred  to follow t  he old maxim of safety 

in  numbers. In so doing there were several methods open to the.u. They 

might e le c t to  follow the course followed by the m inisters of Perth  whop 

lien convinced th a t Bessie Wright was ,,notoriousl3r knowne to be an 

abuser of the people. aganst whom th er ar great and many presumptions cf 

w itchcraft’1 deputed one of th e ir  number to write to the Olerk of the Privy 

Council to  the e ffe c t tha t th e ir ’’desyre was to have had a commission to 

the Shireff of Perth or provest and b a il le is  of the brugh.” (2)

When the premonitory reports of w itchcraft which were to culminate 

in  the notorious C hristian  Shaw case of lo>'6 , began to reach the Presbytery 

of ’paisley they asked the Sheriff Depute to attend and urged b3/ one of 

th e ir  number Mr. Robert Blackwell, who was to g ain  hotorie ty  as an ardent 

w itch hunter, (3) they did earnestly  d e sire  tha t he would take Janet 

(Wodrow) in to  custody and apply to  the Lords of the Privy Council fo r a 

commission to put her and others suspected in  the bounds fo r t r i a l . tf But 

the cautious lawyer while agreeing to imprison the accused, suggested that 

the application fo r a commission should be a jo in t one, so Blackwell and 

a colleague were despatched to Edinburgh (k)

The favourite  method, however, was fo r a m inister to  b ring  the matter

b e f o r e /

( l )  Beveridve ’Oulross and Tulliailan* r>n. 283-290. In 1662 the Ikwn
Council had i t s  revenge when i t  ’hmanin.cusyv voyced t.oat, L.Upctue
be im prisoned and examined. Ib id  n .p lb .



before the fresby l e r j  and leave , i t  to th a t body to take the necessary action. 

Invariably' i t  elected to follow one or other of two courses which varied 

only in  the manner of the approach to the Privy Oounci. In the 

one instance the "named*1 ( l)  "instructed" (2 ) "did appoint1- (3) "sent” (4 ; 

a colleague or colleagues to supplicate the Privy Council fo r  a commission 

in  the name of the Presbytery; in the other (instance) the presbytery as 

a body "ordaines ane fupplication  to be fubcribed" (3 ) "conclude th a t the 

Committee of E state should be w ritten  to  fo r ane commission.” ( 6) "find 

fu f f ic ie n t  grounds for ashing for a commission" (7)

5* AdjvWr and A ssistant at T rial

To the m inister a l l  h is  e ffo rts  whetehr as " inqu ifito r general."delator. 

a tte s to r  or appellant were no more than the inevitab le  prelim inaries to a 

t r i a l  . .While th a t was a consummation devoutly to be  wished fo r s the 

m inister had to f  ace the facfe th a t having played a g re a t, i f  not decisive 

p a rt in  the e a r l ie r  stages of the witch h in t t r i a l  fo r  w itchcraft 

was on tw it h the ju risd ic tio n  of the Kirk courts. Upon th a t point the 

Crown had taken i t s  stand in  the reign  of James VI and from i t  never 

departed /

( l)  Robertson Presbytery of Lanark p. 36.
(2 ; I b id  p .76.
(3) Metcalfe County of Renfrew p. 329.
(4 ) Robertson Presbytery of Lanark p. 80
(5j Ib id  p*37.
(6 ) Paterson County of Ayr I I  p . 92.
(7 ) R.P.C, 2nd Ser VIII p .190 and for very sim ilar wording gbid pp .194*

198, 200, 217; c.f* also 'orteous History of C rieff p . 314*
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Biit while the actual t r i a l  was before a c iv il  court a varie ty  of 

fac to rs  combined to .jive a m inister a voice in  the proceedings of the 

commissioners appointe d e ither to examine and report or to examine* 

try* and i f  guilty* execute. In the f i r s t  place the Kirk had not only 

become the most frequent appellant for commissions but had established the 

potent and frequently  exercised r ig h t of suggesting the names of su itab le  

commissioners. The f i r s t  move in  th is  d irec tion  had been taken as early  

as-1574 'when the General Assembly presented an a r t ic le  t o th e  regent to  the 

e ffe c t th a t he should ’’give commiffion to certaine gentlemen in ever,3r 

country .** to try  odious crimes including w itchcraft (2) They followed 

th is  up in  1583 by a r t ic le s  to King James p ro testing  th a t several crimes, 

including w itchcraft, were going unpunished (3) While the kin I ’ s reply 

th a t he was ever ready and w illing  to grant commission to those persons 

suggested by the m inisters ’’quher in h a b ilit ie  was in  the fudges or d in a r .,f (4 ) 

was probably due to h is need to  a c t  with circumspection at the time, 

the concession was never rescinded and gradually came to be an accented 

r ig h t of the Kirk. In April 1644 the Presbytery of Strathbogie ’’anent 

the r e f  e rr of the p rov incial! Asseniblie fo r giving in  a l i s t  of able men 

from euerie- parccliin, for to be i n s e r t ’in  a commission for sorcerer is  end 

charm eris/

/V

(£} B.U.K. I  p. 305 supra pp. 296
(3) B.U.K. I I  p. 632
(4 ) S.U.K. II p. 644.

P i/ca irn  ’Criminal T r ia ls ’ I I I  p t. 2. 73.600
P.O. VIII o .328 and XIV o. 612, supra pp. 9 5 - 9 6 ,2 8 7



I n  November and  December 1649 the Commissioners of  the General Assembly 

reminded the P resbyteries th a t when sending fo r commissions 11 them with a l l  

send th e ir  0 3 inions o f  the a b l e s t  a n d  most c o n s c i e n t i o u s  men f o r  j u d g in g  

th ere in ."  (2)

At once more valuable and more f la t te r in g  to m in is te ria l vanity  was 

th e ir  appointment as commissioners. The e a r l ie s t  instance of t h i s  o r  n o t i c e  

was in October 1391 when the Privy Council "grantit* and be tb ir  p r e s e n t i s  

gevis and g ran tis , h is Hienes f u l l  power and commissioun," to "Sir -Johnne  

Cockburne of Qrmestoun* ju s tice  c lerk . H aister David McKgill of Nesbitt* 

advocate* as alsua to Mr. Robert Bruce and Johnne Dunkiesoun* ministet.is*

Williame L it i l l*  provest of Edinburgh* and Johnne Arnot* burges th a iro f -

to try* inquire and examinat* th a ir  depositionis t o  p u tt in w rite , an d  t h e  

some to  reporte  to h i s  Hienes and h is  Counsale* to the e ffect th a i may b e  

p u tt m in is te r it as e ffe ir is*  or s ic  u th ir  ordour takin  w i t h  theme a s  t o  h i s  

K ajestie  and h is said  Counsail salbe thocht maist raeit and vonwenient. 11 (3) 

Overzealous commissioners provoked the inev itab le  reaction  both in 

Kirk and State consequently in  1 3 9 7  the now scep tical King Janies V I r e v o k e d  

a l l  commissions. New commissions were only issued* to among o t h e r s  - 

pregnaht phrase -  "m inisteris unsuspect. " (4 )

I f  the ra r i ty  with which m inisters served as commissioners is  any 

c r i te r io n /

/'it S tuart Presbytery Book of Strathbogie p .  33.
(2) Commissions of the General Assembly I I  p .329; also p .337-
( 3 ;  S .P .O .  IV p . 6 8 0 ,  The wording of the whole document w i l l  r e p a y

study as a p e rfec t example of the form in which a commission was 
, issued.

(?) RAhC. V "u405 supra pn. 2 9 ,3 0 , 285



r> -. yi Council, must have had t!

th a t few m inisters were in the *'’021:

was the determination to keep in the background the Presbyterian m inisters

to  th is  in te rp re ta tio n  of Janes VI motives by the sig n ifican t fa c t that 

the only instances noted of m inisters being appointed commissioners with 

powers to  try  for w itchcraft were in June 1613 ( l)  and ffune lo lf  (2) a t 

the very time when James VI was doing h is b es t to  s t r  eng then the Episcopalian 

church* I t  i s  d if f ic u lt  to imagine th a t the m inisters were other than 

good Episcopalians .when the f i r s t  name on the 1613 commission wa.s Peter,
i

Bishop of Aberdeen (3)

Even so JamesrVI did not continue th is  policy fo r when a m inister next 

appeared as a commissioner in  February 1624- i t  was only with powers to 

examine suspects ’’and report th e ir depositions in  w riting to the Lords (4 ) 

While many commissions were issu ed 'in  the next five  years in  only three 

instances were m inisters named as commissioners and then only with powers
V

to  repo rt. Most s ig n ifican t is  the la s t  commission mentioned fo r while t h e  

moderator and brethren' of the Presbytery of Dalkeith served a commissioners 

”to  search fo r , apprehend, ward and examine” the suspects and report in 

w riting to  the privy* Council not a single m inister was among the persons 

appointed two months la te r  to  try  one of the suspedts (3 ) Their omission 

was too phLpahle to be anything, but delibera te . While the c iv il  au th o ritie s

Supra pp. 96n*
R*P*C. X III p„q-6C; 2nd

R.P.C* X n. 76. 
Ib id  pp .333? 333.



While the c iv il  authorities ha.d to rely upon much inquisitorial preliminary 

work by the ministers and did accept much o ff ic ia l and s t i l l  more . 

unofficial attendance upon commissioners, they seem to  have discarded the 

practice of naming ministers a s commissioners at th is time. The likelihood  

is  that the Crown, jealous of i t s  oreQqgatives was determined to d o 

nothing which would enhance the prestige of an organisation whose 

pretentions were already more than i t  liked to contemplate.

That the Kirk made no protest at th is attitude of the Crown. 77as

probably due to the simple fact that any loss of influence was more 

apparent than rea l. Liaison between commissioners and ministers had always 

been close. The great witch hunt at Kberdeen in 1597 was only an earl;5-

instance of the shape of things to come. There the assise having considered

the five  points of 1sobel Og's dittay convicted her of but two, and even 

had the courage to add a rider ’’nocht finding the same, be thair knawlege, 

mereiting deyth.” Having solved their consciences, but doubtless 

afraid of the storm of c r it ic a l they were lik ely  to unleash they were quic’ 

to add they "referres the punishment of hir to the discretion of the 

ju s t ic e .” But the justices with the onus thusy'placed upon tlmw, in  

their turn were quick, through the provost of the town, to take the 

”advyse of the h a ill m inisterie, being convenit at the provincial! asseiablie. M 

Isobel was burned' ( l)

L e g a l /

( l)  Spalding Club Miscellany I pp.155, 156.



Legal recognition was given to i'w clo_c Cwo- -w’ation of I?. 

commissioner and minister in August l6 l5  by a commission under the Signet 

to ,fSii- Walter Don das Ox that Ilk , Johne Dundas of Newliatcun, hr. J-?w3s 

Dundas of Dudingstoun, and George Logans, b a ilie  of the Quenisferric. oath 

the assistance and presence of Hr* Johnne, Gibbesoun, minister at Dali .--any. 

•to apprehend aid try Jonet Johnotoun in Quenisferrie, suspected of t-eing * 

■v/itch. " ' ( l)  Not t i l l  1626 were commissioners again ax, ointed "with 

the concurrence of the m inister,” of Dumfries in th is instance. (2)

The Kirk was quick to se ise  upon the valuable precedent thus ore a. ted

and■thenceforth made increasing use of it s  ab ility  to give advice and 

assistance, even -without any o ff ic ia l direction to do so by' the riyy 

Council. The actual methods.employed to achieve these ends shoved the 

diversity typical of so much of the Kirks work in the f ie ld  of witchcraft. 

Although the commission issued by the IT ivy Council on 8 September lo3C for 

the tr ia l for witchcraft of John khilpe was to the Sheriff of Aberdeen, 

his deputes, and the provost and b a ilie s  (3 ) when the procurator f  ? seal

appeared in Banff to conduct the tr ia l on 22 February 1631 he was "asslotit

with the whole minis tr ie  of the presb i(trie) of Fordyce, Hr, Tho/.,n 

l litch e ll, minister at Turreff, Hr. Williame Steinsoune minister at Darnerie 

and Hr. James H e lv ill, minister at Alva" (4 ) Y&ien.Peebles was in the 

throes/

(l)  R.P.C. X p .338.
'2} R.I'.C. 2nd Ser II p. 32o
\3) S..k.C,. 2nd Ser IV a . j '1
(h) R.P, 0. 2nd Ser IV p. 637. It is  worthy of note that the accused

"confessit that he cuarmeit' sindrie pcrsames witidn the gnruchin
of Fintray of the feveris , and. that he fledd out of the said 
uarcchin for feare of lb . Villiam Steinsoun ’-in ister  h h w ."  Ibid 
pp. 63 7, h?G.



throes of i t s  only serious outbreak of witch hunting in November 1

the Presbyteiy decided that "the brethren a ss is t  the comniissioners in the

tr ia l  and execution of the imprisoned for the said aboniable crime." ( l)

Two months later Janet Ooutts in whose fe r t i le  imagination most of the 

Peebles witch hunting had i t s  origin suddenly withdrew a ll  her accusations

upon examination by the Presbytery which in desperation "exhorted the
/

Commissioners to take speedy course for the Execution of justice upon her 

as one desperately se tt to- do evil."  (2)

With news slow to spread and travel frequently an ordeal not to be

lig h tly  undertaken i t  i s  not surprising to find that the instances just 

noted of a l l  the members of a Presbytery waiting upon the commissioners were 

the exception. As a rule only a few ministers were deputed for the task.

The actual number usually lay between two and s ix , with three as the favourite

number (4 ) but even so the same Presbytery did not adhere to any 

defin ite number, (f)  The convenience of the m inisters, the ardour of the 

few recognised wit ch hunters in a Presbytery s eem to have been the- decisive 

factors. A "cause celebre" lik e  that of Christian Shaw coming in 16f 6 

a fter /

( l )  Grunn 'Gross Kirk, Peebles p. 133.
(2; Gunn Stobo Kirk p. 51*

( h )  Two. ministers -  Kinloch Presbytery of St. Andrews dfCupar.
Three " - Ibid pp. 13* 14; Metcalfe Country of Renfrew p. 531-

Murray Kilmacolm p .57. Robertson - ; resbytery of
Lanark p. 30,

Five " - History of the Witches of Reiifrewshire p. 331*
a-i-y 11 -  Kinloch - Presbyteries of St. Andrews and fq m  p. 15*

(notel&st three names given are elders not ministers 
as they do noL appear in Pastip 

(b) c j f ,  Kinloch - 'Presb3rteries of St. Andrews & Cupar p-'. 15 * 17; 15*



in the Presbytery of Paisley and resulted in no less than ten of their 

number being instructed to "wait upon thair Lordships," (l)

The records of the Presbytery of St, Andrews supply the best examples 

of the functions delegated to ministers selected to meet the judges. Time;.7' 

were to 11 joyiie with the Kagiftrates of -St. Andros, and the Erie of Lindfay 

his de u.teSj on revifing the particulars that are ‘againft fome incarcerate 

for witches in St. Andros, and give ther adoyce theranent." (2) "give ther 

s.dvyce to the Judges concerning the delations againft others, i f  they may 

be apprehendit at tryed," (3) give ther advyce to fuch Judges as falbe 

prefent ther (Anstruthbr Wester) concerning Tfbell Dair'fie how fhee falbe  

vfed vfed in meate, drinke, fleepe, bed and the lyke" (4 ) "give ther 

beft advyce to a quorum of the Judges, concerning the f i t t e f t  way of 

■'watching and trying Qhriftane Dote. " (5 )

By way of change i t  i s  but f it t in g  to put on record that the.Rev. 

Robert Binnie, on the orders of the Presbytery of Lanark "did aavertsis" 

the Commissioners and Brethren meeting at Lanark that "taking to 

conf.ideration, the diligence vfed at Crawfurd’Dowglaffe for finding out 

points of d i t t i e ." no evidence was found against the six  women accused, 

whereupon the Commissioners "with the advice of the m inifters, taking 

to confideration, thought i t  their dutie to fend them home, vpon fu ffic ien t  

caution." (6)

But/

( l)  History of the ’Witches of Renfrewshire p.fXXII.
(2  ̂ Kinloch Presbyteries of st . Andrews and Cupar p. 23.
(3S Ibid p. 16’ also re_ Chrif tane Dote p. 17;^also, 1 :arg^ret on p .  1 9 .



3Qd,

Bui what loohr so sensible an advertiseueait to twentieth cehtnry eyes 

7/as undoubtedly at variance with, the normal resu lt of m inisterial 

cooperation with commissioners and • was onl̂ r possible because for once 

repeated m inisterial exhortations against the sins of witchcraft had foiled  

to e l i c i t  the necessary, and, as a rule, a ll  too readily available 

assistance of a superstition ridden people. In the vast majority of 

witchcraft cases, the m inisters, fanning the flames of local fear had 

l i t t l e  d ifficu lty  in convincing the cconissions, usually men of their o;m 

congregations, where their dirh/ lay. I t  i s  to be feared that few 

commissioners were as honest as those deputed to try Agnes Grant for the 

murder of thre men by sorcery and witchcraft, when in IoA3 they reported 

to the Jdrivy Council that they had 11 suspend! t the pronuncing the doome 

whill wee gait your lordshipes w ill and :rynd theranent accordin0 to the 

meaning of your lordshipes commission diredt to us. The most pairt 

of the minis tr ie  of that presbitrie and divers gentilmen war present with 

us, who -perceiving that wee procedit with t he pannell upoun,tryell of s ic  

ooyntis of dittey as concerned the murther of these thrie gentilmen 

allsnerlye and being resc lv it be us that our commission carried us no 

farder, nevirtheles wee war so pressed be them that wee resolved to heir
I

sum that war present: wha being c a l l i t  befoir us, deciplye sworne with 

upholdin handis in the audience of the pannell and assyse, they gave in 

sindrie delationis whairof the pannell confest the most pairt hot with 

fe ir fu ll  execratiounes rganes the delatouris. tt ( l;

That/

(l)  R.P.C. 2nd ^er TTI pp.5S3* 39u



■fuat the lega l authorities in Edinburgh unduhtedly r-ncw -'I;.,,;*- advice 

nnd assistance usually led to is  demonstrated by the Privy. C o u n c i l s  

restra in in g  influence f ir s t  exercised in the closing decade of the l i t l ,  

century but growing steadily throughout the 17th century ( l)  The G e i l l i s  

Johnst 0vjnj3B.se of 1609 had laid  down that the. Kirks function was not t t r y  

hut to pass on to the "judge or dinar" any information that thay res save. " ('/ 

Following upon that decision what the Privy Council had to take steps to 

prevent was the ever present tendency of the commissionrs to relapse 

into the informal and le,hour saving device of accepting at second hand 

evidence e lic ited  hy  the ministers. In 1627 the JPrivy Council had 

occasion to write no less, a person than the Bishop of Aberdeen that thy/ 

had received his le tte r  "with the informatioun of the Presbyterie of Tlarrcff

aganis Alexander Mowatt, and Christean^Craig, his spous, parrochinnaris of

Turreff and suspect of witchcraft. And, althoct we doubt not of the 

trewthe of that whilk the Presbyterie h is 'se tt  doun in'thair reporte and 

note, v i t t ,  b ecaus the same hes not bene so leg a llie  and ordourlie do'̂ e 

as the circomst ance is  of the bus syne s- required." the '.Vivy Council therefore 

requested the bhisop to write the Presbytery to "caus the saidis pers^nis 

be ju d ic ia llie  and fornalie examined#" (3>

In l6y0 the identical problem was again exercising the attention of 

the Privy Council with the result that the Earl of Lonuon as chancellor 

wrote/

(1) Supra pp. 3 5 0 -3 6 2 ,3 9 2 ,  393
(2) R,IhO. XIV p. 612; supra pp. 93-96
(3) P . P.O. 2nd Ser I p .6o6; - b -•



■'."•(rote to  commiesioners in  n~ue<*iJ.d$T th a t  t i e  t r i a l  of trio sas,.,ectr "-:nv not* 

rnformall but vpon sume well grounded evidentes, wee thought f  l i t . h e i r * y  

re commend to your specia ll care that notwithstanding any confessions 

emitted by the parties b e fo r  the ecc le sia stica l! judge, you would appoint 

tuo or on at least of your number to repare to the parties with some of the  

ministers before whom they formerly confest, and cause them, renew th a ir  

confessioun in thair 'presence, without giveing notice that commissioun i s  

given against them, that so the confession being made befor some of your 

number (thoughe the parties sould therefter receide ffom the saae) you 

may the better know how to prosecute the commissioun in a form al] way. tt O'v • •> v ~ f

The e lic it in g  of confessions by such a subterfuge precludis any 

thoughts of the legal luminaries being inspired primarily by anxiety fo r  

the judicial proprieties. There can be no doubt that this procedure 

now ordered to "be conftantly observed in a ll  tyme earning" was but another 

attempt by the lega l authorities to prevent the ministers, in defiance of 

repeated warnings, from setting  themselves up as courts of justice and then 

by what was euphemistically known as advice and assistance presenting 

commissioner's with a "fait accompli"

6# - Attendant on the Condemned,

' Even when the pertinacity so consistently evinced by the ministers 

had i t s  fin a l reward in a pronouncement of doom and preparations were set 

on foot for procuring a ll the grim panoply of .a burning their work 

was not completed. As heralds and messengers of dod in his figh t a g a in s t 

the -powers o f darkness they had to look beyond mere pvsicai punishment to  

th e/

(])  F.I’h Comrv 14th Report App. TIT Karcbnont i.'SS ; . l  !> l l - \
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the ultimate spiritual well-being not only of the doomed prisonor but

of the multitudes who always came to make a Roman holiday of the tar "barrel

and the enveloping flames. ' Preaching at Mid Calder in January 1720 at

the la tter  end of the Toipkichen witch hunting Mr. John Wilkie voiced f u

feelin gs of the Kirk on th is matter when he declared,"Thou, fh a ll not.

fays the Lord, fuffer a Witch to liv e . There fhall not he among you, a

Witch, or a Wizard. Two of you, who here f t  and before me, have

confeffed your felves gu ilty  of th is wickednefs. Others of you, hove this

Charge "brought againft you: And G-od, and your own Conferences know the

Hatter, and i t  w ill one Day he brought to Light. I wifh i t  may be in

Time, before 3/our Cafe is  abfolutely paft Remedy- If you c cntinue in the

Service of the Devil,- you w ill be utterly and eternally deftreyed, but i f
/you w ill fubmit your felves to the Lords, i f  you w ill break your

Covenant with Hell, and fa l l  down at the Feet of God: He who refifeth  the

Proud w ill give Grace even to you. ” ( l)

Animated by' such s entiments and upon occasion by less worthy motives, 

the Kirk through the Presbyteries concerned took steps to ensure that 

ministers were in  constant attendance upon the comdemned witches during 

their fin a l hours and la st moments at the stake f t )  The very rarity of 

unauthorised appearances by ministers at the executions is  a proof of the 

efficacy of the normal attendance on presbyterial orders. vVhen the times 

were/

(1) 'filk ie  ’Sermon preached at hid-Calder 1720,”
(2) Supra pp. 1 5 7  > 1 5 8



were out of joint in 1643 ( l)  the inveterate witch hunter hr* Waiter
t  r y \
\ 2 J

Bruce, minister of Inverkeithing was engaged”, by the Presbytery of

Dunfermline ”i f f  he did publicklie nray and exhort at the executione of

a witche11 while under sentence of suspension. He admitted the charge h*

claimed in extenuation ”he did i t  upon a necessity for as thair was nc

minister th a ir .” (£) Unable tojpope with such legal subtleties the "-res
\

referred the matter to the Synod, in whose minutes thor 0 o £ HO t*1 O'PpHGHC 

to the 'natter. ”Quieta non rnovere”?

Such a paucity of ministers was the exception for a few condemned 

for witchcraft went to • the stake lacking not one but a bevy of minister" 

ready to make use, as only they knew how of the mass hysteria a ll to 

common at such times, ( 4 )

7. Defender and Protector of Witches.-

."While the main energies of the ministry w ere blindly but cunsiste-- 

directed towards the elimination of every vestige of witchcraft i t  is  

but f it t in g  to record that the universal chorus of denunciation could ~ 

place at least to silence and inaction, at most to wards of defence,

The motives which inspired such a departure from the accepted o r d c  

f e l l  into two distinct groups. On onfe hand were those, of a dubious 

character finding their inspiration in such baser instincts as fear, gr 

and/

( l)  Sumra -pu. 3 3 5
(2; ' Ste;:hen ”Inverkeithing & Rosyth" pp.440-l>44; Kinloch -.mures of 

fvnod of Pie p. 169; Ross * Abend our and Inchcolme pp. 33o? 331.
(f) Stephen ’inverkeithing and Rcsyth p .440.
f ' s Suua pp. 1 5 7 , 1 5 8



and vndulence, on the other wore the rarer hut more praiseworthy feelings 

of even-handed justice and clemency. ’ Of the former fear is  best 

- exemplified by the actions of the minister shen faced with the F ifes! :h;e 

outbreak of w itchcraft. in 1704. While the truth is  by no means easy to 

distinguish in the mass of charges and counter-charges burled by the riva l 

pamphleteers who rushed'- into print over the details of the cases of 

Janet Cornfoot and Beatrice Layng, the very urgency with which the 

m inisterial protagonists came to the aid of their reverend friends i s ,  at 

the le a s t , suspicious, The author of "A Just Reproof t o 'the False Renorts 

■ nd Unjust Calumnies, in the Foregoing Letters” was at great nains to deny 

the allegations, of the writer of "An Account of an horrid, and barbarous 

Murder, in a Letter from a (Gentleman in F ife , to his friend in Edinburgh'' 

that the Rev. Oowper/ the ringleader in the pricking and beating of Janet 

Cornfoot, alarmed at the interest taken in the case by certain noblemen 

who conversed with the accused, then imprisoned in the Tolbooth, decided 

to h e 'rid  of her and accordingly had her put in another room "in which was 

a Low.Window, out of which i t  was obvious that any body coulu --rake an 

excape, and’accordingly she made her escape that night." ( l)  The author 

of "A Just -Reproof deliberately misquotes this low window as a "low prison" 

and having thus fa ls if ie d  his r iv a l’s story proceeds to demonstrate it s  

fa ls ity  by deleaving the prison was on the second storey. (2) Scottish  

orisons of bygone days were by no means substantial and escapes by ordinary 

criminal/'

(1) Sinclair ’Satan’s Invisible- World lbs covered" prlxxv.
(2) To id pp. Jxxxiii, Ixxxiv



.>?ere no t in freq u e n t ( l )  'but with p ersons accused of w itc h c ra f t 

i t  was another matter (2) Normal watching and warding would have knot 

Janet securely in prison so that al the evidence points to the truth of 

the Letter from a Gentleman in F ife , who was probably also correct in  h is  

further allegation that the minister ms only too glad to  t e l l  the mob 

"he was not concernfd5 they might do what they pleased with her," (3' K.ve 

them press her to death and so rid his town of a. "witch” and his conscience 

of a host of lega l qualms.

Greed seems to have been the explanation of the deposition of Mr, 

tjohn Hamilton of Inver kip in l66h (h) His ministry had been a long one , 

beginning in lo26. In that time he had twice played the part :: expected 

of a l l  ministers in the b attle  against witchcraft, once in lok3 when h is  

callous use of torture brought him before the Privy Council (f) and again 

in lohf when he reported to the Presbytery pregnant presumptions of w itchcra  

against three accused tried in h is Kerk Session (6) But in 166L th e re  

came the strange incident whom he was accused of taking a. bribe of 50 

narks to protect a suspect from harm. Only the prospect of financial 

gain could account for such an action on the part of a man who living as 

he had through the greatest outbreaks of witchcraft in Scottish history 

must have been aware how small was the chance of his ever fu lf i ll in g  has 

side of the bargain.

\1^ Supra p. 215 \\^2; Supra p. 216 ,217
(3) Sinclair ’ Sat aria I n v is ib le  World D iscovered* p. Ixxv.
(h) Letcalfe County of Renfrew p. 327.
(3} R.ihC. 2nd Ser 17 p.473 supra p. 361 .
(6) hurray ’Kilmacolm1 pp. 57 Supra p. 107



Mr, Robert ^rsing, minister of Inverkeithing seems to have been eve of
/ /

those tmsatisfactory ministers who arouse such misgivings in h is c o l l e a g u e s  

that he m s summoned before the Presbytery to explain his frequent absences 

from their meetings ( l)  Fis reply cannot" have been too satisfactory  

because they decided to v is i t  his kirk and see for themselves whether T e 

required an assistant. They approved of his sermon "only he vas acL/'niched 

concerning his expression, through the defect' of the vant of teeth  

earnestlie-requyred him to help i t ,  so farr as he could." (2) The 

picture i s  undoubtedly of an indolent man, careless alike in personal 

matters and in  affairs of the Kirk, so i t  is  not surprising that at the 

same time the Presbytery should be summoning him "to answer for resett of 

ane fugitive  ^itch, Margaret Fraser, comming from the province of 

Aberdein, and that he bring the poynt of' hir accusation from the Presbytery 

of Turreff, shoe being fugitive from’them." (3) Unfortunately fur 

Mr, Roberts reputation with posterity h is colleagues oj>inion of him as a 

minister render i t  impossible to give him any credit to a unique place 

in the history of Scottish witchcraft as the one minister who dared to 

harbour a witch. Rather does i t  look as i f  he had for long been c cntent 

to turn a blind eye upon a matter lik ely  to disturb his complacent existence 

and force him to journey to the Presbytery meetings which he so obviously



The Rev. Neil - Beaton, minister of Lather on was another minister who 

clad not. siiOY/ the energetic action expected of a ll  ministers. Once avs.in. 

hO',/ever, the reasons for his indulgence can only he guessed at. The 

time was 1698-99 when the reconstituted (Presbytery of Caithness was 

naturailv anxious to" reassert i t s  authority in an area where enisconacy 

had. a c<bnsiderable hold, ( l ) and counted Mr. Beaton among i t s  adhere-'is . 

True to form the Presbytery of Caithness met at "lick in October 1c98 r :iG 

"being infoi'med likewise that Sorcery and witchcraft abound so much in 

the said parish (Wick) that Sorcerers banished out of OrPney lurke yr troy 

Recommended seriously to the heritors and magistrate forsaid to banish 

a ll  such out of the town and country} which they promised to do.” (2; 

Whether because of the animosity between the r iva l clergy or of hie 

'personal disregard for the sorcery and witchcraft a ll  to obvious to 

Presbyterian eyes i t  i s  impossible tofsay, Mr. Beaton when charged by the 

Presbytery "as to sorceries and heathenish practice^ at lulcwafces, and their 

.taking of oaths cn(e) of another upon suspicion .of Sorceries answered 

he could not deny he had hear these practices to have been ordinary used 

amonst them. But that he hade as yet used no effectual means to

reclame them." (y)

Whatever the reason the supers^fious people of his parish must have

had. cerise to b less his laxity. _

On/

(l)  Graven 1 Bpisccpalialf Church in the Diocese of Caithness’ p. 1/7 Rising 
Scotts F asti shots only one clergymen aut of twenty one snmntteS
to Presbyteriahism.

(2\  Beaton ’E cclesiastica l History of Caithness. I^IV .  ̂ ^
( 7S Ibid n.XLi-2 The PresbM tery had to abandon a us atio.pv ^  nKJ, jJ.aa . r . ^--- In t V J-.coese W.bcstcn. Craven 'mm.u-m ■



On a very few occasions tic  ministers, activated b"r ’motives of

justice and clemency did take their courage in their hands and s-neai: m i

boldly against the accusations and con detritions which were normal!”’’

su ffic ien t to d arii a suspect. Strangely enough i t  was. in the " k in v d o n "  of

F ife , an area where from f ir s t  to l a s t 'vdtchhuntdng was' rampant that the

ministers f ir s t  expressed doubts whether the delation of one w itch  was

su ffic ien t. Sir George Mackenzie states that as early as 1596 in the

case of Alison J o llie  i t  had been held that "the teftimony of one confeffing

¥itch  was found not fu ffic ien t to f i l e  the Pannel." ( l)  But a ll too

fr e ^ ie n tly  the le tter  of the law was lo st sight of h j  enthusiastic

ministers out. to rid the land of witchcraft.

yfhat seems to have brought the matter tg the'fore in 164A were the

famous Overtures anent Witch-craft, and Charming, accepted hy the

General Assembly in l'Q+3 for therein is  was exp lic itly  "it is  found that

the dilations of two or three confeffing Witches, hath or dinar i ^  proved

tru e ." (2) The Synod of Fife was clearly perturbed by the General

Assembly’s indication that delation.had to be by more than one witch, fcr

while approving of the overtures as they s tood i t  decided to ask the General

Assembly "particularlie what fould be the e c c le fia ft ic a ll way in dealing

with fuche as are onlie delated b e one witche donfeffing, without ony

other prefumption againft them. In the meantym, i t  i s  thoght f i t t e f t ,  •
*

t i l l  the Affemblie determine,' that fuche fould be fufponded from 

communicating/ •

(1) Mackenzie ’Law and Customescf Scotland’ jp. >0.5

(2) A.G.A. i a 3  f .  27,



communicating." (l) But t. .e General Assembiy* s interest in witchcraft 

having waned (2) there was no replj  ̂ to this request for enlightenment.

The Sfrynod, by way of change, put the problem to the Com!ssioners of the 

General Assembly in May lb45 (3) and again to the General Assembly in- 

October 1646 s t i l l  without resu lt (if) .

’ Meanwhile the matter was brought Gown from theory to hkrd facts when 

in November lolf6 "Jonet and Marie Mitchells in the paroche of liilnanie, 

fclandered of witchecraft by occafione of fomething fpoken be G riffell 

ThoiSfone, who was brunt for witchcraft, did fupplicat the Prefbyterie iof 

Cupar) to have the faid fdander tryed, " (5) On December 31 Mr. George 

Thomfone reported to the Pres^zytery "that he had fpoken of that matter 

in the Commiffione of the Kirk, and that ther opinion was that i t  was 

verie hard to keip young we omen under f  dander, and to mar re there fortune 

in the world, and. debar them from the benefits of the Kirk • quher ther 

is  nothing but the delatione of one witche, without anve f  dander befcr, 

or anye other pregnant prefumption before of fince Quherfor the Presbyterie 

did appoint the fa id  Mr. George to c a ll befor him oublictlie  in the 

congregations the faid Janet and Marie Mitchels, and to intimat to the 

oongregatione how that, after aljLtryelle ufed nothing was found againft 

them f  affe onlye that quhilk that wretche fpak, and how cruell a thong

i t  was, upon fo weake a grounds, to keip them under fo foul a fdander ■

and that he fhould charge them p u b lic tlie , that i f f  the knew any other 

its  ng/

( l )  Kinloch Minutes of the Synod of F ife p .133.
( 2) Supra p. 6 7 , 68
(3) Kinloch Minutes of the Synod of F ife p,lM2,
(i,P Ibid p.1Mb.
(y) Kinloch /re  shy ter ies of St. Andrews ann Gpar p.



thing afaxnft the f  aiuis. perf unis> whiche might he any pref urm>tiont; of 

ther "being guxLtSs of that wickednes. they wold declare i t  befor the nixt 

Lords day and that i f f  none fhould laye anye other - thing to ther change 

"befor that day, that then they fhould the nixt Lords “day he declared fro 

that f  dander, and not anye more be debar'd from the benefite of the Fir1' 

Boti^the Presbyteries of heebies and Lanark were involved in fever io. 

witch hunting as a xjsu.lt of ind is  criminate mass accusations by Jonet 

Oouts.. All the usual machinery of the Kirk was set in motion, nreack'n 

imploring accusations appeals and; exhortations to coramAssiorxors, e ~ren 

pricking by GeorgeCathie, a ll with resu lts so disappointing that even th  

ministers were driven to rdmit their -failure to e l ic i t  positive accusa*!- 

To add to their discovfitnre Janet began to withdraw the accusations w i  

she had so readily voiced." (2)

Peebles presbytery solved the problem'.by: deciding that persons acciu 

by Janet "should be s tr ic t ly  examined by the Kirk Sessions and i f  no evi?

of that kind had ever been heard of them formerly, to admit them; the

said Janet having been a desperate l ia r ." (3; Lanark resbytsry was 

le s s  w illing  to- admit defeat and only set free the accused in penny 

numbers. Helen Achefon, cleared by Janet Gouts, went home on caution 

to a mo ear before the ordinary judge, s ix  others- Went next on caution a n d

security of five  hundred merks to appear before the Presbyter;7 on AS

hours notice* Jonet McBirnie and Harmon Laidlav9 ox whom the -̂resby ter,/



they secLi to imply "Not proven" (l)

Wide search has revealed only one instance, and that for the less r:sri": 

charge of consulting of ministers stating categorically that the accused 

were innocent. ' The case began when Hr. James H elville minister of 

Alvah,- and Hr. -William Chalner, minister at Innerboyndio, in the name of 

the Presbytery Of Fordyce presented to the b a ilies  of Banff a vagabond.

John philp "suspect of witchecraft be charming and wascheing of sei!:: a .sp ill  

and desyring the said Johne fo be resauit in firmahce within the wardhonse

of the said burghe therin to 'remain t i l l  ane commissi cure sul •. pi p . -

The b a ilie s  incarcerated the accused and a commission y/as' granted. by 

the Privy Council on 30 September 1630 b )  The tr ia l took place in 

the court house of Banff on the 22 February 1631* John being unanipv’vely 

found guilty "of* the h a ill poyntes of the dittay, as is  confessit be 

h i m s e l f f ( h )  One of the heads of the d ittay, which ms denied T:y 

Philp, was for washing George Fraser to cure him of his i l ls .'  In sx,itc. 

of Philp* s denial and the assizes acceptance of the-denial that was not the 

end of the'matter for in August 1633 Alexander Stewart informed the "rlvy 

Council that George Fraser and his wife had consulted philp both about 

George’s illh ea lth  and about charms for their animals and crops (f) The 

Privy' Council summoned the accused .to appear before their justices in the 

Tolbooth/

(1) In justice to the presbytery i t  must be noted that iu m s read in
Crawford church "that Janet Gouts, the witch, before her death
had cleared many of the p. erf ones who were in car caret at Lan^rhc. " 
V/hv did they not specify the names of the persons? It.id p. 32.

(2) Cramond ’Annals of Banff" I p.6y.
(3) E.P.C. 2nd. Ser IV p!35.
(L) Ibid n.6y;.
(5> R.-:j. g. h u  J-:: tr_-r .5C ;;
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Tolbooth. Bit for once loca l opinion refused to coun.cnou.ice the changes 

against Fraser :>and his wife. The husband duly appeared and comolainod 

that tne accusation had "been nia.de not by Alexander Stey/art ”who was nne 

meere ignorant' in this bussines, knew nothing thairof, end never pave t ie  

consent thereto” but under Alexanderrs name by Thomas Stewart who ”hus long 

borne them a deadly hatred,” ( l)  These facts were attested in a 

certifica te  produced by Fraser from Mr. James lle lv ill  minister of Alvah 

and other witnesses (2) Not only did Fraser produce a cer tifica te  from 

the provost and town council of Banff that he and his wife ”haiff le tv it  

and cariet themselffes honestlie, christianelie and soberlie and 

crediblie as became Christians” (3) but what in the circninstances was much
I

more sign ifican t, a testimonialjfrcm Mr. M eivill, minister of Alvah, the 

reader at Alvah, and the minister of Innerboyndie in the name of the 

elders of Alvah that George Fraser and his wife wer e "honest and fa ith fu ll  

Christians, free not onelie from the odious cryme of witchcraft and 

sorcerie bot of a ll  other publict crymes and imputations, and that the 

said George hes beene one elder of the session of the kirk of Alva the space 

of xv ij yeares bygane and y it t  remaines ane elder of the said kirk as ane 

man of specia ll note within the parish .”
t

That Thomas Stewart should have been ordered to pay £100 to George and 

been/

( l )  I b id  p e179. 
(2  ) I b id  p . 179.
j  _

I b id  p . 180.
F. „C. 2nd Ser V p.575*



been locked up in IdiriLurgk toltuotk was no more than he deserved, but for 

posterity the mere triumph of justice i s  of lesser moment than the 

means by which i t  was achieved and especially the unique part played by th. 

ministers who for once did not lo st a ll  their reasoning facu lties' at the 

mere bandying of accusations of witchcraft, ( l)

( i )  How fine was the line seperating healing by Iggitimate means from 
healing by witchcraft i s  amply demonstrated by th is case.
George Fraser, a sick man, asked his minister, Hr.. t ie lv ill to 
summon Dr. Douglas of Banff. Having examined the patient the doctor 
actually sent to his wife for herbs from his garden and ’’gave to 
the said George potionss and drinks quhill at the la st he convaleist 
and came to his owin health .” The doctor must have realised the 
superstitious community he lived in and 'the risk he ran fo r he told  
his wife to aathcr the herbs b"<.r night. How mny old  wimes, 
employing exacilv the serne, methods 3Jved to me the d  ̂ Th k 0,
2nd Ser. V" n. h"7o, c jf , Ao' êndix tj_t ’pVig S^r^ck ■f>ov i-Wrp f ■ ^
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A P P E N D I X  I

The Scottish Witch graft Act of 1563

Discussing this act Hugo Arnot (Criminal Trials p„347) states:

"From the words of this act, which are not a l i t t l e  ambiguous, there is  

reafon to fufpect that the Legiflature did not believe in for eery: and that 

the punifhment provided by the ftatute was annexed not to the crime of 

witchcraft, but to the impiety and blajpheugr of pretending to, or b elie  wing 

in  fuch fupernatural powers.” Pit^5taai (Criminal Trials I p.fO) advances 

much the same view, while Black (Calendar of Cases of Witchcraft in 

Scotland p . l l )  goes so far as to give an almost perfect rendering of 

Arnot -  without any acknowledgemeni - in these words "from the wording 

of th is Act, which is  not quite clear, i t  would seem that the legislature  

did not believe in sorcery, the punishment provided by the statute being 

aimed, apparently not at the crime of witchcraft but at the impiety and 

blasphemy of pretending to, or believing in such supernatural powers. **

Legge HWitchcraft in Scotland p .239) also holds. ”The words of the statute 

i t s e l f  seem, to point rather to an enlightened scepticsm on the part of 

i t s  authors than to any vehement b e lie f  in the- extensive use of diabolic

n ir e n c v .  ” • ■
 *

Certainly the act is  not so exp lic it as the English act which 

-^receded i t  by five  months, but what seems to have weighed unduly with 

Arnot, the originator of th is view, and his followers, is  11m phrase"vsne 

fivor.rf'titioun.11 f e e  in his Commentaries on the Law of Scotland (I - / - f e

579) gets to the root of the matter when he declarer- the act to

/
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h a v e  b e e n  e q u a l l y  c c l c u l a t e d  f o r  t h e  o w e  o f  'one who o v a  r e a l l y  an. • ~q  k; 

in the craft, and of one who fa lse ly  pretended to possess i t .  T h e r e  

seems, however, to have been l i t t l e  need' of any provision conceived n̂ vac- 

extensive terms. For among the many tr ia ls  for witchcraft, which f i l l  

the record, there is  not one, as far as I have -observed, which nroceods 

on the notion of a vain. or cheating art. fa lse ly  - used by  an inn os tor, to 

deceive the weak and credulous.”

The act sp ecifica lly  - declares that witchcraft, sorcery and 

necromancy have been used in Scotland. Do Arnot and his successors really  

intend us to believe that Parliament was prepared to- question that very 1 aw 

of God which.it i s  careful to mention -in i t s  act? •



The influence of Bishop Jewe 1 * s Sermon,

The part played by the "Marian exiles" of whom Jewel was one, ' in 

the development of witchcraft in England has rrovoked quite a miniature 

ca ttle  of the historians. The following authorities are for an' increase 

witchcraft as a result of the return of the ex iles, .

Strype -  Annals of the Reformation I P t .l. is, 11,'
Notestein - History of Witchcraft in England op.16-13 
Butt -  Narratives of Witchcraft vases p,XVI 
Summers - (Geography of Witchcraft pp. 114-116,

The contrary view is  expressed by

Ewan - Witchcraft and DeaonianisBi pp.46-47- 
Kittredge - Witchcraft, in Old and New England,

With true American •• * thoroughness * the la tter  declares -Jewel’s references •

witchcraft "a mere aside" in the sermon (p .253) "hut later asserts the.

bishop "made a deliberate and avowed digression, in a sermon before the

queen, .in order to warn her that witchcraft was rampant in the realm. "

(t>.371} I t  must be admitted that the earlier pages in this collection

■ of essays on witchcraft represent his later and, presumably more mature

views.

The truth probably l ie s  somewhere between the two views. °lose  

association with- continental witchcraft hunting on a grand scale had made 

t h e  ex iles take more than an academic interest in the subjedt, especial\.j 

as a v i s  i t  ration such as Jewels made i t  bbvious t h a t  witchcraft was on 

the increase in 'England. But the b i l l  introduced into • i l f i i

1553 naldn^ witchcraft a felon-- rules out any question ---n o , ^
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blame fur the act of 15 63 on the bishop as Strype Noteste in and Summers 

do* The ex iles simply focussed attention on a growing problem rather 

sooner than would otherwise have been the case.



AJPPS N D I X III  

The Search for Health.

In a twentieth century where doctors abound and naternal governnents

do their utmost to extend the scope of the medicalservices available for th

nation i t  i s  d ifficu lt  to v isu alise  the state of affairs in the lot;., 17th
s 11 s c e o t ? 11 eand even 18th centuries. The human frame being no less to^the 'a fflic it?  on 

of the f le sh , cures were sought as avidly as they are today hut with a deal 

more trouble, expense and danger for the art and practice of medecine was 

in i t s  infancy.

In April 1599 the Town Council of Glasgow "at desyre of the sessione.

m inistrie, and elderis thairof, being informit of mediciners and

chyrurgianes quha davele resortis and rem-nis within th is towne, and

ar not able to discharge thair dewtey thair i n t i l l ,  inrespect thai have not

cunyng nor s k ill  to do t he same, and for evading of inoonuenientis that

may follow" appointed three b a ilie s  to confer with three ministers end

rcunying men of that arte" to examine and take tr ia l of a ll  practisers pi)

Such tr ia ls  were a step in the right direction but in November of the

srnae year King James VT tool; more effective measures by granting a

charter to the Faculty of Physicians and Surgeons in Glasgow because of

"the grit abuisis quhilk hes bene comitted in time bigane, and z it  daylie

continuis be ignorant, u n sk illit  and unlernit pehsonis, quha, under the 
/

collour of Chirurgeanis, abuisis the people to their plesure, passing 

away but tryel or punishment" The king therefore apy'O anted ’: is ms ter .^ter

Lou/

( l)  karwiok Records of ?urgh of Gl-gow IfTk-t-I? k b l '3?; !..U<



Lid,

Low, our Ohirurgiane and chief chirurgiane to oure dearest son the Prince, 

with the assistance of Mr* Robert Hamd.lt one 5 professoure of medecim ; and 

th e ir  successouiis” to examine a ll  persons professing k n o w l e d g e  Gf 

surgery.- ( l)

Peter Lowe in the opening sentences of h is ’Discourse of the Whole

Art of Qhrurgery makes i t  c lear why Kirk and S tate alike were alarmed when

he declares " th is  Art is  feen d a i ly  abufed a number of ignorant

malicious people, who paffe away, (but t r y a l l ,  or punifhment) like  as eofoners * * >
quack-faivers, charlitans, w itches, charmers, and divers other fo r ts  of 

ab u fe rs ,” (2) H atters could not be otherwise fo r with qualified 

p ra c titio n e rs  few and fa r  between the masses were of necessity d riven 

to the various persons of both sexes who battened on the i l l s  of th e ir  

su ffering  brethren .

I t  is  easy for Peter Lowe. a surgeon in  the forefront of his 

profession to wax indignant and lump them a l l  together as ’ignorant 

malicious people’ b u t 'th a t  is  an over-sim plification of the problem seen 

through the eyes of professional e tiq u e tte . For numerous cases show that 

i t  is  almost impossible to d is tin g u ish  where the a rt of the qualified  

p ra c titio n e r  ceased and the tra d itio n a l knowledge of the h erba lis t

began. (3)

Even/

(1) Finlayson “Life and Works of E aister peter Low’ p .66.
(2) Lowe ’Art of Chyruggery’
(3) Supra p. 412
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.Sven th e  d - u r  S c o t t i s h  c i d e r s  h^d tu  adm it  t h a t  t h e r e  were ^ e .n l o  

whose s ii il l  vfas a blessing to the conmuiiiity, In l6t-9 Janet Ho? s agneared 

before the Presbytery of Strathbogie "and denied any p rac tice  of churnin.^ 

confesst she had prescrybed to a pa tien t sick o f  the fevers t in t  wb4eh she 

feot to hersell in tha t  disease namely one egg mixed w ith  aouavitae a i l  

pepper. So the elders were required to use t ry a l l  i f  she did any o th e r  

thing th a t might draw her 5.n the g u ilt  of char rang, and she was dismissed 

fo r the tyme,"• ( l)  Perhaps the elders rea lised  a l l  t o  w e l l  th e  e f f i c a c y  

of the prescription.

In  1556 the b a il ie s  of Paisley actually  ordered Robert Hoodie to cay 

, Bessie -Knox th ir ty  sh illin g s  for "expenses depursit be her for saw and 

ha iling  of h is h e ld ," (2)

But while many people dispensed a ‘varie ty  of cures for man and b e a s t  

there were few whose•reputations remained unsullied, Oures whether by 

drinks or salve's the Kirk would accept, but. l e t  the s lig h te s t h in t o f* the 

suoernatursi ereep in  and woe betide the accused, . A typ ical example 

was I  sob e l Thomson of Elgin who obvious^ enjoyed a wide reputation as a 

healer of. children , but tha t did not prevent her being accusedof char...4ng 

by the m inisters and elders in  1596. To prescribefor Jolin G-ordonVs young 

bairn  a-wash "with irne w e and sunddre schinders" was one th in g ■ to  rumble 

over the child  was a very d iffe ren t .m atter, (3 ) 'Words which could be 

conttrued as a charm were f a ta l  to a suspects reputation. When. Sir John.

I ’ouweil/

( l)  Stuurt tI ’resbytery Book of Strathbogie p. 317 
j he tcalfe  ’E istury of pais ley* -.206.

(39 Cremona K irk . S ess io n  of B l^in  pp. 2?. 35.



accused of w itchcraft in  1650 he sp ec ifica lly  noted in  h is diary th  

she cured Janet P a trick ’s leg with a salve "but tha t n o  w o r d s  w e r e  £ 

by the accused ( l ) .

In tru th  the healer, steeped in the trad itio n s  of the country? 

and sometimes even in  possession of family books of cures (2) was a 

apt by v irtue  of a personal b e lie f  in  th e ir  efficacy or for the gre. 

impression upon the" victim , to  employ both charms and lo tions. Su< 

persons could not be surprised when the inevitable charge of charmii 

even w itchcraft was preferred  against them for that w a s  the only me; 

^ irk  had of checking the abuse of the credulous la i ty  by those who 1 

more frequently  than they cured,

There was only one rea l remedy and th a t was the establishment 

e ff ic ie n t fa c u ltie s  of medecine a t the Scottish  U niversities and an 

adequate number of qualified  p rac titio n e rs  to them the sick could k 

fo r r e l i e f .  And that was not to come t i l l  long a fte r the repeal o. 

act against w itchcraft.

( l)  Fraser ’Maxwells of Pollok* I  p .351. 

(2 ' Snottiswoode Miscellany II  p . 308.V > X" '



A P P E 1  D n  1 7

James VI changes his mind.

The stormy passage tiiat James VI and h is  bride  from Pen:: ark 0 n d1 ,i r e d 

on their,way home to Scotland and the hectic events that followed, a t the 

t r i a l  of the North Berwick witches undoubtedly made a profound impression 

upon the king. His f i r s t  reaction  m s to declare th a t ’’they were a l l  

extreame ly ars” but a fte r  Agnes Sampson had "declared vnto him the verye 

woordes which passed betweene the Pings K aiestie and his lu.eene a t Vbslc 

in  Norway the f i r s t  night of th e ir  mariage, with the ir answers cache to 

other; whereat the Kinges k a ie s tie  wondered g rea tlye , end swore by the 

liv in g  G-od, th a t he beleeued th a t a l l  the Diuels in h e ll could not h?ve 

discovered the same; acknowledging her woords to be most true, and therefor 

gave the more c re d it to  the r e s t  which is  before declared.” ( l)

Even i f  the annonymous author of Newes from Scotland has embroidered 

the ta le  i t  ds certa in  th a t James was so powerfully impressed that when 

the jury cleared Barbara Napier of treasonable w itchcraft against h is per so 

and only found hec ”cu lpab ill and convict of the feiking of confultatioun 

f ra  Annie Sanpfoune” he immediately ordered them to  pronounce sentence

upon her (2) Exactly a month la te r  he had the jury ’’D ila t i t  of

m an ifeft/

( l)  Newes from Scotland p. 1.5.
(2; f i t  c a i r n .  ’Criminal T ria ls  I  p t . l ,  p.p. 2 4  2 ,  24 3 .
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manrf e f t  and i i l f u l l  irrcw r c u r c . i t t i t  -e  thame, in  t t i r r ;  o f  Barbara

Naipar ( l )  He also went to the Tolb'ooth and delivered to the assine an

oration  upon “The Inquest held upon Barbara. Napier' in  the Tolbooth.

cont oning a long speech, by the King, in  reference to h is unusual rresence

th e re , a defect in  the laws, the cause of great crimes in Scotland, hie

own im p a rtia lity , the r i s e  of w itchcraft, the enormity of the crime, 5.ts

punishment according to Scripture, the ignorance of thinking such matters

m ere-fantasies, the cause of h is own interference in  the matter*, the y /

ignorance of the assise  in  the la te  t r i a l ,  the cause of th e ir  finding, 

and h is  own opinion of khat witches rea lly  a re ." (2)

Barbara actually  reached the stake , but, claiming she was with child , 

the execution was postponed. The in te res tin g  point is  that only eight 

months a fte r  a l l  the furore over her the king had su ffic ien tly  recovered 

h is sense of proportion to order "upoun ane warrand d irect f ra  the kings 

Matie, the Barbara Naper, spous to  Ard Douglas be p u tt to l ib e r t ie  fu rth  

of waird, and William Naper of tyrichtishoussis, h ir brother is  becum 

souertie  fo r  her ree n tr ie ."  (3 )

The ^/ear 1397 marked a turning point in  the k ing 's a ttitu d e  to 

w itchcraft. The publication of h is Daemonologie tha.t year has caught 

the a tten tio n  of the generality  of students of w itchcraft and so • 

bemused th e ir c r i t ic a l  fa c u ltie s  th a t they have fa  led to s tr e s s  tha t 

while the book undoubtedly proves the k ing 's b e lie f  in  w itchcraft -  a 

be"! which onlv a very few enquirers lik e  Reginald Scot had yet dared 

to  deny - it-does not re f le c t  the v ita l  fa c t that James w a s now prepared

to /
(1> Ibid p. 2V:-. .
( 2 ;  T h o rp e  C a le n  e r  o f  S t a t e  ' 5o p e r r  I  p ,  5 ? 2 0
( 3 )  E d in b u r g h  B u r g h  R e c o r d s  f . 3 9 .
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to adopt a c r i t ic a l  a ttitu d e  and judge each accusation of w iichcraf’t  

on i t s  m erits.

This change f i r s t  "became noticeable in February I f 96 Declari; 

inoportunlie he, is  dalie fa s h e it” 'with, demands for commissions to t r ~j 

w itchcraft the king la id  down "that a l l  the said commissions of ju s tic ia rv  

sn a il be delivered by the su ito rs thereof to h is Majesty4s secre tary? and 

by him presented to the Council; and allowed by them.” ( l)

.In April 1597 while Aberdeen was hurrying twenty four persons to the 

stake in the f i r s t  major outbreak of witchcraft since the one associated 

with h is homecoming in  1590 James sent a messenger to the sh e riff  and 

,those associated with him as judges in the t r ia ls  then in  progress to 

d e s is t arresting- or proceeding in any way against conplainers Issobell 

Burnett and her daughter Elspet who in  his opinion ”ar innocent of the 

said cryme. H (2)

In August- 1597 there came the culmination of these legal pronounce "ent 

in  the notorious revocation of a l l  commissions "for the e.pnrehens 1 on5 try?! 

and ounishentn "of persons suspected of any form of w itchcraft. Jam s was 

the f i r s t  to admit that "the h a ill land is  f ie fy llit” with such -cri: vs but 

he wad equally?’ determined th a t the freeing of h is  lend of the criminals 

must be by legal methods which would ensure that only the gu ilty  su ffe red .( 

In Sentember he put th is  principle in to  practical application by- 

ordering the provost and b a ilie s  of S tir lin g  to send a pricked witch to 

Linlithgow to attend "our curning for h ir t ry e l l  in th r t  legositioun scho 

bes maid aganis Cagitane Herring mu m s vyuf© and l Ci u~ _, -t- 

r  e s -0 lut i  oun/

( l)  H, , 0 . V p g . 2fG;  p. - •, 2 8 ,3 5 0 ,3 5 1
( 0\ U C-'-,-! • :P-0 ■ - n
f  7^ ~0 P  V  !, --'C
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rcnoduition or th e  t r u e th  'uh.vf."  ( l )  ;"n '!33c he -v ^erod Ed 1-' . o. ’■

Town. C o u n c i l  t o  s e n d  t h r e e  b i t c h e s  i m p r i s o n e d  i n  t h e  T b l h j o t k  "over t o  

F a l k l a n d  to  t h e  K i n g s  G r a c e .  ” ( 2 )

;V i tn  h a s  d e p a r t u r e  t o  - E n g la n d  s u c h  p e r s o n a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  ‘b e c a m e  

i m p o s s i b l e  i n  S c o t l a n d  b u t  t h e r e  i s  a m p l e  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  h e  c o n t i n u e d  the 

p r a c t i c e  i n  E n g l a n d  ( 3 )  A l l  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  w h e t h e r  h i s  c . r n t e u r o r a i r e s  

o r  m o d e r n  i n v e s t i g a t o r s  h a v e  t o  a d m i t  t h a t  i n  E n g l a n d  J a n e s  w a s  n o  

b i g o t e d  w i t c h  h u n t e r  b u t  r a t h e r  a  s c e p t i c  w h o  m a d e  i t  h i s  b u s i n e s s  to  s e a r o !  

o u t  i m p o s t e r s  a n d  p u n i s h  o v e r  e n t h u s i a s t i c  f u d g e s ,  ( i f )

T h e  m o s t  s t r i k i n g  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  h o w  f a r  J a m e s  had . p r o g r e s s e d  f r o m  

h i s  f i r s t c o n t a c t s  w i t h  w i t c h c r a f t  i n  I f 9 0  i s  t o  b e  f o u n d  i n  h i s  l e t t e r  to 

p r  i n c e /

( l )  R e n w i c k  'R o y a l  B u r g h  o f  S t i r l i n g * .
(2j  E dinburgh / ' \
( 3 )  N o t e s t e i n  W i t c h c r a f t  i n  E n g l a n d  p p . 1 3 9 - 1 4 1 .

K x t t r e d g e  W i t c h c r a f t  i n  O l d  a n d  N ew  E n g l a n d  p rp . 3 2 0 ,  3 2 1 .  3 2 3 .
T h i s  a u t h o r  g i v e s  b y  fa r*  t h e  m o s t . c o m p l e t e  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  h i n g  
a t t i t u d e  t o  w i t c h c r a f t  i n  E n g l a n d .  N o t e  t h a t  t h e  c h a p t e r s  w e r e  
p u b l i s h e d  a t  . d i f f e r e n t  d a t e s  h e n c e  h i s  o p i n i o n s  o n  J a n e s  V I  i n  
OH 'X V I I I  p .  3 3 1  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1 9 0 7  a r e  s u p e r s e d e d  b y  OH X V I I  p u l l  

• i n  1 9 1 2 .
( 4 )  ’ S u m m e rs  G e o g r a p h y  o f  W i t c h c r a f t  p .  1 3 2 .  a  h o s t i l e  w i t n e s s ,  w a s  e v e n

d r i v e n  t o  a d m i t  t h a t  t o w a r d s  t h e  e n d  o f  h i s  r e i g n  J a m e s ,  w a s  b y
m e a n s  s o  f i r m  a  b e l i e v e r  i n  w i t c h c r a f t  a s  h e  h a d  f o r m e r l y  bee i-
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'"'’"'riGG Henry **ihr Bonne L a.mo viaid that by TroGi0 Loire T rG-re ik .i

y e  m a k e ’ so m e  p r o g r e s s e  i n  l e a r n i n g  .-----------1 am e a l s o  g l a i d e  o f  t h e

d i s c o v e r i e  o f  y o n e  l i t l e  c o u n t e r f i t t e  W e n c h e ,  I  n r a y e  G o d  y e  m a.ye h e  my 

a i r e  i n  s u c h  d i s c o v e r i e s .  Y e h a v e  o f  t e  h e . a r d e  me s a y e  th a t  meet mire a les  

n o u  a  d a y e s  p r o v e s  h u t  i l l u s i o n s ,  a n d  y e  m a y e  s e e  h y  t h i s  h o u  w e i r e  j u d g i s  

s h o u l d  b e  i n  t r u s t i n g  a c c u s a t i o n s  w i t h o u t  e  a n  e x a c t e  try  a l l ;  a n d  l y k e w a y e s  

h o u  e a s i e l i e  p e o p l e  a r e  i n d u c i d  t o  t r u s t  w o n d e r s .  L e tt  h e r  h e  kepte f a s t  

t i l l  my s u m m in g ;  a n d  t h u s  G-od b l e s s e  y o u  my s o n n e . ” ( l )

W i t c h .  h u n t i n g  w o u l d  h a v e  g o n e  l o n g  b e f o r e  i t  d i d  i f  m o r e  p e o p l e  i n  

B r i t a i n  c o u l d  h a v e  s e e n  a s  c l e a r l y  a n d  a s  f a r  a s  t h e  w i s e s t  f o o l  i n  

C h r i s t e n d o m .  . "

( l )  M a c d o n a l d  L e t t e r s  o f  L i n g  J a m e s  t h e  S i x t h  p . x x x v  Th.e l e t t e r  i s
d a t e /  1  J a n u a r y  lo G 3 /V *  

i



A P P E N D I X  V

T re  L . S . P .  o f  B u r n i n g .

T h e  e a r l i e s t  d e t a i l e d  a c c o u n t s  o f  e x e c u t i o n  e x p e n s e s  w h i c h  h a v e  b een  

n o t e d  a r e  t h o s e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  N o r t h  B e r w i c k  w i t o n  t r i a l s  i n  I f 9 0 .

T o p i c a l  o f  m a n y  o t h e r s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  w h o l e  g a m u t  o f  S c o t t i s h  w i t c h c r a f t  i e  

t h e  f o l l o w i n g .

’’T h e  e x e c u t i o n e  o f  J o h n e  P e a n e ,  a l i a s  O u n in g h a m e ,  w i t c h e , t h e  16  P e c e r i h e r ,

I t e m  3 t o  t h e  w r i c h t  f o r  w e t t i n g  t h e  s t o u p e 10 s .  . .
I t e m , f o r  t e n  l a i d  o f  c o i l l i s  a t  V s ,  v i i i j d .  t h e  l a i d 64s , t ,d  ,
I t e m , f o r  t u a  t u r s  o f  h e d d e r 9 s .
I t e m , a n e  t u r s  o f  b r o m e 3 s .  6d .
I t e  ' vj  t a r  b a r r e l l i s  a n d  f o r  c a r e i n g  o f th a m e  t o  t h e
h i l l 20s .
I t e m , 2 d r y  b a r r e l l i s 5 s .
I t e m , f o r  t o w i s 3 s .
I  to m ., f o r  w a i t i n g  u p o n  t h e  f y r e 2s .  j
I t e m , f o r  o a r y i n g  t h e  s  t o u p e  t o  t h e  h i l l G d . |
I t e m , t o  t h e  l o k t n a n  a n d  h i s  m a n 6s .  3 d .  j

Sum m a o f  t h i s  e x e c u t i o n  i s  5  I j #  I 8 s . 2d .  ( 1 ) 1!

*> i
L i k e  s e v e r a l  o t h e r s  w h o  k e p t  a c c o u n t s  o f  w i t c h  b u r n i n g s  t h e  t r e a s u r e r s  t o t a l

w a s  s i x  s h i l l i n g s  o n  h i s  s i d e .  A m o n t h  l a t e r  t h e y  g o t  r i d  o f  A g n e s  j

S a m p s o n  f o r  £ 6 . 8 . 1 0  b u t  E u p h a m e  M c C a ly e a n e  m u s t  h a v e  h a d  a  b i g g e r  s e n d  o f f  j

f o r  t h e  c o s t  h a d  r i s e n !  t o  £ 11* 7 * 0 . ( 2 )

I t  c o u l d  b e  d o n e  f o r  l e s s  h o w e v e r .  I n  1 5 9 7  t h e  t h r i f t y  A b e r d o n i a n s  

m a n a g e d  t o  b u r n  T h o m a s  L e i s  f o r  £ 3 . 1 3 .  A . a n d  J a n e t  ^ ' i s l i a r t  a n d  I  s o b  e l  j

C o c k e r /  ;

( 1 )  E d i n b u r g h  B u r g h  R e c o r d s  1 3 8 9 - 1 6 0 3  p p  3 3 3 ,  3 3 4 -

(2 ) Ib id  p . 53k*
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Cocker t o g e t h e r  a t a  p r i c e  w h i c h  w o r k s  out a t " 3 . 1 3 . 0 .  each ( l )  D u m f r i e s  

a l m o s t  e  q u a i l e d  t h i s  f i g u r e  i n  1^57  w h e n  a n o t h e r  d o u b l e  e x e c u t i o n  

w a s .  c a r r i e d  o u t  a t  a n  a v e r a g e  c o s t  o f  £ 3 , 1 9 . " .  n e r  w i t c h  ( 2 )  w h i l e  Ayr 

h u m  a  w i f e  f o r  £ 4 . 4 . ~ e i n  1594  ( 3 )

It has to he home in mind, however, that the normal burning involved 

many more expenses than the tar, coals, ttake and other oara-ohene] ia-* 3 J. J. >
w h i c h  w e r e  o f t e n -  t h e  l e a s t  o f  t h e  i t e m s .  T h e  p r i c e  o f  a  c o m m i s s i o n  h a d  

t o  b e  r e c k o n e d  w i t h .  T h a t  i t e m  c o s t  P e e b l e s  £ 6 , 13. h., i n  1 6 2 9  ( 4 )

Kirkcaldy £9.3<.~. in 1633 ( 5 )  and Eckford £ 1 0 . 3. in 165 -  ( 6 ) But 

these amounts pale into insignificance before the astronomical o u t l a y s  

required 60. obtain a commission for the burning of thirteen witches in 

1 6 7 3 .  Every official from the Kings Advocate down to the lowest m e n i a l  

of the Council had his pourboire so that the total bill came to no le-̂ -s 

than £31C.% 4. (7)

T h e r e  w a s  a  v e r y  s i m p l e  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  s u c h  a n  u n u s u a l l y  h e a v y  

o u t l a y .  T h e  l e g a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  w e r e  i n  a n  e v e n  m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  m o o d  t h a n  

u s u a l  ( 8 ) h e n c e  w h e n  t h e  f i r s t  r e q u e s t  f o r ■a  c o m m i s s i o n  w a s  r e f u s e d  a f t e r  

a n  e x p e n d i t u r e  o f  £ l 3 .  3 . 4 ,  " t h e  L a i r d e  w e n t  h i m s e l f e t o  E d i n b u r g h  i n  

h o p e s  t o  g e t t ' a  c o m m i s s i o n . "  (9) Th e  l a r g e s s e  w h i c h  h e  s h o w e r e d  a b o u t  s o o n  

r a n /

( 1 )  S p a l d i n g  C l u b  M i s c e l l a n y  I  p . 3 2 .
( 2 )  i ^ D o w a l l  ’ D u m f r i e s *  p . 4 2 9 ,
( 3 )  Pagan 'A n n a l s  o f  Ayr* p .  1 0 9
(by- C h a m b e r s  'B u r g h  of P e e b l e s ’ p . 4 1 6 .
( § }  W e b s t e r  ' T r a c t s  o n  W i t c h c r a f t 1 p , 1 2 3 -
( 6 ) F r a s e r  * S c o t t s  o f  B u c c l e u c h "  p . 3 1 1 ,
( 7 ) R . P . C .  3 r d  S e r  VT p p .C 2 o  ? 6 2 > ;
(o) Lauder 'Decisions of the Lcrds of Council' pp»1̂ -16.

R . P . O .  3 r d  S e r  V  - Q f 0 1  I b i d  V I  p. I f ,
( 9 ) I V  f C .  3r d  S e r  p~ 622 ,
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0, 3. .a A

0. 0.
0 . .  3 . n ^

0. 9.

1. 1. C.

0.18, 0.

4. 0. 0.

0. 1, 0

’0, i-m a.

v, p a

ran the b i l l  up from the criminal outlay of £13,3*4 te the £310. c'.£. The 

laird must have surmised -what the reaction to his "compt of the expenses ga ver 

out” would he for he was careful to point out that having ohtaired 

thirteen indictments ,fthe expenses of every one of them w ill he £03.170 7." 

What he did not stress was that nine of the thirteen were -fugitives and 

only four were burned, ( l)

The outlays for a commission and a. bonfire were hut the f ir s t  and 

the la s t  of many expenses. Witches had to he fed in orison- prickers cost 

money; executioners had. to' be fetched, fed liquored and paid, b a ilies  

hod to he fo rtified  with brandy at the execution; messengers to summon 

the ministers had to he supplied with shoes.

The following are typi c a l: - 

Execution of Elsnoth hcEwsn at'Kirkcudbright Zj August la 93

nAne account of m37 (George Welsh) depursements as Thessr from 

iichailm as, 1697* to 10 choelmas, 1698/ as follows. Item to Barbara P.cd din 

for one pound and ane half of candle yt night the Assyse sat on Sls;~-et 

lick sour.
22 July 1698 Item to the men that took William. Kirk by 

3a* Campule’s order 
Item given to him yt day
Item'* for Satterday,- Sunday7 and I.nnday yrafter 
Item given to William Kirk of earnest by Ba Oampble’s 

orders in money and a i l l  with him 
Item to William Kirk for six  days at thre sh ills  per 

day
h. Aut, 1698 Item to William Kirk for twenty days tyme 

y t he was in prison at ffour sh ills  pers day. is  
20/ Aut, I 638 Item given to the Proveist to give William 

Kirk to buy drink, and by h is orders to buy ane 
leg of mutton.

Item Stsoeni by the revels t wt 3 -m ll and Ba. Dunbar the day 
of Els~>fct Poke own* s execution ane g i l l  of brandie 

Item/
(l)  II?id pp. 6.87, c> 22. To a ll these preiiminurg I'igel e x^esn,

-  oa r,p ^ - - I u I"2' c ' _ a a the defect"' ;r: :
'■■■.■■ ~--yi'  j  a. i'l.o '"'■P a.

■' -hs -• P ■ 0 O “ 'V-



I t e m  b e  " r c v e i s t  * s  o r d e r ,  t o  W i l l i s . ^  K ir k  t o  b Uy
meal wt 0., 10. 0.

It©iii payed m James McColm’ s 2rt tue Proveist drank with I'a
Dunbar and oyrs, the d ay of Elspet HoKeoun’s ex© cut ion 0. 6. y

Item to Wm, Kirk to buy meill wt 0, 7 6
Item., to v/m, Kirk to buy me i l l  wt 0. 76 6.
Item payed to Barbara Roddin -for Candles to Elspet

KcKeouns guard 0. 17* 0
Item to j^art. kcKeand for ffcur E lls and three quarters

Red, to William Kirk, at twenty sh ill  Scots per E ll, is b. 15. 0.
Item to Helin Martin for plaiding to be hose for him - 0 p. rg
Item to thrid whyt and collared 0 . 7. 0.
Item for .ane Bonnet to him 0. 0 0 c
Item for harne to be pockets, and for shoen 0. 17. Q
Item for three e lls  harne to be ane shirt and for

mailing yrcf 1. 0. 0.
Item for ane long grama.te to him 0. 12, 0.
2b. Aut 1693 Item given to the roveist to give him the

day of execution 2. 16. 0.
Item for neits to burn Elspet wt 1. 0 . 0.
Item for twa pecks of colls 0. 16. 0.
Item for towes small and great 0. 1.-r.. oe
Item for ane tarr barle to Andrew Aitken 1. b. 0 ,
Item to Hugh Anderson for carrying of the oe its  and

co lls 0. 6. ( 7 - *
Item' to William Kirk qu she was burning ane ppint of a i l l  • 0. 2. 0.
Item payed to Robert Creighton, conform to precept, vie.

eight Scots sh ill  for beating the drumn at Elspet McQueen’s
funerall and to James Carson, his wife threeteen sh illings
drunken by Elspet’s executioner, at sea il times>v- 1. 1. 0.

£26. n1 1' d ,6.

cecution of William Coke and Alison Dick at Kerkcaldy, 1633*

”In primis -  To Mr. ^ames H iller when he went to
Brestowne for a man to try them, b7s. 2. 7* 0,

Item. To the amn of Culross (the executioner) when he
went away the f ir s t  time 12s. 0, 12. 0.

Item. For coals for the witches, 2hs. 1. b. 0,
Item. In purchasing the commission 9. 3. 0.
Item For one to go to Finmouth for the laird to s i t

6.upon their assise as judge 0c 0.
Item. For harden to be jumps to them 3e 10. 0.
Item. v For making of them . 0. 2. 0.

Sunana for the kirk’s part
£17. 10, ( )

The Town’s part of Expenses Debursed extraordinarily upon Mil-.am
Coke and Alison Dick.

I n /

( l )  I c e d  f :;k  t c h o r a f t  a u k  S u p e r s t i t i o n  R e c o r d ’



43*

In primis For ten loads of coal to burn then,
5 merles 

Item For a tar barrel, lf.s.
Item For tones
Item To him that brought the executioner 
Item To the executioner for his rains 
Item For his expenses here 
Item For one to go to Finluth for the laird  

Summa town's part 
Both.

3. 6, 
0. 34. 
0, 6, 
2.18. 
8.14. 
0.16, 
0 . 6.

8 .
0.
0.
0.
0.
4.
0.

£17. i .  o. 
"34.11. o. (i)

Execution of three witches at Peebles in 1629.

1628 November If Item to James Holdoune for making 
the Oalf Know dur agreitt be the provest and b a illie s  

Item to the said James Haldowne for making the g ib itt  that 
stands thairwpon 

19th Gewin for the commission to burne the wiches 
Item, the provest agree! with James Haldowne for setting  

up the g ib itt  the' wichis was hanged upon 
Item, to.hr. Wiliisme Diki sone for being clerk to the 

riches proces
Deceiiiber I f ,  Item directed to conduce with ane l^ckmane 

to the wiches, my twa dayes waidges allowit to me 
Item, rewin be Johne Hobene for f 2̂ ue laids p e itt is  with 

~ane quartt of a i l l  he gave to the peitmen, coft to burne 
the wiches

Item, to Karioun Watsone for thrie laids of coa llis  
Item, to Will lame hurray for ane twrs of hedder 
Item, to hr. Andrew Wat3one to tak actis of courtt being 

procuratour in the wiches proces 
Item, to thrie faldome to bind the wiches hands 
Item, to four faldome g r itt towis to k itt  them up with a ll  
Item, to Will lame Portews for thrie tar barrellis  
Item, to Alexander Dikisone ane pair, of schowis for 

wairning of the minis \;rie 
Item, to James Haldowne for careing the tar b arrellis  

to the Calf Knowe 
Item, to hangnane for his waiges
Item, to his sone for being dampster
Item, for  ane instrument wpoun Issobell Grahncs confessioun 

agsn.es the rest of the wiches a ll  the persons command 
Item, to Johnne Frank for furnisching the wiches, his

cornut being a lov itt and gef neid beis heir presentt to be
sene

Item, to the said Jone Frank for furnishing locknane and 
his sone

Item, for breid and d rink f  eched furth’ of David 
Plenderlethis t:  the assytlerio  

Ite ,./

0 : i p , c i + p t 1 * 1 -"H-* n. <2 1 r

n t'i-
- t a a i l

rnu .•

1 . 13 . 4 .

4 .  0 . o„
6 .1 f . 4 ,

3 .1 4 . 0.

6 .  0 . 0 .

3. 0 0 .

1 .1 3 . 8 .
1 .16 . 0.
0 . 9 . n ♦

0 .  3 . 9 .
0. 2 . 6. ■
0. 6. 8 .
0. 4 . 0.

1. 0. 0 .

O .lf . 4 .
10. > 0 .

0 .1 2 . 0 .

0 .12 . 0.

8 . 4 , o#

3 .12 , r>■ *

1 .10,' 'A

t lx



item , feched furth th a iro f to  hangrnane and wiches Q. i g. r

£51. 7. 7

Execution of Margaret Ihuhor&e at Burnoastle in luA9.

“Hair to Margarit Dunbcme the time sohe was in prison,
and was put to d eath £65,14. 1

Oount g if  in out "be Alexander Louddon in Ly 1 s t oun. in 
y e  yeir  of God 16A3 ye ir i s ,  for liar gr it Dollmoune in 
Burncastell.

Item, in ye f ir s t ,  to Win. Ourrie and Andrew Gray for
watching of hir ye space of 30 days inde ilk  day xxx sh inde

0. 0
Item mair to John Finked for hrodding of her 6. 0. 0
Hair for meat and drink and wyne to him and his man A. 0, 0
Hair for cloth to hir 3. 0. c
Hair for twa tare treis 2. 0. c
Item mair for twa tre is and ye making of them to the

warkmen 3, 0. c
Item to ye hangman in Hadingtoun and fetchin of him,

thrie dollores for his pens is A®1A. *C
Item mair for melt and drink and wyne for his inter tinge 3. 0. 0
Item mair fer ane men and twa hor-ss, for ye fetcheing

of him, and taking of him hame againe 2. 0„ c
Hair to hir for melt and drink ilk  ane da3r i i i j  sh the

6.space of xxx dayes is 0. c
Item mair to ye  twa officers for yr f ie  ilk  day•sex

sh illin e  aught pannes is 10. r>
Summa is i i iq  scoir x i i  lib  x i i i j  sh.G-hibbert Lauder

Hi Lauder Bilzaurs.

.Takin of thio above written soune twentie-seaven pundis Scotis qlk th 
a,aid unql Margrit Dinham had of her ain.

£92.14-. o.
£2Z^X_0.

£& .V y  0 . (2)

Whenever possible the thrifty  Scots followed this practice and

cut down their expenses by seizing the chattels of the v ietin s. In

l& w/

(l)  Chafers c l  I'oe'bl.es In the oni;;:.nnl the
a r e  g i v e n  i n  'dona:..- n u n 'o r a l o .

(if

e Scott!
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Catherine Logie's goods to pay for the expense of her burning. If  

proved insufficien t James Lowrie was to make up the difference. B- 

worse Jaiues.Lovvrie was. ordered to pay for the burning of his wife, 

a .beggar witch-Margaret S tein .fr (l)

( l )  Morison 'Royal Burgh of Queensferry* p .78. Bor similar exarp 
c /f .  R.B.C. 2nd Ser II pp. 4-69 > “4-/0 and Beveridge '-Oulross a
Tulliallan p .350.
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