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Abstract 
 

 

This dissertation contributes to our understanding of witchcraft studies by examining 

newspapers published between 1850 and 1899 in order to investigate popular beliefs and 

opinions about witches in Victorian Britain. The principal source is the British Newspaper 

Archive, a digital collection of more than 52 million scanned pages of predominantly provincial 

and local newspapers. The research methodology uses a Digital Humanities framework to 

ensure a thorough examination of the subject.  

There are three key focus areas for the research. Firstly, to identify and analyse the disparate 

types of newspaper accounts concerning witches that were published during the Victorian 

period, which demonstrate a broad and at times, a contradictory narrative. Secondly, the 

research identifies and tracks the dispersal of newspaper reports about witchcraft-related crime, 

noting the types of incidents that appeared most frequently in the press. The third focus area 

examines the way in which newspapers featured witchcraft within the context of literature, 

theatre, education, community rituals, and the supernatural in Victorian Britain. This 

comprehensive review considers how language, history, and cultural memory shaped public 

opinion about witchcraft. This project complements the work of other researchers in the field 

of witchcraft studies for the period between the decriminalization of witchcraft in 1736 and the 

appearance of modern pagan witchcraft in the twentieth century.  

The findings of the research demonstrate that representation of witchcraft in Victorian 

newspapers was based upon a broad mélange of beliefs and practices, as well as being a 

composite derived from a wide range of literary sources. This suggests that witches were 

chimera, having a recognisable shape but comprising several different parts that could reflect 

both negative and positive stereotypes as required in order to fit the narrative being presented. 
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Chapter One: Witchcraft and the Fourth Estate 

Introduction 

This dissertation contributes to our understanding of witchcraft studies by examining 

newspapers published between 1850 and 1899 in order to investigate popular beliefs and 

opinions about witches in Victorian Britain. Although the research project uses newspapers as 

its primary source, its main purpose is to investigate the place of witches in Victorian culture 

as revealed by newspaper reports, rather than the place of witchcraft within nineteenth century 

journalism. The study looks specifically at what Victorian newspapers considered to be 

witchcraft, rather than what contemporary alleged practitioners considered to be witchcraft, or 

indeed, what academics today might consider to be witchcraft.  

The hypothesis evolved from an independent review carried out in 2013 by the researcher that 

was designed to identify how frequently the word ‘witch’ appeared in newspapers for the 

period 1700 to 2000, using a key word search of scanned pages that were held in a national 

digital archive. This revealed that during the Victorian period there was a significant increase 

in the number of references to witches and witchcraft published in the press, which at first 

glance appears to contradict a conventional view that belief in witchcraft declined during the 

nineteenth century and poses several important questions that the present research seeks to 

answer. The first and most obvious question is why references to witches and witchcraft 

published in newspapers between 1850 and 1899 show such a significant increase, suggesting 

a degree of importance in popular culture, even as many educated commentators dismissed it 

as a superstition from a bygone age? The study identified several factors, which are discussed 

in the relevant chapters of this dissertation.  

One important dynamic woven throughout the study is the urbanisation of Britain during the 

nineteenth century because its effects were widespread and inestimable. Witchcraft in 

Victorian Britain was not restricted to rural communities, but it was certainly characterised as 

a rural pursuit in many of the elements identified in the research. These elements require 

consideration within the context of urban migration in the nineteenth century, which brought 

about significant upheaval and social adjustment in rural areas, and which David Feldman notes 

resulted in a substantial decline in the rural population. The impact upon cities was also 

significant, with a net increase of 1.1m in London’s population alone following migration from 

rural communities.1 The study shows that newspaper reports of witchcraft in Victorian Britain 
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included both the declining rural population as well as the growing urban and city populations, 

an interesting detail that speaks to the pervasive nature of witchcraft in the nineteenth century. 

Two important considerations for the research overall are whether the published content is able 

to demonstrate any common themes, in particular hegemonic representation; specifically, 

might it be possible to identify and analyse any dominant view of the witch during the Victorian 

period as a consequence of the study; and does the evidence support the popular notion that 

witchcraft declined and vanished during the nineteenth century? In the case of the former 

question, the evidence does indeed support hegemonic representation of the witch, but for the 

latter question, whilst the evidence confirms that reports of witchcraft-related crime waned 

towards the end of the nineteenth century, when witchcraft is considered within a broader 

context, a different interpretation of the evidence emerges that challenges the view that it 

declined and vanished during the nineteenth century.  

In order to examine these questions effectively, the research project was structured to undertake 

a comprehensive examination of the disparate types of newspaper accounts concerning witches 

that were published between 1850 and 1899, giving due consideration to the way in which 

language, history, and cultural memory shaped public opinion about witchcraft in Victorian 

Britain. This examination was placed within the context of early modern witchcraft studies as 

well as the evolution of witchcraft beyond the period of the study. The configuration of the 

research and format of this dissertation were determined following an initial assessment, which 

indicated that the different types of newspaper accounts could be collated into the discrete 

categories described in the chapters and sections in this dissertation. Analysis of the various 

types of newspaper – for example, national, provincial, daily, weekly – and the dispersal of 

content beyond its point of origin, was also factored into the methodology.  

This chapter introduces the project, discusses the principal source, and defines the research 

parameters. It reviews the development of the fourth estate in Victorian Britain and explains 

the rationale for the selection of the research methodology. The main source for the research is 

the British Newspaper Archive (BNA), which is a digital collection of scanned newspapers 

held by the British Library, comprising more than 52 million scanned pages2 of predominantly 

provincial and local newspapers. The research also included a review of newspapers that were 

published in London, but the majority of references were identified in the provincial, rather 

than London, press. Some editorial content in (for example) the Times featured well-known 

instances of alleged witchcraft, such as the case against William Dove (the Times, 13 August 
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1856), but the research structure was aligned with the British Library’s project to digitise 

British newspapers, which began in April 2004 with a rationale both to preserve the collections 

of printed material and provide reader access to the collections: 

There were three guiding principles in doing the work: firstly, newspapers 

from all over the UK were to be included; secondly, the whole of the 

nineteenth century would be covered, not any one part of the century; thirdly, 

once a newspaper had been selected for digitisation, all of the issues published 

in the nineteenth century would be included.3 

This rationale provides a comprehensive resource for examining newspapers published 

throughout the British Isles for the period 1850 to 1899, which is by far the largest collection 

within the BNA as shown in figure 1. This methodology enables the identification of significant 

trends and themes that are not immediately apparent if analysis is limited to instances that are 

viewed individually and separately. The findings show a far more complex story than originally 

hypothesised, largely owing to this method of gathering and interpreting the data.  

 

Figure 1 BNA collection of newspapers on 9th November 2020 
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Chapter two examines the types of crimes related to witchcraft that were commonly reported 

in the press and considers how these were reflected in the culture and function of the fourth 

estate. The chapter includes a review of the various laws relating to witchcraft and how they 

affected the way in which witchcraft was treated under the legal system following its 

decriminalisation in 1736.4 Also discussed in chapter two is the dispersal of newspaper reports 

about incidents beyond their point of origin, which is an important factor when investigating 

how newspapers reported upon witchcraft-related crime in Victorian Britain. Chapter three 

examines the way in which newspapers featured witches as they were represented in the Arts: 

imagery, opera, theatre, literature, and poetry. This is a particularly significant element 

regarding the way in which witches were characterised by newspaper journalists and editors 

and suggests that portrayal of the witch in the arts was an imagined caricature based upon a 

common and widely held stereotype, derived primarily from literary and visual sources, which 

could be alternately malevolent or bewitching, projecting whichever characteristic most suited 

the narrative and purpose. 

Chapter four considers the presence of the witch in community events such as dinner speeches, 

meetings, lectures, and sermons, and the role of the witch in political discourse. The evidence 

retrieved for the study indicates a broad range of witchcraft-related instances, reflecting the 

mutability of the characterisation to fit the required objective. At one end of the spectrum can 

be found politicians being mocked by analogies with witches, and at the other end, the after-

dinner toasts to the ‘Lancashire Witches,’ intended to laud the beauty and deportment of the 

ladies of Lancashire, occupy a prominent place in the newspapers published in that county. 

Chapter five examines witchcraft within the context of other activities that exhibit supernatural 

features, including spiritualism, astrology, and theosophy. The chapter also discusses the 

intersection of witchcraft with the fields of anthropology, mesmerism, hypnotism, psychiatry, 

psychology, and folklore, all of which played an important role in Victorian society.  

Witchcraft Studies 

This project builds upon the work of other researchers in the field of British witchcraft studies 

for the period between the decriminalisation of witchcraft in 1736 and the appearance of 

modern pagan witchcraft in the twentieth century. In particular, Owen Davies,5 Thomas 

Waters,6 and Andrew Sneddon7 have made extensive use of newspapers as a primary source 

for their research, which provides an authoritative body of work from which to draw 

comparisons and note points of difference with the present research. I would like to 
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acknowledge the importance of the research by Davies, Sneddon, and Waters in their use of 

newspapers as a primary source, and to recognise that their extensive work is innovative and 

provides a substantial basis from which to undertake further research in the field of witchcraft 

studies. Of particular relevance is Davies’s insight that, ‘newspapers should not just be 

considered as a source detached from their own influence on the society they reflected,’8 which 

situates the source material within its social and cultural milieu, a philosophy that is 

fundamental to this study.  

Sneddon’s research priority is witchcraft in Ireland and his review of witches in the Victorian 

period identifies several examples of accusations against ‘butter-witches,’ a common style of 

witchcraft in rural Ireland.9 In collaboration with John Fulton, Sneddon examines newspapers 

published between 1822 and 1922 to identify cases of statutory crime involving witchcraft that 

were brought up to the Irish courts, which showed that suspected witches were accused of using 

magic to steal butter and harm livestock and humans. Sneddon and Fulton’s examination of the 

types of crime being reported is of great value in identifying what witches were thought to do. 

Davies has written extensively on witchcraft and cunning-folk, using numerous examples 

drawn from newspapers and other printed sources to support his contention about the 

importance of witchcraft studies for the period after the decriminalisation of witchcraft in 1736. 

The scope of his work extends before and after the Victorian period and references a broad 

range of sources when discussing the conformity of the typical witch, but he also provides an 

analysis of local newspaper reports of cases heard before the petty sessions in the late 

nineteenth century, which he points out offers valuable insight into the ‘wider social and 

economic factors ... and also provides better definition of the diversity of associated beliefs and 

their regional distribution.10  

Witchcraft in the nineteenth century is the focus of Waters’ research, using newspaper reports 

as the principal source. His examination of witchcraft in Oxfordshire and Warwickshire 

between 1860 to 1900 is particularly helpful to the present research, pointing out that 

newspapers in Oxfordshire and Warwickshire ‘published reports pointing to the prevalence of 

this ‘credulity’ [witchcraft] in exotic, local, historical, and modern settings.’11 Similarly, 

themes explored in much greater detail in Cursed Britain12 – for example, folklore, the occult 

revival, and the supernatural – offer very useful points of comparison and contrast to the present 

work, which will be discussed in more detail in the relevant chapters and sections of this 

dissertation.  
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Their work demonstrates that witches and cunning-folk occupied an important role within 

nineteenth century society, which was much more nuanced and functional than earlier studies 

of witchcraft theorised, especially those that were focused upon the legal records of witch trials 

in Western Europe during the early modern period. For example, Richard Kieckhefer notes in 

the preface to his study of European witch trials that he undertook a ‘systematic investigation 

of the judicial sources’13 and Christina Larner comments that the primary sources used for her 

investigation of Scottish witchcraft included ‘manuscripts of trials for witchcraft,’ which she 

acknowledges examines the process of the trial, rather than the practices of alleged witches.14 

This focus upon legal procedures indicates a view that prior to 1736, witchcraft was largely a 

crime that reflected the attitudes of the ruling elite who accused and prosecuted alleged witches, 

rather than any actual practices of witchcraft.15 

The study of legal documents and processes certainly provides a useful basis for the 

examination of witchcraft during the period when trials were endemic throughout mainland 

Europe, but Norman Cohn’s pioneering work reveals flaws in using only witch trials records 

to examine witchcraft, pointing not only to the limitations of such an approach but also that 

some records were later exposed to be a complete fabrication.16 Cohn also discusses the 

speculative theory that witches were organised in groups that could be traced to pre-Christian 

times, and that they represented an anti-Christian secret society with their own set of beliefs 

and rituals. This idea was adapted by two nineteenth century scholars – Karl Ernst Jarcke in 

1828, a professor of criminal law at the University of Berlin, and Franz Josef Mone in 1839, 

director of the archives of Baden – who argued that this pre-Christian cult of witchcraft was 

actually a nature religion. Cohn notes the Catholic bias of the authors and the lack of evidence 

to support such a theory. He exposes its shortcomings but notes that ‘other scholars, some of 

them equally serious, have continued to pursue [this theory] at intervals right down to the 

present day.’17 The best-known modern advocate for this line of thought is Margaret Murray 

(1863-1963), who in 1915, forsook her academic disciplines of archaeology and Egyptology 

in order to research witchcraft.  

The idea that witchcraft might subvert the natural order of things is explored by Stuart Clark 

in the section about ‘Language’ in his exhaustive examination of witchcraft in Europe, where 

he suggests that witchcraft could have emerged from an inversion of common political 

structures, ‘a systematic, ritualized overturning’18 that lent familiarity to the structure of the 

beliefs and practices, albeit reversed from the norm. He links back to this in a later chapter, in 
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which he considers why ‘women in general, and certain types of women in particular, were 

much more likely to be associated with the crime [of witchcraft.]’19 In an inverted society, 

women, especially of the lower class, would attain positions of power and authority, which 

would be a significant threat to those who hold those positions in reality. This theory might 

partially account for the findings of the present research into newspaper incidents published 

during the Victorian period, which reveal that the majority of people alleged to be witches were 

women, and that overwhelmingly they were to be found in the lower classes. Beyond their 

gender and social status however, there is little support from the evidence reviewed in this 

research project that suggests a formalised inverted structure of authority could account for the 

reports of witchcraft in the British Victorian press. 

Brian Levack suggests another possibility, which is that religious and political change, together 

with social and economic unrest, ‘certainly created deep fear among those who were unable to 

cope with the instability and uncertainty of the new world.’20 Levack is writing about the early 

modern period in mainland Europe, but communal tension created by rapidly changing 

circumstances was also significant in nineteenth century Britain. Such tensions were implicit 

in everyday life and the idea that widespread social upheaval led to fears that found their 

expression in accusations of witchcraft is a plausible concept. It does not account entirely for 

the types of witchcraft-related crime that featured in the Victorian press, but incidents of assault 

against elderly women thought to be witches were indubitably driven by fear, which I discuss 

in more detail in chapter two. 

A similar theory of communal unrest and tension is discussed by Peter Elmer within the context 

of English witchcraft in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.21 In particular he considers the 

consequences of fragmentation of political and religious structures, suggesting that areas 

subject to political or religious upheaval were more likely to experience accusations of 

witchcraft. Elmer proposes that ‘the equation of witchcraft and the evil actions of witches with 

Roman Catholicism’22 was initially inspired by a Protestant desire to consolidate its 

sovereignty, but that by the mid-sixteenth century, divisions within Protestantism had emerged, 

possibly influenced by the publication in 1584 of Reginald Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft. 

Scot’s book is discussed in a later chapter. Religious unrest is certainly a conceivable argument 

when applied to witchcraft accusations within the context of an anti-Christian ideology; 

however, the findings from the present research indicate that witchcraft incidents in Britain 

during the period of the study were not especially characterised by religion. Occasionally 
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alleged witches were reported as using extracts from the Bible in their charms and spells, but 

the concept of a pact with the Christian Devil is marginal at best. According to newspaper 

reports identified in this study, witchcraft in Victorian Britain was more concerned with 

community disputes and neighbourly quarrels than with religion. 

As Andrew Sneddon discusses in his biography of Bishop Francis Hutchinson, however, 

religion and witchcraft were not entirely separated. Hutchinson, described by Sneddon as ‘a 

Newtonian, a committed Whig, and a Low-Church, Latitudinarian activist’23 was the author of 

a controversial essay about witchcraft published in 1718,24 which Sneddon suggests emanated 

from a belief that witchcraft was ‘a virulent form of religious enthusiasm and, as such, inimical 

to [Hutchinson’s] vision of an improved, polite, ordered, civil society.’25 Hutchinson believed 

that most accusations of witchcraft were brought by the lower orders, and that the judiciary 

should be cautious and sceptical if belief in witchcraft was to be eradicated. His views may not 

have initiated any immediate change, but the Witchcraft Act of 1736 and Vagrancy Act of 1824 

reflected the same general theme. 

Ian Bostridge suggests that conceptual redundancy in the eighteenth century was a contributing 

factor to witchcraft becoming marginalised, although he identifies a cyclical rise and fall of 

accusations and trials that he suggests occurred for a variety of reasons and offers an interesting 

opinion that ‘relative quiescence did not necessary imply that [witchcraft] was moribund.’26 

This is a noteworthy point as it disengages the practice of witchcraft from records solely 

relating to legal trials and acknowledges there may be other types of evidence for the practice 

of witchcraft. Bostridge argues that different versions of belief fall upon a spectrum stretching 

from credulity at one end and scepticism at the other, and that they were informed by political 

and ideological positions polarised across Tory and Whig lines. He suggests that witchcraft 

reached a turning point in the eighteenth century, and points to political influence for the 

acquittal of alleged witch Jane Wenham, which he describes as ‘the Whig mythology of Tory 

superstition,’ that ‘marked the definitive end to the possibility of witchcraft prosecution in 

England; and an end to any idea that witchcraft belief could inhabit some sort of politically 

neutral and abstract realm.’27 The evidence obtained from nineteenth century newspapers does 

not support a ‘definitive end’ to witchcraft prosecution in England with Jane Wenham, but she 

was a precursor to the changing characteristics of witchcraft crime following the 

decriminalisation of witchcraft in 1736. 
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The Witch Figure 

Typically, witches occupy a position that places them in opposition to the accepted order of 

the community in which they live because they are believed to cause harm to others; not 

accidental or incidental harm, but a deliberate act using supernatural means designed to achieve 

a specific purpose. With a few exceptions that will be discussed in the relevant chapters of this 

dissertation, academic and popular opinions about the witch share the view that she ‘is typically 

frightening and is often almost a caricature of all the most unpleasant human characteristics.’28 

Ronald Hutton points out that in modern society other types of witches have emerged, 

including those who use supernatural means to benefit others, those who follow a nature-based 

neo-pagan religion, and those who resists the imposition of patriarchal structures and 

hierarchies.29 In Victorian Britain, however, the belief that witches were frightening and 

possessed supernatural powers and abilities that they used for harmful purposes was 

widespread. There are several aspects to consider when defining what is meant by the term 

‘witch’ in Victorian newspapers, but their appearance was commonly noted, with the layering 

of additional, more nuanced, factors supplementing this basic classification. Of particular 

importance is that the majority of those identified as witches in this study were elderly women, 

who occupied a position in the working class or were paupers, which is the reason that in 

writing about witches, I use female pronouns unless the context determines otherwise. 

A consistent theme that was interwoven with the appearance of the witch was fear of her ability 

to wield supernatural powers for the purpose of causing harm. She was characterised as a 

woman ‘whose power she could command by certain charms and incantations, and could reek 

(sic) her dire vengeance upon all her foes.’30 The quotation here refers to charms and 

incantations, which were commonly considered to be an essential component in witchcraft, but 

a review of newspaper reports in Victorian Britain demonstrates that the witch was believed to 

have a wide range of powers available to her. Some of the more familiar are that she could 

shapeshift into an animal to spy on people and bring them harm, and that she could cause illness 

and even death by simply ‘overlooking’ someone, which is related to the idea of the ‘evil eye,’ 

a charge that appeared in several newspaper reports, especially in the south west of England. 

Other common practices include that she could make an image (usually some kind of doll) to 

focus her intent upon a specific victim, control the weather, and use her skills in prognostication 

to foreshadow future events. The common theme is the ability of the witch to use supernatural 

methods in order to cause harm and as a consequence, witches represented a tangible and 

obvious threat to the well-being of the community. As an example, such was the fear of the 
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powers of witchcraft that an unnamed man in the Devonshire village of Hatherleigh was able 

to persuade a thief to return his stolen property simply by threatening to consult a local witch.31 

Newspaper reports of trials offer compelling evidence of this fear of the powers of witchcraft, 

as does the customary portrayal of witches in literature and theatre. The popularity of remedies 

to protect against witchcraft is another significant indicator of how widely witches were feared. 

Representations of witches as benign and kindly certainly appeared in the Victorian press, but 

as discussed in chapters three and four, in specifically limited ways.  

The appearance of the witch was a key characteristic noted during the research, and the 

portrayal of witches as malicious, ugly, elderly women was by far the most frequent 

representation in Victorian newspapers. This has a well-authenticated, albeit complex, history, 

which has previously been explored from a variety of academic perspectives, including 

historical, social, anthropological, and literary. In particular, Ronald Hutton, Owen Davies, 

Andrew Sneddon, and Thomas Waters have published meticulous studies that explore the 

origin and development of the witch figure.   

In his exhaustive examination charting the major historiographical developments of witchcraft, 

Hutton notes that ‘The definition of a witch as anybody who practises magic, or claims to do 

so, and of witchcraft as any kind of magic, was developed, and sustained for many centuries 

as a means of smearing magic in general with the taint of evil and anti-social associations.’32 

Davies discusses the characteristics of witches revealed during his research, acknowledging 

that ‘the vast majority of witches were certainly described as old women,’ and that ‘A 

deformity or unusual way of walking often marked out some witches.’33 In his thorough 

examination of witchcraft in Ireland, Sneddon focuses upon the alleged activities of accused 

witches rather than their appearance, particularly those women known as ‘butter witches’ who 

directly threatened the livelihood of their neighbours in rural communities. Nevertheless, he 

draws attention to a letter published in the Irish Times on 7 July 1894, which claims that ‘some 

old women have the art of taking their neighbours’ butter by some mysterious process.,’34 

which maintains the uniformity of the elderly female stereotype. Waters clearly identifies a 

specific rationale regarding the witch figure that is supported by the present research:  

Raw stereotyping was the reason why most witches were older females. The 

Victorians possessed a distinct image of witches being not just women but 

old women.35 
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The remarkable consistency of these findings raises two important questions: how did this 

stereotype of the witch evolve and why did it have such a powerful cultural presence in the 

nineteenth century? I will return to the latter question in the relevant chapters of this 

dissertation, but in answering the first question, I suggest that the persistence of the image of a 

witch as an infirm old woman, whose physical appearance ‘is typically frightening and is often 

almost a caricature of all the most unpleasant human characteristics’36 owes much to printed 

texts that formalised and transmitted the stereotype, including trials records, pamphlets, and 

chap books.  

Charles Zika’s important work on the visual language of witchcraft examines how visual 

imagery in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries ‘provided the means for Europeans to imagine 

the nature and behaviour of witches’37 during the early modern period. Zika points particularly 

to the influence of German artist Hans Baldung Grien (1484/85 –1545) and author Ulrich 

Molitor (1442-1507), especially Molitor’s influence on the visual iconography that emerged in 

proceeding centuries, which featured ‘wild hair, cauldrons, cooking sticks, smoke, animals and 

storms’38 and which established a dominant visual imagery of the witch. This representation 

was a key factor in the development of the stereotype of the witch, as shown in newspaper 

reports about witches that were published in the Victorian period and indeed, it remains a 

recognisable stereotype in the twenty-first century.  

Zika’s work is exhaustive and compelling and of particular interest to the present research is 

his view that the emerging technology of printing in the seventeenth century played its part in 

promoting standardised images of witches; an observation that invites comparison with 

technological developments in nineteenth-century printing, which also served to promote a 

consistent description of the appearance and demeanour of witches. One Victorian journalist 

dedicated his column in November 1884 to a consideration of witches and their appearance, 

noting the importance of a 250 year-old drawing: 

Why are almost all witches depicted as old women? The popular idea of a 

witch coincides at this day with the picture of her sketched by Master Horsett 

a quarter of a thousand years ago: “An old, weather-beaten crone, having her 

chin and knees meeting for age, walking like a bear leaning on a staff, 

untoothed, having her lips trembling with palsy, going mumbling in the 

streets; one that hath forgotten her paternoster, and who hath learned an old 

wife’s rhyme ending, pax, max, tax, for a spell.”39 



 12 

That describes a powerful image that is immediately recognisable and is as common in the 

twenty-first century as it was in Victorian times. The development of this stereotype is one of 

the most interesting aspects of this research project, particularly as this cultural representation 

of the witch figure appears to be disconnected from descriptions of those arraigned as witches 

during the trials of the Early Modern period.40 The research examines how and why this 

powerful image dominated the way in which Victorian newspapers described the appearance 

of a witch, which was beyond simply recognising her working class or pauper status. Paupers, 

travellers, fortune-tellers, and so on could also be identified by their class or indigent status, 

but as discussed in more detail in the relevant chapters of this dissertation, the image of a witch 

was very specific, including several unambiguous markers that set her apart. 

Cunning-Folk 

This leads to an important discussion about the boundaries between witches and folk or service 

magicians who are generally described as ‘cunning-folk,’ which can be difficult to navigate. In 

his exhaustive examination of witches, Ronald Hutton discusses the issues that historians 

encounter when endeavouring to classify practitioners by their practices, which he 

acknowledges remains challenging.41 This is partly because cunning-folk operated in broadly 

the same cultural space as witches, offering services to their communities for a wide range of 

purposes. In his introduction to Cunning-Folk: Popular Magic in English History, Owen 

Davies comments that, ‘It is axiomatic that wherever there were witches there were cunning-

folk. The history of both groups is inextricably bound up with each other.’42 Cunning-folk 

occupied the same community domain as witches. Both were believed to use skills and methods 

of a supernatural type, which sometimes resulted in cunning-folk being charged with the same 

offences as alleged witches. The question is, therefore, what separated witches from cunning-

folk in Victorian Britain? The simplest answer is that in contrast to witches, cunning-folk or 

service magicians (hereafter referred to collectively as cunning-folk) were not generally 

characterised as evil or malicious. Indeed, they were sometimes asked to remove a curse or 

bewitchment thought to have been imposed by a witch, placing them as the natural adversary 

to witchcraft. The evidence examined for this research project shows a clear delineation 

between those who were considered to exhibit anti-social tendencies that threatened the safety 

of others, and those whose services were considered to be benign and of positive value to the 

community. A comparable pattern is discussed by Karolina Kouvola during her examination 

of the roles of cunning-folk and witches in Swedish-speaking Ostrobothnia, Finland, in the 

nineteenth century. She points to a distinction between magical skills used by cunning-folk for 
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the protection of the community, offering a contrast with witches who took revenge for wrongs 

done against them or being accused of ‘causing illness or other kinds of magic-induced harm.’43 

This reflects a similar distinction regarding the boundaries between cunning-folk and witches 

in nineteenth century Britain; ‘cunning-folk of the community represent the formal powers 

authorised by it’ whilst ‘there are malevolent powers of which the community does not approve 

and that are considered a threat.’44 The present research develops this line of reasoning in 

chapter two by reviewing the commonalities described in reports of trials associated with 

witchcraft, noting that whilst doing harm was a key factor in identifying a witch, the physical 

appearance and demeanour of the alleged witch was also important and frequently appeared in 

newspaper reports. 

Ritual vs Operative Witchcraft 

I use the term ‘operative witchcraft’ in this study, which requires some explanation. Margaret 

Murray (1863-1963) presented a paper about witchcraft to a meeting of the Folklore Society 

on 18 April 1917, ‘Organisations of Witches in Great Britain.’ It was published the same year 

in Folklore journal and presented a view that, ‘among the witches we have the remains of a 

fully organised religious cult, which at one time was spread over Central and Western Europe, 

and of which traces are found in the present day.’ 45 

Murray was not the first academic to suggest that witchcraft was a pre-Christian religion with 

its own deities, ritual, and set of distinctive beliefs. Jarcke and Mone are referenced earlier in 

this chapter within the context of Cohn’s work, and in his popular book, Aradia: or the Gospel 

of the Witches,46 which was published in 1899, the American folklorist Charles Godfrey Leland 

(1824-1903) presented oral testimony from a self-professed Italian witch of the existence of a 

continuing tradition of female witches who gathered in family groups, forming a specifically 

pro-pagan, anti-Christian movement. Leland had a high profile in British newspapers, with a 

search of the BNA returning more than 500 mentions of his name between 1890 and 1899, and 

his views therefore achieved a wide circulation. 

Margaret Murray extended her influence beyond the Folklore Society when in 1921 Oxford 

University Press published The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, which established Murray’s 

credentials as an authority on witchcraft. It is worth noting that the book was not universally 

well-received and encountered some strong criticism, especially about her methodology and 

conclusions, but having an academic publisher certainly presented it as a reliable account. 
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Murray was determined to prove that there existed an ancient religion in pre-Christian Britain, 

which she claimed was a continuing tradition of witchcraft, a cult of Diana and the Horned 

God, whose worship was administered by pagan priestesses. She described this as ‘Ritual 

Witchcraft:’ 

Ritual Witchcraft – or, as I propose to call it, the Dianic cult – embraces the 

religious beliefs and ritual of the people known in late mediaeval times as 

‘Witches.’47 

In asserting this notion Murray imitated some of the typical elements of witchcraft that were 

found in the witch hunts of the early modern period, as well as ideas she found in Leland’s 

work. Her judicious use of sources and speculative inferences resulted in a neatly bound theory 

that the entirety of witchcraft found Western Europe could be contained within a simple, single, 

paradigm. Her theory was not entirely well-received by her contemporaries and had been 

largely discredited by the 1970s, but Murray supported her argument in support of an organised 

witch cult by making a sharp distinction with of another style of witchcraft, which she 

described as ‘Operative Witchcraft:’ 

Under Operative Witchcraft I class all charms and spells, whether used by a 

professed witch or by a professed Christian, whether intended for good or for 

evil, for killing or for curing. Such charms and spells are common to every 

nation and country, and are practised by the priests and people of every 

religion. They are part of the common heritage of the human race and are 

therefore of no practical value in the study of any one particular cult.48 

Operative witchcraft most closely resembles the type of practices identified in the present 

research project. Murray’s theory of ritual witchcraft was formed upon a fabricated collation 

of texts and ideas drawn from different times, places, and beliefs, which may have been 

mistaken, but her acknowledgement of the prevalence of operative witchcraft provides support 

for my argument that whilst references to breaches of the law by alleged witches declined in 

newspapers towards the end of the nineteenth century, belief in witchcraft in the broader sense 

did not vanish. 
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Other Terms  

‘Metaphysics’ was in common use in Victorian Britain, primarily appearing in newspapers 

reporting upon academic matters. For example, a lecture given by Professor Fraser at the 

University of Edinburgh in 1869 was published in the Edinburgh Evening Courant: 

Metaphysics involves two questions of deep human interest—the problem of 

an external reality, outside and independent of our individual subjectual 

experience, and that of an extra-mundane or super-sensible life beyond this 

one which bounded our short lives, and out of which we pass at death.49 

This is an interesting observation, pointing to the challenge of determining whether something 

has objective reality, or is simply a subjective and therefore individual experience. Professor 

Fraser was speaking to the conundrum of whether something exists beyond the death of the 

physical body, but his point has broader relevance to any matter that lacks objective empirical 

evidence. Newspaper journalists and editors were not without humour, however, as this small 

item published in a Northumbrian newspaper in 1862 shows: 

A Scotch blacksmith being asked the meaning of metaphysics, explained it as 

follows :— ‘When the party who listens disna ken what the party who speaks 

means; and when the party who speaks disna ken what he means himsel’ —

that is metaphysics.'50 

The comment is likely apocryphal, but it reflects an interesting contrast between those who are 

supposed to represent higher learning and those considered to be uneducated but are 

nevertheless insightful. It also points to a general confusion about the meaning of metaphysics, 

which suggests that even in educated circles, there was some uncertainty about it. 

‘Metaphysics’ and ‘metaphysical’ appeared constantly in newspapers throughout the period 

under examination, with each decade having between 14,000 and 20,000 references in the 

scanned pages of the BNA. This is partly because ‘Metaphysics’ was a university subject, and 

therefore degrees awarded to students were reported in the press, but references also included 

books, articles, and lectures. The meaning of metaphysical within the context of this study, 

however, is in the sense of something that is beyond physical comprehension or mundane 

circumstances. It can be assumed to be a synonym for ‘supernatural,’ which is also used in this 

study to represent something that is beyond natural and is widely understood to refer to the 

inexplicable and mysterious. Some academics prefer the word ‘preternatural’ and whilst that is 
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a perfectly reasonable term, the primary sources for this research overwhelmingly use the word 

‘supernatural’ when reporting about unexplained phenomena. The word ‘preternatural’ does 

appear in some nineteenth century reports of mysterious events, but it featured more commonly 

in a mundane sense, as in this example: 

The Liberal accusation now is that that Conservatives are “preternaturally 

active.” Sir Stafford Northcote has become a raider. He was last year in 

Scotland. He is now invading Ireland almost like another victor of the Boyne. 

After a short period of repose he is bound to invade Wales.51  

Other examples include the Friend of India and Statesman of 1 July 1882, which includes an 

article from a correspondent who wrote that ‘the whole population [of Far-Niente] wear a 

preternaturally and painfully serious expression,’ and fiction serialised in Dundee People’s 

Journal describes a horse as being in ‘that lustrous and preternaturally sleek condition.’52 These 

and other similar examples suggest that the word ‘supernatural’ is better suited than 

‘preternatural’ for this research project.  

Another word used this dissertation is ‘occult,’ which is defined as: 

1. a. of or characteristic of magical, mystical, or supernatural arts, phenomena, 

or influences; or b. (as noun) the occult 

2. beyond ordinary human understanding 

3.  secret or esoteric.53 

The word ‘occult’ appears frequently in newspapers published between 1850 and 1899, with 

headlines such as ‘Curiosities of Occult Literature’ (Northampton Mercury, 29 August 1863), 

‘Yet Another Occult Science’ (Cardiff Times, 8 September 1894), and ‘Theosophy and 

Occultism’ (Torquay Times, and South Devon Advertiser, 4 January 1895). In the 1850s and 

1860s advertisements for an ‘occult’ throat remedy appeared regularly in many newspapers, 

although there is no obvious rationale for the modern reader to interpret any specific meaning 

from the description. References to planetary occultations also regularly appeared in the press, 

for example, a letter to the Dundee Evening Telegraph published on 18 July 1879 referred to 

the occultation of Antares, and an article published in the Lakes Herald on 3 February 1893 

described, ‘the occultation of a fixed star bright enough to be visible to the naked eye, by the 

planet Mars.’ In this dissertation, however, the word is used in the sense of the dictionary 

definitions above: as a reference to something that is characterised as pertaining to ‘magical, 
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mystical, or supernatural arts’ (1a), and is ‘beyond human understanding’ (2). The words 

‘occult’ and ‘witch’ often appeared together, as in 1887 for a review of a play, The Witch, 

where a key character is described as having ‘won for herself the reputation of a witch by her 

occult studies.’54  

Witchcraft, Magic, and the Supernatural 

Although they may be said to occupy common ground, witchcraft, magic, the supernatural or 

metaphysical, and the occult, are related, but separate, ontologies. Witchcraft is often perceived 

to be an aspect of practical magic or unexplained phenomena, but it is important to recognise 

that not all traditions of magic or the supernatural incorporate witchcraft. There is, however, 

demonstrably a mindset that allows popular magic and the supernatural to co-exist with 

witchcraft, especially in relation to folk magic, fortune telling, healing, interaction with spirits, 

and what Roy Porter describes as ‘pathologies of superstition.’55 

One aspect of modern witchcraft studies that has emerged in recent years is ‘reverse witchcraft 

trials’ for assault, where the supposed witch is the victim rather than the perpetrator. Use of the 

BNA to review a wide range of assault or reverse witchcraft trial reports in the Victorian press 

provides useful data to assess the commonalties of such incidents, which is of notable interest 

to the study because reverse witchcraft trials were predicated almost entirely upon what people 

believed about supposed witches and especially how that incited their fear of bewitchment. 

This is discussed in detail in the following chapter, but instances of reverse witchcraft trials 

rarely, if ever, involved the practice of witchcraft or indeed, any type of folk magic, focusing 

instead upon the very powerful stereotype of an old, infirm woman, capable of wielding 

supernatural powers. This is an important element in the study, which shows how effectively 

the Victorian press disseminated a figment or fabrication of a witch that had little connection 

with the practice of witchcraft, inviting comparison with twenty-first century media, especially 

the promulgation of ‘fake news’ and scapegoating. I will return to this point below and discuss 

it in more detail in chapters two and three. 

The study includes newspapers published in England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland, and very 

often the same item appears in newspapers in more than one of the home nations. It is important 

to recognise, however, that each of these parts of the British Isles have different cultures and 

histories and are not necessarily uniform in their beliefs or opinions about witchcraft, even 

where the same item appears in different publications. Recognition of the tendency towards an 
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Anglo-centric perspective is important, as are cultural distinctions. Michael Shaw’s discussion 

about Theosophy in Scotland offers some very useful examples of a Scottish perspective on an 

important development in nineteenth century occultism56 and Andrew Sneddon’s research into 

witchcraft in Ireland is particularly useful. An important issue regarding reports of alleged 

witchcraft in Wales is that several provincial newspapers were published in the Welsh language 

and are not, therefore, included in the present study. Welsh newspapers published in English 

did report upon witchcraft and examples have been provided in this dissertation, but it must be 

acknowledged that there is a gap in the primary sources for those unable to read Welsh 

language publications.  

A number of other factors were influential upon the way that witches and witchcraft were 

presented in the Victorian press, including that during the nineteenth century anthropology and 

folklore studies influenced both popular and academic appraisal of witchcraft and magic. The 

published works of scholars such as Jules Michelet (1798-1874), Charles Darwin (1809-1882), 

Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), Charles Godfrey Leland (1824-1903), Edward Burnett Tyler 

(1832-1917), and Sir James George Frazer (1854-1941), were highly influential due in part to 

the attention they received in the press.  Frazer in particular had widespread appeal through the 

popularity of The Golden Bough, whose first edition in 1890 achieved both widespread 

presence in the press, as well as selling in large numbers. His views of witches were conflated 

with other types of supernatural practitioners, all of whom he largely dismissed as superstition 

driven by fear of the unknown, but his high public profile had the effect of exposing his ideas 

to a wide – and popular – audience, which helped to promulgate the stereotype of the witch.57 

Bernard Lightman’s examination of ‘scientific naturalism’ offers a fascinating insight into the 

way that the emerging fields of science challenged, or occasionally supported, religious beliefs, 

whilst giving rise to the creation of a ‘socialist science’ that used printed material to offer ‘a 

scientific validation for radical social ideals.’58 Whilst Lightman’s work does not reference 

witchcraft directly, it does demonstrate the way in which society and society’s beliefs were 

transformed during the Victorian period. That witchcraft continued to be a presence in the press 

is significant, as it shows that it was adaptable, effortlessly fitting to the required narrative. 

Popularism played an important role in the elevation of science, a point that Lightman notes in 

his discussion regarding the influence of the working classes, which leads into consideration 

of society in a more general sense. 
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Society in Victorian Britain was subject to great upheaval on many fronts with previously 

inflexible boundaries being expanded and even shattered as a consequence of numerous 

societal pressures. Urbanisation was a particularly important development in Victorian Britain. 

The process began in the eighteenth century, but myriad influences of the nineteenth century 

accelerated the transformation, challenging the former structures of communities in many 

different ways. An increasingly urban and suburban environment resulted in change across a 

wide spectrum, including statutory legislation, the economy, consumerism, industrialisation 

and its impact upon the labour market, technology, scientific discovery, religious conflict, 

political tension, ideas about evolution, the education of the working class, and the emergence 

of the middle class. Other influences are discussed in later chapters of this dissertation, but the 

emergence of the middle class is a particularly important phenomenon, which Richard Trainor 

describes as a group of people who share ‘a similar economic situation,’59 although he notes 

that the classification does not imply that all members of the middle class think or act alike in 

every way. The financial imperative is a consistent theme in this research, and it is not 

unexpected to find it as a key factor in the development of the middle class. Notions of the 

supernatural adjusted to these new communities that were neither completely rural, nor 

completely urban, and as new social structures formed, so too did folklore and oral traditions 

adapt to their new environments.  

In an interesting discussion about the changing demographics of music hall audiences in 

Victorian Britain,60 Lee Jackson refers to an interview with Mr. Grayson, the proprietor and 

manager of the famous Middlesex music hall in Drury Lane, which was published in The Era 

on 8th July 1893, in which he stated that, ‘I have seen nothing so remarkable in my time as the 

improvement in taste of music hall audiences. What they clamoured for twenty years ago they 

will hiss to-day.’ Mr. Grayson claimed that in his opinion, this change was ‘brought about by 

the refinement of public taste.’ This is an interesting point that also influenced public opinion 

in other areas covered by this research project, in particular changing opinions about a broad 

range of supernatural practices, which will be discussed in more detail in chapter five.  

Scientific progress in several disciplines emerged during the Victorian period, which in 

addition to causing numerous changes in lifestyle also threatened the hitherto unassailable 

belief in Christianity and the authority of the Bible, which resulted in a paradigm shift where 

religion and science combined to produce a kind of authority for the supernatural. The tensions 

between Protestant and Catholic sects of Christianity continued to have an effect upon society, 
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and in discussing the enormous popularity of Victorian fiction about ghosts and hauntings, Jen 

Cadwallader suggests that conflict between the material and the spiritual was an important 

factor:  

the Victorian ghost story is a useful index of the shifting fortunes of faith over 

the century because its writers were responding to and in conversation with a 

host of new ideas regarding the natural and supernatural, the mind and the 

body, the basis of belief.61 

The popularity of gothic fiction in Victorian Britain was stimulated by its publication in 

serialised form in newspapers and journals, but it was also advertised and reviewed extensively. 

The notable emergence of science fiction as a genre during the Victorian period, with writers 

such as H.G. Wells and Jules Verne having a high profile in the press62 may not have 

specifically referenced witchcraft, but they are an example of the Victorian sensibility to merge 

the mysterious with the mundane, recognising the pursuit of scientific knowledge whilst 

acknowledging that the unknown in its various guises continued to hold a visible place in 

society. This shift in understanding of how the world functions legitimised practices like 

hypnotism and spiritualism, which although they were essentially metaphysical in practice, 

were subjected to widespread investigation using scientific methods. This will be discussed in 

chapter five, in particular within the context of Janet Oppenheim’s contribution to the field of 

Victorian studies, with a consideration of how the spread of spiritualism and other similar 

practices might have subsumed popular opinions about witches. 

Chapter five also considers the effects of long-established beliefs and practices from a largely 

rural population finding their way into urban communities in the nineteenth century as people 

migrated towards conurbations for work in the new factories and the businesses that evolved 

to support industrialisation. Although many of these rural beliefs and practices were dismissed 

as superstition, nevertheless there was a genuine interest and curiosity in collecting and 

examining traditions, partly through nostalgia for an imagined untroubled and simpler past, 

and partly through the influence of an emerging focus upon historical research. Communities 

facing insecurity owing to changes in lifestyle, religious beliefs, industrialisation, and so on 

found comfort in remembering an earlier period that represented identity and a sense of 

belonging. A corollary to this is that the same impulse also recognised those who occupied the 

margins or existed outside of the accepted community, which is the place where those accused 

of witchcraft were usually found. 
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The term ‘folk-lore’ first appeared in print in 1846, when William J. Thoms, F.S.A. inaugurated 

a column about folklore in the publication The Athenaeum.63 The column appeared 35 times 

between 1846 and 1849, and in 1850 Thoms placed an advertisement in Notes and Queries no. 

19,64 which presaged the establishment of the Folklore Society in 1878. Thoms was one of the 

founding members of the Society and its formation promoted the idea that the study of 

traditional culture was an important aspect of British life. Customs and beliefs, especially those 

held by a rural population in the process of being urbanised, became legitimised; in the process, 

popular beliefs about witchcraft and associated practices were viewed as subjects worthy of 

attention, although it should be noted that witchcraft was never subjected to the kind of 

scholarly or scientific rigor that was applied to other types of supernatural practices or folk 

traditions. It was not only the urbanisation of rural communities that saw attention focused 

upon the supernatural, however. Cities had their own traditions of supernatural practices that 

included fortune-telling, finding lost objects or searching for treasure by magical means, and 

medical services. William Pooley offers a thoughtful discussion about witchcraft in Paris c. 

1789-1939 that contrasts supernatural practices in city and urban environments, noting the 

focus upon self-identification as a witch in towns and cities to promote their proficiency in the 

use of supernatural powers, a claim made easier by the absence of the influential rural priest.65 

Whilst this style of urban witchcraft was not noticeable in the sources for the present research, 

nevertheless the shift from a rural to an urban society did have an effect upon how newspapers 

reported upon witchcraft, which will be explored in more detail in this dissertation. 

Witchcraft and the Fourth Estate 

Edmund Burke (1729-1797) is generally considered to be the first to have used the term ‘fourth 

estate’ to refer to the press, having recognised that its growth, even as early as the eighteenth 

century, demonstrated a powerful force in British democracy: 

Burke said there were Three Estates in Parliament; but, in the Reporters’ Gallery 

yonder, there sat a Fourth Estate more important by far than they all.66 

Burke took the view that the fourth estate provided an independent voice, whilst the other three 

estates (the Lords Temporal, the Lords Spiritual, and the House of Commons) represented the 

established infrastructure of government. The fourth estate was held to be the mediator of 

public opinion, an idealised role where ‘the press would act as an indispensable link between 

public opinion and the governing institutions of the country.’67 George Boyce challenged this 
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presumptive function from several perspectives and commented that ‘it was an undeniable fact 

that the press, or at least a large section of it, was by no means free from the influence of the 

other ‘estates’.’68 He argued that a newspaper was in fact a commercial venture and that it 

would be impossible for such a vehicle to be truly independent, a dynamic that is examined 

further below.  

The use of newspapers as a primary source is a relatively recent methodology, whose value for 

research purposes is now widely accepted:  

Although there was once widespread scepticism about using newspapers because of 

their doubtful accuracy and their ephemeral nature, ever since the ‘cultural turn’ and 

the increasing scholarly interest in language, representation and meaning, there are few 

who deny the value of newspaper content for understanding politics, culture and 

society.69 

In a paper published in 1946,70 L. F. Newman recognised the potential for using British 

newspapers as a primary source for witchcraft studies, but it was not until the 1990s that Owen 

Davies began his pioneering research into witchcraft, noting that, ‘The newspaper archive is, 

potentially, the largest untapped source of material concerning popular belief in witchcraft and 

magic for the period after the formal cessation of the witchcraft trials in 1736.’71 This displayed 

extraordinary insight, particularly as the digitisation project of British newspapers had not yet 

commenced when Davies made that observation and his own research was restricted to, ‘short 

searches through various newspapers from around the country, the following up of secondary 

references, and an extensive, systematic ongoing survey of Somerset newspapers.’72 This was 

a painstaking and time-consuming task and historians owe a debt of gratitude to Davies for his 

recognition of the importance of newspapers as a primary source for witchcraft studies.  

The dramatic evolution of the fourth estate during the nineteenth century was partly a 

consequence of societal changes affecting and guiding the content that newspapers published. 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and during the first half of the nineteenth century, 

the press generally reported news in a factual, rather prosaic style of writing, focusing upon 

important matters within government, politics, and reports of overseas conflicts, presented in 

a serious style that ‘clung to tradition [valuing] dignity above enterprise.’73 This aligned with 

Burke’s view that the fourth estate provided an independent voice, which acted as an 

indispensable link between public opinion and the governing institutions of the country. The 
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emergence of more newspapers in a commercially focused environment, however, resulted in 

a much broader range of content. Newspapers continued to present national and international 

news but became much more attuned to what we might refer to today as tabloid journalism. 

This style of reporting came to be known as ‘new journalism’ and was strongly criticised by 

traditional newspaper editors as ‘attention-grabbing, commercial, ephemeral, and 

distracting.’74 It was, of course, all of those things but most importantly, ‘new journalism’ 

introduced a commercially astute approach partly ‘by providing a more attractive overall 

appearance and writing style,’75 which sold newspapers. The inclusion of features designed to 

entertain and amuse increased their sales and circulation, which in turn led to a greater 

emphasis upon reporting the sort of popular material that attracted readers: ‘murders, 

executions, elopements and a miscellany of small features.’76 It was not that newspaper editors 

and proprietors believed in witches and witchcraft, it simply gave them ‘an opportunity to 

entertain readers with stories of credulous lower orders and deranged accusers.’77 As noted by 

Nick Freeman in his discussion about gothic fiction and the role of the press, what came to be 

known as tabloid journalism placed the entertainment value of its content above any other 

consideration and newspaper reporting, ‘especially if unconstrained by matters of accuracy’ 

played a key role in ‘introducing its readers to strange and unfamiliar worlds.’78 

It was not only the introduction of entertaining, popular content that made Victorian 

newspapers so exceptional, however; it was also the sheer volume that emerged in the late 

nineteenth century that made such an impact. In his important examination of the provincial 

press, Andrew Hobbs includes a detailed summary of English newspapers published between 

1846 and 1896 according to Mitchell’s Newspaper Press Directories, which demonstrates the 

general trend for the increase in the number of newspapers published in London and the 

provinces from 355 in 1846 to 1,839 in 1896.79 Indeed, newspapers became so pervasive that, 

‘The scale of the press encouraged a perception of it as a universal phenomenon that reached 

all, and this underlined assertions of the significance of newspapers.’80  
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Figure 2: English newspaper publication according to Mitchell’s Newspaper Press Directories 

 

This substantial growth of the fourth estate in Victorian Britain was prompted by several 

factors, which had the combined effect of driving both the expansion and professionalisation 

of the newspaper industry. Lucy Brown provides an extensive examination of these and other 

contributory factors in The Encyclopedia of the British Press 1422-1992,81 and Victorian News 

and Newspapers,82 and it is useful to provide a brief overview of the key elements at this point 

in the dissertation. Brown’s work highlights the complexity of the influences upon the 

development of the fourth estate in the nineteenth century, but there are a number of 

fundamental issues that were decisive upon the infrastructure and character of the nineteenth 

century press and can be summarised here.  

As noted above, societal changes influenced the type of content published in Victorian 

newspapers, but there were also significant changes to the regulatory framework. These 

legislative amendments had a significant effect upon the development and management of 

newspapers; in particular, changes to legislation in the nineteenth century relating to stamp 

duty, taxation, and excise duty, played an important role in the growth of the press. The removal 

of the so-called ‘taxes on knowledge’ occurred over a relatively short period of time: 

Advertisement Duties in 1853, Newspaper Stamp Duty in 1855, and Paper Duties in 1861.83  

The abolition of these taxes not only opened up the possibility of a greater scale of production 
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and increased profits for the existing press, but also inspired change in the sector as a whole. 

The most obvious consequence of these changes was very simply that it made the publication 

of newspapers cheaper and suggests that the statutory changes to remove ‘the taxes on 

knowledge’ were driven by economic forces rather than by judicial motives. As noted by Tom 

O’Malley:  

The newspaper industry was a business, and much of the reforming zeal it 

applied in the nineteenth century was expended in pursuing legal changes 

which produced economic benefits.84  

Miles Taylor’s examination of British Radicalism during the period 1847-1860 takes the view 

that the growth of the press, especially the provincial press, was partly motivated by political 

factors, including the emergence of a new kind of popular liberalism and the influence of 

radical politics, especially in the period following the 1857 general election. This is not entirely 

disengaged from an economic imperative because politics and the economy are inextricably 

linked, but O’Malley’s argument in favour of a predominantly financial motive seems more 

plausible. Nevertheless, it is true that Victorian newspapers were ideally placed to present 

arguments about political issues, and Taylor points especially to the opportunities offered by 

the provincial press for local politicians to promote their views for and against changes 

occurring at national level. He does, however, caution against assuming too great a role for the 

press in promoting popular liberalism, noting that whilst expansion of the press took place after 

1850, its major developments were localised and sporadic,85 which reinforces my opinion of 

the importance of an overriding financial motivation. 

The typical model for most newspapers in the first half of the nineteenth century was a family 

business, but after the Companies Act of 1856 and the subsequent Companies Act of 1862, 

joint-stock companies became more common and for newspapers this created ‘increased 

potential for expansion and the greater security offered by limited liability.’86 Alan J. Lee notes 

that by the 1870s newspapers became attractive businesses to speculators and that by the end 

of the century, many family companies took advantage of the protection offered by the Act and 

adjusted their business models accordingly.87 

Other Acts that had a direct impact upon the operation and growth of the Victorian press 

included the 1869 Newspapers, Printers and Reading Rooms Repeal Act, which removed the 

requirement ‘that all newspaper owners register with the State, thus making it difficult to 
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identify whom to sue in cases of libel.’88 The Newspaper Libel and Registration Act of 1881, 

which offered even more extensive protection to newspaper proprietors was strengthened with 

an amendment Act in 1888, which ‘sought to remove proprietors from the danger of criminal 

prosecution, except by order of a judge in chambers,’ and eliminated the option for ‘plaintiff[s] 

to obtain exorbitant damages merely by pursuing separate actions on different papers for the 

same libel.’89 I will discuss the issues of plagiarism and syndication below, but will comment 

here that republishing the same, or variations of, newspaper content was a common practice in 

Victorian Britain. Viewed collectively it seems clear that these Acts had the effect of 

significantly reducing risk to newspaper proprietors, which then encouraged new publications 

and contributed to the expansion of the newspaper industry. These changes in the taxation laws 

and the introduction of Acts that reduced the risk of publishing a newspaper were driven by 

commercial incentives and laid the foundation that led to the extraordinary growth of the fourth 

estate in Victorian Britain. The Elementary Education Act 1870 is also a key piece of 

legislation, but its effect upon Victorian literacy is uncertain.90 It is mentioned here for 

completion rather than suggesting that it had a significant effect upon newspaper readership; 

after all, it is quite clear that newspapers in the nineteenth century were business enterprises 

and even prior to 1870 they were established on the sound commercial basis of there being a 

substantial number of people able to read them.  

As the newspaper industry experienced significant growth, the need for more content also grew 

exponentially. Not just any content however, but items that attracted attention through being 

scandalous, shocking, or disreputable, and for the provincial press, that gave the appearance if 

not the fact of being local. ‘New journalism’ offered newspapers an opportunity to meet the 

needs of their growing readership and witchcraft, with its ability to shock, dismay, and excite, 

was a subject almost tailor-made for the burgeoning press. Lucy Brown comments that ‘a 

miscellaneous collection of dramas, crimes, and catastrophes … formed an important part of 

the mid-Victorian newspaper business,’91 which supports the evidence examined in this 

research project. Whether reporting upon a scandalous crime, reviewing a play or a book, 

publishing the details of a lecture, or referencing the after-dinner toast to the Lancashire 

Witches, newspaper editors and proprietors recognised that witchcraft was a subject that would 

fascinate their readers, which would in turn sell more newspapers.  

Several other important influences on the development of the nascent newspaper industry came 

to bear during the second half of the nineteenth century, in particular the invention of the steam 
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printing press and the establishment of a commercial rail network. A comprehensive 

examination of technological advances in printing, even limited to the period 1850 to 1899, 

would fill several volumes and discussion will, therefore, be limited to key stages in the history 

of newspaper printing in the nineteenth century. The first important stage occurred in 1814 

when a steam-driven cylinder press invented by German engineers Friedrich Koenig and 

Andreas Bauer was installed by The Times, which ‘achieved speeds of over 1,000 impressions, 

or 500 perfected copies, an hour, more than four times the output of an iron hand press.’92 

Steam driven cylinder presses became faster and more efficient as the century progressed, 

which led to another important innovation in 1863 when the stereotype printing process,93 

which had been commonly used on flatbed printing since the eighteenth century, was adapted 

for use with the rotary press.  

The next important stage in the development of newspaper production was automation of the 

process to set type accurately and efficiently, known as compositing. Several attempts were 

made to introduce an automated process for typesetting, but these were generally seen to be 

cumbersome, inaccurate, and failed to make any appreciable reduction in printing cost.94 A 

typesetting machine invented by Robert Hattersley in the early 1860s had some small success 

and was followed in 1869 by a machine developed by Charles Kastenbein, but then sometime 

around 1878 there was a significant development when Frederick Wicks of Glasgow invented 

the first typesetting machine that could handle justification of text. As a result of this invention, 

the process of compositing became streamlined, which achieved two important objectives for 

the newspaper industry: more efficient and faster output leading to a reduction in wages and 

fixed costs. 

Distribution was a critical factor in delivering newspapers to the readers. Rooney discusses the 

importance of the development of a national rail network, noting that it was ‘obviously 

instrumental to the growth of the press in terms of the ability to transport printed matter swiftly 

using the country’s emerging rail networks.’95 An advertisement that appeared in the 

Hampshire Chronicle in 1855 offers convincing evidence of the importance of the railway 

network in distribution of newspapers: a daily parcel of newspapers 4lbs in weight or under 

cost £3 per annum or £2 per annum if delivered within 10 miles of Waterloo, or 3d a day if 

paid daily. The rates increased on a sliding scale according to parcel weight, with parcels 

weighing between 36lb and 56lb costing a shilling a day or £14 per annum.96 
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The railway network also played a key role in distributing provincial newspapers to individual 

readers, as shown by this advertisement that appeared in 1864: 

Newspapers by Railway 

Residents near the lines of the Caledonian, the Edinburgh and Glasgow, and 

the Glasgow and South-Western Railways, with their Branches, who may 

wish copies of the Independent sent weekly, have now the opportunity of 

receiving them by early morning trains at any of the Stations of these 

Companies at the rate, for carriage, of One Farthing per copy. The Railway 

Companies do not undertake delivery, and the papers must be called for.97 

The development of a thriving passenger railway also gave travellers the opportunity to read 

newspapers during their journeys, one consequence of which was the establishment of an 

impressive associated industry of newspaper sellers located at railway stations: 

In 1848, the first of what was to be the network of WH Smith railway 

bookstalls was opened at Euston Station. By the time William Henry Smith 

died in 1891, he had opened 150 station shops.98 

The station bookstall was not the only commercial outlet for the sale of newspapers and 

journals, but it was a particularly important one and Smith operated in England, Wales, and 

Ireland (later passed to William Eason99), with Scotland establishing a similar network 

operated by John Menzies.  

The establishment of the electric telegraph in 1845 had a momentous impact upon gathering 

information for newspaper content and the way in which news was distributed, which was 

further developed in 1870 with the formation of a government monopoly of telegraph services 

in the form of the Post Office. As with the removal of the ‘taxes on knowledge,’ this had the 

effect of reducing costs for newspaper proprietors. The telegraph was used extensively by 

journalists, court reporters, and special correspondents to gather and distribute content. This 

supported the evolution of professional journalism by establishing a framework that both 

informed and reflected the life-experiences of the reader, ‘feeding a thirst for news, satisfying 

a desire for recreation and amusement, and taking advantage of the opportunity to acquire new 

knowledge, along with gaining a potential worldview or validation of one’s identity.’100 
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In addition to the emergence of professional journalism, there was another category of news 

gathering in Victorian Britain that has not previously received much academic attention in the 

field of witchcraft studies. Quoting Alfred Arthur Reader, Hobbs comments that, ‘Every 

village, however remote, has its newspaper representative in the person of the village 

schoolmaster, bookseller, shopkeeper, or barber’ and notes that in the mid-nineteenth century 

the Manchester Guardian paid more for content gathered by district correspondents than for 

its reporting staff members, and that ‘these people were significant creators of newspaper 

content across the UK.’101 I suggest that such a network would be ideally placed to hear about 

local scandals, petty disputes, local activities, and disreputable vagrants living in or visiting the 

local community, and these characters might occupy an important role in stories submitted to 

the newspapers by the local correspondents. The lack of a byline to identify writers and 

correspondents ‘until well into the twentieth century’102 makes such an argument difficult to 

substantiate except in the most general terms, but it seems plausible to consider that ‘articles, 

reports and correspondence on history, customs and practices, including news from local and 

regional societies, reminiscences, folklore and dialect’103 published in provincial newspapers 

might have originated with these district correspondents. 

A particularly important characteristic of the fourth estate in Victorian Britain was the weekly 

or bi-weekly newspaper, with a ‘specific and influential selection of content.’104 Crime, which 

is discussed in detail in the next chapter, was an indispensable subject for Victorian 

newspapers, but especially so for the most popular types of newspapers, those published in a 

weekly edition. These newspapers were unashamedly populist and as noted by Jeremy Black, 

‘Crime had always been a staple of the press. The Sunday papers made it the basis of their 

success,’105 a point proven by the circulation leaders, Reynolds’s Newspaper and Lloyd’s 

Weekly Newspaper, both of which would typically contain 70-80% of stories relating to 

murder, crime, and scandal.106 As demonstrated by the evidence retrieved for this study and 

the examples provided in chapter two, witchcraft-related crime was published primarily in 

weekly or bi-weekly publications, and as noted by Alan J. Lee, ‘By far the most popular 

newspaper, however, was the weekly which catered for a wide public.’107 (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 English provincial newspapers by publication cycle 

 

Newspapers identified in the research for chapter two are listed in appendices A to T, with the 

breakdown between daily and weekly (including bi- and tri-weekly) shown in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3 Cycle of publication of newspapers listed in the appendices (weekly includes bi-weekly and tri-weekly) for the period 

1850-1899 
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The popularity of crime reporting gave rise to a specific role within the emerging field of 

journalism, that of the court reporter. This has particular relevance to the presence of witchcraft 

in Victorian newspapers and has been the subject of research undertaken by several 

researchers.108 Evidence gathered for the present study offers a wide range of incidents 

featuring witchcraft-related fraud and assault, which were heard in the petty sessions, police 

courts, and assizes. Analysis of these incidents and the way in which they were featured draws 

attention to the extensive distribution of such content as well as the type of newspapers in 

which the reports appeared. There is a substantial amount of evidence for the wide dispersal of 

reports and stories about witchcraft, which I suggest was a consequence of the syndication – 

as well as outright plagiarism – that was a fundamental characteristic of the Victorian press, 

typified by ‘nineteenth-century newspapermen and women [who] created intricate matrices of 

familial and professional relationships which encouraged the sharing of printed material for 

reasons which went far beyond finance, politics or ideology.’109 This distribution of articles 

and reports was driven partly by the need obtain content to fill space and it should be noted 

that typical witchcraft incidents, which were often just a single paragraph, were ideally sized 

to be copied and reproduced ad infinitum. As noted above, the use of a byline to identify the 

author did not come into use until the twentieth century and a vigorous industry of duplication 

and plagiarism became common in Victorian newspapers.110  

In his introduction to an exhaustive study about the provincial press, A Fleet Street in Every 

Town, Andrew Hobbs suggests that one important reason for the popularity of the provincial 

press in Victorian Britain was that it was intrinsically entwined with local communities and 

gave the appearance of publishing stories that were relatable to the local people.111 There are a 

number of characteristics that typify the local or regional nature of the provincial press, the 

most obvious being that provincial newspapers usually include a geographical reference in the 

title of their publications, such as Newry Telegraph, Dundee Courier, Coventry Times, Dorset 

County Chronicle, and so on, and as noted by Hobbs, ‘localism was a selling point.’112 

Nevertheless, in consideration of the newspaper industry as it was in the 1860s and beyond, 

Hobbs also points out that despite this apparent identification as local, the provincial press was 

actually a part of a national network that not only shared proprietors, but also ‘the methods by 

which they gathered and distributed editorial and advertising material.’113 In other words, the 

pretence of being a local newspaper enabled content to be sourced and published throughout 

the British Isles, which had the effect of gathering and dispersing news regarding incidents of 

witchcraft that prior to 1850 might have had only a small, localised, exposure. As noted by 
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Hobbs and supported by the evidence from the present research, ‘Nineteenth-century local 

papers were less local in their content and control than has been assumed.’114 William Saunders 

is a particularly useful case study that demonstrates the way in which news was distributed and 

re-distributed in the nineteenth century. Saunders began his newspaper career in 1860 when in 

partnership with his brother-in-law, he launched the Western Morning News in Plymouth. Four 

years later he started the Eastern Morning News in Hull, then the following year he purchased 

the Northern Daily Express, which was published in Newcastle. To ensure regular content for 

these newspapers Saunders established the Central Press, which in addition to securing content 

for his own newspapers also provided distribution services to other provincial newspapers. 

After selling off Central Press in 1871, Saunders established another news agency, which in 

1873 took the name Central News and continued to operate for the next 80 years.115 Provincial 

newspapers featured a wide range of content, including the conventional areas of interest of 

politics and hostilities reported from overseas, usually categorised as ‘old journalism.’ It was 

‘new journalism,’ however, which as discussed above featured popular material that was 

characterised by scandalous and attention-grabbing features, that had the effect of extending 

the readership of newspapers. As well as growing the overall consumer market for the press by 

popularising their content, newspapers extended their reach into segments of the population 

that had previously not thought to buy or read a newspaper. Indeed, Lucy Brown notes how 

frequently Lancashire poetry of the 1860s describes people learning to read newspapers and 

she refers to a full-page illustration in the Illustrated London News during 1862, showing 

Manchester cotton workers reading newspapers in a local library.116 This emerging market, 

which included the working classes as well as a broader section of the middle class, introduced 

information on a wide variety of subjects – including witchcraft and the supernatural – to new 

readers.  

Research Methodology 

Methodology is intrinsically associated with the format of the primary sources and is therefore 

an important factor in determining how to identify and interpret the data. The nineteenth 

century has extensive – and largely underused – primary sources, which makes it an extremely 

useful period in which to examine and consider the evolution and continuation of witchcraft 

beliefs from the witch trials of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the contemporary 

period. The use of newspapers as a primary source offers several different approaches in 

determining the scope of the research.  Options include examining a narrowly defined 

geographical area during the Victorian period, which is the approach taken by Andrew Hobbs 
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in his case study of Preston, or focusing upon a specific incident over a shorter period of time 

as with Angela Bourke’s study of the murder of Bridget Cleary in 1895.117  Another option is 

a broad approach that examines the period 1850-1899 without limiting the research to a single 

place, date, or incident. Whilst acknowledging the value of a detailed examination of a specific 

incident, date, or geographical area, the principal objective of the present research project is to 

examine the relationship between the fourth estate and witchcraft throughout Victorian Britain, 

which therefore requires a broad holistic approach to evaluate witchcraft-related content 

published in newspapers between 1850 and 1899, and the dispersal of reports of incidents 

through formal networks or informal duplication.  

Digital media for the purpose of historical research is a methodology that was influenced by 

the emergence of the academic field of Digital Humanities, which Svensson describes as, ‘… 

the notion of “modes of engagement” as a means of describing the interrelation between the 

humanities and the digital.’118 This interrelation is indicated in the present research project 

through use of tools developed as a result of advances in digital technology combined with a 

broad spectrum of humanities disciplines to analyse the data, especially where the subject of 

witchcraft intersects with other topics. This is particularly well-expressed by the principal 

sources for the present research, which are inclusive of articles, lectures, meetings, 

advertisements, book and theatrical reviews, literature, and poetry, which might not have been 

identified before the advent of the Digital Humanities approach to research methodology, and 

which provide a common meeting point for studies that until the end of the twentieth century 

were often considered unrelated. The methodology is, therefore, effective in providing insight 

from multiple viewpoints, revealing trends and themes that lead to a valuable appreciation of 

the role that witchcraft played in Victorian Britain. 

The development of digital archives of newspapers and journals over the past 15 years offers 

an exhaustive resource for research using primary source material. As noted by Bob Nicholson, 

‘There are thousands of collections available online and new ones are continually being 

unveiled. We have now reached the point where even the most enthusiastic proponents of 

digital research cannot keep pace with the volume of material that is now available.’119 

Newspapers and journals are being scanned and added to digital archives very rapidly, which 

makes digital resources a swiftly expanding source of primary data.120 As noted in the 

introduction the sources for the present research are held in the BNA, a digital collection that 

includes primarily provincial newspapers published between 1700 and the present, with a 
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majority being for the period 1850-1899. Whilst this extensive digital collection offers the 

researcher a valuable medium through which to investigate how newspapers featured 

witchcraft in Victorian Britain, there is need for caution when analysing the results of data 

extracted from the BNA: 

As digital culture is characterized by a proliferation of texts in increasingly 

unstable and dynamic forms, seemingly disassociated from those who have 

created them, it has never been more necessary to engender a critical approach 

that can account for these texts and put them in some sort of context.121 

A useful example of this from the present research project can be found by a simplistic analysis 

of data extracted from the BNA for the period 1850 to 1899 using the keywords ‘witch’ and 

‘witchcraft.’ Analysis on a purely quantitative basis would suggest that reports of the practice 

of witchcraft become increasingly common after 1850, but such a conclusion would be faulty, 

and its deficiency is revealed when the results are placed within the context of the rise in the 

number of newspapers being published. At a very basic level and leaving aside for the moment 

analysis of the type of content, more items featuring witches and witchcraft appeared in the 

press after 1850 simply because there were more newspapers being published. The research 

project does not, therefore, use a quantitative measure of content related to witchcraft but 

examines the context and the dispersal of such content, which is made possible through the use 

of a digital archive such as the BNA with its extensive collection of scanned pages. Quantitative 

measures are used in commentary on specific instances, but only to highlight the pervasive 

nature of an identified commonality. 

The use of scanned documents presents a number of challenges to the researcher, not least an 

unreliable interpretation of text, particularly when the page being examined has poor quality 

type or typographical errors. Some scanned texts are completely illegible and require a 

secondary review to evaluate whether they are of use to the research. This is particularly 

challenging for the present research project, where many false positive responses have to be 

eliminated, which is a time-consuming task considering the high number of records to be 

reviewed. Common errors included typographical and inconsistent spelling; for example, 

‘witch’ instead of ‘which’ occurs fairly regularly. Another common error is confusion between 

‘witch’ and ‘watch’ as well as ‘witch’ and ‘match.’ Nevertheless, a ‘study commissioned by 

the British Library found that the average ‘word accuracy’ of their nineteenth-century 
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newspaper database was 78%,122 making keyword searches conducted using the BNA database 

a viable approach.  

A further consideration is that a digital search engine does not discriminate between legitimate 

instances of reports about witches and those that refer to the names of racehorses, ships, and 

place names. Whilst it is possible to exclude words from a search – for example, eliminating 

the word ‘sea’ in the search criteria to avoid including some ships in the results – accounting 

for all of these effectively is best done by hand, which requires the researcher to scan manually 

the records returned in a search of the archive. Some digital archives address this issue by using 

an algorithm that provides results based upon a more contextual examination. The archive 

‘Gale Primary Sources British Library Newspapers’ uses the same data archive as the BNA, 

but the number of positive results from a search can be significantly less than the same search 

using the BNA, because its search function   

takes the titles, subjects, and approximately the first 100 words from a subset 

of your top results and feeds them into an algorithm. Keywords shown in the 

graphics are those found most often in the text with your search term.123 

As an example, a keyword search conducted in February 2021 for appearances of the word 

‘witchcraft’ during January 1875 using Gale Primary Sources British Library Newspapers 

returned 30 records, whilst the same search in the BNA returned 134 records. The BNA results 

might include material that is irrelevant to the research, but it is a more robust approach to 

review all the results and eliminate those that are not required, than potentially to miss 

important material. Volume is a considerable challenge when using a digital archive, however, 

and a search engine that has a robust algorithm may be a preferred tool for some types of 

research. A very useful study into the use of large datasets was conducted by Thomas Lansdall-

Welfare et al, 'Content Analysis of 150 Years of British Periodicals,’ which was published in 

2016. The authors suggest that ‘trends and changes, which might otherwise go unnoticed, can 

be discovered by machine, enabling a complementary approach with closer investigation by 

traditional scholars.’ 124 Their study is much broader in scope than simply identifying trends, 

but the findings indicate how effectively large-scale textual corpora can assist historians to 

detect trends that would be difficult to identify with a singular approach to a narrower primary 

source. Their opinion endorses the findings of the present research, a point I discuss in the 

relevant chapters below. 
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One difficulty in using the BNA is that whilst the policy for the digitisation project described 

in the introduction to this chapter is clear and consistent, nevertheless an uneven distribution 

of the selection of texts being digitised is a consideration when analysing the results of the 

keyword search. Identification of a large number of incidents for a particular location may 

reflect a genuinely high number of incidents in that area, but it may also be a consequence that: 

• more newspapers for that area have been digitised; or  

• more newspapers were published in that particular area in the nineteenth century; or  

• local processes may have resulted in more newspapers from a particular area being 

safely archived; or 

• some newspapers were more likely than others to include incidents of interest to the 

present research owing to the political or commercial policies of their proprietors or 

editors.  

It is not possible to determine with any confidence which of these circumstances might apply, 

even where it is known that specific newspapers are not part of the BNA. This leads to a 

consideration of what Patrick Leary refers to as ‘the offline penumbra,’125 where texts and 

newspaper pages that have not yet been scanned often remain in obscurity, passed over by 

researchers because they are not available in digital form. Some documents might be absent 

owing to policy priorities of pages to be scanned for inclusion in a digital archive, or because 

the primary print documents are not a complete set. Omission of what could be vital data owing 

to an ‘offline penumbra’ is clearly a drawback to the use of digital archives. It should, however, 

be noted that Leary was writing in 2005, when comprehensive digital archives were in early 

stages of development. Perhaps a more insightful view of this within today’s context is that 

digital archives for the nineteenth century have, by virtue of their size and accessibility, become 

an overused resource with non-digital material sometimes being excluded from consideration.  

Keyword myopia is another potential weakness in digital research, which is that researchers 

may only see what the keywords show. For example, records retrieved during a search using 

keywords may be viewed in isolation from their context, resulting in superficial or simplistic 

analysis and flawed results. James Mussell explores this issue in detail in The Nineteenth-

Century Press in the Digital Age making the important point that nineteenth-century 

newspapers ‘had physical, emotional and symbolic presence in the lives of their readers.’126 

Using keywords in searches of a digital archive removes the content from its context, which 

unless treated with caution can be misleading. As an example, a keyword search of Victorian 
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newspapers for ‘Jack the Ripper’ would only locate results for articles published after he had 

murdered four women and been so named. Before that point he was known as ‘Leather Apron’ 

or ‘Whitechapel Fiend’ and unless the keyword list included those names, the earliest records 

of his crimes would be ignored, and the results deeply flawed. It is also possible to fail to 

identify newspaper reports that use phrases or colloquialisms that would be familiar to the 

nineteenth century reader but are perplexing to modern eyes. Political discourse using 

witchcraft as a metaphor can be difficult to identify owing to cultural references that had 

meaning to the target audience in Victorian Britain but are incomprehensible without a 

framework to provide context. Nevertheless, as discussed in chapter four, political discourse 

was a popular subject for newspapers in Victorian Britain and demonstrates yet another aspect 

of the role of witchcraft in the fourth estate. 

Having discussed some of the challenges in using an extensive digital dataset, this is a good 

point to consider the benefits. As noted by Laurel Brake when discussing the evolution of 

digital media, large datasets that exist in digital form ‘enhance more traditional research 

methodologies by enabling scholars to find information more quickly and more fully than print 

formats allow.’127 The opportunity to discover unanticipated findings has been discussed above 

and trends can be identified and analysed more accurately with a large dataset of material to 

examine. Davies provides a practical example of this by comparing the results of a search of 

newspapers he conducted in Somerset in the 1990s using microfiche and hard copy sources, 

against a more recent search conducted using a digital archive. He concludes that for the subject 

of his research, a manual search is more thorough, probably because more local papers for the 

area are available in print and microfiche than in digital form, compounded by errors as a result 

of transcription inaccuracies in the text-recognition software used. Davies also notes, however, 

that a benefit of using a digital archive is that the search parameters are not limited solely to 

the time period originally theorised for the study, which reveals that some incidents occurred 

later than previously considered and so were not included in the earlier findings.128 The 

advantage of being able to utilise broader parameters is also highlighted by Nicholson, who 

comments that ‘the development of keyword search technology has made it possible to trace 

the development and movement of ideas and discursive formations in ways that were once 

impossible.’129  
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Conclusion 

This introductory chapter examined newspapers published between 1850 and 1899 to 

investigate popular beliefs and opinions about witches in Victorian Britain. It looked 

specifically at what Victorian newspapers considered to be witchcraft, rather than what 

contemporary alleged practitioners considered to be witchcraft, or what academics today might 

consider to be witchcraft. It addressed the question of why references to witches and witchcraft 

published in newspapers between 1850 and 1899 show such a significant increase; firstly, by 

demonstrating the exceptional growth in the number of newspapers being published and 

secondly, the commercially driven need to find popular content that would attract readers. This 

determined that examination of an extensive digital archive of newspapers was the most 

appropriate methodology, situating witchcraft within the context of the burgeoning fourth 

estate in Victorian Britain, giving due consideration to the legal framework of the industry, as 

well as scientific and mechanical discoveries that had an impact on printing, news gathering, 

and distribution. 

The chapter considered witchcraft historiography from the early modern period to the twentieth 

century, examining several commonalities including religious turmoil, political unrest, and 

social and economic change. The study indicates that witchcraft adapted and endured 

throughout all of these upheavals, which suggests there was a distinctive concept relating to 

witchcraft beliefs from the early modern period to the nineteenth century that survived social, 

political, and religious disorder. This is especially noticeable in the depiction of witches as 

malicious, ugly, elderly women, which was by far the most frequent representation in Victorian 

newspapers examined during this study, lending support to the idea that there was a consistent 

hegemonic representation of the witch in Victorian Britain. The evidence also suggests that 

whilst there was a decline in the number of reports for witchcraft-related fraud or assault 

appearing in Victorian newspapers, the implication that witchcraft itself declined and vanished 

is not wholly accurate when other factors are considered.  

 Davies asserts that, ‘a raft of long-held magical beliefs … and, most important of all, 

witchcraft, disappeared by the first half of the [twentieth century].130 He suggests that there is 

a correlation between the apparent decline in popular belief of witchcraft and the decreasing 

frequency of accusations and prosecutions documented in court records, but he also 

acknowledges that it would require ‘the extensive systematic surveying of a large selection of 

local newspapers from around the country.’131 to provide sufficient statistical data to confirm 
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the hypothesis. The present research is designed to achieve that precise objective and thereby 

add meaningfully to the work of other scholars by supporting or challenging their hypotheses. 

The findings of the research for witchcraft-related crime are shown in chapter two. 

Davies also posits a causation that society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

became much less unpredictable, with individuals being able to exert more control over their 

environment and individual comfort. He suggests that as a result, the fear that accompanied 

unknown – and often bewildering – instances of personal misfortune abated, and that witches 

were therefore no longer required to fulfil the role of a scapegoat. This offers a plausible 

rationale for a decline and eventual disappearance of witchcraft-related crime, but it does not 

adequately account for the survival and subsequent growth of witchcraft when considered 

through a more diverse lens. The evidence derived from newspaper accounts supports the view 

that by the end of the nineteenth century, fewer alleged witches appeared in the courts charged 

with fraud and instances of assault of alleged witches declined, but witches continued to be a 

presence in the press and as demonstrated by Margaret Murray, they did not entirely disappear, 

being re-invented in the twentieth century as a pagan religious cult.  

Waters states in his book Cursed Britain that ‘witchcraft undoubtedly declined’132 but argues 

that it happened later, during the first half of the twentieth century and possibly as late as the 

1960s, suggesting several possible reasons including a mutually beneficial partnership between 

the health industry and statutory legislation. He argues that as the century unfolded, new 

government regulations prohibited any kind of ‘quackery’ or health care based upon 

superstitious remedies, which effectively rendered practitioners such as cunning-folk 

ineffectual. Waters proposes that this regulation of the various parts of the healthcare industry 

removed reliance from the more informal types of medical care and that consequently, cunning-

folk, and by association witches, found that their services were no longer required and their 

role in the community faded into obscurity. This, he suggests, had a cumulative effect because 

without cunning-folk to persuade their clients that they had been cursed with misfortune or 

illness, the natural antagonist of a well-ordered society was no longer the witch. The state had 

become powerful enough to challenge long-held beliefs about misfortune and illness being a 

consequence of supernatural forces and as a result, newspaper reports relating to services 

provided by witches and cunning-folk faded into obscurity. These are plausible arguments 

when applied to contemporary practitioners, but do not account for the continuing popularity 

of witches in the Arts, community events, and belief in the supernatural.  
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Bostridge suggests that ‘witchcraft theory was resilient and adaptable to changing 

circumstance,’133 which is supported by the evidence reviewed in the research and helps to 

partially explain the persistence of witchcraft in the nineteenth century, having survived 

centuries of political, moral, religious, and scientific turmoil. The witch somehow navigated 

all of these immense changes, remaining a visible and recognisable character, an unbreakable 

thread woven throughout the centuries. By the end of the nineteenth century an alleged witch 

was less likely to be brought before the courts, or be subjected to assault, or perform the role 

of healer in the community, but she remained a visibly vibrant feature in the Victorian press. 
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Chapter Two: Witchcraft and Crime in the Victorian Press 

Introduction 

This chapter examines witchcraft-related crime, considers the types of crime that were 

attributed to witchcraft, and reviews the extent of the dissemination of such reports in 

newspapers throughout the British Isles. It considers two key questions: firstly, why did 

newspapers publish articles and reports about crimes attributed to, or associated with, 

witchcraft? Secondly, how were such articles and reports sourced and did the journalist 

accurately represent the facts?  

To elaborate upon the first question, crime was not simply a matter of interesting content for 

newspapers, it also provided a means by which campaigners could illustrate the need for 

reforms across a range of issues such as education, health, social unrest, religion, and politics. 

Journalists and editors who used crime to illustrate the need for change were creating a 

powerful image for readers, which had far more effect than simply offering an editorial or 

column explaining why change was needed. Witches were a recognisable stereotype that could 

be used by journalists and editors to promote a view that (for example) education was lacking, 

or religious instruction had failed to buttress parishioners effectively against superstitious 

credulity. Witches were remarkably flexible and could be moulded to fit a required narrative, 

which made witchcraft-related crime very useful to journalists and editors seeking to influence 

public opinion on any matter. It was not only witchcraft that was employed in this way. For 

example, spiritualism, which is discussed in chapter five, was particularly prevalent in reports 

of fraud resulting in headlines such as ‘The Delusion of Spiritualism’ (Barnsley Independent, 

17 November 1860, although originally published in the Lancet on 10 November 1860). It is 

an interesting example as the writer draws a very clear connection with ‘the rampant Socialist,’ 

who is ready to convert to Homeopathy and ‘equally prepared to adopt the heresies of 

Spiritualism.’ As might be expected in the Lancet, there is a medical perspective with the writer 

suggesting that the delusions of spiritualism are similar to those found in the lunatic asylum 

and moral epidemics.  

How were reports about witchcraft-related crime sourced? Most frequently through court 

appearances, although as noted above, district correspondents also provided a significant 

amount of copy to the provincial press. In considering whether reports accurately represented 

the facts, newspaper journalists and editors were in a uniquely privileged position to write 

about the relationships between those who were accused of practising witchcraft, those who 
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believed themselves to be victims of witchcraft, and those who were responsible for 

adjudicating and punishing individuals found guilty of an alleged witchcraft-related crime. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, the word ‘witchcraft’ can take different meanings depending 

upon context, but when reporting upon crimes associated with witchcraft in Victorian Britain, 

newspapers were generally displaying perceptions of witchcraft expressed by journalists rather 

than practitioners. The style of ‘new journalism’ encouraged a sensationalist approach that was 

informed by the bias of newspaper journalists, editors, and proprietors, often using language 

that promoted a particular viewpoint. Quotes attributed to those accused of witchcraft, or in the 

case of assault, the plaintiff, were frequently included in reports of hearings and trials, but were 

filtered by the journalist and placed within a context that highlighted his own outlook. 

Journalists in Victorian Britain ‘were drawn from a very wide social range’134 and it is of 

interest that newspapers employed and supported many women, as well as providing a career 

path for young people, whose journalistic careers often began in their teens. Lucy Brown 

discusses a key characteristic of nineteenth century journalism, which is that journalists were 

frequently extremely mobile, a factor she suggests may have been a consequence of new 

proprietors seeking to employ experienced personnel, prioritising professional journalists and 

editors over people who could offer local connections but lacked writing skill or experience.135  

This is an interesting point, because newspapers did not simply report the events of an incident, 

they provided context and commentary, and whilst this was not necessarily limited to the facts, 

it offers an insightful view about how popular belief in witchcraft persisted in Victorian culture 

despite being challenged by a society that reputedly embraced rationality and science over 

belief in the supernatural. One way in which newspapers resolved this conundrum was that 

reports of witchcraft-related crime in the nineteenth century typically included a salutary 

caution and frequently commented about the credulity of those involved in the story. Victorian 

culture provided an environment where anthropologists could pursue ideas about New 

Imperialism, evolution, eugenics, and studies of societies deemed ‘primitive’ in order to 

demonstrate how far the modern educated and cultured society had come from its superstitious 

and credulous past. Many newspaper readers would appreciate the implication that they 

occupied a segment of society that shared such refined tastes, being too sophisticated to fall 

prey to irrational fears.  

Not all readers sought to distance themselves from credulous superstition, however. 

Publications such as the Illustrated Police News (1864-1938)136 made sensational crime its 
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unique selling point. Several articles from the Illustrated Police News relating to witchcraft 

crime were identified during the research, as well as incidents relating to ghosts, hauntings, 

and spiritualism, supporting the view suggested in the present research that sensational crime 

reporting was a key factor in the Victorian press. This highlights a distinction between the 

different target markets for the commercial newspaper industry. As noted by Jeremy Black, the 

success of the Daily Mail, which was launched in 1896 under the direction of Alfred 

Harmsworth, ‘testified to the dynamic combination of entrepreneurial capitalism and the 

market created by the expanding urban working class.’137 The newspaper industry was not a 

single entity constrained to a solitary viewpoint; it reflected a multitude of views, beliefs, 

ambitions, and stratagems, with witchcraft simply one constituent part that exhibited a 

flexibility that made it especially useful to illustrate whichever position it was required to fill.  

Witchcraft Acts 

In examining the way in which crime that was alleged to be associated with witchcraft was 

reported in the press, a short detour into a consideration of the legal system and in particular, 

the two Acts138  that provided the prosecution framework for most witch-related criminal 

activities in Victorian Britain, would be helpful to understand how the legal profession viewed 

witchcraft in the nineteenth century. Newspaper journalists and editors were not particularly 

concerned with the legal system per se, but it was nevertheless responsible for the manner in 

which crimes reached a formal hearing of any kind. 

The laws relating to witchcraft that were established by Henry VIII (33 Henry 8 c.8, 1541-2), 

Elizabeth I (5 Eliz. I c. 16, 1563) and James I (1 Ja. I c. 12, 1604), and the Scottish Witchcraft 

Act (1563), were consistent with the same guiding principles as earlier Anglo-Saxon laws, ‘as 

a way of restoring, repairing, or reinforcing the common law rather than supplanting it with 

something wholly new.’139  The laws of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were based on 

the certainty that witchcraft existed, that it was harmful, and that those who practised it should 

be tried and punished. Trials for accusations of witchcraft declined significantly by the 

eighteenth century for reasons that remain partially unclear, though it is likely that political and 

religious disagreements played some role, as did the growing doubts about evidence.140 It 

seems feasible, therefore, that a decline in the number of witchcraft-related prosecutions was a 

contributing factor to the enactment of the Witchcraft Act (9 Geo. 2 c. 5), which received Royal 

Assent in March 1736 and came into effect in June 1736, repealing the earlier acts. This was 

an important change in the law because witchcraft was now held in law to be a pretence and 
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crimes related to witchcraft were decriminalised as stated in Clause III (capitalisation as per 

the Act):  

And be it further enacted, That from and after the said Twenty-fourth Day of June, no 

Prosecution, Suit, or Proceeding, shall be commenced or carried on against any Person 

or Persons for Witchcraft, Sorcery, Inchantment (sic), or Conjuration, or for charging 

another with any such Offence, in any Court whatsoever in Great Britain.”141  

The penalties laid down in Clause IV of the Act for punishing those who claimed ‘to exercise 

or use any kind of witchcraft, sorcery, inchantment (sic), or conjuration’ reinforced that as far 

as the law in Great Britain was concerned, the interest in prosecuting witches had abated and 

if anyone supposed witchcraft to be involved in a crime, then it had to be a pretence. After the 

Act of 1736 any criminal charges could only relate to the pretence of witchcraft, but 

nevertheless people accused of harming their neighbours through witchcraft appeared regularly 

before the petty sessions, quarter sessions, police courts, and assizes, which provided a constant 

supply of stories for newspapers. Sneddon discusses several examples in his book, Witchcraft 

and Magic in Ireland, and Waters comments that as newspapers became more common, 

‘Journalists reporting from the assize courts and petty sessions highlighted witchcraft’s 

connection with crime.’142  

In 1824 the Vagrancy Act (5 Geo. 4. c. 83) was established, which Owen Davies suggests came 

into effect because in practice, the Witchcraft Act 1736 was ‘little invoked’143 and the new Act, 

which was intended for, ‘The Punishment of idle and disorderly Persons, and Rogues and 

Vagabonds, in that part of Great Britain called England’144  gave more flexibility to punish 

those accused of crimes relating to alleged witchcraft.145 Section IV of the Vagrancy Act was 

later extended to Scotland by section 15 of the Prevention of Crimes Act 1871. Although its 

primary focus was for, ‘suppressing fortune-tellers, particularly gypsy fortune-tellers, who 

were said to be ‘infesting’ the streets of the capital and defrauding its inhabitants,’146 the 

Vagrancy Act 1824 and the Prevention of Crimes Act 1871 came to be the de facto statutes for 

the prosecution of most witchcraft-related crime, not least because magistrates were reluctant 

to prosecute under the Witchcraft Act believing that, ‘there was a certain legal 

embarrassment’147 in charging people under the explicitly worded Witchcraft Act. The 

Vagrancy Act and Prevention of Crimes Act also avoided any misconception that those hearing 

a case related to witchcraft might themselves be prey to such superstitious beliefs. These Acts 

established the legal framework for prosecution of alleged incidents of witchcraft, but it was 
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unusual for a newspaper report of a court case to mention the statute under which the hearing 

or trial was held.148 An obvious exception was for inquests,149 which were held under the 

auspices of a coroner, but for other types of hearings newspapers rarely made mention of the 

law by which the case was brought to court unless it had a direct effect upon the matter, as with 

the prosecution of spiritualist Dr Slade, which is discussed in chapter five. This emphasises the 

argument that the focus of newspaper reporting of witchcraft-related crime in Victorian Britain 

was not concerned with legal process, or indeed with witchcraft, but with an agenda to report 

upon crime, especially crime that could be associated with something scandalous and 

iniquitous. Newspaper editors and proprietors were not interested in reporting upon cases of 

crime in order to reflect upon the laws under which cases were heard, nor were they 

documenting incidents to record witchcraft practices as a kind of chronicle of folklore.  

Court Reporters 

Newspaper reports of trials and hearings were presented as factual accounts, but they frequently 

used poetic licence under headlines such as ‘Witchcraft and Credulity’150 and ‘Superstition and 

Imposture’151 to establish the newspaper’s perspective, which as discussed above, might be a 

political bias, or reflect proprietorial or editorial views on (for example) poverty, education, 

religion. Court reporters played an important role in the way in which accounts of trials were 

presented, being the point of contact between the courts and those who appeared in them, but 

their accounts were influenced by several factors. As noted by Elizabeth Foyster when 

discussing the crime of child abduction in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,  

as well as being selective in their recording, it is crucial to remember that 

newspaper reporters constructed narratives from what they heard ... [they] are 

not straightforward accounts of what happened; instead, they will be 

interpreted as multilayered and often conflicting stories told by children, 

parents, abductors, and their communities.152  

This multi-layering is also visible in nineteenth century reports of cases involving witchcraft, 

where in addition to the usual legal challenge of determining whether testimony was truthful, 

the incidents also involved aspects of the supernatural, which were highly subjective. As a 

result, strongly biased accounts were commonplace and the interpretation or layering of the 

narrative offered a compelling account that complied with the opinions of the writer and 

frequently used pejorative language intended to reproach those who believed in witchcraft as 
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credulous and superstitious. The conflation of witchcraft and witches with other types of 

incidents associated with the supernatural will be discussed in more detail below, but it should 

be noted that the Victorian press was complicit in promoting this ambiguity through the types 

of narratives that were constructed by the court reporters attending hearings and trials. 

Police Forces 

The nineteenth century saw the introduction of formalised police forces, with London’s 

Metropolitan police force in 1829, followed by the Municipal Corporations Act in 1835, which 

authorised Royal Boroughs to establish police forces. The Irish Constabulary was formed in 

1837 and the County Police Act 1839 (2 & 3 Vict c 93), which was also known as the Rural 

Police Act or the Rural Constabularies Act, gave counties in England and Wales the option to 

form police forces. In Scotland the Police (Scotland) Act 1857 (20 & 21 Vict c 72) mandated 

the formation of county police forces.153 These legislative processes had a significant impact 

on crime in the UK, including crimes that alleged witchcraft. Prior to the establishment of 

formalised policing, local communities dealt personally with those who transgressed 

acceptable behaviour. As formal policing grew in size and importance, however, local 

constables became more involved in responding to complaints, as well as initiating 

investigation into any matter reported to them, or observed by them, that breached the law. 

These changes did not occur instantaneously and the way in which rural and urban policing 

dealt with breaches of the Witchcraft Act and Vagrancy Act evolved over time, but the effects 

were noticeable. Resolutions that might have been handled solely by those involved prior to 

the establishment of official police forces now entered into the formalised processes of the 

petty sessions and assizes. As a consequence of this evolution of professional policing, those 

accused of, and those accusing others of, involvement in witchcraft, found themselves 

arraigned or called as witnesses, and required to give evidence in formal hearings. These 

hearings were attended by court reporters and as noted above, their narratives found their way 

into newspaper reports of the incidents, which were not only published locally but were also 

plagiarised or syndicated throughout the British Isles.  

Reverse Witchcraft Trials 

Reverse witchcraft trials are based upon assault, which was one of the most common crimes 

reported in newspapers and was characterised by a physical attack of some kind against a 

person who was believed to be a witch, usually with the intention of drawing blood, an element 

I discuss in more detail below. Crime reporting has a lengthy history, as newspapers evolved 
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from the popular crime broadsheets of the eighteenth century, which ‘performed most of the 

functions of a mass media: they entertained and informed their readers, they conveyed a 

subculture where violence played a prominent part.’154 As broadsheets gave way to 

newspapers, reports of crime, especially violent crime, continued to feature strongly meeting 

the criteria of being both informative and gruesomely entertaining. One consequence of this 

was an illusion that violent crime was becoming more common in Victorian Britain whereas 

in reality, violent crime only appeared to be escalating because there was an ever-increasing 

number of newspapers being published.  Christopher Casey discusses this in “Common 

Misperceptions: The Press and Victorian Views of Crime”155 and its validity is supported by 

the present research. A keyword search of the BNA for ‘assault’ returned 38 pages for 1700-

1749, 276 for 1750-1799, 646,031 for 1800-1849, and 4,617,377 for 1850-1899. As shown in 

the previous chapter, more scanned pages exist for the nineteenth century than for the 

eighteenth century, but these data are reliable evidence that an increase in violent crime was at 

least partly driven by growth in the newspaper industry. Casey notes that the perception of an 

increase in violent crime was influential in the re-instatement of punitive punishment during 

the 1860s, demonstrating that public perception had a very real effect upon political priorities. 

This same principle applies to reports of witchcraft in the press. As noted in the introduction 

to this dissertation, it was an unexpected increase in the number of instances of witchcraft being 

reported in newspapers between 1850 to 1899 that inspired this research project, which on 

closer examination was attributed to more newspapers being published rather than any 

significant increase in witchcraft per se. 

I use the term ‘reverse witchcraft trial’ following the example set by Gustav Henningsen, 

whose observations regarding the witch as a victim rather than an offender in witch-trials are 

referenced by Owen Davies in his discussion about witchcraft-related assault in Witchcraft, 

Magic and Culture.156 Henningsen also makes a very important point that: 

According to witch-belief evil assails us not as a trial or punishment for sins 

committed but as villainous designs from a certain type of human being in 

league with mysterious powers, namely the witch.157 

The similarities between Danish cases of reverse witchcraft trials examined by Henningsen and 

those identified during the present research are suggestive of a culture that transcends localised 

traditions and is a subject that invites more detailed research. Contemporary newspaper reports 

reveal that fear of witches in Victorian Britain was widespread and numerous incidents of 
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reverse witchcraft trials throughout the British Isles from 1850 to 1899 demonstrate a belief 

that witches ‘represented a direct threat to their fellow humans.’158 Indeed, in a remarkably 

perceptive article that first appeared in the English Illustrated Magazine and was republished 

in the Gloucestershire Chronicle on 9 March 1889, Mr. H. D. Traill wrote,  

The Act of James I. was not repealed till 1736, when at last it occurred to the 

Legislature that the real mischief of the offence of witchcraft was to be found 

in the manner of the witch’s dealing not with the devil but with the public.  

This aligns neatly with Henningsen’s point that it is ‘villainous designs’ that create a culture 

of fear, which the present research demonstrates often finds its expression in scapegoating 

vulnerable old women. 

Incidents that led to reverse witchcraft trials in the nineteenth century were invariably alike in 

their essential form; a person who was thought to be a witch was attacked by someone who 

wished to remove a bewitchment that she (usually a female) had inflicted, which in legal terms 

constituted assault. The rationale for this approach lies in the long-standing tradition that the 

malevolent powers of an alleged witch may be negated if she is made to bleed, which would 

therefore immediately remove any curse or bewitchment. The origin of this belief is uncertain, 

but its practice was established by at least the thirteenth century, where ‘a man at King’s Lynn 

was fined for drawing blood from a woman upon false suspicions; and in later centuries this 

was a standard means of averting bewitchment.’159 Evidence of the tradition in the late 

sixteenth century can be found in Shakespeare, in Henry VI Part 1, where Talbot says of Joan 

la Pucelle (Joan of Arc): 

Here, here she comes. I'll have a bout with thee; 

Devil or devil's dam, I'll conjure thee: 

Blood will I draw on thee, thou art a witch, 

And straightway give thy soul to him thou servest.160 

Around the same time that Shakespeare was writing Henry VI Part 1, Mother Rogers of Sussex 

was accused of bewitching a child and to remove the curse, ‘a local cunning man advised that 

she be stabbed in the buttocks.’161 In 1593 George Gifford published A Dialogue Concerning 

Witches and Witchcrafts in which an imagined conversation between characters named Samuel 

and Daniel regarding a witch had Samuel admit that, 
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Some wish me to beate and claw the witch, untill I fetch bloud on her’ and 

Samuel’s wife said, ‘I met the old filth this morning; Lord, how sowerly she 

looked upon me, and mumbled as she went … my stomacke did so rise against 

her, that I could have found in my heart to have flowne upon her, and 

scratched her, but that I feared she would be too strong for me. (Original 

spelling and punctuation.)162 

The tradition was still extant in the late nineteenth century, as evidenced by a Norfolk proverb, 

‘A witch will not come to the scratch,’163 meaning that fear of being bled will force a witch to 

keep her distance. These examples demonstrate that the tradition of causing a witch to bleed to 

remove a bewitchment or negate her powers has a lengthy history, but do not reveal where or 

why the concept first arose. Indisputably blood holds a powerful place within a wide range of 

supernatural practices and the principle of blood being a carrier of imbalanced humours could 

offer a plausible explanation for the practice of bleeding a witch. I agree with Thomas Waters 

who suggests that the practice, which can be found throughout the world and can be traced 

back to ancient times, could be derived from ‘the magical potency of blood and the power of 

blood-letting to release evil spirits.’164 One such example can be found in the Bible,165 in the 

book of Leviticus,  which was suggested to me while reviewing reports of the murder of Ann 

Tennant (1875), which I discuss in more detail below. Her attacker made specific reference to 

verses from Leviticus in his defence and given the enormous influence of the translation of the 

Bible authorised by King James I, it seems feasible that others may also have been inspired by 

these passages to deal with their fear of witchcraft:  

17:11 ‘For the life of the flesh is in the blood: and I have given it to you upon 

the altar to make an atonement for your souls: for it is the blood that maketh 

an atonement for the soul.’166 

20:27: ‘A man also or woman that hath a familiar spirit, or that is a wizard, 

shall surely be put to death: they shall stone them with stones: their blood 

shall be upon them.’167 

Examples of reverse witchcraft trials retrieved from the BNA show a remarkable consistency. 

With very few exceptions the overwhelming factor in cases of reverse witchcraft examined for 

this study was that the person assaulted was an elderly woman, often decrepit and poor, and 

was feared for her supposed powers to bewitch; in other words, she met the stereotype of a 

witch that was familiar to Victorians through their exposure to fiction, plays, concerts, 
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readings, lectures, and community events, which is discussed in more detail in chapters three 

and four. Evidence drawn from the study suggests that the powerful stereotype of the witch, 

based upon her physical appearance, indigent status, and age, was so pervasive that any ill-luck 

could be laid at her door. As noted in a contemporary article published in 1891: 

Evidences of Witchcraft: In nearly every instance the supposed witches were 

old women the lowest class, whose poverty, sour temper, and singular habits 

had made them an object of dislike to their neighbours.168 

In his interesting discussion about Jack the Ripper, Perry Curtis makes a pertinent point that 

many educated Victorians believed that ‘the pseudosciences of physiognomy and phrenology, 

which confirmed ancient folk beliefs about the intimate relation of mind, character, and 

body,’169 enabled them to determine culpability through physical appearance. A combination 

of age, ill-health, and poverty, often resulted in elderly women having an unappealing 

appearance, which was regularly exploited by cunning-folk and fortune-tellers who identified 

a vulnerable old woman as a scapegoat and ‘persuaded their clients they were bewitched’170 

offering – for a price – to remove a curse or bewitchment. It is clear from newspaper reports 

identified in the present research that cunning-folk did indeed exploit the physical appearance 

of alleged witches in presenting their services as a countermeasure to their evil doing, and I 

suggest that it was recognition of an existing stereotype that made the alleged witch such an 

effective scapegoat.  

 

Examples of Reverse Witchcraft Trials 

Reverse witchcraft trials were widely reported in Victorian newspapers, fulfilling the 

conditions required by proprietors and editors of being both shocking and gruesome. Incidents 

were often republished in other parts of Britain but as discussed above, the belief that bleeding 

a witch would remove a curse or negate her evil powers was widely known before the 

nineteenth century. Assaults featuring another type of attack, that of immersing the supposed 

witch in ponds or rivers in the style of the archaic ‘trial by water’ appeared in some reports, 

but it was incidents of violence in order to draw blood that were most common, and from the 

volume of incidents that were reported in newspapers, assaulting alleged witches was 

widespread throughout Victorian Britain.   
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The examples used in this section have been selected from the results of a search of the BNA 

based upon three key factors: one, that the incident occurred between 1850 and 1899; two, that 

it met the criteria of a reverse witchcraft trial; and three, that it was published in more than one 

newspaper beyond the incident location. The first example of a reverse witchcraft trial took 

place in Somerset in 1850. A report of the incident was found in 27 newspapers published in 

England, Scotland, and Ireland, see appendix A. 

Superstition the Nineteenth Century.—A case came on for hearing last week 

before the magistrates at the Town-hall, Axbridge, which disclosed the 

existence of a superstition which in these days is really marvellous. A woman 

named Hester Cooper summoned Ann Jefferies, the wife of small farmer, for 

assaulting her; and it appeared from the evidence that, the complainant having 

in the neighbourhood the reputation of being an old witch, the defendant, who 

was under the delusion that she had been bewitched by her, forced her way 

into her house, threw her down, severely maltreated her, and with a sharp 

instrument punctured her hand till the blood flowed with sufficient 

copiousness to enable her to sprinkle her body with it, as a means of dispelling 

the charm. The defendant insisted that the complainant had “overpowered” 

and “hag-ridden” her, and that she was justified the course she took to relieve 

herself of the “hag-spell.”171 

Reference to ‘hag riding’ often appeared in reports of reverse witchcraft trials and it seems to 

have been a common term to describe how a person felt generally unwell and lethargic, without 

being specific about symptoms. It was a general malaise that afflicted a person, who then 

sought an explanation by choosing to blame someone who fitted the general stereotype of the 

evil witch or ‘hag.’ The journalist expressing his astonishment about ‘the existence of a 

superstition’ relating to witchcraft is entirely consistent with the common approach taken by 

journalists when reporting upon trials of reverse witchcraft. A similar case that took place in 

Dorset in 1852 was found in 23 newspapers published in England, Wales, Scotland, and 

Ireland, see appendix B. Again, the journalist chose to comment that the woman who was 

attacked was thought a witch ‘by some ignorant persons’ and in this report, also commented 

upon her appearance and age. 

An incident that occurred in 1852 was reported as ‘Superstition in Nottinghamshire,’ or 

‘Extraordinary Superstition,’ where an elderly woman named Ann Williamson was assaulted 
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in her home by Thomas Freeman, a local hawker. The case was held at the Newark Police 

Court on 13 October 1852 and giving evidence, Freeman claimed that Williamson had cursed 

his daughter, saying that he knew she was responsible because his daughter called out 

Williamson’s name during her illness. When another daughter also fell ill Freeman spoke with 

his neighbours, who encouraged him to confront Williamson, telling him that ‘if he could by 

any means draw blood from the complainant, who was supposed to have bewitched his 

daughter, it would dissolve the charm, and both his daughters would get better.’172 The 

journalist described how the defendant (Freeman) made an ‘extraordinary statement’ when he 

was asked to answer the charge of assault, and commented that he was reprimanded by the 

magistrates for believing in such superstition. The magistrates then fined Freeman 14s 6d and 

costs, but Freeman was unrepentant and told them that if they had seen as many charms as he 

had, they would believe in witchcraft too. The research identified five newspapers that 

published an account of the hearing, see appendix C. 

This next example is a little more complex, featuring the supposed witch and two women who 

were led to believe by a fortune-teller that she had bewitched them. Several newspapers in 

areas beyond the incident location carried the story (see appendix D), which concerns two 

women who were arrested for disorderly conduct in Hull during the last week of May 1856. 

The Chief Constable gave evidence at the hearing, saying that the prisoners ‘had been 

endeavouring forcibly to get into the house of a woman named Chew, who lives in Myton-

street, for the purpose of drawing blood from her with a needle, with a view of removing some 

witching influence which the prisoners supposed she had over them.’  

An incident that occurred in London on 13 April 1862 was published under the titles 

‘Ignorance,’ and ‘This Dark Age,’ and demonstrated an unusual variation on bleeding;  Charles 

Tillbrook attacked Mary King, who was described in court as ‘a feeble old woman, and stood 

in relation of grandmother to the prisoner ... [who] struck her with [a razor] across the forehead 

several times, until she bled profusely.’173  In his defence Tillbrook claimed that he never 

intended to murder his grandmother, he simply wished to make her bleed to remove the power 

she had over him. This idea of bleeding a supposed witch ‘above the breath’ was not completely 

unknown but occurred infrequently in newspaper reports identified in the research. The 

language used in the reports again focused upon superstition, with the journalist including a 

question from the magistrate to the prisoner’s father-in-law asking if he had any reason to 
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believe that the prisoner was insane. A report of the assault against King was found in 17 

newspapers published in England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, see appendix E. 

Another Somerset incident from 1863 was similar to the Somerset example of 1850, where the 

defendant believed herself to be ‘hag-ridden.’ Reports were published in several newspapers, 

effectively extending coverage of the incident far beyond the small village of Huntspill, where 

it occurred (see appendix F). A report of a cunning man in Walsall in 1869 using fear of 

witchcraft to carry out his business was widely reported in at least 68 provincial and London 

newspapers (see appendix G). The story revolves around Mary Passant,174 who had been helped 

through three pregnancies and births by a neighbour, Ann Tipton. After her third confinement, 

Passant came to believe that Tipton had cursed her in some way and during a visit made by 

Tipton to check on her health, Passant said that she had been to consult with a man at Walsall, 

who told her that Tipton had witched her and that she had to ‘draw [her] blood in order that I 

may be cured.’175 Passant then assaulted Tipton, scratching her face and attempting to cut her 

with a knife, injuries that could still be seen when the matter was later heard in court. It seems 

reasonable to wonder whether this could be an incident of post-natal depression, but whatever 

the cause, it was clearly the intervention of the cunning man confirming the identity of Tipton 

as a witch that resulted in the assault.  

The next example is also from Somerset, when a labourer named William Higham ‘believing 

that a neighbour of his named Ann Green, was possessed of a peculiar devil, and was constantly 

“overlooking” him, took the opportunity a few days ago of ridding her of her evil power by 

stabbing her twice in the arm and side.’176 The case came before the Wincanton magistrates, 

who heard that Higham was charged with stabbing Ann Green on 7th June 1871. Her clothes 

were produced in court and were described as being saturated with blood, but in defence 

Higham’s mother claimed that he had no rest from Green’s ‘overlooking’ him and that she 

feared it would kill him. It seems as though the magistrates had some sympathy with Higham, 

for he was simply required to find sureties, otherwise he would be sent to prison for three 

weeks. The style of the report suggests that perhaps the journalist was biased by the magistrates 

in the manner of his report, in which he commented upon the clothes of the victim being 

saturated in blood following the assault but avoided references to any superstition and 

ignorance that might have precipitated it. The report of the hearing was reproduced in 

newspapers throughout Britain, see appendix H.  
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In 1871 Charlotte Griffin, was assaulted in Dorchester by John Bird (see appendix I), with 

newspaper headlines variously titled, ‘Witchcraft and Attempted Murder,’ ‘Superstition 

Extraordinary – A Young Farmer “Hag Ridden,”’ ‘Attempted Murder and Witchcraft in 

Dorsetshire,’ and ‘Alleged Witchcraft and Attempted Murder.’ Griffin was an elderly woman 

of 70,177 ‘who had for many years resided in the village of Patcombe, and was generally 

regarded as a witch.’178 Bird was described as a farmer’s son aged 22, who believed that Griffin 

had bewitched him and in a manner that was strangely similar to my next example, Bird 

encountered Griffin unexpectedly and almost beat her to death. After the assault upon Griffin, 

Bird attempted to flee England by travelling to Portsmouth to board the steamer Abyssinia, 

which was bound for New York. A swift bit of police work by Detective Thornthwaite put paid 

to his plans, however, ‘and he was arrested as he was in the act of going on board.’179 Reports 

of the trial varied from a simple paragraph through to an account that included what the 

journalist presented as verbatim accounts, interspersed with descriptions of the frustration of 

the counsel in trying to make sense during questioning of a witness: ‘he suddenly threw down 

his brief, observing “never mind.” (Laughter.)’  After he was found guilty, ‘Mr. Good, surgeon 

of the Dorset County Prison, described the prisoner as a simple, weak-minded, monomaniac,’ 

which he explained meant that he was suffering under a delusion. Bird was sentenced to six 

months’ hard labour.  

Possibly the most famous reverse witchcraft hearing in Victorian England took place following 

an incident of assault on 15th September 1875 in the small Warwickshire village of Long 

Compton, when farm labourer James Haywood180 aged 45, attacked Ann Tennant, a woman 

80 years of age. The inquest was held at the Red Lion public house in Long Compton on 17 

September 1875, with the trial held before Baron Bramwell and a Grand Jury at Warwick 

Crown Court on 14th and 15th December 1875. A witness to the assault, John Henry Evans, a 

farmer’s boy aged 15, gave evidence at the trial and said he was walking home with Haywood, 

who was ‘carrying a two-tine fork and a bottle and a basket, and when he saw [Ann Tennant] 

advancing towards him carrying bread he crossed the road, ran at her, and struck her in the legs 

three times.’181  She was taken to her home, but died of her injuries later that evening. The case 

aroused enormous interest in the press, with the inquest and trial being reported in at least 236 

newspapers, publicising details of the incident to all parts of Britain as well as overseas (see 

appendix J).  
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Dr. Parsey, who was instructed to examine Haywood after the inquest, said that he found him 

to be of feeble mind and that, 

he did not seem to realize in the least the grave nature of the offence he had 

committed ... he considered that he had only killed a witch in order to take 

her power off him, and prevent his continued illness. He was strongly 

impressed with the necessity of drawing her blood, because then, he said, the 

power of a witch ceased.182  

This evidence was supported by Mr. Anderson, the Governor of the prison where Haywood 

was being held, who confirmed that Haywood admitted that he had been to a “wise man” who 

lived in nearby Banbury, who told him he was possessed. He said the “wise man” told him that 

Mrs. Tennant had set her eyes on him and possessed him and that ‘it was necessary that women 

should be sufficiently wicked before they had any power.’183 This echoes the technique used 

by ‘the man in Walsall’ in 1869 who convinced Mary Passant that she had been witched by 

Ann Tipton. The evidence given by Dr. George Wright Hutchinson during the trial included a 

description of the injuries inflicted upon Tennant, which were consistent with the tradition of 

drawing blood from a supposed witch: ‘There was a punctured wound, such as might be 

produced by a pitchfork, on the left temple; two wounds on the right leg below the knee; and 

three on the left leg.’184 Dr. Hutchinson also said that ‘he practised at Long Compton, and that 

it was quite true there was a belief in witchcraft. He had heard there was a “wise man,” a water 

doctor, somewhere near Banbury, whom the people went to.’185  As noted earlier in this chapter, 

Haywood referred to passages from the Bible in his defence to justify his attempts to make 

Tennant bleed.186 

In summing up the case the judge said, ‘A poor helpless old creature of eighty years of age had 

been killed by the accused, whilst labouring under the influence of superstition and ignorance 

discreditable to a set of savages, let alone a civilised country like England.’187 The jury only 

deliberated for a few moments before returning a verdict of not guilty on the grounds of 

insanity. Judge Bramwell commented upon the influence of superstition and ignorance that 

allowed belief in witchcraft to persist, to which the reporter covering the trial for the East & 

South Devon Advertiser added his own views saying, ‘We join very heartily in the hope 

expressed by Baron Bramwell that something will be done to disabuse the people of Long 

Compton of their discreditable belief in witchcraft, and we share the regret of James 

Haywood’s counsel that the “wise man from somewhere near Banbury” was not on trial for 
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practising on his neighbour’s folly.’188 Haywood was committed to Broadmoor Criminal 

Lunatic Asylum, where he died on 23 June 1890.  

An interesting incident that exhibits a remarkable similarity to the murder of Ann Tennant 

featured a woman named Hannah Tennant, who lived in Long Sutton near Norwich, and 

alleged murderer James Hopwood. In addition to the similarity of the names of the village and 

the people involved, the modus operandi of the incident is strikingly similar to the Ann Tennant 

murder as well as the name of the presiding judge. Clearly Baron Bramwell could not have 

heard both murder cases on the same dates. The account of the Norwich incident appeared in 

at least seven newspapers, and the article was, in each case, identical, pointing to a single 

common source. Unfortunately records for the Norwich quarter sessions for post 1800 sessions 

were destroyed, ‘authorised by an order of the Court in 1879,’189 which prevents any further 

investigation in the Norfolk archives, but in fact the simplest explanation is that the Norfolk 

murder probably never occurred at all. Most likely the story was deliberately plagiarised from 

the infamous Long Compton murder, or it could have been a genuine error in the transmission 

of the story from one source to another; a series of repetitions that communicated the key 

details, but in a distorted form. It is, nevertheless, an interesting example of how reports about 

witches and witchcraft were transmitted and re-published over significant distances. 

The murder of Bridget Cleary by her husband Michael, abetted by her father, which took place 

in Ireland during March 1895 is not, strictly speaking, an incident of witchcraft although the 

facts are not clear-cut and its inclusion here demonstrates the way in which newspapers crafted 

reports – and especially the headlines – to capitalise on controversy.190  As noted throughout 

this chapter, what is published in newspapers is not necessarily scrupulously truthful, nor does 

it always meet the standard definition of words used by historians, but it does provide evidence 

of the way in which the matter was portrayed in the Victorian press. The conventional 

interpretation of Bridget Cleary’s murder is that her husband and father consulted a “fairy 

doctor” (a style of cunning practitioner common in Ireland) after she suffered hallucinations 

following an illness. They were told that she was a changeling left by the fairies, but the 

testimony of neighbour William Simpson that was reported in the press used the word witch 

when describing how Bridget’s family perceived her.  

This association of Bridget Cleary with witchcraft became widespread and newspapers that 

reported the case used headlines such as, ‘The Witch Burning Case’191 and ‘A Woman Burned 

as a Witch’.192 In April 1895 alone, more than 400 newspapers held by the BNA published 
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content that referred to ‘Bridget Cleary’ and ‘witch’ in the same article. The Cleary case has 

received particular attention from historians owing to a number of factors, including the 

political circumstances in Ireland, religious conflict, and social unrest. It is not the intention of 

the present research to review other, more extensive, studies on the case, but to examine 

newspaper content from the point of view of proprietors, editors, journalists, and readers. This 

extract from the Dublin Evening Telegraph accurately describes why the incident was so 

attractive to the press: 

The extraordinary circumstances surrounding the death of the unfortunate 

young woman Cleary at Cloneen, near Clement, have excited the most 

profound public sensation, and the publication of the details in the local and 

daily press has heightened popular feelings. The case was the sole topic of 

conversation on all sides, and further details were eagerly awaited.193 

An indication of the high profile of the Cleary case can be seen by the number of reports 

identified in newspapers during a search of the BNA: 388 (England), 217 (Ireland), 62 

(Scotland), and 14 (Wales). Owing to the very large number of newspapers that reported on 

the Cleary case I have not included a list of all newspapers identified in the appendices. As 

with other victims of similarly motivated assaults, there is no evidence that Bridget Cleary was 

a witch, or that she practised any kind of supernatural activity. Nevertheless, the newspaper 

reports focused on the fact that she was burned to death, coupled with a comment by a 

neighbour that her family considered her to be a witch, which was sufficient to ensure that her 

association with witchcraft was promoted so widely that it became ubiquitous. The case even 

gave rise to a popular children’s rhyme, that was still extant in the mid-twentieth century:194 

Are you a witch? 

Or are you a fairy? 

Or are you the wife of Michael Cleary? 

I will end this section with two atypical examples, these being rare instances of a woman 

attacking a man, supposing him to be a witch. It is interesting to note that not only is a male 

victim of such violence highly unusual, but re-publication in other newspapers in Britain that 

was common where the victim was an elderly female is absent. The first incident took place in 

Somerset, but the example identified in a search of the BNA was published in the Warwick and 

Warwickshire Advertiser on 24 May 1884 under the heading of ‘Gross Superstition.’ The report 
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of the incident lacked any identifying detail and was buried among examples of other 

superstitions, the whole being nestled between popular snippets from overseas, a comment 

about illiteracy among voters, and an advert for a pamphlet explaining the benefits of 

‘Pulvermacher’s Electro-Curative Appliances’: 

At the police-court of Weston, near Bridgwater, an instance was afforded of 

the “overlooking” superstition. A woman, believing that she had been 

“overlooked” by a man, scratched his face by way of remedy, openly avowing 

that “the only cure was to draw blood.” 

The other example identified during the research contained a little more detail but was still 

sparse. At the beginning of 1853 Elias Deacon entered the Trooper Inn, Stourton Caundle and 

claimed he greeted Mary Harris, the wife of the innkeeper, civilly, but she ‘replied in a very 

angry tone “You are a witch, and I’ll do you before you leave,” she then struck complainant on 

the face and across both his hands, inflicting several severe wounds with some sharp instrument 

concealed in her hand, from which a considerable quantity of blood flowed.195  

Mary Harris was fined £5 and required to find sureties of £20 to keep the peace for 12 months, 

but she did not go quietly. The report in the newspaper noted that she was so violent and so 

determined in her belief about witchcraft, she had to be removed from the room. The absence 

of repeated newspaper coverage for attacks upon alleged male witches could have a prosaic 

explanation; for example, it could have been republished in other newspapers that have not yet 

been scanned. It is possible, however, that as other characteristics of violent crime were present, 

these incidents may have lacked widespread republication because the victims did not meet the 

stereotype of the witch.  

I will return to the stereotype of the witch in subsequent chapters, but it is an important factor 

when considering both the act and subsequent reporting about reverse witchcraft trials. The 

examples shown above are typical and demonstrate that in each case, it was fear of 

bewitchment, rather than any evidence of actual bewitchment, that was the cause of the assault. 

In some cases, the assailants were motivated by personal, subjective, fear that someone in their 

community had the power and the intent to cause them or members of their family harm. This 

was usually motivated by an unprepossessing physical appearance and manner of the alleged 

witch. Alternatively, the assailants were encouraged to act on the urging of a third party, 

sometimes described as a cunning or wise man or a fortune-teller, who received payment for 



 59 

identifying the alleged witch. Newspaper reports made much of the credulity of those who 

believed themselves or their families to be bewitched, using language like ‘under the delusion 

that she had been bewitched,’ ‘sad instance of moral depravity,’ and ‘discreditable belief in 

witchcraft.’ Examination of the primary sources supports the view that whilst reverse 

witchcraft trials were a common occurrence in Victorian Britain, those accused of bewitching 

their neighbours were most likely wholly innocent of the charge, even in intention. They were 

simply ill-featured, infirm, poor, or suffered from some disability that marked them as ‘other’ 

and thus perfectly fitted for the role of scapegoat.  

Death 

Most instances of death relating to claims of witchcraft were the result of assaults that went too 

far, such as the case of Ann Tennant in 1875, or Bridget Cleary in 1895. The death of Maria 

Burnett of Derby, January 1899, however, is an example of how fear of witchcraft led to an 

unfortunate suicide. Burnett attended a fortune-teller, Mrs. Chesterton, who was able to extract 

small regular payments by promising to tell Burnett how long her husband had to live. When 

the money ran out, Chesterton reacted by telling Burnett that ‘everything she ate and drank 

would poison her, that her family were so many devils in the house, and that the best thing she 

could do was to commit suicide.’196 Although Chesterton claimed to be a fortune-teller, the 

words ‘witch’ and ‘witched’ appeared in number of the reports including headlines such as, 

‘Witched to Death’ in their reporting.197 Other headlines such as ‘Witched Woman Commits 

Suicide’198 and ‘Woman Witched’ also led the story.199 At the inquest on 22 February, Mrs. 

Chesterton gave her testimony saying that she had no knowledge of Maria Burnett. She 

admitted she was a fortune-teller, however, and the newspaper reports included this exchange 

with the Coroner: 

The Coroner: How many fortunes do you tell in a week? – Witness (laughing): 

I can’t tell you, my son. – The Coroner: Don’t address me as “my son” and 

remember this is a serious matter.200 

In giving his decision that Burnett committed suicide whilst temporarily insane the coroner 

commented that, ‘they could not say whether it was induced by the idiotic rubbish alleged to 

have been told her by Chesterton.’201 As with incidents of assault, the case created a lot of 

interest and was reported in not less than 58 newspapers (see appendix K).  
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Witchcraft-related death identified in the research had the commonality of being inspired by 

fear of witchcraft. Ann Tennant was assaulted for being considered a witch; Bridget Cleary 

was murdered by her husband and father who believed her to be a changeling and possibly a 

witch; and Maria Burnett committed suicide through fear of being bewitched. Other types of 

witchcraft-related death reported in newspapers include accounts of murder by witchcraft in 

the Commonwealth and America portrayed as primitive superstition and written in a style of 

incredulity that such beliefs still persisted. The association of poisoning with witchcraft has a 

lengthy history202 and although several articles featuring both witchcraft and poisoning were 

identified during the research,203 compared with other types of witchcraft-related crime, 

poisoning was not especially frequent. Nevertheless, Sarah Chesham, who was accused of 

poisoning her husband and two children by use of arsenic in 1850, ‘protested her innocence 

and suggested that if she were taken before a witch they might know all about it’204 and the 

infamous ‘Not Proven’ verdict at the trial of alleged poisoner Madeleine Smith in Glasgow in 

1857 led to newspaper reports claiming an explicit connection between poisoning and 

witchcraft in the harshest of terms: 

The poisoner and the witch were convertible terms – both were the dread venefica, the 

declared enemy of the human race, fitted for nothing but extirpation in the cruellest and 

most brutal form which barbarism aggravated by terror could devise.205 

In another famous incident that took place in 1856, William Dove was accused of murdering 

his wife, which created a great deal of interest and was widely reported in newspapers. He was 

found guilty and was sentenced to be hanged. He claimed that he poisoned his wife on the 

urging of a fortune-teller named Henry Harrison and although he did not mention the words 

‘witch’ or ‘witchcraft’ in a statement he made prior to being hanged, he claimed that ‘Harrison 

was possessed of some supernatural power, and that he could, through some influence, compel 

her to live happily with me.’206 

Interestingly, the case came under Mr. Baron Bramwell, who later conducted the trial at the 

Warwick Assizes of James Haywood from Long Compton in 1875. One of the witnesses in the 

Dove trial, Elizabeth Thornhill, gave evidence that when Mrs. Dove fell ill, ‘Mr. Dove told me 

had been to the “witch” man, and Mrs. Dove had not long to live, and as soon as she died he 

would make an offer to the lady next door.’207 This evidence was repeated in numerous 

newspaper reports, but it seems to be the only reference to witchcraft during the trial. More 

than 2,700 newspapers published in 1856 covered the trial and execution, and even in 1857 his 
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name still appeared in print, primarily owing to the cost of £1,200 for the prosecution, which 

was paid by the borough of Leeds and so appeared in the records of a town council meeting.208 

The Leicester Journal that published Dove’s statement quoted above also commented upon the 

execution, which demonstrates how very different sensibilities were in Victorian Britain: 

On Saturday at noon William Dove, who was convicted at the last assizes for 

poisoning his wife by strychnine at Leeds, was executed in front of York 

Castle. The number of spectators is estimated variously at from 10,000 to 

15,000. 

These newspaper reports of a tragic death are comparable with those relating to reverse 

witchcraft trials, characterised by a lack of any realistic evidence that either the accused or 

accusers were actively involved in activities that could be described as witchcraft. Mrs. 

Chesterton used the word ‘witched’ to threaten her victim but in court claimed only to be a 

fortune-teller, and Dove identified Harrison as someone who could predict the future, although 

one of the witnesses claimed Dove referred to visiting a ‘witch man’ to obtain medicine for his 

wife. Sarah Chesham and Madeleine Smith only marginally intersected with witchcraft, and 

neither was accused of being a witch. To summarise, as with the previous section, it was fear 

of the idea of witches, rather than any actual practice of witchcraft, that was the focal point.  

Fraud 

Fraud is a deception designed to obtain money or goods, which had a widespread presence in 

Victorian Britain, ranging from commercial and trustee fraud, described as ‘the gross and 

scandalous frauds connected with certain Banking Companies’209 at one end of the spectrum, 

to localised incidents of petty scams at the other end. People from all social classes were 

accused of perpetrating fraud using a variety of deceptive practices, employing an assortment 

of methods that ranged from the sophisticated to the primitive. Fraud associated with both 

witches and cunning-folk was generally characterised by the pretence of using mysterious and 

supernatural powers in order to achieve something that the person who sought their assistance 

was unable to do on his or her own. Consequently, both witches and cunning-folk could find 

themselves being brought to trial to answer an allegation of fraud, but newspaper reports of 

such trials generally discriminated between fraud that appeared to be a scam designed solely 

to swindle or cause harm (witchcraft) and activities where the accused was performing some 
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kind of service, albeit one that newspaper journalists usually described as trickery perpetrated 

upon a credulous victim.  

Typical examples include an incident Donhead St Mary in Wiltshire, where Martha Miles used 

her ‘planet book’ to persuade Henry Gord into paying half a crown in return for her compelling 

a thief to return some bacon stolen from his house. Sadly for Mr. Gord, however, the bacon 

remained with the thief.210 A similar example can be found in the Hereford Times, which 

published a report on 12th November 1853 about a ‘young woman who was bewitching people 

until the stolen property they had was returned.’ A case involving William Cotton and Jemima 

Maxted, which came up before the county magistrates at Ashford, Kent, in 1851, shows how 

the journalist attending the trial was able to differentiate between the cunning man (Cotton) 

and the witch (Tollest), whom Jemima Maxted claimed was harming her. Interestingly, it was 

the cunning man who was charged and convicted with being a rogue and a vagabond, whilst 

the witch did not appear in court at all. The extracts here are from the Canterbury Journal, 

Kentish Times and Farmers’ Gazette, of 19 April 1851, see appendix L for at least 23 other 

newspapers that published the account.  

According to the report, Cotton ‘enjoys the reputation of being a “cunning man,” able to cure 

diseases, to foretell events, to explain dreams, to tell fortunes, and to discover lost property.’ 

He was approached by an elderly woman named Jemima Maxted, who ‘believed that she was 

suffering under “a spell” put upon her by Mrs. Tollest, of Lenhamheath, who enjoys the 

reputation of being a witch!’ Maxted claimed that Cotton did seem to alleviate her suffering 

after each visit, but then she lapsed again and came to believe that Cotton was deliberately 

withholding the full cure in order to ensure she continued to consult him. Believing she was 

being duped, Maxted turned to a police officer for assistance and together they concocted a 

‘sting’ operation using a marked coin that Maxted gave to Cotton in payment, which led to 

Cotton’s arrest. There is no further mention in the newspaper article about the supposed witch, 

but Cotton was found to be a rogue and a vagabond and was committed to ‘the house of 

correction at St. Augustine’s for two months.’  

The following example of an alleged witch using a combination of astrology and pseudo-

Christianity occurred in 1852, which has characteristics of both witchcraft and cunning craft. 

The journalist’s use of the word ‘witch’ to describe Ann Wharton is the reason that the incident 

was identified in the research, but her actions are more consistent with folk magic or cunning 

craft. Nevertheless, it is clear from the report that the journalist viewed Wharton’s actions as 
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wicked enough to warrant the use of the word ‘witch.’ All the quotations used are from the 

Northern Whig of 31 July 1852, which was copied from the Wigan Times, and the research 

identified a further 24 newspapers that published the story, covering England, Ireland and 

Scotland (see appendix M). A woman named Mrs. Hutchinson who lived in Hindley, near 

Wigan, had 14 shillings stolen by a pickpocket and after a chance encounter with a woman 

reputed to be a witch, she sought her aid in locating the thief and money. The supposed witch, 

Ann Wharton, assured Mrs. Hutchinson that she could help but would need her ‘Planet Book’ 

to check the planet under which Mrs. Hutchinson was born. She would also need payment for 

her services and ‘a large quantity of money’ to act as a key part of the spell. Two pounds was 

duly provided to Wharton, who wrapped and tied it in a handkerchief and told Mrs. Hutchinson 

that ‘she must not touch it, or she would be “in danger of the spirit of God.”’ Wharton then 

came back in a day or two and told Mrs. Hutchinson that she would have to raise ‘thousands 

or else hundreds’ to get her money back, but she settled for an offer of 50 shillings. In a repeat 

of the first procedure, Wharton again wrapped the money, this time placing it with a Bible 

inside another cloth because ‘nothing could be bad so long as there was the word of God with 

it.’ Mrs. Hutchinson was instructed to keep the bundle safe and not to open the bundle or ‘God 

would strike her dead.’ Wharton made another visit a few days later, when, in the presence of 

both Mr. and Mrs. Hutchinson, she placed the bundle in a room and performed ‘some mystic 

ceremonies,’ then a final visit the following evening, where the bundle was placed in the centre 

of the room and ‘the candles were blown out and some further “ceremonies,” which lasted 

about three minutes, were gone through in the midst of perfect darkness.’ After lighting a 

candle, Wharton handed the weighty parcel to Mrs. Hutchinson and again instructed her not to 

look inside or ‘God would strike her dead.’ Unfortunately for the witch, Mr. Hutchinson 

noticed her running away as soon as she left the house, so he braved the threat of being struck 

dead and opened the parcel. On finding no money and only pieces of metal inside, he gave 

chase and captured Wharton. After repossessing his money, he handed her over to the police, 

who brought her before the magistrates, where she was sentenced to four months imprisonment 

with hard labour. 

The practice of using threats – including death threats – to coerce victims was quite common, 

as with an incident that occurred in Galway in 1853, which was published in at least nine 

newspapers (see appendix N) and was described as ‘An extraordinary case, which shows, 

unhappily, that mediaeval notions of witchcraft are not yet eradicated from the minds of the 

lower order.’211 The journalist was employing his own definition of ‘mediaeval notions of 
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witchcraft’ here, which is not necessarily consistent with the way in which historians define 

the subject. The tone of the article makes clear that the writer disdained the ‘the minds of the 

lower order’ for their belief in witchcraft, which was quite consistent with attitudes commonly 

expressed by journalists and editors in newspapers in Victorian Britain. There was often an 

implied, if not stated, exasperation that the ‘lower order’ or agricultural workers, or servants, 

were naïve and credulous, prey to superstitions that did not affect those of a more educated 

disposition.  

One item reported in several newspapers varies from the other examples given here, as it did 

not report upon a hearing of any kind but published details of letters that had been sent to a 

Mrs. Leadpiper (whom the newspapers claimed was a notorious witch) by her clients. As the 

letters were described as ‘seized’ it suggests that Mrs. Leadpiper was, in fact, charged with 

fraud of some kind, but that is not made explicit in the newspaper reports. The focus instead is 

upon the credulity of those who wrote to Mrs. Leadpiper asking for help, using the unedited 

letters to demonstrate the lack of education of the writers. It is, of course, possible, that the 

letters were a fabrication, but the content is consistent with other similar letters that were sent 

to cunning-folk. In his examination of witchcraft and magic in Somerset in the nineteenth 

century Owen Davies noted that with better education after the mid-nineteenth century, letters 

to cunning-folk became more common and that ‘following the death of one cunning-man the 

police found two large chests full of letters from clients.’212 The article about Mrs. Leadpiper 

appeared in at least 33 newspapers over a wide geographical spread (see appendix O), which 

was probably the result of the captivating headline, ‘Love and Witchcraft.’ Each newspaper 

that published the article referred to it being sourced from either the Durham Chronicle or 

Durham Advertiser, but neither of those publications appear in the search results from the 

BNA, which can likely be attributed to the relevant pages not yet being digitised. The 

popularity of the article supports the argument that newspapers were primarily publishing 

articles that mentioned witchcraft in a popular manner, rather than seriously engaging in any 

discussion about witchcraft itself.  

Susannah Bond of Stonehouse, Devon, portrayed herself as an herbalist but according to the 

newspaper reports of her hearing, she was recognised locally as a ‘white witch’ who made 

herself available for consultations. The case of fraud featuring Bond was reported in at least 

six newspapers (see appendix P), with the Western Morning News, Exeter Flying Post, and 

Barnstaple Times and North Devon News, carrying detailed reports of the hearing, which were 
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clearly derived from the same source, whilst the Exeter and Plymouth Gazette published only 

a short extract of the principal facts of the case in its section on local news. The report that was 

published in the Exeter Flying Post of 1st February 1865, from which all quotes are derived, 

relates how a woman named Rebecca Andrews seemed to have been suffering from some kind 

of anxiety as she had ‘the misfortune to “walk about night and day and could not rest.”’ Mrs. 

Andrews’s niece, Mrs. Mary Mules, consulted Susannah Bond who said that if Mrs. Andrews 

was not brought to her quickly, ‘she would be a dead woman!’ Bond asked for a payment of 

£2 10s ‘as compensation for removing the spell’ and having received the money, she spoke an 

incantation and undertook an elaborate series of actions, including astrology, with Mrs. Mules 

and Mrs. Andrews remaining with her in her cottage overnight. The next morning Mrs. Mules’s 

father turned up and objected to the whole affair and although his daughter persuaded him to 

leave, ‘Mrs. Bond overheard their conversation, and she said to the niece, “Remember, if you 

take away your aunt I will give you back your money; but there will be a curse upon your aunt, 

who shall die ramping mad in the asylum.”’ Mrs. Mules’s father shortly returned the house 

with another (unnamed) man and demanded repayment of the money. After some argument, 

Mrs. Bond refunded an amount of two sovereigns. The whole matter came to the attention of 

Superintendent Ross of the County Constabulary and as a result, Mrs. Bond was summoned to 

appear before the magistrate, ‘for using subtle device to obtain money from Mary Ann Mules.’ 

She was found guilty and sentenced to three months’ imprisonment. The journalist has created 

a compelling narrative here, using evocative language to produce a scandalous and fearful 

account. The threat of being sent to an asylum owing to insanity was a very real anxiety in 

Victorian Britain, which I will discuss in more detail in chapter five. At this point it is sufficient 

to note that by combining witches and insanity within his report, the journalist could be assured 

that his readers would be shocked and alarmed. An account referring only to the ‘subtle device 

to obtain money’ would have been much less appealing to a readership seeking thrilling stories 

in their newspapers. 

The case of ‘The Devonshire Witches’ of 1867 is another example of the way in which 

newspaper journalists portrayed an incident to fit a narrative of witchcraft, even though the 

facts aligned more closely with a story that was more akin to cunning craft. The wife of Thomas 

Rendle of Plymouth was paralysed and he consulted local cunning woman, Mary Murray, who 

promised that if she failed to cure his wife, ‘she would return all moneys that might be paid for 

herbs and services.’213 According to the newspaper report, Rendle paid £4 10s to Murray but 

not only did his wife fail to improve, he came to believe that Murray had actually ‘ill-wished’ 
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her, so he turned to another practitioner, a ‘white witch’ named Gribble, to seek his help. The 

matter came to a head when Inspector Murch arrested Murray, although she insisted that she 

had every right to charge for the medicines that she provided to Rendle. The journalist reporting 

on the trial included the text of various charms that Murray had sent to Rendle and using a 

verbatim style, quoted a statement by Mr. Brian who was acting on Murray’s behalf, that ‘while 

deploring the nonsense, ignorance and superstition which had been revealed, [he] contended 

that no offence had been committed against the law.’ The judge disagreed and sentenced 

Murray to three months’ imprisonment with hard labour. Gribble is only a fleeting presence in 

Murray’s hearing in the police court, but it does illustrate the importance of the way in which 

the journalist presented the case, and in particular, that Rendle was convinced that his wife’s 

illness was a consequence of being ill-wished. The incident was reported in not less than 42 

newspapers, covering the whole of Britain, see appendix Q. 

An incident that took place in Cuckfield, Sussex, in 1868, again describes how a cunning man 

was consulted to provide a remedy for witchcraft. The incident was published in at least 56 

newspapers (see appendix R) and the extracts quoted here are from the Renfrewshire 

Independent, 22 August 1868. The report describes how friends of a married woman in the 

town were perplexed by her illness, which kept her bedridden and they came to believe it had 

to be the work of witchcraft. They duly consulted a local cunning man, who agreed to help 

with a charm, which he said, ‘must be worked with the greatest secrecy and at a particular 

hour.’ After consulting his ‘book of necromancy,’ the cunning man determined the appropriate 

date and time to work the charm, he asked for a quantity of new pins and a pair of tongs to be 

supplied for the ceremony he must carry out. The ill woman’s friends ignored the stricture of 

secrecy, however, and eavesdropped on the cunning man as he placed the pins in position and 

burnt something, whereupon ‘in a commanding tone he made use of ejaculations and read a 

series of jargon that lasted a full hour.’ The story has no happy ending, however, as having 

revealed the actions of the cunning man, he claimed that the eavesdroppers had broken the 

essential condition of secrecy, which therefore caused the charm to fail, and their friend 

remained in ill-health.  

WITCHCRAFT IN THE BLACK COUNTRY. An extraordinary disclosure 

of ignorance was made on Wednesday week, in a case heard at the Old Hill 

(near Dudley) petty sessions. Ann Jones, the wife of a collier, was charged 
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with obtaining under false pretences the sum of £l 16s 8d, the money of Eliza 

Southall.214 

So began a lengthy and detailed report in at least 28 newspapers published in August 1869 (see 

appendix S). Jones was approached by Southall for assistance in removing what she believed 

was a spell that had been cast on her husband, which resulted in him suffering some unknown 

disease. Jones claimed to be able to remove the death spell for the payment of 6d. and the 

money being paid, Jones performed a ritual to remove the curse. Unfortunately, Mr. Southall’s 

health worsened, and Jones then made a request for more money, saying that she had indeed 

cast out the spell, but if she did not at once receive 7s 6d it would return with ten-fold intensity. 

The report on the trial describes the processes used by Jones to effect a cure, including using a 

‘witch stick,’ chanting and walking backwards, the use of toads and pins, a threat to transfer 

the spell that caused the disease to Southall’s children, and finally, the accusation that the 

complainant was mad. It is a typical example of money obtained using deception and threats, 

with continuing demands being made over a period of weeks. When Jones was arrested by 

Police Constable Taylor she claimed to have known about it in advance because her cards 

revealed it, but the magistrates were unimpressed by her claims to be the daughter of a ‘real 

old wizard’ and sentenced her to six months in prison with hard labour, with the journalist 

including their comments that they could scarcely believe their own ears, and they thought 

Mrs. Southam was the most foolish woman that could be found in the whole country. 

The case reads almost like a compendium of folk magic, but the essence is straightforward; 

Jones used a progressive range of coercive methods to obtain money from Eliza Southall, 

leveraging her fear of witchcraft and its effects upon her husband. The interesting question is 

how did Jones know about these techniques? The use of toads, a ‘witch stick,’ pins, chanting 

and walking backwards, are all types of folk practices. She claimed to be the daughter of a ‘real 

old wizard’ so perhaps she did genuinely receive information from her father, but of course 

that is pure speculation. Another, perhaps more probable explanation, is also the simplest, that 

she read or heard about different practices attributed to witches, which she then adopted and 

adapted to suit her purposes. The present research demonstrates how widely details of incidents 

of bewitchments and remedies were distributed throughout Britain per medium of newspaper 

reports, and although it cannot be proven definitively, it seems plausible to consider that such 

dispersal had the effect of publicising folk magic practices that would then be accessible to 

imitators. Such a hypothesis is speculative, however, and there is no empirical evidence that 
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could support an instance of imitation. The newspaper report described how Jones used several 

different techniques during her interaction with Southall, and referred to prognostication when 

speaking to PC Taylor, which is suggestive that she had some knowledge of folk magic 

practices, but we cannot know for sure whether these were passed to her from her father, or if 

she learned about them from other sources. 

A case that came up before the Yeovil magistrates in June 1876 describes how Hannah Foot, a 

servant girl, sought advice from Frederick Culliford, reputed to be a wise man who held weekly 

consultations in a beer house in Yeovil. Foot consulted him and explained that her mother was 

paralysed, which she believed was the result of a bewitchment. Culliford confirmed that her 

mother was indeed ‘over looked’ and for payment of 3s, he provided her with a bottle 

containing some water, thorns, and a piece of paper on which was written a curse designed to 

attack the person responsible for the bewitchment.215 Foot was instructed to bury the bottle 

with its neck pointing down in her mother’s garden, and leave it there for a month, which she 

did. Unfortunately, Foot’s mother’s health deteriorated, and her neighbours referred the matter 

to the police. Interestingly, some newspapers made the point that whilst Culliford’s offense 

was technically that of obtaining money under false pretences, ‘the noteworthy feature in the 

case is that the power laid claim to by the prisoner was rather that of “anti-witchcraft,” so to 

speak, than of witchcraft proper.’216 It seems that Culliford and his client both believed that he 

had some kind of supernatural power to banish a bewitchment, which was a common theme 

identified in cases of witchcraft-related fraud. Is it still a deception if the perpetrators believe 

they genuinely have the power to effect a remedy? Under the law the answer would have to be 

yes, but for those who genuinely believed they could influence a situation and remove 

bewitchments, then perhaps the answer could be no.  

Conclusion 

The chapter considered two key questions: firstly, why did newspapers publish articles and 

reports about crimes attributed to, or associated with, witchcraft? Secondly, how were such 

articles and reports sourced and did the journalist accurately represent the facts?  

In examining specifically why newspapers reported on witchcraft-related crime, the research 

presents credible evidence that editors and proprietors were keen to capitalise on any immoral 

and thrilling aspects of crimes, which does not imply that those writing and publishing the 

accounts believed in witchcraft as a supernatural practice. On the contrary, Victorian 
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newspaper journalists invariably presented an attitude towards witchcraft that was disparaging 

of such beliefs, expressing opinions such as this incident of assault from 1863: ‘Superstition in 

Somersetshire: A sad instance of moral depravity, and a proof that the once popular belief in 

witchcraft has not entirely died out in our country villages,’217 or ‘Witchcraft in Devonshire – 

Extraordinary Superstition,’ which continued, ‘A case illustrating the gross superstition which 

still prevails amongst the poor of some districts in England.’218 In some instances lack of 

religious instruction was highlighted as a cause of this ignorance, whilst in other cases 

journalists pointed towards poor education or social iniquity. The commonality was that 

educated people would not be prey to such superstition, either through being victims of fraud, 

or by believing themselves to have supernatural powers of some kind. Newspapers therefore 

had a highly visible role in campaigning and moralising, which sometimes followed the 

political or religious bias of the newspaper’s owners or editors but sometimes they simply 

reflected public opinion about an incident, as with the murder of Ann Tennant. 

Addressing the question of how articles and reports featuring crime associated with witchcraft 

were sourced suggests that not unexpectedly, coverage of witchcraft-related crime was 

obtained primarily from legal action: inquests, hearings, police investigations, and trials. This 

was, of course, a very practical approach to acquiring the type of content that newspapers 

sought to attract and keep their readers. As noted in the previous chapter, syndication and 

plagiarism played an important role in how newspapers reported crime associated with 

witchcraft and the evidence presented in this chapter demonstrates the wide geographical 

diversity of re-publication. Court reporters were highly influential, with their articles varying 

from a basic listing of the dramatis personae and type of crime, to detailed accounts that 

included comments such as ‘(laughter)’ to indicate how the verbal testimonies were received 

by those present.  

Examination of the examples of reverse witchcraft trials and witchcraft-related fraud published 

in newspapers identified during the research suggests that it was rare for the crime to represent 

what historians would consider to be witchcraft. Incidents of assault or reverse witchcraft trials 

were, with an occasional exception, entirely consistent: an elderly woman who met the typical 

stereotype of the witch figure was attacked using the traditional belief that drawing her blood 

would negate her powers. The key feature in all the cases identified was that the person who 

was assaulted was believed to be a witch in possession of some supernatural power and a 

wicked intent to harm her neighbours. The person who carried out the attack did so out of fear 
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and the absolute belief that the supposed witch had already caused harm and had to be stopped. 

In the majority of cases examined for this research project, the person attacked showed no 

indication of practising any kind of witchcraft or cunning craft. It seems clear that newspapers 

were not primarily reporting cases of alleged witchcraft, they were reporting upon the crime of 

assault, using a motif that was scandalous, shocking, or disreputable in order to attract readers. 

Cases of witchcraft-related fraud often featured practices associated with cunning craft rather 

than witchcraft, but journalists used the word ‘witch’ to add a thrilling and shocking patina to 

their reports. Typically, those who sought the services of a cunning person believed themselves 

or a member of their family to be cursed in some way, or they were told that a witch had placed 

a curse on them, so they sought the aid of a cunning man or woman, or white witch, in order 

to remove the bewitchment. The letters seized in the case of Mrs. Leadpiper also demonstrate 

a broad range of services that were susceptible to charges of fraud. Incidents that resulted in 

charges being heard in petty sessions or assizes, and thus being reported in newspapers, were 

primarily one of two types. Either the cunning man or woman failed to succeed in whatever 

she or he had been requested to do and so was considered to be a fraud, or the services that 

were retained turned out to be a deliberate scam of some kind. As seen in the examples above, 

sometimes those who sought the services of a cunning person were coerced into paying for the 

remedy, preying on a fear that if they ceased to pay for continued ‘treatments’ the curse would 

return, or the patient would become insane. Intimidating people into making these payments, 

either of money or goods, in this way introduces the spectre of the evil, wicked old woman, 

and uses fear of witchcraft as a core part of the fraud. It is also of note that the cunning man or 

white witch was not blameless, and often leveraged their client’s fear of witchcraft into 

payment for services provided. The number of such incidents that were reported in newspapers 

suggests that this perception of witchcraft was of significance, and that belief in the 

supernatural powers of a person who for a variety of reasons – ill-dignified, poor, mental health 

issues, beggar – remained an important feature of popular opinions about witchcraft in the 

nineteenth century. One characteristic that is particularly interesting is that reports of 

witchcraft-related crime identified during the research project rarely mentioned any connection 

to the Christian Devil, or of any kind of pact between the supposed witch and the Devil. It did 

occur, but the majority of reports that referred to the Devil or a pact were about historical 

beliefs or references to plays or literature, rather than any contemporary accusation against an 

alleged witch. This will be explored in more detail in the next two chapters of this dissertation. 
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As the nineteenth century progressed, newspaper reports about witchcraft-related crimes 

decreased in number, although references to witches and witchcraft in other contexts (for 

example, lectures, plays, and literature) remained widespread. Interestingly, crime reporting in 

general continued to remain visible throughout the Victorian period, demonstrating that the 

appetite for investigating and reporting upon crimes remained high, even though those carried 

out by or against alleged witches declined in popular appeal. To provide a reliable point of 

reference, a search of the BNA was conducted to identify reports of fraud and assault that did 

not mention the words ‘witch’ or ‘witchcraft.’219 The results (see figures 4 and 5) demonstrate 

just how popular crime reporting was for newspapers between 1850 and 1899. It should be 

noted that ‘fraud’ was often bank fraud or commercial fraud, but the results do also include 

personal fraud of the type that was common in witchcraft-related fraud. Noting the usual 

caution when evaluating quantitative data, these indicate that fraud and assault reporting 

remained highly visible throughout the period under review, declining very slightly in the final 

decade of the century. This could be accounted for in several ways not related to public interest 

or editorial decision-making, for example an unequal number of newspapers scanned for each 

decade, but the data indicate significant interest in crime reporting, irrespective of other factors 

associated with it.  

 

Figure 4 General Fraud reported in newspapers 1850-1899 
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Figure 5 General Assault reported in newspapers 1850-1899 
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Chapter Three: Witchcraft and the Arts 

This chapter explores the portrayal of the witch in Victorian newspapers through the medium 

of the Arts: visual arts, opera, theatre, literature, and poetry. Owing to the nature of the primary 

sources, the visual arts were present in two primary ways: firstly, where witches were 

mentioned in newspaper reports relating to works of art, it was in the context of a review of a 

showing or gallery and was generally limited to a brief description of the art and the artist. 

Secondly, and of more relevance to the research project, was the use of engraved images in 

newspapers and periodicals to reflect certain aspects of witchcraft, in particular in reference to 

important events or political standpoints. Examples of such engravings are included below, 

within the relevant sections of this dissertation. The chapter considers three key questions: 

firstly, what kind of content did newspapers publish about the Arts attributed to, or associated 

with, witchcraft? Secondly, why did newspapers feature this kind of content? Finally, was 

cultural interest in witches as figures of fantasy and imagination in Victorian Britain divorced 

from apparent belief in and fear of real witches? 

As with newspaper reports about witchcraft-related crime, it is important to bear in mind that 

authors and playwrights are describing their perceptions of witches and their interpretation of 

witchcraft, not necessarily depicting what contemporary witches or cunning-folk actually did. 

Fictional work also adds creative narrative, which means that the figure of the witch will be 

shown in whatever form best suits the subject being presented. Writing in 2018, Ronald Hutton 

noted that the few studies that have explored literary representations of witchcraft for the period 

1740 to 1940 have not yet produced a consensual picture, owing partly to inconsistent 

approaches to the concept of what makes a witch, as well as both the period and focus of the 

relevant studies.220 For example, Sarah Bruton investigates the representation of the witch in 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature from the perspective of female writers,221 whilst 

Justyna Szachowicz-Sempruch explores witches as social dissidents whose rebellious activities 

present witches metaphorically as ‘mysterious temptresses, wise-women, fairy god-mothers, 

sorceresses, mythical immortals and enchantresses, shaping the conscious and subconscious 

witch imagery of the times.’222 Hutton’s article addresses these points, seeking to clarify the 

role of the witch in fiction and poetry by considering her in three guises; as the evil witch, the 

witch as a heroine, and the witch as a victim.  
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The Fantastical Witch  

The categories identified by Hutton are a reliable indication of how the witch was most 

commonly featured through literary representations of witchcraft in the Victorian press. 

Examples of newspaper reports of witchcraft-related crime discussed in the previous chapter 

offer compelling evidence for the persistence in Victorian society of the stereotypical witch as 

an elderly, often infirm, woman, whose physical appearance set her apart from her community 

through reasons of superstitious fear. I suggest that this fear was driven at least in part due to a 

compelling stereotype of the witch as a harmful, evil, old woman, which Thomas Waters notes 

was ‘inherited from the past with a long history behind it, stretching back until at least the 

period of the witch trials.’223 In his ‘discussion of the archetypal witch’ in chapter four of 

Witchcraft, Magic and Culture, 1736-1951, Owen Davies comments that whilst the vast 

majority of witches were described as old women, only some ‘conformed to the archetypal 

image of an ugly, dirty old crone,’224 although he provides persuasive testimony drawn from 

personal accounts that an odd appearance – especially any kind of deformity – was considered 

to be an indication that the person was a witch, which supports the argument presented in this 

dissertation that the appearance of the witch, together with her manner, were important factors 

in her presence within popular culture. The evil witch and the witch as a victim both derive 

from this stereotype and whilst Hutton’s third category, the witch as a heroine, is less common, 

she is certainly present.  

It is interesting to note that common dictionary definitions of a witch often refer specifically to 

a woman whose supernatural powers are generally used to cause mischief: 

a person (especially a woman) who is credited with having usually malignant 

supernatural powers.225 

 

A woman who is supposed to have evil or wicked magical powers; 

witches in black robes and pointed hats; 

an ugly or mean old woman; hag.226 

 

Historically, in mythology and fiction, a woman believed to practise magic or 

sorcery, esp black magic; 

informal, derogatory: an ugly or wicked woman.227 



 75 

John Burton suggests that whilst this ‘image of the witch may not be a universal feature of 

collective representations, it occurs often enough to merit special attention as a general feature 

of social experience.’228 Modern dictionary definitions would appear to support this view. 

Davies explores various representations of witches in Witchcraft, Magic and Culture 1736-

1951, selecting the chapbook stories of The History of the Lancashire Witches. Also a Treatise 

of Witches in general and The Witch of the Woodlands as examples of how witches could be 

portrayed in a positive manner, evoking sympathy from the reader. The chapbook largely 

disappeared by the beginning of the Victorian period, being replaced by the Penny Dreadful, 

but the fictional representation of the witch as a heroine had a minor presence in the Victorian 

press, which I will return to below. 

The emergence of the concept of the evil witch figure during the period of the European witch 

trials229 was considered in chapter one by referencing the work of Charles Zika, where I 

suggested that widespread circulation of printed material had the effect of formalising this 

caricature of a twisted, ugly old woman, and transmitting it as a recognisable image that was 

largely responsible for popularising the disagreeable stereotype of the witch. In his thoughtful 

discussion about the origins of the British press Jeremy Black notes that information was both 

shaped and disseminated ‘by the culture of print’ and that, 

The writings of James VI of Scotland (James I of England 1567-1625) were 

an aspect of the way in which news of witches was spread in the new culture 

of print: in learned treatises, chapbooks, printed ballads and engravings. Such 

works included Reginald Scot’s The Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584), George 

Gifford’s A Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcrafts (1593), and John 

Cotta’s The Trial of Witchcraft (1616).230 

Reginald Scot’s The discoverie of witchcraft, Wherein the lewde dealing of witches and 

witchmongers is notablie detected, was published in 1584 and for its time, took the unusual 

position of arguing against witchcraft from a rational point of view. As noted by Michael 

Hunter, Scot, ‘presented a systematic attack on magical beliefs and practices as at once popish 

and dependent on fraud and deception which typified sceptical attitudes on such subjects.’231 

Despite this scepticism, the content of The discoverie of witchcraft provided contemporary 

readers with a comprehensive account of beliefs about witchcraft and other supernatural 

practices and was a central text in debates about witches for more than 300 years. At least 130 
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newspapers mentioned the book during the period 1850 to 1899, with 62 between 1880 to 1889, 

demonstrating its continuing popularity as a text about witchcraft.232 Many of the references in 

the 1880s relate to new editions being published, which suggests it continued to hold a strong 

interest amongst the reading public.  

Scot’s discoverie of witchcraft also inspired Thomas Middleton’s play, The Witch, which was 

first published in 1778 although it was believed to have been written c. 1613-16. In her 

discussion about witches in the Jacobean period, Diane Purkiss notes that Middleton was 

dependent upon Discoverie of witchcraft for his portrayal of contemporary beliefs about magic 

and witchcraft but suggests that he also exploited actual incidents and characters to create a 

dramatic narrative for his play, a technique that remains popular in the present day.233 Purkiss 

refers to the infamous scandal of the annulment of the marriage between the Earl of Essex and 

his wife, Frances Howard, and the subsequent poisoning of Sir Thomas Overbury during his 

imprisonment in the Tower of London,234 and argues that Middleton transformed the cunning 

woman involved in the scandal, Anne Turner, ‘into an almost unrecognisable and practically 

inhuman monstrosity, the witch Hecate.’235 Middleton thus merged the idea of diabolic 

witchcraft, which was a literary stereotype, with typically English practices of folk magic or 

operative witchcraft, in order to create a melodramatic performance. 

As noted in previous chapters, the challenge faced by historians in their efforts to define 

witches and witchcraft unequivocally is a recurring theme in witchcraft studies. In his 

discussion of the historiography of witchcraft, Malcolm Gaskill notes that witchcraft ‘generates 

endless contrasting images that resist intelligible unification’ and that ‘in many cases the 

historian is required to reconcile several distorted versions of the same event, like a painter 

attempting a portrait in a hall of mirrors.236 This perceptive analogy is supported by the 

evidence regarding witchcraft-related crime identified in Victorian newspapers discussed in 

the previous chapter, which demonstrates the ease with which journalists constructed 

compelling narratives from accusations of witchcraft-related crimes, regardless of whether the 

plaintiffs and defendants were engaged in what historians or folklorists might consider to be 

authentic practices of witchcraft. Such incidents were viewed through a multi-faceted lens, or 

as Gaskill describes, as portraits painted in a hall of mirrors, and were eminently variable 

because the journalists applied their skills to create a compelling narrative, layering the facts 

with impressions and projections. Nevertheless, it is certain that the caricature of the evil, ugly, 

old woman held the foremost position in popular culture as transcribed in print, a point that is 
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illustrated by Edmund Spenser (c. 1552-1599), who was unambiguous in his description of a 

witch and her ‘hellish science’ in The Faerie Queene (1590): 

The wicked witch now seeing all this while 

The doubtfull ballaunce equally to sway, 

What not by right, she cast to win by guile, 

And by her hellish science raisd streightway 

A foggy mist, that overcast the day, 

And a dull blast, that breathing on her face, 

Dimmed her former beauties shining ray, 

And with foule ugly forme did her disgrace: 

Then was she faire alone, when none was faire in place.237 

Spenser’s use of ‘wicked witch’ and ‘foule ugly forme’ is almost a template for Victorian 

newspaper reports about witches, demonstrating the resilience of the negative stereotype and 

its formidable influence within popular culture. Indeed, as noted by Hutton, this is an 

established literary tradition, with, for example, Canidia, described by Horace (65-8 BCE) as 

‘a hag who poisons food with her own breath and viper’s blood,’ and Lucan (39-65 CE) 

portrays the witch Erictho as a ‘repulsive old woman.’238 Hutton makes a very important point, 

however, that these images of ‘potent magic worked by evil women – would not have been 

chosen if they had not resonated to some extent with the prejudices and preconceptions of the 

intended audience.’239 Spencer drew upon these literary traditions when writing his poem, 

tapping into long-standing ideas and widely-held beliefs about witches. I suggest that this 

resonance with the intended audience was one of the reasons for the enduring popularity of The 

Faerie Queen, which was mentioned at least 2,768 times in newspapers published between 

1850 and 1899, growing ever more popular as the period progressed, so that between 1890 and 

1899 at least 915 newspaper pages mentioned Spencer’s Faerie Queen.240 This could be 

partially accounted for by the 300th anniversary of the Faerie Queen in 1890 and Spenser’s 

death in 1899, but a review of provincial and London newspapers for those years suggested 

that it was the content of the Faerie Queen, rather than any promotion relating to the 

anniversaries, that was of primary importance. 

In contrast to Scot and unlike Middleton, King James VI of Scotland showed no support for, 

or ambivalence about, witches whatsoever when he wrote his treatise on witchcraft, 

Daemonologie, which was published in Scotland in 1597 and was given an English publication 
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in 1603 after he became King James I of England. This book directly challenged Scot, with 

King James VI/I not only affirming beyond doubt the reality of witchcraft, but also portraying 

witches as predominantly female villains. He denounces ‘these detestable slaues of the Deuill, 

the Witches or enchaunters,’ and calls out the ‘damnable opinion’ of Scot, whom he describes 

as ‘an Englishman [who] is not ashamed in publike print to deny, that ther can be such a thing 

as Witch-craft: and so mainteines the old error of the Sadducees, in denying of spirits.’ 

(Original spelling and punctuation.)241 In chapter five King James VI/I reinforces a 

misogynistic attitude by asserting that the reason ‘there are twentie women giuen to 

[witchcraft], where ther is one man ... [is] that sexe is frailer than man, so is it easier to be 

intrapped in these grosse snaires of the Deuill.’ (Original spelling and punctuation.)242 As with 

Scot, King James VI/I’s book continued to attract interest in the ensuing centuries, with at least 

106 newspapers commenting on it during the period 1850 to 1899. Not all of the references to 

King James or his book were complimentary; The Royal Burgh of Forfar, a Study in Local 

History, was serialised in the Forfar Herald and made plain the writer’s views on James’s 

beliefs: 

But to the wise and sapient James VI was reserved the honour of kindling the 

holocaust which the others merely built. As Sir Walter Scott points out in his 

"Demonology and Witchcraft," James had written an abstruse treatise on 

Demonology, in which he embraced to the fullest extent the most absurd and 

gross of the popular errors on the subject. He further proved sorcery to be the 

direct enemy of God and the King, and it need not excite surprise that one of 

his first Acts as King of England was to revive and strengthen the statutes 

passed against Witchcraft during his mother's reign.243 

That King James VI/I was deeply fearful of witchcraft is not in doubt and as noted by Howell 

V. Calhoun, he showed ‘a singular gullibility with respect to the diabolical powers attributed 

to witches.’244 Unlike in Scotland, however, witchcraft in England and Wales had never been 

overly concerned about pacts with the Christian Devil. Christina Larner writes particularly 

eloquently on this point, noting that ‘the demonological element which featured so prominently 

on the continent and in Scotland … is almost completely absent from the English and Russian 

trials.’245 Hutton discusses the influence of Anglo-Saxon words upon English witchcraft, 

especially words that made their way into secular law codes, which demonstrate a characteristic 

distinction from the witch trials and beliefs commonly found in mainland Europe and 
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Scotland.246 King James’s Witchcraft Act of 1604 certainly directed attention towards a pact 

with the Devil but in practice, English and Welsh witchcraft focused more on familial and 

community transgressions than agreements with the Devil. Fear of the wickedness of witchcraft 

was more personal and as a result, its effects continued to influence popular beliefs about 

witches well into the nineteenth century. Andrew Sneddon examined this subject in detail in 

Witchcraft and Magic in Ireland, concluding that he agreed with Ronald Hutton that in contrast 

to the type of harm that witches were believed to inflict in other parts of Europe, in ‘Gaelic 

Ireland [it was] attributed to fairy attack.’247 The religious and political situation regarding 

conflict between Irish Catholicism and Protestantism, and the divergence of beliefs between 

the elite and plebeian cultures, also affected popular opinions about witchcraft in Ireland.  

Shakespeare 

It is at this point that Shakespeare makes his entrance, taking centre stage just as the leading 

characters did in his plays. His membership of The King’s Men acting company placed him 

under the patronage of King James I, and Shakespeare was no doubt influenced by James I’s 

fear of witchcraft when he composed Macbeth in 1605 or 1606. This is entirely consistent with 

Shakespeare’s awareness of the political expediency of pleasing the reigning monarch, an 

approach that worked to his advantage when he dramatised the story of Richard III by 

employing a decidedly pro-Tudor perspective.248 Shakespeare was not writing about historical 

events in order to record them accurately, but to present an entertaining drama using 

recognisable figures that would be familiar to the public and not offend too badly those in 

positions of authority; he was, after all, a gifted dramatist and a safe measure of offense against 

those in positions of power excited and delighted his paying audience. Poetic licence was 

lavishly employed to create performances that had a strong resonance with those who watched 

the plays, from the King and his court down to the crowds who flocked to travelling theatres 

and fairs that took place throughout Britain.249 These peripatetic theatres took the plays to the 

regions as well as urban environments and owing to the nature of the performance schedule, 

they were able to present an attractive program of drama, comedy, and musical entertainment. 

Fairs in particular were important in this regard, because for the duration of the fair, theatrical 

performances did not require any kind of licence and fairs supplied a ready-made audience, 

eager to be entertained. Of interest is that one famous nineteenth century travelling theatre, 

‘Old Wild’s,’ listed its performance of Macbeth in 1844 under the title, Macbeth: or The Weird 

Sisters,’ giving an unequivocal indication of the importance of the witches.250  
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Shakespeare’s understanding of political issues of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is 

perhaps one of the reasons that his witches were so well adapted to contemporary politics in 

Victorian Britain. These two examples of engraved illustrations show how easily the witches 

in Macbeth were used to illustrate contemporary concerns. The first slightly pre-dates the 

period of the research, being published in 1843, but it is a particularly good example. Entitled 

‘Macbeth: the Thane of Derrynane!’ the three witches from Macbeth stand in profile and say 

‘Dan - thou shalt be king hereafter.’ This refers to a series of meetings being organised by 

Daniel O'Connell to promote the repeal of the Acts of Union 1800 in an attempt to re-establish 

the Irish Parliament and the Kingdom of Ireland. The witches here are predicting that, like 

Macbeth, O’Connell would become power-crazy and try to seize the throne. The second 

cartoon dates from 1863 and is a commentary upon the provision of meals to working-class 

men in Glasgow.251  

The majority of engravings featuring witches that were used to illustrate newspapers and (more 

frequently) periodicals primarily reflect political issues. It is interesting that throughout the 

period under examination, as far as can be determined by reading reviews and commentaries 

published in the press, the stereotype of the witches in Macbeth did not change in any 

significant way. This suggests that by the mid-nineteenth century the key characteristics were 

well-established and widely recognised, a point I shall return to in the next chapter for a 

discussion about the appearance of witches and witchcraft in satire and parody. 



 81 

 

Figure 6 Coloured lithograph by h.b. (unknown artist):26 July 1843 (Wellcombe Library no:36365i) 

 

Figure 7 "The Scotch Witches' Cauldron." Punch, vol. 44, 18 Apr. 1863. 
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In her discussion about witches in the Elizabethan theatre, Diane Purkiss notes that 

‘Shakespeare’s plays are not especially interested in faithful representations of popular 

beliefs,’252 which is an opinion that I share. Although the supernatural was a common theme 

in Shakespeare’s plays, witches inevitably featured as wicked and unpleasant. Representation 

of witches engaged in more benign practices, such as those that might be found in 

contemporary communities being performed by people broadly categorised as cunning-folk, is 

absent. Shakespeare’s witches were, par excellence, a classic representation of the stereotype 

of the witch that emerged in the course of the witch trials and flourished during the ensuing 

centuries. Purkiss points out that Shakespeare pandered ‘shamelessly to the novelty-hungry 

news culture of Jacobean London, and to a court and intellectual elite increasingly eager for a 

narrative of folklore which would demonstrate their separation from a credulous peasantry.’253 

As noted in the previous chapter, this was a common theme in reports of witchcraft-related 

crime in newspapers published in Victorian Britain, where the great majority of incidents were 

described in terms of credulity and superstitious beliefs in such language as to make it clear 

that the writer was not prey to such primitive attitudes.  

Unlike Spenser, anniversaries associated with Shakespeare featured prominently in the 

Victorian press, although it cannot be stated with any certainty whether this inspired interest in 

the man and his plays or was a consequence of his popularity. The opening of The Memorial 

Theatre in Stratford-upon-Avon (1879), and the erection of ‘the colossal statue of Shakespeare, 

complete with four life-size figures at its base’ (1888) 254 were well-reported in the press but 

did not feature witchcraft. Similarly contemporary events such as anniversaries of 

Shakespeare’s birth received extensive coverage within the context of reviews, but witchcraft 

was featured as a component of the play, rather than being associated with any contemporary 

customs. 

The witches featured in Macbeth were not the only, or even the first, witches to appear in 

Shakespeare’s plays. In Henry VI part 1255 Talbot complains that Joan la Pucelle (Joan of Arc) 

is ‘A witch, by fear, not force,’ and Henry VI part 2256 includes Margery Jourdain and Roger 

Bolingbroke, the former described as a ‘cunning witch’ and the latter as a ‘conjurer.’ Although 

Joan La Pucelle and Jourdain were dramatic enough in their own right, they did not capture the 

popular imagination in nineteenth century Britain as fervently as the witches in Macbeth, with 

very few references to Henry VI part 1 or Henry VI part 2 in Victorian newspapers. In contrast, 

the witch Sycorax is not even a visible presence in The Tempest,257 but through her son Caliban 
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she spreads a veil of mischief and malignance throughout the play. The present research 

identified 2,359 mentions of The Tempest in newspapers between 1850 and 1899, mostly 

advertisements and reviews, but occasionally articles that referred to lectures and readings. 

Sycorax also makes an appearance in several articles, such as ‘Orcadian Superstitions’ that was 

published on 28 August 1868 in the Greenock Telegraph and Clyde Shipping Gazette: 

So late as 1814 there lived an old beldame in Stromness, named Bessie Miller, 

who sold favourable winds to mariners at the low charge of sixpence. Bessie 

is described as having been a withered, sharp-featured woman, with two light 

blue eyes, gleaming weirdly in her corpse-like face. She must have been kith 

and kin to Sycorax, the “blue-eyed hag,” mother of Caliban. 

It was the otherworldly portrayal of Shakespeare’s witches in Macbeth, however, which made 

a strong immediate impression from the moment they first appeared on stage, and they 

continued to inspire the enormous popularity of the play over the subsequent centuries. An 

eyewitness account by Dr. Simon Forman dates the first public performance of Macbeth at the 

outdoor Globe Theatre in April 1611, though it was most likely performed at Court before King 

James in August or December 1606.258 The opening scene usually presents a sinister 

atmosphere with the stage direction of thunder and lightning, and the witches’ dialogue tells 

the audience to expect that ‘faire is foule, and foule is faire.’259 Indeed, such is the atmosphere 

of brooding evil in the play that folklore abounds about Macbeth, claiming that it is cursed and 

that its performances have suffered many accidents and even deaths during its long history. 

Probably the most common superstition that has grown up around Macbeth is that the name of 

the play should never be spoken in a theatre where it is performed, being referred to at all times 

as ‘the Scottish play.’ The remedy should anyone break this tradition and utter the word 

Macbeth in the theatre is worthy of any spell crafted by Hecate: ‘exit the theatre, spin around 

three times, spit, curse and then knock on the theatre door to be allowed back in.’260 

In the Victorian era, Macbeth featured regularly in theatrical performances, concerts, readings, 

lectures, and community events (readings, lectures, and community events will be examined 

the next chapter). Noting the caution of potentially misleading conclusions as a result of using 

digital archives, it is nevertheless noteworthy that a search for the word Macbeth in the BNA 

returns 211,317 pages for the period 1850 to 1899, of which 135,655 were published in English 

newspapers and periodicals, 51,474 in Scottish publications, 20,424 in Irish publications, and 

3,764 in Welsh publications.261 An extensive examination of reviews of Macbeth published in 
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Victorian newspapers reveals that most refer to the witches, which demonstrates how well 

Shakespeare understood the importance of their presence. The witches were frequently 

described in detail, highlighting their uncanny and fiendish appearance, and were often played 

by male actors, possibly a reference to the line spoken by Banquo, ‘you should be Women, and 

yet your Beards forbid me to interprete (sic) you are so.’262 As Purkiss argues, what appeared 

in print and on the stage in the early modern period was not a true representation of those 

women who practised a form of folk magic, it was a compendium of an ‘exploitive collage of 

randomly chosen bits of witch-lore, selected not for thematic significance but for its sensation 

value.’263 The evidence examined for the current research supports that view, with even the 

shortest reviews of the play usually making some remark about the witches. The following 

extracts from 1875 and 1898 are typical in highlighting the appearance and manner of the 

witches and make it clear what the audiences expected and appreciated: 

A performance of a remarkable character was that of the First Witch of Mr. 

George Conquest. In a weird or grotesque part he has no superior, and he 

made the short speeches and the action of the First Witch as unearthly as 

possible.264 

 

The opening scene with the witches is ingeniously contrived. They are hazy, 

indistinct, supernatural, and when presently seen more nearly, as they 

intercept Macbeth and speak to him before vanishing in a cloud of smoke, 

they sustain their mysticism.265 

Other Theatrical Performances 

Macbeth’s influence was not just limited to its own performances. In 1886 actor and Stage 

Manager Sir Henry Irving (1838 –1905) announced he would introduce a scene showing a 

witches’ kitchen into his production of Faust, which the newspaper carrying the account 

suggested was inspired by Goethe and Macbeth.266 The centrepiece of the staging of Irving’s 

Faust is a cauldron, which the reviewer comments ‘is the cauldron of “Macbeth”’ and emits a 

‘cloud of steam and flame’ to herald the arrival of the witch, ‘who bounds in with an unearthly 

shriek.’ Hanging above the cauldron are ‘lizards, toads, snakes, &c.’ and the witch, played by 

a Mr. Mead, utters a ‘weird incantation’ to produce the magical potion. As Faust drinks the 

brew, the special effects include flashings of lightning and a roll of thunder, which again offers 
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a comparison with the setting of the three witches in the opening scene of Macbeth and shows 

how profoundly Shakespeare wove his spell upon the enduring stereotype of the witch.  

The musical accompaniment to the witches of Macbeth, which is usually absent from modern 

performances, was attributed to Matthew Locke (1621-1677) although this is disputed,267 and 

was in itself so popular that numerous community events and concerts included the witches’ 

music from Macbeth in their concert and dance programs. An announcement by Henry Irving 

that was published in Reynolds’s Newspaper on 23 December 1888 indicates how integral the 

witches’ music was to Macbeth in Victorian Britain, as well as the uncanny nature of the 

witches:  

Locke’s musical setting will be superseded by one by Sir Arthur Sullivan. All 

the witches will be performed by women, and it said that the cave scene will 

eclipse in weirdness that of the Brocken in “Faust.” 

This was not, of course, the first time that Sir Arthur Sullivan (1842–1900) had written music 

for witches; the comic opera Ruddygore; or The Witch’s Curse268 with a libretto by W. S. 

Gilbert (1836–1911) premiered at the Savoy Theatre in London on 22 January 1887. Its plot 

was implausible and historically inaccurate (witches were not burned at the stake in Cornwall), 

and a review of the first performance commented that ‘the libretto, as a whole, is very weak 

and loosely constructed’269 but nevertheless, the style is indisputably that of a Gilbert and 

Sullivan opera: 

Sir Rupert Murgatroyd  

His leisure and his riches  

He ruthlessly employed  

In persecuting witches.  

With fear he'd make them quake –  

He'd duck them in his lake –  

He'd break their bones  

With sticks and stones,  

And burn them at the stake!270 

Before leaving the subject of performance, I would like to mention The Late Lancashire 

Witches by Thomas Heywood and Richard Brome, which dates from 1634.271 The play is 

interesting because its witches are settled into roles within the wider community, rather than 
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portraying women who occupy a place on the margins of society. They are still figures that 

challenge the accepted social order, but the context is entirely domestic and presented as playful 

rather than malicious. The focus in the play upon feasting and merriment could perhaps be the 

origin of the famous toast to the ‘Lancashire Witches,’ which will be reviewed in chapter four. 

The play has largely disappeared from public view, although it was performed at Lancaster 

Castle in 2012 as part of a conference held at Lancaster University, ‘Capturing Witches: 

Histories, Stories, Images 400 Years After the Lancashire Witches.’ Despite being a popular 

play in the seventeenth century, The Late Lancashire Witches had mostly disappeared by the 

nineteenth century and mention of the play in Victorian newspapers is almost completely 

absent; only eight references to the play were identified from the period 1850 to 1899. The 

contrast with Macbeth is evident and suggests that the powerful stereotype of Macbeth’s 

witches had a much stronger hold on the popular imagination than witches who, however 

challenging they may have been, were an accepted part of their village community. 

Literature 

A witch who occupied a visible place in the Victorian press was found in a novel entitled The 

Amber Witch by Mary Schweidler, edited by W. Meinhold, which appeared in an English 

translation by Lady Duff Gordon in 1844. The Amber Witch spawned both a play and an opera, 

as well as numerous performances in community events. The story of The Amber Witch 

suggests the witch as victim rather than evildoer and sits within a framework of continental 

witch trials, but it was also one of the most infamous literary forgeries of the nineteenth century, 

with the extracts below appearing in the Dublin Evening Mail, 26 December 1876. Meinhold 

engaged in a wager with acquaintances who claimed that ‘it would be impossible for anyone 

to make [a literary] deception so complete as to defy absolute proof of the fraud.’ Meinhold 

disagreed and ‘declared his belief that himself could, with his knowledge of antiquarian 

matters, and the literature of medieval and modern times, palm off, not only on the general 

public, but on savans272 themselves, a forgery of this sort.’ After a period of a month or so after 

making this claim, Meinhold publicly announced that ‘a person making antiquarian research 

through the old cathedrals, convents, and chapels of Northern Europe, had found [a 

manuscript], among some musty, mutilated, long-forgotten records in the ruins of an ancient 

chapel.’ In perpetuating this fraud, the 1844 edition of the book was attributed to Mary 

Schweidler and introduced on the book’s title page as: 
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The most interesting trial for witchcraft ever known. Printed from an 

imperfect manuscript by her father Abraham Schweidler, the Pastor of 

Coserow, in the Island of Usedom.273 

Meinhold was identified as the editor and he presented The Amber Witch as a true story of a 

witch and her treasure trove of amber, based upon an ancient manuscript that he claimed had 

been authenticated. He acknowledged in the preface that he had restored, 

those leaves which have been torn out of the middle, imitating, as accurately 

as I was able, the language and manner of the old biographer, in order that the 

difference between the original narrative, and my own interpolations, might 

not be too evident. 

In a rather barbed comment directed towards those who claimed that it was impossible for a 

forgery to be convincing, he went on to say, ‘I refrain from pointing out the particular passages 

which I have supplied ... [because] such a confession would be entirely superfluous, as critics 

will easily distinguish the passages where Pastor Schweidler speaks from those written by 

Pastor Meinhold.’ Despite his primary motivation being to ridicule those who were firm in 

their belief that they could identify genuine historical manuscripts and easily spot fraudulent 

documents, Meinhold also appears to have had a sound grasp of the usefulness of building 

curiosity among his potential readers, because he made a series of announcements about the 

‘research’ as well as confirming the authenticity of the manuscripts discovered, so that ‘when 

the book finally appeared it was received with a furore.’ Needless to say, newspapers were the 

principal means by which Meinhold’s machinations as well as information about his book were 

disseminated. 

The plot of the opera of The Amber Witch was summarised in a review published in Reynolds’s 

Newspaper on 10 March 1861, describing a romantic tale, focusing on a beautiful heroine – a 

pastor’s daughter named Mary – and her secret betrothal to Rudiger, a nobleman pretending to 

be a yeoman, who had saved her father from robbers. Mary’s discovery of a vein of amber, 

which she used to purchase food for the local community, is the reason for the title, The Amber 

Witch. Mary’s beauty was such that she came to the notice of the area Commandant, who made 

approaches to her through a servant, but Mary rejected his advances and was then accused of 

witchcraft using the excuse that she concealed the source of her wealth – the amber. After 

arranging for her arrest, the Commandant again tries to coerce Mary into a relationship with 



 88 

him, which she again refuses and the story ends on a happy note when the Commandant is 

stripped of his authority, Mary is declared innocent, and her union with Rudiger is assured. In 

addition to the book, the play, the opera, and the coverage of the literary forgery, there were 

many advertisements in newspapers for sheet music, which kept the story very much in the 

public eye. Although Mary is wrongly accused of being a witch, her story sits within the 

category of the witch as a heroine, being a beautiful woman of good character who contributed 

in a positive manner to her community. 

The Witch of Melton Hill by Harriet Thompson was another popular novel, which received 

generally positive reviews in the press. One review published in the Tablet on 12 May 1855 

was republished in a number of newspapers and described how the ‘clever and handsome’ 

heroine was deceived by the tricks of ‘an old fortune teller.’ The story tells how the heroine 

seeks out the eponymous witch of the book’s title, who is described as living in  

a miserable mud dwelling, with no enclosure round it, only a heap of ashes in 

front, and some old cabbage stalks decomposing in the dark puddles which 

the rain had formed in the boggy soil.274  

Such a vivid description of squalor sets the scene for the appearance of the witch herself, 

described as a hag and possessing a nasty disposition. The novel is a moralising tale, which the 

writer of the review quoted above assures his readers is ‘a volume fit for general circulation.’ 

Serialised fiction became a regular feature of newspapers in Victorian Britain, with authors 

such as Charles Dickens and Harrison Ainsworth among the most popular to publish their 

works in this way. Tillotson’s Newspaper Literature Syndicate was established in 1873 initially 

simply to collect and publish serialised fiction in each Saturday’s issue of the Bolton Weekly 

Journal, which Tillotson owned. The venture was remarkably successful and ‘not only did 

Tillotson become the first proprietor to evolve a coherent editorial policy towards publishing 

fiction in newspapers, but he also became a 'broker' of popular fiction, reaching his own 

agreements with authors, and selling their work to other publications.’275  

Harrison Ainsworth’s novel, The Lancashire Witches, which first achieved publication in serial 

form in the Sunday Times in 1848, was widely promoted and advertised to the reading public. 

The serialisation was so successful that by the end of the year, a three-volume book had been 

published, with adverts appearing in more than 160 newspapers in December 1848. From that 

moment the book has never been out of print and its popularity in Victorian Britain secured its 
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place as one of the most influential representations of witches in literature. Ainsworth begins 

his tale in the sixteenth century with accusations of witchcraft and a curse, which was placed 

upon Bess Demdike by John Paslew, Abbot of Whalley.276 Abbott Paslew is eventually 

executed, after which the action moves to the seventeenth century, where the curse finds its 

expression in the character of Mother Demdike, described as an ancient witch who wields 

tremendous supernatural power, challenged only by two other evil witches, Mother Chattox 

and Alison Nutter. The story is based on the real-life drama of the witches of Pendle Hill who 

were tried in 1612, but the novel was not intended to be historically accurate; rather it uses a 

famous incident and the dramatis personae involved to create a thrilling novel for popular 

entertainment. Nevertheless, the plot revolves around the real-life feud between Mothers 

Demdike and Chattox, and features others mentioned in the 1612 trial including Alizon Device 

and Alice Nutter, although the romantic hero of the tale, Richard Assheton, who tragically fell 

victim to witchcraft and died in the novel, was (apart from his name) entirely fictional.  Other 

characters include the aptly named Mother Mould-heels, whom Ainsworth describes as,  

a fearful old crone; hunchbacked, toothless, blear-eyed, bearded, halt, with 

huge gouty feet swathed in flannel. As she cast the ingredients [into the 

cauldron] one by one, she chanted thus: - 

 

Head of monkey, brain of cat, 

Eye of weasel, tail of rat, 

Juice of mugwort, mastic, myrrh –  

All within the pot I stir.277 

The resonance of both the description and the use of a chant invites comparison with Macbeth’s 

witches, and the illustrations by Sir John Gilbert (1817-1897) present Ainsworth’s Lancashire 

witches as fully compliant with the stereotype of an ugly elderly woman, whose physical 

appearance ‘is typically frightening and is often almost a caricature of all the most unpleasant 

human characteristics.’278 Jeffery Richards suggests that the popularity of the Lancashire 

Witches was that it captured the prevailing fashion for historical novels and the contemporary 

fascination with antiquarian interests, including folk stories and rural traditions,279 which seems 

very likely, but I suggest that the presence of the witches was also a significant factor in the 

book’s success. 
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Ainsworth’s novel highlights the widespread popularity of serialised fiction in Victorian 

newspapers. As noted above, ‘Tillotson’s Newspaper Literature Syndicate’ provided a 

brokerage service to authors to facilitate publication of their stories in newspapers, and there 

was a huge demand from an eager reading public. Some serialisations, such as novels by 

Dickens and Ainsworth, enjoy a lasting fame, but others have slipped into obscurity. Mrs. 

Hibbert-Ware’s novel, Fairfax of Fuystone, was serialised in 1887 in the Newcastle Courant 

and is interesting for the present research because although the author presents a balanced view 

of witchcraft, she portrays witches entirely within the stereotype of wicked women with evil 

intent. The Vicar takes a stance for moderation in chapter XL, Pro and Con, but acknowledges 

that ‘any old woman’ can find herself in jeopardy: 

When wicked or mistaken people charge us with crimes of which we are not 

guilty, we may clear ourselves by showing that, at that time, we were 

somewhere else, but in prosecutions for witchcraft that very just defence is a 

mere jest, for if any crackbrained girl imagine, or any lying spirit makes her 

believe, that she sees any old woman pursuing her in her vision, the defenders 

of the vulgar opinions of witchcraft forthwith tack an imaginary compact with 

the devil onto the girl’s deposition, and hang the accused for things that were 

done when she was, perhaps, fast asleep in her bed.280 

The Newcastle Courant regularly published fiction and seems from the present research to have 

a particular fascination with witches. The Witch of Ballycullagh is a short story, which the 

Newcastle Courant published in a single instalment on 22 July 1899, with a plot steeped in the 

supernatural and a witch whose description foreshadows the sinister plot of the story: 

Then looking he saw a woman of tall stature, wasted to attenuation, narrow 

chested and stooped; her yellow face long, gaunt, and haggard, with many a 

line and wrinkle; her lips thin, hard, and cruel; her grey eyes luminous with 

the light of power and the glare of madness; far-seeing, weird in expression, 

startling. Iron-grey hair hung in matted locks around her head, which was 

half-concealed by the hood of a cloak colourless from age and threadbare 

from wear. Her long bony arms were uncovered, the right hand clutched a 

crutch stick, whilst the left was pressed to her breast. Seen beneath the bleak 

and troubled sky, sheltered by the boughs of a blackthorn, with a background 
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of desolate moors stretching into grey space, she looked a desolate and 

uncanny figure. 

This evocative portrayal shows extraordinary faithfulness to the stereotype of the wicked, evil 

old witch and again demonstrates the importance of newspapers in promulgating the image to 

a wide, popular audience. The short story was re-published in at least one other newspaper (the 

Manchester Times) but given the widespread practice of syndication, it seems probable that it 

also appeared in other publications. 

The Brothers Grimm 

The tales collected by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm281 were enormously popular in the nineteenth 

century and featured extensively in Victorian newspapers. The first volume of Kinder- und 

Hausmärchen (Children’s and Household Tales) was published at the end of 1812, with 

volume two following in 1815 and the first English translation being published in 1823-6. 

Unlike the first German editions, the English publication was illustrated and like later editions 

of Kinder- und Hausmärchen, some of the more gruesome stories were removed or ameliorated 

in some way. A new English edition of the book was published in a single volume during 1856, 

which resulted in at least 35 newspaper advertisements claiming – somewhat ironically – that 

‘Here is, indeed, a treasure for the nursery, a translation of the famous stories of the Brothers 

Grimm, whose tales have become as familiar in Germany as Little Red Riding Hood or 

Cinderella here.’282 There were also advertisements for earlier editions, but not in any 

significant number. After the publication of the seventh and final version of Grimm’s Tales in 

1857, however, newspapers made regular reference to the book, with at least 141 mentions 

before 1899. Mostly these references were advertisements but were sometimes reviews of 

theatrical entertainment based upon one of the tales collected by the Brothers Grimm. 

Any discussion regarding the brothers Grimm and witchcraft leads into consideration of the 

presentation of witches in Grimm’s Tales, in particular Hansel and Gretel. As noted by Jack 

Zipes, following publication of the first edition ‘the Grimms went on to publish six more 

editions and made immense changes in them so that the final 1857 edition has relatively little 

in common with the first edition.’283 The process of reducing the gruesome content of the 

stories that was undertaken by (primarily) Wilhelm Grimm in the editions published after 1815, 

which was also a feature of the English publications, seemed to elude the witches. Indeed, their 
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characters attracted additional hideous characteristics, as shown by these extracts from Hansel 

and Gretel from the first and seventh editions: 

But the old woman was a wicked witch who was lying in wait there for 

children. She had built her house of bread in order to lure them to her, and if 

she captured one, she would kill him, cook him, and eat him; and for her that 

was a day to celebrate. (1812) 

 

But the old woman had only pretended to be friendly. She was a wicked witch 

who was lying in wait there for children. She had built her house of bread 

only in order to lure them to her, and if she captured one, she would kill him, 

cook him, and eat him; and for her that was a day to celebrate. Witches have 

red eyes and cannot see very far, but they have a sense of smell like animals, 

and know when humans are approaching. (1857)284 

The impact of Grimm’s Tales upon Victorian society becomes obvious when looking at the 

number of references to individual tales that appeared in newspapers. There are over 2,900 

references to Hansel and Gretel in newspapers published between 1890 and 1899, with the 

vast majority found in England.285  

Another famous tale from the collection is that of Little Snow-White. In the 1812 edition of the 

story, Snow-White’s ‘godless mother’ is the antagonist, her only supernatural ability being to 

question her magic mirror. By the 1857 edition however, the mother had become a stepmother 

and her attempts to kill Snow-White became more sinister. The methods used by the 

stepmother are unchanged, but the narrative makes clear that the poisoned comb was made 

‘with the art of witchcraft, which [the stepmother] understood.’286 Perhaps the reason that 

Grimm’s witches became more sinister in later editions of the tales is that the narrative was 

influenced by other representations of witches in the nineteenth century, in particular the 

stereotype of the evil, ugly, old woman. She was instantly recognisable and a very powerful 

enemy to all that was innocent, pure, and good. 

Pantomime 

This is a useful point to examine how in the nineteenth century Germanic tales of magic and 

witchcraft met a particularly enduring stage entertainment, which had its roots in the sixteenth 

century Italian street theatre of Harlequin, Pantalone, Pierrot, and Columbine. By the late 
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seventeenth century, this street theatre had spread to England as ‘pantomime’ or ‘panto,’ 

bringing the irrepressible Harlequin to the stage and forming the perfect vehicle for adaptions 

of fairy tales. Victorian pantomime titles offered a description of the performance and its 

characters, often combining roles in a way that seem incongruous to modern eyes. For example, 

on 27 December 1864 the Morning Advertiser reviewed a performance of Hop o’ My Thumb 

and his Eleven Brothers, or Harlequin and the Ogre of the Seven-League Boots. The reviewer 

comments that fairy tales always have good and bad characters and that in this production, the 

bad half of the equation is found in ‘Okriki, the Lapland Witch,’ played by Mr. Meagreson, 

who is the patroness of the Ogre and ‘has at her command hail, rain, frost, and snow, the winds, 

the signs of the zodiac, and a host of minor influences.’ London was not the only city to present 

imaginatively named pantomimes; St George and St Patrick or Harlequin and the Lancashire 

Witches and the Leprechauns was performed at the New Royal Theatre, Manchester Street in 

Liverpool for the 1864/65 season,287 and on 31 December 1866 an advertisement for the New 

Adelphi Theatre in Liverpool appeared in The Albion, which announced that the pantomime of 

the season, Harlequin Dicky Sam and the Liverpool Liver or Prince Rupert, Oliver Cromwell, 

and the Three Lancashire Witches, was ‘received nightly by crowded houses with unbounded 

applause.’ The imaginatively named Tam O'Shanter, or Caledonia, Queen of the Heather, and 

Auld Clootie and the Witches of Alloway Kirk was performed in Glasgow for the 1865-66 

season, but London was indisputably the heart of pantomime. An article in Reynolds’s 

Newspaper on 23 December 1888 commented that although there was only one pantomime in 

London’s West End (Drury Lane) for Christmas, ‘the north, south, and east parts of London, 

fairies, hobgoblins, genii, dwarfs, imps, witches, harlequin, columbine, clown, pantaloon, and 

sprite are more fortunate in finding a home to disport themselves during the festive season.’ 

In addition to advertisements and reviews for theatre and music hall productions, newspapers 

reported upon community events such as glees288 and readings, and carried numerous 

advertisements for sheet music: 

New Dance Music inc J P Clarke's “Witches’ Own Galop” (Beautifully 

illustrated. This is decidedly the Galop of the Season.)’289  

Community events will be examined in more detail in the next chapter, but clearly, witches 

were a visible and abiding presence in fiction, theatre, opera, and musical entertainment in 

Victorian Britain, and featured regularly in the press.  
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Poetry 

There is one other literary category in which witches frequently made an appearance, which is 

poetry. Andrew Hobbs and Claire Januszewski undertook a detailed examination of poetry 

published in the provincial press in Victorian England and as a consequence of their study, 

estimated ‘that in the order of four million poems were published in this way during Victoria’s 

reign in England alone.’290 Extrapolated data from the five newspapers selected for the study 

(Blackburn Standard, Bristol Mercury, Hampshire Telegraph, Manchester Times, and 

Middlesbrough Gazette) indicated significant growth in the number of poems published in 

newspapers from 1800 (3,603) to 1900 (123,431),291 which they suggest was partly due to the 

ease of ready-made copy to use as a filler, but also the strategy of seeking reader-engagement 

with the newspaper by inviting contributions for publication. Hobbs and Januszewski note that 

‘The most popular poems were reprinted many times in the provincial press,’ which is 

substantiated by the present research. For example, this ode to April by Thomas K. Hervey was 

published in at least 21 newspapers for the period 1850 to 1899,292 and is an excellent example 

of a whimsical type of witch that was often featured in poems; perhaps not quite a heroine, but 

certainly neither evil nor a victim. 

Like a beautiful witch in the woodland she dwells, 

Muttering magic and playing with spells; 

Mixing her charms over meadows and bowers, 

Throwing her seeds in, and taking out flowers; 

Nursing the blooms — that she seeth not fade, 

For she passes away ere a bud has decayed. 

Charles Godfrey Leland, whose book, Aradia, or the Gospel of the Witches, was published in 

1899, contributed his own poetic paean to witches, declaring his position in the title, The 

Beautiful Witch. The poem was published in a number of newspapers during May 1894.293 

A pretty witch was bathing 

By the bank, and in the bay 

There came a ship with pirates, 

Who carried her away. 

The pirates’ kidnap attempt was short-lived, however, as the witch escaped by calling up her 

lover, who was expressed in the poem as the wind and the seas, and when a pirate threw her 
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overboard, she floated upon the waves and then flew away, borne by the wind. The pretty 

witches did not have it all their own way in poetry, however, and The Poet and his Art uses an 

analogy of a foul witch to comment upon plagiarism, which was published in at least three 

newspapers in England, Scotland, and Wales:294 

Some steal thought,  

And clip it round the edge, and challenge him  

Whose 'twas to swear to it.  

To serve things thus as foul witches to cut up old moons  

Into new stars. 

A poem by Mr. J E Watt that was published in the Dundee Daily Telegraph on 5 January 1882 

was inspired by a comment made by the Rev. Mr. Maclure of Marykirk during a ‘soiree’ at 

which he was speaking. He said that the parish records held a curious old entry ‘that a notice 

had been posted upon the kirk door on a particular Sabbath, telling the people that there would 

be no preaching in the kirk that day, as the minister had gone to Fettercairn to burn a witch. 

The seven stanza poem is entitled The Burnin’ o’ the Witch and places the witch firmly within 

the category of evil old woman, as stanza four describes (original spelling): 

An’ aye her wicked craft she’d ply, 

Bewitchin’ horse, an’ sheep, and kye; 

She gar’t the leddy’s sheltie shy, 

An’ throw her in the ditch. 

An’ though they brang to her the brank, 

An’ loot her hear its horrid clank, 

The weirdly water still she drank, 

Confirmin’ her a witch.  

These examples are typical of the types of poetry published in Victorian newspapers, using the 

image of the witch as variously bewitching, charming, magical, and malevolent, to present 

whatever caricature is required to fit the story being told. Utilising the classification of three 

types of witches suggested by Hutton, poetry stands somewhat apart from fiction, theatre, and 

opera, where it is more common to find the witch as an evil-doer or (more rarely) a victim, 

rather than a graceful heroine or whimsical beauty often found in poetry.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter considered three key questions: firstly, what kind of content did newspapers 

publish about the Arts attributed to, or associated with, witchcraft? The study showed that 

newspapers in Victorian Britain published a diverse range of witchcraft-related content in the 

form of advertisements, reviews, serialised fiction, poetry, articles, letters, and engraved 

illustrations and cartoons. 

Secondly, why did newspapers feature this kind of content? Pragmatically the reason was the 

financial imperative for newspaper proprietors and editors to publish material that attracted 

readers. Reviews, serialised fiction, and so on, attracted readers, but it was also an opportunity 

to secure paid advertising from theatrical producers and publishers. The Victorian period gave 

birth to mass entertainment, which saw both the middle class and the educated working class 

embrace new opportunities to enjoy themselves. Newspapers featured witchcraft in serialised 

fiction, poetry, and performance advertisements and reviews because it was popular and 

attracted readers. Producers and publishers paid for advertising to reach those readers, which 

made the Arts a very lucrative area for newspaper proprietors. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, witchcraft supplemented the narrative, rather than forming it. Newspapers were not 

presenting witches in the context of what contemporary practitioners might do, but as incidental 

(or occasionally fundamental) components of the narrative. 

Finally, was cultural interest in witches as figures of fantasy and imagination in Victorian 

Britain divorced from apparent belief in and fear of real witches? I suggest that essentially yes, 

because witches in the Arts were fictional chimera, fitting seamlessly into whatever space the 

author determines they should fill, transmitted by an extensive printed network of popular 

newspapers. The witch was an imagined caricature based upon a common and widely held 

stereotype, derived primarily from literary sources. Fictional or theatrical witches are infinitely 

adaptable because they are not real characters, but stereotypes crafted for the purpose of 

dramatic effect. Gaskill’s analogy of portraits painted in a hall of mirrors offers a useful 

rationale for the fact that myriad types of witches can co-exist simultaneously, whilst 

displaying very different characteristics. That witches in all their guises should have such a 

strong place within popular culture is not surprising; they are fascinating characters and lend 

themselves particularly well to dramatic narrative. Truth has never been quite so fascinating as 

fiction, a point well made by Lee Jackson when he comments that Queen Victoria’s famous 

phrase, ‘we are not amused,’ first appeared in a novel in 1885295 and when questioned by her 
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granddaughter about the remark, Queen Victoria denied ever making it. Jackson notes that 

despite its repudiated provenance, ‘To this day, the phrase remains firmly lodged in the public 

imagination,’296 and even appeared in an episode of the popular television series, Doctor 

Who,297 which lends substantial support to my hypothesis that popular fiction is far more 

powerful than the factual reality. Karl Bell makes a similar point in his examination of Spring-

Heeled Jack, who was shaped by ‘the malleability of the narrative components that formed his 

legend,’ and that whilst the metropolitan press,  

had an initial role in disseminating these narrative elements, the provincial 

press very swiftly started to print occurrences in other regions. These 

newspapers established narrative patterns of expectation, providing 

previously formulated scenarios from elsewhere which localised incidences 

could adapt to their own pre-existing body of folklore narratives.298 

I suggest that this process is very similar to the way in which witches were represented in 

Victorian Britain, with the fourth estate playing an influential role in the way in which they 

were presented. Publication of advertisements, reviews, articles, fiction, and poetry ensured a 

constant and visible presence of witchcraft within popular culture. The fictional representation 

of witches in Victorian Britain was not an accurate portrayal of their role within society, it was 

fabricated for the purpose of entertainment, and newspapers reflected that in their content about 

witches in advertisements, reviews, literature. They were indeed figures of fantasy and 

imagination, separated from apparent belief in and fear of real witches but at the same time, 

authors and playwrights relentlessly exploited the tropes and appearance of stereotypical 

witches for the purpose of dramatic realism. 
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Chapter Four: Witchcraft and Community Events 

An interesting aspect of the study was revealed when examining the portrayal of the witch in 

Victorian newspapers within the context of community events such as lectures, meetings, 

sermons, dinner speeches and toasts, fairs and fetes, and political discourse. These are all 

objective portrayals of witchcraft from a perspective of observation rather than participation, 

which reveal popular opinions about witches that may be unnoticed during studies focused into 

the alleged practices of witchcraft within the community. This chapter continues the 

investigative priorities identified in the introduction by considering two key questions: firstly, 

why did newspapers published between 1850 to 1899 feature content about community events? 

Secondly, what was the purpose of including references to witches and witchcraft?  

As I will show, the common stereotypes of the witch identified in the previous chapters – 

primarily a figure representing an ugly, evil, old woman, but on occasion, a bewitching young 

beauty – are significant factors in the way in which Victorian newspapers represented 

witchcraft’s role within the popular culture of community events, which were often based upon 

a biblical, literary, or theatrical motif. For this reason, community rituals include not only 

numerous references to the wicked witch of unpleasant aspect, but also a popular inversion of 

the stereotype as for example numerous after-dinner toasts to the ‘Lancashire Witches,’ which 

will be examined later in this chapter.  

The classification of ‘community events’ includes a wide and disparate set of popular activities 

and to ensure a thorough examination of the primary sources, this chapter has been structured 

by separating community events into the following seven categories:  

• Lectures, which include those presented at working men’s clubs, friendly societies, 

educational establishments, mechanics’ institutions, societies structured by subject (for 

example, the British Archaeological Association), religious organisations, and political 

organisations. 

• Sermons, particularly those delivered by a high-profile person that are reported in 

newspapers, or from an active local minister who supplied a copy of his sermon to the 

provincial press. 

• Meetings, which can include general meetings of committees, societies, and political 

assemblies. An important consideration regarding political meetings is discussed by Jon 



 99 

Lawrence, which is that ‘throughout the nineteenth century electoral politics were as 

much about entertainment as they were about policy.'299  Lawrence does not comment 

upon the inclusion of witchcraft in such meetings, but the references identified in this 

study provide ample evidence of its presence. Hustings and political meetings were 

widespread and popular in the Victorian period, and newspaper reports often reflected 

the style of the speakers and behaviour of those in attendance, using references to 

‘laughter’ or ‘jeers’ to flavour the report.  

• Political discourse and the use of satire. Satire assumes a familiarity with contemporary 

politicians and others in positions of authority and as such, its nuances can be difficult 

for the twenty-first century reader to identify. Nevertheless, political satire that uses 

witchcraft as an analogy is evident and it is straightforward to identify examples during 

a search of the BNA. An important point to note is that the inclusion of references to 

witchcraft in content relating to political discourse examined during this research 

project did not represent a style of ‘political witchcraft.’ Witches and witchcraft were 

metaphors to represent characteristics of ignorance and credulity, rather than a suggest 

a framework of ‘political witchcraft.’  

• Readings and monologues share a commonality with theatrical performances but have 

been included in this chapter rather than the previous one owing to the practice of the 

speaker sometimes providing exposition and interpretation of the text. Admission 

prices to readings were also generally cheaper than tickets for theatrical performances, 

as for example the ‘Penny Readings’ that were popular throughout the Victorian 

period.300 

• Fairs, fetes, and bazaars, which often include entertainment (plays, music, and dancing) 

frequently appeared in provincial newspapers during the summer months, as well as 

Easter, Whitsuntide, and Christmas, both as advertisements and reviews. This is not a 

significant category for an examination of popular opinions about witchcraft in the 

fourth estate but is included for the sake of completeness.  

• Dinner speeches and toasts are a particularly interesting category, especially in the 

northwest of England, where the toast to the ‘Lancashire Witches’ has a notable place 

within community events. 
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Lectures 

The category of lectures demonstrates a confluence between leisure and self-improvement 

activities, which was a characteristic of Victorian Britain as it evolved into an industrial and 

scientific age. In his extensive study of leisure activities in Victorian Britain, Lee Jackson 

makes an important point that the Victorians invented mass entertainment, influenced by the 

‘rapidly urbanising population ... [and] a slow but sure rise in the standard of living among the 

working class ... which gave the ‘lower orders’ more disposable income.’301 It also led to a 

formal delineation of time between work and pleasure, and offered numerous self-improvement 

opportunities for those who aspired to learn. It was at the intersection of pleasure and self-

improvement activities that many community rituals emerged and evolved into the myriad 

leisure interests that occupied members of Victorian society. The popularity of lectures can be 

seen by the enormous range of subjects delivered throughout the whole of Britain, including 

the Victorian fascination with research under the guise of (for example) anthropology and folk 

traditions, both of which developed during the nineteenth century.  

The delivery of authoritative scientific lectures at one end of the spectrum was balanced at the 

other end by popular presentations about folk traditions, customs, ghosts, and witches. Lectures 

discussing scientific research included what might be considered today as subjects of dubious 

provenance, such as phrenology and eugenics, as well as more prosaic topics relating to 

inventions and technology. It was a wide net that marvellously captured the Victorian passion 

for both entertainment and self-improvement. Also of note is that collections of lectures were 

sometimes published in book form; for example, The Ascent of Faith, or The Grounds of 

Certainty in Science and Religion, and The Pilgrim in Old England were advertised in the 

Glasgow Herald on 2 November 1893, both represented as a collection of a series of lectures 

and were given positive reviews in the newspaper. In these various forms, lectures influenced 

society and shaped the way in which Victorians thought about the topics presented. Most 

importantly, lectures were considered to be reliable, with speakers being respected for their 

knowledge and therefore convincing in their views. 

Mechanics’ institutions emerged during the early years of the nineteenth century, ‘established 

ostensibly to afford working men opportunities of improving their education, as well as 

continuing it through life,’302 but the model was not ultimately successful, despite such 

laudable objectives. In his evaluation of working men’s clubs, Richard Price points to the 

failings of the mechanics’ institutions to provide an environment that could attract large 
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numbers of working men, which he notes resulted in a shift away from rather formal 

educational objectives towards attracting people ‘by offering facilities for relaxation and 

amusement.’303 In essence, working men may have aspired towards gaining knowledge, but 

they wanted to achieve that in a comfortable, familiar environment that also offered leisure 

activities. One consequence of this shift in focus was that the scope of lectures being presented 

widened considerably, particularly after the establishment of the Working Men’s Club and 

Institute Union in 1862, which provided a sound platform for social reform as well as offering 

a range of subjects that were attractive to Victorian workers. Despite the caution expressed by 

contemporary and modern writers that mechanics’ institutions were unsuccessful, however, 

leading to them being replaced by working men’s clubs, the evidence from the BNA examined 

for this research project suggests that they did in fact play an important role in cultivating 

popular opinions about a wide range of subjects, including witches, in Victorian Britain.  

The types of organisers varied widely and included clubs, friendly societies, educational 

establishments, mechanics’ institutions, societies structured by subject (for example, the 

British Archaeological Association), religious organisations, and political organisations. The 

venues used for lectures were similarly diverse, including designated lecture halls, theatres, 

village halls, schoolrooms, public rooms, Masonic halls, and parish chambers. Newspapers 

regularly published details of lectures, both as advertisements for upcoming events as well as 

accounts of lectures that had taken place, which were often presented as a verbatim report of 

the content of the lecture and included commentary about the size and reaction of the audience. 

This provides an exceptional primary source for an examination of the lectures that were 

presented to Victorian audiences, showing an impressive breadth of subject matter. The 

supernatural generally and witchcraft specifically were popular subjects, as can be seen by the 

following examples selected from the numerous reports of lectures identified during a search 

of the BNA. As with newspaper reports of crime associated with witchcraft, it must be borne 

in mind that even though many of these examples were published in a verbatim style, not all 

of them reported accurately what the lecturer presented. Some appear to have been published 

using an actual copy of the lecture, but others were interpretations by the journalist to create 

an entertaining narrative. The inclusion of commentary about the size and attention of the 

audience also served to influence the way in which the account was perceived by the readers 

of the newspaper in which it appeared. 
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The Northampton Mercury published a detailed report of a lecture presented by the Rev. E. R. 

Grant at the Northampton Town Hall on the subject of ‘the Legends and Folk-lore of 

Northamptonshire.’304 The report describes the event as the fifth in a series of lectures about 

the history and literature of Northamptonshire and comments that ‘the audience was fully as 

large as on the last occasion.’ Grant’s lecture presented an impressive array of 

Northamptonshire legends and folklore, including stories about witches:  

Speaking of witches, the lecturer said that someone had described a witch as 

“an old woman with her right eye in the wrong place – (laughter) – that she 

has a weazened (sic) look, a hairy lip, and a decided partiality for black cats.” 

(Laughter.) 

Having ably described the stereotypical appearance of a witch, Grant offered the example of 

the Duchess of Bedford’s manufacture of ‘an image of lead’ that was supposed to be a charm 

to persuade King Edward IV to fall in love with her daughter, Elizabeth. He then mentioned a 

pamphlet from 1612 that ‘professed to give the history of the Northamptonshire witches’ and 

referred to a woman known as the Widow Stiff, whose youngest daughter was able to vomit 

copious amounts water, stones, and coal ‘to the admiration of the spectators. (Laughter.)’ The 

references to ‘laughter’ within the report give an insightful guide to the tone and presentation 

of the lecture, ably demonstrating the Victorian style of combining education and 

entertainment. 

An example published in the Driffield Times on 29 March 1890 illustrates the wide array of 

information provided during a typical lecture. It was titled ‘The Folk Lore of East Yorkshire’ 

and was held under the auspices of the Driffield Congregational Mutual Improvement Society. 

The lecturer was Mr. John Nicholson, ‘who has issued an interesting book on the subject,’ and 

the reporter commented that ‘there was a very large attendance of members and friends.’ The 

theme chosen by Nicholson was Ceremonial Customs, which, he explained, ‘treated of the 

superstitions and customs in connection with infancy, childhood, marriage, death and burial.’ 

He also spoke at length on the subject of seasonal events, games, and food, followed by a 

reading from the Saga of the Elder Edda, ‘which showed how Thor lost his hammer and how 

it was recovered.’ He spoke next about ‘local ghost stories, accounts of apparitions, and fairy 

legends [which] led on to spells, divinations and charms.’ Nicholson described various 

superstitions intended to repel witches and commented that the power of one local witch, Mrs. 

Anu Gore, ‘was so feared that when a man went to consult her respecting a theft of 100 guineas 
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from him the thief returned it at once, because he believed discovery to be certain.’ Although 

Nicholson made no reference to the physical appearance of witches, his emphasis upon 

traditions to repel them and the fear inspired by Mrs. Gore would have enabled his audience to 

imagine their frightening form. This lecture was typical in covering a very wide range of 

loosely connected topics and served both to educate and entertain the audience.  

Newspaper reports reveal that occasionally a lecturer would make mention of contemporary 

practices of witchcraft or folk magic, but it was more common for the presentation to focus 

upon historical witchcraft and folk customs, comparing the superstitious beliefs of the past with 

the enlightened awareness of modern Victorians. Examples of contemporary practitioners and 

practices examined by Waters, Sneddon, and Davies, demonstrate that folk magic in many 

forms was indeed extant and popular in Britain in the nineteenth century,305 but lectures about 

witchcraft seemed most frequently to treat such topics as historic rather than current. One 

exception identified during a search of the BNA was a lecture given by the Rev. R. G. Bulkley 

at Woburn Town Hall on Wednesday 20 November 1872, which was reported in some detail 

in the Leighton Buzzard Observer and Linslade Gazette on 26 November 1872. This lecture 

included references to contemporary practices of witchcraft, presented in a debunking style 

that warned his audience of the dangers of witchcraft. The report describes a ‘very large 

attendance’ and at the beginning of his lecture Bulkley administered ‘a sharp rebuke’ to those 

who believed in, or practised, ‘spiritualism, table-turning, spirit-rapping, and such like’ before 

turning his attention to witches. He spoke at length about historical witchcraft and referred to 

Matthew Hopkins, ‘the celebrated witch-finder, who was appointed by parliament, and 

received large rewards for discovering witches.’ Bulkley appeared critical of Hopkins, 

however, and declared that his methods saw ‘hundreds of innocent people put to death,’ but he 

then stated that ‘at the present time there was a witch in almost every important town in the 

county of Devon,’ offering examples drawn from his own neighbourhood in the southwest of 

England and said that he hoped that education would ‘root [witchcraft] out.’ After this stern 

warning, the lecture moved on to a safer and more conventional subject for Victorian lectures, 

that of the fraudulent witch of Endor and her duplicity in tricking Saul.   

The Witch of Endor crops up frequently in lectures given by lay people and clergymen alike. 

She appears in chapter 28 verse 7 of the first Book of Samuel: 
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Then said Saul unto his servants, Seek me a woman that hath a familiar spirit, 

that I may go to her, and enquire of her. And his servants said to him, Behold, 

there is a woman that hath a familiar spirit at Endor.306 

The King James I authorised version quoted above translates the description of the woman 

consulted by Saul as ‘a woman that hath a familiar spirit’ rather than as a witch, but in common 

usage the phrase ‘Witch of Endor’ was widely established in Victorian Britain.307 Francis 

Young pointed me towards what may be the earliest references to a ‘witch of Endor,’ found in 

two books published in 1572308 and 1573,309 and a search conducted of ‘Early English Books 

Online’ reveals 370 books and pamphlets published in the seventeenth and very early 

eighteenth centuries that reference the Witch of Endor. Curiously, ‘Thou shalt not suffer a 

witch to live,’ which appears in Exodus 22:18,310 appears very infrequently in newspaper 

reports of lectures or sermons retrieved during the present research. Perhaps it was more 

difficult for nineteenth century clergymen or academics, who believed themselves to be 

enlightened, to justify what was effectively murder sanctioned by God and they dealt with the 

issue by avoiding it. Jarlath Killeen expresses it beautifully in his examination of gothic 

literature, where he discusses the dilemma of the Victorian Christian contrasting the behaviour 

of the God of the Old Testament with what he believed was morally right: 

Indeed, in the light of Victorian moralism, Yahweh looked like a kind of 

sociopath to many honest Victorians, especially in his orders to the Israelites 

to wipe out neighbouring tribes in the Middle East.311 

To return to the story of the Witch of Endor, however, Saul asks the woman to summon the 

spirit of the departed prophet, Samuel, but she is reluctant and fears retribution: 

And the woman said unto him, Behold, thou knowest what Saul hath done, 

how he hath cut off those that have familiar spirits, and the wizards, out of the 

land: wherefore then layest thou a snare for my life, to cause me to die?312 

Saul reassures her that she will not be punished and so she performs the summoning but, in the 

process, realises that she has been tricked and the man she is dealing with is none other than 

Saul. The spirit of Samuel duly appears as summoned and although the text suggests that Saul 

did not see a physical manifestation, he nevertheless questions Saul and is distressed by the 

answers he receives. The episode concludes when the woman feeds Saul and his servants with 

a meal before they depart. This focus upon summoning a spirit means that in addition to being 
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a regular topic of lectures in its own right, the Witch of Endor was often conflated with a more 

general discussion about ghosts and spiritualism, and frequently used to support the view that 

such things were no more than ignorant superstition. For example, the Congleton & 

Macclesfield Mercury, and Cheshire General Advertiser, published an advertisement on 1 

October 1859 for a lecture being presented the following Wednesday by the Congleton 

Mechanics’ Institution, entitled ‘Ghosts and Apparitions,’ which was listed as ‘An examination 

of some of the recorded instances of Supernatural Appearances – Saul and the Witch of Endor 

... [and] Means calculated to counteract such belief,’ which suggests that the lecturer was 

sceptical of supernatural happenings, a trend that Thomas Waters notes when discussing the 

popularity of nineteenth century lectures, commenting ‘that Mechanics’ Institutes regularly 

hosted superstition-debunking lectures.’313  

The Witch of Endor was a popular subject for lectures and whilst speakers often took different, 

sometimes contrary, views upon the story, the conclusion that it was somehow fraudulent was 

common. Here are two typical instances. The first is a report of a lecture about ‘Popular 

Superstitions’ that was published in the Lambeth and Southwark Advertiser on 21st November 

1857. It took place at the Southwark Literary Institute on 16th November 1857, with the 

lecturer, the Rev. Professor Christmas, taking a broad approach by first citing the human desire 

to ‘penetrate the future’ followed by a review of ‘demoniacal and fairyland stories which 

captivated the mind of the past,’ and then introduced some scriptural accounts including the 

Witch of Endor. Christmas told his audience that they should be ‘thoroughly ashamed’ of 

attributing to spectral manifestations any strange events from their own lives and that it is his 

view that ‘all the stories connected with superstition might be explained on purely natural 

principles.’ When discussing the history of witchcraft from James I to George II, Christmas 

evokes a typically negative stereotype of the witch, declaring that ‘witchcraft was a kind of 

epidemic in many places in days gone by, and that those who were thought to be witches were 

generally the poorest, wretchedest, and the most miserable of beings.’ It is significant that 

Christmas called to mind this particular image of the witch in his presentation, which reinforces 

the disagreeable stereotype even as he dismisses witchcraft as a practice that took place in ‘days 

gone by.’ 

The second example was published in the West Somerset Free Press on 23 December 1871 

and describes a lecture entitled ‘Witchcraft and the Witch of Endor’ that was presented at the 

Baptist chapel in Stogumber by the incumbent pastor, the Rev. T. Phillips. He made his position 
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clear at the very beginning of his lecture when he referred to belief in witchcraft as a delusion, 

that ‘had been productive of more acts of cruelty than any other.’ He explained that ‘for a long 

period everything that went wrong was blamed on witchcraft ... [and] the witch was generally 

some poor, ugly, and miserable old woman, who wore a red coat and went about chattering to 

herself or the devil, who it was said accompanied her in the shape of a cat.’ Having established 

the stereotype of the witch firmly in the minds of his audience, Phillips turned his presentation 

to the Witch of Endor. He discounted one common theory that she might have genuinely raised 

Samuel, because to admit that was to acknowledge that the witch had power over the devil, or 

alternatively, that the devil allowed himself to be used and the witch was deluded by thinking 

it was her power that commanded him.  Phillips could not countenance such a display of 

authority over God by either the witch or the devil and so he dismissed both aspects of this 

theory. The second theory, that Samuel did indeed rise from the dead but as a result of an 

intervention by God rather than by any powers of the witch or the devil, was also discounted 

because ‘it represented God as sanctioning a crime which He frequently prohibited and 

denounced.’ Phillips suggested that a third theory was the most plausible, that the witch was a 

professional sorceress and that ‘Saul was a firm believer in witchcraft, and his mind was 

therefore predisposed to such deception, and he went by night, the most favourable opportunity 

for such a work.’ A common theme amongst speakers who promoted this interpretation of 

events was that the reason the professed witch was said to have shrieked in fear after Samuel 

appeared was because she was a fraud and successfully raising a spirit both surprised and 

terrified her.  

Lectures often examined historical witchcraft from both a popular and academic position, 

although it must be noted that academic lectures presented as authoritative or professional 

lacked the kind of scholarly rigour that would be required today. Most speakers viewed belief 

in witchcraft as absurd, because to believe in the power of witches required a level of ignorance 

that they asserted was no longer common among modern Victorians. Despite the fact that so 

many lecturers were dismissive of witchcraft as a credulous superstition, however, the evidence 

from newspapers reviewed for the present research suggests that it was an enormously popular 

subject and often attracted large crowds: 

Stornoway – Sheriff Black lectured lately under the auspices of the 

Salesman’s Association, on “Witchcraft.” There was a large gathering of 

ladies and gentlemen, the Masonic Hall being crowded.314  
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A report on a lecture entitled ‘Witches and Witchcraft’ published in the Lincolnshire Chronicle 

on 22 June 1867 was described as interesting and the reporter commented that it ‘was listened 

to with much attention by a good audience.’ A similar reference appeared in the Reading 

Mercury on 5 December 1874, which was also entitled ‘Witches and Witchcraft,’ with the 

lecture presented by the Rev. J. J. Goadby in aid of the funds of the Henley Working Men’s 

Institute. The report commented that the Hall was ‘very well filled’ and that ‘The lecture proved 

not only instructive but interesting, and showed much research and talent.’  There are numerous 

examples of this kind of account in the BNA, but there are also several that are more 

comprehensive and provide a detailed narrative. For example, on 3 December 1862 the Cork 

Constitution published a lecture presented by the Rev. R. S. Gregg at the Protestant Hall in 

Cork on 2 December 1862 ‘before the members and friends of the Young Men’s Association.’ 

Gregg began by asking the questions, ‘what was witchcraft and what was a witch?’ and 

wondered whether witchcraft had any ‘real power’ or if a witch was ‘merely a creature of 

ignorance.’ He then offered the stereotypical description of the witch in the Middle Ages as 

an old, wrinkled, poverty-stricken woman, who was supposed to be in direct 

communication with the devil, to have given herself up to him, and generally 

had one of his imps under her control, whose power she could command by 

certain charms and incantations, and could reek (sic) her dire vengeance upon 

all her foes. 

Gregg further emphasised the harmful and evil nature of witches by explaining that ‘Against 

those witches laws were enacted by enlightened nations, and thousands in these countries were 

condemned to die, and kings and judges, sheriffs and juries were engaged in protecting people 

from their power.’ Leaving no doubt in the minds of his audience of the threat posed by 

witchcraft, Gregg turned his attention to the ever-popular Witch of Endor, taking the view that 

she was one ‘who used charms and enchantments with poison, and one who consulted Satan 

as to the future, and led the chosen people away from the worship of the true God,’ which he 

claimed was a different style of witchcraft to that of the witches of the middle ages. To illustrate 

the differences Gregg reviewed historical witchcraft from 1485, using both general information 

as well as what he claimed were specific examples of witchcraft, finally asserting that ‘with 

the spread of true religion and scientific knowledge the belief in witchcraft passed away.’ That 

was not the end of the lecture, however; Gregg went on to criticise contemporary Irish belief 

about the effectiveness of charms and the existence of ‘ghosts and hobgoblins, fairies and the 
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“good people,”’ before condemning as superstition table-turning and spirit-rapping, which he 

said were ‘based merely on the fancy of the imagination.’ 

Sometimes a lecture was presented as a factual account, but its content comprised a curious 

miscellany of loosely associated bits of folklore selected to provide a sensational lecture rather 

than an accurate description of contemporary or historical witchcraft. The motivation may not 

be precisely the same as that for a theatrical performance, but both are performances and their 

common use of witchcraft for dramatic effect invites comparison. An example of a lecture 

using such an approach was delivered by the Rev. S. C. Williams of Southampton on 14 

January 1867 at the Portland Hall for the Portsea Island Young Men’s Christian Association. 

The Hampshire Advertiser of 19 January 1867 published detailed coverage of the lecture and 

as the following extracts demonstrate, the themes were idiosyncratic to say the least. He began 

by saying that the ‘monster superstition’ of witchcraft had passed away, but then contradicted 

the point by claiming that ‘there were those who still practised the craft, so that he had to deal 

with an evil that was sadly practical in its working in the distant parts of their own country.’ 

Showing an impressive ability to create a chilling and terrifying narrative, he asked his 

audience to imagine an old, ruined church at midnight, with many people gathered to receive 

a new member of their company. He described how ‘some old crone would come forth, and as 

the huge cauldron was placed in the midst she would repeat some lines, while the different 

ingredients were being placed in the cauldron.’ The resemblance to the witches of Macbeth is 

unmistakeable. The ceremony continued as the postulant renounced her Christian baptism so 

that she might be re-baptised to Satan, who, said Williams, had the place in witchcraft that 

Jesus Christ occupied in Christianity, and which would give her the ‘power to work mischief.’ 

In support of his argument Williams described in detail cases of witch trials in France and 

Germany and the large number of witches executed in those countries, then suggesting that the 

inventors of the steam engine might have been accused of witchcraft had they lived in earlier 

times. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Williams used a confusion of ideas drawn from 

disparate sources to build a picture of witchcraft that would both excite and frighten his 

audience. 

A high-profile speaker was guaranteed to draw the crowds, and one of the most popular was 

David Livingstone, who toured Britain speaking about his experiences in Africa. In the abstract 

to her thoughtful examination of African witchcraft, Alírio Karina wrote: ‘Thoroughly 

entangled in the legacies of colonial anthropology, witchcraft is often presented as evidence of 
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primitiveness or superstition, or as a metaphor for reality.’315 Livingstone’s series of talks 

capitalised upon the Victorian fascination with colonial anthropology and British Imperialism, 

and the Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette reported that more than 2,000 people crowded 

every part of the venue in Bath on Wednesday 21 September 1864 to listen to him speak. His 

focus was upon the people he encountered in Africa and the manner of their lives, and he 

referred to witchcraft whilst speaking about slavery, a practice that he found offensive and was 

determined to eliminate: 

The slave trader calls them beasts and savages, and they believe the 

slaveholders to be cannibals; they also live in fear of witchcraft and suspected 

persons are frequently compelled to drink the ordeal water, which is just about 

as sensible a means of detecting witches as our former mode of ducking in a 

pond. If the suspected person vomits, she is innocent; if not, guilty.316 

Speakers such as Livingstone were very influential, with the provincial and London press 

enhancing his appeal by publishing his lectures in what appears to be verbatim form, thus 

extending his reach beyond the thousands who attended his lectures in person. John Mackenzie 

highlights the importance of newspaper reports of Livingstone, noting that, ‘Many regional 

papers followed Livingstone around the country, including his attendance at ship launches and 

the like. … Livingstone was repeatedly met with loud applause and encomia from those 

present.’317 A passionate and enthusiastic Christian, Livingstone saw witchcraft through the 

lens British Imperialism, which associated it with ignorance and superstition: ‘The natives had 

idea of letters, nor ever acquired any. Reading appeared to them a sort of witchcraft;’ 

(Illustrated Times, 6 August 1864) and ‘So fierce and daring were these [lions], that the simple 

natives declared they were not ordinary lions, but enchanted monsters, sent against them 

through the witchcraft of a neighbouring tribe.’ (Fife Herald, 20 February 1873).  

Another example of a lecture by a high-profile speaker was published in the Blackburn 

Standard of 29 April 1857. The occasion was an annual soirée ‘in connection with the Literary, 

Scientific, and Mechanics’ Institution,’ which included a sit-down tea for 700 people and 

entertainment by a band and glee singers. The speaker was Sir Robert Peel and he mentioned 

witchcraft twice in his lengthy lecture: 
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The time was, when anybody wished to inquire into and study the sciences, 

they were obliged to do it timidly in their secret chambers. The impulse of 

genius was then thought to be the dictation of witchcraft. 

Peel’s lecture continued with a survey of the key scientific achievements of the age, with cheers 

and applause greeting his praise of scientific advancements such as the telegraph and the 

railway. Towards the end of his lecture, he returned to the subject of witchcraft: 

I believe, if the directors of this institution would take care that the subjects 

which are lectured upon for the benefit of the institution, are not of a light 

nature, they would be more beneficial. I recently observed that a lecture on 

“Witchcraft” had been given at a Mechanics’ Institution. This is not what we 

want in this institution; we want something for the real benefit of its members. 

Peel was not particularly successful in persuading mechanics’ institutions or any other societies 

or clubs to avoid subjects of a ‘light nature,’ however, and lectures about the supernatural 

continued to be a popular subject in Victorian Britain. Some were presented following an 

academic approach, such as a lecture held under the auspices of the British Archaeological 

Association in Lancaster by T. Wright Esq., speaking about The History of Witchcraft,318 and 

a lecture by Dr. Reinhold Solger at the Royal Institution about the ‘Manners and Customs of 

our Ancestors.’319 In contrast a talk by the Rev. H. Owen, B.A. entitled Popular Superstition 

in reference to Spectres and Witches had a popular appeal, with the newspaper report 

exclaiming that ‘the room was crowded by an audience whose admiration of the lecture 

frequently burst forth in unbounded applause.’320 Chelmsford Mechanics’ Institution hosted a 

lecture by Mr. J. C. Carr of Colchester on ‘The Comparative results of Ancient and Modern 

Civilization,’ who amused his audience when speaking about witchcraft by alluding to: 

the lingering clouds of the dark days which were drifting over the countryside 

not long since, referred to the burning of ten women in our streets – a 

punishment now obsolete, for though the ladies of Chelmsford were still as 

bewitching, the progress of civilization had rendered the penalty less severe. 

[Laughter.]321  

Some lectures were restricted to members of the society that organised them, whilst others were 

open to any members of the public willing to pay the entrance fee. The cost varied depending 

upon a wide range of factors, and revenue was often for the purpose of maintenance and 
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building costs for the host venue, or some other worthy charity, but 1d. to 6d. appeared 

frequently in the sources identified in the present research. A much higher fee was charged 

when speakers and guests were famous, such as the Leeds Mechanics’ Institution and Literary 

Society annual soirée on 26 October 1860, where an audience of around 200 people crowded 

into the Town Hall, paying admission fees between 2s. 6d. up to 10s. 6p. to listen to Viscount 

Palmerston speak.  

This examination of the presence of witches and witchcraft in lectures in Victorian Britain 

would not be complete without discussing the ubiquitous Macbeth. A search for the words 

‘Macbeth’ plus ‘Lecture’ for the period 1850-99 returned 37,358 pages322 and whilst several 

were duplicate events – for example, an advertisement for a lecture, followed by a review after 

the event – and content was frequently republished in several different newspapers, the sheer 

volume provides compelling evidence for the popularity of Macbeth as a subject for lectures. 

A lecture presented by Mr. Arnold of Windsor in the Church School Room at Colnbrook in 

Berkshire demonstrates how well Macbeth fits the roles of both education and entertainment: 

The lecture was illustrated by extracts from the play, Locke’s music was given 

by the church choir and glee class. The following were the actors:- First 

Witch, Miss Hudson; Second Witch, Miss Coffin; Third Witch, Captain 

Vaughan;  Hecate, Mr. Ratcliffe. The performance was a decided success.323 

It is noteworthy that the journalist referred to the ‘performance,’ rather than the ‘lecture,’ being 

a decided success. Some lectures took a moral stance, such as one in Sunderland on 15th 

November 1889, presented by the Rev. W. H. Harwood. The report of his lecture was published 

in the Hexham Courant on 23 November and described how Harwood spoke about Lady 

Macbeth’s ambition for her husband, before commenting that ‘the power of witchcraft over the 

mind of Macbeth was noticed, reference being made to the manner in which he laid himself 

open to it, while piety was a shield over Banquo.’  

Newspaper reports of lectures about Macbeth ranged from a simplistic description of the 

organiser, the place, date, speaker, and size of the audience, to a detailed account of every part 

of the lecture. An example of the latter approach can be seen by a report published in the 

Cheltenham Examiner on 2 October 1867, which begins, ‘On Monday evening, a lecture was 

delivered at the Town-hall, by the Rev. Dr. Barry, the subject chosen being “Macbeth.” The 

lecture was delivered under the auspices of the Working Men’s Club, and there was a large 
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audience.’ The newspaper report of Barry’s lecture covered almost two full columns and the 

level of detail, together with numerous literary and classical references peppered throughout 

the presentation, suggest that the reporter obtained a copy of the lecture rather than relying 

upon any notes he may have taken during the evening. In consideration of the extent of the 

report and the level of detail, I will refer only to those parts of the lecture that commented upon 

the witches. Barry introduces them by suggesting that in Macbeth, Shakespeare ‘mingled the 

homely with the heroic, and in the meeting of the witches with Macbeth one had a glimpse of 

the ordinary witchcraft of old English superstition.’ He later speaks about ‘a fearful capacity 

for evil’ that is present in every person and contrasts the supernatural elements of the ghost in 

Hamlet and Mephistopheles in Faust, both of which he suggests are philosophical, whilst the 

witches in Macbeth ‘dealt with elements so horrible and powerful that they were almost 

repulsive.’ 

A similar theme was presented by Professor Ellis Edwards in a lecture arranged by the China 

Street Literary Society in Llanidloes, which was featured in the Montgomeryshire Echo on 8 

January 1898. Describing Macbeth’s encounter with the witches on a ‘blasted heath’ Edwards 

explained that they were supernatural beings who ‘delighted in mischief and disorder’ and that 

they ‘helped on the evil ambition in [Macbeth’s] heart.’ He claimed that ‘Shakespeare wanted 

it to be understood that he believed that in addition to the evil spirit inside men’s hearts, there 

was a power of evil also outside, which brought into action what men had not the courage to 

do.’ The wickedness of the witches in Macbeth is a common theme wherever the play emerges 

into popular discourse and the newspapers examined in this chapter and chapter two draw 

attention to its role in promoting the stereotypical witch figure.  

Lectures clearly played an important role in Victorian Britain, particularly in offering an 

opportunity for working men and their families to access a broad range of educational and 

leisure activities. Speakers were presented as having an authoritative voice in their chosen 

subjects and were therefore in a strong position to influence the opinions of the audiences who 

came to listen to them or read transcripts of their lectures in the Victorian press. The way that 

witches were represented in lectures continues the theme discussed in the previous two chapters 

of this dissertation; that it was the stereotype of the witch that had primary significance, and in 

lectures that included information about contemporary witches, the presentation remained 

faithful to that stereotype. Lectures fitted neatly alongside literary and dramatic representations 

of witches in Victorian Britain. An interesting point is that lectures about witchcraft frequently 
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attracted a large audience, which was a primary objective in presenting lectures, and would 

have been a consideration by those hosting and scheduling a season of talks. A further 

consideration is that lectures about witchcraft and other supernatural subjects appeal to the 

same cultural impulse to read about, or be entertained by, shocking, or frightening, tales and 

plays. The popularity of gothic fiction and plays such as Macbeth in Victorian Britain 

highlights the continuing fascination with the supernatural,324 which is explored in more detail 

in the next chapter.  The lectures were, as noted above, most frequently set within the context 

of historical witchcraft, or folk traditions, which ensured that listening to a lecture about 

witches was safe (the audience was not expected to renounce their religion or participate in any 

black magic spells), but it was also daring and thrilling, and offered a sense of excitement. It 

should be noted that some lectures, especially those presented within folklore or 

anthropological frameworks, offered information about contemporary practices of folk magic 

but such talks did not generally use the words ‘witch’ or ‘witchcraft,’ preferring to distance 

such practices from the stereotypical witch of evil intent. Terms such as ‘wise woman,’ 

‘cunning man,’ ‘fairy doctor’ (in Ireland), ‘wizard,’ and even the occasional ‘white witch’ were 

used instead. ‘Witch’ used on its own had a very particular meaning, which was entirely 

consistent with the stereotype of a person, usually an elderly, infirm, poor, woman, who was 

focused into causing harm. 

Sermons 

As discussed elsewhere in this dissertation, religion was subject to great upheaval during the 

period of the study, being threatened by scientific discoveries, societal changes, and views 

expressed by some prominent anthropologists suggesting that religion was merely an obsolete 

superstitious belief. E. B. Tylor (1832-1917) and J.G. Frazer (1854-1941) in particular were 

keen to ‘discredit religion in general, and Christianity in particular, in order to assist the 

progress of humanity towards a more perfect rationalism.’325 Statutory legislation also played 

a role in undermining the position of the Church of England, including the Religious 

Disabilities Act of 1846, two Acts of 1857 that transferred to the state the Church's ancient 

jurisdictions over matrimonial matters and the administration of wills, the Jewish Relief Act of 

1858, and the Irish Church Disestablishment Act in 1869.326 Thomas Huxley (1825-1895) 

occupies a key place in this brief summary, holding an important position as a scientific 

adversary to Christianity, representing a group of scientists who ‘aggressively attacked the 

Christian church’ with some success,327 but evidence for the continuing importance of religion 
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and the Christian church throughout the nineteenth century shows that such efforts were not 

entirely successful.  

Responses to these changes in law and attitudes took many different forms, one of which was 

the opportunity provided to clergymen to present their views beyond their own parishes 

through publication in the press. Sermons appeared regularly in newspapers in Victorian 

Britain, which were sometimes by well-known clergymen whose sermons were attended by 

reporters and subsequently published in several newspapers, or a local clergyman who 

provided the text of his sermon to the local press. The themes covered a wide range of popular, 

religious, and moral subjects, some of which were closely related to the lectures presented to 

secular organisations; indeed, as noted in the previous section, many lecturers were clergymen, 

so there was a distinct overlap between lectures and sermons. Inevitably the Witch of Endor 

was a popular subject for sermons that referred to witchcraft, but the source material suggests 

that sermons – unsurprisingly – usually took a different style to lectures that were presented to 

a secular audience. The latter did not always refer to the authority of the Bible as a defining 

characteristic, whereas sermons were quite explicit in their moral and religious standpoint, 

although they often differed in their interpretation of the Bible.  

A sermon preached by the Rev. Reuben Seddon in London on 13th September 1885 described 

how Saul disguised himself to visit the witch under cover of darkness, knowing full well that 

it was forbidden by his own laws to consult her. The moral of the sermon was made clear by 

Seddon when he exhorted the congregation to ‘take the story to ourselves as a caution,’328 that 

change is inevitable, and Saul should not forsake God in order to try to predict the future. 

Part lecture, part sermon, the Rev. Angus Galbraith spoke on 11th March 1894 to what the 

report describes as a large congregation gathered at the Bridge End Congregational Church, 

Brighouse, Yorkshire, where he was the Minister from 1877 to 1900. His subject was the ever-

popular Witch of Endor, which he used as a vehicle to criticise modern spiritualism. He 

described it as ‘simply ancient necromancy under a new name’ painting a vivid picture of what 

he described as an ‘inexpressibly painful scene [in 1 Samuel xxviii. 4-25] ... of the unhappy 

king, fallen prone and lying, the whole length of his gigantic stature, upon the earthen floor of 

the witch’s cavern, sore afraid, with no strength left in him because of the words of Samuel.’329 

The congregation was left in no doubt that in the opinion of Galbraith, consulting a witch was 

contrary to the word of God and resulted in the king being stripped of his strength and his 

majesty.  
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Sometimes the topic of a sermon was advertised in the press, as with a notification published 

in the Isle of Man Times on 25 June 1898 that the Vicar of Malew will give a sermon about the 

Witch of Endor, commenting that Malew was once famous for its Manx witches. 

Unfortunately, a report of the sermon has not yet been located, if indeed it was ever published. 

It would have been interesting to know whether the reference to the Manx witches appeared in 

the sermon or was just a fancy of the advertising copywriter, and if so, how they were 

presented. The Rev. Septimus Buss delivered a sermon on witchcraft at the Parish Church, 

Wapping, in May 1877, which was reported in the East London Observer on 2 June 1877, in 

which he claimed there was never any such thing as a witch or a wizard in the Bible, although 

‘there have been pretenders to the craft in all ages.’ The Witch of Endor was one such imposter, 

he claimed, and the display of miraculous power when she attempted to raise Samuel was 

performed by God. Buss explained to the congregation that the warnings against witchcraft 

contained in the Bible were not, therefore, cautioning against any real threats, only against 

imposters who by their pretences were ‘dishonouring and rejecting God.’ After wondering how 

belief in witchcraft persisted until the eighteenth century, the sermon turned towards modern 

spiritualism, which Buss described as ‘nothing else than nineteenth century witchcraft, and the 

mediums of our day are the successors to the Witch of Endor.’ This relationship between 

witchcraft beliefs and spiritualism will be examined in more detail in the next chapter, but it 

should be noted that the key point of Buss’s lecture, that the appearance and manner of alleged 

witches made them a target for community fears, is supported by the present research.  

The evidence examined for this section demonstrates three key points. Firstly, witches were 

used as a caution, often drawing upon Biblical and historical references to illustrate that point. 

This remained a constant throughout the Victorian period. Secondly, witchcraft supplied a 

convenient metaphor to dismiss and ridicule spiritualism, which became a much greater threat 

to Christianity than witchcraft by the end of the nineteenth century. The reasons for the 

popularity of spiritualism and its intersection with witchcraft are discussed in the next chapter. 

Finally, a review of the data retrieved for this research project suggests that using witches to 

admonish the congregation and urge them to follow the teachings of Christianity did not vary 

significantly from place to place. This does not imply that the theology of Christianity did not 

change from place to place, but its intersection with witchcraft appears to be consistent.  
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Meetings 

This is a broad, diverse category, which includes political meetings, committee meetings, 

annual general meetings, and debate meetings. Newspaper reports of meetings are similarly 

diverse, and there is a clear delineation between large public meetings, which were frequently 

political in nature and open to the general public, and meetings of societies formed for specific 

purposes, such as the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, the Royal 

Historical Society, and the Royal Archaeological Institute, which were usually restricted to 

members and invited guests. Meetings of local societies and associations also featured 

regularly in the provincial press, which often published a record of debates and questions from 

those present at the meeting. This is a key point of difference with lectures, which were 

generally structured so that the lecturer presented a talk after which members of the audience 

were invited by the master of ceremonies to demonstrate their thanks (usually applause) rather 

than to engage in debate on the subject. Meetings often began with a speaker or speakers 

reading a paper, but participants were invited to ask questions on the subject and enter into 

discussion, and although the distinction may seem marginal, it is quite a different style. 

Similarly, social meetings occupy a different space to those held for the primary purpose of 

education or sharing academic research. A typical example is a meeting that was reported in 

the Shields Daily Gazette on 11 March 1865, which describes the events during ‘a Social Tea 

[that] was given to the above 500 aged persons in the Large Hall at the Mechanics' Institute, 

South Shields.’ Referring to the composition of the audience, the second speaker of the 

evening, the Rev. J. G. Murray, said that he had been asked to provide some encouragement to 

his elderly audience and his comments made it clear that he ‘had no respect for those who did 

not venerate grey hairs’ and nor did he believe that ‘every young woman was a fairy, and every 

old woman a witch.’  

A report of another type of meeting was published in the South Wales Daily News on 8 February 

1895 under the heading of ‘Witchcraft and Butter,’ which shows how the topic of witchcraft 

arose and the manner in which newspapers reported upon it. The tone of the discussion and the 

report is quite typical of the debunking style, treating the subject in a light-hearted manner and 

asserting that belief in witchcraft had been replaced by scientific process. During a meeting of 

the Burnley Literary and Scientific Club on 25 March 1879, Mr. W. A. Abrams, F.R.H.S. read 

a paper entitled ‘Witchcraft and Demonology in Pendle Forest’330 to an audience that the 

reporter describes as ‘a very fair attendance of members.’ He introduced the chief characters 

of the Pendle witch trials and ‘observed that the persons commonly suspected of witchcraft 
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were in poor circumstances,’ noting that the wealthier Mrs. Nutter was damned for her 

association with Mothers Demdike and Chattox, rather than as a consequence of her own 

appearance and style. He concluded his lecture by admitting that he thought belief in witchcraft 

around Pendle had utterly disappeared. The chairman opened the meeting to questions and 

discussion and commented that ‘he thought the lecturer took too sanguine a view in supposing 

that a belief in witchcraft had utterly disappeared,’ before describing several cases of 

contemporary instances of witchcraft that he had encountered. There followed several 

comments and questions from the members and responses from Mr. Abrams, during which he 

conceded that the origin of witchcraft was unknown and that ‘remains of the superstition were 

still to be found in many parts of the country.’ 

Historical witchcraft was a popular subject covered in meetings in Victorian Britain. There are 

numerous references, such as a report of a meeting of the Church of England Working Men’s 

Society in Norwich on 13 May 1880, which advised that at the next meeting, ‘Mr. J. T. Varden 

will read a paper on “Ancient and Modern Witchcraft.”’331 In 1895 the Edinburgh Evening 

News reported that ‘A meeting of the Edinburgh Bibliographical Society was held in the Board 

Room of the Philosophical Institution last night, when Professor Ferguson, Glasgow, read a 

paper on “Scottish Witchcraft Literature.”’332 One of the most interesting examples uncovered, 

however, was the Folk-lore Congress of 1891, which took place in the rooms of the Society of 

Antiquaries, Burlington House in London, and was the subject of a detailed report published 

in the London Evening Standard, 6 October 1891. After presentations on subjects relating to 

mythology and anthropology, Professor E. B. Tylor (1832-1917) was introduced and began his 

presentation by referring to a number of charms and instruments of magic on display: 

One of the charms was a dried onion stuck full of pins, which were intended 

to hurt the person whose name was attached. In this case the object of dislike 

was one John Milton, who is understood to have been a shoemaker. Another 

onion, not now in Dr. Tylor's possession, was labelled with the name of a 

brother magistrate, who bad incurred the hatred of the wizard by his 

enforcement of his temperance views. Both that and other objects had been 

secreted in the chimney of a village ale-house in the West of England.  

Tylor then spoke about a rope stuck with feathers, which he described as a ‘witch’s ladder.’ He 

said it was doubtful that it was ‘used for purposes of witchcraft in this country; but the professor 
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showed a guirlande, or rope, stuck with feathers, which undoubtedly was used in the North of 

Italy to cause injury.’ The response to the subject of the witch’s ladder is most interesting: 

Mr. C. G. Leland (“Hans Breitmann”) remarked that the “Witch's Ladder” in 

North Italy was formed by feathers plucked from a black hen and turned into 

the rope. Every feather was plucked separately and with each a curse was 

uttered. There was also a practice of making a figure of a black hen out of 

wool or feathers, and sticking it full of pins, after which it was placed in the 

house of the person whom it was desired to injure.  

C. G. Leland was mentioned earlier in this dissertation as the author of Aradia: or the Gospel 

of the Witches,333 and in addition to his response to Tylor, he featured prominently in the Folk-

lore Congress by presenting a paper on ‘Etruscan Magic’ as well as reading a paper by Miss 

Owen, in which she described her initiation into the mysteries of Voodoo worship. Leland read 

Owen’s paper in full, which contained a detailed account of her initiation, and then took part 

in a lengthy discussion about voodoo. The Evening Standard published a full transcript of 

Owen’s paper but was strangely silent on Leland’s presentation about Etruscan magic. Perhaps 

the journalist was provided with a copy of Owen’s paper, but not that presented by Leland, or 

perhaps it was the scandalous content of Owen’s paper that attracted attention:  

After each lesson both pupil and teacher had to get drunk, either by drinking 

whisky or by or by swallowing tobacco smoke. Then the pupil was introduced 

to Father Rattlesnake, and to the dances held in his honour. 

Without a doubt, meetings played an important role in Victorian Britain, from the smallest 

local society to the large and distinguished professional associations. Reports of their activities 

were widely published in the press, both as advertisements for upcoming events and accounts 

of the proceedings. The examples selected for this dissertation include social meetings, as well 

as those conducted for local associations and large societies specialising in wide variety of 

disciplines. As with lectures, official participants in meetings were considered to have an 

authoritative voice in their chosen subjects and were therefore in a strong position to influence 

the opinions of the audiences who came to listen to them, as well as those who read reports of 

the conduct of the meetings in newspapers.  

The diversity of meetings makes any assessment of commonalities challenging, but two points 

are worth noting. The stereotype of the witch was a key feature, most frequently in reference 
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to historical witchcraft using literary and Biblical sources. Meetings held for societies 

representing anthropology or folklore also referenced witches from the past, but usually set 

them within the framework of Victorian ideas around evolution, scientific rationalism, and 

New Imperialism, which positioned the witch as an example of credulous superstition. 

Political Discourse 

The methodology used in this research project proved invaluable, as investigating a large 

digital archive revealed an unexpected presence of witches and witchcraft in articles about, and 

coverage of, political meetings and debate. The research hypothesis did not initially consider 

that witchcraft could have featured in political discourse, but the number of references 

identified made it clear that the stereotype of the witch was a motif often employed to denigrate 

and ridicule political personalities. The Victorian press reported extensively on political 

meetings, as well as publishing articles and editorial that commented on the political issues and 

personalities of the day. People attended public meetings to ‘have their say,’ but also to have 

some fun. Why was witchcraft associated with political meetings? Social, economic, and 

political power intersected during the Victorian period and meetings for all political 

persuasions were a great opportunity for those dynamics to be played out in the public arena. 

In the nineteenth century, subjects such as ‘political reform, religious freedom, or agricultural 

protection’334 joined other issues arising from the evolution of democratic politics and being 

able to accuse the other candidate (whether Whig or Tory) of the credulity and superstition that 

was associated with witchcraft was a convenient means of derision. Newspaper editors 

captured this amusement, which met several criteria for publication, especially being 

newsworthy and entertaining. 

The following selection of references to witchcraft and politics is typical of the style and 

manner of the way in which political subjects and politicians appeared in the Victorian press. 

Issues around Free Trade and the Corn Laws created polarised positions and gave rise to 

numerous debate meetings and community meetings throughout Britain, such as one that took 

place in Waltham in January 1850. During his speech to the meeting, at which the local 

landowners were well-represented, the Marquis of Granby declared: 

Mr. Cobden, in a sneering way, had said that the farmers of England bring out 

horseshoes to keep away the witches. (A laugh.) He would advise them to 

hang up that passage, framed, over their fire-places, keep away what was 
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more pernicious than witches — to keep away the free-traders. (Great 

laughter and cheering.)335 

Richard Cobden was a Member of Parliament from 1841 until his death in 1865, co-founder of 

the Anti-Corn Law League, and an active supporter of free trade. Cobden’s original comments 

were dismissive of witchcraft beliefs, but that did not stop the Marquis of Granby from using 

them against him. 

Another political cause that resulted in numerous public debates being reported in the 

newspapers was the Tenant Right League, which was established in 1850 in Dublin following 

the disastrous effects of the Great Famine (1845-49). One public meeting, which was described 

as ‘The first great demonstration in support of the principles and objects of the Tenant League,’ 

received significant coverage in the Banner of Ulster on 31 December 1850. A detailed report 

of the meeting occupied the entire front page as well as five columns on the back page, and the 

journalist included many references to ‘hear hear,’ ‘cheers,’ ‘tremendous applause,’ and 

‘continued cheers,’ to express the reception afforded to speakers by the large crowd attending 

the meeting. Offering verbatim-style reporting, the journalist writing for the Banner described 

how the Rev. John Rogers ‘was received with three hearty cheers’ as he stepped forward to 

address the meeting: 

Some months ago, the Newry Telegraph —as vile and revolting a rag ever 

flapped in face of honesty—dared the County of Down to identify itself with 

the Tenant League. (Laughter.) … The Telegraph reminds of nothing so much 

the boiling cauldron of the three witches, 

 

“Round about the cauldron go,  

In the poisoned entrails throw.” 

 

Terrible are the extertions, I am told, which are made, and various are the 

ingredients which are supplied, by the aristocratic cooks about Newry... One 

throws in  

 

“Eye of newt and toe of frog.  

Wool of bat and tongue dog.  

Adder's fork and blind worm's sting.  
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Lizard's leg and owlet’s wing” 

 

for charm of powerful trouble. Another contributes  

 

“Scale of dragon, tooth of wolf,  

Witch’s mummy, maw and gulf  

Of the ravin’d salt sea shark, 

Root of hemlock digged i’ the dark, 

With gall of goat.” 

 

while all the landlord cooks, circling round the Newry gruel-pot, chorus, 

lugubriously –  

 

“Double, double toil and trouble, 

Fire burn and cauldron bubble” – (Laughter)  

The metaphor of the three witches in Macbeth was particularly barbed because the Newry 

Telegraph had three proprietors. This is the type of nuance that can be easily missed by twenty-

first century readers unfamiliar with the context and background of the story, but in this case, 

the journalist was keen to labour the point referring to it as ‘a joint-stock aristocratic 

convenience, which two or three landlords strive to keep in existence.’ 

Inevitably, the most important figures of the day were frequently lampooned and attracted their 

share of association with witchcraft. Henry John Temple, 3rd Viscount Palmerston (1784-

1865)336 was often the subject of satire, casting him alternately as hero and villain. An article 

that appeared in the Catholic Telegraph on 1 November 1856 begins by saying, ‘What a pity 

my Lords Russell and Minto can only communicate telegraphically with the Caesar of their 

Triumvirate!’ and continues,  

Of what earthly use is it, after all, for a man to do a world of mischief, if he 

cannot witness its working and effects? It is a terrible privation, therefore, for 

such a brewer of mischief as my Lord Palmerston is universally 

acknowledged to be, that he cannot bestride a witch’s broomstick, and 

contemplate on the spot the vast array of ills with which he has succeeded in 

cursing the world around him. 
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Another Palmerston example appeared in the North British Daily Mail on 24 April 1857, under 

the headline, ‘The Bewitchment of Lord Palmerston.’ The focus of its satire is Le Nord, a 

newspaper published in Brussels and Paris that supported Franco-Russian relations post 

Crimea War and was frequently critical of Palmerston. It begins by supposing a fictional group 

of Russians who met in Brussels to torment Lord Palmerston using a common practice of 

making a figure of wax that could be stabbed with pins and daggers to create a curse: 

The progress of witchcraft is something awful. It is known that a common 

practice of old sorcerers when they wanted to injure anybody, was to make a 

figure of wax to represent the object of their malice, and having mumbled a 

certain amount of blasphemy and nonsense over it, to thrust pins and needles 

into it, and stab it with daggers.  

The article continues by quoting several comments made about Palmerston that had been 

published in Le Nord, including a claim that Palmerston’s popularity is a consequence of his 

pure English blood. The North British Daily Mail then imagines how the Franco-Russian 

supporters might react, by resorting to witchcraft, invocations, and curses: 

At these words the whole company of witches and wizards set up a diabolical 

yelling, and uttered the most horrible curses and imprecations, and the 

operating magician dashed the scalding tar into the effigy’s eyes. 

Palmerston was not the only political dignitary to attract comparisons with witchcraft. This 

article was published in the Munster News on 2nd October 1858, but was almost certainly 

repeated in other newspapers, as was the practice in Victorian Britain: 

Lord John [Russell] is witch. He has cures for everything, and is at the head 

of the craft which is now prevalent amongst his countrymen. They are 

believers in the supernatural powers of withered old crones; and since Lord J. 

Russell saved Lord Derby before on the India Reform Bill, why shouldn't the 

latter have faith again in the incantations and spells of the little Whig wizard?” 

This next example is from the General Election in 1857, which was published in the Cambridge 

Independent Press on 11 April. The vote in the Huntingdon constituency was hard fought and 

during the run up to the election the Cambridge Independent Press supported the Whig 
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candidate, Heathcote, using witchcraft as a way of suggesting that the Conservative candidate, 

Fellowes, was credulous and held outdated views: 

[Fellowes] is about fifty years behind in his political notions, and would be 

more suitable to the period which is equally distant from the present time, and 

the time when the firm belief in witchcraft and the last witch executed in 

Huntingdonshire was predominant. 

My final example shows reference to a contemporary incident of a reverse witchcraft trial in a 

village called Sible Hedingham, although perhaps inevitably, it was a Shakespearian analogy 

that took centre stage. An elderly deaf man was attacked by a mob fearing that he had 

bewitched a local woman and after being struck and thrown into a brook, he died the next day. 

The case was famous and appeared in numerous newspapers in 1863 and again during the trial 

in 1864. A report of the fourth annual dinner of the Maldon Liberal Independent Club was 

published in the Essex Herald 1 December 1863, which included this toast made by Sir John 

Page Wood, a cleric of Essex, for the Liberals of South Essex and the health of Mr. Wingfield 

Baker, who was a Liberal Party politician. 

I do not know that I have much to animadvert upon the speech of Major 

Beresford at Hedingham, except the remarkable fact that he concluded by 

talking about witchcraft at Sible Hedingham. (Laughter). Happy illustration 

– toryism and witchcraft! Why of course they go together (renewed laughter). 

Cannot you conceive, in the language of Shakespeare, those “secret black and 

midnight hags,” inflated with conservative, or I should say tory, wine, dancing 

around the walls of that ruined castle, and I doubt whether those who listened 

to the speeches that night did not go away with the belief that the worthy 

major rode home behind a witch on a broomstick. (Great laughter.) 

These examples of political references to witchcraft demonstrate yet again the power of the 

stereotype of the witch and the perception of witchcraft as an evil, anti-social practice, and an 

archaic remnant of a credulous and superstitious past. Even where there was a reference to the 

contemporary incident of a reverse witchcraft trial at Sible Hedingham, the focus was firmly 

upon ‘secret black and midnight hags’ rather than the elderly man who was murdered. Mockery 

and satire using witchcraft motifs found in literary or historical sources proved to be a popular 

theme in Victorian politics, which shows how widespread the common understanding of the 
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wickedness of witchcraft was to the general population of the day; after all, satire and mockery 

are only effective tools when the audience understands the subtlety and nuance of the metaphor. 

Readings and Monologues 

As noted above, readings and monologues overlap with theatrical performances but for the 

purpose of this examination are treated separately. Newspapers retrieved through a search of 

the BNA demonstrate a diverse assortment of readings and monologues from all parts of 

Britain, and I would like to begin with this description by Thomas Wright of his first experience 

of a Penny Reading in 1867, which is marvellously evocative: 

I determined to attend one of the Boughtborough Penny Readings to hear my 

friend Smith read. Accordingly one Saturday night I wended my way to the 

Boughtborough music ball, a little before eight o'clock, at which hour the 

doors of the hall were to be opened. The hall was capable of holding fifteen 

hundred persons, and when I arrived in front of it, there was, so far as I was 

able to judge, more than that number of persons waiting outside. Seeing that 

this was the case, I joined actively in the rush that took place immediately the 

doors were opened, and after several times asking and being asked those stock 

questions of a rush, Where are you pushing to? and Who are you "scrouging?" 

I succeeded in getting in and securing a seat, and had reason to consider 

myself fortunate in doing so, as every inch of available space in the hall was 

taken up, while there were still many of the more timid members of the 

original crowd outside. The hall having filled so rapidly, the audience were 

left to their own devices during a great part of the half-hour that was to elapse 

before the commencement of the entertainments. Those who had come 

together, and in the crush were not divided, entered into conversations, which, 

owing to the shuffling of feet and other noises arising from the movements of 

a crowded audience settling themselves in their seats, had to be carried on in 

so loud a tone that they reached other ears than those for which they were 

exclusively intended. Thus a lady who was seated on the bench before me 

informed a gentleman, I presume her husband, that it was a good job she had 

not put her steel crinoline on that evening, as it must certainly have been 

broken, and then began to explain the various merits and demerits of steel, 

whalebone, and cane crinolines in general; two gentlemen behind me 
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discussed the civil war at that time raging in America, and speedily arrived at 

the conclusion that they could have conducted the affairs of that then 

distracted country in a much abler manner than President Lincoln and his 

cabinet; while two silver-voiced young ladies beside me descanted upon the 

merits of “Lady Audley's Secret,” and a number of other novels of the same 

class, in a manner that was at once rapturous and slangy.337 

I have quoted this passage at length because it gives such a splendid description of the event 

beyond the simple program of entertainment for the evening. Needless to say, given the nature 

of Penny Readings, Macbeth and the witches were commonly represented. The Islington 

Gazette of 15 September 1871 reviewed the “Isledon Penny Readings, Myddleton Hall” and 

said,  

The principal feature of the evening, however, was an admirable rendering of 

the “The Witches Scene” in “Macbeth,” by Mr. Arthur Young, the well-

known Shaksperian (sic) reader, who completely rivetted the attention of his 

audience by the masterly ability he displayed. 

The contribution from Macbeth’s witches was frequently musical, such as ‘Messrs. Josiah 

Smith, James Trotter, and Edwin J Yates, who rendered “The Witches’ Glee” from Macbeth 

in first-rate style, and which met with hearty applause.’338 Although newspapers often 

published details of Penny Readings, the research suggests that re-publication in other 

newspapers was less common than other types of activities, perhaps owing to the nature of 

Penny Readings, where performers were often local amateurs.  

Monologues offered a different style of readings and generally featured one performer, who 

gave a series of speeches drawn from classical theatre and as noted above, often included 

exposition and interpretation. The performers were usually professional actors and the most 

popular toured Britain, entertaining audiences in cities and provinces with their dramatic and 

comedic talent. One name that occurred repeatedly during the present research was that of Mr. 

Bunn, whose appearance on the stage in Edinburgh was lauded by the North British Daily 

Mail:339 

Mr. Bunn, well known in dramatic circles from his connection with the 

Theatres Royal Drury Lane and Covent Garden, made his appearance at the 
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Theatre-Royal here on Monday evening, in his new entertainment, entitled a 

“Literary and Dramatic Monologue.” 

In the detailed review of his performance the journalist praised Bunn, commenting that he is 

‘conversational, humorous, or impressive, as the occasion requires.’ A review of his 

performance at a ‘Literary and Dramatic Monologue” was published by the Dublin Evening 

Packet of 7 May 1850: 

Mr Bunn’s reading of the second interview [in Macbeth] between the Weird 

Sisters, is the most consummate mastery of the art of recitation, accompanied 

by the most energetic action we have witnessed. 

Other newspapers reported on Bunn’s contrasting representations of the witches in Macbeth,340 

comparing a comedic against a tragic interpretation. A comedic representation may seem 

incongruous, but Bunn was not the only actor to suggest such an interpretation. The Era 

reviewed a monologue presented by Julian Cunningham, where in speaking of the witches he 

suggests that ‘as traditionally represented these weird beings serve merely to give an air of 

ludicrousness and vulgarity to what must in other respects be considered a perfect masterpiece 

of a tragedy.’341 The journalist comments that he has no wish to follow Cunningham along 

these ‘thorny paths of controversy’ and reminds his readers of the words of Mr. Addison that 

‘there is something so wild and yet so solemn in the speeches of the witches that we cannot 

forbear thinking them natural, though we have no rule by which to judge them.’ 

One of the most popular entertainers to perform readings or monologues was Mrs. Fanny 

Kemble, whose name in connection with advertisements or reports of her readings appeared in 

5,662 pages held by the BNA, covering a period from 1850 to 1899. She performed in Britain, 

the USA, and mainland Europe, and even after her death in 1893, correspondence from her 

friend Edward Fitzgerald342 was published in Temple Bar, which together with sundry articles 

about her life, kept her name and fame alive. Not all of the scanned pages identified in the BNA 

search refer to Kemble’s portrayal of witches, but Macbeth was a popular choice for her 

readings. One example was published in the Brighton Guardian on 21 October 1863, a lengthy 

and detailed review of Kemble’s reading of Macbeth in front of ‘a ‘full and fashionable 

audience ... in the Music Room of the Pavilion’ in which the reviewer suggests that ‘The 

delusive malignity of each witch is as strongly marked in proportion’ to Kemble’s bold 

conception of Lady Macbeth.  
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As noted above, Victorian readings and monologues were quite different to full theatrical 

performances, but they shared a similarity in presenting witches as a stereotype, often by 

reference to Macbeth, which is an important factor when considering the manner in which the 

Victorian press reported witches and witchcraft. Readings and monologues remained a popular 

style of entertainment throughout the Victorian period and their regular appearance in the press 

helped to maintain and promote interest in the subjects they presented. 

Fairs, Fetes, and Bazaars 

Fairs, fetes, and bazaars were popular in Victorian Britain, but the presence of witches was not 

commonly reported in the reviews and advertisements published in newspapers. Where they 

did appear, it was usually within the context of a shared bond with theatrical performances, 

concerts, readings, and other similar activities, often featuring performances, tableaux, 

recitations, and concerts. Dances at fairs and fetes were popular and newspaper reports often 

mentioned bands playing the music from Macbeth, or the ever popular ‘Witches’ Galop.’ A 

fete reported in the Brighton Gazette on 24 February 1853 included a description of several 

party games, including charades involving ‘a parody of the incantation scene in Macbeth.’ The 

article describes how ‘The stage was darkened, the cauldron pot with fire emitting a blue flame, 

thunder and lightning, with all the usual accompaniments.’ Fortune telling witches also 

appeared in community events. A review of an annual bazaar in Tipperary in 1855 held in aid 

of community relief for the sick and poor included a ‘witch’ dressed as old Mother Shipton, 

offering to tell fortunes,343 with another event the following year in aid of Stowmarket infant 

schools providing a rather more modern option, with a device called ‘The Witch of Fortune,’ 

a revolving machine that featured a witch holding a wand, who pointed to fortunes in response 

to questions.344 The Caernarvon & Denbigh Herald offered a review of the Wesleyan Bazaar 

in its newspaper on 24 June 1856, including a somewhat enigmatic description at the end of its 

list of stalls at the event, ‘and witches, who, we believe, did a good trade in their peculiar line 

of business.’ Compared with other types of community events fetes, fairs, and bazaars did not 

feature strongly in reporting witches and witchcraft, but where such references were identified 

during the research, they seemed to be more representative of playful fortune-telling than the 

stereotypical evil old hag. This may be because fairs, bazaars, and fetes were essentially light-

hearted fun events and so the introduction of malevolent or scary figures would be counter-

intuitive to the ambience the organisers sought. The exception was, of course, Macbeth, whose 

witches occasionally appeared in newspapers in relation to theatrical performances held at 

fairs, as discussed in the previous chapter.  
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Dinner Speeches and Toasts 

The reason for including dinner speeches and toasts in this chapter is owing to another 

unexpected result of using a large digital archive for the research project, which is the 

frequency of references to the ‘Lancashire Witches’ as a toast during official dinners. In every 

instance, the toast lauded the women of Lancashire, often highlighting their beauty, charm, 

whimsy, and moral deportment. This inverse of the more common stereotype of the wicked, 

malformed, elderly woman is significant, as it demonstrates once again the adaptability of the 

witch image to be shaped to fit the narrative, although as discussed in chapter three, the play 

The Late Lancashire Witches, with its emphasis upon feasting, drinking, and making merry, 

may also have been influential.  

It did not go unnoticed among contemporary commentators that the popular toast was 

somewhat incongruous with other depictions of witchcraft and more than one toastmaster 

referred to the difference between the ‘Lancashire witches’ and the decrepit old hags of the 

past, suggesting that at least in Lancashire, the perception of witches had undergone quite a 

transformation. A series of articles written for the Express by Henry Kerr was republished in 

the Burnley Express on 4 March 1893, where he comments that, 

Though the popular term “Lancashire Witches” – a frequent toast at local 

banquets – is now used as a compliment to the ladies of the County Palatine, 

long famous for their charms, yet the epithet in the seventeenth century ... was 

more significant, and fraught with danger to the lives on many poor, decrepit, 

toothless old women, many of whom, in those cruel and ignorant days of 

superstition, suffered torture and capital punishment for being simply and 

naturally afflicted with the infirmities of old age. 

Reasons for this transformation remain unclear as newspapers did not identify any likely cause, 

and a lack of literature on the subject suggests it is a topic that has yet to receive significant 

academic attention. As noted above it is possible that the play The Late Lancashire Witches by 

Thomas Heywood and Richard Brome (1634), with its focus upon feasting and merriment 

might perhaps be the origin of the toast to the ‘Lancashire Witches,’ but lacking further 

information such a suggestion remains speculative. Formal dinners grew in popularity in the 

early nineteenth century345 and by the Victorian period had become an established tradition, 

usually including speeches from guests of honour, and ending with an array of toasts proposed 
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by the attendant dignitaries. The primary sources are rich with coverage of such events, ranging 

from a simple paragraph about the event and the most important of those in attendance, to a 

detailed description that includes the text of speeches and toasts interspersed with ‘cheers’ and 

‘laughter’ to add character to the report. Examination of the data retrieved for the period 1850 

to 1899 shows that the toast to the ‘Lancashire Witches’ was rarely found outside of the county 

of Lancashire. There were a few exceptions from the neighbouring counties of Cheshire and 

Yorkshire, such as a speech by regatta winner Mr. A. Duncan, who ‘complimented the 

Lancashire Witches, and said that if they had any rivals they were the Cheshire Witches,’ 

(Liverpool Mail, 28 June 1862), and a report of a sports day at Clapham Fair, Yorkshire, where 

the journalist notes that ‘There was a large gathering round the ring, and a good many of the 

“Yorkshire Witches,” glowing with beauty and smart ribbons.’ (Lancaster Gazette, 8 October 

1959).  

This tendency towards localism was quite common and reports of the dinners, speeches, and 

toasts were rarely reproduced in newspapers beyond the immediate vicinity, except where the 

speaker was well-known or the event of some national importance. One such example is a 

banquet hosted at St. George’s Hall in Liverpool, where Charles Dickens was the guest of 

honour. Newspapers throughout Britain reported on the dinner and the speeches, with 35 

newspapers identified during a search of the BNA.346 Some reports were brief, but a great many 

were detailed and included this toast performed by Dickens: 

Mr. Charles Dickens again rose and said— Gentlemen, for I address myself 

solely to you, the nature of the toast I am about to propose cannot, I think, be 

better or more briefly expressed than in a short quotation from Shakespeare, 

slightly altered :— Scene, a banqueting hall; thunder of admiration; lightning 

of eyes! Enter Macbeth— “Who are these, so sparkling and so bright in their 

attire that they look not like inhabitants of earth and yet are of it?” (laughter.) 

Reply— “Sir, these are the Lancashire witches” (much laughter).347 

Another event that received coverage outside of its immediate locality was a breakfast rather 

than a dinner, held in conjunction with the annual meeting of the British Archaeological 

Association in Lancaster. A report published in the London Morning Post on 24 August 1850 

was provided ‘from our correspondent’ and noted that about 90 local inhabitants attended the 

breakfast, and when the chairman proposed the health of the Lancashire Witches, he remarked 
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‘that now-a-days there were included under this designation some of the fairest and most 

enchanting daughters of Britain’s Isle.’  

A dinner arranged to mark the opening of the Atherton Collieries Railway took place in May 

1861, where 50 invited guests sat down to a formal dinner, with some 350 colliers and other 

manual workers seated at their own tables and provided with sandwiches and ‘several barrels 

of ale.’ A report about the opening of the railway and the dinner was published in the Leigh 

Chronicle and Weekly District Advertiser on 1 June 1861 and after comments about how well 

the ‘fourth estate’ had been treated during the festivities, the Chairman announced that, 

I have another toast to propose, gentlemen, and if it were possible that I could 

become eloquent it would be in proposing this toast, because it is no other 

toast than “the Lancashire Witches.” (Loud cheers.) 

The Lancaster Gazette of 3 November 1888 published a lengthy report of a dinner for the 

Winmarleigh and Cheshire tenantry and their wives, which took place as part of a week of 

festivities at Winmarleigh to mark the coming of age of Lord Winmarleigh’s grandson and 

heir. The article occupied almost seven of eight columns of page six of the newspaper, 

demonstrating the importance of the event to the county. Speeches and toasts were plentiful 

and concluded when Viscount Drumlanrig gave the health of the “Lancashire Witches,” who 

he said, ‘possessed charms none the less potent than those said to belong to the witches of old.’ 

The Preston Herald of 20 June 1891 published a report of a dinner held at the Black Horse Inn 

for the Orangemen in conjunction with Hoole Club Day, where ‘Among the toasts duly 

honoured were those of “William Prince of Orange,” and “The Lancashire Witches,” to the 

latter of which Bro. G. Barker humorously responded. Like “Poll Pineapple,” of the Gilbertian 

ballad, the famous “Lancashire Witches” is a standing toast of this gallant lodge.’   

Toasts to the ‘Lancashire Witches’ were so common in Victorian Britain that this chapter 

includes only a few select examples to illustrate the most popular style and manner of the toast. 

The practice declined in the final years of the nineteenth century, however, and a search of the 

BNA for the first two decades of the twentieth century returned very few reports in newspapers 

of toasts to the ‘Lancashire Witches.’ Perhaps the last word on the decline belongs to this 

unnamed gentleman, who wrote in a column titled ‘local thoughts’ published in the Soulby’s 

Ulverston Advertiser and General Intelligencer of 20 July 1899. 
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What has become of our gallantry? Why, when I was a youth, the favourite 

toast at any jovial meeting was “The Lancashire Witches.” ... Ulverston, at 

the present day, can show as sweet and pretty lasses as any town in 

Lancashire. Therefore, in all forthcoming events, let us not forget our 

gallantry, and let us give, with rousing cheers, the “Lancashire Witches.” 

Conclusion 

This chapter considered two key questions relating to the overall research project: firstly, why 

did newspapers published between 1850 to 1899 feature content about community events? 

Secondly, what was the purpose of including references to witches and witchcraft?  

The first question is answered by reference to the publication of features designed to entertain 

and amuse the readers of newspapers in Victorian Britain. Popular material that attracted 

readers increased the sales and circulation of newspapers was highly sought after by editors 

and proprietors pursuing commercial advantage and community events offered a source of 

material for the press, from localised content featuring community dignitaries, to national 

events showcasing famous celebrities. It was a purely pragmatic rationale. Some content was 

published directly from texts supplied by the speaker at lectures or sermons, whilst other events 

required the attendance of a journalist to make notes and offer an interpretation.  

The answer to the second question proceeds from this, which is that inclusion of witches was 

a consequence of the catholic nature of the subjects offered, rather than newspapers seeking to 

write about them in any specific way. Lectures, sermons, and meetings attracted public 

attention within their communities, therefore newspapers covered such events, regardless of 

the subject being presented. Further analysis of community events reported in Victorian 

newspapers shows that opinions expressed about witches and witchcraft in these events was 

largely derived from literary and dramatic sources. Lectures and sermons may have 

occasionally referenced contemporary practices of alleged witchcraft, but generally that was 

within the context of how witchcraft was portrayed in printed form. By their very nature, 

readings and monologues were derived from plays, and political discourse relied heavily upon 

the stereotype of the witch. 

The popularity of lectures in Victorian Britain exerted a significant influence upon society and 

helped to shape the way in which Victorians thought about the topics presented. Lectures were 

considered to be reliable, with speakers respected for their knowledge and therefore convincing 
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in their views. The adage that ‘there is no such thing as bad publicity’ has particular relevance 

here, because despite witchcraft often being presented as credulous superstition, it remained a 

popular subject for lectures and attracted large audiences. This ensured that witches continued 

to occupy a notable place within public consciousness. The emergence in the nineteenth 

century of folk-lore studies and anthropology added layers of complexity and helped to shape 

a narrative about witchcraft that was based upon stereotypical images of witches, polarised into 

the evil old hag whose raison d’être was to cause harm at one extreme, with a bewitching and 

beautiful young woman at the other. If we accept that both stereotypes were contrived from 

classical imagery as discussed in the previous chapter, popularised within literature and drama, 

it explains the ease with which they were employed to fit a particular role.  

Sermons shared some characteristics with lectures, but they were targeted at a spiritual 

congregation, which resulted in a different style and purpose. The purpose of a sermon in 

Victorian Britain was to address a scriptural, theological, or moral topic, using language that 

would be meaningful and inspire the congregation. Spiritualism will be examined in the next 

chapter but should be mentioned here within the context of sermons, because it was a popular 

subject that frequently used pejorative references to witchcraft to disparage its beliefs and 

practices. The popularity of the Witch of Endor is an illuminating example. She was a woman 

who sought to invoke spirits, placing her firmly within the boundaries of what Victorians 

understood to be spiritualism, and her designation as a witch made comparison with witchcraft 

inevitable. Sermons featured her as a model to show that invoking spirits could only end in 

tragedy, freely associating spiritualism with witchcraft to demonstrate the point.   

Meetings share many characteristics with lectures, but cover a much wider range of activities, 

including political meetings and those of professional associations. The use of a large digital 

archive for the research methodology revealed unexpected findings by identifying numerous 

instances where witchcraft was used to mock or denigrate politicians. It is a fascinating 

discovery, which demonstrates how pervasive an understanding of the stereotype of the witch 

was in Victorian Britain for it to be used in satire. The significant number of examples 

discovered led to identification of a separate category, giving it due attention as an emerging 

feature of witchcraft studies. 

Readings and monologues were closely related to lectures and theatrical performances in 

Victorian Britain, but have their own unique characteristics, which suggests that a separate 

classification is practical. It is clear, however, that readings and monologues share the same 
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basis as other community events and that their subjects followed a similar pattern in their 

literary and theatrical points of origin, inevitably clinging to the negative stereotype of the 

witch.  

The number of references to witches during after dinner speeches and toasts is another 

unexpected result of using digital research methodology. References to after dinner toasts to 

the ‘Lancashire Witches’ appeared in newspapers the first decade of the nineteenth century, 

although not with any great frequency. This could be partially explained by the fact that fewer 

newspapers were published before 1850. From 1849 the number of references escalated, 

remaining consistently high until the end of the century. In every instance, the toast lauded the 

women of Lancashire, often highlighting their beauty, charm, whimsy, and moral deportment, 

which contrasts with the more common caricature of the witch as solitary, unprepossessing, 

and intent upon causing mischief. This is further support that the image of the witch in 

Victorian Britain was a stereotype, which was adaptable and therefore able to shape itself to fit 

the required narrative. With few exceptions, newspaper reports of community events where a 

toast to the ‘Lancashire Witches’ was proposed were rarely republished outside of the county 

of Lancashire, demonstrating that genuinely local material was not considered of interest 

outside of its specific location. 

It appears from analysis of the data retrieved from the primary sources that the presence of 

witchcraft in community events was not indicative of interest in witches as an academic 

discipline. Historical witchcraft was featured in lectures, and the stereotype of the witch made 

a regular appearance, based primarily on literary references or those pertaining to the theatre, 

but witchcraft itself was not the primary subject, it had a supplementary role.  This supports 

the view that witches had a defined and recognisable appearance in Victorian Britain, and that 

they appeared in newspapers in a manner designed to appeal to popular interest.  
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Chapter Five: The Supernatural in Victorian Britain 

The supernatural occupies an extensive place in Victorian Britain, with boundaries between 

religion, politics, science, the Arts, and culture, merging and blending in myriad ways. 

Attention is therefore focused upon what Victorian newspapers considered to be aspects of the 

supernatural, and especially how and where these intersected with witchcraft. Magic and the 

supernatural have consistently fascinated humanity throughout history, but during the 

Victorian period, an amalgam of a rational imperative towards scientific study and empirical 

evidence struggled to co-exist with a popular and widespread fascination with the 

metaphysical.348 There are three key questions examined in this chapter: firstly, why Victorian 

newspapers reported upon ‘the supernatural,’ which includes a range of practices and 

occurrences that were either established in the nineteenth century or evolved into a 

recognisable form in that century. Secondly, how Victorian newspapers featured the 

institutions that formed around anthropology, psychiatry, psychology, and folklore, which 

were not supernatural themselves, but investigated a wide range of practices from different 

perspectives, recording and analysing observable elements. The final question asks how 

newspapers expressed the interaction between witchcraft and the supernatural, and Victorian 

institutions relating to anthropology, psychiatry, psychology, and folklore. 

The Victorian period proved to be a stimulating time for the launch of societies and 

associations. As the Glasgow Evening Times of 11 April 1879 noted, ‘within the last two or 

three years many new associations for literary or scientific purposes have burst upon the 

world.’ Most of these associations focused upon academic scholarship rather than offering 

experiential activities, but there was another strand of late nineteenth century organisations that 

were dedicated towards the study of magic and religion or spirituality and combined theoretical 

with experiential. These include the Brotherhood of the Rosy Cross, or Rosicrucians,349 

Societas Rosicruciana in Anglia (established 1867350), the Spiritualist Association of Great 

Britain (established 1872), Theosophical Society (established 1875), the Society for Psychical 

Research (established 1882), and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (established 1888). 

Co-Freemasonry, or the International Order of Freemasonry for Men and Women, ‘Le Droit 

Humain,’ also emerged in the last decade of the nineteenth century in France, but its first Lodge 

in England was not established until 1902 by theosophist Annie Bessant. Three of these 

societies – the Spiritualist Association of Great Britain, Theosophical Society, and the Society 

for Psychical Research – had a notable presence in Victorian newspapers and will be discussed 

in the relevant sections below. Other organisations such as Freemasonry, Rosicrucian 
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Brotherhood, and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, were culturally important and 

played a significant role in Victorian and Edwardian society, but their presence in late 

nineteenth century newspapers is minimal and where they are featured, they do not intersect 

with witchcraft. There could be several reasons for this, but I suggest one reason is that these 

nineteenth century occult and spiritual orders were predominantly for members of the middle 

and upper classes and the source documents for this project demonstrate that references to 

alleged witches in Victorian newspapers were almost exclusively found amongst the working 

class and paupers. Also, these orders were secretive bodies, and their meetings and practices 

may not have had an easy or visible pathway to being published in the press. Despite their 

cultural importance therefore, these orders have not been examined in any detail for this study 

and are mentioned for the purpose of completion.  

One key point that should be considered at this juncture is that there never was any kind of 

organisation or association that invited witches to be members. There was no ‘Witchcraft 

Association of Great Britain,’ and any formalised investigation of witchcraft was set within the 

context of history, folklore, and anthropology. Mostly, however, witchcraft was simply not 

considered to be a subject worthy of scientific investigation. It was largely dismissed as a 

credulous superstition, or as crimes perpetrated by or against those who fitted the stereotype of 

the witch. Partly this can be accounted for through the demographics of those who were 

accused of witchcraft or of belief in witchcraft. They were overwhelmingly found within the 

working classes, or beggars and paupers, and those members of the Victorian middle- or upper-

classes who may have privately believed in witchcraft would be cautious about making their 

opinions known publicly. Rural and urban communities alike had their fortune-tellers, healers, 

cunning-folk, and wise women who were sometimes conflated with witches, but they did not 

band together to form groups or associations. Theirs was a demonstrably solitary pursuit, or 

occasionally one shared by close family; for example, some of the incidents quoted in chapter 

two involved a mother and daughter. Some societies and associations did emerge from the 

working classes. Spiritualism, for example, began in a working-class environment, but as 

discussed below, developed to encompass the middle- and upper-classes, so it was uniquely 

witchcraft that shunned formalised societies. This speaks to the characteristic of practitioners 

of fortune-telling, healing, and folk magic, who were often conflated with witches, and to the 

literary stereotype of the witch – the elderly, indigent, ugly old hag on the margins of her 

community – which was so common in the nineteenth century. 
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To ensure a thorough examination of the supernatural in Victorian Britain, this chapter will 

review the way in which the following subjects intersect with the appearance of witchcraft in 

the fourth estate: 

• Fortune-telling and Astrology 

• Mesmerism  

• Hypnotism 

• Spiritualism  

• Ghosts and Hauntings 

• Theosophy 

• Psychiatry and Psychology 

• Anthropology 

• Folklore 

The designated categories are intended to assist in the evaluation of the primary sources, not to 

suggest that they are individually discrete. They overlap and at times, merge, which blends the 

subjects in a way that requires a flexible approach to the data. Nevertheless, it is a useful 

structure to ensure a comprehensive review of the themes as they intersect with newspaper 

reports of witchcraft within their contexts. Similarly, there are other popular Victorian subjects 

such as archaeology that could be listed, but the list reflects how newspapers reported upon 

witchcraft and subjects noted above were selected because they represent examples that were 

identified during a search of the digital archive. 

The Victorian period experienced an increasing tension between science and religion and 

subjects that were previously considered to be solely within the realm of God and the Bible 

became susceptible to other, rationalist, explanations. Historically, witchcraft occupied a 

shadowy role within conventional religion and in the nineteenth century the supernatural in its 

broadest sense inhabited a particularly ambivalent position, where science met mysticism on 

uneasy common ground. Alison Butler discusses this in her examination of nineteenth-century 

magicians, noting that a balanced mid-point on the spectrum evolved, which she describes as 

a moderate majority, ‘a growing number of individuals, primarily of the middle-class, who 

were involved in spiritualism and occultism.’351 This is an interesting point that could be partly 

accounted for by the changes in social demographics during the second half of the nineteenth 

century, but could also be influenced by popular reporting in newspapers, creating familiarity 
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where there was previously wariness and scepticism. Spiritualism, for example, might have 

been often dismissed as credulous superstition, but it was also situated as a practice that invited 

scientific investigation that allowed it, even encouraged it, to appeal to the middle- and upper-

classes. This kind of scientific rigour was never applied to witchcraft, which as far as the 

evidence of Victorian newspaper content suggests, remained primarily within the class 

occupied by workers and paupers. When witchcraft was subjected to examination, it was 

mostly within the context of breaches of the law, historical evidence, or folklore. I will discuss 

below the exceptions of mental disorders and anthropology, which did offer an investigative 

approach in their consideration of witches, although it is noteworthy that they did not examine 

witchcraft’s underlying principles in any scientific manner. 

The study of science in Victorian Britain offered myriad rational hypotheses and, in some 

cases, empirical evidence, which directly challenged an intuitive belief in the unseen or the 

supernatural. At the same time, societal changes meant that conventional religion no longer 

had all the answers and unorthodox beliefs, for example spiritualism and theosophy, emerged 

as spiritual alternatives. Similarly, scientific research methods were applied to the study of 

cultures and traditions, which resulted in the establishment of disciplines such as eugenics, 

anthropology, psychology, and folklore. Despite being under pressure from rationalist and 

scientific thought, however, beliefs arising from the supernatural continued to play a significant 

role in Victorian society and the popular imagination clung tenaciously to superstition and 

unexplained phenomena.  

The telegraph, with its ability to transmit information over vast distances without any apparent 

physical means of how the information travels, is an excellent example of the way in which the 

boundaries blurred between science, witchcraft, and magic. This is well expressed by Richard 

J. Noakes, who discusses Cromwell Fleetwood Varley (1828-1883), an electrician and Atlantic 

telegraph engineer in a thoughtful article, ‘Telegraphy Is an Occult Art: Cromwell Fleetwood 

Varley and the Diffusion of Electricity to the Other World.’352 Varley purposefully used his 

belief in spiritualism to support his role in promoting the successful 1866 Atlantic telegraph 

cable expedition, a merger of ideas that seems extraordinary to modern sensibilities, but which 

was entirely acceptable to the Victorians. An article that appeared in several newspapers in 

1872 also demonstrates this merger particularly well, in this case identifying the telegraph with 

witchcraft and spiritualism. The story began with a feature in the Times on 2 November 1872 
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about the prevalence of gambling in China. This was picked up by the Saturday Review, which 

added its own spin to the narrative: 

It seems that when the names of the winners [of a horse race] were reported 

by the electric telegraph, the ignorant heathen refused to put much faith in the 

announcement; and when the ordinary post brought news in confirmation, 

they were inclined to believe that there was some magic in the telegraph. We 

know better, but people who believe in [spiritualism] should perhaps not be 

too proud of their intellectual superiority. If we do not believe that the 

messages of the telegraph employ witchcraft in the operations, we account for 

much smaller miracles by the same agency.353 

Spiritualism will be examined in more detail below, but as this article shows, there was 

conflation in the popular press between witchcraft, spiritualism, magic, and new technology, 

which supports my argument that newspapers were not interested in witchcraft per se, but in 

providing popular content to a growing market of readers. Nevertheless, as shown in the 

previous chapters, those who considered themselves to be educated and enlightened were 

determined to call attention to the ignorance and credulity of the lower classes who believe in 

practices they considered to be superstitious nonsense. Occasionally the critique was aimed at 

those who, in the view of the writer, should know better than to fall prey to ignorant 

superstition, although as previously noted, this also formed the basis of a polemic intended to 

mock politicians and other high-profile personalities. Despite the rationalist argument, 

however, popular culture continued to recognise and acknowledge a wide array of practices 

deemed supernatural and whilst scepticism did indeed become more prevalent after the 

eighteenth century,354 popular opinion remained persuaded of the reality of mysterious and 

unexplained phenomena, which certain people could manipulate. Indeed, as noted by Roy 

Porter, as late as the early part of the twentieth century ‘Witchcraft worked within a wider 

cosmology helping people to make sense of existence and handle adversity.’355  

The nineteenth century novelist and historian Sir Walter Scott wrote at length about the 

propensity of the human mind to incorporate unexplained phenomena into everyday 

occurrences, suggesting that, 

Very often both the mental delusion and the physical deception exist at the 

same time, and men’s belief of the phenomena presented to them, however 
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erroneously, by the senses, is the firmer and more readily granted, that the 

physical impression corresponded with the mental excitement.356 

Scott’s critical view of the credulous acceptance of unexplained phenomena became more 

common as the nineteenth century progressed, but despite a plethora of arguments describing 

belief in the supernatural and witchcraft as irrational, this research project shows survival, and 

even growth, of beliefs and opinions relating to the supernatural. This suggests that interest in 

these practices did not decline, they simply adapted and changed to match the way in which 

society itself changed. This is particularly well demonstrated by Karl Bell’s insightful 

observation about the legend of Spring-Heeled Jack, which ‘was transmitted and translated 

across a variety of cultural modes, causing [Spring-Heeled Jack] to become an ever-shifting 

reproduction and reconstruction of himself.’357 As noted in the previous chapter, the way in 

which witchcraft and witches were represented in popular culture was also susceptible to 

shifting perception, adapting the stereotypes of the witch to fit the required narrative and form 

of expression.  

The theory that there was a comprehensive decline in beliefs related to witchcraft, magic, and 

the supernatural in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries has been discussed elsewhere, but 

it is useful to reiterate that the evidence of the present study does not support the theory. It is 

clear from the primary and secondary sources discussed in the previous chapters of this 

dissertation that the stereotype of the witch as a malevolent, ugly, old woman retained a strong 

presence in popular culture in Victorian Britain and although trials conducted for witchcraft-

related crime declined towards the final decades of the nineteenth century, witches and 

witchcraft remained highly visible in the Victorian press. This trend speaks to a key point of 

my argument, that whilst Victorian culture broadly became more sceptical and paid close 

attention to scientific research and empirical evidence, widespread interest in magic and 

witchcraft remained popular. Newspaper reports of witchcraft that were related to crime, such 

as fraud or reverse witchcraft trials, may have received less coverage as the century drew to its 

close, but other references to witchcraft remained as common as ever in the popular press, 

featuring as book and theatrical reviews, serialised fiction, community events, and political 

discourse. It is also noteworthy that Owen Davies358 and Thomas Waters359 offer compelling 

evidence for the endurance of folk magic and other similar traditions in the nineteenth century, 

which are occasionally characterised as witchcraft as well as cunning craft, with practitioners 

being described in numerous ways including wise woman, wizard, and cunning man. Davies 
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and Waters also note that individuals were able to control their lives and their environment 

more effectively by the late Victorian period, linked intrinsically to an improvement in living 

standards. This removed some of the uncertainties that might previously have been accredited 

to ill-wishing, curses, or other malevolent behaviour. Nevertheless, journalists used whatever 

terms were most descriptive in their reports and as noted previously, they were not interested 

in whether particular words, or the practices they represented, were accurate or truthful. The 

primary motivation was that it offered a narrative of sufficient interest to readers to encourage 

them to purchase a copy of the newspaper. 

Edmund Burke may have foreshadowed the influence of the fourth estate, but it is unlikely that 

he ever conceived of its supremacy and ability to shape the beliefs and opinions of large 

segments of the population. I imagine he would have been puzzled by the influence of the press 

in social and cultural matters, believing as he did that the fourth estate was a mediating voice 

between government and the people. That it could evolve into an instrument that shaped what 

people believed or that they could be persuaded to have opinions of one sort or another about 

the supernatural would not, I suggest, have occurred to him. The primary sources demonstrate 

very well that representation of witchcraft in Victorian newspapers was based upon a mélange 

of beliefs and practices, as well as being a composite derived from a wide range of literary 

sources. In a sense, witches were chimera, having a recognisable shape but comprising several 

different parts. I suggest that it is precisely this combination of disparate sources and 

influences, blended with robust flexibility, which provided a mechanism for witchcraft to adapt 

and survive in Victorian Britain. The relationship between cultural interest in magic and 

witchcraft, and belief proper, is complex involving several factors, but within the context of 

the fourth estate it is primarily beside the point. As noted above, newspaper proprietors and 

editors were not especially concerned whether their readers believed in witchcraft, or magic, 

or any other kind of supernatural activity. They were interested in selling newspapers. Their 

editorial approach frequently derided belief in the supernatural, but they were essentially 

indifferent about the beliefs of their readers provided they continued to buy and read 

newspapers. There was certainly a strong interest in witchcraft, as evidenced by comments 

about the sizes of audiences attending lectures on the subject, but this does not imply that all 

those who attended believed in witchcraft. Similarly, Victorian books and theatrical 

performances abounded with witches and newspapers made much of reviews and fictional 

serialisation, but again, this does not imply belief. What it does suggest, however, is that 

witchcraft in Victorian Britain had cultural value beyond belief. Witches crossed all kinds of 
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boundaries and appeared in myriad configurations, but most importantly, this omnipresence 

was recorded in popular print and widely dispersed throughout Britain. Whatever newspaper 

readers thought about witches and witchcraft, they were accustomed to reading about them and 

as a result, had significant familiarity with the stereotypical witch and her activities. 

Fortune-telling and Astrology 

Fortune-telling and astrology360 have a lengthy relationship with witchcraft. No less a dignitary 

than Lord Palmerston referred to them jointly in a speech to the Leeds Mechanics’ Institution 

and Literary Society on 25 October 1860, where he expressed his pleasure at being able to 

‘preside at a meeting so numerous and distinguished’ and after praising the benefits afforded 

by the institutions, reflected that in former times, ‘the great mass of the nation were enveloped 

in comparative ignorance ... [that] the absurd notions of astrology and witchcraft were 

entertained by many persons in the kingdom.’361 Contemporary evidence suggests that 

Palmerston was mistaken in supposing that astrology and witchcraft were restricted to former 

times, however, as both were popular and consistently appeared in newspapers throughout the 

Victorian period. Examination of the BNA suggests that astrology exhibited sustained growth 

in the nineteenth century. A search for the word ‘astrology’ for the period 1850 to 1859 returned 

9,006 pages, increasing to 32,457 pages during the period 1890 to 1899.362 This is partially 

accounted for by the increase in the number of newspapers being published as discussed in 

chapter one, but it also demonstrates a continuing popular interest in the subject. Despite this 

popularity, however, it was not until the 1930s that predictive astrology became a regular 

feature in newspapers.363  

Alison Butler speculates that nineteenth century astrology was characterised by a shift from 

rural to urban populations as well as ‘a change in clientele from the uneducated working class 

to the professional middle class.’364 Given the extent of urbanisation that took place following 

the industrialisation of cities and towns, and the way in which newspaper content exposed the 

expanding middle classes to astrology and fortune-telling, it is a plausible line of thought. 

Urbanisation was discussed in chapter one of this dissertation, and it is evident that the 

migration from a rural environment to towns and cities did not result in the eradication of 

generations of profoundly held beliefs and superstitions. Instead, I suggest that urbanisation 

created an environment where such superstitions were able to grow, fed by a population living 

in proximity that extended beyond traditional boundaries. In such circumstances it seems 

probable, even inevitable, that cultural drift allowed for both a merging and an expansion of 
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superstitious beliefs. This is supported by the enactment of the Vagrancy Act 1824,365 which 

was designed to prosecute and punish ‘rogues and vagabonds’ and was frequently used in cases 

of alleged witchcraft. Owen Davies notes that the Act was ‘aimed primarily at suppressing 

fortune-tellers, particularly gypsy fortune-tellers, who were said to be ‘infesting’ the streets of 

the capital and defrauding its inhabitants,’366  but he comments that it was also widely used in 

prosecuting rural cunning-folk. This brings to mind the wide dispersal of newspaper reports far 

beyond the location of the incident being reported and is another example of the absence of 

formal geographical delimitation where the supernatural was concerned. 

As noted in the previous chapter, witchcraft was sometimes used in political discourse and in 

these next two examples, astrology was also cited. In 1886 Lord Clifton issued a circular letter 

on the subject of the Lunacy Bill being debated by Parliament, saying he believed the name 

‘lunacy’ was ‘barbarous and astrological, and should be relegated to the limbo of astrology and 

witchcraft.’367  Expressing a similar viewpoint in 1890 was an article about Congressman 

McKinley (USA) and free trade that was published in Macmillan Magazine and the Freeman’s 

Journal claiming that ‘the policy of fostering industry by taxation will go to the grave of 

astrology and witchcraft.’368 It is interesting that these examples express the view that astrology 

and witchcraft are extinct, contrasting with the evidence from the Victorian press, which 

demonstrates that both retained a visible, popular, presence. This includes newspaper reports 

of crimes related to witchcraft, which sometimes included astrology. This example was 

published in the York Herald on 15 August 1877, reporting on an incident that took place in 

South Molton, Devon. The headline was ‘Conviction of an astrologer’ but the article describes 

how an elderly man with the name of Harper, known locally as the White Witch, was consulted 

on the poor health of a woman names Elizabeth Saunders.  

[Harper] gave [Saunders] four or five iron rods in succession ... At the end of 

the rods were the names of different planets, such as Jupiter and Mercury. He 

also asked the age of the woman, and the hour she was born, saying he wanted 

to find out under which planet she was born. 

Harper charged 25s for his services as well as taking drink and food at the house, but Saunders 

died within a few days of his visit. Harper was charged with ‘using certain subtle craft, means 

or device by palmistry or otherwise, to deceive and impose on certain of her Majesty’s 

subjects,’ and was sentenced to a month’s imprisonment. This example shows a clear 

relationship between the ‘White Witch’ and astrology and there is ample evidence in the 
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primary sources that alleged witches and folk magic practitioners used almanacs or ‘planet 

books’ to enhance their claims of possessing knowledge and techniques that were beyond the 

skill of the average person. In another example an editorial in the London Evening Standard 

on 10 September 1858 commented that,  

In every poor neighbourhood of London may be found, by proper 

investigation, at least two or three astrologers, wise women, and fortune-

tellers, whose profound acquaintance with the occult powers of nature, and 

possession of infallible methods of discovering facts, present or future, form 

the subject of implicit credence among the humbler inhabitants of the locality. 

The assertion of poor and humble is typical of the style of journalism when writing about these 

subjects but interestingly, the writer goes on to admit that ‘even well-to-do tradesmen’ consult 

such practitioners in ‘cases of doubt or difficulty,’ providing support for Butler’s speculation 

regarding astrology attracting the attention of the professional middle classes. The main feature 

of the article was a case heard before the magistrate in Bethnal Green, which was a typical 

example of a woman being consulted to deal with a bewitchment. It was alleged that Sarah 

Macdonald received payment for ‘the pretence of performing certain spells’ to relieve pains 

experienced by Mary Ann Gable. Macdonald claimed that a ‘dark woman’ was injuring Gable, 

but that she could provide powders at 6d. each to offer some relief from the pain. The detailed 

account did not again refer to astrology but clearly in the mind of the journalist, the practices 

were aligned. Other accounts of this kind were identified during the present research, with the 

main point of intersection between astrology and witchcraft being that newspapers referred to 

both as archaic superstitions. There is, for example, a review in the Morning Post of the fourth 

volume of Social England: A Record of the Progress of the People by various writers, edited 

by H.D. Traill D.C.L. and published by Cassell and Company: 

Mr. R. Steele has a few words to say on Magic and Alchemy, Astrology and 

Witchcraft, in which some of the wisest and best men of the [seventeenth 

century] still believed.369 

Credulity was another common feature in the way that newspapers treated witchcraft and 

astrology, as with this advertisement in the Freeman’s Journal of 27 February 1885 for a book 

entitled Science and Civilisation by George Foy F.R.C.S., which claims that it gives ‘an 

account of astrology, alchemy, and witchcraft; together with the lives of some of the more 
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celebrated charlatans.’ This theme was also reflected in lectures and sermons, as well as 

newspaper editorials and columns, all serving to associate witchcraft and astrology as related 

practices in popular opinion. It should be noted, however, that astrology occupied a spectrum 

that ranged from credulous superstition to a recognised scientific pursuit, and at the specialist 

end of the spectrum there was little, if any, association with witchcraft. This can be seen quite 

clearly by the establishment of professional organisations for astrology, unlike witchcraft, 

which remained a liminal practice. 

Professional organisations for astrology were in existence in the nineteenth century, but their 

appearance in newspaper reports was limited, so it is unclear how effective they were in 

shaping popular opinions about astrology in Victorian Britain. The fact that there were 

professional associations is significant, however, as it demonstrates that there was a degree of 

respectability afforded to astrology that witchcraft lacked. The earliest reference identified in 

the BNA for the present research was in a letter to the editor, published in the Hereford Times 

on 16 March 1861, in which the writer (under the pseudonym of Caractacus) mentions an 

article that appeared in a Derby newspaper on 18 March 1845 referring to action brought by 

the ‘Astrological Society of London’ for false imprisonment. Unfortunately, it lacks further 

detail. An article published in the Leicester Journal on 4 January 1861 in the section for the 

‘Agricultural Report for Leicestershire’ comments that the paper’s astrological correspondent 

is in the process of forming an ‘Astrological Society,’ and several newspapers in 1874 

republished ‘Literary and Art Gossip’ from the Athenaeum, including a mention of the 

committee of the ‘London Astrological Society,’ but there is no information beyond the passing 

reference. The next item discovered in the BNA was in 1876, where an obituary for Mr. James 

Thomas Hackett, published in at least five newspapers in England and Ireland, mentions he 

was a past secretary of the London Astrological Society. The quaintest mention of an 

astrological society, however, is to be found in the Glasgow Evening Times of 11 April 1879:  

Thus within the last two or three years many new associations for literary or 

scientific purposes have burst upon the world ... [including] the Folk-Lore 

Society, for the collection of the fast-expiring legends of the people; and so 

on. Perhaps the most novel society is one just announced as founded in 

February last, which bears the astounding title of “The Astrological Society 

of Great Britain!” We have not, then, it seems, lost all the romance of the 

Middle Ages. 
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In 1896 William Frederick Allan (1860-1917), who took the pseudonym Alan Leo, established 

the Astrological Society, with Robert Cross (1850-1923) as Vice President.370 Leo gave the 

address at the first Annual General Meeting of the Society, which was reported in the 

Westminster Gazette on 6 February 1897 under the headline, ‘Meeting of the Astrological 

Society, A Gathering of “Rogues and Vagabonds,”’ which was clearly a droll reference to the 

Vagrancy Act of 1824. It would be fascinating to know the reaction of Leo and his colleagues 

to such a provocative headline, but in the absence of a written record we can only speculate. 

Leo later established the Astrological Lodge (1915), which eventually became the Astrological 

Association (1958), which is still in operation today. The establishment of professional 

organisations, especially the Astrological Society, distanced astrology from other paranormal 

practices and beliefs but did not entirely disconnect it. As late as 1899 the Sunderland Daily 

Echo and Shipping Gazette featured an article about strange beliefs, explaining that ‘the 

astrologers confined themselves to reading the stars, the soothsayers, witches and wizards 

taught the belief in fairies.’371 

The popularity of astrology covered a broad spectrum, from the folk magic use of ‘planet 

books’ and other devices, to the professional associations for astrologers, which at times was 

considered to be closely associated with astronomy. An amusing example of the confusion 

between astronomy and astrology was published in several newspapers in December 1895: 

Some odd communications are received by Mr Christie, the Astronomer 

Royal, on the subject of the studies which engage him in his official capacity. 

It seems that many persons are still unable to distinguish between astronomy 

and astrology, a circumstance which is doubtless due to the wide diffusion of 

such publications as “Old Moore's Almanac.” Here is a specimen letter which 

Mr Christie has communicated to a contributor to Cassell's Saturday Journal. 

“Dear Sir, — Will you kindly rule my planet and send full particulars? I was 

born — . I am sending three stamps, as I do not know your charge. If it is not 

sufficient, kindly let me know, and I will send the difference.” The writer 

must have been rather surprised at the answer he got to this generous offer. It 

was as follows: —  “The Astronomer Royal requests me to state that he is not 

able to rule the planets. Persons who pretend to do so are rogues and 

vagabonds.”372 
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Newspapers contained many other examples of both similarity and contrast between astrology 

and astronomy and as with other types of content, the position argued very much depended 

upon the opinion of the journalist. The main finding in the present research is that it was 

primarily the type of astrology found in almanacs and in folk magic practices that was related 

to witches; the science of astrology was rarely invoked as an aspect of witchcraft. It is also 

worth noting that by the late Victorian period, many fortune-tellers had rebranded themselves 

using names and locations designed to appeal to the middle- and upper-classes, which further 

distanced them from association with the ‘lower orders’ amongst whom witches were usually 

found. Davies refers to one woman who titled herself ‘Madame Zuleika’ who in 1899, recorded 

an income of £1,369 12s 7d. This was a significant amount in nineteenth century Britain, but 

he also discusses the increasing professionalism of fortune-telling and the appearance of 

periodicals for fortune-tellers, which provided a focal point for ‘palmists, astrologers, 

graphologists, phrenologists, physiognomists, psychometrists, clairvoyants, trance mediums, 

hypnotists, and other ‘unclassified’ types.’373 Given the evidence reviewed for the present 

research it seems unlikely that witches were included in the ‘unclassified’ types, having always 

occupied a liminal place and never been accorded any kind of respectability.  

Mesmerism 

Franz Anton Mesmer (1734-1815) pre-dates the period for this study, but his theory of animal 

magnetism as a treatment for various medical conditions was popular throughout the nineteenth 

century. Mesmerism supposes a vital fluid, ‘animal magnetism,’ that can be affected by 

magnets, or by the passing of hands around the body, unlike hypnotism which is a practice that 

uses the voice and focal points to induce a trance-state. Mesmerism also became associated 

with spiritualism (see section below), and some mesmerists in France eagerly embraced a 

relationship with spiritualism, drawing parallels between the way in which objects seemed to 

move in spiritualism with the powers of animal magnetism to affect objects. Others, however, 

promoted a view of mesmerism as a scientific subject that should focus upon empirical 

evidence and follow a non-metaphysical approach.374 This contradiction highlights an 

important factor in the relationship between mesmerism and witchcraft, because a metaphysical 

approach for mesmerism implied a relationship with other supernatural activities, including 

witchcraft, which usually led to both being the subject of debunking lectures or commentaries. 

For example, a lecture presented by Robert Lawson M.D. at the Wakefield Mechanics 

Institution on 14 February 1876 took as its subject ‘Imposture and Self-Deception.’ The 

detailed report covered three and a half columns of the back page of the Ossett Observer 
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published on 19 February 1876 and began with the information that ‘a large audience was 

present in the Lecture Theatre, notwithstanding the severity of the weather.’ Lawson spoke at 

length about the value of scientific evidence and advances in the treatment of mental health 

conditions, although he acknowledged there were many things in nature which could not yet 

be explained. His final remarks referred to ‘the fallen church of witchcraft, mesmerism, and 

the thousand and one forms of obscure imposture and self-deception,’ making clear he 

considered witchcraft and mesmerism to be examples of superstitious credulity.   

Another lecture the following year was delivered at the Stockton Exchange, organised by the 

Stockton Literary Society. As with Lawson, the speaker, Dr. Carpenter, took a debunking 

approach, with the title of his subject being ‘Epidemic Delusions,’ suggesting that witchcraft 

and mesmerism were examples of ‘automatism of the mind,’ which lacked intelligent volition 

and encouraged people to yield to external influences.375 My final example is another lecture, 

which was delivered by the Rev. W. Sinclair for the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society 

on 14 December 1857, to a ‘crowded attendance.’ Sinclair titled his presentation, ‘On the 

Psychological Character of some parts of “Macbeth,”’ suggesting that this example could be 

placed in several sections of this chapter as well as in previous chapters, but such is the ubiquity 

of Macbeth. It is the speaker’s caution on ‘the subject of mesmerism, clairvoyance, [and] 

animal magnetism’ that makes placement in this chapter and section appropriate. After 

speaking generally about the powers of sensorial illusion, Sinclair turned his attention to 

witchcraft, which he said, was ‘a supernatural power, which certain persons, generally old and 

solitary women’ could obtain. This reference to the typical stereotype of the witch is 

significant, demonstrating that witchcraft was invoked primarily to cast aspersions upon 

mesmerism, rather than identifying any similarities in techniques or purpose.  

Theosophy will be discussed below, but a discussion about mesmerism introduces an 

interesting lecture given by theosophist Annie Besant (1847-1933) in November 1891 on 

‘Theosophy and its Bearing on the Occult Arts’ was held at the Wandsworth Town Hall, where 

Besant spoke about the separation of mind and body: 

Dealing with the mind of man when freed from physical surroundings, as in 

a clairvoyant state, Mrs Besant referred to girl who, whilst mesmerised in the 

country, described what was taking place in a London printing office, even to 

a compositor's error, and to other instances of clear sight and unconsciousness 
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to pain, which showed that the mind could be removed from the physical body 

to the astral place where it was simply spectator of what occurred.376 

The journalist did not comment on this assertion, nor was there any mention of the size of the 

audience or their reaction to this extraordinary claim, but the lecture was published as a detailed 

verbatim account. 

Despite debunking lectures and articles and references to an association with witchcraft, 

mesmerism continued to hold a visible place within medical practices in Victorian Britain, even 

though it had a longstanding status as a controversial medical practice. Many books were 

published on the subject and mesmerists, or magnetisers as they were sometimes known, 

continued to practise their craft. Mesmerism survived beyond the nineteenth century but its 

decline in the twentieth century was substantial and its existence in the twenty-first century is 

limited to treatment within the context of alternative medical therapies. Objectively, 

mesmerism and witchcraft had little in common other than a shared presence within a 

metaphysical framework. The research suggests that lecturers and writers used this tenuous 

relationship, invoking the stereotype of the witch as an infirm, ugly old woman who 

represented the most unpleasant human characteristics, and similarities with the ignorant 

superstition witchcraft, to humiliate those who practised mesmerism.  

Hypnotism 

In a paper published in 1855 in the forerunner of the British Medical Journal, James Braid 

M.R.C.S. (1795-1860) provided case studies of his treatment of hysteric paralysis and whilst 

acknowledging his initial scepticism of mesmerism, 

I was soon enabled to demonstrate that, by certain processes, some individuals 

were able by their own unaided efforts, to throw themselves into an analogous 

state with those who were subjected to the Mesmerising processes. The most 

speedy and certain mode for accomplishing this was causing the subject to 

maintain a steady fixed gaze at any inanimate object, placed a little above the 

forehead, but so as to be seen distinctly by both eyes; the subject at the same 

time concentrating his undivided attention upon said unexciting act.377 

Braid explained that this was a remarkable new discovery, which demonstrated that the process 

was subjective, not dependent upon the influence of any external influence performed by a 
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mesmerist manipulating magnetic energy. Braid also noted that patients undergoing this 

process became highly suggestible and were likely to follow verbal directions given by another 

person. He referred to his earlier experiments that were published in 1846 in The Power of the 

Mind over the Body, where he devised the terms ‘hypnotism’ and ‘hypnotic state’ to describe 

the process and its results. Braid’s attempts to disengage hypnotism from the supernatural and 

secure a sound medical basis for it were not embraced wholeheartedly by the medical 

profession, and debate continued throughout the Victorian period. Nevertheless, as early as 

1852, newspapers carried advertisements for a third edition of Braid’s book, Magic, Witchcraft, 

Animal Magnetism, Hypnotism, and Electrobiology, which were endorsed by Dr. Holland 

F.R.S. commenting that Braid’s research on hypnotism ‘well deserves careful examination.’378  

The appearance of hypnotism in the popular press reflects an interesting parallel with the way 

in which witchcraft became popularised through newspapers in Victorian Britain. Karl Bell 

notes that hypnotism entered popular consciousness ‘through the sensationalist claims made 

by newspapers, pamphlets, short stories, and novels in the 1880s and 1890s’379 and to this can 

be added lectures about hypnotism, which even in the 1850s were reported in newspapers 

throughout Britain growing ever more common as the decades progressed, so that by the 1890s, 

a search of the BNA returned more than 5,000 references to lectures about hypnotism. Fiona 

Watson, College Librarian of the Royal College of Psychiatrists, notes that hypnotism is 

significantly over-represented in the collection of rare books in the College library,380 one of 

which is a copy of Hypnotism, Mesmerism and the New Witchcraft by Ernest Hart (1835-98), 

editor of the British Medical Journal, which was published in 1896. Hart was cautiously 

sceptical about hypnotism and was not convinced by Braid’s contention that it deserved a place 

within the medical profession. Nevertheless, although he argued in his published work that 

mesmerism and hypnotism were simply new descriptions for witchcraft, during a lecture he 

gave in December 1891 entitled, ‘Hypnotism, Animal Magnetism, and Thought Transference’ 

he acknowledged that ‘the unknown had always had a great attraction to every class of mind’ 

and that, 

Hypnotism, which was now the subject of much intelligent and well-directed 

modern research, and was also, unfortunately, the plaything of a class of 

wandering stage performers, was the lineal descendant of many ancient 

beliefs.381 
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This reference to hypnotism being at times presented as entertainment is a noteworthy point. 

In the previous chapter I discussed the Victorian enthusiasm for lectures that at times, were 

more akin to entertainment rather than education. Newspapers contributed to this blurring of 

the boundaries between scientific investigation, medical treatment using techniques such as 

hypnotism and mesmerism, and entertainment. The term hypnotism covers a wide spectrum of 

occupations and the example quoted above demonstrates the frustration of those who sought 

to separate its medical credentials from hypnotism used for popular entertainment. I will return 

to this point in my discussion about spiritualism, below.  

The public debate regarding hypnotism also incorporated claims that it was simply 

superstitious nonsense, with views being aligned with the personal beliefs and opinions of the 

writers. Such arguments followed the pattern discussed in the section above about mesmerism, 

where lecturers and writers invoked the stereotype of the witch, an infirm, ugly old woman, in 

order to discredit hypnotism by association. The desire by Braid and his sympatico colleagues 

to position hypnotism as far away as possible from any association with superstition or other 

credulous practices and occurrences was not entirely successful. For example, an article 

entitled ‘Black Magic’ by an anonymous correspondent that was published in the Globe on 8 

June 1887 drew a very explicit relationship between mesmerism, hypnotism, and witchcraft: 

You cannot look into the literature of any age or country without stumbling 

on the phenomena or abnormal states, variously labelled, witchcraft, evil eye, 

necromancy, soothsaying, clairvoyance, hypnotism, trances, mesmerism. All 

these things are connected and interlaced. 

The correspondent acknowledges that these practices existed in earlier times and other places, 

but then is critical that ‘in our age and country these awful powers of mind over mind are 

allowed to run wild – either denied or accepted as mere amusements.’ This echoes one of the 

concerns expressed by Hart, that even if there is some rational, scientific support for the 

technique of hypnotism, its association with theatrical performance undermines any credulity 

to which it may aspire. 

One aspect of the public awareness of hypnotism was the fear that it could be used to coerce 

people into actions beyond their control, or to incite fear against unspecified threats, again 

inviting comparison with perceptions of witchcraft. An article headed ‘Hypnotism and 

Witchcraft’ published in The Star on 31 March 1891 claims that ‘The new hypnotism is only 
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old witchcraft writ large’ and describes how hypnotism could be used to threaten a subject by 

persuading him that a spell had been cast upon him, techniques that were seen in examples of 

alleged witches using the threat of witchcraft to coerce their victims discussed in chapter two. 

Fear of the unknown, or of one person imposing her will upon another, was a common anxiety 

that was not restricted to either witchcraft or hypnotism, but it found a ready place in the pages 

of Victorian newspapers, always seeking to provoke a reaction in their readership. 

In a more positive style, the Daily Gazette of 9 September 1889 included an editorial comment 

that an ‘eminently successful’ Congress of European hypnotists had recently been held in Paris, 

and that plans were being discussed for both a British and a London Hypnotic Society. This 

ambition to distance hypnotism from theatrical or supernatural practices was made explicit 

with the British Hypnotic Society declaring its primary purpose  

to secure for the science of hypnotism the recognition it merits as (1) a 

medical agency of transcendent importance and (2) a moral force of unique 

significance. 

Both societies disappeared from the press after 1900, however, suggesting that they were short-

lived. Several new hypnotic societies were established in the early twentieth century, but these 

seemed to be mostly local until 1949, when the formation of a national society was announced.  

My final example for this section could perhaps be included in chapter three of this dissertation 

but given its mention of hypnotism, it is best placed here. It relates to the Reverend Forbes 

Phillips (1866-1917), Vicar of Gorleston (1893-1917), who wrote many plays and novels under 

the pseudonym of Athol Forbes. A novel published in 1899 under the title of A Son of Rimmon 

is described by a modern bookseller as an occult novel set in pre-Christian Syria that narrates 

conflicts between Judaism and other religions of the time. An interview with Phillips that was 

published in the Hampshire Telegraph on 2 September 1899 appears under the headline ‘Belief 

in Witchcraft.’ It describes the hero of the novel as a wizard and claims that the author ‘actually 

believed in witchcraft.’ Phillips agreed, saying that ‘never a day goes by but one or more papers 

of standing report cases of witchcraft,’ and that, 

I have never served in a parish yet that has not its witch or its wizard to whom 

people resort for advice, or to try the occult-powers, which range from curing 

corns to casting out devils ... In every generation there are individuals 

endowed with powers not common to the multitude – mental foresight, 
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thought-reading, faither-healing, musical instinct – all these belong to a 

region of research, which has yet to be explored. 

Phillips draws an explicit link between witchcraft and hypnotism, pointing out that, ‘Everyone 

believes in hypnotism now but science warred long before it committed itself to this belief. 

What is hypnotism but a form of witchcraft for which men and women in the olden days were 

burned?’ Although he is speaking of his novel, Phillips unerringly captures a popular opinion 

here, where the lines between different styles of supernatural practices are subsumed by 

recognition of a relationship between science, witchcraft, and hypnotism. Given that this 

interview was published in 1899, it is a testament to the enduring power of witchcraft that 

Phillips claims that he has never served in a parish that lacks a witch or a wizard.  

Hypnotism, therefore, was, and remains, a practice that arouses differing opinions across a 

wide spectrum of contrasting standpoints. In Victorian Britain the association between 

witchcraft and hypnotism was often explicit, and in the examples examined for this research, 

was primarily intended to denigrate hypnotism. The rationale used by the detractors was 

essentially that witchcraft was a superstitious practice resulting in harm, therefore any practice 

aligned with it must also be superstitious and harmful. Those supporting hypnotism as a 

professional, legitimate medical practice used every effort to distance it from any kind of 

superstitious or harmful practice with varying degrees of success. The establishment of 

professional societies was one way that helped to promote hypnotism as a recognised medical 

treatment, but the popularity of stage hypnotism lessened its effectiveness. Similarly, the 

references to witchcraft, necromancy, magic, and sundry practices described as superstitious 

also counted against the reputation of hypnotism. Newspapers played an important role in these 

arguments but did not adjudicate for one or another; as with reports about witchcraft, 

newspapers interpreted the particulars and produced a layered narrative that expressed the 

journalist’s and editor’s point of view. Exciting controversy was more important than whether 

hypnotism was a technique based upon scientific principles, or simply credulous superstition 

or a stage entertainment. This flexibility of editorial ambition has been discussed in previous 

chapters and it remains a significant factor in this discussion about hypnotism. 

Spiritualism 

Spiritualism, sometimes called rapping spirits or table turning, had enormous impact upon 

society in Victorian Britain. It began in New York State in 1848 with three sisters, Leah Fox 
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(1813-1890), Margaretta Fox (1833-1893) and Catherine Fox (1837-1892), who claimed they 

heard strange rapping noises in their house, which they interpreted as messages from the spirit 

of man who was murdered on the property. The sisters quickly became a national, and then 

international, phenomenon. Promoted on tour by the infamous P.T. Barnum,382 their shows 

become the standard model for spiritualist meetings and performances, and they appeared 

widely in newspapers around the world. Greg Young offers evidence of the importance of the 

press in both the introduction and popularisation of spiritualism within Australia, noting that 

the South Australian Register reported upon spiritualism as early as April 1850.383 This reflects 

a similar trend in Victorian Britain, where newspapers were instrumental in popularising 

spiritualism across a wide range of activities from small gatherings to large performances.384  

Janet Oppenheim dedicates a chapter of her influential study into spiritual and psychic research 

in England for the period 1850 to 1914 to the matter of spiritualism and Christianity, suggesting 

that although it is common to presume a broad distinction between opposing views: one, based 

on the beliefs and practices of Christianity, the other taking an anti-Christian stance, such a 

simple division does not adequately account for the important place of spiritualism in Victorian 

Britain, which has a far more complex existence.385 There is a large corpus of literature that 

has examined the subject of religion and spiritualism from a variety of perspectives, for 

example Geoffrey Nelson’s examination of spiritualism and its role in society,386 and Georgina 

Byrne’s work on modern spiritualism and the Church of England from 1850 to 1939. Byrne 

established the context for her study by analysing two types of discourse: preternatural and 

scientific, although she acknowledged that the two types are not entirely disconnected and that 

‘scientific language was sometimes used to embellish accounts of unusual experiences.’387 This 

blurring of the boundaries between supporting and opposing elements is also a common factor 

in the present study, which requires a flexible and inclusive approach to analysing the data. 

Examination of spiritualism from a scientific perspective created friction between a 

metaphysical approach and one of empirical research, similar to the tensions that characterised 

mesmerism and hypnotism. As these conflicts evolved, the metaphysical aspects of spiritualism 

were subsumed into other types of supernatural practices, including that of witchcraft, whilst 

the scientific approach saw the establishment of societies for the purpose of conducting 

objective research. Clearly spiritualism and other types of metaphysical practices are not 

concomitant with witchcraft, but nevertheless, they were often publicly linked and appeared 

together in newspaper reports. Richard Noakes touches on this point by suggesting that an 



 154 

extensive range of loosely connected practices and occurrences were combined in popular 

discourse under the collective umbrella of spiritualism.388 He included Christian miracles, 

witchcraft and sorcery, apparitions of the living and dead, haunted houses, fairies and second 

sight in a broad assortment that could have been segregated into neatly separated categories, 

but, he suggests, were regarded as being under the catch-all description of spiritualism. This 

also reflects the attitude of newspapers generally, which were less concerned with precision of 

classification than with painting a broad picture that would appeal to readers. In this section, 

therefore, I discuss some examples of the way in which newspapers reported upon the 

intersection of spiritualism with witchcraft. 

One of the key points of spiritualism is that it requires a person, known as a medium, to act as 

a channel between the mundane world and the spirit world. As noted by Oppenheim, spiritualist 

mediums ‘attracted thousands to their séances and ensured substantial publicity for the 

spiritualist phenomena.’389 Séances in Victorian Britain, therefore, required mediums and 

whilst many were involved through membership of a spiritualist church, countless independent 

mediums emerged, carving out a career that would have been unthinkable prior to 1848. 

Oppenheim suggests that a great many middle-class housewives stepped into the role of 

medium, which seems plausible as it offered a way to escape the limited opportunities afforded 

to middle-class women to gain any kind of paid employment or attain a position of personal 

authority. Why then, were female mediums often accorded a degree of respect that was lacking 

for female practitioners of other types of metaphysical practices, such as witchcraft? Firstly, it 

must be acknowledged that not all female mediums were respected. They occupied a liminal 

space that could be both respectable and disreputable, depending upon a range of factors 

including social standing and the community in which they lived. Secondly, although 

spiritualism was by its nature a metaphysical activity, it did not inherit the centuries of 

negativity that accompanied witchcraft and as noted by Oppenheim, it was essentially middle 

class, in contrast to witchcraft which as discussed above occupied a position amongst the 

working class and paupers. I will return to this point below.  

Spiritualism was indeed tarred by association with witchcraft by those wishing to disparage it, 

but it had sufficient reach beyond the marginal position occupied by witchcraft to secure a 

degree of respectability. It also attracted serious investigation by those professing to have a 

scientific, objective, approach, which immediately gave it another advantage over witchcraft. 

It should also be noted that although many women were attracted to spiritualism and took on 
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the role of mediums, there was also a significant number of male mediums, both in the 

performance area and in the realm of scientific study, which placed further distance between 

spiritualism and witchcraft. This leads to another important point of difference, which is that 

spiritualism in Victorian Britain was as much a performance as a metaphysical practice. 

Outside of theatrical productions where they were employed in stereotypical roles, witches 

were not afforded the opportunity to demonstrate their skills to an audience. They operated in 

the margins of society and their interaction was essentially one-on-one, whereas séances were 

commonly advertised and reported upon the press, such as this event that took place in 1874: 

The entertainment consisted of what were termed light and dark séances, 

given by Miss Annie Eva Fay, a young lady from America, who is attended 

by Colonel H. C. Fay, of Ohio, on her visit to this country. The séances were 

given in the saloon at the rear of the royal box, in the centre transept, and the 

place had been fitted up by Mr. Wilkinson, general manager of the Palace.390 

This is one example, but numerous reviews and advertisements for séances appeared in the 

press. A search of the BNA returned a very high number of pages containing the word séance, 

as shown in table 5. This extensive content demonstrates the enormous popularity of one aspect 

of spiritualism, the conduct of séances for audiences. Some adverts included prices, as for 

example a show performed by Professor Devono and Dr. Redmondi at the Munster Hall, 

presenting ‘their Celebrated and Wonderful Entertainment of Magic, Spirit Manifestations, 

Trance Medium, Enchanted Cabinet, &c., &c.’ for which admission was ‘3s., 2s., 1s., and 6d. 

Children half price, except to Area.’391 These prices were typical for provincial entertainment 

and an interesting addition to the show put on by Devono and Redmondi is that it also offered 

entry to an additional experience promoted as ‘The Dark Séance:’  

In consequence the great success Dr. Redmondi’s and Miss Dolby's Dark 

Seance, it will be repeated every Night at 10 in the Rotundo, and not the Ante-

room, as on last Friday Night. Note. —Persons taking Tickets for the Chairs 

will be presented with a Free Card, and those taking Tickets for the Reserved 

Seats will be admitted payment of 6d. Admission otherwise will be 1s.392 
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Figure 8 Number of pages in the BNA containing the word séance 

Having discussed some of the points of difference between spiritualism and witchcraft, I would 

like to examine the points of intersection as shown in the fourth estate. Firstly, the Witch of 

Endor, whose story demonstrates an explicit relationship between witchcraft and spiritualism. 

The previous chapter examined how frequently the Witch of Endor appeared in newspaper 

reports of lectures and sermons and it is useful to recall that her primary role in the Biblical 

story is to raise and speak to the spirit of Samuel, a classic function of spiritualism. Inevitably, 

therefore, she has a recurring role in Victorian lectures and sermons about spiritualism. An 

editorial in the Cheshire Observer published 18 August 1860, which is critical of the fashion 

of spiritualism, points out that ‘belief in witches, spirits, and demons is not a new thing.’ In 

presenting such beliefs as expressions of ‘ignorance and credulity’ the editor comments that 

‘the witch of Endor, the Eleusinian Mysteries, [and] the Delphic Oracles’ cater for ‘the 

insatiable craving after the marvellous planted in the human breast’ and suggests that ‘People 

of weak minds must prop up their religion by superstition.’ Another editorial, this one in the 

Liverpool Mercury published on 28 September 1876, refers to the forthcoming trial of Dr. Slade 

(of whom more later), and complains that whilst the trial may bring the ‘pretensions of 

spiritualism’ under legal scrutiny, he doubts it will settle matters, because ‘from the earliest 

dawnings of history down to the present day, we have always had amongst us believers in the 

trivialities of the supernatural, whom no evidence whatever could convince.’ He goes on to 

suggest that ‘The Witch of Endor has been the stalking-horse of superstition’ and that ‘The 

sorcerer and the wizard took the place of the Hebrew possessors of “familiar spirits;” the 

necromancer and the witch followed. We now have the spiritualists.’ These two editorials 
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frame a narrative that not only identifies the influence of the biblical Witch of Endor, but also 

recognises a progression of belief in the supernatural as a thread linking different iterations of 

magical practitioners, charting a journey from the ancient world to the nineteenth century 

practice of spiritualism, placing necromancy and witchcraft as key stages along the way. These 

two editorials were not alone in suggesting that spiritualism was simply witchcraft in another 

guise, and it is interesting to note the commonality of Biblical references, in particular the 

Witch of Endor, whose role in both secular and religious content in newspapers in the form of 

lectures and sermons was discussed in the previous chapter.  

It is worth recalling that although the ‘woman that hath a familiar spirit’ is not explicitly 

designated as a witch in the scriptures, by at least the late sixteenth century she was widely 

named and recognised as a witch.393 Owen Davies discusses this point, as well as more broadly 

her role in history and folklore, in a recent article in Folklore (Volume 134, 2023 - Issue 1). In 

his analysis of sermons about the Witch of Endor in the nineteenth century, Davies suggests 

they could be categorised into five broad types: (a), the Nonconformist hellfire and damnation 

preacher; (b), the lazy minister continuously re-cycling the same material; (c) clergymen 

preaching against superstition; (d) during the second half of the nineteenth century, an attack 

on Spiritualism and mediums; and (e) a defence of Biblical literalism. 

In relation to the third category, preaching against superstition, Davies notes that this ‘usually 

arose from witchcraft accusations or the activities of cunning-folk, fortune-tellers, and 

astrologers.’394 The fourth category is closely associated with this as shown by the evidence 

retrieved for the present research, which often conflates witchcraft and spiritualism: 

‘Spiritualism and Witchcraft: the Terrors of the Darker Ages’ (Leeds Times, 20 June 1863) and 

‘Spiritualism, or Modern Witchcraft’ (Leamington Advertiser, and Beck’s List of Visitors, 21 

September 1871) are explicit examples of this. In an article that appeared in the Saturday 

Review and was republished in the Nottinghamshire Guardian on 15 September 1876, the 

journalist expressed his disapproval of spiritualism by commenting that, ‘Unfortunately, it 

seems that the belief of spiritualism is an ineradicable disease which, when it has once laid 

hold on a man never leaves him.’ He made further disparaging remarks about the shows 

performed by the American Davenport Brothers395 and others, concluding that: 

On the whole, the cause of witchcraft would seem to be almost as flourishing 

now as it ever was, and if we do not desire that persons holding themselves 

out as in communication with another world should be taken to the stake, we 
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may certainly wish that the same fate could overtake the “medium” wealthy 

with his spoils that fall on the “rogues and vagabonds” who are punished for 

fortune-telling. 

The comment about ‘rogues and vagabonds’ was a direct reference to the Vagrancy Act 1824, 

which was the most common law used to prosecute alleged witches and fortune-tellers. It also 

served the same purpose for charges against spiritualist mediums. One of the most infamous 

spiritualist trials heard under this law was that of self-professed ‘Doctor’ or ‘Professor’ Henry 

Slade (1835-1905). Slade was an American medium whose public performance in London in 

April 1876 was attended by a young zoologist named Edwin Ray Lankester and a fellow 

medical student named Horatio Donkin, who had bought tickets with the express purpose of 

exposing Slade as a fraud. During the performance, ‘Lankester suddenly snatched a slate out 

of Slade’s hands, found the written answer to a question he had not yet asked, and proclaimed 

him “a scoundrel and an imposter.”’396 Slade and his partner, Geoffrey Simmonds, were 

charged under the Vagrancy Act, but when the case came to court, Mr. G Lewis for the 

prosecution suggested that Slade and Simmonds should be charged under the Witchcraft Act 

of 1736, a suggestion that had the effect of bringing witchcraft and spiritualism explicitly and 

very publicly within the same realm of operation. 397 

The trial attracted large crowds who packed the Bow Street Police Court each day, and it was 

reported daily in the Times, as well as generating extensive newspaper coverage throughout 

Britain supplied by the journalists who attended the court. On the final day, the judgement by 

Mr. Flowers included a detailed speech where he reviewed the facts and considered whether 

Slade should be examined under the Vagrancy Act or the Witchcraft Act. In summing up he 

advised that in his opinion, both Acts forbade essentially the same offence and that he thought 

the ’trick’ used by Slade made the Vagrancy Act the more appropriate statute. 398 

Slade’s legal representative immediately applied for an appeal, which was granted, and Slade 

was put on bail of £200 plus two sureties of £100 each: ‘The requisite bail was forthcoming; 

and, having entered into the necessary recognisances, the defendant left the court.’399 The 

reaction of the British National Association of Spiritualists was largely supportive of Slade, 

and he was invited to a soiree held on 1 November 1876 at the headquarters in Great Russell 

Street, London, where he reassured the company that he had expected the sentence, ‘as three 

weeks since he had dreamed that he was sentenced the three months’ hard labour.’400 Not all 

members of the Association were comfortable with the attention, however, and at a meeting of 
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the Council of the British National Association of Spiritualists only two weeks later, a motion 

from Mr. Pearse asked the Council to ‘consider the legal position of the society with reference 

to the recent legal prosecutions’ because he feared ‘there might be some risk of a prosecution 

under the obsolete Act of George the Second, which had dealt with the old acts of 

witchcraft.’401  

Slade’s appeal was heard on 29 January 1877 and had a rather prosaic outcome: 

The appeal of “Dr.” Slade against his conviction by Mr. Flowers as a rogue 

and a vagabond came on for hearing yesterday before Mr. Edlin, Q.C., at the 

Middlesex Sessions. Mr. Serjeant Ballantyne, who appeared for the appellant, 

took a preliminary objection that the conviction omitted certain words of 

limitation in the Act, which he contended were all-important, and as Mr. 

Staveley Hill, for the Treasury, did not ask that the conviction might be 

amended, the Assistant-Judge, taking the same view as the counsel for the 

defence, quashed the conviction.402   

Slade left England after the appeal, travelling first to Germany, and ultimately returning to 

America where he died in 1905, but the case is of interest to the present research for two main 

reasons. Firstly, it is another example of the power of the press in publicising an incident far 

beyond its point of origin, bringing it to the attention of those who would otherwise be 

completely in ignorance of the matter. Secondly, it very clearly associates historical witchcraft 

with the newer supernatural practice of spiritualism. Whether this connection shaped popular 

opinion about spiritualism and witchcraft, either singularly or collectively, or simply reflected 

it, is difficult to determine. Having considered the commentaries presented in a wide range of 

reports held within the primary sources, I suggest that it was both. Unconscious bias would 

predispose some observers to believe that spiritualism and witchcraft were closely related, 

which would have influenced their consideration of the trial. The newspaper reports would 

therefore reflect their opinions rather than shape them. Other observers may never have given 

much thought either to witchcraft or spiritualism, and it is therefore plausible that their views 

and opinions were shaped by the reports of the trial. I have consistently argued in this 

dissertation that the fourth estate had a significant voice in presenting witchcraft to an 

increasingly large readership in Victorian Britain. It seems very likely that given the broad 

spectrum of readers drawn from different strata of society, with different levels of education, 

that their attitudes and opinions were far from homogenous. It is not, therefore, possible to 
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make a broad statement that newspapers simply reflected public opinion; they did, but they 

also shaped it and even challenged it, depending upon a range of circumstances.  

Perhaps learning a lesson from the point of law exposed in the Slade case, another incident that 

was published in the press under the title ‘Spiritualism Stigmatised as Witchcraft’ took steps 

to avoid imprecise language in the prosecution’s suit.  The writer of this article explained that 

fearing ‘The Spiritualist Case’ that was to be heard in the Central Criminal Court in April 1888 

might fail, the Treasury subjoined an additional count to the charges, that the defendants 

pretended ‘to exercise and use divers kinds of witchcraft, sorcery, enchantment, and 

conjuration,’403 so that they could bring the matter under the auspices of the Witchcraft Act 

1736. The issue was one of fraud, with the defendants being accused of using false pretences 

to obtain a piece of property valued at £10,000.404 This case was another high-profile incident, 

and a clear example of the way in which the boundaries between spiritualism and witchcraft 

were blurred.  

Having considered how spiritualism and witchcraft were often conflated it is useful to return 

to the discussion about a key point of difference, which lies within the demographics of those 

accused of practising them. Examination of newspaper reports relating to witchcraft in 

Victorian Britain clearly shows that as far as the fourth estate was concerned, the social 

anatomy of witchcraft was found almost exclusively among the working class and the poor. 

Those accused of practising witchcraft or folk magic and the people seeking their services were 

found primarily within the ‘lower orders,’ to use a phrase that often appeared in the press. If 

there were witches occupying the middle and upper classes, they were not obviously 

represented in Victorian newspapers. There could be several reasons for this, including 

reluctance to be identified with a practice that at the time was popularly characterised as 

delusional and ignorant, but absence of evidence in the primary sources makes such a 

possibility purely conjectural. On balance, I am inclined to the view that in this, newspapers 

were accurately reporting witchcraft as it was generally perceived in Victorian Britain. 

Spiritualism initially shared a working-class demographic, but as its popularity grew, so did its 

social class, attracting significant numbers of both mediums and their audiences from the 

middle and upper classes.405 Upward mobility was a significant factor in the rise in popularity 

of spiritualism and whilst it continued to attract some of those who occupied the ‘lower orders,’ 

many adherents were found in the middle class, as well as some key figures drawn from the 

upper class. In a society as class conscious as Victorian Britain, this is a significant distinction 
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between spiritualism and witchcraft. In part this evolved through the performance aspect of 

spiritualism, with entertainers such as the Davenport brothers drawing large crowds to their 

performances throughout Britain, and celebrated mediums such as Daniel Dunglas Home 

(1833-1886) being widely publicised. This performance aspect was embedded within 

spiritualism from its beginning, with P.T. Barnum being the guiding hand and promoter 

supporting the Fox sisters, and it clearly retained a popular role. Another significant factor is 

that unlike witchcraft or folk magic, which had a person-to-person style of operation, 

spiritualist performances were aimed at audiences rather than individuals, and required 

attendees to purchase tickets, even for the more informal style of séance that took place in 

private drawing rooms and meeting rooms throughout Britain. Indeed, séances became a 

popular after dinner entertainment and presented an opportunity for mediums to be employed 

sufficiently regularly to be able to make it their primary source of income. 

As far as the general public was concerned, and so by default also that of newspaper proprietors 

and editors, the point of intersection between spiritualism and witchcraft in Victorian Britain 

was their shared occupation of a supernatural environment and the suitability of witchcraft as 

a pejorative to denigrate spiritualism. The minutiae of their operations were not generally of 

interest, it was scandalous or shocking incidents that attracted attention and a conflation 

between one supernatural practice and another was perfectly acceptable if it sold newspapers. 

The last word on this should, perhaps, be this extract from a tongue-in-cheek article published 

in the Daily Telegraph & Courier (London) on 22 May 1883, which was a commentary upon 

a new law enacted in the State of Ohio in America that anyone ‘who claims to be a spiritualist 

“medium” must pay a yearly tax of forty pounds for permission to practise his so-called 

profession.’ The article continues to discuss spiritualism in a light-hearted manner before 

claiming that: 

Witches were mediaeval “mediums” without knowing it. They would have 

called themselves mediums if the word had been invented, and they would 

have dubbed themselves professors of psychology instead of witches, and 

then, perhaps, they would have been more cordially received by a world that 

insisted on drowning them in horse ponds to see if they could swim. If they 

swam, of course they were real witches, and then they were stoned or burned. 

If they did not swim, they were exonerated from all suspicion of practising 

necromancy, but, then, by that time they were drowned. “Wise women,” 
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therefore, were not so well treated by our forefathers as they ought to have 

been. 

This convergence between witches, mediums, and psychology (which will be discussed below) 

is a typical example of newspaper reporting, which although it does not truthfully reflect the 

facts of the matter, does nevertheless accurately represent a popular opinion. The same modus 

operandi exists in twenty-first century media, demonstrating both the success of the model and 

its longevity. For example, commenting upon right-wing adoption of Nordic lore in The 

Guardian in 2022, Dorothy Kim, medieval literature lecturer at Brandeis University in 

Massachusetts, comments that such strategies are not and never were about historical accuracy 

but about constructing narratives.406 This point has been discussed above; the objective for 

commercially driven newspaper proprietors and editors in Victorian Britain was not to present 

an accurate representation of the facts, but to assemble as many scandalous or shocking factors 

as possible together within the story, no matter how loosely connected, in order to gain the 

maximum attention. 

To summarise, spiritualism was a remarkable global phenomenon that appeared in Victorian 

Britain and the Commonwealth following its founding in the USA in 1848. Its popularity was 

significantly enhanced by extensive coverage in the press, which ran the gamut from reports 

about scientific research through to adverts and reviews for popular stage shows, with many 

mediums occupying a central ground giving séances to small and large groups of people. 

Witchcraft intersected with spiritualism through the nature of its dealings with the spirit world, 

but primarily through being used to denigrate and ridicule spiritualism by association. 

Ghosts and Hauntings 

Ghosts and hauntings were frequently associated with spiritualism and occasionally with 

witchcraft yet remained essentially separate from them both. I suggest that this is primarily 

because nineteenth-century spiritualism and alleged witchcraft pro-actively sought the 

manifestation or help of spirits, whilst hauntings and ghostly apparitions were generally 

uninvited and mostly unwelcome. Jarlath Killeen makes an interesting point that ‘Victorian 

ghosts are bizarrely elemental and empirical: they are not invisible objects but are open to 

scientific verification, including sight, multiple witness, photography and record.’407 It is useful 

to note a point of difference here between the Victorian attitude towards ghosts and its opinions 

about witchcraft. Whilst a range of psychical researchers, then parapsychologists, thought 
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‘spirits’ or ‘ghosts’ worthy of empirical study, harmful magic was of much less interest to these 

‘scientific’ researchers. In a study carried out on behalf of the Society for Psychical Research 

(of which more below) a direct comparison was made between apparitions or ‘sensorial 

phantasms’ and witchcraft. Published in 1886, Phantasms of the Living was described in one 

review as ‘a curious work by Edmund Gurney, M.A., late Fellow of Trinity College, 

Cambridge, Frederick W.N. Myers, M.A., late Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, and 

Frank Podmore, M.A.’408 The academic reputations of the authors immediately situate the book 

as one that deserved serious consideration.  No less an authority than the American Association 

for the Advancement of Science published a detailed review by William James in its journal, 

who opened his appraisal with, 

This is a most extraordinary work, — fourteen hundred large and closely 

printed pages by men of the rarest intellectual qualifications, for the purpose 

of setting on its legs against a belief which the common consent of the 

‘enlightened’ has long ago relegated to the rubbish-heap of old wives’ tales.409 

The review is largely supportive of the work, with James commenting that the ‘prudent’ 

bystander will probably hesitate to be completely persuaded by the arguments put forward in 

the book, but his own view, albeit framed in cautious language, is that the authors have made 

a plausible case. This book is notable for its examination of what was introduced as ‘telepathy,’ 

described as an aspect of the appearance of apparitions and phantasms, but as noted above, it 

also used an analogy with witchcraft.  

Gurney writes that he searched some 260 books about witchcraft, including ‘the principal ones 

of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries,’ and in his opinion, the only evidence 

for witchcraft was found in ‘neuropathic phenomena,’ which he considers are commonly 

understood occurrences within Victorian scientific research. In other words, flying through the 

air and transformation into animals cannot be substantiated because they lack objective 

evidence, but other examples such as trance, anaesthesia, the power of suggestion, and so on, 

are ably accounted for by empirical evidence and were simply described as witchcraft in earlier 

times owing to ignorance and superstition. Phantasms of the Living proved to be an influential 

book in Victorian Britain, being widely reviewed and advertised in newspapers from its 

publication to the end of the century. It also continued to be mentioned in newspapers in the 

twentieth century, but much less frequently as the century progressed, disappearing entirely 

from view by the late 1950s.  
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Victorian newspapers occasionally described supernatural episodes using the words ghosts and 

witches interchangeably or jointly; ‘Unless the soul was stained with deadly sin, the evil spirit, 

whether in the shape of ghost, witch, or graymalkin [cat], was forced, when confronted, with 

withdraw.’410 Sixteenth century Scottish witch Bessie Dunlop claimed she had a familiar 

named Thom Reid, a man who died in battle and came to her in the form of a ghost. He was 

visible enough that she was able to provide a detailed description of him when she was tried 

for witchcraft in 1576 and at least 36 newspapers published between 1850 to 1899 wrote about 

her relationship with her ghostly familiar. Bridget Cleary (discussed in chapter two) was the 

subject of a letter to the editor of the Morning Post, which describes the belief that ‘a “ghost” 

(such is the Connemara term), “witch,” or “fairy” takes the form and semblance of the sick, or 

it may be a dead person, the real person having been spirited away by the fairies.’411 He gave 

several examples of instances where a woman or child was taken away by the fairies, and 

recounted seeing a large funeral arranged to carry away the ghost of an old man, so that his 

body could be buried. He wondered how people ‘steeped in paganish superstitions’ could be 

judged, when it was their ignorance in an age that boasted of education and progress that was 

at fault.  

A gentleman by the name of William Henry Swift wrote a regular column for the 

Knaresborough Post and in the issue published on 15 December 1883 he wrote that he was 

indebted to the Daily Telegraph for sustaining interest in ghosts, for 

not only has the Telegraph brought this seasonable subject again before us by 

the publication of [A Ghostly Annual] – a book which, I may add, is quite as 

interesting as Mrs. Crowe’s Night Side of Nature – but a week or two ago, 

that journal gave us a mysterious story in which ghost, goblin, witch, or fairy 

must certainly have had a finger. 

Mr. Swift writes that he will not repeat the story because ‘it will have met the eye of almost all 

my readers’ but that the Globe, 

thinks that it will be found that the story is only something in the newspapers. 

Well, whether the narrative be true or whether it is simply the invention of 

some ingenious Telegraph correspondent from whose fertile brain much 

“copy” has to be evolved in a dull season, the fact remains that there have 
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been many occurrences in England and elsewhere – some of a similar kind, 

some of a more striking character – which have defied explanation. 

This article introduces the concept of another type of haunting, that of the fraudulent ghost, or 

hoax, which Owen Davies examines in The Haunted.412 A word search of the BNA using 

‘ghost’ and ‘hoax’ in the search criteria for the period 1850 to 1899 reveals numerous incidents, 

but only rarely did these include any mention of witchcraft. The Knaresborough Post column 

is, however, a useful comparison with witchcraft, because it supports my argument that the 

publication of fabricated accounts was entirely acceptable in Victorian newspapers and that the 

veracity of the story was less important than its popular appeal.  

As discussed in chapter three, fiction, poetry, and performance had an important role in 

popularising witches and witchcraft and there was often an intersection with ghosts and 

hauntings. The ever-present Macbeth is a particularly good example, where the witches and 

the ghost are key components of the plot. It was not unusual to find religion, science, 

superstition, and traditions being co-represented in literature in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, a mix that was not entirely comfortable but nevertheless gripped the 

popular imagination.413 The gothic novel was, of course, well established by the Victorian 

period, but a review of the BNA for the ever-popular Frankenstein; or, the Modern Prometheus 

shows that the number of references between 1850 to 1899 were almost triple those that 

appeared between 1818 (when the book was published) and 1849. This is partially accounted 

for by an increase in the number of newspapers published, as discussed in chapter one, but it 

also demonstrates the enduring popularity of a novel that combines science and the 

supernatural. As with witchcraft, a hideous representation of Frankenstein’s creature was used 

by newspapers to represent incidents they wished to disparage, for example a cartoon entitled 

The Russian Frankenstein and his Monster was published in Punch in response to the Russian 

aggression in the Crimean war featured an image of a grotesque monster.414   

Newspapers carried advertisements and reviews for books and performances, and published 

serialised fiction and poetry, all of which maintained a high level of interest about ghosts, 

hauntings, and witches, among the reading public. I suggest, however, that whilst there is 

evidence of a conflation in the popular press between ghosts and witches, the principal role 

played by ghosts was more as a kind of competitor for the column inches devoted to stories 

about the supernatural. Proprietors and editors sought the most sensational copy for their 
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newspapers and whether this featured a ghost or a witch was largely immaterial. If the headline 

or the story could be used to attract readers, it would be published.  

Before concluding this section, it is useful to include a few comments about the Society for 

Psychical Research (SPR), which was established in 1882 to carry out scientific research into 

apparitions, clairvoyant visions, precognitive dreams, and mediums claiming contacts with the 

dead. Its first President was Henry Sidgwick, professor of moral philosophy at Trinity College, 

Cambridge. His associates within the Society included Frederic Myers (a classical scholar); 

William Barrett and Lord Rayleigh (physicists); Arthur Balfour (philosopher and later Prime 

Minister of Britain); his brother Gerald (a classical scholar and philosopher); and Eleanor 

Sidgwick (a mathematician, sister to the Balfours, married to Henry Sidgwick, and later 

principal of Newnham College, Cambridge).415 The presence of such esteemed academics 

holding impeccable intellectual and establishment credentials within the SPR helped to 

establish it as an important Society and ensured that it was recognised as a sincere research 

body, giving the investigation of  psychical phenomena at least a veneer of respectability.   

Much of the early work of the SPR was focused into debunking fraudulent claims, but there 

was also a genuine desire to explore unexplained phenomena using scientific method. The SPR 

had a reasonably high profile in Victorian newspapers after 1882, and whilst articles in the 

press sometimes featured witches and ghosts within the context of disparaging comments about 

the SPR, its role was also on the side of the debunkers, as well as the debunked. The 

aforementioned Phantasms of the Living demonstrates how the SPR was focused into obtaining 

empirical evidence of psychical activities and occurrences, which included both exposing 

impostures as well as endorsing what appeared to be legitimate psychic events. This objective 

approach led one journalist to comment that ‘All rightminded people will applaud the efforts 

of the Psychical Society (sic) in endeavouring to reach the truth in the case of apparitions’416 

and a regular column entitled ‘Science for the Unscientific’ published in Pearson’s Weekly 

featured a discussion about shadows in the issue published on 24 August 1895: 

In mediaeval times it was believed that a witch or wizard had no shadow, and 

I believe the Society for Psychical Research has not yet seen the shadow of a 

ghost. ... Witches, warlocks, and ghosts, being related to the immaterial world, 

were supposed to show the fact by being shadowless. 
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It is a testament to the SPR that it remains an important society in the twenty-first century, and 

that its key object is still: 

To seek, collect, and obtain information respecting, and generally to 

investigate, the phenomena commonly known as psychical or as spiritualistic, 

including hypnotism, somnambulism, thought-transference, and all matters of 

a kindred nature.417 

In summary, the SPR, witches, and ghosts, often appeared together in book reviews and 

lectures, which appealed to newspapers seeking shocking or disturbing content to attract 

readers. An interesting trend, however, was that as references to witchcraft outside of theatrical, 

literary, and historical lectures declined, those relating to ghosts and spirit manifestations 

increased. As noted in the section on spiritualism, it seems that alleged witches were gradually 

replaced within newspaper reports by ghosts and spirits, although the stereotype of the witch 

in literature and theatre remained as strong as ever. Perhaps newspaper proprietors and editors 

were alert to the changing social mores and community interests as the century progressed and 

realised that news articles about ghosts had become far more exciting than witches.  

Theosophy 

Theosophy was the creation of Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907) and Helena Petrovna Blavatsky 

(1831-1891). It emerged out of spiritualism, both philosophically and practically, because it 

was during a meeting of spiritualists at Blavatsky’s apartment in Manhattan that a proposal to 

establish a society to investigate spiritual phenomena was agreed. The Theosophical Society 

was formally launched on 26 September 1875, with Olcott as President and Blavatsky as the 

Secretary, with Olcott proudly announcing that its purpose was, 

dedicated to the scientific investigation of the occult laws that undergirded 

“spirit phenomena, mesmerism, Od Force, psychometry, the magnet, 

occultism, and practical magic.”’418 

Od (or Odic or Odylic) Force was believed to be a powerful emanation that some sensitive 

people were able to see as a kind of aura and was consistent with the other types of phenomena 

listed by Olcott. The association with spiritualism remained a core feature of the Society, even 

as it developed a separate and distinct strand of Eastern mysticism. The later evolution of 

theosophy into Eastern mysticism is not useful of the present research, however, as it is 
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primarily within the context of spiritualism that theosophy intersects with witchcraft in 

Victorian newspapers. 

An examination of the BNA using key words relating to theosophy and witchcraft returned a 

large number of pages, from which the following examples have been selected as they are 

typical of the style of report that was published. On 22 November 1884 the Motherwell Times 

published an editorial about theosophy under the headline ‘Theosophy or Modern Witchcraft’: 

Theosophy is a word which is often cropping in current literature, and 

ingenuous reader at first sight is apt suppose that it denotes some good thing. 

It has a learned sound, as if it came from ancient Greece, and a literal meaning, 

which leads us to think it denoting the highest wisdom. Yet, sooth to say, it is 

a profane imposture in its modern application, for there nothing of wisdom, 

human or divine, in the thing denoted by it.  

The editorial goes on to refer to the ‘supposed possessors of abnormal powers,’ which ‘the 

world has credited them either to human deception, or to divine or diabolic agency,’ and the 

whole editorial is couched in language that is dismissive, as the concluding remarks 

demonstrate: 

Theosophy, instead of denoting the highest wisdom, puts the fool's cap on 

what is ironically called the advanced thinking the age; which in this case has 

advanced so far, in a circle, as to shake hands with the most ancient 

superstitions. 

A few years later the Freeman’s Journal of 23 September 1891 claimed that theosophy ‘is only 

a new name for a very old thing, and through the door it opens, if it is to open it, will come all 

the ancient train – witchcraft, sorcery, palmistry, alchemy, astrology, Rosicrucians, Illuminati 

– with modern titles invented for them by Colonel Olcott or some more ingenious manager.’ 

The writer of the article referred to the ‘elaborate pretensions’ of theosophists and claimed that 

a ‘third-class old witch would give points to Madame Blavatsky with her precipitated letters 

and her bells in the air.’ Theosophy and witchcraft also featured in literature, and in a serialised 

novel published in the Cumberland and Westmorland Herald on 16 July 1898 a speech by a 

character called ‘the Professor’ referred to ‘ancient magic and mediaeval witchcraft,’ which he 

likened to hypnotism and spiritualism, before condemning those who combine ‘real marvels 

with common tricks and cheats, like the late Madame Blavatsky.’ A similar theme was the 
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basis of a sermon delivered on 2 July 1899 at Falkirk Parish Church, when the Rev. Mr. Loudon 

preached that ‘Modern seances formed the modern counterpart of old world witchcraft, and 

hundreds believed in the new cult of Madame Blavatsky and Mrs. Besant because it was 

fashionable.’419  

These examples demonstrate that witchcraft and theosophy occupied common ground in 

Victorian newspapers, even though they were not at all similar in philosophy or practice. This 

again supports my argument that newspapers applied the designation of witchcraft insouciantly 

to a wide and even unrelated collection of practices and as shown in these examples, primarily 

for the purpose of mocking theosophy. As discussed in chapter three, plays written in the early 

modern period did not truly represent a form of folk magic, it was a random collection of bits 

and pieces selected for their sensationalism. This applies equally to Victorian newspapers. As 

demonstrated throughout this dissertation, scholarly rigour or scrupulous attention to the truth 

were not the primary objectives for journalists and editors. A mélange of those accused of 

witchcraft-related crime, service magicians whom we might designate as cunning men and 

women, the Witch of Endor, Macbeth’s witches, Bessie Dunlop, Grimm’s witches, and for the 

purpose of this section, Madam Blavatsky and her colleagues, were all useful for the purpose 

of being shaped to fit whatever narrative the journalist desired. A writer or lecturer could easily 

cast aspersions upon theosophy (or astrology, or spiritualism, or hypnotism) if witchcraft was 

invoked as an antecedent or as contemporary practice. Anthropology, archaeology, psychiatry, 

psychology, folklore, and the more scientific aspects of astrology, were, to some extent, exempt 

from this undesirable relationship because they had a professional imprimatur, but the more 

esoteric pursuits were vulnerable and were frequently denigrated and dismissed through 

association – real or imagined – with witchcraft.   

Psychiatry and Psychology  

In the nineteenth century, mental disorders were generally collated under the broad term of 

lunacy420 and treatment during the first half of the century was undertaken by ‘mad-doctors.’ 

By the 1860s references to ‘mad-doctors’ were generally replaced by the word ‘alienist,’ a 

description dating from the fifteenth century, and as the Victorian era progressed, the word 

‘psychiatrist’ gradually became the de facto term so that, 
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By the end of the Edwardian period, psychiatry, psychiatric, and psychiatrist 

were well established in the English language, with references to the 

treatment both of insanity and of less severe mental problems.421 

Different words may have been used interchangeably, but the requirement for a formal 

qualification as a medical practitioner to practise as a psychiatrist or alienist remained constant. 

In an increasingly stringent approach to monitoring the medical profession in the nineteenth 

century, the Medical Act of 1858 was enacted, which led to the establishment of the General 

Medical Council and a register of those qualified to practise medicine. This had a wide and 

significant impact upon the medical profession and associated practices, including the informal 

services offered by cunning-folk, but its effects were not noticeable in newspaper reports of 

witchcraft. References to insanity appeared in several newspaper stories about witches, as for 

example, alleged witch Susannah Bond. She told her client, Mrs. Mary Mules, ‘Remember, if 

you take away your aunt I will give you back your money; but there will be a curse upon your 

aunt, who shall die ramping mad in the asylum.’422 This was not a case of medical intervention, 

but of a threat that was based upon a fear of ‘brutal coercive measures ... [such as] strait jackets, 

chains, straw bedding, sparse diet, purgatives, venesection, and freezing showers.’423 People of 

all classes in Victorian Britain rightly feared the asylum and the threat by Bond would have 

left a menacing impression on the readers of the newspaper. James Haywood, who murdered 

Ann Tennant in 1875 believing her to be a witch, was required to undergo medical examination 

after the inquest. This was carried out by a Dr. Parsey, who told the court during the trial that 

he considered Haywood to be feeble-minded. This and supporting evidence of Haywood’s 

disordered mental state led to his acquittal of murder on the grounds of insanity, and he spent 

the remainder of his life in Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum. 

Unlike psychiatrists, psychologists did not need a medical degree to practise in Victorian 

Britain and the intersection of psychology with witchcraft takes a different form. Psychology 

studies the mind and behaviour, including environmental and social factors that influence 

behaviours. The British Psychological Society was not formed until 1901, but psychology was 

already known in Britain within a few years of its accepted origins in the late 1870s, as 

evidenced by a newspaper report of a lecture delivered by Dr. George M Beard to the New 

York Academy of Sciences on the subject of ‘The Psychological Explanation of the Salem 

Witchcraft Excitement and the Practical Lessons derived therefrom.’424 This is a clear example 

of how one of the new disciplines expressed a rational approach that informed understanding 
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of a particular chapter of historical witchcraft. The Dunmow witchcraft incident of 1880 is 

another example of psychology being used to rationalise witchcraft. Father and son Charles 

and Peter Brewster became convinced that a neighbour, Mrs. Susan Sharpe, had bewitched 

Peter Brewster’s wife. The Brewsters threatened to toss Mrs. Sharpe into a pond, reasoning 

that if she could swim she was a witch but if she drowned she was innocent. Unsurprisingly 

Mrs. Sharpe was unwilling to undergo the ordeal and the matter ended up before the Dunmow 

magistrates, who fined the Brewsters £5 each and bound them over to keep the peace for six 

months. The reporter added his own commentary about the case, writing that, ‘The survival of 

malignant and dangerous superstition ... is a curious social and psychological phenomenon.’  

Psychology became an increasingly common factor in the investigation of the supernatural in 

its broadest sense. It is sufficient to note that the field of psychology in late Victorian Britain 

provided an avenue to examine alleged witches in a way that had not previously been 

considered, and as a result, provided newspapers a steady supply of innovative academic and 

popular content. Examination of the Salem witch trials is a typical example of psychology 

being used to explore a specific – and famous – incident, but as shown in chapter two of this 

dissertation, there were numerous instances of accused witches manipulating their victims with 

threats to obtain benefit (usually money or goods), which is an indication of behaviours usually 

classified as abnormal. The Victorian press did not explore such considerations, however, it 

was sufficient for editors to publish shocking and scandalous stories to sell newspapers. They 

were not overly concerned with why people acted as they did, simply that their acts provided 

exciting copy for the public to read.  

Anthropology 

Although the field of anthropology emerged during the Age of Enlightenment, I will limit my 

discussion to the theories of human development that became popular in the 1860s and 1870s. 

Sebastian Lecourt identifies Auguste Comte, Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer as 

trendsetters in the study of evolution, and notes the influence of John Lubbock, E.B. Tylor, 

James Frazer and others, in what he describes as an aggressively self-universalizing outlook of 

New Imperialism.425 This approach placed Britain at the apex of human development, 

positioning primitive beliefs and societies at the bottom of the cultural ladder, an approach that 

had an enormous impact on the way in which non-British cultures were perceived. Similarly, 

it enabled local practices and traditions that had their origins in a pre-industrialised society to 

be characterised as superstitious and credulous, merely a stage along the evolutionary path 
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towards rational and enlightened awareness. This authoritative rationalism also influenced 

journalists and editors of Victorian newspapers, giving them confidence to denigrate and mock 

instances of witchcraft and folk magic that appeared in their publications. Despite being 

acknowledged as a legitimate, scientific field of study, however, anthropology remained a 

predominantly amateur pursuit, and it was not until 1896 that, 

after more than a decade as the Keeper of the University Museum and also as 

a Reader in Anthropology, E. B. Tylor was promoted to the position of 

Oxford’s first professor of the subject and became, in effect, Britain’s first 

professional anthropologist.426  

The second half of the nineteenth century saw the establishment of numerous membership 

organisations dedicated to the study of a wide range of subjects, including those associated 

with magic, alternative religion or spirituality, and witchcraft. As previously noted, however, 

witchcraft was considered to fit within the framework of traditional customs and practices, or 

as a delusion; it was not given the same kind of status as practices that attracted scientific study 

for the purpose of discovering empirical evidence. There was no Association or Society of 

Witchcraft akin to the Society for Psychical Research or the Folklore Society. Partly this is 

accounted for by the demographic of those who were identified as witches. They were generally 

working class or paupers, and whilst the working classes did indeed motivate themselves to 

form collectives in the nineteenth century for political purposes, the societies and associations 

that were founded to investigate and explore academic and scientific pursuits were essentially 

organised by middle- or upper-class individuals. I suggest that another significant factor is that 

witches, cunning-folk, fortune-tellers, and service magicians in the nineteenth century were 

essentially solitary. The myth that there were covens of witches throughout Britain is not 

supported by any evidence and newspaper reports make it clear that alleged witches were 

predominantly individuals, or occasionally two members of the same family. Witches appeared 

in various ways in newspapers, but a society to represent their interests or a collective to 

conduct scientific examination of witchcraft was never mentioned. 

This same limitation did not apply to anthropology. The Anthropological Society of London 

was established in 1863 and the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland was 

established 1871, both of which were stages in the process to establish anthropology as a 

legitimate, scientific area of study. Lecourt points to a trend that has been discussed previously 

in this dissertation, which is that Victorian journals and newspapers were not discriminating in 
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maintaining a strict boundary between academic work and popular material. As a result, studies 

in anthropology were able to reach and inform a wide swathe of the population beyond the 

limited field of academics who were engaged in research. Anthropology had a broad remit and 

it ‘animated parliamentary debates, evangelical reform movements, literary criticism, and the 

emerging social sciences, all of which were available to readers through a burgeoning 

periodical press.’427 As noted in chapter one, the published works of writers such as Jules 

Michelet (1798-1874) and Sir James George Frazer (1854-1941), were highly influential due 

in part to the attention they received in the press and they wrote about witches in a way that 

captured the popular imagination.428 Frazer in particular had widespread popular appeal and 

his high public profile had the effect of exposing his ideas to a wide – and popular – audience, 

which helped to promulgate the stereotype of the witch.429 Michelet was not, strictly speaking, 

an anthropologist, being described as an historian, but his extensive work included an 

examination of French culture, which places him within an anthropological sphere.  

An interesting essay by John Burton published in 1985 examines the crucial question of ‘why 

witches?’ and although it pre-dates modern scholarship in witchcraft studies, he makes a very 

pertinent point: 

by explaining away the existence of witches and accounting for accusations 

of witchcraft in an orderly fashion to the larger community of academic 

anthropologists, it can be argued that the only thing that is really detailed is 

the consistency of a particular theoretical orientation. Witches, in other words, 

fit nicely into models that are intended to explain utterly different 

phenomena.430 

The adaptability of witches to be shaped to fit a desired narrative has been discussed in some 

detail in this dissertation and it is noteworthy that Burton identified it in the 1980s. 

An article in the Yorkshire Gazette could be included in this section or the previous one about 

psychology, but it seems more appropriate here. Under the heading ‘A Wondrous Witch’ the 

writer (‘R.D.’) says that  

The psychological and psychical portions of Rider Haggard’s “She” strikes 

me as being not so much the creation of a vivid imagination as the simple 

recital – or, perhaps one should say, the skilful adaption – of facts well known 
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to those who penetrated the recesses of the West coast of Africa a generation 

ago.431 

R.D. clearly believes that Rider Haggard’s story of Ayesha is far from a fictional account and 

in the rest of the article, which runs to almost 2,000 words, he provides numerous examples in 

support of his belief that ‘whatever you have read of magical powers—especially those of 

necromancy—[they] are absolutely possible; absolutely true; absolutely accomplished!’ A 

contrasting view to that of most Victorian anthropologists who considered such practices as 

magic and witchcraft to be outdated expressions of primitive superstition. Victorian 

newspapers often reflected and promoted this latter view, not simply by reviewing and 

advertising books and lectures by prominent anthropologists, but by using the language 

developed by anthropology to describe intangible and mysterious traditions as credulous 

superstition. Regardless of this view, however, articles such as the one by R.D. offer an 

alternative opinion, in this case using the field of anthropology to claim that there is a rational 

explanation for ‘the wondrous witch.’  

Folklore 

Like witchcraft, folklore is a multi-faceted term, but I am using it in the sense of a collection 

of traditional customs and stories within a specific cultural and social context. The word was 

originally two separate words, sometimes hyphenated, which in many ways is more accurate 

as it clearly states that it is a combination of folk, meaning people, and lore, meaning stories 

and legends. Thomas Waters suggests that Victorian folklorists were typically well-to-do and 

educated, with sufficient financial resources to support their hobby of searching for evidence 

of ancient paganism.432  Their activities were certainly aligned with anthropology, but also 

encompassed collection of oral material such as, 

ballads, folktales, fairy tales, myths, legends, traditional song and dance, folk 

plays, games, seasonal events, calendar customs, childlore and children's 

folklore, folk arts and crafts, popular belief, folk religion, material culture, 

vernacular language, sayings, proverbs and nursery rhymes, folk medicine, 

plantlore and weather lore.433 

These activities ideally suited the Victorian desire for education that was also entertaining and 

offered much scope to newspapers to publish popular articles that resulted from academic 

rigour, as well as those derived more informally from community sources.  Victorian 
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investigators faced several challenges in trying to bridge the communication gap between 

middle- and upper-class researchers, and the members of the mostly rural, uneducated, 

communities they sought to question.  Mark Freeman discusses these challenges in an article 

published in 2005, in which he references an evolving model of investigation strategies 

developed by Catherine Marsh.434 Of particular interest is a trend noted elsewhere in this 

dissertation, the wistful longing for a romanticised and idyllic past, set in a bucolic wonderland 

that was in sharp contrast to the squalor and shabbiness of the reality of the urban environs. 

This conceptualised rural utopia evoked a powerful image and inspired many investigators in 

their search for what they perceived to be a more honest, and authentic, British way of life.  

Victorian newspapers published numerous references to witches within the context of folklore, 

sometimes in the form of proverbs or book reviews, but also letters to the editor, lectures, and 

columns by special correspondents. A feature about folklore that was written for the Globe was 

re-published in the Belfast News-Letter on 22 December 1885, noted that ‘Every parish has its 

haunted house, or road tree, or glen, just as it also possesses its witch, white or black, malignant 

or beneficent.’ Another feature article in Notes and Queries was republished in the 

Londonderry Standard on 2 August 1855, which was entitled ‘The Folk Lore of a Cornish 

Village – Witchcraft, &c.’ The writer suggested that witchcraft would be the last of all 

superstitions to die out and examined various beliefs about witches, suggesting that they were 

thought to inherit their abilities, be able to change shape, cause misfortune and disease, and to 

spoil milk and butter.  

Folklore studies legitimised an examination of traditions and superstitions that would otherwise 

have invited ridicule, and in the process, described and discussed folk magic and associated 

practices including witchcraft. Victorian newspapers included articles, reviews, and reports of 

lectures that frequently included these subjects, often within the context of witchcraft or folk 

magic. This provides an exhaustive collection of primary sources, many of which have now 

been digitised. Of particular importance is that widespread coverage in the Victorian press of 

subjects designated as folklore ensured dissemination to a broad reach of the population. This 

had the effect of familiarising members of the general public with a wide range of practices 

and traditions, placing them within the context of their own culture and history. As society’s 

understanding of the world expanded during the nineteenth century, new discoveries merged 

with, and occasionally replaced, old forms of thinking. In this fluid state, traditional customs 

were examined from a range of perspectives and folklorists did not have to proclaim a personal 
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belief in the practice of witchcraft in order to study it. In effect, Victorian folklore studies were 

the closest thing to an objective study of witchcraft prior to the establishment of formalised 

witchcraft studies in the second half of the twentieth century. 

Conclusion 

This chapter considered three key questions: firstly, why, given that supernatural activities 

were often dismissed as credulous superstition, did Victorian newspapers continue to feature 

‘the supernatural?’ Secondly, how did Victorian newspapers feature the institutions that formed 

around (for example) anthropology, psychiatry, psychology, and folklore, which were not 

supernatural themselves, but were established to investigate a wide range of practices from 

different perspectives, recording and analysing observable elements. The final question asks 

how newspapers expressed the interaction between witchcraft, the supernatural, and various 

Victorian institutions identified in this study. 

The answer to the first question reflects the findings identified in the previous chapter, which 

is that in Victorian Britain, a regular supply of popular material attracted readers, which 

increased the sales and circulation of newspapers. Journalists often conflated the supernatural 

in its broadest sense with witchcraft, either deliberately to illustrate a particular point of view, 

or accidentally, through ignorance or disinterest. This created a degree of confusion between 

the supernatural and witchcraft, but from the point of view of Victorian newspaper journalists 

and editors, the confusion was irrelevant. The story was told using whatever narrative style and 

perspective best suited the objective, having little regard to scrupulous boundaries separating 

different modes of behaviours.  The points of intersection demonstrate that public opinion in 

Victorian Britain, and therefore also that of newspaper proprietors and editors, was 

unconcerned with any dissimilarities if the matter being reported was fascinating, thrilling, or 

scandalous.  

The answer to the second question relates to the first, because Victorian newspapers were not 

especially interested in the subjects of anthropology, psychology, and so on from an academic 

perspective; they reported upon their activities because there were lectures, sermons, meetings, 

books, and popular interest in the subjects they represented. Sir James Frazer is an excellent 

example of this; there was, of course, academic interest in anthropology but it was the way in 

which the press stimulated popular interest in Frazer that developed his high public profile. 

Mary Beard reached a similar conclusion after wondering why The Golden Bough ‘was so 
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immensely popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century – not among academics 

and specialists (who were often, in any case, sceptical of the claims of The Golden Bough), but 

among the middle-brow reading public who bought it in staggering numbers?’435 Beard noted 

that reviews and references of each edition of the book regularly appeared in the London and 

provincial press, which gave both The Golden Bough and its author enormous exposure. 

Newspaper content examined in this section demonstrates a similarity with the general outline 

of those examined in earlier chapters, leading to the inescapable conclusion that popular 

journalism, rather than scientific or social investigation, was the reason for featuring 

institutions within the Victorian press. The indisputable popularity of emerging leisure 

activities across a wide range from popular to academic interests was particularly important to 

newspapers, seeking to maintain their relevance within a crowded commercial market. The 

institutions that were established in the nineteenth century provided an abundance of material 

for journalists through their publications, meetings, conferences, and debates. These 

institutions had a robust scientific and social reputation, which meant that newspapers could 

safely publish content that was respectful and supportive. This did not entirely eliminate 

mockery using witchcraft, but it was less common than found in practices were primarily 

supernatural in manner. 

This point leads to the third question, which again reflects the findings of previous chapters in 

this dissertation. A relationship between witchcraft and the supernatural in the Victorian press 

often presumed that incidents of a supernatural nature were simply a new way of describing an 

old credulous superstition. Journalists took the view that people living in a modern society 

should know better than to be tricked by (for example) spiritualism, and those who believed in 

it were merely complicit in being deceived, often by reason of their ignorance. References to 

witchcraft were a useful way for journalists to paint a vivid picture that placed the key points 

of their narrative within a framework of credulity and primitive superstition. This suggests that 

whilst newspapers reported a larger variety of the types of supernatural incidents, there was a 

continuity of the fundamental principles that were common to them all. Language used to 

describe these principles could use scientific terms – or pseudo-scientific terms – or be set 

within the context of religion. This commonality provided newspapers with an opportunity to 

cast doubt upon supernatural incidents and associations by associating it with witchcraft. The 

motivation might be political, religious, social, or simply frustration at what was interpreted as 

common ignorance, but the message remained consistent.  
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As noted in chapter two, crimes attributed to witchcraft declined in frequency as the century 

progressed, but regular crime reporting did not decline; in fact it increased, but its association 

with witchcraft became far less common. I suggest that this was partly accounted for by the 

introduction of spiritualism and references to ghosts and hauntings, which became an 

extraordinarily popular phenomenon and prosaically, newspaper editors only had so many 

column inches that could be devoted to any aspect of the supernatural. Spiritualism had a far 

greater reach into the community than witchcraft, crossing the class boundaries in a way that 

witches never did. The introduction of the spiritualist-based Theosophical Society made further 

inroads into the sphere occupied by witchcraft and, I suggest, spiritualism, theosophy, ghosts 

and hauntings, gradually supplanted witches in the pages of the Victorian press. 

Nevertheless, witchcraft did not disappear from the pages of the Victorian press. Despite the 

insistence of journalists and editors that witchcraft was merely a fraud perpetrated upon the 

credulous, it continued to weave its spell in everyday life and held a highly visible role in plays, 

literature, lectures, and community rituals, partly because ‘the language Victorians used to 

represent themselves and their world was saturated with the metaphors of the supernatural.’436 

The individual strands of the subjects examined in this chapter are unique and have their own 

modalities, but collectively they represent a key aspect of Victorian culture regarding the 

supernatural, with adjacent and overlapping practices and beliefs. Witchcraft was a key piece 

within the overall picture of the supernatural in Victorian Britain, both adaptable and flexible 

enough to suit the particular needs of the intended narrative.  
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Conclusion: Witchcraft and the Fourth Estate Revealed 

This research project examined newspapers published between 1850 and 1899 in order to 

investigate popular beliefs and opinions about witches in Victorian Britain, and their place in 

Victorian culture, as revealed by newspaper reports. The study looked specifically at what 

Victorian newspapers considered to be witchcraft, rather than what contemporary alleged 

practitioners considered to be witchcraft, or what academics today might consider to be 

witchcraft. It addressed several important questions, beginning with why so many references 

to witches and witchcraft were published in newspapers between 1850 and 1899. The research 

identified several contributory factors but in terms of a quantitative measurement, the principal 

reason was revealed to be pragmatic; the study showed exceptional growth in the number of 

newspapers being published in Victorian Britain, resulting in a much-expanded collection of 

primary sources. 

Two important considerations for the research overall were firstly, whether the published 

content was able to demonstrate any common themes, in particular hegemonic representation; 

specifically, could it be possible to identify and analyse any dominant view of the witch during 

the Victorian period?  Secondly, did the evidence support the popular notion that witchcraft 

declined and vanished during the nineteenth century? 

To address these questions the research was structured into categories that were identified as 

intersecting with witchcraft, each type having its own history that contributed to the overall 

depiction of witchcraft in Victorian Britain. The use of a large digital archive to identify 

suitable examples in each category was a practical methodology that revealed trends and 

relationships that would have been difficult to identify using a focused or singular approach. 

The findings showed a far more complex story than originally hypothesised, largely owing to 

this method of gathering and interpreting the data, which provided extensive documentary 

evidence of the myriad ways that language, history, society, science, and cultural memory were 

used in newspaper reports about witches and witchcraft.  The research was placed within the 

framework of early modern witchcraft studies and was assessed within the context of urban 

migration in the nineteenth century, which brought about significant upheaval and social 

adjustment in rural areas, as well as having a significant impact upon cities. The study revealed 

that newspaper reports of witchcraft in Victorian Britain included both the declining rural 

population as well as the growing urban and city populations, an interesting point that speaks 

to the pervasive nature of witchcraft in the nineteenth century. 
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The key focus areas identified for the research were: 

• Witchcraft and the Fourth Estate; 

• Witchcraft and Crime; 

• Witchcraft and the Arts; 

• Witchcraft and Community Events; and 

• The Supernatural. 

‘Witchcraft and the Fourth Estate’ examined the role of journalists in crafting a narrative, 

noting that their primary focus was to construct a story that would attract readers by being 

scandalous, provocative, and thrilling. This found its preeminent expression in the weekly 

newspapers and journals, the forerunners of what we call the tabloids today. An important 

finding from the research was that despite the study examining a wide range of newspapers 

from a broad political and social spectrum, some commonalities were consistent across all 

publications; for example, witchcraft dismissed as credulous superstition and the pervasive 

stereotype of an old woman of ugly appearance, often deformed, and nearly always a beggar 

and someone who occupied the fringes of her community or was an outcast of some kind. Her 

physical appearance was often commented upon in newspaper reports, providing evidence that 

this common stereotype was a pervasive factor. Journalists frequently used pejorative language 

to reinforce the image, disparaging those who might admit they believed in witches and the 

powers of witchcraft. The consistent portrayal of the witch using this stereotype undoubtedly 

had an effect upon those who read the newspapers. Evidence of its powerful presence can be 

seen in the use of the witch figure to condemn and ridicule other practices, for example 

spiritualism, and its role in political polemic to mock political opponents. Even in the twenty-

first century, individuals who believe themselves to be criticised for their activities refer to the 

process as a ‘witch hunt.’ 

‘Witchcraft and Crime’ considered two key questions: firstly, why did newspapers publish 

articles and reports about crimes attributed to, or associated with, witchcraft? Secondly, how 

were such articles and reports sourced and did the journalist accurately represent the facts? The 

research presented credible evidence that editors and proprietors were keen to capitalise on any 

immoral and thrilling aspects of crimes, which does not imply that those writing and publishing 

the accounts believed in witchcraft as a supernatural practice. On the contrary, Victorian 

journalists invariably presented an attitude towards witchcraft that was disparaging. In some 

instances, lack of religious instruction was highlighted as a cause of what was generally 
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considered to be credulous superstition, whilst in other cases poor education or social iniquity 

were considered to be at blame. The commonality was that moral, educated people would not 

be prey to such superstition, either through being victims of fraud, or of believing themselves 

or others to have supernatural powers of some kind. Newspapers therefore had a highly visible 

role in campaigning and moralising, which often followed the political or religious bias of the 

newspaper’s owners or editors but sometimes were guided by the nature of the incident, such 

as the murder of Ann Tennant, which was widely recognised by the general public to be 

inexcusable.   

Most coverage of witchcraft-related crime was obtained primarily from legal action: inquests, 

hearings, police investigations, and trials. As a result, the position of court reporter became an 

important role in crime reporting. Newspapers did not simply report the events of an incident, 

they provided context and commentary, and whilst this was not necessarily limited to the facts, 

it offered an insightful view about how popular belief in witchcraft persisted in Victorian 

culture. Syndication and plagiarism also played an important role in how newspapers reported 

crime associated with witchcraft, with the most outrageous crimes being reported far beyond 

the point of origin. For example, the research identified 681 newspapers that carried a story 

about the murder of Bridget Cleary, published in England, Wales, Ireland, and Scotland. The 

appendices summarise other examples, clearly showing that even with an incomplete digital 

archive of Victorian newspapers, the more scandalous and outrageous crimes generated the 

most extensive coverage. This may appear to be a cliché, but it is an important factor to be 

considered when assessing references to witches and witchcraft in the press. 

The research demonstrated two types of witchcraft-related crime: fraud and assault. Incidents 

of assault or reverse witchcraft trials were, with an occasional exception, entirely consistent: 

an elderly woman who met the typical stereotype of the witch figure was attacked using the 

traditional belief that drawing her blood would negate her powers. In the majority of cases 

examined for this research project, the person attacked showed no indication of practising any 

kind of witchcraft or cunning craft, which suggests that newspapers were not primarily 

reporting cases of alleged witchcraft, they were reporting upon the crime of assault, using a 

motif that was disreputable in order to attract readers. The narrative was also frequently framed 

around the credulity of those involved in the incident, which provided an opportunity to 

highlight failings in religious instruction or education, or the consequences of social upheaval, 

depending upon the political and religious inclination of the newspaper. The research identified 
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a few cases where the person assaulted was male, with the case at Sibil Hedingham appearing 

in numerous newspapers in 1863 and again during the trial in 1864. It was even used in political 

polemic, which was of interest because rather than focusing upon the elderly man who was 

assaulted, the discourse focused upon Shakespeare’s ‘secret black and midnight hags’ rather 

than the elderly man who was murdered.  

Cases of witchcraft-related fraud often featured practices associated with cunning craft rather 

than witchcraft, but journalists used the word ‘witch’ to add a thrilling and shocking patina to 

their reports. Typically, those who sought the services of a cunning person believed themselves 

or a member of their family to be cursed in some way, or they were told that a witch had placed 

a curse on them, so they sought the aid of a cunning man or woman, or white witch, in order 

to remove the bewitchment. Incidents that resulted in charges being heard in petty sessions or 

assizes, and thus being reported in newspapers, were primarily one of two types. Either the 

cunning man or woman failed to succeed in whatever she or he had been requested to do and 

so was considered to be a fraud, or the services that were retained turned out to be a scam of 

some kind. Both types resulted in allegations of witchcraft, as they met the standard of causing 

harm. 

Of particular interest is that reports of witchcraft-related crime identified during the research 

project rarely mentioned any connection to the Christian Devil, or of any kind of pact between 

the supposed witch and the Devil. Variations between witchcraft in Scotland, Ireland. England 

and Wales make it difficult to draw any conclusions for the whole of the British Isles, but in 

England and Wales, the majority of reports that referred to the Devil or a pact were about 

historical beliefs or references to plays or literature, rather than any contemporary accusation 

against an alleged witch. Religion was revealed as a factor in some aspects of the study and the 

idea of a pact with the Devil did occur, but it was not shown to be a consistent theme for reports 

in newspapers. 

As the nineteenth century progressed, newspaper reports about witchcraft-related crimes 

decreased in number, although references to witches and witchcraft in other contexts (for 

example, lectures, plays, and literature) remained widespread. Interestingly, crime reporting in 

a general sense continued to remain visible throughout the Victorian period, demonstrating that 

the appetite for investigating and reporting upon crimes remained high, even though those 

carried out by or against alleged witches declined in popular appeal. This highlights a key 

finding of the research, which disputes that witchcraft declined and vanished in the nineteenth 
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century. It seems more plausible to recognise that whilst the evidence of this study confirms 

that reports of witchcraft-related crime waned towards the end of the nineteenth century, when 

witchcraft is considered within a broader context beyond crime, a different interpretation of the 

evidence emerges. 

This realisation suggested the category of ‘Witchcraft and the Arts,’ in particular three key 

questions: firstly, what kind of content did newspapers publish about the Arts attributed to, or 

associated with, witchcraft? Secondly, why did newspapers feature this kind of content? 

Finally, was cultural interest in witches as figures of fantasy and imagination in Victorian 

Britain divorced from apparent belief in and fear of real witches? 

Newspapers in Victorian Britain published witchcraft-related content for the Arts in the form 

of advertisements, reviews, serialised fiction, poetry, articles, letters, and engraved illustrations 

and cartoons; in other words, witchcraft content was not limited to any specific type or style of 

reporting, it was a broad sweep that encompassed every type of activity connected under the 

auspices of the Arts. The Victorian period gave birth to mass entertainment, which saw both 

the middle class and the educated working class embrace new opportunities to enjoy 

themselves. Newspapers featured witchcraft in serialised fiction, poetry, and performance 

advertisements and reviews, not within the context of what contemporary practitioners might 

do, but as incidental (or occasionally fundamental) components of the narrative. This raised 

the question of whether cultural interest in witches as figures of fantasy and imagination was 

divorced from apparent belief in and fear of real witches. I suggest that this question can be 

answered as both yes and no. In terms of the Arts, witches in Victorian Britain were chimera, 

fitting seamlessly into whatever space the author determined they should fill, transmitted by an 

extensive printed network of popular newspapers. In other contexts, however, for example 

crime, there was a very real fear of witches. Gaskill’s analogy of portraits painted in a hall of 

mirrors offers a useful rationale for the fact that myriad types of witches could co-exist 

simultaneously, whilst displaying very different characteristics. These fictional and artistic 

representations of witches were not an accurate portrayal of their role within society, they were 

fabricated for the purpose of entertainment. They were figures of fantasy and imagination, 

separated from apparent belief in and fear of real witches, but at the same time, the tropes and 

appearance of stereotypical witches were relentlessly exploited for the purpose of dramatic 

realism. 
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I suggest that the extraordinary pervasiveness of Shakespeare’s Macbeth can partially explain 

how this caricature came to wield such a powerful presence.  The research anticipated that 

Macbeth would appear regularly in advertisements and reviews, but the extent of its presence 

was unexpected, both in terms of how frequently references to its own performances appeared 

in print, but also its inspiration upon other theatrical plays, literature, community events such 

as lectures and readings, and its use in political discourse. I suggest that Macbeth was far more 

influential in popularising the stereotype of the witch as an old woman of ugly appearance, 

often deformed, and nearly always a beggar or outcast, than has previously been recognised. 

This influence of Macbeth beyond its own sphere of theatrical performance was one of the 

most interesting discoveries of the research and had a significant impact on the way in which 

witches and witchcraft were reported in the press.  

The examination of ‘Witchcraft and Community Events’ considered why newspapers 

published between 1850 to 1899 featured content about community events and why those 

reports included references to witches and witchcraft. Community events offered an 

inexhaustible source of popular material for the press, from localised content featuring 

community dignitaries and human-interest stories, to national events showcasing famous 

celebrities. It was a purely pragmatic rationale, and the inclusion of witches was a consequence 

of the catholic nature of the subjects offered, rather than newspapers seeking to write about 

them in any specific way. Lectures, sermons, and meetings attracted public attention within 

their communities, therefore newspapers covered such events, regardless of the subject being 

presented. Historical witchcraft was featured in lectures, and the stereotype of the witch made 

a regular appearance, frequently based on literary references or those pertaining to the theatre. 

Sermons were a staple item in the provincial press and ministers often used witchcraft as a 

caution against superstition, both admonishing the congregation for their susceptibility to 

superstition, and urging them to follow the teachings of Christianity. The texts of sermons 

reviewed for the study (predominantly Anglican) showed a remarkable consistency in style and 

manner throughout Britain and did not vary significantly from place to place. This does not 

imply that the theology of Christianity did not change from place to place, but its intersection 

with witchcraft appeared to be consistent. 

The final category examined for the study was ‘Witchcraft and the Supernatural,’ a broad 

classification that included not only practices designated within the domain of the supernatural, 

but also institutions that were not supernatural themselves but were established to investigate 
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a wide range of practices from different perspectives, recording and analysing observable 

elements that were commonly characterised as scientific. The relationship between witchcraft 

and the supernatural in the Victorian press suggested that incidents of a supernatural nature – 

spiritualism, theosophy, and so on – were often considered to be a new way to describe an old 

practice. References to witchcraft were a useful way for journalists to paint a vivid picture that 

placed the key points of their narrative within a framework of credulity and superstition. 

Language used to describe this could be framed using scientific terms – or pseudo-scientific 

terms – or within the context of religion. This commonality provided newspapers with an 

opportunity to cast doubt upon supernatural incidents and organisations by associating them 

with witchcraft. The motivation might be political, religious, social, or simply frustration at 

what was interpreted as common ignorance, but the means remained consistent.  

The institutions and societies that investigated the supernatural in all its guises were mostly 

treated with some respect. Organisations such as the Society for Psychical Research and the 

Folklore Society were principally led by academics and as a result, were able to achieve a 

degree of acceptance, although even they were not entirely divorced from association with 

credulous superstition. One interesting point of the study is that there is no evidence to suggest 

that witches had their own organisation of any kind. Witchcraft was featured in articles about 

the supernatural and the various organisations established to explore supernatural incidents and 

practices, but witchcraft never had its own association. This could be partially accounted for 

because witches were almost always drawn from the more disreputable sections of society and 

therefore lacked the resources – both financial and social – to establish organisations and 

societies. The study also offers evidence to suggest that alleged witches were essentially 

solitary and protective of their own methods, and unlikely to find potential members in large 

supply.  

To return to the first question posed above, whether the published content was able to 

demonstrate any common themes, in particular hegemonic representation of the witch during 

the Victorian period; when viewed through the lens of each of the different perspectives used 

throughout this research, it seems clear that the representation of the witch in Victorian 

newspapers was a stereotype, which separated the popular image of the witch from the 

activities of those practising forms of folk magic and divination.  It was public perception of a 

caricature, rather than any particular set of practices, that identified a person as a witch. Indeed, 

the research offers compelling evidence that folk magicians were quite comfortable in selling 
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their own services to people who believed they were prey to witchcraft or had been persuaded 

they were being preyed upon by a witch. What became particularly clear during the research 

was that in the second half of the nineteenth century, the stereotypical image of a witch was far 

more prevalent, and far more widespread, than previously recognised. This remarkable 

dominance of the witch stereotype in Victorian newspapers is one of the most significant 

findings of the research project, which is not only of interest in its own regard but also points 

to several intriguing lines of further research. The image of the ugly old female witch was so 

common that in addition to its own representation in crime, the arts, and community events, it 

also featured in political polemic and was used to demean other supernatural practices and 

occurrences by association. The question has therefore been answered in the affirmative by 

showing clearly that there was indeed dominant view of the witch during the Victorian period. 

In considering the second question, the evidence does not support the popular notion that 

witchcraft declined and vanished during the nineteenth century. It is true that reports of 

witchcraft-related crime declined towards the end of the nineteenth century, but other 

references to witches and witchcraft remained common. Using crime statistics alone would 

indeed suggest that witchcraft declined and faded away by the end of the nineteenth century, 

or early twentieth century, but a broader analysis demonstrates that witches and witchcraft did 

not vanish.   

In support of this I refer to the census data for 2021, which show that in England and Wales, 

12,813 people identified as actively following a religion of modern pagan witchcraft with 

another 1,045 following a religion described as witchcraft.437 Looking at the global picture, a 

search using the ‘Google’ search engine and the phrase ‘growing popularity of witches’ 

returned 37,700,000 results.438 The hashtag #witch on the social media channel TikTok has 

around 20 billion views, #witchtiktok has two billion views, and #babywitch (for newcomers 

to witchcraft) has in excess of 600 million views.439 These figures suggest that practices and 

beliefs related to witchcraft exist upon a flexible continuum, rather than neatly contained within 

a prescribed set of customs and times. As I discuss in this dissertation, practices that could be 

categorised as witchcraft are described by numerous terms, which changed and adapted as 

society itself changed and adapted. For example, Victorian newspapers often commented that 

spiritualism was nothing more nor less than witchcraft under a different name. It is, however, 

noteworthy that it is specifically ‘witch’ and ‘witchcraft’ that have become prevalent in the 
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twenty-first century media, providing evidence that witchcraft did not vanish in the nineteenth 

or twentieth century, it simply adapted and evolved once more. 

This is not to suggest that the practices of twenty-first century witches are identical or even 

similar to those of the early modern period or subsequent centuries, but the popularity of the 

words ‘witch’ and ‘witchcraft’ is undeniable. Of particular note is that the common nineteenth 

century stereotype of the witch – an elderly, often ugly and infirm, old woman – is as 

recognisable today as it was in Victorian Britain; a casual review of images on Google’s image 

service for the word ‘witch’ suggests that more than half of the images are typically old women, 

often ugly, and usually accompanied by one or more of a broomstick, black cat, pointed hat, 

and cauldron. The evidence is therefore compelling that the hegemonic representation of the 

witch is as strong in the twenty-first century as it was in Victorian Britain, and rather than 

declining and vanishing in the twentieth century, witchcraft embarked upon a period of 

sustained growth. 
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Appendices 

Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Tue Aug-27 Liverpool Standard and General Commercial Advertiser Liverpool Weekly

Thu Aug-29 Dorset County Chronicle Dorchester Weekly

Leamington Advertiser, and Beck's List of Visitors Leamington Spa Weekly

Fri Aug-30 Carlisle Journal Carlisle Weekly

Durham Chronicle Durham Weekly

Sat Aug-31 Bolton Chronicle Bolton Weekly

Bristol Times and Mirror Bristol Weekly

Hereford Times Hereford Weekly

Huddersfield Chronicle Huddersfield Weekly

Kentish Independent London Weekly

Kentish Mercury London Weekly

Leicestershire Mercury Leicester Weekly

Liverpool Mail Liverpool Weekly

Northern Star and Leeds General Advertiser Leeds Weekly

Thu Oct-10 Morning Post London Daily

Sun Oct-13 Bell's New Weekly Messenger London Weekly

Tue Oct-15 Greenock Advertiser Greenock Bi-Weekly

Northern Whig Belfast Bi-Weekly

Thu Oct-17 Exeter Flying Post Exeter Weekly

Fri Oct-18 Derbyshire Advertiser and Journal Derby Weekly

Shrewsbury Chronicle Shrewsbury Weekly

Sat Oct-19 Yorkshire Gazette York Weekly

Sat Oct-26 Darlington & Stockton Times, Ripon & Richmond Chronicle Darlington Weekly

Sun Sep-01 Bell's New Weekly Messenger London Weekly

Wed Sep-04 Dumfries and Galloway Standard Dumfries Weekly

Thu Sep-05 Soulby's Ulverston Advertiser and General Intelligencer Ulverston Weekly

Sat Sep-07 Staffordshire Advertiser Stafford Weekly

Appendix A: 1850  Cooper and Jefferies (Axbridge, Somerset)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Tue Sep-07 Sherborne Mercury Sherborne Weekly

Wed Sep-08 Globe (London) London Daily

London Daily News London Daily

Sun (London) London Daily

Thu Sep-09 Patriot (London) London Bi-weekly

Saint James’s Chronicle (London) London Tri-weekly

Sat Sep-11 Birmingham Journal Birmingham Weekly

Herts Guardian, Agricultural Journal, and General Advertiser Hertford Weekly

Huddersfield Chronicle Huddersfield Weekly

Silurian, Cardiff, Merthyr and Brecon Mercury, and South 

Wales General Advertiser
Brecon Weekly

Sun Sep-12 Bell's New Weekly Messenger London Weekly

Reynolds's Newspaper London Weekly

Tue Sep-14 Dundee, Perth, and Cupar Advertiser Dundee Bi-weekly

Liverpool Mercury Liverpool Bi-weekly

Thu Sep-16 North Devon Journal Barnstable Weekly

Wed Sep-22 Aberdeen Press and Journal Aberdeen Weekly

Hereford Journal Hereford Weekly

Sat Sep-25 Tablet (London) London Weekly

Tue Sep-28 Banner of Ulster Belfast Bi-weekly

Sat Oct-02 Dublin Weekly Nation Dublin Weekly

Galway Mercury, and Connaught Weekly Advertiser Galway Weekly

Thu Oct-07 Londonderry Standard Londonderry Weekly

Sat Oct-09 Bolton Chronicle Bolton Weekly

Appendix B: 1852 Squibb and Matthias (Blandford, Dorset)

 
 

 

 

Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Tue Oct-12 Freeman's Journal (Ireland) Dublin Daily

Sat Oct-16 Bucks Chronicle and Bucks Gazette Aylesbury Weekly

Gloucestershire Chronicle Gloucester Weekly

Weekly Freeman's Journal (Ireland) Dublin Weekly

Tue Oct-19 Sussex Advertiser Lewes Weekly

Appendix C: 1852 Williamson and Freeman (Newark, Nottinghamshire)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Sat May-24 Hull Advertiser and Exchange Gazette Hull Weekly

Fri May-30 Hull Packet Hull Weekly

Sat May-31 Liverpool Mercury Liverpool Bi-weekly

Tue Jun-03 Leeds Mercury Leeds Tri-weekly

Morning Chronicle (London) London Daily

Sheffield Daily Telegraph Sheffield Daily

Thu Jun-05 Northern Whig (Ireland) Belfast Tri-weekly

Fri Jun-06 Newcastle Courant Newcstle-upon-Tyne Weekly

Wakefield and West Riding Herald Wakefield Weekly

Sat Jun-07 Bury Free Press Bury St Edmunds Weekly

Leeds Intelligencer Leeds Weekly

North Wales Chronicle Bangor Weekly

People’s Paper (London) London Weekly

Stroud Journal Stroud Weekly

Thu Jun-12 Nottinghamshire Guardian Nottingham Weekly

Appendix D: 1856 Richards, Harrison, Chew, Gofton (Hull, Yorkshire)

 
 

 

Day Date Date Newspaper Cycle

Mon Jun-02 London Evening Standard London Daily

Morning Herald London Daily

Fri Jun-06 Maryport Advertiser Maryport Weekly

Sat Jun-07 Gravesend Reporter, North Kent and South Essex Advertiser Gravesend Weekly

Lake's Falmouth Packet and Cornwall Advertiser Falmouth Weekly

Launceston Weekly News, and Cornwall & Devon Advertiser Launceston Weekly

Morpeth Herald Morpeth Weekly

Skibereen & West Carbery Eagle; or South Western Advertiser Skibereen Weekly

Usk Observer Usk Weekly

Wiltshire Times and Trowbridge Advertiser Trowbridge Weekly

Mon Jun-09 Albion, The London Weekly

Cirencester Times and Cotswold Advertiser Cirencester Weekly

Wed Jun-11 Swansea and Glamorgan Herald Swansea Weekly

Thu Jun-12 Devizes and Wiltshire Gazette Devizes Weekly

Sat Jun-14 Western Times Exeter Weekly

Wexford Independent Wexford Bi-weekly

Fri Jun-20 Dundee Courier Dundee Daily

Appendix E: 1862 Tillbrook and King (London)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Sat Sep-12 Western Daily Press Bristol Daily

Tue Sep-15 Birmingham Daily Post Birmingham Daily

Daily News London Daily

Globe London Daily

Shipping and Mercantile Gazette London Daily

Wed Sep-16 Birmingham Daily Gazette Birmingham Daily

Morning Advertiser London Daily

Thu Sep-17 Banner of Ulster Belfast Tri-weekly

Belfast News-Letter Belfast Daily

Cork Examiner Cork Daily

Glasgow Herald Glasgow Daily

North Devon Journal Barnstaple Weekly

Patriot London Weekly

Sun (London) London Daily

Fri Sep-18 Chelmsford Chronicle Chelmsford Weekly

Newry Telegraph Newry Tri-weekly

Southern Reporter and Cork Commercial Courier Cork Daily

Sat Sep-19 Burnley Advertiser Burnley Weekly

Hereford Journal Hereford Weekly

Hertford Mercury and Reformer Hertford Weekly

Illustrated Times London Weekly

Leamington Spa Courier Leamington Spa Weekly

Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser Manchester Weekly

Northern Standard Monaghan Weekly

Wakefield Free Press Wakefield Weekly

Sun Sep-20 Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper London Weekly

Tue Sep-22 Essex Herald Chelmsford Weekly

Surrey Gazette Lewes Weekly

Wed Sep-23 Dundee Advertiser Dundee Daily

Fri Sep-25 Chelmsford Chronicle Chelmsford Weekly

Dundee, Perth, and Cupar Advertiser Dundee Bi-weekly

Sat Sep-26 Aberdeen People's Journal Aberdeen Weekly

Appendix F: 1863 Hogg, Hill, and Hill (Huntspill, Somerset)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Fri Jul-16 Birmingham Daily Gazette Birmingham Daily

Sat Jul-17 Aris’s Birmingham Gazette Birmingham Weekly

County Express; Brierley Hill, Stourbridge, Kidderminster, and 

Dudley News
Dudley Weekly

Express and Echo (Devon) Exeter Daily

Glasgow Evening Citizen Glasgow Daily

Morning Herald (London) London Daily

Pall Mall Gazette London Daily

Shipping and Mercantile Gazette London Daily

Sun (London) London Daily

Wellington Journal Wellington Weekly

Mon Jul-19 Bristol Daily Post Bristol Daily

Cork Examiner Cork Daily

Dundee Courier Dundee Daily

Morning Advertiser London Daily

Newcastle Journal Newcastle-upon-Tyne Daily

Southern Reporter and Cork Commercial Courier Cork Daily

Swindon Advertiser and North Wilts Chronicle Swindon Weekly

Tue Jul-20 Penrith Observer Penrith Weekly

Thame Gazette Thame Weekly

Wed Jul-21 Belfast News-Letter Belfast Daily

Cheltenham Examiner Cheltenham Weekly

Croydon Times London Bi-weekly

Hampshire Telegraph Portsmouth Bi-weekly

Oxfordshire Telegraph Bicester Weekly

Teesdale Mercury Barnard Castle Weekly

Worcestershire Chronicle Worcester Weekly

Thu Jul-22 Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette Bath Weekly

Devizes and Wiltshire Gazette Devizes Weekly

Ross Gazette Ross-on-Wye Weekly

Whitney Express and Oxfordshire and Midland Counties Herald Witney Weekly

Fri Jul-23 Armagh Guardian Armagh Weekly

Bicester Herald Bicester Weekly

Cavan Weekley News and General Advertiser Cavan Weekly

Express and Echo (Devon) Exeter Daily

Lincolnshire Chronicle Lincoln Weekly

Nottinghamshire Guardian Nottingham Weekly

Stamford Mercury Stamford Weekly

Western Times (Devon) Exeter Bi-weekly

Appendix G: 1869 Peasant and Tipton (Walsall, Staffordshire)
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Sat Jul-24 Alcester Chronicle Alcester Weekly

Belfast Weekly News Belfast Weekly

Brecon County Times Brecon Weekly

Buxton Advertiser Buxton Weekly

Cambridge Chronicle and Journal Cambridge Weekly

Christchurch Times Christchurch Weekly

Congleton & Macclesfield Mercury, and Cheshire General 

Advertiser
Congleton Weekly

Dundalk Herald Dundalk Weekly

Essex Times London Bi-weekly

Exmouth Journal Exmouth Weekly

Gloucester Journal Gloucester Weekly

Gloucestershire Chronicle Gloucester Weekly

Illustrated London News London Weekly

Illustrated Times (London) London Weekly

Lady’s Own Paper London Weekly

Lake’s Falmouth Packet and Cornwall Advertiser Falmouth Weekly

Leeds Times Leeds Weekly

Morpeth Herald Morpeth Weekly

Norfolk Chronicle Norwich Weekly

South London Press London Weekly

Stroud Journal Stroud Weekly

Suffolk chronicle; or Weekly General Advertiser and County 

Express, The
Ipswich Weekly

Tewkesbury Register, and Agricultural Gazette, The Tewkesbury Weekly

Wilts and Gloucestershire Standard Cirencester Weekly

Mon Jul-26 Cirencester Times and Cotswold Advertiser Cirencester Weekly

Tue Jul-27 North Devon Gazette Bideford Weekly

Wed Jul-28 Cornish Telegraph, The Penzance Weekly

Essex Times London Bi-weekly

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser Taunton Weekly

Sat Jul-31 Bucks Herald Aylesbury Weekly  
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Sat Jun-24 Southern Times and Dorset County Herald Weymouth Weekly

Mon Jun-26 Birmingham Mail Birmingham Daily

Tue Jun-27 Dundee Advertiser Dundee Daily

Wed Jun-28 Sheffield Independent Sheffield Daily

Thu Jun-29 Fifeshire Journal Kirkcaldy Weekly

FridayJun-30 Coventry Herald Coventry Weekly

Sat Jul-01 Buckingham Advertiser and Free Press Buckingham Weekly

Lancaster Guardian Lancaster Weekly

Weekly Review London Weekly

Tue Jul-04 Essex Herald Chelmsford Weekly

Fri Jul-07 Western Gazette Yeovil Weekly

Sat Jul-08 Glossop-dale Chronicle and North Derbyshire Reporter Glossop Weekly

Appendix H: 1871 Higham and Green (Wincanton, Somerset)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Sun Mar-11 Birmingham Mail Birmingham Daily

Liverpool Daily Post Liverpool Daily

Liverpool Mercury Liverpool Daily

Wed Mar-15 Dundee Courier Dundee Weekly

London Evening Standard London Weekly

Morning Post (London) London Daily

Newcastle Journal Newcastle-upon-Tyne Weekly

Preston Herald Preston Daily

Western Daily Press Bristol Weekly

Thu Mar-16 Bristol Daily Post Bristol Daily

Fife Herald Cupar Weekly

North British Daily Mail (Lanarkshire) Glasgow Weekly

Ormskirk Advertiser Ormskirk Weekly

Fri Mar-17 Birmingham Mail Birmingham Bi-weekly

Carlisle Patriot Carlisle Weekly

Cork Constitution Cork Daily

Derbyshire Advertiser and Journal Derby Daily

Stroud News and Gloucestershire Advertiser Stroud Daily

Ulster Examiner and Northern Star Belfast Weekly

Western Gazette Yeovil Weekly

Sat Mar-18 Gloucester Journal Gloucester Daily

Hampshire Advertiser Southampton Weekly

Luton Times and Advertiser Luton Daily

Norfolk Chronicle Norwich Weekly

Salisbury and Winchester Journal Salisbury Weekly

Ashton Weekly Reporter, and Stalybridge and Dukinfield 

Chronicle, The
Ashton-under-Lyne Bi-weekly

Ulverston Mirror and Furness Reflector Ulverston Weekly

Warminster Herald Warminster Weekly

Week's News (London) London Weekly

Western Times Exeter Weekly

Windsor and Eton Express Windsor Weekly

Sun Mar-19 Reynolds's Newspaper London Weekly

Wed Mar-22 Frome Times Frome Weekly

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser Taunton Daily

Sat Jul-22 Bristol Mercury Bristol Weekly

Express and Echo (Devon) Exeter Weekly

Southern Times and Dorset County Herald Weymouth Weekly

Wed Jul-26 Cornish Telegraph, The Penzance Weekly

Exeter Flying Post Exeter Daily

Sat Jul-29 Leinster Independent Port Laoise Daily

Thu Aug-03 Northern Ensign and Weekly Gazette Wick Weekly

Appendix I: 1871 Griffin and Bird (Dorchester, Dorset)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Sat Sep-18 Birmingham Mail Birmingham Daily

Daily Telegraph and Courier (London) London Daily

Globe London Daily

Leicester Daily Mercury Leicester Daily

Pall Mall Gazette London Daily

Wolverhampton Express and Star Wolverhampton Daily

Sun Sep-19 Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper London Weekly

Mon Sep-20 Bristol Daily Post Bristol Daily

Edinburgh Evening News Edinburgh Daily

Liverpool Daily Post Liverpool Daily

Liverpool Mercury Liverpool Daily

Nottingham Journal Nottingham Daily

South Wales Daily News Cardiff Daily

Western Daily Press Bristol Daily

Western Morning News Plymouth Daily

Wolverhampton Express and Star Wolverhampton Daily

York Herald York Daily

Tue Sep-21 Belfast News-letter Belfast Daily

Belfast Telegraph Belfast Daily

Dublin Daily Express Dublin Daily

Dundee Courier Dundee Daily

Eastern Daily Press Norwich Daily

Horsham, Petworth, Midhurst and Steyning Express Horsham Weekly

Morning Post London Daily

Staffordshire Sentinel Stoke-on-Trent Daily

Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette Sunderland Daily

Western Times Exeter Daily

Wed Sep-22 Cheltenham Examiner Cheltenham Weekly

Daily Telegraph and Courier (London) London Daily

Eddowes’s Journal, & General Advertiser for Shropshire, & the 

Principality of Wales
Norwich Daily

Exeter Flying Post Exeter Weekly

Leicester Guardian Leicester Weekly

North British Agriculturist Edinburgh Weekly

Oxfordshire Weekly News Chipping Norton Weekly

Perthshire Constitutional and Journal Perth, Scotland Bi-weekly

Appendix J: 1875-6 Haywood and Tennant (Long Compton, Warwickshire)
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Thu Sep-23 Banbury Advertiser Banbury Weekly

Banbury Guardian Banbury Weekly

Burton Chronicle Burton upon Trent Weekly

Newbury Weekly News and General Advertiser Newbury Weekly

Southern Reporter Selkirk Weekly

Fri Sep-24 Berwick Advertiser, The Berwick-upon-Tweed Weekly

Bicester Herald Bicester Weekly

Cambrian News Aberystwyth Weekly

Cavan Weekly News and General Advertiser Cavan Weekly

Hull Packet Hull Weekly

Monmouthshire Merlin Newport Weekly

Northern Whig Belfast Daily

Shepton Mallet Journal Shepton Mallet Weekly

Stamford Mercury Stamford Weekly

Todmorden Advertiser and Hebden Bridge Newsletter Todmorden Weekly

Western Gazette Yeovil Weekly

Sat Sep-25 Aldershot Military Gazette Aldershot Weekly

Belfast Weekly News Belfast Weekly

Belfast Weekly Telegraph Belfast Weekly

Bristol Mercury Bristol Weekly

Buckingham Express Buckingham Weekly

Cambridge Independent Press Cambridge Weekly

Christchurch Times Christchurch, England Weekly

Consett Guardian Consett Weekly

County Advertiser & Herald for Staffordshire and 

Worcestershire
Brierley Hill Weekly

Courier and West End Advertiser (London) London Weekly

Cumberland & Westmorland Herald Penrith, England Weekly

Driffield Times Driffield Weekly

East and South Devon Advertiser Newton Abbot Weekly

Exmouth Journal Exmouth Weekly

Flag of Ireland Dublin Weekly

Graphic, The London Weekly

Illustrated Police News London Weekly

Irishman, The Dublin Weekly

Isle of Man Times Douglas, Isle of Man Weekly

Jedburgh Gazette Jedburgh Weekly

John Bull London Weekly

Knaresborough Post Knaresborough Weekly  
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Leamington Spa Courier Leamington Spa Weekly

Leeds Times Leeds Weekly

Leicester Chronicle Leicester Weekly

Liverpool Weekly Courier Liverpool Weekly

Luton Times and Advertiser Luton Weekly

Newark Herald Newark-on-Trent Weekly

Norfolk Chronicle Norwich Weekly

North London News London Weekly

Oxford Chronicle and Reading Gazette Oxford Weekly

Oxford Journal Oxford Weekly

Oxford Times Oxford Weekly

Paisley Herald and Renfrewshire Advertiser Paisley Weekly

Salisbury and Winchester Journal Salisbury Weekly

Sheerness Times Guardian Sheerness Weekly

South London Press London Weekly

Stroud Journal Stroud Weekly

Ulster Gazette Armagh Weekly

Ulverston Mirror and Furness Reflector Ulverston, England Weekly

Uxbridge and West Drayton Gazette London Weekly

Warminster Herald Warminster Weekly

Week's News London Weekly

West Cumberland Times Cockermouth Weekly

Weston Mercury Weston-super-Mare Weekly

Weston-super-Mare Gazette, and General Advertiser Weston-super-Mare Weekly

Worcester Journal Worcester Weekly

Worcestershire Chronicle Worcester Weekly

York Herald York Daily

Sun Sep-26 Lloyds’s Weekly Newspaper London Weekly

Tue Sep-28 Brechin Advertiser Brechin Weekly

Bury and Norwich Post Bury St Edmunds Weekly

Newry Telegraph Newry Tri-weekly

Tenbury Wells Advertiser Tenbury Wells Weekly

Wed Sep-29 Cornish Telegraph, The Penzance Weekly

Croydon Times London Bi-weekly

Lakes Chronicle and Reporter Windermere Weekly

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser Taunton Weekly

Thu Sep-30 Witney Express and Oxfordshire and Midland Counties Herald Witney Weekly  
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Fri Oct-01 Diss Express Diss Weekly

Maryport Advertiser Maryport Weekly

Sat Oct-02 Clare Advertiser and Kilrush Gazette Kilrush Weekly

Larne Reporter and Northern Counties Advertiser Larne Weekly

Meath Herald and Cavan Advertiser Kells, Meath Weekly

Norwich Mercury Norwich Bi-weekly

Thu Oct-07 Banbury Advertiser Banbury Weekly

Sat Oct-09 Lowestoft Journal Lowestoft Weekly

Sat Dec-11
County Advertiser & Herald for Staffordshire and 

Worcestershire
Brierley Hill Weekly

Wed Dec-15 Birmingham Mail Birmingham Daily

Thu Dec-16 Banbury Guardian Banbury Weekly

Birmingham Daily Post Birmingham Daily

Birmingham Mail Birmingham Daily

Bradford Daily Telegraph Bradford Daily

Bradford Observer Bradford Daily

Edinburgh Evening News Edinburgh Daily

Leicester Daily Mercury Leicester Daily

Liverpool Daily Post Liverpool Daily

Liverpool Mercury Liverpool Daily

London Evening Standard London Daily

Manchester Evening News Manchester Daily

Pall Mall Gazette London Daily

Scotsman, The Edinburgh Daily

Shields Daily News Tynemouth Daily

Staffordshire Sentinel Stoke-on-Trent Daily

Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette Sunderland Daily

Wolverhampton Express and Star Wolverhampton Daily

Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer Leeds Daily

Fri Dec-17 Coventry Herald Coventry Weekly

Eastern Daily Press Norwich Daily

Evening Mail (London) London Tri-weekly

Hull Packet Hull Weekly

Manchester Evening News Manchester Daily

North British Daily Mail Glasgow Daily

Pall Mall Gazette London Daily

Stroud News and Gloucestershire Advertiser Stroud Weekly

Wolverhampton Express and Star Wolverhampton Daily

Sat Dec-18 Alcester Chronicle Alcester Weekly

Birmingham Daily Post Birmingham Daily

Blackburn Standard Blackburn Weekly

Buckingham Express Buckingham Weekly

Buckingham Advertiser and Free Press Buckingham Weekly  
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Cambridge Chronicle and Journal Cambridge Weekly

Eastern Daily Press Norwich Daily

Examiner, The London Weekly

Gloucestershire Chronicle Gloucester Weekly

Ipswich Journal, The Ipswich Bi-weekly

John Bull London Weekly

Lancaster Gazette Lancaster Weekly

Leamington Spa Courier Leamington Spa Weekly

Leicester Chronicle Leicester Weekly

Leicester Daily Post Leicester Daily

Liverpool Weekly Courier Liverpool Weekly

North Wales Chronicle Bangor Weekly

Northampton Mercury Northampton Weekly

Nuneaton Advertiser Nuneaton Weekly

Oban Times, and Argyllshire Advertiser Oban Weekly

Oxford Chronicle and Reading Gazette Oxford Weekly

Oxford Times Oxford Weekly

Preston Chronicle Preston Weekly

Preston Herald Preston Bi-weekly

Reading Mercury Reading Weekly

Rugby Advertiser Rugby Weekly

Salisbury and Winchester Journal Salisbury Weekly

Staffordshire Advertiser Stafford Weekly

Star, The Saint Peter Port, GuernseyTri-weekly

Wakefield and West Riding Herald Wakefield Weekly

Warwick and Warwickshire Advertiser Warwick Weekly

Weekly Independent London Weekly

Western Morning News Plymouth Daily

Windsor and Eton Express Windsor Weekly

Wolverhampton Express and Star Wolverhampton Daily

Worcester Journal Worcester Weekly

Worcestershire Chronicle Worcester Weekly

Sun Dec-19 Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper London Weekly

Reynolds’s Newspaper London Weekly

Weekly Dispatch London Weekly

Tue Dec-21 Bury and Norwich Post Bury St Edmunds Weekly

Cheltenham Chronicle Cheltenham Weekly

Thame Gazette Thame Weekly

Wed Dec-22 Croydon Times London Bi-weekly

London Evening Standard London Daily

Maidenhead Advertiser Maidenhead Weekly

Oxfordshire Weekly News Chipping Norton Weekly

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser Taunton Weekly   
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Thu Dec-23 Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette Bath Weekly

Witney Express and Oxfordshire and Midland Counties Herald Witney Weekly

Fri Dec-24 Cavan Weekly News and General Advertiser Cavan Weekly

Diss Express Diss Weekly

Essex Standard Colchester Weekly

Maryport Advertiser Maryport Weekly

Stamford Mercury Stamford Weekly

Todmorden & District News Todmorden Weekly

Sat Dec-25 Alcester Chronicle Alcester Weekly

Brecon County Times Brecon Weekly

Cambridge Independent Press Cambridge Weekly

Christchurch Times Christchurch, England Weekly

Clare Advertiser and Kilrush Gazette Kilrush Weekly

Courier and West-End Advertiser (London) London Weekly

Crewe Chronicle Crewe Weekly

Cumberland & Westmorland Herald Penrith, England Weekly

East and South Devon Advertiser Newton Abbot Weekly

Exmouth Journal Exmouth Weekly

Gloucestershire Chronicle Gloucester Weekly

Gravesend Reporter, North Kent and South Essex Advertiser Gravesend Weekly

Illustrated Police News London Weekly

Lake’s Falmouth Packet and Cornwall Advertiser Falmouth Weekly

Northwich Guardian Northwich Weekly

Norwich Mercury Norwich Bi-weekly

Runcorn Guardian Runcorn Weekly

South London Press London Weekly

Warminster Herald Warminster Weekly

Tue Dec-28 Globe London Daily

Tenbury Wells Advertiser Tenbury Wells Weekly

Thame Gazette Thame Weekly

Wed Dec-29 Leeds Mercury Leeds Daily

Leicester Guardian Leicester Weekly

Thu Dec-30 Banbury Advertiser Banbury Weekly

Fri Dec-31 Coventry Herald Coventry Weekly

Tue Jan-04 Nottingham Journal Nottingham Daily

Wed Jan-05
Forres Elgin and Nairn Gazette, Northern Review and 

Advertiser
Forres Weekly

Shields Daily News Tynemouth Daily

Thu Jan-06 Indian Statesman Calcutta, India Daily

Fri Jan-07 Hamilton Daily Times Hamilton, Ontario Daily

Sat Jan-08 Wilts and Gloucestershire Standard Cirencester Weekly

Thu Jan-13 Times of India Bombay, India Daily  
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Tue Jan-24 South Wales Echo Cardiff Daily

Wed Jan-25 Cambridge Daily News Cambridge Daily

Coventry Evening Telegraph Coventry Daily

Daily Telegraph & Courier London Daily

Derby Daily Telegraph Derby Daily

Dundee Courier Dundee Daily

Hull Daily Mail Hull Daily

Lancashire Evening Post Preston Daily

Lincolnshire Echo Lincoln Daily

London Evening Standard London Daily

Nottingham Evening Post Nottingham Daily

Nottingham Journal Nottingham Daily

Sheffield Daily Telegraph Sheffield Daily

Shields Daily Gazette South Shields Daily

Shields Daily News Tynemouth Daily

South Wales Echo Cardiff Daily

Western Morning News Plymouth Daily

Wolverhampton Express and Star Wolverhampton Daily

Thu Jan-26 Burton Observer and Chronicle Burton upon Trent Weekly

South Wales Daily News Cardiff Daily

Fri Jan-27 Bridlington and Quay Gazette Bridlington Weekly

Buckinghamshire Examiner Chesham Weekly

Henley & South Oxford Standard Henley-on-Thames Weekly

Heywood Advertiser Heywood Weekly

Lincolnshire Chronicle Lincoln Bi-weekly

Luton Reporter Luton Weekly

Nelson Chronicle, Colne Observer and Clitheroe Division News Nelson Weekly

Pontypool Free Press Pontypool Weekly

Shepton Mallet Journal Shepton Mallet Weekly

Shrewsbury Chronicle Shrewsbury Weekly

Tyrone Constitution Omagh Weekly

Western Gazette Yeovil Weekly

Sat Jan-28 Buckingham Advertiser and Free Press Buckingham Weekly

Croydon Chronicle and East Surrey Advertiser London Weekly

Leicester Chronicle Leicester Weekly

Long Eaton Advertiser Long Eaton Weekly

Ludlow Advertiser Ludlow Weekly

Nottinghamshire Guardian Nottingham Weekly

Rhyl Record and Advertiser Rhyl Weekly

Appendix K: 1899 Burnett and Chesterton (Derby, Derbyshire)
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South Wales Weekly Argus and Monmouthshire Advertiser Newport Weekly

Strabane Chronicle Strabane Weekly

Worcestershire Chronicle Worcester Weekly

Sun Jan-29 People, The London Weekly

Tue Jan-31 North Devon Gazette Bideford Weekly

Penrith Observer Penrith Weekly

Weymouth Telegram Weymouth Weekly

Wed Feb-01 Derby Mercury Derby Weekly

Oxfordshire Weekly News Chipping Norton Weekly

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser Taunton Weekly

Sat Feb-04 Chard and Ilminster News Chard Weekly

Sun Feb-19 Civil and Military Gazette Lahore, Pakistan Daily

Wed Feb-22 Derby Daily Telegraph Derby Daily

Manchester Evening News Manchester Daily

Thu Feb-23 Aberdeen Evening Express Aberdeen Daily

Belfast Telegraph Belfast Daily

Daily Telegraph & Courier London Daily

Derby Daily Telegraph Derby Daily

Dundee Advertiser Dundee Daily

Dundee Courier Dundee Daily

Eastern Evening News Norwich Daily

Jersey Evening Post Saint Helier, Jersey Daily

Lancashire Evening Post Preston Daily

Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser Manchester Daily

Newcastle Evening Chronicle Newcastle-upon-Tyne Daily

Sheffield Daily Telegraph Sheffield Daily

Sheffield Evening Telegraph Sheffield Daily

Sheffield Independent Sheffield Daily

South Wales Daily News Cardiff Daily

South Wales Echo Cardiff Daily

Western Mail Cardiff Daily

Fri Feb-24 Derby Daily Telegraph Derby Daily

Eastern Daily Press Norwich Daily

South Wales Daily News Cardiff Daily

Western Chronicle Yeovil Weekly

Sat Feb-25 Aberdeen People's Journal Aberdeen Weekly

Blackburn Standard Blackburn Weekly

Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield Herald Chesterfield Bi-weekly

Hampshire Telegraph Portsmouth Weekly

Liverpool Weekly Courier Liverpool Weekly  
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Long Eaton Advertiser Long Eaton Weekly

Nottinghamshire Guardian Nottingham Weekly

Worcestershire Chronicle Worcester Weekly

Tue Feb-28 Weymouth Telegram Weymouth Weekly

Wed Mar-01 Derby Mercury Derby Weekly

Thu Mar-02 Cornish Telegraph, The Penzance Weekly

Sat Mar-04 Illustrated Police News London Weekly  
 

 

 

Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Tue Apr-15 South Eastern Gazette Maidstone Weekly

Sat Apr-19 Canterbury Journal, Kentish Times and Famers' Gazette Canterbury Weekly

Dover Telegraph and Cinque Ports Advertiser Dover Weekly

Kentish Independent London Weekly

Standard of Freedom London Weekly

Sun Apr-20 Weekly Dispatch (London) London Weekly

Tue Apr-22 Kentish Gazette Canterbury Weekly

Wed Apr-23 London Evening Standard London Daily

Morning Herald (London) London Daily

Thu Apr-24 St James's Chronicle (London) London Tri-weekly

Fri Apr-25 Evening Mail London Tri-weekly

Sat Apr-26 Douglas Jerrold's Weekly Newspaper London Weekly

Hampshire Advertiser Southampton Weekly

Hampshire Telegraph Portsmouth Weekly

Huddersfield Chronicle Huddersfield Weekly

Ipswich Journal, The Ipswich Weekly

Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser Manchester Weekly

Sun Apr-27 Reynold's Newspaper London Weekly

Mon Apr-28 Glasgow Herald Glasgow Bi-weekly

Fri May-02 Stamford Mercury Stamford Weekly

Sat May-03 Farmer's Friend and Freeman's Journal York Weekly

Wed May-07 Wolverhampton Chronicle and Staffordshire Advertiser Wolverhampton Weekly

Appendix L: 1851 Cotton and Maxted (Rolvenden, Kent)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Tue Jul-27 Edinburgh Evening Courant Edinburgh Weekly

Liverpool Mercury Liverpool Weekly

Wed Jul-28 Blackburn Standard Blackburn Tri-weekly

Morning Chronical London Weekly

Thu Jul-29 Belfast Mercury Belfast Weekly

Fifeshire Journal Kirkcaldy Weekly

Nottinghamshire Guardian Nottingham Tri-weekly

Fri Jul-30 Glasgow Herald Glasgow Weekly

Montrose, Arbroath and Brechin Review; anad Forfar and 

Kincardineshire Advertiser
Arbroath Bi-weekly

North British Daily Mail Glasgow Weekly

Sat Jul-31 Bolton Chronicle Bolton Weekly

Kendal Mercury Kendal Weekly

Leeds Mercury Leeds Weekly

Leicestershire Mercury Leicester Bi-weekly

Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser Manchester Bi-weekly

Northern Whig Belfast Weekly

Southern Reporter and Cork Commercial Courier Cork Weekly

Sun Aug-01 Weekly Despatch (London) London Daily

Wed Aug-04 Aberdeen Press and Journal Aberdeen Daily

Derry Journal Londonderry Tri-weekly

Limerick and Clare Examiner Limerick Weekly

Witness (Edinburgh) Edinburgh Tri-weekly

Thu Aug-05 Banbury Guardian Banbury Weekly

Sat Aug-07 Lancaster Gazette Lancaster Bi-weekly

Appendix M: 1852 Hutchinson and Wharton (Hindley, Wigan)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Thu Nov-10 Dublin Evening Packet and Correspondent Dublin Tri-weekly

Fri Nov-11 Dublin Evening Mail Dublin Tri-weekly

Globe London Daily

Sat Nov-12 John Bull London Bi-weekly

Windsor and Eton Express Windsor Weekly

Sun Nov-13 Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle London Weekly

Mon Nov-14 Belfast Mercury Belfast Tri-weekly

Cork Examiner Cork Tri-weekly

John Bull London Bi-weekly

Saunders's News-Letter Dublin Daily

Tue Nov-15 Banner of Ulster Belfast Bi-weekly

Liverpool Standard and General Commercial Advertiser Liverpool Weekly

Wed Nov-16 Connaught Watchman Ballina Weekly

Kilkenny Journal, and Leinster Commercial and Literary AdvertiserKilkenny Bi-weekly

Thu Nov-17 Devizes and Wiltshire Gazette Devizes Weekly

Exeter Flying Post Exeter Weekly

Fife Herald Cupar Weekly

Fri Nov-18 Lincolnshire Chronicle Lincoln Weekly

Nottingham Journal Nottingham Weekly

Sligo Journal Sligo Weekly

Sat Nov-19 Dublin Weekly Nation Dublin Weekly

Lady's Newspaper and Pictorial Times London Weekly

Roscommon & Leitrim Gazette Boyle Weekly

Southern Times and Dorset County Herald Weymouth Weekly

Tipperary Free Press Clonmel Bi-weekly

West Kent Guardian London Weekly

Sun Nov-20 Bell's New Weekly Messenger London Weekly

Reynold's Newspaper London Weekly

Appendix N: 1853 Corcoran and Conroy (Galway, Co Galway)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Sat Feb-26 Leeds Times Leeds Weekly

Wed Mar-02 Oxfordshire Telegraph Bicester Weekly

Fri Mar-04 Stamford Mercury Stamford Weekly

Sat Mar-05
Congleton & Macclesfield Mercury, and Cheshire General 

Advertiser
Congleton Weekly

Thu Mar-24 Bradford Observer Bradford Weekly

Fri Mar-25 Birmingham Daily Post Birmingham Daily

Sat Mar-26 Burnley Advertiser Burnley Weekly

Preston Chronicle Preston Weekly

Sheffield Daily Telegraph Sheffield Daily

Mon Mar-28 Liverpool Albion Liverpool Weekly

Thu Mar-31 Man of Ross, and General Advertiser Ross-on-Wye Weekly

Fri Apr-01 Nottingham Journal Nottingham Weekly

Royal Cornwall Gazette Truro Weekly

South Bucks Free Press, Wycombe and Maidenhead Journal High Wycombe Weekly

Sat Apr-02 Bicester Advertiser Bicester Weekly

Bury Free Press Bury St Edmunds Weekly

Cheltenham Mercury Cheltenham Weekly

Chepstow Weekly Advertiser Chepstow Weekly

Commercial Journal Dublin Weekly

Cornish Times Liskeard Weekly

Croydon Chronicle and East Surrey Advertiser London Weekly

Derbyshire Courier Chesterfield Weekly

East Kent Gazette Sittingbourne Weekly

Louth and North Lincolnshire Advertiser Louth Weekly

Luton Times and Advertiser Luton Weekly

Maidstone Telegraph Maidstone Weekly

Roscommon Journal, and Western Impartial Reporter Roscommon Weekly

Walsall Free Press and General Advertiser Walsall Weekly

Warrington Times Warrington Weekly

Worcester Journal Worcester Weekly

Yorkshire Gazette York Weekly

Mon Apr-04 Northern Daily Times Liverpool Daily

Tue Apr-05
Cumberland and Westmorland Advertiser, and Penrith Literary 

Chronicle
Penrith Weekly

Thu Apr-07 Southern Reporter Selkirk Weekly

Appendix O: 1859  Leadpiper (Durham, Co Durham)
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Mon Jan-30 Western Morning News Plymouth Daily

Wed Feb-01 Exeter Flying Post Exeter Weekly

Fri Feb-03 Barnstaple Times and North Devon News Barnstaple Weekly

Exeter and Plymouth Gazette Exeter Weekly

Fri Feb-10 Lincolnshire Chronical Lincoln Bi-weekly

Sat Feb-11 Lincolnshire Chronical Lincoln Bi-weekly

Appendix P: 1865 Bond and Andrews (Stonehouse, Devon)

 
 

 

 

Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Thu Dec-12 Birmingham Daily Post Birmingham Daily

Sheffield Independent Sheffield Daily

Fri Dec-13 Western Morning News Plymouth Daily

Sat Dec-14 Leeds Times Leeds Weekly

Bury Times Bury  Weekly

Hereford Journal Hereford Weekly

Tue Dec-17 Sheffield Independent Sheffield Daily

Western Times Exeter Bi-weekly

Wed Dec-18 Pall Mall Gazette London Daily

Thu Dec-19 Banbury Advertiser Banbury Weekly

Dorset County Chronicle Dorchester Weekly

Glasgow Evening Citizen Glasgow Daily

Liverpool Mercury Liverpool Daily

Stirling Observer Stirling Weekly

Fri Dec-20 Illustrated Berwick Journal Berwick-upon-Tweed Weekly

Southern Reporter and Cork Commercial Courier Cork Daily

Tavistock Gazette Tavistock Weekly

Sat Dec-21 Leeds Times Leeds Weekly

South London Press London Weekly

Aris’s Birmingham Gazette Birmingham Weekly

Bury Free Press Bury St Edmonds Weekly

Chelsea News and General Advertiser London Weekly

Commercial Journal Dublin Weekly

County Express; Brierley Hill, Stourbridge, Kidderminster, and 

Dudley News
Dudley Weekly

Croydon Chronicle and East Surrey Advertiser London Weekly

Croydon’s Weekly Standard Newport Pagnell Weekly

Appendix Q: 1867 Rendle and Murray (Plymouth, Devon)
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East Kent Gazette Sittingbourne Weekly

Enniscorthy News, and County of Wexford Advertiser, The Enniscorthy Weekly

Gloucestershire Chronicle Gloucester Weekly

Larne Reporter and Norther Counties Advertiser Larne Weekly

Monmouthshire Beacon Monmouth Weekly

Newry Reporter Newry Weekly

Preston Chronicle Preston Weekly

Reading Mercury Reading Weekly

Sleaford Gazette Sleaford Weekly

Surrey Comet London Weekly

Teviotdale Record and Jedburgh Advertiser Jedburgh Weekly

Watford Observer Watford Weekly

West Somerset Free Press Minehead Weekly

Westmorland Gazette Kendal Weekly

Wigton Advertiser Wigton Weekly

Wed Dec-25 Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser Taunton Weekly

Thu Dec-26 Stirling Observer Stirling Weekly

Sat Dec-28 Belfast Weekly News Belfast Weekly

Paisley Herald and Renfrewshire Advertiser Paisley Weekly

Salisbury and Winchester Journal Salisbury Weekly  
 

 

Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Tue Aug-11 Express London Daily

Wed Aug-12 London Evening Standard London Daily

Morning Advertiser London Daily

Thu Aug-13 Cork Examiner Cork Daily

Morning Herald London Daily

Newcastle Journal Newcastle-upon-Tyne Daily

Fri Aug-14 Bicester Herald Bicester Weekly

Bradford Daily Telegraph Bradford Daily

Dover Express Dover Weekly

Glasgow Herald Glasgow Daily

Illustrated Berwick Journal Berwick-upon-Tweed Weekly

Tavistock Gazette Tavistock Weekly

Waterford Chronicle Waterford Bi-weekly

Sat Aug-15 Berkshire Chronicle Reading Weekly

Bridgnorth Journal and South Shropshire Advertiser Bridgnorth Weekly

Chelsea News and General Advertiser London Weekly

Chester Chronicle Chester Weekly

Appendix R: 1868 Unnamed (Cuckfield, Sussex)
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Christchurch Times Christchurch Weekly

Congleton & Macclesfield Mercury, and Cheshire General 

Advertiser
Congleton Weekly

East Kent Gazette Sittingbourne Weekly

Gloucester Journal Gloucester Weekly

Hertford Mercury and Reformer Hertford Weekly

Kentish Independent London Weekly

Liverpool Weekly Courier Liverpool Weekly

Monmouthshire Beacon Monmouth Weekly

Newcastle Daily Chronicle Newcastle-upon-Tyne Daily

Northampton Mercury Northampton Weekly

Norwood News London Weekly

Roscommon Messenger Roscommon Weekly

Salisbury and Winchester Journal Salisbury Weekly

Salisbury Times, The Salisbury Weekly

Sheerness Times Guardian Sheerness Weekly

Sheffield Daily Telegraph Sheffield Daily

Surrey Comet London Weekly

West Somerset Free Press Minehead Weekly

Worcester Journal Worcester Weekly

York Herald York Weekly

Mon Aug-17 Cirencester Times and Cotswold Advertiser Cirencester Weekly

Shields Daily Gazette South Shields Daily

Tue Aug-18 Banner of Ulster Belfast Tri-weekly

Bedfordshire Times and Independent Bedford Bi-weekly

Kentish Gazette Canterbury Weekly

North Devon Gazette Bideford Weekly

Thame Gazette Thame Weekly

Wed Aug-19 Belfast Morning News Belfast Tri-weekly

Northern Standard Monghan Weekly

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser Taunton Weekly

Thu Aug-20 Ross Gazette Ross-on-Wye Weekly

Suffolk and Essex Free Press Sudbury Weekly

Fri Aug-21 Greenock Herald Greenock Bi-weekly

Sat Aug-22 Alcester Chronicle Alcester Weekly

Lake’s Falmouth Packet and Cornwall Advertiser Falmouth Weekly

Oban Times, and Argyllshire Advertiser Oban Weekly

Oxford Chronicle and Reading Gazette Oxford Weekly

Paisley Herald and Renfrewshire Advertiser Paisley Weekly

Renfrewshire Independent Paisley Weekly  
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Day Date Newspaper Published Cycle

Thu Aug-19 Birmingham Daily Gazette Birmingham Daily

Glasgow Evening Citizen Glasgow Daily

Fri Aug-20 Bradford Daily Telegraph Bradford Daily

Dundee Courier Dundee Daily

Edinburgh Evening Courant Edinburgh Daily

Glasgow Herald Glasgow Daily

Newcastle Daily Chronicle Newcastle-upon-Tyne Daily

Scotsman, The Edinburgh Daily

Sat Aug-21
County Advertiser & Herald for Staffordshire and 

Worcestershire
Brierley Hill Weekly

Aris’s Birmingham Gazette Birmingham Weekly

Birmingham Daily Post Birmingham Daily

Bradford Weekly Telegraph Bradford Weekly

Bury Times Bury Weekly

Chester Chronicle Chester Weekly

County Advertiser & Herald for Staffordshire and 

Worcestershire
Brierley Hill Weekly

Dundee Advertiser Dundee Daily

Halifax Courier Halifax Weekly

Leeds Times Leeds Weekly

Leicester Chronicle Leicester Weekly

Newcastle Chronicle Newcastle-upon-Tyne Weekly

Ashton Weekly Reporter, and Stalybridge and Dukinfield 

Chronicle, The
Ashton-under-Lyne Weekly

Wed Aug-25 North British Agriculturist Edinburgh Weekly

Thu Aug-26 Southern Reporter (Scotland) Selkirk Weekly

Fri Aug-27 Cornubian and Redruth Times Redruth Weekly

Sat Aug-28 Paisley Herald and Renfreshire Advertiser Paisley Weekly

Renfrewshire Independent Paisley Weekly

Oban Times, and Argyllshire Advertiser Oban Weekly

Mon Aug-30 Birmingham Daily Post Birmingham Daily

Tue Sep-07
Orkney Herald, and Weekly Advertiser and Gazette for the 

Orkney & Zetland Islands
Kirkwall Weekly

Appendix S: 1869 Jones and Southall (Cradley, nr Dudley)
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Day Month Newspaper Published Cycle

Sat Jun-24 Birmingham Mail Birmingham Daily

Leicester Daily Mercury Leicester Daily

London Evening Standard London Daily

Pall Mall Gazette London Daily

Western Times Exeter Daily

Wolverhampton Express and Star Wolverhapmton Daily

Sun Jun-25 Reynolds's Newspaper London Weekly

Weekly Dispatch (London) London Weekly

Mon Jun-26 Bolton Evening News Bolton Daily

Bradford Observer Bradford Daily

Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough Middlesbrough Daily

Edinburgh Evening News Edinburgh Daily

Evening Mail London Tri-weekly

Northern Echo Darlington Daily

Scotsman, The Edinburgh Daily

Sheffield Daily Telegraph Sheffield Daily

Sheffield Independent Sheffield Daily

South Wales Daily News Cardiff Daily

York Herald York Daily

Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer Leeds Daily

Tue Jun-27 Berwickshire News and General Advertiser Berwick-upon-Tweed Weekly

Essex Herald Chelmsford Weekly

Wed Jun-28 Cheltenham Examiner Cheltenham Weekly

Clonmel Chronicle Clonmel, Tipperary Bi-weekly

Greenock Telegraph and Clyde Shipping Gazette Greenock Daily

Hampshire Advertiser Southampton Bi-weekly

Lancaster Gazette Lancaster Bi-weekly

Norwich Mercury Norwich Bi-weekly

Perthshire Constitutional & Journal Perth Bi-weekly

Preston Herald Preston Bi-weekly

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser Taunton Weekly

Thu Jun-29 Burton Chronicle Burton upon Trent Weekly

Fifeshire Journal Kirkcaldy Weekly

Northern Weekly Gazette Stockton-on-Tees Weekly

Fri Jun-30 Berwick Advertiser, The Berwick-upon-Tweed Weekly

Cannock Chase Examiner Cannock Weekly

Coventry Herald Coventry Weekly

Durham County Advertiser Durham Weekly

Hull Packet Hull Weekly

Lincolnshire Chronicle Lincoln Weekly

Appendix T: 1876 Culliford and Foote (Crewkerne nr Yeovil, Somerset)
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Monmouthshire Merlin Newport Weekly

Nottinghamshire Guardian Nottingham Weekly

Todmorden Advertiser and Hebden Bridge Newsletter Todmorden Weekly

Western Gazette Yeovil Weekly

Sat Jul-01 Arbroath Guide Arbroath Weekly

Bedfordshire Mercury Bedford Weekly

Blyth News Blyth Weekly

Buckingham Express Buckingham Weekly

Globe London Daily

Gloucester Journal Gloucester Weekly

Hertford Mercury and Reformer Hertford Weekly

Hyde & Glossop Weekly News, and North Cheshire Herald Hyde Weekly

Isle of Wight Observer Ryde Weekly

Kenilworth Advertiser Kenilworth Weekly

Leeds Times Leeds Weekly

Leicester Chronicle Leicester Weekly

Liverpool Weekly Courier Liverpool Weekly

Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser Manchester Daily

Manchester Times Manchester Weekly

Norfolk Chronicle Norwich Weekly

North Briton Edinburgh Weekly

Pall Mall Gazette London Daily

Salisbury and Winchester Journal Salisbury Weekly

South London Press London Weekly

St Andrews Gazette and Fifeshire News St Andrews Weekly

Staffordshire Advertiser Stafford Weekly

Sun Jul-02 Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper London Weekly

Mon Jul-03 Bradford Observer Bradford Daily

Dublin Evening Mail Dublin Daily

Edinburgh Evening News Edinburgh Daily

Staffordshire Daily Sentinel, The  Stoke-on-Trent Daily

Tue Jul-04 Cornish Telegraph, The Penzance Weekly

Greenock Advertiser Greenock Tri-weekly

Horsham, Petworth, Midhurts and Steyning Express Horsham Weekly

Liverpool Mercury Liverpool Daily

Newry Telegraph Newry Tri-weekly

Wed Jul-05 Dundee Courier Dundee Daily

Hampshire Advertiser Southampton Bi-weekly

Preston Herald Preston Bi-weekly

Thu Jul-06 North Devon Journal Barnstaple Weekly  
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Fri Jul-07 Cavan Weekly News and General Advertiser Cavan Weekly

Dundee Courier Dundee Daily

Essex Standard Colchester Weekly

Exeter and Plymouth Gazette Exeter Weekly

Sat Jul-08 Arbroath Guide Arbroath Weekly

Lake’s Falmouth Packet and Cornwall Advertiser Falmouth Weekly

London and Provincial Entr’acte London Weekly

Newark Herald Newark-on-Trent Weekly

Reading Mercury Reading Weekly

Shipley Times and Express Shipley Weekly

Tewkesbury Register, and Agricultural Gazette, The Tewkesbury Weekly

Worcestershire Chronicle Worcester Weekly

Blackburn Standard Blackburn Weekly

Cheltenham Mercury Cheltenham Weekly

Gloucestershire Chronicle Gloucester Weekly

Graphic London Weekly

John Bull London Weekly

Staffordshire Sentinel and Commercial & General Advertiser Stoke-on-Trent Weekly

Week's News (London) London Weekly

Tue Jul-11 Cheltenham Chronicle Cheltenham Weekly

Fri Aug-04 Cavan Weekly News and General Advertiser Cavan Weekly  
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