
PAPER 3 - Witches c1580-c1750 - North Berwick 1590-91
REVISION

The North Berwick witches in Scotland, 1590-91 and the
aftermath to 1597

Introduction

The importance of North Berwick

A large number of women were accused (along with a minority of men). They were charged with
fraternising with the Devil. A case of maleficium was central to the case.

Maleficium - Latin term means "wrongdoing" or "mischief", and describes malevolent, dangerous, or
harmful magic. In general, the term applies to any magical act intended to cause harm or death to
people or property.

Witch-hunting in Scotland

More widespread and intense than England, for a number of reasons:

Þ      Scotland had a less complex system of government than England. With fewer royal agents at
the monarch’s disposal, local officials were allowed to pursue witch-hunts without interference,
which typically resulted in trials dominated by feuds and paranoid neighbours.

Þ      According to the law, torture could only be used with the consent of the Privy
Council/parliament of Scotland, however the monarchy was weak and local judges would allow
torture without repercussions. Unlike England, the swimming test was hardly used.

Þ      A simple majority was needed to find a defendant guilty, rather than a unanimous decision.

Þ      The nature of religion played a part. Scotland witnessed a Protestant reformation but on
stricter, Calvinist lines. Anti-Catholic feelings heightened leading to well-established suspicion. 

Þ      Scotland was poor, the Devil would supposedly offer ‘eternal riches’.

Þ      The children of accused witches often received the same reputations as their parents, and were
referred to as a ‘witch’s get’.

Þ      Deeply held belief of fairies and folk magic used for helpful purposes.

Scotland between 1563-1727 had 402 confirmed trials, 216 executions, meaning 54% were
executed.

Why did the persecutions begin?

Witch-hunting in the late 16th century
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Þ      1582 – Recalled to Scotland in order to enter the service of the king.

Þ      1583 – Involved in a plot against the royal favourite.

Þ      1587 – Openly criticises James.

Þ      1589 – Involved in a conspiracy against James.

Þ      1591 – First arrested for involvement in the North Berwick plot.

Þ      1592 – Found guilty of witchcraft in his absence.

Þ      1593 – Tries and acquitted of witchcraft.

Þ      1594 – Mounts a final attack on James at Leith.

Þ      1595 – Found guilty of treason and flees to mainland Europe.

Þ      1612 – Dies in poverty in Naples.

Bothwell’s early career

Francis Stewart, 5  Earl of Bothwell (1562-1612) moved in the highest circles of Scottish society. He
was the 1  cousin of James, both grandsons of James V.

Studies at the University of St Andrews and travelled widely on the continent before being recalled
by James in 1582. He was trusted by James at first, as he became military commander and joined
the Privy Council, rising to office of Lord High Admiral of Scotland. However he became involved in
events that took his career in a downwards trajectory:

Þ      In 1583, he was involved in a plot to oust the royal favourite, the Earl of Arran and spent time
under house arrest.

Þ      In 1587, he openly criticised James for failing to prevent the execution of his mother (and
Bothwell’s aunt), Mary, Queen of Scots.

Þ      In 1589, he was accused and found guilty of treason as a part of a group who were believed to
be conspiring to seize the king. His sentence was deferred.

Royal favourite – A close adviser given significant power and influence by a monarch.

Involvement in North Berwick

Unlikely that Agnes Sampson knew him. She confessed that he’d asked her to divine how long James
would live, in addition to what would happen after James’ death. She claimed he encouraged her to
send a familiar to kill the king. Another accused, Richard Graham, said he was part of the conspiracy.
He was arrested on 15  April 1591 (held at Edinburgh Castle).

James disliked Bothwell. Due to reasons, such as Bothwell (as Admiral) suggesting James makes the
journey to collect Anne, which implicated himself as though he had knowledge of the storms.
James also seemed to fear him, as when Bothwell seeked a pardon, he entered Holyrood Palace in
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-          Richard Graham, a royal courtier who was taken into custody as a magician.

John Fian

>> A school master from Saltpans.

>> Arrested on the 20  December 1590 on 20 counts of witchcraft and treason.

>> Escaped but was then recaptured and tortured from orders of the King.

>> His head twisted with rope, needles pushed under his fingernails, as well as the iron boots (which
crushed his bones) were all forms of torture used on him.

>> He was accused of causing storms, flying, burning houses for not upholding promises, robbing
graves, catching cats for the devil to use in charms, and giving the devil the kiss of shame.

Why was he accused?

>> Due to being well educated. This is because he taught Latin as well as Greek. Amongst illiterate
locals he was suspected for having hidden knowledge.

>> He was accused by Gilly Duncan. However there was no evidence to prove he knew magic.

>> He supposedly conducted affairs between himself and married women.

Why did James become so involved in the North Berwick persecutions?

>> Grew up around dangerous conspiracies.

>> There is a long history of violence amongst nobility.

>> He was constantly suspicious of plots against him.

(He was 24 in 1590 – North Berwick persecutions)

>> Grew up in a highly religious area. When he inherited the country, it was struggling to define its
religious identity. This divided the nobility.

>> In 1589, Catholic George Gordon plotted to help Spain attack Scotland. From this it attracted
James VI to the ideas of the (Catholic) antichrist at work in Scotland.

>> The confession of Agnes Sampson caught his attention as it provided explanations for the storms.

>> He has the belief of the divine right of kings.

>> His passions for the cause was underlined in the case of Barbara Napier.
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