
 
 
The English term ‘witch’ was not exclusively attached to one who consorted with the Devil to 
carry out his work. There are many misconceptions about witchcraft, but whether it is good 
(white) or bad (black), it is, on the whole, a religion which admires and gives utmost respect 
to Mother Nature, and the practitioners of either craft would not cast spells or perform rituals 
that went against her. ‘Evil’ or ‘black magic’ is traditionally referred to as the use of 
supernatural powers for evil and selfish purposes through association with the Devil. Its 
underlying ideology is that the knowledge and physical well-being of the practitioner is more 
important than other concerns, theological or ethical, and it is performed with the intention 
of harming another being, either as a means of building the practitioner’s power or as the goal 
itself. The practitioners were also held accountable for bad weather, failed crops and diseases 
of animals and people. In fact, almost anything that could be construed as just rotten luck was 
attributed to the diabolical acts of witches. 
 
The Witchcraft Act of 1542 made no distinction between witches and cunning folk, and 
prescribed the death penalty for crimes such as using invocations and conjurations to locate 
treasure or to cast a love spell. The law was, however, repealed in 1547, and for the following 
few decades the magical practices of the cunning folk remained legal, despite opposition from 
certain religious authorities. In 1563, Parliament passed a law against ‘Conjurations, 
Enchantments and Witchcrafts’, and the death penalty was reserved for those who were 
believed to have conjured an evil spirit or murdered someone through magical means.  
 
The ensuing witch-hunts largely ignored the cunning folk, and in the Essex records for the 
period 1560-1603, forty-two ‘cunning folk’ are mentioned, of which twenty-eight are male 
and fourteen are female. In answering to charges in connection with witchcraft, two of the 
women, Margery Skelton of Little Wakering in 1573 and Ursula Kempe of St Osyth in 1582, 
were found guilty and hanged. Four cunning men were also charged with witchcraft, none of 
whom were hanged, with two being acquitted. Throughout the early modern period the term 
‘cunning folk’ was also used for practitioners of the craft who were ‘white’, ‘good’, or 
‘unbinding’ witches, healers, seers, blessers, wizards, and sorcerers, although the most 
frequently used terms were ‘cunning men’ and ‘wise men’. 
 
Medieval folk had long believed that the Devil was carrying out his evil work on earth with the 
help of his minions, and in 1484 Pope Innocent VIII declared this to be the truth in his papal 
bull Summis Desiderantes, which promoted the tracking down, torturing and executing of 



Satan worshippers. However, it was perhaps the reign of the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, 
James VI of Scotland and I of England that could be described as the 'age of witchcraft' in Great 
Britain.  
 
During the Tudor and Stuart period, Essex was an extremely religious county, and everyone – 
including the great, the wise and the learned – believed in witches. James VI of Scotland was 
a staunch Protestant who had narrowly escaped death in the winter of 1589 during strong 
winds and huge waves that severely buffeted his ship while on the North Sea. He believed, 
having been exposed to witch-hunting while in Denmark, that he was the target of a satanic 
conspiracy by sorcerers and witches who used black magic because of the way the ship 
behaved in the storm. 
 
Upon his return to Scotland, James put into effect the practices carried out in Denmark and 
most of the Continent, namely the witch trials, and so began the wholesale persecution of 
witches. 
 
Political and religious chaos reigned throughout the period of the English civil wars (1642–51) 
and it was against this background of religious upheaval, caused in part by the Protestant 
Reformation and the Catholic Counter-Reformation, that the previously unheard-of Matthew 
Hopkins of Manningtree assumed the title of Witch-finder General in 1645. Witch-hunting 
throughout England was a judicial operation, but occasionally agitated villagers would take 
justice into their own hands, executing suspected witches in a vigilante style. No one was safe 
from an accusation of witchcraft and marginalised women bore the brunt of it. Hopkins made 
a very lucrative living from it. 
 
Essex Witches includes biographies of many of the local common folk who were tried in the 
courts for their beliefs and practice in herbal remedies and potions, and for causing the deaths 
of neighbours and even family members. These unfortunate citizens suffered the harshest 
penalties for their sorcery and demonic ways, and those punishments have been recorded in 
the book. 
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