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PART I

The Construction of
the Confessions

‘I sent to Mr. Hari [Forbes] to com and wait on the witches;
to see if God would open ther hart to giv God glori,
and confess ther sins.’

Alexander Brodie of Brodie, May 1663
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Introduction to Part I

|

Twenty miles east of Inverness, on the scrip of lowland lying between the Cairngorm
Mountains and the Moray Firth, lies an approximately mile-long, crescent-shaped scat-
tering of small glacial hills. Some are spherical, others elliptical, and they rise from the
flatlands like emerald green burial mounds. The last mound to the souch, by the Nairn
to Forres road, is called ‘Macbeth's Hillock’ and is traditionally deemed to be the place
where the future Thane of Cawdor met the three weird sisters performing their uncanny
divinations. The last mound to the north, known as the Downie Hill, is the place where
Isobel Gowdie, the "“Queen of Scottish Witches' claimed to have feasted with the king
and queen of the fairies.’

The events on Macbeth’s Hillock are rooted in legend; the events on the Downie
Hill are rooted in fact. In 1662 Isobel Gowdie, a woman from neighbouring Lochloy,
gave a series of four confessions, ratified by a public notary and witnessed by a group
of local dignitaries including the minister of Auldearn, Harry Forbes. After sinking
into obscurity for nearly two hundred years the confessions emerged into the public
domain in 1833, when a full transcription appeared in Robert Pitcairn's Ancient
Criminal Trials in Scotland. Although the confessions quickly became celebrated, the
original documents themselves disappeared for a further two centuries only to be redis-
covered by the author during research for this book, in an uncaralogued box of papers
once belonging to Isobel’s landlord, John Hay, held at the National Archives of
Scotland. Fully restored, all four confessions are now accessible to the general public
for the first time.

II

Among academic historians and folklorists, Isobel’s confessions are generally consid-
ered to constitute the most exceptional testimony to have been given by any witchcraft
suspect in Britain, at any point in history. In 1833 Isobel's first transcriber, Robert
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THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE CONFESSIONS

Pitcairn, stated that parts of her narrative were ‘in all respects, the most extraordinary
in the history of witchcraft of this or of any other country’, and just over one hundred
years later, in his Calendar of Cases of Witcheraft in Scotland, George Black echoed that
‘This is the most remarkable witchcraft case on record in [the country} . . . The case of
Issobell Gowdie is also referred to, in more or less derail, in every work relating to
witchcraft in Scotland’.” Since this date, among scholars of witchcraft, Isobel’s confes-
sions have effortlessly maincained this pole position.

But Isobel has also enjoyed an equally high profile on a non-academic level. She is
the subject of the acclaimed orchestral work, The Confession of Isobel Gowdie, that
launched the career of Scottish composer James Macmillan in 1990. She has inspired
novels, including the infamous The Devil's Mistress, by the nineteenth-century author
John Brodie-Innes and more recently, The Drowning Pond by Catherine Forde; plays,
with John Lawson’s The Witch of Auldearn being performed in Nairn as recently as 2007;
songs, one of the most well-known coming from The Sensational Alex Harvey Band;
along with various radio broadcasts and public lectures.” Isobel is one of the few histor-
ical witches to appear in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, and her verses have
been included in a recent anthology of early modern women poets. She is also the histor-
ical witch featured most frequently and prominently in Margaret Murray's influential
and controversial work, The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, and as a consequence it could
be argued that Isobel has influenced the ritual cradicions of Wicca more than any ocher
witchcraft suspect on record.”

But despite this notoriety, Isobel herself remains a mystery. Interesc in her confes-
sions has focused mainly on content, with scholars and popular writers alike using them
as a type of archaic picture library to be mined for vivid snapshots of the weird and
wonderful world of seventeenth-century witcheraft and fairy belief. However, the
deeper dynamics and significance of the confessions remain unexplored. It is still
unclear, for example, how much of Isobel’s testimony came from herself, and how much
from her interrogartors; why her testimony differs so markedly from chat of the hundreds
of other witchcraft suspects who were interrogated in the early modern period; and most
importantly, what she may have intended by many of the extraordinary things she
claimed. The purpose of this book is to try and answer some of these questions.

I

But as an object of study, Isobel’s confessions present us with a constant dilemma. On
the one hand, the need to understand the woman and the interrogarorial process that
gave rise to the confessions necessitates close historical analysis of social, political and
religious issues peculiar to a small region of north-¢ast Scotland in the mid-seventeench
century. But on the other, many of the passages in the confessions are so challenging
that we need to roam far afield to find explanations: moving beyond Scorland, beyond
the field of witchcraft and beyond historical methodologies altogether in order to
explore avenues as diverse as Highland oral craditions, Amazonian shamanism, Corsican
folklore, Christian mysticism, Nordic mythology, criminal psychology and contem-
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Introduction 1o Part 1

porary North American dream research. And in mining these lodes, we find ourselves
inadvertently developing, and therefore having to support within a broader context,
hypotheses that are not only relevant to Isobel’s confessions, but also to some of the key
debates raging in the field of European witchcraft studies today.

This constant switch from micro-study to macro-study creates an unavoidable
tension in the book. The biographical concerns restrict the detailed development of
wider hypotheses while the need ro develop wider hypotheses takes us deep into theory
and away from the intimacy of an individual life. But in the end, we must navigate this
conflict in the hope that our central protagonist would have wished ic no other way.
As her confessions testify, Isobel Gowdie was a woman whose existence was constrained
by the market price of beef and linen, and by the boundary dykes of a small farm hamlet
in north-east Scotland. But she was also, by her own reckoning, a woman who possessed
powers over life and death itself, whose imaginative journeys transcended matter and
geographical space, and for whom the abstract world of the mind was as real and impor-
tant as the world of flesh and soil. It is hardly surprising, then, that an extended analysis
of Isobel’s confessions should mirror a similarly vertiginous paradox.



1

The Cottar’s Wife

In 1662, the mile-long inlet named Loch Loy cut into the Moray Firth just two miles
north of Auldearn, a small town situated roughly midway between Inverness and Elgin,
and falling in the old Moray county of Nairnshire. At this time the term ‘Lochloy’
designated the whole area surrounding the sea loch, including a large deciduous wood-
land and the low hills leading up to where the main farm stands today. Then, as now,
the panorama was sweeping. Southwards, in the distance, you would have seen the
humped masses of Dava Moor and the Cawdor Hills sloping down into the wooded
valleys of Darnaway, Lethen and Geddes before melting into the gently undulating
lowlands — broken with patches of heath, copse and scattered glacial mounds — chat ran
northwards to meet the sea. The coastal strip (including the diminished loch) is now
largely hidden beneath conifer woods, but in Isobel’s time it would have shattered into
long heaps of white sand dunes and beaches that extended eastwards into the Culbin
Sands, and were later referred to as a ‘'miniature Sahara’.' Beyond this ‘most singular
landscape’, as the sands were described in 1794, lie the wacers of the Moray Firth back-
dropped by the rising highlands of Easter Ross.” These features would have combined
to give an impression, on a fair day, of wide expanses of glittering land, sea and sky
encircled by a distant ring of blue mountains.

Although this coastal region brought curling winds and dramaric cloud formations,
it also brought mild temperatures and low rainfall. In the 1650s the province of Moray
was described as ‘the most fruicful country in Scotland, and the common proverb is,
that it hath fifteen days more of summer than any other part of the nation’, while an
cighteenth-century observer noted that the Nairnshire climate was ‘almost as
favourable as any in the kingdom'.> During this period wildlife was also prolific, with
a commentator noting that in neighbouring Ardclach, in 1790, the ‘woods and hills
abound with moor-fowl, wood-cock, partridges, hares, foxes and some deer . . . [and}
the otter and wild cac are frequently seen on the water's side’. At Nairn, meanwhile,
the river teemed with trout and salmon, while ‘haddocks, skate, cod, flounders, and
some ling" were caught “in abundance’ in the coastal waters.” In Isobel’s time, as now,
the lowland soils between the Moray Firth and the Cairngorms were relacively fertile,
with English angler Richard Franck being moved to admire the ‘flourishing fields of
Murrayland” when travelling through the region in 1658.°
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Section of the map of Moray and Nairn, drawn by cartographer Timothy Poat, c. 1583-96. The castles of
Cawdor and Kilravock can be seen on che far lefe. In the centre near the coast we can see Nairn and Lochloy,
and beneath chese, the town of Auldearn. Inshoch Castle is clearly visible south of the Wood of Lochloy.
Centre right we find Brodie Castle and the village of Dyke and, to the far right. the town of Forres. '
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THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE CONFESSIONS

In response to these relatively favourable conditions, rural Nairnshire would have
been more highly populated than it is today. The stretches of heath and woodland
between the mountains and the sea would have been interspersed with clusters of long,
low thatched cottages irregularly grouped into farm hamlets or ‘fermtouns’, surrounded
by the rough crenellacions of ridge and furrow arable land, and beyond that, the pasture
where the sheep and cattle grazed. The landscape would have been largely open, but
zig-zagged across by muddy tracks and a few rudimentary stone or turf dykes and
ditches.

During Isobel’s lifetime the lands surrounding Auldearn and Lochloy were owned
by a handful of families, all inter-related by marriage, who stationed themselves
securely in stone castles, forctified houses and big farms on the tops of hills or down
wooded lanes. Among the most prominent in the area were the Brodies, with the head
of the family, Alexander, living at Brodie Castle four miles east of Auldearn, and one
of his uncles, of the same name, living at the big house of Lechen just three miles south
of the town. Also prominent, and living within an eight-mile radius of Auldearn as the
crow flies, were the Rose family, who had their main seat at Kilravock Castle; the
Dunbars, who had houses at Boath and Moynes; the Earls of Moray, who had a great
castle at Darnaway; and the Campbells of Cawdor (home of the lairds of the Macbeth
legend) who had their main seat ac Cawdor Castle, less than three miles east of
Kilravock. Lochloy, along with the lands of Park and ocher estates to the south and east
of Auldearn, were owned by John Hay, nephew by marriage to Alexander Brodie of
Brodie. In the mid-seventeenth cencury the Laird of Park lived at the Hays' principal
seat, the Castle of Inshoch, which stood on a low hill to the souch of Loch Loy. Other
Hay family members lived at Newton of Park and Brightmony.

Isobel and John Gilbert

The fact that Isobel’s trial confessions state that she was ‘spous to Johne gilbert in
lochloy’, when taken in conjunction with the fact thae the Laird of Park and his family
feature prominently in her confessions, suggests that Isobel and her husband lived and
worked on lands belonging to the Hays of Park. Bur we do not know exactly where
they lived or their social status. Alchough a box of accounts, tacks and other papers
relating to the Laird of Park’s estates in the mid-seventeenth century survives, the
earliest relevant document is dated 1677 (fifteen years after Isobel’s trial) and none
make reference to either Gowdies or Gilberts.® This could mean thar Isobel’s husband
had been a joint tenant on Park’s Lochloy estate, but had moved away prior to this date;
the face chat Hay, like most landlords in the period, granted his tenants three-year leases
would certainly have made such a move possible. But the more likely explanation is
tha, like the bulk of the rural population, John Gilbert was a cottar or labourer: a farm
worker who was employed by tenants and therefore went unnamed in estate records.
That both Isobel and her husband were without landed connections is further supported
by the fact that neicher Gilberts nor Gowdies appear in the Index to the Particular
Register of Sasines for the sheriffdoms of Elgin, Forres and Nairn between 1617 and
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The Cottar's Wife

1700. However we must set against chis the fact that Isobel’s claim to have helped her
husband to sell ‘beeff’, ‘nors noat vebis’ and “any uther thing’ for ‘silver and good pryce’
at the local marker suggests — as Diane Purkiss has pointed out — that they may not
have found themselves at the very bottom of the social ladder. We can cherefore spec-
ulate that John Gilbert was, at the very least, a cottar; thar is, one of the large percentage
of the rural population that worked for tenants on their holdings but ‘were granted [by
the tenant] a small portion of arable land and some grazing, usually with a cot house
and a kale yard'’

Buc even if we elevate Isobel and her husband to the status of reasonably-well-placed
cottars or low-level tenants, it is important to remember that, as such, they would still
have enjoyed a lifestyle more redolent of the current developing world than contem-
porary western Europe. Home would have been a classic fermtoun: @ muddy area
containing a scattered collection of cottages and barns, with hens and geese scratching
in the dire, steaming dung heaps, mangy dogs barking and ragged barefoot children.
[sobel’s cottage, maybe with an ouchouse tacked onto the end, would have boasted low
walls of turf, sometimes mixed wich a bit of stone, overhung with a thatch of broom
or marram grass. There would have been one central door, with perhaps a small
unglazed window on either side, the lacter being shuttered or blocked with hide or
clothes in bad weather. One of the characters from Franck's Northern Memoirs (written
in 1658) complained that, ‘in my opinion [Scottish cottages} are bur lictle better than
Huts; and generally of a Size, all built so low, that their Eves hang dangling to touch
the earth’; while in 1699, Edward Ward echoed that the houses of the poor were so
small chat it is no difficulty to piss over them'.” Even as late as 1794, James Donaldson,
factor to William Ramsay of Maule, observed thac in Nairnshire ‘the habitations of the
poorer tenants in the districe . . . are mean, dark and dirty cottages buile of turf, withourt
order or connexion with each other".”

If you stooped under the low door and entered Isobel’s cottage, you would have
come into an interior no more than four metres wide, with a floor of beaten earth, or
of clay hardened over pebbles. In order to share precious heat, this space may have been
divided in two by a low partition or piece of furniture to create an area for the family
at one end and animals at the other. The long winter nights would have been puncru-
ated by the shifting and snorting of cattle in the byre and the rustle of chickens roosting
in the rafters. The fireplace was likely to have been in che centre of the room, builr
directly on the floor, backed by a flat stone against which the ashes could be banked.
Smoke would have made its way upwards and filtered out through the thatch, or maybe
a hole in the roof, the lacter being sometimes topped with a rudimentary wooden
chimney, perhaps made from an old bucket without a bottom.'"” Arching above your
head, the fire-blackened wooden skeleton of the house would have been hung with
baskets and creels, and with dried fish or meat, preserving in the smoke.

There would have been little furnicure and few possessions. Like mosrt in che period,
Isobel and John Gilbert would probably have owned ar least two chests, one for meal
and another for clothes. They may also have owned one or two small wooden stools,
alchough, as seventeench-century minister James Kirkwood noted, in this period the
poorer Scots generally sat “about the Ground’ around the fire."’ The small number of

9



THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE CONFESSIONS

kitchen pors and utensils would have been mainly wooden, supplemented by a few
highly-prized metal objects like cauldrons and knives. In the corners of the cotrage,
sheepskins, or piles of straw or heacher, perhaps shaped and sewn into rudimentary
materesses, would have been put to one side, ready to be slung around the fire at night
to sleep on, though some of the wealthier may have possessed box beds, built onto the
cottage walls like cupboards. Toilet facilities were chamber pots, pits in the earch,
animal pens or local heaths, fields and copses.

Although basic, Isobel’s cortage would have been eminently practical, being cool
in the summer and retaining heat in the winter. And when the howling winds swept
across the Moray Firth it would have provided good sound insulation. Bur it would also
have been very dark. In the daylight hours, if it was fine, the interior would have been
dimly lit by shafts of sunlight slanting in through the small windows, but in the
evenings and on overcast winter days the only illumination would have been the fire,
and perhaps a few cruisie lamps or flickering candles made out of resinous splinters of
fir wood. The living area would also have been very smoky. Even if the cottage possessed
a chimney, much of the fire smoke would have dissipated throughout the cortage and
meandered its way up through the thatch; creating the impression, from the outside,
of a 'smoking dunghill."”* In the 1720s Edward Burt noted that in the winter, poor
Highlanders huddled close to the fire “till their legs and thighs are scorched to an extra-
ordinary degree; and many have sore eyes, and some are quite blind. This long
continuance in the smoke makes them almost as black as chimney-sweepers’.’* In the
following century, gentlemen visitors to these turf cottages lamented that they were

commonly given one of the few household chairs to sit on, as a mark of honour, but
that the extra height only subjected them to the worse of the smoke. Burt also noted
that when it rained, water frequently ‘comes through che roof [of the cottage} and mixes
with the sootiness of the inside, where all the sticks look like charcoal, [and] falls in
drops like ink” onto the inhabitants below; while worms, dislodged from their homes
in the turf walls and thatch, could also be airborne visitors, ™

Isobel the Woman

So much for Isobel’s home, but what of Isobel herself? We know nothing of her life
before she married John Gilbert. Although it is likely that she was raised in the
Auldearn area, it is impossible to determine where. Few references to ‘Gowdies’ survive
in extant seventeenth and early eighteenth-century parish records relating to
Nairnshire, and the surname has since all buc disappeared from the county. Estate
accounts lodged at Brodie Castle do indicate that in the mid-eighteenth century a
number of Gowdies lived on the adjacent lands belonging to the Brodies of Brodie. A
‘David Gowdie' is listed as a tenant, of the poorer kind, in 1728, 1735 and 1743, while
in the 1770s a more substantial contingent of Gowdies (including a "William” and a
‘John') lived at a location termed "Newlands'.'” The fact that the place names mentioned
by Isobel disproportionately favour the regions east and south-east of Auldearn chat
largely fell within, or abutred directly onro, the Brodie estates could suggest a link with
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THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE CONFESSIONS

these local Gowdies, but unfortunacely there is no other evidence to support this spec-
ulation. Isobel’s references to the Downie Hill, Hardmuir, Earlsmill, Boghole, Earlseat,
the Muckle Burn, Moyness and Darnaway could just as easily have reflected any number
of other factors: such as her husband’s family, work-related matters, or the fact that if,
like many women and children, she had accompanied cactle to their summer grazing
at Edinkillie or Ardclach, she may have passed through some of these places on the way.

With regard to Isobel's age at the time of her trial, the records are also mute. The
fact thar she was married at the time of her interrogation puts her at about fifteen years
minimum although, given the fact thae in Scotland in this period the average age at
marriage was around twenty-six to twenty-seven, it is more likely that she was closer
to thirty than fifteen.'® The fact thac Isobel describes sexual experiences occurring
fifteen years prior to the trial would also, if her memory reflected both real events and
sexual maturity, puc her well past puberty in 1662. We also do not know whether she
had children. The confessions are silent on the subject and parish records of baptisms
in Auldearn only survive from 1687 onwards. The fact chat Isobel does not refer to any
children, and the fact that, as we have noted earlier, no likely Gilbere descendants can
be identified in later records, when taken in conjunction with Isobel’s apparent open-
ness and volubility concerning her private life, could be seen to indicate that she was
childless. Bur the fact that many witchcraft records make no reference to the families
of suspects means that we cannot assume this.

Wich regard to Isobel's appearance, we can only speculate once again. Following
the nineteenth-century novelist John Brodie-Innes, popular writers have been fond of
asserting thar Isobel was young, handsome and red-headed; occult novelist Dennis
Wheatley, for example, rhapsodising that ‘she had exceptional beauty of face and body
crowned by a mass of flaming red hair’.'” This supposition, if not wholly poetic licence,
may be derived from the fact that in her references to the sexual appetites of the Devil,
Isobel seems to disassociate herself from ‘all the old people th{alc he cairis not for, and
ar veak & wnmeit for him’. But to draw any conclusions abourt her physical appearance
on the basis of such a statement is tenuous to say the least. In other matters, however,
we can be a lictle more precise. We can be certain, for example, that however attractive
she may or may not have been, Isobel would not have dressed like her illustrious neigh-
bour, Margaret Innes, who was painted in 1662, soon after her marriage to the Laird
of Kilravock. While Margaret posed before her portraitist in a blue silk gown and deli-
cate white lace ruff, Isobel’s main item of dress, worn over a coarse linen or woollen
shift, would have been a heavy plaid of wool, about three yards long, and dyed in natural
colours imitating ‘those of the Heath in which they [Highlanders] often reposed’.' In
fine weather, she would have set the plaid in folds and tied it around her waist with a
belt to make a kind of skirt which hung halfway down the thigh, while in bad weather
she would have worn it above her head, enveloping her whole body like an Old
Testament macriarch. Unlike her eminent neighbour, Isobel would have possessed few
changes of clothes and her plaid is likely to have not only doubled up as boch dress and
overcoat, but also as a blanker, with Edward Ward noting, in 1699, that while the
Highland gentry go ‘well enough habited’ some of the poorer women ‘have scarce any
Cloaths at all, save part of their Bed-cloathes pinn'd about their Shoulders’."” In such
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constant use, these multi-purpose plaids carried sufficiently strong odours of wood
smoke, animals and human swear to offend fastidious urban observers, with Burt noting
that when ‘the plaid falls from the shoulder, or otherwise requires to be re-adjusted,
while you are talking with them, {the Highlanders] toss it over again, as some people
do the knots of their wigs, which conveys the offence in whiffs that are intolerable: of
this they seem not to be sensible’.*” Lice infestation is likely to have rendered Isobel’s
skin, as it did that of her contemporary Richard Franck, ‘motled and dapled like an
April trout’; and her knees, if Burt is to be believed, being "exposed to all weathers’
may have been “tanned and freckled; and the joint being mostly infected with the
country distemper . . . disagreeable to the eye’.”' Beneath her plaid Isobel would prob-
ably have gone barelegged, or worn rough footless woollen stockings tied below the
knee. In the winter and on Sundays she may have protected her feet with rude leather
shoes or ‘cuarans’, but in the summer she may have gone without, with Ward noting
that in the late-seventeenth century the poorer women ‘go bare-foot’. This remark is
supported by Burt's observation that even in the 1720s, many Highlanders were so
unused to wearing shoes that when they put them on, once a week, to attend church
they ‘walk very awkwardly; or, as we say, like a cat shod with walnut-shells’.**

Isobel the Cottar’s Wife

In seventeenth-century Nairnshire, as in che rese of Scotland in chis period, agricultural
methods were lictle different from those employed throughout the Middle Ages. And
as a consequence, whether he was a tenant, cortar or labourer, John Gilbert’s primary
concern would almost certainly have been the growing and harvesting of grain which,
on the Laird of Park’s estates in this period, included bear (a form of barley), oats and
a little rye.*” Year in, year out, Gilbert would have worked his way through the seasons
performing the sequence of tasks necessary to put food on his plate: spreading dung,
ploughing, harrowing and sowing his arable strips; reaping, tying and stacking the
ripened grain; transporting it to the barns to be threshed and winnowed: moving it on
to the drying kilns; and then finally taking it to the mill or hand quern to be ground
into meal. In between these activities, he would have devoted his time to the care,
breeding and culling of Highland black cartle (used in the plough and for mear, milk,
leacher, horn and other by-products) and perhaps a flock of the traditional white-faced
sheep (used primarily for wool). He may also have owned or maintained one or two
small horses to carry packs and drag sledges and carts. His other chores would have
included maintaining the dung heap upon which the fertility of the infields depended;
cutring peat; building and re-building the walls of houses, barns and folds; burning
field-stubble; cutting, turning and stooking hay from bogland or meadow; making and
mending tools and harness; winding rope from horsehair and rushes; whittling arrows,
carving bowls and spoons and weaving baskets.

Isobel would have been equally busy. Like all women of childbearing age, her
main priority would have been the producing and raising of children. If Isobel was fer-
tile, given the fact that, as Houston has recently shown, family limitation was seldom
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practised in Britain in this period and the average birth interval was approximately
thirty months, we can assume that she would have spent much of her life either preg-
nant or breastfeeding, with the latter commonly concinuing for at least a year after
birch.”! In which case, like the woman who visited Edinburgh cunning woman Jean
Weir, sometime before 1670, she would commonly have gone about her business with
‘ane chyld upon her back, and on or two at her foot”.”” But whether or not she had
children, for women like Isobel, child-rearing duties would have been incorporared
into a ceaseless daily round of domestic chores. She would have been primarily respon-
sible for the dairy work (milking cows and goats, and skimming and churning the
milk to make butter and cheese) both to feed the household and sell at town; Burt not-
ing thar in the early-eighteench century Highlanders arrived at cheir local markets
with “T'wo or three cheeses, of about three or four pound weight a-piece; a kid, sold
for six-pence or eight-pence at the most; [and} a small quantity of butter in something
that looks like a bladder, and is sometimes set down upon the dirt in the streec’.”
Isobel would also have been responsible for maintaining the fire and cooking, squat-
ting over the hearth to turn bannocks over a griddle or hor stone, and preparing the
standard catmeal and vegetable broth thar might be seasoned, on feast days or if an
animal died unexpectedly, with some kind of meat, Living in a coastal area, Isobel
would have supplemented chis grain-based diet with fish and shellfish and, in times
of need, she may even have mixed her bannock dough with blood drawn from the
veins of cattle. Ale was also made at home, in large wooden vats, and she would have
grown a few vegetables, like the ubiquitous colewort, in a ‘kail yard’ near the cottage.

Second to childcare and the preparacion of food, Isobel’s other priority would have
been the production of cloth, both for personal use (ready-made cloth being too expen-
sive for the poor) and to sell at market. The processes behind cloth manufacture were
incredibly time consuming and laborious, this being the logic behind Burt's observa-
tion cthat eighteenth-century Highlanders who brought even ‘a small roll of linen’ or
‘a prece of coarse plaiding' to sell at marker would have been deemed ‘considerable
dealers’.”” In the case of linen, for example, which the records indicate was being pro-
duced by the Laird of Park’s tenants in Isobel’s lifetime, the flax seed was sown in
April in a patch of land near the house and hand-weeded throughout its growing
period.”™ When ready, the flax heads would be harvested and then soaked and softened
in a ‘retting pool” before being beaten with wooden mallets, combed, and then spun
into thread on distaffs. The latter was a time-consuming chore that was often per-
formed in transit, folklorist Isabel Grant describing how the spinner ‘wound the lint
or wool round a longer piece of wood, the distaff, which she could carry in the crook
of her arm so that she could spin as she moved about, herding cattle or walking to
market, etc’.”” The spun thread was cthen raken to a weaver, or woven at home in
upright wooden looms that produced narrow lengths of cloth to be finally cur and
sewn into garments. The long-drawn-out commitment involved in linen production
is well expressed in the first half of a nineteench-century folk song from Barra, in
which a mother, startled with the ominous sighe of a fairy woman washing her son’s
shirt, cries:
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Is that the linen (shirt) I planted,
And the linen I plucked?
The linen I shrank,

And the linen I beetled?
The linen 1 softened,

And che linen | hardened?
The linen I heckled,

And the linen I combed?
Soft and elegant?

The linen I spun,

And the linen [ wove?
The linen I steeped,

And the linen I washed?
The linen [ decked,

And the linen I sewed?
The linen I bleached

On the grass of the green?
Ochone! ochone ., . . 1"

In addition to these major projects, Isobel would also have been responsible for many
other supplementary chores: getting water from the burn or well; scouring pots;
making baskets and rush lights; preparing herbal remedies; looking after fowl and any
goats or pigs the household may own; herding and minding cattle; collecting sticks
from the nearby Lochloy woods (as local women did in subsequent cencuries); and
visiting the local rivers and streams to wash clothes, the latter being a strenuous process
that involved beating cloth upon rocks wich a hard wooden beetle or trampling it wich
the feet. She is also likely to have walked to the nearby mosses to cut and transport peat,
for even in the nineteenth century it was still not uncommon rto see a local woman
walking down the lanes with a hundredweight of peats in a creel on her back. At harvest
time, along with all the other women in the farm village, Isobel’s services are likely to
have been called upon to swing a sickle or follow the cutters to lay and tie the corn into
sheaves.

The sheer amount of domestic tasks to be performed, and the number of separace
processes needed to transform flax seed into linen and barley grain into bannock, were
so laborious that there would have been little opportunity for women like Isobel to do
anything else with their hours. People always needed to ear and people always needed
clothes and therefore, out of necessity, the same chores had to be repeated day after day,
month after month, season after season. The fact that so many people worked on the
Sabbath, despite the fact that they were forbidden to do so by the church, is testament
to the weight of this constraint. Berween 1613 and 1665, for example, the Elgin kirk
session fined sabbach-breakers for activities as varied as hanging yarn, drying clothes,
bringing fish into town and selling it, spreading muck, driving sheep, quern-grinding
corn, running mills, chreshing in barns, brewing ale, fishing for trout, brewing aqua-
vitae or whisky and carrying loads by horseback, some of the latter ‘laid on before
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sunrise’ in an effore to escape censure.” The demands of this daily round also meant
that women like Isobel would have spent the overwhelming majority of their waking
hours in the fermtoun or its immediate environs; working in the dark, smoke-filled
houses, the communal barns, the kail yards, folds, infields, outfields and pastures. As
such, each farm hamlet amounted to what was, in many ways, a closed world, unaf-
fected by ourtside events and powered by cycle upon cycle of inter-linked activiey. Such
conditions, occurring as they did throughour Scotland in this period, conspired to
create particularly intense social microclimartes.

The Outside World

Bur although the majority of Isobel's time would have been spent in the farm village
and its immediate environs, her trial confessions suggest that she enjoyed some conract
with the wider world. Although Lochloy, as part of the Moray Firth Lowlands, was cut
off from the rese of Britain by the Grampian Mountains, it was not as remote as many
regions of norchern Scotland. Three towns were within casy walking distance: Auldearn
was just over two miles to the south, Nairn just under three miles to the west and Dyke
abourt four and a half miles to the cast, A days ride beyond Nairn rook you to Inverness,
the capital of the Highlands, and a day’s ride in the other direction, beyond Dyke, took
you to Elgin, a town once grand enough to earn the sobriquet ‘Rome of the North',
The long, straight roads that ran along the coast saw the coming and going of much
land traffic berween the two Northern cities of Inverness and Aberdeen. And along the
coast, boats came into nearby Nairn, as they once did to Lochloy itself.

In her confessions, Isobel describes no less than thirty-four separate places, either
cited as the location of events, or as the dwelling places of friends and acquaintances.
All of the places named can be found on the map today and are situated, as the crow
flies, within a five-mile circumference of Lochloy. While we cannot assume that Isobel
was as well-travelled as her confessions suggest (for as we shall see later, it is highly
likely that she wove fictional events into her narratives), we can assume that she visited
a percentage of the places she described. The wakes, weddings, births and baptisms of
relatives and friends would have taken Isobel out of the fermtoun, as would less formal
soctal and church-based engagements. Similarly, although her fermtoun would have
been largely self-sufficient, she would sometimes have sought out the services of the
many shoemakers, smiths, weavers, tailors, millers, masons, square-wrights and dyers
that lived in the parish.*” In this context Isobel’s claim to been familiar wich the inte-
rior of Alexander Cumming's dye house in Auldearn, and to have sometimes gone to
the town on ‘som errandis to my neightbofulris’ seem believable, as does her claim to
have gone down to the seashore to wait for the fishing boats to come in. Like the inhab-
itants of Dyke one hundred years later, she may have also walked to the sands to collect
kelp or rake for cockles when the tide was our.*

Given the fact that her husband was involved in the selling of beef, cloth and other
items for money, we can also speculate that Isobel may have attended some of the
weekly markets in Auldearn and Nairn, ro sell food or fuel and buy goods that could
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not be manufactured at home, Similarly, she is likely to have actended some of the
bigger, annual markets and fairs. In 1796, for example, there were three such events in
Auldearn, the biggest of which (dedicated to the town's patron saint, Columba) was
‘frequented from far and near’.* In addition to trading, these events would have offered
Isobel the opportunity to absorb new informartion and witness public spectacles. If she
had attended the markets at Nairn, for example, she may have heard the gossip of the
women from Fishertown, who used to sit below the town cross to sell cheir fish, or
watched the punishments of criminals reserved — to maximise cheir function as a crime
deterrent — for the days when the town was fullese.” If Isobel had been among the
crowds at Nairn market in March 1660, she would have witnessed local weaver Donald
McJames being forced to stand ‘in tyme of open marcat in the jougs and ane clew of
yarn in his arms’ as a punishment for stealing ‘six pounds weight of yarn of a plaiding
web”.* Or she may have followed the crowds out to the Gallowhill, on the west side of
town, to watch an execucion, with Pacricia Dennison noting that "When an execution
took place here [in Nairn] ¢, 1660 all inhabitants of the town were ordered to attend,
with arms.™’

The Belief Background: Christianity

In addition to sketching out a picture of the things Isobel may have done, we can also
sketch out a picture of the things she may have believed. First and foremost, like almost
every other individual living in Scotland in this period, Isobel would have considered
herself to be a Christian. Christianity had been well established along the lowlands
abutting cthe Moray Firth since at least che sixth century and by the fifteenth, the
Catholic church had, as historian George Bain has emphasized, ‘attained to a position
of great magnificence’ in cthe area.”® The cathedral ac Elgin with its colourful paintings
of the Crucifixion and the Last Judgement was, according to one of its bishops, ‘the
mirror of the land and the glory of the Kingdom'.*” The grear abbey at Kinloss and the
priory at Pluscardine, both — as the crow flies — within a fourteen-mile radius of
Auldearn, were also prestigious and the town itself actained additional ecclesiastical
status through being the benefice of the Dean of Moray."? St Ninian's Well, situated
at Newton of Park, southwest of Auldearn, ‘enjoyed great celebrity” in the Middle Ages
and archacological records indicate that there was once a chapel or oratory at Lochloy
ieself." Bur despite, or maybe because of, the ‘great magnificence” of Catholicism in
this region, when religious reform, in the form of Calvinist-based Protestantism, swept
through the country during the mid-sixteench cenrury, the new faith quickly took hold.
The great ecclesiastical establishments at Kinloss and Pluscardine were demolished,
local churches stripped of their images and shrines and Protestant ministers installed
in every parish in the county. By the time of Isobel’s trial, Nairnshire had not been offi-
cially Cartholic for nearly 100 years and there is no reason to believe thar Isobel, like
her parents and grandparents before her, did not consider herself to be a Protestant.
What is far more difficult to assess, however, is what ‘being a Protestant” would have
meant to her.
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The Protestantism of the Lairds

On the one hand, we know a good deal about what being a Protestant meant to the
Nairnshire ruling class in this period. Like many of the Scottish elite, they were scrongly
actracred to Calvinism, with chis accraction being rooted, in large part, in the fact that
its essentially republican ecclesiastical structure provided an efficient blueprine for self-
government which appealed to an independent-minded people who had always
resented the idea of surrendering their authority to a centralized power, whether situ-
ated in London or Rome. Bur while many lairds throughout Scotland were persuaded
by the new faith, among those from Nairnshire devotion was particularly fierce. The
Nairnshire gentry were so committed to the cause that when successive English
attempts to impose a more moderate Protestantism north of the border forced rifts
between those who were prepared to negotiate a religious compromise with the English
and those who were not, the Nairnshire lairds, almost to a man, sided with the latter
camp. As such, they allied themselves with the religious extremists who, by virtue of
their strict adherence ro the presbyterian cause as set out in the National Covenants of
1638 and 1643, became known as ‘covenanters’.

The covenanting zeal of the Nairnshire lairds is all the more notable for the face chat
it flourished in relative isolation. The northern counties of Scotland tended to favour
moderate Protestantism and Carholicism, and in this context Nairnshire, along with
Caithness and the Orkneys, represented isolated pockets of religious extremism that
bucked chis trend. The covenanting zeal of the Nairnshire lairds is also notable for the
face thar it remained strong for many decades after the re-establishment of episcopacy
in 1661, despite the fact that after this date covenanting (or ‘nonconformist’) practices
were officially illegal. Many ministers evicted from their positions because they refused
to accept the new religious regime, came to Nairnshire to gain sanctuary, to the extent
that the county, according to historian George Bain, became the “asylum for the exiled
Nonconformist ministers of the norch.”

It is highly significant that most, if nor all of the lairds, ministers and elders either
present at or involved in Isobel’s interrogations, were ardent covenanters. The two men
who are likely to have led the questioning, Harry Forbes and Hugh Rose (the minis-
ters of Auldearn and Nairn respectively), were both devored to the cause, with the
former, as we shall see later, being hand-picked by local lairds for his covenanting piety
and his principles evidently being so strong that he refused to accept episcopacy in
1663. Others present at the interrogations, including Alexander Brodie the Younger
of Lethen, Alexander Dunbar the session clerk and schoolmaster of Auldearn, Sir
Thomas Dunbar of Grange, Hugh Hay of Brightmony and John Innes of Edingeith,
were also known to have similar sympachies. In 1670, for example, Lethen was fined
by the court of Nairn for “hearing vagrant preachers in his own house and nor keeping
the kirk’, while Alexander Dunbar’s nonconformist activities later saw him sent as a
prisoner to the Bass Rock.** A number of those not listed as present at the interroga-
tions, but who were still involved in the case, such as Alexander Brodie of Brodie, John
Hay of Park and Hugh Campbell of Cawdor, were equally zealous. Brodie was possessed
of such zeal chat as a young man, in 1640, he stormed Elgin cathedral at the head of a
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group of accomplices and destroyed its priceless wall paintings, before he went on to
win a seat on the general assembly and become one of the emissaries twice-entrusted
to travel to the Necherlands to parley with the young Charles Stuart prior to his even-
tual crowning at Scone.™ Isobel’s landlord, the Laird of Park, was even more
committed. After the re-establishment of episcopacy he harboured evicted ministers
and was fined and imprisoned in Nairn tolbooth for illegally attending nonconformist
meetings. At some point after 1656, his sister married the esteemed covenanting
divine, Thomas Hogg, who lived with the family at both Inshoch Castle and the nearby
farm of Knockoudie for many years after this date. In 1683—4 Park was imprisoned for
thirteen months in cthe Edinburgh tolbooth and Blackness Castle as an accessory, even-
tually unproved, to the Rye House Plot.”

We are fortunate enough to gain direce insights into the private devotions of these
Nairnshire lairds and ministers because a number of them committed their beliefs to
paper. Hugh Rose, minister of Nairn, revealed his religiosity in a collection of personal
writings, published in book form after his deach under the title Meditations on several
intevesting subjects (1762), Sir Hugh Campbell of Cawdor disputed theological martters
in his Essay on the Lord's Prayer, published in 1704; and Alexander Brodie of Brodie
wrote lengthy diaries (published in full by the Spalding Club in 1863) that give us
glimpses into both his spiritual life and that of his peers.'® In these sources we find a
faith which was both highly emortional and highly intellectual. A faith characterized
by a disconcerting marriage between a passionate, often moving, devotion to God and
an equally passionate self-loathing rooted in an obsessive preoccupation with sin. The
primary religious observance for the Nairnshire covenanter, as for ardent Protestants
throughour Scotland, was an intense introspection through which they attempred to
identify sinful thoughts, feclings and actions, and then purify themselves of these
through repentance. Through this repentance the individual came closer to the object
of their devotion, that is, God or Christ; gained the comfort of knowing that their pious
impulses identified them as likely members of God's ‘elect’; and, rather more prag-
macically, helped them to avoid the wrath thac God reserved for recalcitrant sinners.
This painstaking process of introspection and repenrance was informed, ac every level,
by the reading of, and taking instruction from, the Bible, and by the faithful adher-
ence to the docerines and rituals prescribed by the church.

But the Nairnshire lairds did not only reserve their critical religiosity for them-
selves, but also directed it outward towards others. Since the Reformation in 1560, the
Scots had prided themselves on having established a particularly pure form of
Protestantism. In a sermon preached ar the signing of the Narional Covenant in
Inverness in 1638, for example, minister Andrew Cant claimed memorably that other
Protestant nations ‘had more of the antichrist chan she [Scotland}, she more of Christ
than chey: in their reformation something of the beast was reserved; in ours, not so
much as a hoof.*” Twenty years later these traces of ‘the beast’ were still causing offence,
with Alexander Brodie of Brodie noting, after attending divine service at Westminter
Abbey in 1661, that ‘I saw the superstition, bowings, external gesturs, heard ther
singing, liturgie, affectation in vesturs, kneeling at che altar, bowing to the elements.
Thes ar things which pleas not God"."* This conviction of religious superiority was
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interpreted as a God-given sanction to convert others, and flourished alongside the
conviction that those that did not share their particular version of Christianity did not
only deserve to be punished by the church, but also to languish in hell. In the hands of
many Nairnshire covenanters, in other words, Protestantism became religious funda-
mentalism.

Isobel’s Protestantism

Bur while we can get a good idea of how Protestantism was experienced by the men
who prosecuted Isobel, it is far more difficult to assess how it was experienced by Isobel
herself. The impetus behind the Reformation in Scotland, as historians frequently
emphasize, came primarily from the ruling classes (with some subsidiary support from
the middle classes) and it is still unclear how far the bulk of ordinary people rallied
behind che cause. Although we know, for example, that in 1645 James Graham, the
Marquis of Montrose, put the town of Nairn to the torch for being ‘pro-Covenant’, it
is still difficult to determine how far his actions were a response to widespread
covenanting sympathies among the population at large, and how far they were a
response to the persuasions of a handful of leading townsfolk and lairds. "

Of some things however, we can be certain. We know that Isobel, like most of her
contemporaries, would have been familiar with the inside of her local parish church,
with this supposition being supported by her frequent references to the ‘kirk of aud-
erne’. And in Isobel’s case, we can speculate chat she may have been impressed. In the
mid-seventeenth century the church of Auldearn stood, as it does today, on the sum-
mit of the motte of the old Castle of Pennick, which rises dramatically and steeply in
the centre of the town. In Isobel’s time this geographical pre-eminence would have been
furcher enhanced by the fact that it was believed, by the locals, to be the sice where the
sixth-century missionary, St Columba, delivered his first sermons to the town’s inhab-
itants. The church, now ruined buc still visible, would have been a rectangular building
of reddish stone, with low doorways, small arched windows, and a dim, flagged inte-
rior lined with the tombs of local gentry, carved with crude skulls and crossbones,
sickles and sheaves of wheat. Outside the building the churchyard, which siopes steeply
away from the church on all four sides, commands a breathtaking view embracing both
the Moray Firth and the Bay of Cromarty, the whole panorama being encircled in the
distance by a ring of purple mountains. Given its unique aspect, which still impresses
today despite the encroaching modern houses and near patcchwork field systems, it is
not hard to see why the Auldearn church and churchyard seem to have fired Isobel’s
religious imagination as deeply as did the fairy caverns under the Downie Hill.

As a parishioner of Auldearn, Isobel would have visited the church to witness the
christening of her own children, should she have possessed any, or those of her friends
and relatives. She would also have followed funeral processions as they wound their way
up the steep hill for burial and probably have looked to its windswept graveyard as her
own final resting place. Given the fact thar there was a resident minister in the parish
throughout Isobel’s lifetime and that ministry in the town was strong, we can also

20



The Cottar's Wife

consider it possible (though by no means certain) that every Sunday morning she put
on her best shoes, if she owned any, and walked the two miles to actend divine service.
Here, standing on the stone floor or sitting on a wooden stool, she would have listened
to the minister deliver his sermons, heard Bible readings, chanted psalms, recited
prayers and watched the rituals of repentance. And unless she had been refused che priv-
ilege through misconduct, once a year, around Easter time, she is likely to have made
a special visit to receive communion. Through this attendance, Isobel would have
become acquainted, and even familiar, with the two ministers who officiated at
Auldearn during her lifetime: John Brodie (dean of Moray and also uncle to the zealous
Alexander Brodie of Brodie), whose long ministry stretched from 1624 until his deach
in 1655; and Harry Forbes, who was then brought in to replace him and held che post
until 1663.

There is also no doubt that Isobel would also have been aware of the church as a
disciplinary body. As in all reformed parishes, law and order in Auldearn was main-
tained through both secular courts and the ‘kirk sessions’, thac is, weekly hearings
where the local minister and a group of elders (largely prominent tradesmen and
landowners) convened to deal with breaches of church law ranging from adultery, forni-
cation and theft to sabbath-breaking, blasphemy and magic. Isobel may well have found
herself called up by the session to answer charges; for as Peter Maxwell-Stuart has noted,
the breadth of che latter’s disciplinary net meant that "a large number of people in any
given parish could expect to come before the session at some time in their lives'.” But
she may also have resorted to them for help, with Margo Todd recently emphasizing
thac the sessions were often effective at resolving inter-personal disputes and func-
tioned, ac cheir best, as a type of early Social Services.

Inner Conformity

Bur alchough we can be certain chat Isobel saw the church building as a sacred place
and the body of the church as the arbiter of communiry ritual and discipline, this does
not tell us about the nature of her personal faich. It does not tell us how far she under-
stood the basic reachings of Protestantism and how far she developed the consciousness
of sin, capacity for self-critical introspection and passion to know God, so crucial to cthe
religiosity of the Nairnshire covenanters. Here, we are hindered by the fact that indi-
viduals like Isobel, who were of low status and generally illiterate or only partly-literate,
did not leave written accounts of their spiritual lives. Like che overwhelming majoricy
of her peers, Isobel did not keep godly diaries, pen meditations on ‘interesting subjects’
or compile feisty treatises on the Lord’s Prayer in the manner of her educated neigh-
bours Alexander Brodie, Hugh Rose and Hugh Campbell of Cawdor.

How far lay religiosity existed in the early modern period, and what form it took,
is a matter of ongoing debate among historians. Traditionally, che latter have empha-
sized that since its emergence in Scotland in the sixch century, the Chriscian church
had, as in other parts of Europe, been primarily concerned with maintaining social
stability through the establishment of ourward conformity. In other words, it was less
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concerned with what people thought and believed so long as they behaved properly. In
Cartholic Europe, as John Arnold has recently claimed, the church’s primary consider-
ation was ‘the demand to do certain things . . . rather than the demand to know'; and
even as late as the nineteenth century in Scotland, according Callum Brown, ‘In so far
as it was measured ac all, religiosity was gauged negacively by demanding avoidance of
misdemeanour rather than positively by demanding evidence of enchusiasm or inner
piety."*!

But more recent historians have emphasized che fact that alchough outward confor-
mity was important to the reformed church, in the early modern period ministers made
more of an effort to encourage inner piety among their parishioners chan had their
Catholic predecessors, and that these attempts were more successful than has been
generally acknowledged. University-educated ministers laboured to make their
‘abstract, intellectual religion of the elite’ accessible to largely illiterate congregations
by dumbing down their sermons: simplifying language, enlivening their discourse
with stories and allegories from the Bible and employing basic rhetorical techniques
such as repetition.** They also sought to encourage lay piety through judicious use of
the catechism, a small book that presented the basic doctrines of the reformed church
in a question and answer format, and was specifically designed to be accessible. John
Craig, author of the first Scottish catechism to come into common use, prefaced his
1581 work with the claim thac: ‘T have studied to be plain, simple, short, and prof-
itable, not looking so much to the desire and satisfaction of the learned as to the
instruction and help of the ignorant,” The church aimed to distribute catechisms
widely, with a 1649 act of the assembly commanding that every minister was, ‘with
the assistance of the elders of their several kirk-sessions, to take course, that in every
house, there be at least one copy of the Shorter and Larger Catechism, Confession of Faith,
and Directory for Family Worship’.** This ecclesiastical largesse was, in principle ac least,
followed up by annual home examinations in which the minister, visiting each family
in turn, determined how well his parishioners understood their catechism, explained
any queries they may have, and instructed them in prayer and family worship. These
visits also gained extra bite from the fact chat the church granted ministers the right
to refuse annual communion to those who did not know their catechism well enough.
There is no doubt that these duties were taken seriously in the Auldearn region. In
March 1656, Alexander Brodie reminds himself to:

mind to the minister [William Falconer of Dyke], that a day may be appointed to consider,
how the peopl profit in knowledg. 2. Whar car(e] is taken in families ro teach ther children
and servants the grounds of religion; for mani ar slaik heer, great and small, 3. How the
families may be visited, and inquiri taken, if they pray and examin ther famili. 4. To look
out the overtours, interogatours, and questions set doun by the General Assembli for visiting
families and catechizing.”

It is clear that the church’s efforts to foster piety among the general laity were not

wholly unsuccessful. As Margo Todd has recently emphasized, entries in kirk session
records concerning requests for better access to sermon teachings give us glimpses of
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genuine religious enthusiasm. In Elgin in 1658, Marjorie Man, wife of a skinner, made
a request ‘desyreing the stap that goes in to the readers dask to sit in to hear the word
becos scho hes ane impediment in her hearing’. In the same parish, five years lacer, local
bailie John Dunbar asked to be able to ‘erect ane seat in the roume betwixt James
Hepburnes desk and the north church doore for the better hearing of God's word to
him, his wyfe, children and servants’.”® That some sermons clearly hit their mark is
evinced by the fact that 'multitudes of all ranks would have crossed several ferries every
Lord’s day’ to hear Robert Bruce preach, while his sermons delivered at Inverness
allegedly drew people from as far afield as Ross and Sutherland. Alternatively, observers
noted of John Welsh, John Knox’s son-in-law, that ‘no man could hardly hear him, and

forbear Weeping: His Conveyance was so affeccing’.””

Lacklustre Faith

But despite these advances, there is also much evidence thac in the Auldearn region, as
in the rest of Scotland, these valiant actempts to foster piety were an uphill struggle.
Time and time again the Nairnshire covenanters bemoaned the ignorance and lack of
proper devotion in their congregations. Brodie lamented that “The tyms ar ill; fand}
godlines litl regarded’; Hugh Campbell of Cawdor that ‘the Generality of the people
are so ignorant in matters of faith, and so far from the strict practice of moral dutys
which the Laws of humane society require’; and Hugh Rose, the minister of Nairn, that:

Men call the Bible a book of truth, but carry as if it were a romance made up of lies and
stories. Oh, men do not believe, they do not rest upon the word of God as true, nor upon
God as the God of truth that cannot lie, Why is the scripture so lictle read, so often read
and heard in vain? Why are so many sermons preached, backed wich scriprure-authority,
which do nort prevail with sinners, bue because Gods cruth and veracity are not believed 2™

The assessments of these men were not just the result of exaggerated fundamentalist
imaginations. There is plenty of evidence to suggest that throughout seventeenth-
century Scotland, and in the Highlands in particular, many ordinary people were
ignorant even of the basics of Prorestantism (chac is, the ability to recite the Lords
Prayer, the Commandments and the Apostles’ Creed). In 1595 Perth's elders found that
‘sundry within this congregation are found ignorant of the principles and grounds of
religion notwithstanding char there is a yearly trial and examination’; while in 1608
the Innerwick session found ‘the most part of the people wanted the commands, belief
[Creed] and Lord's Prayer’.*” Even the sons of godly lairds could fail in this respecr,
with diarist Alexander Brodie being shocked to find, in later life, that his ten-year-old
grandson had never learned the Shorter Catechism.”

Some of this ignorance can be ateributed to faults in the ministry. Then, as now,
religious vocations did not always coincide with charismatic personalities or rhetorical
skills, and sermons and explanations of the catechism were often lacklustre and dry.
According to Brodie just about every minister in the Auldearn region suffered from
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this failing. He consistently complains abour the shortcomings of William Falconer,
minister of Dyke, and on two occasions subjects both Harry Forbes and Hugh Rose to
the same treatment, claiming of the former that he 'kept a common form of catechizing,
and chis I thoght not edefying’ and of the latter that his “gifts be not greac’. That
Brodie’s assessments were not wholly disingenuous, at least where Rose was concerned,
is suggested by the fact that the latter, by his own admission, suffered from great
anxiety while ‘in che very performance’ of public duties.®" Conversely, Brodie’s neigh-
bour, Hugh Campbell of Cawdor, complained that ministers could fail their
parishioners by delivering sermons which, despite the imperative to simplify language,
were unintelligible; noting that young clergymen ‘abounding in cheir own sense’ some-
times used expressions ‘which no man can make sense of. Some speaking what they
understood not themselves, others what none of their hearers understood, better than
the Commons do the Popish worship in an unknown tongue.’™

Similarly, chough widely distributed, the catechism was not always as effective as
desired. As anyone who has ever attempted to read a seventeenth-century Protestant
catechism will know, even the shorter versions specifically designed to be ‘short and
profitable’ for the “help of the ignorant’ can confound even the most enthusiastic intel-
lect. It is hard to imagine what semi-literate Scottish peasants made of such texts, and
one suspects that it was not very much. In addicion, the annual ministerial examina-
tion designed to clarify these texts did not always take place with the regularity the
church may have desired. In Elgin, in 1656, ministers declared that ‘in respect of the
numbers of their communicants and vastness of bounds’ they ‘could not doe their dutie
in catechiseisng and visitatione of families and desyred the presbytry to tak it to their
consideratione and ease them of their unsupportable burthen’.® Attempts to rectify the
situation must have largely failed, for ministers were complaining of much the same
thing over eighty years later.” We can assume that Harry Forbes and Hugh Rose, as
ministers of Auldearn and Nairn, faced similar problems.

Disinterest and the Laity

Bur the prevailing religious ignorance among Isobel’s contemporaries was not only the
consequence of inefficient, lacklustre or over-obscure teaching. Many people seem to
have been ill-informed for the simple reason thar, as Brodie pur it, they did nor ‘desir
to know the Lord and be instructed’.** Some tried to avoid church actendance, and in
order to counter this absenteeism the kirk stooped to the undignified lengchs of sending
our elders as ‘searchers’ to snoop around houses and fields, looking in windows and
behind hedgerows to find those people who ‘loathed that Exercise {divine service]'.%
People also avoided communion — despite the centrality of the rite — and examinations
on the catechism, the Elgin session being informed, in 1661, that ‘many wilfullie
absented themselves both from the Sacrament of the Lords Supper and also from the
catechising frequentlie’.*” The fact that parishioners were fined if they did not attend
divine service also suggests that a proportion of regular atrendees were likely to have
been motivated by the desire to avoid censure, as much as by piety.
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Levels of lay enthusiasm, or rather lack of it, were also reflected in church behav-
iour. Alchough some parishioners, like Elgin’s John Dunbar, were so keen to cacch every
syllable of God’s word that they asked to erect seats nearer to the pulpit, others were
disciplined by the sessions for sleeping during divine service (with some even going so
far as to lie down on the church floor). Several records also state that women were
prohibited from covering their faces with their plaids, in case they may be temprted to
doze off undetected.® At the other end of the spectrum, the congregarion could express
their lack of interest by becoming riotous, and by gaming, fighting and bringing dogs
into church. In Elgin in 1632 three men were reprimanded for ‘ther curbulent and loud
speaches in the tyme of divyne service', while in 1650, a woman was reprimanded
because ‘in the midst of the last prayer [she]l most contempruouslie did ryse and raise
up with hir a gryt number of men and wemen in tumultuous way so that the minister
was forced to intermit prayer’.” In a Caithness parish, in the same decade, the sessions
noted that ‘some barbarous people does laugh at thes thae sing the psalmes in ye kirk’,
and that many other ‘ignorant people did slight the word, and wald be goeing in the
church yaird in tyme of sermone”.”

Obviously, such behaviour does not indicate a lack of faich per se. Even if a parish-
ioner, such as Isobel, had minimal knowledge of reformed doctrine, and even if she
dozed off beneath her plaid during the sermon, or laughed at those who sang che
psalms, this does not mean that she would have rejected Christianity or the reformed
church. If she harboured overe criticisms of the latter, these were more likely to have
been associated with the credibility of particular ministers, or reservations or confu-
sions concerning certain aspects of doctrine, or dislike of certain elements of church
law, as opposed to any lack of identity as a reformed Christian. Bur what these irrev-
erent behaviours do suggest is that ordinary people like Isobel may have measured and
inhabited cheir faith in very different ways to their ministers. As John Arnold says
with regard to medieval lay religiosity, the fact that people were ignorant of Christian
doctrines ‘is not to suggest that they were any less “Christian” because of it. But it is
to note that what constituted belief for these people, contrary to the pedagogic
instincts of churchmen, was not essentially to do with the contents of prayers or the
tenets of faich™.™

Folk Superstitions

Isobel’s Protestantism, and that of many of her peers, would not only have differed from
that of the lairds and ministers by virtue of its theological naivety, but also because it
incorporated into itself a variety of unorthodox, or as they were often termed by
Protestants, ‘superstitious’ beliefs and practices. Most of the latter were rooted in
residual Catholicism that was itself, in turn, a more or less harmonious amalgam
between the teachings of the early and medieval church and the non-Christian beliefs
and practices that preceded them. In seventeenth-century Nairnshire, as in other
Protestant regions in this period, residual Catholicism was predominantly derived from
the memories and accumulated customs of the people chemselves (as opposed to the
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ministry of recusant Cacholic priests) and as such, we can subsume it here, along with
other miscellaneous superstitious practices, under the term “folkloric’, The unorthodox
folkloric beliefs of the seventeenth-century Scots can be divided into two basic over-
lapping categories: devotion to spirits (most notably saints, fairies and the dead) and
attachment to magic.

Devotion to Spirits: Saints and Fairies

In the medieval period, devotion to the saints was widespread, and rooted in the belief
that these deceased holy men and women could employ their supernatural power (or
intercede with a higher spiritual being) to help their supplicants with a variety of issues;
ranging from healing the sick and finding lost goods to protecting against enemies and
bestowing general good fortune. Although the Protestant church condemned the peti-
tioning or worshipping of any other being other than God as idolatry (a sin that
contravened the first Commandment: Thox shalt have no other gods before me), there is
plenty of contemporary evidence to suggest that throughout the seventeenth century
many ordinary Scots continued to make pilgrimages to holy wells and springs and make
offerings and prayers to saints. And despite the extremism of the local lairds, Nairnshire
seems to have been litcle different in this respect. As late as 1671 Alexander Brodie
recorded in his diary that he regretted trying to cure himself of the stone by drinking
some water from a nearby holy well because the ‘common peopl misunderstood and
constructed it as if I placd som holiness in the well, or saints, or creaturs, and they took
occasion to strenthen cthemselves in ther superstition'.™

Fairy belicf was also widespread. Rooted in the animism of the pre-Christian Scots,
fairy belief was perhaps most truly folkoric of all popular belief systems by virtue of the
fact it had never been dispensed from the pulpit or systemarized in texts, but had
survived into the seventeenth century through purely oral cransmission, handed down
from generation to generation at the hearth and in the workplace. It is difficult to gauge
the nature and intensity of early modern fairy belief because, with the exception of one
slim volume written by Aberfoyle minister Robert Kirk in 1691, and scatcered refer-
ences in witch records and antiquarian writings, they went largely unrecorded;
remaining hidden, to quote Larner's memorable phrase, in the ‘secret, uncharted areas
of peasant exchange’ for a further 200 years before being uncovered and celebrated by
nineteenth-century folklorists.” But nevertheless, contemporary research is increas-
ingly emphasizing the fact that fairy belief was strong and widespread in che period,
with Cowan and Henderson (Scortish Fairy Belief) recently stating categorically that
“What we can prove is that many Scots people, who lived mainly in the period from
€.1450 to ¢.1750, had no doubt that fairies actually existed . . . They were a part of
everyday life, as real to people as the sunrise, and as incontrovertible as the existence of
God."” Isobel's confessions, as we shall see, make it abundancly clear that fairy belief
was thriving in seventeenth-century Auldearn.

In early modern Scotland the term “fairy’ seems to have covered a wide range of
spirits and supernatural beings who were condemned, or whose existence was disputed,
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by the church. And among the most controversial of these were 'spirits of the dead’.
Although the reformed church taught that the dead were not able re-appear to the
living after death, people often claimed that they had seen deceased friends and rela-
tives among the fairies or, less commonly, that a deceased friend or relative was a fairy.
Both fairies and the spirits of the dead who consorted with them resembled saints in
the sense that they were believed to possess supernatural powers and could be peti-
tioned for a variety of benefits, bur they differed from their holier counterparts in that
they displayed more moral ambivalence and enjoyed a more ambiguous relationship
with Christianity, This dissonance was further reflected in the face that these categories
of spirit did not live in heaven, but in fairyland or ‘elphame’, where they adopred a
strange, simulacrum of human life: feasting under fairy hills, hunting with horses and
packs of hounds, and following the fairy king and queen on their nocturnal processions
through houses and across the night skies.

The Many Faces of Magic

Popular actachment to magic was equally strong and deeply roored, although here some
clarification of terminology is needed. Alchough distinctions have been made between
magic and religion since classical times, among modern scholars the usefulness of the
term ‘magic’ is hotly disputed. The current majority view, among historians, is that
the term denotes anything defined as such by the reigning religious auchorities; wich
the added qualification that in any culture, magical practices and beliefs tend to be less
organised chan those defined as religious. In other words, according to chis definition,
in early modern Scotland magic was whatever the church decided it was to be. But
although this exposition is perhaps the most theoretically accurate, for our purposes
there is still some mileage in the traditional, but now frequently discarded, view that
magic can be distinguished from religion on the basis that it denotes a largely coercive
as opposed to supplicatory method of dealing with the supernacural.

Many of the beliefs defined as ‘magical’ in witchcraft and sorcery records were coer-
cive in the sense that they were based on an essentially animist conception of a
connected universe: thac is, the belief chat everything that exists is linked by invisible
and amoral occule forces, and that by moving one element you can mechanically affect
another, although the distance between them be as grear as that berween a star and a
herb; the flight of a crow and the hour of a man’s death; or the agitation of a bowl of
water and a storm at sea. In seventeenth-century Auldearn, as in any place where this
world-view survives, it was believed that a man could gain benefit through the correct
manipulation of these forces and correspondences. In other words, he could play the
universe like a piano. The correct notes were chimed eicher directly through certain
words or actions (which we can term here ‘basic magic’) or indirectly chrough
commanding spiritual beings to create the effect by proxy (which we can term here
‘spirit-aid magic’). In early modern Scotland the reformed church associated magical
rites with both overt Catholicism and popular folkloric belief and practice, including
commerce with spirits such as saints, fairies and the dead. But to its eternal fruscration,
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it could not prevent many people from also approaching their Protestant devotions from
a magical perspective: attending divine service and communion in the belief cthat this
would automatically confer supernatural protection, and using reformed prayers in a
mechanical or coercive manner.

Magical Specialists

While it was popularly believed that anyone could perform magical rites, certain indi-
viduals were seen to be specialists in the field, and as such were called upon to employ
their superior abilities to benefit their communities. Among the ordinary laity, minis-
ters were often credited wich magical powers, for many made licele distinction between
the ability to perform miracles (defined by the church as acts of God) and the abilicy
to perform magic. Many of the ‘men, wives, bairns, rich, noble, and all others” who
flocked to be blessed by the renowned minister, Patrick Simsone of Cramond, as he lay
on his deathbed would not have quibbled or cared whether the power that flowed
through the old man’s hands had a ‘miraculous’ or ‘magical’ origin.”” However, magical
skills were also widely ateribured to a variety of specialist lay folk. The latter went under
a variety of names and were generally assoctated with particular areas of magical exper-
tise, with distinctions often being made, for example, berween ‘charmers’, ‘seers’,
‘sorcerers’ and so on. For the purposes of the present discussion we will be denoting all
magical specialists, whatever their area of expertise, by the terms "popular magical prac-
titioners” and ‘cunning folk’ interchangeably. Although some scholars have associated
the term ‘cunning folk” with particular forms of magical practice, it remains useful as
a less-corrupred varianc of the generalist term “wise man or woman’, and shall be used
in its broadest capacity here,™

While popular magical practitioners or cunning folk existed outside the umbrella
of the church (not even possessing the ‘extra-institutional role’ of the mendicant
minister or holy man) they could enjoy a surprising degree of popularity and authority
in their community: assuming a particularly important role in the diagnosis and cure
of sickness, the finding of lost goods, divination of the future and the performance of
counter-magic. But despite the esteem in which they were often held, magical practi-
rioners were also feared. Because the occulr forces manipulated by the practitioner were,
as we have already seen, morally neutral, and because many of the spirits with which
they negotiated were morally ambivalent, any practitioner could theoretically direct
these forces and spirits toward harmful as well as beneficent ends. As a consequence,
although seventeenth-century cunning man Sandie Hunter, who also went by the nick-
name ‘Hartraraik’, was famous throughout East Lothian for *his Charming and cureing
of diseases in Men and Beasts', contemporary commentators noted that when he went
from house to house begging ‘none durst refuse Hattaraik an alms, racher for his ill,
than his good™.”” A similar paradox underpins the refrain, running through many wicch-
craft records, that the suspect is charged wicth boch the ‘laying on and raking off
diseases”.”™ And of course it is here, where magical forces were at their most ambiguous,
that the figure of the magical practitioner merged into that of the witch.
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As with magic generally, in early modern Scotland 5t was believed that individuals
could perform harmful magic or maleficium, either independently or with the help of
spirits. In the former case, its effects were set in motion purely mechanically, through
the performance of basic magical ritual (the lacter ranging, in complexity, from a simple
curse to the performance of lengthy physical and verbal rites). In the lateer, they were
engendered through gaining advice from, or chrough being in the company of, spirits
(the lateer predominantly, although not exclusively, being defined as demons, eicher
in the sense of @ Devil or the Devil). Beliefs surrounding spirit-aid maleficiem had been
of intense interest to the church since the early Middle Ages, and been progressively
discussed, defined and systematized in theological works. As a result of these develop-
ments, by the early modern period, "demonological witcheraft', as it has since been
termed by historians, had widely come to be associated with two iconic events: the
demonic pact (a bargain in which the witch gave her or his soul to the Devil and
renounced Christianity in recurn for magical powers or benefits); and the witches’
sabbath (a gathering of witches, in the presence of the Devil, where festivities were
enjoyed and maleficium performed). Bue although beliefs about both basic and spirit-
aid maleficium were widespread in early modern Scotland, the degree to which ordinary
people, including Isobel, actually practised harmful magic or internalized elite
demonological ideas, is something that we shall be returning to many times during the
course of this book.

The War Against Superstition

This brief overview of the contemporary popular mind makes it clear that for women
like Isobel, the teachings of the church would have occupied a mental landscape peopled
with a wide variety of unorthodox beliefs. Protestant creeds jostled for space alongside
Catholic prayers and charms; God and Christ competed for popularity wich saints,
fairies and the dead; and the pious exercises of prayer and repentance were performed
alongside magical command and invocation.

Bur although this idiosyncratic, hybrid version of Protestantism may not have
been a problem for women like Isobel, it was most definitely a problem for the
reformed church. Isobel and her contemporaries had the misfortune to live in a period
where, throughout Europe, the church was making unprecedented attempts to impose
religious uniformity on the general populace. In Nairnshire, as in many parts of
Scotland at this time, this acculturation process was achieved through emphasis on the
conformity of worship and the censure of unorthodox belief and practice. This prohi-
bition was directed toward all forms of residual Catholic belief and ritual, among
them being the celebration of saints’ days and holy days, visits to sacred springs and
wells and the worship of or communication with saines, angels or the dead. Also per-
tinent, with regard to our analysis of Isobel, is the fact that the church also vigorously
sought to censure all forms of magical practice, both basic and spirit-aid, beneficent
and maleficent.

As repositories and disseminators of these beliefs and practices, magical practi-
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tioners were particularly vulnerable to chis censure, and ministers and elders of the
church were charged to be constantly on the look out for them. In the formula laid
down for the visitation of kirks in the diocese of Dunblane in 1586, for example, inspec-
tors were urged to ‘inquire if there be any witches, sorcerers, passers in pilgrimage to
chapels or wells, setters out of fires on saints’ eves, or keepers of superstitious holy
days".”” If ministers became alerted to a suspect, they pressed their congregations for
more evidence about their activities, In 1661 the Elgin presbytery, cognisant of three
magical practitioners operating in the locality, stated thac they ‘thoughe it fitte that
intimation should be made by all cthe brechren from their several pulpits thac if any
person could clear any thinge of charmeing and witcheraft againse the forsaid persons’
they should come forward.™ Some of those denounced as magical practitioners in kirk
session minutes never appear in the records again and in these cases we can presume
that insufficient evidence was compiled to bring a case against them. Others were
brought before the session to be questioned in more detail, with more serious or
complex cases being handed over to a higher authority, such as the presbytery or synod,
the assizes, or locally-organised courts authorized through commissions. These — what
seem to us — improbable crimes were taken very seriously, and according to the witch-
craft acts of 1563 and 1604, both those who practised magic and those who consulted
magical practitioners deserved the death penalty. In reality, those practitioners who
were found guilty of performing purely beneficent magic often escaped with a fine,
flogging, command to perform public penance and/or banishment from the parish.
Those practitioners found guiley of performing witcheraft, on the other hand, were
much more likely to receive a sentence of death.

Hunting Witches

In sixteenth and seventeenth-century Scotland, as in many other parts of Europe, there
was an unprecedented increase in the number of men and women prosecurted for witch-
craft, with the recent Survey of Scottish Witchcrafe estimating that, on the basis of the
sources currently available to us, at least 3,837 people were accused of the crime
between 1563 and 1736 (although the real figure is likely to have been higher than
this).” The numbers of Scottish persecutions and the savagery with which they were
conducted did not reach the levels they did in some other parts of Europe, but never-
theless they were about four times the European average and were higher and more
punitive than those taking place in England over the same period. The Scots’ deeper
commitment to religious uniformity, born out of their ideal to achieve a 'pure’ form of
Protestantism that contained ‘not so much as a hoof’ of the anti-Christ, is largely
responsible for this difference in English and Scottish prosecution levels.

As in the rest of Europe, Scortish prosecutions came in waves, the most notable of
these occurring in 1590-1, 1597, 1629-30, 1649~50 and 1661~2.* The reasons for
these escalations are an ongoing matter of debate, but it is clear that they occurred in
response to both national and local factors. Changes in legislacion, political or military
conflicts and even the weather, have long been argued o affect trial rates but recent
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micro-studies have increasingly emphasized that the predilections of individual minis-
ters and landowners were also paramount. Whatever the political climate or success of
the latest harvest, without the presence of a local authority figure prepared to take an
accusation seriously and see it through the judicial process a witch trial could not take
place.™

The years 16612 saw the final and most extreme wave of witchcraft prosecution
in early modern Scotland. Although the severity of this wave still demands full expla-
nation, many scholars have speculated that the collapse of the Commonwealth was
likely to have played a role here. The English judges who sat alongside the Scots during
the Interregnum were more lenient than the lacter, with regard to both magic and
witchcraft, and as a consequence fewer accusations were pursued. Furthermore, as
Levack has emphasized, other changes to the judicial system, such as the disbanding of
the privy council and stricter governmental supervision of local courts are also likely
to have reduced the likelihood that a suspected witch would be broughe to trial * Given
the fact that a reservoir of grievance and suspicion is likely to have built up over this
period, it is speculated that when the Scots were left to their own devices after the
Restoration this backlog, combined with the Scots’ desire (on both a regional and
national level) to re-assert control over their country, conspired to generate an increase
in witch prosecutions. Alchough this unusually severe wave of persecution was felt most
keenly in the East Lothian Lowlands, it also emerged in many other regions in Scotland,
including the north-ease, and a series of trials took place along the Moray Firth, from
Inverness through to Elgin. The Auldearn region saw at least seven witches tried during
this period, and among these was Isobel Gowdie of Lochloy.

Isobel’s Route to the Pyre

The first record we have pertaining to Isobel’s case is her confession, recorded in
Auldearn on 13 April 1662, by the notary public, John Innes, and witnessed by the
ministers of Auldearn and Nairn and at least twelve local lairds and church elders. The
fact that these gentlemen had come together to question Isobel in the presence of a
notary suggests that by this stage her case was already believed to be serious and that
her interrogators were looking to secure a conviction. But the route that Isobel took to
reach this point is less clear.

It is possible chat, like most witcheraft suspects in the period, Isobel was firse
brought to the attention of the authorities through the accusations of a neighbour,
although as we shall explore in more detail in CHAPTER SEVEN, it is also conceivable
that her minister, Harry Forbes, or her landlord, the Laird of Park (or members of his
family) may have been instcrumental in bringing her to trial. The accusations are likely
to have been raised, in the first instance, at the local kirk sessions that, as Stuare
Macdonald has recently emphasized, were frequently responsible for setting the witch-
prosecuring process in motion.* Burt since the session records for Auldearn have not
survived from this period we cannot verify this. It is also possible that Isobel's accusers
may have taken their grievance to their local laird or his officers, perhaps John Hay of
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Park or Alexander Brodie of Lethen, at their local baron court (a franchise court that
enabled a landowner to deal wich estate issues, including disputes among tenants).
Although we know that the Hays of Park had a baron court in this period, again no
documentation for this period survives. But either way, upon accusation, Isobel would
have been called in for further questioning.

Recent scholars such as Maxwell-Stuart have emphasized that witcherafe cases could
take a long time to come to fruition, and it is highly likely that the inicial accusations
against Isobel were made some time previous to her first formal confession on 13 April.
Although we have no evidence for this either way, it is perhaps pertinent that while in
London on 24 March 1662 (nearly chree weeks before this date) Alexander Brodie noted
in his diary that ‘I heard from Scotland that ther was a greac discoveri of witcheraft in
the parish of Dyke; and in my land, they had purposed evil against my son and his
wyfe’.™ Although Isobel does not mention Brodie’s son or wife in her confessions, given
the fact that Lochloy bordered on the parish of Dyke and that many of the accomplices
and meeting-places described by Isobel are located in the latter parish, and given the
fact that Brodie, as we shall see later, seems to have subsequently become involved in
Isobel’s prosecution, it is possible that this was an early reference to her case, or one of
the suspects involved in it. In this context, given the fact that news of the ‘discoveri’
would have probably taken a number of weeks to reach him in London, we can specu-
late chat accusations had been made and pursued well over a monch before Isobel’s first
confession.

During these early days, Isobel would not necessarily have been in danger. Contrary
to popular misconception, the majority of witchcraft accusations in Scotland, even
during the waves of persecution, went no further than chis stage. Upon further ques-
tioning and cross-examinaction of witnesses a suspect would be acquicted or, if found
guiley of a minor crime, given a light reprimand. Buc if the case were considered serious
enough to potentially warrant cthe death penalty, the suspect, if they had not been
imprisoned already, would have been taken into custody and the inquiry taken on to
the next stage. These more serious cases could eicher be referred on to the presbyrtery
(if che inirial hearings had occurred ar the session) or pursued through a local investi-
gation where ‘ministers and elders went frequently with a notary to the place where the
accused were confined and laboured to bring them to confession’."” Even at this stage,
charges could still be dropped, but if the interrogators believed chey had gathered
enough evidence of the witch’s guilt, they could eicher apply for the witch to be tried
at the central court of justiciary at Edinburgh or one of the circuit courts which crav-
elled round che country, or they could apply to the privy council to gain a ‘commission
of justiciary” which gave them licence to try the witch locally. The second option, being
the cheapest, was the most common, and seems to have been the one pursued in Isobel’s
case.

Isobel's confessions are essentially the records of four formal interrogations, each
about two weeks apart, that took place in Auldearn over a six-week period between 13
April and 27 May. At nearby Inshoch Castle, on the day after Isobel’s first interroga-
tion, one of the women she named as an accomplice, Janet Breadheid of neighbouring
Belmakeith, also gave a confession. Although, like Isobel, Janet is likely to have under-
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gone furcher interrogations only her first confession has survived among Hay's papers.
It does not seem to have taken the interrogators long to become convinced of both
women's guile, for at some poine between Isobel’s first and last interrogations they sent
some, if not all, of the confessions to Edinburgh to obtain a commission to try them.
Six weceks after her fourth and final interrogation the following statements were written
on the document bearing Isobel’s second confession. On the reverse we have:

Edgr 10 July 1662 Considered + found releve be the justice dept Tak ceare of chis peaper
See the justice deputs judgement of it shove these to the Commissioneris.™

And below the confession itself, alongside the witness signatures, we have:

hawing read & considered the confessions of Isabel gowdie within conteaned as paction with
Sachan Renunciation of Baptisme, with dyvers malefices, I find thar a colm}mission may be
verie justlie (word snreadable) for hir last eryall A Colville.

Thart Colville recommended the granting of a commission to try Isobel on this date is
also supported by the following enery in the register of the privy council in July of the
same year:

Commission is direct to Sir Hew Campbell of Calder [Cawdor], shireff principall of Nairn,
Hew Rosse of Kilraik [Kilravock]), Thomas Dumbar of Grang, Alexander Dumbar of Both,
William Dollace of Contray, William Sutherland of Kinstuir, Robert Cumin of Altar, David
Dumbar of Dunfaill, the provest and baylies of Nairne, and Jon Stewart, shireff deputt of
Murray, or any fyve of them, to to try and judge Jonet Braidheid and Issobell Goudy in
Aulderne, who have confest witcheraft ... *

The evidence strongly suggests that Alexander Brodie of Brodie, who was in Edinburgh
during chis period, was involved in Isobel’s commission application. On 17 June the
latter stated in his diary that: ‘I read che depositions of Park’s witches’. Four days later
he followed chis up with the claim that he was ‘exercisd in ordouring the depositions
of witches, and saw how grossli the Devel fooled thes poor wretches’; and on the next
day he recorded that, [I] met wich Mr. Alex{ander] Colville, and confered anent
witches".” Although Brodie does not specifically mention Isobel or Janet by name, nor
identify Alexander Colville as the justice depute, the timing of these events and the
fact chat he refers to the suspects as ‘Park’s witches’, when taken in combination wich
his close links to many of the people involved in the prosecution, strongly suggests that
the depositions Brodie referred to were those of the two Auldearn suspects. Moreover,
Brodie's claim that his Auldearn kinsman ‘Lethen’ came to Edinburgh at around this
time; that he dined with him chree days before reading the depositions; and that he
prayed with him to ‘lay to hart the prevailing of the Devil by witchcraft’ on the
following day, points to the latter as a likely courier.” Brodie does not make it clear
whether it was the older or younger Laird of Lethen who joined him in Edinburgh at
this time, but either way, given the fact that the latter was present at Isobel s first inter-
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rogation we can assume that he received a verbal eye-witness account of the events that
took place. The fact that Brodie was ‘ordouring the depositions’ suggests that either
the Lethen lairds, che Laird of Park, or Harry Forbes had sought out his opinion and
perhaps asked him to sort and present the confessions to Colville. This thesis draws
support from the fact thar Brodie enjoyed high status in the Auldearn area, and also
from the fact thar all four men sought out Brodie's help on a number of other occa-
sions.” If these assumprtions are correct, then we can presume that Isobel’s and Janet's
confessions reached Edinburgh as early as mid-June, less than three weeks after Isobel's
last confession was made,

We do not, unfortunately, know what happened next, nor do we know Isobel’s ulti-
mate fate. Some historians have recently suggested that Isobel may have been acquicted
on the grounds of mental instability. But as we shall reveal, the research undertaken
for this book suggests that the most likely chain of events was thac after Colville’s report
was brought back to Auldearn, in mid-July, Isobel and Janet were tried at a locally
organised court, found guilty and sentenced to death.” Wichin che next few days, they
were probably taken by cart to the Gallowhill, just outside Nairn, persuaded to make
a show of public repentance and then strangled and burne. While chis is the mose likely
scenario there is an outside chance that Brodie's diary entry of 30 September — "My Son
went to Auldern to see the trial of the witch Bandon; who adheard to her confessions,
and was condemnd’ — may have referred to eicher Isobel or Janet under another name,
if only for the reason that Bandon, like Isobel and Janet, seems to have controversially
named the local school dame, Bessie Hay, as her accomplice.™ But given the fact that
witches were usually tried and (barring pregnancy) executed soon after the commission
was granted, and given the fact that Bandon was tried over two months after the latter
had been secured for Isobel’s and Janet's trial and over four months after the former's
last confession, this seems highly unlikely.

Isobel’s Imprisonment

We can be almost certain that during the six-week period berween her first and last
confessions, Isobel was imprisoned. And given the face chat all four confessions state
that they were given ‘ar Auldearn” we can assume thar, like the witch Bandon three
months later, she was restrained in the town icself; eicher in a barn or outhouse, the
church steeple or, as was most likely, the local tolbooth. In the lacter case, we can assume
her prison to have been a rudimentary and badly-maintained building, as was its
contemporary equivalent in Nairn, although in Isobel’s case it seems to have been suffi-
cient for its purpose. Unlike two witches held at Forres the following year Isobel did
not, to our knowledge, break out of her prison and attempt to escape.””

We can be fairly certain that Isobel would have been kept in solitary confinement.
For obvious reasons, she would have been prevented from making conract with any
witchcraft accomplices, and this is probably why Janet Breadheid was interrogated and
presumably imprisoned, at Inshoch, Contemporary documents recording how family
members were fined for atctempting to visit warded witcherafe suspects also suggests
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that she was probably denied contact, or only given severely limited concact, with
friends and relatives.” Other interested parties, however eminent, would have been
similarly restrained. When Brodie was asked to go down to visit the witch Bandon in
Auldearn in October of the same year, he claimed that he ‘had som reluctancie lest I
should be found out of my line and calling . . . knowing that it was propper onli for
thes that hav the commission’.”” As Brodie's comment illustrates, it seems likely chat
the only people permitted open access to Isobel would have been those wich the
commission to try her, and any male ‘watchers’, should she have had them (the lacter
being further discussed in CHAPTER THREE). We can also assume that Isobel was peri-
odically visited by the local minister, Harry Forbes, who may have been despatched by
those involved to give her religious counsel, as he was with regard to two witches
imprisoned in Forres the following year.”™ Despite these restrictions, however, we can
speculate thac a few clandestine visitors may have slipped through the net. Nairn burgh
records reveal that eight years later, when John Smith was imprisoned in Nairn
tolbooth on burglary charges, his accomplices Alexander Chisolm and George
Houshold were both so anxious to persuade him not to confess to his crimes that they
had ‘severall rymes spoken him for yt effect under the silence of night throgh the prison
door”.” Similarly, despite his scruples about not having the commission to try the witch
Bandon, Brodie still went to Auldearn in an attempt to visit her, though unsuccess-
fully in this case.'™”

We know that during this period Isobel’s solitary confinement was punctuated by
at least four formal interrogations. The confessions list the presence of between eight
and fourteen named witnesses apiece, all elders of the church, local lairds and minis-
ters, many of whom also signed the confessions after they had been formally written up
by the notary. But the fact that the confessions also list “diverse utheris witnessis', ‘many
utheris witnesses’ and, in Janet Breadheid’s case, "a great mulcitud of all sortis of uther
persones’ suggests that many more were present. We can assume that some of these
were prosecution witnesses, thart is, neighbours who may have first accused Isobel, or
who had come forward with a grievance against her and who were called in to be ques-
tioned or confront Isobel directly with their accusations. Some named witnesses were
clearly present at all, or nearly all, of her four interrogations, among these being the
minister of Auldearn, Harry Forbes (present at all four); the minister of Nairn, Hugh
Rose (present ac at least three); and Hugh Hay of Brightmony and John Weir of
Auldearn (present at all four). Others, such as William Dallas, the sheriff depure of
Nairn and Alexander Dunbar, the schoolmaster and session clerk of Auldearn, attended
only one or two. We can assume that all of the interrogations took place, as did the
second, at about two or three in the afternoon, allowing time for these many witnesses
to travel in from the neighbouring estates and towns,

We shall be exploring the thorny question as to whecher Isobel was tortured or
maltreated in CiapTER THREE. But even putting aside chis issue for the moment, we
are still left with rather a bleak picture. An illiterate farmer's wife, wrenched from her
family, her fermtoun and her daily round of domestic activities, and thrown into a dark,
barred room in Auldearn. Here, perhaps for the first time in her life, she was forced to
endure extended periods alone, and her hands — accustomed since childhood to a cease-
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less round of milking, kneading, digging, weeding and spinning — would have felt
strangely still. Four times, we can see her scrabbling to her feet, defensively wrapping
her dirty plaid around her, as she is shocked into alereness by the sudden intrusion, into
her solitude, of a crowd of local men armed with quills and parchment and penetrating
questions. Given the emotive nature of her subject matter, and the looming prospect
of the death penalty, we can assume that the ensuing interrogatorial sessions were
heated, noisy, and intense. These would have been the unfavourable conditions in
which, on 13 April 1662, Isobel Gowdie, wife of John Gilbert of Lochloy, first opened
her mouth and stepped into the history books.



2

The Confessions

Confession One

At Aulderne the threttein day of aprill 1662 yeiris In plreselnce of Master harie
fforbes mini[stelr of the gospell ac aulderne William dallas of cantrey Shfelreffe
deput of the Shie}reffdom of nairne thomas dunbar of graing allexr brodie yo{unge]r
of leathin allexr dunbar of boath James dunbar appeirant therof hew hay of bright-
manney hew hay of newtowne william dunbar of clune and david smith and Johne
weir in auldern witnessis to the confession efterspe[cifelit spoken furth of the
mowrth of Issobell gowdie spous to Johne gilbert in lochloy

The quhilk day In p[reselnce of me Johne Innes nofra}r publict and witnessis abow-
namet all under subs{[crilwand the said Issobell gowdie appeiring penetent for hir
haynows sines of witch craft and thfalc she haid bein ower long in thialc service
wlilchour any compulsitoris proceidit in hir confessione in maner efterfollowing: to
Wice:

as I wes goeing betuixt the townes of drumdewin and the headis: I met w{i]th the
divell and ther coventanted in a maner wlilth him, and I promeisit to meit him in the

Spelling and punctuation are reproduced here exactly as found in the confessions. This lack of
modernization makes the text difficult to read, but is adopted in the belief that any intervention,
even one as simple as adding a comma or capital letter, could distort the original emphasis of what
is a very complex narrative. Having said this, in a concession to readabilicy I have taken some liber-
ties with regard to presentation. Firse, although the confessional text is written as one continuous
narracive (see page 38) I have drawn attention to sudden changes of subject mateer by using para-
graph indentations, whilst still retaining original puncruation so the reader can see how the separated
sections were linked together in the original. Secondly, both here and in quotations from the confes-
sions appearing in subsequent chapters, editorial comments and translations of obscure words are
italicized in round (as opposed to the more usual square) parentheses, to distinguish them from the
scribal shorthand omissions noted in square parentheses. Later quotations will also be referenced,
cither in embedded parentheses or footnotes, by a page and line number (the lacter counted down
from the top of the page) so that they can be easily located in the main confessional text. Anyone
wishing to read the confessions in an easier format can turn to the modernized, buc still largely accu-
rate, cranscription found in Robere Pitcairn’s Ancient Criminal Trials in Scotland (Edinburgh, 1833).
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nighe tym in the kirk of aulderne q[uhijlk I did: and che firse thing I did cher chia}e
night I denyed my baptisme, and did pur che on of my handis to the crowne of my head
and the uth[elr to the sole of my foor, and thieln renuncet all betwixt my two handis
ower to the divell, he wes in the readeris dask and a blak book in his hand: margret
brodie in aulderne held me vp to the divell to be baptized be him, and he marked me
in the showlder, and suked owt my blood at that merk and spowted it in his hand, and
sprinkling it on my head said I baptise the Janet in my awin name, and w{ilchin a
qiuhifll we all remoowed,

the nixt tym thfajc | mer wlilth him ves in the new wardis of Inshoch, and haid
carnall cowpula[tioln & dealling w(ijth me, he wes a meikle blak roch man werie cold
and I faund his nature als cold wlilthin me as spring wall vater somtymes he haid buitis
& someymes shoes on his foot bor still his foot ar forked and cloven he vold be someymes
wlilth ws lyk a dear or a rae,

Johne taylor and Janer breadhead his vyff in belnaketh (blank) dowglas and 1 my
self met in the kirkyaird of nairne and ve raised an vnchristned child owt of its greaff,
and ac the end of breadleyes cornfield land just apposit to the milne of nairne, we took
the sfaild child w{ijch the naillis af ofulr fingeris and roes pikles of all sortis of grain
and blaidis of keall and haked th[elm all verie small mixed throw aleogither, and did
put a pairt therof among the mukheapes of breadleyes Landis and therby took away che
fruit of his cornes etc and we pairted it among two of our coevens, g{uheln we tak cornes
at lambes we tak (orease in page — several words wnreadable) cornes ar full or two stokis of
keall or therby and chlalt giwes ws the fruic of che corn land or keal yaird whair cthey
grew: and it mey be (crease in page — several words wnreadable) yewll or pace, and thieln
devyd it amongst ws

ther ar threttien persones in my coven, the last tym thiajt owr coven (rest of line
obscured) wer daunceing at the hill of earlseat, and befor ch{ale betuixt moynes and
bowgholl, & befor th[alt we ves besyd the meikle burne, and the uth{e}r coven being
at the downiehillis we went from beyond the meikle burne and went besyd them to the
howssis at the woodend of Inshoch and wiilthin a qwhyll went hom to o[ulr howssis
befor candimas we went be east kinlosse and ther we yoaked an plewghe of paddokis,
the divell held the plewgh and Johne yownger in mebiestowne ofulr officer did drywe
the plewghe, padokis did draw the plewgh as oxen gwickens wer sowmes a riglens horne
wes an cowter and an piece of an riglens horne wes an sock, we went two s{eve}rall
tymes abowrt, and all ve of the coeven went still wp and downe wlilth the plewghe,
prayeing to the divell for the fruic of cthialt Jand and th[alt thistles and brieris might
grow cher,

gluheln ve goe to any hous we tak meat and drink, and we fill wp the barrellis
wlilth owr oven pish again, and we put boosomes in ofu}r bedis wlijth ofulr husbandis
till ve rerurn again to them, we wer in the earle of murreyes hows in darnvay and ve
gott anewgh ther and did eat and drink of the best, and browght pairt wlilch ws we
went in at the windowes I haid a litle horse and wold say horse and hattok in the divellis
name, and then ve vold flie away qluhelr ve vold be ewin as strawes wold flie wpon an
hie way, we will flie lyk strawes g[uheln we pleas wild strawes and corne strawes wilbe
hors to ws g{uheln ve put thielm betwixt owr foot, and say hors and hactok in the
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divellis nam, and q{uheln any sies thes strawes in whirlewind, and doe not sanctifie
them selves, they we mey shoot them dead at our pleasur, any thialt ar shot be us, their
sowell will goe to hevin bot ther bodies remains w{ijth ws, and will flie as hors to ws
als small as scrawes,

I wes in the downie hillis, and got meat ther from the qwein of fearrie mor then
I could eat: the qwein of fearie is brawlie clothed in whyt linens and in whyt and
browne cloathes etc and the king of fearie is a braw man weill favoured and broad
faced etc ther wes elf bullis crowtting and skoylling wp and downe thiejr and
affrighted me,

whan we tak away any cowes milk we pull the taw and twyn it & plaitr it the vrong
way in the divellis name, and we draw the tedder (sua maid) in betuixe the cowes hinder
foot and owrt betuixt the cowes forder foot, in the divellis nam and cherby tak w{ilch
ws the kowes milk, we tak sheips milk ewin so, the way to tak or giw bak the milk
again is to cut chale tedder, gluheln ve tak away the strenth of anie persones eall and
giwes it to an uthfelr we tak a litle gwantitie owt of each barrell or stan (stand?) of eall
& purs it in a stowp, in the divellis nam, and in his nam w{i}th owr awin handis putts
it in amongst an uthfejris eall and giwes hir the strenth and substance & seall of hir
neightbofulris eall, and to keip the eall from ws th{ale we haw no power of it is to sanc-
tifie it veill, we get all chis power from the divell & q{uheln ve seik it from him ve call
him owr lord,

Johne taylor & Janet breadhead his wyff in bellnakeith bessie wilsone in aulderne
and margret wilsone spows to donald callam in aulderne and I maid an pictur of clay
to distroy the Laird of parkis meall children Johne raylor browght hom the clay in his
plaid newk his wyff brak it werie small lyk meall and sifted it w{ijth a siew: and powred
in water (words obscured) in che divellis nam & vrought it werie sore lyk rye bowt, and
maid of it a pictur of the Lairdis sones it haid all the pairtis & (markis?) of a child such
as (word crossed onr) heid eyes nose handis foot mowth & litle lippes it wanted no mark
of a child & the handis of it folded down by its sydis it wes lyk a pow, or a slain gryce,
we laid the face of it to the fyre till it scrukned, and a cleir fyre round abowr ic «ill it
ves read lyk a cole, efter thialt we wold rost it now and then each day & thie]r wold be
an piece of it weill rosten, the Laird of parkis heall maill children by it ar to suffer if it
be not gotten and brokin als weill as thes thlalc ar borne and dead alreadie, it ves seill
putt in & takin out of the fyre in the divellis name, it wes hung wp wpon an knag, it
is yet in Johne tayloris hows and it hes a cradle of clay abowr it, onlie Jon taylor and
his wyff janet breadheid bessie and margret wilsones in aulderne & margret brodie
thielr & I wer onlie at the making of it, all the multitud of o[u}r number of witches of
the coevens kent all of it at our nixt meirting after it wes maid, and all che witches yet
thfalt ar untaken haw their awin poweris and owr poweris q[uhillk we haid befor we
wer takin both etc bot now I haw no power at all,

margret kyllie in (blank) is on of the uth{e]r coven meslie hirdall spows to allexr
ross in lonheid 1s on of thie}m, hir skin is fyrie Issobell nicoll in lochloy is on of my
coeven allexr elder in carleseat and Janet finlay his spows ar of my covens margret
hasbein in moynes is on, margrac brodie in aulderne bessic and margrat wilsones thielr
& Jean mairten ther and elspet nishie spows to Jon mathew ther are of my coven, the
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sfaild Jean mairten is maiden of owr coven Johne yowng in mebestowne is officer to
owr coeven elspet chisholme and Issobell more in aulderne

magie brodie (blank) and 1: wene in to alexr cumings licthows in aulderne, 1 went
in in the liknes of a kea, the s{aild elspet chishom wes in the shap of a cact Issobell mor
wes a hair and magie bredie a catc & (blank) we rook a chried of each cullor of yairne
thiale wes in che s{aild allexr cuming his lictface, and did case chrie knotts on each
thried in the divellis nam, and did put the chriedis in the fate withersones abowe in the
fate in che divellis name and thielrby took the heall scrench of che fate away thiaje it
could lite nothing bot onlie blak, according to the culor of the divell in qoes nam we
took away the strenth of the rye culoris thlalt wes in the fact,

all gwhilkis of the premissis swa spokin and willinglie confest and declairic furth
of the mowth of the s[ai]d Issobell in all and be all chings as is abow sett downe 1 the
sfaild Johne Innes not{ar] publict haw wirittilne chir plreselntes and with che sfaildis
witnessis abownamet haw sub[scrivilt the samen in farder testimonie & witnessing of
the premissis to be of weritie we haw sub{scrivi]t the samen w{ijth owr handis day yeir
& place abowspe[cifelit

(Here follows Jobn Innes’s docquet — not transeribed)

Mr Hary forbes minister ac auldEarn
ATTESTIS
WDallas off cantray S[helreff deput
ATTESTIS
ABrodie witnes to the said confetione
Hew Rose Minifsee]r act Nairne
ATTESTS the forsaid declaraftioln

Hew Hay of Newtown as to the prinfcipa}l Subsrantials
ATTESTES
George phinnie » ATTESTIS

A In kirkmichael W Sutherland off kinsterie

ATTESTS the sfaild confessione
Jo: weir in auldearne ATTESTS

(In margin —'Jo Innes no[ta]rius publicus
Mr Hary forbes minister

of the gospel at ouldEarn

Hew Hay

George Phinnie)

Confession Two

Atr Aulderne the third day of may 1662 yeiris abowre the houris of two or thrie in
the efternoone or therby in plreselnce of master harie fforbes minister of the gospell at
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aulderne Johne grant of (moynes?) Johne Innes of edingeich hew hay of Brightmanney
James dunbar apperiant of Boath williame dunbar off clunes (written in the margin- and
Johne weir in auldern) and divers utheris witnessis to thir confessione and declara{tione
efterspefciflit spokin furth of the mowthe of Issobell gowdie spous to Johne gilbert in
Lochloy

The quilk day In plreselnce of Johne Innes no[talr publict and witnessis all
undersubfscrilwand the said Issobell gowdie professing repentance for hir former sines
of witchcraft proceidit in hir confessione in maner efter following To wict:

firse I met wlilch the divell betwixt the townes of drumdewin and the (damaged)
headis and ther he spak to me, and appointed me to meite wlilth him in che kirk of
aulderne gfuhilik I did in the night cym, and ther I denyed my baptisme and did purt
the on of my handis to the crowne of my head and the uth{e}r hand to che soale of my
foot and renuncet all betwixt my two handis ower to the divell, the divell wes in the
readeris dask and an blak book in his hand, margret brodie hald me up to him to be
baptized be him gfuhai}lr he marked me in the showlder and w{ilth his mowth suked
furth my blood owt of the mark and spowted it in his hand and sprinkled it on my head
and said I baptise ye Janet in my owin nam and w{ilchin a whyll th{aiJrefrer we all
remoowed,

the nixt tym thiaje I mete wiijch him wes in the new wardis of Inchoch and ther
he h(a7d?) carnell cowpulaltiolne wlilth me, and frequentlie chereftir ac owr pleasur he
haid carnall dealling w{ilth me he ves a meikle roch man werie cold and I faund his
nature als cold within me as spring well warter,

efter tha}e cym ther vold meit bot somtymes a coven someymes mor somtymes les,
bot a grand meitting vold be about the end of ilk gwarter, thir is threittein persones
in ilk coeven, and ilk on of ws has a sprit to wait wpon ws and ve pleas to call wpon
him, I remember not all the spritis names, bot their is on call(#?) swein qfuhillk waitis
wpon the s{aild margret wilson in aulderne he is still clothed in grass grein: and the
sfaild margret wilson hes an niknam: called pikle neirest the wind, the nixe sp{rilc is
called rorie who waitis on bessie wilsone in aulderne he is still clothed in yallow: and
hir niknam is throw the corneya(ird?) (damaged — words missing) The third spirit is called
the roring lyon (word crossed out) who waitis upon Issobell nicoll in lochloy and (damaged
— words missing) in sea grein, hir niknam is bessie rule, the fowrth spric is called mack-
hector qwho (damaged — words missing) martein dawghreer to the s{aild margret wilson,
he is a yowng lyk divell clothed still in gras(s?) (damaged — words missing) maiden to the
coven th{ale I am of, and hir nikname is over the dyk w[ilch it becaws the dive(//?)
(damaged — words missing) maiden in his hand nixt him glubeln ve daunce gillacrypes
and qfuhe]n he vold lowp from (damaged ~ words missing) he and she will say ower the
dyk w(i}th i, the name of the fyft sprit is robert the r . . . (damaged — words missing) fadd
dun and seims to be a comander of the rest of the spirits and he waitts wpon margret
brodie in aulderne (damaged — words missing) is called thieff of hell wait wpon hir selfe
and he waits also on the s[aild bessie wilson, the nam of the sevinth (damaged — words
missing) the read reiver and heis my owin spiric thfalt waicts on my selfe & is still clothed
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in blak che aughe spirit (damaged — words missing) robere the Jacks still clothed in dune
and seimes to be aiged heis an glaiked gowked spirit the womans (damaged — words
missing) thlalc he vairtis on is able and stowt, the nynche spirit is called Laing & the
womans niknam ch{alt he waits (domaged — words missing) is bessie bauld the tenth
spirit is named thomas a fearie etc ther wilbe many ucher divellis waiting wpon
(damaged — words missing) maister divell bot he is bigger and mor awfull th{a]n the rest
of the divellis and they all reverence him I will ken them all on by on from uthfe}ris
qluheln they appeir lyk a man,

Quhen we rease the wind we tak a rag of cloth and weitis it in water and we tak a
beetle and knokis the rage on a stone, and we say thryse ower 1 knok this ragg upon
this stone, to raise the wind in the divellis name, it sall not lye uncill T please again
(damaged — words missing) we wold lay the wind, we dry the ragg and say (chryse ower)
we lay the wind in the divellis nam (damaged — words missing) ryse gluhilll we or I lyk
(word crossed out) to rease it again, And if the wind will not lye instantlie (damaged —
words missing) we call upon ofulr spiritis and say to him thieffe thiefte conjure the wind
and caws it to (damaged — words missing) we haw no power of rain bot ve will rease the
wind gq[uheln ve please, he maid us believ (damaged — words missing) thielr wes no god
besyd him,

As for elf arrow heidis, the divell shapes them wlilth hisawin h . . . (damaged — words
missing) to elf boyes, who whytes and dightis them w{i}th a sharp thing lyk a paking
neidle b . . . (damaged — words missing) 1 saw them whytting and dighting them g{uheln
I wes in the elfes houssis chey will haw we . . . (damaged — words missing) them whytting
and dighting, and the divellis giwes them to ws each of vs so mony gfuheln (damaged
— words missing) thlalt dighcis th{eIm ar licle ones hollow and bossis baked they speak
gowstie lyk,

Qwhen (damaged — words missing) giwes th{elm to ws he sayes shoot thes in my name
and they sall not goe heall home, and gfuhe}n ve shoot thes arrowes (we say) I shoot
yon man in the divellis name, he sall not win heall home, and this salbe alswa trw th{ai}r
sall noc be an bitr of him upon on lieiw, we haw no bow to shoot wlijth bot spang them
from of the naillis of owr thowmbes: som tymes we will miss bot if they twitch be it
beast or man or woman it will kill tho they had an Jack upon them:

Qwhen we goe in the shape of an haire, we say chryse ower I sall gow intill a haire
w{ilch sorrow and syt and meikle caire, and I sall goe in the divellis nam ay whill I com
hom (damaged — words missing) (in?)srantlie we stare in an hair, and when we wold be
owt of th{alt shape we vill s . . . (damaged — words missing) caire, I am in an hairis liknes
just now, bot I salbe in a womans liknes ew . . . (damaged — words missing) when we vold
goe in the liknes of an cat: we say thryse ower I sall goe int(#/?) (damaged ~ words missing)
shot, and [ sall goe in the divellis nam, ay q{uhi]ll I com hom again:, & if ve (damaged
— words missing) we say thryse ower | sall goe intill a craw w{i}th sorrow and syt & blak
(damaged — words missing) ay qluhilll I com home again: and g[uheln ve vold be owt of
thes shapes, we say: cate cat (damaged — words missing) send the a blak short or blak chraw:
I wes a catr or crow just now, bot I salbe (damaged — words missing) cate: cace: or craw:
craw: goe send the a blak shot or a blak thraw:

Iff we in the (damaged — words missing) haire or any uth[elr likenes etc goe to any of
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owr neightbolulris howsis being witches, we we . . . (damaged — words missing) the goe
w(ilth ws or me, and p{reselnrlie cthey becom as we ar either ratis hearis crowes etc &
goe (damaged — words missing) we wold ryd: we tak windlestrawes or beenstakis & put
them berwixt owr foor and say thry(se?) (damaged — words missing) and hattok hors and
goe, hors and pellates ho ho: and immeditalie we flie away whair (damaged — words
missing) and least owr husbandis sould miss vs owrt of our bedes, we put in a boosom or
a thrie (damaged — words missing) and say thryse ower I lay down this boosom or stooll
in the divellis nam let it not ste . . . (damaged — words missing) com again: and immedi-
tialie it seims a voman: before our husbandis: ve can not turn in che lik . . . (damaged —
words missing)

Qwhen my husband sold beeff I used to put a swellowes feather in the hyd of the
beast (damaged — words missing) pute owt this beeff in the divellis name, th{a}t meikle
silver and good pryce com home, I did ewin (damaged — words missing) furch either hors
noat vebis or any uther thing (words missing) put in this feacher and said che (damaged
~ words missing) ower to caws the comodities sell weill etc (damaged — words missing)
thryse ower: thus: owr lord to hunting he (damaged — words missing) marblestone, he
sent vord to saint knict . . . (damaged — words missing) he pat the blood to be blood till
all upstood the lith to the lith till all took with our Ladie charmed hir deirlie sone
wliJch hir tooth and hir townge, and hir ten fingeris in the nam of the fach[elr che
sone and the holie gost, and this we say thryse over straiking the sor, and it becomes
heall, 2lj for the beanshaw or pain in the heuch, Wee ar heir thrie maidens charming
for the bean shaw, the man of the midle carth blew beaver Land seaver maneris of
stooris the Lord fleigged the feind wlilth his holie candles and yeird foor stone heir
she sites and heir shee is gon let hir nev . . . com heir again: 3lj for che seaveris (we
say thryse over, | forbid the qwaking seaveris the sea seaveris the (damaged — words
missing) seaveris and all the seaveris thlalt ewer god ordained: owt of the head owt of
the heart owt of the bak owt of the syd (our?) of the kneis owt of the thieghes fra the
pointis of the fingeris to the nebes of the toes owr sall the scaveris goe (damaged -
words missing) to the hill som to the hap, som to the stone som to the stok in saint pei-
teris nam saint paullis nam & all the sa(sn25?) of hevin: in nam of the fath{elr the sone
and the holie gost,

And when we took the frwit of the fishes from (rhe?) fisheris we went to the shore
befor the boat wold com to it, and we wold say on the shore syd thrie s{eve}rall ey(mes)
ower, the fisheris ar gon to the sea and chey vill brang hom fishe to me they will bring
them hom intill the boat bot they sall get of th{elm bot the smaller sort: so we either
steall a fish: or buy a fish or get a fish from them nowght an or ma: and w{ilch thfale
we haw all the fruit of the heall fishes in the boat, and the fishes thlalc the fisheris
thlelmseles will haw, wilbe bot froath etc

The first woyag thlalc ewer I went w[ilch the rest of owr convens, wes (word missing)
plewghlandis, and thfai}r we shot an man betwixt the plewgh stiltis, and he p[rese}ntlie
fell to the ground upon his nei(se?) and his mowth, and then the divell gaw me an arrow,
and cawsed me shoot an vowman in that fieldis: g[uhillk I did and she fell down dead,

In winter 1660 qfuheln mr harie fforbes minister at aulderne wes seik: we maid an
bagg: of the gallis flesh and gutts of toadis pikles of bear pairingis of the naillis of
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fingeris & toes the liewer of ane hair and bicts of clowts, we steipit this all together all
night among watter and haked throw uth{e}r and whan we did put it among the water,
satan wes w{iJth ws and learned ws the wordis following to say thryse ower ar chus: he
is lyeing in his bed and he is lyeing seik and sore, let him lye incill his bed, two monethis
(damaged — words missing) dayes mor 21j let him lye incill his bed ler him lye incill it
seik and sore let him lye intill his bed two monethes thrie dayes mor, 3lie he sall lye
intill his bed he sall lye in it seik and sore, he sall lye intill his bed two m . . . (damaged
— words missing) and thrie dayes mor, gqluheln we haid learned all thes wordis from the
divell, as s{aild is, we fell all dow(n) (damaged — words missing) kneis, wlilth owr hear
down ower owr showlderis and eyes, and owr hands lifeed up and owr (damaged — words
missing) the divell, and said the forsfaildis wordis thryse ower to the divell striktlie
aglains]t masterie forbes (damaged — words missing)

in the night tym we cam in to mr harie forbes chalmer g{uhailr he lay, wlilth owr
handis all sme . . . (damaged — words missing) of the bagg to swing it wpon mr harie
qluhai]r he wes seik in his bed, And in the day (damaged — words missing) number gwho
wes most familliar and intimat w[i]ch him, to wring or swing the bagg (damaged — words
missing) not prevaill in the night tym against him: qfuhi}lk wes accordinglie done, Any
of (damaged — words missing) comes in to yol{ulr howsis or ar set to doe yow ivill they
will look uncoweh lyk thraw(n?) (damaged — words missing) hurlie lyk and their clothes
standing out

the maiden of owr coven Jean mairten (damaged — words missing) doe no great mater
wiilthowt ofu}r maiden, and if a child be forspoken, we tak the cradle (damaged — words
missing) child throw it chryse and thleln a dowg throw it, and shakis the belt abow the
tyre, (damaged — words missing) downe to the ground, rill a dowg or a catt goe ower it
thiale the seiknes mey com (damaged — words missing) cace

All gluhillkis wer sua spoken furch of the mowth of the s[aild Issobell gowdie in
all and be all thingis Johne Innes noftalr publict haw w{ritt]ine chir p[reselntris and
with the witnessis abow and undernamet haw sub{scrivi}e day yeir moneth and place
abowexprest in all pointis

(Here follmws Jobn Innes's notary's docquet — not transeribed)

Mr Hary forbes m . . .
&

Hew Rose . ..
ATTESTS the for{saild
primo Subs . . .

hawing read & considered the confessions

of Isabel gowdie within conteaned as paction
with Sathan Renunciation of Baptisme, with
dyvers malefices, I find that a colm]mission may
be verie justlie (word unreadable) for hir last tryall
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AColuille

Hew Hay of newtoun
ATTESTES Joh

George . . .
in Kirkmich . ..

Confession Three

At Aulderne the ffyftein day of may 1662 yeiris In plreselnce of master harie forbes
minister of the gospell at auldern, me hew rosse minister at nairn, Johne Innes of
edinge(ith?), hew hay of newtoun, mr allexr dunbar schoolm{aste]r & session clerk
of aulderne, George Phinney in kirkmichaell and Jon weir and androw easie in
aulderne and many utheris witnessis to the confession efter sett down spoken furch
of the mouth of Issobell Gowdie spows to Jon gilbert in lochloy

The quhilk day In p[reselnce of me Johne Innes nofra}r publict and witnessis all under-
subs{crilwand the said Issobell gowdie appeiring to be most penetent for hir
abominable sines of witchcraft most ingeniouslie proceidit in hir confessione therof in
maner efterfollowing To witt:

first as I wes going betuixt the towns of Drumdewin and the headis the divell met
wiiJth me, and quhailr I covenanted w{ijth him, and promeisit to meit him in che
night tym in the kirk of aulderne qluhillk I did, he stood in the readeris dask and an
blak book in his hand qfuhailr I cam befor him and renuncet Jesus christ and my
baptisme, and all beruixt the soale of my foot & the crowne of my head I gaw frielie
wp and ower to the divell, margret brodie in aulderne held me up ro the divell uncill
he rebaptized me, and marked me in the shoulder, and w{ijth his mouth sucked out
my blood at that place and spowted it in his hand and sprinkling it wpon my head and
face he said I baprtise ye Janet to myself in my owin nam, wlilthin a whyll therefter we
all remoowed,

and w{ilchin ffew dayes he cam to me in the new wardis of Inshoch, and cher haid
carnall cowpula[tioln wlilth me, he wes a werie meikle blak roch man, he will lye als
hewie wpon ws gq{uheln he hes carnall dealling w{ilth us, als lyk an male secke; his
memberis ar exceiding great and long, no mans memberis ar so long and bigg as they
ar: he wold be amongst us, lyke a weath horse amongst mearis he wold lye w{ilch ws
in pfreselnce of all the multitud, neither haid we nor he any kynd of shame, bort espe-
ciallie he hes no sham w{ijth him ac all, he wold lye and haw carnall dealling w[i}ch
all enyie tym as he pleased, he wold haw carnall dealling w{ijth us in the shape of a
deir or any uth{e]r shap th{alt he wold be in, we wold never refuse him,

he wold com to my hows top in the shape of a crow, or lyk a dear or in any uther
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shap now and chen, [ wold ken his woice at the first heiring of it, and wold goe furth
to him and hav carnall cowpulaftioln wli}ch him,

the yowngest and lustiest woomen will haw werie grear pleasur in their carnall
cowpula{tio}n wlilth him, yea much mor th{a}n w{i}ch their awin husbandis, and they
will haw a exceiding grear desyr of it wlilch him, als much as he can haw to them &
mor, and never think shame of it, he is able for ws th{a}c way thfaJn any man can be,
(alace ch{a]t I sould compair him to an man) onlie he ves heavie lyk a male seck a hodg
nature, verie cold as yce;

he wold send me now and (then?) to auldern som earrandis to my neightbo[ulris in
the shape of ane hair, I wes on morning abowt the break of day, goeing to aulderne in
the shap of ane hair, and patrik papleyes servants in kilhill being goeing to ther (word
erossed owt) labouring, his houndis being w{ilth them, ran efter me being in the shape
of an haire, | ran werie long, bot wes feart being near ac last to take my owin hous, the
dore being left open, I ran in behind an chist and the houndis followed in bot they went
to the uchlelr syd of the chist, and I wes forcet to run furcth again, and ran in to an
uth{e]jr hows, and thieilr ook leasur to say, hair hair god send the cair, [ am in a hearis
liknes now, bot I sall be an vowman ewin now, hair, hair god send the cair, & so |
returned to my owin shap as I am ac this instant again, the dowgis will somtymes get
som bytte of vs gluheln ve ar (word crossed out) hairis, bot wil not gee ws killed,

qluheln ve turn owt of a hairis liknes to owr owin shap: we will haw the bytte and
rywes & scrattis in owr bodies, g{uheln ve vold be in the shap of cates, we did nothing
bot cry & wraw & rywing and as it ver wirricing on an uchfe]lr, and g[uhejn ve com to
owr awin shapes again ve will find the scrattis and rywes on owr skins werie sor,

qluhe}n on of vs or mor ar in the shap of catis & meitt wlilth any of owr
neightbofujris, we will say divell speid the, goe thow wiijth me & immediaclie cthey
will turne in the shape of an catt & goe wlijch ws,

Qwhen we wilbe in the shap of crowes, we will be larger th{aln ordinar crowes, and
will sitt wpon brenches of treis, we went in the shape of rewkis to mr robert donald-
sones hows, the divell and Jon raylor and his wyff, went in ac the kitchen chimney, and
went down wpon the crowk, it wes about Lambes in an{n}o 1659, they opened an
vindow and went all in to the hows, and gote beiff and drink chieilr, bot we did no mor
harme,

we went in to the downie hillis, the hill opened and we cam to an fair & lairge braw
rowme in the day tym, thielr ar greac bullis croweting & skrylling cher at the entrie;
qluhijlk feard me,

bot thla]e g[uhilch trowbles my concience most is the killing of sewerall persones,
with the arrowes g[uhilch I gote from the divell, che first voman thla]c I killed wes at
the plewgh landis, also I killed on in the east of murrey, at candlmas last, at thar tyme
bessie wilson in aulderne killed on thielr, and margret wilson ther killed an uthfe]r, |
killed also James dick in conniecavell, bot the death th{alt I am most of all sorrie for,
is the killing of william Bower in the miltcowne of moynes, margret brodie killed an
vowman washing at the burne of tarres, Bessie wilsone killed an man at the bushe of
strutheris Bessie hay in aulderne killed an prettie man, called dunbar at the eist end of
the towne of forres as he wes coming out at an gaire, margret brodj in aulderne killed
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on david blak in darnvay, Janetr breadheid spows to Jon taylor rold me a litle befor she
wes apprehendit th{ajt margrer wilsoen in aulderne shot allexr hutcheon in aulderne,
Janet breadheid shor Johne falconer in the park, the most of ws all wer cher at chat
tyme, bessie wilson killed on william man ar burgie, margret wilson killed on Johne
lees, and Janet breadheid killed a swyn at burgie

Bessie wilsone in aulderne, on an first monday of the reach, took an bagg maid of
hairs lieweris, the flesh guetis and gallis of toadis naills of fingeris & toes, and swinged
it on an young man called thomas reid, and he died,

Bessie and margret wilsones in aulderne Johne taylor and his wyff margrat brodie
and I and the divell, wer rogither and mr harie forbes minister of aulderne goeing to
moynes the divell gaw margret brodie an arrow to shoot at him g[uhijlk she did, bot
it cam short & the divell cawsed tak it up again, and desyrit to shoot again bot the
divell sfaild no: we wold not get his lyff at thfale tyme, the divell cawsed me to shoot
at the Laird of park as he wes croceing the burne of the boath, bot I missed him,

we wold goe s[evelrall howses in the night tym, we wer at candlmas last in grainge-
hill, glubailr we got meat and drink aneugh the divell sac at the heid of the table and
all the coven abowt, that night he desyrit allexr elder in earlseat to say the grace befor
meat g{uhi}lk he did, and is thus, we eat this mear in the divellis nam, w{ilth sorrow
and syt and meikle shame we sall destroy hows and hald, bot sheip and noat intill the
fold, litle good sall com to the fore, of all che rest of the litle store, & thieln ve began
to cart and q{uheln ve haid endit eatting, we looked steadfastlie to the divell and
bowing owr selves to him. We said to the divell we thank che owr lord for this etc

the wordis which we spak gfuheln we maid the pictur for distroyeing of the Laird
of parkis meall children, wer thus, In the divellis nam, we powr in this water among
this mould, for land dwyning and ill heall, we putt it in into che fyre, that it mey be
brunt both stik and stowre, it salbe brunt wiijth owr will, as any stikle wpon a kill,
the divell taught ws the wordis, and g[uheln ve haid learned them we all fell downe
wpon owr bare kneyeis, and owr hair abowt owr eyes, and owr handis lifted up, looking
steadfast wpon the divell, still sayeing the wordis thryse ower, till it wes maid, and
then in the the divellis nam, we did put it in the miest of the fyre, efter it haid skrukned
a litle befor the fyre, and q[uheln it ves read lyk a coale, we took it owe in the divellis
nam, till it be brokin it wilbe the deathe of all the meall children th{alc the Laird of
park will ewer get, cast it ower an kirk it will not brak, qluhi}ll it be broken w{ilth an
aix, or som such lyk thing be a mans handis, if it be not so broken it will last an hundreth
yeir, it hes an cradle abour it of clay to preserw it from skaith, & it wes resten each
uch{e}r day at the fyr, som tymes on paire of it, someymes an uth[elr pairt of ic, it vold
be a litle wart wilth water & thie]n rosten, the bairn vold be brunt & rosten, ewin as
it ves by ws, it vanted no (word crassed out) mark of all the pairtis of an child, litle lippies
ctc and the handis of it folded downe by its sydis Jon taylor and Janet breadheid his
wyft bessie & margret wilsones in aulderne & I my selfe w{ilth the divell wer onlie at
the making of it, bor all the multitud of owr all ofulr coevens got notice of it, at the
nixe meicting, for all owr actis and deidis betuixt grete meittings most be given
accompt of and notted in his book, at each grand meiteing, bot all my owin coven gott
notice of it werie shortlie,
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the divell him selfe cam to me to my awin hows, and bad me meict him in Johne
tayloris hows to help thielm to mak the sfaild picrur, all the coven did filie lyk catcis
beas hairis rewkis etc bor barbara ronald in brightmanney and I still read in an hors
qluhilch ve vold mak of a straw or beein staik, bessie wilsone wes still in the liknes of
a rewk,

qfuheln we ar at mear or in any uthle]r place gfuhalt[evelr, the maiden of each
coven sitts abow the rest nixe the divell and she serws the divell for all che old people
thalt he cairis not for, and ar veak & wnmeit for him, he will be w{ilth hir & ws al,
lyk a weath hors after mearis, and somtymes a man bot werie wilfull in carnall
cowpulaftioln ar all tyms, and they ewin so, als wilfull and desirows of him, somtyms
among owr selws we wold be calling him blak Jon or the lyk, and he wold ken it & heir
ws weill aneughe, and he ewin then com o ws, and say I ken weill aneugh whar ye wer
sayeing of me, & thieln he vold beat and buffet ws werie sor, we wold be beattin if ve
wer absent any tym, or neglect any thing th{a}e wold be appointed to be done, allexr
elder in earlseat vold be werie oft beatin, he is bot soft, & could never defend him self
in the least, bor greite & cry gfuheln he vold be scurging him, bot margrer wilson in
aulderne wold defend hir self fynlie, & cast up hir handis to keip the stroakis off from
hir and bessie wilsone wold speak croslie w[ijch hir townge, and wold be belling again
to him stowtlie he wold be beatring and scurgeing ws all wp and downe, w{ijch rardis
& uth{e}r sharp scurges, lyk naked gwhastis, and we wold be still cryeing, pittie, pittie,
mercie, mercie, owr lord, bot he wold haw neither pittie nor mercie, whan he vold be
angrie at ws, he wold girne at ws, lyk a dowge, as iff he wold swellow ws wp: somtym
he vold be lyk a stirk, a bull, a deir, a rae, or a dowg etc and haw dealling w[ilth ws,
and he vold hold wp his raill wntill we wold kiss his arce; and at each tym gfuheln ve
wold meict wlilth him, we behoowit to ryse and beck and mak owr curtesie to him and
we wold say, ye ar welcom owr lord, and how doe ye my lord etc

qluheln ve wold tak the furit away of anie persones midden or dunghill, we wold
say, thus, when we wold puct haiked flesh of an unchristned child dowgs and sheips
flesh & pairingis of naillis etc al haked throw uth{elr, we pute this in intill chis ham,
in ofulr lord the divellis nam, the first handis thialt handles the brunt and scalded sall
they be, we sall distroy hows and hald, w{i}th the sheip and noat incill the fold &licl
sall com to the for of all the rest of che litl store

we killed an ox in burgie, abowt the sawing (?) of the day and we browght the ox
wlilth ws hom to aulderne and did eat all amongst ws, in an hows of aulderne, and
feasted on it, tho the divell wold giw ws ther brawest lyk mo[nely thialt ewer wes
coyned, wlilthin fowr and twancic howris, it vold be bot hors muke,

alace I deserw not to be sitting heir, for I haw done so manie ivill deidis, espe{cilallie
killing of men etc I deserw to be reiven wpon iron harrowes & wors if it culd be devysit

and qfuhe}n we tak away the fruir of corns at Lambes we tak an wooll sheeir & cureis
or clips onlie thrie stakis of it & plaitis uth{e]r cthrie rudis togither and sayes we cutt
this corne in ofu}r Lord the divellis nam & we sall haw the fruit of it hom thus thryse
ower, & so we haw the fruit of thialt field ewin so gluheln ve tak keall or the lyk etc
& we lay al vp till yewll pace or halie dayes & partis it among vs & feastis on thiajt
togither
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W pon the q[uhillkis all and sundrie of the premissis swa spokin & willinglie confest
be the said Issobell gowdie I the sfald Johhne Innes noltalr publict haw wrettin thir
plreselntris & wlilth the witnessis abow & under namer haw sub[scrivilc the samen
wlilth owr handis day moneth place & yeir abow sett doun

{Here follows Jobn Innes's docquer — not transcribed)

Mr Hary forbes minister

auldEarn ATTESTS
Jo: weir in auldearne  Hew Hay off newtown Hew Rose Mini{stelr At Nairne
ATTESTS ATTESTES ATTESTS the fors{aild

declaraftioln
as to the prin{cipa}l Substantial
George phinnie » ATTESTIS
A in kirkmichael

(Signatures in margin:

J Innes nofralrius publicus
Mr Hary forbes

Hew Hay

George phinnie)

Confession Four

At Aulderne the twantie sevinth day of may 1662 yeiris In plreselnce of master
harie forbes (minister at auldern inserted) patrik campbell of boath Mr Allexr Dunbar
schoolm{astelr and clerk of the session of aulderne George phinney in kirkmichaell
hew hay of newtowne and Johne weir in aulderne witnesses to the confession of
Issobell gowdie spows to Johne gilbert in Lochloy

The said day the said Issobell professing repentance of hir former sines of witcheraft
and thia]c she hfai}ld bein ower long in the divellis service without any compulsitoris
proceidit in hir confession in maner efterfollowing Thatt is to say:

I aknowledg to my great grieff and sham thfa]e fyftein yeiris since [ denyed fathelr
son & holie gost in the kirk of aulderne, and gaw over my bodie and sowll to the divell
he standing in the readeris dask of aulderne and an blak book in his hand, margret
brodie in aulderne held me wp to the divell g{uhi}ll I did chis, and q{uhi}ll he mark(ed)
me one the shoulder and sowked out my blood thie}rat, and spitted it in his hand and
sprinkled it on my head and baptized me Janet in his owin nam:

efter th{ale he hlaild carnall cowpula[tioln w{ilth me in the new wardis of Inshoch,
and still thielrefter fra cym to tym at owr pleasur,

the names of the coeven: ar thes Bessie wilsone in aulderne Janet burnet ther elspet
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nishie ther margret brodie ther margrer wilsone thle}r Bessie hay thie]r Jon taylor in
belmakeith Janet breadhead his spows barbara ronald Issobell nicoll in lochloy: my self,
wlilth Jean mairten owr maiden & Jon yowng in mebestoun owr offifce]r

The names of owr divellis th{a}e waited wpon ws ar thes, first, robert the Jakis:
Sander the read reaver Thomas the fearie: Swein: the roaring lyon: thieffe of hell wait
wpon hir self, makhector, robert the rule: hendrie Laing and rorie, we wold ken thielm
all on by on from utheris, som of thfelm apeiric in sadd dun: som in grass grein, som
in sea grein, som in yallow, the niknames th{a}c the divell gaw wnto ws were pikell
neirest the vind, this wes margret wilsones niknam, Bessie wilsones niknam ves throw
the corn yaird: Elspet nishies niknam ves bessie bald: Jean mairteins niknam qluhJo
ves maiden: is ower the dyk w{ijth it Bessie hayes niknam is able and stowt:

I haw sein the elf arrowes maid, the divell dightis thielm & the elf boyes qubytis
them, we got ewrie on ws so many of th{e]lm from che divell to shoot at men: I my self
killed on w{illia}m bower at miltoun at miltoun (s¢) of moynes this griews me mor
th{aln any thing th{alt ewer I did, margret brodj killed an woman washing at the burn
of tarras, Bessie wilson killed an man ar the bush of Strutheris Bessie hay killed on
(blank) dunbar at the east end of the town of forres coming owt at a gait, margret brodie
shot at on david blak margret wilson killed on allexr hucheon in auldern, Janet bread-
head now in prison killed Jon falconer in park ther wer thrie killed east the cownrrey
at candlmes last [ killed on margret brodie on & bessie wilson on, I shot on James dik
in connicavell, margret brodie killed on w{illia}m crukshank margret vilson killed on
Jon ley Janet breadhead killed a swyn: also she killed an uth[e}r man at burgie and
bessie wilson killed on thielr namet wiillialm man:

We killed an ox and brought it to Bessic hayes hows in aulderne and we did eat
him th{elr, I shor ar the Laird of park as he ves crossing the burn of boath bot thankis
to god now chfa)c he preserwic him, Bessie hay gaw me a great cuff becaws I missed
him, margret brodie shot at mr harie forbes at the standing stones, bot she missed, &
spierit if she sould shoot again & the divell said not for we wold not get his lyf at that
tym,

we intentit s{eve}rall tyms for him, q{uhe}n he ves seik (word crossed our) Bessie hay
Jean mairten the maiden bessie wilson margrer brodie elspet nishie spows to Jon
mathew & I my self met in bessie wilsones hows and maid an bag aglains}t him the
bag wes maid of the flesh gutcis & gallis of toadis the liewer of a hear, pikles of corn &
pairings of (naills — written above) of fingeris & toes, we seeipit 2l night among warter,
the divell learned ws to say thes wordis following at the making of the bag, he is lying
in his bed & he is seik & sore, let him ly in till ch{alc bedd monethes two & dayes thrie
mair, 21j he sal ly in till his bed he salbe seik and sair, he sall lye in till his bedd monethes
two & dayes thrie mair, & qfuhejn we haid said this wordis we wer all on ofu}r kneyes
o[ulr hair abowt owr showlderis & eyes holding wp olulr handis to the divell thfajc it
might destroy the s{aild mr harie, it ves intentit thfajt ve coming in to his chalmer in
the night tym we sould swing it on him, and becaws we prevailed not at thia}c tym
bessie hay undertook and cam in to his chalmer to wisit him being werie intimat w{ilth
him, and she brought in of the bag in hir handis ffull of the oyll the]rof to haw swowng
& casten drops of it on him bot ther wer som uch{elr worthie persons wiilth him at
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thia}e tym, by qluhilch god prevented bessie hay th{aje she got no harm don to him,
bot swang a litl of it on the clothes of the bed g[uhailr he lay,

Jon raylor & his wyff Bessie & margret wilsones & I maid a pictur for the laird of
parkis maill children Jon taylor brought hom the clay in his plaid newk, his wyff sifted
it, we powred in vater in a cowg amongst it & wrought it sor & maid a pictur of it lyk
a child als big as a pow it vanted no mark of the imag of a bairn eyes nose mowth litl
lippies ete & the handis of it folded doun by its sydis the vordis th{aje we s[aild qluheln
we maid it, ver thus we put this water among this meall for long dwynning & ill heall
we put it in intill the fyr to burn them up both stik & stour it sal be brunc w{ilth ofu]r
will as any stikill on an kill the divell sitton on an blak kist ve wer al on ofu}r kneyes
and owr hair abowr ofu]r eyes looking on the divell stedfastlie & owr handis lifted vp
to him saying the vordis ower & by this the bairns died etc

All this w{ijch a great many mor terrible things we the s[aid}is witnesses and nofta}r
haird the sfaild Issobell confes and most willinglie & penetent lyk speak furth of hir
ovin mowth in witnes g{uhailrof we haw sub[scrivilc chir plreselncis wlilch ofulr
handis day yeir & place abow sett downe

Ita est Johannes Innes no [ta] rius publicus in fidem  Mr Hary forbes minister of

Premissorum rogatus et requistus the gospel at OldEarn
subscribo[rum] J Innes no[talrius publicus ATTESTIS
Jo: weir in aulderne ATTESTS George phinnie in kirkmichel
ATTESTS
WSutherland
off kinsterie ATTESTS Hew Hay of newtowne
ATTESTES

All:Dunbar Schoolmaster &
Clerk to the Sessione of Oldearne ATTESTS

52



3 -

The Shadow of the Interrogator

What are we to make of these remarkable documents? For those who have no knowl-
edge of witchcraft and fairy belief in early modern Scotland, they must seem virtually
impenetrable. But even for those well acquainted with the subjects, they still present
considerable challenges. In many ways they are no different from other witch-records
from this period: like most, they contain descriptions of basic maleficium performed
against neighbours; like many, they contain descriptions of demonological witchcraft;
and like a significant minority, they include accounts of fairy belief and beneficent
magic. But despite this conformity, Isobel’s confessions remain profoundly demanding
and complex on a number of levels. Emotionally, the reader is simultaneously attracted
by their poetic beauty and intensicy and repelled by their raw malevolence and strange-
ness. Intellectually, the actempre to understand how these fantastic narratives evolved
out of standard judicial procedure generates endless questions. Did Isobel really say any
of these things? If she didn't, then who was responsible for them and why were they
written down? If she did, then why did she say them and what could she have meant by
them?

For nearly 200 years, since they were first transcribed by Scotrtish historian Robert
Pitcairn, any scholar who has read Isobel’s confessions has been in the same predica-
ment, and complex reactions undoubtedly lie behind oft-repeated terms such as:
'striking’, ‘startling’, ‘strange’, ‘powerful’, ‘extravagant’, ‘sensational’, ‘atypical’,
‘highly unusual’, ‘unrivalled’, and most frequently of all, ‘extraordinary’.' Bur while
responses to the confessions have been diverse, as we have seen earlier, there has been
no ambiguity surrounding their significance, with historians and folklorists eicher
echoing George Black's view that they represent ‘the most remarkable witcheraft case
on record in Scotland’ or John McPherson's more general acknowledgement of their
‘supreme importance’.’

This importance lies in the fact that, as Maxwell-Stuart has recently noted, Isobel's
confessions are extraordinary not in one, but in ‘many ways’ which, when taken
together, combine to make them differ “from all the others we have encountered’.” First,
they are remarkable for their length and narrative form. Taken individually, the second
and third confessions are among the longest on record and taken together all four consti-
tute, to my knowledge, the longest collection of extant testimonial material relating
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to a single individual from a British witch-investigation in this period. The confessions
are also, according to current historical research, the only witch-records to have been
consistently recorded in the first person, and this feature, when combined with the face
that che narrative is also unbroken by any form of overt ordering or itemizing system,
gives the impression of a flowing, personally-delivered monologue; an effect further
intensified by the oft-repeated scribal observation, given with unique frequency and
insistence, that she gave her confessions ‘'most willinglie’ and 'without any compulsi-
coris (compulsion)’.

Secondly, the confessions are exceptional because they cover such a rich and varied
range of subject matter. The folkloric material, particularly in relation to charming
traditions and fairy belief, is arguably the most significant. With regard to the lacter,
the uniqueness of the content sets the confessions second only to Robert Kirk's famous
treatise, The Secret Commanwealth of Elves, Fauns and Fairies as our most important docu-
mentary evidence for popular fairy belief in early modern Britain. It is with good reason
that folklorist Karharine Briggs, a woman nor withour resources when it came to
British fairy beliefs, claimed herself “indebted’ to Isobel for "a description of life in the
fairy hills".* Buc folklore aside, Isobel’s confessions are also notable for their demono-
logical content. Not only do they contain what are arguably the most vivid and detailed
descriptions of the demonic pact and witches’ sabbath to have come down o us from
a Scottish witch-testimony, but they also feature some of the more extravagant sabbach
elements, such as sexual orgies, rarely found this side of the English Channel. After
undertaking a comprehensive analysis of Scottish witchcraft cases, Christina Larner
noted in 1981, that along with records relating to the celebrated Forfar witches, Isobel's
confessions were those ‘which most nearly parallel those of the continent’.” Morcover,
while Isobel's confessions would be remarkable enough if they contained eicher che folk-
loric or the demonological detail alone, the fact that they contain these (in many ways
diametrically opposed) elements simultaneously, and chat the two are inter-meshed in
a manner which defies simplistic interpretation, make her confessions truly unique,
with Cowan and Henderson claiming in their recent study of Scotrish fairy beliefs, that
Isobel ‘interspersed fairy and diabolical beliefs in her confessions of 1662 to a degree
that is unrivalled in any other known witch trial’.®

Thirdly, Isobel's confessions are also noteworthy for their distinctive linguistic and
narrative style. The detail, which is found in both demonological and folkloric passages,
is legendary. Larner noted that, along with the material from Forfar, Isobel’s confes-
sions were ‘quite exceptional in the richness of the detail which has been recorded’,
while Maxwell-Stuart echoed, more recently, that she “goes into much more detail than
is customary in her description of the Devil” and that ‘'when she comes to describe
certain incidents, her attention to graphic dertail is striking”.” The confessions also
contain the highest number of charms, both malevolent and benevolent, found in any
witchcraft record in Britain, and possibly Europe, from this period, with the tally
amounting to an impressive twenty-seven.” This detail is further enhanced by the face
that it is woven into a narrative delivered with exceptional verbal fluency and dramatic
flair. As we have seen earlier, when transcribing her records in 1833, Robert Pitcairn
not only admired Isobel’s ‘singularly descriptive powers’ but, with regard to one
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passage, went so far as to note that it was ‘perhaps, in all respects, the most extraordi-
nary in the history of witchcraft of this or any other country. Any comment would only
weaken the effect of such very remarkable descriptions’™.” In the subsequent century,
folklorist John Macculloch suggested, rather less reverentially, chac ‘Isobel had a lively
imagination as well as the gift of the gab, and her clerical judges drank in the vivid
accounts’; Thomas Davidson that ‘Isobel always seemed to do everything in a big way’;
and Rossell Hope Robbins that her imagination was ‘as powerful as Zola's”."” These
views are echoed in George Bain's observation that “The startling and strange feature
of her evidence is that it reveals an elaborate system of incaneation and devilry requiring
considerable ingenuity even to imagine and suggest.""’

Lastly, Isobel's confessions are exceptional because they are one of the small minoricy
in which the passages pertaining to harmful magic are so vivid and idiosyncratic that
they point firmly beyond the artifice of the interrogators or the projections of neigh-
bours to the possibility that the accused believed herself to be a malevolent witch.
Comments such as 'we mey shoot them dead at our pleasur’ and 'T haw done so manie
ivill deidis, espefcilallie killing of men etc’ persuaded Jefirey Russell to conclude that
‘it 1s probable that she believed what she was saying; her case is one of the clearest indi-
cations that people . . . could under the influence of prevailing beliefs come to believe
themselves diabolical witches'. More recently, the folklorist Jeremy Harte has
concluded that that Isobel “does evil because she enjoys it’, while Cowan and Henderson
simply define her as a “self-confessed witch™."*

It is by virtue of cheir many extraordinary features thac Isobel's confessions are con-
sistently featured in both academic and popular books on witchcraft. But as we noted
in the Introduction to Part I, until now they have not yet been subjected ro detailed
study. No-one has attempted to examine, in any detail, the interrogatorial arena in
which the confessions were forged; the question of how much confessional material can
be linked to Isobel and how much to her questioners; and most importancly, what Isobel
may have meant by many of the things she said. This kind of ‘epistemological analy-
sis’, as we can term it here, is difficule at the best of times. With regard to any witchcraft
testimony, historical distance from the event, the contamination of the sources and the
clusive nature of the crime itself, make it difficult to understand how even the most
conventional witchcraft confessions may have been created and what pare even the most
unimaginative suspect may have played in this creation process. Bur wich Isobel’s mate-
rial, we are presented with an additional challenge. While every historian has their own
perspective on her confessions, and these perspectives may vary widely, they all agree
upon one fundamental thing — che confessions’ exeraordinary unusualness. As a conse-
quence, when attempting to analyse Isobel’s testimony we do nort only have to explore
what she said and why she may have said it, but we also have to explore why the things
she said were so different from the things other witches said.

This overriding issue of unusualness is an important one, not just because unusu-
alness is interesting in itself, bue because it has been responsible for the face thar Isobel,
more than any other witchcraft suspect on record, has been persistently dogged by accu-
sations of insanity. Even ac the time of her prosecution the privy council, having seen
her confessions, cautioned the commissioners to make sure that she and her accomplice,
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Janet Breadheid, were ‘of sound judgment’ and in ‘nowayes distracted’, and these suspi-
cions have been repeatedly echoed since the confessions came into the public domain
in 1833."% In 1857, Sir Walter Scott noted Isobel’s ‘derangement of mind' and memo-
rably claimed that "It only remains to suppose, that this wretched creature [Isobel] was
under the dominion of some peculiar species of lunacy, to which a full perusal of her
confession might perhaps guide a medical person of judgement and experience’."" In
the following century, Macculloch described her testimony as ‘delusions and erotic
ravings'; Robbins asserted that she ‘appeared clearly demented’; and even che normally-
measured Kacharine Briggs described Isobel’s narracives as “strange, mad confessions’.”*
Similarly, both George Bain and Thomas Smout, both balanced historians, dismissed
Isobel’s accounts respectively as “horrible delusions’ and ‘insane fantasies”.'® Although
it is no longer the convention for historians and folklorists to pathologise witcheraft
confessions in this reductive way, the view that Isobel was somehow mentally unseable
persists. In 2005, in an introduction to a selection of folklorist John G. Campbell's
works, Gaelic scholar Ronald Black drew attention to 'Isobel’s ramblings’ and claimed
that she ‘appears to have been a simple-minded young woman’ whose imagination had
been 'disordered’ by the many tales of witcheraft she had heard. Similarly, in 2004
Harte noted her ‘sad, crazy talk’."”’

In Auldearn roday, popular wisdom has it chat Isobel may have suffered insanity as
a result of contracting ergotism or, as it has been colloqually termed from the Middle
Ages onwards, ‘St Anchony’s Fire’, a disease caused by the Claviceps purpurea mycotoxin
which, in its convulsive form, can cause a range of mental disturbances including
mania, psychosis, delirium, dementia and hallucinations.'® While any blanket associ-
ation between ergotism and witcheraft prosecutions is generally dismissed by
contemporary historians, in Isobel’s case we cannot rule out the possibility completely.
Rye grain, the primary vehicle thac carries the ergot mycotoxin, was grown in several
parts of Nairnshire, including some of Park’s estates, in this period, and studies have
shown thart prior to the advent of modern pesticides most rye crops, wherever they were
grown, are likely to have been infected with the fungus, with levels fluctuating in
response to weather conditions and occasionally rising to degrees sufficient to cause
local epidemics.'” Moreover, that it may have risen to these levels in mid seventeenth-
century Auldearn is strongly suggested by local minister Donald Mitchell’s claim, a
little over 100 years lacer, in reference to the adjoining parish of Ardclach, that ‘St
Anthony’s Fire is a disease peculiar to the people of this place, both young and old”.*”
Isobel’s claim to have kneaded clay “werie sore lyk rye bowt (mea/)’ clearly attests to the
fact that she herself consumed rye bread, and we can assume that being among the
poorer Nairnshire residents she would have baked with the dark flour that so easily
masked the presence of the red ergot-infected grain.

The Isobel-was-crazy hyporhesis is further intensified by the fact that, mycotoxins
aside, there has been a long historical association berween witchcraft and insanicy. The
question as to whether some witchcraft suspects were mentally ill was often posed in
the early modern period; and as che witch hunts went on, prosecutors and authorities
became increasingly aware that false confessions could be produced through mental
illness or disturbance (as opposed to the false confessions produced in response to the

56



The Shadow of the Interrogator

more esoteric disruptions of the Devil). Indeed, after che mid-seventeenth century it
was not uncommon for the privy council to send cautions along with their commuis-
sions advising the judges to ensure that cheir suspects were not psychologically
unstable. The very fact that such cautions were issued suggests chat this distinction was
sometimes abused by those either unable, or unwilling, to make it; mistakes undoubt-
edly exacerbated by the fact that mental illness, then as now, is so difficult to define.
The black and white division of mentalities into “sane’ and ‘insane’ which characterized
the early days of psychiatry is no longer tenable, and contemporary psychologists are
more likely to identify mental illness as the presence of one or more ‘psychiatric disor-
ders’ which can lie at any point along a scale of severity ranging from mild at one end
to extreme at che other. Those with a disorder registered at the extreme end of the scale,
such as morbid schizophrenics, are considered overtly insane in almost any culcure,
while those with conditions registered at the mild end are usually, depending on
cultural mores, considered perfectly sane. Individuals suffering from a disorder thar lies
in the intermediate section of the severity scale (that is, it is extreme enough to disrupt
their lives and cause unhappiness but not to prevent the development of positive rela-
tionships or some kind of integration into sociery) find themselves in an ambiguous
position. Even today, these intermediate disorders are difficult to identify and manage,
and there is no doubr that in the early modern period it would have been those who
suffered from these, as opposed to the more overt forms of metal illness such as schiz-
ophrenia, who would have fallen foul of the judicial system.

From one perspective, these speculations are immaterial. It could be argued that,
with regard to [sobel, the question of mental illness, whether ergot-induced or not, is
largely irrelevant. And it is true that for general purposes, we can certainly enjoy the
rich folklore and vivid detail of her confessions without needing to be precise about her
psychological health. But if we wish to understand the woman behind the confessions,
and why she made chem, then such an assessment is important. It is even more pressing
if we wish to use her confessional material as a building block upon which o construct
larger hypotheses with broader cultural relevance. For these types of analyses, the place
where Isobel sits on the ‘psychiatric disorder severity scale” 1s directly proportional to
the usefulness of her trial content. The nearer she is seen to be to the extreme end, the
more her confessional content must be considered anomalous, and valuable only in the
sense that it illuminaces Isobel herself. The nearer she is to the mild end, the more this
content can be seen to be representative of her peers, and more safely used as a basis on
which to theorise about her wider community.

As a consequence of these factors, in the first half of chis book our epistemological
analysis of Isobel’s confessions will tread two pachs simultancously. We will be
approaching che confessions as we would any other from the period: using a variety of
historiographical methods, including comparative analysis of other witchcraft records
and cultural contextualization, to explore the factors thatr gave rise to her restimony.
But at the same time our research will be responsive to the need o explore and explain
the confessions’ unusualness. Through attempting to identify, with some precision,
exactly how and why Isobel's confessions were so unconventional, we will gradually
peel away the extraordinary veneer thae has historically acted, like a glamour, to obscure
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the woman behind them. Alchough this process cannot hope to provide any concrete
refutation of the Isobel-was-crazy hypothesis it will, nevertheless, provide us with a
finer feeling for the nature of her psychological state.

Voluntary Confession

We need to begin our analysis by taking a preliminary look at the core dilemma facing
any investigation into witch-records: how far was the suspect’s testimony freely given
and how far was it coerced? Scholars frequently draw attention to the face thae Isobel
seems to have produced her confession willingly, and indeed, among popular writers
this has become something of a mantra, the name 'Isobel Gowdie' being seldom
mentioned without a qualifying phrase along the lines of ‘who gave her confession
voluntarily’ or “who confessed without torture’. There are many causes for the emer-
gence of this myth. Alchough references to voluntary confession such as ‘ye freely
confessed” appear in a significant minority of records from this period, Isobel’s confes-
sions are unique in that many words are used to make the point and the point is made
frequently.?’ The first confession begins boldly with the claim that ‘the said Issobell
gowdie appeiring penctent for hir haynows (beinous) sines of witch craft and thla]e she
haid bein ower long in th{alc service wlilthout any compulsitoris proceidic in hir
confessione” and concludes that it was ‘spokin and willinglie confest’. The third and
fourth confessions repeat these sentiments, with the last concluding dramatically that
‘All this wli]ch a great many mor terrible things we the s[aidlis witnesses and noftalr
haird the sfai}d Issobell confes and most willinglie & penetent lyk speak furth of hir
ovin mowth'.

The myth of Isobel’s voluntary confession has also been fostered by the fact chat, as
already noted, her testimony is uniquely composed of relatively seamless descriptive
passages delivered in che first-person, these two factors combining to create the effect
of a continuous, stream-of-consciousness-like flow of dialogue that conjures up images
of Isobel standing in Auldearn rolbooth boldly holding forth while che clerk frantically
scribbled in an effort to keep up. Bur these anomalies are misleading. First, seamless
narrative does not necessarily reflece seamless delivery. All early modern witchcraft
interrogations, by virtue of being criminal investigations, involved questioning, but
the clerks and notaries who recorded proceedings seldom reproduced the questions
asked, preferring instead to conflate question and answer into single statements. In
other words, an interrogator/suspect exchange along che lines of ‘Did you meet the
Devil?" ‘Yes' would have been recorded by the clerk as “She met the Devil’. In the
majority of records we can detect the presence of these invisible questions through che
way the narrative is ordered, most commonly through itemizacion (with sections of text
being prefixed by phrases such as ‘[tem, filed and convice for') or the use of repeated
expressions such as ‘She confessed that” or "You were delated by so and so for” ete,” But
in a minority of cases these ordering merthods are so inconsistent or subtle thac they
hardly intrude upon the texc at all, and Isobel's confessions can be numbered among
the most extreme in this category. A similar judgement can be made with regard to
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the firse-person issue. Although most witcheraft confessions are recorded in the third
person, and most trial ditrays in the second, we do find individual statements, or even
on occasion longer passages, recorded in the first person.®” Although, as we shall explore
in more depth later, the fact thac Isobel's confessions are recorded consistently in the
first person is unique, the face that it occurs ac all can be seen, like the absence of
ordering, to represent an extreme example of an established norm as opposed to some-
thing without precedent. In other words, we cannot point to a seamless, first-person
narrative as sure evidence that Isobel’s confessions were freely given.

Burt there remains one last factor, with regard to the voluntary confession issue, thac
is more difficule to dismiss. As touched on earlier, Isobel's confessions are notable for
the fact that a wealth of personal and folkloric references are woven deeply into all four
confessions; references thar are frequently so colourful and idiosyncratic thar we can be
certain that they came from Isobel herself. Colloquial nicknames such as ‘pikle neirest
the wind’ and ‘over the dyk w{ilch it’, and vivid descriprions of *bossis baked’ elf boys
‘whytting and dighting' elf arrows were definitely not pur into Isobel's mouth, in che
form of questions, by her interrogators. This assumption still does not give licence to
assume that her confessions were voluntary (for just because informacion clearly came
from a witcheraft suspect does not mean that it was freely or willingly given) but on
the other, it strongly suggests that Isobel was substantially involved in the creation of
the confessions, But how involved, and in whar way, is a more complex question. And
in order to answer it we need to stand back and look at the mechanics of early modern
witch-interrogation from a wider perspective.

Coercive Interrogations

In the early modern period a large number of women, and to a lesser extent men,
confessed to having commitred the crime of witchcraft, and ever since historians have
struggled to explain why. It is difficule for the post-Enlightenment mind to under-
stand how an individual could stand in a courtroom before the massed members of their
community and confess to having made a pact with Satan, or to having performed a
ritual or charm which caused the death of a child, knowing full well chat in doing so
they sealed their own death warrane. Although historians have long been aware of the
rationales which lay behind early modern witcheraft belief, and been aware thae people
could believe themselves capable of causing magical effects, when analysing witchcraft
testimonies chey have traditionally focused on the phenomenon of “false confession’, in
the assumprtion that the accused was coerced or somehow enticed into accepting respon-
sibility for a crime that they did not commic.

There is no doubrt rhat witchcraft suspects were pressurized to make confessions
in seventeenth-century Scotland, although chere is ongoing dispute among contem-
porary scholars over how to define and assess the nature and frequency of the methods
of coercion used. Acts coming under the general definition of ‘torture’, as it would be
understood today, could range from the use of instruments specifically designed to
produce pain such as the thumbscrews or the iron boor, to less formal practices (often
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not defined in the period as torture proper at all, bur subsumed under the general
terms ‘maltreatment or ill-usage’) such as beating, shaving, pricking and, most com-
monly of all, sleep-deprivation.”" The use of these coercive methods was largely
unregulated, with Edinburgh University's Survey of Scottish Witchcraft recently con-
cluding thac 'In theory, torture was only to be used with the permission of the state;
however in reality it would seem that torrure was frequently used withour any offi-
cial permission. It was not until after the 1661—2 period of high level witch
accusations that the privy council issued a declaration that torture was only to be used
with its permission,’*

There is no doubt that suspects gave false confessions in order to obtain relief from
such coercion. Before her execution at Edinburgh in 1596, Alison Balfour denied her
previous testimony claiming that she had been tortured ‘out of all remembrance of guid
or evill’ and that ‘upoun promeis of hir lyffe, and guid deid be the said Persoune, falslie,
aganis hir saull and conscience, sche maid that Confessioun, and na uthirwyis’.*
Similarly, in Pittenweem in 1705, after observing the maltreatment of a group of local
witchcraft suspects, an observer commented:

the Minister and Baillies imprisoned these poor Women, and set a Guard of drunken Fellows
about them, who by pinching and Pricking some of them with Pins and Elsions, kept them
from sleep for several Days and Nights together; the Marks whereof were seen by severals a
month thereafter; this cruel Usage made some of them learn to be so wise, as acknowledge
every Question that was ask'd them; whereby they found the Minister and Baillies well
pleas’d, and chemselves beteer treared.”’

Burt while coercive interrogatorial methods certainly occurred, assessing their frequency
and extent is more difficult, for they were not generally recorded. Recent research
suggests that the use of specific instruments of torture, such as the chumbscrews or the
boot, was infrequent but that malcreatment was likely to have been common or even,
according to some assessments, routine. Certainly, in reference to witchcraft suspects
tried by ‘Gentlemen, and others in the Country’, prominent Scottish lawyer Sir George
Mackenzie lamented in 1678 that ‘Most of these poor creatures are rortur'd by their
keepers, who being persuaded that they do God good service, think it their dury to vex
and torment poor Prisoners’.” Similacly, nearly twenty years later Scottish scholar
George Sinclair echoed thar ‘it is commonly believed that many innocent Persons have
suffered as Witches, especially such as have been Tortur'd to a Confession”.

There is also evidence that false confessions were made even when coercive inter-
rogatorial methods were not employed. Some innocent suspects clearly pleaded guiley
in the hope of leniency or, more unusually, because conviction was for some reason seen
as preferable to release. Mackenzie claimed, for example, that a witcheraft suspect ‘told
me under secrecie’ that:

she had not confest because she was guilty, but being a poor creature, who wrought for her
meat, and being defam’d for a Wicch she knew she would starve, for no person thereafter
would either give her mear or lodging, and thar all men would beat her, and hound Dogs
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at her, and that therefore she desired 1o be out of the World; whereupon she wept mose
bitterly, and upon her knees call’d God to witness to what she said.”

As we shall explore in more depth in CHAPTER NINE, contemporary research into the
psychology of false confession suggests chat even when imprisoned and interrogaced in
relacively benign conditions, perfectly sane criminal suspects can cave in under the
auchoritative convictions of their interrogators and the pressure of evidence lodged
against them, temporarily losing faich in their own ability to judge what they may or
may not have done and finally accepring the allegations made against them. The face
that it was not uncommon for witchcraft suspects to subsequencly deny or retract
previous confessions also supports this thesis; psychologists having identified recanta-
tion as one of the core characteristics of this form of false confession.™

Remaining ‘Obstinat’

While it is undoubredly probable that a substantial number of witchcraft suspects
confessed to having performed crimes they did not commit, this does not mean cthat we
can dismiss all confessions, or even all the parts of an individual confession, as false; nor
that we can simplistically cast che (always male) interrogaror in the role of powerful
orchestrator and the (usually female) witch as a helpless victim. The truth, as always,
was more complex. Ongoing research into Scottish witcheraft records suggests that it
was common for suspects to consistently refute accusations of witchcraft. In 1981
Larner asserted that 'Given the pressures upon the suspeces during their imprisonment
it is remarkable that so many of them asserted their innocence to the end’; while more
recently, in his analysis of che 1661—2 wave of persecutions, Maxwell-Stuart empha-
sized that ‘people did not always automatically cave in to whatever pressures may have
been exerted to get them to confess and conform” and that, with regard to gender
dynamics, ‘Scorrish women were by no means overawed by male auchority, and we shall
find them fully prepared to resist it when they thought it was unjust or unfair’.*”* Such
resistance could even be maintained in the face of severe coercion. Earlier in this chaprer
we cited an account from Pittenweem (1705) to illuserate how false confessions could
be elicited through maltreatment. But interestingly, this account could just as easily
be used to illustrate the opposite. As we have seen, the writer claimed that as a resule
of much ‘cruel Usage . . . some of them {the suspects} learn to be so wise, as acknowl-
edge every Question that was ask'd them'. Bue che phrase ‘some of them'” indicaces chac
a number of the suspects were able to resist chese pressures; a fact corroborated by the
author’s subsequent observation that "Notwithstanding of all this [cruel usage] some
of the more Foolish, continued, as the Minister said, hardened in the Devil’s service’.”
Similarly, in Caithness in 1719, three accomplices named by witchcraft suspect
Margaret Nin-Gilbert remained obstinate, the sheriff depute of Caithness writing that
‘there are other three defamed by her who continues incarcerated, but notwithstanding
of great pains taken upon them, cannot be broughe to any confession’.™

These perspectives are supported by the growing acknowledgement among histo-
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rians that witch-interrogators were not as narrow-minded and bent on conviction as
has tradicionally been assumed. By the mid-seventeenth century the vein of caution and
scepticism that was to contribuce towards the demise of witch crials in the subsequent
century, and which was so eloquently put to paper by Scot and Weyer in the previous,
was clearly evident on many levels of Scottish society. Indeed, in April 1662 the privy
council were sufficiently concerned about the dangers of coerced and false confessions
to issue a declaration urging that witchcraft testimony be procured ‘without any maner
of tortur or other indirect meanes used’ and chat ‘ac cthe tyme of their confessions they
[the suspects] were of right judgement, nowayes distracted or under any earnest desyre
to dy”.** How seriously such reservations were taken is well illustrated in the following
account from Sinclair, which describes how prosecutors in mid seventeenth-century
Lauder racher farcically attempted to persuade a woman suspected of concocting false
testimony to retract her confession. ‘Incelligent persons’, the text reads:

began ro be jealous of the truth of thac confession, and began to suspect, that out of cthe pride
of her heart, in a desperate way, she had made up that confession to descroy her life, because
she still pressed to be cut off wich the rest upon Munday. Therefore much pains was taken
on her by Ministers, and others, on Saturday, Sunday, and Munday morning, that she might
resile from that confession . . . yea, it was charged home upon her by the Ministers, that
there was just ground of Jealousie, [and] thae her confession was not sincere . ., *

Burt it was not only enlightened ministers, scholars or privy councillors who possessed
such refined sensibilities. Recently, scholars like Todd and Maxwell-Stuare have
asserred rhar the landowners and businessmen who sat on the kirk sessions in the early
modern period could be equally discriminating. As members of the local communirty,
they argue, sessions members were usually well aware of the interpersonal tensions that
lay behind witchcraft accusations, and made considerable attempts o solve the causes
of discord rather than jump to assumptions of witcheraft. Todd notes that ‘contempo-
raries were well aware that interpersonal conflict very often lay behind charges of
witchcraft’ and chae ‘the vast majority of witchcraft charges in kirk session books were
answered by mediation of a quarrel rather than pursuit of presumed sorcery’.*” She then
goes on to suggest that during the waves of national witch-panic, rather than
succumbing to conviction-hysteria, the sessions acrually increased cheir caution:

in nearly every case the individual bringing the charge of witchcraft was made to apologise
to the woman {or more rarely the man) so labelled, even when the slanderer was male and
of higher social status . . . In the midst of a real witch craze in 16267, the Dysart session
punished any slander of witchcraft with unusual severity, given che serious outcome of crim-
inal pursuir,*™

Obviously the kirk sessions, as arbiters of minor crimes, had more luxury to take cheir
time and exercise leniency than an assize court, or a locally convened court held under
a commission of justiciary, both of which usually examined cases for which there was
a strong body of evidence against the accused and therefore a higher prior presumption
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of guilt. But even these more serious cases may have been negotiated with a lighter
hand than might be imagined. As the Survey of Scottish Witchcraft has revealed, most
of the records that emerged between 1563 and 1736 contain no record of the sentences
given to named witches. However, of the 305 individual cases where the lacter is
known, it is notable that roughly a third of the accused did not receive the death
penalty, This is only a tentative figure and, as Goodare has emphasized, subsidiary
evidence can be marshalled ro either elevate or lower it."” But as it stands it represents
a level of restraint, even in the years that saw the highest numbers of convictions.
Having said this, in Isobel’s case the prognosis was likely to have been less favourable.
Most of the 305 trials used to arrive at this figure took place at the cencral justiciary
court, whereas those held art the less regulated locally-organized courts, where investi-
gations fuelled by personal vendetta were more easily cloaked, and malcreatment (as
Mackenzie lamented) less policed, the death sentence was likely to have been more
frequent.” Indeed, although they acknowledge thac cheir figures are based on limited
evidence, Larner and her fellow researchers have argued thar justiciary court acquiteal
rates were at lease 50 per cent higher than those at locally convened courts and chart, as
Levack has recently re-emphasized, “in more than 9o per cent of all the trials conducted

by local commissioners the accused were convicted and executed’.”

Isobel’s Interrogation

As this brief overview indicates, in mid seventeenth-century Scotland witchcraft inves-
tigations spanned a wide specerum: with interrogatorial methods ranging from the
heavily coercive to the restrained, and suspects from che easily intimidated to the
stoically defiant. The question we must now ask is, where, on this spectrum, can we
place Isobel and the men who questioned her?

Our first point of interest is the fact that Alexander Colville, the justice depute who
recommended the granting of the commission for her trial, was clearly well aware of
the miscarriages of justice thar could occur in witcheraft interrogations. ™ In June 1662,
when discussing (what we have assumed to be) Isobel’s case with Alexander Brodie,
Colville cautioned the lacter that the allegations of accomplices could not always be
believed ‘becaus the devel can mak appeirances fals’ and that “the mark is not infallible,
because phisicians think by natural means the flesh may be deadnd and feeling taken
away’."* The fact that Colville was considered, by his contemporaries, to be a man of
“great sagacity and knowledge as to Witches', suggests thar this caution reflected wider
opinion among his peers. Similarly, when the privy council issued the commission to
try Isobel and Janet Breadheid in mid-July they also included the following note of
reservation:

quhilk commission conteanes chese qualities, thac if they {Janer Breadheid and lsobel
Gowdie] shall be found guilty of the said cryme upon voluntar confessions withoue any sort
of torture or other indirect meanes used or that malefices be legallie instructed and proven
against them, and at the tyme of their confessions they were of sound judgement, nowayes
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distracred or under any ernest desyre to die, and thar they reiterar and renew ther former
confessions judicially, thac then and in that case and no otherwayes, they cause the sentence
of death to be execute upon them conform to the lawes of this realm. ™

The privy council issued such cautions relatively frequently after the April 1662 procla-
mation, but not across the board, and therefore it is difficult to assess how far, in Isobel’s
case, it was sent out as a routine precaution or knee-jerk response to the recent procla-
mation, and how far it reflected the fact that there was something abour her confessions
that made the privy councillors suspect that either mental illness or undue coercion
may have been involved.*

Buc if the privy council did indeed have suspicions with regard to torture or
maltreatment in Isobel’s case, were they justified? The evidence is mixed. On the one
hand, there is no doubt chat the vein of judicial caution that ran through Scotland in
this period also took a course through Nairnshire, Alexander Brodie, who was on che
commission to try a number of witches during the 1660s, and who also, according to
John Barretr, ‘led opinion” among the Moray gentry, clearly believed chat suspects
should not be physically mistreated.™ In relation to Isobel Elder and Isobel Simpson,
who were tried for witchcraft in Forres in 1663, Brodie wrote: ‘It troubld me that ani
constraint should hav bein usd to them; thar they should hav bein beaten.’ He also seems
to have been anxious that questioning be conducted with integrity claiming, with
regard to the same case, that:

I again and again beseech the lord ro mak truch appear, and bring it forth to vicrori; to guid
the Judges, and to giv them understanding: to guid us, that we be not blinded wich carnal
passion or prejudic, or mistak; to open the harts and mouths of thes poor wreeches; and to
ordour this mareer to his glori.*

Brodie's scruples also came to the fore when, the previous year, some tenants came to
him bearing witchcraft accusations against two local women, Sandie Hardie and
Margaret Clerk. Clearly taking the case to heare, the laird went home that evening and
prayed that "Ler the Lord cleir and goe befor us. [ desir’d thar noe sinful piti or respect
mighe blind upon the one hand, nor misguided zeal on the ocher.”* Similarly, with
regard to the questioning of the witch named Bandon, who was tried in Auldearn
several months after Isobel, Brodie wrote ‘I neither would press her to tell, nor yet
hinder her, onli exhore her to doe nothing ignorantli or out of ani sinistrous end, by
respt. [respect], passion, anger, reveng, prejudic, or the lyk,”™ The face chat Brodie
consistently referred to witchcraft suspects as ‘poor creaturs’ as opposed to enemies of
God or servants of Satan suggests that his scruples were rooted in compassion as well
as intellecrual discernment.”

It is also clear that Brodie was not alone in his reservacions. The case of Forres
witches Elder and Simpson seems to have been difficule for all concerned, largely
because the ewo women first gave full confessions and then later recracted them. Bur
rather than seizing upon the women's recantations as 4 sanction to increase interroga-
torial pressure, a number of commissioners responded by pulling back from the fray,
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making it difficult, on more than one occasion, to mass a quorum. According to Brodie,
Sir Robert Innes of Moortown ‘was so scrupolous that he would scarc meit, but resolvd
not to vote’, while Thomas Dunbar of Grange, having declined one meeting, only reluc-
tantly appeared at the trial itself, and when there, voiced resistance to the giving of the
death penaley.® Indeed, reservations ran so high among the commissioners that Brodie
had cause to note that ‘ther be not that zeal in them as [to] this wickednes', with this
loss of impetus finally provoking him to send one of their number ‘to the Bishop to
communicat with him, and to get his advic’ for the ‘encouradgment of thes imployd'.*”*
This lack of zeal may have been rooted, in part, in the face thac the perceived mishan-
dling of witchcraft interrogations seems to have been openly cricicized in the region; a
situation that bred an anxious self-consciousness about the whole process. When Elder
and Simpson were condemned, for example, Brodie hesitated to get involved in a
dispute about who should be responsible for their subsequent care because ‘I desird not
to be lookd on as the pursuer of thes poor creaturs, and therefor left it on them. * We
can speculate thar similar misgivings may have underpinned his resistance to Alexander
Colville's attempts, in 1662, to “hav me on a particular commission’. It is likely that
scruples such as these also lay behind the fact that Nairnshire witchcraft interrogators
did not routinely procure confessions. Several of the witchcraft suspects known to us
did not plead guilty. Brodie's tenants Sandie Hardie and Margarer Clerk, for example,
‘denied soe vehementlie that we could get noe clearnes’, and che fact chat his diaries do
not mention their case again suggests that ic was dropped. Similarly, as we have already
seen, although Elder and Simpson made full confessions when they were first interro-
gated, cthey later ‘denied all that they had confessd’ and despite efforts to urge them
otherwise, ‘died obstinar™.”

Purging the Land

Bur this evidence of restraint is counterbalanced by evidence of a very different kind.
It is clear that, despite their scruples about the interrogatorial process, during this
period the Nairnshire gentry nurtured a very real fear of witches. As seen earlier, in
March 1662, in what may have been an early reference to Isobel’s case, Brodie recorded
in his diary that 'T heard from Scotland that ther was a great discoveri of witchcraft in
the parish of Dyk; and in my land, they had purposd evel against my son and his wyf.”
The face that Brodie concluded this entry with the claim to be ‘exercisd under this, and
the mani croubls that myself and my poor freinds wer involvd and plungd in” suggests
that he took the threat of witchcrafe seriously, as do his comments made three months
later, after reading Isobel’s and Janet's confessions:

Among other chings | am desiring this day o lay to hart the prevailing of the Devil by
witchcrafe. Oh! that's a sadd token of displeasur, quhen Thou permitts him to deceav,
tempt, and to prosper, and that his visibl kingdom taks issue expressli. As if thou hadst
given up that place wher I had my residenc, and the inhabitants of it, to be the Devel’s
propertie and possession, what comfore can I hav in ic? Shall I not bemoan . . . Sachan’s
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success, the spreding of sin, the destroying of so mani immoreal souls? And even in that
place quhair I live.*

The Nairnshire gentry did not only consider witchcraft to be a genuine threat, but they
were also sensible of their responsibilities, as custodians of the godly society, to seek to
eliminate it when uncovered. Brodie, for example, rounded off the above diatribe wich
the chilling soliloquy: ‘what does this say to me? Oh teach! teach for thy nam{e]'s sak!
Discover in the mean tym mor, and destroy as thou discovers his [Satan's] works. Let
the land be purgd and not given over, for thy nam’*” Five days later, after having

discussed the case with Colville, his evangelistic fervour was again renewed, and he
pledged to himself:

my hand shall still be lifted up to God for mercie to the land in this particular, and that he
would glorifi himself in discovering and destroying all thes and other works of the Devel;
may rais up zealous and able men, and with inlarged and of good understanding for this
end: and thar he would not giv over the land to be posest by devels . . . ™

Such sentiments and preconceptions undoubredly obscured judgement. It is certain,
for example, that physical coercion was used against some Nairnshire suspects. The fact
that Brodie was concerned that Isobel Elder and Isobel Simpson may have been beaten
suggests that they probably were, with the evidence pointing to the fact thac cheir orig-
inal confessions, which they later recanted, had been generated as a resule of this abuse.
It is also clear that Nairnshire interrogators were capable of sending witches to their
death, even when guile was ambiguous. Although Brodie knew and disapproved of the
fact that coercion had been employed to obrain Elder and Simpson’s original confes-
sions; and alchough the women vehemently retracted their inicial confessions; and
although he was anxious not to be “blinded with carnal passion or prejudic, or mistak’
when interrogating them; and although some of his fellow commissioners had severe
doubts about the women's culpability, Brodie still clung tenaciously to his original
assumption of guile chroughout the proceedings. Indeed, unlike his fellow commis-
sioner Thomas Dunbar of Grange, his belief that the women were culpable seems to
have been hardened, as opposed to softened, by their recantations, leading him to
lament, ‘I was in great darkness anent the marter, being desirous chat sin might be
discoverd and punishd on the one part; ther dental, difficulti of proving, and the restric-
tion of the commission, on the other part, straightning.”” Like many men in his
position, including the minister from Pittenweem we met earlier, Brodie justified his
presumption of guilt through a chilling circular logic, concluding that it was the Devil
—and not the truth — that lay behind their protestations of innocence: “The poor crea-
rurs wer found guiled, and condemned to die’, he noted, relatively compassionately,
before adding ominously “The witneses agreid clearli and fullie; but Sathan hardnd
them to denie. Let the Lord overcom ther obdurednes in His due tym." Similarly
Brodie's plea, during prayer, that ‘noe sinful piti or respect might blind’ his judgement
suggests thar a belief that sympathy could sabotage the search for truch may have also
been an efficient way to suppress emotional qualms.®
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In the last analysis, despite his evident capacity for compassion and despite all his
introspective agonizing about what course of interrogatorial action was right or wrong,
Brodie's religious ambition and visceral human fear, articulated through the intellec-
tual machinery of Protestant fundamentalism, was more powerful than his
commitment to either the nuances of the law, or, ultimately, his commonsense or
empathy. Nowhere is cthis mentality more chillingly expressed than in a diary entry
recorded on 8 October 1662. In reference to a case in which Brodie seems not to have
been involved, and to suspects whom he seems not to have known, the laird could still
claim, ‘I heard that at Invernes ther was non of the witches condemnd, and I desird to
consider this and be instructed. This, if God prevent not, will be of veri ill example."?

So much for Brodie, but what of the men who actually interrogated Isobel? In the
first instance, we can assume that they shared similarly complex views, As we saw in
the last chapter, as the ruling inhabitants of an isolated covenanting stronghold the
lairds of Nairnshire, already bound by blood and marriage, were more tightly bound
by religious and political views than chose inhabiting less religiously extreme, or more
religiously diverse, Scottish counties. We can add to this the fact that Brodie was not
only one of those who ‘led opinion” among the Moray gentry but he was also intimate
with, if not related to, many of the men presenc at Isobel’s interrogation. William
Dallas of Cantrey, Thomas Dunbar of Grange, Alexander Dunbar of Boath, John
Stewart the sheriff depure of Moray, Alexander Brodie of Lethen, Auldearn school-
master Alexander Dunbar, Harry Forbes and Hugh Rose were all in frequent contact
with Brodie, as were the commissioners not present at the interrogations, including Sir
Hugh Campbell of Cawdor, sherriff principal of Nairn and Hugh Rose of Kilravock.

But while we can assume Brodie's views on witchcraft prosecution ro have repre-
sented the general tenor of Isobel’s interrogarion, within this mean there would have
been variations of opinion. We can speculate, for example, that some of the men present
may have brought more scruples to the table than Brodie would have done, had he been
present, Thomas Dunbar of Grange, who witnessed Isobel’s first interrogation, was not
only related to Brodie by marriage bur also became one of his lifelong friends. A close
neighbour, based near Forres, Grange joined the lateer in his ongoing batcles for reli-
gious independence after the Restoration and visited him in the weeks before his
deach.” But although he was a staunch covenanter who shared many of Brodie's views,
the Forres laird seems to have exhibited more discernment than the lateer during the
controversial trial of Elder and Simpson, with Brodie complaining, as we saw earlier,
that Grange declined to be present at a meeting of the commissioners and only reluc-
rantly appeared at che rrial icself, where he ‘was [still] not clear; albeit he consented to
the asiz, yet he was avrs [averse] from the sentenc of deach’.** Though we have lictle
information about Grange, Brodie's diaries hint at some of the qualities that may have
lain behind these scruples. The fact that Brodie followed his claim that the Forres laird
was ‘avrs from the sentenc of death’ with the comment ‘I desird to be touchd with som
human affection towards thes wretched creatures, and bewail their sin and miserie’
suggests that his guile in this respect may have been provoked by visible evidence of
Grange's compassion. The fact that, later in the same passage, Brodie expressed an
anxiety ‘not to be lookd on as the pursuer of [the witches] could also point to self-
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consciousness in the face of his friend's reservations. Grange's capacity for empathy is
also hinted ar in Brodie's claim that, when he was embroiled in an emotional dispute
with a neighbour that evoked ‘resentment . . . passion and heat” on both sides, recon-
ciliation commenced when the neighbour ‘was, by the persuasion of Grang and others,
induced to com to me, and professd som kindnes'.*

We can speculate char the recently-installed minister of Nairn, Hugh Rose, who
was present at three, and possibly all four, of Isobel’s interrogations, broughe similar
sentiments to the proceedings. As a local divine, with an interest undoubtedly sharp-
ened by Isobel’s claim that his parishioner, Janet Breadheid, was her primary
accomplice, Rose is likely to have been directly involved in the questioning process.
This speculation is supported by the fact that his name sits high on the list of witness
signarures, and is generally inscribed alongside that of Isobel’s minister, Harry Forbes.
More than one historian has nored that Hugh Rose merited respect, wich Craven, in
his History of the Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Maray, claiming that he was ‘accom-
plished and worthy” and considered to be ‘a person of great knowledge and integrity’.*
The fact that Rose's Meditations periodically divert — more markedly than the writings
of godly contemporaries like Brodie and Kacharine Collace — from conventional preoc-
cupations about personal and peer salvation into vivid evocations on the sufferings of
the poor and the powerless, also suggests chat he was a compassionate man.®” Even more
relevant to the case in hand is the likelihood that Rose combined these attributes with
sound judicial scruples. As Levack has recently noted, a good proportion of the injus-
tices that took place ac locally-convened trials resulted from the face that the lairds,
magistrates and elders who conducted the proceedings were “almost always legally
untrained” and cherefore more likely to gloss over or exploit the law's many loopholes
and grey areas.™ It is all the more pertinent here, then, to note that before he became
‘enamoured of divinity’ Rose was an accomplished student of law. His enduring respect
for the profession is suggested, not only by the fact that his later writings are filled with
legal terminology and metaphor bur also by the fact that he alone, of all the witnesses
who signed Isobel’s confessions, took the trouble not only to follow his signature with
the word “attests’, but also with the more legally-precise: ‘attests the forsaid declar-
cation as to the principal Substantial’.*” Thar Rose did nort only retain a commirment
to legal propriety, but also a more abstract and profound respect for che truth — in all
its elusiveness — is suggested by the fact that the subject emerges as a recurrent theme
in his later writings. ‘Sometimes we are very remote from truch’ he muses in a typical
passage from his Medstations, 'sometimes we border upon it, but do not come its length:
sometimes we think we have ic, and are mistaken; somecimes we think we have i, and
yet doubt as in suspense. How little it is that man as man can certainly know!™

We can also speculace here, though more tentatively, chac Rose may have combined
this ‘great knowledge', compassion and legal integrity with a level of intellectual
discernment concerning witchcraft. The crime was clearly not an enduring preoccupa-
tion for the minister, for he does not mention it in his later writings, though he is
certainly eloquent enough about other threats to the godly society. Although we can
read lictle into this in itself, it is interesting, in this context, to note that while studying
law at Leyden, Rose befriended fellow student George Mackenzie; a man who later rose
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to pre-eminence as Lord Advocate (also holding the position of justice depute between
1661-3). Mackenzie has gained esteem among historians for being unusually measured
with regard to wiccheraft, for despite believing in the reality of the crime and main-
taining thac it should be punishable by death he was openly sceptical about false
confession and vigorously condemned the maltreatment of witcheraft suspects.™
Although we do not know how close Rose and Mackenzie's friendship was, cthat there
was a friendship ac all suggest a certain amounc of psychological comparibility, and on
this basis we could speculate that Rose may have shared some of Mackenzie's scruples
regarding false confession. Certainly, as we shall explore in more detail in CHAPTER
Five, Rose read widely enough and reflected deeply enough to encounter and give
thoughrt to current trends of enlightened scepticism. And this deliberation would have
been sharpened by the fact that, as his later writings clearly indicate, Rose was not only
a man who was painfully aware of the limications of human knowledge and the prob-
lems generated through unexamined opinion or bias, but he was also a man who was
capable — almost to the point of procrastination - of seeing both sides of an argument.
It is unlikely chat the author of the following sentences would have passed over contem-
porary debates about the nature of witchcraft and the dangers of false confession without
giving them careful consideration:

Man is but man; his judgment is but short, shallow, fallible. Though naturals appear the
same to the organs of the external senses, yer how differently do the same positions appear
to the judgement of different beholders? To speak nothing of education, humour, preju-
dice, faction, contradiction, (any of which may bias severally), there is somewhat in mens
very judgments which makes as great a difference of opinions, as there is of faces . . . How
differently do men judge of one and the same tenet? It is cruth with one, an error with
another; its is truth for one with one argument; it is reputed truth by anorher, for another
argument.”

But while these perspectives on Rose are valid, and paint a genial picrure, they must
not be over-emphasized. Unlike Mackenzie, Rose's measured progress through the legal
profession was interrupted by a call to God that the former, who took a more middle
road when it came to religious marters, found hard to understand. In the preface to
Rose’s Meditations Robert Rose claims that ‘nothing could surprise the great Sir George
Mackenzie more than Mr Rose’s resolution of becoming the clergyman, knowing his
extraordinary abilities as a lawyer’.”* Alchough Rose’s covenanting principles were flex-
ible enough to allow him to accept episcopacy, like the majoricy of his Nairnshire
kinsmen he believed it his moral duty to purge the land of all forms of superstition and
ungodliness, Brodie stating tellingly, on one occasion, that:

I spok with Mr. Hugh Ross [Rose] anent the corruptions of the church, and corrupt naughtie
men admitted to the ministeri, nobiliti corrupe, and degenerat, and general ignoranc and
negligenc reigning, and Poperi, implacablnes of good men to one another, decay of godli-
ness and pieti, and growth of profannes and errour. Thes are tokens of God’s wrath.™
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In conclusion, whatever integrity, compassion and ‘extraordinary abilities as a lawyer’
Rose brought to Isobel's interrogations, these actributes may well have been under-
mined, as they so clearly were in Brodie’s case, by evangelistic fervour.

To this cavear we can add the face that although men like Grange and Rose may
have been generally more cautious than Brodie with regard to witchcraft convictions,
there is evidence thar others present at Isobel’s interrogations may have been less. The
most influential of these was likely to have been the minister of Auldearn, Harry Forbes.
Forbes did not only attend every interrogatorial session, but his name headed both the
lists of chose present and the witness signatures recorded at the beginning and end of
every confession. Forbes's involvement was undoubtedly tuelled, in large part, by the
fact thac as Isobel’s local minister he was expected to take a prominent role in the inter-
rogatorial proceedings. Bur a closer analysis of the circumstantial evidence also suggests
that his prominence may have been underpinned, on a deeper level, by a particularly
ardent preoccupation with the crime for which she was charged.

It is notable, for example, that apart from a brief mention of a witch who was "lecten
loos” in February 1655, Alexander Brodie's references to witcheraft all post-date
Forbes's arrival in Auldearn and that when they do emerge, they relate to cases in which
the minister was directly involved. Moreover, after Forbes had left the parish in 1663,
Brodie does not mention witchceraft again, even in passing. We can read lictle into this
in itself, for there could be many factors at play here. There are large gaps in Brodie's
diaries (the most significant being between from October 1656 to July 1661 and July
1663 to January 1671) and the absence of reference to cases after 1663 could reflect the
nationwide decline in prosecurions after this date. But on the ocher hand, supporting
evidence invites us to speculate thae this pattern reflected the face thae Forbes was more
zealous than Brodie where witchcraft was concerned, and thar to a certain extent he
mobilised the lacter in this respect. We have clear evidence, for example, that Forbes
did not only share Brodie's fear of witchcrafr and his belief thar it was it his duty to
purge it from his community, but also that, more unusually for an educated man, he
believed that he had been a victim of witcheraft himself. In July 1655, several months
after Forbes took up his seat in Auldearn, Brodie recorded in his diary chat:

Mr Hari {Forbes] told me what work he had with witches, ther lifting him, and bowing his
badi togecher in his bedd; ther confessions, and Sarhan’s own, chat they could doe him no
harm; made his image of wax, but could not hure him. Oh! what confimation was this to
my soul to beleev in God al sufficient, and not to turn asyd o crooked pachs.”

Whether this accounc referred to current or previous events shall be explored in more
depth in CHAPTER SEVEN, but it is sufficient to identify it here as clear evidence that
the Auldearn minister nurtured an acute and visceral fear of witches. Other entries in
Brodie's diaries support this view. In 1655—6 the Dyke laird was visited several times
by a local woman named Carhrin Hendrie who believed herself to be tormented by the
Devil. The woman was clearly educared and pious, and Brodie took much time
atcempting to solve her dilemmas. Bur although he offered up many explanations for
her distress, at no time over this period did he suggest that her troubles may have been
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brought on by witchcraft, It is all the more interesting, then, that when he finally
discussed the case with Forbes in January 1656, the latter immediartely diagnosed
witchcraft as the cause, with Brodie noting: ‘T went to Auldearn, | communicated wich
Mc. Jos. and Mr. Harie anent Cachrin Hendrie and her goodman, how it was that they
both should be so afflicted and terrified: they thoght because she had been charmed,
she oght to disclaim solemnlie that confederacie.”™ What this passage clearly reveals is
that Forbes saw witchcraft where others did not. And if a man such as Brodie, who did
not jump to accusations of witchcraft in cases such as these, and who had scruples about
the way he implemented judicial procedure, could sway toward an assumption of guilc
during interrogations, then we can presume that Forbes would have been even more
likely to do so. As opposed to approaching Isobel, as his contemporary Thomas Dunbar
of Grange may have done, with the presumption that she was innocent until proven
guilty, he is more likely to have assumed that she was guilty unless proven innocent,
and to have felt no compunction in pressing her, as he pressed Brodie to do with Cachrin
Hendire, to ‘disclaim solemnlic that [witchcraft] confederacie’. As we shall see in
CHarTER Five, Forbes certainly succeeded in eliciting confessions out of other reluc-
tant suspects.’’

Buc these perspectives, though ominous, do not mean that we can dismiss Forbes
as a paranoid bully. As we shall explore in CHAPTER FIVE, there is evidence to suggest
that he was both a deep thinker and a pacient, empachic listener. Moreover it is clear
that however single-minded his views, he was not always as skilful in imposing them
onto witchcraft suspects as he may have wished. A year after Isobel’s trial, when Elder
and Simpson were imprisoned at Forres, Brodie sent Forbes to try and encourage them
to deny their recantation and adhere to their original confessions, his diary entry
stating: ‘T sent Mr Hari to com and wait on the witches; to see if God would open ther
hart to giv God glori, and confess ther sins.” But the fact that the women were burnt
‘obstinat’ at Forres the following day roundly indicates that Forbes was unsuccessful in
his accempe.™

With regard to the other men present at the interrogations, we have little direct
information, although there is scattered evidence to suggest that a number of them may
have veered toward the Forbes end of the Forbes/Brodie/Grange continuum we have
constructed here. The views of Alexander Brodie the younger of Lethen, who was
present at Isobel’s first confession, were probably similar to those of his cousin,
Alexander Brodie of Brodie, with whom he shared private worship and soughrt spiri-
tual guidance. Indeed, che fact thar after the Restoration Lethen boldly hosted and
attended illegal conventicles, despite being jailed for these activities, while Brodie
cautiously abstained, suggests that he was more headstrong, and probably more reli-
giously dogmatic than his older kinsman.” Similarly, when we explore John Hay of
Park and his family in more detail in CHAPTER SEVEN, it will become apparent that,
by vircue of their kinship with the zealous laird, both Hugh Hay of Newtown (present
at all four of Isobel’s confessions) and Hugh Hay of Brightmony (present at three) may
not only have veered towards Forbes’s more extremist views, but may also have had
significantly more influence on Isobel's interrogarions than their placing on the witness
lists suggest. But although this evidence is suggestive, as our analysis of Grange indi-
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cates, we must be careful not to simplistically assume that either intimacy wich Brodie
or strong covenanting sympathies always translaced inco bigoted witch-persecution,
Schoolmaster and session clerk Alexander Dunbar, who was listed as present at ctwo of
Isobel’s interrogations and who, as we shall sce in CHAPTER FIVE, may also have been
involved in committing them to paper, remained a zealous nonconformist minister
throughout his whole life and provided Brodie with, as one commentator put it, ‘one
of the strongest friendships of his life’. However, Bain's enigmatic claim, in his Lord
Brodie: His Life and Times, that ‘we know in after years he [Dunbar] disbelieved entirely
in witcheraft’, although fruscratingly unreferenced, raises the possibility that even as
early as 1662 the zealous young schoolmaster nurtured scruples similar to those so
clearly displayed by Grange.™

How these different characters interacted and operated during the interrogation
process can only be surmised. Though rooted in similar ideologies and environment,
and more often than not related by marriage or blood, these men were all individuals
with their own unique intellecrual and emorional perspectives, and we cannot assume
that, with regard o Isobel’s case or any orher, they always displayed a united front.
For example, although Grange seems to have been an empathic, reasonable man with
a capacity for peace-keeping and negoriation, we can speculate that relations between
himself and Harry Forbes may have been cool. In October 1662, while the latter was
still coying with the idea of accepting episcopacy, Brodie wrote, ‘I did speak to Grang
anent Mr. Harie's presentation {to the dean]’ but "found him not soe sensible of his
[Forbes's] position as 1 expected’.” Although Brodie’s entry confirms that Grange
evenrually ‘'yeilded to giv him [Forbes] a presentation’, it is possible thac his help did
not arrive, or had been unsuccessful, for in the following year Grange and his neigh-
bour Alexander Dunbar of Boath presented another man to the dean in Forbes's stead,
a course of action which caused Brodie to ‘mourn under this and be affecred.™ As we
shall see when we explore Forbes's character in more detail in CHAPTER SEVEN, a
number of reasons could have lain behind the possible frosdenr between Grange and
Forbes, but given the fact that by the time these events occurred the two men had
been involved in a number of witchcraft trials together (including those of Gowdie,
Breadheid, Elder, Simpson and probably Bandon, Nic Ean Vane and Mc Gillivorich)
it is tempring to speculate whether, on these occasions, a clash between Forbes's inter-
rogatorial zeal and Grange's more measured approach contributed toward this
antipathy.® This perspective is supported by the face chac if Grange had harboured
any misgivings about Forbes, or the judicial procedure at Isobel's interrogations in
general, he is likely to have expressed them openly. As we have seen earlier, during
the trial of Elder and Simpson the following year, he declined from commissioners’
meetings despite the fact thar his absence ‘hindred’ proceedings and frustrated
Brodie, and was not afraid to advertize his aversion, in this case, to the sentence of
death.® We could interprer the fact that Grange only attended Isobel’s first interro-
gation as evidence that the fastidious laird did not want to get involved in a case that
was 5o clearly led by Forbes's prior assumption of guilt. Speculating even more
wildly, we could also entertain the possibility that similar reservations lay behind the
face that Grange's fellow commissioner, Alexander Dunbar of Boath, who conspired
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with him to present Alexander Stewart to the dean in place of Harry Forbes, was also
only present at Isobel’s first interrogation.

Isobel’s ‘Voluntary Confession’ Qualified

If these labyrinchine investigations into witchcraft prosecutions in contemporary
Nairnshire tell us anything, they tell us that with regard to the tenor of Isobel’s inter-
rogations, we cannot jump to any conclusions. We can fairly safely assume that she was
not subjected ro specific instruments of judicial torture (such as thumbscrews or the
boot), but that it is quite possible that she was beaten and/or pricked, shaved and
subjected to sleep-deprivation at some stage in the proceedings. The extremity to
which this maltreatment may have been taken, however, is not at all clear. On the one
hand, we can speculate that some of the covenanting extremists involved in Isobel’s
prosecucion would have been predisposed to presume her guilt and would therefore
have pressed hard for confession, with those who believed themselves to have been the
victims of witcheraft, such as Harry Forbes, being particularly zealous in this respect.
But on the other, we can also fairly safely assume that these men would have tempered
their zeal wich a certain level of compassion and intellectual discernment. Because they
are likely to have been aware of cthe types of precautions advised by the privy council,
and of the fact that any indecent fervour to convict or marked abuse of suspects would
be openly criticised, any physical or psychological maltreatment that may have taken
place is unlikely to have spiralled out of control. More specifically, the presence of judi-
cious and compassionate men like Hugh Rose and Thomas Dunbar of Grange — who
also nurtured, in Rose’s case at least, considerable knowledge of the law — would have
tempered proceedings with a level of legal propriety that restrained, or ac least sofe-
ened, any interrogatorial excesses that took place, Taking all of these factors into
account it is probably fair to say that alchough pressures, and possibly severe pressures,
were undoubredly put on Isobel to confess, we cannor automarically assume char they
would have been abusive enough ro force a stcrong-minded individual to confess some-
thing that they did not want to confess, or force a suspect to withdraw a retraction once
it had been made,

In conclusion, these perspectives suggest that John Innes’s claim that Isobel
confessed 'willinglie’ and 'wli]thout any compulsitoris’ need not have been an outright
lie. Burt they also suggest that his claim can only be accepted in conjunction wich signif-
icant cavears, We can accepr the statement only if we rake into account the fact that
she may have ‘willinglie’ confessed after having been mistreated, and perhaps severely.
We can accept it only in the sense thar, to our knowledge, during the six-week period
on record, she did not ‘vehemently deny’ or recant the charges laid against her, as did
her neighbours Hardie, Clerk, Elder and Simpson the following year. We can accept it
only on the understanding chat a confession given ‘w[ilthout any compulsitoris” is not
necessarily a true one, for as we have seen, false testimony can be generated in benign,
as well as overtly coercive, conditions. And lascly, we can accept the statement only on
the understanding that, given the degree of interrogarorial preoccupation with witch-
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craft and concomitant tendency to assume guile, Isobel’s confession was likely to have
been closely direcced. In other words, when Isobel ‘willinglie” confessed, she willingly

confessed to a series of specific, and possibly very detailed, questions put to her by
Forbes et al.

The Questioning Process

In our attempt to assess what contribution Isobel made to her confessions, we must now
explore, in more detail, the kinds of questions she may have been asked. Our efforts to
trace the pattern of these invisible directives are hampered by the fact char, as we noted
earlier, Isobel’s confessions were recorded as seamless, first-person narratives, without
any form of visible ordering system. But if we examine the confessions closely, we can
hazard some guesses. Swift changes of subject matter, for example, particularly when
marked by commas (which the clerk used as full stops) or capitalized words, are likely
to indicace the presence of questions. Indeed in many places these subject changes are
so defined thar they have been used, both by Pitcairn and myself, to structure the tran-
scribed text into paragraphs. In the places where these changes ‘turn on a comma’ we
can go so far as to speculate the exact point at which a question may have been asked,
as in the following examples:

he vold be somtymes w{ilth ws lyk a dear or a rae, [POSSIBLE QUESTION HERE] Johne
taylor and Janet breadhead his vyff in belnakech (blank) dowglas and 1 my self met in the
kirkyaird of nairne . .. (39/12)

and we vold say, ye ar welcom owr lord, and how doe ye my lord erc [POSSIBLE QUESTION
HERE] gluheln ve wold tak the furit away of anie persones midden or dunghill, we wold
say . . . (49/26)

we haw no power of rain bot ve will rease the wind gluheln ve please, [POSSIBLE QUES-
TION HERE} he maid us believ (damaged — words missing) thlelr wes no god besyd him,
[POSSIBLE QUESTION HERE] As for elf arrow heidis, the divell shapes them w{l}ch his awin
h. .. (damaged — words missing). (43/16)

We can also gain a more general, but ultimately more rewarding, idea of the overall
pattern of questioning chat generated che confession narratives through looking at the
general shifts berween different categories of subject macter. Taking the confessions as
a whole, we can order the latter between two continuums: the first running from
harmful magic (maleficium) through to beneficent magic, and the second from what we
can rerm ‘demonological lore’ (specific reference ro stereotypical ideas about the Devil
as they are found in elite writings) to ‘fairy lore” (beliefs abour fairies rooted in popular
eraditions). The second continuum is more complex than the first, because most of
confessional content sits somewhere between the demonological and fairy lore
extremes, forming what we can term here ‘intermediate’ or 'fairy-related’” material: that
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is, material which represents fairy lore conflated, to a greater or lesser extent, with
demonological belief. This picture is rendered even more complex by the fact that
cerrain motifs and subjects move up and down chis continuum berween different
confessions, or even within the same confession, Magical flighe, for example, can emerge
in one paragraph relatively undemonized and therefore closer to the fairy lore end of
the continuum, and chen several lines furcher down the page, appear demonized and
therefore closer to the demonological end.

Interrogatorial dynamics can be detected in the fact that all four confessions
commence with a closely written description of the demonic pact, after which they drift
into intermediate material or fairy lore, and occasionally beneficent magic, before, after
a greater or lesser amount of time, swinging back to either demonological lore or malefi-
cinm. In the longer confessions, this cycle is repeated more than once. This swing back
and forch is likely to reflect the pattern of questioning. As a cottar’s wife, Isobel would
have possessed a deeper knowledge of fairy belief and beneficent magic than her
educated interrogators. The lacter, on the other hand, would have possessed a deeper
knowledge of demonological theory than Isobel, and a stronger desire to establish
whether or not she had performed maleficium and/or made a pact with the Devil. Asa
basic rule of chumb, then, we can assume thar close questioning from the interrogators
at the beginning of each trial was largely responsible for che descriptions of the demonic
pact; Isobel’s answers were largely responsible for the subsequent swing towards fairy
lore and beneficent magic; and directive interrogatorial questioning was che imperus
behind the shifts back to demonology and maleficium. Significantly, as the four confes-
sions progress, the tenor of the material moves closer to the maleficent and
demonological ends of the speccrum, so much so, that by the fourth confession we find
barely any fairy lore or beneficent magic ac all. From this perspective, we can assume
that Confession Four represents a distillation of the interests of the interrogators.
Interests which include, in the order in which they appear: meeting and making a pact
with che Devil; participating in the witches’ coven; causing harm through shooting elf
arrows and performing maleficinm against Harry Forbes and the Laird of Park.

The Questions Themselves

Alchough the specific questions that generated this ebb and flow between demono-
logical and fairy lore are essentially invisible, we can nevertheless hazard some
speculations. For example, with reference to Brainerd and Reyna's recent overview of
criminal-suspect interrogations, it is fairly safe to assume that they fell into one of the
following three overlapping categories:*’

Specific-closed: Specific and suggestive questions that demand a “yes' or ‘'no’ answer and
require very little inpur from the suspect. An example would be: "Did you make a pact with the

Devil in the churchyard ar Auldearn?

Specific-open: Specific and suggestive questions that are open-ended, in che sense thar they
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demand a multiple-word answer as opposed to just a “yes' or ‘no’. An example would be: “What
maleficium did you perform wich your coven?'

General-open: Less suggestive questions than the above, and also delivered with less expec-
tation of a specific kind of answer. An example would be: “What else did you do on that nighe?’

If we superimpose theoretical templates of each category of question onto two passages
from Isobel’s first confession, one from the fairy lore end of the continuum and the other
from the demonological, we can get a finer feeling for the types of questions thac Isobel
may have been asked and when. The first passage is taken from her description of
meeting the Devil:

he wes a meikle blak roch man werie cold and 1 fuund his nature als cold wiilthin me as
spring wall vater somtymes he haid buitis & somtymes shoes on his foot bot still his foot ar
forked and cloven he vold be somtymes w{ijch ws lyk a dear or a rae . . . (39/9)

By superimposing our three questioning templates over this passage we generate three
potential scripts.

Specific-closed:

Was the Devil a rall, black, rough/hairy man?
Yes.

Was his nature cold within you, like spring-well water?™
Yes.

Did he sometimes have boots or shoes on his feet?
Yes.

Were his feet forked and cloven?

Yes.

Did he come to you in the form of a deer or a roe?
Yeos.

POPFPOC>RO >0 PO

Specific-open:

Q. Whar did the Devil look like?

A. He was a tall, black, rough/hairy man.

Q. Whar was his nacure like?

A. It was cold within me, like spring-well warter,

Q. What were his feet like? Were they forked and cloven?

A. Sometimes he had boots and sometimes shoes on his feet, but they were still forked and
cloven.

Did he come to you in animal form?

>0

He would be sometimes with us like a deer or a roe.

General-open:
Q. What was the Devil like?
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A. He was a tall, black, rough/hairy man, very cold. And I found his nacure as cold within
me as spring-well wacer. Sometimes he had boots and sometimes shoes on his feet, bue
still his feer are forked and cloven. He would be sometimes with us like a deer or a roe.

Here it is clear char che last oprion, the general-open, does not work, for the sentences
are too stereotypical and stilted to have been delivered as a continuous verbal response.
As we would expect, given the fact that there would have been a high level of inter-
rogatorial interest in the demonic pact, the first option, the specific-closed, is viable,
Buc although generally convincing, it does not wholly account for the idiosyncrasies
that pepper the passage. Alchough the interrogators would undoubredly have been
interested to determine whether the Devil had cloven feet, and whether his penis was
cold, it scems unlikely that they would have asked "Did the Devil wear shoes or boots?’
or "Was the Devil’s nature as cold as spring-well water?’ Such details were simply not
necessary or conventional. Here, we get a far more convincing script if we combine the
specific-closed template with che specific-open template. This conflation gives us the
close questioning necessary to generate stereotypical testimony coupled wich the level
of openness necessary to foster the emergence of anomalies,

The second passage, also taken from Confession One, details Isobel’s feast at the
Downie Hill with the king and queen of the fairies:

I wes in the downie hillis, and got mear ther from the qwein of fearrie mor then [ could eat:
the qwein of fearie 1s brawlie clothed in whyt linens and in whyt and browne cloathes etc
and the king of fearie is a braw man weill favoured and broad faced etc ther wes elf bullis
croweting and skoylling wp and downe thie]r and affrighted me . . . (40/5)

As it deals wich fairy lore, we would not expect this passage to have evolved through
very close questioning. And indeed, if we superimpose the specific-closed template onto
the passage it simply does not work:

. Did you go to the Downie Hill?

Yes.

. Did you get meat from the queen of che fairies?

Yes.

. Did you ger more than you could eac?

Yes.

. Was the queen of the fairies brawlie clothed in white linens, and in white and brown

CEOFLO >0

clothes erc?

Yes.

. Was the king of the fairies a braw man, well-favoured and broad-faced etc?
Yes.

. Were there elf bulls rowting and skoylling chere?

Yes.

. Did they frighten you?

Yes.

PO>0 PO >
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It would be tempting, on the basis of the idiosyncrasy of the material, to go to the other
extreme and suppose that the passage was produced through a single general-open ques-
tion:

Q. Did you visit the fairy folk?

A. I'went to the Downie Hill and got mear there from the queen of che fairies, more than
I could eat. The queen of che fairies is brawlie clothed in whire linens, and in white and
brown clothes, &c. The king of the fairies is a braw man, well favoured, and broad-faced,
&c. There were elf bulls rowting and skoylling up and down there which frightened me.

But while this option is more convincing than the specific-closed option, it still does
not account for the jarring narrative shift between the description of the fairy feast to
that of the fairy queen and king's appearance, nor for the fact char che lateer is described
so systematically. But if we combine this general-open questioning with specific-open
questions, we have a template that is much more convincing, as it accommodates both
the folkloric elements and the slightly sciff, almost mechanical lisc of physical obser-
vations:

Q. Did you visit the fairy folk?

A. I went ro the Downie Hill and got meat there from the queen of the fairies, more than
I could eat.

. Whar does the queen of the fairies look like?

She is brawlie cloched in whirte linens, and in white and brown clothes, &c.

. Was the king of the fairies there?

Yes.

. And whar does he look like?

He is a braw man, well favoured, and broad-faced, &c.

. Did you see anyrthing else there?

There were elf bulls rowring and skoylling up and down there which frightened me.

PO PO >0 >0

We shall be recurning to the questioning process many times, from different perspec-
tives, in later chaprers of the book, burt at presenc it is sufficient to note that on the
basis of this simple experiment we can speculate that Isobel was likely to have been
asked a variery of specific-closed, specific-open and general-open questions in varying
combinations throughout the interrogations. Specific-closed questions would have
been more frequent during the generation of the demonological passages and general-
open during the creation of the passages dealing with fairy lore. Bur overall the category
of question most commonly used throughout the interrogations is likely to have been
the specific-open. That this was the case is supported by the fact chat specific-open
questions are also prominent in the few extant witchcraft records featuring fairy lore
that retain direct evidence of interrogatorial prompting. Some examples of the former,
as they emerged in the trials of Ayrshire cunning woman Bessie Dunlop (1576) and
Appin cunning man Donald Mcllmichall (1677), can be found at the beginning of
CHAPTER FOURTEEN.
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Burt although this simple experiment has enabled us to argue thac Isobel's cesti-
mony was primarily forged through specific-open questioning, it also enables us to be
a lictle more specific about the nature of Isobel’s responses. Specific-open questions, by
definition, require more than a ‘yes' or ‘no’ response, but they can still be answered rela-
tively briefly. An enquiry such as ‘And what other maleficium did you perform with your
coven?’ could be dispatched with a simple ‘T don’t know’ or ‘Nothing, we went home'.
But whart is clear from this analysis is that Isobel did not dodge the questions that were
put to her in this way, but answered readily and in some detail. This verbosity is further
intimated by the fourteen etceteras peppered throughout the text, the most famous of
which currail Isobel’s descriptions of the fairy king and queen, in the Downie Hill
passage quoted earlier, We shall be exploring these omissions of text in more detail in
Cuarter Frve, but ac chis seage it is sufficient to note thae their presence strongly
suggests that Isobel provided her interrogators with more information than they cared,
or were able, to write down; an interpretation strengthened by Innes’s attestation, at
the end of Confession Four, that “All this w{ilth a greac many mor terrible things we
the s{aid]is wirnesses and nof{ta}r haird the s{ai}d Issobell confes’. The likelihood that
Isobel’s responses to the specific-open questions put before her were not only loqua-
cious, but also energetic and creative, is particularly evident in the rhyming-charm
passages found in Confession Two. On the one hand, the fact that each charm is pref-
aced with an introductory line of the “When-we-do-that-we-say-this’ variety suggests
prosecutorial prompeing. If we convert these lines into questions, we find ourselves
with a convincing interrogatorial script: ‘Qwhen we goe in the shape of an haire, we
say’ becoming “What do you say when you go into the shape of a hare?’; and ‘Quhen
we rease the wind we tak a rag of cloth . . . we say’ becoming "What do you say when
you raise the wind?" and so on. But on the other hand, the number and idiosyncrasy of
the lines that follow these initial phrases, which in one case produce a charm no less
than ninety-seven words long, leave us in little doubr that Isobel was largely respon-
sible for the richness and diversity of the rhymes themselves. Such observations suggest
thar alchough we can only accept the fact that Isobel confessed ‘willinglie” in conjunc-
tion with significant cavears, we can also assume that she contribured significancly to
the generation of her confessions.
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Interweaving Worlds

Having explored the ways in which Isobel’s confessions may have been created, we can
now move on to look at their content. And we will begin this process by sketching out a
detailed overview of their subject matter. This will give us a firm grasp of the confes-
sional material before we move onto the more wide-ranging and theoretical analyses
later in the book, but it will also enable us to begin a more precise assessment of the
confessions’ unusualness. By sorting Isobel’s subject matter into categories and then
cross-referencing it with other witchcraft records we will be able to assess how common
or uncommon, and cherefore how ‘normal’ it may have been. Throughour chis process
we shall be keeping in mind the question as to whether the unconventionality or other-
wise of Isobel’s subject macter can reasonably be interpreted as suggestive of mental
illness.

The analysis will take place within certain perimeters. In the last chapter we argued
that Isobel’s confessional content can be helpfully visualised as spanning two contin-
uums: the first running berween maleficent and beneficent magic, and the second
between demonological and fairy lore. In this chapter we will be working with chis
model, but with some adaptations for the sake of clarity. First, the malefi-
cent/beneficent magic continuum will be limited to basic, as opposed to spirit-aid
magic (with beneficent charms being subsumed here under the ‘basic’ category). Spirit-
aid magic, being inseparable from descriptions of fairies and the Devil, will be discussed
within the context of the demonological/fairy lore continuum. Isobel’s maleficent
charms, being highly complex, will be passed over altogether here and discussed in
CHAPTER EiGHT, where we shall examine Isobel’s self-confessed malevolence in more
detail.

Maleficium

Isobel’s confessions are dominated by descriptions of maleficium performed against
named individuals, and in this respect they are completely standard. The fact chac Isobel
directs most of her harmful magic towards authority figures (Harry Forbes, her
minister, and the Laird of Park, her landlord) as opposed to her peers is less usual, but
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still not uncommon. While the majority of records describe maleficium being directed
towards individuals of a similar, or shightly higher, social standing to the accused, a
significant minority cite authority figures as targets. In her attempts to harm Harry
Forbes therefore, Isobel was behaving no differently from Renfrewshire witch Marie
Lamont (1662) who claimed to have attempted to have performed maleficium by
fetching ‘wyt sand from the shore, and cast{ing] it about the gates of Ardgowand, and
about the minister's house’. Or from the group of women who, in the same area over
thirty years later, were alleged to have ‘roasted the effigy of Mr. Hardy, a clergyman,
after having dipt it into a mixture of ale and water’.’

The merhods Isobel used to perform her maleficium were also standard. Take, for
example, the following passage from the first confession, in which Isobel states that she
and her companions:

met in the kirkyaird of nairne and ve raised an vnchristned child owre of its greaff, and ac
the end of breadleyes cornfield land just apposit to the milne of nairne, we took the sfaild
child w(i]ch the naillis af ofu]r fingeris and roes pikles of all sortis of grain and blaidis of
keall and haked ch{e]m all verie small mixed throw altogither, and did put a pairt therof
among the mukheapes of breadleyes Landis and therby took away the fruit of his cornes etc.
(39/15)

The strategic placement of charmed objects or concoctions was standard magical proce-
dure in the period, whether the effects intended were for good or ill, and it was quite
logical for Isobel and her companions to rationalize char they could reduce the fertility
of their neighbour’s land by placing their potion in his dung heaps, as a type of anti-
compost. Three years prior to Isobel’s interrogation, in the Moray village of Duffus,
John Russell claimed thac his neighbour had “taken a calf's guts and laid {them] upon
his land, and thereafter his ox fell down in the plough’; while nine years earlier the
Elgin kirk session recorded that local man William Duncan claimed to have ‘found a
piece of flesch in his corne rig and that yeir his corne grew not weill’ — an act that was
actributed to his neighbour, Janet Hossack.? Such maleficent rituals were the mirror
image of beneficent ones, such as the rite used by Orkney cunning woman Jonet Reid
(1643), who advised a man to put some charmed moss into his corn stack ‘affirmeing
that it suld mak him keip the profeit of his cornis, so that none suld be abill to tak it
from him'.*

Similarly logical would have been Isobel's claim that to prevent Harry Forbes from
recovering from his sickness she and her companions ‘maid an bagg: of the gallis flesh
and gutts of roadis pikles of bear pairingis of the naillis of fingeris & toes the liewer of
ane hair and bitts of clowts’ and atctempred to ‘wring or swing the bagg’ upon him as
he lay in bed (44/43). Smuggling charmed potions or objects into a victim's house was
a reasonably common allegation in witchcraft cases. Thresholds were a common targer,
buc beds were not unknown; with the trial ditcays of Bute witches Margarer and
Katherine Mc Cuillem (1662) describing how they ‘did put witchcraft about hallowday
last under Mr. John Stewart minister his bed'." Again, these maleficent rituals were
direct inversions of beneficent practices, with Srirling cunning woman Isobel Bennet,
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for example, claiming in 1659 that when curing paralysis caused by bewitchment she
‘washes such persons with water brought forth from the hollows of the sea, and takes a
little quantiry of meal and strews it in the four corners of their bed’ and then adds ‘a
small bit of the shoe of a horse which had been ridden by the fairies, a hook, and a piece
of raw meac’.”

While Isobel’s basic potion components (grains of wheac, nail parings, animal flesh
and so on) were all common ingredients in magical charms of the period, her claim to
have used the flesh of an 'vnchristned child’ raised ‘owre of its greaff (grawe)’ is much
more unusual (39/15). Nevertheless, a handful of similar references can be found in
contemporary witch-records, two of the most notable dating from the same year as
Isobel's, In January 1662, Bute cunning women Jenat McConochie and Elspach Galie
were alleged to have laid ‘some pocks of witchcraft’ under a neighbour’s chreshold and
‘that the thing they puc in the pocks is the mooles of ane unchristened bairnes chreid
nailes’; while in Forfar, Helen Guthrie and others famously ‘reased a young bairne
unbaptized, and took severall pieces therof, as the feet, the hands, a pairt of the head,
and a pairt of the buttock, and that they made a pye thereof’, the eating of which was
supposed to have given them the power to resist confession.® Although chese kinds of
specific references to the magical use of unchristened children are few, less demono-
logically stereotypical references to the magical use of dead body parts and grave
paraphernalia (such as bones, flesh and grave mould) are found relatively frequently in
Scottish witcheraft and sorcery records, and lacer folkloric sources, most commonly in
relation to healing. The dittay relating to the 1597 trial of Aberdeenshire cunning
woman Isobel Straquhan, for example, states ‘It was deletit that the said Isobel passit
to the Kirk of Dyce, and gatherit ane number of deid folkis baines [bones], and seyndit
[washed] thame in water, and tuike the water and weische Willeam Symmer in
Haltoune of Fyncrey (he beand seik).”

Isobel’s claim that she performed her malfeficium through image magic was also not
anomalous, wich allegations that suspects had created human forms out of clay or wax
(the former being known in Gaelic as the corp oreadb) for magical purposes appearing
in a significant minority of records. The trial of Jonat Leisk in Aberdeen, 1597, provides
us with a long account thac approaches Isobel’s in its detail and precision. Leisk was
accused of making a wax ‘picrure’ of her enemy, Walter Crutkshank, “within thy awin
houss at the Furde of Fortrie, and pat the same on ane spict nichtly, fra four hours eftir-
nune quhill ten hours at ewin, or thairby, turning the same at the fyre, melting the
same awey; and as the wax meltic, at that same tyme and hour, sua his body melcit be
sucting'. Details illustrating the strange contiguity berween the wax image and che
bewitched man chen go on to occupy a further thirteen lines.® Alternatively, an account
from Paisley in 1676 describes how a group of witches used image magic, as did Isobel
and her companions, to harm the local laird; allegedly sticking pins into wax and clay
forms modelled in his likeness, the former being bound ‘on a spit, and turned . . . about
before the fire'.”

Thac Isobel claimed to have performed maleficium against the (presumably innocent)
children of an enemy, as opposed to directly against the enemy themselves may seem
particularly chilling. But again, a significant minority of witch-records contain similar
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allegations, with atracks against the children of lairds and ministers featuring in a
number of other cases." It was also common, both in the seventeenth and later
centuries, for individuals to curse each other's progeny; indeed, in his Curses, Charms
and Talismans Gilbert Lockhart goes so far as to claim that ‘a promise that in a partic-
ular family son should never succeed father’ was ‘the most popular form of malediction’
in the Scottish Highlands.'' It s likely that this emphasis reflected anxieties
surrounding high infant mortality, and the fact thac in a society heavily dependent on
inter-generational support and primogeniture children, and male heirs in particular,
represented the familial Achilles’ heel.

The wide variety of other, more peripheral, types of maleficium described by Isobel
were also standard, appearing relatively frequently in the same or similar forms, both
in witchcraft records and lacer collections of Scottish folklore. Isobel’s claim that she
gained milk chrough drawing “the tedder (sua maid) in betuixe the cowes hinder foot
and owt betuixt the cowes forder foot’ echoed traditional folk belief (where the prac-
tice was ateriburted to both witches and fairies), and appears in a number of
witch-testimonies. Her claim to raise and lay winds through wetting and drying a rag
1s an uncommon, but wholly logical, variation of the common sympathetic magical
practice of agirating bowls of water in order to create a storm or, even more specifically,
sinking a wooden cup in a dish of water in order to make a ship sink.’* Her claim thac
she ‘took the heall strenth’ of Alexander Cumming’s dye vat by tying ‘thrie knotts on
each thried’ pertains to the common practice of knot magic, which again could be used
to help or harm: the tying and untying of three knots on a rope or cord, for example,
being a widespread method of raising and laying winds.'* With regard to descriptions
of basic maleficium overall, the emphases found in [sobel’s confessions are also standard.
In most witch-records from the period, accounts of causing sickness and death to
humans or animals or both are most prominent, with those of causing harm to domestic
or agricultural processes, such as drawing milk, spoiling ale or taking fertility being
secondary, and Isobel’s are no different in this respect.

Basic Magic: Good

In addition to descriptions of basic maleficium, Isobel’s confessions contain a collection
of healing charms and rituals, with most of these being clustered in the second confes-
sion. In this respect they fall within the substantial minority of witch-records that
contain references to beneficent magic. The charms and rituals Isobel describes are all
standard, wich close variants appearing in other witch-records, contemporary anri-
quarian writings and lacer folkloric collections. The following incantation for healing
sores, which Isobel claims to have recited three times while ‘straiking the sor’, makes
reference to ‘our Ladie” and concludes with the phrase ‘in the nam of che fathfe]r the
sone and the holie gost’; both elements illustrative of the survival of the Catholic
remnants in post-Reformation Scottish charming traditions:

owr lord to hunting he (damaged — words missing) marblestone, he sent vord to saint knice
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. . . (damaged — words missing) he pat the blood to be blood till all upstood the lich to the
lich till all took with our Ladie charmed hir deirlie sone wlilth hir tooth and hir townge,
and hir ten fingeris in the nam of the fathelr the sone and the holie gost. (44/16)™

Another of the charms cited by Isobel reflects the widespread practice of healing
through sickness transferral, thar is, the belief thar an individual can be cured through
diverting their sickness onto something or someone else. This charm also displays the
word-repetition and strong internal rhythms so characteristic of popular charms:

31j for the scaveris (we say thryse over, I forbid the qwaking seaveris the sea seaveris the
(damaged ~ words missing) seaveris and all che seaveris th{alt ewer god ordained: owe of the
head owt of the heart owt of the bak owt of the syd (our?) of the kneis owe of the chieghes
fra the pointis of the fingeris to the nebes of the toes owe sall the seaveris goe (damaged -
words missing) to the hill som to the hap, som to the stone som to the stok in saint peiteris
nam saint paullis nam & all the sa(intsc?) of hevin: in nam of the fach[elr the sone and the
holie gose. (44/24)

Variations of this particular charm, adapted for different ailments and citing different
transferral objects, emerge in other witch-records and source material from che period.
In The Secret Commonwealth, for example, Kirk cites a very similar version, which
involves ‘assigning a place for the Evil’ tha is causing disease and distributing "a Third
{of it} on waters, a Third on woods, a third on the Brown Harts of the Forrest, and a
third on the grey stones.”” Isobel also describes a ritual, based on the principle of trans-
ference, in which sickness is diverted from a bewitched child onto its cradle belt and
finally onto a dog or cat (both of the latter being common recipients of transferred sick-
ness in the period):

and if a child be forspoken, we wak the cradle (damaged — words missing) child chrow it thryse
and thieln a dowg throw it, and shakis the bele abow the fyre, (damaged ~ words missing)
downe to the ground, till a dowg or a cart goe ower it thialt the seiknes mey com (damaged
- twords missing) care, (45/22)

Isobel’s claim that the child’s cradle belt was employed as a conduit to divert sickness
onto an animal is also echoed in other witchcraft and sorcery records. After visiting a
local cunning man for help in 1625, the parents of a sick child from Ellon ‘recurned
home and by his advice made a grave under the child's cradle, in the place where the
cradle was rocked. They cut the cradle bele in nine pieces and took a quick {live} cat
and the cradle belt cur as aforesaid and buried them in the grave.”® Isobel’s emphasis
on the ritual passing of the sick person through the object of transferral is similarly
conventional. In a typical example from 1623, a man named Thomas Greave was
accused of attempring to heal William Beveridge of "ane grevous seiknes, be causeing
him pas throw ane hesp of yairne thre severall tymes; and thairefter burning the said
hesp of yairne in ane gric fiyre’."”

The variety and sure-footedness of the charms and rituals described in Isobel’s
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confessions temprt us to draw comparisons wich the testimony of witchcraft suspects
known to have been beneficent magical practitioners or cunning women, like Agnes
Sampson and Bessie Dunlop. In this respect, Isobel's confessions suggest that instead
of merely being an individual onto whom the ability to perform magic had been
projected by her anxious community, she was a self-conscious magical practitioner.
This speculation is supported by the fact that Isobel claims to have healed a bewitched
child, for the ability to perform counter-witchcraft was predominantly associated with
cunning folk. Although unusual in its intensity, the overt malevolence described in
Isobel's confession does not contradict this thesis, in principle at least. As we noted
earlier in the book, on a popular level magical power was seen as a neutral force that
could be employed to either beneficent or maleficent ends and, as we shall be discussing
in more derail in lacer chaprers, there is evidence to suggest thar people sometimes peti-
tioned cunning folk to perform maleficium against their enemies and thac cunning folk
sometimes obliged. This conflation between beneficent and maleficent magic is one of
the main reasons why so many cunning folk found themselves called up on charges of
witchcraft, and why so many witch-records include descriptions of beneficent magic.
But the interface between magical practitioner and witch is very hard to navigate. The
extent of a magical practitioner’s malevolence, or to puc it another way, the balance
berween healing and harming magic that they may have maintained in their general
practice, is almost impossible to determine from witch-records because the interroga-
tors were so much more interested in maleficent magic than they were in beneficent,
In other words alchough Isobel’s confessions emphasize harmful magic, in her general
practice healing magic may have been far more prominent.

Subject Matter: Demonology

Throughout Isobel's confessions, descriptions of basic maleficium and beneficent magic
are interspersed with references to ‘demonological witcheraft’, that is, witchcraft
performed through meeting and collaborating with the Devil. Again, in this respect
they are not unusual. Alchough, as Joyce Miller has recently pointed out, demonolog-
ical elements are not as common in early modern Scottish witch-records as is often
assumed (an issue that we shall be exploring in more depth later in the book) they never-
theless appear in a substancial minority of cases.'”

In many of the records containing demonological witcheraft, a description of the
demonic pact is often one of the first items listed, and Isobel’s case is no different in
this respect, wich all four confessions beginning in this manner. The pact thar Isobel
describes is also largely conventional, reproducing a stereotypical sequence of the core
events that emerge in accounts throughout Scotland: the witch meets the Devil when
she is walking alone, or is introduced to him at the witches' sabbath (‘as I wes goeing
betuixe the townes of drumdewin and the headis: I met w[ilth che divell’); the Devil
is a tall, black man (‘he wes a meickle blak roch man’); the Devil offers to help the witch
and/or to meet her at che sabbath (‘I promeisit to meit him in the night tym in the kirk
of aulderne g[uhi]lk I did’); ac this first meeting, or lacer at the sabbach, the Devil asks
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the wicch to renounce her Christianity through placing one hand on her head and the
other on her foor and surrendering everything between to him (‘and the firse thing |
did ther th{ale night I denyed my baptisme, and did purt the on of my handis to the
crowne of my head and the uch{elr to the sole of my foot, and theln renuncet all berwixt
my two handis ower to the divell’); the Devil gives the witch a mark (‘and he marked
me in the showlder’); the Devil gives the witch a new name (he said ‘I baptise the Janet
in my awin name’); the Devil has sex with the witch, either at chis or a later meeting,
or at the sabbach (“the nixt tym th[ale I met wlilch him ves in the new wardis of Inshoch,
and haid carnall cowpula{tio}n & dealling w{i}ch me'); and finally, the Devil’s penis is
cold (‘T faund his nature als cold w{ilthin me as spring wall vater’) (37/14). The unifor-
mity of Isobel's pact narrative can be further illuscrated by comparing it with another
standard account, found in the records relating to Forfar witch Margaret Hoggan, who
was tried in 1662:

ye freely confessed that chree years since bygane in harvest was the first time Sachan appeared
to you in the . . . coming out of Carnbo, when he desired you to be his servant, whilk ye
confessed ro do, and puc ane of your hands to the crown of your head and the other to the
sole of your foot and delivered all to Sathan's service. Likeways ye confessed that Sathan
desired you to renounce and forsake your Baprism whilk ye lykways did, and immediately
after your renunciation of your baprism he gave you a new name calling you Karthrine
Mahoun and Sathan’s name was David Mahoun. Lykways ye confessed that Sathan had copu-
lation wich you, and thart his body was cold and his seed also, and said he was an uncouth
man with black cloarhes and ane hood on his head, and he said to you rhar ye should never
want but have enough."”

However although Isobel’s pact is stereotypical, it also contains some notable anom-
alies. Her claims, for example, that in giving her his mark the Devil sucked blood out
of her shoulder and that she was 'held up’ to be baprized by him are, to my knowledge,
unique. Bur the uniqueness of these comments muse be considered alongside the fact
that in Scortish witchcraft records as a whole, descriptions of the demonic pact, though
often stereotypical, are seldom uniform. One or more core events are frequently
missing, elements may appear in a different order or with different emphases and, of
most significance here, many descriptions contain either personal or circumstantial
detail that is unusual or unique. Only Agnes Murie, for example, claimed that after
making the demonic pact the Devil "had the use’ of her body "at the foot of the round
knowe at the back of the yards of Tullicbole'; only Jonet Howar claimed that when che
Devil was healing her painful shoulder he kissed her affectionately and called her his
‘Bonny Burd’; and only Margaret NcWilliam claimed chat, in giving her his mark, the
Devil ‘griped her about the left hench quhich pained her sorely and went away as if it
[he] were a grene smoak’.* The strangeness of Isobel's pact anomalies is also lessened
by the fact that cthey are not wholly illogical within a broader context. Her blood-
sucking Devil can be seen as a variant of the blood-sucking animal familiar (although
this stereotype was rare in Scotland), while her description of being held up for baptism
mirrored conventional baprismal rirual in the region.”'
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Isobel’s claim that she did not only meet the Devil when alone, bur also in the
company of a group of men and women (both in the church where the pact was made
and in various other town or countryside locations) is also relatively standard.
Demonologically-themed witch-records commonly describe communal gatherings
(termed ‘witches' sabbaths’ by historians) situated ac various points along a continuum
that ranged from informal meetings, that predominantly focused on feasting and
dancing, through to more formal affairs that resembled the more subversive and cere-
monial sabbaths described in Continental witch trials, at which the demonic pace,
sexual relations with the Devil and/or maleficium were often performed more self-
consciously and publicly. A significant minority of Scottish accounts, like those given
by Isobel, also combine some or all of these elements into a kind of mobile witches’
sabbach. Here, a group of witches, sometimes in the company of the Devil andfor in
the form of animals and sometimes by virtue of magical flight, travel from house to
house, gaining access through chimneys, doors and windows or, more fantastically,
through keyholes and cracks. Once inside, the company feasts on the food and wine
stored there and/or performs maleficium, most commonly through bringing sickness or
death on the inhabitanes. In 1658, Alloa witch Margret Duchall claimed chat she and
her companions mert at the ‘blerching burn’ and then:

afrer chey war rurned all in the liknes of cattis, they went in over Jean Lindsayis zaird Dyk
and went ro Coudans hous, whair scho declared, that the Devil being with tham went up
the stair first with margrer railzeor Besse Paton and elspit blak who had ane pok with som
thing} in it lyk peas meall, and they strawed it on tuo of coudons bairnes, gch scho granted
was the deach of tham both. . . . {on another occasion] she was atane meeting in the cuningar,
quhair they war all altogidder dancing.”

While Isobel’s confessions resemble many other witch-records from the period in the
fact that they combine both informal and formal sabbath elements, where her case
differs markedly from the norm is in the matter of proportion. In the majority of
records, the more formal, Continental elements are relatively minimal and fragmen-
tary. But in Isobel’s case they are comprehensive and dominant. Isobel claimed, for
example that witches in the Auldearn region formed groups (which she termed “covens’)
which periodically met in the presence of the Devil at the quarters (‘efter chlalr tym
ther vold meit bot somtymes a coven somtymes mor somtymes les, bor a grand meit-
ting vold be abour the end of ilk qwarter, thir is threittein persones in ilk coeven’). She
also claimed thar there was disciplinary ritual (‘{our deeds are] given accompt of and
notted in his book, at each grand meicting’/ “we wold be beattin if ve wer absent any
tym, or neglect any thing thlale wold be appointed to be done’); and a hierarchy (‘the
maiden of each coven sitts abow the rest nixe the divell’). She claimed that her coven
made obeisance to the Devil and kissed his behind (‘and ar each tym gfuhe}n ve wold
meict wiijth him, we behoowir to ryse and beck and mak owr curtesie to him'/'he vold
hold wp his caill wneill we wold kiss his arce’); and char they periodically engaged in
promiscuous sex (‘he wold lye w{ilth ws in p{reselnce of all the multitud, neither haid
we not he any kynd of shame'). She claimed char the coven members were waited on
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The breadeh of Isobel's testimony is reflected in che fact that it covers most of the activities depicted in the
compendium of witch-practices in the frontispiece to German bishop Peter Binsfield's Tracrat von
Bekammtnuss der Zawberer wnd Hexen (1592), From left to righe we have the witch surrendering herself to the
Devil, flying to the sabbach, raising scorms and harming crops, cooking babies in a cauldron and
exchanging embraces wich the Devil.

Two other classic witch-aceivities, feasting and transforming into animals, are also included in Isobels
cestimony. These ewo images are taken from Ulrich Molitor's De Lawviis et pbitonicis milieribus (1489),
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by personal demons (‘and ilk on of ws has a sprit to wait wpon ws and ve pleas to call
wpon him’); that the Devil helped them to perform maleficium (‘the divell held the
plewgh . . . and all ve of the coeven went still wp and downe w{ilth the plewghe,
prayeing to the divell for the fruit of thaclc land and thfalc thistles and brieris mighe
grow ther’); and chat coven members attended and left the sabbach in animal form by
means of magical flight (‘all the coven did filie lyk cateis beas hairis rewkis etc’).”

Burt although the high levels of Continentalism in Isobel's sabbath passages are
unique, as Larner has noted, other witch-records, such as those from Forfar and Alloa,
come very close to Isobel’s in this respect.” [t is also significant that, in terms of subject
matter alone, nearly all of the more sensational or ceremonial elements of Isobel's
sabbath can be found represented in ac least one other Scottish witch-record from the
period. Other covens meer according to the calendar; other witches worship the Devil
and kiss his behind; other covens have a hierarchical system that includes an officer and
a maiden; other witches are served by named personal spirits in the service of the Devil;
other covens perform maleficium; and other witches travel in animal form to their meet-
ings. Even the sexual promiscuity that the Devil displayed so vividly in Isobel's
accounts is also intimarted in other records, though not so graphically.”

Subject Matter: Fairy-Related

The fact thac Isobel does not only claim to have encountered the Devil, but also claims
to have encountered fairies is also not unusual. A significant minority of contemporary
witch-records contain references to fairy belief, with the majority of these describing
direce encounters. Similar accounts are also echoed, with relative frequency, in kirk
session records. But any attempt to cross-reference and contextualize Isobel’s fairy
beliefs in more depth in order to assess their unusualness encounters an immediate
obstacle. Despite the fact that Isobel’s tescimony has been consistently lauded as an
unprecedented mine of information about contemporary fairy belief, there are only
three occasions in her long confessions where she specifically mentions fairies, or the
equivalent ‘elves’, by name. The first is the famous passage in Confession One where
she states: 'I wes in the downie hillis, and got meat ther from the qwein of fearrie’; the
second is the reference to a spirit named ‘thomas a fearie’ during the long list of familiar
spirits described at the beginning of Confession Two; and the third is in the notable
passage, again in the second confession, where Isobel claims to have been ‘in the elfes
houssis’ and seen ‘elf boyes” shaping and trimming ‘elf arrow heidis’. The second two
references are repeated in the summing up in the fourth confession (with ‘thomas a
fearie’ reappearing as “Thomas the fearie’), while the first is merely alluded to in the
third. Aside from these references, the majority of Isobel’s subject mateer provides no
terminological indications that, so far as she or anyone else was concerned, it related to
the fairy belief matrix. Moreover, the fairy references that do occur are so tightly bound
up with demonological lore that it is often difficult to untangle the two sets of belief.
As a result of this, before we can begin to assess the unusualness of Isobel's fairy belief,
we must first spend some time attempring to identify it.
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Interweaving Worlds
Identifying the Fairy Belief

The elements of Isobel’s confessions most commonly believed to reflect contemporary
fairy belief are those concerned with magical flight. As mentioned in CHAPTER ONE,
the fairies were believed to gather in troupes or ‘wandering courts’ thar travelled abourt,
often by nighr, feasting in houses, under hills and in the open countryside.”* Although
they could reach their destinations on horseback or by foot, these troupes were also
believed to travel by virtue of magical flighe either in the form, or in the company of,
a whirlwind. We shall explore chis ‘fairy host’, as it is generally termed, in much more
detail later in the book, but it is sufficient to note here that in the early modern period
and lacer, it was believed that both living and dead humans could be swept up by this
airborne fairy train. Newborn babies, particularly if they had died before they were
baprtized, were commonly believed to swell its numbers, as were those who had been
shot or killed by the fairies or had otherwise died a violent or premacure death, Living
souls, on the other hand, could be swept up ac any time, whether awake or asleep. In
1588 Fifeshire cunning woman Alison Peirson summed up this belief in her claim that
‘quhene we heir the quhirll-wind blaw in the sey, thay [che fairies]} wilbe commounclic
with itt, or camand sone thaireftir: than Mr Williame [her familiar} will cum before
and rell hir, and bid hir keip hir and sane hir, that scho be nocht tane away with thame
agane’.’” Similarly, in Elgin in 1629, Cristan Nauchty “confessit scho was three severall
tymes away [to fairyland], ilk tyme aucht dayis away, and scho wes taine away with a
wind”.*

On the one hand, we cannot automatically assume that the descriptions of magical
flight that so dominate Isobel’s confessions relate to this fairy belief matrix. As we have
seen earlier, in this period magical flight was not only a core component of contempo-
rary fairy lore, but also of the demonological stereotype of the witches' sabbath.
Witches, and Continental witches in particular, frequently claimed to have flown in
groups to their nocturnal rendezvous, often in the form of animals and/or in the
company of the Devil, and a number of Scortish witcheraft suspects and victims clearly
state that it was the Devil and not the fairies who carried them away in a whirlwind.”
Isobel’s flight experiences, moreover, do contain some clear demonological credentials,
most prominent of these being the fact that at no time does she state directly that she
flew with or was carried through the air by the fairies, claiming instead that herairborne
companions were an assortment of neighbours (whom she termed her ‘coven’) and the
Devil.

But on the other hand, despite these demonological references, there are three
concrete indications that suggest that, however Isobel conceptrualised her airborne
adventures on a personal level, they were very closely associated with contemporary
beliefs surrounding the fairy host. First, we have her manner of travel, with Isobel
famously stating of her coven that:

and then ve vold flie away qfuhelr ve vold be ewin as scrawes wold flie wpon an hie way, we

will flie Iyk scrawes gluheln we pleas wild scrawes and corne strawes wilbe hors to ws
gluheln ve pur thielm berwixe owr foort, and say hors and hatrok in che divellis nam, and
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qluhe]n any sies thes strawes in whirlewind, and doe not sanctifie them selves, they we mey
shoot them dead at our pleasur . . . (39/42)

Although they merged into popular witch lore, beliefs surrounding magical flight on
plant stalks were primarily associated with the fairy host and those who accompanied
them. In the well-known poem by sixteenth-century Scottish poer Alexander
Montgomerie (which is believed, by folklorists, to reflect elements of popular belief)
this manner of flight is vividly described:

Into the hinderend of harvese, on ane alhallow evin,

When our goode nichtbouris {fairies] ryddis, if I reid riche,

Sum bucklir [mounted} on ane bunwyd [flax scalk} and sum on ane bene,
Ay trippand in trowpis fra the twie-liche;

Sum saidlit ane scho aip [she-ape] all grathit [clad] into grene,

Sum hobling on hempstaikis, hovand on hiche [rising on high}

The king of pharie, with the court of the elph quene

With mony alrege {eldritch] incubus, ryddand thac niche,™

Such beliefs were still going strong in many parts of Scotland 300 years later, with a
nineteenth-century observer noting, for example, that ‘It is popularly believed all over
Galloway, thart the Fairies grow them {Bowlock or ‘Ragwort’} for horses; and when they
require a steed to bear them on a journey, they select a big bowlock and change it into
a horse at the word of command’. Indeed, in this region these beliefs were so strong
that ‘no farmer almost would cut them {the Bowlock planes] till after Halloween, for
fear che Fairies had need of them’.*' Similar motifs emerge frequently in traditional
Scortish stories and legends. In the tale of “The Black Laird of Dunblane’, collected in
the nineteenth century, the protagonist was coming home one night from Alloa when
he met a group of fairies who invited him to ‘go with them’. Upon his acceprance of
their offer “They mounted bundles of windlestrae, and he a plough-beam left in a
furrow’, after which, ‘Crying “Brechin to the Bridal” they flew thicher through the air
on white horses'.**

The second feature of Isobel's magical flight sequences indicative of fairy lore is her
claim that when she and her coven set off on their airborne adventures they would cry
‘hors and hattok in cthe divellis nam’ or ‘(bors?) and hattock hors and goe, hors and
pellates ho ho' (44/4). Similar phrases were occasionally associated with witchcrafe, and
in a sermon given at the trial of the Paisley witches in 1697, minister James Hutchison
stated that when a person “falls among’ a company of witches ‘accidencally and is
surprizd . . . they say “up and away” or “mount & flee” and he sayes thac too and he
flies with the rest to this or that countrey’.” Bur the face thar raking off or levitation
cries emerge strongly in contemporary and later fairy belief (with phrases such as 'Up
horsey’ and 'Rise, rise, rise” peppering folk tales and anecdotes), strongly suggests that
these morifs were ultimately fairy-derived.** The likelihood that Isobel's ‘hors and
hattok’ cry was a regional fairy anchem is furcher supported by a letter sent by Scottish
professor of divinity James Garden to the Wiltshire antiquarian, John Aubrey, in 1694.
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Here Garden records a local anecdote, allegedly stretching back at least three genera-
tions, in which a predecessor of the Laird of Duffus (a village roughly twenty miles
north-cast of Auldearn), was walking in the fields near his house when:

he heard the noiuse of a whirlewind & of voices crying horse and hateock (this is the word
which che Fairies ar said ro use when they remove from any place) wherupon he cried {horse
and hatrock] also & was immediately caughe up and transported through the aire by the
Fairies to that place, where after they had drunk heartily he fell asleep, & befor he awoke
the rest of the company were gone. & had left him in the posture wherin he was found.”

Garden also informed Aubrey that the tutor of the current heir of Duffus had told him,
in conversations on this theme, thar when he was a schoolboy at nearby Forres around
the middle of the seventeenth century, boys playfully used the phrase ‘horse and hattock
with my top!’ to conjure eddies of wind to lifc cheir spinning tops.*® We cannot rule
out the possibility that the phrase could have leaked into both the Duffus anecdote and
the Forres schoolboys’ vocabulary via Isobel’s confessions. Not only were Duffus and
Forres close to Auldearn geographically, but both the laird referred to by Garden and
his father were friends and dining companions of Alexander Brodie. And knowing the
larter's interest in witchcraft, and his penchant for speculating about current events,
we can consider it likely that colourful witch-testimonies such as Isobel’s formed the
meat of more than one after-dinner conversation.”” However, tantalising as this possi-
bility is, it is far more likely that Isobel used the phrase because it was in common usage
in the period; this thesis gaining support from the fact thac in the nineteenth century
it could be found as far afield as the Shetland Islands, and in more than one variant. An
anecdote recorded by Ernest Marwick describes how:

A man dwelling in Houll, Mid Yell {in the Sheclands] one night before going to bed,
stepped outside in his shire and drawers, and saw a band of trows [fairies] going by him.
They were saying some words, and he repeated after them:

Up hors, up hedick

Up will ridn bolwind

An I kinI's reyd among yu

(And I know I'll ride among You)."

The third feature of Isobel’s magical flight sequences indicative of fairy lore is her claim
that, while airborne astride her corn straw horse, she shot arrows ar passing humans
and animals (‘and g{uheln any sies thes strawes in whirlewind, and doe not sanctifie
them selves, they we mey shoot them dead at our pleasur’) (40/1). This belief has little
correlation with demonological stereotypes of the witches' sabbach, but is firmly rooted
in contemporary beliefs surrounding the airborne adventures of the fairies. In its search
for sustenance, the fairy host was believed to scour the land, commonly taking the good-
ness or ‘foyson’ of grain, milk and other foodstuffs. Buc it was also believed to hunt
humans and animals. In order to make cheir kill, che fairies used what were commonly
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termed ‘elf arrows’ or ‘elf darts’; tiny projectiles fashioned in fairyland and identified,
by the common folk, with the prehistoric flint arrowheads found then, as now, in many
parts of Scotland. Thus armed, the fairies roamed the countryside, entering into fields,
barns and houses to, in the memorable words of one seventeenth-century eyewitness,
‘seek a prey”.”” If the humans and animals chat crossed the fairies’ pach did not protect
themselves through blessing (that is, ‘saining’) themselves or being blessed by someone
else, the fairy darts would cause them to sicken and/or die. According to some contem-
porary accounts, after hitting their targets the fairies leapt upon the bodies of their
victims and sucked their carcasses dry, while later rales and anecdotes emphasize the
fact chat the elf-shot victims were carried away by the fairy hose.™

With regard to Isobel's confessions, the most significant element of this belief
matrix was the fact that humans could be swept up by the host and called upon to func-
tion as fairy archers. In 1699, Welsh cartographer Edward Lhuyd noted, for example,
that in many parts of Scotland it was believed that the fairies called on humans to shoot
their arrows because they could not perform the rask themselves: ‘their Opinion is’
Lhuyd wrote to a friend in Yorkshire, ‘that the Fairies (having not much Power them-
selves to hurt Animal Bodies) do sometimes carry away Men in the Air, and furnishing
them with Bows and Arrows, employ them to shoot Men, Cartle, &c.""' The writings
of nineteenth-century folklorists confirm that this belief was still widespread 150 years
later, where, according to one contemporary informant, ‘good sensible’ men were often
swept up by the fairy host.*” The following anecdote, recorded by John Francis
Campbell, is one of many:

An old highlander declared to me that he was once in a boat with a man who was scruck by
a fairy arrow . . . {later) a man, whom the fairies were in the habic of carrying abour from
island o island, told him that he had himself chrown the dart ac the man in the boat by
desire of them [the fairies}: “they made him do it’. My informant evidently believed he was
speaking truch.™

The House-to-House Visits

The connections between magical flight and beliefs surrounding che fairy host in
Isobel’s confessions are so strong that they enable us to draw another, less obvious,
component of Isobel’s subject matter under che fairy lore umbrella. As we have seen,
in the carly modern period it was believed that the fairy host did not only spend its
time feasting in fairy hills and hunting, but thar ic also engaged in house-to-house
processions, sweeping in through keyholes and chinks in doors and windows and
feasting on the food and drink left by hearchs and in cellars. Although, like elf-arrow
lore, these beliefs are better documented in nineteenth-century sources, we have some
carly modern references. Orkney cunning woman Katherine Jonesdochter (1616), for
example, being able to state firmly that she saw the ‘Trowis [trolls/fairies] ryse out of
the kirkyeard of Hildiswick, and Holiecross Kirk of Eschenes, and on the hill called
Greinfaill’ and that they came to any house where there was ‘feasting, or great mirrines
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and speciallie at Yule'.* This aspect of fairy behaviour is also amply reflected in tales
and legends, both collected from the period and lacer, In the tales describing the adven-
tures of the Laird of Duffus and the Black Laird of Dunblane mentioned earlier, the
protagonists claimed, respectively, that they were swept across the English Channel,
by the fairies, to drink from the ‘French King's Cellar with a silver cup’ and carried to
a ‘'mansion where a banquet was prepared, and are and drank, invisible to che guests.
Then crying, “Cruinan to the dance!” they {the fairy company] passed out again
through the keyholes “like a sough of wind” and went in the same way to Cruinan.'”
Lore surrounding the processional activities of che fairy host is complex and varied, and
we shall be exploring it in much more depth later in the book. But it is sufficient here
to note that in the context of the fairy-relatedness of Isobel’s confessions as a whole, the
house-to-house visits she describes, in which she feasted and drank wine in her neigh-
bour’s cellars, can be linked as convincingly to the processional activities of the fairy
host as to the demonological sabbach. This ambiguity is a prime example of the
crossover between demonological and fairy lore found throughout Isobel's confessions.
In some places the overlap is simple to identify, and it is possible to separate the two
caregories of belief; but in other places, as in this instance, the beliefs are so tighely
interwoven cha it is difficult to separate the two.

Assessing the Fairy Belief

Having established the areas of Isobel’s confessional material which can be justly related
to fairy belief, we can now return to our original task as laid out at the beginning of
this chapter, thac is, to analyze comparatively the subject matter in relation to other
witcheraft confessions of the period in order to assess how conventional it may have
been. In many respects, much of the fairy lore contained in Isobel's confessions is stan-
dard, in the sense that it appears, in some form or other, in a significant number of
other fairy-related records from the period. Accounts of participating in fairy revels, for
example, were common, and Isobel’s claim to have feasted in a ‘fair & lairge braw
rowme’ under the Downie Hill was lictle different to Appin cunning man Donald
Mcllmichall’s claim to have encountered ‘a greac number of men and women within
the hill quhair he entered haveing many candles lighted’; or Stirling cunning woman
Isobel Watson's claim to have been taken by the fairies to a ‘fine house where there were
many people” beneath the earch.* Descriptions of participation in fairy-related magical
flight are more unusual, but a scactering exist, although in most cases they are brief
and flight is usually intimated as opposed to being spelt out, emerging in statements
such as, “the fairie had taken hir away to Messindiu wher she slepr all night’ and ‘[she
was] takin away be the fair folk’. "’

With regard to the shooting of arrows, Isobel’s confessions are less standard. While
a number of records describe how suspects have harmed or killed humans or animals
through shooting fairy darts, Isobel’s claim to have shot these arrows in association with
the fairy host is more unusual, but precedents do exist. As we shall explore in more
detail later in the book, Isobel's statements in chis regard can be particularly likened
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to those made by a group of women tried in Bute, in 1662, who claimed to have seen
each other in the company of the fairy host and, as one suspect put it, travelled ‘wich
diverse others . . . on a voyag from Corsmore overseas to Kerramorrie in Kingarch and
ther killed a bairne of Donald Moir Mc Kawes . . . and that for effectuating heirof they
took a boy out of Patrick Glas house being a coosine of his and that it was the said boy
that shot the child’.* Isobel’s claim that the fairies were "hollow and bossis baked' also
emerges in other testimonies, most notably those of Cristan Nauchry (Elgin, 1629) and
Jonet Boyman (Edinburgh, 1572): the latter claiming that che fairy-like spiric she
encountered ‘was waist behind lyke ane stik"."

But in addition to these correspondences, Isobel's confessions also contain a large
number of details chac are unique. Despite the face that they derived from contempo-
rary fairy lore, Isobel’s descriptions of conjuring ‘wild scrawes and corne strawes’ into
horses; of crying ‘hors and hactock in the divellis nam” as she levitated into the air; of
witnessing elf arrows being whittled by elf boys; and of shooting and killing passing
humans while airborne were not recorded in any other records, eicher for witcherafe or
sorcery, during the whole of the early modern period. Other derails, such as che
chanting of charms while flicking fairy darts from thumbnails and seeing elf bulls
‘crowtting and skoylling’ at the gates of fairy hills are, to my knowledge, unique to the
whole of Scottish folklore,

This contradictory pattern of both conventionality and uniqueness can also be found
in relacion to the areas of overlap berween demonological and fairy lore. On the one
hand, the fact that Isobel’s confessions should contain such an overlap is standard.
Alchough some witchcraft confessions contain fairy beliefs relatively free of learned
ideas about demonological witchcraft, in the majority of confessions the two are inter-
ewined. But on the other hand, Isobel’s confessions are unique in the degree to which
they interweave so many different aspects of fairy and demonological lore so tightly and
in so many different ways, to the extent thac ac least half of her testimonial material
could be said to fall wichin this overlap category. The confessions suggest chat so far as
Isobel was concerned, the group of men and women (or ‘coven’) with whom she went
into houses in the form of animals and performed maleficium were the same men and
women with whom she mounted fairy steeds and hunted wich elf arrows. Similarly, the
group in whose presence she made the demonic pact and had sex with the Devil was
the same group with whom she went "daunceing at the hill of earlseat’ and feasting in
the ‘braw’ room under the Downie Hill wich the king and queen of the fairies. As they
progress, the confessions charr a swinging motion back and forth between the demono-
logically stereotypical witches' sabbach and gatherings with the fairy host, with the
coven acting as the connective vehicle. In this respect, more than any other, Isobel’s
confessions are cruly unique.

Subject Matter and Sanity

Through this chapter we have gained a basic overview of the subject matter contained
in Isobel’s confessions and this will stand us in good stead later in the book. But where
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does it leave us with regard to the confessions’ unusualness? The analysis of the content
on the beneficent/maleficent magic continuum undertaken in the first half of the
chapter, although not complete (an examinarion of the maleficent charms being still
to come), uncovered nothing that could not be found, either in the same form or as a
variant, in a number of other witch-records of the period, with most of the material
being common. The analysis of the content on the demonological/fairy lore continuum
was more complex, but ultimacely yielded similar results. The perceived unusualness
of the material was clearly diminished by the fact that precedents could be found, in
either witch-records or contemporary and lacer folklore, for nearly all the concent falling
into this category. The fact that the confessions also contained a handful of unique refer-
ences was also, within the context of other witch-records, conventional.

Bur on the other hand, Isobel’s confessions have emerged as leading the handful of
Scottish witch-testimonies in which che level of rare or anomalous marerial is excep-
tionally high. And when we stand back and look at our findings from a distance it is
clear that Isobel's confessions actain this pole position not so much because of the nature
of their subject macter, but because of the amount of it. As we have seen, most of the
Continental-type details are not without precedent when taken individually, but chey
seem so simply because there are so many of them; the fairy lore is not anomalous in
itself, but appears that way because so many disparate beliefs are accumulated into the
one narrative; and the overlap becween demonological and fairy lore is not surprising
per se, but becomes so because such a variety of lore is described so frequently, and in
such microscopic detail, that the crossover between these elements becomes greatly
magnified.

At this point 1n our research, we have no explanation for this multiplicity. It could
be argued chat these high levels of anomaly are representative of mental illness. But
such a conclusion is premature. While the high incidence of stereotypical Continenral-
type detail in the confessions could indicate thac Isobel seized on the demonological
beliefs suggested to her by the interrogators and incorporated them into her testimony
to a degree chat was inappropriate, even for the seventeenth century, chis interpreta-
tion is challenged by the fact that in other parts of Scotland, such as Forfar,
witch-testimonies containing high levels of Continental-type detail were made by large
groups of suspects simultaneously. And unless we are prepared to brand all of those
involved in these cases as mentally ill, then we cannot fairly level the accusation at
Isobel. By the same logic, we could argue that the elevated levels of fantastic and
dramatic fairy beliefs in the confessions might also have been suggestive of some kind
of incongruous response, But we must ser against chis the face char, barring one or two
exceptions, all of the fairy beliefs she described were rooted in conventional folklore
absorbed at the hearth by every man, woman and child in seventeenth-century Scotland,
Indeed, even Isobel's most sensational claims, such as her assertion that she flew
through the air with the fairy host and shot elf arrows at passers-by, were calmly made
by perfectly ‘good” and ‘sensible’ Highlanders over 200 years later.”” Similarly, we could
interpret the high level of demonological/fairy lore overlap as indicative of mental
confusion (with the inabilicy to distinguish between disparate phenomena, for example,
being characteristic of some forms of psychosis). But we must set against this the fact
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thac the two categories of belief were commonly conflated by both interrogators and
suspects in the period; with some records clearly indicaring that contemporaries could
be confused, as Isobel was, abourt the connection between witches” sabbaths and fairy
revels.” In conclusion, because mental illness does not emerge clearly as a causative
factor, the unusual breadch and multiplicity of Isobel’s confessional content seill
requires explanation,




5

Curious Minds

Our continuing attempts to explain the quantity and diversity of Isobel’s subject
matter, and our more general intention to explore both the unusualness and epistemo-
logical status of her confessions, can now be furthered by changing direction and
approaching the narratives from a different perspective altogether. This change of
direction involves moving away from looking at the types of things Isobel said, to
looking at the way that she said them. As we noted at the beginning of CHAPTER
THREE, Isobel's confessions are remarkable not only for the breadth of subject macter
they cover, but also for the fact thac these subjects are described in such detail and with
such narracive flair. These ‘stylistic features’, as we can term them here, are not unique.
Many witchcrafe and sorcery records are detailed, particularly with regard to basic
magical techniques, with the dittays of Orkney cunning woman Katherine Craigie
(1640), for example, devoting over 6oo words to describing how she performed a single
healing rirual.” Alternatively, although descriprions of communication with spirits are
not generally so methodical and precise in their exposition, a number of highly-
detailed examples exist, such as those given by Alison Peirson, Agnes Sampson and
Bessie Dunlop.” A significant minority of witchcraft and sorcery records also display
considerable narrative flair. Fifeshire cunning woman Alison Peirson (1588) claimed
evocatively that when ‘thay [the fairies] come verry feirfull sumtymes, and fleic [scared}
hir verry sair, and scho cryit quhene thay come’; Aberdeenshire cunning man Andro
Man (1598) conjured up vivid images of the Devil being ‘cassin in the fyre becaus he
dissavis wardlingis men’, and the fairy queen and her train riding “upon quhyt {white]
haicknayis’ and eating at ‘fair coverit taiblis’; while Bute cunning woman Jonet
Morison (1662) described how a spirit clothed in white addressed her wich che grandil-
oquence of an Ossian sage, telling her ‘thow art a poor woman and beggar among a
cumpanie of harlots, goe with me and I'll make the a Lady and put the in a brave castall
quhair thou shalt want nothing and I will free the of all the poverties and troubles thou
art in".* Many other records, such as those relating to Edinburgh suspects John Fian and
Euphame MacCalzean and Orkney cunning women Marable Couper and Jonet Reid,
also display fluid narrative styles.*

But although Isobel’s confessions are not unusual in the face that they contain these
stylistic features, they are unique in the degree to which they do so. Their detail, for
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example, is legendary. Many witches claimed they had made a corp creadh, but none
described the process with such forensic relish as Isobel. In her case, the image was not
just made out of clay, but made out of clay that had been brought to Janer Breadheid's
cottage in the corner of a plaid and then broken up ‘werie small lyk meall and sifted
... wlilth a siew’". And the omp ereadh did not just resemble a child, but possessed ‘all
the pairtis & (markis?) of a child such as (word crossed out) heid eyes nose handis foot
mowth & litle lippes . . . & the handis of it folded down by its sydis’ (40/26). Similarly,
many witches named cheir accomplices, but few also described where they lived, who
they were married to and what they looked like: Meslie Hirdal, for example, was not
just listed as herself, but as ‘meslie hirdall, spows to allexr ross in lonheid is on of
th{elm, hir skin is fyrie' (40/40). A small number of witchcrafe and sorcery suspects
cited charms used to heal the sick, but none cited anywhere near as many as Isobel,
nor such a wide range. Not only do her confessions provide us with charms for heal-
ing, buc they also provide us with charms for making a corp creadh, stealing fish, raising
winds, administering poisons, gaining success at market, levitating in fairy whirl-
winds, shooting elf arrows and cransforming into animals.

Similarly, the linguistic and narrative flair of the confessions is unparalleled,
Although the detail is scrupulous to the point of seeming obsessive, it is never bland
or dry, and no witchcraft or sorcery record from throughout the early modern period
contains comparable levels of descriptive vocabulary, vivid imagery and dramatic
tension, or manages to knit these elements together with as much fluidity and imme-
diacy. The Devil is not just heavy, he is as heavy as a ‘malr secke’; his penis is not just
cold, it is as ‘cold w{ilthin me as spring wall vater’ (39/11). Isobel’s fellow coven
member Bessic Wilson does not just argue with the Devil, bur ‘wold speak croslie
w{ilth hir townge, and wold be belling again to him stowtlie’; the Devil does not just
bear Isobel and her companions, he ‘wold be beatting and scurgeing ws all wp and
downe, w{ilth tardis & uch{e]r sharp scurges, lyk naked gwhastis’; and Isobel does not
just run away from her neighbour’s hounds but ‘ran werie long . . . (and) wes feart being
near at last to take my owin hous, the dore being left open, I ran in behind an chist and
the houndis followed in'.

The Men with the Pens

In order to find some explanations for these seylistic fearures, we will begin by turning
our attentions away from Isobel and directing it toward her interrogators. Historians
analysing Isobel’s confessions have never given sufficient weight to che fact that she was
not their sole author. Witchcraft records do not only reflece what the suspects them-
selves said, but also the types of questions they were asked and the way these questions
and the responses they provoked were recorded by clerks and notaries. And in Isobel’s
case, the documentacion relating to her neighbour, Janet Breadheid — alchough only
amounting to a single confession — provides us with evidence that a percentage of the
stylistic features characteristic of Isobel's confessions can be firmly attributed to the
men who interrogared her.
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Many of the men present at Isobel’s interrogations (including the ministers Forbes
and Rose) were also present at Janet's, which took place at Inshoch castle the day after
Isobel had given her first confession, Janet’s testimony was also authencicated by the
same notary, John Innes. As we shall be exploring in more depth in CHAPTER FIFTEEN,
some of the passages in Janet's testimony, such as those describing the making of the
corp creadh and the performance of the demonic pace, are so similar, in terms of both
subject matter and style, to those of her Auldearn councerpart, that we can assume that
some kind of crude read-out-and-assent process occurred. In other words, Janet's inter-
rogators read out Isobel’s versions of these events, which had been given the day before;
asked her if she had been present; and in response to her ‘yes’ recorded Isobel’s words
as if it they had been Janet's own. Lictle else could account for the fact that the women's
narratives do not only share the same phrases, but even the same idiosyncratic
metaphors and similes. But on the other hand, there are many other passages in Janet's
confession (such as her descriptions of being initiated into witcherafe by her mother-
in-law and of her solitary trysts with the Devil while her husband was working ‘in the
morning at the plewgh') that bear no relation to Isobel’s confessions subject-matter-
wise and can therefore be assumed to have come directly from Janet herself. The stylistic
similarities between chese passages and Isobel’s narratives cannot be attributed to Isobel
and neither - unless the two women shared uncannily similar modes of expression ~
can they be attributed to Janer. We can therefore assume them to have been of inter-
rogatorial origin.

The interrogator-derived stylistic features that emerge most strongly from chis
comparison are those of linguistic precision and graphic detail. And nowhere are these
clements more vividly illustrated than in the women's lists of coven members. The
readiness with which Isobel seems to have listed things (including not only coven
members but also nicknames and the arrow-slain) has been remarked upon by scholars,
with Maxwell-Stuart observing that ‘Anocher notable characteristic of Isobel’s narra-
tive is her evident pleasure in listing names." Bur whatever Isobel’s eagerness in chis
respect, it was comprehensively dwarfed by Janet's. The lacter’s list of coven members
was not only as detailed as Isobel's, but was considerably longer, incorporating a cool
torty-three names in comparison with Isobel's cwelve. This difference, combined with
the fact that Janet was clearly referring to a coven that existed in the past, as opposed
to the coven that she currently participated in with Isobel, makes it abundantly clear
thae her list was not merely the result of a read-out-and-assent to the list thar Isobel
had given on the previous day. In this case, the only viable explanation is that che
graphic detail and linguistic precision that is so marked a feature of chese lengchy roll
calls derived from exceptionally close prosecutorial questioning. Moreover, the fact that
similarly precise detailing occurs throughourt the confessions suggests that chis level of
questioning was not just reserved for inquiry into the identity of coven members, but
was a consistent feature of both women's interrogations.

Burt such an assumption is larger than the sum of its parts. Close questioning was
a requirement of the interrogator’s job, whatever the crime being investigated, with
the burglaries committed by local resident John Smich, for example, being painstak-
ingly investigated, down to the last rifled chest and forced door, at his trial at the burgh
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court in Nairn in 1677." But in Isobel’s case what is significant is that this attention
to detail is exhibited across a wide range of subject martter that derives from both
extremes of the beneficent/maleficent magic and demonological/fairy lore continuums,
and in relation to events that seem to have had very lictle connection to the core crimes
for which she was being charged. This wide-ranging interrogatorial interest is
supported by our conclusion, in CHAPTER THREE, that even when Isobel was discussing
fairy encounters, her examiners explored her claims with specific-open questions. In
other words, when she stated that she had mer the fairy king under the Downie Hill,
instead of passing over the subject as irrelevant, or bending it into to someching more
demonologically significant by asking specific-closed “Was the Devil there?” or ‘Did
the fairy king ask you to make a pact?’-type questions, the interrogators responded to
her claims by enquiring: ‘And what did the king of the fairies look like?’

The Doctrine of Repentance

To a certain extent, we can actribuce these high levels of close and rigorous questioning
to the fact that Isobel was interrogated in a covenanting parish. Since the Middle Ages
it had been considered important, from a legal perspective, to gain full confessions from
witchcraft suspects for the simple reason that, given the invisibility and unprovability
of the crime, the absence of an admission of guilt made it difficult to secure a convic-
tion. Bue religious zeal also played an important role here. Recent scholars have noted
that the spiritual vocation played a2 more complex role in early modern witch-persecu-
tion than has previously been acknowledged, and that much of the religiosity of the
process was bound up with a belief, central to both the Protestant and Catholic faith,
in the value of repentance.

Throughout the Middle Ages the Cacholic church tanghe thar if an individual
confessed and repented, they would be saved (that is, God would forgive them and after
death their soul would go to heaven and enjoy eternal bliss); but that if they did not,
they would be damned (that is, God would not forgive them and after deach their soul
would go to hell and endure eternal torments). According to this doctrine, it was never
too late to gain God's mercy, and from this perspective the attempts to make felons
repent when standing before the gallows were not just public spectacles aimed ac
emphasizing church authority, but also genuine efforts to give the condemned man or
woman one last shot at salvation. For Scottish Protestants, whose Calvinise-based faich
strongly emphasized the notion of “predestination’, the doctrine of repentance was
equally charged but considerably more complex. Predestination referred to the belief
that since the beginning of time God had decided who was going to be saved and who
was going to be damned; that no man or woman could know for certain which cate-
gory they fell into until their death; and that however good or bad they may have been
during their life on earth, God's decision was irrefutable. Such a premise (which neces-
sitated unbelievably complex theological gymnastics to circumnavigate che face thar it
contradicted many passages in Holy Scripture) did not compel the reformed church to
forgo repentance as a religious observance, but meant that in the absence of ‘ticket to
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salvation’ status it had to be underpinned by differenc rationales; wich repentance being
sold, among other things, as a means of avoiding God's wrath; accessing the comfort
of the sacraments; publicly reinforcing godly mores; and gaining spiritual encourage-
ment, in the sense thac the ability to fully and genuinely repent was believed to be a
sign (though not complete assurance) that an individual was one of the saved. There is
some evidence that seventeenth-century Scottish ministers, being pragmartically aware
thac the prospect of averting damnation was a powerful deterrent to sin, glossed over
the subtleties of predestination from the pulpit, and were aided in their attempts by
the fact that reformed catechisms were less emphatic on this issue than, given the theo-
logical importance of the doctrine, they should have been.* Ministers may also have
avoided these subtleties because they themselves could not quite relinquish the idea
that salvation was to some degree conditional, these anxieties finding formal articula-
tion in the works of contemporary theologians like Jacobus Arminius. Certainly Brodie
saw cause to complain in 1653 that his local minister, William Falconer, ‘preached on
Isa. lviii. 8., and said, The Lord’s promises were conditional” and the Covenant of Grace
‘not absolure”.”

These religious beliefs about the value of repentance translated directly into the
arena of witchcraft prosecution. Coercive interrogators were not all sadistic bigots,
merely seeking to purge their communities of ‘devilish practices’ and see witches burnt
and sent to hell as fiteing reward for their years of demonic service, but in many cases
were under the genuine impression that through persuading the suspect to confess her
sins they worked in her best intereses. This convoluted, bue nevertheless sincere brand
of ministerial compassion is clearly visible in a sermon given by David Brown, at Paisley
in 1697, in which he tries to entreat some seemingly-impenitent witches, who were
scheduled to be executed the nexc day, to repent. Brown’s exhortations also serve as
another example how, despite Calvin's emphasis on the doctrine of predestination, some
reformed ministers continued to imply that salvation was something that could be
carned:

We are come to you, when ye are within a few hours of eternity, to increac you, betore ye
perish forever, to embrace the offers of Christ. For, first, ye go aback from the remedy if ye
close not with Christ; for though now conscience be secure, yet it will rise like a roaring
lion at the last; and chough ministers would weep over you, as if we were seeking from you some
great thing for ourselves, yet ye will stand ic oue. What will conscience say when the Devil
will be ar che gallows foor ready to harle you down to hell? And no sooner in hell, buc
conscience will say, when God sent his ministers to you, ye believed the Devil and would
not yield to Jesus Chrise [my icalics].'”

And as Lyndal Roper has recently emphasized with regard to German material, che core
belief (fundamental to both Catliblic and Protestant theology) that divine favour or
forgiveness was reserved for genuine penitents only meant thar, for witchcraft inter-
rogators, the religious vocation did not only involve persuading suspects to make
confessions, but also involved persuading them to make their confessions as full and
honest as possible. Roper argues that while interrogators were, of course, seeking
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accounts of demonic pacts, witches” sabbaths and maleficium, their pursuit of the
authentic and heartfelt confession meant that they were not happy wich simple assents
to specific-closed questions (aka ‘Did you make a pact with the Devil’ “Yes') or sterco-
typical accounts clumsily cobbled together from bits of demonological lore gleaned
from the pulpit, fireside or markee-place. But rather, they would continue to question
and question, and in some cases torture and torture, for weeks at a time until they
obtained an account that contained enough realism, coherence and personal detail to
persuade them that it was genuine."

Repentance in Nairnshire

The religious fervour that swept through early modern Europe during the Reformation
meant that, with regard to witchcraft prosecution, both Catholics and Protestants could
pursue the genuine confession with equal commitment. Bue wichin this generality, in
some denominations, some regions and some minds, the doctrine of repentance played
a more prominent role than others, with reformed Scotland being one of the places
where it gained particular pre-eminence. Not only, as we saw in CHAPTER ONE, was
repentance one of the recurring themes in the private spiritual introspections of pious
men like Alexander Brodie, but teachings and rituals surrounding the doctrine also
formed a prominent role in divine service. As Todd has recently emphasized, when
women like Isobel attended church on the sabbath they did not only listen to sermons
or readings and chant psalms and prayers, but also witnessed lengthy and elaborately-
staged rituals of public penitence. In every reformed church in the country, a special
stool or bench was installed prominently near the pulpit, and cthose found guilty of
minor misdemeanours by che kirk session were required to proceed theacrically through
the nave to the stool, and then sit there for the durarion of the service displaying signs
of their sin, such as sackcloth, or a piece of paper bearing written details of their crime.
At some point during the proceedings, the penitents were required to kneel before the
congregation, recite their crimes aloud and plead for forgiveness for their sins and,
depending on the severity of their case, some would be required to repeat the whole
process on several consecutive Sundays. These proceedings were often emotive and
highly-charged, and were such a prominent part of the service that they have led Todd
to conclude that public repentance was ‘arguably the central ritual act of protestant
worship mn Scotland’.’? Such public humiliations may seem cruel or farcical o modern
eyes, and elements of sadism, voyeurism and exhibitionism were likely to have been
involved on all sides. Bur, as Todd has emphasized, the sentiments behind them could
also be alcruistic and sincere. That the men who sent penitents to the repentance stools
could be genuinely concerned for their charges’ souls, as opposed to just administering
punishments and setting examples, is clearly attested to by the fact thae they looked
for evidence of genuine penitence, and heeded the church’s warning not to accept
confessions given in either a mechanical, "careless and jocund’ or ‘contemptuous and
arrogant’ manner.'’

With regard to Isobel, what is interesting is the fact that in covenanting parishes
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like Auldearn, where kirk discipline was ac its most extreme and austere, the doctrine
of repentance was likely to have been particularly prominent. As we have seen, the
ministers who led Isobel’s interrogations, Harry Forbes and Hugh Rose, were both
highly-motivated men of covenanting sympathies. Forbes's devotion to presbyteri-
anism was so extreme that he refused to acknowledge episcopacy in 1663, and Rose’s
writings clearly reveal that, though he was able to bend his principles sufficiently to
accept the bishops, he possessed a deeply religious and evangelistic mind, We can
suppose that, with these two ministers at the helm, the desire to act in Isobel’s best
interests through eliciting as full and genuine a confession as possible was a primary
motivation throughour her interrogations. And evidence from the manuscripts them-
selves bears this out. The notary, John Innes, begins every confession by emphasizing
Isobel’s penitence. The first states chat she confessed ‘appeiring penetent for hir
haynows sines’; the second that she did so “professing repentance for hir former sines’;
the third that she confessed ‘appeiring to be most penetent for hir abominable sines’;
and the fourth, that she did ‘most willinglie & penetent lyk speak furth’ her testimony.
Similarly, Janet Breadheid's confession also begins with ‘professing repentance for hir
former sinnes [she confessed . . . 1. References to the penitence of the suspect is rela-
rively common in witchcrafe records, but it is not uniformly found, and seldom so
prominently, these factors suggesting that Isobel’s interrogators considered ic particu-
larly important. Equally persuasive is the fact that repentance, in all its painful,
introspective glory, was demonstrably important to the young minister of Nairn, Hugh
Rose. As this passage from his Meditations illustrates, Rose, like fellow minister David
Brown, clearly consorted with the belief chac salvation was someching that could be
earned:

That thou art guiley, yet thy case is not desperace. Has not God sworn by himself, thac as
he lives, he delighteth not in the death of a sinner, but racher, that he should rerurn and
live? Has he not promised ro the wicked penitents, that though cheir sins be as scarlec, they
shall be white as snow, though they be red like crimson, yet chey shall be as wool?'*

The prominent role that repentance played in Rose's personal spirituality is also evident
in the following passage, where he urges thac:

We should bewail our predominant sins, and mascer-idols, which rob God of our hearts and
homage, We should acknowledge the sins of our temper and particular inclinations. The
sins of commission, in doing forbidden evil; che sins of omission, in neglecting commanded
good; the sins of our station, relation, our not furthering good, or hindering evil, when eicher
lay in our power; the spiritual sins of our hearts, their hypocrisy, spiritual pride, unbeliet,
are not to be passed by: our idle (that is, hureful) words, thoughts, and ill intentions, even
unprosecuted bad resolutions, are to be taken notice of, Oh whart a large field for confession!
how much exact trial, depeh of humiliacion, and even large time it would take to go about

s

it righcly
We can speculate chat Rose, motivated by the heartfelt belief that God ‘promised to
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the wicked penitents, that though their sins be as scarler, they shall be white as snow’,
pressed Isobel hard to ‘bewail her predominant sins and master-idols’. Given the fact
thar, wich regard to his personal sins, Rose sought to leave no stone unturned, we can
assume that he was similarly rigorous on Isobel’s behalf, working hard to peel away her
layers of response, as he did with his own conscience on a daily basis, atctempting to
uncover layer upon layer of increasingly subtle sins in order to reach the kernel of naked
truth and true remorse at their core, And we can also suppose that Rose was sorely chal-
lenged in this respect. For it is hard to imagine that, in his three short years as a
minister, he had ever come across such a “large field for confession” as the one brought
to him by Isobel Gowdie,

Curious Minds: Harry Forbes

Bur although a commitment to the doctrine of repentance is likely to have played a
role in Isobel’s interrogations and undoubtedly generated close and persistent ques-
tioning, we cannot assume this to have been the whole story. Protestant fervour was
not exclusive to Nairnshire, and plenty of witchcraft prosecutions ook place in other
covenanting regions without producing records as graphically detailed and linguisti-
cally precise as Isobel’s. Bur if we combine these perspectives with a closer examination
of some of the characters involved in the interrogations, then a more nuanced and
persuasive picture begins to emerge.

In CHAPTER THREE we drew attention to the face thac Harry Forbes considered
himself to have been a victim of witchcraft as early as 1655, when he first arrived in
Auldearn; and that, as illustrated by the case of Cachrin Hendrie, he was quicker than
some of his peers to diagnose distressing symptoms as being due to witchcraft, As a
consequence, we can assume it likely that Forbes's ministerial zeal to generate a full
and genuine confession for the sake of Isobel’s soul would have been intensified by his
preoccupation with, and fear of, the crimes for which she was charged. Bur Brodie's
diaries suggest that Forbes’s attentions may have also been sharpened by other factors.
We know, for example, that he was well educated. In this period prospective ministers
needed to complete a degree and then become a student of divinity under the auspices
of a presbytery for several more years (being tested each year as to their progress) before
being considered suitable to be licensed. At present we do not know which presbytery
Forbes studied under, but we can confirm that he was awarded his MA at King's
College, Aberdeen, in 1634.'" There is also some evidence to suggest that Forbes was
not only well educated, but also interesting. A big fish in a small pond, Alexander
Brodie knew many of the great and the good and the very well informed, and he did
not spend time with anyone, and particularly social inferiors, lightly. Not only was he
impatient with ignorance, especially in ministers (with the unfortunate William
Falconer, minister of Dyke, frequently being the butt of his barbed retorts), bur he was
also painfully cognisant of the dangers which careless use of time posed to the soul. It
is therefore telling that on several occasions Brodie spent many hours discussing reli-
gion and politics with Forbes. Moreover, the two men did not just discuss practical
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matters, such as the rights and wrongs of ‘secluding the profane from prayer' or
‘baptizing promiscuouslie’, but also more abstract issues. On one occasion, for example,
they plumbed ‘the darknes we ar under, the mani great misteries in religion, and how
licl they ar knowen'; and on anorher, the theological complexities of free will.'” These
discussions began when Forbes first arrived in the parish in 1655 and continued until
he left eight years later, with Brodie recording as late as 1663 thar "Mr Hari Forbes was
with me this day. We wer observing something of the Lord’s ways, his soverainer,
wisdom, unsearchablnes of his ways, and that “His judgements wer a great deep, past
finding out.”"** On no occasion does Brodie record having comparable discussions with
the minister of his home parish, William Falconer, the diaries suggesting that he only
met with the Dyke clergyman out of necessity to discuss practical issues.

These observations intimate that although the ever—critical Brodie complained
about Forbes on occasion, and although Forbes was clearly less measured than many,
at least where witchcraft was concerned, he possessed sufficient powers of contempla-
tion to accract che Brodie laird. That Forbes was both intelleccually curious and able
can also be inferred from other sources. The fact thac his elder brother, William, was
also a clergyman (who served at Innerwick in Caithness from 1640 until his early death
in 1646), increases the likelihood thae Forbes came from a zealous and bookish house-
hold and that he learnt his skills of ctheological disputation during his formative years
around the childhood dinner table. The fact that he did not receive his first permanent
ministerial position until Auldearn, nearly twenty years after his graduation, could also
be significant here. Although, as Julian Goodare has pointed out, this slow career trajec-
tory could illustrate limited abilities, Forbes's decades without the exacting demands
of a ministerial post may have offered increased opportunity for private study; partic-
ularly if, like many ministers, he worked as a schoolmaster or tutor while waiting to
be placed.

Whatever the nature and genesis of Forbes's intellect, Brodie's diaries also suggest
that the capacity for abstraction was not the minister’s only ateraction. In July 1655,
Brodie spent the best part of the day talking with Forbes, recording in his diary that
‘Efter dinner we went forth, Mr, Hari and [, quhen I did rehears to him how the Lord
had dealt with me from the year 1632 until this day.”"” Brodie’s detailed rehearsal
seems to have gone on through the afternoon uncil supper (the substance of the inter-
course being recorded assiduously, over a number of pages, in the diary) before being
rounded up with prayer and, after supper, more theological discussion. At no other
place in his diary does Brodie record such giving such a lengthy personal declaration,
and at no other place does he describe the early death of his 'beloved” wife (‘the
delight of my eys’) in such derail, or with such evident emotion — both factors sug-
gesting that Brodie's unburdening was a profound one.™ It is possible that Brodie
chose to pour his heart out to Forbes because he was a new minister, needing instruc-
tion, but it is also reasonable to speculate that he did so because the minister was not
only a keen chinker, but also a skilled and empathic listener; this chesis being sup-
ported by the fact that, as we have seen, Brodie maintained an affection for Forbes
throughout his eight-year incumbency.

Then, as now, this diverse range of psychological attributes was unlikely to have
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been common, and that it existed in Isobel’s primary interrogator would go some way
toward explaining the unusualness of her confessions. Like many interrogators, Forbes's
desire for the genuine confession and his visceral fear of witchcraft, would have moti-
vated him to question closely, but his developed listening skills may have provided
Isobel with greater-than-average space in which to articulate her responses, and his
empathic manner may have stimulated higher-than-average levels of emotional disclo-
sure. Moreover, while he was likely to have pressed Isobel very hard on demonological
macters (with the pact passages, as we saw in CHAPTER THREE, bearing clear signs of
specific-closed questioning), we can also speculate that in other places Forbes's fasci-
nation with “the mani great misteries in religion’ may have seduced him into running
with some of her more exoric answers and following where chey led, as opposed to
immediately diverting them onto something more demonologically or legally relevant.
This perspective on Forbes supports the view, argued in CapTER THREE, that Isobel’s
confession was primarily elicited through specific-open questions. From this angle, it
is easy to imagine that when Isobel claimed to have met the king of the fairies, the

Auldearn minister may have responded with the question: 'And what did che fairy king
look like?’

Hugh Rose

With regard to Hugh Rose, we can sketch out a similar picture. We do not know
whether the Nairn minister was particularly preoccupied with witchceraft, buc as illus-
trated earlier in this chapter, we can safely assume thac his zeal to generate the genuine
confession necessary to secure salvation is likely to have provoked him to question Isobel
closely. We can also speculate that this attention to detail would have been intensified
by his legal training. As argued in CHAPTER THREE, despite his defection to the world
of faith, as a one-time law student with a ‘genius’ for the profession, Rose scems to have
maintained a scrong respect for judicial propriety and we can assume that however reli-
giously-inspired his investigations, they would have been sharpened by his scruples
regarding the pursuit of impartial truch, his commitment to precise and rational incer-
rogation and his developed ability to see both sides of an argument,

Buc chere is also evidence to suggest that, as with Forbes, Rose also brought more
abstract qualities to the rable. Although, like all covenanters, he adhered to a rigid
doctrinal code and held the firm conviction thac his version of God's word was closer
to the truth than anyone else’s, as we have seen in CHAPTER THREE, Rose was not
immune to the complexities of human existence and seems to have nurtured, as
Macdonald wrote in 1875, a “decidedly speculative turn of mind".** Conveniencly for
us this mind is exhibited in the series of essays published after his death, under the
telling ticle Meditations on several interesting subgects. As is appropriate for a seventeenth-
century clergyman, these writings grapple with a wide range of theological
considerations, but their narrative style and range is telling. The writings of men and
women who immersed themselves primarily in the Bible and related commentaries,
such as those of Katharine Collace or, to a lesser extent, Brodie, have a distinctive
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quality, derived from the fact thac cheir phraseology, imagery and allegory are all drawn
from the same curtailed field of theological discourse. But Rose’s speculations, though
they focus on religious conundrums, display a far wider ideological palette than the
former works, drawing on vocabulary, metaphor and allegory from the natural sciences,
philosophy, history and the study of law. Rose himself inadvertently reveals the causes
of this intellectual promiscuity in the following passage which, being so vivid, is worth
quoting in full:

Love of philosophy, study of human chings, have made me less studious of the sceipture and
divine matters; they have diverted my heart. What riches are to the covetous, and pleasures
to the volupruous, such have often been studies of char nature to me. They have enhanced
my heart and time, they have got in upon me when I should have been serious in duty to
God. As they have been my delight, so I may say, cthat not seldom have they been my snare.
I have longed impatiently, and been itchingly curious after the novel speculations of chis
luxuriant age; to know the cause of this and the orher secret in nature, to know this and the
other man’s opinion about it; and though I neither found satisfying solidity nor truth, yet
the newness and wittiness has caught me. How have I wished, fought, expected, and longed
for such writings wich impatience! how overjoyed when I got them! how disrelishing were
interruptions! how have I thought time tedious till I might return to them! The time has
been, when, upon the sabbach, T have longed for the week-day, that I might have the
restraine taken off, and I get liberty to use them. It was then with me as with the covetous
that cried, When will che sabbath be over, that they might set forth their corn to sale?*?

These glimpses into Rose's mind tempr us to speculate thac his efforts to secure Isobel’s
full and genuine confession may not only have been motivated by his devotion to legal
exactitude, or his ministerial desire to bring her to God through repentance. By virtue
of his ‘itchingly curious’ temperament and his impatient desire to fathom ‘this and the
other secret in nature’, Rose may have flactered Isobel with unusually rapr actention
and creative questioning, following her ‘diverting’ claims to their unknown destina-
tions rather than attempting to constrain them within something more judicially
relevant or conventional. In 1662, Hugh Rose was still a young and passionate man,
with life’s mysteries spreading, tantalisingly unexplored, before him, yet to be dulled
and familiarized by age. When faced with Isobel’s claim to have encountered che king
of the fairies Hugh Rose, like his fellow minister Harry Forbes, simply may not have
been able to resist asking: ‘“And whar did the fairy king look like?’

John Innes

Isobel’s confessions would not only have been influenced by the men who asked her
questions, but also by the men who committed her answers to paper. Although more
than one person may have been involved in this process, there is no doubt that the man
ultimately responsible for recording Isobel’s interrogatorial proceedings would have
been the public notary. As a kind of freelance law agene, in this period the Scottish
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‘noftajr publict” was called on to record and authenticate legal transactions: drawing
up formal documents, complete wich the signatures of witnesses, which then consti-
tuted official documents or “instruments’ that provided accurate and legally-binding
records of what had taken place. The notary who oversaw both Janet's and Isobel’s inter-
rogations was John Innes. Every confession begins, very properly, wich a statement
along the lines of “The quhilk day In p{reselnce of me Johne Innes noftajr publict” the
suspect ‘proceidit in hir confessione’; and ends with a variant of the following: ‘declairit
furth of the mowth of the s[aild Issobell in all and be all things as is abow setr downe
I the s[aild Johne Innes not{ar] publicc haw w{rictilne thir pfreselntes and with the
s{at]}dis witnessis abownamet haw sub{scrivi]c the samen’. [nnes’s intricate docquer is
also reproduced at the foor of every document (see page 106).

Buc alchough these references ensure chat Innes is a dominant presence throughout
Isobel’s confessions, the man himself is largely a mystery. We do have one initially
promising, but ultimately frustrating, lead. By the mid-seventeenth century notaries
were largely concerned with drawing up ‘instruments of sasine’, that is, documents
relating to land transactions, with copies of these instruments being generally recorded
in protocol books. Against all the odds, of the two protocol books that survive from
Elgin (the administrative centre of Moray) in the period from 1658-64, one belongs
to Isobel’s John Innes, despite the fact that ac least ten notaries were likely to have been
working in the Elgin area at any one time and despite the fact chat few protocol books
survive from this period.” Even more pertinently, Innes’s book was begun in June
1662, one month after he recorded Isobel’s final interrogation and while she was
presumably still alive and imprisoned in Auldearn. But despite these propitious
circumstances, the book yields nothing directly about Isobel’s case. At this late period
notaries did not usually set down criminal interrogations in their protocol books, and
Isobel’s case is neither recorded nor mentioned, with the book being filled wich conven-
tional instruments of sasine involving local lairds.

That said, however, the book does tell us thar Innes was living in Auldearn in June,
and this encourages us to speculate that he was a local man. The Innes were a large,
influential Moray family, led by Sir Robert Innes who held a seat near Forres, with a
notable branch also being found at Leuchars, three miles souch of Elgin. John seems to
have been an extremely popular name among the seventeenth-century Innes, wich
almost every other laird or laird’s son bearing the name, and attempting to identify
Isobel's notary among them is like looking for a needle in a haystack (with a “John Innes
of Edingeich’, for example, being listed as present at Isobel's second and chird interro-
gations). But we can nevertheless speculate that he was likely to have been the younger
son of a minor local laird who had been forced to take a profession, or the elder son of
a non-landed lesser branch of the Innes clan. We can also be fairly sure that, whatever
his exact origins, coming from seventeenth-century Moray he was likely to have been
well educated and of good social standing. According to Jane Thomas, notaries from
the Elgin area enjoyed higher status than chose living in other regions of Scotland in
this period. Nor only were they unusually prosperous, appearing in the Elgin mainte-
nance rolls of the 1640s and 50s as one of the most highly-taxed groups, but they were
also unusually politically active, with their involvement in both burgh and kirk sessions
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work being far higher, percentage-wise, and their length of public service far longer,
than chat of other occupational groups.”* Innes’s protocol book also reveals chat, like
Rose, he was relatively young (no older than 36 years old) and that he had been sworn
in as a notary in November 1661, four months prior to Isobel's first interrogation. This
timing means two things: first, that he had obviously come to the office later in life
than many of his peers and therefore probably enjoyed a prior profession; and secondly,
that Isobel’s may have been the first case, and almost certainly the first criminal case,
he had taken on as a fully-qualified notary.

Bur although we have few further biographical details about the man himself, on
the basis of what we know about his profession, we can identify some of the ways in
which Innes is likely to have shaped Isobel’s testimony. It is likely, for example, that
he funcrioned as the clerk ac her interrogations. We cannor rule out the possibility thar,
as George Bain has proposed, local session clerk Alexander Dunbar performed chis func-
tion. As a young graduate and trainee minister who was soon to pass his trials before
the presbytery with distinction, and who was later to become one of Brodie's closest
friends and spiritual allies, Dunbar would certainly have been up to the task.® Bue
although the young clerk may have played some kind of role in proceedings (perhaps
at the initial shorthand recording stage), the fact cthat notaries were obliged to draw up
their formal documents or the basis of their own notes and that, by virtue of their
recording skills, they often worked as clerks in the period, makes Innes the much more
likely candidate. The fact that Dunbar was only listed as present at Isobel’s last two
confessions and not listed at Janec's, and chat where he does appear, it is as a witness,
further suppores this thesis.*®

Seated strategically in the tolbooth, in a position where he could clearly hear both
Forbes’s and Rose’s questions and Isobel’s answers, Innes would have recorded inter-
rogatorial proceedings in shorchand on loose sheets of paper, after which he would have
gone home and reworked the notes into the neatly written legal documents which have
come down to us today. When they were completed, he would have sought our the
signatures of a number of the men who witnessed the interrogations as verification that
the documents presented an accurate account of what had taken place. These same docu-
ments, or @ duplicate copy, would have then been sent on to the privy council in
Edinburgh. The shorthand notes that Innes took down were intended to be an accurate
reflection of all that took place during the questioning. In a guidebook for the notarial
profession published in 1740 under the title Ars Notariatas, it is stated that although
the notary 1s required to be knowledgeable of the law, ‘his Duty lies chiefly in noting
what is said and done between and among Parties, without adding any Thing of his
own, and to put it in a formal Instrument’ and that he ‘ought to make Arttestation for
no other Thing than what falls under the Senses of his Body, and which he distinctly
perceives’.”’ This necessity for accuracy demanded the putting aside of che self and
personal opinions; the Ars Notariatus going on to quote Nicolas Everard's observation
thac: "Notaries are as a Pyot or Parrot caged in their Master’s Lodgings, which speak
without knowing what they say’.” The practice of reading confessions back to suspects
for their corroboration, and of obtaining the signatures of witnesses, all served to
support these aspirations to accuracy. It is also worth noting here, in respect of Isobel’s

112



Curious Minds

confessions, that this atcention to detail could extend to subtle idiosyncrasies of expres-
sion. Like their counterparts in England, the best Scottish judiciaries would have
striven to be ‘long-minded, to endure the rusricity and homelinesse of common people
in giving evidence after their plaine fashion and faculty, in time, and multitude of
words, happely with some absurdities of phrase and gestures, nor impatient towards
their foolish affected eloquent tearmes’.” The best notaries reflected this ‘long-mind-
edness’ in their work; with William Angus noting that in this period the notary
‘frequently [had] to take down verbatim the words uttered by parties in the proceed-
ings before him, and one finds the vigour and directness of colloquial speech in pleasing
contrast with the more formal and stilted legal phrases of the instrument”.*

But as in so many areas of life, reality often failed to reflect such lofty ideals. First,
in compiling their accounts, early modern notaries did not simply record testimonies
and declarations word for word, they shaped what was said. In his analysis of the Forfar
trial confessions, historian Joseph Anderson states that when witches were interrogated:
‘they [the interrogators} seem to have plied them with questions, the notary raking
down the substance of the admissions made in reply to these interrogatories. The resules
of repeated questionings, brought together and reduced to a sequential form in one
document by a notary, were called a confession.”” The necessity of reducing the
‘substance of the admissions’ to a ‘sequential form” would have involved transforming
disjointed exchanges, recorded in shorthand during the interrogation, into a flowing
narrative. It would have been the notary who transformed questions and answers into
single statements. And it would have been the notary who inserted connective words
and phrases to join one answer to another to creace the effect of a continuous speech:
turning, for example “Did the Devil ask you to renounce your Christianity?” “Yes”
“Did he give you a mark?” “Yes” into ‘She confessed that the Devil asked her to
renounce her Christianity and then gave her his mark,” In this drawing-together process
the notary would have enjoyed a certain amount of leeway. In addition to conflating
question and answers, he would have needed to change their order and add or subtract
words and phrases to ensure narrative sense and flow. This was a highly-skilled art,
particularly with regard to complex testimony such as that often given in witchcraft
trials, and there is no doubt that some notaries were better ac it and more scrupulous
about it, than others. Maxwell-Stuart, for example, draws attention to a poorly-written
witchcraft confession recorded at some presbytery hearings in Stirling in 1590,
claiming thac the account, which quickly degenerated into ‘a near-incoherent ramble
through entirely disparate pieces of information” may point to “a failing of the clerk
himself . . . {the accused] was providing a grear deal of informacion, and it is quirte
possible that the clerk was not skilled in the art of precis and so failed to produce a
decent, well-structured account for the presbytery records'.*

On the basis of these perspectives, we can be in no doubr that the superior narra-
tive form and style of Isobel's confessions is directly ateributable to the professional
skills of John Innes. He clearly possessed the scribal ability to record the derailed ques-
tions and answers that swung back and forth between Isobel and her interrogators
quickly and efficiencly. But he also possessed the literary skill and linguistic precision
to mould these details into coherent sentences, arrange these sentences into cohesive
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paragraphs and to invest the whole testimony with narrative chythm, pace and fluidiry.
Although, as we have seen, the interrogators are likely to have been rigorous in their
questioning and Isobel seems to have been forthcoming in response, Innes’s notarial
abilities were clearly of a high enough standard to enable him to match everyone
involved nearly every step of the way. Interestingly, his protocol book hints at these
superior abilities. Although standard in that it contains predominantly instruments of
sasine, the wording of which accorded with the standard formarcs laid down in contem-
porary style books or formularies, in a period when spelling was not standardized and
in which clerks commonly spelt the same word differently in several places in a text,
Innes’s spelling is unusually consistent. This fearure, as genealogist Diane Baptie has
pointed out, points to him not only being well-taughe, buralso possessing good concen-
tration and probably a scrupulous nature.”* We can speculace chat chis level of diligence
was encouraged from a young age; certainly, in this period, other members of the Innes
family were urged to prize this particular virtue. In 1673 John Innes of Leuchars, near
Elgin, advised his son (also named John) to ‘Learne I pray yow to be sober painfull vige-
lant and diligenc above all things for diligence passes all sheame and ane man diligent
in his calling shall not be ascheamed to stand beforr kings, for diligence maketh
Riche."™!

But with regard to Innes’s involvement in Isobel's case, there remains one last
consideration. As noted in CHAPTER THREE, Isobel’s confessions are uniqgue in the sense
that they were written in the first person throughout. And as the notary, Innes was
almost certainly the individual responsible for chis anomaly. Why he should have made
such a decision is obscure. We can suppose that it was made in response to the fact that
Isobel and Janee gave cheir confessions ‘most willinglie’, but chere are many other cases
of suspects confessing, or described as confessing, freely or willingly without their
words being recorded in the first person. Searching around for other explanations, we
can speculate that, as a newly qualified notary, and a man who may not have recorded
a witchcraft interrogation at this level, Innes may not have been versed in protocol. The
Innes-as-ingénue hypothesis, as we can term it here, also gains support from the fact
that, in the absence of other explanations, it goes some way towards explaining why he
recorded so much of Isobel’s testimony, and with equal attention to detail, whichever
end of the demonological/fairy lore continuum it related to. Not being familiar with
witchcrafe interrogations, and by implication, the demonological writings in which
some of his interrogacorial peers were clearly well-versed, Innes may have lacked the
prior suppositions that would have predisposed him to precis Isobel’s fairy belief out
of existence in his drawing together and summing up.

We can further speculate thar, as was probably the case with Forbes and Rose,
Innes’s attention to detail may have also been motivated by interest for interest’s sake.
Although we have no direct evidence to support this supposition, we do have an inter-
esting reference to play around with. In his entry on the Innes family in his book Scottish
Clans and Tartans, historian Ian Grimble notes that ‘The 19th Baron [of Innes] shared
the interest of James VI in witchcraft, and was alleged to bave encertained the Queen
of Elphin.””* Barring further research chis statement must remain a mystery, for it does
not appear, to my knowledge, in any archive relating to the Moray Inneses. But given
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the fact chat Grimble was not prone to making wild claims, and that his solid dispu-
tations on clan history seldom embark on arbitrary forays into folklore, we can assume
that it was not fabricated out of thin air. One possible explanation might be chat, as an
enthusiastic collector of oral history based in the north-east, Grimble gleaned the alle-
gation orally. As such, the source could have been rooted in anything from a genuine
memorate to litcle more than a local legend, such as the one cited earlier concerning
the fairy-whirlwind experiences of Innes’s neighbour, the Laird of Duffus. Buc what-
ever the source or accuracy of the reference, it is pertinent here that the 19ch baron’s
son was Brodie’s father-in-law, and a man who continued to have close contact with
both Brodie and other local gentry (including the Earl of Moray and the Laird of Duffus)
until his deach in 1656, only six years before Isobel's interrogation. Moreover his son,
in turn, went on to become one of Brodie's closest lifelong friends. Given the fact thac
John Innes the notary is likely to have been related to the Moray Inneses, even if only
tangentially, and given the fact that the 2och and 21sc lairds had such close conract
with some of those involved in Isobel's interrogation, we can speculate that the tale of
his kinsman's encounter wich the ‘Queen of Elphin’, should it have been current in the
region in this period, would have reached his ears. Certainly, given the stature of the
19th Innes patriarch, the tale is likely to have made an impression on the notary, and
to have made Isobel’s fairy-related claims all the more interesting.

The role of Innes in recording Isobel's confessions also deserves particular emphasis
here because, where it has been commented on, it has generally been cricicized. It is
standard for scholars to lamene that the scattering of etceteras found in both Isobel’s
and Janet's confessions indicate a clerical laziness, narrow-mindedness or lack of interest
that has left us all bereft. With regard to those appearing in the famous passage
describing Isobel’s feast with the fairy king and queen, for example, Robert Pitcairn
noted that ‘It is a thousand pities that the learned Examinators have so piously declined
indulging the world with the detailed description of these illustrious personages.”
Similarly, in 2005 Maxwell-Stuart notes wearily that “The clerk is a nuisance with his
“etc”. He uses it a number of times during the record, and one cannot tell whether he
was too impatient to note all the details Isobel was providing, or inclined to censor the
narrative when it was becoming too prolix for his taste.” Diane Purkiss expresses similar
frustrations, lamenting that ‘Sometimes one could travel back in time just to wring the
clerk’s neck.™ Bur while cthese sentiments are understandable, they are misleading. It
is true that, by general witch-record standards, Isobel's and Janet’s confessions do
contain an unusually high number of ctceteras (fourteen and two respectively), bue it
is just as likely that these represent clerical scrupulousness as opposed to negligence.
The fact chac the etceteras are not only found in passages relacing ro fairy belief, but
also in passages relating to the more legally relevant animal metamorphosis, maleficium
and worship of the Devil, strongly suggests that Innes did not omit material because
he considered it uninteresting, irrelevant or distasteful, but simply because he was
receiving more information from his suspect than even he could deal with. The two
etceteras in the following passage from Confession Three, for example, cannot be tritely
actributed to lack of interest in the subject matter, which was surely demonological
enough to satisfy the most Devil-obsessed interrogator:
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somtym he vold be lyk a stirk, a bull, a deir, a rae, or a dowg etc and haw dealling w{ilth
ws, and he vold hold wp his taill wntill we wold kiss his arce; and at each tym glubeln ve
wold meitt wlilth him, we behoowit to ryse and beck and mak owr curtesie to him and we
wold say, ye ar welcom owr lord, and how doe ye my lord etc. (49/22)

From this perspective, Innes's penchant for etceteras suggests that, unlike many clerks,
he was sufficiently fastidious to acknowledge and record the places where his abilities
failed him. Furthermore, even if we retain the view that imparience, disapproval or a
lack of interest did indeed underpin Innes’s omissions, it is fair co argue chat his achieve-
ments far outweigh his failures and that the quality of what he did record far outstrips
the loss of what he did not. There is little doubt that the wealch of vivid decail so char-
acteristic of Isobel's confessions could not have come down to us in the form that it has
without the exceptional scrupulousness and literary skill of John Innes. And for thac
we are most definitely in his debr.

Isobel’s Contribution

We have speculated that some of the stylistic features characteristic of Isobel's confes-
sions can be ateributed to the interventions of Forbes, Rose and Innes. It could also be
argued that these perspectives on interrogatorial involvement provide us with an
answer, or at least partial answer, to the question posed at the end of the last chaprer:
why do Isobel’s confessions span such a diverse range of subject marter and why do they
contain so much of it? For it is not difficult to see how the intellectual curiosity, devel-
oped listening skills and literary abilities thar produced such high levels of graphic
detail and narrative flair are also likely to have unearched, pursued and recorded a wide
and diverse range of topics,

Taken together, these perspectives certainly go some way toward explaining the
unusualness of the confessions, and reduce the need to reach for the Isobel-was-crazy
hypothesis to account for them. Bue as always, things are a little more complicated than
this. Neat as such a conclusion might be, we cannot place everything ac the interroga-
tors” door. If we return, once again, to our comparison between Isobel’s and Janet's
confessions, we find evidence to suggest that Isobel may have played a much greater
role, both in terms of stylistic features and subject matcer, than our argument up to
this point has suggested. Until now we have focused on the fact chat both Isobel’s and
Janet's confessions contain similar levels of graphic detail and linguistic precision, and
that these fearures can be atcribured to the interrogators. Bur it is equally important
to note that the confessions are not stylistically identical. With the exception of those
passages that were likely to have been influenced by Isobel’s testimony (such as those
concerned with the demonic pact and the corp creadh), Janet's narrative differs from those
given by Isobel in @ number of ways. Although it shares their commitment to graphic
detail and linguistic precision, it lacks their pace, their profusion of adverbs, adjectives
and similes, their dramatic moments of direct speech, their vivid imagery and their
intellectual energy. Similarly, Janet's narracive does not contain the breadth and depth
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of subject macter found in Isobel's, or their vertiginous and fluid sweep from fairy lore
to demonology, or their kaleidoscope of vibrant images relating to che fairy world, or
their profusion of lively and idiosyncratic charms. In cthe last analysis, although rich in
the context of Scottish witch-records as a whole, Janet's confession seems markedly
pedestrian when set side by side wich those of her Lochloy counterpart.

Unlike the attencion to detail and linguistic precision, these differences cannot be
ateributed to the influence of either the interrogators or the norary. While we cannot
rule our the possibility that the inferiority of Janet's confession 1s attributable to che
fact that John Innes may have compiled it on a *bad writing day’, it is far more likely
that it differed from Isobel's because che lateer’s delivery possessed a verbal flair, intel-
lectual energy and diversity of subject matter thae Janet’s lacked. Buc in acknowledging
that Isobel may have contributed to her confessions in this way, we are faced with a
barrage of new questions. Why did Isobel make these contributions when Janet did
not? How unusual may her contributions have been? And, to return to the questions
posed in CHApTER THREE, can they be interpreted as sympromatic of the fact thae,
unlike Janet, Isobel suffered from some form of psychiacric disorder?

Isobel the Tradition-Bearer

It is here that a passing remark by Peter Maxwell-Stuart, in his rich analysis of the
Scottish witch-panic of 1661—2, provides us with a fruitful avenue of exploration. In
reference to Isobel’s case the lacter claims ‘I suspect that the principal reason it differs
from all the others we have encountered is that she was a Highlander and thus steeped
in the living oral tradition that is so much a part of Gaelic culture.”’ Whether or not
Isobel was a Highlander is open to debate. The name Gowdie (also commonly spelt as
‘Gaudie’ or ‘Goudie’ in the period) is not of Gaelic derivarion and is generally consid-
ered to have been a medieval import derived from the Old English ‘Gold’, with some
tracing it to Scandinavia and others to Spain and Italy.™ Similarly, none of Isobel’s
coven members, including her great ally, Janet Breadheid, bore specifically Gaelic
names. There is also no indication, although we cannot rule our the possibility alco-
gether, that Isobel’s testimony was delivered in Gaelic, As was normal for the period,
Innes recorded the confessions in a mixeure of English and Scors (the vernacular
English) spelling and vocabulary. But if his text represented a translacion from the
Gaelic, undertaken by either a translacor or by Innes himself, you would not expect the
vocabulary to be as varied, colourful and vernacular (ie: ‘glaiked’ and ‘gowked’) as it
appears in the text, nor would you expect the charms to rhyme in such an effortless and
consistent manner.

Bur the fact that Isobel probably gave her testimony in Scots, and did not bear a
Gaelic name, does not rule out the possibility of Highland kinship. Owing to its prox-
imity to the Cairngorm Mountains to the south, Nairnshire was a border region, that
is, a region where, to a varying extent, Highlanders and Lowlanders inhabited the same
territory. This intimacy was mirrored in the fact that, by the eighteenth century, Nairn
was considered to be an eastern gateway to the Highlands, famously being the place
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where Samuel Johnson, on his progress along the Moray Firch from Aberdeen, first ‘saw
peat fires, and firsc heard the Erse language’.” The serength of Highland presence else-
where in the region is similarly attested to by the Forres presbytery's reference, in 1676,
to the ‘rud, barbarous and ignorant Irish people . . . becwixt Archlach, Calder, and Moy’;
and by Gaelic scholar Charles Withers's claim chat, even as late as 1706-7, ‘for the
parishes of Nairn, Ardclach, Cawdor, and Edinkillie religious administration in Gaelic
was “absolutely necessary™.* Given this cultural melting pot, Isobel could easily have
been part-Gael. North-eastern ballads often sang of the inconvenient romances which
sprang up between Lowland girls and cheir Highland sweethearts, and such dalliances
could have flourished in the Nairnshire parishes. It is worch noting in this respect that
alchough we have absolutely no evidence of such, we cannot rule out the possibility
that Isobel's mother, whose maiden name 1s unknown, was of Gaelic descent.

But even if Isobel did not inherit Gaelic blood, just through living in seventeenth-
century Auldearn she would have come into close contact with Highland culeure. The
constant need for bilingual ministers in these regions well into the eighteenth century
is clear evidence that many Highlanders could not speak English or Scots and that many
Lowlanders could not speak Gaelic, with this dilemma being immortalized in James
VI's alleged boast, to some of his English courtiers, that he 'had a toun in Scotland —
the toun of Nairn — so big that the people ar the one end did not understand the
language spoken by those at the other end’.” But a certain level of bilingualism was
vital in an area where Highland/Lowland trade was important. In Inverness in 1704,
for example, it was noted that in one parish over goo people spoke both languages,
while fifty years later Burt noted of the city that ‘alchough they speak English, there
are scarce any who do not understand the Irish Tongue; and it is necessary that they
should do so, to carry on their Dealings with the neighbouring Country People; for
within less than a Mile of the Town, there are few who speak any English ac all’."
Although we cannot draw firm conclusions about the nature of this bilingualism (wich
Withers, for example, recently lamenting of the period that ‘there is very lictle evidence
about the actual geography of the language, the nature of the language itself, or the
ways in which Gaelic and English were used in particular social situations by those
people able to speak both'), we can nevertheless assume thac it generated a high level
of cultural transmission.* Not only did bilingualism facilitate business transactions
(wicth Highlanders selling their cactle at Lowland markets and Lowlanders negotiating
grazing rights on the summer shielings and so on) bue it also assisted the sharing of
medical knowledge (with some witch-trials describing how Lowlanders resorted to
Highland cunning women for medical help); the dissemination of news and gossip; and
the exchange of folk literarure, in the form of songs, stories, ballads and so on.* This
intimate cultural exchange would have been intensified by the fact thac the parishes
along the Moray Firth, being trapped between the sea and the Grampian Mounrains to
the south, were relatively cur off from the cosmopolitan influences of the cencral
Lowlands around Edinburgh and Glasgow.

With regard to the discussion in hand, the fact thar Isobel lived in this microcli-
mate of intense and relatively isolated culrural interaction, could be significant. Since
they first began seriously recording and studying oral traditions in the late-eighteench
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and nineteench centuries, scholars have noted char folk literacure from che north-eastern
Lowlands, particularly Aberdeenshire, is among the best in Scotland. Indeed, with
regard to balladry, Buchan goes so far as to claim that "Northeast balladry consticutes
the richest regional tradition in Britain.""* Whether or not such a claim persuades, there
is no doubt that Aberdeenshire provided over a third of the Scottish ballads in Child’s
famous nineteenth-century collection and that the Scots language, as spoken by the
north-eastern Lowlanders, is known for its ‘remarkable richness and distinctiveness’,
combining, as it does, an original Anglo-Saxon Norchumbrian dialect with a vivid
inclusion of Gaelic, Norse, French and Flemish loan words,* With regard to oral tradi-
tions, this richness and distinctiveness was probably fostered, as in other border regions
of Scotland, through a particularly close Highland/Lowland interaction, with
Morayshire folklorist Robert Jamieson (1780~1844) pointing out the similarities, in
methods of oral recitation, between ‘Lowlanders in the Norch of Scocland’ and ‘the
Highlanders and Irish’.*” As a consequence, although we do not know whether Isobel
inherited Highland blood or whether she spoke Gaelic, with regard to the question of
whether she was ‘steeped in living oral tradition’, it is clear that being an inhabitant of
Auldearn in the seventeenth century would have been qualification enough.

Burt although we can entertain this conclusion as a possibility, how and in what
manner Isobel’s oral heritage may have coneributed towards the unusual scylistic and
content-related features of her confessions, is more difficult to establish. As a conse-
quence, we propose here to take a diversion into the whole subject of Scotcish oral
literature and performance in general. This diversion may appear, in the early stages,
to be an unnecessarily comprehensive one, but it will serve several purposes simulta-
neously. First, it will help us ro gain a sense of the degree to which Isobel may have
coneributed to the unusualness of her confessions. Secondly, it will also enable us to
revisit, from a different perspective, the interrogatorial motivations and interventions
of the men who questioned her. And thirdly, through giving us a deeper insight into
the contemporary oral mind, it will lay the foundations for some of the discussions
developed later in the book: specifically CHAPTER EIGHT, where we explore Isobel's
maleficent charms; CHAPTER NINE, where we explore to what degree Isobel’s confes-
sions related to crue or false events; and CHAPTERS TWELVE to EIGHTEEN, where we
emphasize, from a shamanistic perspective, the vast gulfs thac existed berween elite and
popular imaginations in seventeenth-century Nairnshire.
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‘Qluheln I wes in the elfes houssis’

The {traditional Scottish] texts, of story, song, proverb or riddle, have a vigour, a direct-
ness, and a concrete vividness; they can be both precisely factual and soaringly fantastical,
sometimes in the same sentence. They avoid linguistic superfluity bur can dwell on the
telling detail; they eschew psychological introspections bur can embody in the narrative
action or the proverb’s phrase highly accurate perceprions of universal human behaviour.’

Although recent scholars have emphasized chat the written word played a more signif-
icant role in early modern Britain than has been previously supposed, there is litele
doubt that until the late-eighteench century, when printed works became more
numerous and widely available, and the late nineteenth, when literacy levels began to
rise significantly, it fed into an essentially oral culture, Although we have few sources
directly relating to this culture as it existed in seventeench-century Scotland, we can
speculate abour it on the basis of the wealth of oral literature gathered and recorded by
nineteenth-century Scottish folklorists. Despite the fact that che latter were collating
their material over 150 years after Isobel's lifetime and that oral culture, being a
dynamic art form, changes in response to current events and the influences of individual
tellers, these later collections can still be seen as generally reflective of early modern
traditions. Although in constant flux, traditional oral literarure has always been stabi-
lized by a strong vein of conservatism and scholars have often marvelled at the extent
to which individual works can remain relatively unchanged over many generations. The
fact that oral lore was passed primarily berween the old and the young effectively
enabled a ballad, song or story to stride undisturbed through the centuries in seventy-
year boots, with nineteenth-century folklorist Alexander Carmichael claiming, for
example, that 'In 1860, 1861, and 1862 I rook down much folk-lore from Kenneth
Morrison, cotter, Trichion, Skye . . . [he] told me that the old men, from whom he heard
the poems and stories, said they had heard them from old men in their boyhood. That
would carry these old men back to the first half of the seventeenth century.”

It is difficule for the modern Western mind to appreciate the complexity and diver-
sity of pre-modern folk literature and the many and various ways in which it was
integrated into daily life. Almost all communal gatherings, whether seasonal celebra-
tions, life-cycle rituals, markets or evenings around the fire, would have been
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accompanied by the sharing of songs, ballads, stories, rhymes, riddles, anecdotes and
proverbs. In che absence of radio, television — or even, for the most part, books — oral
literature was a valuable currency, and it was a widespread tradition for guests or those
who made a living through cravel, such as tinkers or drovers, to contribute a speech,
song or anecdote as they passed through a community. "When a stranger appeared’,
recalled David Scuart of his childhood in the eighteenth-century Highlands, "after the
usual incroductory compliments, the first question was, “Bheil dad agad air na Fheinn?”
("Can you speak of the days of Fingal?”) If the answer was in the affirmative the whole
hamlet was convened, and midnighe was usually the hour of separation.™

But oral performance was not just reserved for special events and long winter
evenings, it was also woven into the fabric of everyday life itself, being commonly used
to alleviace the monotony and rigour of farming and domestic chores. In nineteench-
century Fife an observer noted that when the women ‘go to gather baict chey cell rales’,
while in 1782, an English servant complained that on the Isle of Skye the common folk
wasted much time ‘telling idle tales and singing doggerel rhymes” and that “all kinds
of labour is accompanied with singing: if it is rowing a boat the men sing; if it is reaping
the women sing. I think that if they were in the deepest distress they would all join in
a chorus'." As in tribal cultures roday, work songs were most widely developed among
women. And sung charms, which had the double advantage of both occupying the mind
and magically enhancing the process in hand, were particularly favoured. Both songs
and charms possessed cadences that reflected their practical usage, wich che rhythmic
pounding of the butter churn, for example, being clearly heard in the following verse
recorded by George Sinclair in 1685:

Come Burtter Come,

Come Butter come,

Peter stands at the Gare,
Waiting for a Burcer'd Cake,

Come Burtter come,’

Lifelong exposure to oral lore would have affected the way young minds developed, and
it is difficulr for the modern Western mind, so used to 'seen’ literature, to appreciate
the developments which occurred in response to literature that was solely ‘heard’.
Thrown into slings on their mothers’ backs, children would have been swung back and
forth to the rhythm of reaping, churning and waulking songs from the moment of birth,
and before they were a year old they would have spent hundreds of hours by the fire-
side listening to ballads, songs, and stories being performed into che night. As they
learnt to understand language, they would also have learnt how to listen. No child who,
like the boy from early nineteench-century Ulst, sat listening to a story ‘mute and
motionless for the best part of the night’ would wish to miss the punch line through a
careless lapse in attention.® From the moment they could string together a phrase or
hit a note, children joined the communal chorus of song that accompanied both work
and play and later, as their minds matured, they rose to the intellectual challenges of
riddling and the invention of lyric verses or humorous rthymes. As a consequence of this
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immersion, even the most isolated and illiterate seventeenth-century peasant was likely
to have had a larger vocal range, a wider vocabulary and a better command of language
than many university-educated twenty-first century Britons.

The Fireside Bards

But while general verbal facility was, by the standards of today, very high, there were
certain individuals who, whether through natural ability or inclination, became spe-
cialists in the field. Prominent among these were the professional, formally-ctrained
bards who earned their living cither travelling through the land or in residence under
a single employer where, according to folklorist Joseph Nagy, they occupied them-
selves with “the oral transmission and performance of traditional prose tales’ and ‘the
composition of verse celebrating . . . [their] patrons and detailing the genealogy and
lore of families and tribes’.” Although enjoying an ancient lineage, by the seventeenth
century the numbers of professional bards were in serious decline. But running
beneath chis nerwork was another, equally old and deep-rooted, which has been
termed by modern storyeellers the ‘fireside cradition’. Instead of being formally
trained, fireside bards learnt and developed cheir skills within the confines of the
fermtoun. And instead of earning a living through their craft, they worked on the
land or plied a trade like cheir peers and shared cheir verbal expertise wich cheir
friends and neighbours (or the communities they passed through on business) for free,
or in exchange for goods such as grain or tobacco. Illiteracy and motherhood were no
barrier to this tradition and although the profession was still male-dominated, it was
not unusual for a woman to gain a reputation as the village bard (baird a' bhaile).
Unlike its professional counterpart, the fireside tradition remained vibrant well into
the nineteenth century: Grant noting that in the early modern period there emerged
a remarkable surge in fireside poetry composition, and that by its peak in the mid-
eighteenth cencury, notable bards had emerged ‘from every rank in life, the kinsfolk
of chiefs and tacksmen, ministers and schoolmasters, a cattleman, a slater, crofters.
They included men and women and some, even among the most distinguished poets,
were illiterate.” Indeed, enthusiasm for the art was so widespread that in che eigh-
teenth century a Highland minister’s wife could observe thar ‘In every cotrage there
is a musician and in every hamler a poet”.””

Although fireside bards are stereotypically associated with dimly-lit cortages and
long winter evenings, their skills were also valued during the working day. In 1859
one of J. F. Campbell's Islay acquaintances sent him a song that she claimed to have
heard “an old ploughman of my father's sing very near sixty years since. He had a great
collection of tales and songs, and often have I stood or sat by him in winter when kiln-
drying corn, or in summer when building a peat stack, listening to what was to me so
fascinating in those days.”"' Indeed, drying corn seems to have been such a monotonous
task that in the early decades of the century some village bards were offered grain to
entertain their neighbours while they completed the task.'” But although it could be
sought ourt to alleviate the drudgery of work, oral performance could also be sought out
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purely for itself. Despite the fact that ‘every hamlet had its poet’, people would cravel
distances to hear a performer of skill: nineteenth-century Uise farmer Donald MacCraw
remembering how, as a child, he and his companions would often walk ‘six or seven
miles in the snow’ in the pursuit of a good storyteller.™

The Bardic Skills

Like the formally-trained bards, fireside performers enhanced their natural abilities
through the development of specific skills. The most prominent of these was the ability
to memorize large amounts of prose and verse. In the mid-nineteenth cencury J. F.
Campbell noted that Donald Maclean of Ardnamurchan ‘recites his tales withour the
slightest hesication, although in some cases their recitation occupies a couple of hours
. .. Mclean's is a remarkable instance of the power of memory in the uneducarted,
shewing that it is quite possible to retain and recite, with perfect accuracy, composi-
tions which would form a volume.”'* As a resulc of these abilities, Campbell notes, ‘one
good story in the mouth of a good narrator, with a good audience, mighe easily go
rambling on for a whole winter's night, as it is said to do”."” Even as late as 1986, Nagy
could still claim confidently that ‘until recently” tellers ‘with amazingly large story-
repertoires could be found among Gaelic-speaking peasants and fishermen in Ireland
and Scotland’.'® In memorizing this material, fireside bards acted as librarians, quite
literally storing the oral heritage of their communicies in their heads, a function that
has earned them, among folklorists, the sobriquet of ‘tradition-bearer’. Memory skills
were equally important for those bards who did not only remember and recount oral
literature verbatim, but also improvised on known texts and in some cases, composed
new ones. We shall be exploring the dynamics of extempore composition and impro-
visation in some detail in CHAPTER EIGHT, bur it is worth noting here that when oral
performers composed and improvised stories, ballads and songs, they did not do so in
a mental vacuum. Nor only did they mine a wide vocabulary and an extensive knowl-
edge of folklore, but they also drew on a memorized store of standard word groupings
or phrases that were employed as component parts to be arranged and rearranged to
serve the performer’s purpose in different combinacions."’

Whether they composed from scratch, improvised on known texts or memorized
verbatim, oral performers also needed to master the skills of repetition, with Buchan
claiming that when encountering Scottish folk literature “The linguistic feature that
first serikes che reader is likely to be the frequency of repetition, of words, of phrases,
of sentences, and even of whole episodes’.'” Through mastering che skills of repetition
(and the closely connected skills of listing) the oral performer achieved a variety of aims
simultancously. He rested his memory and gave himself space in which to recall or
invent the nexe line or stanza; he provided his audience with a period of emotional or
mental respite before they needed to engage wich the next passage; and he improved
the pace, flow and dramatic tension of his piece. The ways in which repetition can punc-
tuate and intensify a tale is well illustrated in the following story, taken down from a
Barra fisherman who claimed to have learnt it from his father around the rurn of the
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eighteenth cencury:

“What good did it do thee to slay the people, and that I will kill thee,” said the great warrior
at their head. ‘If | had come our, from my meat and from my warmch, from my warmth and
from my fire, thou shouldst not kill me.” He and the warrior began ar each other. They
would make a bog of the crag, and a crag of the bog, in the place where the least they would
sink they would sink to the knees, in the place that the most they would sink they would
sink to the eyes. The great warrior made a sweep with his glave, and he cur the head off
Innsridh MacRigh nan Sealg.””

Many oral performers were also adept at thyming and versifiying. Although these skills
are now associated primarily with children, as Buchan observed in 1984, in the pre-
modern period they occupied ‘a significant place in the life of the adult communicy,
and one which deserves more attention than so far received'.”” Not only was rhyming
a genre in itself, but it worked its way into nearly all forms of oral literature, including
songs, ballads, proverbs and riddles. Particularly pertinent in relation to Isobel’s confes-
sions is the fact that in older Scottish sources, thyming also frequently found its way
into prose, with Bruford noting that in the early modern bardic manuscripes of the
Gacelic romances, ‘Dialogue is sometimes carried on in verse: the normal procedure in
that case is to give the gist of the conversation or speech in prose before saying that a
poem was made out of it and quoting it. The device is inspired by the poems in Old
Irish rales . . . The normal pattern of mixing prose with verse was probably established
by the “Three Sorrows” which, it is suggested, were worked over by a single hand some
time before 1500.™" That this fusion of genres was incorporated into fireside oral perfor-
mance in pre-modern Scotland is attested to by eighreencth-century observers, and by
the fact that many recorded versions of popular folk tales known to have been extant
in seventeenth-century Scotland, such as “The Black Bull of Norroway’, “The Wall at
the Warld's End’, ‘Rashie Coat” and 'Child Roland’, have also come down to us in this
formart.”

Oral performers also possessed a good command of descriptive language, whether
in the form of adjectives and adverbs, or stock phrases, metaphors and similes. This
resource could be employed to ‘impress the audience with the author’s command of
language” with Bruford noting, for example, thac the alliterative phrases used to
construce the runs in Gaelic romances ‘though roughly rhycthmic, are open-ended, so
that on occasion up to thirty adjectives may follow one noun’.** But more importantly,
descriptive language generated valuable atmosphere, realism and dramatic effece,
enabling a performer to take a tale or ballad that had been heard many times before and
craft it into a thing of vividness and immediacy. The following memorate, recorded in
Aberdeenshire at the turn of the nineteenth century, illustrates how pichy verbs, adjec-
tives, adverbs and similes could be used to transform a stereotypical narrative event (in
this case, meeting the Devil) into a viscerally real experience:

and ae Serterday niche that I wis awa” on che rig it wis into Sabbath afore I cam’ hame, an’
jist as I wis gyaun up the chaumer stair to ma bed, there wis Sawtan, in the shape o' a muckle
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black cauf, stan’in’ glowerin’ at me wi’ the twa muckle een 0" him burnin’ like can'les in’s
heid, and I can tell ye the sicht gar’e the caul sweat come oot 0° me, and I've been a cheenged
man ever sin’ syne.™

When highly descriptive language is combined with the vibrancy of direct speech, the
impression is further intensified, as in the following version of ‘Rumpelstileskin’,
recorded in Dumfries:

‘Goodwife o Kirtlerumpit, ye weel ken what I come for — stand and deliver!” The wife
pretends ro greer sairer than before, and wrings her nieves, and fas's on her knees, wi': ‘Och,
sweet madam mistress, spare my only bairn, and take the weary soo!” "The deil takle the soo
for my share,” quo’ the fairy; 'I come na here for swine's flesh. Dinna be contramawcious,
hizzie, but gie me the gete instantly!” ‘Ochon, dear leddy mine,” quo’ the greetin’ goodwife;
“for-bear my poor bairn, and take mysel!” “The deil's in the daft jad,” quo’ the fairy, looking
like the far-end o' a fiddle; ‘I'll wad she's clean demenric.™*

With regard to our analysis of Isobel, it is interesting to note that although dramartic
intensicy, of the kind illustrated above, is found in oral literature throughout Scotland,
some scholars have identified it as a ‘hallmark’ of some north-eastern oral genres. Wich
regard to balladry, for example, Buchan notes thar:

Though phlegmatic and ostensibly unemotional, the northeasterner has a strong sense of
the dramaric; in pre-Reformation times Aberdeen was the Scottish burgh most renowned
for its plays and pageants. And the hallmark of che old northeastern ballads is that they are
dramatic, the best of them integrating lyric emotion and narrative evenc within powerfully
dramartic wholes. Here, perhaps, is one key to a psychological underscanding of why the
Northeast folk liked rheir ballads . . . In this society the ballads served a cachartic funcrion,
for they provided a dramaric yer disciplined outler to the emotions denied regular expres-
ston by dour, canny, undemonstrative, northeastern folk.”

But for che fireside bard, capacious memories, wide repertoires and good verbal and
rhyming skills would have amounted to nothing without mastering the skills of
delivery. In the hands of an expressive performer, even the most bland, unsophisticated
tale could become compelling, emortive and as J. F. Campbell puc it, ‘sharper and
deeper’ in che telling.”” In contemporary Britain, where oral traditions have fallen into
decline, story delivery is generally associated wich the cheery, parental tones employed
for children’s bedtime stories, or the gentlemanly Queen's English deployed by actors
for audio books or radio broadcasts. But the manner of oral delivery in pre-modern
Scotland would often have been different, as illustrated by folklorist Robert Jamieson's
account of hearing ‘Child Roland’ (a variant of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’) as a boy, in
the late-eighteenth century. The tale, which was rold by a railor who was working in
his father’s house:

was recited in a sort of formal, drowsy, measured, monoronous recitative, mixing prose and
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verse, in the manner of the Icelandic sagas; and as is still the manner of reciting tales and
fabulas ansles in the winter evenings, not only among the Islanders, Norweigans and Swedes,
but also among the Lowlanders in the North of Scotland, and among the Highlanders and
Irish . . . of the terses which have been inrroduced, T cannor answer for the exactness of any,
except the stanza pue into the mouth of the king of Elfland, which was indelibly impressed
upon my memory, long before I knew anything of Shakespeare, by the odd and whimsical
manner in which the tailor curled up his nose and sniffed all aboue, to imitate the action
which ‘i, fi, fo, fum!” is intended to represent.™

Songs and ballads, when well delivered, could have an equally powerful impace. In 1799
an observer noted that Scottish working songs ‘seem to invigorate every nerve in their
[the singers'] bodies’, while thirty years earlier Irish poet Oliver Goldsmith remem-
bered thar ‘The music of our finest singer is dissonance to what 1 felt when our old
dairy-maid sung me into tears with Johnny Armstrong's Last Good-Night or the
Cruelty of Barbara Allen'.”” Anyone who has heard traditional singers like
Aberdeenshire’s Jeannie Robertson can recognize thac in the hands of an accomplished
vocal performer, the simplest tunes and lyrics can generate profound emorional effects.
Highland delivery would often have been more akin to that of the contemporary Sufi
performer than that of the jolly, rosy-checked-folksinger stereotype. Voices would not
have been restricted by the pursuit of the ‘pleasant’ sound and in order to express
emotions, and particularly the emotions associated with suffering or longing, singers
would push their voices out of their comfort range and disregard the limitations of the
classical octave. During his tour of the Highlands in the early-nineteench century, John
Leyden noted thac the reaping songs, which were even then beginning to die out,
sounded like ‘the screaming of sea-gulls’; while Burt noted chac a century earlier women
reapers ‘keep time together, by several barbarous Tones of the Voice'.” The “heart-
rending [graveside] lamentations’ of the bean-chasinte, or keening-women, would have
been equally uncanny.”’

Isobel as Bard

Recent research into literacy levels in mid seventeenth-century Scotland suggests that
the mean illiteracy level for adule males in rural parishes was 80 percent, with the levels
among women being supposed considerably higher,” Although this figure is only
approximate and is likely to underestimare reading ability, particularly with regard to
women, taken in combination with the fact that Isobel’s confessions contain few of the
biblical and literary references representative of the contemporary literary mind, it
enables us ro assume, with a fair degree of certainty, that she was illiterate. We can also
safely assume that she would have been well acquainted with oral lore and thae, like
the majority of her peers, she possessed a degree of native verbal facilicy. Bue the styl-
istic flair and breadch of subject macter displayed in Isobel’s confessions invites us to
go one step further than this, and speculate that her oral skills may have been more
highly developed than average and that, as a consequence, she may have functioned as
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some kind of oral performer. Exactly whac kind of oral performer is impossible to tell,
for theoretically the term can be applied to an individual who tells a tale occasionally
through to someone who tells them frequently and is consistently sought out for their
performance abilities. But nevertheless, we can speculate chat Isobel stood somewhere
on this oral performing continuum.

This hypothesis enables us to look at some of the confessions’ stylistic features from
a new perspective. Their use of descriptive language is a prime example. The text
seldom employs one noun, when two, three or four would do: the Devil is ‘lyk a stirk,
a bull, a deir, a rae, or a dowg etc’; and when Isobel’s coven members were transformed
into cats they had ‘the bytte and rywes & scrattis in owr bodies’. The confessions also
consistently employ powerful and vivid verbs, often in multiples: the Devil was ‘beat-
ting and scurgeing’; elf bulls were ‘crowtting and skrylling’; and the elf boys were
‘whytting and dighting’. Adjectives and adverbs also appear with remarkable
frequency, again often in multiples: she went into a ‘fair & lairge braw rowme’; those
intent on harm ‘will look uncowth lyk thraw (#?) (damaged — words missing) hurlie lyk
and their clothes standing out’; the Devil was ‘bigger and mor awfull’ than the other
Devils and ‘his memberis (/imés) ar exceiding great and long’; while those copulating
with him had ‘a exceiding great desyr of it’. The confessional text is also peppered with
alliteration and assonance, with Isobel’s coven, for example, doing ‘nothing bot cry &
wraw & rywing and as it ver wirrieing on an uthfer]’. Similes and metaphors are also
abundant, with Isobel noting thar the Devil has a ‘hodge nature, verie cold as yce', that
Margaret Wilson's helping spirit wore clothes chat were ‘grass grein’, and that the conp
creadh shall be burnt ‘as any stickle wpon a kill (&2/r)".

As noted already, although individual words or even phrases may have been inserted
into the text by Innes to enhance the sense of a passage, and many undoubredly found
their way there via the wording of the questions, it is unlikely thac eicher he or the
interrogators were completely responsible for this diverse and colourful cacophony of
descriptive words and phrases. There simply would have been no reason for them to
elaborate Isobel's testimony in this way. However until now, it has been difficule to
comprehend why an individual on trial for her life and charged with such antisocial
crimes would find either che time or inclination to embroider her testimony with so
many superfluous rhetorical details. But once we bring the possibility thac Isobel was
an oral performer into the equation, this incongruity lessens. As some kind of baird a'
bhaile, or village bard, Isobel is likely to have had a larger-than-average reservoir of
descriptive words and phrases to hand, and to have been accustomed to weaving them
into narrative demanded by, and delivered before, an audience. Alchough, during inter-
rogations, Isobel was delivering her narrative under arrest before a band of legal
prosecutors as opposed to at a ceilidh before her family and friends, it is unlikely that
her affinity with language and her skills of oral delivery would have been wholly
suppressed; for whatever else the interrogators were doing, they were still asking her
to tell a story. This chesis is also indirectly supported by the fact that the ‘vigour',
‘directness’ and ‘concrete vividness' of the descriptive language found in Isobel’s confes-
sions, and the way they navigare effortlessly between matters ‘both precisely factual and
soaringly fantastical, sometimes in the same sentence’, conforms perfectly to Buchan's
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summary — quoted at the beginning of this chapter — of the core characteristics of tradi-
tional Scortish literature.™

The Isobel-as-oral-performer hypothesis also sheds light on the characteristic
fluidity and pace of her narrative thac, like her use of descriptive words and phrases, is
so much more marked than thar of her accomplice, Janet Breadheid. If we look closely,
we can see that this effect is partly created through the skilful use of repetition: words
or groups of words being used over and over again to knit phrases, sentences or passages
togecher, In che following passage from Confession One, for example, the impression
of narracive flow is creaced through the use of the repetitive connectives ‘and before’
and ‘'went’:

the last cym thlalr owr coven (rest of fine obscnred) wer daunceing ac the hill of earlsear, and
befor thiale betuixe moynes and bowgholl, & befor thialt we ves besyd the meikle burne,
and the uch{e]r coven being at the downichillis we went from beyond che meikle burne and
went besyd them to the howssis at the woodend of Inshoch and wlilthin a qwhyll went hom
to ofulr howssis. (39/25)

It could be argued that notarial skills were likely to have been responsible for the
flusdity of this passage. The interrogators may have asked Isobel a series of ‘And where
did your coven go next?’ questions and Innes, clearly an able scribe, may have taken
her disjointed answers and knitted them together with appropriate connectives, But
we must set against this assessment the fact thac retrospective listing, of che kind that
appears here, is not suggestive of sequential questioning, with the interrogarors being
much more likely to have asked "And where did your coven go next?’ than ‘And where
did your coven go before that?” Moreover, the possibilicy thac this passage accuracely,
or relatively accurately, reflected Isobel’s manner of delivery is further supported by the
fact thac other confessional passages contain repetitive phrases chat are far less likely to
have come from the interrogators. In the following two extracts, both taken from
Confession One, the phrase ‘in the Devil’s name’ (here italicised) is illustrative:

we took a thried of each cullor of yairne th{alc wes in the sfaild allexr caming his licefact,
and did cast thrie knotes on each thried m the divellis nam, and did put the thriedis in the
fart withersones abowt in the fat in the drvellis name and thle]rby took che heall strench of
the facc away thiajr it could litt nothing bor onlie blak, according to the culor of the divel!
i qoes mam we took away the strenth of the ryt culoris thla]t wes in the fatt . . (41/5)

whan we tak away any cowes milk we pull the taw and twyn it & plaice it the veong way /#
the divellis name, and we draw the tedder (sua maid) in betuixe the cowes hinder foot and owt
beruixt the cowes forder foor, i the divellis nam and therby tak w{ijth ws the kowes milk,
(40/10)

Although not impossible, it is unlikely that the interrogators constantly interrupted

Isobel's testimony with the query ‘And did you do thar in the Devil’s name?’ It is also
unlikely that Innes, in response to her assent, durifully inserred the phrase in full after
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every relevant statement to give che impression of continuous delivery. As with the
passage about coven meetings cited above, it is far more likely thac chis repetitive device
reflected Isobel’s natural manner of speech.

The Isobel-as-oral-performer hypothesis would also go some way towards
explaining the dramatic intensity of the confessions. Whatever event Isobel describes,
whether making the corp creadh, raising winds, flying through the air or feasting at the
sabbath, her accounts leap out of the page with a sharp, almost urgent, emotional
tension. In the following passage, for example, she employs descriptive words, repeti-
tion, listing and direct speech to create a scene of almost burlesque theatrical intensity,
of the kind displayed in the Dumfries ‘Rumpelstileskin’ version cited earlier:

somtyms among owr selws we wold be calling him blak Jon or the lyk, and he wold ken it
& heir ws weill aneughe, and he ewin then com to ws, and say [ ken weill aneugh what ye
wer sayeing of me, & th{e]n he vold beat and buffet ws werie sor, we wold be beattin if ve
wer absent any tym, or neglect any ching thfajt wold be appointed to be done, allexr elder
in earlsear vold be werie oft beatin, he is bot soft, & could never defend him self in the least,
bot greitt & cry q[uheln he vold be scurging him, bor margrer wilson in aulderne wold
defend hir self fynlie, & cast up hir handis to keip the stroakis off from hir and bessie wilsone
wold speak croslie w{ilth hir townge, and wold be belling again to him stowtlie he wold be
bearring and scurgeing ws all wp and downe, wlilth tardis & uth[e)r sharp scurges, lyk
naked gwhastis, and we wold be scill cryeing, pittie, pittie, mercie, mercie, owr lord, bot
he wold haw neicher pittie nor mercie, whan he vold be angrie ar ws, he wold girne ar ws,
lyk a dowge, as iff he wold swellow ws wp. (49/11)

The speculation that Isobel may have been an oral performer also helps to explain the
unprecedented number of thyming charms that emerge in the confessions. On the one
hand, as we have seen in CHAPTER THREE and shall explore in more depth later, it is
highly likely that the latter were produced in direct response to close interrogatorial
prompting. In Confession Two, for example, the charms frequently and formulaically
illustrate magical activities previously described in prose, with descriptions of rituals
performed to raise winds, concoct potions and make corp creadh, for example, being
neatly followed by renditions of the verses chanted when performing them. A pattern
that strongly suggests that the lacter emerged in response to: “And what did you say
when you rose winds, concocted potions and made the corp coreadh’-type questions. But
on the other hand, as also noted earlier, it is clear that alchough cthey were interrogaror-
prompted, the body of the charms themselves came from Isobel. And in the context of
the present discussion, we can speculate thac Isobel’s evident responsiveness to this type
of prompting derived from the face that, as an oral performer, the process of swinging
back and forth berween prose descriptions and reflective chyming stanzas, and of inter-
spersing first or third person prose narrative with bursts of versified direct speech,
would have been very familiar to her.
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Isobel the Performer

The Isobel-as-oral-performer hypothesis also enables us to look ar the confessions'
unique range of subject marter from a new perspective, We have already argued that
the preponderance of listing was ateribucable to interrogatorial scrupulousness. Bur che
long tally of the arrow-slain found in her confessions (and which are largely absent from
Janet’s) demand further explanation. Although we can speculate that Forbes et al. asked
plenty of ‘And who else did you kill with your elf arrows?'-type questions, and that
Isobel possessed the verbal facility to meet cheir demands, che readiness, and even relish,
with which she seems to have responded to this macabre line of questioning remains
hard to rationalize. Indeed, Isobel’s lists of arrow-slain — like the one below taken from
Confession Three — are among those confessional passages most conducive to mental
illness as an explanatory hypothesis:

the first voman th{ale I killed wes at the plewgh landis, also I killed on in the east of murrey,
at candlmas lase, at that cyme bessie wilson in aulderne killed on thielr, and margree wilson
ther killed an uch{e]r, [ killed also James dick in conniecavell, bor the death thiaje T am
most of all sorrie for, 1s the killing of william Bower in the miltowne of moynes, margret
brodie killed an vowman washing at the burne of tarres, Bessie wilsone killed an man at the
bushe of strutheris Bessie hay in aulderne killed an pretdie man, called dunbar at the eist
end of the towne of forres as he wes coming out at an gaitt, margret brodj in aulderne killed
on david blak in darnvay, Janet breadheid spows to Jon taylor told me a litle befor she wes
apprehendir th{alt margrer wilsoen in aulderne shot allexr hutcheon in aulderne, Janer
breadheid shot Johne falconer in the park, the most of ws all wer ther at char tyme, bessie
wilson killed on william man at burgie, margrer wilson killed on Johne lees, and Janet
breadheid killed a swyn at burgie. (47/37)

Although we shall be exploring Isobel's arrow-shooting passages in much more detail
later in the book, with regard to the present discussion it is sufficient to note that her
lists of victims become less anomalous if we take into account che fact that in this period
an accomplished oral performer was likely to be experienced in giving lengthy roll calls
of the arrow-slain. Traditional ballads and rtales frequently featured famous archers and
their exploits, and generally relished the numbers of arrows shot and victims killed.
The exploits of John MacAndrew, for example (a member of the watch who lived near
Dulnan around 1670), generated many stories “of his wonderful prowess wich che cross-
bow’, with one such describing how, when defending himself against angry reivers, he
‘climbed into his tree, and picked off every one of his would-be assassins with his bow
and arrow before they were able to rush him'. > Similarly, the famous ballads “The Bacele
of Otterburn’ and “The Hunting of the Cheviot’, both of which depict the English vs.
Scots Battle of Otterburn (1388), and variants of which are believed to have been well-
known in Scotland by the mid-sixteenth century, are paeans to death by arrow and
sword. In a seventeenth-century broadside copy of the lacter (which, though poor, was
claimed by Addison to have been ‘the favorite ballad of the common people of
England’), stanzas 48-53 run:

131



THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE CONFESSIONS

Wich stout Erle Percy there was slaine
Sir John of Egerton,

Sir Robert Harcliffe and Sir William,
Sir James that bold barron.

And with Sir George and Sir James,

both knights of good account,

Good Sir Ralphe Rebbye there was slaine,
whose prowesse did surmount.

For Witherington needs must I wayle
as one in doleful dumpes,

For when his leggs were smitten of,
he fought upon his stumpes.

And with Erle Dowglas there was slaine
Sir Hugh Mountgomerye,

And Sir Charles Morrell, thar from feelde
one foot would never flee.™

In an essentially warrior society, such grim roll calls would not only have been the
preserve of oral performers, but would also have emerged in more general discourse.
When writing an account of his genealogy in 1676, Isobel’s educated neighbour, John
Innes of Leuchars, identified his ancestors not only by name, buc by the nature of cheir
deach in battle and the identity of their killer, at one point stating that: “This Collonell
Gordons father wes ane John Gordon sone to John Gordon off Kadenbanno brother to
ane Gilbert Gordon off Ardmackyer who wes father to William Gordon who fell in to
be Laird of Gight after the slauchter of Sir George Gordon who wes killed att the wind-
mill of Dundie be the Laird of Tullie Forbes who killed eache other ac that place.™*

The Nicknames

The Isobel-as-oral-performer hypothesis can also shed light on the uniquely idiosyn-
cratic and colourful nicknames she actributes to fellow coven members and their
familiar spirits, and which include: ‘pikle neirest the wind’, ‘throw the corneya(ird?)’,
‘roring lion’', ‘bessie rule’, ‘mackhector’, ‘over cthe dyk w[ilch it’, ‘cthieff of hell’, ‘read
reiver’, ‘robert the Jacks’, ‘able and stowt’, ‘bessie bauld” and “Thomas the fearie’. While
it would be tempting to suppose that this wildly invencive list was underpinned by
some form of mental instability, it becomes immediately less anomalous if we take into
account the fact thac the use of aliases is a characteristic feature of tight-knit traditional
cultures in many parts of the world — with Maxwell-Stuare noting that they were ‘very
common among the Border reivers’ in the early modern period — and thac, as an oral
performer, Isobel would have readily recalled established names and possessed an
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inherent advantage when it came to inventing new ones.”” In his study of contempo-
rary Scottish travelling communities (thac retained cheir living oral culture well into
the ewentieth century), folklorist Timothy Neat notes that nicknames were often vivid
and humorous, reflecting the travellers’ tendency to ‘decorate, humour, vitalise and
subvert conventional descriptions, rthythms and associacions. Like cartoonists they leap
on the odd and peculiar, they characterize and personify.”® Characters from stories,
songs and ballads were also frequently called upon in order to make a point.
Interestingly, many of the nicknames Neat recorded bear more than a passing resem-
blance to those listed by Isobel three centuries earlier:

Wooden Sleeves, Love-in-a-Close, Twa Holes in a Blanket, The Big-ma-Hungry, The
Waterbottle, Half-a-Shirt, Meg-and-the-Moneyfeed, Forty Pooches, Fish-Airse, Pishy Jean,
Hieland Scrogg, The Sheep’s Heid, Laughter, The Rockingham Tea-pot, Alec-was-his-
Granny, The Little Dancer, The Four-eyed Blister, Crazy Horse, Lang Cauld and Hungry,
The Galoot, The Wild Colonial Boy, The Scoots, Kettle-heid, The Half-Hangit Ministair,
Burnt Bonnet, Cauld Stane, White Iron Kate, Wee Grassie Mouse, Quarry Yaks.*

That Isobel's nicknames were, like those of the Neat's travellers, rooted in real-life char-
acteristics is confirmed by her claim, in Confession Two, that the maiden to her coven
was called ‘over the dyk wlilch it becaws the dive(//?) (damaged — words missing) maiden
in his hand nixt him g{uheln ve daunce gillacrypes and gluhe]n he vold lowp from
(damaged — words missing) he and she will say ower the dyk w{ijth it’. And on this
premise, we can also speculate as to the internal logic of some of the other nicknames
Isobel cited. Elspech Nishie may have been known as 'bessie bauld (bo/d)' because she
was indeed a forceful character. Certainly the way in which she seems to have blud-
geoned her daughter-in-law, Janet Breadheid, into practising witchcraft would support
this. Bessie Hay, on the ocher hand, may have been termed ‘able and stout’ because she
was large and capable (or not, as the case may be); the ‘able’ part being particularly
interesting in the light of the fact thac, as we shall see later, she was likely to have been
the same Bessie Hay recorded as the ‘dame’ of Auldearn school in the Kilravock
papers.*

As they did for Neat's travellers, other names may have reflected characcers from
contemporary oral lore. The nickname thar Isobel gives to her own familiar spirit, the
‘read reiver', is particularly significant here. A French pirate of similar name (‘the Red
Reiver’) plays a prominent role in the life of William Wallace, the medieval warrior
whose exploits were a popular subject of both oral, written and printed ballads
throughout Scotland from cthe Middle Ages onwards. Moreover, Isobel’s casting of the
Red Reiver as her familiar spiric would have been an eminently rational one, for after
being caprured by Wallace the pirate pledged the Scot allegiance, became his boon
companion and thereafter ‘loved” him ‘with so true a heart, Whate'er befel would never
from him part’." Similarly, we can speculate that the name of the seventh spiric,
‘Thomas the fearie’, was rooted in lore and belief surrounding the legendary chirteench-
century prophet, Thomas Rhymer, who was reputedly enticed into fairyland by an
amorous queen of the fairies. Popular throughout Scotland since the medieval period,
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the Rhymer did nor only inspire many ballads and stories, but was also considered to
be a living presence, with Aberdeenshire cunning man Andro Man claiming, in 1598,
that when he visits fairyland “Thomas Rymour is their’.* The Rhymer’s relevance, so
far as Isobel was concerned, is also supported by the fact that, even as late as the nine-
teenth cencury, people from the north believed that he enjoyed an association with
Tomnahurich Hill, the famous fairy mound in Inverness.* It is also possible that ‘mack-
hector” had a similarly auspicious origin. One of the most famous and bloody battles
in northern Scotland took place berween Highlanders and Lowlanders at Harlaw, west
of Aberdeen, in 1411. Here, the renowned warrior and Highland chieftain Hector Roy
Maclean of Duart, or ‘Red Hector of cthe Battles’, died in single combat: an event so
legendary that ballads on the subject are still performed in Scotland today.*
Alrernacively, a character named Hecror (usually associated wich che classical warrior)
is also found in some versions of the traditional Galoshins plays recorded in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries and it is reasonable to suppose that he may have
featured in earlier versions.*” Although these plays were banned by the reformed
church, there is evidence from kirk session records that they were performed clandes-
tinely up until the 1630s in the Elgin region and such performances would still have
been within some living memories during Isobel’s lifetime.* Some of Isobel’s nick-
names may have also taken their inspiration from less folkloric sources. We can assume,
for example, that che terms “roring lion” and ‘thieff of hell’ came from the pulpit. The
former, which derived from St Paul's famous descriprion of Satan, was a favoured
contemporary image, being frequently employed in sermons and also used, more than
once, by Alexander Brodie. The latter, or a close variant thereof, was also widely
employed; it also being notable (in the context of our analysis of the origins of Isobel’s
“Thomas the fearie’ figure) that a variant of the name appears, in the form of the ‘foul
fiend of hell’, in medieval versions of The Romance and Prophecies of Thomas of Erceldoune
(aka Thomas Rhymer)."” Speculating more wildly, we can entertain the possibility that
alchough ‘Black’ was a common name-prefix in the period, the nickname ‘Black John',
which Isobel’s coven gave to the Devil, and to which he took so much offence, could
have been a humorous jibe drawn from contemporary anecdote heard ac market or by
the hearth concerning the infamous Highland bandit John Dow Gare, otherwise known
as ‘Black John the Left-handed’, who terrorized the north of Scotland with his band of
twenty men during the mid-seventeenth century. ™

The Sexual Scenes

The possibility that Isobel was an oral performer also enables us to re-configure the way
we look at her famously graphic descriptions of sex with the Devil. On the one hand,
the high level of detail in these descriptions can, as in other parts of the confessions, be
atcributed ro close interrogatorial questioning. Burt che fact thac Isobel seems to have
responded so compliantly and explicitly in this, the most sensitive of subject areas, sull
demands explanation. We shall be exploring this issue more deeply later in che book,
botch in relation to further revelations about Harry Forbes's character and recent research
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into the phenomenon of false confession, but in the present context it is worth pointing
out that the Isobel-as-oral-performer hypothesis can provide us with some preliminary
insights here.

Through their art, fireside oral performers and composers were called upon to reflect
all aspects of early modern peasant life, including sexual actitudes and practices. And
in this period, despite the prurience of the reformed church, these attitudes were often
candid and martter-of-fact. In farming communities the marting of animals would have
been a macter of both familiarity, importance, and general conversation. Isobel’s obser-
vations, in Confession Three, that the Devil's possessed a ‘hodg nature’; that he ‘wold
be amongst us, lyke a weath horse amongst mearis’; and thac "neither haid we nor he
any kynd of shame’ were blu