Cromarty Courthouse Learning Zone - Crumbs of Justice 2

The Demons

witchcraft - or imagination?

Date

around 1620

Introduction

This role-play activity aims to show pupils how easy it might have been to be accused of
witchcraft in the 17t century. It is based on the writings of Sir Thomas Urquhart,
Cromarty’s brilliant yet eccentric laird, and features within one of the courthouse
soundscapes.

Sir Thomas uses surprisingly modern psychology to save two young people who confess
to being witches from a terrible death — and makes an enemy as he does so.

This activity contains more adult themes than the other Learning Zone activities and is
more suitable for secondary school pupils.

Characters

Acting Sheriff Sir Thomas Urquhart, a young man of about 20
Hugh Paterson, a witchfinder

Alexander Gunn, young man accused of witchcraft

Hannie Beaton, young woman accused of witchcraft

Isbel Hogg, servant

James Hossack, servant

All names except that of Sir Thomas are fictional
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Vocabulary
authority: those who have power and control

blasphemy:  something someone says which seems to mock or disagree with religious

belief
consort: here, to be accompanied by ‘demons’
dungeon: an underground chamber where prisoners are held, often damp and cold

Kirk Session: at this time, a group of men who ruled over church and some community

activity

sermon: a long talk in church given by the minister or priest, often to encourage good
behaviour

sinner: someone whom the Kirk Session considers to have done something

against its rules

soul: spirit (in Christian belief)
torment: agonising punishment
turnpike: twisting staircase
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Scene: Late one night at The Great Hall of Cromarty Castle. The Witchfinder enters with
Gunn and Beaton, Beaton weeping into her hands, Gunn looking shocked.

Sir Thomas [yawning]:

Paterson:

Sir Thomas:

Paterson:

Sir Thomas:

Paterson [triumphantly]:

Sir Thomas:

Paterson:

Sir Thomas:
Beaton:
Gunn:

Sir Thomas:

Beaton:

Gunn:

Sir Thomas:

Beaton:

Gunn:

Paterson:
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What is all this commotion? | was about to go to bed.

Young Sir Thomas! | did not know you were back from your travels in
Europe. It is your father | seek, as Sheriff of Cromarty.

He is from home. And | am no longer so very young. What is it you want
at this late hour?

You must throw these two sinners into your deepest dungeon, Sir
Thomas, and we shall wait for his return.

No need. My father told me to hear any cases in his absence in
preparation for the day when | become Sheriff myself. Now - Paterson,
isn’t it?> What is it this pair is supposed to have done, eh?

They admit to having consorted with demons, Sir Thomas!
I see. And what exactly do you understand by a demon, Paterson?

Well, Sir Thomas. A demon is a companion of the devil, and demons can
possess the minds of even decent men and women such as these!

| see. [to Beaton and Gunn] So have you been consorting with demons?
Oh yes, sir. All night, sometimes.

Nearly every day. It is a terrible torment. What could | do but confess?

| see. Can you explain to me how this has happened?

Well, it was the minister in church who told us to beware of Satan and all
his demons.

Aye, it was in April, a powerful strong sermon, and afterwards I realised
that | must indeed be possessed by many demons!

| see. And how long did that sermon last?

More than two hours, Sir Thomas. He is a powerful strong speaker, our
Minister.

I realised then that | must need to be flung into the eternal fire to save my
soul!

Hear them! They have confessed their sin. They must be guilty - and
punished.
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Sir Thomas: Yes indeed. | would like to reflect on this sorry case overnight. |
shall indeed keep Beaton and Gunn here overnight and you, Paterson,
must return in the morning.

Paterson: Very well, Sir Thomas. I shall return at nine of the clock.
Sir Thomas: Splendid. Good night.

Beaton: Oh, Sir Thomas, is the dungeon very dark?

Gunn: Is it very deep? It is no more than we deserve...

Sir Thomas: Yes, yes, both deep and dark, but neither of you is going to be thrown
into any dungeon tonight. Isbel Hogg? James Hossack? Come here!

[The castle servants Hossack and Hogg appear]
Hogg: Here, Sir Thomas.
Hossack: How may | serve you, Sir Thomas?

Sir Thomas: Hossack, take this woman up to the best bedchamber in the east turret,
and Hogg, take this fellow to the large chamber in the west turnpike. Give
them anything they may need.

Beaton [astonished]: Blessings be upon you for your mercy, Sir Thomas!

Gunn: Thank you for your kindness to a poor sinner on his last day on earth!
[all four depart]

Sir Thomas: Hmmm. Let us see what the morrow brings...

NEXT DAY

Paterson, Beaton, Gunn, Hossack and Hogg all gather in the Great Hall.

Sir Thomas enters: Good morning, good morning. Well Gunn, Beaton, and how did
you sleep?

Beaton: The bed was soft as an angel’s wing, Sir Thomas, but the demons still
plagued me all night!

Gunn: I too - my bed was comfortable, and yet I slept not at all.

Paterson [angrily]: Why were they not thrown into the dungeon? What more proof do
you need of their guilt, Sir Thomas?

Sir Thomas: [ignoring Paterson] I just have one more question for you both. Can you
each describe your demons?

Beaton: Why yes: my tormentor was a tall figure with a red-gold beard and hands
the size of plates!
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Gunn:

Sir Thomas:

Beaton:

Gunn:

Sir Thomas:

Hossack:
Hogg:
Sir Thomas:

Both:

And mine took the form of a little maid with flaxen hair and a sweet
smile. That’s how | knew she must have been a demon. No maid has ever
smiled at me that that way before.

I see. Tell me, is either of you married?

Oh no, sir. | am too shy ever to have ever looked at a boy.

And no girl would ever have me, for | am neither clever nor rich.
Hossack! Hogg!

Yes, Sir Thomas?

Here, Sir Thomas.

Neither of you is married either, are you?

No, Sir Thomas. But we’d very much like to be.

Sir Thomas [to Beaton and Gunn]: Meet your demons!

Beaton [faintly]: Oh. James Hossack has a red-gold beard...

Sir Thomas:

Gunn:

...and hands as big as plates. Yes, yes. And wee Isbel Hogg is a little fair-
haired gossamer maid, is she not, Gunn?

Oh... yes, she is. Oh dear... | think...

The four pair off and hold hands, looking at their feet.

Paterson:

Sir Thomas:

Paterson:

Sir Thomas:

What is this blasphemy, Sir Thomas? You have heard them confess to
witchcraft. And scripture says Thou Shalt Not Suffer a Witch to Live!

Very true, Paterson. And yet | will not see two innocents burned alive for
something they clearly are not. These two are guilty of nothing more
than a vivid imagination and bitter loneliness. There is nothing more
sacred than marriage, is there, Paterson?

You will regret this, Sir Thomas! I shall report your obstruction to the Kirk
Session!

You do that. While you are about it, tell them also that while | am Laird,

I will not see the persecution of old women who cure warts with water
from a certain dripping spring. Nor will I hound old folk who

decorate certain trees or wells with flowers or rags at certain times. |
have travelled, Paterson, and my own eyes have been opened. | can now
see just how tightly shut the eyes of the Kirk Session must be to condemn
so many poor souls on a pretence of witchcraft!

[Paterson storms out shaking his fist, couples hug, Sir Thomas smiles and nods at them]
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Activities

Read the play aloud or ask groups of six pupils to read/act it out.
Ask pupils to answer these questions:
In your own words, what do you think really happened to Beaton and Gunn?

Was what happened to Beaton and Gunn once they had met Sir Thomas usual or
unusual for the time?

What might the more usual outcome of this situation have been in C17th
Scotland?

Was the punishment of witches either fair and legal at the time?
Is Sir Thomas Urquhart a good Sheriff?

Points to consider: the idea of goodness changes through time. Was Sir Thomas
himself running any risk in behaving as he did? Read through some of the other
scripts which Sir Thomas ‘says’ to visitors. What kind of man was Sir Thomas?

What really happened:

Sir Thomas Urquhart is likely to have seen the two couples married as rapidly as
possible. Once married they would have been safer: most of those condemned
as witches tended to be single people, either simple-minded, unlucky or against
whom someone in authority had a grudge

We know that Sir Thomas Urquhart had a poor relationship with his local
Minister. Perhaps his enlightened attitudes towards ‘witchcraft’ also caused
problems because he was challenging the authority of the Kirk Session.

Extension activity

A. Use the clothespeg timeline within the loan kit to set the dates in context

B. Use the role cards in the loan kit to replay part or all of the trial

C. Ask children to find out where and when the very last execution for witchcraft took
place in Highland Scotland (Janet Horne, 1727, Dornoch) The stone that marks the

6|Page

Learning Zone Resources © Cromarty Courthouse/Vee Walker 2021



site of Janet Horne's burning can still be seen in Littletown, although the date on
the stone — 1722 — is wrong, it should read 1727.

D. Nine years after the death of Janet Horne, in 1738, the Witchcraft Acts were
repealed in Scotland and England and it became unlawful to execute anyone for
alleged witchcraft. Discuss why this decision might have been taken.

E. In the 21t century and here in the Black Isle, does anyone still believe in witchcraft?
Discuss the Clootie Well at Munlochy and superstitions such as not walking
underneath a ladder and the date Friday 13,
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