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The Execution of a Witch in Elizabethan Exeter
In the last volume of DCNQ, I drew readers’ attention to the hitherto un-noted cases of Joanna Brice and Richard Wilkyns, both of whom were brought before the city magistrates of Exeter and indicted for witchcraft during the early 1600s.
 In that article, I pointed out that Wilkyns – who was ‘executed for wichcrafte’ at the city gallows in 1610 - had met his death more than 70 years before the famous ‘Bideford Witches’: the three women whom scholars have hitherto regarded as the first individuals to have been executed for the crime of witchcraft in the far South West.
 Now, further research among the records of the Exeter quarter sessions court has led to the discovery of an earlier case still: that of Thomasine Shorte, who was tried and convicted by the Exeter JPs in 1581. As the three original indictments which are reproduced below make clear, Shorte was a married woman who was thought to have ‘overlooked’ a family living in Exe Island: the semi-industrial district of Tudor Exeter which lay between the West Gate of the city and the River Exe.
 It seems likely that Shorte had long been regarded as a ‘disorderly’ person for, in 1562 – some twenty years before the indictments were drawn up - a certain ‘Thomasin Shorte’ had been one of a group of four women whom the justices had ordered to be ‘carried to North Exe’ – a mill stream which ran between Exe Island and the city walls – and there cast into the water, ‘to be towed at the sturnne of a bote through the whole Exe before the weare for … [their] skoldinge’.
 ‘Scolding’, or quarrelling violently with one’s neighbours, was regarded by contemporaries as a ‘predominantly female offence’.
  The same was true of witchcraft, of course, and it seems very probable that - if the woman who was towed across the Exe in 1562 was, indeed, the same woman who was later to be accused of ‘sorcery’ in 1581 – Shorte’s long-standing reputation as a scold had helped to foster the suspicion that she was also a witch.
 
Be this as it may, the trigger for Shorte’s ultimate downfall appears to have occurred on 18 September 1580. Exactly what happened on that day we will never know, but the phrasing of the indictments suggests that Shorte had issued some kind of dark threat against the family of Richard Hewe, of Exe Island, weaver. Over the next four months, Hewe’s daughter, Maria, his son, Richard, and his wife, Dionisia, all died one by one. Soon after Dionisia’s death, which occurred on 20 March 1581, Hewe presumably accused Shorte of murdering his family through the use of ‘diabolic arts’. Formal indictments were duly drawn up, and at the next general sessions for the city, the grand jury decided that these indictments were ‘true bills’ and that Shorte had a case to answer. The petty jury - or ‘jury of life and death’ - also found the evidence against Shorte compelling, as the brief annotations which were subsequently added to the indictments make clear; Shorte was first found guilty, and then, for reasons which remain unclear, ‘reprisoned without judgement’ in the city gaol at South Gate. Her reprieve was a short one, however, for on 11 April she was ‘sentenced to be hanged’. There can be no doubt that the sentence was carried out - and quickly, too - for in the register of St Sidwells there appears the following ominous entry: ‘the ixth daie of Maie [1581] was buriede Tamson Sharte: suspensus’.
 These words make it  clear that Shorte was indeed hanged and that her body was afterwards interred in St Sidwells churchyard: the very same churchyard in which the body of that other supposed Exeter witch, Richard Wilkyns, would be interred some 30 years later. Shorte’s tragic story shows that executions of ‘witches’ in the far South West first began to occur more than a century earlier than previous scholars had thought, and must thus assure her of at least a minor place in the history of English witchcraft as a whole.   
[In the transcriptions which follow, the Latin originals of the indictments are given first, followed by English translations. I am extremely grateful to Jannine Crocker and John Draisey for making these translations - and for discussing the documents with me at length.]
[Source: Devon Record Office, Exeter City Archives, Exeter Quarter Sessions Rolls, 23 Elizabeth 1 (1580-81)]
[Document 1] ‘Inquiratur pro domina regina si Thomasina Shorte nuper de Civitate Exon in Comitatu Civitatis Exon spinster uxor Roberti Shorte xviii die Septembris Anno Regni domine Elizabeth dei gratia Anglie Frauns et Hibernie regina fidei defensoris &c xxiido dei timorem pro oculis suis non habens sed instigacione diabolica seducta & ex malicia sua precogitata quasdam malas & diabolicas artes vocates WitchCrafts, Enchantments, Charmes & Sorceries nequitiosas diabolicas & felonicas apud Civitatem Exon in Comitatu Civitatis Exon predictam usa fuit & exercuit Racione quarum quedam Maria Hewe filia Ricardi Hewe de Exilande in Comitatu Civitatis Exon predicte weaver postea scilicet decimo die Februarii Anno regni dicte domine Regine nunc xxiiido ad mortem suam devenit & vitam suam amisit Et sic predicta Thomasina eadem Mariam modo & forma predictis felonice interfecit & murderavit Contra formam Statuti inde editi & provisi & Contra pacem dicte domine Regine nunc Coronam et dignitatem suas &c’.

[On the reverse] - ‘Billa Vera’.

[Translation] Be it enquired for our lady the queen if Thomasine Shorte lately of the city of Exeter in the county of the city of Exeter, spinster, the wife of Robert Shorte, did, on the 18th of September in the twenty second year of the reign of our Lady Elizabeth, by the grace of God Queen of England, France and Ireland, defender of the faith etc, not having the fear of God before her eyes, but being moved and seduced by the devil, and by her own premeditated wickedness, wickedly, diabolically and feloniously make use of and exercise certain diabolic arts called WitchCrafts, Enchantments, Charmes & Sorceries at the city of Exeter in the county of the city of Exeter aforesaid, by reason of which Maria Hewe, the daughter of Richard Hewe, of Exiland in the county of the city of Exeter aforesaid, weaver, afterwards, that is to say, on the 10th day of February  in the twenty third year of the reign of our lady the queen was brought to her death and lost her life.  And thus the aforesaid Thomasina, in the manner and form aforesaid, feloniously killed and murdered the aforesaid Maria, contrary to the peace of our lady the present queen, her crown and her dignity, and contrary to the statute regarding the same proclaimed and provided. 
[On the reverse] - We find this to be a true bill.

[Document 2] ‘Inquiratur pro domina Regina si Thomasina Shorte nuper de Civitate Exon in Comitatu Civitatis Exon Spinster uxor Roberte Shorte xviii die Septembris Anno Regni domine Elizabeth dei gratia Anglie, Frauns et Hibernie Regine fidei defensoris &c xxiido dei timorem pro oculis suis non habens sed instigacione diabolica seducta et malicia sua precogitata quasdam malas & diabolicas artes vocatas Witchcraftes, Enchauntments, Charmes & Sorceryes nequitiosas diabolicas & felonicas apud Civitatem Exon in Comitatu Civitatis Exon predictam usa fuit & exercuit Racione quarum quedam Ricardus Hewe filius Ricardi Hewe de Exilande in Comitatu Civitatis Exon predicte weaver postea scilicet quarto die Marcii Anno regni dicte domine Regine nunc xxiii ad mortem suam devenit & vitam suam amisit  Et sic predicta Thomasina eadem Ricardo modo & forma predictis felonice interfecit & murderavit Contra formam Statuti inde editi [& provisi] & Contra pacem domine Regine nunc Coronam et dignitatatem suas &c’.

[Subsequent annotation] ‘Ponit se; Culpabablis; Catall null; reprehensa sine iudicio’
[On the reverse]
‘Roger Mace

Ric. Darke




Nichus Hatche

Johes Lewes




Ricus Hewe



Johes Tooker & those witnesses.

Thomas Gredwell

Ricu Chapell

Xpiana uxor

‘Billa Vera’.

[Translation] Be it enquired for our lady the queen if Thomasina Shorte lately of the city of Exeter in the county of the city of Exeter, spinster, the wife of Robert Shorte, did, on the 18th of September in the twenty second year of the reign of our Lady Elizabeth, by the grace of God Queen of England, France and Ireland, defender of the faith etc, not having the fear of God before her eyes, but being moved and seduced by the devil, and by her own premeditated wickedness, wickedly, diabolically and feloniously make use of and exercise certain diabolic arts called Witchcraftes, Enchauntments, Charmes & Sorceryes at the city of Exeter in the county of the city of Exeter aforesaid, by reason of which Richard Hewe, the son of Richard Hewe, of Exiland in the county of the city of Exeter aforesaid, weaver, afterwards, that is to say, on the 4th day of March  in the twenty third year of the reign of our present lady the queen was brought to his death and lost his life.  And thus the aforesaid Thomasina, in the manner and form aforesaid, feloniously killed and murdered the aforesaid Richard, contrary to the peace of our lady the present queen, her crown and her dignity, and contrary to the form of the Statute regarding the same proclaimed [and provided]. 

[Subsequent annotation] She pleaded not guilty; was found guilty; [she possesses] no goods, reprisoned without judgement.
[On the reverse] 
Roger Mace


Richard Darke




Nicholas Hatche

John Lewes




Richard Hewe




John Tooker and those witnesses.

Thomas Gredwell

Richard Chapell

Crispiana the wife [?]

We find this to be a true bill.
[Document 3] ‘Inquiratur pro domina regina si Thomasina Shorte nuper de Civitate Exon in Comitatu Civitatis Exon Spinster uxor Roberti Shorte xviii die Septembris Anno regni domine Elizabeth dei gratia Anglie, Frauns & Hibernie regina fidei defensoris &c xxii dei timorem pro oculis suis non habens sed instigacione diabolica seducta et ex malicia sua precogitata quasdam malas & diabolicas artes vocatas Witchcrafte, Enchauntments, Charmes & Sorceryes nequitiosas diabolicas & felonicas apud Civitatem Exon in Comitatus Civitatis Exon predictam usa fuit & exercuit Racione quarum quedem Dionisia Hewe uxor Ricardi Hewe de Exilande in Comitatus Civitatis predicte weaver postea scilicet xx die Marcii Anno Regni dicte domine Regina nunc xxiii apud Civitatas Exon predictam in Comitatus Civitatis predicte ad mortem suam devenit ac vitam suam amisit Et sic predicta Thomasina eadem Dionisiam modo et forma predictis felonice interfecit & murderavit Contra formam Statuti inde editi & provisi & Contra pacem dicte domine Regina nunc Coronam & dignitatatem suas &c’.

[Subsequent annotation] ‘Ponit se; Culpabalis; Catall null; reprehensa sine iudicio; iudio xi April; ide suspend’.

[On the reverse] 
‘Roger Mace

Ric. Darke




Nichus Hatche

Johes Lewes




Ricus Hewe

Elizabeth Richardes



Johes Tooker & those witnesses.

Thomas Greedwell
Johes Lawes [sic]
Richard Chapell
? Pittes
Xpiana uxor

Mariona Solde [?]’
[Translation] Be it enquired for our lady the queen if Thomasine Shorte, lately of the city of Exeter in the county of the city of Exeter, spinster, the wife of Robert Shorte, did, on the 18th of September in the twenty second year of the reign of our Lady Elizabeth, by the grace of God Queen of England, France and Ireland, defender of the faith etc, not having the fear of God before her eyes, but being moved and seduced by the devil, and by her own premeditated wickedness, wickedly, diabolically and feloniously make use of and exercise certain diabolic arts called Witchcrafte, Enchauntments, Charmes & Sorceryes at the city of Exeter in the county of the city of Exeter aforesaid, by reason of which Dionisia Hewe, the wife of Richard Hewe, of Exiland in the county of the city of Exeter aforesaid, weaver, afterwards, that is to say, on the 20th day of March  in the twenty third year of the reign of our present lady the queen was, at the city of Exeter in the county and city aforesaid, brought to her death and lost her life.  And thus the aforesaid Thomasina, in the manner and form aforesaid, feloniously killed and murdered the aforesaid Dionisia, contrary to the peace of our lady the present queen, her crown and her dignity, and contrary to the statute regarding the same proclaimed and provided. 

[Subsequent annotation] ‘She pleaded not guilty; was found guilty, [she possesses] no goods; was reprisoned without judgement; was judged on 11 April; sentenced to be hanged’.

[On the reverse]
Roger Mace

Richard Darke




Nicholas Hatche
John Lewes




Richard Hewe

Elizabeth Richardes




John Tooker and those witnesses.

Thomas Greedwell
John Lawes [sic]

Richard Chapell
[?] Pittes

Crispiana the wife [?]
Marion Solde [?]
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