11

Witchcraft in Exeter:
The Cases of John and Elizabeth Crosse, 1615-26 
In two articles published in this journal in 2009-10, I reported the discovery of a number of previously un-noted indictments for witchcraft - all of them drawn up between 1580 and 1610 - in the records of the Exeter quarter sessions court.
 Now, I have unearthed three more new indictments relating to a witchcraft case of 1615, and a collection of hitherto overlooked depositions and indictments relating to a witchcraft case of 1625-26. Together, these documents - most of which are reproduced at the end of the present article - tell the remarkable story of an Exeter couple who, for more than a decade, aroused the darkest suspicions among their neighbours.  The story - or at least that part of it which we can now recover - began on 1 July 1614, when Elizabeth Crosse, the wife of John Crosse, a blacksmith and a resident of the populous suburban parish of St Sidwells, was alleged to have bewitched a certain Juliana Slocombe, ‘spinster’ (possibly a very young woman or a child).
 From that day onwards, the unfortunate Juliana became ‘perilously ill’, and it may well have been her lamentable condition - and the conviction that Elizabeth Crosse was responsible for it - which now caused local apprehension to attach itself to Crosse’s husband, too. On 1 November, so it was later claimed, John Crosse bewitched a sow and fourteen piglets belonging to Richard Patye, of St Sidwells, baker, together with three other pigs belonging to the same man, causing all of the animals to sicken. Meanwhile, Juliana Slocombe had continued to ‘languish’ and in December 1614 she died and was buried in St Sidwells church-yard.
 Juliana’s death can only have served to heighten the growing suspicions that Elizabeth Crosse was a witch, and when Richard Patye’s wife, Margaret, fell seriously ill in April 1615, she laid the blame for her plight at Crosse’s door. This was clearly the last straw, as far as some local people were concerned. Representations were made to the city magistrates and in July 1615 both John and Elizabeth Crosse were formally charged with witchcraft at the Exeter quarter sessions court.   
At the time that the charges were brought, it was only five years since another alleged ‘witch’ - accused, like the Crosses, of enchanting both people and animals in St Sidwells - had been tried, found guilty, and executed at the city gallows at Magdalen Hill Head.
 The Crosses were now in grave peril of their lives, therefore, but, fortunately for them, the members of the grand jury - the body which was responsible for determining which cases should and should not proceed to trial - were clearly unconvinced by much of the evidence which had been produced against the blacksmith and his wife. Of the three indictments which had been drawn up against the Crosses, two – those relating to the supposed bewitching of Margaret Patye and of Richard Patye’s pigs - are endorsed with the single word ‘ignoramus’, showing that the grand jurors had decided to throw them out. John Crosse was now off the hook, therefore, but his wife may not have been, for the third indictment - that which relates to Elizabeth Crosse’s supposed bewitching of Juliana Slocombe - bears no endorsement. This leaves open the possibility that the third indictment was found to be a ‘true bill’ and that Elizabeth was duly tried by the city justices for witchcraft. Indeed, the fact that - in the testimony which he was later to give in 1625 - Richard Patye made specific reference to ‘the arraynment of Crosse his wife’ some years before makes it seem probable that this was the case. Yet, if Elizabeth did undergo a formal trial in July 1615, she was clearly found not guilty and released, for in March 1619 she resurfaces in the quarter sessions records: this time acting as a witness to an assault on a woman in Southernhay.

John and Elizabeth Crosse may have triumphed over their accusers in 1615, but the rumours about Elizabeth, in particular, did not go away, and ten years later, she was again reported to the city justices as a suspected witch. On 7 June 1625, five witnesses - including Richard and Margaret Patye - came forward to testify against Elizabeth. Their depositions - reproduced below - make fascinating reading and show that the Patyes not only remained convinced that their previous misfortunes had been directly  attributable to the Crosses’ malice, but also believed that, after having successfully eluded justice in 1615, Elizabeth Crosse had simply stepped up her campaign against them. Thus Margaret claimed that, no sooner had she recovered from the previous ‘infirmities’ which Elizabeth had visited upon her than the blacksmith’s wife had, quite literally, struck again: giving her ‘a thrust in the brest, soe that this enformant hath never sithence byne able to give her children sucke in that brest as formerlie she hath done’. Richard, for his part, testified not only that he had lost 80 more pigs since Crosse’s previous ‘arraynement’, but also that he himself had been taken extremely ill, and had been ‘like to die for the space of 18 dayes’, until he had sought help from ‘one Henry Rutley of Broadclist … [who] sent him some things whereby he was cured’. Rutley was clearly one of those reputed workers of beneficent magic who were known as ‘cunning folk’ and it is evident from the Patyes’ testimonies that they had consulted several such occult practitioners during the course of their long-running feud with Crosse.
 (That Rutley was an inhabitant of the East Devon village of Broadclyst is particularly intriguing because we know that, some 30 years later, an Exeter woman who believed her husband to be bewitched would once again apply to a resident of Broadclyst - though this time a woman - for assistance.
)
The three other witnesses against Elizabeth were John Willton, Sybilla Whitemore and Elizabeth Beere. Willton, a junior apothecary, claimed that - ever since an argument he had had with Elizabeth at her husband’s house earlier that year, while the blacksmith was ‘drenching’ (or administering medicine to) two of Willton’s master’s horses - he had not only suffered from poor health, but had also found himself unable to perform routine tasks - such as concocting medicines and letting patients’ blood - as effectively as he had done in the past. Whitemore alleged that, ever since her own husband, who was clearly another smith, had fallen out with Elizabeth two years before, he had been unable to manufacture iron, despite having changed his suppliers several times. Whitemore also deposed that nine members of her household had been sick at one time - including a child who, despite having developed a prodigious appetite, had nevertheless continued to ‘consume in bodie’ - and made it clear that she blamed Elizabeth for this misfortune, too. Beere, finally, reported that she had been told by a neighbour, one Anstice Furnis, that she believed herself to have received some ‘hurt’ from Elizabeth Crosse. Beere was fair-minded enough to admit, however, that, when she had told Crosse of this, and persuaded her and Furnis to talk to each other - perhaps with a view to effecting a reconciliation - Crosse had gone down on her knees and sworn that she ‘wished God would shew her [as?] an example if she did knowe what belongs to bee a witch’. It is hard not to suspect that Crosse’s dramatic behaviour on this occasion reflected the mental distress which living under the constant imputation of being a sorceress must surely have caused her.  
Having examined all of the witnesses, the justices evidently felt that Crosse had a case to answer, for Richard Patye and John Willton were bound over to give evidence against her at the next general sessions, which were scheduled to be held at the Guildhall on 11 July.
  Two other men, John Penny and Marmaduke Bevercombe, agreed to stand as sureties for Crosse’s appearance before the court on that occasion: a fact which suggests that the blacksmith’s wife had been granted bail.
 As Penny and Bevercombe were both city constables, however, an alternative possibility is that they had simply agreed to ensure that Elizabeth was committed to the city prison in the South Gate and then brought from there, in four weeks’ time, to appear before the justices.
 
In the event, it would be almost a year before Crosse’s case came to trial. In July, plague broke out in Exeter and - with the disease running rampant throughout the city - the sittings of the quarter sessions court were repeatedly postponed over the following months.
 As a result, it was not until January 1626 that Crosse finally re-appeared before the magistrates and even then - perhaps because of the very grave danger which ‘the sickness’ continued to pose - it was decided to defer formal consideration of her case until the next general sessions.
  By now, most of Crosse’s alleged victims - including John Willton, Sybilla Whitemore, Robert Whitemore and no fewer than four of the Whitemores’ children were dead - having presumably succumbed to the plague.
  Richard and Margaret Patye were still very much alive, though, and still determined to pursue their case against the blacksmith’s wife. At the general sessions held on 17 April 1626, two formal indictments were presented against Elizabeth Crosse: both of them clearly based on the testimonies which the Patyes had given before the justices during the preceding June.    
The first indictment charged Crosse with having wasted 80 of Richard Patye’s pigs in March 1623, while the second charged her with having bewitched Margaret Patye in December 1622, causing her to become dangerously ill.
  As we have seen, the Exeter grand jurors had refused to indict John and Elizabeth Crosse on remarkably similar charges just eleven years before, but the jurors empanelled in April 1626 were clearly convinced by the evidence which had been presented to them, for both of the indictments are endorsed with the words ‘billa vera’ (i.e. ‘we find this to be a true bill’). As a result, Elizabeth Crosse was duly put on trial for witchcraft, but - perhaps for a second time - the court threw out the charges against her, for both indictments are annotated on the front with the words ‘po se [;] non cul’ (i.e. ‘she pleads not guilty; she is found not guilty’).
 We must presume, therefore, that, once the trial was over, Elizabeth was released from custody and permitted to return to her house in St Sidwell’s.
What happened to Elizabeth after April 1626 remains unclear, for the time being at least, but a chance reference to ‘Crosses the smith’s [house]’ by the ‘lane going into Southe[r]nhay’ in a document compiled at the beginning of the Civil War suggests that John Crosse, like his wife, survived the great plague of 1625 and that he continued to ply his trade outside the East Gate for many years to come.
 The Patyes certainly continued to live on in St Sidwell’s for the rest of their lives, Margaret being buried in the churchyard there in 1641 and Richard in 1650.
 It is hard to believe that the Crosses and the Patyes can ever have become reconciled, though - or indeed that any of those who were involved in the two Exeter witch-trials of 1615 and 1625-26 can ever have put their memories of those sinister episodes entirely behind them.
I – The Indictments of 1615
[Source: Devon Heritage Centre, Exeter City Archives, Exeter Quarter Sessions Roll, 13 James I (1615-16)]
[Document 1]  Civitas Exon: Inquiratur pro d[omi]no rege si Elizabeth … [tear] Joh[anni]s Crosse de parochia S[an]c[t]e Sativole in com[itatu] civitat[is] predi[cte] blacksmith primo die Julii Anno Regni d[omi]ni n[ost]ri Jacobi dei grat[ia] Anglie ffraunc[ie] et Hib[er]nie Regis fidei defensor[is] &c Duodecimo … timorem dei pre occulis suis non h[ab]ens sed instigacione diabolica mota et seduct[a] quasdam artes et incantac[i]ones diabolicas et detestandas Anglic[e] dict[as] Witchcrafte & Sorcery ex malitia sua precogitata nequiter et felonic[e] practitavit et exercuit apud predictam p[ar]ochia[m] S[an]c[t]e Sativole in com[itatu] Civit[atis] pr[e]d[icte] in et sup[er] corpus cui[u]sdam Julian Slocombe de p[ar]ochia[m] S[an]c[t]e Sativole predict[a] Spinster qua[rum] quidem artium et incantac[i]on[um] diabolica[rum] et detestanda[rum] rac[i]o[n]e eadem Juliana Slocome p[er] predictam Elizabeth Crosse in corpor[e] suo lesa fuit et a predicto primo Julii anno supr[a]d[ict]o usque decim[um] quartum diem Decembris tunc p[ro]x[ime] sequent p[er]icolosissime et mortalit[er] egrotabat et languebat ac eadem xiiii die eiusdem mensis Decembris p[er] easdem artes et incantac[i]ones diabolicas et detestand[as] eadem Julian Slocomb apud predict[am] parochiam S[an]c[t]e Sativole in com[itatu] civitat[is] predict[e] obi[it] et sic eadem Elizabeth Crosse predict Julian Slocombe apud predict[am] parochiam S[an]c[t]e Sativole in eod[em] com[itatu] civit[atis] pred[icte] ex malicia sua precogitat[a] felonic[e] interfecit et murderavit contra pacem dict[i] d[omi]ni Regis aut coronam et dignitat[em] suas et contra formam statut[i] inde edit[i] & p[ro]vis[i]’.

[On the reverse] John Slocombe & Cornelia Slocombe; Marie the wife of Thomas Humfrye; Julian the wife of John Robins; Anne Baker.

[Translation] City of Exeter. Be it enquired for our lord the king if Elizabeth … [wife of] John Crosse of the parish of St Sidwell in the county and city aforesaid, blacksmith, on the first day of July in the year of the reign of our sovereign lord James, by the Grace of God, of England, France and Ireland King, defender of the faith &c, the twelfth [i.e. 1 July 1614] … not having the fear of God before her eyes, but being moved and seduced by the instigation of the devil, did wickedly and feloniously practice and exercise certain diabolical and hateful arts and enchantments, in English called Witchcrafte & Sorcerye, due to her premeditated wickedness, at the aforesaid parish of St Sidwell, in the county and city aforesaid, in and upon the body of Julian Slocombe of the aforesaid parish of St Sidwell, spinster, by reason of which diabolical arts and enchantments the same Juliana Slocombe, by the aforesaid Elizabeth Crosse, suffered powerful bodily injury, and from the foresaid 1 July of the year above said until the 14th day of December then following was perilously and fatally ill and languished [thus]. And on the same 14th day of that month of December, by reason of the same diabolic and hateful arts and enchantments, the same Julian Slocombe died at the aforesaid parish of St Sidwell in the county of the city aforesaid. And thus [that] the same Elizabeth Crosse feloniously killed and murdered the aforesaid Julian Slocombe at the aforesaid parish of St Sidwell in the county of the city aforesaid by her premeditated wickedness, contrary to the peace of our lord the king aforesaid, and his crown and dignity, and contrary to the form of the statute regarding the same proclaimed and provided.

[On the reverse] John Slocombe & Cornelia Slocombe; Marie the wife of Thomas Humfrye; Julian the wife of John Robins; Anne Baker.

[Document 2] Civitas Exon: Inquirat[ur] pro d[omi]no rege si Joh[ann]es Crosse de parochia S[an]c[t]e Sativole in com[itatu] civit[atis] Exon[ie] blacksmith Primo die Novembris Anno Regni d[omi]ni n[ost]ri Jacobi dei grat[ia] Anglie ffraunc[ie] et Hib[er]nie Reg[is] fidei defensor[is] &c duodecimo … timorem dei pre occulis suis non h[ab]ens sed instigacione diabolica seduct[us] quasdam artes et incantac[i]ones diabolicas et detestand[as] Anglic[e] dict[as] Witchcrafte & Sorcery ex malitia sua precogitat[a] nequit[er] et felonic[e] practitavit et exercuit apud predictam parochial[m] S[an]c[t]e Sativole in com[itatu] civit[atis] pr[e]d[icte] sup[er] una[m] suem et quattuorde[ci]m porculos anglic[e] one sowe & ffowerteen young pigges precii quadragint[a] solid[orum] et tre[s] alios porcos precii vigint[i] solid[orum] de bon[is] et catt[allis] cuiusdam Rich[ard] Patye de parochia S[an]c[t]e Sativole predict[a] baker, p[er] quas quidem artes et incantac[i]ones diabolicas pred[ict]i porci incantat[i] fuere p[er] pr[e]d[ictam] Joh[an]nem Crosse, ita quod pr[e]d[icti] porci valde deteriorati fuer[unt] ad grave dampum ips[i]us Richard Paty, Et sic idem Joh[an]em Crosse in parochia et com[itatu] predict[is] die et anno predict[is] eos porcis incantavit, contra forma[m] diversor[um] statut[orum] inde edit[orum] & p[ro]vis[orum].

[On the reverse] Giles Lee, Henry Row, Agnes Brier, Henry Wade, Johes ffursdon, John Stephens.

[Endorsed] Ignoramus

[Translation] City of Exeter. Be it enquired for our lord the king if John Crosse of the parish of St Sidwell in the county and city of Exeter, blacksmith, on the first day of November in the year of the reign of our sovereign lord James, by the Grace of God, of England, France and Ireland King, defender of the faith &c, the twelfth [i.e. 1 November 1614] … not having the fear of God before his eyes, but being seduced by the instigation of the devil, did wickedly and feloniously practice and exercise certain diabolical and hateful arts and enchantments, in English called Witchcrafte & Sorcerye, due to his premeditated wickedness, at the aforesaid parish of St Sidwell, in the county and city aforesaid, upon … one sow and fourteen young pigs worth 40 shillings and three other pigs worth 20 shillings, being the goods and chattels of a certain Richard Patye of the aforesaid parish of St Sidwell, baker, by reason of which diabolic arts and enchantments the aforesaid pigs were bewitched by the aforesaid John Crosse, so that the aforesaid pigs powerfully deteriorated, to the grave damage of the same Richard Patye, And thus the same John Crosse, in the aforesaid parish and county, on the day and in the year aforesaid, bewitched those pigs, contrary to the form of the several statutes regarding the same proclaimed and provided.

[On the reverse] Giles Lee, Henry Row, Agnes Brier, Henry Wade, John ffursdon, John Stephens.

[Endorsed] We find this to be no true bill.
[Document 3] Civitas Exon: Jur[ati] pro d[omi]no Rege … [tear] quod Elizabetha uxor Joh[ann]is Crosse de parochia S[an]c[t]e Sativole in com[itatu] civit[atis] Exon[ie], blacksmith, decimo octavo die Aprilis Anno Reg[ni] d[omi]ni n[ost]ri Jacobi dei grat[ia] Angli[e] Ffraun[cie] at Hib[er]nie Reg[is] fidei defensor[is] &c decimo tertio … timorem dei p[re] oculis suis non habens sed instigac[i]one diabolica seducta quasdam artes et incantac[i]ones diabolicas et detestand[as] Anglic[e] dict[as] Witchcrafte and Sorcerye ex malitia sua precogitat[a] nequit[er] et felonic[e] practitavit et exercuit, apud pred[ictam] parochiam S[an]c[t]e Sativole in com[itatu] civit[at]is predict[e] in et sup[er] corpus Margarete Patye ad tunc et nunc uxor[is] Rich[ard]i Patye de parochia S[an]c[t]e Sativole predicta, baker, p[er] quas quidem artes et incantac[i]ones diabolicas et detestand[as] ead[em] Margaret Patye tunc et ib[ide]m in corpore suo valde lesa debilita, et peiorat[a] fuit et adhuc existit, Et sic eadem Elizabeth Crosse ea[n]d[em] Margaret felonice et diabolice incantavit contra pacem dic[ti] d[omi]ni reg[is] nunc coron[am] et dignat[em] suas et contra formam statut[i] inde edit[i] et p[ro]vis[i]:/.

[On the reverse] Margaret Patye.

[Endorsed] Ignoramus

[Translation] City of Exeter: The jurors for our lord the king … [present] that Elizabeth, the wife of John Crosse of the parish of St Sidwell in the county and city of Exeter, blacksmith, on the 18th of April in the year of the reign of our sovereign lord, James, by the grace of God, King of England, France and Ireland, defender of the faith, etc, the thirteenth [i.e. 18 April 1615] … not having the fear of God before her eyes, but being seduced by the instigation of the devil, did wickedly and feloniously practice and exercise certain diabolical and hateful arts and enchantments, called in English Witchcraft and Sorcery, due to her premeditated wickedness, at the aforesaid parish of St Sidwell, in the county and city aforesaid, in and on the body of Margaret Patye, then and now the wife of Richard Patye, of the parish of St Sidwell aforesaid, baker, by reason of which diabolical and hateful arts and enchantments the same Margaret Patye then and at that place was powerfully injured and bodily deteriorated and until now thus remains, And thus that the same Elizabeth Crosse feloniously and diabolically enchanted the same Margaret, contrary to the peace of our lord the present king, his crown and dignity, and contrary to the form of the statute regarding the same proclaimed and provided.

[On the reverse] Margaret Patye.

[Endorsed] We find this to be no true bill.

II: The Depositions of 1625

[Source: Devon Heritage Centre; Exeter City Archives, Quarter Sessions Order Book, Book 62 (1621-30), ff. 250-250v]
[f. 250] Cor[am] Thoma Crossing, Ar[migero], Maior[e] & al[ii]s Justic[iariis] 7 die Junii Anno Regni … [Charles I] Primo 1625

John Willton of the Cittie of Exon Apothecarie enformeth that the Wednesday after Ashwednesdaye last he being att one John Crosse his house a smith with two of his Master’s horses to drunch for which hee brought stuffe from his Master’s horses [sic – slip for ‘house’?] to doe it and as one of them was drunchen the said Crosse his wief did take away parte of the drunch which the other horse should have had & putt it behind a wall, then this enformant came to her & said you had noe need to do soe to my Master, for you might have gonne & had some from him & not wronge his horses, then she answered, it is noe matter what haste donne [sic] for within this fortnight thou shall wish thou hadst not donne itt, then this enformant said againe you might have had twice from my Master & he doth pay your husband for his paines, then the said Crosse his wief said thou shall wish thou hadst not done it, & further hee informeth that ever sithence that tyme he findes his bodie worse than he had wonte to bee & whatsoever he takes in hand hee cannott bring the same to any effecte as formerlie he hath often done, as namelie for making of surrips & letting of any one bloud & he believeth in his conscience those things are fallen unto him by reason of the said Crosse his wief.

Elizabeth the wief of William Beere informeth that about half a yere sithence one Anstice Furnis did tell this enformant that one Elizabeth Crosse hath donne her hurt as she did thinke and then this enformant asked whie she should think soe, she said she could not tell unles it was once that she did aske apples of her. Then this enformant told the said Crosse his wief of it & brought the said Anstice Furnis & the said Elizabeth Crosse to talke together & there the said Crosse his wief did sweare & fall downe on her knees & wished that God would shew her an example if she did knowe what belongs to bee a witch. 

Sybilla the wief of Robert Whitemore enformeth that about two yeres sithence this enformants husband & the said Crosse did falle out & this enformant farther saith that after that tyme her husband could not make any iron to worke although they bought Iron of divers merchants, and that there were nyne of her household sicke att one tyme & she had one Child was sicke & would eate soe much as any 3 men could eate & yet did consume in bodie, & she doth thincke in her conscience that the said Crosse his wief did her & hers hurte.
[f.250v] Richard Patie enformeth that about : 3 : or : 4 : yeres sithence he beinge in the market many tymes to buye corne one tyme he bought two bushells of wheate & brought [them] to his dore, he goeinge to take the same from the horse, his wief holding the horse by the head neare the stalle the said Crosses wief did come & thrust in betweene the stalle & his wief, & then the said Crosse’s wife sware by the leife of Christ that she would dwell in that house within this 7 yeres. Then this enformant’s wief said that she should witch away 3 lives, & then within : 3 : or : 4: dayes he this enformant was taken sicke that he was like to die for the space of 18 dayes, & then he sent to one Henrie Rutley of Broadclist & he sent him some thinges whereby he was cured, & that before the Arraynement of the said Crosse his wief he had a sowe and 14 piggs died which is neare about 8 : yeres, And sithence that tyme he hath lost neare about fowerscore which was ended about: two yeres sithence att which tyme he gott helpe for them & for this two yeres last past he hath not lost any pigg but they doe all prosper well.  

Margaret the wief of Richard Patie informeth that about 4 yeres sithence this informante having byn in the Cittie for providing of some necessaries & retourning homewards againe to her house in St Sidwells in the Heigh Streete neare the little cunditt she espied the said Elizabeth Crosse comyinge into the Cittie, which said Elizabeth seing this enformant goeing in the streete she the said Elizabeth crossed the streete (being by the other side) towards this enformant, & this enformant havinge byne formerlie advised by some that had undertaken to cure her of other infirmities wherewithal she had bynne formerlie troubled with (by the meanes of the said Elizabeth as this enformant conseaved) that att the next tyme she mett her she should take the walle of her, yet this enformant fearing her, she this enformant betooke herself within a Porch where she stayed soe longe as that the said Elizabeth might well have passed quietlie by her, yet the said Elizabeth made some delay & stopp & wayted such tyme as when this informant came forth of the said Porch againe, the said Elizabeth mett this enformant full att the Poste of the Porch & went betweene the post & this informant, & gave this informant a thrust in the brest soe that this enformant hath never sithence byne able to give her children sucke in that brest as formerlie she hath done having then a sucking child, & since two others and this enformant saith further that she went in great payne by reason thereof manye dayes afterwards.
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