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MATTHEW HOPKINS – “Witch-Finder General”
Witches.  The East was full of them.  But one man planned to change all that, to remove the Devil’s emissaries from God’s own lands.  His name was Matthew Hopkins and he was able to use the Civil War to bring about England’s worst-ever witchcraft persecution.  

The whole East burned with Hopkins’ terrible light as witch-hunts sprang up everywhere.  We don’t know exactly how many died; estimates vary from one hundred to three times that number.  But regardless of numbers, everyone in the area was afflicted by fear of witches and fear of being thought a witch.

Hopkins was able to amass a large amount of evidence from local people who disliked or feared the accused.  Hopkins actively sought out complainants by riding up and down the countryside asking people if there were any witches in the locale.  He found fertile ground in communities where neighbours harboured grudges against each other that went back decades.  Many were willing and eager to testify.  Religious divisions became a factor as well.

Modern historians sometimes think Hopkins was motivated by simple lust, but his choice of women suggests otherwise.  He chose old women, not beautiful young girls.

Hopkins likely saw his actions as heroic as he believed he was trying to help these women.  However, most likely he was motivated by money as he was paid for each trial that occurred.

Excerpt from “The English Civil War” by Diane Purkiss
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Quick Facts on Witches in the 1500s.

James 1 wrote an 80 page book on witches called “Daemononlogie.” He was very interested in the topic and brought his enthusiasm to England when he became king.  

1. People have always believed in witches, but usually blamed for destroying crops in the middle ages and nothing worse.

2. Witches have also been put on Trial – before 1500 no more than 6 put on trial and killed.

3. 1560-1760: Europe obsessed with persecuting witches. Estimates: 100,000-3 million killed. 

(Why now – Roman Catholic Church claimed witches were linked with the devil.  
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(Document called “malleus maleficarum” – explained how to torture witches and to tell if they were possessed by the devil. 

-In one German village, only one woman survived the witch hunts.
“Ordeals” were terrible tests to determine if a person was a witch.
A. Would poke all moles on body with a sharp knife if they did not bleed, or caused no pain, then a person was a witch. If they bled or caused pain, then more “ordeals” were necessary because that witch must be very good at hiding the fact that she was in league with the devil. 
B. Old widowed women with Cats… or… A WITCH!
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C. Ducking chair: dunked into water with toes tied to thumbs and brought up until they drowned. (Devil would protect his followers)
D. Throw off of a cliff, if they flew they were a witch

E. Warts and moles could mean you were a witch. 
F. Thrown into lake, if they swam, they were a witch, if they drowned, they were human.

G. Pins were used to poke parts of body where “witches” could not feel pain. If you did not feel pain, you were a witch – if you did, you were tortured until you admitted you were a witch.

H. If a black cat, toad, frog or mouse was in your house or near the area you were tortured you were considered a witch. Anyone in class have any of these as pets?... WITCH!!!!
What to do when you found out a person was a witch

I. Torture was legal; most judges did not think the women were witches, but feared the mob would come after them, so they sentenced the ladies nonetheless. Also, under severe torture, most people will admit to anything, even if it is untrue. 
J: Possible execution methods: Hanged, Burned, Pressed to death (using two doors with heavy rocks on them)

