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Exporting the Devil across the
North Sea: John Cunningham
and the Finnmark Witch-Hunt

Liv Helene Willumsen

European witchcraft trials were unevenly distributed from one district
to a neighbouring one. The question why this happened still has to
be answered, but there is consensus among witchcraft scholars that
a complex of several factors together caused the trials, including top-
down as well as bottom-up explanation models. This chapter will
concentrate on the personal factor: how governmental representatives
influenced the upsurge of witchcraft trials in their areas. One person,
the Scotsman John Cunningham, and his influence on the seventeenth-
century witch-hunt in Finnmark, the northernmost district of Norway,
of which he was governor, will be highlighted.
In this chapter, it will be argued that John Cunningham’s appoint-
ment in 1619 announced a new era for the Finnmark witch-hunt -
a witch-hunt that had started in 1601 and would continue till 1692.
This remote region experienced one of the most intense witch-hunts
in Europe, relative to its population. Whereas the first two decades of
the Finnmark witchcraft trials were focused on traditional sorcery car-
ried out on an individual basis, Cunningham added new ideas. These
ideas centred about the learned doctrine of demonology and referred to
witchcraft performed on a collective basis, with the Devil’s pact as its
core.! When these thoughts were introduced into the witch-hunt, they
changed judicial practice as well as the contents of the accused persons’
confessions. Demonological ideas appeared in the court records. A spe-
cific Scottish connection can be argued on linguistic grounds; there are
strong indications that expressions found in the accused persons’ con-

fessions during the Scottish witchcraft trials are also found in similar
contexts in Finnmark.
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John Cunningham entered the service of the Danish-Norwegian King
Christian IV on 7 June 1603, employed as a naval captain under
the name of Hanns Keningham.? The employment had effect from
20 January 1603. Cunningham was installed as district governor of
Vardehus and Finnmark on 26 March 1619.3 He was based at Vardghus
Castle, near the Russian border. He kept his position as district governor
until 1651, the year that he died.*

Cunningham'’s life was a varied one, even before he moved to the
extreme north of Europe in 1619. He was an illegitimate son of John
Cunningham of Barns, who had a son, John, who was legitimated on
16 April 1596.5 He was probably born in ¢.1575. Barns was in the
parish of Crail in Fife. Our John Cunningham’s grandfather was William
Cunningham of West Barns, from whom a continuous line of ances-
tors may be traced.® William Cunningham was the head of a large
family, whose members can be traced in archival sources buying and
selling property to each other related to marriage and death.” They
were well-to-do people, burgesses of Crail with influence in local society.
John Cunningham’s contemporary relative Alexander Cunningham has
a memorial inside the kirk of Crail, a carved oak panel with the initials
A. C. on either side of the family coat of arms, a shake-fork with a star in
chief.? John Cunningham'’s own coat of arms survives in Norway; this
also has a shake-fork with a star in chief, with the name Hans Koninck,
and in addition a unicorn. It is carved on the pulpit of the old Varde
church, today preserved in Trondheim.?

Unlike several of his cousins, John Cunningham did not study at the
nearby University of St Andrews.'® He was a man of the sea, and prob-
ably had more in common with his relative Alan Cunningham, who
in 1600 paid money to get an English merchant ship released from the
Dunkirker, a Spanish warship."" In several contexts John Cunningham is
said ‘to have travelled much and far, before he settled in Denmark’,"”
to have been a ‘widely travelled’ man'* and to have looked widely
around in the world.™ It has also been suggested that Cunningham was
employed in the Danish navy due to his knowledge of ‘Arctic waters’.'s
A contemporary source says that in his younger years Cunningham
had sailed to ‘Frisland’ and other land towards the western side of
the Atlantic.'® When John Cunningham entered the service of King
Christian IV, it was on King James’s ‘request and recommendation’."”
Cunningham was allegedly sent to the Danish king in a costly ship at
King James's coronation, thus giving rise to the name Kening Hans.'®

&
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John Cunningham married in Copenhagen in 1607, with King Christian
IV present.'?

There was a friendly relationship between King James and King
Christian at the time Cunningham was employed, with frequent
exchange of letters during the summer of 1603. James was invited
to Denmark for the baptism of Christian’s newborn son, though he
declined to cross the North Sea again.? Cunningham must have
been favoured by James in the years before he left for Denmark, and
this favour continued after 1603. As a result of an apparent contro-
versy between Cunningham and King Christian in 1605, Cunningham
contacted King James, who wrote to his brother-in-law that

the noble man, John Cunningham, descended from Scotland, who
wished to devote his work to Your Serene Highness, we owe and
give you our great thanks; and we thank you even more because he
acknowledges and professes that he was received very kindly. What
therefore, is there that we are requesting of Your Serene Highness on
his behalf? Certainly that he may always be deemed worthy of the
same kind and generous will, because that fact might seem doubtful
to him. But since we favour him and wish him well, it will be very
pleasing to us if he feels that your kindness has been strengthened
and increased more and more at our request. And this will be reck-
oned by us as among the very many other proofs and indications of
your good will toward us.?!

The letter shows that King James knew Cunningham well and wanted
him to be treated with respect. Christian 1V seems to have taken the
request seriously, because shortly afterwards Cunningham was entrusted
with a difficult and important task. He was appointed captain of the
ship Trost (Thrush), one of three ships which left Denmark in May 1605
on an expedition to Greenland.? The principal pilot of the Trost, James
Hall, portrayed his captain in his diary as an eminent seaman and strong
leader — loyal to the king, uncompromising, persevering and decisive.??
When the ship encountered great icebergs near Greenland, the men
were determined to return home, but ‘the Captaine as an honest and
resolute Gentleman stood by mee, protesting to stand by me so long as
his blood was warme, for the good of the Kings Majestie, who had set
us forth, and also to the performing of the Voyage’.?* During this expe-
dition several places in Greenland were put on the map, among them
Mount Cunningham, Queen Anne’s Cape and ‘King Christianus Foord

|fiord]'. >
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However, Cunningham’s unsavoury qualities should not be over-
looked. He was characterised by people who met him as a strange and
peculiar man, especially when drunk.? During the 1605 expedition,
two men from the crew, ‘both being Malefactors’, were set ashore in
Greenland, with some provisions to keep them alive.?” The ship brought
back to Denmark four natives from Greenland and, because they were
troublesome on board, Cunningham shot one of them to make an
example of him. The other three were taken to Denmark, and reportedly
behaved well and attracted public interest.?

The following year, 1606, King Christian sent an expedition of five
ships to Greenland.”” John Cunningham was this time captain of the
ship Den rade Love (The red lion).* During this expedition he made a
landing on the Labrador coast of modern Canada. It has been pointed
out that ‘by laying claim to Greenland on behalf of Christian IV he iron-
ically placed his two benefactors at loggerheads'.3! After the expeditions
to Greenland, Cunningham was for several years a sea captain in the
North Sea.?? He took part in the Calmar War between Denmark-Norway
and Sweden (1611-1613), initially as captain of the Leopard.®® In 1612,
Cunningham was captain of the David, another royal ship.> In time of
peace he was often sent out ‘to control the monarchy’s territorial waters’,
especially the passage through @resund.?

The new district governor of Finnmark, therefore, was a good seafarer,
a man who could take quick decisions and deal with unexpected prob-
lems, and a loyal servant. In addition, he was a person who was trusted
to deal with the witches of the north - a problem of which the king had
become aware during his visit to the northernmost parts of his kingdom,
Finnmark and Kola, in 1599.% The ethnic conditions in the very north
of King Christian’s kingdom were distinctive, with Norwegian and Sami
populations living side by side. Sami males had a reputation for sor-
cery all over Europe at the time, being particularly well versed in selling
wind to seafarers.” The new century made the king even more con-
cerned about the danger of sorcery. The sudden death in 1601 of the
governor of Finnmark, Hans Olsen Kofoed, was blamed on Sami sorcery,
and the result was the first two witchcraft trials in Finnmark of Christen
the Tailor and the Sami Morten Olsen.*® No wonder that Christian IV
in 1609 wrote to the next district governor, Claus Gagge, warning him
to beware of witchcraft, especially Sami sorcery, and to show no mercy
in such cases.” One of the main reasons for Cunningham’s appoint-
ment was allegedly the king’s expectation that he would prosecute Sami
sorcerers with a strong hand.*

——c
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Cleansing Finnmark of witches was only one of several demanding tasks
Cunningham had to undertake as district governor. The king needed
a strong man in several respects watching the northern borders of
his kingdom. The fortress of Vardehus had to guard the borders and
the king's seas. The fortress had to be expanded. Churches had to be
repaired.?! Taxes had to be collected even in the most remote areas,
among them the border areas towards Russia and Sweden. In some of
these areas, for instance Kola, Russia also collected taxes. Cunningham
applied in 1621 to cancel the taxation journey to Kola in order to save
expenses, but the king ordered that he should continue.*? The same
point was repeated related to the Swedes.*

Finnmark had approximately 3,000 inhabitants in 1600, mainly peas-
ants and fishermen.** The Bergen trade was important to the economy:
fishermen from the north of Norway sailed with small cargo boats called
‘jekter’ to Bergen to sell stockfish in exchange for flour and other types
of food.* The Bergen merchants, with roots going back to the Hanseatic
League, had a monopoly of the Finnmark trade. However, in the period
1500-1650, the economy had shifted from expansion to stagnation.*
People struggled to pay their taxes, and Cunningham applied success-
fully in 1628 to the king to get tax relief for the common people due to
poor fisheries over many years."

111

The Finnmark witchcraft trials changed character after Cunningham’s
arrival in 1619. The number of trials increased enormously from 1620
onwards, as the first panic started that year. Whereas before 1620
the focus was on traditional sorcery, there was now a shift towards
demonological ideas, as seen through questions posed during inter-
rogation as well as through the accused persons’ confessions. While
prosecutions of men and Sami sorcery often occurred during the first
two decades of the witch-hunt in Finnmark, prosecutions of women
and demonological witchcraft came to the fore after 1620. Traditional
Sami sorcery was seen as an individual skill, displaying inherent mag-
ical power. Contrary to this was witchcraft learned from a pact with
the Devil. Collective performance of witchcraft took over, highlighting
witches’ meetings and collective witchcraft operations.*® The district of
Finnmark was administratively divided into East Finnmark and West
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Finnmark. East Finnmark bordered to Russia and included the fishing
villages Varde and Vadse, with Vardehus Castle as the most important
place. West Finnmark covered the western part of the district, including
the fishing villages Hammerfest and Honningsvdg. Whereas witchcraft
trials in Finnmark before 1620 were scattered in East as well as West
Finnmark, after 1620 the witchcraft trials were centred round Vardshus
Castle. So we see changes around 1620 related to the scale, the content
and the location of the trials.

During the whole period of the Finnmark witchcraft trials, 135 per-
sons were accused of witchcraft.*” Of these, ninety-one persons were
executed, an execution rate of 67 per cent. Among the accused per-
sons, 82 per cent were females and 18 per cent males. This is similar
to the percentage we find in most European countries, wherein women
were clearly in the majority.’® However, in a few countries and areas,
for instance Iceland, Estonia, Russia and Normandy, fewer than half of
those who were accused of witchcraft were women.5! The male domi-
nance was particularly clear in Iceland, where accusations were based on
maleficium, not demonology. Only ten out of one hundred and twenty
witchcraft trials concerned women, and only one woman was burned
out of twenty-two in total.’? In Finnmark, among the accused males, the
Sami men were in a majority, as two-thirds of the males were Samis.?

During the first two decades of the seventeenth century, nine per-
sons were accused of witchcraft, all executed. Demonological ideas
were not mentioned during these trials, neither was the figure of the
Devil. The collective element implied in witches’ meetings and collec-
tive sorcery operations was absent. In 1617, a decree was issued for
Denmark-Norway, stating that the ‘real witches’ were those who had
sworn themselves to the Devil. With this decree, demonological ele-
ments had found their way into the laws of Denmark-Norway. For
Finnmark, more than other regions in Norway with other ethnic con-
ditions, this decree had the effect that demonological witchcraft and
learned witchcraft ideas were adopted. In this way, the ground was pre-
pared for a type of witch-hunting based on learned ideological grounds.
The intensity of witchcraft persecution was particularly high in the dis-
trict of Finnmark compared to the rest of Norway. With only 0.8 per cent
of Norway’s population at the time, Finnmark had 16 per cent of all
Norwegian witchcraft trials and 31 per cent of all death sentences in
witchcraft trials.* This points to the personal factor as important in
promoting the prosecution of witches. The appointment of a new dis-
trict governor is the most likely explanation for the new direction the
Finnmark witch-hunt took after 1620.

=
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What kind of ideas about witchcraft did Cunningham bring with him to
Finnmark? To answer this question we have to turn to the situation in
Scotland and the early witchcraft trials there. Among the episodes that
stand out as periods of high-level accusation and prosecution of witches
there are two early ones, the 1590-1591 and 1597 panics.

During the North Berwick panic of 1590-1591, several persons from
East Lothian and Edinburgh were accused of witchcraft.®® The initial
accusations were related to the raising of a storm against the ship of
King James VI’s future bride, Princess Anne from Denmark, sister of
Christian IV, who was on her way to Scotland to meet her husband-
to-be.’¢ The North Berwick witches, in alliance with Danish witches,
were believed to have raised a storm so that the princess’s ship had to
turn back to Norway. The 1590-1591 panic shows clear demonological
ideas, including witches’ meetings and digging up corpses near the
church.®’

John Cunningham had witnessed this panic as a young man, as the
alleged evildoings had taken place near his birthplace, Barns in Fife,
from where he could look across the firth to North Berwick. In an oral
society, as the seventeenth century was, the stories emerging from the
trials must have been hot news for people living nearby. In addition to
the North Berwick cases, Cunningham must have known about early
witchcraft trials in his home district of Fife.5

The other Scottish witchcraft panic that Cunningham probably knew
thoroughly was the panic of 1597. This panic took place mainly in
Aberdeenshire, Fife, Perthshire, Glasgow and Stirlingshire, and has been
suggested to have involved about 400 cases, half of them resulting
in executions.® Stuart Macdonald documents twenty-six cases in Fife
in 1597, and there were certainly numerous further cases.®* The 1597
hunt particularly affected the presbyteries of Kirkcaldy and St Andrews
(including Crail).®! King James was present during several witchcraft
trials there in July. The 1597 panic was also noteworthy because many
suspected persons were subjected to the water ordeal, which was unusual
in Scotland. The water ordeal would be used extensively in Finnmark,
as we shall see. Demonological notions were present during the 1597
panic, with the Devil’s pact as well as the witches’ sabbath as part of
the confessions.®? Like the 1590-1591 panic, this had a combination of
witchcraft and treason at its centre. It certainly would have attracted
public interest. Cunningham would surely have known about the trials,
not least because some witches were prosecuted near Crail.
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Cunningham’s early years thus brought him into contact with two
monarchs both concerned with hunting witches and with a strong anx-
iety for the evil deeds witches could perform. King James'’s active role
during the early Scottish panics shows his strong conviction about what
the witches could do. He was the only monarch in Europe to publish a
treatise on demonology, Daemonologie, written between the 1590-1591
and the 1597 panics, and published in 1597.% King Christian IV was also
a strong believer in the evildoings of witches, with a particular fear of
the witches in the north of his kingdom. The influence on Cunningham
in this respect must have gone only in one direction.

A%

The echo of European demonological ideas was clearly heard during
the first Finnmark panic, in 1620-1621. Thirteen women were impli-
cated, twelve of whom were executed. The main accusation concerned
a shipwreck in 1617, when ten boats with forty men from Kiberg and
Varde went down on Christmas Eve. The trial of a Sami woman, Karen
Edisdatter, who was brought before the court on 13 May 1620, was the
first.*! The district governor, Cunningham, was present as well as the
appeal court judge.® Central demonological elements, like the pact with
the Devil, were now heard in the courtrooms in Finnmark for the first
time.* Karen Edisdatter was accused of casting spells on persons, caus-
ing sickness and death. She was tried by the water ordeal and confessed
afterwards as follows:

The first time she was involved with the Devil was when she was
but a lass and was tending herds in the fields. A heaviness came over
her near a hill, and presently a big headless man came to her asking
her whether she was asleep. She said, [ am neither asleep nor awake.
In his hand, he was holding a large ring of keys which he offered
her, saying, If you accept these keys, all you wish to undertake in
this world will come to pass. She noticed he had a beautiful ribbon
and she said, Give me that ribbon, I do not know how to use the
keys. She got her ribbon, and when she reached home, she became
demented, and since then, she confessed, the Devil has always been
with her, unless the minister was present and now, in the presence of
the Reverend Master Mogens, while he prepared her spiritually, she
confessed that she was to blame for the death of the said Abraham
Nielsen and for the said Johannis’s sake [sic], as has been touched
upon.®”’
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Karen Edisdatter denounced two other women, thus introducing the
collective aspect of demonological trials:

She confessed she was to blame for all of their deaths, for as soon as
her anger flared and she said, may the Evil One take you, or if she
hoped evil might strike them, the Evil One would be there at once.
At the height of her distress, she screamed that Rasmus Joensen’s
Lisebet in Omgangh and Morten Nielsen’s Anne in Langefiord were
both just as guilty as she in the handling of witchcraft. On the afore-
mentioned grounds, and in accordance with her own confession, the
court finds that she is to be punished in fire at the stake.%

We next see the same elements in the confession of Kirsten Serens-
datter, originally from Helsinger in Denmark, now living in the small
fishing village of Kiberg in Finnmark. She was denounced by seven
other women. On 26 April 1621, she was brought before the court
at a session held at Vardshus Castle, with the bailiff, the magistrate,
the jurors and ‘the illustrious Hans Kening’ (Cunningham) present.®
Kirsten Serensdatter first denied knowing witchcraft:

His Royal Majesty’s bailiff, Seffren Nielsen, asked her why so many
witches have denounced her for being familiar with witchcraft and
sorcery, adding that if this was the case, and if she were willing to
confess of her own accord, she would not be tortured. She fiercely
denied she had any such skills; they had slandered her cruelly. Since
seven witches have denounced her for being familiar with the craft,
as she herself has heard from their testimonies about her, and since,
according to their sentences that have been recited to her, she was
their master and admiral and also learned a bit from them, the court
found that she should be tried by the water ordeal.”

After this she confessed:

When she heard she was to be tried by the water ordeal, she said she
would confess what she knew of her own accord. First, that when she
was sixteen years old, she went to Helsinger, to an old woman whose
name she could not recall. One day, as she was on her way into the
fields to fetch some geese for the old woman, Satan came to her in
the likeness of a dog, saying, If you agree to learn witchcraft, all you
undertake in this world will succeed. However, she had to forswear
God and her baptismal pact with God; and he followed her into the
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house to the old woman, who then read to her and taught her and
tested her abilities with a ball of yarn on water. It rolled around on
the water, and that amused her.”!

The formulation about forswearing God and the baptismal pact is well
known from witchcraft trials in other places, including Scotland; so is
the image of Satan appearing in the shape of a dog.”? Kirsten Sgrens-
datter, like many others in the seventeenth century, went north to
Finnmark and settled there.

In addition to confessing to the Devil's pact, witches’ meetings and
collective witchcraft operations, fantastic elements were brought into
the confessions — particularly the long distances witches managed to
fly to attend meetings. The witches could fly from Varde in Finnmark
to the Lyder Horn, a well-known witches’ mountain near Bergen, in a
short time:

She confessed she went carousing with the others, just as they have
confessed about her, except that she was not here on Balduolden”
last Christmas Eve; nor has she been on Lyder Horn since that sum-
mer when she sailed south, and there had been a whole bevy of them
and she did not recognise nearly everyone. When asked if she was the
cause of Hendrich Meyer’s death, she confessed that they had a quar-
rel about a drying rack, and for that reason she had cursed him and
wished him the worst, because when you are angry with someone
you are not that person’s well-wisher.”

Shape-shifting was another fantastic aspect of these witchcraft trials, and
it was not always necessary to be shaped as birds to fly quickly:

Moreover, she confessed that last Christmas night, Marrite
Oelsdaatter, in the likeness of a dog, fetched her from Bergen and
put her down here in Vardgen on Balduolden. As for herself, she
was in the likeness of a bitch. Several others had been there, two
of them in the shapes of wolves, one of which was thin and long
and black around the head; that was Bertell Hendrichsen who did
the writing for them. The other was fat with a white chest; that
was Eluffue Oelsen. And they drank and danced and played, and
Else Knudtzdaatter waited on them. She also confessed that Else’s
daughter Mette was with them, too, in the likeness of a grey cat.
She generally confirmed everything the others had testified about
her except that she was their admiral. She would gladly stake her
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life upon the truth of what she had said, and accept the final
rites.”®

Shape-shifting and flying are similarly found in the early Scottish panics,
for instance at the convention in Atholl in 1597 where 2,300 witches
allegedly participated, ‘and the Devill amongst them'’.”

During Cunningham’s period in office fifty-two persons were accused
of witchcraft, of whom forty-one were executed. About half of the death
sentences were passed at Vardghus. Torture was frequently used, some-
times applied after sentence was passed in order to extort names of
accomplices. Of those who received death sentences, twenty were tried
by the water ordeal. Demonological elements recurred frequently.

VI

The most specific evidence of Scottish influence on the Finnmark
witchcraft trials is linguistic. When particular words and linguistic
images are found on both sides of the North Sea, but not in European
witchcraft documents elsewhere, this cannot be accidental. In the fol-
lowing I will draw attention to two such linguistic images found both
in Scottish and in Finnmark witchcraft trial documents.

The first of the expressions has to do with witches’ meetings and the
wording is that one person is ‘admiral and master’ for other witches
during a witches’ meeting. In the Scottish material this expression
is first found in Euphemia MacCalzean's case in 1591. Several points
concerning persons she had harmed, witches’ meetings and witchcraft
operations lead up to this one:

Item i[n]dytit and accusit for ane conventioun haldin be yow and
utheris notorious wiches youre associatis att the BrouneHoillis quhair
ye and thay tuik the sea Rof[ber]t Greirsoun bei[n]g youre admerall
and mf[aiste]r man past owre the sea in ridillis to ane schip g[uhai]r ye
enterit w[iJth the devill yo[u]r m[aiste]r th{air]in q[uhai]r eftir ye had
eittin and drinkkin ye caist owr ane blak dog that skippit under the
schip and th{air]by ye leving the devill yo[u]r m{aiste]r th[air]in quha
drownit the schip be tumbling q[uhair]by the quene wes putt bak be
storme.”’

(my italics)

The expression ‘admiral and master’ is an interesting one. The ‘admi-
ral’ in Scotland was an officer of the crown; his job was to organise
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and command ships for the king, and to act as a judge in the admiral’s
court. At the time of the North Berwick panic, the admiral of Scotland
was Francis Stewart, earl of Bothwell, the king’s enemy on whose behalf
the witches were accused of acting. The title was used by Bothwell him-
self, but he could appoint one or more deputes to do the actual work.”8
In England, too, it could be used in maritime connections, through the
phrase ‘admiral of the sea’.”

We also find the same expression, one person being an admiral for
other persons at a witches’ meeting, in the case of Kirsten Serensdatter
mentioned above: ‘she was their master and admiral and also learned
a bit from them’. Later in the same case a parallel wording is used:
‘She generally confirmed everything the others had testified about her
except that she was their admiral.’ The idea of a military ranking system
among the witches is found in Bohuslin in Sweden, where a woman led
a ‘Compagnie’.®® But the crucial expression of being an ‘admiral’ does
not occur. The meaning of the word ‘admiral’ in Danish and Norwegian
would in a general sense be ‘a naval officer’. In the setting of the court,
it could additionally have referred to Cunningham himself, as he was
known to have been a naval captain. This similarity is a strong argument
that the image of a woman being the admiral for other witches is taken
from Scotland and brought to Finnmark orally — presumably by the
district governor himself. The expression could then have been spread
among the common people as a result of interrogation at the court.

The other expression found in Scottish as well as in Finnmark
witchcraft cases is the word ‘Ball-Ley’. In the case of Barbara Bowndie
(Orkney, 1644), she was repeatedly asked what she knew about Marjorie
Paplay, who had been denounced for witchcraft earlier: ‘Quarto, being
posed in particular, concerning the Devill his apparitions in diverse
shapes upon the Ball-Ley, and his having carnall copulation with Marjorie
Paplay at that tyme, as a man hes adoe with a woman'.®' (iny italics)
A ‘ley’ was a tract of grassland, meadow or pasture; it is also found
as a second element in Scottish place-names.?? With the addition of
the element ‘ball’, today we would call this a playing field or a sports
field, somewhere where ball games are played. Locations where games
were held may be traced in place-names in Orkney back to the four-
teenth century, like ‘Leik-kvi’ or ‘Leikakvi’.®3 The word ‘Ball-greene’ or
‘Balgrene’ is used about a green on which ball games are played. The
words ‘Ba’Fields’ and ‘Ba’greens’ are used with the same meaning at
the time.* The word ‘Ball-grene’ is mentioned in Scottish court records
in 1611.%

Several words similar to ‘Ball-Ley’ are used in Scottish witchcraft docu-
ments in the same context as ‘Ball-Ley’, namely a playing field used as a
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meeting place for witches and the Devil. In the case of Margaret Duchill,
tried before Stirling Court 1659, the word ‘croft’ is used.® Margaret
Duchill confessed that Elisabeth Blak came to her and took her to the
‘crofts of Alloway’, where the Devil came to them.® A ‘croft’ is a piece of
enclosed land, or small field, used for tillage or pasture. A witches’ meet-
ing at the ‘cuning yaird’ (rabbit warren) is also mentioned in connection
with Duchill.8

In Norwegian court records the parallel term is ‘Balduolden’. The word
is mentioned in the confession of Kirsten Serensdatter, given on 26 April
1621 at Vardehus: ‘She confessed she went carousing with the others,
just as they have confessed about her, except that she was not here on
Balduolden last Christmas Eve.’®® (my italics) The word next occurs dur-
ing the interrogation of Mette Thorgiersdatter: ‘Bastian Hess asked her
whether she, too, was on Balduoldenn in Vardeen last winter, as Kirsten
said in her denunciation.”® (my italics) The word reappears three years
later, during the trial of Gundell Olsdatter, which started on 22 April
1624 at Vardehus:

On April 25, after she had been sentenced and the sentence had
been explained, she confessed, however, without torture, that Oluff
Mogensen'’s wife Ingeborgh from Haffningbergh was with them on
Balduolden on Christmas night, together with the others, holding a
piece of cloth in her hand, with a knot on it. She recognised nobody
else, for the others were in the shapes of cats and dogs whereas she
ran ahead of them and was shaped as a human, above her belt,
but she was not thus shaped below. Now she was tortured and she
confessed, in Ingeborgh'’s presence, that she [Ingeborgh] had a tall
companion with her, someone in the likeness of a man, but she did
not know him.”

(mmy italics)

This last example also shows that the interrogator’s main intention was
to make the accused person confess not only participation at a witches’
meeting, but also the Devil’s presence there. It seems that the notion
of witches’ meetings on ‘Balduolden’ in Varde was a consistent one,
lasting for several years. However, the word does not occur in witchcraft
trial records after 1624.

The word ‘Balduolden’ is a descriptive noun, the first part denot-
ing a ball, the latter part denoting a piece of grassland or turf. Kirsten
Serensdatter uses the word about a place in Varde where witches’ meet-
ings were held, probably a playing field. There is no place today called
‘Balduolden’ or ‘Ballvollen’ in Varde. A somewhat shorter, but similar
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word, which also is a descriptive noun, is used in the trial of Lisebet
Nilsdatter. In her confession she mentions ‘Wolden’ in the village
Omgang, a word identical with the second element in ‘Balduolden’.

When we find exactly the same image of witches’ meeting at a ‘Ball-
Ley’ in the Scottish material and ‘Balduolden’ in the Finnmark material,
thus forming a Scottish connection, this is remarkable. When these
words with identical meaning and used in the same semantic context are
documented on both sides of the North Sea, this cannot be accidental.
A link is shown on linguistic grounds.

vl

John Cunningham’s influence on the Finnmark witchcraft trials may
thus be traced in two ways. In general terms, his arrival at Vardehus
Castle coincided with, and may well have prompted, a shift in the con-
tents and ideas of the trials. In special terms, he is a necessary link with
regard to specific words and expressions found in the accused persons’
confessions both in Scotland and in Finnmark.

In my view the particular expressions ‘admiral’ and ‘Ball-Ley’, used in
similar contexts in witchcraft cases in Scotland and Norway, indicate a
connection between these two areas as far as the contents of witchcraft
trials are concerned. Both expressions are used to express demonological
ideas. ‘Admiral’ refers to the ranking system among the witches. It also
denotes the collective aspect of demonological witchcraft, in the sense
that an accused person’s confession gives information about many
persons participating in a witches’ meeting, thus making it possible
for the witch-hunters to prosecute a group. ‘Ball-Ley’ denotes a place
for a witches’ meeting, and, in the examples above, the Devil was
present at the meetings. When these expressions are known in Scottish
witchcraft documents and found in Finnmark in court records after John
Cunningham arrived there, there is reason to believe that the expres-
sions are orally transmitted from one area to the other. Both linguistic
images are distinct and easy to remember. In local societies, all news and
traditions had to be transmitted orally. There had to be a person to trans-
mit new ideas, including ideas related to witchcraft. John Cunningham’s
arrival in Finnmark was an opportunity for demonological notions from
Scotland to acquire a foothold in Europe’s northernmost land.
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The Witch, the Household and the
Community: Isobel Young in Fast
Barns, 1580-1629

Lauren Martin

Isobel Young had land, wealth and power. Most of her life looks
successful by early modern standards. In her prime from 1590 to 1622,
Young wielded influence over many people in her community. She was
a competent, perhaps skilled, household manager. Her husband, George
Smith, was the proprietor (holding a feu, a heritable lease) of a produc-
tive piece of land in East Barns in the parish of Dunbar, a fertile area
of Scotland. She had four sons who brought wives into the household;
she may also have had daughters. As well as controlling the labour of
at least twelve servants, she also held sway over tenants and households
to whom she lent money and leased land. In 1622, her eldest son John
combined Smith’s holding with his own - doubling the family’s holding
at a time when other comparable East Barns families either stayed the
same or declined.

Yet, in 1629 Isobel Young was executed for witchcraft. Forty-five of
her neighbours and relatives, including her husband, testified against
her, telling a story that unfolded over four decades. Witnesses alleged
that Young engaged in a wide range of witch-like activities, including
causing magical harm following quarrels, shape-shifting into animals
and carrying out healing rituals for humans and cattle. Strange por-
tents accompanied her words and actions. She was widely regarded as
ill-tempered, power-hungry and vengeful.

Quarrelsome and difficult women were not uncommon in early mod-
ern Scotland and across Europe.! Young’s case, while outstanding in the
amount and quality of its documentation, resonates with the primary
themes in Scottish witchcraft. Like most witchcraft cases in Scotland,
the case against Young had two main components, ‘malefice’ (magical
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