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What did Thomas Plume think about witchcraft? 
Reconstructing the intellectual outlook of a little-known 
17th-century English sceptic.
Alison Rowlands

IntRoductIon
Thomas Plume was an Anglican cleric who lived between 
1630 and 1704. His name has lived on (at least as far as the 
eastern region of England is concerned) because of the Plume 
Library in his home town of Maldon, Essex, and the Plumian 
Professorship of Astronomy and Experimental Philosophy 
at the University of Cambridge, both of which he founded 
by bequest and both of which survive to this day.1 Plume’s 
life coincided not just with the turbulent political events of 
mid-seventeenth-century England but also with the largest 
ever English witch-prosecution – the East Anglian Witch 
Hunt of 1645–7 – and its aftermath in late-seventeenth-
century debates about the reality of witchcraft. But what did 
Plume think about the subject? This article seeks to answer 
this question, drawing for evidence on Plume’s life-history 
and probable personal experience of the East Anglian witch-
hunts; on anecdotes about witchcraft and magic that Plume 
wrote in a personal notebook in the late 1640s; and on the 
contents of the Plume Library (the c. 7,400 volumes which 
the avid bibliophile Plume collected during his life-time and 
bequeathed to Maldon to enable local clergymen who could 
not afford to buy books themselves to attain adequate levels 
of erudition).2

Plume never published anything on the subject of 
witchcraft, so why does he matter to its seventeenth-century 
history? As we shall see, he emerges as a post-Restoration 
Anglican cleric who, while supporting Henry More and Joseph 
Glanvill’s insistence on the existence of spirits, remained 
critical of the excesses of popular superstition and of the 
religious radicals who tried to exploit such superstition, either 
in the form of witch-hunts or pretended exorcisms. He was 
thus a sceptic who seems to have believed that proper religious 
education, rather than the heavy hand of the law, was the 
best remedy against alleged witches, demoniacs and cunning 
folk, but who generally did not accord any of these subjects 
a particularly high priority in his everyday life and career. 
Plume is thus interesting precisely because he was neither 
a famous opponent of witch-trials (like Johann Weyer or 
Friedrich Spee) nor a radical challenger of witchcraft beliefs 
(like Reginald Scot or John Webster), but a ‘run-of-the-mill’ 
sceptic whose views (if representative of a broader swathe of 
post-Restoration Anglican opinion) help explain why the 
persecution of witches declined so markedly in England in the 
late-17th century, despite the fact that debates about beliefs in 
the supernatural continued into the early 18th century.3 Robin 
Briggs contended in the late 1990s that witch-hunting never 
developed anything like its full potential in early modern 
Europe; more recently, Erik Midelfort has reminded us that 
large-scale witch ‘crazes’ were exceptional events which have 
distorted our understanding of the broader spectrum of early 
modern beliefs about witchcraft and magic.4 This is, then, 
perhaps a good time to highlight the importance (and need 

for further study) of the sort of low-key, quotidian scepticism 
represented by Plume, as it may have played a much more 
significant role in keeping witch-hunts in check than has 
hitherto been recognised.

Thomas Plume was born in the Essex town of Maldon 
and baptized on 18 August 1630, the second son of Thomas 
and Helen Plume.5 Thomas senior had both wealth (he was 
a landowner and also traded in coal) and significant political 
status in Maldon, acting as one of the town’s two bailiffs on 
six occasions between 1627 and 1649 and as an alderman 
from 1624 to 1653 (and probably as the lead alderman from 
1636). He was also a Presbyterian who became an elder of 
the Dengie classis.6 Thomas junior was sent to school in the 
county town of Chelmsford, about ten miles from Maldon, 
at the age of eight or nine, probably as a boarder, before 
moving on to Cambridge in 1646:7 he was formally admitted 
to Christ’s College on 24 February 1646, aged fifteen years 
and six months.8 Despite his father’s Presbyterianism and 
willingness to conform to rule by Parliament, which might 
have been expected to encourage Thomas junior in the same 
political and religious direction, the latter displayed royalist 
feelings from his earliest Cambridge days. The notebook of 
accounts he kept as a student begins with a Cavalier verse 
inveighing against the ‘accurst Anarchy, sedition, murther and 
rapine’ occasioned by the Civil War, and calls on supporters of 
Charles I to redouble their efforts in the King’s cause;9 a second 
notebook, in which Plume recorded verses and anecdotes while 
at Cambridge between 1646 and 165010 likewise contained 
three royalist poems.11 The anti-Catholic, anti-Puritan and 
anti-Parliamentarian tone of sixteen of the 245 anecdotes this 
second notebook contains, coupled with some notes Plume 
made on a sermon about communion, have led Plume’s 
biographer, Tony Doe, to conclude that ‘he was beginning to 
hold, even at this early stage of his life, proto-Anglican beliefs 
of a moderate nature’.12 

Plume maintained this position, and the loyalty to 
monarch, episcopacy, and the Church of England that it 
entailed, for the rest of his life. Given his views, he dropped into 
relative obscurity during the 1650s after leaving Cambridge, 
probably spending these years with his former Cambridge tutor, 
William More, at Kegworth in Leicestershire, and then with his 
great friend and mentor, John Hacket (who became the post-
Restoration Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield) at Cheam in 
Kent.13 Plume’s successful career in the Church began with his 
appointment as Vicar of Greenwich in the Diocese of Rochester 
in 1658, a position he held until his death (unmarried) on 20 
November 1704. He also obtained the sinecure living of Merston 
in Kent in 1662, and was made Archdeacon of Rochester, a 
prebend of Rochester Cathedral and a Freeman of the City of 
Rochester in 1679.14 Plume left relatively few personal traces 
in the sparse sources that survive for his parish and diocese 
for this period, but Doe suggests that this was at least in part 
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because he adopted a deliberately non-zealous stance towards 
the disciplining of non-conformism and immorality amongst 
his parishioners and by means of the archdeacon’s court. Doe 
concludes that, ‘unlikely as it seems in his controversial age, 
Plume was able to pursue a non-controversial course through 
many years of preaching and administration’.15 Plume seems 
to have believed that people were best persuaded of the error 
of their ways by means of Christian education. He joined 
the Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge and 
bequeathed the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in 
Foreign Parts £100 in his will.16 In addition to the Cambridge 
Professorship and the Library he established in Maldon,17 
educational benefactions figured significantly in his will, with 
Christ’s College, Chelmsford School, Maldon School, the Gray 
Coate School at East Greenwich and children on the Isle of 
Grain near Rochester all benefiting from such bequests.18 

What might Plume have known about witch-trials as a 
youngster? We can never know for sure, but some speculative 
suggestions are possible. His home-town of Maldon had 
experienced relatively significant levels of interest in and 
anxiety about witchcraft in the late-sixteenth century. Two 
Maldon inhabitants, Alice Chaundeler and her daughter Ellen 
Smythe, were executed for witchcraft in Chelmsford in 1574 and 
1579 respectively;19 Smythe also attained the dubious honour 
of appearing in the 1579 witchcraft pamphlet, A Detection of 

damnable driftes.20 Late-sixteenth-century Maldon was also 
noteworthy in the history of English witchcraft for the presence 
from 1582 of Puritan lecturer George Gifford, who published 
two works (A Discourse of the Subtill Practises of Devilles 
by Witches and Sorcerers and A Dialogue Concerning 
Witches and Witchcraftes) on the subject, in 1587 and 1593 
respectively.21 No more Maldon inhabitants were formally 
accused of witchcraft after 1592,22 but memories of Gifford and 
the late-sixteenth-century witch-trials doubtless survived in 
the town and the young Plume may also have heard about the 
women from other parts of Essex who appeared periodically on 
witchcraft charges at the Assizes in Chelmsford after he started 
school there in 1638 or 1639.23

This trickle of witchcraft cases became a flood in the 
summer of 1645 as a result of the witch-finding activity begun 
in March in Manningtree by self-styled Puritan witch-finders 
Matthew Hopkins and John Stearne, with the support of the 
local JPs, Sir Harbottle Grimston and Sir Thomas Bowes.24 
Hopkins and Stearne would go on to spread these hunts 
throughout the Tendring Hundred and then into Suffolk, 
Norfolk, Huntingdonshire, Cambridgeshire, the Isle of Ely 
and Northamptonshire: at least 100 people were executed 
before the trials ended in September 1647. In the initial Essex 
phase of the process twenty-nine women from the Tendring 
Hundred were tried before the Chelmsford Assizes presided over 

PLATE 1: Interior of Thomas Plume’s Library, Maldon. 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Trustees of Thomas Plume’s Library.
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by the Parliamentarian Lord Lieutenant of Essex, the Earl of 
Warwick, on 17 July 1645.25 Plume went up to Cambridge in 
early 1646, so was probably still living in Chelmsford (or just 
down the road from Chelmsford in Maldon) when these trials, 
at which both Matthew Hopkins and John Stearne testified, 
took place.26 Nineteeen of the women were found guilty and 
condemned to death: fifteen of them were hanged in what 
was until this point the largest ever mass execution of witches 
in England and at which Plume might even have been a 
spectator in Chelmsford on 18 July 1645.27

There was also witch-hunting activity in Cambridge 
in 1646, which Plume would probably have known about 
after entering Christ’s College in February of that year. Two 
women accused of witchcraft (one called Goodwife Kendall) 
were held in Cambridge Castle where they were visited and 
questioned by two Cambridge Fellows, Henry More and Ralph 
Cudworth, probably in the spring of 1646; Goodwife Kendall 
was publicly executed later that year in Cambridge. Witch-
hunts also took place in the Cambridge parish of Great St 
Mary’s in 1646, although the scale of the episode is unclear. 
The role of Hopkins and Stearne in Cambridge is also 
unclear. Stearne was aware of Goodwife Kendall’s execution, 
and the Great St Mary’s hunts bore the hallmarks of the 
witch-finders’ coercive investigative methods, such as the 
employment of groups of women to search suspects’ bodies 
for the unnatural teats from which their familiars supposedly 
suckled. The witch-finders surfaced in the villages of Over 
and Fen Drayton on the Cambridgeshire/Huntingdonshire 
border in 1646, so it is likely that they influenced events in 

Cambridge to some extent, either personally or indirectly. 
Even if he did not see Hopkins and Stearne while he was at 
Christ’s, Plume would have had direct contact with Henry 
More (1614–87), a Fellow of Christ’s from 1639, who had 
questioned Goodwife Kendall about her supposed witchcraft 
in the spring of 1646.28 

Thomas Plume grew up in Maldon, with its history of 
involvement in witch-trials and witchcraft debates in the late-
sixteenth century, and lived through and perhaps even had 
eye-witness experience of the largest ever English witch-hunt 
in its Essex and Cambridge phases. And yet the East Anglian 
witch-trials are conspicuous by their absence from the 
notebook Plume kept between 1646 and 1650 (MS. 30) and 
from the Plume Library: it is as if Plume has air-brushed the 
event out of history, with a completeness that may have been 
deliberate.29 There are a few anecdotes about witchcraft and 
magic in MS. 30, but none deal with the events of 1645–7 or 
the people involved in them. The legal prosecution of people 
for witchcraft is clearly referred to only once in the following 
short anecdote: ‘An old witch going to be burned, called to hur 
son for a little wate[r] O mother (saies he) ye drier you are, 
ye better you will burn’.30 This almost certainly refers to an 
execution in Scotland, where witches were burned rather than 
hanged. There is one reference in MS. 30 to the Chelmsford 
Assizes, but it relates to an amusing misunderstanding that 
arose at the Lent Assizes in 1648, when a man was presented 
for selling beer by the pound; it transpired that his house 
stood by a ‘pound side’.31 One could, of course, argue that a 
book of anecdotes, which were collected primarily because 
Plume deemed them entertaining, was unlikely to contain 
references to witch-finders, witch-hunts, or mass hangings, as 
these were deadly serious subjects. However, the East Anglian 
Witch Hunt is also conspicuous by its almost complete textual 
absence from the Plume Library. The Library contains none 
of the pamphlets that were produced recording the trials in 
Essex and Suffolk in 1645 or Huntingdon in 1646, nor does 
it give shelf-room to the tracts published by Hopkins and 
Stearne in justification of their actions in 1647 and 1648 
respectively.32 The most noteworthy omission from Plume’s 
collection is Select Cases of Conscience Touching Witches 
and Witchcrafts, by John Gaule, Vicar of Great Staughton in 
Huntingdonshire, published in 1646. This was a trenchant 
criticism of the witch-finders for their lack of education and 
authority, and of the lower orders for listening to the witch-
finders rather than their ministers, opinions with which 
Plume would probably have sympathized. Moreover, the 
Library contains three other texts published by Gaule in 1629, 
1630 and 1649 respectively,33 and several other casuistical 
texts from around the same period, such as John Geree, A 
case of conscience resolved (1646), George Gillespie, An 
usefull case of conscience, discussed (1649), and Joseph 
Hall, Cases of Conscience (1654).34 The Library also contains 
two of the sermon collections published by the Maldon 
Puritan George Gifford35 but neither of his two late-sixteenth-
century publications on the subject of witchcraft – 36 perhaps 
another indication that Plume was deliberately playing down 
the importance of the subject, even when it had a Maldon 
connection. I thus disagree with those Plume scholars who 
warn against the assumption that the contents of the Plume 
Library provide any clear indication of its founder’s thoughts 
and opinions. Bill Petchey, for example, argued that ‘the 

PLATE 2: Frontispiece of The Discovery of Witches, by 
Matthew Hopkins (1647). Plume almost certainly abhorred 
the persecutory zeal and self-aggrandisement of Hopkins.
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books will not serve independently as a reliable biographical 
source’,37 with the collection overall demonstrating ‘a curious 
impartiality in the choice of subjects, amounting to an 
apparently deliberate pairing of alternative viewpoints…It is 
as if the collector had sought to make his collection uniformly 
impersonal’.38 By re-examining the Library contents in 
conjunction with Plume’s biography and anecdotes, I think 
rather that Plume had specific ideas about witchcraft which 
shaped his choices about what to include in (and exclude 
from) the Library on this subject in a manner that was more 
deliberate than impersonal.

Why might Plume have denied shelf-space to the East 
Anglian Witch Hunt? Instances of religious violence that 
occurred in Chelmsford between 1641 and Plume’s departure 
for Cambridge in early 1646 may help answer this question. 
Religious extremists, who were dissatisfied with the authorities’ 
slow response to a parliamentary ordinance requiring the 
removal of ‘scandalous’ pictures from churches, took the law 
into their own hands in November 1641 and smashed what 
was left of the coloured glass in the aisle and east windows 
of the parish church of St Mary. The rector, John Michaelson, 
preached against the incident and what he called ‘an usurped 
power in the People’.39 For his pains Michaelson, who also 
continued to use the Book of Common Prayer during these 
volatile years, became the target of verbal and physical 
violence at the hands of the Chelmsford extremists and 
Parliamentarian soldiers who were billeted in the town in 
increasing numbers after the outbreak of the Civil War. On one 
infamous occasion in 1642 soldiers tried to bury Michaelson 
alive after they came across him conducting a burial service 
according to the Prayer Book they had forbidden him to use.40 
He was finally forced to flee Chelmsford for Oxford in January 
1643 for his own safety after soldiers threatened to throw him 
onto the bonfires they had lit to celebrate the abolition of the 
episcopate.41

Plume’s biographer Tony Doe argues plausibly that this 
early exposure to instances of mob violence directed against 
the fabric and rites of the Church of England in Chelmsford 
explains why Plume chose not to adopt the religious and 
political affiliations of his father and instead became a royalist 
and staunch supporter of the Church of England from an 
early age.42 I would suggest that the Chelmsford events of 
1641–3 may also have shaped Plume’s antipathy towards 
the East Anglian Witch Hunt. For Plume, popular religious 
extremism seemed to threaten the Church of England, social 
order and the proper exercise of authority, and when Hopkins 
and Stearne emerged into public view in Manningtree in 1645, 
they may have appeared to Plume to do exactly the same. 
They were Puritans who, lacking formal legal or theological 
training or office, took upon themselves the role and authority 
of witch-finders to devastating effect.43 They also encouraged 
popular participation in quasi-legal processes, by means of 
their use of members of local communities as the searchers 
and watchers of suspected witches in the pre-trial period, when 
evidence against suspects was gathered and confessions forced 
out of them.44 In the biography he wrote of his mentor, John 
Hacket, Plume wrote scathingly about what he regarded as the 
improper (indeed, dangerous) involvement of the lower orders 
in activities for which they were intellectually and emotionally 
unfitted, describing them as the ‘tumultuous Concourses of 
raging people, seeking to manage all Affairs by the whirlwind 

of their own ignorant clamours, and to remedy grievances 
without consulting Religion or Justice’.45 Perhaps Plume 
regarded the witch-finding activities of Hopkins, Stearne 
and their helpers in the same negative light. Even worse 
was the fact that the witch-finders, like the Parliamentarian 
soldiers in Chelmsford, attacked men of the cloth. On 27 
August 1645 John Lowes, the octogenarian Anglican minister 
of Brandeston in Suffolk, was hanged for witchcraft (along 
with seventeen other people) in Bury St Edmunds, the result 
of trials instigated by Hopkins and Stearne in Suffolk; Lowes 
had been watched, walked, interrogated and also swum in the 
ditch of Framlingham Castle by Hopkins to force him into a 
confession.46 Lowes’s execution was the final dismal chapter 
in a long story of bad relations with his parishioners, many 
of whom willingly testified against him in 1645. The idea that 
an Anglican cleric could be sent to the gallows by members 
of his own flock to be hanged like a common criminal must 
have epitomized the world-turned-upside down for Plume, an 
example of the ‘accurst Anarchy’ which he condemned in the 
royalist poem he copied into his account-book in 1646.47

Plume seems to have associated not only popular 
Puritanism and Presbyterianism but also the Catholic Church 
with the excesses of persecution, however. One of the twenty 
identifiable books discussed by Plume in MS. 7, a notebook he 
kept after leaving Cambridge between 1650 and 1656, was the 
Catholic Paul Servita’s History of the Inquisition;48 in his notes 
Plume criticized the Catholic Church for executing thousands 
of people it deemed to be heretics,49 emphasized instead the 
need for toleration and a Christianity that was merciful and 
humane, and believed that there should be no compulsion 
in religion.50 As we have already seen, Plume seems to have 
practiced what he preached after becoming the Archdeacon 
of Rochester in 1679, adopting a light touch over the parishes 
answerable to his archdeaconry court and believing that 
education rather than persecution was the best way to combat 
immorality and unorthodoxy.51 Doe argues convincingly that 
Plume’s approach in Kent should be seen as a deliberate 
and positive aspect of his churchmanship.52 I would push the 
point further and speculate that if Plume’s late seventeenth-
century churchmanship was indeed rooted in an aversion to 
extremism that began in Chelmsford in the 1640s, then the 
horrors of the East Anglian Witch Hunt might also have helped 
convince him that discretion was the better part of valour in 
cases of conscience.

If Plume says nothing about the East Anglian Witch Hunt, 
what then does he say about witchcraft and magic in MS. 30? 
There are three anecdotes of significant length and detail, 
which I will label the Booker anecdote, the James I anecdote, 
and the Dr Child anecdote.53 They share the following features: 
they are amusing, and even bawdy in some places; they 
ridicule certain aspects of seventeenth-century beliefs in 
magic; and, in terms of the drama of their narratives, they 
emphasize moments when abilities or types of behaviour that 
are initially believed to be supernatural are exposed, either 
as frauds or as having natural explanations. The cleric and 
eminent Plume scholar Andrew Clark found Plume’s interest 
in the supernatural embarrassing and pointedly abstained 
from discussing any of these anecdotes in his analysis of 
the Plume notebooks, noting that, ‘the frequency of notes 
about apparitions, witchcraft, omens, demoniacal possession, 
fortune-telling, show that Plume was deeply tinged with 
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the uncritical beliefs of the day’.54 I disagree with Clark’s 
conclusion and suggest rather that analysis of the three 
anecdotes listed above shows instead that Plume positioned 
himself as a debunker of certain mistaken ideas about magic, 
rather than as a credulous believer in everything. 

The Booker anecdote relates conversations that supposedly 
took place between John Booker, an astrologer and publisher 
of almanacs who lived between 1602 and 1667, and an old 
shepherd he met on Salisbury plain. Booker asked the shepherd 
how much further he had to go to reach Salisbury; the shepherd 
told him ‘3 miles & he w[ou]ld be almost wett to ye skin 
bef[ore] he got thither’. Booker rode on and sure enough, it 
started to rain before he reached the town. Being (as Plume put 
it) a ‘prognosticator’ himself, Booker rode back to the shepherd, 
keen to know ‘by w[ha]t art he knew this alteration of ye 
weather’; the shepherd said he would reveal his art in return for 
£5, to which bargain Booker agreed. The shepherd then showed 
Booker ‘a low runt cow’ behind a hedge, saying that ‘whenever 
she pricks up her tail & falls a running, I am sure of a shower’. 
Booker was honour-bound to give him the money as promised, 
as the shepherd had fulfilled his side of the bargain.55 

Plume is clearly amused by the fact that the mysterious 
weather-predicting art that Booker was so keen to learn 
was simply the natural behaviour of a cow, unsettled by an 
approaching shower, and that Booker was tricked out of his 
money by an old, but canny, shepherd. Directly after the Booker 
anecdote is another which also suggests that the apparently 
magical was often trickery. Plume writes that a man who had 
lost a cow went to a cunning man to find her. The cunning 
man ‘gave ye man a purg[e] & bid him goe home, on the 
way going it fell a working w[hi]ch made ye man goe behind 
a hedge & there he spied his cow’.56 As well as appealing to 
Plume’s scatological youthful humour, this anecdote also 
suggests that he saw cunning men as tricksters who played on 
their clients’ fears and hopes rather than being able to work 
real magic. The anecdote is also critical of the credulity of the 
cunning man’s customer, who (like Booker) is tricked out of 
his money and also suffers an unnecessary purging, when he 
should have looked for his cow properly in the first place. These 
views echo the criticisms of cunning folk and popular credulity 
in relation to white magic which took centre-stage in much 
early modern Protestant demonology,57 although the only clear 
examples of this genre in the Plume Library are the section on 
the magician in A Treatise of the Foure Degenerate Sonnes, 
by the Scottish cleric John Weemes,58 and the two works by the 
much better-known Cambridge theologian William Perkins 
(1558–1602): A Discovrse of the Damned Art of Witchcraft59, 
and A Resolvtion to The Countrey-Man, proving it vtterly 
vnlawful to bvy or vse our yearely Prognostications.60 
Plume probably shared the distaste Perkins expressed in this 
latter text for prognosticators’ impious misuse of the stars in 
the making of their predictions, and may have founded his 
Professorship of Astronomy at Cambridge at least in part in 
order to encourage godly and scientific readings of the heavens 
by properly educated men. His bequest (and his amusement 
at the expense of Booker) certainly seem to fit into the post-
Restoration repudiation of the art of astrology, which had 
become associated with ‘plebeian radicalism, republicanism 
and reckless political prophecy’ during the Civil War.61

The central themes of the other two MS. 30 anecdotes are 
also trickery and fraud exposed by learned men, with whom 

Plume perhaps identifies. King James I is the hero of the first, 
which runs as follows:

K[ing] James long thought there were no witches, his Court 
brought him in a young wench [that] confest she had made a 
contract with ye devil & c[ou]ld doe strang things – fell downe 
in a trance – saies K[ing] James to Buckingham standing by 
– Of my soule man take her by ye Quunt (w[hi]ch act some 
parallel[e]d to [that] of Solomon) ye maid anon rising up 
blush[e]d – saies K[ing] James – Of my Soul no witch ye devil 
nere blush[e]d & so found out ye Imposture – but afterw[ar]ds 
was told by a witch all ye discourse his Queen & he had one night 
in private a bed, w[hi]ch made ye King alter his opinion, & write 
[that] Treatise against witchcraft.62 

Plume knows that James changed his opinions about witchcraft 
during his life but has the order of events wrong. James took a 
marked interest in witch-hunting during his reign in Scotland, 
intervening personally in 1590–1 in the trials of alleged 
witches who had supposedly plotted his murder. These trials 
were reported to the English public in Newes from Scotland, 
a pamphlet published in London in 1591 which emphasized 
the turning-point to which Plume refers, at which an initially 
sceptical James became suddenly convinced of the reality of 
the magical plot against him. This happened when one of the 
accused witches, Agnes Sampson, supposedly told the King the 
exact words he and his wife had exchanged on their wedding 
night in Oslo.63 

The ‘Treatise against witchcraft’ Plume refers to is 
Daemonologie, published by James in 1597, in which James 
affirmed his belief in the reality and threat of witchcraft and 
emphasized the religious aspect of the crime (the witch’s pact 
with the devil).64 As King of England from 1603, however, 
James adopted a more sceptical public position regarding the 
supernatural, a move prompted at least in part by a series 
of infamous ‘possession’ cases involving youngsters who 
had strange fits.65 James again intervened personally in such 
cases, either on his travels throughout England or by ordering 
the afflicted youngsters to be brought to London for closer 
examination; they were invariably exposed as frauds and their 
allegations of witchcraft proven false.66 The case of imposture 
noted by Plume is probably that of Anne Gunter, a twenty-year-
old from Oxfordshire who began having fits in 1604.67 She 
was brought before James on four occasions in 1605 and he 
became convinced that she was simulating bewitchment.68 She 
finally confessed as much to the King, who wrote in a letter to 
Robert Cecil ‘that she was never possessed with any devil nor 
bewitched’.69 

Scepticism about possession is also the key theme of 
Plume’s Dr Child anecdote, which follows directly after the 
James I anecdote. Plume writes that:

Dr Child an Engl[ish]man (who thinks there are no witches nor 
possesed men ect) being in Italy upon a S[ain]ts day, when they 
usually eject ye devill, seing ye priest at his work w[i]th ye people 
about him, ask[e]d ye matter – Oh ye people cried out spiritatum 
spiritatum – he went in & challenged ye possessed party to speak 
any language w[i]th him (as he had boasted before he c[ou]ld 
to ye people) & told him [that] if twere ye devill w[i]thin him 
he c[ou]ld speak all languages, & speak Greek, Latin, German, 
French, but ye p[ar]ty c[ou]ld not answer him, so ye people were 
amazed & ye impostor found out.70
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In this clearly anti-Catholic anecdote the heroic Englishman 
Child exposes not just fraudulent possession but also the 
credulity of the people and the machinations of the priest. 
Plume moves on from the possession anecdote to record Dr 
Child’s scepticism about the biblical story of the visit by Saul – 
supposedly in disguise so that he could not be recognized – to 
the Witch of Endor, who supposedly raised Samuel from the 
dead at Saul’s request. According to Plume, Child and others 
like him believed that the Witch of Endor must have known 
who Saul was because of his unusual height and ‘..th[at] ye 
apparent Sam[uel] was only a confederate priest brought in, 
who spoke fortuitously’.71

There are some tantalizing links between the James I and 
Dr Child anecdotes and texts in the Plume Library which hint 
at the possibility that Plume’s anecdote-writing was linked 
in some way to his book-collecting and reading practices, 

although it is unfortunately not clear whether Plume’s 
reading shaped his choice of which anecdotes to include in 
his notebooks, or whether Plume’s initial interest in certain 
anecdotes encouraged him to read further around the themes 
that they touched on (although I think the latter more 
probable).72 Plume probably read James’s Daemonologie at 
some stage of his life, for instance; the Plume Library has a 
Latin copy of the text from the collected works of James that 
were published in 1619.73 It is not annotated, but then few of 
Plume’s books are. What is more striking is the fact that the 
Library also has copies of the two texts which James cited in 
the preface to Daemonologie: De Praestigiis Daemonum 
(On the Tricks of Devils), by Johann Weyer, which was 
first published in 1563 (although Plume had the 1568 
Latin edition, published in Basel),74 and The Discoverie of 
Witchcraft by Reginald Scot, published in 1584.75 The works 

PLATE 3: Thomas Plume’s Notebook MS 30, p. 35: Dr Child anecdote. 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Trustees of Thomas Plume’s Library.
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by Weyer and Scot were the two most important sceptical 
works on witchcraft published in the sixteenth century; James 
mentioned them not because he agreed with their ideas but 
because he wrote his demonology in order to refute them. 
Weyer argued that people should not be executed for witchcraft 
(even if they confessed to the crime) because they were usually 
poor, weak, melancholy old women who had been tricked, 
deluded or persuaded by the devil into believing that they 
could do impossible things, and were therefore deserving of 
sympathy. Scot also exhorted his contemporaries to have pity 
for the old women who were usually accused of witchcraft 
by their neighbours but was much more radically sceptical 
than Weyer, condemning all magic as cousening (trickery) 
and denying the possibility of any demonic intervention in 
everyday life.76 Certain sections of the copy of Weyer which 
is still in the Plume Library are heavily annotated in Latin 
in what appears to be Plume’s hand, suggesting that he read 
Weyer in unusual detail and would thus have been exposed 
to Weyer’s idea that the persecution of people for the crime 
of witchcraft (indeed for any spiritual sin) was wrong.77 The 
original Plume copy of Scot has unfortunately gone missing 
from the Library, so we will never know if it was annotated.78 
However, Plume may have read it (or at least parts of it) as 
carefully as he seems to have read Weyer. One section which 
might have caught Plume’s attention was Scot’s damning 
critique of the biblical story of the Witch of Endor: like Dr 
Child, Scot believed that the raising of Samuel from the 
dead was a deception worked on Saul by the Witch and her 
‘confederate priest’ accomplice.79 

Another annotated Plume Library text which links Plume 
with James I’s sceptical position regarding cases of ‘possessed’ 
children is a pamphlet called The Boy of Bilson, which was 
published in London in 1622.80 It discusses the case of twelve-
year-old William Perry from Bilson in Staffordshire who 
in 1620 began to have strange fits and to accuse a woman 
called Joan Cox of having bewitched him. She was tried (and 
probably acquitted) at the Staffordshire Assizes in August 1620. 
Particular care was taken by the judges to examine Perry’s 
behaviour carefully because of James’s personal intervention 
in a similar case in Leicester in 1616, when the testimony 
of another ‘possessed’ boy called John Smith had secured 
the executions of nine women. James had personally cross-
examined Smith after the Leicester trials and declared him a 
liar. After the trial of Joan Cox in Staffordshire in 1620 William 
Perry was committed to the care of the Bishop of Lichfield and 
Coventry, Thomas Morton. Morton and his secretary Richard 
Baddeley subjected Perry to various tests and eventually 
exposed him as a fraud. Perry duly confessed that he had 
simulated the possession, although most of the pamphlet that 
Baddeley subsequently compiled about the case was a virulent 
criticism of the attempted exorcism of Perry (whose parents 
were Catholic) by Catholic priests in an attempt to prove the 
superior power of their faith.81 

The Boy of Bilson pamphlet was thus one of the last 
contributions to the controversy about exorcism which had 
arisen between Puritans, Anglicans and Catholics in the latter 
part of Elizabeth I’s reign and which was often expressed in 
the context of cases of possessed children such as Perry. The 
Church of England, under the leadership of the Bishop of 
London, Richard Bancroft and his secretary Samuel Harsnett 
(1561–1631; Archbishop of York, 1629–31), insisted that 

the age of direct physical miracles was past and forbade 
exorcism (without express episcopal permission, which was 
rarely given) in 1603. This was in opposition to the efforts 
of fugitive Catholic priests and the Puritan exorcist John 
Darrel, who had been actively trying to score points against 
the Anglicans in their attempted exorcisms of supposedly 
possessed children in the late sixteenth century.82 The Plume 
Library contains two other texts related to this controversy: 
a pamphlet from 1598 defending the possession case of 
William Sommers of Nottingham and his dispossession 
by Darrel against detractors as genuine,83 and a 1602 
tract published by Darrel defending his role as an exorcist 
against Anglican critics.84 Although neither is annotated, 
their presence in the Library may testify to Plume’s interest 
in the themes of possession and fraud; his support for the 
Anglican position on the subject may be inferred from the 
overall support he displayed for the Church of England in 
his churchmanship and notebooks,85 in which Plume also 
recorded an anecdote in praise of Colchester-born Harsnett’s 
erudition as a Cambridge student.86 

The detailed annotations on the Boy of Bilson 
pamphlet, made very probably by Plume, show that he agreed 
wholeheartedly with the anti-Catholic stance of Baddeley. For 
example, Plume has underlined the ‘tricks’ Perry confessed he 
was taught by the priests in order to enable him to simulate 
possession (ranging from ‘how to grone and mourne’ to how 
to ‘put crooked pinnes, rags, and such like baggage into my 
mouth, that I might seeme to vomit them vp’), numbering 
them from one to ten in the margin and labelling them 
sarcastically ‘Ten Catholicke lessons’.87 Plume goes on to 
underline references in the text to the witch-water and holy-
water used on Perry by the priests, asking in the margin, 
‘Are not these waters fit to be added to Dr Antonies, & other 
Physitians, to furnish a Ladies closett?’88 In conclusion Plume 
notes of the priests that ‘The skill these have in Divells one 
would thincke they were all of one acquaintance, & p[er]haps 
all of a kindred’.89 In other words, if the priests really were as 
knowledgeable in demonic matters as they claimed, it was 
probably because they were devils themselves!90 The Boy of 
Bilson annotations thus clearly demonstrate Plume’s approval 
of the unmasking of fraud (and especially of fraud perpetrated 
by Catholic priests), with Baddeley and Morton in the role of 
the rational fraud-exposer that was taken by Dr Child and 
James I in the other MS. 30 anecdotes.

I do not, of course, want to suggest that Plume was a 
radical sceptic along the lines of Reginald Scot; it was one 
thing to laugh over the exposure of fraudulent possessions, or 
at people made to look foolish by their belief in cunning folk, 
and quite another to suggest, as Scot had begun to do in 1584, 
that there was no possibility of any supernatural intervention 
in the world. Taken to its extreme logic this idea could lead 
to atheism, and it was anxiety about the dangers of atheism 
which shaped writings about witchcraft in the second half of 
the seventeenth century. Philosophers like Henry More, whom 
we encountered earlier as Plume’s contemporary at Christ’s,91 
wrote about witchcraft, not because they necessarily wanted to 
execute people for the crime, but because they regarded cases 
of witchcraft (along with those of poltergeists, ghosts, angels 
and demons) as empirical evidence of a spiritual world of 
which God was a part; to deny the possibility of spirits thus 
risked denying God.92 As an Anglican cleric himself, it was 
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no surprise that Plume – at least as far as the contents of the 
Plume Library suggest – sided with other Anglican clerics 
who argued against atheism. The Plume Library contains 
two copies of More’s Antidote Against Atheisme (the original 
1653, and an extended 1655, edition), in which More referred 
to his questioning of the accused witch Goodwife Kendall 
in Cambridge in 1646.93 The Library also includes The Folly 
and Unreasonableness of Atheism, published in 1699 by 
the royal chaplain Richard Bentley;94 and two influential 
texts by More’s protégée, Joseph Glanvill, who was also a royal 
chaplain and Member of the Royal Society. These two texts 
were A Blow at Modern Sadducism, published in 1668, and 
the 1681 best-seller Saducismus Triumphatus, published 
after Glanvill’s death in 1680 by More,95 whose influence on 
the text was such that modern commentators suggest that they 
should be seen as joint authors.96 Re-issued regularly in revised 
editions until 1726, Saducismus Triumphatus was one of the 
most important anti-atheism publications in late-seventeenth-
century England.97 Plume seems to have been generally 
sympathetic to the Cambridge Platonist school of thought of 
which More and Glanvill were leading representatives. The 
Plume Library contains fourteen other works by More98 and 
also The True Intellectual System of the Universe, published 
in 1678 by another leading Cambridge Platonist, Ralph 
Cudworth (although Plume may also have been inclined to 
buy such texts because of the importance to him of the Christ’s 
‘old boy network’: he had been at the college at the same time 
as More, and Cudworth became Master of Christ’s in 1654).99 
The writings of late-seventeenth-century sceptics who were 
beginning to deny the possibility of witchcraft and the devil, 
like John Wagstaff’s 1669 The Question of Witchcraft Debated, 
John Webster’s 1677 Displaying of Supposed Witchcraft, or 
Balthasar Bekker’s 1695 The World Bewitch’d, are by contrast 
conspicuous by their absence from the Library shelves. 

conclusIon
A good deal, then, can be inferred about Plume’s views 
on witchcraft from a close examination of his Library, his 
anecdotes and his life-history. In a stance which echoed 
(either knowingly or otherwise) that of Johann Weyer, Plume 
seems generally to have believed that good Christian education 
was more appropriate than discipline and punishment in 
matters of moral or spiritual error. He emerges as a man who 
abhorred persecution (including the persecution of witches) 
as a manifestation of the dangerous and distasteful religious 
extremism he associated with popular Puritanism and mob 
rule, and as someone who laughed at the stupidity of gullible 
or uneducated people who allowed themselves to be defrauded 
by the tricks of ungodly cunning men. In line with (and thus 
perpetuating) the specifically Anglican stance of Harsnett and 
Bancroft,100 Plume was also generally sceptical about cases 
of supposed possession, chiefly because he seems to have 
deemed them susceptible to unscrupulous manipulation, 
particularly by Catholic priests. He never denied the possibility 
of genuine supernatural intervention in the world, however, 
and was clearly aware of the risks to established religion of 
a too radically sceptical position on this issue. His apparent 
support for the anti-atheism stance of More and Glanvill, with 
its scientific emphasis on the gathering of empirical evidence 
by learned men to prove the existence of spirits, is thus neither 
surprising nor inconsistent with his general insistence on the 

importance of Christian education and learning, provided 
such learning was mediated and controlled by erudite men 
of the Anglican Church like himself. As was the case in his 
overall churchmanship, then, in his views on witchcraft and 
the supernatural Plume adopted a moderate position, steering 
a careful and deliberate middle course between the Scylla of 
dangerous religious zeal and the Charybdis of atheism. 

Acknowledgements
For their assistance in the writing of this article I would like 
to thank the Trustees of the Plume Library, Tony Doe, Erica 
Wylie, Patricia Herrmann, Herbert Eiden, James Raven and 
Michael Bailey.

endnotes
1 On Plume’s will, see Robert Anthony Doe, ‘The 

churchmanship of Dr Thomas Plume (1630–1704). A 
study of a career in the Restoration Church of England’ 
(M. A. thesis, Essex University, 2005), pp. 59–73. Plume 
did not intend that either the Library or the Professorship 
should bear his name, although both acquired it after his 
death.

2 On the Library, see Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, pp. 66–9.
3 Here I disagree with Bostridge, who suggests that the 

continuity of witchcraft debates after the Restoration 
implied that further significant outbreaks of witch-trials 
were possible in England, see Ian Bostridge, Witchcraft 
and its Transformations, c. 1650–c. 1750 (Clarendon 
Press, Oxford, 1997).

4 Robin Briggs, ‘“Many reasons why”: witchcraft and the 
problem of multiple explanations’, in Jonathan Barry et 
al. (eds), Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe. Studies 
in Culture and Belief (Cambridge University Press, 
1996), pp. 49–63, especially p. 55; Erik Midelfort, ‘Witch 
Craze? Beyond the Legends of Panic’, Magic, Ritual, and 
Witchcraft, 6:1 (Summer 2011), pp. 11–33.

5 Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, p. 8.
6 Ibid., pp. 8–10.
7 Ibid., pp. 10–11.
8 Ibid., p. 16. 
9 Plume MS. 31 (held in the Plume Library, Maldon), 

unpaginated, verso sides of final two pages. This poem 
may have been written as early as 1645 with MS. 31 being 
started as a book of verse and then turned round and 
begun again from the other end as an account book. On 
MS. 31, see Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, p. 19, and Andrew 
Clark, ‘Dr. Plume as a Cambridge undergradaute’, The 
Essex Review, XIV (1905), pp. 147–8. 

10 Plume graduated B. A. in 1649, see W. J. Petchey, The 
Intentions of Thomas Plume (Maldon, 1985; second 
edition, Maldon, 2004), p. 7. He then began reading for his 
M.A., see Clark, ‘Cambridge undergraduate’, p. 148. MS. 
31 makes clear that Plume continued to live in Cambridge 
until June 1650. 

11 Plume MS. 30 (held in the Plume Library, Maldon). 
Its contents are discussed (selectively) by Doe, 
‘Churchmanship’, pp. 20–8, and Andrew Clark, ‘Dr. 
Plume’s pocket-book’, The Essex Review, XIV (1905), pp. 
9–20, 65–72, and idem., ‘Dr. Plume’s notebook’, The Essex 
Review, XIV (1905), pp. 152–163, 213–20, and XV (1906), 
pp. 8–24. 

196-206 Essex4-2 ThomasPlume.indd   203 13/02/2013   09:21



THE ESSEX SOCIETY FOR ARCHAEOLOGY & HISTORY

204

12 Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, p. 28.
13 Ibid., pp. 29–42. The evidence for this part of Plume’s 

life comes from two further notebooks, Plume MS. 7 
(1651–56) and Plume MS. 25 (1657 onwards), both held 
in the Plume Library, Maldon; and an account of the life 
and death of Hacket which Plume wrote as the preface 
for a collection of Hacket’s sermons, see Thomas Plume, 
A Century of Sermons Upon Several Remarkable 
Subjects: Preached by the Right Reverend Father in 
God John Hacket, Late Lord Bishop of Lichfield and 
Coventry, (1675), pp. i-liv. This eulogy to Hacket was the 
only text that Plume ever published. Doe has been able 
to identify twenty of the individuals discussed by Plume 
in MS. 7, all but three of whom were royalists, Arminians 
or defenders of episcopacy, see Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, pp. 
33–9, and Appendix 1. All pre-1800 works were published 
in London unless otherwise stated.

14 For a discussion of Plume’s career in Kent, see Doe, 
‘Churchmanship’, pp. 43–58.

15 Ibid., p. 58. Apart from the four notebooks he kept and 
the text he published about Hacket, Plume has left us 
only some almost entirely illegible manuscript notes from 
sermons he gave at Greenwich, see Plume Papers A1-50, 
B1-50, C1-50, and D1-42 (held in the Plume Library, 
Maldon). 

16 Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, pp 54–5.
17 See endnotes 1 and 2. 
18 Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, pp. 65–6.
19 J. S. Cockburn, ed., Calendar of assize records. Essex 

indictments. Elizabeth I (London, 1978), p. 117, 
indictment 669 (Chaundeler); p. 183, indictment 1044 
(Smythe).

20 Reproduced in Marion Gibson, ed., Early modern witches. 
Witchcraft cases in contemporary writing (London and 
New York, 2000), pp. 41–9. The Plume Library does not 
contain a copy of this or any of the other sixteenth-century 
pamphlets dealing with Essex witch-trials.

21 Alan Macfarlane, ‘A Tudor anthropologist: George Gifford’s 
Discourse and Dialogue’, in Sydney Anglo, ed., The 
damned art. Essays in the literature of witchcraft 
(London, 1977), pp. 140–155. 

22 The last Maldon individual to be formally charged with 
witchcraft was Margaret Wiseman in 1592, see Alan 
Macfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England. 
A regional and comparative study (1970; second edn 
London, 1999), pp. 284, 297. In addition to Wiseman, 
Chaundeler and Smythe, the other inhabitants of Maldon 
who were formally charged with witchcraft and related 
activities in the early modern period were the wife of 
Nethersall in 1566 (ibid., p. 279); Humfrey Poles in 1580 
(ibid., p. 303); and Edmund Hunt in 1591 (ibid., pp. 
296–7). 

23 See the indictments of women tried at the Chelmsford 
Assizes in 1638, 1641 and 1642, listed in C. L’Estrange Ewen, 
ed., Witch hunting and witch trials. The indictments for 
witchcraft from the records of 1373 assizes held for 
the Home Circuit A.D. 1559–1736 (London, 1929), pp. 
218–21. 

24 Ibid., pp. 221–31. For the best scholarly account of the East 
Anglian Witch Hunts, see Malcolm Gaskill, Witchfinders. 
A seventeenth-century English tragedy (London, 2005). 

Gaskill deals with the Essex phase of the hunts on pp. 1–9, 
33–77. 

25 Gaskill, Witchfinders, pp. 119–31. 
26 Doe suggests that Plume would have been a boarder at 

the school in Chelmsford, possibly with the headmaster 
Daniell Peake, and that he would have spent most of the 
school year in Chelmsford, as school holidays amounted to 
only five to eight weeks a year, see Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, 
pp. 10–11. For Plume’s admission to Cambridge, see 
endnote 8.

27 Gaskill, Witchfinders, pp. 129–30. The other four 
condemned women were executed in Manningtree on 1 
August 1645. This mass hanging of witches in Chelmsford 
was surpassed only by the execution of eighteen convicted 
witches at Bury St Edmunds on 27 August 1645, see ibid., 
pp. 158–61. 

28 The Cambridge phase of the East Anglian witch-hunts is 
discussed in detail in Gaskill, Witchfinders, pp. 190–8. 

29 The only Plume Library text that makes any reference to 
an event from the East Anglian witch trials is Henry More’s 
Antidote Against Atheisme, see endnote 93. 

30 MS. 30 (held in the Plume Library, Maldon), p. 17. MS. 
30 was originally unpaginated; page numbers have been 
pencilled in at some stage post-Plume. 

31 Ibid., p. 12.
32 See S. G. Deed, ed., with the assistance of Jane Francis, 

Catalogue of the Plume Library at Maldon, Essex 
(Maldon, 1959). In establishing the absence of these 
texts from the books originally collected by Plume and 
bequeathed to the Plume Library I have also consulted 
the manuscript List of items missing from the original 
collection (held in the Plume Library, Maldon). An online 
catalogue of the Plume Library is now also available, see 
http://library.thomasplumeslibrary.co.uk/HeritageScripts/
Hapi.dll/search1. The justificatory texts written by the 
witch-finders were Matthew Hopkins, The Discovery of 
Witches (1647) and John Stearne, A Confirmation and 
Discovery of Witchcraft (1648). 

33 See Deed, Catalogue, p. 72.
34 See ibid., p. 73 (Geree); p. 74 (Gillespie); p. 80 (Hall).
35 See ibid., p. 73.
36 See endnote 21. The Plume Library does have a copy of 

the 1931 facsimile edition of Gifford’s 1593 Dialogue, but 
this is a post-Plume acquisition and was not purchased 
to replace a Plume text that had gone missing from the 
original collection.

37 Petchey, Intentions, p. 5.
38 Ibid., pp. 4–5.
39 Hilda Grieve, The sleepers and the shadows. Chelmsford: 

a town, its people and its past. Vol. 2. From market 
town to chartered borough 1608–1888 (Chelmsford, 
1994), p. 56. 

40 Ibid., p. 59.
41 Ibid., p. 60.
42 Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, pp. 14–15. 
43 Both Hopkins and Stearne claimed that their expertise came 

from experience, which is of course a circular argument, 
see Hopkins, Discovery and Stearne, Confirmation.

44 These procedures are helpfully described by Hopkins 
himself, in his attempt to defend himself against criticism, 
see Hopkins, Discovery.

196-206 Essex4-2 ThomasPlume.indd   204 13/02/2013   09:21



WHAT dId THOmAS PLumE THInk AbOuT WITCHCRAFT?

205

45 Plume, Century of Sermons, pp. xvi-xvii. Plume here 
writes as if from Hacket’s perspective, but one can be fairly 
certain that Plume shared Hacket’s views. 

46 On Lowes, see Gaskill, Witchfinders, pp. 138–44, 156–61; 
C. L’Estrange Ewen, The Trials of John Lowes, Clerk 
(London, 1937). 

47 See endnote 9.
48 Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, p. 36, and Appendix 1. On MS. 7, 

see endnote 13.
49 Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, p. 39.
50 Ibid., pp. 41–2. 
51 See the earlier discussion of this point, and endnotes 

14–18.
52 Doe, ‘Churchmanship’, pp. 43–58.
53 There are also two shorter anecdotes, one referring to the 

burning of a woman for witchcraft (see endnote 30) and 
another (recorded immediately after the James I anecdote) 
as follows: ‘Two Chymists now living in Lond[on] have 
p[ro]mised whoever dies first to return to ye other (if 
God will p[er]mitt) & reveal w[ha]t learning may be had 
fro[m] ye other world’, MS. 30, p. 34. 

54 Clark, ‘Notebook’, p. 155.
55 MS. 30, p. 49.
56 Ibid.
57 See Stuart Clark, ‘Protestant demonology: Sin, superstition, 

and society (c. 1520–c. 1630)’, in Bengt Ankarloo and 
Gustav Henningsen, eds., Early modern European 
witchcraft. Centres and peripheries (Oxford, 1993), pp. 
45–81.

58 This treatise, published in London in 1636, formed part 
of the complete works of John Weemes held in the Plume 
Library, see Deed, Catalogue, p. 184. The section on the 
magician covered pp. 21–162 (the other three degenerate 
sons were the atheist, the idolator and the Jew). 

59 William Perkins, A Discovrse of the Damned Art of 
Witchcarft; so farre forth as it is revealed in the 
Scriptures, and manifest by true experience (Cambridge, 
1610). This is part of a set of the complete works of Perkins 
held in the Plume Library, see Deed, Catalogue, p. 133. 

60 Ibid. On Perkins, see Clark, ‘Protestant demonology’, pp. 
55, 56, 65, 66, 70. Perkins had been the leading Protestant 
theologian of late-sixteenth-century England and a Fellow 
of Christ’s College, Cambridge, both of which help explain 
why Plume might have sought out his works for purchase. 

61 On this point, see Roy Porter, ‘Witchcraft and magic in 
Enlightenment, Romantic and Liberal thought’, in M. 
Gijswijt-Hofstra, B. P. Levack and R. Porter (eds), The 
Athlone History of Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: 
Vol. 5, The 18th and 19th Centuries (The Athlone Press, 
London, 1999), pp. 191–274, quote at p. 241.

62 MS. 30, p. 34. Gaskill, the only historian ever to mention 
this anecdote in print, interprets it as evidence that Plume 
might have been infected with Henry More’s interest in 
witchcraft while an undergraduate at Christ’s, see Gaskill, 
Witchfinders, p. 195. Gaskill does not discuss the anecdote 
in depth or contextualise it, however, nor does he mention 
any of the other witchcraft anecdotes from MS. 30 apart 
from the one about the condemned witch who asked her 
son for a drink of water (see above, endnote 30). 

63 See Lawrence Normand and Gareth Roberts, eds., Witchcraft 
in early modern Scotland. James VI’s Demonology and 

the North Berwick witches (Exeter, 2000), pp. 309–26. The 
narrative turning-point is on p. 316. Plume probably knew 
of the pamphlet, although it does not appear in the Plume 
Library.

64 For the best modern edition of James’s demonology, see 
Normand and Roberts, Witchcraft, pp. 353–426. The 
Plume Library does have a copy of the Daemonologie, 
which is discussed later.

65 Such cases are more accurately called cases of ‘indirect 
demonic obsession’, because the children’s afflictions 
were supposedly initially caused by a witch. James’s 
change of thinking was not as inconsistent as it at first 
appears: in identifying witches in Scotland in the 1590s 
and fraudsters in England in the early seventeenth century 
James was giving public expression to his claims to 
superior knowledge in matters of religion; the pro-witch-
hunting stance he adopted in Scotland in the early 1590s 
was largely based on his genuine anxiety that witchcraft 
was being used against the House of Stuart.

66 Wallace Notestein, A history of witchcraft in England 
from 1558–1718 (1911; second edn, New York, 1968) pp. 
137–45. 

67 See James Sharpe, The bewitching of Anne Gunter. A 
horrible and true story of football, witchcraft, murder 
and the King of England (London, 1999). 

68 Ibid., pp. 169–96.
69 Ibid., p. 180.
70 MS. 30, p. 35.
71 Ibid.
72 It is impossible to know when Plume acquired the books 

and pamphlets that ended up in the Plume Library as he 
rarely if ever inserted the date on which he acquired a 
text. Both Petchey and Doe imply that Plume first became 
an active book-buyer in the service of his mentor John 
Hacket. Petchey, for instance, writes that ‘Dr Hacket had 
initiated the young scholar [ie: Plume] into the world 
of bibliographical scholarship…In the late 1650s he 
commenced a life-long acquaintance with the many 
booksellers of London’, Intentions, p. 8. However, it is 
possible that Plume acquired at least some books before 
this date, either through purchase or by being given books 
by others, and he would doubtless have read borrowed 
texts as a student. We know that he was already an avid 
reader by the 1650s, judging by the notes he made in MS. 
7 (see endnote 13). He may even have purchased some 
cheaper texts as a student, as Clark notes that he was 
‘comfortably off’ at Cambridge, see Clark, ‘Cambridge 
undergraduate’, p. 147. Plume lists the purchase of only 
one book as a student (see ibid., p. 148): Philosophia 
Naturalis by Heinrich Regius. This was listed in the only 
quarter for which Plume provided a detailed breakdown of 
his expenditure, however, so it is possible that he bought 
other books or pamphlets in other quarters but did not list 
them. 

73 James I, Opera (1619), see Deed, Catalogue, p. 93.
74 Ioannis VVieri, De Praestigiis Daemonvm (Basel, 1568), 

see Deed, Catalogue, p. 187. 
75 Scot is not listed in Deed, Catalogue, as it went missing 

from the original collection (see endnote 78).
76 For summaries of the importance of the works by Weyer 

and Scot, see James Sharpe, ‘Scot, Reginald (1583?-1599)’, 

196-206 Essex4-2 ThomasPlume.indd   205 13/02/2013   09:21



THE ESSEX SOCIETY FOR ARCHAEOLOGY & HISTORY

206

and Michaela Valente, ‘Weyer, Johann (1515–1588)’, in 
Richrad M. Golden, ed., Encyclopedia of Witchcraft (4 
vols., Santa Barbara, Denver and Oxford, 2006), vol. 4, pp. 
1016–18, and pp. 1193–6.

77 For examples of annotation, see the Plume Library copy of 
Ioannis VVieri, De Praestigiis Daemonvm (Basel, 1568), 
pp. 16–17, 20, 128–31, 550. 

78 Scot appears in the Plume Library List of items missing, 
no. 588. The Library Trustees replaced the original in 1965 
with a 1930 facsimile edition of Scot’s work.

79 For Scot’s criticism of the Witch of Endor story, see 
Reginald Scot, The Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584), Book 
VII. 

80 The Boy of Bilson or A True Discovery of the late 
Notorious Impostures of certain Romish priests in their 
pretended Exorcisme, or expulsion of the Diuell out of 
a young Boy, named William Perry, sonne of Thomas 
Perry of Bilson, in the County of Stafford, Yeoman, by 
Richard Baddeley (1622); listed in Deed, Catalogue, p. 10. 

81 For discussion of the Bilson case, see Notestein, History of 
Witchcraft, pp. 140–2. 

82 On the possession controversy, see ibid., pp. 73–92; Barbara 
Rosen, ed., Witchcraft in England, 1558–1618 (1969; 
paperback edn, Amherst, 1991), pp. 227–31, 298–302; 
Marion Gibson, Possession, Puritanism and Print: 
Darrell, Harsnett, Shakespeare and the Elizabethan 
exorcism controversy (London, Pickering and Chatto, 
2006).

83 A Breife Narration of the possession, dispossession 
and repossession of William Sommers and of some 
proceedings against Mr John Dorrell preacher, with 
aunsweres to such objections as are made to prove the 
pretended counterfeiting of the said Sommers (1598); 
listed in Deed, Catalogue, p. 162. 

84 The Replie of Iohn Darrell, to the answer of Iohn 
Deacon, and Iohn Walker, concerning the doctrine of 
the Possession and Dispossession of Demoniakes (1602); 
listed in Deed, Catalogue, p. 49.

85 See earlier discussion and footnotes 9, 11, 12.
86 Clark, ‘Notebook’, pp. 23–4.
87 Baddeley, Boy of Bilson, p. 62.
88 Ibid., p. 63.
89 Ibid., p. 64.
90 A similar criticism was made of Matthew Hopkins: he 

defended himself in 1647 against the allegations that he 
was only able to identify so many witches because he was a 
witch himself, or because the devil had given him a book 
containing all the witches’ names, see Hopkins, Discovery, 
Queries 1 and 2.

91 See endnote 28.
92 Gaskill points out that More was undecided about the guilt 

of Goodwife Kendall, the woman executed for witchcraft 
in Cambridge in 1646 whom More had visited in gaol, see 
Gaskill, Witchfinders, p. 195. This shows that an individual 
could believe in the general possibility of witchcraft while 
being sceptical about guilt, or the possibility of even 
establishing guilt, in specific cases of alleged witchcraft. 

93 Henry More, An Antidote Against Atheisme, or An Appeal to 
the Natural Faculties of the Mind of Man, whether there 
be not a God (1653; second edn, 1655). Deed lists only the 
1653 edition, see Deed, Catalogue, p. 120. More referred 
to his dealings with Goodwife Kendall (although calling 
her Lendall), see Antidote, pp. 128–130. Gaskill suggests 
that this is a mistake, as there were no Lendalls recorded in 
any Cambridge parish registers for this period, see Gaskill, 
Witchfinders, p. 316, note 15. More also referred to another 
case from the East Anglian witch hunts in Antidote: that 
of John Winnick of Molesworth in Huntingdonshire from 
1646, see More, Antidote, pp. 125–6. 

94 Deed, Catalogue, p. 16.
95 Joseph Glanvill, A Blow at Modern Sadducism in some 

Philosophical Considerations about Witchcraft (1668), 
and Saducismus Triumphatus: or, Full and Plain 
Evidence Concerning Witches and Apparitions (1681). 
The 1668 text went missing from the original Plume 
collection at some point (see the Plume Library List of 
items missing, no. 268); it was replaced by the Library 
Trustees in 1996. The 1681 text is listed in Deed, Catalogue, 
p. 74. Another text in the same vein is Thomas Bromhall’s 
A Treatise of Specters…whereunto is annexed A Learned 
TREATISE, confuting the Opinions of the SADDUCES and 
EPICURES… (1659), see Deed, Catalogue, p. 26.

96 Jonathan Barry, ‘Glanvill, Joseph (1636–1680)’, in Richard 
M. Golden, ed., Encyclopedia of Witchcraft (4 vols., Santa 
Barbara, Denver and Oxford, 2006), vol. 2, pp. 445–6.

97 Ibid.
98 See Deed, Catalogue, p. 120. A fifteenth text by More, 

Philosophicall poems (Cambridge, 1647) has gone 
missing from the collection, see the Plume Library List of 
items missing, no. 456. Gaskill notes that it contains one 
poem about a witches’ sabbat, see Witchfinders, p. 195.

99 Deed, Catalogue, p. 47.
100 See Brian Levack’s point that any analysis of the decline in 

English witch-hunting should begin with the scepticism 
of Harsnett and Bancroft in relation to the exorcism 
controversy of the late 16th/early 17th century, in Gijswijt-
Hofstra et al. (eds), Athlone History of Witchcraft and 
Magic (Vol. 5), pp. 54–5.

196-206 Essex4-2 ThomasPlume.indd   206 13/02/2013   09:21


