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This thesis uses sixteenth- and seventeenth-century witchcraft trial records from the 

Orkney and Shetland islands to better understand the pattern of the Scottish witch-hunt at both a 

regional and national level. It analyzes the specific local and central religiopolitical imperatives 

that brought the Scottish witch-hunt to this culturally distinct insular region during an age of 

religious reformation. Examinations of Privy Council records and witchcraft trial records from 

the first witch-hunt in the Northern Isles reveal a clash between the islands’ customary quasi-

independence and a centralizing, bureaucratic monarchy under King James VI. Details from 

cases in this specific region of Scotland also challenge received ideas about what elements 

officials focused on to secure convictions, notably the role of the Devil. Other characteristics of 

insular cases demonstrate consistency with Lowland cases, suggesting a common concern across 

Scotland to enforce correct and consistent forms of reformed worship and behaviour. 
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Introduction 

 

 On 7 June 1615, the witch-hunt began in Orkney and Shetland, two archipelagos located 

to the north of Scotland. The first victims of this initial wave of persecution were Janet Drever 

and Katherine Bigland, two women from Westray in the northern isles of Orkney. Drever was 

sentenced to be scourged through the burgh (town) of Kirkwall and then banished from the 

islands, while Bigland was condemned to be strangled and burned at the stake.1 Many such 

sentences were handed down in the decades to come, and by 1708, over 126 islanders had either 

been accused of or tried for witchcraft in Orkney and Shetland. Had Janet Drever and Katherine 

Bigland been arraigned on witchcraft charges in any court throughout the islands only four years 

prior, they would have met with dramatically different sentences. Unfortunately for the two 

women, their trials immediately followed—and were a result of—an unprecedented 

transformation in insular government from the leadership of a quasi-independent earl to direct 

rule by agents of the Scottish Crown. The establishment of this new, highly centralized insular 

regime accompanied renewed efforts to extend the Scottish Reformation to the Northern Isles, 

which placed the folk beliefs and practices of the islanders in direct opposition to the strict 

Protestant convictions of their new overlords. This set the stage for a dramatic collision between 

folk and elite worldviews, which resulted in the extension of the Scottish witch-hunt to the 

northernmost reaches of the kingdom and the prosecution of over one hundred islanders for the 

sin and crime of witchcraft. 

 Though Scotland exerted overwhelming control in the islands during the witch-hunt, the 

Northern Isles had not always belonged to Scotland, at least not the geographically cohesive 

 
1 Robert S. Barclay, ed., The Court Books of Orkney and Shetland 1614-1615 (Edinburgh: T and A Constable Ltd., 

1967), 18-20. 
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kingdom of the early modern period. Norwegian settlers first established a constant presence on 

Shetland in the late eighth or early ninth century and were settling in Orkney circa 800 CE. Prior 

to and during the early stages of Norse occupation and settlement, the islands were home to 

communities of Picts, the ancestors of the Scots. Despite this existing Pictish presence, the 

Norwegians eventually became the dominant, and then the only group of inhabitants in the 

islands, the Picts having disappeared over the course of the ninth century. Sometime during early 

Norse occupation, Orkney and Shetland were combined into an earldom that was ruled by 

successive Norse earls until 1195, when Shetland was detached from Orkney and ruled directly 

by the Norwegian Crown. Regardless, Norse incomers and their culture persisted in both 

archipelagos, maintaining close political and economic relations with their mother country, 

Norway. These strong links resulted in enduring similarities between the Northern Isles and 

Norway in law, administration, language, and religion throughout the medieval period and into 

the early modern.  

Even though the rough waters of the North Atlantic separated Orkney, and more so 

Shetland, from Scotland, Scottish culture began to influence insular society in the thirteenth 

century as the Norse earls married into the families of Scottish elites. Scottish clerics also 

increasingly found a place in the islands, particularly after the Black Death decimated Norway’s 

clerical population. Scotland’s influence in the region only seemed to increase in the coming 

centuries, particularly in the late 1460s when James III of Scotland wed Margarethe, the daughter 

of Christian I, king of the unified Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. Christian pledged, or 

impignorated, Orkney and Shetland to Scotland in 1468 and 1469, respectively, as security 

against his payment of Margarethe’s dowry, which he failed to deliver to the Scottish Crown, 

resulting in the transfer of sovereignty over the islands to Margarethe’s new husband. 
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Even two hundred years later, however, the outlines of a distinct Norse cultural zone still 

encircled Orkney and Shetland. When the Northern Isles were joined to Scotland, their Norse 

culture became the latest of several cultural heritages belonging to diverse historical peoples that 

influenced Scottish society, including the Picts, Cumbrian Celts, Dalriadan Celts, Angles, and 

Normans.2 Scotland was already a multicultural kingdom, and in the early modern period this 

was exemplified most clearly by the cultural and geographical divide between the Highland 

Gaels and the Lowland Scots. Like the Gaels, Orcadians and Shetlanders preserved their unique 

mores and lifeways, though they also willingly adopted certain elements of Scottish culture and 

society, like select laws and legal procedures. Centuries of mingling between incoming Scots and 

established islanders produced a unique insular identity and culture that was based in Norse 

tradition but incorporated Scottish practices into the insular cultural milieu. Those incoming 

Scots also adopted the customs of their new insular home in a process that Orcadian historian 

William P.L. Thomson has termed “Orknification.”3 Thus, Orkney and Shetland constituted a 

culturally distinct region of Scotland well into the seventeenth century—during the peak of the 

witch-hunt—and beyond. At the time of the Scottish witch-hunt, Orkney and Shetland were 

perhaps more a part of Scotland than ever before; the development of the witch-hunt in the 

Northern Isles around 1615 exemplified the increasing centripetal pull of Edinburgh during 

James VI’s reign not only in the north, but throughout the kingdom. Yet the islanders, 

particularly the folk, retained their unique insular customs throughout the witch-hunt, which are 

not only discernible, but readily identifiable in the trial records of accused Orcadians and 

Shetlanders. Early modern Scotland was culturally heterogeneous, which highlights the 

 
2 Ian Brown, Scottish Theatre: Diversity, Language, Continuity (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 30-31; Michael Lynch, 

Scotland: A New History (London: Pimlico, 2008), 16-17; Donna Heddle, “‘The North Wind Doth Blow:’ A New 

Agenda for Northern Scottish Studies,” Anglistik 20, no. 2 (2019): 120-21. 
3 William P.L. Thomson, The New History of Orkney (Edinburgh: Birlinn, 2008), 191. 
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importance of undertaking regional studies to evaluate how witchcraft was understood by folk 

and elite alike in different areas of the kingdom and how that compared to the national pattern. 

 

 

 

It is commonplace—and correct—to assert that the Scottish witch-hunt occurred between 

1563 and 1735, the respective dates on which the first Scottish Witchcraft Act was enacted and 

abolished. The timeframe of the witch-hunt, however, differed markedly between Scottish 

Figure 1.1 Geographical regions of Scotland. Map by Rab-k, use permitted under 

GNU Free Documentation License. https://www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl-1.3.en.html. 
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counties. For example, the Lowland county of Fife, which saw its first witchcraft case in 1563 

and its last in 1709, aligns more precisely with this chronology, while other regions like the 

Northern Isles do not readily conform. Orkney and Shetland comprised one of the regions that 

experienced the Scottish witch-hunt much later than most; it did not begin there until 1615, over 

fifty years after the Reformation and the promulgation of the 1563 Scottish Witchcraft Act. 

While Orkney and Shetland did prosecute those accused of witchcraft prior to 1615, the 

independent law codes that the islands followed dictated that witchcraft was to be treated as a 

common criminal infraction rather than a capital crime, as it was in Scotland after 1563. The 

secular rulers of Orkney and Shetland, the Stewart earls, also possessed a fundamentally 

different attitude towards witchcraft than did the Lowland Crown and nobility following the 

Scottish Reformation in 1560. Where the Reformed religious beliefs of Lowland elites deemed 

witchcraft a sin and crime worthy of death, the Orkney earls treated witchcraft with unexpected 

ambivalence. Their near complete disinterest in prosecuting witchcraft suspects is rather more 

surprising than if they had espoused support for or reluctant acceptance of the unorthodox folk 

beliefs and practices that Scottish authorities viewed as witchcraft. 

When it did develop, the witch-hunt in the Northern Isles immediately followed the 

Scottish Crown’s intervention in island governance. Following Scotland’s acquisition of the 

islands, Orkney and Shetland were once again erected into an earldom, as they had existed under 

the Norwegian Crown prior to the final years of the twelfth century. In 1565, an illegitimate son 

of James V, Robert Stewart, was granted the earldom in heritable possession, which he promptly 

exploited to exact funds, lands, and resources from the islanders to enrich himself. His son 

Patrick became the second Stewart earl of Orkney upon his father’s death and continued to 

deplete the islands’ coffers. The Scottish Crown under James VI moved to suppress the 
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independence that the Stewart earls had enjoyed and placed Patrick Stewart in ward in Edinburgh 

in 1609 until he was eventually executed for treason in 1615. During Patrick’s imprisonment, the 

insular law codes of the islands were abrogated and replaced with Scots law, the earldom was 

abolished, the earldom regime was replaced with Crown representatives, and efforts to extend 

the Reformation to the Northern Isles were renewed. This unprecedented imposition of Scottish 

political and religious influence on Orkney and Shetland produced the specific conditions under 

which a Scottish-style witch-hunt was carried out in the islands, and later that same year, Janet 

Drever and Katherine Bigland were convicted in a Scottish court under the Scottish Witchcraft 

Act. The witch-hunt was also used as a repressive tool to enforce acceptance of the new regime, 

which triggered the first major local witch-hunt in both Orkney and Shetland in 1616, only one 

year after the establishment of an episcopacy in lieu of a secular government in the islands. 
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Methodology 

 Over the past twenty years since the publication of Stuart Macdonald’s regional study of 

witchcraft in Fife, several more works examining localized patterns of witchcraft accusation and 

prosecution have emerged.4 They have focused on local conditions in various counties of the 

 
4 Lizanne Henderson, “The Survival of Witchcraft Prosecutions and Witch Belief in South-West Scotland,” The 

Scottish Historical Review 85, no. 1 (2006): 52-74; Lizanne Henderson, “Witch Hunting and Witch Belief in the 

Figure 1.2 Map of the customary Highland-Lowland divide. Image released 

into public domain. 
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Highlands and Lowlands, as well as individual cases, but only one study—Liv Willumsen’s 

comparative treatment of Scotland and Finnmark, Norway—has dealt at any length with 

Northern Isles witchcraft cases, and even then, they were not Willumsen’s focus. Recently, 

however, more attention has been drawn to witchcraft in this northern insular area; the 2020 

volume of the New Orkney Antiquarian Journal was published as a special edition dedicated to 

the victims of the witch-hunt in the Northern Isles, making a crucial contribution to the study of 

the insular witch-hunt.5 Interest in insular witchcraft is not new, however, as noted Orcadian 

folklorist and historian Ernest W. Marwick rigorously documented longstanding folk beliefs and 

traditions in the islands in the twentieth century and recorded many insular witchcraft cases.6 

The present thesis continues this work but devotes much space to exploring the Norse 

legal and cultural heritage of the Northern Isles to evaluate how this distinct background affected 

the pattern of the witch-hunt there. The first chapter considers how early Norwegian settlers 

brought their Norse culture to the islands and explores the unique conditions that allowed Norse 

influence to grow and endure through the centuries. The second chapter evaluates how the 

replacement of insular law with Scottish law and administration early in the seventeenth century 

impacted the judicial treatment of witchcraft and alleged witches in Orkney and Shetland, and in 

turn, how this brought the Scottish witch-hunt to the Northern Isles. Even with the increased 

presence of reforming Scottish clerics after 1615, the folk of Orkney and Shetland, much like 

 
Gàidhealtachd,” in Witchcraft and Belief in Early Modern Scotland, eds. Julian Goodare, Lauren Martin, and Joyce 

Miller, 95-118 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Lauren Martin, “The Witch, the Household and the 

Community: Isobel Young in East Barns, 1580-1629,” in Scottish Witches and Witch-Hunters, ed. Julian Goodare, 

67-84 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Anna Cordey, “Reputation and Witch-Hunting in Seventeenth-

Century Dalkeith,” in Scottish Witches and Witch-Hunters, ed. Julian Goodare, 103-120 (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2013); Liv Helene Willumsen, Witches of the North: Scotland and Finnmark (Leiden: Brill, 2013); 

Thomas Brochard, “Scottish Witchcraft in a Regional and Northern European Context: The Northern Highlands, 

1563-1660,” Magic, Ritual and Witchcraft 10, no. 1 (2015): 41-74. 
5 “Commemorating the Victims of the Orkney Witchcraft Trials,” New Orkney Antiquarian Journal 9, no. 1 (2020). 
6 Ernest W. Marwick, An Orkney Anthology: The Selected Works of Ernest Walker Marwick, ed. John D.M. 

Robertson (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1991). 
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their Scottish counterparts, continued to engage in practices and hold beliefs that were 

demonized on the Scottish mainland, particularly in the Lowlands. As such, an explicitly 

comparative element is included in chapter three to evaluate how elite and folk perceptions of 

witchcraft intersected and clashed in both regions. Examining the cases of insular witches also 

clarifies the overall picture of the Scottish witch-hunt because the same laws and ideas about 

witchcraft prevailed amongst the elite in the islands and Scotland after 1615. The witch-hunt in 

Orkney and Shetland was at once part of a larger whole and distinct. It took its own destructive 

course, shaped by the exigencies of local power struggles that were nevertheless spurred by the 

seventeenth-century Scottish Crown’s drive to centralize and enforce cultural and religious 

conformity throughout the kingdom. 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3 Stacks off the coast of Papa Stour, Shetland. Image by David Hewitt, use permitted under CC BY-

3.0. https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/. 
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Chapter 1: Orkney and Shetland in Context 

 

 Orkney and Shetland, two archipelagos that occupy the northwestern corner of the North 

Sea, have constituted the northernmost extent of Scotland’s geopolitical boundaries since the 

fifteenth century. Throughout the Middle Ages and into the early modern period, the residents of 

these island communities participated in a network of cultural, commercial, and diplomatic 

exchange centred on the North Atlantic seaboard between Scandinavia and southwestern Europe. 

As such, the cultural orientation of the islands has fluctuated over time. For Norse settlers from 

the eighth century onwards, the Northern Isles were instrumental to their seafaring way of life, 

providing a base for their southwesterly maritime expeditions.7 Thereafter, the islands 

constituted part of the Kingdom of Norway’s skattlands—overseas territories that paid skat, or 

tax—to the Norwegian Crown, along with other insular regions like the Faeroe Islands.8 From 

the late ninth century, Orkney and Shetland were combined into one political unit known as the 

Earldom of Orkney and were ruled together by hereditary earls.9 Though the earls paid tribute to 

the Norwegian king, they acted as independent rulers of an autonomous principality, even 

pursuing their own expansionist policies, most notably under Earl Torfinn Sigurdsson (d. 

1065).10 Earl Torfinn was a grandson of the Scottish king Malcolm II (r. 1005-1034) and 

received the northern Scottish territories of Caithness and Sutherland from him in the early 

eleventh century.11 From Torfinn’s reign, this joint earldom occupied a unique and sometimes 

 
7 Ian Peter Grohse, “From Asset in War to Asset in Diplomacy: Orkney in the Medieval Realm of Norway,” Island 

Studies Journal 8, no. 2 (2013): 258-59. 
8 Grohse, “Asset in War to Asset in Diplomacy,” 255. 
9 Barbara E. Crawford, The Northern Earldoms: Orkney and Caithness from AD 870 to 1470 (Edinburgh: John 

Donald, 2013), 48. 
10 Randi Bjorshol Wardahl, The Incorporation and Integration of the King’s Tributary Lands into the Norwegian 

Realm c. 1195-1397, trans. Alan Crozier (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 34-35. 
11 Thomson, The New History, 69; Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 113. 
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unenviable position: the earls were obliged to do homage to the Norwegian king for Orkney and 

Shetland, and to the Scottish king for Caithness, carefully balancing their loyalties to both 

kingdoms.  

From the end of the twelfth century, the Norwegian Crown extended and strengthened its 

control over its island communities throughout the Atlantic, including Orkney and Shetland, 

bringing them under the king’s direct control. For two hundred years, beginning with the Treaty 

of Perth in 1266 under which Norway’s claim to Orkney and Shetland was affirmed, the islands 

played an important role in Norse and Scottish diplomacy. This arrangement lasted until the 

Norwegian king Christian I pledged the islands as security against the payment of his daughter 

Margarethe’s dowry upon her marriage to James III of Scotland. The period following this 

impignoration—the pledging or “pawning” of the islands—represented a transitional phase in the 

history of the Northern Isles, as the increasing presence of Scottish clerical and political elites 

affirmed Scotland’s growing influence in the region.12 Despite the increasing Scottish presence, 

the people of Orkney and Shetland maintained a powerful local insular identity and preserved 

their connections to Norway and Norse culture. Islanders continued to maintain tight trading 

links with Norway, adhere to a Norwegian law code, preserve Norse landholding patterns, 

venerate popular Scandinavian saints, and speak Norn, a daughter language of Old West 

Scandinavian. Even though Scottish culture began to make discernible inroads as early as the 

1370s, incoming Scots experienced a process of “Orknification” wherein they were assimilated 

to the way of life that prevailed in a heterogeneous community comprised of Scots, Norwegians, 

 
12 Peter Anderson, “Earl William to Earl Patrick: A Survey of the History of Orkney and Shetland from 1468 to 

1615,” in Shetland’s Northern Links: Language and History, ed. Doreen J. Waugh (Edinburgh: Scottish Society for 

Northern Studies, 1996), 174-75. 



 

 

 

12 

and those with local insular origins.13 The establishment of a distinctly Norse cultural milieu in 

the Northern Isles in the ninth century would eventually have catastrophic consequences for 

islanders in the early seventeenth, as their cultural nonconformity with Scotland factored into the 

extension of the Scottish witch-hunt to the region under James VI. 

 

1.1 The Extent of the Norse North Atlantic 

The islands to the north of Scotland have a long and complex history of settlement, 

having known human habitation since the Neolithic.14 Prior to the ninth century, Orkney was 

likely part of the dominion of Fortriu, a medieval Pictish kingdom located around the Moray 

Firth in the northeast of Scotland (Figure 2.1).15 The English author of the Bern Chronicle, 

written around 800 CE, referred to Orkney’s inhabitants as Picts when recounting the Roman 

emperor Claudius’ supposed annexation of the islands, which demonstrated that Orkney’s Pictish 

ties were widely acknowledged at the outset of the ninth century.16 Additionally, material 

remnants of Pictish sculpture and art have been found throughout Orkney, reinforcing the 

islands’ connection to early medieval Pictish culture.17 As in Orkney, Shetland’s Pictish 

affiliation is also evident; the remains of brochs and roundhouses, defensive structures found in 

abundance throughout Scotland, but particularly in the north mainland and Northern Isles, evince 

an early cultural connection between Shetlanders and Picts.18  

 
13 T.M.Y. Manson, “Shetland in the Sixteenth Century,” in The Renaissance and Reformation in Scotland, eds. Ian 

Cowan and Duncan Shaw (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1983), 206; Thomson, The New History, 191; 

Grohse, Frontiers for Peace, 20. 
14 Olivia Lelong, “Uncovering Milla Skerra,” in Excavations at Milla Skerra, Sandwick, Unst: Rhythms of Life in 

Iron Age Shetland, ed. Olivia Lelong (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2019), 1. 
15 Alex Woolf, From Pictland to Alba, 789-1070 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 10, 13. 
16 Thomson, New History of Orkney, 6. 
17 Woolf, From Pictland to Alba, 13. 
18 Adam Grydehøj, “Ethnicity and the origins of local identity in Shetland, UK––Part I: Picts, Vikings, Fairies, 

Finns, and Aryans,” Journal of Marine and Island Cultures no. 2 (2013): 40-41. 
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According to the archaeological record, Picts likely inhabited the islands from the third 

century into the ninth, but some form of Norse habitation has been estimated to have begun at 

certain Shetland sites as early as the mid-seventh or mid-eighth centuries.19 The settlement of 

Milla Skerra on Shetland’s northernmost island, Unst, provided a temporary base for Vikings 

sailing out of Norway to raid and trade from at least the late eighth century onwards (Figure 

2.1).20 Similarly, the excavation of ancient farmsteads at Buckquoy on Mainland Orkney 

 
19 Beverley Ballin Smith, “Norwick: Shetland’s First Viking Settlement?,” in West over Sea: Studies in 

Scandinavian Sea-Borne Expansion and Settlement Before 1300, eds. Beverley Ballin Smith, Simon Taylor, and 

Gareth Williams (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 289, 294; Lelong, “Uncovering Milla Skerra,” 4; Woolf, From Pictland to 

Alba, 288-89. 
20 Lelong, “Uncovering Milla Skerra,” 4. 

Figure 2.1 The Orkney and Shetland islands in relation to northern Scotland. Derived from map by Eric Gaba, 

use permitted under GNU Free Documentation License. https://www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl-1.3.en.html. 
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suggests an early Norse occupation date of around 800, with further evidence documenting later 

Norse occupation of the site around 900.21 While some reasonably specific dates for the 

commencement of Norse habitation have been postulated, it is uncertain exactly how early Norse 

settlers replaced the native Pictish population throughout the islands. Divergent theories 

promoting either amalgamation or extermination of the Picts by the Norse have been cogently 

argued, but there is no consensus from which to draw a firm conclusion regarding their ultimate 

fate.22 What is known is that a Norse people and culture made inroads in Orkney and Shetland 

during the eighth and ninth centuries and were ascendant from the latter half of the ninth, 

contemporary with and, perhaps at some settlements, predating the onset of Britain’s Viking Age 

around 793.23 

 
21 Jessica Bäcklund, “The Norse in Orkney: An archaeological and social anthropological study of the Norse 

settlement process and the relationship between the Norse and the Picts,” (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 

2001), 112, https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/22477. 
22 See, for example: Bäcklund, “The Norse in Orkney,” https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/22477 and Brian Smith, 

“The Picts and the Martyrs or Did the Vikings Kill the Native Population of Orkney and Shetland?,” Northern 

Studies 36 (2001): 7-32. 
23 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 12; Woolf, From Pictland to Alba, 43, 286. 

https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/22477
https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/22477
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Norway in the high Middle Ages, like other nascent northwestern European kingdoms, 

was exploring the limits of its territorial bounds and developing relationships with other growing 

powers. Seafaring Norwegians explored every corner of the North Atlantic from the eighth 

century onwards, eventually voyaging to and settling in islands as far west as Greenland and 

establishing a port at Dublin on the Irish Sea. This port facilitated Norway’s European 

connections through its trading networks, sustaining trade with western France and the 

Mediterranean by the eleventh century.24 Norway’s other far-flung communities included 

 
24 Magnús Stefánsson, “The Norse island communities of the Western Ocean,” in The Cambridge History of 

Scandinavia, ed. Knut Helle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 205. 

Figure 2.2 Horizontal map of Orkney in relation to Scotland. Orkney is pictured in the bottom righthand corner 

of the map, but Shetland is not included. It was not uncommon for mapmakers to exclude Shetland up until 

1654 when the Blaeu Atlas was produced. John Leslie, Scotiae Regni Antiqvissimi Accvrata Descriptio, Rome: 

Leslie, 1578. Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Scotland. 
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Orkney and Shetland, the Faeroe Islands, Iceland, and Man and the Hebrides. While these islands 

were part of the Norwegian king’s territorial ambit, direct royal influence was not effectively 

enforced until the late twelfth or thirteenth century. The Crown instead relied on a system of 

overlordship that prevailed throughout northwestern Europe prior to the thirteenth century in 

which local elites wielded power on behalf of the king.25 After Orkney and Shetland were joined 

under the earldom in the late ninth century, with Caithness added following the outset of the 

eleventh, indirect overlordship prevailed until King Magnus Barelegs led an expedition in 1098 

to assert Norway’s dominion over the islands around Scotland’s western seaboard.26 Norwegian 

overlordship was extended to the Orkney earldom by a treaty concluded that same year in which 

Norway’s dominion over Orkney and Shetland, as well as Man and the Hebrides, was confirmed 

between King Edgar of Scotland and King Magnus.27 This agreement empowered the Norwegian 

king to officially appoint the earls of Orkney, though the earldom remained a hereditary 

possession, thus somewhat restraining royal influence. Even with this provision, the earls 

continued to act as independent rulers after 1098, and with direct royal influence again absent in 

Orkney and Shetland from 1103, they enjoyed another ninety years of unchecked rule.28 Though 

the earldom was largely self-governing, Orkney and Shetland, like the other North Atlantic 

islands, maintained cultural and political ties with Norway that later facilitated that kingdom’s 

centralization of power throughout the Norse North Atlantic. Despite Norway’s largely 

successful moves towards centralization, semi-independent rule in the Northern Isles was 

resurrected under the Scottish Stewart earls in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Their 

 
25 Wardahl, Incorporation of Tributary Lands, 54, 58-60. 
26 Stefánsson, “The Norse island communities,” 207. 
27 Wardahl, Incorporation of Tributary Lands, 45. 
28 Wardahl, Incorporation of Tributary Lands, 46, 51, 57-58. 
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independence drew the Scottish Crown’s attention and ire, and eventually provoked the 

monarchy’s intervention in the region, which was a direct cause of the insular witch-hunt. 

 

1.2 Orkney and Shetland in Saga Literature 

Stepping beyond the archaeological record, much of our historical knowledge of the 

islands’ medieval existence comes from Norse sagas. Sagas were collections of prose narratives 

informed by “oral history and remembered tradition, but embellished with dramatic detail which 

may, or may not, be accurate.”29 Orkneyinga Saga is the only extant saga that focuses on the 

history of Orkney and Shetland and was first composed around 1200, either in Iceland or 

Orkney, before it was revised in the 1230s and again in 1387.30 Historian Barbara Crawford 

argues that Orkneyinga Saga reliably documents the century leading up to its creation, though 

she acknowledges that its account of Orkney’s earlier medieval period is prone to confusion.31 

The importance of sagas as a source of reliable information about the past has been debated, 

though this controversy stemmed from a methodological issue rather than any supposed 

inadequacy of the sources.32 Historians had previously attempted to glean information about the 

Viking Age in Orkney from the saga, but this approach proved problematic because the narrative 

themes of the saga reflected the concerns of the period in which it was written rather than the 

glorious past it extolled.33 The specific events detailed in Orkneyinga Saga from the early 

 
29 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 42. 
30 Ian Beuermann, “Jarla Sogur Orkneyja. Status and Power of the Earls of Orkney According to their Sagas,” in 

Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages: Scandinavia, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney, and the Faeroes, eds. 

Gro Steinsland, Jón Vidar Sigurdsson, Jan Erik Rekdal, and Ian Beuermann (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 110, 111; 

Thomson, New History of Orkney, 24. 
31 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 42. 
32 Stefan Brink, “Law, Society and Landscape in Early Scandinavia,” in Comparative Law and Anthropology, ed. 

James A.R. Nafgizer (Cheltenham; Northampton: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2017), 319. 
33 Beuermann, “Jarla Sogur Orkneyja,” 112 
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medieval period are likely not historical, but the themes contained within the saga do reflect the 

real anxieties of the islands’ political elite throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.34 

The writing and revisions of Orkneyinga Saga corresponded with periods of political 

uncertainty in the Scandinavian North Atlantic and served as a reaction to Norwegian 

interference in local government. The saga relates that in 1194, Orkney became involved in 

Norway’s civil war during the reign of Earl Harald Maddadson, which resulted in the resounding 

defeat of an Orkney fleet at the Battle of Florvåg. The following year, Earl Harald submitted to 

Norway’s King Sverre and accepted the penalty for his disloyalty; the freedom that the earls of 

Orkney had enjoyed as rulers of a semi-independent principality was ended. They became 

liegemen, bereft of intrinsic authority, bound to act as mere extensions of royal power and 

checked by a “sysselman,” the king’s sheriff through whom he enforced his rule and collected 

rents and fines in each of his skattlands.35 Furthermore, the Norwegian Crown appropriated the 

lands of those islanders who had died at Florvåg, and Shetland was separated from the earldom 

and brought under the direct control of the Norwegian Crown until the impignoration.36 This 

period of dramatic political restructuring within Orkney and Shetland, brought about by 

Norwegian interference, likely catalyzed the creation of Orkneyinga Saga, the narrative of which 

reflected the islands’ changing relationship with Norway from an insular perspective.  

 The first version of Orkneyinga Saga emphasized Orkney’s identity as a distinct polity 

rather than an appendage of Norwegian royal authority by establishing Orkney’s earls as 

independently worthy leaders. Keeping with the pattern of declaring mythical ancestry for Norse 

 
34 Haki Antonsson, “The Present and the Past in the Sagas of Icelanders,” in How the Past was Used: Historical 

Cultures, c.750-2000, eds. Peter Lambert and Björn Weiler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 74, 77. 
35 Steinar Imsen, “Earldom and Kingdom: Orkney in the Realm of Norway 1195-1379,” Historisk Tidsskrift 

79, no. 2 (2000): 165, 166; Wardahl, Incorporation of Tributary Lands, 88-89. 
36 Thomson, The New History, 120-21. 
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kings and earls, the saga created a genealogy for the Orkney earls that sat in opposition to that of 

the Norwegian kings; it identified the earls’ mythical forebear as the giant Fornjótr rather than 

connect their lineage to Odin, the progenitor of Norway’s ruling family.37 This distinct origin 

story affirmed the independence of the Orkney earls from the kings of Norway and, in spite of 

Orkney’s beginnings as a Norwegian colony, emphasized a relationship of equality rather than 

subordination between the two polities.38 Even when the theme of equality and independence 

was diminished in the second version of Orkneyinga Saga, written several decades after Earl 

Harald’s submission to King Sverre, it advanced a cautionary narrative warning that strife within 

Orkney’s ruling family could open the door to undesired Norwegian interference in local 

affairs.39  

The themes of equality and independence are also prominent in Icelandic sagas: like 

Orkneyinga Saga, contemporary political strife influenced certain recurring narrative themes in 

the Icelandic sagas and cast Iceland as Norway’s political equal.40 One narrative pattern relates 

the story of a young Icelandic hero who sails to Norway and faces a challenge that will allow 

him to prove his worth at the Norwegian king’s court. Prior to the proving, he is involved in a 

confrontation with the king, reflecting the contemporary opinion of Iceland’s political elite that 

they were in no way subordinate to the Norwegian monarchs.41 Iceland’s early phase of saga 

writing coincided with a period of internal political strife that undermined the region’s 

constitution and opened it up to opportunistic interference by the king of Norway, who 

 
37 Gro Steinsland, “Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages: Scandinavia, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and 

the Faeroes,” in Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages: Scandinavia, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney, and the 

Faeroes, eds. Gro Steinsland, Jón Vidar Sigurdsson, Jan Erik Rekdal, and Ian Beuermann (Leiden: Brill, 2011) 6, 8-

9; Beuermann, “Jarla Sogur Orkneyja,” 115, 121. 
38 Jan Ragnar Hagland, “Orkney: A Literary Motif in the Sagas?,” Journal of the North Atlantic 4 (2013): 149. 
39 Beuermann, “Jarla Sogur Orkneyja,” 142. 
40 Eleanor Rosamund Barraclough, “Sailing the Saga Seas: Narrative, Cultural, and Geographical Perspectives in the 

North Atlantic Voyages of the Íslendingasögur,” Journal of the North Atlantic 18 (2012): 5. 
41 Barraclough, “Sailing the Saga Seas,” 4. 
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eventually enforced his direct rule in the early 1260s.42 This situation was foreshadowed in 

Orkney at the end of the twelfth century and the literary works of both regions reflect the local 

turmoil caused by Norwegian interference and domination. Orkney and Iceland can be seen 

attempting to navigate a new political landscape whilst preserving the independence of their 

communities by emphasizing local identity over an association with a wider proto-national 

Norwegian collective identity. Saga literature reveals that medieval Orcadians saw themselves as 

constituting an independent and equal polity but with strong connections to a Scandinavian 

cultural world over which Norway was dominant. That the saga provided a formulaic origin 

myth for the Orkney earls indicates a shared cultural language that would have been understood 

by Orcadians, Shetlanders, Icelanders, and Norwegians alike.43 The very existence of a saga, a 

quintessentially Norse literary medium, dedicated to Orkney and Shetland suggests a cultural 

unity and close political relationship between Orkney, Shetland, and the Norse world. 

 

1.3 Nativism in Northern Isles Historiography 

 Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the history of the Northern Isles’ 

social and political developments was characterized as a struggle between an ever-encroaching 

Scottish hegemony and an imperiled, dwindling Norse cultural heritage.44 This is part of a 

modern historiographical tradition that defined the relationship between Scotland and Norway in 

the Middle Ages as inherently adversarial. According to this view, the Northern Isles existed as a 

space of contention between burgeoning medieval nation-states as they negotiated the limits of 

their territorial sovereignty.45 While this enmity certainly characterized Scoto-Norse relations 

 
42 Antonsson, “Sagas of Icelanders,” 75. 
43 Wardahl, Incorporation of Tributary Lands, 36. 
44 Grohse, Frontiers for Peace, 15-16. 
45 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 5. 
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prior to the signing of the Treaty of Perth in 1266, peace was actively promoted between the two 

regions following the confirmation of Scotland’s dominion over the Hebrides and the Isle of 

Man, and Norway’s rule over Orkney and Shetland.46 Despite the dynamism of the relationship 

between Scotland and Norway, modern Scottish historians depicted Norse seafarers as 

“invaders”, brazenly staking claim to a region that rightfully belonged to Scotland based on 

geographic proximity. These historians viewed the eventual “triumph” of Scottish culture in the 

islands as an affirmation of Scotland’s national greatness, while Norwegian historians held that 

the loss of the isles diminished that of Norway, and insular historians saw this as the genesis of 

Scottish oppression.47 This latter view has been regularly espoused from the mid-nineteenth 

century and has persisted until relatively recently.48 The sociocultural identity and political 

allegiance of the islanders was viewed along anachronistic ethnonational lines wherein the “race” 

of the islanders determined their support for either Scottish or Norse hegemony. The related 

concept of “Scottification” holds that there was a shift in the cultural makeup of Orkney and 

Shetland as more Scots moved into the islands and assimilated the Norse population, eventually 

severing their cultural links with Scandinavia and wiping out the unique Norse heritage of the 

population.49 

 Largely absent from the historiographical tradition of the Northern Isles until lately was 

the notion that the islanders did not readily identify with a wider regnal community; rather, they 

saw themselves primarily as Orcadians and Shetlanders instead of Norwegians or Scots.50 Their 

 
46 Gordon Donaldson, “Problems of Sovereignty and Law in Orkney and Shetland,” in The Stair Society Miscellany 

II, ed. David Sellar (Edinburgh: The Stair Society, 1984), 13. 
47 Grohse, Frontiers for Peace, 14-15. 
48 See, for example: David Balfour, Oppressions of the Sixteenth Century in the Islands of Orkney and Zetland 

(Edinburgh, 1859); Jakob Jakobsen, An Etymological Dictionary of the Norn Language in Shetland (Copenhagen: 

SL Møller, 1928); and Laurits Rendboe, The Shetland Literary Tradition (Odense: Odense University, 1985). 
49 Thomson, The New History, 191. 
50 Imsen, “Earldom and Kingdom,” 72, 79. 
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local identity as islanders and the wellbeing of their island communities was primary, and their 

links to a kingdom with a nascent national conscience and similar cultural practices—Norway, 

and then eventually Scotland—were of secondary importance. The islands, however, were never 

isolated from the outside world, only insulated by their remote geography. From their Pictish and 

Norse origins, they operated within a wider political network, buttressed by elements of a shared 

culture. The inhabitants of the Northern Isles looked to Norway to uphold certain of their rights 

and privileges, even though they did not necessarily see themselves as belonging to a burgeoning 

Norwegian ethnic or national community.51 This practical engagement with a powerful external 

political entity to preserve the social fabric of the community was repeated under both 

Norwegian and Scottish hegemony. In 1357, Orcadians appealed to King Magnus Eriksson of 

Norway upon receiving a threatening command from Duncan Anderson, chief of Clan 

Donnachie, to surrender the income of the earldom to him in name of its rightful heir, over 

whom he claimed guardianship.52 Later, following the impignoration, the islanders once again 

addressed their grievances to a royal authority, this time King James VI of Scotland, regarding 

Earl Patrick Stewart’s rampant and unchecked abuse of the community. The Scottish Crown 

eventually perceived this persistent reluctance to engage with central authorities as subversive, 

which led it to decisively assimilate the islands into Scottish religion, politics, and culture at the 

beginning of the seventeenth century. This effort positioned reform-minded religious authorities 

as the Crown’s representatives in the islands and directly contributed to the extension of the 

Scottish witch-hunt to the region. 

 
51 Grohse, Frontiers for Peace, 20-21. 
52 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 322; Donaldson, “Problems of Sovereignty,” 15. 
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Figure 2.3 Map of Scottish earldoms and lordships circa 1230. Reproduced from map by Calgacus, use 

permitted under GNU Free Documentation License. https://www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl-1.3.en.html. 
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1.4 The Scottish Earls of Orkney – the Beginnings of Scottish Influence? 

 From the reign of Earl Torfinn (d. 1065), candidates to the earldom of Orkney had to be 

acceptable to the rulers of both Norway and Scotland due to the unique political and 

geographical situation of the joint earldom. The king of Norway confirmed the rights of the earls 

to Orkney and they held the earldom of Caithness in vassalage from the Scottish king until the 

mid-fourteenth century.53 Following the 1195 settlement that King Sverre imposed on Earl 

Harald Maddadson, the Orkney earls only exerted “delegated authority” and their hereditary 

rights to the earldom were neither automatic nor unconditional; they had the right to advance a  

claim to the earldom but only the king could legitimate their position as earl.54 In 1232, the right 

to inherit the lands and title of the Orkney earldom passed to the earls of Angus, a region in 

Scotland’s east-central Lowlands, who claimed matrilineal descent from Orkney’s ruling family 

but were also well-established members of the Scottish aristocracy.55 From this point until 1615, 

the earldom passed through a succession of Scottish noble families, beginning with the Angus 

dynasty, followed by the Strathearn earls, the Sinclairs, and finally, the Stewarts. All of these 

families, excluding the Stewarts, had some Norse ancestry but were firmly entrenched in the 

Scottish nobility and held lands in Scotland, yet they were entitled to claim the Orkney earldom 

by right of heredity. Right up until the impignoration in 1468, Scottish claimants to the earldom 

were expected to seek royal approval from the king of Norway to validate their claims to the 

earldom lands, title, and governing authority. In 1379, Henry Sinclair swore an oath of fealty to 

King Håkon VI and was created a liegeman of the Norwegian king when he agreed to conditions 

governing his appointment as earl: he was forbidden to build castles and alienate any lands 

 
53 Thomson, The New History, 189. 
54 Imsen, “Earldom and Kingdom,” 69. 
55 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 279. 
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belonging to the earldom, and on his death the earldom reverted to the king rather than passing to 

Henry’s firstborn son.56 That even Scottish earls needed to operate within a Norwegian legal 

framework underlines the unique geopolitical situation of the Northern Isles in the Middle Ages.   

 The earldom provided an early inroad for Scottish influence in Orkney, but there was a 

significant Norwegian presence in insular government throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries, and even into the fifteenth. Information about the involvement of earls in Orkney’s 

affairs throughout the thirteenth century is scarce, but continued contact between the two regions 

during King Hakon Hakonsson’s reign is documented in his saga, and the church also maintained 

contact.57 For most of the period from 1300 to 1434, many earls of Orkney were either absent 

from the earldom, minors unable to exercise real power, or the position was left vacant.58 

Throughout two minorities and the brief reign of an adult earl between c.1300 and c.1330, there 

was one sheriff (sysselman) documented in Orkney in 1312, two sheriffs in 1321, and at least one 

sheriff was likely present in 1329 to represent the king’s interests in the islands.59 Malise, Earl of 

Strathearn, was made Earl of Orkney in the 1330s but his focus was trained on maintaining his 

Scottish lands and connections to the Scottish aristocracy rather than personally managing 

insular affairs. He married a Scottish noblewoman and immersed himself in political 

machinations with other Scots, with the ultimate aim of reclaiming his forfeited Strathearn 

earldom.60 During Malise’s time as earl, another Norwegian official, the lawman, was present to 

administer justice on the king’s behalf and it is likely that Norwegian administrators played a 

prominent role in governing Orkney.61 After Malise’s death around 1350, a succession dispute 

 
56 Imsen, “Earldom and Kingdom,” 70-71. 
57 Imsen, “Earldom and Kingdom,” 76. 
58 Thomson, The New History, 181. 
59 Wardahl, Incorporation of Tributary Lands, 208-209. 
60 Thomson, The New History, 150, 152. 
61 Wardahl, Incorporation of Tributary Lands, 209-210. 
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prevented an earl from being installed in Orkney for the next thirty years, leaving representatives 

of the Norwegian king to manage the islands. 

That the earldom could and often did function well without an officially recognized earl 

emphasizes the Scandinavian Crown’s significant role in insular governance. The Crown 

collected all the rents from the islands in the absence of an adult earl, and its officials, namely the 

lawmen and fouds (civil magistrates), governed the islands during vacancies and minorities on 

the king’s behalf.62 The powers of an earl could be granted to a representative of the Crown 

during a minority, as with David Menzies, who was appointed governor of Orkney during the 

minority of the future earl William Sinclair. Contemporary Orcadians viewed Menzies’ rule as 

oppressive, and in a formal complaint sent to the Danish-Norwegian king, they portrayed him as 

an outsider, a malcontent from Scotland who abused the local people for his own gain. This was 

juxtaposed against William Sinclair, the Orcadian candidate from ancient and noble stock, who 

was their rightful leader.63 In 1425, the lawthing court—a regional court comprised of prominent 

local peasants and a Crown-appointed judge—informed Queen Philippa of Norway and 

Denmark that they had installed William Sinclair as earl of Orkney and sought official 

confirmation of his role. The notice was sent as a letter in response to an initial letter from the 

queen demanding to know why William had usurped the governorship that the Crown had 

officially granted to Menzies towards the end of William’s minority.64 Between 1425 and 1434, 

King Erik of Norway and Denmark refused to acknowledge William Sinclair’s claim to the 

earldom, instead appointing his relative, Thomas Sinclair, as royal overseer. The two Sinclairs 

 
62 Thomson, The New History, 182. 
63 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 350-352. 
64 Thomson, The New History, 177-178. 
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worked around the Crown’s refusal to grant William official authority and governed the earldom 

together until Erik validated his claim.65 

 

1.5 Insular Language and Trade 

One of Orkney and Shetland’s most prominent Norse cultural endowments was Norn, the 

language of daily life in the Northern Isles throughout the Middle Ages. Norn was derived from 

Old West Scandinavian, along with Norwegian and its other daughter languages Faeroese and 

Icelandic, which in turn descended from the Common Scandinavian of the Viking Age.66 The 

Scandinavian tongue that evolved into Norn had become the dominant language of the Northern 

Isles by the mid-eleventh century at the latest, and remained prominent in some areas into the 

eighteenth.67 In the fourteenth century, the Scots language began to trickle into the islands with 

members of the Scottish secular and clerical elite who occupied local positions of power, 

beginning with the clergy as early as 1320 and the Sinclair earls from 1379.68 A period of 

bilingualism prevailed in Orkney throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in which Scots 

and Norn were spoken simultaneously, though the former was increasingly classed as a prestige 

language for its use in administration, law, and the Church.69 An exceptional note in a 1542/3 

court case from Orkney specifically indicated that a defendant addressed the court in the 

“common tongue,” suggesting that this individual was using Norn in a setting in which Scots was 

typically spoken.70 Seventeen years after the impignoration, Orkney’s main urban centre, 

 
65 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 354. 
66 Michael P. Barnes, The Norn Language of Orkney and Shetland (Lerwick: The Shetland Times Ltd., 1998), 30. 
67 Barnes, The Norn Language, 3, 7, 9; Thomson, The New History, 191. 
68 Ragnhild Ljosland, “The Establishment of the Scots Language in Orkney,” The New Orkney Antiquarian Journal 

6 (2012): 67; Thomson, The New History, 189-190. 
69 Remco Knooihuizen, “Perspectives on the Norn-to-Scots language shift in Shetland,” in Jakob Jakobsen in 

Shetland and the Faroes, eds. Brian Smith and Turið Sigurðardóttir (Lerwick: Shetland Amenity Trust, 2010), 90; 

Ljosland, “Scots Language in Orkney,” 69. 
70 Knooihuizen, “Perspectives on Norn-to-Scots shift,” 91. 
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Kirkwall, was granted the designation of burgh—a major commercial town—and its associated 

trading privileges. This linked Kirkwall with the important Scots-speaking ports along Scotland’s 

east coast, which meant local traders needed a competent grasp of Scots to conduct their business 

with Scottish merchants.71 

Similarly, in Shetland, Scots had become an established means of communication by the 

sixteenth century, and most Shetlanders could speak the language regularly and proficiently.72 

Following the impignoration, Scottish professionals including lawyers and notaries moved into 

Shetland in greater numbers, transforming the language of law and administration from 

Shetland’s native Norse dialect to Scots. This transformation, however, was not unilateral; 

though these incomers made Scots the language of the learned in Shetland, they incorporated 

local terms and consistently, if clumsily, reproduced the concepts of Norse udal landholding in 

their deeds.73 Courts in early seventeenth-century Shetland were conducted in Scots, though the 

court officials, themselves often Shetlanders, were familiar with the local vernacular and 

employed it during hearings.74 Additionally, local lairds had yet to monopolize international 

trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, so ordinary Shetlanders traded with Germans, 

Danes, Norwegians, Scots, and English, making Shetland a multilingual society in which being 

conversant in many different languages was the norm.75 The influx of Scots into Shetland during 

the sixteenth century and their resulting intermarriages with the local Norse population also 

 
71 Ljosland, “Scots Language in Orkney,” 68-69. 
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aided the diffusion of the Scots language throughout the Northern Isles.76 Scots not only became 

the language of administration and commerce, but it also worked its way into the domestic 

environment, further heightening exposure to what would become the new lingua franca of the 

islands.  

The decline of Norn in Orkney and Shetland, begun in the final years of the seventeenth 

century, is not necessarily indicative of diminishing contact between the islands and Norway and 

the Norse cultural sphere.77 Bergen, Norway’s commercial hub, became a crucial node in the 

Hanseatic League’s Baltic trading network from around 1350 to 1750, which introduced the Low 

German dialect into the town. The trading population in Bergen became dependent on Low 

German to conduct their business due to the Hanseatic influence, and the town was thoroughly 

bilingual from the mid-fourteenth century. Without an opportunity to hone the Norse tongue, 

trading connections between the Northern Isles and Norway would not have had a preserving 

effect on Norn.78 Despite the disuse of Norn, frequent commercial visitations would have 

provided islanders with an important link to the Norse cultural world. In fact, throughout the 

sixteenth century Shetlanders travelled to Norway to work, finding opportunities to serve at the 

castles in both Bergen and Oslo.79 The town of Bergen became the staple port for Orkney and 

Shetland at the end of the twelfth century, and the Norwegian Crown had a monopoly on trade 

with its tributary lands from the end of the thirteenth.80 Hundreds of years later, between 1612 

and 1650, at least 78 Orcadian merchants were recorded as burgesses of Bergen.81 
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1.6 Law in the Northern Isles 

 A common Norse legal tradition arrived in Orkney and Shetland with Norwegian settlers, 

but the islands officially adopted a Norwegian law code in the late thirteenth century when they 

accepted King Magnus Lawmender’s (r. 1263-1280) Landlaw—a national law code ratified 

between 1274 and 1276.82 Though the Landlaw applied to Norway and its colonies, the system 

also allowed for the creation of regional legal provisions to cater to specific judicial needs 

throughout the kingdom.83 Judicial and executive authority was delegated to the territories, 

which allowed Orkney and Shetland to develop distinct legal apparatuses, thereby fostering a 

“tradition of communal self-governance.”84 The lawthing served judicial and political functions 

as both court and assembly, making it the “central public institution of the islands.”85 The 

peasant representatives who comprised the lawthing worked in concert with the lawman—a 

judge who was typically of either Norwegian or insular origin.86 The lawthing could not make 

changes to the national law code, but it had power of legislation over local criminal cases.87 Even 

when the islands were transferred from Norway to Scotland in 1468 and 1469, they retained their 

own law codes instead of adopting Scots law. The preservation of the familiar local and Norse-

influenced legal traditions of Orkney and Shetland provided the communities with stability and 

affirmed their identity in the face of later reforms implemented by “tyrannical” sixteenth century 

Scottish governors, the Stewarts.88 Conversely, this sensitivity to customary law may have 

helped facilitate the gradual introduction of Scots law into the islands prior to 1611. If witchcraft 
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trial records are reflective of the wider insular judicial system, however, it is clear that local and 

Norse legal traditions remained prominent until Scotland’s abrogation of local law in 1611. 

 

 

 

1.7 The Stewart Earls, 1565-1615 

 In 1565, Orkney and Shetland, along with the offices of Sheriff of Orkney and Foud of 

Shetland, were granted in feu—a feudal grant of land in exchange for payment of rent in cash or 

crop—to Robert Stewart, the illegitimate son of King James V and half-brother of Mary, Queen 

of Scots. This type of grant transformed the islands into a heritable possession, which allowed 

Stewart’s heirs to succeed him and precipitated fifty years of conflict between Robert, Patrick 

Figure 2.4 Horizontal map of Orkney in relation to Scotland. Abraham Ortelius, Scotiae tabula/Abraham 

Ortelius, Antwerp: Ortelius, c. 1580. Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Scotland. 
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Stewart—the son who succeeded him—and the islanders.89 The Stewart earls acted in their own 

interests above and beyond what might be expected of a royal official, such as the earls were, 

and Robert perhaps went so far as to solicit the Danish-Norwegian king as an ally, offering the 

homage of the Northern Isles.90 The Stewarts enjoyed the security of tenure that accompanied a 

royally endowed heritable appointment, blood relation to the royal family, and the vast distance 

between the Northern Isles and the seat of the Scottish king at Edinburgh. Robert Stewart 

modeled for his son Patrick a creative approach to law in the islands: he frequently exploited 

these independent jurisdictions to enrich himself, even implementing Shetland laws in Orkney to 

increase the earldom’s revenue from fines.91 Patrick Stewart, for his part, inherited his father’s 

proclivity for self-aggrandizement, and when he inherited the Northern Isles in 1593, he 

continued to impose steep monetary exactions on the population. As earl, Patrick maintained a 

court and castles beyond his means, even with the revenue from fines, taxes, and the arbitrary 

escheats of land and property that he oversaw. Complaints from political rivals about both 

Stewart earls made their way to Edinburgh during their respective reigns, and though Robert was 

imprisoned in Edinburgh castle for a time, it was during Patrick’s tenure that the Crown moved 

to forcefully intervene in insular affairs. In 1606, charges of treason were levelled against Patrick 

and in 1609 he was warded in Edinburgh Castle, but unlike his father, he remained there until the 

his death.92 In 1615, Patrick Stewart was executed for treason, bringing the earldom of Orkney 

and Shetland to an end until the late seventeenth-century. The destruction of the Stewart 

earldom, which should have brought relief to the overtaxed islanders, inaugurated a new era of 
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repression in the Northern Isles, this time under the authority of the Scottish monarchy and its 

officials who sought to bring the islands in line with Scotland’s laws and religious customs. The 

Scottish witch-hunt naturally accompanied this increased concern for doctrinal conformity in the 

islands, as the witch-hunt on the mainland had been officially active since 1563, three short years 

after the Scottish Reformation. 

 

1.8 The Church and the Reformation in the Northern Isles 

Christianity was officially imposed on the people of Orkney and Shetland in the final 

years of the tenth century, though regular contact between Scandinavia and the Continent 

ensured they were already familiar with this incoming religion.93 According to Orkneyinga Saga, 

in 996 the Norwegian king Olaf Tryggvason (r. 995-1000) compelled Earl Sigurd II of Orkney to 

convert to Christianity, and all his people with him.94 Later saga authors may have imbued the 

details of King Olaf’s visit to Orkney with anachronistic significance, but the official 

conversions of Norway and its island communities including Orkney, Shetland, Iceland, and the 

Faeroes are all dated to Olaf’s short reign. The diocese of Orkney had been under the jurisdiction 

of the archdiocese of Nidaros (modern-day Trondheim) from the latter’s creation in 1154 until 

1472 when it was assigned to the jurisdiction of the newly minted archdiocese of St. Andrews in 

Scotland.95 The church provided an early inroad for Scottish influence in the islands, and the 

insular clergy were likely all Scottish by the outset of the fifteenth century due to the marked 

 
93 Margareth Buer Søiland, “Orkney Pilgrimage: Perspectives of the Cult of St. Magnus,” (PhD diss., University of 

Glasgow, 2004), 78, http://theses.gla.ac.uk/1477/1/2004soilandphd.pdf. 
94 Crawford, The Northern Earldoms, 126. 
95 Charlotte Methuen, “Orkney, Shetland and the Networks of the Northern Reformation,” Nordlit 43 (2019): 28. 



 

 

 

34 

dearth of priests in Norway following the Black Death.96 The islands, however, retained their 

own unique practices within the flexible structure of medieval Catholicism. 

Certain religious customs were common amongst those living in Orkney, Shetland, and 

Norway, and indeed, the rest of the Scandinavian cultural sphere. The bishopric of Orkney, 

established in 1050 and encompassing Shetland, was part of the wider religious network that 

connected the bishoprics of the island communities and those in Norway to Nidaros. Churches 

within these Norse bishoprics developed their own saints’ cults, which were venerated widely 

across the Norse world.97 Routes of pilgrimage to these holy sites also created a pattern of 

worship that connected the Scandinavian North Atlantic.98 For example, the cult of the saintly 

twelfth-century earl Magnus of Orkney was not confined to the Northern Isles but was 

distributed widely throughout Scandinavia. At least ten churches in Iceland were dedicated to 

Magnus, as was the cathedral in Faeroe, and various artistic representations of the saint have 

survived throughout the Nordic world, including embroidered altar cloths from Iceland.99 

Additionally, Magnus’ cult was established according to a pattern apparent throughout 

Scandinavia in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in which fallen royals were transformed into 

martyrs. The sanctification of former leaders allowed the fledgling Church to retain the necessary 

patronage of secular rulers and helped those rulers legitimate their authority during a period 

when divine sanction was becoming increasingly vital.100 Magnus’ relics were housed at the 

cathedral church in Kirkwall and his cult was attracting pilgrims from throughout the Norwegian 

kingdom to Orkney in 1441. Even following the impignoration in 1468, pilgrims continued to 
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move freely around the Scandinavian world, with islanders still feeling an affinity with and 

travelling to shrines in Norway.101 Decades later, the Reformation took hold in Norway and then 

Scotland, changing the way people worshipped throughout the North Atlantic world. 

In the summer of 1560, the Reformation Parliament inaugurated a process of 

ecclesiastical reform in Scotland and the Scottish church officially broke with the papacy in 

Rome. The new Reformed Protestant doctrine of the Kirk—the Scottish church—sought to bring 

the beliefs and practices of Scotland’s largely Catholic population in line with official reformed 

teachings. Instrumental in enforcing the Kirk’s authority throughout the country was a system of 

local church courts known as kirk sessions; one session operated in each parish and comprised a 

minister and a dozen or more lay elders who were mostly prominent men from the 

congregation.102 The sessions convened regularly to address issues related to the moral discipline 

of parishioners, which often resulted in the imposition of sanctions for behavioural infractions 

ranging from drunkenness and sexual indiscretion to doctrinal error.103 Despite the rigorous 

mandate of the kirk sessions, a substantial degree of flexibility characterized the Protestant 

Reformation in Scotland. Initially, the Kirk tacitly tolerated some outward continuity with 

erstwhile folk and Catholic beliefs and practices to smooth the path to a thorough religious 

reformation.104 For example, most parishes celebrated Protestant communion annually and their 

kirk sessions scheduled this rite to occur in spring around the time of the Catholic Easter 

celebration. Additionally, seventeenth-century fisherfolk saw communion as a source of magical 

protection from God’s wrath, expressed in the mercilessly turbulent seas they so often 
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encountered.105 The sessions rejected any association between communion and magic, but the 

gravity with which the ceremony was performed and the dedication of a special Sunday in March 

to the communion of the fishers allowed the folk to continue believing in the magical protection 

of the sacrament.106 In both Lowland and Highland parishes, existing church buildings erected 

under the Catholic regime were repurposed for Protestant worship, providing continuity of 

religious space while contending with financial impediments to the building of new churches.107 

In Kirkwall, Orkney’s only major burgh, the Romanesque cathedral of Saint Magnus was used as 

a locus of Protestant devotion, just as it had been during the pre-Reformation era.108 Sessions 

accommodated demand from their parishioners for familiarity, understanding that continuity in 

certain aspects of worship would facilitate long term change. Thus, the Reformation in Scotland 

was not an abrupt, wholesale replacement of Catholic worship with Reformed Protestantism; 

certain associations that the folk made between belief and practice were unofficially permitted to 

continue, at least in the beginning. 

The Scottish Reformation was exceedingly successful in terms of its widespread 

transformation of religious culture and behavioural regulation, but there were significant ways in 

which the Reformation was experienced differently in Scotland. For instance, the pace of 

reformation differed throughout the country, with the more densely populated and urbanized 

Lowlands experiencing a swifter change than the vast, remote, and sparsely peopled Highlands. 

Towns acted as loci of religious leadership in the Reformed system and provided examples of the 

new cultural and institutional frameworks for smaller rural communities.109 The absence of such 
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sizeable towns in the Highlands, and therefore essential bastions of reform, led to a more gradual 

implementation of the new religion there.110 The expansive parishes, difficult topography, and 

isolated churches of the Highlands also hindered regular meetings of the sessions and 

congregations, preventing strict adherence to the Protestant regime’s insistence on diligent 

church attendance every Sunday. The clergy in the Highlands implemented the general 

framework of the Reformed program but adapted it to suit the peculiar challenges of their 

environment, allowing for more flexible attendance.111  

To further facilitate reformation, the agents and cultural vehicles of reform in the 

Highlands took on a distinctly Gaelic guise. A subsection of the Gaelic learned elite had made 

their careers in the pre-Reformation church, and many of these men were drawn from a handful 

of Gaelic clerical dynasties. It was these same clergy who implemented the Reformation in the 

Highlands; readers delivered services in Gaelic to the congregations and ministers made personal 

translations of the Bible into Gaelic to use in their sermons, effectively conveying the word to a 

largely non-literate populace.112 The Reformation was brought to the Highlands and western 

Isles by cultural insiders—Gaelic ministers drawn from the traditional learned orders, including 

musicians, poets, and lawyers, who were fluent in vernacular Gaelic and capable of translating 

Reformed Protestantism to a Highland context.113 Their cultural sensitivity was instrumental to 

the spread and acceptance of the reformed confession throughout the region. 
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Figure 2.5 The principal islands of Shetland. Derived from map by Eric Gaba, use permitted under GNU Free 

Documentation License. https://www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl-1.3.en.html. 
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In the Northern Isles it can be suggested that a medium pace of reformation prevailed, 

landing somewhere between the more immediate refashioning of the Lowland parishes and the 

protracted process apparent in the Highlands. The major urban centres at the time of reformation 

in Orkney (Kirkwall) and Shetland (Scalloway and Lerwick) were small relative to towns 

elsewhere in Scotland but were substantial population centres in the islands. They were therefore 

capable of providing models of reform for rural communities and acting as central nodes from 

which reform could spread out into the more distant islands. However, the archipelagic nature of 

the region and distribution of population across one-third of Orkney’s seventy islands and one-

quarter of Shetland’s 100 introduced challenges of accessibility and mobility into the reforming 

process. As in the Highlands where natural topographical features, unwieldy parishes, and 

Figure 2.6 Orkney’s principal islands in relation to the northern tip of Scotland and Fair Isle, Shetland. Derived 

from map by Eric Gaba, use permitted under GNU Free Documentation License. 

https://www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl-1.3.en.html. 
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inconvenient Catholic infrastructure presented challenges to reformed patterns of worship, the 

many remote islands of Orkney and Shetland transformed the process of reformation into a 

halting enterprise. The poverty of such thinly populated parishes also meant that it was common 

in the Northern Isles to assign multiple parishes to a single minister, who was regularly required 

to make the often treacherous journey between his charges.114 In 1631 in Shetland, the minister 

assigned to the southernmost parish of the mainland served not only several towns spread out 

over a stretch of thirty kilometers, but also Fair Isle, a small island forty kilometers from the 

southernmost point of the mainland, along with several other islands.115 Well into the first half of 

the seventeenth century it was not uncommon for one minister to journey between these islands, 

separated by the unforgiving waters of the North Atlantic.116 

The presence of reforming personnel was key to the thorough implementation of 

Reformed Protestant patterns of worship throughout Scotland. In Orkney, an initially robust 

resistance to a change of faith gradually quieted and the Kirk’s new reformed framework, 

comprised of ministers and church courts overseen by a bishop, was implemented by the early 

seventeenth century.117 In Kirkwall in January 1561, the bishop of Orkney, Adam Bothwell, 

communicated his intent to reform the bishopric to the hirdmanstein—a local court in the old 

Norse fashion comprising prominent men from the community.118 This declaration was met with 

resistance from the assembled court and commons, who eventually recruited a priest to say mass 

and perform marriage rites after the bishop barred them from the cathedral. Despite Bothwell’s 

frequent absences throughout the 1560s, other reforming clerics like Gilbert Foulzie, Orkney’s 
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archdeacon, were present to ensure that the gradual process of reform plodded on 

uninterrupted.119 Most parishes were receiving a basic level of religious instruction by 1567, and 

at least seven ministers and thirteen readers had been installed throughout Orkney.120 Unlike in 

the Highlands, however, the church personnel responsible for implementing the Reformation in 

the Northern Isles were rarely islanders themselves. They usually hailed from Scotland, as 

attested by a minister from Stirlingshire serving in South Ronaldsay, continuing a pattern begun 

in the fourteenth century of Scottish dominance amongst the insular clergy.121 That the clergy 

represented a cohesive social group of outsiders imposing a vastly different Christianity on local 

inhabitants makes real the possibility that the people of the Northern Isles tenaciously clung to 

their religious traditions—a blend of Catholic and folk belief and practice. The conflict over 

these traditions of religious observance between the folk and the clergy might have influenced 

the characteristics of later witchcraft allegations and prosecutions, specifically during the 

seventeenth century. 

Despite the sufficient coverage of the Northern Isles ministry, certain communities were 

not as well served as others. Only one minister is known to have taken charge of the northerly 

Orcadian island of North Ronaldsay at any point in its history, and he despaired of the residents’ 

ignorance of scripture, as they were apparently never instructed on its finer points.122 While 

readers in Kirkwall are known to have recited prayers in the morning and evening and declaimed 

scripture daily, such dependable instruction was not unusual for a major town during the 

Reformation and likely does not reflect the level of exposure to reformed doctrine apparent in 
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more remote communities.123 Reformers were also intent on establishing schools in every parish 

to increase literacy amongst the laity to improve familiarity with scripture, but only five schools 

were founded in the Northern Isles prior to 1633.124 Two of Orkney’s three schools were located 

on the mainland island at Kirkwall and Stromness, and the third was situated on South 

Ronaldsay. Shetland’s two schools were established in Scalloway and Dore, both located on the 

mainland.125 While schools established in towns served a concentrated population, they would 

have been inaccessible to those living on a majority of the islands. In Orkney, the number of 

schools had grown to six by 1702, but parishes outside Kirkwall did not have the funds to 

support a schoolmaster.126 

The Reformation was extended to Orcadians and Shetlanders as effectively as elsewhere 

in Scotland from an institutional perspective: ministers and readers were active in most parishes 

by the early seventeenth century, kirk sessions had been established by 1615, familiar religious 

spaces were preserved under the Protestant regime, and schools were established in key towns. 

The personal beliefs and practices of the islanders, however, were resilient in the face of official 

Reformed doctrine for over a century following the inception of the Scottish Reformation. Near 

the end of the sixteenth century, it was recorded that Orcadians from many different islands 

travelled to the Brough of Deerness, a treacherous headland on the eastern side of the Orkney 

mainland. There, pilgrims ascended the precarious slopes to a chapel atop the outcropping and 

circled the structure twice or thrice while reciting incantations and tossing stones and water over 

their shoulders.127 The Sheriff Court in 1615 and the Kirkwall session in 1619 mandated the 
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suppression of pilgrimage and punishment for those who upheld this unorthodox practice.128 

Despite these sanctions, islanders continued to undertake pilgrimages well into the seventeenth 

century; a trove of copper coins was found inside the chapel at Deerness in 1974, none of which 

predated 1640, suggesting that new unorthodox customs developed in Orkney long after the 

Reformation.129 The Kirkwall minister James Wallace noted in 1684 that the folk consistently 

visited remote locales with the intention of warding off evil forces and effecting good tidings.130 

The veneration of saints also continued throughout the islands, and residents observed saints’ 

days and visited chapels dedicated to specific saints as late as 1700.131 In the mainland Shetland 

parish of Tingwall, locals still made pilgrimage to a chapel dedicated to the Virgin Mary in 1701 

to remedy ailments and, specifically for women, to attract acceptable suitors.132 Unsanctioned 

religious beliefs and practices tenaciously endured in the islands long after reformation began in 

1560, and decades after it began again in the islands in 1615. 

 

1.9 Summary 

 Orkney and Shetland were populated by Norse incomers and those of Norse descent for 

hundreds of years leading up to the beginning of the witch-hunt in the Northern Isles. The laws, 

languages, political systems, and religious beliefs and practices of the islands continued to differ 

from Scotland’s despite increasing Scottish influence in the region from the fourteenth century 

and the subsequent transfer of hegemony over the islands from Norway to Scotland. These 

different lifeways endured partly because of the intense local identity of the islanders as 
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islanders, as well as their perpetually close relations with Norwegian traders, the distinct Norn 

languages, and common saints. The Reformation in the Northern Isles under Scotland was 

incomplete, though the basic structure of the reformed kirk was eventually implemented by the 

early 1600s. Despite reforming efforts, islanders continued to engage in unsanctioned forms of 

worship, and the formidable topography of the region rendered attempts at conversion largely 

ineffective. Later in the seventeenth century, the incongruity of this distinct cultural heritage with 

the rest of Scotland led the Crown to embark on a campaign to suppress the islands’ customary, 

if unofficial, independence from Edinburgh. The following chapter explores how the Crown 

sought to suppress the unique cultural identity and lifeways of the islands, and how the Scottish 

witch-hunt became a tool to aid in this suppression. 

 
 Figure 2.7 Brough of Deerness with foundation of medieval chapel still visible. Image by s allison, use 

permitted under CC BY-SA 2.0. https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/. 
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Chapter 2: The Beginnings of the Witch-hunt in Orkney and Shetland 

 

Increasingly close relations with Scotland defined the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

in the Northern Isles. Following the impignoration, Scottish professionals like lawyers and 

notaries left the mainland for the islands in greater numbers than before. Wealthy Lowland 

families like the Balfours, Bellendens, and Bothwells acquired former bishopric lands following 

the Reformation, further increasing Scottish influence in the region.133 As the archipelagos were 

drawn deeper into Scottish affairs, they were also dragged into the Scottish witch-hunt. Over a 

period of 114 years, Orcadians and Shetlanders were accused of and tried for witchcraft, some 

cases leading to trials that ended in acquittal, others in conviction. Exact numbers are impossible 

to determine, but at least 126 people were suspected of witchcraft in the Northern Isles between 

1594 and 1708. Of those 126 individuals, extant court records indicate that seventy-seven were 

tried for witchcraft. Another thirty-three islanders are presumed to have been tried despite the 

absence of extant trial documents due to the survival of court entries declaring the court’s intent 

to indict them for witchcraft. An additional sixteen individuals were mentioned as witchcraft 

suspects in the trials of accused witches, but no proof of an investigation, trial, or execution 

exists. While sizeable in and of themselves, these totals still do not account for the countless 

islanders who were hauled before their local session or presbytery to answer charges of charming 

and disruptive behaviour that did not result in formal witchcraft charges. 
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2.1 Overview of Witchcraft Cases in Orkney and Shetland 

Scottish witchcraft historians have long acknowledged that the witch-hunt did not adhere 

to the same pattern throughout the country. Though the earliest documented insular witchcraft 

trial was heard in a Kirkwall court in 1594, the Scottish witch-hunt did not begin in Orkney and 

Shetland until 1615. Scotland, by that time, had already prosecuted its first cases under the strict 

new Witchcraft Act of 1563 and had experienced two intense periods of witch-hunting in 1590-

91 and 1597. Between 1594 and 1615, a total of twenty-seven people were accused in both 

Orkney (at least ten) and Shetland (at least seventeen). The earliest Shetland court records only 

survive from the abovementioned period, and Orkney’s sheriff court records are extant from the 

seventeenth century only, with most witchcraft cases occurring from 1615 onwards.  The lacunae 

in the sources could be a result of either lost documents or an absence of cases but given the lack 

of records of other crimes from this period, the former is more likely and witchcraft cases 

probably surfaced in other years. The first major outbreak of witch-hunting occurred from 1615 

to 1616 and saw twenty-six people accused of witchcraft, almost the same number of charges 

made over the past twenty-one years in the Northern Isles. Following this initial surge, the 

number of prosecutions trailed off but continued at regular intervals with one case in 1623, and 

three each in 1624 and 1629. Then, in 1633, there was another surge in prosecution, this time 

only in Orkney, with ten people accused. This increase was again followed by a lull during 

which four people were tried over the course of six years between 1634 and 1642. The highest 

number of accusations in any year in the Northern Isles was recorded in 1643 when twenty-five 

people were brought before the courts, again only in Orkney. A trickle of accusations followed 

this intense period in 1644 and 1645 before the accusation rate diminished to one-off incidents 

that occurred years apart before a final five accusations were made in 1708. While twenty-seven 
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accusations in twenty-one years is not an insubstantial figure, the characteristics of the cases and 

the sentences differed demonstrably from the sanctions and charges made after 1615. Witchcraft 

became a more complex crime in the islands following several shifts in insular society that 

tightened Scotland’s control over the Northern Isles, namely the Scottish Reformation, the 

abrogation of insular law, and the replacement of the Stewart earls with an episcopacy backed by 

the Scottish Crown. Significant disruptions to the political or social status quo have been 

recognized as triggers for witch-hunting at the national level in Scotland, and it is likely that 

these dramatic changes in Orkney and Shetland led directly to an initial increase in the number 

and severity of witchcraft prosecutions in the islands and opened the door for further 

prosecutions throughout the seventeenth century.134   

 

2.2 The Earliest Recorded Insular Witchcraft Cases 

Prior to the abrogation of insular law in 1611, at least thirteen people between 1602 and 

1604 faced accusations of witchcraft in the sheriff court of Shetland. Ten trial records provide 

the specific grievances that led to the accusations: four of the accused had engaged in folk magic, 

typically for the purpose of divination, while six had engaged in malefic, or harmful, magic. Two 

cases explicitly involved disputes with neighbours, but it is reasonable to presume that other 

cases involving harm to community members could have been rooted in strained interpersonal 

relations. No magical human or animal deaths were reported, so it is uncertain how common 

cases involving serious malefic acts were or what punishments were applied, but they were likely 

based on the statutes of medieval Norway. There is no mention of either fairies or the Devil, or 

any elements of the demonic pact, in these early cases. Twice as many women as men were 
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accused of witchcraft, but the punishment upon conviction did not appear to be gendered. It is 

interesting to note, however, that in the only two cases where a married couple was charged, the 

husband was already before the courts for another crime and the wife ended up taking sole blame 

for the alleged witchcraft, despite her husband initially being accused as well.135 The scope of 

each case was narrow in that they focused on a single complaint brought against an individual in 

an isolated dispute with another community member or household, in stark contrast to the 

barrage of witnesses produced in later Scottish trials. The entries are formulaic and succinct, 

demonstrating that there was a familiar and sufficient process in place for dealing with such 

complaints and disputes, and indeed, the punitive measures are standardized across cases.136  

In 1602, Poile Watson and his wife were accused of using witchcraft to steal the yield of 

their neighbour’s butter because they had produced more butter with fewer cows than the 

neighbour, who managed to make less butter with more cows. The court required the couple to 

swear the saxter oath to clear themselves of the charge, and failing that, to pay a fine of six silver 

marks and “underly” (submit to) the law for witchcraft. It appears that Watson’s wife, whose 

name is not noted, accepted sole responsibility for the witchcraft and was thus compelled to pay 

the entire fine and was the only party officially recognized as having engaged in witchcraft.137 A 

witchcraft conviction, or being suspected of practicing, in Shetland could harm an individual’s 

reputation within the community. Mareoun Geilsdochter was ordered to quit herself of the charge 

of stealing William Philpis’ milk yield because “she was bruitit (accused by popular rumour) 

with witchcraft of before […].”138 Gartheroch Jonisdochter accused Bessie Boy of using 

 
135 Donaldson, Court Book 1602-1604, 22, 57 (Poile Watson and Wife), 72, 92, 97 (Catherein Thomasdochter and 

Nicol Swannesoun). 
136 More information on the characteristics of these early cases and their chronological distribution can be found in 

the spreadsheet of insular witchcraft cases in the appendix, especially page 109. 
137 Donaldson, Court Book 1602-1604, 21, 57. 
138 Donaldson, Court Book 1602-1604, 22. 
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witchcraft but was instead judged to have committed slander because Gartheroch herself had 

previously been suspected of engaging in witchcraft; Bessie was duly exonerated.139 The witness 

in Mareoun Cromertie’s case was deemed unreliable because of his reputation, but the court still 

insisted Cromertie clear herself with the larycht oath or pay two marks based upon “likeliness 

known to the assize”, suggesting she had garnered a reputation as a magic practitioner.140 On one 

occasion, the sheriff depute (sheriff’s representative) explained that the saxter oath was imposed 

because the offence was “wechtie” (grave), suggesting that the insular judiciary did not tolerate 

witchcraft.141 Both white and black witchcraft, like other secular crimes, were considered 

inimical to the wellbeing of the community, but as yet there was not so great an emphasis on the 

threat they posed to the godly, as in Scotland. 

The 1594 case of Alison Balfour, an Orcadian woman in the employ of the Laird of 

Stenness in Orkney, contrasts sharply with other early insular witchcraft cases. She was tried 

locally by the sheriff court at Kirkwall, which found her guilty of practicing witchcraft and 

sentenced her to be strangled and burned at the stake. This is not an unusually early case for 

Scotland, but it is exceptional for the extensive use of judicial torture in securing a confession 

and that the intended victim of Balfour’s alleged witchcraft was Patrick Stewart, Earl of Orkney. 

Balfour’s final declaration at her execution is preserved in the trial of John Stewart, brother of 

Earl Patrick, who was accused of consulting her to poison his brother in a central court two years 

later.142 Years of conflict over lands and compensation between the sons of Earl Robert Stewart 

(d. 1593) preceded her trial.143 The witchcraft accusations levelled against Alison Balfour were 

 
139 Donaldson, Court Book 1602-1604, 122-123. 
140 Donaldson, Court Book 1602-1604, 145. 
141 Donaldson, Court Book 1602-1604, 22, 57. 
142 Robert Pitcairn, ed., Ancient Criminal Trials in Scotland; Compiled from the Original Records and MSS., with 

Historical Illustrations, etc. (Edinburgh: Bannatyne Club, 1833), 1:373-377. 
143 Anderson, Black Patie, 49. 
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part of Patrick Stewart’s strategy to subdue and remove his political opponents, including his 

brother John and Patrick Bellenden, the abovementioned Laird of Stenness. Henry Colville, the 

parson of Orphir and Patrick’s own chamberlain, oversaw the torture of Balfour and her family, 

the application of which suggests a desperation to obtain, or perhaps invent, a confession to 

implicate John Stewart and Bellenden in a plot against the earl.144 Additionally, John Stewart’s 

servitor, Thomas Paplay, was accused of being contracted to poison Earl Patrick and was also 

tortured to obtain a confession, which he later recanted before his execution.145 If the local 

sheriff court extracted such confessions from those close to John Stewart and Patrick Bellenden, 

and convicted Balfour as a witch, it would make their culpability in an alleged plot more 

convincing and would lend credence to the accusation of conspiracy against John as a consulter 

of a proved witch.  

At Alison Balfour’s execution, Henry Colville specifically questioned her about Patrick 

Bellenden, who was a prominent opponent of the Stewart earldom and had employed her as a 

healer to treat his wife’s colic.146 The only specific witchcraft charge levelled against Balfour 

was that a lump of wax was found in her purse, allegedly used to mold likenesses of her victims, 

though she explained that it was used to make a medicinal plaster for the Lady of Stenness.147 It 

is likely that Balfour was known locally to have some skill at healing, and this reputation, 

combined with her association with Bellenden, led to her involvement in the case against John 

Stewart and the witchcraft accusations that resulted in her death. She was not a witch, but an 

ordinary woman who was fatally embroiled in the political machinations of powerful men. The 

severity of and motivations behind Alison Balfour’s case, therefore, cannot be taken as 

 
144 Thomson, The New History, 278. 
145 Pitcairn, Ancient Criminal Trials, 1:376. 
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representative of the treatment of accused witches under insular law in the Northern Isles. This 

assertion is thrown into stark relief when considering that Patrick Stewart went on to pass 

judgement in several witchcraft cases in 1604, one ending in acquittal, one in absolution by oath, 

and the third defendant being ordered to swear the larycht oath or risk a fine.148 Earl Patrick was 

patently apathetic towards witchcraft unless it aided in his ceaseless pursuit of self-

aggrandizement. Unlike Alison Balfour, John Stewart was acquitted of any wrongdoing, due in 

no small part to the fact that she recanted her confession after she was freed from her torments, 

and again in her final moments before her execution.  

 

2.3 Witchcraft under Insular Law: Prosecution in Orkney and Shetland prior to 1611 

Witchcraft was criminalized throughout medieval Norway and its diaspora. Statutes 

pertaining to witchcraft featured prominently amongst the medieval laws of both Norway and 

Iceland due to their shared cultural and political heritage, and it is likely that Orkney and 

Shetland, as Norwegian colonies, punished witchcraft similarly.149 In fact, the Gulathing 

provincial law code of western Norway informed legal practice in Orkney and Shetland from the 

tenth century and continued to do so throughout the Middle Ages as it provided the basis for the 

Landlaw, enacted in the isles in the late-thirteenth century.150 National and regional law codes in 

Norway like the Gulathing included both religious and secular laws that dictated a variety of 

tiered penalties for practicing witchcraft and consulting witches. Gulathing church law stipulated 

 
148 Donaldson, Court Book 1602-1604, 122, 136, 145 (Mareoun Cromertie), 128 (Androw Duncane), 134-135 

(Mareoun Erasmusdochter). 
149 Stephen A. Mitchell, Witchcraft and Magic in the Nordic Middle Ages (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 2011), 159. 
150 Jane Ryder, “Udal Law: An Introduction,” Northern Studies 25 (1988): 3; Katherine Anderson, “The Influence of 

Scots and Norse Law on Law and Governance in Orkney and Shetland 1450-1650,” (PhD diss., University of 

Aberdeen, 2015), 15, 57, 218, 

https://abdn.alma.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/delivery/44ABE_INST:44ABE_VU1/12152156130005941; Brink, 
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that convicted witches were to be banished from the Norwegian king’s realm, while the penalty 

for fortune-telling was deprivation of personal rights and escheat of one’s goods. For giving 

credence to witchcraft, the punishment ranged from a fine of 40 marks to the confiscation of 

belongings and mandated penance.151 Though the Landlaw recognized killing or injuring by 

supernatural means as a capital offence, rarely in pre-Reformation Norway was execution 

employed as a punishment for witchcraft.152 Only in certain exceptional cases, such as those 

involving cannibalism, was an inescapably fatal sentence prescribed.153 Furthermore, both 

secular and church law emphasized the importance of reputation in defending against a 

witchcraft charge. The church decreed that an individual accused of witchcraft, regardless of the 

severity of the charge, needed to recruit six people to attest to their innocence in order to 

exonerate themselves.154 The laws of medieval Norway directly influenced the laws in Orkney 

and Shetland, yielding differences in witchcraft prosecution between the Northern Isles and 

Scotland that endured even after the Reformation.  

The Landlaw made witchcraft a criminal offence in medieval Norway and likely 

influenced the prosecution of witchcraft in the Northern Isles. The lawbooks of Orkney and 

Shetland have been lost, however, so it is impossible to fully recover the insular law codes to 

gauge their similarity to the Landlaw.155 Nevertheless, the court procedures and punishments for 

witchcraft preserved in the Shetland Court Book of 1602-1604 display remarkable continuities 

with Norwegian law. Shetland’s courts did not consider execution an appropriate punishment for 

certain types of witchcraft, much like the older Norse laws and unlike the mandatory execution 

 
151 Mitchell, Witchcraft and Magic, 155-156, 159, 160-161. 
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required upon conviction under Scotland’s 1563 Witchcraft Act. The court required defendants 

in these cases to “quit” themselves of the charge—prove their innocence—by swearing either the 

larycht or saxter oath. These oaths were also used in other types of criminal cases like assault 

and theft, and the oath imposed depended on the particulars of the case and the severity of the 

offence.156 The larycht oath was used for an initial infraction and compelled the accused to swear 

an oath in presence of their neighbours to exonerate themselves.157 The saxter oath was used for 

repeat offenders and more serious cases, requiring six people to attest to the suspect’s rectitude 

as incontrovertible proof that they were morally sound and therefore incapable of engaging in 

witchcraft.158 If the accused could not fulfill these conditions, they were induced to pay a fine 

ranging anywhere from two to six marks and had their offence officially recorded as 

witchcraft.159 The tenacious influence of Norse law is evident in the particulars of the trial 

procedure, like the requisite number of witnesses, the expectation that neighbours would help 

determine the fate of the accused, and the imposition of fines as a form of redress.160 

Additionally, in Shetland as in Norway, accusers could prove their claim by demonstrating that 

an individual was commonly regarded as a witch and should therefore face trial or be convicted 

as such.161 Although witchcraft continued to be criminalized in the Northern Isles following the 

Reformation, religious reform did not initially influence local legal procedure, and official 

sentences were demonstrably more lenient in the islands than in Scotland’s secular courts. 

 
156 Donaldson, “Problem of Sovereignty,” 32.  
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Orkney and Shetland retained their own laws for nearly a century and a half following the 

impignoration, even after the Reformation introduced a myriad of new legislation in Scotland. 

As late as 1567, the Scottish Crown proved reluctant to officially enforce Scots law in the 

islands, and parliament affirmed that they were still subject to their own legal systems.162 Even 

so, when conflict arose over new issues that existing insular laws did not address, statutes were 

borrowed from Scotland rather than created anew with a basis in local legal tradition. Some 

Scots practices were also adopted to accommodate Scottish legal standards; for example, udal 

tenure did not require documentation to affirm landownership, but many udallers sought charters 

for added security of tenure under Scottish jurisdiction.163 Written titles were more heavily used 

in the legal systems of Orkney and Shetland in the sixteenth century, and the presence of literate 

Scottish clergy and notaries in the region facilitated this fusion of legal practice.164 If the attitude 

towards witchcraft in the isles had grown more anxious after the Reformation and harsher 

sanctions were deemed necessary to support intensified prosecution efforts, as seen in Scotland, 

it is likely that the Shetland court records would display Scottish procedure, and yet it is 

traditional practice that prevails. Contemporary Shetlanders and the local judiciary evidently 

thought their established procedure was sufficient to deal with witchcraft in Shetland even after 

the creation of the 1563 Witchcraft Act. Continued prosecution according to local witchcraft 

statutes could have been a result of Earl Patrick’s apathy towards witchcraft, but, as Liv 

Willumsen has suggested, it equally indicates a different understanding of witchcraft informed 

by old Norse law and the endurance of a distinctly Norse cultural milieu in the islands.165 
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The distinctness of Shetland’s—and perhaps Orkney’s—perception and prosecution of 

witchcraft is further highlighted when considering that Norway designated white witchcraft a 

capital offence in 1593. In 1584, the Bishop of Stavanger in southwestern Norway convinced 

King Frederick II to designate white magic a capital offence in that district, and in 1593 this law 

was extended throughout Norway.166 Despite persistent trading and personal connections 

between the isles and Norway, this shift in judicial policy did not influence insular law. Charlotte 

Methuen has shown that despite the earlier inception of Norway’s Reformation in 1537, reform 

did not arrive in Orkney and Shetland through their Nordic connections and was first extended to 

the isles by Scottish clerics in the 1560s.167 The long medieval association between Orkney, 

Shetland, and Norway created strong cultural links that continued to influence the islands into 

the early modern period, but developments in insular society did not mirror those in Norway. 

That witchcraft accusations continued to be handled using oaths and fines indicates the persistent 

influence of Norse law and culture in the isles into the first decade of the seventeenth century, 

even though Scots law had already fused with the insular systems to a considerable extent. 

 

2.4 Witchcraft under Scots Law: The Witch-Hunt in Orkney and Shetland from 1615 to 

1708 

 

Witchcraft in Reformation Scotland was both a sin and a secular crime. Protestant reform 

efforts reached a decisive turning point in 1560 when the Reformation Parliament officially 

declared Scotland to be a Protestant kingdom while simultaneously outlawing all Catholic beliefs 

and practices—in the process denouncing the religion of the vast majority of Scots as idolatry 
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and superstition.168 Reformation Scotland was extremely intolerant of other religions, and such a 

regime was more likely to hunt witches because they represented an alternate belief system that 

challenged the establishment of a godly, Protestant state.169 In regions like Scotland that 

embraced Reformed Protestantism, reformers saw Catholicism, superstition, and the veneration 

of idols—all deemed to be false beliefs and practices—as largely indistinguishable from one 

another.170 For the reforming legislators who penned the 1563 Scottish Witchcraft Act, 

witchcraft was part of Catholic belief and as such was both a superstition and a false practice, 

like the bread and wine of transubstantiation. Protestants saw Catholic ritual as rife with demonic 

magic and also regarded witchcraft as demonically influenced.171 The elimination of sin from 

society through a program of moral and social discipline would bring Scotland in line with the 

laws of the Old Testament, granting the Scots a reprieve from divine punishment in the form of 

plague, disaster, and famine.172 Widespread obedience and conformity were crucial, because if 

even one individual defied God’s word, the entire community would suffer.173 The Scottish 

Witchcraft Act was part of a raft of moral legislation implemented during a later parliament that 

empowered the Kirk to enforce biblical standards of behaviour throughout the country.174 

Emulating various passages in the Old Testament, the Witchcraft Act decreed death for those 

convicted of practicing any type of witchcraft, presenting themselves as having knowledge 
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thereof, and even for consulting witches.175 This approach of uniform condemnation marked a 

sharp departure from the Norse-influenced laws of the isles, which stipulated sentences of 

varying severity dependent on the nature of the witchcraft in question. From 1611, Orcadians and 

Shetlanders were confronted with this merciless new and, significantly, learned Scottish 

conception of witchcraft, and the Scottish legal apparatus that was foisted upon the Northern 

Isles translated this concept into fatal outcomes for many islanders. 

 Belief in witches and their ability to heal or harm was not imported to the islands along 

with the Scottish Witchcraft Act. Islanders already believed that certain members of their 

communities possessed magical abilities, and when kirk sessions pressed for information on 

neighbours, village gossip and tacit acknowledgement of preternatural powers could snowball 

into fatal court cases. The pattern of the witch-hunt in Orkney and Shetland was characterized by 

three periods of intense prosecution in 1616 (21 cases), 1633 (10 cases), and 1643 (24 cases) 

interspersed with years in which four or fewer cases were noted. The first and second periods of 

increased witch-hunting in the Northern Isles do not correspond to any of the peak periods of 

prosecution in Scotland, which occurred in 1590-91, 1597, 1628-30, 1649-50, and 1661-62. The 

increase in 1643, however, matches up with significant witch-hunting activity seen elsewhere 

throughout Scotland, most notably in the eastern shire of Fife in the Lowlands. Conversely, but 

also like Fife, the Northern Isles produced only two witchcraft cases during the surge in 

prosecutions in 1658-59 experienced elsewhere in Scotland.176 The distribution of witchcraft 

cases throughout the period 1615-1708 was concentrated in Orkney, which saw seventy-three 
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cases, three times as many as Shetland’s twenty-five. This may, of course, be a consequence of 

varied survival rates of documents. Elsewhere these individual periods of increased witch-

hunting have been labelled witch-hunts in and of themselves, but here they will be referred to as 

intensifications to represent the cyclical and ongoing nature of the process of assimilation in the 

islands.  

 

2.5 The First Intensification of the Witch-Hunt in the Northern Isles, 1615-1616 

Four Orcadian women were suspected of witchcraft in 1615: two were tried and found 

guilty in the sheriff court, the third was to stand trial at a later date, and the fourth was mentioned 

in the trial of another accused. This cluster of cases from 1615 represents the small uptick in 

witch-hunting activity that often preceded a more intense witch-hunt in the year to follow.177 

Accordingly, court records from 1616 survive for eleven Orcadians (of whom two were executed 

and seven banished) and three Shetlanders (all executed) who stood trial for witchcraft in that 

year. Additional entries in the Court Book of Shetland from 1616 indicate that another seven 

Shetlanders were to be formally charged with witchcraft in the future, though no records of these 

presumed trials now exist. One other case from Shetland, that of Patrick Peterson, has been noted 

in the Survey of Scottish Witchcraft Database, but Peterson was never charged with an offence; 

instead, he stood as cautioner for his wife, Marjorie Ritchie, who was accused of cutting a bull’s 

tail and using it to steal her neighbour’s milk.178 Taken together, the known and presumed trials 

amount to twenty-one persons accused of witchcraft, placing the first Northern Isles witch-hunt 

in the category of a localized largescale hunt that H.C. Erik Midelfort first postulated for 
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southwestern Germany and that Christina Larner later applied to the Scottish context.179 A 

handful of trials scattered throughout mainland Scotland appeared in 1616, but witch-hunting 

activity was largely confined to the Northern Isles and was not connected to a national hunt.180  

The isolation of this largescale witch-hunt to Orkney and Shetland suggests that it was 

born of peculiar local conditions that were nevertheless influenced by the increasing 

centralization of the Scottish government’s administration under James VI and I.181 Patrick 

Stewart and his father, Robert, the first Stewart earl of Orkney, had treated the islands like an 

independent territory over which they were the supreme heads. As the Crown reacted to the 

Stewart earls’ disregard for King James’ sovereign authority, it systematically extended direct 

royal control over local judicial, political, and religious institutions in the islands. It acted on dual 

imperatives to extinguish the threat that a quasi-independent lordship with a rival power base 

posed to the establishment of a cohesive, integrated Scottish polity, and to extend the godly 

society to impart social order to an area of the kingdom that king and council perceived to be of 

dubious reformed character. The large local witch-hunt of 1616 was used to exterminate any 

lingering support for Stewart hegemony and rejection of royal authority, and it also attempted to 

inaugurate a more concerted program of religious reform in the Northern Isles. This was part of 

the Scottish Crown’s kingdom-wide initiative to achieve legislative, administrative, and cultural 

standardization that intensified from the 1580s onwards.182 As such, the witch-hunt in Orkney 

and Shetland did not begin until 1615, fifty-five years after the beginning of the Scottish 
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Reformation and nearly five decades after the first period of largescale witch-hunting occurred in 

eastern Scotland.183 

On 6 February 1615, Earl Patrick Stewart was beheaded in Edinburgh for treason, 

marking the conclusion of an ignominious saga that had begun decades before his imprisonment 

in 1609 for oppressing the islanders and usurping royal authority in the Northern Isles. Patrick 

and his father before him were notorious for the burdensome and arbitrary exactions they placed 

on the islanders to fund their lavish lifestyles, which resulted in a regular flow of complaints 

from the more prominent landed class to the central authorities demanding relief from misrule.184 

Patrick usually ignored the summonses that were issued to him to appear in Edinburgh to address 

these various complaints, and King James and the Privy Council—perhaps rightly—worried that 

the earl was overreaching his authority.185 Earl Patrick’s power was gradually eroded in the years 

leading up to his execution; in 1611 the Crown discharged those he had appointed to offices in 

the insular judiciary, removed the earl from his position as justiciar, and replaced insular law 

with Scots law.186 Then in 1612, king and council stripped Stewart of his earldom, annexing both 

Orkney and Shetland and turning them into a Crown dependency administered by a royal 

representative.187 The person who replaced the earl at the helm of government in Orkney and 

Shetland was James Law, Bishop of Orkney since 1606. On 6 June 1611, James VI appointed 

him commissioner of justiciary and sheriff, along with Orkney native Sir John Arnot, a position 

that Law would retain until his promotion to the Archbishopric of Glasgow in July 1615.188 
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George Graham swiftly succeeded Law as Bishop of Orkney later in 1615 and remained in that 

role until 1638, continuing the episcopal governance of the islands.189  

It was, in fact, likely not James’ “fatherly care and regard” for “his Majesty’s poor people 

in Orkney and Shetland” that moved him to deal harshly with Patrick Stewart.190 The wording of 

the act that vested the king with control over local judicial posts presented this extension of royal 

authority as an introduction of order, the king having “taken ‘some course for establishing of 

religion and justice within the same bounds […]’,” implying the islands had theretofore been 

lacking in both departments.191 Additionally, that religion is mentioned in an act dealing with the 

judiciary, and that it is brought up at all, suggests a heightened level of anxiety regarding the 

influence of the Kirk in the region and the success of the re-Christianization of the islands 

following the Reformation and its implications for local social order. The Privy Council 

ordinance that abrogated insular law was also promulgated that same day and stated that certain 

magistrates, implying the Stewart earls, had “diverse years bygone most unlawfully taken upon 

them, for their own private gain and commodity, to judge the inhabitants of [Orkney and 

Shetland] by foreign laws.”192 The abuse of “foreign” laws—by which was meant the distinctive 

Norse-influenced statutes then enforced in the islands—was deemed cause enough to cease their 

use altogether. The dubiety of this reasoning is evinced by the absence of any clauses that 

stipulated the abrogation of insular law in the impignorations of 1468 and 1469. Furthermore, the 

validity of insular law had been accepted as recently as 1567, meaning the Stewarts were well 

within their legal right to exercise such laws within their jurisdiction.193 In that same sitting of 
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the Privy Council, Bishop Law was commissioned to travel to the Northern Isles to determine 

“the true condition of [the king’s] said poor people, and if their complaints has [sic] been made 

upon just cause and occasion, or upon the distempered humours and disposition of people 

without good ground […]”.194 The scepticism towards the complaints of the islanders embedded 

in Law’s commission undermines the alleged premise upon which insular law was demolished, 

that being Earl Patrick’s corrupt and arbitrary use of local law to exploit the islanders for his 

personal gain. Patrick’s excesses may have alerted King James and the Privy Council to the 

problem of the continued existence of this independent power base governed by a distinct legal 

system, but the monarch’s care for the strife of the islanders was a pretext for a systematic 

suppression of their distinct Norse-influenced culture. 

Patrick Stewart’s imprisonment did not settle the unrest in the Northern Isles. His 

servitors and his brother, John Stewart, then reconciled to Patrick, agitated on his behalf in the 

islands and Edinburgh, respectively, and his son, Robert, led two separate rebellions in Orkney in 

1612 and 1614.195 The new sheriff and tacksman, James Stewart of Killeath, and his sheriff-

depute, John Finlayson, did not help matters, as they swiftly made themselves extremely 

unpopular amongst the islanders by the latter’s ruthless collection of rent arrears.196 Finlayson’s 

conduct was perceived as a new oppression inflicted on locals by an outsider operating on behalf 

of the Scottish Crown, which made a prospective return to familiar Stewart rule appealing to 

many.197 There is plenty of evidence in the Privy Council ordinances that the transition from 

Stewart rule to direct Crown rule through Bishop Law and then Bishop Graham was contentious 
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at best in the isles. During one of Law’s sojourns in Shetland, he summoned the members of two 

locally prominent families to Scalloway in an attempt to arbitrate a dispute between them, but 

one contingent availed themselves of the opportunity to ambush and attack the others instead, 

displaying a decided apathy towards the bishop’s involvement and the royal authority that he 

represented. The Sinclairs—the attacking party—were called to appear before the Privy Council 

to answer for the assault, but they instead settled privately with the Bruces, eschewing the 

authority of both Law and the Privy Council to intervene in the matter. Enmity again flared up 

between the families, and the Sinclairs were summoned before the council but once more failed 

to appear, suggesting an awareness of the penalties they could face but also a certain scepticism 

of the council’s ability to enforce those consequences.198 On 29 October 1612, in the same Privy 

Council ordinance that declared the Crown’s annexation of the earldom, there was a reprimand 

directed at certain seditious persons—undoubtedly referring to Patrick’s son, Robert, and the 

rebels who first rallied to his cause—who:  

[…] busy themselves by furnishing and feeding of the ears of the simple multitude with 

sinister hopes and foolish apprehensions of alteration and change of the present estate of 

the said bounds to the former condition of misrule, trouble and oppression, to alienate and 

withdraw their hearts from his Majesty’s obedience, and from acknowledging of their 

bishop [James Law], his Majesty’s commissioner foresaid, and so, by holding of the 

simple people in fear of alteration and change, they have done and do what in them lies to 

frustrate and hinder the execution of all his Majesty’s directions and commissions 

entrusted to the said bishop […].199  

 

Robert Stewart and his cohort doubtless inflamed sentiments against king and council within 

Orkney, but there was likely already latent opposition to the Crown’s imposition of direct rule 

because it impinged on the independence of the islands. When the second rebellion headed by 

Robert Stewart broke out in Orkney in 1614, the Crown sent the Earl of Caithness with an army 
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to quell the uprising. The earl regularly wrote to the Council about his progress and his 

frustration with the loyalty that the locals showed the rebels, claiming that he was powerless to 

stop the inhabitants of Kirkwall from informing the rebels about the earl’s movements and 

providing them with food and drink.200 Oppressive and rapacious though they were, the Stewarts 

were familiar, and moreover, their rule had preserved the islands from direct royal interference.  

The religious inclinations of the islanders were the other primary source of anxiety for 

king and council as they extended direct Scottish rule and the godly society to Orkney and 

Shetland. A large part of the motivation to exert greater control over the Northern Isles was to 

impose the “true” religion—that of the reformed Kirk—onto a group of people perceived to be 

distant, uncouth, and godless.201 King James had mobilized the Kirk in 1609 to institute social 

order in the intractable Highlands and Western Isles, expressing his view in a Privy Council 

ordinance that enforcing the “true religion” was the only way to preserve civility and obedience 

to the Crown.202 The Council’s removal of Earl Patrick’s servitors from their positions in the 

insular judiciary was officially stated to be a move towards the establishment not only of justice, 

but of religion to ensure the wellbeing of the local populace.203 James Law’s commission to 

investigate the veracity of the complaints about Patrick Stewart also contained an enigmatic 

statement that endowed the bishop “with powers also ‘to do and perform sundry other things 

concerning the affairs of the Church’ [in the islands…].” Law was already Bishop of Orkney, so 

his need for additional sanction is curious, but concern to assess the health of the reformed 

confession in the islands was ubiquitous in orders pertaining to the administrative transition. 

Law’s knowledge of the islands from his episcopal role prior to the regime change would have 
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made him an obvious candidate to coordinate the imposition of Crown rule, but perhaps it is no 

mere coincidence that King James used a bishop to facilitate a transfer of rule that prioritized the 

religious reform of the populace as he had done in the Highlands.204 A more detailed 

proclamation regarding Law’s commission contained an instruction to “exact the oath of 

allegiance and supremacy of the whole inhabitants within the saids [sic] bounds, both laity and 

clergy […],” which implies the Privy Council’s doubt of either the insular clergy’s strict 

adherence to reformed principles or their success in converting the islanders to Scotland’s 

reformed faith.205 In several ordinances pertaining to the administration of affairs in the Northern 

Isles, reference is often made to the “iniquite,” meaning the unrighteous conduct, sin, and 

wickedness, that was allegedly rife in the islands prior to the intervention of Scottish authorities 

and emphatically demonstrated by the continued allegiance of some locals to Earl Patrick.206 

Thomas Livingston and David Hart, Patrick’s former sheriff-depute and clerk, respectively, were 

charged with holding unlawful courts in the islands and passing sentences “with such extremity 

and rigour as is not sufferable in any Christian government […].”207 The conduct of the members 

of Patrick’s regime is not only deemed contrary to the secular laws of the kingdom, but, 

significantly, it is also decried as un-Christian, just as the Stewarts and their rebel followers were 

depicted in some of the subsequent witchcraft trials in 1616. 

After the downfall of the Stewarts, religious reform in the islands remained the primary 

goal of the new regime under Bishop Law and his successor, George Graham. A series of 

statutes known as the Country Acts were promulgated in Shetland on 3 August 1615 and Orkney 
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on 7 November 1615 that demonstrate the prioritization of religious reform and the perception of 

the Scottish authorities that the Northern Isles were a hotbed of irreligiosity. The preamble to the 

statutes in Orkney directly addresses the “sin and iniquity” that was “the cause of God’s heavy 

plagues and judgements, and the cause of great desolation in kirk and polity within this country 

for [lack] of discipline and putting of the acts of the kirk […] to due execution.”208 The preamble 

to the Shetland Country Acts is similarly worded, but more floridly describes the sin and 

wickedness abounding in the islands as a “partition wall which divided the people from the 

presence of God […].”209 It is telling that the Crown entrusted the governance of the isles to an 

episcopacy rather than a secular administration, and not one but two successive episcopacies 

under James Law (1615-1615) and George Graham (1615-1638). Secular civil administration 

virtually evaporated in the islands after 1615, and the right to collect tacks, one of the most 

important administrative roles, was given out to various royal creditors to satisfy the king’s 

debts. Episcopal control, or control of the islands by the Kirk, would have also made it easier to 

introduce an intensive program of behavioural reform amongst the populace, thereby ensuring 

their conformity with the rest of the country. 

The imposition of Scots law in 1611 meant that the Scottish Witchcraft Act of 1563 

thenceforth guided the prosecution of witchcraft cases in Orkney and Shetland. With the 

abrogation of insular law, there was no longer a legal brake on witch-hunting in the region, and 

the execution of Patrick Stewart ended the apathy of the judiciary towards so-called superstitious 

beliefs and practices. During the initial wave of prosecutions in 1615-1616, the Crown’s 

representatives—and by extension, the Scottish monarchy itself—controlled the supply of 

witches in the Northern Isles. The exigencies of this period of unrest in the islands and the 
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Crown’s desperate desire to control local discontent directly increased the number of witchcraft 

prosecutions in the region. The central government’s activity in the Northern Isles during this 

period and the concomitant uptick in the amount and severity of witch-hunting there was not 

coincidental. This observation echoes the position of Scottish witchcraft historians like Julian 

Goodare and Christina Larner, who have both argued for the central government’s prominent 

role in generating witch-hunts.210 The Kirk was entirely dependent on the secular courts to 

prosecute those suspected of engaging in witchcraft, and Stewart, who was demonstrably 

apathetic towards witchcraft, had acted as sheriff principal of Orkney and Shetland. Prosecution 

of witchcraft under the new law, however, was not carried out until four years later, after the earl 

and his son had both been executed in early 1615. This may seem surprising given that authority 

in the isles, including control of the secular criminal courts, was handed to a bishop, which 

provided the clergy with unparalleled access to the secular mechanism of witchcraft 

prosecution.211 Bishop Law, however, was a prudent politician, and given the volatility in the 

isles following the uprisings, as well as the uncertainty surrounding the earl’s fate, he refrained 

from implementing any controversial laws or passing unnecessarily harsh sentences.212 Law’s 

pacific approach to justice is displayed in the handling of a case that came before the court on 21 

August 1612 and involved several members of the Faw family in Delting, Shetland.213 This is the 

first recorded trial for offences included in the Scottish Witchcraft Act in the Northern Isles: the 

Faws were accused of “giving of themselves forth for sorcerers, givers of words, declarers of 

fortunes and that they can help or hinder in the profit of the milk of beasts,” in addition to 
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charges of murder, adultery, theft, and incest.214 What could have been a long, drawn-out affair 

was swiftly dealt with, and only one of the accused was convicted of murder while the rest were 

acquitted, and no more was said of sorcery.215 This could be indicative of Law refusing to invoke 

the stricter Scottish witchcraft prosecution procedure in an attempt to pacify the islanders and 

facilitate their acceptance of central authority, lest a heavy-handed sentence give them more 

cause to rebel against the Crown.  

The witch-hunt in the Northern Isles began in 1615, almost five decades after the Earl of 

Moray oversaw the prosecution of at least eighty-one witches in Scotland’s eastern sheriffdoms 

from 1568 to 1569.216 After 1615, there was no consistent secular leadership in the islands, so the 

church served as the institutional force behind local investigation and prosecution of witchcraft. 

In Orkney, Bishop Law’s officials oversaw the first witchcraft trials conducted according to 

Scottish practice in the islands following the downfall of the Stewart earls. Henry Stewart of 

Carlongyie and Master William Livingston superseded Law in his role in the secular judiciary as 

sheriff deputes, though Law continued as sheriff principal in both the secular and bishopric 

courts of Orkney.217 Stewart of Carlongyie is of mysterious origin, but Livingston was likely part 

of the lowland Scottish Livingston kindred who held lands in Perthshire, the same family that 

produced Earl Patrick’s wife, Margaret Livingston. Other officials who had worked closely with 

Law during the period of the earl’s imprisonment like Henry Aitken and Robert Coltart also 

retained their positions in the insular judiciary.218 Thus, a regime of Scots loyal to the Crown 

occupied the highest positions of judicial authority in the Northern Isles once Patrick Stewart’s 
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fate had been decided and a royal program of religious and judicial reform could be fully 

implemented without hesitation.  

Whether a commission for these trials still exists—or ever did—it would not have been 

strictly necessary to obtain because King James had previously empowered Law and his officers 

to charge and try anyone suspected of committing certain crimes “commonly” perpetrated in the 

islands, including witchcraft.219 Jonet Drever, from the northern island of Westray, was one of 

the first islanders tried and found guilty of practicing witchcraft under the 1563 Witchcraft Act 

on 7 June 1615.220 Drever’s trial record only preserves the assize’s final decision, so the charges 

listed may reflect only those of which she was found guilty, but they revolve entirely around her 

dealings with the fairy folk and represent the first time popular belief in fairies appeared in an 

insular witchcraft case. It was alleged that she had fostered a child to the fairies in the hill of 

Westray, had spoken with the fairies 26 years prior, and had had sex with the fairies, whom she 

called the “good neighbours.”221 Katherine Bigland, also from Westray, was tried alongside 

Drever and was also convicted of practicing witchcraft. Her case focused on the magical healing 

and harming of her master and his servant, transferring illness between them, and various folk 

healing practices like washing her master with salt water after sundown. Bigland was also 

convicted of witchcraft for participating in a ritual where she stood “in the style (entryway) of 

the kirk yard of the Cross Kirk of Westray with drawn knives in her hand while Mareoun 

Tailyeour, her mother, and others that was [sic] in her company, came forth of the said kirk the 

most part of a night.”222 Both women were found guilty, but while Drever was sentenced to be 
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scourged through Kirkwall and then banished from Orkney, Bigland was given a death sentence 

and was to be strangled and then burned at the stake.223 

Why did this small cluster of witchcraft cases not snowball into a larger series of 

prosecutions? It is possible that James Law’s appointment to the archbishopric of Glasgow 

stalled witch-hunting in the islands, as his replacement, George Graham, may have needed more 

time to acquaint himself with the unsettled political situation in the Northern Isles. It also may be 

that Graham did not take over from Law as soon as he was officially appointed to the bishopric 

in August 1615, but he was operating in his capacity as Bishop of Orkney by December of that 

year.224 Regardless of when George Graham took over from Law, he had charge of the Northern 

Isles when the witch-hunt began in earnest in 1616. There was clearly still dissent within the 

islands, so a broader program of repression was needed to stamp out disobedience, and the new 

bishop was up to the task. Before he was installed in Orkney, Graham had served as Bishop of 

Dunblane from 1603 to 1615, and he was no stranger to the prosecution of witchcraft: while in 

his former bishopric, he had obtained at least one commission from the Privy Council to try two 

people who had confessed to practicing witchcraft.225 During his Orkney episcopate, he also 

served as a commissioner in Scotland’s Court of High Commission, the highest ecclesiastical 

court in the kingdom that regulated adherence to reformed precepts, censuring even ministers for 

disciplinary infractions like non-conformity and associating with Catholics.226 As a bishop with a 
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history of prosecuting witchcraft, who was actively involved in maintaining doctrinal conformity 

at the highest level in Scotland and likely prioritized the same in his diocese, Graham likely 

viewed witch-hunting as key to extending the correct, reformed religion to Orkney and Shetland. 

Bishop Graham was also assisted by Scottish officials from Law’s regime: Henry Stewart of 

Carlongyie oversaw at least one of the witchcraft trials in Orkney, and William Livingston 

supervised the three confirmed trials in Shetland during the 1616 hunt.227 This continuity of 

officials who were active in the islands during the second, if not also the first, rebellion, who 

were Lowland Scots, loyal to the former bishop and the Crown, surely bolstered efforts to reform 

the religious inclinations of the islanders. 

The witch-hunt of 1616 in Orkney and Shetland was inextricably linked with the political 

strife of the preceding seven years, if not the past five decades. The executions of Patrick and 

Robert Stewart had removed the most flagrant source of discord for the Crown in the islands, but 

the rest of the populace, at least in Orkney, rejected the authority of the royal representatives who 

governed the Northern Isles in place of a semi-independent magnate. Even one year after the 

executions of the Stewarts, the Privy Council issued an ordinance in January 1616 to silence 

rampant rumours in the isles that James VI planned to grant the earldom to Patrick Stewart’s 

brothers.228 That same edict acknowledged widespread dissatisfaction with Crown rule amongst 

Orcadians, but blamed the unrest on the unnamed malcontents who put about the rumours of a 

Stewart restoration that “[…] have so far distracted the minds and disposition of that country 

people that a great many of them are beginning to misknow (misunderstand) his Majesty’s 
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officers and chamberlains, refusing to give unto them any kind of obedience or to make payment 

to them of their mails (rents) and duties.” Resistance to the new regime was enough of a problem 

that the Privy Council ordered these rumours to be denounced at the market cross, the centre of 

town, in Kirkwall and “others [sic] places needful […].”229 To quash dissent in the islands, 

Scottish officials employed a dual strategy that involved demonizing the Stewarts, the rebels, and 

their followers by associating them with the Devil in two local witchcraft cases, while 

demonstrating the monopoly on political violence claimed by local government on behalf of the 

Crown.230 

Jonet Irving and Elspeth Reoch were the first Orcadians tried in the 1616 witch-hunt, and 

both of their trial records contain significant references to Robert Stewart’s 1614 rebellion.231 

This rebellion and the previous one of 1612 have been discussed at length elsewhere and thus 

will not be expounded on here, but Robert’s second uprising in Orkney garnered a substantial 

level of support from Orcadians.232 It is true that the Stewarts were not well-loved in the islands, 

but direct royal rule was even less desirable, so Orcadians allied with the lesser of two evil 

governments. The Scottish judiciary alleged that both Jonet Irving and Elspeth Reoch had been 

intimately connected with the rebels as well as the Devil and presented the women as a link 

between the rebellion and demonic forces. Reoch had supposedly been pregnant with the child of 

Patrick Traill, one of the key members of the rebellion, and both she and Irving had foreseen the 

downfall of the rebels by knowledge that the Devil had granted to them. Irving had allegedly 

called on the Devil to destroy Orkney’s new rulers so that native Orcadians might govern 
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themselves instead, but the Devil claimed he was powerless to do so because the new governors 

would rule Orkney forevermore. Reoch’s Devil urged her to leave Orkney because of the 

supposedly overwhelming presence of clerics in the islands, suggesting that he feared the power 

of the Orkney ministers.233 The Devil, who is associated with the Stewart rebellion in both trials, 

is powerless before the ministers, who are part of the new regime assuming control not only of 

the governance of the islands, but also the beliefs and behaviours of the inhabitants. To rebel 

against the new government was to rebel against God, and the obverse was to ally with the Devil, 

a startling prospect for a people that, if not wholly reformed, were nevertheless Christian. The 

Devil, as he appeared to both Jonet Irving and Elspeth Reoch, championed a return to the old 

ungodly regime, as did the eldritch being Thom Reid as recounted in the 1576 trial of Ayr witch 

Bessie Dunlop. Reid was a spirit associated with the fairy realm who still adhered to Catholicism 

and openly expressed his contempt for Scotland’s new reformed regime, declaring that the “old 

faith” should prevail in the country again.234 He also encouraged Dunlop to renounce her 

Christian faith in exchange for various worldly goods, suggesting that her interrogators managed 

to construct a connection between Catholicism, witchcraft, and something reminiscent of the 

demonic pact out of her testimony.235 In Scotland as in Orkney, witchcraft and the Devil were 

used to decry a return to a former ungodly regime and to discredit those who stood against the 

new, whether rebels or Catholics, which in any case, were often conflated.  

That the hunt was extended to Shetland, which shared a cultural link with Orkney and 

comprised one half of the former earldom but did not partake in the rebellions, suggests a 
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broader program of cultural and religious suppression that extended beyond the immediate 

imperative to eliminate resistance to royal rule and prevent further insurrection. No such obvious 

associations with the rebels are found in the preserved Shetland trial documents, but the trial 

record of Katherine Jonesdochter suggests prosecutors may have tried to emphasize the hostility 

that some Shetlanders felt towards Scots as in the first two Orkney trials. Jonesdochter’s husband 

was a sailor who was about to embark on a two-week voyage, despite having recently fallen ill. 

To recover his health, she held her husband’s hand while she took the hand of a merchant from 

Crail, a town in the Scottish Lowlands, thereby transferring her husband’s illness to the 

merchant, whom she chose “because he was a stranger (foreigner, visitor).”236 Even if this claim 

had nothing to do with speculating about support for the rebels, it set up animosity between a 

native Shetlander and a Scottish interloper, symbolic of the rejection of royal authority. This 

conflict was resolved by Jonesdochter’s execution, which would have underscored to Shetlanders 

the vital importance of obeying the Scottish officials in their midst.  

Trial outcomes are only known for the three confirmed Shetland prosecutions, but in 

Orkney, seven known trials ended in banishment, while only Irving and Reoch’s are known to 

have ended in execution. Banishment, while not an insignificant change in one’s status, was not a 

death sentence, and it often failed to remove the wrongdoer from the community.237 In fact, 

Marable Couper was banished from her parish in 1616, but she either never left her community 

or returned shortly thereafter, because she was found in Birsay again when she was tried for 
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witchcraft a second time in 1624.238 That Reoch and Irving’s trials occurred first could suggest a 

strategy that cycled between severe punishment and intimidation to coerce the islanders to accept 

direct Crown rule. The initial executions, which would have been public, clearly demonstrated 

that the government wielded power. Banishment would have done the same thing, but to a lesser 

degree, scaling back repression to avoid presenting the government as tyrannical to avoid an 

uprising over heavy-handed repression. The beginning of the witch-hunt and the first period of 

mass prosecution in Orkney and Shetland was central to the program of repression enacted by 

the Crown to quell local resistance to the extension of central authority into the isles and to 

intimidate islanders into accepting the new regime.  

 

2.6 Summary 

The influence of Norse law on the attitude of the insular judiciary to witchcraft prior to 

1615 prevented fatal sentences from being handed down in witchcraft cases. The system of tiered 

penalties that medieval Norway and early modern Orkney and Shetland employed allowed for 

different, and oftentimes more lenient, sentences to be imposed depending on the characteristics 

of each case. The distinctly Norse cultural milieu that preserved local laws and prevented fatal 

outcomes for accused witches, however, also attracted the attention of a centralizing Scottish 

monarchy, leading to the abrogation of those law codes. The intransigence of the Stewart earls 

further contributed to the unprecedented transformation of the administration of the islands that 

occurred around 1615, as the traditional earldom was abolished and replaced by an episcopacy 

comprised of royal officials. The eagerness of the Crown to subdue unrest in the region coupled 

with an influx of reforming clerics and royal officials led to the extension of the Scottish witch-
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hunt to both Orkney and Shetland for the first time. A major surge in prosecution in 1615-1616 

represented the first Scottish-style witch-hunting in the Northern Isles, which also led to the first 

executions for witchcraft there. The next chapter examines the specific characteristics of some of 

the cases that resulted from the subsequent decades of persecution and compares them to the 

details of cases from the Scottish Lowlands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Ruins of the Earl’s Palace in Birsay, Orkney, erstwhile residence of Earl Robert Stewart. Image by 

Van de Beek at nl.wikipedia, use permitted under GNU Free Documentation License. 

https://www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl-1.3.en.html. 
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Chapter 3: Comparing the Characteristics of Witchcraft Cases in the Northern Isles  

and Scotland 

 

Following the comprehensive introduction of Scottish law to the Northern Isles, as well 

as a reinvigorated program of Reformed Protestant re-Christianization, the process of identifying 

a witch from accusation to prosecution mirrored Scottish procedure. The kirk session—the body 

within the church hierarchy closest to the community—had been created to help implement, 

monitor, and enforce the program of reformed discipline and thus was often the first official 

body to detect witchcraft in the community.239 Islanders sometimes denounced their neighbours 

as suspected witches to the sessions, in keeping with the reformed emphasis on collective sin and 

moral and behavioural discipline.240 In the 1633 case of Marion Layland of Stronsay, a woman 

on a neighbouring island revealed to three session elders that Layland had promised the fertility 

of her cattle in exchange for alms, and within eight days all her cows had become pregnant.241 In 

Katherine Craigie’s second trial, it was alleged her neighbour, Katherine Barnie, found a 

suspicious bundle of grasses in Craigie’s home and told another neighbour, who then told her 

mother, who informed her husband, a kirk session elder.242 In years with high numbers of 

prosecutions like 1616, authorities clearly drove demand for witches, pressing the community to 

remember odd or unpleasant encounters with neighbours they may not have taken issue with 

otherwise. Once such allegations had been brought to the session, they conducted a preliminary 

investigation into the accused, as in the 1643 case of Barbara Bowndie, whose local session 

questioned her repeatedly about her alleged dealings with the Devil and other suspected 

 
239 Graham, The Uses of Reform, 32, 299-301; Macdonald, The Witches of Fife, 34-35. 
240 Todd, The Culture of Protestantism, 32, 115-116. 
241 Register of the Privy Council, 2nd ser., 5:546; 3rd ser., 2:136. 
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witches.243 The secular magistrates would then send a petition to the privy council in Edinburgh 

for a commission to try the accused in the local court, hoping the evidence gathered from the 

session’s preliminary examinations would convince the central authorities that their claims were 

of verity. The council would in turn issue a commission to a selection of prominent local men to 

gather an assize (jury) to try the accused, as in 1666 when an enigmatic commission to try 

“several witches” in Shetland was granted to the ninth Earl of Morton, then-sheriff principal and 

justiciar of Orkney and Shetland.244  

Official ideas about what constituted witchcraft and how it was to be punished in the 

Northern Isles changed demonstrably from 1615 onwards as a new regime tasked with extending 

godly society to the islands took power. Prior to 1615, the content of witchcraft cases featured 

quarrels over stunted dairy productivity and divination to locate lost items. After 1615, cases 

became more complex; no longer was there a single complaint from one neighbour about their 

cow’s lackluster milk, but a host of complaints from various community members who provided 

detailed testimony about the unusual or hostile behaviour of their neighbours or the cures they 

used to heal the afflicted. The characteristics of cases became more diverse, and the range of 

activities prosecuted as witchcraft increased. The maleficium done in the community after 1615 

still involved yield-stealing, but it broadened to include causing the illness and death of humans 

and animals alike. Most trials after 1615 with a full dittay (indictment), as well as cases with less 

information, also addressed charges of using folk magic to heal and harm. Fairies and other 

supernatural beings that the learned elite might associate with the demonic also began to feature 

in cases from 1615 on. The most likely outcome following conviction was transformed from a 

comparatively benign monetary fine to a much more serious sentence of either execution or 

 
243 CH2/1081/1 ff. 252-258, 278, 286. 
244 Brian P. Levack, Witch-Hunting in Scotland: Law, Politics and Religion (New York: Routledge, 2008), 16. 
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banishment. An overview of such details from all known insular witchcraft cases can be found in 

the Appendix of this thesis.  With the imposition of direct Crown rule on the Northern Isles, the 

secular judiciary and the clergy worked in tandem to extend the Reformation to the islands with a 

strategy that used witch-hunting to mold the behaviours of the islanders to those that Scottish 

folk engaged in throughout the country. 

 

3.1 Reputation and Neighbourly Relations: Becoming a Witch in Orkney and Shetland 

The witnesses in the insular trials that took place in 1616 lacked the long memories of the 

witnesses that participated in trials held later in the century. In the vast majority of cases from 

1616 with a sufficient trial record, almost every suspicious encounter the witnesses had with the 

accused was undated. This is in stark contrast to the incessant timestamping of incidents that was 

customary of the evidence in Scottish cases and that became a standard component of 

establishing guilt as the witch-hunt progressed in the Northern Isles. In 1607, witnesses who 

testified against Isobel Grierson, from Prestonpans in East Lothian, were able to recall the year, 

and often the exact month, in which they experienced magical harm at her hands.245 Likewise, in 

the 1610 trial of Grissell Gairdner of Newburgh in Fife, the first witness was able to recall that 

Gairdner had inflicted an illness on him that bedeviled him for ten weeks until she removed the 

affliction in February of that year.246 Only a handful of acts of magical harm were alleged to 

have happened in a specific year prior to 1616, examples of which are found in the trials of 

Agnes Scottie and Agnes Tulloch. Scottie was accused of inflicting a fatal sickness on William 

Tailzeour after his sister confronted her about an altercation between her and another Tailzeour 

sister wherein Scottie upbraided the unnamed sister and spat in her face, undoubtedly a traumatic 

 
245 Pitcairn, Ancient Criminal Trials, 2:524-525. 
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incident that would be well-remembered.247 Agnes Tulloch was said to have associated with 

Marjorie Swonay, another accused witch who had been charged sometime around 1595, 

suggesting that prosecutors in 1616 looked to exploit Tulloch’s connection to the last likely 

witch-hunting activity in the area to bolster its current run of prosecutions.248 This lack of 

chronological specificity is explicable when considering the foreignness of the Scottish 

witchcraft prosecution procedure to the islanders. The cases considered before the courts under 

the Stewart earldom indicated no such obsession with establishing the accused’s history of 

magical harm and focused on one magical offence that occurred at a fixed and likely recent point 

in time. Conversely, under Scottish law, multiple witnesses with multifarious accounts of the 

accused’s magical activities were required to substantiate a pattern of magical harm that would 

be convincing enough to warrant a commission for trial. Scottish authorities surely tried to 

extract accounts of far greater detail than islanders were accustomed to, but it seems they were 

willing to forgo their normally assiduous collection of evidence in the name of processing more 

witchcraft cases to force acceptance of their rule in Orkney and Shetland. Even so, it is likely 

that the accused of 1616 were not selected at random, and those like Scottie and Tulloch 

probably had a local reputation that brought them to mind when their neighbours were pressed to 

give evidence of magically induced strife within the community. 

In the Northern Isles, the vast majority of individuals tried for witchcraft had already 

developed a reputation, typically for healing, charming, or quarrelsomeness, prior to their 

investigation and trial. For a reputation as a witch to develop, a pattern of association between a 

person and instances of misfortune needed to be built up over time, so a suspected witch would 
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have proximity to and consistent engagement with their community.249 Rather than the beggar, 

vagabond, or general social outcast of historiographical tradition, witches were deeply enmeshed 

in a local social network centred on the village or farming community, of which they were 

established members. Several insular witches have been described as “vagabonds,” a diverse 

group of people who earned their living on the margins of society, implying their detachment 

from the settled, cohesive community.250 Even in these cases, however, there is evidence of 

social relationships extending back over many years. Jonet Forsyth is listed as a vagabond in her 

trial record, and it is evident she depended on the hospitality of Orcadians from many different 

islands, but most of the complaints against her came from families in her native island of 

Westray, particularly the Rendalls. There is also evidence that asking alms of neighbours was not 

only the domain of itinerant beggars; some insular witches may have been settled, but they were 

still less prosperous than others, working as servants or small tenant-farmers, or both. Marion 

Layland of Sanday in Orkney had her own house but was also known to ask alms of her 

neighbours, and on one occasion refused a woman who asked alms of her, presumably because 

she was already scraping by on scant resources.251 Jonet Reid worked as a servant in the home of 

William Kirkness, an arrangement that provided a setting in which neighbours of different 

socioeconomic statuses could interact.252  

The 1624 case of Anie Tailzeour illustrates the deadly ramifications of village level 

enmities. Witness depositions taken against Tailzeour stretched back as far as 1615 or 1616, 

significantly also the beginning of Scottish-style witchcraft prosecution in the islands. Eight or 

 
249 Maxwell-Stuart, Satan’s Conspiracy, 8. 
250 Larner, Enemies of God, 90, 105. 
251 Register of the Privy Council, 2nd ser., 5:545, 546. 
252 Register of the Privy Council, 2nd ser., 8:71; For cross-socioeconomic and personal interactions involving 

servants in a Scottish burgh, see Cathryn Spence, “Negotiating the Economy: Gender, Status, and Debt Litigation in 

the Burgh Courts of Early Modern Scotland,” in Crossing Borders: Boundaries and Margins in Medieval and Early 

Modern Britain, eds. Sara Butler and Krista Kesselring, 174-192. Leiden: Brill, 2018. 
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nine years before the trial, a father and son were preparing to till their field when Tailzeour 

approached them and asked for a bit of grain, but when they refused her, she insulted them and 

an argument ensued between the parties. Tailzeour eventually went on her way, but when the 

pair returned to their plow, the machine would not churn the soil and the blades fell off, an 

unfortunate turn of events that was blamed on Tailzeour’s malefic witchcraft. Three years before 

the trial, William Spence’s wife refused to give her some grain, so Tailzeour transferred the yield 

of their harvest to Spence’s brother. Also three years prior, William Namland’s wife refused 

Tailzeour grain, so the accused inflicted an illness on her that persisted until Tailzeour gave the 

ailing woman a piece of bannok (oat cake) to eat, after which she recovered. Tailzeour was also 

suspected of being involved in an unusual incident wherein Thomas Logie was returning home 

one night when he was ambushed by a gang of cats, one of which sported Tailzeour’s face. He 

later confronted her about the incident, but she laughed at and mocked him (at the time, probably 

inadvisable, but now it seems a reasonable reaction), after which he was ill for two years until his 

wife flyted (argued vehemently) with Tailzeour, after which he convalesced but the sickness 

transferred to his wife.253 Neighbours’ encounters with Anie Tailzeour give an impression of 

longstanding misgivings about her character and intentions over many years preceding her trial. 

It is also clear that Tailzeour was unafraid to defend herself when she perceived mistreatment 

from neighbours, but those same neighbours interpreted her quarrelsomeness as evidence that 

she had motive to cause their misfortunes, eventually leading her to the stake.254 Every case in 

the Northern Isles deals with some form of maleficium. This suggests not that Orcadians and 

Shetlanders were inordinately quarrelsome, but that the local sessions were particularly keen to 
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ensure neighbourly conduct between community members. The magical harm that the witch 

inflicted on neighbours overshadowed the actions of the devil. This, coupled with a parallel 

emphasis on folk practices like healing and divination, suggests a mandate that prioritized the 

simultaneous suppression of local superstitious, or Catholic, practices and strict control of 

behaviour, the two pillars of the reformed program of re-conversion and discipline. 

 

3.2 The Devil in the Northern Isles 

One of the current debates amongst Scottish witchcraft historians problematizes the role 

of the Devil and the demonic pact in prosecuting accused witches.255 By the sixteenth century, 

Christian theologians had come to associate the Devil with witchcraft, superstition, and magic, 

three vaguely distinct yet interrelated types of deviant belief and practice.256 Any supernatural 

power that was not exercised within the Church was inherently demonic, and it was the Devil 

who empowered individuals, including witches, to exercise mystical abilities outside the 

Church’s sanction.257 For Protestant theologians across Europe, although witches received their 

power from the Devil, neither they nor Satan had any power above God, who allowed them to 

exist as a way to “punish the irreligious or try the faithful.”258 Under Reformed Protestantism, 

the Devil’s earthly presence took on renewed significance; the preternatural evil of the Devil and 

 
255 Stuart Macdonald has argued that prosecutors assumed the Devil’s involvement in all witchcraft activities and 

that proving his presence or the accused individual’s compaction with him was less important than determining the 

harm done to neighbours to secure a conviction. See Stuart Macdonald, “In search of the Devil in Fife witchcraft 

cases, 1560-1705,” in The Scottish witch-hunt in context, ed. Julian Goodare (Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 2002): esp. 38, 45, 49-50. Julian Goodare and Liv Helene Willumsen have instead emphasized the role of the 

Devil and the demonic pact as essential in proving the guilt of the accused. See Goodare, “The Scottish Witchcraft 

Act,” and Willumsen, Witches of the North. 
256 Eire, Reformations, 620-621. 
257 Larner, Enemies of God, 9. 
258 Stuart Clark, “Protestant Demonology: Sin, Superstition, and Society (c. 1520-c. 1630),” in Early Modern 

European Witchcraft: Centres and Peripheries, eds. Bengt Ankarloo and Gustav Henningsen (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1990), 60-61. 
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the innate sinfulness of humankind were conflated to emphasize humanity’s absolute dependence 

on God for salvation.259 For Scotland’s clerical class, the Devil was not only omnipresent in 

society, but also within the minds and hearts of their congregations, and the experience of and 

struggle against him unfolded on an internal and deeply personal level.260 Average parishioners 

were exposed to this Reformed tenet through sermons and the miraculous works of some 

ministers, but Satan was not a palpable reality to all Scots to the same extent. It follows that the 

nearness of his presence would have depended on the frequency and accessibility of church 

personnel and the sermons they offered to a largely illiterate populace.261  

References to an otherworldly being that authorities may have interpreted as the Devil 

appear in twelve out of seventy-three insular cases between 1615 and 1644, though the 

completeness of the records from this period varies and declines substantially thereafter. It is not 

that the Devil was absent from the Northern Isles, only that when he did appear, it was usually as 

part of the prosecution’s learned demonological interpretation of a case featuring some unearthly 

being, whereas the accused in that same case was more likely to interpret the figure as a fairy. 

Even in cases where the prosecution insisted on the Devil’s involvement in acts of witchcraft, he 

remained a minor character, confined to the background while agency and responsibility for 

sowing destruction were primarily attributed to the witch. For clergy and some laity alike, Satan 

was a familiar presence, always near at hand, menacing the godly. It was taken for granted that 

he was partly responsible for societal disorder, including acts of witchcraft, so prosecution 

focused primarily on implicating the accused. Proving the Devil’s involvement in individual 

 
259 The distinction between supernatural and preternatural power is discussed in Maxwell-Stuart, Satan’s 

Conspiracy, 4-5; Satan was a part of God’s creation and subject to the natural laws God established to define 

existence and thus could not exercise supernatural power, or power that suspended the divinely ordained natural 

order. 
260 Michelle Brock, “Internalizing the Demonic: Satan and the Self in Early Modern Scottish Piety,” Journal of 
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cases would have been superfluous for prosecutors, and in any case, was not necessary to secure 

a conviction, making him an uncommon figure in Orkney and Shetland. 

Even in a case containing an accusation of demonic involvement, the Devil did not 

determine when, how, and what kind of harm was inflicted. In 1644 in Hillswick, Shetland, 

Marion Peebles was indicted for the “renouncing of God, [her] faith and baptism, giving and 

casting of [her]self, body and soul, in the hands of the Devil, […] practicing of the fearful and 

damnable craft of witchcraft, sorcery, and charming.”262 The general indictment noted the 

presence of the Devil in Peebles’ case, and while he was clearly the source of her preternatural 

abilities, he was not an active participant in the destructive events she wrought by her witchcraft. 

Sometime prior to her trial, there had been a terrible accident off the coast of Hillswick in which 

a porpoise overturned a fishing boat, attacking and drowning four fishermen. Their unfortunate 

fate had apparently been sealed when Edward Halcro, one of the fishermen, commented to 

Peebles’ husband, Swene, that she should beseech the Devil to help another man better harvest 

peat. Enraged by this remark, Peebles was alleged to have spoken to and reached an agreement 

with the Devil to help her exact revenge for this personal affront, who then transmuted her spirit 

so that she might embody the porpoise: 

Whereupon you and the said Swene being angry, awaiting your occasion to practice your 

said abominable art and craft of witchcraft, to destroy and put down the said Edward 

Halcro, and having covenanted and conversed with the Devil to bring the same to pass, 

(as a declaration of deceased Juenit Fraser, witch, whom you desired the Devil to move 

her to assist you doth prove, which the both before and after her conviction did testify), 

you by your said wicked, detestable, abominable and devilish art of witchcraft, being 

transformed in the likeness of a pellock whale [porpoise], (at the council of the said 

Swene), and by your consent and wish, the Devil changing your spirit, which fled in the 

same whale; and the said Edward being at sea […] you did come under the said boat and 

overturned her with ease, and drowned and devoured them in the sea […].263 
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The language of the indictment attributes agency to Peebles, transforming Satan into an 

indifferent conduit of preternatural power. It was Peebles who perceived the affront and was then 

motivated by her own personal interest to seek out Satan to facilitate her revenge rather than 

Satan goading her to destroy Halcro and the other fishermen to satisfy his own ends. The Devil 

transformed her spirit, giving her the ability to transmute into the porpoise, but he did not 

command her to do so and only transmuted her once she had expressed her will and consented to 

the transmutation. Peebles is not depicted as the Devil’s helpless handmaid; instead, she is more 

like a partner, colluding with him of her own volition and even spearheading the charge to 

perform acts of maleficium. The agency attributed to Peebles may represent a tenacious folk 

conception of the malefic witch—who was capable of harming without diabolic interference—

still apparent in the learned demonology of the prosecutors.264 On the other hand, the 

prosecution’s objective may have been to prove her culpability rather than Satan’s direct or 

active participation in the offences because his involvement was already assumed. Peebles’ case 

reflects the close association that the learned perceived between human sin and preternatural evil 

in Reformed Scotland. 

The mention or presence of a Devil figure in insular witchcraft cases was not needed to 

ensure conviction and execution. Jonet Forsyth was convicted as a witch and sentenced to be 

strangled and burned on 11 November 1629, a fatal outcome from a case devoid of demonic 

elements and instead built on her use of folk healing and malefic magic, the latter often in 

response to a neighbourhood dispute over charity. She was accused of killing two of James 

Rendall’s cows after receiving meagre alms from him and inflicting an illness on a woman who 
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was only cured after she gave Forsyth grain, among sundry other disruptive deeds.265 Jonet Reid 

was accused of witchcraft but convicted as a charmer and, like Jonet Forsyth before her, 

sentenced to be strangled and burned on 12 July 1643 for providing folk remedies. Unlike 

Forsyth, however, Reid was accused of sacrificing to the Devil; while drying grains in the home 

where she worked as a servant, her employer claimed that he heard Reid proclaim: “I am drying 

this corn to the Devil”, after which he witnessed the grains and drying stone fly through the air 

and disappear from the house. The Privy Council entry’s marginal notes reveal Reid’s version of 

events, rendering a less extraordinary picture: the hot stone she was using to dry the grains 

shattered (presumably from the heat), displacing the grains and launching them into the air, to 

which she reacted—perhaps understandably—with a curse.266 Significantly, Jonet Reid was 

convicted on almost all points against her except for her alleged cereal sacrifice to the Devil, of 

which she was acquitted.267 Also of significance is that Reid was caught up in a period of 

intensified witch-hunting that plagued Orkney and certain areas of Scotland like Fife throughout 

1643. In this context of mass accusation and prosecution, it was more likely that the Devil would 

make an appearance in the cases brought to trial, so it is notable that authorities refused to give 

credence to an accusation suggesting Reid’s connection to the demonic.268 Katherine Grieve and 

Marion Layland were both found guilty of keeping company with the Devil after the latter’s 

grandson alleged that he had seen the two women sitting in an abandoned house with a black 

man.269 Both women denied the charge and both were convicted on that point regardless, but 

while Layland was condemned to be strangled and burned at the stake, Grieve was sentenced to 
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be branded on the cheek.270 The Devil did show himself in Orkney and Shetland, but accused 

individuals rarely admitted to demonic collaboration, and significantly, the prosecution did not 

think it necessary to prove the Devil’s involvement in acts of witchcraft to secure conviction. 

These revealing cases demonstrate that the Devil’s role was likely assumed, suggesting that other 

non-demonic factors, specifically maleficium and harm done to neighbours, had a more 

significant role in determining case outcomes in the Northern Isles. Certainly the folk and some 

of the lower-level clergy, including some sessions, in Scotland were more preoccupied with 

disharmony in their communities than rooting out the Devil.271 

 

3.3 Folk Belief and Elite Demonology – Fairy or Devil? 

Supernatural beings featured prominently in Elspeth Reoch’s life. She first encountered 

them as a girl while waiting at the side of a lake in Lochaber when she was approached by two 

men, one clad in black and the other in green tartan plaid, who offered to teach her how to learn 

the Second Sight.272 The first indication that these men were not mortal lies in their attire, 

particularly that of the latter: the sumptuous dress and courtly abode of the fairy folk emulated 

the lifestyle of Scottish elites, and they frequently favoured green garments and plaids.273 The 

fairies, however, could also appear more modestly accoutred in common regional dress; Reoch 

was from Caithness and spent part of her life in the Highlands as well as Orkney, meaning she 

was familiar with Highland clansmen, bedecked, as they were, in tartan plaids.274 From her 
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description of their physical appearance, informed by her familiarity with regional dress and folk 

tales, she clearly interpreted these two figures as fairies, an assertion that is reinforced when she 

recalled her subsequent encounters several years later with the man in black. The trial record 

preserves the oppositional dialogue between Reoch and her examiners and their conflicting 

understandings of the supernatural present in her indictment. The second time the man in black 

appeared to her, she asserted that he called himself a “farie man”, but the prosecutors insisted on 

calling him “the blak man”, which was a guise of the Devil common in witchcraft cases.275 When 

describing her third encounter with this figure, the opposition is even more stark, and it seems 

that Reoch insisted on the accuracy of her interpretation over that which the prosecution was 

attempting to impose on her testimony. The indictment records that “At which time on Yule day 

she confessed the Devil which she calls the fairy man lay with her.”276 For the first time in the 

court record, the prosecution outright alleged that this entity was the Devil, but Reoch can almost 

be heard firmly rebutting their demonic interpretation of this figure, who she in no way 

acknowledged as the Devil. Elspeth Reoch’s trial record is a vivid example of the disconnect 

between elite demonological theory and the popular belief that predated the advent of the witch 

hunts and weathered the Reformation. 

Several insular trials involved otherworldly beings that were interpreted differently by the 

accused and the learned clerics and lawyers who oversaw their prosecutions. Liv Willumsen has 

asserted that the increased demonological content in Shetland trials after 1615 was partly due to 

learned Scottish ideas about the Devil working their way into the popular beliefs of the 

islanders.277  Within the trial records, however, there is a clear distinction between the demonic 
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interpretation of the court examiners and the fairy beliefs of the defendants that suggests the 

Devil had yet to gain a foothold in insular popular belief. The court accused Katherine 

Jonesdochter of “conversing, lying, keeping company and society with the Devil,” but just like 

Elspeth Reoch, there is no evidence to suggest that Jonesdochter thought the supernatural figure 

she interacted with was the Devil. In fact, she had her own name for this otherworldly being: the 

bowman of Hildiswick and Eschenes (Hillswick and Eshaness).278 This enigmatic figure was 

also referenced in the case of Barbara Thomasdochter, who was tried alongside Katherine 

Jonesdochter and was also accused of associating with Satan. Her alleged involvement with the 

demonic, however, was based on her admission that she had seen a small creature in her house 

amongst her own children, which she called the bowman’s bairn (child).279 At no point in the 

trial record is it indicated that Thomasdochter herself perceived the bowman’s bairn to be an 

incarnation of the Devil, though prosecutors were convinced of the creature’s diabolic 

association. In Scots parlance, a bowman was either an archer or a man who had charge of a herd 

of cattle, but in Orkney a “bow” also referred to a farm or homestead. A bowman in Orkney and 

possibly Shetland, therefore, may have been a middling member of the local community, 

economically better off than some but not so wealthy as others. Fairies could portray themselves 

as either elites or the native inhabitants of a particular region, so it is certainly possible that the 

bowman could have been a fairy portraying himself as a member of the local community. 

Jonesdochter hailed from “Stenhous,” modern-day Stenness on the Northmavine peninsula, and 

Thomasdochter called the parish of Delting home, which is directly connected to Northmavine 

by an isthmus. The regional proximity of these women to one another and the similar elements of 

their testimonies suggest that the bowman may have been part of local fairy belief. There was a 
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third woman, Jonka Dyneis, who was tried with Thomasdochter and Jonesdochter whose case 

featured no supernatural beings. Dyneis, however, hailed from the island of Fetlar in Shetland’s 

North Isles, nowhere near the same local milieu that could have given rise to the bowman, which 

lends to the suggestion that the bowman was part of a highly localized system of popular belief. 

It could be significant that Marion Peebles, whose trial included a relatively substantial demonic 

component, hailed from Hillswick in Northmavine, the very place with which the bowman was 

associated.  

Over the course of the witch-hunt in Orkney and Shetland, as in Scotland, a diversity of 

popular beliefs was preserved in the trial documents of those accused. Belief in changelings was 

associated with fairies in Scotland and there is evidence to suggest that this element of popular 

belief also prevailed in the Northern Isles. Changelings were alleged to be fairy children who the 

fairies left in place of a human child that they had stolen in order to acquire a soul because fairies 

existed in purgatory prior to the Reformation.280 In the trial of Barbara Thomasdochter, the little 

creature that was amongst her children that she referred to as the “bowman’s bairn” is later 

acknowledged in the record as “the boy,” suggesting that this being appeared human but was 

somehow different from the other children since Thomasdochter singled it out.281 Changeling 

children in Scottish witchcraft trials were also often described as not quite right, whether in 

appearance or demeanor. When the Perth session questioned Issobel Haldane about the curative 

drinks she had been administering to children, she admitted that one child she had seen was a 

sharg, or changeling.282 Another woman, Janet Trall from Blackruthven in Perth, was consulted 

to heal a child thought to be a changeling because it had become immobile and as stiff as an oak 
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tree.283 Belief in fairies could also be used to help cope with the loss of a child, as is likely part of 

their purpose in Jonet Drever’s case in 1615. There is no extant transcript of the interrogation 

that Drever likely underwent, but at some point, she communicated to her examiners that she had 

given a child, presumably her own, to the fairy folk to foster in the hill of Westray.  

Fairy belief was common in the Northern Isles, as it was throughout Scotland, but the 

trows (trolls) of Norse folklore were a distinct type of supernatural being that continued to 

occupy a prominent part of the popular imagination alongside the fairies. Troll belief was also 

exported to Iceland and is reflected in the Icelandic sagas of the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries where the term is used broadly to refer to many different, but equally malevolent, 

supernatural beings, including giants, witches, vampires, and demons.284 In the Northern Isles, 

trows were typically conceived of as diminutive supernatural beings descended from the giant 

trolls of Norwegian popular legend that arrived in the islands with the first Norse settlers.285 

Trows could be mischievous but also malevolent creatures, and those found in insular witchcraft 

trial records were malevolent beings much like the Scottish fairies. Katherine Craigie claimed 

that it was not her, but a trow that had caused a great disfiguring boil to grow on the side of Jonet 

Craigie’s face. After Jonet confronted Katherine, the latter brought a remedy to the ailing woman 

in the form of trowie glove (foxglove), which she folded around Jonet’s neck thrice to banish the 

boil.286 It was also related in Katherine Craigie’s second trial that she had diagnosed Thomas 

Irving with an affliction brought on by a “sea trow or spirit that was lying upon him, which 

might well enough be fleyed (scared) away.”287 In several trials, three different types of spirits—
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water, hill, and kirk—were thought to cause illness in humans. At some point in insular popular 

tradition, the trows diverged into two species, the land trows and the sea trows, which suggests 

that talk of water spirits in trials may be indicative of continued popular trow belief.288 This 

could also be true of the hill spirits, though here the trows are competing with fairies, who were 

said to inhabit hills. In Shetland, Katherine Jonesdochter’s trial record indicated that she had 

frequented the churchyard of Hillswick and Holycross Kirk in Eshaness and had seen trows rise 

up out of the churchyards there. Jonesdochter had also seen the trows on a particular hill sundry 

times, and she alleged that they were in the habit of visiting houses at times of great revelry, 

particularly Yule.289  

 

3.4 Popular Belief and Practice in Orkney and Shetland Witchcraft Cases 

It is taken for granted in this study that early modern Orcadians and Shetlanders believed 

in magic and the preternatural power of certain rituals, objects, places, and words. Belief in the 

efficacy of such magical interventions and their ability to influence the course of one’s life 

mingled with official religious beliefs and practices in the panoply of early modern popular 

culture.290 Ordinary folk throughout early modern Europe were familiar with a vast array of 

shared magical practices, as well as those community members who were knowledgeable about 

the magic arts and could provide additional magical assistance.291 The magical help rendered at 

village level often involved healing humans and beasts, locating lost objects, foretelling, and 

blessing livestock and crops, all of which were an accepted and desired part of life. Scottish folk 
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viewed practitioners of beneficent magic as charmers or cunning-folk who were distinct from 

malevolent witches, but learned Scottish elites did not always differentiate between white and 

black magic, seeing all magic as diabolic.292 Popular magic offered an alternative therapy or 

remedy to that offered by the Church, which emphasized the spiritual dimension of misfortune. 

To the clergy, misfortune was a test from God that provided an opportunity for personal spiritual 

growth that was achieved through the Church’s prescribed therapies of introspection, prayer, and 

repentance.293 

 

3.5 Healing 

Orcadians and Shetlanders continued to turn to folk healers long after the Reformation in 

1560 and even longer still after the oppressive weight of the reformed church and state was 

acutely felt from 1611 onwards. In May 1643, the Kirkwall presbytery was still debating how 

best to prevent those “suspect” persons who sought to cure humans and beasts from doing so.294 

This was perhaps partly in reaction to the presbytery’s recent discovery that Andro Valzean had 

consulted Elspeth Linkletter, both in Harray, for a charm, which resulted in the presbytery’s 

order to the Harray session to censure Valzean as a consulter and Linkletter as an abuser of the 

people.295 Perhaps Elspeth Linkletter’s run-in with the Kirkwall presbytery was her first, for in 

Scotland it was possible for local healers, or cunning-folk, to be executed for beneficial magic 

alone without a single diabolic or even malefic element present amongst their charges.296 This 

was also apparent in Orkney, as demonstrated by the charges against Jonet Reid, nearly all of 
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which described popular medicinal remedies such as a cure for a heart problem that involved 

dropping molten lead through a pair of shears into a cup of water.297 That the Orcadian clergy in 

1643 were still sanctioning parishioners for engaging in popular magic suggests the enduring 

popularity of such practices in the islands and the clergy’s concomitant frustration at the 

persistence of superstition and idolatry amongst their flocks. Islanders continued to turn to 

popular magic because it was effective, an observation that must not be diminished by the 

acknowledgement that there was also a dearth of other interventions, physical or spiritual.298 

When Katherine Craigie was tried for a second time, she denounced two other women for their 

healing work; Cristane Poock was able to cure the “worm” and the “fauld sickness,” and 

Margaret Ranie had healed a cow of sciatica.299 That Craigie thought such information would 

appease her inquisitors, and that they apparently were appeased, since no additional 

denouncements are recorded, suggests an official perception of popular healing practices as 

witchcraft and a attendant interest in curtailing those practices. Craigie’s own trial revolved 

around her folk healing activities, which involved washing afflicted individuals with seawater at 

the shore, walking around a loch before sunrise, using stones to diagnose illness, and transferring 

sickness by touch.300 

 It is well established that witchcraft trials have preserved popular beliefs and practices of 

the multitude of Scots who otherwise left few discernible traces in the historical record.301 

Likewise, in Orkney and Shetland, trial records provide evidence that Norse culture persisted in 

the popular beliefs and practices of the islanders well into the seventeenth century, even after 
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centuries of Scottish influence. Marion Layland used a Norn phrase in her confession, providing 

evidence of the persistence of the Norn language in common usage in seventeenth-century 

Orkney. One of the charges brought against Layland detailed how she had made a drink, which 

she called a “remedy for forspeaking (bewitchment),” to cure Elspet Sandison of an unknown 

disease:  

The said Marion took water into a round cup and went out into the byre (cowshed) and 

took something out of her purse like unto great (coarse) salt and did put it into the water 

and did spit three several times into the water, and she confessed herself when she had 

done so she aundit in bitt which is a Norn term and to [be] exponit (translated) into right 

language is alse mikill (meaning the same) as she did blow her breath therein […].302 

 

Later in the document, it is noted that Layland confessed making the concoction to the Sanday 

session, which, being an administrative body of the Kirk, must have been conducted in Scots but 

evidently retained some familiarity with the Norn language as late as 1633. This suggests that 

some islanders continued to speak their native language nearly twenty years after the repression 

of 1615-1616, enough to require the Sanday session to employ a scribe or populate their council 

with elders who had a competent grasp of Norn. In trial records from Gaelic Scotland, it was 

often specifically indicated that charms and incantations had been uttered in Gaelic.303 Using a 

Norn phrase to describe the action of breathing on the curative associated the activation of its 

healing properties—and therefore the mobilization of arcane knowledge—with the language of 

the native islanders.304 This unfamiliar, and therefore dangerous, ritual is where the suppression 

of folk beliefs and practices intersects with the desire to assimilate insular, Norse-influenced 

culture in the islands. The presence of Norn in Layland’s indictment supports the notion that a 
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struggle to assimilate the culture of the islanders to that of the Scottish Lowlanders was ongoing 

throughout the seventeenth century. This in turn suggests the Crown’s tighter control of the 

islands from 1615 did not stamp out insular culture and a struggle persisted between a learned 

elite comprised of mainland and insular Scots, and islanders who maintained their unique insular 

culture. This personal interjection from the scribe mirrored learned Scottish sentiment in the isles 

that Norn, affirming the superiority of the Scots language and those who spoke it.305 

It is difficult to ascribe different elements of a trial to specific cultures or socioeconomic 

groups in Scotland because popular beliefs and traditions throughout the country retained a pre-

Christian belief in the spiritual power of natural objects, the land itself, and supernatural beings 

associated with the Gaelic Highlands. Christianity and some elements of Celtic or Norse 

polytheism continued to coexist and develop within the stratum of popular belief up to and 

beyond the period of witchcraft persecution in Scotland.306 The use of hot stones in healing 

rituals occurred in no fewer than eight trials pertaining to seven individuals, a practice peculiar to 

Orkney—and possibly Shetland—of which no equivalent has been found elsewhere in 

Scotland.307 Rocks of varying sizes were believed to have protective, mystical qualities and were 

used throughout Scotland to keep evil forces at bay.308 Stones were often used in conjunction 

with water in such rituals, two materials that were employed as intercessory devices in the isles, 

as recorded by a local minister in or before 1592.309 A ritual involving heated stones was first 

recorded in the case of Mareoun Cromertie in Shetland in 1604 when a witness alleged he had 

seen her removing a hot stone from a fire, at which time she commanded him not to name her 
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while she performed the act.310 In both of Katherine Craigie’s trials, she was alleged to have used 

three hot stones in an elaborate ritual to determine whether a kirk spirit, water spirit, or hill spirit 

was the cause of a neighbour’s ailment, and thereby what remedy to prescribe.311 Every time she 

performed this ritual, Craigie came to the neighbour’s home and placed the three stones in a fire 

before daybreak, leaving them there all day and only taking them out after sunset, at which time 

she placed the stones under or behind the threshold of the doorway. The stones were left in place 

all night and in the morning, she dropped them one at a time into a vessel of water and listened 

for one of the stones to “chirme and chirle” (emit a noise like a murmur or trill).312 This audible 

cue from a specific stone allowed her to determine which of the three types of spirit afflicted her 

patients.313 Catherine Caray in 1616 and James Knarstoun in 1633 used strikingly similar 

methods to determine the origin of the supernatural force that ailed their patients, and the latter 

retrieved his three stones from the seaside, the churchyard, and from the hill, undoubtedly 

representative of the three different types of spirit associated with those places.314 In 1635 

Margaret Sandieson touched a sick woman’s forehead thrice each with three stones to effect a 

cure.315 In Marable Couper’s second trial, she was accused of healing her neighbour of an illness 

(which she also allegedly inflicted) by heating a stone in a fire, which she dropped into a cup of 

ale and then gave to her neighbour to drink, after which the latter convalesced.316 The charmer 
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Jonet Reid performed a variation of this healing ritual to treat hip gout in which she submerged 

nine blue stones in a vessel of water and touched the afflicted joints with each of the stones.317 

 

 

3.6 Summary 

 After 1615, witch-hunting in the Northern Isles mirrored the procedure apparent in 

mainland Scotland. Factors that led to prosecutions in Scotland like conflict with neighbours and 

elite interpretations of the demonic also began to appear in insular trials. The kirk sessions 

provided islanders with an outlet to address grievances with other community members, people 

who had often already developed a reputation for practicing magic or being difficult. The Devil 

did not play a prominent role in insular trials. When he did appear, it was in the interpretations of 

the learned elite rather than in the testimony of the accused folk. Even when folk did 

acknowledge Satan’s influence, the focus remained on proving the harm done by the accused 

because prosecutors assumed Satan’s involvement. Fairy belief remained prominent in the 

testimonies of the accused, indicating a lively belief in folk tales and a lesser degree of adoption 

of elite demonological narratives. Healing activities were also prominent amongst accusations of 

witchcraft, suggesting a wider repression of folk practices to bring the islanders into conformity 

with biblically prescribed behavioural norms and proper reformed patterns of worship. 
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Conclusion 

  

The seventeenth-century witch-hunt in Orkney and Shetland was an extension of the 

broader witch-hunt that engulfed Scotland from 1563 to 1736. Certain preconditions had to exist 

in the Northern Isles for the witch-hunt to occur, which delayed the beginning of the hunt there 

until 1615. James VI and his privy council intervened in island society as part of their mandate to 

centralize administration of and ensure control over a culturally distinct region of the kingdom 

helmed by an earl whose independent power base possessed the latent potential to rival royal 

authority. The failure of the Reformation in the islands also spurred the Crown to prioritize the 

conversion of the islanders to the strict new Reformed Protestantism that dominated the whole of 

Scottish society. Though king and council did not intrude into insular society to extend the 

witch-hunt to the islands, their abrogation of insular law codes, abolition of the earldom, and 

establishment of episcopal governance eliminated the unintentional safeguards that had been in 

place against Scottish-style witchcraft prosecution. This allowed the clergy and secular officials, 

under Bishop George Graham, to not only enforce biblical standards of behaviour, but also to 

punish intransigence with the full force of Scots law. 

The Norse culture and heritage of the Northern Isles fused with incoming influences from 

Scotland to create a distinct cultural zone in medieval and early modern Scotland and the North 

Atlantic. Orkney and Shetland’s enduring connection to Norway through trade, language, law, 

and religious beliefs and practices transformed the islands into a unique cultural space that 

caused the Scottish witch-hunt to develop differently there. Though the law books of Orkney and 

Shetland have been lost, it is likely that Norse-influenced insular laws prevented even greater 

loss of life during the Scottish witch-hunt; they applied a tiered scale of punishments to 
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witchcraft rather than the blanket death sentence that prevailed in post-Reformation Scotland. 

The customary quasi-independence of the islands also unintentionally warded off the witch-hunt 

by allowing the Stewart earls to administer the islands’ secular and religious affairs at arms’ 

length from Edinburgh. The Stewart earls themselves cannot have been said to have railed 

against the prosecution of alleged witches, and Patrick, at least, did use the witch-hunting fervour 

in Scotland to justify certain deadly political strategies, but their general indifference to 

witchcraft and preservation of insular law delayed the onset of severe Scottish-style prosecution 

in the islands. 

Examining the inception of the witch-hunt in the Northern Isles supports Christina 

Larner’s contention that witch-hunts in Scotland were sometimes used to affirm the power of 

new regimes. The early surge in prosecution in the islands in 1616 was a direct reaction of the 

newly appointed episcopacy to the lingering unrest amongst the islanders following two 

rebellions, the latter of which had received substantial popular support. The clerical rulers of 

Orkney and Shetland continued to facilitate the hunt after this initial swell to implement a new 

program of behavioural discipline amongst the populace. Acts of maleficium and folk practices 

like healing and divining, particularly when they caused magical harm to other community 

members, were the activities of greatest concern to Scottish magistrates in the islands following 

the implementation of direct Crown rule.  

Comparative analysis of individual witchcraft cases in the Northern Isles and Lowland 

Scotland has aided in clarifying which aspects of witchcraft were of greatest concern to clerical 

reformers and thus most likely to result in conviction, both in the islands and throughout 

Scotland. After 1560, the Reformed Kirk prioritized the implementation of moral and 

behavioural reform throughout the kingdom. Harmony between neighbours was a godly ideal 
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that the ministers and elders of the kirk sessions were tasked with achieving in their parishes, 

sharpening their awareness of strife between community members. In the insular and Lowland 

cases examined herein, the harm that alleged witches inflicted on their neighbours was of 

greatest concern to religious authorities. Proving that the witch had engaged in maleficium was 

key to convicting them, as was proving their engagement in common folk practices like healing. 

It was not necessary for prosecutors to prove the role of the Devil in insular witchcraft cases to 

convict a person. His role in any nefarious act was assumed, and prosecutors instead focused on 

documenting the culpability of the accused witch. The driving force behind witchcraft 

prosecution in Orkney and Shetland was the desire of clerical elites to enforce proper biblical 

behaviour in the islands by stamping out folk beliefs and practices and ensuring cooperation 

between neighbours. The Scottish Reformation’s renewed focus on proper Christian worship and 

the role of the Devil attuned religious authorities to the unorthodox beliefs and practices of their 

parishioners, which the clergy deemed heretical even though the average islander saw 

themselves as a good, faithful Christian. Unsanctioned healing practices featured heavily in 

many witchcraft cases alongside belief in fairies and trows that was often misinterpreted as 

interaction with the Devil. Some folk beliefs were unique to the islands, but they were 

suppressed just as readily as those found throughout Scotland. 

More research into witchcraft in the Northern Isles is needed to flesh out the local 

patterns and characteristics of witchcraft prosecution and belief in the region. There is some 

circumstantial evidence to suggest that there were as many as six cases of witchcraft tried in 

Orkney before or around 1595, most of which resulted in conviction, and three of which are 

known to have ended in execution. The Scottish writer and lawyer Alexander Peterkin compiled 

the rental payments of every settlement in both the bishopric and earldom of Orkney for the year 
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1595 and recorded the escheat of goods from the estates of several deceased individuals. Robert 

Ness in Ireland, Stenness, Mainland Orkney was noted as a witch, and both Jonet of Cara in 

South Ronaldsay and Alison Margaretsdochter in Walls were noted to have been burnt for 

witchcraft.318 Two more individuals, Anne Marsetter in Rendall and Elspet Marsetter in 

Sandwick, were identified as witches, but nothing of their fates is mentioned.319 For a sixth 

individual, Marjorie Swonay, it was noted in the 1616 trial of Agnes Tulloch that Swonay had 

been charged with witchcraft under the oversight of minister Andrew Dishington, who had been 

appointed to Stromness in 1595.320 It could be that these individuals were tried around the same 

time as Alison Balfour, suggesting a possible one-off surge of witch-hunting in the Scottish style 

spurred by Patrick Stewart’s persecution of Balfour. It is also possible that these individuals were 

prosecuted during Earl Robert Stewart’s time, who then helped himself to the lands and goods 

that were left behind.321 Regardless, it is interesting to note that one of the deceased, Robert 

Ness, hailed from Ireland in Stenness, the same settlement that Alison Balfour called home, but 

further investigation into this cluster of cases is needed to determine whether a connection exists.  

 Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Scotland was a multicultural kingdom in which 

distinct cultural regions, particularly the Gaelic Highlands, Anglo-Scottish Lowlands, and Norse 

Northern Isles, existed and interacted simultaneously. The contemporary Scottish witch-hunt 

affected each of these regions, which underscores the importance of undertaking regional studies 

to determine whether the distinct cultural influences in each area impacted the way the witch-

hunt unfolded there. In Orkney and Shetland, local conditions delayed the onset of the Scottish 
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witch-hunt and the attendant loss of life, but when it began, the witch-hunt proceeded much as it 

did in the Lowlands. Despite the regional variations, the witch-hunt was generally ineffective at 

enforcing religious and behavioural conformity and stamping out popular beliefs and practices 

throughout the islands, Highlands, and Lowlands. Throughout the long years of the witch-hunt, 

islanders persisted in their personal enmities, carried on with healing rituals and belief in fairies 

and trows, and continued to make pilgrimages to chapels, shrines, and holy wells. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Kirkwall Harbour in Orkney. Image by calflier001, use permitted under CC BY-2.0. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/. 
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Appendix: A Comprehensive List of Orkney and Shetland Witchcraft Cases 

 As this is a regional witchcraft study, it was crucial to identify all known cases from 

Orkney and Shetland. The compilation of witchcraft cases in the Northern Isles began with two 

indispensable encyclopedic resources: the online Survey of Scottish Witchcraft Database and the 

printed A Source-book of Scottish Witchcraft. Once all cases from the Northern Isles listed in 

these sources were identified, they were individually reviewed to determine the characteristics of 

each case and to ascertain whether they constituted a suspected case, a likely trial, or a known 

trial, or if they had been misclassified. As such, the presence of any of six characteristics derived 

from the SSW is noted for each case, along with the sentence, trial type (local or central), sex of 

the suspect, their socioeconomic position, and their social network, where information exists. 

Finally, the source from which information about a given case was drawn is indicated so that 

interested readers can easily locate more information about a suspected witch. The cases with 

locations highlighted in blue involved people who lived in Orkney, and those highlighted in 

orange involved residents of Shetland. The cases highlighted in green were not previously 

included in the total number of witchcraft cases from the islands by the SSW or the Source-book. 

The cases of two men highlighted in yellow were included by the SSW and the Source-book but 

do not involve accusations or charges of witchcraft. One of the men listed, Patrick Peterson, has 

already been noted as a cautioner for his wife rather than a suspect himself. It is possible this was 

also the case for the second man, Nicol Swannesoun, though the record suggests he was initially 

charged with witchcraft alongside his wife, Catherein Thomasdochter.  
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Figure 5.1 Insular witchcraft cases, 1594-1612.  
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Figure 5.2 Insular witchcraft cases, 1615-1624. 
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Figure 5.3 Insular witchcraft cases, 1629-1643. 
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Figure 5.4 Insular witchcraft cases, 1643-1666. 
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Figure 5.5 Insular witchcraft cases, 1673-1708 and undated cases. 

Figure 5.6 Legend of primary source abbreviations used in the table. 


