
Abigail understood why the sight of Kate contorted in fear on

the floor would remind her husband of Joanna’s affliction, yet

their maidservant’s condition was surely different. She had not

said that anyone was after her. Indeed, she was refusing to say

anything. She just lay there, weeping and whimpering. Best let

her be, Abigail thought, and the episode would likely pass. If not,

they could call in Sarah Bates, the local midwife. Daniel had of-

ten lamented that Stamford had no physician, but Abigail had

faith in Sarah’s medical knowledge and skill. Meanwhile they

must try to remain calm.

Sarah Bates found Katherine Branch lying immobile on a bed.

The Wescots, who were clearly anxious, told Goodwife Bates that

their servant had taken ill the day before. Some of the time Kate

lay rigid as if in a trance, but she also had screaming fits and at

times cried uncontrollably. The girl had said little since the on-

set of these afflictions, though she did reveal during an interval

of relief that whilst out in the field gathering herbs she had been

seized with a pinching and pricking at her breast.

Goody Bates had no formal training as a medical practitioner,

but she did have many years of experience in observing and treat-

ing her neighbors’ ailments. Her expertise ranged far beyond

midwifery. It was grounded in centuries of herbalist tradition as

well as the shared wisdom of the local female community in

which she was raised. The women of Stamford—young and 

old, mothers and daughters, household mistresses and their ser-

vants—gathered regularly to support each other as they braved

the travails of childbirth and illness. Women like Sarah Bates

emerged as experts from those communities of mutual care, their
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skills endorsed by the experience and gratitude of their neigh-

bors rather than university degrees or formal apprenticeship.

Goody Bates had a finely honed instinct for discerning what ailed

a sick neighbor and was widely respected for her abilities.

Sarah understood that the operations of the human body

could be disrupted by divine judgment and devilish intrusion as

much as by natural ailment. Any responsible diagnosis had to

take into account the possibility of supernatural intervention.

God might have inflicted the symptoms as a punishment for sin;

ideally this would prompt repentance and reformation as the in-

flicted person recalled the moral lapses that had provoked God’s

anger. She also knew of occasions on which experienced doctors

and midwives had concluded that an ailing neighbor was be-

witched. Katherine Branch’s symptoms were certainly odd and

resembled closely descriptions that Sarah had heard of bewitch-

ment and demonic assault.

Kate’s mother had also suffered from fits—the falling sick-

ness, or epilepsy, as some called it. Perhaps Kate had a similar

malady. But medical experts disagreed as to what caused the

falling sickness: some argued that it was rooted in a natural dis-

ease, others that the symptoms were brought about in at least

some cases by possession or witchcraft. Goody Bates saw no rea-

son to ignore the possibility of a natural explanation. She advised

the Wescots to burn feathers under Kate’s nose, a method that

she often found effective when dealing with fainting fits. The

midwife then asked for a cup of water, drank gratefully, and ex-

changed a few pleasantries with Mister and Mistress Wescot. Be-

fore leaving she encouraged them to fetch her again if the ser-

vant’s condition did not improve.
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The following morning Mister Wescot came again for Goody

Bates, this time, even more anxious. The feathers, he told her,

had seemed to help at first, but Kate had since relapsed into a

stupor: she was, he said, both senseless and speechless. Sarah

found the servant much as Mister Wescot had described. Kate

lay as though dead, her eyes half shut, though her pulse was beat-

ing normally. Mistress Wescot and her daughters were gathered

round the young woman, watching closely.

Since the feathers had not produced any lasting effect, some

other form of treatment must now be chosen. But what? Mis-

tress Wescot wanted Kate bled. To be sure, purging the body of

excess fluids so as to restore a healthy balance between the four

humors—blood, phlegm, choler, and melancholy—could solve

many physical disorders. Yet the midwife knew that bloodletting

was risky when dealing with a patient who seemed so close to

death. She said as much, but Mistress Wescot insisted that they

try, so Goody Bates removed a pin from her pocket.

Just as she was about to prick Kate’s foot, the servant broke

out of her stupor and exclaimed, “I’ll not be blooded!”

“Why?” asked Sarah, astonished that the maid should so sud-

denly revive.

“It would hurt me,” Kate replied.

Mistress Wescot reassured her servant that “the hurt would

be but small, like the prick of a pin.” Kate then calmed down.

Sarah observed the girl with growing suspicion as Kate held out

her foot obligingly. This was a remarkably swift recovery from

lying senseless on the bed. Sarah bled her a little and then Kate

lay down again. A few minutes later, Kate suddenly grabbed the

bedspread on which she lay and screamed.
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“Mother,” gasped one of the Wescots’ daughters, “she cried

out!”

“She is bewitched!” declared Mistress Wescot.

Sarah flinched, recalling that the Wescots had reacted the

same way some years earlier when their daughter Joanna had

fallen sick. But the midwife had no time to consider this before

the servant girl surprised her again. Kate turned her head away

from the Wescots as if she would hide it in the pillow—and then

she laughed.

Goody Bates did not know what to think. Was Kate convinced

that her sickness was natural and so surreptitiously laughing at

her mistress for thinking that she was bewitched? Or was she fak-

ing her symptoms and enjoying her success in duping the

Wescots? Or was the laugh itself a symptom of her fits? Deter-

mining the true cause of Kate’s behavior was not going to be

easy.

When Goody Bates had first voiced her opinion that Kate’s

affliction might well have a natural cause, Daniel Wescot was

willing to entertain that possibility. After all, finding a natural

explanation would spare them from having to confront the

darker possibility that their household was once again under oc-

cult attack. But during the days that followed, all that Kate re-

vealed of her strange afflictions made Mister Wescot more and

more convinced that his servant was indeed bewitched.

Shortly after the midwife’s second visit, Kate announced that

during her fits she saw a cat that spoke to her. It invited her, she

said, to go away to a place where there were “fine things” and

“fine folks.” There followed more fits and she seemed much tor-
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