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1. Background 

In 1983, pre-empting plans to extend the 18th century residence The Judges Lodging in York 
archaeologists from York Archaeological Trust (YAT) were asked to excavate the grounds of 
the property, hoping to find evidence for the  church  of St  Wilfrid’s, or a part  of the 
Roman fort (Briden 1982, 15). The excavation revealed layers of disturbed material, 
which included what the archaeologists believed to be rubbish produced from the 1715 
construction of the house. Beneath these 18th century layers was a section of dark soil, 
described by the excavator as garden soil [1092]. This contained a complete mid-16th 
century stoneware jug with its cork still in place. (McComish, 2016, 14) Post excavation 
analysis has revealed that the jug was used before deposition as a form of apotropaic 
charm, known as a witch bottle. This bottle pictured in fig.1 is a 16th century stoneware 
vessel, containing copper alloy pins of the 17th century meaning the bottle was an antique 
even when it was used for its final purpose.  Following scientific analysis on textiles in the 
bottle it is believed that urine may also have been present. The following report will focus 
on this artefact within the context of the 16th and early 17th centuries. 

 

 

Figure 1: Judges  Lodging  Witch  Bottle,  A  16th  Century  stoneware  flask.  © 
York Archaeological Trust. 
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Figure 2: X–radiograph of the flask detailing copper alloy pins 
in neck. © York Archaeological Trust. 

2. Early Modern Development of Lendal and Blake Street 

This report focuses on part of the Parish of St Michael Le Belfrey in York, particularly 
studying the streets of Lendal and Blake Street. Since medieval times, these two streets 
have changed beyond recognition. Lendal was originally known as Old Coney Street and 
during the Middle Ages, the area was dominated by three ecclesiastical establishments, 
now no longer present. Bordering the River Ouse and Lendal Street was the Augustinian 
Friary possibly founded in the mid-1200s, when seven houses were said to have been 
donated to the Austin Friars by Lord Scrope. The Friars’ presence is first recorded in 1272, 
when a writ of protection was granted to the Friary by Henry II (RCHM 1985, 155). In 
1299, the Friars numbered almost thirty four, but by 1558 they had been reduced to 
seven. Along Blake Street itself, was the affluent Parish Church of St Wilfrid, founded in 
1311 and completed with a chantry chapel enabling prayers to be offered for the souls of 
the dead (Wilson and Mee 1998, 155). The 1983 excavation at the Judges Lodging 
uncovered two walls thought to enclose the medieval churchyard, which was noted to be 
below the “garden soil layer” [1092] (Briden 1982, 15).  St Leonard’s Hospital was situated at 
the north opening of Blake Street and was one of the largest hospitals in England. Saint 
Helen’s Church still remains and is perched at the south end of the street. The Reformation 
saw the destruction of monastic establishments in the mid-1500s. By 1538 the four friaries 
in York were dissolved, including the Austin Friars of Old Coney Street (Palliser 1979, 242). 
Sir George Lawson was sold a lease of this land as soon as it was surrendered. Saint 
Leonard’s Church was closed in 1539 and subsequently used as a quarry (Palliser 1979, 235). 
The closure of St Leonard’s was obviously seen as a problem by the residents of York, for 
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when Mary came to the throne there was an unanswered appeal to reopen it. (Palliser 
1979, 242) A Statute in 1545 authorised local ecclesiastical authorities to unite parishes that 
were less than a mile apart and the parish of St Wilfrid’s was absorbed into St Michael Le 
Belfrey (Palliser 1979, 242). As a result, St Wilfrid’s and St Helen’s were eventually closed. 
Saint Wilfrid’s was sold to Richard Goldthorpe in 1549, but the sale was not put into 
effect until 1554 when St Wilfrid’s was demolished (Wilson and Mee 1998, 155). It is 
probable that Saint Wilfrid’s Churchyard was used as allotments for adjacent properties, as 
the archaeological excavation mainly revealed garden soil and a few isolated finds such as 
clay pipes. House no.8 on Coney Street stands on the site of the Austin Friary and has 
evidence of a 17th century structure. It was apparently occupied by Sir Richard Osbalton 
and a Recorder Thomas Widdrington, who died in 1664 (RCHM 1981,155). House numbers 
10, 12 and 14, on Old Coney Street were built in 1714 by Henry Baines, an Alderman. 
Number 14 was occupied by an astronomer John Godricke, who died in 1786 (RCHM 1981 
155). In 1715 the Judges Lodging was built on what was believed to be the graveyard of 
Saint Wilfrids as Drake records that there were bones disturbed and a tradition states that 
the ovens were lined with gravestones (McComish 2016, 14). Hearth Tax records show that 
the parish of St Michael Le Belfrey was quite affluent with many of the homes having more 
than two hearths (RCHM 1981, 164). 

 
Figure 3: Lendal Street from the South, known in the 16th-17th centuries as Old Coney 

Street. Taken by author. 

 
Figure 4: Street from the North. Taken by author.
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Figure 5: The Judges Lodging. 

 

Figure 6: Remains of St Leonards Hospital. 

3. Witch Bottles and Distribution 

A Witch Bottle is an apopotraic Charm of the 16th -19th centuries, intended as a way to 
deflect witchcraft back towards the user. They commonly appear as a vessel filled with 
nails or pins, urine, human hair, animal hair, or sometimes animal bones or textiles. The 
Judges Lodging Bottle was filled with copper alloy pins and textile, which could show 
evidence of it being in contact with urine. The earliest forms are stoneware jugs normally 
with a bell shaped base. In the 17th century Bellarmine jugs are favoured and by the 19th 
century some are made of glass or take the form of small phials (Hoggard, 2004, 171. 

The discovery of an intact witch bottle in excavation is a very rare occurrence, as in most 
cases items such as these have been found accidentally within wall cavities or under 
hearths. Altogether, approximately 200 witch bottles have been found in the United 
Kingdom (Hoggard 2004, 171). Due to the inaccessible nature of the places in which these 
bottles have been deposited (river- beds, graveyards) and inside the home (under 
hearths, in chimney flues), it is probable that there are a lot more undiscovered cases. 
Many are informally reported on database internet sites run by enthusiasts, but few have 
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been entered into academic literature. The most recently recorded are the Reigate Witch 
Bottle (Massey and Edwards 2000, 34), which is an 18th century glass version and, in the 
media, the Newark Witch Bottle (Woollaston, 2014). In Yorkshire witch bottles are not very 
common. The York Witch Bottle was probably concealed in what was once the disused 
graveyard of St Wilfrid’s. This would make sense to the person who concealed it from 
their supposed bewitcher, as witches were believed to be unable to enter hallowed ground. 
A much later report from the Yorkshire Post in 1931 relating to a discovery of a witch 
bottle in Otley, states that graveyards were the best place to plant witch bottles as its 
location on Holy ground can break the curse (Northerner 1931, 6). Another Yorkshire 
account in the 19th century states that a “cunning man” would recommend a victim to plant 
his bottle near a stream, as witches cannot cross water (Atkinson 1891, 106). This may well 
account for many London examples being located near the Thames waterfront (Ernest, 
Tilley 1966, 255) and show that according to folklore at least, there were tactics employed 
by the user to ensure the bottles were unfound. It has been thought that many 
superstitions were a rural phenomenon but the discovery of witch bottles in London and 
now York show that in urban places superstitions were relevant to some people living there. 
Whether this is a product of rural to urban migration from rural Yorkshire and Cumberland 
(Palliser 1979 ,289) in the Elizabethan period is open to debate as the presence of the 
belief in magic and witchcraft may have been prevalent throughout England. 

 
 

Figure 7: A 17th century witch bottle found in Suffolk was discovered interred in a wall 
cavity. Courtesy of Alex McCwhirter and Moyes Museum, St Edmundsbury Heritage Services, 

Suffolk. 
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4. Function and use of Witch Bottles 

An item such as this is a social indicator (presuming that the action of depositing an item 
regarded to have magical properties was intentional), as we can make a judgement on 
the reason for the deposition. Witch bottles depending on the beliefs of the user, or those 
who have prompted them into their use, are an apopotraic charm to counter witchcraft. For 
example if an individual suspected that they had been personally inflicted with misfortune 
or illness by a malevolent witch, the bottle could be used as a counter causing the suspected 
witch discomfort and force them to lift the curse. One of the most colourful accounts is 
from the 1680’s text “Saducismus Triumphatus” (1681), which details a case of a man 
who believed his wife to be bewitched. He was advised by a traveller to make a witch 
bottle by filling a vessel with nails and burying  it  (Merrifield  1987,  170). In  another  
instance  an  account  by  the  physic  Blagrave describes that the function of the bottle was 
to cause the witch discomfort when passing water (Hoggard 2004, 171). Hence, the witch 
bottle is a form of sympathetic magic, tying the victim, object and witch together to cause 
the witch harm (Hoggard 2004, 170.) In 1654 a cunning woman claimed to cure a woman’s 
witchcraft induced headache through boiling a lock of the said woman’s hair with her 
urine thus breaking the curse (Wilby 2009, 36). The same method was probably used in 
relation to animals. Suspicions about curses being placed on animals was a common 
accusation in the 17th century (Sharpe 1992, 3) possibly because of the lack of knowledge 
about the causes of disease. Such a case was mentioned by John Aubrey in 1696, when a 
horse’s urine was used in a witch bottle (Merrifield, 1987, 170). It is very possible that the 
witch bottle could be used when a victim of illness thought they were being targeted by an 
unknown witch or even if they suspected someone with a malicious intent. A witch bottle 
could therefore be used as leverage to persuade a witch to release the curse. There 
are certain examples of dialogue and negotiation between victims and the supposed 
witches in the 17th century. The threat of using countercharms such as witch bottles may 
have been of particular importance to superstitious folk in such situations. 

5. Witch Bottles and Society in the 16th-17th Centuries. 

In most historical accounts of the use of witch bottles, the action is recommended by 
someone other than the victim. It does not seem that the spell was common knowledge, 
but is often represented as being imparted from experts. These specialists in white magic 
are a lesser explored social class in the 16th - 17th centuries. They were collectively known 
as cunning folk (Wilby 2009, 27). It is possible that the witch bottle is an indicator of cunning 
people being involved with the community in York. In the York Court cases, many of these 
people are named as charmers. One such case is about Richard Dean, a curate of Harewood 
Chapel who was charged with having Catholic sympathies and being a sorcerer and 
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charmer (Tyler 1969, 93). This social class is intriguing, as it shows that certain members of 
society and communities were relied upon to help with tasks, which were deemed 
impossible without the aid of magic (such as finding lost items, recovering stolen goods, 
helping cure disease or expel curses).   A contemporary, Robert Burton wrote that these 
cunning men and women could be found in every village (Wilby 2009, 28) and Edward 
Fairfax wrote that his servants talked in admiration of certain cunning people (Sharpe 1992, 
12). 

The 16th century was a time of transition. Calvinistic teaching and the enforcement of 
Protestantism ensured that the church no longer dealt with matters such as exorcism, 
the selling of pardons and masses for the dead. Following the Reformation, a vicar Thomas 
Horrocks of Broughton in Craven was disciplined for unlicensed preaching, exorcism and 
recovering stolen goods, acts that may have been informal duties for clergyman before 
protestant reformations (Tyler, 1969, 93). Certainly the loss of such services would be a 
deep worry for those who still valued such traditions and practices. For many people faith 
healing or exorcism were the only ways to dispel unexplained misfortune or illness. 
Itinerant friars were sometimes the agents, who bestowed such services in the Middle 
Ages and the loss of the great Friaries of York, including Saint Leonard’s Hospital meant 
there was a vacuum. Perhaps it was the experts in white magic, the herbalists and 
astrologers known as cunning people who fulfilled the demand, especially when doctors 
could find no cure for diseases, or people were afraid to openly accuse someone in the law 
courts. 

Medieval medicine was in fact a mixture of schools of thought using Christian, scientific and 
magical means. This included the use of healing tokens, written invocations (a 13th century. 
example has been found) (Wordsworth 1903, 398), icons or relics, items which were now 
taboo in Protestant law. There are also examples of doctors using superstitious methods. 
For example, in the 16th century a physician called Richard Stabler was accused of 
witchcraft for hanging prayers around  people’s  necks (Tyler 1969,  99).  Possibly  these  
had  been  an  accepted  medical alternative common in the Late Middle Ages, which were 
now condemned. Revealingly, in some cases cunning women berated the new clergy 
showing a split in opinion and antipathy towards the new orders. This suggests that 
cunning folk were well established in society and saw the new regulations as an 
infringement on their beliefs. For example in 1596 a certain Elizabeth Freare of 
Buttercrambe was a cunning woman who claimed to see a vision of “all clergy who were 
married in hell clogged by the feet” (Tyler 1969, 95). This was a provocative statement 
against the new status quo. In some cases people appealed to courts for defamation. Agnes 
Brand of Beverley prosecuted Isabella Raffells for calling “certain toys” in her possession 
“witchcraft and papistry”, but one can only speculate what these “toys” were (Tyler 1969, 
100). There was therefore a difference in opinion of what constituted witchcraft and 
whether there was a difference between white magic and black (Wilby 2009, 29).  
Protestant Edward Fairfax refused to use counter magic “charms tong and schratchings” 
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and relied on his faith in God (Sharpe 1992, 9).  Eventually though the Fairfaxes resorted to 
the Law Courts to deal with the six witches they believed plagued their daughter (Durst and 
Jeffers 1992, 243). Therefore, even in the cases involving wealthier and more educated 
classes there was knowledge of alternative methods to dispel witchcraft, even if it was 
declined. It was an option and the witch bottle must have been looked upon by some folk as 
an acceptable means, as it was classed as white magic rather than black. This view appeared 
to be acceptable to some, despite the government at the time putting pressure on these 
traditional means with various pieces of literature which condemned all magic as works of 
the Devil such as Cramner’s visitations which ordered all churches to report any who used 
charms (Tyler 1969, 84). 

 

 

Figure 8: Witch Post from Gillamoor now residing in the Ryedale Museum, Yorkshire thought 
to be a ward against witches entering the home. Courtesy of Helen Mason, Ryedale 

Museum. 

 

 

Figure 9: A love token or “charm” thought by some to be witches tokens found in Yorkshire 
now in the Ryedale Museum. Courtesy of Helen Mason, Ryedale Museum. 
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The early York Courts compared to other areas in England show there was a general apathy 
towards  accusations  of  witchcraft.  The majority  of  cases  between  1567  and  1640  
were dismissed and others were let off lightly. Usually a declaration that practitioners would 
not perform magic again was sufficient (Tyler 1969, 98). The great majority of people 
accused of witchcraft were taking part in forms of white magic, such as healing cattle or 
finding lost objects and it may be that these practices were not deemed unpardonable. The 
death penalty seems only to have been invoked when murder was the objective of the 
witchcraft, such as in the case of Mary Pannell from Ledston near Castleford in 1603 (Sharpe 
1992, 4).  However, it does tell us that witchcraft was taken seriously and sets the 
precedent for the use of apopotraic charms such as witch bottles, especially if people 
believed the Court had not solved their problems. After all, the witch bottle is just one 
of many of known anti-witchcraft artefacts found in the British Isles. In Yorkshire witch 
posts were believed to deter witches as well as other artefacts such as dried cats and shoes 
(Hoggard 2004, 175). Similarly to the concealment of witch bottles, these were all hidden in 
the fabric of buildings.  

The bottle from the Judges Lodging is an artefact from a superstitious as well as sceptical 
age and along with the use of historical documents reveals a little about attitudes towards 
witchcraft in 17th century York. There have not been many archaeological studies of 
witchcraft and superstition in York or Yorkshire, the identification of the Judges Lodging 
Witch Bottle could prompt us to take the opportunity for further  study.  It  would  be  very  
beneficial  to  the  field  to  examine  these  items  locally,  for example, collating 
information from museums, private collections in addition to studying local histories and 
literature in Yorkshire particularly nearby to York. It would be insightful if we could find 
parallel 17th century apopotraic charms in York which have not entered the written record. 
Collating this information to holistically examine local post-medieval beliefs would better 
our understanding of post-reformation people’s perception of their faith as well as their 
traditions and local superstitions in an urban environment. 
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