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Abstract

Creative Component

‘The Wonderful Discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer’ is a novel about conflicting
narratives of salvation set in the early modern period. It is a fictional account of
real people who were born into Elizabethan England and died during the Stuart
era. The novel’s storyline explores how an illiterate countrywoman, Elizabeth
Sawyer, affected the prison chaplain, Henry Goodcole, in Newgate Prison and
guides the reader through the lay preacher’s reaction to her in the week of her
execution for witchcraft on 19 April 1621.
My novel takes its title from Henry Goodcole’s pamphlet on Sawyer and
contains references to the playwrights who created The Witch of Edmonton,
which used Goodcole’s text as a source. In seeking to reverse the providential
judgement of the original pamphlet, it also reimagines the tragedy of Dekker,
Ford and Rowley’s play and presents Sawyer as a storyteller whose narratives
challenge certain stock interpretations of Scripture, particularly ones that favour
the status quo of the Established Church. Told largely from Goodcole’s point-ofview, the novel outlines a process by which the lay preacher is forced to first
question and then expand his faith.
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Critical Component

‘A Story in Maps’ addresses the research question: ‘How do the maps and
surveys commissioned during Elizabeth Sawyer’s lifetime shed light on the life
lived by ordinary people in Edmonton Hundred?’
By contextualising the hand-drawn and hand-written evidence, most of
which is still held by the Salisbury family in Hatfield House, ‘A Story in Maps’
shows how pressures on the landless contributed to the imprisonment of twentyfour of Elizabeth’s neighbours during her teenage years. In addition, the study
speculates how this event anticipated Elizabeth’s own journey, first to Newgate
then to Tyburn, thirty-one years later.
The study establishes that landless countrywomen were active in
defending their rights of common. It also shows that in a court of law such
women required the intervention of a member of the male literate elite to pursue
their complaint; this reality was evident in Sawyer’s own trial for witchcraft in
1621.
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Bridging Statement

In their introduction to Communities in early modern England, Shepard and
Withington write,
Words themselves constitute nothing less than archeological sites:
layered pits full of the debris and traces of past battles, social
configurations, and dominant and subordinate meanings. 1
In this bridging statement I would like to explore the link between contested
space and opposing narratives and show how my critical component, ‘A Story in
Maps’ informs my creative, ‘The Wonderful Discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer’. At
the outset, I would like to acknowledge the importance of gender: in a court of
law members of the male judiciary could treat a woman’s body as both a
contested space and a text to be read. 2
‘The Wonderful Discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer’ is a novel about
conflicting narratives of salvation during the early modern period. It is a fictional
account of real people who were born into Elizabethan England and died during
the Stuart era. 3 The novel’s storyline explores how an illiterate countrywoman,
Elizabeth Sawyer, affected the prison chaplain, Henry Goodcole, in Newgate
Prison and guides the reader through the lay preacher’s reaction to her in the
week of her execution for witchcraft on 19 April 1621. 4
In 1571, the year before Elizabeth Sawyer was born, an Act of Parliament
was passed which compelled all clergymen to subscribe to the 39 Articles; these
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summarized the doctrine of the Church of England during the reign of Elizabeth
I. 5 Article VI states,
Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation. 6
From this moment on every word a parishioner spoke could be judged against
the written word of God, available in vernacular English in each church in
Elizabethan England. This situation, which weighs the spoken word against the
written, forms the background to my fiction. 7
My novel takes its title from Henry Goodcole’s pamphlet on Sawyer and
contains references to the playwrights who created The Witch of Edmonton,
which used Goodcole’s text as a source. 8 In seeking to reverse the providential
judgement of the original, it also reimagines the tragedy of Dekker, Ford and
Rowley’s play, presenting Sawyer as a storyteller whose narratives challenge
certain stock interpretations of Scripture, particularly ones that favour the new
status quo of the Established Church. 9 Told largely from Goodcole’s point-ofview, the novel outlines a process by which the lay preacher is forced to first
question and then expand his faith. 10 As Deborah Willis writes,
Protestant preachers not only sought to initiate a process of self-scrutiny
which would lead to repentance and amendment of life; they also
emphasized human inability to achieve salvation without God’s help. The
recognition of one’s powerlessness in the face of sin was a necessary step
in the Protestant conversion process, designed to make sinners aware of
their utter helplessness and dependence on God and his Word for
salvation and renewal. 11
In my novel, Goodcole is subjected to the self-same process, which he attempts
to initiate in Sawyer. 12
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The tension between the spoken and written word is developed by the
narrative voice of my novel; the story is narrated from the third-person limited
point-of-view. Throughout, the narration stays close to Goodcole’s thoughts and
feelings; however, during the first two chapters it presents his verbatim
transcriptions of three stories told to him by Sawyer. When reading his
transcriptions, my reader experiences Sawyer’s voice in the first-person, whilst
simultaneously witnessing Goodcole’s reaction when he underlines passages of
key interest to him. There is a two-way process at work here: just as Goodcole
mediates Sawyer’s words by arranging them on the page, so her words influence
his understanding of his faith. 13
When researching Sawyer’s life, I wanted to start at her beginning not at
her end. 14 Having lived in Edmonton myself, I first reviewed the evidence
published by Edmonton Hundred Historical Society and consulted some of the
primary sources they had examined when writing their publications. 15 Focusing
on Keith Wrightson’s statement that,
The early modern parish was in many ways a community, an association
of neighbours, a unit of identity and belonging, a primary group - but one
perennially defined by processes of inclusion and exclusion 16
I sought to understand the bounded parish in which Elizabeth Sawyer grew up.
Of course, I quickly discovered that Edmonton Hundred is actually a network of
5 parishes, many of which share interlinked rights. 17 Nevertheless, by using the
maps commissioned by Lord Burghley and his son Robert Cecil, the Earl of
Salisbury, I gained insight into the context of Elizabeth’s life from a multiplicity
of views: first from the bird’s eye perspective provided by the First Extant Map
and then from the ground up, using the surveys, accounts, police reports and
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letters held both in the British Library and at Hatfield House. 18 Knowing that
Sawyer had mothered at least eleven children, I was interested in the community
of coppicers of which she was part; I wanted to learn more about the resources of
water, forest and land that they had access to; moreover, I needed to understand
these resources in a holistic way, considering them as essential to the mind, body
and spirit of each member of her community. 19 Beyond this, I was keen to
identify moments of fracture when landless women fell foul of the law and were
forcibly removed from their parish. Mindful of Wrightson’s ‘processes of
inclusion and exclusion’, I felt sure that they would illuminate the stresses and
strains of daily life and bring me closer to Sawyer’s lived reality and that of her
neighbours.
Two years into my research, I discovered just such a case. Standing in the
manuscript archive in the British Library I held the vellum original of the
Burghley Appeal and the follow-up report: ‘Names of Women of Enfield
Committed with their Sucking Children’. The Burghley Appeal followed an
incident of fence-breaking that occurred in a place called Potter’s Field on the 7
July 1589; in it, a group of local women appeal over the head of their local Lord,
Robert Wroth, to Lord Burghley who controlled the neighbouring parish of
Edmonton. 20 The incident, which occurred when Elizabeth was aged seventeen,
resulted in twenty-four women being indicted and sent to Newgate, a journey
that prefigured Sawyer’s own by thirty-one years. 21 These two documents are
contingent for the second marks Burghley’s response to the first and yet they
could not be more different. While the Appeal is formal and carefully scribed,
the answering document is little more than a list of names, annotated by various
hands, one of which is Burghley’s own. This report still retains the crude patina
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of Newgate Prison in 1589. In it, we sense the vulnerability of women like
Elizabeth before and after marriage. Women are referred to by their husbands’
names, only; their attempts to defend their rights are punished by the same
people who infringed them; their appeal fails to prevent them being sent to
prison where many of their children are born.
I decided to place Potter’s Field at the centre of my story. In my novel, its
meaning is expanded beyond common land to a liminal space used by those
excluded by the Church of England. 22 Who sanctifies the water in the font at
baptism? Who decides who may be buried in God’s Holy Acre? 23 When is a tree
considered holy? In early modern England, the answer to all these questions is,
of course, the Established Church, but there were customs in the parish that
remained beyond this institution’s reach. 24 The replacement of the cult of the
Holy Mother, by that of the Virgin Queen, ‘Gloriana’, is a reminder that the 39
Articles imposed a political, as much as religious, settlement; moreover, a glance
at Appendices C and D in ‘A Story in Maps’ shows that, specifically within the
parishes of Edmonton Hundred, the use of charms, cunning women and
unorthodox rites was likely commonplace. In my novel I have developed the
illness experienced by Robert Cecil’s surveyor and agent, Israel Amyce, into the
paranoid persona of Goodcole who suffers a nervous collapse in the final
chapter. 25
If space was contested in the parish, then so were words. To go back to
the ‘dominant and subordinate meanings’ referred to by Shepard and
Withington, we might imagine a situation where a minister spoke the Word of
God to his congregation who understood it in a way unforeseen by the Church.
If, to quote Article VI, ‘Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to
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salvation’, then alternative interpretations are possible and the very texts that
define the new religion may also critique its practice. Here we return to the
tension between the spoken and written word, for a doctrine that reduces
meaning to the Word of God, almost inevitably privileges the literate. In early
modern England, Witchcraft accusations often resulted from anxiety about the
spoken word. When Goodcole says that Sawyer was guilty of, ‘cursing, swearing
and blaspheming’ he is judging her utterances against the printed word of God
and, implying that the curse that she put on a neighbour was part of a greater
turning away from her maker. During Elizabeth’s trial it appears that her
neighbours’ accusations against her were not enough to convict her, it was only
when a local Justice of the Peace, Arthur Robinson, intervened that she was
found guilty. This then is the dilemma of the women of Edmonton Hundred for it
is one thing to speak out and quite another to be heard. To be heard and taken
seriously, you require the intervention of a member of the literate elite and even
then, as the Burghley Appeal shows, the results remain uncertain. A Story in
Maps lays out the research that backs this assertion, while my novel reverses the
power dynamic. As a young girl Elizabeth Sawyer would have heard the Bible
read to her in vernacular English in All Saints Church, Edmonton. As a mother
many times over, she would have witnessed the arrival of the new translation of
the King’s Bible in her church. 26 Of course, the listener does not experience the
Bible as verses on a page, but as a series of stories; each story has its own cast of
characters, narrative and instructive moral; each one is reimagined in the head of
the listener. In my novel the wonderful discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer is really
the power of storytelling itself, for it is this that allows her to survive adversity
and, even when death beckons, to withstand the scorn of all around her.
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Endnotes

‘Over time, the inferences, significance and usage of words change, not so much in an evolutionary fashion as in ways
continually related to the contexts in which, about which, and by whom the terms are used…In each instance, the
conceptual transformation of the word at once forms and provides insight into the dynamics of broader socio-economic
and cultural change. In this way, words themselves constitute nothing less than archeological sites: layered pits full of the
debris and traces of past battles, social configurations, and dominant and subordinate meanings.’
Shepard and Withington, Communities in early Modern England, p. 1.
I would assert that the word ‘kind’ is like this. Today it has a benign and innocuous meaning, as in the slogan ‘be kind’,
but go back six centuries to the medieval poem Piers Plowman and ‘kynde’, as it then was, could have a more pointed
connotation: specifically, it meant ‘natural’ or harmonious with God’s order; to describe a neighbour of being ‘unkind’
was to accuse them of being ‘unnatural’, ungodly and infernal, even.
1

2
In my critical component I will explain how Elizabeth Sawyer’s body was read as a text by the court that convicted her
and how, much earlier, young pregnant wives from Edmonton Hundred ‘pleaded their bellies’ in court. In a case where
the state cannot fully take possession of the defendant’s body because of the unborn innocence within, the mother’s body
constitutes a contested space.
3
We may notice, how following the suppression of the cult of the Holy Mother the womb became a source of anxiety in
early modern print culture, of which Goodcole’s pamphlet was an example. In her introduction to Vernacular Bodies, the
Politics of Reproduction in Early Modern England, Mary Fissell writes, ‘in the seventeenth century ideas about the womb
began to change. Its wonderful powers sometimes became terrible ones, threatening the life of the mother or breeding
tiny monsters rather than babies’. Mary Fissell, Vernacular Bodies, The Politics of Reproduction in Early Modern
England, p. 4.
4
The timeline for the novel is reflected in the chapter structure: Days 1-8. Elizabeth Sawyer’s trial was concluded on the
Saturday and she was hanged five days later on 19th April 1621. In the subheading of his pamphlet, Goodcole reports that
he was ‘her continual visitor’ during that time.

5
The 39 Articles form the basic summary of belief of the Church of England. They were drawn up by the Church in
convocation in 1563 on the basis of the 42 Articles of 1553. Clergymen were ordered to subscribe to the 39 Articles by
Act of Parliament in 1571. As part of the ‘via media’ of Elizabeth I, the Articles were deliberately latitudinarian and were
not intended to provide a dogmatic definition of faith. It is clear that they are phrased very loosely to allow for a variety
of interpretations. The Church of England still requires its ministers publicly to assert their belief in these Articles.

The 39 Articles repudiate teachings and practices that Protestants in general condemned in the Catholic church. For
example, they deny the teachings concerning Transubstantiation (XXVIII), the sacrifice of the Mass (XXXI), and the
sinlessness of Our Lady (XV); however, they affirm that Scripture is the final authority on salvation (VI), Adam's fall
compromised human free will (X), both bread and wine should be served to all in the Lord's Supper (XXX), and that
ministers may marry (XXXII).
http://www.historyhome.co.uk/peel/religion/39articles.htm [accessed May 2020]
6
Article VI declares: ‘Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein,
nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, that it should be believed as an article of the Faith, or be
thought requisite or necessary to salvation. In the name of the holy Scripture, we do understand those Canonical books of
the Old and New Testament, of whose authority was never any doubt in the Church.’ Ibid.

Discussing those who witnessed Sawyer’s confession on Tuesday 17 April 1621, Goodcole writes: ‘A Gentleman by
name Mr. Maddox standing by, and hearing of her say the word blaspheming, did aske of her, three or foure times,
whether the Diuell sayd haue I found you blaspheming, and shee confidently said, I.] A wonderfull warning to many
whose tongues are too frequent in these abhominable sinnes; I pray God, that this her terrible example may deter them, to
leaue and distaste them, to put their tongues to a more holy language, then the accursed language of hell. The tongue of
man is the glory of man, and it was ordained to glorifie God: but worse then brute beasts they are, who haue a tongue, as
well as men, that therewith they at once both blesse and curse.’ The Wonderful Discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer, pp. 4-5 of
11 http://www.berkano.hu/downloads/sawyer.pdf [accessed May 2020]
7

Goodcole’s meaning is that Sawyer’s wickedness was wonderfully revealed by God. Providence, then, was God’s
purpose working on earth.

8

9
Dekker, Ford and Rowley have Elizabeth’s stage character declare, ‘tis all one to be a witch as to be counted one’. The
sense, here, is that Sawyer is a scapegoat for the ills in her community. The Witch of Edmonton, (2.1.118-19)

xii

10
Goodcole may well have borrowed his title from Thomas Potts’ The Wonderful Discovery of Witches in the County of
Lancaster, published in 1613. We might contrast Goodcole’s judgemental title with Agnes Beaumont’s self-penned text
from more than 50 years later: ‘The Wonderful Dealings of God with Agnes Beaumont’ from 1674. In this account of her
own trial defense, Beaumont asserts her own agency. The original and subsequent transcriptions were circulated in her
lifetime and are now kept in the British Library.
11

Deborah Willis, Malevolant Nurture, Witch-Hunting and Maternal Power in Early Modern England, p. 61.

12
Keith Thomas writes, ‘If there was a common theme which ran through… [post-Reformation theologians’] writings it
was the denial of the very possibility of chance or accident.’ Religion and the Decline of Magic, pp. 90-91.
13
Elizabeth I’s statement suggests that she valued her subjects’ loyalty and cared less for their personal beliefs.
Nevertheless, under the guidance of Lord Burghley and others, the Protestant faith consolidated its power against a
series of internal and external threats during her reign. Elizabeth’s statement is an oral tradition; according to J. B.
Black, the words originated in a letter drafted by Bacon. J. B. Black, Reign of Elizabeth 1558–1603, p. 8.

14
Thus far, the tendency has been to view Sawyer entirely through Goodcole. Since the trial records do not survive, his
words, which provided the sources for Dekker, Ford and Rowley’s The Witch of Edmonton, have coloured all perceptions
of her.
15
Sawyer’s register was researched and reconstructed by a team led by David Pam who spent considerable time in All
Saints Church Edmonton and published their findings in a paper by Tom Lewis, ‘People and Parish Registers’.
16

Ibid. Wrightson is quoted by Shepard and Withington, p. 6.

17

From north to south these are: South Mimms, Monken Hadley, Enfield, Edmonton and Tottenham.

The First Extant Map was commissioned by Lord Burghley and remains at Hatfield House. Local historian Tom Lewis
dates the map ‘tentatively to between 1571 and 1574’ but the Catalogue of Manuscript Maps at Hatfield describes it only
as ‘late sixteenth century’.
18

19
In the novel Sawyer tells Goodcole three stories, each from a different time-period of her life: the first relates to her
early childhood by the River Lea, the next to her teenage years working the common land and the last to her married
years in the forest - specifically, the woods of Lord’s Grove. I should declare that I know of no evidence that Sawyer
grew up anywhere but Winchmore. Her status as an unreliable narrator in my fiction allows me to introduce the theme of
water by setting her first story on the Lea, at the mill at Ponder’s End - a mill that was mentioned in the Domesday Book
and is still productive to this day.
20
Potter’s Field sits on the far side of the parish boundary between Edmonton and Enfield, less than two miles away from
where Elizabeth Sawyer (née Cronwell) grew up.
21
The incident occurred less than two years before the historical Elizabeth’s marriage to Edward Sawyer in December
1591.
22
Liminal in the sense of transitional between one state and another; in the novel, Potter’s Field is a transitional space
between this life and the next: in it the preserved remains of unsanctified infants await the Last Judgement, ‘Last
Lammas’, when they may take their place in heaven.
23

An archaic term sometimes used to describe the sanctified ground of an English churchyard.

I’m thinking here particularly around the area of motherhood overseen by local midwives who sought to help local
women through this dangerous rite of passage. It is worth remembering that Elizabeth Sawyer’s mother would have lived
through the reign of Mary Tudor, when the official religion of England was Roman Catholic. Keith Thomas discusses the
use of sanctified girdles to protect women during childbirth, Ibid. p. 222.

24

25

The letter from John Stileman to Robert Cecil is reproduced and transcribed in Appendix D of A Story in Maps.

26
The register also tells us that Elizabeth was a mother who made the two-mile trek from her village in Winchmore to All
Saints Edmonton after childbirth for each of her eleven children’s baptisms. While attendance at church was compulsory,
it is reasonable to assume from this that Elizabeth had a faith aligned with the Anglican Church. In 1615, Sir John Weld,
son of Mayor Humphrey, commissioned a chapel at Southgate to save parishioners this arduous daily journey.
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A Story in Maps: Text

Copyright J Vischer, 2020

1

Introduction
During her trial for witchcraft, Elizabeth Sawyer’s body was examined for marks and
interrogated like a text. 1 The scars and wounds of a lifetime were read with enough
certainty to send this mother of eleven to the gallows at Tyburn in April 1621. 2
Fortunately, for those wanting to understand more about Elizabeth and her forest
community, the first extant map of her parish of Edmonton was drawn during her
early years (Figure 11). Inscribed on vellum, it charts a changing pattern of ownership
that followed the Reformation. In both her and the first extant map’s case, a story is
etched on skin. In this critical component, I want to suggest how the maps and
surveys commissioned during Elizabeth Sawyer’s lifetime shed light on the life lived
by ordinary people in Edmonton Hundred. By contextualising the hand-drawn and
hand-written evidence, most of which is still held by the Salisbury family in Hatfield
House, I will show how pressures on the landless contributed to the imprisonment of
twenty-four of Elizabeth’s neighbours during her teenage years. I will also speculate
on how this event anticipated Elizabeth’s own journey, first to Newgate then to
Tyburn, thirty-one years later. So far, the evidence that I have uncovered has largely
remained the preserve of a handful of local historians from The Edmonton Historical
Society. Now, with their passing and their publications largely out of print, it is time
to bring it to bear on the case of Elizabeth, herself. Such evidence presents both the
historian and the writer of fiction with an opportunity to move beyond the single
primary source that still defines Elizabeth’s story, namely: Henry Goodcole’s account
The Wonderful Discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer (Figure 2).

2

Reverend Goodcole was Elizabeth’s ‘continuall Visitor in the Gaole of
Newgate’. 3 As prison chaplain, it was his job to take the condemned woman’s
confession, or, to use Diane Purkiss’ phrase,
to spur her to find ‘truth as a means of salvation and reintegration. 4
Goodcole, then, is the filter through which we almost glimpse Elizabeth and his
account of their conversations is as fascinating as it is problematic. As Gowing has
noted,
Goodcole’s account lays considerable stress on his authority as a questioner,
creating a relationship between himself and the accused in which he interprets,
enjoins and judges. 5
In his ‘Apologie to the Christian Readers’, the author claims that he was forced into
publishing his pamphlet,
to purchase his own peace and to silence the most base and false
ballets…ridiculous fictions…fitter for an ale-bench then for a relation of
proceeding in Court of Justice (that were) sung at the time of our returning
from the Witch’s execution. 6
In the event, his attempt to establish a definitive account was marred when, within
days of its publication, his pamphlet was used by playwrights Dekker, Ford and
Rowley as an inspiration for their tragicomedy, The Witch of Edmonton (Figure 3).
The town of Edmonton hath lent the stage
A devil and a witch both in an age. 7
declare Dekker, Ford and Rowley in the prologue of their play. In the early modern
period, the parish, which lies west of the River Lea some seven miles north of London
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(Figure 1), was notorious enough to earn a mention in Thomas Middleton’s The Black
Book, in which the Devil takes us, his readers, on a diabolical tour of London and its
environs. 8 In fact, as we have already discovered, there are good reasons to treat the
printed word with caution. An overview of court records suggests that indictments for
witchcraft in Middlesex between 1560-1700 were about average for the Home
Circuit: the county ranks below Hertfordshire to the north and well below Essex,
whose numbers according to Macfarlane were ‘exceptional’, more than six times
higher, in fact. 9 Since Edmonton Hundred forms a nexus between the counties of
Middlesex, Hertfordshire and Essex, I have annotated two diagrams produced by
Macfarlane in his regional and comparative study, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart
England (Figures 8 & 9). While there is little direct evidence to connect Elizabeth’s
indictment to the particular conditions that existed east of the Lea, Goodcole does
provide a clue to a single shared factor. I have asserted that in court Elizabeth’s body
was interrogated like a text, in her case, it took an intervention by a Justice of the
Peace to press for such an examination and then interpret the results. Later, I will
compare Elizabeth’s case to that of Agnes Godfrey, a contemporary from Enfield in
the Edmonton Hundred. For now, it is enough to note the wide spread of indictments
across Essex in Figure 8 and the high spikes in Figure 9 where guilty verdicts rise to
over 50% of the cases that came before the courts. Referring to the spikes in 1582 and
1645, MacFarlane writes,
Here it would be justifiable to look for some outside agent: in both, it will be
shown, there was present a man of more than ordinary energy, skill and
interest in finding witches. 10

4

For now, we may note that on both sides of the Lea, members of the literary elite
played a pivotal role not only in bringing cases of witchcraft to court but in securing
guilty verdicts once they were heard.
Macfarlane’s work, which combines a socio-economic model with an interest
in anthropology, has been critiqued for blurring historical contexts. 11 Since the
communal context of the embodied and situated life of Elizabeth Sawyer lies at the
heart of this study, I will centre my research on a comparison of two texts from the
Hatfield Archive: these are the first map of the parish of Edmonton, hence referred to
as ‘the First Map’ (Figure 11) and Israel Amyce’s field book of the parish, dedicated
to Robert Cecil in 1606 (Figure 12). 12 In addition, I will rely on two key documents
from the Lansdowne Manuscript in the British Library; these are reproduced in
Appendix B. 13 Before we get to them, I would like to briefly discuss the bounded
nature of the parish in early modern times.

The Bounded Parish

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth…
And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.
And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the
light from the darkness. (Gen. 1:1 & 3-4).

5

Some time before the birth of her son, John, Elizabeth Sawyer heard these
words. They come from the King James Bible and were most likely read to her in the
Church of All Saints and St Michael in Edmonton. 14 As Robert Scribner writes,
According to the Book of Genesis, the first acts of creation involved the
drawing of boundaries. 15
What is being defined, here, is a God-given moral order that delineates the proper
place of all things. This moral order was applicable to Elizabeth’s body, to the
domestic space within which she lived and to the parish that, early on, marked the
limits of her world. When Keith Wrightson states that the early modern parish was,
In many ways a community, an association of neighbours, a unit of identity
and belonging, a primary group - but one perennially defined and redefined by
processes of inclusion and exclusion, 16
he is discussing a state that is simultaneously spatial, social and existential. We might
relate this to an earlier medieval idea, the notion of kynde or kind, as expressed in
Will Langland’s Piers Plowman. 17 Pearsall defines kynde as ‘natural’. 18 If we add to
the sense of natural or God-given, the current usage of ‘kind’ as type - this kind or
that kind - and ‘kin’ meaning relation, we sense something of the power of kynde in
its parish setting. To be kynde was to be part of God’s creation, to be neighbourly and
open to His grace; to be un-kynde was to be unnatural, cut off from salvation and thus
infernal. These words have great power and, given the pre-eminence of the Word of
God in Protestant Anglican thinking, there is reason to believe that their meaning
narrowed as their power increased after the Reformation. Putting ourselves back in
the position of Elizabeth standing in Edmonton Church, we may appreciate the clarity
of meaning of the newly translated verses from Genesis. But with clarity comes
judgement and not just self-judgement, or judgement by one’s neighbours, but
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judgement by a literate class of clerics and magistrates who were arbiters of the Word
- men like Goodcole, in fact. 19 Staying in Edmonton Church, we may sense
something of the change between Langland’s world and Elizabeth’s, by quoting
Stuart Clarke. He writes:
Late medieval piety invested heavily in the sense of sight, supported by visual
theories that gave eye contact with objects of devotion a virtually tactile
quality. Seeing the elevated host, the crucifix, or other sacred images meant
touching them with one’s own visual rays or being touched by theirs. Sight
itself became spiritually efficacious, a direct and immediate engagement with
the sacred. 20
For Elizabeth and her parishioners, so much had been stripped away. Images, ritual
and the paraphernalia of belief had been expunged in favour of the Word of God: their
collective power had been invested in the 1559 Book of Common Prayer, The Book
of Homilies and the newly translated Bible. Some rituals did survive the Reformation;
perhaps most notable amongst them was the annual ‘beating of the bounds’ at
Rogationtide. This returns us to Scribner’s theme of drawing boundaries. ‘Gang
days’, the common name for processions when parochial limits were blessed and the
marks witnessed by all, suggests that they were often physical, rowdy affairs. In 1615
the Archdeacon of Berkshire insisted that ministers should carry out such rites,
with a sufficient number of the parishioners of all sorts, aswel of the older as
younger sort, for the better knowledge of the circuits and bounds of the
parish. 21
Referring back to Wrightson’s notions of inclusion and exclusion, we might well
wonder about the position of the landless and those existing on the margins,
especially at a time when the poor laws were made punitive. Hindle writes,
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by the late sixteenth century… the unit of obligation and control was the little
commonwealth of the parish, which effectively became a welfare republic, the
moral and physical boundaries of which had to be effectively policed. 22
He quotes the term ‘dark parish’ of ‘poor delvers and day labourers’, dismissed by
their betters as, ‘pilferers Backbyters hedge breakers and myscheveous persons’. 23
Apart from their beginnings and endings, such people leave few traces; they remain
invisible to the historian, unless and until, they come before the courts.

Water
Almightie and everlasting God, whiche of they great mercy
diddest save Noe and his familie in the Arcke, from
perishing by water… and by the Baptisme of they
welbeloved sonne Jesus Christe, diddest sanctifye the
floude Jordane, and al other waters, to the mistical
washinge away of synne: We beseche thee… that thou
wilte mercifully loke upon these children, sanctify and
washe them with thy holy gost, that they being delivered
from thy wrath, may be received into the Arcke of Christes
churche, and… may so passe the waves of this troublesome
world, that finally they may come to the lande of
everlasting life, there to reigne with thee, worlde without
ende, through Jesus Christ our Lorde. Amen. 24
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The prayer that Elizabeth Sawyer heard during the baptism of her eleven
children between 1592 and 1615 speaks of the redemptive power of sanctified
water (Figure 14). 25 Water purifies a new born boy or girl from their mother’s
sin, just as it purged the ungodly in Genesis and Exodus. Herein lies a tension; it
appears again in Psalm 51:
Wash me throughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin…
Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me.
Margaret Healy describes English Society in the sixteenth century as,
neither feudal nor bourgeois… but in a state of transition and social
fluidity; one searching for new structures, definitions and limits. 26
Water, when not sanctified by the word, challenged these limits; it did so most
insidiously when it flowed through a woman’s body.
Can it be that in the West… the female body has been constructed… as a
leaking, uncontrollable, seeping liquid; as formless flow; as … a disorder
that threatens all order? 27
Elizabeth Grosz’s question points at the nub of the problem, for central to the
Protestant sense of order was a desire to separate, quantify and contain. Water,
by its protean nature, contradicts all such attempts. Purkiss writes,
early modern medicine… understood all bodies as flowing with
substances which threatened to get out of hand. 28
Formless flow risked all that was God-given and ‘natural’ by melding together
the parts of God’s creation separated in Genesis. The body, like the early
modern parish, required not just containment but also continual purging to
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prosper. On the subject of cleansing the body politic, we may note that, twentyone years after Elizabeth’s execution when the world was ‘turned upside down’
by the chaos of civil war, witch-hunting reached a new peak in Essex (Figure
9). 29
Let’s return to the living, breathing Elizabeth standing in Edmonton
Church between baptisms. As Patricia Crawford explains, in early modern
times, medical understanding of the female body reflected Biblical ideas. 30
The Old Testament interpreted the female biological functions of
menstruation and childbirth as polluted and polluting. 31
Seen from a both village-level and a learned perspective, monthly bleeding and
the releasing of the amniotic flow during childbirth rid the body of ill humours.
Moreover, such fluids had far-reaching powers. Consider the notion that during
pregnancy a mother’s ‘imagination was believed to shape (her) child’s
features’. 32 Consider, too, the Anglican practice of churching mothers, to
reintegrate them with parish society after they had given birth. 33 ‘Reintegrate’ is
a significant word here for it brings to mind Purkiss’ description of Goodcole’s
final ministrations to Elizabeth in prison. What, we may ask, happened to
mothers who could not be reintegrated with parish society? When we consider
Elizabeth’s case and that of twenty-four of her neighbours during her teenage
years, the answer is plain: such people were expelled and sent to Newgate
Prison. It is a striking fact that almost all of these women were either mothers or
pregnant when they were brought before the court; many gave birth in prison.
Maps are made for those who seek to quantify and control what exists on
the ground. The First Map was drawn up in the decade of Elizabeth Sawyer’s
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birth and is shown in Figure 11. This map and Israel Amyce’s field book (Figure
12), chart a process of appropriation, which followed the dissolution of the
monasteries and brought the mapmakers, men like John Norden, Israel Amyce
and their patrons, into positions of power. 34 Lord Burghley had obtained the
stewardship of the manor of Edmonton in 1575 and took a forensic interest in
the complex and changing mosaic of ownership in the parish. Handling his
scrolls in the basement archive of Hatfield House, it is easy to imagine his quill
poised over every stream and field. The Lord Treasurer was in a privileged
position because no one had ever enjoyed such a detailed bird’s eye view of
Edmonton Hundred before him. Robin Harcourt Williams has been an archivist
at Hatfield House since the 1970s. He writes,
Lord Burghley’s italic handwriting is very distinctive and easily
recognised. He was a great collector of maps, not only of areas where he
owned property but also of foreign countries, English and continental
towns (particularly seaports) and other territories. He often added his
own annotations, regardless of aesthetic considerations, in a way which
seems rather shocking. 35

We shall compare the First Map and Amyce’s field book when we
discuss the forest where Elizabeth Sawyer lived, but first, staying with the theme
of water, I would like to focus on a chart of the River Lea. This will allow me to
introduce the landowner Robert Wroth. Wroth is a key figure in Edmonton
Hundred where his autocratic behaviour helped shape the context within which
women such as Elizabeth grew up; his specifically local influence has often been
ignored. The map transcribed in Figure 15 is a later addition to Lord Burghley’s
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collection and shows, along its two-metre length, the flow of water through the
parishes of Enfield, Edmonton and Tottenham, which, together with Monken
Hadley and South Mimms, comprise Edmonton Hundred (Figure 7). 36 We might
speculate about rivalries produced by sharing a resource that fluctuated across
parish boundaries, but it was the gravitational pull of London, seven miles
downstream, that brought tensions to a head during Elizabeth Sawyer’s
lifetime. 37 In 1571, within a year or so of Elizabeth’s birth, an act of parliament
set in law a scheme to make the Lea navigable. 38 The project, which was
supported by Lord Burghley, challenged vested interests in the parish of Enfield
and was opposed by a campaign of violence fought along the river in the 1580s
and 90s. 39 Minding Healy’s statement that English Society in the sixteenth
century is ‘neither feudal nor bourgeois… but in a state of transition’, we may
wonder about the transformational effect on inward looking parishes of a
burgeoning market economy close by. 40 As David Pam writes,
London…as a ‘centre of conspicuous consumption’ nurtured the growth
in Enfield… and elsewhere of that strange new phenomenon, the private
trader. 41
Typical of this new class were the maltmen, who were well placed to buy up
grain from farmers north of Ware and sell it in on to bakers and brewers in the
capital. In Enfield, families like the Curles opposed the Lea Navigation Scheme
because it outflanked their monopoly of horse-drawn haulage on the roads to
London and they soon found an ally in the landowner Robert Wroth. 42 The
Wroths’ power predated the Reformation, the family fortune dating back to the
One Hundred Years War with France. 43 Robert Wroth was Calvinist and his
puritan beliefs meant he did little to support the Anglican vicar in Enfield. 44 He
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was jealous of his fiefdom and resented Burghley who owned Theobalds to the
north and was now active in buying farms downstream of Durants Arbour, in
Edmonton. 45 We should pause to consider the corrosive effects of Wroth’s
alliance with a new class of speculator on parish values within Edmonton
Hundred. The maltmen were opportunistic, they dealt in credit; moreover their
trade was unregulated for it operated over three counties beyond the scope of the
City guilds. 46 The practices of the Curles were alien to communities still bound
by the feudal rules of ‘kynde’. For now it is enough to note the scale of the
violence that erupted along the Lea between 1581 and 92. 47 Figure 16 shows a
detail of Wroth’s Mill, which served as a rallying point for those who disrupted
the waterway during the 1580s and destroyed Waltham’s pound lock in 1592
(Figure 19).

Forest
Ye shall know them by their fruits.
Do men gather grapes of thorns, or figs of thistles?
Even so every good tree bringeth forth good fruit;
But a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit. (Mat. 7. 16-17)

Elizabeth Cronwell married Edward Sawyer in Edmonton Church on 5
December 1591. Like Elizabeth’s father, Edward was a coppicer; he was part of
a small army of hewers, cutters, hedgers and peelers who worked the high
ground of Mynchen Wood and Lord’s Grove to the west of the parish. Pam
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places Elizabeth in Winchmore Hill, on the edge of Lord’s Grove, where
Burghley owned 231 acres of highly productive forest (Figure 21). The accounts
at Hatfield show how alder, hornbeam and other trees were felled, hewn and
burned and how the resulting charcoal - the smokeless fuel of its day commanded a premium price on the London market. 48 It would be a mistake,
then, to assume that the Sawyers lived in the margins or were poor at the outset.
Woodsmen enjoyed rights guaranteed by charter 49 and although there were
abuses, communities in Edmonton Hundred had a strong sense of what Andrew
Wood calls ‘custom, legality and proper order’. 50 Having said this, if we scan
forward twenty years, the court records reveal a pattern of appearances by the
Sawyer family before the Middlesex Quarter Sessions; these are summarized in
Appendix A. 51 By the time Elizabeth was indicted on 4th September 1615 for
stealing a pair of sheets belonging to William Hussey of Edmonton from a
hedge she was lucky to avoid the death penalty. Instead, she spent nine months
in the newly built Clerkenwell Prison. Noting that all but one of the indictments
are for theft, we may ask what prompted this rash of six separate indictments of
four members of the same family in just over ten years: were the Sawyers a bad
lot, ‘a corrupt tree’ to quote the Sermon of the Mount, or did life in Winchmore
grow more pressured? To investigate further, I will compare two texts that are
central to this study: the First Map from c.1574 (Figure 11) and Amyce’s field
book (Figure 12) of the same area dedicated in 1606. Before I do so it would be
helpful to introduce the largest landowners in the parish of Edmonton: the
Leakes of Wyer Hall. 52
In contrast to the puritan Wroths of Enfield, who had left the country
during Queen Mary’s Catholic restoration, the Leakes still hoped for a return to
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pre-Reformation ways under Elizabeth I. In evidence of this, John Leake left, on
his death in 1572, a pair of candlesticks for Edmonton Church to be given if the
Latin mass was restored; in addition in 1579 his widow Catherine Leake was
indicted for recusancy at the Middlesex Sessions having failed to attend
Edmonton Church since 1565. 53 Figure 21 shows the first depiction of Lord’s
Grove and Winchmore Hill village where Elizabeth Cronwell lived. Looking
closer we can see that Burghley labels the gates to Enfield Chase ‘Highwood
and Winchmore’ while other annotations note the purchase in Prior’s Grove of a
plot by the Leake family. Prior’s Grove is positioned across the stream from the
seven acres already controlled by Justice Robert Wroth. There is a balance of
power at play here and Burghley’s intentions are probably pragmatic. That the
recusant Leakes of Wyer Hall owned property alongside the Chapter of St Paul’s
and the puritan Wroths may show a policy of containment. 54 To put it another
way, just as Wroth was jealous of Burghley’s influence in Enfield, Burghley was
keen to curtail Wroth’s involvement in the parish of Edmonton, especially
amongst his lucrative coppices. To confirm Pam’s suggestion, we should look
for continuity in Amyce’s field book produced almost thirty years later (Figure
22). After all, if Jasper Leake, the heir of John and Catherine, still possessed his
property after a series of Catholic threats to the Protestant cause: first the
Babington Conspiracy in 1586, then the Spanish Armada in 1588, and finally the
Gunpowder Plot in 1605, there were likely good reasons why Robert Cecil, a
man who investigated such plots, tolerated his presence. 55 Interestingly, Figure
22 confirms this to be the case: Wroth’s seven-acre smallholding is still shown
surrounded by parcels of land owned by Jasper Leake in 1606. 56 From this we
may conclude that, taken together, both texts portray a balance of power that
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existed in Elizabeth Sawyer’s forest during the first thirty years of her life. We
might also characterize the situation in Lord’s Grove as a microcosm of postReformation England, where first Lord Burghley and then his son Robert Cecil,
the Earl of Salisbury, held the balance of power between Catholic gentry, on the
one hand, and Puritan interests, on the other. Of course, a bird’s eye view of a
forest doesn’t tell us how rivalries played out on the ground, but an incident that
occurred on Enfield Chase in April 1603 may show how local women were
caught in the middle. Having described the hard winters of the 1590s, Pam
writes,
The discontent of the poor was made apparent the following year in the
middle of April 1603, at a most inopportune time, when Cecil
[Salisbury] was making elaborate preparations for the arrival of King
James at Theobalds on his way down from Scotland. Cecil sent his
servants into the Chase to collect sixty loads of wood… but his servants
returned empty handed. They had been confronted and denied by a large
gathering of Enfield women, covertly supported and urged on by Robert
Wroth, the greatest landowner in the parish. 57
This incident is difficult to assess for it may suggest that Wroth was upholding
the rights of the poor in his parish; a closer look, however, reveals the same
modus operandi as used on the Lea. The key word here is ‘covert’. 58 Again,
‘Wroth was no stranger to covert tactics’ declares Wroth’s biographical entry in
The History of Parliament. Instead of protecting his parishioners, Wroth was
pressuring them into playing a high stakes game to further his own interests. 59
I want to look closer at what these maps reveal about the shared beliefs
of Elizabeth’s woodland community. In general terms, we have said that the
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moral order of the parish was ‘natural’ or ‘God-given’ and acknowledged that
after the Reformation, the ‘Word’ became the dominant signifier of this Godgiven order, but this was a top-down process driven by the centralizing
institutions of the Church of England. Inside the forest, itself, we might expect
to find evidence of beliefs and values from a much earlier time. Figures 23 and
24 show Mynchen Wood, an area half a mile southwest of Lord’s Grove. Both
the first map and Amyce’s field book show the same individual tree drawn onto
their vellum. The Mynchen Oak, or the ‘Seven Sisters’ as Amyce calls it, is a
reminder that pre-Reformation practices persisted at all levels of society and
that, quite apart from its usefulness, this particular tree was an object of
veneration for local people. 60 The use of the number seven, used in folktales and
the Bible to confer power, is as significant here as the feminine personification
of the tree,
an Oke having seven spires out of one root and therefor called the seven
sisters,
as Amyce describes it in his letter reproduced by Lewis. 61 Bintley has explored
the Anglo Saxon origins of Christian beliefs about trees. Discussing the ‘tree of
the saviour’ in The Dream of the Rood, he states,
The personification of the cross in this poem is striking…and may
represent the earliest and most unabashed example in poetry of a tree
speaking of physical pain as if it were human… It was through these
trials, the rood recalls, that it became exalted over all other…(trees in the
forest)… (‘just as […] Mary herself’…) had been above all women.’ 62
Oaks, often gendered as female in Anglo Saxon kennings, were, during
Elizabeth Sawyer’s lifetime, associated with love potions, marriage and
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blessings. 63 They were ‘spiritually efficacious’, to use Clark’s phrase, and
fecund bringing fertility to the parish. 64 For the Cronwells and Sawyers who
lived and worked amongst the coppices, these ancient oaks were powerful
talismans that rose above the other timber; like the tree in The Dream of the
Rood, they were agents of motherhood and grace. There is still a tree growing
that Elizabeth may have walked past as a little girl. It predates the Charter of the
Forest and, today, remains the focus for Christian worship (Figure 25).
Of course, even in the depths of the forest, times were changing. We
have noted the intensity of the charcoal trade and the gravitational pull of
London just a day’s drove away. 65 In Mynchen and Lord’s Grove, pressure from
outside the parish was eroding medieval beliefs and replacing them with early
modern notions and fears. As Fissell explains, once women were no longer
encouraged to identify with the Holy Mother, a new and troubling story about
pregnancy began to emerge. She writes:
In the later sixteenth century printers began to churn out sensational
stories about murders, witchcraft, and monsters, framed by a religious
discourse that emphasized God’s providence. 66
Stories, we might add, like the one about Elizabeth Sawyer, a woman who, to
use Goodcole’s phrase, ‘God did wonderfully ouertake… in her owne
wickednesse’. 67
Such a judgement condemned not just Elizabeth, but also her surviving children,
for, to continue the quotation from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount,
every tree that bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into
the fire. (Mat. 7:19)
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Land

During Elizabeth Sawyer’s lifetime (1572-1621) the rapid rise in London’s
population made it a key external factor that pressured the institutions of her
parish (Figure 1). A feudal economy with its ideals of fealty and subsistence
rooted in the specific locale was thus displaced by a speculative market
economy, which sought to feed the appetites of the expanding City. We have
noted how, as relative newcomers to the Hundred, the Cecils sought to maintain
a status quo between Jasper Leake in Edmonton and Robert Wroth in Enfield
and have discussed the latter’s covert opposition to them on the Lea and Enfield
Chase. To understand the full implications of Wroth’s actions on the people who
worked on either side of the bounds between Enfield and Edmonton, we need to
explore a third factor: the shared rights of common enjoyed throughout the
Hundred since Anglo Saxon times. 68 This forms the background to an incident
that occurred in Potter’s Field during Elizabeth Sawyer’s teenage years: the
symbolic breaking down of a fence, which led to the imprisonment of twentyfour local women in 1589.

Anglo Saxon Origins of the Hundred
David Avery has pointed out the considerable difference in size in the average
villein holdings recorded in the 1086 Domesday Book for the three manors in
the Edmonton Hundred (Figure 27). In Enfield it was twenty-seven customary
acres, in Edmonton twenty-four and in Tottenham seventeen. This suggests a
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comparatively strong and wealthy class of villein in Enfield, more likely to
uphold their common rights and privileges.
The greater regularity of common land in Enfield may reflect the fact
that, from Anglo Saxon times, settlement was more nucleated there.
Commenting on the origins of settlement in Edmonton, Avery writes,
in the area that came to be covered by the manor of Edmonton there are
four place names which indicate possible Saxon settlements – that of
Edmonton (Eadelm’s tun) Winchmore Hill (Winsig’s boundary hill)
Dernford (the concealed ford) and Minchendon (the nun’s farm). 69
At the time of the Domesday Book in 1086, the neighbouring manors of Enfield
and Edmonton were administered as a single estate by King William’s close
associate Geoffrey de Mandeville. All matters relating to tenants were subject to
the manorial court and the rights of common in these fields and Enfield Chase
were shared by commoners of all the manors. This had two effects in the early
modern period: firstly, commons were easily overstocked by those who lived
some distance away; secondly, opposition to enclosure was boosted by the
numbers of tenants and commoners who retained rights to all commons. 70 This
was not the case in Tottenham and the consequences are plain to see. In Enfield
very little common land was enclosed during the early modern period: fifty-one
common fields, 2746 acres of common arable and 794 acres of common marsh
still existed at the time of the 1803 enclosure award. The comparison with
Tottenham is striking. Here, the lordship of the manor was held by a series of
vigorous, enterprising landowners who sought to exact maximum profits from
their holdings and were free to enclose land as they saw fit. 71 By contrast,
Edmonton was a royal manor, having been purchased by Henry VIII from

20

William Sulyard in 1537. Crown manors were conservatively run. As King
James later discovered, the rights of peasantry were protected along feudal
lines. 72
Avery writes:
Crown tenants in general received more favourable treatment than those
of private landlords, for the crown was more conservative and its officers
more lax in the discharge of their duties, while there was a distinct
slackening of efficiency under Elizabeth. 73
During the fourteenth century, around twenty common fields had existed
in Tottenham. By 1619, when the Earl of Dorset’s survey of Tottenham was
completed, there were only two common fields left in the parish. Even these two
fields may have been enclosed between the making of the survey and the
reprinting of the map in 1621 (Figure 42).

Edmonton’s Irregular Common-fields
I’d like to look again at the First Map and review what it and Amyce’s field
book show us about the changing nature of the parish during the lifetime of
Elizabeth Sawyer. Edmonton was an irregular common-field parish. Here a
three-year crop rotation was practised in the common fields of meadow and
arable. These irregular strip fields, or ‘merefields’ as they were known locally,
were scattered throughout the parish (Figure 10). 74 We know that Burghley
obtained the stewardship of the Manor of Edmonton in 1575 and that he spent
the 1580s buying property in the parish. Archivist Robin Harcourt Williams has
confirmed to me that,
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‘on DSC 0198 1024 (of the First Map) he adds the names of the gates
into Enfield Chase’ and that ‘his only addition to DSC 0209 1024 is
where he notes “Comen feldes” in the bottom right hand corner (in
penteridg feld)’ (Figure 29).
Acknowledging Burghley’s notes, Tom Lewis also identifies the words
‘common ground’ written in Burghley’s handwriting on Pymmes Green near the
farm that he bought in 1582 (Figure 30). It seems reasonable to conclude two
things: Burghley’s additions to the map show a keen awareness of both changing
patterns of private property and continuing common rights (Figure 28). While
his new purchases of Pymmes and Pleasantines have been highlighted in yellow,
his labelling of common fields suggests an interest and respect for the
provenance of individual fields.
Saying this, it is also important to acknowledge that pressures on land
use were active in the parish of Edmonton. Indeed, with Smithfield Market only
a day’s drove away, the temptation for commoners and landowners alike, to rear
extra stock seems to have been overwhelming. A comparison of Burghley’s map
with his son Robert’s field book reveals the greater emphasis on streams and
pasture in Amyce’s drawings (Figures 31 & 32). The 1599 survey shows a
breakdown of 295 acres of arable, with 370 of meadow and 466 acres of pasture.
It notes that a three-acre woodland grove called Anstead’s Garden ‘is now
stocked’ and that Barrowell Grove ‘was letten to Mr Mowbrie with liberty to
stock the same’. From this Tom Lewis concludes that ‘clearly woodland was
being cleared to provide pasture ground’. The prominence of the watercourses
would certainly be consistent with this. As elsewhere, a natural process of
consolidation of land was active in the parish of Edmonton. Tenants were often
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keen to exchange parcels of land to form bigger units. 75 They were also able to
gain new lots when they fell vacant by a grant from the manor court. 76 Once a
man could afford his own plough team, he became less reliant on his neighbours
and more likely to enclose a holding. 77 This allowed him freedom to crop or
return arable to pasture. Enclosure, as ever, affected the poorest tenants most,
excluding the grazing rights essential for their subsistence.

Enfield’s Irregular Common-fields
Pam describes the three-year crop rotation that was ‘rigorously enforced’ in all
the common-fields of the parish, excluding the Chase. 78 While Figures 35 and
36 detail the main common fields of the parish, they do not tell the whole story.
We may note, for instance that only a portion of Potter’s Field, a meadow of
some ninety acres, is marked as common land in Figure 36 and that no mention
is made to it in Figure 35. Luckily a survey from the time of Elizabeth Sawyer’s
birth adds detail.
The 1572 survey reveals that over forty common fields existed in the
parish at the time: they ranged in size from Duck Lees of nine acres to Windmill
Field of 276. Given that of the 280 men listed in the survey, only fifty-three held
land, the question arises how subsistence was possible. It is perhaps simpler to
hand over to David Pam, here. An Edmonton native, Pam worked as a history
and museums officer in Enfield and put twenty-five years of research into his
two-volume history of the borough. He writes:
The many who held less than ten acres in Enfield were enabled to
survive because there were other means of making money in the village,
and because they had rights of common on Enfield Chase. The Chase lay
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entirely within Enfield and its 8,349 acres occupied more than half the
area of the parish. 79

Needless to say, all was not well. A bill of complaint brought by Robert Wroth
in 1582, illustrates the tensions that existed on the Chase.
Commoners… claimed common of pasture for their own cattle at all
times of the year with no limitation of numbers. At mast time
(Michaelmas) they had the right to gather crab apples and acorns to
fatten their hogs; they were to have herbage for their own swine at all
times, provided that they were sufficiently pegged or ringed, within a
breadth of a quarter of a mile from the edge of the Chase and their
numbers limited to those normally kept by the commoners. 80

The scene, then, is set for a confrontation. To summarize: a large number of
landless people faced an autocratic Justice of the Peace at a time when
profiteering from cattle was rife. Before we come to the incident that occurred in
Potter’s Field on the 7 July 1589, it would be helpful to look at an example of an
earlier, successful protest against enclosure in Enfield.
Around 1490, Robert’s great-grandfather John Wroth enclosed two
fields: Mos of about thirty acres and Gravel Pit of three acres. Twenty-three
years later he enclosed a further forty acres: seven acres called Heyghtonshott
and the remainder from Stonnersfield. The following year he enclosed Hogscroft
of two acres. These and other enclosures were met by a plan of action created by
commoners at a meeting of the manor court held on the Wednesday of Easter
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week of 1528. At this court the ‘common voice’ declared that the common fields
that had been enclosed should be ‘laid open’.
Thereupon on Thursday 14 May there assembled a party of some sixty
persons including all the parish constables… In a peaceable manner, as
they alleged… this they proceeded to do. 81
Two things stand out from this episode: the protest was controlled in nature and
it received wide backing. The fact that parish constables were involved and that
the laying open happened ‘in a peaceable manner, as they alleged’ is strikingly
different from the description of the later incident in Potter’s Field. This then
was the functioning social order, or as we phrased it earlier, the ‘comparatively
strong and wealthy class of villein in Enfield, more likely to uphold their
common rights and privileges’. Of course, there never was a golden age of
feudal harmony and poverty was rife at all times. In the fourteenth century,
alone, famine in the first twenty years gave way to the catastrophe of the Black
Death and then the upheaval of the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381. 82 In 1589, during
Elizabeth’s Sawyer’s teenage years, it was not dearth from poor harvests, but the
swelling of the great mercantile City of London a mere eight miles south that
was causing problems for subsistence farmers in the area.

The Incident at Potter’s Field
The Middlesex Sessions Rolls from 1589 state that on the 7 July:
On the said day about ten a.m. at Joan Potteres (sic) in the parish of
Enfeild, in the county of Middlesex… [it lists 27 women] assembled
themselves riotously and in warlike manner, being armed with swords,
daggers, staves, knives and other weapons, and then and there
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maliciously injured and pluckt up a certain fence of a certain close
belonging to Alice Hayes widow, at Jone Potter (sic) aforesaid, to the
grave injury of the said Alice Hayes. 83

The document is signed by Justices Robert Wroth, Henry Middlemore and John
Machell. There are perhaps three things to note, here. The first is that the lurid
phrase ‘assembled themselves riotously and in warlike manner’ is, most likely, a
generic description applied by the court clerk to moments of social disorder. The
second thing is that, unlike the sustained destruction on the Lea, the women’s
protest was controlled and symbolic. The women did not touch the fences of
Justices Wroth and Middlemore, nor did they damage property belonging to the
wealthy maltman, Curle, they only broke down the fence of the wealthy widow,
Alice Hayes. Wood sets the event in context when he writes:
The typical Elizabethan or Jacobean enclosure riot was short in duration,
limited in target, rarely involved interpersonal violence and numbered
between twenty and forty people. 84
This, then, was a calculated assertion of local people’s birthright. The final thing
to understand, which is not contained in the court record but becomes evident in
the later appeal to Lord Burghley, is that a great number of these women were
pregnant. That, of course, is not a coincidence. According to some people’s
conception of the law, no woman ‘quick with child’ could be sentenced to death
before she had given birth. To do so would be to punish the unborn child, a soul
innocent in the eyes of God. This request for clemency, popularly called ‘benefit
of the belly’, was clearly known to the protesters. 85 That they tried to protect
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themselves with it, suggests a certain calculated bravery in the face of the
overwhelming force of the law.
The appeal that followed Wroth’s guilty verdict is reproduced and
transcribed in Appendix B. It conveys a sense of hurt, expressing the grievance
of people whose birthright has been denied by those who should know better. It
pleads for the restoration of the parishioners’ rights of common,
without the which they are not able to maintain themselves, their wives
and children…and the said women, being great with child and looking
every hour to travail, may not go to prison.
Reviewing the magnitude of the event, it is clear that the Potter’s Field protest
represents a clear moment of community fracture. 86 It must have sent shock
waves through both parishes. The consequences would have affected families
for years and those who sided with the authorities would not have been forgiven
or forgotten by many who lived in Enfield and Edmonton. We could also add
another thing. The protest proved that local women in the Hundred were
prepared to take direct action, particularly when they held a grievance against
another woman. Elizabeth Cronwell was aged seventeen at the time. In
Winchmore Hill she may have known these women as close neighbours, living a
mile or two from where this incident took place. Joan Potter’s Field adjoined the
parish boundary with Edmonton and formed a natural landmark on the way to
Enfield Market (Figures 33 & 34). More than thirty years later Elizabeth would
follow these women to Newgate having been accused by her fellow parishioners
of stirring up strife by diabolical means.
In an interesting postscript to the whole affair, we can see that Burghley
acted on the appeal, though he did not overturn the sentences. A document titled
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‘the names of certain women of Enfield indicted and sent to Newgate’
comments, ‘these women was with child and brought to bed since’. There
follows a list of twenty-four women. The document ends with a comment, ‘these
seven children did suck’. I showed Robin Harcourt Williams the distinctive
copper plate writing in the margin that notes by the name of Joan Spark ‘she is
brought to bedd’. ‘That’s definitely Burghley’s hand’ he confirmed. 87

The fifteen-nineties were years of bad harvests and high prices, of near
famine conditions that ushered in half a century of exceptional hardship
for the wage-earning classes. 88
Christopher Hill’s broad overview makes no mention of the harsh winters that
blighted Elizabeth Sawyer’s married years. We may see the impact on
Elizabeth’s young family in Figure 14: her eponymous daughter, Elizabeth, was
buried close to her first birthday on Christmas Day 1597, her son Ambrose
followed in 1598, then, in 1602, William and her twin girls, Johanna and Mary,
were also laid to rest in Edmonton Churchyard. Pam describes the tide of
people, driven by poverty in and around the villages on the roads through
Middlesex; moreover, he lists the temporary housing thrown up around
Winchmore Hill, Southgate and Edmonton to cope with the newcomers. 89 From
this, we may gather that the Sawyers’ parish was almost at breaking point during
Queen Elizabeth’s last years. This indeed, forms the background to the standoff
that occurred in April 1603, when Enfield women stopped Robert Cecil’s
servants from collecting wood on the Chase. There had been such protests
before, but there was now an additional factor that made a divisive situation
worse. That factor was the effect of the newly reformed poor laws on the
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landless. During the 1597-8 Parliament, Robert Wroth had chaired the
committee, which, after considering eleven bills on the subject, had introduced
the Act for Relief of the Poor and the Act for the Punishment of Rogues,
Vagabonds and Sturdy Beggars. Wood writes,
The social force of puritanism came from its validation of the growing
gap between richer and poorer villagers, such that ‘the people’ and ‘the
poor’ became distinct and opposed categories. 90
Such categories remain in our discourse today. We are used to distinguishing
between the deserving and undeserving poor, the ‘strivers’ and the ‘skivers’ to
use tabloid shorthand. Such talk fuels resentments and, in an already harsh
situation, quickly divides the parish into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ families. Consider the
following exchange from Dekker, Ford and Rowley’s play:

Enter Elizabeth Sawyer gathering sticks.
SAWYER
And why on me? Why should the envious world
Throw all their scandalous malice on me?
‘Cause I am Poor, deformed and ignorant,
And like a bow, bent and buckled together
By some more strong mischiefs than myself,
Must I for that be made a common sink
For all the filth and rubbish of men’s tongues 91

Here, writing in 1621, weeks after the real Elizabeth’s execution, the
playwrights are critiquing, if not Robert Wroth’s poor laws, then certainly their
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effects. Their initial source is Goodcole’s pamphlet. Describing Elizabeth’s
swearing and cursing, the clergyman had declared,
thus God did wonderfully overtake her in her owne wickednesse, to
make her tongue to be the meanes of her owne destruction. 92
Here Elizabeth is the opposite of the ideal of the wife who lives “silent but for
the Word” with a voice that is “ever soft and low.”’ 93 But Dekker reverses the
moral outrage for it is Elizabeth who holds up a mirror at those who judge
quickly and smugly.
It is hard to know exactly what transpired in Lord’s Grove and the
hamlet of Winchmore Hill. Avery refers to the Sawyers as one of the ‘problem
families’ of the period. Certainly, by the time Henry Sawyer, Elizabeth’s
brother-in-law, was accused of breaking into William Symons’ house in April
1613, the family had gained a bad reputation. People may even have been afraid
of them for Symons, a Finchley yeoman, withdrew the charge and suffered a
fine in the process. Goodcole informs us that ‘[Elizabeth’s] neighbours where
she dwelt, would not buy Broomes of her’ that they believed she could ‘witch to
death their Nurse Children and Cattell’ and that she had put a fatal curse on a
fellow parishioner, Elizabeth Ratcliffe, after a row over a pig and a bar of
soap. 94 Deborah Willis writes,
Village-level quarrels that led to witchcraft accusations often grew out of
struggles to control household boundaries, feeding, child care, and other
matters typically assigned to women’s sphere. 95
She continues, and here we should recall that the parish, the house and the body
were all delineated by a God-given moral order,
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As a quarrel escalated, the younger woman conferred upon the older one
the attributes of an invasive and malevolent mother, 96
Willis then articulates a further process, which transformed such accusations
once they reached a Justice of the Peace,
in elite discourse - influenced by Calvinist doctrine and continental
theories of the demonic pact - she (‘the witch’) is subordinated to a
diabolic male “master”, becoming the servant or “drudge” of a devil now
represented… as …a rival to God and the adult fathers who rule in his
name. 97

We are reminded, here, of the full title of Goodcole’s pamphlet, partly borrowed
from earlier examples of the genre: The wonderfull discoverie of Elizabeth
Sawyer a witch late of Edmonton, her conviction and condemnation and death.
Together with the relation of the Divels accesse to her, and their conference
together.
Let’s step back, if only to consider the fate of another local women who
fell foul of her neighbours. Agnes Godfrey was the wife of John Godfrey, a
yeoman of Enfield Green. On the 30 November 1609 she was accused of
causing a string of unexplained illnesses and deaths amongst local people and
livestock in Edmonton Hundred; these stretched back over an eleven-year
period. Indicted at the Old Bailey on 16 February 1610, Agnes was found guilty
of causing death by witchcraft of livestock belonging to Mr Durants and also
one infant, Thomas Philips. As Pam recounts,
somehow she not only avoided the gallows, but seems to have escaped
punishment altogether.
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Not surprisingly, Agnes Godfrey’s neighbours continued to believe that
she was a witch and, twelve years later, they forced her back to the Old Bailey to
face a new set of accusations. This time, the court acquitted Agnes on all counts,
freeing her to return to her parish where she lived to the age of sixty-eight, dying
of illness a couple of years after her husband, in 1632.
In Religion and the Decline of Magic, Thomas identifies,
a preoccupation with the explanation and relief of human misfortune that
underpins folk beliefs during the early modern period. 98
It is not surprising that ordinary people in the Hundred cast around for someone
to blame for the hardship and loss that they suffered. They lived in a period of
transition during which old certainties were being swept away. Moreover, the
Reformation had removed many of the rituals that consoled a community in
grief. Artefacts, shrines and relics were all replaced with the unbending order of
God’s Word. 99 That Word did not take the form of abstruse Latin sung by
priests during the Roman mass; it was read and preached in vernacular English
and could be understood by all. It could provide solace in the form of Bible
stories, but it could be pitiless, too. Willis writes,
Protestant preachers not only sought to initiate a process of self-scrutiny
which would lead to repentance and amendment of life; they also
emphasized human inability to achieve salvation without God’s help.
The recognition of one’s powerlessness in the face of sin was a necessary
step in the Protestant conversion process, designed to make sinners
aware of their utter helplessness and dependence on God and his Word
for salvation and renewal. 100
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For commoners in the parish, the referees of the Word - the arbiters of what it
meant in day-to-day life - were a literate class of clerics, schoolteachers and
magistrates. As we saw in Potter’s Field and Enfield Chase, it was not enough
for women to assert a right, accuse a neighbour, or deny a crime. To be taken
seriously, they required the mediation of a third party: a man skilled in reading
Scripture, or writing an appeal to a lawmaker like Lord Burghley or Robert
Wroth. In May 1621, Agnes Godfrey was charged with the same offense as
Elizabeth Sawyer; she stood in the same dock, within weeks of her neighbour.
Although we cannot be sure why she was acquitted, we may wonder why
Elizabeth was found guilty the month before. In searching for clues, we may
look, not just at Goodcole’s pamphlet, but also at a map of Tottenham, drawn
less than two years before Elizabeth’s death (Figures 42 & 43). Of her Goodcole
writes:
A great, and long suspition was held of this person to be a witch, and the
eye of Mr Arthur Robinson, a worthy justice of the Peace, who dweleth
in Totnam neere to her, was watchful over her, and her ways, and that
not without just cause; stil having his former long suspition of her, by the
information of her neighbours that dwelt about her: from suspition, to
proceed to great presumptions, seeing the death of Nurse-children and
Catell, strangely and suddenly to happen. 101

Justice Arthur Robinson lived opposite Mockings Manor on the London Road,
south of High Cross. Although we cannot be sure why he took an interest in
Elizabeth Sawyer’s case, we may suspect that, as a man of the law, his decision
to prosecute and attend her trial sealed her fate. It seems that in Edmonton
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Hundred, as in Essex, the attitude of local arbiters of the Word proved critical
when securing a guilty verdict. 102

Conclusion

What do the four hundred-year-old maps of Edmonton Hundred reveal about the
lives lived by ordinary people during the lifetime of Elizabeth Sawyer? Before
we attempt to answer this question, we should pause to consider another: what
did the forty-nine year-old body of this mother of eleven baptized infants reveal
to the men and women who examined it in 1621? The answer to this question
provides a paradox for, in many ways, we find what we want to find; to put it
another way, what we discover, discovers us. The panel of three women, the
judge and Goodcole, himself, observed a pale, bloodless woman, half-blind,
with ‘something like a teate’ on her behind. 103 From this it was concluded that
Elizabeth Sawyer had suckled the Devil with her own blood, the Devil having
first appeared to her in the shape of a dog. The playwrights, who drew on
Goodcole’s pamphlet to create The Witch of Edmonton, had also gleaned some
knowledge of Elizabeth Sawyer’s locale. Pam suggests that the character ‘Old
Banks’, who tells the fictional ‘Mother Sawyer’ to get ‘out of my ground,’ is
based on Robert Wroth’s real bailiff, John Banks. Reading the play, we may
consider her cry for revenge on Banks, which prefigures the entrance of the
Devil in the form of the character Dog. Mother Sawyer says,
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Blasphemous speeches, oaths, detested oaths,
Or anything that’s ill, so I might work
Revenge upon this miser, this black cur
That barks and bites and sucks the very blood
Of me and of my credit. ‘Tis all one
To be a witch as to be counted one.
Vengeance, shame, ruin light upon that canker!

Enter Dog. 104

If Pam is right, the fictional Elizabeth cries out for revenge against
Wroth’s real bailiff, describing him as a blood-sucking dog and summoning the
Devil in the process. The playwrights are sounding a warning here: ‘treat the
powerless with contempt and you will unleash cosmic forces beyond your
control’ they seem to say. This sentiment was common in England in 1621 and
it became ever more so in the years leading up to the Civil War. Yet, to answer
our first question, in many ways the maps and texts amassed by the Cecils, tell a
different story for Elizabeth Sawyer was not born powerless. 105 As a coppicer’s
daughter and a parishioner she had rights. She had, too, access to common land
both in Enfield and Edmonton, very little of which was enclosed during her
lifetime. It is also true, however, that Elizabeth lived through a succession of
cruel winters when she and those around her lost a great deal. The dearth that
followed must have weakened her, physically if not mentally; it also inflicted
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chaotic conditions on her parish, filling the roads with needy people from three
counties. Looking at her parish register, there is a moment when, after the death
of five children in as many years, she starts to re-use the same names,
christening Elizabeth in 1607 and William in 1610. By the time Elizabeth
returned from Clerkenwell Prison in 1616, she was most likely thought of as
‘bad blood’ or part of a ‘corrupt tree’, to quote the gospels. The fact that a local
Justice took a personal interest in her and that she had no one else to plead her
case may have sealed her fate in the years that followed. The case of Agnes
Godfrey suggests that ‘common fame’, though admissible in court was not
enough by itself to ensure a guilty verdict. 106 As Macfarlane found in Essex, the
attitude of the literate class was crucial in interpreting both the Word and the
law. At the end, Elizabeth’s only literate companion was Reverend Goodcole.
Without his account we would not know about her at all.
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Figure 1

John Norden’s Map of London and Surrounding Counties, 1597 107
John Norden’s map from 1597 shows the flow of the River Lea from Waltham Abbey in the north to the Isle of Dogs,
where it joins the River Thames east of Blackwall. Theobalds, the Cecils’ mansion in Hertfordshire, is marked, as are the
houses of the Wroths at Durants Arbour and the Leakes at Wyer Hall. Elizabeth Cronwell was most likely born in
Winchmore in 1572. 108
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Figure 2 and Figure 3
Figure 2: Title page of Henry Goodcole’s The Wonderful Discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer, 1621 109
Figure 3: Title page of Dekker, Ford and Rowley’s The Witch of Edmonton, 1658 110

Figures 4, 5 and 6
Figure 4: Title Page of Thomas Potts’ The Wonderful Discovery of Witches in the County of Lancaster, 1612 111
Figure 5: Title Page of I. Barnes’ The Wonderful Discovery of the Witchcrafts of Margaret and Phillip Flower, 1619 112
Figure 6: Inside Page from The Wonderful Discovery of the Witchcrafts of Margaret and Phillip Flower, 1619 113
Thomas Potts’ The Wonderful Discovery of Witches in the County of Lancaster from 1612 was the original from which
later pamphlets borrowed their title. Potts was a court clerk for the trial in Pendle of twenty women and children accused
of witchcraft. His account purports to be a direct transcript of the trial and, with reservations, was signed off by the
judge, unlike The Wonderful Discovery of the Witchcrafts of Margaret and Phillip Flower of 1619 and Goodcole’s
edition of 1621. Note how the image of Anne Baker, repeated inside the 1619 edition, is later reversed to produce a
model for the figure of Elizabeth Sawyer in Figure 2.
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Figure 7
The Five parishes of Edmonton Hundred 114

Figure 8
Witchcraft Prosecutions from the Essex Assizes, 1550-1680 115
The geographical spread of indictments reveals no clusters close to Edmonton in Middlesex (annotated in red). Elizabeth
Sawyer lived beside Lord’s Grove, later referred to as Winchmore Hill Woods, to the west of the county boundary with
‘exceptional’ Essex.
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Figure 9
Proportion of Witchcraft Indictments at the Essex Assizes in which the Accused Were Found Guilty, 1560-1680 116
Indictments and guilty verdicts peak first in the 1580s and then during the English Civil War, more than twenty years
after Elizabeth Sawyer’s execution. The high levels of guilty verdicts at both peaks suggest the involvement of local
religious and secular elites in pursuing what Sharpe calls ‘a tradition of witch-hunting in the county’.

Figure 10
Transcription of the First Map of the Parish of Edmonton, c. 1574 117
Tom Lewis’ transcription of the First Map: the orientation is left to right, south to north, top to bottom, west to east.
Local historian Tom Lewis dates the map ‘to between 1571 and 1574’ but the Catalogue of Manuscript Maps at Hatfield
describes it only as ‘late sixteenth century’.
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Figure 11
The First Map of the Parish of Edmonton, c. 1574 118
The First Map shows the complexity of patterns of ownership in the parish of Edmonton. Amongst the twenty or so
common fields labelled as such by Burghley, a mosaic of possessions belonging to some twelve different owners sit
uncomfortably with each other.
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Figure 12
Dedication page of Israel Amyce’s Field Book of the Parish of Edmonton, 1606 119
Having spent his honeymoon at Pymmes Farm in 1589 and described his plans for the gardens there to Elizabeth I in
1591, Robert Cecil had since negotiated the succession of James I in 1603 and become Lord Salisbury in 1605. 120

Figure 13
Church Street in Amyce’s Field Book of the Parish of Edmonton, 1606 121
A page from Amyce’s field book shows Edmonton Church where Elizabeth Cronwell married Edward Sawyer in
December 1591 and where eleven children were baptised from October 1592 to April 1615. To the far right of Church
Street stands a property owned by Robert Estry. Estry was Lord Burghley’s woodward; he had a reputation in Lord’s
Grove for short-changing both his employer and the peelers who worked in the forests.
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Figure 14
Transcription of the Parish Register from All Saints Edmonton Relating to Elizabeth Sawyer’s Family, 1591-1621 122
A transcription from the parish register of All Saints and St Michael, Edmonton, shows the dates of Elizabeth Sawyer’s
eleven baptised children.

Figure 15
Transcription of map of the River Lea between Cheshunt and Tottenham 123
61/2 feet by 53/4 inches, ink and colour wash on paper. The orientation of the map is: top to bottom, west to
east and left to right, south to north. The map has a scale of c. 9 inches to a mile and may have been produced by
Humphrey Gifforde who sought payment in 1594 for a ‘book for the view of the circuit of water of the Lee on the
instructions of a jury of the County of Hertford’. The map has been annotated by Lord Burghley and is kept at Hatfield
House.
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Figure 16
Detail of Wroth’s Mill at Ponder’s End from Map of the River Lea, 1594 124
Nicholas Dixe, servant to the miller at Enfield, was committed to the Marshalsea Prison in late 1581 for boasting to
certain watermen that ‘he could have thirty or forty or one hundred men to resist the watermen…’ 125

Figure 17
Detail of Tottenham Mill at the Southern end of Edmonton Hundred from Map of the River Lea, 1594 126
Downstream of Enfield Mill, Lord Burghley’s handwriting has scribed ‘Edmonton’ beside the stone bridge. Past
Chamyshe Hyles, Tottenham Mill is close to the southern boundary of the Hundred.
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Figure 18
Detail of High Bridge on Waltham Way from Map of the River Lea, 1594 127
The High Bridge on Waltham Way was demolished on 31 May 1592 by a group of Enfield men associated with Robert
Wroth; they included John Harlow from Wroth’s Mill and the maltman, William Sare. 128

Figure 19
Diagram of the River Lea Showing the Destruction of the New Lock and Damage to the High Bridge, 1592 129
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Figure 20
David Pam’s Map of the Parish of Edmonton, 1400 130
David Pam’s map of the parish of Edmonton shows the woods on the clay uplands to the west of the parish. Lord’s
Grove where the Sawyers lived is also known as Winchmore Hill Woods; I have circled it in red.

Figure 21
Detail of Lord’s Grove from The First Map, c.1574 131
Elizabeth Sawyer’s village of Winchmore Hill is shown bottom centre. The orientation of this map is: top to bottom,
west to east and left to right, south to north.
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Figure 22
Detail of Lord’s Grove from Amyce’s Field Book, 1606 132
The orientation of this map is: top to bottom, north to south and left to right, west to east.

Figures 23 and 24
Figure 23: Detail of Oak Called the Seven Sisters from The First Map, c.1574 133
Figure 24: Detail of Oak Called the Seven Sisters from Amyce’s Field Book, 1606 134
Both the First Map (left) and Amyce’s later field book (right) depict the seven spires of an individual tree, the
Minchendon Oak. In Figure 24, Amyce describes the tree as the Seven Sisters - not to be confused with the Seven Sisters
elm in Tottenham mentioned by Bedewell - elsewhere Amyce labels the tree as ‘an Oke having seven spires out of one
root and therefor called the seven sisters’.
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Figure 25
The Minchendon Oak in Arnos Grove, 2015 135
In May 2015, the Bishop of London led the service to celebrate the future of the Minchendon Oak. This tree was already
four hundred years old when Elizabeth Cronwell was born. It has always enjoyed its own church services and can be
seen on the far left.
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Figure 26
Common Fields of the Parish of Edmonton, 1600 136
Edmonton Hundred lies on the Lea. As seen in Figure 1, the river flows along its eastern edge from north to south. The
area forms a wedge of rich farming land between the three counties of Middlesex, Essex and Hertfordshire.

52

Figure 27
Edmonton (‘Delmetone’) Hundred at the time of the Domesday Book 1086 137

Figure 28
Detail from First Map: Lord Burghley’s Annotated Key, c.1574 138
Burghley’s ‘declaratio of certain ties’ on the side of the first map acts as a key to his
labels of individual fields:
‘B is land belonging to Bury farm
C is land belonging to Causter’s farm
T is land belonging to Taylor’s Farm and Stodard’s farm
P is land belonging to Paul’s Church and fields of Bowes farm
P.W.T. is land belonging to Tottenham parish’

53

Figures 29 and 30
Figure 29: Detail from First Map; Pentridge Field Annotated, c.1574 139
Figure 30: Detail from First Map; Pymmes Green Annotated, c.1574 140

Figures 31 and 32
Figure 31: Detail from First Map; Sweetmeade, Millcrofte and Little Pipers Field, c.1574 141
Figure 32: Detail from Amyce’s Field Book; Sweetmeade, Millcrofte and Little Pipers Field, 1606 142
A comparison of the First Map (left) with Amyce’s field book (right) shows the mill stream diverted to irrigate ditches
for pasture for cattle around the eastern half of ‘Sweetemeade’, ‘Millcrofte’ and ‘Little Pipers’.
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Figure 33
Map of Parish of Enfield, 1400-1600 143

Figure 34
Detail of Map of Parish of Enfield Showing Potter’s Field on Bounds with Edmonton Parish, 1400-1600 144
Figure 34 highlights the proximity of Joan Potter, also known as Potter’s Field, to Winchmore Hill and Lord’s Grove.
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Figure 35
Map of Common Fields of Parish of Enfield, before 1500 145
David Pam’s map sketches out the common land in Enfield around 1500. The parish line with Edmonton runs from
South Gate onto Enfield Chase, past Lord’s Grove to Sayes Marsh in the east.

Figure 36
Map of Common Fields of Parish of Enfield, c. 1600 146

56

Figure 37
Detail from Lansdowne Manuscript, August 1589 147
Top right: Lord Burghley’s distinctive copper plate writing in the margin notes by the name of Joan Spark (Robert
Sparke his wife) ‘she is brought to bedd’.

Figure 38
Detail from First Map Showing the Village of Winchmore, c.1574 148
Note the proximity of Hewes Close top right (marked here ‘Hawes’) and referred to in the report in Appendix C.
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Figure 39
Figure 39: Bar Chart of Harvest Fluctuations in England, 1489-1619 149
The sequence of failed harvests in the 1590s caused famine in the countryside. Winchmore, located close to the London
Road was overwhelmed with refugees. I have marked the death of Elizabeth’s one-year-old daughter on both diagrams
from W.G. Hoskins’ article Harvest Fluctuations and English Economic History, 1489-1619.
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Figure 40
London Bread Prices, 1545-1625 150
From 1594-1597, the failure of 4 harvests in a row caused London bread prices to peak. The death of Elizabeth Sawyer’s
daughter Elizabeth in December 1597 may not be coincidental. By 1602 she had lost 5 children; there then follows a five
year period in which she baptised no children before her next daughter, also called Elizabeth, was born in March1607. It
seems very likely that the years of dearth followed by personal loss reflect a sea-change in the fortunes of many in
Edmonton Hundred. The first known appearance by a member of the Sawyer family in court was in April 1613.
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Figure 41
Earl of Dorset’s Map of Manor of Tottenham, 1619 151
The Third Earl of Dorset’s Map of the Manor of Tottenham was produced after his survey in 1619. He had
acquired the rights to the parish in 1605. Its orientation is the reverse of the normal: the base connects north to the parish
of Edmonton, while the top leads south to the city of London.
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Figure 42
Detail of Earl of Dorset’s Map of Manor of Tottenham, 1619 152
Justice Arthur Robinson’s house is placed in the centre of this detail from the Earl of Dorset’s map.
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Hertfordshire to the north and well below neighbouring Essex, which was ‘exceptional’, indicting 473 suspected witches
over this period. p. xx.
9

10

MacFarlane, Ibid, p. 30.

11
Edward Thompson has argued, ‘the discipline of history is, above all, a discipline of context’. MacFarlane, Ibid. p.
xvi-xvii.

Embodied: ‘Her specific body lives in a specific context— crowded by other people, anchored to the earth by gravity,
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13
A Complaint to Lord Burghley of the Poor Inhabitants of Enfield, Burghley Papers, Lansdowne Manuscript 59/30
Names of Women of Enfield Committed with their Sucking Children, Burghley Papers, Lansdowne Manuscript 59/31.
14
The King James Bible was published in 1611 and was distributed to parishes. Clergy were tasked with reading the
complete text from Genesis to Revelation to their congregations in a single year.
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16

Keith Wrightson in essay ‘The Politics of the Parish in Early Modern England’, pp.11-12.

17
The conception of ‘kind’ here is taken directly from Langland. As discussed in the gloss of E. Talbot Donaldson’s
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Appendix A

Summary of Known Indictments of the Sawyer Family
1613-1624
Avery, quoting the Middlesex Sessions records states 1:
•

Elizabeth’s brother-in-law, Henry Sawyer was suspected of being a thief.
In April 1613 William Symons, a Finchley yeoman, accused him of
breaking into his house, only to withdraw the charge, suffering a fine in
the process.

•

Elizabeth’s eldest son Robert was ‘suspected of living by evil means’. In
October 1614 he was obliged to find two sureties against him. In
December 1616 he was charged with ‘stealing a grey nag out of the
grounds of Thomas Stocke of Tottenham’.

•

Elizabeth first appeared in court on 4th September 1615, indicted for
stealing a pair of sheets belonging to William Hussey of Edmonton from
a hedge, where they had been left to dry. The charge was reduced from
grand to petty larceny - the declaration of the value of the goods to be
less than a shilling may have saved her from the death penalty. Elizabeth
was sent to Clerkenwell Prison for nine months.

•

The records from Elizabeth Sawyer’s trial for witchcraft at the Old
Bailey in April 1621 do not survive.

•

Elizabeth’s son William was sentenced to a flogging for stealing a sheep
worth 8 shillings, appearing in the Old Bailey, aged fourteen in 1624.
Again, the value of the stolen goods was reduced. Like his mother, who
had appeared in the same court three-and-a-half years earlier, William
served time in Clerkenwell Prison.

Source: David Avery, Heinous and Grievous Offences, crime and justice in the Jacobean
Hundred of Edmonton, pp. 6-8.
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Appendix B
A Complaint to Lord Burghley of the Poor Inhabitants
of Enfield 2

Lansdowne Manuscript: A Complaint to Lord Burghley of the Poor Inhabitants of Enfield,
Burghley Papers, Lansdowne Manuscript 59/30.

2
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Transcription
To the righte honorable the Lorde Burghley lorde high treasourer of
England,

In most humble and lamentable wise sheweth and beseacheth your honor the
poore and daily supplicants the now inhabitannts and her matetennants of the
towne of Enfielde in the countie of Middlesex, That whereas your said orators
and their predecessors have used and enjoyed tyme oute of mynde for comon as
belonging to all the said towne a field of ground called Johan Potters, so it righte
honorable that dyvers gentlemen and others whose names are hereunder
mentoned, have enclosed to their owen use the said field of ground and defeyred
the herbage thereof which from tyme to tyme the towne hath enjoyed, to the
great hinderance of your supplicants: This enclosure hath of late byn pulled and
broken downe by certeyn women inhabitannts of the said towne, since which
tyme your poore supplicants have been indyted at a pryvit sessions, and are like
to be grevously fyned by Mr Wroth, Mr Middlemore and other justices there,
except your honor vouchsafes to helpe your poore supplicants in their behalf
And for that saide piece of ground does belonge to the said towne, and
whereupon and upon the like comon your poore supplicants living do only
depende for that they are not able to maynteyn themselves, their wyves and
children. May it therefore please your honor the promises tenderly considered to
grante your said orators, that they may enjoy their comon as tyme oute of mynde
they have done and that the said women being greate with childe and looking
your honor to fearbaire may not go to prison. And your said orators according to
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their bounden duties shall daily pray for your honor’s prosperous estate long to
contyneue.
Mr Wroth holde in of comon ground fiftie acres, and above,
Mr Middlemore holde in of comon ground tenne acres,
Mistress Hayes widow holde of comon ground, eighte acres,
Mr John Melford holde of comon ground, three acres,
John Garrett keepes in of comon ground, two acres,
Mr Roger Graves holde in of comon ground two acres,
William Wodam the clarke keeps in, three acres,
John Banke high constable keeps in fyve acres,
William Corle keeps in seaven acres and has made before the house a
garden to the great hyndrance of your poore orators.
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Names of Women of Enfield Committed with their Sucking
Children 3

Names of Women of Enfield Committed with their Sucking Children, Burghley Papers,
Lansdowne Manuscript 59/31, dated August 1589.
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Appendix C
Letter from John Gilbert and John Holmeade to Sir
Robert Cecil, dated 21 September 15904

Ref. Calendar of state papers, domestic series, of the reigns of Elizabeth preserved in Her
Majesty's Public Record Office. 1581-1590, Volume 233, Item 72, p. 689.

4

79

80

Transcription

May it please your worship to understand that we, John Gilbert and John
Holmeade servants to Humphrey Weld citizen and grocer of London being at
our master’s house at Southstreet in the parish of Edmonton on the twenty onth
daie of this instant month of September weare comanded by the constable with
others more to make search for certain men which were about the Art of
witchcraft or conjuring, which men we found in the field or closse of one Robert
Hewes otherwise called Robert Carpenter which ij (2) conjurers when they
espied us one of them fled away, but the other of them we took, with certain
Latin bookes about him which are to be seen, And he being carried to the
constable’s house and there kept, we with divers others returned to their cabbyn
which they had made under a great tree in the said close of the said Robert
Hewes with certain circles on the ground within the said cabbyn, and one of the
said circles was laid about with parchment written upon with crosses, and by the
said cabbyn we found a stoole with diverse potts by the same stoole and a redd
cock being dead by it, and against the said same stoole a fair cristall stone with
this word (Sathan) written on yt, Also a parchment writing with three or four
seales of yellowe wax at the same we found also in the same cabbyn a cope, a
Surpler, a crown, a sceptre gilt and a fayre broad sword ready drawen being set
up against the tree and diverse other books and writings and a piece of brasse
gilded with diverse letters graven upon it, and powders and rattsbane which the
party that fled strawed in the way disappointing thereby our bloodd hounde, And
the party which we took had about him the picture of Christ on the cross
hanging behind his back under his doublet and on the same string before him the
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picture of serpents or such-like, And the said partie was brought by the
constable’s house before Mr Justice Clark to be examined, and we understand
that the said is let go upon suerties to answer the same at the next sessions.
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Appendix D

Letter from John Stileman to Sir Robert Cecil: ‘Amyce
feels bewitched’, dated 9 September 1600 5

5

P. 310, Calendar 10 (CP 251/75).
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84

Transcription

To the Right Ho: my verie good master Sir Robert Cecill Knight
Principall Secretarie to her Majestie and one of her Majestie’s most Ho: Privie
Counsaill.
May yt please your Ho: I have with verie much a Doe provided so manie
Cartes as you required and this night they shall be all in readiness. Yt were good
your Ho wold hasten the sending for them, for I promysed they should go
presently away, because they may returne the sooner for there seede tyme. Mr
Amyce is a lyttle amended since I wrote unto your Ho: and some hope of him.
Upon the examynation of a notable witch, which he had Comytted to the jayole
at Hartford, for a reveng did inflyct her wytcherie upon him, in such manner that
he was allmost consumed to the Boane. His Doctors could not tell what to make
of yt the manner of yt was so straynge unto them in the end he him self did saie,
that he thought he was betwitched by that lewde woman that before he had
comytted, when I hard of yt I sent presentlie to a woman that dwelled 12 myles
from Waltham, which I had hard of for her skyll in those matters, she sent away
presentlie, unto him, with some thinges that he should take that night before he
went to bedd. he did presentlie upon the receipt, find an allteration in him self,
And that day at dynner, he did eate more meate then he had don all the tyme of
his syckness. he did take the comendations your Ho: did send him very kyndlie
and comfortablie. I humblie take my leave from your Ho: house at Theobalds
this 9th of September 1600.
Your Ho: dutifull servant Jo: Stileman.
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