
1 

A Witchcraft Trial involving a Token Issuer’s Family at Great Yarmouth in 1645 Adrian Marsden  The Norfolk Token Project, a collaborative venture set up in 2014 to investigate all aspects of the county’s 17th century token series, has as one of its primary aims the production of biographies of the many token issuers themselves.  Great Yarmouth had 41 traders who issued farthing tokens in the 1650s and 1660s; these have been surveyed in a recent book by the author looking at the town in the 17th century and the lives of the token issuers who lived there.  Some of these stories were too long to be told in the book and so are being published elsewhere.  One is the story of Thomas Moulton, his father and younger brother, and a visit to Great Yarmouth by the infamous Witchfinder General, Matthew Hopkins, in early September 1645. Thomas Moulton’s token (Williamson 328), issued in 1667, many years after Hopkins’ visit, when Thomas was a young man embarking on a career as a baker, is a rather plain and innocuous affair.  The obverse has the legend THOMAS MOVLTON encircling the date 1667 placed in the centre and the reverse the legend IN YARMOVTH with the triad of initials M/T H at the centre.  On the two examples studied the die axis is six o’clock and both tokens appear to be struck in a brass alloy. It is a rare token, unpriced in Dickinson, reflecting rarity; this is corroborated by the fact that only two examples are known in the collections that the author is aware of; the Norwich Castle Museum collection and the collection assembled by Strickland Neville Rolfe, sold by the auction house Baldwins in 2010.  One example has been recorded as a metal detected find from Mundesley.   There were a number of other bakers in Great Yarmouth who issued tokens including William Batch, William Bratin (or Bretton), John Curtis, and Rebekka Murril.1  Much of what they produced was probably not bread but biscuit; biscuit had become a staple for sailors travelling on long voyages by this date and Great Yarmouth, as a major port, would surely have needed to become a significant supplier.   Were it not for the author coming across a narrative of Matthew Hopkins’ visit to Great Yarmouth in the course of his witch-finding journey of 1645 and noting the name of Henry Moulton as one of the principle movers during the visit, the issuer of Williamson 328 would not have merited any further investigation.2  Indeed, despite searching for a link between Henry and Thomas Moulton, initial research on genealogy websites produced no evidence of a Thomas Moulton baptised in Great Yarmouth in the relevant period.  A Thomas Moulton, son of George, baptised at Costessey on 4th November 1640, was earmarked as the probable issuer, the author supposing (in the absence of any record of the freedom of Great Yarmouth being granted to a man of this name) that Thomas Moulton of Costessey had been apprenticed to a baker in Great Yarmouth and had gained his freedom as a result of this in the early 1660s.  However, the question of a possible close family connection between Henry Moulton and Thomas Moulton remained in the author’s mind.  The baptismal record of John Moulton, son of Henry and Bridget, baptised on 20th June 1644, had already been found and the lack of any further progeny raised the possibility that other children had been born to the couple earlier and were lurking in the records.  To clarify the matter, Jean Weetman undertook another, intensive, search and discovered a record that had been incorrectly transcribed.  The transcription listed the baptism of a Thomas Moutton at St. Nicholas’ in 1640.  Study of the original document made it clear that the baptism was of Thomas Moulton.  A link, a very close link, had been established between the two men.   

 
Figure 1: Farthing token of Thomas Moulton  (ex-Strickland Neville Rolfe collection) 
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Thomas was baptised at Great Yarmouth on 23rd September 1640, the son of Henry and Bridget, his second wife.  By his first wife, Abigail, buried on 14th October 1636, Henry had two sons, Henry and Sam, born in 1632 and 1634 respectively.  The burial of Samuel Moulton, infant, took place on 31st October 1638.  Abigail was buried on 14th October 1636 and Henry married Bridget (Brues) Warner on 2nd January 1637/8.  Apart from Thomas and John, there was another boy, a second Sam[uel], baptised on 31st October 1642.  Bridget was buried on 24th October 1645 and Henry then took a third wife, Elizabeth Godfrey, at Dennington on 15th October 1646.  They had one child, who can be traced in the records, Elizabeth, baptised on 12th November 1648.   Many members of a branch of the Moulton family from Ormesby had left Great Yarmouth for New England in the 1630s, strongly suggesting that their religious beliefs were what might be termed ‘Separatist’ or at least near Separatist.3  Others of the Moulton clan based in Great Yarmouth stayed there, but the membership of some of them at the Independent Church makes it clear that they too were of a strongly religious bent.    Henry was raised from his position as a common council man to the rank of alderman in 1648, but clearly died at some stage late in 1651 or in 1652 since, in the list of members of the Corporation who were to commence their positions at the start of 1652, he is recorded as having died, the inscription ‘Mort’ being placed next to his name (figure 2).  In fact he was buried at St. Nicholas’ on 8th September 1652, described as Mr. Henry Moulton, Alderman.  Unfortunately, no will can be traced. Thomas’ brother Henry was buried at St. Nicholas’ on 17th December 1662 and his will was proved in the Norwich Consistory Court shortly afterwards.  He left his estate to be divided between his brothers, Thomas and Samuel, and his sisters, Mary Masters, wife of the baker Peter Masters, and Elizabeth Moulton. Thomas and Peter were appointed executors.  We may infer from his absence from the will that Thomas’ younger brother, John, was dead by the end of 1662.  No baptismal record can be found for Mary; she could have been Henry Moulton senior’s daughter by either Abigail or Bridget.   Although no marriage record can be traced, Thomas Moulton married a woman called Hannah at some point in the early 1660s.  What was probably their first child, Martha, was baptised on 17th April 1664.  The couple had a further four children baptised at the Independent Church of Great Yarmouth, James (8th July 1673), Hannah (24th March 1674/5), Sarah (31st July 1682), and William (20th April 1685).  From his will it is clear that there were at least two more children, John and Thomas.  It is to be wondered whether Thomas’ membership of the Independent Church was in some way formed by the events he must have been a close witness to in the autumn of 1645.  Thomas Moulton, baker of Great Yarmouth, was buried at St. Nicholas’ on 11th May 1711.  His will was proved shortly afterwards at the Archdeaconry Court of Norwich (figure 3).4  In it his wife Hannah was appointed executrix and was to receive most of his worldly goods.  Other bequests included £100 to his youngest son, William, and £10 to each of his eleven grandchildren, the various sons and daughters of his children James, John, Thomas, Martha, Hannah and Sarah. It seems far more likely that a Thomas Moulton born in Great Yarmouth, especially the son of an alderman, would have gone into a successful trade and would have been in a position to issue tokens at the start of his career than one from Costessey, then a small settlement outside Norwich.  We can be confident that the token issuer was Henry Moulton’s son and not another man of the same name baptised at Costessey.  It is time to return to the events of September 1645, when Thomas was a boy of nearly five and his brother an infant of about 15 months. 

 
Figure 2: Henry Moulton’s death is noted on the list of Aldermen 
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In the Great Yarmouth of 1645, fear of witchcraft was very real.  Indeed, it seems that a sort of hysteria had raged across East Anglia that year with the so-called ‘witchfinders’ Matthew Hopkins and John Stearne stalking the land.  The hysteria reached Great Yarmouth and, on the 15th August, the Town Assembly invited Hopkins, then at Bury, to visit Great Yarmouth in order to search out any witches present (figure 4):  

It is agreed that the gentleman Mr. Hopkins imployed in the countrie for discovering & finding out of witches shall be sent for hither to come to Towne; to make search for such wicked psons if any be here; and shall have his fee and such allowance for his paines & labour in that kinde as he hath in other places in the country.  In advance of Hopkins’ arrival in early September, several potential witches had been rounded up; among them was Elizabeth Bradwell, an old woman of the town. Henry Moulton and Elizabeth Bradwell had history.5  A few months before, early in 1645 (1644 by the Julian reckoning then in use), Bradwell had come knocking at Moulton’s door asking for work knitting stockings.  Moulton was absent for a fortnight and Bradwell was turned away by servants. She was furious and, allegedly, it was shortly after this incident that Henry Moulton’s infant son, John, began to sicken.  If he connected the reported angry departure of Bradwell with the ensuing illness of his son, then Moulton’s animosity is not hard to understand.  It seems likely that the arrival of Hopkins had given Moulton the opportunity to deal with Elizabeth Bradwell.  The suspected witch was confined and watched closely; her confession was not long in coming.  It makes interesting reading and incorporates several topoi common to witchcraft stories. After mentioning that she kept an evil spirit in the form of a blackbird, Bradwell went on to relate what had happened some months earlier.  The night following her visit to Moulton’s residence, she was visited by the devil in the form of a tall, black man.  He promised her money and revenge; to seal their pact, he cut her hand and, opening his book, led her to sign her name in her own blood on one of the pages.  Leaving some cash, the devil left Bradwell, but returned the following night.   This time the devil told Elizabeth Bradwell that, by means of sorcery, she might encompass the slow destruction of Henry Moulton’s infant son, John.  A wax doll was produced and a nail thrust into its head.  The doll was then buried in St. Nicholas’ churchyard.  As the wax rotted, so would the child John Moulton sicken and suffer.  

 
Figure 3: Opening section of Thomas Moulton’s will  

Figure 4: The Corporation of Great Yarmouth invite Hopkins to visit the town 
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 Fortunately for young John Moulton, Bradwell’s confession came in the nick of time. The presumed sorceress was marched to Henry Moulton’s home and, in front of his infant son, repeated her confession.  The child sat up and laughed, a sign taken to mean that the spell had been broken.  The following morning, Bradwell showed her interrogators where she had buried the doll, but it could not be found.  However, by the standards of the time, Elizabeth Bradwell had done more than enough to hang herself.     The evidence compiled against Elizabeth Bradwell seems, to a modern spectator, ridiculous, encapsulating as it does the standard sorts of charges levelled against witches in the mid-17th century.  In the confessions of alleged witches, the devil invariably appeared as a blond-haired man or as a black man.  Poor Elizabeth picked the latter.  The blackbird she admitted as being her familiar spirit may have been a figment of her tortured imagination, or a real blackbird that she had fed with scraps of food.  The rest of her testimony may have been fantasy in her own mind or made up to prevent further discomfort.  Yet the whole story was more than enough to convince the jury that met to decide her fate.  The belief in maleficia, the act of witchcraft and what it might achieve, was very real in the minds of those who were set in judgement over Elizabeth Bradwell. After committal on 10th September, she was tried with several others on 10th December and sentenced to be hanged (figure 6).  The sentence was duly carried out soon afterwards.  What effect all of this may have had on the young Thomas Moulton can only be imagined.  It is more than likely that he was made to attend Elizabeth Bradwell’s hanging, to see the just punishment of a witch convicted of attempting maleficia against his younger brother.  He may even have been eager to attend the spectacle.  Ultimately, since we cannot question any of the characters involved in this sad case, Henry, Thomas or John Moulton, Matthew Hopkins or Elizabeth Bradwell, we can do no more than note that the issuer of Williamson 328, when a boy of five, must have been a close witness to the punishment of a woman convicted of witchcraft against the son of an alderman of Great Yarmouth.  

Figure 5: An 18th century reprint of a 17th century image of Matthew Hopkins 
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Henry Moulton, and the absent Matthew Hopkins, seem to have believed in what they did. Indeed, it is probably only just to say that, by the beliefs of the time, they truly felt that they were benefiting their fellow citizens by bringing Elizabeth Bradwell to trial and seeing her duly dealt with.  The past, after all, is a different country and things were done differently there.  Thomas Moulton presumably witnessed the hanging of a so-called witch, but that was probably an act witnessed by many other token issuers across East Anglia and beyond; he stands apart from them only by way of his close familial association with others who were the subject of a witch’s maleficia. 
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Figure 6: The conviction of Elizabeth Bradwell for witchcraft is recorded  
1 Marsden 2018, 25 2 Gaskill, 2005 3 Jenson 1954, 22.  See Bunker 2011 for a discussion of Separatism and the reasons for leaving England for the New World 4 Available at the Norfolk Record Office on Microfilm 322, will 86 5 For a summary of Hopkins’ visit to Yarmouth and the ensuing events, see Gaskill 2005, 168-73. Note that Gaskill has not understood the Julian Calendar and so places events that occurred at the start of 1644/5 a year before they in fact took place 


