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MEDICINE, POISON AND 
WITCHCRAFT IN THE VALE 

OF BELVOIR IN THE  
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

Ruth Crook

In seventeenth-century Leicestershire, six women were accused of witchcraft. 
Their alleged victims were the two sons of the Earl of Rutland. There is 
a possibility that the children both had symptoms of lead toxicity and 
porphyria. Henry, Prince of Wales, after staying at their home, also became ill 
and died. It is possible that he also may have been suffering from lead toxicity 
and porphyria.

Belvoir Castle has overlooked the Vale of Belvoir, and parts of the counties of 
Leicestershire, Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire, for over 900 years, dominating 
an area in which most of the villages belonged to the estate of the lords who lived 
there. Four hundred years ago it was a place of tragedy, when the Earl of Rutland 
suffered the loss of two sons, events which eventually had dire consequences for 
another local family as well as his own. These events are well known, but it has 
never been suggested before that there may be a link between them and the death of 
Henry, Prince of Wales, in the weeks following a visit to Belvoir.

Seventeenth-century people looked upon illness differently from how we do 
today. Generally, no-one knew what made them ill and often explained it as a 
result of the wrath of God, or the work of devils. If someone became ill, usually 
the women in the household would attempt to treat them with herbs and tinctures. 
For the literate, books such as Gervase Markham’s Countrey Contentments or the 
English Huswife, published in 1623, could be referred to. It described the ‘inward 
and outward vertues which ought to be in a complete woman’; this included 
‘Physicke, Surgerie and Extraction of Oyles’. Illnesses are listed, and treatment 
for coughs, headaches, lethargy and drowsiness suggested. Some include details of 
which herbs, oil and spices to use, whilst others are more unusual. The treatment 
for the ‘falling evill’ states that ‘if it bee a man, a female Mole if a woman a 
male Mole, and take them in March, or else April when they go to bucke: Then 
drie it in an oven, and make pouder of it whole as you take it out of the earth: 
then give the sicke person of this pouder to drinke evening and morning for nine 
or ten days together’. Nicholas Culpepper’s The English Physition, published 
in 1652, and Complete Herbal, published in the following year, were also 
available. Culpepper’s Astrological Judgement of Diseases from the Decumbiture 
of the Sick (1655) is a detailed account of the practice of medical astrology. 
Treatment in the seventeenth century was still a mixture of herbal remedies and  
mysticism.
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Apothecaries had shops in many towns, and would make up poultices, pills 
and tinctures, costing a few pence. Amongst others, William Clarke, in nearby 
Grantham, Lincolnshire, sold tokens that could be traded in for treatment. Clarke 
also had rooms in his house where he treated the sick and injured.1 Physicians were 
available to the wealthy, some of them trained at medical school, but others were 
self-appointed doctors. Medical practitioners treated the person as a whole and not 
usually an individual illness. People who became seriously ill usually died. It was in 
this environment that the Earl of Rutland’s family became ill. Family life was fragile 
and uncertain, even amongst the wealthy, with infant mortality estimated at 140 out 
of every 1,000 live births. About 30 per cent of children died before the age of 15.2

Alternatively, if home remedies or the skills of apothecaries failed, a local 
wise-woman or cunning-man could be contacted. In Nottinghamshire, a case was 
brought before the Archdeaconry Court in 1623 concerning a number of people 
who resorted to the ‘Stroking Boy of Wysall’, who was reputed to be able to effect 
a cure by stroking the affected area of the patient. Another man was brought before 
the same court for ‘consorting with a wisard’.3 Anyone who was ill would resort to 
any means to attempt to heal themselves or their families. Much later, a cunning-
man in Grantham, Dr John Parkyns, had a huge national clientele until at least the 
1830s.4 Grantham also had a ducking-stool at Welham Mill, of which a drawing was 
made by Claude Nattes in 1793. It was a method of punishment, and often used to 
immerse women accused of witchcraft. There may often have been little distinction 
between herbs and potions on the one hand, and witchcraft on the other. Belief in 
witchcraft was widespread in the seventeenth century. Many houses and churches 
had witch-marks on doorways, windows and fireplaces, as witches were thought to 
enter houses via these routes, and cast spells on the occupants. Woolsthorpe Manor, 
a few miles from Belvoir, the childhood home of Sir Isaac Newton, still has many 
such marks.5

The first of the Earl of Rutland’s children to become ill was Henry, Lord Roos, 
his eldest son and heir, in 1613. His parents had married in late 1608, so he was 
probably about three at the time. The countess wrote to Dr Atkins, a well-known 
and respected physician, seeking his advice.6 Atkins had matriculated at Trinity 
College, Oxford, in 1574, and gained an M.D. at Nantes in Brittany. In 1588 he 
became a fellow of the College of Physicians, and was president three times, while 
he also became one of the principal physicians to King James I. Atkins replied to 
her letter confirming the child’s symptoms and trying to reassure her. He had no 
convulsions or fits that took away his senses, but did have twitching of his mouth, 
jaw and throat, making him move his mouth more than normal, and he had not lost 

1 R. Crook, Arthur Storer’s World – Family, Medicine and Astronomy in Seventeenth Century 
Lincolnshire and Maryland (Grantham: Grantham Civic Society, 2014), 19, 27.

2 L. Payne, ‘Health in England (16th–18th c.)’, in Children and Youth in History, Item 166, http://chnm.
gmu.edu/cyh/primary-sources/166 (accessed 10 May 2016).

3 Nottinghamshire Archives, Transcription of the Archdeaconry Court of Nottingham 1565–1675, 
volume 3, 416; Crook, Arthur Storer’s World, 7–8.

4 R. Crook and B. Jefferies, The History of Little Gonerby and its School (Grantham, 2008), 92–3.
5 Crook, Arthur Storer’s World, 7, 19.
6 www.monksroll.rcplondon.ac.uk/Biography/Details/149.
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consciousness. These symptoms were recently identified as having been a form of 
epilepsy called partial motor epilepsy, or benign focal epilepsy of childhood.7 This 
condition usually resolves itself by the age of 15 and is rarely fatal. In the words of 
a ballad written after the witchcraft trial, he ‘did lingring, lye tormented long’. If 
this was looked upon as an isolated case, there is also a whole gamut of metabolic 
disorders, some of which could also cause convulsions, and which if left untreated 
would cause death. Henry finally died on 26 September 1613.

From October to December 1614, Henry’s younger brother Francis, now heir to 
the earldom, became ill with similar symptoms. He had previously been a healthy 
child, but was subsequently ill on a regular basis, sometimes seriously. Other 
physicians were consulted, including a local physician, Dr Ridgley, and Dr Richard 
Napier, also called Dr Sandie, who was described as an astrological physician and 
clergyman. Napier offered treatment by casting horoscopes and divination, and 
was frequently consulted by people thought to have been made ill by witchcraft.8 
He was first consulted by the Manners family in 1614, but it is unclear whether 
he was called because witchcraft was suspected, or whether he was the origin of 
the suspicion. The latter appears to be more plausible, because the first time that 
witchcraft was mentioned, and the Flower family implicated, was four years after the 
initial consultation. A further possibility, mentioned later, is that George, Marquess 
of Buckingham, was the origin of the accusations and suspicion.

According to the Belvoir pamphlet and broadsheet ballad, telling the story of 
the Belvoir witches, printed in 1619, Lady Katherine, the earl’s daughter by his first 
marriage, also became gravely ill with ‘extreame maladies and unusuall fits’, but 
this is not corroborated by any doctors’ bills or records.9 The earl and countess also 
became very ill with sickness and ‘extraordinary convulsions’. They continued to 
have episodes of illness, but recovered their health, while young Francis did not. 
His parents, now becoming desperate, called on Dr Francis Anthony, who was 
frequently in trouble with the College of Physicians for using an alchemical remedy 
known as essence of gold. Francis was given the treatment, but to no avail, and he 
died on 5 March 1619 in London.10

In July 1612 the Manners family had been preparing for a royal visit which 
took place at the beginning of August, when King James I and Prince Henry, and 
their court, were guests at Belvoir Castle. In preparation, the family purchased 
many pewter vessels and chargers of different sizes, plus approximately 150 plates, 
which were delivered to the castle.11 This was during the summer before the young 
Lord Henry became ill for the first time. In 1621, the year after Lord Francis died 
and the other family members had been ill, the pewter tableware and vessels were 
exchanged for high-quality silverware. New dishes, plates, trenchers and bowls 

7 M. Honeybone, Wicked Practise and Sorcerye – The Belvoir Witchcraft case of 1619 (Buckingham: 
Baron Books, 2008), 86–7.

8 Honeybone, Wicked Practise and Sorcerye, 89–92.
9 S. O’Neill, Folklore of Lincolnshire (Stroud: The History Press, 2012).
10 Honeybone, Wicked Practise and Sorcerye, 93.
11 The Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Rutland Preserved at Belvoir Castle, vol. IV (London: 

HMSO, 1905), 491.
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were purchased.12 No further similar illnesses were documented at the castle and the 
family recovered.

Although retrospective diagnosis can be inaccurate, something not yet considered, 
but which may be pertinent to these events, is the possibility that the children and 
their parents were suffering from lead poisoning. In the early seventeenth century 
pewter was often made from 50 per cent tin and 50 per cent lead.13 Fruit was stewed 
and stored in lead vessels, because it was thought that it would preserve it for longer 
and make it taste sweeter. The lead reacted with the fruit sugars to form lead acetate 
or lead sugar, causing the fruit to absorb the lead in large quantities and make it 
toxic. If the children were ill, they may have been given stewed fruit, which, if lead 

12 The Manuscripts of the Duke of Rutland, vol. IV, 524.
13 C. Hull, Pewter (London: Shire Publications Limited, 1992).

Fig. 1. Tomb of the boys.
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was the cause of their illness, would have made it worse. Sweets were also coloured 
using copper and lead, as were pickles. Wine was sweetened with lead containing 
additives, and had been since Roman times. A connection between illness and lead 
poisoning was first discerned in 1696 by a German physician, Eberhard Gockel, 
who lived in a region where wine was produced. He called the lead poisoning 
‘plumbism’.14 A new form of ceramics from Holland, characterised by lead and tin 
glazes, were also being purchased by the wealthy.

Lead toxicity in children causes weight loss, lethargy, loss of appetite, vomiting, 
abdominal pain, fever, twitching and convulsions, as well as joint and muscle pain, 
then coma and ultimately death. Adults are not so susceptible and a little more 
resilient, so this may be why the earl and countess recovered. Another symptom 

14 J. Eisinger, ‘Lead and Wine. Eberhard Gockel and the Colica Pictonum’, Medical History (1982), 26 
(3), 279–302.

Fig. 2. Rutland tomb, Bottesford church.
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of lead poisoning in adults is a drop in sperm count and miscarriage, which may 
explain why the earl and countess had no further children, another misfortune that 
was later attributed to the Belvoir witches.15

A further possibility was that the children were suffering from the inherited 
condition porphyria. Their uncle, Roger, fifth earl of Rutland, was tormented with 
ill health throughout his life and died childless at the age of 36 in 1612. He spent 
large sums of money obtaining medicines in an attempt to rid himself of illness. 16

He suffered from a delicate digestion and rheumatism, gout and skin eruptions. 
He died of palsy, subsequently thought to be a cerebrovascular accident. Another 
uncle, Oliver, died childless in 1613 aged 31, and another, George, the seventh earl 
of Rutland, died childless in 1641. The children’s grandfather, John Manners, the 
fourth earl, had died at the age of 29 in 1588.

The earls were descended through George Manners, 11th Baron Roos from 
Anne of York, sister to Kings Edward IV and Richard III. Edward IV had suffered 
from periodic ill health throughout his life, including mental illness. Later research 
has speculated that he was not only suffering from type II diabetes, but perhaps 
porphyria too.17 Lead toxicity and acute intermittent porphyria are chemically closely 
associated. Excessive urinary excretion of delta-amino-lacvulic acid, a porphyric 
precursor, is apparent in lead toxicity, and is a sensitive biochemical marker. It is 
also excreted in excess in acute intermittent porphyria. Children, especially with 
porphyria, and also lead toxicity, can become very unwell and decline rapidly.18 
The symptoms of lead toxicity can mimic symptoms of porphyria, especially in 
children who were previously well.19 Porphyria can be characterised by convulsions, 
twitching, diarrhoea, weakness and laboured breathing.20 There was, however, no 
known evidence of discoloured urine or psychological aberrations in any of the 
immediate Manners family. If the children were suffering from porphyria alone, this 
would not account for both their parents also suffering from similar symptoms, as 
it is unlikely that both had porphyria.21 It seems more likely that the children may 
have had porphyria and were also suffering from lead toxicity, making them more 
vulnerable to its effects.

King Henry VIII had several children who died in infancy and many members of his 
family remained childless. Stride and Lopes Floro suggested that it was through their 
descent from Jacquetta Woodville. Jacquetta’s eldest daughter Elizabeth had married 
Edward IV and became queen consort. They postulated that Jacquetta carried the Kell 
blood group antigenicity, which is known to cause impaired fertility and haemolytic 

15 P. Kathuria, Lead Toxicity (2016). Professor Kathuria is Director of the Division of Nephrology and 
Hypertension, University of Oklahoma School of Community Medicine.

16 Honeybone, Wicked Practise and Sorcerye, 82–3.
17 P. Stride, ‘Did King Edward IV Have Type 2 Diabetes?’, Ricardian Register, vol. 42, no. 3 (2011).
18 J. H. Dagg, A. Goldberg, A. Lochhead and J. A. Smith, ‘The Relationship of Lead Poisoning to Acute 

Intermittent Porphyria’, Quarterly Journal of Medicine (1965), 163–76.
19 L. N. Akshatha, M. S. Rukmini, T. Shenoy Mamatha, R. P. Sadashiva and B. Prashanth, ‘Lead 

Poisoning Mimicking Acute Porphyria’, Journal of Clinical & Diagnostic Research (2014).
20 I. Macalpine, R. Hunter and C. Rimington, ‘Porphyria in the Royal Houses of Stuart, Hanover, and 

Prussia – A Follow-up Study of George III’s Illness’, British Medical Journal (1968), 1, 7–18.
21 L. C. Hurst, ‘Porphyria Revisited’, Medical History, 26 (1982), 179–82.
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disease in the newborn.22 The earls of Rutland, through Lady Margaret Neville, wife 
of Earl Henry, the second earl, were also descended from Jacquetta Woodville, and so 
may have also inherited the same antigenicity and associated infertility.

In 2013, Tracy Borman suggested in her book, Witches – A Tale of Sorcery, 
Scandal and Seduction, that Lord Francis Manners was deliberately poisoned. She 
supposes that Lady Katherine’s suitor George Villiers, Marquess and later Duke 
of Buckingham, had him murdered so that his soon-to-be wife would eventually 
be the sole beneficiary of her father’s estate. George and his mother had strong 
Leicestershire connections. He had been born in Brooksby in 1592 and then later 
lived in Goadby Marwood. One of the other three women co-accused of witchcraft 
in connection with the Manners family was Joan Willmot, who also lived in Goadby 
Marwood, and so may have been known to him. It seems unlikely that Villiers had 
the family poisoned, since Lord Francis had the same symptoms as his late brother, 
and Lady Katherine and her parents were also ill. He may, however, have been a 
part of the initial suggestion, suspicion and conspiracy to accuse and implicate these 
local women. The illnesses of then unknown origin could be beneficial to him in his 
quest to marry Katherine, and it is possible that he may have instigated the rumours. 
The fact that one of the women came from the village in which he lived is probably 
not coincidental. George was certainly influential with the king, and in 1619 became 
friendly with John Lambe, who earned a living by making potions and spells. There 
was speculation that Buckingham’s influence with the king was facilitated by using 
witchcraft.23 Lady Katherine and the Marquess of Buckingham married on 16 May 
1620, and subsequently had three sons and a daughter. Buckingham was assassinated 
in 1628 by an army officer. This family line became extinct within a generation.

Three of the women accused of witchcraft, Joan Flower and her daughters 
Margaret and Philippa, all from Bottesford, were former employees of the earl 
and countess. They may have come under suspicion because Philippa, a gardener, 
who was particularly skilled at weeding, would probably been adept at recognising 
herbs and medicinal or poisonous plants. The family had been dismissed following 
allegations of theft and lewd behaviour. The ‘spells and curses’ that they allegedly 
cast against the earl’s family in retribution led to their ultimate demise. They were 
arrested in December 1618, so Philippa could not have been responsible for the 
illness of Lord Francis, Lady Katherine, and the earl and countess. Joan died on 
the way to Lincoln prison, choking on bread and butter that had been blessed by a 
priest, in an attempt to prove her innocence, and her daughters were both hanged 
on 11 March 1619 in Lincoln.24 When the Earl of Rutland died on 17 December 
1632, he was interred in Bottesford church, and his memorial there states that his 
sons ‘both which dyed in their infancy by wicked practise and sorcerye’.25 Thirteen 
years after his youngest son had died, the earl still believed that they had died as a 
result of witchcraft.

22 P. Stride and K. Lopes Floro, “Henry VIII, ‘McLeod syndrome and Jacquetta’s curse’”, The Journal of 
the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh (2013), 43(4), 353–60.

23 T. Borman, Witches – A Tale of Sorcery, Scandal and Seduction (London: Jonathan Cape, 2013), 202.
24 Honeybone, Wicked Practise and Sorcerye, 13.
25 Crook, Arthur Storer’s World, 5.
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Another well-documented illness, following a visit to Belvoir Castle immediately 
before the first Manners child became ill, was that of Henry Frederick, Prince of 
Wales, then aged 18. He visited the castle with his father from 8 to 16 August 1612.26 
It has never previously been considered that there might be any connection between 
his illness and those of the earl’s heirs, but there are some striking similarities 
which need to be explored. Within seven weeks of leaving Belvoir, the prince had 
become very ill with a sudden feeling of sickness, lethargy, headache, dizziness and 
drowsiness. His physicians reported that he had a penchant for fruit, especially 
grapes, and were worried that he was eating too much of it. It is possible that the 
fruit was brought from Belvoir, preserved in the new pewter or lead vessels, causing 
lead toxicity, which could not have been beneficial to his condition.27 In 1718 it was 
recorded that grapes were grown at Belvoir ‘by fires being burned constantly behind 
the slope walls from Lady Day to Michaelmas’, producing large succulent grapes in 
July and August.28 Grapes may have been grown there since the medieval period, 
vineyards being commonplace in many monasteries and abbeys in England before 
the Reformation.29

The prince’s health continued to decline, although sometimes he was able to 
play tennis. By the end of October 1612 he became worse with increasing sickness, 
faintness and shaking, and was said to have a cadaverous look. He continued to 
decline and became very thirsty with diarrhoea and convulsions, and died on 6 
November.30 There was widespread concern that he had been poisoned and so a 
post mortem was ordered, and it took place on 7 November. The report stated:

‘1.  That his liver was more pale than it should be, and in divers places wan, and like 
lead; and the gall-bladder was without gall and choler, and full of wind.

2. His spleen was in divers places unnaturally black.
3. His stomach was without any manner of fault or imperfection.
4. His midriff was in many places blackish.

26 J. Nichols, The Progresses, Processions, and Magnificent Festivities of King James the First, vol. II 
(1828), 454, 458.

27 R. N. Karmaker, Forensic Medicine and Toxicology – Oral, Practical & MCQ (Kolkata: Academic 
Publishers, 2007), 80–2.

28 J. Mearns, A Treatise of the Pot-Culture of the Grape (London: W. S. Orr and Company, 1843), 8.
29 G. Don, The General System of Gardening and Botany (London: Gilbert and Rivinston, 1831), vol. 1, 695.
30 Lochithea, The Death of Prince Henry (1612): Fact, Irregularities, Conclusion (2009), 15–28; available 

at https://archive.org/details/TheDeathOfPrinceHenry1612FactIrregularitiesConclusion.

Fig. 3. Tomb inscription, Bottesford church.
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5. His lungs were black, and in many places spotted, and full of much corruption.
6.  He had veins of the hinder part of his head too full of blood, and the passages

and hollow places of his brain full of much clear water.’

It was signed by his physicians and surgeons, T. Mayerne, John Hammond, John 
Gifford, Henry Atkyns, Richard Palmer and William Butler.31

It was concluded that the young prince had died of natural causes. Subsequently, 
in 1885, long before porphyria was identified, it was suggested that these symptoms 
were characteristic of typhoid fever.32 People with typhoid fever often have a 
rash comprising small pink spots on the trunk of the body, with gastro-intestinal 
haemorrhage and patches of thickening in the small intestine.33 There is no mention 
of either in the report, which specifically stated that the stomach was normal.

Macalpine, Hunter and Rimington, in their paper of 1968, concluded that 
Prince Henry’s symptoms, and those that he exhibited earlier in the summer prior 
to his death, were characteristic of variegate porphyria.34 The genetic condition was 
later recognised not only in the Stuart line, through King James IV of Scotland, 
his daughter Mary Queen of Scots and King James I, her son, but also in the later 
Hanoverian and Prussian royal families. This is corroborated by another paper 
published in 1982.35 When the forebears of Mary Queen of Scots were explored, 
many had symptoms of porphyria. The earliest identified were King Louis II 
of France and his sibling Jeanne, who were classed as insane. Jeanne’s son, King 
Charles VI, exhibited symptoms of porphyria, and his son, King Charles VII, 
was also classed as insane. His grandson, Henry VI of England, son of Charles’s 
daughter Catherine de Valois, had clinical symptoms of the illness. Catherine’s other 
descendants, through her second marriage to Owen Tudor, included many sufferers, 
several of whom were members of the Stuart line. James I suffered bouts of illness 
which clinically had many characteristics of porphyria, including coloured urine. It 
seems likely that Prince Henry, who had suffered from bouts of illness of increasing 
severity during the previous few months, was also suffering from it, and it may have 
been exacerbated by eating large quantities of fruit contaminated with lead. Cox, 
and others, have suggested that King George III’s porphyria was exacerbated by 
heavy-metal poisoning from the arsenic preparations that were prescribed for him 
by his doctors.36

In the seventeenth century, when an illness could not be explained, deliberate 
poisoning or witchcraft seemed to be viable explanations. Poisoning could also be 
accidental, as the effects of ingesting certain substances was unknown. Later, in 
1693, Sir Isaac Newton was reported to have had an episode of ‘distemper’, causing 

31 T. Birch, The Life of Henry Prince of Wales (London: A Millar, 1760), 359.
32 N. Moore, The Illness and Death of Henry Prince of Wales in 1612: A historical case of Typhoid Fever 

(London: J. E. Adlard, 1885).
33 A. K. Azad, R. Islam, M. A. Salam, A. N. Alam, M. Islam and T. Butler, ‘Comparison of Clinical 

features and pathological findings in fatal cases of typhoid fever during the initial and later stages of 
the disease’, The American Journal of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene (1997), 56(5), 490–3.

34 I. Macalpine, R. Hunter and C. Rimington, ‘Porphyria in the Royal Houses of Stuart, Hanover, and 
Prussia – A Follow-up Study of George III’s Illness’, British Medical Journal (1968), 1, 7–18.

35 L. C. Hurst, ‘Porphyria Revisited’, Medical History, 26 (1982), 179–82.
36 T. M. Cox, N. Jack, S. Lofthouse, J. Watling, J. Haines and M. J. Warren, ‘King George III and 

porphyria: an elemental hypothesis and investigation’, The Lancet, vol. 366, no. 9482 (2005), 332–5.
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irrational behaviour and madness, which was suspected to have been a mental 
breakdown. Recently, it has been suggested that he was suffering from heavy-
metal poisoning, probably from mercury or lead. Newton was known to taste his 
experiments to see if he could detect any differences in his results.37 In Lewis Carroll’s 
book Alice in Wonderland (1865), Alice attends the Mad Hatter’s tea party. Hatters 
frequently developed twitching, shaking, irritability, shyness and confusion, caused 
by the neurotoxic effect of the high levels of mercury that they absorbed during their 
work. Because of improved standards in working conditions, this had mostly been 
eliminated by the beginning of the twentieth century.

The events in the Vale of Belvoir illustrate that suspicion of the unknown often 
leads to fear, and to consequences which cannot otherwise be explained. In England, 
many women were executed between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, having 
been wrongly accused of witchcraft. It may never be definitively known what caused 
the death of the two young sons of the Earl of Rutland, or the death of Prince Henry, 
unless their remains can be examined, but it can be concluded with certainty that it 
was not witchcraft.

37 R. S. Westfall, Never at Rest: A Biography of Isaac Newton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983), 365.




