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BY GANS T. FIELD

EFORE me lies open E. A. Ashwin’s  preachers, a notable source of warnin
translation of Compendiuriz Malefi-  against, and indictment of, witchcraft. And

carum, just as three hundred years from its pages have risen three folk long
ago the original lay open before judges and  dead.

A weird fragment from the Dark Ages
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The magic that gives them life is that of
imagination, concerning which power
Brother Francesco-Maria Guazzo writes with
sober learning in the very first chapter of
the Compendium. Their simple embalming
was a lone paragraph, barely a hundred and
fifty words in length—one of Guazzo’s
“various and ample examples, with the sole
purpose that men, considering the cunning
of witches, might study to live piously and
devoutly in the Lord.”

UAZZO has written shortly and with re-
serve, though never dryly; and in 1608,
when the Compendium was first printed
under patronage of Cardinal Orazio Maffei,
his style was adequate. James I of England
still shuddered over the memory of Dr.
Fian’s conspiracy with Satan to destroy him.
In Bredbur, near Cologne, lived a dozen or
more aging men who horrifiedly had seen a
captured wolf turn back into their neighbor,
the damnable Peter Stumpf. Gilles Grenier,
prisoned in a Franciscan friary at Bordeaux,
would cheerfully tell any visitor his adven-
tures as a devil-gifted warlock, shape-shifter
and cannibal. But times and beliefs have
changed. Since Guazzo himself foresaw that
his book might provoke “the idle jests of the
censorious,” let his shade not vex me if I
embroider his brief, plain citation.

The phenomenon occurred near Treves,
upon the goodly river Moselle, immediately
east of the present Franco-German border.
Some know Treves, ancient and pleasant,
with the cathedral where is preserved a coat
of Jesus Christ to call forth the world’s won-
der and worship. Around the town, now as
in Guazzo’s time, are pleasant fields and
gardens, The scene we are to consider,
though unfolding upon land properly Ger-
man, is more than a trifle French. ‘

In the district of Treves, writes Guazzo
and translates Ashwin, @ peasant was plant-
ing cabbages with bis eight-year-old daugh-
ter. ...

Frenchmen hold cabbages in notable es-
teem and affection—a favorite love-name,
throughout the provinces and environs of
France, is “cabbage.” Without good store of
this vegetable, no Moselle farm would be
perfect, and certainly no Moselle stew. The

Feasant was planting, and so it was spring, a
air day with the sky clear and bright, as we
shall observe. Our man of the soil comes
readily to life before us, stooping and delv-
ing at the. fresh, good-smelling furrow. He
seems a sturdy fellow, sharp-featured like a
Gaul, blond-bearded like a Teuton. His
widely spread feet are encased in wooden
shoes, he wears a loose, drab frock and a
shapeless cap. For all the distance of years,
he is amazingly like a peasant cabbage-
grower of today.

And beside him, as we have read, works
his daughter. Eight years old—is that not
young to be a gardener? Yet she is vigorous
and intelligent and willing beyond her years.
The trowel and seedbag seem to do their
own duty in her small, quick hands. Her
father is deeply impressed. He, continues the
commentator: . . . praised the girl highly for
the work. The young maid, whose sex and
age combined to make ber tdkative, boasted
that she could do more wonderful things
than that; and when her father asked what
they were. . . .

It is well worth another full stop to con-
sider that complete picture—one of rustic
endeavor, not too heavy or too distasteful,
especially when the gardeners are so bound
together in mutual understanding and affec-
tion. Seed-sowers of today can understand
Father’s pride in his industrious daughter.
“How well you dig, my little cabbage!” And
his eyes crinkle up in his good-natured
brown face as he enjoys his own play upon
words. He doubts honestly if there was ever
such a good child. She is a true daughter of
her mother, and here he turns to glance ower
his shoulder at the house above the garden
—small but snug and well repaired, with an
ample gush of smoke from the chimney
hole.

His wife is evidently concocting the noon-
day meal. Something more than bread and
soup, he warrants—he is mystified at the
plenty of good things she provides, as if she
got it by enchantment.

I WILL grant that the picture is too bright
too cheerful; were it fiction, we might
borrow from Edgar Allan Poe the device of
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a black cloud dimming the sky. But perhaps
the contrast will be the greater with things
as they are.

The excellent child finds the more savor
in Father's commendation because she
knows that well she deserves it. Nor is she
backward in telling him that planting cab-
bages is not her lone virtue and study. Other
of her talents may please as well as benefit
him,

Again Guazzo: . .. she said, “Go away a
Iittle, and 1 will quickly make it rain on
whatever part of the garden you wish.” _

And Father? It takes no further effort of
the mind’s eye to see that peasant visage
broaden and the beard stir in a great grin,
This daughter of his never fails to warm his
heart. Surely she must have heard him say
that rain would be welcome in this planting
season. As she grows older, she will hear
from the priest that only God almighty can
send rain. But her pretense is innocent—
today let her have her fun, play a game to
make them both laugh. Guazzo calls the
good man astonished, but more probably he
achieves an elaborate burlesque of surprises
as he says: “Come, then, 1 will go a little
md}'- ”

Jovially he tramps off, fifty paces or so,
taking care not to tread on the freshly seeded
cabbage-rows. He and his daughter have
gone far head of their intentions this morn-
ing; there can be 2 minute or two of rest and
sport. He pauses and turns.

Now, for the first time, perhaps he
scowls.

The child has caught up a gnarled stick
and is beating up a froth of mud in a shal-
low trench. She is speaking, too, or saying
a litany. He can catch only the rhythmic
sound of her voice, no words.

. . . and behold there fell from the clouds
a sudden rain upon the said place,

“From the clouds”—whence came those
clouds so suddenly? And now this deluge;
from his point apart, the cabbage-farmer
stares. His shoulders hunch in his loose
smock, as though they supported a sudden
heavy weight. His sabots dig into the earth.
One square-fingered hand steals upward to
sign the cross upon his thick chest.

And over yonder falls a rain such as no
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Christian cares to see, heavy and narrow. It
is a shimmery, drenching column of down-
darting water, no thicker than a round tower
of the baron’s castle at Treves, but tall as
infinity. He can hear it, too, a drumming
rattle on the thirsty clods, like the patterned
dance-gambols of so many light impious
hoofs. '

HE CROSSED himself again, and the rain
is over, as abruptly and completely as
it began. Now is the time for him to inquire
in his heart if indeed he saw and heard
rightly.

He knows that he did. The rain is gone,
but there remains a circular patch of earth
all churned to mud; and here comes trotting
his daughter, smiling and triumphant, and
her garments are drenched. Her eyes sparkle;
so sparkled the eyes of her mother, no later
than last Sunday, when a roast of pig came
to the rough table, as if from nowhere. The
hungry husband did not ask about it then;
now the question burns him—whence came
that meat?

All this detail is romance, a careless pad-
ding of Guazzo’s narrative, which is much
shorter and balder:

The astounded father asked: "W ho taught
you to do this?” She answered: “My motier
did; and she is very clever at this and other
things like it.”

We may assute ourselves that there will
be no more cabbage-planting this day. The
peasant nods dumbly, and plucks at the hem
of his smock. Then he clears his throat and
says that the sun is high, and that the mid-
day meal is undoubtedly ready.

Together they go to the hut above the
garden—the man’s sabots thudding heavily
and lifelessly, the child’s bare feet skipping
and dancing. A hearty, rosecheeked woman
greets them loudly at the door. To be sure,
dinner is ready; but he who suggested a
stoppage of work to eat, he finds himself
unable to swallow a crumb.

Finally he rises, lurches rather than walks
from the door. Nearby is a secluded spot; we
can readily visualize it as a clump of bushy
young trees beside a narrow creek. Into that
hiding plunges the peasant. Screened by the
trunks and branches, he sinks wretchedly to
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his knees. He feels that this is not enough
of humility, His face droops, his shoulders
go slack, and a moment later he lies prostrate
upon the shadowed mold of last year’s
leaves.

There he prays, for an hour and an hour.
Sometimes he finds words to say, oftener he
achieves only moans and unaccustomed
tears.

Can he not be forgiven for having merci-
ful doubts as to his duty in this case? Even
the Savior once pleaded that a bitter cup be
withheld from His lips. But the peasant
makes shift to rise at last. His face is set as
firmly as the carven granite of a saint on the
cathedral’s doorway, yonder in Treves. True,
his hands tremble a little, as Abraham’s
hands must have trembled as they lifted to
sacrifice Isaac at God's command; but the
final answer has come into his heart, and he
knows what to do.

Here is that answer, as Guazzo gives it:

The peasant nobly faced bis right and
plain duty; so a few days later, on the pre-
tense that he had been invited to a wedding,
he took his wife and daughter dressed in
festal wedding robes to the neighboring
toun, where he banded them over to the
Judge 10 be punished for the crime of witch-
craft.

Ift is hard to imagine how the man lived
during those intervening “few days.” It is
impossible to divine what were his arts and
powers that he kept a smiling face and calm
manner while his heart smoldered like a
coal from the smithy.

And the plan of betrayal, that was a
shrewd one and worthy of the greatest
witchfinder, let alone a peasant. Yet I doubt
if he congratulated himself upon it,

They go to the fair town of Treves, all
three 1n holiday gear. Sometimes, on that
journey, the little rain-maker must have been
weary, and rode perforce on Father’s shoul-
der. Was his arm tighter than usual around
her little body?

Did his voice quiver as he answered some
question she prattled? I 'make no doubt of
that; but from Guazzo we know what the
end of the jaunt turned out to be.

Of a sudden the mother and daughter are
in the hands of the judge, under guard of
his men-at-arms.

With what fierce scorn does the witch-
woman deny the charges—until, after hours
of questioning and perhaps a touch of the
lash or thumbscrew, she makes confession.
True, she is a sorceress. She has signed the
Devil’s book, attended the Sabbat, sworn the
oath of evil. She has schooled her daughter
to the like infamy.

LOOK elsewhere in Guazzo's absorbing
Compendium for what must have been
the rest of the story. Death by fire, he says
confidently, is the only right punishment for
the dreadful sin of witchcraft. A stake, there-
fore, is set upright in the market-place of
Treves, and heaped about with faggots. To
this the witch and her fledgling are botne,
high upon the armored shoulders of the
law’s servants, With the last of her tears, the
older culprit pleads and prays that she be
allowed to walk. Sternly the judge refuses
this request; is it not a commonplace that a
witch, going to execution, need but touch
toe to earth for her bonds to dissolve and
her executioners to fall as if struck by light-
ning?

That double witch-burning is a rare treat

and curiosity in Treves, and it receives the

attention it merits. Not a soul in all the dis-
trict, from the baron of the castle to the
beggars whose home and heritage is the
gutter, but must draw near to see.

No, that is not strictly true. Not every
soul in the district is present at the burning;
for a solitary man trudges away, to his empty
home by the cabbage garden, His big hands
are locked behind him, his chin weighs like
lead upon his breast, the lines of his face
teem with tears. He dares to utter the suppli-
cation refused by the priest at the cathedral
—a timid prayer that two spirits even now
taking flight, shall not be utterly consumed
in hell; O Lord, let them win at last through
long punishment and sincere repentance to
some measure of comfort in a most humble
corner of heaven.

Not all agonies are of the fire.




