
The Jew’s harp at North Berwick 
There are four contemporary references to the Jew's harp's use at North Berwick and one unusual 
one from a hundred years later. The earliest comes from Agnes Sampson's confession: 
 

"She passed there (North Berwick kirk) on horse back convoyed by [ ] Couper and lighted at the kirk 
yard. Gilli[ ] them on the trump. John Fian led all the rest..."  
 

And at her trial, item 50: 
 

"They danced along the kirk-yard, Gelie Duncan played to them on a trump, John Fian, misselled, led 
all the rest..."  
 

The third mention is at the trial of Barbara Napier's assizers for `"Wilful Error" in finding her not 
guilty: 
 

"And siclike the said Barbara was accused that she gave her bodily presence upon Allhallow Even 
lastwas, 1590 years, to the frequent convention held at the kirk of North Berwick, where she danced 
endlong the kirkyard, and Gelie Duncan played on a trump. John Fian, miselled, led the ring..."  
 

Napier was found guilty the second time and executed, and the jury was forgiven personally by the 
king. The final contemporary reference come from `Newes from Scotland': 
 

"Guilles Duncane did goe before them playing this reill or daunce vpon a small Trump, called a Iewes 
Trump, vntil they entred into the Kerk of north Barrick,... and (the King) sent for ye said Geillis 
Duncane, who vpon the like Trump did playe the said daunce before the Kings Maijestie..."  
 

A final interesting quote comes from The True History of the Kirk of Scotland, 1678, which attributes 
the playing of the trump to the devil. During his sermon: 
 

"He found fault with sindrie, that had done their part in ill. These that had beene busie in their craft, 
he said were his beloved, and promised they should want nothing needed. Playing to them upon a 
trumpe, he said, "Cummer, goe ye before; cummer goe ye!" and so they daunced."  
 

We do not know what tune she played before the King, though Henry Farmer in his `A History of 
Music in Scotland' suggests among others, 'To Dance about the Bailzeis Dubb', while the song the 
witches sang appears to have three verses: 
 
The Witch's Reel 
Cummer, go ye before, cummer, go ye 
If ye willna go before, cummer, let me 
Ring-a-ring-a-widdershins 
Linkin', lithely widdershins 
Cummer, carlin, crone and queen 
Roun' go we  
 

Cummer, go ye before, cummer, go ye 
If ye willna go before, cummer, let me 
Ring-a-ring-a-widdershins 
Loupin', lightly widdershins 
Kilted coats and fleein' hair 
Three times three  
 



Cummer, go ye before, cummer, go ye 
If ye willna go before, cummer, let me 
Ring-a-ring-a-widdershins 
Whirlin', skirlin' widdershins 
De'il tak' the hindmost 
Wha'er she be  
 

cummer, carlin and crone are all words for "witch"  
ring-a-widdershins = go anti-clockwise in a circle (meant to be bad luck) 
linkin' lithely = join arm in arm 
loupin ' = jumping 
skirlin' = screaming or howling 
De'il = the devil 
the hindmost = the one at the back 
wha'er = whoever 
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