The St Thomas Church Alchemist
Alan J. Crooks
The historically curious visitor to St Thomas Church may notice an information plaque in three
languages, on a lectern near a door in the north wall. The notice says:
The North Door which once led to a room above the now destroyed North Porch. At one time an
alchemist lived there. Outside you can still see the ruined tower from which he dashed to escape
the noxious fumes of his experiments.
Certain questions naturally arise: Who was this alchemist? When
did he live? What was the nature of his experiments? There are
many questions which need answering.
It is known that both the north and south porches were being built
around 1400, and that the north porch was demolished in 1835;
hence the alchemist must have lived here in the 15th Century or
later.

Fig 1. The door to the north
porch, and information
plaque

Some intriguing information is recorded in an issue of The Saturday
Magazine1 published in 1837. It says, “… we may mention that five
small crucibles of graduated sizes were lately found plastered up in
a small room over the large entrance porch of the church of St
Thomas at Salisbury. The gentleman (Rev. Edward Duke, M.A.2) to
whose learned work we are indebted for this information, is of the
opinion that these carefully-concealed crucibles were evidently
intended for alchymical purposes. He conceives, however, that they
were employed not for the purpose of making gold, but for the

Fig 2. St Thomas Church from the North-West, showing the now destroyed North Porch;
Hendrik Frans de Cort, 1795. (Photo courtesy of The Salisbury Museum)
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higher and more difficult branch of the art, namely, the making of the ‘Elixir of Life’3, which was
believed to consist of the ‘quintessence of gold’ “.
Thus Duke related the five crucibles to the quintessence.

Fig. 3. The largest of the five crucibles (Prolusiones historicae, 1837)
A report in The Gentleman’s Magazine4 (Feb. 1837) states that these crucibles are said to be similar
to a crucible that had been found during the digging of the foundations for the present Newgate, and
this crucible had been engraved with nativities5.
Edward Duke, in Prolusiones historicae or Essays on the hall of John Halle, Notes to Essay IV
(1837) suggested two possible names for this alchemist, these being Sir James Bekinsau, Vicar
Choral of the Church of Salisbury during the reign of Edward VI, who was born in Broadchalke,
and his laboratory assistant, Thomas Charnock, a “visionary alchemist, mad man”.
Dying about the time of the accession of Queen Elizabeth 1, Bekinsau bequeathed to Charnock the
secret of the philosopher’s stone.
Unfortunately, Charnock’s apparatus was destroyed by fire the following New Year’s Day. As
Charnock had not recorded the details, he was obliged to learn it again from another alchemist,
William Holloway, the last Prior of Bath before the dissolution of the monasteries.
Duke describes Bekinsau as a “deep Alchymist” and “wholly addicted to the Study of Chymistry”
Duke further notes that “The presentation of the Church of St Thomas, Salisbury is in the gift of the
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Dean and Chapter of that Cathedral, and they’ve often conferred this preferment on one of their
own establishment – on one of the Choral Vicars (as in the instance of the present worthy
possessor)” (In Duke’s time, this would have been the Rev’d J. Greenfly). Hence there is a direct
connection of Sir James Bekinsau with St Thomas’ Church.
However, the author of the present piece believes the alchemist could have been none other than
“the notorious astrological physician of London”, Dr Simon Forman - not least because he states in
his Diary that he lived in St. Thomas Churchyard for a period of time.
Simon Forman was born in Quidhampton in 1552 and died in London in September, 1611.
Simon Forman was a prolific author, writing some 15,000 pages, that survive, in the decade 15901600 alone. These include an Autobiography, his Diary his Case Books and, over the years, various
jottings. However, few papers survive which narrate his first forty years, and so little is written of
his life in Salisbury. The purpose of this pamphlet therefore is to summarise what is known of his
life in Salisbury, before he moved to London.
Forman’s Autobiography, covers the period from his birth in 1552 to 1573, at which time he went
up to Magdalen College, Oxford. His Autobiography is written, curiously, in the third-person, the
first paragraph reading, by way of example:
“This is the bocke of the life and generation of Simon, … born in the yeare from the Nativity of our
Lord Jesus Christ 1552, the 30. of December, beinge Saturday and newe yere’s eve, at 45 minutes
after 9 of the clocke at nighte6 of the naturelle bodie of Marie, wife of the said William Forman
aforesaid… in a village called Quidhampton, in the countie of Wilts, situate in the valley on the
north side of the river between Wilton and Sarum…”
Forman began keeping a Diary in about 1581, this covering the period from 1564 to 1602, and so
overlaps with his Autobiography. Hence, it should be noted that writings post 1581 are likely to be
more accurate as they were written in real time, so less reliant on his memory. From his Diary, we
learn that he lived at several places in Salisbury, including the parsonage at Fisherton Anger, Culver
Street, New Street, and a house in St Thomas churchyard.
John Aubrey, in his Natural History of Wiltshire, MS in the Ashmolean Museum and Royal Society
writes that Forman was a great favourite with Mary Herbert (nee Sidney), Countess of Pembroke
“There [in Elias Ashmole’s library] it may be seen whether he was not a favourite of Mary,
Countesse of Pembroke. He was a chymist, as far as chymistry went in those dayes, and ‘tis very
likely he was a favourite of her honour’s”. Mary Sidney Herbert was an unusually multitalented
woman for her time. She was a notable poet of her time, and for 20 years developed and led the
most important literary circle in England’s history, the Wilton Circle. Interestingly, she was also
trained in medicine and is known to have kept a chemistry laboratory at Wilton House. Here,
Adrian Gilbert, Sir Walter Raleigh’s half-brother, was her assistant. Mary had an active interest in
spiritual magic and was close to Queen Elizabeth’s astrologer, Dr John Dee. Thus it seems strange
that Forman mentions neither Mary Herbert nor John Dee in his Diary.
In his Autobiography Forman says that he had five brothers and two sisters. His father, William,
was a small farmer, one of fifteen similar ‘free tenants’7 in the straggle of houses which comprised
16th Century Quidhampton. In his writings, we glean that his grandfather Richard was married to
Joan Wolsey at Britford Church, whilst at least three members of the Forman family are buried at
Fugglestone Church (Fig. 4), these being Simon’s grandmother Joan, his father, Richard and Ann
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(nee Hart), wife of his elder brother, Henry. The 17th Century devotional poet and hymnist, George
Herbert was later to be rector at Fugglestone St Peter, concurrently with his rectorship of Bemerton
St Andrew. Interestingly, his poem, ‘Teach me my God and King’ in its 5th verse contains the
alchemical couplet: ‘This is the famous stone, that turneth all to gold’.

Fig 4. Church of Fugglestone St Peter from the south-east (This would have been the front
during Simon Forman’s time)
During his early childhood, Forman suffered from nightmares and visions in which mountains, hills
or seas would almost overwhelm him, but he always managed to overcome these tribulations in his
dreams. These triumphs over adversity seemed to become a metaphor for the troubles he
encountered in later life.
Between the ages of 8 to 12, Simon Forman attended the Free School at St Giles Priory8, Wilton,
where his tutor was one William Ryddonte (Ridout). Ridout had been a cobbler in Salisbury but
subsequently became a minister/clergyman and schoolmaster. He had fled from Salisbury to Wilton
as a result of “the great plague”, so this was probably in 1563. Somewhat sinisterly, in his
Autobiography, Forman writes, “And bording with this priste in the winter time, he would make me
lie always naked, which kepte me in great fear”.
On leaving the school at St Giles Priory, Forman attended the free school in The Close at Salisbury
where the Head Master was Doctor Booles. He was to stay here for two years during which time he
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boarded at the house of Mr Hawknights who was Registrar to the Bishop. Forman mentions that he
also frequently saw a canon, Mr Mintorne.
On New Year’s Eve, 1564, Forman’s father died at the age of 39, leaving the family destitute.
Simon, aged 11, was thus forced to leave the school to help support the family. Forman writes that
his mother, Marienne (nee Foster, originally from Andover) showed him little affection during his
childhood, and during this time set him to work doing menial tasks such as looking after the sheep
and collecting sticks. To escape this situation, Forman apprenticed himself to a hosier and grocer,
Matthew Commins of Salisbury. Commins traded in commodities such as hops, salt, oil, pitch,
rosin, raisins and “all poticary drugs” thus initiating Forman’s knowledge of herbal remedies.
During this time, Forman diligently kept up with his studies by persuading a schoolboy, who lodged
with his master, and also shared a bed with Forman, to teach him at night what he’d been learning
during the day. Forman worked with Commins for about 6 years, between 1566 and 1572, during
which time he essentially took over the running of the business.
It was whilst working at Commin’s shop that Forman first met Anne Young, the daughter of a man
“of good reputation and wealth” who lived close by (perhaps William Young, of Market Ward).
Anne became infatuated with Forman but, unfortunately, this love was not reciprocated, although
they had a lifelong friendship.
Forman was eventually forced to leave his employment with Commins due to an accusation by
Commin’s wife that he had lost some flax from the stall. He thus returned as a scholar to the free
school9 for some 8 weeks, during which he was tutored by one Anthony Nicholas. However, as his
mother was providing him with no maintenance he was again forced to leave and took a paid post as
schoolmaster at St Giles Priory in Wilton, at which he himself had once been a scholar. Here he
taught some 30 boys, receiving 40 shillings for half a year’s work.
Following his time as a schoolmaster at St Giles, in 1573, at the age of 20, Simon went up to
Magdalen College, Oxford as a ‘poor scholar’ with a friend, Thomas Ridear 10, who himself went to
Corpus Christie College. In order to support himself at this time, Forman was in the service of two
Wiltshire gentlemen: Robert Pinckney, who would eventually return to Wiltshire as a cleric, and
John Thornborough, who, amongst other posts, eventually became Bishop of Limerick, Bishop of
Bristol and then of Worcester. During this time, Forman had to attend them on hunting expeditions,
and also to walk with them to Cowley almost every day to assist them with the courtship of a young
lady to whom they were both suitors. Forman greatly resented the negative impact this had on his
studies. During his time at Oxford, Forman studied astrology, medicine and magic.
Forman left Oxford in 1574 as a result of plague during which he “loste all that ever I had ther,
bocks and all”. This was the first loss of his books. Thereafter, until 1578, Forman worked as a
schoolmaster at several small schools including at Wilton, and the free school in The Close. He
also tutored a Mr Coombes of Ashmore, Iwerne Minster Dorset and the sons of a Mr. Duke of
Ashgrove, Wiltshire. He was from the family of prosperous clothiers, the Dukes, who owned
property in the parish of Wilsford near Amesbury. In 1578 they bought the Lake estate there, and
subsequently built the beautiful house of chequered flint and grey stone, currently owned by the
rock musician, Sting. The aforementioned antiquarian, Rev. Edward Duke, M.A., is of this family
and so, perhaps unbeknown to himself, had a direct connection with Simon Forman.
It would appear that while Forman was working for the Dukes at Ashgrove , one Parson Bref was
sent to inspect his books. This seems to have been at the instigation of a Mr Cox, with whom
Forman had earlier lived in Ashgrove for a year, between 1575 and 1576, and with whom he had
5

quarrelled. This Mr (Francis) Cox was a rather obscure astrologer, who dabbled also in magic and
necromancy11. It would appear that it was from him that Forman acquired his knowledge and skills
in these areas, for Cox’s book on the making of oils, unguents and plasters was the only medical
book that Forman had read when he was first put on trial at the Royal College of Physicians in
London. This was for practising without a licence. It is not recorded what was the problem with
Forman’s books, and they appear not to have been confiscated at this time.
From January 1579, Forman was lodging in the parsonage at Fisherton Anger, which was situated
opposite what was then St Clements Church in Mill Road, but is now The Secret Garden. Forman
writes that “This yere I did profecie the truth of many thinges which afterwards cam to passe, and
the very sprites wer subjecte unto me; what I spake was done”. So, it was whilst lodging in the
parsonage at Fisherton Anger that Forman first reports successfully exercising magical powers.
In his Diary, Forman writes for 1579, “The 12th of June I was robbed and spoiled of all my goodes
and bockes… and was committed to prison, wher I laie 60 wickes before I was released, and I had
moch troble and defamation without desarte by that cursed villain Gilles Estcourt12 and then was
delivered by her Majesti and the councle”. This apparently was on a charge of practising magic. It
should be noted that no official record exists of this charge against Forman, or of the royal
intervention. This was the first of several occasions when he says he actually had his books
confiscated and he was imprisoned.
Forman was released from prison on 14th July,1580 and begged his way to London, obtaining work
as a carpenter in Greenwich, and, on 16th of August, he claimed to have cured one Henry Johnson of
consumption, the first time he’d practised his healing arts. In September, he (and Johnson) went to
Holland for a month purposefully to increase his knowledge of astrology and other more occult
sciences; and also in medicine, taking his degree of ‘Doctor Beyond Seas’.
Returning to England, Forman stayed in Quidhampton for a year “curing sick and lame folks”,
including “which tyme I cured the fellowe of Quidhampton of the king’s evil13 which had 24 holes in
his throte and neck, out of which in on morning I got 86 worms at on tyme like maggots, and after
he was well”. This was an early example of Forman’s willingness to treat poor people.
In 1581, Forman was bound over at the Lent Assizes for quackery, and “did many tymes thresh and
dig and hedg for my lyving.
On 21st October, 1581, Forman “tok a house in Sarum on the dich by the skinner” (New Canal?)
where he “dwelte practising physick and surgery”, and thus began to attain some degree of
prosperity.
In May 1582, Forman bought the lease on two houses in Culver Street and about this time became
re-acquainted with Anne Walworth (nee Young, his first love), a relationship which later (1584)
developed into being sexual, and they had a son, Joshua, born out of wedlock. Despite his later avid
sexual promiscuity Forman had had his first sexual experience rather late in life, at the age of 30 in
1582, writing that for the first time he “did halek cum muher” (had sexual relations with a woman).
Of Anne Walworth (nee Young) he wrote, for 29th February 1584, “was the first time that ever I did
halkiekeros harescum tauro with A.Y.”
During 1582, Forman records that he again went to sea with one Robert Grey, where they fell in to
the hands of the Men-of-Wars (pirates) at Studland.
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Returning from the Isle of Purbeck in October 1582, Forman was asked by John Penruddock14 to
tutor his children, of whom there were 4 boys and two girls and he remained in his employ until
September, 1584. In his Diary, Forman writes, “The 2nd of November [1582] I cam to London with
Mistress Penrudock”, so it’s possible he was tutoring the children in London and in Salisbury.
In December 1582, Forman took a house in New Street, not moving in until April 1583, having
been dealing with business in London. In December 1583, Forman had his ring with the eagles
stone made, and at Christmas he writes that “I was made lord of the revels15…”.
In his Diary, for 1584, Forman records, “The first of August I toke the house in St. Thomas
Churchyard, and entred to dwell ther the 7. of September”, so this was about the time that he
stopped tutoring John Penruddock’s children.
In 1585, Forman began copying alchemical treatises and mentioned several medicines he’d
prepared, including aqua vitae (alcohol). This has been described as a ‘Year of Litigation’, where
it’s almost impossible to disentangle the complex web of writs, lawsuits and imprisonments. The
root cause, however, appears to have been Mistress Commin, the wife of his former employer.
Forman was still friendly with Matthew Commin, to whom he entrusted his financial affairs.
Forman writes, “This yere was a yere of moch vexation,
troble, travail, enmity, and strife, and I was much overborn,
and had divers suetes in lawe, and my frendes and I wer set
at variance”.
This year also, Anne Walworth (nee Young) was delivered
of his son, Joshua (27th March at 10 min. past 7 a.m.6) and
his sister Joan was married. Forman also had his sword
engraved and had a silver cup given to him.
Between 1585 and 1588 Forman was imprisoned several
times probably for practising medicine without a licence. He
also began to practise necromancy11, and to “calle angels
and sprites”.
Forman wrote, “The first of June [1585] I was set out of my
house and imprisoned, and sounded, and was sensles eight
howares. The 31 of Juli I was before the bishops and justice,
and sent to prison, and my house broke and robbed. The 21. Fig. 5. Forman’s portrait engraved
of August I was committed to prison by the bishop.“
in the eighteenth century, perhaps
from the portrait that Forman
On 6th March 1587, Forman was caught with suspicious
mentions having ‘drawn’ in 1600
books in church in Salisbury, and imprisoned by Thomas
Eyres16. This involved yet another loss of his books which were sent to John Penruddock for
inspection. He received these back, together with others which had been out of his hands for some
24 years, from Thomas Penruddock, John Penruddock’s son, although some were lost.
In 1587, Forman first mentions employing anyone – John Goodridge, a scryer17.
Forman left Salisbury for good in 1589, moving to London. This seems to have been in the
aftermath of some sort of scandal involving Anne Young.
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He writes that, on 17th June 1590, “I distilled strong water for the stone” and in his summary for
1594 he writes, “This yere I distilled moch strong water, and divers other waters, and made many
sirupes…. About Michelmas I first begane to practise the philosopher’s stone… “. This implies that
he hadn’t been engaged in this activity during his time in Salisbury.
Forman eventually achieved success as an astrological physician, but only after many trials and
tribulations with the Royal College of Physicians, including being fined for practising without a
licence. Forman eventually managed to circumvent the Royal College of Physicians by obtaining a
licence to practise medicine from Cambridge University in 1603.
In his Diary for 1600, Forman records, “This sommer I had my picture drawen, and mad my purple
gowne, my velvet cap, my velvet cote, my velvet breches, my taffety cloke, my hat, and many other
things, and did let by hear and berd grow”.
Despite in his day being considered a quack and a charlatan, Forman’s reputation has undergone
something of a transformation in recent years, this being due to his meticulous record keeping of
patient consultations. He and his protégé, the astrologer Richard Napier, recorded detailed
information about their patients’ medical conditions, then treated them through careful calculations
using astrological charts. Unusually for their time, Forman and Napier actually recorded people’s
symptoms. Forman was willing to treat both rich and poor, and also treated himself and others for
the plague. This means that their patient consultation records are better than any other records from
the period.
Simon Forman is famous also for predicting the date of his own death - in September, 161118 and
was buried on 12th September in the Church of St Mary, Lambeth. He apparently fell down dead in
mid-stream while rowing a boat from Southwark to Puddle Dock.
Four years after his death, Forman, somewhat unfairly, became implicated in the murder of Sir
Thomas Overbury in 1615 as its instigators, Lady Frances Howard and Anne Turner had been
among his patients, and are said to have procured poison from him.
Simon Forman is said to be the inspiration for Ben Jonson’s play The Alchemist.
Being an obsessive record keeper, Forman kept detailed notes of performances he had attended at
the theatre. He was particularly impressed, for example, by the medical and magical elements of
Shakespeare’s Macbeth, especially the presence of a doctor making notes of Lady Macbeth’s words
as she sleep-walked. Hence, today, Simon Forman’s Diary is a unique source for illuminating our
knowledge of Shakespeare’s theatrical productions in London, as he’d seen them first hand.
As a consequence of detailed pen-portraits Forman made of patients, in his Case Books, during
consultations, he has given us an invaluable window into the daily lives of ordinary Elizabethan
people.
Notes and References
1. The Saturday Magazine was a British magazine published from 7 July 1832 to 28
December 1844 by the Committee of General Literature and Education as an Anglican
rival to the Penny Magazine, as a way for the working man to educate himself. It ran for
801 issues. This quotation is from The Saturday Magazine (1837) Vol. 10-11, p173.
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2. The Reverend Edward Duke MA (1779-1852) was an English antiquarian and Lord of the
Manor of Lake. He lived in Lake House, Wilsford-cum-Lake, Salisbury, Wiltshire.
3. Whereas the Philosopher’s Stone had the power of transmuting the base metals, lead, tin,
copper, iron and mercury into the precious metals gold and silver, the Elixir of Life was
credited to not only do this but also to prolong human life indefinitely.
4. The Gentleman's Magazine was founded in London, England in January 1731 and was the
first periodical to use the term ‘magazine’, from the French magazine, meaning
‘storehouse’. It ran uninterrupted for almost 200 years, until 1922.
5. The term ‘nativities’ refers to the birth horoscopes produced by astrologers. In terms of
astrology, a nativity is the specialised chart drawn up by an astrologer to predict
significant events in a person’s lifetime. The ‘native’ is the subject of the event (for
example, a birth) this being charted at a specific time and place, which is considered to be
at the centre of the ‘celestial sphere’.
6. The exact date and time birth is important information for an astrologer.
7. In the Middle Ages, a ‘free tenant’ or freeman was a tenant worker who was not bound to
the land, but instead paid rent in exchange for residence. Freemen were free to take their
services to other manors or villages if they pleased. This distinguished them from other
workers such as serfs—who were considered to be part of the land and sold along with it
during transfers of property.
8. In the Middle Ages there was a leper hospital at Fugglestone, called the Hospital of St
Giles. It stood on a spot now occupied by the park of Wilton House just behind some
disused gates alongside the old Quidhampton Road. This is just east of Wilton Garden
Centre. After the suppression of the chantries, it continued as a school with a Master.
9. It is not clear from his Autobiography whether this was the Free School in The Close, or
St Giles Priory.
10. Thomas Ridout was probably the son of his old schoolmaster at St Giles, William Ridout.
11. Necromancy is the practice of communicating with the dead, either by summoning their
spirit as an apparition or by raising them bodily – to discover hidden knowledge, such as
future events. This term is there closely allied to black magic and witchcraft.
12. Giles Estcourt was Sheriff of Salisbury and MP for Salisbury in five Parliaments between
1563 and 1586.
13. The King’s Evil was scrofula or a tuberculous swelling of the neck and, according to
tradition, could be cured with the ‘royal touch’.
14. John Penruddock (1564-1614) was a Parliamentarian with constituencies in Wilton and
Southampton.His grandfather, Edward Penruddock was the great great grandfather of the
Cavalier Colonel John Penruddock (1619-1655) of Compton Chamberlayne, who is
remembered as being the leader of the 1655 Penruddock Uprising against Cromwell, and
who was executed by beheading.
15. It is not clear what Forman means by ‘lord of the revels’ here. The Master of the Revels
was deputy to the Lord Chamberlain and headed the Revels Office., the department of the
Royal Household responsible for the coordination of theatrical entertainment at court from
Tudor times until the Licensing Act of 1737. This author can find no record of Simon
Forman holding this position. Maybe he held a more junior position, or perhaps it was a
local position.
16. This could be the Thomas Eyre who was MP for Salisbury in 1597, and a relative of Giles
Estcourt. Thomas was churchwarden of St Thomas Church 1574-75, Mayor of Salisbury
1586-7 and represented New Sarum in Parliament in 1597. The Eyre Family Memorials
are in The Lady Chapel.
17. A scryer is one who practises scrying, also known by names such as ‘seeing’ or ‘peeping’.
This is the practice of looking into a suitable medium such as a reflective glass ball in the
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hope of seeing significant messages or visions. A particularly famous practitioner of the
art is Forman’s older contemporary, John Dee, who was the Queen’s Astrologer.
18. Ironically, considering the importance of dates and times for astrological divinations, the
date of Simon Forman’s death is not precisely known, as accounts differ.
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