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INTRODUCTION



Witches seem to be everywhere in downtown Salem, Massachusetts. On street corners, costumed witches pose for photos and cackle jauntily at passersby. Tourists flock to the city’s witch museums and take witch-related walking tours. Each October, a month-long festival called “Haunted Happenings” culminates in a spectacular Halloween parade. Even Salem’s fire engines sport the logo of a witch in a pointed hat riding on a broomstick.

Witchcraft is big business in Salem today, but there was nothing festive about the seven-month period of terror, accusation, and death that engulfed Salem and many of the neighboring towns in 1692. Salem was the scene of one of the strangest and most tragic episodes in the history of England’s North American colonies. By the time the witchcraft hysteria was over, twenty women and men had died and dozens more languished in prison.

The Salem witchcraft trials took place more than three hundred years ago, yet they hold a deep fascination for the public today. Perhaps the lure of something mysterious and forbidden draws people to the scene of the witch drama.


[image: ]

The Salem Witch Museum brings the witchcraft panic to life through stage sets with life-size figures and a narration of the 1692 witchcraft trials. Presentations are provided in eight languages.
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Many nineteenth-century artists and writers became fascinated with the Salem witchcraft story. In this engraving, American artist Howard Pyle (1853–1911) depicts a courtroom scene in which two suspected witches are on trial.



Perhaps the suggestion of evil, shrouded safely in the past, gives visitors a delicious tingle of fright.

Much of the witchcraft memorabilia in present-day Salem is designed to appeal to tourists, but a few historic landmarks survive to tell the grim tale. The two-story frame house that was the home of Jonathan Corwin still stands at 310 Essex Street. Corwin was one of the judges who presided over the witchcraft trials and sentenced several of the convicted witches to death. Another Salem landmark directly related to the witchcraft frenzy is Gallows Hill, where it is believed that many of the convicted witches faced the hangman’s noose.

The story of the Salem witch hunt raises some troubling questions. Why was a quiet community seized by such fear and hatred that neighbor turned against neighbor and children against parents? Why did total strangers assail one another with deadly accusations? Why did religious and civic leaders fail to restore calm, instead stirring the hysteria to even greater intensity?

The events that took place in Salem in 1692 are not unique in human history. Under certain circumstances anxiety can turn into fear, and fear can erupt into panic. Innocent people can become targets of blame and retribution. The term “witch hunt” has entered the vocabulary to describe any instance when a furor of accusation takes place. The story of Salem has a great deal to teach society about how fear can conquer reason and people branded as “other” can become the victims of persecution. Perhaps the lessons of Salem may help humanity steer away from a similar tragedy in the future.
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LITTLE SORCERIES

During the winter of 1692, nine-year-old Betty Parris and her cousin, eleven-year-old Abigail Williams, spent their evenings in the kitchen. The kitchen was the only room in the house where a fire was kept burning. It was the only place where the girls found a bit of comfort after the long, cold day.

Trouble at the Parsonage
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Salem Village was a lonely place, especially during the winter. The village was a collection of scattered farms amid trackless woods. The tavern and the church, or meetinghouse, were the only places where people could gather. Officially, Salem Village was part of Salem Town, 7 miles (11 kilometers) away. Yet the village and the town had little in common. Salem Town was a busy seaport. Ships brought goods and news from Europe and the West Indies. Tucked away in the woods, Salem Village was separated from the town by a two-hour journey on horseback. After a heavy snow, the trip was almost impossible.
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This print shows a view of Salem Village as it might have appeared in the late seventeenth century.



Betty Parris’s father, the Reverend Samuel Parris, served as the Puritan minister of Salem Village, and the family lived in the village parsonage. The parsonage was a four-room cottage with a small attached shed at the back. The family consisted of the Reverend Parris; his wife, Elizabeth; their three children; and Parris’s orphaned niece, Abigail.

In addition to the Parris family, the household included two live-in servants, a couple named Tituba and John Indian. At the time, slavery was permitted in Massachusetts, and both Tituba and John were enslaved. Historians estimate that about two hundred enslaved people lived in Massachusetts in 1690, most of them of African origin. Some Native Americans also were enslaved. The Reverend Parris had bought Tituba on the Caribbean island of Barbados, where he lived for several years before settling in Massachusetts. Some historians think she belonged to the Arawak people, a group native to the Caribbean region. John Indian seems to have come from one of the Native American tribes that lived in New England.

Like most Puritans, Reverend Parris strongly disapproved of idleness. He was convinced that fairy tales and games of make-believe were invitations from the devil. The only books in the house were the Bible and a collection of sermons. He taught the children under his care to fear God almost as much as they feared Satan. Despite their strict upbringing, however, Betty Parris and Abigail Williams broke the rules now and then.

Sometimes a girl from a neighboring farm dropped by for a visit on a winter evening. Betty and Abigail probably welcomed the company and the break in their routine. When one of their friends stopped in, the girls sometimes entertained themselves by telling fortunes.

Fortune-telling had become a popular, though forbidden, pastime in many New England villages. Cotton Mather, a leading Boston preacher of the day, wrote, “It is to be confessed and bewailed that many inhabitants of New England, and young people especially, had been led away with little sorceries, wherein they did secretly those things that were not right against the Lord their God.”1 Mather lamented that “they tried detestable conjurations, with sieves, keys, and peas, and nails, and horse-shoes, and I know not what other implements, to learn the things for which they have a forbidden and an impious curiosity.”2
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The witchcraft panic of 1692 began in the home of Reverend Samuel Parris, the Puritan minister of Salem Village. In 1694, Reverend Parris wrote an essay called “Meditations for Peace,” apologizing for his role in the accusations.



The girls chose a very simple fortune-telling method. One girl broke an egg and dropped the white into a glass of water. She carefully studied the pattern that the egg white formed as it drifted and spread. The pattern was supposed to give her a clue as to her future husband.

The girls of Salem Village must have thought the fortune-telling game was daring and dangerous. They knew that Reverend Parris would be furious if he found out what they were doing. And suppose, as they had been warned, the devil noticed their game? Suppose he seized the chance and crept in to make his dreadful mischief?

Perhaps these thoughts made the fortune-telling game all the more exciting for some of the girls. For others, however, the worry and fear may have been almost unbearable. One fateful evening, the floating egg white took a strange new form. Its strands twisted into sharp angles, and one of the girls said it looked like a coffin.3 Surely this was a sign that they had gone too far. They thought evil was afoot because of their disobedience.

Trouble began soon after the frightening night when the coffin shape appeared. Sometime in January 1692, Betty Parris began to act strangely. Soon Abigail, too, behaved in a way no one could understand. John Hale, pastor in the nearby town of Beverly, described the girls’ behavior. He reported that they mystified the household “by getting into holes, and creeping under chairs and stools, and [using] sturdy odd postures and antic gestures, uttering foolish, ridiculous speeches, which neither they themselves nor any others could make sense of.”5


Warnings from the Pulpit
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The fears of the girls may have been fanned by a series of sermons that Reverend Parris delivered from the pulpit in January of 1692. He spoke of the Lord’s work that was being carried out in Salem Village. However he warned repeatedly, “it is the main drift of the Devil to pull it all down.”4 He cautioned that the people of Salem Village must constantly be vigilant, for Satan would seize any opportunity to lure them away from God.



Under an Evil Hand
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At first, Reverend Parris and his wife, Elizabeth, thought the girls had an unknown illness. They called in the local doctor and asked his advice. The doctor examined the girls and prescribed an assortment of treatments, but nothing helped. At last, the doctor admitted that he could do no more. He told Reverend Parris that the afflicted girls were clearly “under an evil hand.”6 Somehow, someone had bewitched them. Evil powers were being used against them.

As the weeks passed, Betty and Abigail grew steadily worse. Sometimes they trembled as if frightened. Their bodies twisted uncontrollably. They cried out in pain and screamed that someone was pinching them or pricking them with pins. By this time, witchcraft seemed the only explanation. Reverend Parris spent hours each day praying for help, but the girls grew no better. By the end of January, all of Salem Village knew about the girls’ afflictions. Neighbors stopped by to see for themselves the strange goings-on at the parsonage. The thought of witchcraft frightened them, but it excited them, too. It gave people something to talk about on those long, cold winter evenings.


The Cunning Folk of New England
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During the seventeenth century, the study of medicine was primitive by today’s standards. Doctors had little knowledge of the causes and treatment of disease. When people fell ill, they often turned to local men and women who tried to cure them through the use of herbs and spells. Such persons were known as “cunning folk.” The cunning folk drew upon folk wisdom from Europe and added lore they gathered from the Native Americans and enslaved Africans.
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Medicinal herbs were widely used by the cunning folk to treat illnesses during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This engraving shows a page from a book on herbal medicine by the English botanist and herbalist Nicholas Culpeper (1616–1654).





Late in February, Reverend Parris traveled to Salem Town. While he was away, Mary Sibley, a neighbor, attempted to free the girls from their supposed tormentor. Turning to an old folk remedy against witchcraft, she directed Tituba and John Indian to bake a “witch cake.” The cake was made of rye flour mixed with the girls’ urine. After the cake was baked, John and Tituba fed it to a dog. The witch cake was supposed to help the girls recognize their tormentor.

Reverend Parris was outraged when he learned what had happened. He saw the baking of a witch cake as the devil’s work. He called Mary Sibley into his study and scolded her until she begged forgiveness. From the pulpit, he described what she had done and called on the congregation to vote on whether she should be forgiven. The congregation voted to forgive Mary Sibley with a unanimous show of hands.7

The terrifying signs of witchcraft in Salem Village were spreading. On the same day that John and Tituba baked the witch cake, two more girls reported demonic encounters. Seventeen-year-old Elizabeth Hubbard claimed that a wolf had chased her through the woods. She was certain that the wolf was actually a village woman named Sarah Good, traveling in the beast’s form. Elizabeth also claimed that another woman of the village, Sarah Osborne, pinched and pricked her mercilessly. Twelve-year-old Ann Putnam Jr. announced that Sarah Good had come to her in a dream and tried to make her sign a mysterious book. She was sure it was the devil’s book. Sarah Good wanted her to become the devil’s servant.

Again and again, Reverend Parris asked Betty and Abigail who was pinching and pricking them. If they could name their tormentor, the person could be punished. Parris suggested names to the girls. He may have suggested people in the village who did not attend church regularly or who seemed lazy or quarrelsome. Such an unsavory character, maybe even someone that had formed a pact with the devil, might be causing the girls’ misery.

At last, Betty and Abigail told the Reverend Parris that they had glimpsed the “particular persons hurting of them.”8 They blamed their own servant, Tituba. The men and women of Salem Village took these reports very seriously. They believed that the devil was constantly at work, trying to win souls away from God. Through trickery, the devil convinced ordinary women and men to help him. Female helpers, or disciples, were called witches. Males were known as wizards. When the girls twisted and screamed, most villagers believed that witchcraft caused the attacks. The devil had found disciples in Salem Village. The whole community was in danger.
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This painting shows Tituba in the Parris family kitchen, frightening a group of children with wild stories. The artist depicts Tituba as a woman of African descent, but she probably belonged to the Arawak people native to the Caribbean region.



On Monday, February 29, Ann Putnam’s father and two other men made the long trip to Salem Town. They visited two magistrates, or judges, John Hathorne and Jonathan Corwin. The villagers charged Tituba, Sarah Good, and Sarah Osborne with “suspicion of witchcraft.” According to the charges, there had been “much mischief done [to] Elizabeth Parris, Abigail Williams, Ann Putnam and Elizabeth Hubbard.”9 Judges Hathorne and Corwin ordered the arrest of the three women, who would be held for questioning.

These first three charges of witchcraft began one of the most tragic episodes in the history of colonial America. For nearly seven months, panic and fear swept eastern Massachusetts. Why did Salem Village become the scene of the most destructive witch hunt in North American history? The answer is rooted in the history of witchcraft beliefs and witch hunts in Europe and in the history of Salem Village itself.
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HIGH TREASON AGAINST GOD’S MAJESTY

Before humans began to keep written records (until about 5000 BCE), people had no scientific understanding of the world around them. What was lightning and thunder? Why was the sun sometimes a gentle, life-giving force, and at other times, a destructive force that parched the crops and tree leaves? No one knew why storms or droughts happened. No one could explain why game was sometimes plentiful and at other times so scarce that people starved.

The Dawn of Magic
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Ancient peoples tried to make sense of the natural world that had such power in their lives. They believed that spirits lived in the sun and wind, the rocks and streams. Every living thing had a spirit of its own—fish, deer, wolves, owls, snakes, plants, and trees. Some spirits were kindly, and others were dangerous. Some were cruel to humans when they were angry and generous when they were pleased.

In nearly every ancient society, certain people were thought to have special abilities to communicate with the spirit world. These persons knew how to ask the spirits for favors and to calm them when they were angry. In some cultures, such persons were called shamans or magicians.
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This artwork shows a shaman, or holy man, of the Algonquin people who lived in New England and eastern Canada. Shamans used herbal mixtures, chants, and music to drive out the spirits that were thought to cause illness.



In others, they were regarded as priests or priestesses. They had great power in the community. Often they were both respected and feared.

Ordinary members of the community might also find ways to gain special powers. A variety of rituals evolved, through which people enlisted the help of the spirits to reach their goals. Certain words, spoken under the full moon beside a sacred lake, for example, might heal the sick. Other words, uttered with the proper gestures, were thought to harm one’s enemies. “Good magic” was connected with some objects and “bad magic” with others.

As the centuries passed, three major monotheistic religions arose in the Middle East. Followers of a monotheistic religion worship one supreme deity or god. Judaism emerged about five thousand years ago. Christianity was founded about two thousand years ago, and Islam developed around 600 CE. One thing that the followers of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam had in common was that they all believed in a single god, an all-powerful deity who works for good in the world. However, traces of the old beliefs lingered on. Despite the establishment of new faiths, some people still believed in and practiced ancient forms of magic. In some communities, new and old religions existed side by side.

Christians saw God as the ultimate source of goodness. Yet, despite God’s overarching power for good, they knew that evil and danger stalked the earth. They found the source of the world’s evil in Satan, or the devil. According to Christian beliefs, God and Satan were engaged in a constant struggle for the souls of human beings. The devil tempted humans to forget God’s teachings and to break his commandments. Those who obeyed God and turned the devil aside would be rewarded in Heaven. Those who gave in to the devil’s temptations would suffer eternal punishment in Hell.

During the period known as the Middle Ages (from 500 to 1500 CE), the Roman Catholic Church became a powerful religious and political institution in Western Europe. Few people could read and write. Since they were literate, Catholic monks and priests were seen as knowledgeable and wise. For the common people, life was hard and often brief. A better day in Heaven was the only hope. The Catholic Church promised eternal salvation to those who followed its teachings. It warned of eternal damnation for those who dared to disobey.

From 1347 to 1351, the first in a series of terrible epidemics swept across Europe. Known as the Black Death or the Great Plague, the disease killed as much as one-third of the European population within four years.1 The Italian writer Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–1375) described the catastrophe in his fictional account called The Decameron. “Many who died in their houses were only known to be dead because the neighbors smelled their decaying bodies … Most victims were interred in mass graves … [People] were forced to dig huge trenches, where they buried the bodies by hundreds. Here they stowed them away like bales in the hold of a ship and covered them with a little earth, until the whole trench was full.”2

The plague left society in chaos. Farmers died before they could harvest their crops. Rich landowners died, leaving no one in charge of their properties. People lost faith in the Catholic Church because the monks and priests could do nothing to halt the disaster. Their prayers and blessings could not save anyone. The plague killed holy men, too.


The Black Death
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Most scientists and historians believe that the Black Death was a disease known as bubonic plague. Bubonic plague is carried by fleas that live on the bodies of rats and other rodents. It is passed to humans through the bites of these fleas. Bubonic plague still exists in many parts of the world today, including the southwestern United States, where it is carried by some species of ground squirrel.
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This painting by Baldassarre Calamai (1787–1851) depicts a scene of the Great Plague in Florence, Italy, as it was described by Boccaccio in The Decameron. Outbreaks of the plague ravaged Europe periodically from the 1300s until the late 1600s.



As if the plague were not bad enough, Europe was also wracked by a conflict known today as the Hundred Year’s War. This war was actually a series of conflicts that took place from 1337 to 1453. The combination of plague and warfare shredded the fabric of European society. Landless laborers, known as peasants or serfs, struggled to seize property from the once powerful landlords. New Christian groups, or sects, sprang up, challenging the authority of the Roman Catholic Church.

The Catholic Church fought to maintain its power and church officials violently suppressed the new sects. Members of these newly formed groups were called heretics. A heretic is someone who turns against established rules or beliefs. The church also attacked other supposed enemies, including Jews and Muslim (Islamic) North Africans, or Moors. Anyone who used herbs and spells to cure sickness or even anyone who behaved strangely could be suspected of defying the church’s authority. Under church law, thousands of “enemies of God” were tried and put to death.

The church claimed that anyone who did not follow its teachings was in league with the devil. It accused heretics, healers, and persons with signs of mental illness of practicing witchcraft. The church fanned the fear of witches throughout Europe. By the late fifteenth century, a bloody witch hunt known as the Great Inquisition had begun.

The Great Inquisition
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In 1484, Pope Innocent VIII (1432–1492) issued a statement, or Papal bull, called “Summis Desiderantes Affectibus” (Desiring with Supreme Ardor), to all of the archbishops in Europe:


It has recently come to our ears, … that in some parts of upper Germany, as well as in the provinces … many persons of both sexes, heedless of their own salvation and forsaking the Catholic faith, give themselves over to devils male and female, and, by their incantations, charms, and conjurings … ruin and cause to perish the offspring of women, the foal of animals, the products of the earth, the grapes of vines, and the fruits of trees … that they afflict and torture with dire pains and anguish … that, moreover, they deny with sacrilegious lips the faith they received in Holy Baptism.



The Papal bull called for the punishment of all such persons “according to their deserts.”3

Two years later, a pair of German monks, Heinrich Kramer and Jakob Sprenger, published a massive book called the Malleus Maleficarum. The Latin title means “The Hammer of Witches.” The book sold widely across Europe. Between 1486 and 1669, it was reprinted thirty-four times.

The Malleus Maleficarum described magical charms, spells, and rituals used by women and men who practiced witchcraft. It explained how witches could be recognized and captured. Finally, it instructed how witches should be tortured, tried, and executed. According to the book, “Witchcraft is high treason against God’s Majesty … and so [witches] are to be put to the torture in order to make them confess.”4

Kramer and Sprenger wrote from extensive personal experience. Before their book was published, they had executed some fifty accused witches, mostly by sentencing them to burn at the stake. Their writing was accepted as scholarship at the time. “It is a most certain … opinion that there are sorcerers and witches who by the help of the Devil, on account of a compact which they have entered into with him are able … to produce real and actual evils and harm,” they declared.5 In horrifying detail, they depicted the witches’ bloody rituals: “Certain witches, against the instinct of human nature … are in the habit of devouring and eating infant children … A certain man missed his child from its cradle, and finding a congress of women in the night-time, swore that he saw them kill his child and drink its blood and devour it.”6

According to the book, a witch could leave his or her body. Witches could fly great distances at night and appear in the homes of neighbors or strangers. Through evil magic, a witch could destroy crops, burn houses, and sicken people and livestock.

In 1517, a German cleric named Martin Luther (1483– 1546) nailed some sheets of paper to the door of a church in Wittenberg, Germany. Luther’s paper listed ninety-five criticisms of the Catholic Church. This act of defiance launched a revolutionary movement called the Protestant Reformation. The new Protestant sects challenged many longstanding tenets of Roman Catholicism. However, they fully embraced the church’s beliefs about witchcraft. Luther himself believed that the Devil visited human beings to tempt and torment them or simply to spread mischief.

The Protestant Reformation triggered decades of turmoil across Europe. Throughout the upheaval, the Inquisition went on unabated. The Roman Catholic Church tried and executed witches under Church law. Wherever Protestantism took hold, officials of the new churches used civil, or state, law to convict witches and put them to death. Protestants and Roman Catholics disagreed bitterly over many religious doctrines, but they shared the conviction that the Bible supported their crusade. They referred often to a verse from the Book of Exodus 22: 18, which says, “Thou shalt not suffer [allow] a witch to live.”
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The horrors of the Inquisition are depicted in this engraving by English artist L. C. Stadler. It shows a form of torture in which a victim was suspended in the air with weights attached to the body, causing the spine to fracture.



As Kramer and Sprenger recommended, officials often tortured suspected witches until they confessed. Questioners forced some suspects to sit for hours with their hands twisted behind their backs. Suspects could be kept awake for days on end, hounded with questions. Torturers bent suspects backward and tied them in agonizing positions. This torture was called “tying head to heels.”

According to Sprenger and Kramer, most witches had one or more “familiars.” A familiar was a demon that helped the witch carry out evil projects. It generally took the form of an animal, such as a cat, bird, or snake. The witch fed his or her familiar by letting it suck blood from the witch’s body. For this reason, suspected witches were often examined for the presence of an abnormal bump on any part of the body, from which, it was thought, the familiar could suck blood.

Witchcraft experts believed that a witch could leave his or her body at night and travel freely. The witch might appear to others far away. Sometimes the witch could easily be recognized, but at other times, she or he would appear in the form of an animal. The witch might also appear to a bewitched person in a dream. The report of any such sighting was called spectral evidence. Spectral evidence was the most problematic proof of witchcraft. It was very hard to prove that a witch’s spirit had actually been seen. It was nearly impossible, however, to prove that the witch’s spirit had not appeared.


The Geography of the Inquisition
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In common parlance, the term “Inquisition” is often associated with Spain. Spain executed thousands of men and women for religious heresy, but only a small percentage of these unfortunate persons were accused of practicing witchcraft. Witchcraft accusations and executions were most rampant in Germany and Poland. Scotland had several severe outbreaks of witch hysteria. In England, on the other hand, witchcraft accusations occurred sporadically and seldom reached a fever pitch.7
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Margaret and Philippa Flower, known as the Belvoir Witches, were hanged for witchcraft in England in 1619. This artwork shows three women accused of practicing witchcraft with the sisters, aided by their familiars, an owl, a dog, and a cat.



Sometimes the questioners tested the suspect to determine guilt or innocence. The suspect might be forced to dip a hand into scalding water or to hold a red-hot poker. It was thought that a witch’s skin would not blister.

“Ducking” was the most famous test for witchcraft. The inquisitors tied the suspect’s hands and feet and tossed the person into a deep pond. If the suspect floated, she or he was guilty, because the water rejected the unholy body. The suspect who sank was proved innocent—and, it was hoped, rescued before drowning. One expert on witchcraft explained, “The witch, having made a compact with the Devil, hath renounced her baptism, hence the antipathy between her and water.”8

An accusation of witchcraft did not necessarily lead to a trial. Furthermore, a person tried for witchcraft was not automatically found guilty. Because witchcraft could be so difficult to prove, judges frequently preferred to err on the side of caution. However, if a town became engulfed in a frenzy of witchcraft fear, ordinary restraint was shattered. At such times, a person was almost surely doomed once accused of witchcraft. Even if the suspect confessed under torture, the confession was accepted as proof by the courts. If she or he insisted on innocence, the suspect could be accused of resisting the authorities. One woman in Scotland made this statement to a crowd of onlookers before she went to the gallows: “I declare I am as free of witchcraft as any child … but, being [denounced] by a malicious woman, and put in prison under the name of a witch, disowned by my husband and friends, and seeing no ground of hope of my coming out of prison, or ever coming in credit again … I made up that confession on purpose to destroy my own life, being weary of it, and choosing rather to die than live.”9

After the publication of Malleus Maleficarum, many other scholars and church leaders wrote about witchcraft.
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The dunking stool, depicted in this painting by Charles Stanley Reinhart (1844–1896), was sometimes used to determine whether a suspect was guilty of practicing witchcraft. The accused witch was tied to the stool and submerged in a pond. It was believed that a witch could not drown.



Their works supported and strengthened the public’s deeply held beliefs. To argue against the witch hunts, to question the authority of the church and state, was fraught with danger. Nevertheless, a few courageous physicians raised their voices in protest. They argued that illness, rather than witchcraft, caused convulsions and other symptoms. Their arguments were largely ignored. Established religion carried far more weight than the theories of science.

According to most historians, the inquisition in Europe began in the 1200s and reached its height during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Some historians have claimed that the number of deaths climbed into the hundreds of thousands, and that it probably exceeded one million. The most carefully researched figures show that between forty thousand and fifty thousand people were executed for witchcraft in Europe between 1400 and 1600, when the fervor of the witch hunts began to subside.10 Far more people were imprisoned, tortured, and placed on trial, although they never were executed.

The last documented execution of the Great Inquisition occurred in Spain in 1826. The final victim was a teacher named Caetano Ripoll, who was accused of teaching heresy to his students.
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WITCHES IN THE WILDERNESS

The first English settlers in New England found a land of enormous bounty. The woods teemed with game, and vast schools of fish swam in the coastal waters. Yet the newcomers also met hardship and danger. At times, they lived in a state of constant fear.

“From the hour when the Puritan baby opened his eyes in bleak New England he had a Spartan struggle for life,” one social historian noted. “On the Sunday following his birth he was carried to the meetinghouse to be baptized. When we consider the chill and gloom of those unheated, freezing churches, growing colder and damper and deadlier with every wintry blast-we wonder that grown persons even could weather the exposure. Still more do we marvel that tender babes ever lived through their cruel winter christenings when it is recorded that the ice had to be broken in the christening bowl.”1

Even worse was the constant fear of raids from the Native Americans who lived nearby. The first European settlers in colonial Massachusetts established friendly relations with the local Wampanoag tribe. A Wampanoag chief named Massasoit helped the struggling Plymouth Colony survive its first year. Together the colonists and their Wampanoag rescuers shared a feast of celebration. The story of the great feast is remembered each November in the holiday called Thanksgiving.
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In Europe and the North American colonies, harvest feasts were commonly held in the fall. In 1621, the colonists at Plymouth, Massachusetts, known today as the Pilgrims, feasted with the Wampanoag people who helped them through their first year.



As the colonial population grew, however, relations between the colonists and the Wampanoag became strained. Colonists pushed relentlessly into Wampanoag territory. By 1675, the English colonists had crowded the Wampanoag off most of their land. The way of life of the Wampanoag was steadily being destroyed.

Metacom, a chief of the Wampanoags, formed an alliance with the neighboring Nipmuck, Pocumtuck, and Narragansett tribes. The united tribes worked together to resist the European settlers. During the fourteen-month conflict known as King Philip’s War, bands of warriors attacked towns along the Connecticut River in western Massachusetts. Both colonists and native people suffered heavy losses. The war finally ended when Metacom was killed in August 1 676. However, hostilities continued to flare for the next thirty years. Because the Wampanoag and other indigenous people were not Christians, the settlers regarded them as servants of the devil.

The Hand of the Devil
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Most of the early English settlers in Massachusetts belonged to a religious group called the Puritans. In colonial New England, they hoped to create an ideal society based upon God’s commandments and Christ’s teachings. They believed that life should be dedicated to the worship of

God, and they were convinced that the devil was always looking for chances to lead people astray. Dancing, games, fancy clothes, and lively music were invitations to Satan. So were quarrels, spitefulness, and jealousy. The humorist H. L. Mencken once defined Puritanism as “the haunting fear that someone, somewhere, may be happy.”2


King Philip
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Metacom (1638–1676) was the son of Massasoit, the Wampanoag chief who once befriended the Plymouth colonists. Because of his bold character, the Puritans nicknamed him King Philip. Like his father, Metacom tried to maintain good relations with the Europeans. Relations deteriorated, however, as the growing European population forced the Wampanoag out of their traditional territory. At the end of King Philip’s War, Metacom was killed and beheaded. His head was mounted on a pole, where it remained for twenty years. Metacom’s wife and son were shipped to Bermuda and sold as slaves.



Everyone in the Puritan towns and villages was expected to attend church services. Yet only a handful of people were considered full-fledged church members, sometimes referred to as the “visible saints.” To become a church member, a man or woman had to be sober, lawabiding, hardworking, and, preferably, well-to-do. As a final step, the person had to present a “conversion narrative” to the church’s pastor. The conversion narrative was an account of the prospective member’s spiritual life. It was intended to show that the person had been granted God’s grace. Church members held most of the political power in the community.3
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When they walked through the forest, the early Puritans lived in fear of attack from wolves, bears, and Native Americans. The image of the Puritan husband carrying a musket on the way to church became popular in the nineteenth century.
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German artist Hans Baldung (1484–1545) created this woodcut, later known as The Bewitched Groom, which shows an old witch cackling on the right as a horse looks back at a fallen man. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, any kind of misfortune, such as an illness or injury, may have been attributed to witchcraft.



The ministers promised the Puritans that God would keep them safe if they lived according to His divine laws. Yet no matter how fervently they prayed, the world remained a treacherous place, full of illness, accidents, and other perils. When tragedy struck, Puritan men and women looked for explanations. Perhaps a baby died because God was angry with the parents for failing to go to church. Perhaps a witch or wizard had sickened the baby. If illness or bad luck followed a dispute with a neighbor, witchcraft was a strong possibility. Perhaps the neighbor had gained supernatural powers by making a pact with Satan. When angry, the neighbor might cast a spell to cause harm.


Witchcraft Before Salem
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Salem wasn’t the first place people were accused of witchcraft in New England. In 1662, a witch hunt began in Hartford, Connecticut, when John and Bethia Kelly accused a neighbor of causing the death of their eight-year-old daughter. A witch panic swept the town. Seven people were tried for witchcraft, and four were executed. At least ninety-three women and men were tried for witchcraft in Connecticut and Massachusetts before the Salem outbreak. Sixteen of these suspects were convicted and hanged.4



In 1647, a deadly epidemic broke out near Windsor, Connecticut. People accused Alice (Alse) Young of using witchcraft to cause the epidemic. Young was tried, convicted, and hanged. She is thought to be the first person executed for witchcraft in the English colonies.

As was true in Europe, many accused witches were acquitted in the colonies. Even those found guilty were not always put to death. In 1679, John Stiles of Newbury, Massachusetts, began to have strange episodes referred to as “fits.” A witness reported that sometimes he was “flung about in such a manner as they feared that his brains would have been beaten out.” He screamed that someone or something was pricking him and tried to throw himself into the fire. Now and then, he barked like a dog. He even tried to eat sticks, ashes, and yarn.5 He accused his grandmother, Elizabeth Morse, of bewitching him. She was convicted and sentenced to die, but her husband pleaded on her behalf, and the colonial legislature was unwilling to carry out the sentence. Lawmakers delayed the hanging and eventually Elizabeth Morse was released from jail.

Another accused witch was a Salem Town woman named Bridget Bishop. In 1680, a farmer named Samuel Gray accused her of entering his room at night in spectral form and sitting on his chest. Bridget Bishop was found not guilty. Robert Calef, who wrote an account of the Salem witchcraft trials in 1700, stated that “upon his deathbed [Gray] testified his sorrow and repentance for such accusations, as being wholly groundless.”6 Nevertheless, Bishop never quite lived down the accusation.

The Cursed Goodwin Children

[image: ]

One famous witchcraft trial took place in Boston in 1688. A thirteen-year-old girl, Martha Goodwin, went to the local laundress to collect the family’s washing. When she looked at the bundle of clean clothes, she noticed that some items were missing. Martha accused the laundress of stealing. The laundress was furious. Her mother, an Irish woman known as the Widow Glover, joined the argument. Glover cursed at Martha and told her she would suffer for making false accusations.

A few days later, Martha Goodwin had strange fits. Three of her younger brothers and sisters were soon afflicted as well. Reverend Cotton Mather observed the children, especially Martha, and wrote at length about everything he saw. According to Mather, the Goodwin children “would fly like geese, and be carried with an incredible swiftness, having but just their toes now and then upon the ground, sometimes not once in twenty feet, and their arms waved like the wings of a bird.”7 Glover was convicted of bewitching the children. She confessed to the crime and was hanged.

The story of the Goodwin children was known throughout New England. By the winter of 1692, Betty Parris and Abigail Williams may have heard the strange and frightening tale. The case of the Widow Glover helped set the stage for the witchcraft trials in Salem. Yet many other factors also prepared the way for the tragedy that began to unfold in Reverend Parris’s kitchen.
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NEIGHBOR AGAINST NEIGHBOR

In 1682, Jeremiah Watts, a Salem Village resident, wrote a letter to George Burroughs, the village minister. Watts described how the villagers were resentful and belligerent. “Brother is against brother and neighbors [are] against neighbors,” he wrote, “all quarreling and smiting one another.”1 The atmosphere that Watts described was fertile ground for the witchcraft crisis that flared in Salem Village ten years later.

Divisions and Contentions

[image: ]

In 1620, the Pilgrims founded Plymouth Colony on the coast of present-day Massachusetts. Eight years later, in 1628, a merchant named Roger Conant established a small settlement on the coast farther north. He named it Salem. Perched on a neck of land, Salem overlooked a fine harbor. Conant and his followers hoped it would become a thriving center of trade.

Soon, Salem prospered. Merchant ships brought molasses from the West Indies and textiles from England. They carried away timber from the New England forests and dried cod from the fisheries along the coast. The town expanded quickly. In 1639, the General Court, the governing body in Boston, allowed Salem to spread westward to the Ipswich River. Salem residents were given land that they could clear for farming. The outlying settlement, which remained part of Salem Town, was called Salem Farms.

Salem Farms began as a scattered collection of houses surrounded by woods and fields. It had no church, no courthouse, and no village square where people could gather. For business and worship, the Salem Farmers had to make the long journey back to Salem Town. They paid taxes to Salem Town and attended church services there on Sundays. Town officials, called selectmen, set the prices that Salem Farmers could charge for grain in the Salem Town market. As the years passed, many people in Salem Farms grew discontented with what they felt was their second-class status.

For some of the Salem Farms families, the trip to attend church each Sunday was nearly impossible. As devoted


The Salem Town Watch
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Men from Salem Farms were required to serve on the Salem Town Watch, an unpaid police force. They had to make the long journey into town and patrol the streets, all without pay. No one from Salem Town helped protect the people of Salem Farms. In 1669, two men from Salem Farms rebelled, refusing to serve on the Salem Town Watch. They were forced to make a public apology.



Puritans, they felt that church attendance was an essential part of life, and they were distressed when they could not attend because of snow and ice. Many of the people of Salem Farms longed for a meetinghouse of their own. They wanted their own minister, who could preach to them on Sundays and counsel them in times of need. Again and again, the Salem Farmers asked Salem Town to let them build a meetinghouse, but every time they raised the issue, their request was ignored.

The matter came to a head in 1669, when taxes were raised to pay for a new Salem Town meetinghouse. A group from Salem Farms refused to pay the tax “unless you likewise of the Town will share with us when we shall build [a meetinghouse] for ourselves.”2

The request was turned down, but the Salem farmers refused to give up.

After three more years of pleas and refusals from Salem Farms, the Salem Town selectmen finally agreed to let Salem Farms build a meetinghouse. The meetinghouse served as a spiritual center for the scattered farming community. By the time Salem Town authorized the meetinghouse late in 1672, the name Salem Farms had changed to Salem Village.

The new meetinghouse spared the villagers the long trip into Salem Town on Sundays. However, it created a fresh set of problems. The village had to choose a minister. Who should make this important choice? Since the minister would serve the whole village, perhaps all of the village’s voting men should make the selection. On the other hand, the village’s church members felt that they alone should have the final say. After all, church members were the most powerful and respected people in the community.
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Built in 1672, the first meetinghouse in Salem Village stood near the corner of Hobart and Forest Streets in present-day Danvers. The original building was replaced in 1701.



The first Salem Village minister, James Bayley, was chosen by a general vote of all the Village men. From the beginning, the church members resented the choice and the way it had been made. Over the next seven years, some factions in the village supported Bayley while others pushed to dismiss him. At last, Bayley resigned and moved to Connecticut, weary of what he called “uncomfortable divisions and contentions.”3

The next two ministers in Salem Village fared no better. George Burroughs was appointed in 1680. He served the village for only three years. When he left, the village still owed him most of his salary. Burroughs was followed by Deodat Lawson, who held on until 1688. He, too, left after years of wrangling.

None of the first three Salem Village ministers had been ordained. To be ordained, a minister needed the approval of a body of ministers from several established churches. Only an ordained minister could baptize babies and perform the Christian ceremony known as Communion. In the Communion ritual, church members eat bread and drink wine from a shared cup. The bread and wine represent the body and blood of Jesus Christ. For the Puritans, taking Communion was an extremely important part of worship.

Samuel Parris was the fourth minister to arrive in Salem Village. He and his family settled into the parsonage in 1689. Like Bayley, Burroughs, and Lawson, Parris was chosen by the village’s voters rather than by its church members. The voters also decided that the new minister should be ordained. Parris’s ordination made the Salem Village meetinghouse a true church. Within a year, fifty-three men and women of the village—about one-fourth of its adult population—had become village church members. Reverend Samuel Parris seemed to be off to a splendid start. However, the surge in membership did not ensure that Samuel Parris would have an easy time in Salem Village. When Parris was offered his position, he spent months negotiating his salary and other benefits. A village committee finally agreed to give ownership of the parsonage and two acres of land to the Parris family. The decision swept aside an ordinance passed by the committee in 1681, by which the parsonage belonged to the village forever. The court record granting the parsonage to the Parris family simply declared that the earlier law “is hereby made void and of no effect.”4 Many villagers felt that Samuel Parris had no right to own the parsonage; they thought he should only be allowed to live there while he served as minister. The controversy started Parris’s ministry on a jarring note. It helped to establish two factions that were fiercely opposed to one another. One faction supported Samuel Parris, and the other was against him. Like the village ministers before him, Reverend Parris was headed for trouble.

Arguments and feuds are part of life for people nearly everywhere. However, the uncertain status of Salem Village added to its troubles. The village had no courthouse or governing body, so disputes had to be settled in Salem Town. Furthermore, some villagers felt greater loyalty to Salem Town than did others. The situation was a recipe for grievances and bitterness.

The Putnams and the Porters were two of the most influential families in Salem Village. The Porters owned land on the eastern edge of the village, the side closest to Salem Town. Although they did some farming, they were mainly involved in trade. The Putnams, on the other hand, were farmers who owned land on the northwestern side of Salem Village. Most of the Putnams attended the Salem Village church, and a number of them were church members.

Considering their differences, it is not surprising that tension arose between the Porter and Putnam families. Court records show that Thomas Putnam brought a lawsuit against John Porter in 1672. Putnam complained that a dam at one of Porter’s sawmills flooded the access road to his farm. The flooding was so severe that the road was impassable for months at a time. “To be this long kept prisoner,” Putnam told the court, “will be the way to ruin me and mine forever.”5

The Putnams had problems with other Salem Village families as well. For years, they were tangled in a boundary dispute with a neighbor, Francis Nurse. They sued George Burroughs to repay his debt after he borrowed money to pay for his wife’s funeral. (Burroughs had to borrow money because the village had failed to pay him most of his salary.)

Though they had enemies in both Salem Town and Salem Village, the Putnams also had strong allies. They were especially loyal to Samuel Parris.

The Rulers and the Ruled
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Massachusetts was an English colony. However, for decades in the late seventeenth century, it enjoyed a generous share of self-government. England allowed Massachusetts to choose its own leaders, levy its own taxes, and set its own prices on trade goods. The colonists were also free to buy and sell land as they saw fit.

In July 1685, a ship sailed into Boston Harbor bearing terrible news. The year before, King Charles II had revoked the royal charter that allowed these rights. A newly crowned king, James II, had appointed a royal governor, Sir Edmund Andros. He would have authority over a vast territory called the Dominion of New England. Andros’s territory sprawled from Maine to parts of present-day New Jersey.

Andros quickly lived up to the worst fears of the Massachusetts colonists. Only local decisions were within the colonists’ control. The English Crown claimed ownership of all of their land. The crown would lease its land to the colonists for a fee. Families who had worked their own farms for generations suddenly found that they were landless tenants.

Appalled by these changes, the people of Massachusetts sent one of their most trusted leaders to plead for them in London. Their ambassador was Increase Mather, a Boston minister and scholar.

In London, Increase Mather began negotiating for a return to the old charter. Meanwhile, the people in the Dominion of New England grew impatient. In the fall of 1689, rebels in Boston overcame the red-coated soldiers Andros had brought from England. The rebels jailed Andros. The governor was helpless, leaving Massachusetts with no government at all.

As New England waited for word from London, Algonquin war parties attacked settlements in Maine and New Hampshire. Raiders struck isolated farms along the Merrimac River in Massachusetts. When the nearby town of Rowley was attacked, people in Salem Village were terrified. They feared that they would be next.

In this troubled time, rumors of witchcraft bubbled to the surface. In September 1691, Mary Randall was arrested for witchcraft and questioned in Springfield, Massachusetts. She was released on bail. A month later, Martha Sparks of Chelmsford, Massachusetts, was also charged with witchcraft. She was sent to jail in Boston to await trial. With the colony in chaos, no one had the authority to try the case.6
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Increase Mather was a highly respected intellectual and religious leader in Puritan Massachusetts. Although he never doubted that witches practiced evil magic and did the devil’s bidding, he finally declared that it would be better to let witches live than to execute innocent people in error.



Far away in England, William of Orange from the Netherlands succeeded King James. Increase Mather had to begin his negotiations again with a brand-new ruler. King William made it clear that he would never restore the old charter to Massachusetts, and Mather was forced to accept a compromise.


Father and Son
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Increase Mather (1639–1723) and his son, Cotton Mather (1663–1728), were highly influential Puritan ministers in colonial Massachusetts. Increase Mather was president of Harvard College from 1681 to 1701. He also served as minister of the North Church in Boston. He wrote two books on witchcraft, Memorable Providences (1684) and Cases of Conscience Concerning Evil Spirits (1692).

After graduating from Harvard College, Cotton Mather took over as minister of the North Church. He was a prolific writer of books on religious topics, promoting a return to the strict Puritan practices of earlier generations. He also had an interest in the sciences. He conducted experiments to develop hybrid corn, and he promoted the practice of inoculation to prevent smallpox. In 1689, Cotton Mather published Memorable Providences, recounting the affliction of the Goodwin children in Boston and the trial for witchcraft of the Widow Glover.



The colonists would once again have the right to pass their own laws and levy their own taxes. Titles to their land would be returned to them. However, the king would appoint the governor of the colony. And, to Mather’s dismay, non-church members would now be allowed to hold office. The new charter was a big step toward offering religious freedom to Protestants who were not Puritans. “It is not so bad,” Mather wrote about the new charter. “Take it with all its faults and it is not so bad but when I left New England the inhabitants … would gladly have parted with many a thousand pounds to have obtained one so good.”7

The king favored the idea of appointing Sir Edmund Andros governor once more. Increase Mather convinced him that Andros’s reappointment would trigger an angry uprising. Mather convinced the king to appoint Sir William Phips, who was already well-known to the colonists, to serve as the new governor of Massachusetts. Phips grew up on a struggling farm in the Maine wilderness. (At that time, Maine was part of the Massachusetts colony.) Cotton Mather later described Phips’s early home as “a despicable plantation on the river of the Kennebec.” Phips became a carpenter and moved to Boston, where he married the daughter of a wealthy family. According to Mather, he promised her that someday she would live in “a fair brick house in the Green Lane of Boston.”8

Eventually, Phips became a ship’s captain, and on a voyage to the West Indies he discovered a sunken Spanish ship loaded with treasure. He and his crew raised six tons of gold, silver, and jewels. After he turned over most of the treasure to the Crown, he was knighted and became Sir William Phips.
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Sometimes known as Pirate Phips, Sir William Phips lived an extraordinary life. He grew up in poverty, became a sea captain, discovered a lost Spanish treasure in the Caribbean, was knighted by the King of England, and ended up as Royal Governor of New England.



Sir William Phips and Increase Mather sailed for Boston in the spring of 1692. Phips was deeply committed to the people of New England. “I knew that if God had a people … it was here,” he stated, “and I resolved to rise and fall with them.”9 Yet, as his ship drew near the New England coast, Phips had no hint of the challenge that awaited him. He could not have guessed that his first duty as governor would be to handle a witchcraft outbreak in Salem Village.
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GUILTY UNTIL PROVEN INNOCENT

On the morning of March 1, 1692, the two magistrates from Salem Town, John Hathorne and Jonathan Corwin, traveled to Salem Village. The village was in an uproar. Noisy spectators crowded into the meetinghouse to witness the questioning of the accused witches. They watched as Sarah Good, the first of the three suspects, was led to the front of the room.

Ensnared by the Devil
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Goody Good, as she was called in the village, had been born into a well-to-do family, but she had fallen on hard times. Her husband seldom worked, and the family was often homeless. Good had begged door-to-door for food for herself and her children. People said she muttered curses if they did not give her enough.

A basic principle of English Common Law is that a suspect is presumed innocent until proven guilty. Judges Corwin and Hathorne did not work from this premise. Hathorne’s first question to Sarah Good assumed her guilt. “Sarah Good,” he asked, “what evil spirit have you familiarity with?”

“None,” Sarah Good replied.

Hathorne was not satisfied. “Have you made no contract with the devil?” he pursued. When Sarah Good said “No,” the magistrate asked her, “Why do you hurt these children?”

Sarah Good held her ground. “I do not hurt them,” she stated. “I scorn it.”

Judge Hathorne tried a different strategy. “What creature do you employ then?” he wanted to know.

Sarah Good did not waver. “No creature,” she told him, “but I am falsely accused.”1

Judge Hathorne then questioned William Good, Sarah Good’s husband. Rather than defending his wife, William spoke against her. He told the judges “that he was afraid that she either was a witch or would be one very quickly.”2 He had never seen her perform witchcraft, he admitted, but there was something devilish in her behavior toward him. Furthermore, he pointed out, she had a small wart near her right shoulder that might very well be the place where a familiar sucked her blood.

For final proof, Judge Hathorne turned to the four bewitched girls. He asked them if Sarah Good was one of the persons who tormented them. The girls cried out that she was. As if to prove their point, they began to scream, choke, and writhe until the courtroom was in chaos.

Seeing the girls in agony and hearing their shrieks, the spectators and the judges reached a firm conclusion. Sarah Good was to blame. The judges ordered her back to jail and called in the next suspect, Sarah Osborne.

Like Sarah Good, Sarah Osborne was an outsider in Salem Village. She had shocked the villagers by marrying one of her servants. She seldom went to church, claiming that she was ill. A complicated legal case over the inheritance of a piece of land had put her at odds with the powerful Putnam family.

Now Sarah Osborne, a frail old woman, stood before the judges. Again, Judge Hathorne asked the suspect questions. Again, the accused witch denied that she had ever hurt the girls. For a second time, the girls were asked to look at the accused. Their fits broke out afresh, as noisy and violent as before. Sarah Osborne was taken to join Sarah Good in jail.

It was time to question the last of the suspected witches, the slave known as Tituba. At first, she, too, denied practicing witchcraft. As Judge Hathorne persisted, however, she suddenly burst out with an astonishing story. She declared that the devil had sent his messengers to speak with her. They came to her in the forms of a pig, two cats, and a big black dog. The devil’s messengers urged her to hurt the girls, threatening to harm her if she refused. At last, she gave in, though she stated, “I am very sorry for it.” Tituba claimed she took an aerial journey with Sarah Good and Sarah Osborne to the Putnam house. “I ride upon a stick or pole, and Good and Osborne behind me. We ride taking hold of one another, and [I] don’t know how we go for I saw no trees nor path, but presently there we were up.”3 The spectral shapes of two other women and a man from Boston were also involved.

The judges and the spectators listened in amazement. Even the girls fell silent, spellbound by Tituba’s tale. Here at last was the evidence everyone had waited to hear. The devil walked among them. Tituba had seen him with her own eyes. Satan had ensnared three village women and tormented four innocent girls. Where would he strike next? Was anyone truly safe?


How Do Historians Know What They Know?
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During the witchcraft hearings and the trials that followed, judges and other leading men of the community carefully wrote down every word of testimony. Some nine hundred fifty transcripts have survived to this day, and the original documents are preserved in Salem and Boston. The minister Deodat Lawson and several other eyewitnesses wrote accounts of the witch hunt, which provide invaluable information. Nearly all of the trial transcripts and other original documents have been digitized. They are available to the public at the University of Virginia’s Salem Witch Trials Documentary Archive website.4



Dorcas was not Ann’s only tormentor. Ann announced that the spectral shape of a village woman named Martha Corey had also pinched her and pricked her. This was alarming news. Unlike the other accused witches, Martha Corey was a member of the village church. Two church members, Ezekiel Cheever and Edward Putnam, decided to have a talk with Corey. Edward Putnam was Ann Putnam’s uncle.
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After the witchcraft accusations began in 1692, Martha Corey voiced her suspicion that the afflicted girls were lying. When she herself was accused, she continued to insist upon her innocence.



Before they headed to the Corey farm, Cheever and Putnam questioned Ann about Martha Corey’s visits. They asked what clothes Corey had been wearing when Ann saw her. If they found her wearing the clothes Ann described, then Corey’s guilt was assured. Ann, however, was of no help. As Cheever later wrote, she told them that the specter blinded her so she couldn’t describe Corey’s clothing.5

When the men arrived, Martha Corey seemed to be expecting them. She even guessed that they were investigating the story that she was a witch. To the men’s amazement, she asked if they had come to see what clothes she was wearing. To them, it was as if she magically knew what they were thinking and planning. Martha Corey seemed calm. Her boldness and her mysterious knowledge convinced the men that she probably was a witch. Her church membership made no difference. The devil had slipped into the church itself!

Still another specter haunted Ann Putnam Jr. It began tormenting her mother and the family servant, Mercy Lewis, as well. Abigail Williams also claimed to have seen it. Mercy Lewis and Ann Putnam Sr. asked Ann Jr. if she could identify this latest specter. After some thought Ann named another church member, Rebecca Nurse.

A feeble woman of seventy-one, Rebecca Nurse was beloved by her large family and highly respected in the village. However, her mother had once been suspected of witchcraft, though she was never taken to trial. Was it possible that Rebecca Nurse, so gentle and pious, might be a witch, herself?

Four friends and supporters went to the Nurse farm to tell Rebecca Nurse of the accusations against her. Among them were Israel and Elizabeth Porter, longtime foes of the Putnam family. They described their visit in a detailed letter, which they presented, to the court. Rebecca Nurse was pleased to see them and had no idea why they had come. She even told them she had been praying for the afflicted girls. When her friends explained the reason for their visit, she proclaimed her innocence, but she quietly assumed that the accusation was God’s punishment for some past sin she must have committed.6

Dorcas Good, Martha Corey, and Rebecca Nurse were all arrested and questioned in the village meetinghouse. Whenever they looked at their accusers, the afflicted girls howled, twisted, choked, and screamed. They shouted that a band of witches was mustering in front of the meetinghouse, and Deodat Lawson noted that they asked Corey, “Did she not hear the drum beat?”7 Swept up by the girls’ distress, the spectators cried and screamed as well.


Seen But Not Heard
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In Puritan New England, girls and young women were expected to be quiet and reserved. Even girls as young as Abigail Williams and Ann Putnam Jr. had chores at home that filled their days. Now, they shrieked and writhed and raced about and neglected their household duties. Instead of being punished for creating a disturbance, the girls were comforted and fussed over. Jonathan Corwin, John Hathorne, and other leading men of the community asked them careful questions and wrote down everything they said. Surely the afflicted girls of Salem Village had never had such lavish attention in all their lives.



The pandemonium in the meetinghouse was viewed as evidence that the three newest suspects were guilty. They, too, were taken to jail to await trial.

Not everyone in Salem believed that evil witches tormented the village girls. One of the doubters was a farmer named John Proctor. He told a neighbor that the afflicted girls “should rather be had to the whipping post, [for] if they were let alone so we should all be devils and witches quickly.” When his sixteen-year-old servant-girl, Mary Warren, was taken with fits, Proctor had no patience. He told his neighbor that “when she was first taken with fits he kept her close to the [spinning] Wheel & threatened to thresh her, & then she had no more fits.”8 When her fits disappeared, Mary asked the congregation to give a prayer of thanks. She was even heard to comment that “the afflicted persons did but dissemble [lie].”9
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A “bewitched” girl writhes on the floor as the accused woman denies the allegations. The witchcraft trials provided high drama, and townspeople flocked to the courtroom to watch each interrogation. Courtroom scenes were noisy affairs. Sometimes the horrifying shrieks and moans of the afflicted girls could be heard outside the meetinghouse.



The Raging Avalanche
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The Sunday after Martha Corey and Rebecca Nurse were arrested, Samuel Parris delivered a passionate sermon entitled, “Christ Knows How Many Devils There Are in His Churches, and Who They Are,” Parris warned that members of the church had become devils by working with Satan.10 Reverend Parris had barely begun to preach when a woman rose from her pew, walked out of the church, and slammed the door behind her. She was Sarah Cloyce, the younger sister of Rebecca Nurse. Sarah Cloyce paid a heavy price for her act of defiance. On April 4, Cloyce, like her sister, was arrested for witchcraft.

The afflicted girls had warned that a small army of witches was mustering in Salem Village. Now it seemed that more and more people in and around Salem Village heard the dreadful drumbeat. Seventeen-year-old Mary Walcott had fits. Two married women in their thirties, Bathshua Pope and Sarah Bibber, reported being pinched and tormented. Men, too, were among the afflicted. John Indian, the husband of the suspected witch Tituba, began to shriek and writhe. Farmer Benjamin Gould claimed that he woke one night to find the spectral forms of several witches hovering around his bed. Among them he recognized Martha Corey and her eighty-year-old husband, Giles. He also saw John and Elizabeth Proctor, and the sisters Rebecca Nurse and Sarah Cloyce. Soon Giles Corey and the Proctors were arrested and locked in jail with the others.

Mary Warren had stated that the afflicted persons dissembled, meaning that they had lied. Perhaps the girls wanted to punish her. Soon several of the afflicted girls as well as John Indian accused Mary of hurting them. Mary Warren, who had been among the afflicted only days before, found herself being questioned by the magistrates. As she declared her innocence, the afflicted girls shrieked and broke into violent convulsions. Overcome, Mary fainted. “I will tell, I will tell,” she muttered as she regained consciousness.11 Yet she could not explain what she wanted to reveal. She seemed to be choking, and she spoke no words. She was sent to jail, where her own torments resumed in full force. An accused witch, she was also among the afflicted.

When a few stones and clumps of snow begin to tumble down a mountainside, they can gather force and speed. Boulders and great masses of snow rush downhill in a deadly avalanche. In much the same way, the witchcraft accusations gathered momentum. They reached beyond Salem Village into the neighboring communities. Bridget Bishop was arrested in Salem Town. Three women from Topsfield were arrested—Sarah Wildes and Abigail and Deliverance Hobbs, a mother and stepdaughter. In Andover, Martha Carrier was arrested for shaking and threatening eleven-year-old Phebe Chandler while in spectral form. Lydia Dustin of Reading, Susanna Martin of Amesbury, and Dorcas Hoar and Sarah Morrell of Beverly were all arrested. They were accused of tormenting Mary Walcott, Mercy Lewis, Abigail Williams, Ann Putnam Jr., Elizabeth Hubbard, and a newly afflicted girl named Susanna Sheldon.12

The most astonishing accusation of all came from Abigail Williams and Ann Putnam in late April. One day, Ann suddenly cried out, “Oh, dreadful! dreadful! here is a minister come! What! Are ministers witches too?”13 Abigail Williams described the torturing specter of a small dark man. Both girls declared that their latest tormentor was none other than former Salem Village minister George Burroughs.

By this time, Burroughs had a new congregation in Wells, Maine. He had never met the girls who accused him. Nevertheless, constables set out for Maine to make their arrest. Soon, George Burroughs, once the most important man in Salem Village, sat in the Salem Town jail.

In most cases, the afflicted swore that the accused hurt them and tried to make them sign the devil’s book. During the hearings, they screamed and twisted whenever the accused spoke or looked their way. In nearly every case, the accused claimed to be innocent of witchcraft. Some said that the girls were only inventing stories and pretending to be hurt. “Oh! You are liars,” Dorcas Hoar told the afflicted girls during her hearing. “God will stop the mouths of liars.” When the magistrate tried to silence her she insisted, “I will speak the truth as long as I live.”14

The accused witches gained nothing by pleading innocence. The magistrates had no sympathy. They believed that the suspects were simply hiding their guilt. The jails filled, and the avalanche gathered power.
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THE DEVIL ON TRIAL

Sir William Phips reached Boston in May 1692, ready to begin his duties as royal governor. He learned of the witchcraft crisis almost as soon as he stepped ashore. “Some scores of poor people were taken with preternatural torments, some scalded with brimstone, some had pins stuck in their flesh, others hurried into the fire and water and some [were] dragged out of their houses and carried over the tops of trees and hills for many miles together,” he wrote later.1

Admissible Evidence
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Twenty-two people had been accused of witchcraft in April. Thirty-nine more suspects were imprisoned in May.2 The jails in Boston, Salem, and Ipswich were overflowing. Each accused witch had to be tried by a judge and jury. The colonial courts could not handle such a flood of cases. The justice system was at a standstill, waiting for the new governor to determine how to proceed.

As a former sea captain and soldier, Phips was used to making quick decisions. Now, he took immediate action. He appointed a special court called a Court of Oyer and Terminer. The terms “oyer” and “terminer” come from French words meaning “to hear and decide.” By English tradition, such courts could be appointed in haste during times of crisis. Phips later wrote that “the loud cries and clamors of the friends of the afflicted people” pressured him to appoint the court.3 Thomas Putnam and his supporters wanted to see justice served.

On May 27, 1692, Phips called for forty jurors. All of the jurors were men, although nearly all of the accused were women. Phips also appointed nine judges to rule in the upcoming trials. Among them were John Hathorne, Jonathan Corwin, Samuel Sewall, Nathaniel Saltonstall, and Bartholomew Gedney. The chief judge was William Stoughton, a longtime friend of Increase Mather and Cotton Mather.

All of the evidence gathered at the hearings and other investigations was used in the witchcraft trials. The defendants had no lawyers to speak for them. However, each accused person was allowed to testify on his or her own behalf. The defendants could also call witnesses who they thought would speak in their favor. The judges questioned the defendants and the witnesses, and they gave instructions to the jury. The jury heard the evidence and decided if a defendant was guilty or innocent. If the jury found the accused guilty, the judges passed the sentence. Witchcraft was a capital crime under English law, and New England courts followed English law. Anyone found guilty of practicing witchcraft could be put to death.

The judges thought carefully about admissible evidence, the evidence that would be accepted in court. They read scholarly works about witchcraft. One of these was a book by Cotton Mather, Memorable Providences. Mather’s book described in detail the case of the afflicted Goodwin children. This case, tried four years earlier in Boston, had sent the Widow Glover to the gallows.

From the beginning, the judges agreed that the discovery of a wart or mole was important evidence against a suspect. Any such mark suggested that the suspect had a familiar. Another type of evidence to be used was referred to as “mischief following anger.” If a neighbor quarreled with the accused and suffered misfortune shortly afterwards, this was a sign of witchcraft.

The hardest question facing the judges was the use of spectral evidence. How could anyone prove that it was really the specter of the accused who tormented the afflicted? Suppose the devil could appear in the form of an innocent person? If this were possible, then the devil might torment people while disguised as a person who was completely blameless. After struggling with this difficult issue, the judges concluded “the devil could not assume the shape of an innocent person in doing mischief to mankind.”4 Satan could only take a person’s shape, they decided, if that person allowed it to happen. Armed with this conclusion, the judges were ready to believe whatever the afflicted said in court about their spectral tormentors.
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Suspected witches were examined carefully for warts or moles. It was believed that a familiar sucked blood from a witch’s body, so the possession of a mole was regarded as indisputable proof that a person was a witch.



At the end of May, the judges ordered nine suspects to be moved from Boston to the jail in Salem Town. The Court of Oyer and Terminer was held in the Town House, one of Salem Town’s most imposing buildings. The first nine suspects to be tried were John and Elizabeth Proctor, Susanna Martin, Alice Parker, Rebecca Nurse, Bridget Bishop, John Willard, Sarah Good, and Tituba. (Sarah Osborne had died in jail of natural causes.) All except Tituba swore that they were innocent. Because she had confessed, Tituba was kept apart from the others. The judges hoped she would give evidence against her fellow witches and wizards.

On June 2, Bridget Bishop was led to the courtroom. Spectators crowded the streets to see her pass by. When she glanced toward the empty meetinghouse, a great crash was heard from inside. Cotton Mather described the incident: “The people, at the noise, running in, found a board, which was strongly fastened with several nails, transported into another quarter of the house.”5 The villagers believed that, by some dreadful demonic power, Bridget Bishop had torn the board loose and made it fall.

Bridget Bishop had already been tried for witchcraft and acquitted twelve years before. She often quarreled with her neighbors, and she had few friends in the town. Now, an indictment claimed that she “hurt, tortured, afflicted, pined, consumed, wasted and tormented” Mercy Lewis, Ann Putnam Jr., Abigail Williams, Elizabeth Hubbard, and Mary Walcott.6 Just as they had at the hearings, the girls shrieked and moaned when Bishop looked at them. They fell to the floor of the courtroom, twitching and writhing as if they were in agony. According to Cotton Mather, “There was little [need] to prove the witchcraft, it being evident and notorious to all beholders.”7

Next, the court heard the testimony of ten persons who had long suspected Bridget Bishop of being a witch. A farmer named William Stacey reported that his cart had collapsed for no apparent reason as he passed Bridget Bishop on the road. A dyer and hatmaker, Samuel Shattuck, explained that twelve years ago, Bridget Bishop had quarreled with his wife. Shortly afterward, his four-year-old son Samuel Jr. had seizures. Doctors told him that his son had been bewitched.8

One of the strangest tales came from a builder named John Bly. He swore that seven years before, in 1685, he and his fifteen-year-old son were hired to demolish a cellar wall in Bishop’s home. Hidden in a crack, they found poppets, or dolls, made of rags with pins stuck in them.9 To John Bly and the Court of Oyer and Terminer, these poppets had a sinister meaning. Perhaps Bridget Bishop tortured her victims by sticking the dolls with pins.

The collapse of the wagon and the child’s seizures sound to a modern audience like pure coincidence. The stories sound to modern ears like a parade of nightmares, fantasies, and lies. But to the people of Salem Village in 1692, witchcraft was a frightening reality. For months, their neighbors and relatives seemed to have been afflicted. By now, few questioned the stories about Bridget Bishop and her evil powers. It seemed clear that she was in league with Satan.
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As far back as ancient Greece, dolls or effigies were used in many European cultures to harm enemies or rivals. Practitioners of magic believed that they could cause an enemy to get sick or die by piercing the doll with pins.




Image Magic
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Not all of the magic practiced by the “cunning folk” of colonial New England was intended to do good. Belief in “image magic” was widespread. People who practiced this form of magic used a poppet to represent an enemy. By hurting the image, often by sticking it with pins, they hoped to cause the enemy harm. The suspected use of poppets was mentioned in the testimony against several of the accused witches in 1692.



At the close of the testimony against her, Bridget Bishop was given the chance to speak. Again, she declared that she was innocent, but she could not argue against the charges. The jury left the courtroom to make its decision. The jurors may have gathered in a room in Judge Corwin’s house for privacy. In less than an hour, they returned to the courtroom with their verdict. They found Bridget Bishop guilty of practicing witchcraft. The judges sentenced her to death by hanging.

Cotton Mather’s Return
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On June 10, 1692, Bridget Bishop was put in a horse-drawn cart. Once more, people lined the streets as the cart clattered beyond the edge of the village. The cart stopped at a steep rocky hill, and Bishop stepped down. Flanked by guards, jeered by the spectators, she climbed the steps to the gallows platform. As the judges had ordered, she was hanged until she was dead. Her body was buried in an unmarked grave on the hillside. To this day, the hill where Bridget Bishop and most of the other condemned witches died is known as Gallows Hill.

Two days after Bridget Bishop’s execution, Judge Nathaniel Saltonstall resigned from the Court of Oyer and Terminer. As one observer wrote later, “[Judge Saltonstall] has left the court, and is very much dissatisfied with the proceedings of it.”10 Saltonstall was not alone in his concerns. Many ordinary people, from humble farmers to merchants and ministers, were dismayed by the outcry against witches. As more and more people were arrested, the situation seemed to be out of control. Yet it was dangerous to challenge the afflicted girls. John Proctor had dared to doubt them. Now, he sat in Boston Jail, awaiting trial for witchcraft.
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Bridget Bishop was a tavern keeper in Salem Town. Some historians think that she was under suspicion because she allowed young people to drink and play shuffleboard at her tavern. She was the first of the convicted witches to be executed.




Unmarked Graves
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The women and men sentenced as witches in 1692 were denied Christian burial services. No surviving records reveal the final resting places of those who were executed. According to stories handed down in many Salem families, relatives secretly gathered the bodies of their loved ones at night and buried them on their farmland. Today, by using maps and ground-penetrating sonar, researchers are working to learn where some of the witchcraft victims were finally laid to rest.11



Governor Phips had acted quickly in appointing the Court of Oyer and Terminer. Now, he wondered if the court was being conducted properly. Phips sought advice from leading ministers in Boston and northeastern Massachusetts. Fifteen ministers, led by Cotton Mather, prepared a document called “The Return of Several Ministers Consulted.” Throughout most of the document, the ministers called for caution. They urged that cases should be tried in a quiet atmosphere, free from the howls of afflicted persons. They also questioned the value of spectral evidence.12 This call for caution might have slowed the momentum of the accusations and trials. Cotton Mather, however, had the final word. At the end of “The Return” he urged, “The speedy and vigorous prosecution of such as have rendered themselves obnoxious according to the direction given in the laws of God and the wholesome statutes of the English nation.”13 The “speedy and vigorous” prosecution of those who had “rendered themselves obnoxious” required all the evidence available. The court continued to rely on spectral evidence and the behavior of the accusers.

On several occasions, incidents suggested that Mary Warren was right when she said that the afflicted girls didn’t tell the truth. At least twice, the afflicted persons were caught lying. Sarah Bibber accused Rebecca Nurse of stabbing and pricking her. Several of the spectators saw her pull pins from her dress and prick herself to make visible marks. In another instance, one of the accusers showed the judges a broken knife blade and claimed that Sarah Good had thrown it at her. A man in the audience came forward and explained that he had discarded that broken blade the day before. He even showed the remaining piece, which fit exactly. In both of these cases, the judges simply warned the afflicted not to lie and accepted the rest of their testimony.

The beginning of the trials brought a new wave of witchcraft accusations. The judges could scarcely keep up with the flood of hearings. Meanwhile, the Court of Oyer and Terminer moved forward with the trials of those who waited in prison. In late June, the court heard the cases of Sarah Good, Sarah Wildes, Elizabeth How, and Susanna Martin. As usual, the accusers sat in the courtroom, shrieking and writhing. Their displays were accepted as proof of the witches’ evil mischief. In addition, a parade of neighbors testified about stampeding cattle, hogs taken sick, and babies who mysteriously became ill. All four women were found guilty and sentenced to die.

The case of Rebecca Nurse, however, was not decided so easily. Nurse was deeply loved by her large family. Her gentleness and piety had won her wide respect in Salem. Before the trial, thirty-nine villagers and townspeople signed a petition that asserted her innocence.14 Among those who signed were the powerful merchant Israel Porter and several of his friends. Surprisingly, since Ann Putnam Jr. was one of her accusers, two of her father’s uncles also signed in Rebecca Nurse’s defense. The jury found Rebecca Nurse not guilty.

The moment the jury’s verdict was read, the afflicted girls fell into violent fits. Their screams and wails pierced the courthouse walls. People outside began to cry and moan in sympathy. Judge Stoughton asked the jury to reconsider its decision. He reminded the jurors of a comment Nurse made when Deliverance and Abigail Hobbs, fellow prisoners, were brought to testify against her. At the sight of the Hobbs women, Nurse had exclaimed, “What! Do these persons give evidence against me now, they used to come among us?”15 The judges asked Nurse to explain what she meant. Did she mean that she, Deliverance, and Abigail had been witches together? Rebecca Nurse was seventy-one years old and hard of hearing. Over the din in the courtroom, she did not hear the judge’s question. When she said nothing in her own defense, the jury changed its verdict to guilty.
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This artwork shows Rebecca Nurse being examined by magistrates. Although she was executed for witchcraft on July 21, 1692, she was deeply loved by her family and neighbors. The Nurse Family Homestead in Danvers, Massachusetts, has been a museum since 1909. According to local lore, Rebecca’s family secretly buried her somewhere on the grounds.



On July 21, the five condemned witches were taken through the streets to Gallows Hill. To the end, they all declared their innocence. Most spoke humbly, in keeping with a lifetime of Puritan training. But Sarah Good was defiant to the end. When Reverend Nicholas Noyes, pastor of the Salem Town church, urged her to confess, she cried, “You are a liar! I am no more a witch than you are a wizard, and if you take away my life God will give you blood to drink.”16

The hanging of Rebecca Nurse seemed to prove that anyone might be a witch, and any witch would be punished. Yet an even greater challenge awaited the court and the accusers. In Boston Jail sat George Burroughs, once the pastor of the Salem Village church.
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FIREBRANDS OF HELL

On August 5, 1692, six more witchcraft suspects stood trial in Salem Town. They were John and Elizabeth Proctor, John Willard, George Jacobs, Martha Carrier, and George Burroughs. George Jacobs was accused by his own granddaughter, sixteen-year-old Margaret Jacobs, who was in jail herself. She awaited her own witchcraft trial when she made her accusations. She recanted shortly afterward and pleaded that she had made her accusations under pressure. Martha Carrier, too, was accused by her own family. Her two teenage sons claimed that she was a witch and had forced them to join her in witchcraft. They made their accusations after they had been tied “head to heels” for hours.

Angels of Light
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The trial of George Burroughs stirred a special brew of dread and fascination among the spectators. He was a small, slight man, but he possessed amazing physical strength. During the trial, his strength was used as evidence against him. Witnesses described how once he had carried a keg full of cider from his boat to the shore, simply by putting his fingers through a large hole in its side. Such feats were proof, the judges concluded, that Burroughs had the devil’s help.
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As a young man, George Burroughs survived the Algonquin wars in Maine by escaping to an island in Casco Bay. He was arrested for witchcraft while serving as minister in Wells, Maine. This illustration shows him in chains during his trial.



All six of the suspects were found guilty and sentenced to die. Their execution date was set for August 19. Elizabeth Proctor, however, was granted a reprieve because she was pregnant. The judges felt that it would be wrong to destroy her unborn child. They decided to let her live until she gave birth.

On the execution day, the crowd of spectators was larger and more excited than usual. Even Cotton Mather came all the way from Boston to watch the hangings. George Burroughs was the first to meet his end. As he mounted the ladder to the gallows, he paused to pray aloud. Spellbound, the spectators listened as he recited the Lord’s Prayer. It was widely believed that a witch or wizard could not say the Lord’s Prayer without stumbling over the words. Yet Burroughs’s voice was firm and clear. He spoke the familiar words without a single mistake. Many of the spectators were deeply shaken, and some were moved to tears. Could it be that an innocent man was being sent to his death?

His prayer complete, Burroughs stepped to the gallows platform. As his body plunged to the end of the rope, Cotton Mather rode forward on his horse. In his ringing preacher’s voice, he addressed the spectators. Mather seemed eager to assure his listeners of Burroughs’s guilt. He pointed out that Burroughs was not a properly ordained minister. Further, he reminded his listeners that the devil could sometimes appear as “an angel of light.”1 When Mather finished his speech, the executions went on as planned.

The jails were still bursting with suspects. The next trials were held on September 9. Martha Corey, Mary Easty, Alice Parker, Ann Pudeator, Dorcas Hoar, and Mary would not be guilty of innocent blood for the world; but by my own innocence I know you are in the wrong way … I would humbly beg of you that Your Honors would be pleased to examine these afflicted persons strictly, and keep them apart some time.”3

Bradbury were all found guilty and sentenced to be hanged. On September 17, nine more people received the death sentence: Margaret Scott, Wilmot Redd, Samuel Wardwell, Mary Parker (no relation to Alice), Abigail Faulkner, Rebecca Eames, Mary Lacy, Ann Foster, and Abigail Hobbs.


Held Behind Bars
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The accused witches were scattered among several Massachusetts jails. Some were held in Salem Town, some in Ipswich, and several in Boston. No matter where the suspects were imprisoned, the conditions were horrifying. Jailers crammed three or more prisoners into each cell. The accused shared their quarters with lice, rats, and fleas. Because they were considered dangerous, the accused witches were chained to the walls. Each prisoner was required to pay a weekly fee for room and board. An additional fee was charged for renting the shackles!2
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An old man is hanged during the Salem trials. Although women were accused and convicted of witchcraft far more frequently than men were, men were also victims of the hysteria. Of the nineteen people hanged as witches in 1692, fourteen were women and five were men.



Mary Easty was hanged on September 22. Martha Corey, Alice Parker, Mary Parker, Ann Pudeator, Margaret Scott, Wilmot Redd, and Samuel Wardwell all went with her to the gallows. Among the spectators was Reverend Nicholas Noyes. As he surveyed the bodies he remarked, “What a sad thing it is to see eight firebrands of hell hanging there.”4 A few days before the executions of Mary Easty, Martha Corey, and the others, eighty-year-old Giles Corey was led from prison into the courtroom. When the judges asked if he would plead innocent or guilty of witchcraft, Corey refused to speak. No amount of cajoling or threatening could make him give an answer. At last, the judges sent him back to his jail cell.

In March, Giles Corey had testified against his wife Martha, and his evidence helped send her to the gallows. Now, facing his own witchcraft trial, he flatly refused to take part in the judicial process. Unless he pled guilty or innocent, no trial could take place. Historians have long pondered why Giles Corey chose to take this stand. Some believe that he wanted to protect his property for his daughters and sons-in-law. If he were found guilty, the town could confiscate his livestock and other belongings. However, while he sat in jail, Corey had already handed over his property to his heirs. By the time he stood before the judges, he had nothing that could be taken from him but his life.

Perhaps, as some historians suggest, Giles Corey was outraged by the injustice of the trials and decided he would not take part. He knew he would be found guilty, whether he pled innocent or not. Thus far, the Court of Oyer and Terminer had found every suspect guilty, and sentenced every person who did not confess to die. Corey may have hoped to lodge a protest by remaining silent in the courtroom.

When it was clear that Corey would not cooperate, the judges turned to a horrifying tactic. According to English law, a witness could be forced to testify by pressing. Heavy weights were placed on the person’s chest until she or he relented. Before 1692, pressing had never been used on a witness in New England. Fortunately, after the case of Giles Corey, it was never used again.

On September 17, guards led Corey into an open field. They forced him to lie on his back and piled heavy stones on his chest. As the day wore on and Corey still refused to answer, more stones were added. Corey’s ribs cracked and shattered under the crushing pressure. According to legend, he endured the ordeal with amazing courage. The torture destroyed his body, but it failed to break his spirit. To his dying breath, he never declared his guilt or innocence of the witchcraft charges. He only gasped, “More weight! More weight!”5

Summer’s End
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The summer days of 1692 grew shorter, and at night there was a chill in the air. In any other year, the people of Salem Village and the nearby towns would have been busy tending their crops and preparing for the autumn harvest. This year, however, hoes and sickles were almost forgotten. Fear and disorder held the upper hand. Despite all the arrests and hangings, Ann Putnam Jr., Mary Walcott, Susanna Sheldon, and the other afflicted girls were still being tormented. They claimed that hundreds of witches remained at large. As the weeks passed, the girls cried out about witches from Andover, Ipswich, Salem, and Boston. They claimed that witches came from some of the most prominent families in New England. They pointed their accusing fingers at Mrs. Thatcher, the mother-in-law of magistrate Jonathan Corwin. They cried out about two sons of Simon Bradstreet, the former governor of Massachusetts. They even accused Lady Phips, the wife of Governor William Phips, of being a witch.
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Giles Corey, who refused to plead guilty or innocent of practicing witchcraft, was pressed under stones in an effort to force him to plead. Judge Jonathan Corwin presided over his torture, which lasted for two days.



For months, Governor Phips had been fighting the French and Algonquin people in Maine. When he returned in October, he found the witchcraft crisis had not abated. In fact, it had risen to a pitch of delirium. Phips found one hundred fifty suspected witches crammed into the jails and some two hundred more people accused, including Lady Phips herself.

When Governor Phips returned, a new book by Cotton Mather had just been published in Boston. Wonders of the Invisible World described the trials of the summer and warned of the devil’s conspiracy to build his kingdom in New England. The book contended that the trials and executions in Salem had been fully justified. In fact, much more work remained to be done before New Englanders would be safe.

Feelings in Massachusetts started to change, and a pamphlet written by Increase Mather fit the colony’s new mood. Many people found it hard to believe that a witch could have uttered George Burroughs’s prayer from the gallows or written Mary Easty’s letter to the judges. Then there was the fate of Giles Corey, crushed to death beneath a pile of stones. Perhaps the hunt for witches had gone too far. Perhaps, as Increase Mather warned, innocent persons had been condemned.

On October 24, a group of Andover citizens handed a letter of protest to the judges. Their letter called for an end to witchcraft accusations and trials. “We know no one who can think himself safe,” it stated, “if the accusations of children and others who are under diabolical influence shall be received against persons of good fame.”6 Meanwhile, desperate families were asking for the release of their imprisoned relatives. Many pleaded before the magistrates. Some went all the way to the governor. They spoke of children crying for their jailed mothers, beloved grandmothers starving in chains, and daughters and sons wasting away in miserable cells.


Voices of Protest

[image: ]

Soon after Cotton Mather’s book appeared, an anonymous pamphlet harshly criticized the witchcraft judges. It described the accusing girls as “scandalous persons, liars, and loose in their conversation.”7 Another pamphlet that appeared in the Boston bookstalls was called “Cases of Conscience Concerning Evil Spirits Personating Men.” Its author was none other than Reverend Increase Mather, Cotton Mather’s own father. From the beginning, Increase Mather had not taken his son’s hard line against witchcraft. In “Cases of Conscience,” he made a strong argument against spectral evidence. He stated that the devil could work his mischief while he takes the shape of a completely innocent person. “It were better that ten suspected witches should escape,” he wrote, “than that one innocent person should be condemned.”8



Governor Phips saw that the witchcraft crisis had had disastrous effects on the people of northeastern Massachusetts. News of the crisis was making its way back to the king in London. Phips was anxious to appear in the best possible light. Over the protests of Judge William Stoughton and his supporters, the governor again took action. On October 29, he disbanded the Court of Oyer and Terminer. Quietly, without fanfare, the Salem witch trials were at an end.

Though the Court of Oyer and Terminer had been dissolved, something had to be done about the accused witches who still awaited trial. Governor Phips called for a special session of the Superior Court of Judicature. Judge Stoughton presided, as he had at the Court of Oyer and Terminer. But the rules had changed. The court could no longer accept spectral evidence against the accused. The visions of the afflicted girls carried no weight, and their tales of shapes that pinched and pricked were brushed aside. The court found no reason to convict the vast majority of the remaining suspects. Nearly all of the persons who declared their innocence were acquitted.

Judge Stoughton followed the new rules, but he was not happy with the outcome. He was still determined to free the colonies from the devil’s hand. In January 1693, he gave the death sentence to five who had been convicted in September. He also sentenced to death three women who had confessed to practicing witchcraft. Governor William Phips promptly reprieved all eight of those that were condemned to hang. Judge Stoughton was outraged. “We were in a way to have cleared the land of the witches!” he lamented. “The Lord be merciful to the country!”9

Even though they had been reprieved, or found innocent altogether, dozens of people were still locked in Massachusetts jails. They could not go home until their prison fees were paid. They owed the jailers for every scrap of moldy bread they had eaten, for the dirty heaps of straw where they had slept, and even the use of the chains that had bound them to the walls. Some families sold their livestock to pay these prison debts. A few of the accused died in jail before their families were able to pay what they owed.

Now and then, through the fall and into the early winter, the afflicted girls cried out about another servant of the devil. Their warnings went unheeded. Public opinion had turned against them. When they shrieked, people ignored them or told them to behave properly. Within a few months Ann Putnam Jr., Abigail Williams, Mary Walcott, and the rest stopped complaining of the devil’s torments. The girls who had stirred such storms settled back to the quiet lives they had pushed aside.
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AFTER THE STORM

The people of Salem struggled to rebuild their lives. Some, like the wife and children of George Jacobs, had lost their property to the sheriffs. Others had gone into debt to free their relatives from jail. Many of those released from prison returned home ill and dejected. Neighbors still looked at them with suspicion.

Forgiving and Forgetting
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Rebecca Nurse’s family mourned deeply, and her children could not forgive Reverend Parris for his role in the witchcraft crisis. Many of Rebecca’s relatives and friends refused to take communion in Parris’s church. Finally, in 1697, Parris and his family left Salem Village. The new minister, Reverend Joseph Green, did his best to help the village heal.

Massachusetts faced many hardships in the years after the witchcraft trials. Droughts parched the fields and withered the crops. A ship from the West Indies brought yellow fever to Boston, and an epidemic swept the city. Warfare with the Algonquin people continued in Maine and New Hampshire and threatened to spread southward.


The Littlest Witch
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One of the saddest cases in the wake of the witchcraft crisis was that of little Dorcas Good, Sarah Good’s daughter. She was only four years old when she was accused of witchcraft and carried off to jail. She spent the next eight months in a damp, filthy cell. Years later, her father explained that the horror of those months had shattered Dorcas’s mind: “Being chained in the dungeon [she] was so hardly [harshly] used and terrified that she has ever since been very chargeable [unstable], having little or no reason to govern herself.”1



Judge Samuel Sewall, a deeply religious man, worried that God was punishing Massachusetts for executing innocent people. When his infant daughter died, his son’s business failed, and his wife fell ill, he agonized that God was punishing him for condemning innocent people to death as a judge on the Court of Oyer and Terminer.

In January 1697, a Boston minister read Judge Sewall’s public apology from the pulpit. “He desires to take the blame and shame of it,” he told the congregation, “asking pardon of men, and especially desiring prayers that God, who has an unlimited authority, would pardon that sin.”2 Sewall stood humbly before the congregation as the minister read his letter aloud.

Another step toward healing came in 1706, fourteen years after the trials and hangings. Ann Putnam Jr. was twelve years old when she made her deadly accusations. Now, she was a woman of twenty-six. She had never married and still lived with her family in the farmhouse on the western edge of the village. Now, she wished to become a member of the Reverend Green’s church. The church required each prospective member to make a full public confession of her or his sins. As Ann Putnam Jr. stood at her pew, Reverend Green read her words aloud. She confessed that as a child she had falsely accused several innocent people of witchcraft. She had been deluded by Satan, she explained, and had sinned out of ignorance rather than ill will. She asked for forgiveness from God and the families of the victims.3 Ann Putnam Jr. was received into the church as a full member of the congregation.
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In 1697, Samuel Sewall made a public apology for his role on the Court of Oyer and Terminer during the witchcraft trials. The daily journal that he kept from 1674 until his death in 1730 gives a detailed account of the trials and of life in colonial Massachusetts.



During the 1700s, Salem Town flourished as a seaport, and many young men from Salem Village went away to sea. They returned with stories of bloodthirsty pirates, Chinese princes, and enormous beasts called elephants. The world was strangely vast and mysterious, and Salem Village began to look outward.

In 1752, Salem Village finally separated from Salem Town. It became the independent village of Danvers, Massachusetts. By changing its name, it edged a little further away from its shameful memories and reached toward better times ahead.

Devils or Microbes?
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By the middle of the nineteenth century, New England Puritanism had softened. For most Americans, the belief in witches and demonic possession was a curiosity from the dusty past. Scholars and the general public began looking for ways to explain the events that shook Massachusetts in 1692.


Upham’s Revelations
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In 1867, Charles Upham, a Massachusetts minister and politician, published a massive two-volume work called Salem Witchcraft. From the brittle pages of court and church records, wills, letters, maps, and property deeds, Upham pieced together the story of what happened in Salem Village in 1692. Upham wrote that the people of Salem Village were driven by superstition and suggested that feuds between neighbors fed the witchcraft panic. Powerful families such as the Putnams encouraged the afflicted girls to point their fingers. Upham spent more than thirty years researching and writing his book. To this day, it is considered the classic study of the witchcraft crisis.



Over the years, historians, psychologists, and even physicians have pondered the events in Salem. Many tried to explain what might have caused the strange pains and convulsions of the afflicted girls. Some researchers suggested that the girls may have been poisoned by ergot, a fungus that sometimes grows on grain. Ergot poisoning causes convulsions and hallucinations. Several outbreaks occurred in Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, causing whole villages to act strangely for days or weeks at a time. The symptoms of Ann Putnam and the other afflicted girls resemble those of people who have eaten contaminated grain.
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Rye was the staple grain crop consumed in colonial Massachusetts. The fungus Claviceps purpurea, also called ergot, which sometimes grows on grains of rye, can cause convulsions, delusions, and crawling sensations on the skin, much like the symptoms of the afflicted girls in Salem Village.



Another theory argues that the afflicted girls may have had a disease called encephalitis lethargica. Encephalitis is an infection of the brain. It is caused by a variety of viruses and bacteria, often carried by mosquitoes or horseflies. Between 1920 and 1930, about five million people contracted encephalitis lethargica in a worldwide epidemic.

Some patients felt they were being touched by unseen hands, or thought that insects were crawling on their skin. Others saw people and objects that were not there. Sometimes patients said they saw an unearthly, hovering light.

Yet these diseases affect both males and females. Nearly all of the people who claimed to be afflicted were women and girls. Even more revealing, the shrieks and writhing of the afflicted could be triggered by a glance from an accused witch.

Ideas about human psychology also may explain the behavior of the afflicted girls. They lived in a climate of fear, especially fear of Satan and the fires of Hell. Eventually, perhaps, the fears of a few girls swelled out of control. When they felt frightened and anxious, they might have imagined witches pinching and pricking them. Other girls and young women were swept into the drama. The idea of witchcraft was as contagious as a disease. Soon, the afflicted were seeing witches everywhere.

The witch hunt in Salem could not have occurred without help from the larger community. Spectators flocked to the hearings and trials. They crowded into the courtroom much as modern audiences pack a stadium, eager to see an exciting game. The New Englanders were horrified and thrilled by the writhing of the afflicted girls. Many were caught up in the excitement and began to see spectral shapes themselves.

Ministers such as Samuel Parris, Nicholas Noyes, and Cotton Mather fed the idea that the devil was trying to take over New England. Jonathan Corwin, William Stoughton, and other judges felt it was their duty to rid the land of witches. Their attitudes heightened fears and encouraged the afflicted girls to shriek and point all the more.

What happened at Salem Village is sometimes described as a case of group hysteria. Like a raging epidemic, panic coursed through the community. It swept aside reason and compassion. Fear, blame, and hatred seized the upper hand. Then, almost as quickly as it began, the hysteria subsided. The community righted itself and viewed the damage. As time passed, most of the villagers felt that terrible wrongs had been committed. In a few months of collective madness, innocent blood had been shed.

On May 9, 1992, some three thousand people gathered in Danvers, Massachusetts, formerly Salem Village. Three hundred years had passed since the witchcraft panic of 1692. To mark the anniversary of this tragic episode, the town of Danvers unveiled the Salem Village Witchcraft Victims Memorial. The memorial stands across the street from the site of the Salem Village meetinghouse. On the granite memorial wall are inscribed the words: “In memory of those innocents who died during the Salem Village witchcraft hysteria of 1692.” Flanking side panels bear the names and dates of the nineteen women and men who were executed, the five who died in prison, and of Giles Corey, the man who died under torture.
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Created to mark the three hundredth anniversary of the witchcraft trials, the Salem Village Witchcraft Victims’ Memorial includes a series of granite slabs engraved with the names of the victims. It also has an open book resting on top of a bible box with broken shackles on either side.



Along with the names are the words of some of the accused. “I am an innocent person. I never had to do with witchcraft since I was born. I am a Gospel woman,” is inscribed beneath the name of Martha Corey. Elizabeth How is remembered for her words: “If it was the last moment I was to live, God knows I am innocent.” The words of Susannah Martin speak the final truth: “Amen, amen. A false tongue will never make a guilty person.”4
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CONCLUSION



After the turmoil died down in Salem, there were no more witchcraft trials in the English colonies. However, the phenomenon of group hysteria has never disappeared. Time and time again, something triggers a sense of panic in a town or region. Fear sets in, and enemies seem to be lurking everywhere.

In 1909, hundreds of people in New Jersey and Pennsylvania claimed to have seen a demonic figure known as the Jersey Devil. For several days, schools and businesses closed as terrified people huddled in their homes. In 1939, a radio drama called The War of the Worlds may have sparked panic in the New York area. Some listeners leaped to the conclusion that aliens had landed and were attacking a small New Jersey town. During the late 1950s, people all over the United States reported sightings of unidentified flying objects (UFOs). The 1990s brought a spate of reports about horrifying abductions by aliens.

In the 1 960s, scientists studied an instance of group hysteria that resembled the Salem Village outbreak. Girls in a Louisiana junior high school started to have strange convulsions and fainting spells. Within a few weeks, as many as four hundred girls and several boys were affected. The children generally had these “blackout spells” when an audience was present. One investigator noted, “[The] highest incidence of attacks was on the days when there were visitors in the school making inquiries regarding the hysteria outbreak. Some of the students also had attacks at home, in church, and in the movie theater.”1

Governments have made use of group hysteria to horrifying effect. In 1915, the Turkish government fueled ethnic hatred against Armenians, who lived in Turkey. They were branded as enemies, and millions were killed. In Germany, during the 1930s, Adolf Hitler stirred up hatred of the Jews and Gypsies. In the Holocaust that followed, the Nazis killed more than eleven million people, including six million Jews. In 1994, the government of Rwanda, controlled by an ethnic group called the Hutu, whipped up a frenzy of fear of the Tutsi tribe. The government encouraged Hutu citizens to murder the Tutsi living in their communities, and at least half a million Tutsi were killed.

In a notorious episode, group hysteria swept the United States in the early 1950s. A series of events on the international landscape led many Americans to fear the spread of a philosophy of government called Communism, which calls for a classless society in which all property and means of production are owned by the government and shared equally among the population. Communism went against everything the American people thought the country stood for—freedom, individualism, and the opportunity to acquire wealth through capitalism, the economic system based on private ownership and profit. Senator Joseph McCarthy (1908–1957) of Wisconsin fanned the nation’s fears. He claimed that Communists in the entertainment business were trying to influence public opinion. He even insisted that Communist agents had slipped into the highest levels of the nation’s government. McCarthy’s accusations led to a modern witch hunt, with supposed Communists taking the place of suspected witches. McCarthy created a climate of fear in which friends and colleagues hurled accusations at one another. Dozens of innocent men and women went to jail. Reputations were shattered, and great careers were destroyed.

In 1953, American audiences saw the first performance of The Crucible by Arthur Miller. The play was based on the story of the Salem witchcraft crisis. Miller did not hold tightly to historical fact, but the play conveyed a powerful sense of the panic that engulfed Salem.

The Crucible was not only about witchcraft in Salem. McCarthy’s search for Communists showed Miller that witch hunts could occur anywhere, at any time in history. Governments can encourage accusers, and accusers can spread untold fear and destruction. At such times, even wellintentioned people give in to the madness around them. In an essay about The Crucible, Miller noted that, “Few of us can easily surrender our belief that society must somehow make sense. The thought that the state has lost its mind and is punishing so many innocent people is intolerable. And so the evidence has to be internally denied.”2 As Miller shows, each individual must weigh carefully the messages that authorities convey. Each person must hold to a moral compass and act according to conscience.
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In this trial scene from the 1953 Broadway production of The Crucible, Madeline Sherwood portrays the afflicted girl Abigail Williams, one of the first girls to claim that witches caused her distress.







CHRONOLOGY
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1486 Two German monks, Heinrich Kramer and Jakob Sprenger, publish Malleus Maleflcarum, a book on witchcraft.

1620 A religious group called the Separatists, or Pilgrims, founds the Plymouth Settlement in Massachusetts.

1628 Roger Conant founds the port of Salem.

1639 A group of Salem residents are given tracts of farmland near the Ipswich River; the community is called Salem Farms.

1647 Alice Young of Windsor, Connecticut, becomes the first person in the New England colonies to be executed for witchcraft.

1672 Salem Farms, now called Salem Village, builds its first meetinghouse.

1685 The people of Massachusetts learn that King Charles II revoked the charter that has allowed them many rights of self-government.

1689 Reverend Samuel Parris becomes the first ordained minister to serve Salem Village; rebels overthrow New England’s royal governor, Sir Edmund Andros; Massachusetts is left with no governing leader.

1692

January: Betty Parris and Abigail Williams begin to have strange fits after playing a fortune-telling game at the parsonage.

February: Ann Putnam Jr. and Elizabeth Hubbard also become afflicted with fits; the girls accuse Tituba, Sarah Good, and Sarah Osborne of tormenting them.

March: The three suspects are questioned in a public hearing in Salem Village; all three are sent to jail to await trial; the girls make more accusations and more suspects are arrested.

April: More people, mostly girls and young women, are afflicted, and more suspected witches are arrested.

May: Sir William Phips, the new royal governor, appoints a Court of Oyer and Terminer to try the witchcraft cases.

June: Bridget Bishop is tried, found guilty, and hanged.

July: Five more condemned witches are hanged: Sarah Good, Sarah Wildes, Elizabeth How, Susanna Martin, and Rebecca Nurse.

August: John and Elizabeth Proctor, John Willard, George Jacobs, Martha Carrier, and George Burroughs are tried and found guilty; all are hanged except Elizabeth Proctor, who is spared because she is pregnant.

September: Mary Easty, Martha Corey, Alice Parker, Mary Parker, Ann Pudeator, Margaret Scott, Wilmot Redd, and Samuel Wardwell are hanged as witches; Giles Corey is pressed to death when he refuses to stand trial.

October: Governor Phips disbands the Court of Oyer and Terminer.

1693 The last witchcraft suspects are released from Massachusetts jails.

1697 Judge Samuel Sewall makes a public apology for his role in the witchcraft trials.

1706 Ann Putnam Jr. makes a public apology for helping to send innocent people to their deaths; she says she was under a delusion from Satan.

1752 Salem Village becomes the independent town of Danvers, Massachusetts.

1867 Charles W. Upham publishes Salem Witchcraft, an extensive investigation of the 1692 crisis.

1953 Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible uses the Salem witchcraft hysteria as a means to look at the anti-Communist hearings led by Senator Joseph McCarthy.

1992 The Salem Village Witchcraft Victims’ Memorial is unveiled in Danvers.
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admissible evidence Evidence that will be accepted in the courtroom.

afflicted Affected by an illness or evil magic.

bubonic plague A highly contagious disease that ravaged Europe in the 1300s.

communion A ceremony in many Christian churches, in which members partake of wine and bread that represents the blood and body of Jesus Christ.

dissemble To lie or deceive.

encephalitis lethargica An infection of the brain that causes agitation, paralysis, and many other symptoms.

ergot poisoning Poisoning caused by eating grain infected with a fungus; it can cause temporary insanity.

familiar A demon that helps a witch carry out her evil plans; it was thought to take the form of an animal.

group hysteria A situation in which fear and panic sweep through a community.

heresy An idea that goes against an established religion or belief.

magistrate A judge.

meetinghouse A Puritan church.

ordained minister A minister who has been approved by the heads of an established church; an ordained minister may perform baptisms and offer communion.

parsonage A minister’s house.

poppet A doll sometimes used in magical rituals to injure an enemy.

Puritan A member of a religious group that wanted to purify the Church of England by returning to Biblical teachings.

sect A new religious group that splits off from an established religion.

selectman A town official.

spectral evidence Evidence based on the claim that a witch had been seen in a dream or that a witch had been seen in spirit form.
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