Notes on the Salem Witch Trials
Views of Witchcraft
· In 1692, mass hysteria and paranoia erupted about people casting spells and practicing witchcraft in Salem, Massachusetts.
· France, Italy, Germany, and England had all seen similar hysteria during the 14th through the 16th centuries, where between 40,000-50,000 people were investigated for witchcraft.
· In the Bible, the Book of Exodus, Chapter 22, Verse 18, says: “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” This verse provided the Biblical support for the hunting and execution of witches.
· By 1231, the Inquisition was established to expose and punish heresy in the Catholic Church.

· In 1484, witchcraft was deemed to be heresy and punishable by death.

· Accusations of witchcraft were used to rid a person’s enemies.

· After an accusation, evidence was still required to prove that a person was a witch.

· In 1486, the Malleus Maleficarum was written as a guidebook to detect and prosecute witches.

· One sign of witchcraft was the devil’s mark, which was believed to appear on a witch’s body when she made a pact with the devil.  After probing the mark with a pin, if there was no pain or blood, then the woman was deemed to be a witch.

· Swimming a witch was also a method used to detect a witch.  Water would resist evil, so a witch would float but an innocent person would sink.  Either way, it was a bad situation because you were either a witch or you drowned.  

· Torture to illicit a confession was also permitted (strappado) and it was justified under the law.

· From Henry VIII on, the king was the head of the country and church.  Therefore, witchcraft was an act of treason and punishable by death.

The Puritans
· Charles I granted the Puritans a charter to establish a colony in Massachusetts.
· The Puritans sought to establish a perfect society based on the Bible, or a theocracy, with no separation of church and state.  They sought to establish a “City Upon a Hill” that would serve as an example of society for the whole world to see.

· Some people came to New England for different reasons and for a fresh start.

· The Puritans believed in Satan and witchcraft and were very superstitious.  They constantly looked to find the signs of Satan in their daily lives.

· In 1648, the first witch trial took place in Charlestown, Massachusetts.  A midwife and healer, Margaret Jones, was tried as a witch and hung.

· In 1688, four Boston children were supposedly cursed by a servant, Goodwife Glover.  They were cured through prayer, but Glover was convicted of witchcraft and executed.  The prosecutor was a minister named Cotton Mather.  He described the details behind the matter in his widely circulated book “Witchcrafts and Possessions.”

· The circumstances in Salem in 1692 made it especially vulnerable to a witch hunt of its own.

· 500 people lived in Salem Village.  It was only 5-6 miles from the coast but it was considered a wilderness settlement.  The woods provided them fear of Indians and the devil.

· Salem Village residents were anxious:

· Wilderness (Indians and the devil)

· Political instability

· Daily life: religious devoutness- endless struggle

· The Puritans constantly sought clues that they were part of God’s elite and chosen for heaven.
· Women were expected to be submissive to their husbands and docile.

· Puritans believed that women were weaker by nature, and therefore, more likely to give in to the devil.  They were not allowed to be ministers, so they were more likely to serve the devil.

· The social dynamics of everyday life, where people spread rumors, defined what people believed about others.

· Land disputes were widespread, and therefore, people had a motive to spread lies and rumors.

Timeline
· The events leading up to the trials started in the winter of 1691-1692 in the kitchen of Reverend Parris.
· Rev. Samuel Parris and his wife frequently traveled around visiting members of the parish.  While they were out, their daughter Elizabeth Parris (9) and niece Abigail Williams (11) were left in the care of the household slave from Barbados named Tituba.

· She told the girls tales about her days in Barbados and about spells and magic power.  She also demonstrated tricks and supposed fortune telling.

· The Puritan girls knew that this was forbidden and managed to keep it a secret for a while.  Within time though, the group began to grow to include 6 other girls (ages 12-20):

· Anne Putnam, Jr.

· Mary Walcott

· Elizabeth Hubbard

· Elizabeth Booth

· Mercy Lewis

· Mary Warren

· It was exciting for the girls, but they also started exhibiting strange symptoms.  They were screaming, throwing things about the room, falling into trances, etc...

· The girls were examined by a doctor named, Dr. William Briggs. He could find no explanation for the symptoms and believed that the cause must be spiritual (witchcraft).

· The public quickly accepted the diagnosis of witchcraft.  They believed that the symptoms were the girls attempting not to become witches themselves.

· As Rev. Parris began questioning them about who might have cursed them, Elizabeth and Abigail finally named Tituba (an easy target since she was a slave) but the accusations did not end there.
· The girls also accused two elderly women who rarely attended church:

· An elderly beggar, Sarah Good, an easy target;
· An elderly bed-ridden woman, Sarah Osborne, also an easy target since she had married her indentured servant, which was frowned upon.
The Trial
· March 1, 1692, Tituba, Sarah Good, and Sarah Osborn were brought before an informal tribunal at the village meetinghouse.
· Judges John Hawthorne and Jonathan Corwin presided.
· The legal system of the time called for an initial hearing of essentially just depositions by the accusers and the testimony of the accused before the court by examination of the judge in order to determine if there was enough evidence to try the accused.
· Spectral Evidence was allowed, which was evidence that someone’s specter had done something against someone (bird, cat, etc.), but the specter was only visible to the person making the accusation so it was hard to prove the evidence wrong.
· The first to be examined was Sarah Good.  Anne Putnam had accused the specter of Sarah Good of trying to get her to become a witch by signing the devil’s book.  The other girls confirmed Anne’s accusations.  Under examination by Judge Hawthorne, Sarah Good consistently denied any wrongdoing.

· Every time Sarah Good and Sarah Osborn denied wrongdoing on the stand, the girls in the courtroom screamed, shrieked, convulsed, and pretended to be under a spell.  They also pretended to see things in the courtroom (specter of the accused) and pretended it was hurting them. 

· Tituba immediately admitted to witchcraft because she believed that is what the judges wanted to hear.
The Devil’s Book
· While on the stand, Tituba admitted, “the devil came to me and bid me serve him.”
· For 3 days Tituba told stories of talking animals, flying on broomsticks, and spectral visits intending to harm the girls.

· Most importantly she admitted that a tall man from Boston had her sign the devil’s book in blood.

· When asked how many names were in the devil’s book, Tituba said 9.  Those included her own, Sarah Good’s, Sarah Osborne’s, and 6 others that she couldn’t see.

· This meant that there were other witches in Salem and the people in the crowd were instantly afraid.
· If Tituba was a witch and she lived with a minister, how many other witches could there be in Salem?
· The accusations of witchcraft began to spread rapidly.
· Those originally accused were marginal members of society.  The later accused people were upstanding Puritans:
· Rebecca Nurse
· 39 wealthier residents of East Salem Village signed a petition to her moral character
· Poor farmers in the West of Salem Village typically did not support her
· By spring 1692 more than 100 men and women from Salem to Boston were accused:

· The 4 year old daughter of Sarah Good
· 2 of Rebecca Nurse’s sisters
· Rev, George Burrows (former minister of Salem Village then living in Maine)
· Anyone who spoke against the proceedings immediately became a suspect.

· As the trials went on, it became obvious that something needed to be done about the situation in Salem.

· On June 2, 1692 the Governor of Massachusetts, William Phipps, stepped in and called for an official state trial in Salem to be presided over by Deputy Governor William Stoughton and 7 judges.

· The first person called before the court was Bridget Bishop (an independent woman, married several times, a businesswoman, and someone who had been accused of witchcraft in the past).  
· The court found her guilty and she was hanged at Gallows Hill 8 days later (the first person executed as a result of the witch trails in Salem).
· As the trials went on, the girls continued to act in dramatic fashion in the courtroom.
Sentenced to Death
· The one sure way to survive execution was to confess.  It was up to the Lord to forgive those who confessed.  55 of the approximately 200 people accused, actually confessed.

· The girls began to extend the accusations outside of Salem Village to Gloucester, Beverly, Lynn, Malden, Amesbury, Billerica, Marblehead, Boston, Charlestown, and Andover (Salem Village was located in present day Danvers).
· The trials made the girls immediately famous and their accusations spiraled out of control.

· On July 19, 1692, five women were put to death.
· On August 9, 1692, five more people were put to death.
· On September 22, 1692, eight more people were executed.

· More than 200 were accused and 24 were executed.  Nobody was burned at the stake (19 were hanged, 4 died in prison, and Giles Cory was pressed to death).
· Convicted witches were expelled from the church, and so they could not be buried in church cemeteries.  Their deaths were not even recorded.  It was as if they were never even alive.

· In the fall of 1692, the accusations had become so outrageous that the authorities could no longer support them.  They began accusing unlikely suspects like men, children, ministers, and the wealthy.  Rumors were that the governor and deputy governor’s wives were about to be accused.  

· On October 29, 1692, the governor officially closed the Salem court and moved all further proceedings to the Superior Court where spectral evidence was not allowed.

· The father of Cotton Mather famously stated: “It is better that 10 suspected witches should escape than that one innocent person should be condemned.”

· 49 of the 52 remaining accused witches were acquitted.  Tituba was sold back to slavery to pay for her expenses. 

· On January 16, 1697, a day of fasting was declared to recognize the grievous mistake that occurred in Salem and to ask for God’s forgiveness.
· In 1702, an inquiry into witchcraft was written by Thomas Hale.

· In 1706, Ann Putnam, Jr. apologized and believed that the devil clouded her judgment in making her accusations. She was the only one of the girls to apologize.
· In 1711, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts reversed the convictions of 22 of the 31 people convicted of witchcraft and paid restitution to their families.

· In 1957, the guilty sentences of the remaining 9 convicted of witchcraft were finally reversed.

· Why did the girls do it?

· Most people believe that they made it all up.
· Some people believe that they genuinely believed that they were possessed.
· Another theory was that some people in Salem Village sought to profit from the accusations because when one is convicted of witchcraft, his family’s property was confiscated and turned over to the state.  It was then sold at auction to the highest bidder.  Neighbors would bid on the land and could profit from obtaining it.

· The concept of “Innocent until Proven Guilty” came about after the Salem Witch Trials.
