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​The Last Witch: Anna Göldi and the Birth of Judicial Murder
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On June 13, 1782, Anna Göldi, a 47-year-old Swiss housemaid, was executed by decapitation in Glarus, Switzerland—the last person in Europe legally killed for crimes deriving from witchcraft accusations. Her death occurred during the Enlightenment, when witch trials had long ceased elsewhere, making it an international scandal that prompted German historian August Ludwig von Schlözer to coin the term "judicial murder."

Göldi's execution resulted not from genuine crimes but from a calculated conspiracy by Dr. Johann Jacob Tschudi, a powerful physician and judge. When their sexual affair threatened his reputation, Tschudi orchestrated her destruction through fabricated evidence of poisoning his daughter. Despite torture extracting false confessions and a trial that followed witch-trial procedures while avoiding the term "witchcraft," Glarus authorities convicted her by the narrowest margin: 32 votes to 30.

For two centuries, Anna's story remained largely forgotten until novelist Eveline Hasler and lawyer Walter Hauser championed her cause. In 2008, Switzerland finally exonerated her, acknowledging an "illegal trial" and "unjust state act." Today, the Anna Göldi Foundation, museum, and memorial ensure her legacy serves contemporary human rights advocacy, transforming a historical tragedy into an enduring warning against arbitrary power and institutional persecution of the vulnerable.

––––––––

[image: ]


Part One: The Woman and Her World

Chapter 1: Sennwald, 1734: A Life Begins in the Margins

Chapter 2: The Rectory Years: Service and Survival

Chapter 3: 1765: The First Condemnation

Chapter 4: Exile and Reinvention: The Zwicky Years

Part Two: The Scandal and the Machinery of Injustice

Chapter 5: September 1780: Entering the Tschudi Household

Chapter 6: The Affair: Power, Desire, and Danger

Chapter 7: October 1781: The Pins in the Milk

Chapter 8: November 1781: The Child's Convulsions

Chapter 9: The Conspiracy Takes Shape: Tschudi's Dilemma

Chapter 10: January 21, 1782: The Public Warrant

Chapter 11: The Arrest and Return to Glarus

Chapter 12: The Trial: Legal Fiction and Ancient Procedure

Chapter 13: The Torture Protocols: Breaking the Body, Condemning the Spirit

Chapter 14: June 6, 1782: The Narrow Verdict

Chapter 15: June 13, 1782: Execution at Dawn

Part Three: Echoes Through Time

Chapter 16: The Shockwave: Europe Responds

Chapter 17: August Ludwig von Schlözer and the Birth of a Term

Chapter 18: Silence and Erasure: The Destroyed Protocols

Chapter 19: The Long Sleep: 1782-1982

Chapter 20: Eveline Hasler and the Literary Resurrection

Chapter 21: Walter Hauser: The Lawyer Who Wouldn't Let Go

Chapter 22: 2007-2008: The Road to Exoneration

Chapter 23: The Anna Göldi Foundation: From Memory to Mission

Chapter 24: The Eternal Light: Memorial and Museum

Chapter 25: Anna Göldi's Mirror: What Her Story Reflects to Us

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Part One: The Woman and Her World


​Chapter 1: Sennwald, 1734: A Life Begins in the Margins
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On October 24, 1734, in the small agricultural community of Sennwald in the Rhine Valley of eastern Switzerland, a woman whose name history has not preserved gave birth to her fourth child. The baby was a girl, and they named her Anna. By the standards of the time and place, there was nothing remarkable about this birth. The mother would go on to bear four more children after Anna, bringing the total to eight—a number that spoke eloquently about the family's circumstances without requiring any additional commentary.

To understand Anna Göldi's life, we must first understand what it meant to be born into such a family in such a place at such a time. The Sennwald of 1734 was not a town in any sense that would be recognizable to modern sensibilities. It was a collection of farming households clustered in the shadow of the Alps, a place where the rhythm of life followed the seasons and the demands of subsistence agriculture with an iron regularity that left little room for deviation or ambition. The land was hard, the growing season short, and the work unending.

For the Göldi family, having eight children was simultaneously a necessity and a burden that bordered on catastrophe. In the economic calculus of eighteenth-century peasant life, children represented labor—hands to work the fields, tend the animals, process the harvest, and maintain the household. A family needed children to survive. Yet each additional mouth to feed represented a claim on resources that were already stretched impossibly thin. The fourth child, born into a family that would eventually number eight siblings, entered a world where scarcity was not an occasional visitor but a permanent resident.

We can reconstruct the material conditions of Anna's childhood with reasonable confidence based on what we know about families of this class in this region during this period. The Göldi household would have occupied a dwelling that combined living quarters with space for animals and storage under a single roof. Privacy as a concept did not exist. Anna would have slept in a room shared with multiple siblings, possibly in a single large bed where children packed together for warmth during the brutal Alpine winters. The house itself would have been dark—candles and lamp oil were expensive luxuries to be used sparingly—and in winter it would have been cold despite the presence of the animals whose body heat provided supplementary warmth.

The family's diet would have been relentlessly monotonous, centered on whatever grains could be coaxed from the local soil, supplemented by vegetables from a kitchen garden, occasional dairy products, and very rarely meat. Hunger was not an emergency but a constant companion, particularly in the late winter and early spring when the previous year's stores ran low and the new harvest remained months away. For a child like Anna, growing up in a household of ten people competing for limited food, the sensation of genuine satiation may have been rare enough to be memorable.

Clothing presented another arena of deprivation. In a family with eight children, nothing was new except for the first child, and even that was not guaranteed. Garments were passed down, patched, repatched, and eventually repurposed until the fabric literally disintegrated. Anna would have owned perhaps two sets of clothing—one for work and one for church—and both would have been worn, mended, and visibly marked by poverty. Shoes were precious items to be preserved; children often went barefoot during the warmer months to extend the life of leather that was expensive to replace.

But the material deprivations, severe as they were, tell only part of the story. The social and psychological dimensions of Anna's childhood require us to understand the rigid hierarchies that governed life in communities like Sennwald. The Göldi family occupied one of the lower rungs of a social ladder that was both explicitly acknowledged and brutally enforced. Above them stood families with more land, established craftsmen, merchants, and at the pinnacle, the small educated elite of clergy and officials. Below them existed only the genuinely destitute—vagrants, beggars, and those reduced to charity.

This position in the social hierarchy determined everything about Anna's life trajectory from the moment of her birth. It determined where the family sat in church, how they were addressed by their social superiors, what kinds of work would be available to them, whom they could realistically aspire to marry, and most fundamentally, how they were perceived by the community. A child from such a family was not seen as an individual with unlimited potential but as a representative of a class, carrying all the assumptions and prejudices that attached to that classification.

For girls, these limitations were compounded by gender. In the Sennwald of Anna's childhood, female education was virtually nonexistent outside the households of the elite. A girl might learn basic catechism at church, acquiring enough literacy to read simple prayers, but systematic education was neither expected nor desired. The role prescribed for girls was domestic—they were to learn the skills necessary to run a household, whether as a wife or as a servant. Anna would have been trained from early childhood in spinning, weaving, cooking, cleaning, preserving food, tending gardens, caring for younger siblings, and the thousand other tasks that constituted women's work in this era.

The apprenticeship for this life began almost as soon as a child could walk. By age five or six, Anna would have been expected to contribute meaningfully to household labor, beginning with simple tasks and gradually assuming more complex and physically demanding work as she grew. Childhood as a protected period of play and development did not exist for children of her class. The transition from infant to worker was nearly seamless, with each year bringing additional responsibilities and expectations.

We must also understand the vulnerability that attached to Anna's gender in ways that went beyond mere economic limitation. In eighteenth-century Swiss communities, women's bodies and women's behavior were subjects of intense communal regulation and surveillance. Female sexuality in particular was treated as a form of dangerous property that required constant monitoring and control. A girl's virginity represented social capital for her family, and its loss outside the bounds of marriage brought shame that extended far beyond the individual to contaminate the entire household.

This created a paradox that would shape Anna's entire life. Women of the lower classes like the Göldis often had to leave home to work as domestic servants in the households of wealthier families. This economic necessity placed young women in situations of profound vulnerability, living under the same roof as male employers and their sons, subject to their authority, dependent on their goodwill for continued employment, and exposed to sexual approaches that could range from persistent harassment to outright assault. A servant who became pregnant faced catastrophic consequences—dismissal, loss of reputation, potential prosecution—while the man responsible typically faced no formal sanctions whatsoever.

The community in which Anna grew up operated according to codes that were both explicit and implicit. The explicit codes appeared in church teaching, local ordinances, and the pronouncements of authorities. They specified proper behavior, outlined punishments for transgression, and established the formal structure of social order. But the implicit codes—the unwritten rules about who could speak to whom and how, which families were respectable and which were not, what could be said aloud and what must remain unspoken—were equally powerful and often more determinative of actual outcomes.

In this world, reputation was a fragile and precious commodity, particularly for women. A whisper of scandal could destroy social standing that had taken generations to build. For a family like the Göldis, already positioned precariously in the lower reaches of the social order, there was almost no margin for error. Any misstep by any family member reflected on all of them and could have consequences that cascaded through years or even generations.

Anna's position as the fourth child in a large, poor family had specific implications for her future. In families of this size and economic status, there was simply no way to provide marriage portions for all the daughters. A marriage portion—the money or goods a bride brought to the marriage—was essential for making a respectable match. Without one, a girl's marital prospects declined precipitously. This meant that some of the Göldi daughters would inevitably remain unmarried, not by choice but by economic necessity.

For these unmarried daughters, the most likely life path was permanent domestic service. Unlike service that functioned as a form of training before marriage—common among girls from slightly better-off families—permanent service meant a lifetime of work in other people's households, moving from position to position as opportunities arose or circumstances required, never establishing an independent household, never having legal authority over property or children, and remaining perpetually dependent on employers' continued goodwill.

This was the future that awaited Anna Göldi from the moment of her birth. She would not inherit land—there was none to inherit, and even if there had been, inheritance law and custom favored sons. She would not receive enough education to pursue any of the limited professional opportunities available to women of higher classes, such as teaching young children or serving as a lady's companion. She would not receive a marriage portion sufficient to attract a husband who could provide economic security. Instead, she would enter service, and service would define the boundaries of her existence.

Yet even within these rigid constraints, individual personality and character mattered. The historical record, fragmented as it is, suggests that Anna possessed qualities that set her apart. Later observers, including the novelist who would ultimately bring her story back to public consciousness in the twentieth century, described her as independent, sensual, and difficult to control—"like a wild horse, impossible to catch," in the words of one commentator. These descriptions, even filtered through the interpretive lenses of different eras, hint at a woman who resisted the total subordination that her position demanded, who maintained some interior sense of self that could not be entirely suppressed by the grinding necessities of survival.

This combination—a woman born into circumstances that demanded total compliance, who nevertheless possessed a spirit that sought some measure of autonomy—would prove to be extraordinarily dangerous. In the world of eighteenth-century Switzerland, female independence was not celebrated but suspected. A woman who could not be easily controlled was a woman who threatened the social order. For Anna, these qualities of personality that might have been assets in different circumstances or a different era became vulnerabilities that marked her for persecution.

The Sennwald of Anna's childhood also existed within a specific religious and political context that shaped how communities understood transgression and punishment. This was Protestant Switzerland, specifically the Reformed tradition that traced its lineage to Zwingli rather than Luther or Calvin, though it shared with all Protestant movements an emphasis on individual moral responsibility and a suspicion of Catholic concepts like purgatory or intercession through saints. The Reformed church taught that each individual stood alone before God, responsible for their own salvation through faith and righteous living.

This theological framework had profound implications for how communities treated those perceived as moral transgressors. Without the Catholic option of confession and absolution, Protestant communities developed alternative mechanisms for dealing with sin—mechanisms that often involved public shaming, communal judgment, and permanent marking of the transgressor. Someone who violated community norms did not simply confess, receive penance, and return to good standing. Instead, they carried their transgression as a permanent stain on their reputation, a mark that could be invoked years or decades later as evidence of deficient character.

For a girl like Anna, growing up in this environment meant understanding from early childhood that mistakes would not be forgiven but remembered, that transgression would not be absolved but permanently recorded in the community's collective memory. This created an atmosphere of intense surveillance and judgment, particularly around issues of sexual morality, which were seen as indicative of deeper spiritual corruption.

The political structure of the region also mattered. Sennwald was part of a complex patchwork of jurisdictions that characterized the Old Swiss Confederacy. Unlike modern Switzerland with its federal system and guaranteed rights, eighteenth-century Switzerland consisted of largely autonomous cantons with their own laws, their own courts, and their own approaches to justice. These cantons were not democracies in any modern sense. Political power was concentrated in the hands of established families, and ordinary people like the Göldis had no formal voice in governance.

This meant that justice was not blind and impartial but deeply personal and political. Legal outcomes depended heavily on who you were, whom you knew, and what social capital you could mobilize. For a family like the Göldis, lacking connections to powerful families or influential patrons, this system offered little protection and much vulnerability. The law was something that happened to people of their class, not something they could wield for their own protection.

Anna's childhood, then, was shaped by multiple overlapping forms of constraint—economic, social, gendered, religious, and political. She grew up knowing, in ways both explicit and implicit, that her life would be lived in service to others, that her body and her behavior would be subject to constant scrutiny and judgment, that mistakes would be punished harshly and remembered permanently, and that she had no formal recourse to justice if wronged by those more powerful than herself.

Yet she also grew up in a landscape of remarkable beauty. The Rhine Valley, for all its harshness as a place to extract a living, offered visual compensations that must have provided some relief from the grinding difficulties of daily existence. The dramatic Alpine peaks that rose on either side of the valley, the clear streams that descended from the mountains, the sudden transitions from meadow to forest, the quality of light that changes by the hour in mountain country—these were part of Anna's daily experience from infancy.

This juxtaposition of natural beauty and human hardship characterizes much of the Alpine peasant experience. The same landscape that could inspire awe was also implacable and demanding, offering little margin for error and rewarding constant labor with mere survival. Anna would have learned early to work in all weathers, to accept physical discomfort as the baseline condition of existence, and to find what moments of pleasure or beauty she could in circumstances that offered few obvious sources of joy.

By the time Anna Göldi reached age eighteen in 1752, her trajectory was essentially determined by the circumstances of her birth. She would enter domestic service because no other realistic option existed for a girl of her class and family situation. She would leave Sennwald to seek employment because her family could not support eight adult children, and the local economy could not absorb them all. She would carry with her the skills she had learned in her mother's household, the catechism she had memorized in church, and the deep understanding that her survival depended on pleasing those who held power over her—an understanding that would be complicated by the independent streak in her character that made total subordination psychologically impossible.

The world that Anna entered as an adult servant was not fundamentally different from the world of her childhood. The hierarchies were the same, the vulnerabilities were the same, and the lack of formal protections was the same. What changed was that she now bore sole responsibility for navigating this world without the limited protection that even an impoverished family provided. She was alone, and in eighteenth-century Switzerland, a woman alone was a woman in danger.

This is the context we must hold in our minds as we follow Anna Göldi through the subsequent decades of her life—the multiple prosecutions, the impossible situations, the affair that would ultimately cost her life. She was not a reckless woman courting disaster but a woman trying to survive within a system that offered people of her class and gender almost no path to security, that punished female sexuality ruthlessly while creating situations where sexual exploitation was nearly inevitable, and that reserved its harshest judgments for those who were already most vulnerable.

Anna Göldi's execution in 1782 would shock Europe precisely because educated observers recognized what the Glarus authorities refused to acknowledge—that this was not the punishment of a criminal but the elimination of an inconvenient woman whose very existence threatened the reputation of a powerful man. But the mechanisms that made her execution possible were not created in 1782. They were built into the social, economic, legal, and religious structures that shaped her life from the moment she was born, the fourth of eight children, in Sennwald on October 24, 1734.

Your third chapter, "1765: The First Condemnation," needs to handle her infanticide accusation with both historical honesty and empathy. This is crucial because it establishes the pattern of legal persecution that makes her vulnerable later. You'll want to explore how unmarried pregnancy was treated in this era, the circumstances of the mercenary who abandoned her, and the harsh realities of infant mortality. The chapter should make clear that her pillory and six-year house arrest branded her permanently as a transgressor, making her an easy target for future accusations.
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​Chapter 2: The Rectory Years: Service and Survival
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When Anna Göldi left her family home in 1752 at age eighteen to enter domestic service, she crossed a threshold that millions of young women from poor families had crossed before her and millions more would cross after. Yet each crossing was also intensely personal, marking the end of whatever limited protection family provided and the beginning of a life defined by dependence on strangers who held nearly absolute power over the most intimate details of daily existence.

We know that by 1762, Anna had secured a position at the Sennwald rectory, the household of the local Protestant minister. She was twenty-eight years old by this time, which means we must account for a decade of her life about which the historical record offers us nothing concrete. This silence is itself revealing. The lives of domestic servants, particularly those who did not become involved in scandals or crimes, left almost no documentary trace. They appeared in household accounts as line items representing wages paid, sometimes in parish records if they were disciplined by church authorities, occasionally in court documents if they were victims or perpetrators of crimes. Otherwise, they moved through the world leaving barely a ripple in the historical record.

This decade of silence between 1752 and 1762 likely consisted of a series of positions in various households, each lasting anywhere from a few months to several years. Servants moved frequently, sometimes by choice when better opportunities arose, more often by necessity when employers dismissed them, when households dissolved due to death or financial reversal, or when the servant's own circumstances changed. For Anna, these years would have been an education in the practical realities of service—learning which situations were tolerable and which were not, discovering how to navigate the complex social dynamics of households, understanding the unwritten rules that governed relationships between servants and employers, and developing strategies for survival in an environment that offered little formal protection.

The position at the Sennwald rectory represented a particular kind of domestic service, one that came with specific advantages and particular dangers. A rectory household occupied an ambiguous social position. The minister himself was unquestionably a member of the educated elite, a man of learning and spiritual authority who commanded respect throughout the community. Yet many rural ministers in eighteenth-century Switzerland were not wealthy. Their income derived from church tithes and stipends that could be quite modest, particularly in small agricultural communities like Sennwald. A rectory household, therefore, combined social prestige with potential economic constraint—a combination that could create complex dynamics for the servants who worked there.

For a servant, working in a rectory offered certain advantages over service in purely secular households. The moral authority of the minister and the constant presence of religious observance theoretically provided some protection against the grosser forms of exploitation. A minister who preached about Christian charity and moral behavior presumably felt some obligation to treat his own servants with basic decency. The household was also a semi-public space in ways that ordinary homes were not. Parishioners came and went, church business was conducted there, and the minister's behavior was subject to a degree of community scrutiny that did not apply to private households.

Yet these advantages were offset by particular pressures unique to religious households. The minister's wife, if he was married, often felt intense pressure to maintain a household that exemplified Protestant virtues of orderliness, cleanliness, and proper domestic management. This pressure could translate into extremely demanding expectations for servants. Moreover, the moral oversight that theoretically protected servants could also function as a form of intensified surveillance. In a rectory household, every aspect of a servant's behavior and character was subject to scrutiny not merely from the perspective of efficient household management but also from the perspective of spiritual and moral evaluation.

The work itself in a rectory would have encompassed the full range of domestic labor that fell to servants in any household of this type. Anna would have been responsible for the physically demanding work of maintaining the home—scrubbing floors, washing linens, hauling water, tending fires, preparing meals, preserving food, caring for any animals the household kept, and managing the garden that provided much of the household's vegetables. This work was unending, repetitive, and physically exhausting. A servant's day began before dawn and ended only when all necessary tasks were completed, which could be well after dark depending on the season and the household's needs.

The rhythm of work in a rectory was also shaped by the liturgical calendar. Preparation for major religious festivals required additional labor—special cleaning, elaborate cooking, and management of the increased traffic of parishioners who might visit the minister's home. Sundays brought their own peculiar pressures, as the household had to be prepared for the day of rest while also managing the practical realities that religious observance did not eliminate the need for meals or the care of children and animals.

Understanding Anna's position requires us to grasp the fundamental ambiguity of the servant's status in eighteenth-century households. Servants were neither family members nor independent contractors, but something in between that combined elements of both relationships in ways that created constant tension and confusion. They lived under the same roof as the family, ate food from the same kitchen (though not at the same table), were subject to the family's rules and schedules, and were expected to demonstrate loyalty and even affection toward the household. Yet they remained fundamentally outsiders, employees who could be dismissed, whose privacy was nonexistent, and whose own needs and desires were supposed to be entirely subordinate to those of the employer.

This ambiguity created what we might call a crisis of proximity. Servants were intimately involved in the most private aspects of family life. They dressed and undressed the family members, handled their soiled clothing and linens, prepared their food, tended them when they were ill, and overheard their conversations and arguments. This proximity meant that servants knew things about their employers that no one outside the household knew—details of financial troubles, marital discord, children's misbehavior, personal habits, and private vices. This knowledge created a perpetual underlying tension in the relationship, as employers were acutely aware that their servants possessed information that could damage their reputation if disclosed.

For female servants, proximity created additional dangers that arose from sexual dynamics within the household. A young woman living under the same roof as her male employer, his adult sons, or other male relatives was in a position of profound vulnerability. She could not refuse unwanted advances without risking dismissal, yet if she acquiesced and became pregnant, she faced catastrophic consequences while the man typically faced none. This asymmetry of consequences created a situation that was structurally predatory, regardless of the personal character of the individuals involved.

The rectory household presented these dangers in a particularly acute form precisely because of its religious character. If a minister or his sons behaved inappropriately toward a servant, the community's investment in maintaining the moral authority of religious leadership created powerful incentives to blame the servant rather than acknowledge the minister's misconduct. A servant who accused a minister of sexual impropriety was unlikely to be believed and almost certain to be dismissed and blacklisted from other positions. The same moral authority that theoretically protected servants could therefore function as a shield that protected predatory behavior by making it almost impossible for victims to seek redress without destroying their own lives.

We must imagine Anna navigating these dynamics daily during her years at the Sennwald rectory. She would have developed a highly refined sense of boundaries and dangers, learning to read subtle cues about mood and intention, understanding when to be present and when to make herself scarce, and finding ways to deflect unwanted attention without giving explicit offense that could cost her the position. This constant vigilance was itself a form of labor, emotional and psychological work that went uncompensated and unacknowledged but was nonetheless essential to survival.

The wages for domestic service in this period were minimal. A female servant in a rural Swiss household might earn a few gulden per year, plus room and board. The room was typically shared with other servants if the household was large enough to employ multiple workers, or sometimes merely a corner of a kitchen or attic. The board was adequate for survival but rarely generous, and servants often ate the leftovers from the family's meals rather than receiving equal portions of the best food. These wages were insufficient to allow any meaningful savings, which meant that a servant remained perpetually dependent on continued employment. Loss of a position could quickly lead to genuine destitution, as there was no unemployment insurance, no government assistance, and no formal mechanisms for supporting workers between jobs.

This economic vulnerability gave employers extraordinary power over servants' lives. Dismissal was always an option, could be exercised without cause or explanation, and came with no requirement that the employer provide a reference or assistance in securing new employment. In fact, a dismissal without a positive reference effectively ended a servant's ability to secure similar work, as new employers invariably inquired about previous positions and expected to hear favorable reports. A servant who had been dismissed under ambiguous or scandalous circumstances became nearly unemployable in respectable households, leaving only the most desperate positions or destitution as alternatives.

The years Anna spent at the Sennwald rectory from 1762 to 1765 unfolded against the backdrop of her approaching thirties, a significant threshold for any woman in eighteenth-century society but particularly for one in her position. By her late twenties, any realistic prospect of marriage would have been fading. Men seeking wives typically chose younger women, both because youth suggested a longer period of fertility and because younger women were perceived as more malleable and easier to integrate into a husband's household and expectations. A servant in her late twenties with no marriage portion and no family connections was unlikely to receive any marriage proposals from men who could offer economic security.

This reality would have created a particular psychological pressure. Anna could see the outlines of her future with depressing clarity—a life of permanent service, moving from household to household as age and circumstances dictated, with no prospect of establishing her own home or having legitimate children who could provide support in her old age, and ultimately facing an elderly dotage dependent on whatever charity might be available or consignment to a poorhouse if she became too infirm to work. This was not the life she would have chosen, but it was the life that her class and gender and the accidents of birth order had determined for her.

Against this background, we must understand the relationship that developed, at some point during her years at the rectory, with the mercenary soldier who would father her first child. The historical record tells us almost nothing about this man beyond his profession and the fact that he left Switzerland before the child's birth. We do not know his name, how long Anna knew him, or what promises, if any, he made to her. We know only that at age thirty-one, Anna became pregnant, and that the man responsible departed before he could be called to account.

Mercenary soldiers occupied a particular niche in eighteenth-century Swiss society. Switzerland's rugged terrain and limited agricultural capacity meant that the region could not support its entire population, and for centuries, Swiss men had sought employment as soldiers in foreign armies. This was not regarded as dishonorable but as a practical necessity, a way for younger sons and men from poor families to earn wages that were impossible to obtain locally. These soldiers were not permanently resident in Switzerland but returned periodically between campaigns or when their terms of service ended.

A relationship between a domestic servant and a mercenary soldier would have existed in a space of profound uncertainty. The soldier's profession meant he could be called away at any moment, could be gone for months or years at a time, and faced substantial risks of injury or death. Any understanding between them existed without the formal protections of engagement or marriage, without community recognition or family involvement, and without any legal mechanism to enforce promises or obligations. For Anna, involvement with such a man represented both an emotional connection—perhaps the only intimate relationship available to her—and a dangerous gamble that she might end up pregnant and alone, which is precisely what happened.

The pregnancy itself would have become apparent to Anna sometime in the autumn of 1764 or winter of 1765. The initial response would have been private terror. An unmarried pregnant woman, particularly one in service, faced social and economic catastrophe. She would inevitably be dismissed from her position once the pregnancy became visible, would face severe censure from church authorities, and would be unlikely to secure another respectable position. The pregnancy marked her as a woman of loose morals, a designation that carried permanent stigma in communities that treated female sexual transgression as both sin and crime.

Anna would have had to calculate whether to reveal the pregnancy to her employers or attempt to conceal it as long as possible. Concealment bought time but created additional risks—if the pregnancy were discovered rather than voluntarily disclosed, the appearance of deception would make everything worse. Disclosure at least offered the possibility of managing the timing and circumstances, perhaps securing some final wages or a less damaging dismissal. The decision she made is lost to history, but at some point the pregnancy became known to the rectory household.

The rector's response, whatever form it took, would have been shaped by his dual role as spiritual authority and employer. As a minister, he was obligated to address moral transgression, which pregnancy outside marriage unquestionably represented in Reformed Protestant theology. As an employer, he faced a practical problem—a pregnant servant could not effectively perform her duties and her visible condition in the household would reflect badly on his moral oversight. The interests of both roles pointed toward dismissal, which is almost certainly what occurred.

Anna's departure from the rectory household in 1765 marks the beginning of the crisis that would result in her first prosecution. Dismissed, pregnant, and with the father absent, she would have returned to her family's home in Sennwald, carrying the shame of her condition back to the community where she had grown up. For her parents and siblings, her situation represented a disaster that affected the entire family's reputation. In the tight social world of an eighteenth-century Swiss village, Anna's illegitimate pregnancy would have been the subject of intense gossip and judgment, and her family would have been criticized for failing to instill proper morals in their daughter.

The baby was born sometime in 1765. We do not know the exact date or even whether the child was a boy or a girl. What we know is that the baby died the same night it was born, almost certainly from suffocation. Infant mortality was tragically common in this era—perhaps a third of all children died before reaching their first birthday, and the first days of life were particularly perilous. Deaths from suffocation, whether from accidental overlay when adults or other children rolled onto an infant sharing a bed, or from complications during birth that affected breathing, were frequent enough that they represented a recognized category of infant death.

Yet in the harsh moral and legal climate of eighteenth-century Switzerland, the death of an infant born to an unmarried mother was not treated as a tragic misfortune but as a potential crime. The authorities operated under a presumption that women who gave birth outside marriage had powerful incentives to kill their newborns—the child represented ongoing evidence of sexual sin, created obligations for support that the mother was unlikely to be able to meet, and permanently damaged the mother's prospects for any future respectable life. This presumption meant that any infant death under such circumstances was investigated not as a possible accident but as a probable infanticide.

Anna was accused of murdering her child. The charge was that she had deliberately suffocated the infant, eliminating the inconvenient evidence of her sexual transgression and freeing herself from the burden of an illegitimate child. The accusation was almost certainly false—there is no evidence beyond the suspicious circumstances that pointed to deliberate killing rather than the all-too-common tragedy of infant death. But in the legal and moral framework of the time, Anna's status as an unmarried mother was itself sufficient to create presumption of guilt. She was exactly the sort of person who might commit infanticide, and that suspicion was enough to support prosecution.

The trial and its outcome reveal the machinery of punishment that communities like Sennwald deployed against women who transgressed sexual norms. Anna was convicted and sentenced to public pillory and six years of house arrest. The pillory was a deliberately humiliating punishment, designed not merely to penalize the offender but to publicly mark and shame them before the entire community. Anna would have been placed in the pillory—typically a wooden framework that restrained the head and hands—in a public location where community members could view her, mock her, and perhaps throw refuse at her. This public spectacle served multiple functions—it punished Anna, it provided an example to other women of what awaited those who transgressed, and it allowed the community to collectively participate in the enforcement of moral norms.

The six years of house arrest that followed meant that Anna was confined to her family's home, unable to seek work or establish any independent existence, essentially imprisoned without the formal designation of imprisonment. This sentence transferred the burden of her support to her family, who were already struggling to maintain eight children. It also ensured that Anna's transgression remained a visible fact in the community for six years, a continuing reminder of the consequences of sexual sin.

This prosecution and punishment fundamentally altered Anna's life trajectory. She now carried not merely the informal stigma of having given birth outside marriage, but a formal criminal conviction. She had been publicly humiliated before her entire community. She had spent six years under house arrest, years when other women her age were establishing themselves in stable service positions or marriages. She was now in her late thirties, an age when most servants were either established in long-term positions or had married, yet she was marked as a criminal, starting over from a position worse than when she had first entered service at eighteen.

The Sennwald rectory years and their aftermath established patterns that would repeat in Anna's subsequent life. She had learned that sexual relationships with men above her social station carried catastrophic risks for her while the men faced no formal consequences. She had learned that the legal system treated women of her class with suspicion and harshness, willing to presume guilt and impose severe punishment on minimal evidence. She had learned that communities remembered and marked transgression permanently, that there was no path to redemption or restoration of reputation once it had been damaged. And she had learned that the combination of poverty, female gender, and social marginalization created a vulnerability that made her an easy target when authorities needed someone to punish.

These lessons would shape her behavior in the years ahead, yet they could not eliminate the fundamental impossibility of her situation. She needed employment to survive, which meant entering service and accepting the vulnerabilities that came with it. She was human and sought connection, which meant risking further relationships despite their dangers. She possessed an independent spirit that made total subordination psychologically difficult, which meant she could not perfectly perform the role of the ideal servant who accepted all circumstances without resistance or complaint. The collision between these realities and the rigid moral and legal structures of eighteenth-century Swiss society made further conflict nearly inevitable.

When Anna left Sennwald following her release from house arrest, she was fleeing not merely a difficult situation but a community where her criminal past was known to everyone, where her reputation was irreparably damaged, and where she had no realistic prospect of building any kind of stable life. She crossed the border into the neighboring Canton of Glarus, a separate sovereign territory where her history was not immediately known, seeking the possibility of a fresh start that Sennwald could no longer offer.

This flight was both an act of hope and an act of desperation. Hope, because Glarus represented the possibility of employment without the constant weight of her past pressing down on every interaction. Desperation, because she was escaping house arrest before its completion, making herself technically a fugitive and adding another layer of legal vulnerability to her already precarious situation. The house arrest had been imposed by Sennwald authorities and technically applied only within their jurisdiction, but its violation could be invoked against her if authorities chose to do so.

Anna Göldi arrived in Glarus in the late 1760s as a woman in her thirties with a criminal past, no references, no family connections, and no resources beyond her capacity for hard work. That she managed to secure a position with the wealthy Zwicky family in Mollis speaks to both her desperation to find employment and perhaps to some personal qualities—competence, determination, or charm—that allowed her to convince employers to overlook her lack of credentials. The rectory years had taught her how to survive in service, how to navigate the complex social dynamics of households, and how to perform the endless labor that domestic service required. These skills would serve her in the years ahead, even as the fundamental vulnerabilities of her position remained unchanged and would ultimately prove fatal.
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​Chapter 3: 1765: The First Condemnation
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The death of Anna Göldi's infant on the night of its birth in 1765 set in motion a legal process that would brand her permanently as a criminal and establish a pattern of persecution that would follow her for the remaining seventeen years of her life. To understand why an event that was tragically common—the death of a newborn—became the basis for a criminal prosecution, we must first understand the particular horror with which eighteenth-century European society viewed infanticide and the legal presumptions that attached to any infant death involving an unmarried mother.

Infanticide occupied a unique position in the hierarchy of crimes that eighteenth-century legal systems recognized and punished. It was understood as murder, which made it a capital offense in most jurisdictions, yet it was also intimately connected to sexual transgression, which meant it carried moral weight beyond the taking of a life. The crime was gendered in ways that few other offenses were—while men could theoretically be prosecuted as accomplices, infanticide was understood as quintessentially a woman's crime, one that arose from specifically female circumstances and was enabled by women's intimate access to vulnerable infants.

The legal and social treatment of infanticide reflected deeply held beliefs about female nature and the dangers of uncontrolled female sexuality. An unmarried woman who became pregnant had, according to the moral logic of the era, already demonstrated deficient moral character through the act of fornication. This initial transgression was understood not as an isolated mistake but as evidence of a fundamentally disordered soul, one capable of escalating from sexual sin to the ultimate crime of killing one's own child. The progression was seen as almost natural—having committed one form of sin, the woman was now capable of any sin, particularly when that sin served her material interests by eliminating the evidence of her initial transgression and freeing her from the burden of an unwanted child.

This framework of presumption meant that infant deaths involving unmarried mothers were investigated with a suspicion that did not attach to infant deaths in married households, even though the actual rate of infant mortality was equally high in both contexts. When a married woman's infant died, the community was prepared to accept accident, illness, or divine will as explanations. When an unmarried woman's infant died, the community immediately suspected deliberate killing. This asymmetry was not based on evidence about the actual frequency of infanticide but on assumptions about the character and motivations of women in different circumstances.

The presumption of guilt that attached to Anna when her infant died was therefore not primarily about evidence but about identity. She was an unmarried woman who had given birth in circumstances of shame and secrecy. This fact alone was sufficient to make her the kind of person who might commit infanticide, and in the legal reasoning of the era, being the kind of person who might commit a crime was often treated as nearly equivalent to having actually committed it. The burden of proof functionally reversed—rather than authorities needing to prove that Anna had deliberately killed her child, Anna needed to prove that she had not, and such proof was nearly impossible to produce.

We must pause here to consider what actually happened on the night the infant died, insofar as we can reconstruct it from the fragments of information that survived in historical records. Anna was in her family's home in Sennwald, having returned there after her dismissal from the rectory when her pregnancy became known. She was thirty-one years old, unmarried, and giving birth without the assistance of a trained midwife or physician—such expertise was expensive and typically reserved for births in wealthier households or cases where complications made intervention necessary.

Childbirth in eighteenth-century Europe was a dangerous undertaking even under the best circumstances, and Anna's circumstances were far from ideal. She was giving birth in a household that was already crowded with her parents and siblings, in conditions of poverty that meant limited privacy, inadequate heating, and basic sanitation. The birth itself would have been attended by female family members or neighbors—women who had experience with childbirth from their own deliveries but who lacked formal medical training. These attendants would have relied on traditional practices and folk knowledge that sometimes helped and sometimes harmed, and they would have had no access to the medical interventions that might save a mother or infant when complications arose.

The baby died that same night, almost certainly from suffocation. Suffocation was one of the leading causes of infant death in this period, and it could occur in multiple ways that had nothing to do with deliberate killing. An infant might be accidentally overlaid—smothered when an exhausted adult or older child sharing a bed rolled onto the baby during sleep. An infant might have breathing difficulties related to the birth process itself—complications with the umbilical cord, fluid in the lungs, or congenital problems that prevented proper respiration. An infant might suffocate if placed face-down on soft bedding or if swaddled too tightly in a way that restricted breathing. All of these causes were accidents, tragedies resulting from the dangerous conditions of infant life in this era, yet all of them produced the same result—a dead infant and no obvious external signs of violence that could definitively distinguish accident from deliberate killing.

This ambiguity was precisely what made infant suffocation cases so dangerous for unmarried mothers. When a married woman's infant died from suffocation, the community was generally prepared to accept that it was an accident, perhaps an overlay that occurred during sleep or a tragic complication of birth. The mother was presumed to have wanted the child, to have had no motive for killing it, and therefore to be innocent of deliberate harm. But when an unmarried woman's infant died from suffocation, every aspect of the situation was reinterpreted through the lens of suspicion. The same circumstances that would be understood as accident in one context became evidence of murder in another, not because the physical facts were different but because the social meaning attached to those facts changed completely based on the mother's marital status.

Anna would have known immediately that the infant's death placed her in grave danger. The community's response to an unmarried mother whose baby died was predictable—there would be questions, investigations, accusations. She could not simply grieve her loss as a married mother might be permitted to do but instead had to defend herself against the presumption that she was a murderer. This requirement to prove innocence when proof was nearly impossible created a psychological torture that compounded the trauma of losing a child, whatever the circumstances of that loss.

The investigation that followed would have involved multiple layers of authority, each bringing its own perspective and agenda to the case. The local civil authorities had jurisdiction over criminal matters and would conduct the formal investigation. The church authorities, represented by the same rector for whose household Anna had recently worked, would be concerned with the moral dimensions and with ensuring that appropriate punishment was imposed to reinforce community standards. And the community itself would be deeply invested in the outcome, seeing the case as a test of whether proper moral order would be maintained or whether transgression would go unpunished.

The evidence against Anna was entirely circumstantial—an unmarried woman, a dead infant, death by suffocation, and the presumption that these facts together pointed to deliberate killing. There were no witnesses to the actual death, no confession from Anna, and no physical evidence that could definitively prove deliberate suffocation as opposed to accidental death. In a modern legal system, such a case would be difficult or impossible to prosecute successfully because the standard of proof beyond reasonable doubt could not be met. But eighteenth-century Swiss justice operated under different standards, ones that gave enormous weight to circumstantial evidence and social presumptions when the accused was a woman of low status with no powerful advocates.

The role of torture in extracting confessions during this period cannot be ignored, though we do not have specific records indicating whether torture was used in Anna's infanticide case. Throughout Europe, torture remained a legally sanctioned method for obtaining confessions from suspected criminals, particularly in serious cases like murder. The logic behind judicial torture held that a person who was truly innocent would maintain their innocence even under severe physical pain, while a guilty person would eventually confess. This reasoning was catastrophically flawed—it failed to account for the fact that many people, innocent or guilty, would confess to anything to stop unbearable pain, making confessions extracted under torture inherently unreliable. Nevertheless, torture remained part of the judicial arsenal in many Swiss jurisdictions in 1765, and its availability meant that authorities could obtain confessions even when no actual evidence of guilt existed.

Whether or not Anna was tortured, she was convicted of infanticide. The conviction itself tells us something important about how the legal system functioned in cases involving women of low social status accused of crimes that society was particularly concerned about preventing. The standards of evidence that might apply to other defendants or other crimes were relaxed when the accused was an unmarried mother suspected of killing her infant. The presumption of innocence that theoretically should have protected her was effectively reversed. The community's investment in punishing sexual transgression and preventing infanticide created powerful pressure for conviction regardless of what the evidence actually demonstrated.
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