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Introduction: What We Think We Know About Witches

[image: ]




Every October, the witch returns.

She haunts our store shelves in the form of crooked hats and broomsticks, her silhouette stamped on everything from candy wrappers to cocktail napkins. She sneaks into pop culture as the sassy spellcaster, the misunderstood rebel, the dark-haired antiheroine who straddles the line between cursed and powerful. Most people associate her with Salem, that infamous town in colonial Massachusetts where nineteen were executed and many more imprisoned after being accused of consorting with the devil.

Salem has become a symbol — of hysteria, injustice, and the terrifying ease with which fear can override reason. But Salem is only part of the story.

For centuries before (and long after) the hysteria of 1692, societies around the world were gripped by witchcraft panics far more brutal, far more widespread, and in many cases, even more bizarre than what happened in New England. Entire villages burned. Children turned informants. Bodies were mutilated. Justice systems collapsed under the weight of mass paranoia. These were not isolated cases, nor were they the product of one rogue community. They were systemic, state-sanctioned tragedies — buried under the cultural fixation with Salem like bones beneath a gravestone.

Why don’t we talk about these other witch trials?

Maybe because they happened far from the sanitized image of the American founding story. Maybe because they challenge our illusions of progress and rationality. Or maybe because they reveal something much more uncomfortable: that the urge to scapegoat — to label someone “witch” as a way to control, punish, or erase them — never truly left us. It simply evolved.

This book is not about spells or fantasy. It’s about power. It’s about fear. And it’s about what happens when a society, faced with uncertainty or crisis, turns its gaze inward and identifies “the other” — most often a woman, a healer, a widow, a midwife, a child, an outsider — as the cause of all its ills.

We’ll journey beyond the familiar borders of Salem to uncover witch trials in the snowbound corners of Norway, the mountainous Basque region of Spain, the villages of pre-colonial Africa, and the American heartland itself. We’ll explore eerie, forgotten places where superstition and survival collided — and where the word “witch” carried a death sentence.
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