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FOR JOE, A MAN OF QUIET COURAGE.


HE WOULD HAVE CHOPPED DOWN THE HANGING TREE.















WHO’S WHO



ACCUSERS


CHURCHILL, Sarah: about 20 years old; a refugee; worked as a servant for George Jacobs Sr. Tried to recant but no one believed her.


HOBBS, Abigail: 14 years old; confessed to witchcraft and then accused others, including both her parents.


HUBBARD, Elizabeth: 16 years old; an orphan who lived with her uncle, Dr. William Griggs.


JOHN INDIAN: age unknown; Indigenous man enslaved by Samuel Parris; husband of Tituba.


LEWIS, Mercy: 19 years old; an orphan and a refugee twice; a live-in servant to the Putnams.


PARRIS, Betty: 9 years old; daughter of Reverend Parris; had an older brother and younger sister, but was the only Parris child to be bewitched; never attended a trial.


PUTNAM, Ann: 12 years old; had nine younger siblings; only accuser who lived at home and had both her parents. Daughter of Thomas and Ann Sr.


PUTNAM, Ann Sr.: about 30 years old; Ann’s mother and Thomas’s wife.


PUTNAM, Thomas: 44 years old; a veteran of fighting against Indigenous people; militia sergeant; supported Reverend Parris; swore out the first charges.


WALCOTT, Mary: 16 years old; lived with the Putnams; made more accusations than anyone else.


WARREN, Mary: 20 years old; servant to John and Elizabeth Proctor; she was an accuser, recanted, and was herself accused, then became an accuser again.


WILLIAMS, Abigail: 11 years old; orphaned niece of Reverend Parris, lived in his household; the first to be bewitched.


ACCUSED


BISHOP, Bridget: early 50s; wife of a sawyer; lived in Salem Town and didn’t know her accusers.


BURROUGHS, George: 42 years old; had been Salem Village’s minister; father of seven; unusually strong.


CARRIER, Martha: late 30s; sister to Mary Toothaker.


CLOYCE, Sarah: 44 years old; sister of Rebecca Nurse and Mary Esty.


COREY, Giles: about 80 years old; farmer; husband of Martha.


COREY, Martha: 60s; third wife of Giles.


ENGLISH, Philip: 42 years old; wealthy Salem Town merchant; husband to Mary.


ENGLISH, Mary: about 40 years old; wife to Philip.


ESTY, Mary: 58 years old; sister of Rebecca Nurse and Sarah Cloyce; mother of seven.


GOOD, Dorothy: 4 or 5 years old; daughter of Sarah Good, who was one of the first to be accused.


GOOD, Sarah: 38 years old; disagreeable beggar with a tendency to mutter; had first examination; mother of Dorothy Good.


HOAR, Dorcas: 58 years old; widow; history of theft.


HOWE, Elizabeth: early 50s; related to the Nurses; her husband was blind.


JACOBS, George Sr.: 81 years old; farmer; illiterate.


JACOBS, Margaret: 17 years old; granddaughter of George Sr.; confessed and then recanted.


MARTIN, Susannah: 71 years old; widow from Amesbury.


NURSE, Rebecca: 71 years old; nearly deaf; impeccable reputation; had strong support from her family.


OSBORNE, Sarah: about 49 years old; married a younger man and scandalized the neighbors; had a legal dispute with some of the Putnams.


PROCTOR, Elizabeth: 41 years old; pregnant at time of trial; had five children and six stepchildren; wife to John.


PROCTOR, John: 60 years old; tavern keeper and farmer; husband of Elizabeth; first man accused.


TITUBA: age unknown; enslaved by Samuel Parris; Indigenous woman from Barbados; made the first confession; wife of John Indian.


TOOTHAKER, Mary: 44 years old; widow; sister of Martha Carrier.


WILDS, Sarah: mid-60s; from Topsfield; carpenter’s wife; mother of town constable.


WILLARD, John: about 30 years old; Salem Village deputy constable; abusive husband disliked by his in-laws.


OTHERS


CORWIN, Jonathan: 52 years old; Salem Town merchant; justice of the peace; friend of John Hathorne.


DANFORTH, Thomas: 69 years old; deputy governor, Charlestown landowner.


GRIGGS, William, Dr.: 71 years old; Salem Village’s doctor.


HATHORNE, John: 51 years old; wealthy magistrate; relative of the Putnams.


HERRICK, George: 30s; Salem deputy sheriff; an upholsterer.


INGERSOLL, Nathaniel: 60 years old; owned tavern where some hearings—and lots of gossip—took place.


MATHER, Cotton: 29 years old; Boston minister; son of Increase; wrote Wonders of the Invisible World.


MATHER, Increase: 53 years old; Boston minister; father of Cotton; Harvard College president, 1685–1701; procured new charter for Massachusetts Bay Colony.


PARRIS, Samuel: 39 years old; minister of Salem Village church; sometime court clerk; father of Betty; uncle of Abigail Williams.


SEWALL, Samuel: about 40 years old; Bostonian; judge.


SIBLEY, Mary: 32 years old; neighbor of the Parris family; oversaw baking the witch cake.















INTRODUCTION
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The Salem Witch Trials may be the greatest true crime story in history.


Starting in 1692, neighbors in the Massachusetts Bay Colony pointed accusing fingers at neighbors, and Salem’s jail filled. When the witch hunt came to an end, it left behind nineteen nooses swinging in the wind, a pile of rocks used to crush a man to death, two dead dogs, ruined lives, and a legacy of fear.


Was a community that tried to be the best of people attacked by the worst of evil? Or did it commit the vilest crimes? Who were the victims? Who were the criminals?


The word Salem still makes the hairs on the back of our necks prickle and causes us to glance over our shoulders. Is anyone there? Waiting in the dark? Watching?


Salem still scares us for a reason: It could happen again.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE GIRLS WHO CRIED WITCH


Scoot in closer before I start. It’s been more than three centuries, but this story still gives me the creeps.


It started with a prickle. Abigail Williams felt it first. She was a blond eleven-year-old living in Salem, a town in Massachusetts Bay Colony about twenty miles from Boston. Abigail thought someone was pinching her, but no one was there. She felt someone bite her, but she was alone. Her skin burned. Her body shook and shuddered. Her limbs went rigid or slack and uncontrolled. Sometimes she spun around. She said things that made no sense. She shouted and barked or fell silent, unable to talk. Abigail Williams crawled under chairs.


Within a few days her nine-year-old cousin, Betty Parris, had the same symptoms. Abigail lived with Betty and Betty’s older brother, Thomas, and younger sister, Susannah. Abigail’s own parents had died and her uncle and aunt, Reverend Samuel and Elizabeth Parris, had taken her in. Reverend Parris seems to have been something of a grump, and his wife was chronically ill and unable to keep up with the household.


The Parris family had moved to Salem in 1689. Reverend Parris was born in London, had been wealthy and expected success, yet fell on hard times—and his fall was spectacular. He’d inherited a lot of money and a sugar plantation in Barbados, but Parris turned out to be a lousy plantation manager. He moved to Boston, where he was an even lousier businessman. Taking a job preaching in Salem was a huge letdown for Reverend Parris.


Once the family was settled in Salem Village, Reverend Parris’s first problem wasn’t witches—that came later. Right away he became embroiled in a dispute with his congregation over his firewood supply. You heard that right. The village was supposed to provide Reverend Parris with a certain number of logs, and he wasn’t getting them.


Parris wouldn’t let the issue go. He took it to the pulpit, preaching apocalyptic sermons about a coming war of good versus evil, about people who pretended to be good but were really working with the Devil. He planted in the minds of his Puritan congregation the fearsome idea that people in their midst were not what they seemed and couldn’t be trusted. Maybe he was just mad about not getting his firewood, but Reverend Parris prepared people to suspect that witches were in their midst. And his congregation believed him.


Reverend Parris could have gotten his firewood by cutting down the Hanging Tree. But he didn’t. And it stood waiting.


THE CASE OF GOODY GLOVER


Who were these firewood hoarders in Massachusetts Bay Colony? They were Puritans, a Protestant group that sailed from England in 1630 during a period of religious wars. They believed in a stern God, opposed playing music or games, and took their religion very seriously. And they believed in witches.


You don’t. Right?


In 1648 Boston hanged Margaret Jones, who’d been charged with several offenses, including causing deafness and giving people medicines that had terrible effects. The same hour Jones was hanged, a big storm hit Connecticut. Puritans believed God used disasters and illnesses to punish people, so they thought the storm was proof Jones had been guilty. They could have concluded that Jones was innocent and God was angry at them for hanging her, but they didn’t.


But there was a weirder case only four years before Abigail Williams began to thrash.


In the summer of 1688, four children of John Goodwin, a Boston mason, began having fits that included barking at each other. Martha, thirteen, had her first fit after an argument with Goody Ann Glover, an Irish Catholic widow who worked for the family. (Goody as a title for a married woman was short for Goodwife.) Three younger siblings started having fits, too, and accused Goody Glover of tormenting them with witchcraft. Goody Glover was arrested—and hanged as a witch!


The Goodwin children accused more people of being witches, but there were no more arrests. Perhaps no one else was as easy a victim as Ann Glover?


An influential young minister in Boston, Reverend Cotton Mather, who at one point took Martha Goodwin into his home to try to cure her, wrote about the Goodwins in Memorable Providences, Relating to Witchcraft and Possessions, which sold very well. So the Goodwins’ story became quite well-known throughout New England. Abigail Williams and Betty Parris probably heard all about it. Could they—for fun? for attention?—have imitated the Goodwins’ symptoms?


The fact that Reverend Mather had taken Martha in to live with him was significant. His father, Increase Mather, was also a famous minister. The Mathers were celebrities! Abigail and Betty lived in a cramped house and were expected to do endless chores. Maybe they thought they’d be taken to the big city if they had fits. Would a famous family take them in? Every kid in Salem would die of envy! Could Abigail and Betty have faked being bewitched, knowing that witchcraft was a capital crime? Anyone convicted of witchcraft would be hanged. Could the girls have taken that chance… because they wanted a vacation?


THE EGG WHITE SAYS YOU’RE GOING TO DIE


Two other adults lived in the Parris household: an Indigenous woman, Tituba, and her husband, John Indian. We don’t know much about Tituba or John Indian, except that they were enslaved people and Reverend Parris had brought Tituba from Barbados to Massachusetts with him.


Because Tituba was from the Caribbean, some people think she must’ve taught Betty and Abigail about voodoo and Caribbean magic beliefs. There’s no proof of this, though. People speculate Tituba knew about the occult because Betty and Abigail may have dabbled with a form of divination—foretelling the future—which went against everything the Puritans believed and which they would’ve thought was dangerously close to witchcraft.


Today we call the method of divination they used oomancy, but they would have called it a Venus glass, Venus being the planet associated with love. The Venus glass worked by filling a glass with water, then dribbling an egg white into it. Whatever shape the egg white took indicated a girl’s future husband’s profession and could give a clue to his identity. For example, if the egg white took the shape of a hammer, he’d be a carpenter; if it took the shape of a ship, he’d be a sailor.
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When Abigail and Betty dropped their egg white into the water, it took on the shape of a coffin. One of them wouldn’t live long enough to marry! Surely this would have upset the girls, but it would be tough to talk to your dad about it when he was Reverend Parris, thundering about the Devil for five hours every Sunday.


What if you felt guilty and believed you were now a bad kid? And if you thought you were going to die young, but couldn’t tell anyone, because you couldn’t explain how you knew, that might just be reason enough to act like you were being tortured by dark forces—just like the Goodwin kids in Boston. If that’s what happened, and Betty and Abigail were hoping that someone would comfort them and say everything would be okay, they really miscalculated.


Could that be how it started? Could the pricks and pinches the girls felt have come from their own guilty consciences? Absolutely. But did they? That’s one of Salem’s many dark mysteries that went to the grave with the girls.


Reverend John Hale from the nearby town of Beverly was an eyewitness to some of the events at Salem and wrote an account published later that recorded Reverend Parris’s reaction to the attack on his family. He wrote that Parris consulted local physicians, but the girls’ symptoms grew worse. Dr. William Griggs was unable to diagnose them and decided their symptoms had a supernatural cause: “At length one Physician gave his opinion, that they were under an Evil Hand. This the Neighbours quickly took up, and concluded they were bewitched.”


Witchcraft!


If the fits were an indication of God’s displeasure, it would have been especially embarrassing to Reverend Parris that divine wrath was aimed at his own family. And if the girls were faking the symptoms to upset him, it worked. Without any medical diagnosis or treatment options, Reverend Parris relied on fasting and prayer to try to heal the girls.


But someone else had another solution: urine.
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CHAPTER TWO


LET THEM EAT WITCH CAKE




If you remember one thing from this chapter, let it be this: Devil’s food cake and witch cake are not the same thing.


A neighbor, Mary Sibley, wanted to help the girls, so on February 25 she directed John Indian and Tituba to bake a “witch cake,” a traditional witch-reveal method from England. The cake was made by mixing the urine of someone presumed to be under a witch’s spell with rye flour, then baking the resulting batter in ashes. Then the witch cake was fed to a dog, which was supposed to, somehow, indicate who was bewitching the urinators—or possibly even say the witch’s name.


Tituba and John Indian baked a witch cake with Abigail and Betty’s urine. But there’s no record the dog who ate the cake talked. The result isn’t recorded at all. The only thing the test seems to have shown is that a dog will eat absolutely anything!


Reverend Parris was furious when he learned about the witch cake. He called out Mary Sibley in front of the whole congregation in the middle of a church service. He said she had gone “to the Devil for help against the Devil.” (He meant the Devil might have caused the girls’ fits, but getting answers from a witch cake also relied on paranormal powers.) “Diabolical means was used by the making of a cake by my Indian man, who had his direction from this our sister Mary Sibley: Since which apparitions have been plenty, and exceeding much mischief hath followed. But by this means [it seems] the Devil hath been raised amongst us, and his Rage is vehement and terrible, & when he shall be silenced the Lord only knows.” Goody Sibley apologized for her error in judgment.


By the time Reverend Parris announced the Devil had been raised among them, the girls’ fits had been going on for several weeks. Reverend Parris’s nerves were on edge. He had two contorting, barking children in a small house and he needed quiet to write his sermons. His firewood delivery was spotty. His fence was in bad shape, his pasture weedy. His congregation looked around the meetinghouse during his sermons instead of paying attention and they threw walnuts from the galleries. The doctor was no help and the Devil walked amongst them.


Reverend Parris needed answers. Fast. He gathered influential men from Salem and some area ministers at his house. They questioned Abigail and Betty. That must have been intimidating for the girls—but also exciting. They certainly weren’t used to adults taking such an interest in them. Now the most important men in the area were asking them questions and listening carefully to their answers. Who wouldn’t enjoy that? Who wouldn’t want to keep it going?


Reverend Hale attended the gathering and wrote, “[Abigail and Betty] were bitten and pinched by invisible agents; their arms, necks, and backs turned this way and that way, and returned back again, so as it was impossible for them to do [by] themselves, and beyond the power of any epileptic fits, or natural disease to effect.” The girls put on quite the show for the assembled guests that day.


The men ultimately agreed with Dr. Griggs that the “hand of Satan” was behind the fits. This was a critical turning point in the Salem case, although people may not have realized it at the time. It had started with the girls suspecting that they were bad—having guilty consciences because of the Venus glass, or just rebelling against the restrictions of Puritan life. But now the focus was on the girls as victims of attacks by witches. They were victims of a crime. And once there’s a crime, there must be a criminal—and there must be punishment. The search for someone to blame had begun.


WE REPLACED YOUR FACE WITH A TREE


Finding a culprit didn’t take any time at all—the girls named names.


The witch pinching them, pricking them with needles, and causing their screaming fits? Plot twist! The witch was in their own house!


Tituba!


We don’t know why Abigail and Betty named Tituba. Maybe the men had pressured them for a name and they needed to provide one or be accused of faking. Could Tituba’s name have come to mind because she was standing right there? Maybe naming her seemed safe—Tituba was enough of an outsider that they could accuse her, but enough of a family member they couldn’t imagine anything really bad happening to her. The girls weren’t yet fourteen and were therefore too young to testify in court, so maybe naming Tituba seemed free of consequences. As an enslaved woman, Tituba couldn’t do anything about the allegations against her, and the assembled men couldn’t act on the allegation because the girls weren’t of legal age. Witchcraft cases required a trial, like any other crime.


Abigail and Betty may also have named Tituba because she was an “Indian.” Puritans believed Indigenous people worshipped the Devil, and they were afraid of both. Massachusetts (which at the time included the district of Maine) had faced bloody conflicts with a number of Indigenous nations and no town was unaffected by the losses. It’s likely Abigail’s parents were killed in a raid before the Parrises took her in, and now there were rumors of renewed fighting on the horizon. Fear hung like fog over Salem Village.


Massachusetts Bay Colony also faced political uncertainty. The colony had gotten its start in 1629 when King Charles I gave a charter to a group of English Puritan merchants who founded Massachusetts Bay Colony. (There were already Indigenous nations living there, but they weren’t consulted, and their presence didn’t stop the king from giving away their land.)


The charter outlined laws by which the colonists had to abide, but as time went on, the colonists began to ignore some of the laws that cost them money or didn’t match their strict religious beliefs. For example, the Puritans weren’t supposed to fine people who celebrated Christmas, but they did—the celebrants had to pay five shillings (about $76.00 today) per person if they took the day off work or had a feast! In addition, after Charles I’s son took the throne as Charles II, he learned that instead of using English coins that had his picture on them, the colonists were making coins themselves—and putting a picture of a pine tree where his face should have gone. Plenty irritated, Charles II revoked the whole charter in 1684.


This gave Massachusetts Bay Colony problems, not the least of which was that without a charter, the Colony’s legal system couldn’t operate, because it didn’t have England’s royal approval anymore. Which meant no court trials could be held. Which meant anyone in jail awaiting trial had to just keep waiting.


On top of all that, King Charles II died in early 1685. The new king, James II, was Catholic. In 1688 Protestant King William and Queen Mary seized the English throne and James II fled the country. This was the “Glorious Revolution.” The Puritans were glad William and Mary won the power struggle, because they didn’t like Catholics. They took the opportunity to get rid of a hated governor, then sent Reverend Increase Mather to London to try to get the charter reinstated. No one knew if he could do it, and at best it would take months. The government had broken down. Did anyone in England have their backs? It must have been nerve-racking—even before reports of witchcraft.


Still, Abigail and Betty naming Tituba as the witch torturing them seems like a shocking betrayal. She ate with the Parrises, probably slept in the same space as the children, attended Reverend Parris’s twice-a-day prayers along with the rest of the family, and joined them at the hearth to sing psalms. How could the girls be so cruel to someone they presumably knew well? Witchcraft was punishable by death. If you accused someone of witchcraft and they hadn’t bewitched you, you weren’t a victim. If things got out of hand and the adults believed you, you could be a murderer.


As soon as the girls named Tituba, the men at Parris’s home questioned her. She admitted to baking the witch cake under the direction of Goody Sibley. She denied being a witch, but then said that in Barbados she’d known a witch who’d taught her a little protective magic. Aha! But did the men ask Tituba why she would have baked a witch cake—which was designed to expose a witch—if she actually was one? Nope.


As they left the gathering, under a moon that hung larger and lower in the sky than usual, Reverend Parris’s visitors cautioned him against rash action and advised him not to do anything yet, but to wait and pray.


The Putnams were going to make that impossible.


THREE FAMILIES, TWO TOWNS


The same day Abigail and Betty said Tituba was the witch causing their fits, their twelve-year-old neighbor, Ann Putnam, began to shake and convulse. She went rigid and limp, shouted wild things, or lost the ability to speak at all. She had the same symptoms as Abigail and Betty—Ann Putnam was also “under an evil hand.” Deep in the New England winter, witchcraft symptoms were spreading.


In many ways, the macabre events in Salem are the story of three families: the Parrises, the Putnams, and the Porters. Just as Reverend Parris had fallen on hard times, the Putnams had also crashed. Ann’s great-grandfather, John, left England and by 1640 had settled in Salem, where he amassed almost eight hundred acres of land. He left it to his sons, and they prospered. But when they built an ironworks, an angry employee burned the place down, and the land was subdivided again among John’s grandsons’ generation, making the holdings much smaller.


As the Putnam family was hitting hard times, the Porters’ fortunes were rising. John Porter immigrated from England about the same time as John Putnam, and he amassed the most land of anyone in Salem. Instead of just farmland, however, Porter had waterfront property, which allowed him to build docks and get into the shipping industry. Shipping was the economic future of New England, so Porter’s descendants would be set up better than Putnam’s.


Envy creates hard feelings. Resentments fester. That’s motive.


Like the Parrises, the Putnam family lived in Salem Village; the Porters, however, lived in Salem Town. The two Salems had developed a couple of decades before Abigail, Betty, and Ann claimed to be bewitched. Salem Town was founded first and became a center for commerce and trade. Its residents, like the Porters, embraced economic and cultural change. More vexing, they were getting rich doing it.


Money? That’s motive, too.


The Putnams represented the old values of a tight-knit farming community. When they grew unhappy with the bustling commercial hub that Salem Town had become, they split off, along with families that felt the same way, to form Salem Village a few miles away. Salem Village struggled financially and was overshadowed by Salem Town. I saw the community fracture, but I didn’t understand what was to come.


Maybe I should have anticipated trouble, because Salem Villagers were a difficult bunch. They had frequent conflicts with their neighbors and with the men they hired to preach in their meetinghouse. A few years before Reverend Parris was hired, Salem Village stopped paying their minister, Reverend George Burroughs, and he left. Because the church hadn’t paid him, Burroughs borrowed money from John Putnam to bury his wife, who had just passed away. He returned a few weeks later to meet with village officials, apparently hoping they’d fork over his back pay. Instead of apologizing and giving him the back pay, though, John Putnam had him arrested for debt!


The Putnams weren’t easy people to deal with, then, and it got worse when the Porter faction in Salem Town blocked the Putnams from having their Salem Village church become fully credentialed (and not just a branch of Salem Town’s church). Salem Town arbitrators told Putnam and his cronies to “desist at present… till your spirits are better quieted and composed.” That’s seventeenth-century talk for “Settle down”—accompanied by an eye roll.


Soon after Salem Village lost its bid to become a full church, the minister left and Salem Village offered the job to Samuel Parris. Thomas Putnam and Samuel Parris were both bitter men who expected more from life than they got. Then their children began to twitch. Reverend Parris could consult local dignitaries all he liked, but Thomas Putnam wasn’t going to ask for anyone else’s opinions. And he sure wasn’t going to just wait and pray about it.
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