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Introduction

The Salem Witch Trials, made famous in The Crucible by Arthur Miller, still puzzle people today. It seems quite impossible that a few mischievous or hysterical children could cause the deaths of so many adults.

These trials occurred in colonial Massachusetts from 1692 to 1693. A period of mass hysteria caused more than 200 people to be accused of witchcraft and 20 to be horribly executed. The colony eventually recognized that the trials were unjust, which didn't help the victims even though compensation was paid to their families. To this day, the tale of the trials is synonymous with injustice and hysterical paranoia, and it still fascinates and intrigues popular imagination 300 years later.

In earlier centuries and even now, in certain parts of the world, like rural Africa, many Christians and people of different religions had a powerful belief that Satan or the Devil could give specific people known as witches the authority to hurt other people in return for their devotion, allegiance, and their souls. A "witchcraft obsession" was dominant throughout Europe, especially in the UK for three hundred years, from 1300 to 1700. Thousands of presumed witches, usually women, were often gruesomely killed after being tortured. The Salem trials happened as the European obsession with witches became less intense.

In 1689, English royalty King William and Queen Mary began a war against France in the American colonies known as King William's War. It devastated the regions of Nova Scotia, Quebec, and upstate New York, forcing refugees into Essex County and, mainly, into Salem Village in Massachusetts. (Salem Village is now called Danvers, Massachusetts, while the colonial Salem Town is now called Salem.)

The refugees created a burden on Salem's reserves and resources. This was exacerbated by the prevailing rivalry between the families linked to the prosperous port of Salem and those who were dependent on agriculture for their livelihood. There was also brewing controversy over the unpleasant Reverend Samuel Parris, Salem Village's first appointed pastor in 1689, who was generally loathed because of his stringent uncompromising manner and selfish nature. The Puritans thought all the arguing and quarrelsomeness was the Devil's work and disliked confrontational situations.

In January of 1692, the 9-year-old daughter of Reverend Parris, Elizabeth, and his 11-year-old niece Abigail Williams began having "fits." They shouted, hurled objects around, made bizarre sounds, and twisted themselves into unnatural positions. The local doctor was summoned, and he blamed their behavior on the supernatural. A local 12-year-old girl, Ann Putnam, suffered similar incidents. On 29 February, after being put under pressure by the magistrates Jonathan Corwin and John Hathorne, the girls accused three local women for their affliction. They blamed Tituba, Reverend Parris' Caribbean slave, Sarah Good, a beggar without a home, and Sarah Osborne, a poor older woman.

All three women were taken to the local magistrates on 1 March and cross-examined for some days. Osborne and Good asserted their innocence, but Tituba made the following alarming confession: "The Devil came to me and bid me serve him." She described in elaborate detail visitations by black dogs, red cats, and yellow birds, further claiming to have seen a "black man" who wished her to sign her name in his book. She acknowledged that she had signed this book and told the magistrates that there were several other witches in the town intent on destroying the Puritans. All three of the women were jailed after this confession.

Once the seeds of paranoia were planted, there was a flood of accusations over the next months. Charges were brought against Martha Corey, a devout member of the Puritan Church in Salem Village. This was of vast concern to the community. They felt that if Martha was believed to be a witch, then none of them were safe from being accused. The magistrates even interviewed Sarah Good's daughter Dorothy and took the four-year-old child's timid answers as a confession.

From April, Deputy Governor Thomas Danforth attended the hearings, and many more people from Salem and neighboring Massachusetts villages were interrogated.

On 27 May, Governor William Phips sanctioned the establishment of a Special Court. The first woman to be prosecuted by this court was a woman known to be a gossip and thought to be promiscuous. She was found guilty and, on June 10, was hanged on what came to be called "Gallows Hill."
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