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Blame not witches, blame not wizards, magicians, sorcerers, or evil spirits, you are self-witched, infatuated, depraved.

—A Debate Proposed in the Temple Patrick Society, 1788


Preface

I was once accused of being a witch. I was ten years old.

Blame it on my proclivity for dressing up as a witch on Halloween. Blame it on my well-known interest in “spooky” things, or on a child’s overactive imagination, or a bad dream. At the time, all I knew was that my very large, very intimidating next-door neighbor Mr. K* was at our door, and he was looking for me. He entered the house; from behind him came the sound of muffled sobs, and then the cute but tear-streaked face of his five-year-old daughter Becky peeked out fearfully from behind his pants leg. When she caught sight of me, she screamed. She tried to run out the door, but her dad caught her.

“Noooo!” she wailed, flailing in her father’s arms. It turned out that my adorable little neighbor had dreamed the night before that I was a witch. The nightmare had been so real she could not be convinced that her neighborhood buddy, the shy and timid Susan, was not the sinister fiend she had seen in her dream. Becky had woken up early, Mr. K explained, screaming “Susan’s a witch!” and had remained semi-hysterical, disrupting her family’s morning until finally her father said, “Okay, let’s go over and see Sue. You’ll see she’s not a witch.” Then he pretty much had to drag her kicking and screaming over to our house.

Now he stood behind her in our kitchen, his hands braced on her shoulders, trying to get her to look at me. “See? It’s just Sue! She’s not a witch. She’s just Sue! It was just a bad dream,” he kept telling her. Becky kept clinging to him, giving me a five-year-old’s version of the evil eye. My parents snickered as they passed in and out of the room, getting ready for church. Finally, Mr. K suggested that I dig out the witch hat I had worn that past Halloween, the one with the hot pink tissue paper fringe—a hallmark of a fake witch if ever there was one. Becky’s wailing subsided to whimpering and sniffling at this proposal, though she was still staring at me with a look that was part fear and part disgust. But what I felt most was her suspicion. Suddenly, it was up to me to prove that I was not a witch. For a moment I wondered if maybe I really was a witch. Something that was pretty close to fear knotted my stomach.

I ran down into our basement, yanked a large, mildewed box marked “H’Ween” down from a dusty shelf, and, heart pounding, started rummaging through the semi-spooky debris of Halloweens past: a plastic red devil-head window light (dang, I wish I still had that!), cardboard cutouts of hissing cats, and bits and pieces of unidentifiable orange and black. Spying the incongruous hot pink fringe and glow-in-the-dark stars, I snatched out the hat, smooshed and raggedy though it was, and dashed back upstairs. Becky regarded it dubiously from the safety of her father’s arms. She wasn’t 100 percent convinced that I wasn’t a witch, but she was also getting kind of tired of the whole thing. If I was a witch, I was a pretty boring one. She sniffled and took a cookie my parents offered her. The Great Harrisville Road Witch Hunt was over.

It’s startling today to realize that, during a certain time in American history, an incident as seemingly innocent as a little girl’s scary dream could have resulted in someone being prosecuted—and even executed—as a witch.

But here’s a confession: for a while when I was a little girl, I was a witch. At least I tried to be a witch. My subgenre of witchcraft consisted of wielding a little baggie of “pixie dust” (colored sugar left over from Christmas baking, in very un-witchlike shades of red and green) that I would sprinkle around to presumably “do magic.” (In reality, I probably just managed to attract ants.) I also had a book of spells that my father had found on a bus and brought home to me, knowing I liked weird stuff and that I liked all books, period. I might have attempted some of the spells in that intriguing book if they didn’t call for prohibitively hard-to-obtain ingredients, like bat blood and unpronounceable herbs; none of them called for my festive sugar pixie dust.

Okay, so I probably wasn’t a witch, but what is a witch, anyway? You’ll find out soon enough, and you’ll also see that I got off pretty darn easy for my suspected witchery, because not so long ago simply having someone believe that you were a witch could transform your life into a living nightmare.

Notes

* Identities changed.


Introduction

What makes witches so fascinating—and so terrifying? Maybe it’s all the stuff they’ve been accused of doing over the years: eating children, having sex with the devil, making someone’s bread smell funny. Admittedly, some of their hijinks are more fascinating and terrifying than others, but it’s undeniable that witches are a staple of nightmares, fairy tales … and American history. Yet few of us realize what a pervasive presence witches have been in America. This history is traditionally and perhaps justly defined by the Salem witch trials, but we do ourselves a disservice when we limit our awareness of American witches to the year 1692. The purpose of this book is to bring to light some of the extraordinary lesser-known stories from America’s witch history.

You’re about to undertake a strange and startling tour across four hundred years of witchcraft in America, and it’s going to be way weirder than you can even imagine. Our Broomstick Tour will showcase America as you’ve never seen it. Here is a sneak peek at what we’ll encounter along the way. Ready to take off?

Look—down there! On the deck of that storm-tossed ship on its way to the New World we see a mob of angry sailors about to hang an old lady; in a few moments, she’ll be swinging above the deck from a makeshift gallows on the yardarm. And over there, in that seemingly normal Puritan household in New England—are those children flying around the room? And quick, over there at the hearth! Is something trying to pull that little girl into the fire? And what on earth is going on here? It’s the eve of the Civil War; why is that man putting on a dress to go witch hunting in New York City?

You will read about these and many other strange events in American witch history. How do we know these things really happened? Because the witches and their accusers left some very detailed records, including court documents, town ledgers, journals, diaries, letters, and newspaper accounts from an amazing number of witchcraft cases. But it’s those first-person narratives—the diaries and letters—that tell the most compelling tales.

When you write about history, you spend a lot of time alone communing with dead people. Sometimes they come through loud and clear, like those times when you’re up late into the night reading the seventeenth-century diary of a man who cried over the deaths of his children, worried about the state of his eternal soul until he almost couldn’t bear it—yet helped send innocent people to their deaths as witches. That man was the Reverend Cotton Mather, and he, above all others, has come to be considered the real villain in the Salem witch craze. How did this intelligent, Harvard-educated, painfully sensitive man come to believe in witches? Luckily, the very candid diary he kept for much of his life reveals the conflicted person behind the witch-hunter persona. And then there’s the letter sent “from Salem Prison” by accused witch Abigail Falkner, then pregnant with her seventh child and begging the governor for her life. The words left by these troubled souls and others like them reveal the many lived realities behind the word “witch.”

Witches followed settlers to the New World, and witches were already here, waiting on the shores and in the forests. Witches lurk in the all the darkest corners of American history. They are hidden deep within the dry pages of town histories, courtroom archives, and musty newspapers. But they don’t want to be buried; they want to rise up from their forlorn graves and tell us their stories.

So let’s get started. We’ve got some witches to meet.


A Note on Spelling and Grammar

In the interest of clarity, some spellings, punctuation, etc., have been altered from that appearing in the original texts and documents quoted. In addition to being written in the often-perplexing Early Modern English, many of the documents and narratives from which these stories come are incomplete, and names and spellings of names often differ from one account to the other. I’ve done my best to piece together these tales accurately; however, in the interest of storytelling, some cases include thoughts attributed to persons or other details that are based on conjecture from my readings of historical accounts.


PART I

America’s Starter Witches


CHAPTER 1

A Field Guide to the American Witch

Every old woman with a wrinkled face, a furrowed brow, a hairy lip, a gobber tooth, a squint eye, a squeaking voice or scolding tongue, having a rugged coat on her back, a skull-cap on her head, a spindle in her hand and a dog or cat by her side, is not only suspect but pronounced for a witch.

—John Gaule, seventeenth-century clergyman

Witches—what’s their deal, anyway? What do they want, and why do they want it? How can you recognize one? And what the holy heck is a teat? Do we really even want to know?

If you think you’ve got a witch on your hands—well, first of all, good luck. But this quick guide may help you identify your American witch and provide some insider details that will come in handy as you read the rest of this book. Even if you’re pretty certain you’ll never meet a witch, it won’t hurt to be prepared—after all, this is America, where anything is possible. And because sniffing out the American witch is the culmination of centuries of European witch detection and persecution, it’s really frighteningly easy.

Meet the American Witch

You’ll be happy to know that in America, the devil is an equal-opportunity employer. While it’s traditional to refer to witches with feminine pronouns, the American witch can be, and often is, a man. A witch can also be a dog or a pig or … well, we’ll get into all that later. Suffice it to say, America can feel good about diversity when it comes to witches.

And just what is a witch? Traditionally, a witch is someone who has made a pact with the devil. We may think of becoming a witch as an aspiration for power-hungry sociopath types, but in fact, it’s often the more vulnerable members of society who are most tempted by the devil’s promises. Fed up with being the lowly laundress for a family that hasn’t bathed since last winter? Sick and tired of lying awake at night waiting for a band of angry Indians to come howling out of the woods behind your house? Good news! A deal with the devil can give you much-needed peace of mind. A witch may also be promised other tempting stuff: nice clothes, plenty of money, not starving to death. What the witch is actually going to get, however, is a small plot of land in Hell. The witch’s job description, as prepared by the devil’s human resources minions, consists largely of trying to recruit other witches to assist the devil in overthrowing God.

What a Witch Wants, What a Witch Needs

Once she has taken the plunge and signed a pact with the devil, just what does a witch want from you? When it comes to you, the American witch generally wants one of two things: recruitment or revenge. What she does not want: your ruby slippers.

At the top of the newly minted witch’s to-do list: getting you to sign “The Book.” What is The Book? Those who have seen it describe it as a thick, heavy ledger of sorts, where unspeakable covenants were spelled out in red, and where vulnerable souls were invited to literally sign their lives away. The Book is an official document straight from the devil, and when you sign it, that’s it. It’s a bit like signing a student loan document, or a cell phone contract: you’re pretty much committed forever. It’s not so much the witch herself who wants you to sign up; it’s just that she’s got this quota to fill for the Big Guy, or, you know, else.

Occasionally, the devil will appear in person, book in hand, and this is where the really good offers can come in. He wants to make you an offer you can’t refuse; he’ll “take care of you,” if you know what he means. You’ll be in the family, he says. Case in point: accused Salem witch, Abigail Hobbs. The twenty-two-year-old Abigail was the subject of much whispering by local busybodies, and what of it? A girl just wanted to have a little fun, even if it was a Puritan village in the 1600s. And that was where the devil seized the opportunity to approach her in the woods (a favorite hangout spot for both the devil and Abigail, according to Salem tales) and tempt her. “He said he would give me fine things,” Abigail reported; this was followed up by offers of fine clothes—which, Abigail complained, she never received.

Revenge is another matter entirely. Now that she’s got preternatural powers, a witch might as well enjoy them, right? So if your nemesis has become a witch, expect payback. This will most likely be in the form of something really crummy happening to your hogs, but, if the witch is really a jerk, it could be happening to your kid instead. There are, as we’ll see, many forms of witch revenge, ranging from the mundane (You know that bread you like to bake? Well, it’s totally not going to turn out very good.) to the terrible (You didn’t really want all those kids anyway, did you?).

A New World of Witches

In many ways, the American witch—in particular the colonial witch—is a whole different breed from her cousins in the Old World. The American witch seems to spend a lot more time bewitching people, animals, and inanimate objects than the European witch. Witches in the Old World were much more concerned with having lascivious parties, eating babies, and doing unspeakable things with/to Satan, while, for the most part, the American witch, spawn of a Puritan community, confined her scandalous behavior to stuff like suckling her familiar during church services.

Identifying the American Witch

It was discovered pretty early on that one of the most entertaining—er, efficient—ways of finding out if someone was a witch was to strip her and give her a good looking-over. This type of thorough search quickly revealed any incriminating witch’s marks, teats, or other blemishes that (if you wanted them to) could confirm that you had a witch on your hands.

Teats are the most notorious physical hallmark of the American witch, and they’re pretty much exactly what you’re thinking they are, except smaller, less photogenic, and in unlikely places. And guess what, men? You, too, can have witch teats! You’re welcome.

The purpose of a teat is to enable a witch to suckle a devil’s familiar, and most often it’s said that the creature is sucking blood, not milk, from its witch. Teats can turn up anywhere on a witch’s body; one Salem witch was seen suckling a familiar from a teat between her fingers, and a male witch was seen suckling a familiar from a teat underneath his tongue (in church, no less!). But the most common place to find a teat (or at least the most common place to look for one) was in the witch’s most private areas. For example, according to Salem-era court records, a free-for-all on the body of accused witch Bridget Bishop located a “preternatural excrescence of flesh between the pudendum and anus much like teats and not usual in women.”

A witch mark, also called a devil’s mark, is sometimes used to describe a teat, but it can also be something different entirely. Basically, any unusual mark on the skin—be it scar, pimple, wart, bruise, bug bite, birthmark, or something you just kind of think that you might see if you squint just right—can be a witch mark if you want it to be.

Frenchman Nicolas Remy, a respected advisor to the royal court and a go-to authority on witches in the sixteenth century, provides some useful background on witch marks. In his Demonolatry, a sinister 1595 textbook that was used as a handy how-to guide (as in “how to tell who’s a witch so you can kill her” guide), the historian, lawyer, poet, and demonologist explains, “It is not enough for Demons to hold Men bound and fettered by a verbal oath: but they furthermore mark them with their talons as an enduring witness of the servitude to which they have subjected them.” When examining a witch mark, Remy notes, it’s important to keep in mind that it will be “entirely insensitive and devoid of feeling.” So poke away—the sharper the object, the better!

“Ducking,” also called “dunking” and sometimes termed “swimming,” is one of the most picturesque ways of identifying a witch. Ducking a witch didn’t usually involve those elaborate contraptions depicted in European artwork; American witch detection is much more efficient (or maybe lazy). It was found that simply tying your suspected witch hand to foot and then tossing her into the nearest body of water worked just as well as a fancy machine. And what are you looking for when you employ witch ducking? It’s simple: if your suspect is really a witch, she will float, despite being bound, and you can save yourself the trouble of having a trial and get right to the good stuff: planning a hanging. (But now you’ve got an angry, wet witch on your hands, so, well—good luck with that one.) And if your accused witch isn’t really a witch? She’ll sink like a normal person and drown. Done! Now, wasn’t that easy?

Witch Words

Aside from teats (you just can’t say that word too many times), witch marks, and witch ducking, there are a few other terms you need to know when it comes to discussing the American witch. Here is a quick rundown of some of the most important words and phrases you’re likely to encounter:

Familiars. They may look familiar, but don’t get the wrong idea; these close associates of witches are imps sent by the devil from the depths of Hell to assist witches in their mayhem. After all, a witch can’t do it all, can she? Sometimes she has to delegate. That’s where familiars come in. No time to terrorize that annoying neighbor yourself? Dispatch your familiar in the form of a foul-tempered hog to chase him into his house! Want to freak out that lady from church who’s always super judgey? Send in your menacing black cat familiar to jump onto her bed in the middle of the night! Familiars can appear in the form of virtually any creature, but cats, dogs, birds, swine, turtles, and toads are favorites. Unfortunately, familiars usually seem to be ravenously hungry; this is where the teats of a witch come in. Familiars require a lot of suckling—a lot of suckling—of the blood of their favorite witch.

Goody or Goodwife. You will often hear witches referred to as “Goody Cole,” “Goodwife Jones,” etc. In colonial America, as in England, these terms were not witch-specific. They were similar to using “Mrs.” except with more class consciousness. Someone who was called “Goodwife” was not a member of nobility, but they weren’t (necessarily) white trash, either. And “Goody” was simply a variation of “Goodwife,” although sometimes it was used as a more casual title. We can safely assume that when one was addressing a witch, “Goodwife” or “Goody” was probably said with a sarcastic sneer.

Maleficium. This is a fancy Latin name, usually reserved for court proceedings and official documents, for witchcraft that is used to inflict physical harm.

Poppets. These primitive, doll-like objects work on pretty much the same principle as the better-known voodoo doll; the difference is that a poppet is often merely a piece of wax, a knotted rag, or some other rough stand-in for the person the witch wishes to harm. These will often be found hidden around an accused witch’s home; for instance, that rolled-up rag stuffed into the witch’s window sash that she says is meant to keep out drafts? That is totally a poppet. Believe it.

Witch cake. Even witches don’t want to eat a witch cake. The witch cake’s fifteen minutes of fame came at the onset of the Salem witch craze, when Tituba, the West Indian (or African, or Native American, depending on which version of events you believe) slave of a local minister baked a cake made of rye flour and the urine of the little girls who were thought to be bewitched. Tituba was accused of witchcraft for making the cake, since doing so was considered a form of magic. But witch cakes were a European folk magic practice, and, sure enough, a white neighbor admitted having instructed Tituba on how to make the witch cake. The belief was that when this cake was fed to a dog, the dog would reveal the identity of the witch, presumably by vomiting at his or her feet.

And on that note, we’re as ready as we’ll ever be. Let’s step back in time and discover some American witches.


CHAPTER 2

Witches on a Ship

This Deponent hearing these words (She is dead) ran out and asked who was dead, and it was replied the Witch.

—Court deposition regarding some unpleasantness on board the ship Charity bound for Maryland, 1654

The first colonists brought many useful things with them from Europe to the New World: pigs, cows, sheep, even honeybees. They brought trunkfuls of household supplies and clothing. They also brought some things that would have been better left behind, things like teeny-tiny microbes that morphed into diseases that would kill millions in America over the coming centuries. Another dangerous, albeit interesting, thing they brought with them across the wide Atlantic was a long-standing, deeply rooted belief in witchcraft. According to some records, the early emigrants from England even inadvertently brought along a few actual witches on their ships. In this chapter, we are going to check out a few really bad voyages to America and meet some of these alleged stowaway witches; along the way, we’ll see what might happen to someone whom fellow passengers suspect of being a witch.

Let’s say you’re an emigrant boarding a ship for America in the 1600s. It’s a pretty safe bet that your transatlantic voyage will be a veritable festival of foul smells, bad food, and seasickness. Since the ship you’re on had been designed for transporting cargo (also known as merchant ships, they were the only vessels at the time that were sturdy enough to make the trans-Atlantic voyage, and besides, no one had thought to invent the passenger ship yet), guess where you’re going to be sleeping after a long day at sea? And as you fail to enjoy your damp, cramped spot in the cargo hold, you will nonetheless be thanking your lucky stars if your berth isn’t anywhere close to the privy, because the stench is almost certain to make you gag. Speaking of gagging, once you get over your seasickness—if you get over your seasickness—you can expect to enjoy some of the finest dry foodstuffs that can be carried on a ship for two months without getting too moldy. Oh, and did we mention your trip is probably going to take about two months? And that’s if you have a good voyage.

And what can you expect if you’re a passenger on a bad voyage, of which there were really quite a lot? First of all, your ship will be blown off course, possibly for weeks. Some of your fellow passengers or crew members will almost definitely manage to fall overboard and drown, completely missing out on all the fun that ensues when the ship starts springing leaks. Oh, and eventually you may very well discover that the cause of your ship’s misfortunes is that one of your fellow passengers is a witch.

You could hardly blame sailors and emigrants leaving England for the American colonies for expecting witches. Witchcraft was very real to the English—and very punishable by death, as per the witchcraft act passed by the Parliament in 1604. Sailors especially were well versed in what witches were capable of and what they could do to a ship, and it wasn’t pretty. Their beloved King James I had an absolute witch obsession, and, expert that he was, he wrote a book about them. The book, Daemonologie, reads as if he were making it up as he went along, but still. And as for witches cursing ships? Don’t even get him started: violent storms caused by witches had interfered with the monarch’s long-distance romance with Anne of Denmark, and he held a king-sized grudge.

King James VI of Scotland, later James I, King of England, struck his subjects as kind of weird and awkward and the nobility as worryingly wimpy for a king. His subjects were nonetheless encouraged when it was announced that James would take a queen, as he hadn’t shown any interest in girls or in creating heirs to the throne. But when James traveled to Denmark to become betrothed to Anne of Denmark, daughter of King Frederick II, he discovered something at least as tantalizing as his fourteen-year-old fiancée. Members of Anne’s royal court informed him that Denmark was having quite the witch problem. Indeed, Denmark was in the throes of what would later be called a “witch mania”; terror reigned in Denmark as folks, beset with the notion that Satan had unleashed a horde of witches on that nation, enthusiastically accused one another of witchcraft.

Months later, when James and Anne married in Denmark, there was one little problem, and it wasn’t witches. James didn’t attend his wedding—he was back in Scotland. Someone else stood in for him while he waited at home in the comfort of his own castle. After this peculiar wedding, Anne set off on the ocean voyage to her new home and husband, but her ship was plagued by dangerous mechanical mishaps. When unrelenting storms forced the ship into port in Denmark, James was suddenly impatient to be with his new bride; he broke character and set off on his own ship to pick her up, only to find himself also in the midst of a really bad voyage. He persevered, however, and at last retrieved his very patient wife. But when their return trip to Scotland was also beset by treacherous seas and relentless storms, James came to the only logical conclusion: it was witches. Duh.

James was convinced that witches totally had it in for the royals. After all, witches were working for Satan in his plan to take over the world, so it stood to reason that kings and queens would be VIP targets. When at last James and Anne made it safely to Scotland, everyone breathed a sigh of relief (especially since he had declared a state of fasting and prayer until his safe return), and James celebrated his new marriage by kicking off a spree of witch hunting that resulted in years of torture and executions and a big embarrassing smudge on his resume.

After decades of witch hunting in Britain and especially after James’s discourse in Daemonologie on witches and their fondness for messing around with ships, most people seemed to agree with the king that witches were the number-one cause of really bad ocean voyages. And a number of women immigrating to America found out just how bad a bad voyage could be. Because there was one thing even scarier and more dangerous than having a witch on board your ship: being the witch.

Mary Lee’s Uncharitable Voyage and Other Really Bad Trips

We know very little about the woman called Mary Lee who was on board the ship Charity (spoiler alert: witch-infested ships tend to be ironically named) bound from England to the Province of Maryland in 1654. We do know that she was very, very unfortunate thanks to two documents giving first-hand accounts of the incident. The first one of these is a complaint Maryland’s governor, William Stone, received from a twenty-five-year-old concerned passenger named Henry Corbyne after the Charity docked. It alleged, “About a fortnight or three weeks before the Said Ships arrival in this Province of Maryland, or before A Rumour amongst the Seamen was very frequent, that one Mary Lee then aboard the Said Ship was a witch.” The document went on to describe the events that had led to the discovery of said witch on board the Charity: stormy weather, treacherous cross-winds, and a ship that “daily grew more Leaky.” That’s Leaky with a capital “L,” which had to have been pretty darn leaky.

The second account of the episode came from a Jesuit priest named Father Francis Fitzherbert (Fitzherbert used the pseudonym “Francis Darby” when traveling, as Jesuit priests teetered only about one step above witches in the colonists’ hierarchy of intolerance),who happened to be on the ship as well. The clerical publication the Jesuit Letter described the Father’s experience on board the Charity as the ship endured an exceptionally long spell of unrelenting bad weather. It reads, “The Tempest lasted, in all, two months, whence the opinion arose, that it was not on account of the violence of the ship or atmosphere, but was occasioned by the malevolence of witches.”

Fitzherbert (still sticking to the pseudonym “Francis Darby”) also gave an official deposition to the “Governour and Councell” in the Province of Maryland. The fact that the priest, who was trying to keep a low profile, felt compelled to report the incident to the authorities suggests that he felt uneasy about what had occurred. Fitzherbert’s complaint recounted the progression of the witch incident. The sailors had quickly picked out the most likely (i.e., oldest and most vulnerable) candidate as the witch to blame for their ordeal: an elderly woman immigrating alone to America. The sailors defended their witch accusation with the classic ungentlemanly “she was really kinda asking for it” excuse: it had been “her own deportment and discourse” that caused them to believe she was a witch.

Corbyne described what happened after the sailors identified their witch: “The Seamen apprehended her without order and Searched her and found some Signall or Marke of a witch upon her.” The sailors showed off their find to others on board, including Corbyne, who unfortunately didn’t describe what he saw. The witch mark was most likely of the teat variety, though, because Corbyne noted that the next day “it was Shrunk into her body for the Most part.”

With their aggressive strip search a success, the sailors chained Mary Lee up for the night. In the morning, the men again approached the terrified woman. Desperate, she gave them what she thought they wanted: Mary Lee confessed to being a witch.

The whole situation had made the Charity’s captain, John Bosworth, a tad uncomfortable, though not uncomfortable enough to interfere. He politely excused himself and disappeared into his cabin. By the time he finally came back out, Mary Lee had been hanged. The captain feigned surprise, although he was obviously relieved that the witch issue had been resolved. According to Darby, when Captain Bosworth heard that the “witch” had been hanged he “speaking with trouble in a high voice replied he knew not of it.”

Apparently Father Fitzherbert himself displayed the same “well whaddya gonna do when the guys are determined to execute a little old lady?” attitude. As the Jesuit Letter insisted, “Needless to say, at such a time, it would have been useless for the priest to have made any interference.”

And as far as the post-witch part of the voyage of the Charity, did the ship’s luck improve? According to the Jesuit’s report, after the hanging of Mary Lee, “the winds did not in consequence abate their violence, nor did the raging sea smooth its threatening billows. To the troubles of the storm sickness was added next, which attacked almost every person and carried off not a few.” Sadly, the rest of Mary Lee’s story—the part about what inspired a woman of advanced years to leave her homeland and set off for the new world—was, like her few paltry belongings that were dumped into the sea, lost forever.

Maryland’s fledgling justice system eventually responded with a shrug as well. No one was ever tried for the death of Mary Lee, and the ship’s safe arrival in port only served to reinforce the colonists’ wariness of witches.

Four years after Mary Lee’s interrupted emigration to America, another woman bound from England to Maryland met a similar fate. When the ship Sarah Artch docked in Maryland, one of the passengers filed a complaint in Maryland’s provincial court charging that the ship’s owner, Edward Prescott, had put a damper on the voyage from England when he “hanged a Witch in his ship.”

The late so-called witch in question was a woman named Elizabeth Richardson. Interestingly, the complainant was one John Washington—great-grandfather of George Washington. Also of note was the fact that Josias Fendall, proprietary governor of Maryland, took the hanging of Elizabeth Richardson very seriously, although not so much because of the “witch” thing as because of the fact that the shipboard execution had been “extra-jurisdictional”; deciding to execute somebody as a witch was really a matter to be settled on dry land, said the courts. The governor had Prescott arrested and notified Washington of the trial date so he could come testify and, according to the letter, “make good your Charge.”

But Washington’s zeal for civic duty seemed to have cooled considerably by then, because he recused himself from the trial via a letter full of rambling excuses: “I am sorry that my extraordinary occasions will not permit me to be at the next Provincial Court Because then god willing I intend to get my young son baptized, all the Company & Gossips being already invited, besides in this short time Witnesses cannot be got to come over.” Prescott’s trial was held without benefit of Washington’s testimony, and the captain’s assertion that hey, he had objected to the hanging but the riled-up crew was threatening to mutiny, and besides, a guy named John Greene was really the one in charge of the voyage got him off the hook. In the end, no one was held accountable for the hanging; and again, the life story of the accused witch, Elizabeth Richardson, remains unknown.

Yet another person immigrating to America from England was hanged at sea in 1659. Katherine Grady, also a purported “old lady,” was journeying toward a new life in Virginia when bad weather hit. Bad weather, as we have seen, was a very bad harbinger for old ladies on ships in the 1600s.The storms on this voyage were so relentless and brutal that the weary passengers and crew knew they could only mean one thing: there was a witch somewhere on the ship. A mob formed, as tends to happen when the word “witch” comes up on bad voyages, and Katherine Grady was quickly identified as the witch responsible for the ship’s predicament. The captain, fearing both the witch and the angry mob, promptly had her hanged from the yardarm. Done and done.

On reaching port, the captain was summoned to appear before the General Court at Jamestown for exceeding his authority in authorizing the execution. Sadly, the record of Katherine Grady’s very bad voyage ends there; court documents from 1659 were among those burned by Confederates just before the fall of Richmond in 1865.

The Wildest Witch Voyage Ever: The Atlantic Passage of the Recovery

Stirring up treacherous seas and causing ships to be “Leaky” are pretty good shenanigans, but one bewitched voyage takes the (witch) cake as the weirdest Atlantic crossing ever. In 1691, a London periodical called the Athenian Mercury (penned by a self-described “society of experts”) published an extraordinary account of the strange happenings on board the ship Recovery as it sailed from England to Virginia in 1674.

According to the article, the Recovery seemed to be beset with bad luck and bad weather from the moment it left port. The report related first-hand accounts from people on board the ship and began with the captain’s enumeration of the vessel’s mishaps and misadventures—stuff like the topsail breaking (twice), anchors being lost, mizzen yards and foretops and “spristsle” yards and any other old-time ship part you can think of splitting, breaking, shattering, or washing overboard. “What was mended one day would the next day be in pieces,” he groused. A scheduled stopover in Portugal to pick up wine for importation to America turned into a magnum opus of Murphy’s Law, the low point of which was the casks of wine plummeting to the bottom of the sea.

And the Recovery’s bad luck was just getting warmed up. A sailor tumbled from the mast, got tangled up in a sail on his way down, plunged into the sea, and drowned. Then another man toppled off the boat never to be seen again. By the time a crew member—the ship’s carpenter—announced that the Recovery was bewitched, it seemed pretty plausible to everyone. To add to the credibility of the accusation, the carpenter said that it had been revealed to him by God. That was good enough for the captain, crew, and most of the passengers. They wasted no time in selecting their witch: Elizabeth Masters, a passenger who had, for some reason, apparently just kind of rubbed everyone the wrong way. When another passenger reported that he had seen Masters behaving suspiciously (he had observed her praying alone on deck—go figure), everyone was satisfied that, yep, Elizabeth Masters was the witch responsible for the seemingly cursed voyage.

The passengers decided they had to put a barrier between the witch and themselves. But once Masters had been seized and chained to a large gun in steerage, things on board the Recovery went from disastrous to weird and disastrous. The passengers began claiming that the witch was assuming the form of a black cat and sneaking around the ship, even leaving bloody scratches on one man. Then more cats appeared, and forget trying to slash them with your sword; they would totally just evaporate. Then, never mind the cats, because now there were huge, shaggy black dogs. Even more alarming, beer began mysteriously disappearing from sealed casks. Several men were startled to see a group of phantom sailors appear and then vanish on the deck. And though she was chained below deck, Masters made numerous appearances throughout the ship in the night—sometimes sitting right on top of passengers in their beds and imploring them to “join her gang” (i.e., Satan’s posse).

One passenger, a young man named William Rennols, complained that Masters had appeared in his cabin in the middle of the night to discuss his mother back in England; it turned out Masters had actually lived with his mother, which, oddly, only further incriminated Masters. Rennols’s mother may or may not have been a witch herself; Rennols was only too happy to assert that his mom “was a very Lewd Liver and kept a brothel house in Dog and Bitch Yard, London, and would often in the night go abroad, and come home very bloody.”

As the Recovery continued to struggle across the Atlantic, things grew yet stranger and more outlandish. To wit: a woman named Mary Leare was “Dreadfully pinched at the small of her back, hips, and buttocks.” The aforementioned areas of Mrs. Leare’s body were dutifully examined and it was confirmed: those marks were the work of the witch, all right. (Years later it would be speculated these spots were flea bites, common on ships and pretty much everywhere else.)

Leare (who, keep in mind, was not accused of being a witch), asserted that smearing the witch’s blood onto her sores would act as a healing charm, and so she paid the shackled woman a visit and helped herself. This reverse magic caught on, and soon others were visiting steerage to “prick” Masters for blood in the belief it would cure what ailed them.

Unfortunately, the Athenian’s story abruptly ends here. The ultimate fate of Elizabeth Masters, purported witch, was not given, and no other records of the strange voyage seem to exist. It’s speculated that Masters was put ashore somewhere other than America, but she may have been hanged.

Or it could be that the article, published the year before the Salem witch trials, was pure propaganda. Tales of witches had become big sellers, and conveniently the Athenian’s authors professed to be rabid believers in witches. One of them, John Dunton, would go on to publish Cotton Mather’s book on the incidents at Salem. But even the eggheads at the Athenian failed to address the pressing question of why a witch would want to jeopardize the passage of the very ship on which she was a passenger; after all, there is no known account of a cross-Atlantic trip by broomstick.

In Which Quakers Are Witches

In 1656, two women who sailed together for the New World also found themselves in dire witch-related straits and proved that old women traveling alone weren’t the only gals subject to witch accusations: having an unpopular religion was also a risk factor. But on the plus side, Ann Austin and Mary Fisher made it as far as the Boston Harbor before they were accused of being witches. To get an idea of what awaited them in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, we can take a look at soldier-turned-Quaker-activist George Bishop’s later complaint-in-book-form called New England Judged by the Spirit of the Lord. Bishop scolded the inhospitable residents of New England: “Two poor women arriving in your harbour, so shook ye, to the everlasting shame of you, and of your established peace and order, as if a formidable army had invaded your borders.”

To be fair, the two ladies from England had made one crucial faux pas: they had the chutzpah to be Quakers. The colonists had already done some quick, convenient math that looked something like this: Quaker = blasphemous = witch.

Today, many associate the word “Quaker” with pleasant things, like peace and simplicity. After all, they are also known as the Society of Friends. But in the 1600s, Reverend John Higginson of Salem wasn’t feeling so friendly when he described the Quakers as “A stinking Vapor from Hell.” The General Court of Massachusetts helpfully chimed in that Quakers were a “Cursed sect of Heretics.” To be fair, the Puritan colonists considered people of pretty much any other faith to be heretics. And these particular heretics, the Quakers—well, the colonists, just like most of England, found them perfectly insufferable. But there could have been another, more self-serving reason the good people of Massachusetts wanted to keep Quakers out: Quakers spoke out against the evils of slavery. In 1641, Massachusetts had been the first American colony to legalize slavery.

When they reached America in 1656, Ann and Mary were fresh from a six-month stay in Barbados, where their faith had been much more warmly received than it was to be in Boston. But England, in fact, hadn’t exactly been kind to the ladies, either. Mary Fisher, the younger of the two women, had been un-gainfully employed as a servant in Yorkshire when she discovered Quakerism. She wanted to share her faith with others and soon felt called to the ministry. This promptly landed her in prison for a year and a half, but she emerged undeterred. She and another Quakeress undertook a mission to spread the Good Word to the young gentlemen at Cambridge University. The students found the ladies and their message quite hilarious, but the local mayor was not amused. He ordered the women to be stripped to the waist and “whipped at the market cross till the blood ran down their bodies.” Mary followed this up with another six-month prison stay. Of her first two years as a Quaker, Mary Fisher had spent all but six months behind bars. When she was released from prison a second time, Mary finally took the hint and decided to leave England. She linked her fortune with that of fellow Quaker Ann Austin and, wielding a stockpile of religious literature, the women hit the high seas.

Less is known about Ann Austin; history only records that she had lived in London, was the mother of five children, and finally, that she was “stricken in years.” Ouch. Stricken in years or not, Ann arrived in Boston harbor with her friend Mary on board the ship Swallow, prepared to spread the Good Word to the colonies. But news of incoming Quakers had preceded them. Before Ann and Mary could even disembark, Deputy Governor Richard Bellingham, who had stood by as his own sister was hanged as a witch not long before, ordered them detained on the ship and had their belongings searched. A hundred books containing “corrupt, heretical, and blasphemous doctrines” were discovered in their baggage and promptly turned into a bonfire, which, for an extra flourish of menace, was ceremoniously lit by the local hangman.

Ann and Mary were led from the ship and taken straight to prison. The women were charged with “being Quakers”—not technically a crime in Massachusetts yet—but they were accused of being witches. The authorities wasted no time in having the missionaries stripped and examined for the ever-incriminating witch marks. The examiners, supposedly all midwives, proved to be persecutors of surprisingly little imagination compared to some of their peers; they reported that they found nothing on the bodies of the women that could be construed as witch marks. (Ann did wryly note later, however, that one of the “midwives” who conducted the strip search appeared to be a man in women’s clothing.) This fruitless search probably saved Ann and Mary from being hanged as witches.

Details of the bad treatment of the Quaker women were indexed in our indignant friend George Bishop’s New England Judged, in a series of accusatory “and did ye nots?” of which this was a highlight: “Did ye not order … Mary Fisher and Ann Austin to be stripped stark naked and to be searched and misused as is a shame to modesty to name; and with such barbarousness as one of them, a married woman and with five children suffered not the like in the bearing of any of them into the world?” For five weeks Ann and Mary were imprisoned in a dark, sweltering cell, where the accommodations included being starved and allowed no communication with the outside world (such as it was). Finally, they were hustled back to the ship and sent packing, just about the same time a ship bearing more Quakers arrived in port.

Despite their best efforts to be inhospitable, the colonists were unable to keep the Quakers out. And so the Society of Friends proceeded to annoy the colonists by preaching love, getting along with the Indians, and occasionally crashing church services naked. The colonists reacted by continuing to persecute—and at times even execute—the Quakers.

As for the two intrepid missionaries, Mary eventually returned to America, where she died in Charleston in 1698. But the unfortunate Ann ended up back in England where, despite her stricken years, she was unceremoniously imprisoned in yet another filthy, dank cell. There she stayed until 1665, when, true to form, she died of the plague.
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