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  Praise for Cursed in New England




  “Joe Citro writes the best and most believable stories about the supernatural since Edgar Allan Poe. Cursed in New England is especially engaging because in it, Mr. Citro brings his own wise and often hilarious personal interpretations to the wonderful tales he tells of accursed farms, mountains, graveyards, towns, houses, and families in a New England few tourists have ever visited. Cursed in New England is a splendid combination of off-beat social history, masterful storytelling, and absolutely first-rate writing from a true New England original with a life-long passion for things that go bump in the night and, come to think of it, in broad daylight, as well.”




  —Howard Frank Mosher, author of Waiting for Teddy Williams




  “Cursed in New England is a must read. By gathering together stories, synthesizing them, and analyzing them, Joseph A. Citro has over the years made a significant contribution to New England history and culture. He does it all in a simple, elegant prose style and with insight and a sneaky sense of humor.”




  —Ernest Hebert, author of The Old American, The Dogs of March, and five other novels




  Steal not this Book my honest Friend


  For fear the Gallows should be your end,


  And when you die the Lord will say


  And where’s the Book you stole away?




  —Traditional book curse
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  It is a delicate matter to dedicate a book about curses. With that in mind, this one is for that damned Bates, who inspires more curses than anyone I know.




  PREFACE




  No one thinks very much about curses. Scientists don’t study them. Forteans don’t write about them. Psychic investigators don’t test for them. If acknowledged at all, they’re relegated to the province of the professional folklorist, yet even there they are rarely chronicled with any degree of seriousness.




  But here in New England we are no strangers to curses, jinxes, imprecations, maledictions, execrations, whammies, whatever you want to call them. They’ve been with us for a long, long time—just as they have been a part of every culture on this earth.




  To the unbeliever, there is no such thing. To believers, they are something to be feared. And to those who know, there’s no hope of escape . . .




  —J.A.C.




  Burlington, Vermont




  February 2004




  DAMNED YANKEES: AN INTRODUCTION





  

    Death will slay with its wings whoever disturbs the peace of the pharaoh.




    —Alleged inscription on King Tut’s Tomb


  




  AN UNHOLY ARSENAL




  New Englanders curse all the time. But profane sputtering by some crusty old Yankee is usually more humorous than menacing.




  Still, genuine maledictions—the opposite of benedictions—have frequently been uttered on New England soil. These are true curses, intended to invoke evil, injury, or total destruction against an individual, a group, or possibly a whole family. Curses laid against families have tormented succeeding generations, sometimes bringing death to the heirs, until an entire line becomes extinct.




  Such blasphemous condemnation has long been part of the weaponry wielded by witches, priests, magicians, shamans, and sometimes even ordinary civilian ill-wishers.




  Curses are evident in almost every culture. They have been used politically, as in the hands of Haiti’s Papa Doc Duvalier. They’ve been used for religious retribution, as in the terrifying “Rod of Light” occasionally invoked by certain orthodox Jewish sects.




  As recently as 1981 Rabbi Moshe Hirsch threatened to call down “The Rod” to stop archaeologist Yigal Shilo from excavating the biblical city of David.




  Even the Anglican Church has its commination service, containing twelve curses intended to be uttered in the house of God. It first appeared in The Book of Common Prayer in 1662. (See the appendix.)




  And the Roman Catholics, with their excommunication ritual, condemn the targeted individual “to eternal fire with Satan and his angels,” symbolically removing him or her from the sight of God and all possibility of redemption.




  In this case the results of the curse may not be experienced until a person enters the afterlife. But for the purposes of this book, we’re interested in what goes on here, in this world. So the mysteries we’ll contemplate are restricted to two simple questions:




  Is there evidence that curses work in this life?




  And perhaps more thematically relevant: Do curses work in New England?




  Both answers seem to be yes.




  And why not? The New England region was founded by pious, fire-and-brimstone Christians. And Christianity itself is alleged to have begun with God’s curse against Satan in retaliation for his temptation of Adam and Eve—not to mention His specific imprecations against all other participants: (1) the serpent, who was condemned to crawl on his belly; (2) all women, who would forever after suffer pain in childbirth and be subject to the authority of their husbands; (3) all men, who would eternally represent humanity cut off from the tree of life; and (4) the ground itself, which was cursed with thorns and thistles so man will have to toil mightily simply to produce sustenance enough to survive until the day he dies.




  Or at least that’s what our forefathers (and mothers) regarded as true.




  The fact is, the Christian Bible is full of curses, from Genesis to Revelation. So it would seem that curses are more firmly rooted in our belief systems than we like to think. Our twenty-first-century intellects may reject them as primitive superstition, but somewhere in the atavistic composition of our souls, remnants of belief seem to survive.




  Before the Europeans arrived, Native American stewards of the land had their own arsenal of curses. They directed them at each other, often with devastating results. Then—as we’ll soon see—they turned their supernatural artillery against the Puritan invaders. Some of those maledictions reverberate to this day.




  But of course the European interlopers brought with them their own propensity for preternatural warfare. Stories of damned and damning Yankees are legion. Each New England state provides its greater- and lesser-known favorites.




  Many of those venerable Yankee curses are gathered here, in book form, for the first time.
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  BLACK AGNES




  My own interest in curses began where, most likely, everyone’s begins: hearing the story of the deaths following the opening of King Tut’s Tomb.




  Allegedly, when Lord Carnarvon and Howard Carter opened Tutankhamen’s tomb, a curse was set in motion. Subsequently, six of the seven-member excavation team died strange, sudden deaths. Lord Carnarvon himself was felled by a mosquito bite.




  The episode is dramatic and convincing, especially if it’s not studied too carefully. But it also happened a long time ago—1922—and half a world away, so to New Englanders there is a built-in sense of immunity.




  My interest intensified soon afterward when I learned there are active curses much closer to home. Right here in my native Vermont. Almost underfoot and therefore way too close for comfort.




  One of my earliest discoveries was the so-called Curse of Black Agnes in Montpelier, Vermont’s capital city, within easy driving distance from my home.




  The first version I heard of this frightening graveyard tale had to do with a Montpelierite who died around 1930, the victim of a murder.




  An elegant monument was erected for him, adorned with a dark bronze statue of the Virgin Mary. She’s cloaked, seated on a granite bench, with her sorrow-filled face upturned toward Heaven. Somewhere along—for reasons as yet inexplicable—she picked up the nickname Black Agnes.




  It is widely believed that this elaborate gravestone is the instrument of a curse, for it is said that anyone who sits on Black Agnes’s lap by the light of the full moon will suffer seven years of bad luck during which he or she might well die. No one, it is said, survives the seven years unscathed.




  A number of “evidential anecdotes” back this up, usually articulated in the hushed tones of teenagers, often around a campfire, and all designed to illustrate that the curse really works.




  One example has to do with a local high school boy’s rite of passage. Supposedly he blatantly defied the curse by plunking himself down on Black Agnes’s lap. Shortly afterward—and well within the fatal seven years—he drowned in a canoeing accident on the Winooski River. His bloated corpse was recovered less than half a mile from the fatal lap.




  Since hearing this sinister saga, I have asked a number of people around Montpelier if they’ve ever sat on Black Agnes’s lap. I couldn’t find anyone who had, but plenty assured me they had not.
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  Upon inspection and investigation I discovered a few problems with the story. First and perhaps most conspicuous, the statue is not of the Virgin Mary at all. And it isn’t any “Agnes,” either. The anatomy is most distinctly male.




  Interred beneath it is John E. Hubbard, a local philanthropist. Though his reputation was questioned for a time, and he had many enemies, he died of natural causes, not murder.




  And his passing occurred in 1899, not “around 1930.”




  One wonders how his 5-foot-high bronze monument—created by artist Karl Bitter—ever earned such a tarnished reputation.




  The “bad luck,” the “full moon,” and the “seven years” are all stock accoutrements of scary campfire tales and urban legends; they have little to do with legitimate curses.




  The only suspenseful hint I was able to discover was that when Karl Bitter exhibited his prototype for the Hubbard monument at the 1904 World’s Fair, he called it Thanatos, the Greek personification of death. So I suppose sitting on the “lap of death” might be a bit risky. But in truth, as far as I have been able to learn, no one has ever died within seven years of sitting on it. What’s more, no one—as far as I can tell—has ever sat on it.




  And nowhere in Montpelier is the statue identified by its Greek name. It is so anonymous and androgynous that to this day the bronze male effigy is routinely confused with the Virgin Mary.
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  AMONG THE WITCHES




  So my first New England curse story turned out to be bogus. I should have known. The mischief attributed to Black Agnes was too haphazard, too random. Ultimately lacking in logic. Curses are never directed without motive at incidental, innocent victims.




  In fact, curses seem to fall into sensibly defined, somewhat logical categories:




  1. Those intended to protect the weak from the strong, the powerless from the powerful.




  2. Those intended to protect things such as property, jewels, books, or graves. We see King Tut’s curse at work here. Even Shakespeare tried “Curse Insurance” to guard his corpse. On his tomb is written:




  

    GOOD FRIEND, FOR JESUS SAKE FORBEARE TO DIGGE THE DUST ENCLOASED HEARE. BLESTE BE YE MAN [THAT] SPARES THESE STONES, AND CURSTE BE HE [THAT] MOVES MY BONES.




    —William Shakespeare 1564–1616


  




  3. And finally, there’s the dreaded deathbed curse. The supercharged business of getting the ultimate last word was—and may still be—especially feared. All the curser’s remaining psychic energy charges the curse, making it enormously potent. And revenge called down at the point of death is impossible to reverse. After all, there can be no reasoning, bargaining, or compromise after the light of life is forever extinguished.
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  LAWS OF SUPERNATURE




  With Black Agnes thoroughly and satisfactorily debunked, I went on to discover many other New England curses that could not be as easily dismissed. They conform to the “rules” of curses, and their stories make up the substance of this book.




  Many cluster around the era of the witchcraft debacle of 1692 Salem, Massachusetts. Certainly there was a lot of evil afoot in those days, but its source may not have been satanic.




  One of my favorite stories has to do with the time the young female “witch-spotters” from Salem were sent to the neighboring fishing village of Marblehead to ferret out any witches who might be residing there.




  Marblehead was always an odd sort of place (one later embraced by H. P. Lovecraft in his fiction—but under an alias; he called it Kingsport), and old Wilmot “Mammy” Reed must have been an odd sort of woman. Apparently she was well known to the locals as a witch and had never made any bones about it. In early 1692, in front of many witnesses, she cursed Mrs. Simms of Salem, declaring that Goody Simms “would never mingere or carcare again.” What’s weird is that the increasingly uncomfortable Goody Simms was completely unable to urinate or defecate until September 22, 1692, the day Mammy Reed swung from a rope at Salem’s Gallows Hill.




  To the modern reader this story suggests the victim has a certain complicity in a curse’s success. If Goody Simms hadn’t believed that Mammy Reed was a witch and acknowledged her authority, perhaps the cursed constipation never would have occurred.




  Conditioning and belief may indeed contribute to a curse’s success. If victims know they have been targeted, and believe irrevocable doom is sure to follow, the victims probably do assist in their own demise. If that is true, it is logical that a curse would not affect an unbeliever.




  But certain arguments refute this.




  Some occultists maintain a curse is equally effective without the victim’s knowledge. After all, if victims don’t know they’ve been subjected to a curse, they can’t seek assistance in removing it.
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  MORE MASSACHUSETTS MALEDICTIONS




  In Sutton, Massachusetts, the Widow Wakefield was an acknowledged cat lover and witch (the two often went hand in paw).




  Goody Wakefield lived in a ramshackle house by the river. In order to feed her twenty cats, and herself, she went fishing every day for pickerel. As if to emphasize her eccentricity, she always appeared in the same outfit, winter or summer: a heavy coat with large pockets where she’d store her daily catch. As folklorist Robert Cahill writes, “Neither the evil eye nor the malignant touch was needed by Widow Wakefield to cast a spell, just to walk by her house or to pass her on the road would send one reeling from the smell.”




  One day two young Sutton lads decided to do the town a favor and get rid of the smelly old witch once and for all. Their mode of exorcism was to kill off her brood of familiars—her twenty cats.




  Concealed by darkness, they managed to capture and execute seventeen of the Wakefield felines. Then they piled the broken bodies on a large rock in front of the “witch’s” house so she’d see them first thing in the morning. No doubt they thought the appalling sight would instantly kill the old woman, or at least drive her away. If so, they thoroughly underestimated the Widow Wakefield. Instead, she concentrated the full force of her response in her powerful voice, shouting for all to hear, “God, curse these killers.” She screamed it over and over again.




  Within the year one of the young men drowned in the river and the other contracted an unknown disease that diminished his reason, ultimately leaving him a babbling idiot for the remainder of his days.




  Those who heard the curse—as well as the reader—may be surprised that the Widow Wakefield had called on God and not the Devil.




  But a curse is after all a prayer, and its author is no doubt tempted to summon the highest supernatural authority that is likely to cooperate. In this case the power of a known witch, reinforced by that of the Almighty, proved lethal medicine indeed.
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  HISTORICAL HORROR




  My very favorite witch tale is an irrefutable matter of history. It is also one of the most terrifying curses to be issued from the gallows in Salem, Massachusetts.




  Its source was a condemned beggar named Sarah Good. But an examination of the downward spiral of her life might suggest Sarah herself was the one who had been cursed.




  Though she had been born into a prosperous family, Sarah and her sisters were cheated out of their inheritance after her father’s suicide in 1672.




  Suddenly penniless, she married an equally impoverished suitor, an indentured servant named Daniel Poole. But Sarah’s luck didn’t improve; her new husband died shortly afterward. All she inherited was her husband’s debts. Under Massachusetts law her second husband, William Good, was responsible for paying them off. But as a weaver and laborer, he couldn’t. By 1689 he had to forfeit all his land and cattle to his creditors.




  Sarah and William were reduced to begging. They lived in barns and sometimes in ditches. Sarah had a difficult time adjusting to her diminished stature and readily let her neighbors know they didn’t meet her standards for “Christian charity.” When she felt she had been slighted, she’d scold, mutter reprimands, and occasionally commit minor mischief, such as releasing someone’s cattle.




  Poverty, eccentricity, and mischievous antics caught up with Sarah when she was hauled into court and accused of witchcraft. Typically disrespectful, she responded to the magistrates in a spiteful and abusive manner.




  Her own six-year-old daughter, Dorcas, was terrorized into testifying against her. Her timid husband, William, would not speak on her behalf. Although pregnant at the time of her arrest, she and Dorcas were locked away in the humiliating confines of Salem Jail. There Sarah’s child was born and died.




  Still, Salem’s assistant minister, the pious and pitiless Nicholas Noyes, tried to coax a confession out of her. After all, he reasoned, “she knew she was a witch.”




  But to the last Sarah defended herself with outspoken precision. She responded to the self-righteous cleric with what might be described as “a holy curse.”




  “You are a liar,” she said. “I am no more a witch than you are a wizard. And if you take away my life, God will give you blood to drink.”




  Sarah Good was hanged on July 19, 1692.




  Apparently the Reverend Noyes didn’t take her dying curse very seriously; perhaps he should have been more astute.




  The merciless minister died of an internal hemorrhage, bleeding profusely from the mouth—drowned in his own blood.
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  CAUSING EFFECTS




  Sometimes the effect of a curse is obvious, but the cause is not apparent. In these cases someone identifies an unrelenting string of bad luck that seems to occur with no traceable reason. To the superstitious mind such a sinister succession of events must have been propelled by a curse, although there may well be no record of its having been uttered. Sometimes a curse story is retrofitted to suit the unfortunate chain of circumstances. Sometimes the cause for the ill luck remains a mystery. Perhaps the Hope Diamond fits this category. Crystals and gemstones are believed to be able to retain supernatural energy, almost like batteries. Louis XVI purchased the Hope Diamond in 1668. Since then all its owners have experienced sickness, ill luck, or untimely death.




  A comparable example exists in twentieth-century Greenwich, Connecticut, at Dunnellen Hall, a twenty-eight-room mansion constructed in 1918 on twenty-six acres near Long Island Sound.




  This Jacobean behemoth was built by Daniel Grey Reid as a wedding present for his daughter Rhea and her husband, Henry Ropping. Presumably the place wasn’t born bad, but, somewhere along the way, something happened. Over the years it has picked up the reputation of bringing bad financial luck to everyone who’s occupied it since the Roppings sold it in 1950 to steel magnate Loring Washburn. Almost immediately he was beset with money problems. Things got so bad that in the early 1960s the finance company took his house away.




  The huge mansion remained vacant for years, and locals began calling it a haunted house. The ex-wife of an heir to the Dodge automobile fortune finally bought Dunnellen. A former showgirl, she married Daniel Moran, a New York City cop who later shot himself. She sold it in 1968 to Jack Dick, a financier, who paid $1 million for the place. Three years later he was indicted for stealing $840,000. Before the case went to trial in 1974, Jack died of a heart attack as he was being chauffeured home.




  Lydia, his widow, promptly put the house up for sale. It was she who first gave voice to what many others suspected: The place was cursed. Like the Hope Diamond, it brought bad luck to everyone who owned it.




  Nonetheless, Indian oilman Ravi Tikkoo readily laid down $3 million to buy the “cursed” property. He was quickly seized with unexpected financial problems associated with the mid-1970s oil embargo. Soon he was forced to sell.




  At this point Harry and Leona Helmsley acquired Dunnellen Hall. Shortly thereafter the feds caught up with them. In 1988 the Helmsleys were arrested for income tax evasion, and in 1990 Leona—the so-called Queen of Mean—was convicted and sentenced to prison.




  I can’t help but wonder if the Ropping family somehow saw what was coming and unloaded the place just in time.
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  LAST CHANCE TO TURN BACK




  In the following pages we will witness a variety of New England curses at work, with all their attendant horror, pathos, and occasional humor.




  Please keep in mind that this book is not intended to be all-inclusive. The sheer volume of Yankee maledictions would make that impossible.




  At the very least, what you hold in your hands should be a collection of entertaining stories. At most, it is evidence that there are powers in this world so subtle and sinister that they can work inexorably against us without our even knowing it.




  In the interest of journalistic objectivity, I haven’t taken a position one way or the other. All I can tell you is that I have visited Black Agnes many times, and I have never chosen to sit on “her” lap.




  “A DREADFUL WIZARD”




  

    “Giles Corey,” said the Magistrate,


    “What hast thou heare to pleade


    To these that now accuse thy soule


    Of crimes and horrid deed?”




    Giles Corey, he said not a worde,


    No single worde spoke he.


    “Giles Corey,” saith the Magistrate,


    “We’ll press it out of thee.”




    —Anonymous, from an old ballad


  




  OUTSIDE THE LAW




  Abattle was raging in 1692 Salem, Massachusetts. A battle of good versus evil. But as history demonstrates, the combatants were not only mismatched but also mislabeled.




  In that most maniacal of times, the “Good People” of the Puritan village carted a pitiable parade of townspeople to the gallows. In all, nineteen men and women, and two dogs, met their ends dangling from ropes on Gallows Hill.




  This is the story of an accused witch—“a dreadful wizard”—who escaped the noose but, though never tried or convicted, was executed anyway.




  And it is the story of the revenge he exacted against certain of his tormenters.




  The details of the Salem witch trials have been told by many writers, and speculation about what caused the murderous madness is well known to most readers. Theories range from teenage hysteria, to neighborhood grudges, to hallucinogenic foods, to over-the-top religious fever, to opportunistic land grabbers, to church rivalry, and include a motivational witch’s brew that blends all the above and more.
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  CRUEL AND UNUSUAL PUNISHMENT




  Goodman Giles Corey was one of the more successful citizens of Salem. Years of hard work had produced a prosperous farm, and he had invested wisely. At eighty he was still a formidable fellow.




  Martha was his third wife. His first wife, Margaret, had given him only daughters, but she had died after the birth of their fourth girl. Then, in 1664, Giles married Mary. Apparently they got along well and raised his daughters together.




  Giles purchased a 150-acre farm, where he employed several farmhands. Despite all this, Giles’s reputation was—at least in Puritan terms—less than sterling.




  In his youth he had been a brute of a man, powerful, large, and authoritative. One day Jacob Goodell, a hired hand, was found badly beaten. Local scuttlebutt was that Giles had thrashed him because of his sloppy work habits. When Jacob died, townspeople took Giles Corey to trial. Their case was weak, and Giles was found innocent.




  A second incident contributed to Giles Corey’s blemished name. Another employee, John Gloyd, sued him for back wages. The case never went to court but was settled by arbitrators, who found in favor of the hired man.




  One of these arbitrators was John Proctor. A few days later the Proctors’ house caught fire. Again Giles was under suspicion, but a formal hearing found him innocent.




  After Mary’s death in 1684, Giles married his third wife, the kindly, “prayerful” Martha.




  They lived well, as Giles’s holdings were substantial. He was older now. The years and his good-tempered wife had a calming effect on him. He repented his sins, became more congenial and friendly, even joined Martha regularly at church services. When the Salem Witch Trials began in February of 1692, Giles and Martha Corey were some of the first people to attend the pre-trial examinations at the Salem Village Meetinghouse. As the examinations went on, Martha started to question the motives and claims of the accusers; she even tried to persuade her husband from attending further examinations by hiding his riding saddle. The townspeople began to believe that anyone who refused to decry witchcraft must be guilty themselves, and Martha Corey’s actions made her seem suspicious. By mid-March, the witch-crazed girls cried out against Martha. Their accusations turned even her husband against her. Giles became swept up in the mass hysteria and testified against Martha on March 24. Giles spoke of sudden illnesses that afflicted household animals. He testified that his wife would appear to be praying by the fire late into the night, without uttering audible prayers, according to historian and author Rebecca Beatrice Brooks.




  Perhaps Goodman Corey thought his testimony would protect him, but it wasn't long before his wife's accusers turned their vengeful lies against him. In April 1692 Ann Putnam Jr., Mercy Lewis, Abigail Williams, and others attested that Giles Corey was “a dreadful wizard.”




  On April 18 Giles was hauled in, examined by the magistrates, and thrown into prison where, languishing with his wife, they awaited trial.




  Five months later, the eighty-year-old farmer, landowner, and full member of the church was brought before the Court of Oyer and Terminer. The court brought up Corey’s previous testimony against his wife and tried to get him to provide more incriminating information, but this time Corey refused. In fact, he refused to say anything further, even to declare his innocence.




  The next crucial question in the ritualized proceeding was to ask if he would be tried by God and his country (meaning a jury).




  Giles Corey remained silent. His silence, in effect, meant that he refused to agree to be tried. He was therefore denying the court’s right to try him.




  This tactic left Judges Sewall, Hathorne, and Stoughton in a quandary: They couldn’t proceed with a trial without his consent. And—strictly speaking—they couldn’t convict him without a trial.




  We’ll never know for certain why Giles Corey refused to participate in his own defense. He probably realized that defending himself would do no good. All others who had denied the charges of witchcraft, regardless of the strength of their cases, had been found guilty and hanged anyway. And while those who said they were guilty of witchcraft were not hanged, they were instead condemned to jail and forced to forfeit all they possessed. For Giles Corey it was a lose–lose situation. Perhaps silence was the only way the elderly farmer could express his disapproval of the proceedings and his contempt for the accusing teenagers, the pompous magistrates, and the thieving sheriff.




  But Giles was a clever man, and his motives were no doubt loftier than simple contempt. He must have realized that, under English law, if he didn’t participate in the trial, he could leave his property to whomever he pleased. If he were tried and found guilty, however, he would forfeit all his possessions and vast land holdings. To speak would be to deny his heirs their rightful inheritance and to further line the pockets of the avaricious sheriff, who would confiscate everything, just as he had with others who had climbed Gallows Hill.




  Whatever his motive, Giles Corey remained as silent as stone.




  But English law permitted the judges to punish him for nonparticipation. In fact, English law even prescribed what that punishment might be: the atrocious peine forte et dure. Meaning “strong and hard punishment,” it was a technique straight out of the Dark Ages. One catch: It was illegal in colonial Massachusetts, and for two very good reasons. First, there was no law that permitted it. And second, it violated the provisions of the “Body of Liberties” that, supposedly, ended barbarous punishments in the New World.




  Nonetheless, the impatient Puritan judges decided to ignore their own law, which stated, “for bodily punishment we allow amongst us none that are inhumane, barbarous or cruel.”




  So they opted for a technique that could not possibly be any more inhumane, barbarous, or cruel. They turned the old man over to Judge Corwin’s nephew, George Corwin, the high sheriff of Essex County, for a punishment that was, without doubt, the most heinous abomination ever carried out in the name of justice in the history of America.




  Giles Corey was to be its first and last victim.




  The morning of Monday, September 19, 1692, Sheriff Corwin and his henchmen stripped the old man and dragged him, in heavy chains, from the witch dungeon. Townspeople followed the procession, gawking and jeering.




  They slowly proceeded to an open field not far from the jail, where a shallow rectangular pit had been dug in the earth. Using period maps, journal entries, and other first-hand accounts, modern historical researchers believe that the location of the pit was either the Pytharg lot across from the jail, or in the yard of Thomas Putnam, whose daughter Ann had been one of the Coreys' accusers.
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  Giles Corey was forced to lie down upon a plank within this grave-like depression.




  “Will you submit to be tried?” Sheriff Corwin demanded. Perhaps there was a twinkle in the lawman’s eyes, for no matter how the old man responded, the sheriff would have something to gain. An affirmative answer would allow him to claim all Giles Corey’s worldly goods. No answer would permit the sadistic sheriff to proceed with the torture.




  Giles Corey squinted up at the New England sky and remained silent.




  The deputies placed another heavy wooden plank over Goodman Corey’s torso, then, one by one, heavy stones and bricks were piled on top of the plank. These pressed heavily on Giles’s stomach and chest.




  Still the old man did not cry out.




  “Do you submit?” Sheriff Corwin repeated.




  The only reply was the subtle sound of rocks scraping together as the old man tried to breathe.




  Over time more and more rocks were added, and the question was repeated. But always Giles Corey remained silent.




  The pressing lasted for two grueling days. During that time the prisoner was permitted only three mouthfuls of bread and three sips of water.




  As stones were added, it became increasingly difficult for Giles to breathe. Eventually it would become impossible. If he were lucky, his rib cage would shatter under the weight, and death would come quickly. But apparently the old man had sturdy bones, and the torture continued.




  From time to time Sheriff Corwin would mount the boulders and stare down at his helpless victim. “Are you prepared to be tried by God and Country?” he’d growl.
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