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  INTRODUCTION




  Home to visionaries, revolutionaries, scions of society, and the Boston Red Sox, Massachusetts is a melting pot of cultures and a land defined by the variety of its landscapes. In point of fact, Massachusetts is a Commonwealth, a decision made by one of its most illustrious founding fathers, John Adams. It is governed by the oldest written state constitution in the United States, and as the landing place of the Mayflower in 1620 and the sixth colony to join the newly minted United States of America on February 6, 1788, it is a place with some of the longest American history.




  As such, it is difficult to illustrate the breadth of the Massachusetts experience in thirty-two short episodes, but these stories have been chosen to represent the battles, victories, losses, disasters, and triumphs of the Bay State. From the Boston Tea Party to the birth of basketball to the day that Lizzie Borden "took an axe," all these lively glimpses into the past reveal a varied and delightful portrait of a famous place and its citizens of the past and present.




  THE SURVIVAL OF NEW PLYMOUTH




  – 1623 –




  Plymouth




  Dropped onto the shore of Plymouth Bay in December of 1620, only half the passengers on the Mayflower lived through the first winter. Greeted by sickness and harsh conditions, each Pilgrim needed to have the skills of a carpenter, farmer, pioneer, and soldier merely to survive. In 1621, with the help of a tribe of Wampanoag Indians, the Pilgrims managed to host the first Thanksgiving, but the true test of survival was still to come.




  After being shot at while exploring Cape Cod and spied on while settling Plymouth, the Pilgrims already knew that not all the Indians were friendly. Allied by treaty with Massasoit, chief of the Wampanoag, the Pilgrims were caught between warring Indian tribes. When Canonicus, chief of the Narragansetts, sent a clutch of arrows wrapped in a rattlesnake skin, a challenge to war, Governor Bradford got the message. In the minds of the Narragansett, these friends of their enemies had to go.




  A hostile threat demanded a firm response. Dumping the arrows and packing the skin with gunpowder and shot, Bradford sent the bundle back. He wanted to let the Narragansett know that getting rid of the Pilgrims wouldn't be that easy. However, as Chief Canonicus considered his next move, a diplomatic crisis chilled the friendly relations between the Pilgrims and Massasoit.




  Having been abducted by an English sea captain and transported to Spain, Tisquantum—Squanto—was the only survivor of a Wampanoag village that was wiped out by the plague while he was away. Eventually escaping from Spain to England, Squanto learned to speak English and returned to North America before the colonists arrived. Squanto befriended the Pilgrims, became their interpreter, and made the treaty between the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag possible. Regrettably, Squanto was also dishonest.




  On one occasion Squanto had tried to replace Massasoit as chief of the Wampanoag by telling the Wampanoag people that the Pilgrims had buried the plague beneath a storehouse in the English town. Anytime they wanted, Squanto claimed, the Pilgrims could dig up the illness and destroy the Wampanoag village. As the Pilgrims' only interpreter and very influential friend, Squanto argued that the Wampanoag would be foolish not to follow him.




  When Squanto's scheme failed, he tried a second plan. This time, while he was conveniently out of town, he had one of his relatives run into Plymouth and tell the Pilgrims that Massasoit had joined the Narragansett and was coming to attack the village. Without panicking, the Pilgrims sent another Indian to investigate the matter. The story was a lie, of course. Massasoit was loyal.




  When Massasoit discovered Squanto's treachery, he became enraged, went to Governor Bradford, and demanded the traitor be turned over to him for execution. Bradford knew that Squanto was a liar and deserved to be put to death, but Squanto was an important link between the Pilgrims and the Native Americans, no matter how unsavory he might be. He was the only Indian who spoke enough English to negotiate a treaty or discuss complex matters. Understanding the value of his interpreter, Bradford refused to hand Squanto over, and Massasoit left in a huff.




  Bradford's tough decision nearly cost the Pilgrims their lives. From Cape Ann to Martha's Vineyard, their old enemy Chief Canonicus along with Massachusett, Nauset, Paomet, Sokones, and Agawam Indians plotted a war against the Pilgrims.




  Massasoit knew of this plot to wipe out the Pilgrims, but, still miffed at Governor Bradford, the chief of the Wampanoag chose to remain silent—and then he developed a bellyache. Miserably ill and thinking he might die, Massasoit received a timely visit from a man named Edward Winslow and a few other Pilgrims. Winslow, slipping what he called "a confection of many comfortable conserves" between the sachem's teeth on the point of a knife, worked a miracle cure. The concoction, made with corn flour, strawberry leaves, and sassafras, settled the chief's stomach. Grateful and much relieved, Massasoit showed his thanks by telling Winslow about the Indian plans for war. The Pilgrims handled the rest.




  The uprising ended before it began when, in March of 1623, a small band of Pilgrims ambushed the ringleader of the plot. The swift action by the Pilgrims shocked the local tribes. The Indians were so terrified, Winslow wrote, "they forsook their houses, running to and fro like men distracted, living in swamps and other desert places: and so brought manifold diseases amongst themselves, where of very many are dead."




  After this brief skirmish, the Pilgrims and Indians were at peace for fourteen years. With the help of timely musket fire and a homemade stomachache cure, Plymouth had survived.




  KING PHILIP'S WAR




  – 1675 –




  Western Massachusetts




  On a cold night in January 1675, John Sassamon disappeared. Educated at Harvard, Sassamon had been called a "praying Indian," an Indian who was raised as a Christian and schooled in English ways. Sassamon had been a friend and counselor to Metacom (also known as King Philip—chief of the Wampanoag). But he was last seen telling the governor of Plymouth Colony that Philip was plotting war.




  A month later, John Sassamon's body was found caught under the ice in Assawompset Pond in Middleborough. Cause of death: a broken neck. The English suspected that King Philip had silenced the man who had betrayed him, but they had no solid clues that pointed to Sassamon's killers. Then, a witness accused three Indians who were members of Philip's tribe. Within seven days, the trio was charged with murder, tried in a Plymouth court, and hanged by the Plymouth authorities. Just two weeks later, Philip responded by burning the village of Swansea, and King Philip's War began.




  By one measure the gruesome war that jolted southern New England proved worse than the Civil War. In proportion to the population at the time, King Philip's War is still the bloodiest conflict America has ever seen. Twenty-five towns were destroyed, and thousands died in fifteen months of brutal fighting. Springfield, Medfield, Lancaster, Marlborough, Middleborough, Deerfield, Chelmsford, and Taunton were among the Massachusetts towns that went up in flames.




  But statistics tell only part of the story of this nightmarish war that almost led the English to abandon all of New England. Beyond the death and destruction that results from any fighting, King Philip's War became an orgy of blood during which sadistic torture and lurid abuse were inflicted by both sides.




  After inept English leaders allowed King Philip to escape from the swamps that circled his home on the Mount Hope peninsula, the Wampanoag chief recruited other tribes and spread the war throughout the region now a part of southern New England. In the months that followed, guerrilla tactics, random raids, and sniper fire caused gruesome loss of life on both sides.




  A small stream near the western town of Deerfield became known as Bloody Brook when Wampanoag, Nipmuck, and Pocumtuck warriors ambushed sixty militiamen as they paused to cross the water. Indian losses were devastating in the Swamp Fight of December 19, 1675, and the Falls Fight of May 19, 1676, during which English forces overran villages and put every Indian to death.




  The events in Medfield on the night of February 20, 1676, explain why English farmers lived in constant terror. Despite protection from one hundred soldiers who were quartered in the town, a band of Nipmuck Indians crept out of the woods and infiltrated the village. As dawn broke, sniper fire picked off settlers one by one as they stepped out of their homes. Pebbles thrown at windows led to deaths on bloody doorsteps for those settlers who investigated. Fire was the ultimate weapon, as families were forced to choose between death in a burning house or a desperate run for cover.




  Scalping wasn't the worst fate an unlucky victim could suffer. Some captives were skinned alive. Fingers and toes were hacked off for use on a warrior's necklace. For both sides, displaying dismembered body parts became a favorite method of taunting the enemy.




  When the Mohawk Indians of New York resumed their feud with rival tribes loyal to King Philip, the war entered its final phase. Forced to flee the Connecticut Valley by the pressure of a two-front war against the Mohawks and the English, a weakened King Philip returned to the Mount Hope peninsula. There a band of soldiers led by Captain Benjamin Church shot and killed the Indian leader on August 12, 1676.




  As Sassamon's death began the war, so the death of King Philip brought it to an end. Predictably, though, this brutal struggle ended with macabre cruelty. Soldiers drew and quartered King Philip's body and hanged the parts from trees. His hand was preserved in a bucket of rum to become a trophy of war. The head of the chief was carried to Plymouth and hoisted onto a pole, where the skull remained as a stern warning to potential aggressors for a full thirty years!




  THE SALEM WITCH TRIALS




  – 1692 –




  Salem




  By the time Sir William Phips arrived in the Province of Massachusetts Bay in May 1692, Satan was hard at work. Phips, the new governor of the province, reported that Puritans in several towns were sorely being tormented by witchcraft and the Devil. Scores of unfortunate citizens had been, according to Phips, scalded with brimstone, stuck with pins, dragged out of their houses, or carried over the tops of trees.




  The troubles began in February 1692, when Abigail Williams and Elizabeth Parris, the niece and teenaged daughter of the minister of Salem Village, experienced fits that left them deaf and dumb. The girls soon lapsed into hoarse, croaking nonsense talk and periods of screaming convulsions that drowned out the sound of the reverend's holy prayer. Quietly, to avoid scandal, a doctor was consulted, but no physical ailment seemed to be troubling the two girls. The afflictions, the reverend and doctor concluded, were caused by the Devil himself and a throng of witches.




  The affliction spread rapidly to other girls in Salem Village before church members finally discovered that many of the afflicted children had secretly met with Tituba, the Parris family's West Indian slave. Curious about love and future husbands, the adolescents had passed the long New England winter telling fortunes, learning tricks, and casting spells brought back from the Caribbean. Tituba, facing intense pressure to blame the Devil for causing the trouble rather than the girls, cleverly understood that fictional stories would satisfy her masters. To keep from being harassed, she shocked church leaders with strange tales of red cats with human faces, a man with a book of names, and floating specters of village women that told her to harm the children. She confessed to being a witch.




  Stories of Salem witchcraft sound fictional today, but belief in the Devil was once common in Europe and North America. Struggling against the hardships of a dangerous frontier and guided by strict religious teachings, Puritans in Massachusetts believed the Devil lurked within everyone. Only vigilance and God's grace prevented a person from being bound by chains of darkness. To doubt the existence of the Devil was the same as doubting their culture, their religion, and their God.




  Witch hysteria raged through Salem Village and infected nearby towns. Trials of witches were not really unusual at the time, but why an ordinary witch trial was blown out of proportion may never be fully explained. Financial stress, beleaguered farms, threats of attack from Indians, the need for love and attention of developing girls, food poisoning, a community split by land claims, religious rivalry, and assorted petty disputes may all have played a part. For whatever the reason, the adults needed scapegoats, and the children beset by witches were glad to help them compile a list.




  Between February and June 1692, hundreds of innocent citizens were hauled before panels of judges, confronted by screaming girls, and thrown into prison to await formal trials. In the beginning only those on the fringe of society were targets of accusations. Tituba, the black slave; Sarah Good, a sullen beggar; and Sarah Osborne, a "loose woman" who hadn't attended church, were the first women accused. But New England's inquisition swiftly climbed the social ladder: John Proctor, a tavern owner; George Burroughs, a former minister; and several town selectmen soon were accused as well.




  Governor Phips convened a special court to hear and decide the Salem cases, named Lieutenant Governor William Stoughton to be the man in charge, and promptly got out of town. Stoughton was a stern law-and-order judge who conducted the trials without questioning "spectral" evidence. The Devil, he believed, could not assume the shape of an innocent person. When afflicted girls testified that they saw the shape (or specter) of the accused floating in the air, torturing babies, or tempting men by hovering over their beds, Stoughton was convinced. When a few other judges needed additional proof, the "touch test" was devised to confirm the spectral findings. If hysterical girls calmed at the touch of the defendant, the Devil had left the afflicted body of a girl and jumped back into the body of the accused. If the girl calmed when touched, the defendant was condemned.




  Bridget Bishop, a flashy-dressing tavern keeper, was the first to be tried on June 2 and hanged on June 10. Hearing of the execution, Governor Phips questioned the court's reliance on spectral evidence and asked the advice of several prominent ministers in Massachusetts who urged the court to be careful and avoid being tricked by evidence from the Devil.




  Sensing that trouble was brewing, Stoughton stepped up the pace of the prosecutions. On the single day of June 29, 1692, five more were tried and convicted. From July 19 through September 22, eighteen convicted witches and wizards were hanged on Gallows Hill Fifty-five people confessed to being witches. One man who refused to plead either guilty or not guilty was slowly crushed to death when a sheriff tried to force him to talk by covering him with stones.




  Phips had seen enough. To encourage guilty pleas, confessed witches were jailed but not hanged, while respected people who proclaimed their innocence were rapidly sentenced to death. Prominent ministers, like Increase Mather, were also expressing loud criticism about reliance on spectral visions and the lack of solid proof. The Devil, after all, might assume the shape of virtuous people to incite a fear of witchcraft and divide the children of God. And how could girls afflicted by Satan still honor their sacred oath and testify to the truth? Besides, wrote Mather in an essay distributed to other ministers, God is the ultimate judge. "He never intended that all persons guilty of capital crimes should be discovered and punished by men in this life."

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
“To buy books n quantity for corporate use
orincenties, cal (800) 962-0973
or e mail premiums@GlobePequot.com.






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
mTHAPPENED IN






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





