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Introduction

Back when I was just a small boy, an eccentric elderly woman lived up the street from my family in Haverhill, Massachusetts. It was the early 1970s. Mrs. D., as I’ll call her, lived in an old rundown house. The windows were always dirty, the blinds were always down, and the grass in her front yard grew waist high. An old station wagon from the 1950s was parked in the driveway. She never drove it anywhere (all its tires were flat) and it was filled with newspapers. Strangest of all, she had many, many cats. Someone, I don’t remember who, said she might be a witch. I always walked by Mrs. D.’s house with trepidation after that. She later added another animal to her menagerie: a large black dog with no hair on its back. “Who else but a witch would own a dog like that?” I thought.

I did not know it at the time, but I was participating in a very old Massachusetts tradition: accusing the local eccentric of being a witch. Looking back, I can see that Mrs. D. was at worst mentally ill, and at best just did not care what anyone thought about her. She certainly was not an agent of the supernatural. Still, she was not the only thing in the neighborhood labeled with the word “witch.” There was also a large, distinct-looking Victorian home a few blocks away that people sometimes referred to as the “Witch House.” It sat on an embankment high above the sidewalk and was in a state of perpetual disrepair. Occasionally, some new owners would buy the Witch House and try to fix it up, but it would always return to its natural state of decay. No one ever explicitly said a witch lived there, but it certainly looked like one might.

Witches have been part of Massachusetts’s culture for nearly four hundred years. It began in the 1600s, when English Puritans colonized Massachusetts. Many of the colonists came from East Anglia, a region in England where that country’s largest and deadliest witch hunts occurred. So perhaps it’s not surprising that Massachusetts would be the site of North America’s deadliest witch hunt. Most readers are familiar with the Salem witch trials. They were not a unique event but are just the most famous of many witchcraft cases in 17th-century Massachusetts. Witch stories from this era are dark and scary, full of possessed children, devilish encounters in the woods, and dangerous magic. For modern readers like you and me, these stories are a source of spooky entertainment, but the Puritans were very serious about witchcraft, believing it posed a deadly threat to their colony. The 1641 Massachusetts legal code included this law: “If any man or woman be a witch. . . . They shall be put to death.” To be very clear, there were no real witches in 17th-century Massachusetts, but many innocent people were executed by the Puritans under the mistaken assumption there were.

Witches slowly entered the realm of folklore in the 18th and 19th century. As people in Massachusetts became more educated, and the state industrialized, witches were taken less seriously. The old Puritan beliefs lost their hold. Some folks might have still believed in witches, but there were no more trials and witchcraft mostly became the subject of fireside tales told on dark nights. Stories from this era tell of curses, animal transformations, and ways to fight off witches. Many town histories written at this time contain descriptions of the town’s local witch and their nefarious deeds, although they are usually described as the erroneous beliefs of a less enlightened past. These old town histories are a valuable source for witch stories and I used many of them writing this book.

Even today, residents of Massachusetts still tell stories about witches. Some remember the old stories from the past, while others tell urban legends about places haunted by ghostly witches or the restless spirits of those wrongly executed in the 1600s. Paranormal investigators try to hear the voices of the dead, and teenagers travel to desolate roads hoping to glimpse something strange. Witches continue to haunt our imaginations almost four hundred years after the first colonists arrived in Massachusetts.

Just a note about the word “witch.” In the 1600s it was applied to both women and men. A witch could be any gender, although sometimes male witches might be called “wizard,” “conjuror,” or “warlock” as well as “witch.” I use “witch” in the same way, to refer to both men and women. Also, the word “witch” has definitions in the 21st century that it didn’t have in the past. There are now people who practice witchcraft as a religion (like Wiccans), or who call themselves witches because they use things like Tarot cards, herbs, and crystals. For the most part, I’m not writing about those groups. I’m using “witch” in the classic sense of the word: someone who is believed to harm others through supernatural methods.

So be warned! The legends and historical accounts in this book are mostly about scary witches, but I think you’ll find them interesting and maybe even a little magical as well.


Greater Boston

Boston today is a city known for its world-class universities, cutting-edge tech companies, and excellent hospitals. It was quite different in 1630, when it was founded as a small Puritan settlement on the edge of a continent largely unexplored by Europeans. At that time, the city’s Puritan leaders wanted to establish God’s kingdom on Earth (although it looked more like an intolerant Puritan theocracy to outsiders). They believed the Devil was working actively to thwart their plans, sometimes through witches, who were his minions. The average citizen of Boston did not necessarily believe witches were agents of the Devil, but still thought some of their neighbors might be attacking them with evil magic. As a result, five innocent women were executed in Boston during the 16th century under the mistaken assumption they were witches, and legends about witches were told in Boston for centuries afterward. There were also some notable cases of alleged demonic possession in the city during that time.


[image: ]

Governor John Winthrop (1588–1649). Credit: The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art Prints and Photographs: Print Collection, The New York Public Library (1825). John Winthrop, First Governor of Massachusetts.

A Necromancer in the Harbor (Boston)

In January of 1644, the people of Boston were surprised to see strange lights floating above the city’s harbor. The sightings began on January 18, when three men saw two mysterious lights emerge from the harbor at midnight. The lights merged and transformed into the shape of a large man, which roamed around the skies above the harbor for several minutes before vanishing. A week later, around 8:00 p.m., the lights were seen again, sometimes merged into one glowing shape and at other times separated into two distinct objects. Witnesses said they emitted flames and sparks as they flew before finally disappearing into the darkness.

Even stranger, an ominous voice was heard echoing across the harbor. Governor John Winthrop wrote in his journal:

About the same time a voice was heard upon the water between Boston and Dorchester, calling out in a most dreadful manner, “Boy, boy, come away, come away”: and suddenly shifted from one place to another a great distance, about twenty times. It was heard by diverse godly persons.

Governor Winthrop believed these omens were connected to a recent maritime accident which occurred several weeks before the strange lights appeared. During that accident, a small ship exploded in the harbor when a pistol was mistakenly fired into the ship’s gunpowder supply. Many sailors died. All of the bodies were recovered except for that of one man. And that man had a very unsavory reputation.

The missing sailor, Winthrop wrote, was suspected of murdering someone in Virginia. Being a murderer is bad enough, but the same sailor had also claimed to be a necromancer, or evil magician. Winthrop seemed to think the strange lights and ominous voice were the Devil himself come to carry his dead servant’s soul off to Hell. Perhaps the dead sailor initially resisted and the lights appeared several times because the Devil was looking for the necromancer. In the end, though, the Devil apparently took what he was owed because the lights and the strange voice were not witnessed near Boston Harbor again.

The First Witch Executed in Massachusetts (Boston)

I’m sure when Margaret Jones emigrated to Massachusetts from England with her husband Thomas she didn’t suspect she would be executed for witchcraft in her new homeland. The Joneses settled in Charlestown (which was a separate town at the time but is now part of Boston) where Margaret worked for many years as a healer. By all accounts she was quite successful and cured people of their ailments using natural ingredients like anise seed steeped in liquor. Her neighbors marveled at how effective her remedies were, particularly since they seemed so simple, and some people began to suspect there was something supernatural behind her abilities to heal people. Perhaps she was using witchcraft.

Their suspicions only increased when Margaret Jones was overheard telling a potential client that his illness would get much, much worse unless he bought the medicine she was selling. Was she threatening to curse him? The man declined her offer and then indeed got much sicker. Was the illness just naturally progressing, or had she bewitched him so he would relent and buy her medicine? Local physicians were consulted but could not find a natural cause for his illness, and Margaret Jones was brought to court on suspicion of witchcraft.

The court, led by Governor John Winthrop, listened to witnesses describe her strangely effective remedies and her possible threats. It also took testimony from witnesses who claimed that Jones could accurately foretell the future and knew about conversations she had not been present for.

More shockingly, when Jones was examined before the trial, two small protuberances were found on her body. In the 1600s, many people believed the Devil gave witches small demons to do their bidding, and that witches fed these demons (called familiars or familiar spirits) with their blood. The court claimed Jones had fed her familiar through those two small protuberances. During the trial a witness came forward and said he had actually seen Jones’s familiar visit her in jail. It looked like a small child and vanished when the jailer tried to catch it. Witnesses from Charlestown said they too had seen this familiar spirit in the past, and a young woman testified that she had once become ill after seeing this child-demon. She had then paid Margaret to be cured of her illness.

All this testimony sounds like gossip and circumstantial evidence to the modern reader, but the court found it convincing. They convicted Margaret Jones for witchcraft and hanged her on June 15, 1648. She was the first person executed as a witch in Massachusetts. That same day a huge storm struck Connecticut and toppled many trees, a coincidence which Governor Winthrop took as a further sign she was indeed a witch.

Thomas Jones was also arrested on suspicion of witchcraft and jailed separately from his wife. After her execution he was released from jail and then boarded a ship bound for Barbados. However, once he was onboard the ship it listed strangely to one side in the water. Learning that Thomas Jones was a suspected witch, the crew blamed him for the ship’s strange behavior and kicked him off. The ship supposedly righted itself once he was no longer onboard. It’s unclear how Thomas left Boston but presumably he departed as soon as possible.

Alice Lake (Boston)

Alice Lake lived in Dorchester (now part of Boston) with her husband and their children in the 1640s. She was executed for witchcraft around the year 1650. Records of her trial are scarce, and most information comes from the Reverend John Hale’s 1697 book A Modest Enquiry into the Nature of Witchcraft. Reverend Hale did not record why she was accused of being a witch, but just noted two factors that led to her conviction. First, Alice had “played the harlot,” meaning that she had sex outside of marriage. Alice and her husband Henry had sex before they were married and had already been put on trial for this in 1644. Premarital sex was quite common in Puritan New England––birth records show many children were born less than nine months after their parents were married––but it was still considered a crime.

Second, Alice had tried to abort the child she and Henry conceived before their marriage. She failed but still viewed herself as “a murderer in the sight of God for her endeavors.” Reverend Hale claimed she had repented for her past transgressions against Puritan morality and denied being a witch of any kind. Historians don’t know why her neighbors felt she was a witch, but in the eyes of the court her bad reputation clearly outweighed her repentance and protestations of innocence. They found her guilty of the crime of witchcraft.

The Lake family fractured after Alice was executed. Henry moved to the more religiously tolerant colony of Rhode Island, while their children were sent to live with other Boston-area families. Even after her death the gossip continued about Alice Lake. The Reverend Nathaniel Mather claimed he heard she had been seduced into witchcraft by the Devil, who appeared to her in the shape of one of her children who died. This is, of course, pure hearsay but shows how women’s morality and witchcraft were often twisted together in the Puritan mind.

Ann Hibbins, the Wealthiest Witch in Town (Boston)

If you have read The Scarlet Letter you may remember the character Mistress Hibbins. In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel she is an older, wealthy woman who tries to lure heroine Hester Prynne into becoming a witch. In this passage, Mistress Hibbins invites Hester to come meet the Devil in the woods beyond the city. She refers to him as the Black Man, a Puritan term for Satan which was inspired by either his dark attire, his hair color, or his complexion.

“Hist, hist!” said she, while her ill-omened physiognomy seemed to cast a shadow over the cheerful newness of the house. “Wilt thou go with us to-night? There will be a merry company in the forest; and I well-nigh promised the Black Man that comely Hester Prynne should make one.”

Although The Scarlet Letter is fiction, Hawthorne actually based the character on a real person: Ann Hibbins, a wealthy woman who lived in 17th-century Boston. But even a wealthy woman was vulnerable to accusations of witchcraft during the Puritan era.


Ann and her husband William arrived in Boston sometime in the 1630s. They were well-connected; William was related by a previous marriage to Richard Bellingham, the governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. William was appointed to the General Court, the colony’s legislative body, and he and Ann both became members of Boston’s prestigious First Church.

They were also wealthy. They owned a large house in Boston and several hundred acres of land in the Boston hamlet of Muddy River (now the town of Brookline). William did at one point lose a significant amount of money in an overseas trade venture, but they still were richer than most Bostonians. The lost money seemed to weigh on Ann’s mind, though, and she became concerned that they might lose more. This concern led her to argue with a local carpenter over the price of some cabinetry he was building for their house. She thought he was cheating her, and when another carpenter hired by William confirmed the price was fair, she accused both carpenters of lying.

Hibbins’s behavior was considered scandalous. The congregation at First Church thought she was behaving immoderately and disobeying her husband. The church’s leaders talked with Ann several times but she refused to repent or apologize to the carpenters. In frustration the church excommunicated her.

This was a serious blow to Ann’s reputation, and after William died in 1654, she found herself accused of witchcraft. Historians have not found any testimony from her trial so the details of the accusations against her are not known. Given her reputation it probably didn’t matter. The jury found her guilty of witchcraft and she was sentenced to hang.


The colony’s magistrates refused the jury’s guilty verdict and sent the case to the General Court. To the magistrates’ surprise the Court also found their deceased colleague’s wife guilty of witchcraft. Ann Hibbins was hanged on June 19, 1656. Many Bostonians had disapproved of this outspoken and wealthy older woman, and commentators at the time speculated the General Court found her guilty simply to appease the city’s unhappy citizens.

Mary Hale and the Poisoned Sailor (Boston)

Here is a tale of unrequited love, witchcraft, and possibly murder. It is all true and it all began with a woman named Mary Hale. Back in the 1600s, Boston was one of North America’s largest cities. It was a thriving port full of merchants and sailors, and the city had many rooming houses for these transient men. Mary Hale operated one of them.

Hale worked as a healer, treating even people with serious ailments like smallpox, but she also rented out rooms in her house to sailors. In 1680, Hale took a particular liking to one young sailor who roomed with her, Michael Smith, and introduced him to her granddaughter, Joanna Benham. Hale encouraged him to woo Benham, which he did. He hoped to marry her.

Their courtship went on for a while, but eventually Benham broke it off because she did not love Smith. Distraught, he left Boston on a sea voyage. When he returned, he tried once again to win Benham’s hand, but she rebuffed him. Distraught again, he went to live in another rooming house so he wouldn’t have to be near her. After a while he began to woo another woman, Margaret Ellis, who reciprocated his attentions.


Although her granddaughter wasn’t interested in him, Mary Hale seems to have been obsessed with Michael Smith. She hovered outside his new rooming house to eavesdrop on his conversations, and at one point bluntly told him his new girlfriend was a whore. Hale also reportedly told a friend that Smith’s new girlfriend would never get to “enjoy” him. Was that a threat?

One evening before embarking on a sea voyage, Smith stopped by Hale’s boarding house to have drinks with two friends who were living there. He drank a special beverage Hale made for him and became grievously ill upon reaching the Isle of Shoals off the New Hampshire coast. He recovered but said Mary Hale had bewitched him.

Smith returned to Boston. He became ill again, and once again said Mary Hale was causing it. The landlady of Smith’s rooming house decided to use some folk magic to see if this was true. She took some of Smith’s urine and put it in a bottle. Then she locked the bottle in a cupboard. This was supposed to compel the witch who was cursing Smith to show themself. It seemed like it worked. Mary Hale came to Smith’s rooming house shortly after the landlady locked the urine away, and she paced around in great agitation. The landlady unlocked the cabinet and opened the bottle of urine while Hale was present. Hale stopped pacing. To the landlady, this was clear proof Hale had bewitched Michael Smith.

Smith’s health steadily declined. Mary Hale came to his rooming house carrying a caudle, a warm, sugary, alcoholic drink that was often given to the ill. Smith’s landlady took the drink from Hale and sent her away. At first, she was hesitant to give the caudle to Smith, but she ultimately did, saying she had made it herself. It is not entirely clear why she gave Smith the drink if she suspected Mary Hale was a witch. Perhaps she wasn’t entirely certain this was the case, or perhaps she knew Hale worked as a healer.

Michael Smith drank the caudle. He fell into a deep slumber but awoke hours later in incredible pain. He shouted that Mary Hale was ripping out his bowels and wanted her arrested. He also said that while he was asleep Mary Hale had dragged him to a house in Dorchester where she feasted and drank wine with twenty other witches. Smith died a few hours later.

Mary Hale was arrested and charged with witchcraft. Many people testified against her, including Smith’s landlady and the woman Smith was wooing, but Hale was acquitted of the charge and set free. Interestingly, one of her daughters and a granddaughter were also accused of witchcraft while living in Connecticut. It was widely believed at the time that witchcraft ran in families.
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Reverend Cotton Mather (1663–1728). Credit: The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art Prints and Photographs: Print Collection, The New York Public Library (1797). Cottonus Matherus S. Theoloiæ Doctor Regiæ Societis Londinesis Socius, et Ecclesiæ apud Bostonum Nov-Anglorum nuper Præpositus.


Goody Glover (Boston)

Wealthy women in 17th-century Boston were addressed as “Mistress,” but all other married women were addressed as “Goodwife,” or “Goody” for short. For example, a married woman named Jane Smith would be called Goodwife Smith, or Goody Smith. (Wealthy married men were addressed as Mister, all other men as Goodman.) Of Boston’s innumerable goodwives, the most famous is Goody Glover, an Irish washerwoman who became embroiled in a notorious witchcraft trial.

Although Goody Glover’s first name is lost to history (tradition says it was Ann), we do know that in the summer of 1688 her daughter was accused of stealing linens by Martha Goodwin, a thirteen-year-old girl whose family had hired Goody Glover and her daughter as laundresses. Goody Glover was angered by the accusation and yelled at the girl.

Soon after this confrontation Martha Goodwin began to exhibit strange symptoms. Sometimes she lost her vision and hearing, and at other times her jaw became out of joint. Her tongue would hang down to her chin uncontrollably. She also claimed that she was being cut with unseen knives and struck by invisible hands. When the symptoms spread to her three younger siblings, her parents called in a physician. His diagnosis was witchcraft.

Goody Glover was the obvious suspect, and she was quickly arrested. An account of her trial was recorded by the Reverend Cotton Mather, but it is clearly biased against Glover, whom Mather calls “a hag” among other things. His account also reveals the many inconsistencies in the trial proceedings. For example, he notes that when interrogated by the magistrates she only answered in Gaelic, a language no one else spoke. Yet the magistrates claimed she had somehow confessed to them she was a witch, as well as confessing that some dolls made of rag and goat hair found in her house were magic “poppets” she used to torture the Goodwin children. To prove this, the magistrates made her touch the poppets in court. When she did so the children writhed in agony.

Goody Glover was a Roman Catholic, which to the Puritans was almost as bad as being a witch. Witches were supposed to be unable to say the Lord’s Prayer, and although Glover claimed she could recite it in Latin she was unable to successfully do so during the trial. The court took this as further proof she was a witch and sentenced her to death. She was hanged on November 16, 1688.

As Goody Glover stood on the gallows, she supposedly shouted that the Goodwin children would not be free of their torments even after her death. Her dying curse, if that is what it was, came true. The children remained afflicted until the winter of 1689, after which they slowly recovered. Puritan ministers at the time thought it was because the children were being attacked by demons, but it is perhaps more likely the children had simply got used to being the center of attention and didn’t want to give it up.

Cotton Mather published his account of the children’s torment and Goody Glover’s trial in 1689 as Memorable Providences, Relating to Witchcrafts and Possessions. Mather’s book was very popular across New England and historians believe Memorable Providences, with its sensational descriptions and uncritical acceptance of the reality of witchcraft, set the precedent for the larger and deadlier Salem witch trials which came three years later.


The Possession of Mercy Short (Boston)

It’s probably not a good idea to make fun of a witch, but Mercy Short didn’t care. She was a young girl from New Hampshire who fled to Boston after her parents were killed in an American Indian raid coordinated by England’s French enemies in Canada. Short found work as a serving girl, and in the summer of 1692 her employer sent her to Boston’s jail to charitably distribute food and clothing to the prisoners, including several people from Salem who had been accused of witchcraft.

One of the accused witches, a pregnant woman named Sarah Good, asked Mercy Short if she could spare any tobacco. Short threw sawdust in her face and said, “That’s tobacco good enough for you!” Sarah Good shouted “ill words” as Short left the jail.

Shortly thereafter, Short experienced strange fits and torments which were blamed on Sarah Good. Short was unable to eat for twelve days, but after this involuntary fast she recovered. Well, at least for a while. Three months later the torments returned with a greater intensity.

Short claimed she was being attacked by specters only she could see. Many of them looked like French soldiers and American Indians, and the Devil himself appeared to her as a short man who resembled an American Indian. These demonic visitors stabbed her with pins, tried to prevent her from talking, and burned her with hot iron brands. The Reverend Cotton Mather documented her torments and said he saw blisters bubbling on her skin as if hot iron were pressed against it. When Short said the specters shoved a hot brand down her throat, Mather saw burns on her tongue.


The specters demanded Mercy Short pledge fealty to the Devil by signing her name in a sinister, red-lettered book they called the Book of Death. Only then would they stop hurting her. She refused to give up her soul and so the torments continued. Her suffering became well-known in Boston, and when William Phips, the governor of Massachusetts, came to visit Short she told him the Book of Death was hidden in the attic of a nearby house. A servant was dispatched to retrieve it but was frightened away when a huge black cat appeared from nowhere and jumped at him.
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