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			Foreword

			“Years of attempting to hide and distort the true history of Salem has made the job of modern-day researchers and historians that much more difficult.”

			—Tim Weisberg, Spooky Southcoast & Haunted Towns

			When someone mentions Salem, Massachusetts, to anyone, anywhere in the world, chances are the first thing they’ll think of is the Salem witch trials.

			Over two hundred people were accused of witchcraft in 1692 and 1693 and twenty executed. Not exactly the kind of thing you want to put on a T-shirt or a billboard.

			In a way, though, Salem should be proud to at least be known for something. There are over nineteen thousand cities and towns in the United States, and so many lack any kind of true identity. Usually, they find one thing they could be known for and try to make it something they are known for. Hey, we have a lot of dandelions that bloom around town! We can call ourselves “The Dandelion Capital of the World”! Festivals, parades, and pageantry ensue.

			But in actuality, they’re just reaching for something, trying to author their own identity—while Salem had its identity thrust upon it.

			Witches, yes. But witches are just a small portion of what Salem has become, believe it or not. The witch trials themselves were just a brief period over 325 years ago, and although it had a serious effect on all that came after it, it shouldn’t have been culturally definitive. In fact, it’s the kind of thing you bury in your past, something that is only talked about in whispers, a blemish on what you hope is an otherwise fine reputation for your city.

			But the identity of Salem came instead from the fact that it didn’t hide its blemish. Sure, it took the city of Salem itself a couple of hundred years to finally be willing to identify itself as the “Witch City,” but I’m talking about the people of Salem. While they may not have been particularly proud of the wrongs that were committed against innocent people accused of something most heinous, they did embrace the notion that Salem should have been more tolerant. And that tolerance has come to define what the city is all about today.

			Salem isn’t just about witches. It’s about it being OK if you are a witch. It’s about being able to gather with like-minded people, and believe in what you want to believe, and practice what you want to practice. Whether it’s religion, belief, sexual orientation, artistic philosophy—Salem is a place where it is all on the table, and chances are, there will be others just like you gathered around that table.

			But the journey there wasn’t without its moments of shame and its attempts to hide Salem’s horrific, but brief, moment on the world stage.

			As the witch history was hidden, so was almost anything else that would be considered taboo. Ghosts, shadowy figures in the night, mysterious lights in the sky—anything that would be thought of as remotely paranormal would be shoved violently back into the recesses of the collective consciousness, under the oppressive premise of we’re not that place anymore.

			Now, fast-forward to the present. Years of attempting to hide and distort the true history of Salem has made the job of modern-day researchers and historians that much more difficult. As people are now ready to embrace that history, it’s like a societal version of archaeology: You need to dig deep, find all the small pieces, and then try to put it all together to decipher the larger picture. Nothing can be taken at face value because nothing is as it seems.

			When I began working on the television show Haunted Towns as a researcher and producer, the premise of my job seemed simple. I just had to find towns around the United States where there was a high level of paranormal activity at multiple locations and where that activity seemed like it could be connected to one central mystery that the cast of the show could then explore and figure out for themselves.

			But it was easier said than done. So many towns wanted to hide their paranormal history because it was usually tied to some shameful tragedy of the past. Nine times out of ten, that’s exactly why the town was so haunted, because the spirits were trying to get their story told rather than ignored. I encountered misinformation, half-truths, and things that were just out-and-out false at every corner, all while trying to explain to show runners, production company heads, and network executives why a place could be so haunted.

			I call it “The Liberty Valance Effect,” named after the famous line from the movie The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. Everyone thinks the mild-mannered lawyer played by Jimmy Stewart is the one who shot and killed the vile outlaw Liberty Valance, but in actuality, Stewart had long lived with the secret truth that it was the cantankerous gunslinger played by John Wayne who was the hero. As Stewart’s character is laying out the entire real story for a newspaper editor, he finally asks if he’s going to run the story the real way it happened. The editor says “no” and tells Stewart something that has become a motto of the paranormal world: “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”

			Those legends permeate places like Salem. And it makes a researcher’s job that much harder to have to sift through them and find those little pieces of the truth, scattered throughout, and assemble them into the larger, truer picture.

			When it came time to do that with the history and mystery of Salem for an episode of Haunted Towns, I knew the person to call was Sam Baltrusis. While he can and will certainly print the legend, he’s also going to print the fact, and explain why one morphed into the other. He’s not content with just regurgitating the same stories that are told over and over again. He has a drive to look into all of the cracks of history and make sure no pieces of truth got left behind over the years.

			As more than three centuries of pop culture and tourism have muddied the waters of this seaside city’s true history, it’s easy to say that Wicked Salem is one particular thing, one particular story to be told and that we know all there is to know. But as the lingering voices featured in this book will show you in the ensuing pages, the most wicked thing about Salem is how much we thought we knew . . . and how much we had left behind.

			—Tim Weisberg, Spooky Southcoast & Haunted Towns
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			Introduction

			What is it about the sleepy New England city that engenders itself to history’s witches, rakes, and rogues?

			Salem, Massachusetts, suffers a bit of an identity disorder. There are two versions of the so-called Witch City that have symbiotically etched themselves into the collective unconscious: There’s the iconic, blood-stained Salem that boasted a sadistic sorority of witch-hanging zealots in the late 1600s, and then there’s the modern, witch-friendly spectacle that welcomes thousands of supporters into its coven of commercialism every October.

			It’s a tale of two Salems.

			As far as the paranormal is concerned, the city is considered to be hallowed ground. However, based on my personal experience as a local historian and tour guide, Salem has a love-hate relationship with its ghosts. Why?

			“The city has a long history of not wanting to get wrapped up in commercializing its witch history,” explained Tim Weisberg, host of the radio show Spooky Southcoast and researcher with Destination America’s Haunted Towns. “It’s something they’ve only really embraced over the past couple of decades. There’s still a bit of an ‘old guard’ in the city that doesn’t want to see anyone capitalizing on witches, ghosts, or things of that nature.”           
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			As Salem’s on-air expert for the national Haunted Towns TV show, I helped Weisberg hunt for locations with ties to the witch trials of 1692. It was tough. “As they’ve let some of that guard down and television shows have come in, it’s been my experience that the ‘powers that be’ who control many of the allegedly haunted and historic locations have been disillusioned with the way productions have come in and treated its history,” Weisberg told me. “At least, that’s what I heard in the rejections I received from certain locations when attempting to get permission to film Haunted Towns.”          
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					Author Nathaniel Hawthorne met his wife, Sophia Peabody Hawthorne, at a lavish dinner party at the Grimshawe House, 53 Charter Street, next to the Old Burying Point. Photo courtesy of Frank C. Grace

				

			

			Known for its annual Halloween “Haunted Happenings” gathering, it’s no surprise that the historic Massachusetts seaport is considered to be one of New England’s most haunted destinations. With city officials emphasizing its not-so-dark past, tourists from all over the world seem to focus on the wicked intrigue surrounding the 1692 witch trials.

			Originally called Naumkeag, Salem means “peace.” However, as its historical legacy dictates, the city was anything but peaceful during the late seventeenth century. In fact, when accused witch and landowner Giles Corey was pressed to death over a two-day period, he allegedly cursed the sheriff and the city. Over the years, his specter has allegedly been spotted preceding disasters in Salem, including the fire that destroyed most of the downtown area in June 1914. Based on my research, a majority of the hauntings conjured up in Salem over the city’s tumultuous four-hundred-year-old history have ties to disaster, specifically the one-hundred-year-old fire that virtually annihilated the once prosperous North Shore seaport.

			Cursed? Salem is full of secrets.

			My first ghost tour experience in Salem was an impromptu trek on Mollie Stewart’s “Spellbound” tour in 2010. I remember gazing up at the allegedly haunted Joshua Ward House and being convinced I had seen a spirit looking out of the second-floor window. It turned out to be a bust of George Washington. Soon after writing my first book, Ghosts of Boston, I signed on to give historical-based ghost tours of my own in a city that both excited and scared me. I let Salem’s spirits guide me.          

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			One of my first face-to-face encounters with a negative entity was at the Joshua Ward House. I felt a warm sensation on my chest one night in September 2012 while I was giving a ghost tour. It felt like a spider bite. However, I wasn’t prepared for the bitter truth. After the tour, I lifted up my shirt and noticed three catlike scratch marks on my chest. In the paranormal world, this is called the “mark of untrinity” and it’s said to signify the touch of a demonic entity. I was terrified.

			After the incident, I refused to get too close to the haunted and potentially evil structure.

			In 2015 the Joshua Ward House at 148 Washington Street was purchased by Lark Hotels and was transformed into a boutique hotel. Renamed “The Merchant,” the posh overnight haunt celebrates Salem’s rich maritime past. No mention of the reported ghosts and demonic entity allegedly lurking in the shadows of this chic new hot spot.        
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					The Joshua Ward House at 148 Washington Street in Salem was purchased by Lark Hotels and was transformed into a boutique hotel called “The Merchant” in 2015. Photo courtesy of Frank C. Grace

				

			

			Are the new owners in complete denial of the structure’s haunted history? Probably.

			Listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1978, the three-floor Federal-style building had a stint as the Washington Hotel in the late nineteenth century. It stood vacant for years and was restored in the late 1970s. When Carlson Realty moved into the historic house, mysterious events started to occur. Chairs, lampshades, trash cans, and candlesticks would be found turned upside down when the staff arrived in the morning. Papers were strewn on the floor, and candles were bent in the shape of an S. One of the offices on the second floor is ice-cold, a telltale sign of paranormal activity.

			Why would the Joshua Ward House be haunted?

			The structure was built on the foundation of Sheriff George Corwin’s old house, and many people believe the venerated sheriff’s spirit lingers at the 148 Washington Street locale. In fact, after mysteriously dying from a heart attack at age thirty, his body was buried beneath the building but was later interred at the Broad Street Cemetery.

			George Corwin was arguably the city’s most despised man, and rightfully so. The then-twenty-something sheriff reportedly got a kick out of torturing the men and women accused of witchcraft. Although it was the uncle, Magistrate Jonathan Corwin, who tried and accused the innocents, it was the sick and twisted nephew who enforced the unjust verdicts.

			“Sheriff Corwin was so disliked by the people of Salem, that when he died of a heart attack in 1696, his family didn’t dare bury him in the cemetery for fear he’d be dug up and his body torn limb from limb,” wrote Robert Ellis Cahill, himself a former Essex County sheriff turned author, in Haunted Happenings. 

			Corwin’s cruelty is legendary. For example, he sent an officer to accused witch Mary Parker’s home in Andover on September 23, 1692, literally the day after her execution, demanding that her son fork over the dead woman’s farm and goods. Parker’s son, who was still mourning the loss of his mother, had to cough up a large sum of money to stop Corwin’s demands for corn, hay, and cattle.

			
				
					Wicked Wisdom: Laurie Cabot

					“How do you undo two thousand years of propaganda? There was so much false information and misinterpretation.”

					—Laurie Cabot, Salem’s Official Witch          

					
						
							[image: ]
						

					

					
						
							Hex and the city? Laurie Cabot, the first lady of witchcraft, earned her magical legacy in modern- day Salem. Photo courtesy of Jean Renard

						

					

					In most of the interviews that I conducted for Wicked Salem, one name kept coming up like a well-crafted spell whispered from the Witch City’s collective lips.

					Laurie Cabot.

					The “Official Witch” of Salem, known for her outspoken and sometimes controversial approach, still has that all-knowing fire that magically emanates from the high priestess well into her twilight years.

					“She might be eighty-five but she’s still going strong,” said my friend Memie Watson when I asked about setting up an interview with her mentor. Watson, a high priestess who also teaches at Enchanted in Salem’s Pickering Wharf, said Cabot is still wicked busy “writing books, teaching classes, and making her crafts and oils.”

					Then I got the call. Cabot agreed to meet with me. When I walked into her workshop, I was immediately overwhelmed by her positive energy. She radiates wisdom. It’s all around her.

					“I didn’t plan on living in Salem,” she told me about her move from Boston’s North End to the Witch City in the late 1960s. “My purpose in life at the time was to teach witchcraft as a science. I had no idea anybody was going to notice me.”

					While I’m chatting with the grande dame of witchcraft, I’m amazed by the artifacts assembled behind her. There’s a wall full of antique dolls—including a miniature version of Cabot—and stacks of books from all religious traditions. Her desk is covered with beads and objects that sparkle.

					Think Alice in Wonderland. And I fell into Salem’s rabbit hole.

					“I didn’t plan any of this,” she said, adding that the universe has been her guiding force throughout most of her magical life. “It was all by accident. But I have to admit, I was naive at the time.”

					As the high priestess was speaking, I heard three loud knocks on the wall behind her. I looked up. Was it a ghost? “Oh, those are my fairy knockers,” she said, checking with her daughter Penny to make sure the front door was locked. “They were sent over from Cornwall. It’s usually a warning of some sort.”

					Apparently, Cabot gets a heads-up when there’s danger nearby. In fact, she avoided an issue with carbon monoxide a few years ago thanks to her Cornish pixie friends. “The knockers saved my life,” she insisted.

					Unfazed by the phantom knocking incident, Cabot continued talking about her early days teaching a ten-session class on the science of witchcraft in Wellesley, followed by a stint at Salem State. Apparently, she was too “flamboyant” for the college circuit even though her classes were popular with the students.

					“I dressed a bit more conservative back then,” she said with a smile, pointing out her signature look that includes a black robe, two-tone hair, cat-eye makeup, a tattoo on her cheek, black-rimmed glasses, and a large pentacle hanging around her neck. “I’m much different now.”

					There’s no doubt that Cabot’s legacy continues to thrive in the North Shore’s tight-knit Wiccan community. But what about Salem’s coven of commercialism in October? It’s her fault. Well, kinda sorta.

					It actually started when Cabot’s black-cat familiar, Molly Boo, climbed up a tree when she lived on Chestnut Street. “Molly Boo outed me,” she said about the incident that catapulted her into international fame. Her cat climbed a tree outside of her apartment and got stuck about fifty feet up, and wouldn’t come down for three days. Cabot contacted everyone, including the police. No one would help her. She feared that Molly Boo would die.

					In desperation, Cabot called the local newspaper. “They were only interested in the story because I was a Witch,” she recalled. “I told them that Molly Boo was my familiar and I wanted my cat out of the tree.”

					According to Cabot, a man came with a pole that had a loop and he quickly rescued Molly Boo. “One of the guys said, ‘Don’t put a curse on us,’ and I just rolled my eyes,” she said with a laugh. Of course, a local photographer captured the animal rescue, and the photo was picked up by hundreds of papers across the globe.

					Soon after, Cabot opened Salem’s first “witch shop” in 1970. Armed with her newfound notoriety, she wanted to dispel the myths and misconceptions related to modern-day witchcraft. However, she had no idea how difficult it would be to educate the public.

					“How do you undo two thousand years of propaganda?” she emoted. “People used ‘witch’ as an umbrella term for magic in all cultures. There was so much false information and misinterpretation.”

					Witches, she explained in a New York Times article published in the 1970s, “don’t sacrifice animals or people or drink blood or eat babies or any of that stuff.”

					When asked about the hysteria in Salem more than three centuries ago, Cabot said witchcraft has been associated with evil intentions and devil-worshipping for generations. “They couldn’t find a witch in Salem in 1692 because they had no idea what they were looking for,” she responded. “They had it all wrong.”

					Cabot did shy away from the history associated with the witch trials. However, she believes the Salem of today is the polar opposite of the Salem of 1692. “In many ways, I believe those innocent people gave their lives for us,” she said, adding that the local Wiccan community honors the twenty victims from the Salem witch trials during Samhain, the Celtic feast of the dead.

					For the record, she doesn’t believe the victims of the witch trials were actually practicing pagans.

					After being declared Salem’s “Official Witch” by then-governor Michael Dukakis in 1977, Cabot’s popularity flourished. She appeared on scores of television shows, including Oprah, and radio broadcasts and was featured in dozens of newspapers and magazines. Cabot even ran for mayor on a so-called witch’s platform before publishing her book, The Power of the Witch, in the 1980s.

					In an article published in the Salem Evening News on October 25, 1989, Cabot was dubbed the “first lady of witchcraft,” and the piece also talked about how she made Salem the “witch capital of the world.”

					She even wrote an opinion piece for the New York Times that ran on October 31, 1989. “As a witch, I am appalled at the way society views us,” she wrote. “On the one hand, we are portrayed as silly, green-skinned hags flying on broomsticks across children’s Saturday cartoons. On the other, we are used as scapegoats for all the bizarre cult crimes and violent rituals staged by misguided individuals who think they are practicing witchcraft.”

					The op-ed was called “Witches, Without Warts.”

					While Cabot’s fame skyrocketed, a backlash started to develop in the 1990s. Salem wanted to focus on its maritime history and totally forget that its past was soaked in blood. “Our witch history makes us special,” she said. “Every single city up and down the coast has maritime history. They all have pirates and lighthouses. Salem’s history was becoming polarized.”

					Yes, Salem can celebrate both witches and pirates.

					In 1997 Cabot was involved in a minor courtroom drama and newspapers wanted to tarnish her reputation. “It was hard to tell who was real then,” she said, obviously hurt by the backlash. What would she say to the people from the dark period in her life? “Do your research,” she shot back. “Study what I’ve studied. Ignorance is bliss.”

					As Cabot talked about the painful episode from her past, the soundtrack from Disney’s Frozen mysteriously started to play from a TV next to her workshop. The song? “Let It Go.”

					Now in her eighties, Cabot’s fire has simmered a bit. However, she’s still passionate about educating the masses. When asked about the witch-on-broom silhouettes that are still perpetuated in pop culture, she told me that it’s demeaning. “If you are going to have witches fly on brooms, there’s no reason to make us look horrific,” she said, referring to Margaret Hamilton’s green-skinned crone stereotype from the 1939 film The Wizard of Oz. “Either they portray us as horrific-looking with warts or supercilious,” she added.

					As far as the Spooky World–style shenanigans that have transmogrified Salem every October, Cabot isn’t a fan. “I’m still not sure what a guy with an ax in his head and blood dripping down his face has to do with witchcraft,” she told the Boston Globe in 2017. “Some of it is offensive. The fun house. The scary murderous stuff. It brings bad vibes. It’s projecting the wrong kinds of things.”

					Cabot is also wary of the ghost hunters on TV who don’t respect the dead. Witches, she explained to me, communicate with spirits during rituals by calling in their ancestors. As a high priestess, Cabot is able to cross between both worlds. She’s able to invoke both the living and the dead. “Ghosts don’t harm people,” she said. “They don’t scratch or sit on us.”

					She also talked about poltergeist phenomenon: It’s a “quirk of energy from the living,” she explained. In other words, people can manifest “thought forms” without even knowing they are doing it. “A poltergeist is not from another realm,” she said. “It’s not a ghost or spirit. It’s something else.”

					As my interview with the grande dame of witchcraft was coming to an end, she asked me what I was calling the book. “Wicked Salem: Exploring Lingering Lore and Legends,” I said. “Of course, you’re the legend.” Cabot’s face lit up. “I like that,” she said with a smile.

					I then asked one more question before heading out. How does the first lady of witchcraft respond to people who blame her for Salem’s commercialism? “I say thank you,” Cabot mused. “And you’re welcome.”

				

			

			Luckily, the “Myths & Misconceptions” tour I gave on weekends in 2016 focused more on history and less on Salem’s ghosts. Oddly, many of the haunts from my past—including Essex Heritage’s main office at 10 Federal Street—ended up on the tour. Yes, Essex Heritage’s office had a past life as Salem’s Old Witch Gaol.

			The original dungeon in which the accused witches were held was constructed between 1683 and 1684. The subterranean jail was 70 by 280 feet and was made of hand-hewn oak timbers and siding. The conditions in the prison were notoriously horrific. Prisoners were held in small cells with no bedding. There were no bars on the cells, but if the prisoners ran away from their punishment, they were generally caught and immediately executed.

			Prisoners were charged for straw bedding and food, and if they could not afford them, they did without. Water was also withheld from prisoners, since the Puritans believed they would be able to get more “confessions” if the prisoners were thirsty. The salaries of the sheriff, magistrate, and hangman were also paid by the prisoners, and they were billed for cuffs and other bonds and even for the tortuous acts of searching their bodies for “witchery marks” and getting their heads shaved in the process.

			At least five died from the inhumane conditions in the dungeon. It’s also notoriously haunted.

			There’s supposedly a prison guard–type apparition making his nightly rounds. His image has been caught on camera. Adam Page, an investigator with F.I.N.D. Paranormal, said he has proof there’s an angry sentinel spirit guarding the former witch gaol site. “The old guard at 10 Federal Street is really angry,” said Page, a former case manager with Paranormal Salem. “We always run into his full-bodied apparition at that building.”

			Page said that during his days working at Paranormal Salem, he would get a bad vibe from the Colonial-era sentinel. “The full-bodied apparition we caught at 10 Federal was walking straight down the hallway,” Page explained. “He didn’t see us, so I think he’s more of a residual haunting. But he could be intelligent. If you looked in the door, he walked right to left.”

			I was happy to learn that the “Myths & Misconceptions” tour was based in the Salem Visitor Center on New Liberty Street and not the Old Witch Gaol location. And, yes, the old Salem Armory building is also allegedly haunted. However, it’s more of a residual energy relating to a five-alarm fire that destroyed most of the structure on February 22, 1982.            
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					Opened in 1816 and used as headquarters for the city’s government until 1837, Old Town Hall is known for its ghostly inhabitants wearing period garb. Photo courtesy of Frank C. Grace

				

			

			On one of my tours, a woman from California flipped out when I spoke in front of Salem’s Town Hall. The out-of-town visitor on my tour swore she saw two ghostly faces pressed against a window on the second floor of Town Hall, as if they were intently listening to what I said. I nodded when she told me. “Yep, I know the ghosts of Salem are listening,” I said, followed by a nervous laugh. She had no clue what I’ve seen.

			Nestled next to the highly trafficked Burying Point, which is also known as the Charter Street Cemetery, in Salem, the Samuel Pickman House is now owned by the Peabody Essex Museum. Tour groups pass this historic building, and passersby peek through its windows. Several people on my tours believe they’ve seen a full-bodied apparition of a girl peering from the upper-floor window. Others claim the small Colonial-era structure is home to a demonic entity that manifests in photos taken through the seventeenth-century building’s old-school windows.        
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					The Samuel Pickman House, located on the corner of Charter and Liberty Streets, is said to be home to an evil entity connected to a horrific murder committed centuries ago. Photo courtesy of Frank C. Grace

				

			

			One ghastly story tells of a husband and wife who lived in the Samuel Pickman House with their seven-year-old daughter. Similar to the demonic infestation in Stephen King’s The Shining, an evil entity is rumored to have caused the husband to go insane.

			According to legend, the man chained his daughter up in the attic, torturing and starving the child. He then tied his wife to a tree outside and killed her by pouring hot wax over her body, leaving her to die a slow, painful death. The possessed man then fled, leaving the dead child in the attic and his murdered-by-wax wife tied to the tree.

			People on my walking tours who have taken photos of the house claim it is still inhabited by a demonic force. There are many reports of the ghost of the young girl looking out the attic window at the crowds below.

			After doing exhaustive historical research, I found no real proof to suggest that the story of the murder or the supposed demonic infestation at the house is true. However, the building is a surefire hot spot of photographic anomalies, ranging from orbs to a mist that envelops the structure.

			Next to the Samuel Pickman House are the Witch Trials Memorial and the old cemetery. My most profound encounter in Salem was at the Burying Point on Charter Street several years ago. I spotted a full-bodied apparition of a lady in white coming from what I learned later was the gravestone of Giles Corey’s second wife, Mary. It’s my theory that Mary Corey’s residual energy is looking for her husband. She’s heading oddly toward the very spot at the present-day Howard Street Cemetery where the stubborn but determined old man was crushed to death. Yes, love does exist in the afterlife.

			While historians have agreed that Corey was fatally pressed near the Old Salem Jail, they’ve been unsure about the execution site where nineteen innocent men and women were hanged for witchcraft in 1692.

			Apparently, X does mark the spot, and it’s located behind a Walgreens.

			
				
					Wicked Wisdom: Margo Burns

					“The more you know about a person, the harder it is to demonize them.”

					—Margo Burns, Records of the Salem Witch-Hunt        
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							Historian Margo Burns has been featured on TLC’s Who Do You Think You Are? as Salem’s witch-trials expert. Photo courtesy of Margo Burns

						

					

					When historian Margo Burns pitched the idea of a lecture examining the genesis of the rye-based ergot poisoning theory and its ties to the Salem witch trials, she jokingly called the topic “the fungus among us.”

					Yes, she’s talking about Salem’s moldy bread myth.

					Compared to her more serious contemporaries specializing in the witch-trials hysteria, Burns approached the topic with humor. “If you haven’t figured it out already, I’m a ham,” she joked, sporting her trademark bowtie. “But I’m not a ham on rye.” Ba-dum-bump.

					Levity is Burns’s secret weapon. And so is her lineage. She’s a great-granddaughter eight generations down to witch- trials victim Rebecca Nurse.

					After listening to her speak at a lecture organized by Salem’s Witch House about the origins of the controversial ergot theory, Burns tackled a much larger issue associated with the witch trials of 1692. Pop culture continues to twist Salem’s history—and Burns wants to untangle it.

					Burns told me that her fascination with the witch trials was ignited during the summer of 1995 when she started to learn more about her famous ancestor. She recalled holding the original document written by the Reverend Samuel Parris indicting Nurse. It was a turning point for the linguistics scholar turned historian. “It was a bit strange to read a detailed description of my relative’s genitalia,” she said, explaining that the obvious scars related to childbirth and old age that was somehow interpreted as a so-called witch’s teat in the trial document. “I don’t think you have to be a descendant of a victim to truly understand the gravity.”

					What Burns learned from her initial research is that just because it’s a primary source doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s fact. “You can’t believe everything that it said or written, even if it’s coming from a primary source,” she said. “In some cases, you have to literally read between the lines.”

					Nurse, respected by her Salem Village community, was initially acquitted of witchcraft charges. However, her innocent verdict was reversed after the afflicted girls continued to have fits during the interrogation. Nurse was hanged at the gallows at Proctor’s Ledge on July 19, 1692. Years after the execution, the verdict was deemed unjust by the Colonial government and ultimately reversed.

					In Nurse’s pretrial hearing, silence literally equaled death.

					Burns told me that one explanation for her ancestor’s ultimate demise was that Nurse was hard of hearing. When the magistrate asked the seventy-one-year-old woman a question, she failed to respond. “Apparently, the girls really started to flip out and the jury kept coming in and out. It was so noisy in the courtroom, she couldn’t hear what was going on,” Burns explained. “Because she was elderly, she probably didn’t answer because she couldn’t hear. If you were asked a question and you refused to answer it, that could be used against you. Silence was considered proof of guilt.”

					As the associate editor and project manager of the comprehensive book Records of the Salem Witch-Hunt, Burns is now armed with an arsenal of original witch-trials documents and is respected for her ability to debunk the myths perpetuated by the media and pop culture.

					Her underlying motivation: How do we know what we know?

					It was this basic question that inspired her to tackle Arthur Miller’s The Crucible after watching the 1996 film adaptation starring Daniel Day-Lewis and Winona Ryder. Burns recalled being unnerved by the play-turned-movie’s historical inaccuracies. In response, she crafted a comprehensive analysis of what Miller got wrong.

					“It’s a constant challenge because you have to untangle The Crucible,” she said. “I’m all for creative license, but I wish he used different names.”

					In her online essay “Arthur Miller’s The Crucible: Fact & Fiction,” Burns skillfully lists the inaccuracies perpetuated by the Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright. For example, Abigail Williams was born in 1681 and didn’t have a romantic relationship with the sixty-year-old John Proctor. Williams was eleven in 1692, and the alleged affair didn’t happen because of the age difference. Proctor wasn’t a farmer but rather a tavern owner. Even though Williams is portrayed as the niece of the Reverend Samuel Parris, we’re not exactly sure how she was related to Parris. Also, the reverend’s wife was alive during the witch trials. She had two children in addition to Betty Parris.

					Burns believes Miller pulled some of the more outlandish myths from Charles Upham’s Salem Witchcraft, first published in 1867.

					For example, Tituba didn’t lead some wild dance party in the woods. And, more importantly, she wasn’t an African-American caricature perpetuated in the late 1800s. “Tituba wasn’t a voodoo-practicing black mammy from Barbados. She was an Indian,” Burns continued. “She got recast by how people saw the world during the Civil War.”

					According to Burns, every generation interprets history with a biased lens. “My era is the coercion of false confessions,” she said. “I strongly believe they were planning to execute all of those who confessed. They were heavily trying to get people to confess because it was simply a lot easier to convict them.”

					The historian said the “how do we know what we know?” lens should be applied to Miller’s take on the Salem witch trials. “People see things in their periphery,” she explained. “We fill in those gaps.”

					However, Burns said The Crucible playwright successfully tapped into the mythic, Joseph Campbell–style motif that “people you trust can turn on you,” which resonates with contemporary audiences and continues to make the Salem witch trials so disconcerting. “People can be mean to each other to the point they could have someone killed,” she said. “There are so many reasons that could ultimately result in mortal harm. Holding a grudge could result in people dying.”

					After spending a decade collaborating with Bernard Rosenthal on Records of the Salem Witch-Hunt, Burns redirected her lens to the controversial ergot poisoning theory.

					Introduced by Linnda Caporael in the 1976 edition of Science magazine, the undergrad student turned professor noticed a link between the strange symptoms reported by Salem’s afflicted girls and the hallucinogenic effects of drugs like LSD. Acid is a derivative of ergot, a fungus that affects rye grain. Mental effects of ergotism include mania, headaches, vomiting, and even psychosis. It also resulted in gangrene and it was common for victims to randomly lose body parts like fingers and ears.

					The ergot poisoning theory has been slammed by scholars like Stephen Nissenbaum, historian and coauthor of Salem Possessed. He publicly disputed the moldy bread myth, saying that it “appears unlikely to me that this would not happen in any other year, in any other household and in any other village.” However, people who visit Salem year after year still believe it’s a viable explanation for the madness that unfolded in 1692.

					“I was one of those people who wanted to dispute it,” Burns told me. Of course, her initial impression changed after she did the unthinkable and contacted the original source of the ergot theory. Yes, she actually reached out to Linnda Caporael.

					Burns said she was shocked to learn that the woman behind the controversial theory was oblivious to the backlash. “When I talked with her, she didn’t know about Nissenbaum’s response,” Burns said. “Based on our conversation, she thought the negativity was directed toward Mary Matossian. That moment of the conversation gave me pause.” For the record, Matossian cited Caporael’s theory in the 1982 edition of American Scientist, in which she argued that the symptoms of Salem’s afflicted resembled some of the hallucinatory effects associated with ergot poisoning.

					According to Burns, Caporael was merely applying the scientific method in her original Science magazine article, while Matossian was absolute in her attempt to present ergot as a feasible possibility. Burns said Caporael’s suggestion that there could have been a medical explanation for the witch-trials hysteria is conceivable using the scientific method. “It’s interesting to me what people hear and how they extract information,” Burns explained. “The scientific method is a completely different way of looking at the world.”

					During her presentation at the Witch House event, Burns raised a few eyebrows when she defended Caporael. However, the historian effectively weaved together a narrative giving a trippy and sometimes hilarious backstory to the counterculture-colored lens of the 1970s. Burns also presented a few of the sensational newspaper headlines associated with Caporael’s article and then discussed the country’s LSD-laced point of view a half century ago which culminated in Timothy Leary’s “tune in, turn on, drop out” call to action.

					When Burns decided to “take ergot head-on,” she said it was important for her to go directly to the theory’s originator. “Every story has a source. Who knows when it first started? It’s rare to actually know the flashpoint,” she said.

					The idea that ergot poisoning was to blame for the Salem witch trials was simply a by-product of Caporael’s time. “Linnda got it right,” Burns mused. “Well, she got the scientific method right.”

					But how did Caporael’s moldy bread myth impregnate pop culture? Burns cites the hundreds of newspaper articles with over-the-top headlines as the culprit. Apparently, it was a slow news day. “People have agendas regarding how they interpret the past,” she continued. “We use facts to say what we want them to say.”

					Meanwhile, the featured expert from TLC’s Who Do You Think You Are? is redirecting her focus to one of the more vilified characters from Salem’s witch-trials past, William Stoughton. He was the chief justice overseeing the special court of Oyer and Terminer and was somehow overlooked when Arthur Miller assigned the title of “hanging judge” to John Hathorne in The Crucible.

					When asked if she views Stoughton as the ultimate bad guy, Burns said she is trying her best to be objective. History shouldn’t be interpreted with black-and-white thinking. “The more you know about a person,” she said, “the harder it is to demonize them.”
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WICKED BY THE
NUMBERS

OVER 150 ARRESTS, 54 CONFESSIONS, 28 CONVICTIONS,
19 HANGINGS, 5 DEATHS IN THE WITCH GAOLS AND
1 MAN, GILES COREY, PRESSED TO DEATH.

100%

PERCENTAGE OF MEN AND WOMEN
WHO WERE ACCUSED BUT
INNOCENT OF WITCHCRAFT IN 1692.

EXECUTIONS IN 1692 INCLUDED 15 WOMEN,
5 MEN & 2 DOGS. 5 DIED IN THE DUNGEONS
INCLUDING SARAH GOOD'S INFANT CHILD.

TOWNS IN 1692

NUMBER OF INNOCENTS ACCUSED BY TOWN

Salem Village Boston

WITCHCRAFT EXECUTIONS

CASUALTIES BY TOWN

SALEM: 10 o [ ] MARBLEHEAD: 1
ANDOVER: 3 ROWLEY: 1
TOPSFIELD: 2 IPSWICH: 1
WELLS, ME: 1 AMESBURY: 1
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WICKED TIMELINE

JANUARY 1632

In present-day Danvers, Elizabeth
"Betty" Parris and Abigail Williams
start to have fits in the Rev. Samuel
Parris household in Salem Village.

JULY 19, 1632

Sarah Good, Elizabeth Howe,
Susannah Martin, Rebecca Nurse
and Sarah Wildes were hanged.

SEPTEMBER 19, 1632

Giles Corey was pressed to death
over a two to three-day period.

OCTOBER 12, 1632

Governor William Phips forbids
imprisonment of anyone else of
witchcraft and ends the Court of
Oyer and Terminer ten days later.

JUNE 10, 1632

Bridget Bishop. sentenced to
death by hanging on June 2. was
executed. She was the first of
twenty to be executed and the
only victim to be hanged alone.

AUGUST 19, 1632

Rev. George Burroughs, Martha
Carrier, George Jacobs Sr., John
Proctor and John Willard hanged.

SEPTEMBER 22, 1632

The so-called "eight firebrands of
hell” were hanged including
Martha Corey, Mary Easty. Alice
Parker, Mary Parker, Ann Pudeator,
Wilmot Redd. Margaret Scott and
Samuel Wardwell.

MAY 1633

Governor Phips orders the release of the
remaining accused witches upon payment of
their prison fees.
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