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Introduction

Few cities in America fascinate as much as Salem, Massachusetts. Founded in part as a place of religious refuge, Salem rose from a harsh and austere beginning to world prominence as a sailing port. But the religious oppression that many of the early settlers sought to escape in their homelands became a weapon that they turned upon themselves. The result was the worst episode of witchcraft hysteria in the New World, the Salem Witch Trials of 1692–93. Hundreds of people were accused of black magic crimes, and many were jailed and tortured. Nineteen were hanged, one was crushed to death, and at least four others died while languishing in a filthy prison awaiting their trials.

The witchcraft hysteria has eclipsed most other highlights of Salem’s history. When people think of Salem, they automatically think of witches. For years, modern Salem sought to shake that legacy, until it was promoted in the 1970s through the efforts of Wiccans, Witches, and Pagans. Some embrace the witchcraft legacy and others still do not, but the economic fact remains that Salem’s witchy history draws more than one million tourists every year. (In keeping with the preferences of modern Witches, I have capitalized the term when referring to modern people who practice Witchcraft as a religion. When referring to earlier witches, who were considered sorcerers, I have used the lowercase.)

Alongside the histories of the witches, the Puritans, and the maritime glory lies an incredibly rich legacy of ghosts and hauntings. Salem and the surrounding areas are packed with ghosts. The land had its own supernatural foundation long before the Puritans arrived. The settlers imported their native folk and religious beliefs and superstitions, and embedded them into the land. Historical events—not just the witchcraft hysteria, but also wars, battles, and the tribulations and triumphs of everyday life—have added to the ghostly lore. All of those factors happen everywhere, but there is something peculiar about Salem: it spectacularly retains the memories and imprints of much of its past, to be experienced as ghosts, hauntings, and paranormal phenomena by those who live and visit there.

Salem has intrigued me for many years, ever since my first visit there in the mid-1980s to research the witch history for my Encyclopedia of Witches, Witchcraft & Wicca, and then the ghost lore for my Encyclopedia of Ghosts and Spirits. There is a palpable energy of place that sets Salem apart, a brooding feeling that bridges the past to the present. The experience of that has brought me back time and time again. Looking for ghosts involves much more than the thrill of the supernatural—it is one way that people stay connected to, and experience, the events and emotions of the past. In a curious way, ghost hunting keeps the dead alive in our collective memory.

While I was researching this book, I was the guest of both Christian Day, owner of the Hex and Omen shops (both are featured here for their hauntings), and Lori Bruno, a Sicilian Witch who gives readings at Hex. Both of them live in old homes near the center of town. At Lori’s, my guest bedroom was on the second floor of the late-eighteenth-century house. Almost every night I was awakened around 3 A.M. by the sound of tapping in the room. It was a sharp sound, as though someone were striking a hard surface with something equally hard. It was not a dull thump like you might hear against a wall.

One morning I asked Lori, “So who’s the ghost here?” I knew nothing about the history of the house.
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Lori laughed. “So you heard him, too,” she said. “Almost everyone who stays in that room hears the tapping.” She explained that the ghost is the man who built the house, John Ropes, and he taps at night when he likes the guests. I guess he approved of my research! Ropes is also a namesake of the famous Ropes Mansion featured in these pages.

This book will acquaint you with the history of Salem that has helped to create the town’s haunted personality, and will guide you to thirty-six places of ghostly note. I have visited every one of them, and have investigated at some of them. There are many more places to be discovered, and perhaps you will find them in the course of your own paranormal explorations.

I also delve into explanations for hauntings, including some theories of energy of place, which I believe to be quite important to the haunting equation.

I have spent a great deal of time in Salem over the years, and it never grows old in its mystery and mystique. I hope this book opens the door to an enduring interest in the city, its history and heritage, and in the ghosts that linger still.
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The Origins of
Salem

The seeds of Salem’s haunted history were planted with the first footsteps of colonial settlers upon the land. Salem was named after the Hebrew word for peace, shalom, but peace was scarce in the formative years that led up to the explosion of the witch hysteria in 1692, the event from which many of Salem’s present-day hauntings were born.

The founders of Salem came from Plymouth, Massachusetts, which had been settled mostly by English religious refugees who sought separation from the Church of England. Some of the Plymouth settlers were unhappy with the degree of separation established in the New World. They wanted to distance themselves from what they saw as the corruption and tyranny of the Church, but not necessarily the Church itself.

In 1625, Roger Conant and Reverend John Lyford became dissatisfied enough with the attitude of Plymouth to seek out a new settlement. They established Cape Ann, which did not succeed, and most of the settlers who followed them there went back to England. In 1626, Conant sailed along Cape Cod to the mouth of the Naumkeag River and established another colony. The settlement was originally called “Naumkeag,” a local Indian term meaning “eel land,” but its name was later changed to Salem.

A small band of people followed Conant, and most of them settled along what became Essex Street—a line through Salem that, as we shall see, was to become very important in the town’s history and hauntings.

Dissention among the population broke out immediately. Living conditions were harsh, and there was great fear of the Indians. Lyford decided to move to Virginia, and some departed with him. Conant persuaded the rest to stick it out in Naumkeag.

In 1628, England recognized the Massachusetts Bay Colony as an official body with a governor, John Endicott. Some were unhappy with this, feeling Conant should be governor. Conant was instead named agent of Naumkeag. There were also bitter disputes over whether to raise tobacco. The first settlers were in favor, while some who came later opposed it because they considered it injurious to health.

In 1629, about two hundred new settlers from England arrived in Salem, followed by about seven hundred in 1630. By that time, disease and harsh conditions had taken a serious toll. The newcomers who got off the ships were met by a ragged, unhappy band of people who were in poor health and begged for food. It was not exactly the welcome wagon the immigrants expected. But settle in they did, joined by more immigrants. By 1637, Salem’s population had swelled to more than 1,000 people. It spread out over a considerable territory, encompassing present-day Marblehead, Danvers, Peabody, Wenham, Manchester, and parts of Topsfield and Middleton.

Harsh Discipline

The Salem Puritans were a severe, no-nonsense bunch. Behavior that was not tolerated included intemperance, jealousy, slander, nagging, theft, smoking and using snuff in public, cursing, swearing, card playing, lying, fighting, backbiting, idleness, and disrespectful attitudes and language. Devotion to church was to be strictly observed. Public whippings and standing in stocks for small infractions were not uncommon. The whips used were leather with knots tied in the ends to maximize damage to flesh. The victim was left chained to a post to suffer. The stocks, also called the pillory, were slabs of wood with holes cut in them for head and hands. They were set up in public squares so that the punished would be on display for the contempt and ridicule of their neighbors. Another punishment was the ducking stool, a seat at the end of a pole to which the victim was tied and submerged in water several times for long periods.

The Puritans spared no one. Men and women were punished alike. All punishments were carried out in public for the morbid amusement of others.

The Puritans were especially rigid about clothing: everyone was to wear black and dull colors at all times, with no adornments such as lace, ribbons, silks, or bows. Infractions were punished by fines and the stocks. Both men and women were arrested for “dressing too colorfully.” Long hair was not tolerated on men.

People had few means of relief from the stress of harsh living. One of the first laws on the books in Salem, in 1628, even banned Christmas! Christmas was to be a day of solemn prayer without festivities, and the governor actually sent spies around to make sure no one was baking, cooking up fancy meals, or otherwise enjoying themselves. Anyone caught doing so risked the stocks, having his ears lopped off, or being excommunicated from the town. Excommunication often meant death, for the victim was run off into the wilderness to face animals, Indians, exposure, and starvation. The excommunicated could not necessarily count on finding sympathy in other towns, where equally severe attitudes prevailed.

There were larger difficulties faced by the settlers as well, such as conflicts with the Crown in England, tensions with the Indians, and struggles against the French. Despite the severity of life, Salem took hold and grew. Money was made in farming and shipping, which in turn created jealous rivalries. The colony attracted immigrants who were more interested in making their fortunes off the New World’s riches than in religious philosophies.

Harsh Religion

Regardless of their religious orientation, everyone in Salem was expected to attend church every Sunday. The First Church was established in 1629 at the corner of Essex and Washington Streets. Services were dreary, day-long affairs in which preachers droned on for hours about sin, corruption, and the workings of the Devil, while parishioners were held captive on hard wooden pews. There would be some relief with a break for a midday meal, but then it was back to the pews. Sleepers were prodded with long poles, and persistent offenders were sent to the stocks.

Absolutely no other activities were allowed on Sundays. Records show that a sea captain named Kimbal arrived in Salem on a Sunday, kissed his wife who was at the docks to greet him, and was sent to the stocks for this outrageous display of affection on the Lord’s Day.

Anyone foolish enough to complain about the church was whipped, had his ears cut off, was banished into the wilderness, or sent packing back to England. When rival Quakers began to settle in Salem, they were forced to meet in secret. When exposed, they were subjected to tortures and punishment rivaling the worst of Europe’s Inquisition, including death by hanging.

Puritan ministers harped on the inborn depravity of humanity, and also kept fears of the Devil alive. The wiles of the Devil were a constant threat, and the arch fiend had seemingly singled out New England as a special target for thwarting souls. The Inquisition, with its persecutions of heretics and witches, was still active in Europe and England at the time when Salem was formed, and supernatural fears were transported to the colony. Influential ministers such as Increase Mather and his son Cotton played on those fears as a way to keep people subdued and in line. The Puritans became even worse oppressors than those they left behind.

In 1664, King Charles of England removed the colony’s ban against Episcopalians and gave the right to vote to anyone, regardless of their church, who owned an estate valued at more than forty pounds and who was of good moral character. These measures did little to loosen the Puritan prejudices, which simmered for three decades before boiling over in the witchcraft hysteria of 1692.


The Witchcraft
Panic

By 1692, Salem was well established. Several communities it had once encompassed had split off. Salem itself had split in 1672 into Salem Town and Salem Village (which later became Danvers). Underneath the veneer, however, were tensions, some of them longstanding, that were primed to spark. Despite the Puritans’ efforts to keep their community somber and homogenized, class distinctions and attitudes had developed over the years. Salem’s people now had a history of rivalries, lawsuits, envy, fortunes, and failures—and very long memories of perceived slights and injustices.

Salem Village now was a separate parish with its own church, but it still remained under the political control of Salem Town. The citizens of Salem Town looked down on Salem Village, which they called “The Farms,” because the community was largely made up of farmers—most of whom could barely eke out a living. In addition, Salem Village was torn by two factions struggling for control, creating such rifts that some in the Village rejoined the Town’s First Church rather than attend their own. There was widespread fear that the Devil was among them and causing all the trouble.

The ministers of Salem Village had a difficult time mediating the warring factions, as well as trying to make their own ends meet on the paltry salaries allotted them. Some of their wages were paid in farm goods rather than currency. The Village’s first two ministers, George Burroughs and Deodat Lawson, both threw in the towel and left town. Burroughs in particular left under a pall of animosity.

The Village’s third minister, Samuel Parris, arrived in 1689. Parris was Harvard educated and had attempted to make money in the import-export trade in Barbados. He was not successful, and almost desperate for a regular salary, he decided to become a minister. Various churches turned him down, and finally he applied to Salem Village. He insisted on certain conditions, such as the full title to the parsonage. Even though the Village had not been able to attract a new minister because of its stingy terms, the villagers refused to yield to Parris, and he had to accept their terms with great humiliation. Such a black cloud was not a great way to start his new career, especially in a troubled community.

Parris set up housekeeping in the tiny parsonage with his wife Elizabeth, daughter Elizabeth (known as Betty), niece Abigail Williams, and two slaves from Barbados, Tituba and John Indian (Indian was not their real surname, but an indication of their race). Parris was a humorless man, which fit the grim personalities of the Puritans, and he resolutely tended to his duties. His wife helped him, and the girls were left largely to the care of Tituba. There was little in the sparsely furnished home for entertainment, and the girls depended on Tituba to fill their spare time, especially during the long and cold winters.

A Fascination with Magic

Tituba was an exotic woman full of supernatural stories and folklore from her native country, with which she entertained young Betty and Abigail. One of the things she taught them was how to tell fortunes by the shapes that egg whites took when they floated in a glass of water. It was great fun, but also something that had to be kept secret from prying Puritan eyes—which the girls were unable to do.

In the winter of 1691–92, Betty was nine and Abigail was eleven. They invited their twelve-year-old friend, Ann Putnam Jr., and some other friends and servant girls—Sarah Churchill, Mary Warren, Mercy Lewis, Elizabeth Booth, Elizabeth Hubbard, and Susannah Sheldon—to join their secret activities. All of them were under twenty years of age. Ann’s mother and several other married women soon sometimes joined in, attracted by the lure of forbidden magic.

They all took turns fortune-telling for each other, laughing and having a good time. But one day one of the girls saw the egg white take the shape of a coffin, and suddenly the fun was over.

The Mood Darkens

After that, a change came over Betty Parris. She became moody and withdrawn, and in January 1692 she began having hysterical fits in which she would crawl into bed or crawl around on her hands and knees and grunt like an animal. Soon Abigail was affected in the same way. The two complained that invisible sharp objects were being pressed into their flesh. Did their fears get the better of them? It is possible that they had been so saturated with Tituba’s stories of ghosts and creepy things that they were finally overwhelmed.

When their bizarre behavior would not stop, Samuel Parris became alarmed and summoned the local physician, Dr. Griggs. He tried medicines, but none gave the girls relief. Griggs came to the only conclusion possible at the time—the girls were under the influence of an “evil hand,” that is, a witch who had sent evil spirits to torment them. Word of that diagnosis spread like wildfire through Salem Village.

Parris had an uproar on his hands. He summoned the ministers of the nearby towns to come for a day of prayer and fasting aimed at driving the evil out of the Village. The girls remained afflicted, and the ministers all agreed that a witch was loose among them.

More of the girls became afflicted, including Ann Putnam Jr., Mary Wolcott, and Mercy Lewis. They spoke of seeing witches flying through the winter mist. Putnam’s family was prominent and powerful, and vouched for the girls.

Meanwhile, Tituba tried to take matters into her own hands. She followed the advice of a neighbor, Mary Silbey, and baked a rye cake containing urine from Betty and Abigail. She fed the cake to their dog, an action that was supposed to exorcise the evil spirits by sending them into the dog. When Parris learned of this, he flew into a rage and whipped Tituba. He then denounced her and Silbey from his pulpit, accusing them of black magic.

Parris relentlessly questioned the girls to identify the witch who was afflicting them, naming local people until the girls reacted. Betty reacted to Tituba’s name. Abigail finally gave the names of two of the Village’s least popular women, Sarah Good and Sarah Osborne. The witch hunt was on.
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