
The Salam Witch Trials. 

As the sun set, or as the Americans may say “at sundown”, the “good people” of Salam Town 

on their way home passed the dead bodies of one women and four men hanged for witchcraft 

on 19th August, 1692.  Unlike the efficient method of execution which had been developed by 

the time of the hanging of Ruth Ellis in 1955, where death was virtually instantaneous, in the 

seventeenth century it could be quite some time before the condemned died, suffering great 

pain. 

The trials opened on the 1st March, 1692, when more than two hundred men and women were 

accused of witchcraft. Of the initial two hundred, thirty were found guilty, nineteen of whom 

were executed by hanging (fourteen women and five men). One other man, Giles Corey who 

was eighty one years of age, was pressed to death for refusing to plead, a torture he endured 

for two days before dying; and at least five people died in prison. These accusations of 

witchcraft were primarily by teenage girls such as Elizabeth Hubbard who was seventeen 

years of age and some who were even younger, whilst Dorothy Good, who was also accused 

was only four or five years old when it was claimed she practiced witchcraft.   

 

Giles Corey pressed to death in Salem. 

There was a series of hearings and prosecutions of people accused of witchcraft in colonial 

Massachusetts between February 1692 and May 1693. The arrests were made in numerous 

towns beyond Salem and Salem Village (known today as Danvers), notably Andover and 

Topsfield. Trials for these capital offences were conducted by a Court of Oyer and Terminer 

in 1692 and by a Superior Court of Judicature in 1693, both held in Salem Town, where the 

hangings also took place. It was the deadliest witch hunt in the history of colonial North 

America. Only fourteen other women and two men had been executed in Massachusetts and 

Connecticut during the 17th century, including Alse Young of Hartford, Connecticut, in 1647 

which was only twenty seven years after the Pilgrim Fathers had landed from the 

“Mayflower” in 1620. The “Mayflower” voyage was funded by King James I who was 

pleased to get rid of these troublesome bigoted people. These religious dissenters were 

seeking to build a Bible-based society according to their own chosen discipline and who 

settled in New England. 

A new royal charter for the enlarged Province of Massachusetts Bay was the result of 

lobbying by Increase Mather and William Phips. It is noteworthy that Increase Mather had 

published a book on witchcraft in 1684 and his son Cotton Mather published one in 1689, 

whilst Increase Mather claimed to have picked all the men to be included in the new 

government.  
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Rev. Increase Mather (1639–1723) 

Salem Village at this time was known for its fractious population with many internal 

disputes, and also arguments between the village and Salem Town. Disputes were rife over 

land and property, grazing rights, and church privileges whilst neighbouring villagers 

considered the population quarrelsome. In 1672, the villagers of Salem had voted to hire a 

minister of their own separate from Salem Town. The first two ministers, James Bayley 

(1673–79) and George Burroughs (1680–83), stayed only a few years each, departing after 

the congregation failed to pay their full rate. George Burroughs was subsequently arrested at 

the height of the witchcraft hysteria and was hanged as a witch in August 1692.  

Despite the ministers' rights being upheld by the General Court and the parish being 

admonished, each of the two ministers still chose to leave. The third minister, Deodat Lawson 

(1684–88), stayed for a short time, leaving after the church in Salem refused to ordain him 

rather than differences of opinion with the congregation. The parish disagreed about Salem 

Village's choice on 18th June, 1689 of Samuel Parris as its first ordained minister at an annual 

remuneration of £66.00, one third to be paid in cash and the balance in provisions plus the 

use of the parsonage. 

On 10th October, 1689, the minister’s benefit was increased by a deed of grant to the 

parsonage and two acres of land.  This conflicted with a 1681 village resolution which stated 

that "it shall not be lawful for the inhabitants of this village to convey the houses or lands or 

any other concerns belonging to the Ministry to any particular persons or person: not for any 

cause by vote or other ways". The Rev. Samuel Parris stoked the fire of division within the 

village by delaying his acceptance whilst he was unable to settle his new parishioners' 

disputes which he multiplied by deliberately seeking out iniquitous behaviour in his 

congregation and making church members of good standing suffer public penance for small 

infractions thus contributing significantly to the village tension.  
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The Parsonage, Salem Village.               

Prior to the constitutional turmoil of the 1680s, the Massachusetts government had been 

dominated by conservative Puritan secular leaders. While Puritans and the Church of England 

both shared a common influence in Calvinism, Puritans opposed many of the traditions of the 

Church of England, including use of the Book of Common Prayer, the use of clerical 

vestments during services, the sign of the cross at baptism, and kneeling to receive 

communion, all of which they believed constituted popery. King Charles I was hostile to this 

viewpoint, and Anglican officials tried to repress these dissenting views during the 1620s and 

1630s. Some Puritans and other religious minorities had sought refuge in the Netherlands but 

ultimately many made a major migration to colonial North America where the very 

remoteness meant they had more freedom of worship, and also caused less trouble in Great 

Britain.  

These immigrants who mostly constituted of families, established several of the earliest 

colonies in New England, of which the Massachusetts Bay Colony was the largest and most 

economically important. They intended to follow their religious beliefs and colonial leaders 

were elected by the freemen of the colony, those individuals who had had their religious 

experiences formally examined and had been admitted to one of the colony's Puritan 

congregations. The colonial leadership were prominent members of their congregations and 

regularly consulted with the local ministers on matters facing the colony. However in time a 

successful merchant class began to develop that was less religiously motivated than the 

colony's early settlers. 

The majority of people accused and convicted of witchcraft were women, about 78% which 

reflected the Puritan belief prevailing in New England at the time that women were inherently 

sinful and more susceptible to damnation than men. Throughout their daily lives Puritans 

especially Puritan women actively attempted to thwart attempts by the Devil to overtake them 

and their souls. Puritans held the belief that men and women were equal in the eyes of God, 

but not in the eyes of the Devil as women's souls were seen as unprotected in their weak and 

vulnerable bodies.  Also, women were more likely to admit guilt of witchcraft than were men, 

because those who confessed were reintegrated into the parish thus some women may have 

confessed in order to avoid being condemned.   

It was, and even today, is very difficult to prove innocence when the mere accusation of 

wrong doing is sufficient to signify guilt, and  quarrels between neighbours often incited 

witchcraft allegations. An example of this is Abigail Faulkner, who was accused in 1692. 

Abigail Faulkner admitted she was "angry at what folk said," and the Devil may have 

temporarily overtaken her, causing harm to her neighbours. Women who did not conform to 
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the norms of Puritan society were more likely to be the target of an accusation, especially 

those who were unmarried or did not have children. 

The witchcraft hysteria was fuelled by Cotton Mather in his books where for example he 

illustrated how the Goodwins' eldest child had been tempted by the devil and had stolen linen 

from the washerwoman Goody Glove who was of Irish Catholic descent, was characterized 

as a disagreeable old woman and described by her husband as a witch. This may have been 

why she was accused of casting spells on the Goodwin children. After the event, four out of 

six Goodwin children began to have strange fits, or what some people referred to as "the 

disease of astonishment." The manifestations attributed to the disease quickly became 

associated with witchcraft. Symptoms included neck and back pains, tongues being drawn 

from their throats, and loud random outcries; other symptoms included having no control 

over their bodies such as becoming limber, flapping their arms like birds, or trying to harm 

others as well as themselves. These symptoms fuelled the craze of 1692.  

 

Reverend Cotton Mather. 

In Salem Village in February 1692, Betty Parris (age nine) and her cousin Abigail Williams 

(age 11), the daughter and the niece, respectively, of Reverend Samuel Parris, began to have 

fits described as "beyond the power of epileptic fits or natural disease to effect" by John Hale, 

the minister of the nearby town of Beverly. The girls screamed, threw things about the room, 

uttered strange sounds, crawled under furniture, and contorted themselves into peculiar 

positions, according to the eyewitness account of Reverend Deodat Lawson, a former 

minister in Salem Village. The girls also complained of being pinched and pricked with pins. 

A doctor, understood to be William Griggs, could find no physical evidence of any ailment 

whilst other young women in the village began to exhibit similar behaviours. When Lawson 

preached as a guest in the Salem Village meetinghouse, he was interrupted several times by 

the outbursts of the afflicted.  

The first three people accused and arrested for allegedly afflicting Betty Parris, Abigail 

Williams, who was twelve years of age, Ann Putnam, and Elizabeth Hubbard, were Sarah 

Good, Sarah Osborne, and Tituba, of which Tituba was the first. It is possible that the 

accusation by Ann Putnam is suggestive of a family feud being the main reason behind the 

accusations and witch trials. At the time there was vicious rivalry between the Putnam and 

Porter families which deeply divided the people of Salem and there were heated arguments 
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escalating into actual fighting, based solely on their opinion of the feud. Good was a destitute 

woman accused of witchcraft because of her seemingly ungodly reputation. At the trial, she 

was accused of rejecting Puritan ideals of self-control and discipline when she chose to 

torment and "scorn [children] instead of leading them towards the path of salvation". 

Sarah Osborne rarely attended church meetings. She was accused of witchcraft because the 

Puritans believed that Sarah Osborne had her own self-interests in mind following her 

remarriage to an indentured servant. The citizens of the town disapproved of her trying to 

control her son's inheritance from her previous marriage. 

Tituba, an enslaved South American Indian woman from the West Indies, probably became a 

target because of her ethnic differences from most of the other villagers. She was accused of 

attracting girls including Abigail Williams and Betty Parris with stories of enchantment 

including sexual encounters with demons, swaying the minds of men, and fortune-telling 

were said to stimulate the imaginations of girls and made Tituba a target for accusations. 

They were all in their way outcasts and exhibited many of the character traits typical of 

witchcraft suspects and were left to defend themselves. Brought before the local magistrates 

on the complaint of witchcraft, they were interrogated for several days, starting on March 1, 

1692, and then sent to prison.  

In March, others were accused of witchcraft: Martha Corey, the child Dorothy Good, and 

Rebecca Nurse in Salem Village, also Rachel Clinton in nearby Ipswich. Martha Corey had 

expressed scepticism about the credibility of the girls' accusations and thus drawn attention to 

herself. The charges against her and Rebecca Nurse deeply troubled the community because 

Martha Corey was a full covenanted member of the Church in Salem Village, as was Rebecca 

Nurse in the Church in Salem Town. If such upstanding people could be witches, the 

townspeople thought, then anybody could be a witch, and church membership was no 

protection from accusation. Dorothy Good, the daughter of Sarah Good, was only four years 

old but was not exempted from questioning by the magistrates; her answers were construed as 

a confession that implicated her mother. In Ipswich, Rachel Clinton was arrested for 

witchcraft at the end of March on independent charges unrelated to the afflictions of the girls 

in Salem Village.  

When Sarah Cloyce (Nurse's sister) and Elizabeth (Bassett) Proctor were arrested in April, 

they were brought before John Hathorne and Jonathan Corwin at a meeting in Salem Town. 

The men were both local magistrates and also members of the Governor's Council. During 

the proceedings, objections by Elizabeth's husband, John Proctor resulted in his arrest the 

same day. Within a week, Giles Corey (Martha's husband and a covenanted church member 

in Salem Town), Abigail Hobbs, Bridget Bishop, Mary Warren (a servant in the Proctor 

household and sometime accuser), and Deliverance Hobbs (stepmother of Abigail Hobbs), 

were arrested and examined. Abigail Hobbs, Mary Warren, and Deliverance Hobbs all 

confessed and began naming additional people as accomplices. More arrests followed: Sarah 

Wildes, William Hobbs (husband of Deliverance and father of Abigail), Nehemiah Abbott Jr., 

Mary Eastey (sister of Cloyce and Nurse), Edward Bishop, Jr. and his wife Sarah Bishop, and 

Mary English.  

On April 30, Reverend George Burroughs, Lydia Dustin, Susannah Martin, Dorcas Hoar, 

Sarah Morey, and Philip English (Mary's husband) were arrested. Nehemiah Abbott, Jr. was 

released because the accusers agreed he was not the person who had afflicted them. Mary 

Eastey was released because the accusers failed to confirm that she who had afflicted them, 



but was rearrested on reconsideration of the allegations. As the months passed there were 

more allegations and so the numbers of accused piled up.   

  

 

Examination of a Witch (1853) by T. H. Matteson,  inspired by the Salem trials 

It would seem that by January, 1693 the population had had its fill of executions for 

witchcraft and a new Superior Court of Judicature was convened in Salem, with William 

Stoughton appointed Chief Justice. The first five brought before the court in January, were all 

found not guilty and charges were dropped against all but three of those remaining in 

custody.  

Were these trials, an early example of America not always living up to its assumed name of 

the “land of the free”, or perhaps a reflection of the general atmosphere of the time, one 

where both Daniel Defoe and Rembrandt regretted the spirit of gaiety prevalent following the 

cessation of the so called religious wars mainly on the Continent which raged for 80 years; 

where protestant fundamentalists and the Catholic League waged murderous wars, whilst 

others joined in including for good measure His Most Christian Majesty King Louis XIV, the 

Sun King. It is a sad truth that mankind generally seeks someone to blame whenever matters 

go wrong, whether a natural phenomena such as drought or flood, or manmade such as war or 

revolution. It is possible that the Salem Witch Trials were triggered by no more than the 

introvert nature of a small community far from their original home and clinging to life in a 

hostile environment surrounded by tribes of native red Indians whose friendship was dubious 

at best and murderously hostile at other times.  We should not forget that the Puritans were 

religious fundamentalists not that much unlike the Taliban, possessed with the same desire 

for change that less than a hundred years later brought about the disaster in France of 1789 

and plunged the Continent, India, the West Indies, North America and ourselves into twenty 

five years of bloody war in which thousands died.  In the British Isles the governing deed of 

the Puritans was the Solemn League and Covenant of 1643, which the people of Ross were 

happy to burn in effigy on the restoration of King Charles II in 1660, being heartily glad to be 

rid of the tyranny imposed by the fanatical bigots of the interregnum, who christened their 

children with names such as Abstinence, Be-faithful, Deliverance, Divine Authority, Fear the 

Lord, Hosanna, Increase, Praise God Barebone, Sin-Denye, Temperance, The Lord is Near. 

The Puritans were also responsible for the destruction of wall paintings in most of our 

churches and the iconoclasm particularly in the United Provinces (present day Netherlands) 

where the interiors resemble the aftermath of terrorist bombs exploded inside the building.      
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The Solemn League and Covenant, 1643.        

 

 

 

 

 

         

 


