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Figure 1 Vögel: Meise (Birds: Titmice). Detail of a woodcut print after a drawing by Maria Sibylla Merian, originally published in John Jonston, Historia Naturalis de Avibus (Frankfurt: Matthäus Merian, 1650); single page from undated later edition in a private collection. Source: photo by Waltraud Maierhofer.
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Introduction

Children and Witchcraft Trials and Eveline Hasler’s Outsiders


Waltraud Maierhofer

The Salem trials in New England during 1692 are some of the best known and best documented in the history of witch hunts. The cases began with common attempts to foretell the future, such as predicting who a woman’s future husband would be. Such attempts were common in Puritan New England but theologically suspect, so that Samuel Parris, the minister of the Salem Village church, watched them closely. In January 1692, nine-year-old Betty Parris, the minister’s daughter, and his eleven-year-old niece, Abigail Williams, showed fits, convulsions, and other odd behavior that was explained as caused by demons or witches. The fits spread among the girls and a few young women of Salem, and they denounced three local women as witches. In the course of the hunt, twenty-eight persons were brought to trial, nineteen of them were executed, and one of them died during torture. The majority of the accused were married women over the age of forty, and the accusers were young women around age sixteen. Belief in witchcraft and demons was among the baggage that the New England settlers had brought with them from Europe. The Salem cases were of a variety in which adolescents and young adults (from twelve to eighteen years old) were more active than younger children in spreading rumors and accusations of witchcraft.

The stories the prolific Swiss writer Eveline Hasler (born 1935 in Glarus) tells are different, although the two-part narrative of The Child Witches of Lucerne and Buchau is also based on extant trial documents and takes place in the seventeenth century. In both cases trial records documented unusual or eccentric behavior among children and adolescents. Because they were surrounded by widespread belief in witchcraft, their behavior had dreadful consequences. In both cases it is also likely that authorities wanted to demonstrate their own power or distract from other issues.


Hasler studied psychology and history at the University of Fribourg, Switzerland, and was a teacher of history in St. Gallen before she turned to full-time writing. She is the author of numerous novels, mostly about historical persons, including Anna Goeldin (the so-called last witch of central Europe), the writer Hermann Hesse, the first Swiss woman lawyer, and the founder of the Red Cross. She has also written fiction for young readers. Her novels and children’s books have won numerous awards and have been translated into twelve languages. In 2012, she was awarded an honorary doctorate from the University of Bern, Switzerland.

The original title of The Child Witches of Lucerne and Buchau is Die Vogelmacherin. Die Geschichte von Hexenkindern, which literally translates to “the bird-maker girl: the story/history of child witches.”1
 The moniker “bird-maker girl” evokes the tradition of narrating history as the story of extraordinary individuals. The German word for story (Geschichte) also encompasses history, lending the title ambiguity and indicating that the life stories told here are representative of a historical phenomenon. The novel tells two forgotten stories from the seventeenth century, which have in common that once an individual was accused of witchcraft and incarcerated there was little to no hope of averting the death sentence, even for children. The title of the present translation seeks to be more informative and provides initial information about the plot and time frame, the witch hunts of early modern central Europe. It is left to readers to reflect on whether the novel provides the definitive story/history of child witches (as the German subtitle suggests it does) and to explore further; they might, for example, compare it with the history of the Salem cases.

The narrative consists of two parts, each of them introduced by stating the location and date, “Lucerne 1652” and “Buchau, Upper Swabia 1658.” The first part concerns an eleven-year-old girl, Catherine Schmidli, from a rural area near Lucerne in today’s Switzerland. There is a rebellious mood spreading in the Swiss cantons against oppressive governors. The peasants in the region called Entlebuch in the canton of Lucerne bring complaints to the authorities about high tolls, fees, and economic losses because the government has introduced a new currency and abolished some of the old rights. The governor of the canton, Amrhyn, is visiting the countryside to survey the situation and hear the officials. It is by coincidence that Amrhyn notices the girl Catherine during his visit in the village of Romoos and hears of her claim that she can make living birds out of clay or mud. The orphaned girl is staying with a distant relative and working in the relative’s inn. Her fantasy is innocent and childish enough for a girl who knows little of play and joy. The scarce documents of her trial and verdict contain no information about how she first attracted the suspicion of the authorities and why she was arrested. In her fiction, Hasler gives the governor early on an idea of how to use the girl for his goal of containing the rural unrest by purposefully overinterpreting her playful claim: “These birds he was hearing about, now for the second time, would be useful, he thought” (1 chap. 8). He is fully aware that the child is an outsider, enjoys the attention, and has nobody to speak on her behalf as he speculates that “they would also be happy to be rid of her in the village” and “her imprisonment would be a warning to many rebels” (1 chap. 8). The girl may have imitated what she heard about in a sermon, the tale in which Jesus forms birds out of clay and orders them to fly away, as told in the apocryphal New Testament text the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. The tale was probably widely known.2
 Catherine Schmidli is accused of blasphemy and imprisoned. Under torture she confesses to everything the interrogators want to hear. She is found guilty of making a pact with the devil and the verdict is for her to be strangled to death and then burned. A Jesuit priest named Wolfgang Hackenburger, a prison confessor in Lucerne, witnesses the girl’s imprisonment, torture, and execution. He is opposed to the witchcraft trials, but he cannot avert Catherine’s fate. The end of the first part weaves a brief report of Catherine’s execution into the scene of the peasants pledging resistance in their fight for freedom from the oppressive administration in Lucerne, implying that Amrhyn’s sacrificing the girl to ensure obedience has accomplished nothing. Without going into details about Swiss history, it is beneficial for the larger picture to know that the rebellions grew into the Swiss Peasants’ War of 1653, the following year. It is less well known than the German Peasants’ War (1524–1525) more than a century earlier, in which Luther was involved with his sermons and treatises. In the Swiss cantons, the authorities prevailed, but it did lead to reforms, and in the long term it prevented an absolutist government of the kind that would develop in neighboring countries.

The second part takes place in one of the southwestern German states, in the small ecclesiastical territory of Buchau, which is ruled by an abbess. A young sister and brother, the orphans Maria and Esau Lehner, eleven and nine years old, are interrogated, found guilty of having sexual relations with the devil, and sentenced to death. Hackenburger has been placed as interim priest at Buchau Abbey. When Esau and Maria are first accused of witchcraft, Hackenburger fears the worst. He is only able to delay, not prevent, the course of events because nobody wants to feed the children and provide them
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