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  Say “witchcraft trials,” and most Americans immediately will think of the 1692 Salem, Massachusetts, hysteria, dramatized by Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible, during which twenty men and women were executed for allegedly practicing sorcery. But Connecticut got nearly a half-century jump on Salem; the first person known to have been executed in North America on charges of practicing witchcraft was hanged in 1647 in Hartford.


  Witchcraft today may be the stuff of Halloween fun, Hollywood blockbuster fantasy, and phenomenally popular book series, but it was a serious business in seventeenth-century Connecticut—deadly serious. New Englanders, like Europeans, sincerely believed in the existence of witches, who wielded supernatural powers acquired through a deal with the Devil himself.


  To New Englanders in the 1600s, everything that happened was part of the eternal struggle between God and Satan and their followers; nothing occurred by chance. Thus when unexplained misfortune befell a person—a child became sick, livestock fell ill, a barrel of beer turned bad—the first reaction was to look for someone with a grudge.


  As to what should be done with witches, the Bible, on which Connecticut’s Puritan settlers based all aspects of their lives, was clear: “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” When the Connecticut Colony drew up its first code of laws in 1642, being a witch was included among the crimes punishable by death.


  The victim of the landmark 1647 execution was Alice Young of Windsor. Nothing is known about the specific accusations or evidence brought against this woman who was the first of at least eleven individuals put to death on charges of witchcraft in Connecticut before the end of the seventeenth century.


  The very next year Mary Johnson of Wethersfield confessed that “shee is guilty of familliarity with the Deuill,” and went to the gallows on witchcraft charges. In 1651 Good-wife Bassette of Stratford allegedly admitted to being a witch and was executed. In a culture that believed in demonically acquired magic, some people may very well have thought they were witches. Some may have been pressured onto an admission. Most accused witches, however, denied the charges. Some were acquitted—and some were not.


  In 1651 John and Joan Carrington of Wethersfield were convicted of “not hauing the feare of God before thine eyes thou hast Interteined ffamilliarity with Sathan the great Enemy of God and mankinde and by his helpe hast done works above the Course of nature.” The sentence “thou deseruest by dye” was pronounced, and husband and wife met their deaths at the end of a hangman’s noose.


  Two years later in Fairfield, Goodwife Knapp was tried for witchcraft. One of the pieces of evidence presented was the alleged presence on her body of “witch’s teats”—small tags of flesh from which the Devil purportedly suckled his followers. Found guilty, Knapp resisted intense pressure by a parade of visitors to confess to being a witch. She maintained her innocence to the day she was hanged.


  In 1654 Lydia Gilbert of Windsor was brought up on charges of witchcraft for allegedly causing the death of a man three years earlier in an accident for which another person had already been held responsible. On October 3, 1651, Henry Stiles, a boarder in the house of Thomas and Lydia Gilbert, was killed during a militia exercise when the gun of the man marching behind him, Thomas Allyn, went off accidentally. Allyn admitted that he had been careless with his firearm, was found guilty of “homicide by misadventure,” and was fined twenty pounds. Case closed—but not for good.


  Three years later, the Connecticut court, for reasons never explained, refunded Thomas Allyn’s fine and charged Lydia Gilbert with using witchcraft to orchestrate Stiles’s death at Allyn’s hand. Found guilty, Gilbert was presumably hanged.


  Even when the charges were horrific, there seems to have been no rush to judgment. Nicholas and Margaret Jennings of Saybrook were accused of witchcraft in 1661. Among their alleged crimes was that, with Satan’s help, they had caused the deaths of several people, among them a child. Although the jury felt strongly that they were guilty, some members didn’t feel the evidence was solid enough for a conviction that would result in the couple’s death. The Jenningses were freed, but they lost custody of their two sons. They eventually sought sanctuary in Rhode Island.


  Witchcraft fever flared up in Hartford and surrounding towns in 1662. In that year alone, nine people were tried for witchcraft—and four were found guilty and sent to the gallows.


  That eruption was touched off by the accusations of an eight-year-old girl. Elizabeth Kelly of Hartford suddenly was taken ill with pains in her abdomen and shortness of breath, which she claimed were caused by an invisible assault by Goodwife Judith Ayers. The child, crying out that Ayers would kill her, begged her father to chop off Ayers’s head with an ax. Although this sounds similar to the later events in Salem, in which girls experienced painful fits that they accused others of inflicting by diabolical, invisible means, there was no chance Elizabeth Kelly was pretending. After four days of torment, the little girl died.


  The child’s deathbed accusation weighed heavily against Ayers. At her father’s insistence, the first-ever autopsy in Connecticut was performed on Elizabeth Kelly in an effort to learn the truth. The procedure was done grave-side five days after the girl died. The primitive state of medical science at the time and the apparently limited anatomical knowledge of the physician who conducted the autopsy led to the judgment that the cause of Elizabeth Kelly’s death had been “preternatural”—that is, inexplicable by ordinary means. Goodwife Ayers and her husband watched the case against her grow ever more damning. They were jailed, but friends broke them out, and the couple fled to Rhode Island. Like the Jenningses, they had to leave their two sons behind.


  The next victim was Mary Sanford of Hartford. Although both she and her husband were tried for witchcraft, only Mary was convicted and sent to the gallows.


  Another young Hartford woman, Anne Cole, claimed she was being physically tortured by witches. Anne named names, among them Rebecca Greensmith, described by a local minister as a “lewd, ignorant and considerably aged woman.”


  Both Rebecca Greensmith and Nathaniel Greensmith, her third husband, were hauled into court on witchcraft charges late in 1662.


  Nathaniel Greensmith maintained his innocence, but Rebecca confessed to being a witch. She admitted that she engaged in sex with Satan himself. One night, testified Mrs. Greensmith, she met under a tree on the South Green in Hartford with what she implied was a group of witches, including “James Walkley, Peter Grant’s wife, Goodwife Ayres, and Henry Palmer’s wife, of Wethersfield, and goody Seager.” They danced and drank wine.


  Mrs. Greensmith accused her husband of witchcraft as well. Nathaniel Greensmith denied his wife’s stories of his rendezvous with mysterious animals in the woods, of his demonstrations of superhuman strength, but in vain. Both husband and wife were found guilty. They met their end on the gallows on January 18, 1663, along with another woman convicted of witchcraft, Mary Barnes of Farmington.


  As in the case of the Jenningses in Saybrook, not everyone accused by Anne Cole or Rebecca Greensmith was found guilty of witchcraft. In 1663 Elizabeth Seager of Hartford beat the witchcraft rap twice, despite testimony that she was observed to fly, was spotted dancing around a cauldron with two suspicious creatures, and spoke in strange, mysterious ways. Tried yet a third time for witchcraft in 1665, Seager was found guilty, but her conviction was reversed, and she was set free. She fled Connecticut.


  Other accused witches found it prudent to follow Seager’s example and get out of Connecticut while they still had the chance. Judith Varlett, mentioned by Rebecca Greensmith, spent time in jail but was never charged, and she left Connecticut after being released. Henry Palmer of Wethersfield and his wife, Katharine, one of the women named by Rebecca Greensmith, also found themselves under official investigation for witchcraft.


  They managed to avoid prosecution, and eventually the family moved to the relative safety of Rhode Island. James Walkley of Hartford, yet another person accused by Rebecca Greensmith, was investigated for witchcraft; he jumped bail and fled to Rhode Island.


  During the remaining decades of the century, more than a dozen additional people were charged with witchcraft in Connecticut, but none were executed. The hysteria that infected Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692 was reflected in a spike of eight witchcraft accusations made the same year in southern Connecticut, five of them in Fairfield.


  Two of the Fairfield accused, Mercy Disborough and Elizabeth Clawson, underwent, at their request, the controversial “water test,” in which the accused was bound hand and foot and thrown into a pond. It was a potentially no-win situation for the alleged witch. If the suspect floated, this was interpreted as the pure water rejecting the corrupted body of a witch. If the suspect sank, it was considered evidence of innocence. This latter finding, however, was helpful only if the accused, trussed up at the bottom of a pond, was rescued before she drowned.


  Despite their claims of innocence, both women floated. But when a special court of ministers took up the case, they dismissed the water test as “unlawful and sinfull” and therefore useless as evidence.


  Elizabeth Clawson was acquitted of the witchcraft charges, one of the strongest arguments in her favor being a statement signed by more than seventy-five individuals who knew her and had the courage to attest that she had been “sivil and orderly towards others.” Disborough was not so fortunate as to have that volume of support and was found guilty and condemned to death. Her sentence was delayed until the next meeting of the General Court, and she was ultimately granted a permanent reprieve.


  There are almost as many theories about what was truly behind the seventeenth-century New England witchcraft accusations and trials as there were victims. Some possible explanations put forth include fear and suspicion of strange, eccentric people, usually but not always women, living on the fringes of mainstream society; the anxiety of the harsh life on the frontier, exacerbated by epidemics and food shortages; hallucinations caused by eating rye bread containing the fungus ergot; long-festering resentments between different factions in a community; political unrest that spread great fear among the populace; and people settling old scores or trying to move up on the backs of others.


  Whatever the cause or causes, Connecticut soon abandoned the belief that witchcraft was a legal offense. The law making witchcraft a crime was removed from the books by 1750.
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  Seventeenth-century Connecticut was the playing field for a deadly game of cat and mouse in which agents of the king of England pursued three of the men responsible for beheading the monarch’s father. For decades the regicides—“killers of the king”—eluded the royal hunt, thanks to the help of prominent leaders and ordinary citizens from Hartford to Guilford to New Haven to Milford.


  William Goffe, Edward Whalley, and John Dixwell were among the fifty-nine signers of the death warrant that sent England’s King Charles I to the chopping block in 1649 on charges of high treason. For the next decade England was a commonwealth, whose government was dominated by Puritans, of whom the Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell was the most powerful.


  But the commonwealth didn’t long survive Cromwell’s death in 1658. In the spring of 1660, Charles I’s son, who had escaped to continental Europe following his father’s execution, agreed to return to rule England as King Charles II.


  The king and Parliament pardoned those who had committed offenses during the long period of bloody turmoil through which England had just passed—except the regicides. Thirteen of the signers of Charles I’s death warrant who fell into his son’s hands were executed by hanging, drawing, and quartering, the grisly punishment reserved for traitors. This gruesome procedure began with hanging the condemned man but cutting him down while he was still alive, then castrating and disemboweling him and burning his organs in front of him
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