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  PREFACE

  

  A Cauldron of Discontent—The Pressures That Drove a Tranquil Village to Combustion


  It was all Mary Taylor could do to get by. Impoverished and probably pregnant, she had a baby at the breast and a houseful of children. Her name surfaces in the Massachusetts records in 1692, after her neighbor Mary Marshall reports her to the authorities. Taylor would join the ranks of more than one hundred and fifty arrested that year for witchcraft. At her subsequent hearing, her story spills out.


  It seems that a local man, William Hooper, was in need of a wet nurse. He dropped his child off, but on this day, Taylor wasn’t up to the job. They quarreled, and a short time after, the man turned up dead. His family members procured several cases of wine for the funeral, but it mysteriously vanished. Then their house caught fire and burned to the ground, with Hooper’s body laid out in the parlor.


  Mary Marshall harbored the suspicion that Taylor had killed her prickly customer, made off with the wine, and set his house ablaze. The magistrate would pummel the hapless matron with angry questions, but no one seemed to find anything at all unusual in the fact that this forty-year-old Reading goodwife would have to nurse other people’s children to make ends meet.


  Her plight, a detail buried in the court archives, is a poignant reminder of how difficult day-to-day living was in seventeenth-century Massachusetts. Faced with crop failures and hostile neighbors, toiling under a class system only slightly less rigid than it was in medieval England, and subjected to Indian ambushes, plagues, house fires, and a broken court system, tempers were quick to fray.


  Death was as frequent as it was unexpected, whether from smallpox, tomahawk, childbirth, or falling from a tree. The smallest spark incited panic. When Salem reached the combustion point in 1692, the most suggestible members of society—children and adolescent girls—were the first to succumb.


  The usual story is that the witch hunt was started in the home of Reverend Samuel Parris, when his nine-year-old daughter and twelve-year-old niece dabbled in fortune-telling—a raw egg dropped into a glass of water formed the image of a coffin.1 The two girls did suffer a breakdown, but what triggered it remains uncertain. Since the local doctor couldn’t come up with a medical explanation, he attributed their condition to witchcraft. The panic spread to other households, and before eleven months had passed, twenty persons were put to death.


  The contagion would engulf at least twenty-two Massachusetts villages, culminating in the arrest of over one hundred and fifty people. Fifty-nine were tried, thirty-one convicted, and nineteen hanged. One stubborn elder, Giles Corey, was pressed to death for refusing to stand trial. At least eight others, including two young children and an aged widow, died in the squalid prisons.


  Though suspects were interrogated throughout the year, the actual trials began in June. Once newly installed English monarchs William and Mary had restored the colony’s charter, Massachusetts would again be mostly free to rule itself. To handle the burgeoning witchcraft caseload, Governor William Phips quickly formed a temporary tribunal, the Court of Oyer and Terminer.


  Much of the testimony drew on spectral evidence, the impassioned claims that witches were sending their spirits out to wreak mischief on hapless innocents. Most of the suspects admitted to the crime, especially once it became clear that confessors were not as likely to be hanged. By October, so many improbable candidates had been named as witches that the public grew skeptical. Unsure of what to do, Governor Phips halted the proceedings and called on higher-ups in London for advice. By the time a missive arrived in the summer of 1693 insisting he use his own judgment, the trials were over. Farmhouses had been stripped or shuttered, fields left untilled, children orphaned or consigned to foster homes. More important, a community had lost its mooring.


  For all its drama, the witch hunt flared and fizzled in under a year, fed by tensions and external pressures that had been building for more than two decades. The Massachusetts government would admit its terrible mistake in 1697, paying restitution to the victims’ families. Yet nearly three centuries would pass before all of the victims’ names were cleared, a delay that may have helped preserve its dark hold on the American conscience.


  With the distance of time, the episode seems to grow more incomprehensible, even as historians add new insights to the growing repository of witch hunt lore.


  How could it have happened? The impulse is to condense a frustratingly complicated event into a single neat answer. Many try to grasp the whole picture or track the events chronologically. Yet each personal story, like Mary Taylor’s, is part of the mosaic, a microcosm of a fragile Massachusetts society in the throes of transition. Taken together, these biographies form a psychological profile of the Massachusetts Bay at the close of the seventeenth century.


  Drawn from a multitude of primary and secondary sources, each begins with the individual’s name, place of residence, and age in 1692, the year the witch hunt occurred. Where possible, an attempt has been made to throw light on the personal circumstances and pressures that compelled each person to respond as they did.


  CHAPTER 1

  

  THE ACCUSERS


  Prayers, chores, church. They were the pillars of New England life, a rhythm broken only by an unexpected visitor, the discovery of a wild berry patch, or a juicy bit of gossip. The rest was wearily predictable.


  Before she was ten, an English girl in seventeenth-century Massachusetts would have been rigorously trained in the domestic arts. She passed hours at the butter churn and the spinning wheel, wrestled the laundry in the chill of the nearest stream, hauled the water, fed the chickens, swept the floor, collected the eggs, emptied the chamber pot, and milked the cow. It was a female world, confined to respectful titles, proper dress, and virtuous thoughts. The men and boys vanished at dawn to spend the day hunting, herding, or haying.


  If she was fortunate, a girl had sisters to share the intimacies, hand-me-downs, and chores. Many were not. Wars and plagues left countless seventeenth-century girls orphaned and homeless, with no alternative but to serve others as domestic servants. For them, days were passed sweating over another family’s household, with little to show for it but a bowl of porridge, a change of clothes, and a place to sleep.


  A tenuous wall separated them from the wilderness. Wolves and antelope roamed beyond the tree line; robust people fell dead for no apparent reason; and sinister spirits preyed upon the complacent or weak-willed. Every village elder told of the children carried off by Indians or simply hacked to death along with their families. The pastors warned of hellfire and damnation, leaving many a terrified child to lie awake at night, fearing for her soul. Perhaps most troubling of all was a girl’s utter powerlessness to alter the course of her own life.


  As a child, she ranked near the bottom of the social scale; as a female child, she was virtually invisible. For the rest of her life, her very survival would depend on the charity of men. Fending for herself was not an option. Since they couldn’t vote, it wasn’t customary for women to own land or run businesses. The few who did were looked upon with disapproval. Only boys were schooled outside the home. A girl’s only chance to achieve a measure of respectability and financial security in her life was to marry. How well she married had a lot to do with her family’s social station and the size of her dowry. Servants and war orphans could only hope for God’s blessing and a shred of luck. With luck, her husband would not beat her. With luck, he would inherit property and govern his vices. With luck, he might even prove companionable.


  With so much resting on intangibles, it’s little wonder that the young women of Salem Village indulged in occasional fortune-telling. How suspenseful this ritual must have been, how frightening to summon a portent of death. If caught at this forbidden game, they faced punishment at home and possibly a humiliating dressing-down at church before the eyes of the entire village. So what a relief it must have been in 1692 when a physician cleared them of guilt by proclaiming them the victims of sorcery. What a lark to willfully turn things on their heads at the Sunday service, to shriek and rave with total impunity.


  To look more convincingly “afflicted,” some cut or bit themselves until they bled. Others threw themselves fainting and convulsing to the floor. Being bewitched was a team sport that gave them license to break rules.1 They interrupted sermons, hurled insults at pastors, tore pages out of the Scriptures, and pointed accusing fingers at feeble elders, some of whom they hardly knew. Girls who had been bored and neglected now found themselves pitied and awed, even deferred to, until the game got out of hand. Having set the flood in motion, they could no longer steer its course. Before they knew it, these distracted children were sending innocents to their deaths.


  By the time the furor had run its course, more than seventy men, women, and children had stepped forward as witnesses or accusers. What had started with a few tremulous girls evolved into a cathartic exorcism engaging every segment of the community. As the following profiles reveal, the pent-up hostilities that fueled it went far deeper than anyone might have guessed.


  

  ELIZABETH BOOTH, SALEM, 18


  Her father, a woodworker, had died when she was eight years old. Her mother soon remarried, but just four years later, Elizabeth was fatherless again. Now the family struggled to stave off destitution. By the time the witchcraft episode broke out in 1692, Elizabeth was eighteen, old enough to marry, and still busy helping her twice-widowed mother feed the family. Living on the outskirts of Salem Village, she and her mother had two more to feed: her brother, George, and her younger sister, Alice. Worried about her marital prospects and possibly fearful that her neighbors would look askance at the death of two patriarchs in quick succession, Elizabeth cast her lot with the afflicted.


  In late May, she joined them in heaping blame on a Marblehead fisherman’s wife, Wilmot Reed. She railed relentlessly against John and Elizabeth Proctor and Sarah, their fifteen-year-old daughter. Later she would add Goody Proctor’s sister to the list, as well as Proctor’s two teenage sons, William and Benjamin. In early August, she swore that her stepfather’s ghost had appeared before her and told her that Goody Proctor, a healer, had murdered him out of spite, being incensed that the Booths had not summoned her sooner, when he first became ill. The testimony suggests that Elizabeth harbored feelings of guilt about her stepfather’s death.


  By September, her fourteen-year-old sister, Alice, had joined the chorus of accusers, as had sixteen-year-old Elizabeth Wilkins, who two months earlier had married her brother, George. The new bride may have hoped that joining the “afflicted” might deflect attention from the embarrassing fact that she was four months pregnant. To inspire further pity, the Booth girls proclaimed that fifty specters had flooded into their rural home for a devil’s communion of bread and wine. Giles Corey acted as the ringleader, they said, at the head of thirteen witches who clamored for them to surrender. Yet despite their urgings, the Booth girls had refused.


  If Elizabeth feared that the women in her family were good candidates for victimization, she must have prided herself for acting as she did, because ultimately, no family member was accused. Two years after the trials ended, her resourcefulness paid off again. She married Israel Shaw in Salem and started a family. Her sister, Alice, would find a husband five years later.


  Her sister-in-law would not do so well. In 1696 she and her husband, George, were called into court to face charges of premarital fornication. George, who came alone due to his wife’s illness, confessed to the charge and paid their fines, forty shillings each, plus court costs. He himself died within a few years, as did their child. When his widow later joined the Salem church, she expressed remorse for the fornication, but neglected to mention that she had willfully accused innocent neighbors of witchcraft.


  Perhaps the church forgot to ask.


  

  RICHARD CARRIER, ANDOVER, 18


  He was conceived in sin, the firstborn of a willful sixteen-year-old and her Welsh lover. Though Martha Allen married Thomas Carrier two months before Richard’s birth in 1674, the truth of her circumstances was well-known, as she had openly named Carrier the father of her child.


  Richard grew up on the northern fringe of Billerica, within walking distance of Wamesit, a village of peaceful Indians who had adopted the Christian faith. Fraternizing with these natives, whom the English considered the devil’s children, would have further sullied his reputation. Initially, Richard’s family grew and prospered. But when he was fifteen, their luck ran out. Perhaps because the English authorities had rescinded all land titles, the Carriers were forced to move to Andover to live with Martha’s parents. Trial testimony suggests a proud young man who was quick to anger. When his cousin, Allen Toothaker, opposed his mother’s stance in a boundary dispute, Richard grabbed him by the hair and threw him to the ground.


  A few months after his mother’s arrest on charges of witchcraft, the now eighteen-year-old Richard was rounded up with his brother Andrew, who was three years younger. At first they refused to cooperate, but the magistrates took them out of the interrogation room and ordered them “tied neck & heels,” a method of restraint that involved being strung up by the hands and feet, facing down, forcing the blood to their heads. Now Richard changed his tune. He readily confessed to signing Satan’s book, attending witch meetings, and giving the devil permission to torment other villagers. Pressured further, he accused several jailed suspects and, reluctantly, his imprisoned mother and aunt, Mary Toothaker, along with her husband, Roger, who had died a month before in Boston prison. Thereafter Richard joined the accusers with reckless abandon, convinced, perhaps, that it was his only chance at survival. He named several individuals who were awaiting trial but avoided accusing anyone new.


  Within weeks, his sister Sarah, who was only seven, and his ten-year-old brother, Thomas Jr., would also be thrown in prison and questioned by the magistrates, leaving his father to bring them food and clothing and tend the youngest, four-year-old Hannah. Mindful by now that those who confessed were spared, Richard may very well have coached his younger sister and brother on what to say in court, as each of them obediently confessed to the usual activities; all of them, except Andrew, accused their mother. Sarah held the judges in thrall, describing how her mother had come to her in the shape of a cat. How did she know the cat was her mother? It had told her. Richard could not save the life of his uncompromising mother, but he and his siblings were released from jail early in 1693.


  The same year, he married Elizabeth Sessions, who had lost her reputation after bearing the illegitimate child of William Bixby, in whose home she had worked as a servant. In 1703 they left Andover for good to start a new life in Colchester, Connecticut. Richard had five children by Elizabeth. After her death in 1704, he married Thankful Brown and fathered another four. He died in Colchester in 1749 at age seventy-five, having run a prosperous farm and sawmill.


  

  SARAH CHURCHILL, SALEM, 25?


  She was one of only three accusers (Mary Warren and Mary Watkins were the others) brave enough to admit that she had faked her seizures.


  Like so many of the afflicted girls, Sarah Churchill (spelled Churchwell in some documents) was baptized in the terrors of Indian warfare. Her grandfather, John Bonython, was a prominent property owner in Saco, Maine. When Indians attacked in 1680, the family abandoned their impressive home over the Saco River and fled to Major William Phillips’s garrison house on the opposite shore. Sarah, who was eight, was one of about fifty mostly women and children who took refuge inside. The next morning, the Indians sacked and burned the houses on the opposite bank, including her grandfather’s. Then they set fire to Phillips’s mills, hoping to lure the garrison’s defenders out. When that failed, they attempted to torch the garrison itself. Several were wounded in the gunfire, including Sarah’s grandfather, though no one was killed. In the morning, the Indians withdrew.


  Sarah fled with her parents, Arthur and Eleanor Churchill, to Marblehead, Massachusetts, where her grandfather would later die of his wounds. She then moved to Salem Village (now Danvers), where a relative, Nathaniel Ingersoll, ran a tavern.


  By 1692 she was twenty-five. Her once prominent family having fallen on hard times, she was reduced to working as a lowly maidservant, employed in the home of George Jacobs Sr., a strong-willed elder. Her marital prospects looked dim, as she could no longer entice suitors with the promise of an inheritance or even a dowry.


  When the community erupted in witchcraft, Sarah’s afflicted friends, including her eighteen-year-old relative Mary Walcott, may have pressured her into joining their ranks. She seemed hesitant. At first she exhibited the usual symptoms, but they cleared up. Noticing that she had recovered, Mercy Lewis asserted that Sarah had succumbed to the devil’s bidding (why else would he cease to torment her?). Mercy then claimed that she had persuaded Sarah to confess and that, when George Jacobs Sr. had learned of it, he had beaten Sarah “most cruelly” with his wooden canes. Sarah admitted that her afflictions had left her “unable to doe her service as formerly” and that Jacobs had hurled abuse at her, calling her “bitch witch” and other derogatory names. He and his granddaughter, Margaret Jacobs, had forced her to sign the devil’s book. Sarah’s words prompted a chorus of charges, and soon Jacobs and his granddaughter were in prison. But Sarah’s accusation ultimately backfired. Soon she found herself among the accused and she landed in jail. In June she confessed again, hoping that this time she would win the magistrates’ mercy. She did.


  Though she accused George Jacobs, Ann Pudeator, and Bridget Bishop, she retracted her words later, saying she had lied when threatened with the prospect of being thrown in the dungeon. The problem was getting the authorities to believe her.


  “If I told Mr. Noyes but once I had set my hand on the Book he would believe me,” she is recorded as saying, “but if I told the truth and said I had not set my hand to the Book a hundred times he would not believe me.”


  In 1709 Sarah moved to Berwick, Maine. At the age of thirty-seven, she married a weaver, after paying a court fine for fornication. She also received a portion of her inheritance. Though the family estate was long gone, her grandfather had left a piece of Saco land to her mother. Sarah and her husband sold it for fifty pounds sterling. She would never again reach the level of wealth that she had enjoyed with her grandfather, though she outlived her husband. She was still alive at the age of sixty-four, but she disappeared from the records thereafter.


  

  ELIZABETH HUBBARD, SALEM VILLAGE, 17


  She was a neighbor of Betty Parris and Abigail Williams, whose panicked convulsions had ignited the crisis. She would be one of the first to exhibit signs of diabolical possession, eventually accusing twenty-nine individuals, fifteen of whom would be executed.


  “Betty” was born in 1675, just as King Philip’s War was erupting across New England, scattering English settlers and leaving thousands dead or wounded. Whole villages were burned to the ground, their residents massacred. It is unknown what became of Betty’s family or who stepped in to raise her. We do know that she was living in Boston as the indentured servant of a distant relative, Isaac Griggs. But in 1689 Griggs and his wife died. So at fourteen, Betty was orphaned once again.


  Griggs’s father, Dr. William Griggs, paid the executor of his son’s will for the remaining time on Betty’s indenture. Soon after, she began to work for Dr. Griggs, moving with him and his wife from Gloucester to Salem Village. An aging physician, Griggs was struggling to establish his practice. With his own children grown and gone, the brunt of the chores fell on Betty. How awed she would have been to learn that Reverend Parris’s daughter and niece had fallen under Satan’s spell; how excited to see the drama unfold at close range.


  At seventeen, Betty was old enough to testify under oath. That fact may have spurred village leaders to try the accused witches in court. Betty’s own motivations are less clear. Perhaps she joined the accusers to relieve the boredom, perhaps to please Dr. Griggs. Of the twenty-nine people she incriminated, at least one of them, Elizabeth Proctor, was a medical practitioner. Griggs had complained of her incompetence. Betty might have reasoned that by accusing her and thereby eliminating a rival, she would win her master’s praise.


  As a bonus, her testimony exempted her from household chores through the summer and fall, though she was hardly idle. She spent the time filing forty witchcraft charges and giving testimony thirty-two times. Yet when it was over, Betty Hubbard seemed to emerge from her ordeal unscathed. She moved to Gloucester, possibly to live with one of Dr. Griggs’s married children, where she married John Bennett and had four children.


  If she lived to regret her deeds, there is no indication of it. What has survived is the testimony of a neighbor, James Kettle. On a visit to Dr. Griggs’s house, he ran into Betty, who admitted that she and Mary Walcott had played hooky from church to visit James Holton, who was suffering stomach cramps. His pain, she told him, was the devious work of John and Elizabeth Proctor and their two children.


  As if to prove it, Betty and Mary fell writhing to the floor, claiming the Proctors’ specters were attacking them. Later Betty hitched a ride on the back of Clement Coldrum’s horse. Go faster, she urged him, as the woods are full of devils. “There,” she said, pointing, “and there they be.” Though he couldn’t see anything that remotely resembled devils, Coldrum kicked his horse into a gallop. Thinking it strange that she looked so unruffled, he asked if she wasn’t afraid of Lucifer. “Oh no,” Betty said, she could talk to the devil as easily as she could to him.


  

  JOHN INDIAN, SALEM VILLAGE, AGE UNKNOWN


  When Reverend Samuel Parris moved his household from Barbados to Boston in 1680, three slaves came with him: a woman named Tituba, John Indian, and a boy. Tituba was a brown-skinned native of “New Spain,” which could have meant southern Florida or the islands off Georgia, the Caribbean, or South America. John Indian’s racial background is unknown, though the boy was an African who died of unknown causes at the age of fifteen.


  Some sources suggest that John and Tituba were married in 1689, the year the Parris family moved to Salem Village. While Tituba cooked and kept house, John and the “Negro lad” did the heavy work, tilling the fields and splitting wood. As slaves, they endured whippings if found idle. In his 1692 writings, Captain Nathaniel Cary, a Charlestown shipbuilder, recorded an encounter with John Indian in Salem Village. The slave showed him his scars, saying witchcraft had caused them. To Cary the marks “seemed as if they had long been there.”


  When Tituba became entwined in the witch crisis that February, John kept his distance. They had everything to lose. The couple could be cast into the wilderness, sold, or worse; some colonies burned slaves alive for crimes against their owners. John probably urged his wife to submit and show contrition, which she did. Tituba would become Salem’s first accused witch to break down and confess. She wove fabulous tales of covens and bewitchings, apologized, even proclaimed her love for her alleged victim, Betty Parris. Then she strategically allied herself with the growing contingent of victims. John banded with her, probably hoping that victimhood would improve their chances of survival. He was an impassioned sufferer, issuing spectacular accusations and falling into dramatic trances and contortions. At the Salem Village parsonage, his anguish was so acute that Reverend Parris could not keep his eyes on his note-taking, writing later that John Indian had fallen into “a violent fit that 3 men & the Marshall could not without exceeding difficulty hold him.”


  While the witchcraft examinations were under way in May, John was serving customers at Ingersoll’s Tavern when Captain Cary stopped in to meet with Abigail Williams. “To him we gave some Cyder,” Cary wrote in his diary. It was then that John Indian showed him his scars.


  He continued to name witches, as did Tituba, who confessed to her sorcery, then recanted, finally languishing in prison until April of 1693. Though the first to confess, she was the last to be released. Since Parris refused to pay her jail fees, she remained in the filthy cell for thirteen months until an unknown person, possibly a slave trader, paid the seven pounds due. Her fate is unknown, as is John’s.


  

  MERCY LEWIS, SALEM VILLAGE, 19


  At least nine of the witch hunt’s “afflicted” girls had been traumatized at a young age by Indian warfare. When Mercy Lewis was barely three, a war party struck the Falmouth, Maine, hamlet her grandparents had settled in the 1640s. On an August day in 1676, warriors descended on the settlement, whooping and screeching. They torched houses, maimed livestock, and went on a killing spree, abducting more than twenty women and children, many of them Mercy’s relatives.


  Her parents and the local minister, Reverend George Burroughs, gathered her up and fled to a Casco Bay island. After English troops brought them to safety, the Lewises moved south to Salem. There they were joined by an uncle, who would die a few months later. When the Indian hostilities subsided in 1683, Mercy’s family returned to Falmouth, rebuilding their home and scraping by; there was scarcely enough grain or corn to contribute their share of Reverend Burroughs’s salary.


  In September of 1689, the Indians returned. This time, her parents were slain. Mercy, now sixteen, became a servant in Reverend Burroughs’s home. After his wife’s death, Burroughs moved his family to Wells, but Mercy joined other refugees migrating down the coast to Salem Village, where she became a domestic in the home of Thomas Putnam.


  She probably shared her horrific experiences with the Putnam children. When nine-year-old Ann Putnam was seized with convulsions, Mercy succumbed to them, too. By this time, she was nineteen. Being older than the other girls, she exercised a certain seniority. When Ann Putnam accused Nehemiah Abbott, Mercy insisted she was mistaken. When the other girls withdrew their claims against Mary Easty, Mercy did not. Having known Reverend Burroughs and the Hobbs family in Falmouth, her opinions of them were given more credibility.


  Not surprisingly, Mercy’s dark visions bore a close resemblance to Indian warfare. She felt as if she were being strangled and jabbed by hot irons. A strange force seemed to push her into the fire. In early May, she described seeing Burroughs’s specter. In what sounded like a girl’s romantic fantasy, she testified that the minister had swept her up to a high mountaintop, where he promised her all the kingdoms of earth if she would only sign the devil’s book. When she refused, he turned abusive, threatening to break her neck and impale her on a hundred pitchforks.


  On May 20, Mercy took to her bed, as if reliving the trauma she must have experienced during the Indian attacks. “Dear Lord, receive my soul,” she uttered. “Lord, let them not kill me quite.” She regained her senses long enough to gasp that Goody Easty had sworn to kill her by midnight. Then she collapsed into convulsions. “Pray for the salvation of my soul,” she cried, “for they will kill me.” Though Goody Easty was promptly taken into custody, her specter continued to plague Mercy, beckoning her to the grave with the vision of a corpse’s winding-sheet.


  After the witch hunt’s conclusion, the guilt-ridden young woman moved to Greenland, a village outside Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to live with her aunt. Perhaps she felt the need to distance herself from the people she had wronged. In 1695 she bore a child out of wedlock, but six years later, her life took a turn for the better. She married Charles Allen and moved with him to Boston.


  

  ELIZABETH PARRIS, READING, 9


  If the origins of the Salem witch hunt could be traced to a single individual, it would be Elizabeth Parris, known by her nickname Betty. As the daughter of Reverend Samuel Parris, she was looked to as a model of virtue. Yet like a balloon in a blacksmith’s shop, she could only take so much heat.


  Born in Boston, Betty was the second of three children. Her family left the safety of the city and moved to Salem Village when she was six, bringing with them her twelve-year-old cousin, Abigail Williams, and two slaves, Tituba and John Indian. Abigail’s presence probably served as a constant reminder to Betty of the danger of living in remote inland settlements. Salem Village was dangerously close to Indian country, where the bloodcurdling whoops of marauding warriors could fill the air at any moment.


  There were other anxieties, too. A cloud of discontent was growing against Betty’s father. Many villagers disagreed with his strict policy on church membership, which excluded most of them from baptism and communion. They expressed their bitterness by reneging on their pledges of firewood, grain, and money.


  Though only nine, Betty would have sensed the discontent. Reverend Parris was a strict taskmaster, demanding discipline from his parishioners. His wife, when not bedridden, acted properly subservient. His children probably feared him, while Tituba would have treated him with humble deference. In his sermons, Parris warned of the spiritual battle between the saved and the damned. Satan and his wicked accomplices, he preached, are “the grand enemy of the Church,” bent on its destruction. It was after one such blistering rant that Betty and Abigail began acting strangely. They crouched under chairs, twisted their arms and legs in unnatural positions, and cried out as if they were being choked and bitten.


  If Betty’s father had previously been remote, now he was a fixture at her bedside, praying and fasting. For weeks her symptoms festered. She barked and convulsed, babbling unintelligibly and falling into trances. After Dr. Griggs diagnosed Betty’s and Abigail’s fits as bewitchment, her father demanded answers. Who was tormenting her?


  Having caused such a tumult, there could be no turning back. She had to name someone, so she chose Tituba. Under further questioning, Betty blamed two local misfits, Sarah Good and Sarah Osborne. The convulsions spread to other girls in the neighborhood, and soon Betty was leading a chorus of afflicted women and girls. It may have comforted her to know that others were sharing the spotlight and—if they were found out—the consequences. When the magistrates formally interrogated them, they mimicked the suspects’ every gesture, like puppets yanked on invisible strings.


  But weeks of such antics proved exhausting. Her mother began to fear for Betty’s health, so in March, it was decided that Betty would pay an extended visit to a family friend in Salem, Stephen Sewall. Soon her symptoms ceased.


  The witch trials continued without her, perhaps sparing her the guilt that would leave an indelible stain on the lives of other accusers, such as Ann Putnam Jr. In 1710, at the age of
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