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Preface

The purpose of this publication is to provide the student of the Salem witch trials with a general overview of the entire documentary history of the Salem witch trial episode from some related events prior, through the actual tumult of 1692, to the concluding events that brought the trials to an end. Equally important, it seeks to expose the student of the Salem trials to a representative sampling of some of the specific and important primary source documents available, especially public court records, bringing those persons involved back to life once again through their verbatim testimonies.

In the telling of this tale of community fragmentation and interpersonal animosities, this work will also attempt to seek out some of the underlying reasons for the events of 1692, by placing the people of Essex County, Massachusetts, into their proper cultural and historical context. This, I believe, is an essential element in understanding the Salem trials, and it is perhaps the most difficult one to fully appreciate in our contemporary culture—so skeptical of the existence of things supernatural, or what Reverend Cotton Mather called "the wonders of the invisible world. "

For this reason, this documentary history will attempt to highlight those primary sources that not only delve into the trial accusations and court proceedings, but also examine those instances where accusers and victims express mutual agreement about the unquestioned need to seek out Satan's influence on their godly society and destroy the minions of Satan wherever they may be found. In this, the student will discover that many of the alleged victims of the Salem episode were not in any way skeptical concerning the reality of witchcraft and the supernatural, but only differed on the question of who indeed might be guilty of spiritual wrongdoing—victims protesting their innocence in the face of execution, but never questioning the reality of witchcraft per se.

In this way, it is hoped that a more accurate understanding of life in 17th-century New England may emerge. Here the student will encounter a Puritan community, uniform in its religious beliefs and following a generally accepted standard of moral behavior grounded in Calvinist Biblical teaching. Even under the most stressful circumstances, this was a standard rarely, if ever, questioned. This united community consensus would, when combined with the intolerance of Chief Justice William Stoughton, help to sustain the trials in the face of an ever-increasing sense of public discomfort. In addition, these documents underscore the significance and negative influence of the so-called afflicted children and the use and acceptance of spectral evidence as a prime mover of events. In the final analysis, that public consensus would ultimately shift when outspoken, prominent, critical voices of common sense—such as Thomas Brattle and Robert Calef—would finally emerge to help sway public opinion after September 1692. After this, New England and the Puritan experiment would never be the same. These events, even when read through the documents of the time, present a fascinating story often difficult for contemporary readers to fully understand. It is hoped that the following historical documents will provide the reader with a balanced perspective of what took place in Salem in 1692, and why.

Concerning how this publication might be most effectively used, it should provide the researcher with the needed primary source material to describe the proceedings of the Salem court, and in particular, the general attitudes and testimonies offered that shaped the event. It would be inaccurate to imply that this work provides a comprehensive array of court proceedings, of which there are hundreds. Rather, this volume offers a representative sampling of that much larger collection, presenting a balanced offering of representative examples of various types of court documents available. In addition, in this documentary history, the reader will be exposed to the most essential verbatim testimonies concerning some of the trials' most significant cases, as well as a sampling of other official, trial-related sources. For the general reader, this volume should provide a solid, academic overview of the trials themselves: how they were conducted, how they came to an end, and their overall impact upon colonial New England.

It should be noted that persons wishing to conduct more intensive research beyond the scope of this publication should avail themselves of the University of Virginia's extensive website on the Salem witch trials, which contains a vast collection of unannotated court documents, manuscripts, contemporary publications, and miscellaneous records that have been made available to the general public. The following terms are essential in understanding the content of the witch trial documents. For this reason, I am including brief explanations to assist the reader.

1. Explanatory note: What is a deposition?

A deposition in 1692 was a formal, legal statement prepared by an individual claiming to have been hurt by another. Many such documents were submitted during the Salem witch trial episode. Each hand-written deposition would detail exactly what crime or crimes had been allegedly committed by the accused, then the statement would be signed by the alleged victim, and also by others who served as the victim's witnesses as to the truthfulness of the deposition document.

Having detailed the crime in writing, and having signed the deposition attesting to its accuracy, the deposition would then be presented to the court for review. If the proposed case, based upon the content of the deposition, had sufficient legal merit, the court would then issue a warrant (or court order) to the County Sheriff or Marshall to apprehend and arrest the person accused in the deposition, and have them brought before the court on a specific day for questioning.

2. Explanatory note: What does it mean to cry out against someone?

It should be noted that often but not always in the case of the Salem episode, a deposition would be preceded by informal, in-court testimony spontaneously offered to the court by the afflicted children whereby individuals would be "cried-out against." Such disruptive, accusative behavior was often instrumental in paving the way for the subsequent writing of depositions against those who were identified by the afflicted children as being responsible for their affliction.

3. Explanatory note: What is a pretrial examination?

After the apprehension and arrest of a suspected witch, the initial period of questioning in court was known as a pretrial examination. If insufficient evidence was presented during the pretrial examination, the case against the accused was dismissed with no further action taken. Conversely, if in the minds of the justices of the court sufficient evidence was presented to warrant a trial, the accused would remain under arrest, and be remanded to jail until the time of their trial at the next convenient session of the court.

4. Explanatory note: What is spectral evidence?

Unfortunately, during the Salem witch trials, the special Court of Oyer and Terminer responsible for trying the cases, allowed the spectral evidence offered by the afflicted children to be submitted as proof of witchcraft against the accused. The only persons in the court who were able to testify to seeing spectral evidence were the afflicted children. Such evidence, as described to the court by the "afflicted children," usually took the form of spiritual representations of individuals suspected of witchcraft who were invisible to all except those claiming to afflicted. Spectral evidence was, by far, the most common type of evidence presented against suspected witches during the trials. Interestingly, the Court of Oyer and Terminer had been warned against using spectral evidence in "The Return of Several Ministers" report submitted to them following the execution of the first vic-< tim, Bridget Bishop, in June 1692. Most ministers regarded it as too unreliable and untrustworthy, especially when coming from witnesses claiming to be under the power of the evil hand of witchcraft. Chief Justice Stoughton and his fellow justices, except for Nathaniel Saltonstall who wisely resigned from the court, chose to ignore this warning.


Evaluating and Interpreting Primary Documents

In historiography, which is the study of the writing of history and the employment of historical methods, a primary source is a document, recording, artifact, work of art or literature, or other information resource that was created at or near the time being studied, usually by someone with direct, personal knowledge of the particular past events, persons, or topics being described. Primary sources are original sources of information about the past, unlike secondary sources, which are works later historians create from a study, citation, and evaluation of primary sources. A modern textbook of American history, a modern biography, like Emerson W. Baker's The New England Knight: Sir William Phips; a modern monograph, like Laurel Thatcher Ulrich's Good Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New England, 1650-1750; a modern television series like PBS's Colonial House or We Shall Remain; or a modern film like The Witch, may be helpful in explaining New England colonial life in the 17th century to contemporary readers and viewers, but they are all secondary descriptions and depictions based upon firsthand experiences and recollections recorded and preserved in the primary documents of the period.

Primary documents—as illustrated by the document selections included in The Documents of the Salem Witch Trials—come in many forms and types, including letters, journals, polemics, speeches, literary works, and public records and documents. All these types of sources were written by a particular person at a particular time in a particular place for a particular reason. Some were written with no expectation that they would ever be read by anyone other than the original recipient; others were written for publication or at least with an eye to wider distribution. Some were meant to inform, some to persuade, some to entertain, and some to obfuscate. Each exhibits the political, religious, class, ethnic, or personal biases of their creators, whether those attitudes were consciously or unconsciously expressed. Some are the product of poor memories, bad information, or outright deception, but all are authentic voices of someone alive at the time, and can add at least a little to the information we have of an otherwise irrecoverable past age or person. Nonetheless, historians must carefully evaluate and test all primary sources to determine how much weight and credibility each should be given.

How to Read Primary Documents

When evaluating a primary source, historians ask the following questions:

	Who wrote, or produced it? What is known about this person's life or career?
 	When was the source written or produced? What date? How close or far was that date from the date of the events described?
 	Where was it produced? Which country, which region, which locality?
 	How was the source written or produced? What form did it originally take? Was it based upon any preexisting material? Does the source survive in its original form?
 	Why was the source written or produced? What was its creator trying to do, and for whom?
 	Who was the source written or produced for? Who was its audience, and why? What do we know about the audience?
 	What is the evidential value of its contents? How credible is it?


Readers of the document selections contained in this volume should apply these same questions to the selections they read or study.

When analyzing a primary document, scholars also seek to identify the key words and phrases used by the author and try to understand what the author meant by those terms. They will also try to summarize the main thesis of the source to understand what point the author was trying to make. Once the author's thesis is understood, historians evaluate the evidence the author provided to support that argument, and try to identify any assumptions the author made in crafting those arguments. Historians also examine the source within the context of its time period by asking if the document is similar to others from the same period, or how widely was it circulated, or what tone, problems, or ideas it shares with other documents of the period. Scholars will also seek to determine if the author agrees or disagrees with other contemporary authors on the same subject and whether or not the source supports what they already know or have learned about the subject from other sources?

Primary sources offer modern readers and researchers the actual words of people who lived through a particular event. Secondary sources, like textbooks, offer an interpretation of a historical person or event by someone who did not know the person or witness the period. Reading primary sources allows us to evaluate the interpretations of historians for ourselves and to draw our own conclusions about a past personage or events. Asking the questions listed earlier will help users of this volume better understand and interpret the documents provided here. Because of unfamiliar and archaic language or terminology, or very different modes of expression or styles of writing, some primary sources can be difficult to read and hard to understand.

However, an important part of the process of reading and using historical sources is determining what the documents can tell about the past and deciding whether one agrees with the interpretation offered, both by the author of the original source and by later creators of secondary works based on the original document. By using primary sources, modern readers become aware that all history is based on sources that are themselves interpretations of events rooted in the interpreter's own opinions and biases. This awareness allows modern students to recognize the subjective nature of history. Thus, reading primary sources provides modern readers with the tools and evidence needed to make informed statements about the world of the past and of the present.


Historical Introduction

Witchcraft before Massachusetts Bay Colony

The events generally known as the Salem witch trials did not occur in a cultural vacuum, but rather may be seen as an extension of many witch-related incidents that preceded them. Essentially, it is important to confirm that belief in witchcraft was, and in some places still is, a firmly held cultural norm. It is described as a punishable offense, if proven, in the ancient Babylonian Code of Hammurabi dating back to 1754 BCE, and ultimately finds its way into the Mosaic Law of the ancient Hebrews in the Book of Exodus 22:18, which reads: "Thou shall not suffer a witch to live"

The Lex Romana of the Roman Empire proscribed malefic witchcraft, and considered it a capital offense. Likewise, the law codes following in the wake of Rome, such as the Code Justinian, all considered witchcraft both a real threat and worthy of condemnation when and if discovered.

It should come as no surprise therefore that throughout the late medieval period, and well into the 17th century, witch trials were quite common occurrences in Europe, and after 1645, in colonial New England as well. During that 500-year period, prevailing legal codes regarded an act of witchcraft—especially malefic witchcraft—as a capital offense, always punishable by death if proven to the satisfaction of Church and State magistrates.

To help in this pursuit, in 1486-1487, Jacob Sprenger and Heinrich Kramer, two scholarly, German monks, actually produced a very popular and widely distributed, second only to the Bible, large volume, The Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of the Witches). It proved to be a guideline text on witch-hunting—for both Protestants and Catholics—and further legitimized the practice oí discovering, prosecuting, and condemning individuals suspected of acts of witchcraft. This work, together with a body of distinctly English scholarship on the subject, especially, George Gifford's Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcrafts (1593), William Perkins's A Discourse on the Damned Art of Witchcraft (1608), and John Cotta's The Try all of Witchcraft (1616), looms menacingly in the background of the Salem trials and, to a degree, helps account for the serious and virulent attitude taken by the formally educated members of the Court of Oyer and Terminer, such as Deputy Governor William Stoughton. In other words, there were enough academic precedents to witch trial activity, documented by a sizeable body of recognized scholarly literature, that the outbreak of witchcraft in Salem was never considered a mere outgrowth of a superstitious and uneducated populace.

Witchcraft to the common yeoman farmer, as well as to the Massachusetts educated elite, was something to be taken seriously, and it always was.

Early Cases of New England Witchcraft Prior to 1692

The first documented case of execution for witchcraft in New England was that of Alice Young, who was convicted and hanged for witchcraft in Windsor, Connecticut, in 1647. The timing of this incident follows closely upon the establishment of two colonial legal codes—wherein witchcraft is identified as a capital crime—being first established in both Massachusetts Bay and Connecticut colonies in 1641 and 1642, respectively.

The Young case was quickly followed by that of Margaret Jones, convicted and hanged for witchcraft in Boston in 1648. While in neighboring Dorchester, Alice Lake was discovered, convicted, and hanged in 1651.

Not all such early cases resulted in conviction and death. Some instances—in fact the majority of cases—resulted in dismissal or a verdict of innocence. Despite this, often the negative collateral damage done to the lives and reputations of the victims of such accusations was unavoidable. In the case of Jane Walford of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, although she was exonerated of the crime of witchcraft in 1656, and again in 1669, her tainted reputation was sadly transferred to her daughter Hannah, who found herself accused of the same crime in 1682. Indeed, in New England witchcraft history, "at least three times a mother and daughter were accused together": Winifred and Mary Holman at Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1659; Mary Staples, her daughter Mary (Staples) Harvey and her granddaughter Hannah Harvey, in Fairfield, Connecticut, in 1692; and Winifred Benham Sr. and Winifred Benham Jr. at Wallingford, Connecticut, in 1697 (John Putnam Demos, Entertaining Satan, p. 70).

Such multigenerational suspicion of witchcraft in 17th-century New England was not as common as "guilt by association" through marriage. Husbands of suspected witches were also often charged. Examples of this tendency, prior to the Salem outbreak, include Margaret and Thomas Jones of Charlestown (1648); Mary and Hugh Parsons of Springfield, Massachusetts (1651); Joan and John Carrington of Wethersfield, Connecticut (1651), Nicholas Bailey and his wife of New Haven, Connecticut (1655); Nicholas and Margaret Jennings of Saybrook, Connecticut (1661); Andrew and Mary Sanford of Hartford, Connecticut (1662); John and Elizabeth Blackleash of Wethersfield, Connecticut (1662-1663); Nathaniel and Rebecca Greensmith of Hartford, Connecticut (1662-1663); and Ralph and Mary Hall of Setauket, Connecticut (1665), all of whom were jointly suspected of witchcraft acting in collaboration with each other. Salem would produce several more married witchcraft suspects (Goss, The Salem Witch Trials, pp. 4-9).

Altogether, outside of the Salem episode, the residents of New England between 1628 and 1688 would produce approximately 140 known cases of witchcraft accusations; leading to 61 trials, resulting in 16 executions—consisting of two males (both husbands of accused witches) and fourteen females (Demos, Entertaining Satan, pp. 401-409). The Salem outbreak would result in a total of 25 deaths. These include five individuals to die under poor prison conditions, 19 persons hanged, and one individual pressed to death for his unwillingness to cooperate with the court (Baker, A Storm of Witchcraft, pp. 288-292).

However, always the most vulnerable to witchcraft accusations and prosecution were those single women lacking the protection of a spouse. One of Boston's most celebrated cases involved Anne Hibbens who, although the wife of a prominent Boston merchant, suffered excommunication from the Boston church in 1640. However, the death of her husband in 1654 left her open to accusation for witchcraft in 1656, resulting in her arrest, trial, and execution.

Even more notorious and influential in the witchcraft history of Boston was the widely publicized 1688 case of the widow "Goody" Glover immortalized in Reverend Cotton Mather's book Memorable Providences Relating to Witchcrafts and Possessions (1689). The primary purpose of Mather's book was to stem the growing tide of skepticism among a minority of puritan clerics and other more sophisticated colonists, and conclusively demonstrate the validity of witchcraft as a real and present danger to the godly community (Richard Weisman, Witchcraft, Magic and Religion in 17th-Century Massachusetts, pp. 65-66). When published in 1689, just four years before the Salem outbreak, Memorable Providences became a colonial bestseller, with a wide and diverse Massachusetts readership.

In this account, Mather chronicles the incident of the Goodwin family of Charlestown, Massachusetts, wherein the four children of John Goodwin, in 1688, suffered physical ailments and afflictions very similar to those later claimed by the so-called afflicted children of the Salem episode of 1692. The alleged perpetrator of these afflictions was a lowly, Irish washerwoman known only as Goody Glover, who, when formally accused, confessed to the crime of harming the Goodwin children with malefic witchcraft. Mather himself bears witness to this in his personal conversations with Glover in prison. The torments of the Goodwin children ended when Glover is finally convicted and hanged in Boston.

A possible connection between Mather's vivid published account and the Salem outbreak's similar character was recognized as early as 1764 by former royal governor Thomas Hutchinson in his three-volume work, The History of the Colony and Province of Massachusetts Bay, in which he observes: "the conformity between the behavior of Goodwin's children and most of the supposed bewitched at Salem ... is so exact as to leave no room to doubt the stories had been read by the New England persons themselves
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The Decline of the Trials from October to May 1693
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