

The village of Salem, Massachusetts, experienced one of the strangest events in history between the months of February and September 1692. During these eight months, the village experienced widespread accusations of witchcraft and sorcery. Initially, the problems afflicted a few individuals, but they soon grew to affect the entire community. These accusations resulted in over 100 arrests and 19 executions. 

Witchcraft and witch trials had been around for centuries in Europe, but they had never occurred in such large numbers in the colonies. The widespread accusations resulted in the establishment of a special court just to deal with the accused witches. This court accepted strange evidence and tried people from all aspects of society.


The Massachusetts Bay Company was founded the village of Salem in 1626. The village grew as more settlers came to the New World from Europe. The community experienced a setback in 1684 when the English authorities abolished the original form of government. A new government was established but was overthrown in 1689 in a bloodless coup that left the entire colony of Massachusetts without a legitimate government. This became a serious problem in 1692 when the accused witches were arrested. Without a legitimate government, the authorities in Massachusetts had no legal right to bring the accused witches to trial. The trials did not begin until the newly appointed governor, Sir William Phips, arrived with a new charter for the colony. The first arrests were made in February, but the new governor did not arrive until early June.


Witchcraft in the Americas dates back to the fifteenth century. In 1484, the belief in witchcraft received the attention of the Roman Catholic Church. The church believed that witches worked for the Devil. They reasoned that since the Devil was a spiritual being, he must work through human beings. They believed that a witch would sell his or her soul to the devil in return for certain powers. They believed that these powers would be used to injure other people.


The belief in witchcraft spread throughout Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Thousands of people were hanged and burned for practicing witchcraft. The belief in witches came to the New World with the colonists. Actual convictions and executions for witchcraft were far less common in the colonies than in Europe until 1692 when the Salem witch trials occurred. The sentence of the convicted depended upon the degree of witchcraft that was practiced.


Witchcraft came in three different degrees. First-degree witchcraft was the practice of white magic. This involved the use of charms and spells such as carrying a rabbit's foot or hanging a horseshoe upside down over a door. The intentions in first-degree witchcraft were usually innocent; therefore, the punishment was merely a verbal lashing from the local clergy. Second-degree witchcraft was referred to as black magic. This was much more serious than white magic because it was intended to be used maliciously. Black magic was considered an appeal to the Devil in order to accomplish evil. Third-degree witchcraft was very serious. This involved actually selling one's soul to the Devil and becoming his servant. This was the type of witchcraft used in Salem in 1692, and the punishment was almost always death.


There were relatively few cases of witchcraft in New England prior to 1692. The cases that did occur were most often minor, and the victims exhibited similar symptoms. The most common symptom was the occurrence of convulsive fits. These were violent fits that convinced most of the authorities that the afflicted person could not possibly be acting. In 1671 a woman named Ethel Kelly developed pains in her legs and arms, and she then began choking as if something were lodged in her throat. She then began having violent fits which lasted for several months. 


The church had a great deal of influence over the people living in Salem. The church at this time was very powerful and used its power to control the behavior of its members. The church was, after all, the center of the Puritan community. All freemen after 1631 were forced to join the church and all persons had to attend church whether or not they were members. The church had great influence and some control over the government, since all people were church members. Because witches were believed to be the Devil's workers, the church strongly believed in witchcraft and endorsed the execution of witches. Their logic was that the Devil would ultimately be weakened if he lost his workers.


On May 14, 1692, newly appointed governor William Phips arrived in Boston. One of his first tasks was the establishment of a court to deal with the accused witches. The court of Oyer and Terminer was established, with lieutenant governor William Stoughton as its Chief Justice. The Court of Oyer and Terminer opened its proceedings on June 2, 1692, and the fist trial resulted in a death sentence. The first person to be hanged was a woman named Bridgett Bishop. The place of execution would soon come to be known as "Witches Hill." The second sitting of the court heard five cases, each resulting in a death sentence. On August 5, five more people were sentenced to die, including the Reverend George Burroughs. In early September more people received death sentences, and on September 17 at the final sitting of the court, two more death sentences were handed down. The Court of Oyer and Terminer sentenced a total of nineteen people to death, mostly by hanging. 


The Salem witch trials were indeed one of the darkest events in colonial history. Although witch trials and witch hangings did not begin at Salem, it was in Salem that they reached their peak. The trials included people from all levels of society. Nineteen people were executed, and hundreds more were persecuted.

