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	Examination of a Witch (1853) by T. H. Matteson, inspired by the Salem trials

	 


Introduction
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	The central figure in this 1876 illustration of the courtroom is usually identified as Mary Walcott.

	The Salem Witch Trials (1692-3)

	"More than once it has been said, too, that the Salem witchcraft was the rock on which the theocracy shattered." – George Lincoln Burr

	A lot of ink has been spilled covering the lives of history’s most influential figures, but how much of the forest is lost for the trees? In Charles River Editors’ American Legends series, readers can get caught up to speed on the lives of America’s most important men and women in the time it takes to finish a commute, while learning interesting facts long forgotten or never known. 

	The sleepy town of Salem, Massachusetts was like every other small village that dotted the countryside until 1692, when religious authorities held a series of hearings accusing dozens of people of witchcraft across a handful of towns outside of Boston, including Ipswich and Andover. However, since the most notorious trials were held in Salem, they have been known ever since as the Salem Witch Trials. 

	Today the Salem Witch Trials are often remembered as being a relic of a superstitious past, and Salem has transformed itself into a tourist haven and Halloween destination by capitalizing off the Salem Witch trials. But it was deadly serious in 1692, when 19 men and women found themselves taken to “Gallows Hill” and hanged for being witches. Another man who was over 80 years old was pressed to death for refusing to be tried for witchcraft. And from February 1692-May 1693, hundreds of others were accused of witchcraft, and dozens of them were imprisoned for months until the mass hysteria finally died down. 

	The Salem Witch Trials are still taught to American schoolchildren, but much of the context is removed from the narrative, and important questions are often never posed. How did the Salem Witch Trials go on for over a year? Why did it happen in Salem? Why were the condemned people accused of witchcraft? American Legends: The Salem Witch Trials chronicles the history that led up to the infamous trials, and the legends and myths surrounding them. Along with pictures of important people, places, and events, you will learn about the Salem Witch Trials like you never have before, in no time at all.
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	The parsonage in Salem Village (modern day Danvers)

	 

	



	


Chapter 1:  Puritan Massachusetts

	The Salem Witch Trials are often portrayed as an isolated event in which a few people from one village let their fears get the best of them and condemned innocent people to die. But to understand how, when, and why the Salem Witch Trials took place, it’s necessary to understand the Puritan experience in the 17th century. 

	When the Puritans landed in Massachusetts in 1620, they thought they were coming to the type of Promised Land that their faith taught them was waiting for every member of God’s elect, and they were certain that they were God’s elect.  Instead, they found a rocky coast splashed most of the year by the icy waters of the Atlantic Ocean.  The growing season was short, even shorter than that in England, and they were always one poor crop away from starving.  Most of their children would die before they reached adulthood, and those who did survive were often plagued by physical and mental torments stemming from a steady diet of cold food and hot sermons.

	Not far inland from the famous Plymouth Rock, two villages grew up during the mid-17th century.   The first of these, Salem Town, contained about 600 people from many different but primarily Puritan families.  Salem Village was also Puritan, but more than half its 600 residents were related in one way or another to the large Putnam family, and it broke off from Salem Town in 1684 at the request of the Putnams and their kin.  

	At the time, many other families in the Village were not very happy about the break, and the split caused both secular and religious tensions in the area. Residents of Salem Town and Salem Village feuded with each other over issues like property lines, the early ministers of Salem Town complained that the town was not fully paying them, and the choice of Samuel Parris as Salem Village's first ordained minister in 1689 caused other headaches when Parris strongly punished townspeople for trivial offenses. 
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	Samuel Parris

	By the time the break took place, it had become obvious that the laws enacted by the original covenanters were not sufficient to prevent every type of sin. Salem Village thus added more laws and extralegal policies, which covered everything from how a woman wore her hair to how a man made a living. When their own children proved unable to live according to these laws, the Puritan fathers faced the choice of admitting failure or blaming something else.  Since the first was not possible for a people as holy as themselves, the second had to be the cause.  The devil was loose in America, just as he had been in England; their only hope for salvation lay in ferreting out his followers from among themselves and sending them back to the evil master they came from.
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