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IN 1692, 19 men and women were taken to Gallows Hill near Salem Village in 
Massachusetts to be hanged. Each had been found guilty of being a witch. And, they 
would not be the last to be convicted of this crime. Hundreds more would face similar 
accusations. These events, known today as the Salem Witch Trials, would become one 
of the most confusing tragedies in United States history. For years, historians have 
wondered: Were these people really "witches"? If not, then what led to the hysteria? 
And, what is the real story of the Salem Witch Trials? 

John Putnam, an elder of Salem Village, invited Samuel Parris to preach in the local 
church in 1688. Parris accepted the position and moved to Salem Village with his wife 
Elizabeth, six-year-old daughter Betty, his niece Abigail Williams, and slave Tituba. 
Soon after moving to Salem, Parris's daughter Betty became ill and began to exhibit 
odd symptoms: She frequently contorted in pain and ran very high fevers. 

The Hysteria Spreads 

While no one knew for sure what was wrong with the young girl, townspeople began 
to believe that her behavior was mirroring symptoms mentioned in a popular book at 
the time. Titled Memorable Providences, it described the suspected witchcraft of an 
Irish washerwoman in Boston, Massachusetts. Talk of witchcraft increased and other 
girls throughout the village began to show symptoms similar to those Betty exhibited. 
The girls twisted into grotesque poses, fell down into frozen postures, and complained 
of biting and pinching sensations. In a village where everyone believed that the devil 
was real, the girls' conditions became an obsession. 
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In addition to suspecting the girls of witchcraft, the people also looked at Tituba, who 
was thought to have told the girls stories of demons and voodoo, and other social 
outcasts in the village. Jailed on the widely accepted damning testimony of the 
afflicted girls, the accused began to see confession as a way to avoid certain death. By 
the time the witchcraft hysteria ended in the late fall of 1692, hundreds had been 
accused of witchcraft, 19 people had been executed, and at least two of those jailed 
had died in prison. 
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Why did this event occur, and why were the people of Salem so ready to believe what 
now seems to be such an absurd story of witchcraft? Today, many believe that the 
accused were targeted for financial reasons. Many of them were generally better off 
than their accusers and. in many cases, families that accused individuals of being 
witches stood to inherit property from those charged with the crime. There is also a 
belief that many of the accusers were upset about the new preacher, Samuel Parris, 
and sought revenge for his moving to the village. 
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Could a Drug Be at Fault? 

In 1976, historian Linnda Caporael suggested that perhaps a naturally occurring 
hallucinogen could be an explanation for this dark moment of history. Her theory 
maintains that something called ergot poisoning may have caused the hysteria. 
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The plant disease ergot is the result of a mold that grows on grain. For centuries, 
farmers knew of this toxic mold but assumed it was harmless. We now know that 
eating bread containing flour made from grain that has ergot can kill a person. Ergot 
poisoning, in turn, can either burn the skin of whoever ingests it or it can attack the 
person's central nervous system. 
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If ergot attacks a person's central nervous system, it can cause mania, psychosis, 
hallucinations, paralysis, and prickling sensations. These symptoms reminded 
Caporael of those exhibited by Betty Parris and others said to be possessed by 
witches. So, she wondered, is it possible that the individuals accused of witchcraft and 
sent to an early death were merely the unfortunate consumers of this toxic mold? Of 
course, we can never be sure if ergot was to blame for the witchcraft hysteria in 
Salem, but Caporael and other historians believe that the environmental and farming 
conditions in Salem in 1692 offer convincing evidence that this toxic mold may have 
played a part in the hysteria known as the Salem Witch Trials. 

Winchester High School history teacher Jennifer P. Baker has a master's degree in 
social studies from Columbia University Teachers College. 
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