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THREE hundred years ago a mysterious illness began to strike young girls in Salem, 
Massachusetts, causing seizures and hallucinations. Several of the girls reported that 
they had been secretly gathering for supernatural games and story-telling with a West 
Indian slave, Tituba. The children began to call out names of those haunting them, and 
Tituba and others were arrested for practising witchcraft. When Tituba confessed, 
public hysteria grew, and a special prosecuting court convened on June 2nd 1692. 
That same day Bridget Bishop, the first to be tried, was sentenced to death, setting in 
motion a ten-month terror that would leave 24-dead and hundreds imprisoned. 

The Salem trials, now being busily commemorated, were not the first or the last time 
that charges of witchcraft were heard in New England, but the extent of the alarm was 
unparalleled in the American colonies. The trials were the theme of Arthur Miller's 
play "The Crucible", written int he 1950s, which implicitly connected the 17th-
century witch hunt with the communist scare triggered by Senator Joseph McCarthy. 
Since then, a spate of new studies has appeared. 

Feminists see the frenzy as part of the misogyny of Puritan culture, and the witch-
hunts as a backlash against unconventional women--or those climbing the economic 
ladder. Carol Karlsen's "The Devil in the Shape of a Woman" finds that most of those 
accused in New England's witch-hunts also stood to inherit property. Racial 
interpretations see in Salem a colonial outpost where the slave Tituba embodied white 
fears of alien peoples in an unconquered continent. 

Religious and political historians are having their say, too. The two of Salem was 
becoming prosperous (and secular) more quickly than the surrounding rural areas. 
Rivalries had developed, and the charges of witchcraft, which came first from the 
poorer, more devout countryside, helped to feed the tension. Massachusetts had lost 
its charter in 1684, and the next eight years were marked by political uncertainty. As 
hysteria mounted in the first months of 1692, the colony was still waiting for a new 
administration and the Salem magistrates had no authority to prosecute the accused. 
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The climate was ripe for an emotional eruption, and here medical science steps in. 
Some physicians suspect that the outbursts of the stricken girls were symptoms of 
"post-traumatic stress syndrome", induced by the drudgery of daily life or perhaps by 
abuse from stern parents. Others suggest that the wet winter may have led to the 
growth of ergot, a delusion-causing fungus, in the local grain supply. And, all this 
said, certain historians still see evidence that Salem may have had a few real witches. 

These scholarly findings, together with a trove of artifacts, are being pulled together 
by the Essex Institute for a large exhibition, opening in June. Visitors will see more 
than 40 originals documents from the proceedings, including, in Birdget Bishop's 
case, the entire paper trail from arrest warrant to death certificate. Later in the month 
Alan Dershowitz, a Harvard Law School professor and famous defence lawyer, will 
come to Salem to discuss the evolution of legal protection for individuals since 1692. 

The exhibition should lay to rest some popular misconceptions. Those convicted were 
hanged, not burnt. Women were not the only victims: six men were executed, 
including one who was crushed with heavy stones. Those who confessed were not put 
to death. Despite the ad hoc nature of the proceedings, the trials were not a farce. The 
surviving record shows that the procedures of the court slowed down the process and 
sometimes saved lives. One Margaret Thatcher escaped charges, inspiring this 
comment from a contemporary: "I cannot see how, without injustice and violence to 
conscience, Mrs Thatcher can escape when it is well known how much she is, and has 
been, complained of." 

Perhaps this summer's events will also relieve the shame of an old New England 
family associated with the trials. One great-great-grandson of John Hathorne, a 
magistrate who initially oversaw the witch hunt, added a "w" to the surname and 
wrote about secret guilt in "The Scarlet Letter". Another Hawthorne descendant has 
recently sent a note thanking the Essex Institute, and adding: "The family owes 
someone an apology even now." 
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