BLESSED AND BEDEVILED

Tales of Remarkable Providences in Puritan New England
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On October 31, 2001, Massachusetts Gov. Jane Swift
signed a bill exonerating the last five souls convicted of
witchcraft during the infamous Salem witch trials of
1692. Rectifying a few of history’s wrongs on this Hal-
loween day, the governor’s conciliatory gesture was ar-
guably ill-timed, given the frivolous revelry associated
with this annual celebration of superstition and frights.
In the real-life horror of the witch scare, at least 150 peo-
ple were imprisoned, including a four-year-old girl who
was confined for months to a stone dungeon. Twenty-
three men and women, all of whom have now been
cleared of their crimes, were hanged or died in prison,
and one man was pressed (crushed) to death for his re-
fusal to stand trial.

In probing the underpinnings of this tragic and in-
credible chapter of American history, New England ob-
servers past and present have agreed that the nascent
Massachusetts Bay Colony provided a fertile ground for
the devil’s plagues. Among others, folklore scholar Ri-
chard Dorson, author of America in Legend and American
Folklore, has argued that the frenzy culminating in the
witch-hunt was fueled by legends that flourished
among the Puritans, a populace that imagined itself both
blessed and bedeviled. Of key importance was belief in
phenomena called “providences” (more commonly
called “remarkable providences”). These were visible,
often terrifying, signs of God’s will that forged them-
selves onto the fabric of daily life.

As Dorson explains, “Since, in the Puritan and Refor-
mation concept, God willed every event from the black
plague to the sparrow’s fall, all events held meaning for
errant man.” The providences brought rewards or protec-
tion for the Lord’s followers (generally the Puritans them-
selves) or vengeance upon His enemies. Sprung from
European roots and embraced by intellectuals and com-
mon folk alike, they became the subject of a passionate
story tradition that enlarged and dramatized events in the
manner of all oral legends.

The pursuit of providences was greatly reinforced by
those who felt compelled to record their occurrence, in-
cluding John Winthrop, longtime theocratic governor of
Massachusetts Bay Colony. Two prominent New En-
gland ministers, Increase Mather and his son Cotton, be-
came the most zealous popularizers of such tales. In 1684
the elder Mather set forth guidelines for their documenta-
tion in An Essay for the Recording of Illustrious Providences,
a study that Cotton Mather would later extend in his own
works. The Essay defined “illustrious” providences as the
most extraordinary of divinely ordained episodes: “tem-
pests, floods, earthquakes, thunders as are unusual,
strange apparitions, or whatever else shall happen that is
prodigious.” The directives for recording the provi-
dences—a duty over which the elder Mather would pre-
side in order to preserve the stories for all posterity—are
likened by Dorson to methods observed by modern folk-
lore collectors.

The flip side of the providences were the witchcrafts of
the devil, who poised himself with a special vengeance
against this citadel of God’s elect. Where faith and fear
converged, the tales of remarkable providences height-
ened both.

A “City Upon a Hill’

In his Book of New England Legends and Folklore in Prose
and Poetry (1901), Samuel Adams Drake called New En-
gland “the child of a superstitious mother.” Dorson ac-
knowledges that folk legends in the colonies were “for the
most part carbon copies of the folklore in Tudor and Stu-
art England.” But in grafting themselves onto a New
World setting, says Dorson, the old beliefs took on a spe-
cial intensity in the realm of the Puritans.

Many have credited the Mathers with projecting and
magnifying this Puritan zeal. Writing at the turn of the
last century, historian Samuel McChord Crothers, quoted



in B.A. Botkin’s Treasury of New England Folklore, captured
the fervency of the younger Mather, who became a prin-
cipal driver of the witch-hunt:

Even Cotton Mather could not avoid a tone of pi-
ous boastfulness when he narrated the doings of
New England ...

... New England had the most remarkable
providences, the most remarkable painful
preachers, the most remarkable heresies, the
most remarkable witches. Even the local devils
were in his judgment more enterprising than
those of the old country. They had to be in order
to be a match for the New England saints.

Perhaps we can gain the proper perspective on the Pu-
ritans” passion when we consider the enormous pains
they undertook to escape persecution in England and es-
tablish their new covenant across the sea. Upholding that
covenant was now critical, as evidenced in the lofty proc-
lamations of a sermon delivered in 1630 by John Win-
throp. Excerpted in Frances Hill’s Salem Witch Trials
Reader, the governor’s words resound with poignant
irony given the events that rocked Salem sixty-two years
later: “We shall be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of all
people...upon us; so if we shall deal falsely with our God
in this work we have undertaken and to cause Him to
withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a
story...through the world...and...we shall shame the
faces of...God’s worthy servants, and cause their prayers
to be turned into curses upon us.”

Clearly, the task of maintaining this sinless “City Upon
a Hill” wrought insecurity among the Puritans, and so,
says Dorson, they “searched the providences for contin-
ued evidence of God’s favor or wrath.” As he reveals,
popular legends spurred their confidence: “Marvelous
escapes from shipwreck, Indian captivity, or starvation
reassured the elect that the Lord was guarding their for-
tunes under His watchful eye.”

Cotton Mather recorded many such episodes in his
1702 chronicle titled Magnalia Christi Americana: The Ec-
clesiastical History of New England. In one renowned tale, a
spectral ship appeared to an ecstatic crowd of believers in
New Haven harbor in 1647. Six months earlier the heavily
freighted vessel was presumed lost, after it had sailed
from that harbor and never returned. According to
Mather’s account, quoted by Botkin, the community lost
“the best part of their tradable estates...and sundry of
their eminent persons.” Mather quotes an eyewitness
who believed that God had now “condescended” to
present the ship’s ghostly image as a means of comforting
the afflicted souls of the mourners, for whom this remark-
able providence affirmed not only their fallen friends’
state of grace but also their own.

The Puritans also gleaned affirmation from provi-
dences in which the Lord exacted harsh punishments on
the enemies of His elect. According to Dorson, the Puri-
tans apparently relished most these tales of divine judg-

ment. Those scourged in the tales included Indians,
Quakers, and anyone else deemed blasphemous or pro-
fane. In the Magnalia, Cotton Mather correlates providen-
tial offenses to the Ten Commandments. He cites the
destruction of the Narragansett Indian nation by a group
of white settlers as retribution for the Indians’ foul con-
tempt for the Gospel. Oral legends also relayed the fate of
Mary Dyer, a Quaker who was sent to the gallows around
1659; Dyer was said to have given birth to a monster, a
common curse meted out to nefarious women. Even
members of the elect might be struck down by plague or
fatal lightning bolts for lapses ranging from the omission
of prayer to adultery and murder. The Magnalia narrates
the doom suffered by various “heretics” who quarreled
with village ministers or voted to cut their salaries.

In addition to these ancient themes of reward and pun-
ishment, the providence tales incorporated a host of fa-
miliar spectacles from an Old World tradition, including
apparitions, wild tempests, and corpses that communi-
cated with blood—all magnanimous instruments of an
angry but just Lord. Like the spectral ship, apparitions of-
fered hope and solved mysteries; the apparition of a mur-
der victim often disclosed the identity of his killer, a belief
that came into play during the witch trials. The age-old
notion that a corpse bleeds at the murderer’s touch also
surfaced abundantly in the tales.

Increase Mather devoted a whole chapter of his Essay
to thunder and lightning, perceiving in them signs of
God’s consternation over the advent of secularism in
Massachusetts Bay Colony. Mather declared that thun-
der and lightning had been observed ever since “the En-
glish did first settle these American deserts,” but
warned that only in recent years had they wrought “fa-
tal and fearful slaughters ... among us.” In the Magnalia,
Cotton Mather, too, expounded on thunder, a phenom-
enon that the Harvard scholar and scientist, quoted in
Dorson, astutely attributed to the “laws of matter and
motion [and] ... divers weighty clouds” in collision;
lightning, he postulated, derived from “subtil and sul-
phureos vapours.” Like his erudite father, however,
Cotton maintained that God was the omnipotent “first
mover” of these and other natural forces.

Tales of witchcraft

Dorson explains that “providences issued from God
and witchcrafts from the devil, and they marked the tide
of battle between the forces of Christ and the minions of
Satan.” Tales of witchery had their own illustrious ele-
ments, including menacing poltergeists, enchantments,
and innocent creatures who became possessed and tor-
mented by wicked sorcerers.

He and others have argued that the widely circulated
tales of remarkable providences, wherein the Puritans
sealed their identity of chosenness, created a fertile cli-
mate for witch tales and the witch-hunt. According to



Dorson, “Other Protestants in New York and Virginia,
and the Roman Catholics in Maryland, spoke of witchery,
but the neurotic intensity of the New England witch
scare...grew from the providential aura the Puritans gave
their colonial enterprise.”

Cotton Mather himself, quoted in Dorson, described
the devil’s vengeful plot to “destroy the kingdom of our
Lord Jesus Christ” in this region that had once been “the
Devil’s territories” (that is, inhabited by Indians). Both
Mathers were implicated as early as the mid-eighteenth-
century for promoting bloodlust over witchcraft with
their recordings of providence tales. Thomas Hutchinson,
governor of Massachusetts Bay in 1771-74, lamented the
witch debacle in his History of the Colony of Massachusetts
Bay (1765). According to Hill, who refers to the governor
as a “man of the Enlightenment,” Hutchinson’s chronicle
suggests “that there was widespread disapproval of
hanging witches until the Illustrious Providences and Mem-
orable Providences [Cotton’s later work]...changed the cli-
mate of opinion.”

Providence lore undoubtedly played a part in the ac-
tions of those who spearheaded the witch scare with their
clamorous cries of demonic possession. The trouble be-
gan in January 1692 when two girls, Betty Parris, the nine-
year-old daughter of Salem Village minister Samuel Par-
ris, and her cousin Abigail Williams, age eleven, began
experiencing spells of bizarre behavior. In these alarming
episodes, the girls convulsed and ranted incoherently.
Within a month other neighborhood girls began having
similar spells; soon they all began accusing various mem-
bers of the community of bewitching them.

The cause of these disturbing bouts—which would
continue for ten months, until the last of the condemned
was pulled down from the gallows—has been the topic of
much scholarly speculation and simplistic analysis. Some
have theorized, at least as an initiating factor, that the
girls suffered from temporary mental illness engendered
by eating ergot-infected rye (a theory to which the grow-
ing conditions and agricultural practices of the time lend
credence, according to Hill). Others have postulated a
conspiracy theory incorporating the fierce factionalism
that emerged in large part over arguments related to the
Reverend Parris’ salary and living arrangements.

The most prevalent theory suggests that the girls” hys-
teria grew from feelings of paranoia and guilt at having
dabbled in fortune-telling and other occult practices with
Tituba, a native of Barbados who served as the Parris
family’s slave (and who later confessed, albeit under du-
bious circumstances, to having engaged in such activities
with her young charges). Perhaps one falsehood led to
another as the girls struggled to cover up their forbidden
deeds; perhaps one or another girl actually believed, for a
period, that she had been bewitched; perchance the girls
also were pressured by their elders, who were eager to
avoid scandal, to reveal the cause of their afflictions.
Quite possibly, too, some combination of these factors set
into motion the outbursts and subsequent accusations. In

any case, as Hill argues, the girls very likely started out as
victims of “human suggestibility” and at some point later
became perpetrators of fraud.

This view is supported by the fact that the girls had
been reared abundantly on tales of providences and de-
monic possession. In his popular Memorable Providences,
quoted by Hill, Mather provided a detailed description of
four children who suffered “strange fits, beyond those
that attend an epilepsy,” as a result of a wicked washer-
woman’s sorcery. In addition, Hill reveals that Puritans
young and old “devoured” sensational pamphlets de-
scribing similar demonic episodes, a fact that is hardly
surprising, she says, since secular reading was prohib-
ited. In his account of the witch trials, Governor Hutchin-
son charges that the similarities between these well-
known accounts of demonic possession and those of the
“supposed bewitched at Salem...is so exact, as to leave no
room to doubt the stories had been read by the New En-
gland persons themselves, or had been told to them by
others who had read them.”

One case in particular demonstrates the far-reaching
influence of the providence legends: that of Giles Corey,
who suffered an excruciating death by pressing for his re-
fusal to stand trial for witchcraft. According to Dorson, as
the executions mounted with dreadful fury, the fatal tor-
ture of this “sturdy, uncowed farmer” aroused the peo-
ple’s sympathy. Some wondered whether his only crime
had been his stubborn silence. Public opinion shifted,
however, thanks to the actions of Thomas Putnam, a
prominent citizen and the father of twelve-year-old Anne
Putnam, one of the principal accusers.

The elder Putnam wrote a letter to Samuel Sewall, one
of the trial judges who would later become a famous dia-
rist. The letter reported that on the previous night, Anne
had witnessed the apparition of a man who had lived
with Giles Corey seventeen years earlier. This “Natural
Fool”—perhaps a mentally disabled man—had died sud-
denly in Corey’s house; his ghost now claimed that Corey
had murdered him by pressing him to death, causing
“clodders of blood about his heart.” The apparition re-
ported, moreover, that Corey had escaped punishment
for his crime by signing a pact with the devil, whose pro-
tective powers were now being usurped by a God who
meted out His just desserts—that is, a ghastly punish-
ment precisely matching the crime. Hence, Putnam’s let-
ter, now filed by Cotton Mather as an official court
document, helped sanctify Corey’s execution in the eyes
of the citizenry.

By the fall of 1692 the witch crisis had begun to die
down. Hill explains that the girls had apparently “over-
reached themselves by naming as witches several promi-
nent people, including Lady Phipps, the wife of the
governor.” As the executions began drawing public criti-
cism, Phipps dissolved the witch court and later granted
reprieves to the remaining accused. Twelve years later, a
sullen Anne Putnam, now twenty-four years old, stood
before the congregation in Salem Village Church while



the minister read aloud her apology, quoted in Hill, for
the “great delusion of Satan” that had caused her to
“bring upon...this land the guilt of innocent blood.”

A dark legacy

With his strangely circular reasoning, Mather, re-
flecting on the witch crisis in a 1697 chronicle excerpted
by Hill, shaped the tragedies into one great remarkable
providence. Oblivious to any possibility of delusion or
fraud, he attributed the calamities to God’s wrath on New
England, ignited by the “little sorceries” practiced by its
youth as well as the “grosser” witchcrafts of those con-
demned: “Although these diabolical divinations are more
ordinarily committed perhaps all over the world than
they are in the country of New England, yet, that being a
country devoted unto the worship and the service of the
Lord Jesus Christ above the rest of the world, He signaled
His vengeance against such extraordinary dispensations,
as have not often been seen in other places.”

While post-Enlightenment scholars have generally dis-
missed Mather’s arguments as the rantings of a self-righ-
teous fanatic, his thoughts and actions have left their
mark on us. In 1953, the “Red Scare” of the McCarthy era
inspired playwright Arthur Miller to re-create the Salem
witch-hunt in The Crucible. Miller remarked in a 1996 New
Yorker article, quoted by Hill, that the play’s enduring rel-
evance lies in its core subject: “human sacrifice to the fu-
ries of fanaticism and paranoia that goes on repeating
itself forever.”

In our own time, such furies seem painfully present.
The era of remarkable providences leaves as its dark leg-
acy a number of lessons not easily reckoned. Now, as the
world grapples with the bane of terrorism, Hill’s analysis

of the Salem trials strikes a contemporary nerve: “The
more a group idealizes itself, its own values, and its god,
the more it persecutes both other groups and the dissent-
ers in its midst.”

Today the American government is repeatedly chal-
lenged to implement policies that will prevent the current
conflict from turning into a witch-hunt. Moreover, our
democratic principles still face the perennial threat of an
arrogant religious impulse that has never totally died out.
Even now, those among us who boldly stake their claim
to the mind of God—Ilike the self-appointed prophets
who construed the events of last September 11 as a kind
of remarkable providence—risk the resurrection of de-
mons similar to the forces that once ravaged a New En-
gland community. The calamities of 1692 entreat us to
conquer those demons by loving our neighbor and con-
signing the will of Providence to the realm of mystery. l
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