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    Season of the Witch 
  It was impossible to set fire to the blight 
that had ruined your crops, but a blight 

was easily summoned by a witch, at 
which point any poor woman would do.

Stuart Turton, The Devil and the Dark Water

tHE FIRST WOMAN IN THE MODERN 
era to be burned to death for witchcraft was 
Guirandana de Lay, an unmarried Spanish 
healer burned at the stake in 1461. The last 
was Ama Hemma, a 72 year old Ghanaian 
woman tortured, doused in oil, and set on 
fire in 2010, five and a half centuries later.
   Between these two victims, estimates of 
the number of people executed for the crime 
of witchcraft range from 40,000 to well over 
100,0 0 0. (In fairness to their tormentors, 
rather than being burnt alive, most victims 
of witchcraft hysteria were hanged, drowned, 
strangled, beheaded, or otherwise ‘more 
mercifully’ dispatched.)                  

                   Salem Witch Trials Memorial, Salem, Mass.

  
    Despite early Christian theologians 
blaming the Devil for heresy, sin, witchcraft, 
sickness, natural disasters—and basically, 
virtually anything that ever went wrong—
in the early years of Christianity persecution 
for witchcraft was expressly forbidden. 
   In 1080, Gregory VII forbid people being 
put to death upon presumption of their 
having caused storms, crop failures, or 
plagues, a common justification for acts of 
violence against suspected witches. 
   Even in the early years of the Inquisition, 
cases of witchcraft were few, but that began 
to change in the late Middle Ages after 
witchcraft was classified as heresy. 
   Pope Boniface VIII was posthumously 
tried for demonolatry in 1310, and in 1484, 
Pope Innocent VIII issued a bull authorizing 
the “correcting, imprisoning, and punishing” 
of witches and other “devil-worshippers.”     



   Witch hunts began to sprout up in France 
and Switzerland in the late 14th and 15th 
centuries, eventually spreading to all areas 
of Europe, and peaking in England and 
Germany in the late 16th and 17th centuries. 
   In France, witches were usually burned, 
while in England they were hanged. 
(This produced a dilemma on the island of 
Guernsey in 1617, which at the time was 
neutral English-French territory. Problem 
solved: The three witches sentenced to 
death were hanged and then burned—along 
with the infant son of one of the victims.)
   A major cause of witch hunts during this 
period was the growing rivalry between 
Catholics and Protestants, which created the 
necessity for religious leaders to ensure a 
population’s religious conformity. Witches 
were also used by politicians as a means to 
control the common people, giving them an 
enemy on which to vent their discontent and 
serving as a strong deterrent to rebellion.
   Women—in particular unmarried or 
childless women—were the chief victims, 
as women were considered inherently sinful 
and assumed to be more vulnerable to the 
sexual and psychological wiles of the Devil.
Labelling someone as a witch was also a 
common ploy to settle scores or grab land, 
since the accuser often was awarded the 
victim’s property for exposing the accused.
   Witch hunts first appeared in the colonies 
in 1645, reaching their peak with the 
infamous Salem Witch Trials in 1692.
   In the Salem trials, a group of young girls 
claimed to be possessed by the devil and 
accused several local women of witchcraft, 
sparking a mass hysteria which eventually 
led to over 200 people being accused, and 
the execution of 14 women, 5 men, and two 
dogs for suspected witchcraft—all except 
one of them by hanging.

   The first victim was Bridget Bishops, 
condemned after small human-like dolls 
were found inside the walls of her house. 
(Ironically, although associated with the 
casting of spells, similar dolls had been 
placed behind walls and underneath 
floorboards for centuries as a blessing and 
to protect the occupants from evil spirits.) 
   The last to die, three months later, was an 
wealthy, elderly farmer—pressed to death 
over a two day period in an effort to force 
him to enter a plea of innocence or guilt. 
Seven other accused witches died in jail. 
The bodies of victims were thrown into a 
pit, deemed unworthy of a proper burial. 
   Contrary to popular myth, Puritan piety 
and religious extremism played a much 
greater role in the witch hunts than 
ignorance or superstition. The concept of 
witches came straight from scripture 
(Exodus commands: “Thou shalt not suffer 
a witch to live”) and the most literate and 
educated families were the most susceptible.
  Changing attitudes eventually led to an 
abatement in fear about witchcraft and a 
decline in persecution. The last execution 
for witchcraft in Europe was in 1782, but 
nonetheless, witch hunts and executions still 
occur in many other places in the world.
   Thousands of women are murdered each 
year for practicing witchcraft in sub-
Saharan Africa, India, Papua New Guinea, 
and other regions where religious super-
stition and belief in magic are prevalent.   
Saudia Arabia—one of the wealthiest 
nations in the modern world—is however 
the only country where witchcraft remains a 
criminal offence, enforced by religious 
police and legally punishable by beheading.
   In 1957, the last of the Salem Witch Trial 
victims were exonerated and their names 
cleared, 265 years after their deaths. ◾


