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Synopsis

Beginning in January 1692, Salem Village in colonial Massachusetts witnessed the largest and most
lethal outbreak of witchcraft in early America. Villagers--mainly young women--suffered from unseen
torments that caused them to writhe, shriek, and contort their bodies, complaining of pins stuck into
their flesh and of being haunted by specters. Believing that they suffered from assaults by an
invisible spirit, the community began a hunt to track down those responsible for the demonic work.
The resulting Salem Witch Trials, culminating in the execution of 19 villagers, persists as one of the
most mysterious and fascinating events in American history. Historians have speculated on a web
of possible causes for the witchcraft that stated in Salem and spread across the region-religious
crisis, ergot poisoning, an encephalitis outbreak, frontier war hysteria--but most agree that there was
no single factor. Rather, as Emerson Baker illustrates in this seminal new work, Salem was "a
perfect storm": a unique convergence of conditions and events that produced something
extraordinary throughout New England in 1692 and the following years, and which has haunted us
ever since.Baker shows how a range of factors in the Bay colony in the 1690s, including a new
charter and government, a lethal frontier war, and religious and political conflicts, set the stage for
the dramatic events in Salem. Engaging a range of perspectives, he looks at the key players in the
outbreak--the accused witches and the people they allegedly bewitched, as well as the judges and
government officials who prosecuted them--and wrestles with questions about why the Salem
tragedy unfolded as it did, and why it has become an enduring legacy.Salem in 1692 was a critical
moment for the fading Puritan government of Massachusetts Bay, whose attempts to suppress the
story of the trials and erase them from memory only fueled the popular imagination. Baker argues
that the trials marked a turning point in colonial history from Puritan communalism to Yankee
independence, from faith in collective conscience to skepticism toward moral governance. A
brilliantly told tale, A Storm of Witchcraft also puts Salem’s storm into its broader context as a part of

the ongoing narrative of American history and the history of the Atlantic World.
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Customer Reviews

"This is a necessary book for all of those who seek to find a balanced way to approach the time
period, as the scale on which it is written provides an insight not only into the trials themselves, but
into the lives of the turbulent and diverse populations that inhabited the American colonies."--Jeff
Senger, Nova Religio"His rock solid historical work and lively, engaging prose made this book both
an indispensable contribution to scholarship and a delight to read. | suspect that this is the book on
Salem witchcraft for this generation." --Scott D. Seay, Christian Theological Seminary"...[A] cogent,
readable, and comprehensive analysis of the literature on the Salem witch trials.... His emphasis on
the choices made by individuals - to take action or remain passive - makes this work a welcome
addition to our attempts to understand the significance of the Salem events of 1692." --Journal of
American History"Of many books about the Salem witch-trials, only a few really matter. This is one
of them. Combining deep learning and clear-sighted good sense, A Storm of Witchcraft retells a
story that has long managed to be familiar yet puzzling and misunderstood. Emerson Baker’s
masterly dissection of events is both genuinely original and utterly persuasive, not least because the
importance of political circumstance, legal expediency and personal relationships seems obvious
once it is pointed out. Baker reminds us that witchcraft was above all a religious crime, which took
on terrifying significance at a time of extreme danger in New England’s history. But his analysis of
Salem’s causal roots and painfully enduring ramifications does more than just demystify the trials: it
illustrates universal truths about human emotions and their place in modern society." --Malcolm
Gaskill, author of Witchfinders: a Seventeenth Century English Tragedy"Baker, professor of history
at Salem State College, places the trials in the larger context of American and English history,
examining not only their prominent place in our collective memory, but also what made them so
different from other witch trials of the era. Baker convincingly demonstrates that the trials were a
pivotal point in American history and presents the mass hysteria surrounding them in very poignant

terms." --Publisher's Weekly"This extraordinarily researched, expertly written, and convincing study



is suitable for and will appeal to a wide audience." --Library Journal"By almost any measure,
Emerson W. Baker’s new history, A Storm of Witchcraft, is a masterpiece. Few volumes pass the
exacting standards needed to be described as such. Baker’s does.... Anyone interested in the
Salem witch trials and the shaping of the nation should treat themselves to this book." --Maine

Sunday Telegram

Emerson W. Baker is Professor of History at Salem State University. He is the author of The Devil of
Great Island: Witchcraft and Conflict in Early New England, and co-author of an award-winning

biography of Sir William Phips.

| was fortunate enough to have met Mr. Baker when we were seated beside each other at the
Boothbay Harbor, Maine Book Fair. | was immediately drawn to the subject matter of his book
because of my love of history. | found his account to be recorded in so much more depth than
anything | had previously read and now realize how much this sad event in our past effected our
country’s early political direction. Ignorance, hysteria, jealousy and greed, | believe, planted the
seeds for the the Salem witch hunts and one would hope we could learn from history and never

repeat it. This book does much to explain the times and how the events evolved.

Fascinating, well researched and difficult to put down when one starts reading. Recommended to
anyone who has an interest or who may well have an ancestor who was touched by this horrific time
in our history. | have two ancestors who were accused, one was executed, the other spent a year in

prison.

Excellent resource which includes explanations of the outcomes as well as the causes of the
outbreak of witch hysteria in 1692. This is a serious book that manages to condense into one
medium-sized volume a great deal of information that is not explained elsewhere.Absent the
hyperbole of so many other books which pretend to tell the story of the outbreak, this non-fiction
may not appeal to those who prefer the hype but | find it to be the best interpretive resource on the
subject that has been published in the last decade or two, if not the best of the best ever published.
The book does reiterate the events that played out early on so that newcomers to the subject may
need no other introduction. Then, it proceeds to interpret the reasons and impact of the outbreak in

the context of puritanism in a far better way than | have encountered.A triumph!



| listened to this in my car on my way to work. At times | felt like it was repeating what | already

heard. It's well written and some new information.

Well documented and thoroughly researched. Motivations, histories and life stories of the individuals
involved are examined in detail to shed light on what may have caused this tragic event. | couldn’t

put it down.

A very good addition to the recent analyses of the Salem witchcraft hysteria. Baker attempts, with
considerable success, to codify all the most recent perspectives and theories out there, and explode

a few myths. Worth adding to your bookshelf, if you’re a Salem witchcraft buff, or even if you’re not.

Excellent discussion of this tragic history.

Highly recommend this book. Very detailed with tons of mind boggling information. However you will

be glad you stuck with it.
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