
Prologue

“A Witch! A Witch!”

It was early one evening in June 1692 and dusk was falling

over Stamford, Connecticut, a compact little town of some five

hundred souls perched on the northern shore of the Long Island

Sound. A young man named Ebenezer Bishop was strolling

homeward through the town, hungry for his supper after help-

ing one of his neighbors mend a broken fence. Mary Newman,

a woman in her early thirties whom Ebenezer had known since

childhood, was heading in the opposite direction. They greeted

each other cordially as their paths crossed and Ebenezer contin-

ued on his way. But a few seconds later he came to an abrupt

halt in front of Mister Wescot’s house as a young woman’s

scream erupted from inside—a piercing, blood-chilling scream

followed by a prolonged wail of pain and fright.

Ebenezer shuddered. He looked back over his shoulder, ex-

changed a meaningful glance with Mary, and then quickened his
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pace to put some distance between him and Mister Wescot’s

house. The scream came as no surprise to him or Mary. Both

had witnessed the horrors that tormented the Wescot household.

Like many of their neighbors in the close-knit town, they had

visited Daniel and Abigail Wescot to lend support as the couple

kept watch over the afflicted young woman in their charge. What

they saw there had convinced Ebenezer and Mary that Kather-

ine Branch, a seventeen-year-old maidservant in the Wescot

home, was bewitched.

Kate, as she was known, had been in that tormented state since

the end of April. Without warning and for no apparent reason

she would suddenly collapse into agonized convulsions, crying

out that she was pinched and pricked by invisible creatures,

weeping and moaning in helpless terror. At other times she

would sink into a paralyzed trance, stiff as a board and com-

pletely senseless. She told her master and mistress that during

these fits she saw cats that sometimes transformed into women

before her eyes and then changed back into animal form. It was

these creatures that attacked her, she said.

Stamford, the site of these ghastly afflictions, was a remote

southwestern outpost of Puritan New England. Although much

closer to New York than to Boston, its character and layout were

typical of a New England town. First settled in 1641, Stamford

had grown largely through natural increase. The town was re-

markably uniform in its ethnic and spiritual makeup: residents

were mostly of English descent and identified with the Puritan

faith. Most of the houses were clustered together within easy

reach of the meetinghouse, which enabled the faithful to keep

close watch over each other, protecting their neighbors and
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