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There are many myths about what happened during the Salem Witch Scare of the 1690s.  

Myth No. 1:  Those who were found guilty of being witches, were burned.  

Despite numerous online claims that the witches were burned. With one exception, all who went to their deaths in Salem were hanged.  The one exception was a farmer named Giles Corey.  When he refused to admit that he was a witch, they placed a board on top of him, then places heavy stones on the board.  He was crushed under stones for several days after refusing to plead guilty or innocent and finally died. He remains the only person to die at Salem from being pressed to death. 

Myth No. 2:  The victims at Salem were all women. 

Witches are often depicted ion books and movies as women. Of the 19 people who hanged in Salem for being witches four were men, including a fortune-telling carpenter and a 42-year-old Harvard-educated minister. Accused witches came in every variety, from the richest of Salem merchants to the wife of a blind farmer. The terror was all the greater because no one was safe – anyone could be accused of witchcraft.  The youngest accused witch was a 5-year-old girl.  Gender did play a vital role in the hysteria. Women would not incriminate husbands, while a number of men eagerly informed the court that they had long suspected their wives to be witches. 
Myth No. 3: Superstition was the driving force. As a Philadelphia reporter put it in 1895, "blind, senseless superstition" accounted for the trials, an idea that persists to this day. In fact, being devoutly religious played a greater role in Salem than superstition. The idea that there were real witches, was found in the Bible; those who knew their Bible best believed most fervently in witchcraft. Not coincidentally, it tended to turn up in more religious homes. 
Myth No. 4:  Ergot poisoning was to blame for the witch trials. Scientist Linda Caporael has proposed that rye gain growing in the fields, had been contaminated with a fungus known as ergot – a substance that can cause hallucinations if eaten.  Some people say this is why the girls began to act strangely.  Some of the symptoms do appear consistent with ergot poisoning. But the hallucinating girls shared meals with non-hallucinating adults and siblings. The girls were often symptom-free. In the 1950s, a shop in a small town in France sold bread contaminated with ergot fungus.  For the next few weeks, those who ate the break were out of their minds, screaming for days on end and hallucinating.  This did not happen with the girls in Salem.  The girls would scream and claim to see visions – but then suddenly, they acted in a completely normal fashion.  This would not be possible with ergot poisoning.    

