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‘I am Mary. I am a witch.’ So begins a recently discovered
journal, dating back to the seventeenth century. It tells the
story of Mary, a fourteen-year-old girl growing up in her
grandmother’s care at the end of the English Civil War.
When her grandmother is accused of being a witch, the self-
appointed Witchfinder soon finds her guilty and, as the
crowd bay for blood, Mary escapes. She finds sanctuary
with a congregation of Puritans, bound for the New World.
They are, they say, God’s chosen people: on the arduous
voyage to the American frontier, they look only to their diet
of fasting, prayer and Providence to keep them safe. The
brand of Puritanism they discover at Salem is too gentle for
them: their zealous Preachers lead them instead into the
wilderness, in search of a settlement called Beulah, ‘the
Bride of God’. Mary accompanies them, trying to keep her
head down and her counsel to herself. But with the wild
woods around her, and a society suspicious of wilful girls
watching her every move, fingers are itching to point in her
direction.
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(p.174). In what ways is this sentence revealing of Mary’s character

and beliefs? ‘You remind him of a young she-wolf he knew once … She

lived on the edge of the pack, rejected by them, but forced to go back’

(p.166). How is our understanding of Mary reinforced by her identifi-

cation with the wolf? Which qualities in her does it emphasise?

• ‘Dressing like a boy makes me easier with him. He treats me like a

brother’ (p.151). Why would Mary’s dress affect the way she feels

when she is with Jaybird? Is she being honest when she refers to him as

‘a brother’? How does their relationship compare to the time she spent

with Jack?

• Why did Martha change her mind about the need to burn Mary’s

journal? Martha’s hope that Mary will ‘take back her story’ seems to

make a link between the story’s possession and its being read, as

though she intends no one other than Mary ever to read it. Who was

Mary’s intended reader? For whom would she start an account ‘I am

Mary. I am a witch’? 

• What expectations did you have of the novel, based on the title Witch

Child? How do the words ‘witch’ and ‘child’ complement each other?

• Do you believe in magic? Does it exist in the world created by Witch

Child? Mary believes in its powers and even those without her power

are able to practise the craft. Hannah, for example, seems to cause

Rebekah’s stomach pains with her poppet on page 224. Is this enough

to suggest that the fear of witchcraft had some foundation? How does

the magic in the novel combine with a more modern reading of its

themes, such as conservation, spirituality and female independence? 

• How did Alison Ellman’s foreword and afterword affect the way you

read the novel? Why might the author have chosen to present the story

in this way? Many readers have believed that ‘the Mary papers’ actual-

ly exist. Do you sympathise with those who were disappointed – and

even angered – when they realised that Witch Child is fictional?

• ‘You might be safer here. I think you can guess my meaning’ (p.109).

Widow Hesketh’s warning is the first independent acknowledgment of

Mary as a witch. She explains that the New World is an even more dan-

gerous place for her than England and makes Mary aware of the risk

she causes to Martha. Why, then, does Mary decline the widow’s offer

of work as her servant?  

• What do the ‘old religion’ of Mary and her grandmother and the cul-

ture of the American Indians in Witch Child have in common? What

might the author’s purpose have been in bringing these two worlds

together? What does their communion lead us to think about the

Puritanism which denounced them both? What is the significance of the

Meeting House having been built on the sacred stones?

• ‘… inky fingers on a girl are very far from natural’ (p.158). To what

degree is it considered unacceptable for women to read and write in the

societies depicted in the novel? Who do you think has created this

expectation of women, and how? What are its dangers?

• How does Mary’s use of the term ‘goodwife’ distinguish her from the

aspirations of Deborah and Hannah Vane who wish to ‘be goodwives

before they have left childhood’ (p.99)? Mary also consistently uses

‘Goody’ as a title for Anne Francis and the Reverend Johnson’s wife,

but never for Sarah Rivers. How are these women different from each

other? What connotations might ‘Goody’ have for a modern reader?

• ‘Jonah says we can go in with him and Tobias. Martha can keep

house, but she will get equal shares, which sounds fair’ (p.131). How

do Jonah and Tobias differ from the other men in Beulah? What are we

told about their past and their interests that might lead to their more

independent attitudes? 

• What similarities and differences are there between Mary and

Rebekah? What do you think of the advice Mary gives Rebekah on hear-

ing that she is pregnant (pp.192–3)? Does her elliptical ‘She will know

ways …’ strike you as a considered response, mindful of her own expe-

rience, or perhaps something less mature? How telling is Rebekah’s

response, ‘It would be a deadly sin, and besides …’? Is she more moti-

vated by the fear of sin, or by her love of Tobias, with whom she has

already sinned?

• ‘Of all God’s creatures, I dislike being compared to a sheep the most’

• ‘These people accusing her, they were our friends, our neighbours …

The people trusted her, or they had until now’ (p.12). How would you

describe the way the community turned on Mary’s grandmother and

others like her?

• ‘My grandmother always attended church … even though she did not

believe a word that was said’ (p.40). What reasons might Alice have

had for going to church and ensuring that Mary knew the Bible? Can

Mary be as sure as she seems that her grandmother ‘did not believe a

word’? 

• ‘I should flee, get away … But where to?’ (p.13). Mary often wishes

to escape, but feels she has little choice. How is she confined, and by

whom? Which characters seem to have more freedom and to what

extent are these freedoms dictated by social factors such as age, gen-

der, wealth and class? 

• How do you feel about the varying degrees of the Puritans’ trust in

Providence, from praying for guidance before making decisions, to

Reverend Johnson’s insistence on page 145 that Jonah’s broken ankle

is ‘in the hands of God’? How do they explain the inconsistencies in

their versions of events? 

• How do the shape and content of Mary’s diary entries change when

she is at sea? In what ways does her character develop? Why has the

author chosen for Mary to meet Jack on her voyage? How does he dif-

fer from other children, and men, she encounters? 

• What insights into life at sea and in England are we given by the dif-

ferences in attitude between the Annabel’s crew and its passengers?

What different motivations might have driven so many people through

such hardship – the Rivers family, Jonah and Tobias Morse, Martha,

the Vanes? How might they feel on arriving at Salem to find their

brethren missing?

• ‘This is no land of milk and honey’, ‘The people are hospitable … but

they are dour’ (p.95). If you had to choose between the settlers’ life in

England and the one they find in Salem, which would you prefer? Why

do you think so many of Reverend Johnson’s ‘flock’ left the safety of

Salem for such deep wilderness?
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