Teacher’s Notes – The Trial of Margaret Mattson

The play could be carried out as “role play” within class to enhance understanding &develop empathy, acted for other classes within a year group or used as part of a school assembly.

Learning Objectives 

· to be able to tell the story of the only witch trial in Pennsylvania
· to understand how accusations of witchcraft may have come about

[Teachers may wish to alter or add other learning objectives to match their development of the theme.]
Setting the scene
Superstition and fear were rife in Penn’s time and a lack of scientific knowledge and understanding of the causes of illness, weather patterns etc led many to lay the blame for unpleasant things that happened on witchcraft.
Any woman could be at risk, not just the old or odd looking – jealousy could lead to accusations to the good-looking or better off.

Margaret Mattson was the wife of a Swedish immigrant- they were early arrivals & had claimed some fertile land. Their plantation was doing well – better than some of the plantations of the English immigrants. 
Margaret Mattson appeared before William Penn, his Attorney General and a Grand Jury of 21 plus a Petit Jury of 12 – of whom only one was Swedish.  

After the trial Margaret Mattson & her husband continued to live on their plantation on the banks of the Delaware. Neither she, nor anyone else in Pennsylvania was ever again accused of being a witch.

Useful reference http://www.strecorsoc.org/gummere/ch04.html  
Before starting the play,

Students may want to reflect on how an innocent woman may have felt knowing that witches, in the past had been put to death by horrible means.

Some of the jury or onlookers would believe in witchcraft – some would definitely not. 

Students could search the internet for information on witch bottles that were buried to ward off witchcraft and are still being excavated.  Is witchcraft still practiced? 

The play
The play tells the story of the trial of Margaret Mattson. The play does not use the actual words although the Penn’s final question & his comments after Margaret Mattson‘s reply are a modernised version of what he traditionally said.  The words of the Foreman are the actual words but with modern spellings.
Ideas for follow up discussion

· Students may want to think about the play as a good or true reflection of what actually took place. How could it be verified?
· What, if anything, could women in Margaret Mattson’s time have done to avoid being accused of witchcraft? Discuss.

· Are there people today who could be falsely accused of crime because of their sex, colour, age, sexual orientation, race, religion etc? How can we minimise the risk of this happening?

· The accusations against Margaret Mattson were possibly engendered by jealousy – how much is jealousy a factor in prejudice today? What other feelings could be lead to people making such accusations?
