
Witch Child Celia Rees

In this book a girl called Mary, living in the seventeenth century, tells the story of her 
life, starting from the time when her grandmother is accused of witchcraft. 

Introduction
Before we read Mary’s actual journal we are introduced to her by the historian who 
found her diary …
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 1. Where did Alison Ellman find Mary’s papers?

 2. What date does she think they come from?

 3. What names was Mary called?

 4. What does Mary’s description of the men tell us about them?

 5. When the men came to her house what did they do?

 6. How did they torture her grandmother?

 7. How did they test her as a witch?

 8. What does Mary think of their accusations?

 9. What does Mary think of the accusers?

 10. What convinces them that her grandmother is a witch?
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The opening of Witch Child is extremely 

dramatic. It introduces us to the main character 

and shows us the problems she faces. It plunges 

us straight into the action so that we will read 

on. It has an unusual setting which makes the 

reader curious.
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Puritans
Mary’s grandmother is found guilty by a witch finder called Obadiah Wilson and 
hanged, but Mary escapes with the help of a mysterious lady. She is taken to a port 
where a group of Puritans (members of a very strict religion) agree to take her with 
them to America.

 11. Look again at the first 
two sentences of Mary’s 
journal. ‘My name is Mary. 
I am a witch.’ Why are 
these attention-grabbing 
sentences?

 12. What does Alison Ellman’s 
introduction make you 
believe about Mary’s 
journal?

 13. What is your first reaction to 
this book? Do you think you 
are going to like it or not?

 14. What kind of world does 
this seem to be? Would you 
like to live there?

 15. Do you believe Mary 
and her grandmother are 
witches? Do you believe in 
witches?

11.
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Write a seventeenth century 
  pamphlet (a kind of early 
newspaper that was only one 
page long) warning of the 
dangers of witchcraft, and 
telling people how to spot a 
witch.

OR
Prepare a freeze-frame of the 
moment when the men take 
Mary’s grandmother away. 
This could be done in groups 
of four or five.
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A freeze-frame is like a scene 

from a film that has been 

paused. Pretend that you are 

frozen in a moment in the story.

Witch Child, page 13–41
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 1. What aspects of Elias 
Cornwell strike Mary?

 2. What animal and insect 
does she compare him to?

 3. From the Bible reading that 
Cornwell chose, what do 
you think Puritans believe?

 4. Why do you think Mary’s 
grandmother insisted they 
always attend church?

 5. Why is Mary afraid of the 
preacher?
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A good novel needs believable 

and interesting characters. 

Mary is the main character 

in this novel. She is also the 

narrator, the person who 

tells us the story. This means 

that the story is told entirely 

from her point of view.

 6. We can see that Mary 
dislikes Elias Cornwell 
immediately. How can we 
tell this from her description 
of him? P Q E

 7. Do you think that Mary 
shares the Puritans’ religious 
beliefs?
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Find out more about the  
  Puritans from history books in 
the library or on the internet.

OR
Pretend you are Elias Cornwell 
and that you are convincing 
your congregation that sailing 
to America is what God wants 
you to do. You need to leave 
this ‘evil’ world full of sin and 
set up a pure, new world. 
They will be punished by God 
if they do not answer his call. 
Write your sermon.
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Have a class discussion  
  about the role of religion in 
modern Ireland. Do you think 
that the people of Mary’s time 
took religion too seriously, 
or do you believe that we 
don’t take it seriously enough 
today? Is there enough 
tolerance in Ireland of other 
religions?
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The Ship
Shortly afterwards the ship departs for America.

The voyage does not go smoothly. There are many unusual happenings and both the 
superstitious sailors and the Puritans begin to think that they might be cursed. Mary 
has befriended a young sailor named Jack …

Arrival in America
Cornwell ’s group goes in search of Reverend Johnson and his followers …

Witch Child, page 41–86
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 1. What do you think of 
Mary’s dream?

 2. Does Jack respect the 
Puritans?

 3. What disturbing signs have 
the sailors seen?

 4. How does what Jack says 
match with Mary’s dream?

 5. Why does Mary feel safe for 
the moment?
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 6. How does Mary disguise 

her fear when speaking to 
Jack? P Q E

 7. Do you think Jack believes 
in witches?

 8. How would you know from 
the language that this book 
is set in the seventeenth 
century? P Q E
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Make a list of the superstitions that you know, for example, ‘It’s bad luck to walk  
 under ladders’.

OR
Write a story beginning with the following line:

‘As the banshee howled louder I shivered under my ragged blanket …’
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Beulah and Reverend Johnson
After a long journey through the wilderness, guided by two Indians, the group finally 
arrives at Beulah, Reverend Johnson’s settlement. Here they begin to build houses for 
the winter and re-introduce themselves to old acquaintances …

 1. How are the weather and the stars different in America?

 2. What does Mary notice about the buildings?

 3. How are the people dressed?

 4. How does she know that their lives are hard?

 5. What tells us that they are strict?

 6. Would you like to eat the food that she describes?

 7. What hardships does the Widow Hesketh warn them of?

 8. Why is the Widow Hesketh willing to employ Mary?

 9. What warning does she give to Mary?

 10. Do you think Mary is overconfident? 
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 11. Re-read the passage and list 
the sounds that Mary hears.

 12. What smells does she 
notice?

 13. What tastes does she 
describe?

 14. Why does Mary not want 
to stay with the Widow 
Hesketh? P Q E

 15. Would you have stayed 
behind or gone into the 
wilderness?

11.
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Design the costumes that you  
  would use if you were going 
to film this novel. Use Mary’s 
description to help. You might 
need to do some research.

OR
Write a letter from the 
Widow Hesketh to her sister 
in England in which she 
describes Mary.

OR
Describe your town focusing 
on sights, sounds, smells and 
tastes.
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Witch Child, page 131–138
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 1. How do the opening 
paragraphs of this extract 
show us that religion is 
taken seriously in Beulah?

 2. What do people believe 
about Reverend Johnson?

 3. What does Reverend 
Johnson look like?

 4. Why does Mary not want to 
be noticed by him?

 5. What does Martha say 
about Goodwife Johnson’s 
health?
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 6. Mary mentions the fact that 

the pulpit is painted with 
a ‘great eye’. What is the 
importance of this?

 7. Re-read Mary’s description 
of Reverend Johnson’s eyes. 
She compares them to 
something dangerous. What 
does she compare them to, 
and why? P Q E

 8. Re-read Reverend Johnson’s 
sermon. Do you think this 
is a suitable sermon of 
welcome? Would you feel 
welcome if you were a new 
arrival in Beulah?

 9. Why do you think Reverend 
Johnson keeps referring to 
the devil?

 10. What do you think will 
happen next?
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The reader worries that Mary will be 

discovered as a witch while reading 

the novel. This causes tension. We 

need to keep reading to find out 

what will happen next.

Draw a picture of Reverend Johnson based on Mary’s description.

OR
Make a list of the normal, everyday things you think would be forbidden in 
Beulah. You could pretend that part of your classroom wall is the door of the 
Meeting House, and make notices to pin up. 

OR
Imagine an exchange group is coming to your school. Write out the speech of 
welcome that you would make on behalf of the students. You might like to tell 
them a little bit about the area, and give them some advice to make their stay 
more comfortable.
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Jaybird
Jonah Morse is an apothecary (an old-fashioned chemist). Mary begins to help him by 
going into the forest to collect medicinal plants and herbs. She secretly starts to wear 
boy’s clothes so that she can travel more easily, but knows that she would be in serious 
trouble if caught. Mary makes friends with the Indian boy who guided them from 
Salem to Beulah. One day Jonah is seriously injured and she goes to ask the Indian 
boy for help …

The Indian’s medicine cures Jonah. Martha warns Mary that she is going into the 
forest too often and causing talk, but Mary continues to meet Jaybird. He tells her the 
story of his people …

One day Jaybird tells her that his grandfather wants to meet her.

Witch Child, page 138–170
555
25252514

 1. How does Mary know when the Indian boy is waiting outside the 
house?

 2. What does he bring with him?

 3. What kills the Indians in the beginning?

 4. What band and nation of Indians does Jaybird belong to?

 5. How did Jaybird learn English?

 6. Why do the Indians not build villages?

 7. What was the Puritans’ attitude to the Indians’ religion?

 8. Why is the cave a special place for Jaybird’s people?

 9. What does Mary remind the grandfather of, and why?

 10. What does Mary find out about her grandmother’s spirit?
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Accused
Reverend Johnson’s wife gets sick. Mary nurses her but she dies. Reverend Johnson 
starts looking for a new wife. He decides he wants to marry Mary’s friend Rebekah, 
but Rebekah loves Tobias. They get married, with Mary’s help, which greatly angers 
Reverend Johnson. By this time there are many rumours in the town about Mary …

Others in the town also begin to accuse Mary of witchcraft …

 11. Why do you think the 
Indian medicine succeeded 
in healing Jonah?

 12. Jaybird says he has been 
in Beulah ‘enough times’. 
Why do you think he does 
not wish to visit the town 
anymore?

 13. Re-read the description 
of the cave. Why do you 
think Mary compares it to a 
cathedral? P Q E

 14. Based on Mary’s 
description, what sort 
of person do you think 
Jaybird’s grandfather is? 
P Q E

 15. Why do you think Mary’s 
grandmother’s spirit has 
followed her?

11.

12.
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Look at the animals    
  that represent Mary and her 
grandmother. Then choose 
an animal that you think best 
represents you, and explain 
why.

OR
Re-read the description of 
the drawings on the cave 
wall. Pretend that you are the 
grandfather telling a group of 
Indian children a story from 
the wall.
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Witch Child, page 170–203
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Judgement
Evidence is found in the forest of witchcraft. A huge meeting is called. Mary is 
suspected but her friends protect her. A Day of Humiliation is planned by Reverend 
Johnson to rid the settlement of evil and to receive God’s forgiveness …

 1. What does Reverend 
Johnson accuse Mary of?

 2. How does his accusation 
affect Mary?

 3. Hemlock is a poison. Why is 
Mary so worried when she 
spots it in Deborah Vane’s  
basket?

 4. What do the girls accuse 
Mary of?

 5. How do they try to 
blackmail her? What do 
they want?
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 6. What do you think of 

Reverend Johnson?

 7. Re-read the description of 
Hannah towards the end 
of the extract. How does 
Mary’s description make 
her sound threatening? 
P Q E

 8. Re-read the last sentence. 
What effect does it have?

 TA
K

E
 T

HE PLUNG
E

!

Write an imaginary recipe for  
  a love potion. Include a list of 
ingredients, and instructions 
for their preparation. 

OR
‘Hot seat’ any of the 
characters from the above 
extract.
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 When a person sits in the 
hot seat, they become a 
character from the story.

 Take it in turns to ask the 
person in the hot seat your 
questions.

 Afterwards, write a brief 
description of either 
character, based on their 
answers.

Witch Child, page 203–224
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Testimony
The novel closes with a testimony about what happened to Mary’s journal.

 1. ‘Rumours abound.’ What 
are they?

 2. Why are the girls pretending 
to be possessed?

 3. Why is the arrival of 
Obadiah Wilson so 
significant?

 4. What makes Rebekah’s 
pains start?

 5. What do you think happens 
after Mary’s diary ends?
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Where do you think Mary  
  has gone? Would you like to 
read the sequel to this book?    
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 6. What did you think was 
the most dramatic moment 
in this extract?

 7. Do you think the ending 
is disappointing or is it 
more realistic to be left 
wondering?
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Witch Child, page 224–end
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The theme of a novel is 

the main issue or message 

of the book. Mary has to 

hide her true self from the 

beginning of this book.  

She had hoped to make a 

new start in America but 

there is no freedom for her 

with the Puritans.

  

 See what would happen if 
    you were put on trial as a 
witch. Check out the website

www.nationalgeographic.com/salemwww.nationalgeographic.
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