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Cast of Characters

Michael Henchard

Susan Henchard

Elizabeth-Jane

Donald Farfrae

Lucetta Templeman

Newson

Jopp -

Abel Whittle

A common hay cutter who rises to
prominence as a businessman and town
mayor

Michael’s wife whom he sells to a sailor,
then remarries 18 years later

Susan’s daughter who is formal,
conservative, and proper but deeply loving
A young, charming, and kind Scotsman,
who at first becomes Henchard s employee
and later a successful businessman on his
own

A fighty and impetuous young woman
who has had a previous relationship with
Henchard and later becomes Farfrae's
wife

The sailor who buys Susan and her
daughter

One of the townspeople who becomes an
employee of Henchard's

One of Henchard’s workmen



The Sale, the Oath,
the Search

It was a late summer evening in the year 1830. A
young man and woman were walking along a dusty
road on the way to the village of Weydon-Priors.
Both were dressed simply but not badly. The man
was strong, dark, and stern looking. On his back he
carried a basket of tools for cutting hay. The
woman was plain. She was carrying a small baby
girl in her arms. She plodded along as if time and
chance might bring anything upon her—except
fair play.

What was odd about the couple was the way
they walked in perfect silence. At every step, the
man ignored the woman. The woman seemed to
expect this silence. She did not speak, either. Once
in a while she would look down at the baby and
smile. When she smiled at the baby, her face
became pretty.

The hay cutter and his wife met a stranger as
they neared town. “Is there any hay-cutting work
here?” the young man asked.

The stranger said there was no work at all. “It’s
fair day,” he added.

The young family kept going and soon came



upon the fairgrounds. The fair was just ending. The
animal pens were empty; the best horses and sheep
had already been sold. Yet the crowd was larger now
than it had been in the morning. Everyone was
enjoying the vendors, peep shows, toy stands,
waxworks, and fortune-tellers.

The hay cutter and his wife did not care for those
things, so they looked for something to eat or drink.
The wife pointed to a tent with a sign that read,
Good Furmity Sold Hear. They went in. '

“l always like furmity,” the wife said. “So does
Elizabeth-Jane. And so will you.”

“I've never tasted it,” said the man. Then he
learned that furmity was a thick, cooked liquid made
from wheat, flour, milk, raisins, and other things. He
ordered a bowl! for himself and one for his wife.
Then he winked at the hag who was making and
selling the furmity, and she nodded back. With that
she brought out a bottle of rum and poured some
into his bowl.

The hay cutter decided that he liked furmity. That
is, he liked the way the old hag had fixed it up for
him. He had several more bowls, though this was
making his wife uneasy.

The wife said over and over, “Michael, let’s go find
some lodgings.”

The man ignored his wife and his tired child.
Instead, he kept eating. After his first bowl of



furmity, he was still himself. After his second, he
became jolly. After his third, he began to argue with
people; and after his fourth, he became rude.

“I married at 18, like a fool,” he said. “Now this is
all I have.” He pointed at himself and his family. At
the same time, he could hear a man outside selling
the last of the old horses at the fair.

“Men who have wives and don’t want them should
be able to get rid of them like those old horses,” he
went on. “I'd sell mine this minute if anybody would
buy her!”

At first, people thought the man was joking. But
his wife was angry.

“Michael, a joke is a joke,” she said. “But you may
make it once too often.”

“I know I've said it before,” he said. “But | meant
it. All I want is five guineas.” Then the man had
another bowl of furmity, with more rum in it.

“Will anybody buy my wife?” he asked the others
in the tent. “She can take the child and go her own
way. I'll take my tools and go my way. Does anybody
want her? Yes or no?”

“Yes,” said a loud voice from the doorway. All
eyes turned. Standing there was a sailor.

“You say you do?” asked the husband.

“I say so,” answered the sailor.

“Where is your money?”

The sailor took out five clean bills and threw them



on the table. “I want her only if she is willing,” he
said calmly. “I don’t want to hurt her feelings.”

“She is willing if she can take the child,” said the
husband. “She said so the other day.”

“Do you swear?” the sailor asked her.

The woman looked at her husband. He didn’t look
at all sorry. “I swear,” she said to the sailor. Then
she turned to the hay cutter and flung her wedding
ring in his face.

“Michael,” she said, “l am no longer yours. I'll try
my luck somewhere else. It will be better for me and
for Elizabeth-Jane, too.” She took the sailor's arm
and left with him, sobbing.

It was late then, so the rest of the crowd began
leaving as well. With that, the man simply put his
head down on the table and went to sleep. The
furmity woman couldn’t wake him, so she left him
where he slept.

The next morning the man awoke with the sun
shining into the tent. As he looked around, he saw
something shiny on the ground. He picked it up; it
was his wife's wedding ring. Then he put his hand in
his pocket and felt the money. Only then did he
remember what had happened the night before.

“Did | tell my name to anybody last night?” he
asked to himself. He decided that he had not. Then
he thought of his wife. He was surprised and
annoyed that she was gone. “She must have thought






the sale was legal,” he thought to himself. He knew
that she was a simple woman.

Then the man shouted, “Blast her! Why did she
go? She knew | was not in my right mind!”

With that, the man started walking down the road
to find his wife. As he walked, he began to feel
ashamed of himself. When he came to a town with a
church, he went inside and made the following
promise: “I, Michael Henchard, take an oath before
God that I will not drink any strong liquor for 21
years. That is a year without liquor for every year |
have lived. May I be struck dumb, blind, and
helpless if | break this oath.”

With that done, Henchard began searching again
for his wife and child. He could not even find out the
name of the sailor who had taken her away. It wasn't
long before the days began to add up to weeks.
Then the weeks began to add up to months. Still he
searched on. Of course, he didn’t tell people how he
had lost his wife. He was too ashamed.

Finally Henchard gave up his hopeless search. He
decided instead to settle in one place. He chose to
go to the town of Casterbridge, in a far distant part
of Wessex.



2 Eighteen Years Later

The road into Weydon-Priors was still covered
with dust. Two women, both dressed in black, were
walking along the road. One had been Michael
Henchard's young wife, Susan. Now she was much
older. The other, about 18, was Michael and Susan
Henchard’s grown-up daughter.

“Why do we waste our time coming here?” asked
the girl.

“My dear Elizabeth-Jane, this is where | first met
Newson,” explained her mother.

“You first met Father here? Oh yes, you have
told me so before. And now he’s drowned and gone
from us!”

“Also, this was the last place where | saw the
relative we are now looking for—Mr. Michael
Henchard,” said her mother.

“How is he related to us, Mother?”

“He is, or was—for he may be dead—a relative by
marriage,” said her mother.

As they walked toward the fairgrounds, the
mother noticed a ragged old woman stooped over a
cooking pot. “Good furmity sold here!” called the old
woman.



The mother remembered the woman. “I will just
say a word to her. Elizabeth-Jane, you stay here.”

Making sure that her daughter could not hear her,
Susan Henchard asked the old woman, “Do you
remember when a man sold his wife in your tent 18
years ago today?”

The old woman did remember. “He came back
here the next year,” said the old woman. “He asked
about his wife. Then he said he was going to
Casterbridge. He told me to tell anyone who asked.”

Susan Henchard thanked her and returned
to Elizabeth-Jane. “I think we’ll go to Casterbridge,”
she said.

Henchard’s wife had tried to do what was right.
She had almost told Elizabeth-Jane the truth a
hundred times. But she never did tell her. The girl
grew up believing that her mother and Newson were
a normal married couple.

Susan Henchard was a very simple woman. For a
long time, she had believed she was Newson's legal
wife. However, after many years, Susan told a friend
about her past. The friend laughed and told Susan
she was not legally married to Newson. Susan then
felt ashamed of her life with Newson. She told him
she didn’t know if she could live with him any
longer.

When the season came, Newson left home for a
sailing trip to Newfoundland. Soon after, Susan



