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THE SCARLET LETTER

The woman who wears the scarlet letter on her bosom is a
woman without friends, a woman who has sinned. Fingers point
at her, respectable people turn their faces away from her, the
priests speak hard words about her. Shame follows in her

footsteps, night and day.

Because this is New England in the 1600s. The Puritans have
crossed the sea to the shores of America, building their new
towns, bringing their religion and their customs with them from
the old country. And in the early years of Boston, in the state of
Massachusetts, the church is strong—and unforgiving. Anyone
who breaks the laws of the church, and of God, must be
punished.

But Hester Prynne, whose husband is not her baby’s father, did
not sin alone. Who is the father of her child? Why does he not
speak out? Why should Hester wear the scarlet letter of shame,

and not her lover? Is he not guilty too?
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alem, my home town, is a quiet place, and not many
S ships call at the port here, though in the last century,
before the war with Britain, the port was often busy. Now the
ships go down the coast to the great seaports of Boston or
New York, and grass grows in the streets around the old port
buildings in Salem.

For a few years, when | was a young man, | worked in
the port offices of Salem. Most of the time, there was very
little work to do, and one day in 1849 | was looking through
an old wooden box in one of the dusty, unused rooms of the
building. 1t was full of papers about long-forgotten ships, but
then something red caught my eye. | took it out and saw that
it was a piece of red material, in the shape of a letter about
ten centimetres long. It was the capital letter A. It was a
wonderful piece of needlework, with patterns of gold thread
around the letter, but the material was now worn thin with
age.
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‘\*}’ The Scarlet Letter

It was a strange thing to find. What could it mean? Was
it once part of some fashionable lady's dress long years ago?
Perhaps a mark to show that the wearer was a famous
person, or someane of good family or great importance?

| held it in my hands, wondering, and it seemed to me
that the scarlet letter had some deep meaning, which | could
not understand. Then | held the letter to my chest and — you
must not doubt my words — experienced a strange feeling of
burning heat. Suddenly the ietter seemed to be not red
material, but red-hot metal. | trembled, and let the letter fall
upon the floor.

Then | saw that there was an old packet of papers next
to its place in the box. | opened the packet carefully and
began to read. There were several papers, explaining the
history of the scarlet letter, and containing many details of
the life and experiences of a woman called Hester Prynne.
She had died long ago, sometime in the 1690s, but many
people in the state of Massachusetts at that time had known
her name and story.

And it is Hester Prynne's story that | tell you now. ltisa
story of the early years of Boston, soon after the City Fathers
had built with their own hands the first wooden buildings —

the houses, the churches ... and the prison.
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1
Hester Prynne’s shame

n that June morning, in the middle years of the
Oseventeenth century, the prison in Boston was still a
new building: But it already looked old, and was a dark,
ugly place, surrounded by rough grass. The only thing of
beauty was a wild rose growing by the door, and its bright,
sweet-smelling flowers seemed to smile kindly at the poor
prisoners who went into that place, and at those who came
out to their death.

A crowd of people waited in Prison Lane. The men
all had beards, and wore sad-coloured clothes and tall grey
hats. There were women, too, in the crowd, and all eyes
watched the heavy wooden door of the prison. There was
no mercy in the faces, and the women seemed to take a
special interest in what was going to happen. They were
country women, and the bright morning sun shone down
on strong shoulders and wide skirts, and on round, red
faces. Many of them had been born in England, and had
crossed the sea twenty years before, with the first families
who came to build the town of Boston in New England.
They brought the customs and religion of old England

with them — and also the loud voices and strong opinions of

Englishwomen of those times.
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‘It would be better, ’ said one hard-faced woman of
fifty, ‘if we good, sensible, church-going women could"
judge this Hester Prynne. And would we give her the same
light punishment that the magistrates give her? No!’

‘People say, ’ sald another woman, ¢ that Mr
Dimmesdale, her priest, is deeply saddened by the shame
that this woman has brought on his church.’

‘The magistrates are too merciful, ’ said a third
woman. ‘They should burn the letter into her forehead
with hot metal, not put it on the front of her dress!’

‘She ought to die!’ cried another woman. °She has
brought shame on all of us! Ah — here she comes!’

The door of the prison opened and, like a black
shadow coming out into sunshine, the prison officer
appeared. He put his right hand on the shoulder of a
woman and pulled her forward, but she pushed him away
and stepped out into the open air. There was a child in her

arms — a baby of three months — which shut its eyes and

turned its head away from the bright sun.

The woman’s face was suddenly pink under the stares
of the crowd, but she smiled proudly and looked round at
her neighbours and the people of her town. On the bosom
of her dress, in fine red cloth and surrounded with fantastic
patterns of gold thread, was the letter A.

The young woman was tall and perfectly shaped.

She had long dark hair which shone in the sunlight, and a

8
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magistrate n. someone who
judges less serious crimes
ina court of law M
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beautiful face with deep black eyes. She walked like a lady, and
those who had expected her to appear sad and ashamed were
su'rprised how her beauty shone out through her misfortune.

But the thing that everyone stared at was the Scarlet
Letter, sewn so fantastically on to her dress.

‘She is clever with her needle, ’ said one of the women.
‘But what a way to show it! She is meant to wear that letter as
a punishment, not as something to be proud of!’

The officer stepped forward and people moved back to
allow the woman to walk through the crowd. It was not far
from the prison to the market-place, where, at the western
end, in front of Boston's earliest church, stood the
scaffold. Here, criminals met their death before the eyes of
the townspeople, but the scaffold platform was also used as
a place of shame, where those who had done wrong in the
eyes of God were made to stand and show their shameful
faces to the world.

Hester Prynne accepted her punishment bravely. She
walked up the wooden steps to the platform, and turned to
face the stares of the crowd.

A thousand eyes fixed on her, looking at the scarlet
letter on her bosom. People today might laugh at a sight
like this, but in those early years of New England,
religious feeling was very strong, and the shame of Hester
Prynne’s sin was felt deeply by young and old throughout

the town.
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