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JANE EYRE

Introduction

Charlotte Bronté was born in 1816 in Yorkshire, in the north of
England. When she was four years old, her father became the vicar
of Haworth, a small town on the Yorkshire Moors. Charlotte’s
mother died a year after they moved and their aunt came to look
after the five children. When Charlotte was eight, she was sent
away to school with Maria and Elizabeth, two of her sisters. Her
sisters died at the school.

After leaving school Charlotte became a governess and a
teacher, spending some time in Belgium. But she always missed her
beloved moors when she was away.

Charlotte Bronté wrote Jane Eyre in 1847, under the name
Currer Bell, as novels by women were not often published. It tells
the story of the orphan Jane Eyre who becomes a governess at
Thornfield Hall. Here she falls in love with its owner, Mr
Rochester and discovers his terrible secret.

Charlotte Bronté wrote three other novels: Shirley (1849),
Villette (1853) and The Professor (published in 1857 after her
death). But Jane Eyre is the most popular because it was one of the
first novels to tell a story from a young child’s point of view. Jane
Eyre is only ten when her story begins.

Charlotte Bronté did marry, but died a year later in 1855, at
the age of thirty-nine.
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JANE EYRE

CHAPTER ONE

Terror in the Red Room

My cousins — Eliza, John and Georgina Reed — were sitting with
their mother by the fire. I was not allowed to join them, so I took a
book and went to read by the window. But John found me there.
John Reed was fourteen years old, four years older than me. He
was large for his age and he bullied me all the time. I trembled in
terror every time he came near me.

“You have no right to read our books,” he said, snatching it
from me. “You have no money and no parents. You ought to beg,
not live here with gentleman’s children like us. ”

He threw the book at me and I fell, hitting my head against the
door.

“Wicked and cruel boy!” I shouted, as the blood trickled down
my face.

He ran straight at me, and pulled my hair. My aunt and
Bessie, the nurse, forced us apart.

“Lock her in the red room!” my aunt cried.

I struggled all the way upstairs. In the red room, Bessie sat me
on a stool and stood staring at me. “You must remember, Jane
Eyre,” she said, “that if your aunt decided to turn you out of this
house, you would end up in the poor-house. ”

I did not reply. I had heard it all before.
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“I am telling you this for your own good,” Bessie continued.
“You must try to be useful and pleasant. Then you would be
welcome here at Gateshead Hall. ”

She left, locking the door behind her. The red room was a
spare room. It was cold because there was hardly ever a fire — and

silent because it was a long way from the nursery. But worst of all,
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JANE EYRE

this was the room in which my uncle, Mr Reed, had died nine years
ago.

I went to see if the door was really locked. Alas! Yes! As I
returned to my stool, I walked in front of a large mirror. I gazed at
my white face and arms gleaming in the gloom, at my eyes glittering
with fear. I looked like a ghost.

Daylight began to fade. It was now past four o’clock and the
rain was still beating against the windows. I grew as cold as a stone
and I began to feel afraid. I tried to remember my uncle — my
mother’s brother — who had taken me in when I was orphaned. As
he lay dying, he had made his wife promise to bring me up as one of
her own children.

“If my uncle was still alive, he would have treated me
kindly,” I thought.

I tried hard to be brave, until I saw a light gleaming on the
wall. Then it moved across the ceiling. My heart started to beat
faster. I gave a long and wild cry until I heard footsteps and the key
turning in the lock.

“Miss Eyre, are you ill?” Bessie asked.

“I saw a light,” I cried. “I thought it was a ghost! Let me
out!”

“What is going on?” It was my aunt. “I gave orders that Jane
Eyre should be left in the red room until I decided she should come
out. ”

“Oh, aunt, have pity!” I cried. “Forgive me! I cannot bear
it. ”

But my aunt pushed me back into the room and locked the door
again. Then I fainted.

L ]
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I woke up much later in my own room. No severe illness
followed the shock of my stay in the red room, but it made me
nervous and I am still nervous today because of it. The doctor came
to visit me.

“What made you ill yesterday?” he asked kindly.

“] was shut up in a room until after dark and there was a
ghost,” I told him. “And... and... I am very unhappy here. I
should like to leave but I have nowhere else to go.”

“Would you like to go to school?” he asked.

I hardly knew what school was, but I nodded. Nothing more
was said. But one January morning, a few weeks later, I saw a
carriage coming up the drive. Bessie scrubbed my face and hands
and brushed my hair roughly. Then she told me to go downstairs. I
stood in the hall, trembling. What a miserable creature I had
become because I was always afraid!

I knocked and entered the breakfast room. I curtsied low in
front of a thin man dressed in black —a man with a face as grim as
a mask. He looked me up and down.

“She is small,” he said. “How old is she?”

“Ten,” my aunt replied.

“Are you a good child, Jane Eyre?” the man asked.

“Perhaps the less said about that the better, Mr Brocklehurst, ” my
aunt said when I did not answer.

“There is no sadder sight than that of a naughty child,” he
sighed.

“If you decide to take this child to Lowood School, Mr
Brocklehurst, ” my aunt continued, “the teachers must keep a strict
eye on her and make sure she does not tell lies. And I ask that all

.10..
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her holidays are spent at the school. ”

When Mr Brocklehurst had left, I stood there alone with my
aunt.

“] must speak to her,” I thought. “This will be my last
chance. ” 1 went over to her and took a deep breath. “I do not tell
lies, ” I blurted out. “If I did, I should say that I loved you! But I
hate you more than anybody else in the world, except your son. I
shall never come and see you when I am grown up and I shall tell
everybody how cruel you have been to me. ”

I left Gateshead Hall four days later.
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CHAPTER TWO

Lowood School

I remember little of that long journey through the wind and rain.
It was dark when the carriage arrived at Lowood School. I was
taken into a warm room where I met one of the teachers, Miss
Temple.

“This child is very young to be sent here alone,” she said to
her companion. “She is tired. Give her something to eat.”

I was too tired to dream that night. In the morning, a loud bell
woke me up. The girls around me were getting dressed although it
was still dark. I forced myself out of bed. When the bell rang
again, we all walked downstairs to the classroom for prayers. At
last we went into the dining room. I was so faint from hunger that I
started to eat my porridge. But it was burnt and I could not finish
it.

Nobody spoke to me all morning during lessons. Nobody
seemed to notice me. When we went into the gloomy garden for our
exercise, I saw a girl sitting on a stone seat, reading. I spoke to
her. I did not know how I found the courage because I was not used
to speaking to strangers. Her name was Helen Burns and we talked
until the bell rang for lunch.

Lunch was a plate of potatoes and shreds of meat. At five
o’clock we ate half a slice of bread and drank a cup of coffee. After

study, we were allowed a glass of water, followed by prayers and
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bed. Such was my first day at Lowood School.

And each day was the same — except for a visit from Mr
Brocklehurst. I trembled when I saw him again, remembering what
my aunt had told him. I sat at the back of the class, holding my
chalk and slate carefully as I did my sums. Then suddenly, the slate
slipped from my hands.

“Let the girl with the broken slate come out here! 7 Mr
Brocklehurst shouted.
I was paralysed with fear, but the girls next to me pushed me to

my feet. Mr Brocklehurst made me stand on a stool.

i e
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“This girl looks like a child,” he began, “but she is really the
devil. You must not speak to her! This girl is a liar!”

He left and I had to stand there until the bell rang for supper. I
was so ashamed that I could hardly breathe. Helen walked past and
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