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: Scarlet is the colour of sin, and the letter A
_ 4\ stands for ‘Adultery’. In the 1600s, in Boston,
' A Massachusetts, love was allowed only
between a husband and a wife. A child born
outside marriage was a child of sin.

Hester Prynne must wear the scarlet letter on her dress for
the rest of her life. How can she ever escape from this public
shame? What will happen to her child, growing up in the
shadow of the scarlet letter? The future holds no joy for
Hester Prynne.

And what will happen to her sinful lover - the father of
her child? (Word count 15,965)
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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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SALEM, MY HOME TOWN, is a quiet place, and not many 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 sea-ports 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.
It 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.

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 someone of good family or great importance?
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I held itin 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 letter 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. It is a 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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Hester Prynne’s shame

n that June morning, in the middle years of the
seventeenth 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.

‘It would be better,’ said one hard-faced woman of fifty, ‘if
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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,” said 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 beautiful
face with deep black eyes. She walked like a lady, and those
who had expected her to appear sad and ashamed were
surprised how her beauty shone out through her misfortune.

4

Hester Prynne’s shame
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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!”
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Hester Prynne’s shame

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.

As she stood there, feeling every eye upon her, she felt she
wanted to scream and throw herself off the platform, or else
go mad at once. Pictures from the past came and went inside
her head: pictures of her village in Old England, of her dead
parents — her father’s face with his white beard, her mother’s
look of worried love. And her own face — a girl’s face in the
dark mirror where she had often stared at it. And then the face
of a man old in years, a thin, white face, with the serious look
of one who spends most of his time studying books. A man
whose eyes seemed to see into the human soul when their

owner wished it, and whose left shoulder was a little higher
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than his right. Next came pictures of the tall grey houses and
great churches of the city of Amsterdam, where a new life had
begun for her with this older man.

And then, suddenly, she was back in the Boston market-
place, standing on the platform of the scaffold.

Could it be true? She held the child so close to her bosom
that it cried out. She looked down at the scarlet letter, touched
it with her finger to be sure that the child and the shame were
real. Yes — these things were real — everything else had
disappeared.

After a time the woman noticed two figures on the edge of
the crowd. An Indian was standing there, and by his side was
a white man, small and intelligent-looking, and wearing
clothes that showed he had been travelling in wild places. And
although he had arranged his clothes to hide it, it was clear
to Hester Prynne that one of the man’s shoulders was higher
than the other.

Again, she pulled the child to her bosom so violently that
it cried out in pain. But the mother did not seem to hear it.

The man on the edge of the crowd had been looking closely
at Hester Prynne for some time before she saw him. At first,
his face had become dark and angry — but only for a moment,
then it was calm again. Soon he saw Hester staring, and knew
that she recognized him.

‘Excuse me,’ he said to a man near him. “Who is this
woman, and why is she standing there in public shame?’

“You must be a stranger here, friend,” said the man, looking

at the questioner and his Indian companion, ‘or you would
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his simple words and sweet voice went straight to people’s
hearts and often brought tears to their eyes.

He stepped forward on the balcony and looked down at the
woman below him.

‘Hester Prynne,” he said. ‘If you think it will bring peace to
your soul, and will bring you closer to the path to heaven,
speak out the name of the man! Do not be silent because you
feel sorry for him. Believe me, Hester, although he may have
to step down from a high place and stand beside you on the
platform of shame, it is better to do that than to hide a guilty
heart through his life. Heaven has allowed you public shame,
and the chance to win an open battle with the evil inside you
and the sadness outside. Do you refuse to give him that same
chance — which he may be too afraid to take himself?’

Hester shook her head, her face now as pale as the young
priest’s.

‘I will not speak his name,’ she said. ‘My child must find a
father in heaven. She will never know one on earth!’

Again she was asked, and again she refused. Then the oldest
priest spoke to the crowd about all the evil in the world, and
about the sin that brought the mark of the scarlet letter. For
an hour or more he spoke, but Hester Prynne kept her place
alone upon the platform of shame.

When the hours of punishment were over, she was taken
back to the prison. And it was whispered by those who stared
after her that the scarlet letter threw a terrible, ghostly light
into the darkness inside the prison doors.

10

Hester Prynne’s shame

‘Twill not speak bis name,” Hester said.

11
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Roger Chillingworth’s secret

ack inside the prison, Hester Prynne became strangely
fearful and excited. The prison officer, Master Brackett,
watched her carefully, afraid that she would do something
violent, either to herself or to the child. By night-time, unable
to quieten her, and worried about the child who screamed
without stopping, Brackett decided to bring a doctor to her.

He described him to Hester as someone who had learned
much about natural medicines from the Indians. But the man
who followed Brackett into the prison was the man Hester
had seen on the edge of the crowd earlier, the man she had
watched in fear. His name, she was told, was Roger
Chillingworth.

Brackett brought the man in, and stood wartching in
surprise as Hester. became as still as death. The child,
however, continued to cry.

‘Please leave us alone,” Chillingworth said to the prison
officer, ‘and you will soon have peace in your house.’

He had entered the room calmly, carrying a small bag, and
he remained calm after Brackett had left them. First he went
to the child and looked carefully at her. Then he opened his

bag, took out some powder, and put it into a cup of water.
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Roger Chillingworth’s secret

‘Here, woman!’ he said. ‘The child is yours, not mine. Give
this to her.’

Hester did not move, and when she spoke, her voice was
a whisper. ‘Don’t take your revenge on an innocent child.’

‘Silly woman!” he replied, half coldly, half kindly. ‘If this
poor, miserable baby was my own — mine, as well as yours!
— 1 would give her the same medicine.’

Hester still hesitated, so he took the child and gave her the
medicine himself. Almost at once she became quiet, and after
a moment fell peacefully asleep.

Chillingworth prepared another drink of medicine and held
out the cup to Hester. ‘Drink it!” he said. ‘It cannot quieten
your troubled soul, but it will calm you.’

She took it from him slowly, but her eyes were full of doubt
about his reasons for helping her. Then she looked at her
sleeping child.

‘I have thought of death,’ she said. ‘I have wished for it, and
even prayed for it, but if death is in this cup, then I ask you
to think again before I drink it.’

“You need not be afraid,” he replied calmly. ‘If I wanted
revenge, then what more could I ask for than to let you live
— and suffer, under the shadow of this shame?’

As he spoke, he put his finger on the scarlet letter, which
suddenly seemed to burn red-hot on Hester’s bosom.

She drank the medicine quickly, then sat down on the bed
where the child was sleeping. She watched, trembling as the
man she had wronged pulled up a chair and sat beside her.

‘Hester,’ he said, ‘you’ve been weak, but I’'ve been stupid.
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