The Mayor of Casterbridge
By Rod Fraser

A week or so ago, my brother mentioned he had
just watched ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge’ on DVD.
He told me he first read the book, while in high
school during the 1960s.
The book was written by an English author,
Thomas Hardy, in the latter part of the nineteenth
century. It is a well-written story of some 362 pages.
I expect today’s readers will find it easy to read and
enjoyable.
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of the book from the library and read it within a few
days. I liked it a lot. Given that I am three years
younger than my brother, I wondered why he
studied it in high school, and I did not.
Perhaps they changed the required reading from
year to year, for I clearly recall studying a Thomas
Hardy novel. I believe it was ‘Far from the Madding
Crowd’, another book I plan to read (once again) in
the months to come.
The Mayor of Casterbridge opens with a shocking
scene. A young hay-trusser, Michael Henchard, in a
drunken fit, decides to auction off his wife and
daughter to the highest bidder. His wife protests this
indignity, but when a young sailor offers five guineas
for the pair of them, she decides she might be better
off with the sailor, rather than her husband.
Henchard deeply regrets his impulsive and cruel
act the next day, but it is too late. The sailor, along
with wife and child are gone. Henchard’s attempts to
find them in the following weeks are unsuccessful.
As penance for his behaviour, Henchard resolves
to give up intoxicating drink for a period of twenty
years. Then he moves to the village of Casterbridge
to start a new life. Soon he is rewarded for his
sobriety. He becomes successful over time by
building a profitable business. Later he is elected

-3mayor. Henchard is well known in the village as a
respectable widower.
The story provides no details of this twenty-year
period of his success, nor does it speak of
Henchard’s wife or child during those years. We
merely learn the sailor was lost at sea after this
time. Then Henchard’s wife and daughter (Susan
and Elizabeth-Jane) leave their home, to seek out
Henchard to see if their future lies with him … or not.
When Henchard becomes aware of his wife and
child arriving in Casterbridge, he is overwhelmed
with remorse. He meets with his wife, persuades her
to take lodgings in town, and he proposes that they
remarry, after a reasonable time ─ to preserve the
fiction of his being a widower. This is to be a new
romance and wedding, in the town’s eyes.
Everything goes according to plan, and soon
Henchard, along with his wife and daughter, are
living in his comfortable home in Casterbridge, next
to his business.
Unfortunately

for

Henchard,

his

personality

intrudes, once again, on his happiness. A good part
of his success in Casterbridge was due to his hiring
of an assistant, Donald Farfrae, a talented young
Scot, who manages the business so well, that he is
noticed in town for his competence, personality and
deportment. Henchard becomes increasingly jealous
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He then asks Farfrae to stop courting his daughter,
Elizabeth-Jane.
This was indeed, self-destructive. Farfrae soon
started his own business in competition with
Henchard. And as time passed, Farfrae becomes
increasingly successful at Henchard’s

expense,

leaving the latter to face certain bankruptcy.
To add to Henchard’s troubles, Susan died some
time after their remarriage. And then he discovered
Elizabeth-Jane was not his daughter. It seems his
natural daughter died one or two years after his
earlier separation from Susan. Elizabeth-Jane is
quite clearly the daughter of the sailor.
This knowledge resulted in his poor treatment of
Elizabeth-Jane, and their subsequent estrangement.
Elizabeth-Jane soon moves to the home of a friend
in town, Lucetta Templeman, to be her companion.
There are so many interesting details to this
wonderful story that I could go on for many pages.
But rather than detail every jig and jag to the plot,
I’ll just list the significant happenings below.
•

Lucetta Templeman was Henchard’s lover at
an

earlier

time,

Casterbridge.

before

he

came

to

-5•

Lucetta came to Casterbridge with the hope
of marrying Henchard, but instead, she is
captivated by Farfrae, and marries him.

•

Henchard is enraged at the loss of Lucetta
to Farfrae, and at the devastation to his
business. He is soon bankrupt. He sinks
lower and lower in the community as a
result of his poor judgement and inability to
control his emotional behavior.

•

Letters relating to Lucetta’s earlier love
affair with Henchard, which reflect poorly on
her reputation and judgement, become
generally known in Casterbridge.

•

Lucetta is humiliated from these disclosures
and she becomes ill with the distress. She
dies sometime after.

•

Farfrae and Elizabeth-Jane are finally united
in love and marriage.

•

Henchard dies a solitary death after losing
everything important to him.

Let me be clear: The Major of Casterbridge is not a
nineteenth century melodrama. It is, at its heart, the
story of a complex and flawed man, ruled by his
emotions ─ to such an extent it brings him low and
destroys his life.
Henchard is only too aware of his flaws. But he
lacks the will to change. Often, he shows deep regret
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And when their harmful effects cannot be undone.
Again

and

again,

when

his

emotions

are

engaged, he does harm to himself and others. But
still, he is a fascinating man, and this is a compelling
story. I suggest you give it a try.
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