The Scarlet Letter

The Custom House Description

1) The introduction/description of the Salem Custom House

· Large, roomy, brick building

· Huge figure of the American eagle over front door

· Grass grows between cracks in the pavement, for Salem has begun to decline, as Boston and NY become important import cities

2) Discussion of Hawthorne’s Salem Ancestry

· Hawthorne recollects his “first ancestor” in America—a Puritan with Bible and sword, a man who later harshly persecuted the Quakers as a judge

· The son of this judge was known as the Salem witch trials judge

· Hawthorne offers an apology for himself
· He is a mere “writer of storybooks”

3) Character sketches of three officials who serve with Hawthorne in the Salem Custom House

· Collector named General Miller – “New England’s most distinguished soldier” who is “radically conservative”. 70 years old
· The “Father of the Custom House- the patriarch,” the oldest member of the group. He is a “permanent inspector” who has “no soul, no heart, no mind; nothing…but instincts”

· Collector General, about seventy years in age

4) Surveyor Pue’s Manuscript

· In an unfinished chamber above the Collector’s rooms Hawthorne discovers a “small package, carefully done up in a piece of ancient parchment” 

· It is the property of Jonathon Pue, who served the Salem Custom House about 1750

· The package is a “worn and faded” piece of “fine red cloth” with torn “gold embroidery.” It is in the shape of a capital A.

· Each limb of the letter is three and a quarter inches in length
· Hawthorne places it on his chest. With a shudder he drops it, for he feels a sensation of “burning heat”

· The papers are a record of the life and conversation of a woman named Hester Prynne who lived in Boston. Inside is a story called The Scarlet Letter
5) Hawthorne’s Theory of Romance

· Conditions necessary for him to be able to write the sort of log tale he calls a “romance”

· “Melancholy and restless” in the customs service
6) Comments concerning Hawthorne’s loss of his position in the Salem Court House

· General Zachary Taylor, is elected to the Presidency

· Hawthorne is of another political party, a Democrat

· He loses his position, according to the long-established custom of the spoils system

· When Hawthorne writes “The Custom House,” he is in the process of recovering from a great deal of resentment caused by the loss of his position in the Salem Custom House

· Although he explains in much detail how very glad he is to be free of his boring work, there is a bit of the “sour grapes” attitude about the whole affair

