
THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDQE

pastoral farm near the old western highway, whose course
was the channel of all such communications as passed
between the busy centres of novelty and the remote
Wessex boroughs. He had chosen the neighbourhood
of this artery from a sense that, situated here, though at
a distance of fifty miles, he was virtually nearer to her
whose welfare was so dear than he would be at a road-
less spot only half as remote.

And thus Henchard found himself again on the pre-
cise standing which he had ocrjpied five-and-twenty
years before. Externally there was nothing to hinder
his making another start on the upward slope, and by
his new lights achieving higher things than his soul in
its half-formed state had been able to accomplish. But
the ingenious machinery contrived by the Gods for re-
ducing human possibilities of ameHoration to a minimum
—which arranges that wisdom to do shall come pari
passu with the departure of zest for doing—stood in the
way of all that. He had no wish to make an arena a
second time of a world that had become a mere painted
scene to him.

Very often, as his hay-knife crunched down among
the sweet-smelling grassy stems, he would survey man-
kmd and say to himself: 'Here md everywhere be
folk dying before their time like frosted leaves, though
wanted by their families, the country, and the world

;

while I, an outcast, an encumberer of the ground^
wanted by nobody, and despised by all, live on against
my will

!

'

He often kept an eager ear upon the conversation of
those who passed along the road—not from a general
curiosity by any means—but in the hope that among
these travellers to and from Casterbridge some would,
sooner or later, speak of that place. The distance,'
however, was too great to lend much probability to hiJ
desire

; and the highest result of his attention to way-
side words was that he did indeed hear the name
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