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English 1 Academic: Summer Reading Assignment 

 
Below are three short stories that you will read for the summer reading assignment: 

- “The Open Window” by Saki 
- “The Sniper” by Liam O’Flaherty 
- “The Scarlet Ibis” by James Hurst 

 
After each story, answer the questions in complete sentences and with as many specific references to the text as 
possible. 
 
Please print out this packet and answer the questions on this packet. Bring this to English class on the first day 
of school and staple it in order. 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 
“The Open Window” 

by Saki 
(1914) 

"My aunt will be down presently, Mr. Nuttel," said a very self-possessed young lady of fifteen; "in the 

meantime you must try and put up with me." 

     Framton Nuttel endeavoured to say the correct something which should duly flatter the niece of the moment 

without unduly discounting the aunt that was to come. Privately he doubted more than ever whether these 

formal visits on a succession of total strangers would do much towards helping the nerve cure which he was 

supposed to be undergoing. 

     "I know how it will be," his sister had said when he was preparing to migrate to this rural retreat; "you will 

bury yourself down there and not speak to a living soul, and your nerves will be worse than ever from moping. I 

shall just give you letters of introduction to all the people I know there. Some of them, as far as I can remember, 

were quite nice." 

     Framton wondered whether Mrs. Sappleton, the lady to whom he was presenting one of the letters of 

introduction came into the nice division. 

     "Do you know many of the people round here?" asked the niece, when she judged that they had had 

sufficient silent communion. 

     "Hardly a soul," said Framton. "My sister was staying here, at the rectory, you know, some four years ago, 

and she gave me letters of introduction to some of the people here." 

     He made the last statement in a tone of distinct regret. 

     "Then you know practically nothing about my aunt?" pursued the self-possessed young lady. 

     "Only her name and address," admitted the caller. He was wondering whether Mrs. Sappleton was in the 

married or widowed state. An undefinable something about the room seemed to suggest masculine habitation. 



     "Her great tragedy happened just three years ago," said the child; "that would be since your sister's time." 

     "Her tragedy?" asked Framton; somehow in this restful country spot tragedies seemed out of place. 

     "You may wonder why we keep that window wide open on an October afternoon," said the niece, indicating 

a large French window that opened on to a lawn. 

       "It is quite warm for the time of the year," said Framton; "but has that window got anything to do with the 

tragedy?" 

     "Out through that window, three years ago to a day, her husband and her two young brothers went off for 

their day's shooting. They never came back. In crossing the moor to their favourite snipe-shooting ground they 

were all three engulfed in a treacherous piece of bog. It had been that dreadful wet summer, you know, and 

places that were safe in other years gave way suddenly without warning. Their bodies were never recovered. 

That was the dreadful part of it." Here the child's voice lost its self-possessed note and became falteringly 

human. "Poor aunt always thinks that they will come back someday, they and the little brown spaniel that was 

lost with them, and walk in at that window just as they used to do. That is why the window is kept open every 

evening till it is quite dusk. Poor dear aunt, she has often told me how they went out, her husband with his white 

waterproof coat over his arm, and Ronnie, her youngest brother, singing 'Bertie, why do you bound?' as he 

always did to tease her, because she said it got on her nerves. Do you know, sometimes on still, quiet evenings 

like this, I almost get a creepy feeling that they will all walk in through that window - " 

     She broke off with a little shudder. It was a relief to Framton when the aunt bustled into the room with a 

whirl of apologies for being late in making her appearance. 

     "I hope Vera has been amusing you?" she said. 

     "She has been very interesting," said Framton. 

     "I hope you don't mind the open window," said Mrs. Sappleton briskly; "my husband and brothers will be 

home directly from shooting, and they always come in this way. They've been out for snipe in the marshes 

today, so they'll make a fine mess over my poor carpets. So like you menfolk, isn't it?" 

     She rattled on cheerfully about the shooting and the scarcity of birds, and the prospects for duck in the 

winter. To Framton it was all purely horrible. He made a desperate but only partially successful effort to turn 

the talk on to a less ghastly topic, he was conscious that his hostess was giving him only a fragment of her 

attention, and her eyes were constantly straying past him to the open window and the lawn beyond. It was 

certainly an unfortunate coincidence that he should have paid his visit on this tragic anniversary. 

     "The doctors agree in ordering me complete rest, an absence of mental excitement, and avoidance of 

anything in the nature of violent physical exercise," announced Framton, who laboured under the tolerably 

widespread delusion that total strangers and chance acquaintances are hungry for the least detail of one's 

ailments and infirmities, their cause and cure. "On the matter of diet they are not so much in agreement," he 

continued. 

     "No?" said Mrs. Sappleton, in a voice which only replaced a yawn at the last moment. Then she suddenly 

brightened into alert attention - but not to what Framton was saying. 



     "Here they are at last!" she cried. "Just in time for tea, and don't they look as if they were muddy up to the 

eyes!" 

     Framton shivered slightly and turned towards the niece with a look intended to convey sympathetic 

comprehension. The child was staring out through the open window with a dazed horror in her eyes. In a chill 

shock of nameless fear Framton swung round in his seat and looked in the same direction. 

     In the deepening twilight three figures were walking across the lawn towards the window, they all carried 

guns under their arms, and one of them was additionally burdened with a white coat hung over his shoulders. A 

tired  

brown spaniel kept close at their heels. Noiselessly they neared the house, and then a hoarse young voice 

chanted out of the dusk: "I said, Bertie, why do you bound?" 

     Framton grabbed wildly at his stick and hat; the hall door, the gravel drive, and the front gate were dimly 

noted stages in his headlong retreat. A cyclist coming along the road had to run into the hedge to avoid 

imminent collision. 

     "Here we are, my dear," said the bearer of the white mackintosh, coming in through the window, "fairly 

muddy, but most of it's dry. Who was that who bolted out as we came up?" 

     "A most extraordinary man, a Mr. Nuttel," said Mrs. Sappleton; "could only talk about his illnesses, and 

dashed off without a word of goodby or apology when you arrived. One would think he had seen a ghost." 

    "I expect it was the spaniel," said the niece calmly; "he told me he had a horror of dogs. He was once hunted 

into a cemetery somewhere on the banks of the Ganges by a pack of pariah dogs, and had to spend the night in a 

newly dug grave with the creatures snarling and grinning and foaming just above him. Enough to make anyone 

lose their nerve." 

     Romance at short notice was her speciality. 

 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
“The Open Window”: Questions 
 

1. Describe Mr. Nuttel. Why is he visiting the Sappleton family? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Who greets Mr. Nuttel when he arrives? Describe this character. 
 
 
 
 
 



3. Why does Vera ask Mr. Nuttel what he knows about her aunt and her family? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Summarize the story Vera tells Mr. Nuttel which she says happened three years ago. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. According to Vera, why is the window left open? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Why does Mr. Nuttel dash frantically from the house? How does Vera explain this behavior to Mrs. 
Sappleton? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. When talking about Mr. Nuttel, why is it ironic that Mrs. Sappleton tells her husband, “One would think 
he had seen a ghost”? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. Describe the setting (time and place) of this short story using references from the text to support your 
answer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

a. What role does the setting of “The Open Window” play in helping Saki achieve the purpose of 
the story? 
 
 
 
 
 



b. How does the setting of this short story affect the mood of the story/emotions of the readers? 
Explain your answer making a specific reference to the text. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9. Looking back on the title of this story, “The Open Window,” is this the best title for the story?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

a. Can you think of one that may be more appropriate? Explain how the title affects the conclusion 
of the story. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
10. What impact does Vera have on the overall storyline? What do you suppose motivated Vera to make up 

such an elaborate story? 
 

 
 
 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

“The Sniper” 
By Liam O’Flaherty 

(1923) 

 
The long June twilight faded into night. Dublin lay enveloped in darkness but for the dim light of the moon 

that shone through fleecy clouds, casting a pale light as of approaching dawn over the streets and the dark 

waters of the Liffey. Around the beleaguered Four Courts the heavy guns roared. Here and there through the 

city, machine guns and rifles broke the silence of the night, spasmodically, like dogs barking on lone farms. 

Republicans and Free Starters were waging civil war. 

 
On a rooftop near O'Connell Bridge, a Republican sniper lay watching. Beside him lay his rifle and over his 

shoulders was slung a pair of field glasses. His face was the face of a student, thin and ascetic, but his eyes 

had the cold gleam of the fanatic. They were deep and thoughtful, the eyes of a man who is used to looking at 

death. 

 
He was eating a sandwich hungrily. He had eaten nothing since morning. He had been too excited to eat. He 

finished the sandwich, and, taking a flask of whisky from his pocket, he took a short drought. Then he 

returned the flask to his pocket. He paused for a moment, considering whether he should risk a smoke. It was 

dangerous. The flash might be seen in the darkness, and there were enemies watching. He decided to take the 

risk. 



Placing a cigarette between his lips, he struck a match, inhaled the smoke hurriedly and put out the light. 

Almost immediately, a bullet flattened itself against the parapet of the roof. The sniper took another whiff 

an put out the cigarette. Then he swore softly and crawled away to the left. 

 
Cautiously he raised himself and peered over the parapet. There was a flash and a bullet whizzed over his 

head. He dropped immediately. He had seen the flash. It came from the opposite side of the street. 

 
He rolled over the roof to a chimney stack in the rear, and slowly drew himself up behind it, until his eyes 

were level with the top of the parapet. There was nothing to be seen--just the dim outline of the opposite 

housetop against the blue sky. His enemy was under cover. 

 
Just then an armored car came across the bridge and advanced slowly up the street. It stopped on the 

opposite side of the street, fifty yards ahead. The sniper could hear the dull panting of the motor. His heart 

beat faster. It was an enemy car. He wanted to fire, but he knew it was useless. His bullets would never 

pierce the steel that covered the gray monster. 

 
Then round the corner of a side street came an old woman, her head covered by a tattered shawl. She began 

to talk to the man in the turret of the car. She was pointing to the roof where the sniper lay. An informer. 

 
The turret opened. A man's head and shoulders appeared, looking toward the sniper. The sniper raised his 

rifle and fired. The head fell heavily on the turret wall. The woman darted toward the side street. The sniper 

fired again. The woman whirled round and fell with a shriek into the gutter. 

 
Suddenly from the opposite roof a shot rang out and the sniper dropped his rifle with a curse. The rifle 

clattered to the roof. The sniper thought the noise would wake the dead. He stooped to pick the rifle up. He 

couldn't lift it. His forearm was dead. "I'm hit," he muttered. 

 
Dropping flat onto the roof, he crawled back to the parapet. With his left hand he felt the injured right 

forearm. The blood was oozing through the sleeve of his coat. There was no pain--just a deadened sensation, 

as if the arm had been cut off. 
 

 

Quickly he drew his knife from his pocket, opened it on the breastwork of the parapet, and ripped open the 

sleeve. There was a small hole where the bullet had entered. On the other side there was not hole. The bullet 

had lodged in the bone. It must have fractured it. He bent the arm below the wound. The arm bent back easily. 

He ground his teeth overcome the pain. 

 
Then taking out his field dressing, he ripped open the packet with his knife. He broke the neck of the iodine 

bottle and let the bitter fluid drip into the wound. A paroxysm of pain swept through him. He placed the 

cotton wadding over the wound and wrapped the dressing over it. He tied the ends with his teeth. 

 

Then he lay still against the parapet, and, closing his eyes, he made an effort of will to overcome the 

pain. In the street beneath all was still. The armored car had retired speedily over the bridge, with the 

machinegunner's head hanging lifeless over the turret. The woman's corpse lay still in the gutter. 

 
The sniper lay still for a long time nursing his wounded arm and planning escape. Morning must not find him 

wounded on the roof. The enemy on the opposite roof covered his escape. He must kill that enemy and he 

could not use his rifle. He had only a revolver to do it. Then he thought of a plan. 

 
Taking off his cap, he placed it over the muzzle of his rifle. Then he pushed the rifle slowly upward over 

the parapet, until the cap was visible from the opposite side of the street. Almost immediately there was a 

report, and a bullet pierced the center of the cap. The sniper slanted the rifle forward. The cap clipped 



down into the street. Then catching the rifle in the middle, the sniper dropped his left hand over the roof 

and let it hang, lifelessly. After a few moments he let the rifle drop to the street. Then he sank to the roof, 

dragging his hand with him. 

 
Crawling quickly to his feet, he peered up at the corner of the roof. His ruse had succeeded. The other 

sniper, seeing the cap and rifle fall, thought that he had killed his man. He was now standing before a row 

of chimney pots, looking across, with his head clearly silhouetted against the western sky. 

 
The Republican sniper smiled and lifted his revolver above the edge of the parapet. The distance was about 

fifty yards--a hard shot in the dim light, and his right arm was paining him like a thousand devils. He took a 

steady aim. His hand trembled with eagerness. Pressing his lips together, he took a deep breath through his 

nostrils and fired. He was almost deafened with the report and his arm shook with the recoil. 

 
Then when the smoke cleared, he peered across and uttered a cry of joy. His enemy had been hit. He was 

reeling over the parapet in his death agony. He struggled to keep his feet, but he was slowly falling forward 

as if in a dream. The rifle fell from his grasp, hit the parapet, fell over, bounded off the pole of a barber's shop 

beneath and then clattered on the pavement. 

 
Then the dying man on the roof crumpled up and fell forward. The body turned over and over in space and 

hit the ground with a dull thud. Then it lay still. 

 
The sniper looked at his enemy falling and he shuddered. The lust of battle died in him. He became bitten 

by remorse. The sweat stood out in beads on his forehead. Weakened by his wound and the long summer 

day of fasting and watching on the roof, he revolted from the sight of the shattered mass of his dead enemy. 

His teeth chattered, he began to gibber to himself, cursing the war, cursing himself, cursing everybody. 

 
He looked at the smoking revolver in his hand, and with an oath he hurled it to the roof at his feet. The 

revolver went off with a concussion and the bullet whizzed past the sniper's head. He was frightened back to 

his senses 
 

by the shock. His nerves steadied. The cloud of fear scattered from his mind and he laughed. 

 
Taking the whiskey flask from his pocket, he emptied it a drought. He felt reckless under the influence of 

the spirit. He decided to leave the roof now and look for his company commander, to report. Everywhere 

around was quiet. There was not much danger in going through the streets. He picked up his revolver and 

put it in his pocket. Then he crawled down through the skylight to the house underneath. 

 
When the sniper reached the laneway on the street level, he felt a sudden curiosity as to the identity of the 

enemy sniper whom he had killed. He decided that he was a good shot, whoever he was. He wondered did 

he know him. Perhaps he had been in his own company before the split in the army. He decided to risk 

going over to have a look at him. He peered around the corner into O'Connell Street. In the upper part of the 

street there was heavy firing, but around here all was quiet. 

 
The sniper darted across the street. A machine gun tore up the ground around him with a hail of bullets, but 

he escaped. He threw himself face downward beside the corpse. The machine gun stopped. 

 
Then the sniper turned over the dead body and looked into his brother's face. 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 



“The Sniper”: Questions 
 

1. What sounds fill the night? What is the reason for these sounds? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What does the old woman do? What happens to the old woman? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Where does the sniper take a bullet? What does he do about it? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4. How does the sniper trick his enemy? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. After his initial joy, what is the sniper’s reaction to seeing his dead enemy? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. What is the sniper curious about? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Whom had the sniper killed? 
 
 
 
 
 
 



8. What is ironic about the ending of the story? Why do you think the author uses an ironic ending? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9. What message does the story have about war?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10. How do you imagine you would feel if you lived in a place where bombings and snipers were common? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

The Scarlet Ibis 
by James Hurst 

(1960) 

It was in the clove of seasons, summer was dead but autumn had not yet been born, that the ibis lit in the 

bleeding tree. The flower garden was stained with rotting brown magnolia petals and ironweeds grew rank amid 

the purple phlox. The five o’clocks by the chimney still marked time, but the oriole nest in the elm was 

untenanted and rocked back and forth like an empty cradle. The last graveyard flowers were blooming, and their 

smell drifted across the cotton field and through every room of our house, speaking softly the names of our 

dead. 

It’s strange that all this is still so clear to me, now that the summer has long since fled and time has had its way. 

A grindstone stands where the bleeding tree stood, just outside the kitchen door, and now if an oriole sings in 

the elm, its song seems to die up in the leaves, a silvery dust. The flower garden is prim, the house a gleaming 

white, and the pale fence across the yard stands straight and spruce. But sometimes (like right now), as I sit in 

the cool, green-draped parlor, the grindstone begins to turn, and time with all its changes is ground away—and I 

remember Doodle. 

Doodle was just about the craziest brother a boy ever had. Of course, he wasn’t a crazy crazy like old Miss 

Leedie, who was in love with President Wilson and wrote him a letter every day, but was a nice crazy, like 

someone you meet in your dreams. He was born when I was six and was, from the outset, a disappointment. He 

seemed all head, with a tiny body which was red and shriveled like an old man’s. Everybody thought he was 

going to die—everybody except Aunt Nicey, who had delivered him. She said he would live because he was 

born in a caul and cauls were made from Jesus’ nightgown. Daddy had Mr. Heath, the carpenter, build a little 

mahogany coffin for him. But he didn’t die, and when he was three months old Mama and Daddy decided they 



might as well name him. They named him William Armstrong, which was like tying a big tail on a small kite. 

Such a name sounds good only on a tombstone. 

I thought myself pretty smart at many things, like holding my breath, running, jumping, or climbing the vines in 

Old Woman Swamp, and I wanted more than anything else someone to race to Horsehead Landing, someone to 

box with, and someone to perch with in the top fork of the great pine behind the barn, where across the fields 

and swamps you could see the sea. I wanted a brother. But Mama, crying, told me that even if William 

Armstrong lived, he would never do these things with me. He might not, she sobbed, even be “all there.” He 

might, as long as he lived, lie on the rubber sheet in the center of the bed in the front bedroom where the white 

marquisette curtains billowed out in the afternoon sea breeze, rustling like palmetto fronds. 

It was bad enough having an invalid brother, but having one who possibly was not all there was unbearable, so I 

began to make plans to kill him by smothering him with a pillow. However, one afternoon as I watched him, my 

head poked between the iron posts of the foot of the bed, he looked straight at me and grinned. I skipped 

through the rooms, down the echoing halls, shouting, “Mama, he smiled. He’s all there! He’s all there!” and he 

was. 

When he was two, if you laid him on his stomach, he began to try to move himself, straining terribly. The 

doctor said that with his weak heart this strain would probably kill him, but it didn’t. Trembling, he’d push 

himself up, turning first red, then a soft purple, and finally collapse back onto the bed like an old worn-out doll. 

I can still see Mama watching him, her hand pressed tight across her mouth, her eyes wide and unblinking. But 

he learned to crawl (it was his third winter), and we brought him out of the front bedroom, putting him on the 

rug before the fireplace. For the first time he became one of us. 

As long as he lay all the time in bed, we called him William Armstrong, even though it was formal and sounded 

as if we were referring to one of our ancestors, but with his creeping around on the deerskin rug and beginning 

to talk, something had to be done about his name. It was I who renamed him. When he crawled, he crawled 

backwards, as if he were in reverse and couldn’t change gears. If you called him, he’d turn around as if he were 

going in the other direction, then he’d back right up to you to be picked up. Crawling backward made him look 

like a doodle-bug, so I began to call him Doodle, and in time even Mama and Daddy thought it was a better 

name than William Armstrong. Only Aunt Nicey disagreed. She said caul babies should be treated with special 

respect since they might turn out to be saints. Renaming my brother was perhaps the kindest thing I ever did for 

him, because nobody expects much from someone called Doodle. 

Although Doodle learned to crawl, he showed no signs of walking, but he wasn’t idle. He talked so much that 

we all quit listening to what he said. It was about this time that Daddy built him a go-cart and I had to pull him 

around. At first I just paraded him up and down the piazza, but then he started crying to be taken out into the 

yard and it ended up by my having to lug him wherever I went. If I so much as picked up my cap, he’d start 

crying to go with me and Mama would call from wherever she was, “Take Doodle with you.” 

He was a burden in many ways. The doctor had said that he mustn’t get too excited, too hot, too cold, or too 

tired and that he must always be treated gently. A long list of don’ts went with him, all of which I ignored once 

we got out of the house. To discourage his coming with me, I’d run with him across the ends of the cotton rows 

and careen him around corners on two wheels. Sometimes I accidentally turned him over, but he never told 

Mama. His skin was very sensitive, and he had to wear a big straw hat whenever he went out. When the going 

got rough and he had to cling to the sides of the go-cart, the hat slipped all the way down over his ears. He was 

a sight. Finally, I could see I was licked. Doodle was my brother and he was going to cling to me forever, no 

matter what I did, so I dragged him across the burning cotton field to share with him the only beauty I knew, 

Old Woman Swamp. I pulled the go-cart through the saw-tooth fern, down into the green dimness where the 

palmetto fronds whispered by the stream. I lifted him out and set him down in the soft rubber grass beside a tall 

pine. His eyes were round with wonder as he gazed about him, and his little hands began to stroke the rubber 

grass. Then he began to cry. 



“For heaven’s sake, what’s the matter?” I asked, annoyed. 

“It’s so pretty,” he said. “So pretty, pretty, pretty.” 

After that day Doodle and I often went down into Old Woman Swamp. I would gather wildflowers, wild 

violets, honeysuckle, yellow jasmine, snakeflowers, and water lilies, and with wire grass we’d weave them into 

necklaces and crowns. We’d bedeck ourselves with our handiwork and loll about thus beautified, beyond the 

touch of the everyday world. Then when the slanted rays of the sun burned orange in the tops of the pines, we’d 

drop our jewels into the stream and watch them float away toward the sea. 

There is within me (and with sadness I have watched it in others) a knot of cruelty borne by the stream of love, 

much as our blood sometimes bears the seed of our destruction, and at times I was mean to Doodle. One day I 

took him up to the barn loft and showed him his casket, telling him how we all had believed he would die. It 

was covered with a film of Paris green sprinkled to kill the rats, and screech owls had built a nest inside it. 

Doodle studied the mahogany box for a long time, then said, “It’s not mine.” 

“It is,” I said. “And before I’ll help you down from the loft, you’re going to have to touch it.” 

“I won’t touch it,” he said sullenly. 

“Then I’ll leave you here by yourself,” I threatened, and made as if I were going down. 

Doodle was frightened of being left. “Don’t go leave me, Brother,” he cried, and he leaned toward the coffin. 

His hand, trembling, reached out, and when he touched the casket he screamed. A screech owl flapped out of 

the box into our faces, scaring us and covering us with Paris green. Doodle was paralyzed, so I put him on my 

shoulder and carried him down the ladder, and even when we were outside in the bright sunshine, he clung to 

me, crying, “Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me.” 

When Doodle was five years old, I was embarrassed at having a brother of that age who couldn’t walk, so I set 

out to teach him. We were down in Old Woman Swamp and it was spring and the sick-sweet smell of bay 

flowers hung everywhere like a mournful song. “I’m going to teach you to walk, Doodle,” I said. 

He was sitting comfortably on the soft grass, leaning back against the pine. “Why?” he asked. 

I hadn’t expected such an answer. “So I won’t have to haul you around all the time.” 

“I can’t walk, Brother,” he said. 

“Who says so?” I demanded. 

“Mama, the doctor—everybody.” 

“Oh, you can walk,” I said, and I took him by the arms and stood him up. He collapsed onto the grass like a 

half-empty flour sack. It was as if he had no bones in his little legs. 

“Don’t hurt me, Brother,” he warned. 

“Shut up. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to teach you to walk.” I heaved him up again, and again he 

collapsed. 



This time he did not lift his face up out of the rubber grass. “I just can’t do it. Let’s make honeysuckle wreaths.” 

“Oh yes you can, Doodle,” I said. “All you got to do is try. Now come on,” and I hauled him up once more. 

It seemed so hopeless from the beginning that it’s a miracle I didn’t give up. But all of us must have something 

or someone to be proud of, and Doodle had become mine. I did not know then that pride is a wonderful, terrible 

thing, a seed that bears two vines, life and death. Every day that summer we went to the pine beside the stream 

of Old Woman Swamp, and I put him on his feet at least a hundred times each afternoon. Occasionally I too 

became discouraged because it didn’t seem as if he was trying, and I would say, “Doodle, don’t you want to 

learn to walk?” 

He’d nod his head, and I’d say, “Well, if you don’t keep trying, you’ll never learn.” Then I’d paint for him a 

picture of us as old men, white-haired, him with a long white beard and me still pulling him around in the go-

cart. This never failed to make him try again. 

Finally one day, after many weeks of practicing, he stood alone for a few seconds. When he fell, I grabbed him 

in my arms and hugged him, our laughter pealing through the swamp like a ringing bell. Now we knew it could 

be done. Hope no longer hid in the dark palmetto thicket but perched like a cardinal in the lacy toothbrush tree, 

brilliantly visible. “Yes, yes,” I cried, and he cried it too, and the grass beneath us was soft and the smell of the 

swamp was sweet. 

With success so imminent, we decided not to tell anyone until he could actually walk. Each day, barring rain, 

we sneaked into Old Woman Swamp, and by cotton-picking time Doodle was ready to show what he could do. 

He still wasn’t able to walk far, but we could wait no longer. Keeping a nice secret is very hard to do, like 

holding your breath. We chose to reveal all on October eighth, Doodle’s sixth birthday, and for weeks ahead we 

mooned around the house, promising everybody a most spectacular surprise. Aunt Nicey said that, after so 

much talk, if we produced anything less tremendous than the Resurrection she was going to be disappointed. 

At breakfast on our chosen day, when Mama, Daddy, and Aunt Nicey were in the dining room, I brought 

Doodle to the door in the go-cart just as usual and had them turn their backs, making them cross their hearts and 

hope to die if they peeked. I helped Doodle up, and when he was standing alone I let them look. There wasn’t a 

sound as Doodle walked slowly across the room and sat down at his place at the table. Then Mama began to cry 

and ran over to him, hugging him and kissing him. Daddy hugged him too, so I went to Aunt Nicey, who was 

thanks praying in the doorway, and began to waltz her around. We danced together quite well until she came 

down on my big toe with her brogans, hurting me so badly I thought I was crippled for life. 

Doodle told them it was I who had taught him to walk, so everyone wanted to hug me, and I began to cry. 

“What are you crying for?” asked Daddy, but I couldn’t answer. They did not know that I did it for myself; that 

pride, whose slave I was, spoke to me louder than all their voices, and that Doodle walked only because I was 

ashamed of having a crippled brother. 

Within a few months Doodle had learned to walk well and his go-cart was put up in the barn loft (it’s still there) 

beside his little mahogany coffin. Now, when we roamed off together, resting often, we never turned back until 

our destination had been reached, and to help pass the time, we took up lying. From the beginning Doodle was a 

terrible liar and he got me in the habit. Had anyone stopped to listen to us, we would have been sent off to Dix 

Hill. 

My lies were scary, involved, and usually pointless, but Doodle’s were twice as crazy. People in his stories all 

had wings and flew wherever they wanted to go. His favorite lie was about a boy named Peter who had a pet 

peacock with a ten-foot tail. Peter wore a golden robe that glittered so brightly that when he walked through the 

sunflowers they turned away from the sun to face him. When Peter was ready to go to sleep, the peacock spread 



his magnificent tail, enfolding the boy gently like a closing go-to-sleep flower, burying him in the gloriously 

iridescent, rustling vortex. Yes, I must admit it. Doodle could beat me lying. 

Doodle and I spent lots of time thinking about our future. We decided that when we were grown we’d live in 

Old Woman Swamp and pick dog-tongue for a living. Beside the stream, he planned, we’d build us a house of 

whispering leaves and the swamp birds would be our chickens. All day long (when we weren’t gathering dog-

tongue) we’d swing through the cypresses on the rope vines, and if it rained we’d huddle beneath an umbrella 

tree and play stickfrog. Mama and Daddy could come and live with us if they wanted to. He even came up with 

the idea that he could marry Mama and I could marry Daddy. Of course, I was old enough to know this 

wouldn’t work out, but the picture he painted was so beautiful and serene that all I could do was whisper Yes, 

yes. 

Once I had succeeded in teaching Doodle to walk, I began to believe in my own infallibility and I prepared a 

terrific development program for him, unknown to Mama and Daddy, of course. I would teach him to run, to 

swim, to climb trees, and to fight. He, too, now believed in my infallibility, so we set the deadline for these 

accomplishments less than a year away, when, it had been decided, Doodle could start to school. 

That winter we didn’t make much progress, for I was in school and Doodle suffered from one bad cold after 

another. But when spring came, rich and warm, we raised our sights again. Success lay at the end of summer 

like a pot of gold, and our campaign got off to a good start. On hot days, Doodle and I went down to Horsehead 

Landing and I gave him swimming lessons or showed him how to row a boat. Sometimes we descended into the 

cool greenness of Old Woman Swamp and climbed the rope vines or boxed scientifically beneath the pine 

where he had learned to walk. Promise hung about us like the leaves, and wherever we looked, ferns unfurled 

and birds broke into song. 

That summer, the summer of 1918, was blighted. In May and June there was no rain and the crops withered, 

curled up, then died under the thirsty sun. One morning in July a hurricane came out of the east, tipping over the 

oaks in the yard and splitting the limbs of the elm trees. That afternoon it roared back out of the west, blew the 

fallen oaks around, snapping their roots and tearing them out of the earth like a hawk at the entrails of a 

chicken. Cotton bolls were wrenched from the stalks and lay like green walnuts in the valleys between the rows, 

while the cornfield leaned over uniformly so that the tassels touched the ground. Doodle and I followed Daddy 

out into the cotton field, where he stood, shoulders sagging, surveying the ruin. When his chin sank down onto 

his chest, we were frightened, and Doodle slipped his hand into mine. Suddenly Daddy straightened his 

shoulders, raised a giant knuckly fist, and with a voice that seemed to rumble out of the earth itself began 

cursing heaven, hell, the weather, and the Republican Party. Doodle and I, prodding each other and giggling, 

went back to the house, knowing that everything would be all right. 

And during that summer, strange names were heard through the house: Chateau-Thierry, Amiens, Soissons, and 

in her blessing at the supper table, Mama once said, “And bless the Pearsons, whose boy Joe was lost at Belleau 

Wood.” 

So we came to that clove of seasons. School was only a few weeks away, and Doodle was far behind schedule. 

He could barely clear the ground when climbing up the rope vines and his swimming was certainly not 

passable. We decided to double our efforts, to make that last drive and reach our pot of gold. I made him swim 

until he turned blue and row until he couldn’t lift an oar. Wherever we went, I purposely walked fast, and 

although he kept up, his face turned red and his eyes became glazed. Once, he could go no further, so he 

collapsed on the ground and began to cry. 

“Aw, come on, Doodle,” I urged. “You can do it. Do you want to be different from everybody else when you 

start school?” 

“Does it make any difference?” 



“It certainly does,” I said. “Now, come on,” and I helped him up. 

As we slipped through dog days, Doodle began to look feverish, and Mama felt his forehead, asking him if he 

felt ill. At night he didn’t sleep well, and sometimes he had nightmares, crying out until I touched him and said, 

“Wake up, Doodle. Wake up.” 

It was Saturday noon, just a few days before school was to start. I should have already admitted defeat, but my 

pride wouldn’t let me. The excitement of our program had now been gone for weeks, but still we kept on with a 

tired doggedness. It was too late to turn back, for we had both wandered too far into a net of expectations and 

had left no crumbs behind. 

Daddy, Mama, Doodle, and I were seated at the dining-room table having lunch. It was a hot day, with all the 

windows and doors open in case a breeze should come. In the kitchen Aunt Nicey was humming softly. After a 

long silence, Daddy spoke. “It’s so calm, I wouldn’t be surprised if we had a storm this afternoon.” 

“I haven’t heard a rain frog,” said Mama, who believed in signs, as she served the bread around the table. 

“I did,” declared Doodle. “Down in the swamp.” 

“He didn’t,” I said contrarily. 

“You did, eh?” said Daddy, ignoring my denial. 

“I certainly did,” Doodle reiterated, scowling at me over the top of his iced-tea glass, and we were quiet again. 

Suddenly, from out in the yard, came a strange croaking noise. Doodle stopped eating, with a piece of bread 

poised ready for his mouth, his eyes popped round like two blue buttons. “What’s that?” he whispered. 

I jumped up, knocking over my chair, and had reached the door when Mama called, “Pick up the chair, sit down 

again, and say excuse me.” 

By the time I had done this, Doodle had excused himself and had slipped out into the yard. He was looking up 

into the bleeding tree. “It’s a great big red bird!” he called. 

The bird croaked loudly again, and Mama and Daddy came out into the yard. We shaded our eyes with our 

hands against the hazy glare of the sun and peered up through the still leaves. On the topmost branch a bird the 

size of a chicken, with scarlet feathers and long legs, was perched precariously. Its wings hung down loosely, 

and as we watched, a feather dropped away and floated slowly down through the green leaves. 

“It’s not even frightened of us,” Mama said. 

“It looks tired,” Daddy added. “Or maybe sick.” 

Doodle’s hands were clasped at his throat, and I had never seen him stand still so long. “What is it?” he asked. 

Daddy shook his head. “I don’t know, maybe it’s—” 

At that moment the bird began to flutter, but the wings were uncoordinated, and amid much flapping and a 

spray of flying feathers, it tumbled down, bumping through the limbs of the bleeding tree and landing at our feet 

with a thud. Its long, graceful neck jerked twice into an S, then straightened out, and the bird was still. A white 

veil came over the eyes and the long white beak unhinged. Its legs were crossed and its clawlike feet were 



delicately curved at rest. Even death did not mar its grace, for it lay on the earth like a broken vase of red 

flowers, and we stood around it, awed by its exotic beauty. 

“It’s dead,” Mama said. 

“What is it?” Doodle repeated. 

“Go bring me the bird book,” said Daddy. 

I ran into the house and brought back the bird book. As we watched, Daddy thumbed through its pages. “It’s a 

scarlet ibis,” he said, pointing to a picture. “It lives in the tropics—South America to Florida. A storm must 

have brought it here.” 

Sadly, we all looked back at the bird. A scarlet ibis! How many miles it had traveled to die like this, in our yard, 

beneath the bleeding tree. 

“Let’s finish lunch,” Mama said, nudging us back toward the dining room. 

“I’m not hungry,” said Doodle, and he knelt down beside the ibis. 

“We’ve got peach cobbler for dessert,” Mama tempted from the doorway. 

Doodle remained kneeling. “I’m going to bury him.” 

“Don’t you dare touch him,” Mama warned. “There’s no telling what disease he might have had.” 

“All right,” said Doodle. “I won’t.” 

Daddy, Mama, and I went back to the dining-room table, but we watched Doodle through the open door. He 

took out a piece of string from his pocket and, without touching the ibis, looped one end around its neck. 

Slowly, while singing softly “Shall We Gather at the River,” he carried the bird around to the front yard and dug 

a hole in the flower garden, next to the petunia bed. Now we were watching him through the front window, but 

he didn’t know it. His awkwardness at digging the hole with a shovel whose handle was twice as long as he was 

made us laugh, and we covered our mouths with our hands so he wouldn’t hear. 

When Doodle came into the dining room, he found us seriously eating our cobbler. He was pale and lingered 

just inside the screen door. “Did you get the scarlet ibis buried?” asked Daddy. 

Doodle didn’t speak but nodded his head. 

“Go wash your hands, and then you can have some peach cobbler,” said Mama. 

“I’m not hungry,” he said. 

“Dead birds is bad luck,” said Aunt Nicey, poking her head from the kitchen door. “Specially red dead birds!” 

As soon as I had finished eating, Doodle and I hurried off to Horsehead Landing. Time was short, and Doodle 

still had a long way to go if he was going to keep up with the other boys when he started school. The sun, gilded 

with the yellow cast of autumn, still burned fiercely, but the dark green woods through which we passed were 

shady and cool. When we reached the landing, Doodle said he was too tired to swim, so we got into a skiff and 

floated down the creek with the tide. Far off in the marsh a rail was scolding, and over on the beach locusts 



were singing in the myrtle trees. Doodle did not speak and kept his head turned away, letting one hand trail 

limply in the water. 

After we had drifted a long way, I put the oars in place and made Doodle row back against the tide. Black 

clouds began to gather in the southwest, and he kept watching them, trying to pull the oars a little faster. When 

we reached Horsehead Landing, lightning was playing across half the sky and thunder roared out, hiding even 

the sound of the sea. The sun disappeared and darkness descended, almost like night. Flocks of marsh crows 

flew by, heading inland to their roosting trees, and two egrets, squawking, arose from the oyster-rock shallows 

and careened away. 

Doodle was both tired and frightened, and when he stepped from the skiff he collapsed onto the mud, sending 

an armada of fiddler crabs rustling off into the marsh grass. I helped him up, and as he wiped the mud off his 

trousers, he smiled at me ashamedly. He had failed and we both knew it, so we started back home, racing the 

storm. We never spoke (What are the words that can solder cracked pride?), but I knew he was watching me, 

watching for a sign of mercy. The lightning was near now, and from fear he walked so close behind me he kept 

stepping on my heels. The faster I walked, the faster he walked, so I began to run. The rain was coming, roaring 

through the pines, and then, like a bursting Roman candle, a gum tree ahead of us was shattered by a bolt of 

lightning. When the deafening peal of thunder had died, and in the moment before the rain arrived, I heard 

Doodle, who had fallen behind, cry out, “Brother, Brother, don’t leave me! Don’t leave me!” 

The knowledge that Doodle’s and my plans had come to naught was bitter, and that streak of cruelty within me 

awakened. I ran as fast as I could, leaving him far behind with a wall of rain dividing us. The drops stung my 

face like nettles, and the wind flared the wet glistening leaves of the bordering trees. Soon I could hear his voice 

no more. 

I hadn’t run too far before I became tired, and the flood of childish spite evanesced as well. I stopped and 

waited for Doodle. The sound of rain was everywhere, but the wind had died and it fell straight down in parallel 

paths like ropes hanging from the sky. As I waited, I peered through the downpour, but no one came. Finally I 

went back and found him huddled beneath a red nightshade bush beside the road. He was sitting on the ground, 

his face buried in his arms, which were resting on his drawn-up knees. “Let’s go, Doodle,” I said. 

He didn’t answer, so I placed my hand on his forehead and lifted his head. Limply, he fell backwards onto the 

earth. He had been bleeding from the mouth, and his neck and the front of his shirt were stained a brilliant red. 

“Doodle! Doodle!” I cried, shaking him, but there was no answer but the ropy rain. He lay very awkwardly, 

with his head thrown far back, making his vermilion neck appear unusually long and slim. His little legs, bent 

sharply at the knees, had never before seemed so fragile, so thin. 

I began to weep, and the tear-blurred vision in red before me looked very familiar. “Doodle!” I screamed above 

the pounding storm and threw my body to the earth above his. For a long long time, it seemed forever, I lay 

there crying, sheltering my fallen scarlet ibis from the heresy of rain. 

“The Scarlet Ibis”: Questions 
 

1. What emotions does the author want the reader to feel in the first paragraph? 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2. How old was Brother, our narrator, when Doodle was born? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. At this time, Brother briefly considers killing his infant brother, Doodle. Is this a real threat? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. We don’t know the narrator’s name and refer to him only as “Brother.” Why, do you suppose, the author 
chose to leave his narrator unnamed? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why do you think Doodle tries so hard to learn the skills his brother wants to teach him? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Why might Doodle cling to his brother despite the fact that his brother can be cruel to him? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. When Doodle finally walks, Brother waltzes Aunt Nicey around the room for a brief joyful moment. 
What happens to end their joyful dance? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



8. Connect Doodle to the Scarlet Ibis. What are three specific similarities that prove the author wanted us 
to see a connection between the boy and the bird? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9. What is the message of the story? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10. Hurst doesn’t clearly state the cause of Doodle’s death. Given the events that occur toward the end of 
the story, what do you suppose actually caused Doodle’s death? 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 


