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    Against the steady turn of the seasons, desire and duty contend in a rural world where character, chance, and community shape every heart’s fate.

Far from the Madding Crowd endures as a classic because it marries the intimacy of village life with the large questions of how people choose, endure, and love. Hardy forged a model for regional realism that treats landscape, labor, and language as inseparable from character. The novel’s balance of tenderness and severity has influenced generations of storytellers who seek moral complexity over easy consolation. It helped keep the English pastoral alive while refusing to sentimentalize it, revealing the hard economies beneath beauty. Readers return to it for its clarity about human motives, its music of description, and its quietly devastating insight.

Written by Thomas Hardy and first published in 1874 during the Victorian era, the book is set in his fictional Wessex, a rural region modeled on the southwest of England. It follows Bathsheba Everdene, a young woman whose independence places her in command of a farm, and Gabriel Oak, a shepherd whose practical wisdom anchors the community. Around them gather neighbors, laborers, and suitors, all subject to the weather, to custom, and to their own temperaments. The story traces the workings of work and feeling, showing how tasks of husbandry intersect with the hazards of courtship, without revealing its later turns.

Hardy’s intention was not merely to entertain but to test how character fares under pressure from chance, social expectation, and the indifferent processes of nature. He portrays rural life with respect for skill and ritual, while inviting readers to question the codes that govern reputation, gender, and property. He aims to confer dignity on ordinary labor and to dramatize the consequences of impulsiveness and steadfastness. The design is classical in its attention to cause and effect, yet modern in its skeptical intelligence. Rather than preaching, the narrative arranges events so that readers infer meanings through sympathy and reflection.

The novel’s craft is striking. Hardy’s narrator moves with an ironical sympathy, surveying fields and hearts with equal precision, and shifting between panoramic vistas and close interiority. Set pieces such as gatherings in barns, the quiet menace of night journeys, the swell of storms, and the rhythm of harvest shape the book’s tempo. Seasonal cycles and rural customs function as structural devices, echoing and intensifying the characters’ choices. The diction is exact without fuss, enriched by idiom and allusion. The result is a prose that shows rather than announces judgment, inviting readers to inhabit scene, texture, and time.

At its core, Far from the Madding Crowd meditates on constancy and volatility, pride and humility, autonomy and interdependence. It considers how public rumor can press upon private decision, and how economic precarity sharpens emotion. The book weighs consent, respect, and responsibility within courtship, and examines the costs of possessiveness or carelessness. Chance interventions alter lives, but they do so in ways that clarify rather than cancel character. Work is never mere backdrop: hedging, shearing, lambing, and market days carry ethical weight. The natural world is neither ally nor enemy, yet its tempo and hazards frame every choice.

Hardy’s characters compel because they resist simplification. Bathsheba is capable, proud, imaginative, and vulnerable, a figure who strains against prescribed roles without denying the tether of community. Gabriel is patient, skilled, and quietly moral, a presence defined less by speeches than by actions that sustain others. Around them stand figures who embody different responses to honor, desire, and risk, from impulsive bravado to severe rectitude. Even when behavior misfires, Hardy grants motives that feel legible. He refuses to make villains of the flawed or saints of the steadfast, allowing readers to recognize themselves in partial virtues and instructive errors.

The setting, Wessex, is one of literature’s great imaginative geographies. Hardy adapts the topography and folkways of Dorset and its neighboring counties into a landscape at once precise and symbolic. Lanes, downs, furze, and barns are rendered with a craftsman’s eye, informed by the author’s rural upbringing and close observation. Nature is not a picturesque backdrop but a participant whose light, wind, and soil impress themselves on every scene. Customs, songs, and tools are recorded with affectionate exactness, yet never romanticized. This fusion of ethnography and lyricism gives the book its grounded magic and its enduring sensuous authority.

In literary history, the novel marks a turning point in Hardy’s career and in nineteenth‑century fiction’s handling of the countryside. It consolidates his vision of a region that could bear complex moral drama, opening the path for the later Wessex novels. It also mediates between Victorian confidence in social order and a more modern recognition of accident, limitation, and interior conflict. The book participates in debates about progress and tradition by dramatizing their human costs. Its innovations in regional realism and psychological nuance have informed later writers who explore place‑bound communities and the entanglements of love and labor.

The book’s legacy extends beyond the page. It has remained consistently in print, studied in schools and universities, and embraced by general readers. Editors have produced authoritative editions that situate it within Hardy’s body of work, and critics have revisited its scenes to test changing theories of gender, form, and ecology. Its story has inspired multiple adaptations for stage and screen, confirming the narrative’s visual richness and emotional clarity. Each revival underscores how the novel’s conflicts speak across periods. Yet the text itself, with its patient accumulation of detail, remains the most persuasive argument for its lasting stature.

For contemporary readers, Far from the Madding Crowd offers an exploration of autonomy, care, and accountability that feels immediate. It asks what it means to lead, to work well, and to love without possession. Its attention to rumor anticipates today’s informational turbulence, while its awareness of weather and risk resonates in an era alert to environment and uncertainty. The novel honors competence and mutual aid without ignoring loneliness or error. Readers find both solace and provocation in its measured gaze, recognizing that the dilemmas of choice, pride, forgiveness, and community remain as urgent now as in Hardy’s century.

To enter this book is to step into a living world of fields, firesides, and crossroads where temperament, time, and circumstance meet. Here are the satisfactions of craft and the chastening of consequence; the warmth of fellowship and the austerity of nature. Hardy offers no easy comforts, only the deeper pleasure of understanding how lives interlock and unfold. That clarity, joined to prose of luminous exactness, secures the novel’s place among enduring works. Far from the Madding Crowd remains compelling because it honors both feeling and fact, speaking freshly to readers who seek beauty linked to truth and moral poise.
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    In Hardy’s Wessex, young shepherd Gabriel Oak notices Bathsheba Everdene riding, independent. He proposes; she refuses preferring autonomy and playful vanity. Soon Bathsheba unexpectedly inherits her uncle’s farm near Weatherbury and moves to manage it. The narrative shifts from tentative courtship to Bathsheba’s assumption of responsibility, establishing themes of self-reliance, work, and social scrutiny. Hardy depicts seasonal rhythms, local characters, and the constraints and opportunities afforded a woman landowner. Gabriel remains nearby in memory, his quiet steadiness juxtaposed with Bathsheba’s spirited pride, setting groundwork for intersecting fortunes within a close rural community where choices echo through labor, gossip, and tradition.

Gabriel’s prospects collapse when a mishap destroys his flock, forcing him to seek employment. By chance he arrives at Bathsheba’s estate just as a fire threatens her ricks and buildings. His quick action and practical skill save the harvest, earning him a place as shepherd and, later, trusted adviser. Their new relation is professional, marked by Bathsheba’s insistence on command and Gabriel’s respectful candor. The farm’s daily demands reveal both characters’ strengths: her resolve to run affairs capably, his unshowy reliability. Hardy frames their interactions amid weather, markets, and community customs, while leaving personal feeling unspoken beneath mutual obligation there.

Bathsheba’s leadership brings friction and respect among her workers as she tackles hiring, accounts, and seasonal tasks. Hardy shows her pride and playfulness when, amused by local reserve, she sends an anonymous valentine to the neighboring farmer, William Boldwood. The gesture, intended as lighthearted, stirs consequences she does not foresee. Boldwood, a prosperous, solitary man, receives the token as a serious sign and begins attentive visits. Meanwhile, Gabriel counsels caution without presuming authority. The social web tightens: market days, shearing suppers, and church gatherings showcase Bathsheba’s visibility, attracting admiration and scrutiny that complicate her desire for independence and control nearby.

Boldwood’s interest develops into earnest courtship, defined by solemn promises and expectations suited to his age and station. He offers stability, wealth, and a respected alliance, pressing Bathsheba for a decision that would end uncertainty on both farms. She wavers between pride in her autonomy and the comfort of security, repeatedly postponing any pledge. Gabriel observes the mounting pressure and the town’s quiet calculations about property and marriage, yet keeps his counsel professional. Hardy depicts Boldwood’s growing fixation as dignified yet intense, a force that reshapes social relations and frames Bathsheba’s choices even before other, impulsive influences enter her life.

Into this strain strides Sergeant Francis Troy, a charming soldier whose flair, speech, and gallantry contrast sharply with rural reserve. In a famous moonlit scene among firs, he dazzles Bathsheba with a display of swordplay that skirts danger while flattering her courage. His presence introduces speed, risk, and flirtation into a world governed by routine. Bathsheba, proud and impressionable, finds herself drawn to qualities alien to careful management or measured vows. Gabriel senses hazard but avoids moralizing. Troy’s past, entwined with the orphan Fanny Robin, lingers in the background, suggesting complications that extend beyond the sparkle of uniform and manner.

Farm life continues with shearing, harvest, and sudden emergencies, testing Bathsheba’s authority and her crews’ loyalty. Gabriel averts disasters with practical skill, from weather threats to animal crises, while Bathsheba learns the costs of command under watchful neighbors. Meanwhile, Fanny Robin’s fragile circumstances come into sharper focus, hinting at promises made and broken, and at obligations that cannot be easily set aside. Troy’s divided attentions unsettle the careful balance Bathsheba seeks between work and personal feeling. Hardy intertwines public duties and private entanglements, showing how a single choice reverberates through barns, barracks, and parish, tightening knots that will demand reckoning.

As seasons turn, consequences harden. Debts, contracts, and harvest risks expose the farm to strain, while gossip magnifies every misstep. Boldwood’s hopes do not abate; he interprets each development as a sign, pressing for closure with a formality that isolates him from nuance. Troy’s impulsiveness complicates accounts and tempers, provoking quarrels and uneasy truces. Bathsheba wrestles with responsibility to workers and with the expectations placed upon a woman whose choices are publicly judged. Gabriel’s counsel remains steady, focused on practical outcomes rather than hearts. The village senses a coming decision, though its shape and cost remain troublingly unclear for now.

The narrative gathers speed as weather turns dramatic and gatherings bring private tensions into public view. A violent storm tests labor and leadership, highlighting Gabriel’s endurance and Bathsheba’s resolve. Celebrations meant to affirm community instead expose fault lines. News concerning Fanny Robin and Troy surfaces with painful clarity, altering sympathies and calculations across the parish. Boldwood’s fixation, unable to accommodate ambiguity, reaches a critical moment before assembled neighbors. Hardy crafts the sequence as both social spectacle and moral reckoning, tightening cause and effect while withholding comfort. The result reshapes relationships, futures, and the farm’s governance in ways that feel inevitable.

In the aftermath, consequences unfold through legal processes, altered reputations, and a quieter understanding of what endurance means. The story closes the circle it opened with pride, patience, and chance, favoring constancy over display and cooperation over possessiveness. Bathsheba reassesses independence not as isolation but as shared responsibility. Gabriel’s model of service, and the community’s memory of labor accomplished together, point toward a steadier future. Hardy’s central message emerges without didacticism: character is proven in work and weather, and happiness depends on tempering impulse with duty. The final pages suggest reconciliation and renewal while leaving grandeur to the fields beyond.
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    Thomas Hardy situates Far from the Madding Crowd in the fictional county of Wessex, a reimagined Dorset and its neighboring shires in southwest England. The novel’s topography—Weatherbury (often linked to Puddletown), Casterbridge (Dorchester), Budmouth (Weymouth), and Norcombe Hill—derives from real parishes, market towns, downs, and coastal routes. Hardy’s setting reflects the mid-nineteenth century, roughly the 1840s–1860s, when agriculture dominated livelihoods and seasonal rituals organized rural time. Narrow lanes, hedged fields, and dispersed hamlets characterize the landscape, while oak copses, sheep downs, and rick-yards index local economies based on wool, dairy, and cereal crops. Market distances governed prices, hiring, and the movement of flocks and grain.

The social world is stratified but intimate: yeoman farmers and substantial tenants, smallholders, laborers, and servants negotiate custom, credit, and kinship within parish communities. The manor house, the church, and the malthouse structure authority, sociability, and belief. Weatherbury’s relative isolation slows the arrival of new institutions—railways, formal policing, and state schools—while traditional fairs, shearing feasts, and harvest suppers remain central. Hardy’s chronology places the tale in the late Georgian-to-Victorian transition, when older parish-based welfare and customary hiring coexisted uneasily with centralized Poor Law unions and cash wages. The rural economy’s dependence on weather, livestock health, and volatile grain markets underpins the narrative’s hazards and reversals.

The long arc of enclosure reshaped England’s fields between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, culminating in the General Enclosure Acts of 1801 and 1845. By converting open-field strips and commons into hedged, privately controlled parcels, enclosure concentrated holdings and eroded common rights. Dorset, with its chalk downs and clay vales, experienced piecemeal enclosure well into the 1830s–1840s, generating larger, more capital-intensive farms like those recognizable in Hardy’s Weatherbury. Historically, enclosure changed herding patterns, pasture access, and seasonal labor. The novel mirrors these outcomes in Gabriel Oak’s precarious status after losing his small flock and in Mr. Boldwood’s consolidated, efficiently run acreage, emblematic of post-enclosure agrarian power.

Rural protest in the 1830s—especially the Swing Riots (1830–1831) and the prosecution of the Tolpuddle Martyrs (1834)—forms a crucial backdrop to Hardy’s world. The Swing disturbances spread from Kent across southern counties, including Wiltshire, Hampshire, and Dorset, as laborers, angered by low wages (often 7–10 shillings per week), poor relief cuts, and the adoption of threshing machines, sent “Captain Swing” letters, broke machinery, and burned ricks. Hundreds were arrested; many were transported. In 1834 at Tolpuddle, Dorset, six farm laborers—George Loveless, James Loveless, Thomas Standfield, John Standfield, James Brine, and James Hammett—were convicted under the Unlawful Oaths Act (1797) for forming a friendly society to secure wages. Sentenced to transportation to Australia, they became symbols of labor rights. A mass protest in London (24 March 1834), sustained campaigning by trade unionists, and political pressure led to pardons in 1836; the men gradually returned by 1837. These episodes left deep local memory in Hardy’s Dorset: they hardened class boundaries, reinforced paternalistic oversight by farmers and magistrates, and instilled caution among laborers whose livelihoods depended on seasonal hiring and customary goodwill. The book does not dramatize riot, but its tense hiring scenes, the dependence of men like Joseph Poorgrass on employers’ favor, and the communal shock at disorder evoke a countryside still marked by the threat of arson, machine-breaking, and summary justice. Boldwood’s authority as an exacting, wealthy farmer, and the deference and fear he elicits, can be read against the legacy of the 1830s: agrarian power had been recently reasserted, wages disciplined, and “respectability” made a condition of survival. The quiet, watchful compliance of Weatherbury’s laborers bears the imprint of these conflicts and their settlements.

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 reorganized rural welfare by creating Poor Law Unions governed by Boards of Guardians and replacing outdoor parish relief with workhouse-based assistance. Dorset unions, such as the Dorchester (Casterbridge in Hardy’s geography) and Wareham & Purbeck, erected imposing workhouses in the 1830s. Workhouse regimes emphasized deterrence: family separation, monotonous labor, and sparse diets. National scandals like Andover (1845) revealed abuses. Hardy’s narrative intersects this system in Fanny Robin’s destitution and death in a union poorhouse at Casterbridge, a stark index of the period’s punitive approach to poverty, illegitimacy, and female vulnerability when social support failed.

The Corn Laws, protective tariffs introduced in 1815, were repealed in 1846 under Prime Minister Sir Robert Peel after intense mobilization by the Anti–Corn Law League (founded 1838 by Richard Cobden and John Bright). Repeal lowered grain duties, eased food prices for urban consumers, and exposed British farmers to global competition. In southern counties, including Dorset, many farms pivoted toward livestock, dairy, and higher-quality wheat, while relying more on managerial skill. Far from the Madding Crowd echoes this post-repeal environment in Bathsheba Everdene’s emphasis on sheep husbandry and careful marketing, and in fluctuations that make weather, timing, and credit as consequential as acreage.

The Tithe Commutation Act of 1836 replaced the traditional payment of tithes in kind with a monetary rent-charge fixed by local valuation maps in the 1840s. This reform altered relations between farmers and the Church of England by reducing harvest-time conflicts over grain and hay. In Dorset, tithe maps and apportionments redefined economic obligations parish by parish. Hardy’s villages, where vestries, vicars, and church festivals remain influential, reflect the continued moral authority of the established church even as its fiscal powers became regularized and bureaucratic. Harvest thanksgiving and parish rites in the novel occur in a world where tithes are calculated, not wrested from sheaves.

The Beerhouse Act of 1830 liberalized licensing by allowing ratepayers to pay a small fee to sell beer, sparking a proliferation of beerhouses across rural England. Subsequent measures, notably the Wine and Beerhouse Act of 1869, re-tightened regulation. In agricultural parishes, malthouses, inns, and beerhouses became laborers’ social centers, sites for hiring, gossip, and customary celebrations. Hardy’s Warren’s Malthouse in Weatherbury aligns with this institutional landscape: it is where farmhands congregate, bargains are struck, and communal norms are enforced. The legislation’s unintended social effect—creating semi-public spaces outside employer and church control—shapes the novel’s scenes of conviviality, embarrassment, and rumor.

Railway expansion in the 1850s–1860s connected Dorset’s market towns to national circuits. The Wilts, Somerset and Weymouth Railway (Great Western Railway) reached Dorchester in 1857; the Somerset & Dorset Joint Railway linked Blandford Forum by 1863, and Weymouth developed as a coastal terminus. Railways altered farm economics by shortening time to markets, facilitating the import of fertilizers and feed, and widening labor mobility. Yet Weatherbury lies off the main lines, preserving a sense of remoteness that the novel emphasizes. Characters’ reliance on carriers’ carts and foot travel mirrors pockets of rural England where the timetable revolution encroached but did not yet transform village rhythms.

Britain’s mid-century wars—the Crimean War (1853–1856) and the Indian Rebellion (1857–1858)—drew heavily on rural recruitment into the regular army and militia. The Militia Act of 1852 reorganized county forces, while public displays of drill and swordsmanship popularized military culture at fairs. Regiments paraded through market towns, and scarlet uniforms signified charisma and imperial reach. Sergeant Francis Troy embodies this milieu: a professional soldier adept at display, seduction, and sudden absence. His sword exercise, courtship swagger, and ambiguous service record reflect how martial glamour and itinerancy unsettled village hierarchies, creating vulnerabilities for women like Fanny Robin within a rigid moral economy.

Victorian marriage and property law profoundly shaped women’s autonomy. Under coverture, a wife’s legal identity merged with her husband’s, and her property came under his control unless protected by a settlement. The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 created a civil divorce court but preserved unequal grounds for men and women. The Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 granted wives rights to their earnings and small inheritances; the 1882 Act gave broader separate property rights. Bathsheba Everdene’s managerial authority as an unmarried heiress is plausible in law; her risk upon marriage, and Boldwood’s insistence on formal settlement, mirror contemporary anxieties over control of land, capital, and female agency.

Mid-century agricultural improvement emphasized animal husbandry, drainage, and new inputs. The Royal Agricultural Society of England (founded 1838) and Rothamsted’s field experiments under John Bennet Lawes and Joseph Henry Gilbert (from 1843) advanced fertilizers and forage science. Dorset’s chalk downs suited sheep; diseases such as foot-rot and liver fluke challenged flocks, while clover bloat demanded practical skill. Hardy renders these realities in Gabriel Oak’s interventions—most famously relieving a flock’s bloat and mastering shearing and rick-stacking. The novel’s attention to shepherding technique and weather-wise management aligns with an era when empirical husbandry, not only acreage, determined success or ruin for middling farmers.

The professionalization of rural policing and the law’s approach to insanity frame the novel’s climactic crime. County police forces expanded after the County and Borough Police Act of 1856; Dorset established a constabulary, replacing ad hoc parish constables. The M’Naghten Rules (1843) standardized the insanity defense after Daniel M’Naghten’s case, defining responsibility in terms of knowledge of right and wrong. Boldwood’s public shooting of Troy at a Christmas gathering and subsequent sentence—condemned to death but commuted to life imprisonment on grounds of mental derangement—accord with mid-Victorian criminal jurisprudence, where spectacle, moral panic, and medical testimony intersected in the assize courts at county towns like Dorchester.

Rural emigration and mobility intensified from the 1840s. Between roughly 1840 and 1870, several million people left the United Kingdom for North America and Australasia, while internal migration drew laborers to expanding industrial towns. Dorset experienced net out-migration as agricultural wages lagged and opportunities narrowed. Assisted passages and the attraction of colonial land policies compounded the pull. Gabriel Oak’s contemplation of emigration after his financial disaster echoes a common calculus for smallholders ruined by bad luck or price shocks. The offer of steady work on Bathsheba’s farm forestalls his departure, dramatizing how personal ties and seasonal prospects could counter global horizons.

The Great Agricultural Depression (c. 1873–1896) fell after the novel’s probable setting but before and during Hardy’s composition and revision. Falling wheat prices—averaging about 56 shillings per quarter in the late 1860s, dropping toward the low 30s by the mid-1880s—reflected cheap imports enabled by steamships, American railroads, and the Suez Canal (1869). Mixed farms shifted further toward livestock and dairying; wages stagnated; rural poverty deepened. Hardy serialized the novel in 1874, at the downturn’s onset, and his heightened attention to risk, margin, and weather can be read as anticipatory critique. The specter of ruin shadows even prosperous holdings like Boldwood’s.

As social critique, the novel exposes the precarity of laborers under agrarian capitalism and the fragility of female independence within patriarchal law. Workhouse deterrence, parish moral surveillance, and employer domination press upon figures like Fanny Robin and Joseph Poorgrass. Bathsheba’s authority is conditional: her prosperity depends on masculine credit networks, the weather, and marriage law. Boldwood’s possessive courtship and Troy’s military swagger map onto structures that commodify women, discipline desire, and police reputation. Hardy’s village is not idyllic; it is a site where poverty carries punitive stigma, and where a woman’s misstep or an improvident man’s loss quickly triggers institutional penalties.

Politically, the book critiques the uneven reach of state modernization: the Poor Law’s harshness without robust protections; railways and markets without social insurance; policing and assize justice that punish spectacle but miss everyday exploitation. It registers the aftermath of the 1830s rural conflicts in a culture of paternalism and fear, while hinting at national debates on property, marriage reform, and labor rights. By dramatizing hiring rituals, communal drinking, and harvest toil alongside homicide trials and military seduction, Hardy reveals a society that treats moral failure as crime and legal dependence as natural order, inviting readers to question the justice of that arrangement.
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    Thomas Hardy was an English novelist and poet whose career spanned the late Victorian era into the early twentieth century. He is widely regarded for uniting social realism with a tragic, often skeptical vision of human destiny. His fiction, set in a vividly realized region he called Wessex, explores rural communities confronting modern pressures, while his later poetry helped shape the transition to modern sensibilities in verse. Working across novels, short stories, drama in verse, and lyric poetry, Hardy examined chance, character, and constraint with a distinctive blend of compassion and irony. Today he is read as a major figure in both the English novel and English poetry.

Hardy grew up in rural Dorset and trained first as an architect, apprenticing locally before working in London. Architectural discipline and close observation of landscape would inform his descriptive art throughout his writing. In the capital he read widely in literature, history, and contemporary science, and encountered the vigorous periodical culture that helped launch many Victorian careers. He maintained strong ties to the West Country and eventually returned there, the region becoming the imaginative ground of much of his fiction and verse. His education was largely practical and self-directed, combining professional apprenticeship with sustained private study and participation in literary circles.

Hardy’s early novels established his voice and settings. After initial efforts, he published Desperate Remedies, then Under the Greenwood Tree and A Pair of Blue Eyes, works that already show keen attention to rural customs and to the ironies of courtship and class. Far from the Madding Crowd brought his first major success, serialized in a leading magazine and praised for its robust characterization and pastoral power. With it, Wessex emerged as a coherent fictional landscape, a reshaping of real counties to serve narrative ends. The interplay between local detail and universal moral questions would become a hallmark of his maturing prose.

In the late 1870s through the 1890s, Hardy produced the novels that secured his reputation. The Return of the Native, The Mayor of Casterbridge, and The Woodlanders deepened his tragic sense of character confronting social customs and the indifferent pressures of circumstance. Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure provoked intense debate for their candid treatment of sexuality, class, education, and religious orthodoxy. While now central to the canon, these works drew criticism on moral grounds at the time, and the controversy surrounding Jude contributed to Hardy’s decision to abandon novel writing. His prose nevertheless shaped later realist and modernist practices.

From the late 1890s onward, Hardy devoted himself primarily to poetry. Wessex Poems and Poems of the Past and the Present introduced a distinctive lyric and narrative voice, often ballad-like yet formally adventurous. The Dynasts, his vast verse drama on the Napoleonic wars, displayed historical sweep and innovative dramatic method. Subsequent volumes—among them Time’s Laughingstocks, Satires of Circumstance, and Moments of Vision—consolidated his standing as a major poet. Critics have noted his metrical inventiveness, plain yet resonant diction, and the fusion of elegy, satire, and dramatic monologue. If early responses were mixed, twentieth-century readers increasingly recognized the breadth and originality of his poetic achievement.

Hardy’s work reflects a sustained engagement with contemporary science, especially evolutionary thought, and with classical tragedy and the Bible as models for fate, ritual, and irony. Skeptical of providential design, he depicted a world where chance, social codes, and environment shape lives, yet he retained deep sympathy for individual aspiration. His Wessex fuses ethnographic attentiveness to custom and speech with symbolic landscapes and recurring place-names. He refined techniques of free indirect narration and dramatic scene-setting in fiction, while in poetry he balanced traditional forms with experiment. Short fiction, collected in Wessex Tales and Life’s Little Ironies, further displays his interest in moral paradox and the textures of provincial life.

In his later years Hardy continued to publish verse, issuing Late Lyrics and Earlier, Human Shows, and other collections into the 1920s. The elegiac sequence Poems of 1912–13, written after the death of his first wife, ranks among the most moving meditations on memory and loss in English poetry. He received public recognition, including the Order of Merit in the early 1910s, and remained a prominent literary presence while living chiefly in the West Country. Hardy died in the late 1920s. His legacy endures across genres: the Wessex novels remain widely taught and adapted, and his poetry is prized for formal subtlety, emotional candor, and philosophical depth.
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In reprinting this story for a new edition I am reminded that it was in the chapters of “Far from the Madding Crowd” as they appeared month by month in a popular magazine, that I first ventured to adopt the word “Wessex” from the pages of early English history, and give it a fictitious significance as the existing name of the district once included in that extinct kingdom. The series of novels I projected being mainly of the kind called local, they seemed to require a territorial definition of some sort to lend unity to their scene. Finding that the area of a single country did not afford a canvas large enough for this purpose, and that there were objections to an invented name, I disinterred the old one. The press and the public were kind enough to welcome the fanciful plan, and willingly joined me in the anachronism of imagining a Wessex population living under Queen Victoria; — a modern Wessex of railways, the penny post, mowing and reaping machines, union workhouses, lucifer matches, labourers who could read and write, and National school children. But I believe I am correct in stating that, until the existence of this contemporaneous Wessex was announced in the present story, in 1874, it had never been heard of, and that the expression, “a Wessex peasant” or “a Wessex custom” would theretofore have been taken to refer to nothing later in date than the Norman Conquest.

I did not anticipate that this application of the word to a modern use would extend outside the chapters of my own chronicles. But the name was soon taken up elsewhere as a local designation. The first to do so was the now defunct Examiner, which, in the impression bearing date July 15, 1876, entitled one of its articles “The Wessex Labourer,” the article turning out to be no dissertation on farming during the Heptarchy, but on the modern peasant of the south-west counties, and his presentation in these stories.

Since then the appellation which I had thought to reserve to the horizons and landscapes of a merely realistic dream-country, has become more and more popular as a practical definition; and the dream-country has, by degrees, solidified into a utilitarian region which people can go to, take a house in, and write to the papers from. But I ask all good and gentle readers to be so kind as to forget this, and to refuse steadfastly to believe that there are any inhabitants of a Victorian Wessex outside the pages of this and the companion volumes in which they were first discovered.

Moreover, the village called Weatherbury, wherein the scenes of the present story of the series are for the most part laid, would perhaps be hardly discernible by the explorer, without help, in any existing place nowadays; though at the time, comparatively recent, at which the tale was written, a sufficient reality to meet the descriptions, both of backgrounds and personages, might have been traced easily enough. The church remains, by great good fortune, unrestored and intact, and a few of the old houses; but the ancient malt-house, which was formerly so characteristic of the parish, has been pulled down these twenty years; also most of the thatched and dormered cottages that were once lifeholds. The game of prisoner’s base, which not so long ago seemed to enjoy a perennial vitality in front of the worn-out stocks, may, so far as I can say, be entirely unknown to the rising generation of schoolboys there. The practice of divination by Bible and key, the regarding of valentines as things of serious import, the shearing-supper, and the harvest-home, have, too, nearly disappeared in the wake of the old houses; and with them have gone, it is said, much of that love of fuddling to which the village at one time was notoriously prone. The change at the root of this has been the recent supplanting of the class of stationary cottagers, who carried on the local traditions and humours, by a population of more or less migratory labourers, which has led to a break of continuity in local history, more fatal than any other thing to the preservation of legend, folk-lore, close inter-social relations, and eccentric individualities. For these the indispensable conditions of existence are attachment to the soil of one particular spot by generation after generation.

T.H.

February 1895


Chapter 1

Description of Farmer Oak — An Incident
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WHEN Farmer Oak smiled, the corners of his mouth spread till they were within an unimportant distance of his ears, his eyes were reduced to chinks, and diverging wrinkles appeared round them, extending upon his countenance like the rays in a rudimentary sketch of the rising sun.

His Christian name was Gabriel, and on working days he was a young man of sound judgment, easy motions, proper dress, and general good character. On Sundays he was a man of misty views, rather given to postponing, and hampered by his best clothes and umbrella: upon the whole, one who felt himself to occupy morally that vast middle space of Laodicean neutrality[1] which lay between the Communion people of the parish and the drunken section, — that is, he went to church, but yawned privately by the time the congregation reached the Nicene creed, and thought of what there would be for dinner when he meant to be listening to the sermon. Or, to state his character as it stood in the scale of public opinion, when his friends and critics were in tantrums, he was considered rather a bad man; when they were pleased, he was rather a good man; when they were neither, he was a man whose moral colour was a kind of pepper-and-salt mixture.

Since he lived six times as many working-days as Sundays, Oak’s appearance in his old clothes was most peculiarly his own — the mental picture formed by his neighbours in imagining him being always dressed in that way. He wore a low-crowned felt hat, spread out at the base by tight jamming upon the head for security in high winds, and a coat like Dr. Johnson’s; his lower extremities being encased in ordinary leather leggings and boots emphatically large, affording to each foot a roomy apartment so constructed that any wearer might stand in a river all day long and know nothing of damp — their maker being a conscientious man who endeavoured to compensate for any weakness in his cut by unstinted dimension and solidity.

Mr. Oak carried about him, by way of watch, what may be called a small silver clock; in other words, it was a watch as to shape and intention, and a small clock as to size. This instrument being several years older than Oak’s grandfather, had the peculiarity of going either too fast or not at all. The smaller of its hands, too, occasionally slipped round on the pivot, and thus, though the minutes were told with precision, nobody could be quite certain of the hour they belonged to. The stopping peculiarity of his watch Oak remedied by thumps and shakes, and he escaped any evil consequences from the other two defects by constant comparisons with and observations of the sun and stars, and by pressing his face close to the glass of his neighbours’ windows, till he could discern the hour marked by the green-faced timekeepers within. It may be mentioned that Oak’s fob being difficult of access, by reason of its somewhat high situation in the waistband of his trousers (which also lay at a remote height under his waistcoat), the watch was as a necessity pulled out by throwing the body to one side, compressing the mouth and face to a mere mass of ruddy flesh on account of the exertion required, and drawing up the watch by its chain, like a bucket from a well.

But some thoughtful persons, who had seen him walking across one of his fields on a certain December morning — sunny and exceedingly mild — might have regarded Gabriel Oak in other aspects than these. In his face one might notice that many of the hues and curves of youth had tarried on to manhood: there even remained in his remoter crannies some relics of the boy. His height and breadth would have been sufficient to make his presence imposing, had they been exhibited with due consideration. But there is a way some men have, rural and urban alike, for which the mind is more responsible than flesh and sinew: it is a way of curtailing their dimensions by their manner of showing them. And from a quiet modesty that would have become a vestal which seemed continually to impress upon him that he had no great claim on the world’s room, Oak walked unassumingly and with a faintly perceptible bend, yet distinct from a bowing of the shoulders. This may be said to be a defect in an individual if he depends for his valuation more upon his appearance than upon his capacity to wear well, which Oak did not.

He had just reached the time of life at which “young” is ceasing to be the prefix of “man” in speaking of one. He was at the brightest period of masculine growth, for his intellect and his emotions were clearly separated: he had passed the time during which the influence of youth indiscriminately mingles them in the character of impulse, and he had not yet arrived at the stage wherein they become united again, in the character of prejudice, by the influence of a wife and family. In short, he was twenty-eight, and a bachelor.

The field he was in this morning sloped to a ridge called Norcombe Hill. Through a spur of this hill ran the highway between Emminster and Chalk-Newton. Casually glancing over the hedge, Oak saw coming down the incline before him an ornamental spring waggon, painted yellow and gaily marked, drawn by two horses, a waggoner walking alongside bearing a whip perpendicularly. The waggon was laden with household goods and window plants, and on the apex of the whole sat a woman, young and attractive. Gabriel had not beheld the sight for more than half a minute, when the vehicle was brought to a standstill just beneath his eyes.

“The tailboard of the waggon is gone, Miss,” said the waggoner.

“Then I heard it fall,” said the girl, in a soft, though not particularly low voice. “I heard a noise I could not account for when we were coming up the hill.”

“I’ll run back.”

“Do,” she answered.

The sensible horses stood — perfectly still, and the waggoner’s steps sank fainter and fainter in the distance.

The girl on the summit of the load sat motionless, surrounded by tables and chairs with their legs upwards, backed by an oak settle, and ornamented in front by pots of geraniums, myrtles, and cactuses, together with a caged canary — all probably from the windows of the house just vacated. There was also a cat in a willow basket, from the partly-opened lid of which she gazed with half-closed eyes, and affectionately-surveyed the small birds around.

The handsome girl waited for some time idly in her place, and the only sound heard in the stillness was the hopping of the canary up and down the perches of its prison. Then she looked attentively downwards. It was not at the bird, nor at the cat; it was at an oblong package tied in paper, and lying between them. She turned her head to learn if the waggoner were coming. He was not yet in sight; and her eyes crept back to the package, her thoughts seeming to run upon what was inside it. At length she drew the article into her lap, and untied the paper covering; a small swing looking-glass was disclosed, in which she proceeded to survey herself attentively. She parted her lips and smiled.

It was a fine morning, and the sun lighted up to a scarlet glow the crimson jacket she wore, and painted a soft lustre upon her bright face and dark hair. The myrtles, geraniums, and cactuses packed around her were fresh and green, and at such a leafless season they invested the whole concern of horses, waggon, furniture, and girl with a peculiar vernal charm. What possessed her to indulge in such a performance in the sight of the sparrows, blackbirds, and unperceived farmer who were alone its spectators, — whether the smile began as a factitious one, to test her capacity in that art, — nobody knows; it ended certainly in a real smile. She blushed at herself, and seeing her reflection blush, blushed the more.

The change from the customary spot and necessary occasion of such an act — from the dressing hour in a bedroom to a time of travelling out of doors — lent to the idle deed a novelty it did not intrinsically possess. The picture was a delicate one. Woman’s prescriptive infirmity had stalked into the sunlight, which had clothed it in the freshness of an originality. A cynical inference was irresistible by Gabriel Oak as he regarded the scene, generous though he fain would have been. There was no necessity whatever for her looking in the glass. She did not adjust her hat, or pat her hair, or press a dimple into shape, or do one thing to signify that any such intention had been her motive in taking up the glass. She simply observed herself as a fair product of Nature in the feminine kind, her thoughts seeming to glide into far-off though likely dramas in which men would play a part — vistas of probable triumphs — the smiles being of a phase suggesting that hearts were imagined as lost and won. Still, this was but conjecture, and the whole series of actions was so idly put forth as to make it rash to assert that intention had any part in them at all.

The waggoner’s steps were heard returning. She put the glass in the paper, and the whole again into its place.

When the waggon had passed on, Gabriel withdrew from his point of espial, and descending into the road, followed the vehicle to the turnpike-gate some way beyond the bottom of the hill, where the object of his contemplation now halted for the payment of toll. About twenty steps still remained between him and the gate, when he heard a dispute. It was a difference concerning twopence between the persons with the waggon and the man at the toll-bar.

“Mis’ess’s niece is upon the top of the things, and she says that’s enough that I’ve offered ye, you great miser, and she won’t pay any more.” These were the waggoner’s words.

“Very well; then mis’ess’s niece can’t pass,” said the turnpike-keeper, closing the gate.

Oak looked from one to the other of the disputants, and fell into a reverie. There was something in the tone of twopence remarkably insignificant. Threepence had a definite value as money — it was an appreciable infringement on a day’s wages, and, as such, a higgling matter; but twopence — “Here,” he said, stepping forward and handing twopence to the gatekeeper; “let the young woman pass.” He looked up at her then; she heard his words, and looked down.

Gabriel’s features adhered throughout their form so exactly to the middle line between the beauty of St. John and the ugliness of Judas Iscariot, as represented in a window of the church he attended, that not a single lineament could be selected and called worthy either of distinction or notoriety. The red-jacketed and dark-haired maiden seemed to think so too, for she carelessly glanced over him, and told her man to drive on. She might have looked her thanks to Gabriel on a minute scale, but she did not speak them; more probably she felt none, for in gaining her a passage he had lost her her point, and we know how women take a favour of that kind.

The gatekeeper surveyed the retreating vehicle. “That’s a handsome maid,” he said to Oak.

“But she has her faults,” said Gabriel.

“True, farmer.”

“And the greatest of them is — well, what it is always.”

“Beating people down? ay, ’tis so.”

“O no.”

“What, then?”

Gabriel, perhaps a little piqued by the comely traveller’s indifference, glanced back to where he had witnessed her performance over the hedge, and said, “Vanity.”


Chapter 2

Night — The Flock — An Interior — Another Interior
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IT was nearly midnight on the eve of St. Thomas’s, the shortest day in the year[2]. A desolating wind wandered from the north over the hill whereon Oak had watched the yellow waggon and its occupant in the sunshine of a few days earlier.

Norcombe Hill — not far from lonely Toller-Down — was one of the spots which suggest to a passer-by that he is in the presence of a shape approaching the indestructible as nearly as any to be found on earth. It was a featureless convexity of chalk and soil — an ordinary specimen of those smoothly-outlined protuberances of the globe which may remain undisturbed on some great day of confusion, when far grander heights and dizzy granite precipices topple down.

The hill was covered on its northern side by an ancient and decaying plantation of beeches, whose upper verge formed a line over the crest, fringing its arched curve against the sky, like a mane. To-night these trees sheltered the southern slope from the keenest blasts, which smote the wood and floundered through it with a sound as of grumbling, or gushed over its crowning boughs in a weakened moan. The dry leaves in the ditch simmered and boiled in the same breezes, a tongue of air occasionally ferreting out a few, and sending them spinning across the grass. A group or two of the latest in date amongst the dead multitude had remained till this very mid-winter time on the twigs which bore them and in falling rattled against the trunks with smart taps.

Between this half-wooded half naked hill, and the vague still horizon that its summit indistinctly commanded, was a mysterious sheet of fathomless shade — the sounds from which suggested that what it concealed bore some reduced resemblance to features here. The thin grasses, more or less coating the hill, were touched by the wind in breezes of differing powers, and almost of differing natures — one rubbing the blades heavily, another raking them piercingly, another brushing them like a soft broom. The instinctive act of humankind was to stand and listen, and learn how the trees on the right and the trees on the left wailed or chaunted to each other in the regular antiphonies of a cathedral choir; how hedges and other shapes to leeward then caught the note, lowering it to the tenderest sob; and how the hurrying gust then plunged into the south, to be heard no more.

The sky was clear — remarkably clear — and the twinkling of all the stars seemed to be but throbs of one body, timed by a common pulse. The North Star was directly in the wind’s eye, and since evening the Bear had swung round it outwardly to the east, till he was now at a right angle with the meridian. A difference of colour in the stars — oftener read of than seen in England — was really perceptible here. The sovereign brilliancy of Sirius pierced the eye with a steely glitter, the star called Capella was yellow, Aldebaran and Betelgueux shone with a fiery red.

To persons standing alone on a hill during a clear midnight such as this, the roll of the world eastward is almost a palpable movement. The sensation may be caused by the panoramic glide of the stars past earthly objects, which is perceptible in a few minutes of stillness, or by the better outlook upon space that a hill affords, or by the wind, or by the solitude; but whatever be its origin, the impression of riding along is vivid and abiding. The poetry of motion is a phrase much in use, and to enjoy the epic form of that gratification it is necessary to stand on a hill at a small hour of the night, and, having first expanded with a sense of difference from the mass of civilised mankind, who are dreamwrapt and disregardful of all such proceedings at this time, long and quietly watch your stately progress through the stars. After such a nocturnal reconnoitre it is hard to get back to earth, and to believe that the consciousness of such majestic speeding is derived from a tiny human frame.

Suddenly an unexpected series of sounds began to be heard in this place up against the sky. They had a clearness which was to be found nowhere in the wind, and a sequence which was to be found nowhere in nature. They were the notes of Farmer Oak’s flute.

The tune was not floating unhindered into the open air: it seemed muffled in some way, and was altogether too curtailed in power to spread high or wide. It came from the direction of a small dark object under the plantation hedge — a shepherd’s hut — now presenting an outline to which an uninitiated person might have been puzzled to attach either meaning or use.

The image as a whole was that of a small Noah’s Ark on a small Ararat, allowing the traditionary outlines and general form of the Ark which are followed by toy-makers — and by these means are established in men’s imaginations among their firmest, because earliest impressions — to pass as an approximate pattern. The hut stood on little wheels, which raised its floor about a foot from the ground. Such shepherds’ huts are dragged into the fields when the lambing season comes on, to shelter the shepherd in his enforced nightly attendance.

It was only latterly that people had begun to call Gabriel “Farmer” Oak. During the twelvemonth preceding this time he had been enabled by sustained efforts of industry and chronic good spirits to lease the small sheep-farm of which Norcombe Hill was a portion, and stock it with two hundred sheep. Previously he had been a bailiff for a short time, and earlier still a shepherd only, having from his childhood assisted his father in tending the flocks of large proprietors, till old Gabriel sank to rest.

This venture, unaided and alone, into the paths of farming as master and not as man, with an advance of sheep not yet paid for, was a critical juncture with Gabriel Oak, and he recognised his position clearly. The first movement in his new progress was the lambing of his ewes, and sheep having been his speciality from his youth, he wisely refrained from deputing the task of tending them at this season to a hireling or a novice.

The wind continued to beat about the corners of the hut, but the flute-playing ceased. A rectangular space of light appeared in the side of the hut, and in the opening the outline of Farmer Oak’s figure. He carried a lantern in his hand, and closing the door behind him, came forward and busied himself about this nook of the field for nearly twenty minutes, the lantern light appearing and disappearing here and there, and brightening him or darkening him as he stood before or behind it.

Oak’s motions, though they had a quiet-energy, were slow, and their deliberateness accorded well with his occupation. Fitness being the basis of beauty, nobody could have denied that his steady swings and turns in and about the flock had elements of grace, Yet, although if occasion demanded he could do or think a thing with as mercurial a dash as can the men of towns who are more to the manner born, his special power, morally, physically, and mentally, was static, owing little or nothing to momentum as a rule.

A close examination of the ground hereabout, even by the wan starlight only, revealed how a portion of what would have been casually called a wild slope had been appropriated by Farmer Oak for his great purpose this winter. Detached hurdles thatched with straw were stuck into the ground at various scattered points, amid and under which the whitish forms of his meek ewes moved and rustled. The ring of the sheep-bell, which had been silent during his absence, recommenced, in tones that had more mellowness than clearness, owing to an increasing growth of surrounding wool. This continued till Oak withdrew again from the flock. He returned to the hut, bringing in his arms a new-born lamb, consisting of four legs large enough for a full-grown sheep, united by a seemingly inconsiderable membrane about half the substance of the legs collectively, which constituted the animal’s entire body just at present.

The little speck of life he placed on a wisp of hay before the small stove, where a can of milk was simmering. Oak extinguished the lantern by blowing into it and then pinching the snuff, the cot being lighted by a candle suspended by a twisted wire. A rather hard couch, formed of a few corn sacks thrown carelessly down, covered half the floor of this little habitation, and here the young man stretched himself along, loosened his woollen cravat, and closed his eyes. In about the time a person unaccustomed to bodily labour would have decided upon which side to lie, Farmer Oak was asleep.

The inside of the hut, as it now presented itself, was cosy and alluring, and the scarlet handful of fire in addition to the candle, reflecting its own genial colour upon whatever it could reach, flung associations of enjoyment even over utensils and tools. In the corner stood the sheep-crook, and along a shelf at one side were ranged bottles and canisters of the simple preparations pertaining to ovine surgery and physic; spirits of wine, turpentine, tar, magnesia, ginger, and castor-oil being the chief. On a triangular shelf across the corner stood bread, bacon, cheese, and a cup for ale or cider, which was supplied from a flagon beneath. Beside the provisions lay the flute, whose notes had lately been called forth by the lonely watcher to beguile a tedious hour. The house was ventilated by two round holes, like the lights of a ship’s cabin, with wood slides.

The lamb, revived by the warmth began to bleat, and the sound entered Gabriel’s ears and brain with an instant meaning, as expected sounds will. Passing from the profoundest sleep to the most alert wakefulness with the same ease that had accompanied the reverse operation, he looked at his watch, found that the hour-hand had shifted again, put on his hat, took the lamb in his arms, and carried it into the darkness. After placing the little creature with its mother, he stood and carefully examined the sky, to ascertain the time of night from the altitudes of the stars.

The Dog-star and Aldebaran, pointing to the restless Pleiades, were half-way up the Southern sky, and between them hung Orion, which gorgeous constellation never burnt more vividly than now, as it soared forth above the rim of the landscape. Castor and Pollux with their quiet shine were almost on the meridian: the barren and gloomy Square of Pegasus was creeping round to the north-west; far away through the plantation Vega sparkled like a lamp suspended amid the leafless trees, and Cassiopeia’s chair stood daintily poised on the uppermost boughs.

“One o’clock,” said Gabriel.

Being a man not without a frequent consciousness that there was some charm in this life he led, he stood still after looking at the sky as a useful instrument, and regarded it in an appreciative spirit, as a work of art superlatively beautiful. For a moment he seemed impressed with the speaking loneliness of the scene, or rather with the complete abstraction from all its compass of the sights and sounds of man. Human shapes, interferences, troubles, and joys were all as if they were not, and there seemed to be on the shaded hemisphere of the globe no sentient being save himself; he could fancy them all gone round to the sunny side.

Occupied thus, with eyes stretched afar, Oak gradually perceived that what he had previously taken to be a star low down behind the outskirts of the plantation was in reality no such thing. It was an artificial light, almost close at hand.

To find themselves utterly alone at night where company is desirable and expected makes some people fearful; but a case more trying by far to the nerves is to discover some mysterious companionship when intuition, sensation, memory, analogy, testimony, probability, induction — every kind of evidence in the logician’s list — have united to persuade consciousness that it is quite in isolation.

Farmer Oak went towards the plantation and pushed through its lower boughs to the windy side. A dim mass under the slope reminded him that a shed occupied a place here, the site being a cutting into the slope of the hill, so that at its back part the roof was almost level with the ground. In front it was formed of board nailed to posts and covered with tar as a preservative. Through crevices in the roof and side spread streaks and dots of light, a combination of which made the radiance that had attracted him. Oak stepped up behind, where, leaning down upon the roof and putting his eye close to a hole, he could see into the interior clearly.

The place contained two women and two cows. By the side of the latter a steaming bran-mash stood in a bucket. One of the women was past middle age. Her companion was apparently young and graceful; he could form no decided opinion upon her looks, her position being almost beneath his eye, so that he saw her in a bird’s-eye view, as Milton’s Satan first saw Paradise. She wore no bonnet or hat, but had enveloped herself in a large cloak, which was carelessly flung over her head as a covering.

“There, now we’ll go home,” said the elder of the two, resting her knuckles upon her hips, and looking at their goings-on as a whole. “I do hope Daisy will fetch round again now. I have never been more frightened in my life, but I don’t mind breaking my rest if she recovers.”

The young woman, whose eyelids were apparently inclined to fall together on the smallest provocation of silence, yawned without parting her lips to any inconvenient extent, whereupon Gabriel caught the infection and slightly yawned in sympathy.

“I wish we were rich enough to pay a man to do these things,” she said.

“As we are not, we must do them ourselves,” said the other; “for you must help me if you stay.”

“Well, my hat is gone, however,” continued the younger. “It went over the hedge, I think. The idea of such a slight wind catching it.”

The cow standing erect was of the Devon breed, and was encased in a tight warm hide of rich Indian red, as absolutely uniform from eyes to tail as if the animal had been dipped in a dye of that colour, her long back being mathematically level. The other was spotted, grey and white. Beside her Oak now noticed a little calf about a day old, looking idiotically at the two women, which showed that it had not long been accustomed to the phenomenon of eyesight, and often turning to the lantern, which it apparently mistook for the moon, inherited instinct having as yet had little time for correction by experience. Between the sheep and the cows Lucina had been busy on Norcombe Hill lately.

“I think we had better send for some oatmeal,” said the elder woman; “there’s no more bran.”

“Yes, aunt; and I’ll ride over for it as soon as it is light.”

“But there’s no side-saddle.”

“I can ride on the other: trust me.”

Oak, upon hearing these remarks, became more curious to observe her features, but this prospect being denied him by the hooding effect of the cloak, and by his aerial position, he felt himself drawing upon his fancy for their details. In making even horizontal and clear inspections we colour and mould according to the wants within us whatever our eyes bring in. Had Gabriel been able from the first to get a distinct view of her countenance, his estimate of it as very handsome or slightly so would have been as his soul required a divinity at the moment or was ready supplied with one. Having for some time known the want of a satisfactory form to fill an increasing void within him, his position moreover affording the widest scope for his fancy, he painted her a beauty.

By one of those whimsical coincidences in which Nature, like a busy mother, seems to spare a moment from her unremitting labours to turn and make her children smile, the girl now dropped the cloak, and forth tumbled ropes of black hair over a red jacket. Oak knew her instantly as the heroine of the yellow waggon, myrtles, and looking-glass: prosily, as the woman who owed him twopence.

They placed the calf beside its mother again, took up the lantern, and went out, the light sinking down the hill till it was no more than a nebula. Gabriel Oak returned to his flock.


Chapter 3

A Girl on Horseback — Conversation
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THE sluggish day began to break. Even its position terrestrially is one of the elements of a new interest, and for no particular reason save that the incident of the night had occurred there Oak went again into the plantation. Lingering and musing here, he heard the steps of a horse at the foot of the hill, and soon there appeared in view an auburn pony with a girl on its back, ascending by the path leading past the cattle-shed. She was the young woman of the night before. Gabriel instantly thought of the hat she had mentioned as having lost in the wind; possibly she had come to look for it. He hastily scanned the ditch and after walking about ten yards along it found the hat among the leaves. Gabriel took it in his hand and returned to his hut. Here he ensconced himself, and peeped through the loophole in the direction of the rider’s approach.

She came up and looked around — then on the other side of the hedge. Gabriel was about to advance and restore the missing article when an unexpected performance induced him to suspend the action for the present. The path, after passing the cowshed, bisected the plantation. It was not a bridle-path — merely a pedestrian’s track, and the boughs spread horizontally at a height not greater than seven feet above the ground, which made it impossible to ride erect beneath them. The girl, who wore no riding-habit, looked around for a moment, as if to assure herself that all humanity was out of view, then dexterously dropped backwards flat upon the pony’s back, her head over its tail, her feet against its shoulders, and her eyes to the sky. The rapidity of her glide into this position was that of a kingfisher — its noiselessness that of a hawk. Gabriel’s eyes had scarcely been able to follow her. The tall lank pony seemed used to such doings, and ambled along unconcerned. Thus she passed under the level boughs.

The performer seemed quite at home anywhere between a horse’s head and its tail, and the necessity for this abnormal attitude having ceased with the passage of the plantation, she began to adopt another, even more obviously convenient than the first. She had no side-saddle[3], and it was very apparent that a firm seat upon the smooth leather beneath her was unattainable sideways. Springing to her accustomed perpendicular like a bowed sapling, and satisfying herself that nobody was in sight, she seated herself in the manner demanded by the saddle, though hardly expected of the woman, and trotted off in the direction of Tewnell Mill.

Oak was amused, perhaps a little astonished, and hanging up the hat in his hut, went again among his ewes. An hour passed, the girl returned, properly seated now, with a bag of bran in front of her. On nearing the cattle-shed she was met by a boy bringing a milking-pail, who held the reins of the pony whilst she slid off. The boy led away the horse, leaving the pail with the young woman.

Soon soft spirts alternating with loud spirts came in regular succession from within the shed, the obvious sounds of a person milking a cow. Gabriel took the lost hat in his hand, and waited beside the path she would follow in leaving the hill.

She came, the pail in one hand, hanging against her knee. The left arm was extended as a balance, enough of it being shown bare to make Oak wish that the event had happened in the summer, when the whole would have been revealed. There was a bright air and manner about her now, by which she seemed to imply that the desirability of her existence could not be questioned; and this rather saucy assumption failed in being offensive because a beholder felt it to be, upon the whole, true. Like exceptional emphasis in the tone of a genius, that which would have made mediocrity ridiculous was an addition to recognised power. It was with some surprise that she saw Gabriel’s face rising like the moon behind the hedge.

The adjustment of the farmer’s hazy conceptions of her charms to the portrait of herself she now presented him with was less a diminution than a difference. The starting-point selected by the judgment was her height. She seemed tall, but the pail was a small one, and the hedge diminutive; hence, making allowance for error by comparison with these, she could have been not above the height to be chosen by women as best. All features of consequence were severe and regular. It may have been observed by persons who go about the shires with eyes for beauty, that in Englishwoman a classically-formed face is seldom found to be united with a figure of the same pattern, the highly-finished features being generally too large for the remainder of the frame; that a graceful and proportionate figure of eight heads usually goes off into random facial curves. Without throwing a Nymphean tissue over a milkmaid, let it be said that here criticism checked itself as out of place, and looked at her proportions with a long consciousness of pleasure. From the contours of her figure in its upper part, she must have had a beautiful neck and shoulders; but since her infancy nobody had ever seen them. Had she been put into a low dress she would have run and thrust her head into a bush. Yet she was not a shy girl by any means; it was merely her instinct to draw the line dividing the seen from the unseen higher than they do it in towns.

That the girl’s thoughts hovered about her face and form as soon as she caught Oak’s eyes conning the same page was natural, and almost certain. The self-consciousness shown would have been vanity if a little more pronounced, dignity if a little less. Rays of male vision seem to have a tickling effect upon virgin faces in rural districts; she brushed hers with her hand, as if Gabriel had been irritating its pink surface by actual touch, and the free air of her previous movements was reduced at the same time to a chastened phase of itself. Yet it was the man who blushed, the maid not at all.

“I found a hat,” said Oak.

“It is mine,” said she, and, from a sense of proportion, kept down to a small smile an inclination to laugh distinctly: “it flew away last night.”

“One o’clock this morning?”

“Well — it was.” She was surprised. “How did you know?” she said. “I was here.”

“You are Farmer Oak, are you not?”

“That or thereabouts. I’m lately come to this place.”

“A large farm?” she inquired, casting her eyes round, and swinging back her hair, which was black in the shaded hollows of its mass; but it being now an hour past sunrise the rays touched its prominent curves with a colour of their own.

“No; not large. About a hundred.” (In speaking of farms the word “acres” is omitted by the natives, by analogy to such old expressions as “a stag of ten.”)

“I wanted my hat this morning.” she went on. “I had to ride to Tewnell Mill.”

“Yes you had.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw you.”

“Where?” she inquired, a misgiving bringing every muscle of her lineaments and frame to a standstill.

“Here — going through the plantation, and all down the hill,” said Farmer Oak, with an aspect excessively knowing with regard to some matter in his mind, as he gazed at a remote point in the direction named, and then turned back to meet his colloquist’s eyes.

A perception caused him to withdraw his own eyes from hers as suddenly as if he had been caught in a theft. Recollection of the strange antics she had indulged in when passing through the trees was succeeded in the girl by a nettled palpitation, and that by a hot face. It was a time to see a woman redden who was not given to reddening as a rule; not a point in the milkmaid but was of the deepest rose-colour. From the Maiden’s Blush, through all varieties of the Provence down to the Crimson Tuscany, the countenance of Oak’s acquaintance quickly graduated; whereupon he, in considerateness, turned away his head.

The sympathetic man still looked the other way, and wondered when she would recover coolness sufficient to justify him in facing her again. He heard what seemed to be the flitting of a dead leaf upon the breeze, and looked. She had gone away.

With an air between that of Tragedy and Comedy Gabriel returned to his work.

Five mornings and evenings passed. The young woman came regularly to milk the healthy cow or to attend to the sick one, but never allowed her vision to stray in the direction of Oak’s
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