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Dedication

For Andrew Schuman





Epigraph

From now alway 
Till my last day 
What I discern I will not say.

(Thomas Hardy, ‘He Resolves to Say No More’, in Winter Words)

I wonder at your complete understanding of a woman’s soul.

(Emily Pass of New York, aged 20, on reading Tess of the D’Urbervilles in 1927)

He understands only the women he invents – the others not at all.

(Emma Lavinia Hardy)




PROLOGUE

Raising Ghosts

It was a sight he would never forget. As an old man, filled with a mixture of erotic yearning and shame, he recalled ‘what a fine figure she showed against the sky as she hung in the misty rain, and how the tight black silk gown set off her shape as she wheeled half-round and back’.[1] The details were forever branded on his memory: ‘I saw – they had put a cloth over her face – how, as the cloth got wet, her features came through it. That was extraordinary.’ Long after the large crowd of spectators who had gathered in front of the gatehouse to the Dorchester County Gaol had dispersed, the sixteen-year-old boy stayed on, mesmerised by the woman ‘turning slowly round on the rope’.[2]

The young man was Thomas Hardy and he should have been at work at Hicks’ architectural office in Dorchester, where he was apprenticed. Instead, he decided he would get himself a good view of the public execution. It was the first public hanging of a woman for twenty-three years. The prisoner was Elizabeth Martha Brown, who had been found guilty of killing her husband in a crime of passion.
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In the summer of 1918, Hardy made a bonfire in his garden at Max Gate. Page after page of precious manuscripts, notebooks, reviews, newspaper cuttings and correspondence, thrown into the flames. His young (second) wife Florence was notably distressed by the holocaust, writing to their friend Sydney Cockerell of his insistence that drafts and notes for his recollections of the years between 1840 and 1892 should be destroyed.[3]

He had always been adamant that he did not want anyone to write about his personal life. During his lifetime, there was to be no authorised biography. He had been deeply troubled by the publication in 1911 of F. A. Hedgcock’s Thomas Hardy: penseur et artiste, a critical study of the novels that included biographical details. ‘Too personal, and in bad taste, even supposing it were true, which it is not!’ he furiously exclaimed in the margin of his copy.[4]

His biographical paranoia was further fuelled by the revelations in the papers of his first wife, Emma, which he discovered after her sudden death in 1912. Her journals were titled ‘What I Think of My Husband’, and they were deeply distressing. He also discovered a memoir, which described his wife’s early life and her courtship with Hardy. Always fiercely protective of his private life, he began to panic about his posthumous reputation. In the months leading up to the Great War, he asked Sydney Cockerell to be his literary executor, telling him that he had begun to jot down some dates ‘to use if any preposterous stories should require contradiction’. Nevertheless, he assured his friend that he had nothing to hide, and that after his death he would ‘sleep quite calmly at Stinsford, whatever happens’.[5] His wish was to be buried in the churchyard of the parish where he was born, close to his mother and to Emma.

Cockerell began encouraging him to write his memoirs. He was keen to read about the young Thomas Hardy: ‘Write something down about yourself,’ he urged, ‘and especially about that youthful figure whose photograph I have got, and of whom you told me that you could think with almost complete detachment.’[6]

Florence aided and abetted. After her husband’s death, she claimed that it was her ‘strong request’ that persuaded him to agree to write his own life. She insisted that although her husband ‘had not sufficient admiration for himself’ to write an autobiography, his ‘hand was forced’.[7] Hardy had a fear of the person ‘who comes here and goes away to write down things’. The only solution was to write them down himself and to rely on Florence to be keeper of the flame. She could be trusted: her own diary merely recorded ‘incidents’ – ‘no personalities’. It was, she told a friend, ‘A dull affair no doubt – but when I remember the awful diary the first Mrs T. H. kept (which he burned) full of venom, hatred and abuse of him and his family I am afraid to do more than chronicle facts.’[8]

A month before Hardy received Cockerell’s request, his beloved sister Mary had died. She had been ‘almost my only companion in childhood’, he confessed. The loss brought intimations of his own mortality and a flood of memories. Perhaps Cockerell was right. The war made the future seem dark and uncertain: ‘It is a gloomy time’, Hardy wrote, ‘in which the world, having like a spider climbed to a certain height, seems slipping back to where it was long ago.’[9] A time for him to slip back into his own past. To tell his own story in his own words. This, though, was not exactly how things would transpire.

By 1917, the project, code name ‘Materials’, was underway. Secrecy was paramount. In a bizarre twist, Hardy decided to ghost-write his own autobiography.

And so one of the literary world’s greatest deceptions was perpetrated. Hardy would write his memoirs for publication after his death, but they would be branded as an ‘official’ biography by Florence, who was a respected author in her own right. ‘I realize that on no account must we mention the word “autobiography” or call them “autobiographical”’, Florence explained.[10] They would write in third-person narrative: a further stratagem of emotional distancing. If this all sounds confusing, that was the intention. A further complication occurred when Florence (aided by the author and creator of Peter Pan, J. M. Barrie) edited the manuscript after Hardy’s death, omitting various details and adding extra anecdotes and personal information.[11]

Hardy wrote down his memories in longhand, closely referring to his journals, letters, reviews, press cuttings and notebooks, before passing the pages to Florence, who would type them and then hand back the typescript for corrections. Hardy’s own emendations were written in a disguised calligraphic hand. He would also dictate stories which Florence would type, and then return for corrections. Once satisfied, the manuscripts were then destroyed. In May 1919, Hardy wrote to his friend Sir George Douglas that he had been busy burning ‘papers of the last 30 or 40 years’. In a telling phrase, he explained: ‘they raise ghosts’.[12]

So who were the ghosts, and why was Thomas Hardy so keen to present his own whitewashed version of the facts of his life, and destroy almost every one of his private papers? Was it that fame and the tetchiness of old age had made him suspicious of the press and ultra-sensitive to gossip? The truth is, he had always been a man of mystery, a keeper of many secrets. More often than not, those secrets were connected to the women in his life. Now, the full extent of his evasions, his deliberate omissions and distortions, can be revealed for the first time, and they shed valuable light on his life and works.

This book draws on Hardy’s extensive correspondence (now complete in eight volumes, the last of them, containing 650 letters unknown to previous biographers, published in 2012), as well as memoirs, newspaper stories and the novels themselves. New letters from Hardy’s second wife, Florence, have recently been discovered. This book also benefits from access to some tantalising annotations in Hardy’s religious books.

He was drawn to women, and especially to beautiful, inaccessible women. In order to write, he required a female muse. As a young boy, he was surrounded by strong, determined women, mainly of a lower social class. His (almost obsessive) love for his mother, Jemima, is well documented, and explored most fully in his novel The Return of the Native. Familial love for his younger sisters, Mary and Kate, aroused a nurturing and protective instinct; he was a loving brother, guiding their reading and providing succour during difficult times in their lives. His maternal aunts, the formidable Hand sisters, were a source of inspiration, and he was intimately connected with his female cousins.

Many of the women he grew up with had troubled lives. He saw at first hand the effects of domestic violence, poverty, and hard drinking on the women in his family. He also witnessed the strength of the women who rose above their circumstances, who were enterprising, resilient, and an endless source of strange and fascinating stories.

Thomas Hardy would create some of the most memorable and enduring heroines in fiction: Bathsheba Everdene, Eustacia Vye, Tess Durbeyfield, Sue Bridehead. He was a pioneer of the idea of the modern woman. He could not have been the writer he was without the women who inspired his vision. But his relationship with the female sex was vexed and complicated. Into Tess of the D’Urbervilles, he poured all his deepest emotions. Over tea at Max Gate, he confessed to Frank Hedgcock – the academic researching the book that Hardy would come to regard as a betrayal – that, though he agreed with the general opinion that it was his best novel, he ‘had put too much feeling in it to recall it with pleasure.’ And back when the novel was published in 1891, he wrote to a painter friend: ‘I’m glad you like Tess – though I have not been able to put on paper all that she is, or was, to me.’[13]

He lost his heart to Tess. No living woman could ever compete with her. The prominent American critic Irving Howe wrote that the act of creating her was Hardy’s ‘greatest tribute to the possibilities of human existence’. His first wife had a different view: ‘He understands only the women he invents – the others not at all.’[14]

There are many excellent ‘cradle to grave’ biographies of Thomas Hardy.[15] We do not need another one. But the central importance of the women in his life is not always apparent when their appearances are dispersed across a comprehensive study that also takes on other influences, publication history and so forth. In addition, recent research, often by amateur Hardy enthusiasts, has added to the picture. It is also the case that the stories told by women who knew Hardy, or whose foremothers knew him, have often been ignored or simply not believed. For all these reasons, this ‘partial life’ of Hardy takes a fresh approach. Like Tess of the D’Urbervilles, it is divided by ‘phases’. Phase one views him through the eyes of the strong women – some forty of them, along with one man – who were formative of his life and writing, then phase two reads his major novels prior to Tess from the point of view of the women he created. And in phase three, we meet his greatest loves, including the fictional Tess, the ghost of his first wife, and the actress who brought Tess into three dimensions. Most chapters are named for the women, many of whom did not have a voice and who were often deliberately omitted from Hardy’s self-ghosted autobiography. This book seeks to bring them back to life: it is not only a new biography of Thomas Hardy, but also a glimpse into the hard lives of schoolteachers and other working women in the Victorian age.

‘The doll of English fiction must be demolished, if England is to have a school of fiction at all’, Hardy wrote.[16] But the women in his life paid a large price for his creation of heroines who are flesh and blood, not dolls. This, then, is the story of how the magnificent fictional women he invented would not have been possible without the hardship and hardiness of the real ones who shaped his passions and his imagination.




PHASE THE FIRST

The women who made him




CHILDHOOD




CHAPTER 1

Elizabeth Downton

Tender women that are bred delicately must not be governed after the same manner that hardy country women must, for one is commonly weak stomached, but the other is strong.[1]

It was a hot June day in rural Dorset in 1840, and a young woman was in the throes of a difficult first labour. Her name was Jemima, and she was reliant upon the care of her midwife, who also happened to be a close neighbour and a friend. As was conventional with difficult labours, a doctor was finally called to assist with the last stages of the delivery, and the baby, a tiny, delicate boy, was presumed dead and cast aside. But then a minor miracle occurred. The midwife looked again for signs of life and declared: ‘Dead! Stop a minute: he’s alive enough, sure!’[2]

The baby was named after his father, and his surname seemed apt for the fighting spirit shown in the first few moments of his life. He was Thomas Hardy. Tom or Tommy to his family.[3] Hardy in spirit, though not in body. He would come to appreciate the qualities of resilience and strength that were connotations of his family name – the impoverished but flinty hero of his first novel was called Will Strong.

Another hot day while the baby slept in his crib, a large snake slithered in and curled itself around the boy’s breast, ‘comfortably asleep like himself’.[4] His mother gently removed it. The baby had come to no harm. Hardy owed his lucky escapes not to men, such as the doctor who had pronounced him dead, but to women: his mother and his midwife.

It seems likely that Hardy was born premature; he was delivered five and a half months after the marriage of his parents. He was also conceived out of wedlock, a fact that he tried to conceal, though unplanned pregnancies and their consequences became a theme of his work.

He was born in his family’s cottage home in the tiny village of Higher Bockhampton, three miles from the county town of Dorchester. There were just eight houses in the hamlet. His midwife, or ‘nurse’ as he preferred to call her, lived with her soldier husband in one of the cottages; the other inhabitants were elderly, retired people, so much so that the hamlet was known as ‘Veterans’ Valley’.[5] Hardy preferred the more romantic nickname ‘Cherry Alley’, after the trees that lined the village street.[6] His family lived in the last cottage on the south side of the lane, close to the woods and the heath. It was a beautiful and isolated spot.

Hardy’s nurse was called Elizabeth Downton, known locally as Lizzie. She was a hard-working, fearless woman, of the kind that Hardy would grow to admire. The day after her own baby was born, she walked eighteen miles without a complaint. She was, in his words, ‘an excellent nurse, much in demand; of infinite kind-heartedness, humour, and quaintness’.[7] Midwifery was traditionally an all-female practice and a valuable way for local women to make a living. Wisdom regarding birthing practice was handed down through the female line. Midwives usually relied on word-of-mouth recommendations, though in more sophisticated places such as London, some printed their own business cards.

But in the eighteenth century, male doctors and male midwives, often taught by celebrity obstetrician Dr William Smellie, began infiltrating the delivery room, branding forceps (with disastrous effect in Laurence Sterne’s famous novel Tristram Shandy). In rural Dorset, male doctors called ‘surgeons’ were only used in emergencies, as was the case with Thomas Hardy. Many rural midwives such as Elizabeth Downton were regarded as the village sage or wise woman. They gave advice on fertility, birth control, unplanned pregnancies, and marital and courtship issues. One day a local woman came to Lizzie for help. She had seen the ghost of a woman whom she was convinced was the spirit of her sweetheart’s dead wife. Lizzie asked how long the wife had been dead and was told that it had been many years. ‘Oh, that were no ghost’, she said. ‘Now if she’d only been dead a month or two, and you were making her husband your fancy-man, there might have been something in your story. But Lord, much can she care about him after years and years in better company!’ Hardy, self-confessedly superstitious and fond of ‘creepy stories’, lapped up such folklore. Another story concerned a local girl who was engaged to be married and was given a watch from her betrothed. Soon after, he died of consumption, and in time the girl found herself another sweetheart. On the day of her wedding, she heard the watch ‘going in her box’ though it had not been touched for years.[8]

Lizzie remained close to the family, and to the baby she had saved from death. She would defend Jemima in ‘clashing cases’ – presumably neighbours’ quarrels. Throughout his life, Thomas Hardy viewed Lizzie Downton as a spiritual matriarch. He acknowledged that without her ‘estimable commonsense’, he might ‘never have walked the earth’.[9] She could not have been further from the stereotypical, gin-swilling incompetent immortalised as Mrs Gamp in Charles Dickens’ Martin Chuzzlewit.

In narrating the story of his birth, Hardy was keen to name his saviour. It is telling that in his novels, every servant girl, no matter how lowly or insignificant, is named. Women were at the core of his childhood. His own mother, and his grandmother who lived in an annex to the cottage, were the most formative influence on the young boy. They nursed and raised the children – Tommy, then Mary, Henry and Kate. They ran the household: cooked, cleaned and sewed. And when they had a rare moment to sit down, they were storytellers.





CHAPTER 2

Elizabeth Swetman

Elizabeth Swetman owned thirty gowns.[1] Or so her grandson, Thomas Hardy, wanted the world to know. It is a curious detail in the life of a woman who was to endure much poverty and hardship, as if somehow her wardrobe was a talisman to protect her from harm. According to Hardy, his maternal grandmother was tall, handsome, and ‘an omnivorous reader’ who built herself a library with ‘a stock of books of exceptional extent for a yeoman’s daughter’.[2] He claimed that she knew the essays of Addison and Steele by heart, was familiar with the novels of Richardson and Fielding, and had read deeply in Milton’s Paradise Lost and John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress.

This portrayal of Betsy Swetman as a cultivated and finely dressed woman was not entirely accurate. Thomas Hardy was always sensitive about his origins. On his father’s side, he claimed descent from the ‘le Hardys of Jersey’, and even considered changing his name to le Hardy.[3] His ancestors, he claimed, ‘had all the characteristics of an old family of spent social energies’.[4] The idea of ‘an old family’ would always be important to Hardy, the self-made man.

He was seven years old when his maternal grandmother died, but her memory was kept alive by her five devoted daughters. She was born Elizabeth Swetman, known to her family as Betty or Betsy, and christened in the early spring of 1778 in the picturesque Dorset village of Melbury Osmond, seven miles from the town of Yeovil. The name Melbury derives from the old English word for ‘multi-coloured hills’. The cluster of stone cottages with thatched roofs were strewn with green creepers that turned red-gold in the autumn. The winding road, flanked by grassy banks, led to a shallow stream and a footbridge. In the spring and summer, the village was covered in flowers and ferns.

Betsy was the fourth of five children. Tragedy struck when her brother Thomas drowned in a well at the age of four when she was a baby.[5] In the extended family, there were yeoman farmers and even an uncle, Christopher Childs, who reached into the wider world: he was among a group of ‘gentlemen’ who founded a regional newspaper of liberal leaning, the West Briton.[6] Thomas Hardy was proud that in old age Childs’s portrait was painted by a famous artist, Sir Charles Eastlake.[7] But most of the family were confined to humble lives: a grandfather on poor relief, father and brother working as agricultural labourers, sisters who went into domestic service and, like many women of their status and class, were never heard of again.[8] In the census of 1801, Betsy, twenty-three and not yet married, was living with her parents and listed as a spinner.

The census identified most of the women living in the village of Melbury Osmond as weavers, spinners or spoolers. The textile cottage industry was a way for women to earn a wage; indeed, the word ‘spinster’ derives from unmarried spinners, whose ‘work’ supposedly made them financially independent, though in reality they were paid a pittance. It was, nevertheless, supplementary income for homes in which the menfolk relied on seasonal agricultural labour. The work of spinning the Dorset wool or linen flax on a wheel at home was an activity that was safe to do with children nearby. Melbury Osmond was known for the manufacture of ‘dowlas’, a strong coarse linen. There was also lively trade in horn buttons and plated buckles. Betsy possibly worked for a linen manufacturer called Thomas Cave, who ran a textiles business in the village.[9] One can imagine her spinning the flax into linen on her wheel, treadling with her feet as she wet the flax with her fingers to ensure the yarn was smooth and strong.

The village, its honey-coloured church and the local mansion, Melbury House, exerted a strong pull on Hardy’s imagination. The Duke of Monmouth, illegitimate son of King Charles II, allegedly took refuge in the home of his Swetman ancestors during his rebellion. The legend inspired one of Hardy’s short stories, ‘The Duke’s Reappearance’.[10] He was also enchanted by a family tradition that told of two Swetman sisters, Grace and Leonarde, narrowly avoiding being raped by soldiers after the Battle of Sedgemoor. They escaped from the upstairs rooms via a back staircase which led to the orchard.

Melbury Osmond was also notorious for being the home of an infamous devil mask, the ‘Dorset Ooser’. Every child in the village was terrified of the Ooser.[11] The mask was carved from a single piece of wood, with a separate, moving jaw, held by leather hinges; human hair, a beard and a pair of bullock’s horns completed the ghastly contraption. Hardy used it to frame his short story, ‘The First Countess of Wessex’.

Another family anecdote that fascinated Hardy was a story about a fortune teller who set up home on land that, generations before, had been leased to the Swetmans. Betsy’s father went on a Sunday to order the woman to pack up and leave: ‘If you don’t take yourself off, I’ll have you burnt as a witch!’ Calmly, she took his silk handkerchief out of his pocket and threw it into her fire, saying ‘if that burn I burn’. The flames curled around the hanky, but it did not burn. John Swetman was so impressed by her magic that he left her alone. For Hardy, the tale was an illustration not only of folk traditions, but also of his great-grandfather’s ill temper. Betsy’s father was ‘stern’, ‘severe’ and ‘unyielding’.[12]

Soon after the death of her mother, Betsy, now twenty-six, ‘clandestinely’ married a servant called George Hand. According to Hardy’s recollections, her father was so angry about the marriage that he cut her off and never saw her again.[13] An important omission in this account was that Betsy was eight months pregnant when she married.[14] In poor rural communities, babies conceived out of wedlock were common enough; a pregnant bride was seen as a fertile bride, and not necessarily a source of shame or embarrassment. Nevertheless, this pregnancy and the pattern it set for her female children, would have serious ramifications. The little girl, Maria, was sent to Puddletown to live with her grandparents.

Betsy gave birth to another six children, though the marriage was deeply unhappy. Hand was a violent alcoholic and a womaniser. He took mistresses and refused to let his legitimate children be baptised, forcing Betsy to have the ceremony done privately. He died in 1822, probably of consumption, and left his wife penniless with six children to provide for, the youngest of them only six years old. He had been on poor relief; after his death, Betsy received a monthly ‘dole’ which was reduced as each of the children reached the age of thirteen, when they could be sent out to work.

When Betsy was banished by her father, she was said to have been allowed to take her books and clothes with her. Another of the traditions surrounding Hardy’s grandmother was an interest in medical literature: ‘From the old medical books in her possession she doctored half the village.’[15] Her ‘sheet-anchor’ was Nicholas Culpeper’s Complete Herbal, a ground-breaking medical and herbal manual, first published in the age of Queen Elizabeth I and written specifically for the layperson. Whereas most medical treatises were written in Latin, Culpeper used the vernacular and his books were published cheaply as self-help medical guides, aimed at the poor who could not afford to consult physicians.

According to Hardy, Betsy’s fascination with local history made her into an authority, consulted by parson and sexton, on the position of particular graves in the cemetery. But her ‘bright intelligence’, he lamented, ‘did not serve her in domestic life’.[16] For some time after her daughters left home and married, she lived with her youngest son, William, in a cottage in Puddletown, but she left there soon after he married. What happened to her comprehensive ‘stock of books’ and her thirty gowns is not entirely clear – which suggests that the extent of her library and wardrobe may have been one of Hardy’s embellishments intended to make his heritage seem more elevated than it really was. In a letter dating from 1842, Betsy wrote down a list of possessions that she wished to leave to her children. It does not show signs of high learning, and there is no mention of gowns or books:

The small feather bed is for Chris – mine for you with the bolster and pillows – as the feathers are not as good as Jemimas was – I told Jemima I had given you that looking glass your uncle Henery gave me she said she wished to have that – then here are they two little French pictures and two little ones besides you must do as you like with it – there seven sheets 5 good ones and 2 old ones.[17]

Earlier that year, she had written to her daughter Mary:

it is a true saying that poverty seperates chiefest friends – and I should not have been poor if right had took its place – you wished me to let you know what beef I had att Christmas it was a small bit of lean cut of the leg or shene – it would have been quite dear att 3d.[18]

This is the only time we hear her voice, and the misery of her poverty and her loneliness is clear. Records show that in 1846, the year before she died, she was again collecting poor relief.[19]

Betsy’s sons, Henry and William, inherited their father’s hard drinking: they both spent time in prison for misdemeanours associated with alcohol abuse.[20] But her four daughters, Maria, Jemima, Mary and Martha, were determined to leave Melbury Osmond and forge better lives for themselves. Opportunities were scarce for bright but poor young women in rural communities. As we have seen, most of the women in the village of Melbury Osmond were in the rag trade, but there was another route to a way out of a life of poverty. At the bottom of the village, along the winding road which led from the honey-coloured church, past the ford, and next to the cottage where Betsy Swetman was raised, was the entrance to Melbury House, the seat of the Earl of Ilchester, and the family of Fox-Strangways.




CHAPTER 3

Lady Susan Fox-Strangways

Melbury House exercised a powerful force over Thomas Hardy’s imagination; in particular because of his fascination with the powerful women who had shaped its destiny. One of the most spectacular mansions in south-west England, dating from the fifteenth century, it boasted a striking hexagonal tower, which provided views of its wooded parkland and surrounding countryside overlooking the Vale of Blackmore. Unusually in an age in which grand family estates were passed down the male line, in 1726 Melbury was inherited jointly by two sisters, Susanna and Elizabeth Strangways.

When Elizabeth died, Melbury passed entirely to Susanna. Even though she had married, the property did not pass into her husband’s hands, as was customary before the Married Women’s Property Act of 1882. All of the estate income was to be paid to Susanna ‘as if she were sole and unmarryed’. Her husband, Thomas Horner, was clearly and firmly instructed not to ‘intermeddle’ in her financial affairs.[1] He also took on her name, Strangways.

Lady Susanna’s marriage to Thomas Horner was unhappy. Two sons died in infancy, and their only surviving child was a daughter, Elizabeth. In order to get away from her husband, she took her daughter to the Continent, where she engaged in an illicit affair with the dashing Henry Fox, younger brother of the wealthy Stephen Fox of Redlynch in Somerset. Henry, who had squandered his inheritance, was on the run from his creditors. Susanna paid them off, writing to his brother that she aimed to ‘improve’ him. Probably with Henry’s collusion, Lady Susanna concocted a plot to marry her young daughter to Stephen, despite the fact that for ten years he had been the lover of the courtier and diarist John Hervey, eldest son among the seventeen children of the first Earl of Bristol and his second wife. Hervey was the most notorious bisexual of the age, satirised by the poet Alexander Pope under the names ‘Lord Fanny’ and ‘Sporus’ (the latter being an allusion to the husband of the Emperor Nero). Stephen and Hervey were so deeply infatuated that they set up home together, though the relationship was beginning to cool, Stephen feeling that he was too unsophisticated for the urbane Hervey, the latter reassuring him: ‘I should like you rusty better than any other body polish’d.’[2]

Though Stephen Fox’s heart belonged to men, and he was more than twice the age of Elizabeth, he was attracted to the match, probably on account of her vast inheritance. Thomas Hardy based his short story ‘The First Countess of Wessex’ on the family scandal. It glosses over the homosexual background, but makes no bones about money: ‘Betty’ is described as so rich that it was ‘a misfortune that the child would inherit so much wealth. She would be a mark for all the adventurers in the kingdom.’[3] Indeed, Elizabeth had interest from the Duke of Leeds and Lord Middlesex, but her mother had set her sights on Stephen Fox, despite the fierce opposition of her husband. In 1735, Lady Susanna arranged a clandestine marriage in the library of Fox’s London home. Lord Hervey was furious and broke off the long-term affair. In Hardy’s melodramatic fictionalisation of the story, Betty’s father is so distraught at the news of the marriage that he crashes to the floor in an apoplectic fit. Elizabeth, who was only thirteen, returned home with her mother to wait until she was sixteen, when she began her new life as Fox’s wife, eventually gaining the title first Countess of Ilchester. Despite the scandal, and the opposition of Elizabeth’s father, the couple went on to have nine children together and appeared to share a contented life, first at Fox’s country house, Redlynch, and then at Melbury, where they moved following Lady Susanna’s death. Fox took on his wife’s name, as had Elizabeth’s father before him.

Melbury House had been greatly modernised and improved by Susanna. Stonework was cleaned and repaired, the roof retiled, and interior improvements were made, pictures cleaned and floors re-laid. Payments in July 1742 include £8 to carpenter Joseph Childs, for wainscoting the full ‘120 yard[s]’ of the gallery.[4] Joseph Childs was Thomas Hardy’s great-great-grandfather. Housekeeping accounts from the house also reveal that a ‘Betty Childs’ was paid five shillings a day to wash and mangle, and nine shillings a day for helping to brew beer.[5]

Elizabeth Fox-Strangways’ eldest child, a daughter called Susan, initiated a scandal of her own when she ran away from home to marry a handsome and highly regarded but penniless Irish actor called William O’Brien. The disgraced couple, ostracised from their family, emigrated to America. Their luck changed when, through the good offices of the Governor of New York, William was appointed Provost-Master-General of the Bermudas. Eventually, the family forgave them and they returned to England. O’Brien briefly re-established his theatrical career, this time as a playwright, but then they retired to Dorset. One day, the couple drove to Stinsford, a village just outside of Dorchester, fifteen miles from Melbury, and saw a dilapidated old manor house next door to the church. It belonged to the Fox-Strangways family, but was in bad repair. The couple fell in love with it and made it their home for the rest of their lives.[6]

Though Hardy was fascinated by all the ladies of Melbury House, he was especially enthralled by the great romance between the aristocratic lady and the Irish actor. The couple were childless, yet remained deeply and passionately in love until old age. After her husband’s death, Lady Susan was distraught, telling a niece that William had been ‘the object of my thoughts, affections and anxieties since nineteen years old, and must until death be the object of my regrets’.[7]

Lady Sue, as she was known locally, and her husband were very popular in the neighbourhood. An old man who had once been an under-gardener at Stinsford told a fascinated Thomas Hardy that the O’Briens ‘kept a splendid house, with plenty of beer for the servants’.[8] Christmas festivities were elaborate, with the church choristers invited in to sing carols on Christmas Eve. Even as an elderly widow, Lady Sue would listen to the Christmas carols from the top of the stairs while the singers stood below her in the hall. She would then give a supper of beef and beer. One of the choristers who remembered her well was Thomas Hardy’s father.[9]

From a very young age, Hardy felt deeply connected to the Strangways family. Not only were his grandfather and father members of the Stinsford choir who performed at the house, but both his grandmothers had seen and admired handsome William O’Brien and told stories of the famously devoted couple. As a boy attending services at Stinsford Church, he observed with ‘romantic interest’ the loving plaques erected in their honour on the north wall of the church. They had been put there by his Hardy grandfather, who was also given the job of making the vault that Lady Susan had requested be ‘just large enough for our two selves only’.[10]

Polite society had been shocked by the marriage on the grounds of class miscegenation, and it was this aspect of the love story that stirred the feelings of Thomas Hardy. Lady Susan, an accomplished actress herself, had met O’Brien while performing amateur theatricals at Holland House, the home of her cousin Henry Fox. Though O’Brien was cultivated and his manners genteel, he was still considered to be low-born and Irish. People sneered that he played the gentleman so well on the stage that he fooled everyone off-stage. Horace Walpole thought the union ‘the completion of disgrace – even a footman were preferable … I could not have believed that Lady Susan would have stooped so low.’[11] Hardy was irritated by Walpole’s condescending comments, writing that ‘in these modern days, the stooping might have been viewed inversely’.[12] To his mind, O’Brien was an ‘accomplished and well-read man’, whose marriage had ‘annihilated a promising career’. In addition to writing the short story about Elizabeth, Hardy also penned two poems about Lady Susan and William O’Brien, one of which imagines him returning to the stage for one last night, while his devoted wife watches him, secretly, from the audience. Entitled ‘The Noble Lady’s Tale c. 1790’, it ends with the ‘yellowing marble’ of the memorial tablet that Hardy’s grandfather raised in ‘Mellstock Quire’ (i.e. Stinsford church), from which the ‘two joined hearts enchased’ meet the eyes of the congregation and give assurance that ‘She knew her actor best’.[13]

The union also helped Hardy to discover one of his great themes, that of ‘the poor man and his lady’, as he titled his first novel. The O’Briens were living proof that true and lasting love did not discriminate between social class and status. The great country house and its symbiotic relationship to the villages and inhabitants was another theme that consumed his thinking, and shaped his art. The Strangways women had set their own standard. Exceptional in holding the power and the purse strings, they improved their estates, went their own way, and retained their names. And they were aware that the smooth running of their estates was dependent on good relations with the people who ran the household – the entourage of indoor and outdoor servants, the stewards, butlers, housekeepers, cooks and gardeners.

But Thomas Hardy’s connection with Stinsford House ran a little closer to home than he cared to admit. He did his best not to reveal that his beloved mother, Jemima, was at the age of thirteen sent into domestic service with the Fox-Strangways family. She became a valued and trusted servant for thirteen years of her life. Her intelligence and her strength of character served her well, and enabled her to see a life very different from the one in which she was born – to enter another world that she was determined to impress upon her susceptible son.





CHAPTER 4

Jemima Hand

Jemima’s path to becoming a respected servant at Stinsford House was not straightforward. Her early life was marred by poverty and violence, and her parents’ chaotic and unhappy union left her with a deep fear of the institution of marriage, which she would pass on to her four children. The departure of Maria Hand to her grandparents in Puddletown left Jemima in the role of oldest sister and sometimes effective mother to her younger siblings.

While there are no explicit details about George Hand’s brutality towards his family, there were hints of dark times. Hardy recalled his mother’s deep emotional stress at the memory of her upbringing: ‘Jemima saw during girlhood and young womanhood some very stressful experiences of which she could never speak in her maturer years without pain.’[1] Hardy’s second wife, Florence, told the researcher Richard Little Purdy about the domestic violence endured by Betsy, and recounted that it was something Hardy had often talked about during their marriage.[2] Drinking and domestic violence went hand in hand, especially in rural areas marred by poverty, seasonal work, and unemployment.[3] If it were true that Hardy often talked about his grandfather’s domestic violence it suggests that it left its own profound mark on him, and aroused his deepest pity for his grandmother and mother.

Jemima was in her ninth year when he died, old enough to see and hear the violence, and to be determined to avoid marriage at all costs. According to Hardy’s second wife, Jemima heard from her mother the story of how she insisted on burying her husband alongside his mistress, and how her father had refused to allow his children to be baptised – details that Hardy would later use as plot points in his novels.[4] Few could blame Jemima for a jaundiced view of men; when one of her younger newly-wed sisters was beaten by her husband, Jemima took quick and effective action. 

In the Life, Hardy recalled that Jemima turned to books to mollify her unhappy childhood. Like her mother, she immersed herself in ‘every book she could lay hands on’. Dante was her favourite author. She was the exceptional child of the Hand family, the one with ‘unusual ability and judgment’.[5] The girl who might have gone far if circumstances had been kinder. She was small in stature, with a Roman nose, grey eyes, and chestnut hair. What she lacked in conventional beauty, she more than compensated for in energy and vitality. Hardy recorded that her beauty lay in movement: ‘walking buoyant through life: strangers approaching her from behind imagined themselves, even when she was nearly seventy, about to overtake quite a young woman.’[6]

Hardy made no mention of his mother’s schooling, but one of the legacies of Lady Susanna Strangways Horner was her contribution to education for the poor in Melbury Osmond, Jemima’s village. During her lifetime, Lady Susanna paid the salary of the schoolmaster, and in her will she decreed that she wished to provide a schoolhouse and a residence for the master.

At the age of thirteen, like her maternal aunts before her, Jemima was sent into domestic service. She began her new life as a maidservant for the Revd Charles Redlynch Fox-Strangways, the brother of Lady Susan. He was rector of St Mary’s Church in the village of Maiden Newton. He and his wife had eight children, so Jemima possibly lent a hand as a nursery maid.

Maidservants were notoriously unreliable, and most stayed for months rather than years, often viewing the job as a means to earn a living before finding a husband. Others found themselves pregnant, and were sacked or ran away. However, servants who worked for the Strangways family were treated well, and many of them stayed for several years. Lady Susan’s devotion to her maids is evident in her letters.[7] Trusted servants were treated like members of the family; they were given hand-me-down clothes, presents, and sometimes personal legacies when a family member died. There was even a servants’ library at Redlynch.

If a servant was considered intelligent, hard-working, and, above all, honest, they were moved around the extended family, which is what happened to Jemima Hardy when the Reverend Charles died in 1837. Jemima finally landed a job at Stinsford House, once home to Lady Susan, now lived in by the Reverend Edward Murray, brother-in-law to the Earl of Ilchester. Hardy could never publicly admit that his mother had been a servant: the closest he came was to say that she had aspirations to be a London cook. Jemima had spent time in London, more than likely with the rector’s family; Hardy recalled the church she attended, St James’s. He also claimed that his mother spent time, before she was married, in Weymouth, where she once saw the young Queen Victoria.

Jemima’s experience as a valued servant, and her exposure to a very different social class, shaped her vision and increased her ambition. By now, she had been in domestic service for thirteen years. Stinsford House led directly to the church, and the Reverend Murray, her new employer, was a keen musician and a supporter of the Stinsford choir. The leader of the choir, a man called Thomas Hardy, would appear at the church every Sunday, with his sons, James and young Tom, and a friend, James Dart. They would take up their position in the west gallery. The boys played violin and the father bass viol (cello).

Jemima, always sensitive to fine clothing, recalled the three Hardys arriving at church on a Sunday morning wearing top hats, stick-up shirt collars, dark blue coats with great collars and gilt buttons, deep cuffs and black silk stocks (neckerchiefs). There was something of the dandy in the younger son, with his dark curly hair, and blue eyes. Years later, Jemima would describe her attraction to his ‘blue swallow tailed coat with gilt embossed buttons … red and black flowered waistcoat, Wellington boots and French-blue trousers’.[8]

Hardy romanticised the first meeting between his parents in a charming poem he called ‘A Church Romance’: ‘One strenuous viol’s inspirer seemed to throw / A message from his string to her below, / Which said: “I claim thee as my own forthright!”’[9] Jemima was fond of music and dancing, which strengthened their attachment. But it wasn’t long before she fell into the trap of so many female domestic servants and found herself pregnant but unmarried. Her sweetheart, Thomas, proposed marriage, and was accepted. At the age of twenty-six (Hardy would add a year to her age, to cover the shame of conceiving a baby out of wedlock), her employment at Stinsford House came to an abrupt end.





CHAPTER 5

Mary Head

Jemima left domestic service for an establishment of her own: a modest cottage in the tiny hamlet of Higher Bockhampton. But she was not the only woman in the household. Also living in the cottage was her husband’s mother, Mary. The cottage, perching on the edge of Puddletown Heath, had been her home for many years.

Hardy’s grandmother was born Mary Head in the Berkshire village of Fawley. She had endured a miserable childhood, was orphaned at a young age, and did not like to talk about her early life. Hardy would recall that her memories of Fawley were so ‘poignant’ that once she had left home she could never bear to return to the village; an unimaginable thought to the boy who was devoted to the idea of childhood and home.[1] Mary spent some time in Reading, though Hardy is reticent about his grandmother’s reasons for living in the town; there is a possibility that she was the same Mary Head who in 1796 found herself pregnant with an illegitimate child, which she gave away to be adopted.[2]

In 1799, Mary married Thomas Hardy, a builder, in Puddletown. By 1801, she had given birth to a daughter. They would go on to have seven children. They moved into the cottage at Higher Bockhampton that had been built by her husband’s father. At that time, it stood alone under the heath, surrounded by open countryside, three miles north-east of Dorchester. Built from cob, and thatched with wheat straw and local hazel, it was originally just three rooms: a family room and two bedrooms. The surroundings were as beautiful as the size was modest. Wild honeysuckle climbed the wall, and red roses, lilacs and herbs abounded. It stood in an acre of ground, with a fine apple orchard, where the Hardy family grew local cultivars – Gascoyne’s Scarlet, Golden Pippin and Bockhampton Sweet. They kept a pig, hens and beehives, and benefited from their own well at the front of the cottage. Thorncombe Wood lay to the south, close to Rushy Pond and Black Heath. A path led to Puddletown Forest, a magical and mysterious place. To the east was the heath, beyond which lay the Frome Valley, which could be viewed from an ancient burial mound called Rainbarrow.

Mary was closest to her youngest son, named after his father, Thomas. He shared his mother’s easy temperament and gentleness of manner. He was still living with his mother in the cottage when his father died in 1837. When he married Jemima, he moved his new wife into the main part of the house, building an annex next door so that Mary had her own front door and living accommodation. She had her privacy, but she was very much part of the family. Now she had to play second fiddle to the new mistress of the home she had lived in for almost forty years, though it was by no means an unusual arrangement. She was called ‘Granny’ and was a loving presence to her grandchildren.

Mary managed the accounts for the family business, and cooked meals on her range. The bread oven and ranges were fired by gorse (or furze, as it was known in the West Country), collected from the heath. The bread oven could hold as many as fourteen loaves, and she baked delicious cakes, pies and milk puddings.

Mary was a good storyteller. She would gather the children around the fire and they would listen, wide-eyed. One of her most vivid memories concerned the beheading of Marie Antoinette in 1793. She could remember what she was doing and where she was when she heard the news of the doomed queen: she was ironing a dress. Years later, she recalled the exact pattern of the muslin chemise. One hot thundery day, Granny remarked to the young boy: ‘it was like this in the French Revolution.’ She told stories of the Reign of Terror and the execution of King Louis. Later, she raised her children in the spectre of the Napoleonic Wars, fretting about the threat of invasion. If it happened, the French army would land on the south coast, close to home. Mary’s husband signed up as a volunteer in the local militia. Granny’s stories of the Napoleonic Wars would inspire her grandson to write his novel The Trumpet-Major – set in Dorset at the time when the invasion fear was at its height – and his interminable verse-drama The Dynasts.

The call to arms for the militia was specific in its requirements: all volunteers should be respectable and reliable, of the utmost good character.[3] Thomas, a local builder and owner of property, was a suitable candidate, except that, unknown to the authorities, he was involved in smuggling. The cottage’s isolation made it an ideal location as a halfway house for smugglers, and in his private notebooks Hardy made detailed notes about his grandfather’s nefarious activities.[4] In the dead of night, a whiplash across the window would awaken him, and he would go outside in his dressing gown to find not a soul around but a heap of barrels outside his door. Known as ‘tubs’, each one contained 4 gallons of brandy. Hardy’s grandfather would set to work, stowing them away in a darkened closet. The next evening groups of ‘dark, long-bearded fellows would arrive, & carry off the tubs in twos & fours slung over their shoulders’. After a while, the smugglers grew bolder, and would arrive in the day, frightening Mary, who insisted that her husband should stop the racket. He agreed, but only after the christening party for one of his children, where they enjoyed a ‘washing pan of pale brandy’. The smugglers only stopped when another cottage was built next door.

It was surely Mary who told the story to Tom, describing the strong smell of spirits pervading the house, and the barrels with wooden hoops. Hardy wrote that he remembered one of the tubs, which had been refashioned into a bucket. Many years later, in Jemima’s time, a woman known as Mother Rogers would call at the Hardy household, her large hips bulging with brandy canisters made from bullocks’ bladders, and ask if any of ‘it’ was wanted cheap.[5]

Mary told stories of new country dances and old, ‘wild pousetting and allemanding’, and of May Day with its striped pole decorated at the top with flower garlands, where the village girls whirled round, hoping to find husbands. And of winters when the snow was so deep that in order to get to church she had to walk on top of snow-encrusted hedges. Then there was the terrifying gibbet which she passed on her way from Fawley to Wantage. In her mind’s eye she could still see it as it creaked and swayed under the flash of lightning. In her time, male criminals were ‘gibbeted’, that is to say, the body was left to hang in a cage as a warning, stiffened, clanging as the cage turned in the wind. The smell of the decaying bodies was revolting, and the corpses would be eaten by birds and bugs until only a skeleton remained. The practice was abolished in 1834, but the memory of it endured in the rural imagination. In Jude the Obscure, Hardy would use the gibbet as an important plot point, and he would also pay tribute to his granny by using the name of her birthplace, Fawley, as the hero’s surname.

Hardy remembered Mary as ‘gentle and kindly’. In his poem about her, she is sensitive, dreamy, almost other-worldly:

With cap-framed face and long gaze into the embers—

We seated around her knees—

She would dwell on such dead themes, not as one who remembers,

But rather as one who sees.[6]

In his memory, she is always ‘Smiling into the fire’, as he phrased it in a superb little poem remembering the footworn ‘ancient floor’ of the cottage: Granny was connected with the hearth and home, a warm and stable influence on the Hardy homestead, and yet somehow lost in her own imaginative world.[7] Later, Hardy would immortalise her as the hero’s granny, Mrs Martin, in his novel Two on a Tower: a ‘woman of eighty, in a large mob cap, under which she wore a little cap to keep the other clean’. She would sit staring into a wood fire, entranced by the flames: ‘She was gazing into the flames with her hands upon her knees, quietly re-enacting in her brain certain of the long chain of episodes, pathetic, tragical, humorous, which had constituted the parish history for the last sixty years.’ During her naps, she would return ‘straight back’ to ‘her old country, again, as usual’.[8]

Glimpses of Mary’s voice and dialect can be heard in Granny Martin, ‘hardly a soul would be left alive to say to me dog how art?’ and ‘tell Hannah [the maid] to stir her stumps and serve supper’. She bewails the fact that she is not native to the village: ‘’Twas a pity I didn’t take my poor name off this earthly calendar and creep under ground sixty long years ago, instead of leaving my own county to come here!’[9] She bakes special puddings, which she warms in a ‘pipkin’ before the wood fire, and, like Mary, gives room to the local church choir to hold rehearsals.

Mary had enough vigour to participate in her grandchildren’s games. On a Sunday when it was too wet to walk to church, young Tommy would wrap himself in a tablecloth and read the service of Morning Prayer, standing on a chair, preaching to his cousin, with ‘his grandmother representing the congregation’.[10] The family consensus was that he would grow up to be a parson.

In one of his earliest poems of memory, he describes a walk with his granny in which she stops to describe the homestead as it had been fifty years ago. It was then a wild, uncultivated place, overgrown with ‘bramble bushes, furze and thorn’ where ‘Snakes and efts / Swarmed in the summer days, and nightly bats / Would fly about our bedrooms.’ It was Granny who would bequeath to him one of his treasured themes: that of Old Dorset, with its ancient customs and traditions, and a concern for a fast-disappearing way of life. Now, after fifty years, ‘change has marked / The face of all things’. Back then, there was just the one cottage, the house that ‘stood quite alone’.[11]





CHAPTER 6

Mary Hardy

Most of the women in Hardy’s early life worked hard for a living. Rural communities depended upon female labour, and even when women married and had children, they were still expected to earn their crust and contribute to the family expenses.[1] Jemima Hardy, like her sisters, was the beneficiary of the demand for out-sourced labour. According to her son, she was ‘exceptionally skilled’ in ‘tambouring’ gloves and ‘mantua making’.[2] Glove-making had long been a thriving cottage industry in the West Country.[3] ‘Tambouring’ was a skilled and delicate art: gloves would be stretched over a drum, or tambour, allowing for the gloveress to embroider the fabric. Typically, bag-women distributed the gloves to female outworkers in their homes for sewing and embroidering, before collecting them to be sold. As for mantua-making, several of Jemima’s handmade gowns survive, among which is a sprigged muslin dress, embroidered with delicate flowers, which suggests her tiny frame and trim figure. When it was time for her son to be baptised, Jemima made and embroidered his christening robe.

When he was aged one, Jemima gave birth to another baby, a little girl called Mary. Tommy was still delicate and sickly, and his parents feared that he might not survive childhood. Shortly after Mary’s birth, her maternal grandmother, Betsy wrote: ‘I hope the little girl will not be so tiresome as Tomey’.[4] They would become extremely close siblings. After her death, Hardy would look back on their childhood, where she was robust and healthy, a country girl climbing apple trees, ‘her foot near mine on the bending limb, / Laughing, her young brown hand awave.’[5]

For ten years, until another sibling arrived, it was just the two of them, the closest of companions. While Hardy remembered them climbing trees together, Mary recalled games with a dolls’ tea service, suggesting that he happily entered into the kind of imaginary play more usually associated with little girls. She adored her brother unconditionally and remained one of his closest friends and allies. She took his side and she kept his secrets. Hardy’s view of childhood was Wordsworthian, and he regarded his sister with the same love that William felt for Dorothy Wordsworth; their bond was almost a sacred one. Later, he confessed that she was ‘almost my only companion in childhood’.[6] It was their closeness in age, and their similar interests and temperaments, that bound them so tightly; like him, Mary was introspective and shy by nature.

Though Tommy loved playing outdoors, the family parlour was the heart of the household. In the centre of the room was a large inglenook fireplace, where water was boiled for tea, and food prepared. The warmth from the fire heated the bedrooms above. Hardy shared a bedroom (perhaps even a bed) with his sister. In his earliest years, and while his father was at work as a builder, he was surrounded by a household of loving women. Jemima’s unmarried sister Mary had been brought in to help raise the small children, and it was they, with Granny’s help, who picked vegetables from the kitchen garden, did the laundry, and supervised the children’s education.

Tommy soon showed signs of precocity, which did not go unmissed by his doting mother. It was sister Mary who recorded, for posterity, on the copy of his first book, that her brother could read by the age of three.[7] But if he could read by such an early age, it was because he had access to books. The book was a collection of woodcuts and verses for children, entitled The Cries of London. It opens ‘Come buy, come buy, for sell I must, / Rosemary and briar so sweet.’

Perhaps Jemima’s fond memories of her time spent in London inspired her choice of book, but it was also a reminder that there were worlds elsewhere, far from Bockhampton. Three-year-old Tommy could supposedly tune a violin, to the delight of his musical father. The next year, he was given a toy concertina, and the siblings were subsequently given a small piano, at which Mary quickly became proficient (later, she learnt to play the organ). Music moved Tommy to tears, though he would try to conceal his emotion, sometimes by dancing. Looking back, he was troubled by his own sensitivity, wondering if it suggested a tendency to depression, of which he was ashamed and afraid to confess.[8]

During Tommy and Mary’s early years, Jemima endured a serious miscarriage. On her sickbed, she begged her husband to marry her sister Mary in the event of her death. He refused, which caused Jemima great distress. Jemima remained poorly through the mid-1840s, formative years for Tommy and Mary, and it was feared that she would not recover. The miscarriage was a turning point in her personality. Her son would later recall that her vitality, good humour and devotion were dampened by a quick temper that emerged as a result of her travails.

Jemima’s wretched childhood and thwarted life fired her determination that her children’s lives would be better than hers had been. She had limited resources at hand, but her exposure to the libraries of the Fox-Strangways, and the civilised way of life that the family represented, were enough to show her the way to achieve her ambitions. Music and nature were all very well, but books were sacred objects, to be revered and respected. And for a clever boy and girl, without connections or wealth, education was the only way out of a ‘small, sleepy place’.[9]

Jemima’s fierce ambition for her children and her strength of character have left an uneasy legacy. Photographic images perpetuate the myth of her as a shrew or a termagant. Her strong hooked nose and pointed chin have led to unflattering descriptions. But Victorian photography encouraged a sobriety and severity of style, and was not intended to flatter its subject. Jemima was not a conventional beauty like her sisters, but what mattered were her fierce intelligence and her strength of character – traits that her son acknowledged she had passed on to him.

The loveliest image of Jemima as a mother is a miniature watercolour painting by her daughter.[10] If Mary ever felt excluded from the intense bond between mother and son, she left no written record of the fact. Instead she honoured the union, which presents Jemima, Madonna-like, cradling her boy, but there is a third person in this image – that of the unseen artist, Mary.





CHAPTER 7

Mother Christmas

It is Christmas Eve. Outside the air is cold, and the sky is full of stars. On a lonely lane in the countryside, silver and black stemmed birches, pale grey boughs of beech and a dark-creviced elm appear as shadowy outlines, and all is dark as the grave. A Christmas peal of bells rings out across the valley. And a small band of local men make their way by foot to a cottage. They are members of the parish choir, and they aim to get ‘drunk as lords’ in preparation for one of their busiest nights of the year.

Inside, an inviting scene beckons. The long, low cottage with thatched roof has been decorated for yuletide. The main room is decked with holly and evergreens, and a huge bunch of mistletoe hangs from a beam. The mistress of the house sits on a brown settle by the glowing wood fire, where she is smoking ham and flitches of bacon. The man of the house nurses his barrel of cider, for his colleagues must be fortified for the long night ahead. On a side table there is a large pile of battered Christmas carol books. After the ninth cup of cider, the men finally choose the carols, fasten their mufflers around their neck, and wind wisps of hay around their boots. A thin film of snow has fallen, and the hay keeps the snowflakes from the inside of their boots.

The choir consists of three generations of male singers, and a family friend. The grandfather plays the violoncello, the other three play violin. They stick to strings, because strings are ‘soul-lifters’.[1] A group of local boys accompany them to hold the music books, carry the horn lanterns, and help with the singing. And now, at almost midnight, the choir sets off: ‘They passed forth into the quiet night an ancient and time-worn hymn, embodying a quaint Christianity in words orally transmitted from father to son through several generations down to the present characters, who sang them out right earnestly.’[2]

These are details from Thomas Hardy’s first published novel, Under the Greenwood Tree, in which he reimagines his family’s Christmas Eve custom of village carol singing. By the time he was born, his grandfather had died, but Hardy’s father continued the tradition. In the weeks before the festival, they would prepare by choosing and copying down carols. They would invite the other members to their cottage in Bockhampton for supper on these occasions, and then on Christmas Eve there would be a special supper and ‘plenty of liquor’.[3] They would play at every house in the village, arriving home not long before dawn feeling as wrung out as damp dishcloths (‘malkins’) before playing again in the west gallery of Stinsford Church on Christmas morning.

Though Hardy would later dismiss the tendency for critics to conflate his real life with his novels, he admitted in a preface to Under the Greenwood Tree that his story of the choir was ‘intended to be a fairly true picture’.[4] In his self-ghosted biography, he reaffirmed that the Christmas Eve tradition was kept up by his own father, ‘much as described in Under the Greenwood Tree’.[5] The ‘ecclesiastical bandsmen’ were paid very little, but it was a labour of love. The musicians had to pay for fiddle-strings, rosin and music paper. These were supplied by a pedlar who travelled from village to village. Consternation was caused one Christmas when the pedlar was snowed up on the downs, and the musicians were forced ‘to make shift with whipcord and twine for strings’.[6]

Hardy evokes with tenderness those ancient Christmas hymns passed down through the generations. The leader of the choir, Old William Dewy, who would ‘starve to death for music’s sake’ was based on the grandfather he had never known. William, an alien in the new world of church barrel organs played by women, feels the old traditions slipping away, and is powerless against the march of progress. Somehow, he intuits that Fancy Day, the youthful new schoolmistress and organ player, presents a danger, but he clings to the way of life that has sustained him over the years: ‘At the close, waiting yet another minute he said in a clear loud voice, as he had said in the village at that hour and season for the previous forty years, “A Merry Christmas to ye!”’[7]

In Under the Greenwood Tree, the Dewy family, like the Hardys, are at the centre of the Christmas festivities. Once the Christmas Eve carol singing – the domain of the men – is over, the family holds a Christmas Night party. Here, as in the Hardy household, it is the matriarch who is the head of ceremonies. The flagstone floor is swept clean and sprinkled with sand, the best knives and forks are brought out, and the key is left out in the tap of the cider barrel instead of being carried in a pocket. Mother manages every detail, from presiding over the bacon and ham, which is smoked on the open fire, to trimming her husband’s whiskers, twirling like a ‘turnstile’ to see that everything is creditable. She loves a Christmas party, like anyone, but she also knows that she will be the one expected to clear up the mess in the morning: ‘But Lord, ’tis such a sight of heavy work next day! What with the dirty plates, and knives and forks, and dust and smother, and bits kicked off your furniture, and I don’t know what all, why a body could a’most wish there were no such things as Christmases.’[8]

Years later, Thomas Hardy would return to the theme of Christmas as a time of happiness, a season full of mead, music and dancing by the open hearth with its ‘charred log-ends’ in a childhood home that was ‘the House of Hospitalities’.[9] But there is sadness in the nostalgia: in another Christmas poem, the image of how by the end of the night everyone would
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