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    This collection assembles, in a single compass, Thomas Hardy’s major Wessex novels together with representative shorter fiction, offering readers a coherent view of the imaginative landscape that defined his art. Bringing these works together emphasizes their designed interrelation: places reappear, customs echo, and dilemmas recur across fields, parishes, and market towns. Read side by side, the books reveal how Hardy transformed a corner of southwest England into a storied realm where ordinary lives acquire epic gravity. The volume’s purpose is not merely archival, but experiential, inviting a sustained passage through Wessex so that the continuity of setting, tone, and moral inquiry can be felt in full.

The contents span long novels, short novels, and tales. Under the Greenwood Tree, Far from the Madding Crowd, The Return of the Native, The Mayor of Casterbridge, The Woodlanders, Tess of the d’Urbervilles, Jude the Obscure, A Pair of Blue Eyes, The Trumpet-Major, Two on a Tower, The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid, and The Well-Beloved represent Hardy’s fiction at varying scales and modes. Wessex Tales gathers a set of short stories, while additional individual tales, including An Imaginative Woman, The Three Strangers, The Withered Arm, Fellow-Townsmen, Interlopers at the Knap, and The Distracted Preacher, showcase his mastery of concise narrative. Together they map Hardy’s range within prose fiction.

Wessex is the unifying stage: a fictionalized region modeled on the south and southwest of England. Its heathlands, woodlands, downs, and harbors are not scenic backdrops but active agencies in the drama. Villages with their customary gatherings, market towns with their periodic fairs, farms with their seasonal rhythms, and coastal districts alert to distant conflicts all form a living ecology. Across this terrain, faith, law, commerce, and folklore intersect in intricate ways. By gathering these works, the collection underscores Hardy’s sustained experiment: to make setting an instrument of character and fate, and to allow local speech, ritual, and weather to shape the arc of human intention.

The recurrent themes are clear: the pressure of custom upon individual desire, the play of chance in the most deliberate plans, and the continual negotiation between rural tradition and social change. Hardy examines how reputation, class expectation, and economic constraint collaborate with impulse and misreading to direct lives. His women and men press toward companionship, vocation, or self-respect only to find pathways complicated by time, place, and the community’s gaze. Yet sympathy pervades the work; Hardy’s art remains attentive to dignity amid constraint. The collected sweep reveals his probing of moral ambiguity without prescribing; he invites readers to weigh competing claims of duty, feeling, and survival.

Stylistically, Hardy is singular for his descriptive exactness, architectonic plotting, and dramatic set-pieces in which landscape and event converge. Narrative irony operates alongside an encompassing compassion; rustic voices enrich the texture, while the narratorial perspective opens from the intimate to the panoramic. Seasonal cycles and weather serve as structural devices, orchestrating mood and meaning. His diction can be stately without stiffness, colloquial without condescension. The result is a prose both pictorial and argumentative, in which a hedgerow, a town street, or a church gallery may carry thematic weight. Encountered as a whole, the books reveal the steadiness of this method and its many tonal inflections.

Several works here establish the pastoral and communal matrix of Wessex. Under the Greenwood Tree offers a village romance whose choir, church, and lanes furnish a portrait of rural sociability at a moment of gentle transition. Far from the Madding Crowd enlarges the canvas to farm and market, following an independent landowner whose choices ripple through a tight-knit community. The Return of the Native sets its drama on the heath, where a native son’s homecoming and a young woman’s restlessness create a tense web of aspirations. In each, the premise is simple; the consequences, observed patiently, accrue into moral complexity.

Hardy’s exploration of character and civic life deepens in The Mayor of Casterbridge, where a grain merchant’s rise to municipal prominence and a rash earlier decision stain and shape his fortunes. The novel studies pride, secrecy, and public scrutiny in a town that is both supportive and unforgiving. The Woodlanders turns to a woodland economy and its crafts, tracing what happens when education, obligation, and outside influence unsettle long-standing ties. These narratives exemplify Hardy’s attentive mapping of work, status, and feeling, showing how personal histories are often inseparable from the economies and hierarchies that sustain a community.

Two late and powerful novels press hardest against Victorian convention. Tess of the d’Urbervilles follows a country woman whose family’s claims and social judgments complicate her efforts to secure honest livelihood and affection. Jude the Obscure centers on an aspiring scholar constrained by class barriers and by institutions indifferent to his hopes; partnership and kinship become tests of conscience as well as endurance. Each novel begins in recognizable circumstances and proceeds, with unsparing logic, to ask what humaneness requires when ideals collide with custom. Their presence here clarifies Hardy’s trajectory from pastoral nuance to searching social critique.

Other novels display Hardy’s formal versatility. A Pair of Blue Eyes places a young woman between two very different suitors against a coastal landscape that tests romantic certainties. The Trumpet-Major, set during the Napoleonic threat, entwines domestic affections with the rhythms of wartime musters and alarms, observing how public events strain private constancy. Two on a Tower turns skyward, pairing a woman of rank with a young astronomer; science, social rank, and secrecy contour their attachment. Across these works, Hardy probes aspiration and constraint through different lenses—courtship, history, and inquiry—while maintaining the same exacting observation of motive and milieu.

The Well-Beloved and The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid pursue variations on desire and idealization. The Well-Beloved follows an artist haunted by a shifting ideal that he seeks in successive encounters, a study of fixation tested by time, place, and community codes. The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid traces a country girl’s meeting with a cosmopolitan stranger and the disturbance this brings to her loyalties and self-understanding. Both works are compact yet resonant, showing Hardy’s ability to distill large questions—about constancy, imagination, and social threshold—into narratives that move lightly while engaging deep moral perplexities.

Hardy’s short fiction distills his art to brisk, exact episodes. Wessex Tales gathers stories that anchor incident in custom: The Three Strangers turns on an uncanny convergence at a rural gathering; The Withered Arm entwines jealousy with superstition; Fellow-Townsmen examines civic memory and private history; Interlopers at the Knap considers courtship unsettled by outsiders; The Distracted Preacher frames conscience against local smuggling. An Imaginative Woman, included separately, portrays a mind stirred by literary admiration and the hazards of idealization. These tales show Hardy’s control of structure and atmosphere, his economy of character drawing, and his aptitude for endings that feel earned without contrivance.

Taken together, the works in this collection define a sustained artistic project: to chart a region and its people with unsentimental sympathy, to test ideals against circumstance, and to make narrative place do ethical work. The arrangement invites longitudinal reading—watching ideas of love, labor, belief, and belonging refract across villages and decades. Hardy’s influence is enduring; his Wessex has shaped the English regional novel and continues to attract adaptation and critical attention. The hope of this gathering is simple and ambitious: to offer the completeness of Hardy’s Wessex vision so that readers may measure its breadth, hear its varied voices, and feel its persistent relevance.
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    Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) was an English novelist and poet whose work bridges late Victorian realism and the stirrings of literary modernism. Raised in rural Dorset, he created the semi-legendary region of Wessex to contain narratives of love, chance, and social constraint set against a vividly rendered landscape. Across novels such as Far from the Madding Crowd, The Return of the Native, The Mayor of Casterbridge, and Tess of the d’Urbervilles, as well as short fictions gathered in Wessex Tales, he examined the pressures of class, custom, and historical change on individual lives. Hardy’s art remains central to discussions of regionalism, tragic form, and skeptical, post-Darwinian thought.

Hardy’s schooling was modest but rigorous, and he trained as an architect in Dorchester before working for several years in London. Architecture taught him structure, proportion, and close attention to place—skills that later shaped the topographical precision of Wessex. In London he read widely, absorbing classical literature and contemporary science, including evolutionary ideas that deepened his sense of impersonal forces governing human affairs. Returning to the West Country, he began publishing fiction, bringing together the oral traditions, dialects, and rural customs of his youth with the analytical clarity learned in professional life. This fusion of local knowledge and intellectual inquiry became the signature of his prose.

Hardy’s early novels established a trajectory from pastoral comedy to increasingly intricate moral drama. Under the Greenwood Tree offers a gentle portrait of village community and courtship, already attentive to social change. A Pair of Blue Eyes, with its coastal settings and cliffside perils, widened his tonal range and introduced a heroine whose intelligence strains against convention. Far from the Madding Crowd brought his first major success, uniting romance, labor, and landscape into a capacious narrative set in Wessex. Written for serial publication and revised for volume issue, these works developed his hallmark interplay of chance events, folk practice, and the stubborn resilience of character.

Through the late 1870s and 1880s Hardy expanded Wessex into a complete imaginative geography. The Return of the Native concentrates tragic energies on Egdon Heath, where personality collides with environment. The Trumpet-Major turns to the Napoleonic era, blending military pageantry with intimate rural lives, while Two on a Tower explores scientific aspiration and social taboo. The Mayor of Casterbridge and The Woodlanders examine social mobility, marital bargaining, and the ethics of community. Shorter fictions such as The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid and the later novel The Well-Beloved show his interest in desire, idealization, and the distortions that arise when private longing meets public expectation.

In the 1890s Hardy produced his most debated works, Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure. Both challenge rigid moral codes and expose how institutions and reputations can determine a life’s course. Tess’s treatment by society and the pressures bearing on Jude and Sue voiced a critique that many contemporaries found unsettling, prompting editorial interventions and fierce reviews. The intensity of the reception contributed to Hardy’s decision to cease writing novels. Yet these books consolidated his reputation for psychological acuity and ethical candor, uniting compassionate character study with a stark vision of contingency—the sense that human plans are frequently redirected by accident and circumstance.

Hardy’s shorter fiction distilled his novelistic concerns into concentrated dramas. Wessex Tales gathered powerful stories including The Three Strangers, The Withered Arm, Fellow-Townsmen, Interlopers at the Knap, and The Distracted Preacher, each mapping custom, rumor, and local law onto questions of justice and fate. An Imaginative Woman probes the friction between aspiration and domestic circumstance. These pieces are notable for their economical plotting, their interleaving of superstition with social observation, and their anchoring in recognizable places given new resonance by mythic naming. They often pivot on moments of misrecognition or chance encounter, revealing how small decisions reverberate across tightly knit communities.

After abandoning the novel, Hardy devoted his later decades chiefly to poetry, extending his tragic worldview in lyrics and in the vast verse-drama The Dynasts. He remained deeply engaged with the landscape and histories of the southwest of England, continually refining Wessex as a literary map. At his death in 1928 he was recognized as a major force in English letters. His fiction continues to inspire adaptation and debate for its unflinching portrayal of social constraint, gendered double standards, and the pull of place. Modern readers value his alertness to contingency and his ability to fuse regional detail with encompassing philosophical inquiry.
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    Thomas Hardy’s career spanned the high and late Victorian eras into the early twentieth century (he lived 1840–1928), while the narratives gathered here range in setting from the Napoleonic period to the fin de siècle. Across Under the Greenwood Tree, Far from the Madding Crowd, The Return of the Native, and through Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure, Hardy’s Wessex chronicles the nineteenth-century transformation of rural southwestern England. The Trumpet-Major reaches back to invasion scares of the early 1800s, while late works such as The Well-Beloved register the modernity of the 1890s. The collection thus compresses a century’s social, economic, intellectual, and moral change into a single regional canvas.

Hardy fashioned “Wessex” as a mapped, semi-fictitious counterpart of real counties—Dorset, Somerset, Devon, Wiltshire, Hampshire, and Berkshire—renaming towns (e.g., Casterbridge for Dorchester) yet retaining topographical and cultural specificity. This regionalism aligned with Victorian realism and antiquarian interests, preserving dialect, customary law, craft vocabularies, and folkways under pressure from modernization. Wessex Tales and stories like The Three Strangers and The Withered Arm function almost as ethnographic records of customs, beliefs, and local justice. The novels, beginning with Under the Greenwood Tree and A Pair of Blue Eyes, extend that project at broader scale, charting how locality mediates national change, and how character is both formed by and resists place.

Agriculture anchors Hardy’s world, and nineteenth-century farming’s upheavals reverberate across these works. The long agricultural depression from the mid-1870s, exacerbated by cheap North American grain, underlies the economic fragility seen in Far from the Madding Crowd and The Mayor of Casterbridge, where weather, markets, and modern methods reorder fortunes. In Tess of the d’Urbervilles a steam-powered threshing machine intrudes into traditional labor rhythms, emblematic of mechanization’s social shock. The Woodlanders renders a timber economy negotiating market pressures and changing land use. Together, these texts register the drift from customary, labor-intensive agriculture toward capitalized, technology-inflected production and the precarity that followed.

Land tenure, common rights, and the afterlife of enclosure shape Hardy’s rural order. The Return of the Native’s Egdon Heath evokes a semi-common landscape where customary usages, fuel-gathering, and seasonal work persist within a national economy that has long favored enclosure. In The Woodlanders, woodland labor and reciprocal obligations bind classes even as those ties fray under cash-based relations. Far from the Madding Crowd depicts shepherding and hiring fairs within a hierarchy stabilized by land but vulnerable to debt and drought. Hardy’s plots repeatedly pivot on access to land, the decline of paternalism, and the uneven, often painful, integration of villagers into market logics.

Religious change is chronicled with precision. Under the Greenwood Tree gently records mid-century Anglican reform: the displacement of village “quire” musicians by harmonium and organ, aligning with professionalized worship and, in some parishes, ritualist revivals associated with the Oxford Movement. Nonconformity’s strength in the West Country provides a counterpoint, and The Distracted Preacher sets official piety against popular practices on the smuggling coast. Across the novels, Hardy tracks a loosening of ecclesiastical authority amid rising literacy and plural belief, even as the church remains central to schooling, charity, courtship spaces, and community discipline in much of nineteenth-century rural life.

Expanding education reshaped ambition and mobility. The Elementary Education Act of 1870 established publicly funded elementary schools, accelerating literacy already promoted by Sunday schools and voluntary efforts. The University Tests Act (1871) removed many religious barriers at Oxford and Cambridge, yet class obstacles endured. Jude the Obscure distills these tensions: self-education, scholarship dreams, and the persistence of social gatekeeping despite reform. Cheap print, railway bookstalls, and periodical culture broadened horizons for artisans and servants in several tales. Hardy’s characters read, memorize, and aspire, revealing how new institutions of learning met entrenched privilege and how knowledge complicated old village solidarities.

Gender roles and marriage law were in flux. The Matrimonial Causes Act (1857) created civil divorce courts; the Married Women’s Property Acts (1870, 1882) incrementally secured women’s earnings and property. Yet double standards persisted, a central concern of Tess of the d’Urbervilles. The Woodlanders probes marital choice, status, and mobility; Two on a Tower dramatizes cross-class attraction against social convention; An Imaginative Woman touches the 1890s “New Woman” debates about female authorship and desire. The Well-Beloved tracks shifting attitudes across decades, while The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid stages cross-class encounter in a leisure setting, probing how law, reputation, and custom constrained women’s agency.

Victorian science unsettled older certainties. After Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), evolution, deep time, and natural causation permeated public discourse. Hardy absorbed contemporary science and secular philosophies; Two on a Tower explicitly places astronomy—and the humbling vastness of the cosmos—against parish horizons, questioning human centrality. Geological time and prehistory shadow The Return of the Native’s “antique” heath, while medical ideas, meteorology, and new instruments inflect decision-making in several novels. This intellectual climate supports Hardy’s tragic realism: chance, heredity, environment, and social constraint interact in ways that reflect post-Darwinian debates about agency and determinism.

War and the militarized state surface where Wessex meets the Channel. The Trumpet-Major, set during the Napoleonic Wars, draws on the south coast’s invasion alarms, militia encampments, and royal visits—King George III frequented Weymouth—capturing how global conflict redirected local economies and gender relations. The Distracted Preacher, by contrast, looks at the porousness of the coastline in peacetime and war, when organized smuggling contended with excise enforcement. These works link village life to national defense, taxation, and contraband networks, reminding readers that even remote parishes stood at the edge of geopolitics in the early nineteenth century.

Transport and communications transformed distance. Turnpike improvements, mail coaches, and then the spread of railways from the 1830s connected Wessex to London and regional markets. A Pair of Blue Eyes, with its North Cornish cliffs and travelers, exemplifies a world of excursion, survey, and serialized suspense—often cited as an early instance of the “cliffhanger.” The Mayor of Casterbridge registers new machinery and managerial methods arriving along these routes, while Far from the Madding Crowd shows both the benefits and perils of access to distant buyers. In contrast, The Woodlanders’ relative remoteness underscores how partial connectivity preserved older dependencies.

Law, punishment, and local governance appear through village lenses. The Three Strangers turns on the proximity of festive conviviality to the machinery of capital punishment—a live public spectacle in England until 1868. The Withered Arm preserves beliefs in folk remedies alongside magisterial authority. Fellow-Townsmen and Interlopers at the Knap depict reputations, elections, property, and partnership in small-town settings where civic office and private interest interweave. Hardy treats parish vestries, market halls, and assizes not as abstractions but as spaces where gossip, honor, and official law collide—an anatomy of provincial power that complements the more spectacular legal crises in the major novels.

Customary ritual provides a non-state order. Seasonal calendars—sheepshearing, harvest homes, and winter revels—govern labor and sociability in Far from the Madding Crowd. The Return of the Native’s bonfires on or near Guy Fawkes Night illuminate an English tradition that long predated mass leisure. The Mayor of Casterbridge famously stages a skimmington procession, a historically attested folk sanction for perceived domestic misconduct. Fairs and hiring days mark economic time, and church festivals structure courtship. Hardy’s attention to ritual shows how communities regulate behavior through spectacle, song, and memory, even as modernization and policing attempt to channel or suppress such customs.

Markets and policy shifts resonate in Wessex’s ledgers and barns. The repeal of the Corn Laws (1846) deepened Britain’s commitment to free trade, exposing farmers to volatile world prices. After 1873, the influx of cheap grain from North America and the Empire devastated many arable districts, while dairying and livestock fared somewhat better. The Mayor of Casterbridge centers on a corn merchant navigating this changing environment; Far from the Madding Crowd dramatizes the hazards of debt, weather, and speculation. The Woodlanders tracks timber’s niche within broader markets. Hardy’s rural characters are never isolated from national policy or global supply chains.

Publishing history shaped the fictions’ form and reception. Many works first appeared in magazines, where serial pacing, illustration, and editorial standards mattered. Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891) was expurgated in periodical form to satisfy circulating-library norms, then restored in book publication. Jude the Obscure (1895) provoked fierce criticism from moralists and some reviewers, contributing to Hardy’s retreat from novel-writing. A Pair of Blue Eyes (1872–73) exemplifies serial suspense; Wessex Tales catered to a thriving short-fiction market. Gatekeepers like Mudie’s Select Library influenced what could be sold to families, pressing authors toward (or against) Victorian propriety.

Urban centers exert gravitational pull. Jude the Obscure juxtaposes rural origins with the scholarly city of “Christminster” (a fictionalized Oxford), examining aspiration and exclusion. The Well-Beloved follows an artist between the Isle of Portland—Hardy’s “Isle of Slingers”—and metropolitan art worlds, tracing shifting aesthetic and moral fashions across decades. Resort culture and seaside leisure, expanding with rail access, frame episodes in shorter fictions such as The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid, where cross-class encounters become possible under holiday conventions. These movements show how London and other hubs reframe provincial identities, opportunities, and scandals.

Industrial and scientific modernity intersect with class in everyday tools and trades. The portable reaper, improved drainage, and steam power alter labor hierarchies in Far from the Madding Crowd and Tess of the d’Urbervilles; in The Woodlanders, medical practice, optical instruments, and education expose fault lines between artisans and professionals. Two on a Tower links scientific networks—observatories, journals, patronage—to a parish’s social map, while A Pair of Blue Eyes stages geology and surveying beside romance. Hardy shows modernization arriving as objects, techniques, and new kinds of expertise that shift deference, courtship, and the grammar of ambition.

Hardy’s public reception tracked broader cultural tensions. His frank treatment of sexuality, marriage, and religious doubt drew sustained criticism in the 1890s; after Jude the Obscure he largely abandoned the novel for poetry. Yet he continued revising and systematizing his prose works, consolidating place-names and geography across later collected editions in the early twentieth century, which reinforced “Wessex” as a unified imaginative domain. Subsequent scholarship has traced his debts to scripture, classical tragedy, rural sociology, and continental realism/naturalism, positioning him as both a chronicler of vanishing folk cultures and a diagnostician of modern, impersonal forces shaping ordinary lives in England’s provinces.
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    Early Pastoral and Courtship Novels
Under the Greenwood Tree: A village choir contends with change when a new schoolmistress and a modern organ arrive, entwining music with courtship and community pride. The story balances gentle humor and pastoral detail with a clear-eyed look at aspiration and class, foreshadowing Hardy’s fascination with tradition under threat.
A Pair of Blue Eyes: A young woman’s divided affections draw an engineer and a critic into a triangular courtship that unfolds across cliffs, churches, and parlors. Class insecurity and the perils of idealization unsettle romance, as landscape mirrors the precariousness of choice and chance.
Far from the Madding Crowd: An independent farm owner navigates the attentions of three very different men while storms, accidents, and harvests test a community’s resilience. Hardy blends lively rural comedy with the gravity of responsibility and desire, exploring pride, loyalty, and the costs of misreading character.
Community and Character Under Pressure
The Return of the Native: On a brooding heath, restless ambitions and frustrated loves collide among villagers bound to the land and to each other. Misunderstandings and conflicting destinies build a powerful study of place as fate, with an elemental tone that makes the setting a central actor.
The Mayor of Casterbridge: A self-made townsman’s past rashness shadows his public success, drawing him into rivalry, remorse, and attempts at restitution. The novel probes character under scrutiny—how pride, impulse, and the memory of a community can unmake a life—while maintaining sympathy for flawed striving.
The Woodlanders: In a woodland economy of craft and barter, a tangle of attachments confronts the pressures of education, ambition, and outside influence. Hardy’s quiet tragedies emerge through patience, endurance, and unspoken sacrifice, emphasizing how modernity can erode intimate, rooted ways of living.
The Great Tragedies of Conscience and Fate
Tess of the d’Urbervilles: A country girl’s encounter with inherited pretensions and unequal power sets her on a path where love, labor, and reputation are judged by double standards. The narrative is compassionate and unflinching, tracing how social hypocrisy and chance tighten into a tragic inevitability.
Jude the Obscure: An aspiring scholar dreams of a life of learning beyond his class and grapples with unconventional love amid rigid institutions. The book interrogates education, marriage, and morality with stark candor, adopting a bleak, questioning tone that presses Hardy’s critique of social constraint to its limit.
Historical and Scientific Romances
The Trumpet-Major: Against the backdrop of the Napoleonic wars, a spirited love quadrangle plays out among soldiers, sailors, and a young woman in a coastal town. Pageantry and duty frame personal choice, producing a historical romance that balances bustle and humor with poignancy.
Two on a Tower: An aristocratic woman and a young astronomer forge an unlikely bond that reaches for the stars yet collides with local convention. Scientific wonder and social surveillance combine in a contemplative romance that tests how far aspiration can lift lovers above earthly hierarchies.
Late Meditations on Art and Idealization
The Well-Beloved: An artist pursues an elusive ideal of beauty across time and generations on a rugged isle, struggling to reconcile the image in his mind with the people he meets. The novel is an introspective exploration of desire, art, and fixity of vision, tinged with irony about the gap between ideal and real.
An Imaginative Woman: A thoughtful wife and mother channels her creative longings into a literary fascination that complicates domestic routine. Hardy crafts a subtle psychological study of yearning and self-construction, maintaining an intimate, ambivalent tone about the costs and consolations of imagination.
Short Fiction: Wessex Tales and Selected Stories
Wessex Tales: A gallery of rural episodes ranges from eerie legend to comic misadventure, unified by sharp observation of custom, chance, and moral irony. The collection distills the Wessex world into concentrated studies where small decisions and old beliefs yield outsized consequences.
The Three Strangers: During a stormy gathering at a shepherd’s cottage, three unexpected visitors unsettle the company and set a chase in motion. Suspense and rustic wit turn on mistaken identity and the thin line between hospitality and hazard.
The Withered Arm: Jealousy and folk remedies entangle a farmer’s past and present loves with uncanny repercussions. The tale blends superstition with psychological unease, probing guilt, judgment, and the unpredictable reach of harm.
Fellow-Townsmen: Two respectable men’s intertwined histories reveal how status, reticence, and private desire shape public standing in a small town. Hardy’s measured narration emphasizes chance meetings and delayed realizations, yielding sober reflections on reputation and regret.
Interlopers at the Knap: Unexpected guests bring opportunity and disturbance to a rural household, testing boundaries of generosity and self-interest. Irony accumulates as shifting loyalties expose the costs of admitting outsiders into tightly knit lives.
The Distracted Preacher: A zealous young minister posts to a coastal parish and confronts a thriving smuggling culture—and his own attraction to a local woman. The piece briskly weighs law against custom, with lively scenes that oscillate between comedy and moral complication.
The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid: A dairymaid’s chance meeting with a worldly stranger invites her into a brief adventure beyond her station, challenging promises made at home. The story is playful yet pointed about class allure and the tug-of-war between curiosity and commitment.
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  This story of the Mellstock Quire and its old established west-gallery musicians, with some supplementary descriptions of similar officials in Two on a Tower, A Few Crusted Characters, and other places, is intended to be a fairly true picture, at first hand, of the personages, ways, and customs which were common among such orchestral bodies in the villages of fifty or sixty years ago.


  One is inclined to regret the displacement of these ecclesiastical bandsmen by an isolated organist (often at first a barrel-organist) or harmonium player; and despite certain advantages in point of control and accomplishment which were, no doubt, secured by installing the single artist, the change has tended to stultify the professed aims of the clergy, its direct result being to curtail and extinguish the interest of parishioners in church doings. Under the old plan, from half a dozen to ten full-grown players, in addition to the numerous more or less grown-up singers, were officially occupied with the Sunday routine, and concerned in trying their best to make it an artistic outcome of the combined musical taste of the congregation. With a musical executive limited, as it mostly is limited now, to the parson’s wife or daughter and the school-children, or to the school-teacher and the children, an important union of interests has disappeared.


  The zest of these bygone instrumentalists must have been keen and staying to take them, as it did, on foot every Sunday after a toilsome week, through all weathers, to the church, which often lay at a distance from their homes. They usually received so little in payment for their performances that their efforts were really a labour of love. In the parish I had in my mind when writing the present tale, the gratuities received yearly by the musicians at Christmas were somewhat as follows: From the manor-house ten shillings and a supper; from the vicar ten shillings; from the farmers five shillings each; from each cottage-household one shilling; amounting altogether to not more than ten shillings a head annually — just enough, as an old executant told me, to pay for their fiddle-strings, repairs, rosin, and music-paper (which they mostly ruled themselves). Their music in those days was all in their own manuscript, copied in the evenings after work, and their music-books were home-bound.


  It was customary to inscribe a few jigs, reels, horn-pipes, and ballads in the same book, by beginning it at the other end, the insertions being continued from front and back till sacred and secular met together in the middle, often with bizarre effect, the words of some of the songs exhibiting that ancient and broad humour which our grandfathers, and possibly grandmothers, took delight in, and is in these days unquotable.


  The aforesaid fiddle-strings, rosin, and music-paper were supplied by a pedlar, who travelled exclusively in such wares from parish to parish, coming to each village about every six months. Tales are told of the consternation once caused among the church fiddlers when, on the occasion of their producing a new Christmas anthem, he did not come to time, owing to being snowed up on the downs, and the straits they were in through having to make shift with whipcord and twine for strings. He was generally a musician himself, and sometimes a composer in a small way, bringing his own new tunes, and tempting each choir to adopt them for a consideration. Some of these compositions which now lie before me, with their repetitions of lines, half-lines, and half-words, their fugues and their intermediate symphonies, are good singing still, though they would hardly be admitted into such hymn-books as are popular in the churches of fashionable society at the present time.


  August 1896.
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  Under the Greenwood Tree was first brought out in the summer of 1872 in two volumes. The name of the story was originally intended to be, more appropriately, The Mellstock Quire, and this has been appended as a sub-title since the early editions, it having been thought unadvisable to displace for it the title by which the book first became known.


  In rereading the narrative after a long interval there occurs the inevitable reflection that the realities out of which it was spun were material for another kind of study of this little group of church musicians than is found in the chapters here penned so lightly, even so farcically and flippantly at times. But circumstances would have rendered any aim at a deeper, more essential, more transcendent handling unadvisable at the date of writing; and the exhibition of the Mellstock Quire in the following pages must remain the only extant one, except for the few glimpses of that perished band which I have given in verse elsewhere.


  T. H. April 1912.
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  To dwellers in a wood almost every species of tree has its voice as well as its feature. At the passing of the breeze the fir-trees sob and moan no less distinctly than they rock; the holly whistles as it battles with itself; the ash hisses amid its quiverings; the beech rustles while its flat boughs rise and fall. And winter, which modifies the note of such trees as shed their leaves, does not destroy its individuality.


  On a cold and starry Christmas-eve within living memory a man was passing up a lane towards Mellstock Cross in the darkness of a plantation that whispered thus distinctively to his intelligence. All the evidences of his nature were those afforded by the spirit of his footsteps, which succeeded each other lightly and quickly, and by the liveliness of his voice as he sang in a rural cadence:


  “With the rose and the lily

  And the daffodowndilly,

  The lads and the lasses a-sheep-shearing go.”


  The lonely lane he was following connected one of the hamlets of Mellstock parish with Upper Mellstock and Lewgate, and to his eyes, casually glancing upward, the silver and black-stemmed birches with their characteristic tufts, the pale grey boughs of beech, the dark-creviced elm, all appeared now as black and flat outlines upon the sky, wherein the white stars twinkled so vehemently that their flickering seemed like the flapping of wings. Within the woody pass, at a level anything lower than the horizon, all was dark as the grave. The copse-wood forming the sides of the bower interlaced its branches so densely, even at this season of the year, that the draught from the north-east flew along the channel with scarcely an interruption from lateral breezes.


  After passing the plantation and reaching Mellstock Cross the white surface of the lane revealed itself between the dark hedgerows like a ribbon jagged at the edges; the irregularity being caused by temporary accumulations of leaves extending from the ditch on either side.


  The song (many times interrupted by flitting thoughts which took the place of several bars, and resumed at a point it would have reached had its continuity been unbroken) now received a more palpable check, in the shape of “Ho-i-i-i-i-i!” from the crossing lane to Lower Mellstock, on the right of the singer who had just emerged from the trees.


  “Ho-i-i-i-i-i!” he answered, stopping and looking round, though with no idea of seeing anything more than imagination pictured.


  “Is that thee, young Dick Dewy?” came from the darkness.


  “Ay, sure, Michael Mail.”


  “Then why not stop for fellow-craters — going to thy own father’s house too, as we be, and knowen us so well?”


  Dick Dewy faced about and continued his tune in an under-whistle, implying that the business of his mouth could not be checked at a moment’s notice by the placid emotion of friendship.


  Having come more into the open he could now be seen rising against the sky, his profile appearing on the light background like the portrait of a gentleman in black cardboard. It assumed the form of a low-crowned hat, an ordinary-shaped nose, an ordinary chin, an ordinary neck, and ordinary shoulders. What he consisted of further down was invisible from lack of sky low enough to picture him on.


  Shuffling, halting, irregular footsteps of various kinds were now heard coming up the hill, and presently there emerged from the shade severally five men of different ages and gaits, all of them working villagers of the parish of Mellstock. They, too, had lost their rotundity with the daylight, and advanced against the sky in flat outlines, which suggested some processional design on Greek or Etruscan pottery. They represented the chief portion of Mellstock parish choir.


  The first was a bowed and bent man, who carried a fiddle under his arm, and walked as if engaged in studying some subject connected with the surface of the road. He was Michael Mail, the man who had hallooed to Dick.


  The next was Mr. Robert Penny, boot — and shoemaker; a little man, who, though rather round-shouldered, walked as if that fact had not come to his own knowledge, moving on with his back very hollow and his face fixed on the north-east quarter of the heavens before him, so that his lower waist-coat-buttons came first, and then the remainder of his figure. His features were invisible; yet when he occasionally looked round, two faint moons of light gleamed for an instant from the precincts of his eyes, denoting that he wore spectacles of a circular form.


  The third was Elias Spinks, who walked perpendicularly and dramatically. The fourth outline was Joseph Bowman’s, who had now no distinctive appearance beyond that of a human being. Finally came a weak lath-like form, trotting and stumbling along with one shoulder forward and his head inclined to the left, his arms dangling nervelessly in the wind as if they were empty sleeves. This was Thomas Leaf.


  “Where be the boys?” said Dick to this somewhat indifferently-matched assembly.


  The eldest of the group, Michael Mail, cleared his throat from a great depth.


  “We told them to keep back at home for a time, thinken they wouldn’t be wanted yet awhile; and we could choose the tuens, and so on.”


  “Father and grandfather William have expected ye a little sooner. I have just been for a run round by Ewelease Stile and Hollow Hill to warm my feet.”


  “To be sure father did! To be sure ‘a did expect us — to taste the little barrel beyond compare that he’s going to tap.”


  “‘Od rabbit it all! Never heard a word of it!” said Mr. Penny, gleams of delight appearing upon his spectacle-glasses, Dick meanwhile singing parenthetically—


  “The lads and the lasses a-sheep-shearing go.”


  “Neighbours, there’s time enough to drink a sight of drink now afore bedtime?” said Mail.


  “True, true — time enough to get as drunk as lords!” replied Bowman cheerfully.


  This opinion being taken as convincing they all advanced between the varying hedges and the trees dotting them here and there, kicking their toes occasionally among the crumpled leaves. Soon appeared glimmering indications of the few cottages forming the small hamlet of Upper Mellstock for which they were bound, whilst the faint sound of church-bells ringing a Christmas peal could be heard floating over upon the breeze from the direction of Longpuddle and Weatherbury parishes on the other side of the hills. A little wicket admitted them to the garden, and they proceeded up the path to Dick’s house.
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  It was a long low cottage with a hipped roof of thatch, having dormer windows breaking up into the eaves, a chimney standing in the middle of the ridge and another at each end. The window-shutters were not yet closed, and the fire — and candle-light within radiated forth upon the thick bushes of box and laurestinus growing in clumps outside, and upon the bare boughs of several codlin-trees hanging about in various distorted shapes, the result of early training as espaliers combined with careless climbing into their boughs in later years. The walls of the dwelling were for the most part covered with creepers, though these were rather beaten back from the doorway — a feature which was worn and scratched by much passing in and out, giving it by day the appearance of an old keyhole. Light streamed through the cracks and joints of outbuildings a little way from the cottage, a sight which nourished a fancy that the purpose of the erection must be rather to veil bright attractions than to shelter unsightly necessaries. The noise of a beetle and wedges and the splintering of wood was periodically heard from this direction; and at some little distance further a steady regular munching and the occasional scurr of a rope betokened a stable, and horses feeding within it.


  The choir stamped severally on the door-stone to shake from their boots any fragment of earth or leaf adhering thereto, then entered the house and looked around to survey the condition of things. Through the open doorway of a small inner room on the right hand, of a character between pantry and cellar, was Dick Dewy’s father Reuben, by vocation a “tranter,” or irregular carrier. He was a stout florid man about forty years of age, who surveyed people up and down when first making their acquaintance, and generally smiled at the horizon or other distant object during conversations with friends, walking about with a steady sway, and turning out his toes very considerably. Being now occupied in bending over a hogshead, that stood in the pantry ready horsed for the process of broaching, he did not take the trouble to turn or raise his eyes at the entry of his visitors, well knowing by their footsteps that they were the expected old comrades.


  The main room, on the left, was decked with bunches of holly and other evergreens, and from the middle of the beam bisecting the ceiling hung the mistletoe, of a size out of all proportion to the room, and extending so low that it became necessary for a full-grown person to walk round it in passing, or run the risk of entangling his hair. This apartment contained Mrs. Dewy the tranter’s wife, and the four remaining children, Susan, Jim, Bessy, and Charley, graduating uniformly though at wide stages from the age of sixteen to that of four years — the eldest of the series being separated from Dick the firstborn by a nearly equal interval.


  Some circumstance had apparently caused much grief to Charley just previous to the entry of the choir, and he had absently taken down a small looking-glass, holding it before his face to learn how the human countenance appeared when engaged in crying, which survey led him to pause at the various points in each wail that were more than ordinarily striking, for a thorough appreciation of the general effect. Bessy was leaning against a chair, and glancing under the plaits about the waist of the plaid frock she wore, to notice the original unfaded pattern of the material as there preserved, her face bearing an expression of regret that the brightness had passed away from the visible portions. Mrs. Dewy sat in a brown settle by the side of the glowing wood fire — so glowing that with a heedful compression of the lips she would now and then rise and put her hand upon the hams and flitches of bacon lining the chimney, to reassure herself that they were not being broiled instead of smoked — a misfortune that had been known to happen now and then at Christmas-time.


  “Hullo, my sonnies, here you be, then!” said Reuben Dewy at length, standing up and blowing forth a vehement gust of breath. “How the blood do puff up in anybody’s head, to be sure, a-stooping like that! I was just going out to gate to hark for ye.” He then carefully began to wind a strip of brown paper round a brass tap he held in his hand. “This in the cask here is a drop o’ the right sort” (tapping the cask); “’tis a real drop o’ cordial from the best picked apples — Sansoms, Stubbards, Five-corners, and such-like — you d’mind the sort, Michael?” (Michael nodded.) “And there’s a sprinkling of they that grow down by the orchard-rails — streaked ones — rail apples we d’call ’em, as ’tis by the rails they grow, and not knowing the right name. The water-cider from ’em is as good as most people’s best cider is.”


  “Ay, and of the same make too,” said Bowman. “‘It rained when we wrung it out, and the water got into it,’ folk will say. But ’tis on’y an excuse. Watered cider is too common among us.”


  “Yes, yes; too common it is!” said Spinks with an inward sigh, whilst his eyes seemed to be looking at the case in an abstract form rather than at the scene before him. “Such poor liquor do make a man’s throat feel very melancholy — and is a disgrace to the name of stimmilent.”


  “Come in, come in, and draw up to the fire; never mind your shoes,” said Mrs. Dewy, seeing that all except Dick had paused to wipe them upon the door-mat. “I am glad that you’ve stepped up-along at last; and, Susan, you run down to Grammer Kaytes’s and see if you can borrow some larger candles than these fourteens. Tommy Leaf, don’t ye be afeard! Come and sit here in the settle.”


  This was addressed to the young man before mentioned, consisting chiefly of a human skeleton and a smock-frock, who was very awkward in his movements, apparently on account of having grown so very fast that before he had had time to get used to his height he was higher.


  “Hee — hee — ay!” replied Leaf, letting his mouth continue to smile for some time after his mind had done smiling, so that his teeth remained in view as the most conspicuous members of his body.


  “Here, Mr. Penny,” resumed Mrs. Dewy, “you sit in this chair. And how’s your daughter, Mrs. Brownjohn?”


  “Well, I suppose I must say pretty fair.” He adjusted his spectacles a quarter of an inch to the right. “But she’ll be worse before she’s better, ‘a b’lieve.”


  “Indeed — poor soul! And how many will that make in all, four or five?”


  “Five; they’ve buried three. Yes, five; and she not much more than a maid yet. She do know the multiplication table onmistakable well. However, ’twas to be, and none can gainsay it.”


  Mrs. Dewy resigned Mr. Penny. “Wonder where your grandfather James is?” she inquired of one of the children. “He said he’d drop in to-night.”


  “Out in fuel-house with grandfather William,” said Jimmy.


  “Now let’s see what we can do,” was heard spoken about this time by the tranter in a private voice to the barrel, beside which he had again established himself, and was stooping to cut away the cork.


  “Reuben, don’t make such a mess o’ tapping that barrel as is mostly made in this house,” Mrs. Dewy cried from the fireplace. “I’d tap a hundred without wasting more than you do in one. Such a squizzling and squirting job as ’tis in your hands! There, he always was such a clumsy man indoors.”


  “Ay, ay; I know you’d tap a hundred beautiful, Ann — I know you would; two hundred, perhaps. But I can’t promise. This is a’ old cask, and the wood’s rotted away about the tap-hole. The husbird of a feller Sam Lawson — that ever I should call’n such, now he’s dead and gone, poor heart! — took me in completely upon the feat of buying this cask. ‘Reub,’ says he —‘a always used to call me plain Reub, poor old heart! —‘Reub,’ he said, says he, ‘that there cask, Reub, is as good as new; yes, good as new. ’Tis a wine-hogshead; the best port-wine in the commonwealth have been in that there cask; and you shall have en for ten shillens, Reub,’—‘a said, says he —‘he’s worth twenty, ay, five-and-twenty, if he’s worth one; and an iron hoop or two put round en among the wood ones will make en worth thirty shillens of any man’s money, if —’”


  “I think I should have used the eyes that Providence gave me to use afore I paid any ten shillens for a jimcrack wine-barrel; a saint is sinner enough not to be cheated. But ’tis like all your family was, so easy to be deceived.”


  “That’s as true as gospel of this member,” said Reuben.


  Mrs. Dewy began a smile at the answer, then altering her lips and refolding them so that it was not a smile, commenced smoothing little Bessy’s hair; the tranter having meanwhile suddenly become oblivious to conversation, occupying himself in a deliberate cutting and arrangement of some more brown paper for the broaching operation.


  “Ah, who can believe sellers!” said old Michael Mail in a carefully-cautious voice, by way of tiding-over this critical point of affairs.


  “No one at all,” said Joseph Bowman, in the tone of a man fully agreeing with everybody.


  “Ay,” said Mail, in the tone of a man who did not agree with everybody as a rule, though he did now; “I knowed a’ auctioneering feller once — a very friendly feller ‘a was too. And so one hot day as I was walking down the front street o’ Casterbridge, jist below the King’s Arms, I passed a’ open winder and see him inside, stuck upon his perch, a-selling off. I jist nodded to en in a friendly way as I passed, and went my way, and thought no more about it. Well, next day, as I was oilen my boots by fuel-house door, if a letter didn’t come wi’ a bill charging me with a feather-bed, bolster, and pillers, that I had bid for at Mr. Taylor’s sale. The slim-faced martel had knocked ’em down to me because I nodded to en in my friendly way; and I had to pay for ’em too. Now, I hold that that was coming it very close, Reuben?”


  “’Twas close, there’s no denying,” said the general voice.


  “Too close, ’twas,” said Reuben, in the rear of the rest. “And as to Sam Lawson — poor heart! now he’s dead and gone too! — I’ll warrant, that if so be I’ve spent one hour in making hoops for that barrel, I’ve spent fifty, first and last. That’s one of my hoops”— touching it with his elbow —“that’s one of mine, and that, and that, and all these.”


  “Ah, Sam was a man,” said Mr. Penny, contemplatively.


  “Sam was!” said Bowman.


  “Especially for a drap o’ drink,” said the tranter.


  “Good, but not religious-good,” suggested Mr. Penny.


  The tranter nodded. Having at last made the tap and hole quite ready, “Now then, Suze, bring a mug,” he said. “Here’s luck to us, my sonnies!”


  The tap went in, and the cider immediately squirted out in a horizontal shower over Reuben’s hands, knees, and leggings, and into the eyes and neck of Charley, who, having temporarily put off his grief under pressure of more interesting proceedings, was squatting down and blinking near his father.


  “There ’tis again!” said Mrs. Dewy.


  “Devil take the hole, the cask, and Sam Lawson too, that good cider should be wasted like this!” exclaimed the tranter. “Your thumb! Lend me your thumb, Michael! Ram it in here, Michael! I must get a bigger tap, my sonnies.”


  “Idd it cold inthide te hole?” inquired Charley of Michael, as he continued in a stooping posture with his thumb in the cork-hole.


  “What wonderful odds and ends that chiel has in his head to be sure!” Mrs. Dewy admiringly exclaimed from the distance. “I lay a wager that he thinks more about how ’tis inside that barrel than in all the other parts of the world put together.”


  All persons present put on a speaking countenance of admiration for the cleverness alluded to, in the midst of which Reuben returned. The operation was then satisfactorily performed; when Michael arose and stretched his head to the extremest fraction of height that his body would allow of, to re-straighten his back and shoulders — thrusting out his arms and twisting his features to a mass of wrinkles to emphasize the relief aquired. A quart or two of the beverage was then brought to table, at which all the new arrivals reseated themselves with wide-spread knees, their eyes meditatively seeking out any speck or knot in the board upon which the gaze might precipitate itself.


  “Whatever is father a-biding out in fuel-house so long for?” said the tranter. “Never such a man as father for two things — cleaving up old dead apple-tree wood and playing the bass-viol. ‘A’d pass his life between the two, that ‘a would.” He stepped to the door and opened it.


  “Father!”


  “Ay!” rang thinly from round the corner.


  “Here’s the barrel tapped, and we all a-waiting!”


  A series of dull thuds, that had been heard without for some time past, now ceased; and after the light of a lantern had passed the window and made wheeling rays upon the ceiling inside the eldest of the Dewy family appeared.


  Chapter III


  The Assembled Quire


  
    Table of Contents

  


  William Dewy — otherwise grandfather William — was now about seventy; yet an ardent vitality still preserved a warm and roughened bloom upon his face, which reminded gardeners of the sunny side of a ripe ribstone-pippin; though a narrow strip of forehead, that was protected from the weather by lying above the line of his hat-brim, seemed to belong to some town man, so gentlemanly was its whiteness. His was a humorous and kindly nature, not unmixed with a frequent melancholy; and he had a firm religious faith. But to his neighbours he had no character in particular. If they saw him pass by their windows when they had been bottling off old mead, or when they had just been called long-headed men who might do anything in the world if they chose, they thought concerning him, “Ah, there’s that good-hearted man — open as a child!” If they saw him just after losing a shilling or half-a-crown, or accidentally letting fall a piece of crockery, they thought, “There’s that poor weak-minded man Dewy again! Ah, he’s never done much in the world either!” If he passed when fortune neither smiled nor frowned on them, they merely thought him old William Dewy.


  “Ah, so’s — here you be! — Ah, Michael and Joseph and John — and you too, Leaf! a merry Christmas all! We shall have a rare log-wood fire directly, Reub, to reckon by the toughness of the job I had in cleaving ’em.” As he spoke he threw down an armful of logs which fell in the chimney-corner with a rumble, and looked at them with something of the admiring enmity he would have bestowed on living people who had been very obstinate in holding their own. “Come in, grandfather James.”


  Old James (grandfather on the maternal side) had simply called as a visitor. He lived in a cottage by himself, and many people considered him a miser; some, rather slovenly in his habits. He now came forward from behind grandfather William, and his stooping figure formed a well-illuminated picture as he passed towards the fire-place. Being by trade a mason, he wore a long linen apron reaching almost to his toes, corduroy breeches and gaiters, which, together with his boots, graduated in tints of whitish-brown by constant friction against lime and stone. He also wore a very stiff fustian coat, having folds at the elbows and shoulders as unvarying in their arrangement as those in a pair of bellows: the ridges and the projecting parts of the coat collectively exhibiting a shade different from that of the hollows, which were lined with small ditch-like accumulations of stone and mortar-dust. The extremely large side-pockets, sheltered beneath wide flaps, bulged out convexly whether empty or full; and as he was often engaged to work at buildings far away — his breakfasts and dinners being eaten in a strange chimney-corner, by a garden wall, on a heap of stones, or walking along the road — he carried in these pockets a small tin canister of butter, a small canister of sugar, a small canister of tea, a paper of salt, and a paper of pepper; the bread, cheese, and meat, forming the substance of his meals, hanging up behind him in his basket among the hammers and chisels. If a passer-by looked hard at him when he was drawing forth any of these, “My buttery,” he said, with a pinched smile.


  “Better try over number seventy-eight before we start, I suppose?” said William, pointing to a heap of old Christmas-carol books on a side table.


  “Wi’ all my heart,” said the choir generally.


  “Number seventy-eight was always a teaser — always. I can mind him ever since I was growing up a hard boy-chap.”


  “But he’s a good tune, and worth a mint o’ practice,” said Michael.


  “He is; though I’ve been mad enough wi’ that tune at times to seize en and tear en all to linnit. Ay, he’s a splendid carrel — there’s no denying that.”


  “The first line is well enough,” said Mr. Spinks; “but when you come to ‘O, thou man,’ you make a mess o’t.”


  “We’ll have another go into en, and see what we can make of the martel. Half-an-hour’s hammering at en will conquer the toughness of en; I’ll warn it.”


  “‘Od rabbit it all!” said Mr. Penny, interrupting with a flash of his spectacles, and at the same time clawing at something in the depths of a large side-pocket. “If so be I hadn’t been as scatter-brained and thirtingill as a chiel, I should have called at the schoolhouse wi’ a boot as I cam up along. Whatever is coming to me I really can’t estimate at all!”


  “The brain has its weaknesses,” murmured Mr. Spinks, waving his head ominously. Mr. Spinks was considered to be a scholar, having once kept a night-school, and always spoke up to that level.


  “Well, I must call with en the first thing tomorrow. And I’ll empt my pocket o’ this last too, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Dewy.” He drew forth a last, and placed it on a table at his elbow. The eyes of three or four followed it.


  “Well,” said the shoemaker, seeming to perceive that the interest the object had excited was greater than he had anticipated, and warranted the last’s being taken up again and exhibited; “now, whose foot do ye suppose this last was made for? It was made for Geoffrey Day’s father, over at Yalbury Wood. Ah, many’s the pair o’ boots he’ve had off the last! Well, when ‘a died, I used the last for Geoffrey, and have ever since, though a little doctoring was wanted to make it do. Yes, a very queer natured last it is now, ‘a b’lieve,” he continued, turning it over caressingly. “Now, you notice that there” (pointing to a lump of leather bradded to the toe), “that’s a very bad bunion that he’ve had ever since ‘a was a boy. Now, this remarkable large piece” (pointing to a patch nailed to the side), “shows a’ accident he received by the tread of a horse, that squashed his foot a’most to a pomace. The horseshoe cam full-butt on this point, you see. And so I’ve just been over to Geoffrey’s, to know if he wanted his bunion altered or made bigger in the new pair I’m making.”


  During the latter part of this speech, Mr. Penny’s left hand wandered towards the cider-cup, as if the hand had no connection with the person speaking; and bringing his sentence to an abrupt close, all but the extreme margin of the bootmaker’s face was eclipsed by the circular brim of the vessel.


  “However, I was going to say,” continued Penny, putting down the cup, “I ought to have called at the school”— here he went groping again in the depths of his pocket —“to leave this without fail, though I suppose the first thing tomorrow will do.”


  He now drew forth and placed upon the table a boot — small, light, and prettily shaped — upon the heel of which he had been operating.


  “The new schoolmistress’s!”


  “Ay, no less, Miss Fancy Day; as neat a little figure of fun as ever I see, and just husband-high.”


  “Never Geoffrey’s daughter Fancy?” said Bowman, as all glances present converged like wheel-spokes upon the boot in the centre of them.


  “Yes, sure,” resumed Mr. Penny, regarding the boot as if that alone were his auditor; “’tis she that’s come here schoolmistress. You knowed his daughter was in training?”


  “Strange, isn’t it, for her to be here Christmas night, Master Penny?”


  “Yes; but here she is, ‘a b’lieve.”


  “I know how she comes here — so I do!” chirruped one of the children.


  “Why?” Dick inquired, with subtle interest.


  “Pa’son Maybold was afraid he couldn’t manage us all tomorrow at the dinner, and he talked o’ getting her jist to come over and help him hand about the plates, and see we didn’t make pigs of ourselves; and that’s what she’s come for!”


  “And that’s the boot, then,” continued its mender imaginatively, “that she’ll walk to church in tomorrow morning. I don’t care to mend boots I don’t make; but there’s no knowing what it may lead to, and her father always comes to me.”


  There, between the cider-mug and the candle, stood this interesting receptacle of the little unknown’s foot; and a very pretty boot it was. A character, in fact — the flexible bend at the instep, the rounded localities of the small nestling toes, scratches from careless scampers now forgotten — all, as repeated in the tell-tale leather, evidencing a nature and a bias. Dick surveyed it with a delicate feeling that he had no right to do so without having first asked the owner of the foot’s permission.


  “Now, neighbours, though no common eye can see it,” the shoemaker went on, “a man in the trade can see the likeness between this boot and that last, although that is so deformed as hardly to recall one of God’s creatures, and this is one of as pretty a pair as you’d get for ten-and-sixpence in Casterbridge. To you, nothing; but ’tis father’s voot and daughter’s voot to me, as plain as houses.”


  “I don’t doubt there’s a likeness, Master Penny — a mild likeness — a fantastical likeness,” said Spinks. “But I han’t got imagination enough to see it, perhaps.”


  Mr. Penny adjusted his spectacles.


  “Now, I’ll tell ye what happened to me once on this very point. You used to know Johnson the dairyman, William?”


  “Ay, sure; I did.”


  “Well, ‘twasn’t opposite his house, but a little lower down — by his paddock, in front o’ Parkmaze Pool. I was a-bearing across towards Bloom’s End, and lo and behold, there was a man just brought out o’ the Pool, dead; he had un’rayed for a dip, but not being able to pitch it just there had gone in flop over his head. Men looked at en; women looked at en; children looked at en; nobody knowed en. He was covered wi’ a sheet; but I catched sight of his voot, just showing out as they carried en along. ‘I don’t care what name that man went by,’ I said, in my way, ‘but he’s John Woodward’s brother; I can swear to the family voot.’ At that very moment up comes John Woodward, weeping and teaving, ‘I’ve lost my brother! I’ve lost my brother!’”


  “Only to think of that!” said Mrs. Dewy.


  “’Tis well enough to know this foot and that foot,” said Mr. Spinks. “’Tis long-headed, in fact, as far as feet do go. I know little, ’tis true — I say no more; but show me a man’s foot, and I’ll tell you that man’s heart.”


  “You must be a cleverer feller, then, than mankind in jineral,” said the tranter.


  “Well, that’s nothing for me to speak of,” returned Mr. Spinks. “A man lives and learns. Maybe I’ve read a leaf or two in my time. I don’t wish to say anything large, mind you; but nevertheless, maybe I have.”


  “Yes, I know,” said Michael soothingly, “and all the parish knows, that ye’ve read sommat of everything a’most, and have been a great filler of young folks’ brains. Learning’s a worthy thing, and ye’ve got it, Master Spinks.”


  “I make no boast, though I may have read and thought a little; and I know — it may be from much perusing, but I make no boast — that by the time a man’s head is finished, ’tis almost time for him to creep underground. I am over forty-five.”


  Mr. Spinks emitted a look to signify that if his head was not finished, nobody’s head ever could be.


  “Talk of knowing people by their feet!” said Reuben. “Rot me, my sonnies, then, if I can tell what a man is from all his members put together, oftentimes.”


  “But still, look is a good deal,” observed grandfather William absently, moving and balancing his head till the tip of grandfather James’s nose was exactly in a right line with William’s eye and the mouth of a miniature cavern he was discerning in the fire. “By the way,” he continued in a fresher voice, and looking up, “that young crater, the schoolmis’ess, must be sung to to-night wi’ the rest? If her ear is as fine as her face, we shall have enough to do to be up-sides with her.”


  “What about her face?” said young Dewy.


  “Well, as to that,” Mr. Spinks replied, “’tis a face you can hardly gainsay. A very good pink face, as far as that do go. Still, only a face, when all is said and done.”


  “Come, come, Elias Spinks, say she’s a pretty maid, and have done wi’ her,” said the tranter, again preparing to visit the cider-barrel.
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