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Chapter
1

 * Preface
*

 


 


In the days
when labouring classes worked long hours, and for the majority,
material comforts were small, Christmas was a time (aside from the
formalities of necessary religious observance,) for the exchanging
of news, folklore, legend and jokes. For those fortunate enough to
be invited to the Hardys’ cottage on Christmas Eve, there was the
added bonus of food and drink to feed the body, and music –
home-made of course – to lift the spirits and nourish the soul.

Hardy’s
descriptions of such Christmases, as were celebrated by himself and
his family, together with his colourful portrayals of characters –
in particular the members of the ‘Mellstock Quire’ (Choir,) whom he
described as his favourites - have delighted generations of his
readers, and continue to do so.

This then, is
the story of Thomas Hardy and of Christmas; of what that greatest
of all Christian festivals meant to him, and of how his beliefs
changed as the years progressed.

N.B. In order
to avoid confusion with his father (Thomas II) and grandfather
(Thomas I), Hardy in the early part of this book is referred to as
‘Thomas III’.

 



Chapter
2

 * Christmas Eve
1840 *

 


 


It is Christmas Eve,
1840, and a small but dedicated group of people are making their
way to a remote thatched cottage at Higher Bockhampton in rural
Dorset, to meet and make merry, prior to setting out to sing carols
in front of each and every dwelling in the vicinity, as was their
time-honoured custom.

Neither the members of
the choir who left their footprints in the snow that night, nor
those whom they would shortly entertain, could have known that the
cottage in which they were shortly to congregate would one day be
immortalized as the birthplace of the author and poet Thomas Hardy.
In fact Thomas, the first born child of Thomas and Jemima Hardy,
had been born only 7 months previously on 2 June 1840, and was
currently upstairs, asleep in his cot.

 


The scene, as the singers make their way to what
would become universally known as ‘Hardy’s Cottage’ (although Hardy
himself preferred to call the dwelling a ‘house’,) was re-enacted
years later by Thomas Hardy in his novel Under the Greenwood Tree
(published in 1872,) where the
parish of Stinsford, in which the cottage was situated, becomes
that of ‘Mellstock’; the Stinsford Choir becomes the ‘Mellstock
Quire’; Hardy’s Cottage becomes ‘Lewgate’ - which is occupied not
by the Hardy’s, but by the Dewy family.

As Dick Dewy, son of Reuben and grandson of
William Dewy, is returning to his home ‘Lewgate’ having, ‘just been
for a run round by Ewelease Stile and Hollow Hill to warm my
feet,’1 he meets
up with fellow ‘quire’ member Michael Mail.

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 represented the chief portion of
the Mellstock Parish Choir.2

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 the
Christmas peal could be heard floating over upon the breeze from
the direction of Longpuddle [Piddlehinton] and Weatherbury
[Puddletown] 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.3

The singers consisted
of four men and seven boys, upon whom devolved the task of carrying
and attending to the lanterns, and holding the books open for the
players. Shortly after 10 o’clock the singing-boys arrived at the
tranter’s house [the men-folk having preceded them], which was
invariably the place of meeting, and preparations were made for the
start. The older men and musicians wore thick coats, with stiff,
perpendicular collars, and coloured handkerchiefs wound round and
round the neck till the end came to hand, over all which they just
showed their ears and noses like people looking over a wall. The
remainder, stalwart ruddy men and boys, were dressed mainly in
snow-white smock-frocks, embroidered upon the shoulders and breasts
in ornamental forms of hearts, diamonds and zig zags.

 


It should be
remembered, that when in later years Hardy reconstructed this scene
- which took place when he was but a mere infant - he would have
been dependent on the memories of his family, and of his father
Thomas II in particular: the latter being a key member of the
real-life Stinsford Choir.
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3

 * Hardy’s
Cottage *

 


 


Hardy’s birthplace - where he had entered
the world in the small bedroom situated at the top of the stairs on
2 June 1840 - and where the fictitious ‘Mellstock Quire’
traditionally congregated on Christmas Eve, prior to their
carollings, was described by Hardy years later in
Under the Greenwood
Tree.

Long [and]
low, 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. [This accords exactly with the real-life
Hardy’s Cottage in its final form.]

 


Hardy’s grandfather Thomas Hardy I, had
come to Bockhampton in the year 1801, together with his wife Mary
née Head; his father John Hardy of nearby Puddletown (born 1755),
having acquired a piece of land and built a house for him there –
the present-day cottage. (The Hardy family did not actually own the
house; for when they purchased the land and built the dwelling,
this was only for the period of their lifetime, or if the landlord
permitted, for up to as many as three generations. Such a tenant
was therefore called a ‘livier’.) Here, Thomas I carried on, ‘an
old-established building and master-masoning business [i.e. in
which he was the manager, contractor, and employer of
labour].’1 In this
occupation he was succeeded in turn by his son Thomas II, who
prospered, coming to own, ‘a farm, a dozen houses or so, a
brickfield [place where bricks are made,] kilns, &c,- all which
he preferred to let, having such a liking for the dilapidated old
homestead built by his grandfather [i.e. the Hardy cottage at
Higher Bockhampton]….’ Hardy also noted that, ‘the stabling and
other outbuildings have been pulled down since his [i.e Thomas
II’s] time.’2

In 1839,
Thomas II married Jemima Hand of Melbury Osmund. He brought her
back to live with him and his widowed mother Mary in the Higher
Bockhampton cottage; Thomas I having died in 1837. By 1840, the
cottage had been considerably enlarged, and now comprised on the
ground floor: an entrance porch, kitchen, parlour, and office; on
the first floor were three main bedrooms and one smaller one. In
1841, Hardy’s sister Mary was born. She was followed a decade later
in 1851 by Henry, then Katharine in 1856.

It was in this cottage that Hardy (Thomas
III) at the age of 16, composed his first poem Domicilium. Here also, he wrote his first
novel The
Poor Man and the Lady,
(which was never published, though parts of it were later used
in Under the
Greenwood Tree.)
Also An
Indiscretion in the Life of an Heiress, Under the Greenwood Tree and Far From the Madding Crowd, together with portions of
Desperate Remedies
and A Pair of Blue Eyes.

 


Is it possible to gain an insight into
life inside Hardy’s Cottage in 1841, on the occasion of his first
Christmas Eve? Again, yes, because in his novel Under the Greenwood
Tree, Hardy gives a
description of the scene, where members of the ‘Mellstock Quire’
gather in an atmosphere of warmth and good fellowship, prior to
setting off on their rounds of carolling in the parish. On this
particular evening,

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 [varieties of cooking apple] hanging about in
various distorted shapes, the result of early training as espaliers
combined with careless climbing in to their boughs [presumably by
children] in later years.

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, [who is described as]
a stout, florid man about forty years of age.

Being now
occupied in bending over a hogshead [large cask] that stood in the
pantry ready horsed [mounted on a frame] 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…

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 hands 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 [the] 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 wed’call ‘em, as ‘tis by the rails they grow,
and [we] not knowing the right name. The water cider from ‘em is as
good as most people’s best cider is.’

‘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 doormat. ‘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 [sold at 14 to the pound weight.] Tommy Leaf, don’t ye be
affeared! Come and sit here in the settle [bench with high back and
arms].’3
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