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I N T R O D U C T I O N

“I shall do one thing in this life—one thing certain—that is, love 
you, and long for you, and keep wanting you till I die” (37).1

So declares Gabriel Oak, one of many suitors vying for the af-
fections of Bathsheba Everdene, a spirited woman fighting for her 
femininity and her freedom against a turbulent, often hostile en-
vironment. In a time when the Edenic fields of England were giv-
ing way to the industrial machinery of the modern world, Gabriel’s 
promise and Bathsheba’s curious response move us all to wonder: 
How might the human heart remain constant amidst the restless-
ness of a madding crowd?

The World Around
Life in Victorian England rang with prosperity and paradox, top hats, 
and typhoid fever. In many ways, England stood at the center of the 
world, enjoying the calm of Pax Britannica, the luxury of economic 
growth, the thrill of industrial progress, the pride of imperial expan-
sion, and, of course, the fruit of Charles Dickens’s world-famous pen. 

Yet, beneath the widespread opulence and optimism of the nation lay 
a teeming world of poverty, crime, and despair. Sparked by the incessant 

1. All page numbers refer to this edition.



1

T H E  P R E F A C E

In reprinting this story for a new edition I am reminded that it was 
in the chapters of Far from the Madding Crowd, as they appeared 

month by month in a popular magazine, that I first ventured to adopt 
the word “Wessex” from the pages of early English history, and give 
it a fictitious significance as the existing name of the district once in-
cluded in that extinct kingdom. The series of novels I projected being 
mainly of the kind called local, they seemed to require a territorial 
definition of some sort to lend unity to their scene. Finding that the 
area of a single county did not afford a canvas large enough for this 
purpose, and that there were objections to an invented name, I disin-
terred the old one. The press and the public were kind enough to wel-
come the fanciful plan, and willingly joined me in the anachronism 
of imagining a Wessex population living under Queen Victoria—a 
modern Wessex of railways, the penny post, mowing and reaping ma-
chines, union workhouses, lucifer matches, labourers who could read 
and write, and National school children. But I believe I am correct in 
stating that, until the existence of this contemporaneous Wessex was 
announced in the present story, in 1874, it had never been heard of, 
and that the expression, “a Wessex peasant,” or “a Wessex custom,” 
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1 :  D E S C R I P T I O N  O F  F A R M E R 
O A K — A N  I N C I D E N T

When Farmer Oak smiled, the corners of his mouth spread 
till they were within an unimportant distance of his ears, his 

eyes were reduced to chinks, and diverging wrinkles appeared round 
them, extending upon his countenance like the rays in a rudimentary 
sketch of the rising sun.

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



1: DESCRIP T ION OF FARMER O Ak—AN IN CIDEN T 5

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

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

But some thoughtful persons, who had seen him walking across one 
of his fields on a certain December morning—sunny and exceedingly 
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2 :  N I G H T — T H E  F L O C K — A N 
I N T E R I O R — A N O T H E R  I N T E R I O R

It was nearly midnight on the eve of St. Thomas’s, the shortest day 
in the year. A desolating wind wandered from the north over the 

hill whereon Oak had watched the yellow waggon and its occupant 
in the sunshine of a few days earlier.

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

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

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

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

To persons standing alone on a hill during a clear midnight such 
as this, the roll of the world eastward is almost a palpable movement. 
The sensation may be caused by the panoramic glide of the stars past 
earthly objects, which is perceptible in a few minutes of stillness, or 
by the better outlook upon space that a hill affords, or by the wind, or 
by the solitude; but whatever be its origin, the impression of riding 
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3 :  A  G I R L  O N 
H O R S E B A C K — C O N V E R S AT I O N

The sluggish day began to break. Even its position terrestrially is 
one of the elements of a new interest, and for no particular rea-

son save that the incident of the night had occurred there Oak went 
again into the plantation. Lingering and musing here, he heard the 
steps of a horse at the foot of the hill, and soon there appeared in view 
an auburn pony with a girl on its back, ascending by the path leading 
past the cattle-shed. She was the young woman of the night before. 
Gabriel instantly thought of the hat she had mentioned as having lost 
in the wind; possibly she had come to look for it. He hastily scanned 
the ditch and after walking about ten yards along it found the hat 
among the leaves. Gabriel took it in his hand and returned to his hut. 
Here he ensconced himself, and peeped through the loophole in the 
direction of the rider’s approach.

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

The performer seemed quite at home anywhere between a horse’s 
head and its tail, and the necessity for this abnormal attitude having 
ceased with the passage of the plantation, she began to adopt another, 
even more obviously convenient than the first. She had no side-sad-
dle, and it was very apparent that a firm seat upon the smooth leather 
beneath her was unattainable sideways. Springing to her accustomed 
perpendicular like a bowed sapling, and satisfying herself that no-
body was in sight, she seated herself in the manner demanded by the 
saddle, though hardly expected of the woman, and trotted off in the 
direction of Tewnell Mill.

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

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

She came, the pail in one hand, hanging against her knee. The left 
arm was extended as a balance, enough of it being shown bare to 
make Oak wish that the event had happened in the summer, when the 
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4 :  G A B R I E L ’ S  R E S O L V E — T H E 
V I S I T — T H E  M I S T A K E

The only superiority in women that is tolerable to the rival sex is, 
as a rule, that of the unconscious kind; but a superiority which 

recognizes itself may sometimes please by suggesting possibilities of 
capture to the subordinated man.

This well-favoured and comely girl soon made appreciable inroads 
upon the emotional constitution of young Farmer Oak.

Love, being an extremely exacting usurer (a sense of exorbitant 
profit, spiritually, by an exchange of hearts, being at the bottom of 
pure passions, as that of exorbitant profit, bodily or materially, is 
at the bottom of those of lower atmosphere), every morning Oak’s 
feelings were as sensitive as the money-market in calculations upon 
his chances. His dog waited for his meals in a way so like that in 
which Oak waited for the girl’s presence, that the farmer was quite 
struck with the resemblance, felt it lowering, and would not look at 
the dog. However, he continued to watch through the hedge for her 
regular coming, and thus his sentiments towards her were deepened 
without any corresponding effect being produced upon herself. Oak 
had nothing finished and ready to say as yet, and not being able to 
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frame love phrases which end where they begin; passionate tales—  

—Full of sound and fury, 
—Signifying nothing—

 
he said no word at all.

By making inquiries he found that the girl’s name was Bathsheba 
Everdene, and that the cow would go dry in about seven days. He 
dreaded the eighth day.

At last the eighth day came. The cow had ceased to give milk for 
that year, and Bathsheba Everdene came up the hill no more. Gabriel 
had reached a pitch of existence he never could have anticipated a 
short time before. He liked saying “Bathsheba” as a private enjoyment 
instead of whistling; turned over his taste to black hair, though he had 
sworn by brown ever since he was a boy, isolated himself till the space 
he filled in the public eye was contemptibly small. Love is a possible 
strength in an actual weakness. Marriage transforms a distraction into 
a support, the power of which should be, and happily often is, in 
direct proportion to the degree of imbecility it supplants. Oak began 
now to see light in this direction, and said to himself, “I’ll make her 
my wife, or upon my soul I shall be good for nothing!”

All this while he was perplexing himself about an errand on which 
he might consistently visit the cottage of Bathsheba’s aunt.

He found his opportunity in the death of a ewe, mother of a living 
lamb. On a day which had a summer face and a winter constitution—a 
fine January morning, when there was just enough blue sky visible 
to make cheerfully-disposed people wish for more, and an occasional 
gleam of silvery sunshine, Oak put the lamb into a respectable Sunday 
basket, and stalked across the fields to the house of Mrs. Hurst, the 
aunt—George, the dog walking behind, with a countenance of great 
concern at the serious turn pastoral affairs seemed to be taking.
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5 :  D E P A R T U R E  O F  B AT H S H E B A — A 
P A S T O R A L  T R AG E D Y

The news which one day reached Gabriel, that Bathsheba 
Everdene had left the neighbourhood, had an influence upon 

him which might have surprised any who never suspected that the 
more emphatic the renunciation the less absolute its character.

It may have been observed that there is no regular path for getting 
out of love as there is for getting in. Some people look upon marriage 
as a short cut that way, but it has been known to fail. Separation, which 
was the means that chance offered to Gabriel Oak by Bathsheba’s 
disappearance, though effectual with people of certain humours, is 
apt to idealize the removed object with others—notably those whose 
affection, placid and regular as it may be, flows deep and long. Oak 
belonged to the even-tempered order of humanity, and felt the secret 
fusion of himself in Bathsheba to be burning with a finer flame now 
that she was gone—that was all.

His incipient friendship with her aunt had been nipped by the 
failure of his suit, and all that Oak learnt of Bathsheba’s movements 
was done indirectly. It appeared that she had gone to a place called 
Weatherbury, more than twenty miles off, but in what capacity—
whether as a visitor, or permanently, he could not discover.




