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Far from the Madding Crowd [1874] by Thomas Hardy
Session 1, October 2025 - Points to Ponder

Below are a number of points to consider as you read Hardy’s novel. By the end of the sessions I hope we can 
decide whether hardy is a worthy successor to Gaskell and how he carries on her traditions, if he does, or how 
and why he might deviate from them. 

•	 What are our first impressions of Gabriel Oak and Bathsheba Everdene from the opening 
Chapter of Far from the Madding Crowd?

•	 How does Hardy use objects to convey character? Think about whether he uses detail in the 
same, or a similar way to Gaskell.

•	 What is your reaction to Gabriel’s early proposal to Bathsheba? 

•	 At the end of Chapter 9 she says to Liddy- ‘He wasn’t quite good enough for me…But I rather 
liked him’ -what does this say about marriage partners? As we move forward think about what 
Hardy might consider suitable and how he presents courtship through the three contenders 
for Bathsheba’s hand. What sort of a comment about women is Hardy making here? Is there 
any comparison to be made with Gaskell?

•	 Both Hardy and Gaskell use a fire very early on in their novels - Chapter 5 in Mary Barton and 
Chapter 6 in Far from the Madding Crowd.  Both are dramatic incidents but they are there to 
serve other purposes than drama. 

•	 Do Gaskell and Hardy use the fire for the same reasons?

•	 Is their style of writing similar or different? Can you suggest why they might choose to write 
in this way?

Far from the Madding Crowd- Chapter VI - The Fire
He turned to an opening in the hedge, which he found to be a gate, and mounting thereon, he sat meditating 
whether to seek a cheap lodging in the village, or to ensure a cheaper one by lying under some hay or corn-
stack. The crunching jangle of the waggon died upon his ear. He was about to walk on, when he noticed on 
his left hand an unusual light—appearing about half a mile distant. Oak watched it, and the glow increased. 
Something was on fire.

Gabriel again mounted the gate, and, leaping down on the other side upon what he found to be ploughed soil, 
made across the field in the exact direction of the fire. The blaze, enlarging in a double ratio by his approach and 
its own increase, showed him as he drew nearer the outlines of ricks beside it, lighted up to great distinctness. A 
rick-yard was the source of the fire. His weary face now began to be painted over with a rich orange glow, and 
the whole front of his smock-frock and gaiters was covered with a dancing shadow pattern of thorn-twigs—
the light reaching him through a leafless intervening hedge—and the metallic curve of his sheep-crook shone 
silver-bright in the same abounding rays. He came up to the boundary fence, and stood to regain breath. It 
seemed as if the spot was unoccupied by a living soul.

The fire was issuing from a long straw-stack, which was so far gone as to preclude a possibility of saving it. 
A rick burns differently from a house. As the wind blows the fire inwards, the portion in flames completely 
disappears like melting sugar, and the outline is lost to the eye. However, a hay or a wheat-rick, well put together, 
will resist combustion for a length of time, if it begins on the outside.

This before Gabriel’s eyes was a rick of straw, loosely put together, and the flames darted into it with 
lightning swiftness. It glowed on the windward side, rising and falling in intensity, like the coal of a cigar. Then a 
superincumbent bundle rolled down, with a whisking noise; flames elongated, and bent themselves about with 
a quiet roar, but no crackle. Banks of smoke went off horizontally at the back like passing clouds, and behind 
these burned hidden pyres, illuminating the semi-transparent sheet of smoke to a lustrous yellow uniformity. 
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Individual straws in the foreground were consumed in a creeping movement of ruddy heat, as if they were knots 
of red worms, and above shone imaginary fiery faces, tongues hanging from lips, glaring eyes, and other impish 
forms, from which at intervals sparks flew in clusters like birds from a nest.

Oak suddenly ceased from being a mere spectator by discovering the case to be more serious than he had at 
first imagined. A scroll of smoke blew aside and revealed to him a wheat-rick in startling juxtaposition with the 
decaying one, and behind this a series of others, composing the main corn produce of the farm; so that instead 
of the straw-stack standing, as he had imagined comparatively isolated, there was a regular connection between 
it and the remaining stacks of the group.

Gabriel leapt over the hedge, and saw that he was not alone. The first man he came to was running about in 
a great hurry, as if his thoughts were several yards in advance of his body, which they could never drag on fast 
enough.

“O, man—fire, fire! A good master and a bad servant is fire, fire!—I mane a bad servant and a good master. 
Oh, Mark Clark—come! And you, Billy Smallbury—and you, Maryann Money—and you, Jan Coggan, and 
Matthew there!” Other figures now appeared behind this shouting man and among the smoke, and Gabriel 
found that, far from being alone he was in a great company—whose shadows danced merrily up and down, 
timed by the jigging of the flames, and not at all by their owners’ movements. The assemblage—belonging to that 
class of society which casts its thoughts into the form of feeling, and its feelings into the form of commotion—
set to work with a remarkable confusion of purpose.

“Stop the draught under the wheat-rick!” cried Gabriel to those nearest to him. The corn stood on stone 
staddles, and between these, tongues of yellow hue from the burning straw licked and darted playfully. If the 
fire once got under this stack, all would be lost.

“Get a tarpaulin—quick!” said Gabriel.
A rick-cloth was brought, and they hung it like a curtain across the channel. The flames immediately ceased 

to go under the bottom of the corn-stack, and stood up vertical.
“Stand here with a bucket of water and keep the cloth wet.” said Gabriel again.
The flames, now driven upwards, began to attack the angles of the huge roof covering the wheat-stack.
“A ladder,” cried Gabriel.
“The ladder was against the straw-rick and is burnt to a cinder,” said a spectre-like form in the smoke.
Oak seized the cut ends of the sheaves, as if he were going to engage in the operation of “reed-drawing,” and 

digging in his feet, and occasionally sticking in the stem of his sheep-crook, he clambered up the beetling face. 
He at once sat astride the very apex, and began with his crook to beat off the fiery fragments which had lodged 
thereon, shouting to the others to get him a bough and a ladder, and some water.

Billy Smallbury—one of the men who had been on the waggon—by this time had found a ladder, which 
Mark Clark ascended, holding on beside Oak upon the thatch. The smoke at this corner was stifling, and Clark, 
a nimble fellow, having been handed a bucket of water, bathed Oak’s face and sprinkled him generally, whilst 
Gabriel, now with a long beech-bough in one hand, in addition to his crook in the other, kept sweeping the 
stack and dislodging all fiery particles.

On the ground the groups of villagers were still occupied in doing all they could to keep down the 
conflagration, which was not much. They were all tinged orange, and backed up by shadows of varying pattern. 
Round the corner of the largest stack, out of the direct rays of the fire, stood a pony, bearing a young woman 
on its back. By her side was another woman, on foot. These two seemed to keep at a distance from the fire, that 
the horse might not become restive.

“He’s a shepherd,” said the woman on foot. “Yes—he is. See how his crook shines as he beats the rick with it. 
And his smock-frock is burnt in two holes, I declare! A fine young shepherd he is too, ma’am.”

“Whose shepherd is he?” said the equestrian in a clear voice.
“Don’t know, ma’am.”
“Don’t any of the others know?”
“Nobody at all—I’ve asked ’em. Quite a stranger, they say.”
The young woman on the pony rode out from the shade and looked anxiously around.
“Do you think the barn is safe?” she said.
“D’ye think the barn is safe, Jan Coggan?” said the second woman, passing on the question to the nearest 

man in that direction.
“Safe now—leastwise I think so. If this rick had gone the barn would have followed. ’Tis that bold shepherd 

up there that have done the most good—he sitting on the top o’ rick, whizzing his great long arms about like a 
windmill.”
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“He does work hard,” said the young woman on horseback, looking up at Gabriel through her thick woollen 
veil. “I wish he was shepherd here. Don’t any of you know his name.”

“Never heard the man’s name in my life, or seed his form afore.”
The fire began to get worsted, and Gabriel’s elevated position being no longer required of him, he made as 

if to descend.

* * * 

Mary Barton - Chapter V
“Something’s up,” said Mary. She went to the door and stopping the first person she saw, inquired the cause of 
the commotion.

“Eh, wench! donna ye see the fire-light? Carsons’ mill is blazing away like fun;” and away her informant ran.
“Come, Margaret, on wi’ your bonnet, and let’s go to see Carsons’ mill; it’s afire, and they say a burning mill 

is such a grand sight. I never saw one.”
“Well, I think it’s a fearful sight. Besides I’ve all this work to do.”
But Mary coaxed in her sweet manner, and with her gentle caresses, promising to help with the gowns all 

night long if necessary, nay, saying she should quite enjoy it.
The truth was, Margaret’s secret weighed heavily and painfully on her mind, and she felt her inability to 

comfort; besides, she wanted to change the current of Margaret’s thoughts; and in addition to these unselfish 
feelings, came the desire she had honestly expressed, of seeing a factory on fire.

So in two minutes they were ready. At the threshold of the house they met John Barton, to whom they told 
their errand.

“Carsons’ mill! Ay, there is a mill on fire somewhere, sure enough, by the light, and it will be a rare blaze, for 
there’s not a drop o’ water to be got. And much Carsons will care, for they’re well insured, and the machines are 
a’ th’ oud-fashioned kind. See if they don’t think it a fine thing for themselves. They’ll not thank them as tries 
to put it out.”

He gave way for the impatient girls to pass. Guided by the ruddy light more than by any exact knowledge of 
the streets that led to the mill, they scampered along with bent heads, facing the terrible east wind as best they 
might.

Carsons’ mill ran lengthways from east to west. Along it went one of the oldest thoroughfares in Manchester. 
Indeed all that part of the town was comparatively old; it was there that the first cotton mills were built, and the 
crowded alleys and back streets of the neighbourhood made a fire there particularly to be dreaded. The staircase 
of the mill ascended from the entrance at the western end, which faced into a wide dingy-looking street, 
consisting principally of public-houses, pawn-brokers’ shops, rag and bone warehouses, and dirty provision 
shops. The other, the east end of the factory, fronted into a very narrow back street, not twenty feet wide, and 
miserably lighted and paved. Right against this end of the factory were the gable ends of the last house in the 
principal street—a house which from its size, its handsome stone facings, and the attempt at ornament in the 
front, had probably been once a gentleman’s house; but now the light which streamed from its enlarged front 
windows made clear the interior of the splendidly fitted up room, with its painted walls, its pillared recesses, its 
gilded and gorgeous fittings up, its miserable, squalid inmates. It was a gin palace.

Mary almost wished herself away, so fearful (as Margaret had said) was the sight when they joined the crowd 
assembled to witness the fire. There was a murmur of many voices whenever the roaring of the flames ceased 
for an instant. It was easy to perceive the mass were deeply interested.

“What do they say?” asked Margaret, of a neighbour in the crowd, as she caught a few words, clear and 
distinct, from the general murmur.

“There never is anyone in the mill, surely!” exclaimed Mary, as the sea of upward-turned faces moved with 
one accord to the eastern end, looking into Dunham Street, the narrow back lane already mentioned.

The western end of the mill, whither the raging flames were driven by the wind, was crowned and turreted 
with triumphant fire. It sent forth its infernal tongues from every window hole, licking the black walls with 
amorous fierceness; it was swayed or fell before the mighty gale, only to rise higher and yet higher, to ravage 
and roar yet more wildly. This part of the roof fell in with an astounding crash, while the crowd struggled more 
and more to press into Dunham Street, for what were magnificent terrible flames, what were falling timbers or 
tottering walls, in comparison with human life?

There, where the devouring flames had been repelled by the yet more powerful wind, but where yet black 
smoke gushed out from every aperture, there, at one of the windows on the fourth story, or rather a doorway 



- Page 4 of 6 - 

where a crane was fixed to hoist up goods, might occasionally be seen, when the thick gusts of smoke cleared 
partially away for an instant, the imploring figures of two men. They had remained after the rest of the workmen 
for some reason or other, and, owing to the wind having driven the fire in the opposite direction, had perceived 
no sight or sound of alarm, till long after (if any thing could be called long in that throng of terrors which 
passed by in less time than half an hour) the fire had consumed the old wooden staircase at the other end of 
the building. I am not sure whether it was not the first sound of the rushing crowd below that made them fully 
aware of their awful position.

“Where are the engines?” asked Margaret of her neighbour.
“They’re coming, no doubt; but, bless you, I think it’s bare ten minutes since we first found out th’ fire; it rages 

so wi’ this wind, and all so dry-like.”
“Is no one gone for a ladder?” gasped Mary, as the men were perceptibly, though not audibly, praying the 

great multitude below for help.
“Ay, Wilson’s son and another man were off like a shot, well nigh five minute agone. But th’ masons, and 

slaters, and such like, have left their work, and locked up the yards.”
Wilson! then, was that man whose figure loomed out against the ever increasing dull hot light behind, 

whenever the smoke was clear,—was that George Wilson? Mary sickened with terror. She knew he worked 
for Carsons; but at first she had had no idea any lives were in danger; and since she had become aware of this, 
the heated air, the roaring flames, the dizzy light, and the agitated and murmuring crowd, had bewildered her 
thoughts.

“Oh! let us go home, Margaret; I cannot stay.”
“We cannot go! See how we are wedged in by folks. Poor Mary! ye won’t hanker after a fire again. Hark! 

listen!”
For through the hushed crowd, pressing round the angle of the mill, and filling up Dunham Street, might be 

heard the rattle of the engine, the heavy, quick tread of loaded horses.
“Thank God!” said Margaret’s neighbour, “the engine’s come.”
Another pause; the plugs were stiff, and water could not be got.
Then there was a pressure through the crowd, the front rows bearing back on those behind, till the girls were 

sick with the close ramming confinement. Then a relaxation, and a breathing freely once more.
“’Twas young Wilson and a fireman wi’ a ladder,” said Margaret’s neighbour, a tall man who could overlook 

the crowd.
“Oh, tell us what you see?” begged Mary.
“They’ve gotten it fixed again the gin-shop wall. One o’ the men i’ th’ factory has fell back; dazed wi’ the 

smoke, I’ll warrant. The floor’s not given way there. God!” said he, bringing his eye lower down, “th’ ladder’s too 
short! It’s a’ over wi’ them, poor chaps. Th’ fire’s coming slow and sure to that end, and afore they’ve either gotten 
water, or another ladder, they’ll be dead out and out. Lord have mercy on them!”

A sob, as if of excited women, was heard in the hush of the crowd. Another pressure like the former! Mary 
clung to Margaret’s arm with a pinching grasp, and longed to faint, and be insensible, to escape from the 
oppressing misery of her sensations. A minute or two.

“They’ve taken th’ ladder into th’ Temple of Apollor. Can’t press back with it to the yard it came from.”
A mighty shout arose; a sound to wake the dead. Up on high, quivering in the air, was seen the end of the 

ladder, protruding out of a garret window, in the gable end of the gin palace, nearly opposite to the doorway 
where the men had been seen. Those in the crowd nearest the factory, and consequently best able to see up to 
the garret window, said that several men were holding one end, and guiding by their weight its passage to the 
door-way. The garret window-frame had been taken out before the crowd below were aware of the attempt.

At length—for it seemed long, measured by beating hearts, though scarce two minutes had elapsed—the 
ladder was fixed, an aerial bridge at a dizzy height, across the narrow street.

Every eye was fixed in unwinking anxiety, and people’s very breathing seemed stilled in suspense. The men 
were nowhere to be seen, but the wind appeared, for the moment, higher than ever, and drove back the invading 
flames to the other end.

Mary and Margaret could see now; right above them danced the ladder in the wind. The crowd pressed 
back from under; firemen’s helmets appeared at the window, holding the ladder firm, when a man, with quick, 
steady tread, and unmoving head, passed from one side to the other. The multitude did not even whisper while 
he crossed the perilous bridge, which quivered under him; but when he was across, safe comparatively in the 
factory, a cheer arose for an instant, checked, however, almost immediately, by the uncertainty of the result, and 
the desire not in any way to shake the nerves of the brave fellow who had cast his life on such a die.
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“There he is again!” sprung to the lips of many, as they saw him at the doorway, standing as if for an instant to 
breathe a mouthful of the fresher air, before he trusted himself to cross. On his shoulders he bore an insensible 
body.

“It’s Jem Wilson and his father,” whispered Margaret; but Mary knew it before.
The people were sick with anxious terror. He could no longer balance himself with his arms; every thing 

must depend on nerve and eye. They saw the latter was fixed, by the position of the head, which never wavered; 
the ladder shook under the double weight; but still he never moved his head—he dared not look below. It 
seemed an age before the crossing was accomplished. At last the window was gained; the bearer relieved from 
his burden; both had disappeared.

Then the multitude might shout; and above the roaring flames, louder than the blowing of the mighty wind, 
arose that tremendous burst of applause at the success of the daring enterprise. Then a shrill cry was heard, 
asking

“Is the oud man alive, and likely to do?”
“Ay,” answered one of the firemen to the hushed crowd below. “He’s coming round finely, now he’s had a dash 

of cowd water.”
He drew back his head; and the eager inquiries, the shouts, the sea-like murmurs of the moving rolling mass 

began again to be heard—but for an instant though. In far less time than even that in which I have endeavoured 
briefly to describe the pause of events, the same bold hero stepped again upon the ladder, with evident purpose 
to rescue the man yet remaining in the burning mill.

He went across in the same quick steady manner as before, and the people below, made less acutely anxious 
by his previous success, were talking to each other, shouting out intelligence of the progress of the fire at the 
other end of the factory, telling of the endeavours of the firemen at that part to obtain water, while the closely 
packed body of men heaved and rolled from side to side. It was different from the former silent breathless hush. 
I do not know if it were from this cause, or from the recollection of peril past, or that he looked below, in the 
breathing moment before returning with the remaining person (a slight little man) slung across his shoulders, 
but Jem Wilson’s step was less steady, his tread more uncertain; he seemed to feel with his foot for the next 
round of the ladder, to waver, and finally to stop half-way. By this time the crowd was still enough; in the awful 
instant that intervened no one durst speak, even to encourage. Many turned sick with terror, and shut their eyes 
to avoid seeing the catastrophe they dreaded. It came. The brave man swayed from side to side, at first as slightly 
as if only balancing himself; but he was evidently losing nerve, and even sense: it was only wonderful how the 
animal instinct of self-preservation did not overcome every generous feeling, and impel him at once to drop 
the helpless, inanimate body he carried; perhaps the same instinct told him, that the sudden loss of so heavy a 
weight would of itself be a great and imminent danger.

“Help me! she’s fainted,” cried Margaret. But no one heeded. All eyes were directed upwards. At this point 
of time a rope, with a running noose, was dexterously thrown by one of the firemen, after the manner of a 
lasso, over the head and round the bodies of the two men. True, it was with rude and slight adjustment: but, 
slight as it was, it served as a steadying guide; it encouraged the sinking heart, the dizzy head. Once more Jem 
stepped onwards. He was not hurried by any jerk or pull. Slowly and gradually the rope was hauled in, slowly 
and gradually did he make the four or five paces between him and safety. The window was gained, and all were 
saved. The multitude in the street absolutely danced with triumph, and huzzaed and yelled till you would have 
fancied their very throats would crack; and then with all the fickleness of interest characteristic of a large body 
of people, pressed and stumbled, and cursed and swore in the hurry to get out of Dunham Street, and back to 
the immediate scene of the fire, the mighty diapason of whose roaring flames formed an awful accompaniment 
to the screams, and yells, and imprecations, of the struggling crowd.

As they pressed away, Margaret was left, pale and almost sinking under the weight of Mary’s body, which 
she had preserved in an upright position by keeping her arms tight round Mary’s waist, dreading, with reason, 
the trampling of unheeding feet.

Now, however, she gently let her down on the cold clean pavement; and the change of posture, and the 
difference in temperature, now that the people had withdrawn from their close neighbourhood, speedily 
restored her to consciousness.

Her first glance was bewildered and uncertain. She had forgotten where she was. Her cold, hard bed felt 
strange; the murky glare in the sky affrighted her. She shut her eyes to think, to recollect.

Her next look was upwards. The fearful bridge had been withdrawn; the window was unoccupied.
“They are safe,” said Margaret.
“All? Are all safe, Margaret?” asked Mary.
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“Ask yon fireman, and he’ll tell you more about it than I can. But I know they’re all safe.”
The fireman hastily corroborated Margaret’s words.
“Why did you let Jem Wilson go twice?” asked Margaret.
“Let!—why we could not hinder him. As soon as ever he’d heard his father speak (which he was na long a 

doing), Jem were off like a shot; only saying he knowed better nor us where to find t’other man. We’d all ha’ 
gone, if he had na been in such a hurry, for no one can say as Manchester firemen is ever backward when there’s 
danger.”

* * * 

Gabriel’s loss of his flock is described by hardy as a ‘Pastoral Tragedy’. Classically, tragedy could only happen 
to great men so this very description does something to Gabriel’s character. Yet Hardy uses this incident for a 
number of other reasons as well. What do you think is the importance of this ‘tragedy’ and can you find any 
similar incident’s in Gaskell’s work?

Chapter VIII, The Malthouse 
•	 In this chapter Hardy presents the locals of Weatherbury. What purpose or purposes does this 

very long chapter serve? What do we find out about the people of rural Weatherbury and how 
far do we feel that Hardy is extending his comments to consider the difference between rural 
and urban spaces? Does Hardy present his locals in any way like Gaskell? Is he sympathetic or 
critical? 

•	 Is this incident funny? If so does he use humour in the same or a similar way to Gaskell?


