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Abstract 
  This paper is the sequel to the former one, “Hardy’s Humour Linguistic 

Characteristics in ‘The Distracted Preacher (1) .” ‘The Distracted Preacher’ (1879) 

in Wessex Tales (1888) by Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) is quite an interesting ‘long 

short story’ in terms of humour and narrative techniques. This story was welcomed as 

‘capital trifle, light and amusing’ and ‘irresistibly comic’ when published. Hardy is 

still now regarded rather fixedly as a writer of tragic and pessimistic novels, stories 

and poems. This conventional image of Hardy is at once blown away if we read this 

comical story. Hardy started writing novels with an acute critical eye on the society of 

class consciousness, and, therefore, his works are in a sense full of satirical and 

ironical treatment of the then society and its system. One of his earliest novels, 

however, Under the Greenwood Tree (1872), whose title is from the song in the Wood 

of Arden in Shakespeare’s comedy As You Like It (1599), is a pastoral novel with tint 

of pathos and humour. Hardy was as an ambitious writer with keen consciousness of 
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narrative techniques and seems to have tried every mode of narrative including 

humour, which element is as it were an undercurrent even in tragic novels like Tess of 
the d’Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the Obscure (1896). 

  Focusing on Hardy’s humour might have the possibility of changing the quality of 

his novels and stories, and would contribute to a reevaluation of his writings in general. 

In this paper, ‘The Distracted Preacher’ is discussed and analyzed from the point of 

humour and narrative technique with the attention to linguistic characteristics in the 

story.  

 

 

 

(Thomas Hardy, 1840-1928) 

(Wessex Tales, 1888) (‘The Distracted Preacher’, 1879)

(a long short story)1

2

(Stockdale)

(Mrs. Newberry)

 

 

 

                                                                 
1 53 p. 1. 
2 ‘H’s short story, “The Distracted Young Preacher,” is a capital trifle, light and 

amusing.’, “Current Fiction,” Literary World (Boston), X (25 Oct 1879), 341. ‘...“The 

Distracted Preacher” is a “thrilling smuggler’s story of daring ingenuity mingled with 

much which is irresistably (sic) comic, and led up to by a gradual unfolding and 

mutual recognition of character on the part of the two chief actors which make the 

whole stand out before us with striking reality.’, “Books: Mr. Hardy’s Wessex Stories,” 

SPECTATOR (Lond), LXI (28 July 1888), 1037-38.    
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(distracted)
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(Owlett)

 

 

Matters being in this advanced state, Stockdale was rather surprised one cloudy 

evening, while sitting in his room, at hearing her speak in low tones of 

expostulation to some one at the door. It was nearly dark, but the shutters were 

not yet closed, nor the candles lighted; and Stockdale was tempted to stretch his 

head toward the window. He saw outside the door a young man in clothes of a 

whitish color, and upon reflection judged their wearer to be the well-built and 

rather handsome miller who lived below. The miller’s voice was alternately low 

and firm, and sometimes it reached the level of positive entreaty; but what the 

words were Stockdale could in no way hear. 

Before the colloquy had ended, the minister’s attention was attracted by a 

second incident. Opposite Lizzy’s home grew a clump of laurels, forming a thick 

and permanent shade. One of the laurel boughs now quivered against the light 

background of sky, and in a moment the head of a man peered out, and remained 

still. He seemed to be also much interested in the conversation at the door, and 

was plainly lingering there to watch and listen. Had Stockdale stood in any other 

relation to Lizzy than that of a lover, he might have gone out and examined the 

meaning of this; but being as yet but an unprivileged ally, he did nothing more 

than stand up and show himself in the lighted room, whereupon the listener 

disappeared, and Lizzy and the miller spoke in lower tones. 

Stockdale was made so uneasy by the circumstance that as soon as the miller 

was gone, he said, ‘Mrs. Newberry, are you aware that you were watched just now, 
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and your conversation heard?’ 

  ‘When?’ she said 

  ‘When you were talking to that miller. A man was looking from the laurel-tree 

as jealously as if he could have eaten you.’ 

She showed more concern than the trifling event seemed to demand, and he 

added, ‘Perhaps you were talking of things you did not wish to be overheard?’ 

  ‘I was talking only on business,’ she said. 

  ‘Lizzy, be frank!’ said the young man. ‘If it was only on business, why should 

anybody wish to listen to you?’ 

      She looked curiously at him. ‘What else do you think it could be, then?’ 

  ‘Well, the only talk between a young woman and man that is likely to amuse an 

eavesdropper.’ 

  ‘Ah, yes,’ she said, smiling in spite of her preoccupation. ‘Well, Cousin Owlett 

has spoken to me about matrimony, every now and then, that’s true; but he was 

not speaking of it then. I wish he had been speaking of it, with all my heart. It 

would have been much less serious for me.’ 

  ‘Oh, Mrs. Newberry!’ 

  ‘It would. Not that I should ha’ chimed in with him, of course. I wish it for 

other reasons. I am glad, Mr. Stockdale, that you have told me of that listener. It 

is a timely warning, and I must see my cousin again.’ 

  ‘But don’t go away till I have spoken,’ said the minister. ‘I’ll out with it at once, 

and make no more ado. Let it be Yes or No between us. Lizzy, please do!’ And he 

held out his hand, in which she freely allowed her own to rest, but without 

speaking. 

  ‘You mean Yes by that?’ he asked, after waiting a while. 

  ‘You may be my sweetheart, if you will.’ 

  ‘Why not say at once you will wait for me until I have a house and can come 

back to marry you?’ 

  ‘Because I am thinking—thinking of something else,’ she said, with 

embarrassment. ‘It all comes upon me at once, and I must settle one thing at a 

time.’  (231-3)3 

                                                                 
3 Wessex Tales (New York: AMS Press, 1984)
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(stream of consciousness)

(When you were talking to that miller. A man was looking 

from the laurel-tree as jealously as if he could have eaten you.)

2

‘jeaslously’

(as if he could have eaten 

you)
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(on business)
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(251)

 

(‘Old Mrs Chundle,’ 1929)

 

(Tess of the 
d’Urbervilles, 1891)

(Jude the Obscure, 1896)
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(Martha)

 

 

However, compunction vanished with the decline of day. Night came, and his 

tea and supper; but no Lizzy Newberry, and no sweet temptations. At last the 

minister could bear it no longer, and said to his quaint little attendant, ‘Where is 

Mrs. Newberry to-day?’ judiciously handing a penny as he spoke. 

‘She’s busy,’ said Martha. 

‘Anything serious happened?’ he asked, handing another penny, and revealing 

yet additional pennies in the background. 

‘Oh no, nothing at all!’ said she, with breathless confidence. ‘Nothing ever 

happens to her. She’s only biding upstairs in bed, because ’tis her way 

sometimes.’ 

Being a young man of some honour, he would not question further, and 

assuming that Lizzy must have a bad headache, or other slight ailment, in spite of 

what the girl had said, he went to bed dissatisfied, not even setting eyes on old 

Mrs. Simpkins. ‘I said last night that I should see her to-morrow,’ he reflected; 

‘but that was not to be.’  (228-9) 

 

(Shakespeare)

(Merchant of Venice) (Portia)

(Return of the Native, 1878)

(Eustacia)

(Clym)
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(Sue)

(Arabella)

 

 

 

‘How did these things come in my room?’ he said, flinging the objectionable 

articles to the floor. 

Martha said that Mrs. Newberry had given them to her to brush, and that she 

had brought them up there, thinking they must be Mr. Stockdale’s, as there was 

no other gentleman a-lodging there. 

‘Of course you did,’ said Stockdale. ‘Now take them down to your mis’ess, and 

say they are some clothes I have found here and know nothing about.’ 

As the door was left open he heard the conversation downstairs. ‘How stupid!’ 

said Mrs. Newberry, in a tone of confusion. ‘Why, Marther Sarer, I did not tell 

you to take ’em to Mr. Stockdale’s room!’ 

‘I thought they must be his as they was so muddy,’ said Martha humbly. 

‘You should have left ’em on the clothes-horse,’ said the young mistress, 

severely; and she came upstairs with the garments on her arm quickly passed 

Stockdale’s room, and threw them forcibly into a closet at the end of a passage. 

With this the incident ended, and the house was silent again. 

There would have been nothing remarkable in finding such clothes in a 

widow’s house had they been clean, or moth-eaten, or creased, or mouldy from 

long lying by; but that they should be splashed with recent mud bothered 

Stockdale a good deal. When a young pastor is in the aspen stage of attachment, 

and open to agitation at the merest trifles, a really substantial incongruity of this 

complexion is a disturbing thing. However, nothing further occurred at that time; 

but he became watchful and given to conjecture, and was unable to forget the 

circumstance.  (241) 

 

But he was not sure of this; and, greatly excited, Stockdale determined to 
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investigate the mystery, and to adopt his own way for doing it. He blew out the 

match without lighting the candle, went into the passage, and proceeded on tiptoe 

toward Lizzy’s room. A faint gray square of light in the direction of the chamber 

window as he approached told him that the door was open, and at once suggested 

that the occupant was gone. He turned and brought down his fist upon the 

hand-rail of the staircase: ‘It was she, in her late husband’s coat and hat!’  (245) 

 

Stockdale went forward and said at once, ‘Lizzy, don’t be frightened. I have 

been waiting up for you.’  

She started, though she had recognized the voice. ‘It is Mr. Stockdale, isn’t it?’ 

she said. 

‘Yes,’ he answered, becoming angry now that she was safe indoors, and not 

alarmed. ‘And a nice game I’ve found you out in tonight. You are in man’s 

clothes, and I am ashamed of you!’ 

Lizzy could hardly find a voice to answer this unexpected reproach. 

‘I am only partly in man’s clothes,’ she faltered, shrinking back to the wall. ‘It 

is only his great-coat and hat and breeches that I’ve got on, which is no harm, as 

he was my own husband; and I do it only because a cloak blows about so, and you 

can’t use your arms. I have got my own dress under just the same—it is only 

tucked in. Will you go away upstairs and let me pass? I didn’t want you to see me 

at such a time as this.’ 

‘But I have a right to see you. How do you think there can be anything between 

us now?’ Lizzy was silent.  

‘You are a smuggler,’ he continued sadly. 

‘I have only a share in the run,’ she said. 

‘That makes no difference. Whatever did you engage in such a trade as that for, 

and keep it such a secret from me all this time?’ 

‘I don’t do it always. I do it only in wintertime when ’tis new moon.’  (248-9) 
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(I am only partly in man’s clothes)

(It is only his great-coat and hat and 

breeches that I’ve got on, which is no harm, as he was my own husband; .... I have got 

my own dress under just the same—it is only tucked in.)

 

 

 

(Latimer)

(Part VI)  

 

 

‘Let us see first what is going on,’ he said. But before they had got much 

further the noise of the cart-wheels began again, and Stockdale soon found that 

they were coming toward him. In another minute the three carts came up, and 

Stockdale and Lizzy stood in the ditch to let them pass. 

Instead of being conducted by four men, as had happened when they went out 

of the village, the horses and carts were now accompanied by a body of from 

twenty to thirty, all of whom, as Stockdale perceived to his astonishment, had 
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blackened faces. Among them walked six or eight huge female figures, whom, 

from their wide strides, Stockdale guessed to be men in disguise. As soon as the 

party discerned Lizzy and her companion four or five fell back, and when the 

carts had passed came close to the pair.  

‘There is no walking up this way for the present,’ said one of the gaunt women, 

who wore curls a foot long, dangling down the sides of her face, in the fashion of 

the time. Stockdale recognized this lady’s voice as Owlett’s. 

‘Why not?’ said Stockdale. ‘This is the public highway.’ 

‘Now, look here, youngster,’ said Owlett—‘oh, ’tis the Methodist 

parson!—what, and Mrs. Newberry! Well, you’d better not go up that way, Lizzy. 

They’ve all run off, and folks have got their own again.’  (277-8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The officers looked up at Stockdale’s fair and downy countenance, and 

evidently thinking him above suspicion, went on with their work again. As soon 
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as all the tubs were taken out, they began tearing up the turf, pulling out the 

timbers, and breaking in the sides, till the cellar was wholly dismantled and 

shapeless, the apple tree lying with its roots high to the air. But the hole which 

had in its time held so much contraband merchandise was never completely filled 

up, either then or afterward, a depression in the greensward marking the spot to 

this day.  (271-2) 

 

 

 

Stockdale went in; and it is to be presumed that they came to an understanding, 

for a fortnight later there was a sale of Lizzy’s furniture, and after that a wedding 

at a chapel in a neighboring town. 

He took her away from her old haunts to the home that he had made for himself 

in his native county, where she studied her duties as a minister’s wife with 

praiseworthy assiduity. It is said that in after-years she wrote an excellent tract 

called Render unto Caesar; or, The Repentant Villagers, in which her own 

experience was anonymously used as the introductory story. Stockdale got it 

printed, after making some corrections, and putting in a few powerful sentences 

of his own; and many hundreds of copies were distributed by the couple in the 

course of their married life.  (286) 

 

 

 

Note. The ending of this story with the marriage of Lizzy and the minister 

was almost de rigueur in an English magazine at the time of writing. But at this 

late date, thirty years after, it may not be amiss to give this ending that would 

have been preferred by the writer to the convention used above. Moreover it 
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corresponds more closely with the true incidents of which the tale is a vague and 

flickering shadow. Lizzy did not, in fact, marry the minister, but much to her 

credit in the author’s opinion stuck to Jim, the smuggler, and emigrated with 

him after their marriage, an expatrial step rather upon him by his adventurous 

antecedents. They both died in Wisconsin between 1850 and 1860. (May 1912.)  

(286-7) 

 

18 19

(Science of Fiction)4

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
4 Harold Orel, ed., ‘The Science of Fiction,’ Thomas Hardy’s Personal Writings 

(London: Macmillan, 1967), 138. ‘realism’

‘realism is not art’

Florence Emily Hardy, The Life of Thomas Hardy 1840-1928 

(London and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1975) 7 24  
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