Lecture given to the Hardy Society 2 June 2007

THE HISTORY OF THE HARDY PLAYERS

I must admit to some diffidence in giving this talk today on
this particular occasion s8ince I have no c¢laim to be a Hardy

scholar.

My only justification for talking to you now is that I happened
to marry into a family that was fully involved in the Hardy
plays from the beginning, and with the Dorchester Debating
Society until both these activities finally came to an end. My
wife's grandfather, Willfred John Fare, was a member of the
Dorchester Debating Society from the time it was re-founded in
1896 and took part in the first of the Hardy plays. My wife's
father and her aunt, Rex and Ethel Fare, walked on in that
first performance as children and later went on to take leading

parts in the plays.

My starting date is January, 1890, when a local schoolmaster,
Thomas Middleton Dron, gave a lecture to the Congregational
Mutual Improvement Society on 'The Wit and Wisdom of the Dorset
Novelist.' When he read the report of the lecture in the
Chronicle, Hardy immediately wrote an appreciative letter to
Dron, saying that his performance was ‘'unique for this
county.'(1l) Although public readings and lectures on his
novels had been given in other parts of the country, this was
the very first time it had happened in Dorset. Dron's lecture
marks the very beginning of the association between Hardy and
the activities of what became the Dorchester Debating and
Dramatic Society, and subsequently led to the Hardy Players.

Those who became the leading members of the Hardy Players were
already displaying their talents. In October 1895 (2) the
Chronicle reported on an evening of entertainment held in the
Congregational Church. (Now the Dorchester United Church in



South Street.) This included a song by Walter Bawler, two
recitations by Willfred Fare, a duet from Miss Bawler and Mrs.
Fare, In April 1897 a concert was given in the Town Hall in
aid of the choir funds of All Saints, in which A.H. Evans
played violin solos accompanied by his wife on the piano.(3)

When the Debating Society held its end-of-season sociree in
April 1902, the entertainment was arranged by the then
Secretary, A.H. Evans, and T.,H. Tilley. They presented songs
and sketches performed by Evans and his wife and a farce My
Lord In Livery, the cast of which included Evans, Tilley, H.O.
Lock and Reg. Barrow.(4)

The BSociety started to give dramatic readings of plays by
Shakespeare, Sheridan, Goldsmith and others to which the public
were invited. A public reading of Twelfth Night was given in

December 1905, and then, in March, 1906, Evans produced a
series of Shakespeare tableaux at the 'annual tea and soiree’
at the Congregational church. The following month, what was
still just 'The Dorchester Debating Society' gave an acting
performance of The Taming of the Shrew in the Corn Exchange in

aid of the Dorset County Hospital. The Stage manager was T.H.
Tilley, who played Grumioc and also designed and painted most of
the scenery. Petruchio was played by A.H. Evans and Katherina
the Shrew was played by his wife. Again in the cast were H.A.
Martin, H.O. Lock. E.J., Stevens and W.J. Fare.

The following year, in February, 1907, they put on two
performances of Twelfth Night, directed by ©Evans. The first

night of which was attended by Hardy. Later, in November the
same year, they gave two performances of Much Ado About

Nothing.

Hardy's dinterest in these activities was aroused by another
member of the Society, Harry Pouncy. In February 1906 Pouncy
gave a lecture to the Society on the dialect poetry of William



Barnes, assisted by Walter Bawler and Edwin Stevens, Then in
October that year he staged an entertainment in the Town Hall
which he called 'A Dorset Day.' This included songs and scenes
in dialect and a presentation 'A Few Crusted Characters' with
scenery by Tilley, William Watkins, the secretary of the
Society of Dorset Men in London, invited them to perform for
that Society there in 1906 and again in 1907.

Hardy wrote to Harry Pouncy offering advice on old Dorset songs
and giving Pouncy permission to use one of his poems. With
this encouragement in October 1907 Pouncy put on 'Hours in
Hardyland' which was attended by Hardy and his wife. This
presentation included a lantern slide lecture by Pouncy on 'A
jaunt from Casterbridge to Kingsbere and Back' and scenes from
Far From the Madding Crowd.

In February 1908 the writer, A.M, Broadley, was invited to give
a lecture on 'Napoleon's Threatened Invasion of England.'
A.H.Evans - f{according to his daughter,(5) but Keith Wilson
thinks it was probably Harry Pouncy) - had the idea of
illustrating the lecture with a scene from The Trumpet Major

which showed the way ordinary people at the time feared
Napoleon as a dreadful ogre, who was reputed to eat babies
alive. Hardy readily gave his approval and help with this and
attended the lecture and the performance, which was directed by
Evans with Tilley as the stage manager. The success of this
occasion prompted Evans to furthur approach Hardy for
permission to write and produce a fuller stage version of the
novel. Following several consultation visits by Evans to Max
Gate The Trumpet Major was presented in the Corn Exchange on 18
November, 1908, (So the centenary of the Hardy Plavers properly

occurs on that date next year.)

Hardy did not have great expectations of the production., He
wrote to his publisher 'The only permission I have given in
relation to the story is one to the Dorchester Debating and



Dramatic Society (a body of amateurs in the town) to make a
play, or scenes, or what they choose...to act for their own
personal amusement and that of the inhabitants of the town
here. I assented merely to oblige them and it would not do...to
let anybody print as by authority what no doubt will be a hash
of the story, as none o0f the young men have any skill in
dramatizing that I know of.'(6)

Hardy's fame and connections, as well as considerable interest
in seeing a dramatised version of Hardy's novel, brought
famous personalities and the top London critics hot foot to
Dorchester to see the performance. The Chronicle (28 November
1908) reported: 'Never before, not even in the days, nearly a
century ago, when Edmund Kean wore the buskin in Dorchester,
has a Dorchester play-house attracted to itself so much notice
from London...on Wednesday night,..there were to be observed in
the front seats a posse of leading dramatic critics who had
come down direct from London for the occasion...Seldom in a
provincial town, and certainly never before in Dorchester, has
such attention been given by the London daily and weekly papers

to an amateur local production.'

Hardy promoted the play himself by inviting the drama critic of
The Times, Harold Child, to stay with him for the occasion at
Max Gate. The Times subsequently gave almost a whole column to
its review and two days later even devoted a leading article to
the Players. In his review, Child wrote: 'The acting...was not
that of the professional, but those characters especially who
were not afraid of the local accent and colour, like the miller
of Mr. Bawler, the Crippleshaw of Mr. Tilley, the Corporal
Tullidge of Mr. T. Pouncy, were delightful, and the whole
evening was much enjoyed by a large audience.' Hardy himself
wrote to congratulate Bawler on his performance 'which' (he
said' 'in the opinion of good judges was very real and
lifelike: also very amusing.'(7)



In a letter to Child Hardy suggested that 'the special
attributes of the production...(were) that the great
grandparents of the actors (many of them) were the real actors
in the scenes depicted - they all know the events traditionally
- and of course, are themselves continuators of the dialect,
humours etc. of the personages.'(8)

Hardy was romanticising a little, (no doubt in his efforts to
persuade the critic that this was an occasion not to be
missed.) He does however go on to note that among the cast were
the Mayor of Dorchester (T.H.Tilley) the Mayor's sister, and a
former Mayor's son (H.O. Lock) and his sister Evelyne.

The Index to Terry Hearing's book of the Dorset Quarter

Sessions 1625-1638 gives an interesting list of those who

appeared before the court in that part of the seventeenth
century. It shows that there were several families who could
trace their ancestry back for generations before the Napoleonic
period. The familiar names of many of those who appear in the
casts of the Hardy plays, are there. Along with the Hardys
themselves, the list includes: Bawler, Bugler, Dawes, Fussell,
Lock, Major, Martin, Pouncy, Stevens, Tilley ( and also
Woodall). (Regrettably, they all appear on the offenders side
of the court.)(9)

But the leading players in 1908 were the solid citizens of the
town. They were business, trade and professional people,
pillars of the local churches and of the civic and social 1ife
of the community. Henry Osmond Lock, the son of a former mayor,
was a partner in the firm of Locke Read and Locke who were
Hardy's own solicitors. E.J.Stevens was clerk to the
Commissioner of taxes, and H.A. Martin an auctioneer.

Mrs. Ethel Major, who took part in ten of the plays, including
Tess, was the daughter of a gentlemen's outfitter, and after
her husband died, ran a tea shop. Willfred Fare was a grocer



and provisions merchant., He was a founder member and later
President of the Chamber of Trade and also of the Rotary Club,
and Sunday School Superintendent at the Congregational Church,
where W.R.Bawler was the church secretary and a choir member.
Bawler, who was one of the most regular and popular of the
players, was a solicitor's clerk and Deputy Registrar. His
father was the deputy governor of the prison. Reg Barrow was an
auctioneer's clerk with Henry Duke and son. Tom Pouncy was a
local builder.

The most important of the original Players were A.H. Evans and
T.H., Tilley.

Evans lived in Icen Way and ran a prosperous chemist's shop at
33 High East Street. He became a member of the Borough Council
in 1899, In spite of having been fined five shillings for
selling the poison strychnine without properly recording its
sales, he went on to serve on the magistrates' bench.

Evans produced, scripted and directed The Trumpet Major, Far
From the Madding Crowd, The Mellstock Choir, .The Distracted
Preacher and The Woodlanders. He also directed The Three

Wayfarers which had been adapted by Hardy himself. Evans and
his wife also appeared in the first two plays. Although Evans
and his family left Dorchester to live in London in 1910 he
continued to return to Dorchester until 1913 to produce the
plays.

The Tilley family were particularly well-known locally,
Beginning with bicycle shops, they went on to establish garages
in Weymouth as well as Dorchester. Tilley's father was a
monumental mason and had been Mayor of Dorchester. Harry Tilley
carried on his father's business and became Mayor himself in
1908. (There had been some suggestion at the time that the
first of the Hardy plays should have been The Mayor of




Casterbridge, which would then have been performed with a real

live Mayor of Casterbridge in the cast.)

Tilley had a remarkably lively and energetic personality, as
well as possessing considerable practical and professional, as
well as acting skills. He was a born comedian, and there is a
wonderful, doleful picture of him as Sir Andrew Aguecheek in
the Debating Society's production of Twelfth Night.

From the start, as well as acting in the plays he was also the
stage-manager and he designed and built the scenery, which
meant that he was always fully occupied backstage. The
Chronicle's report of The Trumpet Major said that 'Mr. Harry

Tilley, besides his considerable labour in 1looking to
properties and in the superintendence of the scene shifting,
acted the part of Cripplestraw with a mellow wit, often
amounting to unction, which was quite delightful.'(10)

After Evans left Dorchester, Tilley went on to adapt and direct
The Return of the Native im 1920, and A Desperate Remedy in

1922, as well as the Mummers' play, The Play of St, George in
1923,

Following the success of The Trumpet Major, Hardy consented to

Evans's request to adapt Far From the Madding Crowd. Harry

Tiller built a model theatre to help him design the sets and
worked closely with Hardy on the scenery. (Tilley gave this to
Edward Grassby but we haven't been able to trace what has
happened to it since.)}

In April 1909 Hardy was in correspondence with a well-known
architect, Morley Horder, who had been engaged to landscape the
gardens and work on the interior of Waterston Manor, the
setting for Bathsheba's house in the novel. Hardy must have
been impressed with the accuracy of Tilley's sets, because,
with what reads like some enthusiasm, he wrote to Horder again



in November recommending that he and the owner of the manor
should go to see the play.

In Hardy's words: 'the drama of "Far from the Madding Crowd"
which is being played in Dorchester just now has, as the scene
of its action, the exterior and interior of that house as it
existed about 70 or 80 years ago.' Hardy not only tells Horder
when and where the play is to be performed but also that
tickets '(if any are left)' could be obtained from Mr. W.
Watkins, the Secretary of the Society of Dorset Men in
London. (11)

William Watkins, a solicitor's clerk, had moved from Dorchester
to London in 1904, where Sir Frederick Treves asked him to
revive the Society of Dorset Men in London. In Dorchester he
had attended the Congregational church and had played the cello
in concerts there, and so was already well-acquainted with the
leading members of the Hardy Players. It was at his invitation
that the plays were taken to London and performed there to his
Society.

Far From the Madding Crowd repeated the success of The Trumpet

Major. Evans contributed more to the audience's enjoyment of
the play than he had anticipated. Hardy had insisted that the
very important sheep shearing scene must be done properly. So
Evans employed a professional sheep shearer to do the job on
stage. The man complained of thirst, and to help him
overcome his stage nerves, he was supplied with unlimited
quantities of free beer. Happy at his work, the man proceeded
to clip and kiss the sheep, singing to them as he did s0,
drowning out the words of the actors on stage and getting
drunker and drunker as the scene proceeded.(12)

The Hardy plays had now become an annual event, although the
Dorchester Debating Society did not become the Hardy Players
but continued with its other activities. Nor were they



restricting their dramatic presentations whelly to Hardy. In
March 1910, they gave a public reading of As You Like It in
the Town Hall. The cast for this included H.O. Lock, H.A.
Martin, A.H. Evans, E.J. Stevens and W.J. Fare., But, no doubt
because they had become nationally celebrated, they were now

taking their performances seriously. To read the part of
Rosalind they obtained the professional services of Miss Ella
Tarrant, who was a member of Frank Benson's famous
Shakespearean Company, and she also coached the rest of the
cast in their parts.

Later that same year, the players presented The Mellstock Choir

which Evans adapted from Under The Greenwood Tree. Hardy became

more fully involved in this production, supplying the music for
the carols sung in the play, attending three rehearsals and
even seizing Mrs, Emma Tilley, Harry's wife, as his partner to
demonstrate a country dance which he remembered from his youth.

It became the established pattern that preliminary readings of
each new play would take place at Hardy's dinvitation at Max
Gate, often in the presence of his distinguished guests such as
James Barrie and Lawrence of Arabia. Hardy and his wife usually
attended the dress rehearsals in the Town Hall.

On the evening of 16th November 1910, in the Corn Exchange just
before the first performance, Hardy was presented with the
freedom of Dorchester. Hardy had again invited distinguished
guests to be with him to see the play, among them this time was
the poet, Sir Henry Newbolt.

The next presentation, in November 1911, put together two short
plays to make up one performance. The first, The Three

Wayfarers, was an adaptation by Hardy himself from his short
story, The Three Strangers and previously performed by the

Stage Society in 1903.



