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OLIVER GOLDSMITH

Born at Pallasmore, Co. Longford, Ireland, in

1728. After a varied and financially unsuccessful

life in England and Ireland, tramped through

Europe, 1754—6. Arriving penniless in London,

he took to journalism. Died in poverty on
4th April 1774.



INTRODUCTION

Or all those pieces of fine literature which depend for
their charm on the presentment of the simpler life and
emotion amid the sweet country scenes around our old
English homes, there is no book that has so perennial a
- hold upon the affection of all conditions of men the world
over as Goldsmith’s “ Vicar of Wakefield.” “ We read it
in youth and age,’”” says Walter Scott, “ we return to it
again and again, and bless the memory of an author who
contrives so well to reconcile us to human nature.”
The history of this book is one long steady growth
in popular favour. The first editions were by no means
successful ventures to their publishers, for even the com-
paratively small sum paid to its author (£60, part of
which went immediately to pay the rent for which he was
being dunned by his landlady) was more than its market
value during the lives of those first interested init. We
find indeed that the fourth edition, published by Collins
of Salisbury, started with a loss. It was first published
in 1766, and although twenty editions appeared in this
country up to the end of the eighteenth century, they did
not represent any large circulation, as it is unlikely that
any edition exceeded one thousand, and some of them
were perhaps not morethan five hundred copies. Twenty-
four more editions were published in Great Britain up to
1850, but since then no fewer than eighty separate edi-
tions have appeared in addition to those published as

part of his collected works. It has been translated also
' v



vi Introduction

into almost all civilised languages, including Greek,
Danish, Dutch, Finnish, Polish, Roumanian, Hungarian,
Russian, Bohemian, and Hebrew, not to speak, we
believe, of some oriental languages.

We venture to think that not even ‘ Robinson Crusoe ”*
could show such a record of increasing affection among
the people.

Goldsmith, in one of his essays in “ The Citizen of
the World,” says:—

““ At present the few poets of England no longer depend
on the Great for subsistence, they have now no other patrons
but the public, and the public, collectively considered, is a
good and generous master. It is indeed too frequently
mistaken as to the merits of every candidate for favour; but
to make amends, it is never mistaken long. A performance,
indeed, may be forced for a time into reputation, but desti-
tute of real merit it soon sinks; time, the touchstone of
what is truly valuable, will soon discover the fraud, and an
author should never arrogate to himself any share of success
till his works have been read at least ten years with satis-
faction.”

The sanity and truth of these words have been proved
at least in the ever-increasing appreciation of the great
public for this one chef-d’euvre of Goldsmith’s. But
alas, how much they have neglected his other work. A
poem—a comedy—a story—is all that they remember or
bring within their daily life and conversation. That
wonderful series of essays, of as high a quality and with
as much right to be written on the nation’s heart as those
of Charles Lamb himself, are, alas, relegated to dusty
shelves, only now and then to be taken down by “ the
student ”” who has to * pass in English literature ”’ in
order to get his degree in arts. All their fine wisdom and
philosophy, their keen but always genial satire, their
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pictures of character and manners, and above all, that
broad and fine humanity so indulgent and yet so
enamoured of sweet goodness, are lost upon us of this
generation, only, we hope, to be re-discovered by our
children to their increasing delight.

To return to the Vicar. One naturally asks what is
the charm that holds us and makes us return to it again
and again as a source of such consolation and delight—
remember it is not only over the simple that it holds such
- sway—with Bunyan’s allegory it lies constantly on the
table of even the illiterate. It was the book Charles
Dickens took to bed with him every night, they say.
Goethe claimed that it was the greatest novel of his day,
and finely acknowledged his debt to it at the critical
period of his life.

If one were to attempt to analyse its power over us,
one would be inclined to use an almost unforgivable
paradox and say—that it lay in the “ art of perfect art-
lessness,” the power so to break down the dam of self-
consciousness that the stream of pure feeling and fine
humanity might flow freely from the heart into the course
prepared for it of perfect style. The paradox will seem
even more evident as we look at the outward life of the
author in all its wayward pomp and vanity and self-
consciousness. But the truth contained therein, we
venture to think, will be still more clear when we know
intimately all there is to know of Oliver Goldsmith. In
other words, to feel all the charm of the ‘ Vicar of
Wakefield,” we must know fully the life of him who
wrote it, for then we shall find the story is but thinly
disguised biography, the biography of a man—whatever
the outward show might be—of as true gentleness and
pure feeling, and of as fine a humanity as ever lived.
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Of illustrated editions there has been a constant out-
put almost from the very beginning, though the first
four or five editions appeared without pictures. Since
these, however, a large number of artists have followed
one another in attempting to delineate the creations of
Goldsmith, some of them as curiously opposed in feeling
as Stothard and Rowlandson, Cruikshank and Mulready.

J. M. DENT.
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CHAPTER 1

I was ever of opinion, that the honest man who married
and brought up a large family, did more service than he
who continued single and only talked of population.
From this motive, I had scarce taken orders a year, be-
fore I began to think seriously of matrimony, and chose
my wife, as she did her wedding-gown, not for a fine
glossy surface, but such qualities as would wear well,
To do her justice, she was a good-natured, notable
woman; and as for breeding, there were few country
ladies who could show more. She could read any English
book without much spelling; but for pickling, preserving,
and cookery, none could excel her. She prided herself
also upon being an excellent contriver in housekeeping;
though I could never find that we grew richer with all
her contrivances.

However, we loved each other tenderly, and our fond-
ness increased as we grew old. There was, in fact,
nothing that could make us angry with the world or
each other. We had an elegant house, situated in a
fine country, and a good neighbourhood. The year was
spent in a moral or rural amusement; in visiting our
rich neighbours, and relieving such as were poor. We
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had no revolutions to fear, nor fatigues to undergo;
all our adventures were by the fireside, and all our
migrations from the blue bed to the brown.

As we lived near the road, we often had the traveller
or stranger visit us to taste our gooseberry-wine, for
which we had great reputation; and I profess, with the
veracity of an historian, that I never knew one of them
find fault with it. Our cousins, too, even to the fortieth
remove, all remembered their affinity, without any help
from the herald’s office, and came very frequently to see
us. Some of them did us no great honour by these claims
of kindred, as we had the blind, the maimed, and the halt
amongst the number. However, my wife always insisted
that, as they were the same flesh and blood, they should
sit with us at the same table. So that, if we had not very
rich, we generally had very happy friends about us; for
this remark will hold good through life, that the poorer
the guest, the better pleased he ever is with being
treated; and as some men gaze with admiration at the
colours of a tulip or the wing of a butterfly, so I was,
by nature, an admirer of happy human faces. However,
when any one of our relations was found to be a person
of very bad character, a troublesome guest, or one we
desired to get rid of, upon his leaving my house I ever
took care to lend him a riding-coat or a pair of boots,
or sometimes an horse of small value, and I always had
the satisfaction of finding he never came back to return
them. By this the house was cleared of such as we
did not like; but never was the family of Wakefield
known to turn the traveller or the poor dependant out of
doors.

Thus we lived several years in a state of much happi-
ness, not but that we sometimes had those little rubs
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which Providence sends to enhance the value of its
favours. My orchard was often robbed by schoolboys,
and my wife’s custards plundered by the cats or the
children. The *Squire would sometimes fall asleep in the
most pathetic parts of my sermon, or his lady return my
wife’s civilities at church with a mutilated curtsey. But
we soon got over the uneasiness caused by such accidents,
and usually in three or four days began to wonder how
they vexed us.

My children, the offspring of temperance, as they were
educated without softness, so they were at once well
formed and healthy; my sons hardy and active, my
daughters beautiful and blooming. When I stood in
the midst of the little circle, which promised to be the
supports of my declining age, I could not avoid repeating
the famous story of Count Abensberg, who, in Henry
the Second’s progress through Germany, while other
courtiers came with their treasures, brought his thirty-
two children, and presented them to his sovereign as
the most valuable offering he had to bestow. In this
manner, though I had but six, I considered them as a
very valuable present made to my country, and conse-
quently looked upon it as my debtor. Our eldest son
was named George, after his uncle, who left us ten
thousand pounds. Our second child, a girl, I intended
to call after her aunt Grissel; but my wife, who during
her pregnancy had been reading romances, insisted on
her being called Olivia. In less than another year we
had another daughter, and now I was determined that
Grissel should be her name; but a rich relation taking
a fangy to stand godmother, the girl was, by her direc-
tions, called Sophia; so that we had two romantic names
in the family; but I solemnly protest I had no hand in



